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Chapter One – Rohana

I choked on the smoke rolling across the field, thick and acrid. Fucking dragons. There wasn’t much, man or beast, that scared me. You didn’t live to see the rank of Knight Protector if you frightened easily. But dragons?
Well, dragons made even my blood run a little colder. And today, the skies were full of them. When you could see the sky, anyway.
It was a bad day for battle. The wind drove at us cold and hard, throwing down wet precipitation in blinding sheets. One minute, it seemed to be raining, and the next snowing. Even through my thermal gloves, my fingers trembled as I gripped my battle rifle. Visibility was non-existent. In the best moments, you could see fifteen or twenty feet ahead. In the worst, you could barely see the tip of your barrel.
“Ma’am,” one of the knights under my command called, “the radio’s out again.” The crossed sabers on his arm designated that he was a junior officer, and a communications specialist. So the news was particularly unwelcome coming from him.
Shit. These boxes weren’t meant for weather like this. Then again, neither were we. The king’s diviners might have predicted a wintertime invasion would bring Agalyn victory, but the diviners were safe and warm back home. They weren’t fighting in the sleet. They wouldn’t be fighting in falling snow, or crossing rivers of ice. They wouldn’t freeze to the ground where they fell wounded, like my men would if this weather kept up. They weren’t losing fingers and toes to the cold when they slept, like we were going to, in the flimsy tents we’d packed.
All of this, of course, I kept to myself. “See if you can bring it back online, Kirill. We need to be able to reach command.”
“Roger that.”
We were the rear guard of the first wave of the invasion force. The night had been cool to begin with, but by dawn it was chilling. Clear skies had made way for heavy cloud cover, and the clouds seemed to be in some manner of conspiracy with these Northern bastards. Because as soon as we’d stepped foot over the border, the heavens had dumped their full wrath on us.
And on top of it all, there were dragons everywhere. Our dragons, their dragons. Fucking dragons. 
No, today was a shit day, and it didn’t look like it was going to get any better. Our mission was to take the shire just north of the border. We’d taken the town in its outskirts, a place named Fort Terrence. The name didn’t make much sense. There was no fort there – just a handful of farms and homes, all deserted by time we reached the area.
But Cragspoint, the military base in the center of the shire, had been closer to a fort. And that had already fallen. That had been a bit of genius cooked up by SKP Valarian – one of the Senior Knight Protectors in charge of the planning and execution of the invasion. My unit had been too far away to have any part of that. But we’d seen the explosion, a great, red blast in the night sky, and we’d cheered the beginning of a great and glorious victory. And then we’d got the order to head out.
It had all seemed alright, up until that point. But then the rain started, and we found ourselves marching through mud. And before long, the water turned to ice, and we were trudging through sleet. Still, we had an easy victory ahead of us. That’s what command said. With Cragspoint out of the picture, we’d be able to march across the muddy plains and continue on to the capital.
Meanwhile, our forces deployed to the far north would move in. We’d converge on the queen and force her surrender. The war would be over before it began.
That’s what the diviners said. That’s what command said.
Except, no one seemed to have figured on the damned castle. It wasn’t much of a fortification: just an old, scrappy building that probably harkened back to the elven wars. But somehow the Knight of the Shire and the knights of Cragspoint had escaped. Now, they’d holed up in here. Now, we had to ferret them out so they wouldn’t go running to warn their damned queen.
Now, we were stuck in the driving sleet, freezing our asses off on the very first morning of the invasion, waiting for our dragons to kill their dragons so we could get closer and kill them. Damned dragons. Damned Northerners.
“KP,” Kirill said, “I think I’m getting through.”
Finally, good news. I nodded and doubled back to his position. We’d entrenched behind a rocky rise, waiting for orders. Hopefully, we were about to get them. He handed me the headset and I slipped it on. “KP Rohana here. Do you read?”
A voice crackled over the line. “Loud and clear, KP. What is your location and status?”
“We are holding about two kilometers south of the fortress. No sign of enemy troops.”
“Roger that. Continue to hold.”
I scowled. “Please repeat.”
“Continue to hold, KP. Command out.”
Static filled the earpiece, and I pulled it off. Motherfuckers. Out loud, though, I said, “Alright, ladies and gents, hope you’re comfortable, because it looks like we’re not going anywhere for a while.”
They received the order about as well as I figured they would. No one wanted to hunker down in a rapidly flooding foxhole. Not with freezing water running down your back. Not with the enemy and a good fight a few kilometers away.
But orders were orders. So we hunkered down. “Luca, you got bucket duty.” The squire groaned, but I ignored him. “We don’t need anyone drowning before we reach the fight. Pretty sure they don’t hand out medals for that.”
“Yes ma’am,” he said. Luca’s knight had gone on with the first wave, and she’d dumped him on me before she went. Ostensibly, she’d asked first. But Mariana was a freeborn knight, and I was kaladorn – slave born. On paper, we shared the same rank, but in practice, it wasn’t so cut and dried. In practice, a request from one of the freeborns was an order. So today I had babysitting detail.
I didn’t mind particularly. Luca was a good kid, smart and able and usually willing to pitch in. But he wasn’t frontline material. Not yet. He’d barely cut his teeth on training. He shouldn’t have been here. But he was a warm body, and Agalyn needed warm bodies as much as he needed skilled fighters.
A drop of cold rain snaked under my suit, and I shuddered. Warm body might be too optimistic. I was pretty sure none of us were warm bodies anymore. Not in this weather.
I could hear Kirill’s teeth chattering as he tried to keep the tarp in place over the radio. Cnaeus pulled his cloak tight around himself. Thorgsed was blowing on his fingers and rubbing his hands together.
“Hey,” I said, “this isn’t a vacation. Off your asses. Cnaeus, I want you fortifying the dugout. Build up a rise against the eastern side. The wind’s coming down from the east, so a barrier will keep out some of the rain.”
He scowled at the sky, and then Thorgsed. “You ought to send him, KP. This is his godsdamned land, isn’t it?”
Thorgsed’s ancestors had been from this country, but one of the many border shifts in the last few hundred years had put them on the southern side. It had been a point of some mostly good-natured ribbing ever since he’d joined the unit. So I nodded. “Good point. You can join him, Thorgsed. Now both of you get your asses up there and get to work.”
They climbed out into the full downpour. I heard Thorgsed call the other man a “Bastard,” before their voices disappeared in the shrieking wind.
I went down the line, giving orders and then grabbing a bucket myself. Short of an actual goal, keeping everyone in motion would help.
We’d been working for about a quarter of an hour when a shadow passed overhead, darker and grayer than the clouds. I glanced up, but I knew instinctively what it was: a dragon. “Take cover.”
I’d barely got the call out when a blast of fire swept down from the veil of cloud cover. Back and forth it went strafing the field, first near us and then further away. Then it circled back.
Thorgsed and Cnaeus had scrambled back into the foxhole. The former pressed himself against the muddy embankment. The latter raised his laser rifle for the sky.
“Hold your fire,” I shouted. “It’s no good against wyvern.”
Wyvern hide was damned near impenetrable, and their scales could only be pierced by wyvern steel. I didn’t have one of those enchanted blades, because I wasn’t a dragon rider. Which in the moment struck me as a bloody unfair stipulation. I might not know how to ride one of the monsters, but I could just as easily die from them as anyone else. One blast of dragon fire could cook my entire unit.
But with the magic imbued in wyvern steel, if I had one of those blades, I would be able to shield us from the dragon’s wrath even if it remained too far out of reach to get a strike in. That was a call above my paygrade, though. It was the province of priests and Command to figure out who got blessed steel, and who got blasted in fire.
My job in the moment consisted of nothing more or less than keeping my men safe. “Stay down. If it can’t see you, it will focus on other targets.” A shitty reality, because it meant saving our own hides at the risk of leaving our fellow knights to be barbecued. But my duty was to my unit. “Our boys in the sky should already be on their way.”
At least, I hoped like hell they’d spotted our attacker and were heading over. The dragon had started sweeping close to us again. A blast of fire hit the rocks ten meters away, leaving great, charred streaks of black behind. It moved on. The acrid odor of smoke hung heavy in the wet air. Something else mingled with it – something closer. Urine.
Someone had pissed themselves. I would have put my money on it being the squire. “Well son-of-a-bitch,” I said, trying to keep my tone light and airy. “That’s not the way I wanted to warm up.”
Someone laughed, a nervous, forced laugh. “Me either.”
“Kirill, radio it in. If Command doesn’t already have someone on the way, well, they need to scramble them now.”
“Roger that.”
A shrill voice drew our attention. Squire Luca was pointing toward the sky. “It’s coming back. KP, it’s coming back.”
He was right. A great, dark figure hovered just above the clouds, sailing in a straight line right for us and blasting a stream of fire as it went.
Fuck. I glanced at my unit, and then at the flames. We had about fifteen seconds before the dragon reached us. There was no way all of us were getting out of that trench and far enough away from the fire to escape. Not in fifteen seconds. Not when the movement would draw the beast’s attention.
I gritted my teeth and ran for the rock wall on the western side of our trench. “Stay down,” I ordered over my shoulder. “Faith and honor.”
I pulled myself up out of the rocky bed, and onto the stone. “Well here I am then, you fire-breathing bastard.” I didn’t know if my yelling would carry over the screeching winds, but I figured my flailing arms would do the trick otherwise.
It did. The spray of flame diverted from its straight line, adjusting course toward me. I didn’t wait for more confirmation than that. I took off running.
We’d dug a kind of trench following the natural curvature of a squat, rocky plateau. Now, I ran across the rocks, looking for somewhere to hide before I wound up ash. I’d seen a kind of rocky overhang west of our current position. Now I hoped I could reach it in time.
I wasn’t sure I could. I felt the heat of dragon breath on my heels. Sweat mingled with icy cold droplets. I pumped my legs as hard as they’d go, and prayed to Kaladora, goddess of the bonded, for speed.
I’d almost reached the end of the plateau. I could smell my own hair, singed and burned. I was about half a step from death.
I dove over the side of the rock, landed hard, and threw myself against the stone face. It felt a little bit like sticking my hand onto the side of a clay oven. The dragonfire superheated the rock until it burned like hell. Son-of-an-elf.
Flames reached the tip of my left boot and seared a hole into it before I could draw it back.
But then the fire moved on. I scrambled for the nearest unmelted puddle of slush and collapsed into it. I’d never been quite so thankful to freeze my ass off as I was in that moment.




Chapter Two – Ceinwen

Aeron spotted the city before either Brynja or myself. The human woman’s eyes could not see the distances that either elven eyes like my own or dragon eyes like his could. But the cloud cover was thick, like a heavy veil drawn over my eyes. So from the air, since we were approaching by dragon, I could not see much further than she.
“Are you certain we must go here, Ceinwen?” he asked. “The place is crawling with human vermin.”
He spoke in the language of dragons, but I had long ago learned it. Brynja could understand him too, though whether she could understand all dragonspeak, or only his, I did not know. She said dryly, “I think I made a mistake rousing your dusty bones from a well-deserved dirt nap, Aeron.”
He snorted at the reminder. My poor friend of many long years did not care to be beholden to a human, even one who had saved both of our lives. “How like a mortal…to claim the power of one of the First as her own.”
He was referring to the first rune Brynja had used – a powerful amulet carved from the bones of the first wyvern. “Come,” I said, “be kind to each other, both of you. We’re about to enter a city of men – an elf and her dragon – for the first time in hundreds of years. We’ve no need of more enemies than we’re bound to make.”
Brynja sat behind me on the saddle. She laughed now. “Very well. For your sake, Ceinwen.”
“I too will make peace, for your sake, Mage.”
I shook my head at the pair of them. We had come from the northernmost county, Fjell, on the winds of a fierce storm. We came with news of an invasion force of dragon riders from the South, servants of King Agalyn. We’d come to warn Queen Ilaria, who was in point of fact queen of all of us, and all the North. But she seemed more Brynja’s queen than mine, for she was human, like Brynja, and Brynja had grown up under her rule.
I had disappeared to live in exile under the mountain many long seasons before the human queen had drawn her first breath. And unless this mission or the invading armies at our doorstep ended me, I would see many seasons after it too, for such was the extended lifespan of elves.
Brynja’s peace with Aeron might have been for my sake, but our coming here at all was for hers. If not for the human woman, we’d both have been dead at the hands of Southern inquisitors – dead, or wishing for death. I had little interest in the world of men. The elven wars and their aftermath had cured me of that. But I owed her.
So here I was, about to enter the capital of the North for the first time in many long hundreds of years. I saw the tower a moment before Brynja, a great column of silver stone rising into the sky. I felt my heart skip a beat at that.
How many times across the years had I flown toward that beacon, that masterpiece of elven engineering? No other race had constructed anything like it before, and none would do so again. Of that I was sure. The old elven stonemasons had worked in concert with the dwarves, and they’d each woven their own magic into that tower. It had stood for thousands of years, against wind and rain and ice and earthquake.
In the days of elves, such towers dotted the world. In times of need, elven mages would send a column of energy from the high most level into the heavens, like a flare – a great, terrible flare, powerful enough to incinerate even dragon scale. It could be seen for league upon leagues, so that other towers could send help.
Most of the other towers had fallen long ago. Only a few remained, and of those, fewer remained in good condition. Some of the warlords and kings of old, the conquerors who took what the ancient races built, brought machines and men and labored for long years to tear them down, and eradicate any trace that they’d ever been there. Others made them their own, like grand trophies of victory – a place to display their other treasures, the gems and artifacts – and people – they’d stolen.
This place had had a name once in the elven tongue, known to its kings and keepers. The name had died with them, and with it the ability to command the place. Now it was mute stone.
And still, it made me tremble to behold it. I could not but remember how many had fallen in the shadow of that proud tower, how much elven blood had been spilled to protect it as the armies of men drew nearer, and one by one the great towers fell.
Until there was this one, that men called for a while The Last Citadel, and then just The Citadel. It was here the ancestors of both Queen Ilaria and King Agalyn had made their home, many long, terrible years ago. Now they, these descendants and kin, were about to be at war. And maybe this place would see besieging armies of humans again.
But what in the name of the gods was I doing here, back again on the eve of battle? I sat for a moment, frozen in the saddle. I could hear the beat of Aeron’s wings, and feel the rush of frigid air. But my mind was a mess of memories, dark, faraway memories that I’d locked down in the deepest parts of my heart. Memories I never meant to let see the light of day again; and yet there they were.
“There it is,” Brynja said, and the excitement in her tone drew me back to the world as it was, rather than as it had been.
“Yes. There it is.”
“I’ve never seen it from this vantage.”
Aeron snorted. “You have never seen it at all, human. Not as it was meant to be seen. Not as it once was: a shining beacon in the night sky, a flag unfurled upon sweet spring breezes, the cry of clear trumpets ringing through the air. The sun rising and sending night back to the abyss. You didn’t see that.”
She must have caught the threads of emotion running through his words, because she responded with a gravity I didn’t expect. “No. No, Aeron, I didn’t.”
“All you see is stone.”
“You knew this place, then? Before, I mean?”
“Before the murders your kind committed? Before your butchery and war and mass killing? Yes, I knew it.”
I figured it was best to change the topic. I didn’t need Aeron entertaining these dark thoughts. Not now, when we were heading in to face what would surely be confused if not hostile watchmen and guards. “I knew it too. But that was a long time ago, before the palace was built onto the tower. Back when it was just the tower.”
“Before mortals presumed to deface the work of better races,” Aeron snorted.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“About what?” I asked. “You did not make the decisions of your forebearers, Brynja. You need not feel their shame.”
“And what good is an apology anyway?” the dragon asked. “It cannot do or undo anything.”
“No. I don’t mean I am responsible. I just mean, I am sorry that it happened.”
Aeron snorted again, but I nodded. “So am I. But now, we cannot think of the past. There is plenty to worry about in our future.”
The rest of the city, and the rest of the palace, came into view shortly thereafter. It was magnificent in the way of human dwellings – big and showy and gaudy, wrought of marble and gray stone, with manicured gardens and orchards. Cobblestone streets for carts, and perfectly paved skimmer tracks crisscrossed in flawless grids. Manor houses with perfect yards surrounded the palace and the furthest outskirts of the city. Somewhere right in between were the factories and workers’ housing, apartment buildings and small homes. There were no slums here, no evidence of abject poverty. But the divide between rich and poor was as great here as anywhere else.
Aside from the size of the dwellings themselves, the biggest tell from the air was the stables and garages, and the subsequent implications for travel. The rich had garages for motorized sleds that were as large as many of the poorer houses, and carriage houses and teams of elegant horses, and great stables managed by competent hands. The poor presumably relied on their feet, because there were no parked carriages or skimmers by those homes.
A first few flakes of snow had started to fall here. People scurried this way and that below us, running to finish whatever business they had left before the storm finished rolling in.
I thought of the storm we’d left behind us, the driving wind and endless snow in Fjell. These midlands wouldn’t see storms like that, not for a few weeks yet. But I supposed, to them, these first snows were as bad as our first blizzards. It was a matter of what you were accustomed to.
“Land there,” Brynja said, pointing to a clear kind of plain behind the tower. “That’s the landing zone for dragons.”
“I do not take orders from you, human. Nor do I have eyes in the back of my head. I cannot know whatever it is you mean by ‘there.’”
“The clearing, by the guardhouse,” I said. “Be cooperative, Aeron. And remember, when we land –”
“Mind my manners. Yes, yes. I’m not a child, Mage.”
I refrained from pointing out that he was acting rather like one. “Good. I don’t want to be at war with the North and the South all in the span of one day.”
“Do not fear, Ceinwen: I shan’t draw first blood. Only last, if it comes to that. Then, I shall dine on frozen cockroach.”
By this, he meant that he would freeze the human solid and eat them. Aeron was an ice dragon, and his breath could freeze just about any living being to solid ice.
“Your dragon,” Brynja said, “has a dark sense of humor.”
He wasn’t joking, but I didn’t feel it necessary to belabor the point. “We will have no problems from him.”
He harrumphed but didn’t disagree. “Are you certain you want me to let you off so far from the palace?”
“Dragons are not allowed closer. They will call a skimmer for us, once we’re cleared.”
He didn’t respond to her. He spoke instead to me. “Which means you will be beyond my help.”
“We will be alright. Brynja has a first rune, now.”
“I am not concerned about cockroaches – not even the more agreeable among them. My concern is with you.”
“I can take care of myself, Aeron. Especially now that I’ve got Bryn backing me up.”
He grumbled something under his breath but changed his heading accordingly. In a minute, we were descending toward the landing zone. We’d broken through the lowest layer of cloud when an array of bright red strobe lights blazed into the night sky, and the blaring of klaxons rose above the wind.
“What devilry is this?” the dragon demanded.
I didn’t speak, but instead threw an alarmed look Brynja’s way. She, though, remained calm. “It’s just an alarm – someone spotted us, and they’re rousing a party to meet us.”
“A party?”
“Yes. A KP, probably, and a handful of junior officers.”
“And will they know you?”
“Perhaps not on sight, but they’ll able to verify who I am. And once they do that, they’ll let us pass.”
I wasn’t as confident as she sounded, but I nodded anyway. “And Aeron will be unharmed?”
“Oh yes. They will offer him a place in the stables.”
The dragon loosed a puff of cold air at that. “Stabled? Let them try. I am no beast of burden or cowed and broken domestic animal to be taken off to the stables.”
“Aeron…”
“No one will make you. It’s just an offer. If a knight means to stay awhile, usually they accept.”
“Well, most obliging. I shall – respectfully – decline.”
I leaned forward and ran a hand down his blue and green scales. “Hang in there, my friend. We’ll survive this yet.”




Chapter Three – Callaghan

In a way, it looked like a typical day for the season. The area lay under a heavy blanket that, at a glance, could have been fog. Sleet beat down on the earth, and the wind howled and raged. It could have just been the first real storm of the season rolling in.
It wasn’t. It was part first storm, and part murder and mayhem. Which was a first, alright – a first for me as knight of the shire. But not the first time our shire had seen this, or even the Callaghan keep. There’s a reason my ancestors had built elven magic into these walls. They’d fought dragons. They’d seen fields covered in dragon smoke so thick it looked like fog.
But I hadn’t. South and North had been at peace longer than I’d been alive. Except now we weren’t. Now, as of a few hours ago, we were at war.
Hel’s hold, that wasn’t true. We’d been at war for weeks, or maybe months. We just hadn’t realized it yet. We’d sat across the table from the Southern delegation, and we’d smiled and made nice even after one of theirs killed one of ours in a cross-border skirmish. Because that was the price of peace. They’d come, claiming to want to maintain the peace. They’d come to admit fault and own up to the crimes of their knight. And we’d taken them at their word. We’d received them in the spirit of peace and brotherhood, under a diplomatic flag.
And they’d bombed Cragspoint base, and murdered score upon score of knights and squires. While we stood there smiling and keeping the peace.
Now, the town and those who survived the bombing had holed up here, to make a last stand, to buy some time while our dragon rider reached the capital. At least, that’s what the plan had been. But I’d promised Ana I’d survive this. I promised her we all would.
Knight Protector Ana Derel had gone to warn the queen. That was her mission. And ours was to slow their advance, to buy the queen as much time as possible.
And to live. Somehow.
So far, we’d done a better job than I would have imagined. We had knights in the sky – not enough, but more than the Southern commanders had expected. They’d expected none, after the bombing. So that bought us some time. And so did the old keep, and its elven magic that could withstand dragon fire.
But I didn’t know how much longer we could hold out. Our numbers in the sky were thinning, and the Southern vanguard had an entire army on its heels. Sooner or later, once they figured out we weren’t going to be the little blip on the radar they thought, the generals would send the rest of their dragon riders in. And our riders would either retreat or die. Then what?
I was pondering that problem and staring at the field below us from the tower rooftop. I had my sniper rifle, and one eye on the skies. But my mind was elsewhere.
My mind was on that endless sea of dark tunics and silvery armor below. They’d surrounded the keep on all sides. Our troops kept theirs busy exchanging fire, and since we were the ones behind walls, we had the advantage. For now. They’d dug in just out of firing range. Now and then an armored skimmer would show up, and drive for the gates of the keep. So far, a well-aimed artillery round or two had been all it took to stop them.
The last one had got close enough to make a roadblock for anyone who might be following. It still lay there, smoldering and smoking. A gray pillar of noxious fumes rose from the hole the second shot had blown into the roof. The inhabitants would have died on impact. The fire burned away anything flammable, until nothing remained but the armored metal skeleton and some human bones.
“We’ve got an incoming, on your six, KP,” Aaronsen called. Phillip Aaronsen was my squire, and a young man – not much more than a boy, really. At least, up until a few hours ago.
I turned. Sure enough, a small black dot stuck out against the gray of the sky. “One of ours,” I said.
“It’s flying Southern colors,” he said.
That was true enough. The dragon’s caparison bore the double-crested dragon of the South. “It’s the one KP Morgensen captured.” Morgensen’s own dragon had been killed in combat.
“Oh.” Aaronsen blinked at the sky. “Are you sure?”
“Yes. See the blue rose on the caparison? That’s the one.” I turned back to my own surveillance, and in a few moments the dragon flew by with Morgensen on its back, strafing the ground below with fiery breath.
Then what? As near as I could guess, one of two things was going to happen in the very near future. Either, those Southern generals would decide our little shire wasn’t worth the trouble, and they could be content with razing the town and fort and leaving the keep intact; or they’d decide to divert from whatever plan they had, and send in however many riders and ground troops it took to bring the keep down too.
There’d be risk to them either way. The first strategy would save them a lot of troops right now, but it would mean leaving themselves open to attack from the rear. Not that we’d be able to mount much of an assault once we crawled out of our hidey-hole. We didn’t have the numbers to be too much trouble. But no one liked to leave their flank unguarded. Not on the eve of battle. Not with a fresh invasion.
The second option would, obviously, be the worse of the two for us. But it wouldn’t be great for them, either. We wouldn’t be able to defeat them, not long-term. Eventually, we would fall. But it would take a long, hard siege, either way they prosecuted it.
They could bring siege equipment into range – heavy siege equipment, the kind that could take down stone and magic. But the only way they’d be able to get it past our riders would be to divert enough of their own riders from border suppression to overpower ours. They’d lose a lot of men and dragons in the process, and they’d seriously hamper their efforts to control the line between the North and no-man’s land. It would mean pausing the destruction of the villages along no-man’s land, for a while anyway.
And I didn’t think they’d risk that. They didn’t know Derel had already headed to the capital. As far as they knew, they’d boxed us all up before we could get word out. As far as they knew, our handful of riders were here, defending the keep, and this was still a surprise invasion. They’d want to keep that edge as long as they could.
So that left one other option – the kind generals had been employing since the dawn of time: send enough men to overwhelm the enemy, no matter the cost. It’d work, eventually. Sooner or later, we’d run out of charges for our laser rifles. Sooner or later, they could hack through the door. And sooner or later, they would hack through us.
“When’s the rotation, KP?” Aaronsen asked. I could hear his teeth chattering as he scooted over to me.
I glanced at my timepiece, brushing away the great, wet snowflakes that splattered across the face of it. “Another half bell yet.”
He groaned.
“But you can go early, if you want.” It was cold, and Aaronsen wasn’t a sniper anyway. He was here because I was here. “Send O’Leary up.”
“I’m staying, as long as you’re here anyway.”
“Then, it’ll be another half a bell.”
He nodded. “Then it’ll be half a bell.”
Half a bell came and went. We swapped places with the next round of watchmen. We were working in two hours shifts, unless the weather got worse. Then, the shifts would be shorter. It didn’t pay to keep a sniper on the roof if she was shaking too hard to pull the trigger. But this kind of cold and wet was nothing we weren’t familiar with. The shire was the southernmost county in the North, and her storms were mild by comparison to what a lot of these knights had grown up with. And I’d spent enough time in other parts of the country to know that we had it pretty good. We could deal with a little cold and wet.
Lidek was waiting with Claxton. SKP Kyle Lidek had been the former commander of Cragspoint, before the Southern bastards had flattened it. And Agnes Claxton had been with the Callaghan estate longer than I’d drawn breath. She was our house manager, queen of the kitchens, bane of errant serving staff: a fire-breathing dragon packaged up in a petite five-foot-six-inch bundle. The looks on the pair of their faces made me forget all about the cold and the wet and the wind. I wished I was back out there, storm and dragons and all.
But there’d be no escaping. “Callaghan,” he said, “Claxton and I have been talking.”
Oil and torch fuel. That’s what I imagined those two talking together would be like. Still, I managed to keep most of the dread out of my tone when I spoke. “Aaronsen, give us a minute, will you?” He nodded briskly and headed off, probably to find something to eat. I was going to have to keep an eye on him. With his appetite, we’d be out of rations in a day. “Oh?”
“We need a plan of attack.”
I stared at her. “A plan…of attack?”
She nodded briskly. “That’s right. They leveled Shire’s End. They’ve got a whole damned village in my home, Callaghan. We need to make these bastards pay.”
I glanced at Lidek. It was one thing for a civilian to talk like this. But he should have known better. “There’s an invasion force on our doorstep. You know how few knights we have.”
“We’ve got the militia,” she said.
I almost laughed. “The militia? Come on, Agnes. Most of those guys are older than the All-Father.”
“Speaking as an old man,” Lidek said, “I would caution you not to overestimate the maturity of old age.”
“It’s not their maturity I doubt. It’s their ability to walk twenty meters without being winded. Much less use a sword.”
“We don’t need them to use swords. We’ve got battle rifles.”
“They can cover our eights,” Claxton said.
“Sixes,” he corrected.
She waved this aside. “Six, eight, whatever. I mean, they can cover our asses.”
“What’s this, ‘our’?”
“You haven’t seen my kitchens, Lil,” she said. “They’re never going to be the same with as many feet as have tramped through there. It’s my responsibility, as much as the shire is yours. You know that.”
“Look, if we leave the keep, we’re dead. You know that. Inside these walls, dragon fire can’t touch us. Out there, there’s only a handful of us who have wyvern steel. There are hundreds of them to every one of us.”
Lidek waved my objections aside impatiently. “We’re not saying we should make a last charge, Lil. But if Derel reaches the capital in time, and we do our jobs here, the war might happen right here, on our doorstep. And we need to have a plan to assist.”
I groaned. “Lidek, we are surrounded by thousands – probably tens of thousands – right, as you say, on our doorstep. We need to be thinking about how we get the civilians to safety if – or when – the worst happens.”
Claxton snorted. “This place was built by Callaghan’s – Callaghan’s who had already lived through wars and knew what it would take to live through more of them. We’ll be alright, as long as those clowns in the capital don’t take too long about their business.”
Lidek tried to be a little more reasonable. “We can do that too. But we need to be ready to help the queen when she gets here. We need to be prepared.”
“We do. But not to be rescued, SKP. We need to be prepared for the fact that we may not – we probably will not – walk out of here. Not to help the queen. Not for anything.
“The queen is hundreds of kilometers away. Warning her is in Derel’s hands. We need to be thinking of how we save as many of the people of the shire as we can. That’s my job. And at this point, that’s all of our jobs.”




Chapter Four – Ceinwen

A fresh-faced young man bundled in a great overcoat and fur-lined hood ran out to meet us. He’d come from a little guard house ten meters off the landing pad, and a boy accompanied him. I remembered Brynja’s prediction of a knight and junior officers. These two looked young enough to be a squire and his little brother.
He ran hunched over, with his face turned down against the wind. But as he raised his eyes to us, his jaw dropped. Not figuratively, but quite literally. He stood there stock still for half a moment, mouth open and eyes wide. Then he reached for the laser pistol strapped to his side.
“An elf,” the even younger child beside him squeaked.
I could feel Aeron tense under us. I had the impression that the next few seconds would be some of the most critical of my extensive lifetime.
“KP,” Brynja said, and her tones were authoritative, “as you were. I am Brynja Evansdatter, of the county of Nordfjell. We are come with urgent news from the North.”
The kid stood there, his hand on his pistol, for a long moment. “That’s…an elf, isn’t it?”
“What’s your name, KP?”
“Brian Walsh, ma’am.”
“Well, Brian, this elf is my guest, and a citizen of Nordfjell. You will take your hand off your weapon. That’s an order.”
He licked his lips. “KP of Nordfjell, you say?”
“That’s right. My name is Brynja Evansdatter. You can confirm it with your superiors, if you want. But I’d appreciate if you’d move your ass. We’ve been flying for hours, and I’m colder than a goblin’s heart.”
He remained in place for half a second, still undecided. But something in her tone must have reminded him that she was the senior officer, because he nodded briskly and turned on his heel for the guard cabin. The younger of the pair didn’t move. He just stood there, eyes wide and locked on me. I pretended not to notice for a spell, but after the first minute and a half, I fixed him with a stare of my own.
He swallowed, or rather, gulped so loudly I could hear him over the howl of the wind. Then he stammered out, “I’ll, uh, check in with KP Walsh.”
Brynja watched him go, then stood on the saddle, and let down the ladder. In a moment, she’d reached the tarmac. I wasn’t sure if I should remain in place or follow. These Northerners might not twitch and kill one of their own.
But I was an elf, and a stranger. I wasn’t one of their own. So their trigger fingers might be a lot itchier for me than her. Was I better off staying put, then, and waiting until they gave me permission to dismount? Or would I be a fool to turn my back on them and start moving?
I don’t know if Brynja saw or guessed something of the dilemma in my inaction, but she waved me down. I threw a glance at the guard shack. The heavily armed boys hadn’t come out yet. I supposed Walsh was on the phone frantically begging for backup because an unarmed, half-frozen elf had landed.
Brynja smiled reassuringly at me. “What name are you going to give them?”
I blinked at the question. It was a good one, and insightful beyond what I expected of a human. Elves didn’t, as a rule of thumb, give our real names to those we didn’t trust implicitly. The days of powerful sorcerers who could exploit that knowledge were mostly gone. But not entirely. And old habits die hard. “Why?”
“So I don’t contradict it.”
I smiled too. “Call me Cerysdatter. It is something like how we would call ourselves, but in your language.”
“Cerys’s daughter?”
I nodded.
“Wouldn’t that give away your mother’s name?”
“It was her chosen name, not her given one. When elves reach maturity, we pick a name – a name we can share. We shed the matronymic or relegate it to a second name to distinguish ourselves from others.”
“Why not just use your chosen name, then?”
I stared at her for a long moment, then I glanced back at the guard shack. They were still there. I could see Walsh speaking into some kind of receiver and nodding along to whatever the person on the other end was telling him. The wind whistled around us, crying and shrieking and pelting us with cold, wet flakes. “It required a rather lengthy ceremony to be official. We were at war when I came of age, and I – well, I wasn’t at home anyway. So I never had the ceremony. And now, my mother is dead, so I would not feel right to shed her name.” I didn’t elucidate, and she didn’t ask further. I didn’t mention that I’d been fighting, quite possibly against her ancestors, and certainly against their peers. She was smart. She’d figure it out. And it didn’t matter now. Now, I was fighting beside her, against her enemies. That’s all that mattered. Wasn’t it?
The two boys returned, slowly and cautiously. Walsh’s hand stayed close to his weapon, but not on it this time. “Ma’am,” he said, “I’ve been instructed to ask you to surrender your weapons.” He glanced away from Brynja, to me. “Both of you.”
Brynja laughed at him. “Ordered by whom, KP? No one can order a KP to give up their weapons. Not unless they’ve been charged with something. Are you charging me with something?”
“No ma’am. But the order doesn’t come from me. It comes from High Protector Caomh.”
“Is he charging me with something?”
“No ma’am. Of course not. It’s just…a precaution.”
She hesitated and seemed to be considering. Then she nodded. “Alright, Walsh. But you better take good care of them. I’ll take any damage out of your hide, you understand?”
If he minded the threat, he didn’t make any sign. He was too busy being relieved. That shone through in his expression, which almost immediately relaxed, and his tone, which grew a lot easier and more obliging. “Yes ma’am. Of course. They’ll be here waiting for you when you’re done.”
I waited while she handed over her sword and pistol. She didn’t, I saw, make a move to reveal her first rune. That was well done on her part. I doubted these boys knew much about elven magic, but surrendering a first rune to anyone would be madness.
I followed her lead, carefully and slowly, explaining each step as I went. “I’m going to hand you my sword now,” I told the younger boy.
He gulped to be addressed and nodded. Slowly, very slowly, I unsheathed it. Keeping the blade directed toward myself, I handed it over hilt first. He took it, and almost dropped it, so eager was he to get away from me.
“I have a dagger,” I said. “I’m going to give you that too.”
Cringing, he stepped back over, and I knelt and drew the blade from the sheath in my boot. Very slowly, I stood and handed it over in the same fashion.
He stammered out a thanks and called me ma’am, which I gave him a little credit for. I wasn’t his superior officer, so it was a courtesy he didn’t owe by military protocol. Then he and Walsh returned to the guard hut, and Walsh made another call.
I hope they know they will die if they attempt any treachery, Aeron projected.
I smiled as his thoughts entered my head. It didn’t seem the most diplomatic thing to lead with.
These cockroaches don’t seem to be too concerned with diplomacy.
Brynja shook her head. They’re nervous. That’s all.
And with good reason, at least if they mean to double cross us.
The two guards returned a short while later. “If you’ll follow me,” the knight said, “I’ll escort you to the palace.”
“Very courteous,” Brynja said dryly. “I don’t remember such an excess of hospitality the last time I was here.”
But the boy didn’t take the bait. He led us down what was probably a pretty green path in summer. Now, it was a wet, icy mess, and the plants surrounding it were nothing more than snow-covered blobs.
We walked toward the palace – a short distance, in good weather, but longer when we were trudging through heavy, ankle-deep snow and blasting winds.
About halfway to the palace, a group of twelve armed personnel intercepted us. I froze, remembering Aeron’s words. But Brynja laughed. “Well, you’ve outdone yourself, Walsh. Rolling out the red carpet for us, I see.”
He went pink – pinker than his windburned skin already was, anyway. “The high protector’s orders, ma’am.”
The group stopped about ten paces away from us, all except the leader. He continued on until he was about two paces from us. Then he stopped and stood stock still. He wore a dark face shield. I couldn’t make out his features. But the boys seemed to recognize him. They stood at attention and saluted.
He returned the salute. “At ease. KP Evansdatter?”
“Yes. And who am I addressing?”
“You’re to come with me, ma’am. Both of you. The high protector wants to see you.”
I glanced at Brynja, but she was nodding. “Good. I’d like to have a word with him myself.”
We made the last leg of the journey in silence. The two boys returned to their guard post, and this helmeted figure who hadn’t deigned to share his name led us toward the palace.
The palace extended in every direction around the tower, a great, sprawling, gaudy building. It was a few stories tall, and it dwarfed us. But compared to that great needle reaching into the sky? It may as well have been dwarfs at the ankles of a giant.
We entered not through the front, but by diverting down a snowed over side path, and coming onto a back door. A comm panel had been set into the marble, and our guide pressed a button. A buzzer sounded, and he said, “Morcant here.”
A lock clicked and the door opened. The door guard beyond saluted as Morcant passed. We didn’t pause. We followed a passage of gray stone. The marble of the exterior didn’t extend past the outer wall. Not here.
Here, the structure had been built of smooth gray stone blocks. We passed rooms where wood paneling covered the stone, but mostly thick tapestries were as close to wallcoverings as it got.
We headed up a narrow staircase, first one flight of steps and then a second. At the second floor, we got off at the landing, and continued down another gray stone hall. The rooms were a little finer here and had the look of offices. Where the doors remained open, I saw heavy wooden desks and bookcases lined with great tomes.
Then the stone floor became marble, and our footsteps rang out louder and clearer in the stillness – over two dozen booted feet, tramping along in a cacophonous march.
Abruptly, Morcant halted. His men, our escort, seemed to know where we were going. Bryn and I were the only ones in the dark, and we had to pull up suddenly, so as not to step on the heels of those in the lead.
Morcant knocked three times. A voice, speaking in deep, refined tones, called, “Come in.”
The soldier opened the door and stepped inside. He saluted and then made room for us to follow.
An old man sat facing the door and watched us enter with pale eyes set deep in a wizened face. One by one, we piled in until there seemed no room left at all. He smiled. “Well, well. Morcant, wait outside with your men. Ladies, please be seated.”
“Sir?” the masked knight asked.
His incredulity was hard to miss, but the old man made no sign of being offended. He smiled patiently. “It has been a long time since an elven mage has entered these premises. But, unless our forebearers exaggerated mightily – and I do not believe they did – either this one means us no harm, or we will very soon both be dead if you stay in the room.”
“Sir, with my men –”
“KP,” he said, and his tones were less conversational and more commanding, “give us the room, please.”
“Sir, yessir.” Morcant saluted and was in turn dismissed with a wan almost-salute. He barked out an order to his men, reminding them that they’d heard the high protector, and adding a, “Move, move, move,” for emphasis. Then I heard the door close behind us, and for a long moment the room was utterly silent but for the occasional half-crackle, half-bubbling of the radiator system.
He stared at us with those pale eyes that were somewhere between blue and gray, and not quite either. Steepled fingers obscured the lower half of his face. He was watching us over them. “KP Brynja Evansdatter,” he said in a minute. “Top academy marks, commendations for marksmanship and bravery, a few medals, and knight of the county of Nordfjell.”
Brynja arched an eyebrow. “You must have done some digging to find that, High Protector. Should I be flattered, or worried?”
He smiled the same patient smile he’d bestowed on the impatient soldier. He gestured to a comm unit on his desk. “The credit, I suppose, must go to the records room.”
“That explains the long wait in the blizzard, then. But High Protector, I know you’re suspicious of our arrival. I know you will have a thousand questions for us. But first, you need to know: there’s been an incursion into Nordfjell by riders from the South.”
He didn’t smile this time. He barked out a laugh. “In Nordfjell? The northernmost county of the North?”
“Dragon riders,” I put in, lest this condescending human was picturing horsemen galloping unseen over the border and across the midlands.
He raised an eyebrow of his own at me. “Thank you, my dear. But I gathered.”
“Then I fail to see why you’re laughing. You’re at war, High Protector. If there were men at your northernmost border, there’ll be men at your southern borders.”
“If indeed.” He sat back in his grand chair and studied us, first me, then Brynja, then me again. “That’s the question, isn’t it?”
“It’s the truth,” Brynja said. “They razed South Pass and might have razed the whole Nordfjell if we hadn’t defeated them.”
He shook his head. “I am not following, KP. Are you telling me that your town fought back an invasion force? Forgive me for saying so, but I’ve seen the northern militias. They’re not exactly dragon fighting material.”
“Yes and no. The town didn’t fight.”
Now, his eyes gleamed, and he turned to me. “Then I was right, wasn’t I? You are a sorcerer?”
“What makes you think that?”
He smiled again. “Do you know who I am, Elf? I am the high protector of the North. I am Caomh, the queen’s right hand. I could order you to answer me.”
I considered my reply carefully. He could order me all he liked, but that didn’t mean I was compelled to obey him. But then, that depended on whether I wanted to be at war here in the North as well as with the South.
In the end, I didn’t need to reply because he spoke first. “But I won’t. As mad as this story sounds, the fact that you are here, and that the Knight of Nordfjell is here, makes me think there must be truth to it.
“So if you want to know how I knew, well, it was simple enough. There are precious few elves left in the world, and – right or wrong – not much love for your kind. So for you to show up here must mean two things: the first, that you are capable of defending yourself if you find the need arises, and the second, that you were of some use to Brynja, and that is why she took you.”
“She took me, actually,” Brynja said. “And she wasn’t only of use, High Protector. She saved our lives – all of our lives.”
I didn’t like the way he’d put that bit about Brynja only asking me to tag along because I was of use. So I added, “But I am capable of defending myself, if the need arises.”
He nodded. “I don’t doubt it. I didn’t, from the first moment I heard an elf had landed. So let us both hope that the need does not arise.”
“Indeed.”
“Well then. Tell me about the attack.”
We did. We told him about the riders who had flown in under the cover of darkness, and the watchwoman who had died trying to sound the alarm. We told him about the inquisitors the Southern army had sent to hunt for me, to bring me back to serve their king. We told him about the numbers we’d counted, and the tactics we’d seen.
We told him about everything, except the first runes. We hadn’t spoken of it, but we both, as if by some unuttered pact, seemed to realize the danger inherent with revealing that. Even to Caomh, High Protector and right hand of the queen.
Especially to Caomh, High Protector and right hand of the queen. The higher they were, the hungrier they were for power. How many high protectors and right hands, and viziers and advisers and princes and great lords, had tried to catch hold of the first runes? How many had died for those ancient artifacts, and the almost limitless power they held?
He was still watching us from behind those steepled fingers when we finished. Brynja said, “Now you see why we have to speak to the queen?”
“I see why you think you have to speak to the queen, yes.”
She groaned. “High Protector, with all due respect, I haven’t slept in a long time, or eaten for that matter. And I’m still not quite thawed out. If you don’t trust us in the same room as Her Majesty, then at least pick up your damned comm unit and buzz her.” He stared at her in frank surprise, and she added an almost apologetic, “Sir.”
“I can’t cast spells via radio waves,” I said, trying to keep the smile off my face. “So she is perfectly safe that way, you know.”
“That’s what you’d say if she wasn’t.”
I laughed. “That’s quite possibly true. But I’m not lying, High Protector. I know plenty of spells that don’t require a line of sight, and none that travel over radio waves. But the truth is, your queen does need to hear this, sooner rather than later. Because there is going to be an attack – sooner rather than later. Not from Nordfjell. We took care of that.”
“You took care of that,” he said.
“It was a team effort. But it’s not the witch from the north you need to worry about. I’ve lived in the North for many hundreds of years. In Nordfjell, as a matter of fact.”
“I am aware,” he said.
“Oh?”
“There have always been rumors about some kind of elven witch who lived in that region. I imagine that was you?”
“Yes. And you’ll notice that mischief was conspicuously absent from my time there.”
“That’s not entirely true. I believe there were rumors about you.”
“Yes. And most of them were false.”
“Most?”
“I never harmed a soul who wasn’t trying to harm me. I saved a few.”
“That’s true,” Brynja piped up. “She saved me, when I was lost in the mountain caves as a child.”
“That is not what I would call mischief free.”
“I do not call it mischief to defend yourself in your own home. But, the point remains: if I’d meant to cause trouble, I had many long hundreds of years to do it.”
“Yes. But the first time would always be the first time, wouldn’t it? A hundred years ago, you could have said the same thing; or two hundred. How do I know you weren’t planning some kind of revenge all these years? How do I know you’ve haven’t ensnared Knight Evansdatter with some kind of elven magic to vouch for you?”
She bristled and I laughed. “Because I’m an elf, High Protector. It doesn’t take me hundreds of years to think.”




Chapter Five – Ceinwen

He called the queen, but not alone. He summoned a veritable army of priests first. It was a futile effort. The old magic had all but died with the elves. There were a few witches and a few warlocks, a handful of sorcerers and inquisitors, who still knew bits and pieces of the oldest sorcery. But they practiced in secret, often for their own ends.
These men knew a little. They’d be able to mend flesh, and maybe rend it too, if their victim didn’t know how to defend themselves. They might be able to annoy a grown dragon, and maybe even kill a juvenile. But they wouldn’t have phased me before I came into the first rune. Now, they would have better luck trading spells for laser pistols.
But I didn’t tell Caomh that. If he needed an army of cassocked men standing at the ready to feel safe, well, so be it. He could have his army. It was still strange, though, to be in the same room with so many different auras of magic, so many low whispers. I guessed these men couldn’t hear them. Most humans couldn’t. It was one thing to harness magical energy, even at a low level. It was another to hear it, to understand it, to feel it. That kind of skill came naturally to my people, but not theirs. Most humans who dallied with magic were like a toddler trying to open a puzzle box – maybe with enough determination and brute force they could get to the center. Maybe they could bash it until the hinges gave and it surrendered to their will.
But they didn’t understand why. They didn’t know the workings of the box. They just knew that if you hit something hard enough, it broke eventually.
So I doubted these men could hear the whispers all around them, emanating off themselves as they summoned up a fireball or an ice dart, or some other magical weapon they thought I didn’t know they had at the ready.
“I hope,” Brynja said as we waited, “your men will be careful, High Protector. I’d hate to be charred because one of them got jumpy.”
He laughed and assured her we had nothing to worry about. I glanced over at her. Had she felt it too, then? Had she heard the crackle of energy as they readied those bolts and barbs for us, should they be needed. Don’t worry, I projected.
She started. Wait…you can talk directly to me?
Apparently. I thought I might, when you and I had a three-way conversation with Aeron earlier. I guess I was right.
How?
I don’t know. It must have something to do with the runes.
She nodded, and Caomh frowned at her. He didn’t say anything though.
What’s going on? the dragon asked.
Holy hell, what’s the range on this telepathic communication?
I don’t know. It’s new to me too, Bryn.
She nodded again, and Caomh’s frown deepened. I almost laughed. You’ve got to stop nodding. He’s going to think you’ve lost your mind. Or else you’re under some kind of puppetry spell.
It was the wrong thing to say. She cracked a grin. Now, Caomh did speak. “Is something amusing you, KP?”
Her face flushed, and I had to bite down on the urge to laugh. She was very pretty when she was flustered. Well, she was always pretty, flustered or otherwise. But there was something particularly beautiful about the flush of pink in her cheeks. It offset the browns of her eyes somehow. I couldn’t quite define it, but I liked it.
She, meanwhile, had stammered out a reply to the high protector. “Just thinking how unnecessary this all is, sir.”
He harrumphed. “Well, your input is duly noted. Unsolicited as it was.”
But what I was saying earlier, Bryn: don’t worry about those guys behind us. If one of them slips, I’ll intercept the shot.
Wait, Aeron interrupted, shot? Are those miserable cockroaches firing on you?
Calm your tail feathers, dammit, Aeron, Bryn said. No one is shooting. They’re scared of us, so they’ve got a few monks here. And they’re all panicky. That’s all.
He started to protest with great vehemence that dragons didn’t have feathers, and that, if Brynja knew anything at all about his species, she would have known that. But then the door opened, and High Protector Caomh jumped to his feet. I turned in my seat as Brynja was getting out of her chair.
A woman stepped into the room, pretty and young and definitely a royal. There was something in that bloodline that, even hundreds of years later, they all looked alike. If I was being less generous, I would have speculated that it was inbreeding. After all, this Northern queen was a relative to the Southern king – some kind of cousin several times removed, Brynja had told me.
But I’d come here to save her empire, and maybe her life; not resent her for the crimes of her ancestors. I got up too and took my cue from Bryn. She bowed low, so I bowed too – not quite as low, and not quite as long, but long enough for it to be counted as a good effort.
When I returned to a standing position, I found her eyes fixed on me – not in a menacing way, like half of the priests watched me, or in a suspicious way, like the high protector had watched me, or even a fearful way, like the squire at the guardhouse had watched me. She just stared at me with wide eyes for a long moment.
“You really are an elf,” she said at last.
Ah, the royal intellect hasn’t suffered through the years, I see. Still as sharp as ever. “So I’m told.”
Brynja shot me a sideways glance, and Caomh cleared his throat. One or two of the priests hissed. But the queen didn’t seem to mind. She smiled. She had striking eyes, this Northern queen, kind of blue-gray in color, like a winter morning sky. They were similar to Caomh’s, but bluer. He’s probably another relative, I thought sourly. Once or twice removed. Some great-great-aunt’s son’s cousin or something.
“I almost didn’t believe him when he said it. Caomh likes to have his pranks, you know.”
“An uncle’s prerogative, my dear,” he said.
I almost rolled my eyes. They really were relatives. Damned inbred royals.
“But as you see, no prank.”
She nodded, her eyes still fixed on me. It made me positively uncomfortable, like I was some manner of exhibit, or an animal at a circus – some kind of exotic curiosity on display for her highness’s amusement. “Definitely not a prank. How extraordinary. But what brings you here? And you’re a knight protector, aren’t you?”
This last bit she’d addressed to Brynja, who nodded and bowed again. “Yes ma’am.”
“Well, then this must be serious.”
“It is, ma’am.”
Caomh gestured to his own seat and bowed. “Take my seat, my queen.”
She snorted. “And make your old bones stand on ceremony, Uncle? I think not.” Now, she pulled a seat from against the wall. Half a dozen men and Brynja all moved to assist her, as if she was some kind of fragile flower that might fall apart if she had to endure anything as arduous as dragging a chair two paces. I was irrationally disgusted by all of them.
But, really, it had nothing to do with anyone here. I knew that, even as I felt my stomach roil. I didn’t hate this scion of the old warlords and emperors. Not really. At least, if I did hate her, it was not for her own sake, or even for anything she’d done.
She shooed them away, though, and dragged her seat over until she had situated herself in front of Caomh’s desk, and beside me and Bryn. For his part, the high protector looked like he was sweating bullets. He didn’t want to say, “Don’t sit near them. I don’t trust these people.” Not in front of us. But then, he didn’t trust us, and he didn’t want her sitting beside us.
“Well,” she said, “what’s this all about, then? And has Caomh offered you dinner yet? Wherever you come from, I can only imagine you’re frozen through.”
Bryn told her exactly what she’d told Caomh, leaving out the same bits we’d omitted the first time. The queen grew more serious the longer she spoke. After a while, those gray-blue eyes looked more like stormy skies than morning ones.
Bryn had got about halfway through the tale when Caomh’s comm unit sounded. He ignored it the first time, and the second. On the third buzz, though, Ilaria turned to him. “Are you going to get that?”
“I’m sorry. I told them not to disturb me.”
She shook her head. “God knows what it is, Caomh. You’d better answer.”
He did, lifting an earpiece. For a minute, we heard only the high protector’s one-sided, staccato answers. “Here. What kind of livery? A KP who? Don’t you mean squire? Ah. Right. Understood. Good gods. Right. Send her up.”
Now, he turned to the queen. He’d gone very pale indeed. “Ilaria, we need to rouse the Council.”
“The Council?”
“We have another KP on her way. This one’s from south of here, out of Cragspoint. You know, the problems on the border? They’re more problems now. It’s an invasion, Ilaria. We really are at war with the South.”
We didn’t finish the telling. Ilaria called the Council in, and the new knight was ferried up to a vast meeting room. We went there too. It was a few halls down from Caomh’s office, in the maze of endless corridors.
The knight was young, but weary. She looked like she’d been flying for hours. She identified herself as Ana Derel. To my surprise, she wasn’t the only Derel in the room. A few minutes after the first of us had started to get settled, a middle-aged man walked in. He was tall and well-built, with the air of someone who was more pleased with himself than most of what he saw around him. But he spotted this knight and froze at the sight of her. “Ana?”
She flushed, and then went pale. When she spoke, her tone was frosty. “Father.”
Members of the council continued to pour in, but before the room filled, Caomh opened the session. “You’re all aware of the situation in Cragspoint.”
I wasn’t, but I suspected I wasn’t the target audience. You know what he’s talking about?
No idea.
“Squire Derel – pardon me. Knight Protector Derel has come direct from there.”
The young woman turned weary blue eyes around the room, and Ilaria nodded. It must have been a signal for her to commence the tale, because she did, without delay. She didn’t start at the beginning like we’d done, either. She jumped straight to the summary. “Cragspoint has fallen. The peace talks were a ruse, so they could bomb the base. An army of thousands, maybe tens of thousands, is marching across the border as we speak. Ladies and gentlemen of the Council, Queen Ilaria, the people of Shire’s End need immediate reinforcement. They’re going to hold as long as they can, but it won’t be long – not unless we help them.”




Chapter Six – Rohana

The sleet was still coming down, hard, fast and cold. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. I don’t think anyone in our unit but Thorgsed had, and his teeth were chattering with the best of them. I wasn’t quite sure how people lived here. It seemed like hell, but with temperatures on the opposite extreme.
I couldn’t tell the time of day. I’d smashed my time piece in my scramble to get away from the dragon, and the day hadn’t changed much since first light. We’d gone from absolute darkness to a dull gray. It had stayed dull gray for a long time – hours, I guessed – and it was still the same, miserable, cold dull gray.
King Agalyn’s diviners had predicted this would be a short invasion. They’d predicted the weather would hamper the Northmen as much as us, and we would have the element of surprise. They’d said we would be back home within a month. Gods, I hoped they were right. I couldn’t imagine what the weather would be like in a month, if it was already this bad.
We had advanced exactly two hundred and fifty meters since our previous position. Command had called and issued the order. There were strategic reasons behind it. There had to be.
But what in the gods’s names they were, I couldn’t guess. As far as I could tell, we’d gotten out of the meager shelter we’d already constructed to soak up more freezing rain and dig new trenches that didn’t really make any material headway in getting us to the fight. Now we were colder and more tired, and still dodging dragon fire and snowflakes.
We couldn’t make out the keep through the fog. But we could hear everything, or so it seemed, for kilometers around. Laser fire and dragon roars, old-style gunpowder pistols and frantic shouts – we could hear it all, seeming to come from everywhere.
And still, we waited on Command, waited for the order to take our place in the fight – to do something, anything other than soak up snow and freeze our asses off.
Finally, it came. The gray of the day had gotten a little deeper, and a little darker, like the sun was setting, or the clouds were getting thicker. Kirill answered it, and then called me over. “It’s for you, KP.”
I slipped the headset in place. “Rohana here.”
A male voice came on the line. I couldn’t tell if it was the same one I’d been communicating with all day, or whoever had been slated to replace him with the change of shift. The radio quality wasn’t that precise, especially not in conditions like these. “KP, I hope you and your men are ready for action. You’re about to see it.”
I smiled. Finally. “Yessir. Ready and waiting.”
“Good. You’re going to advance on Castle Callaghan. I’m putting units 112, 205, 208, and 512 under your command. You will be the primary sieging force. I don’t need to remind you, KP, that shutting that place down is crucial to the invasion effort.”
“No sir,” I nodded. “What siege equipment will we have?”
“None.”
I blinked. “Sir?”
“Command has made the decision to continue the forward push. We don’t want to lose our momentum, or the element of surprise. The weather’s working to our advantage – suppressing smoke, limiting visibility, making long distance flights impossible. We don’t know how much longer it’ll hold.
“So, 11 and the new units are going to take care of the Shire’s End problem.”
“Understood, sir. But how are we going to take a castle without siege equipment?”
“The equipment goes where the need is greatest. You know that.”
“Sir –”
“KP, you were given this assignment because members of command believed you had the tenacity and ingenuity to get it done without impeding the war effort.
“If that was a miscalculation, tell me now. Otherwise, those are your orders.”
I gritted my teeth. “Yessir. When do we commence?”
“The KP’s of those units are transferring elsewhere. They’re sending their men to your position now. They should be there in a quarter bell, and you can begin as soon as they arrive. The sooner the better.”
“Yessir.”
He arranged a simple signal – a flare – for when my teams were in place. The dragon riders would remain for a while, but they’d move out at first light. The reinforcements would bring wyvern steel with them. Other than that, we were on our own.
The prosecution of the siege, he told me, was my call – how long it took, what we did, and so on. “We’re giving you wide latitude here, KP. The only thing we care about is that you keep them too busy to run off and warn anyone.” They had full confidence in me and looked forward to my units rejoining them once we’d won a glorious victory, and so on and so forth. “Faith and honor.”
“Faith and honor,” I repeated. Then the line went dead.
Fuck. A siege without siege equipment? This wasn’t about taking Castle Callaghan. This was about keeping the occupants busy. It’s a fucking babysitting op.
Except, this time, the kids had guns, and would be holed up, out of reach, and ready for a long fight.
Still, I put the best spin on it for my unit. I forced excitement into my tone and delivered the usual bullshit about honor and responsibility. I talked about winning the first battle of the war, and what the history books would say. It was the kind of happy horseshit commanding officers had been saying since immemorial when we were about to send men on a suicide mission.
And it worked, sort of. There were a few nervous glances, a few perceptive questions about equipment and dragons. But the second unit arrived in time to allay most of those fears, and then the third, and fourth. Reinforcements always boosted morale. Now, there were almost twice as many of them. And they’d brought a handful of wyvern steel pendants.
“Ma’am,” the enlisted man saluted. “Dimos, KP Caeso’s aide-de-camp.”
“Welcome aboard, Dimos.”
“Thank you, ma’am.” He presented me with the amulets, indicating that they were to be distributed as I saw fit. All six of them. “For temporary use, ma’am. We’re to return them after we take the castle.”
Apparently, not dying in dragon fire was only a priority if it suited the army’s agenda. I confirmed receipt of the order and stared at the jewelry. They were tiny things, no bigger than a copper coin, with a single rune on the face.
Was I really going to trust my life to that, I wondered? Was I going to trust the lives of my soldiers? Of course I was. I didn’t really have a choice. “We’ll distribute them when 205 gets here.”
Which they did, shortly thereafter. This was a slave unit, kaladorns like myself. Their KP had been freeborn. Which explains why he’s not stuck here with this damned suicide mission. They brought another half dozen amulets. 112 had brought an extra six for my unit, and the rest had brought six. Seventy soldiers and half a dozen scraps of wyvern steel. One amulet per every twelve men, roughly. I had three hundred and fifty men – well, three hundred and forty-six, since the unit commanders had went with the main army – and thirty amulets. And somehow, I was supposed to take the damned castle, and avoid letting my men wind up dragon food.
And just like that, I forgot about the weather. We weren’t going to be alive long enough to be bothered by it much longer.




Chapter Seven – Callaghan

KP Ragersen was the first one to notice a change. A great mountain of a woman, tall and broad shouldered, with a now singed and matted mane of red hair, she landed in the courtyard and raced in.
She’d been in the air on and off – mostly, on – for almost twenty-four hours now. She must have been exhausted. Her dragon must have been exhausted. But she had a job to do, and so she kept to it.
Except now, dripping wet and red-cheeked with cold, she stood in the keep. “Callaghan, these bastards are up to something. They’ve got prongs of men moving through the border towns, east and west. But the main forces are all in position. All lined up, neat and ready. It looks like a dam about to bust.”
“Let them come. There’s not many of us, Ragersen, but we can hold them off for weeks – months even – behind these walls. With you and the dragons, they’ll never get siege equipment close enough to take down the walls.”
“Not if they bring their riders back. We don’t have the numbers to hold them all off.”
Lidek shook his head, though. “Their own riders have to maintain a perimeter. They can’t pull enough off to hunt all of you down. They’d rather keep you in the air here than let someone slip through to warn the capital.”
That was true. Dragons did not reproduce quickly. A dragon might lay a single egg every few hundred years, and that provided her mate was around during her reproductive cycle. If he happened to be elsewhere, it would be another few decades before she was ready. Which meant that, no matter how committed a breeding program the South had, they couldn’t have too many more dragons than we did. And the North had perhaps a thousand to its name. Lidek was right – our enemies would put them to use maintaining the perimeter and wiping out the border towns before they’d waste their dragonpower on an extended siege.
“They don’t know about Derel,” I reminded her. “As far as they know, maintaining the perimeter is key to keeping their advantage. And as long as you stay close to the keep, they won’t dare chase you inward. They don’t know how many wyvern steel ballista shots we have.”
“Not as many as I’d like.”
“But they don’t know that. And anyway, even if we run out, we can still kill the riders if they come in range. Dragons won’t be much use without riders. As long as we all stay on our toes, we can hold them off as long as our supplies last.”
“They’re not going to wait here for weeks, KP, and certainly not for months.”
“No,” I agreed. “They’ll probably keep enough troops here to keep us busy, but sooner or later, the army’s going to head for the capital.”
“Sooner, I think, than later.”
She was right. The troop movements started within a quarter hour of her prediction. The Southern army had established a wide perimeter around Castle Callaghan – wide enough that their men didn’t wind up burned to a crisp, and wide enough that our dragons didn’t dare venture out often lest they get separated and brought to ground.
They maintained their position until after dark, but the great, dark horde of tunics and wagons and skimmers started to move on. As dusk settled, lanterns sprang to life. Headlights lit up the hazy night, and engines roared and moaned as they struggled in the deep mud.
The tramp and slosh of thousands of feet sounded like thunder rolling across the muddy plains. More riders moved in, bearing down hard on ours and driving them back toward the keep.
“They’re going to patrol the skies all the way to the capital,” Lidek said. “On foot, at a hard pace, they’ll be there in a week. They’ve got to know they won’t get all the way without word getting back, but they’re going to try their damnedest.”
“Which means they’re not going to be leaving survivors along the way.”
He nodded grimly. “No. No survivors.”
“That’s the Southern way, isn’t it?”
“Until they win. Then, they send survivors back home in chains.”
Aaronsen went very pale. “You mean, slaves?”
“That’s not going to happen here.”
“You’re damned right it’s not,” Lidek said.
“What about my parents? Our farm is on the way to the capital.”
I glanced first at my squire, then Lidek. I’d forgotten about that. The armies would reach his farm before they got to the queen. And a little two-room cottage would have no defense, and no place to hide.
Lidek came to my rescue. “Derel is already telling the queen about the invasion. Her armies will intercept these bastards before they reach your farm.”
He glanced at me as if for confirmation, and I nodded. “The farmers in the area will fall back to the capital. They’ll be safe, Phillip.”
“And the longer we can give them, the better. The longer we can keep them tied up here, the better.”
I blinked. The words triggered something, some kind of half-idea, that had been ruminating in my mind for a while now. For the last day and a half, we’d been focused on aerial combat, and keeping siege equipment out of range. We’d been trying to live and outlast them. That’s what I’d promised Derel, that I would survive.
But that wasn’t the fate of a border county in wartime. I’d known that ever since I’d been a tiny child. The fate of the shire, when war came, was what it had always been: first to fall, to keep the rest of the nation safe. Our goal wasn’t to let them pass by. It wasn’t to live. It was to make these sons-of-bitches work hard to kill us off, to keep them so tied up they couldn’t harass the rest of the North.
“I’ve got an idea.”
“What kind of idea?”
“A crazy one, maybe. It’ll probably kill us. But the keep should be alright. The civilians can stay here. We’ll leave troops here, and the militia.”
“Where are we going?” Aaronsen asked.
“To buy your folks some time, Phillip. To buy the rest of the North some time.”
The shire was green and gray country – lush fields over porous, gray stone. It had something, the learned members of the Society of Natural Philosophy had decided, to do with the way lava had met with water eons ago. Which meant very little to me. The shire had neither volcanos nor floods to worry about these days.
But I hoped that those old lava flows might just be the solution to what we did have to worry about: the army at our doorstep.
There were caves all over these parts. Long years had buried most of them, but now and then a shift in the earth or a collapse would open up some ancient tunnel. Some were tiny, only big enough to house animals or nesting birds. Kids played in some of the larger ones. Now and then, bandits took up residence in the more remote caverns. Most of the caves in the area were isolated, and only a few chambers deep.
But a few passages ran long and deep, and crisscrossed all over the shire like a labyrinth from some ancient fable. Cragspoint had been built by one of the entrances, but the base’s collapse had buried it deep under ton upon ton of rubble.
I knew of two other openings in the shire: one behind a wall in the basement of the keep, and another in the cellars of Mayor Fitzwilliam’s manor. I had entered the caves three times in my life – twice from Cragspoint, and once from the mayor’s house. One of the Callaghan patriarchs a few generations back had blocked up our own entrance after he’d nearly lost a son to the labyrinth. I didn’t even know for sure where it was. My father had showed me once, years ago, but he hadn’t been certain either. He’d pointed to an eastern wall, and said, “Somewhere back here, there’s supposed to be a way down to the caves.”
Still, it was better than trying to make my way to Fitzwilliam’s manor. That would have been a suicide run. So we got a crew of workmen together and descended to the lowest level of the keep. Here, the ancient foundations were built right into the rock. Some walls were as much bedrock as they were cut stone.
There wasn’t much of a difference in sound or texture between any of the stones, either. They were huge, heavy blocks, set against dirt and bedrock and sometimes open-air pockets. “Looks like we’re going to have to do this the old-fashioned way,” I decided. “Take it apart block by block until we find what we’re looking for.”
Not the ideal solution, since that could mean a lot of time. But what other choice did we have? None that I could see. So I grabbed a pick and got to work on one of the blocks. All around me, the team did the same.
I didn’t even notice that Lidek had vanished until he reappeared, this time with a priest in tow. I recognized him as Bradan, one of the region’s itinerant holy men. “This fort,” Lidek explained, “was reinforced with magic, specifically wyvern magic. But that was long, long ago. When your ancestor blocked off the caverns, I doubt he had the same wizardry at his beck and call.”
It was a fair point, and I asked the priest if he could tell which segments of the wall had been enchanted and which had not. His answer didn’t inspire confidence. He hemmed and hawed and told me, “As I told Commander Lidek, there is a good deal of magic in this place. It may be difficult – impossible even – to find a gap in it. I will do my best, but I cannot promise results.”
He worked long enough that I started to sweat it. Every minute we spent waiting for him was a minute we weren’t chipping away at the stone. But after about a quarter of an hour, he paused by a segment of smooth gray blocks. Within another five minutes, he nodded. “I believe this is your new stone.”
“You believe?”
“As I say, there is a good deal of magic here. It is…overwhelming. Still, I feel less of it here. So I think this is your newer stone.”
I would have preferred stronger assurances than that, but still, he’d pointed out a spot that was in our general work area. So even if he’d gotten it wrong, it wasn’t like he’d pulled us off in some other direction. I set the crew to work, and they threw their backs into it.
I left Aaronsen with them, with orders to find me as soon as they’d found anything. Lidek and I, meanwhile, headed upstairs to the armory. “So what is this plan of yours, Callaghan?”
“You remember the vents at Cragspoint, Commander? For the cavern entrance?”
He nodded. “Yes. The tunnels leak some kind of toxic vapor. Or leaked, I suppose, before they were blocked off.”
“They’re more than vapors. They’re flammable.”
He grimaced. “I know. Every once in a while, some smartass would strike a match. Sometimes, the vents would burn for days before going out.”
I nodded. It was the same all over the shire, with the natural fissures and vents that popped up here and there. Kids loved to light them ablaze and watch them burn out. Hell, I’d done it myself once or twice, before I’d got caught – and earned a thrashing in the process for risking setting the entire county ablaze. “It’s the same at Mayor Fitzwilliam’s place. She vents it outside, out of her house, so no one ever accidentally lights the place on fire.”
“I don’t see how lighting a fire under their feet is going to help us.”
“It won’t be a fire. My father said the gas comes from a place far below the surface. You know the smell that would leak out? He said you can smell when it gets thicker – the odor is worse. Stronger.”
I stared into the cool blues of his eyes. “I’m not planning on lighting a fire, Commander. I’m planning on starting a chain of explosions that will collapse the passages all over the shire. It’ll make the terrain impassible for their vehicles. It’ll cost them half a day, maybe days, to get around and over it.”
“It’ll kill you,” he pointed out.
“I know. But I’m Knight of the Shire. It’s my job.”
“And what about Aaronsen?”
“He’ll be staying behind, with you.”
Lidek frowned. “Come again?”
“If they figure out that we’re responsible, they might change their minds about taking the keep. If only to get their revenge. We’re going to need a senior military commander on site.”
“They’re going to need the Knight of the Shire. That’s you, Callaghan.”
I shook my head. “This is a suicide mission, Kyle. It’s my suicide mission. It’s my duty. You take care of these people.”




Chapter Eight – Callaghan

We argued about it until they got the passage opening cleared. He didn’t want me to sacrifice myself. I didn’t see another way, and I wouldn’t let anyone else do it for me.
In the end, we came to a kind of understanding. We’d go together. Neither of us knew the tunnels, and we couldn’t use torches. Not unless we wanted to wind up cooked through. So it made sense to tag team, at least until we got where we needed to be. Then he’d head back, and I’d give him time to make it to safety.
Then, I’d strike my match. It was a strange feeling to know that I was going to my death, that this was my final journey. I didn’t dwell on it. I couldn’t. I was a soldier, going into battle.
Except every soldier harbored some belief, no matter how unlikely the odds, that they’d make it out alive – that their gods, or their ancestors, or good luck would let them live to see the next day. It didn’t matter what we believed – we all had our superstitions in the moment.
Except now, I didn’t. There was no coming out of this one. Once I stepped foot in those tunnels, there would be no return.
But that was my duty. Lilia Callaghan, last of my house, Knight of the Shire, dead in the line of duty. What better way for a knight of the shire to die?
None, I told myself. And I meant it. It was my duty. It was what I’d trained for my whole life. It was the reason I and my ancestors had enjoyed the privileges we had. It was a position Callaghan’s had bought with their own blood in the past. Now, I would settle the tab.
But I couldn’t think too long on that. Understanding the reasons and knowing that duty compelled me didn’t lessen the enormity of it. Very soon, I was going to cease to be. With the strike of a match, I would just stop existing.
I’d never see Ana again.
No, I couldn’t think of that. So I turned my mind to what I could think of. We got our supplies – rope and electric lanterns, the kind that burned dim but ran on energy cells, and water. I gave instructions to those we left behind.
And then I fought a battle I didn’t intend: Aaronsen. My squire wouldn’t hear of staying behind. “You’re going to have to put me in lockup, KP. That’s the only way I’m not going.”
I might have done it, too, if Lidek hadn’t taken me aside. “Let him go, Lilia. I can bring him back with me. But at least he’ll get to feel like he’s not abandoning you.”
I wasn’t sure how he’d be more compliant as we neared the end of the line, but Lidek seemed convinced. And we really did need to be quick, so I agreed.
And without further ado, we were on our way. Aaronsen could barely squeeze through the opening. The boy was built like a bull, with massive shoulders and a broad frame. Still, grunting and huffing and puffing, he managed.
“That’s what you get,” I told him, “for disobeying your KP.”
He flashed me an utterly unrepentant grin but didn’t argue. Lidek, meanwhile, exchanged a few words with the watchmen we’d left behind, and then followed. “They’re going to seal it up after us. Not permanently, so they can let us in when we get back, but in case something happens to us.”
The air around us smelled stale and a little dank. Flecks of dust floated by like tiny gray phantoms caught in the eerie blue glow of the fireless torch. That was about all I could see, though. The electric lantern didn’t burn bright enough to reveal much beyond an arm’s length or so away. Each of us carried one, so we were each cocooned in a little blue bubble of light. Behind us, the glow of lanterns – real lanterns – burned red. Ahead, lay an endless, dark stretch of blackness.
“Well,” I said, “at least there’s only one way to go.”
“For now,” Lidek muttered.
“I’ve never been down here,” Aaronsen said.
“No. So stay close to your knight and do as you’re told, Squire.”
“Yessir, Commander.”
I shook my head at that. Lidek sure loved to play the hard ass. As if it hadn’t been his wrangling that had gotten Phillip his way in the first place. “This way.”
The passage stood taller than me in most places, though now and then I had to stoop. Once or twice, we even had to crawl. But for the most part, we could walk as freely and fast as we dared.
We made good time. For a long while, we encountered no side passages. The path rose and fell, and twisted this way and that, but didn’t fork off into other directions. Here and there, we came upon a trickle of water leaking down from some crevice far above. We could hear the roar of engines and the thunder of wheels and tracks overhead.
Then, we stepped into what seemed a great cavern. The walls stretched out far to either side, and the ceiling rose high above us. Our footsteps rang out loud in the stillness, and the air took on a fouler aspect. It smelled like spoiled eggs and soured milk. “We’re getting closer,” I said.
“Yes, but in what direction?” Lidek asked.
Our lights vanished into the gloom, so we left Aaronsen stationed at the entrance. We needed to know which way we’d come, after all. Then Lidek and I split up, heading in opposite directions and keeping to the walls. I found half a dozen passages and several nooks and room-sized spaces before we met up again.
“Shit,” I said. “It could be any of these. How are we going to figure out which one?”
Lidek, though, didn’t seem concerned. “I know this place.”
I blinked at him in the dim light. “You do?”
He nodded. “These caverns were all mapped out, years and years ago. We did the survey after the last war. We wanted to know where we’d be vulnerable, if they ever got wind of them.”
“So you know where we’re going?”
He blew out his cheeks in a kind of pufferfish expression. “Yes and no. I know the direction, but I don’t know exactly where it terminates. The survey never got that far. The gas was too thick, and we deemed the risk too great.”
“We don’t need to get to the source,” I reminded him. “We just need to get somewhere where I can strike a match and blow this whole thing sky high.”
He nodded. “Alright. Well, let’s set a marker by Phillip, so we can find our way back, and then get out of here.”
“Where are we going?”
He glanced around and pointed into the gloom behind me. “That way. There’ll be a cavern off the main chamber, and a passage to the rear of it. We’ll have to go on our stomachs for a ways, if memory serves. But then we’ll reach an underground stream, and we can follow it for about two kilometers.”
He was right. We hiked back toward Phillip, through the center of the chamber this time. The direct route proved much quicker, and we reached him in good time. Then we made a mark with chalk on the passage, for Lidek and his return trip, and set out.
The passage ended up being in one of the chambers I had walked by. I’d missed it due to a combination of angle and shadow. Even after he told me where it was, it still looked like nothing more than rock until he stepped through it.
It definitely bolstered my confidence in his memory, especially since his predictions all turned out to be accurate after that point. We crawled on our hands and knees and then stomachs for a good forty or fifty meters. Then the ceiling rose again, and we could walk upright. About twenty more meters in, we hit the stream he’d mentioned.
And we walked for a good two kilometers alongside it, twisting this way and that so many times I lost track of what direction we were heading or where we’d come from. We passed dozens of chambers and passages, but Lidek told us to keep going. “There’s a rock formation I’m looking for. I’ll know it when I see it.”
It seemed like an eternity, which was unfortunate for a whole host of reasons, not least of all because every minute we used was one more that enemy troops got away. But it also gave me time to think. And thinking wasn’t what I wanted to do right now.
Because, inevitably, I thought about what was coming up. I thought about Derel, and the promise I’d made her.
Promise me that I’ll come back to something. Promise me you’ll still be here. Promise me, Lil.
 
I’d promised, too. Fool that I was, I’d promised, and I’d meant it in the moment. But things changed. This was war. If my one life could buy the lives of thousands, well, wasn’t it worth it – broken promise and all? I’m sorry, Ana.
I didn’t notice the rock formation until Lidek directed us to cross the river. “Here, it’s shallow here.”
It was, and though the water was cold, we got across mostly unscathed. Phillip’s teeth chattered so loudly I could hear them. “You okay, Aaronsen?”
“Yes ma’am.”
Lidek snorted. “Of course he’s okay. He’s a squire, not a child. He can take a little cold and wet.”
We both rolled our eyes at that. “Just think, Squire Aaronsen: pretty soon you’ll be able to look to Commander Lidek for such insight all the time.”
Lidek snorted again. “I don’t care if you are about to kill yourself, Callaghan. I’m still your commanding officer. Try to remember it.”
“Yes sir. Never slipped my mind.”
“And as for you, Aaronsen, you can wipe the smirk off your face. Oh, don’t look so surprised. You’re not as subtle as you think – neither of you. Alright, now hurry up. There’ll be a path just up here to the left, maybe a hundred meters. Follow it. Not far now.”
He shooed us on, and I smiled again. I’m going to miss you, Lidek. If I can miss anything wherever I’m going, anyway.
We reached the turn, and I hung back and let Aaronsen take the lead. He seemed surprised but went on without comment. Lidek was surprised too. He raised an eyebrow in a kind of frown at me. “Commander,” I said.
“What?”
I laughed at the wariness in his tone. “Don’t worry. I don’t have any awful last requests.”
His brow relaxed a degree, and he nodded. “Well…good.”
“Just…take care of Aaronsen, alright? I’ll be the second KP he’s lost.”
“It’s war, Callaghan. People die.”
“I know. But he’s still a boy.”
“He’s a squire, not a boy.”
“Kyle, he may be a squire, but he’s still a boy. Two KP’s in six months? That’s a lot of loss, for anyone.”
He sighed but nodded. “Alright, alright. I’ll make sure he’s taken care of. Happy?”
I clapped him on the arm. “Yes. Oh, and one more thing.”
“What?”
“Derel.”
“What about her?”
“Tell her…tell her I’m sorry I couldn’t keep my word.” He frowned at that, his bushy brows drawing tight together as if he was confused. I didn’t elaborate. I just said, “She’ll know what I mean.”
“Fine, I’ll tell her. Now, is there anything else? Any last words for your cook, perhaps? Or your gardener? I’m happy to play messenger.”
I laughed. “You take care of yourself too, old man. I know you like to play the hard ass, but we both know that’s bollocks. So when I’m gone, you make sure you find yourself some other pity project to keep your mother hen side happy, alright?”
This, at least, was too much for him, and threatening to kick my backside, write me up posthumously, and half a dozen other things we both knew he didn’t mean to do, he practically chased me up the tunnel.
We continued for a long stretch after that, turning and twisting with the winding passage but taking no detours. I was glad Lidek knew his way, and I was glad he’d be going home with Aaronsen, because I knew I surely would not be able to find my way back.
I’d have to budget some more time for his return, though. I could tell that as we went. His pace slackened, and Aaronsen and I managed a good lead. We were going at a slightly upward angle, and he was panting heavily.
“Hey,” I whispered to Aaronsen, “make sure you help the commander if he needs it on the way back, okay?”
He nodded. “You sure you’re going to do this, KP?”
“I don’t have a choice, Phillip. You know that, right?”
He nodded again. “I guess so.”
I wrapped an arm around him and hugged him. “You know, until I actually met you and Derel, I never would have thought I’d say this…but of all of the things I’ve done in my career? I’m happiest with working with you two.” I found my voice catching a little, so I blinked back the moisture in my eyes and forced a laugh. “I just hope I haven’t taught you too many bad habits is all.”
Phillip didn’t say anything. He didn’t laugh and he didn’t argue. He just stood there, breathing heavily and blinking fiercely, like he didn’t quite trust his voice.
“You’ll be okay, Phillip. You’re a hell of a squire. You’ll be a hell of a knight. And you’ll do the shire proud. I know that.”
Lidek reached us and wheezed out, “Come on, no time for this nonsense. Go, Callaghan. You too, Aaronsen.”
We did as we were bid, hurrying up the last fifty meters of the passage. I hadn’t known it was the end of the tunnel when we stood there. I didn’t know until we were five meters away, when our dim lanterns shone on a heavy door. A great iron lock hung open on the latch, and a heavy bolt was secured into the stone a little way up.
I froze. “Lidek, there’s a door here. With bolts. They look newish.”
He nodded and paused to catch his breath. “Yes. It’s…just beyond the door. We put it in…to keep people from doing anything…stupid.”
I nodded and reached for the handle. It was a heavy door, but the hinges glided easily enough. I stepped into a pitch black, earthen space. Aaronsen was right on my heels.
I blinked into the darkness, moving my lantern from side to side. I’d been in the tunnels before, but I couldn’t remember any place that looked like this. “Commander, where is…”
The heavy clang of a lock sounded directly behind us, loud and jarring in the stillness – and all the louder and more jarring for the unexpectedness of it. Phillip jumped, and I spun around toward the door.
It had shut after us. What in hell? I reached for the handle and tried to push it and then to pull it. It didn’t budge. “Lidek?” I called. “Lidek, I don’t know what happened, but this thing is stuck.”
“It’s not stuck, Lil,” Lidek said. His voice was muffled by the heavy wood. “I shut it and locked it. Don’t bother trying to get it open, even if you do find tools. It’s reinforced with iron. Your tools won’t get through that.”
I blinked. “What the hell are you talking about, Lidek? Open this door, dammit. You’re supposed to take Phillip back with you. He’s not supposed to die too.”
“He’s not dying. You’re not dying. I’m going to be the one to light the match.”
I shook my head, not comprehending. How could he be the one to light the match, if we were locked in at the source of the gas?
Then, I understood. We weren’t at the source of the gas. We weren’t close. The air had been getting steadily clearer all this time. I hadn’t really noticed it, except absently. I’d been too preoccupied with my own thoughts. But he’d led us away from the gas, to…
I glanced around, trying desperately to make some sense of my surroundings. Earthy smells and close air surrounded me. I could just make out the outline of shelves on one of the far walls. A cellar. He took us to some kind of cellar.
Then, the last piece of the puzzle fell into place. He’d taken us to the third and final entrance to the tunnels – the one in Mayor Fitzwilliam’s cellar.
“Damn you, Lidek, open this godsdamned door. This is my job. It’s my duty.”
“Your duty is to protect the Shire, Lil. Not to throw yourself on your sword for the empire.
“Protecting the queen, that’s my job. I’m not very good at it, I guess. But you – you are good at your job. And I’m going to make sure you keep on being good at your job. So you take care of that boy yourself. And I hope you get to tell Derel – well, that you kept your word, whatever it was.”
I hammered my fist against the door. “Dammit, Kyle, open this door.”
“You should move away from the door. It may not be safe. Goodbye Lil.” It was all he said, no matter how much I threatened or demanded or tried to reason with him.
In a minute, Phillip sidled up beside me. “He’s gone, KP.”
The room we were in was behind a false panel in Fitzwilliam’s basement. There were no tools here – nothing we could pry the door off its hinges with, or beat it down. That was going to be our mission – to get the door open, through whatever means necessary – and I told Phillip as much.
The mission changed almost as soon as we stepped into the full basement. Only a few lanterns still burned here, but it was enough to see that the place had been ransacked. Wine barrels had been hauled out, and some split and spilled on the spot. The food stores had been picked through. All the stock the mayor had set aside for winter had either been taken or trampled underfoot. Shattered jars and smashed produce lined the walkway, ground under a multitude of footfalls.
I suspected it had been done accidentally rather than deliberately – a byproduct of whatever mad rush had occurred when the soldiers hit upon fresh, full pantries.
But it was evidence enough that there had been Southerners here – had been and might yet be.
“Dammit,” I swore. “We need to see what’s going on, Phillip. We can’t be hammering away at that door if there’s people in the house.”
He nodded. “Right, KP.”
“You stay here. Stay by the secret room, but not too close. If Lidek does set the gas off before we can stop him, well, like he says, the door may come off.
“But if someone comes down, get back in there, okay?”
He shook his head, though. “No, KP. I’m going with you.”
“I don’t have time to argue, Aaronsen. You weren’t supposed to be in danger. That was never the plan.”
“That was always the plan, KP. I wasn’t going to leave you. I just – well, I thought it would be us doing what Commander Lidek is doing. That’s all.”
He was putting himself in a position where I was either going to have to write him up for insubordination or give him a commendation for valor. I wasn’t sure which it was going to be, but right now wasn’t the time to figure it out. “If we live through this, you’re in a lot of trouble.”
He nodded. “Understood.”
I rolled my eyes and beckoned for him to follow. “Keep close, and quiet.”
“Understood.”




Chapter Nine – Rohana

The transition was going well, or as well as a bullshit plan like this one could go. The perimeter of ground trips around Castle Callaghan had withdrawn, and we were moving into position.
Three hundred and fifty people did not much of a perimeter make. Still, it was what I had to work with. I divided the troops into thirty teams, with one man or woman from each team wearing an amulet and deployed them in clusters along the perimeter.
In theory anyway, the amulets meant we could get close to the walls without worrying about dragons. We still had the Northerners to contend with, but at least we’d be safe from dragonfire.
I hadn’t even got a real look at Castle Callaghan, except through binoculars and the schematics Command had wired over. And with the day as hazy as it was, the first didn’t show me much. As for the second, the schematics lacked almost all detail, and told me nothing about the surrounding landscaping. I might as well have been going in blind.
So my first order of business was to get us all in place and behind cover from snipers. The second was to make a survey of the target and figure out if it was even possible to siege it. And if not, how I was going to do the impossible.
While I got my men into place, the army, meanwhile, rolled northward. The rain had got colder, somehow, though it still hadn’t turned to ice. It was squarely in that spot between water and ice – a kind of sludge that stung the skin with cold and fell so heavily it slapped on impact.
I’d been here about two days, and I already decided I couldn’t stand it. I couldn’t wait until we finished this damned war, until we toppled the Northern hellion of a queen, and marched home victorious.
I’d heard the stories about her – greedy, selfish, unprincipled, spoiled. A scion of barbarians, who thought her elven tower and dragons could keep her safe to harass and harangue our king. I didn’t hate her before. That was the province of royalty, wasn’t it, to take, exploit and demand? She was a monster, but not much worse I guessed than most monsters. Maybe – though it was a thought that stayed deep in the recesses of my own mind, never to be uttered – not much different than King Agalyn himself. She was wrong because she was their monster, and he was right because he was ours. But Agalyn conquered and taxed and took, and all the things this Northern queen was said to have done too.
I hadn’t hated her particularly when we started this march. But I was starting to hate her a little more with every freezing droplet that hit me. She was the reason we were here, ultimately. She’d been the one to provoke Agalyn, to push him until he could no longer sit idle, until he had no choice but to summon his armies and mount an invasion.
I didn’t know the details. It wasn’t my place to know them. But I’d heard the rumors, and right now, dripping and freezing and shivering and sweating at the same time, I believed the worst of them. She meant to destroy the South, to overthrow Agalyn, to exploit the peace her ancestors had negotiated to impose her will on us. Hell, she probably meant to see us all murdered if only to get out of this damned frozen wasteland, to seat herself upon the throne of the South where the sun always shone, and the days were warm and long and fair.
Damn her.
I was holed up in a half-rained out trench, not daring to poke my head out because one of Callaghan’s damned snipers had caught sight of us, when the earth began to rumble under my feet. I thought at first it must be one of the heavy, armored skimmers passing nearby. I glanced around, half hoping command had changed their minds and sent decent reinforcements after all.
But there were no tanks en route. Indeed, I saw nothing at all. But the earth continued to rumble, getting louder and louder by the moment.
“What the hell?”
Then, from the corner of my eye I caught movement. I watched in stupefaction. The earth seemed to be rending everywhere. Rocks and dirt flew heavenward, the force flinging boulders high and wide and uprooting great trees like they were twigs. Bursts of orange and red flame shot upward all around us.
It looked like a scene from some apocryphal vision of hell, with flame and destruction and chaos in every direction. I heard my men scream. I saw some of them disappear, swallowed up by the gaping earth, or thrown high and far, like ragdolls in the hands of a careless child.
I blinked. I didn’t know what to do or where to go. I didn’t know what the hell was happening. I’d never seen anything like this before.
Had we triggered some kind of curse? Was this some dark sorcery spun up by Northern mages? Had we angered one of the wild Northern spirits in crossing the border?
I didn’t know, and so I didn’t know how to respond or what to do. I just huddled down, pressing my body flat against the groaning earth. It rumbled and roared, and flames burned high and hot all around us. Falling ash and pebbles pelted us. A great boulder landed on one of the squires from the kaladorn unit, a boy called Sabinus, killing him instantly with a horrible crushing sound. A spray of blood and tissue hit Thorgsed, and he started vomiting.
Then, the trembling stopped. The fire receded, until it was nothing more than flickers here and there peeking out over new gashes in the earth. I got to my feet and looked around, too dazed to worry about the sniper anymore.
Smoke and fog and particle-heavy air clouded my view. But I could see near me, and that was enough. Not even thirty meters away, some invisible hand had struck a great gash into the ground. Smoke and little licks of flame rose from a great pit that carved its way deep into the earth, twisting this way and that like a writhing serpent suspended in motion.
“What the hell?” I said again.
Then an energy bolt passed by my head, near enough to recall me to my senses but not near enough – mercifully – to sear a hole through my brain. I ducked down low, and Thorgsed crawled over.
He reeked of vomit and blood and worse things. “KP, what’s going on?”
“I don’t know. Kirill?” I looked around for our radio tech, and for half a moment feared he’d met the same end as poor Sabinus – him, and our radio.
Then, he poked his head up from behind a jagged, smoking chunk of boulder. “Ma’am?”
“You alright, Kirill?”
“I think so, ma’am.”
I nodded. His voice had trembled, and it reminded me that, whatever I was feeling, this wasn’t the time for it. They needed a leader. They needed me. I adopted an all-business tone. “Good. I want you on the horn with Command. See if they know what the hell just happened. Okay?”
He nodded, not quite briskly but with a little more confidence than he’d shown before. “Yes ma’am.” He turned to the radio. I could see his hands trembling.
I couldn’t blame him. It was everything I could do to keep from shaking like a leaf. I had no more of an idea of what had happened than before, even after surveying some of the destruction. I had no idea if it was going to happen again, if we were all going to wind up like Sabinus, or if the earth would swallow us up in the next moment.
But I tried to act like none of that was coursing around in my brain. “Alright,” I called, “check-in. Anyone who can talk, I want to hear from all of you. If you’re beside someone who is down or can’t talk, I want to hear that too.”
One by one, the surviving members of our team checked in – everyone but Kirill, who was still arguing with his radio. He’d seemed to get some kind of signal, but now he was having trouble actually getting through.
We had plenty to keep us busy. Three of my immediate team had gone missing. Two of the remainder were dead. As for the missing, we pieced it together soon enough.
We found one of these new, smoldering trenches where Markus had been laying a minute earlier. Among the dirt and stone the explosion had kicked up, we found assorted body parts, some fragmentary, others large enough to identify.
Oliver’s body had slid into the trench a few meters down. At least, we assumed it was Oliver. The corpse had been burned so badly that positive identification wasn’t really an option.
We never did find enough of Vasia to know what happened to her. One of many missing, presumed dead.
We had injuries, too – burns, and crushed limbs, and broken bones. It was more than enough to keep us busy until Kirill finally made it through to high command.
He called me over, and I took the headset. “KP Rohana?”
“Copy, sir.”
“Status?”
“Working to ascertain that, sir. We’ve lost a lot of men and taken a lot of injuries.”
“You’re not alone.”
“What happened, sir?”
“Some kind of explosion.”
No shit. “Any idea what caused it?”
“No. It was some kind of Northern trap, we know that.”
“How?”
“Well, what the hell else would it be?”
“Sorry, sir. I just mean, do we know if there’s more of them?”
“Of course not. Look, KP, get your men together and hold off for further orders. We’ll contact you when we have something. Until then, stay put.”
The line went dead.  
We waited for twelve long, agonizing, freezing hours. We had no fire and wouldn’t have dared start one if we had. No one knew what had happened, and we sure as hell didn’t want to attract any unwanted attention. We did what we could for the wounded and lost too many in the interim.
We shivered and froze and cursed the bloody Northerners to hell. And time passed no quicker for it.
But finally, the call came. It was the same nameless aide-de-camp I’d been talking to earlier, and he spoke in the same impatient way. I guess he’d had a long, miserable day, and imagined there was something unique about that. He asked me first for a casualty report, and I gave it to him: of the almost three hundred and fifty I’d been assigned, two hundred and thirteen remained alive. And of those, about one hundred and eighty were in reasonably decent condition.
He didn’t seem particularly surprised by the intel, which was worrying in its own right. We’d lost about half of our fighting capability. That should have been cause for alarm, or surprise, or something.
But it wasn’t. “Copy that. Get your wounded together. There’ll be taken care of as soon as we can get to them. In the meantime, your orders are changing. You’re rejoining the main invasion force. You and anyone who can still march.”




Chapter Ten – Ceinwen

Humans enjoy the sound of their own voices. I’d learned that a long time ago, but somehow, I’d forgotten it in the intervening years.
The Council reminded me. Indeed, the Council left no doubt about the matter. KP Derel had urged all kinds of immediate action. Bryn had seconded it. “This is coordinated. They tried to hit us from north and south, and by surprise. We don’t know how many other splinter forces they’ve deployed, but we do know one thing: it’s clearly meant to take us by surprise, so they can close in on the capital.”
The Council didn’t see it that way. The Council wanted to debate the intelligence, and the conclusions Derel and Brynja were drawing from it, and then, once they’d talked them through and come up with dozens of alternatives, they wanted to talk through those too.
Some of the Council wanted to convince their queen that diplomats should be summoned and peace talks begun. “King Agalyn is your cousin, Majesty. There must be some misunderstanding.” They wanted to appeal to the better nature of this man who sent inquisitors and dragon riders to the North to butcher civilians.
Some of the Council thought it must be a mistake. “No one invades the North in winter. It’s madness.”
Some of the Council was ready for bloodshed. “If war’s what they want, well, let us pick up where our forefathers left off. Let us not merely defend our own borders but let us take this as opportunity to redress the wrongs of previous border negotiations. Not for our own sake, but for those who have paid the harshest price for a peace that means nothing: those who live under Southern rule.”
Some feared the attack on Cragspoint was merely to lure us out to fight. “And what happens when we get to the southernmost borders and find it’s nothing more than a ruse to leave the capital unprotected?”
Some felt Shire’s End was a price that could be paid in war. “Of course, no one wants to see our border towns fall,” the elder Derel argued. “No one wants to lose a battle, especially at the beginning of a war. We cannot let esteem for our brave men and women at the front cost us the war itself. Their sacrifice will buy us the time we need to win this thing.”
Ana Derel’s eyes flashed. “Shire’s End has already sacrificed, just in getting this news here.”
“No one doubts it, daughter. Quite commendable. But they’re a border town. They understand the risk – no one better.”
“The shire is the most direct route into the North, so when Agalyn sends his reinforcements, they’ll come the same way. Letting Shire’s End fall now means leaving ourselves vulnerable tomorrow.”
But her father dismissed her objection with a wave of his hand. “We can deal with tomorrows when the time comes. We must deal with today at the moment.”
On and on, back and forth they went. I was seriously regretting leaving my mountain. Queen Ilaria seemed to have the unhappy sort of personality that allowed her to be swayed by whichever argument was put forth at the moment. When one of her advisors urged caution, she nodded along. When another declared it the duty of the North to defend the valiant troops at the border, she nodded to that too.
My first instinct was to write her off as a silly, flighty human. But the longer I watched, the less just I felt the dismissal to be. She wasn’t flighty, or silly. She was young and inexperienced and severely out of her depth. That wasn’t a huge surprise. In one respect at least, she’d proved better than her ancestors – this was her first war.
But she was intelligent too, and not quite as gullible as I’d initially assumed. I picked up on that in the way her eyebrows would play upward, or a flicker of a frown would cross her brow, when the more ridiculous comments came her way. She heard everyone, but she remained skeptical that border towns would willingly fall on their swords for the nation, or that King Agalyn would see reason.
On this score, I got the distinct impression that she knew more than she let on. She glanced at her uncle, the high protector, and he glanced at her, whenever the topic of motives came up. Her cheeks pinked, and crimson stretched from the top of her brow to the edge of her neckline.
There was something there that she knew or guessed; something she didn’t want to discuss openly; something that embarrassed her. And the more I listened to these affluent men and women talk it over and dance so artfully around the crux of the matter, the more allusions I heard to the unspecified but painful compromises that might need to be considered, or that should not even be considered, the more knowing nods that accompanied both sentiments, the more I began to think Brynja and I might be the only ones in the room who didn’t know what they all knew.
Which wasn’t going to work. We’d risked our lives coming here, and as long as they wanted us to remain, as long as they wanted our counsel and needed our firsthand knowledge, well, they were going to level with us. So I didn’t wait for anyone to call on me. I just stood up and said, “It seems to me that if we’re going to talk about diplomacy or concessions, we need to know what the invader wants, and why he’s here.”
Dead silence.
“Do we know what he wants?”
Now, they started to exchange glances. Ilaria shifted in her seat, her cheeks going very red.
Caomh spoke first. “I for one am not interested in wasting too much energy on what Agalyn thinks or wants. The salient point is that he is here, and we must stop him.”
“But at what cost?” someone else asked. “Is a combined North and South such a terrible thing after all?”
I blinked. “Combined?” Then, I wrinkled my nose. I understood her embarrassment, and their hesitance to talk of it. “You mean, he wants to marry you?”
She nodded. She looked miserable and embarrassed, and somehow, younger, like a teenager embarrassed by attention she didn’t want.
“But…he’s your cousin, isn’t he?” I supposed that could explain the embarrassment.
“Second cousin,” she said quickly, “once removed.”
I shivered. It was a little less incest-y that way, but not great, either. But it was the idea that he’d respond to rejection with a full-scale invasion that really struck me. “I take it, then, he’s made some kind of overtures that were not accepted?”
She went a shade deeper crimson, and Caomh glared at me. “Again, this isn’t relevant. We need to figure out how to prosecute a successful counter campaign, not try to divine Agalyn’s particular moods.”
“It’s always worth considering alternatives to war,” someone else said.
“There’s only one consideration here: victory. Once we have won that, there will be no war,” the senior Derel said. He spoke authoritatively, as if that was an end to the matter.
I nodded. “I can tell you, ladies and gentlemen, those Southern knights didn’t seem keen on conversation. And I’ve seen a lot of war in my lifetime – more than any of you. More than all of you combined. A peace bought by concession is never a peace that benefits the party conceding. And a man who would kill you to be your king is not the kind of man you want to make king. Even if it costs you in the short term. It’ll cost you a lot more long term.”
The elder Derel thumped the table in some kind of applause. “Well said, Madam Elf.”
“Then you would not advise we try to make peace, Ceinwen?” Ilaria asked.
I shrugged. “I advise you figure out a way to win peace, not negotiate it. This man brought armies to your land because his cousin doesn’t want to be his wife. I don’t think you will get very far trying to reason with him. I mean, by all means, try if you like. But if he’s here over slighted ego or thwarted ambition, being talked down from an invasion isn’t going to do much for his image. So I don’t think it’s likely to happen.”
“If we send troops before diplomats,” one of the elder statesmen sighed, “his ego, as you put it, will never recover. We need to show that we are willing to hear him out, and to make peace.”
I stared at him. I’d heard his name before – Maedoc or Mochan, or something like that. He was an old man, lean and wizened and weary in his manner. “Hear him out? Is there more to this war than I know, or are we really pretending that a woman’s lack of interest is just cause for a war?”
He stared back at me. “I am unsure why I’m answering to an elf at all, or why one of them sits – so conveniently timed – in our midst offering evil counsel. But I made no judgments about justness or injustice. Of course Agalyn is in the wrong.
“But he is a young man – and those of us who were once young men know that a young man’s passion often is greater than his share of wisdom. I don’t ask that we pretend anything. Only that we consider the only course of action that will save lives – not only now, but for generations to come.”
We went round and round for another hour, though I said no more myself. There were plenty of others willing to do the talking. Then Ilaria called for a recess, and we broke for the afternoon.
And it was afternoon by now. Caomh told us he’d had rooms made ready, but that we should eat first. We didn’t need urging. I felt half starved. “I’m going to check on Aeron before I sleep,” I said.
“I’ll go with you,” Bryn nodded.
“Good. I think he likes you, you know.”
She laughed. “Really? He has a funny way of showing it.”
“You mean, because he calls you a cockroach?”
“Among other things, yes.”
I grinned at her. “I wouldn’t take it personally. He’s not overfond of humans, it’s true, but I think he likes you all the same.”
“So it isn’t me, it’s just my species he detests? I’m flattered.” She looked exhausted. Her hair was wind tossed, and deep ruts framed her brown eyes. But they twinkled as she spoke. They were very pretty eyes.
I glanced away. “What do you think’s going to happen?”
“I don’t know.”
“I’m a little surprised by how many of her council want to surrender without even putting up a fight.”
“Ilaria surrounds herself with a multitude of opinions.”
I snorted. “I guess.”
“Really, she does. It was one of her goals, when she took the throne. She didn’t want a council that only agreed with her. She believed that was a cause of stagnation in previous years. She wanted them to challenge her, not to blindly agree.”
“I suppose she would say something like that. I suppose all your kings and queens make pretty speeches like that.”
I could feel her eyes on me, and I glanced over. She was watching me with a bemused smile. “You’re very mistrusting, Ceinwen. Do you know that?”
“Cerysdatter,” I reminded her. “And if I am mistrusting, it’s only because I’ve reason to be. I’ve known your species a lot longer than you have.”
She laughed outright at that. “You cannot continually fall back on that. I could as easily say you’ve known nothing at all of our species for hundreds of years. You haven’t seen our growth, or what we’ve become. I could say, Cerysdatter, that you speak from a place of ignorance.”
I frowned at her. “You could say it, but it would not make it true.”
“My saying it wouldn’t make it true, no. But I think there is truth to it all the same.”
It was my turn to laugh. “So you think the entire nature of your species has changed in the span of a few hundred years? That’s quite the evolution.”
“I didn’t say our nature changed. Our nature is not that unlike yours, or Aeron’s, or anyone else’s. It can be channeled to good or to ill.”
I snorted again. “A great deal of ill, as I know only too well.”
She nodded, and her expression had lost its mirth. “But a good deal of good, too, Ceinwen – if you’ll take the time to see it, anyway.”
We walked in silence for a spell after that. We were following the main throng of counselors to the dining room. We might have continued in silence had we not been joined by a third party: Knight Protector Derel. The younger Knight Protector Derel, Ana. She was younger than Bryn, probably by several years, and wore her exhaustion a little better. Her blue eyes looked brighter, her face a little less drawn. “May I join you?”
“Of course.”
“Please do.”
“I am Ana Derel.”
“Brynja Evansdatter. Pleased to meet you.”
“Cerysdatter,” I said.
“Pleased to meet you both. I’m sorry about the attack on Nordfjell.”
Bryn nodded. “Thank you, but we were lucky. Our losses were buildings rather than people.”
“Still, a hard thing to lose with winter upon us.”
“Yes. I am sorry for the loss of your fort.”
“We were not very lucky. We lost buildings and men.” Now, Derel glanced me over. “Is it true, what they say? That you are an elf?”
“It is.”
“You impressed my father today. When you butted heads with Minister Maedoc, I mean.”
I glanced askew at her. I couldn’t forget the frosty reception the two had given each other. “Is that…a good thing?”
She seemed surprised by the question. She laughed lightly and didn’t answer all at once. “My father was right, I believe. So yes, in the particular, it was a good thing.”
“I see. But he was not as keen to defend your town.”
She blinked at the question. “Shire’s End is not my town. It is where I was stationed, and where my knight lives.” She flushed a little. “I suppose I am my own knight, now.”
Brynja smiled. “That takes some getting used to. I believe it took me almost a month.”
She laughed. “Gods, I hope not. The war will be over, and I’ll still be calling myself a squire.”
“You think the war will be over in a month?”
She glanced up at me. “Don’t you?”
I didn’t. Of course I didn’t. Only peacetime children could believe anything that hopelessly naïve. But I didn’t want to be the one to disillusion her. She’d find out the unhappy truth soon enough. “Well, let us hope so.”
She seemed to accept this as sufficient acquiescence, because she nodded. “I wish we weren’t breaking. Every minute we wait is another minute of peril for Shire’s End.”
“So you think the queen will see it your way, and not your father’s?”
“She must. Lil’s the only reason we even know about the army. She can’t leave her to die.”
“Lil?”
“My knight. That is, my former knight.”
“Ah.”
“You said she’s got one of the old border keeps?”
“That’s right.”
“She’ll be alright, then,” Bryn said, with more confidence than I felt. “Those old places were built with long sieges in mind. They knew what they were doing – they know what it was like being a border county in wartime.”




Chapter Eleven – Ceinwen

Somehow, I seemed to have made another friend. Ana Derel stuck with us through the meal and tagged along when she learned that we were checking on Aeron. “I should probably check on my own dragon,” she said, “though they assured me he’d be well tended.”
So we all three checked on her beast first, which was stabled and sleeping. It glanced up when we arrived and harrumphed. “A Northern elf now?” he asked. “Have they sent you to interrogate me? Do you think you’ll learn some manner of secret? I should warn you, Elf, I am quite up to whatever magic you throw my way.”
I blinked. “He’s a Southern dragon.”
She stared at me. “Yes. How can you tell?”
Bryn laughed and nudged me. “She’s an elf. She can communicate with them. Be careful, or she’ll charm him right off your hands. I’ve seen her do it before.”
This intelligence astonished her, and she peppered me with all manner of questions. She wanted to know how it was possible, and her jaw practically dropped when I explained that it was only another form of language, and there was no sorcery involved. She wanted me to relay messages and watched in awe as her dragon spoke. Which he did, mostly to insinuate I was some kind of agent of Ilaria’s. He was easily as cynical as Aeron. I liked him for it.
“Was he saying something?” she asked after the third or fourth exchange – silent and telepathically on my part, and aloud on his.
“Yes.”
“You mean, that wasn’t just a growl?”
“No. I asked him if he had been well treated, and he said, ‘As well as can be expected of Northerners and humans.’”
She blinked. “Really? He said that?”
“Word for word.”
“Tell him I said thank you, then. Please, I mean. Please tell him I said thank you, for getting me here safely.”
I sighed and relayed the message, and he harrumphed. “He says he does not need your thanks. He needs his sleep, and you are disturbing it.”
She apologized profusely, and asked that I relay her apologies, which I did. The dragon received them with a kind of reluctant magnanimity. “He says it is forgiven, and that you may call him Iolo.”
“Really?”
“Yes. Which, I must say, makes you something of a dragon charmer. They do not lightly share their names.”
This delighted her further, and we took our leave from Iolo, bowing as we went. The stable hand regarded us as if we were out of our senses. But Bryn smiled. “What did I say? Remarkable, isn’t it?”
I snorted, a little embarrassed by the warmth of her tone. It was more praise than I deserved. It really was just another language, not much different than speaking the common tongue of men. “Come on. We’d better get food for Aeron, or he’ll be in a miserable temper.”
“Worse than usual, I think you mean.”
Aeron had remained outside exactly where we left him. The guard had changed in the interim. A more senior KP and her baby-faced squire watched him from the guard house with suspicious eyes. The day itself wasn’t much better than the day before, though the snow was a little heavier and wetter.
As for Aeron, well, he was in a mood. More of a mood, as Bryn put it. “Ah, well, have you come to see if I’ve frozen solid yet?”
“You’re an ice dragon. You can’t freeze.”
“Not for lack of trying on your part, Mage. And what’s this? Have you adopted another cockroach?”
“Aeron, this is Ana Derel. Ana, this is Aeron.”
She declared it a pleasure to meet him, though a bit nervously. He was far less chivalrous. “I care not what your cockroach’s name may be. Are we free to leave this place yet?”
“Not yet.”
“What a surprise.”
“What did he say?” Derel asked.
“Uh…that he’s happy to meet you as well.”
“Liar,” the dragon snorted.
Derel, though, seemed pleased. She smiled and nodded. “We brought you food, Master Aeron. The stable boy said it was freshly butchered.”
“At least you’re putting your pets to work,” he said.
You know, Bryn said, we could have left you out here to sulk and starve.
You’re not being very polite, Aeron.
Now I’m supposed to be polite? It’s not enough to be killed and un-killed and re-killed and then un-killed again because of these humans. It’s not enough to be vomited on and made to ferry humans about on human business. Now I must also be polite?
Yes.
You two-legs are all cruel, elves and men alike.
“What’s happening?” Derel asked.
I glanced over, remembering that, of course, she had no idea we were communicating telepathically. “We’re discussing when we can go home.”
“Discussing?” She stared at me.
“Telepathically,” Bryn explained.
“You mean…they can communicate by thoughts?”
“So can I, actually. With Aeron at least.”
Unfortunately.
Remember what I said about being polite.
Derel required further explanations, which Brynja gave. And Aeron wanted to know why exactly we couldn’t leave yet, so I spoke to him. He wasn’t happy with my answers. “These are human problems, Mage. Let the cockroaches sort it out among themselves.
“We have done our bit: we’ve warned them. Now let us go our own way. We swore off wars, remember?”
I glanced over at Brynja and Derel. I thought about that earnest-faced, naïve girl, and her hopes that the war would be over in a month. I thought about the horrors of war, the ones I’d seen and the ones I’d heard about. I thought about Brynja and Nordfjell, and how I owed that pretty, brown-eyed woman my life – more than my life. My freedom, and Aeron’s life too. I don’t know, Aeron. They might need our help.
It wasn’t the answer he wanted, and for a while he raged in argument. Now and then, he loosed a blast of frozen breath that formed great ice stalagmites all over the landing pad. The first time nearly sent the squire and KP watching into a panic. By the fourth or fifth, they’d gotten so accustomed to his tantrums that they barely reached for their laser pistols.
Derel didn’t understand what was going on, and I was thankful for Brynja, who babysat her throughout.
Then, babysitting was an unjust word. Derel didn’t panic, and she didn’t hound me with irrelevant questions. The first blast in particular had concerned her, but not without reason. Aeron’s temper could be quite alarming to those who didn’t know him. But she’d handled herself well and calmly.
Still, Brynja’s presence allowed me to focus on the dragon. And in a while, I got him to at least calm down. He threatened a few times to fly off and leave me to deal with the “cockroaches” on my own, and I told him that if that was his choice, I would not stop him – an answer that only further enraged him.
But in the end, he promised to eat his goat – and only the goat – and wait for us. He would still not be persuaded to shelter in the stables. “I shall remain where I am,” he declared resolutely. “However long that is, is up to you.”
It proved to be a very long time indeed. Queen Ilaria had not joined us for the evening meal. She’d remained with her high protector, discussing what must be done. She’d already sent urgent communique to all of her knights to ready for battle – to the regional and county knights, to rally their militias, and to those in service to report to the nearest base. She’d done that almost at once, as soon as she got the first message. Now, I supposed they debated where to send all those rallied troops and roused militias.
I didn’t spend too much time contemplating it, though. I settled in to a warm, plush bed, and put the whole matter out of my mind as well as I was able.
I slept deeply, but not easily. Dark thoughts flitted about in my head, just out of reach, just at the periphery of my consciousness. We were summoned back to council just after midnight.
Ilaria had made her decision. She would be sending troops to Shire’s End, to end the siege if it was still ongoing, or to meet the advancing army if it wasn’t. “I won’t leave them to die, and I won’t allow any more towns or cities to fall. If Agalyn wants a fight, well, we’ll take the fight to him.”
Naturally, the idea didn’t sit well with most of the council. Some still maintained that a diplomatic approach would be the best. Others argued that meeting in the open was a mistake. “Better to let them taste the full wrath of winter while our armies sit warm and happy behind these walls. Why should we waste lives when the All-Father will fight our battles for us?”
But neither she nor the high protector would be dissuaded. “It’s all well and good to leave the war to weather,” Caomh said. “But at what cost? How many villages will fall first? How many civilians will die so that we and our armies can sit fat and happy behind fortified walls?”
“First, we will send Agalyn packing, and then we will spend the winter deciding our next move.”
It all seemed a little too optimistic to me, and I didn’t really know how I fit in – if at all. Ilaria had messengers running here and there, and dragons came and went. Snow skimmers buzzed in and out of the courtyard, and red-faced men and women in heavy furs hurried every which way.
The place was chaos, and I started to wonder if maybe Aeron was right – maybe this wasn’t my fight. Maybe I should mount up and fly off before these people got themselves killed, and us into the bargain.
Then one of the indefatigable messengers found me, and he bowed and said, “You are Cerysdatter, the elf?”
“So I’m told.”
He bowed again, as if he didn’t quite know what else to do. “Quite. My lady queen has requested your presence.”
“Oh. Well, uh, sure.”
“Very good. She is in the yellow breakfast room.”
I blinked. “I’m…not familiar with the breakfast rooms.”
“Of course, madam. Please allow me to show you the way.”
He led me through another maze of halls and passages. We ended up in a large room with floral wallpaper – yellow, as I expected. Ilaria and Caomh sat at a large table, with plates of food and stacks of papers between them. They both glanced up as we entered. She waved me over. He said, “Should I go?”
She shook her head. “No, stay, Uncle. Join us, Cerysdatter. Have you breakfasted yet?”
I approached, but warily. The last time I was invited to a private conference with a pair of humans over food, I almost ended up dead – or worse. “I have not.”
“Then please, help yourself.” She gestured to the plates. There was more than enough for the three of us, and half a dozen more besides. They had cold meat, pickled fish, and fresh cheese on one side, and breads, pickled vegetables, and fresh fruit all laid out on another. It was rather too hearty for me.
I chose a few small pieces of fruit. “I understand you wanted to talk to me, your majesty?”
“Call me Ilaria,” she said, “please. It’s bad enough in council, but I can’t stand it in private.” She smiled and shrugged. “And yes, I did. Thank you for coming.”
I hadn’t really had an option – she was queen, and her requests were not just requests – but I didn’t belabor the point. “Of course. What can I do for you?”
“That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.”
Of course it is. “Oh?”
“Caomh and I have been talking it over – your and Brynja’s experience, I mean.”
I glanced at the high protector. He was watching me with the same intelligent blue-grays that this queen watched with, though his were surrounded by wrinkled skin that bore the evidence of quite a few more winters than her smooth, unblemished face. He had the greater share of life experience, but whatever my initial impressions had been, I thought now that she did not lack the wisdom that I’d at first supposed. “I see.”
“You mentioned that they sent inquisitors.”
I nodded. “Yes.”
Caomh’s tone didn’t changed. It remained the same neutral pitch as before. But he watched me like a hawk eyes a rabbit as he said, “It seems unlikely that even someone as superstitious as Agalyn would waste his time sending inquisitors all the way too Nordfjell in the middle of an invasion just on the rumor that an elf still lived.”
“It was the beginning of an invasion. And I cannot account for this Agalyn’s reasons. You are his kin, not I. You are better suited to understand him than I am.”
“There have long been rumors about a witch in the north. An elven witch.”
“Have there been?” I shrugged. “I haven’t got out much these last few hundred years.”
Ilaria smiled. “What he’s saying, Cerysdatter, is that we think you’re the witch. We think that’s why Agalyn sent men after you.”
I considered my words for a minute. “As I say, Queen Ilaria, I cannot speak to the rumors and I cannot speak to your cousin’s thinking. I’m sorry.”
“But you can speak to your own abilities, can’t you?”
I glanced at him. “What exactly are you asking me, High Protector?”
She answered. “You’re some kind of mage or witch, aren’t you?”
Again, I considered. There’d be no point to lying. Our own escape tale told enough of my magical abilities for them to draw that conclusion. So I nodded. “I am some kind of mage, yes. Most elves were.”
Ilaria shook her head. “No, I don’t think that’s it. Agalyn is my cousin, as you say, and I know him, to an extent anyway. He wouldn’t send an inquisitor to our northernmost borders, he wouldn’t risk alerting us to his plans, unless he was going to get something out of it.”
I snorted. “Well, he didn’t.”
She smiled. “No, I guess not. But I’m right, aren’t I?”
“What do you want with me, Queen Ilaria?”
“I want you to help us, Cerysdatter. I have read about what the old elven mages could do: control the elements, harness magic our priests can barely even sense, reduce men to ash with a thought.”
I laughed. “Well, your human historians took some liberties, Queen. I should not trust everything they said.”
“If a tenth of it is true, you would be a most formidable enemy.”
I nodded, and said – a little pointedly, “Yes, I would.”
She nodded too, as if satisfied on the point. “Then will you take up arms with us, and be the enemy they tried to make of you?”
“This is not my war.”
“Didn’t they make it your war?” Caomh asked. “You told us they invaded your home and homeland.”
“They’re not the first men to do so.” I hadn’t meant it to sound so bitter, so pointed. And yet somehow it had.
She blinked at my words. “I will not pretend to not take your meaning, Cerysdatter. But I did not do those things.”
“Your ancestors did, Your Highness.”
“Yes. And yours killed mine too. But those are battles neither of us picked. I cannot undo the past. I think that’s beyond even the skill of elven magic.”
“You are not wrong, though more’s the pity.”
“All I can do, Cerysdatter, is alter the future. I have men marshaling all over this land. But Agalyn has taken us by surprise. We’ll meet him on an open field. Many men will die – ours and his. And the longer this war lasts, the more will die – more of his, and more of ours.
“I don’t want that.”
“You could always marry him,” I shrugged. “Your people say that will end the war.”
She flushed at the suggestion. “Yes, it might. But it will not end the killing. It will bring the kaladorn system to the North. It will bring conquest to the islands and nations all around us. It will bring endless war and death to the sons and daughters of the North.
“No, Cerysdatter, for a great many reasons, I won’t marry Agalyn. I won’t bring eternal war and slavery to my people.”
“You brought this message here,” Caomh said, and his tone was a little less impassioned than hers, and a little colder. “Why warn us, why involve yourself at all, if this is not your war?”
I thought for a moment. “I would not have, but for Brynja. It was her duty to warn you, and she saved my life.”
He snorted. “Then you are only here to help your friend? You have no interest in keeping a man who would send inquisitors after you out of the North?”
“I have some interest, and I have done something to further that goal. But I do not have enough interest to put my life on the line for your familial disputes.”
“Your life is on the line already, Cerysdatter. You defeated inquisitors. You’ve made yourself an enemy of Agalyn.”
I crossed my arms and leaned back in my seat. “Do you know, not very long ago, I sat across from inquisitors who told me much the same thing: that they would save me from the evil clutches of the North. I suppose you are about to tell me something similar.
“So let us – if I may presume, Your Highness – cut to the chase. What happens if I refuse?”
She stared at me, and then blinked. “I hope you will not refuse, Cerysdatter.”
“And if I do? What happens then?”
“Well, I would be disappointed. But if you are asking will I harm you, of course not. You have the same freedoms any civilian has right now.”
I studied her carefully. I didn’t see a lie in her eyes. But of course, she was a politician, and not just any politician – the head of all politicians in her nation. Maybe she was more adept at lying than the others. Still, so far at least, this interview was going better than my talk with the inquisitors. By this point in that conversation, they’d already smashed my finger bones. I shivered at the memory. “And what of Brynja? Is she free to go as well?”
“Knight Protector Evansdatter?” she asked, a hint of surprise in her tone.
“Yes.”
Caomh frowned at me. “What is your interest in the Knight Protector?”
“I told you: I owe her my life. If she is returning home, I will convey her, as I brought her here. Or rather, my dragon will.”
“We are at war, Mage. KP Evansdatter will go with the army.”
“And what of her county? You know that half of it was burned to ash, and the winter is just beginning there. There are many who will be homeless, many who will need their leader.”
“Her squire – her younger brother, I believe – is still there.”
“He’s barely out of diapers,” I protested. This was a little bit of an exaggeration. Bryn’s younger brother Agot was in his late teens. But he wasn’t old enough to lead a county, much less in wartime.
“He’s old enough to study to be a knight protector. He’s old enough to assume the duties of one.”
I frowned. “And if I agreed to help you? Would you still force her to the frontlines then?”
The pair exchanged glances. “You misunderstand me, Cerysdatter. I am not trying to make some kind of ransom of KP Evansdatter’s life. But she is a knight protector. I will allow her to return, if that is what she deems best for her county – whether you go or stay.
“But, she swore an oath. She is a knight protector. An honorable daughter of the North. She will not stay. I doubt she would stay if I ordered it. She will answer her country’s call in its hour of need.”
“Does she know that she has that option, to go home?”
“I assume so.”
Caomh shrugged. “But tell her, if you feel it necessary.”
I nodded. “Alright. I will. But I have your word, Your Majesty, that if she wants to go home, you will not stop her?”
“You do. But she will not go.”
“We shall see.”
“Yes,” the high protector nodded. “You will see. And perhaps when you do, you may re-evaluate your stance.”
“What do you mean?”
“If this knight protector’s life means so much to you – if you are as indebted as you suggest – you may reconsider what this fight means to you.”




Chapter Twelve – Callaghan

We weren’t alone in the mayor’s house. The explosion told me that long before I actually laid eyes on anyone.
Shire’s End was a provincial area, with plenty of function-over-form construction. The mayor’s house was one of the rare exceptions, where form had been prioritized quite as much as function. But the Fitzwilliam’s had spared no expense on function, either. The house was solid, with heavy floors and thick walls. So in the normal course of events, I couldn’t hear voices above me.
We’d made a survey of the basement and found no one and nothing but destruction. We’d climbed halfway up the stairs when the explosion came. The whole world seemed to rock and shake and rumble. The great timber joists by my head creaked and groaned. The stairs swayed under us.
And when the rumbling subsided, the tramping of feet and yelling of voices travelled to the basement, even through the old house’s fine construction.
Aaronsen took my arm. “We need to get back to the secret room, KP.”
I suppose I was too dazed to think straight for a minute. My head was full of Lidek, and the fact that I’d failed. That had been my mission, not his. I was supposed to be the one to die, not him.
But he’d outwitted me. Even to the last, the old man had outfoxed me. Kyle Lidek was dead.
Aaronsen tugged at my elbow. “We need to hide.”
He was right, and hearing it brought me back to my senses. “Right. Let’s go.”
Smoke wafted under the door, and through the vents to the piping above. Still, it wasn’t thick enough here to be a problem, so we took the panel and fitted it in place. We finished just in time. Within a minute, half a dozen men swarmed through the basement.
“What the hell was that?”
“Do you see any damage?”
“Some cracking over here. The mortar’s done for, but that’s it.”
“I think this place escaped, mostly anyway.”
“What in the gods’s names was that?”
They went back and forth, coming near our hiding spot and then disappearing again. We didn’t move. We barely breathed. The faux wall had been built to keep prying servants and mischievous children out of the tunnels, not to avoid detection by an invading enemy. Now and then, a tiny sliver of lantern light would make its way through some crevice, and my heart would skip a beat.
And all the while, the tumult overhead continued. The smoke thickened around us. Breathing got a little harder. I hoped we’d be able to repress any coughing. I hoped the smoke would stay behind the panel.
And even then, with our lives very much in peril, Lidek’s sacrifice was paramount in my head. I couldn’t believe he was really dead. I’d known Kyle longer than I’d known my own parents. I hadn’t been as close to him as to them, but he’d been my mentor when all my other mentors died. He’d been my friend, when I’d had no other. And now, he was dead.
Dammit.
The lanterns disappeared, and the voices died down. The tramp of boots overhead slowed. Whatever had happened, the Southerners had stopped panicking, anyway.
I didn’t know what that meant, whether it was good or bad or indifferent. All I knew was that they were still up there, so we had to remain hidden. I didn’t dare try to return to the tunnels. I didn’t know my way around them like Lidek, and I didn’t want to trust our lives to my shaky memory of that labyrinth. But more than that, it felt like the earth had collapsed in on itself. I doubted very much that the tunnels had held up. Maybe some of them, in some areas – but all of them, or the ones we needed?
I’d need the gods’ own luck for that. No, staying put might not be a good option, but it was our only one.
So we did, for hour after long, long hour. We worked at the door. It seemed like a good idea to get it open if we could, just in case we needed to flee.
Our efforts came up emptyhanded, though. We didn’t have the tools we needed, and we didn’t dare make much noise. So after a space, we gave up and waited. Twice we dared take the panel down to foray into the basement, the first time to locate a bucket to handle calls of nature, and the second to find provender. The former proved easier than the latter. We found several pails to choose from, but considerably less food and drink.
In the end, we scavenged a few broken carrots that hadn’t been entirely trod into the ground, scrounged a few pickled eggs out from among the shattered glass of their jar, and found two bottles of beer tucked far in the back of a shelf.
It wasn’t much, but it was a hell of a lot better than nothing. So we ate sparingly. For our first meal, we each had half an egg and half a carrot. By time the changing of the guard happened overhead, a good eight hours after our first meal, we were hungry enough that we needed a whole egg and half a carrot each. That left us one more egg each and a handful of salvageable carrot pieces.
We waited as long as we could. The earth roared and trembled with the movement of armies. I tried not to think of what was going on, and what kind of retaliation these bastards might be cooking up for the keep.
It felt like days, but according to my timepiece, an additional fifteen hours and some odd minutes had passed. We had our last meal.
“We’re going to have to try to get out of here,” I decided. I’d had time to think – plenty of it, gods knew – and the quiet to do it in undisturbed. It seemed to me that the only avenue open to us was to make our way back to the castle if we could, sooner rather than later. We didn’t know how long they meant to hole up here, and we couldn’t sit around with nothing to eat hoping it would be soon.
That meant getting out of Fitzwilliam’s manor undetected, and skirting our way through enemy lines – also, undetected. The first and most obvious problem of course being the initial exit: how would we get out of the manor without someone spotting us?
“It’ll be three in the morning in about a half hour. We’ll need to do some reconnaissance. I’ll handle that.”
“What are you going to be looking for, KP?”
“We need to know their numbers and their positions.” I had the idea that this would all prove a lot easier if we could get our hands on some Southern livery. Maybe that was too much to hope for. But at nearly three in the morning, the night guard would be about as relaxed as they were likely to get. The shift would be getting old, and they’d be a lot less likely to run into any senior officers checking up on them. Most of them would be fast asleep still.
So if I came across any unlucky lone watchman or patrolman, well, a quick twist and snap of the neck, and we’d have at least one set of clothes. Even if we didn’t find a second, one would be better than nothing. We could pretend to have taken the other as a prisoner. It probably wouldn’t hold up if we ran directly into anyone, but it might at least buy us safe passage at a distance.
I kept those thoughts to myself, though. If it ended up being a harebrained scheme, and if I ended up getting myself killed, I didn’t want to involve Aaronsen. And Phillip – bless him – had already showed himself too darned stubborn to let me go into danger alone.
He didn’t guess what I had in mind. He protested that we should go together but accepted that a single person would be less likely to detected than a pair.
I crept up the stairs and listened. I could hear nothing – no voices, no footfalls. I held my breath and opened the heavy wooden door. It swung noiselessly on well-oiled hinges. I hoped like hell they didn’t have someone stationed on the landing – someone who would be watching the quiet progress of the door, ready to strike down whoever emerged.
They didn’t. The landing was dark. Not dark like dusk, or dark like a room a few halls down from light. This was deep, full darkness, the kind of dark you find in the deepest wilderness on a moonless night a thousand kilometers from the nearest village.
I stood and listened and shivered. I tried to hear the sound of voices or feet. I heard nothing at all.
I closed my eyes against the blackness and listened harder. Once or twice, I almost imagined I heard a faraway voice, soft as a whisper. I forced myself to breathe, and then I heard the ragged intake and exhale of my own breath.
The place had gotten miserably cold. I heard the whisper again, unmistakably this time. But it wasn’t a voice. It carried on a draft of cold air. Wind. There’s wind getting in somehow. Where the hell is everyone?
I crept forward, using my hands to guide myself along the wall. Once or twice, my foot caught on something thrown haphazardly into the walkway, and I almost tripped.
That wasn’t quite as bad as the noisy collisions though. It was bad enough to knock into something with a thud. But my heart almost stopped when I kicked into something metallic – a bucket or pot of some kind. It rang out as it danced across the marble floor, crashing and clanging with each roll and land.
I stood there breathlessly. I expected lights to flicker on, and men to swarm me.
Nothing happened.
I worked my way to the front of the house without running into anyone, although I did more literally run into a few more misaligned pieces of furniture and discarded goods along the way. Still, the whole thing proved uneventful, and at last I got to the front door.
It stood open, swinging a little in the wind.
The night beyond the manor house was cold and dark. I could make out no stars or moon above, and only the faintest gray glow lit the shire. Sometime in our captivity, the sleet had turned to snow proper, and the countryside was blanketed under it.
But other than the gray-white mounds and meadows and distant cliffs, I saw nothing at all. I was looking out on a vast, silent wilderness of snow.
I checked the rest of the house. It was as empty as the first floor, and in an equally ruinous state. I risked a candle on the return trip. My battered shins demanded it. And what I saw enraged me.
The invaders had treated Mayor Fitzwilliam’s ancestral home like a pig sty. They’d looted and smashed and repurposed everything. Mud caked the floors that previously had benefited from hundreds of hours of painstaking care. Pranksters had carved lewd images and sayings into the wooden panels. They’d tracked ice and snow onto priceless rugs, and burned paintings and books that had been with the Fitzwilliam’s for generations.
In the scheme of things, it should have mattered less. I’d seen these bastards kill people – innocent people, under a flag of truce.
Lidek died to stop them. Maybe all of Shire’s End would die to stop them.
But that was war. It was expected.
This was something else. This was destruction for destruction’s sake. This was a message, loud and clear. They weren’t here to make the North their own. They were here to destroy it. There was no rhyme or reason to it: just malice.
I was trembling with rage when I reached the basement, and I worked to steady my breath before I reached Aaronsen. I didn’t know how he was taking Lidek’s death. We hadn’t exactly had the chance to talk about it, or anything else.
But I knew it must have hit him hard, and I didn’t want him to see me as a mess. So I waited until I’d caught my breath to call, “Phillip?”
The false panel shifted, and he poked his head out. “KP?”
He was whispering, which confused me at first, until I remembered that he would have no way of knowing that we were alone. “There’s no one here. They must have cleared out. Probably that last changing of the guard. Or, what we thought was a changing of the guard, anyway.”
“Cleared out? Where to?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. I can’t see anyone outside. No army, no vehicles, nothing. I figure they either marched on the keep, or they’re leaving Shire’s End. Heading into the heartland.”
He nodded. He didn’t need me to spell out what marching on the keep would mean. If the enemy was willing to loose their death grip on the rest of the countryside long enough to take it, it wouldn’t be a question of if the keep fell, but of when it would fall.
We made our way out of Fitzwilliam’s house. A gust of wind put the candle out before we stepped outside, and I fastened the door after us. No sense adding to the damage they’d already done.
The night was quiet and dark, and we kept low as we went. Out in the open, I felt very exposed. If they’d stationed snipers in any of the burned-out village homes, they’d be invisible to us. But we would be little black marks against a vast white world.
No one fired on us, though. The wind blew, fierce and cold, and snow drifted this way and that. We found no one, and no one found us.
It didn’t take long to see the change in the landscape even in the dark. The once empty plains and flat fields now ran with new ditches and pits. They ran like veins, tracing this way and that, connecting and branching and merging again.
“All-Father,” Phillip said. “Did Commander Lidek do all of this?”
I nodded.
“Then, he really must be dead?”
I nodded again, and when I spoke, my tone was brusquer than I intended. “Yes. He’s really dead, Phillip.”




Chapter Thirteen – Ceinwen

They’d been right. I told Brynja, and she stared at me like I had two heads. “Leave?”
“Go back to Nordfjell, to your people.”
“I can’t go, Ceinwen. My brother can distribute food and make sure no one freezes to death.
“But we need to stop Agalyn. It won’t do them any good to survive the winter just to die at his hands.”
Nothing I could say convinced her otherwise. I suppose I couldn’t blame her. She was human. In her lifetime, this would be one of the key moments. She hadn’t lived through dozens of these same wars like I had. She didn’t – couldn’t – see the futility of it all.
I understood. I’d have been hard to convince, once, myself. Still, I was disappointed. The longer I stayed around these humans, the less I wanted to do with them. Not because of what any one of them had done, but because of what others had done. That fresh-faced queen, with her earnest ideas about defending her people – who was she, but the scion of murderers and torturers, of killers and butchers? Who was Derel, who were all these knights and advisors, politicians and military men and women, but heirs to more crimes than a hundred scribes could document in a hundred lifetimes?
I wanted to go home, back to my mountain and its solitude. I wanted to escape these people, and the invading hordes from the South. I wanted to escape people in general.
But not Brynja. I didn’t know her family story. I supposed their hands were no cleaner than anyone else’s. But somehow, I didn’t attribute the same guilt to her. Maybe it was because she’d given up the comforts so many humans had killed for, the comforts these ones still reveled in, to live in the coldest north. Maybe it was because I knew her kindness didn’t come from any hope of what she might gain. She’d risked her life for me and Aeron even when it jeopardized her own purpose, when it would have been easier and safer to tend to her own business and ignore mine.
I owed her. And a trip to the capital didn’t cover a debt like that.
Aeron didn’t see things that way, though. He raged and fumed when I told him I was thinking of staying. He would hear nothing of what I owed Brynja. “Owe? So one of their kind undid some of the evils others of their kind did, and now we’re bound to serve them?”
“You cannot blame the North for what her enemies did, Aeron.”
“I do not care about their ridiculous borders and names, Mage. Humans attacked us, a human aided us. But I will not be grateful for a solution that is itself the problem: without humans, we would have been in no need of aid.”
“You know that’s not how it works. Should she say the same about the dragons who served those Southern riders? Should she say that all dragons are responsible for the burning of South Pass? ‘Without dragons, they would have been in no need of our aid.’”
“I am not interested in your rhetorical sparring,” he sniffed. “You know that I speak truth.”
“I don’t, Aeron. I think I will stay. I think I will lend this Northern queen whatever aid I can.”
I raised my hand to pet him, and for a minute he looked like he might draw away. But he didn’t, so I ran my hand from his head down to his neck scales. “I will not ask you to join me, old friend. This is not what we set out to do, so many long years ago. And you owe Brynja less than I, for it was in my defense that you ever came to harm.
“So do not think you must stay to discharge any debts, or to satisfy friendship. All is settled. I could ask for no better friend than you have been these years.”
He stared at me, his golden eyes reflecting injury. “So what, now I am to be cast off in favor of these new friends, of your pet cockroaches?”
“You know it’s not like that. I don’t want you to come to harm, and I know you hate the idea of helping these humans.”
“And you know that where you go, I follow.”
“You don’t have to.”
“But I choose to. Even if the cause is absurd, as – make no mistake about it – this one is.”
I laughed softly. “I will be glad to have you at my side again.”
“In battles we swore we were done fighting.”
“Yes. But…things change, Aeron.”
“Yes. It’s a wonder how much they change when a pretty little cockroach enters the picture.”
I laughed again, though more from surprise than anything else. “So that’s what you think? Oh my friend, how wrong you have gotten it this time. I told you, I owe her. Nothing else.”
He laughed, and it was a cold, harsh sound, like ice shattering. “Spare me, Ceinwen. It is enough to risk our lives on this folly. If you will deceive yourself, that is your decision. But at least do me the honor of sparing me your lies.”
I wasn’t happy with Aeron. His assumptions were rooted in nonsense, and it bothered me that he would attribute such folly to me. But I didn’t argue with him.
I went and found Bryn. She was in a quiet nook by a frosted over window, talking with Derel – the younger Derel, the knight from Shire’s End. She was excited and nervous. I could feel it before I heard anything. It radiated off her, the way warmth radiates off a fire, or perfume ebbs from a flower. There was something else there, too. I paused for a moment and watched her.
Her blue eyes fixed on Brynja, and she spoke with animation and warmth.
Sentiment. That’s what it was. She was thinking about something – or someone, I guessed – that conjured up sentimental feelings.
No, that’s not quite right. This was stronger than just sentiment. Her feelings were quite amorous.
I frowned and studied the pair of them, half afraid I’d stumbled onto something private. Their manner hadn’t suggested it, but the depth of affection I felt from Derel did. Brynja, though, returned no such warmth. She listened and nodded, and now and then offered a soft word. Ana talked and smiled and stared at the wall like she could see through it, all the way to whatever she was looking for.
The crease in my forehead eased. This was a confidence they were sharing, and it obviously involved someone who meant a great deal to the younger woman. But it was nothing more.
I cleared my throat to announce my presence and resumed my approach. They glanced over, and Brynja smiled. “There you are.”
“We were taking wagers,” Ana said, “on whether we’d see you before we moved out or not.”
She was lying. They hadn’t been talking about me at all. I’d have wagered on that. But, I guessed, that meant their conversation had been for Bryn’s ears and not mine. “Well, here I am.”
She smiled and nodded. “Well, I need to get going. I’m reporting to SKP Ingesen.”
Brynja made a face. “Better you than me.”
“Oh no. I’ve heard rumors. Should I assume they’re true?”
“I can’t speak personally to what he’s like in the field. But at the academy, he was a petty tyrant.”
Ana groaned. “Great.”
Brynja nodded, but then grinned and said, “But hey, at least you can remind you-know-who of all you suffered for her sake when you get there.”
She flushed a little. “I need to go. If this is goodbye, Cerysdatter, it was a pleasure meeting you. Godspeed.”
“You too, Knight Protector. May the north wind guide you to clear skies.”
She nodded and headed off into the stone block labyrinth. I stood in place until she was out of hearing. “What was that about?”
“Oh…” Bryn smiled, her brown eyes twinkling. “Young love. Her – well, I’m not sure if they’re officially a couple yet or not. But her sweetheart is back in Shire’s End.”
“Ah. I sensed something of that.”
“Sensed?”
I nodded, wishing I’d kept my mouth shut. Humans tended to feel somehow violated, as if I was an eavesdropper preying on their private conversations, when they learned I could sense their emotions. “It’s an elven ability. It’s not deliberate. I can’t help it. But sometimes, I can pick up on what people are feeling, if the feeling is strong enough anyway.”
“Oh.” She stared at me with the expression I’d been dreading, the one that was half consternation and half embarrassment. “Really? So you can read everyone’s thoughts then?”
“No, it’s not reading thoughts. I can sense emotional energy in the same way that I can sense magical – the same way you can with the amulet. And if someone is radiating a lot of it, and its intense, then I can get a feeling for what they’re…well, feeling.”
“So…what did you think Derel was feeling?”
“Well, amorous, I guess. A little nervous. Scared, maybe.”
She laughed. “That about sums it up, I think. She’s in love with that knight, Callaghan. She was sitting here, attacking her nails – picking at them while she waited for the call to join her unit.”
I headed toward the now unoccupied seat. “May I?”
“Of course.”
I sat down. “I suppose that must be very difficult, not knowing what’s going on when she’s far from the fight but the people she cares about are in the thick of it.”
She nodded. “I’m lucky, I guess. Agot’s as far from all of this as he can be.” She shrugged. “And you and Aeron will be too. I’ll have no one to worry about. That’s a comfort, anyhow.”
I laughed. “Worry about yourself, Brynja, before you worry about me.”
She studied me for a moment and smiled. “I am glad at least that your skills have lived up to your ego.”
“Do you know, it has been hundreds of years since I’ve spent any real time among humans? You have not improved in the interim.”
It was her turn to laugh. “Take care of yourself, Ceinwen. And that rascally wyvern of yours. You can tell him I won’t be able to come running to his rescue, so he needs to be careful. That ought to piss him off, good and proper.”
I snorted. “Tell him yourself. And I’m not sure what you’re on about, Brynja. You didn’t think it would be as easy as all that to get rid of me, did you? Not after your queen asked for my assistance.”
She stared at me, and I could feel the color rising in my cheeks. I’d tried to play the whole thing off as casually as possible. Apparently, I’d failed. “You mean, you’re coming with us?”
I shrugged. “Well, after that carnival of a council meeting, I can’t really leave you people to your own devices. You can’t even agree if you should sell your queen off to a foreign invader, like a goat at market. You’ll never be able to take on the whole Southern army and all its dragons.
“And speaking of dragons…” I tapped my dress, and the amulet that hung under. “I happen to know someone who can convince them to see things our way. I’m pretty sure that would be useful. Don’t you think so?”
She didn’t answer. Not in words. Instead, she smiled broadly, and before I knew what she was doing, threw her arms around me in a tight hug. “Thank you, Ceinwen.”
I snorted and shrugged free. “I just want to return to my mountain in peace. And we both know that’s never going to happen while you humans are running around, butchering each other, is it?”




Chapter Fourteen – Callaghan

We’d dressed for caves and rock climbing, not wind and snowfall. I was shaking with cold before we’d been outside for half a bell, and Phillip’s teeth chattered so loudly I was glad there were no hidden enemy agents around – or they would surely have heard the noise.
The snow was only six centimeters deep, but that was enough to bury the world in a blanket of white. In a cruel turn of a fate, it was our own cleverness in sabotaging the Southerners that proved the most perilous.
The entire world had turned grayish white all around us, from the natural flats and rises to the new trenches and pits Lidek had blown into the surface. When the cloud cover thinned, we could see shadow where the ground vanished. But when the moon disappeared under a heavy veil, as it did often, we stumbled half-blindly through a treacherous maze of traps and pits.
Aaronsen fell first, plunging headfirst over the edge of a five-meter drop. I was a pace behind him and managed to grab hold of his tunic before he fell to his probable death. I went next, a few minutes later, though my descent wasn’t as steep.
It happened all at once, before I even realized anything was amiss. I took a step on solid ground. I took another in open air, and I went down in a long roll – down, down, down, until I careened into a block of ice or rock. I couldn’t tell which, but it hurt like hell.
It knocked the wind out of me for all of five seconds, and then I loosed a moan. Aaronsen, warned by my own stumble, caught himself before he plunged into the ravine. He followed, but more carefully. And, more to the point, on his feet rather than acquainting his back with every root and stump and boulder along the way. “KP? KP, you alright?”
I nodded, which only packed the snow tighter against my head. I could feel it melting against my scalp. “Fine, Phillip. Just old and brittle, and in pain.”
“Come on, KP.” He reached his hand down to me. “Let’s get you up.”
I tried to move. Everything ached. Fire coursing through my shoulder couldn’t have hurt as bad as I hurt right now. “Just go. Leave me to die.”
“KP, are you alright?” He was staring down at me with so much genuine concern that I couldn’t help but laugh.
Which wasn’t the right move for two reasons – the first being that I’m pretty sure he started questioning my sanity as well as my physical state when I cackled like a banshee, and the second, that laughter only made everything hurt worse. In fact, it hurt so bad that in a moment, the laughter blended with tears. If there’d been any doubt in his mind, Aaronsen was now convinced I was mad; I was sure of it. Still, I wheezed out a, “I’m fine. Really. It just hurts like a son-of-a-…Well, you know.”
“What does?”
I groaned and forced myself into a sitting position. “Everything. I’m telling you, Phillip, getting old? It sucks.”
Seeing that for all my whining, I was actually alright, he cracked a grin. “Beats the alternative, KP.”
I snorted. “Get back to me when you’re out of diapers, kid.”
“Sounds like you’re going to be the one in diapers soon. Uh, ma’am.”
“Maybe. But I’ll still kick your ass, diapers or not. Now give me a hand, dammit, before I freeze to death.”
He did and groaning and moaning and laughing at myself for my own miserable state, I hobbled to the edge of the pit. “Well, that looks like a fun climb.” It didn’t. It was a good three meters up a steep incline, that didn’t seem to have many handholds along the way.
“Not very.”
“No. Alright, I’ll go first.”
“You sure?”
I snorted. “I don’t need a babysitter, Aaronsen. Anyway, I don’t want to be crushed if you lose your footing and land on me.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it, KP. Not with what we had to survive on in that cellar. I must have lost ten pounds just to starvation.”
I snorted. Phillip was neither starved, nor ten pounds lighter; nor would it have mattered much. “You’re just used to Claxton spoiling you with her cooking. All-Father forbid we make it out of here alive, and you end up stationed somewhere eating field rations. You won’t survive.”
“Probably not. But – with all due respect, ma’am – you’re the one who can barely walk. I’d worry more about your own survival.”
I glanced back at him. Even in the darkness, I could see the twinkle in his eyes. “Don’t think just because there’s a war going on and we need cannon fodder I won’t court martial your ass, Aaronsen.”
“No ma’am. Of course not.”
After a few false starts, we made it up the incline. And we both watched our step more carefully after that. He found a bit of unstable earth, and his foot plunged through. I caught my foot on a buried boulder. But neither of us faceplanted or dropped to our deaths, so I took that as a lesson learned.
We passed ruined skimmers and stranded tanks in the trenches, all blanketed in white. We saw the shadow outlines of human bodies, too – lots and lots of human bodies. I tried to ignore the sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t doubt the necessity of what we’d done. I didn’t fault us for doing it.
But these were still human beings. So many human beings, all dead.
We kept walking. The cloud cover was still heavy and dense around us. Fog and smoke covered the fields and hung in the air. I couldn’t make out the keep until we were near it. And even then, I saw fire first, and heard the roar of dragons rolling across the plains.
My heart sank. I didn’t understand it. So far, the South had seemed unwilling to divert their dragons to sieging the castle. They had been preoccupied with border suppression, and gods alone knew what else.
But now, I guessed that had changed. Once the earth had opened up and swallowed lines of their troops, I supposed they’d reprioritized destroying the last fortification along the border. We’d gone from a minor nuisance to a threat that had to be handled.
That was part of the risk. We’d known that going in. But these were my people, and now I saw the horizon painted orange and red because of my decision. “Phillip, stay close to me.”
“You got it, KP.”
We kept going. The roaring got louder, and the dim silhouette of the keep rose black against a backdrop of dark gray and fiery orange. Winged bodies rose and fell, swarming like moths to a candle – great, terrible, murderous moths.
We stayed low. The fog and smoke worked to our advantage. It provided cover for us as we ran.
And run we did, as fast as we dared. My limbs that had felt frozen and stiff now found new life, egged on by fear for those in the keep.
We’d covered about half of the distance remaining – maybe three-quarters of a kilometer – when one of the wyvern noticed us. The moon hadn’t emerged from behind clouds, but the veil had lessened a little. We must have stood out dark against the snow, even through the smoke, because it let out a sudden, shrill chirping sound. Then it moved from the battlements it was bathing in fire toward us.
“Incoming,” I said. “Look for a rider. You try to take him out.” I’d be holding onto my wyvern steel blade. Once the rider figured out he couldn’t harm us with flame – not while I had that sword – he’d either try to pick us off with a rifle, or he’d come down for a face-to-face confrontation.
“Copy that.”
Aaronsen was a decent shot – decent enough to either convince the rider to back off, or to land and let his dragon intervene before he ended up with holes in him. The former would have been preferable, because going toe-to-toe with a dragon carried a lot of risk, even if you did carry wyvern steel. Dragon claws and teeth were huge and terrible, and could pierce just about any armor. But if it came to it, well, my blade could cut through dragon scale too. And I’d rather take my chances against a dragon than be used for target practice by its rider.
So my squire raised his rifle and squinted into the night. He saw it at about the same moment I did. “Uh…KP? There’s no rider.”
“What in the hell?” It was one thing for a dragon to keep attacking if its master was downed in the middle of a fight. That was self-preservation. But they didn’t attack on their own, without some guiding force commanding it. A dragon that lost its rider usually fled the field and returned to its stable.
This one wasn’t headed for any stables, though. It was headed straight for us, breathing fire as it went. An orange blast bore down on us, and I raised my blade high over my head. The fire sizzled against an invisible barrier all around us, and washed harmlessly over us.
I couldn’t see the dragon through the burst of flames, but when they vanished, I got my second surprise.
This dragon wasn’t wearing a caparison of the South. He sported a simple, unmistakable dagger and quill. I’d recognize that symbol anywhere. It was no family crest or national tribute. It was a military designation. More specifically, it was an elite trainer’s badge.
“That’s Kel,” I said.
“What?”
“Kel. A training dragon. One of the capital knights, Olaf – he’s a trainer. This is his dragon.”
We didn’t have time to ponder the implications or discuss their significance. Kel loosed another fiery blast and swooped down low overhead.
Shit. “We need to get to the keep. Now.”
I had no idea what had gotten into Kel. Had he panicked? Had Olaf been injured or killed, and he lost his reason to grief? Had someone in the keep accidentally fired on them? Had the keep fallen to the Southerners?
I didn’t know. But I didn’t want to raise my blade against one of our own dragons, not unless I had no other choice. And we couldn’t stay here and wait for him to land. Which meant, if the South had taken the keep, we’d be running straight into the enemy’s arms. But that was a big if, and there was nothing uncertain in the danger that staying presented.
So we ran. Kel pursued us all the way, breathing fire and roaring with displeasure. Once, he flew so low his tail grazed my head. I feared the next pass would mean a confrontation.
It didn’t. He kept circling over us and breathing fire, and we kept running, until we reached the keep.
I shouted for admittance, and so did Phillip. Again, if we were running into danger, well, we’d just announced ourselves.
The door swung open. I let Aaronsen go first. I was the one with the enchanted blade, after all, so I should be the one to stay out in the dragon fire.
He disappeared into the doorway. I stepped in after him, and a blast of flame followed. Someone shut the door on it, and I blinked into the darkness, still gripping my sword as my eyes adjusted. The night had been dark, but the dragon fire had not; and now, the interior of the keep seemed very dark by comparison.
But my ears supplied the answer I was looking for before my eyes. “Gods above, Lilia: you’re alive.”
It was Claxton’s voice – dear, dear Claxton. “All-Father, I never thought I’d be so damned happy to hear your voice, Agnes.”
“You won’t be for long. Not after scaring us like that.”
She was smiling and scowling all the same time, as only she could. I raised a hand to stem the inevitable tide of annoyance. “Later, Agnes. First, do you know what the hell those dragons are doing? Kel was out there – one of ours.”
“They’re all ours, KP,” someone else said. I recognized her as one of the Cragspoint squires.
“All ours? What do you mean? What happened?”
Agnes had pulled Phillip into a fierce hug. Now, she glanced over. “No one knows. It was some kind of Southern sorcery. Has to be. The dragons just turned on our people. Started devouring them, attacking the keep.”
“You should talk to KP Ragersen,” the squire said. “She was in the air when it happened.”
“In the air? You mean, she survived?”
Claxton snorted. “Barely. But it’ll take more than sorcery to kill that woman, I think.”
“I will talk to her. But what’s the situation now? What are we doing for defense?”
“We’ve got men manning the ballistae, but no one wants to kill them. They’re our dragons. So they’re holding their fire unless they have to shoot.”
I nodded. “Good. Alright, where’s Ragersen? I need to find out what the hell happened, and then…well, I guess I’ll figure that out once I know what’s going on.”
Ragersen was in the infirmary, which at one point had been one of my sitting rooms. Now, the chairs and end tables made way for cots. Someone had pulled back the thick rug – Claxton, probably, or someone acting on her orders, on pains of death if they failed and blood got on it.
A terrible smell, an unmistakable smell, filled the room: charred flesh. My nose twitched and my stomach lurched in the hall. But I had to pause in the doorway. I didn’t dare take another step until I was sure my stomach could handle it.
Then, the nausea passed. Or rather, I got it under control. It didn’t quite pass. It stayed there, an ever present, nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach. But I could move without vomiting at least.
About two dozen makeshift cots lined the room. Most were full of bandaged bodies. Some people looked up as I passed, some moaned; others didn’t even notice.
Ragersen was about halfway down the rightmost aisle, and she spotted me immediately. “Odin’s balls, I knew you’d be back. William owes me a drink.”
She looked either like she shouldn’t be drinking for a long time – or a drink was exactly what she needed. I couldn’t quite make up my mind which. She looked waxy and pale. A sheen of moisture covered her skin, and her hair clung in damp tendrils to her face. Both legs and one arm were in splints. “Taking bets on my life? I’m not sure if I should be flattered or po’ed.”
“That’s your call. I’m getting whiskey out of it. That’s what matters to me.”
I laughed. That’s what she wanted, so I did it, and I tried to keep the concern out of my expression. “Looks like I missed an opportunity to earn some free booze myself, betting on you.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it, Callaghan. Only an idiot would bet against me.”
“Apparently. Tell me, Ragersen, what the hell happened out there?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. One minute, everything was going fine. The army was moving on. I figured they didn’t want to send their dragons up against the ballistae, and we weren’t worth the fight. I figured after you did whatever the hell it was you and Lidek did, they took enough casualties to realize it wasn’t worth losing the war at the border.
“And then, bam! All of a sudden the dragons went nuts. They turned on us, like they’d lost their godsdamned minds. Even Athrel.”
“Your dragon?”
She nodded. “She started going insane. Twisting and writhing, like she couldn’t stand the idea of me being there. She practically threw herself into the side of the keep. I did everything I could to maintain control – but she was out of it. So I bailed.”
“All-Father. You mean, you jumped?
“We were at a low enough altitude that I dared risk it. Broke just about every godsdamned bone in my body, but I lived anyway. Which is more than I can say for most of the others.”
“What happened to them?”
“I didn’t see it all. O’Malley and Tone fell. Roald – one of them bit him in half. Didn’t see the bird coming in behind him until it was too late. Birgitte and Gjord got away, same as I did. They’re in the room over. He’s doing alright, all things considered, but she’s still not awake. I don’t know about the others.
“It was chaos, Callaghan. They just…lost their bloody minds.”
I shook my head. “How, though? How does that happen?”
“I don’t know. But – and maybe he was talking out of his ass. But Gjord says he saw something. Some kind of weird monks or something.”
I stared at her. “Monks?”
“Yeah. I figured he might have hit his head, you know? But he said he saw them, standing in the middle of a field about a kilometer. It was dusk, I didn’t see a thing – certainly not a bunch of monks. But, maybe you should talk to him anyway.”
I nodded. “You said he’s next door?”
“Yeah. Your housekeeper called it…I don’t remember. The ‘mauve sitting room’ or something like that?”
“Oh, yes.”
“What the hell is mauve, anyway? Is that where you put the people you don’t like?”
I laughed. “No. It’s a color. A kind of purple color.”
She snorted. “I guess I was right after all…it is where you put the people you don’t like.”
I asked if there was anything I could get her. Other than painkillers – “as many of them as you can squeeze out of that tightfisted medic” – she had no requests. “The priest’ll get here when he can. I know that. In the meantime, I’ll be alright.”
I took my leave, and when in search of Gjord. I found the priest, working on his injuries. It was Bradan, who Lidek had summoned to find the new construction. He stared in surprise. “KP Callaghan? I didn’t expect you to make it out of that alive.”
“Me either. But Commander Lidek lit the match, not me.”
“Oh.” He blinked. “I see. A great loss to us, then.”
I tried not to take his disappointment that I hadn’t been the one to die personally. “Yes. He was a good man.”
“We will say prayers for him.”
I nodded. “But that’s not why I’ve come, Priest. I need to speak with KP Gjord.”
He sighed and glanced at the other man, then nodded. “Very well. I can work with the others in the meantime.”
Gjord didn’t appreciate my interfering. “Dammit, KP, you have any idea how much pain I’m in?”
KP Gjord was a big man, with bushy brows and a big, braided black beard. He’d hung charms and amulets in the braided hairs, and a chain with similar adornments hung around his neck. I didn’t know him well, but I gathered at a glance that he was more religious than me or most of those around us. I supposed that explained how he’d jumped to the head of the line for healing.
“I’m sorry, Gjord, but I need to talk to you about what happened with the dragons. Ragersen said you saw something.”
He raised a dark brow. “Did she?”
“Yes. Did she get that wrong?”
“No. Only, I’m surprised she told you. I didn’t think she believed me.”
I wasn’t convinced that she did, but I didn’t need to get into that. “What did you see?”
“It was right before they all went mad. I was coming round, sweeping the eastern fields, on the lookout for anyone who shouldn’t be there.
“I came around the keep, and there they were. I didn’t see them at first. They were dressed in strange clothes: dark and…I don’t know how to describe it, exactly. But they almost seemed to blend into the earth, like if you blinked, you’d miss them.
“I think I might have, if not for these.” He tapped the amulets on the cord around his neck. “They started to burn. Not burn like fire, but…” He stared at me, but as if he was looking past me, at something only he could see, some focal point in his memory. “You know when the priest heals you? That kind of warm, buzzing feeling?”
“Yes.”
“Well it felt like that. But powerful, almost too powerful. I touched the carvings. This one here.” He lifted a chunk of antler carved with a crude attempt at an eye. “And it was like someone pulled back a veil. See, that’s why Ragersen thinks I’m bonkers. She doesn’t believe in this stuff, the gods and blessed bone and runes. But I’m telling you, Callaghan, I saw them, as real as I see you now.
“There were two dozen, all dressed in those strange tunics. Elves they were, or my father was a goblin.”
“Elves?” I almost laughed. “There haven’t been elves in the North in hundreds of years. Gods, Gjord, that’s why Ragersen thinks you’ve lost your bloody mind.”
“I didn’t tell her that part. She already made up her mind. But it’s true.”
“How do you know? How would you even be able to tell? Or are you going to expect me to believe you could see the points of their ears from a kilometer away?”
He shook his head. “I didn’t see it. I felt it. The way they used that magic? The way it hid them, the way it flowed from them? They were elves, Callaghan. Elven sorcerers. And they turned our dragons against us, using elven sorcery.”




Chapter Fifteen – Rohana

It seemed wrong, somehow, like we were running away. Fleeing, like cowards. We’d taken out one of the North’s premiere military installments, and then got our asses handed to us by a provincial knight and a crumbling old stone keep.
Maybe that was the bit that bothered me. Maybe I was just humiliated. But whatever it was, I didn’t like running away. I didn’t like tucking tail and leaving my problems behind.
But Command called the shots, not me. And Command said we were going. So we went.
A good army moves like a well-oiled machine. We weren’t a good army. We were a damned good army. Within ten hours of the order to go, we’d completely packed up and left Shire’s End. It didn’t matter how many trenches they’d blown into the earth, or how many pits they’d opened up for us. We worked around them. We built bridges and found alternate routes, and we did it quickly and efficiently. Nothing those bastards could throw at us – not weather, not underground explosions, not old castles – could slow us down if we had a mind to take care of it.
Our haste and efficiency didn’t stop the rumors, though. Those came in two batches. The first was that we weren’t running away. We’d left some kind of surprise for the Northerners in turn. What the surprise was varied wildly depending on who was doing the whispering, and when. I heard everything from explosives of our own to an infiltration brigade. Hell, Thorgsed passed on a rumor about a secret unit made up of elven mages. It was all stuff and nonsense, of course – the kind of thing we told ourselves to feel a little less ridiculous about letting some country bumpkin of a knight kick our asses.
But if imagining Agalyn was secretly breeding an attack force of elven sorcerers helped our guys get to sleep, well, I wouldn’t shut it down.
The second kind of rumor was more pernicious, though – more pernicious, and probably truer. That was that the wounded that couldn’t walk hadn’t been tended to; they’d been put down. I knew it wasn’t entirely true, because I saw some wounded with us. There was a small medical caravan at the rear of the army. But the knights I saw hailed from important houses, or good, solid, middleclass ones.
I didn’t see peasants or kaladorn in those wagons. Hell, I didn’t see enough wagons to house as many peasants and kaladorn as had lost limbs or been crushed or battered or impaled. That rumor, I shut down, fast and firm. I believed it. I didn’t want to, but I did.
But that was the kind of thing that could do a number on morale. That was the kind of thing that no one needed to be spreading or paying any mind to.
We didn’t need people losing faith in command, or the cause. We didn’t need people thinking about their own mortality and wondering if they had to worry about a shot from one of their own as much as a shot from the enemy.
We needed to stay focused, to win this thing as quickly and as decisively as possible. Then Command wouldn’t have to make the call that it was better for the campaign to kill the wounded than to stay behind and heal them, or to try to transport them. Then we’d all be safe – freeman, rich man, peasant and kaladorn alike.
Here at least, the godsawful weather helped. We were too cold, too miserable, too preoccupied to spend too much time worrying about anyone else.
We kept up a brutal pace and might have kept marching all through the night if the temperature hadn’t dropped so precipitously. Finally, though, even Command in their heated skimmers realized we couldn’t keep marching in these temperatures.
We pitched our tents and built fires and slept as best as we could under wool blankets and out of the wind.
It wasn’t very well, and we didn’t stay at rest long. We rose with the sun, ate a hot breakfast, and set off again.
The new rumor of the day was that Agalyn was going to go home. He was here with us, somewhere. He hadn’t come with the first wave, of course. He’d followed once we took Cragspoint. I didn’t know where he was now. He’d passed my unit in a great, heated skimmer early on, and I hadn’t seen him since.
Now, as we ate our breakfast gruel, Thorgsed confided that he’d had it on very good authority from a certain squire who had only once or twice led him astray that Agalyn meant to go home and leave the invasion to us.
I laughed. “We’d never be that lucky.”
He blinked. “KP?”
“Come on, Thorgsed. You’re too gullible. Next you’ll be telling me all of Command will be going too, and leaving this war to those who actually know how to fight.”
He snorted out a laugh. “That’d be nice, wouldn’t it?”
“Which is exactly why it’ll never happen. We’re grunts. We’ll never get that lucky.”
We didn’t. Not that I really wanted Agalyn to leave. If he was going to send us into this mess, well, it seemed right that he at least witness it for himself, even if it was from behind protective glass and on heated seats. But it was more than pettiness. Knowing the king committed himself to the fight boosted morale in exactly the way that knowing Command killed the wounded would destroy it. It was about showing that we were all in it together, that the suffering of one was the suffering of all.
And even if it was pure, unadulterated bullshit, well, bullshit was the lifeblood of war. So I was happy to see his ridiculous skimmer roll by later in the day. So was the unit. They cheered and saluted. Half of them looked like they might have died happy on the spot when we caught a glimpse of a dark-haired man glancing out the window to throw a magnanimous wave our way.
“Now that’s a leader: out here in the shit with the rest of us.”
“You won’t catch that Northern queen doing the like, I’ll wager.”
“No, she’ll be safe and warm behind the walls of her elven tower while she sends those fools out to fight for her.”
When pressed, I grunted my affirmation, and agreed that our king was indeed a king unlike any other. That was happy horseshit too. He was no more on the field in his cottage-sized skimmer than she would be behind her walls. He had heat and a real bed, and servants and warm food whenever he wanted it. His vehicle was bigger than the houses half the men in my unit lived in, and a hundred times more comfortable.
But seeing him, they forgot how cold they were. They forgot their weariness and footsoreness. They forgot that we had a long, miserable day still ahead of us. They forgot that the horizon promised more snow, or that winter had only just begun.
All they saw was victory – bold, glorious victory.




Chapter Sixteen – Ceinwen

Brynja agreed that we should tell Ilaria about my first rune. Hers was a loan from her steward Ketil, and so we agreed that we would not mention it; it wasn’t ours to speak of. But this was mine, won in combat from one of the inquisitors who would have compelled me into Agalyn’s service.
It was mine, by right of conquest. And I didn’t fear this Northern queen enough to go on concealing it. I didn’t fear her at all. But I couldn’t quite shake my apprehension, my fear of what she might be.
But I was an elven mage, a master of the arcane arts. Even in the heyday of those great powers, when there were those who could have put my own knowledge to shame, I was a force to be reckoned with. Now, I was one of a very few.
And I had a first rune. I’d barely begun to understand its powers. But what I knew was enough to convince me that I could hold my own against this queen and her minions. I’d sensed the ability of the priests she’d sent after me; and in the days of her forebearers, such men would have struggled to earn coin in circuses as third-rate performers.
With the loss of the great elven mages, magic was rare. First runes were rarer. I could hold my own against an army of Ilaria’s priests.
So I told her about the rune, and how I’d used it to turn the Southern dragons against their masters back in Nordfjell. I told her I would go with her to meet Agalyn’s army and use the same play on them. “I don’t know how many dragons I can control at once. But I think some will be better than none.”
She saw it my way. So did High Protector Caomh. They were both ecstatic. “If we can turn their dragons against them, we may end the battle before it’s even started.”
“With twice the dragon power? Agalyn would be a fool to keep up the fight.”
And, just like that, I was exactly where I swore I’d never be again: in the middle of a war. I didn’t let myself linger too long on that. I did ask one favor, though.
“Can Brynja come fly with me? If she desires, I mean. Since she’s a county knight, she’s not by default with a unit, is she?”
“She’s been assigned to one. But we can change the assignment.” Caomh frowned. “Can I ask why, though?”
I paused for a long moment. I didn’t really have a good answer, so I said, “My dragon. He’s very fond of her. Fonder of her than me, I think.”
“Oh. Well, of course. I’ll personally see to the arrangements.”
I thanked him – and hoped my lie would never get back to Aeron. I couldn’t imagine what he’d say. A cockroach? Me, master of the skies, fond of a cockroach? Have you lost your senses, Ceinwen?
We left at dawn. Brynja acquiesced to the change in plans happily. Aeron accepted begrudgingly. “Come on, old friend. We may be able to prevent a war.”
“I’d sooner believe that elves are wise or that that two-legs had stopped being fools.”
It seemed I was good and truly out of favor with Aeron, but I hoped in time he’d be more forgiving. If we got through this quickly and with not much fuss, I supposed I’d stand a better chance.
Then, I frowned at myself for my own foolishness. This was war. There was no getting through it quickly, and it was nothing but fuss. Human optimism seemed to be infecting me. I made a mental note to watch myself.
But I didn’t spend too much time worrying about it. We were heading out to battle. I had better things to do.
The morning of our departure was cold – all the colder, since we were in the air. I heard Brynja’s teeth chattering behind me. “Cast a warming spell,” I told her.
“How?”
“Use the rune, if you have to. But think of warmth. Think of a sunny day. And take hold of the power the way you do to heal something – only, listen for warming energies instead of healing.”
“Not too much energy,” Aeron said dryly, “or you’ll incinerate yourself. And though I am immune to human fire, I’ve no desire to clean roasted cockroach off my back.”
“Thanks Aeron. I think.”
She struggled for a few minutes. I could hear the tinkle and whisper of the magic she tapped into. It was a varied bunch – mainly, thermal energies, but she seemed to struggle with sorting all the others out, the way an ear struggles to hear a single voice among a crowd of thousands.
I’d just about gotten ready to intervene when a flood of warmth washed over us both. I smiled. “Nicely done. You’ll be a proper mage pretty soon.”
She and Aeron snorted in unison. “I can barely keep myself from freezing to death, Ceinwen. I doubt that anyone – not even you – will make a mage out of me.”
“For once, I must agree with the cockroach.”
I laughed. “Look at that: you’re giving her advice and agreeing with her, and all in the same span of time. I knew you two were becoming friends.”
They snorted again, and I shook my head. “Let us pray this war is as brief as your queen believes it will be. For our sanity’s sake, if nothing else.”
We flew with the dragon riders. Ilaria rode a great green dragon called Ava, and she looked miserably cold even under a mountain of furs. But they flew at the front of the troop, circling back now and then in what I supposed was meant to be a morale boosting effort. To judge by the cheers that went up as she passed, it worked.
Apparently, a smile and a wave was a fair exchange for being asked to sacrifice your life.
Then again, who was I fooling? I’d been equally as thrilled when the great elven lords had deigned to honor us with their notice, back in the day. Fools these mortals might be, but I had been a fool in my own right. So I had no business looking down on them for their folly.
And there was something about that human queen riding against the wind, her dark hair flowing behind her, the greys of her eyes a little steelier in the early dawn light, that could inspire, I supposed. At least, if one had less reason to remain uninspired than I had.
Bryn wasn’t immune to it – my first clue that I was being more cynical than merited by anything but animosity. “Look at her, Ceinwen: he’s awoken the true Northern spirit. Now he’ll know what it is to cross the North.”
Aeron proved harder to convince than me. He just snorted and said, “I’m sure he’s quaking in his boots.”
We flew at a painfully slow pace, because we needed to match our progress to the marching of troops. So we would fly and wait in turns, flying to the forefront of the army and then waiting until we’d taken up the rear.
Brynja, Aeron and I were with the first wave of riders, which didn’t mean much except that we joined the rest of the army as they moved out with the initial move out order. Then we waited a few kilometers on for the army and the second wave to pass us by.
“I know he’ll be sorry he missed it, but I’m glad Agot’s not here,” Bryn said. It was just after the sun had reached the middle of the sky – sometime around nine or ten, I guessed. We were in the air, patrolling a little ahead of the main army.
Agot was her younger brother, and though I’d only known him a short time, he seemed like a nice enough person – for a person, anyway. “Someone needs to look after Nordfjell,” I reminded her. “The entire village of South Pass burned down. There’ll be no rebuilding this winter. He’ll be too busy for regret.”
“Maybe now. But I think he’ll regret it later.”
“Perhaps. But only because he won’t be here to know better.
“You can take it from me, Brynja: the only people who regret missing war are those who haven’t actually fought in them.”
She was silent for a long spell. It had started to snow again, and great, wet flakes fell all around us. They didn’t have the frantic energy of the day before, but they were just as cold and persistent. “My mother will be happy, at least.”
I understood her meaning, though she didn’t elaborate. Brynja was not her mother’s favorite child. Light haired and dark eyed, with a lithe, muscular frame, she looked more like her dead father than her mother, Katja. Agot, though, with his blue eyes and dark hair, might have been a mirror image of their mother. And neither Katja nor Agot’s father hid the fact that one child occupied the lion’s share of their hearts.
So in the instance, when she mentioned her mother’s happiness, she meant that Katja would be relieved that her favorite child was out of harm’s way. “You are happy,” I reminded her. “Because your brother will be spared what so many others must endure.
“As for Katja, well, she will find satisfaction in whatever she chooses. But you will return to Nordfjell, Brynja Evansdatter. You have my word on that – as long as I still draw breath, you will return to your home unharmed.”




Chapter Seventeen – Rohana

We marched for a day before we met any real resistance. It came at the banks of a now frozen river called Wyrm’s Way. The name, I suppose, derived from the fact that the river snaked around this way and that, something like a fire wyrm.
A smallish town surrounded both sides of the river, and it was from this town, and more specifically, its militia, that the challenge arose.
Our unit was too far back from the fight to see any of the action. But we saw the fire birds raining down flames, and we saw buildings consumed by pillars of fire. We heard the roar of cannons and the boom of gunfire. We saw the thick, dark smoke that rolled across the land.
And then the smoke dissipated and the noise faded, and we marched through the smoldering husks of the city, over the freezing corpses of men and women and children.
The vanguard had left no survivors. Not the civilians; not the children and elderly; no one.
That was war, of course. We meant to surprise the capital, and we couldn’t do that if some poor urchin stumbled into a village with a radio and told what he’d seen.
But as much as I wanted to believe them – as much as I did – the reasons why didn’t lessen the inhumanity of it. We’d come here to defeat a queen who meant to destroy the South through subterfuge. We’d killed defenseless women and children in the streets, and old men in their beds.
It wasn’t quite the heroic victory we’d been looking forward to since we left home, and try as I might, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling of unease that settled in the pit of my stomach.
But it was a victory, and as such Agalyn ordered an extra measure of wine for each of us with our evening meal. The timing was good. The temperature dropped about ten degrees lower than the previous nights, and the snow started up again. The wine helped stave off the cold, a little.
We slept through the worst of the night or tried to. We were down for about six hours, between the tenth bell of the evening and the fourth of the morning. Sunrise didn’t do much for the temperature or the storm, but at least we could see.
We breakfasted, and then a call came in from Command. The king wanted to address his troops before we set out. So we gathered around the radio and switched from the headpiece to the speaker. The sound was tinny and faint, and I guessed those at the periphery of our unit probably wouldn’t be able to hear anything.
They didn’t miss much. Agalyn was speaking from inside his skimmer. I could tell that because the only background noise that came across was the purr of an engine – no howling wind or shivering multitudes.
He talked for about twenty minutes, but for the life of me, I couldn’t recall that he actually said anything new. It was the usual fluff, and the same predictions we’d been hearing since the start of the campaign.
He had the best troops in the world. He was honored that the gods would choose him to lead a force like this. Queen Ilaria would repent her transgressions against our nation. The South would teach the entire world that no one, kin or otherwise, could make war on us without suffering the swiftest retribution.
“Yesterday’s victory was only the first of many. We are doing what no one ever dreamed possible: taking this land in winter.
“We will enter the heart of the North like a spear between the ribs. We will burn their stores and destroy their homes. We will leave them without food or shelter, and the north wind and the freezing nights and the driving snow will destroy them.
“Remember, it has been seen already, and foretold. It is what will happen.
“They will capitulate before the month’s end. They will have no choice. It will be capitulation or starvation. And if Ilaria will not see sense, well, her slaves will drag her from her tower and deliver her to us for a crust of bread.
“Fight with honor. Fight for the homeland, for peace, and for your families. Fight for our gods. Live well, and die better, sons and daughters of the South.
“Faith and honor to you all.”
“Faith and honor,” I said mechanically, and all around me voices echoed the phrase.
My lackluster response seemed to be in the minority. My unit cheered, and I could hear cheering coming from all the units around us.
Either they were more receptive to bullshit than I was, or I was just out of sorts. Either way, I kept it to myself. I hurrahed and pumped my fist and shouted at the sky with all of them.
It didn’t really matter what I thought about it. We were here to kick ass, and if Agalyn’s speech could fire them up to kick some ass? Then it had been well done, whatever my take.
In the end, it didn’t really matter, because the effect didn’t last. The next town on our way cleared out long before we reached it. Our scouts came back with reports that they’d found it empty.
That was bad news. That meant they knew we were here. “Well, we knew it was just a matter of time,” I said, as if it didn’t bother me. “They can run all they like. But you heard the king: we’re going to make sure they’ve got nowhere to run to.”
But it did bother me. We were still days away from the capital. I’d known we wouldn’t get all the way undetected. But for them to know this early?
That meant they had time to plan a defense, to mount a counterattack even. That meant trouble.
Out loud, I kept those thoughts to myself. But I kept an ear attuned to the gossip among the other unit leaders, too.
And it wasn’t long before I heard something that confirmed the worst of my suspicions. The leader of unit 387 had heard Command had sent a rider out to scout the way – a dragon rider.
And she hadn’t come back yet. She was five hours overdue.
I wasn’t a dragon rider, but I knew enough about them to know two things for sure: five hours by wing was a hell of a long time; and it took a lot to slow a dragon down.
Which meant the gig was up. Our lives were about to get a lot harder.




Chapter Eighteen – Callaghan

The dragons kept up their assault for two whole days and nights. Then they vanished. We don’t know where. The theory was that whatever sorcery had taken hold of them only lasted the two days.
But in truth, we didn’t know. Gjord’s testimony convinced some of us and didn’t convince the others. I didn’t know where I stood. It sounded like a load of bunkum. Then again, if anyone had told me our own dragons would turn on us and siege our walls? Well, I would have said that was bunkum too.
So maybe he’d seen what he thought he saw. Maybe he’d interpreted it accurately. And maybe he hadn’t. Maybe, in the terror of having his own wyvern round on him, he’d imagined it, or mistaken a patch of shadow for half invisible elven wizards. The mind could play terrible tricks, especially in the throes of terror.
Then again, something had turned our dragons mad with fury against us.
I went round and round on it and came out as confused as ever. So I left it alone and concentrated on what I could work out.
The first order of business was looking for survivors. The invading army had pushed all of Shire’s End to the keep in a mad, panicked dash for safety. Inevitably, mothers and fathers lost sons and daughters, children lost parents, siblings lost one another. Some had seen them fall. Others hadn’t, and so held onto the increasingly unlikely hope that their loved one might still be out there alive.
We searched the village and the wreckage at the base. We searched the charred ruins of Fort Terrence. We found a few half-starved, half-frozen people hiding in cellars or buried under wreckage. We found a lot of dead men, women, and children.
And worse yet, were the ones we didn’t find. After a certain point, missing would mean dead. But it would mean a lot of false hope for their families, who would cling to the prayer that their missing parent or child or sister or brother had found some place, somewhere, to hole up for the winter.
Then spring would roll around, and the snows would melt, and we’d dig out the fallen homes. And we’d find those missing people. Their families would go through the horror of uncertainty, simultaneously grieving their loss and hoping for the best; and then they’d have to begin the grieving process in earnest.
There was one body I knew we wouldn’t find, though I had no doubt about its fate. That was Kyle Lidek.
He’d set off an explosion that had torn miles of the shire wide open. He had died. There was no pretending otherwise. And there would be no body for us to find, even if we dug up every inch of tunnel. I knew that, without a shadow of doubt.
It didn’t bring me much comfort. Commander Lidek was still dead. He’d still died doing what was, by rights, my duty.
He’d been commander of Cragspoint. I was Knight of the Shire. If one of us had to fall on our blades for the shire, well, it was my responsibility.
And yet he’d taken it on himself anyway.
We burned the dead we found and held a funeral feast for him – for all of them, together. It wasn’t much of a feast, because our food stores were insufficient for the amount of mouths we had to feed, and everything had to be rationed.
And the only festivity in the air was forced. Still, we tried. We sang and drank and told stories about the commander – his triumphs, his quirks, and all the things we’d miss. All the things we’d remember him for.
People recounted favorite memories of their dead relatives, and their departed friends. And we laughed. We made ourselves laugh.
Then we gathered up funeral offerings and laid them to rest in the tunnel. I put a china teacup, the kind I’d seen Lidek use a thousand times back at the base. Others offered everything from tobacco to mead to copper coins to baby shoes.
It was a grim, tragic memorial.
And when it was done, I ordered boards brought down and put in place. In the spring, if we all lived that long, I’d bring in masons to seal off the tunnels for good. But for now, boards would have to do.




Chapter Nineteen – Ceinwen

The weather got worse over the next day and a half. The temperature dropped and the snow fell almost constantly. It still hadn’t started to really accumulate, but it would soon – in days or a few weeks at most.
Sane people might have taken it as some kind of bad omen. But there’s something infectious about the confidence of an army marching together, sure of its victory. The more the wind howled, the colder the temperatures fell, I started to feel it too. This was already intolerable to the sons and daughters of this land – those who didn’t have the ability to warm themselves with magic.
What would it be doing to those soft sons and daughters of the South, where it never snowed, where ice was rarer than eclipses?
I grew quite convinced that Agalyn must be mad. I could think of no better explanation for the invasion. What else could possess a man to bring his armies into the North in winter?
Bryn and Aeron agreed. “I think he must have thought it so unlikely that we’d never suspect,” she said. “And he was right, to a degree. But whatever advantage he’s hoping to win by surprise, surely he must realize that the disadvantages will be greater?”
The dragon yawned. “Do we waste our time trying to understand cockroaches, or do we simply destroy them? Is he mad? Probably. Madness among two-legs is as common as wisdom in wyvern.”
“So, not very common, then?” she teased.
I laughed, and Derel asked, “What are they saying?”
She’d joined us at our campfire, much to Aeron’s chagrin. Charming. Another cockroach joins the party.
I shook my head. “They’re squabbling. Like children.”
Bryn laughed. “Come on, he walked into that.”
“I am unfazed by the insolence of the foolish,” he said.
Derel glanced between us, demanding, “Come on, you can’t drop tidbits like that and not explain further.”
I tried to relay the conversation, and it lost most of its humor in the retelling. Still, I could see a twinkle in Derel’s eyes as she understood Brynja’s jab. But to her credit, she kept it to herself. “You’re right. They are acting like children.”
“It is impossible for a dragon to act like a child. We are never children. We are hatchlings, and then we are mature.”
Bryn snorted. “Some of you are, anyway.”
“I have eaten better men than you for lesser offenses, you know.”
“That may be, but I’d warrant you liked them less than you like me.”
“How thoughtful of you, human, to provide such a sterling example of lunacy among the two-legs, just as we are discussing it.”
I shook my head, glancing at Derel. “You know, I think I may join your unit after all. Leave these two to fight among themselves.”
They harrumphed in unison, and Ana laughed. “I don’t blame you.”
“Well good riddance to you, then,” Aeron said. “I’m not stopping you.”
“I am,” Bryn said. “We’re supposed to get through this together, remember?”
Aeron snorted again. “Yes. It will be a little difficult to keep that charming promise of yours, to return her home unscathed if you’re who knows where with the humans.”
I felt my cheeks flush at his tone, and I was glad of the darkness so that no one else could see. He’d been a little too mocking, a little too teasing. I had, of course, not told Brynja of his ridiculous suspicions. I didn’t want her to begin to guess them. I could only imagine how uncomfortable that would make her, and by extension, our work together.
“Don’t worry,” Derel said. She wouldn’t know what Aeron said, but I supposed she could guess it had been an expression of displeasure. “I’m sure she doesn’t mean it. You two obviously need supervision.”
“You know, when we met, I actually liked you. What a tragically misplaced first impression.”
She laughed. “Tragic indeed.”
I froze. Brynja and Derel went back and forth with a few more rounds of teasing banter, but I barely heard them. A feeling, cold and dark, crept up my spine. I glanced around the camp. Nothing had changed, at least as far as I could tell.
But the feeling didn’t dissipate. It got stronger, deeper…darker.
Aeron’s voice reached my mind. You feel it too, Mage?
I nodded. Something’s wrong.
Our companions had gone silent. I suppose they must have noticed the change in our demeanor. Bryn laid a hand on my arm. “What is it?” I didn’t answer right away, and then I heard her voice in my thoughts. Ceinwen? Is everything okay?
“Murder,” I said. “I think there’s going to be a murder.”
She blinked at me. “Murder? What?”
“I can sense it, Bryn, like I sensed the riders coming toward Nordfjell. There’s a darkness in the air. Can’t you feel it?”
“I can,” Aeron said.
“Someone has murder on their mind.”
“We need to tell someone,” Derel said. “Do you know who it is?”
I shook my head. “I can’t tell. There’s too much noise.”
“Noise?”
“Energy. There’s too much of it. Everyone is feeling something and feeling it intensely. There’s bloodlust and terror, anger and sadness. A lot of fear and uncertainty, and animosity toward the South. This is different…stronger, more focused. But I can’t isolate it.”
“I can,” Aeron said. “It’s one of the cockroaches. He means to kill someone. The queen cockroach, I think, or someone with her. I cannot tell.”
That was enough for Bryn and Derel, though. They scrambled to their feet. “We need to get to her to warn her. Aeron, can you take us?”
“A free dragon, fly into the midst of the queen’s camp? Are you trying to get me shot, cockroach?”
“I’ll go with you.”
“Me too,” Derel said.
“You’re presuming that I’ll allow it.”
“Please, Aeron. We need to warn her.”
I was about to plead with him too, but Brynja’s request did the trick. “Fine. Dammit, I’m as much a fool as Ceinwen. But I’ll allow it. Let us go.”
We all three piled onto his back. We didn’t bother with the saddle. We didn’t have time for that. “Hold on,” he warned. “I’ll not be responsible if any of you fall to your deaths.”
I relayed his warning to Derel, leaving out his disclaimers. She looked very pale at the idea but nodded. “Let’s go.”
Then, he took off, startling the rest of our little cluster of campers. One or two of the dragons we’d been nearest send out a questioning chirp, and I heard Aeron answer them.
We rose above the camp, higher and higher. At first, I saw thousands of little campfires all around. Some of them were actual wood fires. Others were slow burning oil fires, and yet others had been summoned by priests. They all emitted a different kind of energy – all similar, but different too, like looking at siblings who closely resembled each other. If you looked long enough, you could start to see the subtle variances in bone structure or hair color, in voice pitch and facial expressions.
It was the same with the flames. Wood fire burned with a chaotic energy, free and disorderly. Oil was more constant, more predictable. And magic? Well, it pulled all the energies together – constant and chaotic, predictable and disorderly. A good caster could parse them and pick and choose what kind of chaos they wanted. But these were not good casters. They knew enough to create fire, but they didn’t know how to master it.
Which normally wouldn’t matter. But in combination with the thousand and one competing energies all around, now it did. Now, the chaos only heightened the distractions.
The higher we rose in the sky, the more the individual fires seemed to merge. In a minute, we were flying over a vast sea of orange stretching far into the horizon on either side. Forty thousand men, fifteen thousand land craft, and five hundred dragons: that’s what Ilaria had mustered. There would be more moving in from other parts of the North, but this would be the initial force that met Agalyn.
It was a tremendous mass of humanity, and the queen herself had made her camp somewhere near the center of it. She didn’t sleep in a tent. She had a kind of heated wagon on the back of a motorized sleigh. It wasn’t the only one in her camp, either. All of her inner circle seemed to avail themselves of this luxury.
Tents are for peasants, I guess, I thought sardonically. Then, I checked myself. The nearer we got to the center of the army, the stronger the sense of animosity I felt. Ilaria was in mortal danger, and I wasn’t entirely sure we’d make it in time.
So I’d hold my commentary until after we saved her life, when I could indulge my snark without fear that I’d repent it in five minutes.
It didn’t feel it, but we covered the distance rapidly. The sea of lights returned to thousands of individual lights again. The tents and wagons grew out of the night, starting as small, child-sized toys until they were life-sized again. Voices reached us, high and alarmed, and so did the roar of dragons.
And no wonder. From the ground, they’d see an unexpected dragon descending into the midst of their queen’s camp. They’d see imminent danger – a threat against Ilaria’s life.
I took a breath and opened my thoughts to the dragons on the ground. I could feel the energy in the first rune rippling out. We’re friends. The queen is in danger. Stand down.
Several voices crowded my mind, but Ilaria’s dragon was loudest. Her name was Ava, and she said, In what danger? From whom?
I don’t know. But someone means to kill her. Can’t you sense it?
I am of younger stock than that, Mage. My species lost that ability many years ago. But tell me who threatens my queen, and I will defend her.
I don’t know. I can sense the threat, but it is unclear among so many persons.
Aeron spoke now. Where is your queen?
In her quarters.
Is she alone?
High Protector Caomh is with her.
Then perhaps he is the threat, I said. Else the threat will be there shortly.
By now, we were close enough to be heard and understood by the people below. “KP Brynja Evansdatter,” Bryn called, “emergency landing.”
A big man surrounded by about a dozen similarly sized titans had raced up. Now, they arrayed themselves in front of Ilaria’s skimmer. “SKP O’Brien, ordering you to pull back, KP.”
“Negative. Code black, SKP. Code black.”
I didn’t know what a code black was. But O’Brien did, and so did everyone with him. Half of them went running to Ilaria’s skimmer, O’Brien included. One of the other giants assumed command of the two remaining officers. They were all pointing laser rifles at us. “KP, touch down by the fire, and stay mounted until further direction.”
“You heard him, Aeron,” she said.
Mage?
Better do it. They don’t look like they were asking.
He harrumphed. They’d regret it if they tried to press the point. But he did as we’d been told. We landed on the opposite side of the fire, in full view of the armed men.
O’Brien and the rest of the titans, meanwhile, had reached the queen’s quarters. I heard them shouting at the door, asking if they could come in.
Our guard started to approach. “Alright, one at a time, starting with the elf, I want you to–”
He didn’t finish. A shot rang out, loud in the still night. It was a laser gun, and it made an almost electric zapping sound.
O’Brien and his men burst into the door. A moment later, one of the wagon’s windows shattered, and a body leaped through. Our guard spun around, but I was quicker.
I fixed the body in a paralysis field. It hung there, mid leap, suspended in air. I couldn’t see his face clearly, but whoever this was, he was the one we were looking for. The aura of murder had leaped out of the cabin right along with him. I felt Aeron tense with it, the way I was tensed.
Then I heard a scream – a woman’s voice, high and pained. For half a moment, I thought we’d been too late. The voice was Ilaria’s, and there was no mistaking that. But the pain in her tone wasn’t physical. She was calling for help and calling for her uncle to hold on. She was assuring him he’d be alright.
I breathed out. I didn’t know Caomh. I didn’t wish him ill. But the brutal truth of royal politics was that a dead uncle or brother or niece or nephew might be, they rarely mattered beyond personal impact. Dead monarchs made and broke empires. Dead uncles would be mourned and buried; and the business of monarchy would go on.
And Caomh was dead. I could tell that in her increasingly troubled tones. But I could feel it, too. His life force had lingered for half a minute or so. But now it was gone, like smoke on a breeze drifting out of reach, beyond the horizon.




Chapter Twenty – Ceinwen

I tried to call it back, but I was too late. Caomh had died, and he was gone. Ilaria wept and pleaded. “Is there nothing your elven magic can do?”
Short of necromancy, there wasn’t. He’d taken a blast of laser fire through the chest, entering at an odd angle, a few millimeters below where it exited his back. The blast missed the heart itself but seared through arteries. He’d bled out on her trailer floor. He was still lying in a pool of blood when we reached him.
If I’d gotten to him sooner, if O’Brien and his men hadn’t barred my way, I could have saved him. I could have patched his flesh and reknitted the damaged veins. He would have lost a lot of blood in the interim, but not enough to kill him.
But I didn’t tell her that. They’d been doing their job and securing the scene. They didn’t know what we knew. I couldn’t fault them for keeping an unexpected group of visitors at bay from their queen.
I figured they understood the consequences of their actions, and that was enough. I didn’t know how Ilaria would react, and if she was as much a tyrant as her progenitors, I would not be responsible for these men’s deaths.
She didn’t look very tyrannical, though. She wept over Caomh’s body while the wind coming in through the shattered window blew in cold air and swirled snow this way and that. The priests arrived to remove the dead man, and they had to pull her away.
After a stiff brandy, she wondered how we’d known. She stared in frank surprise at the answer. “You mean, you can sense what people are going to do?”
“Yes, if their emotional state is perturbed enough to sense, anyway. But I guess I got it wrong, since he was going after your high protector instead.”
She shook her head. “He was firing at me. My uncle pushed me out of the way. He died protecting me.”
That explained the angle of the shot, I thought. Bryn’s train of thought was more sympathetic than analytical – and probably a lot more helpful, given the situation. “He served with honor, My Queen. He truly lived up to his title: he protected you with his last breath.”
Ilaria’s eyes watered, and Derel asked, “Who was the shooter? Do you know him?”
“Maedoc’s aide-de-camp. Conor’s his name, I think. He said he had a message – a message from Maedoc.”
“He’s…sort of floating, ma’am,” O’Brien said. “I’ve got my men watching him, but we’re not quite sure what to do. It looks like some kind of magic.”
“It is,” I said. “I trapped him when he jumped through the window.”
He blinked. He was a good head and a half taller than me, and three times as wide. But in the moment, he regarded me like a frightened child might look at a monster. “Uh, thank you, ma’am, for your assistance.”
“Bring him here,” Ilaria said. “I want to talk to him.”
O’Brien shifted. “Yes ma’am, of course. Only…I’m not quite sure…that is…” He turned to me, his tone as respectful as the one he’d used for his queen. “Forgive my asking, ma’am. But…is it…safe?”
“Is what safe?”
“The magic. Can we touch it, or will we wind up like him?”
“You will be fine, Knight. I will release him when your men are ready to take him.”
“Very good. Thank you, ma’am.” He nodded briskly in my direction, then bowed to his queen. “We’ll return directly, ma’am.”
Ilaria drank another brandy, and I waited at the window until I saw the knights move in and grasp Conor’s arms and legs. Then I released the magical bonds. He flopped downward, like a ragdoll dropped suddenly from a child’s grip.
But he didn’t hit the ground. Any one of the knights could have held him in place, and there were four of them. He flopped until he realized he was dropping, and then his muscles kicked in. He tensed and hung in midair, still suspended – this time, by hands rather than magic.
The four men dragged him into the interior. A new blast of wind came in with them, kicking up snowflakes that melted as they settled on the heated interior floor.
He looked tiny in the hands of those giants, a thin, wiry bureaucrat surrounded by massive soldiers. He was terrified, too – he shook from head to toe.
I glanced around the skimmer. It was a big thing, like a trailer on the back of a snow skimmer. The driver’s cabin was just behind the far wall, but nothing in the interior indicated that we were in a skimmer. It was a small space, comfortably furnished, with a bed and bathroom facilities against the cabin wall. A thin folding screen partitioned the private areas from where we were standing. Here, she had a desk and a pair of chairs for visitors, and – of all things – a leafy green potted plant in the corner. It probably looked a lot like a thousand tiny cottages around the realm – except for the pool of blood and broken glass.
I tried to picture the scene as this trembling young man entered the skimmer and decided to pull the trigger. He’d have come through the same door he’d just come through. He’d been inside before we landed – that was clear, since we didn’t see him enter. He hadn’t been there long, because Ava didn’t know about him. But he’d been there long enough to do the deed.
But he hadn’t. He’d been hesitating. Why? Had he been hoping Caomh would go? Was he working up the courage to do it? Was he looking for an opportunity to pull the trigger without getting caught?
But that didn’t make sense either. We’d heard the shot – everyone in camp had. If he’d been planning a safe getaway, well, he was an idiot if he planned to use that gun.
I studied him. He was a youngish man, not quite young, but definitely not old. He had dark hair and light eyes. And along with a heavy dose of fear, there was a lot of intelligence in those eyes.
He hadn’t come to shoot her, then. He’d made a break for it once he pulled the trigger. That meant he’d come here with the idea of leaving – but he hadn’t come here with the idea of using a gun. That had been a panic reaction, like jumping through the window.
So he had another weapon on him. “Search him,” I said.
O’Brien glanced at his queen, and she nodded. Conor shifted and struggled a little, but not much. A minute later, the knight pulled a letter out of a tunic pocket. Ilaria examined it, and then shook her head.
“What are we looking for, ma’am?”
“Another weapon,” I said. “He didn’t come here to shoot you, Ilaria.”
“Why was he here, ma’am?” O’Brien asked.
She shook her head again. “He said Maedoc sent him, to discuss tomorrow’s deployment.”
I glanced him over again. He didn’t meet my gaze, but it wasn’t his eyes I was looking at anyway. He was wearing a simple tunic over an undershirt, woolen leggings and a cape. Not much room to hide anything.
I glanced at his cape. A solid silver brooch secured it at his neck. I moved on to his hands. He had two rings – a wedding band, and a signet ring. “The ring,” I said. “Check the signet ring.”
Again, O’Brien waited for confirmation from Ilaria before complying. This time, Conor struggled. He put up a good fight for a guy half the size of his captors. He clenched his hand into a tight fist and might have kept on struggling if O’Brien hadn’t drawn a dagger. “Your call how we do this. But I’m going to get the ring.”
I shivered. Humans hadn’t really changed that much in the interval, I guess. But it worked. Conor stopped fighting. He slumped again, and O’Brien parted his fingers and yanked the ring off.
It was a big thing, heavy and made of some kind of metal. The face showed a dragon and a pen pressed into a flat surface. It was some kind of family seal, I guessed. I reached out to take it, but then glanced at Ilaria. I’d lived too long on my own, too far removed from this world. I forgot that I’d entered a place where everything happened – or didn’t – at the whim of one woman. “May I?”
She nodded, and I took the ring. I turned it over in my hand and examined it. Then I smiled grimly. “Hinges. It’s a false front.”
Conor kicked again, but no one paid him much attention. Ilaria stepped closer, but I shook my head. “You should stay back, Majesty. I’m assuming there’s some kind of poison in here. But you should keep your distance, in case it is light enough to be airborne.”
She considered, then nodded. “Right. But…are you sure you should open it?”
I nodded. I had protective spells. She didn’t. So I cast one and ushered everyone a few paces back. Brynja stuck by my elbow, until I told her, “You too.”
Then, I flipped the top. It wasn’t powder, but it was poison. Thin, clear liquid swirled at the bottom of a concave compartment. A smell like bitter almonds hit my nose, and I nodded. “It’s poison, alright. You’ll want your priests to verify it, but I’d stake my name on it.”
I flipped the compartment lid closed again carefully, so nothing would leak out. Then I handed it to her. She stared at it for a moment, then glanced up at Conor. “Why?”
He didn’t say anything. He didn’t look at her. He just kept staring at his boots.
“Conor, why?”
He raised his eyes to hers. He said, “I’m sorry.” He swallowed loudly, nervously. “I’m sorry.”
“Sorry? Why, Conor? Why do it at all?”
He didn’t answer, though, and in a minute Ilaria said, “Arrest him. And get Maedoc on the line. I want to talk to him, to see if he has any idea why his aide-de-camp is here trying to murder me.”
But Conor didn’t get to the brig, or interrogation, or wherever they had been taking him. He barely got a few paces away from the skimmer before the poison kicked in.
I’d missed it. In hindsight, I understood: the nervous gulping had been swallowing a poison capsule. It had been his insurance plan – because Conor wasn’t stupid. Whatever his reasoning, whatever his cause, he’d thought this through. He had come with poison for her, and a backup plan if poison didn’t work; and poison for himself, if it came to that.
It worked, too. He was dead before I reached him.
He wasn’t the only death that night. Maedoc took the call, and he swore he’d be over directly. Ilaria told him to expect an escort.
The escort came, and found the old man dead in his quarters, the same as Conor.
It answered some of our questions. We knew why Conor had done what he’d done. He’d been on orders from his commander.
But it raised its own questions. Why had Maedoc wanted his queen dead? Why send Conor to kill her?
The prevailing theory was that he’d been on Agalyn’s payroll. A search of his quarters turned up nothing to support the theory, though. It turned up nothing much, except more poison.
Bryn shook her head as we returned to our tents, much later that night. “Well, it had to happen sooner or later. But damn, I didn’t figure it would happen like that.”
“What?”
“The first casualties in our army. I figured they’d be on the field. Not in camp. And now we’re going into battle without a High Protector? That’s not a good omen.”
“I think we need to be careful, Bryn. We keep thinking this is going to be a stroll under summer skies. I don’t think it is. I doubt this is the last surprise Agalyn has in store for us. No one marches into the North without a plan. Not even pissed off princes with injured egos.”
I forgot about my feeling, though. We were roused before sunrise by the brief sound of gunfire, and then cheering. A thousand people can make a lot of noise. Forty thousand people? Well, that’s something you have to hear for yourself to understand. You can’t hear every voice. Some of them are too far away. But they rise like all the water droplets that form a tide, rising and rising until they wash over everything in their path – wash over, and drown.
I woke to that staggering noise. It washed over me distantly at first, and then I was drowning.
I grabbed my sword and raced outside. But I quickly ascertained from the shouting that we weren’t under attack. The battle hadn’t come to us overnight.
A single rider had, and our men had captured him. Our men. I repeated the phrase in my head, frowning at myself. Since when had this become my battle? Since when had these humans and their cause become mine?
They’re not, I reminded myself.
Still, I was out there with all of them. Bryn ran over breathlessly. “Did you hear? They caught a scout.”
“I gathered.”
She flashed me a smile. “It’s good news. It means we might find out what that bastard is up to.”
“Maybe. I don’t know how much a scout is going to know.”
She shook her head at me. “You be cynical if you want. I’m taking it as a good sign. It’s good news.”
I grinned too. Something about her excitement was infectious. “If it puts a smile like that on your face, I guess I have to agree.”
She flushed. I could see the color flood her cheeks, making them a little pinker in the firelight. “Well, you’re smiling now too. Which just proves my original point: it is good news.”




Chapter Twenty-One – Rohana

The weather took a turn for the worse and slowed us to a near crawl. For five days we marched in howling winds that bit through our best protective gear. For five nights we shivered as sleet and freezing rain pelted us.
The skimmers had a devil of a time. It didn’t matter what setting we put them on. If we tried surface skimming, the snow gummed up the algorithms. The machines would try to skim several inches higher than the ground, and collapse.
We heard that the queen’s high protector had died. We didn’t know how we found out, since our scout hadn’t come back. But the rumor was that we had someone in the queen’s camp, someone who had offed her righthand man and her uncle.
It was good news. It meant she’d be frazzled, without her closest adviser.
But the truth was, I was freezing my ass every second, waking or sleeping. I didn’t have the energy to speculate whether or not the death of some guy I didn’t know would impact the decisions of someone else I didn’t know.
We just marched and shivered and wished like hell we were back home again.
But we weren’t. And on the sixth day, we reached a great, sprawling plain. It stretched for kilometers, with farms and forests on the edges of farmland that seemed to stretch forever. A river wound along the way, back and forth, in and out of the forest. We stopped on the southernmost side of it.
Because Queen Ilaria’s army stood on the northern side: an endless sea of men and vehicles. We lined up on the opposite side of the valley, facing them.
And for a day, we stayed there. A few other KP’s and I went on scouting expeditions along the valley perimeter, at Command’s orders. We didn’t find much of anything. The civilians who lived in the area had already fled. There were a few houses large enough to house troops, and a few fine enough to house free born officers. There were a lot of one room hovels, and dark, dank cottages that still beat tents. We even came across a few barns that might prove better lodgings than what we’d brought with us. But most of them were too far away from the army to be of any use. Our best finds were the handful of root cellars and wine cellars that hadn’t already been plundered. But we reported our findings back to Command. Any decisions – and any reclamations – would happen at their orders.
Meanwhile, Ilaria’s diplomats and ours went back and forth. Rumors ran through the ranks. People whispered that she had a hundred thousand men – twice as many as we brought. They said Agalyn was suing for peace. They said we’d be back home in two weeks’ time.
They also said Ilaria had barely mustered ten thousand men. They said her ranks were rife with defection, and that she was begging Agalyn for peace. They said we’d be wintering in the royal palace and bringing home ten thousand new kaladorn.
They said a lot of shit, and I believed none of it – not the doom and gloom naysayers, and not the starry-eyed optimists. I’d never taken part in a full-blown war before, but I’d been involved in enough skirmishes to know that anything that sounded too good to be true, was; and anything that sounded too bad? Well, that was more of a fifty-fifty thing…maybe we really were screwed, and maybe we weren’t. But unless you were involved with the tactical decisions for the campaign, it didn’t bear thinking about. If it was true, your best bet was to fight like hell to try to make it irrelevant anyway. And if it wasn’t true, well, that one spoke for itself.
So I focused on my unit. I made sure they ate enough and drank no more than their allotted share. Some guys eat to combat nerves, and some can’t eat at all because of nerves. You don’t need someone heading into battle weighed down with a belly full of food, and you sure as hell don’t need someone going into combat after half a week of being starved. Likewise, with the weather being what it was, we all needed to drink just to stay warm. And there was a reason they called it liquid courage. So drinking had its place.
But we didn’t know what was going to happen at any given second. I didn’t want them drinking too much to respond effectively, and I didn’t want them drinking enough to get combative with each other.
It wasn’t quite babysitting. They were too well-trained for that. But I wasn’t above calling it babysitting when they got too antsy. That seemed to work better than any disciplinary action. Tell a grown man he had to walk an extra watch shift in the freezing temperatures, and he’d piss and moan and feel he’d been done dirty. Ask him with the right degree of contempt in front of his unit if he needed his diaper changed, and he’d slink back to quarters feeling a fool.
On the second day, though, even I took notice of the talks going on between Agalyn and Ilaria, for one very simple reason: she returned our missing scout. Now, I started to wonder if maybe there hadn’t been some truth to those rumors about Ilaria’s strength, or lack thereof. Why else would she return one of ours?
Returning a prisoner unharmed didn’t fit with everything we’d heard about her. Bloodied, brutalized, maybe in pieces? Sure. That would fit the mold. But walking on her own two feet, unbruised, unbloodied and apparently unscathed? That wasn’t the Ilaria we’d heard about.
Which, as far as I could see, meant she was on her best behavior. She was trying to appease Agalyn. And no one who has been looking for a fight and has the strength for that fight tries to appease the enemy when the fight actually comes.
I watched the scout return. She was a medium sized woman, with close cropped hair and an athletic build. She was bundled up in furs – the kind of thing that must have come from her Northern captors, since our army didn’t travel with them.
She started out one of a few specks riding from the enemy camp, almost invisible due to distance and weather. Then their specks met our specks in the center field. They were bigger now, more children’s toy-sized than speck of dust-sized. We still couldn’t make out much, but the rumors were flying.
Then, after a long period of verbal exchange, she headed back with our diplomats. The closer she got, the clearer she got.
I didn’t know the scout and had never met her. But word traveled fast, and before long I was convinced that this was her.
I was more convinced when Agalyn himself rode out to meet her. Agalyn was in a snow skimmer. They were smaller than the standard vehicle, and they had skis instead of wheels.
Technically, neither wheels nor skis were necessary in optimal weather conditions anyway: a skimmer was designed to hover over the ground, to skim the surface. But skimming required a lot more fuel than driving, and flat, manicured tracks to go over. Otherwise, their internal computers had a hard time calculating the flight path. Every rise and dip meant recalibration, and without huge, heavy, costly processing cores, the skimmer would grind to a halt – or crash. If it came to a safe halt, a reboot would set it right again. If it crashed, well, you’d better hope you were wearing your protective gear.
Agalyn wasn’t on a well-maintained city track. He was in the middle of a rural no-man’s land in unfamiliar territory.
So Agalyn kept the skimmer’s skis down and glided over the wet snow to meet the returning entourage.
He got out. He was a tall man, our king, with a physique that did credit to his family’s genetic legacy. He was big, but not ungainly, and broad-shouldered, but not bulky. He had an energetic step, a princely bearing, and a good deal of confidence in his step.
He paused in conversation with the woman and the three diplomats. The entire army, I think, waited with bated breath. I was fortunate that we were positioned close enough to make them out. We couldn’t see anyone’s expressions, but we could see their motions and read their body language.
The party of four bowed. The scout fell to her knees in an abject way. It was a show of gratitude, I supposed. Agalyn had saved her life and saved her from who could say what kind of potential horrors.
Then Agalyn took a step backward and raised his arm. I blinked. He was holding a pistol. I couldn’t see it clearly, but the barrel extended beyond the natural reach of his hand, long and thin and dark. I didn’t have to see clearly to know the outline of a gun.
And a second later, a reddish flash confirmed my suspicion. The scout’s head evaporated in a spray of blood, and she slumped backward.




Chapter Twenty-Two – Ceinwen

The scout was a kaladorn, and a woman. She struggled and fought like a wildcat and busted a few noses before they really got hold of her. Then, they took her to the queen for interrogation.
I got a pretty good look at her. She’d been taken down on the far side of the encampment, and the most direct route to the center was nearish our particular camp. She was a stocky woman, short and built like a bull. She looked like she’d been through hell on her way into camp, and I felt my blood chill a little at the sight.
No, humans really hadn’t changed in the hundreds of years since my last foray among them.
But Bryn told me the full story a few minutes later, and it wasn’t quite as bad as I supposed. Our night guard had spotted her dragon flying overhead, and they’d taken it down with a giant, harpoon-like projectile. The point was made of wyvern steel, so it had gone through the dragonscale and killed the beast.
The bruises and cuts all over the woman were a result of her crash landing. Apparently, the dragon had done his best to protect his rider and put her down as gently with his last strength as he could.
Now, the dragon was dead, and the woman captive.
Despite the excitement of the camp, nothing much seemed to come of it. We heard nothing – no piteous screams denoting torture, no rumors of brutal executions. None of the things I associated with humans and captured prisoners.
We set out just after dawn, none the wiser about what was happening than we had been before.
The weather started by midmorning. A north wind swept down from the mountains far away, bringing ice and cold with it. The wet snow froze, until it crunched underfoot.
Air travel was almost impossible, even for Aeron. He didn’t mind the cold, but the wind was just too strong.
We kept at it, covering what distance we could when we could. Some days, we hunkered down. Some nights, if the wind died down, we traveled.
We met refugees from cities that the enemy had leveled, and from towns that had fled at the sight of the invading army. Half frozen men and women and children brought stories of butchery and mercilessness.
They set a tone that I thought wouldn’t bode well for Agalyn. He’d been merciless, but now a deep, dark, terrible sentiment stirred in the multitudes all around me. It wasn’t fear. If that had been his goal, he’d failed.
It was hate – raw, black as night, potent as fire. He’d shown these women and men of the North what they were up against. He’d lit a fire under them. The weather didn’t matter anymore. People didn’t talk about making peace anymore.
Now, they talked about avenging the people of Wyrm’s Way and Cragspoint and Shire’s End. They talked about the children who had died en route, and the weeping mothers and frozen grandmothers we’d met. They talked about avenging them. They talked about cutting Agalyn’s head from his body and leaving it on a pike for the crows to feast upon.
Our scouts reported sighting the enemy on the third day – a great, terrible mass of tens of thousands of men and machines and dragons. Anticipation filled the talk then.
Our formations shifted into a more battle-ready makeup. My job would be to try to take the dragons out of the picture. I didn’t really fit into the rest of their strategy, except for that. If it worked, we’d have a serious advantage. If it didn’t, I guessed we’d join the other dragon riders in harassing their ground troops and trying to take out their dragons in a more physical fashion.
It was here that Ilaria really impressed me for the first time. She treated taking out the dragons as a possibility, and not a certainty. She planned for both eventualities. A less wise commander might have assumed it would be a foregone conclusion.
Indeed, some of her councilors talked about reducing the dragon riders by percentages with that certainty. “Even if she can’t handle the entire herd of dragons, it’s safe to assume we won’t be dealing with the South’s full strength.” They bandied about numbers that seemed to be a product of a lot of wishful thinking and poor logic. “We know how many she took out in Nordfjell without breaking a sweat. So if we use those numbers as a kind of baseline, a conservative estimate would be she’ll be able to take out twenty-five percent of Agalyn’s dragons.”
My and Bryn’s cautions that these were different circumstances – that wherever we met, the dragons were far less likely to be clustered so closely, and that we didn’t know what precautions they had taken against such an attack – all fell on deaf ears. Except where Ilaria was concerned.
She’d nod when we spoke, and nod when they spoke, and say, “Good. Let us hope you are right, SKP. But let us plan as if Brynja and Cerysdatter are.”
On the fifth day, we met the enemy. At least, we came face to face with them. We’d reached a long expanse of crop and pastureland called the Idarys Valley. Idarys was an old elven queen, who may or may not have been more fable than fact. She was said to have lived and died eons before my own birth.
She’d been a sower of crops and a mother of many children. She’d taken a human lover, and when he’d died, she’d died herself of heartbreak. Her tears were supposed to be the source of the Idarys River to the north. And this was supposed to be the place where she’d first met her love, which in turn was supposed to explain the fertile nature of the valley.
Be that as it may, as a sight for a battle, it had both advantages and disadvantages. The primary advantage, of course, was that it was broad and open, and its slopes were gentle. It could fit two massive armies and accommodate their bloodletting as wave after wave of men fell upon each other. There was no place for ambushes, and as we’d both arrived at about the same time, there was no time to set up traps or dig pits.
The disadvantages ran along the same lines. It was broad and open, and there were no places to hide in ambush. We had no time to make traps. This would be a contest of strength between two sovereigns flexing the relatively similar strengths of their armies.
They had more men. We lived here and knew the weather. They had the thrill of conquest on their minds. We had the fire to protect our homeland burning in our hearts.
I didn’t know who would win. I don’t think Agalyn or Ilaria did either. The two armies sat there for a space, face to face on opposite sides of the valley. The question hung in the air between them, like the frozen clouds of moisture that followed every breath.
Then, they blinked. Agalyn wanted Ilaria to hear his terms. Ilaria said she would listen if he would hear hers.
Riders came and went. Agalyn wanted a show of good faith. “Return our scout, Cousin.”
She’d done it. I didn’t think it was the right move, but it was hers to make. “What’s the harm?” she’d asked. “If he doesn’t mean it, well, we have one less mouth to feed. It wasn’t like she was about to give us anything useful anyway.”
Bryn told me the scout hadn’t even given her name. So I couldn’t fault the queen’s reasoning. It wasn’t like we were giving up a high value prisoner, or someone who might be of use.
Still, something didn’t sit right about it. I couldn’t explain why – not to Ilaria, and not even to Bryn. “I don’t know. I just…have a bad feeling,” I’d told her.
“You think it makes us look weak?”
I scoffed. “Let them think we’re weak. Being underestimated is a good thing.
“But no…that’s not it. I guess I don’t think we should be talking to Agalyn at all. Someone who invades your country and wipes out entire towns isn’t someone you can trust. So maybe that’s all it is.”
Still, I watched through a pair of binoculars as the Southern knight returned to her people. The king himself met her. I didn’t know him, and I couldn’t make out much of his appearance. But everyone bowed and scraped before him. It didn’t take much to figure out why.
The scout kneeled in the snow before her king. And then he shot her at almost point-blank range.
He leveled the gun to her head and pulled the trigger without flinching.
I blinked. That was the kind of human response I’d been waiting for all these weeks: brutal, senseless, merciless. There it was, across the field from me, the humanity I’d come to know and despise.
The murder seemed to surprise my human compatriots. Even Bryn was taken aback by it. “Why get her back, just to kill her?”
But I knew the answer already. “Because she let herself be taken in the first place.”
“Let herself? She fought tooth and nail.”
“It wasn’t enough. Nothing’s ever enough for men like that. They’re going to war. He wants his men to understand that they will fight and win, or they will die today. She’s the example: fight to the death and die honorably or die a disgrace on your knees.”




Chapter Twenty-Three – Rohana

The order to attack came within the hour. The forecasters were predicting worsening weather, so I guess Agalyn figured we were better off diving right in than waiting for days or weeks. Northern winters were notoriously brutal. Snowfall season could last for months.
The woman had been Lira, and Agalyn had killed her as a coward. Then he’d had her little brother dragged from the ranks. He was a boy of about fifteen, called Marius.
Agalyn had him castrated on the field. “There’s no room in my army for cowards,” he’d said afterward over the radio. “Lira dishonored herself and her family by submitting to the enemy. She dishonored her brother.
“Marius may yet reclaim his honor. But her crimes have ended her family line.
“The South is strong, and it will remain strong through the blood of strong men and strong women. Prove yourselves today, not for yourself alone.
“Prove the strength of your bloodlines. Prove the strength of the South. Houses will be made and unmade today. Boys will become men, girls will become women.
“Cowards will be forgotten, and heroes will etch their names forever in the annals of our history.
“Faith and honor.”
Then, we attacked.
People think war is a complicated business. They think of months of planning and prepping, the arming and training, strategizing and re-strategizing. But at the most basic level, war is binary, like the systems that ran those clunky skimmer computers: zero or one, at war or not.
We’d spent a long time in the snow and sleet and wind, not at war. And then we were, just like that. Like flipping the switch on a skimmer.
My unit wasn’t part of the vanguard. The vanguard was expendable, and though I was a kaladorn – which weighted the wrong side of the expendability scale – my unit had more to offer than arrow fodder.
The slave units went first, barreling down the hill to certain death. The enemy picked them off like it was some kind of goddamned sport, but every time one fell, another slave would take his place.
They didn’t even bother deploying dragon riders. I guessed they wanted to keep them back, until the more important units moved out.
Fifteen slave battalions descended: twelve thousand men, for a total of three legions under the command of some of the most seasoned kaladorn leaders in the army. They were going to their deaths. They knew that. Everyone on the field knew that.
It would be a waste of a free man. But it was an honor for a slave to lead such a charge. The first foray might be sacrificial, but it was in a way the most important. It was the first shot at weakening the enemy line, the first chance to break through their defenses, to make them blink. The vanguard would keep them occupied. They would draw first blood.
And whoever commanded those legions would be honored beyond a kaladorn’s wildest dreams. Their children, if they had any, would be wealthy. Their partner, if they had one, would be freed. Streets would be named in their memories, feast days would be appropriated to their names. Children would grow up knowing the names of the kaladorn who died defeating the Northern queen.
My blood ran a little cold watching them charge to their deaths. I knew two of the commanders. One was a one-eyed beast of a woman called Herias. She had a son and a husband. She’d won the right to both years ago for valor in the far southern border wars – in the same battle she’d lost her eye. Agalyn himself had given her her medals, and the dispensation to marry and reproduce. It was a bigger deal for a female slave to win that honor than a male, because it meant the army losing her for months at a time. But for a man? Well, that would be done soon enough. Not too soon you hoped, for his wife’s sake. But getting someone pregnant was a lot quicker than being pregnant.
And Herias had won the honor. She’d had her son. He was about six, now. Chances were very good that that little boy would be motherless before the day was through.
Then there was Kallias. He was a real son-of-a-bitch, the kind who was brutal to those under his command simply for the sake of brutality. Rumor was, he used sexual violence as easily and freely as physical too. Not that Command ever did a damned thing about it. He was in charge of kaladorns, so I guess they didn’t see it as a problem: whatever it took to keep the slaves in line, and all that.
But I found myself hoping he’d be one of the ones to fall. Not quickly, not with a decisive shot or clean cut. There’d be men who froze to death in their own blood on this field. There’d be men who died with their organs and innards scattered all around them.
I figured it would be a bit of justice if Kallias was one of them. It’d be justice if he soaked up bullets that might have killed better men or women.
But I didn’t have long to think about those who would soon die – not the guilty, and not the innocent either. Because before long, it was my unit’s turn.
We were part of the second wave. Our job was to clean up after the first. They’d charged and rode straight into the line of fire. The skimmers had done better than those on foot. Their armor was better, so they could withstand regular munitions. They didn’t fare so well against mortars, though.
As for the runners, they carried shields, and though shields couldn’t cover everything, they did something. Plus, our guys were firing almost as fast as theirs. The front row of the downward descent carried shields, and every row after them fired like mad. So we were taking damage, but we were dealing it too.
The dragons came in at about the same time the second wave did. The first had loosened the front lines and got the enemy to break formation a little. Now, between the survivors, the second wave, and the riders, we’d bust through.
That was the plan, anyway, or as much of it as we’d been told. We started the downward descent.
Ilaria’s troops hadn’t left their perch on the top of the most distant slope. Between us and them, some several thousand of our men were still fighting behind a shield wall, still pushing their way upward.
Then everything changed. Ilaria’s formation wall trembled. It looked like a tremor ran through the whole damned thing. Then her tanks rolled into view. My guys hesitated for half a second. I could feel it, like a quick catching of the breath. I didn’t blame them.
They were heavily armored skimmers, with snow skis and laser cannons mounted on the top. They weren’t good news. That was for sure. But I called, “Let’s go. Faith and honor!”
And they shouted back, “Faith and honor,” like they’d been trained to do. They were good soldiers, and like good soldiers they beat a path through the slush and snow toward their doom without another second’s hesitation.
That’s when our dragons made their first, glorious appearance. As much as I hated the damned monsters in general, I loved them in the moment. Laser cannons couldn’t do much to a dragon. But dragonfire could heat the sides of a skimmer so hot it turned into an oven, baking whoever was inside into an overcooked chunk of meat.
They flew at the forefront of our charge – about a thousand dragons, fierce and terrible and bloody glorious in their destructive potential.
Some of the tanks raised their cannons to the sky. One or two got a hit in, and the force managed to knock the dragon off course. The beasts were okay. The riders were less okay. But most of the shots missed, and most of the dragons stayed on the course their riders had chosen.
Our side cheered, and we ran with renewed vigor, like the wind wasn’t biting through our uniforms, and death wasn’t waiting in the valley below.
Then, something strange happened – something inexplicable, something like nothing I had ever seen before.
Our dragons went AWOL. They went worse than AWOL. They went out of their fucking minds.
They turned on each other, one beast crashing into the next. Riders fell screaming from their saddles and landed all around us. One of the riders landed on two of the soldiers in my unit, killing all three of them instantly.
And then the bastards turned on us.
It was pure, hideous chaos. The tanks bore down on our vanguard. The dragons rained fire down on all of us. I’d given up my wyvern steel pendant, as per orders. I hadn’t got an enchanted blade in exchange for it.
For the first time, with fire raining down all around us, I hesitated. It was one thing to run into likely death from the enemy. It was another to race to destruction at the hands of your own.
And then Ilaria’s dragons crested the horizon, rising like a terrible, dark cloud of death. All around me, men broke ranks and ran. The first wave started to falter. Those who could retreated – often, only to die a few meters further back.
The Northern dragons bore down on us from the front, and our own from above. The whole forward movement of our force had stopped, those of us who weren’t fleeing arrested in place by the chaos.
Then the order came from the SKP in charge of our battalion. “Fall back. Fall back.”




Chapter Twenty-Four – Ceinwen

The attack hadn’t surprised me. I’d known it was coming as soon as he murdered the scout. I’d been ready for it.
Agalyn had about a thousand dragons at his command, give or take a few dozen. I could sense them, stronger than the multitudes, stronger than the fury of the storm. But I couldn’t reach them – not as far away as they were.
I needed them to get closer. I needed them to mount an attack of their own.
Ilaria heard me and nodded. “Then we’ll need to draw them out. Hold our own position until they send reinforcements.”
I nodded. “Don’t wait too long, though. Remember, I don’t know if this will work.”
Bryn smiled at me, a taut smile, when we returned to Aeron. “It’ll work, Ceinwen. I know it will work. You can do this.”
“Maybe. But I should be able to reach them already, and I can’t. That worries me.”
“It’s probably all the people. You couldn’t figure out who wanted to kill Ilaria at first either, remember?”
“That’s different. That was a man, not a dragon. Dragons are…I don’t know how to describe it.”
Aeron waited for a moment as she hesitated, then supplied, “Wiser.”
“Not what I was going to say.”
“Perhaps not, but only because you are attempting to be diplomatic. I am hampered by no such need for politeness. Dragons are wiser, and so are elves, at least among two-legs – though, based on recent behavior, I would have to say ‘present company excluded.’”
I shot him a sideways glance. “Are you ready to go?”
“If I must, I must.”
“Good. Better you flap your wings than your gums.” He harrumphed, and I went on. “Dragons are an older race. The oldest, perhaps. In form, we are vastly dissimilar, of course. In form, we are more like your race. But in the processes of our minds, or at least in receptiveness to magic, elves and dragons are more alike.”
“So that means you can communicate with them even when there are so many distractions?”
“Since I’ve worn this amulet, yes. I can reach any dragon in our own army. Their minds are open to me.
“But I can’t hear any of theirs. It’s like a wall has been put up, and I can’t get past it.”
“You think they know what we are planning?”
“I don’t see how.”
Aeron sighed again. “Well, are we going, or shall we remain here until the battle is lost and the war is over?”
We mounted up, and Aeron took off. He flew straight upward, rising higher and higher into the biting winds. She cast a warming spell over us, and I was glad of it. I was concentrating on the dragons, and on trying to locate them. I didn’t want to distract myself with any other concerns. But my teeth were starting to chatter.
We kept climbing until we were well above the clouds. It wouldn’t be a good height for an assault. By time Aeron’s attacks hit the earth, the ice shards would have spread out too far and wide to be effective. But it was an excellent altitude to get close to the enemy without them spotting us.
So, with a thick blanket of cloud beneath us, he headed for Agalyn’s side of the valley.
I closed my eyes as he flew and listened. I heard the beat of his wings, the beat of Brynja’s heart – a little quicker than normal. I heard the soft intake of her breath, and the rumbling breaths of the dragon beneath us. I heard the far away roar of cannon fire, the high screams of dying men, and the clash and clatter of two massive armies meeting on the field of battle. I heard the chatter of dragons behind us, their nervous thoughts, their worried musings.
But I didn’t hear anything from the wyvern on Agalyn’s side – not a hint, not a whisper. It was like he had no dragons at all.
“Anything?” Bryn asked in a moment. We were about halfway across the valley, I guessed, though we could see nothing through the clouds.
“No.”
Me either, Aeron projected. I should be able to sense them at least. But I can’t.
“I know he’s got dragons. So why can’t we hear them? I’m worried, Bryn.”
She grasped my shoulder. Her hand felt hot against my skin. “You’ve got this, Ceinwen.”
“I don’t know if I do.”
“Let me help. I know I’m not much of a mage, but I’ve got a first rune too. Can’t we…well, boost your powers using my rune?”
I considered for a moment, a little more dubiously than I probably should have. I couldn’t remember the last time I had accepted help from a human mage when my own power proved insufficient.
But this was no ordinary human. This was Bryn. “Alright,” I said. “We can try. I’ve never done it before.”
“Me either.”
I glanced back at her, about to point out that a magical first for her was a lot less of a statement than one for me. But she was grinning. “Right. Okay, we’re going to need to concentrate.”
She nodded and closed her eyes. “Keep steady, Aeron. I don’t want to die.” Then, she wrapped her arms around me.
He harrumphed. “It is war, cockroach. Death happens.”
I found myself for half a moment far less composed than I’d been. But I drew a deep breath and listened. This time, I listened to her. I felt the intake of her breath, slow and soft, against my skin. I heard it. I mimicked it, until our breathing had synchronized. In and out, soft and slow, one breath and then another.
I heard the beat of her heart, strong and confident and a little quick. Lub-dub. Lub-dub. Lub-dub. My own heart rate slowed to match hers. We were breathing in sync with each other. Our hearts were beating in sync.
Now, I opened my mind to hers – not partially, like I had before when we’d exchanged thoughts, but completely, unreservedly.
A soft, hesitating warmth filled my mind. I felt her, closer than I’d ever felt her – closer than when she wrapped her arms around me, closer than when her breath warmed my cheek. Are you ready? I asked.
She squeezed me in response. It almost drew me out of the moment.
But I held on, and we stayed like that for a moment, until it felt comfortable, natural. Listen with me.
Alright.
I listened. The whole world seemed different somehow. It felt like I’d gained a new sense, like I’d suddenly had my hearing or sight miraculously restored after years of blindness or deafness. I hadn’t been blind or deaf, obviously, but I had never heard or seen anything like this before, either.
Everything sounded sharper, clearer, crisper. The world seemed more vibrant, more colorful. Even the palette of grays and whites around us seemed somehow to shimmer and sparkle with a vigor and life they’d never had before.
“I hear them,” she said.
And I heard them, too. They were near at hand, almost below us. Can you hear me? I asked.
Who are you? one of the great beasts returned.
I am Ceinwen.
You are an elf. He didn’t ask. It was just a statement of fact.
I am. What is your name?
These men call me Agathon.
What is your real name?
My mother called me Ifan.
I nodded, more out of long habit than any practical purpose. I was hidden from his sight as he was hidden from mine. I need your help, Ifan. I need the help of all of you today.
You speak with the voices of the Ancient Ones.
I could feel the heat of the pendant at my breastbone. It was glowing with energy, until it almost burned my skin. Yes.
Then we will listen.
I gave them my request, and I heard the effect of it almost at once. The screams of riders, suddenly finding themselves the target of their own dragons’ fury, carried high among the clouds. They had turned on their masters, as I’d asked them to do. With the strength of the ancient dragons, with the magic imbued in those bones, my voice became a command impossible to disobey. It was as if their oldest and greatest sires, long dead and buried, had come out and commanded them by virtue of blood and allegiance.
The truth was, I felt ashamed to use it. These were sentient beings, and I was bending their will to my own. But what was I doing that long years of training had not also effectively accomplished?
We don’t have a choice, Bryn said in my mind, and I started. I heard her giggling in my thoughts. Did you forget I can hear what you’re hearing, and feel what you’re feeling – and think what you’re thinking?
It’s a little weird, I admitted.
I know. I can feel it – my own discomfort, and yours.
I smiled and shook my head. I was glad it was her who had got the other rune. I wasn’t quite sure I could do this with anyone else.
She squeezed my shoulder. Me too.
I felt my cheeks flush. That hadn’t been a thought I’d meant to project. But there were no secrets now. Not until this was over, anyway. “Well,” I said, “I think we did what we needed to. We can probably unlink.”
She nodded. “Alright.”
I breathed in and out. “Slowly. I’ve never done this before, but I don’t want to shock you.”
“Or be shocked.”
“That either.”
Slowly, carefully, I closed my mind to her. The warmth dissipated. My senses diminished. The world seemed dark and inhospitable, and terribly cold. Then I let my breath resume its regular rhythm, and my heart its normal beating.
“You alright?” I said.
I felt her nod against my shoulder. Her breathing seemed a little shaky.
“You sure?”
“I am. Just…that was strange.”
“Yes it was.”
Hold on to the cockroach, Aeron said, I’m circling back.
He turned in a long, slow arc, and I held Bryn’s arms tight around me. Her breathing got a little steadier. “Hold this altitude, Aeron. Let’s try to maintain this position, more or less.”
He grumbled but didn’t argue, and we soared back and forth in wide, slow circles for a long while. We could hear the chaos below. The dragons were raining down hellfire on their own troops, and the Southerners seemed to be at a loss to know how to respond.
“You know, your queen’s optimism might not have been unfounded after all. Fighting our dragons and theirs, they may decide this wasn’t worth it after all.”
“We’ll have you to thank for it,” she said.
“I couldn’t have done it without you.”
Aeron groaned. But then, quite suddenly, he stiffened.
“Aeron?” I asked. “What is it?”
He shuddered, and at the same time Bryn clutched my arm. I didn’t need to ask them what was going on. I felt it too. Some kind of energy, strong and terrible, probed my thoughts. It wasn’t warm and gentle the way Bryn’s mind had reached mine.
This energy burned and clawed, taking hold by force and refusing to relinquish its hold. First runes, I said. They’ve got bloody first runes.
I can see them. Bryn’s voice sounded pained in my ears, like it took a good deal of effort to project her thoughts to mine. A dozen of them. Look, on the opposite side of the valley.
Clouds still obscured the valley, but I could still see what she saw: a dozen glowing magical embers, some green, some yellow, some blue and one red, all clustered together. I could see them through distance and cloud and anything else that stood in our way.
Which meant they, whoever wore those amulets, could see us too, even behind our veil of clouds, even high above them. We weren’t hidden anymore.
The enemy knew exactly where we were.
Mage, Aeron said, I can’t…hold on. Help…me.




Chapter Twenty-Five – Ceinwen

Aeron started to pitch to the side. He was fighting it. I could tell that. His entire body twitched and spasmed, like he was being torn one way and then the other by some invisible force.
My heart raced, and I heard Bryn’s breath catch in a little gasp. All the magic in the world wouldn’t save either of us from a fall from this height – not unless we figured out how to sprout wings in a hurry.
My mind flooded with confused, competing thoughts. Those men with the first runes, whoever they were, were trying to do to us what we’d done to them. That was obvious. They were trying to take Aeron and me and Bryn out of the picture, by commanding him the way I’d commanded Ifan and the others.
Where they’d got those runes, or how, or why we’d only now learned about them, I couldn’t say. But in my heart, I felt like I understood now, at last.
Why would a king who lives in the warm, gentle South invade the harsh North at the onset of winter? Why would anyone in their right minds send an army into a Northern winter?
They wouldn’t. Not without one hell of a secret weapon.
And now I knew: they had one hell of a secret weapon. We’d already shown what could be done with one or two first runes. But they had a dozen of them. They probably hadn’t expected ours any more than we’d expected theirs. Even if Agalyn had spies on his payroll – and after the Maedoc business, it seemed likely – they would have reported nothing about this.
Because, until Bryn and I had descended from the mountains, they would have known nothing about it. But I should have guessed that they would come so armed.
After all, I had got my own first rune from one of their inquisitors. How had I been so blind, so stupid, so egotistical to think that the South would have committed its only first rune in the pursuit of me?
No, it had been obvious. They had these weapons, and they knew how to use them. Perhaps not to the fullest extent. Not unless they had skilled elves in their employ.
But a human wielding a first rune could be plenty dangerous in their own right.
As we were learning firsthand. Aeron listed to the side, so far and hard that I almost tumbled out of my seat. Bryn yelped and clung to the saddle. I managed to keep my scream inside, but otherwise did the same.
Hold on, Aeron. Fight it.
I’m…trying.
Help me, Bryn, I said. I need your rune again.
“Alright.” Her voice trembled, but she spoke with conviction too.
I felt her presence wash over me, not calmly and slowly like before, but like a tidal wave. Her fear, her confusion, her courage – it flooded my senses and mixed with my own thoughts.
Then I heard her voice, with her own tones and inflections as if she was speaking – except that it was only in my thoughts. We’ve got this, Ceinwen.
I drew in a long breath. Our fear ebbed, our courage fortified. Aeron continued to struggle. I could sense his weakening resolve. I could feel him breaking. Aeron, hear us.
I hear you, Mage.
You are free from command, my old friend. No man, no elf, no sorcerer, no wizard may ever command you. That was the vow I made you. Do you remember?
I remember.
Then be free.
I could feel the weight of the thoughts directed against us, heavy and oppressive; almost suffocating. I could feel the burn of the first rune at my neck, turning them aside. Bryn whimpered, as if she could feel it too, as if they burned her the way they burned me. Hold strong, my Bryn.
She squeezed my shoulder and drew in another shaking breath. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. I could feel her struggle as if it were my own. She was in pain. But she was strong. She would hold.
Aeron’s musculature relaxed. His whole body seemed to shiver and then melt, like a great and terrible burden was leaving him. “Thank you, Mage. And you too, cockroach. Now, permission to eat those bastards?”
I laughed, a sound that was one part mirth and the other plain old relief. “Let’s not be hasty. We don’t know what we’re up against.”
“One way to find out.”
“I’m with him,” Bryn said. “I don’t know how long I’ll be able to keep this up.”
“It will get harder the nearer we get. Distance provides us some little protection, but we’ll lose it the closer we get.”
I felt her nod against my arm. “I know. But we can’t just think of ourselves. We need to think of the army too. If they can do this to Aeron, they can do it to the rest of the dragons too.”
“Alright. But if it gets to be too much for you, we’re pulling out.”
She nodded again.
“You sure you’re ready, Aeron?”
He snorted and didn’t bother to answer. He just started moving toward our attackers.
Twelve little symbols, glowing red and blue and yellow and green through the clouds; twelve people, twelve inquisitors, I supposed, trained to wield the magic of the most ancient dragons.
The symbols got larger. I could read the runes now. They were names of ancient ones. Siarl. Enid. Cadoc. Eurig. One by one, I read the names of the dragons whose essences were contained in those runes. One by one, I felt their presences in my mind.
The rune at my collarbone got warmer. It was hurting, now, like flame pressed into my skin.
I listened for the minds of those who wore the runes. Some were closed to me. Some were dim. And some, I could hear.
I felt their fear, their hate, their courage and their cowardice.
We broke through the clouds, and the scene of the battle arrayed itself before us. Agalyn’s men were divided into three lines – the first was engaged in close quarters combat with our men, on our side of the field. The second had reached the midway point in the field, and they seemed to be in the process of breaking ranks and retreating. The third composed the main bulk of his army, and that stayed where it had been.
It was a strange battle, harkening back to the days of swords and spears, where the most dangerous ranged weapon a man could wield was an arrow. But mixed in with the swords and spears were guns, some of them handguns, with only moderate range; and some of them battle rifles, that could didn’t require relatively close quarters to be effective.
But rifles cost more than men, so like that age-old calculus of cost versus life, the tactics of war hadn’t really changed either. They’d adjusted a little. But the main strategy seemed to be overwhelming force: send two great swarms of humanity in to bash each other to bits, and whoever walked away with the most survivors was the winner.
Among all of the chaos, though, I saw what we were looking for: a great, long skimmer, painted white as some kind of camouflage. It sat about three quarters of the way up the southward slope. Just as I could see the runes through the clouds, I could see them glowing through the roof of the skimmer too. “They’re in there,” I told Aeron.
“I know,” he said. “I can sense the cockroaches.”
Agalyn’s men spotted us. Laser blasts peppered the air around us, coming closer than I liked, but not close enough to be a problem. “Hug the saddle. Stay as close to Aeron as you can, Bryn. It’ll make you a smaller target.”
The skimmer got nearer and nearer. Their runes blazed hotter. Brynja cried out in pain, but she didn’t waver. I felt her strength of mind and purpose, as ready as it have ever been.
I felt the pain of those below, too. And then, I heard my own breath catch. “They’re elves, or part elves anyway.”
“Elves? How do you know?”
“I can tell. I can feel it.” I could. Their pain manifested differently to me than human pain did. I could feel it in a way that I couldn’t when a human suffered. When humans suffered, I was a spectator. My own sense of empathy caused discomfort. But I couldn’t physically feel their pain in the way I was feeling the pain of these Southern mages.
Aeron pulled up sharply. We’d almost reached the skimmer, but now we headed back toward the clouds. Dammit, he said. Now what?
“We’ve got to stop them,” Bryn said. “Elves or not, Ceinwen. We can’t let them destroy our army.”
I nodded and steeled myself. “Go back, Aeron.”
“You will kill your own, Mage?”
“I hope not. But we have to stop them. Bryn, this is going to hurt like hell. Are you with me?”
She squeezed my arm. “Always.”
“Go back,” I told the dragon again. And he did.
We came around again. The enemy had moved snipers into position, and their shots were getting better, and closer. I put up an illusion field. To their eyes, we would be invisible, or almost invisible.
I’d hoped to avoid the distraction, but better to siphon a little focus away and live, than to concentrate fully and die.
The skimmer grew bigger with every second. We were diving straight for it.
I focused on the runes, and the elves and men inside. I could feel the men wavering and breaking already. They didn’t have the endurance of an elf, and the bones were glowing red with heat, searing through their flesh – theirs, and my and Bryn’s too.
Bryn was whimpering behind me, her fingers in a death grip on my shoulder. I knew she was in agony. I hoped she could hold on. I needed her strength to do this.
I kept focusing, channeling my own strength of will and the energy of the ancient bones we wore against theirs. It was like friction between gears, where no lubricant had been applied; my will against theirs, all powered by the force of unbreakable ancients.
The runes blazed with heat. Two of the inquisitors inside the skimmer broke, tearing the runes from their chests and diving out into the snow to stop the burning.
Their absence made my job a little easier. I focused my fury on the others, on the weakest links in their chain. One by one, they fell away – even the elves.
They were half elves and young elves. They hadn’t had the long centuries I had to hone my skill. They hadn’t fought through the wars I’d fought. They didn’t know magic the way I knew it.
And one by one, they cast themselves into snowbanks to ease their suffering. I pulled my own rune away from my chest. It still burned, but not quite as badly.
We need to get those runes, Bryn whispered. Her thoughts came across weakly. I could feel the shallowness of her pulse and her breathing. We can’t leave them here.
Take us down, Aeron. Put up an ice wall. It’ll take a few minutes for them to get through that. I’ll collect the runes.
He breathed down an arc of ice that encircled the skimmer in one direction and then the next, so that it was boxed in between impregnable ice walls. Then he landed.
I raced to the skimmer. The last elf to leave it had left the door wide open. Inside, I saw twelve blazing runes, burning so hot they were searing holes in the metal floor. I scooped them up and tried to ignore the agony they filled my body with. They burned hotter than any dragon fire I’d ever felt.
Not that I was surprised. These were the bones of the ancient and most powerful dragons, and their magic could outstrip anyone alive. But knowing a thing isn’t the same as feeling it for yourself. And unfortunately, I’d left the world of theory and entered the agonizing realm of practice.
I raced back to Aeron. Red laser flashes blazed against the ice walls. It wouldn’t do anything. It would take someone with a wyvern steel blade to cut through that. But we’d need to move fast once we got into the air.
I paused midway, though. I saw twelve figures, some of them still writhing in the snow. Some of them watched me with dark, haunted eyes. Tortured eyes.
Then, a blast of laser fire passed within centimeters of my head. I started and spun around. The shot had come from Aeron’s back – from Bryn. She was breathing hard and looked unsteady in the saddle.
I knew I hadn’t been the target, so I turned in the direction she was aiming. And I blinked in astonishment. A man in the familiar robes of an inquisitor sprawled out in the snow behind me, leaking a stream of deep crimson into the snow. He wore priestly vestments, with a crimson, dragon-embroidered stole over a light, plain cassock, and a heavy cloak. Droplets of blood splattered them all, staining the light fabric and darkening the reds.
“You killed him,” someone said. “Gods above, you killed him.”
“Help us,” another said. “You’re an elf too. Help us, please.”
“Who was he?” I asked.
“Our master, Cicero. He knew our names – our real names.”
I nodded. A powerful inquisitor who got hold of an elf’s name could command them to any end, good or ill, like a puppeteer pulling the strings of his puppets. Can we take them out of here, Aeron?
My dragon groaned. Not easily, but I suppose I can manage. And I suppose we can’t leave them here. Tell them to get in the skimmer.
I did, but first I ordered them to disarm. It was one thing to expend precious seconds helping them. I’d even risk Ilaria’s wrath at bringing enemy mages into her camp. But I wouldn’t let them bring weapons. I could handle their magic. I’d done it already. But not even I could stop a well-placed laser blast.
They seemed confused, and not the less so when I told them to grab hold of something when they got inside, but they complied.
I raced back to Aeron. The shots were getting louder around us. Voices sounded nearer, too. I didn’t want to wait and find out what they were up to.
I’d almost reached him I felt Bryn slip away. It wasn’t like earlier, when we’d let each other go. This was sudden, and left me gasping for breath, and shivering with cold despite the burning of the dragon runes.
It felt like a part of my soul had been wrenched away. The world lost its warmth and color. I staggered for a moment in the cold and gray.
Then I got my bearings and raced for the saddle. “Bryn? Hold on, Bryn. Gods, hold on.”




Chapter Twenty-Six – Rohana

The whole world seemed to go nuts after our dragons turned on us. We’d started to retreat when we got a second order: disregard the order to retreat. Resume attack.
I’d caught a glimpse of a long white skimmer cresting the hill, our troops making way for it. I didn’t see the blue dragon that came down out of nowhere to attack it. That, I heard about later, from those who had seen it – or heard about it from others who had witnessed the attack.
I did see their dragons go on the fritz, though. They did the same damned thing ours did, turning on their own men. It was chaos – sheer, mindless chaos.
And then it stopped, as abruptly as it had started. I didn’t understand. Not right away. I started to piece it together when I saw the blue dragon carrying off the bed of the skimmer.
He was flying low, like it took a lot of effort. I guess it probably did. The skimmer bed was almost as big as he was. It was a passenger skimmer. That much was clear. So it would be hollow, with people and equipment inside. But the frame would be heavy enough, and the whole thing would be bulky.
Dragons were ridiculously powerful, but even they had their limits.
I saw a figure – or maybe two; I couldn’t quite tell – hunched low over the dragon’s back. I couldn’t do a damned thing to the beast itself, but I took aim at the person. Whatever they were up to, it wouldn’t be good news for us.
I fired two bolts of energy, and they both missed. Then the press of the charging army pushed me forward, and I lost my target.
We got to the valley. By now, Ilaria’s men had countercharged. They rolled over our vanguard, and then fell back to their original position – a little leaner than before, but not much.
I wished we were all equipped with rifles. I wished we could stop right where we were and pick the sons-of-bitches off at a distance. But we weren’t, and we couldn’t. So we kept running.
And then the godsdamned dragons came back at us. Our line splintered as they strafed us. A line of fire blasted down the charging column, separating me from about half my unit. I smelled burned flesh and heard agonized cries.
I raised my rifle and looked around for a rider to take down. I didn’t see one. These were our dragons again, and they were all riderless.
I kept going. The dragons came and went. Now and then, they’d dart low enough to pick someone up in their jaws and carry them off for a midflight snack.
I’d never liked dragons, but right now I loathed the sons-of-bitches.
We were close enough now that we could take good kill shots without snipers on the team. “Riflemen, concentrate on taking down their forward line,” I called. “Keep up the pace. Let’s go, let’s go!”
We kept running, through a red slush of blood and snow and mud. We ran toward worse.
No one had taken out their tanks. We were running straight for them, and they were firing as eagerly as they ever had. Great, searing beams of light burned through dozens of men at a time. They weren’t all kill shots, either. That would have been too much to hope for.
Some of them severed limbs or cut bodies in half. We ran past and jumped over comrades who lay in pieces, begging for help. It wouldn’t be long now before that blood turned to ice, and they’d be frozen to the ground.
I didn’t think of that. I couldn’t. It was war. That’s what happened. And if I stopped now, I’d join them in the mud. Maybe I would any minute anyway. But I was going to do my damndest to get to the bad guys and put an end to them.
Our side followed with our own tanks. Laser charges went back and forth, over our heads and toward the enemy, and into our midst. And the dragonfire kept coming. Not even the wind was sufficient to dispel the smoke that covered the field. It rolled and billowed and filled our lungs.
By now, Ilaria’s troops had reached us. We fought hand to hand with sabers, and we fought with pistols. My battle rifle wasn’t much use in these close quarters, but the pistol saved my ass more than a few times.
Still, I got more use out of my damned sword than anything else. It wasn’t dragon steel, but I wasn’t fighting dragons. I could cut through men as easily with it as any dragon steel blade.
And I cut through a lot of men. Our unit found itself in the thick of the fighting, too close to the tanks to be fired on without hitting their own guys, but too far away to be effective against them.
We lost a lot of men, too. A hell of a lot of men.
We moved forward, and we fell back. We took ground and we lost it. The smoke got thicker, the weather grew colder. The snow started, thick and cold and wet.
We fought on, hour after hour. Our teeth chattered. We shook with exhaustion and cold.
The sun set, and night swarmed in around us.
We fought on. We might have kept fighting on until we died of exhaustion, if the ceasefire order hadn’t come through.
But it did. We pulled our broken and bloodied men from the field. They pulled theirs.
I didn’t know why we were ceasing hostilities. I didn’t care. I stumbled back to camp half blind with weariness. I ate because I wasn’t sure I’d survive the night if I didn’t, and I slept as soon as I got the go-ahead to do it.
We woke the next day to worse weather. The story that went around the camp was that both sides had agreed to a ceasefire because of the weather. That didn’t ring true to me. The weather was shit, for sure, but we’d known it would be. Agalyn had known it going into the engagement.
I figured it had something to do with the dragons, and the white skimmer. I figured that because it was a strange business – stranger than anything I’d ever heard – and because Agalyn sent diplomats to Ilaria’s camp again.
The day before, he’d all but told the queen to shove it. He’d taken her gesture of goodwill and put a bolt of energy through it. Now, he was talking peace again. That meant something had happened. We’d lost whatever edge he thought we had.
We had lost men, that was true: a lot of men. But so had Ilaria. That’s what happened in war. We’d come here fully knowing we’d lose men – a lot of men. That wasn’t why we were talking peace again.
No, it had something to do with that skimmer, I figured. And that skimmer had something to do with the dragons. More than that, I figured it was the same something they’d done at Shire’s End. Only this time, it didn’t work out for us.
As usual, there was plenty of scuttlebutt going around. I heard talk of elves and sorcerers. Some people preferred scientific theories. Agalyn had brought some kind of new cannon or energy weapon, they said.
I didn’t know, and the truth was, I was too damned tired to figure it out. All I knew was, something had happened. And it wasn’t good news.




Chapter Twenty-Seven – Ceinwen

Aeron managed to wrench the transport shell from the skimmer. His razor-sharp claw pierced the metal without much difficulty, but carrying it seemed to pose a greater challenge.
I didn’t really pay much attention beyond the initial notice; in the same way I didn’t pay attention to the shots passing us. I heard the whine of munitions all around, and the screams of men and women meeting their doom or bringing doom to someone else. I heard it and saw it.
I managed to remember the dragons and commanded them to the business at hand – destroying the Southern army. They received my order without disagreement.
But then I had attention only for Bryn. She’d lost consciousness. I’d felt it before I even saw it. Now, I clutched her to me as we flew across the wide open plain. I tried to reach her mind, but I couldn’t. There was no block there. She wasn’t shutting me out. She just wasn’t aware enough to answer.
I understood why. Her rune had burned a deep hole into her chest, through skin and flesh. I’d seen the same thing on the chests and necks of the Southern sorcerers. That’s why they’d freed themselves from their runes and pitched their own bodies into the snow with such abandon.
But Bryn had held on. She’d held on longer than she should have. And I – dammit. I should have seen it. I should have felt it. I should have paid more attention to her pain than anything else – my fear, my curiosity, my desire to help these elves. I should have been able to tell.
But I hadn’t. I’d felt my own pain, and my own ability to keep it at bay, and assumed the same for her. I was an elf, and a mage for hundreds of years before she’d even drawn breath. Of course the searing I felt was nothing in comparison to the burning she’d endured.
And yet somehow, the thought hadn’t crossed my mind. Bryn had borne her suffering with barely a murmur, until she could bear it no more.
I clutched her to me, ignoring the aching pain against my own breastbone as I tried to channel healing energies into her. Her skin didn’t mend, though – not with my standard spell, and not with all the energy I could muster from the dragon rune.
And she didn’t return to me. Not during the long trip back, and not after Aeron dropped the skimmer cabin and landed. Not even after I dragged her off the saddle with me and called for aid.
She just lay there, barely breathing and completely unresponsive.
I was swarmed by priests and soldiers. The priests set to work trying to heal Bryn. I think they might not have dared to do otherwise – not in the face of my frenzied fury. The soldiers wanted to know what in the gods’ name I thought I was doing bringing a cabin full of elven mages to their queen’s camp.
“They’re prisoners – slaves. They surrendered. I could not leave them.”
Even Ilaria seemed to find my reasoning suspect. If not for my work on the field, I don’t know how she would have responded. As it was, she stared with wide eyes at me, and then the dozen women and men and half-men, elves and half-elves, that stumbled into the cold air. They looked about as alarmed as she did to be delivered into the heart of the enemy army.
I tried to explain my thinking, but in the end, the salient point for the queen was that I could sense any attempt to use magic and would kill the offender before they managed anything. And the salient point for them was that if they complied, they had nothing to fear; but if they didn’t, I’d let Aeron feast on them.
Still, the priests supplied magic binds – the kind of manacles that would suppress a mage’s magical ability. And I told the Southerners to allow themselves to be bound. You will be freed when this is over.
And if we’re not, Elder?
You will be. You have my word on it. I meant it, too. I didn’t know what Ilaria had in mind. I was too distracted to try to sort it out. But I hadn’t rescued these men to make them prisoners all over again. They would be free when this was done – either by my hand, or the queen’s.
So they let themselves be bound, and then the priests set to work on their injuries. They had burns like Bryn’s, though they’d freed themselves before they got quite that bad. Still, nothing I could do and nothing the priests could do made a jot of difference. Their injuries wouldn’t heal any more than Bryn’s or my own.
“It’s the power of the elder bone. It’s greater than anything any sorcerer can muster,” Aeron said. “Even you, Mage.”
In the end, the burns were treated in the only way we could think of how – with ointments from an apothecary’s workshop, and no magic at all. It wasn’t much of a treatment.
At least, it didn’t feel like it. My chest still ached, and every time I used the amulet, it burned worse. It seemed I’d pushed my luck. I’d overused it, and now I was suffering the consequences. I would keep on suffering them for weeks, until the natural healing progression occurred. And that was only if I didn’t wind up with an infection first.
For myself, I didn’t much care. But for Bryn?
I cared a great deal – a great deal more than I ever would have supposed. I didn’t have the wherewithal to analyze that. At the moment, it was everything I could do to keep my head about me.
The hours passed slowly, and she didn’t come around. Her breathing grew shallower, her heartrate dropped. Her mind seemed more and more distant as I tried to reach her.
Even Aeron noticed. Will the cockroach recover, Mage?
I don’t know. I hope so, Aeron.
Me too. Not that I have any particular affinity to this two-legs, mind. But I am in her debt, and I would be dishonored if she died before I rectified that.
The day ran long. He paced outside the medical tent and went off for a few solo flights to avenge himself against the Southerners, I guessed. He’d come back, sated for the time being, and inquire if there had been any progress. And every time, my answer was the same. None.
As for myself, I didn’t leave the tent. I probably should have. It wasn’t like the war was going to take a break for me and my problems.
But the truth was, this wasn’t my war. I wasn’t here because I cared about this queen or her armies, or her victory or defeat. I didn’t wish her ill. She seemed alright, by human standards anyway.
I was here for Bryn, though. And that was all.
I heard from one of the priests that a ceasefire had been called. Ilaria stopped by a few hours later. She shook my hand and clasped my shoulder. “You might have ended this thing, Cerysdatter. You might have ended this on the first day.”
Then she saw the direction of my gaze and wiped the exuberance off of her expression and out of her tone. “Is she…making progress?”
I shook my head, and she nodded gravely.
“I’m very sorry. Truly.”
She left after that. She might have told me more about what she was planning or where she was going, but the truth was, I didn’t pay any attention. She asked me to call the dragons back, and I did. That was that.
The night grew colder, and the weather got worse. Bryn started to shiver, and Aeron took to snorting and grumbling outside the tent. “Why don’t we ask those damned sorcerers? They might have cast some kind of enchantment on her.”
“I don’t think so. But even if they did, do you think they’d tell us?”
“They’d tell us if you threatened to feed them to me one limb at a time, I’d warrant.”
I didn’t threaten them, but I did speak to them. They were shivering in a tent of their own not far from us, with their burns treated and wrapped. They looked almost as miserable as I felt, and they exchanged glances as I stepped inside.
“I am Cerysdatter. What are you called?”
A tall man with dark hair and dark eyes stood. “I am Marius. I do not have an elven name.”
“But you are not without elven blood. I see it in you. I can feel it in you.”
He nodded. “Yes. But my mother was a human kaladorn. Her mother had been a weaver of spells, so she was chosen to produce a hybrid child, to blend elven and human magical ability. I did not know my father. Neither did she, but in passing.
“It was she who gave me my name, and it is the name I choose for myself. If we are now free to choose our names?”
He said the last bit with a question in his voice, and I nodded. “This queen does not keep slaves. If you pose no threat to her, you will be free.”
“And yet,” another said, “we remain in chains.” He was an elf, with keen blue eyes and straight, raven-colored hair. He’d been watching me since I entered with a curious expression, and his gaze didn’t falter now.
“We are in the middle of a battle. You cannot expect her to unleash mages who were only just fighting against her in the middle of a battle.”
“That was not by our choice,” Marius said. “For those who are more elf than I, Cicero controlled them with their elven names. And for me and the other humans…I promise you, Lady Elf, he knew well enough how to compel obedience with whip and chain and flame.”
“I know,” I said. “And already I have given you my word: as long as you no longer make yourself her enemy, you will be free when this is all over.”
“A war can take many months, or years.”
“I do not mean the war. I mean the battle.”
“And if your queen does not win? If it’s Agalyn who takes the field?”
“It will not be. But if it is, I will find you and free you myself.”
“Do we have your word on that?”
“You do.”
“And if your queen does not see things as you do? If she decides our magic is too powerful to be free among her people?”
I arched an eyebrow at the seated elf. He was, I thought, perhaps a hundred or two years old – not much more than a child, in the lifetime of an elf. “I am free and have come and gone of my own volition with no interference from Ilaria. And if my ability was not enough to warrant interference….” I spread my hands, as if the point was self-evident. But just to drive home the point, I added, “I dare say you’ll be alright.”
He frowned, and Marius smiled – not a full smile, but a soft one, like the barb had hit home and he could not fault it. “And yet, she has sent you here to question us. She has not come herself, though we are bound in these damnable irons.”
I shook my head. “I am not come at Ilaria’s behest. I am come because I need your aid, if you can render it.”
The captives exchanged glances. One of the women said, “You by yourself defeated all of us. How can we help you?”
“I wasn’t by myself. I had help – a woman, a human.”
“A human?” Marius said. He seemed impressed. “I have rarely met a human who can harness such power.”
“She was hurt in doing it. She held on too long. She was hurt like us, but – worse.” I swallowed and made myself utter the words I dreaded to even think. “She’s dying.”
They exchanged glances again. “I’m sorry,” the woman said. “But we could not heal ourselves. The bone of the ancients burns more powerfully than our magic.”
I nodded. “More powerfully than mine, too. But have you heard nothing? Do you know of no remedy to counteract such a burn?”
They shook their heads one by one. “The only thing that can counteract dragonfire is dragon ice,” Marius said. “In theory, anyway. But it would have to be the ice of a powerful dragon, and I don’t know if any that powerful still live.”
He might not know. But I did. I’d raised such a dragon from the dead, many long hundreds of years ago. And then Bryn had raised him a second time, only weeks ago.
I tried to mask my excitement, a little at any rate. I thanked them and took my leave. Then, I raced for Aeron, relaying what I’d learned as I ran.
Do you think it will work?
I don’t know. But we’ve got to try, haven’t we?
Of course. How shall we do it?
I thought about that for a long moment. Then, I decided, We’ll test it with me. You breathe ice, and I will put my burned hand on it. I’d taken some nasty burns when I grabbed the Southerners’ pendants. It wasn’t as bad as the burn by my heart. But I figured that if this was a trick, or if the advice had been offered maliciously, it would be much easier to test gingerly with my fingers than near my heart.
He harrumphed, and said we should be testing on the Southerners, not on me or Bryn. It’s their idea. Let’s see if they really believe it.
But I waved this aside. “Come on. We’ve little time to waste, Aeron.”
He obliged with a blast of ice. It formed a kind wall from the ground to about the height of my knees, taking shape with a crackling sound. Slowly, carefully, I reached out my burned fingers to the ice.
The cold coming from it was tremendous – colder and more biting than any wind from the north. But it didn’t harm my burned flesh. It soothed the pain in my fingers. The ice started to melt at my touch.
I blinked. It could take dragon ice weeks to melt in normal conditions. It certainly didn’t melt at a touch. But the deep red burns in my hands started to lighten. The impressions made by the bones and the cords on which they’d hung lessened, until they were gone, and my hand was restored to normal.
Then, I started to feel the cold. Wincing, I drew back. “I think we found the cure, Aeron.”
I needed Bryn’s enchanted blade to cut through the ice, and I needed heavy gloves to carry it without damaging my hands. But I got a chunk of dragon ice to her. The priest on duty stared as if I’d lost my mind. “Madam Elf, she is already too cold. Ice will certainly not help.”
I set the ice aside and peeled off my gloves to show him my healed hands. He didn’t seem convinced when I explained how I’d rid them of the burns, but he didn’t argue either. He just stood by watching, probably ready to intervene if he thought I was murdering his patient.
But I didn’t murder Bryn. She drew in a long, startled breath and shivered when the ice first touched her. The priest murmured something. I ignored him. The terrible red and black charring at the edges of her wound started to lighten. Then the flesh that had been burned away returned, a little at a time. Then the skin that covered came back, melting the ice until there was no more left. And no wound, either.
“Gods above,” the young man said. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”
“Bryn?” I asked. “Bryn, can you hear me?”
She opened her eyes, and my heart skipped a beat at the sight. She was alive. The rosiness had come back to her cheeks, the spark had returned to her eyes. Ceinwen.
Oh Bryn. I thought I’d lost you. I realized I had tears in my eyes. I wasn’t quite sure why, but I felt…what did I feel? I couldn’t say, exactly. Relief? It was too mild a word. Joy? Of course, but it was more than joy. My heart soared and trembled all at the same time. My breath caught, and my lungs were bursting with sobs.
She sat up and smiled, a sweet, soft smile. Oh Ceinwen, don’t cry. She raised a hand to my cheek, brushing away my tears.
It did nothing to check their flow. I was sobbing in earnest now, and she drew me to her in an embrace. She felt warm, and her heart beat strong and steady.
“I thought I’d lost you,” I said.
My Ceinwen, you’ll never lose me.




Chapter Twenty-Eight – Ceinwen

I dried my tears and felt a little foolish for having shed them. I could practically feel Aeron’s scornful eyes on me and see them rolling in his great head.
The priest came and fussed, insisting that he must examine the wound. Then he marveled and congratulated her for her recovery, and me for my ingenuity.
He was a very nice young man, as far as I could tell anyway. But all I wanted was for him to leave us the hell alone so I could talk to her in private.
He didn’t take the hint for a long time, and I tried to be patient. I tried to keep in mind that this was his job, and he was doing it well. I wanted nothing less for Bryn than the best, after all.
Finally, he elicited a promise that I would work the same magic on the prisoners, and I promised I would. Then, he left.
Brynja smiled at me. “You know, you were almost rude to him.”
“I wasn’t.”
She leaned forward and pressed her lips to mine. The world seemed to stop turning for a long moment. Then she drew back and smiled. “You were.”
“Bryn…I…” I was going to ask her why she’d done that. I’d made a point of not reading too much into the way she’d called me her Ceinwen. This was harder to ignore.
She spoke before I could get it out, though. “We shared our minds and hearts, Ceinwen. I know how you feel.”
I flushed. I’d thought I’d been more discreet than that. Hell’s bells, I still hadn’t even admitted it to myself yet. Not really. Not in so many words. I didn’t know what to say, so I stared at her, flushing and embarrassed.
She smiled again, sweetly and softly. It was the most beautiful smile in all the world. She traced her fingers down my cheek. “And I love you too.”
There it was, then: out loud. I hadn’t let myself examine her feelings for me when we were linked, and I thought I’d been clever enough to hide my own from her.
I pulled her close and held her tight. I didn’t quite trust my voice. We stayed there for a long time, holding on like we were afraid the world might end if we let go.
Then a thought struck me, and I laughed. It was a terrible reaction to someone saying they loved you, and I hastened to explain, “Aeron’s never going to let me live this down.”
“What do you mean?”
“He guessed – he guessed long before I did.”
“Really?”
I drew back so I could see her face and nodded. “Yes. He thought it was the only reason I stayed to fight.”
“Was it?”
“Probably. I had reasons. Good reasons. But you were always at the top of my list.”
She smiled again and kissed me again. That was a combination I was really coming to love. “Poor Aeron. Do you think he’ll survive having a cockroach in his life?”
I laughed a second time. “He’s very fond of you, you know. He’s been almost as worried as I have – although he’d never admit it.”
This was true on both counts. Aeron beamed with joy when we emerged. I could feel the happiness radiating off him. But aloud, he harrumphed. “Well, I see the cockroach has crawled out of her sick bed. That is well, I suppose.”
Bryn laughed, and ran a hand across the scales of his face. “I am pleased to see you too, Aeron.”
He snorted again. “Pleased? I said no such thing.”
“I have it on very good authority that you were worried about me. Thank you for that.”
Now, Aeron turned suspicious golden eyes my way. “I don’t know what nonsense she’s been filling your head with, but I was merely concerned about you dying while I was in your debt. But this resolves matters rather well: you saved my life, and I have now saved yours. My debt is relieved.”
“It is, and I am grateful for your assistance. Thank you.”
He grunted. “And I am not displeased to see you recovered, human.”
We treated my chest burns next, and then the prisoners’. Bryn came with me, bundled under heavy furs. She might have recovered from the burns, but I was taking no chances with her health.
Marius regarded us with surprise. They all did. “I take it that it worked?”
“It did.”
“Remarkable. I did not know that such creatures still existed.”
“Not many do. But come, we have brought ice to heal your wounds.”
One by one, we applied the ice, and one by one, their wounds disappeared. It had been a strange process. It didn’t hurt, exactly, and it didn’t feel good, either. It just…was. The prisoners regarded it with a measure of fascination.
“Will we get our runes back?” Marius asked.
“I doubt it,” I said.
“Why?”
“Because they’re powerful weapons.”
“They need not be weapons.”
“No. But they easily can be.”
“So what? Your queen will rob us?”
I snorted. “You told me you were born a kaladorn’s son, Marius. The rune was no more yours than a battle rifle belongs to the soldier who fires it. It was a weapon you were trained to use, and a weapon you would have relinquished on command. Am I wrong?”
He frowned but shook his head. “You are not. But I have trained many long years with that rune, Elder.”
“Elder?” Bryn glanced over, an eyebrow raised.
I felt my cheeks flush. I was older than these elves, certainly, but an elder? Hardly. So I ignored the question. “I am sorry. But these runes have the power to make slaves of dragon kind. You were a slave yourself. If a device that could return you to slavery existed, would you not want it out of circulation too?”
I don’t know if he accepted my answer. He considered it for a long moment and made no further argument one way or the other. So I finished what I was doing and moved on to the next captive.
When we were done, Bryn asked, What happened to the runes?
I collected them.
What will you do with them?
I don’t know. I haven’t told your queen about them. She will see them as a powerful weapon. And they are, I suppose. But you saw what they did to Aeron, Bryn.
She nodded.
I promised him, when I freed him from death, that he would be a slave to no one, ever again. As long as those runes exist, as long as someone has them, they can use them. Even if your queen will not. Even if she is as good as you think: in a hundred years, or a thousand, some descendant of hers, or some conqueror from the South or who knows where, might not be so magnanimous.
She nodded again, slowly this time. “You know…in battle, spoils usually go to the victor. You took the runes. By right of conquest, they’re yours to do with what you will.”
I smiled and placed a gloved hand into hers. “Maybe. But I didn’t do it alone, Bryn. I did it with you – and with Aeron. It’s not just my choice.”
“And we don’t need to make it right away,” she said. “You have them hidden, yes? We can hold onto them until this is over and decide how to proceed from there.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine – Rohana

The ceasefire lasted through midmorning the next day. Then, just like everything with this godsdamned campaign, it went to shit. We didn’t get the story, but it wasn’t hard to put two and two together. Agalyn wanted something he didn’t get. Some condition, some concession – something hadn’t been met.
So the war was back on. Frankly, it pissed me off. Kings and queens – they treated war, life and death, like it was a damned hobby. They could switch it on or off, come or go, as they saw fit.
By now, we’d entrenched behind – of all things – snowbanks. The ground was frozen through. There’d be no digging actual trenches. But we could cut down trees from the nearby forests and build primitive fortifications. Even the snow, while it would do nothing to stop a bullet, would make it harder for the enemy to spot us.
And we had plenty of snow to work with – and more on the way, every second. The weather was abominable. I had said it before, and I supposed I’d keep on saying it. But I didn’t know how human beings could survive in conditions like these.
The charge of the other day was impossible. Now, we took the field an inch at a time, building up new fortifications and staking our claim a little closer to the enemy. They did the same, and now and then parties would meet and skirmish. Sometimes we’d capture theirs, sometimes they’d capture ours. Oftentimes, we fought until enough of ours and enough of theirs had died, and the survivors raced back to their fortifications.
I missed the South. I missed sun and warmth, and winds that soothed the skin – and didn’t pepper it with shards of ice.
I missed not having to keep an eye on the sky for incoming dragons. I missed knowing that if I spotted a dragon, it was defiantly on our side.
I missed being warm, and not worrying if I’d lose fingers or toes overnight.
But what I missed didn’t mean shit to Command, or anyone else. So I kept my bellyaching to myself and tried to act like I had confidence that we were going to win this thing any day now.
I guess someone noticed my can-do attitude and decided to reward me for it. It was the kind of happy horseshit Command liked, after all.
Either that, or someone noticed it and decided to shut me up once and for all. Either way, by the fourth day, I’d been put in charge of a mission that was probably going to be my last. It was the sort of thing that, if it worked, would really help the war effort.
But the chances of success were pretty slim. Slim was better than impossible, though. And dying doing something beat sitting around freezing to death any day of the week. My guys felt it, too.
The field was full of little skirmishes. Dragons circled around overhead, and riders picked fights with one another. Some of our wyvern had come back to camp, and some of our riders were gutsy enough to get back up in the air. So they went round and round with the Northern knights.
The mission was simple enough. The first step was to rendezvous with KP Friya and squad 1212. We’d be skirting the main field and the tens of thousands of troops dug in all throughout it. Then, when we met up with 1212, we needed to get to the enemy queen’s encampment, and torch their comm relay station. Unlike our systems, and the radios that sputtered out with every bit of precipitation or froze solid with the north winds, the enemy communication equipment worked just fine in a blizzard.
Their KP’s were able to relay our movements back and forth and keep tabs on us even when the visibility was as bad as this. Their squads were able to move in and call down Queen Ilaria and her damned dragon riders as needed.
If we were going to take the day, we needed to hamstring them as much as nature had hamstrung us. Hell, if we were going to survive the day, we needed to silence them.
But there was more to it than that. Command had only hinted at it, but there was going to be some kind of decisive action imminently. And no bloody wonder. We were losing as many men to the elements as to the enemy. If we didn’t finish this thing soon, winter would finish us – soon.
We reached the rendezvous point about five minutes ahead of schedule. It took us over an hour and a half, and I felt like a godsdamned icicle. “Any sign of Friya or 1212?”
“No ma’am. The tracking sensors are still down.”
Dammit. Assuming my calculations were accurate, and we hadn’t got turned around somewhere in the thick dragon smoke, knee-deep snowbanks or blinding ice rains, we were at the right place. “Alright. We’re early, so we hold this position for another ten minutes. Kirill, try to get ahold of them. And Thorgsed, keep working on the trackers. But if we don’t hear from them by then, we’re going to move out on our own.” There was no way I was doubling back without completing the mission, and there was no way I was spending a quarter of an hour sitting on my ass in this weather.
A dozen Roger that’s and copy’s sounded.
The minutes rolled by. The appointed time of the rendezvous came and went. I glanced around at the whiteout conditions surrounding us. Just in the time we’d been here, it had gotten worse. It was no surprise that Friya’s squad had lost their way. How the hell was anyone supposed to get around on a day like today? I stamped my feet as we waited, just to keep the blood circulating. The cold bit deep, piercing flesh and bone with its merciless chill.
It probably wasn’t so bad for the damned Northerners. They seemed to be doing alright. They were used to weather like this. But for me, and our army? Even if we lived through the day, I wondered if I’d ever fully thaw. I was starting to doubt it.
I wiped away freezing water as it tracked down my face toward the neckline of my thermal jacket. I was too cold to shiver. I glanced at my watch instead. Three minutes left. “Any luck on the radio?”
“No ma’am.”
“Trackers still down,” Thorgsed put in, preempting my question.
“Keep at it.”
“Yes ma’am.”
The crack of gunfire sounded suddenly very near us. “Down.” I ducked into the snow, casting a gaze around for the source of that shot. But the snow and smoke obscured everything. I couldn’t tell if it was one of ours or one of theirs, if we were about to be ambushed or near to meeting our missing team.
For a few, tense moments, I heard nothing but distant screams and faraway gunshots. Then a bolt of light split the smoke a few meters ahead of me, and the sound of more shots rang out. I lifted my rifle, pointing it into the void from where the fire was coming. “KP Rohana here,” I shouted in my own language, “identify yourselves or be shot.”
I knew it was a risk. Calling out meant giving away my position. A good enough shot might be able to pinpoint me by voice, even before they could see me. But I was more willing to take that risk than I was to take the risk of putting one of my own in the ground with friendly fire. “Squad 1212,” a shaking voice returned. “Squire Talari here. KP Friya is dead. Everyone’s dead. Everyone but me.”
Shit. “Alright, let’s see you, Talari. Nice and slow, hands up.”
Crunching snow and sloshing boots grew audible, and then a gray silhouette appeared on the horizon. The silhouette belonged to a young man, his arms raised above his head. I didn’t recognize him, but that didn’t surprise me. There were thousands of squires on the field today. What I did recognize was far more important: the insignia of KP Friya’s squad on his jacket.
I lowered my rifle. “Talari, welcome to the Eleventh.”
“Thank you, ma’am.” He was not much more than a boy, this Squire Talari. His face was red with cold, and his eyes were swollen with tears. Maybe from the smoke, I thought, but probably from loss. He was a soldier, but a kid too; and he’d just lost his entire squad.
“What happened, Squire?”
“We were ambushed. At least, I think it was an ambush. I’m not really sure. We were on our way to the rendezvous, and we ran into a bunch of Northerners. They started shooting before we knew what was happening. The knight protector went down first. Then the rest of us just started falling. I…I barely escaped.”
“Did they follow you?”
He shook his head, but his expression didn’t convince me that he was certain. “No. At least, I don’t think so.”
“How far away were they?”
“I don’t know. I just ran. And then, when I heard talking…I thought it was more of them. I’m sorry, ma’am.”
I gritted my teeth with frustration but nodded. “It’s fine, Talari. I’m sorry about your squad.” I turned, now, to my men. “We’re going to have to move, now. If they’re close, we could be next.”
“What about backup?” Thorgsed wondered.
I gestured to Talari. “He’s here.” Both young men blanched, and I offered my best reassuring grin. The chattering of my teeth only just belied my confidence. “We don’t need backup. We’re the finest squad in Agalyn’s army. And, dammit, we’re going to prove it again today. Aren’t we?”
They responded with lackluster confirmation, and I scowled at them all, one by one. I was as cold and miserable as the rest of them, but here we were, and we had our orders. I wouldn’t have called myself an easygoing knight protector, but as a rule I wasn’t a hardass either. But now, it was time to trot out the bastard commanding officer. “Dammit, you milksops, you want to give that another shot? Because you bring that kind of game face to the enemy, and they’re going to laugh their asses off – right before they send you to your ancestors.” I fixed them with the same scowl again. I couldn’t make out half of their faces at this distance, and I’m sure they couldn’t make out mine. But their body language told me the message had gotten through; so I assumed mine was conveying what I’d intended, too. “Square those shoulders and put your boots on, gents. Because we’re taking this fight to these sons-of-bitches. Right?”
This time, I got the answer I wanted, loud and decisive. “Yes ma’am.”
“Give ‘em hell,” I called.
“And send ‘em back to the devil,” they responded.
“That’s more like it. Move out.”




Chapter Thirty – Rohana

The queen’s camp was a few kilometers from our present location as the raven flew. But we weren’t flying, and, on the ground, there were tens of thousands of troops between us and the comm center. The safest bet was to circle the field, sticking to the tree line and following it until we reached Ilaria’s base.
Safer, but much longer. It added another several kilometers to the trip. My teeth chattered as we dove headlong into the sleet. Naturally, the wind had shifted, and now it was driving straight for us.
I wondered what in hell Agalyn wanted with this place, anyway. What would it benefit him to expand his empire here, if it was as unlivable as this? Was his desire to defeat his cousin really worth the lives it had already cost, and would inevitably cost, to claim this frozen wasteland? Had she really done anything so bad that it warranted killing all of us like this?
But then, I knew kings measured worth in a different fashion than the rest of us. A king’s desires mattered more than the lives and wants of ordinary people.
Who knew that better than a kaladorn, a king’s slave? I’d been bound to the service chosen for me in infancy, bound to follow my king’s whims with my life and death. I’d no memory of being anything else, and no desire either. I never had. The wind didn’t wish to be water, and water didn’t long to be earth. It was impossible, so what was the point? A slave didn’t pine to be free for the same reason.
So if he saw fit to send me to this place, to battle these strange and savage people, for a frozen scrap of rock? Then I would do as he bid me. I would die here, if that’s what it took. Sooner, probably, than later.
But as I walked, my teeth chattering and my hands trembling with cold, I entertained visions of how differently my life might have gone if the priests of Kaladora had chosen another profession. What if, when my parents left me on the temple grounds, they’d seen a bard instead of a warrior? What if they’d divined a future as a poet or a mathematician? I wasn’t great with numbers, but I might have been with training. What if that had been my lot in life?
Then I might be in the halls of some fine university, warm and safe and sated with wines and fresh meats, working my mind instead of freezing my body.
Of course, it might have gone another way. I might have found myself consigned to one of the king’s harems, rather than a KP in his army.
I gritted my teeth and pushed on, the priests’ injunctions to remember my gratitude ringing heavy in my ears. I guess I was a lousy kaladorn. I didn’t thank the gods that I couldn’t feel my toes right now. I didn’t feel like thanking them for the rivulets of ice water that found their way beneath my armor and winter gear. And I couldn’t quite muster gratitude to the king who sent me to this damned place, to die for nothing much.
Then again, it could have been worse. I was glad it wasn’t. My life and body belonged to Agalyn, but not as others did. I was grateful to whatever guiding force, whether it was one of the gods or just dumb luck, that had spared me that fate. I’d sooner die, bleeding out in the cold in foreign lands, than live in a palace under such terms. And right at the moment, that was about the only thing I could be grateful for.
“Ma’am?”
I glanced up at the sound of Knight Aratha’s voice. “What?”
“I asked, what happens if they’re anticipating an attack on the relay?”
“Then we fight.”
“And if we lose?” Thorgsed asked.
“We won’t.”
My answer seemed to perplex him, for a great frown crossed his brow.
“We need to get this done, Thorgsed. Our forces need us to get this done. Whatever it takes, we have to do it.”
“Yes ma’am.”
“But, if we’re lucky –” I broke off suddenly, a sound reaching my ears. It was like the wind, but somehow apart from the gusts that drove past us. “What was that?”
“What was what?”
I stood frozen in place, listening. I didn’t want to utter the word, like some kind of jinx that might draw one of the damned beasts toward us. But I thought I’d heard the beat of dragon wings far overhead.
“Ma’am?” another voice prompted.
I shook my head. Whatever it was, wherever it was, I hadn’t heard it again. “It must have been the wind. Move out.”
We’d taken about fifteen steps when I heard it again. This time, there was no mistaking the sound. I lifted my hand in the signal for take cover: a quick sweep of the arm, downward. I heard my men hit the deck behind me. I had my eyes to the sky, rifle at the ready, looking for the source of that wing beating – and more specifically, the rider.
They were terrifying killing machines, pure muscle and impenetrable armor and flesh-melting fire; but without a rider, dragons were more prone to flee battle than engage. They were monsters, but perhaps not the real monster.
Still, that was a philosophical distinction that was better suited to the halls of academia than the fields of battle. And I’d dodged enough dragon fire these last days to have formed pretty strong biases of my own. Especially when one of the sons-of-bitches was circling overhead.
We waited in silence, the beat of wings growing louder and louder. I started as a bolt of red shot across the sky almost directly overhead. Shit. I hoped they were too far above us to see through the falling snow. I hoped that fire wasn’t about to spout down our way.
Another burst answered it, this time in the opposite direction. There’s more than one. They’re fighting. I half breathed a sigh of relief. They weren’t here for us. Whoever they were, they were interested in each other and the battle that was happening up there; not the foot soldiers below.
I turned back, signaling with a wave over my shoulder for the troops to fall in. “Move out,” I called, my voice low. “Move out.”
We did, at a quick, low run. The roar of flame, the thunder of beating wings, and the screech of enraged wyrms followed us. Sometimes it seemed to be pursuing our steps, and others to grow distant and faraway. I could not tell if that was the product of the wind and distance overhead, or if the monsters were circling far and near as they battled.
I didn’t particularly care. All I knew was the sooner we reached the tree line, the better. They couldn’t fit between the trees, and we’d be hidden from sight under the treetops.
We had a ways to go yet. How far, I couldn’t be sure, because the trees were invisible through the storm. I focused less on the distance than the act of taking one step after the other. That, in the moment, was all I could do, and so I threw my all into it.
We’d been running for two or perhaps three minutes when, all of a sudden, a ghastly green form swooped down in front of us. It was largely obscured from sight, but I knew what it was: a dragon.
It was huge, as big as an elephant, with a long, snakelike neck and a tail to match. And the wings? They seemed to triple its width, lending it a bloodcurdling speed and swiftness. Blasts of air slammed into us, displaced by those wings, and I fought to keep my footing.
“Down!” There was nothing nearby that could protect us, if the dragon had a mind to attack. The best we could hope for was to go unseen, that this passing flyby would end as suddenly as it began. I ducked behind a drift and was rewarded for my efforts with a face full of snow. It took my brain half a second to comprehend what had happened: the wind conjured up by the dragon’s passing displaced the snowbank, dumping a good measure of it into my face.
It rose, now, into the air, sending us all cowering in its wake. I hoped I’d been right, that it was just passing.
But then a second beast appeared, its scales red as fire. Despite my horror, I remained fixed in place, frowning.
I knew that monster. It was the king’s dragon. Hell. Where are the other riders? The king was never supposed to be alone, much less in pursuit of a dragon rider. He was supposed to have an entire contingent of dragon riders on his six. And yet, here he was: alone. “That’s Agalyn,” I called.
“The King?” Aratha wondered, her eyes wide with surprise.
“Yes.”
“But…he’s alone.”
I nodded, hesitating. Our mission was paramount to our army’s success. But if the king was alone, that meant he was one-on-one with the green wyrm, and whoever commanded it. If this fight went the other dragon rider’s way, nothing we did would matter anyway. “Aratha,” I decided, “take the men: go for the camp.”
“Ma’am?”
“You heard me: move out. I’ll follow if I can, when I can. But don’t wait for me. Finish the mission.”
“Yes ma’am.”
I trained my rifle on the green dragon, giving the squad a little time to put some distance between us. If I called the monster’s fiery wrath on myself, I didn’t want them cooked in the process.
Then, I gaped. I recognized that rider, too. It was the king’s cousin, Queen Ilaria. I’d never seen the woman in person, but any southerner would recognize the face of the woman we’d come to dethrone. Caricatures of her dark hair and trim features, drawn taut and scolding, had been bandied around like souvenirs before the invasion. But there’d been more realistic depictions too. Once upon a time, Agalyn had hung her portrait proudly in his halls.
She was a youngish woman, not many years the king’s junior, and she looked something like him. She’d inherited the same strong chin and cool eyes, the same dark hair and unwavering gaze.
Now, that gaze was fixed on the king – on my king – with a deadly purpose. I aimed my rifle and took a deep breath, my finger hovering over the trigger.
I hesitated. I don’t know why, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to pull the trigger. This was a queen, the leader of the North. She was Agalyn’s own cousin.
To kill her would be regicide. To kill her through the sights of a rifle, to pick her off from afar like a coward, like a cutthroat skulking through alleys in the dead of night, would be the worst kind of regicide.
I could, I supposed, have fired and then disappeared into the snow and sleet of the late afternoon. No one would ever know it had been my hand that aimed the gun, my finger that pulled the trigger.
I would know.
I’d been a soldier all my life. I’d lost count of the men and women who had fallen by my hand. But they’d fallen in battle, trying to take my life. I didn’t shoot people in the back of the head, like I contemplated killing this queen on whom I trained my sights now.
I’d never killed a monarch. I’d never imagined killing a monarch. Some part of me, some fearful, cowering part of my primate brain trembled at the very idea. She was a woman, just an ordinary woman like me, like so many others who had crossed swords or drawn a weapon on me, and never lived to tell the tale.
But she was more than that. She was royalty. She was chosen by the gods, if there were gods, to lead. Wasn’t she? That’s what the priests said. I didn’t know if I even believed in gods, and yet the idea was so firmly rooted in me that I cowered at the idea of raising a weapon to this woman.
I lowered the rifle. This was a conflict of monarchs. I would not play the assassin. Neither would I leave, though. I would wait and see how things played out. I would see if she did something to warrant intervention.
I drew a gloved hand across my brow, wiping away melting snow and cold sweat. The dragons were flying low – so low that, now and again, one or the other would hit the ground, and it would shudder and tremble all around.
The great beasts would nip and snarl at each other as they neared and unleash barrages of flame when they parted. Both Agalyn and Ilaria wielded shimmering silver blades, striking at the other’s dragon whenever they neared.
That seemed to confirm the choice I’d made: these were swords of wyvern steel. If they were intent on killing one another, the cousins would have opted for guns. This was a contest to unseat the other, to fell their dragon; not to kill another monarch.
Round and round they circled, the earth trembling underneath them. Now and again, they’d climb high, disappearing into the clouds only to return a moment later, sometimes nearer and sometimes further. But always, they stayed in my sight.
I wondered if, now, I should leave and follow my squad. I wondered if I should leave this in the hands of the gods. The diviners had said, hadn’t they, that this winter invasion would bring Agalyn victory? Who was I to doubt them? Shouldn’t I concern myself with the part I was supposed to play, rather than the role of cowering spectator?
These thoughts churned in my mind, and I’d almost determined to go after Aratha when I heard something like a groan in the sky above me. It was deeper and more terrible than any sound human lungs and vocal chords could produce, though. It seemed to reverberate through the ground underfoot and the air around me.
The green dragon, I saw, was falling, one wing hanging limp and the other beating frantically. I could not see the face of the woman on its back, but she was clinging to the beast.
Now Agalyn and his beast descended, their flight measured and careful. Streaks of blood soiled the dragon’s face, and I understood, now, the source of the other’s distress.
Ilaria’s monster crashed to the earth with a terrible crunching sound, and the queen was tossed from its back, flying through the air. She landed in a drift some several feet away.
I crept closer, keeping low behind the drifts, until I was near enough to see them clearly.
Agalyn, meanwhile, urged his own dragon to the ground nearby, and dismounted. He was grinning, the greenish grays of his eyes dancing with pleasure. “Well, cousin,” he called to the woman who struggled now to extricate herself from the snowbank, “you are defeated. The North is mine. You are mine.”
She got to her feet, blade still in hand. Her step was uncertain, though. She walked with the gait of a drunkard rather than a warrior, teetering from side to side, and reached out a hand as if to steady herself. “Never.”
Agalyn laughed. “Your dragon is broken. Your army will be defeated. Surrender, and spare your people the shame of seeing you tried for treason.”
She spat at the ground. “You are a thief, Agalyn: a thief and a coward. You spoke of friendship while plotting your attack. I’d sooner die than hand the North to you.”
He rolled his broad shoulders in a shrug. “That can be arranged too. But I’d rather not end this day with more bloodshed. If you yield, your men will surrender. And you will be treated well, I promise you.”
Her wobbling had stopped, and she raised her chin defiantly. “Your promises mean nothing to me.”
“What about my hand, then?” he said. “My offer still stands, Ilaria: I will make you my queen.”
“And I still reject it, Agalyn. I do not want to be your queen. I am my own queen.”
His eyes flashed, now, and a touch of fire came into the icy grays. “Well, your obstinance has cost many lives, cousin. And it will cost many more yet.” A smile, as malicious as the gleam in his eyes, crossed his lips. “Starting with Ava here.”
Now, for the first time, fear crossed her features. “No.”
He ignored her, though, turning to his dragon. “Thera, kill.”
The great red beast moved for the whimpering green one, and so did Ilaria. The queen had her sword poised to strike. “Back,” she warned. “Get back.”
“Don’t think I won’t let him eat you too, Ilaria.”
“I won’t let you touch Ava,” she said.
“Thera, hold,” he called. The red dragon paused, glancing between the two humans with an intelligence that made my skin crawl. It seemed almost to understand what was transpiring. “You know my terms, Ilaria. I’m not a man to beg, and I’m running out of patience. You want to save your dragon? You want to save your people? You want to save this godsforsaken icebox you call a home? All you have to do is be my wife. We could have the wedding tonight. The war would be done this very afternoon.”
The woman’s eyes watered. “Agalyn, can’t you understand? I do not care for you that way. I’ll never care for you like that.”
His expression hardened again. “You have never tried it. But can’t you understand, Ilaria? You will be mine. How you choose to accept that is up to you.”




Chapter Thirty-One – Rohana

“Give me a minute to think,” she pleaded.
“You think too much,” he countered. “Say yes.”
“Let Ava go. Let me command her to return home.”
He laughed. “I’m not so great a fool as that.”
“Please,” she said. “If you mean what you say, prove it: let her go, as a sign of good faith. Like I returned your scout to you.”
He considered for a moment, then shrugged. “Alright. I still have you, and there’s no escape. If your dragon can move, send it home.”
She loosed a breath of relief, and, with the look of someone for whom the words cost a great deal, said, “Thank you.” She turned now to the dragon, and ran a hand down its great, trembling face. “Nest, Eva. Nest.”
The beast shook and trembled, loosing a series of deep, blood curdling groans. But it got to its feet, and slowly moved off.
Only now did Ilaria sheath her sword and turning to King Agalyn with tears in her eyes, she said, “Alright, cousin. I will be your wife.”
He grinned, pulling her to him in a rough embrace. “Of course you will, my sweet.” He kissed her, and she made no move to stop him.
I cringed at the sight, at the way she hung limply in his arms as he pawed at her, at the way it didn’t seem to bother him at all. It was awful to behold.
It was the way of things, I knew; it was the price of peace. It had been the price of peace since time immemorial. Royal marriages and the heirs they produced had saved countless kingdoms in the past.
And yet, it disgusted me. It pained me for her sake. It shamed me for the South’s, for my king’s – and for myself, that I, in serving him, in being here in the North, was party to this.
I slung the rifle over my back, deciding to take my leave before I was discovered. At the same time, Agalyn released her. A gleam of something – I wasn’t quite sure what – lit his eyes. “But I’ve no need for shows of good faith, my wife-to-be. Bargaining is done from a position of strength; and for you, that time has passed.”
Her brow furrowed at his words, and he grinned. “So, my first lesson: Thera.” The dragon’s head snapped forward. Agalyn pointed at the wounded dragon, a dim silhouette now against the falling snow. “Kill.”
Ilaria’s eyes widened in horror. “No!”
Agalyn’s grin broadened, and he reached for her. “Yes.”
She darted forward, even as Thera started to move. He grabbed her wrist, spinning her around to face him. He was, I saw with a measure of horror, still grinning, hungrier than ever.
She brought her free hand down, hard, on his face as he spun her, and he recoiled under the blow, blood flying from his nose. She wrenched the other free and drew her blade now.
She reached Thera as the dragon, blind to everything but its target, moved to rush past her. Ilaria didn’t hesitate, driving the sword into its neck until it was buried to the hilt. Thera writhed and screeched, and she withdrew the blade. With a quick, merciless overhead strike, she severed the creature’s head.
It rolled free of its neck, and fresh blood spilled into the snow, hissing up steam as it made contact.
Agalyn, clutching his nose, roared with anger and loosed a litany of curses and threats. The grinning was over, the taunting gleam long gone. Now there was only one thing remaining: murder.
The silver of his blade flashing, he bore down on her hard. He swung again and again. Ilaria retreated, blocking the onslaught, but bowing under the ferocity of his blows.
“You’d better hope I kill you,” he warned. “Else you’ll beg for death before I’m done.”
She pulled back further, and I felt myself flinching at the sight. There was fear in her eyes, genuine fear; and it reflected in her fighting style. She was retreating when she should have been attacking, blocking when she should have been striking. Dammit, I thought, fight him. Then, I wondered at myself. Whatever else he was, Agalyn was my king. I was kaladorn, bound to him for life.
If she killed him, my life was forfeit: my life, and the life of every kaladorn on the field today who failed to protect their king.
And yet, I thought watching him strike at her, what manner of monster is this man?
The more she recoiled, the harder he pressed his advantage. Twice he nicked her, and she moved just in time to avoid losing a limb. Dark crimson seeped out against the pale greens of her tunic, seeming black against the fabric.
Then, Agalyn moved close, striking a clumsy blow at her leg. She responded with a block. No, I screamed in my mind, even as she did it.
It was a feint, designed to draw her sword arm into reach. Something in his posture, in the look in his eyes, told me instinctively.
She didn’t see it, though, until it was too late. The king grabbed the wrist of her sword arm and brought the pummel of his blade down hard for her head. Realizing that she’d fallen for a trap, she raised her free arm. Metal and flesh collided with a terrible crunching sound, and the woman cried out in pain. Agalyn struck again, this time at the broken arm, and then with the back of his fist against her face. Crimson trickled down her skin, making grim rivulets against her face.
Ilaria wrestled to be free, to withdraw her sword arm. She grew increasingly bloodier as the hits came. The more she struggled, the wickeder the twinkle in the king’s eyes got. “I told you: you’ll be mine, cousin, in life or death.” Now, carefully, deliberately, he drew back his sword, until the tip rested against her stomach.
Ilaria stood very still, her blue-gray eyes wide. She’d stopped her fighting, but she did not beg. She held his gaze, her chin set proudly. Only the resignation in her eyes betrayed her fear, and even in this moment she had mastery over it.
“For you,” Agalyn said, “it will be death.”
I saw the muscles of his shoulder tense to drive the blade in. I saw the set of his chin, the sneer of his lips.
In an instant, I slipped the rifle off my shoulder and brought it to bear on the grinning man. I didn’t allow myself time to think about what I was doing, to second guess my instincts.
I pulled the trigger.
The king went down. I didn’t need to confirm that the hit had been a kill. I had a clear shot and I’d been aiming for his head. I didn’t miss. Agalyn was dead.
I didn’t waste time wondering at what I’d just done. Treason. Regicide. Murder. The right thing. I’d have time enough to ponder the incongruities later, or I’d die and be spared the task. Either way, now was not the time.
Ilaria was rooted to the spot, staring in disbelief at the body of her downed cousin. I stood, now, and the queen started at the motion.
She was, I saw, bloodier than I’d realized, and her face grimmer and paler. She gazed at me with a set of fearful, dazed eyes.
I stepped forward, covering the short distance between us as quickly as possible. The snow was deep, and the wind had carved it into sharp rises and falls. Queen Ilaria watched me, sword in hand, but said nothing.
I stopped a few feet in front of her, just out of reach of her sword arm. For a moment we stood there, face-to-face and unspeaking. Her breathing was heavy and ragged, and her gaze a little wild. She’d lost a lot of blood and was still bleeding profusely. The veins in her neck jumped with an erratic pulse. Fear was elevating her heart rate, which, in turn, would increase the blood loss.
I searched my mind for the words I needed. I had a passing familiarity with her language, but I was a Knight Protector: my instruction had never been focused on the conversational. I could understand a range of military commands and was a fair hand at deciphering battlefield orders. But how did you tell someone she needed to seek medical help before she passed out, or died from blood loss?
“You are dying,” I tried. I didn’t know the words for blood loss. I didn’t know how to convey that she would go into shock without treatment. “You need assistance.”
She stood in place for a moment, then raised her sword. I took a step backwards. I was out of range, but she could move quickly. Thera had learned that the hard way. Even injured as she was, I was sure this woman was capable of inflicting harm if she had a mind to do it. And in her current state, I wasn’t entirely sure her faculties were operating at full capacity. Her eyes were glazed, her skin covered in a sheen of sweat.
And I? I was an enemy combatant, a knight protector from the South. She may as well have assumed I was here to avenge Agalyn as realize that I’d been the one to kill him.
But she didn’t raise the weapon to me. She planted it, point first, in a bank of snow that stood to her waist. Then she fixed me with an unflinching gaze. “Finish it, then, Knight Protector.”
Apparently, something had been lost in translation, either on my end or hers. And, considering my limited understanding of the language, I assumed it was on mine. “I will not harm you.”
She stared, confused, for a long moment.
“Let me help you,” I tried again. I shrugged the rifle back over my shoulder and stepped forward slowly, cautiously, extending an arm to her as I went.
She stared at it, and then at me. “Who are you?”
“My name is Rohana. Let me help you, Queen Ilaria.”
“You are a Southerner,” she said, this time in my own language.
I stared in surprise, feeling a little stupid. She was royalty. Of course she would speak the language of the South as readily as her own. I too switched to the more familiar tongue. “Yes.”
“What do you want?”
“Let me get you to your people. You will die if you stay out here much longer. You’ve lost much blood.”
She glanced down at her stained tunic, and the crimson snow at her feet. For a moment, she just blinked at the sight. “I am dying.”
“Yes. Let me help you.” I don’t know why I felt a compunction to help this woman, this enemy queen. I’d saved her from Agalyn’s blade. I’d committed treason and regicide to do it. Wasn’t that enough? Wasn’t she still the enemy?
I wasn’t sure anymore. When she turned those gray-blue eyes to me, so confused and helpless, I was less sure of anything than I’d ever been. Less sure, but on one point: I needed to get this woman to safety.
I put a hand on her shoulder, gently. She blinked up at me. “Let me get you to your men,” I said. “Where are they?”
“I can’t tell you that,” she said, her words coming thick and starting to slur. “You’re…one of them.”
“Dammit, Ilaria. I’m just trying to help.”
She blinked at the sound of her name, and for a moment, something like clarity lit her features. “They’re…” She clutched my arm with her unbroken one. “They’re…” Then, her eyes rolled back in her head, her knees buckled, and she collapsed backward.
I caught her before she hit the ground. She was still breathing, but her breaths came shallow and quick.
I stood for a long moment deciding what to do. I weighed my options and found that I liked none of the alternatives.
I could leave now, and hope that one of her men found her before she froze to death – or before one of mine found her. This, I dismissed almost as soon as it entered my mind. In a storm like the one raging around us, an entire army might search the field and still miss her. And to be discovered by one of my army, beside Agalyn’s dead body? That would be worse than being left to the elements.
That left two options, then. The first was to go in search of her forces. The second was to try to get her to shelter and safety on my own. Both would require me carrying her through this damned snow. Even if I felt I could risk leaving her, I couldn’t trust that I’d find my way back, no matter how good my sense of direction. Not on a day like today.
Nor could I trust my command of her language to make my introductions before I got shot. At least with the queen in tow, they’d hesitate before opening fire. If they see her at all. I glanced around at the whiteout conditions, at the wall of snow falling around us. We might both wind up dead if I marched into a Northern stronghold before they even knew I had the queen with me.
And there was no guarantee that stumbling blindly through the snow would bring me into contact with Northern forces at all. Agalyn’s forces were as scattered as Ilaria’s. I’d be as likely to run into my own men as hers. And what would happen then? They’d assume I’d captured the enemy queen. They’d want to take her as a captive.
No, that wouldn’t work. So what did it leave?
I frowned at the final option that remained. I thought of the area. We’d scoped it out days ago, before we realized the full horror of the storm that waited. The valley had been farmland, and there were cottages and farms all over the periphery. Farms all long abandoned now, their residents having fled before the approaching armies. Some had been torched. Some had been converted into barracks for those who didn’t merit skimmers of their own but ranked higher than those of us consigned to tents.
But not all of them had. Some had been too small or too out of the way to be useful. My mind wandered to one in particular, an abandoned homestead we’d found. It was further from the field, yet in the forest a ways. We’d passed it by at the time as both too small and too remote. Now, it stood out in my thoughts as the safest destination. The farmsteads were already known to Agalyn’s army. They were easily accessible, and right off the main roads.
But this place was a woodcutter’s cabin, small and off the beaten path, deep in the forest. It was perfect placement for a woodcutter, with a river nearby to transport his wood and great trees downstream. It would be a perfect hideout, too. Few of my men knew it existed. With luck, once Agalyn’s death was discovered, they’d pass it by on their way back to the South without noticing us.
There’d been wood there, too, so I could start a fire. When the storm cleared and she woke, she could return to her troops. And in the meantime, she wouldn’t freeze.
I glanced down at the unmoving figure suspended in my arms. Great, wet snowflakes were beginning to cover her, melting against her cheeks and painting her hair white. She was trembling with cold.
I wondered vaguely what the hell had just happened, and how I’d got so caught up in treason. I’d killed my own king, and now I was saving their queen. Dammit.
I laid her in the snow atop her cape and slipped my pack off my back. Nothing I did would matter if she bled to death first. In my standard issue medkit, I had some bandages. They were temporary patches, meant to stop up bleeding. They’d only last so long. I’d have to thoroughly disinfect the wounds when we got to safety, but for now, at least, they’d keep her alive.
As quickly as I could, I pulled the torn fabric back from her wounds. There was one on her hip, biting deep into the flesh of her side, and another skimming her good arm. Brushing a handful of snow over the crimson flesh nearest the wounds, I pressed the patches in place, hoping they would take with the blood removed.
It seemed to do the trick. Both settled into place, grafting to her like a second layer of skin, and the seepage of blood stopped.
Now I hoisted Ilaria up, glanced at my compass, and prayed like hell I’d be able to find that cabin before someone else found us, or we froze to death.




Chapter Thirty-Two – Callaghan

Refugees. That was the last thing we needed, but they came anyway. Refugees from Wyrm’s Way and the surrounding areas were the first. They were the ones who had fled to the foothills before the army reached them.
They came with grim news. The invaders had killed everyone who stayed and burned the town. There’d been no survivors – you either outran the Southerners, or they put you to the sword.
Those who followed told similar stories. Agalyn’s response to a fortified keep was a stark contrast to his behavior toward civilians. He was a coward of the worst sort.
The news of which didn’t surprise anyone. Neither did it do anything to ease the burden of these new mouths to feed, though. They came with little but the clothes on their backs.
A few brought animals they’d somehow gotten away. There were some cows and a few chickens – and quite a few dogs. The cows and chickens were welcome news. That meant milk and eggs. In different circumstances, the dogs might have meant more mouths to feed. But it didn’t take long for the strays to figure out that the area was full of dead bodies – and that dead human was as edible as anything else.
And it didn’t take certain segments of the village long to figure out that dogs could be eaten as readily as cows or sheep.
None of it was supposed to be happening, of course. But cram a county’s worth of survivors plus refugees into a single fortress, and anything is bound to happen.
The first few dog disappearances raised eyebrows, but no one thought much of it. The nights were cold, the countryside was full of scavenging wildlife. Dogs were bound to go missing.
And then a Shire’s End native called Dimitri caught a former neighbor, Franz, killing their family dog. The dog didn’t survive. Neither did Franz.
Dimitri called it self-defense, and his wife and kids swore to it. They testified that Franz had turned violent when he’d been caught. I wasn’t particularly convinced, but I had no actual reason to call their story into question. So I let Dimitri go.
Which was its own quagmire. Before, I had worried children and harried parents at my door demanding to know if anyone had seen their pets. Now, I had a full-blown family feud between the Franz’s family and Dimitri’s. Franz’s wife swore vengeance. Her sons swore vengeance. Dimitri dared them to try. “You’ll join Franz in hell.”
And it didn’t even stay there. As soon as word got around that we’d had a dog killer in our midst, I had a multi-family feud on my hands. Everyone whose pet or family guardian had gone missing assumed Franz was responsible. They assumed his wife and sons, who protested that he was only trying to provide for their family, had eaten their beloved pet.
Then it was Franz’s widow and children I had to protect, and not Dimitri at all.
We were like a cauldron at the boiling point. All it would take was one more log on the fire, and the whole mess would boil over.
Worse yet, we didn’t hear a damned word about the queen’s army, or any response at all from the capital. We didn’t know if she’d even mounted a defense, or if she was letting them march across country, burning and killing and looting as they went. She wouldn’t be the first ruler of the North to leave the defense of the homeland to the winter. It meant sacrificing villages and towns to an enemy’s mercy, but it was cheaper. You didn’t have to devote years to training civilians, or a fortune to equipping them.
Civilians lived and died. They made their own way, or they ceased to be. When soldiers ceased to be, they cost the crown. When too many soldiers ceased to be all at once, the crown fell.
And if history was any guide, there was nothing the crown valued more than its own preservation.
I tried not to dwell on it too much.
I tried not to think of Derel, or where she was now, or if I’d ever see her again.
I tried not to think of what would happen if Ilaria had gone out to meet Agalyn, and he left the field triumphant.
We had survived the first onslaught because we were not much more than a nuisance to them, and they’d needed their dragons elsewhere. When they returned, if they returned, they wouldn’t be passing by. They would be here for us, specifically.
I found the longer I thought of it, the more agitated became my state of mind. So I tended to think of it as little as possible. I focused on building a plan of defense and ignored that it wouldn’t last long against full-scale assault. I focused on making the most of the space and resources we had.
Here, Mayor Fitzwilliam proved a tremendous help. She’d been on her way back to Shire’s End from the capital. She’d almost run smackdab into the enemy, but she’d seen the smoking ruins of a farm, and the great, gray outline of troops on the horizon. She and her driver had taken their skimmer off track as fast and as far as they could. Then, when the terrain proved too much for the machinery, they’d abandoned it, and hid out in the woods.
They’d managed to escape, and they’d managed to make their way back home again. She bemoaned the state of Shire’s End, and her grand manor, for many long, tedious days.
But then she’d gritted her teeth and got to work.
We organized hunting parties. There were elk and deer in these parts, and even bears in their caves. Beggars, they say, can’t be choosers. Well, neither can starving men. When we found wolves and coyotes scouring the ruins, we ate wolf and coyote. When we found elk, we ate elk. When we found more than we could eat in a sitting, we smoked it or canned it.
We sent out foraging parties, too, to scour the countryside for unmolested berry patches. Many lined well-trodden paths, and so had been ground into the mud and dirt with the army’s passage. But some survived, and so we had winter berries.
We gathered a lot of wood, too. We were going to need it, for all of us to survive the winter.
We were out every day that the weather allowed. While those of us who were mobile enough to be outside worked at finding food, those who couldn’t worked inside. Old men patched clothes, old women canned food, mothers took turns staying back to tend to groups of children – their own and their neighbors.
And when the weather didn’t allow, we all worked inside. We were tired, and always on our last nerve. But the work kept us alive first, and sane second – just barely alive, and just barely sane some days. But it beat the alternative, and until we knew more and could do more…well, that was as good as it was going to get.




Chapter Thirty-Three – Ceinwen

The peace didn’t last, like I knew it wouldn’t. Ilaria didn’t say what, exactly, he’d demanded. But Agalyn’s offer of peace was one she wouldn’t accept. I guessed it involved marriage – his and hers.
It took a lot of nerve to invade someone’s country, lose your secret weapon, and still demand they meet your terms. It wasn’t the worst example of it I’d ever seen, but it certainly ranked up there among the worst.
I hoped by now the queen had learned her lesson. No matter how much she wanted peace, Agalyn didn’t mean to stop until he’d been defeated – not waylaid, not temporarily inconvenienced, but defeated…utterly, completely defeated.
I hoped for a handful of reasons, but not least of all because I found myself struggling to use the first runes. I could still do it, but it hurt like hell to try. My chest burned, and my old wound would open again.
“Dragonfire burns take many long moons to fully heal, Mage,” Aeron said. “It may be that the appearance of damage is gone, but the hurt still lingers in your flesh.”
Whatever it was, I didn’t want to have to use those runes more than I had to. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to. And the dragons didn’t keep on attacking their masters. They would follow my command for a while, and then my hold would seem to slip away. Some left the field altogether. Some headed for the far north mountains, and some flew southward. Some returned to their camp.
But we didn’t see many dragon riders after that. The reasons, I guessed, were two-fold. The obvious one was fear: they didn’t know when I’d turn their mounts against them again, and they didn’t want to risk it. The weather was another one. The rain turned to freezing rain, and then to ice storms. Not even dragons could last indefinitely in that. Their wings would get coated with ice, and forcibly ground them.
With the weather change, tactics had shifted too. We had fewer dragons in the air, and no charges. We built up camps with priests who could cast warming spells and keep our men from freezing to death.
We still fought. Bryn and I and Aeron made runs against the enemy encampments now and then, for as long as we could stand to be out. But mostly, the fighting happened on the ground – little bands running into each other and dueling it out.
This would be a battle of attrition, a long, protracted engagement. But we’d win. These were daughters and sons of the North, men and women who knew how to survive a Northern winter. When Agalyn lost his elven sorcerers, he’d lost his edge. He’d lost the war, even if he didn’t accept that yet.
So we could hole up and keep his men at bay and let the weather rage around us until we had an opening to finish them once and for all.
It was a sound plan, except for one thing: it required the cooperation of King Agalyn. It required that he be content with watching his men slowly freeze to death, while we sat behind our defenses and laughed our asses off at them.
To me, that was an obvious flaw. Not all of Ilaria’s advisers saw it that way. Derel sided with me, and so did her father. “I suppose it would take a continental war,” she opined afterwards, “to get my father and I on the same page so many times in a row.”
But much of the Council argued holding our ground. “Let them come to us. We have the upper hand.”
Agalyn blinked first, though. The weather had been getting worse, and the forecast looked bleaker yet. We had a real blizzard coming in, the kind of Northern blizzard that could last weeks at a time. I suppose that must have been what forced his hand: if he didn’t act soon, he’d lose his army to the elements within days.
He did act. We got reports from all over the front lines of skirmishes. At first, it sounded like any other day. Skirmishes were commonplace lately.
But the calls flooded the radio. Every check-in was a new attack, and every camp seemed to be under siege.
Ilaria had gotten onto her dragon and flown out with her riders. Bryn and I found Aeron, and we headed out too.
Visibility was terrible. I could barely see past Aeron’s head, and could make out nothing on the ground unless we flew dangerously low.
We circled the field, looking for anything. We strafed a few advancing formations, and traded fire with a few Southern riders. It wasn’t until we spotted the relay station, though, that the fight really began.
Ilaria had established a radio relay station on the far edge of the field. Its position served two purposes. The first was that the elevation made it ideal to reach all of our units. The second was that its situation, so far from the main battlefield, put it out of reach of Agalyn’s equipment.
What it hadn’t done, though, was protect it from raiders on foot. And right now, the station was under heavy attack. Flashes of laser fire lit up the ground, and shots rang out all around.
The closer we got, the more obvious it became that our guys were outnumbered. We can’t let them take that, Bryn told us. If they do, half the field will be out of reach.
I nodded. Take us in, Aeron.
He made a sound like a purr. “Let’s show these cockroaches not to cross the North.”
We passed over the area once, not because we wanted to draw eyes to ourselves, but because we needed to be sure of where our guys were, and where theirs were. That drew fire to us, and a few hits bounced off Aeron’s stomach scales.
He laughed and circled back around. “You’ll have to try harder than that, cockroaches.” Then he loosed a stream of ice, engulfing men and horses alike.
Bryn used her rifle, and I relied on my tried and true go-to: magic. Aeron glided over the relay station slowly and steadily. It made aiming fireballs and ice blasts a cinch.
It also made us sitting targets. A laser shot tore through my cloak. Half a centimeter nearer, and it would have torn through me.
“Put us down behind the trailer, Aeron.”
The site was an open field with a radio tower in the center, and an equipment and personnel trailer behind it. I’d been there when they assembled it, days ago. The trailer had a few bunk beds and a little cook stove inside for the soldiers and staff, and a lot of equipment that didn’t make much sense to me. Then again, when I’d gone into hiding, computers and radio communications had been a thing of distant dreams. We hadn’t needed it. Why would we? Elves communicated telepathically. If you needed a long-distance message relayed, you either found a telepath capable of making the connection, or you got in range. In a way, it was a lot like the radio’s humans relied on, except their communiques had to be verbalized rather than passed via thought.
I didn’t need to understand how it worked, though, to know we needed to protect it. And if we needed to protect it, well, that meant they needed to destroy it.
“We’ll take care of it. You get rid of the rest of the attackers.”
“Me against an entire unit? I like those odds.”
I rolled my eyes at him. “I fear this war is just inflating your already oversized ego.”
“Pride where truly deserved is nothing to be ashamed of, Mage.”
Bryn shook her head. “Oh gods.”
He flew once over the trailer to make sure he wasn’t setting us down in a nest of enemies, then he let us off. “Go on, two-legs. I’ve got a massacre to attend to.”
I scanned the scene. As far as my eyes could see, we were alone. But that didn’t make sense. Our guys were supposed to be in the trailer already. That meant they were either hiding out of sight – or the enemy had already gotten inside and cleared them out. I listened.
The field was full of energy – anger, rage, terror. But I could pinpoint some of it coming from inside the trailer. It wasn’t much of a tell – Northerner or Southerner, I figured they would be afraid. But it did mean we weren’t alone, at least. There’s people inside. I can’t tell if they’re ours or theirs, though.
Bryn pointed to a palm reader. I should have access. I’m a KP. Stand out of the way. I’ll palm in and announce myself. If they’re our guys, they’ll ID as such. If not…well, we’ll go in guns firing.
But you’ll already have given yourself away.
She shook her head. If they are our guys and we burst in without announcing ourselves, we’re as good as dead. They’ll think we’re the bad guys and open fire.
Not if I use my paralysis spell on them before we go in.
She considered, then grinned. Damn, I forget you can do that. Alright, let’s do it. Though – it almost takes the fun out of it, you know.
I harrumphed. You’re as bad as Aeron. You know that, right?
She didn’t answer. She just grinned again and got into position at the door. Ready?
Ready. I cast my spell. I could feel three panicked forms caught up in a web of magical energy. They were struggling to break free, struggling to move their hands and arms. They could struggle all they liked; they weren’t going anywhere until I released them.
Still, Bryn exercised caution as she stepped into the trailer. She swept right then left with her rifle. Then, she ducked inside. I followed two steps behind.
They weren’t our guys. Our guys were dead in a heap in the far corner, four separate trails of blood indicating where they’d fallen. The two scientists had been dragged from the workstations. A guard had been pulled out of the rack. His blood stained the mattress. I guessed he’d been night watch, interrupted midsleep. The fourth man, another soldier, had been hauled from the far window, facing the tower. He’d been shot in the back like the scientists.
Brynja glanced at the destruction, and then raced past the suspended forms. One was a woman, some kind of Southern knight I guessed by the insignias on her uniform. She had a red and black dragon’s wing on her sleeve, and a double crested dragon on the right side of her chest. I didn’t know what, exactly, that signified, but it had to be a higher rank than the two men. One of them had a smaller, black wing on his sleeve, and the other had crossed sabers. I guessed that meant they were her subordinates.
Bryn didn’t seem interested. She headed straight for the machines. She had to yank the junior officer, the one with the sabers, out of a seat. He whimpered with fear – though whether it was of her, or the magic that held him in place like a puppet suspended on an invisible string, I couldn’t tell.
His commanding officer glared at him. I filed that away for future reference. For now, I turned to Bryn. “What do you see?”
“They were feeding in some kind of code to the mainframe. I can’t tell what they were up to. Not yet.”
I turned to the whimpering young man with the crossed sabers. “What’s your name?” I asked.
He didn’t reply. He just shuddered.
“Have you ever met an elf before? Do you know anything about elven magic?”
He still didn’t reply, but he shivered a little harder.
I took that to be a good sign. I smiled, and cast a warming spell on him, just a little hotter than normal. Just hot enough to make him start sweating, literally and figuratively. “Have you ever seen a man boil on the inside?”
He was back to whimpering now.
“It starts slowly. He starts to sweat. It feels – uncomfortable.” I raised the temperature a few degrees, until he’d feel the heat of a warm summer day. I figured after weeks in the North, a warm summer day would feel like hell itself on his frozen flesh. “Then, everything starts to burn and to boil: the blood, the bile, all the nasty juices that make up a human being. They roil inside him. They boil his organs.
“You ever seen an egg that’s been hardboiled too long? You know how it gets all green and rubbery?
“A liver’s not supposed to do that. I guess, that must hurt like hell as it’s happening. But it’s not just the liver. It’s the lungs. They get dry and papery – and he’s still rasping for breath. It’s the heart. It’s trying to pump that boiling blood, but–”
“Kirill,” he cried. “My name – it’s Kirill.”
I breathed an inward sigh of relief. He’d broken at exactly the right moment. My imagination only went so far. I was running out of horrible scenarios and starting to creep myself out as much as anything else.
“Shut your godsdamned mouth, soldier. That’s an order,” the woman said.
I laughed and cast a muzzling spell. “I wouldn’t listen to her if I were you, Kirill. It will be your guts boiling, not hers.” He whimpered again. “Now, why don’t you tell my friend there what you were up to?”
He didn’t answer right away. Not until I sighed, and with a theatrical wave of my hand raised his temperature another few degrees. Now, he had the heat of a hot summer day warming him. He yelped as beads of sweat dotted his brow. “Please, stop. Please, I’m begging you.”
“I’ve no desire to watch you die, Kirill. Tell my friend what she needs to know, so neither of us has to endure that.”
He gulped, and hesitated, and then said, “I was…I was loading the command to lower the dish.”
Something in his manner told me he was lying or hiding something. I turned the temperature up a little more, until he was enjoying – or not – a midsummer day in bright sunlight. “You know, it’s something not everyone knows about elves. But we can sense when someone’s lying to us.”
He whimpered again. “Please. Please, they’ll kill me.”
“I doubt they’ll boil your insides, though.”
Tears streamed down his face. I felt a little bit of a monster. I hadn’t even hurt him, but he was so terrified that he was acting like I was torturing him. I guess, on some level, I kind of was. “I was getting the command loaded. But I reconfigured the dish first, so I could get a message to camp. To tell them that we’d been successful. I was going to send it, and then take the dish down. That’s all, I swear. Once it was down, we were going to cut the cables, so no one could raise it again. I swear, Madam Elf, that’s all.”
He was telling the truth. I could hear it in his tone and feel it in his terror. I nodded and removed the warming spell. He gasped aloud like he’d just come back from death’s door.
His commanding officer stared daggers at me. And Bryn, meanwhile, plucked away at a control panel. “Ha,” she said in a minute, with a note of triumph. “That was it.”
I nodded. “Good job, Kirill. You saved yourself from a most uncomfortable demise.”
“Yes ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.”
“Can you restore it?” I asked.
She turned and grinned at me, cheeky and self-satisfied. I did better than that, my Ceinwen. I sent his message first, and then I put our dish back to normal. So they’re going to think they actually did, and we don’t have comms.




Chapter Thirty-Four – Rohana

We had a few close calls. I almost stumbled into a squad of my own troops not long after I left the corpses of Agalyn and Thera. Fortunately, they were too wrapped up in whatever their mission was to notice me, and they pressed on into the storm while I lay prone in the snow, Queen Ilaria unconscious beside me.
We came within earshot of a few more groups, too. Some were Southern, some Northern, and some mixed. I thought of calling out to the Northerners, but the sound of gunfire quickly changed my mind.
Near the edge of the forest, I found the evidence of a recent battle. Corpses lay here and there, only lightly dusted in snow. Blood still seeped out of them, loosing steam into the frigid evening air. I pushed on quickly, hoping the worst was behind us.
It was not easy going. Ilaria was light, but the snow was deep and the way long. My legs burned, the muscles with exhaustion and my skin with cold. Fatigue clawed at my arms and back, and my lungs felt ready to explode with exertion.
The way was dark, too. We’d been out here for hours, and the sun was hanging low in the sky. Even before sunset, the snow had completely obscured its last rays of light. Now, if there was a moon, it was invisible to me. I stumbled blindly through the dark, with the glow of my compass face my only light. More than once, I caught my foot on a low branch, or felt my footing give way. Still, somehow, I managed to keep on my feet.
Now and again, the woman in my arms would stir, mumbling something I couldn’t quite make out. After the second or third time, I realized it wasn’t my language skills at fault. She was delirious, drifting in and out of semi-consciousness.
I worried that I’d be too late, that too much damage would be done before I’d reach the cabin and get a fire lit.
I pressed on harder, gritting my teeth against the pain. My breaths were raw and agonizing, like inhaling shards of ice with every gasp. I wasn’t sure I’d make it. But, dammit, I wasn’t going to give up. Not while I still had breath to take, however much it hurt.
And, finally, I found the cottage. I’d referenced my coordinates time and again, but still I almost missed it, as dark as the night was. Hearing the burble of a half-frozen brook confirmed that I was in the right area, and a little searching turned up the clearing in which the small house sat.
I shifted Ilaria’s weight so I could fumble with the latch. It seemed frozen in place, but after a bit of wrangling, it opened. Kicking in a great pile of snow with me, I stumbled inside.
We’d briefly surveyed the interior of the cottage when we passed, so I knew that it was a single room dwelling with a fireplace in the central area and an earthen cellar below. I set the shivering woman down a few feet from the hearth, and for a long moment knelt there, catching my breath. My body shook with exhaustion and cold and guilt and fear, and I peeled off my icy gloves with trembling fingers.
Waiting for my eyes to adjust – it was even darker inside, though I wasn’t sure how that was possible – I tipped the compass at my wrist, so its face cast a dim glow around the room. My eyes spotted the wood box on the opposite side of the hearth, and I pushed to my feet again. A weary groan escaped my lips, but I loaded an armful of logs and hauled them over.
The wood was dry and light, which meant it would ignite easily. Thank the gods for that. Matches were the next item on my list, and these I found readily enough: tucked in a box on the mantle. Soon, I had a fire going. I pulled the queen’s wet cape and boots off, then unfastened her chest plate. This was hard to do, as my fingers were still trembling with cold, and the buckles were far from cooperative. They were as iced up and frozen as either of us.
Then, the armor off, I shook the cold water and half-melted snow out of her hair as best as I was able, and brushed anything that hadn’t melted from her clothes. Finally, content that I’d shed the worst of the icy, sodden clothes, I lifted her again and brought her to the hearth.
She stirred as she moved, mumbling something I didn’t understand. Then, though, she fell silent again. I wasn’t sure which unnerved me more: the incomprehensible muttering, or the absolute stillness. “Come on,” I said, inching her a little closer to the flames. “I didn’t walk through all that snow for you to die on me now.”
I rubbed my hands together over the fire. The logs were dry but burning slowly. They hadn’t got quite hot enough to burst into those really intense, engulfing flames, so it would be awhile before the room was truly warm. Still, it was enough to get something like sensation back in my fingers. And the first feeling was pain, like pins and needles stabbing every nerve in my hands.
I gritted my teeth and glanced around our enclosure, concentrating on taking in our surroundings rather than focusing on the pain. There was a cot and washstand at one end of the room, and a rough table and cupboards at the other. Hopefully there would still be food there, enough for a day or two at least. But my eyes settled on the cabin’s two windows, one on either side of the structure, and their frosted panes of glass.
The fire might not be hot enough to really warm us yet, but through those windows it would be bright enough to be visible from the outside. That was something I didn’t want. That would make us a target to any passing soldiers, ensuring that the little house was visible when it might otherwise have been hidden.
I pushed to my feet, every muscle in my frozen body protesting. I headed for the cot, and the blankets wrapped around it. They were heavy and woolen, and I brought one to the first window.
With a little effort, I was able to tuck it into the window frame where once a curtain had hung. I did the same on the second. If any light managed to escape, it would be a sliver. Hopefully, lost to the storm.
That was raging on with as much fury as ever, and probably more. I wasn’t entirely sure. The wind shrieked around our walls, and the cabin groaned with it. Now and again, a gust of icy air would find its way down the chimney, sending showers of sparks this way and that. It was possible that the impression of worse conditions was due to the cabin’s protests.
Either way, I was sure as hell glad we were out of it.
I returned to Ilaria. Despite being as near the flames as I dared bring her, her shivering had only increased. I wasn’t sure if that was good news or bad. Did it mean she was starting to thaw out, and come back to life? Or was the cold catching up to her?
The patches, I saw, were still holding. That was good. But as for the rest, I was at a loss. I chewed nervously on my knuckles – a disgusting habit I’d picked up somewhere along the way, and never quite shaken. Despite these last few weeks of enduring it, cold like this was still foreign to me. Where I came from, snow was rare, and melted in half a day. Ice might form in the dead of winter, but it would be gone by midmorning.
I had no idea what to do with endless snowfalls and winds that seemed to pierce to the very bones. Treating heat stroke? I could do that in my sleep. But what did you do with a half-frozen body and no damned priest to sort it out?
I didn’t have a priest, and I’d done all I could think to do: remove as much of the wet clothing as I could, light a fire, bring her to it.
Now what? Blankets, I decided. I went back to the cot, fetching the last of the blankets and wrapping her tightly in them. Then, I set to work taking off my own soaked boots and outer wear. I’d neglected it in my haste to help her, and now all the snow I’d carried in with me had melted. I felt like I was wearing a sponge – an icy cold sponge.
A piece at a time, I peeled off my armor. This, I laid out on the table. I’d have to tend to it tomorrow, to check it over for water or battle damage. I’d need light for that, though – more light than the fireplace could provide.
The weapons, I kept beside me: my battle rifle, my primary pistol in its holster, the backup that I strapped to my leg, my sword and the combat knife I kept at my belt. I hoped no one would find us here, but if they did, and if they proved to be hostiles, I’d be ready.




Chapter Thirty-Five – Ceinwen

Reinforcements arrived to secure the relay station. The only surviving members of the enemy unit were Kirill and his two companions. Aeron had killed the rest, and he laughed as we emerged with ours cuffed. “Never send two-legs to do a dragon’s job.”
“You take too much delight in butchery,” Bryn told him.
“You humans take too much delight in foolish notions of mercy. I am more straightforward than that. If a man makes himself my enemy, I end him. Perhaps that is why your kind spends so long worrying about a knife in the dark, and mine does not.”
“That must be it. I’m sure it has nothing at all to do with your impenetrable hides. It must just be that we don’t kill enough.”
“That,” I said dryly, “is something I never would have imagined you would accuse humans of, my old friend.”
That seemed to flummox him. He could not simultaneously maintain that humans were barbarous brutes, and also that they were weak for the excess mercies they bestowed. In the end, he dismissed it altogether. “I shall not be drawn into senseless rhetorical skirmishes, Mage. I am too busy taking satisfaction in a job well done.”
Unfortunately, we didn’t get to enjoy our victory for long. We’d barely handed over command of the radio trailer when a general distress signal went up. Queen Ilaria’s dragon, Ava, had come back to camp – injured and riderless.
The entire army seemed to lose its mind at that. Ilaria didn’t have a high protector, that knight who would have followed her into battle and stayed by her side through thick and thin. After Caomh’s death, she hadn’t appointed a successor.
But she’d been with a squad of dragon riders. So someone, somewhere, should know where she was.
We half expected her to fly in at any moment on the back of another dragon beside some other rider, laughing about taking a dive too quickly, or banking too sharply. But she didn’t.
“We need to go find Ava,” Bryn said. “We need to talk to her.”
I nodded, and Aeron shook his head. “Well, look at that. Another crisis, and who do the two-legs come to?”
I glanced at Bryn, and her drawn expression, then frowned at him. “This is serious, Aeron.”
He sighed. “Forgive me, Brynja. I did not mean disrespect. My stomach is full and my spirits are high. That is all.”
I didn’t think too long on what his stomach was full of. It had been many long hours since his breakfast. He, though, was not content to let it rest. “I find Southern food has a most pleasing effect on me. I wonder if it’s all the wine they drink.”
“Aeron,” I said, “let’s go.”
“Whenever you are ready, Mage.”
We mounted up, and Aeron flew to Ava. It wasn’t hard to find her. She’d returned to Ilaria’s camp, but even without that to guide us, her mournful cry would have drawn anyone who knew what to listen for. It carried far and wide, rolling over the fields and reaching high into the sky. I heard her over the thunder and the wind.
She didn’t answer as I tried to reach her mind. “Set us down near her, Aeron.”
“Let me first try,” he said. And for a long moment, I heard nothing at all. Then he spoke again, “She says the king’s dragon attacked her, and crippled her wing. She says Ilaria lived, last she saw, but that she ordered her home.”
“Where is she now?”
“On the field of battle, with Agalyn.”
I heard Brynja gasp. “That’s not good,” I said grimly. “Especially now that she is without a dragon. She could already be in enemy hands.”
“I don’t know. Ava says the queen killed Agalyn’s dragon.”
“That’s even worse,” Brynja said. “That means she’s grounded with that son-of-a-bitch.”
“Maybe. But maybe it’s better news. If she’s a better swordsman, she might prevail.”
“And if she’s not, or if his men find them first.” Bryn shook her head. “We need to find them, Aeron.”
“We need to get word out to the others first,” I said. “We’ll find her sooner with all of us searching, that just you and I.”
Bryn conceded that this was a valid point, and Aeron settled by command’s quarters. This, more often that not, was where Ilaria stayed during those long days when we weren’t constantly engaged. Now, her generals and the Council had gathered here, and they were all dithering about. That wasn’t fair, though. No single man or woman was individually dithering. They all had ideas of what should be done and when and how. Collectively, though, they dithered, because no one could agree with the other on the right course of action.
Infantry’s leaders had their men at the ready to search whatever the queen’s last known coordinates might be. But they were waiting on the airborne leaders for confirmation of where that might. And the dragon riders didn’t know. They’d lost Ilaria somewhere near the enemy lines, or near our lines, or square in the middle of the field – it all depended on who they talked to. Everyone had seen her at some point, but no one knew who saw her last.
The armored leadership had snow skimmers out looking for her, but they’d taken heavy losses. The skimmers made a lot of noise and attracted a lot of attention; and without backup, or some kind of tactical formation, they were getting blasted into dust and rubble.
Some of the army leadership wanted to send an extraction squad via dragons into the heart of the enemy camp. Some of them wanted to mount a full assault. Some of them figured that was too dangerous, and that if Ilaria was in enemy hands it might cost her life.
The only bright spot was that for once, the political brainboxes wanted to leave the decision in the hands of the army. No one wanted to be the councilor responsible for his queen’s death. So the politicians wanted the army to do something, and the army wanted the army to do something. But the army couldn’t agree on what that something was.
That changed when they heard our intelligence. It took a few telling’s to convince them that it was true. But whether it was the urgency of Ilaria’s danger, or the indignity of Agalyn getting his hands on their queen while they sat on their hinders arguing, or plain old patriotic duty, they mobilized at once.
Airborne leadership sent out the cry to the dragon riders, “Find the dragon. Scour the field until you find Agalyn’s dead dragon. That will be our starting point.”
The rest followed suit.
As for Bryn and I, we got back into the air, and told Aeron the plan. The day had grown as dark as late dusk, though we hadn’t reached the hour yet. Visibility was almost entirely gone. Sound carried better, but even that was largely drowned by the screaming winds and lashing ice rains.
For our part, we had heating spells. We’d be alright. I doubted the rest of the army could say the same – not even with the ministrations of the priests.
It was a long and grueling process. We had to fly low to see anything at all, and that opened up us to random volleys of fire from hostile forces. Once or twice, we ran into an over-eager Northerner, who fired at the sight of dragon wings before determining if they faced friend or foe.
Aeron had some idea of where the queen might be, based on Ava’s description. But we were in the air for a good hour and a half at least before we spotted a great, slumped form. It looked white under the snow and ice, but as we neared, we could see red scales. It was Thora, King Agalyn’s dragon.
Aeron set us down and beat his great wings to blow away the snow.
Ava had said that Ilaria beheaded Thora, and she’d been right. The dragon’s body had no head. That was a few meters away, frozen to the ground.
But it wasn’t Thora, not her body or her head, that caught our attention. It was another form: a human male, with dark hair and green-gray eyes that stared lifelessly up at the sky – and a hole seared clean through his head.
I didn’t know the king except by reputation, but this corpse’s resemblance to Ilaria was uncanny. Bryn recognized him at once. “Agalyn – he’s dead.”
“Then the war is over,” Aeron said.
“Not quite. We don’t know where the queen is yet.”
“She must have killed him. She slew her enemy on the field of battle. The victory goes to the North.”
“Maybe. But if that’s the case, where is she?”
“We need to find her,” Bryn said. “We need to find her, before the Southerners do.”
“The good news is, I don’t see her body here,” I said. “Which means she survived her fight with Agalyn. And we’ve heard nothing from the Southern army. Which, if they’d captured our queen, I imagine we would have.”
My optimism proved premature, though. We searched the field for any sign of Ilaria, in any direction. We called in the other riders and directed them to our discovery. But we found nothing.
The fight had happened too long ago to leave any discernable tracks. We found no body in any direction, and we heard nothing from the enemy. They didn’t even seem to know that Agalyn was dead – they kept on fighting as night fell, and the storm worsened.
We kept on searching. We found an endless assortment of bodies – our knights and theirs, some dead of wounds, and some frozen stiff. But we found no sign of Ilaria. We kept looking, for hour upon long hour, until even Bryn and I with our heating spells couldn’t stand it any longer. The cold had gotten too cold, the ice too heavy, the wind too fierce.
We had to fall back and get to shelter. We had to abandon Ilaria to whatever doom had found her.




Chapter Thirty-Six – Rohana

I’d meant to stay awake and watch through the night. I’d had every intention of it. But not soon after I stoked the fireplace and added a few more logs, I fell asleep. I didn’t even notice that I was drifting. One minute, I was awake. And then, sometime later, I blinked into the darkness, vaguely aware of a chill settling into my bones. The light from the hearth was dim, and the world beyond the makeshift curtains remained bathed in blackness. Ilaria’s teeth chattered audibly in the stillness.
Dammit. I’d let the fire go to coals.
Still, I was lucky in the sense that I’d at least woken before it had gone out entirely. The coals glowed red hot, and when I replenished the fire it roared to life.
I was tired as hell, but now that I was awake, I endeavored to make the most of it. I scouted out the cabin a second time, now with an eye to what we might use. There was food in the cupboards. Everything, I suspected, that the owner could not cart off with him as our army rolled into view remained. There was a little dried meat, and some bread and canned goods. I dove into the bread greedily. It was already stale, and I justified my greed by noting that it would not last much longer. The meat I ate more reservedly.
The howling of the wind had only picked up since I was last awake, and I had the idea that we might be stuck here a few days. We’d need rations, and I had nothing beyond a few protein bars in my pack.
When I’d taken my midnight meal, I turned to the washstand. I found soap and a bucket for water, and some linens below it. Among the drying cloths there was a night shirt, and this I hauled out and set on the cot. Ilaria’s clothes were filthy and blood-soaked. When she woke up, I’d need to look at her wounds, stitching any that required it and sterilizing the rest. Before she could get back into her clothes, they’d have to be washed and dried. There was a basin and washboard tucked under a side table. I could take care of that, provided the well hadn’t frozen over.
Still, she’d need something to change into while they dried. Between the shirt and blankets, she’d keep warm enough.
I returned to the hearth, adding another log for good measure. Then, I closed my eyes and slept again. I’d been out in the cold for damned long. So far, no one had bothered us. I figured I’d take my chances with discovery. I needed the sleep badly enough to risk it.
I woke to a yell. My eyes fluttered open as it repeated, and my senses kicked into overdrive. It was a woman’s voice. I didn’t recognize it, but it didn’t take much guesswork to figure out who was yelling since there was no one here but Ilaria and me. No one is supposed to be here, anyway.
There was an urgency to her tones that got my adrenaline pumping, and even before I’d fully opened my eyes, I was reaching for a weapon.
My hand groped through empty air, reaching for guns and a knife that were no longer there. I threw a glance at the empty floor, and then toward the sound that had roused me.
It was Ilaria, alright. But she was in no immediate distress. On the contrary, it seemed I was the one in distress, for she held one of my pistols. And I was staring into the business end of a loaded energy weapon, with a highly sensitive trigger pull, clutched in the hand of an injured, trembling, disoriented person. Well hell. This was definitely not how I’d anticipated things going. “What are you doing?” I asked, trying to keep my tones as calm and measured as possible. The last thing I wanted to do was spook her.
“Who are you?” she demanded. “Where am I? Why have you kidnapped me? What do you want with me?”
“My name is Rohana.”
“Rohana?” she repeated, frowning. I wondered if she remembered our introduction at all yesterday, or if blood loss and injury obscured it.
“Yes.”
“You’re one of them,” she said. “I saw your armor, and your badge.”
I nodded again. “I am. Was. But I didn’t kidnap you.”
“Was? And if you didn’t kidnap me, where are we? Where are my soldiers?”
“You were dying,” I said. “I didn’t know where to take you. So I brought you here.”
“Where’s here?”
“A cottage, by the river. A woodcutter’s home. I don’t know what the place is called.”
“By the river?” The furrow in her brow eased as I nodded. “Why? Why take me here?”
“I told you, I didn’t know where else to take you. And if I left you, you would have frozen to death.”
She surveyed me with a little less fear and a little more curiosity now. “You’re saying you meant to save my life?”
I nodded again. “Yes.”
“Not kidnap me?”
“Of course not. Now please put the weapon down. I don’t want to get shot.”
She glanced between me and the gun, and then, cautiously, lowered it. “So you won’t try to stop me from leaving?”
“No,” I said. “But you should eat first and take a look at your wounds. You’ve lost a lot of blood. I don’t know how much longer those patches will hold.”
“It’s already morning,” she said, shaking her head. “I must return to my men.” She pushed to her feet, grimacing as she did so. She still held the gun in her hand as she headed for the door, dragging her left leg a little as she went.
I stayed where I was, unsure of what else to do. “What about your cloak?” I asked.
“Get it for me,” she said.
I raised an eyebrow. “Me?” I might have saved her life, but I was not her damned valet.
“Yes, and food, if you have it. We’ll eat on the way.”
“We?”
She paused now at the door. “You are coming with me, aren’t you?”
“I…I hadn’t thought of it,” I admitted.
She watched me curiously. “Do I know you, Rohana? Your face is very familiar to me.”
“We met yesterday. Don’t you remember? After you and King Agalyn fought.”
Her eyes widened. “That was you?”
I nodded.
“Was it you…who shot Agalyn?”
I swallowed. I’d rather hoped she didn’t remember that part.
“It was you?”
“Yes,” I admitted.
“Why?”
I shrugged. “I…I don’t know. It was the right thing to do, I guess.” I was aware even as I said it how hollow and stupid the words sounded. I tried to explain further. “I saw…what happened. I heard what he said, what he threatened and…why we’re here at all. It…it seemed wrong to let you die, for that.”
She studied me for a long moment, saying at last, “Then I owe you my life not once, but twice. Come with me, Rohana. Help me get back to my camp.” She set the gun down, now. “I think my arm is broken, and it is a long way back. I would rather not attempt it alone.”
I wasn’t quite sure of what to make of that. I didn’t know if she believed me, or if she thought me some manner of spy trying to win her trust. I couldn’t tell if she was truly grateful, or if she despised me for having killed her cousin.
All I knew was that heading out in the snow alone after losing as much blood as she’d lost, with the kind of injuries she still had, was a fool’s errand. I couldn’t sit by and watch her kill herself.
So, I got to my feet, and retrieved her still damp cloak. “There’s some dried meat,” I said. “I don’t know what it is, but it doesn’t taste too bad.”
“Good. I’m starving.”
I worked quickly, throwing a bit of provender into a sack, and grabbing my gear. Then, she opened the door.
We both stared openmouthed at the sight before us. A solid wall of snow, reaching almost to the height of the doorframe, blocked our path. Near the very top, a little light peeped through – light, and biting wind. Great snowflakes flew past the aperture, dancing this way and that.
“It’s still snowing,” she said.
“So it would seem.”
“How are we going to get out?”
I pressed against the snow. It was packed solid. “There’s got to be some tools in here,” I said. “I haven’t checked the basement yet, but I’m sure there’s something there. The guy that lived here wouldn’t have been able to take everything. We’ll just have to dig our way out.” I shivered as another blast of wind hit me. Behind us, the fire sputtered. “In the meantime, though, can we shut that?”
She nodded and closed the door. “Dammit.”
“Look,” I said, “we’ll get out. It’s just going to take some digging.”
“I know. Just…I don’t know how we’re going to get back to camp. Not through that.”
I nodded. If the snow at the door and the wind beyond was anything to go by, venturing out was more of a danger today than yesterday. “I don’t think we will. Not today.”
She rubbed her good hand across her brow perplexedly.
“One more day won’t be the end of the world, will it?” I wondered. Granted, I was just a grunt, and the concerns of armies and kingdoms were a little beyond my purview. But I couldn’t imagine anyone fighting in this. It wasn’t like sitting it out another day could cause any harm.
She glanced askew at me. “You really are from the South, aren’t you?”
I wasn’t sure how that applied and told her as much.
“A storm like this? It can last days. Weeks, even.”
“Oh.”
“There’s no telling when it’ll blow over. We could be out of here tomorrow, or next month.”
I wondered, certainly not for the first time, what the hell the diviners had been doing sending us here in the winter. Did they want us defeated? Were they hoping Agalyn would meet his end here? “That’s going to be a problem,” I said.
She snorted. “Of course it will. I need to get back to my army.”
“Sure,” I said. “But I was thinking more immediately: we don’t have those kinds of rations.”
This had put her in a fouler temper, and it had taken some convincing to get her to let me take a look at her injuries. “If we’re going to be here for a few days, we need to clean those wounds as soon as possible. Otherwise, the only thing your troops’ll be doing is burying you.”
Now that it was daylight, and our fire wouldn’t draw much attention, I pulled down the blankets I’d set against the windows. I wanted a little more light to operate by.
The north window, occupying the same wall as the door, was completely obscured. The southern, though, offered a little more hope. The snow reached the windowsill, but no higher.
“It must have drifted on the north side,” she said. “The house must have acted like a wind block.”
“I’ll go out through the window, if we can get it open, once the wind dies down. See if I can dig out the door. But in the meantime, let’s sterilize those wounds.”
I got out my medkit and she took a seat in front of the southern window, scowling out at the snow. It stood as deep as my waist, and still came down.
I wished we had water – preferably hot water – to wash away the accumulated filth. But until I could get outside and find my way to the well, medical wipes would have to do.
I peeled off the bandage on her arm first, and she winced as it came free. “This will hurt,” I warned as I opened the wipe. She nodded but said nothing.
I half expected tears and histrionics when the solution touched her. I hadn’t had much experience with nobility, but, on the rare occasion, that seemed to be their standard response to adversity. Her scowls and temper so far were certainly falling in line with the pattern.
And sterilizing a gash like this, running from her shoulder to her forearm? This was going to hurt like hell.
Her face contorted with pain as I pulled the wipe across, dripping the excess solution from the packet onto her arm. She clenched her fist and tightened her jaw; but she didn’t make a peep.
“Sorry,” I found myself apologizing. “I know it stings.”
She grunted something and nodded her head, and I worked a little bit faster. In the light of day, with the dried blood and dirt cleared away, it didn’t look as bad as I feared. “I think,” I said, pivoting the arm so the light could fall on it from different angles, “you won’t need stitches. I think another sealant will do.”
She nodded again but didn’t speak until I’d wrapped it up. Her face was paler now than it had been. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m not sure…well, I’m not sure I could have done that myself.”
I smiled. I’d saved the woman’s life twice now, and she hadn’t thanked me for it. She waited until I put her through hell to express some gratitude. Royalty. They were a funny lot. “Of course.”
Now, we moved to the second wound, the one running from her hip to her thigh. This was a little more difficult to assess, not least of all because she made no effort to disrobe. Apparently, I was supposed to work around the clothes.
This was not as easy to do as it had been at the shoulder. The cut went deep, here, and though she did not cry out, Ilaria flinched and squirmed as I pulled off the old bandage. “I’m sorry,” I said again. “But this is going to hurt a lot worse.”
“I was afraid you were going to say that.” I glanced up, and she flashed a wan smile. “Do what you need to, Rohana.”
I did, and she handled herself like a soldier. This was no surface-level injury. It bit deep into the tissue, and as soon as the first bandage came off, started bleeding all over again. I cleaned it as best as I could, but the fact was the blood flow was probably better at purging unwelcome particles than my efforts. It was just too big a gash to clean properly, and I hesitated to go through all my wipes. I suspected we’d need them for proper maintenance of the wounds.
When I told her that she was going to need stitches, she nodded grimly. “I figured. It hurt like hell to walk on.”
I fished through my kit for the needle, and, sterilizing it, set to work. She turned her head, biting down on her clenched fist to suppress a cry. But, otherwise, she was still.
I’d almost have preferred she cry and scream. At least if she annoyed me, I could have focused on the irritation instead of the pain I was inflicting. But, for better or worse, she didn’t. And, finally, I finished.
“Gods that hurt,” she said, loosing a breath.
“I’m sorry.”
She shook her head. “Don’t apologize. I owe you. Again.” She shifted in her seat, grimacing as she did so. “And…I’m almost afraid to ask…but you don’t happen to know how to set broken bones, do you?”
I nodded miserably. In my line of work, the ability to patch up broken bodies was only just less important than learning how to shoot. “I do. But I don’t have painkillers. And this is going to hurt like a mother–” I broke off, catching myself halfway through the expletive. I felt my cheeks color at my lack of decorum. “I mean, it’s going to hurt a lot. Worse than the stitches.”
Ilaria nodded. “I’ve broken bones before, Rohana. And believe me: it already hurts like a motherfucker.”




Chapter Thirty-Seven – Rohana

Ilaria ate and slept after I finished patching her back together. I headed to the basement to check out what lay below us. It was more of a root cellar than a basement, it turned out. And, even more promisingly, it was stocked with produce and nuts.
Seeing as how the wind seemed only to pick up as the day wore on, that was a welcome discovery.
None of this, though, answered the question that was pressing itself upon my mind – and, more specifically, my bladder: how were we meant to answer calls of nature while snowed in? There was a chamber pot upstairs, but it wasn’t very large, and certainly could not be used for days on end.
And no sooner did I contemplate this difficulty, did others present themselves to my thoughts. We had a good supply of wood inside, but it wasn’t endless. What happened if the storm outlasted the wood supply?
For that matter, what if it outlasted the food? The root cellar expanded our options, but even this new source was finite.
Of all the problems that pressed on my mind, water was the easiest solved. The truth was, I felt a little foolish that I had not already figured out this particular dilemma. Mother Nature had delivered a seemingly endless supply of water straight to our door. We had only to reach out and take it.
Or, packed as tight as the snow was, reach out and chisel it free. Still, the point remained: with a little melting, we had water at hand.
I turned my attention to the southern window. If I could pry that open, we’d have a means – awkward and difficult though it would be – of egress and ingress. It was frozen shut, but after a lot of careful tapping and tugging, and a little quiet swearing, it slid free.
A gust of cold air burst into the room before I could close it again, and Ilaria started awake. “What?” she wondered, wincing as she sat.
“Sorry,” I said. “I was just getting the window open. So I could empty the chamber pot.”
“Ah.” She nodded. “I was wondering what we were going to do about…you know: that.”
Despite myself, I laughed. Earlier, she’d cussed like a soldier. Now, she hesitated to talk about a chamber pot. “Right. Well, I’m going to try to carve a path through the snow, a little ways away from the house.”
“It’s awfully deep.”
“It’s not going to be shallower tomorrow.”
She nodded. “Alright. But you can’t go out there without an anchor.”
“A what?”
“Something to follow, so you can find your way back.”
I glanced at the window, and the blinding white haze beyond. “I’ll be fine,” I said, with less conviction than I meant to convey.”
She snorted. “Spoken like a Southerner.” I frowned, until I saw the smile on her lips. “But, you go out there in weather like this without an anchor, you’ll be a dead Southerner.”
“Fine,” I said. “I’ve got some rope in my pack. I’ll leave it with you.”
“No.” She shook her head. “You don’t want to take chances, in case I lost my grip. Tie it to something. Something solid. And tie the other end around your waist.”
I frowned again. “Is that really necessary?”
She shrugged, wincing as she did so. Still, she affected a light tone. “Depends how much you enjoy life, Rohana.”
Her questionable attempts at humor notwithstanding, she was right. I’d barely taken two steps through the waist high snow before I lost sight of the cabin. And though I didn’t go very far, and though the tracks were deep, the wind was already obscuring the way back when I finished.
Despite the fact that I was decked out in full thermal gear, I felt half frozen by time I crawled back through the window.
Ilaria was waiting for me, offering me a hand as I emerged. “You okay?”
I grunted acquiescence. My teeth were chattering too much to form a more coherent response.
She nodded. “Good. And – thank you, for taking care of that.”
It was the first of many trips in and out of that window. The storm raged for the better part of a week. Every time it would seem that the winds had died down enough for me to unbury the front door, we’d wake the next morning to find my work undone.
In the scheme of things, it didn’t particularly matter. I was a king killer and a doomed kaladorn. My homeland was lost to me, and I was in enemy territory. It wasn’t like I had anywhere to be in a hurry – or anywhere I could go and live anyway.
As for Ilaria, the queen found her limits just in getting up and down the steps to the root cellar. It was the morning after I’d stitched her leg. I’d been asleep, but it had been fitful sleep. When I woke, I was alone.
“Ilaria?” I called. There were no private spaces here, no areas to disappear from sight. The thought occurred that she might have slipped away, but I dismissed it. We hadn’t conversed much, spending most of our first day sleeping, but it was enough to convince me that she was no fool. She wouldn’t forge out into a storm like this.
If she feared me, if she mistrusted me, she could have killed me; she’d got my guns easily enough, hadn’t she? She wouldn’t risk her own life out of some misplaced sense of fear.
That rather alarmed me. She wasn’t in a fit state to return home and would not have been crazy enough to try it. So where was she, then?
The answer came soon enough, from the stairwell. “Rohana?”
There seemed an element of something – was it pain? – in her voice that pushed me to my feet. “Ilaria?” I repeated. “What are you doing?”
She was sitting on the steps looking up toward the landing, a hand clutched to her leg. There were, I saw, tears in her eyes. Something in the sight affected me rather more strongly than I would have suspected. I took the steps two at a time until I was at her side. “What’s wrong?”
She shook her head, blinking the moisture away. “Nothing. Just…I was stupid. I thought I could get down here. But I can’t get up.”
Her face flushed with embarrassment and pain, but the truth was, I loosed a breath of relief that it was nothing more serious. “That’s a deep cut, Ilaria. You’re lucky you can walk at all.” Her face flushed deeper, and, before I thought about what I was doing, I put a hand on her shoulder. “Let me help you.”
She glanced at the hand, and then at me. It was my turn to color. “Sorry,” I mumbled, pulling the offending extremity away.
She caught it, though, in her own and squeezed it, smiling at me. “Thank you, Rohana. I…I don’t think I can make it on my own.”
I didn’t either. I wrapped her right arm over my shoulders and my own under hers, careful to avoid the splint I’d set on her left arm the day before. Then, I hoisted her to her feet. Her injured leg hung limply, dragging behind us as we ascended. A strange, awkward tripod we must have looked; but we made the landing without incident, and I guided her to the cot.
“Here,” I said, “sit. What were you looking for? I can get it for you.”
A crimson flush returned to her cheeks, reaching all the way to the roots of her dark hair. “It doesn’t matter.”
I felt a pang of sympathy course through me. This woman might have been a queen, but she was clearly not accustomed to relying on others. Were our situations reversed, I did not know that I would handle myself as composedly as she was doing. “I’m going to get myself something anyway,” I said. “You might as well tell me: save me a second trip down.”
“I was…I was going to get some vegetables.”
I nodded. “Okay. Anything in particular?”
“Something for a soup.”
“A soup?”
“I’m not much of a cook, but I thought…well, I thought I might be able to get something on. While you slept. It seemed like the least I could do, considering everything you’ve done…” She shook her head. “But I guess I can’t even do that. I just caused more problems.”
I reached out a hand to hers now, and this time didn’t withdraw it when she met my gaze. “You’re injured,” I said. “Resting is the best thing you can do.” I smiled. “But soup is a great idea. I’m getting tired of crunching raw carrots. Let’s see what else I can find down there.”
Her expression perked up. “We can melt snow, for the liquid. You know, for broth.”
I nodded. “There was some squash down there. I might roast one in the fireplace too.”
“And I saw onions. I can dice that and carrots. And anything else you find down there that might be good in a soup.”
I grinned. “I should warn you, I’m not much of a cook. If I’m the one choosing the vegetables, it might end up a very interesting soup.”
She smiled too. “It won’t be worse than what I would have come up with, I promise you that.”
“As long as it’s hot, right?” I said, pushing to my feet. “Hot and filling.”
“Exactly.”




Chapter Thirty-Eight – Ceinwen

We braved it out for five days. The Southerners didn’t last one. By the morning after Ilaria’s disappearance, our troops were accepting surrenders and defections up and down the line. Grown men fell to begging on their hands and knees to be taken as prisoners, if only we would get them out of the snow.
By the second day, we had more prisoners than we could humanely handle. By the third, we were converting transport skimmers into prison transports, and swapping wheels for skis.
We kept looking for Ilaria. The weather didn’t ease up, and we got nowhere. But we kept at it. The military worked feverishly, as if they had some hope that she might yet be alive.
That, of course, was nonsense. No one would have survived a night like that – not without shelter, not on an open field.
In my heart, I thought I knew exactly how we’d find Ilaria: in the spring, after the first melt, dead and frozen somewhere on that field.
Brynja wouldn’t accept that for a few long days. But she came around by the third day, and by the fifth, so did the generals. Ilaria was dead, and the Southerners were dying. There was no sense killing our own men to watch them turn into blocks of ice.
Our priests had been run ragged keeping everyone warm. The winds had been so extreme, they were putting out wood fires. So magical energy was the only thing keeping the men and women of the North alive. The high priests warned that this was a strain their brethren could not long endure.
So the Council voted to return home.
Ana Derel protested that we’d promised to aid the razed towns and scattered populaces. She reminded the Council that Ilaria had sworn we’d head to Shire’s End. “The queen is missing, and the situation has changed,” her father told her. “We must do our best in her absence. We must do right by her army. Queen Ilaria – All-Father protect her – would never forgive us for endangering her fighting force.”
When she’d pointed out that abandoning our border towns meant endangering parts of the fighting force, he’d sighed and affected a patronizing tone. “I’m sure you’re worried about your friends, my dear. But the truth is, even if they survived that first assault, they’re dead by now. We cannot risk more deaths to confirm what we already know.”
I didn’t know his first name. It was a strange thing. The name Derel, in connection with her grizzled progenitor, started to evoke a distaste. Whereas the name Derel in connection with the bright-eyed young woman we knew evoked a warm, friendly feeling.
It was worse where her brothers were concerned. Their names I did learn, though I couldn’t always put names to faces. There was James, the elder, or second oldest, and Matthias, who had either been born right after or right before James. Bjorn was the third son. That, I knew. They all looked alike, and they all looked like her – light-eyed, fair-skinned, clean-cut and good looking in a military-family way.
They didn’t sit with the Council. They were not so senior as all that – not as senior as the senior Derel. But they didn’t sit with Ana, either. I ran into them three times during our campaign – once, before we’d left the capitol, I caught a glimpse of them. They’d come with a message for Ana, and were leaving as I arrived. I didn’t count that time.
Our actual meetings had been following the attack on Caomh. The Derel patriarch had made a little of one of the Derel’s doing her part to save the queen’s life. The brothers hadn’t liked that. They’d been red-faced and tightlipped, and when they did loosen their clenched jaws enough to speak, it had been to offer faint praise. Matthias had opined that it was a job well done – but alas, if only his sister had been hastier, the High Protector might yet be alive.
James tried less. He muttered something about no good coming of working with elves. “And since when are you such a friend of dragons?”
Bjorn tried a little more. He’d given his sister a half smile. “Well, you may be late to the party, sis, but you’ll show us all up at this rate.” Late to the party, I took to be a reference to joining the military after them, as she was the youngest of her family.
That had been my first introduction to them. My second had been after Brynja’s brush with death. Ana had come to our camp once with her brothers in tow. She was effusive in her good wishes and hugged us both vigorously. “I’m so glad you’re alright, Bryn. I had no idea. Gods, how terrifying.”
Matthias had said nothing at all. James eyed me suspiciously, and then Brynja, and me again, in an unending loop the entire time he was there. “I’m told Agalyn is using elves now to destroy the North?”
“He tried. It didn’t quite work out the way he planned.”
“I didn’t know there were that many elves still alive.” He said it like the knowledge wasn’t welcome, like his physician had just told him he had suspicious growths in his lungs.
“But it’s good news,” Bjorn added. “Hopefully they’ll be on our side, like you.”
James snorted. “Agalyn couldn’t trust them, and they were Southern. I don’t know how we’ll be able to.”
“Well, don’t keep them in cages as slaves and force them to fight for you. That would be a good start.”
He stared at me, and Ana flushed. “I’m sorry, Cerysdatter. My brother’s ideas about magic are…old-fashioned.”
A pretty euphemism for bigotry, Bryn thought.
“There’s a reason people who had to deal with magic didn’t trust it,” he said. “So if following the wisdom of our ancestors makes me old-fashioned, that’s a badge I’ll proudly wear, sister. You would do well to do the same. You are not so wise that you are wiser than our forebearers.”
Our third meeting was just after the Council voted to return to the capitol. Bryn and I and Ana were privy to their musings, I suppose as some kind of courtesy to the early role we’d played in warning the North. Ana’s father was a member of the Council, so of course he played his role too.
But Ana’s brothers had no part in it. Seniority dictated the father’s place, and courage had earned the daughter’s; but it seemed two Derel’s in session was more than enough representation in the opinion of their peers.
The three young men waited for their father’s return, looking a little sullen. Matthias glowered as Ana came out, and James clenched his jaw at the sight. Bjorn took a few steps in her direction. “What did they decide, sister?”
“We’re going home.” She said it resignedly.
Bjorn missed her tone. He laughed. “Thank the gods. It’s about time.”
“We’re not going to render aid to Shire’s End,” she said.
He seemed to catch the import, because he wiped the mirth off his features. “Oh. Oh, I’m sorry, Ana. Really, I am.”
James snorted. “You’re not still bleating on about that, are you, Ana?”
“Of course she is,” Matthias said. “That’s where that knight she won’t shut up about lives.” Now, he shook his head at her. “You made a rookie mistake, Ana: you caught feelings. You’re just supposed to fuck them.”
I saw Ana’s fist clench. I saw her work through the split-second calculus, and then decide it wasn’t worth it. She walked on. We followed her.
I heard Bjorn take his brother to task. “Come on. She’s probably dead, Matt. That wasn’t necessary.”
I heard the older brother laugh, and declare his sister needed to move on anyway. “Sooner she faces facts, the better for her.”
Bryn wrapped an arm around her once we were out of sight of her brothers.
“I see why you don’t talk with them much,” I said. “I’m surprised you talk to them at all, to be honest.”
“She’s not dead,” she said, her voice sounding very small. “I know she’s not dead.”
I glanced at Bryn. “Anything’s possible,” I said. The truth was, I didn’t have a lot of confidence. There were a million and one scenarios in which that town could have been razed to the ground. Then again, there were plenty of reasons the Southerners might not have bothered. It was war. In war, sometimes people beat impossible odds, and sometimes they died of the weather.
“You don’t think she made it?”
“Hell, I don’t know, Ana. I don’t know the town, and I don’t know what happened after you left.”
She nodded thoughtfully. “We won’t know. Not until we go there.”
“Maybe they’ll reconsider, once the storm breaks,” Bryn said. “Or maybe they’ll send out winter skimmers and bypass the Southerners altogether. Skis will be the easiest way to get there anyway.”
We didn’t see her again that night, which wasn’t a surprise. Sometimes she could get away from her own unit, and sometimes she couldn’t. And with the move underway, the units were shifting and splitting apart. The capitol couldn’t support an entire army for an extended period, so regional knights were taking their man back home. Units were returning to their forts, and knights to their homes.
For now, we travelled together. But little by little, there would be a steady exodus of troops.
It started a little sooner than anticipated, though. It started that night. Bryn and I were heading to bed. We’d moved into one tent now. Even when we were too damned tired to do anything but hold each other, the comfort of wrapping my arms around her and falling asleep with her beside me was hard to overstate.
She’d taken my hand in hers, and judging by the amorous glint in her eyes, I had the feeling that tonight she wasn’t too tired. I probably was, but, hell, that’s what caffeine was for, right?
So grinning like two fools, we headed for our tent. But a messenger, half frozen and all bundled up in furs, intercepted us first. “KP Evansdatter?” he said.
Brynja nodded.
“I have a letter here for you, from KP Derel.”
Bryn took it and thanked the messenger. We got inside the tent to get out of the wind, and I conjured up a ball of light. “I assume it’s from Ana? And not one of the other Derel’s?”
She nodded, and then opened the letter. A second note fell out, this one sealed addressed to her commanding officer.
To my dear friends Brynja and Cerysdatter,
I am writing with a request. I have to leave tonight. I’ve taken Iolo, as I brought him. I am going to Shire’s End. I suppose that will not surprise you very much. Please don’t try to stop me. I will have already left before you get this, and if the blizzard is impassable, well, no sense all of us falling to it.
I have included a note for my commander, informing him that, following the Council’s edict, I am returning to my base of origin. Please deliver it to him tomorrow morning on my behalf.
Thank you, my friends, and I hope someday I will see you again. If not in this life, then we may draw swords together again in Valhalla.
Ana




Chapter Thirty-Nine – Rohana

Hot and filling was about the most that could be said for our soup, in the end. We each had theories as to what it needed. “A little salt,” I said. “I think that would have helped.”
“Meat would have been nice. Venison or beef. Something to go with all those beans.”
“Venison?”
“You know, deer meat?”
It took her a few minutes to make me understand what a deer was. In my part of the world, no such creatures existed. When she finished, though, I nodded. “Venison would be perfect.”
“Still,” she said, “it was the best thing I’ve eaten in about two days.”
I laughed. “True enough.”
We sat in silence for a moment by the fireplace, our empty bowls resting beside us. I had snow melting to clean them, but I was letting the soup settle in my stomach for a few minutes. I enjoyed the feeling of relaxing by the fire, the strange happenings of the last few days far from my mind.
“I know I keep saying this,” she said in a minute, “but thank you.”
I glanced up, and, the fact was, my heart skipped a beat. Ilaria’s blue-gray eyes were fixed on me, a gentle expression in them. It struck me now that she was beautiful, with perfect, chiseled features that not even fatigue and dirt could diminish. I wondered that I hadn’t noticed it before. I supposed I’d seen her first as an enemy. Then, my mind had been too full of pulling her out of the storm to notice anything more. For some reason I couldn’t quite fathom, I was noticing it now. And she rather took my breath away.
It was stupid, of course, and entirely inappropriate. Like everything else I’ve done since I met you, Ilaria. I glanced down at my bowl and cleared my throat. “Of course. Thank you for the idea.”
She snorted lightheartedly. “I’ve got to contribute something, I suppose.” Then, though, she sobered, the amusement going out of her tone. “But not just for the soup, Rohana. Thank you for everything. Thank you for saving me from the storm. Thank you…” Her voice caught, and I glanced up to meet her gaze. “Thank you for saving me from Agalyn.”
I swallowed at the mention of his name. It was the second time we’d spoke of what transpired, and I hadn’t been sure that she ever meant to mention it again. “Of course.”
“I know that could not have been easy. He was your king.”
I blinked. I wasn’t sure where she was going with this. “I did what I had to.”
“No,” she said, and her tone was gentle, “you didn’t. You could have walked away. I think most people, given the choice, would have walked away. But you didn’t, Rohana. You saved me – not just from death. From a fate worse than death.” Her eyes glimmered in the firelight, and I felt I could have stared into them forever. “That’s a debt I can never repay. But I want you to know, I intend to do my damnedest to try.”
“You don’t owe me anything,” I said, and my tone sounded brusquer than I’d meant it to. “Agalyn…Agalyn brought us here saying you had wronged the South, that you had forfeited the right to rule by treachery, and that now the North was his by birthright. He lied, and thousands died for his lies, for his twisted obsession. He deserved to die.” All of that was true, but the fact was, it had nothing to do with why I’d pulled the trigger. I’d pulled the trigger because this woman’s life was in danger.
I’d pull it again, without a second thought, if the need arose.
But she was a queen, and I was a failed kaladorn, a traitor and an assassin. I was probably the biggest fuckup on the face of the planet. I didn’t want her gratitude. I didn’t deserve it.
She smiled slowly. “I owe you everything, Rohana.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, and so I said nothing. In a minute, I sighed and rose. “Well, I suppose I’d better clean these bowls.”
“I can do it,” she said.
“With one hand?” I smiled at her.
“I was able to prep the vegetables,” she reminded me.
I didn’t point out that her one-handed vegetable chopping had taken five times as long as it would have taken me. It had only been through dogged determination – one might even say, stubbornness – that she’d gotten it done at all. We’d both laughed as her onion almost rolled away while she reached for the knife, and when she cursed at a particularly stubborn carrot that kept slipping out from under the blade. I appreciated that she wanted to help as badly as she did, and I empathized with her need to feel like she was pulling her weight. So I said, “True, but I’ll do it. You shouldn’t be crouching over a wash pan. Not with that leg.”
She nodded, accepting the point. “Alright.” For a moment, she watched me work. I’d been heating a pan of melted snow by the fire for washing, and I dropped my bowl and utensil into it and set to work scrubbing it with one of the cleaning towels I’d found. “Can I ask you a question, Rohana?” she said when I’d finished.
“Um, sure.”
“What made you decide to join the army?”
I froze. Somehow, I’d just assumed she realized I was kaladorn, and all that that implied. “I…I didn’t decide.” I lifted my eyes to meet hers. “It was chosen for me. I am kaladorn.”
Her eyes widened. “A king’s slave?”
I felt irrationally ashamed at those words, but I nodded all the same. For the briefest time, this woman hadn’t seen a slave. She’d seen a Knight Protector, a friend maybe; a fool, perhaps; a traitor, almost certainly.
But she hadn’t seen a slave.
Now she did. “That’s right,” I said, and my tone was bitter. “A slave.”
I reached to take her bowl, and to my surprise, she stretched out a hand to intercept mine. She returned my confused gaze with a steady one, saying softly, “There are no kaladorn in the North, Rohana.”
“I am not from the North,” I reminded her.
“You could be, if you wanted. After what you’ve done for me, I could knight you, a free daughter of the North. You’d have lands of your own.”
“I told you,” I said, pulling my hand away. “You don’t owe me anything.” I didn’t say it out loud, but her gratitude worried me less than her charity; and her charity less than pity. I’d rather face a firing squad back than have those particular blue-gray eyes fill with pity when they looked at me, like some damned wounded animal or kicked dog. I might be kaladorn, and a traitor, and all the rest. But I had my pride too.
She nodded. “I remember. But I was talking about what you’ve earned rather than what I owed, Rohana.”
I took the bowl and retreated to my dishwater. I didn’t dare look up at her. My emotions were too addled for that. “That’s a politician speaking, my lady,” I declared. “Call it what you will, it’s the same thing.”
If the sharpness of my words or tone bothered her, she didn’t let on. “I told you already: I owe you everything. That’s a debt I cannot repay. Who can repay everything? But any soldier who risked what you risked would earn a knighthood.”
“Even an enemy soldier?” I scoffed.
“Especially an enemy soldier.”
I glanced up now, unable to resist the urge to see her expression. I couldn’t quite understand the tenor of her words, and I needed visual confirmation. She was watching me with curious eyes, but I didn’t see anything mocking in them. I relaxed a degree, the tightness in my chest easing. “I don’t need a knighthood,” I said in a moment. “Or lands. But I have no country of my own now. I would be in your debt if I could stay here awhile, in this place. Just until I figure out what I’ll do.” I hadn’t made plans beyond weathering this storm, but if she was looking to the future, I supposed I should as well.
“Of course. The North is yours for as long as you want to call it home.” She smiled. “And, when you get to see more of her, perhaps you will love her as much as we do.”
It was at that precise moment that a gust of wind came down the chimney, showering the room in sparks. I leapt backward, avoiding the worst of it. The wind shrieked outside our cabin, high and plaintive. I glanced up at her, and we both laughed at the same moment. “You think so?” I asked.
“I know,” she said, “it hasn’t been the best introduction. But there’s summer here too: days of sunshine and warmth, of green fields and blue skies.”
“If,” I pointed out, “you survive the winters.”
She smiled. “I wouldn’t worry. You’ve proven yourself pretty adept at that so far.”
Her strength returned quickly in those first days, and with it, her aggravation at herself mounted. She would stare pensively at the window, and ask as I checked her sutures, “What do you think? Will I be able to head out when this damned storm is over?”
My honest answer, of course, was, “No.” Not in snow like this; not with a cut as deep as she’d sustained.
She’d sigh long and deep, but nod in agreement. “Dammit, Rohana. That’s not what I wanted to hear.”
The first time she said it, I hadn’t realized she was joking. I’d been about to remind her that lying was no service at all when I caught her smile.
I wasn’t used to her kind of teasing; certainly not from someone in her station.
Not that I had any experience with queens, of course. But I’d had my share of commanding officers and civilian attachés in charge of missions. Stuffed shirts and over-confident prats: that’d been my impression of the ruling classes.
It was hard for me to picture them getting better the further up the food chain they went. Agalyn had been a king, and he was the embodiment of everything I would have guessed about royals. Everything, and then some.
But her gentle humor, her easy smile, took me by surprise. It didn’t have quite the edge of the barracks humor I’d learned in service. It was softer, more playful.
I found myself liking it a good deal.
I found myself liking her a great deal. And that worried me as much as it surprised me. I wasn’t the sort to form attachments. My life had been too hectic, too much in constant motion for that. And love was a luxury not permitted the kaladorn. Not if they were smart, anyway. Marriage was a privilege granted only the most celebrated slaves, those whose service to the king had earned them his particular favor. And love without marriage for a slave, whose time and whereabouts were not her own to decide, was a sure path to heartache.
I’d seen it happen in my squads over the years: men and women who would fall in love, only to be shipped to different parts of the globe, never to see the object of their affection again. Or worse, they’d fall in love with another slave, whose movements were not their own to determine. People didn’t quite come back from seeing the person they loved shipped off to the mines or a harem or battles on the other side of the hemisphere.
No, love was a luxury for the free. Physical intimacy and brief, no-strings-attached moments of togetherness and pleasure, were safer. But even they carried risks. It wasn’t too far, sometimes, to go from making love to being in love. I’d seen good knights fall into that trap, and spiral into the destructive grip of despair when all came to its inevitable end.
Soldiers and romance in general didn’t go well together. It wasn’t the kind of job that suffered distraction, much less the crazy risks people seemed prone to take when under the influence of love. Slaves and love were just that much worse.
I’d always accepted that. So what the hell was I doing thinking about her as much as I was, working as hard as I found myself working to make her smile?
I didn’t know, and the fact was, it terrified me a little to consider. I should have been wracked with guilt at what I’d done. I should have been worried about our campaign, and what these brutal days were doing to my fellow soldiers. But that seemed another life, another world. And there was something about her that kept drawing me back to her, no matter how much I determined to ignore it.
The close quarters did nothing to help, either. We ate, bathed, and slept in the same little wooden box, day in and day out, without another soul to distract us. To distract me, from being driven to distraction by you, Ilaria.
She managed to clean her body using that little washstand, but her hair was another matter. It was long and thick, and impossible to reach and really scrub for someone with one broken arm and one patched up shoulder. It fell to me to wash it, and then towel dry it in front of the fire. It fell to me to comb it out with the brush from my pack.
It was as straightforward an act as I could imagine, but there was something about running my hands through this woman’s hair while she sat with her back pressed against my knees and legs that made my stomach twist itself into knots each morning. I knew it was nonsense. I knew there was no reason to overthink it. But it seemed so intimate a moment. I’d never let anyone touch me like that. I’d never touched anyone like that. I’d never just been with another person, caring for her, spending my time with her.
She seemed to sense something of my awkwardness, for she would always apologize. “I feel so useless,” she’d say. Or, “Thank you, Rohana. I know I’m a pain in the…well, you know.”
She didn’t know – she couldn’t know – the reason for my unease. But I’d tease, “As long as you don’t take me for your maidservant, milady,” or, “Yes you are. But it’s a fair exchange for putting up with my cooking,” or some other bit of nonsense to ease the tension. And she would laugh as if it was actually funny.
And I’d feel my stomach squirm a little more.
The close quarters affected more than my growing attraction to her, though. With nothing to do, the hours passed slowly. I would pace and she would brood. Neither was healthy, for either of us. As the days wore on, we tackled the boredom in whatever manner we could think of trying.
She taught me to play chess. We used pebbles I fished out of the root cellar and carved a rough playing board into the wooden floor. “I’ll have to find out who owns this place,” she said with a grin, “and pay them for all the food we’ve stolen. And now the vandalism.”
I was slow at picking up the nuances of the game and lost a lot. She let me win now and then, which, frankly, pissed me off more than losing. And I told her as much.
She apologized, explaining, “I just don’t want you getting frustrated and quitting.”
“Did hauling your royal ass through a blizzard teach you nothing about my perseverance, your majesty?”
She laughed, a little scandalized, I think, by my language. “Stubbornness, more like. But point taken.”
On the fourth day of our confinement, I found a worn deck of cards in one of the trunks. I was happy for it. Perseverance be damned: I was getting awfully tired of getting my ass handed to me in chess matches.
Now, I taught her every variety of poker I knew, and she taught me a few games too. We played for our ‘chess pieces.’ We played to see who got the first shift replenishing the fire each night. We played for bragging rights.
After a few days, even poker lost something of its appeal. “I’d give anything for a book,” she sighed, staring at the cards laying out in front of us. We’d finished lunch and a game of rummy and were debating which game to play next. The problem was that nothing particularly appealed.
“I never had much time for books,” I admitted. “Now I’ve got all the time, and not a book to be had.”
“I’ve got a library of books at home,” she said. “Thousands upon thousands of them. You think I’ve had a chance to read half as many as I’d like?” She shook her head. “Something always gets in the way.”
I tried to imagine a library with thousands of books. I laughed out loud at the idea. It seemed preposterous.
“What?” she asked.
“How could anyone ever read so much?”
She shrugged. “Well, she’d have to have more time than me.”
“But who would be rich enough to afford that many books?”
“Someone too busy to read them,” she sighed. “Apparently.”
“What’s the point, then, of owning them?”
She frowned, and I wondered if I’d annoyed her. Then, she shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I hadn’t thought of it before. But it’s a family library. Most of them were bought before I ascended the throne. But maybe that’s what I’ll do, when I’m old: I’ll give the throne to my own heirs and retire to my library. Spend my time reading and let someone else worry about trade and crops and wars.”
I laughed. Seeing how antsy she’d gotten after a week of being out of the loop, I couldn’t imagine Ilaria stepping aside and spending her days lazily.
“What about you? What do you want to do when you’re old?”
I snorted. “I never thought about it. Soldiers don’t make plans that far ahead.” Slaves, I thought, didn’t plan futures they didn’t control.
Her smile took on a color of sadness. “Well,” she said, “you can plan now, can’t you?”
“I guess I can,” I admitted.
“So? What would you like to do? Where do you see yourself, when you’re old and gray, eh?”
“I don’t know,” I mused. “I’d want to be somewhere with a garden. Maybe try my hand at growing things. I’ve got to be a better gardener than cook, right?”
She laughed. “That sounds nice.”
“So does a library.”
“Good planning. You’ll need something to keep you occupied in winter.” She grinned impishly. “And chess is obviously not your calling.”




Chapter Forty – Callaghan

All of our expeditions came to a screeching halt with the blizzard. It started as a bad storm and got worse and worse. Ice rains drove the last of our remaining dragons to nest. Howling winds and endless snowfall kept us all indoors.
The tensions that hard, constant work had managed to bury flared back. Cramped quarters meant squabbling children; squabbling children meant fighting parents; and fighting parents meant everyone suffered.
Old dislikes between neighbors resurfaced with a vengeance. There was no more ignoring each other. That wasn’t possible when you had to share a room with three other families.
Poor Claxton could barely stand it. She had no patience for unruly children, and less for unruly adults. More than once, I heard her threaten to make stews out of misbehaving young ones. And All-Father protect the scolding parent who dared challenge her for the comment.
I saw her chase a grown man out of her kitchen with a wooden spoon one day. He’d come in chest puffed out, red-faced with anger when his child had been refused seconds; he ran away hunched forward, pale-faced with fright. I saw her whack a pair of thieving teenagers with a loaf of stale bread until they retreated, wincing and cringing.
And I found her sitting alone in her kitchen, head-in-hands. “Talk to me about it, Agnes.”
She’d straightened up and harrumphed as if there was nothing at all the matter. That was her way. But I took a seat across from her anyway. “What’s wrong?”
She didn’t speak for a long time. But when she did, she sighed first. “Have you taken a look around this place, Lil? A good look, I mean? I’ve worked here as long as I can remember.
“And I don’t think it will ever be the same.”
“Probably not,” I agreed. “But if we live to compare the differences, I’ll be okay with that.”
She snorted. “Of course we’ll live. What kind of nonsense is that?”
I smiled and listened to the shrieking wind outside our windows. “It’s a long winter, Agnes. And we’re still at war.”
“And we’ve got you in charge of the place. I’m not worried about surviving. Not with a Callaghan calling the shots.
“I’m worried about getting the filth out of this place. I’m worried about our silver disappearing. I’m worried about hundreds of tramping feet and dirty hands and sticky fingers destroying what generations of Callaghan’s built.”
I considered that for a bit. “I don’t know, Agnes. I don’t think that’s what we were building. I mean, paintings and furniture and fine rugs – they’re nice. Don’t get me wrong. They’re nice perks of the job.
“But they were building a castle that could stand up to dragon fire. And it did.
“They were building a town that could stand strong in the worst-case scenario. And they mostly did. I mean, there’s been some wrecked friendships and the handful of assaults and murders along the way…”
She laughed. “Is that all, then?”
I nodded. “For a community this big, that’s been through everything we’ve been through? I think we’re doing alright so far.”
“We’re going to need a cleaning crew to come in here once everyone is gone.”
“And you’ll have it. In fact, when everyone’s gone, I want you gone too, until it’s all taken care of. We’ll send you on a vacation somewhere.”
She harrumphed. “And where, exactly, am I going to go?”
“Wherever you want. Just, I don’t want you here, worrying yourself to death over china or rugs or whatever.”
“Someone has to.”
I shook my head. “No. If we survive this damned war, I’m done worrying. You too, Claxton. We’re both done worrying.”
“Speaking of worrying…and surviving the war…what do you think is happening? What do you think’s going to happen?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. Right now? Nothing much. Wherever the army is, if the weather’s as bad as this, they won’t be doing much fighting.”
“I wish we knew.”
“One of these days, they’re going to develop long range radios, so we’re not cut off from everyone every time the weather gets too bad to travel.”
She laughed. “Right. When they figure out how to make a skimmer that doesn’t need a track.”
“You’re stuck in the past, Claxton. Too old-fashioned. The future is coming – you mark my words.”
She shuddered. “Ugh. You’re turning into one of those starry-eyed dreamers. An optimist. I used to think I’d prefer it to the mopey pessimist you used to be. I’m not sure anymore.”
I wasn’t really as optimistic as all that. Experiencing the limitations of our tech in life and death situations had given me all kinds of ideas on how the world might be improved. I figured if a tech know-nothing like me could dream up solutions, someone with the actual know-how could too one of these days.
But we needed to win the war first. And that was the piece I wasn’t sure about. If our victory had been decisive, I would have expected some kind of communication. If it hadn’t, if it had stalled out in the storm…well, the truth was, that could go either way.
I spent a lot of time in those days of endless snow and wind wondering what was happening at the front. I knew I wasn’t alone. We all did that. We all had cousins or uncles or brothers or lovers or ex-lovers on the front. And if we didn’t, we knew friends who did. And we knew that whatever happened there would decide what happened here in the future.
But my mind centered around one person, and where she was at that moment. It seemed an eternity since I’d seen Ana. Now and then, Aaronsen would ask me, “You think she’s alright?”
And I’d tell him, “Of course. She’s tough as nails, Phillip. Any Southerner who tangles with her is going to repent it.”
The truth was, I didn’t know. I hoped like hell she’d be okay. But I had no way of knowing one way or the other. I didn’t even know if she made it to the capitol alright. For all I knew, some sniper might have taken her down as soon as she was out of our sight. She might have been dead all these long weeks. I might have been waiting for someone who would never come back, who could never come back.
The thought filled me with a chill colder than the howling wind. I didn’t know what I’d do if Ana never came back. She’d brought color back into my world, like the sun rising in the morning to drive back the grays of early dawn.
If she was still alive, she was out there, in this. Maybe hurt; maybe captured; maybe holed up and freezing, while I was safe and warm behind these walls.
Fitzwilliam told me I’d done a damned good job. She told me I’d saved the shire from certain ruin. She told me I was a hero.
I didn’t feel like a hero when I thought of Ana out there. I didn’t feel like an optimist, either. I felt old and tired, and fearful in a way I’d never been.
I’d lost before, but until it happened, I hadn’t even considered the possibility. I hadn’t lived in fear of it because I hadn’t thought it possible. Now, I didn’t know whether I’d lost or not. But the possibility always hung in my mind, the constant dread gnawed away at the pit of my stomach.
The days passed slowly, and the nights lasted forever. I barely slept, and more than once I cried into my pillow in the dark of night.
It was just before dawn on another miserable, sleepless night when I heard commotion. I was half-dressed. There didn’t seem to be any point to lying in bed any longer. I wasn’t going to sleep; that was obvious.
I heard raised voices, and then a horn sound. Incoming dragon. That was the warning sound.
I threw on my boots and tunic and raced out. Halfway down the hall, I almost collided with Phillip. He’d just rounded a corner at great speed, apparently looking for me. “KP,” he said breathlessly, “KP, there’s a dragon in the courtyard. Well, I suppose he’s in the stables by now: they were taking him there, as tame as can be.”
“A dragon? Any rider?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know.”
I ran with him, and we reached the hall just in time to see my men dragging a half-frozen knight into the hall. I couldn’t tell if the newcomer was a man or a woman. They were buried under so much snow, I couldn’t tell much at all.
One of the knights looked up at me, a little surprised. “Ma’am, I was just about to call you.”
The newcomer turned stiffly and turned bright blue eyes to me. Her face was buried under furs and snow, and the skin I could see looked red and raw from cold. She looked like she was not long from freezing to death.
But I knew those eyes. I’d have recognized them anywhere. “Ana. Oh my gods, it’s really you.”
I’d thrown my arms around her and smothered her in kisses. She felt cold as ice and shook as she wrapped an arm around my back.
My focus shifted then. We got the priest. Bradan came down in slippers, bleary-eyed and grumbling. His demeanor changed, though, when he saw the situation. Then, he was all solicitude.
We sat Ana down in a chair, and he worked for a solid two hours. Her extremities had suffered severe frostbite. Her nose, fingers and toes were black with it. First, he worked to bring her body temperature back up. Then, he worked on the frostbite.
It hurt. I could tell from her expressions, and the way she clutched the arms of her chair. But she didn’t cry or protest.
Phillip and I, on the other hand, made miserable asses of ourselves. He bawled like a child to see her condition. And I?
Well, I wasn’t much better.
I wasn’t any better. I shed tears, and harassed poor Bradan to work faster, and make it hurt less, and all kinds of things that were beyond his ability.
He didn’t seem particularly fazed. I supposed he was used to annoying relatives by now, having been in the profession as long as he had.
Still, he breathed a sigh of relief when he finished. We all did.
Ana looked tired – exhausted. But her skin was rosy and healthy again.
Phillip wrapped her in a great bearhug and wept against her shoulder. It was everything I could do to contain my impatience until he let go. Then I drew her to me a second time. I managed to keep my tears in check, up until she started to cry.
Then, I lost it.
Bradan cleared his throat. “Well, uh, I’ll leave you then, ma’am. Call me if you need anything else.”
Phillip had the good sense to usher the rest of them out and close the door behind us. “Oh Lil,” she said. It was the first thing she’d said since she arrived. “Oh my Lil. You have no idea how scared I’ve been, wondering what happened.”
I squeezed her a little tighter. “I might,” I said, “because I’ve been sick with worry waiting on word of you.”
She drew back from my embrace and studied me with a tender gaze. “My dearest, dearest Lil.”
I ran a hand down her cheek, where before her skin had been red and parched, and now was pink and smooth. “My darling Ana. What happened? Tell me everything.”
She did, and I was in turns touched and furious by her tale. She’d almost died flying through a blizzard to find me. I couldn’t believe that she’d put herself in such danger.
She, in turn, couldn’t believe that I’d gone into the tunnels with the intention of dying. She was furious with me for that.
But in the end, our arms wrapped around each other as we sat in front of the fire, we came to a kind of accord. “I think, Lillia Callaghan, I’m simply not going to be able to let you out of my sight. You’re too much of a danger to yourself.”
I snorted. “Oh, on the contrary. I wasn’t the one barreling off into blizzards. No, Miss Ana, I think I can’t let you out of my sight.”
She considered, then nodded. “Alright. Well, let’s make a deal then: you won’t rush off anywhere without me…” She leaned and kissed me on the lips, sweet and soft and tender. “And I’ll never leave you again.”
I kissed her back, a little less softly, a little more hungrily. “I like your negotiating skills, Knight Protector. You’ve got yourself a deal.”




Chapter Forty-One – Ceinwen

We’d delivered Ana’s letter to her commanding officer, SKP Ingesen. He was one of those men who is simultaneously big and small. It’s some kind of optical illusion, the interplay of shoulder width and muscle mass and sheer confidence. He projected the air of a titan. So I was a little surprised when we got up beside him and realized that both Bryn and I stood a good half a head taller than him.
His unit was grounded for the day, and neither the men nor the dragons seemed happy with it. Neither did he. He barked out a greeting, and, “What can I do for you, ma’am?”
Brynja snapped to attention. “Sir, delivering a message from KP Derel.”
“Derel?” He growled the name out like he was trying to put a name to a face, then nodded. “Right. Where the hell is she?”
“I believe that’s what the letter deals with, sir.”
He growled again. I watched him open the letter and read through the paragraphs contained therein. I knew what Derel said, because he half-mumbled, half-growled it out. I remembered Brynja saying she’d heard he was a terrible leader. I wondered if there was truth to that, or if the man’s manner gave an otherwise unearned impression.
I could see a freshly minted knight quaking in their armor at the sound of his mutterings. He sounded more like a bear than a man. He’d seemed positively hostile when he greeted us. But I didn’t feel hostility emanating from him.
Derel’s letter was short and to the point. She recounted the Council’s order for knights to return to their points of origin and stay at the ready to be summoned again. She apologized for the hasty manner of her departure. She assured him she would be ready to serve again should she be called on.
“Well, that’s a load of happy horseshit if I’ve ever heard it,” he said as he finished. “Available to be called on? If we could reach Shire’s End that easily, she’d still be here.” He shook his head and glanced up at us. He surveyed me skeptically, and Brynja more skeptically. “Did you know about this, KP?”
“Uh, yes sir. My understanding is that KP Derel is following the Council’s dictates.”
He snorted and waved his hand dismissively. “Get out of here with that bullshit. She’s not in trouble – not with me. She doesn’t need counsel representation.
“But if she’s out there in that storm, well, she’s going to need a lot more help than I can give her. Still, it was her call, and I can’t spare men. Let’s hope she knows what she’s doing.”
“Yes sir.”
“Well, go on then. Get back to wherever you’re supposed to be.” Apparently, that was all the sendoff Brynja was going to get. To me, he nodded a, “Ma’am.” Then he turned his back on us and got back to work.
So we took comfort in the fact that Ana was not in trouble, or about to be listed as AWOL. As to how she’d fare in this weather, well, that we couldn’t guess. I hoped she wouldn’t try anything she couldn’t do.
Aeron snorted at the idea. “Well, she certainly wouldn’t be the first two-legs to do something stupid in the name of love. But she took Iolo with her, and he at least has a sensible head on his shoulders. So I think she will be fine.”
Our own journey back soon pushed away all other considerations, though. The snow had fallen deep, and the wind blew it in into deeper banks. Day in and day out, we dug our way through it. Our pace was painfully slow, and every night we collapsed, exhausted.
I thought about using the amulets. I hadn’t even told Ilaria I had them. I supposed the Southern mages must have guessed. But only Bryn and Aeron knew for sure.
Some part of me hesitated, though. Some part of me recoiled at the very idea of them. Those amulets were to dragons what my name was to a powerful sorcerer: a means of control, an unbreakable will that could dominate theirs.
I hadn’t minded, I guess, until I’d seen what it had done to Aeron. It had been a calculus of us versus them before.
And then they’d used their amulets against him. I’d seen my friend, my proud, strong, even arrogant friend reduced to a puppet, unable to control his own thoughts and actions.
Some part of me feared that power on a visceral level. I wanted to destroy those bones, to grind them into powder and cast them into the wind. I wanted to bury them deep beneath Fjell, where no one would ever find them again.
I did no such thing, of course, because in the first place I didn’t know if I could and I was far from Fjell, and in the second, because I didn’t know how many more amulets existed in the South. If I destroyed ours, rather than save Aeron, I might condemn him to slavery – him and all dragonkind.
But I didn’t want to use the amulets. I didn’t want to remind anyone of them or draw attention to them.
Ilaria was gone, and as tenuous as my trust of her had been, I didn’t trust her councilors half so much.
This was a judgement almost immediately proved sound when the question of the elven prisoners came up.
Ilaria had agreed that they would be freed once Agalyn was defeated. Agalyn was dead. We’d seen his body on the field. For all I knew, it was on ice in one of the skimmers destined for display, like mankind used to do in their wars.
So to my mind, that meant the prisoners should be freed too.
The Council did not agree. SKP Derel laughed out loud. “All-Father. And I suppose you want us to free the thousands we have in prisoner transports, too? Why not? Agalyn is dead, so why not unleash thousands of warriors upon our cities. It is the ‘humanitarian’ thing to do, I suppose?”
He wasn’t the only one to oppose the idea, or to mock it openly. And my argument that these men and women were different than regular soldiers, that they had been slaves compelled by magic to act against the North, carried no weight.
“Save me the sob story. Without slaves, there would be no Southern army. Magic or no magic, those men were no more or less victims of Agalyn than any other. And yet it would be sheer madness to let them run rampant.”
“We may have killed Agalyn, but the South has not surrendered. We are still at war. We cannot free enemy sorcerers in the midst of a war. I am sorry, Madam Elf. I know they are your kinfolk, and so you have a bias in this. But much as we are in your debt, we cannot throw away our victory – not even for one we esteem so much.”
Brynja shook her head. As pretty a way as I’ve ever been told to piss off.
It was true. They could talk about respect all day, but it didn’t mean a damned thing. Not if they didn’t intend to honor Ilaria’s promise.
But Brynja urged patience. Give it time, my Ceinwen. When they are home, and safe, perhaps then they will see more reason than when they are cold and fearful on the road.




Chapter Forty-Two – Rohana

As much as I liked spending time with Ilaria – or, perhaps, precisely because of how much I liked spending time with her – I was relieved when the storm finally broke. The gray clouds parted, the wind disappeared, and a crisp blue sky painted the horizon.
It was still colder than my southern constitution could easily tolerate, but at least it had stopped snowing. Gods knew, there was plenty of that already in great piles all over. Snow drifts ranged from highs up to my chest to lows at my mid-calf. It reminded me of the far southern deserts, driven into great dunes, rising and falling as far as the eye could see.
We could have used some of that scorching southern heat on these frozen dunes, I thought. That burning sun would have made short work of this monstrosity of a landscape. But, in lieu of any such blessing, it fell to me to clear a way. I started with a path to the front door. I’d cleared it a few times in the first days of our stay, but I’d given up after seeing my work so quickly undone by the wind.
Now that the wind had settled, I revisited the northern side of the house. Just making my way was challenge enough. It left me frozen and winded, and cursing every Northern god whose name I could remember for unleashing such an abomination of a winter.
The snow was packed thick and hard, as solid as bunker concrete in some places. I was grateful for the pick I’d fished out of one of the sheds the week before, but even it seemed at times to have met its match.
Still, I managed to reach the front door. The snow drifted like a slope, rising up the side of the cabin. Other than a bit of roof and chimney peeking out, from that vantage I might not have known there was a house here at all.
I set to work, pacing myself as I chiseled through the hardpacked snow and scooped it away, one bucket at a time. It was hard, heavy labor, and my mind was soon purged of all thoughts of Ilaria. My muscles burned, my lungs burned, as I went. And every time I’d clear a bit of snow, it seemed more would slide in to take its place.
The sun rose high in the sky before I’d carved an opening. Some hours, I realized, had passed. I felt spent, utterly and completely exhausted by the efforts…and yet, somehow, satisfied too. If nothing else, it’d mean I’d be too damned tired to think of Ilaria for the rest of the day.
At least, that was the idea. As soon as I pushed open the door, her eyes lit up. “I, uh, cleared a little walk,” I said. “I thought it might do you good. To stretch your legs, I mean.”
Hearing it out loud, I flinched. I hadn’t been quite so successful in forgetting about her as I worked after all.
She, meanwhile, wrapped her cape over her shoulders, and limped into the day. Raising her face toward the sky, she closed her eyes and breathed in a long breath of fresh air. I turned away, embarrassed by the raw, physical effect the sight had on me. My heart was quivering in my chest. I felt almost giddy to see her so happy.
“Gods, Rohana, it’s good to be out of that cabin.” She turned to me now and smiled. Then, as if on impulse, she wrapped her unbroken arm around my soaked, sweaty form, and pulled me into an embrace. “Thank you.”
I swallowed hard and laughed lightly. “Of course. The sooner that leg heals, the better.”
The next day, I worked on clearing a way to and from the woodshed. I’d replenished the supply once already, during the height of the storm, and I didn’t want to risk another trip like that – much less the frozen extremities resulting from it.
Ilaria dragged out a chair and, wrapped in her cape, sat outside the door. She looked as happy and content as could be, and I shook my head at her. “Damned Northerners. This weather isn’t fit for civilized people.”
She grinned at me. “Don’t confuse civilization with fragility, Rohana. It’s not our fault that you Southerners can’t hold your own in a little inclement weather.”
I laughed. “Fragility? Says the woman in a cast.”
Her grin broadened, and she stretched out her legs, content as a tomcat sunning itself. She seemed about to say something in reply when she froze. “Don’t move,” she said, and not a moment too soon, because I was about to spin around in search of whatever had caught her eye. “Do you have a gun?”
“Of course.” I didn’t leave the cabin without one.
“About a hundred meters west of you, between some trees, there’s a buck. He’s watching us. Can you hit it?”
I moved nonchalantly for my weapon. I had no idea what a buck was, but I figured I’d see it when I turned. “In one shot, or two?”
She raised an eyebrow at my bravado but maintained a neutral tone. “Just don’t miss. I’d like to eat something other than beans and carrots tonight.”
The fact that this creature could be eaten was added incentive to hit. Not that I needed any. Ilaria’s expression of doubt that I could take the shot stoked an almost instinctual need to demonstrate otherwise. My mentor back at the academy called me a natural-born showoff. I took exception to the categorization.
But where Ilaria was concerned, I had to own it.
I snapped the holster open and slipped my pistol out. Then, spinning as fast as I could, I brought the gun up to the tree line. Half hidden behind a snowbank, a four-legged, fur-bearing creature watched from the trees. It sprang as soon as I moved, but I trained the pistol a step ahead of it and fired.
It went down with a crash, tumbling through the thicket and landing in a puff of snow. I turned, grinning, to Ilaria. “You were saying?”
She rolled her eyes at me. But she couldn’t conceal the smile that played at the corners of her mouth. “Good job.” I shrugged with a faux modesty that only made her roll her eyes a second time. “Good gods. You’re insufferable.”
“You mispronounced ‘damned impressive.’”
She mimed gagging. “Before you throw your arm out patting yourself on the back, don’t forget you still have to get it back here.”
Now, I frowned. “Hell. I forgot about that.”
It took a while, but I got the damned thing back to the cabin. I hauled it via a circuitous route, bypassing the taller drifts where I could. It was much more effective than barreling headlong into every snowbank along the way.
Then, the work of butchering began. Here, Ilaria offered what assistance she could, fetching buckets from the house as I cut slabs of meat, and offering advice on how to proceed. She, apparently, was something of a hunter. “Can’t say I would have guessed that.”
“Why?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Seems a little too…messy for a queen.”
She laughed. “I ride a dragon into battle, Rohana. I’ve killed men. I can handle messy.”
I nodded. It was a fair point. “You know how to cook these things, then?”
“More or less.”
I shook my head. “Just my luck. I’d have to get snowed in with someone else who can’t cook to save her life.”
She left after a space to get a panful of snow melting by the fire. “You’re going to need a good scrubbing,” she said, filling the pan and hoisting it awkwardly with her one good arm. “If you’re going to get all that blood off you.”
She was right. As careful as I tried to be, butchering was a messy business – and I was a mess. I was glad that she took over the cooking so I could concentrate on butchering and then washing myself.
“There’s water in the basin,” she said when, having brushed all the blood I could off with snow, I stepped inside. “And more heating here.”
“Thanks, Ilaria.”
“Of course. I’ve got one of the steaks cooking. It’ll be done soon. I hope you like it unsalted and unseasoned. Because we have no seasoning or salt.”
“Sounds perfect.”




Chapter Forty-Three – Rohana

It was a messy business, first cleaning myself and then my clothes. As soon as the overpowering odor of blood was gone from my person, though, I could smell the cooking meat. Despite the grim cleanup, my stomach growled.
It might have been that we’d eaten our way through the dried meat and my protein bars early on. It might have been that I was sick and tired of surviving on vegetables and nuts. But, seasoning or not, that venison was damned good. It was so good that we cooked a second slab and ate every bit.
Then, we packed the cut meat in snow, and hauled it downstairs. “That should keep it for now,” I said. “I’ll work on rigging something up to smoke some of it tomorrow.” Anything more, though, would have to wait as most of my clothes were drying, and though Ilaria lent me her cape, leggings and an undershirt, they didn’t do much against the cold.
I took a necessary hiatus the next day from clearing walks around the yard in order to set up a smoking station. I’d never worked with venison before, but I’d spent years in and out of camps. Preserving a fresh kill was a skill you picked up early on. I picked a spot behind one of the buildings, shielded from the wind. With coals from the fireplace, I got a new fire started; and with clippings from fresh growth, it was smoking up the area in no time.
We kept some of the meat packed on ice. It wasn’t quite cold enough to freeze anything in the root cellar but refreshing the packed snow once a day served as solid, makeshift refrigeration.
Ilaria made another stew. It was not very good, but at least the venison added new flavor. The day came and went before I knew it, which was a welcome change from our long days of boredom.
The next two days passed much the same, swapping strips of venison and replenishing the smoke fire, but mostly staying around the house. The turn of fortune improved both of our outlooks, I think. Cards and chess suddenly held more appeal.
A few mornings later, though, I resumed my exploration of the yard. There was a kind of garage that caught my eye. I had seen no evidence of skimmers here, so it surprised me.
“It’s a sleigh shed,” Ilaria told me. “Whoever owns this place must have taken it when he fled.”
I cleared a path to the shed but was disappointed to find little of use inside. There were a few tools that, I supposed, might come in handy, and strange, oval-shaped nets, the purpose of which defied comprehension.
Ilaria followed me, eager, I think, to have something to do outside the house. “Find anything good?”
I shook my head. “Not much. There’s another axe, and a shovel, which, I guess, will be useful. A few more pails. We can always use those. But –”
“Snowshoes!” she interrupted.
“What?”
She limped over rather more quickly than she probably should have and paused at the nets. “Snowshoes.”
I shook my head, uncomprehending. “You mean, those weird nets?”
“They’re not nets, they’re snowshoes.” Seeing my confusion, she explained, “To go over the snow. You strap them to your boots, and they help keep you on the surface of the snow.”
This was a bit of magic that required further explanation, but once she’d given it, I whistled. “Son-of-a-bitch. So no more wading through waist high snow? You just walk over it?”
“Exactly.”
“Damn. I wish I’d found these earlier.” Then, I frowned. “Although, I’m not sure I know how to use them.”
“It’s easy. We’ll have to strap them to our boots, but I can show you.”
“You’ve got a broken arm,” I reminded her. “And a hurt leg.”
I was sorry I had to say it. No sooner than had the words left my mouth, her face fell, the flush of excitement leaving her cheeks, the eager twinkle dimming in her eyes. “Hell. That’s right.” She gestured impatiently. “We’ve finally got a means of getting out of here, and I’m too damned broken to take it.”
“Hey,” I said, “show me what it takes anyway. Maybe we can rig something up, some kind of sled or something. I’ve got the rope from my pack. I can walk with these shoes and pull you.”
This suggestion seemed to rankle her more than the idea of being stuck. She scrunched up her features and snorted. “Pull me? Through all this snow? I’m not an invalid on a stretcher, Rohana, or a child.”
I smiled. There was something about the fierceness in her eyes, the injured pride in her tone, that filled my heart with tenderness. I wanted to pull her toward me and kiss her. I wanted to hold her in my arms and tell her I’d go through worse than snow for her.
I didn’t, of course. I said, “I thought you wanted to get back, Ilaria?”
She considered for a long moment, and then nodded. “I do. But…it’s a long way. And I can’t ask you to do that.”
“Don’t ask, then. I’m offering.”
She took me up on the offer, and I felt at once a sense of joy at being able to deliver her home again, and regret at bringing our time together to an end. That, of course, was absurd. Leaving had always been the plan, as soon as we were able.
And I had known better than to count on anything but the briefest acquaintance with this queen of the North. Yet, as she showed me how to strap my feet into the shoes, as she showed me how to maneuver in them, my heart ached.
We’d been together just over two weeks. And yet I felt as if I knew her better than I’d known anyone; that she knew me better than anyone had ever known me. Than anyone can ever know me.
And I was figuring out how to lose her for good.
I gritted my teeth and focused on the lesson. Then I set to work finding materials in the garage that I could use to make my sled. There were a few old, mismatched and battered skis and some boards.
With a little more searching, I managed to find some nails. Not as many as I needed. For that, I pried a few out of the garage boards. “You are going to have to pay this guy,” I told Ilaria. “I’m wrecking his shed too.”
In the end, though, I had what I needed, and I rigged up a sled that resembled one of the snow skimmers with its skis. They didn’t match, but they were roughly the same size, and the sled seemed to work just fine.
“Here,” I told Ilaria, “get on. Let’s see how it works with you on the back.”
She hesitated, but I helped her down. Then I strapped on my snowshoes, and tied the rope to the sled, and wrapped it over my shoulders. I moved out, and the sled started to move behind me.
Ilaria groaned. “I can’t believe this.”
“Me either,” I said. “You’re awfully heavy there, your highness. You need to lay off the venison.”
A moment later, a heavy, wet projectile impacted with my back. I glanced back and saw her grinning, another snowball at the ready. “I meant, I can’t believe I’m stuck being ferried around like a damned child.”
“Throwing things is kind of fitting the image, though.” She chucked the other snowball, and I ducked and laughed. “Missed. Come on, your majesty, let’s take you on a ride.”
She pelted me with a third snowball for that, and I figured I deserved it. Just in case, I taunted her with child noises. Or, what I assumed a crying baby sounded like. I didn’t have much experience with them, but I offered a high, petulant whine, and she laughed and threw more snowballs my way.
It was tiring, but exhilarating. The sled didn’t move quite as easily as I hoped. The muscles in my back and legs felt the strain early on. But once I abandoned the sled and started returning fire, we were both laughing and having a good time.
“I’m wounded,” she protested as I pelted her.
“That just means it’s easier to pick on you.”
I didn’t pick on her, though. She was at a disadvantage, and it was cold. So after a little while, I hauled her back to the cabin and hoisted her onto her feet.
“This may actually work. Hell, I’ll be home before the new year.”
I snorted. “Of course it will work.”
“You sure? It’s a long way back.”
“Of course I’m sure. Let’s dry our things – since you started a snowball fight – and head out. We can even do it today.”
She rolled her eyes. “I know you think you’re invincible. But I don’t want to be stranded in the middle of nowhere because your strength gives out.”
“My strength doesn’t give out.”
She shook her head. “First of all, your ego is way out of hand. Secondly, it’s too late to head out tonight. Especially once our stuff is dry. And I should re-wax the skis on the sled before we go. They look pretty rough, and new wax will make it easier on you. We can leave tomorrow. Or even the day after, if we have to.”
Or the day after? I wondered, briefly, if she was trying to postpone our separation as much as I wanted to. But then I dismissed the idea. She needed to get back to her people. How many times had she said that since we’d been snowed in? These were practical concerns, and nothing else. Still, I acquiesced quickly. “Alright then.”
She was right about my strength, too. It didn’t hit me until I’d come inside and started working on dinner. But by then, my shoulders and back were aching. Apparently, the muscles used to pull someone around on a sled are different than anything I’d been using lately.
She laughed at my discomfort as I got up and down. “So the great Rohana is not invincible after all.”.
I scowled. “You should have told me those skis weren’t ready.”
“You didn’t show me what you were doing,” she reminded me with a grin. “As much of a know-it-all as you think I am, not even I can read minds.”
I was annoyed, with myself as much as her. But I couldn’t help smiling too. “Don’t laugh too hard, your majesty. You know what they say about payback.”
She got to her feet. We’d been sitting across from each other on opposite sides of the fireplace. Now, she settled down by me. “Here,” she said, and there was less teasing in her tone. “Let me help.”
I blinked as she touched my shoulder. “What are you doing?”
“This will help,” she said, rubbing her hand across my back gently at first. My tongue seemed to catch in my throat at her touch, and I sat there mutely. She started to move her fingers, slowly kneading the tired muscles along my shoulder. “Relax, Rohana. It won’t hurt.”
Her touch electrified my entire body but understanding the context of it at least grounded me a little. I realized I’d tensed my entire body. I breathed out and tried to relax the tightness in my shoulders. She kept working. “That does feel better,” I acknowledged in a minute.
“Good.”
I tried to concentrate on the tension easing out of my back and shoulders, and not on the heady sensation of being so close to her, of her touch against my skin. It was not easy.
“Here,” she said in a minute, “turn. Can you turn a little, so I can get to the other side?”
I did, pivoting so that she could reach my whole back. I could see half her face now. The fire cast her in a rosy pink light, and the browns of her hair seemed a little deeper, the blue-grays of her eyes a little darker. I averted my gaze, so that I stared past her shoulder at the wall beyond. I didn’t want to stare, and I was afraid I could do nothing else if I continued to face her.
When she finished, she sat back so that she was more comfortable. She hadn’t moved from the spot beside me, though. I was at once sorry and thrilled. “It’s just as well I have to wax the skis,” she said. “Give you another day.”
I murmured my agreement. The fact was, I didn’t want this to end. I didn’t want to part from this woman whose touch, whose presence, could tie me into knots the way she could. I didn’t know how I could. I knew I wasn’t and wouldn’t be to her what she was to me. I wasn’t even entirely sure of what that was.
It was more than desire, though, gods knew, there was plenty of that. It was deeper and stronger than friendship, though I cared for her as faithfully as I’d ever cared for any friend.
But I would have settled for being a friend to her, if it meant staying by her side. Hell, I probably would have settled for working in the stables, if I’d get to see her now and then.
It was all nonsense though. I was kaladorn. She was a queen. She was grateful to me – she’d said that often enough – but I wouldn’t tread on her gratitude. She had no reason to keep me with her, and I had no reason to ask to stay.
We would go our separate ways. And I would see her no more. And the fact was, I didn’t know how the hell I was going to survive that.
Gods, Ilaria, how am I going to say goodbye to you?




Chapter Forty-Four – Ceinwen

The blizzard broke, and we reached the picture perfect capitol, with its smooth skimmer tracks and polished facades. Even in the midst of war, even in the middle of winter, it somehow looked like something out of a picture book – everything, at least, except for the palace with its mismatch of elven architecture and human additions. To my elven eyes, anyway, that looked more like a nightmare.
But the streets had been cleared, the skimmer tracks swept. Unlike the rough country streets, here skimmers breezed by. Sometimes the drivers hovered over the swept tracks to pause and look at us, sometimes they just went about their business, like a returning army was nothing out of the ordinary and so not worth a second glance.
The Council found itself burdened with the dual problems of war and succession. For the time being, the weather had taken some of the urgency off the first front. When the weather allowed, flyovers showed what we had already guessed: Agalyn’s army had fallen apart. From the Idarys Valley to No Man’s Land, the countryside was littered with frozen corpses and abandoned hardware. Tens of thousands of men had frozen to death, and the rest had fled.
We’d be finding dead Southerners until mid-summer, I guessed.
But that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be back. Whoever assumed the throne from Agalyn might decide he needed to save face. He might decide a more sensibly prosecuted campaign against the North would solidify his rule. So we might find ourselves at war for years or decades to come.
Or the next monarch might decide the defeat was a message from the gods, and that the North was off-limits, for a generation or two anyway. They’d be back. I didn’t doubt that. Humans didn’t seem capable of behaving themselves longer than a few generations. But, with the right kind of ruler, the war might be over.
Of course, that tied into the second point. Because even if the South chose wisely, the North’s decision could upend the peace just as easily. Now that Ilaria was gone, there would be a new king or queen.
There were no immediate successors. Ilaria had been an only child, and her uncle’s son had died before she did. So had her uncle. So she had no close living relatives – no brothers or cousins or aunts or uncles to fill the role.
The Council had to go back a generation. And that opened up sixty-two different contenders. Ilaria’s own parents and grandparents might not have had large families, but their parents and grandparents had, and so had men of the other branches of the family. Ranging in age from two months to ninety-eight years old, Ilaria had plenty of relatives to choose from, and nothing in particular to recommend one over the other.
There were a few nonstarters. One cousin twice removed had been arrested for disturbing the peace a good two dozen times in the last five years. Apparently, he was something of an exhibitionist – and not even the Northern winters could convince him to keep his clothes on all the time. His name was stricken from the rolls.
Then there was an alcoholic great aunt with four different husbands in four different counties – all completely unaware of each other’s existence. Her name came off too.
So did a serial pickpocket, a chicken thief, a financial swindler, and a counterfeiter. The ninety-eight-year-old refused to remove herself from the running, but three octogenarians requested removal. The Council removed everyone over the age of eighty and under the age of twenty. That brought the list down to forty-one people.
Which was still an enormous pool to choose from. The Council, by unanimous vote, decided they would wait the customary three-month mourning period. This would allow themselves time to fully vet a successor, and to consult with the gods over it. I guessed that meant, time enough for the right palms to be slicked.
But in the meantime, the Council itself would take over stewardship of the empire. Nothing like voting to give yourself rule, I guess. But if they meant it, within three months – long before the spring melts – they’d have appointed a new leader.
All of that interested me in the way that a captive audience must necessarily be interested. Whoever they picked would decide the fate of the North. Whoever they picked might leave me in peace like Ilaria had promised or might make my life very uncomfortable.
But I had another, more immediate problem. Brynja had hoped that strong walls and an elven tower might make the Council more amenable to my pleas.
Neither did. The ministers didn’t care what promises Ilaria had made. Her commitments had died with her. “Not that, in another situation, we would not honor her word. But her decision was made in haste, in the heat of battle. And the facts on the ground have changed immeasurably. We cannot know what our queen – the gods rest her soul – would have done, and we cannot be bound by trying to guess her mind.”
Derel seemed to be in a fouler mood than usual, because he was snappy and short with me. Bryn thought this might have something to do with Ana’s disappearance, and I guess she was right. Once the weather cleared enough to send riders to and from Shire’s End, and we learned that she’d made it and was safe, he relented a little in manner.
But in substance, he remained firmly opposed – so firmly, that he became the mouthpiece of the pro-confinement wing. So firmly, so vocally, that the Council refused to make a decision. Every time I brought it up, the same discussion would ensue. And inevitably, a decision would be tabled for a later date.
“I wish Ilaria was still alive,” Brynja said. “She’d never put up with this.”
“I don’t know why we need human permission at all,” Aeron snorted. “Who cares what a bunch of cockroaches who call themselves ministers think? The wind does not ask permission of the cockroaches, nor the storm in the sky, or even the bird on wing.
“So why do we?”
“They’ll see reason,” Bryn said. “I know they will. Just give it time, Aeron.”




Chapter Forty-Five – Rohana

Maybe the gods decided to take mercy on a fool. Maybe it was just the patterns of winter here in this strange world. But we woke the next morning to the sounds of wind shrieking around the cabin in high, hellish tones.
“Another storm,” Ilaria observed. “I hope we don’t get more snow.”
“It may pass quickly,” I said, all the while hoping it wouldn’t.
She nodded but didn’t seem as disappointed as I’d thought she might be. She must have figured it would be over soon.
It wasn’t. Ilaria finished re-waxing the sled runners the next day, melting down the handful of paraffin candles we’d found for the purpose. The temperatures dropped all day, until the windows were frosted over entirely. The wind only picked up overnight.
I woke shivering about midway through the evening, fearing, at first, that we’d let the fire go out. We hadn’t – it was roaring away as steadily as ever. How the hell cold is it out there?
I stalked to the wood box for more fuel, wondering for the umpteenth time how anyone could have settled here. It seemed every time I thought I had a handle on the weather here, it proved I didn’t know anything yet.
Ilaria stirred. “Rohana?”
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“It’s cold.”
“I know. I’m adding more logs.”
“Okay.” She said no more, and I glanced over at her. She’d gone back to sleep. She hadn’t been fully awake, I supposed. I watched her for a moment. Her hair hung loose, tousled and a little messy with sleep, but she was so beautiful it nearly took my breath away. So beautiful.
She was, I saw, shivering. I got back up and went to the hook where she kept her cloak. I held it by the flames for a minute to warm it, then, carefully, spread it over her. She moved, saying again, “Rohana?”
“Shh,” I said. “Sleep Ilaria.”
Her hand reached for mine as I drew away, and she tucked it under her chin. For a long minute, I stayed in place, my hand clasped in hers, listening to the thunder of my own pulse crashing in my ears. “Ilaria?” I whispered at last.
She didn’t move, though, except to breathe in and out in a quiet, rhythmic way. I felt a damned fool, and I slipped my hand out of hers. For the briefest instant, I’d let myself think – well, I wasn’t sure what. I had barely thought at all. But I’d felt a surge of joy, of hope. And all for the involuntary move of a sleeping woman.
What a godsdamned imbecile I’m turning into. I took my place by the fire and glowered at the flames. I felt stupid – stupid, and heartsore. That glimmer of false hope stung worse than all my certainty that my time with her was near its end. It stung worse than all the nights I’d spent early on, wondering if I was a miserable turncoat, or if I had done the right thing. Not that I did much of that anymore. I knew I had made the right decision.
And if ever I doubted it, all it took to set my mind right again was a glance or a smile from that woman who somehow held my heart in the palm of her hand.
Love is a bitch, I decided. It wasn’t happy fairy stories and all the nonsense lovers liked to talk about. It was heartache and misery and false hope. It was the province of fools. And I was a fool.
So musing, I sank into a dark, dreamless sleep.
The storm did not break the next day. The wind continued, and the cold grew bitterer. We had to keep our water by the fire just to stop it from freezing again. Trips outside were limited to as brief as possible, and as infrequent; and they always left my skin raw and red.  
We took to huddling side by side in front of the flames by day, sharing blankets and body heat and stories. It was so miserably cold that I could almost ignore the closeness.
Almost. There were moments when, telling me some piece of her life story, she’d lean into me in a way that would set my heart racing. There were moments when she’d pry some harrowing detail of my own life out of me and take my hand in hers. And I’d have to stop myself from taking her in my arms and kissing her there and then.
I don’t quite know how she did it, but before the week had passed, I’d told her more about my childhood growing up as a kaladorn, more about the battles I’d fought and the close scrapes I’d survived, than I’d ever trusted to anyone.
The nights were worst of all, though. It was too cold to divide the blankets and sleep apart. So we nestled together in between every blanket we had, drawing her cape over us. She would press herself tight against me, resting her head on my arm. Sleep would come quickly for her.
It never came quickly for me. Not with her in my arms; not with her so damnably near, and yet so infernally distant.
One week became two. Two became three, and then weeks became a month. The new year came and went, and we spent it huddled under blankets. “I’m not entirely sorry I missed it,” she said, grinning sideways at me. “You have no idea how long and boring the invocations are today.” She told me stories of her people instead, and their new years’ traditions. “How you spend Year’s Day is a sign of things to come, a portent of what the year holds in store. That’s what the priests say, anyway.”
“So it’s going to be a cold year?” I mused.
She laughed. “That’s one interpretation, I suppose.”
The days wore on. I removed the splint from her arm. The wound on her leg was mostly recovered. “You won’t need me to pull you home after all,” I told her.
“We’ll see,” she said. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to make long distances on it. Not yet.”
There seemed to be no end to this misery in sight. But as suddenly as the windstorm began, it ended again. We’d gone to sleep the night before shivering and miserable; and woke to see the sun returned.
“Well would you look at that: sunshine at last.”
The wind still howled for a few hours, but by midday it was gone too. “If this holds up,” she decided, “we can head out tomorrow.”
I nodded. I loved her. I knew that now. But I’d known this day was coming, too. And I’d had so many good ones with her by my side. I would have to say goodbye.
I’d have to be content with the memory of her in my arms, not as a lover like I would have liked, but as a platonic friend. It would have to be enough for the rest of my life, as it had had to be enough these past weeks. “I’ll put together a pack of food, and the blankets. Just in case we need them.”
“I can’t wait to be home, and take a proper bath,” she sighed. “But in the meantime, I’m going to scrub down.”
I nodded. We’d kept washing to a minimum. It was gross to run days at a time with unwashed hair, but when the air was cold enough to freeze your still wet hair? You made do. “I will too.”
“Good.” She grinned. “I can’t present my rescuer looking like she hasn’t bathed in a week.”
I tried not to read too much into her words. We hadn’t talked much about what we’d do once we got her home. Early on, I’d dismissed her offers of land and knighthood, and she’d left it there.
I wondered now if I’d been a fool. I wondered if it would be better to occupy some space in her court, however marginal, as long as it allowed me to be near her sometimes, in some way. Could I stand being the exotic acquisition, the Southern slave turned Northern hero? Could I stand being gawked at and talked about and patronized to by a court full of nobles and sycophants?
I wondered if I was better off disappearing than subjecting myself to that exquisite torture. Could I, who had had her to myself these long weeks, who had received all of her smiles and heard all of her thoughts, who had meant, in some small way, something to her, stand to be shut out of that intimacy? Could I stand to be relegated to the sidelines, to see myself come to mean nothing to her?
I didn’t know. So I focused on packing and washing. I helped her with her hair. I prepped supper. It wasn’t until we sat down to eat our meal that I realized that she was unusually quiet. I’d been too lost in my own thoughts to notice, but now I could not miss the pensive gaze she’d turned on the flames.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
She glanced up quickly, as if startled. “Nothing.”
She was not a good liar. A failing, perhaps, in a queen. But I loved her the more for being so unpracticed at that particular skill. I reached out a hand to hers. “Hey. What’s wrong?”
She blinked, then shook her head. “Just thinking about the trip. It’s a long one.”
“Yes. But we’ll be fine. We’ve got plenty of provisions, and we’ll start early.”
“Yes.” She studied my face for a long moment. “Rohana?”
“Ilaria?”
“You will stay, won’t you? When we get back, I mean?”
I swallowed. Until this moment, I hadn’t made up my mind. But if she wanted me beside her, I didn’t care what it cost me. I would stay. “If you want me to, yes.”
“I do. But…do you want to?”
“Yes. I do. It will be…strange. Things will be different, I know. But I want to stay.”
She smiled. “Good.”
There was a look in her eyes I didn’t quite understand, and I felt myself in danger of staring – or worse, saying something that we’d both regret. So I rose, heading for the pot of stew burbling away on the coals. “This should be ready.” I knelt beside it, reaching for one of our bowls. “Just think, tomorrow you can eat something cooked by someone who knows how to…”
I trailed off. Ilaria had followed me, and now she knelt too, so close that our bodies were touching, our faces inches apart. Taking the bowl out of my hand, she set it aside.
I swallowed. She couldn’t know what she was doing to me, what this nearness and physical contact was doing. She couldn’t know the way fire seemed to be coursing through my veins, or how my breath caught in my throat. Could she? “Ilaria,” I asked, and my voice was low and unsteady, “what are you doing?”
She answered by cupping a hand to the back of my head and drawing me toward her, slowly, until our lips met. She planted a chaste kiss on them, and then seemed to hesitate.
My pulse was racing so fast I was sure she could hear the thunderous beating of my heart through my skin. “Ilaria,” I breathed against her lips, “why?” I wanted her in a way I’d never wanted anyone, with a love I’d never felt before. But I didn’t dare to hope her feelings ran as deep as mine, or that she wanted the same things I wanted.
She drew back and fixed blue-gray eyes wide with tenderness and affection on me. My heart skipped a beat at the sight of them. “I love you, Rohana.”
“Oh Ilaria. I love you too.” I reached up tentatively toward her, and then stopped. I wanted to scoop her up in my arms, to draw her to me and kiss her, to wrap her in my arms and make love to her all night long. But I didn’t know if that’s what she wanted. “Can I…can I kiss you?”
She smiled. “I wish you would,” she said, leaning in. I thought, at first, she was going to kiss me again, but now she pressed her cheek against mine and brought her lips to my ear. “To start with, anyway.”
I felt a shiver run up my spine at her whispered breath against my skin, much less at the words. I turned my head until my lips were nearly touching her ear. “You’d be amazed,” I said softly, “what the right kind of kiss can do.”
“Show me, Rohana,” she murmured.
I did. But not at first. First, I kissed her mouth, not in the nervous, chaste way she’d kissed me. I was nervous. Gods, there was no denying that. But there was nothing chaste about my kisses for her. And, as our mouths met, as her hands began to tentatively trace their way over my body, as I let myself do the same, nerves made way. I was too lost in the heady sensation of making love to the woman I adored to worry about anything else.
Then, I peeled the clothes off her, one layer at a time, taking in every inch of the beautiful woman before me – first with my eyes, then with my hands and lips and tongue.
She was exquisite. Every curve, every scar: everything about her set my heart, and body, on fire.
She didn’t long leave me in my clothes, either. She tugged at my shirt, breathing, “Take it off, Rohana. All of it. Let me see you. Let me touch you.”
I did, and with nothing left between us, our bodies came together. It was unlike anything I’d known before because, I suppose, I’d never loved anyone before. But I loved Ilaria, and every cautious touch, every exploring caress from her thrilled me the way no partner had ever managed. Feeling her touch burn with desire, seeing her eyes widen with love, hearing her breath quicken with pleasure, affected me in a way I hadn’t thought possible.
I loved this woman, with a fire I hadn’t imagined. But that was not the greatest miracle of all; because, somehow, she loved me back.
Later, much later, I held her to me, my heart still racing, my breathing finally returning to normal. She was snuggled under my arm, her injured arm draped across my abdomen. “Oh Rohana,” she breathed.
“Oh Ilaria,” I said back to her, smiling.
She glanced up at me, her eyes dancing in the firelight, and smiled back. “I love you.”
I squeezed her to me, kissing the top of her head. “I love you too, Ilaria.”




Chapter Forty-Six – Ceinwen

Time didn’t soften the minister’s resolve. What would come of the Southern sorcerers was not the Council’s decision to make. “Such weighty matters must be decided by our next king,” Derel told me, more than a little impatiently. “As we continue to tell you, Madam Elf.”
I was at my wit’s end. Part of me reasoned that I should wait and see what this new king or queen decided. I guessed that that would be Bryn’s advice. I loved her dearly, but my Bryn seemed a little blind where the Council was concerned. She seemed a little more convinced of human goodness and decency than human history warranted.
Still, I asked her. “I don’t think it’s a matter of which king or queen it will be,” she answered.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, you heard Derel. He said it was a decision for the next king. Not king or queen.”
I nodded. Minister Derel’s preference for Ilaria’s second cousin once removed, Kenar, was no secret. He’d been lobbying hard for him, and if the rumors were to be believed, he’d persuaded quite a few generals and ministers. “You think he’s got enough votes for Kenar, then?”
“I think he thinks so, anyway.”
I thought on that. I didn’t know the young man. He was about Ilaria’s age, and he had the same blue-gray eyes. They were a family trait, I gathered. He looked something like her too: dark hair, good features, pleasant face.
But I didn’t know his politics. I didn’t know his allies, or who he felt beholden too. Derel, of course; but who else? Maybe someone in his inner circle would talk reason to him. Maybe they wouldn’t.
And where did that leave my promise to those elven mages?
I’d fought for the North. I’d fought them specifically. My Bryn had almost died so that we could defeat those mages.
If we could see the virtue in releasing them, why could not the Council?
I spent a lot of afternoons visiting with the captives. They were treated well. I’d give the Council that. They hadn’t been locked in cells or herded into freezing quarters under heavy guard.
They wore the same manner of magical restraints, but they lived in the palace. They ate well and slept in fine beds. They wore warm clothes and had books and games to occupy their time.
Marius shrugged at the delays. “I didn’t figure it would be right away. And you were right about how they’re treating us. Which is a weird bit of business. I guess I expected Inquisitors. But we haven’t seen them. So I guess we’re doing alright.”
Still, I felt miserable about it, and Brynja’s lack of confidence in Kenar didn’t make me feel any better. I’d given them my word that they would be free. I’d meant it, every word. And now?
Now to free them meant making an enemy of the North, and betraying Brynja. And I didn’t know if I could bring myself to do that.
No, that wasn’t true. I knew I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t betray her. So I would betray them. I’d given them my word, and now I was going to go back on it.
I wished Ilaria was still alive. I wished that queen who had given her word hadn’t died. I wished I could make Brynja see the situation the way I did.
I wished I had the courage to keep my word.
It was the morning after the second truly terrible storm of winter broke, when Bryn disappeared early in the morning. I woke to an empty bed, and I didn’t see her again until midday. She’d brought lunch to our rooms, but she seemed preoccupied. “What’s wrong, Bryn?”
She glanced back at the door, as if to make sure it had caught the latch behind her. “I talked to Kenar.”
I blinked. “About…the prisoners?”
“Yes.”
“Oh.” I was surprised by that. She knew I was worried about it, of course. But so far, she had urged patience. “What…did he say?”
She set the tray down before us and loosed a long sigh. “Nothing good. He’s squarely in Minister Derel’s camp. Maybe worse. He thinks they’re threats. He berated me for being party to the rescue. He implied that my judgment was suspect, my loyalty compromised.”
I felt my cheeks flush with anger. “Because of me?”
She shook her head, though, and took my hand. “No, my dearest. Not because of you. Because he’s a closed-minded fool, who can’t see beyond the aggrandized nonsense his ancestors passed down as truths.”
“Because of me,” I said again. “Because you’re with me.”
“That’s what he said. But it’s not because of you. It’s because he is a fool.”
“Maybe. But if you weren’t with me, he would never have said those things.”
“If he wasn’t a fool, he would never have said those things.” She squeezed my hand and gestured with her other hand to the food. “Come on, let’s eat. I have an idea, but we should eat first.”
We ate in relative silence. I didn’t know what she was thinking. I had the power to know, of course, if I tried hard enough. But I’d never invade her privacy like that, not without an invitation. Sometimes, we would share our minds as we had done that day on the battlefield. I had never supposed that possible with a human. It was a beautiful thing, and a gift to be able to know someone that intimately and be known in turn.
But it was not a means for me to sate my curiosity. So we sat there and ate, her lost to her thoughts and me to mine. I hadn’t considered it yet, but I suppose I should have. Still, in that moment, it occurred that loving me had probably sabotaged Bryn’s career. She’d gone from a hero to a suspected traitor. If this fool of a royal ascended the throne, she might end up an outcast – or worse, a fugitive.
I didn’t really taste the soup or bread or cheese. It was good, I guessed. Everything from the royal kitchens was. But I was too distracted to notice.
When we finished, though, Bryn pushed the bowls aside. “So,” she said, “I’ve been thinking about what we’re going to do.”
“Oh?”
“We can’t wait for Kenar to win the vote. He’s already made it clear he’ll move against the sorcerers. And Ilaria’s dead. We have to accept that – she’s not going to show up and save the day.”
I nodded. “If only it weren’t the case.”
“Yes. But it is. I don’t see how else it could be. So if we accept that she’s dead, and that Kenar means to imprison – or worse – the elves…I think there’s only one avenue of action open to us.”
I didn’t see it, and I told her so.
“The Council’s word doesn’t supersede a queen’s. Ilaria accepted your plan of freeing them when the battle was over.
“Well, the battle’s over. I say we follow the queen’s orders.”
I stared at her. “How? They’ll catch us. And anyway, if we do that, Bryn, then they’ll call you a traitor for sure.”
She shook her head, though. “They won’t catch us. Not with the first runes, Ceinwen. I know you don’t like using them. But with them? We can get ourselves in there and get them out before anyone’s the wiser.”
“Even if we did, what would it matter? We can’t keep relying on the runes forever. And we can’t give them back to them.”
“No. It would just be me and you wearing them, like before.”
“How will we hide twelve other people in a city like this?”
She grinned at me. “We won’t. Why do you think I waited until the storm broke to talk to him? Because I needed an exit, if it came to that.
“Well, the weather’s good. Which means we can fly out of here whenever we want – this very night.”
“Where would we go?”
“Nordfjell.”
“And what of the sorcerers?”
“Well, we’ll take them with us.”
“The Council will know what we’ve done.”
“They can guess, but if they don’t see us do it, they can’t prove anything. And you and I are free to leave whenever we want.”
“They’ll come looking for the elves.”
“Let them look. How many years did you stay hidden under that mountain, my love?”
“That was different. No one knew I was there.”
“But you didn’t have a first rune to hide yourself, either.”
I thought about it for a long time. “You don’t know what people are capable of, Bryn. You don’t know what kings and queens will do when they set their mind on ridding the world of elves.”
She took my hand in hers again. “I wasn’t there. I know that. But I’ve read the histories, my darling, and I can read between the lines. I’m not going into this blind. I have no illusions.
“If it comes to it, we’ll move further North. It won’t be easy, but with your magic, we can hide and we can survive.”
“You may end up an outlaw, an enemy of the North.”
She nodded pensively. “I know. But if that’s the price of doing the right thing, I guess I have to pay it, don’t I?”
I thought awhile longer. “And how will we get them out? Even if Aeron agrees, he can’t carry fourteen people – not all that ways.”
“No,” she agreed. “He can’t. Don’t worry. I’ve already talked to him. He’s found allies.”
I blinked. “You what? He what?”
She didn’t seem to notice my surprise. She just nodded. “He agrees that it’s the right thing to do. He found a few dragons who liked the idea of freedom.”
“All-Father. So now we’re not just rebelling against the soon-to-be Emperor, but we’re starting a dragon civil war too?”
She laughed. “I wouldn’t say that. But I’m not sure it would be a bad thing either. I mean, before I knew what dragons were, I guess it made sense. But they’re as smart as you or I.”
I scoffed. “Don’t let Aeron hear that. He’ll be offended.”
“That’s my point. They’re easily as smart as humans and elves. Why should they be slaves to our races? Why shouldn’t they be free – free to work with humans if they want, and free to live wild if they choose?”
I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t disagree, but I’d also rarely heard it espoused. Hundreds of years ago, sure; the more radical elven youth had pushed such ideals. But the wars had come, and the need for dragon labor had arose.
And as so often is the case, ideals died in the face of need.
Bryn seemed to mistake my silence as disagreement, because she waved the point away. “Maybe I’ve been talking too long with Aeron. Either way, it’s not relevant to this. What I mean is, this is just a few dragons. Just enough to get us all out of here.”
It was a madcap scheme, but it was brilliant too. It was the best of a slew of miserable options – except in one regard. It put Bryn in greater danger than any of our other choices.
If I did this alone, she could claim deniability. This, she dismissed out of hand. “I’m not letting you face danger alone. And anyway, if you heard Kenar earlier, you’d know: anything you do, I’m on the hook for.”
If we did nothing but hope for the best from the next king or queen, Bryn would likely escape danger. If Kenar inherited the crown, her career would be over. But she might be able to return to her home and estate without any further harm. If someone more reasonable took power, well, perhaps the sorcerers would be freed anyway.
It was the safest option for Bryn. But it was also the coward’s way out. I knew it, and though Bryn was too kind to call it such, she knew it too. I could tell it in her eyes. She wouldn’t let me do that – not to them, and not to myself.
So I confirmed that she was sure. I walked her through all the risks and harms to herself. She acknowledged them. She agreed with my assessment of the impact on her career. Even if the Council and Kenar decided not to move against us, there’d be no coming back for her career. She might remain the knight of a frozen northern county, but that would be as high as she rose. And she might lose even that.
“It’s worth it, Ceinwen. And anyway…if Kenar is our next king, the further away from the capitol any elf is, the better off they’ll be.”
So I agreed, and she kissed me when I did. We told Aeron that we would go through with it, and he chortled with delight. “Well, well, finally some excitement. I thought you were going soft living in the palace, Mage.”
“You just make sure your dragon friends come through. I don’t want to run out here with a bunch of fugitives and no way out.”
“You need not question the competence of dragons. Worry about yourself, and your two-legged friends. We will be waiting.”
They were. The whole thing went like clockwork – in fact, it went so well, I kept expecting to find we’d been pulled into some kind of trap.
Bryn and I slipped on our pendants and conjured up a cloaking spell. My chest burned a little, but not much. The wound had most healed, so that the sensation was not much more than a dull warmth against my collar bone.
We made our way past the guards. My pulse was racing as we approached. I expected to be challenged at any minute. Ma’am, no weapons allowed in prisoners’ quarters or I’m sorry, ma’am, but visiting is over.
But we weren’t. They didn’t see us. They just went about their business, patrolling and chatting and lingering by the water fountain or the coffee machine as we sauntered by.
Bryn lifted the keycard from one grizzled sergeant’s desk. He’d turned his head to glance at something. His card was there before he looked, and then it was gone when he looked back. My heart was in my throat – but he didn’t notice.
We reached Marius’s door first and waited for a patrol to pass by. Then she badged me inside. “I’ll stay out here and wait for your knock.”
“I’ll knock once, lightly, when we’re ready.”
“Good. I’ll get the door, if it’s clear. If not, well, you’ll know when it’s clear when I get the door.”
She let me in, and Marius stared at what must have seemed to him a door that opened on its own. Bryn shut it on me, and I decloaked.
He blinked. “Cerysdatter. What’s this, then?”
I explained the situation, as quickly and quietly as I could. He nodded gravely and didn’t seem overly surprised. “You will make yourself a marked woman if you do this,” he said.
“I know. It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
He nodded then and grabbed a few items of winter gear and a book. “I haven’t finished it yet. I need to know what happens.”
Then we cloaked, and I knocked gently on the door. It opened immediately, to what seemed an empty hall. “The last patrol came by a minute ago. We’ve got about four minutes, by my reckoning.”
We worked our way up and down the twelve doors with no complications. In truth, the biggest hazard we faced was one another – we knocked into each other more than a few times, especially as our invisible party grew in size.
On the way out of the prisoner’s wing, someone knocked over a vase sitting on an end table. Three guards rushed over, one from a seat by the entrance to the hall, and two from nearby corridors.
I think we all held our breath as they stood there staring at the shattered glass. One of the men raised his hand, checking for drafts. They all looked confused. “Well hell,” the entry guard said. “I sure hope that wasn’t some kind of priceless piece or something.”
“It wasn’t anyone’s fault,” another said. “It just fell.”
“Yeah, trying explaining that to the SKP.”
“Heh. That’s why you earn the extra coin, Ruarc.”
The other guard nodded. “Damn right. Better you than me, my man.”
He scowled at the pair of them. “Get your ass back to patrolling, Torgil. And Eric?”
“Yessir?” he said, with only a hint of amusement in his tone.
“Go find a broom. And whatever form we’re going to need to fill out to document this.”
Torgil smirked and moved on. Eric seemed a lot less amused than he had been a moment earlier. “Yessir.”
Ruarc sighed and studied the shards of glass for a moment after his companions left. Then, shaking his head, he went back to his seat.
I waited until he was out of earshot. “Come on.”
And that was the extent of our excitement. We waited out patrols and sidestepped guards. At the main door, Bryn removed her invisibility cloak and stepped through the door. She stood there in the early evening darkness, bracing against the wind with a theatrical shudder. “All-Father. I thought they said it got warm out here?”
The door guard laughed. “No ma’am. Warmer, maybe. But sure as heck not warm.”
We slipped by, right under his nose, tapping her on the shoulder as each of us passed. Thirteen taps later, she let the door swing shut. “Well, good luck soldier. I hope they’re paying you enough to be out here.”
He laughed. “It’s the army, ma’am. You know they’re not.”
She nodded. “Isn’t that the truth.”
Then she strolled lazily toward the landing pad. We kept pace with her and did a headcount just to be sure.
One by one, the names and voices all checked in.
Aeron was waiting for us, with three other dragons. Better hurry, he said. There’s a fire in the stables, and the guards are working on it. But they won’t be gone for long.
We did as he said. The Southern sorcerers got on, four to a dragon. Bryn and I got on Aeron’s back. Then we lifted off.
One beat of his wings at a time, the capitol grew smaller and smaller, until it was a cluster of lit up specks far below us – the lights of thousands of windows in thousands of homes.
We let the invisibility cloaks go, and I switched to casting a warming spell. Bryn twisted around in the saddle so that she was facing me. “We did it, my darling. We did it.”
I kissed her, slowly and tenderly. “We did, my Bryn.” And somehow in that moment, though I knew well enough the wide world full of problems still waiting for us, I felt freer and safer than I’d done in many long hundreds of years. We had time to think and plan, and relative safety to do it in; and I had her beside me, and Aeron too.
And I felt pretty damned good about those odds.




Chapter Forty-Seven – Rohana

We rose with the sunrise and ate the stew we’d set aside the night before. “I don’t want to leave,” I told her. “I want to stay here forever and make love to you.”
She took my hands in hers. “I have to go. My kingdom needs me back.”
“I know.”
“But we’ll still make love, Rohana. Only it will be in a palace instead of a freezing cabin.”
I smiled. “That sounds alright, then.”
She smiled too. “Good.” Then, though, her expression sobered. “Rohana?”
“What?”
“I have something to ask you. And – if the answer is no, I want you to know, I completely understand.”
As a rule, leadups like that never tended to be good news, and I felt my heartrate accelerate. Still, I kept the worry out of my tone as I answered, “Okay. What is it?”
“You’re a knight protector.”
Was that the question? “I was.”
“Would you like to be one again? My Knight High Protector?”
I blinked. “But I…I served Agalyn,” I reminded her.
“And you saved me,” she countered. “There’s no one I trust more, Rohana. There’s no one I’d rather have at my side, through thick and thin.”
“I…” I was too stunned to know what to say. Knight High Protector was the most trusted knight in a kingdom, the queen’s own knight. She answered to no one but the sovereign and could command any knight in the realm. Every knight in the realm.
She squeezed my hands. “Think about it. You don’t have to say yes. And you don’t have to answer right away. Just promise me you’ll think about it?”
I nodded mutely, and she smiled at me. “Thank you. Now come on, my love. We’ve got a long road ahead.”
It was a long road. The sled glided more readily through the snow after her treatment, but it was still hard work. The battlefield was abandoned now – just a series of frozen fields and frozen corpses, derelict vessels and abandoned equipment. Her camp had been torn down, the radio station that I’d been meant to sabotage so long ago packed up. I had no idea how many bodies were frozen deep below the snow. I suspected the numbers were staggeringly high – much higher than those exposed to the elements.
And everyone else? They were long gone.
Ilaria’s injuries had healed well, but she’d been right when she predicted she wasn’t up to the long trek. I ended up pulling her more than she was able to walk on her own.
The morning wore long. We stopped at the farmhouses along the way. They were still empty, and a few more had been burned to the ground since I’d last been here.
“There’s a town a few miles up the river,” she said. “We’ll find people there.”
I nodded and we pushed on in relative silence. The miles fell away, and the intervening forest and valley went with it. Finally, the outline of a town came into view, dark against the bright sky.
She grinned at me. “There it is.”
I paused now. “Ilaria?”
“Yes?”
“Do you remember what you said the other week? About the new year, I mean? About it being a portent of things to come?”
She nodded. “Well, it’s definitely still cold.”
I smiled. “Yes. But I’ve been thinking. Maybe…well, maybe that wasn’t the portent.”
Her eyes grew tender, and I wondered if she knew what I was going to say. I wondered if she had thought of it herself. “Oh?”
“What if it was…I mean, it was a cold day, but we – we spent it together.”
“We survived together,” she agreed. “When we would not have apart.”
“Yes.” I stared into her eyes, feeling myself lost for a moment in their blue-gray depths. I didn’t know if I believed in superstitions like that. But I believed in her. I believed in us. I believed that, together, we could face anything. “What I’m trying to say, Ilaria…if you trust me as your Knight High Protector, I’ll do it.”
“I trust no one more, Rohana.”
I smiled. “Then how could I say ‘no’?”
She pushed to her feet, so we stood face to face. Slipping an arm around me, she kissed me fiercely. I pulled her to me tighter, wrapping my mouth around hers. When our lips parted, she whispered breathlessly, “You’d better hurry up and get me home, Knight High Protector.”
“Oh?” I said, the rawness of her tones sending shivers through my body. “And why’s that, milady?”
“You know exactly why,” she grinned, nibbling at my lower lip. “Don’t make your queen beg.”
I almost moaned out loud. She was killing me, I wanted her so badly. But I managed to keep some semblance of dignity and strangled the sound before it escaped my lips. “I don’t know. I think I like the sound of that.”
She colored to the roots of her hair, and turnabout being fair play, I laughed. Then I kissed her again. “Come on, Ilaria. Let’s get you home. For both of our sakes.”
“And the kingdom’s,” she reminded me with a grin.
“Yeah. That too.”
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