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On a mission for the Wizard Enclave, Orielle ventures into the Wilding, a strange frontier filled with magical creatures. There she encounters sprites and wraiths, gobbers and wyre.

All view her as prey.
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Orielle guided the dapple-grey gelding along the narrow trail traversing the steep slope of the mountain.

Lights winked in the trees ahead, like the spectrum glints in her mother’s diamond pendant, a gift for the spell she’d worked for the king.

She reined in the horse to watch the dancing lights. On the trek to this height, she’d spotted the rainbow-colored sprites a few times, always too far to see clearly. The old man who had warned her of the Wilding said that she would see strange things, but these strange sprites were beautiful. Like winged jewels, they flitted among the autumn-changed leaves. A cluster darted in and out, winking in unison. When light reflected off sun-glinted water, it moved randomly. The sprites seemed to create a fascinating pattern of light flashes.

Ghost snorted. Orielle patted his neck. At the light tap of palm to horsehide, the sprites flashed white then blinked away. She sighed and hoped they would return.

“Sprites,” she told Ghost. “Flower-lights.”  She remembered reading the description while she studied in the archivist’s tower. Old Rombrey wouldn’t let students carry the thick tome out of his tower, and her tutors required that she con information from its multiple pages. For hours she’d perched on a stool and shivered in the stony room, far removed from the brazier that the old man kept near his table. Before today’s flower-lights, she’d thought that old book contained nothing more than myths. Before she ventured into the Wilding, she should have had another dip into the Creatures of the Hinterlands. She hadn’t bothered to read the chapter about dragons.

She hoped she didn’t encounter dragons.

The sprites were not the first odd things she’d encountered since entering the Wilding that verged the Shifting Lands. She wanted to see them again.

She hoped she did not see another stunted creature like the one that had invaded her campsite last night.

Enclave-raised, with never a toe ventured beyond the settled lands, Orielle had compassed her world with mundane and powered, wizard against sorcerer, Rhoghieri against wyre. Wizard-trained, she came into the border lands to renew the Enclave pact with the Rhoghieri. She expected mountain cats and vipers, bears and hornets, not the stunted creature that tried to drag away her food bag while she slept. Ghost had woken her. When she sprang up, the thing abandoned its prize and scuttled into the darkness.

When her heart stopped racing, she paced her wards, designed to keep her safe from mundane and the evils of Frost Clime.

Her wards weren’t damaged.

Where the creature had crossed, the ward spells remained linked, limning golden when she checked their strength.

Orielle spent the rest of the night watching for more trouble.

These glinting sprites were her second encounter with odd creatures. They looked too pretty to be dangerous. Last night’s creature had had claws that punctured the thick hide of her food bag. A closer encounter with it would be lethal.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have volunteered when Adorée backed out,” she told the horse. His ears flicked forward. Safe in Mont Nouris, her wizard trials appointed a year away, Orielle had itched for adventure. Her sister hadn’t given a reason for changing her mind about the ArchClan’ request to go to Iscleft Haven. Orielle snatched at the opportunity before someone else did.

“Too late to back out now, Ghost. Come on.”

When the grey horse refused to move forward, she dug in her heels. Iron-shod hooves remained firmly planted. His ears flicked forward.

Orielle sat back and stared at the trees with their riot of changing leaves, red and orange and bronzy, colors so rich she wished she knew the name of the trees. She hadn’t excelled at flora and fauna.

The leaves shivered at a vagrant wind’s touch. The sprites had vanished. Nothing moved under the trees’ canopy. The well-traveled path she followed maintained an easy route along the slope and into the forest. A Lowland farmer had pointed her to it and in the next breath warned of the Wilding’s dangers. Orielle ignored the warning, thinking her trials would be nothing more than a trail that switched back and forth until it reached the rocky escarp that towered above the trees. Yesterday and last night, though, she began to believe that farmer.

And now something lurked in the trees ahead.

Ghost snorted a warning when a mundane creature menaced. He had neighed last night. Whatever lurked ahead was neither mundane nor a stunted creature with stubby talons.

No birds chirped or flitted about. No little mammals scurried along the limbs or scratched at the roots.

She wished she had Fire or Water, to spook whatever lurked. She wielded Air, and that not as well as she wished.

The rocky bulk of the mountain loomed overhead. Once she achieved the crest, she would overlook the Wilding, land untrammeled by civilization, inhabited only by magic users. Far east would glimmer the Shifting Lands. Far north was an off-shoot of Faeron, and farther north the forests and tundra of Ultima Thule.

Orielle wanted to achieve the crest by sunset. Did a creature lurk in the trees? Did it wait to leap upon her and Ghost? Or did it plan to rush them when they started the upward trail? Spook the horse, and she and Ghost would fall hundreds of feet to the valley.

For a solid week she had listened to one Lowland farmer after another tell of ogres lurking in the boulders, hiding in caves, and creeping through trees. Orielle shivered with the children while the wives bustled about and old folk smoked the ubiquitous puff pipe, saying “aye” at dark times in the stories.

Now that she’d seen sprites and that stunted creature, she couldn’t dismiss those warnings as stories to keep the little ones from wandering off.

Ogres. Trolls. Wyre? Shape-shifting wyre, sent by the sorcerers of Frost Clime to block the way to Iscleft Haven? Wyre and sorcerers, waiting for Orielle to ride into their trap?

Imagination would doom her one day.

Trained to alert to sorcery, Ghost had warned her of last night’s unnatural creature. Loud noises would also affect him, like the soldiers who had drilled in the well square of the last town of the Lowlands.

Outcasts lurked on the fringes. She hadn’t kept her mission to the Haven secret. She was a young woman traveling alone. Easy prey, the lawless would think. She had more than enough power for them.

Orielle put her heels into Ghost as she clucked. He snorted but started obediently.

A dark shape slunk from one tree trunk to the next.

She reined in Ghost. Once again she peered at the shadow-draped trail. Once again she spotted nothing and no one.

Stripping off her riding gloves, she tucked them into her saddle bags. Then she started the horse forward.

When they passed close to the first tree, his ears flicked. He snorted at the third tree. He balked when the trees surrounded him.

She could still see nothing and no one. After peering around, Orielle lifted her hand. Golden magic limned her fingers, both warning and threat. “Come out and play,” she offered. She tried to breathe slowly, deeply. A vagrant wind cooled her cheeks.

For several breaths nothing moved. Then a tall figure separated from the tree that had hidden his wide shoulders. Even in the shadows, his blond hair glistened as it fell over his bare shoulders. Slanted eyebrows slashed together over eyes as blue as the sky. His features were sharply boned in a narrow face. A golden pelt covered his broad chest. He wore only leather breeches, with no shirt and no boots on his bare feet.

And he stood on his toes. Yellowed claws extended from his fingers.

Wyre. Partially shifted. Real trouble.Wizardry had little defense against a shifted wyre.

“Good morrow,” she told him.

He grinned, a flash of white fangs that were sharp and scary. “Playtime.”  And he leaped for her.

Ghost chose to rear. Orielle lost her seat and slid back. She landed on her feet, sheer luck. The drop jarred her, scared her. She stumbled sideways.

And into something. Something that loomed higher than her.

A tree? A wyre!  No. Hands had caught her. They shoved her backward. Panic flashed over her then winked out when she realized the man wasn’t a shifted wyre. He wasn’t a wyre at all. And he stood between her and the wyre.

Ghost tore the reins free of clawed hands. He bounded away. His white tail flashed as he thundered through the trees.

The wyre didn’t look at the lost horse. He ignored Orielle and scanned the man. Brown hair, brown leathers, brown boots, shining sword. Then the wyre grinned. “Rho.”

“Wyre,” the man retorted. With the steely blade between them, he lifted one hand.

The wyre flew back. He thudded into a tree trunk. Red leaves scattered over him. Claws scratched the ground, then he scrambled up. Those blue eyes flickered to Orielle. He grinned, sick anticipation stretching his lips. “Don’t leave, pretty wizard.”

The Rhoghieri’s hand came up again.

The wyre laughed then dove behind a tree.

And disappeared.

While she gawked, the Rhoghieri grabbed her hand. “This way.”  He headed back, towing her along.

“But—my horse—.”

He didn’t stop. He didn’t acknowledge her protest. They passed the sunny spot where Ghost had stopped before.

On the switchback to the lower trail, Orielle lost her footing and began sliding. The Rho’s strong grip kept her upright. Her free hand scraped over rock and sedgy grass. The stiff riding boots kept her ankles from rolling off the roots and rocks that skittered under her. When she stumbled again, he kept her from tumbling downslope, but he used her momentum to leave the well-worn trail. They rushed downward several feet, then he tugged her along as he climbed higher and higher.

When he stopped, she fetched into him. “Oof.”  She grabbed his arm to steady herself.

Sun dazzled her eyes, so she looked down and away.

They stood on a thready trail, ribbony compared to the path she had followed. The trail coursed the mountain’s flank. Behind him, grass gave way to boulders. Below them, far below them—the wyre stood on the wider path. Clawed hands rested on his hips. The sun gleamed on his sweat-slick skin.

He grinned. “Come out and play,” he shouted her words.

Wind whooshed down the slope. It blasted over the wyre. He tumbled backward, down the slope.

She nearly came off her feet when the Rhoghieri jerked her forward. “Don’t stop.”

He didn’t, so she couldn’t.
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The narrow trail climbed through tumbled boulders and skidded over loose scree then found beaten ground with protruding rocks. It entered a grove of white-barked trees, slim and straight, golden leaves shivering in a wind that rushed with them. The sunlight flashed in and out, blinding her then winking behind thickly leaved branches, shining hard and bright only to have the golden veil intervene.

Orielle lost the thready trail. She lost the sun when they plunged into dense evergreens, their needles dense and soft and fragrant. She lost track of time, of distance, of her rasping breaths and her escalating fear. She gripped the hand that gripped hers, doubling her clasp to stay steady and moving. She watched her feet, his feet, the hide boots scuffed with age, scraped by their rapid passage over sharply cleaved rocks. He stepped quickly, firmly, and she tried to step where he had.

He had more weapons than the sword he hadn’t used. A boot knife with a smooth wood handle, dark with age. Another knife in his right-side boot had heavy carving that their steady movement kept her from deciphering.

The Rho wore mail under a leather jack and heavy linen shirt, both colored like rich soil. A ring chain cinched a long belt knife, thin as a poniard. The scabbard for his sword had Fae scrolling. She wondered if the sword were Fae steel.

He looked like a man heading for trouble, not just happening upon it.

The wind kept with them, blowing from the back, carrying their scent ahead of them and not back to the wyre that tracked them.

They climbed through the evergreens. A giant slab of granite leaned precariously against a snapped trunk, and a new tree had grown around it, merging wood to rock. Past the granite the Rho stopped.

Orielle plowed into his back. When he didn’t start again, she released her clasp, but he didn’t free her other hand.

The wind died.

Grit filled her dry mouth and throat. She coughed. Her ankle throbbed. Tugging at her hand got his attention. He glanced around then dropped her hand like it was a snake.

“Thank you.”

He grimaced then returned to scanning the trees ahead and downslope.

She scanned him. He had her years, but life had given him more experience. A ridged scar cleaved one brow. An old break had flattened the bridge of his nose. A second scar followed the line of his jaw. Similar white tracery had covered his knuckles. His calloused palm spoke of long hours with weapons or tools. The Fae-scrolled weapons reminded her of the comeis and the guards for her great-aunt Letheina, ArchClan over the whole Enclave. Did a Rhoghieri need to bristle with weapons? He hadn’t used the sword against the wyre. He’d thrown an Air spell and crashed the shifter into a tree. He’d thrown him downslope with another gust of Air.

The silence had twisted into awkward. “Will I pass as a mountain goat now?”

The joke didn’t draw his attention.

She coughed and tried again. “I suppose the grove is a trap for unwary travelers.”

“A trap?”  His scowl withered her. “Aye, you can call it that. You shouldn’t have invited him into a game. The wyre love games. And where there is one wyre, there’s a pack.”

“I didn’t invite him into a game.”

Storm-colored eyes rolled. “You said, ‘Come out and play’.”

“That’s the reason he grinned at me.”

“He would have grinned anyway. Wyres like to eat magic. Gives them a rush.”

Her ignorance flashed bright as the sun. She had volunteered for this venture into the Wilding. Two days into the frontier, and she had walked into trouble. Every hour on this trail only pointed out how little she understood of those long lessons about wyre and sorcery.

And her pathetic reading of Creatures of the Hinterlands would get her killed.

“I didn’t expect wyre this far from Iscleft,” she conceded. “Frost Clime concentrates its attacks there.”

“Iscleft—.”

Avoiding a direct look, his eyes angled toward her. The look askance was like common folk avoiding a wizard’s gaze. In the Lowlands, once she explained her mission, few people had looked her in the eye. Protection from being hexed. Her tutors had droned through their explanation about the aversion while she and her friends giggled about superstitions.

“You’re far off course for Iscleft,” he said.

“I’m not heading to Iscleft, not yet.”

“You should be, with wyres on your heels.”

“I didn’t bring them!”

He snorted. “What the blazes are you doing this deep into the Wilding? Only fools come this far into the Highlands.”

“I’m heading for Iscleft Haven.”

“The Haven. What kind of fool are you?”

“My name is Orielle. I’m from Clan Galfrons in Mont Nouris.”

He nodded, her naming of a wizard clan confirmed his judgment. “Enclave fool.”

She punched his arm.

“Weak Enclave fool.”

Snatching Air, she thrust it at him.

The sudden gust staggered him. He straightened. When he turned around, his eyes looked grey as sooty smoke, a surprise with his dark hair. “Do that with the wyre next time. Five times the force.”

“I thought wizardry didn’t work on wyre.”

“Wizardry doesn’t. Elements do.”  He offered his hand. “Shall we go on then?”

She sighed but accepted his grasp. When his fingers firmly wrapped around hers, she felt the same safety as when he’d thrown Air at the wyre.

“My horse?”

“If your horse followed the scent I gave him, he’s with mine.”

“You can do that?”

He didn’t answer. He walked fast, but she no longer felt towed behind a juggernaut.

The Rho climbed above the granite slab, across the old scar, filled with long wisps of grass browned for late autumn. The trees thinned as they climbed. He didn’t head straight up the mountain’s flank, but his steep path was more grueling than the gentler trail. Orielle’s legs burned long before he stopped a second time.

Gasping, she sank against a boulder. Her parched throat longed for a drink. Ghost carried her waterskin, though. Tossing back the black cloak, spelled against cold and rain but not against heat and weariness, she leaned into the wind that teased with coolness.

“Here.”

She opened her eyes. A scarred hand offered a small flask.

He had frowned at her last gratitude. She took the flask inches from her nose. Before she could lift it, he turned to peer downslope.

Orielle jiggled the flask. She wanted to drain it, but she didn’t know when they would find fresh water. Two swallows eased her throat. A third began revival of her energy. She stoppered the flask then balanced it on a knee.

He turned back. She offered the flask. He hefted it. Dark eyebrows rose, and her withered pride revived a little. Not such a fool, she wanted to say. Then she watched his throat apple jump twice as he swallowed. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The same hand that had gripped hers so tightly.

A tingle that had nothing to do with magic coursed through her. To hide from those grey eyes, she peered into the trees around them. If he followed a trail, she couldn’t see it. Where had the wyre gone? Did they still track them? How had that wolfen known where to set his trap? How long had he waited for her?

How had the Rho found her in time?

“How did—?”  Her voice cracked. She coughed. “How did you know—?”  Another cough seized her.

He waited until the spasm ended. “Crossed your camp this morning. Smelled the gobber that had been there, too. So I tracked you. Curiosity, mainly, until I sniffed the wyre on your trail. Came on his scent about midday.”

Gobber distracted her. “Is that what that was? It tried to steal my food bag.”

“You’ve never seen a gobber.”

Orielle treated the slow words like a question. “No. The description I read wasn’t really accurate. I saw sprites—if that’s what those sparkly lights are—.”  She paused, expectant, and he nodded. “They were in the trees. They scattered before I saw the wyre. The sprites were not described accurately either. That book needed illustrations.”

Those grey eyes lightened although the sun rode the azure sky behind him. “I guess most people who can draw don’t live past their encounter with a gobber.”

She suspected that he laughed at her, but he hid his amusement. Only that ashy cast in his eyes revealed—something. “You’re saying I was lucky.”

A smudge darkened the grey. “Lucky with the gobber. Lucky I followed your trail. Lucky you faced only one wyre and not the whole pack of 13.”

“Thrice lucky is better than thrice damned.”

He tucked the flask inside his jacket and cinched it with a jerk of the laces. Then he held out his hand.

Orielle’s legs still burned, and the spurt of energy from the water hadn’t reached her feet. “Do you think he’s following us still?”

His hand dropped. He scoured the trees below, the flank level with the boulders. The well-traveled path had disappeared. He surveyed the crest still far above them.

She wondered where his horse was. And had Ghost found the horse? Or was he racing back to the last comfortable stable in the civilized Lowlands? Or gutted in some gully, fresh meat for the wyre? Or other predators?

She shivered.

“I’ve tried to confuse our trail,” the Rho said. He offered his hand again. When she accepted it, he lifted her easily. “We’re leaving tracks. That can’t be helped. The wyre track by scent, though, not sight. That’s a boon. But—.”  His grip shifted, tightened just a fraction before easing off. “I can only mask so much. We need to deaden our scent. You should spell that cloak you’re wearing.”

“It is spelled, against rain and cold.”

“Spell it to mask your scent.”

“Do I stink?”

“No.”  That light returned to his eyes. “The wyre would find you a juicy morsel.”

“I don’t think that’s a compliment.”

“Just mask your scent, Orielle of Galfrons.”

The Enclave tutors frowned on the tricks that Orielle and her friends had practiced, sparkling their gowns and hair before a party, washing a fabric with magical hues that shimmered, creating auras that brightened and shadowed with their moods. She re-cast one of those spells, replacing brilliants with exotic chypre.

His eyes watered.

“Too much? It’s the rage at court.”  She coughed as she got a mouthful of the scent emanating from her clothes. She exchanged the chypre for rose, the heavy pink blooms that filled her grandmother’s garden.

He choked. “Not that either. Something natural, dammit.”

“Roses are natural.”

“Something from the forest around us. And not all at once. Confuse your scent with other scents. Pick one that’s predominant.”

She blanked the attar and snatched at the trees, the deep resin, the rich needles, the sturdy bark. Ghost had nosed the trees near the stream. The scent mixed with her aunt’s herbary and scythed grass and—.

“Good choice.”

“Don’t hurt yourself with that praise.”

“I didn’t know if you knew the spell.”

“We aren’t supposed to use magic this way,” she shared. “It’s like casting glitter over my gowns. My tutors would punish me.”

“I won’t. This should confuse the Wilders, too.”

She sniffed her hood. “What is this scent?”

“That’s spruce. Add in other scents.”

“Spruce,” she whispered, naming it so she could remember it. She knew cedar. The wood saved her winter clothes from the moths.

He bent and ripped up wisps of grass as she mixed a whiff of cedar into the spruce. He held the grass so she could catch the odor. She sniffed and crinkled her nose. It lacked any green scent. She smelled mold and something like old root and rot, like decay or age or—. “Ugh.”

“You can use the deer scat on the trail over there.”

“No!”  She quickly peppered the grass into the spruce and cedar.

He chuckled then sniffed and nodded. “Good enough to confuse a Rho.”

“And a wyre?”

“Confuse a Rho, confuse a wyre. An old lesson. This is a start. Mix in other scents as we pass them until nothing’s left that you started with. It may not stop him, not if he’s determined, but it will slow him down. The slower he goes, the better for us.”

“And where do we go?”

“To the horses.”

“He could just track the horses.”

“If he thinks of that. Let’s hope he doesn’t.”  
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Sunset from the mountaintop captured her heart.

Vibrant orange and coral, pinks and lilacs flung themselves across the clouds dotted along the horizon. A golden glow spread upward, turning to rose gold before pinking the edges of the clouds drifting overhead. Here on the crest, the leaves had browned and died, stripped from the limbs by the ever-present wind.

Leaning against an exposed boulder pitted by weather, Orielle drank in the colors while she snatched a rest. The Rho had climbed atop the boulder to gain vantage over the obscuring trees.

She rested in a shallow bowl of soft dirt. With the horizon before her, the breeze cooling her face, and a hawk performing a lazy wheel through the afterglow, she might imagine herself on a picnic.

But the vista was endless forest, more ridges and mountains to climb, no smudged smoke trailing up to mark the Haven’s location deep in the Wilding. The forest sheltered wyre and other predators, the ones she had expected and the ones that had surprised her. Gobbers. Ogres. Surely she wouldn’t encounter a gryph?

To the east, the next mountain towered. Snow clung to its steep crevasses on its north reaches. Beyond were the jagged spires of snow-capped mountains, nearly impenetrable barriers to the Shifting Lands. “There be dragons,” she murmured, quoting another ancient tome. She didn’t remember reading much of it. In her schooling, surrounded by powerful students who wielded multiple elements, she had scarcely dreamed her one-element self would venture into the Wilding. Adorée wielded both the Air and Water of the Letheina clan as well as the Earth of Galfrons. She would have made a better emissary to Iscleft Haven. Why had Adorée accepted the appointment then refused it?

The Rho hadn’t mentioned camp. He hadn’t mentioned where he expected to find his horse and hopefully Ghost. Did he know wards that would keep gobbers out of their camp? Gobbers and other creatures of the Wilding, creatures that her tutors had glossed over.

He leaped down, landing with a muffled thud that barely disturbed the exposed dirt. He straightened then touched her arm. His finger touched her lips. Then he pointed behind him. She peered around his wide shoulders.

The dancing lights wove among dead leaves.

He didn’t let her watch as long as she wanted. He stepped away from the boulder, and the sprites darted away.

Orielle sighed. “They charm, don’t they? ‘Jewel on the wing.’  That was printed in the margins of that book, Creatures of the Hinterlands. ‘Jewel on the wing’ and something about a sting.”

“Bite. Painful as a hornet’s sting. You don’t want to anger a nest of them.”

“Is that the way of the Wilding? Danger in the glove of beauty. Remove the glove, and sharp talons will claw you?”  His head cocked, like a hawk trying to figure out its prey, so she explained, “My training is useless here.”

“I wouldn’t call it useless. You can punch with Air.”  He rubbed his arm. Had her earlier thrust with the element left a sore bruise? “I doubt any of your Enclave wizards would do better.”

“The little I know won’t keep me from being killed.”

“That’s the first step to learning, admitting you don’t know. The second is a willingness to learn.”

“Don’t get excited,” she warned him. “My tutors complained that I fell back two steps for every three forward.”  But she smiled to diffuse the complaint. “Do we continue off-trail? For I don’t think you’ll camp up here.”

“Too exposed,” he agreed. “You’re willing to go on?”

“As long as you know where we are.”

“I always know where I am.”

Was that arrogance or truth? Rather than search those eyes with their silvery cast, Orielle swept an arm toward the changing forest. “I don’t even know the trees. Fruit trees I can name, even out of season, but these—I’m limited to red leaves, yellow leaves, orange leaves, and evergreens.”

“Don’t forget the plum leaves, city lass.”

“Oh, aye,” she agreed with a country expression, and surprise flickered over his battered face.

“Ready?”

For answer, she pushed off the boulder. Turning, she stumbled over a stack of rocks hidden behind a stunted evergreen. The rocks toppled.

He hissed then dropped to his knees, gathering up the rocks like they shouldn’t touch the ground.

“What?”

“Hsst. It’s a cairn. You know what a cairn is?”  A rock slipped from his cradling hold. He snatched it back with the others.

She knelt beside him. “A way marker.”

“Grave marker,” he corrected. “We have to re-seal the grave.”

She gaped. “Like—a formal ceremony?”

“Yours the deed that disturbed it;  yours the hands to restore it. And pray we didn’t release more than we disturbed.”

He was serious. Energy emanated from him, waves radiating over her, impelling her.

“Now, wizard.”

“What could we release upon the world?” she whispered.

“The cairn,” he mouthed.

She brushed back the little tree with its prickly needles and saw what it had hidden. Four irregular stones forming a square sunk into the ground—or so old in place that time had built up the soil around them.

Orielle swept off the imbedded rocks. One flat surface looked like frozen ripples. Another had a scuff across it. She didn’t know what ceremony he wanted, but the sealing chant of the dead was the same for human and Fae, wizard and mundane, townie or farmer.

She flattened her hand over the plain rock above the one with scuffing. “Earth” then “Air” as she touched the scuffed one. The rippled one was “Water.” And the Rho exhaled, slow, long. He clearly had feared she would get it as wrong as her other knowledge was. “Fire” was the fourth rock.

“Earth and Air, Water and Fire,” she named and touched them again. He handed her a rock, flatter than others. A base, she reckoned as she carefully placed it. “Blood and breath, flesh and bones.” A rock for every word.

The light was fading, more quickly than she’d thought it would. The wind had a cold nip, reminding that autumn was harbinger of winter.

He handed her another rock, uneven of shape, harder to steady in place. “Sun and shadow, soil and stone.”  The sealing chant was slower as she timed each word to a rock’s placement. “Sleep and peace. Sleep and ease. Return you to the path to Neothera.”

He gave her the last rock, one extra beyond the sealing chant. Orielle asked with her eyes. His gaze shifted to the cairn.

With a crack, she set it on the top. Both hands wrapping the rock, she repeated the chant. And she poured magic into it, imagining the power sinking through every placed stone and into the ground. Soft sifted dirt, the shallow depression, and the cairn the only evidence of the ancient burial.

She shivered as she finished. The world felt fogged, distant.

Then the Rho gripped her arm and hauled her to her feet. He towed her away from the cairn.

Her hands prickled from the evergreen’s sticky needles. The twilight brightened. Had a shadow—? Orielle peeked over her shoulder. No. The ancient grave at the boulder’s base would catch the last light of the sun.

But she shivered.

The slope on the mountain’s east wasn’t as steep as the west, facing the Lowlands. Shading trees clogged the incline. The way remained tricksy, but the Rho kept her moving, faster and faster, faster again as they hit a narrow trail and turned onto it.

The trail crossed another. He took that one, climbing briefly before descending again.

She clung to his hand. Roots snagged her toes. Stiffly-fingered branches snagged her hair. Light faded rapidly. How was he seeing?

She heard water, rushing, drowning the sunset bird calls.

The trail angled sharply down. The Rho stopped. She plowed into him.

Grim—for that was the name she’d dubbed him—steadied her before she pitched over. “You hurt?”

“Tired,” she gasped.

“Camp’s ahead.”

Camp. Pampered by the Enclave’s comfort, Orielle would never have imagined that a fire and a seat on the hard ground would inspire her to keep moving past aching muscles and joints. Pampered by the Enclave’s safe walls, she had considered the wyre a nebulous threat rather than lethal hunters. The hardships she had expected were the journey to the Haven and the carefully marshalled arguments to convince the Rhoghieri Haven to return to the alliance. When they’d abandoned the pact three generations before, the Enclave’s only threat came from a rebel heretic named Saldoran. Frost Clime now threatened. Frost Clime was winning.

“Waterfall ahead,” Grim said, an explanation for the drowning noise that she mutely appreciated. “We’ll cross above it before we continue down.”

She started to ask how Grim intended to make camp in the rapidly-falling darkness, but her ignorance covered so much that she decided to wait and see. She sighed at more walking, though, and hoped the waterfall obscured the soft sound. “Will the horses be at our camp?”

He lifted a shoulder. Orielle expected another explanation. As a teacher, he was more patient than her Enclave tutors. Yet those grey eyes sharpened. He focused on something just off her head. Then he grabbed her shoulder.

His fingers bit into her flesh. She cried out as he jerked her around. He swiped down her back, over and over, long sweeping motions, like he brushed off a clinging web.

“What?”  She didn’t remember backing against anything. She had leaned against the boulder. She craned to see over her shoulder.

Those viselike fingers kept her from turning. “Hold still.”

He flicked his fingers, flinging something off. Again he swiped down her back and again, brushing off whatever clung. He flung away a misty, webby thing. She heard a high-pitched whine, like a summer insect buzzing her ears. Then the sound vanished with his last swipe down her back.

The day brightened. The chill left the air.

He kept brushing her off. His grip eased, but he held her still while he brushed her shoulders, her back, down the length of her cloak.

“Take this off.”  He tugged the oiled cloth.

A tug removed the brooch, a luck charm from her mother. She held the circle and stick-pin while he gave her cloak a strong shake. A wind kicked it, billowing through the cloak, ensuring no trace of the thing lingered.

When he settled the cloak back in place, he took the brooch from her fumbling fingers and fastened it quickly.

While she searched the ground for what he’d gotten off her.

Shifting fog caught her eyes.

She gasped as the fog lifted from the ground. Misty tendrils rose, a cloudy mass that shaped into a head and thin shoulders, a torso with separating arms, wisps of hands and elongated fingers. The ghostly mist didn’t form a lower body as it hovered above the needle-carpeted ground.

In the air between them and the mist, Grim shaped a ward. The sigil glowed amber. The foggy mass retreated. The ward faded as the fog drifted upslope, obscuring tree trunks as it flowed past, following their back trail. Like a man with legs, the ghost climbed, hazier as it left the twilight cloaking the lower slope and mounted the upper reaches.

It had ridden her back.

“Just a ghost,” she breathed, reassuring herself. “I’m not afraid of ghosts.”

Wispy fingers clung to a tree trunk, digging those elongated claws into the bark to slow its ascent.

“Not a ghost.”  Grim’s hand again swept down her back, ensuring nothing else clung to her. “A wight. Ghosts don’t have tangible form. A wight does. Give it enough emotional energy, and it grows claws and teeth that can draw blood. Give it blood, and it becomes bones and flesh with an insatiable need for more blood.”

The misty head turned toward them. It watched. It wanted fear. It waited for her fear so it could flow back to her, wrap its arms around her, cover its mouth with her own, and suck in her screams, dig in its claws, piercing her flesh as easily as last night’s gobber had punctured the thick hide of her food bag.

How do I know that?

Emotional energy. Orielle groped for Grim’s hand. He twined their fingers, reassuring warmth and solidity after the cold that had blanketed her on the mountaintop and ridden her back down that steep slope, when only his sure-footed passage kept her upright. Fear and hate. Feeding like a wraith.

“A wight is a wraith,” he said, although she didn’t realize she’d spoken aloud. “What exactly do they teach you in that Enclave?”

“Apparently not what I needed to learn. Did my magic draw it?”

“Cairns seal graves for a reason.”

“I freed it then. And it wanted my fear. I am very glad there are no wyre here.”

“Me, too. Give it terror, and it will take shape. Link it to your power, and it will never leave you, tapping into your emotions by taking the form of your dead bloodkin.”

Her heart hammered at her close escape. She retreated to flippancy. “The only dead kin that I would fear would be my cousin Raigeis.”

“Hsst. Don’t give it name.”

“It can hear me?”  She peered through the deepening twilight, but the wight’s misty form had vanished. She shouldn’t have taken her eyes off it.

“It’s touched you. Clung to you. The connection will linger until sunrise.”

He pulled her after him, toward the rushing water ahead.

But not before she tried one last time to find the wight.
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Orielle didn’t think she fell asleep. This fraught day wearied her with its pre-dawn beginning with the gobber, leading to her encounter with the wyre, and ending with a wight on her back. How could one sleep standing up? But she must dream, for bone-white horses threaded through the straight trees. Snow-white riders, stiffly erect in their saddles, wore cloaks of ice blue and storm purple. The material flowed around them, drifted by a gentle wind.

Only the metal bits of the night-black bridles jingled as the horses circled the camp. No snorts or huffs of ice-fogged breath broke the silence. The hooves were muted thuds. The saddle leather didn’t creak.

Nor did the riders speak. In their frozen marble faces, their black eyes spoke for them. Who? From where? From when? Why? Deep questions, rolling like distant thunder.

First to cross the camp wards was a woman, her features carved as sharply as ice shards, a smile greeting Orielle while her black eyes lacked any warmth. Silver hair streamed to her waist, like waterfalls over her glacial blue gown. Her arms were long and thin, the joints of wrist and elbow prominent. The gown flowed behind her like wings. She was beautiful and eldritch strange. Orielle knew Fae without their glamour. The Fae had an unfading beauty equal to this woman. They shared the longer limbs, the slow-swift drifting movements, the ever-present golden aura of magic. This woman was not Fae. She was like to them, but stilly silent, frozen life, without the golden warmth of power, as far from Fae as the Fae were from human, even the wizards who wielded the same power.

The woman’s dark eyes flickered. Long icy-white lashes swept down then up. Her close-mouthed smile revealed her satisfaction at Orielle’s awe. She looked pure as ice—the purity that cleaved coldly sharp decisions that lacked the human inclination toward mercy.

A man followed, then a second. Knights, guarding their queen. Carved of the same frozen ice, similar yet different, harder than the hard woman. One had a drawn sword, the flat blade leaned against his shoulder. The metal glowed with the blue of glacial ice.

The other didn’t draw his sword. Icy violet gleamed dully through a scabbard worked from silver and ice filaments. The snow-white fingers of his left hand curved around something. A shadowy tendril left his hand but vanished into the darkness, inches from rider and steed.

Those pale fingers tightened.

Orielle’s upward glance snared the knights. She felt the ice of a deep Mont Nourian winter, the frozen wind from the mountain heights whipped to a frenzy by a storm, the shaking chill that only a blazing fire could dispel.

The other riders encircled the camp. Silent, frozen, untouched by drifting wind that lifted the snow-white manes of their horses.

Their camp had no leaping flames to offer warmth, just smoldering coals that held more ash than heat.

She shivered. The second knight smiled. Had he sent the ruthless cold she endured? When his lips parted, she saw his teeth, sharpened to fangs. He stopped his horse beside the woman. He released his reins, the black leather straps sliding against the bone-white horse. He stretched his free hand toward her, and she sensed a cold deeper than winter.

Orielle thought she dreamed until Grim appeared. His hand grazed hers as he bowed deeply. The touch broke her sleepy stupefaction. She curtsied as deeply as she would have to the ArchClan of the Enclave or the king of Mont Nouris. She watched the woman, stranger than all the others, for she had led the men across the camp wards. Orielle’s magic hadn’t stopped them nor alerted her.

She feared these creatures more than the gobber, more than the wyre.

“Who comes through my Wilding?”  The woman’s voice had rich tones that rang deep to her bones.

Grim bowed again. “I am Rhoghieri, Lady Bone.”

“Havener.”  The black eyes glittered with a strange inner light. “I know you. We keep the pax. This one, woman who is not-wizard, name her.”

At the command, the second knight’s smile increased.

Orielle had skipped many lessons, but she knew the power of names. Cringing inside, she lifted her chin, striving to balance bravery and respect. Fear and insolence would feed icy cruelty.

Grim had edged closer. She clasped his hand as she sank into another curtsey. Then she tossed back her hood.

The first knight lifted his sword. Extending his arm high, he brandished the steely blue blade. “Aiwaz Solsken,” he shouted.

Orielle fell back from his thunder.

Grim caught her, dragged her against his side. “Steady,” he warned, for the sword knight had dismounted without moving, slipping between one blink of her fluttering lashes and the next.

Sword held in both hands, he approached. The eerie blade lit his snow-white skin, giving it the glacial tones of the Lady’s gown. Sigils writhed the length of the blade, as tall as she was, with a brightly glowing gem pommel. She crowded into Grim as the knight held the sword aloft. She had to tear her gaze from him to focus on the woman.

The sword knight stopped his advance.

Orielle dared not look at him. Despising her cowardly instinct, she straightened away from Grim and managed a step away.

The knight shifted with her, keeping the blade between her and the Lady.

A third curtsey would seem mockery. Orielle bent her head then dared the Lady’s gaze. “I am as you called me, Great One. I am a not-wizard of the Enclave in Mont Nouris.”

“That is not a name.”

“I have learned to be wary of names, Lady.”

“Not so, for this wight knows a name.”

The Lady’s words were a signal, for the leash knight jerked the black rope he held. His right hand snatched the air. When his hand lifted, a ghostly form appeared. Wispy tendrils coalesced into a thick fog—wearing the face of her dead cousin Raigeis.

Orielle winced. Grim, behind her, grunted.

She forced herself to survey the wight’s guise. He had Magister Raigeis’ arrogance, the flared nostrils and lofted chin, the swept-back grey hair, the stiff carriage of a man who understood his importance.

But ghosts didn’t walk the earth, not as tangible beings. The wight had taken her cousin’s form to terrify. Emotional energy, Grim had said.

She looked at the creature masked as Raigeis, once second in command of all the wizards in the Enclave, dead now and another in his place.

“A foolishness that I regret, Lady.”  Once again she dared that cold stare. “I wished to impress the Rhoghieri.”

“The wight did not frighten you when it tried to attach itself to you?”

“No, Lady,” she lied. She looked again at Raigeis. His features were blurring. Did the wight lose energy when it had no emotions to sustain its guise?

“You are arrogant, Lady Aiwaz Solsken.”

“The Rhoghieri says that I am foolish. I have never before ventured into the Wilding. I have much to learn. For example, I cannot discover, Great Lady, how you and your knights cross my wards.”

The Lady’s laugh was a sharp tinkling sound that could have broken glass. The leash knight permitted another smile. Orielle dared not look at the sword knight. He had advanced when their gazes met. Would he advance more if that again happened? She would not peek to see if his grin matched all the others encircling their camp.

Behind her, Grim hissed, displeased with her once again.

“A bargain we will strike, Not-Wizard.”

“No,” Grim whispered.

Not feeling reckless, Orielle wished to offer his word as her own. How did she refuse this magical queen? Should she even attempt to wiggle out of the proposed bargain? “I have nothing to offer,” she tried. Grim’s groan told that she’d said the wrong thing.

“We will find an appropriate offer at the appointed time. Cyning honorel. Wight, na strincte. The name returns to Neothera. Take it. It offends my sight.”

The darkness that had cloaked the wight descended over him. Her last look saw Cousin Raigeis dissipating like vapor. A muffled howl rose. The knight jerked the leash, cutting the howl into a whimper. Another jerk stopped that tiny sound.

“What will happen to this wight?”

“You have care for a creature that would suck away your magic?”

“No,” she hastened to say. “I would not want another traveler to fall into its trap.”

“Have care to yourself, not for the next traveler this wight meets.”

“It returns to its place, on the crest at the cairn?”

The Lady’s smile widened. Sharp fangs glinted, as sharp as the Leash Knight and just as deadly.

And the wight whimpered.

“Eventually. It will pay a tithe for its lie.”  She spoke again, the strange language like Faeron but not, the words harsh yet with an enthralling undertone that could trap the unsuspecting.

The knight shifted the glowing sword to his left hand. Once again he extended it to the sky. The storm-purple cloak fell back. His snow-white forearm had lightning-jagged scars. Muscles bunched at the sword’s heft, but he held it aloft, his strength making the steel weightless. Orielle stared at the glittering tip of the sword. She watched for lightning, but nothing struck. His right hand extended. Elongated fingers cupped her face.

They froze her skin. His gaze seized hers.

“Lady—,” Grim called.

“She is safe, Rho. For now.”  Again her tingling laugh jangled the silence.

The knight loomed before her, inches from her, but that snow-cold frame emitted no heat. Black eyes bored into hers as his cold, bony fingers pressed hard into her flesh. A faint pulse beat in his temple, the only sign that blood pulsed within him, pumped by a heart, making him mortal as the long-lived Fae, mortal as Orielle.

Is the Lady mortal?

His fingers moved, and her thoughts scattered, driven away before the blizzard of icy shards penetrating her mind. His black eyes seized hers as he learned the bone structure of her face, his touch as intimate as a lover’s first exploration yet colder than deep winter, crueler than quick death.

Her breath fogged the chilling air.

“Do you fear me, Aiwaz Solsken?”

“I fear what you do.”

Her breathy words caused a flicker in those black eyes. “It is good that the wight lost its grip before it felt your fear.”

She shuddered.

His hand lifted away only for his index finger to return, to trace a symbol in the center of her forehead. She tried to follow the shape. He obliged by redrawing it, three, four, five times.

His teeth weren’t fanged. They looked slightly pointed with only the eye teeth sharpened. An odd puzzle to snag her mind rather than the eerie tingling of his finger on her brow, writing a symbol over and over. Then he whispered, imparting the secret, “Once for each tenet.”

“Thank you.”

“The Lady gives it. I am hers as you are the Rho’s.”  He stepped back. He slowly lowered the sword, steadily sheathed it until only the blue gem above the cross-guard gave its light to the moon-cold night. Without a flicker of his black eyes, he turned, walked back to his horse, and vaulted into the saddle.

With his leaving, devastation whorled through her, scoured with blizzard-sharp ice.

“Would you steal my knight, Not-Wizard? He seems to court you.”

The words jarred her frozen mind. “Oh, no, Great Lady. He is yours, none of mine.”

That fang-toothed smile returned. “Well answered, though I would send him in your need. Call upon me should you need my aid. I will send one of my knights.”

Orielle bowed her head. “I am humbled by the gift, Lady.”

The smile vanished. “Kyrgy deal in bargains, my offer matched to yours. Remember that, Aiwaz Solsken. You have much to learn of the Wilding. I hope you survive to complete our bargain.”

Obedient to an unseen signal, the horses turned as one. The Lady and her two knights rode into the forest, their horses swishing their tails as they crossed the wards. Then the others followed, knights and dames, as stilly silent as before.

As she had not seen their arrival, Orielle watched their leaving, and Grim at her shoulder watched as well. Tall figures on tall horses, their cloaks blending into the darkness. Between one blink and the next, they vanished.
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Grim gripped her shoulder and whirled her around. “What did the Kyrgy knight give you?”

Orielle tried to shake off his grip. “Did you not see? He wrote it on my forehead.”  She scrubbed at the numbed skin.

“Whatever he gave you, don’t use it. Lady Bone will tally your use of it. Kyrgy gifts are not gifts. Use it, and you fall into her debt.”

The Lady had stopped smiling when Orielle called the mark a gift. “A bargain she said. Who is she? What is she?”

“A Lady of the Kyrgy. She rules this Wilding.”  He began kicking the coals, stirring up the flames.

“Kyrgy?”

“You have no lessons of them?”  He tossed dry kindling on the reddening coals. In the flare of light, he looked as grim as the name she called him. “It’s an ancient word. They are the Choosers.”

The old tome had listed the seven septs of Faeron. She had skimmed the information, for the Fae had renewed their alliance to the Enclave. After generations apart, they began to enter Mont Nouris . Proof of the pact, Fae warriors from the septs were bound to the clan leaders, serving as comeis. But she hadn’t tried to learn all of it. With her weak power, she knew she would never be chosen for a mission to Faeron. As she hadn’t been chosen for this mission. She had volunteered.

Written at the bottom of the page listing the Faeron septs were three brief
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