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Foolish girl! You claim to be my priestess? How hard can it be to fetch a simple loop of iron?

You have held my torc in your hand twice… Each time it has slipped through delicate fingers.

There was a moment when a thought might have brought you to me, but instead, you fling yourself halfway around the world and lose the torc in the bargain!

For an instant you held it, and I believed we might both be free of the Serpent, but you will need him now, and other allies besides.

Go, hunt for what you’ve lost in the Etan lands – perhaps you will learn wisdom unravelling the threads you have so thoroughly snarled. I suppose we must endure Kelbrin just a little longer – he has a gift for bucking the odds.

As I’ve learned, to my great disappointment, we must all use the tools we have, however resentful or unsuited they might be to the task. Why waste time in recrimination? I know too well what it is to be called a fool.

Remember, the pattern is not unravelled. Fate is only ever deferred.

Dugan will be hard on your heels, you will be pursued, and you will pass through ice and wave, blood and flame. If you are quick and cunning you might survive.

The way will be narrow, more dangerous than I hope you ever know. Trust your guides, and stay fixed on your purpose as you walk The Raven’s Path.

In this sequel to The Serpent’s Quest, Hetephes and Kelbrin must dare frozen wastes and searing deserts to stay ahead of the Beast Lord’s fury and recover the torc that might damn or save their world.
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Dedication


For all those who set sail for new horizons with no certainty of ever returning to shore.



Etan Lands
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Authors’ Note


When we set out to write this novel, we encountered logistical challenges in depicting multilingualism. After some discussion, we have opted to show the Ilwan language in italics whenever it is spoken in the presence of characters for whom it is a second language or who have limited fluency.

We wrote these books to have fun and tell a story we both wanted to hear. Leave your preconceptions at the door and join us on our journey, but be warned: dragons lie coiled between these pages.
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Chapter 1 

We’re Not in the Isles Anymore, Are We Hetephes?

“IT’S NOT HERE!” Kelbrin raged. 

Hetephes hugged herself tighter.

“You must know what happened to it!” The general fixed her with a suspicious glare, and she was half afraid he would reach for her with his thick bruised fingers. The ground was hard with cold, and it was a wonder that he wasn’t bleeding the way he had clawed at the earth. Not a shrub or tuft of grass remained in the vicinity that the man hadn’t tugged up or turned over in his vain search for his precious torc.

The humour Kelbrin had displayed when they’d arrived had evaporated the instant he realised the torc was nowhere nearby. He’d become increasingly frantic as it dawned on him the cursed object might have exited through an entirely different portal.

His response had been almost pitiable at first, but as the cold bit ever deeper, Hetephes was sure a real chance existed that his obsession would kill them both. She had a suspicion she would soon be as cold as the boulder upon which she perched.

“I really don’t have it, and I don’t know where it is.” It must have been the hundredth time she’d said as much.

“P-p-please!” she gasped, her lungs burning with the cold. “We can’t stay here forever.”

His eyes flared, and his white hair danced about his head like coiling vipers; briefly she was certain she was gazing upon a mad man. “You think to take this from me, too? My brother has left me, my people are dead, and now your folly has cost me what I paid so dearly for!”

“My folly?” she sputtered. She would not have been able to summon such indignation if he had accused her of treachery – that would at least have been true – but the fool was too arrogant to admit she had outwitted him and instead presumed that she had made a mistake.

Two mistakes, if she was being honest. The first was letting go of the torc. The second was bringing this brute with her.

“I have no idea why your totem left you, your people were yours to lead, and do you really think I wanted to let go of the torc? The damned thing burned me! Besides—” She bit her tongue before she could tell him what she thought of him and his ranting. He was her only guide in this featureless wasteland. If bringing him here was a mistake then it was a lucky one, because she’d almost certainly be done for without him.

Hetephes swallowed and turned her face towards the cloud-shrouded sun. It was hard to tell if it had moved or how time passed in this misty world. All she knew for certain was that she had to get him to focus on their survival.

Returning to the isles was not an option. What remained for her in her homeland? She was a traitor.

She swallowed. “If it didn’t come through with us, then the torc could be anywhere. It could be over that rise or on the other side of the world. There is no point digging at frozen earth in ever-widening circles – we have to survive.”

The madness blazed once more in Kelbrin’s gaze. Then suddenly it went out, and he slumped. “You’re right. Defiler take you, you’re right. The cursed thing could be anywhere. Could have fallen in Dugan’s morning chi for all we know.” He held up a hand, the nails dark and cracked. “And I can’t blame you. You are no more than a child who acted in haste. The fault must be mine, and I accept it as I must accept so many other failings.”

Hetephes should have been overjoyed that Kelbrin was prepared to blame himself rather than ask why she had grabbed the torc in the first place, but for some reason his words stung. Who was he to call her a child or say that everything that happened was about him?

The anguish stamped on Kelbrin’s features faded. The way he scanned the horizon put her in mind of the calm detachment he exhibited when preparing for battle. The wind snatched at the singed rags covering her back. She hoped he had a plan. Simply keeping body and soul together in this place with the meagre resources they had at their disposal was likely going to be as hard as any campaign the general had ever fought. She couldn’t place the moment her teeth had begun to chatter, but now there was no stopping them. Wrapping her arms about her sides didn’t help either. Her skin was chilled, and she feared her bone marrow was rapidly turning to ice.

A wasteland of grey-blond grass stretched from horizon to horizon, and that icy wind blowing from the distant ridge of white mountains was knifelike.

“Near or far, there is only one place I can go now to find my answers,” Kelbrin said.

Why weren’t his teeth rattling like knucklebones? He was the one who had wasted so much time on a fruitless search. It didn’t help that Elan’s punch had left Hetephes with a swollen nose and a fierce ache under her left eye.

Thinking of Elan brought on a wave of unexpected sorrow. She’d sacrificed herself at the last moment to save Hetephes and Kelbrin both, and for what?

The world was so unfair sometimes.

“Come on, get up.” Kelbrin studied her intently.

“Wa— What?”

“You have to move.” He offered her a hand for support. “I should not have made you wait in the open for so long as I searched. I forget you are not accustomed to this climate.”

Hetephes took his filthy hand and hauled with all her might. It was surprising how little strength remained in her legs. She toppled forward, but Kelbrin caught her. The warmth of his body next to hers was too great a relief for her to give him the scorn he deserved for having let things deteriorate this far in the first place.

If I die out here, I intend to come back as a shadow to haunt you! Though she had the suspicion that when it came to the spirits hanging on the old warlord, she’d have to find her place at the back of a long queue.

“Here, stamp your feet.” He stayed close and lent her support while she did as he instructed. “Good, again.”

She gave an angrier stamp that accidentally-on-purpose mashed his big toe then glared up at him, daring him to do something about it.

Kelbrin met her gaze, and his heavy eyebrows knotted before he grinned. “All right, perhaps I deserved that.” He laughed. “I have been a fool to put us in this situation. We’ll have to be quick now.”

He started moving them forward. She let him lead, the tiny contractions of her jaw punctuating each step.

The shudders were going through her entire body now, though she couldn’t be certain of much below the neck. Her sandals did absolutely nothing for her feet, which had quickly become leaden. The burns on her back were blessedly numb, but the rattle of the icy air in her throbbing nose was a grim marching song.

She could thank Elan for that, along with her life – whatever that was worth out here.

They were adrift on a sea of low scrub, grasses, and jutting stone. Even the barren slopes and plains of Ta-Hebdet had seemed more welcoming. Her heart ached for what was lost to her. 

Home.

Would she ever be able to return?

Even if she could find her way back, there would be nowhere to call home – the Gods themselves had marked her now, the torc was lost somewhere on this dire continent or even beyond, and to top it all, the effort of reaching Kelbrin’s lands seemed to have robbed her of the magic that was her birthright. She had been secretly trying to rekindle the spark within herself for a while now, but there was simply nothing; a burned-out hearth yawned within her. There was no telling if it would ever burn again, so the prospect of simply summoning a gateway and leaving Kelbrin to trudge these cursed wastes on his own was little more than a fond daydream. Besides, other entities lurked beyond, and this time she might not be lucky enough to avoid them. How they’d managed to arrive here without drawing a horde of slathering demons was anyone’s guess.

Perhaps they had Rahash to thank for their safe passage, but that begged the question: exactly how much did the Mad God have to do with their current predicament? Blessing with one hand, while cursing with the other was so like Him.

“Where are we going?” Even four words felt like an overwhelming effort, and her jaw went back to chattering with renewed vigour when she relinquished control of the muscles. It seemed they had been walking forever, but it couldn’t be more than a few minutes.

Kelbrin cocked his head. “Surely you smell it by now?”

Hetephes wanted to point out that his second in command had recently flattened her nose for her, that she was barely able to breathe, let alone sniff the breeze. All she could manage was to shake her head.

Kelbrin let out a breath that misted before being snatched away by another blast of the remorseless wind. “There has been a battle here, recently, and no more than a week ago.”

Oh, of course, a week-old battle, now why didn’t I notice that? I mean who doesn’t know the scent of a battle when they smell it?

Kelbrin pointed to the rise ahead of them where black carrion birds were circling, flapping, rising, and falling in the gelid air. “It’s just beyond there, if I’ve guessed right.”

Hetephes looked down. Judging by the occasional massive piles of dung and the flattened earth, there was no mistaking that they were following a mammoth trail. He might have said something about mammoth riders when they’d first arrived. Was it possible that armies had clashed with mounts such as those? Her mind could barely cope with the image of one of the furry mountains, let alone whole armies… Gods knew what any battlefield that had seen such action would look like.

“Why are we s-s-seeking out…” Her jaw jerked uncontrollably. “B-b-battlefield?”

Kelbrin gave her that maddening smile. “You’re not cold? You look cold.”

Khusu’s arse, what she wouldn’t do to be able to summon a portal now, but if she did, would she use it? The old warrior was as infuriating as ever, but he was also her best protector… when he wasn’t raving worse than a lotus-hound who hadn’t seen a pipe in a month.

“Yes, I’m b-b-bloody c-cold…” She worked her jaw. Maybe her feet had fallen off already. “How d-does finding an old b-battlefield help?”

“Not old, new. And the thing about battles is a lot gets left behind.”

Oh, good I can’t wait to share half an uncured mammoth hide with you.

Hetephes didn’t have the strength to express the thought, so she nodded and settled deeper into the crook of his arm, drawing as much heat from him as she could. Occasionally, sharp rocks bit into the thin soles of her sandals, and she was reasonably sure Kelbrin would carry her if she allowed herself to fall over. This was tempting, but the steel in his eye told her there was also a small chance the old bastard would leave her, and once she was down, Hetephes wasn’t sure she could get up again.

The rise was not all that steep, but she was soon bent double and letting Kelbrin push her forward as they scrabbled against cold, black boulders that blocked the way.

Once they were past the barrier, the stench of what lay below smashed even her bruised nostrils.

Kelbrin stood wide eyed next to her, his breath making quick, ghostly plumes. It was clear he was almost as surprised as she was to see the week-old slaughter stretched out below them.

“I…I never could have expected this,” Kelbrin murmured.

“What d-do you mean? You s-s-said it would be here.”

Kelbrin surveyed the carnage. “This is not just a battle, it’s the end of a war.”

From where she stood, Hetephes could have believed it was the end of the world.

Had they been here a week ago, the sights and sounds would have been beyond all comprehension. Even now, the corpses were piled thick, and the carrion birds flapped, squawked, and tussled among each other for morsels. There seemed no end to the fallen ranks, soldiers, and their animals. Toppled horses, their ribs stark with desiccation, lay alongside their unfortunate riders. Well-polished breastplates had begun to spot with rust, and paper-thin lips had drawn back into eternal grins. Farther down the slope sprawled a fallen mammoth, one of the great ivory arcs splintered and its body sporting broken pikes like a porcupine. A large wooden platform had been strapped to its back, but had shattered when the giant hit the ground. The dark fur was lank and split by deep rotting wounds. Hetephes fancied she could see the maggots squirming within it from where they stood, but it was probably just the wind clawing at the knotted strands of hair.

“You c-can— Can’t want to go down there.”

Kelbrin fixed her with cold green eyes. “Of course I don’t want to, but we’ll both die here if we don’t.”

That was enough to make Hetephes follow him downslope into the bowl of the battleground. The dead watched her from wasted eyes – those that the crows had not reached yet, anyway. She made sure not to stare into the shadowed hollows of the eyeless ones. Not even the Fields of Ya-Tan had prepared her for this.

She glanced at Kelbrin.

You and I do go to the most fantastic places, don’t we?

Worse than any of the horrors they encountered on the way down, though, was the eagerness with which she grasped at the corner of a tattered cloak Kelbrin offered her once they reached the end of their climb.

She had not marked from which pile he had snagged the gift – it wouldn’t have mattered anyway – but some part of her was glad not to have had to face the former owner. The cloak was a functional thing with a plain disc of brooch, and treated to ward off rain, yet no treasure she had seen in Xixis’s tomb had seemed so precious.

She cocooned herself in the garment, struggling with Kelbrin, who still clutched the other side so it draped across them both. Warmth slowly returned to her aching limbs, but her jaw kept right on jumping. At least she didn’t feel she was dying by inches.

Kelbrin headed for the fallen mammoth and slipped from beneath their shared cloak. She instantly missed his warmth and pulled the fabric close to hold onto as much of it as she could. The cold didn’t seem to bother Kelbrin as much as he began to gather several of the shattered boards from the mammoth’s broken platform. He dragged the wood into a pile before putting his foot against the fallen beast and hauling at one of the snapped-off pikes. The ruined weapon came clear easily enough. The painful part was watching him trying to strike a spark from the blade with one of the black stones that littered the battlefield. The carefully constructed wad of wood shavings and mammoth fur kept smouldering then sputtering out. Hetephes was dozing before she caught the golden glow of fire flaring from beneath half-closed eyelids. Kelbrin slowly fed the guttering flame with an almost maddening patience. All Hetephes wanted was to see the fire grow, yet he fed it as one might nurse a sickly child. It was only as the first proper plank was lowered and the wood let out a satisfying crack that Kelbrin relaxed.

“There.” He extended battered hands towards the flames and tossed in the pike’s broken haft. “Now we have a chance.”

To be seen for miles around. Hetephes scanned the encroaching gloom – it was hard to tell what the time was in the perpetual twilight that passed for afternoon in Kelbrin’s lands, but a fire would no doubt be noticeable once darkness came, even from outside the low depression in which the battle had been fought.

“Don’t worry,” Kelbrin said – he’d marked her anxiety. “I don’t imagine many will come here, ghosts are rare, and most of the mist wolves were hunted out a century ago.”

Most, hah.

Hetephes couldn’t share his confidence. Every shift in the shadows around them seemed to be a shade creeping closer, and what the flames revealed was more macabre still.

Kelbrin had positioned their fire so the wreck of the mammoth and its harness broke the wind, but as the air around them heated, the carrion reek around them increased. The only upside was the stench blunted her growing hunger.

Kelbrin seemed to suffer no disgust and began using the pike’s blade to cut away the fur on one of the mammoth’s forelimbs.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“Good fat round the feet,” the general said, amiably, then plunged the improvised dagger deep into the giving flesh.

“Isn’t it rotten? You said it might have been here a week.”

Kelbrin shrugged. “It’s been cold. Think of it as well hung.”

He started to merrily slash off strips, apparently well pleased at the heavy gobs of white-yellow fat he extracted.

Her stomach churned and tried to crawl up her throat.

“You want to help prepare them?” Kelbrin asked.

“Gods no!”

“Suit yourself.” Was he humming?

He gathered longer splinters and skewered the meat.

Gods! This was why some priestesses thought it a sin to eat flesh.

When he was done, he began to search among the nearby fallen beasts and men. So many of the leather satchels and pockets had been cut open – clearly, she and Kelbrin were not the first to have looted this battlefield. He moved further away, and she drowsed, soaking the heat of the fire into her aching body. She was almost asleep when Kelbrin gave a bark of triumph. She glanced up and watched him suspiciously as he returned to the fire with a tiny bag held high. He’d also found himself a new cloak and woollen trousers, which he’d tucked into a pair of high riding boots. A battered short sword hung at his thigh – all good finds if she ignored where they had come from. Even though the dead would no longer need their possessions, it was still appalling how freely Kelbrin took from those who had passed. She couldn’t shake a dark suspicion that if the mammoth had not been available, he might even have cut up the riders.

“Spices,” Kelbrin said, before she could ask what he had in his bag.

“As if that will make any difference,” she scoffed. “Throw honey on a cat turd – it’s still a cat turd.”

“I’ll share my turds with you if you get hungry…unless you have something else to better suit your refined palate.” He grinned at her as he started rubbing an almost luminous powder into the meat.

“I think I’d rather die.” She groaned as she studied the bilious green coating on the ripe meat. Yet, once he had skewered the strips and set them to sizzle on the flat stones next to their small fire her stomach started tugging insistently at her throat, whispering, feed me, feed meeee. Some scent was getting past her damaged sinuses.

“It does smell good, doesn’t it?” Kelbrin smiled across at her. “Better than cat turds, at any rate.”

“Maybe a bit,” she conceded.

“Glad to hear that because for a moment I worried that you might normally drool at cat turds.”

It came as a shock to realise that her mouth was indeed watering. She wiped her face with the back of her wrist. “I’m starving, all right? That doesn’t mean your fried-up mammoth’s foot is any kind of culinary accomplishment.”

“I’ll grant you, exertion adds an edge to hunger, but there are many who would be grateful for such a meal.”

“What a pity you’re not lost in the arse pimple of nowhere with one of them then.” Hetephes did her best to look disdainful, but with every passing moment, the scent of cooking mammoth was becoming more intriguing.

“Ah well, I won’t be insulted if you don’t have any.”

Bastard!

Kelbrin turned the various strips, smiling in satisfaction at the even char he had achieved on one side. Once that task was finished, he slipped a small canteen from under his new-found cloak and gave it a shake. She doubted he would have looked so excited if the contents had merely been water. “Look what I stumbled across!” he crowed. “This should put fire in your belly.”

Hetephes was of two minds about drinking a dead man’s liquor, but she tentatively accepted the proffered flask and sniffed at the contents. An almost bitter, smoky scent got past her bunged-up nostrils. If this was what it smelled like when her nose was blocked, she didn’t even want to know what it smelled like under normal circumstances. “Gods this is worse than the piss Kheti likes to drink!”

“A good accompaniment to the meal then,” Kelbrin joked.

She looked askance at him. He had a point. There was no way she was facing that mammoth’s foot sober. She took one fiery gulp, then another. A peppery warmth spread through her, and the only downside was an aftertaste like sour milk.

“How long till the turds are ready?”

“You can have one now if you like.”Kelbrin relieved her of the canteen and took a long draw of his own.

“All right, in for a grome in for an opek, I suppose.”

Kelbrin deftly plucked a skewer from the fire, and she took the warm meat, holding the coolest part of the stick and biting into the quivering fat. More heat exploded onto her tongue and lips, carried by the sizzling juices. An instant of pain was replaced by an inexplicable need to take another bite, to build the heat that was spreading from her mouth into every part of her.

“What in all of Ya-Tan’s halls did you put on this?” She crammed in another bite.

“It’s a kind of root, actually, easily mistaken for a parsnip, except… you might want to go easy on that…” Kelbrin’s warning came after she had hungrily gobbled a more thickly coated part of the meat. The heat of the spice erupted once again, but this time with an accompanying inferno in her sinuses – the sensation somewhere between ecstasy and panic. Would this pain stop? Or was this just the beginning? The sensation surged through her, and the mother of all sneezes built up behind her smarting nose. Was it possible for a face to simply explode?

Then, as suddenly as it had come, the rush passed, and she was left chewing on the buttery meat.

She took her time to swallow then demanded, “Why would you let me do that?”

Kelbrin grinned. “I like it spicy, and you said you weren’t having any… Besides, you don’t feel so cold now, do you?”

That was true, she supposed. Between the fermented milk and the burning mammoth fat, cold was the last thing she was thinking about. She scraped off some of the larger particles and took another bite.

Strange how hunger could make anything acceptable.

That and booze. She reached for the canteen and took another pull – it really was odd how the two went together – but she drew the line at burping and farting like a warrior.

Kelbrin had settled himself near the fire and tore all the meat off of one of the skewers in a single smooth motion. He chewed mightily on the strip of meat, the juices staining his thick beard.

“Hmmm,” he purred like any temple cat. “I’d missed that. Reminds me of hunts when I was a boy. Of course, narwal fat is better than mammoth, but you can’t have everything.” Hetephes inwardly winced as he sprinkled more of the raw spice over his next strip. The feat was not quite as impressive as the time he had endured the lightning wasps, but his tolerance for the stuff was little short of heroic.

They passed several quiet moments sating their hunger and sipping from the canteen.

Hetephes could almost forget they were enjoying their meal on the edge of a killing field.

“So, what now?” she said, at last. It couldn’t have been so long since they had begun to eat, but the sky above seemed dimmer, with a red tinge to the clouds.

“We must wait and rest.” Kelbrin settled against a saddle he had pulled from one of the nearby horses. “It gets dark quickly here, and soon it will not be safe to travel.” For a moment, he frowned, as if something occurred to him, but then shook his head.

Hetephes glanced about. “Is it safe to stay here?”

“As safe as anywhere may be,” Kelbrin replied. “There are always predators abroad on the steppes, and the carrion here will have drawn them, but with so much easy flesh to choose from I doubt we shall be bothered.”

Hetephes scanned the dark rocks above them. “It’s not the beasts I fear. Might the fire not draw those who made this slaughter?”

Kelbrin snorted. “Not likely. If I judge the field aright, they will already be knocking on the doors of Endenfar.”

“Endenfar?” The name sounded odd to say the least.

“A fortress favoured by the Perosi in times of trouble.”

“So you are sure we are in Perosi lands now?” Hetephes asked.

“No doubt of that. No one else would harness mammoths so.” He looked grim. “And I reckon that just about every mammoth ever harnessed died here… which can also mean only one thing.”

“What?”

Kelbrin shook his head. “Best I not speak his name. but I’m sure you can guess.”

Dugan.

“How can you be so sure of all this just having seen one battlefield?” she asked.

“What else could have happened? This is no skirmish, but a last stand. If I’m right, we are sitting on the edge of the Redfields.” A plank cracked in the fire. “The fields were named for their spring flowers. They will be doubly red this year.” His eyes clouded. “This is the war I hoped to avoid when I took the tor— When I came to your lands.”

“I’m not sure I understand, Elan told me some of it but—”

“What is there to understand? The boy has gone mad and turned on his own,” Kelbrin snarled. “When I think of the lengths I went to, the blood I spilled… just to return to… to this.” He waved a hand at the fallen. “I am no milksop. I have known war since I had strength to hold a sword. Sometimes, clan battles clan, that’s true, but I never thought to see us slaughter our own in such a manner, and for what? To protect the perverse ways of the old empire? For Abrass and her necromancers.” He spat. “You must forgive me. It is a tale that sours the tongue, and there is no point in wailing. We are where we are.”

“But that is what I am asking: where are we? You must remember that until I met you, this place was not even a legend for me. I know nothing of clans or this Abrass that you all go on about. Elan said that it was you who conquered others, that you took Abrass.”

“Aye, so we thought, but then I discovered why Dug— The traitor was so eager to claim the last imperial city.”

“The tor—”

“Yes that,” Kelbrin snapped. “He lounges there even now, no doubt, wreathed in smoke and sin. An emperor to replace those we bled to displace.” Kelbrin stared into the distance. “I wonder when he lost his way. Did the demons whisper to him, bend him over the years, or was I simply blind from the start? The tai-sher warned me, all riddles and double talk, but they warned me. Yet I would have my way. The boy seemed so strong, so pure. I— I have always been only a butcher.” His lip curled, and he regarded the devastation around them with disgust. “I thought it was I who would bring us to a pass like this.”

Hetephes shook her head. “You say your tai-sher speaks in riddles, but I think it must be some aspect of your people because I never seem to hear your story true.”

Kelbrin squinted at her. “It never profits a man to tell the truth for nothing, but what would you know? Once the Etan lived beyond this land, in the north where the ice is thick, but even there the dark sorceries of the old empire reached us, demons and undead, abominations of all stripes that poisoned this world and the next. The oldest and wisest among us, the tai-sher, decided that we could no longer allow these intrusions, not just for our own sake but because the corruption had spread to the spirits that we called brother.”

His story sounded close to what Elan had told her, but Hetephes was well aware how these things went. Her training as a priestess of Khusu lent her insight – the first stage of war was to establish justification. Of course, the Etan would claim that their contact with their totems was pure, while the sorcerers who trafficked with demons were corrupt. Kelbrin kept talking and swigging at his canteen. The drink was all he needed to hold forth with his bitterness.

She caught the gist of it.

It had taken many years, but the Etan had beaten back the old empire. Kelbrin talked as if he had personally been at every battle from the start of a century-long campaign. The Etan had not only prevailed, they had colonised, abandoning the harsher lands they were used to and becoming separate tribes, the Perosi and their mammoths and the Ehasi with their horses. Others had abandoned their traditions entirely and started to live in the cities they conquered.

Little by little, the world had changed, and for some reason, Kelbrin presumed it was up to him to set it on the right course. The Etan had a legend – there is always a legend as Sister Sundet would have said – and Kelbrin, had taken it on himself to raise Dugan to fulfil the tai-sher’s bright promise. The results were all around them. As predictable as it all was, Hetephes shuddered at his descriptions of the malign beings the imperial sorcerers had called from beyond the second world. Those sorcerers certainly sounded like a nihilistic lot, experimenting with their own flesh and calling to nameless things from the chaos beyond. It had been the Etan understanding of spirit magic that had allowed Dugan to refine the Abrassian techniques. The same bond that could attune an Etan warrior to an animal or a creature from the second world was the link the dark sorcerers had been missing all along – so in an irony worthy of any good parable, they had made the fate the world now faced.

“But it grows too dark to talk of these things,” Kelbrin rumbled. “Let us say I have been a blind sot, and leave it at that.”

As he said it, Hetephes registered how long the shadows had grown. His claim that nights came quickly in this part of the world seemed no exaggeration, unlike his pretence at being drunk. Hetephes suspected Kelbrin would have done anything to escape into a bottle, but his strange gifts would not allow it, unless the fraying of his bond with Fenfreth had changed things. How much of that separation had been Rahash’s doing, down in the dungeons?

Of course, Rahash was conspicuous in His absence – not that she’d made any effort to reach out to Him either.

She drew her cloak around her and tried not to dwell on what might be waking as the night bled in. These cursed things that Dugan summoned with his ancient magic would no doubt be only too eager to find Kelbrin and make a meal of a partially cooked erstwhile priestess.

“So, I understand why you think the—”

Kelbrin gave her a warning look.

“Why what we’re doing matters, but you still haven’t told me what we will do next – you said there was somewhere we might go to find the thing we lost.”

Somewhere to find Rahash’s prize. It was amazing to Hetephes, after hearing Kelbrin ramble that he thought she could really care about whatever madness held sway in this part of the world. Her one task was to find the torc and return it to her true master. If Kelbrin still had a way to do that and would trust her, then plans hadn’t changed much at all.

“Isn’t it obvious?” he asked.

Always like pulling river dragon’s teeth with this one.

“Would I ask the question if it were?”

Kelbrin rolled his eyes and spoke to her as if addressing a slow child. “We go north… Well, west then north, all the way out to the fires at the tip of the world.”

“Very picturesque, but—” She reviewed her memory of Kelbrin’s meandering story. “You mean to go to your tai-sher.”

He nodded. “How else might we find what you mislaid?”

“What I—” She bit her tongue. They weren’t going to start that again. Let him say what he liked; it wasn’t as if she had any better plans. Short of divine intervention, these old seers seemed like the best shot they had. For all she knew, the torc might even now be lying less than a mile away, and they’d end up backtracking on a grumpy old holy man’s word to pinpoint its exact location. What a colossal waste of time. Yet the last thing she wanted was to stay here among the dead while Kelbrin continued searching for an object that might be a thousand leagues away.

“I assume the journey will be long and dangerous?”

“How did you know?”

“Good instincts, I guess.” She began to settle back when a low, plaintive howl nearby jolted her bolt upright. “What was that?”

“Mist wolf, I think,” Kelbrin replied, his eyes half shut.

Another cry answered, followed by high-pitched baying. Far too close for comfort.

Alarm spiked through Hetephes, and she reared up. “There’s a whole pack of them out there. Are they dangerous?”

“Only to the weak. Don’t worry, they won’t come near the fire… and I’m watching.”

That would have assured her if Kelbrin’s deep breaths hadn’t turned into heavy snores not long after.

Hetephes lay back down in the growing dark and tried to claim sleep that wouldn’t come. Despite the fire, the cold seeped up through the ground, and the springy grass she’d gathered to form a pallet did precious little to cushion her bones. She had almost managed to drift off when something scraped nearby. The sound was so slight, she might have imagined it.

She peeked through one eye and was dismayed to discover that the fire had burned dangerously low. Another snore rattled out of the oaf. Could Kelbrin really be sleeping? What if that was one of his mist wolves snuffling about? What if the fire burned too low?

She had never seen one of these predators, but if they were anything like jackals they would be only too happy to make a meal of two weary travellers – whether there was other meat to be had or not… 

Maybe they liked their food fresh.

Another scrape was followed by a howl in the distance. There was no mistaking it – something lurked out there.

The wood in the fire cracked, and she started as embers went dancing up into the inky sky.

All but two of those sparks dissipated after a second – then two more joined them, eyes gleaming in the dark.

Claws whispered against the hard ground, and she gained the impression of slow, cautious movement in the gloom beyond the fading light. Ghostly vapours oozed into their camp, hanging on the breath rising from hot, red mouths that hovered on the edge of her vision.

If these were mist wolves, they were far larger than any jackal she had ever heard tell of.

Hetephes let out a scream as another chunk of wood hit the fire and made embers flare. A white-grey tail flashed, and the beasts that had been creeping up on their camp were gone.

“Best not to let them know you might be scared,” Kelbrin said, another piece of wood in his hand and his eyes still shut. “They love to chase down those who run.”

“You… you knew they were there and you let them—”

“Get close enough to get frightened? Certainly. They were just curious, really. It’s not like any predator will go hungry ’round here for a while.”

“If that’s true, why bother us at all?” Hetephes asked.

“Sport.” Kelbrin, chuckled. “They’re really quite playful little scamps – I had one as a puppy a long time ago.”

“Those were no puppies. If they hadn’t been startled—”

“They would have fallen on us for the fun of it,” Kelbrin finished for her. “But now they know better than to try, so you can get some sleep.”

Hetephes squeezed her eyes shut, but that only made the sounds all around her sharper. Kelbrin was being ridiculous. Who could sleep under these conditions? Hetephes lay still, prepared to pass the night in agonised awareness.


* * *


It was the smell of cooking meat that woke her.

Dawn did not come as quickly as night, and though her senses told her many hours must have passed, the sky was only barely brighter than when she had drifted off.

She rolled over and gasped, everything hurt – worse than the day before, if that was possible. Her head, her stomach, every bone in her body. Even worse, her mouth tasted as if a rivercow had shat in it, and her tongue was stuck to her palate.

“Khusu’s crooked wang! Why wasn’t it all some terrible dream?”

“Where’s your spirit of adventure?” Kelbrin flashed her a maddening grin.

“You drank it all last night, you pitiless barbarian!” Hetephes couldn’t help but be irked by the obvious spring in her companion’s step as he moved around the fire. Couldn’t he at least have the grace to remember who the old man was around here?

Her cloak pulled around her like a tent, she hobbled over to warm herself by the coals. Even the flames were too Gods-damned cheerful.

Kelbrin was cooking many more strips than they could possibly eat in one sitting. All had been smothered in the bright-green paste.

“Feel free to have one.” He beamed. “We won’t need them all for the road.”

Hetephes grimaced and shook her head, then immediately wished she hadn’t for fear of it coming loose and rolling off her neck. As it was, her stomach was already a noxious swamp; she had an inkling she was soon going to get sick of the taste of over-spiced mammoth.

“You might want to see what you can use there.” He pointed to a pile of mud-stained cloth.

“There’re some boots, small as I could get, but if you want them to fit, I think you’ll have to wad some cloth in as well.”

Kelbrin went back to tending his meat.

Hetephes eyeballed his haul. She was keen to see if he’d found anything worth having, but the heaviness in her bladder proved more pressing. She glanced about, wondering how far she dared wander on the blighted field. She and Kelbrin had been travelling together for a while now, but there was still such a thing as privacy… . Eventually, she found a spot nearby, obscured by yet another rotting mammoth. She’d never been overly fond of squatting in the open, and as it turned out, the blank regard of a titan’s hollow eye sockets didn’t do much to improve the experience.

She was shivering anew once she returned to the fire, where she pawed through Kelbrin’s finds with numb fingers.

Under any other circumstances, the oddments Kelbrin had secured for her would have seemed beneath contempt, but with the wind trying to make its way past her cloak at every opportunity, she was overjoyed at each new discovery. There was a pair of woollen pants, which she hauled up over the remains of her dress and secured with one of the thongs Kelbrin had provided. They would have proved hopelessly too big if she hadn’t used the extra length of the trousers to cover her feet and help fill the oversized boots, which she bound at their tops to prevent them from gaping. She also took some of the cloth and wound it around her head and face – she had lost much of her new-grown hair to Khala’s fireball.

Oh, wouldn’t all the other novices be jealous to see her new wardrobe. And the stench! It didn’t matter if it was the clothing or her body that reeked of death and worse, it was all one and the same now, and she might as well grow accustomed to it.

Look, ladies, here’s Sister Hetephes showing off her new finery – note the subtle mix between shit-covered honey badger and new-wrapped mummy.

She finished adjusting her foot wrappings when Kelbrin threw a pack at her feet.

“There’s water in there if you need it,” he drawled. “It’s yours to carry.” He turned back to the fire and laid out another steaming pile of his overcooked strips. His spice bag was nearly empty, so he upended it over the last batch for good measure then wrapped the charred morsels in what looked like a strip of cloth from one of the nearby flags. At least it hadn’t come from the ground. Her stomach flipped uncomfortably.

“I put a dagger in there too… not sure if you are trained with a larger weapon?”

She shook her head. She wasn’t trained with the dagger, either, but she at least knew to be wary of the sharp end.

“Very well. We’ll have to teach you how to use a blade when we have spare time.” He cast about before shouldering a pack he had prepared for himself; it was still steaming from the mammoth strips it contained.

Just how long had she slept, and how far had he roamed?

She couldn’t but think that at some point she must have been left vulnerable to those ‘playful’ wolves of his. She shuddered.

“Come along. We may as well use our strength while we yet have it.”

“We’re heading west?” she said, unsure of how he could be certain of his orientation without lodestone or map.

“We are.” He looked altogether too pleased with himself. Then again, these were the lands of his birth.

There seemed little for it but to follow as he strode away. The scratchiness in her throat felt as if it had more to do with her getting ill than the horrid spirits she’d imbibed the night before. She tried not to cough, but every time she swallowed, it was as if she was trying to rid herself of slimy prickles.

They had almost completely crossed to the other side of the devastation when Kelbrin came to a sudden halt.

“What was that?” he asked.

“What was what?” Hetephes snapped. Her lungs burned with every breath, and she was already sweating. The last thing she needed was to break their march so soon.

“I saw something, something gold…” he said, as if this explained everything.

Bloody typical. One moment they were out to save the world, the next he was taken in by something shiny. The man was a bloody pica bird, hopping after anything that winked in the sunlight.

Kelbrin narrowed his eyes. “That can’t be what it looks like.”

Hetephes still couldn’t see what had snagged his attention. “It probably isn’t, now let’s move before this strap cuts me in half.” She shifted her pack, and the waterskin tied to the side sloshed against her leg. She didn’t want to consider what untended rain barrel or half-dug drainage ditch might have provided the contents. Knowing her luck, she’d get the shits, too.

“No, if I’m right, that’s an etar blade, and a fine one at that. How could the looters miss it?”

“They couldn’t. You must have imagined it!” she wheezed, but of course there was no stopping Kelbrin once a bug bit him on his buttock.

He strode past a pile of corpses and made his way down into the depression to the left of them. A thin film of ice had formed over the water that covered the bottom of the shallow dip.

Kelbrin waded through, clearly trusting in his high boots to keep the noisome fluid off him, and thrust a hand into the freezing water.

The weapon he drew forth was indeed impressive. Gilt covered its pommel and guard, and it was not long and elegant like a sabre, nor did it entirely resemble the heavier long swords she had seen Kelbrin’s men use. The blade was thick, with one edge that almost imperceptibly curved. There was no doubt it was built to cut rather than thrust.

Kelbrin turned the blade in his hand, his expression that of a prepubescent boy peering at a woman’s cleavage rather than a seasoned warrior. “It is a true etar, maybe even forged out on the ice itself. Few have the skill for such work these days. It must have been the pride of some chief or prince, brought all the way from our homeland and kept—”

Movement slightly to his left caught her eye. A pile of corpses close to him had begun to shift.

“Kelbrin!” Hetephes shrieked, pointing at the gruesome mound.

Kelbrin had failed to heed his own question: how had the looters missed it? The answer launched itself from the cover of the corpses and sent Kelbrin tumbling through the ice and mud.

At first, Hetephes assumed the attacker was one of the wolves. Its mottled, white-grey fur certainly matched what she had seen flashing out of the firelight, but a second glance told her they were not so lucky. No wolf had a body so long. Few men did, either. The first rush had left the creature prone, and now it raised itself on muscled forelimbs.

“I know you.” The voice was thick and wet through the man-beast’s heavy muzzle – a twisted snout with the fangs of a wolf, but the residual shape of a human nose. The eyes that smouldered from beneath the heavy brow ridges were neither human nor animal but rather a grotesque pairing of the two. “I know you,” the thing growled.

Kelbrin lay still, face down in the mud.

“Shit, shit, shit!” Hetephes danced a small jig in one spot and cast about her. That little blade Kelbrin had given her earlier was completely useless.

The monster, and it could only be one of Dugan’s hybrids, reached out with one limb and pointed, onyx-tipped talons. “My maker knew you! You are a traitor to us all.”

From the initial speed of its attack, Hetephes would have counted Kelbrin as good as dead, but as it lurched towards him on its front limbs, she realised the abomination’s hindquarters were nothing but dead weight. An oozing wound in the small of its back told the story – its pelt was stained dark in any number of places, proof that the demon flesh could endure almost any wound, but the blow to its back had resulted in more permanent damage. The beast had either been mistaken or left for dead, but evidently Dugan’s creations were not so easily bested. Hetephes would have laid odds that there were fresher corpses among the piles of those who had fallen in the battle. The beast had used the etar as bait in a trap to draw the unwary near, then it had feasted.

“Fuck,” she muttered, using the Etan expletive she’d picked up from Kelbrin’s warriors.

“Kelbrin, wake up!” she screamed in Etan and started down the bank. The impact of the monster’s first charge had been enough to render him insensible. Hetephes only hoped the force of it hadn’t broken his neck.

That the thing still hadn’t deigned to notice her made her bristle – its indifference stung all the more because she wasn’t sure what she could do. Her heart felt like it was going to explode out of her chest, but she couldn’t just stand around like a moon-struck novice and do nothing.

“When the great lord knows what Morvine has done for him, he will come.” The abomination’s voice quivered with need and pain. “He will take Morvine to the vats an’ fix what was broken, he will restore… Dugan, I call upon you to see what I do now!” The crippled beast raised its claws poised like daggers.

Hetephes grasped at the nearest thing she could and threw it. The horseshoe did little damage, but the momentary distraction was enough to put off the creature’s aim.


* * *


Kelbrin’s eyes bulged as the claws bit into his shoulder. The layers of wadded cloth mitigated much of the damage, and the wound was raking rather than the stab the monster had clearly intended. Bright blood flowed nonetheless, and it was certainly enough to jerk Kelbrin back to consciousness.

It was not the time to chastise himself for his foolishness nor to worry about the extent of the wound. Morvine’s jaw yawned wide, seeking his throat, and the talons gripping his arm held him in place. There would be no evading this blow.

The giving yet rough covering of narwal leather conformed to his hand as he clenched the hilt of the etar. A lifetime of fighting had made his grip strong, even in semi-consciousness.

The etar was a brawler’s weapon, made for close combat and duels – never more lethal than when one got in close.

Instead of trying to roll aside or defend his throat, Kelbrin reared, pulled the blade into position, and twisted so that he drew his attacker. Morvine hauled all the harder, mistaking the twist as a means to move out of the clinch.

It was only when the razor edge of the etar met his shaggy throat that Morvine realised his mistake, and by then it was too late to stop the back-handed arc that sent the gleaming sword shearing up through cartilage and bone.

The fangs touched either side of Kelbrin’s neck and reflexively started to tighten, but the wolf’s head had no weight behind it, and the body it had been attached to fell to one side as the stump of the neck spewed demonic smoke.

“A good sword,” Kelbrin proclaimed, as if the quality of the weapon could erase his mistake. He wiped the blade on the shaggy corpse at his feet before he cast away his bent short sword and thrust the gleaming brand home into the loop on his belt.

He did his best not to acknowledge Hetephes’s incredulous stare. It wouldn’t do for her to guess that this had not all been part of his plan, though quite clearly, she already suspected as much. Spirits above, his shoulder hurt.

The girl shrieked and ran up to him, and he easily caught her wrists as she attempted to pummel him. “You idiot!” she yelled. “You could have gotten both of us killed! And for what? Just a stupid shiny sword! And then where would we be?”

He raised an eyebrow. It was nice to know she cared, but also quite surprising that she had taken it all to heart in such a way. True, the suddenness of Morvine’s attack had caught him unawares, but he had endured, hadn’t he? She’d have to harden quickly if she was going to survive on the steppes.

“Come now, girl, it’s quite all right. No harm done.” He winced at a pang from his shoulder. Not much harm, anyway.

She twisted away from him and kicked the rapidly decaying corpse.

“Stupid!” Were those tears in her eyes? 

She started to say more, then doubled over, her body wracked with helpless coughing.

“Hetephes?” Her complexion made it hard to tell, but she seemed paler than usual. Defiler’s balls, had the girl become sick right under his nose? He thought guiltily about the time he had wasted yesterday before getting her in front of a fire. He’d simply assumed she was weakened by the effort of transporting them, but this seemed more. A prickling instinct warned him that the cough was merely the start of something much worse.

She righted herself, and he cursed under his breath. She was definitely paler, and despite her layers of clothing, her teeth were chattering again. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.” He beckoned her over. “Come here.”

She shook her head and started climbing back out of the depression where Morvine had lain. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine. Just a bit tired.” She shaded her eyes with her hand and stared south. “We have to go west, right?”

“Idiot girl,” he muttered, and closed the distance between them. He halted her with a firm grip on her shoulder and pressed a hand against her forehead. Hot. She was burning up. “You’ve got a fever,” he rumbled.

“I told you, I’m fine.” But she started coughing again, and this time she didn’t fight him when he made her sit down.

“Here. Drink some water.” If he’d known she was getting ill, he’d never have allowed her to indulge in the previous night’s drinking. He let out a sigh. What was done was done.

Kelbrin watched as Hetephes swallowed a few mouthfuls then started coughing again, a pitiful sound that cut through him with guilt and worry. By all rights, she should be sleeping, warm by a fire, and not trekking across the wilds. But there was no helping it. The longer they remained out in the open, the more they were at risk. Even if he’d downplayed the dangers of the mist wolves, there were other hazards to be considered. Morvine was one of Dugan’s own, and there was no telling if that link had been severed when the beast-man had been left behind. He dimly recalled that Morvine had even called on his master before attempting to strike the fatal blow. That might have allowed Kelbrin his chance, but there was no telling what Morvine had called down on them. If Dugan’s army had gone on to Endenfar in pursuit of the last of the Perosi, many of his abominations would be close by, though chances were the great Beast Lord wasn’t even with his conquering army. Probably still sniffing smoke in Grunenfar or Abrass, surrounded by as many concubines as he could fit in one bed. He’d always been all too happy to let others do his work for him. But that was not the same thing as being unaware. The Tyrant had means of knowing most of what transpired in his domain, wherever he was. He would not be slow in setting the hounds on their trail if he sensed their presence.

Kelbrin reached out for the skin and felt Hetephes’s brow with the back of his hand – she was feverish, no question. “Can you keep going?” He tried to make the question sound casual. He was already almost certain he would have to carry her at some point, but it was best to make use of her strength while she yet had some to offer.

“I’ll be fine,” she insisted, though her teeth had resumed their chattering. She was clearly unaccustomed to being sick, and perhaps she didn’t know the signs well. Divine blood seemed to insulate her folk from the diseases their countrymen suffered, but perhaps her exertions and the strain of a new environment had robbed her of the resilience that had protected her from the plague in her homeland.

Gods, don’t let her fingers start blackening.

“We’ll rest often,” he assured her, “but we need to go.” There was nothing for it. They had to keep moving – at the first sign that Dugan’s fiends were on his trail, he’d pick her up and wouldn’t stop running till he reached Amith or his heart burst.

She took his hand and stood up. Kelbrin shouldered her pack without a word.

“I’ll keep up,” she promised.

He nodded once. Good enough.

The country they entered rolled from plains into undulating hills that loured in the hazy distance. Always, a chill wind bit, bringing with it the scent of ice. Thankfully, they’d left the charnel stench of the battlefield behind them, yet the carnage had cast its pall over Kelbrin’s heart. Wielding death had been such a large part of his life and for so long. He should be inured to it, but he recognised, too, that he was growing weary. Was this all he brought into the world? So much for all the tai-sher’s promises – yet here he was, hurrying back like a dog with its tail between its legs.

The steppes had a way of making a man look back, as if all that empty flatness needed filling, and dredged up every demon and failure to haunt the gloomy twilight of an autumn day. There was some joy there, too, perhaps, but his life was long and had started to feel heavy – heavier still without Fenfreth. The crunching of his boots on the icy ground was a relentless rhythm that echoed through the hollowness within.

As within, so without.

He pondered the old saying and swept his gaze over the seemingly infinite expanse. For the briefest moment he remembered the thrill of his first horse, when the wide spaces had seemed to shrink and he had been flying on the chill air that now ensnared him. Funny how perspective could change things, how hunger for a new horizon could turn to grinding tedium when foot replaced hoof.

Once again, he reached for the spirit that had flown with him in those early days of conquest and possibility, but found only the howling emptiness he had felt since he had first arrived here. Could he complain? He had survived when death had been almost certain – somehow, he always managed – but each time the price was higher. Was it the loss of his totem or the torc that brought him more pain? He could no longer tell. They seemed part of the same injustice, and all the while the boy who had been born on the ice, and the man who had brought its fierceness down on a decadent world laughed that he should even think there could be such a thing.

Justice? Elan would have had words on the subject if she still lived. It was a dream, a toy for poets and law-speakers, the ones who took the high seats in the feast-hall once a warrior had won it for them. There was no justice – only what must be done and the cost of doing so.

He grumbled into his beard, frustrated at the phantoms he had conjured for himself.

He herded Hetephews ahead of him with a firm hand on her shoulder. Soon, he’d have to carry her – there was no denying that. Her eyes were wide and staring, and he fancied she saw things he couldn’t. Perhaps if they encountered an encampment. Even reach Endenfar, though his gut told him they’d find no sanctuary there.

Dugan had no honour to prevent him chasing down the families of those he had once called his people. To the Tyrant, even the children would be guilty of their parents’ treachery.

By noon, Hetephes could walk no more. Her every breath was laboured, and her slight frame held against his, threw off furnace-like heat. Her eyes, now heavily lidded, were glazed, and there would be no reasoning with her. He had no alternative but to redistribute the weight of their meagre supplies and for him to carry her. Though she was small, his arms soon ached, and he cursed himself and Fenfreth in turn for his frailty. Yet onward he pressed, one step at a time, with only the accompaniment of the wind soughing through the long grasses.

Late afternoon brought them to a dell, cut by a shallow, muddy river between low rises, where the grassland rippled. It made more sense to push on, but he doubted he’d find a better place to rest.

Stunted willows huddled in a small copse, and a pile of sun-bleached driftwood lay above the lazy curve of the river – debris from seasonal flooding. It didn’t take a seer to point out that this was perfect fuel for a fire. 

There were worse places to stop, but once he did, he wouldn’t be moving the girl in a hurry. At least not until her fever broke. The prospect of being forced to camp for two, even three days, was grim but nowhere near as daunting as the idea that the girl might expire if he pressed her too hard.

Loath as Kelbrin was to admit it, he was exhausted and sore. All the months in the Ilwan isles, the tombs, the dungeons, the throne rooms, were weighing him down, chewing at his bones. While he’d cursed the heat of the south, he now missed it keenly. The warmth had made him soft, unused to the bitterness of the north.

And this wasn’t even winter.

His doubts whispered again.

How much time had passed while they were in Hetephes’s portal? The weather was too bitter for autumn and was only getting worse. If his fears proved true, nights would become colder, and their lack of supplies would start to tell. Wandering the steppes in midwinter could prove as great a challenge as anything Dugan might throw against them.

He allowed himself a wry smile. When had the Serpent General learned to fear the cold? When he was young, he and his fellow warriors had slept in worse weather and thought nothing of it.

However, Hetephes was no veteran, and her efforts had left her frail.

He would have to find her shelter soon.

Kelbrin picked a spot above the willows, where the weathered rock had formed a slight overhang. Other travellers must have sought shelter here in the past, for the lip of the rock above them was soot-blackened, and river stones had been arranged in a rough circle. Ashes still danced as the wind whipped over the rudimentary hearth, though it was clear no one had camped here in many months. Hardly an ideal sanctuary, but it was preferable to no shelter at all.

He worked quickly to start a fire, using the flint he had found the day before on the battlefield. The task
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