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Aein clenched and unclenched her fist, trying to ignore the shooting pain radiating up her arm.  Over three months had passed since the attack on the Haidra castle.  Her broken bones were mended.  The bite marks Queen Gisla left when she tore through Aein's skin were now stiff scars.  But, much like the rest of the kingdom, Aein wondered if the wounds from that day would ever completely heal.

"Everything all right there, Aein?" asked Lars, lifting his visor and dropping his sword to his side.

The sounds of a melee filled the training yard as the soldiers around them continued to spar.  This was the first time she felt strong enough to suit up.  To prepare for battle, the guard practiced in full armor, learning how to take a fall and get back up in heavy plate.  All Aein could think was how grateful she was for the chill of winter.  Otherwise, she was fairly certain she would have rusted her entire suit solid with her sweat.  The disciplined Haidra guard was quite different than the ragtag army of the Arnkell stronghold.

Aein swung her arm in a wide, gentle circle, trying to undo the cramp.  "Old war wounds," she smiled grimly.

Lars removed his helmet and came over to examine her.  His tall, gangly frame blocked out the sun, making his red hair glow like a halo.

"Did I strike too hard?" he asked with concern.

He took her wrist in his palm as if she were made of eggshell instead of flesh, and turned it this way and that, examining it for any signs that something tore.

She knew she was fine, but let him continue his examination.  Lars had been so good to her.  He seemed to view her recovery as some sort of personal mission.  He was the one who got her up and walking, he was the one who first put a weapon back in her hand.  He yelled at the healers when he felt they weren't doing enough, and otherwise teased her and cajoled her and kept her from slipping into despair.  

"It's nothing," Aein protested.  "Lord Arnkell will not stop to see if I am feeling up to it if he decides to invade again."

Lars let her go.  The mention of their former lord's name cast a shadow and Aein wished she could take the words back.  The truth rang too loudly to be drowned out by her joke.

Lord Arnkell survived the fight which killed Haidra's king.  He retreated to his stronghold and Queen Gisla, deep in grief for her father, let him go.  

Aein did not know how Lord Arnkell managed to cobble together enough staff to run his fortress, much less the soldiers needed to protect it from invading forces.  In the past, the slightest whiff of weakness caused the surrounding strongholds to transform into jackals, ready to snap the spine of an injured land.  Aein was surprised that, after the official funeral of state and coronation, Queen Gisla had not taken advantage of the moment to claim the Arnkell stronghold.  But, Aein thought with a sigh, she hadn't.  The queen was strong and intelligent, but Aein could not understand her reasoning.  Perhaps it was because she had been forced onto an early throne and was still not sure what to do with her power.  Perhaps it was because she was a werewolf and didn't know if her people would follow her.  Her transformations were whispered and gossiped about, and Aein had to admit that no matter how much she loved her new queen, Gisla's hold on the crown was weak.  

This unrest was why Aein rarely saw Finn anymore, the brave commander who saved her life more times than she could count.  Every night, when the queen shifted into her wolf form, Finn took her place on the throne.  He was the only man powerful enough to keep the kingdom under control until the sun rose again.   

During the day, he watched.  His shaggy, black body was often hidden in the shadows, catching every scent and word.  Nothing escaped him.  A high ranking lord was the first to learn Finn was not some mindless beast.  A treasonous comment made in front of the werewolf resulted in the man being stripped of his titles and land.  It would have cost him his head, but some on the court felt his views on a bewitched ruler were not entirely incorrect.

The other werewolves living at the castle inserted themselves into Queen Gisla's private guard.  They lived their lives as humans as best they could, but when the sun set or rose in the sky, they took their place in Queen Gisla's pack.  

Finn continued to lead the day wolves, but Queen Gisla replaced Lars as the alpha of the night.  There were whispers that this was why Lars became so involved with Aein's recovery - Aein's affection for Lars earned him respect from the pack.  All the wolves would lay down their lives for her knowing she freed them from their wildness with her berries.  But perhaps, Aein thought as Lars put his helmet back on to pick up where they left off, he helped her because he cared.

But before they could cross swords again, a familiar wolf with a silver scar running across his face trotted towards them.

"I wonder why Finn's here..." mused Aein.

Lars looked over his shoulder and spotted their approaching commander.  "Perhaps a social call?"

"You know it is not."

"A man can dream."

The wolf came to a stop and stood before them, fixing Aein with his steady gaze.

"Finn?" she enquired with polite deference, trying hard to preserve the ridiculous formality required of their positions.  They had been through too much for the charade to make sense, but order and hierarchy ruled in the guard.  The close familiarity they developed saving Queen Gisla had faded into duty.  "Can I help you with something?"

The wolf barked and dashed off.  Then he came running back again, indicating they should follow.

"Well, that answers that question," sighed Aein.  She walked over to the weapons shed and tossed her practice sword down.

"Think of it as the break you were hoping for," said Lars, draping his heavy, soaked arm across her shoulders.  

Grimacing, Aein wiggled her way out from beneath him.  He laughed and shook his head, his sweat flying everywhere.

"Give me an invading horde!  You are disgusting!" she said, wiping herself off.

"Careful, Aein," said Lars.  "You may get your wish."

Finn, unamused, barked at them again, urging them to hurry.  With a glance, they quickened their pace.  

As they followed Finn into the keep, Aein could not help but feel bad for him.  He took human form at night when most of the castle was asleep.  At least Aein had Lars to lean on.  Finn's lifelong friendship with Queen Gisla was gone, reduced to a few short moments when the light intersected at dusk and dawn.  It was a miserable existence.  Everyone clung to the hope that as soon as the berry bush bore fruit, the nightmare would be over.

They walked up the stone stairs and into the formal petition room.  The throne where Queen Gisla normally sat was empty.  Finn led them to a door in the far corner and barked at the guard.  The guard pulled the wrought-iron ring and opened it, admitting them into the second petition room.  This was a smaller room, but even more grand.  The ceiling was painted bright blue with golden stars, a pattern matched in the fabric draping the walls.  A recently completed portrait of the fallen king hung opposite of the throne.  But Finn did not pause.  He continued on to a third door.

Aein gulped.  So there was an urgent matter.  She glanced at Lars as she attempted to tidy her appearance.  He was trying to flatten his red hair.  It was a hopeless cause.

This door was guarded by two soldiers.  They did not acknowledge Aein and Lars's approach, they just pulled open the heavy carved door.

It was Queen Gisla's private audience chamber.  She used it when something actually needed to be done.  This throne sat on the floor rather than a dais.  It was made for comfort rather than to impress.  The discussions in this room often went on for hours.

Queen Gisla waited for them.  She wore a gown of white.  Her ebony hair was swept up and rolled on either side of her head, her golden crown perched atop.  Her neckline was open, and a great red ruby sat against her dark, brown skin.

Aein and Lars fell to one knee and did not lift their eyes until she bid them.  

"Arise," she said, motioning with her hand.  Finn trotted to Queen Gisla and settled himself at her feet.  Aein and Lars stood at attention waiting for the queen to speak.

After a long pause, she said, "There is a matter of great importance which I need you to attend." Her shockingly blue eyes scanned them for any sign of hesitation or betrayal.  Though they had sworn themselves to her, they were once members of the enemy's stronghold, a fact no one in the Haidra household forgot.  She gripped the arms of her wooden throne.  "The entire fate of my kingdom lies upon the blossoming of a bush in Lord Arnkell's territory.  As you may or may not be aware, part of our oath when we take our throne is to swear that we will maintain a guard along the border at all times.  During the war, Aein and Lars, you were not at your post."

Her words held no accusation, but that did not temper the bite.  Aein lowered her eyes and swallowed, feeling like, despite everything, they should have found a way to stay.  

"I ordered four members of my guard to the border the day after the battle, to not only protect the bush, but to protect us from any creatures which might try to come through."  Queen Gisla sighed and a shadow crossed her face.  "Three weeks to the swamp from here, a month at their post, and then three weeks to return.  Their replacements were sent and the first deployment should have returned weeks ago.  They did not.  There has been no word from the other guards.  Nothing.  And so you see my problem.  It may be that Lord Arnkell did not think well of my people patrolling his territory.  But it may be that something has come through."  Queen Gisla fixed her sight on Lars and Aein.  "I need you to go to the Arnkell swamp.  You are of the Arnkell land.  If it is an issue of territory, you may know the guards your old lord sent.  If it is something else, I need to know that, too.  Heed my command, though.  The border must be held.  If all is lost and you must choose, hold the post."

A chill ran up Aein’s spine.  Other than to gather the harvest to end the werewolves' shift, she never wanted to set foot in the swamp again.  A small, strangled sound came from Lars.  It was so soft, only Aein heard it.  Whatever her fears, Lars had suffered more.  He served three tours in the past year, well beyond the safe threshold.  He had been trapped there for months, holding the border by himself.  He had been driven to the brink of madness.  Aein hated to think what might happen if he was sent back.  

"The fog will play tricks on our minds," warned Aein.  Lars did not add his voice to Aein's words.  He just stood there, arms clenched at his side, eyes fixated into space.

"I know," said Queen Gisla, running her hand over Finn's fur, as if needing to soothe herself.  Finn gave a bark, as if urging her to keep steadfast in her decision.  Queen Gisla turned back to Aein and Lars.  "I would not ask, except the need is so great."

It was cold comfort that the queen understood the enormity of her request.  She was making it all the same.  Aein and Lars fell again to their knees in acceptance of their duty.  There was no other choice.  They were her soldiers.  They were hers to command as she saw fit.

"Stealth shall be your friend," Queen Gisla instructed.  "We must not alert Lord Arnkell to your movements.  It could be seen as an act of war, and the peace we have is tenuous at best.  Prepare yourselves to leave tomorrow at first light.  Tell no one of your mission.  If there is a possibility that the bush has been lost, we shall have civil war.  The only reason I am able to maintain my throne is the promise of my cure in the spring.  I will not be allowed to remain queen if they believe otherwise."

Her dire prediction quelled Aein's reservations.  Her duty, as guard, was to the people and the Haidra kingdom could not afford more unrest, especially only three months after the damage Lord Arnkell caused.  They were still repairing the fortress walls from where the catapult bombarded it.  They were still filling in the tunnels he had dug.  Not to mention the cost of human life.  The price was too high already.  

And Aein could not help the unbidden thought from entering her mind... it was a price paid for something she had done.  As she and Lars bowed their heads and backed out of the room, she wondered if this mission was her penance.  None of this would have happened if she had left the mushrooms in the swamp.  She owed it to every surviving man, woman, and child to stop the bleeding, no matter what the personal cost.  

As soon as the doors shut in front of them, Aein and Lars stood.  No longer in the queen's presence, they turned and walked away, through the empty petition rooms and out into a small courtyard.  The walls were windowless.  The walkway of the battlement above was empty.  With no one watching, Lars closed his eyes, placed his palms upon the plastered stone, and pressed hard.

"We have to go back," he said.  His face was haunted.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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A heavy, dappled war horse passed through the dusty bailey to the stables.  The plated-steel armor over his head and neck rattled with every step.  Aein stepped out of the way.  The sky was turning from blue to yellow and Lars was giving his last instructions before the dark stole his human form.  The single tower of the Haidra castle rose behind them.  

"Talk to Finn," he said.  "I am sure he knows everything already, but... make sure he understands what is going on, that he didn't forget... Not that he would.  But just in case..."

Aein understood the words he was stammering over.  He hoped Finn could stay their execution.  Finn knew what the swamp was like.  Perhaps if Aein personally made the appeal, Finn would speak for them and find a way to keep them here.  Lars reached over and grasped Aein's hand, giving it a desperate squeeze.

"I shall see you in the morning," Aein said quietly as the sun hit the horizon.

The hand in hers faded.  Fingertips were replaced by hard flesh, skin replaced with fur, and soon she held not a hand, but a paw.  The man beside her disappeared.  The only comfort was that the shift was no longer painful.  But as she gazed into the wolf's eyes, she saw her friend inside, trapped in a body he did not want.  He withdrew his paw and snorted.  

"I shall see you in the morning," Aein repeated again, stroking his shaggy head.

There was a familiarity they shared when he was a wolf that she never would have dared when he was human.  It felt natural to rest her hand upon his shoulders, to feel his body lean against her legs.  Some nights, they would even curl up by the fire like puppies in a pile.  But as humans... she thought back to that battle day when Lars had sworn his love to her.  The matter was never spoken of again.  Her energy had been devoted to healing and recovery these past months.  She wondered what would have happened if she had not been injured, where they would have been.  So much of her life was an amalgamation of "what-ifs."  What if she had not spotted those mushrooms?  What if she had not stopped to eat a berry?  What if she had stayed at the border with Lars?  Would he have killed her?  What if Cook Bolstad, the man who had been a father to her, had never sent her on this devil's errand...

Lars gave another sneeze and headed off to bed.  He did not like to be awake during his time as a wolf.  He preferred to spend the hours dreaming instead, where he could take any shape he wanted.

Aein turned back towards the castle and was surprised to find Finn resting against a doorway watching her.  He wore an indigo tunic over his chainmail.  His messy, blonde hair looked like he had rubbed his hands through it a few times after waking.  His beard never seemed to grow and was in a state of permanent stubble.  The only marked difference between the man he was today and the man she met not so many months ago was the long scar which ran across his face from forehead to cheek, left over from where he brushed against silver ore during transformation.

"How long have you been standing there?" she asked suspiciously.

He stood up, leaning towards her as if he was about to impart some great wisdom.  "If you hope to survive, you should instinctually know the answer to that question."

Aein laughed and rolled her eyes.  "What can I do for you?" she asked.

He fell in step beside her.  "I wondered if I might enjoy your company at dinner.  I have a proposal I would like to discuss."

His words caused her to pause.  There was something to his tone which made her realize this request was not being made in an entirely official capacity.  "Want to give me a hint?"

"Your journey to the border," replied Finn. "Dinner?" 

"Absolutely," answered Aein.  "Allow me to change."

A bell tolled in the distance, signaling that the gates of the town were being closed for the night.  As Aein made her way to the barracks, she thought how the town around Lord Arnkell's fortress was not even organized enough to have a gate.  It was just a scattering of houses and shops.  She had thought his stronghold was the finest in the world before she came to the Haidra kingdom.  She wondered how Lord Arnkell thought attacking this place made sense.  All he had to do was marry Queen Gisla and it would have all been his.  It was such a waste.

Along the battlements of the castle, the flickering torches colored the darkness.  Along with the men who rotated in to take the watch, the shaggy figures of Aein's wolf army changed places.  Some of the humans preferred their lives as wolves.  Most of them were people whose human bodies ached from age and injury, but in wolf form were strong and whole again.  They slept while human and chose to serve whenever the shift came.  And then there were those like Lars who were ashamed of their shift, who hid in the shadows and waited for the earth's rotation to take away their four-legged prison.  

Aein leaned back her head.  The wind was picking up.  Storm clouds were rolling across the sky and not a single star lit the black.  The moon itself was a mere sliver, barely shedding any light.  Tomorrow would be the new moon and everything would be dark.  It would make traveling more difficult, but it would also mask them from prying eyes.  She hoped no one would notice or care that she and Lars were slipping away.

As Aein entered the building, her metal armor echoed loudly.  The barracks consisted of one long room.  A row of beds lined the wall in strict precision
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