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​Chapter One
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Worry and Fear



Raziel’s hands were covered in blood as he cut through the muscles and tendons. The work was tough, but it had to be done. With a quick snap of his wrist, he skinned the rabbit. It was a scrawny thing and he felt bad for snaring it, but he and Alicia hadn’t eaten in two days. He gazed up at her now and then as he prepared the meat. She was thin now, her cheekbones pronounced and the muscles in her arms too visible. He would ensure she took the larger portion, though she was aware of his tricks now and this would invariably lead to a heated argument. He sighed. His own strength had waned significantly in the last six months. He was also little more than skin and bones. Ever since they had seen the chaos that was Archehan, every day was increasingly difficult.

Their camp crouched under the rugged pines east of Sherhan. It was mid-summer, but the days lacked warmth and the nights were frigid. The forest filtered the icy winds coming down from the mountains to the east and the plentiful wood warmed their nights, and for those two small blessings the weary warchildren were grateful. Alicia had developed a cold and was muffled up in two blankets before the sun had set. Even bundled up as she was, her weight loss was apparent.

“Meat,” she said with a smile.

“Aye,” he replied.

“It’s been a while.”

Her voice was happy, but her eyes wore faint purple bands of fatigue. They flicked up to his, but he glanced aside. She stared at him for a moment, then looked down.

“I don’t need to read you to see how worried you are, Raz.”

He nodded, then shook his head, focused on spitting the small bits of meat on the knobbly charred stick, a task made all the more difficult by his missing fingers. He knew she could read him like a book, had always been able to. Usually that reading was a beautiful thing, enhancing their communication and understanding. But now, more often than not, it led to a subtle pain. The pain of not being able to spare a loved one from worry, to ease their mind with false words of comfort genuinely meant.

“We’re going to be okay,” she said. “We’ll go south to Arasha. You know the language, and we’ll be away from...”

“You always trail off like that, these days,” he said. He realised it came out angry, and the annoyance made him more upset. “You can say his damned name. Ultio, Ultio, Ultio.”

She looked at him with wide eyes, shrinking back into her blankets. He glared at her for a moment, then continued cooking the meat. Damn it all. He was so exhausted. They had been on the run too long, on the edge of starvation, and the banshees shrieked louder each day. They scoured the land with their hungry eyes, black as pitch in the night sky. They never emerged in the daytime, which was not much of a blessing when their shrieks disturbed the warchildren’s sleep. The pair had worked their way from one cold gully to the next over the past few months, like a mad game of hide and seek. Velran had left to track down Khall and the lost children. They hadn’t seen or heard of him since.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“No, I am. That was both cruel and reckless.”

“He will not find us, Raz.”

He huddled over the fire and set the skewers to cooking, watching the little flames as they licked the dripping meat. The banshees weren’t the only thing keeping him up at night. His sleep was shattered by disordered nightmares which faded upon waking each and every time, leaving nothing but a dismal sense of despair deep in his wilted soul. He imagined the dreams were much as they had always been, filled with ominous imagery and cursed mysteries. There was no use in worrying about what his mind conjured up while he slept. But he was bothered by the chains that rattled in the depths of his soul, and the stinging pain that gripped his right arm at odd moments in the day. These two sensations were both unpredictable and dangerous. If the distractions happened while he was fighting, they could cost him his life.

Or worse, Alicia’s.

They ate well that night, and Alicia leaned back against him afterward, wrapping the blankets about them both. The fire burned well, and the warmth brought better thoughts to their minds. The stars did not make an appearance between the branches of the trees, but that did not dim their spirits. The two young lovers held one another as they had for many nights now, as if they were making up for the lost time of the many years they had spent apart. They drank the little fresh water they had and shared a kiss or two, till she fell asleep in his arms, and he was left staring out in the night over the low flames that crawled over the embers of their short-lived fire. Each night he used the minimum amount of wood needed to cook with and warm their skin a little, and then it would break down into embers and ashes. They gave off little heat, but at least prying eyes would not see a beacon to their position. He bent and picked up his sword, careful not to shift her in her sleep, then sat back again. He would not let them harm her.

The first cries echoed through the night, harsh and high-pitched, a sound torn from the very depths of hell. He kept watch for a long, long time.

Raziel awoke with a shock, a sudden thud to his chest. Winded, he panicked, gasped, and finally drew a deep breath. Alicia had sneezed, the force propelling her back into him. She was laughing now, and he joined her, squeezing her in his arms from behind. The morning sunlight washed down upon them, evaporating the dew from the greenery about them and brushing away the chill of the night. Alicia rose, and stirred the embers up, placing kindling down just as Raziel had taught her so long ago. It brought a smile to his face to see these little reminders of their first weeks together, brought to the present by her nimble fingers. His own hands were scarred and untrustworthy now, the left missing the two outer fingers, and the right spasming in memetic obedience to Ultio’s whim.

“How did you sleep, love?” she asked.

“Surprisingly well. No nightmares came to visit.”

“That’s good. You needed the rest.”

“Forgive me for snapping at you yesterday.”

She shook her head, a distant look in her eyes. Warchildren were naturally very emotional people since their powers made them overly aware of their feelings and moods. When you could hear them as music within your soul and could sense those of others with a single glance, it became impossible to ignore them.

Add sleepless nights and constant fear into the mix, and you got two irritable and vulnerable adults.

They ate the last scraps of rabbit, warming the thin slivers above the last dwindling flames. They packed their few belongings and set off south, veering west of Lake Drevi and the dead village that rested at its uppermost point. Neither wanted to see it. Nothing good would come of that memory.

Around noon, Raziel noticed that Alicia was crying. He put an arm around her.

“What’s wrong? Are you in pain?”

She shook her head, wiping the tears away. “It’s nothing. I don’t know.”

The answer drew his anger to the forefront.

“Why can’t you just answer a question? What’s wrong with you?”

She squeezed her eyes shut, drawing away from him. He gripped her hand, anger and confusion playing together in a strange manner in his soul. She looked up at him, tears brimming in her eyes.

“What is wrong with us?” Raziel said, forcing back the irrational anger. “Alicia, what’s going on?”

“I really don’t know,” she replied. “This isn’t normal. My tune is... out of control. My grip is slipping.”

Raziel stopped and closed his eyes, focusing on his own tune. He wasn’t as skilled as her. Alicia had been a warchild for so long that she could descry her own tune effortlessly, simply willing the various melodies and notes to the fore of her mind. But Raziel’s tune was like a wilful donkey that bucked and kicked and bit, and its master was an inept stable hand at best. He could barely control three emotions at once, sometimes four if he concentrated fully. Alicia could control dozens at once and add the emotions of others with equal ease.

The fact that she couldn’t control her own right now was very worrying.

“It feels that the further we move south, the more difficult it becomes,” she said. “I can’t describe it.” She coughed, the sound ragged and harsh. Her cold was growing worse. Raziel held her close, taking her pack and slinging it over his shoulder. She protested, but he shook his head.

“Let’s not argue,” he said. “I don’t trust myself these days. My temper is unruly. It scares me.”

“I know you don’t mean it. Just as my tears had no reason.”

“Let’s keep walking. We need to find water and a place to sleep.”

Raziel’s arm twitched in pain, but he didn’t wince. Alicia was aware of his connection with Ultio. She had read that in a single glance. But she didn’t know everything. Raziel was deeply afraid.

The nightmares that had haunted him in the past, the deep chasm of his soul, and the terrible beast that lurked there were all tied to Ultio. He believed that the demon had planted a part of himself inside Raziel, a safeguard in case he was exorcised from the sword. That little remnant had lain dormant for many years, and Raziel guessed it hadn’t seemed very long for a demon who had existed for at least a thousand years. Alicia had dragged Ultio down with her when she died. But when she returned, the demon had come back as well. He lay in Archehan, and surely wanted Raziel dead so that he could regain his full demonhood once again.

We must escape, he thought, run to the ends of this earth, away from Archehan and its demon. Even as they walked, he knew Ultio was laying waste to the walls of his prison, toppling the towers and constraining buildings in a vain attempt at escape.

The fear that gripped him was beyond the physical. His soul was in a panic, because some delirious part of it wanted to travel to Archehan. He wasn’t sure why, but when his mind wandered, he’d find himself considering the idea of turning around, and walking back. Is it the demon speaking, or is it my soul? The scary part was the lack of any answer to that question. He couldn’t trust himself, and that was why he travelled south as quickly as he could.

* * *
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They camped in a grassy depression at the foot of Lake Drevi, while the sun set the clouds in the west on fire, painting it in as many colours as there were mosquitoes by the lakeside. Raziel swatted one away, gritting his teeth as he dropped his pack against a slab of stone. Despite arguing for most of the day, they had finally agreed to stop and rest. Their moods had escalated since noon, ranging from earnest kindness to aggressive silences to shouting matches. 

Alicia collected stones for around the campfire without a word. Raziel filled their waterskins at the lake edge, taking his time before heading back to the fire. He twisted the stopper into the waterskin roughly, pinching his finger in the process. The curses he uttered under his breath hailed from as far as Arasha. He returned to the fire, poked at it a few times, then sat back and nibbled on some fruit they had found earlier on. They sat close together, more out of habit than anything. Neither looked at the other, busying themselves with their packs or simply warming their hands at the fire. As the sun set and the chill of the open plains set in, Alicia noticed that Raziel used less wood for the fire. Her rational mind succumbed to a sudden flood of uncontrollable emotion.

“Why is the fire so small?” Alicia asked.

“We’re in the open, without trees for cover. We don’t want...”

“I’m sick with a cold, Raziel. It’s getting worse.”

“You make it sound like that’s my fault, as if I want it.”

“Maybe you do. Maybe I’m just a burden to you.” She broke into fresh tears. It took Raziel a moment to realise that they had been shouting, and it took a great effort to remove the frown from his face.

“What the hell is wrong with us?” he whispered, holding her gently.

“Raziel, I’m scared. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...”

“I know you didn’t, love. Forgive my shouting... We’ll be okay soon. It must be the exhaustion.”

Alicia shook her head but said nothing. She was tired, but that was no excuse for their moods. They had been okay a few days before, yet now they snapped and bit like fighting dogs. Her tune was a constant storm, and it grew worse each day they travelled. She pressed herself against him, fear and love and anxiety and anger all simmering away even now. He was all she had in the world, and the last person she wanted to shout at. She knew he felt the same for her. But why do I feel this... anger, fear, hatred? She buried her face against his chest, attempting to hide her burning tears, but knowing that he felt her sobs. He simply held her more tightly, a gentle encouragement to get the emotions out. She did, and some of the pain and confusion were mitigated. When she looked up, she saw his cheeks were wet.

“Hey, hey... we’ll be okay,” she whispered, holding him, wiping the tears from his face with an edge of the blanket.

“Yeah,” he said. “We’ll be okay.”

They bathed in the stream, happy to lose days of grime from hard travel from their skin. They bathed separately, keeping a line of reeds between them, still shy of one another as they had never more than kissed. Despite the ravages of demons and violence on their psyches, they were still innocent in love. The water was ice cold and they bathed quickly, drying themselves with their clothes and redressing as quickly as possible before diving under their blankets and sitting close to the fire.

They held one another against the cold. He looked into her deep eyes. They could sense each other’s emotions in ways normal people could not, with an intensity and familiarity that went beyond regular intimacy. She kissed him, forceful in her need, and he returned it, clumsy and awkward. But he broke it soon after, and simply held her. She understood. Neither of them was in control of their emotions in that moment, and sullying what should be a perfect moment with the terrible uncontrol that they suffered would be almost a blasphemy of love.

A warm wind from the northeast blew across the lake, setting little waves into motion. As the last rays of the sun died in the west, the moon appeared. Yet it seemed that the moon was less bright than it had been, despite the lack of clouds. The stars were much the same, as if they had shrunk in size. Their sharp white light was hidden behind a gauze veil. The pair of warchildren looked up at the sky, and their hearts, already battered by their wild emotions, felt heavier the longer they looked. Many things were changing in the world, and there was much they didn’t yet understand. But as they held one another, their emotions seemed more settled, less rebellious. They each read the other’s eyes. In the darkness of the Renar night, two souls entwined in a quiet love that conquered their mutual fear and worries. For the moment, that was all they needed.

They heard no banshees that night.
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Two Kings

Khall stood in his open tent and looked up at the twin peaks of the mountain rising above the camp. Tall and narrow, the mountain looked like the roots of a molar tooth, eerily unnatural in the otherwise ordinary range. Snow covered the ridges and crags, white as bone. The wind howled down from those heights with a cold ferocity that knew no restraint, tearing through tents and clothes alike. Khall pulled his cloak more tightly about his broad chest, drew his ragged woollen scarf closer, blinking in the face of the heavy gusts but refusing to close his eyes. He hated the mountain, and it hated him right back.

Senar’s forces held a stronghold up there, hidden in some crevice or valley. The traitors. After all that Seraphina and her companions had done, these cowards had turned against them, blades bloodied in the depths of the earth beneath the Dragon’s Tooth. Now here they hid, a hundred or more Faressians, Renar and a few Arashans and Rhotians, all hidden like craven wolves on the mountain. Khall’s eyes scanned the crooks and crannies of the snowy surface, but his efforts were as fruitless as they ever were these last few months. The scouts had climbed those slopes a dozen times. No tracks, no smoke, no clues. At first, Khall had suspected the enemy lay in caves in the oddly shaped valley to the northeast, beyond the next ridge. His men had scoured the place to no avail. Today he considered the jutting ridge to the south.

“And next week I’ll think they hide in the sun-blasted sands of Arasha,” he muttered, spitting to the side.

“Don’t berate yourself, husband,” a voice said behind him. He did not turn.

“Malah, they deserve judgement.”

“As do many, dear. But no matter how you fret and pull at the reins, destiny will trot along at its own steady pace. Now come, I have made supper.”

He turned and smiled at her beauty. Each day he was amazed once again by her features, the subtle, artful placement of each and every aspect of her. He pulled the tent-flaps closed, tying them with thick cord and weighing the ends down with stones. The wind still snuck in through various gaps, but most of it remained outside, spluttering in indignation at the canvas.

Malah had prepared a vegetable stew, with extra flavour provided by a bone from a skinny goat the camp had portioned out over the last few days. The smell filled the tent and set Khall’s mouth watering. His wife smiled at him, catching his expression. He immediately returned to his usual stoic frown, and she laughed.

“Nice try,” she said. “I can tell when you’re happy with a meal.”

He smiled and kissed her cheek as she served up the food. Soon there were three steaming bowls on the little mat in the centre of the tent.

“We’re expecting a guest?” Khall asked.

The small flaps at the back of the tent moved and a tall, bearded man with dark skin entered. He turned and quickly tied the tent closed again. Malah coaxed their little fire back to life after the onslaught of wind, then sat down cross-legged at the table beside Khall.

“Velran a Rhotia,” Khall said.

“Khall,” Velran said, removing his heavy cloak. “It is terrible to see you, but the sight of your lovely wife more than makes up for your face.”

“Ever with the backhanded compliments. But I see your eyes dwell on the food and your flattery is but a polite diversion. Come, sit, eat!”

Velran did not argue. He wiped the snow from his beard and downed the entire bowl before Malah and Khall were halfway through theirs. He glanced up at Malah. She nodded, and he ladled himself another bowl. He ate this one slowly, speaking in between slurps.

“I have ridden for two days and a night,” he said. “I come from the cliffs above Tan-Eluria and bring strange tidings.”

“Do they know of Archehan there?” Khall asked.

“Rumours are spreading, but most conjecture that some army holds the old capital. I spied a group of emissaries riding out of Tan-Eluria, into Renas. They travelled with many spearmen, a full two squads.”

“Are they viewing the lay of the land?”

“No, they would not ride so openly. I believe they seek a Renar leader. Or a Rhotian from the old empire.”

“When they see that northern Renas is emptied, they will simply invade.”

“Not necessarily,” Malah said, joining in. “They cannot look at Archehan and not see something amiss.”

“Precisely,” Velran said. “The question is: what will they do with that information?”

They were quiet a moment, then Khall stated, “We cannot know. Either they join forces with whatever military remains here in Renas, or they return home and let us deal with the problem ourselves. Either way, we don’t enter into the picture.”

“We are irrelevant,” Malah said.

“Which leads me to a question for you, Khall,” Velran said. “Why don’t you return home to Arasha? What good is this feud?”

Khall looked at him, dark Arashan eyes meeting Velran’s hazel ones. “This is no feud, and you should not speak of it as such. Renas is my home. Has been for many decades. And it is Malah’s home. But above all, I swore an oath to hunt down those who killed Seraphina. I promised to kill each and every one of them, and an Arashan never breaks his word.”

Velran stroked his beard, looking down at the small fire. “I understand,” he said after a while. “Or at least, I think I do. Tell me, how goes the fight? I saw the field of battle was clear of bodies.”

“But not clear of blood.” Khall left his empty bowl by the fire and kissed Malah on her temple in thanks. “We’ll go and see it now. Come walk with us, Malah. Your counsel is of even greater worth than your fine cooking.”

They all three took their cloaks, and buckled belts around the midsection in defence against the heavy mountain winds. Velran took his spear, and Khall his great axe. Malah put out the fire and slipped her short spear across her back, adding a sheathed knife to her belt.

They made their way out into the wind, not quite strong enough to be called a gale or a storm but full of teeth, nonetheless. The sun still had a few hours to go till it set. They made their way between the tents which clustered together in the small plain. Large boulders ringed the camp, and old pine trees grew along the edges like solitary sentinels, watching over the small army. Smoke seeped up through gaps in the tent flaps, each one housing four or five people. Wives and husbands shared their own smaller tents. There were very few children.

Velran sighed at the state of the camp. All the canvas was old and worn, and he knew they had little left for repairs if the weather grew worse. There was a notable absence of food stores, as well. He would seek out a new deal with some rogue merchants or farmers for materials and provender when he rode out, but many of these had travelled south, and those that remained were running low. At least they have fresh water, what with all this snow. He shook his head. They would not last here long.

The trio wound their way up the narrow gullies and mountain paths, till they came to a wide-open slope. It rose gently up to the twin peaks above, a mile wide and some miles long. Velran knew it well, having passed it many times on his visits to the camp. It rose to a great height, but with a steady gradual incline that was little effort to walk. Khall’s army had never fought beyond the midway point and had established a defensive line in the lower portion. A few scouts stood here at all times, small fires burning throughout the day and night, with runners ready to warn the camp below of any enemy activity. Snow lay in a smooth carpet on the plain, except where it was broken by scraggly lines that crisscrossed in the most unnatural manner.

“Your trenches have good drainage?” Malah asked of her husband.

“Aye, the water flows down to the right there. Our army won’t die of footrot on my watch.”

“Do the trenches serve any purpose?” Velran asked. “I know the traitors have no cavalry, as you flanked and slaughtered their few riders a fortnight ago. Likewise, there are no walls to sap.”

“They have new weapons,” Khall said, grimacing. They looked up at the mountains, the silence growing cold between them. This was the main battlefield, where the warchildren fought and died. Stones lay piled in broken walls here and there, the scars of previous skirmishes slowly blanketed under the falling snow. As Velran had noted, there were no corpses.

“You have buried your comrades,” he said. “That is well. But what are these new weapons?”

Malah looked at him with distant eyes. Khall muttered a few words, but his wife spoke for him.

“They take our dead and use the ancient spells on them.”

“Ancient spells? Like at the Dragon’s Tooth?”

“Like that, though not the same. Remember, they killed Isarah, and I am here. None other than we two knew the words. But they must have found other scrolls or discovered some new spells.”

Velran looked up at the Two Kings, blinking in the light snow that flitted across his face. New spells? But where did such knowledge come from? All the wizards of myth were dead.

“Do you think the mountains hold a place of power, like the Dragon’s Tooth?” he asked.

“Yes,” Malah said. “There can be no doubt. The old magicians are dead and gone, but their words still draw magic from these old places.”

“Fates above. How many of these places are there?”

Malah shook her head. Velran paced a little to one side, then the other, his brow furrowed. The problems surmounted higher with each day that passed. His mind was heavy with worry, and his endeavours exhausted him. A demon was growing in the ruins of a great city, a bitter war raged here in the mountains, and now the Faressian Empire was making tracks into the west. Somewhere in the broiling madness that was Renas were two warchildren whom he hadn’t seen for over three months, and a part of him whispered that they were the key to solving the whole mess.

“What do they use these spells for?” he asked. “Why are they raising your dead?”

“It looks like you will get the chance to see for yourself,” Khall said, pointing up at black figures on the snowy mountain. “Malah, go with the runners and rouse the army, then remain at the camp. Velran, will you fight with us?”

Velran nodded, spinning his spear and stretching.

* * *
[image: ]


The warchildren formed ranks on the upper side of the trenches. Khall spoke to them in a loud voice that echoed from the cliffs and boulders, ringing true as steel. Velran counted the men and women in Khall’s squads and came to a figure just south of a hundred. They were grouped into smaller teams of four or five, a mixture of the different abilities. Readers, swords, ghosts, and menders. They carried weapons best suited to their physical prowess, a motley assortment of swords, spears, bows, axes, knives, and as wide a variety of shields and bucklers. Neither Khall nor Velran carried a shield, though they did wear leather torso armour, leg greaves, and vambraces, topped with a thick leather helmet that strapped beneath the chin. These latter had been carefully handmade with extra space for vision, a warchild’s most important weapon. Most of the army wore these, though the rest of their armour was a ragtag mix of sectioned armour, chainmail, and hardened leather. There was no uniformity here, no aesthetic order, only grim practicality, and the need for survival.

Velran looked up the slope, where the enemy approached them. There were several dozen ranked warchildren, but before them came a stumbling, uneven group of twenty or thirty with minimal armour, and great broadswords. It was difficult to see precisely why they moved so strangely, due to the setting sun dipping behind the mountain. The dim twilight cast the figures in an unearthly shadow. They were still a good half mile off, and Velran turned to Khall.

“What are they?”

“No time to explain,” Khall replied, pulling his axe from his back.

Velran frowned at him, then turned back to the plain. The figures had broken into a shambling run, the oddness of their movements now more evident.

“Fates above, how are they this fast?”

He received no answer. With an eerie speed, the shambling figures were on them, half a mile covered in a matter of seconds. The clash of bodies and weapons filled the air, metal and flesh colliding with a violent sound of steel on steel and the sickening splat of steel in muscle. Velran was behind the trenches, a defensive position that Khall had forced on him, and he watched as the broadswords rose again and again, arcing blood behind them with each heavy strike. Khall was in the middle of it, and Velran saw his axe slamming down incessantly as the mass of bodies raged in the impenetrable night. The few campfires cast a flickering red light over the ghastly scene, and Velran could no longer tell who was on which side. Without uniforms, it was a wild mess of limbs and weapons. Screams of dying men mixed with the hollow moaning of the undead. Terror crept into Velran’s heart, and he found the spear he held was shaking.

A few of Khall’s warchildren leapt back over the trench, joining the spearmen who had remained behind. Velran stepped forward. The enemy stumbled over the gap, some making the leap with awkward success, others falling into the trench. Velran had a glimpse of bodies impaled on long stakes, the sharp wood piercing through the unarmoured flesh with sickening ease. But his focus returned when a great hulk of a man leapt toward him. Velran grounded the foot of his spear and the flying body drove itself into it, the shock of impact slamming through the haft into his arms. The flailing giant smashed down on top of him, crushing the air from his lungs. He panicked, struggling to draw breath, the sounds of death all around suddenly muted and dull. His body burned as he gasped his way back to life, inhaling with desperate force. His enemy still writhed on top of him, and as he pushed him off, he saw the broadsword’s gleam as it came for his face. An axe slammed down into the arm that wielded the sword, dismembering it, then cut down twice into the man’s neck. Velran saw Khall’s bloody face as the Arashan pulled the axe free, pushed the corpse off and offered Velran his hand.

Velran shouted his thanks over the din of the battle, ripping his spear from the corpse’s gut. The man had bleached skin, as white as snow, but covered in patches and blotches of yellow discolouration. He did not bleed either, the gaping wounds dry and grisly. The terror from before returned with a vengeance, but Velran clenched his jaw, and turned back to the battle.

A dozen bodies lay beside the trenches, and dozens still fought. Many of Khall’s wounded were being healed by the menders to the rear of the battle, but there were too few. The enemy was relentless, uncaring of their own wounds, fighting to the death with reckless abandon. Crimson splashed across their mottled skin. The battle was slowing, both sides tiring from the wild violence of it all. Velran glanced over the pockets of combat, his eyes moving up through the growing gloom at the warchildren high up on the slope.

“Why don’t they attack?” he asked.

“They save their strength,” Khall replied, catching his breath beside him. “Now fight, Rhotian!”

They leapt back into the battle, spear and axe slashing through their malformed enemies many times before the fight was done.

* * *
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Malah greeted them as they returned to the camp, her short spear in her hand. A few other women and youths stood by to tend the wounded. As the bloody rags of the army marched in, they split off into different directions to their tents and campfires to soak in the heat. Malah sheathed her spear and rushed to help the worst of the wounded. Khall waved at her from a distance. She waved back with a worried frown. Velran strode beside the Arashan, his cloak covered in the blood of a comrade. He leaned on his spear out of sheer exhaustion but thanked the Fates for being whole in body. Many others were not so blessed.

They washed their hands and faces with handfuls of snow, spluttering through the cold, then rushed back to Khall’s tent, where Malah had prepared the fire. Khall struck steel to flint, and they crouched around the growing warmth. They did not speak for a while, listening to the camp as the wounded crawled to rest, and the menders did their work.

“Those were your comrades,” Velran said.

“Aye. They take our dead and use their magic to turn them into those things. Quick and deadly, but ultimately a tool used to wear us down.”

“And that’s why their living troops stay up there. Why send their own to fight when they can send these puppets to demoralise and kill you? Hmm.”

“My people are broken,” Khall whispered. “They are forced to kill their brothers, friends, sometimes wives, all brought to life by that damned Senar.”

“Why don’t they attack in strength? Your camp is not hidden, unlike theirs.”

“Because they don’t need to. This war of attrition will see us retreat. We have little food, no smithy, and the cold eats away at us each day. They are not afraid of us. We are just small bugs, annoying at times, but ultimately harmless.”

“We must make them fear us,” Velran said.

“A wolf will not fear a lamb. Besides, our own allies will not join us.”

Velran ignored the barb and sipped at his waterskin. He had never seen the man show despair like this. But after what he had witnessed, he understood. The warchildren of the mountain had stolen many fallen bodies, woven their spells about them, and then sent them back with swords in their hands. These reborn monsters moved with terrible speed, and while they were clumsy and sometimes fell into the spiked trenches, their massive blades did great damage. Khall had set fire to the corpses before they left the battlefield, looking up at the enemy at the top of the slope all the while. Friends were given no burial, lest they be dug up and turned into one of those bleached creatures.

It was enough to drive any man to despair.

“I will ride tonight,” Velran said. “While it is true that most humans will not trade with us, I will find some new source of food. Do not give up hope.”

Khall did not reply, but simply gazed into the flickering flames before him. Velran took his gear and left the tent. Malah came up to him as he saddled his warhorse.

“You spoke with Khall,” she said.

“Aye. He is breaking.”

“No, Velran. He will never break. He made an oath.”

“Then he is a fool, Malah,” Velran said, not unkindly. “He throws himself against a rock and wonders why it won’t move. He throws all of his friends and companions against the same rock, every day, and still wonders. You should tell him to stop, if not for his sake, then the sake of the others.”

“I cannot do that,” she said. “He made his oath, and as his wife, I must support him. Not because of his vow, and not because I think we will win. But because there is one thing that can break a man like that. That one thing is doubt from me. If he sees me doubt him, he will break. He would abandon his oath in that instant and doom himself to a life of self-loathing and guilt.”

Velran looked at her earnest face for a long time, the light of her lantern picking out her strong features. She knew her man far better than he. They were both readers, but one of them built their knowledge on intimate love, the other as a friend. Before all else, she was his wife, and no one could ever understand Khall the way she did, warchild or not.

“With you by his side,” Velran said, “he is unstoppable.”

“If you stood on his other side, he might be.”

Velran looked after her as she returned to the tent, her last words hanging in the air. His breath puffed up in little clouds and a light snow drifted down from the night sky. There was a line of fresh graves a short distance from the camp, each with a little mound of coal burning incense. The Renar beliefs said that the smoke guided the souls of the dead to the afterlife. Snowflakes hissed as they hit the hot coals. Velran hoped the souls would find their way before the weather extinguished their guides.

He mounted his destrier, an ebony black beast that he had bought for far too much from a horse-thief in the south. Velran called it Abasin, the Rhotian word for steadfast strength. So far, the name had rung true, the horse carrying his rider safely through dangerous lands and long journeys.

“We’re off again, Abasin,” he said as they trotted down the steep path, heading south. Velran would find help for his friends here in their doomed fight and send supplies. Yet where will I find them? he thought. The evil city frightened off all who once lived here. Those to the south will not send their carts past Archehan, and they are the closest by a hundred miles. His heart was
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