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The Wretched

A Fenn of the Wasteland Novel

Chapter One

1268 Autumn

––––––––

Piercing screams echoed around him as Prince Welk of Michelruud startled awake in the darkness. He clambered up, for a moment unable to remember where he was. His tent had collapsed around him and he battled with it. The tent. Yes, the encampment on the grassy plain of Nergens between the Ruud and the ice realm—northeast of the lilac clover fields. He was in his nuptial tent, the morrow his wedding day when he would finally marry his beloved Rue, whose screams now terrified him into action.

Horse hooves pounded the ground around him, whinnies, shouts, and grunts filled the air as he struggled to free himself from the heavy tarp. It was still night, but as he found his opening, the campsite was lit in flames as the other tents burned.

“Rue-Anna,” he screamed, and the reality of his terror shook him. His legs trembled violently as he climbed to his feet and darted toward the women’s tent. Their screams had ceased. Only shouts of dark figures on foot and horseback thundered in the air—and the shrill cries of the felid folk child Frieden, who stood a few yards away, just outside his father’s flaming tent.

“Rue-Anna,” Welk cried out.

A rugged folk ran toward him, his hand raised above his head, a wooden mace locked in his fist. When he realized the man’s prey was Frieden, Welk dove for the child, scooped him up and tumbled to the ground, shielding him from the swing of the club. A sharp, stabbing pain shot through his head; dazed, a blackness fell over him, even as he fought to hide the felid child from death, even as he realized his attacker was a soldier in his father’s guard.

His own name on his brother’s lips floated somewhere in Welk’s pain-filled fog of sleep. Elrundt lived, and gently shook him into consciousness.

“Wake, brother,” he was saying. “Hurry. Wake.”

Welk reached for his throbbing head and forced himself to sit, fighting the waves of nausea rippling through his stomach. Fire raged somewhere near—the odor of burning flesh found him and brought him nearly to heaving. Morning had dawned. He squinted against the harsh summer sun.

“Rue,” he whispered and winced.

There beside him was young Frieden, whimpering in his sleep.

“Who else lives, brother?” Welk closed his eyes against the sickening pain racking his body.

“None.” There was a cold edge of rage to his brother’s voice.

Elrundt helped him to his feet and led him through their burned encampment. Fifty yards east, against the backdrop of the snow-capped peaks of the ice realm, flames rose off a pyre and flumes of swirling black and gray smoke billowed into the clear blue morning sky. The eis had come to cremate their dead.

“No,” Welk muttered and made toward them, but Elrundt pulled him back.

“They will not allow us. I have tried.”

“They cannot be dead.” He turned to Elrundt and let out a choked cry. “They are not gone.”

He reeled and looked back at the burned nuptial tents, heaps of ashes now. Belfen, the felid folk child’s father, lay just outside the tent he shared with his brothers Quarn and Yew, bloodied and deathly still. Staggering, Welk made his way past him to where his betrothed’s tent lay in a blackened clump. The tarp had burned away, exposing Vreni’s charred remains, her arms stretched forward as if she’d tried to cover and protect another.

“All dead,” Elrundt said following him. “Except the felidae Quarn and Yew. They watched as Belfen fought for his life and fled when he was killed. The eis arrived before I regained consciousness.”

Welk remembered Frieden and turned back to see him still sleeping on the ground in the middle of the remains of their lives.

“Why didn’t Belfen take his felid form?” Elrundt said.

“He and Vreni were bound by the old ways.”

“He died for principle?”

“No, brother. Once they took the oath, they could not transform until Frieden was of a certain age. They were physically unable.” Welk found his knees loosening and he let himself sit. “Quarn and Yew,” he said. “They did nothing?”

“They might have fought valiantly and torn many of the guard apart,” Elrundt said. “Before being shot... probably killed. But, they did nothing to stop this.”

“It would be better to die fighting than live as cowards. The felidae would agree.”

Elrundt shook his head, his eyes empty, his countenance dispirited.

“They cannot be dead,” Welk muttered.

He remained on the ground for some time, his brother letting him have his silence; tears streamed down his face until he wiped them away and scowled.

“What happened? What did you see?” he asked Elrundt.

“I was just on the edge of sleep. They buckled the tents first and set the others on fire. I fought, but there were many. I watched Belfen carry Frieden out of his tent and try to get him to run while he fought off the guard. And I watched Quarn and Yew do nothing.”

“Not our tents?”

“They knew our colors.”

“And you were not harmed?”

“They cudgeled me. Same as you.”

“It was Father’s guard.”

“And that is why we live.” Elrundt nearly spat the words.

Welk stood and forced fresh air into his lungs, but it was tinged with the smoke of the bodies of their beloved eisen.

“Then we know what we must do now. We will go home. And kill him.”

Elrundt stared at him, and Welk realized, sadness falling over him, that his brother had succumbed finally, to their father’s ill will. He’d had his fill of abuse and it had hardened him. His dark eyes, instead of burning with rage, were dulled with pain.

“I will never return to the Ruud,” Elrundt said. “I will never look upon our father again. Not even to murder him.”

Tiny, muted cries startled them and they turned to see pale Frieden, sitting up and peering around him. Welk hurried to the child and lifted him into his arms.

He whimpered. “Mama.”

“We have visitors,” Elrundt said and turned to the west.

“From the south as well.”

From the west came the felidae, dozens of them, padding through the tall plains grass into the camp in their svelte, black, feline forms—large, formidable beasts, who could kill a folk with a swipe of a paw. Without greeting, they sniffed out the bodies of Belfen and Vreni and several shifted into folk form to lift them.

“Quarn, you coward,” Elrundt shouted and made for the group.

“No,” Welk warned. “Now is not the time to break the troubled truce between us.”

They watched as the party of felidae escorted their folk away with the bodies. But Quarn and Yew remained behind, turned to them, and transformed into frail, wan folk. Elrundt took a few steps toward them as they approached and Welk considered allowing him to take his vengeance on the felidae. But they would only have to shift back into their feline forms to rip him apart.

“Give us the child,” Quarn said.

Welk’s heart sank into his chest. Turn Belfen’s son over to the felidae? “No.”

Quarn let out a guttural growl and the pack of felidae stopped their march and turned, waiting.

“Give us the felid child. He does not belong with you.”

“You will murder him,” Elrundt said.

“That is none of your concern.”

“It is,” Welk said. “Belfen was my friend. He and Vreni pledged themselves to the old ways of your kind. You must honor them.”

“He is mine now.” Quarn stepped forward.

“Stop.” One of the felidae in the pack had shifted into his folk form and his voice echoed in a loud penetrating hum all around them. “The prince speaks the truth. Our brothers left the forest to live among the folk. It was their wish.”

Quarn turned to the felid. “But Frieden is my nephew. Now orphaned. He is my responsibility.”

“Not if this folk will take him.”

Looking back to Welk, Quarn’s face twisted in fury. “I will not leave him in the hands of these vile creatures.”

“You will do as I command,” the felid folk behind him said.

Quarn’s body shook with rage. He took two steps back, shifted to his cat form, turned, and stalked away. He and Elrundt watched the felidae trod across the plain toward the snug villages of the Ruud miles distant, and their beast forest beyond.

Elrundt turned to him. “What do you intend to do with a young felid folk?”

Welk turned south where the old wissende’s party made its way into the burned camp. There were five, all in their humble brown wissenry robes, tied at the waist with rope belts. It was unusual to find wissendes so far from the Ruud.

“What has happened here?” Father Britt said. He was a head shorter than Welk and twice as round. His straight brown hair sat about his head like a dirty bowl.

“Our party was attacked in the night,” Welk said. “Eis and felidae were killed.”

Father Britt stared at them, astonished. “But you live?”

“Yes, Father. And I have a charge for you.” He handed the boy into the arms of the wissende.

“Orphaned?”

Welk nodded. “He is Frieden, named so because his parents wanted the freedom to live the felidae ways of old, when their young lived out their folk years as Mutterede intended.”

“You wish the wissenry to raise a felid?”

“Indeed. You will find them not so much different from us.”

Father Britt handed the child to one of his party and stepped into the camp. “But who did this?”

“What brings you here so far from the Cold Sea, Father?” Elrundt said.

“We look for Father Wold. Have you seen him? He is errant. Banished, but returned uninvited. We wish to see him settled for good in one of the wasteland villages. He was last seen heading north toward the ice realm. We fear for his sanity.”

“You banished a wissende?”

“Indeed. Did you see him?”

They shook their heads, perplexed, then turned once more to the camp. Welk felt a great urge to let himself collapse to the ground, to stay there until he starved or died from thirst, to never leave his beloved Rue. But the eis had already claimed her—and they would not let him join her in their afterworld.

“May I offer you words of comfort, my young princes of the Ruud?” Father Britt said.

They shook their heads again.

“There is nothing to say,” Elrundt said. “This is what is wrought by kings. My life as a prince of the Ruud is done.”

1280 Autumn

King Welk paced the floor of the great hall an hour before dawn. Soon, the nobles of Michelruud Castle would gather for their breakfast, there would be noise and merriment, feasting and stories, before they’d all be off for horse races, hunting, or apple picking. Welk would allow them to go; the folk should not be alarmed as yet.

The threat from the ice realm in the northeast was merely percolating—a territorial dispute only. Why the eis were so adamant that no folk be allowed to settle in the hills abutting their realm was beyond him. If they weren’t content to use the land, why keep it from others? Did they despise mortal folk so much?

The threat from the Hass of Emorah in the Great West was only brooding, as well. Their desire to retake the folk of the Ruud and abolish their self-rule was only rumor at this point. And as for the trouble with the bairn of prophecy, the guard alone could handle that. Although, Welk wondered at their prowess. They’d already let Fenn Foster run amok in the Ruud without one sighting. The devilish child broke into the great stone prison Steingefan and helped all the other children escape.

Welk thought the rumors of a bairn born in the wasteland, following an old prophecy of the felidae, was nonsense. And yet the king’s guard found the boy with a distinct mark. Could it be true? Was Fenn Foster, a wissenry orphan, fated to destroy the Ruud and kill him? A boy, kill a king? Destroy his homeland? No. It was ludicrous.

Back and forth before the large hearth on the western wall, Welk paced, stopping occasionally to look at the dirt in front of the smouldering fire, shuddering. He could still picture the mark, drawn by the young guard days ago after he’d seen it on young Fenn of the wissenry. He could still hear the oily Sorgood’s curious voice, quivering with questions.

“What is it, Sire? What does it mean?”

But he’d refused to tell him anything. The mark of the faire was unknown to the folk. Welk himself had only learned of the design when he saw it for the first and only time on the upper arm of his beloved, Rue of the eis. She’d laughed at him playfully when he asked about it.

“I am special.” She smiled and her eyes danced. He’d replied, “Of course you are,” and the matter was settled.

Why would Fenn Foster bear that mark? Perhaps it was a mark typical of the eis. Welk had never found himself in a position to examine the arms of any other of the eis. His experience of them was limited to Rue and her sister Aliara—and he couldn’t recall any such mark on her. If it were a mark distinctive of the eis, Welk was certain no one in the Ruud resembled the tall, pale folk of the frozen realm—certainly not Fenn Foster, though he couldn’t place the boy’s face in his memory.

Welk had turned to the guards who’d discovered Fenn and the stationer’s daughter at the old prison, where they’d led the daring escape.

“What did he look like, this Fenn of the wissenry?”

They stared blankly at him.

“Was he tall? What were his features?”

“Tall?” Footman Wolf said. “No, Sire. Very small, for a boy they say be twelve. Rather small for any sort of threat.”

“Was he blond?”

“No, Sire, quite the opposite. Very dark of hair and eye. Like yourself, if you don’t mind my saying. But very pale, very pale. Unlike you in that respect.”

If he was not an eis, why did he have the mark? Now more than ever, Welk needed access to the stationer’s library of tomes. He knew him to possess books on the beasts of the realm. There must be an explanation. And the stationer’s daughter, raised surrounded by those books would have known, surely. And the innkeeper’s son, who spent a lifetime listening to stories of the Ruud and beyond, who had teamed up with Fenn Foster, sporting his faire mark—perhaps he too had learned of its importance.

If this mark signified some connection to the beast, it would all make sense. His beast blood would give the boy the power and daring to rescue the imprisoned children from Steingefan. It would be no wonder, then, that the king’s guard was unable to track him. He would be instinctively more cunning than other children.

Welk dragged his tired bones to his throne next to the fire. Though it was little more than a large chair covered in pelts of eleshag and rabbit atop a dais, he found it imposing and ridiculous; but he liked the height and watching the room as if a large bird. Here now, in the dim candle-lit silence of the great hall, he recalled his fear and awe as a small child in watching his father’s great ceremony in taking the seat, and grimaced.

He could still see it. He could still smell the burnt hides and tents. He could not wipe from memory the bloodied body of his friend Belfen. The pyre on which his beloved burned. And Father Britt, gaping, horrified at the massacre, the felid boy clinging to him.

Turning on this throne to look again at the hearth where the mark of the faire had been made in the dirt, he shuddered. He should have killed his father as soon as he returned home. But he did not. Rue would not have borne it. He closed his eyes, waiting for day to dawn once more.

Chapter Two

––––––––

Like a bubble rising from the bottom of a pond, Fenn came awake; he did not open his eyes, but lay still, allowing gentle sunlight to bath him in warmth. He was in the faire glade where the cold winds of autumn could not reach him. Grayson had told them the fairies abandoned the glade long ago, but Fenn remembered lying awake the night before—they came out of hiding and sang to him; and he understood their song. Sadie and Grayson would never believe him.

They were to have awakened at midnight to begin their journey across the boundary of the Ruud, escaping the king’s guard into the hill country. Yet they had overslept; he could hear Sadie snoring not far away.

The night curse, yes, that was what woke him and his mother’s charm was hot against his chest. He could hear her, a soft airy voice; in his vision, she grasped the robe of a wissende with her slender hand and said, “Keep him safe.” He’d become accustomed to that image in his head.

But there had been more this time. “Tell him who he is.” And those words startled him into pulling away from slumber. Was that truly a part of his vision, he wondered, or had he invented it himself, wishing she’d once said such a thing so he could confront the wissenry and demand to be told everything?

Darnit, the huntsman Rogget’s brown bear, rustled his nose into someone’s back pack. Jerky again?

“Darnit,” Fenn said aloud, pulling his mother’s charm from under his tunic to let his skin cool a bit. “Cut it out.” But still he did not open his eyes until he heard the whisper of an unfamiliar voice.

“Gold.”

Bolting upright, raising a hand to shield his eyes from the sun, Fenn startled to see a man standing over him, leering, his face pinched in a scowl. Three others dug through their supplies, tossing them about as if they were trash.

“Where did you get that?” The intruder reached out and lifted the charm from Fenn’s chest.

“That’s mine.”

Grabbing Fenn’s tunic, the grimy-haired folk lifted him in the air, giving him a shake.

“I said where did you get that?”

“It’s mine, I tell you.”

The man dropped Fenn and shoved him to the ground. Reaching out, he pulled Fenn’s hemp rope from around his neck with a yank. Fenn tried to grab at it, but the thief batted him away as if he were a bug.

“That’s mine,” Fenn said. “Give it back. Grayson, Sadie!” He saw them startle awake.

“Now, now, let’s not get excited,” one of the others said.

“Tie them,” the thief said.

The other men grabbed Sadie and Grayson.

“Give that back,” Fenn demanded, but the folk sneered at him and pulled the hemp rope over his own head.

“You thieving little brat.”

“Me? It’s mine!”

Fenn jumped up and rushed at him, grabbing wildly for the rope, but the man seized him and held him and Fenn felt the cold blade of a knife scrape his neck. As Fenn’s hands wrapped around the folk’s thick arms, in a futile attempt to push him off, his first thought was of Darnit and Rogget. Where were they? Had the thieves killed them? Anger consumed him—then rage, hatred, and a lust for his gold charm. At first he directed it toward the sneering man holding him, pulling him to where Sadie and Grayson sat being tied up by the others. Then he felt as if he were the thief, as if he’d sunk down into the other man’s clothes and become him—wanting the gold, wanting to kill Fenn, being held back by a confused feeling of remorse and hope buried deep within. As the folk pushed him to the ground beside Sadie, Fenn came back to himself, weak and trembling.

They huddled together, their hands tied behind their backs, watching as the thieves rifled through their supplies. Again, Fenn wondered where Rogget had gone.

“Look here, Clutch.” One of the men, smaller and hunched, his face covered in dirt, limped toward him. “A pouch.”

“Let me have it, Muck,” the man who wore Fenn’s charm growled, and the other tossed it at him. He opened it and smiled at the kids. “Coin.” Closing the drawstring, he held the pouch up and shook it. “Thankee very much.”

“Yo, Clutch.” Muck returned to rooting in Sadie’s knapsack. “What’re they doing out here in the divide wood all ‘lone, eh? It don’t seem right.”

“What do we care? Just get their valuables and let’s head out. If we don’t catch Grindelwell before his debtors do, we’ll have to give him up for good.”

“Aye, what’s he worth anyway? What do we want with the likes o’ him?”

“Eh, now. He’s my brother.” Stout and bald, this man tossed Grayson’s belongings from his bag onto the ground.

“You don’t see me begging special favors for my brother,” Muck said.

“You ain’t got one.”

“Shut up, all o’ you,” Clutch yelled.

Grayson sucked in a deep breath and screamed, “Elrundt! I call on the spirit of Elrundt! Help us!”

Fenn winced and turned from him. “Do you have to yell?”

Clutch threw his head back and roared with laughter. He walked to where they sat, bound together on the ground, and leaned down to put his face very close to Grayson’s.

“Elrundt’s not going to help you today, boy.”

“Are you sure?” one of Clutch’s men said, turning in circles looking up at the sky. “Are you sure he ain’t got a spirit helper?”

“It’s only a legend, Gog. It isn’t real.”

“Wait a min’. I just thought o’ something.”

Clutch rolled his eyes. “What did I tell you about spouting off every stupid idea that pops into your noggin?”

“No, wait, Clutcher.” He pulled a stationer’s poster from his sack. “I got this here in Aaronland this morning as we passed through. They was posted all over the place.”

Clutch shrugged. “So.” He took the poster and glanced at it before handing it back to the other folk.

“So, it says here...”

“Oh, everybody stop stealing now.” One of the others chuckled. “Goggle’s planning on reading to us. Tell us a story now, Gog.”

“Let him read it,” Clutch said.

“It says these three kids be enemies of the king. The one in Michelruud, anyway.”

“Three kids?”

“A girl, name of Sadie Pratt, daughter to the Path stationer; pale brown of hair and eye, with freckles.”

“Freckles?” Sadie said. Grayson leaned into her with his shoulder to give her a nudge, frowning.

“A boy, Grayson Steppe, of the inn; dark in features—tall, scrawny.”

Sadie giggled and once again, Grayson shoved at her.

“And a Fenn Foster of the wissenry—small, pale, but dark of hair and eye—who’ll be havin’ a mark on his right shoulder.”

Clutch stared in amazement at the three of them crouched together at his feet. He stepped in front of Fenn and pulled at his tunic.

“That there’s a mark right there,” Muck said.

“You got him on the first try, Clutch!” Goggle said.

“Enemies of the king, eh?” Clutch said. “How much can we get for ‘em?”

“It don’t say how much. But it does say reward.”

“A reward from the king?” Muck said.

“Aw, Clutch, no king’s gonna give the likes of us no reward,” the bald man said.

“The king of Michelruud will.” Clutch nodded. “I think Grindelwell will have to be given up to his debtors, after all. Let’s get these enemies to the king, eh? Goggle, you go on reading all you want. Don’t nobody make fun of you anymore.”

The crack of a tree branch echoed in the glade and Darnit burst into camp roaring and charging at the thieves. The folk scattered, shouting, running off in a panic. Darnit continued the chase into the wood as Rogget showed up with a few dead rabbits hanging by their back feet from a rope.

“Get up, get up.” Rogget’s thick fingers deftly worked the ties at their wrists, freeing them. “We need to move; they’re likely to come back for you once they realize Darnit’s got no bite nor sense of direction.”

Chapter Three

––––––––

The carriages stopped on the forest path to Michelruud and Leah looked up from her journal. She’d been remembering her trip so far with a heaviness that she attributed to homesickness. She was not enjoying herself in the Ruud as much as she’d expected.

Prenalin was kinder as the days wore on; he too must be longing for Ruhm and his family. Kirche was his usual hot and cold—one hour regaling her with stories of his childhood in the prestigious King’s Chosen school back home, laughing at his own derogatory opinions on the folk of the Ruud, winking at her when he caught her staring at him—and the next moment sullen, brooding, quiet, and glaring.

Perhaps, she reasoned, Lord Kirche also missed home. Even the well-traveled must still wish for their own beds on occasion. That morning, Leah wished for any bed. They’d had the porters Gretchen and Zelda pack up their belongings for the short trip to Michelruud the night before and for some reason, probably known only to Rett himself, awoke before dawn to begin the trip without so much as a by your leave to King Arnot or his queen.

Only Cook was there to wave her a farewell after she’d shoved a napkin full of breakfast tarts at her. Leah was grateful for both the tarts and the goodbye. She realized now, as the carriage horses danced in their harnesses, how much she’d written in her journal of her mother: her meals, her baked goods, her face, hands, and smile. But she most fondly remembered their long sessions in front of the looking glass as her mother brushed out Leah’s long brown hair while singing ancient songs of Mutterede, long since forgotten by the followers of Rett.

“Why have we stopped?” She asked when Prenalin peered into her carriage, took her journal from her and set it on the opposite bench with a smile. He offered her his hand to help her to the ground outside. A fresh rush of autumn filled her nose and she breathed deeply. All about her, forest golds, reds, and yellows mingled with deep evergreens and brought a smile to her lips.

“Did I not tell you?” Prenalin said, watching her. “We are to go on a hunt before we go to Michelruud. We have quite an adventure planned.”

“Oh.”

“Are you not up for adventure?”

They followed Lord Kirche and his guards Alphonse and Redd, while Kipling remained at the carriage with the porters.

“My apologies, Prenalin. I’m afraid I’m too tired to appreciate it.” She smiled at him.

“As soon as we make stop, we’ll start a fire and heat up some kaff bitters. We hunt at mid-morning.”

She nodded, tightened up the ribbon holding her hair behind her back, and followed along into the woods silently. There was a cold moistness in the air; the hair at the nape of her neck stuck to her skin. Heady aromas of pine and jasmine floated all around her and the damp ground was cold through her shoes and stockings to her feet. Leah couldn’t keep the smile from her lips. Truly the Ruud and the eastern continent had beauty that rivaled the marble city of Ruhm. She so wished she could tell Prenalin, even Kirche, how much she felt at home in the forests of the Ruud, even on the streets of their villages among their folk. How often she’d thought she could stay here, if only her mother and father would join her. But she knew such comments bordered on blasphemy.

Ruhm was to be first in her heart, and certainly her loyalty. Ruhm was supreme on Kell. The most glorious city, the most noble Hass, the wisest High Preist, Kirche. All these things she’d been taught and knew deep in her soul.

But never at the Hass school did they tell her of the greens and golds of the east—they’d noshed Ruud apples, with pleasure, but were often told it was the trip across the sea to the Great West that turned them sweet.

Leah smiled to herself. Such silly stories only a child could believe. But believe them, they all did. Now she had to admit, the rich soil beneath her feet, the temperate weather, the freshness of the air, the clean, cold water in the streams—these were surely the necessary ingredients for the juiciest apples on Kell.

And never at the Hass school did they show pictures of the beauty of the landscape in the east. In Ruhm, once you left the city, you gazed upon a rocky, brown horizon to the far off mountains in the north—crags of rock that beckoned only outlaws and escaped beast folk. The Ruud, quite to the contrary was covered in succulent, colorful, fecund life.

Leah, smiling, took a deep breath and walked into Prenalin’s back.

“Oh.” She gasped and fell backward onto her bottom on the cold pine-covered ground.

Prenalin was there in an instant to help her to her feet. He chuckled but placed a finger to his lips. Leah realized they’d met up with a small group of folk. Prenalin stepped behind her to guide her forward, but they remained behind Kirche and were not introduced.

“This way.” The slithering weasel waved a hand to lead them.

Leah walked on in stunned silence. They were now accompanied by the vile folk Lord Kirche had met with secretly in the woods a few nights before. There, he’d mentioned a hunt—a hunt for brownies. She shook off her nagging suspicion. She must have misheard him. For what purpose would one kill a brownie? Lord Kirche couldn’t intend to eat one—the very idea was absurd.

“What do we hunt, Prenalin?”

He shrugged. “The usual, I would imagine. They have large pheasant in these woods, and boar. We will take gifts to Michelruud, no doubt.”

Leah followed on, trying to remain behind Prenalin, hoping not to be noticed by the weasel. She feared her expression would make him suspicious, though she was certain he never saw her hiding in the woods listening in on his conversation with Kirche.

They found a small glade and Alphonse and Redd dug a fire pit and set up tender. Once the fire was ablaze and they had mugs of bitters, she relaxed on the blanket Prenalin gave her, resting her back against a stump.

“Michelruud is always the key,” Kirche was saying to the weasel. “The others tolerate us very well. But King Evan was forever difficult.”

“You will find his son no less so, I’m afraid.”

“Were they close?”

“Far from it. And that may be to your disadvantage. The newly crowned King Welk will have things done his own way. He is not familiar with the Hass and its dealings with the Ruud.”

“Perhaps I can work that to my advantage,” Kirche said. “And now he has a little beast of a boy to deal with. Hass can help him with that problem.”

“It would be best to rid us all of the little brat as soon as possible. The folk are beginning to speak out, to stand up to the guard and the king, out of their fear of the boy.”

“If they truly believe he is prophesied, that will work well for us.”

“I suppose, my Lord. You know best.”

The vile man reached up to smooth the hair on the sides of his head, and tugged at his collar. Leah sucked in a tiny breath. His hands and neck were covered with tiny scars. She’d seen the like before. With a twitch, the weasel glared across the fire at her and she flinched.

“Your new aide is rather interested.”

Kirche laughed. “You prefer your aides to pretend to be occupied, no doubt.” He cast a glance at the two guardsmen who had accompanied their guest, now distant, standing alert and uninterested.

“Well, I certainly expect that they do not stare.”

Leah lowered her gaze to the dark brew in her mug.

“Leah Hallowsing,” Kirche said and she looked up again.

“This is Sorgood. He is one of us.”

“Is he?”

Kirche laughed again and Sorgood sneered.

“Insolence.”

“My apoligies, Sorgood,” Leah said. “I was surprised that is all. I thought you a folk of the Ruud. I meant no disrespect.”

“He is indeed of the Ruud. We have some loyalists here, even in the east. Ruhm is their fatherland, after all. And Hass their mother church.”

“Yes, sir. Of course. Do they teach about the Hass in the east?”

Leah glanced at Prenalin, sensing his disapproval at her outspoken nature, but his eyes were on his own mug of bitters.

“They do not,” Sorgood said. “They have no schools in the Ruud and prefer to leave their folk in ignorance. Such is the legacy of the great wissendes of Ruhm.”

“Then, if I may be so bold, sir, how did you learn of Hass?”

Sorgood chuckled and rolled his eyes. “From the annual visits of course.”

“You will see when we arrive in Michelruud,” Kirche said. “We have a small following there among some of the older children.”

“Why only in Michelruud?”

“We concentrate our attention there. We—how shall I say it—recruit some of their young folk.”

“But, again, why only Michelruud?”

Lord Kirche smiled at her. And though she was sure he was just as condescending as his friend Sorgood, it warmed her heart and her cheeks blushed.

“Because Michelruud is the key. Michelruud has always been the dominant kingdom of the Ruud and one day, soon, she will make a play to reunite all the kingdoms into one, as they were in the beginning. Michelruud is where the power concentrates. We do not want to train the youth of Aaronland and Damon Wall only to have them fight between themselves when the time comes. No, Michelruud will take the entire Ruud, and our recruits there will be ready.”

“I see.”

Both men smiled at her as if she were a child and went on in conversation between them. Leah turned again to Prenalin. He sipped his bitters and looked about him, avoiding her gaze. The kaff took root in her blood and she was energized. Leah stood and brushed imaginary soil from her skirt.

“Yes.” Kirche also stood. “Let us be on the hunt. Alphonse and Redd will remain here with our things. We need only our firearms and bows.”

“Surely, I am to remain behind as well,” Leah said.

“Oh, no, no,” Kirche said. “You must join us. I insist.”

“I have no practice with the firearm, Lord.”

“But you do with a bow, no doubt. I hear the archery classes at the Hass school are superb.”

“Yes, of course.”

Reluctantly, Leah took the bow and quiver she was offered. As they walked on, away from the warmth of the fire, she tested her string and examined her bow.

“And what will you be hunting today, Leah?” Prenalin smiled at her.

“I’ve bagged my share of squirrel and hundrat. But I do not think the king of Michelruud would be much impressed by them.”

“Agreed. It’s boars and elchen for a king’s table.”

“We won’t find elchen in these woods, will we?”

“Quiet down,” Sorgood said, glaring at the two of them. “From here out, we are silent. Even in our footsteps.”

“I confess,” Prenalin whispered in her ear, his right arm pulling at her right shoulder, drawing her close so that she could feel his breath on her neck. “I myself am not a hunter.”

He let her go and moved a few paces in front of her, but looked back at her with a smile. They trod quietly as they could, with Sorgood and Kirche occasionally turning back to them with annoyed expressions or fingers to their lips. Sorgood led the way through the dense wood that grew darker as they walked; moistness now hung heavy in the air as fog just at their torsos and rising up past their heads. They could see through the mist only as if through a ratty worn bed sheet and thus snuck ever so slowly through the forest.

On occasion, Sorgood would stop, raise a hand, lower himself to the ground to peer beneath the fog, then stand, and motion for them to continue. While Leah felt out of place with the hunting party, the feel, the smell, the deep green of her surroundings lulled her into a fantasy dream in which she was on a great exploration in a foreign land, searching for the lost treasure of Ruhm.

Once again, Sorgood’s arm popped up; they halted and waited. Sorgood knelt and peered through the wood under the fog. He stood and motioned for them to move on.

“Perhaps,” Prenalin whispered again in her ear, “we should make our way on our hands and knees to better see whatever it is we look for.”

Leah slapped her hand against her mouth and turned from the group, trying to hold in her laughter. Bent over and forcing herself to think upsetting thoughts of brownies fleeing their bows for their lives, she sucked in several deep breaths through her fingers. When she turned, Kirche and Sorgood were glaring at her. She could do nothing more than slug Prenalin in the shoulder, still smiling.

Sorgood held up his hand, turned and knelt. He stood again and beckoned them move forward. The fog eased as they hiked, lifted higher and higher as they crept behind Sorgood and Kirche. Leah’s nose tickled at a familiar smell.

She turned to Prenalin; her face broke into a smile. Kettering’s roses. The forest there was abloom. She could not see them, but she smelled the heady perfume, just as she did while passing Kettering’s cart in the town square back home. Roses, like the ones that lined the gardens at the grand Hall of Hass. Prenalin turned to her, and smiled in response to hers, but she said nothing, not wanting another scolding form Sorgood.

Their steps slowed, the fog now lifted, and the forest opened into a clearing. Beyond, at the base of an enormous pine, a brownie rooted in the dirt. He dug a tiny hole only to replace the dirt, patted the ground with both hands, sniffed about, dug, refilled, and patted again, then bounced against the earth as if tamping it. Leah’s heart sank. Without thinking, she shook her head and grimaced. So it was true.

Kirche raised his firearm and aimed, squinting into the sight. A shot shattered the woods, echoing in waves into the distance. Birds shrieked and flitted all around, fighting for the sky. Other beasts, unseen, darted away from them through the trees and shrubs. And the brownie, writhing on the mossy ground, began to scream.

Leah’s gut churned
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