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CHAPTER ONE


Cillian

 

“As well due north, a half day’s ride at the border of the Kingdom of Sadryn,” Osian says in a gravelly voice, pointing to the top of the map. 

I carefully place a black stone, carved into the shape of a claw, at the top edge of the map. Osian, Ceri, and I frown down at the map of Duhaem. Before my father’s father, there had been no rifts in the barrier of our realm and Kaos. Now there are three known rifts, and that is on our own border along the mist. Who knows about the dragons and jyre wolves?

“We don’t know that the one north is a true rift—” Ceri speaks, her eyes as hard as the darkest night.

“We sent a whole squadron to investigate, and Penrose reported five Schpeena alone.”

“I thought Penrose…” Ceri begins, her voice trailing off as she rubs at her throat.

Sighing, I tug on my braid, my eyes stuck on those three claw statues. They mock me. 

“The message was by scry.” Because the rest of the squadron of five men and women had not survived the attack. We are not a numerous people, losing five of our own is devastating.

We are being overrun by the unknown realm of Kaos.

It is only a matter of time before the chaos monsters make it past our defenses and into the inner lands of Duhaem. Or—I shudder to think—past the mist.

“Where are our supplies?” I ask, my voice loud in the deathly quiet tent. 

Osian glances toward the flap before clearing his throat. “We have enough food to keep us until the thaw…”

“But?” I all but growl.

He bites his lip, sharing a look with Ceri before continuing. “There are a dozen nightshades. We have maybe two and a half dozen able bodies. The next of age in Cartref is Eilier.”

Who is all of twenty-four summers, barely a century old, a babe compared to the rest of the men and women on the front with me. Meaning every life counts. More so now than they did even five years ago. 

The pain of losing so many of my people leaves an ache in my chest. I have a duty to my the Dark elves, and yet here we are, and I am letting them die all around me. 

“Leave me.”

Ceri and Osian leave without another word.

Only when the flap settles do I lean over the map. Duhaem. My fingers trace the edges, catching on the smooth majic spots that mark each and every stone on the borders of the mist and Duhaem—Pedwar. Chwech. Saith.

Finally, my hand falls back to Wyth. Our war camp is a little over a short ride away from the stone that protects our part of the dark lands. Even from here I can feel its push back, its Light majic sparking against the edges of my own majic and my men and women. 

My eyes catch back on the black claws, each within a day’s ride of the stone Wyth. 

It makes no sense that the barrier is weakening so close to its strongest point. But what do I know of the majics that were laid down long before my grandfather walked along the sand of our desert Anialwch? 

My own claw clicks against the cold rock surface. 

We are all monsters. Some are just worse than others.

“Twysog!” a familiar voice calls. 

My body stills, ice flooding my veins. My premonition is screaming at me. 

Brian, my father’s close friend, rips the tent flap aside. I turn slowly, taking in his long braids flapping in the eerie wind, his black eyes wide with fear.

Before he can say another word, a telltale hairy leg the size of a small tree steps behind Brian.

“Duck,” I call, my hand reaching for my short blades.

Brian hits the ground, just as my knife buries itself in the mouth of the foul smelled Schpeena. Its red eyes widen before it shrieks with pain. The unnatural squeal sets all my hairs on end, but it doesn’t slow me as I reach for my curved katana.

Brian rolls to the right. I leap past him and swipe across one of its legs.

Brian swipes at another.

A leg brushes past my cheek as I duck. Then I am face to face with its red eyes, its majic as sporadic as its home, flashes toward me. 

“Llosgi,” a female voice calls out.

The air cracks. Black lightning flashes and cuts through the creature. In seconds, a black flame engulfs the creature, eerie against the swaying violet fields of prairie grass and plum sky.

Through the smoke steps Ceri, a black fog surrounding her hands. “Commander,” she says quietly. “Osian has taken a couple men north to the new rift. It seems to have been a random clutter of Schpeena that happened to walk this way.”

I nod slowly, looking past her. Several of our soldiers are engaged with the remaining three Schpeena. We would have to move our encampment farther back, into the harsh desert sand. “Once the last monsters are dealt with, gather the men and begin—”

“Mammot!” 

Ceri and I share a glance. 

Shit.

A Mammot has never been sighted so far away from the stones. The rift is getting bigger. The monsters are escaping the unknown more easily than they ever have. And the only thing that holds the rift closed is blood and majic.

“Glimmer,” I call out.

Ceri gives me a nod, ducking under an oncoming Schpeena before she spins around to slash at the next. She will take care of the soldiers. I, on the other hand, will deal with the true problem. 

It has only been days since the last time I rode to the stone of Wyth.

My majic pulses under my skin, its essence oozing in a dark fog around my body. My trusty steed screeches through the melee as she comes to me, her flaming mane and tail burning any monster that dares to come to close. Smiling, I reach my hand out as she runs past. I flip onto her back, my majic melding with her skin. She shivers, snorting once, but otherwise continues galloping for the edge of the encampment and toward the thick gray wall to the east. 

The mist. 

Ignoring the screams from the encampment, I lean over Glimmer’s neck as she stretches herself out. Her legs thunder across the packed dirt, the grass parting before us from the strength of my power. 

Ahead, several dark shapes cluster together. 

We crest over the hill, the grass no longer moving. The air is still. Dead. Glimmer gallops down the other side, the great stone standing directly in front of us. I squint against the blinding light of the Wyth, its marks and letters pulsing with a life unlike anything else in the dark realm. 

Light. 

True light.

And just beyond it, where the mist begins, is a large rip in the fabric of the realm. Even with hundreds of years of training, I still have to fight the urge to stare into Kaos. To do so is certain death.

I hop off my nightshade just as a large black leg steps out of the rift. And then it’s joined by a second.

Hurrying, I slash my claw against my left palm, grunting at the flare of pain. Hot blood drips down my hand. 

Just as red eyes turn toward me, I slap my hand against the shining stone. The moment my blood touches the stone, my whole being burns. I can’t hold the scream of agony back as my majic fights with the stone. 

One painful moment after the next, I wait. 

And then, like a sword sliding into a scabbard, the burn disappears, and in its place my majic, my very essence, is funneled into the stone. The letters dance and pulse, the stone’s strength vibrating against my skin. I clench my teeth as my eyes, my nose, my ears sting. 

Just as I pull my hand away, something hard and ragged slashes down my shoulders. I pull up my sword and slice through the leg of the Schpeena that managed to crawl through the rift. 

Falling back, I grab onto the stone just as the Schpeena jumps forward, jaw open and screaming. 

My skin burns as fire from the stone races across me and up the skeletal body of the part spider and part crow creature. The stink of its feathers burning from the sun flame has me gagging. I fall to my knees, the connection to the stone severed. But the damage has been done. 

I blink, my eyes not seeing anything except for an endless white. 

Has the mist moved?

I stumble to my feet and try to hold my lame arm. 

A screech, and the telltale scratch is my only warning.

I run blindly forward. “Glimmer!”

Her answering scream echoes in the distance. I turn toward her and run as best I can. The white before my eyes shifts into colors of purple and gray and black and green—Green? My tired mind thinks as exhaustion weighs down on my limbs. 

Somewhere in the distance behind me I can hear my trusty steed screaming, and the bloodcurdling cry of an injured Schpeena. 

Good. At least Glimmer is safe. Ceri will find me soon enough. 

The last thought through my mind is how warm the air is, and then darkness swallows me. 


CHAPTER TWO


Nora 

 

Grabbing the ladle from its hanger, I carefully spoon a large helping of milk, honey and oats into our only bowl. I have [already] used up our last bit of honey from last year. Granda loved how sweet it was, and I could never say no to Granda. I remember trading our biggest ram for the small pot.

With a sigh, I turn away from the warm fire. My eyes alight on Granda’s prone figure, draped along the ground. Even with the sheep furs on the ground and layered over him, his body shakes with cold. 

“Granda,” I call softly, kneeling beside his head. 

After a long moment his eyes open, small slits of murky blue that were once as clear as the summer sky. 

I set the bowl down beside me and carefully help him half sit up. 

“Nadia,” his scratchy voice calls, though he keeps looking forward.

“I’m right here,” I say in a soft and soothing voice. Once he is propped up, I grab the bowl and slowly place a spoonful of hot oats to his lips.

“I can’t…”

My shoulders fall. It is too soon. I’m not ready for this. 

With a steadying breath I nudge his upper lip. “Come now, it’s honey sweetened.”

Eventually his lips barely open and I am able to coax a bite into him. And then a second. At the third, he turns his head away.

“Nadia,” he calls out again.

Death is near if Granda can see Grandma’s spirit so close. 

With nothing else to do, I finish the bowl myself. There is not enough food for even half a bowl to go to waste. Despite the honey, the oats are like sand, a heavy weight in the pit of my stomach.

Once the bowl is cleaned, I go about tidying the small hut Granda and I have shared my whole known life. The sage and rosemary and lavender dried in bushels hanging near the entrance. The sheep skins all piled up against the other wall where I sleep. The meagre food supplies that had barely sustained us through the winter. 

This will be the last time I stand in this hut. A sense of rightness fills me with the thought. And fear. It is what I have been asking for, for years. Now that it is upon me, I want nothing more than to turn back time for another winter, another year. 

With a sigh, I pull on a pair of long pants, and layer several tunics before wrapping a fatty joakin over the top. Finally, I wrap a rope around my middle and shoulders to cinch everything in. It will have to hold me over until the fall and the harvest markets.

“Where are you going Nora?”

I freeze. 

Turning slowly, I stare at Granda who has turned and is facing me, his head cocked. It is the first time he has said my name in weeks. I quickly settle on my knees before him and pull his hands into mine. “I am taking the herd up into the mountains today.”

He puts his skeletal hand on top of mine, his milky eyes focused on me. “Beware of the fog—”

“I will Granda. I always do.”

Mollified, he looks past my shoulder. The lines of time are set deep around his eyes and bracketing his mouth. Slowly, his lips turn up as he grins. “Nadia!” He yells out.

And like that, he is gone again. A shell of the man who raised me.

Leaning forward, I place a gentle kiss on his cheek. “I love you Granda. I will see you again.”

But he doesn’t hear me. With a final glance around the hovel, I stoke the fire and push past the flap to the outside.

Another world greets me. One that is lush and green and alive. Birds chirp in the forest behind our hovel. Below us, nestled in the valley of the three mountains, lies the main village of Aatari. 

“Baaaah!” A tug inside my gut has me turning just in time to face Rosie. She had been a preemie and I had pulled her into my bed for months through the cold winter. 

Smiling, I tickle behind her ear before looking past her to where the rest of the herd is gathered. 

“Good morning,” I call out. Several sheep turn my way briefly.

I grab the pack of our last supplies and shoulder it over my back. It will be enough for the summer, as long as I pick enough berries and tubers to supplement my diet.

Rosie bunts my leg as I wade into the midst of the herd. Normally a quiet bunch, they can sense the change in me today. Their bleating is loud and for a moment I worry that someone will be sent up from the village. A quick glance down the valley shows no smoke coming from the hovels. 

Good.

“Okay, let’s get going my dears,” I sing out. At my lilting voice, the sheep quiet. I break out on the other side of the herd and make it to the tree line. A quick glance back shows me that Leah, my oldest ewe who has made this trip for over half my life, is leading the way. Behind her are her daughters, Sweet and Rub. 

Leah passes me and continues on the narrow path that skirts the forest edge and leads up high into Jungfrau Pass. Once everyone has passed, with Rosie in the back, I fall in behind.

It takes the better part of the day to get up into the summer meadows. For the most part, Leah stays true and doesn’t stop, the rest of the herd keeping tight with her. I, on the other hand, move a little slower, my winter legs not used to the long trek and uneven ground. Stones stab into the soles of my leather boots, thin from years of use. Granda had gotten them for me when I was a girl of ten. Ten summers later and they are all but worn to my skin.

Rosie bunts my leg lightly.

I giggle as I give her a quick pat on the head. I stop in the middle of the trail and stretch out my legs, for the first time in hours looking out across the mountain range. From this height, I can’t make out the village that lies far below, only the meadow between it and Granda’s hovel. By the next week, I’ll have moved the herd along to Mount Carr, which lies on the other side of the Craggy Range. It would take all summer to loop the whole way back to Aarbit, following the summer grass. 

Rubbing the back of my neck, I face up toward the sun, letting its waning heat warm my skin. Despite the deep burn in my shoulders and the backs of my legs, I feel more alive now than I did this morning, caged in Granda’s hovel all winter. Never have I been so glad for the big thaw.

“Baaah!”

With a sigh, I turn back to the path, feeling the tug from the herd, which has switched back and is a head above me.

 

A few hours later, as the sun just sets below the horizon, we finally reach the meadow. Above me lies the thick mist that Granda had warned me of. A shiver runs through my spine every time I glance at it. I turn my back to it and set my pack on the rocky ground. I carefully place stones in a circle, gathering the little dried bits of grass and tinder into a small pile. With a slash of my flint against the stone, a spark sizzles in the grass.

Rosie cozies up to my side, one of the few sheep who comes close to the flame. 

I lean down and gently blow on the pile until orange flames lick up into the sky. 

“Now for dinner,” I say to Rosie.

She sets her head down and watches me as I carefully pull out the wrapped package of food stuffs.

Just as I pull my water vessel out, a sharp tug jerks my center. I freeze, closing my eyes and focusing on each of the tethers to the herd. There is Rosie, the shortest, her tether warm and calm. Sweet and Rub. Jem and Pam frolicking.

Then I find it. Leah. 

I scramble to my feet, knife in hand as I run up into the mist. My face cools as water droplets coat my eyelashes and fingers. Gray surrounds me, above, below, and all around. I stumble over a rock once. 

Only the tug of fear from Leah keeps me going farther into the mist.

Granda’s words as I was growing up ring in my head: The night is dark and clear, the day sunny and bright, but in the mist, hidden within reach are the monsters of the unknown, feeding off wandering and lost souls.

“I’m sorry,” I choke out, hands in front of me as I stumble farther.

And then, the land levels. I fall to my knees, the knife slipping from my fingers. 

Before I can reach out for it, a warm springy coat rubs against my shoulder. Leah.

Smiling, I wrap my fingers in her wool and pull her close, sending soothing thoughts through our bond.

A groan comes from nearby.

And then I remember, Leah hadn’t been scared of the mist. She had been scared of something.

With shaking hands, I reach out in front of me. Whatever lies ahead sounds like it is in great pain from its ragged breaths. I crawl closer, Leah staying by my feet.

Then my hands touch something soft. Worn. 

As my hand tentatively slides up, I realize it’s a leather coat. And then my fingers slip over the edge onto soft, clammy skin.

I gasp at the same time it groans. A very male groan. 

What is a man doing in the mist? And why is he lying on the ground?

I quickly pat across his body, my hands reaching his opposite shoulder. Hot blood slides across my fingers.

Well, that answers one question.

With the mist still clinging around me, I blindly reach into my joakin and pull off my second shirt. There is a single spare tunic in the pack back at camp, I remind myself as the cold seeps into my bones. I quickly rip it into two, balling one half into his shoulder and wrapping the second piece around to keep it in place. 

The man continues breathing raggedly, no shouts of pain despite my pressing on the wound. He must be in a really bad way, I reason. 

“Leah,” I call. 

She bleats, her tether filled with fear. 

Sending waves of calm, I pull her closer. I wrestle the large body across her sturdy back. With a gentle tug on her mind, we turn around and carefully pick our way back to the tethers of the herd, faint but still there. 

Once the mist has dissipated, I sigh. The sunset still lights up the sky.

It’s then I get my first real look at the man. 

And I realize he’s no man at all.

Black claws drag across the dirt on either side of Leah’s fluffy body. Long pointed ears peek out from midnight black hair.

And black eyes stare back at me.

Screaming, I shove my hand forward.

As if I had struck him, his eyes roll back, and he passes out once more.

Shaking, I stumble, in a daze, back to the campsite with Leah. She dumps his body by the stones before trotting farther down the mountain where the rest of the heard had bedded down. Only Rosie stays near the fire. 

Looking back at the man, I can’t help but wince at the hard angle of his neck. Even if he is a monster, it looks like a large part of him is still a man. And one who is badly injured. 

Biting my lip against my fear, I settle him on my thin mat, making sure to tighten the wrap around his shoulder. Soon enough his breathing settles into an even rhythm. 

I curl into the thick fluff of Rosie’s wool and fall into a fitful sleep.

 


CHAPTER THREE


Cillian

 

A gentle touch on my cheek as soft as the moon’s rays. It soothes my heated skin and my aching soul 

Then a burning sting in my shoulder. I want to cry, to scream, to lash out at whatever is hurting me. But my muscles are locked, bound by unseen chains. Oh, Lumina, save me, I fervently pray.

Coarse hair scratches my hand, my chest. And the smell of warmth, of—sunshine?—fills my nose. 

For a moment, I swear I am awake. Looking straight at me are warm amber eyes, glowing in the darkness of the mist. They burn straight into my soul.

Then sweet, sweet darkness once more.

 

My nose itches. The pain of it is incredible yet my arms feel like dead weights. I try to twitch my nose to relieve the itch. 

Something shifts nearby and coarse hair rubs against my cheek before shuffling away. 

My dream. Had it been a dream?

The last clear memories I have are of the stone sucking my power to recharge. And then the hot slice of the Schpeena claw through my shoulder.

I twitch my shoulder experimentally. The ache from the gash is deep, but I am able to sense my fingers and twitch each one. Never have I been so glad for my people’s ability to heal quick, even if it is the reason for my elongated existence. 

“Baaah!”

Frowning, every muscle in my body freezes as my senses read everything around me. It’s then that I realize the wetness along my right hand is from the cool air against the grass. My hip feels the slight pinch of a rock, softened by the mat—Whose mat?—underneath me. I can feel the coarse hair along my neck and the weight of a fur pressing down on me. Someone has taken the time to wrap me up and keep me warm.

Has one of the soldiers found me in the mist and brought me back to camp?

“Baaaaaaah!”

 If they have, I reason, then there would be no reason for me to hear the sound of my favorite childhood story. Of the mortal who herded his sheep over the fence. And the jyre wolf that hid among the herd.

Curious, I slit my eyes and peek through my lashes. 

Across from me lies a fluffy cloud, exactly like the painted pictures in the book my mother read to me as a child. The corner of my mouth turns up, the boy in me unable to keep his excitement down.

Just as I am about to move my hand, the telltale crunch of stones under leather shoes moves closer. It must be the owner of the mat.

I feign sleep, careful to keep my breaths slow and even.

Whoever my stranger is, I will have to tread carefully until I know if they are friend or foe. It is not uncommon to find jyre wolves roaming in the mist eternally. Or other lost creatures from Luhaem. Wolves don’t hoard treasures like some of the clans in the southeast mountains. But they don’t take too kindly to their pets trying to leave their leashes. 

“Rosie!” A woman hisses.

My ears perk a little. A she-wolf is very rare. I cannot imagine Prince Hans allowing one to run away, let alone to wander in the mist for eternity. The rest of the pack would be pulled apart, taking on the challenge of the mist and an elusive female.

A giggle like chimes in the wind, followed by a gentle hush. I dare to slit my eyes again. The only change is that the sheep is no longer lying across from me. 

Shifting cloth near my head has me holding my breath.

A warm hand wipes my brow before pulling the fur aside to prod my shoulder. Clearly the she-wolf is the one who found me in the mist. That explains the strange memories of amber eyes and warm hands. But what does she want with me? And where is Ceri?

Loud splashes of water and the creak of metal have me beyond curious. A sharp crack and then the soft crinkle of flames on dry grass. A comforting noise not unlike the sounds of camp being made when we move about the edge of the desert, patrolling the border along the mist against Schpeena and other chaos monsters.

“Baaaah,” followed by chuffing noises.

“Oh, I know Rosie. But Granda couldn’t fault me for it.”

Another
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