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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Out of Darkness

          

          27 October to 11 November, YA (Year of the Alliance) 1127

        

      

    

    
      Forest outside Efrimiel

      There was no time. There was nothing to make or count time. All Aranin knew was the dark, and the vivid images that came and went without warning. Horrible things. Flaming serpents, twisted and distorted, melting and being consumed even while they lived and grew. There were hideous monsters of black, or vivid reds, blues, sickly yellow, beings and shapes no words he had could have described. And the horror. It was deep, all-consuming, a physical dread that shook the heart to ashes and crumbled will and thought to dust.

      How long this had been going on he had no idea. It was only recently that he had begun, on occasion, to remember that the concept of time had ever existed. To have words in his mind. Words he could string together into thoughts. But to think about the horror and to register in thought, however inadequately, what he saw was almost worse. There were long periods of unbroken horrors in which he was entirely consumed and shaken by it, and then it would subside to something like a vivid nightmare. It could only be thought better in comparison. Still, during the times of nightmare he could think and try to remember. He was sure there was something to remember. Something that wasn’t the horror.

      He struggled to remember, and, eventually, with a feeling almost of delight, he remembered one thing, an image that was beautiful and comforting rather than hideous. He remembered it was a face. A woman’s face. Beautiful, quiet, unafraid, with pale skin, pink cheeks, long black hair, and large steel-gray eyes. He could not remember her name or how he knew her, but he remembered what a woman was and what a face was, and the look and feel of subtle colors of the world. He thought and thought about that, and in time he remembered another face. A round, bright, rosy-cheeked face, with flying caramel-colored curls, and light in the lake-blue eyes. She was a woman too, one he had known well… He remembered love. He was something like them. He… he was a man. He too had a face and hair, and… a body. He could not feel anything, but he began slowly to remember what it had felt like to have a body.

      At that point one of the hideous shaking terror periods came on him and he could think no more, but somewhere, vaguely, he was aware of another sensation. Besides the horror, there was something else. Pain. Flaming, crippling, unbearable pain.

      He was trembling when it passed, and he was aware of his breath for the first time. It was ragged and labored, and his lungs ached, but at the same time something about its presence was familiar and grounding. He still felt the slowly subsiding pain, as well. He remembered that sensation. He had felt it often at the beginning. The beginning of what? He didn’t know. Before there had been nothing but darkness and vivid-colored horror, there had also been pain. Now it had returned. Pain went with a body. He focused with all his might on the idea of a finger. He was sure he had one somewhere. He straightened it and felt it move. There was a momentary thrill, and then flaming, shrieking pain ran up his arm. So, he had a finger, and an arm, but he wasn’t going to try to move them again any time soon. Still, if he had fingers, perhaps he had… had… toes too.

      He lay perfectly still, but slowly, as he strained his mind, he became aware of his whole body. He was lying flat on his back on an uneven surface. He was cold, very cold. His stomach was in knots, and his whole body hurt. He almost wished he had not found it. All the same, as dreadful as his body felt, it was better than the nightmare world where nothing was solid. The solid world was still vague and faint, and he dared not move, but it was there. After a while a being whose touch stung like fire poured something in his mouth that burned and made him feel horribly sick. He didn’t throw up, though, and the gnawing of hunger was a little lessened. Exhausted, he slipped into something like sleep, although it was only a letting go of consciousness and a small shift in the terrible dream world.

      The next time his consciousness woke he struggled to the surface a little faster, reaching at once for the feeling of his body and memory. Who was he? Where was he? He still didn’t move, but he felt more present in his body. It was hard to tell over the background pain that seemed to pervade every inch of his body, but he was pretty sure what he lay upon was uneven, sort of soft, and somewhat prickly. The air smelled foul, sickly, putrid. There were noises too. Footsteps perhaps, a strange-sounding heavy gate, and low grunting, grumbling noises. It made him think of some great beast, but far larger than anything he had ever seen. How did he know what he had seen? Yes, he had seen things, many things.

      He imagined the beautiful dark-haired woman again, and was surprised to find he knew her name now. It was Tatyana, and she was his friend. The other woman was his twin sister, Analisia, and he remembered another face. Grave, handsome, with long dark hair and gentle gray eyes. Another friend S… Sebastian. He remembered a woman’s face, hard, plain, and angular, with a soft smile and a listening expression in her bright gray eyes. Helen, friend and patient teacher, always ready to listen and take him seriously. More memories started coming back. At first they seeped slowly in. A flower. A moment from a favorite story. The quilt on his bed. Odd things. Often disconnected.

      Gradually, they began to hold together, and to make more sense. He knew who he was. He remembered the days of peace, his childhood and youth at the palace, and joining the guard to please his father when the greatest trial that faced a soldier was weeks away from home and a hard day of training. All those times seemed bright and wonderful and distant, like sunshine. But he also remembered the hard times and the terrible days of the war with the Shadows. Possibly most painful of all, he remembered the change in his relationship with his sister.

      She didn’t look as he had first pictured her anymore. The round rosy face had grown harder, with a heavy jaw, when she’d gotten leaner as she became a soldier. Not that that was what mattered. It had been nice to see her become so strong. But he’d been depressed and she’d been always busy, and they drifted apart even though they’d been together at the same post. Then there had been his father’s arrogant harebrained scheme for an offensive. He wondered how long ago that had been. For all Aranin knew it could have been last week or thirty years ago. He wondered if there had been a retreat, or if the warriors he had held back to make a corridor had waited in vain, or been destroyed. He wondered if anyone had survived. If they hadn’t made it back, Efrim would have fallen. They would all be dead. Even if they had made it back, had there been enough left to hold the wall? And was Analisia alive?

      There was no pleasure in knowing that he’d been right all along. When he thought of the way he’d kept miserably silent—seeing so clearly what they were in for during all the year and a half his father spent planning the mission, and being too cowardly to even say it. He’d said something to Analisia once, it was true, right at the beginning, but she’d gotten angry and he’d dropped it. He’d never felt more helpless or alone in his life, but he’d still been too much of a coward to say what he thought, or ever contradict his father. It was unlikely he could have changed anything, and yet, at the best many people had died, and he’d never even tried. And for what? He’d been afraid of making his father and sister angry? He’d wanted people to like him? That all seemed so petty and childish now. What was his father’s disapproval, or even losing Analisia’s friendship, compared to being a prisoner of the Shadows? His breath grew ragged, and his throat tightened thinking about it, and his eyes stung, but tears did not fall. His body didn’t seem able to make them.

      He fell back into nightmare after a while and, when he woke, his eyes, staring wide into darkness, could see a little. He moved them cautiously. The place was very dark, but he could see a few cracks of light peeking through what must be chinks in some sort of structure. Wood, he thought. The noises were all distant and faint. Nothing seemed to be in the room with him, but you never knew about Shadows. They were completely silent, and with so little light… Still, after a few minutes he got up the nerve to turn his head. The muscles complained and his head throbbed, but it was bearable.

      He could see something white in the darkness that made his heart skip a beat. A skeleton arm with clawlike fingers beside him on the ground. For a moment he thought he was passing back into the nightmares and he was a little shaken. He stared at it, but unlike in the evil dreams and the great horrors, what he saw remained still. Nothing changed. Nothing mutated or went up in mist or flame. He focused harder on it and realized with faint bemusement that it wasn’t a skeleton’s bleached bones. It was his own naked arm. He moved one finger a half an inch and saw it move, but agonizing pain ran up his arm so he remained still. His wrist was bound with something black. It was icy, yet it burned into his skin like a metal pan straight from a hot fire. And that was when he didn’t move. He began to wonder if there was any way to get that off.

      Time passed. He couldn’t say how long, a week perhaps. The change in the light that marked a day was so slight. Thought was still laborious, and waves of the horror came in which there could be no thought and time could not be reckoned, although the horrors slowly lost their complete control of him. Perhaps it was that he had made his peace with them. Or maybe it was that in remembering who he was he had mastered the fear. It was still terrible, but it gradually became less shattering.

      Once, a being came. A hideous creature that was basically manlike in shape, but with green skin and terrible yellow snakelike eyes full of a malevolent power Aranin could not forget. It knelt over him, and put a hand under his head. The pain of its touch was such that Aranin blacked out and fell deep into the horrors for a while, but when he woke, the thing didn’t seem to have done anything to him. Indeed he thought it might have fed him again, but the ache of hunger was replaced by a horrible nausea and a feeling like knives in his stomach. He was in agony for many hours before it subsided and he fell into unfriendly sleep once again.
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      Aranin woke to find he was screaming—a horrible, hoarse, high-pitched noise that echoed around some large space. The pain. Pain was not even a sufficient word for it. Only when it subsided a little could he register that they had moved him. The structure was much larger. Somewhere near him he heard a low grating sound that might have been a sort of chilling chuckle. He didn’t want to let them know he had remembered anything, or come back to himself, so he kept his eyes blank as he lay shivering and panting on a hard, smooth, icy floor. Two of the green beings leaned over him. One of them held a black instrument in one strong, heavy hand. A more distant voice said something in an icy, hissing, language, and the green thing bent over Aranin with a grotesque smile and pressed the black instrument to his forehead.

      Aranin shrieked, writhing and clawing at himself from the sheer unbearable agony, and after only a moment or two he blacked out again.

      He came to all too soon. There was another will in his mind, more present in many ways than his own, and it was telling him—no not telling him. It didn’t use words, and yet the will was clear. It wanted him to tell it about Efrim, how many people were there on the walls, and how many in reserve, what supplies of weapons did they have… Under that pressure his own will could do nothing. His mouth began to move. His eyes strayed to the side. Muted daylight came into the huge room from somewhere, making it light enough to see although the air was also heavy with the black mist of the Shadows. Beside him he saw something that surprised him so much he stopped before he’d finished his first sentence, in spite of the pressure to speak. Directly beside him sat… himself. It looked just like him as he had looked just before the ill-fated mission, strong and healthy, with broad muscular shoulders, but it sat with an ease he never would have felt if he were dressed in nothing but a long black tunic. He met the eyes. They were the same shade as his own, but looked down on him with a wicked amusement and scorn.

      “Go on, prisoner,” the thing snarled in what was very like and horribly unlike his own voice. “We can see it in your eyes. Your fragile little mind appears to have cleared up a bit. You have been an interesting specimen for studying your species, but now you must give us the information we ask for. I do not choose to wear your ugly form. I only did it so I can translate your testimony, not for my own amusement. Though your blood was sweet.” It made something like a nasty laugh.

      Aranin recoiled, although in reality he scarcely moved. It made him feel very strange to look at the thing wearing his form, but the pressure to speak was growing stronger every moment.

      “I don’t know,” he choked in a thick and strangled voice that sounded far less like his own than the monster’s did. “It has been so long it could have all changed.” That was the best the feeble effort of his will could do.

      A shock wave of debilitating pain ran through his body. He could feel his body contort and jerk, and hear his hoarse scream as if from a long way off. When he could breathe again his mouth moved at once, but he fought every thought that came unbidden, mixing them with fragments of rhyme, and doggerel, and when he felt irresistibly compelled to add some of the facts they had asked for he made them up, something between Efrim as he thought Analisia and his father imagined it, impossibly strong, with a limitless supply of powerful heroic soldiers, and a great nation in a beloved fantasy story. In the state he was in, the fantasy seemed almost as real anyway. What he heard coming out of his mouth was stumbling and incoherent, and if anything, seemed to give the impression that Efrim had an army of gods—and had he said unicorns?—that they were just keeping in reserve.

      After a time the master’s voice from above and a ways to his left cut him off with an impatient hiss. A long conversation in the demon language followed.

      Suddenly the creature who wore his form lifted him by the shoulders into a sitting position and put something into his hand that was black and looked a little like charcoal, but burned his fingers like ice.

      “You are very disappointing,” it said. “We thought perhaps you were different from the other puny humans, that you had some power, but now you babble like a dimwit. So why is it that you survive when the rest of our specimens did not?”

      “I don’t know,” Aranin said faintly. He felt he might black out just from being held upright, and the thought of other people treated like this pained him.

      “Perhaps,” the being said. “But you had better be of some use, before your fragile little mind gives up entirely. This time try to draw something for us; maybe that works better for humans than speaking. Draw us a map of your valley, and where your troops are.”

      The creature with his form felt very powerful, yet the will that pushed him did not come from the being that looked like him, but from somewhere in the dim room in front of him. He could feel eyes looking at him as he bent over the floor almost limp in the arms that looked exactly like his own. Horrible eyes. A power that made the being that held him seem weak, and harmless as a lamb. His hand moved. It began to draw shaky lines, quite without his guidance or permission. His will seemed lost in a huge empty blackness, but that was his hand. It should obey him. Slowly, with great concentration he altered the feeble strokes just a little. The outline of Efrim there was no reason to change, but within he moved the barracks, and added to them. Buildings appeared that seemed to have some kind of battlements around them. It was a bad drawing. He was himself enough to see that and to feel somewhere deep down a shame and annoyance that he could draw something so clumsy.

      He was exhausted, trembling. His head ached and he was cold, sick, and lightheaded from sitting up. He noticed vaguely that he was naked except for his very dirty undershorts, which seemed much too big for him, but the faint annoyance with his terrible drawing gave him just enough energy to raise his eyes a moment. It was a vast wooden place with a stone floor. Something huge, horrible, and hairy, enveloped in its own cloud of black mist, and with glowing red eyes, crouched on either side of a high seat where a great and terrible being sat.

      Aranin had only a moment’s glimpse of a tall figure of tremendous cold power and majesty. Manlike, but larger, he was dressed in a strange, shimmering, shifting black, and his face, framed by night-black hair, was dignified and stern. His skin was white. Not pale-people’s white, but a faintly bluish color. His eyes were black, and that one instant’s sight made Aranin recoil, shaking on the floor. “Take my picture, lord,” he heard himself spluttering. “Take everything, all is darkness… the dominion of darkness has come.” He was shaking uncontrollably, and the pain came, and then the blackness and the horror.
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      When he woke again it was deep night. The blackness was that of pitch, thick and complete, and yet he was sure it wasn’t just in his mind. He could feel his whole body. He was terribly cold, hungry, and shivering. He had to find a way out of this place. Any other fate would be better than this. He thought of how that thing had drunk his blood to become his perfect likeness, and shuddered uncontrollably. But a ray of hope had come to his heart even under the horrible tortures of the interrogation. If Efrim was long gone the demon lord would not have been so anxious to know about it. He felt that more than anything had given him the strength to be fully conscious so quickly.

      He could see nothing, but beneath his wrist where the black bond was he could feel only dirt and prickly leaves. How could the bond be attached to that? Was it attached? He had never actually tried to move more than his little finger. The pain that came from that tiny movement had been so terrible he never tried again, but why should he be afraid of pain? It would come anyway, day after day. The only hope of an end was in escape, or death, and it horrified him to think of dying in this place. He pulled at his arm with all his force, and had to clench his teeth not to scream in agony. Still, it didn’t move. Perhaps the evil hand cuff was held down by magic.

      Breaking spells was a simple trick of power. He had learned it in school as a little boy, and been good at it. He wasn’t sure he had any power left, but while there was a close link between power and physical strength, health, or weariness, power originated from the spirit. He resolved to try. He willed all his power towards his right wrist and the spell that might hold it. Yes, there was a spell, he could feel it. Slowly it gave way, just a little, just a little more. He wasn’t going to have sufficient strength to break it, but perhaps… In a last push it gave just a hair more and in that moment he wrenched his arm away with every particle of strength will and desperation could give his weak body.

      It came free with such pain that for several minutes of agony he thought he had broken every bone and ligament in his arm. He almost blacked out, but as it subsided he realized that the arm was clutched to his chest, and apparently not broken. Every movement was torture, caused, he guessed, by the black cuff. He inched it up to his mouth and bit the black bond. It was a broad band, thick, tough and springy. It was something like the cords the Shadows used in fighting, but flat, burning cold, and clearly meant for a different purpose. The cords could pull a person off their feet, and they could numb a limb, but they had no power like the pain of this cuff. Biting it was horrible. It made his mouth numb, and then his jaw. His whole head throbbed, and he was violently sick twice, but at last he bit through it and it fell away.

      He dropped his head back, and lay panting, and retching, for several minutes. He almost blacked out again, but he would not surrender now. He forced himself to twist, rolling up on his left side, and look about. It was so dark this did little good. Everything was pitch except… In the leaves above his head there was a faint starlike glitter. Lying back down he reached around with his free right hand, feeling for the source of that light. He could move his arm now. It hurt badly, and was stiff, but no longer was every slight shift punished with the throbbing fiery pain.

      At last his hand closed on a smooth, cool object. It fit easily in the palm of his hand and he brought it back to his breast. He felt strength in it and a slight easing of his suffering. He knew what it was without looking and opened his hand only for a moment to admire once again the beautiful workmanship of the moonsilver amulet his mother had given him at his coming of age. He remembered that whole lovely day, and most of all the short period in the garden when he had felt that rare peace in the beauty of summer. He clutched the magic amulet to his chest and felt its soft coolness against his bare skin, clutching also that precious memory from what seemed so long ago. He wanted only to see a blooming rose once again, and green grass in the sun.

      In a moment he roused himself, and reaching out with the moonsilver amulet, he pressed its narrow edge into the bond on his left wrist and rubbed it back and forth. Nothing could harm moonsilver; it was stronger than steel, and even though the edge was not exactly sharp, the black substance immediately smoked and gave way at its touch so that the edge of a silver vine cut through the black bond in little time, although the silver grew warm to his touch from the clash of power.

      The cord slipped away and Aranin struggled to a sitting position. It seemed like a huge effort. He felt dizzy, and like he might be sick again, and pain shot through his whole body. He bent his knees a little and tried to reach his right ankle. His hip didn’t seem to want to move, but he forced the weight of his shoulders to fall forward and managed to reach his left ankle. Then he hung on to the left shin to help him reach the right. Then he let himself collapse back onto the floor. He was panting and gasping, and his breath caught in a few dry sobs of sheer pain and exhaustion. But he was free. When he got his breath he moved his arms and legs experimentally. The pain that ran through every limb really was bearable. The movements felt ridiculously small and feeble, but he couldn’t waste time now. It was often a long period between times the demons wanted their prisoner, or so it had seemed to him, and yet who knew when they might come again.

      He dragged himself around onto his stomach and struggled up onto his hands and knees, although his hips hurt a lot, and his arms shook. He swallowed hard against the lump in his dry throat. Just one movement at a time, he told himself. Right arm. Left leg. Left arm. Right leg. He could feel he was nearing the door of his little shed. He listened hard, but not the faintest sound was nearby, all was in another building away to his left. The green things did not move without sound. They were not around. But Shadows might be anywhere in this blind mist. He realized with dismay that they might see the moonsilver amulet he carried in his teeth, or sense its power. He dropped back down on the floor, trying to think. He had to hide it. He reached out the door to where the ground was damp and got a handful of mud and leaves. He wrapped them around it. But that would only hide the light and Shadows were thought to mostly sense things a different way. He thought of the bonds, and in a few seconds found one that had been on his ankle. He wrapped that around the mud, and then put more mud over that. It was rather big, and rather unpleasant, to hold in his teeth, but he had nowhere else. He felt so dizzy and weak just sitting that he didn’t dare try to stand. The best he could do was crawl, and that slowly, willing each movement. Still, he went forward. He went out of the shed, and turned away from the building in which he could hear noises.

      He had no idea where he was, and for a while he thought only of getting away, and not about where he was going. Since Shadows clearly didn’t see like humans there were many theories about how they sensed people. Aranin didn’t have the power to make any kind of light shield around himself, and that might have alerted some of the more corporeal creatures anyway. However, there was a trick of pulling all one’s power, one’s self and being, deep down into a small impenetrable place in one’s heart. Helen had taught it to him years ago. So he did that. As for the life force of his body, he felt there was very little of that. No passing Shadow would sense that spark of life beneath the sickness and darkness he’d been soaked in so long.

      When he could no longer hear the grunts of the monsters or the distant sound of hissing speech he let himself fall to the ground and lay trying to catch his breath without making too much noise. There was just a trace of light in the night air. It was very faint, but in spite of everything his eyes still seemed good and they were used to the dark. It wasn’t enough to see anything, but he could tell that to his left there was a thicker blackness. To his right, although there were no sounds of bird or animal, he could hear the faint whisper of leaves, and here and there the sound of an insect. To his left there was nothing. He guessed that it was the black barrier around Efrim that he knew so well, although whether he was still within it, or whether in the Shadows’ camp he had gotten outside it, he could not tell. Strange and horrible shapes still danced in the corners of his eyes, but for now he could hold them at bay, and they no longer scared him.

      Inside or out, he must go away from the black barrier. He had very little strength left, and he could never make it through. So he turned away from the barrier, put it at his back, and kept crawling. If he was not going towards Efrim he would likely find himself alone in the forest when dawn came at last. He had little hope that any haven still stood outside Efrim, at least nearer than the coast, and he could not go very far. Still, if he could get to a place where there was water and at least a little grass he could die in peace. He couldn’t bear to die in the mist.

      He grew more and more exhausted, and as the way began to steepen he had trouble pushing his limbs to move at all. Several times his shaking arms gave out beneath him and he fell forward into leaves. His throat was parched and stinging, and he gasped for breath, but he kept the moonsilver in its wrapping in his teeth. Wherever he ended up he would not leave it behind. He became so dizzy that he couldn’t even crawl straight. What had been an act of will, moving each arm and leg, became shaky and half delirious. He bumped into tree trunks and was scratched by bushes. Sticks, and rocks, and thorns cut his hands and knees, but the pain was nothing to that which lingered in all his limbs, and he hardly noticed. He was shaking all over. It was cold, and must have rained recently, for several times as the hill pitched up steeper he slipped in the mud and fell on his face. He wondered if the night would ever pass.

      It was indeed passing in the sky above, and light was filtering down to the forest floor, but his sight was dimming and he could not see it.

      At last, in a fading dream, he heard the clash of steel and the shouts of human mouths speaking his language. With one more desperate effort he crawled forward a few more yards, until his arms gave out again and he pitched forward. Perhaps he should cry out to the people on the wall, but there would be Shadows thick around the wall, and if he made noise they would notice him. He tried to rise again, like he had so many times during the long crawl, but even all his fading will couldn’t make his body move. His face was searing hot against his icy arm. The mud was cold and he could hardly feel his feet. So he lay there—so steeped in darkness, so ill and close to death, that the Shadows either couldn’t detect the tiny flicker deeply hidden that was his spirit, or did not care since their mission was with the strong warriors on the wall, and their lord had not yet noticed the escape of his prisoner or sent out any word to his minions about his recapture. Indeed, there was no thought in the mind of the lord of the demons that any human had the power to break away from his spells.
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      The light grew gradually and the blood-red sun rose over the mists in the east, although Aranin did not see it. The captain in charge of the four-to-ten watch at General Analisia’s post on the northeast corner of the Efrim wall was fighting a normal morning’s hard battle and he and his warriors looked up and smiled as they always did at the blessing, however small, of another sunrise to relieve them from the dark hours.

      “There’s something strange over there among the trees!” one man shouted, pointing briefly.

      The captain looked, and did indeed see something strange. Just about fifteen yards downhill, past the worst press of Shadows, something lay on the ground. It was pale against the fallen leaves but the mist made him unsure. He found a man of his company who had especially clear eyes and asked him to look. “What do you reckon it is, Voiliar?” he asked.

      The man peered out. “You won’t believe me, and you won’t like it if you do, but it looks like a man. Almost naked, and dirty.”

      The captain looked out gravely for a minute. “I know we have the general’s orders, and from the high commander too for that matter, not to allow anything in, no matter what it looks like, but all the same I can’t leave it just lying out there, and with snow coming too, if it could be a man.” So he assigned twenty men to go with him and told them to bring ropes. They went through the gate and fought their way through the Shadows to where the form lay. It did appear to be a man, hardly more than a skeleton, scratched, bleeding, and splashed with mud, dressed only in filthy undershorts that might once have been white. His head was down, covered by a mane of knotted and filthy hair that had probably been lightish brown, and was streaked with gray. He did not stir at their approach, but they could tell he was alive because he was shivering. The captain felt great pity in his heart, and it also seemed impossible that such a wretched being could be dangerous to anyone, but still he ordered his men to tie the figure’s hands and feet securely, and put a cloth over his mouth and eyes. Then the captain lifted him in his own arms and carried him back to the wall. He was not very heavy, and the captain carried him in his arms like a child.

      “Sir, I found this in his hand,” one of the warriors said as soon as they were safely behind the wall. He clutched it very tightly.”

      The captain looked at the ball of mud. It was only about two inches across, with leaves and grass sticking out of it. It did not look especially evil, but still he was wary. “Does it feel evil? Or is it just mud?”

      The soldier frowned. “That’s hard to say, sir. It isn’t just mud. There is some kind of power in it, but it doesn’t feel exactly evil. There is something uncomfortable, but also something else…”

      The captain told the man to seal it up in a metal jar for safekeeping, and he carried the prisoner towards the woodshed.

      Aranin stirred in the blackness of his mind and struggled to the surface. Something was happening. He felt motion. He was being carried, but not by a Shadow, or one of the green creatures. The arms about him were strong and warm and gentle. Rather than the burning skin of the green things, he felt cool, soft metal on his side and slightly scratchy wool against his back where the arm came around him. The arms seemed kind, and safe, and yet he felt snug bonds around his wrists and ankles. He couldn’t open his eyes either, and there was a tightness about his mouth. Half fearfully he moved his hands just a little. There was none of the awful pain of his old bonds. He tried to speak, but couldn’t open his mouth.

      “Put a blanket there,” the captain said, and Aranin almost recognized his voice. “The wretch deserves that much at least, and it will hurt nothing to give it.”

      “But the general…” Another voice—hesitant and half frightened. “She won’t like this.”

      “It’s on my head if she doesn’t. True, she is harder than steel and colder than ice these days, but she’s a noble woman and an impeccable general, and I will not stand for that to be questioned. If my pity endangers our safety, she may punish me as she likes, but I won’t be incautious.”

      “Alright, so long as it’s on your head. I never questioned the general, but don’t you suppose she’s right?”

      “I’ll let her judge, soon as she wakes up. She sleeps so little, I’m not going to wake her before nine.”

      Aranin was laid on something hard and flat with a soft surface. It was a wonderful and overwhelming thing to hear people speaking his own language, people whose voices he was almost sure he recognized at that, but he couldn’t make sense of what was going on. He must be either in Efrim or Eldir. Nowhere else would that language be spoken, but they were treating him like… like the general would not like his having been brought in. How could he be dangerous? His exhausted, fevered mind was too weak to figure that out. He simply lay on his side, curled up as much as his stiff body would let him, with his hands and feet still tied. At least he was out of the wind, but it was still cold. He felt himself covered with another blanket, and tried to squeak out a thank-you, but even had he not had a binding over his mouth, his aching and swollen throat would hardly make a sound.

      Still, the captain heard something. He turned back from the door and said, “Lie still, whatever you are, if you can understand me. I go against orders to let you in, but don’t think you can push my mercy further. I am no fool. The general will deal with you in a couple hours.” With that the man’s firm tread went away.

      Aranin lay still, shivering, sweating, and wretched, wondering why no one recognized him or welcomed him, and who this general might be, and what she might do with him. He wondered how long it had been. For a moment he wondered if perhaps he was outside the black barrier after all. If by some miracle Eldirad, capital of the Eldir nation, still stood he might be there… where a female war commander would be more common. He might see Tatyana… He smiled faintly at that, remembering how her face was the first thing he had remembered out of the dark. But then, unless he was very mistaken about where the enemy camp was, Eldirad, which lay two miles south of the valley of Efrimiel, was much too far away. After a few more minutes his foggy mind also remembered that while the language was the same the Eldir never used the word ‘general.’ There was no other possibility than that he had come home to Efrim, and yet no one knew him. Could it have been many years? How much had changed?

      Time seemed to drag on forever. Then another footstep approached, and this person was humming an old musical theatre song. As far as Aranin could remember the words had something to do with a new and hopeful morning, and it lifted his heart a little. A few feet away the footsteps stopped abruptly, and so did the humming, which ended in a gasp.

      “What between Moon and Sun—” whispered a familiar voice. Yeven’s voice.

      Aranin lifted his head a little as if to look at his friend, but he was still blindfolded, and he dropped it down in exhaustion. If only someone would give him some water. He was dying of thirst, quite literally. He made a small pitiful groan and touched his covered mouth with his two bound hands. He cupped his hands and tried to mime drinking from them.

      Yeven came a step closer. He paused and picked up the note left by the captain. “Oh, I see,” he breathed softly. “Sure looks different this time. If it’s them they’ve learned about pity and that it might get them further than fakery.” There was a little anger in his voice.

      Aranin didn’t understand. He whimpered again, desperately.

      There was a sudden movement as Yeven startled at the noise. Then the footsteps approached and Aranin felt a form near him, bending over him.

      “So you can understand me, I suppose?” Yeven said softly.

      Aranin nodded his head, and touched his lips again.

      “Speak? No, afraid you won’t get the chance with me. Pity is a good ploy, but it won’t work.”

      Aranin shook his head frantically and made the drinking motion again.

      “Oh, thirsty, is it?”

      Aranin nodded.

      Yeven sighed and was silent for a long time. He was resentful and afraid, but even what he could see of the wretched creature above the blanket broke his heart. All that showed was a bit of scratched skin like pale yellow wax between the ties of mouth and eyes, and a sweaty forehead and tangled hair so filthy it was hard to tell its color. He could also see the harsh outline of the skeletal face beneath the wraps; he couldn’t see how something so wretched could hurt them. The Shadows were so evil, so tricky, and yet… the last imposter for all his physical perfection had been harsh, had understood love and kindness not at all, and had completely misjudged appropriate behavior, let alone Aranin’s behavior. If the Shadows’ commander had learned about the Efrim weakness for pity he had learned a lot in the last six months. Yeven reached out and touched the forehead and started back. “If you’re human,” he said, “you’ve got an awful fever.”

      Aranin nodded again. Yeven had always been so kind, why wouldn’t he know him and release him and give him water?

      Yeven rose and collected the firewood he’d come for. “I’ll be back,” he whispered. With that he left the room.

      Aranin was left to wait only a short time, before the steps returned and he felt Yeven kneel beside him.

      “Here, sit up if you can.” Yeven’s arm on his side lifted Aranin upright. “I brought you a little water. Don’t talk now, I’m armed.”

      The binding around Aranin’s mouth was drawn back just enough for the edge of a cool china cup to be set to his lips. Aranin drank the sweet water gratefully, and said nothing. The binding was pulled back up, and Yeven laid him down again.

      “I must go now,” Yeven said. “The general will be here soon to decide what to do with you. We have reason to be very suspicious, but don’t worry. If you are human you will come to no harm. If you wandered from somewhere in Selna, or any other place of men, I pity you. Lady Moon help me, I pity you even were you a trickery of the Shadows, but it is for the general to decide what we do with you.”
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      Aldor : Obrin : Eldirad

      Helen sat at her desk in the guardians’ room she shared with her sister Elisabeth in Aldor, and prayed to the Stars that this time her experiment would work. It wasn’t like she still carried much hope, though. She carefully measured two different tinctures and then, focusing hard, said a powerful healing spell over them. Then she poured them into a dish with a little of the poisonous black substance from which the Shadows’ arrows were made. It steamed for a moment, but then nothing happened. Yet another failure.

      In the two years since dreaming of the prophecy that she believed was supposed to show the way to the cure, Helen had tried everything she could think of. She had tried everything from the scientific and meticulous cross-pollination of herbs, mixing of tinctures, and using different spells to increase potency in different ways over every plant that was remotely red or black, or had red or black in its name, to giving her patients raspberry and blackberry jam mixed. The latter was ridiculous, of course, but she was desperate. Before the Shadows came, the healers of Eldir had never been defeated, but now it had been four years and, while they had a few things that helped, no one had been able to find a real cure for the sickness that came from the mist of the Shadows on the wall, or the fatal poison of their weapons.

      Helen had not figured out what to make of the rest of the riddle either, except her original impression that all those things were all around them. The ‘blood’ line troubled her, and she had tried a few strange and unpleasant experiments. She had taken seeds of various different plants, and plain dirt, and watered it with the blood of patients who had died, and sung over it every spell of growing and of healing she could think of. She hadn’t told anyone about these experiments, but she felt she could leave nothing untried.

      She sighed, and took an old leather-bound book from her private shelf. The cover was inlaid with moonsilver and very small emeralds, and the edges were worn soft from her fingers. Surely there was something more she could try… She had ten books of herbs and had studied for twenty-seven years, but she had tried every spell, and every herb that seemed to have any relation to either the dream or the symptoms, and many that did not, in every combination possible. She ran her finger down a page, but there was nothing else.

      She looked at a pot on her desk, and pulled it towards her to examine. She had been trying growing things in a pot watered in Shadow slime. It certainly was black, and perhaps it was blood of the fallen. It might be death, although she was sure it had nothing to do with pain. She grew less and less sure as time went on that there was any death in it either. She wasn’t sure the Shadows were actually alive. At any rate, she hadn’t had any luck. This pot too was barren, showing only a faint shimmer from the evil viscus remains of the Shadows. Not even her Efrim power over plants could make anything grow that had been touched by that. She put her head in her hands. She wasn’t even sure why she was still trying. A tear wet her fingers. Then there was a soft paw on her leg.

      Meow.

      Helen looked down at Thelma, the gray cat Elisabeth had gotten as a New Year’s present last winter. Thelma was looking up at her with big green eyes, and Helen smiled weakly in spite of everything. She rinsed her hands and then picked up Thelma, feeling her soft fur against her face. Sometimes she thought it was only Thelma who gave her the strength to go on.

      The door opened and Elisabeth came in. Her hard face was wet with sweat and her golden-brown hair was damp and stuck to her face and neck. Elisabeth stripped off her mail vest and all three layers of the woolen tunics she wore beneath it. At first they’d just worn two, because it would turn any but the most direct shot from the Shadow arrows, but clothes were so threadbare in Aldor by now that everyone was wearing three to be safe.

      “Do you think it will ever cool down?” Elisabeth asked gruffly as she splashed water on her face in the bathroom.

      “It must soon,” Helen said with a sigh. “I think maybe it is this strange new mist.”

      “It isn’t like ordinary Shadow mist,” Elisabeth grumbled. “It isn’t even that thick, but it is damn depressing. It makes everything muggy, and makes the sun look brownish and dirty.”

      “It does.” Helen gently set Thelma on the floor. The mist had certainly been thicker and darker at times over the last four years of the war, but this mist was different and she had a bad feeling about it. She stood and pulled on her extra tunics and mail to go up for her watch on the wall. This brief time in the room with Elisabeth was only a sort of check-in time for passing news.

      “One of the healers came in while you were on watch last time,” Elisabeth said as she sat down at her desk. “She said three or four civilians were sick, something like the illness from the mist, but different, she said. She wanted you to look at them when you had time.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me before you went up?” Helen said trying to keep her voice even.

      “We traded on the wall last watch, and I forgot about it.”

      “You could have left me a note.” Helen’s voice was hard and a touch chilly. It was true that they often simply traded watches without making any reports these days, but Helen had her own desk. A note wouldn’t have been that hard.

      “I didn’t think of that either, okay?” Elisabeth snapped. “Besides, I told you now, didn’t I? It’s not like a few hours makes that much difference. You can go after your watch.”

      Helen didn’t know what to say to that. It was true, of course, but she hated waiting so long if the other healers thought it serious enough to ask for her help.
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      As it turned out it was very serious indeed, although her coming sooner would not have helped. The sickness the civilians had caught was something like the ‘black sickness’ that people got from the ordinary Shadow mist, which always started with blindness and cold, and often moved into a fever later. This new illness, however, began with a fever, albeit sometimes with cold in the extremities. It appeared in many ways more like a normal illness, in that people came down with a fever first, rather than it going to unconsciousness through the blindness, and most who fell sick never reached the severity where they moved to both intense cold and high fever, and sank into fever dreams—unaware of those around them. It didn’t behave like an ordinary illness, though. Contrary to any disease she understood, this did not seem to be contagious from one person to another, and neither quarantine nor sterilization did any good at all. The disease hung in the very air they breathed, and was as impervious to all known medicines and treatments as the sickness of the Shadow poison, and the cold sickness of people who passed out on the wall. The civilians kept indoors as much as they could, and warriors wore cloth masks on the wall, and it did seem to help a little, but the mist filtered even into their houses and got through the finest cloth. Part of the problem was that, unlike with the normal Shadow mist, only a very little was needed to make people sick.

      The black sickness had always been an almost exclusively warrior affliction, since it only happened with the mist from a slain Shadow going directly into the face or lungs. This, however, was everywhere, and people fell sick very rapidly.

      Helen gave up her place on the wall to a captain, only to have him fall sick the next day and have to find another. She had no time to fight. Helen’s every moment was needed in the hospitals of the barracks and the houses of the village.

      Hundreds fell sick, and three-quarters at least of the garrison was feverish by the end of October. Most were still fighting on the wall, coughing, shivering, and pale, but about a quarter were dangerously ill, and it was even worse among the civilians, especially the children and elders.
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      In Obrin, the cloud also thickened in September and by mid-October the same illness raged. They called it simply the Fever, and half the tower and more than half the village were sick.

      For the first couple weeks of October Sebastian didn’t go up on the wall, and Sarah took his watch. He spent all his time in the village or the sickrooms of the tower, working around the clock in his attempt to ease the suffering all around him. Several died in the tower, but the death toll among the grandparents and children, and even many young adults, in the village was even worse. He did everything his years of training and his healing power could, and it did help his patients, especially some of the spells, but nothing was enough. He had some of the warriors help, but Sebastian was the only trained healer and the only one with the gift. Joseph, who had been Sebastian’s best friend since childhood, and had shared the prince’s room at the top of the tower with him even before he became the only other guardian and thus second in command, did his best to help when he wasn’t on watch, mixing herbs and tending people. He worried about Sebastian and tried to take care of him, but they were both so busy it was hard.

      “Are you alright?” Joseph asked anxiously, one night when Sebastian their room.

      “Two more people died in the village,” Sebastian said in a barely audible whisper.

      It was nearly midnight, and Joseph had been working at Sebastian’s old carved wood desk by the light of a little resin lantern, making one of the fever-reducers Sebastian had taught him to make. He stood quickly and went over to put an arm around his friend. “It’s not your fault,” Joseph whispered. The Fever isn’t like other things, and besides, think of all the people you helped…”

      “I know,” Sebastian said, in a hoarse, broken voice. “But every time I think it can’t get worse. Every time I think this war has pushed me to the breaking point, it does something else.”

      Sebastian let Joseph guide him over to sit on the bed, and he put his face in his hands.

      “You must rest,” Joseph whispered. “Did you even take time for dinner today?”

      “No, not yet. I suppose I should eat. I can’t rest, though.” He choked back a sob and coughed. “There is too much suffering. You don’t understand, Joseph. Everyone is suffering, and they look to me. I’m supposed to be the one who’s strong. I have to help them.”

      Joseph swallowed hard. How could he tell Sebastian not to try to save lives, or go to relieve the suffering of little children in the village? “It isn’t all up to you,” Joseph whispered weakly. “Please, let me help you. I can get you something to eat, anyway, and then maybe you can rest at least a little while, while I give medicine to the tower sick.”

      “I’ll take something to eat,” Sebastian said with a shaky sigh, “and maybe an hour’s rest, but you need to rest too, Joseph. You have a watch in four hours.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Joseph said, giving a brave smile. “I feel fine, and I’ll sleep before my watch, I promise. I’m sure I’m getting as much sleep as you are, even though you aren’t on the wall.”

      “Very well,” Sebastian sighed. He went to the basin to wash his face while Joseph went to get his dinner.
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      At the beginning of the third week of October, Sarah, who had been feverish for days, along with half the warriors on the wall, was too weak and dizzy to stand. After that Sebastian had to go back to his watch on the wall. When Sebastian was on watch Joseph and a few others took turns watching the sick. Joseph spent a lot of time mixing the medicines Sebastian had taught him, but he hardly saw Sebastian anymore since neither could even go up late now that there was no second in command to leave their watches to. When he wasn’t on the wall, Sebastian seemed to those in the tower to be everywhere, working in the tower sickrooms and running over to the village every day. He simply couldn’t bear to rest. He felt desperate, almost in a daze. The way everyone looked to him for help, and there was so much suffering, he had to try, but there was so little he could do.
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      Then, one day at the end of that week, Joseph felt a tap on his shoulder without Sebastian’s usual soft greeting. The knot of anxiety in his stomach tightened forcefully. When the Shadow he was fighting disintegrated and he turned and saw Lillian, white faced and grim, the knot grew much larger, and his heart rate spiked.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked in a tight voice.

      “Sebastian is very sick.” Her tone was low and only trembled slightly. “He didn’t come down, so one of the men went up to look and came running back down saying we needed to get you at once. So I’m going to be captain for now. I think I can do it, and everyone promised to follow me. You really should see Sebastian at once, sir. James was so upset I doubt he did anything to help him.”

      Joseph’s heart was racing. “You’re sure you’ll be alright?”

      “Yes.” Her tone was decided.

      “Thank you. Stars bless you, Lillian.” He gave the word to his watch and hurried down from the wall. Perhaps it wasn’t right to let Lillian lead all by herself the very first time she had ever tried. Yet, he had to get to Sebastian right away. Every particle of him ached to go to him and try to help him, and it was a struggle to even think of anything else. Besides there was no way he could keep fighting on the wall indefinitely. He had to rest and eat sometime.

      His watch crowded in around the breakfast table, tired, hungry, and oblivious, but Joseph hardly noticed them. He allowed himself to run all the way up the stairs to his and Sebastian’s room.

      The room was silent when he entered, and his eyes flicked around its austere furnishings. There was no one in the cot, and no one sat at Sebastian’s carved desk piled with papers and herbs. He glanced at the bench by the window with their pots of herbs, and the neatly stacked books by the south wall, but there was no one. Yet Lillian had said the man went up here and saw him. Joseph ran up the last few steps into the room and hurried across the floor. After two steps he saw Sebastian lying on the floor behind the desk, and an instant later he was kneeling beside him. His chest felt almost too tight to breathe, and his heart hammered like it wanted to escape. Sebastian was still dressed for battle. He had not taken off even his boots when he came up. He lay sprawled, feet near the desk, one hand reaching as if to clutch the bed.

      Joseph reached to take his pulse, and found Sebastian’s face was burning hot. He clenched his fists. The man must have seen Sebastian here, to know he was sick, and yet been too much of a panicked idiot to move him off the floor.

      Joseph choked on a sob as he lifted Sebastian onto the bed. He took off his boots and mail and the outer layers of heavy clothing. When he took off his mail vest Sebastian grunted hoarsely and his eyes half opened, but they were glassy and unfocused. There was no sign he even saw Joseph. That was very nearly too much. Joseph put his hands over his face and tried to breathe, fighting back the desire to sob and shriek like a small child. Then he swallowed hard and went back to work.

      Sebastian’s face was so hot it was uncomfortable to touch, so Joseph hurried to cool his forehead and neck with a wet rag. Then he went to the desk, where leaves of herbs and bottles without lids were spread, and the mortar was full of half-ground leaves. Sebastian had been in the middle of making medicines, but Joseph didn’t care about that right now. If only he could find what he was looking for. After a minute he found a bottle of the fever-reducer Sebastian had been using lately and unscrewed the cap with shaking fingers.

      He dripped some of the medicine into Sebastian’s mouth and helped him drink some water.

      There was a knock on the door.

      “What is it?” Joseph called and his voice sounded weak and broken to his ears.

      One of the younger men on his watch stuck his head up through the trap door. “I was just bringing you your porridge, sir,” he said hesitantly. “Is something wrong?” Then he saw Sebastian in bed and Joseph sitting beside him, and his eyes widened with fear. “Is… is he alright?”

      Joseph looked up into the man’s eyes and read a mirror to his own fear and sense of abandonment, not so personal but quite strong. Everyone here had depended on Sebastian to lead them, and care for them. They would feel lost and frightened. But there was something else—the man was looking at him for consolation. Joseph realized that he was in charge of the tower, and that as a leader he didn’t have the liberty of showing grief and fear.

      He took an unsteady breath and said in what he hoped was a steady voice, “No, Prince Sebastian is very ill. But somehow we’ll manage until he gets better. Please put my porridge on the desk.”

      After the young man left to tell the others, Joseph stood slowly and got the porridge. He remembered how, in passing a couple times, Sebastian had said Joseph had taken the place of second in command. There was no way around that, no escaping that as the only other guardian his rank was second only to the prince. He had known that, of course, but the true meaning of ‘second in command’ had not really sunk in before. Only the fragile life and health of a single person stood between him and the terrible weight of that responsibility. Blind as he tried to be there was no denying that both life and health seemed very fragile things these days. The fact that that life belonged to one of the people he cared about most in all the world only made it worse.

      He knelt beside the bed again and two slow tears ran down his cheeks. He took Sebastian’s cold, sweaty hand in his. “I can’t bear this,” he whispered. “Oh, Sebastian, I… I can’t go on without you. I promise I will do everything I can for you…” He forced himself to swallow and blinked back his tears. “You must be better soon, right, Sebastian? You worked too hard, you just need to rest.” Joseph’s voice was shaking. He told himself it was alright. Hundreds were sick and not nearly all of them died, but he couldn’t forget that most of those sick were still managing to hold watches on the wall, while Sebastian was unconscious.

      After a while Joseph stood slowly. He knew what he had to do, even if he wasn’t sure he was brave or strong enough. He had to take charge, take care of the tower until Sebastian was better. In a way, he’d known he was second in command for more than a year. Certainly last fall during the struggles to get in the harvest it had been true. But last February, after his hunting mission, and the fight with that awful green monster, he’d been voted guardian. When he accepted that title it had been a promise, a commitment. The six stars that had been added to the one he had as a captain were all of carved wood rather than the silver and crystal he would have had if they’d been given at home, but they carried the same promise. He still didn’t really believe it. Him, the captain everyone thought was a joke back before the war. He was a guardian. But he knew everyone at the tower was looking to him now, and somehow he had to pull himself together and do his duty. He knew that was what Sebastian would want, anyway.

      He tried to steady his hands, sat down at Sebastian’s desk, and after a minute thought he had figured out which medicine Sebastian had been making. He must at least finish that. Then he would make himself eat and try to rest. Perhaps he had better get up early, though. He should check on Lillian, and tend to the sick downstairs.
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      It was a blessing the crops, such as they were, had been stored away by mid-October. Manpower in Eldirad, Aldor, and Obrin was sorely lacking and the leaders did not know where to get people to do even the necessary work. Fighting had to be done, even by the sick, and food must be cooked, and medicine made. Someone simply had to wash clothes and dishes, and of course there were graves to dig. In Obrin, Lillian was made a captain with no ceremony. Joseph left one of his warriors with a little cloth star for her that he had made out of a sock worn past repair the night before. There was no time for more. She put on the star. Her watch gave her a cheer, and that was it.

      In Aldor, captains were also in short supply, and after two of them died, Elisabeth promoted two new ones without even bothering to give them the proper tests. There wasn’t time for that kind of thing. One day Helen had to go on watch, because there was no other leader to organize the whole circle of the town in her watch, but she refused to stay. She was the best healer in Aldor, and she seemed to be needed everywhere. There were a few civilians and a couple warriors with a simple medical education, but there had only been two fully qualified healers in Obrin before the war, and one of them had died. Helen had always been turned to anyway, for she was known to be the best the Eldir school had produced this generation. And since the other healer had fallen sick it was even worse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Clara, queen consort of Eldir, groaned and dragged herself out of bed on the morning of the first of November. She had gotten into the habit of rising early years ago, so as to be able to serve breakfast before and after the six AM watch change, but it was hard to get going these days. Even the civilians were working to the point of exhaustion since the sickness came.

      It wasn’t like Clara hadn’t been working pretty hard from the beginning. Since Edward’s father passed three years ago she had been doing all the cooking and housework, and she had always worked hard in her garden and the hospital. She’d even started doing some of the paperwork and organizing stores for Edward a couple years ago when she had found him asleep on his desk. Now, however, it was even busier. She was making a substantial amount of extra food every day for a dozen families she was helping out because their homemaker was too sick to work. She helped with other people’s laundry too, and sometimes even had to help the grave diggers. No one was doing anything but the most necessary work these days, but even that was a struggle.

      She went downstairs, rubbing her eyes. She was very tired, and a bit feverish herself this morning, but she hurried to make hot porridge before Tatyana came down.

      When Tatyana did come down she looked ghostly pale, and there were dark circles under her eyes.

      “Good morning, my dear,” Clara said, kissing her cheek as she set her breakfast down before her. Tatyana’s face was hotter than hers, but Clara bit her tongue and didn’t comment. It was no use trying to
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