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Prologue
Life
Her first memory was of voices and being wrapped in softness.
“Her eyes,” a concerned male voice worried.
“When she’s older we can replace them with clearer gems. She’ll have to make do with opaque black ones,” a calm female voice preceded a touch scrapping on her head, “She’s our love made real. We’ll make sure she knows how precious she is to us.”
But that love and care wasn’t to last. 
Fearful people invaded her home, attacked her family.
Then they shattered the bones of her parents, cursing them to never cross to the other side, for being different. Only because they were monsters of death.
She survived by huddling in the small space between the walls, listening to them break her life apart.
Heard their glee in finding the artifacts her mother collected from far off places, and her father guarded rigorously. 
Hunger and cold meant nothing to her as she fearfully shivered in the space, saying nothing even hours after their voices faded into the distance.
When she crawled out, sought out her family, felt the shards of bone which cradled her with so much love and care, she realized one thing.
Never would she get to see the world her parents promised her. 

Chapter 1
Scorching Funeral
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“Alone with only armor covering us”
Heat tried to warm her, but nothing could touch the ice coating her spirit.
She could feel the sun on her armor, warming until it felt like a fire. The ground creaked and cracked as the moisture evaporated underfoot, her booted steps louder for the accompaniment of the earth crying out as it dried.
The scent of dry grass breaking under her boots joined with the taste of dust which threatened to cling forever to her mouth.
Voices reached her as she approached the priest and grave diggers, or she assumed they were based on their voices, the sharp clink of metal on dry, hard ground and incense used only during a funeral growing more pungent the closer she got to them.
She could hear where the hole descended into the earth, the final resting place of her last friend.
A voice urgently whispered, “The Black Knight. He’s really here.”
Another hissed, “Be silent. He’ll kill you. He’s not like the Blue Knight we are burying today. She’d have given you a nod and a kind word.”
She stopped on the side of the mourners, wondering why no others stood with her.
A bell tolled in the distance, once, twice, then a third time.
The priest’s voice trembled for a moment then slowly firmed up, “We are gathered to send one of our own on her way to those wardens of death on the other side. Bearing her armaments and cherished items, with her dearest family and friends at her side, we consign her to the earth from which the food she ate rose from. If any wish to speak of her life, speak now.”
She spoke softly, her baritone voice resonating in the helm and beyond, “Of those she met, she inspired to greater aspirations than those grounded by fate. She dared to be a knight of the realm when others scoffed at her. When no one would ride with her, she found those who would. To protect the weak with her shield, and lay low the wicked with her sword.”
Kneeling, she bowed her head, “Honor, dignity and fortitude follow you to the other side, my friend.”
The priest stammered, “Will any others speak?”
Only the wind answered for a minute.
“With the words spoken, may she be guided to the other side and her final rest. From earth to sky and back, we fulfill the cycle.”
The sound of metal digging through soil preceded the dulled thunk of dirt hitting wood.
Each shovelful sent her friend further from her, until she knelt at the filled in grave.
“We leave the family and friends to stand watch until morning.”
The priest and grave diggers walked away.
She stayed kneeling, unmoving as the sun’s warmth left her, cold seeping in to steal the day’s heat.
She prayed her friend would not rise.
She didn’t want one more to be crushed until their final rest claimed them for the other side.
Keeping her vigil, the scents of dry ground changing to the chilly bite of night, she waited.
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He walked towards the gravelands, resisting the jaunty tune in his head as he used the paths between the hills to hide his approach from any watchers. 
A knight had been buried today. One with mighty fine armor and weapons.
They would fetch him a pretty bit of silver. Maybe a gold piece if he was fortunate.
Climbing the hill hiding the gravelands from the village, he froze when his head peeked high enough to look into the valley.
The moonlight highlighted the grave as a wound on the otherwise arid landscape. 
And the armored figure kneeling beside it.
A friend of the knight?
How could that be?
The Blue Knight should have been the last of her group.
Except the dark armor at the side of the grave bespoke the truth. 
Pausing, he considered the unmoving figure.
Normally there were at least a dozen family and friends to hold vigil over the deceased, allowing each to take a shift while others rested.
This one was alone.
He just needed to wait for sleep to claim them.
Crouching down, he smiled.
It was the last thing he did.

Chapter 2
Necromancer’s Folly
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“We march towards the horizon”
Her head lifted as an all too familiar cry echoed off the hills. It called her to arms in defense of the body deep in the ground.
Standing smoothly, she drew her spiked mace and sledge hammer, using her ears to locate the befouled creature.
Wingbeats drew closer, the sound of them indicating a sizable creature. One of the biggest she’d faced of this creature’s kin.
“Upon this ground,” she began chanting, “the wind will assail those air borne, bucking all from its back.”
The air around her swirled, twisting faster and faster as it grew in height.
The creature squawked in alarm as a howling gale challenged it.
This was the only time she could know her surroundings in a way similar to sight. Or at least as close to it per how Grella once described it to her. 
When her magic encountered magic of another individual, she gathered details as if directly touched, tasted, or smelled. 
Faint pressure as if her hands stroked with her wind magic outlined the creature in the air, as the taste of old leather filled her mouth followed by the bitterness of preservation liquids. Long dried flesh with a hint of rot encompassed her.
The creature's wings struggled to keep it aloft, beating furiously, yet finding no purchase against the tornado running wild around it.
Then her tornado vanished, her magic canceled out entirely. A dispelling spell of a fairly high level.
“Clever,” a voice spoke from a hill opposite her, “Most would burn it rather than take away its aerial advantage.”
Wingbeats faded slightly, still audible. A vibration began to grow stronger, felt through her boots easily.
“You are not taking this knight from her well-earned rest,” she stated calmly.
“What would one knight do against all of my creatures?”
Before she could respond, a young voice challenged, “You face more than a knight, necromancer.”
“Oh, a sidhe of the Winter Court? I feel nothing… but laughter,” cackles filled the air.
Locating the newcomer, she fretted at their proximity to the hill where the enemy stood.
Normally she didn’t reveal her non-trivial spells in front of others. However, this enemy may require her to invoke them shortly.
Moans began to fill the air along with the clatter of bone. 
Carcasses and skeletons marched their way to the grave. 
The winged horror above cried out and was answered by at least a dozen others.
The winter sidhe barked a word which instantly dropped the temperature and added the scent of impending snow.
“Cold does nothing to my minions. Pity you didn’t mind the knight there.”
A swear word from the Winter sidhe made her want to sigh.
She inhaled though she didn’t need to breathe as she prepared the one thing that would end this fight quickly. One which would mark her as other, yet again.
A lower level spell of one she learned long ago.
Her bellow echoed over the hills, “Break your bonds and return to the other side!”
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Siolobha, Guard of the Winter Court, gaped as the winged horrors fell from the air as soon as the knight gave the command, crumbling as they descended until only dust drifted down.
The necromancer looked equally stunned as he turned, gasping as he noted all his creations collapsed, dissolved or turned into rotting piles.
Siolobha stared at the Black Knight, standing with weapons readied for combat. A sentence, a command was all he needed to end an undead army.
Who was he?
The necromancer’s next words worried Siolobha, “I see now. You are a fellow necromancer. If I had known, I would have left this fallen knight to you.”
“You have come to the wrong conclusion,” the Black Knight rumbled darkly.
“Come now. A powerful knight like the one lying under your feet is well worth the time to turn into an undead.”
The snarled counter seared Siolobha as if she were bound in a summer-scorched hot spring, “This knight will not rise again.”
The agony and anger in the tone made her shiver.
“Pity. I will have the knight,” a flash of sickly green light lanced at the Black Knight before she could call a warning.
Except the Black Knight dodged it as if it was a thrown rock.
Siolobha notched an arrow, fired at the necromancer.
Only for it to be deflected by a large sword.
The air shimmered in front of the necromancer and a ghostly figure appeared.
A wraith warrior? 
Her arrows couldn’t harm a wraith as they were untouched by cold.
Only a summer sidhe’s arrow could dispel it.
Swearing under her breath she drew another arrow, hoping to distract the wraith her way so the Black Knight could engage the necromancer.
She fired.
Then gaped as her arrow changed from an icicle to a heat image of an arrow.
It struck the wraith, which issued a banshee like cry before vanishing.
Siolobha glanced at her black ice quiver, then her frost encrusted bow. 
How could she have fired a summer arrow without damaging her bow?
“Who are you!”
Glancing at the necromancer, she jerked.
The Black Knight towered over the necromancer.
“The vigil keeper of the knight while she makes her way to the other side.”
The sickening crunch made Siolobha flinch.
Even the frost giants couldn’t make such a noise with their great mauls.
The Black Knight turned away from the crushed body, moved swiftly back the grave side.
Then to her surprise, knelt.
As a true vigil keeper on watch would.
Swallowing, Siolobha approached cautiously.
When the Black Knight made no moves, just knelt with mace and sledge hammer on display, she crouched, resting her bow across her knees.
The silence stretched out, filled with tension.
“I can keep the watch next,” she offered hesitantly.
“You were her friend?”
Siolobha bowed her head, “She saved the life of the King of Winter when my youth and inexperience failed him. I owe her more than I can repay, so watching over her on this final day is the least I can do.”
“Then we both will keep the watch,” the Black Knight stated, bowing his helm in respect to the dead.
Scanning the horizon, the moonlight helping with distance, she pondered the skills of the Black Knight.
A spell which dropped undead as if he was the creator of them. Then the way he climbed the hill in an instant. His strength in wielding a sledge hammer in one hand when most used two to heft one marked him as extraordinary. 
How did the Black Knight acquire so much power, and within a human lifetime?
The Blue Knight, Grella Harth, honorary member of the Winter Court, was alone when she saved the King’s life. 
She said she rode solo, her fellow knights long dead.
Yet how was this Black Knight around?
The Blue Knight spoke the truth, bound by the magic of the court, yet this one obviously still lived.
“May I ask why the Blue Knight said all her fellows were dead? Did she not know you lived?”
The Black Knight didn’t reply.
Siolobha looked down at the ground. Flinched.
She uttered the word to remove her spell bringing a piece of winter to this land.
“Please forgive my forgetfulness,” she flushed in embarrassment.
“For what?”
She stared at the Black Knight in surprise, “For bringing winter here long past the danger was extinguished.”
Frost decorated the edges of his armor as the air warmed slowly.
Then she noticed no icicles dripped from the mouth guard.
Only those of winter and the undead wouldn’t leave the evidence of warmth quarreling against cold.
He turned his helm, “What has alarmed you?”
“There are no icicles on your mouth guard. I know you are not Winter Court.”
The Black Knight sighed, breath blowing snow into the air.
Snow which didn’t melt from his breath.
“It doesn’t matter if you know, Sidhe of the Winter Court.”
The helm came off and the sight beneath made Siolobha stare in shock.
The gemmed eyes which should be sparkling clear sat dull and pitch black as the skull turned to her. The jaw moved as words captured her full attention.
“I am Z’ronia and I’m a lich. It’s why she would say all her knights are dead. Though, I never was alive.”
“What?”
“My parents were both liches. Somehow their love produce me, though with flaws.”
“Flaws?” the world spun around her.
“I’m blind,” the helm slid back into place, “Now you know why Grella told you such an odd truth.”
She sat back on her butt, her breaths coming fast, “Why haven’t you…?”
“If your question pertains to desecrating the body of my friend to make her undead, I will be severely cross with you.”
Flinching at the fairly mild rebuke despite the phrasing, she got back to kneeling, “I thought liches were evil and created undead at will. Was that a tall tale?”
“I wish it was,” the Black Knight, no, Z’ronia replied with bitterness, “But all I’ve met are that way, with the exception of my parents.”
Siolobha opened her mouth to ask about his parents, then paused as two things shook her mind nearly to pieces.
He spoke of his parents in the past tense, as in dead. Suggesting permanently dead rather than just undead, which may be a sore subject.
The second pertained to the name Z’ronia: it would only be given to female offspring. 

Chapter 3
Insights on Humanity
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“Flushing out enemies with our hollow shells”
Z’ronia listened for more dangers, half berating herself on revealing her nature to a sidhe of the Winter Court, half exhausted of loneliness.
Grella asked her three decades before to leave the kingdom lest she be discovered as undead. Not just any common type of undead, but the worst kind: A lich.
No matter how honorable she acted, no matter how loyal her spirit declared itself, she’d be hunted down and destroyed.
Humans feared all strange and unnatural beings. They would chase the sidhe holding vigil with her as much as her if they came across them.
Grella tried to find knights to serve as her brothers and sisters in arms but had been rejected by normal ones.
Then she sought those to elevate instead of be discouraged. Grella found her first.
Z’ronia couldn’t tell how much time passed since her parents were killed, but it felt like eternity.
Even the shards of their bodies disintegrated long before Grella entered her home.
The strange sound echoing in her home alerted her to something moving beyond stray rodents.
She climbed the walls, then hid in an alcove high above the floor. 
She outgrew her previous hiding place at some point, so she used the alcove as her new bed and resting place when she wanted to let her mind drift.
Steps, metal on stone grew louder, along with the strange crackling those who killed her parents brought with them.
Sitting silently, hoping the fiends would leave again, she waited.
A voice broke the tension, “A reliquary?”
Z’ronia held perfectly still, scared to move as the steps paced about below.
“The fools,” the voice continued, “Relic Guardians were the most sacrificing of us all. No wonder they have vanished. Hmm?”
Rocks scrapped on rocks, almost like the noises her father produced opening one of the hidden safes, making Z’ronia tense more and more the longer the sounds came.
Then her chest filled with warmth, as if her parents nuzzled her once more.
A sob escaped her before she clutched her mouth to muffle the noise.
“Relic Guardian? You shouldn’t keep your soul jar where enemies can find it.”
Z’ronia shivered, fighting the grief welling up in her.
“Alright. I’ll leave your soul jar on the table. You should collect it and carry it with you. I’m sorry to disturb you.”
The sharpness of the cold made her curl in on herself, the missing warmth leaving her suddenly bereft.
The steps departed, fading quickly.
Z’ronia waited a time, then carefully climbed to the floor.
The sounds echoed differently, a sign of how much had been moved and changed in such a short time.
Moving silently, she approached the only surface which counted as a table any more.
She patted the top tentatively.
It took several minutes until she touched something different.
A metal container.
Gingerly picking it up, she explored the surface, twitching as certain touches sent odd sensations through her.
Soul jar?
What was a soul jar? Why would it be hidden? Why carry it?
Clutching it, she climbed back to her hiding place, confused and frightened.
Struggling with what memories she could remember of her parents and their lessons, she tried to piece together some understanding.
She recalled her father describing the items he guarded relics. So the strange person’s comment about Relic Guardians made a little sense, when the word order was changed.
Guardians. Plural.
Her mother. They both must have been Relic Guardians.
Which meant she was supposed to be one, too.
Was this soul jar her first relic?
How did one guard a relic?
How could they guard a relic when others would destroy the guardians?
Her mind tumbled from thought to thought, lost in what it all could mean.
“The knight proved useful for something after all. We don’t have to worry about any undead in here,” a voice pierced the silence.
Z’ronia stilled, clutching her relic close to her chest.
A second voice scoffed, “Did we need to worry? All I see is rocks, dust and these two rusted jars.”
Jars?
Like the one she held?
Something clanked as it hit rocks. A sound she recalled making when she stepped near the entrance and brushed something on the floor with her foot.
“See nothing to fear in here,” first voice sounded disappointed.
Second voice hummed, “I bet the knight took anything worth collecting. That gives me an idea.”
The first voice purred with a nasty undertone, “Are you thinking of killing the knight and taking all her stuff, including what she found here?”
“Yeah. Let’s go,” the second laughed, “the knight won’t know what hit her.”
Z’ronia listened as their footsteps faded away.
What did it all mean?
Was a relic taken from here by the person who spoke of soul jars? 
Who were the other two? Why did they want to kill a knight?
A knight was a guardian. Her mother spoke of them as fellow travelers doing similar tasks, just defending in different ways.
The first one, the soul jar speaker, must be the knight.
She climbed down the wall, then quietly moved through the corridors, stepping carefully in case anything else shifted since the last time she traveled through the halls.
Coming to the archway she couldn’t pass through, she paused.
She heard nothing.
How could she warn the knight she was hunted?
This was the edge of where she could wander.
An enraged bellow jolted her.
She turned and ran back to her alcove, climbing as fast as she could to reach safety.
Crouching down she shook as yells, clangs, and other noises drew closer.
Like the terrible sounds those who killed her parents made.
Curling over her relic, she trembled.
“Getting tired, knight?” one of the two bad voices taunted. The one who broke the silence first.
The soul jar speaker, the knight taunted, “Takes two of you to wear me down? Seems like you tire easily.”
Second voice snickered, “All that armor has to be heavy.”
A clang made Z’ronia shake uncontrollably. 
It was happening again.
The horrid memories of her parents last moments overlaid the fight going on below her hiding spot.
“I wear heavier armor so this set feels light,” the knight challenged, “Unlike you who can handle leathers only.”
Grunts and clangs scuffled back and forth below.
Then the clang of rock on metal.
“Pin her,” the first voice ordered.
“Can’t do anything now, knight,” second voice chuckled, “Without the skeleton here, we can have our fun.”
Z’ronia hated the awful two voices below. 
If only the rocks would drive them off.
A rumble grew in the room.
“What the?”
Rocks hitting rocks and metal filled the room, drowning all other sounds for several long seconds.
Then the noise began to die.
A strange taste filled the air when the rocks stopped shifting.
Metallic.
Like the copper coin she once bit as a child. Her father chided her, saying coins were worth trading as long as they didn’t have bite marks on them.
The knight’s voice rose up, “Appreciate the help, Relic Guardian. I owe you one.”
Twitching, Z’ronia asked tentatively, “Help?”
“That spell was pretty impressive without using a chant,” a groan echoed, “I could have done without the beating, but at least they’re dead.”
“Dead?” Z’ronia shivered in horror, “I killed them?”
“I doubt even a necromancer could put them back together again,” a grunt along with foot steps, “Would you come out of hiding? I’d like to thank you properly.”
Feeling sick at having ended a life, even those as vile as the two speaking before, she crept to the edge of her alcove.
“Hello, Relic Guardian. I’m the Blue Knight, Grella Harth.”
“Blue?” Z’ronia cocked her head.
“The color of my armor, at least when it’s not covered in dust like now. It’s more tan at the moment.”
She puzzled over the statement. Her parents never described anything as blue or tan. They used textures, tastes, sounds, scents, but never those words.
Sight, she reasoned out, could be where blue or tan fit since they never used colors before.
“Are you alright? You seem to be looking at a wall.”
Z’ronia jerked, unsure what to say.
Grella inhaled sharply, “You’re blind, aren’t you?”
Cowering back into safety, Z’ronia shook.
“I don’t mean any offense, Relic Guardian.”
“Not Relic Guardian,” Z’ronia knew she couldn’t defend a relic, not even the soul jar she held.
“Then what are you?”
“Z’ronia,” she offered hesitantly.
“The midnight bloom.”
“Midnight bloom?” She moved back to the edge of the alcove.
“Z’ronia means midnight bloom. It was once the name of a noble house that has long since fallen to ruin. The last descendants died out half a millennium back.”
“My parents named me after their friend who died long ago,” she replied sadly.
“Parents?”
“They were the Relic Guardians. Until the people came and killed them,” Z’ronia huddled around her relic.
The silence echoed with tension, until Grella asked, “When did this occur?”
“I don’t know. Long ago.”
There was a scratch of metal on metal, “The villagers near here are not the sort to respect you are a Relic Guardian. It’s best you leave before they get too brave.”
“I can’t leave. The archway down there is as far as I can go.”
“Which archway?” Grella asked.
Z’ronia climbed down hesitantly, clinging to the soul jar even when she stood on the floor, “This way.”
Grella paced beside her, moving at her speed as she shuffled along the corridor to the archway.
“This one,” she stated softly.
“Liches are limited to sixty feet from their soul jar, or so the ancient scrolls say. This is nearly three hundred feet,” Grella sighed, “The Relic Guardians and liches are supposedly born from the same set of spells, but this discrepancy is interesting.”
“Limited to sixty feet?” Z’ronia asked.
“Your soul jar, the one you’re carrying contains your soul, your spirit. What makes you, you. If the jar is destroyed, you would be destroyed with it.”
Z’ronia touched the relic in her hands, “This is me?”
A soft sigh sounded, “Unless there’s another Relic Guardian back there, this is your soul jar. Since it’s with you, you can leave. You can travel anywhere you want with it by your side.”
Cross the archway? 
Travel like mother used to do to collect relics for father.
Shaking in terror and hope, she stepped forward.
Pass the archway. 
“My camp is outside the cavern. Hopefully my horse didn’t bolt,” Grella stepped ahead, her boots sounding on the floor.
“Horse?” 
Grella led her outside, the first time Z’ronia had ever heard it, much less stepped on the soft unsettling ground.
Z’ronia pulled from her memories as a creature lowed in the distance. 
A corpse hunter.
“This vigil will be difficult,” Z’ronia stood up, sighing. 
“What do you mean?” The sidhe of the Winter Court asked.
“Corpse hunter,” Z’ronia shook her head, “The really nasty necromancers and mages use those beasts.”
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“Are they vulnerable to cold?” Siolobha asked, looking up at Z’ronia.
“No. Nor fire. Drowning works, but no water here and the magic to summon enough to drown it would be exhausting. You just have to beat them down or use weapons enchanted by masters until they don’t rise again.”
Uttering a swear word which turned into snow a few inches from her mouth, Siolobha notched an arrow, “I am ill equipped for this.”
“Is this your first vigil watch?”
“Second. First was trivial in comparison,” Siolobha scanned for the enemy, her eyes sweeping sky, ground and areas between.
“Cold from the depths, untouched by summer, rise to shatter others with icy disdain,” the words sent shivers down Siolobha’s spine.
The ground cracked, split in front of Z’ronia, parting for a handle.
The bone white haft was wrapped with gray leather as it rose from the earth.
Then the head of the weapon pushed out of the ground, mist floating from it as it made contact with the warmer air.
A war pick.
One formed of a piece of winter.
Z’ronia hefted the weapon, spun it around.
To hold out the handle to Siolobha.
“This is yours. I would not take such a weapon from you,” she backed away.
“No, it is yours. Arrows will do nothing to what comes. Save them for who commands the corpse hunter,” the reply spoken with conviction, “Besides, I can tell you didn’t bring more than a knife as a secondary weapon.”
“How can you tell?”
“The smell of metal chilled with frigid clear water at its forging, lighter scent than a sword made in the same manner. Mink oil in the leather wrapping not only your bow but another weapon. You would have drawn it if it had the reach, yes?”
“I wouldn’t have been able to tell from such small signs,” Siolobha frowned, putting her bow away.
“Without sight, I must rely on my other senses. Such small signs are enough to give me forewarning of danger. Please take this war pick. You’ll need it to face the creature thundering our way.”
“I hear no thunder,” Siolobha gripped the handle, surprised at how it felt in her hand.
As if made for her.
“Allow me to impart wisdom to you,” Z’ronia held out a hand, dangling a chime on a chain.
She lowered the chime, barely letting it rest on the ground, the chain taunt. 
Siolobha heard the ringing clearly, growing louder. 
She’d seen one of the older guards drop to the ground and listen early in her training, then call out a warning of a raiding party.
“Sound doesn’t carry well through the ground and you aren’t close to hear it,” Siolobha hurriedly clutched the chain Z’ronia released into her hand.
“Hold it just enough for the chime to rest on the ground and you’ll know your answer.”
Siolobha did as instructed, then blinked at the vibrations crossing her skin. 
She looked at the metal boots Z’ronia wore, “You feel it.”
“Keep the chime. It will serve you better than me.”
Quickly packing it into a pouch, she asked, “Can you tell how many approach?”
“At least two corpse hunters, though only one has sounded its presence. The second is smaller, more likely an ambush type. They are masking their owner’s steps, assuming he or she is walking after them.”
Siolobha pointed, “There.”
Then flushed with embarrassment, forgetting her companion was blind.
“Speak towards the direction you see them,” Z’ronia suggested.
She did, then Z’ronia gave a sigh of relief, “Then I can do something I haven’t since I left Grella and her company.”
A large inhale of air proceeded a single word of such complexity Siolobha couldn’t comprehend even a thousandth of it.
She understood the results when the land shuddered into a gaping chasm, the figure running towards them on six legs lowing in alarm as it fell, the ground it used suddenly dropping.
Then the dirt clapped back together with clashing force, burying the corpse hunter deeper than the knight they guarded.
“Is it dead?” She asked.
“Yes. The rocks would have ended it, grinding it as grain to flour beneath a mill.”
Siolobha kept the observation to herself Z’ronia could rival one of the court mages with such magic. Only her blindness restrained her from a position in any court who’d have her. Assuming, they welcomed her at all.
She turned, then yelped, swinging the war pick.
As if guided by magic, the point of the pick punched through the skull of the creature, just behind its empty eye socket.
Its weight crashed on her, pinning her to the ground as she struggled to get out of its embrace.
Only for it to crack apart, going to pieces above her.
Standing shakily, she stared at the weapon in her hand.
“No weapon of mine should be able to make anything brittle with winter’s bite. How?”
Z’ronia’s tone saddened, “My speciality is crafting items. Only a few I have memorized and can do without sighted helpers or asking for magic to give form to it.”
“You are giving me this for nothing?”
Z’ronia’s voice carried a hint of smile, “We are both holding this vigil, yes?”
Before she could reply, flames exploded into a raging, swirling tower, bathing the area in baleful red and orange light.
Heat buffeted her, making her cough from the dryness.
As if summer reached out and swatted her.
A strange voice called out a challenge in a foreign language, filling all the air with its power.
Z’ronia countered in the same language, her weapons held at her side.
Out of the flames stepped a figure.
Horned and clawed, it snarled as it gestured to the grave.
A demonic mage.
Siolobha heard of them, whispered in hushed tones even among the hardened warriors of the Winter Court.
The least among them would stand tall even against the King of Winter filled with power where his season held dominion.
Then she remembered what Z’ronia stated earlier.
She turned her head and yelled, “This way!”
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