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			Dedication

			To the One Who is Light Enthroned.

			To my mother and father, lights in the darkness on the journey through the valley of shadow.

			To my beloved Holly, steadfast at my side and keeping me to my path. 

		

	
		
			Darkness Enthroned

			“Attuns,” Rayden told the others, closely eyeing the straight track of hoof impressions marring the smooth, white blanket of snow draped across the ground.  “Masking their numbers by traveling in a line.  They do this in their own lands.  It is difficult to tell if these tracks belong to a large war band or a small one.”

			Forty-three in number, the throng of warriors gathered around her sides tensed at the somber declaration.  All of them gripped their weapons a little tighter, casting wary glances about.

			They were all rugged men and capable warriors, inured to the harsh, unforgiving environment of the far north.  Few threats rattled such men, but the Attuns represented a perilous danger.    

			Over the past few years, Attun raids had been encroaching deeper into lands bordering the Sarvan territory of the far north.  All throughout the woodlands, the Sarvans were bracing for the raids to spread into their lands, with many fearing that an outright invasion loomed nigh.  

			Rayden did not find their fears unfounded.  The headstrong Attun clans far to the south and east were united under an ambitious chieftain, who had aggressively expanded their territory.

			Sweeping across the rolling plains in large, mounted hordes, the Attuns pushed west and had already taken hold of massive swathes of land.  A tempest of blood, fire, and slavery accompanied Attun hordes.  Their warriors were known to wipe out an entire populace, whether of a city or village, if an area’s resistance angered them.  

			Now, the Attuns were on the threshold of lands that had seen none of their fearsome kind for long ages.

			The Scythans of the open steppes would soon find themselves awash with invaders every bit as skilled as them upon horseback.  A desperate fight stood imminent for the stalwart people inhabiting those lands.   

			The forests and loftier terrain of the far north mitigated some of the strengths of the Attuns, but they did not eliminate them entirely.  Sarvan princes faced a battle-hardened, existential threat in an invading Attun horde; a grim fact not lost upon any of the warriors that Rayden now accompanied.   

			“Why a raid now?  This far into the depths of winter?” a burly warrior standing at her side, named Iryoshenk, asked, his gray eyes fixed toward the tracks.  “What madness is that?  Are they not horsemen?”  

			“Attuns are never predictable,” Rayden answered, casting him a brief glance.  She looked back down at the tracks.  “But this path is curious, as it takes them well away from your outer homesteads and villages.  They are heading into open wilderness.  I wonder what purpose takes them into such uninhabited territory.  There is nothing for them to gain, this far away from the territories they hold and those they have been raiding.”

			“Maybe they have been gathering in strength in a hidden place, little by little?” a tall, broad-shouldered warrior named Rakashav said, peering ahead, in the direction the tracks led.  A gust of wind stirred his bushy, black beard, moustache, and the shaggy locks cascading from beneath the edge of his fur-lined cap.  

			“It could be so,” Rayden replied, nodding.  

			“We would have noticed any other war bands traveling through this land long before now,” Iryoshenk said.  His rounded face carried a deep frown, and anxiety brimmed within his eyes.  “This is the first sighting of Attun raiders in our lands, to the knowledge of any Sarvan.”  

			“Whether it is the first or not, it is best to learn what they are about,” Rayden said.  “No matter how many or few are in this group.”

			“We had better get moving then, or a fresh bout of snow could cover these tracks and make finding them much more difficult,” Rakashav said, raising his eyes to the gray skies above.  

			“Then let an Attun hunt begin,” Rayden declared, a determined look cradled within her piercing blue eyes. 

			Straightening up, she started along the side of the Attun tracks, her high leather boots crunching lightly in the snow with every step.  Iryoshenk, Rakashav, and the rest of the Sarvan warriors fell in with her.

			Though the snow covering the forest floor was not deep enough to be a severe impediment, they walked in a loose line, making the path forward a little easier for those deeper in the column.  Occasionally, the men switched their places to balance their effort, but Rayden stayed at the forefront.   

			Skilled woodsmen all, the Sarvans carried an assortment of weapons among them, including single-stave bows, javelins, spears, and axes.  Wearing fur cloaks, long, woolen outer garments, and carrying large hide pouches secured to their belts, the men were prepared for an extended journey in the frigid cold.  

			Carrying a variety of implements and foodstuffs in the hide pouches, the Sarvans had what they needed to establish camp sites and sustain themselves for an extended journey.

			The Sarvans undertaking the hunt were engaging in the defense of their families, tribes, and homeland.  For Rayden, the tracking of the Attuns was a task she willingly chose to do, to aid the people generously sheltering her.  

			Traveling across the north, Rayden had accepted an invitation from Ariago, the chieftain of the tribe the men with her belonged to, to shelter among the Sarvan people through the harshest period of winter.  Not having a great desire to press onward through the worst of the snow and ice, Rayden accepted his offer with gratitude.

			Not given to idleness, Rayden had soon begun assisting the people in their hunts and other tasks, during which time she had learned about the growing Attun threat.  Most of the tidings came from those who traded with the Scythans to the south.  All of them were reliable sources, whose testimonials could not be deemed hearsay. 

			Then, the accounts had arrived from multiple eyewitnesses, speaking of Attun riders skirting around the southwestern edges of Sarvan lands.  The strange development provoked immediate concern in Ariago and the Sarvan warriors of highest rank.  

			Following a council of warriors, a band of veteran Sarvan fighters was swiftly called together and formed, to go forth and search for the Attun war party.

			Seeing an opportunity to repay the generosity of Ariago and the Sarvan people, Rayden asked to join the group.  

			With more knowledge and experience of Attuns than any of the Sarvans, Rayden found herself welcomed to the expedition with great enthusiasm.

			Setting out from Ariago’s settlement, the company of warriors proceeded due west.  Gathering every bit of information that they could from the outlying villages at the boundaries of Sarvan territory, they continued into the sprawling, uninhabited, forested wilderness beyond. 

			After spending an extended period of time in the Sarvan settlement, Rayden did not mind the wilderness excursion in the least.  Icy northern winds rippling through her lengthy tresses, the fresh scent of the air, and snow-covered landscapes glittering in the sun lifted her spirits.

			Having become acquainted with a few of the men during her time in Ariago’s settlement, such as Iryoshenk and Rakashav, she had already gained a liking for the general character of the Sarvans.  

			Forged in the hardships of their demanding environment, they tended to be well-disciplined men, not inclined toward the kinds of tawdry nonsense encountered in other places she had been.  Not once had she been compelled to throttle one of them for lascivious conduct, even when they were steeped in the potent mead they regularly consumed.

			On the whole, the Sarvans behaved in an honorable and respectful fashion, and the customs they followed expected it of each other.   

			Fiercely protective of their families, the Sarvans walking along with Rayden also possessed the kind of courage that rose above fear, time and time again.  That quality would be necessary when going against a dangerous and cunning foe like the Attuns.

			Staring ahead through the trees and marching forward, Rayden wanted to do whatever she could to help the Sarvans thwart an Attun threat.  

			In her eyes, the Sarvans were a people well-worth defending.

			***

			After coming upon the Attun tracks, the next couple of days passed without incident.  The route took Rayden and the others ever deeper into the host of birch and pine trees thriving in abundance within the region.

			Along the way, they came across a couple of places where the Attuns had taken a rest or camped for the night before continuing onward.  As with the tracks in the snow, they were careful to mask their numbers, but Rayden could judge the size of their force was substantial enough to represent a raiding threat.

			In addition to the signs of the Attuns’ passage, Rayden and the Saravan warriors discovered many animal tracks, reflecting both predators and prey.  

			The massive paw prints of a snow tiger stirred some anxiety among the Sarvans, but the huge, solitary creatures were not known to stalk larger groups like theirs. 

			Experienced hunters that knew the land and habits of the animals living on it well, the Sarvan warriors kept the group steadily fed.  A bison on one
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