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      Cam stood at the end of his enormous bed, large enough for ten bodies packed together, the skins and blankets and pillows ruffled and thrown haphazardly around the huge feathered expanse. He looked down at the strange tunic covering his chest, at the green trimmed with red. It fit him well, like he knew it would. He expected nothing less out of Galla Remorn.

      But the style was strange, tighter in the stomach and shoulders than what he was used to, and it felt odd to wear something that wasn’t his own.

      The clothes were a beginning. He adjusted the light woolen fabric, pulled at the hem, cleared his throat.

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Come in,” he said, turning as Miuri stepped into the room.

      She smiled at him, her straight white teeth dazzling, her pointed Elven ears twitching from beneath her long blonde hair. Her skin was smooth and looked polished, and her tunic fit her tight in the bust, tapering out at the bottom over her tight leather pants. She held one hand loosely over the hilt of her gracefully curved Elven sword as she ran a hand through her hair and laughed.

      “Well now,” she said. “I have to admit, you look very handsome.”

      “Handsome?” He tugged at the hem of the unfamiliar tunic again. “I was hoping for imposing. Or magnificent.”

      “Handsome does just fine.” She walked over, smiled, and put a hand on his cheek. He reached up and took it, holding her there before pulling her closer and kissing her full lips.

      They held that kiss for a moment, and Cam wondered if Miuri truly didn’t mind him marrying Galla. She said she didn’t, that Elves thought about pairing off for life in a very different way than Humans did, but even still, he couldn’t help think there might be some jealousy. He knew Key was struggling with it, despite putting on a brave face and accepting that his marriage to Galla was the best thing for all of them.

      He ended the kiss, bit her bottom lip, and held onto her hips.

      “How are the others doing?” he asked.

      “Good enough,” she said. “Key’s sulking. Felin’s trying to cheer her up.”

      “Any word from my future wife?” He grimaced a little as the words came out. “Feels strange saying that.”

      “No word,” Miuri said. “But you know Galla. All you have to do is keep breathing, and everything will work out just fine.’

      “True enough.” He laughed, dropped his hands from Miuri’s hips, and turned away from her. He kept tugging at the hem of his tunic, realizing it was a nervous habit but unable to stop himself.

      The room was empty aside from the bed. Most of their time was spent in the main rooms where they had their own little kitchen area with cabinets, Elven herbs hanging out to dry, low plush couches stuffed with soft downy feathers, comfortable wooden chairs, a long, worn table with knife marks from years of use, and a large fireplace that always had a fire crackling away. The bedroom was more for sleeping and other evening activities, which he found were more and more frequent, given how precarious everything seemed.

      “I have a surprise for you,” Cam said, waking over to the bed. He moved to the far-right corner and lifted the straw and feather mattress.

      “Really?” Miuri asked. “I’ll admit, I didn’t think you were capable of surprising me.”

      Cam snorted as he pulled out a small ring he’d hidden there a few days earlier. He’d found a jeweler with Galla’s help deep within the Mansion’s halls that agreed to help him for a modest fee, and although it had taken a sizable portion of his savings, he had to admit that the work was exquisite. He turned to Miuri and held the ring out flat on his right palm.

      It was a simple gold band, gleaming and polished, with small emeralds lining its exterior.

      Miuri examined it for a moment then picked it up, weighing it between her fingers.

      “If I understand correctly,” she said, her voice soft, “Humans place a lot of significance on rings.”

      “It symbolizes the Ur,” Cam said. “But also symbolizes a union.”

      Miuri tilted her head and gave him a strange look. “You know I don’t believe in marriage,” she said. “You don’t have to prove anything to me, Cam. Really, Elves don’t get married, it just doesn’t make practical sense.”

      Cam stepped closer to her and closed her hand around the ring. He closed it tight, hard enough that she’d feel the metal bite into her skin.

      “I want you to have something of me,” he said, his voice gentle but firm as he stared into her bright green eyes. “I want you to know that although we may not be married, and although you’ll live far beyond my lifetime, you’ll always be mine, and I’ll always be yours.”

      She smiled, her face lighting up, and tilted her head. “Well, when you put it that way,” she said.

      “Will you wear it for me?” he asked.

      “I’ll wear it,” she said. “You know I will. I love you, Cam.”

      “I love you, too.” He opened her hand again, took the ring, and slid it onto her finger. “Even though we won’t get married, you’re as much a part of my life as any wife.”

      “I know,” she said and held the ring up to the many lamps ringing the room. “It’s lovely, Cam.”

      “I hope so.” Cam smiled and kissed Miuri again. “Now give me a hand. I have more presents to give out.”

      “Smart man,” Miuri said and helped Cam lift the mattress. He extracted a long shaft of wood and stood it up on one end before sliding off its leather cover, revealing a gleaming bronze spear tip. Miuri gaped at the thing for half a moment then looked down at the mattress.

      “We’ve been sleeping on that?” she asked.

      “Just last night,” he said. “Here, one more thing to grab.”

      Miuri grunted as she lifted the mattress and Cam grabbed a round wooden badge, only three inches in diameter, carved with the symbol of the Mansion emblazoned on the front, the long-tusked boar.

      Cam led Miuri back out into the main room. She carried the spear in her hands and Cam clutched at the wooden badge. He felt nervous, although he wasn’t exactly sure why.

      Felin sat with Key on the couch directly across from the fire, Felin’s feet in Key’s lap, the wolf girl leaning back with her hair dangling over the edge. She turned, spotted Cam and Miuri, and scrambled up, making Key grunt as Felin’s heel dug into her lap. Felin came bounding over to Cam and stopped a foot away, staring at the spear, then at his clothes.

      “Well look at you,” she said.

      “How’s it suit me?” he asked.

      “Perfect. You look like a proper little lord.” She laughed and shook her head, her wild dark hair flying around. She bared her teeth in a wicked grin and stepped forward to kiss him.

      Cam kissed her back. “I have a present for you.”

      “Do you now?” she asked. Her bright blue eyes seemed to sparkle up at him.

      “Here.” Cam held out the small badge and Felin hesitated before taking it.

      “What’s this?”

      “That’s your freedom,” he said.

      She cocked her head then narrowed her eyes at him like he’d just grown a second skull. “Explain yourself, shaman.”

      Cam laughed and reached out, taking Felin’s hand. “I know you struggle with being unable to shift into your wolf form in the Mansion,” he said. “I had Galla go to the Wardens and barter for this. It’ll let you pass by the guards outside without any issues, so whenever you want to spend time in your wolf shape, you can leave and come back as you wish.”

      She looked at the badge then back up at Cam. “You’re okay with that?” she asked.

      “I don’t think you’ll run away,” he said, his voice gentle. “And I know it’s dangerous out there, but I trust you to stay safe.”

      She beamed at him, leaned forward, and kissed him. “Thank you,” she said.

      He nodded. “You’re welcome.”

      “I’m guessing that’s for me.”

      Cam looked past Felin and saw Key standing next to the couch, her arms crossed over her chest, her braided honey-blonde hair down one shoulder. She scowled, a look that Cam knew well from growing up with her. She hated the idea of Cam marrying Galla first, but she’d come to accept it, though she hadn’t quite gotten over it.

      He moved past Felin and spun the spear once before presenting it to Key, blunt end first. She reached out and took it, slipping it from his hands, and testing its weight and balance.

      “Heavy,” she said. “And what’s the tip made from?”

      “Bronze,” Cam said. “I had it cast just for you. Shaft is made of ironwood, so it’s less likely to break. But it’s heavier than what you’re used to.”

      She nodded, spun it twice, and slammed the butt end down against the rough stone floor. “I love it,” she said.

      “Good.” Cam stepped closer, half expecting her to take a swing at him with the spear, but she only gripped it tight. “I love you, Key, and this marriage doesn’t change that. I promise you, I swear it right now in front of Felin and Miuri, I’m going to marry you next.”

      “I know,” she said, letting out a breath. “You didn’t have to get me a present, you know.”

      “It was the prudent thing to do,” Miuri said, coming up behind Cam and kissing his neck. “Give your current girlfriends presents while you go off and marry the new girl.”

      Cam grinned, looked over his shoulder, and kissed Miuri. “What can I say, I’m a smart man,” he said.

      Key spun her new spear again then leaned it up against the simple wooden table that sat beneath their window, which was a luxury in the mountain Mansion.

      “I’ll admit, you do look very handsome in your new clothes,” Key said, coming to him. She adjusted the buttons in the front and put her hands on his chest.

      “That’s what Miuri said,” Cam said. “I was going for dashing.”

      Key smiled at Cam, but he could see the pain behind her eyes.

      She was his first love, his oldest friend. He’s always imagined that she would be the woman he’d marry one day. Instead, he found himself in this complicated relationship with her and Miuri and Felin and now Galla Remorn, the daughter of the Lord of the Mansion. His marriage to Galla had been her idea, and he was following through because it made sound political sense.

      But that didn’t necessarily make things easier.

      “We should be going,” Key said. “I don’t want you to be late for your wedding.”

      “It won’t be much of a wedding,” Cam said. “Considering the guest list.”

      “Even still. Why make your bride wait?” Key smiled and tilted her head. “I’ll be honest, I’m a little nervous for you.”

      “Don’t be,” he said. “You know Galla. She’s going to make our little group stronger.”

      “You’re right.” Key got on her toes and kissed Cam. “Come on, then. Let’s go get you married.”

      He nodded and looked back at Miuri and Felin. They both grinned at him, Felin leaning her head against Miuri’s shoulder, Miuri’s arm draped lazily around Felin. He felt a strange swell of pride run through him, a pride he hadn’t expected. His girls were so strong, each of them independent and powerful and beautiful, and they’d become such a tight, cohesive unit. They loved each other as much as they loved him, and it worked like that, each of them caring about the group as a whole, each of them trying to do their best to make the group stronger.

      And soon, he’d add Galla to the mix. Part of him worried it might be difficult, but he knew she’d only make them stronger in the end.

      He turned back toward the door and took Key’s hand.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go get married.”
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      Cam led the girls through the Mansion, holding a large lamp aloft in one hand while he followed the floor markings that took him to the center of the mountain.

      They passed halls and halls of doorways leading to huge dormitories packed with people, to storage rooms and workshops, past glowing forges and chattering men sitting on wooden crates while they carved new arrows from freshly cut wood. They also passed families and small children chasing each other in strange circles playing new imaginary games, past the detritus of lives, discarded cloth outside a seamstress’s shop, wood shavings piling up in the corners around a carpenter’s home. The Mansion teemed with life and grew bigger each day as the wolves pushed closer and forced more refugees to flee for their lives.

      He came to a hall that split down a wide staircase; the stairs cut into the rock of the mountain itself. He took them, the girls walking just behind, and came to a pair of large double wood and iron doors. He pushed against the iron ring that acted as the handle and the door groaned inward, lamplight spilling out into the otherwise dim hallway.

      The room beyond looked more like a cave than most. While the Mansion had been carved out of the mountain itself and retained some natural features, most of the stalactites and stalagmites had been hacked down, the ground smoothed out, the walls carved into pleasing shapes.

      But this place had been left almost entirely untouched. Stalagmites and flowstone lined a narrow path, with stalactites hanging from the ceiling impossibly high up in the air, some in varied twisting patterns like cave-dwelling eels. Lanterns were hung from these rocky teeth and were perched on every near-flat surface.

      In the center of the room was the monolith. It was carved from sheer black stone and stood nearly fifteen feet high, reaching the upper limits of the room itself. It was eight feet wide, and must have weighed thousands of pounds. Cam had no clue how it was brought here, if it was taken in pieces then assembled, or carved from some mysterious rock formation where it stood. But either way, the monolith was the symbolic center of the Urspirit, a visual reminder that all was one, all people were one, all Humans would return to the Ur beyond death, that the spirit itself watched and waited for them to come home.

      Cam stood just inside the doorway for a moment, staring at that monolith, until his eyes moved down to several figures standing at its base.

      The monolith sat on top of a series of tiered steps. He recognized several Elders standing at the very bottom and off to one side, each man holding a lantern between their hands. Their heads turned to stare at Cam.

      There was Maris of Hewitt village, a square, stocky man with thinning gray hair and dark eyes, smiling like a wolf; Edwin, of Wright village, stood next to him, with a huge black and white beard, dark tanned skin, and seemingly several years younger and twenty pounds thinner than the rest; Elder Frew from Nevins, with a shaggy shock of puffy white hair on the top of his head, standing taller than the others and wearing simple leather armor, scratched and dented from use; and finally Elder Dagan, bald head gleaming in the lamplight, lines around his eyes and mouth sunken deep, a big smile on his lips.

      Standing above them, just before the monolith itself, was Galla Remorn and Kraed.

      Cam took a step closer and sucked in a breath as he stared at his future wife. Her shock of red hair was braided in intricate patterns down her back. She wore a crimson dress, slit up high along one waist, trimmed with gold and cut low enough to show off every inch of her beautiful, ample breasts. Cam remembered seeing her body in the baths what felt like years ago, remembered the curves of her hips, and he felt his pulse quicken in response.

      “Cam,” Miuri whispered. “They’re staring at us. I think we should get up there.”

      Cam cleared his throat as Galla smiled at him. She seemed hesitant, a little uncertain, which struck him as strange. Galla Remorn had set all this up, had gone against her father to marry Cam and was instrumental in drawing the support of the Elders away from him. She was the mind behind all of this, the pillar on which their future stood, and he knew that she was without a doubt one of the most intelligent people he’d ever met in his life.

      And yet she looked as nervous as he felt, and that gave him the courage to stride down the narrow path hewn in the stalagmites, past the glimmering lanterns giving off their dull yellow glow, and up to the base of the structure.

      Kraed looked down at him. He was the former Elder of Cam’s village, but had renounced his politics to take up the mantle of Urpriest again. He nodded his head slowly and gestured at Cam.

      “Camrus Medlar,” he said. “Have you come to take Galla Remorn into your house?”

      “I have,” Cam said.

      “Approach.”

      Cam climbed the steps until he stood facing Galla. She stared up into his eyes and he saw a small, hesitant smile grace her full lips. He reached out and took her hands, and although it wasn’t a part of the ceremony, it seemed to make that smile grow larger as he felt her soft fingers beneath his own. He looked to the left, saw his girls standing with the Elders, each of them smiling, and he nodded to himself.

      “In the light of the Urspirit,” Kraed said. “I’ll keep this short and sweet.”

      “That would be appreciated, Urpriest Kraed,” Galla said.

      “All are one,” Kraed said. “From many comes one and to many go all. To be born is to die, and to be solitary is to be many. We sprout from the Urspirit like mushrooms in a forest, single creatures in a great expanse teeming with life. But beneath the soil, our roots grow deep, and all roots return back to the source of what we are, back to the Urspirit, our God outside of time and space.”

      Kraed’s words echoed through the room. Cam looked away from his bride, out at the stalagmites and the lanterns, and wondered how the lord’s daughter felt about such a simple ceremony. She likely grew up imagining an enormous party, fanfare and shouting and dancing, imagining herself the center of attention. Instead, they stood in front of the Elders and Cam’s girlfriends and the cave itself, with nothing but the monolith and the Urspirit for witness.

      He wished he could do better for Galla, but this was her choice.

      He turned back to her, squeezed her hands. She smiled, squeezed his back.

      “Rings,” Kraed said.

      Cam reached into a pocket in his tunic and took out two simple golden bands. He held them out to Kraed, who accepted them.

      “Camrus, do you swear before the Ur that you will take Galla into your home, share your hearth, and give her your life and your blood until you both return to the source?”

      “I swear,” Cam said.

      Kraed slipped a ring onto Cam’s finger.

      “Galla, do you swear before the Ur, that you will enter into Camrus’s home, share your hearth, and give him your life and your blood until you both return to the source?”

      “I swear,” Galla said, her voice barely a whisper.

      Kraed slipped a ring onto Galla’s finger, then took her hand and joined it with Cam’s.

      “Two become one,” Kraed intoned. “Husband and wife.”

      The small crowd burst into applause as the simple, abbreviated ceremony ended. Cam stepped forward and ran a hand along Galla’s cheek before kissing her, slow and deep, tasting his new bride.

      It was such a simple thing. A few words, a promise before the Elders, but the implications were much deeper than he could really understand.

      He pulled back from the kiss, Galla blushing deep, and turned. The Elders came forward, and Cam walked down the steps holding Galla’s hand to meet them.

      “Congratulations, young shaman,” Elder Frew said and smacked him on the shoulder with one big, meaty palm. “You made a fine choice with this one.”

      “You had your choice, Elder Frew,” Galla said.

      “Ah, young lady, you flatter me.” He chuckled, a low rumble.

      Elder Maris and Elder Edwin came next, shaking his hand, kissing Galla on the cheek. Elder Dagan was last, and Cam saw the man hesitate, his eyes seemingly far away, before pulling Cam into a tight embrace.

      “Are you sure about this?” Elder Dagan whispered.

      Cam nodded once. “I’m sure.”

      “Then together it is,” Dagan said.

      Cam pulled back and left a hand lingering on his friend’s shoulder. Dagan grinned at him, fierce and intense. They’d been through so much in the past weeks, and Cam had only grown to respect the man more and more with each passing emergency. He knew he wouldn’t be standing there without Dagan, and moving forward he knew he’d need the man’s support more than ever.

      Dagan turned and left with the other Elders as Cam’s girls came forward. They ignored him and swallowed Galla in a series of hugs, kisses, and laughter. Even Key joined in, and more than anything else, that brought an enormous smile to his face. He stood back and crossed his arms, looking at his girls surrounding his new wife, and he wondered how life could ever be better than that moment.

      Kraed came down the steps and sat just next to Cam. The old man leaned back on his hands, still wearing his beat-up weathered old cloak. He extracted a small bone flask from one stitched inside pocket, pulled off the stopper, and took a sip before offering it to Cam.

      Cam took it, drank some, and nearly coughed at the pure alcohol burn that grabbed at his throat. He handed it back and tried not to let Kraed see his eyes water.

      “Well now, young Camrus,” Kraed sad. “You have a beautiful new bride, three beautiful girlfriends, and a lot of enemies.”

      “Seems that way,” Cam said.

      “But as many allies,” Kraed said. “If I were a betting man, I’d put all my money on you, you know.”

      “You are a betting man, Kraed,” Cam said, giving the old priest a look.

      Kraed laughed and sloshed back another hit of drink. “Fair enough,” he said. “Find me someone willing to take the odds then.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Cam moved to walk away, but Kraed leaned forward and caught his wrist.

      “Easy now,” Kraed said, his voice soft enough to keep from echoing in the chamber. The girls gathered into a tight circle and laughter peeled out as Felin shot him a big, smirking grin.

      “What’s wrong?” Cam asked.

      “I hear things,” Kraed said. “When men come to pray. They don’t always do it in their heads, if you know what I mean.”

      Cam turned his attention to the priest and narrowed his eyes. “What did you hear?”

      “Rumors,” he said. “Hints and suggestions. People are angry that you’ve married Galla without her father’s permission. There’s an old guard here, you know. They won’t give up without a fight.”

      “That’s the last thing we need,” Cam said. “I only want to take that army out into the field and win back our freedom.”

      “It’s never that simple,” Kraed said. “Alliances within alliances. It’s always about power, young Cam. Those with it don’t want to give it up. And those without it always want more.”

      “I’m not interested in power,” Cam said.

      Kraed raised an eyebrow. “And yet here you are, amassing more and more.”

      Cam opened his mouth to argue, but the priest’s hand fell away, and he heard Galla say his name. He shook his head as he turned to his new bride, forcing Kraed’s words from his mind as he strode to join the girls.

      Their circle opened and admitted him. He put one arm around Galla, the other around Key.

      “Now then,” he said. “I have one pretty wife. Which of you are next?”

      Felin rolled her eyes. “We all know Key’s next. You keep telling her that.”

      Cam feigned surprise. “Really? You want to marry me, Key?”

      “Don’t be an ass,” she said.

      “I mean, I’m not surprised, considering how great I am.”

      “I’m really rethinking that whole thing right now.”

      Cam laughed, kissed her, and turned to Galla. She beamed up at him, cheeks still slightly pink, and she stood on her toes to kiss him again. He held that kiss a bit longer, felt his blood stir as he pulled back, his eyes lingering on her lips, down to her breasts.

      “You know we have one more thing that needs doing,” Cam said.

      “Barely been married for a few minutes, and he already wants to take her to bed,” Miuri said. “What a typical man.”

      “Can you blame me?” Cam asked.

      “No, I really can’t,” Miuri said.

      Galla’s cheeks went from pink to red, crimson to match her dress. “We’re meant to consummate this then, isn’t that right?” she asked.

      “That’s the idea,” he said. “But I won’t force anything on you, you know.”

      “No, I want… I want that,” she said, then looked around. “If you all don’t mind.”

      “We plan on joining,” Felin said. “You don’t get him without us.”

      Galla’s mouth fell open. She looked from Felin, to Miuri, and ended up on Key.

      Key stepped around Cam and put her hands on Galla’s shoulder. She stared into the girl’s eyes then leaned forward and kissed her. Cam watched Key’s kiss deepen, turning more passionate as their mouths opened. Key pulled back and Galla’s mouth glistened from the kiss.

      “Come on,” Key said. “Let’s introduce you to our bed. I think you’ll like it.”

      Key turned and began back up the narrow path.

      “Too late to back out now,” Miuri said to Galla. “You poor girl. You don’t know what you’re in for.” She followed after Key.

      “Don’t mind them,” Felin said. “They’re just teasing. But yeah, we’re going to fuck your brains out.” She went next, whistling to herself.

      Cam took Galla’s hand. “Any regrets?” he asked.

      “None,” Galla said.

      Then he led her along after the girls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Galla sat on the edge of the huge bed back in Cam’s room, still in her crimson dress. She stared up at him, her eyes wide and nervous. She shifted slightly, moving her body side to side, as Cam tilted his head and let his gaze move down her lips, her chest, her hips.

      “I have to admit,” she said, “I’m used to men staring at me. But I’m not used to men knowing they’re about to undress me.”

      Cam smiled and knelt down in front of her. He reached out and took her left hand, which seemed to surprise her.

      “We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,” he said.

      “Really?” She laughed, nervous and shrill. “I thought this was your right now. I am your wife, after all.”

      “Come on, Galla,” Cam said. “Do you really think I’m like that?”

      She seemed to soften. “No,” she said. “I know you aren’t.”

      “I don’t really think you’re nervous to undress in front of me,” Cam said. “You did that once already. So, what’s really bothering you?”

      She leaned forward and pressed her other hand against his, holding his fingers between her palms. Cam let his eyes drift to her body again, unable to help himself, still trying to get used to the idea that Galla was his wife.

      “If you really want to know, I was thinking about my father.”

      Cam let out a laugh. “Really? That’s not exactly what I wanted to hear.”

      She gave him a little glare. “Not like that,” she said. “I was just thinking about how he’ll react to this.”

      “It won’t be good,” Cam said. “We both know he doesn’t want this union, and I have a feeling he understands what it means for his power.”

      She moved Cam’s fingers between her own, gently rubbing them and staring at the calluses on his skin. “More than that, he’s my father. As much as I know this is the right thing, I still feel horrible about trying to push him aside.”

      “I have to admit, I didn’t expect to hear you say that.”

      She smiled, sad and small. “I try not to show weakness,” she said. “But you’re my husband now. So I suppose if I can’t tell you what I’m thinking, I can’t tell anyone, right?”

      “You can tell me,” Cam said. “Honestly, it makes me feel a little bit better. I mean, you can be pretty terrifying, you know.”

      She pulled her hands away from Cam’s and leaned forward, cradling his chin toward her. She kissed him, gently at first, but deeper and slower. He moved forward, pushing himself between her legs, spreading them wide.

      “I need you to know something,” she said, pulling away and wrapping her arms around his neck.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “I want… to be a part of this.” She bit her lip, and for the first time since they met, Cam saw her for what she was: a young girl, trying to find her place in the world.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “Your relationship. Your girls. Miuri and Felin and Key… I don’t think Key likes me very much.”

      “She does,” Cam said. “She’s just confused. This marriage isn’t easy on her.”

      “Can I do anything to soften it?”

      “I don’t think so,” Cam said. “But try and get along with her, if you can.”

      “You two have known each other for a long time, right?”

      “Since we were kids. She was supposed to be the one.”

      “I know what you mean,” she said. “And now she isn’t. Must be really hard.”

      “But she loves Miuri and Felin. And I think she’ll love you too, given a little more time.”

      “Do you think Miuri and Felin like me?” she asked.

      “I’m sure they do.”

      “I don’t know. Miuri is so strange and Felin is impossible to read. They’re all so… beautiful and strong. Sometimes I’m afraid I won’t fit in.”

      Cam kissed her softly, bit her lower lip, and stared into her eyes.

      “I promise, you fit right in,” he said.

      And they kissed again, slower and deeper than before. Cam could feel his heart taking deep, rough thumps in his chest as Galla’s breasts pressed against him.

      She pulled away as Cam kissed her neck, his hands moving down to the bodice of her dress. It was bound in buttons and ties in the back, and as he explored them, beginning to unfasten, unlace, release, Galla reached out and pushed him away again.

      He tilted his head, surprised at the blush on her cheeks.

      “We don’t have to do this,” he said. “If you don’t want to. We can just tell everyone we consummated the marriage, if that would be easier.”

      “No,” she said. “No, that’s not it. I want this. It’s more that, uh…” She trailed off, her eyes moving to the door.

      Cam followed her gaze. He knew Miuri, Felin, and Key were all out there in the main room, probably listening to what was going on.

      “Do you want me to ask them to leave?” Cam asked.

      “No,” Galla said quickly. “No, that’s not it.”

      “I thought you’d want some privacy for this,” Cam said.

      “Actually, I was hoping…” She trailed off, chewing her lip, then laughed and shook her head. “God, this is so stupid. I feel so stupid.”

      “Tell me what you need,” Cam said.

      She looked at him and her cheeks turned redder, flushed with embarrassment.

      “Can you ask them to come in here?”

      Cam sat back, surprised. “You want me to ask the others to come in?”

      “Please,” she said. “If you wouldn’t mind. I think I need to… you know… get used to them. I mean, if I’m going to be a part of this…” She trailed off, clearly flustered.

      Cam kissed her one more time then stood. He walked to the door, leaving her sitting with her legs spread wide on the bed, chewing her lip. He opened the door to find the girls sprawled on the couch. Felin’s head popped up and she gave him a wolfish grin.

      “Done already?” she asked. “The Lord’s daughter too good for you, Cam?”

      He gave her a look. “Not quite.”

      “What’s wrong then?”

      “She wants you all to join us.”

      Felin looked surprised. Miuri and Key both sat up then, staring out at him.

      “Really?” Miuri asked. “Of course, I’d be delighted, but I thought she’d want a little… one on one time, first.”

      Cam looked back at Galla. She had her face turned away, her knees turned inward, and she was staring at the bed, chewing hard on her lip.

      “I think she wants the real experience,” Cam said.

      “Well then, girls,” Miuri said, climbing to her feet. “Let’s indulge our new wife, shall we?”

      Felin jumped up and began to take off her tunic. “I call first shot at the Lord’s daughter,” she said.

      “Easy girl,” Cam said. “I think we should maybe take it slow.”

      Felin laughed, removed her shirt, and threw it on the ground. “You know me, Cam. Slow and gentle isn’t my thing.”

      He smiled at her as she approached, kissed her lips, and palmed a small, firm breast. She lingered and gave out a little growl before walking past him and into the bedroom.

      Galla looked up at Felin as she climbed into bed next to her. Felin kissed Galla’s cheek as Galla’s eyes roamed down her body. Galla reached out and touched Felin’s hips, pulling her closer and kissing her.

      Cam watched Felin and Galla kiss. Galla touched Felin, almost tentative and afraid, her hands brushing against her breasts, her nipples, her wild hair.

      “Off to a good start,” Miuri said, joining Cam at the door.

      “Think she’ll fit in?” Cam asked as Felin shoved Galla down on the bed and climbed on top of her.

      “I think so,” Miuri said. “We’d better get in there before Felin takes advantage of our new wife.”

      Cam smiled as Miuri walked past him and into the room. She removed her sword belt and began to undress as Felin kissed Galla. Cam watched his girls, feeling a surge of pride, as Key lingered a few feet away. He turned and looked at her, head tilted to one side.

      “You don’t have to come in if you’re not ready,” he said.

      “I’m ready,” she said. “I just… I just want you to know that.”

      “Yeah?”

      She nodded, took a deep breath, and reached up to unbutton her tunic. He watched her undress, watched her clothes fall to the ground. She stared at him the whole time, and he felt his heart racing in his chest. She was beautiful, her body firm and toned, her skin smooth and pale. The hair between her legs was golden, downy, and soft.

      She stepped toward him, her muscular, hard body lean and tanned in the lamplight.

      “I love you,” Cam said.

      “I love you, too.” She kissed him, then reached up and began to take off his tunic.

      He let Key undress him in the doorway. When she broke off the kiss, Cam turned to watch Miuri, now naked and gorgeous, kneeling on all fours next to Felin and Galla. Miuri kissed them, touched them, stroked them.

      Key removed Cam’s dress tunic, his tight trousers. She stripped him bare then led him into the room and shut the door behind them.

      Cam stood at the edge of the bed as Key joined the girls. She pushed Felin aside and kissed Galla, slow and steady. Felin let out a little growl and grinned at him.

      When Key was satisfied, she lifted Galla up and made her stand. Galla stood next to Cam as the girls began to take off her dress. Cam kissed Galla while they worked, unlacing and unbuttoning. Galla’s cheeks were flushed, her eyes were wide, and a sheen of sweat rolled down her forehead.

      “Cam,” she whispered.

      “You wanted the full experience,” he said.

      Galla let out an excited little moan as Felin, Miuri, and Key pulled off her dress.

      She stood before them, naked and gorgeous. Her hair was red between her legs, and her hips were wide, her stomach flat, her skin glistening in the lamplight. She chewed her lip and covered her breasts, but Cam moved her hands away, licked a nipple, then kissed her.

      The girls pulled her into bed. Cam felt Felin’s mouth wrap around his shaft as Key and Miuri worked on Galla, licking her, touching her, tongues and fingers teasing. Cam let out a groan of pleasure as Felin’s lips and tongue worked him, sucking faster. He reached down to tease her with his fingers, watching as Miuri and Key made Galla pant and moan.

      Felin pulled back and he pushed her down. He joined the girls on the bed, his mouth down between Galla’s legs. He licked her, tasting her length, lapping her up as she moaned his name. Miuri got Key on all fours and was sliding her fingers in and out while Key licked Felin’s wet spot, all three girls moaning.

      Galla wriggled free of Cam and went to Miuri. She kissed the Elf, pushed her back, and began to kiss her breasts and pussy. Miuri moaned, giving Cam a surprised and pleased grin, as Galla went down between her legs. Galla’s ass was up in the air, her legs spread wide, and Cam stroked his hard cock as he positioned himself between Galla’s legs.

      He slid himself deep inside Galla while she sucked and licked Miuri’s pussy. Key and Felin fell on each other, writhing and moaning, sweating and working each other’s bodies as he began to fuck Galla. He took her deep and slow at first, trying to be gentle, but his blood was up and desire rolled through him in fresh waves.

      He fucked Galla, took her deep until she moaned and shuddered. Key came over and reached around Galla’s hip, rubbing her clit as Cam continued fucking her deeper, harder. Galla gasped, her head thrown back, Miuri all but forgotten. Key and Cam worked together, bringing Galla to a moaning, sweating, groaning, writhing orgasm. She came hard, bearing down on Cam’s cock, and he groaned in pleasure and joy.

      When Galla was finished, Cam turned to Key. She pushed him down and began to ride him, her gorgeous hips working in circles. Miuri came to him, straddled his face, making him lick her while Key rode his cock. Felin stood in front of Miuri, and Miuri licked Felin’s pussy. Galla stared at them, her legs spread and dripping, as she teased herself with her fingers.

      Cam tasted Miuri come, felt Key’s body clench down in orgasm, heard Felin’s gasping moans as Miuri finished her off. His girls were sweating, glowing, beautiful, and he knew he needed release as he turned to Galla.

      She stared up at him as he pushed her onto her back and spread her legs wide.

      “My husband,” she whispered.

      He leaned over her, slipped himself deep inside. “My wife,” he whispered back.

      Key, Miuri, and Felin joined them. Key kissed Cam as Felin and Miuri each kissed Galla, licking her breasts, biting her lips, teasing her clit. Cam fucked her hard and deep, taking her body, feeling her slick pussy, so warm and tight. He moaned her name and before he could finish, Galla’s back arched, her head threw back, and she had her second orgasm of the night.

      That pushed Cam over the edge. He came deep between her legs, groaning, shuddering, his hands palming her beautiful breasts.

      They finished in a heap of sweaty, satisfied bodies. Cam didn’t know where one beautiful girlfriend began and the next ended, and he wasn’t sure he cared.

      He had them all, and they had him. That’s all any of them needed. He kissed Galla, held her tight, kissed Key and Felin and Miuri, and together they spent the rest of the night welcoming Galla into their little family.
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      Cam woke to a deep, pure darkness. The only light in the room came from the fire still crackling in the main hearth, just a slight gleam from the crack beneath the door.

      Cam was naked and felt smooth limbs pressed against him. He couldn’t see who he had against his back, but he thought it was Galla based on the unfamiliar snoring. He looked around for half a moment, partially asleep, partially awake, and found Felin sitting up.

      He could barely make out her eyes. They were wide, searching, staring at the door.

      “Fel?” Cam grumbled. They’d spent most of the evening in bed, introducing Galla to the family, and he felt sore in an incredibly good way.

      She looked at him, eyes still wide, her body tense. “Did you hear that?” she whispered.

      He moved toward her and sat up. Galla was sprawled onto her back, snoring and breathing deep. Miuri was curled in a ball at the edge of the bed with Key just in front of her, both of them still asleep.

      “I didn’t hear—”

      But then, in the other room, there was a thump.

      It was soft, almost too soft to hear. The thump was followed by a curse, then another thump, and more light began to spill around the door.

      “Someone’s out there,” Felin whispered.

      Cam leaned forward in bed, searching for his trousers, but couldn’t find them. Felin’s lips pulled up in a snarl.

      Footsteps came toward the door, the only sound beside Galla’s snoring. Cam leaned forward in bed, began to climb up, his body tense. He reached for his fire spell, preparing himself.

      The door creaked open as Felin sprang to her feet.

      Light flooded into the room, blinding Cam. A figure stood silhouetted in the door, a lamp held out, a short sword in its free hand. There was a curse, a masculine voice, and Cam barreled forward, heedless of the naked steel.

      He slammed into the man, who let out a grunt. “Fuck,” he gasped as Cam slammed him backward into the main room.

      He came at the man, naked as the day, and punched him in the throat. The man was surprised and clearly hadn’t expected much of a fight. He brought his sword up, but Felin slammed into him from the side.

      “Fucker!” she said, her voice a hoarse scream.

      The girls in the other room woke with a start.

      “Felin, get off him,” Cam shouted as the man struggled.

      He got a glimpse of their attacker. Stout, older, scraggly gray beard. He wore a black cloak pulled tight around a threadbare, patchwork tunic, stitched over so many times that it looked like a brown mass of spare cloth.

      And pinned to his chest was the sign of the Wardens.

      He raised his sword as Felin danced away from him. His clumsy swipe hit nothing but air, and as he moved to attack Felin again, Cam pushed his Urspell into place.

      Flames, roiling dark blue and orange, shot from his outstretched palm and slammed into their attacker from the side. He screamed as the flames consumed him, hot enough to make Felin stumble away. He dropped to the floor as Cam released the magic, jaw clenched at the Need that washed over him.

      The body writhed, released a hoarse groan, then fell still as the smell of burning flesh, cooked hair, and melted cloth filled the room.

      “What’s going on?” Miuri said, appearing in the doorway. She was naked and held her curved sword in one hand.

      Felin’s lips curled back. “Assassin,” she said.

      “Assassin?” Miuri looked around then strode to the main door. Cam followed her and watched as she stepped into the hall, looked around, then slammed their door shut. “How did an assassin get in here? We locked that door.”

      “He was a Warden,” Cam said.

      Galla appeared in the bedroom door, a blanket wrapped around her body. Her eyes were wide as she looked from Cam, to Felin, to Miuri, then finally at the body still smoldering on the floor.

      “Warden?” she asked. “How? That can’t be possible.”

      “It’s possible,” Felin said. “I saw the sign. Cam saw it, too.”

      “I saw it,” Cam said. “Without a doubt, that was a Warden.”

      “Are you sure he was attacking us?” Galla asked. “The Wardens would never harm a resident of the Mansion. That goes against everything they stand for. Getting involved in politics would be… would be…” She trailed off, shaking her head, eyes wide with uncertainty.

      “It would be what?” Cam asked. “Impossible?”

      “Unheard of,” Galla said.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Felin said. “The Warden attacked. We both saw it.”

      “Tell me what happened,” Galla demanded. “Start from the beginning.”

      Key came out, half dressed, and tossed Cam his trousers. He pulled them on as he explained what happened, waking up to Felin staring at the door, the man coming into their room with his weapon bared.

      “I heard the door open,” Felin said. “I was half asleep and it jolted me up. I didn’t really understand it at first, since we’re supposed to have the only key.”

      “But we don’t have the only key, do we?” Key asked, buttoning her tunic. “The Wardens come into our room every day. They drop off wood, replenish our foodstuffs, clean the fireplace.”

      “True,” Galla said. “The Wardens can get into any room. Which is why they’ve stayed neutral for thousands of years.”

      “They’re not neutral anymore,” Miuri said, pulling on her clothes.

      As they dressed, Felin walked Galla through what happened two more times as the Warden’s corpse smoked and smoldered on the ground.

      Cam stared at the door, his body tense, his mind spinning. Miuri leaned against his shoulder.

      “You knew this was a possibility,” she said, keeping her tone low.

      “I know,” he said. “But not this fast.”

      “Remorn wasn’t going to give up so easily.”

      “But on his own daughter’s wedding night?” Cam made a face and nearly spit on the floor. “That’s low, Miuri.”

      She spread out her hands. “She’s not his daughter anymore.”

      He opened his mouth then shut it again, shaking his head. “You’re probably right about that, but it doesn’t change anything. Sending an assassin on the night of her wedding is the act of a true coward, and I’m going to make sure the council knows it.”

      “Think they’ll believe you?” she asked.

      “Galla has half of them in her pocket,” he said. “And the other half are in the army. I suspect they won’t put up much of a fight.”

      “Who does Remorn still control?”

      “Dore,” Cam said. “The head Warden. A few of the Generals, some of the army staff. And I think some of the Elders are less loyal than Galla would like.”

      “Then we’ll still have to be careful,” Miuri said.

      Cam put a hand on her shoulder then trailed his fingers off as he walked over to the body. Felin, Galla, and Key were crouched over it, staring at the half-cindered cloak. Cam wedged his foot underneath it and kicked, rolling it over.

      Half the man’s face and chest fell away in a pile of ash, bile, blood, and intestines. Galla turned away and retched. Miuri came over and put an arm over her shoulders, moving her from the corpse, as Cam crouched down to inspect it.

      “Face is mostly gone,” Key said.

      “But not all of it,” Cam said. “We can salvage some of this cloak.”

      “Warden symbol is wrecked,” Felin said, letting out a frustrated growl as she poked at the pin with her finger. It was twisted and melted beyond recognition.

      “We’ll make due,” he said, standing. “Fel, would you mind getting me my sword?”

      “For what?” Key asked, frowning up at him.

      He stared down at the corpse, at the man that had been sent to kill him on his own wedding night, a present from his father-in-law.

      “I have a message to send,” he said, and flexed his fingers.
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      The council met the next morning, packed into the square set of tables that made up the bulk of the room. The Elders were all present along with half the army’s officer corp. Haesar and Gwedi sat in the far corner, and the Elf Lord inclined his head when Cam caught his eye.

      Cam sat down in his customary seat and dropped a black velvet bag on the table in front of him. Captain Brice of the heavy armored division tilted her head in his direction and mouthed a question at him when he looked over at her. He only smiled and shook his head.

      Galla Remorn lingered in the doorway wearing a long cream-colored gown, conservatively cut and covering her skin, but still clinging to her curves. She stared out at the group, at her father sitting at the head of the table, a chair empty beside him, but drifted over to Cam. She rested a hand on Cam’s shoulder, surveying the gathered men and women, the most powerful people in the Mansion.

      She sat down and a silence descended over the room.

      Lord Remorn stared at them. Cam expected anger from him, expected an outburst.

      Instead, he let out a breath and turned his eyes away with a very slight nod to himself.

      “I believe we’re all here,” he said, pushing his chair back to stand. “There is a long list of business before us today, and I’d like to be finished soon. There’s work to be done, and—”

      “Father,” Galla said, interrupting him.

      He grimaced and looked in her direction. “Yes, Galla? What is it?”

      She sat up straight, an air of dignity wrapped around her. Cam had no clue how she managed to convey so much with her posture, but he was pretty sure he’d look like a fool if he tried.

      “I want to discuss what happened yesterday,” she said.

      “We don’t have time to speak of your… wedding,” he said.

      “I don’t mean the wedding, although it was a lovely ceremony, thank you Elders for joining us.” She smiled, dazzling and bright. “No, Father, I’m talking about what happened after the ceremony, in the middle of the night.”

      There were some surprised faces around the table. Her father opened his mouth and let out an annoyed grunt.

      “I don’t need to hear about what goes on in my daughter’s marriage bed. This is inappropriate, Galla, would you please—”

      “I’m not talking about consummating the marriage, although of course we did.” She gave the crowd a little shy grin and a few of the Elders chuckled. “No, I’m talking about the man you sent in the middle of the night when I was sleeping in my husband’s bed.”

      “What man?” Lord Remorn asked.

      Cam stared at the Lord, then to the Head Warden sitting at his side. Dore was a chubby man, with dark facial hair and beady little eyes. He sat stiffly, his back straight, a look of rage and disdain playing across his pig-like features. He gripped the edge of the table so tightly that his fingers turned white.

      “Camrus, if you wouldn’t mind,” Galla said.

      He nodded and stood. He picked up the bag, opened the top, and dumped out the contents.

      A half-burned head rolled out into the table. It nearly fell off the end of the table before rolling back into the middle, coming to a stop on its right cheek.

      Several Elders gasped. Even a few of the army officers looked away in disgust. Cam stared at the gruesome thing on the table before looking up at Lord Remorn, expecting to see anger.

      Instead, he saw surprise and disgust.

      “This was the wedding present you sent me last night,” Galla said.

      Cam sat and let her do the talking. He surveyed the table, found the Elf Lord impassive. Gwedi rolled her eyes at him, like she was annoyed. Captain Brice looked slightly pale and her eyes were hard, almost angry when he met her gaze. He tilted his head and shrugged a little, as if to say, what can I do, it’s beyond my control.

      “I did not send any such thing,” Lord Remorn said. “What is this… that’s a man’s face, I don’t…”

      “A Warden,” Galla said. “A Warden came into our rooms last night and attempted to kill us. He came with a naked blade, came into our sleeping room. The only reason I’m here telling you this story is because Cam defended my life.”

      “That would explain the burns,” Captain Brice said.

      “This is outrageous,” Warden Dore said, his jowls quivering. “How dare you suggest a Warden would break his sacred oath? We do not get involved in politics, we do not—”

      “We all know that’s not true, Warden Dore,” Galla said. “You may not assassinate people, but you’ve been under my father’s thumb for a long time now. You play the game like anyone else does, and I dare you to try and prove otherwise.”

      Warden Dore’s eyes went wide, or as wide as they could. He gripped the table and pushed back to stand, but Lord Remorn’s hand came up, stopping him before he could get to his feet.

      “How do we know this… head belonged to a Warden?” Lord Remorn asked.

      “We have witnesses,” Galla said. “And there’s this.” She reached into a pocket sewn into the hip of her dress and produced the melted, twisted Warden symbol, tossing it onto the table.

      “That could be anything,” Warden Dore said, spittle flying from his pinched lips.

      “He’s right,” Galla said. “It’s a piece of twisted metal and a burned head. But tell me, Father, are there any missing Wardens right now? Has Dore accounted for them all?”

      Lord Remorn’s back was stiff as he turned to Dore. “Well?” he asked. “Are you missing any men?”

      Dore opened his mouth, sputtered, and shut it again. “We’re missing men every day,” he said. “Men get sick working so closely with each other, you know that, Lord.”

      Lord Remorn shook his head. “I want answers,” he said. “Damn you, Dore, what did you do?”

      “It’s not what he did,” Galla said. “It’s what you did, Father.”

      Lord Remorn turned back to her and Cam saw it then.

      True shock, like until this point, he couldn’t believe the game his daughter was playing.

      “I would never,” Lord Remorn said.

      “And yet you did,” Galla said. “You sent that man into our rooms, all because you don’t like my marriage to Camrus. You believe I’d be better off dead, or perhaps you were only going to kill my husband and spare me. Was that your plan?”

      Lord Remorn’s face was ashen pale and he trembled, from rage or something else, Cam wasn’t sure.

      But as Lord Remorn hunched forward, his jaw clenched tight, Cam had a sudden and horrible realization.

      Remorn didn’t do this.

      Of course he didn’t do this. Sending a Warden as an assassin made no sense. The Wardens were too easily tracked and accounted for, and any discrepancy would be noted by any one of the Elders. On top of that, they weren’t warriors. That man last night certainly hadn’t been much of a threat to Cam and his wives, even in the middle of the night, even when Cam was completely naked.

      It made no sense to send a Warden, and Remorn would’ve known that. No, if Remorn wanted to kill Cam and his girls, he would’ve sent one of his loyal army divisions to make sure it happened. He wouldn’t have sent some untrained glorified steward in the middle of the night.

      Which begged the question, if not Remorn, then who?

      “I would never,” Lord Remorn said. “I freely admit, I oppose your marriage to Camrus, but I did not try and stop it when I could. I would never try and kill guests under my own roof, no matter how impudent and disrespectful they’ve been to me. Much less the husband of my daughter.”

      “Nobody else has the motive,” Galla said, her voice strong and pure and clear. “Nobody else would do something like this.”

      “Galla,” Lord Remorn said. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m serious, Father,” she said, her tone turning to venom and ice. “You tried to kill my husband. And now I demand retribution.”

      “There’s no proof!” Warden Dore leapt to his feet. “There’s no proof one of my… one of my… my men would never do this!”

      “Sit down, Dore,” Lord Remorn snapped, and the portly Warden dropped back into his chair, sweating and breathing hard.

      “You’re dangerous, Father,” Galla said. “I don’t want to imagine what you might do next, now that a dagger in the dark failed.”

      “Galla—” Lord Remorn started, but she interrupted him.

      “I move to strip you of command of the army,” she said. “And in your place, I propose we name Camrus Medlar as the Head General.”

      The men around the table began to murmur to themselves as Cam stared at them. He looked at their faces and saw approval in most of them, saw more than a few happy nods, and slowly he looked up at Galla standing beside him. She put her hand on his shoulder and squeezed, and he knew who sent the assassin, he knew who would be smart enough to use this for her own gain.

      An assassin was the perfect pretext to take the army away from her father and to give it right to Cam.

      “I second her movement,” Elder Frew said, half-standing.

      “This is absurd,” Lord Remorn said. “I never sent an assassin. How dare you suggest I would?”

      Cam leaned back in his chair, his arms crossed over his chest.

      Lord Remorn didn’t send that man. There was no part of him that truly thought Remorn would stoop to such a thing, not based on his reactions here, and not based on what Cam knew about the man.

      Which meant that Galla was manipulating everyone again, including him.

      And yet this was what he wanted. If he spoke up now, it would ruin her game, and destroy Cam’s chances of taking over the army.

      That was the most important thing. The wolves were coming, and the army needed a leader, needed someone with the guts and the ability to take them out into the field, to meet the enemy head on.

      There wasn’t a single man in the Mansion that could do it.

      There was only him.

      And so he kept his mouth shut as the Elders stood, one by one, to vote yes on Galla’s proposal.

      “This is wrong,” Lord Remorn said. “This is all wrong. I never sent an assassin. And you can’t just… take command from me with a vote. There’s no precedence for this.”

      “I believe we can,” Galla said. “And I believe we just did.” She tilted her head and gestured at the gathered military staff. “Shall we have them vote as well.”

      Lord Remorn opened his mouth but saw the look on his daughter’s face. His mouth clicked shut and he shook his head.

      “This is foolish,” he said. “This is all foolish.”

      “Don’t let them do this, Lord!” Warden Dore said. “You have to fight them. Call in the guards, cut them down, you must—”

      “Shut up, Dore,” Lord Remorn said.

      Silence fell on the table.

      Cam reached up and touched Galla’s arm. She looked at him and smiled as he slowly got to his feet. All eyes turned to stare at him, and he looked back, feeling his heart beating heavy in his chest, his palms sweating, his back trembling.

      “This wasn’t how I wanted this to happen,” he said, looking around at all the familiar faces. “Many of you know me. Many of you were out there with me, fighting the wolves. I don’t want to be involved in schemes, assassination attempts, politics. The only thing I want is to gather our strength and fight the wolves that have been killing our people and taking our land. They threaten our way of life, they threaten everything we stand for. I’ll take command of the army, not because I want power, but because I want to win this fight, and I’m willing to do what’s necessary.”

      He scanned the faces until he stopped on Commander Brice. Her expression was drawn and tight, but she nodded to him, and he took that as acceptance.

      “A nice speech,” Lord Remorn said. “And perhaps it convinces them, Camrus of Medlar. But I’m far, far from convinced.” He shook his head and stepped back from the table. “I won’t simply sit back and allow this to happen.”

      “I don’t think you have any other choice, Father,” Galla said.

      Lord Remorn gave his daughter a look, a strange, pleading look, before sweeping around the far side of the table. Warden Dore leapt to his feet and scrambled after his master like a fat, hungry dog. Together, they left the council room.

      “Well,” Galla said, beaming at the assembled men and women. “I suppose we should take over this meeting for now, then?”

      Cam sank back into his seat and stared at the burned head lying on the table in front of him.

      He wondered if that man really had been an assassin.

      Or if he had been a sacrifice.
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      The meeting staggered along, strained and difficult. Cam noticed more Elders looking in his direction for answers, more military officers paying attention when he spoke. They worked through a list of tasks prepared by the council that needed attention: where to send precious stores, Mansion defenses that needed strengthening, how many men they needed to conscript for the army.

      Cam felt exhausted when it was over. The council filtered out into the hallway, talking to each other in soft voices, a low murmur of plotting and scheming and alliance-building. Galla stuck by his side as the room cleared, beaming at the officers who stopped by to pay their respects, bowing their heads like she was the true Lord of the Mansion.

      And in some ways, in many ways, Cam realized she was.

      “Camrus.”

      A deep voice, familiar and grating, cut through the few council members that remained. Cam pushed his chair back and stood, spotting Arter standing near the doorway.

      He wore a clean tunic, crisp and well-fitting, though motley and patched. He looked thin but healthier than the last time Cam had seen him. His sons flanked him, Janter and Vorn, the pig-faced meat-brained twins who were good in a fight but not much else.

      “Arter.” Cam walked to the former Elder and clasped his forearm. “How are you getting used to the Mansion?”

      “Slowly,” he said. “But we’re getting there.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “I came to thank you again,” he said. “And to pass on a message.”

      Cam tilted his head and released Arter’s arm. “What message?” he asked.

      “From the men that were in the pens,” he said, and took a step back from Cam. He bunched his right fist into a tight ball, and for half a moment Cam thought Arter was going to try and punch him in the mouth

      But instead, the man pressed his fist against his chest and got down on one knee.

      His sons mirrored the gesture.

      “Arter—” Cam started.

      But Arter interrupted.

      “I pledge my life to you, Camrus,” he said. “You saved us from those pens. You brought the army back from the brink. I’ve heard rumors that you’re going to move into a more senior position, and I wanted to be the first to offer myself as your personal guard.”

      Cam opened his mouth, not sure what to say. A month ago, Arter hated him and wanted nothing to do with him. Arter had gone out of his way to push back against Cam’s leadership at every opportunity, and it was through his own foolish pride that he ended up captured by the wolves.

      And yet there he was, kneeling and pledging his life in service.

      “Stand up, Arter,” Cam said.

      Arter’s eyes flashed up to Cam’s, hard and halfway insulted. “Are you saying—”

      “Arter,” Cam said, tone gentle but serious. “Please, get to your feet.”

      Arter slowly stood and his boys followed. “If you don’t want—”

      Cam held up a hand. “Please,” he said. “Listen.”

      Arter took a breath and nodded once. “I’m listening.”

      “During council today, I was officially given command of the army,” he said, though the words still felt strange.

      Surprise rippled over Arter’s face. “I knew you were gaining allies and consolidating power, but this…” He trailed off.

      “It was sudden,” Cam said, “and entirely unexpected. But it happened, and now I need to figure out how I’m going to move forward.”

      Arter nodded sharply. “I think I understand.”

      “I have enemies, Arter. Enemies within these very halls. I’m going to need your support, and I’ll gladly accept your pledge, but I have a condition.”

      “Anything,” Arter said.

      Cam reached out and touched Arter’s shoulder. “If you pledge your life to me, you also pledge your life to my family.”

      Arter’s eyes flipped to Galla then back to Cam. “Of course.”

      “All of them,” Cam said. “All of my girls.”

      “I would gladly give my life for any of them,” he said.

      Cam laughed and squeezed Arter’s shoulder then released him.

      “I doubt that,” he said. “But it’s a start.”

      “Does this mean you’ll accept us?”

      “Yes, it does,” Cam said. “Go gather any of the men you trust from the pens, those that can fight and are willing. I’ll send someone to arm and armor you.”

      “Thank you, Camrus,” he said. “You won’t regret this.”

      “I know,” Cam said.

      Arter saluted him, fist to his chest, then turned on his heel and left, his boys right behind him.

      After Arter departed, Galla and Cam were alone in the room. Cam watched the man go and let out a breath, still coming to grips with what was happening to him. It felt like things were moving fast, too fast for him to comprehend, and he was just barely keeping pace.

      But soon, it would sweep him aside, and he’d ride the wave of whatever destiny had in store.

      He turned to Galla and she beamed at him as she stood.

      “That was well done,” she said.

      “Thank you.” Cam didn’t move as she came closer and touched his cheek.

      “He’ll make a good Captain for your personal guard. You’ll need someone loyal to a fault.”

      “I agree,” Cam said, and took her hand in his own. “But his loyalty doesn’t bother me.”

      “Something else does?” She tilted her head, smile wavering.

      “You sent that assassin.” The words tumbled from his lips, and as soon as he spoke them out loud, he knew they were true.

      She raised her chin. “I did,” she said.

      Her admission sent a spike through his chest. “Why, Galla?” he asked.

      She stared into his eyes, her face defiant and serious. She turned from him and strode toward the head of the room, hands behind her back. She stood with her back to him, looking up at the far wall like she was studying the roughly carved rock before slowly turning back to him.

      “Things need to move faster,” she said. “We were going in the right direction, but my father was never going to allow you control of the army without a fight.”

      “You thought you had to force his hand?” Cam asked.

      “I thought this was the right compromise,” she said. “This way, you can use the army to fight while he still retains his Lordship.”

      “Galla,” Cam said, his voice soft. “You accused your father of attempted murder.”

      “I did what I had to do,” she said. “I know my father and I know he’s not the man we need in charge. But he’s still the man that raised me, and I don’t want to see him fall in a bloody coup. This can work, Cam, and I knew the fake assassination attempt was the way to do it.”

      He shook his head, at a total loss. “How did you do it?”

      “Easy,” she said. “I bribed a Warden to come into our room. I told him to bring a sword, told him I’d meet him in the bedroom. He didn’t ask questions, because of course not, I’m the Lord’s daughter. If I want a Warden to show up wearing a pink dress, he’ll do it with a smile on his face.”

      “He was never there to hurt anyone,” Cam said, voice choking on the words.

      “You did what you thought was right,” Galla said. “He was a strange man in our room at night with naked steel. You had every right to do what you did.”

      “Galla,” he said. “I murdered that man. I murdered an innocent man.”

      “He’s a sacrifice for the greater good.” She stepped toward Cam, hands out, palms up. “You have to see that, don’t you? One life isn’t worth all the lives that could have been lost if we let this place fall apart in a civil war. If we let my father fight back, the wolves would be able to sweep in and destroy us. One life lost is worth avoiding that fate.”

      He stepped back away from her. She was beautiful, so soft and gorgeous, but her eyes were terrifying, and the lengths to which she’d go to get what she wanted made Cam sick.

      He understood her words, understood her point. One life to save hundreds or even thousands.

      But she wasn’t the one that had burned an innocent man to death.

      He shook his head as she started to come closer. She stopped midstride, mouth open, a pleading look on her face as he half turned away, his hand rubbing the bridge of his nose, a headache already beginning to pound at his skull.

      “I need to think about this,” he said. “I understand why you did it, but gods damn it, Galla, you used me just as much as you used everyone else. How am I supposed to trust you going forward if you’re going to do something like that?”

      “You weren’t ever in danger,” she said. “None of you were. Any of the girls could’ve disarmed him and ended things themselves.”

      “That’s not the point,” Cam said. “I’m not a pawn for you, I’m not some tool.”

      “You’re not,” she said. “But you are strong, and we need someone strong to step up and lead this place if we’re going to survive what’s coming. I know you hate it. I know you don’t have the stomach for the nastier things that have to be done, which is why I’m going to do them for you, Cam.”

      “I don’t need that.”

      “You do,” she said, her voice dropping, getting icy. “You really, really do. You can’t be the good guy all the time, not when the fate of our people is at stake. Yes, I got that man killed, and I used you to do it. I’d do it a hundred more times if it meant you’d get control of the army, because I know you’re the one that can lead it to victory. That’s all that matters, Cam, nothing else.”

      He looked at her again, his jaw clenched. He knew she was right but it still sliced into his guts like a dagger.

      “I’m going to talk to the girls,” he said, “and I don’t want you to follow me.”

      “But, Cam—”

      “No,” he said. “I don’t care where you go or what you do. I’m going to talk to them and figure out what we’re going to do about you.”

      “Just know that I did it for you,” she said. “I did it for you, and for everyone else.”

      “Maybe,” he said, turning from her, walking to the door. “But the blood is on my hands as much as it is on yours.”

      He left the council room, left Galla alone behind him, the severed and burned head still lying on the table, stinking like charred meat.
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      Cam stood with his back to the room, staring into the hearth. Behind him, Miuri sat with Felin and Key on the couch, Felin’s feet in Miuri’s lap, her legs over Key’s thighs.

      “Did she at least seem… apologetic?” Key asked.

      “Not at all,” Cam said, staring into the flames. “She seemed to think she’d done the right thing.”

      “Maybe she did,” Felin said.

      “Fel,” Miuri said, “Galla got an innocent man killed.”

      “I don’t see the issue here,” Felin said. “Galla wants to take us to the top of the pack, right? And that’s something we really need, right?”

      Cam half turned and tilted his head toward Felin. “Something like that,” he said.

      “So then she did what she had to do,” Felin said. “That’s how it is in packs. If you want to be the pack leader, you do whatever you have to.”

      “And that’s somehow supposed to be fair?” Miuri asked. “I don’t understand how you can have a system of government based on whoever’s willing to kill the most people.”

      Felin waved her hand in the air. “It’s self-selection,” she said. “The strong continue on. But you can’t just be strong, you have to be clever, too. Every once in a while, some asshole ends up the alpha in a pack, but those never last.”

      “Doesn’t sound like it could work,” Miuri said. “And we’re not in a pack right now.”

      Cam turned and let his eyes drift over his girlfriends. Miuri had her back straight, her lips pulled into a frown. Felin looked bored as she stretched herself like a cat. And Key met his gaze, her head tilted very slightly to one side.

      “What do you think?” Cam asked Key.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “What do you mean, you don’t know?” Miuri stiffened, half turned to Key. “You can’t possibly think what Galla did was okay.”

      “Of course not,” Key said. “She got an innocent man killed, and we all know that’s wrong.”

      “There’s a but coming,” Felin said, her voice sing-song.

      “But,” Key said, glaring at Felin, “these are extraordinary times, and I agree with Galla that we need Cam in a position of leadership and authority right now.”

      “That doesn’t justify what she did,” Miuri said.

      “Doesn’t it, though?” Key asked. “I’m not really sure.”

      “She said one life is a good trade to save thousands,” Cam said. “She thought the whole Mansion would fall into a civil war if she didn’t make a strong move right away.”

      “Maybe she’s right,” Felin said. “I’ve seen it before. Packs with two strong leaders going at each other can break into pieces.”

      “We’re not a pack,” Miuri said. “And I can’t believe you’re all entertaining this.” She looked at Cam, her eyes pleading.

      He had to look away. His gaze swept across the kitchen area then lingered on a blackened spot on the stone floor near the bedroom. That was where the body had fallen, where his flame and magic had scorched a permanent inky darkness. The rooms still smelled like charred flesh, even with the window open, though it was getting better.

      Firelight flickered in the breeze. Cam turned back to the flames.

      “I’m not sure we’re going to solve this problem right now,” he said.

      “I doubt we’ll ever agree,” Miuri said.

      “The real question is, what do we do?” he asked.

      Silence from the girls. Silence from the room. He leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath.

      It was moments like this when he wished his father was still alive.

      Galerick the Great would have had an answer for him. His father had traveled all over the world, had made a name for himself, had amassed power and wealth and prestige. His father would know what to do about Galla, but his father was gone, swallowed up by the great wolf horde that creeped up the valley.

      “I say we do nothing,” Felin said. “I say we forgive her.”

      Cam turned back to them. “Key?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “We can’t just forgive her,” Miuri said.

      “What do you propose?” Cam asked.

      Miuri opened her mouth then closed it again. She let out a frustrated breath then pushed Felin’s feet off her lap. She stood, paced to the window, and stared out at the distant white peaks.

      “I like Galla,” she said, her voice soft and swallowed by the wind. She turned back to them. “I don’t want to punish her.”

      “Then what else can we do?” Cam asked.

      “I don’t know, but I know I can’t trust her now,” Miuri said.

      “I agree with that,” Cam said. “She’s incredibly good at the political game in here, but we can’t trust her if she’s not going to keep us involved in all her schemes.”

      “Do we really want her to?” Key asked. “I mean, we might just get in the way. That girl’s scary.”

      “She’s terrifying,” Felin agreed.

      Cam looked at Miuri. “Extraordinary times,” he said.

      She let out a breath and closed her eyes. “If things weren’t dire, I’d never consider this,” she said, opening them again. “But perhaps we can keep a closer eye on her.”

      “How’s that?” Cam asked.

      “Make her move in here.”

      Cam took a step back and felt a laugh bubble up from his chest. “Seriously?” he asked.

      “Seriously,” Miuri said. “Get her out of her comfort zone. Force her to stay here where we can keep an eye on her.”

      Cam looked at Key and Felin. “What do you two think?”

      “It’s a good idea,” Key said.

      “I like Galla,” Felin said. “More opportunities to play with her will suit me just fine.”

      “So her punishment is to come live with us,” Cam said, looking back at Miuri. “And you think that’s enough?”

      “I think she got an innocent man murdered,” Miuri said. “And she did it for some very abstract yet noble reasons. I think this is complicated.”

      “Okay then,” Cam said. “She’ll move in here, and we’ll keep an eye on her. I already told her that I’ll leave her if she does something like this again without speaking to me first.”

      “But better to watch her on top of that,” Miuri said.

      “Perfect,” Felin said, sitting up with a grunt. “Another pretty girl living in close quarters here. You’re going to be drowning in us soon, Cam.”

      “I hope so,” he said with a smile. “I’ll send for a Warden and call Galla in here.”

      He walked out into the hall, grabbed a lamp from a wall hook, and walked through the halls until he spotted a Warden, a small girl with ruddy brown hair and sunken cheeks. She looked surprised when Cam approached, and more surprised when he tasked her with fetching Galla for him, but she bowed her head and ran off.

      Cam lingered in the hall at the base of the steps that led up to his rooms. He heard voices echoing down the sloped stone, smelled cookfires and meat roasting. Signs of life were creeping closer and closer to his little secluded paradise, and soon enough the world would invade.

      But it was always temporary, he knew that. He couldn’t have expected to have an entire wing of the Mansion to himself forever. It felt strange, almost melancholy, to imagine the empty rooms around him filled with families and life, but maybe it was better that way.

      He went back up the steps and into his rooms. He helped Miuri prepare their lunch while Felin and Key sharpened their knives, swords, and spearheads, oiling them and cleaning them as necessary. The time passed, and as they finished their meal together, someone knocked at the door.

      “I’ll clean up,” Felin said, hopping to her feet and grabbing bowls for washing as Cam went to get the door.

      He opened it and found Galla standing in the hall, holding a lamp and wearing the same pretty cream-colored dress from earlier in the day.

      “Hello, husband,” she said.

      “Galla.” He stepped aside. “Come in.”

      She gave him a sharp, wary look, but stepped through the door. Miuri stood and smiled at her, though Cam could see a hint of tension.

      “Come join us,” Miuri said, gesturing at a chair.

      Galla hesitated. “I’m guessing you’ve all been talking about me, based on the way you’re acting.”

      Miuri tensed, looked at Cam, then nodded. “We have,” she said.

      “So, Cam told you all what I did.” Galla’s back straightened as she walked to a wall hook and hung her lamp. She turned to them, hands in front of her, graceful and poised. “I’m not sorry for what I did.”

      Cam cleared his throat and he saw Miuri’s smile falter.

      “You’re not?” Miuri asked.

      “I did what I thought was necessary to avoid more deaths,” she said. “And I believe it worked. Cam took control of the army this morning through diplomacy instead of through strength of arms, which is itself a huge miracle.”

      “But an innocent man is dead,” Miuri said.

      “And I’d kill another innocent man if it means saving hundreds more.” Galla’s eyes were hard and she drew herself up again. “I won’t apologize for what I did and I won’t act as though I think I made the wrong decision. But I take responsibility for that man’s death. His blood is on my hands, and it’s something I’ll carry with me for the rest of my days.”

      Miuri stared at Galla, and for a second Cam thought she might pounce. He thought he saw a flicker of anger there, but it was gone a second later, replaced by something else. She shook her head and gestured at the chair.

      “Please, Galla, sit down,” Miuri said.

      “Do you plan on berating me?” Galla asked.

      “No,” Miuri said.

      “We don’t all agree with Miuri on this one,” Felin said, washing the bowls in a large basin.

      Galla lingered, looked at Cam, and sunk down into the chair. She sat at the edge, back straight.

      Cam hesitated for a moment, then knelt down in front of her. He reached out and took her hand, which seemed to soften her a bit. She chewed her lip, staring down into his eyes.

      “We talked about it, and we came up with what I think is a reasonable solution to all this,” he said.

      “Solution?” she asked.

      “You misled us,” he said. “You used me.”

      “I know, but—”

      “Regardless of your reasons and regardless of the outcomes, I can’t have that. Do you understand?”

      She looked away then nodded once.

      “Good,” Cam said. “We want you to move in with us.”

      She looked back at him, surprise in her eyes. Her mouth opened, then she looked up at Miuri.

      “Is he serious?” she asked.

      “He’s serious,” Miuri said. “We want you to live with us, in these rooms. You’ll be a real part of this family, Galla.”

      “And you’ll be able to keep an eye on me.” Galla’s smile was sharp, but there was a playful tone to her words.

      “That’s right,” Miuri said.

      “And we want you here,” Cam said, squeezing her hand. “No more lies, no more games. If you have an idea, or a plan, or a scheme, you’ll include everyone in this room, no matter what.”

      “I accept your proposal,” she said, grinning. “When shall I send over my things?”

      “Whenever you want,” Cam said.

      “Wonderful.” Galla dropped Cam’s hand and stood. Cam stood with her, standing close. “We’ll have to get some new rugs in here. Some tapestries for these dreadful walls. I suppose I could live with the furniture, but I’ve got better. And that bed—”

      “You won’t touch the bed,” Cam said.

      “We love the bed,” Key added.

      “Fine, the bed stays.” Galla clapped her hands in front of her. “This is perfect, oh this is so perfect. I promise, no more games or lies. From now on, we’ll be a team.”

      “Works for me,” Key said.

      “Welcome to the family,” Felin said.

      Miuri drifted over and stood in front of Galla. She was a head taller, slimmer, like a willow branch compared with Galla’s fuller, softer figure. She reached out, put a hand on Galla’s arm.

      “We’re on your side,” she said, voice soft. “And you need to treat us like we matter.”

      “I promise,” Galla said.

      “Good.” Miuri dropped her arm then slipped past her, toward the door. “I’m going to get some training in. Excuse me.” She took a lamp from a hanging peg and left the room, closing the door behind her.

      Galla stared after her. “She’s angry with me.”

      “She has a right to be,” Cam said. “You put her in danger.”

      Galla nodded and looked back at him. “We’ll do things differently from here on out. But you need to understand that no matter what I do, it’s all aimed to save every single man, woman, and child in this place.”

      “I know,” Cam said. He reached out and touched her cheek.

      “Now,” Galla said, taking his hand. “I have a lot of work to do. We need so many more lamps, and this place could use a splash of color. And oh, I wonder where I can put all my dresses?”

      Cam shared a look with Key, but he couldn’t help the smile that crossed his lips. Bringing Galla into their world like this was going to be an adjustment, but he thought it would be good for them in the long run.

      And he needed her, he couldn’t deny it. While he didn’t agree with her methods, he couldn’t ignore her results.

      If he wasn’t careful, she’d end up the true ruler of the Mansion one day.
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      Cam found Theus sitting in the back of an improvised drinking den, which was just a large cavern off the main thoroughfare of the Mansion’s west wing. The space was filled with long wooden benches and lamps hanging by chains from the high ceiling.

      The scars on Theus’s face were livid pink in the low light. Several men in half-leathers saluted Cam as he passed, and he nodded back, heading toward Theus’s small corner perch. He slipped onto the bench across from his friend and tried not to stare at the long patches of fresh skin.

      “How’s the beer here?” Cam asked.

      “Surprisingly good,” Theus said. “I think they brew it down in the belly of this pit though. I swear, it has a weird rocky aftertaste.”

      Cam smiled a little and looked over toward where a bored Warden stood leaning against a long, low counter lined with wooden casks and small wooden cups. The Warden nodded at Cam, turned, filled a cup, brought it over, and returned to his perch, eyes heavy-lidded.

      He sipped the beer. It was slightly bitter, a little sour and thin, but good. And there was the rocky taste: just a bit of chalk on the back of the tongue.

      “I don’t see you around here much,” Theus said.

      “I know,” Cam said. “Been busy.”

      “What, with all the girls?” He grinned.

      “And the new wife.”

      “I heard about that. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks. I’m sorry you didn’t come to the wedding. We kept it very, very small.”

      “Political. I get it.” Theus shrugged, raised his cup in salute, and took a drink. “There’s a lot happening around here, and you seem to be at the center of most of it.”

      “Not something I chose, you know.”

      “Sure.” Theus smiled, touching his fingertips to his burn-scarred face. “So what brings you down here?”

      “I was looking for you,” Cam said.

      “Here I am, Theus the Great.”

      Cam laughed. “I think we can come up with a better title for you.”

      “Better than Great?” Theus rapped his fingers on the table. “How about, Theus the Magnificent. Or Theus the Well-Hung? Maybe I can start gathering a few girlfriends of my own.”

      Cam leaned across the table toward his friend. “How about Theus the General?”

      Theus laughed a little and drank his beer, sloshing some onto the table top. “That’s a good one.”

      “I’m serious,” Cam said.

      Theus paused, frowning. “About what?”

      “I want you to be one of my Generals, Theus.”

      Theus stared at him, mouth hanging open, which he promptly clapped shut. He shook his head, waving both his hands in the air.

      “Oh, gods no,” he said. “No way. Absolutely no way.”

      “Please,” Cam said. “I need people I trust around me.”

      “I don’t know a thing about being a General,” Theus said. “I don’t know anything about… about… supply trains, or battle tactics.”

      “You know more about battle tactics than most of the general staff,” Cam said. “Believe me, I’ve met them.”

      “I’m not even in the army.”

      “You are now.” Cam held his cup up. “I need you, Theus.”

      Theus stared at the raised cup, groaned, then raised his own.

      “This sucks,” he said.

      They toasted and drank.

      “Good man,” Cam said. “You’ll love it. You’re going to get to boss around so many people. And you’ll be one of the most eligible bachelors in this place.”

      Theus brightened a bit at that. “True,” he said. “I’ll finally be marriage material.”

      “Don’t rush into marriage,” he said. “Not all it’s cracked up to be.”

      “It’s not?” Theus laughed. “You sure seemed intent on it.”

      “Political reasons,” Cam said. “And besides—”

      He was cut off by a figure striding toward them. Cam caught the movement out of the corner of his eye, and he turned to face it, worried it was some attacker sent by Lord Remorn to gut him for the little show back in the council meeting.

      Captain Brice stopped and stood a few feet away wearing a crisp navy tunic with silver buttons and a pair of loose, dark leggings tucked into heavy brown boots. She had a straight saber at her hip, and her hair up in a tight bun. Her pink lips were pulled into a straight line as she stared at Cam, then saluted him.

      “Head General,” she said.

      Cam smiled up at her. “Captain.”

      “I wanted to report to you myself,” she said, dropping her salute.

      “Sit,” Cam said. “Captain Brice, this is General Theus.”

      Brice’s eyes narrowed as she looked at Theus. “I’ve never heard of you,” she said.

      “And I’ve never heard of you,” Theus said. “Welcome to the shit show.”

      She looked back at Cam. “I see you’re wasting no time.”

      “I need people I can trust around me,” Cam said. “And Theus is an old, and very competent, friend.”

      “I hope he’s more competent than the men I served under before.”

      “I hope so too,” Theus grumbled.

      “Please, sit down,” Cam said, gesturing at the bench next to him.

      Brice hesitated then looked at the Warden. She gestured for a cup then took a seat next to Cam, her back straight, her straight blade rattling against the bench.

      “I’m actually glad you found me,” Cam said as the Warden put a cup in front of Brice.

      “Are you?” Brice sipped it and gave him a look. “I have a feeling you’re putting me to work already.”

      “I am,” Cam said, “but I wouldn’t if I didn’t think you could handle it.”

      “And what do you know about what I can handle?”

      “I saw you fight. You’re good with a sword, good in that armor. Better with the armor off, though.”

      Cam thought he saw a hint of red grace her cheeks.

      “What do you need me to do?” she asked.

      “There’s a man from Medlar village named Arter,” Cam said. “He leads a group that was imprisoned in the wolf pens. I need you to find him and his people and get them armed and armored. They’re going to be my personal guard.”

      Theus choked on his beer. “Arter’s going to be your personal guard? I thought that old shit hated your guts.”

      Cam nodded and sipped his drink. “I thought so too, but apparently he changed his mind after I saved his life.”

      “Well, this really is a crazy time,” Theus said.

      “Can you handle that for me, Brice?” Cam asked, looking back at her.

      She nodded once. “Of course,” she said.

      “I’m also going to need information on the army itself. How many men, how many weapons, food and supplies, everything you can find.”

      Her eyes narrowed again. “Maybe that would be better coming from a Warden,” she said.

      “I don’t trust the Wardens.”

      She glanced back at the half-sleeping man standing near the beer then looked at Cam. “Probably smart,” she said. “Dore is close with Remorn.”

      “Delegate these jobs as you see fit,” Cam said. “But I’ll need your help.”

      She stared at him, her eyes hard for a few beats. “You really intend on taking charge.”

      “I do,” Cam said.

      “And then what? We marched out once, and it didn’t go well.”

      “You didn’t have me leading things.”

      “No, but we had multiple shaman,” she said. “Now we just have you.”

      “Don’t forget Sirrin,” Cam said.

      “Sirrin is useless.” Brice let out a sharp breath. “But we don’t have much of a choice, do we?”

      “We really don’t,” Cam said.

      “I’ll do what I can then,” Brice said, drinking the rest of her beer down in several large gulps. She wiped her mouth with her sleeve and leaned closer to Cam. “But you should be careful while we’re still here. I’ve been hearing rumors.”

      “What kind of rumors?”

      “About Remorn. He’s not finished, you know. There are still those within the army that are loyal to him and always will be.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” Cam said. “And I take it you’re loyal to me now?”

      She gave him a small half-smile. “Not yet,” she said. “But I’m getting there.”

      “Good. Get there faster. And come see me more often without that armor.

      She stared into her empty cup then stood. “If you’re lucky, maybe I will,” she said, then turned and stalked off.

      Cam watched her go, a smile on his lips.

      “She likes you,” Theus said. “Which is kind of terrifying.”

      “No kidding,” Cam said.

      “But you like that, don’t you? Strong women are kind of your thing.”

      “Damn right.”

      Theus sighed, finished his beer. “General Theus,” he said, mostly to himself. “I’m going to have to get used to that.”

      Cam laughed and patted the table. “You will. Enjoy yourself today, Theus. Tomorrow, we’re getting to work.”

      “Yes, sir,” Theus said, snapping a salute and grinning.

      Cam smiled back, stood up, and strode across the room. A few of the men watched him go, and he couldn’t tell if they gave him suspicious, angry glares or simply watched him leave.

      He took a lamp off a peg and stepped out into the smoky hall.

      “Cam!”

      His name echoed off the stone. He half turned. “I won’t get a break today,” he said to himself.

      “What was that?” Gwedi strode toward him, the Elf woman’s long red hair flowing behind her. She glared around at the Humans like they were dogs who might bite at any second.

      “Nothing,” Cam said. “What can I do for you, Gwedi?”

      “Haesar wants to speak with you,” she said.

      “Right now?”

      “Yes,” she said, one hand on her hip, the other resting on the pommel of her curved Elven sword. “Right now, if you please.”

      “All right then,” he said. “And it’s lovely to see you, Gwedi. You’re looking well.”

      She gave him a flat look. “Come with me,” she said.

      “After you. I do so love the view.”

      She made a disgusted face, turned, and walked off.

      Cam laughed to himself. Gwedi hated his guts, and sometimes it was just too easy to tease her.

      He followed her through the halls and into the deepening mountain gloom.
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      Cam followed Gwedi into a chamber set deep into the western wing of the Mansion. The room glowed orange from lamps and sounds echoed off the rough stone walls.

      Haesar sat behind a long wooden table. Scrolls, parchment, papers, and maps were spread out in front of him. The Elf Lord sat forward, hunched and bent, as his fingers scanned over a line of text.

      “Lord,” Gwedi said, stopping in front of the desk. “I brought the shaman.”

      Haesar looked up. His light eyes sparkled. He gestured for Gwedi to take a seat at the side of the table and tilted his head.

      “Thank you for coming, Camrus,” he said.

      “Of course,” Cam said. “I’ve been meaning to meet with you.”

      Haesar gestured at the chair across from him. Cam lingered, eyes moving over the papers, then pulled it back and sat. He adjusted himself until his sword fell comfortably to the side.

      “How has my daughter been?” Haesar asked.

      Cam forced himself not to grimace. That wasn’t the sort of question he wanted to hear.

      “She’s doing well,” Cam said. “She’s more or less taken charge.”

      Haesar gave him a tight smile. The Elf Lord looked like a man of thirty, lean and fit. He wore emerald jewelry at his throat, a heavy cloak draped down his back, and intricate leather armor. His light-yellow hair was pulled back into a tight braid and wrapped into a bun at the back of his skull.

      “Just as I expected her to,” he said. “Miuri isn’t the kind to sit idly by.”

      “No, she isn’t,” Cam agreed.

      Gwedi snorted from her seat and crossed her arms.

      “Congratulations are in order, however,” Haesar said. “Your new wife, Galla Remorn. She’s an interesting match.”

      “She is,” Cam said. “Just so you know, Miuri approved of it. I went to her first, and—”

      Haesar smiled and waved hand. “No need to explain,” he said. “Marriage is not something our people practice.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      Haesar laughed, low and rich, then leaned back in his chair. He inspected Cam like a soldier on parade.

      “How much of the assassination did you plan?” he asked.

      Cam felt something grip his throat. Fear spiked, peaked, subsided. He took a breath to steady himself before answering.

      “I didn’t plan any of it,” Cam said.

      “But someone did,” Haesar said, “don’t try and deny it. I’ve been meeting with Lord Remorn, and I’ve gotten to know him well. An assassin in the night is not his style.”

      “I can’t speak to his style,” Cam said.

      Haesar let out another laugh, bitter and short this time. “You’ve made enemies now, Camrus, but we don’t need more of those. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I hope I do as well.” Cam sat up straight, hoping his posture would hide his uncertainty.

      Lamplight dimmed and flickered. Haesar’s chair creaked as he leaned forward again.

      “Now that you’re in command of the Mansion’s military, we need to discuss our plans,” Haesar said.

      Cam leaned forward to study the pages on the table. “I agree,” he said. “I don’t have exact figures or accounting of our strength just yet, but I’m working on it.”

      “Good,” Haesar said. “The sooner you can marshal your forces, the better. We need to leave the Mansion, and we need to do it as soon as possible.”

      Cam touched the table top. Gwedi’s breath came out short and sharp.

      “Why?” Cam asked.

      “The wolves are coming,” Haesar said. “Slowly but surely. They’re carving a path through this valley, intent on bringing their numbers to bear on us here. If we end up trapped inside the Mansion, we’ll be fighting a defensive battle, and defensive battles are never good.”

      Cam considered. “If they came here, we’d have the defenses of the Mansion. But we’d also be trapped within its walls, unable to maneuver.”

      “Exactly,” Haesar said, and turned a map toward him.

      The vellum was old and yellowed. Lines were drawn in curving, graceful black ink. Land was shaded green, water shaded blue. It took up half the table and had more detail than Cam had ever seen.

      “This is an old map,” Haesar said, “but it’s still accurate. The Mansion is here, and the bulk of the wolves are here.” He jabbed his finger at a point midway down the valley.

      Cam studied the landmarks. He tried to picture trees instead of green marks. “We could meet them here,” Cam said, pointing at a position at the base of the switchbacks.

      “I was thinking along those lines as well,” Haesar said. “We’d be at the top of the slope, close enough that we could retreat to the Mansion, but deep enough that we could still maneuver as necessary.”

      “But the wolves are close,” Cam said. “Why haven’t they pushed closer?”

      “I believe they’re worried.” Haesar rapped a knuckle on the table. “When you freed the army, I believe you scored a vicious blow. They’ve been in disarray ever since.”

      “The packs are fighting?” Cam asked.

      “They were. Order was restored, but it cost time and energy.”

      “So they’re regrouping.” Cam nodded, eyes moving along the map. “And the longer we give them, the stronger they’ll be.”

      Haesar nodded, his face ponderous. “Again, that is my thinking.”

      Footsteps from outside echoed down the halls. Voices drifted along the stone. Cam smelled cooking from a nearby room.

      “I don’t know how quickly I can put things in order,” Cam said. “I’m already coming against resistance.”

      “And that resistance won’t stop.” Haesar took the map and turned it around to face him again. “Lord Remorn won’t let this pass.”

      “I know it,” Cam said.

      “Are you prepared to take it all the way?”

      Cam tilted his head and studied Haesar. He had a hard time reading the Elf, but thought he saw genuine concern.

      “I’m prepared to do what’s necessary,” Cam said. “I’ve come this far. If I turn back, nobody will benefit.”

      “Good,” Haesar said. “You will have my support, for what that’s worth.”

      Cam bowed his head. “I would appreciate that.”

      “Do what must be done,” Haesar said. “The fate of this region will be decided these next few days. I fear that if we don’t march soon, the wolves will be too much.”

      “We’ll march,” Cam said and pushed back his chair.

      He stood. His shadow played on the far wall. Gwedi mirrored him, her movements smooth and graceful.

      “I will be here, in this room,” Haesar said. “Send word if I’m needed.”

      “Thank you.” Cam inclined his head again, turned, and walked to the door.

      Gwedi followed him into the hall. Children darted between them, a skinny little girl cackling as she chased after a pudgy toddler.

      “He’s taking a chance on you,” Gwedi said as they walked.

      “I know,” Cam said.

      “You flipped this Mansion on its head and people haven’t had a chance to decide which way is up yet,” she said. “And now my Lord is trusting that you can figure it all out before it’s too late.”

      “I know,” Cam said again.

      Gwedi turned to him, her eyes flint-sharp. “Don’t let him down,” she said.

      “I don’t plan on it.”

      “But you will.”

      Cam stepped toward her, forcing her to take a step back. She bumped against the stone wall. He leaned toward her, feeling his anger spike.

      “Why are you so against me?”

      The children came again. The little girl held the toddler in her arms, who laughed as she rounded the corner and disappeared into a room.

      “Because you’re like all the others,” she said, her face pulled into a sneer.

      “How?” Cam asked. “You barely know me.”

      “You’re Human,” she said. “That’s all I need to know.”

      Cam put up his hands. “Why do you hate Humans so much? We’ve done nothing to you. We’ve done—”

      “You have no clue,” Gwedi said, stepping forward. She came within inches of Cam’s face. He didn’t blink or back down. “You’ve been alive for a single breath. I’ve been choking on air forever. I’ve seen what Humans can do when they put their mind to it, seen them kill, slaughter, maim, destroy. You think Humans have done nothing to me? Humans have taken more than their fair share, and don’t deserve any of it.”

      She breathed deep and hard. Her eyes sparkled in anger. Cam wanted to reach out and touch her smooth cheek.

      “I’m sorry for what Humans did to you in the past,” he said. “Whatever it was, I know you didn’t deserve it.”

      She snorted. “I don’t need your apologies.”

      “But it seems like you do. We’re going to work together, Gwedi, whether you like it or not. If you keep acting like I’m the enemy, then we’ll never be able to get anything done. You heard Haesar in there.”

      She opened her mouth. Her tongue ran over her white teeth. She bit down and took a breath, closing her eyes.

      “I know you’re right,” she said.

      “Then why do you push?”

      “Because I’m angry.” She opened her eyes again. “Every time I see you, I’m reminded of him.”

      “Of who?”

      She turned her head and swept past him. Her shoulder brushed his chest. He hurried to catch up. In the rooms they passed, people cooked, laughed, shared bread, wove thread into cloth, sharpened metal.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Gwedi said.

      “It does to me. It does if it’ll keep you from helping.”

      She kept walking, face forward. Hammers clanged against steel. A man barked a laugh. Someone shouted a name.

      “It was a long time ago,” Gwedi said. “Humans came to our village, back before we understood what they wanted. We broke bread, shared drink, made promises. They left and we thought that would be the end of it, until three nights later, they returned and wanted more.”

      “Wanted more of what?”

      “Steel,” Gwedi said. “Elven metal. Elven weapons. Humans still can’t make metal like we can, and back then, they couldn’t even make your brittle copper and bronze.”

      “They came for metal?” Cam shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

      “You wouldn’t. Metal was worth more back then, so much more. They came in numbers and we met them in battle the best we could, but they came in the night. They killed women, they killed children. Haesar managed to rout them, but not until the damage was already done. After that, we never treated Humans the same way again.”

      Cam was quiet as Gwedi reached an intersection. Lamps burned in both directions. She stopped and faced him, arms wrapped tight across her chest.

      “You met bad people,” Cam said. “But that doesn’t mean all Humans are bad.”

      “No, they’re not,” Gwedi said. “But they weren’t the last to try and take what we had.”

      “I’m sorry that happened.”

      “Like I said, I don’t need your apologies.”

      “I’m not here to take from you, Gwedi. I’m not here to hurt your people.”

      “But plenty of Humans hate us, don’t they?” Her eyes flashed down the hall. Voices dripped out from the rooms. “You see the way they hide, don’t you?”

      Cam followed her gaze and realized she was right. In every other wing of the Mansion, people would be out in the halls. But here, they stayed in the rooms.

      “People are afraid of what they don’t understand,” Cam said.

      “And instead of reacting to that fear with peace, they turn to violence.” Gwedi shook her head, stray hairs flying. “I’ve seen it again and again with your people.”

      “They’re trying,” Cam said.

      “Not hard enough.”

      “What can I do to convince you that we’re on your side?”

      “Nothing,” she said, staring at him. “I don’t want your side, or any side. I just want to be left alone.”

      “But that’s not the world we live in,” Cam said. “Like it or not, those wolves are coming, and we’re all going to be put to death if we can’t figure this out.”

      She dropped her arms and her hand ran along the length of her sword’s pommel.

      “That’s the only reason I haven’t left yet,” she said. “You’re not the worst of them, Cam. But there are those among your people that would gladly see all the Elves put to death alongside the Wolves.”

      “They don’t speak for everyone.”

      “But they might.” She shook her head. “I’ll do what I can to help this fight. I’ll obey my master and follow orders. But you can’t expect me to set aside everything I know about Humans. I’ve made that mistake before, and I won’t make it again.”

      She turned, her fist gripping her pommel, and walked down a long, twisting passage. Cam watched her go, her lamp dipping as she walked.

      She was right about a lot of that. He knew there was a vocal group of Humans that mistrusted all godlings and would like to see them all dead. But that was a fringe, a minority, a violent and dangerous minority, but still a small foolish group. What happened to Gwedi and her people was awful, but it was also a long time ago, and Cam refused to be blamed for the actions of people long dead.

      He had the living to worry about now.

      Children ran from the rooms again. The toddler stopped and gave him a toothy smile. Cam smiled back as the toddler’s sister dragged him stumbling down the hall again.

      He turned from the scene and walked back to the eastern wing, listening to voices, laughter, arguments drifting off the rocks around him.
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      Cam leaned back against a wooden cart, his fingers tracing the chipped grain, as Theus stalked in front of the ranks of assembled men. Arter stood at the far end of the line, his back straight, his spear and shield hefted up against his chest.

      “This isn’t just some training exercise,” Theus said. “This is the training exercise. This is the only training we’re going to get. When we leave the Mansion, we’re out in enemy territory, and that means we might have to fight for our lives at any point. If any of you aren’t up for it, turn and walk away now. But those that stay, you’re going to be the elite of the elite, the best of the best.”

      Theus stopped in front of Arter and stared into the man’s eyes. Arter’s back straightened and his chin tilted up.

      “Nobody’s turning back,” Arter said.

      “Good,” Theus said. “Are you prepared to take command of this rabble?”

      “I am.” Arter smashed his spear against his shield. “Our lives for the shaman.”

      Cam felt his throat go dry.

      “Say it again,” Theus said, his eyes moving down the ranks. “All of you, say it again.

      “Our lives for the shaman,” the men barked.

      “Good,” Theus said and turned back to Cam. “I think they’re ready.”

      Cam took a moment to gather himself. He’d heard oaths of loyalty over the last day or so from most of the general staff, though some remained stubbornly elusive. But this was the first time he’d heard men pledge their lives to him without hesitation or reservation.

      The responsibility sent a chill down his spine.

      He pushed away from the cart and approached. He clasped his hands behind his back as Theus stepped aside.

      “Do you all understand the purpose of what we’re doing today?” Cam asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Arter said, and the assembled men echoed him.

      They were bears in old leather armor. Some of them looked more like scarecrows. Scraggly beards blew in the slight breeze. Their voices echoed through the enormous entrance cavern.

      “We need eyes on the wolves,” Cam said. “And this is the perfect opportunity to get you all experience. There’s a fight coming, and there won’t be a single one of you that’ll avoid it, not if you stay close to me. I won’t promise you’ll survive, but I will promise that you’ll die for the right reasons, which is better than most can ask for.”

      “Our lives for the shaman,” Arter barked, his eyes burning with passion.

      Cam nodded to him. “Good,” he said and turned his back to the men, his personal guard, the men that he’d trust with his very life.

      He didn’t know half of them. But Arter’s fanaticism convinced him.

      “Fall in,” Theus said. “Let’s move out.”

      Cam marched to the Mansion’s entrance. The plateau spread out before them. Dust blew in through the opening in waves. Boots echoed off hard stone and the wagon began to roll in slow groans.

      “Stop right there!” A voice broke across the space and the lockstep march faltered.

      Cam watched as ranks of armored men spilled from a side door. They wore the bronze plate of the heavy infantry. Cam tried to find Captain Brice in their midst but couldn’t see her distinctive plumed helmet or her long flowing hair.

      He didn’t recognize these men.

      “Stop right there,” the voice said again. There were fifty of them and only twenty in Cam’s ragtag group. Even if their numbers were even, Cam’s men wore old stinking light leathers and wouldn’t have a chance against a heavily armored and better trained force.

      Cam held up a hand and the group slowed. The armored men filled the hall, spread out, and locked shields. They came forward and stopped ten feet away from Cam’s group. He moved through his, Theus on his heels, and stepped into the zone between the two groups.

      “What’s going on here?” Cam asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

      “By order of the Lord of this Mansion, you are not allowed to leave the walls of the mountain.” A man wearing heavy armor stepped forward, his hand gripping the pommel of his sword. His helmet was off and tucked under his off-arm.

      Cam recognized him. The man’s name was Vogen. Dark brown eyes, swept back black hair, puffy cheeks and a square jaw. He looked more like a cave Troll than a Human, and Cam wondered about his ancestry.

      “The Lord of the Mansion doesn’t have that authority,” Cam said. “This is my army, and I’m taking them out.”

      “You do not have any such right,” Vogen said. “The Lord demands—”

      “This is absurd,” Theus said. “You know the Elder council put Cam in charge of the army, don’t you?”

      “My Lord says otherwise.” Vogen gave them a stinking grin. Half his teeth were crooked.

      “Your Lord can say whatever he wants,” Theus said. “Your Lord doesn’t matter.”

      Vogen stepped forward. “You will stand down,” he said. “You will return to your rooms and await further orders.”

      “We won’t do that,” Cam said. “You know that’s not going to happen.”

      “Good.” Vogen sneered at them then pressed his helmet over his blocky skull. “I hoped that would be your answer.”

      Cam felt his pulse quicken as Vogen stepped back into formation with the rest of his heavy infantry. He felt his men fall into their own battle lines.

      But Cam couldn’t let this come to a fight. He barely held onto his legitimacy as it was. If he let this go too far, the very thing Galla tried to avoid would come to pass. The Mansion would break out into a bitter civil war and the wolves would sweep in through the front, killing them all.

      He couldn’t allow those men to attack.

      Cam reached for his power. He wanted to cook them in their armor, turn them all to ash. But that wouldn’t be much better.

      Instead, he swept a hand forward. A line of fire leapt from his outstretched palm and filled the air between the two groups. He held that wall of flame, raised it up, and made it deep enough so that any man who dared step forward would cook in a matter of moments.

      “Theus,” Cam said through clenched teeth.

      “What’s the plan?” Theus asked, stepping back with his arms raised to ward off the heat.

      Cam saw a moment of panic in his friend’s eyes.

      “Take Arter and the guard,” he said. “Go forward with the plan.”

      “But—”

      “Go,” Cam said. “I’ll keep them here. Take Arter, find the wolves, and report back as soon as you can.”

      “Remorn can’t get away with this.”

      Cam nodded once. His eyes were flint. His jaw felt like a willow tree.

      “He won’t,” Cam said. “Now, get moving.”

      Theus turned away from the flames and began to bark orders. Cam saw the men hesitate. Arter stepped forward to argue, but Cam stared back at the men and waved them off. He saw the frustration in their eyes, but Arter seemed to understand.

      He’d make a fine guard Captain one day.

      Theus got the men turned around and marched them to the door. Cam heard yelling from the heavy infantry, but when they tried to split off and head around Cam’s wall of flames, Cam simply made it larger. Sweat dripped down his back. Muscles tensed in his arms. When the heavy infantry shifted, he swayed with them.

      Theus disappeared out the main entrance with Cam’s men.

      When they were far enough, Cam dropped the fire. He took heavy breaths and sucked in blackened air. The stone glowed red where he’d placed the fire, and steam rolled lazy arcs up into the air.

      “You’ll answer for this,” Vogen shouted at him from across the glowing red line.

      Cam didn’t answer. He turned from the men and walked toward the far side of the entrance hall, toward a series of tunnels. He saw some heavy infantry men try to come forward, but the residual heat from the fire kept them at bay.

      Several Wardens were gathered in a cluster nearby. He caught looks but couldn’t read them.

      His mind was too twisted by Need to care as he swept back toward his rooms.
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      Galla sprawled out on the bed. Her skin glowed with sweat. Her hair spread out like a fan. The blankets and pillows were tossed on the floor in a tangle.

      “We have to do something,” Cam said.

      “I know.” Galla stretched her long legs. “I didn’t expect him to try something like that so soon.”

      “But you expected it eventually?”

      She nodded. “I hoped it would be too late.”

      “How many Generals are on my side?”

      “Most of them,” she said. “Over half. But there are still divisions within the military.”

      “We can’t spend all our time killing each other,” Cam said. “You were right about that. Maybe we can show them that the wolves are the bigger threat.”

      “If we wait for a common enemy to unite everyone, it’ll be too late,” Galla said.

      “Then what do you propose?”

      She reached toward him and ran her fingernails down his back. It felt good and seemed to catch an itch he didn’t know he felt.

      “We have to imprison my father.”

      Cam looked back at her. Her bare breasts shook with each deep breath. Her pink nipples were stiff. Her full lips were parted.

      “You’re talking about a coup,” he said. “A real, full on coup.”

      “That’s right.” She dropped her fingers from him. “I’ve been trying to avoid it. I don’t want to see my father stripped of everything he holds dear.”

      “But now he’s actively working against you.”

      “I had hoped he’d see reason.” She rolled onto her back. Her breasts spilled to either side. Her legs crossed and Cam’s eyes were drawn along her hips to the red downy hair between them.

      “We don’t have time to spare,” Cam said. “The last thing I want is to hurt your father any more than we already have.”

      “But I don’t see how you have a choice.”

      Cam stared at the stone floor. Lamp light flickered and danced. In the main room, he heard Miuri humming to herself as she cooked.

      “How will we do it?” he asked.

      Galla let out a breath. “I’ll invite him to talk,” she said. “We’ll take him then.”

      “You’ll betray him,” Cam said.

      “I already have. But at least this way, fewer people will die.”

      He looked at her. She tilted her head and didn’t smile. Her green eyes glimmered.

      “I didn’t know life mattered so much to you.”

      “Don’t bait me into another argument,” she said.

      He tilted his head. “You can’t blame me for still being angry.”

      “You can be angry,” she said. “But if we can’t move on, this isn’t going to work.”

      Cam shifted toward her and put a hand on her thigh. She tilted her head up and he met her lips halfway between them.

      “I know you’re right,” he said. “And I forgive you.”

      “I’ve been punished enough, you know. Felin snores like an animal.” Galla made a face. “And these rooms barely fit my wardrobe.”

      “You could leave some of your clothes back in your old rooms, you know.”

      “And walk back and forth whenever I want to change?”

      “Can’t argue with that logic.” He ran his hand up her smooth skin and lingered on a breast. She smiled at him, sultry and satisfied.

      “I like when you come to me all pissed off,” she said. “What do you call it? The magic thing?”

      “The Need,” Cam said.

      “And sex cures it?”

      “More or less.”

      “Well, I love it.” She stretched again and kissed him before climbing out of bed. She found her dress and began to pull it on.

      Cam sat up to help. Light blue with gray lace and more straps than a set of armor. He pulled, tightened, tied, and twisted until she was put back together.

      “Be careful, Galla,” he said as she began to put her light leather shoes back on. They gleamed from polish.

      “I will,” she said. “I’ll send word through an intermediary.”

      “Where will we meet?”

      “I was thinking the main hall. Plenty of room. He’ll feel safe there.”

      “And if he brings men?”

      “He’ll bring men,” she said. “But what does that matter to you?”

      “I don’t want to hurt them.”

      She looked back at him. “You might have to.”

      Cam met her gaze. “I thought you didn’t want any more dead.”

      She let out a frustrated breath and turned. “I didn’t say you had to kill anyone. Be creative, shaman. I’m sure you can find a way to avoid bloodshed. You did it earlier today.”

      Cam let out a snort and shook his head. He stood and kicked through the blankets to find his tunic and pants.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” he said.

      “Good. And if you use magic, I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”

      His eyes found hers. They glowed sharp and bright.

      “I know you will,” he said.

      She laughed, finished getting her shoes on, and stood. Cam watched her bunch her red hair and pile it up on top of her head. She let it fall back down before looking at him. Pink lips pulled back into a smile.

      “Tell the others,” she said. “I want to settle this tonight.”

      “And after?” Cam asked. “If this does work and we manage to take your father into custody?”

      “The others will fall into line,” she said. “No use in fighting over a man with no power.”

      “Some won’t.”

      “They will, and those that don’t will be replaced.”

      Cam watched her walk to the door. She pulled it open and stepped into the main rooms. Firelight danced across her red glowing cheeks. He found his pants, pulled them on, then sat the end of the bed.

      He didn’t know how it came to this.

      But Galla was right.

      Remorn brought this on himself. If he could just step aside and allow Cam to run the army, then he’d be able to maintain his title and position. Instead, he sent loyal soldiers to pick a fight.

      If Cam hadn’t stepped up and stopped them, his entire guard might have been slaughtered there in the main caverns.

      There was no other conclusion, as much as he hated it.

      They couldn’t let her father remain in power.

      They’d come this far, and if he wanted to see this fight through, it was time to take it all the way.
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      Cam walked just behind Galla as they made their way through the quiet Mansion halls. Footsteps echoed off rock. It was night, though it was always night in the mountain fortress. Galla’s lamp shifted and swung as her hips swayed. She wore a long conservative dress that covered her ankles and wrists. Cam’s ring glinted on her finger.

      The halls felt heavy with smoke. Families sat outside their rooms eating dinner. Chicken grease covered their lips. Cam wondered how long the meat would last.

      “Do you understand the plan?” Galla asked.

      Cam looked at her face half lit by the lamp light. “I understand it,” he said. “I just don’t love it.”

      “No turning back now,” she said.

      He didn’t argue.

      Galla took him through a series of side halls until they reached the main entrance. The high ceiling echoed with boot steps and amplified voices. Cam smelled burning fat and sweat. Galla’s red hair was piled up on the top of her head and her spine arced gracefully down to her long legs.

      “He’s not here yet,” she said as they walked further into the room. The space was empty except for carts parked up against the far wall. The makeshift tent village was dismantled four days ago when the people were all given lodgings. Some of their detritus was left behind: an old patchwork doll, a scatter of bones, torn lace from a dress.

      The guards at the front gate were stationed outside. Moonlight spilled in through the enormous stone maw and made Galla’s pale skin almost glow.

      “Are you sure he’s coming?” Cam asked.

      “He said he would.” She held her lamp up higher.

      “We’ll wait,” Cam said.

      Galla turned to him and put a hand on his chest. He reached up and took her fingers, his own palm swallowing them up.

      “I know this is hard for you,” she said. “You didn’t expect politics to be a problem.”

      “I didn’t think I’d have to work against my own people,” Cam said.

      “But that’s the way of power,” she said. “Those that have it don’t want to share with those that don’t.”

      “I’m not interested in power.”

      “You’d better get interested.” She shook her head and her sad green eyes gleamed. “Because no matter what you think, you’re in a power game now.”

      He squeezed her fingers and said nothing. There was nothing to say.

      Galla was right and he couldn’t argue.

      That didn’t make this any easier.

      Cam didn’t come to the Mansion to lead the army or to overthrow the Lord. He came to protect his village. But he couldn’t protect his village if those in charge were unable to do their duty. It drove him mad with anger, with self-pity, with loathing. He hated the systems in place that ruled the world, and he hated himself for coming along and breaking those systems.

      But in the end, none of that mattered. The wolves were coming and he had to stop them.

      Lamplight flickered at the far end of the room. Galla turned away from Cam, dropping her hand from his chest. He stepped toward the light as men spilled in through a side entrance.

      Cam let out a frustrated breath. Men in heavy armor marched in formation toward them. He recognized the man at the head of the column, recognized his sweeping helmet and the way he carried himself.

      “That one’s name is Vogen,” Cam said, keeping his voice low.

      “He must be my father’s dog,” Galla said.

      “He’s the one that picked a fight earlier today. I have a feeling your father didn’t come here to discuss politics.”

      “I think you’re right.”

      Cam watched as more men spilled into the room. He counted fifty in all, a full armored division. Behind them came two figures, both wearing long, flowing black cloaks that shimmered in the flickering moonlight. The armored division stopped ten feet from where Cam and Galla stood alone and parted to allow Lord Remorn and Warden Dore to pass through.

      Lord Remorn’s hands were clasped behind his back and he stood straight and narrow. Warden Dore remained a few steps behind him. Dore’s thin mustache and his thick double chin seemed to twist into a simpering snivel. Cam held his anger in check as Lord Remorn stared his daughter down.

      “I almost didn’t think you’d come,” he said. “But of course you did. You’re my daughter, after all.”

      “I thought we agreed we’d meet alone,” Galla said.

      “And why would I do that?” Lord Remorn asked. “The shaman could kill me at any moment. He’s worth an armored division himself.”

      Cam inclined his head. “Thank you, Lord Remorn,” he said.

      Lord Remorn’s eyes snapped to him and anger flared in the man’s face. “I’m here to meet with my daughter,” he said. “You should watch your mouth.”

      “And I’m here to speak as the head of the army and your daughter’s husband,” Cam said. “As much as you despise me and dislike what I’ve done so far, you can’t deny my position.”

      “Galla, why are you doing this?” Lord Remorn looked at his daughter, and for half a moment Cam thought he saw a measure of pleading in Remorn’s eyes.

      “I’m doing what must be done,” she said.

      And all that pleading fled in a rush. “You still cling to your misguided beliefs.”

      “I tried to reason with you,” she said. “I tried to get you to do the right thing, but instead, you sent that army out ill-prepared and under-equipped. Then you decided to do nothing for weeks. If it weren’t for Cam, we’d all be wolf meat right now.”

      “Cam was lucky,” Lord Remorn said. “I did the best I could, given the circumstances.”

      “You know that isn’t true. I told you what had to be done. I told you—”

      “What do you know of warfare?” Lord Remorn asked. “You wear your pretty dresses and you sit at my table, but what can you know?”

      “I know more than you give me credit for,” Galla said.

      “You’re a little girl, playing with fire. I can’t gamble my entire kingdom based on your whims.”

      Cam forced the anger from his voice. “She’s much smarter than you give her credit for,” he said. “If you would have listened to her from the start, none of this would have happened.”

      “Oh, you still would have come to my door,” Lord Remorn said. “Begging for my protection. And once you had it, I suspect you still would have defied me and done your best to undermine me. You’ve been nothing but a cancer in this place, tearing our people apart. We were stable before, and now this Mansion hangs by the thinnest of threads.”

      “We were never stable,” Galla said, her voice gentle. “Just because you had control, doesn’t mean we were stable.”

      Lord Remorn shook his head. “This is a waste of time. Daughter, are you ready to stop playing these games and to come back to my halls?”

      “No,” she said. “I’m not.”

      “Then there’s nothing left to say.”

      “I have a proposal to make,” Galla said.

      Lord Remorn snorted, but Cam spoke up first. “You should listen to her,” Cam said.

      “I’m done listening.”

      “If you’re willing to step down from your position and relinquish your title,” Galla said, “I’ll allow you a seat on the Elder Council. I’ll name you Elder of the Remorn Village and let you retain most of your power and privileges.”

      “And who will take my title?” he asked, almost laughing. “Camrus here?”

      “I will,” Galla said. “I will be the Lord of this Mansion.”

      “Women don’t rule,” he said.

      “Then pass the title to my husband.”

      “Never.” The laughter left Lord Remorn’s eyes. “This is absurd. Come back to my halls. Cast aside this nothing shaman you’ve set your sights on. There can still be forgiveness.”

      “Relinquish your title, name me the Lord of the Mansion.” Galla seemed to draw herself up as she stared down her father.

      The silence hung thick in the enormous stone cavern.

      Lord Remorn shook his head and half turned.

      “Shall we handle them, Lord?” Dore asked. The armored men behind him seemed to shift and move. Lamplight played off their shined bronze plates. Warden Dore shrank back a step and pulled his cloak around him.

      “I’m sorry it had to come to this,” Lord Remorn said. “Vogen!”

      Vogen stepped forward. He dropped his helmet into position and held his spear at the ready.

      “Yes, Lord,” Vogen said.

      “Arrest my daughter and the shaman,” Lord Remorn said. “If they resist you, kill them.”

      “You’re making a mistake,” Galla said.

      But Lord Remorn turned away and walked back toward the ranks of men. Warden Dore shuffled along behind him.

      “I’m sorry, Daughter,” he said. “This has to end now. There’s no time left.”

      “You’re right.” Galla’s voice dripped with regret. “There’s no time left.”

      She closed the front of her lamp. The fire inside guttered then died.

      Cam stepped forward and placed himself between the armored men and Galla. He gripped the pommel of his sword as Vogen lowered his spear.

      “First armored,” Vogen shouted. “Forward.”

      The armored men marched ahead, closing the distance. Their boots made a rhythmic drumming in the echoing cavern. Cam drew his sword in one fluid motion and reached for his fire. It rolled down his arm and wrapped itself around his father’s blade like molten ivy.

      “Get back,” Cam shouted as Vogen clattered forward. Galla stumbled away, her red hair flying as she ran.

      Cam met Vogen’s charge head on. He caught the armored man’s spear thrust and turned it aside, slicing his blade down the length of the shaft. Cam pushed the spear down and rammed the point of his sword into Vogen’s exposed shoulder joint. The man screamed as the blade sizzled into his skin. Cam ripped it back and the wound cauterized as the tip pulled out.

      Vogen staggered to the side as Cam whipped his sword up into the air and released more flame.

      Fire spread out in front of him like a river. The armored division’s charge pulled up short as Cam’s flames lapped in all directions. Instead of forming a wall, he let the flames burn low on the floor like an undulating snake. He saw the fire reflected in the eyes of the men in the front line. He saw the fear in their expressions.

      Shouts came from the far end of the hall. Cam watched more armored men spill out from the doors to the left. They were led by a figure in a plumed helmet. Captain Brice’s long, dark hair streamed out the back as she thrust her sword high into the air.

      Cam’s armored soldiers pressed forward. Half of Remorn’s division turned to meet them. Captain Brice pulled her charge up short and stopped twenty paces away, her men banging on their shields.

      The undulating fire fell away as Cam released his magic. Smoke hung in the air and drifted toward the ceiling fifty or sixty feet away.

      “Remorn!” Cam shouted. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

      Men shouted as Remorn’s armored division began to pull back. But before they could reach the safety of the hallways, more bodies spilled out of the surrounding exits. Elves dressed in gleaming steel and leather marched in lockstep, surrounding Remorn’s heavy infantry from the other side and cutting off their retreat.

      Cam spotted Gwedi’s bright red hair and Miuri’s golden halo at the lead.

      Remorn’s men bristled. Cam flicked his sword and released the last of his magic. It dissipated into the air though smoke continued to rise from the heated bronze blade.

      Galla trotted back to him and stood at his side.

      “Father!” she called out over the din of confused men. “Father, it’s finished. Call them off!”

      More commotion as the Elves marched closer. Cam could tell Remorn’s men were going to attack the Elves at any moment, though the opposite flank was less willing to fight Captain Brice.

      Bodies shoved aside as Lord Remorn appeared at the front of the line. He stood opposite Cam and Galla, his face disheveled and twisted with rage. Sweat dripped down his face.

      “You damned fool,” he said. “How dare you use godlings in this.”

      “It’s over, Remorn,” Cam said. “Tell your men to stand down. They’ll be spared.”

      “You dog,” Remorn said, his voice an animal growl. “You come into my halls as a guest and this is what you do to me?”

      “Stand them down,” Galla said. Cam heard the begging in her voice. “It doesn’t have to go further.”

      “I’ll slaughter you all,” Remorn said. “I’ll kill you both then kill your unnatural godling bastards.” Remorn turned toward the line of soldiers at his back and raised a hand.

      Cam caught Galla’s eye. Her face was horror-stricken. They balanced on the edge of a blade and Cam knew Remorn was about to shove them off into the abyss. He realized that Galla never really expected her father to turn to violence.

      In that moment, he knew what he had to do.

      He called on his magic again and reached out with his off hand. He held his sword to the side, and before Remorn could issue an order to his troops, Cam summoned a stream of flame. He released it from his palm and sliced it straight through Remorn’s back.

      The fire broke from Remorn’s chest like a spear tip. He released a shocked groan as he fell to his knees and half twisted to face his daughter. Galla’s hands flew to her mouth and a scream fell from her lips.

      Cam walked forward, sword pulled back into a two-handed grip. He saw Remorn’s men staring at him from behind their helmets.

      He brought the sword down and sliced through Lord Remorn’s neck.

      The Lord of the Mansion’s head fell from his shoulders and hit the ground with a wet thud. His slumped over in the opposite direction. The smooth stone floor was soaked in moments as Remorn’s head came to stop a foot from the infantry line.

      “Stand down,” Cam said to the nearest soldiers. “Your Lord is dead. Throw your weapons to the ground.”

      Cam heard Galla’s sob but couldn’t let that stop him now. He stared at the men nearest him and saw the fear in their eyes. Cam stepped closer and raised his sword, the blood on the blade sizzling from the residual heat.

      “Throw down your weapons!” Cam shouted.

      The man nearest him dropped his shield. His spear came next. Both clattered on the stone floor.

      More threw down their weapons. It spread like a wave and soon the entire division was down on their knees, hands up and behind their heads.

      Cam spotted Vogen, still alive, kneeling with all the others.

      Captain Brice marched forward and began issuing orders. Her armored division gathered up the weapons and began to take prisoners.

      The Elves sheathed their swords and withdrew almost as silently as they had come.

      Galla’s sobs punctuated the silence. Cam turned to her as she knelt staring at the headless corpse of her father. Tears dribbled from her eyes and her mouth hung open in horror.

      “I didn’t think…” she said. “I didn’t think…”

      Cam knelt beside her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I truly am. But there was no other way.”

      She met his eyes. Her beautiful face was drawn and pale and tear-stained. “I know,” she said. “I know.”

      He touched her shoulder and she flinched away.

      Cam stood and sheathed his weapon. He looked down at Galla Remorn, at his first wife, at the Lord of the Mansion, and he wondered how anything could survive through this.

      But he knew they’d been through worse already, and worse was still to come.

      He left her there to mourn the death of her father.
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      “I heard you cut the bastard’s head clean off.”

      Cam grimaced as he grabbed a rock and climbed up to the next hand-hold. The drop below was sheer. Cool mountain air pulled at the edges of his clothes.

      Sirrin offered him a hand. Cam took it and the former General pulled him up.

      “I didn’t have much of a choice,” Cam said. “He was surrounded and outnumbered, but he was still going to fight.”

      “Brought the Elves in, huh.” Sirrin shrugged as they took a few steps along a tight rocky path.

      “I thought he wouldn’t see that coming.”

      “Did he?”

      “I don’t think so.” Cam let his fingers trace uneven stone. “But that might’ve been my mistake. I thought he’d be smart enough to see that he was outmatched. Instead, I think it just pissed him off even more.”

      “Made him irrational,” Sirrin said. “Hate can do that.”

      “I didn’t know he felt that way about the Elves.”

      “Most Humans do. I mean, not outright, but, you know.”

      “Hate what they don’t understand.”

      “I think shaman tend to be a little… different in that regard.” Sirrin walked ahead of Cam. “We know what it’s like to be a bit of a freak.”

      Cam smiled to himself. He’d never thought of himself that way, but now that Sirrin said it, Cam couldn’t deny the truth. He caught looks while walking through the Mansion’s halls. Eyes stared out at him over breakfast bowls. People were curious about him, like he was some kind of exotic animal. It didn’t matter what Cam did, they’d always see him as something different.

      Sirrin climbed up a large boulder. Cam followed and found himself on a flat plateau at the base of another steep cliff. Sirrin sat close to the back wall and leaned back on his hands.

      Cam sat next to him. They were a couple of hundred feet above the Mansion’s entrance. Cam had wanted to train his magic but Sirrin insisted that they go for a little mountain hike instead.

      That mountain hike turned into a mountain climb. Cam’s arms burned from the exertion and he wondered how in the hells they were going to get back down.

      The valley was shrouded in mist below them. Cam thought he saw cook fires spread out through the trees. But at their height, he knew it was only a trick of the mind.

      “Almost makes you wonder,” Sirrin said.

      “Wonder what?”

      “How we ever made it to this place.” He ran a finger through the dirt. “I mean, what crazy bastards decided they were going to carve an entire village in the side of a mountain?”

      Cam laughed and leaned forward, hooking his arms around his knees. “The ancients did a lot of things I don’t think we really understand.”

      “Yeah? Like what?”

      “I don’t know,” Cam said. “Like magic, for instance. How’d they even find it?”

      “Who knows,” Sirrin said. “How’d we find how to make metal? Same sort of thing, I guess.”

      “I guess,” Cam echoed. “How’d you learn magic? I don’t think I ever asked you. Was your father a shaman?”

      Sirrin shook his head. “My father was a farmer,” he said. “Ploughed his field and planted his crops.”

      “Really?” Cam sat straighter. “You don’t have any shaman blood?”

      “None at all,” Sirrin said. “You don’t need blood to learn magic.”

      “I thought you had to be born with it.”

      Sirrin laughed and shook his head. “Can you imagine? That’d be a nightmare, trying to find the people that could actually use Urspells.”

      Cam turned to face Sirrin, crossing his legs under him, his back ram-straight. “You’re telling me that anyone can learn magic?” he asked.

      “I’m telling you that you don’t need to have shaman parents to learn magic,” Sirrin said. “The other shaman I’ve met have mostly been just regular folk that stumbled into the art.”

      Cam’s mind began to race with the possibilities. “How did you come to it?” he asked.

      Sirrin took a deep breath and released a long misty stream. “It’s not a nice story,” he said.

      “I’m listening, if you want to tell it.”

      Sirrin seemed to gather himself. He leaned forward, picked up a stray rock, and threw it over the cliff. It disappeared off the edge of the world.

      “I had a brother,” Sirrin said. “Younger brother named Alfonse. He was a good boy, helped our father in the fields, never once complained. His hands were like iron and he always smiled. My father loved that boy to bits. Everyone in my village loved him, including me.

      “We went hunting one day. And by hunting, I mean we walked around the woods with spears and picked berries. Alfonse brought a bow and tried to hit a squirrel or two, but he always missed. That boy was good in a field but terrible with a bow.”

      Sirrin stopped his story and smiled out at the valley. The sun shifted in the sky and came out from behind the clouds. Light crested along Cam’s heavy clothes and warmed his bones. But as soon as the sun appeared, it slipped back into gray.

      “That day though, we got lucky,” Sirrin said. “Came across this buck, a big bastard. He had his head down, grazing next to a river. Alfonse lined up a shot, really took his time, and loosed that arrow right into the big bastard’s flank. Arrow went right in, sunk down between a rib, but the thing didn’t die. Not right away at least.”

      “It ran,” Cam said.

      “That’s right,” Sirrin said. “Took off running through the underbrush. Alfonse went after it and I tried to get him to slow down, but my little brother was too excited to stop.”

      He paused again and stared down at his boots.

      “I didn’t see it happen,” Sirrin said and his voice was softer. “But I heard the crash. I came after him and nearly fell myself, but I stopped just in time. The buck had run off the edge of a short drop next to a waterfall and led Alfonse down with him. I’ll never forget standing at the edge of the drop, my hand gripping a branch, and staring down at the twisted body of my brother.”

      “Oh, Urspirit,” Cam said and felt his throat tighten. “What did you do?”

      “Climbed down,” Sirrin said. “Picked my brother’s body up. He was still alive, you see. Breathing, but real shallow, like. I carried him back to the village to this toothless old shaman’s hut and threw open her door.

      “I begged for help. She got Alfonse down in a bed of straw on her floor and set me to boiling water. I think she did what she could and may have even used a little magic, but it wasn’t enough. My brother died that day on the floor of that woman’s hut and I thought I had died with him.”

      “I’m sorry,” Cam said. “Losing a brother like that must have been horrible.”

      “It nearly killed my father,” Sirrin said. “Broke my mother’s heart. I was the only thing they had left, and I was a worthless failure. At least, that’s what I was thinking while I sat in that woman’s hut next to my brother. And it was right then that I swore I’d do something more with my life.”

      “Did you know you wanted to learn magic at first?” Cam asked.

      “Not right away. It took me a while longer. I had to sit with what I saw, you know?” Sirrin picked up another rock and threw it. “I had to think about what I saw her doing. It wasn’t until a few weeks later that I went to her and begged her to teach me what she knew. She said no, of course, and I had to go back over and over, until she finally gave me that first lesson.”

      “What was it?” Ca masked. “The first lesson, I mean.”

      Sirrin smiled and his eyes were far away. “The first lesson was that the Ur can’t fix everything, no matter how hard you try.”

      Cam let out his own stream of white cloud breath and leaned back on his hands. They sat in silence. Cam absorbed the story and tried to picture a young Sirrin mourning the death of his brother on the floor of a strange old woman’s hut. It was hard to imagine that Sirrin was ever anything other than what he was.

      “What was her name?” Cam asked. “The woman, I mean.”

      “Tiscina,” Sirrin said. “Nasty old bastard. But a powerful shaman. Taught me everything I know.”

      “I’m sorry she couldn’t save your brother.”

      “I am too,” Sirrin said. “But looking back, there was nothing she could have done. He was too far gone when I got him to her hut. And I think even if she had been there the moment he fell, the drop was too long and the damage too much.”

      “Sorry all the same.”

      Another silence, heavier that time. Cam kicked a rock and it skittered forward through the dirt and tumbled off the edge. The sun pulled out from behind some clouds and licked along Cam’s exposed skin.

      He tried to picture the agony of losing a sibling like that, and found it came easily.

      He’d felt it once before, when he watched his father die.

      “Could you teach someone else?” Cam asked.

      Sirrin gestured vaguely with his hands. “It’s not an easy thing to teach. As I’m sure you’re aware.”

      “I know,” Cam said. “Believe me.”

      “But I think I could.” Sirrin dropped his hands. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking we have all this untapped potential,” Cam said. “If any Human can learn magic—”

      “We can’t trust just anyone with this,” Sirrin said. “Imagine if we trained the wrong person.”

      “So we’ll teach the right people.” Cam dug his fingers into the dirt. “We’ll be careful with who we choose.”

      “I don’t know,” Sirrin said. “It’s too dangerous, what we can do. And some people can’t handle it. Believe me, I’ve seen what happens when you teach someone that’s not ready.” He was quiet as he stared down at the rocks. “If we unleashed magic and gave it to every Human, just imagine the consequences. People would be ripping each other to pieces, going mad with the Need, fucking like animals. It’d be chaos.”

      “Maybe we need chaos,” Cam said. “Maybe we need a little danger.”

      Sirrin met his gaze and his lips pulled into a frown. He opened his mouth to speak—

      A bright light appeared, so bright Cam reeled backwards away from the cliff. He scrambled along the dirt and stone until the back of his head hit the cliff wall. He grunted in pain and felt dizzy as the light began to fade. For half a breath, he thought the entire valley had just gone up in flame.

      Instead, a woman floated in front of them.

      Cam’s mind twisted. It tried to make sense of what he was seeing, but there was no sense. Sirrin cowered next to Cam and covered his head with his arms. He let out a soft groan of fear or pleasure or pain, Cam couldn’t tell which.

      The woman hung motionless before them. Her hair was long, wild, and pitch black. She was tall, or maybe short, Cam couldn’t tell, it was like her body morphed and changed as it lingered there, suspended over the sheer drop. Her hands were outstretched, her fingers finished with long pointed nails. Her face was tipped back toward the sky, her eyes wide and open and entirely black. She wore a gossamer dress, more like a second skin over her amply curved and sensuous body.

      “What is that?” Cam said through gritted teeth. “Sirrin? Are you seeing this?”

      “Fuck,” Sirrin whispered.

      The woman tilted her head down toward them. Her hair floated in the air like snakes. Her dress rippled in the breeze.

      “Hello, little shaman,” she said, and her voice seemed to echo through the cliffs around them and hammered directly into Cam’s head.

      Cam leaned forward. He wanted to study the woman more, felt compelled to stare at her beauty, but the longer and the closer he looked, the more she seemed to shift and change and shimmer. His head began to pound. He wasn’t sure if the woman was making his head ache or if it hurt from when he smashed it against the wall behind him.

      “Who are you?” Cam called out. He dropped his gaze down to her feet, her toes pointed downward, her skin light pink. He focused there and tried to tune out the rest of her.

      “You know me, shaman,” she said in that inhuman voice. “You know my children well.”

      Cam leaned forward more and felt himself climb onto his knees. He kept himself hunched downward as though the presence of the woman itself kept him bent in half. Sirrin curled tighter into a ball.

      “I don’t know you,” Cam said. “I don’t even know what you are.”

      “My name is Lycanica,” the woman said. “Look upon me, shaman.”

      Cam felt a stab of horror run through him. He forced his eyes up along her toes, up her ankle, her long lean legs, the graceful curve of her hips, the taut muscles of her stomach, her full breasts, her slender neck, her pointed chin, her full red lips, her black eyes.

      As soon as he met those eyes, he felt as though he couldn’t move.

      “You’re… you’re a…”

      “You’ve met my children,” Lycanica said. “You call them Weres, godlings. You have many names for them. But I call them my loves, my heartbeats, flesh of my flesh and skin of my bones. Do you understand me, shaman?”

      “What do you want?” Cam said.

      He thought she smiled, just the ghost of it. “What I want is immaterial,” she said. “What I need is more important.”

      “I don’t know what you’re doing here,” Cam said. “I don’t understand why you’re doing any of this.”

      “My children need room to breathe and live. Is that not reason enough?”

      “You’re killing thousands,” Cam said. “We didn’t— We never—”

      “You did,” Lycanica said, and it sounded as though her voice was composed of multiple screaming singers. “And you will again. Your people have hunted mine for millennia. Your god broke from our kind and waged war against his siblings, and all for what? My children come and they go because of him, and now we’re left with ruin.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You will, little shaman.” She raised her hands, palms up toward the sky. “You cannot stand before my hordes. You will fall, as so many have fallen before you. But I find you interesting, and so I come with a warning.”

      “What warning?”

      “Leave this place,” she said. “Take your people and flee before my packs. Hide your women and children, leave behind your valuables, for nothing is as precious as your lives. Flee far and wide and cross the salt ocean. Never return to this place, or else I will not have pity on you again.”

      “I can’t do that,” Cam said. “I can’t leave my people behind. I can’t leave this place.”

      “You have been warned,” Lycanica said.

      “Stop this madness,” Cam said. “It doesn’t need to be this way. It doesn’t need—”

      “I will not stop,” she said and her voice burrowed into Cam’s skull. He tore his gaze from her eyes and hunched forward again with a gasp of pain. “I will burn your Mansions to dust and grind your bones into the earth. Your god will weep for what he’s done and I will not stop until I see it all finished. Heed my warning shaman and run.”

      Another flash of light, bright enough to cause Cam’s ears to ring. He leaned forward prostrate and wrapped his head in his arms. The ringing in his ears continued like an after-image of the goddess’s voice until slowly it began to fade.

      He lifted his head just a fraction of an inch. He saw nothing but the sky and the cliff.

      Lycanica was gone.

      He sat on all fours and gasped. He thought he might be sick but managed to keep it down. When he regained enough control of himself to move, he shifted back toward Sirrin.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “She’s gone.”

      Sirrin let out a shaky whimper and uncovered his face with one hand. “What was that thing?”

      “Lycanica,” Cam said. His hands trembled as he crawled back to Sirrin and collapsed against the wall. “Come to warn us.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “I don’t know.” Cam leaned his head back against the stone and took deep breaths. “But I don’t think that’s the last time we’ll see her.”

      Sirrin let out a groan. “I felt like she was inside my head,” he said. “Like she was speaking directly to my mind.”

      “I know.” Cam squeezed his eyes shut and could still see her like a ghost on the back of his eyelids. She was too beautiful, too perfect, and it terrified him. “We need more shaman, Sirrin.”

      “What?” The word came out like a coughing gasp.

      “Don’t you see? She’s afraid of us. We need more.”

      He groaned and curled into a tight ball again.

      Cam left him there as he leaned back against the rock wall. He kept his eyes squeezed shut and waited for the after image of the goddess to slowly drift away.

      He knew what had to be done. Even if it terrified him to his core.

      The only thing that could possibly stand up to something like that was magic. They were going to need as much magic as possible, which meant training more shaman.

      Maybe it was too dangerous. Maybe Sirrin was right.

      Cam didn’t give a damn.

      There was no way they could fight something like Lycanica without magic and still win. There was no other choice.

      He’d unleash enough magic on this world to burn it to ash.
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      Cam was damp with sweat from the climb. Sirrin didn’t speak on the way back and Cam didn’t try to push him.

      As they reached the entry hall, Cam grabbed Sirrin’s arm. He held it tightly and forced the shaman to look him in the eye.

      “Choose an apprentice,” he said. “Someone you trust.”

      Sirrin stared back at him. “You saw her,” he said. “What’s the point?”

      “We can still win.” He squeezed Sirrin’s arm. “Find an apprentice.”

      Sirrin ducked his head and Cam released his arm. “I’ll think about it,” he said. “But I won’t make any promises.”

      Cam watched Sirrin walk off toward a side tunnel leading to the residential areas of the Mansion.

      He turned and headed toward his rooms. Blood and fire scorches still marked the stone floor and he wondered if they always would. The blood had turned brown and muddy in the open air.

      The tunnels twisted. Air whistled down their lengths. Men sat in the tunnels and sharpened knives, spears, hatchets. Fires crackled in the rooms. Children ran in packs and laughed as they pushed each other over and played games. Cam walked up the steps to his rooms and found the door unlocked.

      Miuri and Felin sat on the low couch in front of the fire. Cam could smell fish and vegetables cooking. Cam leaned against the doorway and looked at his girlfriends.

      “Smells good,” he said, forcing a smile.

      Miuri got up. “Are you okay?” she asked. “You look… pale.”

      “Like you saw a monster,” Felin said.

      “I’m fine,” Cam said. He looked around the room. “Where’s Key? And Galla?”

      “Key’s out with Brice,” Miuri said. “Training some of the men right now. And Galla’s still in the bedroom.”

      Cam followed Miuri’s gaze and watched the closed door to their bedroom. She’d been in there for the last day, ever since the confrontation with her father in the entry hall.

      He let out a shaky breath and came into the room. He collapsed onto a wooden chair beneath the single window and felt the cold air creep down his neck. Miuri tilted her head at him in concern then walked to the kitchen area. She came back with a wooden cup full of water.

      He sipped it and nodded gratefully. Miuri sat across from him and Felin perched on the arm of the couch.

      “Something’s wrong,” Miuri said.

      “I was out with Sirrin,” Cam said. “We were going to do some training together.”

      “Is he okay?” Miuri asked.

      “He’s fine, I think,” Cam said. “We got up to a high perch and were talking about how he learned magic. Did you know you don’t need shaman blood in order to become a shaman?”

      Miuri shook her head. “I didn’t know that.”

      “Any Human can learn it.” He smiled and a bitter laugh bubbled from his lips. “I wish my father had told me that sooner.”

      “That could be a good thing,” Felin said. “You could train more people to fight like you do.”

      “Good and bad,” Miuri said. “Imagine if Warden Dore could use magic.”

      Cam grunted. “That’s what Sirrin said.”

      “Still, if you found the right people…” Miuri trailed off, tracing a finger down her jaw. “That could turn the whole war.”

      Cam gave her a tight smile. “But then something happened before we could talk more.”

      “Is that why you seem so off?” Felin said.

      Cam slowly looked toward the wolf girl and he felt a stab of indecision. She gazed back at him with her dark brown eyes that reminded him so much of Lycanica’s horrible black orbs.

      “We saw someone out there,” Cam said. “We saw… something.”

      “You’re freaking me out,” Felin said and looked at Miuri. “Why’s he looking at me like that?”

      “I don’t know,” Miuri said. “Cam, what happened?”

      “Lycanica came to me and Sirrin,” he said.

      The girls went still. Felin’s fingers clutched the couch arm.

      “What?” Felin said.

      “Lycanica came to us,” Cam said. “She was… beautiful and horrible. She floated in the air in this… dress that was almost not a dress. It melted off her body like mist. And her eyes…” He felt his stomach clench and he thought he might retch. He took the water and sipped it.

      Felin leaned forward, nearly falling off the arm. “Cam, this isn’t funny,” she said. “Tell me this is some kind of joke?”

      “I don’t think he’s joking,” Miuri said, her voice hushed. “Did you truly see the goddess, Cam?”

      “We did,” he said. “She came to… warn us. She wants me to take as many people as I can and leave the Mansion. She said she’s going to kill everyone, she’s going to burn everything, but she thinks I’m interesting. I don’t know what that means.”

      Felin stood and paced away. She looked like a caged animal and Cam watched her with wary eyes.

      “My goddess wouldn’t do that,” she said. “She wouldn’t just… appear to you like that.” Felin whirled on Cam. “You’re just a Human.”

      Her voice dripped with scorn. Cam sat back in his chair and wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Felin, please,” Miuri said. “You don’t mean that.”

      “My goddess has never shown herself to me,” Felin said. “But she appears for this man? For this Human?” Felin shook her head, her dark hair flying wild. “I don’t believe you, Cam. I don’t believe you.”

      “I’m not lying,” Cam said. “She was horrible to look at. So horrible, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I don’t know how we can possibly fight something like that.”

      “Lycanica is a bitch,” Felin said and snarled. Her lips curled up as she stepped toward Cam. For a moment he thought she might spring at him.

      “Felin,” Miuri said and half stood. “Please.”

      She took a step toward Cam. Her posture was full of rage. Her eyes bugged from her skull before she dropped to her knees in front of him. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around herself.

      A sob wrenched itself from her chest. Cam leaned forward and put a hand on her shoulder. Another sob. He felt it force its way up from her deepest reaches.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I never asked to see her. I never wanted any of it.”

      “I know,” she said. “I know. I know. I’ve just… I’ve never seen her. And I’m one of her children.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said again.

      She let out a frustrated growl then looked up at him. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “What was she like?”

      “Beautiful,” Cam said. “And terrible. She talked about you… about all of you… like you were a part of her. Like you’re her children.”

      “We are,” Felin said and tipped her head back. She shut her eyes and took deep breaths.

      She got to her feet and walked to the door.

      “Where are you going?” Miuri asked. “Felin, please stay. It’s okay, we understand why you’re—”

      But Felin pushed open the door and was gone.

      “Well shit,” Cam said.

      “You’ve been doing a wonderful job lately,” Miuri said, “at pissing off all your girls.”

      Cam gave her a tight smile and finished the water. It was cold on his throat.

      “I keep wondering when any of this will get easier.”

      “Not sure that’s going to happen.” Miuri leaned over the table and put a hand out, palm up.

      Cam put his hand in hers. She squeezed and smiled.

      “I should talk to Galla,” he said.

      “You’re right.”

      “She needs to be out there. The Mansion might fall into chaos at any moment if she doesn’t step up.”

      “She knows. But she’s just…”

      “She’s grieving,” Cam said. “I understand better than most.”

      Miuri let out a breath. “I keep forgetting you lost your father not long before all this started.”

      “Just before we met. It’s still fresh.”

      “Go talk to her.” Miuri released his hand.

      Cam struggled to his feet and found himself still weak from the vision on the mountain. “Do you think she wants to see her father’s killer right now?”

      “No,” Miuri said. “But she needs to anyway.”

      Cam nodded and walked to the bedroom door. He knocked twice then pushed it open, stepped inside, and closed it behind him.

      The room was lit by three lamps but shadows loomed in the corners. It was damp and cold. A blanket-wrapped lump lay huddled in the center of the huge bed. Red hair spilled like wine.

      “Galla,” Cam said. He wanted to say more but stopped himself.

      Galla’s lump moved then the blanket pulled away. Her face emerged and she looked out at him with a blank expression.

      “Husband,” she said.

      He felt a chill again. He walked over and sat down on the edge of the bed. Galla didn’t move. Her eyes followed him.

      “I’m sorry for what happened,” he said. “I know that doesn’t help, but it’s the truth.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      He stared down at his hands, at the wrinkles in his palms. “I could make excuses,” he said. “I could explain why I did what I did. But I’m not going to. It won’t bring your father back.”

      “No,” she said, “it won’t.”

      “I remember the day my father died,” Cam said. “In fire, in the forest. He was dying already; we all knew it. He was a shadow of his former self. And when the wolves came for us, he sacrificed himself, used what magic he had left to save me. I dragged his broken body back to the village but it was far too late for him by then. I still think I left a piece of myself in that clearing.”

      “Does it get easier?” she asked.

      “Yes and no,” Cam said. “Sometimes I go a day or two without thinking about him. But his absence is always there in everything I do, and the memory of him still hurts.”

      Galla pushed the blanket away and sat up. She wore a light white slip with thin straps. Her shoulders looked so small. She pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her thin arms around them.

      “I know he was wrong,” she said. “I know he should have stopped. But I keep wondering if there was another way.”

      “I know,” Cam said. “I wonder the same thing.”

      “I don’t blame you, you know,” she said.

      He met her eyes then looked away. “You can if it’ll help.”

      “I don’t,” she said and her voice was firm. “I made that happen. I orchestrated the situation. I put together the kindling and I held the torch above it. I can’t be surprised that I managed to burn everything down.”

      “You did what you thought was right.”

      “And I still think it was right,” she said. “But if I could go back, I’d change things. I’d try and talk to him more. Or I’d restrain him sooner. I’d do something to avoid what happened.”

      Cam nodded and leaned back on his hands. “I wish things could be different too,” he said.

      She reached out and brushed her fingers across his shoulder. He turned his head and she stared at him. Her lips hung open and her tongue pressed against her teeth. Black bags hung under her eyes and she looked so small and frail.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she said. “For the first time in my life I feel like I’m lost.”

      “You need to stand up,” Cam said. “You need to dress. And you need to be the Lord of this Mansion.”

      “But—” she started then stopped herself.

      “You know I’m right,” Cam said. “Even if it feels wrong. We’re in a crisis, Galla. The Mansion needs a leader right now, and we both know it can’t be me. I’m going to lead the army out of here in the next few days, and when I’m gone, I need to know someone’s back here protecting these people and taking care of them.”

      “You think that person has to be me,” she said.

      “We both know it.” Cam reached out and took her hand. She closed her mouth and bit her lip. “You have to be the Lord this Mansion needs, Galla.”

      “You’re right,” she said and dug her fingers into Cam’s palm. “I just hate the idea of getting out of this bed.”

      “Take more time,” Cam said. “Grieve some more. But come tomorrow morning, you’ll wake early, put on your clothes, and you’ll claim what’s yours by right.”

      She met his gaze again and Cam held it there. She nodded her head slowly and pulled her hand away.

      “Thanks,” she said. “I needed to hear that.”

      “I’m only telling you the truth,” Cam said.

      She pulled into herself again and stared down at the blankets. “Do you mind if I’m alone for a little while longer?”

      Cam got to his feet. “I’ll check on you again later today.”

      She nodded but didn’t look at him. “And maybe bring some of whatever’s cooking out there?”

      Cam smiled. “Of course.”

      She gave him a thin smile then rolled over onto her side, pulling the blankets around her again. She disappeared into a lump of skins and cloth and hair.

      Cam left the room and shut the door behind him.

      “How is she?” Miuri asked as he walked to the couch and sat down beside her.

      “Hungry,” he said.

      “I’ll bring her something when it’s ready.” Miuri moved closer and rested her head on his shoulder. “You saw a goddess today.”

      “I did,” he said.

      “I’m almost jealous.”

      “Don’t be.” He kissed her hair. “I’d rather see you.”

      “Flatterer,” Miuri said, laughed, and kissed his cheek.

      He leaned back and stared up at the ceiling.

      He saw a goddess. And soon he’d go to war with her.
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      Boots echoed through the vast entry hall as ranks of armed and armored men marched toward the mountain plateau. Cam stood on top of an empty cart and watched as his army gathered outside the great mountain gates, rows and rows of men, of camp followers, of carts laden with supplies.

      “It almost looks like a real army.”

      Cam looked down at Captain Brice. She wore her military uniform, but her armor was stowed away. Her dark hair swept over her shoulder and she gripped the pommel of her straight sword.

      “They’ll do,” Cam said.

      “Half of them were drafted overnight,” Brice said. “The other half are still exhausted from the first march.”

      “There’s no other choice.” Cam gestured for Brice to join him on the cart.

      She hesitated then climbed up. Cam watched the muscles in her arms and legs as she steadied herself beside him.

      “I’ve been hearing some rumors,” she said.

      “Like what?”

      “Disgruntled former commanders.”

      Cam nodded and didn’t react. “I expected that.”

      “You were smart to shake up the hierarchy though,” she said. “Getting rid of most of the old Generals and only keeping those that swore an oath? That was smart. Then promoting new men from the lower classes.”

      “You don’t disapprove?”

      “I don’t,” Brice said. “My father was a farmer. My mother sewed dresses. I’m not part of the aristocracy.”

      Cam tilted his head and studied Brice. “How many of the Generals would you say are truly loyal?”

      “I believe all those you hand-picked, plus maybe half of those still remaining,” she said. “Within the officer corps, it’s a little higher.”

      “I’m going to need your help.”

      Brice shook her head. “Oh, no. I’m not military police. I’m not about to root out spies for you.”

      “Brice—”

      “No,” she said, giving him a flat look. “I’ll fight in the field for you. I’ll wear my armor and die for you if I have to. But I’m not going to be your pawn in rooting out your enemies in this army.”

      He stared at her for a long moment then nodded his head. “Okay then,” he said. “I have someone else in mind for the job then.”

      “Who?”

      “Felin.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Your girlfriend? Felin?”

      “That’s right.” Cam watched a group of men march past, talking to each other in quiet tones. Some of them smiled up at him and some of them ignored him, and he couldn’t help but wonder how many of those men would make it back in one piece.

      He guessed not many.

      “I’m not sure that’s a great idea. It’ll look… bad.”

      “I’m not sure I care how it’ll look. I just need it to get done.”

      “What do you want from me then?”

      “Get her set up,” Cam said. “Find her some loyal men to work with her. Her entire job will be to sniff out anyone in the army that wants to work against me and arrest them if possible.”

      “I can do that,” Brice said.

      “Thank you.”

      They lapsed into silence as more men marched past. It was a sea of bodies moving to their doom. Cam couldn’t help but imagine all the suffering that was to come.

      Maybe he would be better off listening to Lycanica. Maybe he should evacuate the Mansion and get as many people away from here as possible. He could save lives that way.

      But it wouldn’t work and he knew it. Eventually, they’d reach the great salt sea and have nowhere to go. There weren’t enough boats in the world to ferry the entire population of this region to some other distant land. The wolves would come for them and slaughter every man, woman, and child left standing.

      Fighting was their only option.

      “Looks like someone’s coming to see you,” Brice said.

      Cam followed her gaze and saw a small group moving through the flow of marching soldiers. He smiled as Key shoved her way toward him, followed by a small collection of soldiers, Theus and Galla walking in their wake.

      Theus was just back from scouting with Arter and the guard, and his clothes were still road-worn and dusty. Key’s hair was in tight golden braids and she held her new spear against her shoulder.

      Galla wore a long, black dress, tight in the breast and the waist but flowing in the sleeves and the skirts. She wore a shining emerald pendant. A small glass tiara was perched in her beautifully curled red hair.

      The procession stopped at the foot of the cart.

      “Hello, Captain Brice,” Galla called up. “It’s lovely to see you.”

      Brice inclined her head. “Lovely to see you as well, Lord.”

      Galla beamed at that. “I just realized, I called you Captain Brice. But isn’t it General now?”

      Brice cocked her head. “I don’t know what you mean, Lord. I’m still just Captain.”

      Cam cleared his throat. “I hadn’t gotten to that yet,” he said loud enough for Galla to hear.

      “Whoops,” Galla said.

      Brice looked at him, her mouth open. “What are you saying?”

      “I want to make you the commander of the heavy infantry,” he said. “And I want you to have a seat at my council table. I’m making you a General, if you’ll have it.”

      Her mouth worked for a moment, as though the words couldn’t get past her lips, then she bowed her head. “I’m honored,” she said.

      “Don’t be,” Cam said. “I’m going to lean on you, Brice. I need you to be ready for that.”

      “Good.” She raised her head again and her eyes burned with passion. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Beautiful,” Galla said and clapped her hands. “Now Brice, do you mind if I borrow Cam?”

      “Be my guest,” Brice said. “I have work to do.” She turned and hopped off the cart. She was surprisingly light and graceful on her feet. Cam watched her slip past the marching men and disappear into the crowd.

      Galla came closer to the edge of the cart. Cam shifted forward and sat down, his legs dangling off the side.

      “That was a good choice,” Galla said, staring into the mass of men where Brice had disappeared.

      “You think so?”

      “She’s loyal. She’s competent.”

      “Attractive too,” Key said.

      Cam gave Key a look. “You’re a General now too, you know.”

      Key grinned. “Damn right I am.”

      “Really?” Theus asked, nudging Key. “He made you a General too? Feels like he’s just giving the title out.”

      “General of the Fourth Infantry,” Key said. “Which means I’m going to kick some serious wolf ass.”

      “I’m stacking the ranks as much as I can,” Cam said. “Everyone I trust is a General now. I can’t risk more division in our ranks. We’re already divided enough.”

      Galla rested a hand on Cam’s knee. “It’s a smart move,” she said. “I would’ve done it too.”

      He leaned forward and slipped off the cart. Galla put a hand on his chest and he kissed her cheek then reached out for Key. His two girls pressed themselves against him and he kissed them one after the other while Theus stood nearby rubbing the back of his head.

      “I hate when you do that,” Theus said.

      Cam laughed and released the girls. Key stretched her lean body and tilted her head. “So, when do I get to meet my men?” she asked.

      “Soon,” Cam said. “You’ll have to choose an officer corp. I’ll see if Brice has some suggestions.”

      “Perfect,” Key said. “But I’m a little worried about Felin. I’m a General, Miuri’s the liaison for the Elven division, Galla’s the Lord of the Mansion. What’s Felin going to do?”

      “Don’t worry about her,” Cam said. “Fel’s got her own job.”

      Key tilted her head. “Really?”

      “Really,” he said. “And I think she’ll love it.”

      “Cam,” Galla said, tugging at his sleeve. “Can we talk for a moment?”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      “I’ll take Key and get her acclimated,” Theus said. “Arter and your guard are looking for you, by the way.”

      “Good,” Cam said. “They’d better be.”

      Key and Theus moved off through the crowd and Cam turned back toward Galla. She leaned against the cart and chewed her lip as she watched the procession. Cam leaned next to her and slipped his hand into hers. She tilted her face up toward him and her eyes shone in the early morning sun as it slanted through the stone entrance.

      “You’re going to be gone for a while,” she said.

      “I know,” Cam said.

      “I thought I should… say goodbye.” She smiled a little. “And I wanted to thank you.”

      “Galla,” Cam said.

      “No, hear me out.” She cleared her throat and shifted her weight from one foot to the next. “Losing my father was hard. It’s still hard, maybe the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. But I know why you did it, and I would’ve done it myself if I were in your position. I’m not angry with you, Cam, I’m just… I wish things could have been different.”

      He squeezed her hand. “Me too.”

      “I love you.” She looked at him. “I didn’t expect it to happen, but I do. I love you, and I love Miuri and Felin and Key. I love what you’ve built together. I love what we might do in the future.”

      “I love you too, Galla,” he said. “You’re a part of our life now. All of our lives.”

      She stood on her toes and Cam kissed her, letting it linger.

      “I’ll watch over the Mansion while you’re gone,” she said.

      “I know you will.” He touched her cheek. “I’m worried, though.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m taking most of the warriors. I’m afraid something might happen. Warden Dore…”

      “Dore won’t be a problem,” Galla said. “He was loyal to my father, but my father’s gone now. His loyalties aren’t that strong.”

      “Still, there are those within this Mansion that are very angry about how you ended up the Lord.”

      “I know.” She smiled and Cam saw a deep pit of sadness there. “But don’t worry about me. I have some plans for the Wardens. I think they’ll be a fine royal guard and secret police.”

      Cam laughed and kissed her cheek. “Can’t help yourself, can you?”

      “Always thinking ten moves ahead.”

      “I wish I could have you out on campaign.”

      “I do too. But we both know I’m needed here.”

      “I know.” He kissed her again. “I’m going to miss you. But I’ll come back to you.”

      “You better come back.” Her smile melted away as she took his right hand. She nuzzled against this palm, breathing deep. “I need you to come back, Cam.”

      He tilted his head. “I promise. I won’t leave you.”

      “Just hurry back,” she said.

      He pulled her into a tight embrace. He held her, then pulled her back and kissed her.

      “Don’t get lost out there. Do what you need to do, then come home.”

      “I will. I swear it.”

      “Good.” She stood on her toes and kissed him.

      Cam kissed her one last time then let her go. She strode off through the sea of men, leaving him alone by the cart, his heart racing in his chest.

      The world suddenly seemed so much smaller. It was like the universe contracted and there was only his family now.

      “Sir,” a voice barked.

      Cam turned as Arter and his sons pushed through the marching men. They stood with their backs straight in glorious new heavy leather armor and saluted him, shields hooked over their right arms, swords at their side.

      “Well, look at you,” Cam said. “You look like a true personal guard.”

      A smile broke across Arter’s lips. “I hope so, sir.”

      “What do you have to report, soldier?”

      “We found the wolves during our training mission,” Arter said. “They’re in an encampment not far from here.”

      “How many?”

      “As far as I can tell, they haven’t gained in number.”

      “That’s good. I need you to assemble my family. Miuri, Key, and Felin. Find them, bring them to me.”

      “Yes, sir.” Arter saluted.

      “And Arter? Send word to the general staff. I want the army down the switchbacks and camping at the base of the mountain by tonight.”

      “I’ll have it done, sir.”

      “You’re dismissed.”

      Arter turned on his heel and marched off, followed by his sons.

      Cam watched him go then climbed back on top of the cart.

      The Mansion’s walls stood tall and thick with millions of years of rock and history. His army swarmed toward the plateau and toward the confrontation that would decide all their fates.

      But for Cam, his entire world was now in this place, in these rock walls, and in the people that lived there.

      He gripped his father’s sword and swore he’d return.
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      The war council convened under flickering lamplight.

      Cam sat at the head of a long wooden table. Camp Wardens moved through the dim tent, offering the general staff drinks, moving maps, unfurling documents, and taking away empty mugs. He watched Brice and Theus argue over the proper placement of the heavy infantry, listened to Key needle at a few of her Captains for letting the men pitch their tents too close together, and felt Felin’s eyes rake across the assembled men and women.

      Most of the faces were familiar. He’d picked them himself, chosen from his family and friends. Gwedi and Miuri sat at the opposite end of the table, speaking in low tones to a bearded man named Lagon. Arter loomed over it all, his eyes watchful, his hand resting on the pommel of his Mansion-steel sword.

      Cam brought the gathering to order by standing. He felt all eyes move toward him as he stared back at them. He felt the weight of the moment and the uncertainty of the future hang heavy over his shoulders, but he refused to let it bend him down.

      “Thank you all for coming,” he said.

      “You’re the Head General,” Brice said. “When you order a council, we show up.”

      Cam gave her a half smile. “Thanks all the same.”

      “We need to talk about supplies,” Lagon called out. “These Elves here think we don’t have much grain to last the march.”

      “We’ll worry about that later,” Cam said. “And I’m sure Gwedi and Miuri are right in their assessment.”

      Lagon grunted and leaned back in his chair, crossing his big arms over his burly chest. Miuri winked at him and Gwedi rolled her eyes.

      “We need to discuss troop deployments,” Theus said. “If we hold the heavy infantry on the right flank—”

      Cam raised a hand. “We’ll speak of that later as well, Theus.”

      Theus closed his jaw shut and leaned back in his chair.

      “What are we discussing right now, then, General?” Theus asked.

      Cam took a breath and steadied himself.

      “The wolves are camped nearby, at the base of this ravine.” He reached out and placed a finger on a large map of the area. The others leaned forward to get a better view. “My scouts inform me that their numbers are swelling as more and more wolves move down from the north. For now, though, I believe we’re evenly matched in number, although we aren’t matched in experience.”

      “The heavy infantry can break their backs,” Brice said, pounding a fist on the table.

      “And the light infantry will sweep them aside,” Key said.

      Cam held up a hand again. “I have no doubt,” he said. “But half our army is made up of fresh conscripts, and the other half is exhausted from the first march out.”

      “Not to mention they’re all poorly equipped,” Lagon said. “We barely had enough time to make a spear for every man, let alone give them leathers.”

      “Shields and spears will be enough,” Cam said, “if we can get them to fight in formation.”

      Key snorted. “I doubt that,” she said. “It took the Medlar fighters months to learn how to work together.”

      “We don’t have months,” Cam said. “We have days, at best. Truly, we have more like hours. I doubt the wolves will let us rest and gather strength.”

      “What do you suggest, then?” Theus asked.

      “I want to hit the wolves now,” Cam said. “I want to find them and pick a fight as soon as possible.”

      “Assuming they’ll even take the bait,” Brice said. “You’ll let them pick the ground.”

      “True enough,” Cam said. “And they’ll take the bait.”

      “It’s a risk,” Key said. “We might walk right into a trap.”

      “But we’re fresh now, and the men haven’t had time to get afraid.” Cam shook his head and brushed his fingers over the map. “I don’t propose a full-on battle. I want to take our greenest recruits, put them under your command, Key, and go pick a fight.”

      Key leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “What makes you think that’ll do anything more than get a bunch of people killed?”

      “They need to learn,” Cam said. “And you’re the best teacher I know. But you’ll have to accelerate your course.”

      “So you suggest some practical experience.”

      “Exactly.” Cam stood up straight. “We’ll pick a fight with the wolves and chip away at their numbers. If we can maneuver the army around their flank and take up a position here, to the north of the valley, then we can cut them off from reinforcements.” Cam jabbed a finger at the map.

      “That’d leave a clear path to the Mansion,” Miuri said, leaning forward with a frown.

      “I agree,” Cam said. “Which is where your father comes in.”

      “My father doesn’t have the numbers to hold against the wolves.”

      “Not in open combat. But up those switchbacks? I think your father could slaughter a few thousand wolves before they got close to being overrun.”

      “And then what?” Gwedi asked. “You want to just sacrifice my people?”

      “Not at all,” Cam said. “He’d fight a retreat back to the Mansion and close its doors. The wolves won’t be able to break in fast enough. I’d bring the army up their rear and smash them against the gates.”

      Gwedi tapped her finger against her jaw. “I can see how it might work. But you’re putting a lot of the risk on my people.”

      “Your people are more experienced than mine,” Cam said. “I think they can handle it. But I can offer you a brigade of armored fighters if they need help.”

      Gwedi snorted and waved that away. “Don’t insult me.”

      “Good.” Cam grinned at her. “I had a feeling you’d see things my way.”

      She grinned back and shook her red hair. “I’ll see what my Lord has to say about this,” she said.

      “I have a feeling my father will agree,” Miuri said. “It’s a good idea, Cam.”

      “There’s a lot that’s uncertain,” Cam said. “Getting around the wolves will take more than a few pitched battles, assuming they even let us.”

      “That’s where I come in,” Key said.

      “Exactly. You’re going to lead the charge and kill as many of them as you can. Make them think we’re being aggressive, when really we’re trying to cut them off.”

      “Then we’ll meet the Elves in the middle,” Key said.

      “Right.” Cam took a deep breath. “It’s a risky strategy, I know. But I’m banking on a few things.”

      “Which are?” Theus asked.

      “The wolves are desperate,” Cam said. “They thought they’d come into our valley and sweep over us like we were nothing. But I destroyed their plans when I freed the army, and now they’re reeling from that blow. I think they’re desperate to finish this as fast as they can, and if I present them with an open path to the Mansion, they’ll take it.”

      He watched the faces around the table. Some of the older Generals frowned at each other, and Cam could only imagine what they were thinking. But more than a few looked back at him with real interest, like they were sizing him up and liked what they found.

      “It’s a solid strategy,” Brice said, nodding her head. “I think it just might work.”

      “We’ll have a long road ahead of us,” Cam said. “But I believe there’s a way out of this if we work together.”

      “And only if we work together,” Miuri said.

      Cam noticed several of the older Generals give her sharp uncertain looks.

      “It begins tomorrow,” Cam said. “We make our stand here. There’s no other choice. We fight or we die, and either way we die. So we might as well take as many of those bastards down with us in the end, and maybe even send them home with their tails shoved down their throats.”

      A few laughs echoed out. Cam clasped his hands behind his back.

      “Lagon,” he said, “come to me after this and we’ll discuss the supply issues. I can request more from Galla if necessary. There are some perks to being married to the Lord of the Mansion.”

      More laughter, though Cam noted some subdued faces. He hoped Felin noticed as well.

      “For now, though,” Cam said and released his hands from behind his back. He leaned forward on the table, looming over the map. “It’s time we talked details. We have an army that’s half-bruised and half-green, and we can use any ideas to help shore up our strengths before the wolves find all the cracks in our armor.”

      The table broke out into discussion and Cam let it wash over him. Brice gave him a smile and a subtle but approving nod, and Key fell into conversation with Theus about the best battle tactics to use against wolves.

      This wasn’t ideal. It wasn’t what he imagined leading an army would be. He had enemies at this table, he knew, and enemies waiting nearby. Any one of them could finish him and doom the whole Mansion to ruin.

      And yet he felt more alive and in charge of himself than he ever had before.

      He only hoped that feeling could get them through the nightmares ahead.
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      The forest swayed around Cam. Trees shivered in the wind. He could smell fresh pine and dirt. His boots cracked over dead twigs as he walked at the head of his guard formation. Arter stood close to his shoulder and Janter stood on Cam’s other side.

      Key led a formation of light infantry ahead of them. Five hundred men in leathers and shields marched through the forest. It sounded like a hive of bees buzzing in a winter cavern.

      They moved down a slight slope toward the bottom of the valley.

      The forest continued to rustle. Wind blew loose hair from Cam’s head. He tried to tuck it back but the wind pulled it loose a second time. His hand gripped his pommel and his nerves skittered along his arms and legs.

      Key called a halt up ahead. The trees thinned into a rocky expanse that rolled toward a wide, shallow stream. Beyond the stream, arrayed in loose ranks, wolves stalked from between the stones and bushes. Cam halted his formation and kept the high ground as Key began her march again. She brought her men to within twenty yards of the stream and stopped.

      “Will they fight?” Arter asked. His voice was tense and soft.

      “I don’t know,” Cam said.

      “How many do you reckon?” Janter asked.

      “Shut up,” Vorn said. “You can’t just ask the General questions, you know.”

      Janter bristled and bumped shoulders with his twin brother. “I can too. Dad just did it.”

      “Dad’s the Captain,” Vorn said. “Shut your face up.”

      “But it’s just Cam,” Janter said.

      “Boys,” Arter barked. “Shut your damn mouths.”

      Cam smiled a little. He felt like he was back in the Medlar village again. Janter and Vorn were inseparable back in those days. Cam couldn’t remember a time when he saw either one alone, even though they were constantly at each other’s throats.

      “I’d guess six hundred,” Cam said. “Maybe more. I can’t be sure.”

      “I think you’re right,” Arter said. “Even numbers.”

      “But they’re on the other side of the stream,” Cam said. “And I know Key won’t cross it.”

      “Just wait and see.”

      The wolves stalked forward. They didn’t move like a Human army. Their numbers were jumbled and uneven, stalking in small groups of three or four. Cam guessed those were something like miniature packs, or little squads within the greater host of their army. The wolves had to have some way of organizing, otherwise they wouldn’t be able to fight effectively at all.

      But Cam knew they could fight. He’d seen it himself.

      The wolves continued to approach. Key’s men fell into a tight shield wall and waited. They looked like an iron and wood turtle halfway out of its shell. Cam felt his own hands tremble as he watched the wolves continue to come forward, not slowing down, not showing any sign of hesitating.

      “They’re still coming,” Janter said.

      “What are they gonna do?” Vorn asked. “That stream’s ten feet wide.”

      “Maybe they don’t mind getting wet.”

      “It’s cold,” Janter said. “They don’t want to fight soaked through.”

      “Boys,” Arter said. “If I have to tell you again, I swear I’ll send you both down there.”

      “Yes, Father,” the twins said in unison.

      Cam tried to keep the smile from his face and failed.

      Down on the field, Key’s men lowered their spears. He could hear Key shouting orders and saw her blond hair blow in the wind as she marched within the formation behind the third line. Her voice barely made it to his ears, and he couldn’t make out the words, but the tone was clear enough: steady, steady, steady.

      The wolves kept coming.

      “My god,” Arter whispered. “They’re not slowing.”

      “They’re going faster,” Cam said. “They’re charging. But right into a stream?”

      Key’s men braced themselves. Cam could see their uncertainty.

      The lead wolves made it to the stream bank. Cam expected them to plunge into the water and stomp across, getting their legs and underbellies soaked in the process.

      Instead, they jumped.

      “Holy shit!” Janter said. Cam felt the men around him bristle.

      The wolves flung themselves into the air. Their long, lean bodies hurtled over the stream, seeming to hang in the air before smashing back down to earth at the far bank.

      Each wolf jumped. Some landed short and had to scramble up the far side, but the vast majority made it with ease. Cam watched Key’s men take a few steps back.

      “Push forward!” Cam shouted. He took a few steps toward the host down below. “Push forward!” He saw Key running up and down the lines, screaming something indecipherable.

      But her men continued to back off as the wolves landed and gained their footing.

      If they rushed the wolves and charged as they tried to land, they’d be able to take the bank and slaughter the wolves. But instead, they hesitated.

      The wolves roared forward.

      “Fucking Urspirit help us,” Janter said.

      “Shut up,” Arter barked.

      Cam watched as the first wave of wolves smashed into Key’s men. The line buckled, but it didn’t break. The wolves jabbered and snapped their jaws over shields and spears. Screams echoed through the valley. Men impaled wolves, tossed limp bodies down to the ground. More came and the corpses began to pile up.

      Some men fell. Cam watched them topple, get dragged out from the line, get torn to shreds. The men in the back stepped up to fill the gaps. More and more men were torn to pieces, and Cam watched in horror as the column began to move backwards.

      More wolves threw themselves across the gap as their comrades won them space.

      “They’re going to get overrun,” Cam said. “Her lines aren’t long enough. She didn’t expect them to jump.”

      “What can we do?” Arter asked.

      Key ran along her lines and Cam watched as the rear men began to push forward. The front lines fell, one after the other, and the reserves were forced into the fighting. Key stretched her wall out as wide as she could but the wolves fought for the right flank and were beginning to slip around the formation’s side.

      “We have to go help,” Cam said.

      “There are only fifty of us,” Arter said. “What use will we be?”

      “I’m not letting them die down there.” Cam started forward.

      Arter grabbed his arm. Cam whirled around and stared at his Guard Captain in the eye. His nostrils flared in anger and his hand gripped the pommel of his sword so hard he thought he might break the metal.

      “Release me,” Cam said.

      “You can’t go,” Arter said. “We don’t need to die here. This is just one battle.”

      “Key’s down there,” Cam said.

      “And she knows what she’s gotten herself into.”

      Cam wrenched his arm free and turned toward the battle. “Stay if you wish,” he said. “But I won’t leave her to die.”

      He ran forward. The wind blew the stink of dying wolf and excrement into his face. He held his sword steady as he dodged trees and bushes and moved past the loose ranks. The sounds of fighting got louder, a din of slashing blades and snapping jaws. He couldn’t see the full picture of the battle as he got closer, but he could taste the fear and blood in the air.

      His Guard charged after him.

      Cam pulled his sword as he got close to the wolves fighting for Key’s right flank. He summoned his flames and gathered as many as he could in a ring of ash and death. He swirled it about his sword and kept it churning along the blade. As he reached the beasts, he unleashed everything he had and let it burn through them in a wide arc.

      Flesh and hair sizzled. Wolf bodies broke into pieces. Inhuman wolf screams filled the air. Cam killed as many as he could and reveled in the piles of ash he left behind.

      He waded forward, slicing through hides. He used his off hand to throw long jets of red-orange flame forward. The fire broke the wolves and scattered them back toward the water.

      Key’s formation pushed forward. Spears darted forward and sliced through ribs and stomachs and skulls. Shields battered desperate snapping jaws. Boots stomped over corpses as they pushed the wolves back.

      Arter and his men swarmed around Cam. They hacked at the animals around them. Arter tried to form a shield wall but Cam’s flames kept them back. Cam couldn’t release his magic or else the wolves would be able to regroup.

      The stream was ahead. More wolves lingered on the far banks, waiting for their chance to leap across. He released another jet of fire then pooled as much power as he could. He aimed it for the water and clenched his jaw as he snapped his magic into place.

      The stream lit up in a dancing inferno.

      Fire raced along the water and hung in the air. The wolves on the far back reared back. Cam thought he saw some try to jump through.

      Key’s men pushed forward. Their numbers dwindled with each step but the wolves were forced back to the water’s edge. Some risked the flames and died in water and fire while the others threw themselves like maniacs at Key’s soldiers.

      Arter and the Guard formed a protective ring around Cam.

      The afternoon air was thick with blood and burning bodies. Cooked meat and copper stung his nostrils. The ground was damp with gore and bodies.

      There were too many dead Humans on the field.

      Cam released his magic as Key’s men reached the edge of the stream. The flames dropped and he let out a groan of despair as the Need overwhelmed him. Wolves gathered on the far side but didn’t dare throw themselves across. They’d lost about half of their number, though Key’s men didn’t look much better.

      “I think we have it,” Arter said. “The wolves, I think they’re retreating.”

      “No other choice,” Cam said through clenched teeth.

      Key’s men began to pick through the dead and to tend to their wounded. They retreated to the slope and gained some high ground before they made camp for the evening. Cam found Key huddled over a camp fire at the edge of a small clearing while her men wrapped bandages over their wounds.

      “You okay?” he asked, crouching down beside her.

      The evening stretched out around them. Cicadas sang as stars filled the sky.

      Key fed a thin twig into the flames.

      “We almost lost that fight,” she said.

      “I know.” Cam sat back and leaned on his hands. “I’m sorry.”

      “I didn’t think they’d jump,” she said. “I expected them to wade through and come slower. Once they got across, I was going to push up on them and kill as many as I could.”

      “But they jumped,” Cam said.

      “And it freaked the men out. I mean, you saw that, right? It scared my men half to death.”

      “The first charge almost wrecked your lines.”

      “I’m lucky you were there.” She looked at him and shook her head. Stray hairs haloed around her face. “Otherwise we’d be dead down there.”

      “Arter almost didn’t let me help.”

      She snorted. “Thanks for ignoring him.”

      “Key.” Cam reached out and took her hand. She blinked away tears and he could feel the frustration roll off her. “It was just your first engagement.”

      “I know,” she said. “But I just thought…”

      “You took green, barely trained soldiers into battle,” he said. “You fought a horde of wolves and survived.”

      “Only thanks to your magic.’

      “And to your leadership,” he said. “You pressed the advantage. I couldn’t hold them off forever.”

      She squeezed his hand. “Thanks for saying that, but I’m not sure it’s true.”

      “It’s true,” he said and held her fingers up to his lips. “I swear, Key. You’re a good commander. You just need time to settle into the role, and you need the men to get some experience.”

      “Hard to get experience when half of them are dead.”

      He kissed her finger tips. “I know,” he said. “We’ll assign you more.”

      “That’s not the point.” She gently pulled her hands away and fed another twig into the fire. “How are we going to do this, Cam? Half the army is green. The other half is terrified of fighting again. Our first engagement was nearly a disaster.”

      “We’ll get better,” he said. “We’re already learning. Now we know they can jump at least ten feet. In the future, you’ll hit them hard as soon as they land.”

      She smiled a little. “If there is a future.”

      “There’s a future.” He put an arm around her shoulder.

      She leaned against him. They sat in silence. Fire crackled and danced in the breeze.

      Men moaned around them in pain and frustration.

      Cam couldn’t deny that had nearly been a disaster. If he had lost Key back there, plus an entire battalion, he wasn’t sure they could have come back from that. The morale hit would have been too great.

      But they’d survived. They hurt the wolves as much as the wolves had hurt them.

      They’d get better. They’d be smarter, stronger.

      Cam squeezed his arm tight around Key’s shoulders.

      “Now,” he said, leaning his lips against her ear. “I have a little Need I’d like to discuss with you.”

      She smiled and laughed and Cam grinned back.

      There was a future. He was sure of it.
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      The bulk of the army rolled through the woods. Days passed, trees shook and quivered in the wind, rivers came and went. Axes lopped off branches for firewood. Each night a chorus of digging shovels and grunting men erected a ring of defensive fortifications around their position.

      “They’re trailing us,” Brice said about a week after Key’s first engagement. Her dark hair hung loose over her shoulders as she hunkered over a map. Candlelight shaped her lips into a full heart.

      “That’s what we want,” Cam said.

      “Key’s been having running battles with them in the rearguard,” she said. “And we’re losing men.”

      “How many?”

      Brice shook her head. “Too many. Ten, twenty every day. We lost fifty yesterday.”

      Cam grunted and ran a finger down a list of provisions. They were low on salt already.

      “Reinforce her from the seventh,” he said. “Captain Frant can spare the men.”

      “He won’t like it.”

      “Then he can march back to the Mansion.” Cam stretched his arms behind his head.

      Brice lingered over the map. Cam gazed along the curve of her hip, the arch of her spine, and saw a hint of her breasts beneath the neckline of her tunic. She caught him looking, but instead of standing up, a smile slipped over her lips.

      “Easy there,” she said. “You know you have more than one girlfriend in this army, don’t you?”

      “There’s always room for more,” he said.

      She laughed and sat back. Cam let out a breath. Brice’s eyes were like steel, but her lips and body looked like they would be soft beneath him.

      “There’s been some grumbling,” she said.

      “Grumbling?”

      “Complaining. From the general staff.”

      “That’s not surprising.”

      “Felin’s been a little… aggressive in her tactics.”

      Cam laughed. “Also not surprising.”

      “The Generals don’t like it,” she said. “I’m afraid they’re going to start abandoning the army if Felin keeps pushing at them like this.”

      “What would you have me do?” Cam asked. “I need her to sniff out disloyalty.”

      “I think you’re sowing more chaos instead.”

      Cam crossed his arms over his chest. “I hadn’t considered that.”

      Brice chewed her lip for a moment. Cam had never seen her so indecisive before, but then she leaned forward and put her elbows on the table.

      “There are men here that want to see you fall,” she said, speaking very slowly and carefully. “I won’t deny that. But most of the army just wants to do what’s best for the Mansion and their families.

      “You think I should reign Felin in.”

      “I think you should be subtler,” she said. “Felin has an important role. We need order in the camps. But the way she’s been doing it…”

      “I’ll talk to her.”

      “Thank you.” Brice leaned back, and her relief was surprising and palpable.

      Cam tilted his head. “Did you think I was going to get angry at you for bringing this up to me?”

      “I wasn’t sure how you’d react.”

      He rubbed his eyes. “I’ve been under a lot of strain lately,” he said. “For obvious reasons. But I’m not going to snap at my officers just because they don’t agree with all my decisions. I need some dissent in my ranks, at least enough to keep me honest.”

      Brice gave him a smile. Her eyebrows arched. “You want me to be that dissenting voice?”

      “If I deserve it. You don’t have to worry about… punishment.”

      “Oh, but General. Sometimes I do deserve to be punished.”

      Cam’s mouth dropped in surprise.

      Brice laughed and stood. She turned away and Cam stared at her pert, round ass. She walked toward the far tent flap, but before she could push it aside, Janter stepped through.

      “Sir, Theus is here to see you,” Janter said.

      “Send him in.”

      Brice gave Cam another look. Theus stepped inside, looked from Brice to Cam, then held up a hand.

      “Am I interrupting?”

      “I was just leaving.” Brice nodded to Theus then slipped outside.

      He watched her go then turned to Cam. “What was that about?”

      “I have no clue,” Cam said, his voice soft. “One second, that woman hates me. And the next she acts like she wants to throw herself in my bed.”

      “Must be nice.” Theus walked over and took the chair Brice just left. “All these women throwing themselves at you.”

      “I really don’t know what it is.”

      “Momentum, I’d guess.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well,” he said, “you started out with one, right? Miuri was first?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Then Miuri helped with Key… and Felin came along… then Galla threw herself into the mix. So now I guess women see that you’re desirable, and apparently open to multiple women, so…” He shrugged and spread his hands out. “Momentum.”

      “I’ll just keep picking up more women like a rock rolling downhill then?”

      “Pretty much. Like I said, lucky guy.”

      Cam sighed and rolled his eyes. He leaned back in his chair and stared up at the tent ceiling, watching the heavy canvas fabric ripple slightly in the wind.

      “I learned something interesting before we left the Mansion,” Cam said.

      Theus looked up from studying the maps in front of him. “Did you now?”

      “Sirrin told me something about magic. I’ve been thinking a lot about it, ever since we left, and I can’t really get the idea out of my head.”

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      Cam looked at his friend, at the burn scars down the side of his face, and felt a shiver in his guts.

      “Magic can be taught,” Cam said.

      “Obviously,” Theus said. “Your father taught it to you.”

      “No, you don’t understand. Magic can be taught to… anyone.”

      Theus’s lips tugged down into a frown. “I thought you needed to be born to a shaman.”

      “That’s what I thought too. That’s the impression my father always gave. But Sirrin says it’s not true.”

      “How would he know?”

      “He wasn’t born to shaman, and he has magic.”

      “Huh.” Theus sat back. “Interesting. I just always assumed…” He shook his head. “I thought it was special.”

      “It is,” Cam said. “It’s still exceedingly difficult. I don’t think most people could learn it, even if it’s possible.”

      “So what are you thinking?”

      “I want to teach people,” Cam said.

      Theus laughed. “Imagine an army of shaman. We’d wipe the wolves out in a week.”

      “Exactly.” Cam leaned forward. “I want you to be the first.”

      Theus made a face then laughed again. “Come on, you’re not serious.”

      “I’m very serious,” Cam said. “I need someone that’s smart, capable, and loyal. I need someone that won’t abuse their power.”

      “You really think you can teach me? You barely learned yourself.”

      “True,” Cam admitted. “But it hasn’t been too long since my father gave me lessons. I remember most of what he taught me and I think I can pass it down to you.”

      Theus studied him for a long moment. Cam couldn’t read his friend’s expression, but every time he looked at the burn scars on Theus’s face, he wanted to get up, leave the tent, and never return.

      “I’m not sure I’m ready for that,” Theus said.

      “Nobody’s ever ready for it,” Cam said. “You just do it, and one day you figure out how to be better.”

      Theus took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “So, what, are you going to make me sit in the middle of the camp and… what do you call it? Meditate?”

      “Probably,” Cam said.

      “I’m a General. I have responsibilities.”

      “We’ll work around them.”

      “This is insane. You want me to learn magic.”

      “I really, really do.” Cam leaned forward. “You deserve it, Theus. You’ve been with me from the start, and there’s nobody I trust more than you.”

      “I’ll do it,” he said. “If you want it, I’ll do it.”

      “Don’t take this on if you’re not sure. I can find someone else.”

      Theus grinned. “Like you said, I’m brilliant and capable, so.”

      “I’m not sure I said that.”

      “Sure, you did.” Theus crossed his arms. “So what now?”

      “Now we’ll get started. And if it works with you…”

      “Then you’ll create your army.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      Theus laughed and leaned back in his chair. He ran his hands through his hair and stretched his arms up.

      “So if I learn magic, will I get a bunch of beautiful women to keep me satisfied?” Theus asked.

      “I don’t think it works that way,” Cam said. “I mean, look at Sirrin. The guy’s barely with it most of the time.”

      “True.” He dropped his arms and the smile slipped away. “I know this is a huge responsibility. I won’t let you down.”

      “I know you won’t.” Cam pushed his chair back. “Let’s start the first lesson.”

      “Right now?”

      “Right now. Come on.” Cam brushed past his friend and headed toward the tent flap. Theus scrambled to his feet and followed.

      Cam moved out into the evening. Spades dug into dirt. Men laughed around fires. The smell of cooking meat, boiling water, and washing soap resonated. Theus caught up with Cam and walked beside him.

      Janter and a stocky man named Madus fell into step behind them.

      Cam loved the camp in the early evening, just before the sun fell. Men greeted him as he passed and he stopped to exchange a kind word or two. Cam breathed the campfire smoke. Armorers repaired torn leathers and hammered out dented plate. Weapon smiths sharpened spearheads. Fletchers carved arrows and sanded bows smooth. Camp followers moved between tents and spoke in low voices.

      Cam made his way toward the center of the army. He hadn’t actually planned any lessons for Theus. He hadn’t thought ahead at all. He only knew that he needed more shaman if he was going to survive what was to come.

      The image of Lycanica hanging gorgeous and perfect and horrifying mid-air was seared into the inside of his eyelids.

      Cam reached a ring of tents placed around a crowded fire. The men were infantry, though he wasn’t sure who commanded them. Spears and shields rested haphazardly in the grass.

      “Sit with them,” Cam said, gesturing at the fire.

      “Why?” Theus asked. “Those are…” He squinted in the low light. “I’m actually not sure who leads them.”

      “You do!” one of the men shouted. He had a bushy gray beard. Laughter broke out around him.

      “Oh,” Theus said. “Shit, he’s right.”

      “Sit with them,” Cam said again. “Don’t speak. Don’t listen. Sit with them and think about nothing.”

      Theus groaned. “I was joking about the meditating thing.”

      “I wasn’t.” He put a hand on Theus’s shoulder. “You need to learn to control your mind. That’s a big part of what I do.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      “It’s very, very boring. Until you understand.”

      “So I just sit… and think about nothing.” Theus frowned at the infantrymen.

      “Not so different from what you normally do!” a voice shouted and more laughter erupted.

      “Sit and think about nothing,” Cam said. “Don’t smile at their jokes. As far as you’re concerned, they don’t exist. If you can’t tune out a bunch of idiots with too much time on their hands, you won’t be able to tune out a pack of gibbering wolves.”

      Theus took a deep breath. “Alright,” he said. “If you think this will work, I’ll do it.”

      “Good. It took me years to learn what I know. You’re going to do it in weeks.”

      Theus’s face went pale. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Get in there.” Cam pushed him forward. Theus walked over to the fire and took a seat between two burly men.

      “Should we give him hell, General?” one asked. His belly jiggled as he laughed.

      “Do whatever you want,” Cam said. “If he reacts to you at all, make sure you tell me about it.”

      Theus took a deep breath, let out a groan, then closed his eyes and crossed his legs.

      “Will do, sir,” the soldier said.

      Cam smiled and left.

      Theus would be fine. The soldiers would mess with him for a bit but they’d grow tired of it soon enough. He needed to come up with a better method of teaching Theus how to find the priori, but this would do for now.

      Cam stalked off to find Felin next.
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      Felin’s tents stood at the edge of a clearing away from the main bulk of the army. A small trench was dug in around her perimeter. Cam nodded at a pair of tall guards leaning against a cart as he walked past.

      “Evening, General,” the guard on the right said. He had bright blue eyes and a boyish face. “Come to see the mistress?”

      Cam half smiled. “That’s what you call her?”

      “Not to her face, mind you,” the guard said.

      “I think she’d like it.”

      “Oh, maybe she would, but why take the chance?”

      A scream rang out from the nearest tent. Cam flinched and turned toward it, but neither of the guards seemed to react.

      “Don’t mind him,” the boyish guard said. “He’s just having a chat with the mistress.”

      “What’s she been doing in there?”

      “Asking questions. You know.” The guard grinned at him. “Working in your interests.”

      Cam gave the guards a half nod and stalked to the tent’s flap. He pushed it aside and slipped through.

      The interior was dim. Muggy air hung flat and stale. He smelled sweat and bile. Two more guards stood to the right side of the tent. Their backs were straight and both were sweating. A low wooden table sat in front of them. Tools covered its surface, some stained with dried and flaking brown blood.

      A man sat on a chair in the center of the tent. His hands were bound behind his back. His head lulled forward as blood seeped from his nose. Felin walked around the chair like a predator with her hands clasped behind her back. She wore a tight black tunic, the top two buttons undone to show a hint of her breasts, her thick dark hair tied up in a bun on her head.

      “I know you’ve been spreading rumors,” she said. “I know you’ve been talking about things you shouldn’t talk about. The sooner you admit it, the sooner this is done.”

      “I don’t know… what you’re talking about.” The man on the chair let out a sob. “I really don’t.”

      “Pathetic.” Felin stepped close to him and pulled his head back by the roots of his hair. He let out another groan as she spoke into his ear. “You’ve been telling people that the Elves plan on taking the Mansion from us while we’re gone. You riled up a lot of people, Iorrim.”

      Iorrim tried to shake his head but Felin held it tight. “No, I didn’t, that’s not—”

      Felin grabbed his face by the cheeks. “Stop lying to me,” she said.

      “I didn’t—”

      She slammed her fist across his face. He slumped to the side and nearly tipped the chair over. She stepped back and clasped her hands in front of her.

      “I’ll ask again, Iorrim. And if you lie again, I’m going to stop asking, and start hurting.”

      “Please,” he said. “I didn’t—”

      “Felin.” Cam couldn’t watch any longer. “Enough.”

      Felin turned. Surprise lit up her face. Then it darkened into something else.

      “You shouldn’t be here, Cam,” she said.

      “We need to talk.”

      Her eyes moved back to Iorrim. He spit blood in a thick gob that landed in his lap. He let out a horrible sob as his head hung limp, chin against his chest.

      “I’m nearly finished with this one,” she said. “And then—”

      “Now, Fel.”

      She gave Cam a look then released a sharp breath. “Take him back to the pens,” she said to the guards. “I’ll finish this later.”

      The guards came forward. One untied Iorrim’s wrists while the other helped him up. They half carried the limp man through a back flap and out of the room.

      Felin walked over to the table and picked up a white rag. She wiped the blood from her knuckles.

      “What can I do for you, Cam?”

      “What is all this?” He gestured around him.

      “This is what you asked for.”

      He let out a shocked laugh. “I wanted you to investigate, not torture.”

      “Investigate?” She gave him a look. “You have no clue, do you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She threw the cloth down on the table and strode across the room. She kicked over the chair and glared down at it.

      “That sniveling little fuck you saw simpering and whining is part of a movement,” she said. “I’m not sure who’s leading them or what their goals are. But they’ve been spreading lies through the camp ever since we left the Mansion.”

      “What lies?” Cam masked. “Why is this the first I’m hearing of it?”

      “I didn’t have enough to bring to you yet,” she said.

      “What lies, Felin?”

      She turned to him. “About the Elves,” she said. “About godlings in general. People believe the Elves are going to slaughter all Humans when this is over and take the Mansion as their own. People believe the Elves are working with the wolves in some… conspiracy.”

      “That’s insane,” Cam said.

      “I know that, you know that. Most people know it. But there are those who believe all godlings are monsters or worse.”

      Cam looked away from the tipped over chair. He’d seen plenty of hate toward the godlings since venturing out from his village. There was prejudice and anger everywhere, and that anger always seemed to end up directed toward the non-Human races more often than not.

      “Why are you torturing him, then?” Cam asked.

      “I need to know who he’s talking to and where he’s getting these lies,” she said. “If I can cut it off at the source, we might be able to keep this army from splintering apart.”

      “It can’t be that bad.”

      “It can be, Cam.” Felin stalked back and forth under a single hanging lamp. Her shadow lengthened, twisted, lengthened again. “I’m thinking about what happens when all of this is over. If we beat the wolves, what then? People won’t go back to the old way of living. They’re afraid of godlings, Cam, and I can’t blame them. They’re afraid of people like me simply because of what I am.”

      “It’s war, Fel,” he said. “War brings out the worst.”

      “And I’m making sure that the worst doesn’t destroy what we’re trying to build.”

      “Brice came to me about you.”

      Felin stopped pacing. “And?”

      “She asked me to stop what you’re doing. She said… she thinks you’re making things worse.”

      Felin snorted. “Of course she does. I took a few of her men a couple of days back. Haven’t returned them since.”

      “Why, Fel?”

      “Rumors, lies.” She shook her head. Her eyes looked wild. “This whole place is going to fracture and split. And I’m afraid when it does, they’ll come hunting for people just like me.”

      Cam stared at Felin. He’d never seen her like this before, agitated and half-crazed. He believed that there were plenty of people within the army that hated the godlings, and the Elves in particular, but she couldn’t really think there was any way of stopping it.

      “Felin, please, listen to me,” he said.

      She crossed her arms. “What? Don’t tell me I’m wrong.”

      “You’re not wrong,” he said. His voice was gentle. “But you’re going too far.”

      “Too far—” she started.

      Cam interrupted. “No more torture. No more taking men from their platoons.”

      “If I don’t separate the worst of them—”

      “No more, Felin.”

      She gaped at him. “I can’t believe this.”

      “You can’t torture members of this army,” he said and flipped a hand at the table of instruments to his right. “You can’t carve them up to make them talk.”

      “It works,” she said.

      “I’m sure you think it does. But we aren’t doing that anymore.”

      “What will you have me do then? You wanted me to root out your enemies.”

      “I wanted you to find those still loyal to Remorn. I wanted you to find anyone that might try and usurp my authority.”

      “I’ve found some of those,” she said. “Tortured them, too.”

      “I believe in what you’re doing,” Cam said. “But I don’t believe in your methods. No more torturing. No more disappearing. Watch, listen, question, learn. Bring me what you find.”

      “Cam,” she said, and her voice was a snarl. “You’re cutting off my hands. How am I supposed to do my job?”

      “You’re going to have to find some other way,” he said. “If I hear you’re still torturing people, I’m going to—”

      “What?” Felin asked. “Throw me out?”

      Cam opened his mouth then shut it again. He let out a breath and shook his head. “Of course not.”

      “Then what?”

      “I’ll take away your command. Assign someone else.”

      She laughed. “Nobody will do it. You think anyone cares about you like I do?”

      Cam took a few steps toward her, hands extended. She didn’t move.

      “I know you care,” he said. “That’s why I want you to keep going. But please, no more torturing. I can’t have that, not right now.”

      She glared at him before throwing her hands in the air.

      “Fine,” she said.

      “Thank you.”

      She let out a breath. Her expression dripped frustration.

      “I don’t know how you plan on keeping all this together,” she said.

      “I don’t either,” Cam said. “But I intend on trying the best I can.”

      “And when it all goes wrong?”

      “I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      She just shook her head. “I have work to do,” she said. “I’ll make sure Iorrim is tended to. I’ll ask him some questions and release him tomorrow.”

      “Without hurting him.”

      “Without hurting him,” she echoed.

      She strode to the back flap, threw it aside, and disappeared.

      Cam watched the flap flutter back into position and leaned his head back, his eyes squeezed shut.

      He didn’t think Felin would ever go this far. But clearly, he had underestimated her zeal. He didn’t know if he should be angry or if he should appreciate how much she cared.

      A little bit of both, he decided.

      He turned and left her tent behind. The guards nodded to him as he strode back toward the main camp.
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      Birds chirped sparingly. Boots crunched over freshly fallen pine needles. Brice kept her helmet tucked under an arm.

      Cam’s eyes skimmed the forest ahead as Brice’s armored column continued its march along a dry streambed. Cam guessed the stream would fill once the summer thaws hit the mountain.

      “Reports said the wolves should be near here,” Cam said.

      “I’m surprised your guard let you come on this mission,” Brice said.

      “Arter wasn’t happy about it. But I told him you’d take good care of me.”

      She gave him a look. “We both know why you’re out here with me.”

      Cam said nothing. Ahead, the stream hooked right through a dense copse of tall pines. There were fifty men and women in heavy plate with spear and shield at the ready. Cam’s scouts found evidence of a mid-sized wolf force camping in the area, but they hadn’t come across them yet.

      Most missions went like this. The wolves were beginning to learn. They couldn’t engage them every single time Cam sent his people out, otherwise they’d get stretched too thin. They began to set traps and pick the ground on which they fought.

      Which meant Cam was losing more often than he won.

      “There’s something off about this,” Brice said.

      “You feel it too?”

      “They’ve been getting smarter.”

      “I think they’ve always been smart.”

      Her gloved hand patted against the bronze plate skirt around her thighs. It made a soft clinking sound. “But they didn’t fight smart,” she said. “They were a rabble before.”

      “Conflicting tribes and packs,” Cam said. “We exploited that to break the army free.”

      “Right,” Brice said. “But they’ve been working together these last few days. Drawing Key into traps, fighting with the high ground. Before they’d throw themselves at our walls and hope their numbers overwhelmed us.”

      “They don’t have numbers anymore.”

      Brice let out a small grunt. “They don’t,” she agreed. “But at the rate we’re going, I’m not sure how long that’ll last.”

      “What do you propose, then?” Cam asked.

      “Confrontation,” she said. “Force a battle.”

      “I’m not sure we can win.”

      “Nothing’s ever sure in war.”

      “That’s not true,” Cam said. “Maybe nothing is ever exactly certain, but you can bend a battle in your direction. Tactics, strategy, positioning, numbers, it’s all designed to give your army the greatest possible chance.”

      “And you don’t think we can come up with some strategy to win in a direct confrontation.”

      Cam’s eyes swept along the bend in the stream. “I think there’s something bigger happening.”

      She eyed him with a tilted head. “What do you mean?”

      Cam thought back to the mountain, to Lycanica hanging mid-air, her gorgeous hair waving in the soft breeze.

      “Something happened before we left,” he said. “I haven’t told many people about it.”

      “If you know something, you shouldn’t keep it to yourself.”

      “I’m not even sure you’d believe me,” Cam said.

      “What happened?”

      He sucked in a breath, but a crashing of twigs and rustling branches made him stop.

      Wolves spilled out from the trees.

      “Formation!” Brice shouted.

      Cam fell back as Brice’s men formed up around them. Three ranks deep and heavy with armor. The wolves tore down the empty streambed and threw themselves at the line of soldiers. Teeth gnashed and claws tore at shields and spears.

      The copper smell of blood and gore quickly filled the air.

      Cam couldn’t get a good count. He was buried in the back lines. Brice hurried between them, shoving some forward, pulling others back. Cam tried to move to the side to get a better view but one of the senior soldiers grabbed his shoulder.

      “Stay here, General,” he said. The man’s eyes shone from beneath his bronze helmet. “Can’t keep you safe if you go running off.”

      “I’m not sure I need protecting, soldier,” Cam said.

      “All the same, General would have my nuts on a platter if she knew I let you run off.”

      Cam grunted in response and let the soldier guide him back into the center of the fighting mass.

      Animal screams filled the air. Birds took flight in great black flocks. Rocks and dirt tumbled down into the streambed. Wolves slammed into the shield wall with shocking force and little regard for their own lives.

      Cam could hear Brice shouting over the din but couldn’t make out the words.

      Ahead, the wall pushed forward. Men grunted and shouted. Cam smelled musky sweat and fear.

      He cursed and looked around again. He couldn’t stay safe in the middle of a mass of armored soldiers, not if he could help. More shouting from the front, and the mass jerked forward then stumbled back as more wolves spilled in from the trees to their left, slamming into the front line’s flank.

      Brice called up the second line and tried to form a wall.

      But there were too many of them and on too many sides. Cam realized that the scouts had led him directly into a trap.

      He shoved away from the soldier watching over him. He heard a shout but ignored it as he waded through the bodies toward the left flank. Bodies sliced open and screams filled the air. The wolves clawed at shields and armor desperate to find flesh. Cam shoved out of the column and staggered into the open air.

      Only to face a pack of snarling wolves as they threw themselves with berserker rage at the line facing them.

      Cam called on his fire. He didn’t hesitate. He didn’t bother drawing his sword. It flowed out from his hands like molten water. He thrust his palms forward and released the burning inferno in huge gusts of bone-melting heat.

      Wolves screamed. The front line stepped back, away from the fire.

      Cam pumped more energy into his attack. The wolves parted before him. Piles of ash simmered on the blackened ground. The smell of cooked meat and burned sinew filled his nostrils as more screaming rang out.

      The wolves melted away before him. He dropped his magic as sweat fell down his brow. He swept the field in search of more wolves to kill, but they melted back into the forest.

      Armored soldiers marched forward, swinging the line out through the devastation.

      “Cam!”

      He looked over and found Brice with two soldiers trotting toward him. He recognized one of the soldiers as the veteran that had held him back before.

      “General,” he said.

      She wore her helmet shoved down over her dark hair, but he could see her bright eyes through the visor. He felt the Need claw at his brain.

      “I thought you were told to stay in the ranks,” she said.

      “I thought I’d help out,” he said.

      Brice got closer. “I agreed to let you come on the condition that you wouldn’t fight,” she said. “If you got hurt under my watch—”

      “Then I’m sure there’d be a lot of men and women back at camp that would be happy to see it.”

      “And twice as many that would tear me limb from limb.” She shook her head and released a frustrated breath. “You’re too important to go running around fighting like this. You know that, don’t you?”

      “I can still fight.” Cam’s words came out in a snarl.

      “You can, but you shouldn’t.”

      Shouts rang out by the front line. The mass of men shoved forward and Cam watched them break ranks.

      “Looks like the wolves fell back,” the veteran soldier said.

      “Go stop them from following,” Brice said. “This reeks of an ambush. We’re pulling back.

      “Yes, sir.” The soldier jogged off.

      “Too damn clever,” Brice said. She pulled her helmet off and threw it on the ground. Her hair blew in the wind and streamed out behind her. She grunted and gripped the pommel of her sheathed sword.

      “We’re supposed to be hunting them,” Cam said. “But it feels like they’re hunting us.”

      “Turning our own tactics around.”

      “Get your men together. We’re going back to camp. We need to figure out what to do with all this.”

      She nodded once and locked eyes with him. “You know something.”

      Cam turned away from the soldiers. He stalked toward a pair of large pines and tore off a clump of needles. He let them drift down from his fingers onto a group of large grey pitted rocks.

      “I saw Lycanica,” he said.

      “You did— what?” Brice stood and stared at him.

      “I was out climbing with Sirrin,” he said. “And Lycanica came to me. She warned me that she wouldn’t allow us to defeat her armies. That she’d kill us all.” He looked at Brice and felt his face tighten with anger. “She said she’d let me run away if I left that day.”

      Brice let out a sharp laugh. “You’re right. I almost don’t believe you.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Lycanica showed herself to you. An actual god appeared before you and spoke.”

      “I know how it sounds.”

      “I’m not sure you do.” She shook her head. “The godlings don’t talk about their gods much. And they certainly don’t let Humans meet with them.”

      “I’m not sure the godlings can really control what their gods choose to do.” Cam said. “She was… something else.”

      Brice stomped her boot. “The wolves are killing us,” she said. “And you sound like you’re in awe of their god.”

      “You would be too, if you met her.”

      “Cam.” Brice banged her glove against her armor. “Tell me you’re not starting to rethink things.”

      “No,” he said. “Of course not. But I think Lycanica is directly in charge of them now.”

      He wanted to tell Brice about how scared Felin was of Lycanica, but he kept his mouth shut. Felin made it seem as though the wolves would do whatever the goddess commanded, no matter how atrocious or difficult. If that were the case, then Lycanica would have complete control over her forces. But he wasn’t sure Felin wanted him talking about that, and he didn’t want to betray her trust.

      “Which means our entire strategy is at risk.” Brice cursed and turned her back on Cam.

      “Not necessarily,” Cam said. “But we are going to have to rethink how we’re doing this.”

      “You don’t want to meet them head on. But your plan of baiting them into attacking the Mansion doesn’t seem like it’s going to work either. How can you expect to win this war?”

      “I’ll figure it out,” he said. “This isn’t some game with easy right and wrong answers.”

      “I know what’s right.” Brice let out a frustrated snarl. “We need to kill the bastards before they hurt our people.”

      Cam moved closer to her. He could see blood splattered on her armor.

      “We will,” he said. “But we have to be smart about it.”

      “I’m a heavy infantry commander,” she said. “I don’t care about smart. I care about smashing the skulls of those damn animals.”

      “And I care about getting this army through this alive.” Cam held a hand up, palm out. “You need to trust me, Brice. We can’t fall into the same trap we wanted to build for the wolves.”

      “And what trap’s that?” she asked.

      “Fighting among ourselves,” he said. “We need to work as one.”

      Brice’s eyes narrowed as she shook her head. “I guess that’s why you had Felin torturing men.”

      Cam went still. “I didn’t know about that.”

      “But you put her up to it. She’s your little personal police force, isn’t she? Your spymaster?”

      “Yes,” Cam said. “But I didn’t know how far she was taking things. When you warned me, I went out to her.”

      “And you saw it?” Brice asked.

      “I saw what she was doing. That won’t happen again.”

      Brice grunted again and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath and seemed to steady herself.

      “I know you’re right,” she said. “If we keep going down this path, nothing good will come of it. But I’m just so angry.”

      “I know,” Cam said. “I’m angry too. We have to be smart about it though.”

      She nodded once, sharp and deliberate.

      “Thank you for listening to me,” she said. “About Felin.”

      “Of course. I trust you, Brice, and I promise I’ll do my best to listen to what you have to say.”

      “That’s more than the old Generals ever did,” she said. “Shit, Cam. I lost my cool for a second. My blood’s still up from the fighting. I know you’re doing your best.”

      “I understand.” He tilted his head. “Let’s get the men organized and start the march back to camp.”

      “Yes, sir.” She gave him a tight smile. “Whatever you say, sir.”

      He watched her turn and walk back to the men. She barked orders as he lingered near the trees.

      Wind whipped through her hair and he wondered how much of the blood on her armor was from her own men.

      He gripped his sword to steady himself and followed in her wake.
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      Cam stood in front of his gathered general staff and leaned his palms against the pitted wooden table. The table was buried under maps and notes. Cam felt the weight of his father’s sword tug at his hip.

      Miuri tilted her chin toward him. She’d come into camp several hours earlier covered in road dust and sweat.

      “I gathered you all here to speak about the future of this army,” Cam said.

      He saw some of them flinch. Key looked dour, her light eyes somehow devoid of their usual sparkle. Brice’s face was ashen. Several of the minor Captains stared at each other like they could hardly believe this was happening.

      “But first,” Cam continued, “Miuri brings news of the Mansion.” He gestured to her and sat back down.

      Miuri cleared her throat. Her blonde hair was pulled back in tight braids. She wore a simple green and gray tunic and still looked all the more stunning for it.

      “The main wolf host followed the army,” she said. “They pulled away from their original position and left only a skeleton crew at their former camps.”

      “How many?” Key asked.

      “Several thousand,” Miuri said. “They’re dug in tight. I’ve never seen the wolves build fortifications like these.”

      “Does your father have the numbers to match them?” Cam asked.

      “We do,” Miuri said. “I believe the wolves left three thousand, and we have five. Plus, Galla is already conscripting more men and women and believes she can add another three to our numbers.”

      Cam let out a breath. “Of course she is. That woman could wring blood from stone.”

      “My father believes we can make a move on the smaller force left behind,” she said. “He doesn’t think they know we still remain in the Mansion.”

      “Or else they would’ve left more,” Key said.

      “It could be a trap,” Brice said. “The damned wolves have been extremely clever. Or… at least their commanders have been.” She gave Cam a meaningful look.

      Cam did his best to ignore it. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Trap or not, Haesar and his men aren’t any help to us if they stay within the Mansion walls.”

      “That is exactly what we were thinking,” Miuri said.

      “Marching on a fortified position will be tricky,” Key said. “You have numbers, but not by much.”

      “My father believes it’s possible,” Miuri said.

      “And this is an opportunity.” Cam leaned forward over the map and tapped the spot where the smaller wolf encampment lay. “If Haesar can take the wolves here, they can sweep up along this pass.” He moved his finger along the thick, textured parchment paper. “And hit the wolves from their flank here.”

      “That could solve a lot of our problems,” Brice said. “We might be able to turn and stand.”

      “I still want to cut them off from the north,” Cam said. “Break their supply train. If they can’t get reinforcements, and they can’t get supplies, they’ll get desperate.”

      “And then what?” Theus asked. “We wait for them to starve?”

      “It’s a big valley,” Key said. “Lots of game. Lots to eat.”

      “It’s big, but not that big,” Cam said. “We’re talking thousands of hungry wolves.” Cam leaned back in his chair and stared at the maps before looking back up at his assembled men. “The original plan isn’t working. The wolves didn’t take the bait, so we have to adapt. The new strategy will be simple. We keep marching north, keep chewing away at the wolves as they stalk and shadow us. We wait for Haesar to break the smaller force. Then we’ll turn and make a stand.”

      Grim faces stared at him. Cam knew what he was asking. Before, their plan meant the army would get to sweep up from behind and smash a vulnerable foe.

      But now he wanted them to fight a formidable enemy head-on.

      Thousands of men and women would die.

      He knew what he was asking.

      But now that Lycanica seemed to be in control of the army, he needed to put her in a position where her clever tactics didn’t matter. Brice was right, they needed to turn and fight.

      Sooner or later, it would come down to strength of arms.

      Cam leaned over the table and traced a path along the valley on the largest map. Such a simple thing, and yet those miles meant all the difference in the world.

      “We survive until Haesar can join us,” Cam said. “If we allow the wolves to catch up, they’ll overrun us. Without Haesar’s men, we’re at a disadvantage. So now the game’s a little different in the long run, but it doesn’t change much for us today. So go speak to your troops, make sure they’re getting what they need, and prepare to move out in the morning.”

      His general staff stood and filed out. They spoke in low tones to each other. Cam thought he saw some flash him angry looks but he tried to ignore them.

      Key came to him, kissed his cheek. “You’re doing good,” she whispered and tried a smile, but it looked hollow.

      He took her hand. “You need to rest,” he said.

      “No rest for me,” she said. “I’ve got a bunch of road-weary warriors to manage. This’ll be over one day, and then I can rest.”

      Cam squeezed her hand and released it. He knew she was right, and if she were just another General, he wouldn’t be so worried.

      But this was Key, his Key.

      She turned and left the tent. Brice and Theus followed.

      Miuri lingered in her chair.

      Cam leaned back and looked up at the tent roof. “When did things get so hard?” he asked.

      “They were always hard,” Miuri said. “But before, you weren’t the one shouldering everything.”

      “Now I wish I hadn’t killed Remorn.”

      Miuri laughed. “You liar. We both know that was the right thing to do.”

      “Sometimes I wonder.” Cam looked back down at Miuri. “How’s Galla holding up?”

      “She’s doing well,” Miuri said. “Restructuring the Wardens into more of a police force. Lots of people don’t like that.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “But she’s keeping everything together, which is what she wants.”

      “And your father? Gwedi?”

      Miuri raised an eyebrow. “Asking about Gwedi?”

      “I know she hates me, but she’s been around a lot. Just curious how they’re holding up.”

      “They’re fine,” Miuri said. “We keep our distance in the Mansion and avoid your people as much as we can.”

      “That’s probably for the best, even if it shouldn’t be.” Cam reached a hand out and Miuri took it. “I told Brice about Lycanica.”

      Miuri chewed her lip. “About what you saw with Sirrin?”

      He nodded. “I think she’s running the army,” he said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. Before, they were fractured and barely cohesive. Now they’re setting traps and working as a unit.”

      “You might be right.” Miuri squeezed his hand. “All the more reason to fight them.”

      “I feel alone out here.” He stared into Miuri’s eyes. He almost forgot how she made him feel when she was around. It was like having a second body, a second skin, like he knew no matter what she’d be there to pick up where he left off.

      “You’re far from alone.” She smiled and tilted her head. “You have Key and Felin.”

      “They’re both busy,” Cam said. “I need them working. Theus is training to become a shaman and—”

      “Theus is training to become a shaman?” She sat up and frowned.

      “Oh, right.” Cam pulled his hand back and gestured. “I have this idea, maybe it’s stupid, but I’m starting with him. I can imagine an army of shaman, fighting the wolves. If they have Lycanica, then we’re going to need magic to protect ourselves.”

      Miuri drummed her fingers along the table. “And you’re sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Not at all,” Cam said. “Sirrin seems to think it’s a horrible mistake. But I’m starting with Theus and I’ll go from there.”

      “Just be careful. What you can do… it’s dangerous in the wrong hands.”

      “I’ll be careful,” Cam said. “You sound just like Sirrin.”

      She smiled and shrugged. “I guess he’s not so bad then.” She got up and came around the table. She pushed Cam’s chair back then sat in his lap and leaned her head against his chest.

      Cam wrapped his arms around her and held her tight.

      “I need to leave again,” she said. “I’ll have to travel hard so I can tell my father the plan.”

      “I know.” Cam held her tighter, her body warm and soft against his. “I love you, Miuri.”

      “I love you too.”

      He kissed her hair. She tilted her head and met his lips.

      They stayed like that for a while. Cam couldn’t tell how long, but it didn’t matter. The lamplight dimmed as Miuri stood, stooped to kiss him one more time, then slipped away without a word.

      Cam leaned back and let out an exhausted breath.

      Then looked back over the maps and began to plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      “Shut your eyes.” Cam crossed his arms over his chest.

      “You keep telling me to shut my eyes,” Theus says, “and then you kick me.”

      “So what?” Cam asked. “You think the wolves are going to come up and give you cute puppy kisses?”

      “Cam—”

      “Close your eyes.”

      Theus clenched his jaw and sat up straight. Cam walked around his friend, circling him slowly. They were alone in a clearing within shouting distance of the camp, but far enough away that the constant noise wasn’t too distracting. Theus wore a pair of loose trousers and an old white tunic stained with road dust and tree sap.

      Theus let his hands hang limply in his lap. Cam nodded to himself and Theus shut his eyes.

      “Concentrate,” Cam said.

      “It’d be easier if—”

      Cam kicked him in the back. Not hard, but hard enough to make his friend grimace.

      “Shut up,” Cam said.

      Theus grunted, sat up sat straight, and didn’t move.

      “Concentrate on my voice,” Cam said. “Picture this. There’s nothing, just black—”

      “—where I’m going to end up if you keep doing this,” Theus said, grumbling.

      Cam kicked him harder in the shoulder. “Do you even want to learn?”

      “Yes,” Theus said. “Okay, alright. I’ll shut up.” Theus took a few deep calming breaths.

      “Picture this,” Cam said again, “there’s nothing, just black. The voice is there, it’s a part of you, but also separate from you. It’s like a limb, but it’s also not. Picture this. The void fills you, swirls around you, is you.”

      Theus didn’t move. Cam continued to pace around him.

      “Picture this,” Cam said. “In the voice, lemon flowers recall olden times.”

      Theus frowned. Cam kicked him in the shoulder.

      “Picture this,” Cam said. “Flowers above the night’s moon. Roasting leaves. Liquor poured on a fire.”

      Cam kicked Theus in the back. Theus didn’t move.

      “Picture this,” Cam said. “Candle flame in the void flickering formless against the black. It breathes like a heartbeat. It grows bigger, grows taller, grows thicker until it flares into an inferno. You are that inferno.”

      Cam stared at Theus then kicked him in the shoulder.

      Theus rolled onto his side and let out an annoyed groan. “I don’t understand what you’re trying to do,” he said.

      “I’m trying to get you to concentrate and picture what I’m describing,” Cam said. “Now get back up and try again.”

      “Oh, Cam.” Another voice from the trees. “Are you abusing your friend?”

      Cam watched as Brice made her way toward them with one hand on the pommel of her sword.

      “He’s beating me bloody,” Theus said. “Send help.”

      Cam kicked at him but Theus rolled away laughing.

      “He’s a terrible student,” Cam said. “I’m starting to think I made a terrible mistake.”

      “Maybe you’re just a terrible teacher,” Brice said. “I never learned when my training master beat me. Only after the beatings, when he explained why he took me down so easily.”

      “That’s what I keep saying,” Theus said. “The kicking just isn’t necessary.”

      “If we weren’t in the middle of a war, maybe it wouldn’t be,” Cam said. “But you need to learn ten times faster than I ever did.”

      Theus got to his feet and stretched. “And how’s that going?”

      “So far, terrible.” Cam shook his head. “Maybe I have it all wrong.”

      Theus grinned at him. “We’ll keep trying,” he said.

      “Let’s take a break,” Cam said. “Go sit and meditate for a while, okay?”

      “I can do that,” Theus said. “I was feeling pretty tired.”

      “No sleeping,” Cam said. “And think about that last image I gave you.” Cam met his friend’s gaze and held it. “Seriously, Theus. That last one.”

      Theus frowned. “The flame?”

      “Sit and picture it.”

      “Alright,” Theus said with a shrug.

      “Maybe you’ll burn down the whole camp,” Brice said. “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      Theus laughed, waved, and walked back toward the camp. Cam watched him go then leaned his head back and let out a breath.

      “I take it your training isn’t going great,” Brice said.

      “I don’t know what I expected.” Cam sat down in the grass and leaned back on his hands.

      He was exhausted from planning half the night and most of the early morning, and even more worn down from speaking with the men then working with Theus. There were no breaks for him, no rest, and even sitting on the ground in the sunshine was more than he deserved.

      Brice walked to him and lingered, her eyes taking him in, before sitting down to his right. She leaned close, within inches of touching, but didn’t cross the gap between them.

      “What’s it like?” she asked. “The magic, I mean.”

      “Hard to explain,” he said.

      “Try anyway.”

      “It’s like… taking something that isn’t yours. Then turning it into something else. At the time, while you’re doing it, it feels like heaven. Like the best sex you can imagine, but so much better.”

      Brice’s cheeks turned pink. “Really?”

      “Really,” he said. “It’s hard to control at first. You get better at it, but those first few times, all I wanted to do was keeping using it.”

      “And then after, when you stop?”

      “Then the Need hits. And you sort of realize just how badly you abused yourself.”

      “Huh.” Brice sniffed the air. “And you deal with the Need through… uh…”

      “Sex,” Cam said. “Fucking releases it from my body. The magic, I mean. I guess it builds up, and orgasm helps release whatever’s left over.”

      “Got it,” she said.

      “Theus is smart,” Cam said, trying to ignore her discomfort, but he couldn’t help smiling a little. “Smarter than I am at any rate. I think he can pick it up if he just would apply himself.”

      “He’s trying,” she said. “I caught him sitting alone in the woods earlier this morning. Just sitting there, eyes closed. I thought he was dead for a second.”

      “Meditating,” Cam said. “Learning to control your thoughts and mind is a big part of magic.”

      “I’d be terrible at it,” she said, picking at the grass.

      “Yeah?”

      “I have a temper,” she said, like it was obvious. “Always did. When I was a little girl, I’d beat the crap out of the boys. And the boys I couldn’t beat up, I’d try anyway, and come home with slit lips and black eyes. One day my mother got sick of it and sent me off to train in spear and shield with the rest of the village boys. They weren’t happy about it at first, but…” She trailed off.

      “But you stuck around.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I figured, one day they’d all be bigger, stronger, and better trained. At least I could train and learn how to fight them if I had to.”

      “Why did you think you had to fight off all the village boys?” Cam asked.

      She picked up some grass and let it blow away.

      “My father was a drunk,” she said. “Most of the time, he took his frustrations out in the field. But sometimes he’d come home, exhausted and angry at his life, and take it out on my mother.”

      “One of those,” Cam said. “I knew men like that in our village.”

      “They’re everywhere,” Brice said. “My mother didn’t take it, though. She’d fight back, scream at him, once I saw her beat him over the head with a huge stick that she used for stirring. It only pissed him off more and made him hit her harder, but she never gave up.”

      “What happened?” Cam asked. “The village had to have put a stop to it, right?”

      “There was talk of that,” Brice said. “But one day he got drunk and fell off a roof. Broke both his legs, never could walk right again. Couldn’t beat my mother anymore.”

      “Lucky her,” Cam said, his voice soft.

      “I grew up thinking I had to fight boys if I wanted to be safe,” Brice said. “I guess that’s why I am the way I am.”

      “You’re strong,” Cam said. “You’re a leader.”

      “My situation forced me to be strong,” she said. “If my father didn’t beat my mother like that, I don’t know what I would’ve become.”

      “Probably what you are,” Cam said. “Just would’ve taken a different path.”

      “Maybe.” She leaned forward and hugged her knees to her chest. “I wonder about that sometimes. I wrap myself in armor and throw myself into danger, and sometimes I think I’m doing it because I don’t know anything better.”

      “You’re doing it because you’re brave.” Cam tilted his head and studied Brice for a long moment. “But if you want another way, there might be one.”

      She looked back at him. “Yeah?”

      “Magic,” he said.

      She laughed. “I don’t know magic,” she said.

      “I could teach you just like I’m teaching Theus,” Cam said. “Sirrin said any Human can learn. If you really wanted it, I could teach you.”

      “No,” she said, smiling and shaking her head. “No, I think I’m stuck on my path. Sword, shield, and armor’s the way for me.”

      “Think about it,” he said. “You’d be pretty scary out there.”

      “I’m sure I would be.” Her smile faded. “But no, thanks. I don’t think it’s perfect, but I think I’m right where I belong.”

      Cam nodded and let out a breath. “This whole war’s bringing out the worst and the best in people,” he said. “It shines a light on who you are.”

      “Do you think it’s doing it to you, too?”

      He nodded. “I think so.”

      “And do you like what you see?”

      Cam laughed gently and climbed to his feet. He clutched his father’s sword and stared off across the field toward a grouping of trees.

      “Not even a little bit,” he said, and began to walk back toward camp.

      Brice stayed behind in the clearing.
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      Cam pressed his face into Key’s hair and breathed her smell deep. The shadows in his tent were deep and he could still feel her body vibrating on top of him.

      She smiled and shifted slightly. The blanket fell to reveal her shoulder, which was covered in bruises. Cam kissed it, pulled the blanket away, and rolled her onto her back.

      “Coming in for another taste already?” she asked with a wicked little smile.

      “I was thinking about it.” He kissed her lips then moved down to her jaw. It was bruised and yellow. He kissed her neck, then her collar bone, before running a tongue around her hard, pink nipple. More bruises scattered down her ribs and disappeared down beneath the blanket.

      “You’re too much,” she said and stretched. Cam grinned and kissed the bruises along her ribs, making sure to be careful.

      “You got these looked at, right?” he asked.

      “Of course.” She reached down and ruffled his hair. “But thanks for being so worried.”

      Cam grunted and palmed her breast. He squeezed harder than normal and made her gasp. He grinned, bit her lip.

      “Not that concerned,” he said. “Don’t worry.”

      Key hit him in the chest with a grin and shoved him off. She came at him, straddling his hips, and grabbed his wrists. He let her pin him down as she arched her back and made her body long, pressing her breasts against his chest.

      “If you wanted to be a little rough, all you had to do was ask,” she said.

      “Don’t tempt me,” he said. “You don’t need any more bruises.”

      “Bruises heal.”

      “True enough.” He pulled a hand away from her grasp and slapped her ass hard.

      She laughed and bit his lip, but before he could spank her again, there were shouts from outside his tent.

      Key wiggled her hips along his shaft and he felt it stir beneath her warm, wet spot. He grunted and was about to lose himself in her again when the shouts became louder. He held up a hand and tilted his head.

      “You hear that?”

      “I hear it,” she said and rolled off him.

      “Shit.” Cam climbed off the pile of furs, skins, and blankets he used as a bed and found his trousers. He pulled them on, still half-hard, and got them buttoned as Key dressed beside him.

      More commotion from outside. He thought he heard steel bang against shields. Cam grabbed his shirt, pulled it on, and belted his sword around his hips.

      Key followed him out. Arter was on duty outside the tent.

      “What’s happening?” he asked.

      Arter shook his head. “Not sure,” he said. “I sent Vorn to check it out.”

      “Come on,” Cam said.

      “Sir, we should assemble more of your guard,” Arter said.

      “I’ll take care of him,” Key said and hefted her spear on her shoulder.

      Cam strode into the thickening darkness. Fires crackled nearby. Men craned their necks searching for the disturbance. Tents rustled and the smell of cooking filled the air.

      More shouts. Cam doubled his pace. They were coming from one of the infantry divisions on the far side of the army.

      “What do you think it is?” Key asked.

      “I don’t think it’s an attack,” he said. “Not enough screaming.”

      “But something’s not right,” she said.

      Cam nodded and gripped the pommel of his sword tighter.

      He slipped through gaps between tents and slowed as he spotted a crowd of soldiers up ahead. They were packed densely around a set of circular tents used by the general staff.

      “Make way!” Arter said. “Make way for the General.”

      Cam caught looks from the men as he moved into their midst with Key at his side. Some were relieved, some were confused. Some looked angry.

      He ignored them. Ahead, the ranks of soldiers thinned and stopped. The men were arranged in a semi-circle around the tents, most of them unarmed and looking like they’d just gotten up from their evening meal.

      Felin stood in the clearing. Six armed men stood at her back, each wearing black cloaks. Before her, General Lagon stood half dressed in trousers and an unbuttoned tunic. His face was half-shaved and Cam guessed the man had been settling in for the evening.

      “What’s happening here?” Cam asked.

      Felin crossed her arms over her chest and thrust her chin toward the General. “I’m arresting this man.”

      Cam stared at her. “Why?”

      Lagon let out a frustrated snort. “The bitch thinks I’m some kind of traitor,” he said.

      Cam stepped toward Lagon. “Speak about Felin that way again, and I’ll make sure you spend a long time in her custody.”

      “She came here and tore me from my tent,” Lagon said, jabbing a finger in Felin’s direction. “She refused to allow me to dress. She refuses to tell me why she thinks she can take me whenever she pleases. What kind of military camp is this, where you send your little girlfriends after anyone who displeases you?”

      “Lagon,” Cam said, trying to keep his voice calm. He was intensely aware of the men gathered around them. “You haven’t displeased me. In fact, I don’t know why Felin’s here anymore than you do. But she wouldn’t do something like this without cause.”

      Felin remained impassive, her arms crossed over her chest, though her soldiers gripped their weapons tight.

      “Go ahead and get her cause, then,” Lagon said. “The bi— She cannot treat me like some criminal. I’m a member of the general staff, I’m a General in good standing.”

      Cam held up a hand and looked to Felin. She tilted her head and her dark eyes met his. “Fel, what charges do you level against Lagon?” he asked.

      “Lagon remains loyal to the former Lord Remorn,” she said. “He was a loyalist when he was alive, and he’s a loyalist still today.”

      “Lies,” Lagon said. “I was loyal to the Lord like any other man. But Remorn’s dead now and his daughter rules the Mansion. I’m no fool.”

      “Being loyal to the former Lord isn’t a crime,” Cam said.

      “No, that’s true,” Felin said. “But spreading propaganda meant to destabilize your control over the army is.”

      There was a slight murmur in the crowd. Cam let out a breath.

      “Lagon?” he asked.

      “Lies,” Lagon said. “Propaganda? Destabilizing your control? I couldn’t imagine what possible game she thinks I’m playing.”

      Cam felt Key step up next to him. “We’ve all heard the rumors, Lagon,” she said. “Godlings in our midst, ready to step up and kill all the Humans once we’ve dealt with the wolves.”

      “I don’t know anything about that,” Lagon said.

      “I hear the men talk,” Key said. “I’m on the front lines with them every day. They’re scared, and for good reason, but they’re scared of the wrong thing. They talk of the Elves as if they’re the real enemies.”

      “The Elves— they’re not even here!” Lagon said. “They’re back at the Mansion right now.”

      “That’s right,” Felin said. “And the rumors you’ve been spreading suggest the Elves are currently raping, pillaging, and destroying the Mansion as we speak.”

      “Lies,” Lagon said again. He looked at Cam, his hands spread out. “This is madness, you have to know it.”

      “These sorts of lies don’t come from nowhere,” Key said. “If Felin thinks it’s him—”

      “There’s no proof,” Lagon said. “A man can have his beliefs. There’s no crime in having an opinion.”

      “What beliefs do you have, Lagon?” Cam asked.

      Lagon shut his mouth and his jaw worked. “I don’t have to put up with this.”

      Cam stepped closer to Lagon. “I say you do,” Cam said. “What beliefs do you have?”

      Lagon looked around like he was searching for support in the enlisted men. Cam didn’t risk following his gaze. He didn’t want to see the looks on their faces. He didn’t want to find out that half his men thought the same way Lagon did. He didn’t want to see how much irrational fear had infected his army.

      “My thoughts are my own,” Lagon said.

      Felin rolled her eyes. “Enough of this,” she said. “Lagon, I have multiple witnesses that claim you’re the one spreading rumors about the godlings. Several Captains have come forward, along with reliable enlisted men. You can keep playing this little game if you wish, but you’re not walking away from this clearing in one piece.”

      Lagon stared around him. Cam shook his head.

      “Come with her, Lagon,” Cam said. “If you’re innocent, we’ll clear it up. We’ll speak with her witnesses, we’ll—”

      “Damn you,” Lagon said, his voice a roar as he turned to Felin. “Damn you, little godling-lover bitch. I bet you lay with them behind the General’s back, you little slut.” He advanced on her, almost at a run, his hands thrown back like he wanted to grab her face and smash it into the ground.

      Cam moved but Felin moved faster.

      She ducked under Lagon’s attack and lashed a knee out. She caught him in the thigh and sent him stumbling to the side. One of her soldiers stepped forward and slammed the butt of his spear into Lagon’s jaw, knocking him sideways and to the ground.

      Felin kicked Lagon in the ribs.

      “You’re under arrest for being a fucking prick,” she said and gestured at her guards. “Take him.”

      They fell on Lagon and tied his hands behind his back with a length of black rope. He was hauled to his feet, his head drooping, his mouth bloody from the spear blow.

      “Fucking lies,” Lagon said and spit blood at Felin’s feet. “Fucking dogs. You’ll regret this, shaman. You’ll fucking regret it.”

      “Take him,” Felin said.

      The guards dragged Lagon away.

      Cam stared at the General then turned his attention to the gathered men.

      “Hear me now,” Cam said, raising his voice over the din of confused voices and shuffling bodies.

      He saw fear, anger, and confusion. He saw a sea of faces all staring back at him, and he knew that he could lose them at any moment.

      And if he did, this whole war would be finished.

      “You can’t just arrest someone for nothing!” a voice shouted from the back.

      “Aye,” a few voices called out.

      “For nothing! Suspicion!”

      Cam held up his hands. “Quiet,” he said.

      The voices continued until Arter stepped up and banged his spear against his shield. “The General told you lot to shut your cock sucking mouths. Now either shut them or I’ll come smash your teeth from your fucking skulls.”

      Some laughter rang back but the voices quieted down.

      Cam paced toward the center of the clearing and faced the men. He clasped his hands behind his back. Felin’s guards pushed a path and dragged Lagon away, but Felin stayed behind. Key’s eyes roamed the assembled soldiers and he could see the worry in her expression.

      “I know many of you liked Lagon,” Cam said. “I liked the man myself. He’s a competent General and good at keeping the supplies flowing.”

      “Aye, and now he can’t do shit tied up in some tent with that torturing mad woman!” someone called out.

      “There won’t be any torturing,” Cam said and shot Felin a look. “You must all understand. There is so much more at stake here. If we continue down this path, if we continue to hate all godlings for being what they are, then we won’t ever be able to come together. Alone, we’re not strong enough to stand against the wolf horde. But together, we’ll be able to crush them.”

      Some murmuring and nodding heads.

      “We have a new plan,” Cam said. “We’ll lead the wolves away from the Mansion. The Elves will march in their wake, killing any encampments they leave behind. Once we’ve taken them far enough, we’ll turn and face them head on while the Elves sweep in from the rear. Together, between our two forces, we’ll crush the wolves once and for all and be done with this madness.”

      “Damn right,” someone shouted. “Burn the fucking wolves.”

      Some laughter and a few cheers.

      “But we can’t do it without the Elves,” Cam said. “And we can’t do it if we’re too busy fighting with each other. I know there are those that might not agree with Felin’s methods, but I gave Felin orders and she’s done nothing but follow them. Blame me if you wish, but understand that you’d all die with your thumbs shoved up your asses if it weren’t for me.”

      More laughter. Cam stood straight and glared at the men assembled before him. Anger rolled down his spine, anger at himself for not doing this sooner, anger at the men for being so easily tricked into hatred and dissent, anger at those within the camp who were so blinded by their own prejudices that they couldn’t see the bigger picture.

      “Alone, we’ll be slaughtered. But together, with our godling allies, we’ll prevail. Lagon wants to manipulate you for his own selfish desires, all because he’s angry at the godlings for being what they are.

      “So go back to your tents. Finish your evening meals. Shit, shave, sleep. In the morning, we’ll march. We’ll kill more wolves. Some of you might die. But at the end of this, our families will live free again, back in the fields of our fathers.”

      Silence hung heavy. Cam met their gazes and held it there.

      “You heard the fucking General,” Arter said. “Get back to your tents, you lazy fucks.”

      The crowd dispersed. Cam watched them go in small groups, turning away and fading back into the camp. He stood still with his hands behind his back to hide the trembling he felt.

      That had been too close, much too close.

      Key shouted orders at the men and left with several men under her command.

      Felin walked to him and stood at his side.

      “How sure are you?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

      “I’m sure,” she said. “Very sure.”

      “Why?” he asked, shaking his head. “I don’t understand it.”

      “You’ll have to ask him that.”

      “How many came forward?”

      “A few.” She looked at her nails. “You were right about the torturing. Once word spread that I’d stopped, people started to talk.”

      Cam nodded. “Good. I want to talk to him.”

      “You can talk now, if you want.”

      “In the morning,” he said. “First light. Let him sit for a while and think about what I’ll do to him if he lies to me again.”

      Felin shrugged and put a hand on his arm.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “This has been hard.”

      Cam took her hand and turned to face her. He touched her cheek with the back of his hand then leaned forward to kiss her.

      “I feel like you’ve been gone for ages,” he said.

      “I’ve been following leads,” she said. “Trying to figure this out.”

      “I know.” He squeezed her fingers. “I’m only frustrated. This hasn’t gone like I hoped.”

      “It never does.” She stepped closer and he could feel the heat of her body. “Why do Humans hate us so much? I understand why they hate the wolves… but the Elves?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Godlings are different. I think it scares them.”

      “If they knew what I was—”

      “Don’t talk about that,” Cam said.

      “They’d kill me,” she said, her expression flat. “You know it as well as I do. I’m not just a godling, I’m a wolf.”

      “I know, Fel.”

      “They’d rip me to pieces. Even though I’ve been trying my hardest to help you and all the other Humans, they’d still kill me.”

      “I know.”

      She let out a breath. “It’s exhausting.”

      “But you’re doing the right thing.”

      “I know.” She tilted her chin up. Black bags hung under her eyes. “I just wish it were easy.”

      “Nothing’s easy now. But hopefully one day, it will be.”

      She pulled away from him and turned to follow her soldiers.

      Cam watched her go. She had a long, loping walk. Her dark hair shimmered in the moonlight. He wished he could bring her back to his tent and keep her for the night, but he knew she had work to do.

      Even if Lagon was the source of the godling rumors, this wouldn’t be the end. Lagon wasn’t the source of hate that flowed underneath the army’s underbelly.

      Cam had to hope that he could hold things together long enough.
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      General Lagon sat at a low wooden table with a mug of warm beer and a plate of stale bread in front of him. Cam pulled up a chair and sat down, legs crossed, hands flat on the table.

      It was late, past the normal evening meal. He’d meant to come earlier in the day, but he’d been sidetracked with duties.

      “Tell me why,” Cam said. “And I’ll make this easy for you.”

      Lagon didn’t look like he slept well. He picked up his beer and drank. His clothes were rumpled and dirty from lying on a dirt floor all night. His hair hung in oily strands. Bits of bread were stuck in his beard.

      The tent was lit with several lamps. Arter stood just outside the flap.

      “I think you’ve already made it hard, General,” he said.

      Cam watched Lagon put his mug down and eat the stale bread. He ate methodically, picking it into smaller pieces, dunking it into the beer to soften it, then chewing. When he finished the bread, he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his large chest.

      “You don’t strike me as the kind of man to think about the godlings much,” Cam said.

      “Really?” Lagon’s expression didn’t give much away. “What do I strike you as, then?”

      “Careful,” Cam said. “You were my logistics leader. And by all accounts, you’re quite good at it.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “But I don’t understand why someone as careful as you are would spread lies about the godlings. You know as well as I do what the stakes are here.”

      “I do,” Lagon said. “Of course, I do. The stakes are larger than anyone truly understands.”

      “Enlighten me then.”

      Lagon grunted. “You don’t want to listen,” he said. “You’ve made up your mind. But there are men within this army that know better.”

      Cam didn’t move. That was confession enough for him, but something still didn’t sit right. Lagon wasn’t irrational, he wasn’t foaming at the mouth, he didn’t seem filled with hate. And yet, he still held these strange beliefs.

      “I’m willing to listen,” Cam said. “I want to try and understand.”

      “The godlings aren’t like us,” Lagon said. “They’re not from the Urspirit. They don’t have the same beliefs, the same values.”

      “That’s true,” Cam said. “But the same could be said of a man from Medlar and a man from Waters.”

      He waved that away. “Minor differences in dress, in burial customs. We’re still men in the end. We’re born, we live, we fuck, we die. But the Elves? They walk this earth as long as they wish and never fade away.”

      “They’d say that’s both a blessing and a curse.”

      “Easy for them, they don’t have to die. They have a choice.”

      “This is about death, then?” Cam asked.

      “No,” Lagon said, shaking his head. “This is about autonomy.”

      “Explain.”

      “This war will end,” he said. “And when it does, the world will be remade. That’s how wars shape things. Men rise and fall, fortune favors some and casts others down, and when the dust settles and the shield walls return back home to their families, those that ended up on top get to choose the new rules. When this is over, I want to make sure Humans are the ones on top.”

      Cam grunted. “So it’s political for you?”

      “It’s always political.”

      “But surely you have to realize that stirring the men up against the Elves doesn’t serve our greater purpose.”

      Lagon leaned forward. “Which is what, exactly?”

      “Beating back the wolves.”

      A small smile slipped across his face. “Not just the wolves. All the godlings. The world wasn’t always the way it is now, Camrus. When the wolves are gone, we need to be ready to move on the Elves, on the Shifters, on any other godling that decides to stand up against us.”

      “But why?” Cam shook his head. “I don’t understand. The Elves have their territory, we have ours.”

      “You think they’ll be content to stay behind their walls forever? The wolves weren’t, and they had more lands than the Elves ever did.”

      “I don’t think you know the Elves well.”

      “And you do? You think fucking one gives you some great insight?” He leaned toward Cam. “Tell me, does her pussy whisper Elven secrets up along your cock?”

      Cam clenched his jaw but refused to take the bait. “Actually, yes, being with an Elf does give me insight,” he said. “I’ve actually spoken to Elves. I’ve spent time around them. How many do you know?”

      Lagon waved that off. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “They’re not Human. What else do I need to know?”

      “They’re our allies,” Cam said. “And you’ve all but admitted to sowing discontent. What do you think I should do with you?”

      “I don’t know,” Lagon said. “String me up and kill me? Send a message to all those that think like I do?”

      Cam made a face. “That’s not how I do things.”

      “I’m sure you think so. But you’re a General now. I’ve met men like you, men that feel as though they have morals, and those morals somehow supersede their duties. But you’ll find that what’s moral and what’s right isn’t always the same thing.”

      “Maybe that’s true,” Cam said. “But I won’t fall into this trap of hate for no reason.”

      “So you say now.” Lagon tapped a finger against his plate. “But soon enough, you’ll have to make decisions, and they won’t always be easy.”

      Cam pushed his chair back from the table. “You’ll stay here for now,” he said. “If you name your conspirators, maybe I’ll be lenient.”

      “I have none,” he said, his face flat.

      “Think about that some more,” Cam said. “Give them up, let me keep this army together. At least long enough to fight the wolves.”

      “And then what?” he asked.

      “Then we start rebuilding the world.” Cam shook his head. “It’s not always about fighting and tearing things down.”

      “Maybe not to you. But to all those monsters out there?” Lagon shook his head. “The world’s full of monsters just waiting to steal what we have.”

      Cam turned from the table and walked to the tent flap. He paused before leaving and looked back at Lagon.

      Lagon stared back at him without moving.

      “I hope you have a change of heart,” Cam said. “And not for my sake only, but for the sake of the army. For the sake of every man, woman, and child living in this region. I hope you realize that you’re wrong.”

      Cam pushed the flap aside and stepped out of the tent.

      “Sir,” Arter said.

      “How much of that did you hear?” Cam asked.

      Arter hesitated. “Enough,” he said.

      “And what do you think?” Cam walked slowly across the short central space between Felin’s tents. Three guards remained circled around Lagon’s prison.

      “I think a lot of men think like he does,” Arter said. “And he has some points.”

      Cam frowned at him. “Explain.”

      “The godlings aren’t our friends,” he said. “They can be allies, but in the end we’re all competing for the same things.”

      “There’s plenty of land in the world for everyone,” Cam said. “It doesn’t have to be a competition.”

      “Maybe not, but it is. And more than that, we don’t know what the godlings really want. We don’t even know why the wolves are here.”

      Cam let out a sharp breath. “That’s true,” he said. “We really don’t.”

      “I think that angers people the most,” Arter said. “Godlings don’t think like we do. If they did, this would all be easier. We could anticipate their moves and understand their motivations, but because they’re so different…” He trailed off.

      Cam nodded as they stopped outside of Felin’s main tent. “Thank you for your honesty,” Cam said.

      “The more I’m around Miuri, the more I believe those that hate the Elves are wrong,” Arter said. “But I can still understand their position.”

      “I need that honesty,” Cam said. “Thank you for it.”

      “Sir.” Arter nodded. “Shall I come in with you?”

      “Wait here,” he said, and pushed aside the tent flap, ducking his head beneath the entrance.

      Felin sat at a table in the far corner. Several lamps hung from pegs and swayed in the breeze. She stared at a series of maps spread out before her.

      “What are those?” Cam asked, nodding at the pages.

      She looked up. “The camp,” she said.

      Cam walked over and stooped down behind her. The map was drawn in rough charcoal. Each brigade was drawn in squares and circles, with the command tents marked by an X.

      “What do you see?” he asked.

      “Division,” she said, jabbing her finger down at the fourth brigade. “These men were closest to Lagon. He didn’t directly oversee any armed men, but from what I can tell, these men camp nearest his tents each night.”

      “You think they’re involved?”

      “I’m not sure yet. I have my men checking in on it.”

      “You’ve done well,” Cam said. “I’m proud of all this.”

      She nodded and looked up at him. Her eyes were weary and reddened.

      “I don’t understand these people,” she said. “I don’t know how they can hate so much, and how that hate can lead to even more.”

      “It’s fear,” Cam said. “Fear of losing something they have, and fear of losing things they might have.”

      “But they’re starting to hate each other, too,” she said. “For thinking different things.”

      “I know.” Cam put a hand on her shoulder. “But we’ll figure it out.”

      Before he could say more, a shout rang out nearby. The tent flap flew aside and Arter shoved his head through.

      “Sir,” he said. “Problem.”

      Cam gave Felin a look. She got to her feet, and together they strode out into the night.

      “What’s going on?” Cam asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Arter said. “But look.”

      Lamp and torchlight flickered along the tents across the dead space. Guards gathered around Lagon’s tent in particular. Cam walked back toward the group. Arter led the way and shoved through the gathering.

      Fifty paces away, across the dead space that separated Felin’s small tent grouping from the rest of the army, were men at arms in full leather armor, shield, and spear. They stood in silent ranks, and Cam’s eyes drifted over them, trying to count their number.

      “What’s going on?” Cam asked the nearest guard.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “They just… appeared. Two minutes ago. Just standing there, not speaking.”

      Cam took stock. There were ten guards, ranked side by side. They were armed and armored, but clearly outnumbered by a factor of five to one at least.

      He turned to the silent men at arms and walked out into the dead zone between the two groups. Arter bristled but let him go.

      “Stand down,” Cam said. “What are you people doing here?”

      “We’ve come for Lagon.” A man stepped forward from the pack. His voice was nasally, like he’d broken his nose. His hair was dark and reached shoulders, and his leather armor was creased and well-oiled. “We demand his release.”

      “Who are you?” Cam asked. “Who is your superior?”

      “We have none,” Nasally said. “We’re here to demand the release of General Lagon.”

      “Return to your tents,” Cam said. “I am the General of this army. Return to your tents now, lay down your arms, and await further orders.

      The nasally soldier took a step forward. Cam could see the sneer on his lips.

      “You’re outnumbered,” he said. “And I don’t think you can get reinforcements here before we kill most of you.”

      “You’re making a mistake,” Cam said. “Some of you have seen me fight. You know what I can do.”

      “Going to burn your own men, are you?” Nasally cackled. “Go ahead. That’d only prove our point.”

      “This is insanity,” Cam said. He gripped the pommel of his sword. “Stand down, now.”

      “Last warning,” Nasally said as he stepped back into line with his comrades. “Release Lagon.”

      Cam stared at the men assembled across from him and his mind raced.

      He could send word for help. There were easily thousands of men that could come and assist. But Nasally was right, they wouldn’t get there in time. It was late and most men had long ago taken off their leathers and put down their weapons for the evening.

      Then he could burn them all. There were fifty of them, but he’d gotten stronger lately, and they were bunched in a tight formation. Cam could ash most of them and break the rest into submission.

      But that would require him burning his own men.

      “Cam,” Felin said. “What do you want to do?”

      The fifty men began to advance in a tight shield wall, three rows deep.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “Cam,” Felin said.

      “Back up,” Cam said, his voice a bark over the men marching toward them. “Fall back.”

      Felin’s guards did as instructed. They fell back between the tents. Cam stopped and stared down the advancing soldiers.

      “Return to your tents,” he said. “Return to your tents now.”

      “You’d better start burning us, General,” Nasally shouted.

      Cam fell back with a snarl.

      The formation reached the back of Lagon’s tent. The men in the front cut a long slit down the back and tore it wide open. Lagon stepped forward through the tear and turned to face Cam.

      “Sorry it happened this way,” he said, smiling placidly like he’d expected this all along. “I didn’t want things to turn out like this.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Cam said. “Lagon, you don’t have to go down this road.”

      But Lagon only shook his head and walked into the midst of his men.

      They turned and disappeared into the gloom of the evening.

      “You can stop them,” Felin said. “You can burn them.”

      “No,” Cam said. “I can’t. As soon as I turn my magic against our own people, I’ll become everything they’re afraid of.”

      She opened her mouth then clamped her jaw shut.

      “Arter,” Cam said. “Go wake General Brice and General Key. Get them up, get their men ready. We’ll hunt Lagon down and bring him back.”

      “Yes, sir.” Arter turned and sprinted off into the night.

      Cam watched the guard go then turned to Felin. “This is what I was afraid of,” he said.

      “I know.” Her eyes shone in the darkness. She looked so much like a wolf, it almost scared him. “I’ve let you down.”

      “No,” he said. “Not at all.” He stepped toward her but she pulled away.

      “Guards,” she said. “With me. We’ll start the hunt.”

      “No,” Cam said. “Stay here. Make sure you don’t lose any more prisoners. Start figuring out exactly who those men were, and how many more might agree with them.”

      Felin looked like she wanted to argue but turned away.

      “You heard the General,” Felin said. “We need to get to work.”

      She marched back toward her tent with her guards in tow.

      Cam stood alone in the tent courtyard for a moment. Wind tugged at his tunic. He ran his hand along the grip of his sword.

      They were close, so close. At any moment, this whole thing could fall apart. The factions within his army were at war with themselves, and if he couldn’t manage to bring them all together in time, the wolves would overrun them all.

      He turned and marched into the night.
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      Early morning mist rolled off the mountain peaks and sifted through the pines. Cam’s boots bit down into loam and fallen needles. Brice marched at his side, and fifty of her best men marched behind them.

      It was slow going. Lagon and the deserters hadn’t been careful about their tracks, but the fog worked in their favor. Cam kept stopping every few minutes to confirm that he was still on the right path, following a slow slope up along a ridge toward the rocky crags above. Half of Brice’s men wore heavy armor and the other half stayed in modest leathers. Every couple of hours, they’d switch roles, and the other half of the group would wear the armor, which allowed for the group to move longer distances than they’d be able to if everyone wore plate all the time.

      “I can’t believe they did it,” Brice said. She hadn’t spoken since they left camp. She looked haggard and angry, her hair pulled back in an austere bun, her armor hanging from her muscular frame.

      She refused to rotate out, wearing the armor their whole march.

      “I can’t either,” Cam said. “Called my bluff.”

      She glanced at him. “You did the right thing, you know. You couldn’t use magic on your own men.”

      “They would’ve deserved it.” His eyes stared ahead. “They’re traitors. Deserters.”

      “Still our own men,” she said. “Killing them like that would set a dangerous precedent.”

      “I’m afraid the dangerous precedent’s already been set,” he said. “All the men have to do is come in big enough numbers and no justice can stand in the way.”

      She made a grunting noise in the back of her throat. “Some would say what you did wasn’t justice.”

      He felt a jolt of surprise. “Are you one of those?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, staring straight ahead. “Lagon wasn’t such a bad man.”

      “And yet he’d been actively trying to subvert me.”

      “True.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand it.”

      “There’s nothing rational about his decision.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. Lagon was always smart.”

      “But now he’s stuck in the wilderness with only fifty men and an entire wolf army wandering around.”

      She nodded, eyes locked forward on the ground, searching for tracks. “What were you going to do with him?”

      “I planned on sending him back to the Mansion,” Cam said. “Once this was all over, I’d give him a fair trial.”

      “That’s reasonable,” she said. “But I can’t imagine it would have worked.”

      “Why?” he asked, starting to feel annoyed.

      “He would’ve escaped on the way back, or they would’ve been ambushed and killed, or something like that. I can’t see them actually making it back.”

      “Maybe,” Cam said. “But I wasn’t going to execute him in the field.”

      “No, that would’ve been a bad idea,” she said.

      “Then what am I supposed to do?” he asked. “I can’t kill and I can’t punish. If my men are insubordinate, I’m supposed to just let it happen?”

      She squinted at the ground. Her breath came out in streams of white. Creaks of armor and grunts from exhausted and overworked men drifted up around them.

      “There was no way out,” she said. “You should’ve left him, at least for a while.”

      “That was Felin’s decision.”

      “But you gave Felin her authority, so it comes back to you in the end.”

      “What should she have done then?”

      “Left him alone,” Brice said. “For a while, anyway. She should’ve watched carefully and waited for him to do something stupid. Then you could’ve taken him with some proof in hand, and at least it wouldn’t have caused half the camp to question your motives.”

      Cam stared at her. “Question my motives?”

      “Some believe Lagon was the first in a purge,” she said. “That you’re aiming to get rid of anyone that was loyal to the previous Lord.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “That’s what the men are saying.”

      “Do you believe that?”

      “No,” she said. “I know that’s not what you’re doing.”

      “I can’t win,” he said. “I stamp out one fire, a thousand more spring up.”

      “That’s what it means to be a General,” she said. “You’d better get good at stamping.”

      He pushed through a thicket of bushes and came out onto a tree-lined hill. Footprints marred its surface. Branches were bent and broken. Men came through here, and not too long ago. Cam began to stalk up the hill toward a tree line at the top. He smelled dirt and pine sap. He wanted to turn around and burn the whole damn valley.

      But the wind turned. It blew into his face and brought with it something rancid.

      He stopped in his tracks and took a sharp breath.

      “Brice,” he said. “Do you smell that?”

      She came up next to him and scented the air. “I think so,” she said. “What the hell is that?”

      “Smells rotten.”

      Cam pushed up the hill. Brice rallied her men and got them into a tight formation. Cam reached the top and peered between the trees.

      Bodies lay in a sun-drenched field strewn with rocks and short bushes.

      Wolves were torn to shreds. Blood oozed across the grass. Piles and piles of wolves, starting at the far side of the clearing and ending at the opposite. Along the way, several Humans were scattered in with the wolves.

      “Oh no,” Brice said.

      “This happened not too long ago,” Cam said. “Hours, maybe.”

      “How many?” she asked.

      Cam shook his head. “Too many wolves to count,” he said. “They put up a good fight.”

      “I don’t see many men.” Brice took a step forward but Cam caught her wrist.

      “Careful,” he said. “Wolves might still be alive. I have the feeling Lagon didn’t stick around to put them all down.”

      She met his gaze and nodded once.

      They moved forward as a unit. Brice’s men spread out and killed any wolves that were still clinging to life. Cam kicked over Human corpses, hoping to find Lagon’s face in the mess.

      But he was still missing.

      “Only fifteen,” Brice said. “That I counted.”

      “I got the same count,” Cam said.

      “They must’ve killed twice that.”

      “Three times, even.” Cam shook his head. “They put on a good show, I’ll give them that.”

      “I think they kept heading toward the mountain,” Brice said. “I found tracks leading away.”

      “Any wolf tracks?”

      She shook her head. “I’m guessing they ran into a large scouting party.”

      “I think you’re right.” He grunted and kicked over another body. An unfamiliar face missing half its right cheek stared sightlessly up at him. “We should get moving before someone comes back.”

      “You’re right.” Brice called her men into formation and they marched away from the battlefield.

      Cam didn’t want to leave the Humans behind, but they didn’t have much of a choice. They had to keep moving if they were going to catch up with Lagon.

      The mood shifted as they headed further up the slopes. Brice’s men spoke less. They marched with grim determination. Cam got the sense that the death back in the field was a reminder of the stakes at play here, and how even losing fifty men was a blow to their chances.

      Fifty men and a competent supply General.

      They marched in silence for another hour before Brice called a halt. The men looked grateful as they began to strip off their armor and switch with their partner. They sat and drank water from skins and hid from the late afternoon sun as it beat down bitter and unrelenting.

      Cam wandered away from the main group, eyes on the forest floor. Lagon was heading toward the mountain, but for what reason, Cam couldn’t guess.

      Brice appeared through the trees. She’d taken off her armor for the first time since they left the Mansion. Her hair was down and stray strands billowed along her pretty face. Cam turned to her and leaned against the trunk of a young tree.

      “He’s going to get them all killed,” Cam said, speaking softly.

      Brice stopped a few feet in front of him and tugged at a low branch.

      “He might” she said.

      “The stupid bastard.” Cam felt a pulse of anger run through him. “More lost lives. And these are lost needlessly. They won’t advance our cause; they won’t win us any time.”

      “That’s what’s bothering you?”

      “I’m out here to save lives,” Cam said. “Even if those men think godlings are monsters and beasts, I still want to save them. They’re my people, good or bad.”

      Brice tilted her head. “I’m not sure I’d be so generous.”

      “It’s not generosity,” he said. “It’s just what’s right.”

      “And most men don’t concern themselves with what’s right.” Brice broke off a twig then threw it on the ground. She looked at him and dropped her hands to her sides.

      “Everyone worries about what’s right,” Cam said. “But few act on it, because what’s right isn’t always what’s easy. I wish this were easy, I wish I could just march after those bastards and revel in their deaths, but it’s not why I’m out here.”

      “So what can you do about it?”

      “Find them,” he said. “Bring them back. Punish Lagon and make sure everyone knows he was wrong.”

      “That sounds like a fantasy.”

      Cam laughed, bitter and angry. “I think you’re right.”

      “This is going to end in violence,” she said. “You know that, don’t you?”

      He met her gaze and held it. The laughter slipped away. “I know it,” he said. “And I’m ready for it.”

      “Good.” She stepped closer. “I think I underestimated you, when we first met.”

      Cam tilted his head. Brice was closer, inches away from him now. She was smaller than he would have guessed, a few inches shorter than he was. Her body was lean and muscular from fighting with that heavy armor, but still feminine and soft in the right places. He felt himself stir at her closeness and at the look she gave him, sultry and desiring.

      “I knew exactly what you were the second we met,” Cam said.

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      He reached out and touched her cheek. She didn’t flinch away. He moved his hand down her side, along her arm, to her hand. His fingers slipped through hers and he tugged her closer.

      She put a hand on his chest.

      “Brave,” he said. “Determined. Terrifying as hell. Beautiful when you want to be.”

      She smiled a little. “Not beautiful all the time?”

      “Not when you’re too busy killing your enemies,” he said.

      She smiled more. “You know just what to say to a lady, don’t you?”

      “Damn right I do.”

      He leaned down and kissed her.

      She returned the kiss, slowly, tentatively. Her lips tasted like berries and cool spring water. Her tongue was soft against his and he pulled her body closer. Her breasts pressed against his chest and his other hand moved down her back, the graceful curve of her spine beneath his fingertips.

      He felt her shiver into the kiss before he broke it off.

      “I’ve been thinking about that since the first night I saw you,” he said. “Wearing that armor, fighting the wolves.”

      “Have you?” She smiled a little. “The thought didn’t occur to me until… more recently.”

      He touched her cheek again and kissed her a second time. She took a sharp breath and seemed to melt against him.

      But he had to break it off again. There was work to do, and he couldn’t spend all day taking his pleasure from Brice’s gorgeous body.

      “We should get moving again,” he said.

      “Yeah. You’re right.” She didn’t move though. “This won’t… complicate things?”

      “I have a lot of experience working with women, I’m… you know.”

      She smiled a little. “We haven’t done that yet.”

      “Yet?” He arched an eyebrow. “I like the implication.”

      She gave him a look and patted his cheek. “Keep up the good work and I’ll reward you. How’s that sound?”

      “Sounds like a good plan to me.”

      She turned from him and stalked back to her men. Cam watched her go and wondered what he was getting himself into.

      But he didn’t care. Brice was smart, beautiful, and brave. He needed her on his side, and more than that, he wanted her in his bed. He’d mention her to the other girls when he got back to camp, but he had a feeling they wouldn’t mind.

      He took a deep breath, shut his eyes, and forced himself to clear his thoughts.

      When he opened them again, it was time to get marching.
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      Footing got rocky as Cam climbed further up the steep slope toward the mountain cliffs. The air was thinner and cold on his skin. The armored men moved slower and Cam could see the sweat beading their skin. Brice moved among them, speaking soft encouragement. Several had to swap out of their gear early.

      Tracks led along a winding path. Boulders loomed on either side of their hike. Cam worried about an ambush, but pushed the thought away. Lagon and his men would be exhausted from their battle earlier in the day, and there was no way they knew Cam was this close. He doubted they were scouting or doing much more than pushing as hard as they could toward the cliffs.

      Cam called a halt a few hours before sunset.

      “We might have to camp here for the night,” Brice said.

      “I want to push on,” Cam said. “Another hour or two.”

      “The men are tired.” Her eyes swept over the group as they drank from their water skins and rested against trees and stones. “I’m worried that if we do catch up with Lagon, they won’t be much use in a fight.”

      “Lagon’s men are worse off,” Cam said. “They did this march on top of a pitched battle. Half their number are probably injured, and the other half are probably exhausted.”

      She nodded, her eyes tight. “Another two hours,” she said. “Then we call it and camp.”

      “Alright,” Cam said.

      “There should be some safe spots up near the cliffs. We’ll dig in for the night, then find Lagon in the morning.”

      Cam scouted out ahead while the others rested. He climbed up a large rocky outcropping that hung over the valley. He felt wind whip along his clothes as he scanned the path below. He wondered what it would feel like to float in mid-air like Lycanica did, then banished the thought away. Maybe it was paranoia, but he felt as though just thinking about the goddess could call her down on them.

      As he scanned the ground ahead, he spotted movement in the distance. He thought it might’ve been a mountain goat or an elk, but he stared at the cliff wall for several minutes until he saw it again.

      The glinting flash of metal.

      He headed back down the path and rejoined Brice and her men.

      “They’re ahead,” he said. “Maybe twenty minutes along this path.”

      “How do you know?” Brice asked.

      “The cliffs are ahead,” he said. “I climbed up onto the rocks and was watching them when I saw some movement. I kept watching then saw light off metal.”

      “So they must be there, then,” she said.

      “Unless it’s the wolves in their human shapes.”

      She nodded and began to rally the men. Half of them seemed relieved for their march to be over, though Cam knew this was just beginning. Once they were arrayed in ranks, shields and spears up front, they began the long walk up toward the cliffs.

      The going was slow and unsteady, but the ground leveled off as they reached the top of the slope. Black pits marred the cliff face ahead, and Cam realized they were caverns dropping off into the dark of the mountain.

      “Slow,” Cam said, speaking low.

      “Front line,” Brice said. “Shields up.”

      The front line raised their shields and marched in lock step toward the caverns. Nothing moved, no light off metal, no dark shapes in the shadows. Cam strained to see around the shield wall and wondered if he’d been wrong.

      But as they approached the largest cavern, a voice rang out through the still air.

      “Stop where you are,” it called out.

      Cam recognized the voice.

      “Lagon,” Cam called back. “I know it’s you.”

      “Don’t come further,” Lagon said. His voice carried across the rocky cliff.

      “Slow,” Cam said to the men, keeping his voice low enough that it wouldn’t carry. “But don’t stop.”

      They continued their march forward at a half-step rate.

      “We have bows,” Lagon said. “We’ll unleash.”

      “On a squad of shield and armor?” Cam said. “I think you’re wasting your time, Lagon. I know your men are injured; I saw the bodies further back. Throw down your weapons, come out of that cave, and we’ll treat any injures you may have.”

      “No,” Lagon said. “I’m not so stupid as to think you’ll just forgive what happened.”

      “He’s not lying,” Brice called out. “Drop your weapons. Your men don’t need to suffer for this.”

      “You’ll punish them all,” Lagon said. “Kill those that won’t kneel for you. And I promise, none of mine will kneel, not for a godling fucker like you.”

      Cam’s jaw tensed. He thought he saw some of the armored men glance in his direction.

      “Your men won’t be punished,” Cam said. “Throw down your weapons. Throw them down and—”

      He heard something further down the slope.

      “Halt,” Cam said. “Hold fast.”

      The men stopped marching. Cam turned, his back to the cavern.

      He heard barking, snarling, and falling rock.

      “Wolves,” Brice said. “Wolves coming on our rear.”

      “Reform,” Cam said. “They’re coming.”

      “But Lagon and his men—”

      “They won’t attack,” Cam said. “Reform!”

      The armored men shifted, turning their formation around to face the opposite direction. Cam moved toward the caverns, stepping clear of the assembled men. The growling was louder and echoed off the stone slope.

      “Wolves are coming,” Cam shouted at the caves. “Any of you that join and fight with me will be spared. Any of you too injured to fight will be spared. Any of you that refuse to harm your fellow Humans will be spared. Stand and fight or watch us do your killing. Our real enemy is coming.”

      Cam turned his back on the caves and pulled his sword free of its scabbard. The bronze blade glittered in the setting sun.

      Wolves crested the rise in a wave and came barreling toward them.
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      “Hold!” Cam shouted.

      The wolves slammed against the front line. Cam heard metal and teeth gnashing. The line flexed but didn’t break as men from the back pushed forward to fill any gaps. Spears thrust and swords flashed out. Cam saw Brice toward the back, shouting orders, encouragement. She wasn’t in her armor, which meant she was relegated to a support role.

      Cam didn’t need armor. He strode forward and let his flames flow down his arm and circle around his sword. He wasn’t sure Lagon wouldn’t attack him from behind, but he couldn’t worry about that.

      There were too many wolves. Cam guessed a hundred, at least, all shoving and scrambling for purchase and throwing themselves at his armored division. Cam sliced into the wolves from the side, his sword slashing out and killing two or three at a time in wide arcs. His super-heated blade cut through flesh like it was nothing, and with each arc of the blade he released more fire. It rolled forward and burned any wolves that were near.

      He carved forward but stopped himself. If he went too deep into their lines, the wolves would be able to overwhelm him. He cut a path for the armored division and let them fill the gaps. They pushed forward, thrusting their spears, shoving with their shields.

      Cam was forced back as a trio of wolves threw themselves at him. Claws bit into his thigh before he could whip his sword around. He killed the first wolf, used his off hand to release a burst off fire at the second, and brought the blade down in a glittering arc to decapitate the third.

      But more beasts came. Cam killed as fast as he could, but he felt himself losing ground.

      “Fall back!” Brice shouted. “Fall back! Defend the cavern!”

      The division began a backwards fighting retreat. Cam growled in frustration. He wanted to push forward, to fight to the edge of the slope and hold the high ground. But Brice pulled the men back toward the caverns instead, which were closer and could serve as a bottleneck.

      Cam sliced, killed, made some space then retreated. He slipped through the lines until he found Brice. “We can’t fall back,” he said. “Lagon’s men—”

      “Look,” she said, pointing.

      Cam followed her gaze and found men with spear and shield, lined up at the mouth of the cavern. Lagon was nowhere in sight, but a man with a nasty wound through his right eye waved a hand toward them, beckoning them closer.

      “They’re going to help,” he said.

      “You knew they would.”

      “I wasn’t sure.” Cam flicked his sword, splattering blood droplets on the rocky ground. “But I hoped.”

      The column fell back, each step hard fought and hard won. As the armored men reached the mouth of the cave, Lagon’s light infantry swarmed to either side of the heavies. They hit fast and hard on the wolf flanks, and as the beasts filtered into the bottle neck and slammed against the bronze wall of shield and armor, the light infantry created a killing field and slaughtered the animals.

      Soon, the stench of blood and guts filled the humid cavern air. The wolves pulled back after ten minutes of grueling slaughter. One-Eye led the infantry on a chase that forced the remaining wolf stragglers back down the slope and into the valley.

      Cam walked among the men and barked orders. He sheathed his sword and made sure the wounded were tended to. The wolf corpses were pushed to one side, opening up the cave mouth again. Cam waded through the muck of blood and innards to meet One-Eye out in the last dregs of evening light.

      “You stepped up,” Cam said. “Saved our lives.”

      One-Eye gave him a hard look. “Wasn’t a choice I wanted to make.”

      “But you made it.”

      “Lagon thinks—”

      “Did Lagon lead you out on that charge?” Cam asked.

      One-Eye stared then shook his head. “No, he didn’t.”

      “You did.” Cam reached out a hand. “What’s your name?”

      One-Eye grasped Cam’s forearm. “Sicha.”

      “You saved lives today, Sicha.”

      The man just nodded and released Cam’s arm.

      “We came here to fight the godlings,” he said. “We were told you loved them too much to spill their blood. I believed it until today.”

      Cam looked at the men standing with Sicha. They were bloodied and exhausted, but they looked wary.

      “You all truly thought I didn’t want to kill the wolves?” Cam asked.

      “That, and that you wanted to give the Mansion to the Elves.” Sicha wiped a bloody glove on his leathers. “That I might still believe.”

      “The Mansion isn’t mine to give away,” Cam said. “The Mansion belongs to Galla Remorn by rights, and I have no plans to change a damned thing.”

      Sicha grunted in response. “So what now?” he asked. “We defied you.”

      “Find me Lagon,” Cam said. “Bring him to me.”

      Sicha didn’t move. Cam stared at the man and wondered if the fighting was over, or if he was going to have to draw his sword on his own people again.

      Sicha pressed his right fist to his chest then moved past Cam. The rest of the men followed. Each of them avoided Cam’s gaze as they split around him like he was a rock in a river.

      Cam watched Sicha and his men slip into the cavern and through the heavy infantry. He heard shouts from within and some of Brice’s men stood and stared at the scene unfolding deeper inside.

      But a few moments later, Sicha returned shoving Lagon ahead of him. Cam stepped forward, hand on his pommel. Lagon limped and pressed a hand to his right ribs. He looked furious and terrified as Sicha threw him forward. Lagon stumbled over the uneven rocky ground and fell to his knees in front of Cam.

      “You fucking godling fucker,” Lagon said. “I’ll make sure you—”

      Cam slid his blade from his sheath and pressed the bronze against Lagon’s throat.

      “If you speak again,” Cam said, “I’m going to finish you here and now.”

      Lagon shut his mouth.

      “You’re going to be held responsible for every single one of the men you lost,” Cam said. “You’ll be treated as though you murdered them yourself. Do you understand what that means?”

      Lagon stared fury back at him but said nothing.

      Cam looked at Sicha. “You and your men will be spared,” he said. “Swear loyalty to the Mansion and you will all be integrated back into the army. Any wounded will be treated. This whole nasty thing will be forgotten.”

      “We’ll swear it,” Sicha said.

      “Good.” Cam pulled his blade back and sheathed it. He kicked Lagon in the chest, sending him sprawling. “Bind his hands. If he starts talking, shove a gag in his mouth. I don’t want to hear a word from him until we reach the army tomorrow.”

      “Yes, sir,” Sicha said. He stooped down, pulled Lagon to his feet, and marched him back into the cave.

      Cam took a deep breath of stinking dead wolf corpse and let it out slow. As far as he could tell, they hadn’t lost a single man, which was a miracle in itself.

      Brice joined him as darkness grew.

      “We’ll camp here for the night,” she said. “The cave will be defensible. Then we’ll march back in the morning after the men get some rest.”

      “Good.” Cam looked at her and felt tempted to pull her close against him. But he knew he couldn’t do that where her men could see. “This isn’t the last of it. There are more men like Lagon in the army. More men that think I’m some kind of race traitor.”

      “I know,” Brice said. “We’ll root them out, one by one.”

      “Felin will, at any rate.”

      Brice smiled at that. “You seem to have found a role for her.”

      “She’s good at it. So long as she doesn’t fall back into violence.”

      Brice nodded and touched Cam’s hand. It was a small gesture, but it held so much.

      Together, they walked back to the cavern and rejoined their men.
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      Cam returned to camp several hours into the morning with Lagon in chains. The march back was uneventful, despite the men being on high alert. He made sure the light infantry was integrated back into the army and given medical attention where necessary.

      But whispers dogged the army’s slow march north. Felin appeared in his tent one morning two days after placing Lagon under arrest and lounged back on his furs and blankets.

      “There are more rumors about you, you know,” she said.

      “I figured there would be.” Cam put his feet up on a chair. His morning beer tasted like grass and wheat.

      “The men think you’ll kill any man who criticizes the godlings,” she said. “Lots of people are angry about it.”

      “How angry?” he asked, feeling exhausted at the prospect of more rebellion.

      “Not so angry that they’re talking about resisting your command,” she said. “But really, Cam. You should let me imprison and torture the lot of them.”

      “How much of an army would I have left afterward?”

      “Well—” She started then stopped and grinned at him, wolfish and sly. “Not much of one. But it would be very loyal, at least.”

      Cam shut his eyes and rubbed at his face. “What would you do, in my position?”

      “We just need a few days,” Felin said. “We’re close to the northern pass. Once we seal it off and turn to face the wolf army, there’s going to be a fight, whether you want one or not.”

      “I know it,” he said.

      “We need the army to stay together until a larger problem presents itself.”

      Cam grunted. “That’s a good point.”

      “What do you plan on doing with Lagon?”

      “I have some thoughts.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “I was thinking I’d release him,” Cam said. “Banish him from the army. Send him back to the Mansion.”

      “That’s as good as killing him,” Felin said. “The men would know it. You might as well just cut off his head at that point.”

      “That’s an option too.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You’re thinking about executing him.”

      Cam spread his hands. “He defied me. He broke out of prison and marched a brigade of men into the wilderness. He got some of them killed.”

      “He’s half dead already.”

      “True enough. He’ll be lucky if those wounds heal. That’s another option.”

      “Just wait for him to die? Not a bad idea. But you wouldn’t be able to use his death.”

      “At least I wouldn’t risk him turning into some kind of martyr.” Cam drummed his fingers on the simple wooden table at his side. “I don’t know, Fel. I feel as though the men he got killed deserve some kind of justice.”

      “Killing Lagon will send a message,” Felin said. “And it won’t be ambiguous. I think it would buy you some time, at the very least.”

      Cam nodded and continued to drum his fingers. The thought of killing a Human made his stomach turn. Now, of all times, Human life was precious and couldn’t be wasted. But Lagon had broken the rules and had endangered others. That couldn’t be ignored.

      Too many conflicting emotions. He hated being in this position. He wanted to fight the wolves, not his own people or himself.

      There was a noise at the tent flap and Arter pressed his head inside. “Sir, Miuri—”

      But before he could get it out, Miuri slipped past him. She patted Arter’s shoulder then stood just inside the tent with her hands clasped behind her back. Sweat shimmered on her pale skin and Cam stood with a flutter of excitement.

      “Look at this,” she said. “I find you two just lounging around when there’s work to be done.”

      Felin hopped up and ran to Miuri. The women embraced. Miuri kissed Felin gently on the lips.

      “I missed you,” Felin said.

      “I hear you’ve been scaring the hell out of the men.” Miuri beamed at her. “Good for you.”

      “It’s easy,” Felin said. “Just a few threats here, a few broken bones there.” She waved her hand like it was nothing.

      “Felin,” Cam said. “I thought we discussed this, no more—”

      “I know, I know,” Felin said, rolling her eyes and giving Miuri a look. “No more torturing. I promise.”

      Cam joined the girls and kissed Miuri’s lips. He missed Miuri too, just as much as Felin did. He missed all his girls, really. Even though Key and Felin were in the camp, Key was too busy with her duties to spend much time with him, and Felin was always off on her own missions.

      “I’m happy you came back,” Cam said.

      “It’s been a long trip,” Miuri said. “But I’d make it a few hundred times if it means spending more time with you two.”

      Cam laughed, kissed her again, then led her over to the table. Felin resumed her spot on the ground nestled in the brightly colored blankets. Cam poured a mug of fresh water for Miuri, placed it in front of her, then sat back in his chair.

      “I assume you bring news,” he said.

      “My father marched his forces out of the Mansion several days ago,” she said. “We hit the first wolf encampment and took them by surprise. Swept them from the field, killed as many as we could.”

      “And now they’re coming here?”

      She nodded. “The plan is to hold back,” she said. “Wait until you engage, then hit them from the rear.”

      “Originally, I wanted Haesar to harass them as we marched,” Cam said.

      “I’m not sure they’ll make it in time.” Miuri took a long drink from her mug. “They’re dealing with the wounded from their first engagement, then marching to catch up as fast as they can.”

      Cam nodded. “But we’re days away from this fight.”

      “The hope is that my father can reach us by the time you engage,” she said. “If not, you’re looking at a prolonged standoff.”

      “Dig in and pray,” Felin said. “That’s a great strategy. I’ll tell you right now that my people will get very, very angry.”

      “They think we should just run out into a field and fight them?” Cam asked.

      “That’s how my people operate,” Felin said. “Fights are honor bound. You show up to a fight and you engage with honor. Otherwise there’s no point to any of it. But if people start building forts and changing the rules, everything goes out the window.”

      “This isn’t some pack conflict,” Cam said.

      “To them, everything’s a pack conflict,” Felin said. “That’s what you don’t get. My people don’t think about the world like you do. We see packs everywhere, little cliques and packs and there’s a constant battle for the alpha role. As much as you like to pretend that’s not the case.”

      Cam looked at Miuri who just shrugged. “She has a point,” Miuri said. “You did have to fight to end up where you are.”

      “So if all the world’s a pack, we just need to become top wolf,” Cam said.

      “I think the gods have that spot,” Felin said. “But we’re fighting for second.”

      “Is there any way for you to return a message to your father?” Cam asked Miuri.

      She shook her head. “I don’t think I’d make it in time,” she said. “We just need to hope they’re coming.”

      “I’ll send scouts,” Cam said. “Just to be on the safe side. If they make contact, I’ll leave them with orders to pass along to Haesar.”

      “That works,” Miuri said.

      “Now I just need to figure out what to do with Lagon.”

      “I heard about that,” Miuri said. “The traitor General, right?”

      “Right. Things aren’t exactly stable in the army right now. I just need to buy some time, but…” Cam trailed off.

      “Kill him,” Miuri said.

      Cam frowned and stared at her for a long moment. She didn’t smile, didn’t blink. She wasn’t joking. Miuri wouldn’t joke about something like that.

      “You really think that’s the right thing?” he asked.

      “You need control right now,” Miuri said. “We’re so close, but if more men began to push against you, things might spiral away. You can’t risk it. This is bigger than one man’s life.”

      “And that man is a traitor,” Felin said.

      “Still. You’re talking about killing someone.” Cam searched Miuri’s expression for some hint of what she was feeling, but found nothing.

      “I know this is hard for you,” Miuri said. “You didn’t intend to get involved in politics. But now’s the time to show a firm hand. Step forward and be a leader. Show the men you won’t tolerate a traitor, show them the right way.”

      Cam took a deep breath and looked down at the rug covering the dusty ground. He didn’t want Lagon’s blood on his hands, didn’t want any Human blood on his hands. Killing Lord Remorn had been hard enough, but that was in the heat of the moment.

      This was cold and calculated.

      It made him want to retch. He held himself together. He knew that Miuri was right, he knew that Felin was right. The army was a pack and Cam was its alpha. He had to show strength if he wanted to retain his position.

      Lagon defied him. Lagon got men killed.

      And so Lagon had to be held accountable for his actions.

      “Let me think,” Cam said.

      Miuri nodded. “Think all you like. I need to bathe myself and get some rest.” She stretched her legs then stood.

      “Want a hand?” Felin asked. “I’d be happy to get your back.”

      “I’ll take you up on that,” Miuri said. “But you’ll have to catch me up on everything that’s gone on. I only heard the rough story from the guards outside.”

      Felin hopped to her feet. Miuri got up, and the two girls walked to Cam’s tent flap. Felin ducked out into the morning, but Miuri hesitated and looked back at Cam.

      “No matter what you do, I know you’ll do what you think is right,” she said. “And I’ll support it.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “I love you, Camrus.”

      She ducked her head and left the tent.

      Cam looked at the table. He ran his fingernails down the wood and wanted to scream in rage.

      This was never his intention. The idea of holding on to power through force made him despise everything. The world shouldn’t work that way.

      But he knew it did.

      Force determined everything. And if Cam could bring enough force to bear, he could break just about any obstacle in his path.

      The wolves, his own men. He could break them all.

      But first, he had to be ready to accept some hard truths.

      He hoped he could.
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      The light was dim in the command tent as Cam stood at the head of the table. His Generals stared back at him. Brice looked concerned, her head tilted, her hair loose and around her shoulders. Theus picked at his nails. Key drank beer from a large wooden mug. Felin lingered in the back with her arms crossed over her chest.

      Infantry captains, general staff, Generals left over from the old guard. They watched him and he watched them back, trying to find the words he so desperately needed.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Cam said. “I know the marches have been difficult these last few days.”

      “Wolves won’t get off our ass,” Key said.

      “But you’ve done a good job killing them at least,” Stine said. He was Lagon’s replacement, a willow-thin man with a drooping mustache and a head of gray hair.

      “We’ve all done a good job killing them,” Colly said. He was a young Captain with a bright red tunic and the copper-colored hair to match it.

      “The wolves have been a minor problem,” Cam said. “Compared to the difficulties of marching and the insurrection within our own camp.”

      Cam noticed the discomfort around him. Even Key shrank down a bit.

      “Sir, we’ve been speaking with the men,” Captain Frant said. He was one of the more reliable Captains, and had been working closely with Key. “There are some grumblings about the way things were handled.”

      “What things, in particular?” Cam asked.

      “They don’t believe they should be persecuted for their beliefs,” Frant said. “According to them, at least, sir.”

      “They’re not,” Cam said. “Every man is free to believe as he wishes. But it’s when those beliefs get in the way of the smooth operation of this army that those beliefs become a problem.”

      Captain Frant nodded. “I understand, sir,” he said. “But I’m not sure the men do.”

      “I’m glad you brought their concerns to my attention,” Cam said. His eyes swept over the assembled general staff. He worked to keep his face tight and under control, but inside he was a mess of conflicted emotions. “I called this meeting today to discuss the future of the former General Lagon.”

      More exchanged glances. Cam couldn’t tell if they were pregnant with rebellion or simple discomfort at the awkwardness of the whole situation.

      “What are you thinking?” Key asked. “Are you going to banish him from the army?”

      “That’s a death sentence,” Brice said.

      “Not necessarily,” Frant said. “Lagon’s resourceful. He could survive it.”

      “His wounds are too bad,” Brice said. “He won’t make it two days before the wolves catch him. He won’t make it five before the wounds take him to the Ur if the wolves don’t.”

      “Banishment won’t do anything to quiet the men,” Stine said. “If the General really wishes to send a message, he should execute the prisoner.”

      Cam watched the faces around him carefully. Some seemed to nod in agreement, some seemed like that was the most absurd thing they’d ever heard.

      “Execution might be going too far,” Colly said.

      “Not far enough, if you ask me,” Key said. “Banish him, kill him, who cares? He’s a traitor. Let’s get rid of him, quiet all the grumblings, and worry about the wolves.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Colly said. “You’re busy fighting every day. You’re barely paying attention to anything else.”

      “Damn right,” Key said, slamming her palm on the table. “While the rest of you bicker and moan, me and my men are fighting on the rearguard.”

      “Enough,” Cam said before Colly could argue. The young Captain’s cheeks glowed red with indignation, and Cam didn’t need another stupid fight to distract him from his goal. “I’ve reached a decision concerning Lagon.”

      The room fell silent. Cam composed himself and took a long, deep breath. He caught Felin’s eye and nodded. She slipped out the back and disappeared outside.

      “Lagon is a traitor,” Cam said. “If he had stayed under arrest, nothing bad would have happened. I planned on holding him until all this was over, then releasing him. I wouldn’t kill a man simply because of his beliefs, even if those beliefs were spreading discord and distrust within my ranks.”

      “But you would kill a traitor,” Brice said, her eyes narrowed.

      “Lagon put men in danger,” Cam said. “Men died because of his selfish actions. And I can’t stand by and allow that sort of thing to go unpunished. Banishment is a death sentence, but it isn’t enough. No, Lagon deserves worse, and he’s going to get it from my blade.”

      Cam could see the stunned reactions. Even Key seemed surprised.

      “You plan on killing him, sir?” Colly asked. “Yourself?”

      “I plan on executing a traitor,” Cam said. “Right now, out in the yard.”

      “Right now?” Frant stood up. “Sir, you can’t mean—”

      “Sit down, Captain,” Cam said, staring him down.

      Frant slowly sank back into his seat.

      “Felin is fetching Lagon as we speak,” Cam said. “When he arrives, I’ll read the charges against him, pronounce him guilty, and hand down the sentence myself. I want you all to watch, and I want as many of your men as you can bring to watch. I want you all to understand what this means. I will not accept traitors. I will not accept dissent. We are days away from the most important battle of our lives, and any whisper of malcontent will be dealt with. We need to act as one if we have any hope of defeating the wolves.”

      His words hung in the air heavy. Cam gripped the pommel of his sword and stared down at his general staff. Their faces were serious, some shocked, some dire, some accepting. But none smiled, and Cam knew they all understood the gravity of what would happen.

      There was a commotion out in the yard. Felin appeared at the entrance with Arter lingering behind her.

      “We’re ready,” she said.

      Cam nodded and strode around the table.

      The Generals stared at him.

      “Come,” he said as he reached the flap and lingered at the threshold. It was a cool, beautiful afternoon. The sun shone bright. The sky was a splash of intense blue. Fluffy clouds drifted.

      Cam was going to kill a man.

      The Generals followed as he stepped outside. Lagon stood in a circle of Felin’s guard at the center of the yard.

      He looked terrible. He was ragged, exhausted, his clothes stained with blood, his eyes red and ringed with black bags. Cam thought he could kill the man with a hard breath if he wanted.

      The Generals spread out behind him. Cam turned and motioned at Frant.

      “Bring witnesses,” he said. “Go now.”

      Frant hesitated then stalked off.

      Cam turned back toward Lagon and walked forward. Lagon stood as straight as he could, though he swayed to the side. A guard steadied him with an arm on his elbow. Cam couldn’t tell if the gesture was meant as a comfort.

      “Lagon,” Cam said. “You’re here to stand judgement.”

      “I won’t be judged,” Lagon said. “You can say your words. You can speak your piece. I took my shot and I lost. But I won’t be judged.”

      “You’re accused of treason,” Cam said. “You resisted arrest, broke out of confinement, and marched a group of men away from the army. Your actions resulted in deaths that could have been avoided. Your actions endangered this army and everyone within it. Do you deny that?”

      “I deny it,” Lagon said. “I got ambushed by wolves. I got unlucky.”

      Cam was dimly aware of bodies filtering in around his peripheral vision. Frant gathered soldiers and stood them in a ring around the yard. The men murmured to each other, stomped their feet on the grass, shifted and itched and coughed.

      The sky still shone. The blue was almost breathtaking.

      “But you don’t deny spreading false rumors about the godlings,” Cam said. “You don’t deny taking a group of men away from the army. You don’t deny turning your back on the people that needed you the most.”

      Lagon spit on the ground. It was a thick dark-yellow glob.

      “I spread truth,” he said. “I led men that wanted to be led. I’d do it again if I could.”

      Cam nodded. “Then I pronounce you guilty of treason,” he said.

      Lagon grinned. “Banishing me, then? Sending me away? You never did have the guts for—”

      “The sentence for treason is death,” Cam said, and drew his blade.

      There was a long, low murmur from the surrounding men. More bodies packed around them. Cam saw Arter push some back with the shaft of his spear.

      What was left of the color in Lagon’s face drained away.

      “You’re going to kill me?” he asked. “Banishing me is death enough. I was still a General. This was my army. I only did what I thought was necessary.”

      “The sentence for treason is death.” Cam said, pitching his voice louder. He reached for his magic and let the flame run down its blade.

      He had to send a message.

      Fear spiked in Lagon’s eyes. Cam could see the flames reflected in his expression as he stepped forward.

      “Kneel,” Cam said.

      “You can’t be serious,” Lagon said. “You can’t be—”

      The guard holding Lagon’s elbow kicked the back of his knees. Lagon fell forward with a grunt. He hit the ground hard and caught himself before he dropped flat on the grass.

      His neck craned up. Cam stepped forward as the guards fell back.

      The world was hushed. Clouds drifted in front of the sun. Shadows slipped across Lagon’s face.

      “Last words,” Cam said.

      “I did what I thought was right,” Lagon said. “Please, you can still banish me.”

      “The sentence is death.” Cam gripped his flaming sword in both hands. Lagon’s eyes closed tight and he tilted his head forward, presenting the back of his neck.

      “Make it fast,” Lagon said.

      Cam brought his sword down as hard as he could. The super-heated blade sliced through skin, muscle, sinew, and bone. Lagon’s head hit the ground with a soft thump and rolled a few feet away. Lagon’s body pitched sideways.

      There wasn’t much blood. Cam’s fire cauterized the wounds.

      The clouds drifted away from the sun and light came flooding back.

      Cam released his magic. He stared at the severed head. The eyes stared back, blank and unseeing.

      He felt sick as he held his blade to the side, waiting for it to cool.

      “Bury him,” Cam said as loud as he dared. He feared his voice was going to break at this crucial moment. “Bury him, and make sure the rest of the army understands what happens to traitors.”

      Cam looked around. Key stared back, her expression blank. Brice looked sad as she tugged at her hair.

      “The real enemy is out there,” Cam said. “The wolves are coming. The fight is coming. And if we let men like Lagon spread deceit, dissent, and outright lies meant to break us apart, we will lose. But if we stand together for what’s right, if we do the hard work, if we step up and fight, then we can live through this. We can see our children grow and have children of their own.” Cam flicked his sword and slid it into its sheath. “This was never going to be easy. But what we do now matters. If we can step up and fight, if we can do the hard things, history will remember us as great men and women willing to sacrifice for the good of every Human in this world. But if we bicker, argue amongst ourselves, and blame our problems on others, then history won’t remember us at all.”

      Cam finished his speech and turned back to the command tent. He could hear breathing around him. The silence was so oppressive that he worried he might not make it back to the tent at all. He worried it might crush him.

      But as he reached the flap, a cheer rose from somewhere in the back. He wasn’t sure who began it, or who took it up, but soon the enlisted men were chanting: Shaman! Shaman! Shaman!

      Cam paused at the entrance to the tent and held up a hand to acknowledge the cheers before stepping back inside. The cheer continued for some time, and Cam sat alone at the command table, drinking water and staring at a map of the region, thinking about his future, about his past, and about what he’d become.
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      Cam’s back ached as he sat straight against a tree trunk. He’d been there for an hour, his eyes shut tightly enough to leave blobs in his vision.

      He could still feel his blade slice through Lagon’s neck. He could still see Lagon’s blank eyes staring up at him from the grass.

      “Ah, shit,” he said and slapped his fist against the tree. He couldn’t seem to drop into the deep meditative state he craved. If only he could find that centered peace, he might be able to stop thinking about killing Lagon in front of half the army.

      “I’m not sure that tree did anything to you.”

      He opened his eyes with a start. Brice stood across the clearing from him, her arms hanging loose at her side. She wore a simple gray tunic, top two buttons undone, and a pair of tight dark pants. Her sword belt was missing, and her hair hung loose at her shoulders.

      He’d never seen her looking so normal before.

      “You’re right. I shouldn’t take it out on the tree.”

      “What are you doing out here?” She tiled her head.

      “I was trying to find some peace and quiet,” he said.

      “I can leave you, if you want.”

      “That’s okay.” He shifted and leaned forward. “Come sit with me.”

      She hesitated. “I just wanted to come out and make sure you were okay. Arter said you gave him the slip, and I thought…”

      “You thought, what?”

      “I don’t know. That you were upset.”

      He gave her a flat look. “I am upset, Brice,” he said.

      She nodded and walked over. She sat down on the grass beside him and picked up a stray leaf. She began to rip it into small pieces, staring down at her fingers as she dropped the pieces onto the dirt in front of her.

      “What you did was hard,” she said. “Killing a man like that… it’s not the same thing as killing someone in battle.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “He was helpless. Couldn’t fight back.”

      Cam grimaced. “I know.”

      “Sorry.” She smiled a little. “If it helps, I think you did the right thing.”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      She finished tearing up the leaf and let the bits fly into the wind.

      “I debated following you out here,” she said.

      “I’m surprised you found me.”

      She shrugged. “Wasn’t hard. Arter told me where you lost him and I just found your tracks. You have a particular way of walking.”

      “Yeah? How’s that?”

      “You limp, just a tiny bit. You put more weight on your right foot. I think it’s because you’re not used to wearing a sword at your hip. But anyway, I found your tracks and followed them out here.”

      “Clever,” he said. “You’ve been watching me closely then, haven’t you?”

      She smiled a little. “Not as closely as I should have.”

      Cam looked away from her, out across the small clearing toward a group of bramble bushes.

      “I came out here to try and find some peace,” he said. “I thought if I could just meditate and find a little quiet, maybe I could forget about Lagon’s head rolling from his shoulders.”

      “But I take it that hasn’t worked.”

      “No, it hasn’t.”

      She was quiet for a breath. “The army’s more important than anything else,” she said softly. “More important than Lagon or any of his men. If it were any other time, I might wonder. But now, I know you did the right thing.”

      “If it were any other time, I wouldn’t have killed him.” Cam kept staring into the distance. “I’m worried, Brice. I’m worried I’m becoming something I don’t want to be.”

      “What’s that?”

      He looked at her, at the gentle slope of her nose, the hard line of her chin, the soft brown of her eyes. She leaned her head toward him, and he wanted to taste her lips again, wanted to touch her cheek and pull her close.

      “Some kind of dictator,” he said. “I don’t want to rule by force or fear. I don’t even want to rule at all. I just want to do what’s right for the world and for our people.”

      “Sometimes you have to use force,” she said. “Sometimes there’s no other way.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true,” he said. “There’s always another way.”

      “You haven’t found it yet.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Then you have to keep doing what you’re doing.” She shifted closer. Her thigh pressed against his. Her hair slipped down her shoulder as she looked up at him. “We’ll meet the wolves out on the battlefield soon. And after that, maybe you can change the way things are going.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “But I worry that even after this is finished, the Mansion’s going to need leadership. There are factions all around us, Brice, men that would take power and do horrible things if given the chance.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, and put a hand on his knee.

      He stared at that hand then up into her eyes. “I’m afraid it isn’t.”

      “You’ll do what you have to do. I promise, you’re going to get through this.”

      “I know I will,’ he said. “I only worry what the world will be like once we’re there.”

      He reached out and touched her face. He felt a chill run down him mingled with a tight desire. She didn’t pull away, and instead pressed herself closer to him.

      Cam leaned down and kissed her. It was a slow, quiet kiss at first. He felt the fear and sadness still trickling down his spine.

      But then her warmth spread to him, her taste flooded his mouth. The kiss turned deeper, rougher. She took a sharp breath through her nose as Cam pulled her on top of him.

      She straddled his hips and kissed him hard. Her hands pressed against the tree trunk. Cam reached up and unbuttoned her tunic as she began to move her hips in a slow circle, biting hard on her lip.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked. “With the man that’s going to dominate this army.”

      “I want it,” she said. “There aren’t many men that could handle me.”

      He smiled and finished unbuttoning her tunic. Her breasts were larger than he thought, round and soft, her nipples pink and hard already. He tried to palm them but they were too big to fit in his hands. She let out a soft moan and he moved forward, sitting up, her chest pressed against his as he grabbed her hair and kissed her deep.

      He rolled her over onto a nest of soft grass and finished undressing her. She tugged at his pants and managed to get them off as his fingers explored between her legs. She moaned in soft, gentle gasps. He bit her lip and slid his fingers inside then back out, rolling his fingers along her clit. Her body was muscular and toned, but her breasts were soft and gorgeous as he ran a tongue around one nipple, his fingers buried deep between her legs.

      She pushed him back, her eyes fire. She tugged down his pants and got them off. Cam was hard when she took him in her hands and stroked his length. He let out a gentle groan of pleasure as he leaned back in the grass. Brice’s hair fell around her as she took him in her mouth, sucked him hard, licked his shaft from top to bottom.

      Her mouth felt like heaven. She sucked him fast and moaned as she did it. He watched her reach a hand between her legs and tease herself as she took his cock deeper into her throat. It was the most beautiful thing he’d seen in a long time, this strong, intense warrior with her hand between her legs and his cock between her lips.

      He pulled her up and kissed her. She moved to straddle him, but he pushed her back and pinned her down on the ground.

      “Is that how you want to play?” she asked, grinning.

      Cam smirked back, bit her lip. He spread he legs and she struggled playfully against him. He laughed, pinned her down, kissed her leg, bit her nipple. She moaned and laughed with him as she pressed his cock against her slick spot and slowly sank himself inside.

      She gasped and her back arched.

      “Oh, yes,” she groaned. “I think I like it when you dominate me.”

      “You like a man in control, don’t you?” He slowly moved himself in and out, his cock filling her up. She was tight, warm, slick, and each new thrust drove him wild as her breasts bounced and her lips parted.

      “I love a man that knows what he wants,” she said. “And a man that takes it.”

      “Like I’m taking this?” He pressed himself deep and licked one of her nipples then bit down.

      “Ah,” she gasped. “Exactly like that.”

      “You’ve been waiting for me,” he said. “You’ve been waiting for me to decide I wanted to have you.”

      “I know how you’ve been looking at me.” She chewed her lip and pulled him down, kissing him hard. “I’m not blind,” she said when she released him.

      He thrust faster, deeper. Her cheeks flushed and her back arched.

      “Even in your armor, you’re gorgeous,” he said. “I think I find you sexier when you’re wrapped in metal and holding a long sword.”

      “I bet you do,” she said, grinning.

      He pulled back and turned her over. She gasped as her ass was in the air, her pussy slick and dripping. He gripped her hips and held one of her hands behind her back. Her face pressed against the grass as he slid himself in from behind.

      She moaned and bucked her back with each thrust. He released a growl and felt all his aggression, his anger, his pent-up energy, and the desire that had been building for Brice since the moment he first saw her suddenly unleash on her body. He took her, felt her and teased her, fucked her and licked her, their bodies sweating and moving in the grass.

      She whispered his name as she moved back and kissed him. He teased her breasts and nipples as he thrust faster. Her hair blew in the wind and her body shuddered with pleasure, and he knew she was close. His fingers found her clit as his cock took her deep, and she leaned down, face in the grass again, moaning wildly, saying his name.

      He felt her come, felt her drip down along his shaft. She came in wild waves, her back arched and shaking, her moans a low and uncontrolled groan. As she finished, he slid himself out and smiled as she fell onto her side then rolled onto her back, sweating and breathing hard, her beautiful body flush with joy, a big grin on her face.

      “Oh god, yes,” she whispered and looked at him. “That’s exactly what I wanted.”

      He smirked and stroked himself. “I’m not done with you yet.”

      She bit her lip and got onto her knees. “What do you want from me?”

      He guided her down onto the grass again, on her back, and let her wrap her legs around his hips. He slid himself inside and took her, slowly at first. He kept his body pressed against hers, kissed her lips, tasted her tongue, fucked her deep but gentle. She moaned, hips writhing, and he felt her dripping wet, her moans coming faster, her breathing harder.

      “I’ve been picturing this for a while,” he whispered in her ear. “My cock buried between your legs. I wondered what you’d look like after you came.”

      “Do you like it?” she asked. He could hear the uncertainty in her voice.

      “I love it,” he said. “You look beautiful. Your breasts are perfect, and the way you say my name makes me so hard it almost hurts.”

      He took her faster, faster. She moved her hips in time with him. Pleasure built between them, and Cam felt like his world was one long glowing moment of bliss as he kept filling her, filling her, filling her.

      She began to whisper his name again. “Cam,” she moaned. “Oh god again, Cam, again.”

      Faster, harder, their bodies sweating, writhing in the grass. He felt her clench and explode again, but this time he didn’t stop or slow. His own orgasm ripped from his body and Brice’s back arched, her eyes flying open, her face locked in sheer bliss. Magic rushed from him and flowed into her, magic he hadn’t even realized was there, magic left over from Lagon’s execution. His orgasm took them to a new level, and Brice floated, flew, hovered, reveled in the bliss only Cam could bring her.

      And slowly they came down again. She shivered, quivered, hands on her breasts. He slid himself out and collapsed on the grass next to her, sweating and grinning.

      “What— what was that?” she asked.

      “That’s what happens when a shaman releases,” he said. “That was some of my magic, leaving my body and entering yours.”

      “Oh, Urspirit,” she whispered. “Oh, my gods. That was…”

      “I know.” He laughed a little and found her hand. He intertwined his fingers with hers. “It never gets old.”

      She looked at him. Golden sunlight kissed her skin. Her cheeks were pink, her eyes wide, her lips pulled into a smile.

      “Now I get why you have so many girlfriends,” she said.

      “And a wife,” he said.

      “Lucky man.” She moved closer and kissed his chest. “Are you going to add me to your little group?”

      “I might,” he said. “If you’re lucky. And the other girls want you.”

      “Do I have any say in this?”

      “I think you already had your say when you came twice for me.”

      She looked up at him and grinned then kissed his chest again and lay still.

      “I’ve never let a man talk to me like that before,” she said.

      “And yet you like it.”

      She laughed, soft and giddy. “I really do.”

      He ran a hand down her smooth skin and rested it on her hip.

      “Let’s stay here for a while,” he said. “I just want to stay here with you and forget about all that shit back at camp.”

      “Okay,” she said. “We can do that.”

      He put his other arm behind his head and closed his eyes.

      With Brice pressed against him, he didn’t need to meditate. Somehow, the world felt right, at least for a while.
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      Cam sat back in his chair with his feet up on a pile of blankets and took a long drink from his watered-down beer.

      Felin sat with Miuri at a small, round table. They ate their dinner from shallow wooden bowls as Miuri told Felin about moving between the two armies and slipping past the wolves. Key and Brice stood a few feet away, their meals already finished, admiring the spear Cam had gotten Key before the wedding to Galla.

      He watched the girls with a smile on his face and felt like he was home for the first time in a very long time.

      It was hard to have them scattered all over the valley. He missed Galla and wished she could be with them, but he knew she was safe in the Mansion at least. This was the first time in weeks his girls had all been in the same room, and now he wondered if Brice was going to be a more permanent fixture.

      “What are you smiling about?” Key asked when she noticed Cam’s gaze.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Just admiring you.”

      She put a hand on her hip and leaned on her spear. “I bet you are,” she said. “Can’t help yourself, can you?”

      “He has a tent full of women,” Miuri said, “can you blame him? I’m sure I know what’s on his mind right now.”

      “Oh, right, typical man,” Cam said. “All I think about is sex. Me big man, me want fuck little lady folk.”

      “Pretty much,” Felin said. “Were you doing an impression of yourself just now? Because it was pretty good.”

      Cam dipped his fingers in his beer and flicked it at Felin. She laughed and launched a wad of potatoes back at him, which he batted away.

      “Is this what it’s like for you all the time?” Brice asked, her arms crossed over her chest. “I mean, for… all of you.”

      “I think she’s asking if it’s always normal,” Miuri said. “And the answer is yes.”

      Key slipped the cover over her spear tip then placed it down on the ground. She walked over to Cam and sat on his lap. He grinned up at her as she leaned down to kiss him and looked back at Brice, who lingered a few feet away, looking slightly unsure of herself.

      “I know it’s a little odd,” Key said. “At least at first. But we’re just… a family.”

      “Yeah,” Cam said. “We’re a family. And I was just thinking about how nice it is to have you all in my tent again. It’s been too long.”

      “Oh god, I miss our bed,” Key said. “Don’t get me wrong, I really love sleeping on the ground under canvas every night, but that bed.”

      “I know,” Miuri said. “Believe me, I’ve been dreaming about it.”

      “Bed?” Brice asked.

      “We have this enormous bed back at the Mansion,” Cam said. “You’re welcome to spend some time in it when this is all over.”

      Brice drifted over to him. Key got out of his lap and grinned at her.

      “I’d be happy to share the bed with you,” Key said.

      “How generous.” Brice gave her a tight smile then looked at Miuri and Felin. “You all share one bed?”

      “It’s a really big bed,” Felin said. “And it’s nice and warm with a bunch of bodies in there.”

      “We don’t do a ton of sleeping, though,” Miuri said. “To be totally fair.”

      Brice blushed as Key threw an arm around her shoulders. “Oh, don’t be shy,” Key said. “I mean, we all know why you’re here right now. You and Cam have a thing, right?”

      “What?”  Brice’s cheeks managed to turn even redder. “I mean— I don’t—”

      “It’s okay,” Miuri said. “We’ve come to expect it.”

      “I look forward to it,” Felin said, gesturing with her small wooden spoon. “I mean, more girls to play with? Can’t complain. But just remember that I’m the alpha.”

      Key grinned and leaned closer to Brice. “We let her think that,” Key stage-whispered.

      Brice looked at Cam helplessly. Cam grinned back at her and shook his head. “Leave her alone, girls,” he said. “I’m not sure she’s ready to dive in head first.”

      “That’s a shame.” Key dropped her arm from Brice’s shoulder. “I won’t pretend like I haven’t noticed how you and Cam look at each other. I was sort of looking forward to you joining our little group.”

      “Thank you,” Brice said, and her voice sounded about an octave higher than normal. “I appreciate… your hospitality… and your kindness, I just…”

      “It’s okay, sweetie,” Miuri said. “You take your time and get used to it.”

      Key walked over and flopped down on a pile of blankets and pillows Cam kept in a corner of his tent.

      “Alright, we got that out of the way,” she said. “What’s the situation, General?”

      Cam finished his beer and gave Brice a look. She was still bright red, but she managed to control her expression as she walked over and sat down at the table with Miuri and Felin. Miuri gave her a kind look and patted her hand, which Brice seemed to appreciate.

      “I wanted to start with reports,” Cam said. “Key, how are the men?”

      “Better,” she said. “Much better. After skirmishing in the vanguard for weeks, I have to admit that they’re coming together.”

      “Good enough to stand up to a full out assault?” Cam asked.

      She hesitated. “Motivated enough,” she said. “But good enough? I don’t know.”

      Cam looked at Brice. “What about the heavy divisions?”

      “They’re solid,” she said. “And ready. Eager, even, which isn’t always a good thing. But in this case, I think they know we’re going to be front and center, and a lot depends on what we do.”

      “Any rumblings? Any issues?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “None, especially not after what you did with Lagon. They saw you spare the lives of Lagon’s men and they respect you for it.”

      Cam nodded and forced himself to ignore the surge of pride he felt. Even if a few men respected him for his clemency, the rest feared him for his justice.

      “And you, Miuri?” Cam asked. “Do you think your father will make it in time?”

      “If we can stall a few more days, I don’t see why not.”

      He nodded and took a deep breath. “We’re ready for this, aren’t we?”

      “As ready as we’ll ever be,” Key said. “I’m not sure we’ll ever be truly ready.”

      “Not much of a choice though,” Felin said. “We either stand and fight or we get overwhelmed.”

      Cam nodded and tapped his foot on the ground. “We’re two days from the northern pass. We’ll take a detour tomorrow. You might have to fight a few running battles, Key, but otherwise we’ll aim to reach the pass in three days. From there, we’ll set up lines, get the men organized, and prepare to fight.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Key said.

      Miuri stood, stretched her long body, and came around the table to Cam. She kissed his cheek and leaned her head against his shoulder, wrapping her arms around his chest.

      “You’re going to be okay,” she said. “You’ve done as much as you can. Better than anyone could’ve thought, really.”

      “She’s right,” Key said, joining them. Key hugged him, kissed his lips, then leaned her head against his other shoulder. “I’m not sure how far we would’ve gotten if it weren’t for you.”

      “I just aimed the army and told it to go,” Cam said.

      “You changed strategy midway through,” Key said. “You were flexible and smart. You clamped down when there were whispers of discontent and now the army’s more cohesive for it. You did all that, Cam, and I don’t know if some other commander would’ve figure it all out in time.”

      He nodded and kissed Key’s hair. “Thanks.”

      “We believe in you.” Felin lingered in front of him, her wide eyes staring up into his. “You big idiot.” She leaned against his chest.

      He laughed and kissed her hair. “Thanks, Fel.”

      Brice stood a few feet away, watching them with a strange look on her face. Cam hugged his girls then caught Brice’s eye and tilted his head.

      “You can come join us, you know,” he said. “There’s always room for more.”

      Key shifted over and gestured at Brice. “Come on,” she said. “Get in here.”

      “I don’t want to intrude,” Brice said. “This is… for you. I’m not really a part of it.”

      “You slept with him, didn’t you?” Key asked.

      Another blush. “Yes,” she said.

      “And you felt the magic?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you’re one of us.” Key grinned and waved her over again. “Come on, sister in love. It’s warm and cozy and feels good.”

      Cam raised an eyebrow at Brice. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” he said. “We won’t be insulted.”

      Brice dropped her arms and stalked over. She pressed herself into the gap Key left and Cam kissed her cheek.

      “Atta girl,” Key said.

      Brice snuggled against Cam’s arm and he pulled his girls tight.

      Three days. That was all he had before the world ended. Three days to be with his girls, to train Theus, to get the army ready.

      Three days before he finds out if everything that he’s done up to this point mattered at all.

      Three days to save the world.

      And right then, in that moment, with his girls against his body, feeling their breaths against his skin, he thought he might be able to do it.

      Maybe, if these women could love him, maybe Cam could pull it off.
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      Cam sent an extra division down to work alongside Key’s rearguard as the wolves stepped up their harassment. They reached a bend in the nearby river and set camp that first day. Before the sun went down, the wolves attacked in the twilight, but not in force. Key’s men were able to form a shield wall and hold them back long enough for Brice to bring her armored infantry along their flank.

      But as soon as the armored division arrived, the wolves melted back into the forest.

      Cam wasn’t sure what their goal was. But the night was left stinking with wolves, and half of his army was forced to clear the corpses away from their source of drinking water or else disease would run rampant. The men were exhausted the next day, but he kept the march going, determined to reach the pass on time.

      The wolves had other plans. They hit them throughout the day, almost as if they knew Cam planned on cutting them off. Key fought bravely and admirably, but running battles were not their strong suit. The wolves were fast and mobile, they could hit at will then reform where necessary, but the shield wall was a tricky and immobile thing. Cam sent another division under Theus’s leadership to reinforce the rearguard, but that only slowed them down further.

      They lost half a day’s progress and were forced to camp at the top of a small hill that night.

      The wolves didn’t come. Cam sent scouts out to check the surrounding area for traps or wolf movements, but the morning brought nothing but silence. The scouts reported that the wolf host remained about ten miles to their south, well within striking distance, but far enough off that they weren’t an immediate threat.

      Cam couldn’t stop thinking about Lycanica floating in mid-air, power rolling from her perfectly formed body like mist in a forest.

      The next day brought more hard fighting, but they were close to the pass. The wolves seemed almost desperate, and twice Cam had to halt the army’s march to reinforce Key. By the time evening fell, they were within half a day’s march to their final destination.

      But the wolves had pulled up within five miles of his encampment. That night, he swore he could hear the animals growling and howling in the night.

      Sleep seemed far off.
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      Cam found Theus in his tent. Cam rustled the tent flap then pressed his head inside. Theus sat with his back propped by a pile of blankets, his hands behind his head, a single lamp glowing on the table a few feet away.

      “Can’t sleep?” Cam asked.

      “Can’t sleep,” Theus said. “What’s the General of this army doing wandering around in the middle of the night?”

      “I thought we could do a little work,” Cam said.

      Theus laughed. “I spent most of the day fighting. I’m so tired I could fall over dead right here and now. And you want to do more work?”

      “Come on,” Cam said. “You look bored.”

      Theus grunted and climbed to his feet. “Might as well,” he said.

      Cam led them out into the evening. A guard member named Miks stood a few feet away, trying to be as invisible as possible. He was a young man, stubble on his cheeks and chin, bags under his eyes, and fluffy dark hair. Cam gave him a nod and kept going with Theus by his side.

      “Those guards don’t let you go anywhere alone,” Theus said.

      “It’s their job,” Cam said. “I could ditch them, but Arter would throw a fit and blame the poor bastards. So I let them follow along most of the time.”

      “That’s nice of you.” Theus gave him a tight smile.

      Cam watched his friend closely for a second then gestured with his head. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go for a walk.”

      Theus hesitated. “Is that an order?”

      “It’s a request, friend to friend.”

      “Fine,” he said. “Not like anything fun’s happening in here.”

      They stepped out of the tent together and walked into the cool night. Miks hung a respectful distance away as Cam led Theus through the camp, going slowly.

      Fires were banked and dying. Tents rustled with bodies. Snores came from canvas. Some men were still awake, those that couldn’t sleep, those that didn’t need it. The night people, the dreamers and insomniacs, staring up at the star filled heavens and wondering what’s beyond their world. Cam nodded to them, made small gestures toward them, but never spoke.

      Speaking would break the illusion that they were all alone.

      Cam took Theus away from the camp then, toward Felin’s outpost. He slipped between a spread of trees and came to a slow stop near a large, half-broken boulder.

      “What are we doing out here?” Theus asked.

      “I thought we could try something.” Cam turned to Theus. “One more lesson before tomorrow.”

      Theus groaned. “Cam, I’ve been meditating every spare second. I’ve been trying to picture those images you told me about, and I haven’t made anything. I haven’t felt anything. I just—”

      “Hold on,” Cam said. “I’m not going to make you meditate. And I’m not going to kick you.”

      Theus grinned. “Promise?”

      “Promise. No kicking tonight.”

      He laughed. “All right. Fine.” He walked over to the boulder and leaned next to Cam. “What are we doing then?”

      Miks lingered nearby, arms crossed, back against a tree trunk, wreathed in darkness.

      “I want to show you.” Cam reached out a hand and summoned a small amount of flame. It flickered into being just above his palm, floating in the air, no bigger than a candle.

      “I’m not impressed,” Theus said. “You’ve done bigger.”

      Cam smiled. “I’ve been thinking a lot lately about magic,” he said. “About where it comes from.”

      “Yeah? And what do you think?”

      “I don’t know any more now than I did before this all started,” Cam said.

      “Useful.”

      “But I did think of something that might help.” Cam closed his fist and extinguished the flame. “Remember the first day I used magic?”

      “When we were fighting for our lives,” Theus said. “Near that bend in the river.”

      “Our backs were to the stream and the wolves were spilling through the trees. I thought we were all dead. I mean, we were losing, and we would’ve been dead if it weren’t for the Elves.”

      “That’s when you met Miuri.”

      “Yeah, it is.” Cam smiled at the fond memory of Miuri pulling him into the trees. “But I touched the priori before that, when I was still desperate. I think you might need a little push, Theus, something to make you see past the veil of all this and find the thing that’s beyond it all.”

      “Cryptic,” he said.

      “I just mean, magic’s lingering out there…” Cam stretched out a hand, fingers curling in the air. “It’s always there. I can almost feel it. When you feel it, you’ll understand what I mean.”

      Theus was quiet for a moment, his eyes focused on something far off. “Remember when we were kids and we’d play fight with Key?” he asked.

      “Of course,” Cam said. “Key would kick your ass.”

      “She kicked all our asses. But back then we were just… I don’t know. It felt so much easier, so much freer. And now?”

      “Now people depend on us.”

      “The weight’s a lot. I’m just a General, I don’t even know how you feel.”

      “Some days it’s hard,” Cam said. “Some days, I’m doing whatever I have to do. On those days, I’m not thinking.”

      “Not thinking,” Theus echoed. “Must be nice.”

      “You need to try it,” Cam said. “That’s when the magic’s easiest to find, when my mind isn’t doing a thousand things at once. When it’s slow and quiet, when I’m slow and quiet, I can feel the magic pulsing at the edges of my awareness.”

      “Do you feel it now?”

      “I feel it,” Cam said. “And you will too.”

      “I’m starting to think I won’t.”

      “You will. It took me years. You’ll touch it in days.”

      Theus smiled but there was no joy. “You want me to find it during the fighting, don’t you?”

      “I’m going to assign you to the front lines,” Cam said. “I want you to lead the center.”

      Theus sucked in a deep breath. The center was the most important part of the army. In theory, if a wing fell, the army could swing to the side and reform, or at least make a fighting retreat. But if the center couldn’t hold, the whole army would be broken into pieces and whittled away to nothing.

      Cam knew he was giving a big responsibility to Theus. He also knew his friend could handle it. They were closer than brothers once, before all this madness started, back when they were still children in the village.

      Now they’d drifted apart. Cam had his girls and Theus was just a minor player, only in the game at all because of Cam.

      But Theus was capable. He was shrewd and strong, one of the best fighters to come out of Medlar in generations, second only to Cam.

      Cam needed this. He needed Theus to step up and do something big. Part of him thought this would be the push Theus needed to finally break through whatever barrier was holding him back.

      This would be the shove he needed to find magic.

      “I’ll do what I have to do,” Theus said. “But are you sure? Key wants it.”

      “Did she tell you that?”

      “She doesn’t have to. You know Key.”

      Cam smiled. “Yeah, I do. She’ll take the right flank. I’ll give the left to General Stavar.”

      “When do you think the fighting will start?”

      “Tomorrow maybe,” Cam said. “If not tomorrow, then the day after. We’re close, Theus. What happens next will determine… everything, I guess.”

      Theus nodded and patted a hand on the boulder. “I’ll do it,” he said. “I won’t let you down.”

      “I know you won’t. And if things look bad, you’ll wade into battle and start using magic, right?”

      Theus grinned. “Right. It’ll be easy.”

      “Just remember, if you fail, we all die. So, no pressure.”

      “You bastard. You’re trying to make me snap, aren’t you?”

      Cam shrugged with his hands. “A little bit.”

      “Come on,” Theus said, standing straight and pushing off the rock. “I need to get some sleep if I’m suddenly expected to have some real responsibility tomorrow.”

      “That’s probably smart.” Cam hesitated and watched his friend. His eyes moved down Theus’s burn scars and a wave of shame rolled through him. He embraced the shame and reveled in it.

      “I’m sorry, you know,” Cam said.

      “For what?” Theus asked.

      “Everything,” Cam said. “Your face. Dragging you into this. Making you learn magic. Growing apart.”

      Theus took a deep breath and looked up at the sky. “It’s just the way of things,” he said. “Just how it’s gone. I don’t blame you for any of it. Well, maybe for the magic thing.”

      “I still feel like we’ve lost something.”

      Theus nodded. “I know what you mean. But there will be time to be friends again when this is all over, right?”

      “I hope so,” Cam said.

      But he wasn’t so sure.

      “We’ll work it out. We always do.”

      Cam smiled but felt no joy. “Come on. Let’s go get some sleep.”

      Theus reached out a hand and Cam took it. Cam let Theus pull him to his feet, and the two of them walked back to the camp with Miks as their shadow.
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      They marched before dawn that morning. Cam only got a rough few hours of sleep and felt himself drag. Men grunted in the pre-dawn stupor but the camp was disassembled quickly and the road churned with wagon dust and stomping boots.

      Cam marched in the vanguard that morning, leading it up through the pine forest toward where the mountains narrowed and formed a pass about ten miles wide. It was the entrance to their small world, and beyond that pass was a deep, dank forest that practically crawled with wolves and possibility. The bulk of the army reached the pass around noon that day, sooner than Cam expected, and he called a halt.

      Preparations began. Cam had them dig two layers of trenches: One set out before them where the main wolf army would appear, and one set behind them, where any stragglers or reinforcements might harass their rear. Cam assigned a small division of light infantry to guard the rear along with whatever camp followers had managed the march so far.

      Scouts streamed back in waves. “The wolves were spotted ten miles to our south,” a young man with a hooked nose said. “They’re coming straight for us.”

      Cam nodded and leaned over the command table. He stared down at the maps, but the maps were not the territory. He wished he could float in the air like Lycanica and see the world from a bird’s perspective. Then he’d know the terrain, the roll of each hill, the placement of each tree.

      But for now, he sent orders out to each General assigned to the three main sections. From there, those orders would pass to Captains, from Captains to Lieutenants, and down into the ranks of soldiers that would shoulder the burden of death and fear and blood.

      “You look tired,” Brice said. She sat in the corner of the tent, her legs crossed, chewing on a fingernail. She wore a tight tunic and long dark pants tucked into heavy boots. Cam knew they were the clothes she wore beneath her armor. Her whole division was ready to dress and fight as soon as the call went out.

      “Didn’t sleep much last night.”

      Brice clicked her tongue. “You need rest. We’re going to need you in good shape when the wolves come.”

      “I know,” he said. “I’m usually good at stilling my mind, but last night…” He gestured helplessly.

      “Should’ve found me,” she said, her words almost studiously casual. “I could’ve done something to ease your burden a bit.”

      He grinned. “Look at you. We sleep together one time and now you’re throwing yourself at me.”

      She blushed crimson. “Don’t be an asshole,” she said. “Miuri and Key and Felin basically welcomed me into your little… what do you call it?”

      “I call it a family,” Cam said.

      She smiled a touch at that. “Well, they practically welcomed me into your family. So I think I have a little leeway.”

      “Fair enough.” Cam slumped back into his chair.

      “You haven’t given me an assignment yet, you know,” she said.

      “I know. I haven’t been able to make up my mind about the heavy infantry.”

      “What’s the delay? Put me right in the middle. We’ll break a space down their throats and save all your asses.”

      Cam tapped his fingers on the map. “Something’s been bothering me,” he said.

      “Oh, you mean, aside from practically everything going on in this camp?”

      “The wolves aren’t acting right.”

      Brice made a grunting sound. “I know what you mean.”

      “When we found Lagon and the wolves attacked, they stopped when things got bad, right? But before, they would’ve kept coming until they were either all dead or too wounded to go on. But that day, they hit us, realized they were going to lose, and withdrew. It was…” He trailed off.

      “Rational,” she said. “Controlled. They were organized.”

      “Organized,” Cam said. “That’s it, they were too organized. Key reported something similar. The wolves have been acting too organized.”

      “You think it’s Lycanica,” Brice said. “You mentioned this before.”

      “That’s my theory,” he said. “And now I worry what that means for this fight. I’ve been setting it up in my head as if the wolves were going to act like they have before, but there’s no promise of that.”

      “No, there’s not,” Brice said. “But what else can you do?”

      “I can think of some tricks of my own,” Cam said. “You’re one of them.”

      “You have others?”

      “I hope so.” He let out a breath. “What are the chances they’ll come today?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Are you sure they’ll attack at all?”

      “Not when we’re behind trenches and stakes,” Cam said. “But if I marched the men out into the open, I think they would.”

      “Why?”

      “Lycanica wants to end this. I think she has bigger plans and we’re slowing her down. She was angry when I saw her, really angry. I think she wants to crush us, and if I offer her a battle, she’ll take it.”

      “So you’re trying to bait a goddess into fighting,” Brice said.

      “I guess so. I didn’t think about it that way.”

      “Just be careful, Cam.” Brice ran her fingers through her hair then tugged at it. “There’s too much at stake. If we lose this…”

      “I know,” Cam said.

      “Gambling everything on one fight.”

      “If there was another way, I’d take it.”

      “I know.” She dropped her hair and leaned back. “I just want it to happen, you know? The waiting gets me more than the fighting. When I’m down there with my armor and my sword in hand…”

      “You’re in your element,” Cam said. “You’re beautiful, you know.”

      She gave him a small laugh. “Yeah, I don’t think so. I’m wrapped in armor and probably covered in sweat and blood.”

      “Like I said, beautiful.”

      Cam stood. He wanted to go around and kiss her, but there was a commotion outside. He heard boots stomping and words being exchanged. The tent flap brushed open and Key came inside. She had a sheen of sweat on her brow and her spear was uncovered and dripping with blood.

      “They’re here,” she said.

      Brice jumped to her feet. “What?”

      “Attacking the right flank,” Key said. “In numbers.”

      “Take me,” Cam said.

      He followed Key out of the tent with Brice by his side. Arter followed on their heels and several more of his bodyguard fell into step. Cam guessed Arter had them ready at a moment’s notice.

      The clash of bodies and metal rang over the camp. Most of the tents were empty, the campfires only ash. Cam smelled blood and sweat in the air, and the way Key hurried suggested things weren’t going well.

      A mass of bodies clumped along the trench line. Cam could barely see beyond them, but he heard the noise of fighting. Wolves growled, snapped their jaws, howled in pain. Men shouted and screamed and cursed. The smell of piss and shit and death hung heavy.

      “I need a better view,” Cam said. “Arter!”

      Arter appeared at his shoulder. “Hill toward the rear,” he said. “Along the right slope. You’ll see better.’

      Cam nodded and looked at Key. “Hold them here,” he said.

      “Why are they attacking?” she asked. “I don’t understand it.”

      “I’ll find out. Brice, with me.” He turned and jogged. Arter and Brice kept his pace along with the rest of the guards.

      Cam ran through the camp and headed toward the hills that climbed up into the mountains. The foothills were the entryway to the valley itself, and they would give Cam a good enough view of the fighting.

      He climbed as fast as he could. Few trees grew along the slope. He reached the first plateau and turned, leaning up against the trunk of a young pine, and stared down at the field.

      Below them, wolves threw themselves across a shallow trench at a line of spears and shields.

      The wolves shredded themselves. Their forward momentum was arrested by the line of trenches, so their charge was effectively worthless against the shield wall. Any wolf that managed to scramble up from the trench was stabbed to death and sent tumbling back down.

      Soon, the trench would fill with corpses.

      “What are they doing?” Brice asked, her voice soft.

      “I don’t know,” Cam said.

      “It makes no sense. They can’t possibly win.”

      Cam scanned the horizon. More wolves stood motionless at the edge of the dense woods. They watched as their brethren threw themselves with wild abandon along an open and rocky field toward a line of trenches and shields, effectively running to their deaths.

      Hundreds of wolves were slaughtered. Cam saw several wounded men get pulled back through the ranks, but none were dead as far as he could see. And the wolves continued to watch, continued to fight.

      Until, at some unspoken command, they stopped.

      The wolves still within the field arrested their assault. They backpedaled, turned, and fled back to the woods. The wolves standing in the tree line remained where they were, though one wolf the size of a pack horse stepped forward, its swept back silver fur shining in the sunlight.

      “Look at that thing,” Brice said. “It’s huge.”

      “Lycanica,” Cam said.

      Brice started and stared at him. “Are you sure?”

      “No,” he admitted. “When I saw her, she was in a human shape, and she was hard to look at, but that wolf…” He trailed off.

      It had to be the goddess. The wolf was at least twice as big as any other around it, and all the others wolves seemed to give it some special deference. The enormous silver wolf carried its head high and seemed to look down upon the Humans.

      “She’s testing us,” Cam said.

      “Testing us?”

      “Look.” He nodded at the trench. “There are maybe a hundred wolves down there. A tiny fraction of her full force. And she stopped before it got worse.”

      “But she’s their goddess. She wouldn’t just… throw away their lives for nothing.”

      “I doubt it’s nothing.” Cam took a deep breath and let it go. He turned and glanced at the guards standing behind them. He watched them shift from foot to foot, their hands gripping and relaxing along the shafts of their spears. Arter’s eyes were harder and downcast, staring at the killing field down below them.

      He could see the fear, almost taste it.

      If that’s what Lycanica wanted, if she wanted to make his people afraid, she was succeeding.

      The giant silver wolf threw back its head. The howl it released seemed to shake the whole region. The trees vibrated and the earth shifted. Cam’s jaw clenched as the howl pierced his skull.

      Brice staggered back and clutched at her ears. “Cam!” she yelled.

      Cam reached for her with one hand and grabbed her arm to steady her. Some of the guards behind them dropped to their knees in horror. Arter’s jaw remained set but Cam could see the pain in his eyes.

      The line below him staggered back and nearly broke to pieces.

      The howl lingered in the air. It tore along the ground and grasped at every inch of Cam’s body until the silver wolf dropped its face and the noise slowly dissipated.

      “What was that?” Brice asked, a hint of panic in her voice. “What the hell was that?”

      “Lycanica,” Cam said, his face grim. “Come on. We have work to do.”

      Brice didn’t move. She stared down at the giant silver wolf as it turned its back on the camp and sauntered back into the trees.

      “That’s a real goddess,” she said, her voice heavy with awe. “We can’t fight that, Cam. We can’t possibly fight that.”

      “We can.” He squeezed her arm hard.

      She grimaced in pain and looked at him. Surprise mixed with anger in her eyes until her face softened. Cam relaxed his grip.

      “You’re right,” she said. “We can. We have to.”

      “Come on,” he said again, and began to lead Brice and the guards back down the slope.

      Watching from above had given him an idea. The wolves were going to come, sooner rather than later, and he had to use that to his advantage. Lycanica was impatient and she was angry, and Cam would use that against her.

      Goddess or not, Cam would fight.
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      The morning came slowly, begrudgingly. Sunlight spilled over the camp as the commanders woke their troops early. Cam stretched his back as he stood on the far ridge overlooking his army.

      Arter and the guards stood behind him, holding a series of colored flags and drums. Miuri and Felin lingered in the shade of a pine, speaking quietly to each other. Cam paced along the ridge as the army pulled into formation below him, his entire body tingling with anticipation.

      There were three main sections. The left flank moved along the far side of the valley, the men in a long shield wall and set in three separate ranks. The front ranks were the most inexperienced men, mostly those that had fought with Key over the past weeks in the rearguard. Behind them were the main veterans of the army, the most experienced and hardened fighters. And at the very back were the oldest warriors within the camps, those that had long experience but weren’t in the best physical condition anymore.

      “I want to be down there,” Cam said as he strode past Arter.

      “I know you do,” Arter said. “But you’re better here.”

      “Signal Key,” Cam said. “Tell her to move the right flank further out.”

      Arter nodded and gestured at the guards. A series of flags and drum beats rang out over the valley. Below them the right flank of the army began to wheel out further right, filling more of the valley and moving closer to the tree line.

      The land in front of the army was flat but pocked with stones, rocks, and boulders. On either side, the wings were covered by steep, clear hills, and if the wolves attempted a flanking maneuver, Cam would be able to spot them.

      Across the field, the tree line stood quiet and empty.

      “When they’re in position, call a halt,” Cam said.

      Arter grunted in response.

      “He knows, darling,” Miuri said. She walked to him, her hair streaming in the breeze. “Don’t worry. It’s a good plan.”

      “Too much can go wrong,” Cam said, stopping his pacing. He stood with a straight back, his hands clasped behind him. “Too much depends on this going right.”

      “I know.” She put a hand on his arm and tried to smile. “But you have the right people down there. Key and Theus and Stavar can handle it.”

      Cam grunted in response. His eyes swept over Felin, who remained standing in the shade of the trees, her eyes squinting past the blinding sunlight and down toward the valley. He could see her tension, the way she held herself erect, her hands working in front of her.

      “How’s she holding up?” Cam asked in a soft voice.

      Miuri glanced at Felin. “Okay, I think,” she said.

      “This has to be hard for her.”

      “I was with her yesterday, when Lycanica howled.” Miuri hesitated and a mask of worry flitted across her expression before floating away again. “She didn’t take it well.”

      “What did it mean? I wanted to ask her, but I thought it was better to let it go.”

      “She only said that it was difficult to hear,” Miuri said. “But when it was happening, it was like she couldn’t control herself. She fell to the ground and pressed her face against the grass, and I swear every muscle in her body was straining. I don’t know what it meant, but it made her want to do… something.”

      Cam let out a breath. “Keep an eye on her,” he said.

      Miuri nodded.

      He hated having to order that. He trusted Felin and loved her. She’d done nothing but work to help him and had gone out of her way to do what was necessary. But Lycanica was a different beast entirely, and Cam wasn’t sure Felin would be able to resist the call of her goddess.

      He felt relieved Miuri was around at least.

      “Have you heard anything from your father?” he asked.

      Miuri shook her head. “No, but I didn’t think we would. They’re out there.”

      “They have to be,” Cam said. “If they’re not…”

      “They’ll come. He knows the plan.”

      Cam nodded and began to pace again. Miuri watched him before walking back over to join Felin in the shade.

      Below them, the army pulled into position. It was like watching three huge blobs move in unison. It wasn’t as organized as he would have liked, but by mid-morning the army was more or less in position and ready.

      They stood under the sun and waited.

      A lot depended on what the wolves did next. He hoped they’d take his challenge and meet them in the field, but there was no guarantee. They might not come at all during the day and attack the camp at night, or they might make Cam bring his army out again and again, wearing them down a little at a time.

      Which wouldn’t be so bad. At least he knew Haesar and the Elves would be in position if the wolves delayed.

      Cam continued to pace as the army stood out in the morning sun.

      Hours passed. Quiet from the far tree line. Scouts came and went, aides gave reports, message flags waved. Miuri stood next to an anxious Felin and kept an arm draped loosely around her shoulder.

      At noon, Cam sent down the order.

      “Food where they stand,” he said. “Water as needed. Pass it along.”

      “Cam, they’ve been on their feet for hours,” Miuri said.

      “And they’ll be on their feet for longer,” Cam said. “Lycanica’s smart. She won’t attack right away. The longer we delay, the more precarious things get down there. I can’t wait for morale to break.”

      Miuri said nothing. The men ate where they stood.

      Midday came and went. Cam finally stopped pacing and crouched down on his heels, staring out at the valley, trying to keep his mind from reeling too far into a black abyss of fear and anger.

      He could only imagine what the men below him felt.

      There was a good chance many of them would die, and that was the best outcome. At worst, they’d all end up slaves for the wolves, spend a few years in horrible agony, and then end up dead.

      All the while they knew their families were at stake. Their children, their wives, their mothers and fathers. Cam thought that was the only thing keeping them down there. The fear of battle was so palpable that Cam felt drunk on it at times. He knew the terrors men went through in the hours before fighting. He knew just how deep their madness could go.

      But none would break. He was sure of that. Because the pressure of losing was so much stronger than the pressure of standing and fighting. Sometimes, death wasn’t the worst outcome imaginable.

      A noise broke through his thoughts. He scattered the clump of grass and stood. A scout ran toward them, a boy no older than twelve. He stooped over, breathing hard.

      “Wolves,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “Wolves coming.”

      “Where?”

      “Scouts found… not far…”

      “Take a breath,” Cam said.

      The boy stood, hands behind his head. Sweat rolled down his reddened face.

      “In the trees,” he said. “Right in the middle. They’re coming, a lot of them, they’re coming.”

      Cam nodded and looked over at Miuri and Felin. Miuri looked back, but Felin’s eyes were hooded and distant.

      “Report to General Theus,” Cam said. “Tell him this: today’s the day to find it.”

      “Yes, sir.” The boy straightened then sprinted off back down the hill.

      Cam turned to Arter. “Drums,” he said. “Signals.”

      The drums began to boom across the valley as a series of flags flashed in the sunlight.

      The ranks below straightened. He thought he could hear the general staff shouting at the men to prepare themselves.

      Cam could only imagine their reactions. Vomit, piss, crying.

      And yet they stood. And yet they’d hold.

      He gripped his sword and wished he could be down in their midst.

      “There,” Arter said, pointing. “Look, right there.”

      Cam followed Arter’s outstretched hand and saw a line of wolves appear just beyond the trees. They were fifty yards away from the army, and their ranks fell back deeper into the forest.

      “Ready the archers,” Cam said. “Don’t fire until they charge.”

      “But they’re within bow shot,” Arter said.

      “Hold until they charge,” Cam said. “If they fire now, half the arrows will be lost in the trees.”

      Arter grunted and gestured for a messenger from the gaggle of them standing off near the drums. A boy sprinted off down the ridge toward the ranks of archers that stood behind the main infantry. Cam only had a few hundred archers, which wasn’t nearly enough, but they’d do some damage.

      And when the hand to hand started, he’d make them join in.

      Drums pounded. Flags rippled. The wolves drew up.

      Nothing happened as the army faced its foe. The field was open before them. There was nothing holding them back.

      “Why don’t they come?” Cam asked.

      “They’re waiting.” Felin spoke, her voice soft and shaky.

      “For what?” Cam asked.

      “For her.” Felin pointed.

      Cam looked down at the field. It was the silver wolf again, monstrous and beautiful. It walked forward out of the trees and stood in front of the army, its head held up proudly toward the sun. It opened its mouth and released another howl, but this was truncated and weak compared to the howl the day before.

      The wolf army took up their call.

      Felin stepped forward, her mouth open. Miuri held her arm and leaned forward. “Remember where you are,” Miuri said.

      Felin clenched her jaw and said nothing.

      “They’re coming,” Cam said, gesturing at Arter. “Signal the men to hold ranks. They’re going to charge.”

      Flags waved again. The drums were barely loud enough to be heard over the howling.

      Abruptly, it stopped.

      Silence fell thick on the valley. Cam thought he could hear whimpering coming from the assembled men.

      And then a massive roar as the front line of wolves launched itself forward.

      “Archers,” Cam said.

      The arrows flew skyward and dropped. The unarmored wolves took arrows directly into their flesh. Wolves tripped and stumbled, falling to the rocky ground, as the wolves behind them tripped on their bodies.

      But so many more came behind them.

      The arrows fell as fast as the archers could fire.

      The wolves hit the front lines a moment later with a sound like breaking bone. Cam felt it in his chest.

      The center buckled but held. Wolves gibbered, screamed, threw themselves at spear and shield.

      Bodies ripped open and blood sprayed into the air.

      Chaos down below.
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      Cam stalked across the ridge as the fighting grew desperate.

      “Key needs to draw her line forward,” Cam said. “They’re starting to dip back behind Theus.”

      Arter grunted and the drums banged. If anyone down below could hear them, Cam couldn’t see any proof.

      As soon as the fighting began in earnest, the flags and drums seemed to disappear. He sent messages as necessary, and a steady stream of scouts ran between the main fighting armies and Cam’s outpost, but the situation on the ground rarely changed.

      Cam felt like he was going to lose his mind.

      “Try and calm down,” Miuri said.

      Felin sat beneath a tree with her knees pulled up to her chest and stared off into space.

      “I should be down there,” Cam said. “I’m the best weapon this army has.”

      “Right now, we need you here,” she said. “We need you making decisions.”

      “You can make decisions,” Cam said. “I can fight.”

      She smiled and shook her head. “Not how it works, General. You took this position on, and that means you’re important. We can’t have you running around down there and getting yourself killed.”

      Cam’s jaw clenched but he said nothing.

      “Things are going well,” Arter said. “Lines are holding. Wolf bodies are piling up. We might come through this after all.”

      “It’s just the start,” Cam said.

      As he spoke, a shape moved down below them along the left flank. It took Cam a moment to understand that it was a mass of wolves running along the far ridge.

      He felt a spike of excitement.

      “Look,” Miuri said, pointing.

      “They’re trying to flank us,” Cam said. “Watch, they’re going to gain ground then drop down.”

      “That’s a bad thing, isn’t it?” Miuri asked, a tinge of worry in her voice.

      “Normally, yes,” Cam said. “Arter, play the drums. Let’s get Brice out there.”

      Arter nodded with a savage grin and began furiously waving a flag as the drums boomed. Cam crossed his arms and watched as the flanking wolves got into position along Stavar’s flank then ran down the slope toward them.

      Stavar turned part of his column to respond to the flank, but they were slow. The wolves hit hard and Stavar’s middle began to buckle, his front line cut off from the rest of his troops.

      Behind the flanking wolves, a host of glittering bodies emerged from the trees.

      “There she is,” Cam said.

      The heavy infantry marched in tight lines down the slope behind the flanking wolves. They slammed into their rear before the wolves even realized what was happening. Brice’s heavy infantry hacked and killed and slaughtered the flanking movement, and once those wolves were cleared out like dead brush from a meadow, Brice turned and went to meet the wolves at the front.

      “You had them hiding,” Miuri said. “How did you manage that?”

      “Branches,” Cam said. “Pine branches covering their armor. They’ve been sitting up there for hours, covered in pine needles, just waiting for our signal.”

      “Is that the whole heavy division?” she asked.

      Cam grinned wickedly and shook his head. He gestured at Arter, and more flags waved, more drums boomed.

      Along the ridge to their right, more glittering armored soldiers stepped forward from the sparse tree line. They descended the hill and smashed into the wolf flank.

      Two heavy divisions, one on either side. Brice’s division shoved their way forward and began to pinch the wolf flanks, forcing them back into an ever smaller space at the very front of the army. Captain Frant was in command of the right division, and his tactics were similar, but more savage: his men hacked, slaughtered, and stomped on wolf corpses, rolling over them like animals.

      The wolves were squeezed tight on either side but didn’t back down. They continued to throw themselves at the front lines, and their bodies began to pile up. The wolves behind scrambled over the corpses of the fallen, and Cam saw the spearmen shove the body piles over before they could act as ramps for the wolves behind.

      For a moment, Cam felt a surge. The Elves hadn’t joined battle yet, but he might not even need them. Although there were so many wolves that he couldn’t see the ground, his armored divisions were smashing them on either side and squeezing them into a bottleneck. The center and the flanks held, while the heavy infantry did their bloody business.

      “We might not need your father after all,” Cam said.

      Miuri smiled. “Looks that way.”

      “Frant’s pushing hard. He’s almost swept in front of the right flank entirely.”

      “I’m worried he’ll overextend,” Miuri said. “If he goes too far, his flank will be exposed.”

      “Not if he turns and pushes ahead.” Cam gestured at Arter and the drums slammed again.

      He watched as the heavy division down below them responded to the beat. They inched their line to the right, turning their flank forward. Cam felt a surge of pride in his army. The heavy divisions were like the wings of a great bird, their armor glittering in the sunlight as they slaughtered their foe. The lighter infantry pushed forward, keeping pace with the heavies, and slowly the army gained ground as the wolves fell beneath their boots.

      For a moment, the world hung suspended in the air. Cam saw the future, golden and good. He saw himself in the Mansion with Galla, with Miuri and Felin and Key and Brice. He saw children, weddings, laughter, long lives filled with hard work and joy. He wanted to give his people a future brighter than anything they’d seen before, and this would be the start of it, the beginning of something better.

      But then, the great silver wolf trotted forward from within the tree line. The wolves all around her parted and gave her space as she threw her muzzle back toward the sky.

      “It’s Lycanica,” Cam said.

      “You knew she’d come,” Miuri said. “It doesn’t change anything. She’s just—”

      Her howl tore Cam’s eardrums. He staggered back and threw his hands over his ears. The flags fell behind him as the guards dropped to the ground, their hands covering their ears. Arter roared something incomprehensible and Cam stared into his guard’s eyes. The fear there tore a hole in his gut. Arter shook him and pointed at the valley.

      Cam followed his gesture. The roar continued, a howl so loud he felt it deep within his bones.

      But down on the valley floor, something was happening.

      Cam had to stare for a few seconds before his brain caught up with his eyes. The rocky ground looked like it was made from waves. It bubbled and frothed, clumps of dirt flying into the air. The ground shook and rolled toward his army and Cam watched as the men lost their footing beneath the ripples.

      “She’s breaking the shield wall!” Cam yelled over the noise. “Arter, damn you, signal them! She’s breaking the wall!”

      Arter roared at his men and managed to wave some flags, but it was inept and useless. The howl kept going, seemingly forever, and Cam stared in horror as the front line of men began to topple and stumble and break. Shields fell from position, and the wolves threw themselves forward in a mad surge.

      “Felin!” Miuri’s shout drew Cam back to himself. Miuri ran toward Felin, grabbing at her arm as Felin tried to run forward. Felin’s eye were wide and unfocused, like she couldn’t control her actions at all. Miuri managed to grab her and wrestle her to the ground, pinning her there, but Felin continued to struggle.

      Cam’s jaw tightened as he turned back to the army. The wolves broke through the front line in the center and spilled toward the second and third line. They hadn’t formed up, and he knew they were going to fall.

      The roaring stopped and the land became stable again.

      But it was too late. The shield wall shattered and the wolves spilled through.
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      “I have to go down there.” Cam pulled his father’s sword from its sheath.

      “Cam, wait,” Miuri said.

      Felin stopped struggling. She let out a wild groan as Miuri backed off. Cam hesitated then trotted to their side, his sword held off to the side as he knelt down beside them.

      “Felin?” he asked.

      She looked up, blinking slowly. “Cam,” she said.

      “What happened?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

      Miuri sat next to Felin, breathing hard. “She sure can fight,” Miuri said.

      “I don’t know what happened,” Felin said. “I was just… something happened, and…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “It was the roar. It was Lycanica. I had to answer.”

      Cam glanced at the guards behind them and saw more than a few giving them strange looks. He shrugged it off and reached out to touch Felin’s hair. She nuzzled against his hand and chewed on her cheek.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I think so,” she said.

      “I’ll watch her,” Miuri said. “Go, do what you need to do.”

      Cam stood and gripped his sword. “Arter,” he said. “Bring half the guard. The rest of you stay here. Signal when the Elves join the fight.”

      Cam turned to descend the hill and join the fray. The center was getting pummeled as the wolves overran them. Cam saw them desperately trying to reform the shield wall in the center of their ranks, but every time they managed to get some semblance of order, the wolves would throw themselves in another wild charge.

      The left and right flanks held, but just barely, bolstered by the heavy divisions. They wouldn’t matter though, not if the center couldn’t hold.

      He began to stride forward. Arter and half the guard joined him. Wind billowed through his father’s leather armor and he silently sent a prayer to the Urspirit, begging for guidance and help.

      When they were halfway down the hill, and the scream and commotion of the fight was almost deafening, a bright flash made Cam stumble to a halt.

      At first, he wasn’t sure what it was. Cam turned and grabbed Arter, yanking him forward. “Did you see that?”

      “I saw it,” Arter said. “But I don’t—”

      Another flash of bright orange light.

      “What was that?” Cam asked.

      “Fire,” he said. “That was fire, just like yours.”

      Cam felt his chest surge. “Are you sure?”

      But another huge gust of fire screamed through the ranks of wolves. It stabilized this time, and instead of dissipating right away, it continued to grow.

      The conflagration centered on the wolves driving their way into the middle of his army.

      “Theus,” Cam said. “Urspirit helped us, it’s Theus down there.”

      “Theus?” Arter sounded shocked. “I didn’t know…. I didn’t know your father taught him.”

      “He didn’t,” Cam said, laughing wildly. “I did!”

      The fire burned bright and hot. Cam could almost feel its heat. Smoke billowed into the sky in sheets as the wolves turned to cinders and ash beneath its intensity. Theus burned a hole in the wolves and forced them back enough for the rest of his army to reform a proper wall.

      “Send a guard back,” Cam said. “Signal the left flank to send their third line to Theus.”

      “Yes, sir.” Arter shoved one of the younger guards and sent him running. “What do we do?”

      “We join the fighting,” Cam said. “Theus still might fall. I don’t know how long he can keep up that magic.”

      Arter grunted and nodded.

      Cam continued forward at a trot. They reached the bottom of the hill and came to the back lines of the center column. The men looked bloodied and broken but determined. Cam could feel the heat from Theus’s magic on his skin. He waded through the men, pulling and pushing them aside. They parted for him and a cry went up, Shaman! Shaman! The chant was barely loud enough to hear over the screams of wolves and the crackle of flames.

      Cam found Theus standing at the front of the line with his staff outstretched. He poured fire forward, his eyes lit up with ecstasy and rage. Cam stepped forward with Arter and the guards at his back.

      “Theus!” Cam yelled.

      Theus didn’t respond. More fire rolled forward, thick orange and white columns that rolled forward in waves.

      “Theus!” Cam yelled again. “You have to let it go!”

      Theus half turned and recognition flickered in his eyes. His spear dropped, and the fire fell away.

      A strange silence descended as smoke and ash blew in the wind.

      “Cam?” he asked.

      Then he doubled over in agony.

      “Oh fuck,” Theus groaned.

      Cam gestured. “Get him,” he said. “Bring him toward the back.”

      Arter sent two guards out. Theus resisted at first then allowed himself to be led away. Cam put a hand on his friend’s shoulder as he passed, a little smile on his lips.

      “You’ll be okay,” Cam said. “Trust me, it’ll pass.”

      “I feel like there’s a hammer in my skull,” Theus said. “Oh, Urspirit, it’s horrible. I just want… if I can just use…”

      “Don’t touch the priori again,” Cam said. “Trust me. I’ll be back to check on you soon.”

      Theus grunted and was pulled back through the lines.

      Leaving Cam standing a few feet in front of the shield wall. Ash and dirt and blood stained his boots as he turned toward the field. The smoke cleared as another wind swept forward.

      And a host of wolves faced him.

      Cam smiled and held his sword forward as the wolves began to charge.

      He waited. They gained on him, fifty yards, thirty, ten. Cam could feel Arter and the guards back off toward the wall.

      But when the wolves were close enough to pounce, Cam unleashed more fire than Theus could ever dream of.

      The power swept through him and made him gasp with the sudden jolt of it. He let the fire roll down his sword then form a thick wall before him. He pushed the wall forward, sweeping away any wolf that came close, turning them into ash, vaporizing them in an instant. The wolves were swept away for fifty yards again, and Cam flicked his sword to the side, releasing the spell. He grimaced as the Need hit, but he weathered it and turned to the men behind him.

      “Forward!” he shouted.

      He had to get them back into position. They were behind the front lines of the left and the right flanks, and if they didn’t close the gap, the wolves would be able to flank the army’s wings.

      The shield wall marched. Footing was bad and uneven, but the fire had turned most of the corpses into ash, which made it easier. They stomped through the cremated wolves until another wave of the creatures stormed forward.

      Cam could tell they wouldn’t make it. The wolves closed too quickly and the wall was too clumsy to hurry. He could use magic again, but it would cripple him, and he thought he might need the power again at some point.

      “Hold!” Cam shouted as he stepped back and joined the front line. His guards melted in behind him and joined the second ranks. Arter was right on his back, a hand on his belt. “Hold!” Cam yelled again.

      But before the wolves reached them, a new shout rang through the valley.
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      The charging wolves slowed to a trot. Some turned their heads back, staring out across the field toward the tree line.

      “Forward!” Cam shouted and began to push and march. The rest of the column responded and surged ahead to close the gap.

      More shouts came from across the field, back toward the trees, where the bulk of the wolf army was encamped. Screams reached him on the wind. Cam looked toward the flags and found them waving like mad, flashing green.

      “The Elves,” Cam said, looking back at Arter. “That’s the signal.”

      Arter looked up and a joyous laugh tore from his throat. “My god,” he said. “They’re really here.”

      “Forward, come on!” Cam yelled. The line surged again, and although the wall lost some cohesion, they managed to reach the position equal with the wings once again.

      They formed up and faced the wolves as the creatures stood seemingly frozen midway across the field, their snouts in the air, sniffing at the breeze.

      Cam turned to Arter. “Send men,” he said. “Send them to Key and Stavar and Brice. I’m in command of the center now, and they need to push forward as hard and as fast as they can. The Elves just joined the fight.”

      Arter nodded and grabbed more men, shoving them away, sending them sprinting off. Cam’s honor guard was dwindling, but it didn’t matter.

      He had the whole army at his disposal.

      For a long moment, he held position. The sounds of shouting, howling, and growling drifted over the field as the wolves lingered in the center of the open space. The ground was scorched black. Men beat spear against shield. Cam felt his heart hammer a steady rhythm. He pressed away the Need and focused on what he had to do.

      Then the drums came from the ridge. And the whole army began to march forward.

      The wolves ahead turned to fight, but it was too late.

      Their lines met with a clash and a scream. Men shoved and stabbed and blood made the ground slick and sticky. Cam shouted at his men, urging them onward, as the wings surged under the pressure of the heavy divisions. Cam could just barely see the glinting armor off in the distance, and he felt his chest surge and swell with joy.

      This was it. They were doing it. After so much planning, so much hard work and fear and anger, they were finally doing it. The wolves were trapped between him and Haesar’s forces, and there was nowhere for them to run.

      He’d destroy them, every one of them, and kill a goddess if he had to.

      His sword slashed out, sending waves of fire ahead of him. Not too much, but enough to drive the wolves back. The animals faltered, their charges weakened, and Cam could sense the confusion in their ranks. Foot by agonizing foot, the army rolled onward, taking the field and compressing the wolves, leaving a trail of corpses behind them.

      Bodies piled up. His men shoved them over.

      It was a slaughter and the drums kept booming.

      They pressed hard for an hour. Inch by inch, foot by foot, wolf by wolf, until the tree line was in view. The cacophony of the battle was deafening. The wolves got desperate and threw themselves at Cam and his men, but they were cut down, the inevitable march pushing onward.

      The wings began to contract toward them, sweeping in over the field. The heavy infantry slaughtered and looked unstoppable as the wolves thinned out before them. The horde turned into a trickle.

      Cam knew it was over. It was only a matter of time before they killed every last wolf. It was hard, exhausting work, and the men around him were drenched in sweat, grunting with anger, and looked ready to drop at any second. But they fought on in the hot sun, fought on because the fate of their entire world rested on their shoulders. If they gave up now, if their spears faltered when victory was in their grasp, all would be lost.

      They reached the midway point, and the tree line felt within reach. Cam thought he could hear Elvish singing coming from the woods. Their battle hymns floated over the wind in strange and looping cadences. It sent chills down his spine and made his resolve harden into steel.

      His hands gripped his father’s sword and he sent a prayer toward the heavens, where he hoped his father watched with pride in his heart.

      This was the end, what they’d worked so hard for.

      Just across the field, right at the edge of the trees, a blinding flash took him by surprise.

      Men let out grunts and groans and the army ground to a halt.

      “What in the hells was that?” Arter said.

      Cam blinked, trying to clear his vision. Something glowed as bright as the sun. It floated just above the field and began to rise higher into the sky.

      The light it gave off felt like a warm, gentle caress. Men began to lower their shields and spears. The wolves before them turned to stare up at the glowing orb, then they cowered downward, bowing their heads to the ground.

      Cam stared in horror as the glowing orb’s light dimmed and it resolved into a figure.

      A beautiful woman with long hair that curled around her like smoke appeared above them, wearing a gossamer gown that rolled off her perfect pale skin like mist. She spread her hands out wide.

      “Lycanica,” Cam said.

      ENOUGH, the goddess boomed. It sounded like her voice was stuck inside his skull. The men around him moaned, shouted, and some dropped to their knees.

      ENOUGH OF THIS MADNESS. ENOUGH OF YOU SWINE. ENOUGH OF MY CHILDREN’S BLOOD. THE DAYS OF STANDING ASIDE ARE OVER. I WILL NO LONGER BE IDLE. I WILL NO LONGER ALLOW MY CHILDREN TO BREAK AND DIE.

      Lightning crackled around the goddess and the sky dimmed. Clouds rumbled from nowhere in dark swirling patterns.

      “Hold!” Cam shouted. “Hold together. We’re almost there. We have to keep moving! Keep going!”

      But nobody listened. He stepped forward, out of line, and turned to face the men, to exhort them to kill every last wolf—

      The men stared into the sky with wide child-like eyes.

      Cam turned back to Lycanica, and he could have sworn she stared right down at him.

      BURN, her voice boomed. BURN FOR WHAT YOU’VE DONE.

      And lightning burst from the heavens, smashing into the front line of men ten feet to Cam’s right, scattering blood and bodies like clay.
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      The wind picked up as flashes of lightning tore into the men around him. Bodies shattered and splintered. Blood splattered the earth. The smell of sizzling ash filled his nostrils as Cam let out a scream. The lightning struck wildly and in dizzying numbers, killing, slaughtering, destroying.

      The wolves remained prostrate before their goddess.

      Lycanica’s arms spread wide and mist streamed off her skin.

      Cam screamed at his men. “We have to move!” he yelled. “We have to go forward. Come on, damn you, come on.”

      He grabbed Arter and tried pulling the man forward. But Arter threw his hands up, his eyes wide with an insane mixture of horror and delight.

      None of them moved. They stood, dumbfounded, giddy, foolish, as lightning struck around them, killing them by the scores.

      Cam let loose a savage roar and turned to face Lycanica. He reached for his magic—

      And a lightning blast smashed into the ground before him, throwing him off his feet.

      The power felt like a hammer slamming into his knees. He landed on top of the men behind him in a heap. His head swam and he felt electricity tingle down his teeth. He pushed himself up and to his feet—

      When another bolt struck nearby. More bodies broke into ash.

      Screaming erupted as the army seemed to wake around him.

      The back lines broke and ran. He watched them scramble, but it was too late. More lightning struck, slaughtering any that tried to get away.

      The wings suffered just as badly. The heavy divisions were mangled, smoking messes. Cam’s mind screamed for Brice and Key. He clawed at the men around him, trying to shove his way through the mass of panicking people.

      Lightning slammed all around him. Another bolt threw him off his feet.

      He landed against a rock on the ground. His ears rang.

      BURN FOR WHAT YOU’VE DONE, the goddess screamed. Her voice sounded giddy. BURN FOR THE SINS OF YOUR FATHER.

      Cam rolled to his side and pushed himself up. He wouldn’t give up. He wouldn’t lose Key, or Brice, or anyone else.

      He reached for the magic within him and found the ice Urspell Sirrin had taught him. He formed the ice into a thin, translucent, diamond-hard barrier and cast it around the army as far as he could. It shimmered into existence twenty feet above them.

      Lightning hammered against it.

      He felt every blow like a punch to the skull. But he kept pouring more power into the barrier. It cracked in places, but he filled those cracks as fast as he could.

      The lightning came faster, harder, a cacophony of strikes. The power was overwhelming, and it didn’t matter how much or how fast he channeled.

      The ice cracked around him.

      “No,” he yelled. “No, damn you.”

      YOUR MAGIC IS STRONG, the goddess said, staring down at him. BUT YOU ARE AN ANT TO ME, LITTLE HUMAN.

      “You can’t have the world,” Cam said. “I don’t care why you’re doing this. You can’t have it.”

      I TAKE WHAT I PLEASE, she boomed. I KILL WHAT I PLEASE. I REMAKE THE WORLD AS I SEE FIT. THAT WAS THE WAY OF THINGS ONCE, BACK WHEN YOUR FATHER WALKED THE LAND. AND NOW I RETURN TO THE OLD WAYS.

      “No,” Cam said. “There’s another way. There has to be—”

      Lightning cracked the sky and ripped his magic into pieces. Cam screamed as it shattered. The power reverberated through his mind like a struck gong, and he thought his skull might shatter into a million pieces. He dropped to one knee, groaning in pain, clutching at his head.

      But the lightning stopped.

      Slowly, Cam lifted his chin. Another figure floated in the sky, not far from Lycanica. He blinked, trying to clear his vision of the after-image, but the figure didn’t go away.

      She was tall and thin and wore a long green flowing dress that hung down beneath her feet. Her blond hair was braided and reached down to her lower back. Her skin was so pale it was almost translucent. Long pointed ears jutted out on both sides of her almond-shaped head. She looked like a willow compared to Lycanica.

      “Enough, sister,” the new figure said. Her voice echoed over the field, but it didn’t have the same horrible, booming quality. It was more like a windchime rustling on a tree branch.

      It took Cam a breath to realize it was Danua, goddess of the Elves.

      THIS DOES NOT CONCERN YOU, SISTER, Lycanica said.

      “My children are down there dying alongside the Humans,” Danua said. “We turned our backs to your little crusade, but you’ve gone too far.”

      SO MUCH HAS BEEN TAKEN FROM US, Lycanica said. AND YET YOU SIDE WITH HIM STILL. IT HAS BEEN EASY FOR YOU, HASN’T IT, SISTER? YOU, WHO MANAGED TO KEEP YOUR CHILDREN FROM DEATH.

      “Nothing’s been easy these millennia,” Danua said. “But we made our pact. Your war was bad enough, but this? This is too much. Release your children and leave this place, sister.”

      I AM FINISHED BOWING TO THE WILL OF OTHER GODS. Lycanica lifted her hands up above her head. I AM FINISHED LIVING UNDER THE YOKE OF HIM STILL, EVEN AFTER ALL THE LONG YEARS.

      “He’s gone, sister, and he’s not coming back. This won’t change anything. You can’t undo what he’s done.”

      BUT I CAN TAKE FROM HIM WHAT HE LOVED MOST. Lycanica brought her hands down, and lightning flashed from the sky again.

      Danua’s hands flew out to either side of her. The lightning slammed against a barrier barely five feet above the heads of the army. It rippled as the lightning struck it, but it didn’t break. Men ran back toward the baggage car, leaving the field, but Cam remained where he was, his eyes transfixed on the sky above him.

      “I will ask you one more time,” Danua said. “Leave here.”

      SISTER, YOU NEVER DID KNOW YOUR LIMITS.

      Lightning flashed again. But this time, it was one singular conflagration of power from hundreds of different points in the sky, all of them aimed at one single person.

      They converged on Danua, and the shockwave that followed the strikes knocked Cam back to the ground. The wolves fell flat on their sides and Cam’s men were thrown off their feet. Trees bent to the side; limbs snapped from their trunks. He heard screams and howls of fear. When he lifted his head and the sky cleared of light, he saw the wolves running back toward the tree line, fleeing the field at last.

      He slowly looked up. Danua’s hands were held high above her head, palms flat toward the sky, like she was holding up a roof. She brought her hands down and let them hang limp by her sides.

      “If that’s your wish, then,” she said.

      Then she flew forward so quickly, she became nothing more than a green blur as she slammed into Lycanica, and a deafening crack filled his ears.
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      The goddesses fought in a blur of bodies, energy, and magic. The field around them was ripped into pieces. Lightning smashed against the rocks. Fire scorched the earth.

      Cam shouted at the men to retreat.

      “You have to come too,” Arter said, grabbing Cam by the arm. “You have to come with us.”

      “No,” Cam said, pulling himself away. His eyes scanned the field. Both wings were retreating back toward their camp, running as fast as they could. The heavy divisions were slow, though, and couldn’t keep pace with the lighter infantry.

      He made his decision and began to sprint as fast as he could. Arter shouted something that was lost in the deafening roar of the fight above them.

      Cam stumbled as magic slammed into the ground around him. The earth shook and chunks of rock and soil broke off, floated into the air, then smashed back down. He used ice magic to smash through boulders and to keep lightning from breaking down onto his skull. He pulled men up and shoved them toward the camp, screamed at them all to flee as fast as they could.

      And he kept running, legs moving, eyes locked on the heavy infantry.

      He knew Key would be able to get away. She was surrounded by her men and was mobile enough to run. Her wing was already making a fast retreat, and he had to hope she was still among them. Miuri and Felin were safe on the ridge, out of range of the battle. He couldn’t do anything for them.

      But Brice was still in danger.

      The battle raged above him. The goddesses smashed against each other in lightning claps and bursts of energy that rained fire down onto the field below. He heard people scream, wolves howl, and trees burst into splinters and shards. Cam had to throw himself to the ground more than once as the earth exploded around him.

      The heavy infantry drew closer. They shed their armor as they ran, dropping it as fast as they could. Cam thought he could see Brice in their midst, her plumed helmet blowing in the unnatural wind.

      Green clashed with silver in the air as swirling black clouds rolled around them.

      Cam called on his power again as lightning ripped down around the heavy division. Men were roasted in their armor and fell to the ground smoking and groaning. He threw up a barrier of ice and held it as the division continued to run. He held off as much of the power as he could, but the energy sloughing off the two fighting goddesses was unlike anything he’d ever imagined.

      “Cam!” He turned and saw Brice standing nearby. Her gauntlets were off, half her breastplate hung from her chest.

      “Run!” he yelled, walking backwards, holding the magic in the air.

      “Not without you.” She stepped toward him.

      And lightning smashed into the ground near her, sending her tumbling along the ground like a leaf caught in the wind.

      “Brice!” Cam ran toward her, leaving his barrier in the air. His mind felt like it would tear into pieces. He ran to her limp body. She was jammed up against a jagged piece of rock jutting from the ground. He dropped to his knees and unbuckled her armor as fast as he could then pulled her helmet from her head.

      Her eyes were closed. Blood trickled from a wound in her head.

      “Brice,” he said. “Brice, damn it.” He reached down, touched her neck, and leaned his face near her mouth.

      She was breathing. Her heart was beating.

      He finished pulling her armor off, stripped her down to her tunic and trousers, then lifted her into his arms.

      Green and silver swirled, clashed, exploded above them.

      Cam turned and ran.

      His magic fell apart behind him, and he didn’t have the strength to call it back. He clutched at Brice and dodged over the broken earth. Ahead of him, the army pulled back as far as it could away from the fighting goddesses. Cam nearly stumbled and fell more than once. He ripped up his knees and shoulders and arms on jagged rocks, but he kept Brice pressed tightly against him, her arms wrapped around his neck. She stirred and seemed to hold on as he kept going, his breath coming ragged, his chest and arms and body burning, his mind twisted with Need.

      But nothing could stop him, not with Brice in his arms.

      The further he got from the fighting goddesses, the calmer the landscape became. Fewer rocks fell, fewer lightning strikes sent shards of earth careening through the air. Cam caught up with Brice’s division as they filed past the camp’s trenches and took shelter beneath the trees and the tents.

      “We can take her, shaman,” one of the armored men said.

      But Cam waved them off. He shouldered through the throngs, limping forward, sweat pouring from his body. He felt like he might collapse at any moment as more and more men streamed in around him. The camp was in a panic, and he noticed more than a few men packing their tents and shoving their belongings into bags.

      He knew he had to do something to stop the army from dissolving. But the thunder claps of the two goddesses kept booming through the air and he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Brice’s chest rose and fell in steady rhythms and her eyes fluttered open several times, but she only groaned and pressed herself tighter against Cam’s chest.

      The rise overlooking the camp and the battlefield jutted out ahead of him. He stomped forward, jaw clenched, determined. He made it halfway before he heard someone shout his name. He turned to find Arter coming toward him with Key just behind.

      Relief flooded over him so hard he dropped to one knee. Key ran forward past Arter and supported Cam’s arm, taking some of Brice’s weight.

      “Is she okay?” Key asked. “Are you hurt?”

      “I don’t know,” Cam said, his head spinning. “I mean, I’m not hurt. But she might be.”

      “I’ll take her,” Arter said. “There’s a man in your guard that can help. He was a doctor, back before this all happened.”

      Cam stared up at Arter. He didn’t want to let Brice go.

      But Key’s fingers gently pried his arms back.

      “Let her go,” Key said softly. “You saved her. You got her this far. Let Arter take her.”

      Cam grunted and let Key gently move Brice away from him. Arter stepped forward and took Brice into his arms. He turned and waded back into the mass of men.

      Cam stayed on his knees, hands on his thighs, breathing hard. Sweat dripped from his brow.

      Key kneeled in front of him and threw her arms around his neck. She was covered in her own sweat and blood. Cam touched her face and brushed her matted hair back from her eyes.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “As soon as Lycanica started throwing lightning, we began to retreat. We got halfway back toward the camp before Danua intervened.”

      “Fuck,” Cam said. “Danua. Lycanica. Those are… those are goddesses fighting in the air.” A particularly loud percussive boom rocked the camp. Tents bent sideways and men covered their heads.

      Cam gritted his teeth.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen,” Key said. “If they keep going like that—”

      “Can a goddess even die?” Cam asked. “I don’t know how either one can win.”

      “We can’t stay,” Key said. “We need to retreat.”

      “I think they’re already retreating,” Cam said, pointing at the chaos. “Look at them. I don’t think we can get them under control.”

      “Where are the others, then?” Key asked. “Miuri and Felin. Where are they?”

      “Last I saw, they were up there.” Cam pointed back toward the slope. “I left them with the flag bearers.”

      “Come on.” Key took his hand and helped him up. “I know you’re suffering. But we need to find them first.”

      Cam grunted and let Key lead him forward, up the slope, toward where the flags still fluttered in the air.
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      Key led the way and Cam struggled to keep up. He felt like every muscle in his body was snapped and sore. His bones ached and his head spun from the Need. He wanted to claw his own eyes out just to make the noise in his skull stop screaming, at least for a little while.

      But the thought of Felin and Miuri kept him going.

      They reached the midway point. Cam could see some of the flag bearers still standing in a loose clump, the flags billowing in the wind, some already blown away and scattered toward the field. The drums were abandoned and silent.

      “Look,” Key said, half turning back to him. “By that tree over there.”

      Cam followed her gaze and felt a flush of emotion. Felin and Miuri stood beneath it, their hands intertwined, their faces turned up to the sky. They stood close together and Cam could almost feel the tension in their bodies, even at a distance. But their hands remained together.

      He pushed forward as Key picked up the pace. They reached the leveling point and several of Cam’s guards rushed forward.

      “Retreat,” Cam said. “Gather as many men as you can. Find Arter, tell him to try and keep as many people together as possible.”

      “Yes, sir.” The guards ditched the flags beside the drums and began to head down the slope.

      Felin and Miuri didn’t move as Key approached. She lingered a few feet away and Cam stopped beside her. Felin and Miuri stared up at the sky, their expressions locked in a strange mask of fear and ecstasy. Cam followed their eyes and watched as the blurred forms of the goddesses continued their impossible fight, now higher and higher in the sky, almost lost in the roiling black clouds.

      “Look at that,” Key said, pointing down.

      Cam let out a soft breath.

      The field was torn to pieces. He could see a smattering of bodies, mostly wolf, but hundreds of Humans as well. Spears and shields were shoved into the dirt. The earth was torn up like a massive plough had been pulled through it. The tree line was torn to pieces, and jagged stumps stood in place of the previously massive pines.

      Cam had never seen such devastation before. He didn’t think it was possible. Even when he channeled as much magic as he could, he never got close to destroying so much land so thoroughly.

      His eyes moved back up to the sky, to the two clashing blurs. Another boom sent a chill down his spine.

      “They’re horrible,” Cam said.

      Key looked back at him. “What?”

      “They’re monsters,” he said. “Look at them. Look at what they can do.” He stepped forward, toward the field. “That’s so much power, Key. Even in my wildest dreams, I could never hope to do even half of that.”

      “They’re gods,” she said. “Of course they’re powerful.”

      “But they’re monsters.” Cam gripped his sword and shook his head. “How can the world survive things like that? If they start fighting each other, they’ll wipe us all out. And they’re not even trying. Lycanica could have leveled this army if she wanted to, but something held her back.”

      “I don’t think whatever held her back is an issue anymore,” Key said.

      Cam looked at her. “You’re right. And that scares me. It scares the hell out of me.”

      Key stared back at him, and he could see that she agreed.

      He looked back up at the sky, and in that moment, he knew what he had to do.

      The gods couldn’t survive this. They couldn’t be allowed to pull strings and fight their own petty battles. So many lives were lost, all because a single goddess decided to use her immeasurable power to force an entire species to go to war.

      “Lycanica made this happen,” Cam said, his voice soft. “You heard her, didn’t you?”

      Key stepped closer to him. “I know what you’re thinking. But she’s a goddess, Cam.”

      “She did this,” he said. “She made the wolves attack. It doesn’t matter if she’s a goddess, she’s still responsible. She caused so much death, so much pain. Not to mention all the slaves sent back for her own personal amusement. Remember, there were rumors about Human sacrifices?”

      “We don’t know if that was true.”

      “I think it was,” Cam said. “I think Lycanica is doing this for revenge, for something that happened a long time ago. I think she hates the Urspirit, and she’s going to do everything in her power to wipe us all out. She would’ve succeeded, if Danua hadn’t stepped in the way.”

      “We can’t fight the gods,” Key said.

      “I’m afraid we have no other choice. Lycanica could make all this happen on her own, so imagine if the gods worked together? Or if all the gods went to war with each other? The world couldn’t survive something like that. We couldn’t survive it, and I won’t let more people die because of them.”

      “They’re gods. We’re just… we’re just mortals.”

      Cam shook his head. “I held her back down there.”

      Key took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “I know you did. But how long did that last?”

      “Not long,” Cam admitted. “But imagine if there were ten shaman just like me, all working together. Or if there were fifty… or a hundred. We could stand up to Lycanica. We could stand up to all the gods.”

      “Cam,” Key said, her voice a whisper.

      Cam turned to her, his eyes wide, his pulse racing so fast he thought he might choke. “We have to train more,” he said. “We have to be ready. We can’t ever let this happen again.”

      She took a step back from him. And for a moment, the fear in her eyes made him question his sanity.

      But he looked away, back to the goddesses fighting high up in the sky. A bright green flash made him squint and a boom rocked the hillside again.

      “We have to fight them,” he said, more to himself than to anyone else.

      The fighting kept going. He couldn’t follow their movements, but he thought Danua might be winning. Her green flashes were getting brighter, bolder, while Lycanica’s silver began to wane. The clouds thinned and sunlight poured in through their bodies as the two goddesses came together over and over again.

      Key moved over to Miuri and Felin. She whispered something to the girls, but Cam didn’t hear her. He was too busy staring into the sky, picturing the kind of power it would take to counter monsters like that.

      But soon the fighting slowed. Miuri and Felin seemed to wake, as if from a deep dream. Key gently led them away from the trees and further onto the hillside, toward where the flags lay with the discarded drums. Cam tore himself from the spectacle in the sky and found Miuri looking at him with a glazed-over expression.

      He walked to her and took her hand. She clutched it and blinked twice before her eyes focused on his.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I think so.”

      “What happened to you?”

      She shook her head. “When my goddess appeared…” She trailed off, as if she was grasping for words.

      “We can’t stop looking at them,” Felin said. “They’re like a flame and we’re just flying bugs. We’re drawn to them. It’s their power, but it’s more than that. They’re our mothers… we’re a piece of them, in some way.”

      Key draped her arm around Felin’s shoulder and hugged her close. “It’s okay. I think it’s almost over.”

      “It’s not,” Miuri said. “They can’t kill each other. Or maybe they won’t.”

      Cam bit back a curse. He took Miuri’s hand and pulled her toward him. “We need to join the army again,” he said. “We’ll regroup and find your father.”

      She nodded almost like nothing mattered. Her gaze returned to the goddesses in the sky like she couldn’t pull herself away.

      And just as soon as it started, it stopped.

      The wind picked up. Cam pulled Miuri against him and held her tightly as a gust nearly knocked them over. The wind ripped through them and bent the trees sideways. Branches cracked and Cam let loose a growl of fear and frustration. Key almost toppled, but Felin grabbed her and held her up.

      Cam looked into the sky again.

      The goddesses were gone. The clouds rolled aside and the sun shone brightly on the ravaged landscape.

      Slowly, the wind died down.

      “Is it over?” Cam asked.

      “Yes,” Miuri said. “She’s gone.”

      “My goddess is gone too,” Felin said. “I can feel it. There’s an absence. It’s like…”

      “It’s like I can breathe,” Miuri said.

      Felin nodded. “Like I can think again.”

      Cam hugged Miuri tight then let her go. “Come on,” he said. “We have to find the others. There will be wounded down there.”

      “So many dead,” Miuri said, her eyes moving to the devastation below. “So much destroyed, and for what?”

      “I don’t know,” Felin said. “I really don’t know.”

      Cam tugged Miuri along. Key and Felin followed.

      Together, they moved back down the slope toward the camp. It was still chaos, but fewer men were running.

      He’d pull them together. They’d send scouts out to find what was left of the wolves and to contact the Elves. And they’d try to save as many lives as they could.

      Once that was all over, they’d burn their dead and send prayers to the Urspirit.

      But after this, nothing would be the same. Cam felt it deep within his body. The wolves might be stopped, but something changed today in the sky above the battlefield.

      Two goddesses fought each other.

      Cam knew it wouldn’t stop there.

      Power didn’t go back into a box once it was unleashed.
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      Cam walked across the shattered earth toward a tent pitched in the center of the broken field. The canvas fluttered in the breeze. Rocks tumbled from nearby clusters. The dirt smelled like blood, ash, and sweat.

      “Whose idea was this?” Cam asked.

      Miuri leaned against his shoulder. “My father’s,” she said. “It’s symbolic.”

      “Symbolic of what?”

      “Victory?” She shrugged. “I’m not sure. “He’s always going on about the importance of symbolism. Sometimes I think he takes himself too seriously.”

      “Hard to imagine what a person would be like after a few thousand years of life.”

      Miuri laughed. “I’ll let you know when I find out.”

      He smiled at her but felt no joy. The stones were loose beneath his boots as he neared the tent. Arter and Vorn stood outside, their backs straight, their spears on their shoulders. Cam nodded and the pair nodded back as he brushed aside the entry flap and stepped inside.

      The space was wide and dominated by a long table. The tent’s roof was peaked and open to the air. Sunlight spilled in, illuminating the old, pocked wood surface.

      Haesar sat at the far end of the table. Gwedi sat at his side. Key and Theus sat closer to Cam on the Human side of the table. Brice and Stavar sat across from them.

      Cam lingered for a moment in front of the chair at the head of his side of the table. But instead of taking it, he walked to the right and sat in a seat at the very center of the long structure. Miuri smiled at him and sat on his right, closer to Gwedi and her father. He took her hand and squeezed it.

      He figured Haesar would appreciate the symbolism of him sitting between the two camps.

      “Thank you for coming, Haesar,” Cam said.

      “Of course.” Haesar bowed his head. “Thank you for doing the dirty work.”

      Cam laughed. It was a strained laugh that bubbled up from his chest. His eyes flitted over to the Elf Lord and lingered on the wound across his cheek. It was deep and stitched together, and Cam could only imagine what it would do to his otherwise flawless beauty.

      He looked over at Key, at Theus, at Brice. They looked back at him with varying degrees of concern. Stavar sat with his back straight, his mouth shut, an annoyed expression on his face, although that was common for the man.

      “We need to discuss the prisoners,” Haesar said.

      “I know,” Cam said. “I kept hoping we’d put it off.”

      “There are too many to ignore,” Gwedi said. “Thousands of the wolves survived the battle. We have hundreds, but the rest roam the countryside.”

      “They’re no threat,” Key said. “They’re just loose bands. We’ll round them up, sooner or later.”

      “She’s right,” Brice said. “But that’s not what you’re worried about, is it?”

      Haesar smiled. “No, it isn’t,” he said. “I’m worried about what comes after we’ve rounded them all up. The wolves are a long way from home, and we can’t reliably send them back. I don’t trust them to return without looting and killing on the way.”

      “We can’t feed them here,” Stavar said. “Bunch of murderers. I say we take them out to the sea and—”

      “We’re not killing them,” Cam said.

      Stavar glared, grunted, and shook his head. But the man didn’t argue.

      “No, we aren’t killing them,” Haesar said. “But we must think of what we’re going to do with them. There are options, but I don’t think any will be palatable.”

      “We’ll consider what must be done. There are no easy solutions, as you said, but I think we can come up with something.”

      “Very good.”

      Cam leaned toward Haesar. “I need to know something, though, before I start thinking about the wolves.”

      Haesar made an approving gesture. “Whatever knowledge I can provide will be yours for the taking, shaman.”

      “Your goddess intervened. What happened? Why did she appear? Is Lycanica dead?”

      Haesar grimaced and Gwedi looked annoyed, but Cam didn’t back down. He leaned toward the Elf Lord, one hand on Miuri’s thigh.

      “Those aren’t easy questions to answer,” Haesar said. “I believe Lycanica is not dead, but I don’t know for sure. I don’t know why my goddess intervened. I don’t know what happened in the sky.”

      “I have a feeling that’s not entirely true,” Cam said. “You’re older than any of us. You have to know something.”

      He took a deep breath and let it out. “I know stories,” he said. “One story goes like this: a long time ago, the gods made a decision. They agreed among themselves that they would never do battle with each other. The cost would be too great and there would never be a clear-cut winner. They agreed not to intervene in worldly affairs, not to kill the children of another god, not to step too far into the light.”

      “You think Lycanica broke that agreement,” Cam said.

      “I believe so.” Haesar’s hands stroked the wood absently. “I believe the other gods looked the other way when Lycanica was simply marshalling her forces. They likely believed she could still be defeated. But as soon as she began taking matters into her own hands, that was stepping over a line.”

      “So, raiding our villages and invading our land wasn’t over the line, but killing us with lightning was?” Cam snorted and shook his head. “I don’t understand the gods.”

      “That’s the problem. Nobody does. They’re gods.” Haesar gave Cam a wan smile. “I believe my goddess won their battle yesterday. What that means for Lycanica, I cannot know. Danua did not appear to me, or to any of my people. She did not explain herself before or after. But the fact that we’re still here suggests she prevailed.”

      “Will she come back?” Key asked. “Do you think Lycanica will come again?”

      “I do not know,” Haesar said. “But I believe the gods will be more careful moving forward.”

      “I hope so,” Cam said. “Look around this place. If this is what they can do by accident while fighting each other, imagine what they could do if they concentrated on destroying us?”

      Heavy silence descended on the table. Cam stared around them and hoped they felt the same desperate anger that boiled deep inside him.

      He thought it was the Need. And yesterday, the Need was intense. But after satisfying himself with Miuri last night, the anger didn’t go away, it didn’t disappear like the Need always did.

      No, it only got stronger. That anger remained, burning deep in his gut.

      The image of the goddesses fighting in the sky, the earth being torn to pieces, of Brice getting knocked to the ground and nearly killed kept replaying over and over in his brain.

      He couldn’t get rid of it, no matter how hard he tried.

      “I do not think the gods think like that,” Haesar said. “They’re not interested in destroying us.”

      “Then why would Lycanica do all this?”

      Haesar made a vague gesture. “I don’t know,” he said. “Revenge, perhaps, for a wrong perpetrated a long, long time ago. Anger over the death of her children, rage that their immortality was taken away. I cannot say for certain, but her armies have been defeated, and we sit on the broken land, speaking of peace.”

      “Peace,” Cam said. “And how long is that supposed to last?” He shook his head and dug his fingers into the table. “So many dead. All for some goddess’s thousand-year-old revenge. We’ve lost so much and gone through so much, and now that peace is here, I can’t imagine it ever lasting.”

      Key looked concerned, Theus looked angry. Stavar stared down at his hands.

      Miuri touched Cam’s hand. “Peace will last,” she said. “We’re already sitting down at the table. My father—”

      “Can’t promise the gods won’t attack again,” Cam said. He looked at Haesar. “Can you?”

      “No, I cannot,” he said. “I can only promise that my people will do everything in their power to stand with yours.”

      “And what if your goddess attacks next?” Cam asked.

      His mouth opened then shut. He shook his head. “That won’t happen.”

      Cam looked around the table. “We all know the real enemy here,” he said. “The gods themselves have more power over us than we can even begin to comprehend. Lycanica is still out there somewhere, biding her time, rebuilding her strength. And next time, we don’t know if Danua or any of the others will come to our rescue.”

      “What else can we do?” Gwedi asked. “There’s no fighting them. There’s no standing in their way. We are what we are and the gods will always be above us. We have to simply accept it and move on. Lord Haesar wants to ensure this partnership lasts beyond this crisis, and that’s the best we can do.”

      Cam nodded once and gestured assent. “I hear you. I’m only speaking the truth. We aren’t safe, and never will be, so long as the gods can use us as their playthings.”

      Another heavy silence. Cam knew his words were blasphemous, maybe even evil. He knew that most people would be horrified to hear him speak this way.

      But most people hadn’t seen the goddesses fighting in the sky.

      “I understand your concern,” Haesar said after a long pause. “We will not forget this day, Camrus. I promise you that. The Elves have very long memories.”

      Cam only nodded his head, too angry to speak.

      “For now, we need to talk logistics,” Key said, taking over for Cam. “How many prisoners we’ll keep, what we’ll do with them, how we’ll supply the army for the march back. And what we will do from here on out.”

      Cam stopped paying attention as Haesar and the others discussed plans to break away from the shattered zone and to head back toward the Mansion. Theus suggested that they round up as many wolves as they could on the way back, though what they would do with all those prisoners, Cam didn’t have the slightest idea.

      He couldn’t seem to find the energy to engage himself. Not with such small problems. His eyes kept moving over to Brice and the deep gash in her forehead. He kept seeing her lying on the ground, bleeding from her head, unconscious and barely alive. It was a miracle that she was on her feet again only a day after the injury.

      Toward the end of the meeting, she caught his gaze, and a small smile moved across her face. He smiled back and tried not to let his anger mar his emotion.

      Haesar and Gwedi left after another twenty minutes of discussion. Cam stood and walked to the exit with Miuri and Brice on his heels. The others stayed to discuss logistics for the army.

      “What was that back in there?” Brice asked as Cam swept out onto the field. Arter detached himself from the tent and followed the group at a respectful distance.

      “What was what?” Cam asked.

      “Don’t pretend like you don’t know what she means,” Miuri said. “All that about the gods and being unsafe.”

      “It’s the truth,” he said. “You saw them. You saw what they can do.”

      “Cam.” Brice took his arm and pulled. He turned to her, eyes hard, as she stared up at him. “I’m worried. That wasn’t like you.”

      He softened his expression despite the fire raging in his gut. He reached out and touched Brice’s face.

      “Don’t be worried,” he said. “I’ll be okay. I’m only thinking about the future.”

      “The future is going to be fine.” Brice put her hand on his and drew it away from her face. She held it tight, lacing her fingers through his. “We have each other. We made it through.”

      “She’s right,” Miuri said. “We all made it through.”

      “Thousands didn’t,” Cam said.

      “It was a battle. Death happens in battle. It can’t be avoided.” Miuri touched his shoulder.

      He stood there for a moment with his two beautiful girls and looked from Brice to Miuri then back again. He wanted to accept their words, wanted it to quiet the rage deep in his heart, but he knew it wasn’t enough.

      “I’ll try and calm down,” he said. “But I can’t stop thinking about what happened. I can’t stop thinking about our vulnerability. I just want to make sure you’re all safe.”

      “We’re safe now,” Brice said.

      Cam nodded and turned back to camp. He walked slower, took deeper breaths, held Brice’s hand, and draped an arm around Miuri’s shoulder. He tried to see the good in the future, tried to picture himself with his girls in the safety of the Mansion.

      But all he could see was flashing lightning and earth shattering like clay.
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      The army returned to the Mansion after several days of marching. Half the men had fled while the goddesses fought, and so the first few days were spent gathering them back together. After that, the army had rolled back through the valley, finding small pockets of wolves and taking them prisoner when possible or killing them when the wolves refused to come easily.

      There were few arguments, few problems, and the general mood in the camp was subdued but positive.

      Cam felt a strange chill when he saw the switchbacks again. Although they’d been gone for a few weeks at most, it felt like he hadn’t seen them in ages. He marched ahead with a retinue of his personal guard, Miuri, Felin, Key, and Theus, while the army camped down at their entrance.

      The looming columns marked the Mansion’s plateau. He felt his heart skip a beat as he stepped between them. The sun was nearly set and dust caked Cam’s clothes, but he felt a strange thrill of excitement. They reached the top and he stood staring across the open plain toward the enormous gaping mouth of the Mansion itself.

      Three figures walked toward them. As they got closer, Cam recognized Galla, Dagan, and Kraed.

      “Looks like your wife is here to see you,” Key said.

      “Our wife,” Cam said. “And she brought company.”

      “Is that Kraed? I wonder what he’s doing.”

      “I thought he got out of politics,” Theus said.

      “I thought so too,” Cam said. “But apparently not.”

      Cam strode forward. Galla hurried, her face bright and beautiful. She threw herself at Cam and he caught her, arms wrapped around her soft body, and he remembered all over again what drew her to him in the first place.

      “You’re back,” she said. “Gods, you’re back. Is it true, what the scouts said?”

      “It’s over,” he said, pulling back to look her in the eye. “I swear, it’s over.”

      “They say the gods themselves fought in the sky. That thousands died.”

      Cam nodded. “But it’s over,” he said. “The wolves are broken. The land is free.”

      She reached up and touched his cheek. “So why don’t you look happy?”

      He forced a smile on his lips and hugged her again, this time trying to make himself feel what he was supposed to feel.
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      The Mansion’s conference hall held every village Elder at its large table. Cam sat at the head next to Galla. Key, Theus, Miuri, and Felin sat to Galla’s left.

      The atmosphere in the room felt charged with excitement and uncertainty.

      Galla stood. She looked radiant in green and gold. A small circular crown sat perched on her flowing red hair. She practically radiated a firm, gentle power over the room, and Cam felt himself being drawn toward her like everyone else in attendance.

      Galla had been busy. The Wardens were overhauled into a personal guard of sorts for her, and each of the Elders had been systematically broken-down then rebuilt into staunch allies. She bribed, borrowed, bartered, and otherwise cajoled every important man and woman in the Mansion, and as far as Cam could tell, she had the place in the palm of her hand.

      “We’re gathered here for two reasons,” Galla said, her voice projected over the space. “First, to celebrate Cam’s great victory.”

      A cheer rose. Hands clapped. Mugs pounded against the table. Cam gave the assembled men a tight smile, but didn’t feel the joy they showed him.

      “And second,” Galla said, holding up her hands, “we’re here to discuss what to do with the prisoners.”

      “Kill them all,” the Elder from Waters said. “Why should we bother with them?”

      Cam saw Felin grimace at that.

      “We can’t just murder a bunch of people,” Dagan said. “Even if they’re wolves, we can’t do it. They’re prisoners now, and we have a duty toward them.”

      “Fuck your duty.”

      “Enough,” Galla said. “Jamit, your idea is noted. And I know many agree with you. But if we begin slaughtering prisoners, tell me, how many of our allies and our neighbors will want to treat with us in the future?”

      “They certainly won’t want to go to war,” Jamit said.

      Laughter followed. Cam gave the man a dour stare.

      “Perhaps,” Galla said. “Or perhaps they’ll only be more willing to attack us if they believe that we’re a danger to the region.”

      “What do you propose, then?” Jamit asked.

      “I’m only facilitating this discussion,” she said with a sly smile.

      A few chuckles rang out.

      “What if we made them vassals?” Dagan said.

      There was a short silence after that.

      “Explain yourself,” Galla said, a smile on her lips.

      Cam got the sense that this was very much a staged moment. Dagan looked uncomfortable, and as he spoke, it sounded as if he were reading from a play.

      “The wolves can be useful as… vassals of the Mansion,” he said. “We give them land, but do not let them own it. We tax them heavily, keep them working and under control. Maybe offer… incentives to stay here and work the fields.”

      “Sounds like slavery to me,” Jamit said.

      “Not slavery,” Dagan said. “We make them vassals. They can keep a share of their work, but the Mansion will take a larger tribute than normal.”

      “That’s a nice idea,” Galla said. “Perhaps, in a generation, the wolves will no longer hate us anymore. We can release them from their tributes, and they can become useful members of our society.”

      “We don’t want wolves on our land,” Jamit said.

      A few voices echoed agreement.

      Cam’s jaw felt tense. He looked up at Galla then out at the men. He leaned forward and spoke softly enough so the assembled group had to lean forward to hear him.

      “Killing them won’t bring back the dead,” Cam said. “Treating them like dirt won’t keep them from attacking us again. But making them our allies? Treating them like people? That might work, in the long run. We’ll punish them for now, but one day, they’ll be free, and perhaps we’ll be able to count them among our closest friends and neighbors.”

      A short silence. Only Jamit laughed this time. “You sound so idealistic, shaman.”

      Cam gave him a tight smile. “And you sound like a bloodthirsty, shortsighted moron.”

      Jamit’s jaw worked but no sound came out.

      “Easy,” Galla said. “We’re all on the same side here. I agree with Elder Dagan that bringing the wolves under the fold will perhaps be a worthwhile endeavor.”

      “Make them clear out the shattered lands,” Cam said. “Give those fields to them. If they can clear and work them, turn them into productive farms, then it’ll be worth the trouble.”

      A few people murmured agreement.

      “That sounds like a good plan,” Galla said. “All those in favor of giving the shattered lands to the wolf prisoners and imposing heavy taxation on them?”

      More ayes than nays and Galla beamed at the group. She moved on before the grumbling could get too loud, but Cam caught Dagan giving her a look that he couldn’t quite read.

      The meeting wrapped up without much more getting done. The Elders fought amongst themselves like usual and the military kept oddly silent. Key, Felin, and Miuri left to check in on their rooms and the big bed while Cam stayed back with Galla. He put his hands behind his head and watched the others bicker and filter out, and wondered how they could fight with each other so soon after winning an important battle. It was like the wolves had never happened now that they were gone, and it was back to business as usual.

      “Strange, isn’t it?” Galla sat down beside Cam and leaned toward him, draping her arms around his neck. “You save their asses, and not a single one of them thanks you for it.”

      Cam smiled. “I didn’t do it for thanks.”

      “But it’d be nice though, right?”

      “Maybe.” He took a deep breath and smelled lilacs and roses. Galla’s big eyes stared up into his and he leaned down to kiss her pouty lips.

      She returned that kiss with a sigh.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” she said. “Keeping these men in line’s been like catching squirrels.”

      “I hope they haven’t been too bad.”

      She waved a hand. “Dagan was a big help. Kraed too, once Dagan convinced him to get involved again.”

      “I was wondering about that.”

      “Kraed’s a surprisingly good politician. And now that he’s the head of our little Ur cathedral, he has a little bit of clout.”

      “How’d he end up with that position?”

      “There was nobody else.” She grinned and kissed him again. “That’s the best way to end up with a job. When there’s nobody else.”

      “Story of my life.” He extricated himself from Galla’s grip and stood. His mind was heavy and sluggish as he paced across the room. He could feel Galla’s eyes on him the whole way.

      “You seem off today.”

      Cam turned to her. “I want to talk to you about something. But I think you’re going to read too deeply into what I’m about to say.”

      She chewed her lip. “Go ahead,” she said. “Might as well get it over with.”

      “I want to be the Lord of this Mansion.”

      She let out a little laugh. “What do you mean? I’m the Lord.”

      “I know that. But I’ve been thinking about our future.”

      “You don’t think I should be Lord?”

      He held up a hand. “I didn’t say that.”

      “Then what are you saying?” She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes.

      He took a minute to compose himself. “What I saw out there on the battle field shook me to the core, Galla.” His voice was strained and tense. “Those two goddesses could have destroyed our army if they wanted. Lycanica was in the process of doing just that, and she would’ve succeeded if it weren’t for Danua. I tried to hold her off, but I was just too weak.”

      “You’re not a god, Cam,” Galla said, softening just a touch. “You can’t blame yourself for that.”

      “I know. But for a moment, I did hold her back. Just for a moment, my magic was strong enough. Ever since then, I keep thinking, what if I hadn’t been alone out there? What if there were ten others just like me? Or two hundred?”

      Galla laughed a little. “Two hundred shaman? Is that even possible?”

      “Theus learned,” Cam said. “He learned much, much faster than I did. He’s getting stronger every day. I think I can train more shaman, and I think if we work together, our magic might be strong enough to protect our people from the gods themselves.”

      Galla stared at him and shook her head. “That’s insanity.”

      “It’s not. I did it, even if it was for just a second. With a hundred like me, we could’ve taken her down.”

      “Cam—”

      “I know this is a lot,” he said, interrupting her before she could call him crazy again. He didn’t need to hear that from her, he’d been thinking it enough about himself already. “If you let me share the Lordship with you, I’ll use my position to train an army of shaman. We’ll have enough power that nobody in the region will be able to threaten us ever again.”

      She stared at him and slowly shook her head. “Nobody will accept it.’

      “They will. These are strange times, Galla. Nothing is conventional anymore. They’ll accept it.”

      “Share the Lordship… It’s never been done.”

      “I know that. We’ve also never defeated a horde of wolves in battle before this.” He held out his hands. “Please, work with me. Give me this power and let me do what I need to do.”

      “Why do you need to be the Lord to train shaman? Can’t you just… do it?”

      “I need the power,” Cam said, his jaw tense. “If I’m going to give magic to a hundred men, I need to be able to control them. If I’m going to take on that much responsibility, I need the symbolic strength of the Lordship behind me. It’s the only way I’ll stay in charge no matter what happens.”

      Galla stood and turned her back on him. She walked off, shook her head, and turned.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “It just sounds… you could do it without being the Lord.”

      “It won’t work. Not for long, at least. Someone will use their power to do something stupid, and I won’t have the authority to stop them.”

      “We’ll come up with a new position for you. We’ll make being the Mansion’s shaman an official position, second only to me, and—”

      “Then they’ll always look to you,” Cam said, “and my position will only exist because of you. It’d be a false power, one without the history and weight of the Mansion behind it. I need this, and the Mansion needs it.”

      “Are you sure the Mansion needs it? Are you sure it’s not just you?”

      Cam took a step back, like she’d punched him in the gut. “I don’t want to take anything from you,” he said. “I want to do what’s best for everyone.”

      “And you think I can’t handle it.” Her laugh was bitter and harsh. “Of course you don’t. Nobody does.”

      “Galla—”

      “It’s fine, Cam. I understand.”

      “Look at what you’ve done. Of course you can handle being the Lord. This is just about something bigger than politics. This is about gods, and power, and magic.”

      She waved her hand at him. The tears in her eyes sent a dagger down his gut.

      “You can have your Lordship,” she said. “I’d give you anything you asked for and you know it. I just hoped you’d never ask for something like this.”

      Cam opened his mouth to tell her that he made a mistake and he was sorry and he loved her and she was a wonderful Lord.

      But he shut his mouth again and nodded.

      “Thank you. We’ll make the announcement soon.”

      Without another word, he left the room.

      Galla’s soft crying made him want to break his own arm over a rock. But he knew it was necessary. Galla would forgive him and she’d retain all of her powers.

      And Cam would have the authority and the power to begin building his army.
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      “Shut your eyes,” Cam said.

      “If you kick me in the back, I swear I’ll light you on fire.”

      Cam laughed and nudged Theus with his elbow. “Just do it.”

      Theus grunted and shut his eyes. Cam put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Raise your fist,” he said. “And call on your fire.”

      Theus took a deep breath. Cam began to channel his own power, drawing in as much of the priori as he could, but held off on shaping it. He felt Theus’s body stiffen as flames ran down his hand and rolled across the empty, rocky plains in front of the Mansion. The flame died out after a few feet but the heat was almost unbearable.

      Cam imagined pushing power into Theus. He pictured it in his mind and pretended like he was stuffing a shirt full of wool. The energy inside of him crackled and roiled like an angry ocean but nothing happened.

      “Cam,” Theus said through clenched teeth, the fire still burning. “What are we doing here?”

      “Just hold it.” Cam squeezed his eyes shut harder and concentrated. He grabbed hard on his friend’s shoulder. He pictured taking his muscles and ripping them off his body then forcing them into Theus’s chest. For a moment, he felt something shift inside of him, then—

      Theus dropped the flames. The fire sputtered out as he staggered forward and groaned, hands on his knees.

      “Damn,” Cam said softly.

      “Good job, Theus!” Chesina clapped her hands from her perch on a rock grouping fifty feet away. She waved her hands and cheered.

      Cam shot her a look as Theus waved back. “Are you sure you had to bring her?” Cam asked.

      “She wanted to watch me work.” Theus grinned and shrugged. “Guess you’re not the only shaman around now.”

      Cam laughed and clapped his friend on the arm. “Just be careful. Now that you can touch the priori, you’re going to be a little… addictive.”

      “Oh what a horrible curse.”

      Cam stretched his arms and cracked his neck. “Seriously though. Did you feel that, while you were channeling?”

      “Feel what?”

      “I swear, when I’m pulling in priori while touching you, I can almost… push my power along our connection.”

      Theus frowned a little. “I’m not sure I felt anything. I mean… maybe a little bit. I’m not sure.”

      “We’ll keep trying. I swear, I was so close.”

      “I’m feeling a little…” Theus’s jaw clenched. “You know what I mean?”

      “Of course.” Cam shaded his eyes and looked toward the Mansion. A figure walked toward them, stepping from the shade of the columns and into the mid-afternoon sunlight. “I think I see a new training partner on his way.”

      Theus followed Cam’s gazed and let out a grunt. “Good. Let him deal with you.” He moved away with a wave and called for Chesina.

      The girl jumped to her feet and ran over. She was a cute girl, a little too round for Cam’s tastes, but she was good for Theus. She made him happy at least, and that was all Cam cared about. Theus put his arm around her shoulders and walked off as she looked up at him like a puppy.

      Cam wiped his sweating brow with his sleeve. Theus got tired much quicker than he did. The difference in their power wasn’t huge, but Cam could handle the power for much longer. He wondered if it was a physical thing. He was bigger and stronger than Theus, and he had a feeling that the priori interacted with his body in particular ways, which was why orgasm seemed to flush it away.

      Sirrin raised his hand as he neared. Cam raised his hand in return and rested his palm on the pommel of his sword. Sirrin looked older than the last time they saw each other, back when Lycanica first showed herself. His eyes were sunken and patches of his hair were white. His clothes hung from his body like robes.

      Cam wondered if that was the fate that awaited all shaman.

      “Out training already,” Sirrin said. “You’ve been back for, what, three days?”

      “Can’t help myself.” Cam shrugged and tilted his head. “I’ve been wondering where you’ve been hiding.”

      Sirrin made a vague gesture back at the Mansion. “Bottom of a beer barrel in some basement corner.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      Sirrin gave him a tight smile. “But here you are. Hero of the people.”

      “Here I am.”

      Cam didn’t move. Sirrin’s tone was light, but his words held a deeper meaning. Cam couldn’t quite understand where this anger was coming from, but he wasn’t interested in pushing it out. If Sirrin wanted to talk, he’d talk.

      “I hear rumors that you saw her again.” Sirrin looked at his fingernails like he didn’t care about their conversation.

      “And Danua.”

      “It’s true then? They fought in the sky?”

      “It was like fifty shaman floating in the air and trying to kill each other.”

      “Sounds horrible.”

      “Horrible, and beautiful.” Cam shrugged and kicked a rock. “Danua wasn’t like Lycanica. She was… quiet. Less angry.”

      “I suppose the gods would be a lot like we are. Since we’re made in their image.”

      “The godlings are. We’re not.”

      “The Ur was a god once. He only left the world.”

      Cam grunted in reply, not interested in getting into a philosophical conversation. “What brought you out from under your mug today, Sirrin?”

      He gave Cam a hard look as he half turned away and stared back at the Mansion entrance.

      “I hear you’re collecting apprentices.”

      Cam tilted his head. “That’s true.”

      “One from every village. You’re going to be busy.”

      “Offering your services?”

      Sirrin continued to stare back at the Mansion, but a small smile drifted over his lips. “No, I’m not.”

      “Didn’t think so.”

      “I came here to warn you, actually.”

      Cam snorted. “About what, exactly? How hard it is to drink myself to death?”

      Sirrin’s smile faded. “It’s not as easy as you think,” he said. “Training men to do this. And they don’t always take to it. You got lucky with Theus.”

      “I’m not sure it’s all luck.”

      Sirrin was quiet for a long moment. “I took an apprentice once,” he said.

      “I take it that didn’t go well.”

      Sirrin grimaced and Cam felt guilty for his flippant tone.

      “No, it didn’t,” Sirrin said. “The Need is a hard thing. For some it’s like a never-ending hell, even when it’s been satisfied. The memory of the Need lingers, and the power that comes with it is like a drug that begs for use. You seem to have learned how to deal with the Need better than most, but believe me, your situation isn’t common.”

      “What happened to him?” Cam asked, his voice gentle.

      “He took his own life after five years of study,” Sirrin said. “He touched the priori for the first time after three years of study, then hung himself from a branch behind his house two years later. I never could ask him why, but I know it, I dream of it. The Need pushed him, the Need took him. And I have to warn you now, before you draw more men into this life, that some might not survive it.”

      Cam let out a long breath as he studied Sirrin. The man’s face was drawn and tense, and it was obvious that the memory of his apprentice wasn’t a good one. He could only imagine the sort of pain Sirrin went through, the sort of pain he still carries.

      But none of that mattered. The pain of one man, or two men, of a hundred men, none of them mattered, not in the end.

      “I understand,” Cam said. “I truly do, but I’m not sure you do.”

      Sirrin turned to him and looked stricken. “Cam—”

      “You didn’t see them,” Cam said. “The goddesses were something we could never fight against. The greatest army in the world couldn’t hope to stand against a single goddess and all her fury. If Danua hadn’t come, Lycanica would have ripped us all to pieces, no matter how hard I fought or how much power I used.”

      “That’s always been the way,” Sirrin said.

      “But now the gods are stepping out of the shadows,” Cam said. “Lycanica led her wolves into our land, killed our people, and ravaged the north. She did it for her own personal reasons and for her own selfish desires. She did it once, and she might do it again. There’s no promise that next time Danua will stop her, or if any of the other gods will be interested in stepping in.”

      “You don’t know she’ll attack again,” Sirrin said.

      “We can’t take that risk. Don’t you understand? The gods are not on our side and the Urspirit can’t protect us. We need power if we’re going to stand up to the gods, and the only power I can think of that might stand a chance is the priori. We need shaman, Sirrin. We need hundreds of them.”

      Sirrin turned to Cam. His skin was ashen and his eyes drooped wide. He shook his head and held up his hands like he was surrendering to a stronger opponent.

      “That’s madness,” he said. “That’s… hundreds of shaman? Cam, you can’t be serious. We can’t stand against the gods. And to create that many shaman, it would be…”

      “Difficult,” Cam said. “But I’ll do it. We’ll learn control. We’ll learn how to fight together. There’s no other way.”

      Sirrin took a step back. “Please, Cam. You can’t do this.’

      “I won’t ask you to help. But this is what we’re doing.”

      He shook his head. His eyes went wild like a rabid horse. “I’ll stop you,” he said.

      “Try,” Cam said. “And I’ll make sure you never return to this place.” Cam took a step toward Sirrin. “We need this, and nothing’s going to get in my way. Do you understand me? I won’t let the gods destroy what I’ve built.”

      Sirrin shook his head and backed away. He dropped his hands to his sides and paused like he wanted to speak.

      But instead, he turned and walked back to the Mansion.

      Cam watched him go with a steady, slow heartbeat. He pictured all the shaman he’d create and all the power they’d wield together.

      If he could only learn how to link their magic together, figure out how they could all work in tandem together…

      Then they’d be unstoppable.

      He turned away from Sirrin’s retreating figure, the conversation already forgotten as his mind worked through the problem of pushing his power to another shaman.
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      Firelight spilled over the pile of furs stacked on the floor. Miuri and Felin lounged next to Cam, their bodies half-dressed and intertwined. A slight sheen of sweat glistened on their skin, and he couldn’t help but run a hand down Felin’s long, lean leg. His body stirred in response, despite having tasted her for the better part of the last hour.

      “It’s good to be home,” Felin said.

      “Yes, it is,” Cam said. “Although strange how this room is starting to feel like home. It was just yesterday that I was living in Medlar village.”

      “Do you think you’ll return there?” Miuri asked.

      “I don’t know,” Cam said. He stretched his legs and let out a contented sigh. “I hadn’t thought about it.”

      “I think people are starting to head back to their homes already,” Felin said. “I saw groups of them this morning gathered in the main hall. Galla had her Wardens handing out food and supplies for their journey and they were leaving with her blessings.”

      “I guess that had to happen sooner or later.” Cam shrugged and leaned his head back. “I’m not sure I could go back though. Would you two want to live in a tiny little village?”

      “I wouldn’t mind,” Miuri said. “I’m used to a quiet village life.”

      “Me too,” Felin said. “But I doubt Galla will go anywhere.”

      “No, she won’t. And I don’t think I can. Not when I’m going to take over responsibilities here.”

      Felin narrowed her eyes. “You’re doing what?”

      Cam rolled his head toward her. “Taking over responsibilities. Training the shaman, sharing the Lordship. I don’t think I can do any of that from my old village.”

      “I didn’t know you were taking on the Lordship,” Miuri said and shared a look with Felin.

      Cam waved a hand. “It’s nothing. Ceremonial. Galla’s going to still shoulder the burden of command. I’m just going to have a title so that I can better control and train the shaman.”

      Felin let out a little grunt. “I doubt Galla likes that.”

      “She doesn’t, but she also knows what’s best for this place. It’s happening tomorrow.”

      “And you didn’t tell us?” Miuri leaned forward and put a hand on Cam’s chest. “Maybe that’s a sign of something. You didn’t tell us because you know it’s maybe not the best—”

      “It’s for the best,” Cam said, interrupting her. He put his hand on hers and gently pulled it away. He stood and strode across the room, firelight glinting off his naked form. He turned and looked at his girls, at their wide eyes and uncertain looks, and felt a strange anger come over him.

      “I don’t know why you all can’t see it,” he said. “Especially you two. You know better than us what the gods are capable of.”

      “We know that,” Felin said. “We’re not disagreeing with you.”

      “And yet you’re acting like I’m doing something terrible by stepping into power.”

      “I don’t think it’s terrible,” Miuri said, her voice soft and calm. “But I do think it’s going to hurt Galla’s feelings.”

      “She’s a big girl. She’ll learn to deal with it.”

      Felin snorted. “I wouldn’t be so sure. Plus, she’s terrifying. If she wants to make your life harder—”

      Cam held up a hand. “Enough of this,” he said. “It’s happening. There’s nothing we can do about it. I’m going to train as many men as I can, and they’re going to train as many as they can, until we have a force strong enough that can defend itself against the gods.”

      Felin shrugged and lounged back again. “Whatever you say,” she said.

      Miuri gave him a long, concerned look. It made Cam angry, but he forced himself to stay calm. He reached for the breathing techniques his father taught him and slowly kept his center in place. She shook her head and stood, one hand covering her breasts.

      “We love you, Cam,” she said. “I just hope you’re being careful.”

      “I am,” he said.

      She nodded and walked back to the bedroom. She shut the door behind her and lamplight glowed around its edges. Cam stared at the door, his heart beating fast. Miuri had never scolded him before, nor had she ever suggested that he might be doing something for the wrong reasons. It set him on edge to have Miuri suggest that he might be making a bad decision, but it was too late to turn back and change things, the training had already begun and the villages had already sent their shaman.

      It was only a matter of time, then.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Felin said. “She’ll come around. She’s a little wary of power, I think it’s an Elf thing.”

      Cam tilted his head and smiled at Felin. “You’re not?”

      “I’m a wolf. My whole life is built around power. You either have it, and you’re top of the pack, or you don’t, and you’re nothing at all.” She sighed and draped her arms over the arm of the couch.

      Cam smiled and knelt down beside her. He kissed her lips gently, kissed her neck, her breasts, her stomach. He felt a pulse between his legs again as Felin purred, and he thought he knew the perfect thing to take his mind off Miuri.

      The front door rattled then opened just as Cam’s mouth reached Felin’s belly button.

      Key came stomping in. She closed the door behind her and leaned her practice spear against the table. Cam stood as Key pulled open the window and shoved her head outside, breathing the fresh air. Felin frowned at her and sat up on one elbow.

      “Uh, hey Key,” Cam said.

      Key nearly jumped out of her skin as she turned. “Oh,” she said, blinking. “I didn’t see you.”

      “What’s the matter?” Felin asked.

      “Nothing.” Key shook her head. “Looks like you two are busy. I can leave you alone.”

      “You could join,” Felin said.

      Key shook her head and took a few steps toward the door.

      “Wait.” Cam grabbed a blanket and wrapped it around his waist. Felin groaned and flopped back down on the couch.

      “Just when it was getting good,” she muttered.

      Cam caught up with Key just as she stepped out into the hall. He gently took her arm to stop her from running off. She lingered as Cam shut the door behind him.

      “What’s going on?” he asked. “You’re upset.”

      “It’s nothing.” She stared at the ground. Cam tried to meet her eye, but she turned away. “It’s really nothing, okay? I just need a little time to process.”

      “Process what?”

      “Nothing.” She pulled her arm away. “Can I just go?”

      “Key,” Cam said. “You can talk to me. I don’t need another one of you angry with me today.”

      She grunted and looked at the door. “Felin doesn’t seem too mad.”

      “Miuri,” Cam said, waving a hand at the rooms. “Not happy about my deal with Galla and the Lordship.”

      “Galla told me about that,” Key said.

      “Why don’t you just talk to me?” Cam asked. “Maybe I can help.”

      She finally looked at him. Her eyes sparkled with tears, which took him by surprise. Key was the strongest person he knew, and he couldn’t imagine something that might bring her to tears, especially not since the defeat of the wolves.

      He stepped forward and touched her cheek. Her jaw clenched and her body stiffened, and he pulled his hand away like she was an angry dog about to bite.

      “Key?” he asked.

      “I didn’t mean it,” she said. “It was an accident, okay?”

      “What was?”

      She chewed her lip. “I’m pregnant.”

      Cam took a step back. Surprise flushed through him. Key wrapped her arms around her body, hugging herself tightly.

      “You’re… pregnant?”

      She nodded, staring at the ground. “It must have happened before the battle,” she said. “I don’t know which time. I didn’t realize, but then I missed my cycle, and I spoke to some women here, and…” She trailed off, blinking rapidly.

      “That’s amazing,” Cam said with a laugh. “That’s so amazing. Key, you’re pregnant! This is prefect!”

      She looked up. “What?”

      Cam laughed as joy rushed over him. He threw his arms around her and pulled her against him. He laughed again and hugged her hard.

      “You’re pregnant,” he said. “We’re going to have a baby. We’re going to have a family!”

      “Cam—”

      “This is perfect,” he said. “Oh, Urspirit, this is perfect. I love you so much, and this baby’s going to have so many moms, and be so loved, and—”

      “Cam!” Key pushed him back and stared at him. “Cam, you promised me something, and you haven’t lived up to that promise yet.”

      He blinked at her. “I’m sorry. What did I promise?”

      She clenched her jaw. “Don’t make me say it, you asshole. I feel pathetic enough as it is.”

      He gaped and tried to think… then realized.

      She was pregnant, and they weren’t married.

      It was an old-fashioned idea about families. Women were supposed to be married when they got pregnant. Plenty of men and women fucked without getting married, but once babies were involved, it was simply expected. Family units were important, and to have a baby without a family was looked down on.

      Cam hadn’t thought about it. They had their family, and this baby would be loved more than any baby could hope to be.

      But she was right. He had promised to marry her.

      And he’d follow through.

      He stepped closer and took her hand. She glared at him, but didn’t yank it away.

      “I love you,” he said. “I always have. And I love that baby already. I swear to you now, Key, we’ll be married. In one week, we’ll walk to the Urspirit’s stone and say our vows in front of Kraed and the entire Mansion. I swear it to you.”

      Key softened just a touch. “One week,” she said. “Why that long?”

      “I’m taking the Lordship in three days,” he said. “Then we’ll need time to spread the word.”

      She smiled a little. “You really want to invite everyone? Even though you’re already married to Galla?”

      “I can take more than one wife,” Cam said. “I think Galla will be more than happy to have you as a real sister.”

      Key laughed and stepped closer. Cam kissed her, nice and slow and deep. His Key, his beautiful Key, and his future baby.

      She gently took the blanket around his waist and unwrapped it.

      “Well then,” she said softly. “Maybe we should go in and celebrate.”

      “I think that sounds good to me. I know Felin’s already in a celebratory mood.”

      Key grinned, bit his lip, and let the blanket drop to the ground. She took his hand and tugged him back to the room.

      Cam followed with a stupid smile on his face.
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      The great entry hall was packed with Elders, military general staff, and villagers preparing for their journey back home. Old women tugged at shawls. Children ran in circles shouting at each other. Fathers shouldered spears and mothers hefted baskets. The low din of slow chatter rolled over him like a wave.

      A small platform stood in the center of the space. It was four feet high and ten feet by ten feet. Two chairs sat on it, each carved from local wood and inlaid with leaf, fig, and antler motifs. Boar snouts stared out from the feet. Cam lingered behind the platform with Galla, her hand tucked into his, her eyes gazing restlessly over the crowd. She wore a long gown of dark blue with gold, and her hair was in a tight but intricate braid wrapped around a glittering silver crown.

      “Are you ready?” Cam asked.

      She glanced at him. “I suppose so.”

      “I know this is difficult. But they’ll understand.”

      She shrugged. “They all know what’s about to happen. Whether they understand or not, that’s another matter.”

      Cam chose not to speak again. He could sense her discomfort and he couldn’t blame her. Galla would do what was necessary because she loved him and she respected his wishes, but that didn’t mean she had to enjoy every second of it.

      He wouldn’t ask that of her. The fact that she was going through with it was enough.

      It wasn’t like he wanted this. When he left Medlar village for the Mansion, the idea of power never once occurred to him. He only wanted to get his people from the horror of the forest to the safety of the mountains. Beyond that, he never dreamed of something bigger.

      But now it had been thrust upon him. He took it up like a mantle and wielded it like a sword, and he’d use this power to break the spirits of any that opposed him and his people.

      Even the gods, if necessary.

      Kraed shouldered through the crowd to Cam’s right. He wore his patchwork cloak, and his beard had grown longer. His eyes looked tired but still sharp as he met Cam’s gaze.

      “Are you two ready?” he asked.

      “Ready as we’re going to be,” Cam said. “How many people are here?”

      “Hundreds,” Kraed said. “All the Elders, plus all the pilgrims that planned on leaving today.”

      “It’s a good crowd,” Galla said, though she didn’t sound happy about it.

      Cam grunted in response and took a deep breath. “You should speak first,” he said. “Do you know what you’ll say?”

      “I know,” she said and looked at him. “Don’t worry, Cam. I won’t let you down. And I won’t embarrass you.”

      She slipped her fingers from his and stepped forward to the platform. She ascended the stairs and a hush began to roll across the crowd.

      “Are you sure about this?” Kraed asked, his voice low.

      Cam looked at him. “I’m sure.”

      “Your wife doesn’t seem to be.”

      “My wife will do what’s necessary.”

      “That’s fair. I’ve never had a wife. Too busy traveling the land to marry one, then too drunk to make one settle for me. Now I’m much too old.”

      “So I guess your opinion doesn’t mean much.”

      He smiled and tilted his head. “I suppose not,” he said. “But then again, I’ve known many people and I’ve seen many relationships in my day. I do wonder if it’s better to compromise.”

      “There’s no compromise here,” Cam said, frowning up at the stage.

      Galla glittered in the sunlight. She was gorgeous, a force, an angelic being, almost a goddess herself. She seemed to dazzle the crowed in front of her as she smiled and looked at them with her chin held high. She was born for this, bred to rule one day, and Cam knew sharing her position was the most difficult thing she had ever done.

      Worse than watching her own father die, he’d guess.

      “But if there was, now’s the time to consider it.”

      “You know why I’m taking this position,” Cam said. “You understand why it’s important.”

      “I do,” Kraed said. “The legitimacy of your little shaman army is at stake. I understand it all too well. But perhaps there are other ways.”

      “Too late for that,” Cam said.

      Galla began to address the hall.

      “Thank you all for coming today, from the bottom of my heart. Elders, Captains, Generals, friends, thank you all. Even you who are passing through on your way to somewhere else, thank you.” She scanned the crowd again and Cam felt a surge of pride.

      Followed by a surge of uncertainty. Galla was a gorgeous force and belonged up on that stage—and he was about to take away a measure of that power for his own purposes. He knew his reasons were sound and important, but even still, it was like cutting off the claws of a tiger. Still dangerous and incredible, but marred, somehow lesser.

      He nearly hated himself for it. But he couldn’t allow that emotion, not now, not with so much at stake.

      Not with the gods out there, poised to destroy them at any moment.

      “Much has happened in these last weeks,” Galla said. “My husband, Camrus of Medlar, traveled with our great army and defeated the wolf forces. Many of you will see what’s left of those forces as you travel back to your farmsteads. Do not fear them, for they are a part of our society now, given a plot of land to work off the incredible debts they’ve caused.”

      There was a soft murmur among the crowd, though the Elders and the general staff didn’t react.

      “People won’t like that,” Kraed said.

      Cam shot him a look. Galla continued.

      “During the final battle, something… unprecedented occurred. Lycanica, the goddess of the Weres, showed herself and attempted to destroy my husband and his men. If it weren’t for Danua, the goddess of the Elves, Lycanica might have succeeded. But we survived because we were favored by the gods themselves, and for that we are thankful.

      “But we remain vulnerable.” She let that sink in for a moment. There wasn’t a sound in the room. Even the children seemed to have realized the gravity of the moment. “The gods can return at any moment. Lycanica may attempt to harm us once again in the future. In order to combat that, we’ve decided to embark on an unprecedented quest to create the most powerful army of shaman the world has ever seen. And the leader of this army will be my husband, Camrus.”

      A smattering of applause scattered over the room. Cam could feel the confusion in his bones.

      Galla held up her hands.

      “But a mere General, even the head of the armies, cannot possibly hope to fulfill such an enormous promise. No, only the Lord of the Mansion could do that.”

      “But you’re our Lord!” someone shouted from the back.

      Galla beamed at them. Cam noticed some of the Elders looked uncomfortable.

      “Yes, I am,” Galla said. “But today, I’d like to introduce the second Lord of the Mansion, my husband Camrus. From this day onward, we will share the title of Lord, and my power will be his, and his power will be mine, and together we will build the greatest shaman army the world has ever known. Our people will be safe, forever, henceforth.”

      “That’s you,” Kraed said. “Better go.”

      Cam felt rooted to the floor. His heart raced. His palms sweated. He wanted to turn and leave.

      He thought he made a horrible mistake.

      But as soon as he forced himself to mount the steps, the cheering began.

      Shouts of “SHAMAN! and “CAMRUS!” echoed through the hall. Cam reached the top of the platform and stood beside his wife, and though he knew he paled in comparison, his chest swelled with pride as the crowd of commoners screamed his name in elation.

      Kraed mounted the steps behind him. Galla took her seat on the right and Cam sat on the left. Kraed stood behind Cam and lifted a golden crown into the air before placing it down on his head.

      The Elders dropped to their knees and dipped their heads in submission. That gesture was repeated all through the hall as more and more people dropped to their knees, until it was a sea of kneeling people, some still cheering, some staring at him with dark, hard eyes.

      And at the front of the crowd were nine men hand-picked from each of the largest villages. Nine men that would learn magic from him, nine more shaman to protect the realm. Nine was just the beginning, though. Cam wanted more, as many as he could get, more and more and more until there were enough shaman to destroy however many gods decided to attack them.

      He beamed at the crowd and spotted Key with her hand on her stomach. She stood in the very back with Felin, Miuri, and Brice.

      They smiled, but he didn’t think he could see joy in their eyes.

      It didn’t matter. He grinned and waved to the crowd. The Elders climbed back to their feet and the rest of the hall joined them. The cheering grew intense again, loud enough to echo through the halls, out through the main gates, and down into the valley.

      Loud enough for the world to hear.

      Cam took Galla’s hand in his own. She squeezed his fingers and smiled at him.

      Together, they’d rule this place.

      Together, they’d defend their people.

      And together, they’d destroy anyone or anything that got in their way.
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