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 The zombie apocalypse continues as the survivors search for a place of refuge. Things have gone from bad to worse, with even the gods succumbing to the curse. 
  
 Taegar never saw himself as a hero, and certainly not a leader. His allies are a mixed bunch, composed of a little girl and her zombie brother, a blind and crippled elf, a rogue, and a young woman that can’t return his affections. Though their differences threaten to tear the group apart, only by staying together can they survive.
  
 Their goal is to reach Levia, the city of wizards, hoping that such a place would have withstood the undead horde. Between them and their destination is a dying world full of new horrors and nightmares as the curse expands beyond humans. And what awaits them in Levia? Has it truly survived the madness of the zombie apocalypse?
  
 Meanwhile, the goddess, Death, embarks on her own journey to reach the underworld and fulfill her destiny. Her companion, a man thought lost to primordial spirits, carries within him a curse all his own. 
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CHAPTER 1
  
 Tiama did not consider herself special. Her dreams had always been simple. She’d married Landin, a wonderful and kind man with a good head on his shoulders, capable of providing for her and their child. He’d bought her beautiful dresses, kept food on the table, and treated Amada, their baby daughter, like a princess.
 Two weeks ago when the madness erupted throughout Briar’s End, he’d gotten her to the temple and told her that even the savages would respect the sanctuary of the gods. He’d kissed her deeply, hard enough to steal her breath, and promised to return. Then he’d ran off to help defend the town.  
 The temple filled up fast, and they’d locked the heavy gold doors before those from the poorer sections of the town could reach them. Such chaos led people to reach above their station. There weren’t even servants here, only clergy that saw to their needs and filled the role nicely. 
 Tiama would not have minded if they’d let others in. She wondered how Landin could return with the doors barred. The invaders would have to give up eventually, wouldn’t they? The house of the gods still held them at bay. 
 Still they continually pounded on the temple doors, never resting, like a chaotic drum beating out of rhythm for days and nights unending. 
 It drove some of the people mad. 
 How could they continue like that? Even the most resilient of men had to rest eventually. When would they go away?
 She knew that the savages had conquered Briar’s End. She had no doubt what would happen to her and her child if they opened the doors. She did not want to think of it. Only the gods offered respite. They only had to hold out until the king’s army returned to reclaim the city.
 She tried to get as far away from the temple foyer as she could, and into the sanctuary of the gods. Candlelight reflected off of the golden idols of the many gods throughout the chamber and gave her a sense of peace, as though they were looking out for her. She’d chosen a bench beneath the statue of Mara, the goddess of children and dreams. 
 Tiama stroked Amada’s forehead, and brushed her exposed breast against the baby’s lips. Amada stirred, but didn’t open her eyes. She didn’t latch on to the nipple, either. She’d been difficult to calm all week, fussing more and more as Tiama had less to eat. Last night her wails dropped to a whimper, and she hadn’t stirred again. 
 “Wake up,” she said softly, “Please don’t leave me.” 
 Amada only responded by scrunching up her petite nose. She drew each breath laboriously, and Tiama could do nothing but listen, waiting for her to draw each one and praying that it wouldn’t be her last.
 She sniffed back tears, feeling the emptiness grow within her. She rubbed Amada’s tiny, soft hands as though she could keep the life within her. “You have to stay awake for Daddy. He’ll be back soon.”
 Though she clung to the hope, it still tasted like a lie. Landin would’ve known what to do. He had a mind for family. He’d grown up with six younger brothers, and had practically raised them when his father died. She remembered his delight when he’d seen his daughter for the first time. She’d never seen him smile like that for anyone else, and it was the first and only time she’d ever seen him cry. Where are you?
 Fifteen families, some complete, some broken, had received sanctuary within the temple. Altogether they numbered over fifty. The storage room had been full when she’d arrived, but the number of mouths quickly depleted it. They hadn’t planned to be under siege for so long. They hadn’t bothered to ration what they had. 
 She looked up as the priest emerged from his chambers, and others gathered around him. Bishop Dromun wore the white robes of his office, with a rope of gold tied about his waist. Dark circles hung beneath his eyes, and his flesh sagged as though it no longer fit him. Once a portly man, two weeks of starvation and fear had rapidly changed him into a man clinging desperately to his faith. 
He spent more and more time in isolation, forehead to the stone floor, praying and listening. She’d come to recognize the bowed shoulders of a man growing used to disappointment.
 Most of the others did not see it. As the priest, the gods spoke through him. If the gods didn’t speak they blamed him, and they were desperate for a miracle. They pressed in on him from all sides, their voices drowned one another out, though they all shared the same question. “Have the gods answered?”
 He raised his hands for quiet. For a moment, she saw again the priest that she’d known her entire life. He’d been the one to wed her and Landin. Beneath the exterior of an old man, there still existed a devout and zealous leader. No matter his own turmoil, he hid it for the strength of his congregation. 
 “We must keep the faith,” he said, “The gods will hear our cry and save us.”
 “We’ve been praying since this whole thing started,” someone said. Though Tiama couldn’t see him among the crowd, she recognized Yolmir. He owned a winery south of town, being sober for two weeks must’ve been hard on him. 
 “The gods will hear us,” Dromun reiterated. He pushed through the crowd, their mutters rising in his wake. His gaze swept across the sanctuary and over her. He did not have the time to worry about the soul of one child. It didn’t matter, his miracles had dried up. He wore his faith like his vestments, hiding his own internal battle. The gods couldn’t hear him anymore.
 “I say we open the doors,” Yolmir said, “And surrender to the barbarians. They’re taunting us. They know we can’t hold out in here forever.”
 Many of the parishioners voiced their agreement. Tiama felt a stirring of hope. Maybe they could surrender. Surely they would show mercy for a mother and her child. Their constant pounding created fear. If they would open the doors, at least it would bring an end to the constant barrage. 
 The sound of laughter rose over the muttering, and as one the congregation fell silent and turned. Tiama hadn’t heard laughter in over a week. It sounded out of place, and sent chills down her spine. She held Amada firmly to her breast, and still the baby didn’t stir. 
 The priest halted in his steps. The sound echoed through the majestic building, coming from everywhere and nowhere. “Show yourself!” he commanded. Despite his airs, Tiama again saw the old man, and for the first time, real fear. 
 “The crypt door is open!” This came from Jendra, a one-time friend of Tiama’s. As Amada had grown sicklier, her friends had drawn away. Everyone had their own pain, they did not want to carry that of another. 
 The heavy stone door, hidden behind the altar, hung open. The candles did not break the darkness, it gaped like a hungry void sucking the light from the room. The flames flickered, casting dancing shadows about the sanctuary. 
 Another peel of laughter filled the chamber, but it did not come from the crypt. It was all about them. Yellow and red eyes reflected the candles from dozens of places. 
 “Daemons!” cried Bishop Dromun, “Be gone! This is holy ground!”
 A woman stepped into the light and out of the crypt. She wore men’s clothing, not the dress of a lady, but black dyed tunic and breeches. Long dark hair hung loose, clear down to her waist. Her pale skin made her ghastly in the dim luminance. Perhaps the woman would be lovely if she would look the part of a lady. 
 The priest lifted from his neck his holy talisman, a circle surrounding a sun, with rays like needles protruding outward in every direction. It was the symbol of the unity of the gods, a ray for each of the one hundred. He held it forth as a shield, and strode toward her as though expecting her to recoil.
 She didn’t, and the creatures within the shadows chortled and cackled. The woman crossed her arms, waiting for the priest to do something. Anything. 
 Bishop Dromun reached her, holding the talisman inches from her face. His hand trembled. The woman raised an eyebrow. 
 “What manner of daemon are you?” he said.
She grabbed the talisman from the priest. She pulled on the chain, and the priest stumbled forward. She placed her free hand against his chest, steadying him. The blood drained from his face, turning him nearly as white as the woman. 
 “What is this supposed to do?” she asked.
 The priest ignored her question and jerked it from her. The talisman fell to rest against his robes again as he backed away. “I told you not to return. We do not deal with fiends.” 
 Yolmir stepped up next to Dromun. “What is this? Where did you come from? Is there a way out?”
 “Alas, no,” she said, “Not for all of you.”
 The candles reflected off of the sweat of the man’s balding head. What little hair he had he sported across his jowls, with long sideburns nearly meeting at the tip of his round chin. Yolmir’s eyes lit with anticipation at her words. “Take me out of here, I will make it worth your while. I have resources. I know the king!”
 The woman’s eyebrows knit together. “Did your priest not tell you of my offer?”
 “No,” Yolmir said. 
 Bishop Dromun grabbed the man by the arm, but Yolmir jerked away. “Please,” said the priest, “Don’t sell your souls to this woman. She is hell spawn.”
 “Here is my offer,” she said, “I will take your children, those that have not seen sixteen years. I will save them from the monsters on your doorstep. I will keep them safe until the world finds balance. It is their only hope. Any left here will die.”
 Tiama shuddered. She could never let this woman take her baby. She wasn’t natural. Amada struggled for another breath in her arms. 
 “The gods will answer our prayers,” Dromun said.
 The woman’s voice dropped low, but the room had grown so quiet everyone could hear as clearly as if she yelled. “I am the only thing keeping the gods from answering,” she said, “You have their attention.”
 “See?” shouted the priest, “I told you! She is a daemon. Her very presence corrupts this place. None of us will traffic with you.”
 The woman scanned the crowd. “None of you? You would have your own children perish for this man’s fears? Very well.” With that she turned back toward the crypts. 
 Tiama stroked Amada’s cheek. Her little girl had just turned one, spent her birthday uncelebrated within this temple. Landin had missed it. It would’ve meant the world to him to have been there. He’d sworn his daughter would walk by her birthday, but she’d not gotten the opportunity to learn. This woman would not take her baby. 
 Amada sighed, a soft whisper of breath empty of the fight. Tiama stroked her cheek. She was so beautiful, and despite these last hours of struggling, looked more at peace than she’d had in days.
 “Mommy will protect you,” she whispered, “Everything will be okay.” 
 She watched, waiting for Amada to take her next breath.
 “Amada? Baby?” The infant made no response. She shifted the baby to her shoulder. Her head rolled back, limp as a rag doll. “No, baby, please wake up. Wake up for mommy. Please!” 
 Eyes turned to stare at her, drawn by her raised voice. She didn’t care. She clutched the baby tightly as she stumbled to her feet. She chased after the woman disappearing into the crypt. 
 “Wait!” she screamed, “Please save my baby.”
 The woman stopped. Tiama could hear the priest shouting something behind her, but she blocked it out. All that mattered was that this woman would do as she’d said. 
 Up close she saw just how pale the woman truly was, blue veins easily visible beneath her flesh. Her eyes were huge, filled with black pupils that obscured the iris. Her ears poked through her hair, ending in unnatural points. She looked down at Tiama’s baby, eyebrows drawn together. 
 “Your child is dead,” she said.
 Her words made Tiama’s flesh tingle. Her vision turned gray and her knees threatened to buckle, but she held her ground. “No, you said you could save our children! You said!”
“You will not see your child again in this life.”
 “Just… bring her back. Save her?”
 Tiama held her child out, her most precious possession, though her arms wanted to resist. She’d held the child so close for so long, her absence left an immeasurable void as though she’d torn away a piece of her heart. 
 The woman gently took the baby. She placed her lips upon the child’s in a soft kiss. Amada opened her eyes and let out a happy coo followed by a giggle, music Tiama had not heard in so long. Suddenly her legs would no longer support her, and she collapsed at the woman’s feet.
 She’d done it. Amada would be okay. She looked up to thank the woman, but the words died on her tongue. Within the shadows she saw the woman’s entourage. A malignancy of goblins filled the darkness. There were dozens of the small creatures, possibly hundreds. They were twisted, hideous things with wide malicious grins full of sharp teeth. 
 The woman leaned down and handed one of the goblins her baby. The baby laughed happily as the creature cradled her awkwardly and ran off, before Tiama could muster a response. 
 The temple shuddered.
 “Time is up,” the goblin woman said, “Anyone else?”
 First one woman stepped up, and then another. Tiama could not recognize them through her tears. She didn’t care. The goblins came forward, leading the older kids and carrying the babies. 
 The goblin woman turned to walk away. Tiama grabbed her leg. “Please, take me with you. Her name is Amada. She needs her mother. She needs… me.”
 The woman pulled her leg away, gently, yet firmly. “She shall know of her mother.” She said nothing more, and descended down the crypt stairs. 
 Tiama watched until she could no longer see them. 
 Bishop Dromun slammed the door closed, and stared down at her. He trembled with ill-concealed anger. “What have you done?” 
 She didn’t answer. She somehow got to her feet and stumbled back to her corner, there beneath the watchful eyes of Mara. She said a quiet prayer to the goddess, praying for the safety of her girl. 
 “Who is that?” someone screamed. At the temple entrance stood a man, fully nude, with a face as fierce as a dire wolf. He stared at the group with hatred. And hunger. 
 How did he get in? The doors are still shut.
 The man’s body was flawless, with powerful muscles and flesh tinged with a golden hue. He would have been beautiful if not for the rage that twisted his visage. 
 Bishop Dromun approached him, arms up in supplication. “The gods have heard us! We are saved!” 
 The man, the god, reached out and in one swift movement, tore the priest’s heart out of his chest. Dromun fell to his knees, uncomprehending, as the god devoured it. 
 The temple erupted in bedlam, as people ran in every direction. There was no place to hide. The monstrous god let out a snarl as the floor beneath his feet blackened. The corruption moved swiftly across the floor, hitting the building with a wave of sorcerous entropy, rotting the wood and tarnishing the gold. It spread to the doors, where the pounding changed to the sound of breaking wood and popping metal. 
 Tiama watched as though detached from her body. A part of her wanted to run with the others, as useless as it would be. Amada! She’s safe. She’s going to live! Thank you, Mara. 
 As the doors collapsed, she saw the savages. She saw why they had never given up. They wore the face of death. Blood and gore covered their mouths and fists, and they flooded into the temple in an unholy wave of rage. They weren’t just the barbarians. She saw some wearing the armaments of Medanholm. Some were the dead residents of Briar’s End. As they tore after her friends and neighbors, as they fell onto the dead priest and tore him apart, she curled up beneath the statue’s feet and closed her eyes. 

 
CHAPTER 2
 
 “Calllliiiiii….”
 At the whisper of her name, the raven-haired woman opened her eyes. It sounded like a hiss, bearably audible, carried to her by the wind. 
 There wasn’t any wind. Not even a breeze. She dwelled within a mountain, in a cavernous chamber of solid rock, with no access to the outside world. 
 That wasn’t entirely true. A wind did blow within the mountain, but it shouldn’t have been able to reach her. 
 For thousands of years the woman in the catacomb had been a goddess, the divine incarnation of Death. She’d been Death for so long, her true name, her identity as a onetime mortal, had nearly been lost to time. 
 It had even been lost to her. 
 Her divine nature had been torn from her as pages from a tome, more specifically her apocryphon, a book scribed in her own blood. She could still feel the pain, the loss of her essence. It existed as an itch, an old pain from a phantom limb she no longer possessed. It had left her almost as her old mortal self, with only a hint of godhood left. 
 She meditated beneath the light of the remaining gods, no longer the hundred that had once dwelled here. They’d diminished to less than half that number. She studied them, wondering which had fallen, like her. The orbs were identical. They too had lost their original identities when they had transcended their mortal vessels. There were those she hoped still lived, though she had seen good friends amongst the number of the dead. 
 That worried her. The gods had died, and their tale should have ended there. Unfortunately they had been given a mockery of life as abominations by the god of Undeath, Skul. 
 In the end, a mortal had stolen Undeath’s divinity as Skul had stolen hers. His own creations – undead gods – had consumed his flesh, enough so that he could not rise as one of them. 
 There were a few gods that had never ascended, like the Fates, but their numbers were few. She wondered how she might reach them, if they were still around. 
 She sat alone and meditated, and the days went by. She knew what she had to do – the Fates had told her – but the consequence of fulfilling her destiny overwhelmed her. If it were still possible, then the other three gods who would share her fate still existed as orbs. They must, or her destiny wasn’t possible. If even one of them had become a zombie, could their purpose be fulfilled? She didn’t know if she had it in her, either. Her destiny assumed that she was still a god, and she had her doubts. 
 So she waited, unwilling to make the decision. 
 Something else bothered her. The mountain rumbled. Known as the Watcher, it towered over the other peaks within the Shrouded Mountains, stabbing into the heavens. It had been the dwelling of the gods for over two thousand years, a place to house their essence. 
 The rumbling originated deep in the rock, from the tempest that serves as a prison for gods… and things that predated even them. The mountain had not always been the sanctuary of their pantheon. Tens of thousands of years ago as the gods first came into their power, they had imprisoned ancient evil spirits, entities of chaos, within a magic storm. 
 If the mountain stirred, it came from the tempest. 
 The spirits still dwelled within. They had not escaped. Only Undeath had, before his demise. For the first time the prison held a mortal. The spirits should have consumed him immediately, but for some unknown reason they had allowed him to live. That would be a fate worse than death. She remembered what the spirits had done to those they spared. 
 She would’ve killed him if she could.
 Had she felt a breeze? The voice didn’t repeat and the gods didn’t stir. She got to her feet. She had to know. Undeath had escaped. Maybe he’d cracked the prison. She suppressed a shiver as she strode down the corridor. Though no longer a god, she still possessed considerable power. She had no use of spells. She willed herself to the tempest with a godlike haste. 
Her quick trek ended on a ledge above a vast chasm, its far walls too distant to see. The chamber contained a vortex of dust and rubble that defined the wind and gave it shape, a cloudlike tornado eternally raging. It tugged at her, her long black hair whipping about her face and the shadows that made up her dress nearly slipping away. 
 As long as she did not take that one fateful step, it could not claim her. 
 Though it pulled, she did not feel a breeze, and this ledge held the only access to the storm. The mountain rumbled again. No, she realized, it’s not the tempest rumbling. They’re shaking it. 
 They detected her presence. Through the wall of wind she saw their forms gather. They were nightmarish shapes that mocked life. Some looked vaguely human, while others were monstrosities from beyond mankind’s imagination. They were spirits made manifest. They were titans from the dawn of time. The elves called them the naitkilari, which meant the night hunters.
 Her spirit burned as a flame in their darkness and they hungered for it. At her most powerful they would not have been able to touch her. Now though… only the knowledge of their jail kept her from fleeing. 
 “Hellloooo…. Callllieeeee… weee’ve been waiiiiiiting…”
 The voice sounded breathless, with words forced into existence between lipless teeth. They should not have been able to talk at all. 
 “The one called… Skullllll…. Heeee… taught ussss….”
 “Taught you?” she asked. A deep creeping chill rose within her. It read her thoughts. These were not the spirits she remembered. Skul had spent five thousand years, by his claim, trapped with them. What else had they learned? 
 “Yessss….” The mountain shook again. Pressing its twisted visage to the edge where the wind threatened to tear away what passed for its face, a fleshless grinning entity came into view. “It’sssss….. time.”
 “For what? I will not let you out.” She marveled at how much strength she could still display in her voice. 
 The naitkilar held up a glowing orb. A god orb. With a clawed hand on each side, the spirit cracked it open like an egg. A star spilled out like a golden yolk. Calli backed away, unable to hide her horror. Before her floated a god in his most pure form, a soul, devoid of form. 
 “How?”
 The thing laughed and brought its face to the soul, and from its mouth it skewered the star upon a barbed tongue. The light of the soul flickered, before disappearing into the maw of the monster. 
 It began to glow from the soul within its belly, its eyes lighting up from the divinity it had consumed. It raised a hand and the wind stilled. 
 As the dust and rubble fell away, no longer carried on the wind, she saw that behind the creature lurked thousands more, of a thousand different appearances, each more horrible, more unimaginable than the other. Despite the confidence built from being nearly omnipotent for ages, she took another step back and turned to run, but a massive tentacle lined with thousands of suckers shoved through the naitkilari and past the edge of their confines, to wrap around her waist. 
 The jail had failed.
 She struggled, but its unimaginable strength held her fast. It dragged her toward its legion, her feet dragging along the stone, until the ground fell away and it pulled her into the void. 
 Those that could fit spilled into the catacombs, led by their glowing leader. Many could not fit, and their howls and growling created a cacophony of madness that echoed throughout the nothingness. The mountain would have to split to let the larger ones out.
 “No!” she screamed, but she had no one to warn. 
 The tentacle pulled her deep into the void. She struggled, feeling emotions bubble up within her that were all too mortal, feelings she’d forgotten. Fear, real horror and dread, filled her gut. She screamed, feeling powerless, unable to channel or pull up the sorcerous energies of godhood. 
“Hello?”
 She bit her lip, forcing the fear down. Had she really heard it? Were they toying with her? Why would they not just kill her?
 She twisted in the giant spirit’s grip. All about her were only monstrosities, their size so large it threatened her sanity. She had never felt so powerless before. The fear dug its barbs into her bones, and it kindled her anger. She had never been helpless before, never.
 “Is somebody there?”
 “Yes,” she answered. Maybe the monsters were mocking her, yet she couldn’t quench the hope that the voice belonged to someone real, substantial, that could free her. 
 Another tentacle rose before her, within its grip a boy, barely a man – the one that had brought down the god of Undeath. 
 “I’m here,” she said, loud enough to be heard over the creatures. Perhaps he could not see her in the dim, ethereal light of the chasm. 
 “The wind’s stopped,” he said. He turned to face her. Her divine sight saw him through the shadow of the void. It was not the absence of light that prevented him from seeing her.
 The man’s eyes were gone. 
 They looked raw and sore, and from the look of the scratches down his face, he had done it to himself. 
 “You don’t sound like Lara,” he continued, “There is no other you can hurt me with.”
 “I’m not one of them. You are Dorian, right? What have they done to you?”
 He nodded, slowly, and sighed deeply. “I am. I was. I… don’t know anymore. The wind has truly stopped?”
 “Yes. They have broken free.”
 “Then all is lost, isn’t it? I stopped one madman, only to unleash his madness on the world. Will they not kill me even now?”
 Why hadn’t they? Why would they continue to spare the both of them? “Why haven’t they killed us?” 
 “I think we are becoming like them.”
 “No we’re not,” Calli said. She said it with conviction, though she wondered how much he really knew. The gods had their secrets. No, she thought, he can’t know. He’s not a god, he means something else. She chose not to ask him to clarify. Instead she chose to focus on the problem at hand. “We’ve got to get out of here. If they’re not going to kill us, we can still stop them.”
 Dorian didn’t answer. 
 Calli focused on the spirits. She could scarce comprehend the size of the enormous beast that held them. The tentacles disappeared far below, hiding their captor from her sight in a mist born of shadow and spirit. She didn’t need to see it, she’d encountered it long ago. The mountain held them in a mystic shell, and though its size prevented it from escaping, it would eventually tear through the mountain, if it still possessed the strength. 
 The prison existed outside of time in a form of suspended animation. The mortal, Dorian, looked as though only a day had past, with only his self-mutilation as any sign of harm.
 Dorian turned his head and stared off across the void as though the sightless pits that had once been his eyes could actually still see. He tilted his head and then nodded. The tentacle rippled as though the beast considered crushing them. 
 “They will let us go now,” he said. 
 “Impossible,” she said, “They don’t let anyone go. They either kill them or…” 
 The tentacles moved, carrying them across the expanse rapidly. The wall of the prison came back into view and dropped them onto the ledge.
 Calli collapsed, never so thankful to have the rock of the mountain back beneath her feet. As the tentacle released Dorian, he stumbled forward until he found support against the cavern wall.
 “What just happened?” she asked. 
 “They let us go.” Dorian slid down the wall until he sat upon the ground next to her. 
 “They never let anyone go.” Distant memories bubbled to the surface, memories of when the gods were young and the naitkilari had first appeared. The naitkilari had not always killed. There’d been a time of transition. Those imprisoned, though many, were by no means their true number, though the rest of them no longer existed in the same way that these spirits continued.
She stared at the man. He rested with his head against the corridor, leading away. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry, taking pleasure in only breathing, as though tasting freedom. If they had chosen not to kill him, then what had they done to him?
 She crawled forward, channeling the Sorcery of Death into her. Though weak, it would take little energy to kill him. It would be in his best interest. There was no telling what the naitkilari had done to him. 
 Without his eyes he was oblivious her motions. He could not know what she planned. It would be a mercy to what would become of him.
 “Do you know if Lara’s okay?” he asked.
 Calli paused, her hand laced with Death inches from his face. “She left the mountain with your allies.”
 He sighed. “They haunted me with visions of her. I tore out my eyes to keep away their images. Now I only want to see her again. Isn’t that funny?”
 Calli smiled. It was a nice final thought. She moved her hands closer. She could feel his life force recoil from the entropy she controlled. His heart would slow. He would fall asleep from lack of blood to his head and die peacefully. It would be a far better ending than what the naitkilari might have in store for him. 
 Yet still she paused. Why did she hesitate? Because he does not deserve this, not yet. He saved me. He killed a god. This is not a hero’s death.
 His death would come soon enough. She knew that better than anyone. 
 Her hands fell away. He stared on blindly, unaware how close to his demise he’d come. He would have to die. She could sense... something… something unnatural within him. It was the corruption of the spirits. 
 At the very least he was her way out. 
 She grabbed his wrist and pulled him to his feet. “Come on,” she said, “We can’t rest yet.”
 They made their way through the dark corridors of the mountain, he trusting to her guidance. She could feel the spirits, easily able to tell the path they’d chosen. As they walked, she picked up the pace, a strange feeling of dread growing within her. The memory of the naitkilar consuming the god orb played over and over through her mind. It made her stomach roil. 
 They reached the chamber, but the spirits were already there. 
 “No,” she whispered.
  “What is it?” Dorian clung to her arm like a lifeline. 
 She could not find the words to tell him. The spirits pulled the orbs from the air and cracked them open as the one had done before, eating the souls within. It lit the spirits with an inner fire, glorious in their blasphemy. 
 She took a step forward, wracking her mind with some way to stop them. She knew she was too late. The gods were too few and there were too many spirits. She watched as one by one the stars winked out, giving their divinity to the spirits of corruption.
 “We’re too late,” Calli said. 
 The naitkilari paid the two of them no heed. They were changing. Even though not all of them had consumed the gods, it affected each and every one as though they shared a link. They fell to the stone floor as the fire burned through them. Their spirit forms swelled and hardened, bulging and morphing them into formless masses all across the expanse of the chamber. 
 Like cocoons.
 She hated being powerless. The consumption of the gods changed everything, it affected her destiny. She had worried about her comrades being zombies. If they were undead, the future would be difficult. If the naitkilari had consumed them instead, it made her destiny impossible. 
 There were supposed to be four of them. She knew for certain that only she remained, and only as a phantom of her former self. She would ride alone, even if it led her to oblivion. 
 She thought perhaps she could go about the room and crush them. There would be ways. They underestimated her. Their show of mercy would be their undoing. 
Yet they had summoned her as though to witness their release. She had not played a part in it, and they had reunited her with the man that had saved her from Undeath. They did not fear her. 
 She shuddered, feeling suddenly not unlike a pawn in a game of Kingwar. 
 “Come,” she said, “We’re leaving.”
 She willed the stone wall to part and the Watcher complied, opening up to the outside world. She looked down upon the Medan Valley, and at the journey ahead of them. 
 “I never thought I’d be so happy to feel cold air again,” Dorian said. The man actually smiled. 
 From the slope of the mountain with her godly vision she could see the horror that awaited them below, standing in the way of her destination, and wished for some of his ignorance. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 3
  
 Dark clouds blacked out the evening sky over Medanholm, obscuring the stars and dimming the setting sun. Winds from the south blew loose dust across a land conspicuously devoid of life, whether human or animal. Anything living hid. 
 Despite the cold, there were many people out, though they were not living. They shuffled in groups, few alone, drawn to one another’s presence, though incapable, or perhaps unwilling to interact with each other. 
 Their stiff movements hinted at their condition, as though they suffered from some type of subtle muscular palsy. From a distance a traveler might suspect nothing out of the ordinary, or wonder if they were intoxicated. 
 Up close there could be no denying the walking nightmare they’d become. 
 Many of the shamblers sported fatal wounds that included missing limbs. Even drained of blood their bodies continued on, incapable of experiencing true death. Bites and scratches leaked puss surrounded by necrosis, creating hideous wounds exposing muscle and bone. Hands twisted as though arthritic, and gore caked their broken fingernails from ravaging the flesh of the living. 
 Their faces did not lack intelligence, despite their state, but had transformed into a predatory cunning. Lips curled back from black teeth elongated by receded gums. Their eyes had turned a sickly, jaundiced yellow, with fading pupils that darted about at the slightest motion as though akin to a spider feeling vibrations on a web. 
 And they were everywhere. They wandered the farms and pastures and roads, they pounded and tore at cottages, sensing the still-beating heart of a desperate living entity fighting for survival. In the middle of the kingdom they were thick, swarming around the capital of Doramwall. Whether king Domaran and his family yet lived or not, no one knew. Outside its walls, the stink of the city’s fallen cavalry, composed of thousands of horses and trampled corpses, drew untold numbers of flies and carrion. Bodies of the soldiers were few, but not because of victory. Their dead had risen to join the invaders. 
 Across the Medan Valley the same horror repeated, though in some places the living fared better than at Doramwall. Some believed the gods punished them, others that the gods would save them. 
 To the far west of the kingdom in a small valley in the foothills of the Shrouded Mountains, five survivors huddled around a small campfire tucked beneath the cleft of a rocky outcropping. They numbered six, though one of their party kept a tireless watch upon a nearby hill. They had witnessed the spread of the undead and lived to tell the tale. They also knew that the dead were but a part of their worries. 
 Their leader, Taegar i’ Kallis, a young man with wild shaggy hair and haunted eyes, hoped to find a city untouched by the dead.   
 He glanced at the dark sky and shivered. It looked to be a short autumn. They’d seen a few flurries of snowflakes over the past few days, and in two weeks of travelling, they were still too far from the city of Levia. He didn’t know if it still stood since the invasion of the undead army, but he had to believe. They all did. If it didn’t stand, then what chance did they have?
 He’d hoped to reach the city before the first snow came to the Medan Valley, but his hope had begun to slip away. They should’ve reached it by now, but his choice in traveling companions had slowed him down considerably. They weren’t the type of allies he would’ve chosen. Fate had saddled them together, and as far as he knew, they could very possibly be the last remaining living in the entire kingdom of Medanholm. 
He pushed the thought away. That kind of thinking kept him awake at night. It made his companions feel all the more valuable, even the disfigured elf. He’d expected Aleran Starshade to die, and perhaps the elf would’ve been better for it. Yet somehow Aleran had held on, and even improved. He’d been horribly burnt and disfigured by one of his own spells gone awry, thrown back in his face by the god of Undeath. 
 Yes, Taegar found it remarkable that the elf lived, yet fortunate because it kept with them the woman, Serina. He’d never seen anyone fight like her, and he wondered if they lost Aleran would she go her own way? Those two were the last remaining members of Mendreth’s Fist, a mercenary band of incredible warriors. Even in the remote wilderness of Western Medanholm, they’d come across wandering packs of zombies. Serina and the man with the dead eyes, Mykel, dispatched them relatively easily. 
 Taegar moved to join his companions around the small fire, choosing a seat next to Lara. The girl, barely a woman, meant more to him than anyone else he traveled with. He would do anything for her, even give his own life, and had nearly done so in the past. Unfortunately, she still grieved, and held out hope, for another. 
 She acknowledged him with a nod. He wanted to sit closer to share her warmth, but mostly just to be next to her. Instead he distanced himself enough they could’ve squeezed another person in. 
 “You look tired,” she said. 
 “We all are,” he replied. He shivered, and glanced at the sky. “It may snow tonight. I’d hoped we could find shelter.”
 She nodded. There’d been few living in such a remote part of the foothills before the army invasion. This territory belonged more to giants and goblins, and humans were few and far between. They’d found several abandoned cabins that they’d raided for clothing and blankets, but the farther north they traveled all signs of civilization disappeared. They kept to the foothills of the Shrouded Mountains that rose above them to the west. The mountains also loomed to the north, but the group would still travel for miles before they’d be able to turn east, toward Levia. The trees of the Enthelm Forest stood like dark sentries directly to the east. Despite the elf’s insistence to enter the woods, they’d chosen to avoid it. Whatever direction they chose, it would be wilderness, though the woods would slow them down even more. They hugged the tree line, and would circle it to reach the city.
 Across the fire, Serina, the woman that broke away from her gender stereotype by pursuing the life of a mercenary, sat next to the elf. Aleran slept while she watched over him. Any time they stopped he would sleep. Taegar couldn’t imagine how he dealt with the pain. His backfired spell had burned away all of his hair, leaving behind raw blistered flesh. His lips, nose, and eyelids were completely gone, and he wore a blindfold to protect the remains of his damaged eyes. A young girl, Lysa, slept on the other side of Lara. She handled the zombies nearly better than any of them, though how he didn’t know. She’d lost her parents and one of her brothers a few weeks prior, and she went on with her life with a fierce determination that put the rest of them to shame. 
 The last member of their group crouched unmoving at the top of a nearby hill, keeping watch. Mykel, Lysa’s oldest brother, never slept. His eyes were as cold as his flesh. Taegar couldn’t quite decide what he thought of the man, especially after learning that he was dead. 
 Mykel was an anomaly. He was a zombie, and yet had not succumbed to the mindless hunger and rage of the others. Taegar had spoken to Lysa about it once during their journey. She’d replied that she’d wished for her brother to return and he had. For her it was that simple. The rest of them weren’t that sure, yet he’d given them no reason to doubt his intentions. If something were to happen to Lysa, he wondered if Mykel would change back.
 His thoughts were interrupted as Aleran awoke from his sleep with a start, head turned toward the forest as though his blind eyes could see. 
Serina placed a hand on his shoulder. “What is it?” she asked.
 “The spirits of the Enthelm are screaming,” he said, “Can you hear it?”
 Taegar listened. The wind shook the limbs and whistled through the leaves, but he heard no cries. Even the animals were silent. 
 “Shh,” Serina said, “I hear nothing.”
 “It’s a fever dream again,” Taegar said. The elf awoke often like this, hearing things on the wind. At first it had terrified them all, for there were things they could not see that they did not wish to encounter. They had witnessed the death of an evil god, but not before he had unleashed a horde of zombie gods into the world. Those beings had quickly scattered, but not before Taegar witnessed one of them become incorporeal. Where they were now he had no clue.  
 Aleran pointed into the woods. “We have to help them. Something terrible is happening.”
 “No. We avoid the forest.” Taegar glanced at the others for support, but their eyes were on the elf. 
 “Serina,” Aleran said, “Help me up.”
 Serina didn’t argue. The elf stood slowly, leaning heavily on the woman. The two of them headed toward the trees, neither seeming to care if the rest of them followed. 
 “Are you crazy? It’s too dark. You’ll get us killed. We can wait until morning, or discuss this.”
 Lara shook Lysa awake. The girl said nothing, quickly taking in the situation, and got to her feet. Lara strapped her sword to her waist and grabbed a torch and lit it from the campfire. The two of them set out after Serina and Aleran, leaving their supplies behind. 
 “This is crazy,” Taegar said. He jogged to catch up to Lara. The girl possessed admirable courage. He’d seen her fight impossible odds without a real weapon. She’d taken to dressing like Serina, in breeches, discarding her dresses for attire more convenient for their trip. He was glad that she’d stopped emulating the woman beyond that. He liked her long brown hair, and not the short cut that Serina favored.
 They only listened to him anymore when they didn’t want to make a hard decision. They wanted that on someone’s shoulders other than their own. He’d thought that made him their leader, but more often than not, they went their own way. 
 Behind him he could barely discern the sound of running as Mykel joined them. For a dead man, he moved incredibly silent. He didn’t ask what they were doing. Where Lysa went, he followed. 
 Before him the trees rustled, as though beckoning them. As the sun disappeared behind the mountains, the forest became a solid wall of darkness. If anything hid within them, none of them could see it. 
 To Lara, Taegar said, “We’re following a blind elf into the woods at night, toward screaming that only he can hear. Do you see anything wrong with that?”
 “We can’t let him go alone.”
 “Why not?” 
 She didn’t bother to answer. He hated sounding the coward, even when his advice was logical. He was just a pilgrim, though a lost one at that. He’d spent much of his life looking for faith, for a sign the gods were real, or that they still cared. He’d found all the evidence he needed to prove their existence, and it hadn’t been the solace he’d been searching for. 
 Serina and Aleran reached the edge of the forest. They didn’t pause, disappearing into the darkness as though the woods had swallowed them up. Taegar stayed near Lara, within her torchlight. A dozen yards in, they caught up. 
 The forest suddenly burst into light, and before he could cover his eyes the light of a brilliant orb blinded him. He drew his mace and took a step back, afraid to swing in fear that he would strike his companions. 
 He strained to hear whether enemies approached as his eyes slowly adjusted to the light. His companions were caught off guard too, stumbling back. His vision slowly returned, revealing a band of elves surrounding them, armed with bows and swords. One stood back, holding up a blue orb of sorcery.
 They were dressed in woodland greens and browns, and if they had not made their presence known, he doubted he would’ve ever seen them, even in daylight. Aleran, with Serina’s support, had moved close enough to engage in conversation with an elf wearing a laurel crown upon his head. 
Taegar moved closer to hear their conversation, ignoring the twitch of the nearest elf as he lifted his bow in warning. 
 It didn’t matter, he couldn’t understand a word they said. They spoke in the language of the fey.
 The reaction of the elves to Aleran’s disfigurement told him volumes. Their faces twisted with an unhidden mixture of disgust and pity. It had not been easy traveling with him, but to see their reaction to Aleran fueled Taegar with a slow rising anger. 
 Serina handled it better. She held her chin high, but her cheeks were red. While traveling with the two of them, Taegar had come to realize the bond that existed between the woman and the elven wizard. She would kill every one of the elves if it meant defending Aleran. Their distaste for his appearance offended her as well. 
 Finally Aleran turned back to his traveling companions. “This is Eromel of Misthaven. He says that a powerful and evil spirit has entered the forest. It has been killing the dryads to the southeast. They have followed its trail here, to where they found us.”
 “Do you think it’s one of the… dead gods?” Lara asked.
 The darkness beyond their circle of light took on an all-too menacing feeling. It felt as though eyes were watching them from every direction. Even with the elves, masters of the woodland habitat, he didn’t feel safe. 
 “If it is, we need to get out of here,” Taegar said, “We can’t fight them.”
 Eromel turned to face him. His acorn-shaped eyes were large and inhuman. “Aleran has told us of these… gods. I have dealt with them in ages past. We have successfully kept the walking dead out of our forest. We will defeat this abomination as well.”
 “Eromel has agreed to provide us safe passage through the Enthelms,” Aleran said, “If we will aid him in battling the spirit. I told him we would. They will join us at our camp, and in the morning we will hunt it down.”
 Taegar opened his mouth to ask how they intended for them to help, but he caught sight of two of the elves whispering amongst themselves, and saw the contempt in their expression. Whatever the elves had in mind, it did not bode well for the rest of them.
  
 

 
CHAPTER 4
  
 Taegar had a difficult night sleeping. The elves did not join them at the fire, instead taking positions within the branches of the trees. He knew they were there only because he’d seen them disappear, climbing with an agility he envied. 
 By the time the sun rose, he felt like he’d joined the dead. His fitful sleep and the early morning made him wish for the days before the invasion, when warm beds were easy to come by. They couldn’t go on like this forever. There had to be sanctuary somewhere.
 They moved toward the woods to join the elves awaiting within the shade of a towering elm. As they approached, Eromel stepped forward, drawing his thin elfish sabre and pointed it at Mykel.
 “What is this? You travel with an abomination?”
 Lysa moved to position herself between the elf and her brother, but Taegar interceded first. The night had cloaked his identity before, but the light of day revealed his condition. “It’s complicated,” he said, “He’s not the same.”
 Eromel’s eyes narrowed. “I will not allow him to set foot within these woods.”
 Aleran stepped forward, Serina guiding him. “I will vouch for him,” he said.
 “I think not.” Eromel stepped forward, and in one smooth motion drove the sabre into Mykel’s chest. 
 Mykel stepped forward, forcing the blade deeper until it penetrated out of his back. He grabbed the elf by the wrists and jerked him forward until their faces were nose to nose. The blood drained from Eromel’s face as he tried to pull away, but the dead man held him tightly. Nobody dared move. The band of elves had all taken a step back.
 Mykel let out a deep low growl. “Never do that again,” he said. He released Eromel, and the elf fell back against the tree. 
Taegar grabbed the hilt and pulled it out of Mykel’s chest and dropped it to the ground at Eromel’s feet. Thick dark blood stained the blade. The elf’s hand shook slightly as he picked it up. 
 Lysa stepped forward with hands on her hips. “You hurt him and I swear I’ll… I’ll let him eat you!”
 A dozen arrows on taut bowstrings aimed at the group. Taegar held his breath, not daring to breathe. The fear disappeared from Eromel’s expression. 
 “Eromel?” Aleran asked, “What’s going on?”
 Another elf stepped forward, and whispered in Eromel’s ear. His expression didn’t change but he gave the other a small nod. “Nothing,” he finally answered, “We will allow your… companion… to accompany us.” With that he turned and headed into the forest. 
 The other elves lowered their bows and quickly fell in behind, though some stayed behind Taegar and his group. Despite the defused situation, they continually glanced at Mykel as though they expected him to turn and attack. 
 The elves moved with complete silence, their steps disturbing not a branch or leaf. In comparison, Taegar and has companions sounded like a pack of ogres hopping on eggshells. 
 As far as he could tell, they were the only living creatures around.
 The further they walked, the more unsettled he became. Not from the wilderness, though, but from the elves. 
 Casually he asked, “So, why do you think they need our help?”
 “What are you afraid of?” Serina asked, “They said there’s a spirit corrupting the forest.”
 “Maybe if we were a bunch of heroes. Have you looked at your new traveling companions? This isn’t Mendreth’s Fist. Aside from you and Mykel, the rest of us aren’t warriors. We have a child with us. This is not the group that I’d ask for help.”
 Lysa looked up and said, “I’m not afraid.”
 “And what do you intend to do?” Taegar asked.
 “I’ll keep her out of the way,” Lara said, “We can still help. There are those of us that can.”
 Taegar shook his head. If he had any sense, he’d turn around and leave. He knew he’d be better off on his own. He always had been. 
 But that had been before he’d met Lara. Even facing a threat unknown, she carried her short sword with confidence, though she barely knew how to use it. In a fight against anything other than a few zombies, she’d be doomed. If he’d had to choose a fighting companion that he could depend on to defend his back, she shouldn’t have been at the top of his list, but this wasn’t the first time he’d gone along with her. The gods must’ve cursed him as a fool. As long as she continued on, he’d stay by her side. 
 Yes, the gods had definitely cursed him. The woman haunted his dreams. He longed to hold her, to kiss her, but her heart belonged to another. She held out hope that the man she loved still lived, and perhaps he did, though trapped in a prison meant for gods. While he sought sanctuary, she saw their destination as a source of hope, that the wizards of Levia would find a way to free him. 
 Serina stopped. “Wait,” she said softly, “Look at the trees.”
 He didn’t see it at first. He almost couldn’t detect the subtle changes to the trees. With winter steadily encroaching, the leaves were already yellow and brown, with many of the deciduous trees nearly bare. Looking closer, he noticed what Serina had. The trees looked dead. Oak and elm, ash and pine, all were dead, with leaves and needles dropping from the branches. 
 They weren’t just dead, they had just died, and the process was happening before their eyes.
 Lysa tugged at Mykel’s sleeve and pointed. “There’s someone over there.”
 Taegar looked where the little girl gestured. Not twenty feet away stood a man, naked and hunched over, long and tangled golden hair fallen over his face. Though the trees and foliage obscured him, Taegar recognized the form. In life the body would’ve glowed with divine radiance. In death the light had disappeared, yet still the man looked the form of human perfection, with powerful muscles and unearthly beauty. 
They’d found a dead god. Or rather, it had found them. 
 The god slowly raised his head and looked directly at them, his mouth opening and closing soundlessly as though he could already taste their flesh.
 “Where did the elves go?” Lysa asked.
 Taegar risked a glance around.  Eromel and his party were nowhere to be seen. “We’re bait.”
 “It’s just one zombie,” Lara said, “Easy, right?”
 The dead god lurched toward them, arms outstretched. Compared to the other dead they’d fought, he showed no signs of injury or rot. As he approached, the trees shook and moaned, their branches moving against the wind, twisting toward Taegar and his companions. 
 The nearest tree, a dead ash, tore a root from the earth. From its trunk a face emerged with gnashing teeth. They backed away as the tree groaned and careened wildly. A woman composed of deadwood pulled free from the ash as it uprooted and fell.
 Mykel stepped to the side, pulling Lysa with him as the tree hit the ground where they had just stood, with a force that shook the forest. The surrounding trees shuddered and toppled as more of the strange wooden women emerged from their trunks. 
 “It’s not one zombie,” Serina said, “It’s an entire forest of them. He’s infected the dryads.”
 She stepped forward and moving with lightning speed swung her sword into the zombie dryad’s neck. The faerie’s head popped off and tumbled away, and the body collapsed like a life-sized wooden doll. 
 One lurched at her from the side. She turned, finding Mykel had joined her. Following her example he swung for the neck. His sword chopped into the wood like an axe penetrating half way and firmly stuck. The dryad ignored him, as did all of the dead.
 “Mine’s enchanted,” Serina said, and decapitated it with a single stroke, freeing Mykel’s weapon. 
 “The god’s getting closer,” Lara said. Though she held her sword in front of her, she backed away. 
 More and more dryad’s emerged, forcing them back. Taegar clubbed one across the face, sending splinters and wood chips flying. The dead faerie hardly slowed. He pounded the head again and again, yet she didn’t drop until he’d completely pulverized it.
 The god had nearly reached them. 
 “Where are those damned elves?” he asked. Out of the three of them, only Serina’s blade gave them an edge. Finally he gave the order, “Fall back!”
 They ran before the dead god reached them, Lysa attempting to drag Aleran along. Though the elf still demonstrated remarkable grace despite his blindness, he slowed them down. 
 Risking a look back, Taegar saw the dryads no longer pursued them. Instead they moved from tree to tree, their wooden teeth digging in and tearing away bark. “They’re killing the tree spirits,” he said.
 Mykel grabbed him by the arm. “I may be the only one that can stop him,” he said, “Take Lysa, don’t let her follow me.”
 “No!” Lysa said, “I’ll go with you.”
 He knelt down and pulled her in for a hug. Taegar tensed at the dead man’s gesture, he still found it difficult to trust him, but Mykel’s affection was genuine. “I can’t protect you from all of them. They will ignore me. I’ll kill the god and catch up with you.”
 “I’ll wait for you,” she said.
 He shook his head. “Don’t stop running until you’re safe. I’ll find you when this is over.”
 Without another word, he turned to confront the zombie. Taegar wanted to watch. He wanted to pray to the gods that Mykel would succeed, but he didn’t know if any were left. “Come on,” he said, “He’ll be fine.”
 She sniffed and nodded.  
 Even with Aleran, he pushed them as hard as he dared. He found a game trail, and though it didn’t head west back the way they’d come, it made traveling that much easier. It twisted and turned, leading deeper into the forest. Here the trees were taller and thicker, blocking out the sky. To their left he heard the sound of running water.
 Bursting out of the foliage, they entered a clearing at the edge of a river. Though not too wide, it looked deep. Covering the ground looked like hundreds of butterflies of all different colors. They twitched as though they were slowly dying. Would the curse affect insects too? He didn’t want to think what that would mean. 
He paused, considering their options as Lara and Serina joined him. “Levia is still a ways to the northeast,” he said, “Which means a long walk through the forest, and crossing the river. Or we could try to cut through the brush and get out of the woods.”
 “I don’t want to be in these woods at night,” Serina said, “Not if I can’t trust the trees.”
 “Hey,” Lysa said, “These aren’t butterflies.”
 They turned to see the girl crouch. She reached out for one, extending a finger to touch the bright green wings.
 “No!” Taegar shouted. Lysa jerked her finger back as one of the tiny things flipped over and tried to bite her. 
 “Sprites,” Serina said.
 Lysa hopped up and took a step back. Her eyes were wide with wonder. “What’s wrong with them?”
 Taegar knelt down next to Serina. The tiny faeries lay gasping as though unable to breathe, their mouths moving like fish out of water, struggling for air. 
 Serina nudged one with her boot. The sprite latched on to the toe, trying to gnaw its way through the leather. With the heel of her other foot, she squished its head. It popped like a small cherry tomato. “They seem to be having difficulty with the plague,” she said. 
 “They don’t look bitten,” Lara said.
 “It’s the world dying,” Aleran said. They all turned to face the elf, who hadn’t said a word for some time. “The smaller faeries are inseparable from nature. The gods are changing the world. Their essence is killing everything.”
 “Does that mean Mykel failed?” Taegar asked, earning a glare from Lysa. 
 “How do we even know which god he fights?” Aleran replied, “All I hear is screaming, screaming from everything. The air tastes of death. What does it matter if Mykel wins or loses? We’re all going to die.”
 Serina grabbed him by the arms. “Don’t say that. We’ve survived against all odds. We will find others in Levia. We will find a way to fight.”
 “It’s all around us,” he said, “There’s death everywhere. There’s no way out. There’s no place to run.”
 Lara put a hand on Taegar’s chest, forcing him to take a step back. He looked at her questioningly, and she pointed to the ground. The sprites were crawling toward them. “Guys? We’ve got to go. Now!”
  They turned back down the trail. Sensing their prey fleeing, the sprites lifted up, a colorful cloud of death. Aleran, unable to see them, stood his ground.
 “Aleran,” Serina cried, “This way.”
 The sprites settled upon him, blanketing him with a shroud of hundreds of wings. They sounded like a swarm of hornets, loud enough to almost drown out the elf’s screams. He fell to his knees. Taegar lost sight of him within the swarm. 
 Serina turned back. Taegar wrapped his arms about her, forcing her away. She struggled, and he swept her up in his arms and carried her. She beat against his chest, this woman that had slain possibly thousands of monsters, suddenly limp and helpless. 
 “Please,” she sobbed, “He’s all I have left. Let me go. Let me go to him.”
 “He’s gone,” Taegar said. He ran faster, ignoring the branches scraping at his face, and the brush that threatened to trip him. 
 “Then let me die with him,” she said, “I’ve lost everyone. Just let me go.”
 He whispered empty words of comfort, words to distract her, things he’d heard at gravesites to give hope to the living. They came like rote to his lips, devoid of meaning. She wept against his shoulder, her fight gone. He could see Lara out of the corner of his eye, keeping up with him, and he silently thanked whatever gods were left that it had been the elf and not her. 
 It felt like they ran for hours, though he had no idea how much time had actually passed, and he had no idea how far they’d traveled. He collapsed on an old log, gently setting Serina down. She immediately pulled away, hugging her knees to her breasts. Lara dropped down next to him. 
They didn’t say anything while they caught their breath. He could still hear the elf’s screaming in his head, though he knew by now he had to be dead, possibly one of the undead. There had to be some way out of the forest. Once he could catch his breath he’d find his way. He wasn’t much of a woodsman, but he’d been alone on the road since his mid-teenage years. He’d learned a few tricks. 
 Lara sat next to him, looking back the way they’d came. They were down to the three of them. 
 Just three… Wait. “Where’s Lysa?” he asked, and jumped back to his feet.
  
 

 
CHAPTER 5
  
 Mykel walked into the midst of twisting and dying trees. A massive oak, possibly hundreds of years old, raised its branches to the sky before falling, its root structure pulled up from the earth, showering him in dirt and leaving a crater in its wake. The dryad zombie that pulled herself from its trunk seemed but an ant in comparison. 
 He knew little of such creatures. His mother had told him once, as a child, that when you killed the tree, the dryad also died. The trees were dead, and the dryads lived on, albeit as something else. They reminded him of rotting logs with legs. 
 He walked past her, ignored, toward the god and raised his sword. The gold-skinned entity still pursued his comrades, staring beyond him as though he didn’t exist. Death had its perks. He swung the sword with a blow capable of decapitating a mortal.
 It sliced through his neck and stopped against the god’s spine.
 The zombie turned and faced him, seeing Mykel as though for the first time, and as a threat coming between him and his prey. As he pulled the sword free for another strike, the god’s backhanded blow caught him off guard and sent him flying. As he crashed through a thicket he felt a new emotion he’d not thought to ever experience again. 
 Surprise.
 The dead god watched him struggle as he crawled out of the bush. The blow had crushed ribs. Mykel didn’t feel pain, and he didn’t worry about broken bones. As long as he could stand, he could still fight. 
 Clenching his fists, he strode up to the god. His sword had slipped free, falling at the god’s feet. He didn’t need a weapon. He would tear him apart with hands and teeth. The god did not wait for Mykel to attack, launching forward with hands going for his neck. Mykel sidestepped him easily, sending a flurry of punches into the zombie’s face and neck. 
 The god responded with flailing arms and snapping teeth. Mykel drove an elbow into his mouth, shattering teeth. The zombie ignored the blow and seized him about the throat. 
 Fingers strong as stone sank into his flesh. Mykel fought to pry them loose, but the god’s strength surpassed his own. 
 He jammed his fist through the sword wound on the zombie’s neck and struck his spinal cord. The god released him, staggering as he lost control of motor functions. Mykel fought to drive his fingers deeper, and wrap completely around the spine. If he could get a grip, the fight would be over. He tore through the muscle tendon and the god’s head tilted, no longer able to support it upright. 
 The zombie grabbed his wrist with one hand, and the upper arm with his other. His elbow snapped as the dead god twisted, followed by the tearing of flesh and muscle. The arm tore away, and the god threw him to the ground. 
 Mykel stared at the bloodless stump where his arm had been. Looking back at the god, the other half of his arm had managed to grab the spine, but the god still stood, head resting limply against his left shoulder. 
 He could still feel his dismembered arm. He could still feel his fingers against the spine of the god.
 He willed the separated fist to clench and the god toppled. 
 All about him, the zombie dryads continued to attack the other trees. Leaves and pine needles fell like snow. 
Mykel stood over the downed god. The zombie snapped and bit at him, but without control over the rest of his body, he no longer presented a danger. He reached down and pulled his arm free. He placed it back to where it had once hung, and felt bone and tissue fibers immediately reconnect and regenerate. 
 He raised his fist in front of him and wiggled his fingers. Around the elbow where it had torn away, the flesh didn’t heal, leaving a permanent necrotic scar. It didn’t concern him in the least.
 Mykel turned his attention back to the god and grabbing him by his hair, lifted it from the ground. When around his allies, he could sense the blood flowing in their veins, smell their delicious flesh. It created a constant battle within him, a war to hang on to that slim thread of humanity that kept him from joining the ranks of the zombie horde. 
 He’d been a mindless zombie before returning home. Nothing had solved the mystery of his return of his mental functions. He couldn’t even remember what it had been like. He still had the taste in his mouth, and felt the cravings like the pang of addiction. Some part of his sanity had survived where a hundred thousand others were lost. 
 He’d lost control but once since then, in battle. Family had saved him, his inability to harm his sister. 
 There were no living beings nearby to draw his attention. He didn’t care about the dryads. They did not incite his hunger any more than the vegetables or fruit did. 
 It wasn’t life he sensed. There was something else. 
 Mykel stared into the dead god’s eyes. They were golden, even in undeath. The gods did not demonstrate any of the rot of their human counterparts, immortal and glorified beyond life. Blood did not pump through his veins. Sorcery did. He could sense its source.
 With a feral growl he sank his teeth into the god’s cranium with enough force to shatter the skull.
  
 

 
CHAPTER 6
  
 Lysa had started to flee as the sprites swarmed over Aleran. She’d kept close to the others, terror adding speed to her feet. She ran, feeling the utter hopelessness that the elf had spoken of. Was he right? Were they lost? As soon as they had entered the forest and seen the zombie tree people, she realized what a true nightmare the world had become. There wasn’t any way out. The trees were everywhere. She could run forever and never be free of them.
 It felt immeasurably worse without Mykel. He’d promised he’d find her, though she couldn’t imagine how. She should have stayed with him. There might’ve been a way for her to help. She wasn’t worried about him. Nothing had posed a threat to him. Everything dead ignored him. 
 What if he could make her like him? Would it be so bad?
 He didn’t act like he cared that they’d lost everyone. She’d watched the dead kill her parents. Her father had been infected with a bite that killed him slowly, and he’d changed and killed her mother. Dorian, her brother, had slain them both. 
 The thought of her parents made her eyes blur. She thought about them too much. Their loss left an emptiness inside of her that was nearly unbearable. With Mykel around, she could push it away and focus on surviving, just like the others did. 
 Her other brother still lived, or so Lara said. Lysa wanted to believe. Mykel told her it was a possibility, but said that she was his only concern now. When they got to Levia, Lara said the wizards could find Dorian and save him. 
 That’s what made her stop. How could the wizards help Dorian if Aleran hadn’t been able to? What if the wizards weren’t willing? Aleran had been very powerful, able to control fire. Wizards had spell books with all of their secrets contained within. If she had that book, she could save Dorian herself. She wouldn’t be useless, either. She could fight along with the others, and no longer be a helpless nine year old girl.  
 Lysa watched the others disappear into the woods before turning back. They wouldn’t agree with what she planned. She tried to be quiet, but every twig snapped beneath her feet. She sounded incredibly loud to her own ears. In the distance she could hear the groans of the trees as they killed one another. She wondered if she was hearing the trees screaming like Aleran had said. 
They didn’t move as fast as the human dead did. The faeries of the trees weren’t used to moving and attacking. She didn’t think that was how trees ate at all. The curse turned them into something they weren’t, making them do things they had never done before. 
 She hadn’t gotten too far from the clearing. She stood on the outside, peering through the trees. Aleran lay on the hard earth, staring at the sky. He looked as though he were still alive. His bandage had fallen from where his eyes had been, showing horrible empty sockets surrounded by burnt twisted flesh. His body had swollen, making him look as though he’d rapidly gained weight, and his clothes were torn, showing deep bite marks all over. 
 It looked like he still breathed. Did the dead need air? Mykel didn’t. When he sat still, he was like a statue. Aleran didn’t act like her brother at all. 
 Breath meant life. 
 She carefully studied the clearing. She saw no sign of the sprites. Cautiously she approached him. With only the elf to disturb the illusion, the glade had a sense of peace. She could feel the magic of this place. On any other day, she would’ve loved it there. Now she only felt exposed. 
 If there were others out there, if the sprites were nearby, they had a thousand places to hide. The brush grew thick. They could be watching her, waiting until she was too distracted to run. The trees too were probably watching. Just that morning she only thought of trees as objects, not as living things. She knew they were plants, but they’d never posed any danger. She’d climbed them, taken naps in their shade, and never once worried about her safety. She would never trust them again.
 She drew closer to the elf. She knew he kept his book in the large pouch on his waist. She’d seen him touch it fondly, though he would never read it again. With one last look around, she knelt down next to him.
 Yes, he still breathed. That meant he hadn’t changed yet. She grabbed his pouch and drew his attention. 
 His hand shot out, grabbing her by the wrist. Sightless eye sockets turned toward her as though he might somehow still see her. Somehow she managed not to scream. She pulled free and fell backward, scuttling away from his fingers that stretched out after her. 
 “Killlllll mmmeee…” His voice sounded like an old man choking on dirt. Somehow he lifted up on his elbow. He searched for her blindly.
 “I can’t,” she said. 
 “Pllleasssse…”
 Tears threatened to blind her. He looked horrible. She’d hardly been able to look at him the entire time they’d traveled together. His friend, Serina, had cared for him tenderly. Lysa couldn’t imagine having to deal with his burns and the missing flesh. Besides, he smelled like burnt pork. She’d stayed as far away from him as possible.
 He stared blindly in her direction a while longer. He could only support himself for a few seconds before giving up on her and falling back, resuming his sightless staring at the sky. 
 She angrily wiped a fist across her eyes. She couldn’t be weak. Mykel and Dorian depended on her. She crawled back toward Aleran, as quietly as possible. His breathing came harsh, as though his lungs struggled to continue. 
 As softly and quietly as possible, she undid the latch on the pouch. He stirred slightly, but didn’t attempt to grab her again. Carefully she grabbed the spine of the spell book and slid it out. 
 His breathing stopped. She paused, book only halfway out. Though he no longer gasped for breath, his body still moved. 
 He didn’t move. 
 Something moved within him. 
 Unable to look away, she stared at the way things rippled beneath the flesh. It looked like dozens of gophers burrowed just out of sight. His body contorted as their movements picked up and the body swelled, growing unnaturally larger, as though the elf gained hundreds of pounds in seconds. 
 She yanked the book free and threw herself backward as the body burst, releasing a cloud of sprites into the air. They were covered in the gore that had previously been Aleran. 
Holding the book to her chest, she got to her feet and ran. 
 The beating of their wings sounded like a plague of flies pursuing her. She didn’t look back, she knew if she did she would give up. She ran through the brush, heedless of the branches slapping her and slashing at her face. She didn’t care which direction she ran, as long as she could hear them she had to keep moving. 
 This forest had become death. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 7
  
 Lysa darted and twisted as the sprites closed in. The small faerie zombies lacked the coordination of their living peers, and it gave her the advantage, if only a small one. They were unable to move through the thick overgrowth, despite their size, and their clumsy flying crashed them into trees and branches. They focused only on her, oblivious to obstacles. 
 She had youth and her size favoring her, and though the brush hampered her, when she hit a game trail, she ran for all she was worth. She couldn’t tell how many of them followed her. Their numbers more than made up for those that crashed and fell behind. 
 She couldn’t run forever, and they would never tire. 
 She turned sharply and came across an old tree with a hollow big enough for her to slip inside. She threw herself in, hoping she’d moved quickly enough. 
 The sprites came into view. Their colors had dulled, losing the brilliance they’d possessed in life, and further darkened by their meal of Aleran. They passed so closely she could’ve reached out and grabbed one. They didn’t see her, and disappeared down the path. 
 She chose not to move for some time. Her fingers ached, and she realized how tightly she clutched the book, as though it were a talisman capable of protecting her. 
 She wished Mykel would find her already. Despite the time of day, the tall trees blocked out the sun and dimmed the woods. 
 Detritus filled the hollow, beneath which worms, spiders, and beetles moved, disturbed by her presence. Before the spread of the walking dead, nothing could’ve made her hide there.  She would’ve ran out screaming and grossed out. She still didn’t like them, but their living presence comforted her.
 She hated running and being afraid. She hated being alone. She sniffed back her tears, refusing to cry. She couldn’t be a little girl anymore, scared of ogres and goblins and shadows. Her mother had always told her that women didn’t fight. Well, Serina and Lara did. They weren’t afraid. They fought, and they were girls. 
 Maybe she could fight too.
 Lysa opened the spell book. The first page greeted her with a writing she’d never seen before. She could see the order within it, but if they were words she couldn’t tell. She flipped through the pages looking for anything familiar. Some of the pages had drawings of symbols and diagrams of hand gestures. The book contained numerous spells, some she could read, others she couldn’t, though all were in Aleran’s handwriting. He’d collected over a hundred spells, along with chronicling things he’d encountered and places he’d discovered that possessed any magical significance. 
 She found a short spell that she could read, only four lines long and three words per line. Though the words were unfamiliar, she could pronounce them. An illustration showed a wizard with a palm of flame. Aleran had liked fire, though it had been his downfall. 
 The sprites had been gone for a while. She stuck her head out, and glanced around. Aside from the rending of the trees in the distance, she heard nothing else. She crawled out of the hollow, and wondered which way to go. 
 She decided on away from the screaming trees. 
 She found the game trail again, and walked slowly, eyes continually scanning the trees for any signs of movement. Some of the area looked familiar. She picked up her pace, and burst back into the clearing. 
 Aleran’s bits and pieces were still scattered about. In the middle of the gore crouched a lone sprite, still nibbling on an unidentifiable chunk of the elf, its little wings twitching as it chewed. Barely larger than a butterfly, the faerie produced a strange, high-pitched mewling sound. 
Lysa took a slow step back. It hadn’t seen her. 
 Her heel came down on a dead branch. It snapped, and she stopped, hoping it hadn’t heard. 
 The sprite looked up and turned its head, looking about. As its gaze fell upon her, it studied her curiously. She didn’t move, she didn’t dare to breathe. It turned, getting to its feet, its wings beating faster and faster until it lifted into the air. 
 She couldn’t run anymore. She wanted to be brave. Next to her foot she found a heavy branch, large enough to use as a club, yet small enough for her. 
 She dropped the book at her feet and swept up the stick. She’d never been good with a weapon, even when just play-fighting with her brothers. She put all of her strength into the swing. It didn’t feel like much. She connected, splattering the sprite in an explosion of blood, sparkles, and tiny body parts. 
 It felt satisfying. 
 She could fight. The feeling of victory filled her with confidence. She sat the stick down, and recited out loud the spell, holding her hand out, palm up, just like in the illustration. 
 With the first line her hand tingled. She had difficulty identifying the sensation. It felt as though the air about her hand swirled. With the second line, the pressure increased, as though someone held her hand. She continued on, fascinated. She said the words to the third line, and the air itself pressed in against her from all sides. 
 The weight of the fourth line became something physical. She could almost see it. Her entire body tingled with the sorcery as she summoned something from nothing. Her hair lifted and blew back as though from an ethereal breeze. The world shimmered before her eyes, and in her palm she produced a small ball of flame. 
 It startled her as it burst into existence, with all of the sensations of the casting instantly disappearing. She panicked in fear of being burnt and threw the flame before it could burn her. 
 It shot from her hand faster than anything she’d ever seen, streaking across the clearing to explode into the forest line. It blasted the trees, sending branches flying. 
 She stared wide-eyed at the damage. It had hit like a giant’s punch, coated in flame. A few dead limbs burned, but the trees had not ignited. 
 A smile stretched slowly across her face.  She hugged the book and headed toward the tree screams. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 8
  
 Lysa reached the border of the nightmare, where strange women with wooden bodies attacked the trees, gnawing through the bark with their wooden teeth. The trees emitted a strange sound, their trunks popping and twisting, and visibly died. The line of death stretched away in both directions. 
 She did not see her brother. She feared he’d been lost somewhere within the madness. She longed to utter the words to the spell, but dared not until she’d found him. 
 The dead dryads feasted on the bark of the surrounding woods. Lysa would never have imagined that a tree person eating another tree would be so disgusting, but somehow they accomplished it. Keeping low, she moved through the timber as cautiously as possible. Being small, she could slip along fallen trees without being seen. 
 Ahead she heard ripping and tearing that did not sound at all like breaking branches. Her instincts screamed for her to turn away. She had to look. If it was her brother, she could help him.
 A large number of the dryads were clustered around a spot where they pushed and fought to get to the center. She stood up on her toes to see what they ate, but still couldn’t see.  
 It couldn’t be Mykel. They wouldn’t be interested in eating him. But who then? Her friends? Maybe it was a deer or other animal. She grabbed the low branches of a dead tree and pulled herself up until she could see. 
 The dryads were eating the elves that had led them here. They were still tangled within the branches of a toppled spruce, betrayed by the forest they’d fought to protect. 
Since the zombie invasion, she’d seen plenty of their nightmarish atrocities. She kept thinking eventually the sights would stop bothering her; her nightmares blended in with her waking life to where she sometimes wasn’t sure which she had actually lived through. Still, she couldn’t watch for long, and the way the tree limbs wrapped around the elves looked unnatural. 
 Suddenly she didn’t feel so safe on her own perch.
 Moving faster than she should, she dropped to the ground and shuddered, wiping her hands on her blouse.
 Mykel had to be nearby. The dead flora continued to take no notice of her. Lysa bit her lip and decided to take a chance. 
 “Mykel!” she screamed. 
 He didn’t answer. 
 She did attract the attention of the wood nymphs. 
 All down the line the creatures looked up and eyed her hungrily. A few went back to their meal, most pulled away, stumbling toward her. They were not as distracted as she had thought.
 Lysa took a step back as the fear threatened to overwhelm her. The feel of the book in her hands anchored her. She didn’t have to run. She could fight. 
 Tucking the book under her arm, she stood her ground. The spell came back easily, and the fire returned faster, before she’d uttered the entire incantation. She pointed her palm at the nearest dryad. The ball of fire shot out, immolating the creature in a blaze that rapidly consumed it. 
 Even burning, the creature took a few more steps. Its dead wooden form burned hot and fast. The flames licked upward, consuming its head first, before it collapsed to the forest floor, resembling nothing more than a twisted, smoldering log.
 More dryads came at her from every direction, with new ones from the dying trees joining them. She began the words of the verse again, feeling the sorcerous power surge with each of the spoken words. She managed to launch another ball at a nymph only ten feet away. As another stepped over it, the fire shot up its legs, attracted to the combustible deadwood. It made it a few feet further before collapsing. 
 Again she said the words, bringing the magic fire into existence. As she threw it at another zombie, the air shimmered all about her. She could see the magic!
 The next flaming creature stumbled and fell against a tree where another one of the creatures emerged. The tree lit up as easily as the zombie. The flames rose into the branches, putting off an unbelievable amount of heat, and despite being twenty feet away, made her step back. 
 And then the trees next to it ignited. 
 Though the zombies came after her the fire spread quickly, moving through the dead layer of branches that littered the earth, finding the dead as though it had a mind of its own. 
 Lysa cheered as it consumed the dryads. The heat grew intense, nearly stealing her breath and baking her skin. She turned and ran. 
 Behind her, a choking black cloud of smoke rose into the sky as the forest burned. A tiny voice screamed in the back of her mind, What have I done? Mykel’s back there! She ignored it, and bit her lip to force away tears. The smoke chased after her, covering the ground like a mist.
 She ran until she could run no more. She sat down on a fallen log to catch her breath. A light breeze ruffled her hair, taking the smoke away from her. Even through the thick trees, the fire had still pursued her for some distance. She could see it rising over the tree tops where the smoke blacked out the sky. 
 Something moved in the trees. Lysa jumped to her feet, ready to utter the spell again at the first sign of trouble. The smoke made it horribly dark, cloaking her pursuer in shadows. It didn’t move like one of the tree creatures, though. It moved like… 
 … a man. Like Mykel. 
 He approached her slowly, his face looking disfigured. “Mykel!” she cried, “Are you hurt?”
He didn’t answer, his lip curling in a snarl. As he neared, she saw he wasn’t burnt. Blood and gore caked his chin and mouth. He’d attacked and eaten someone. 
 A part of her urged her to cast the spell, now, while she still could. The man coming toward her did not carry Mykel’s spark. He’d lost to the zombie within. 
 The less rational part of her mind, the part she listened to, told her it didn’t matter. 
 Her brother reached for her. She didn’t move. 
 “Hi, Mykel,” she said.
 His expression instantly changed. The monster in his features disappeared, leaving only her brother. 
 “Hello,” he said. 
 She threw her arms about him. He smelled like a campfire. “I was afraid I set you on fire.”
 His hands rested gently on her shoulder. “You did that? How?”
 She let go of him and grabbed the book. “With this,” she said, “I can do magic!”
 He knelt down next to her. He gave her one of his forced smiles he practiced just for her. He struggled to show his emotions, and they probably weren’t even real, but she didn’t care. She knew he meant it, in his own way. “Where did you get that?”
 “It was Aleran’s.”
 “Oh.” 
 “He’s dead.”
 Mykel looked around. “And the others? Are they dead?”
 “No. I hope not. I lost them when I went back for the book.” Lysa pulled out her pink handkerchief and wiped away the blood from Mykel’s chin. “What did you do? Did you hurt someone?”
 “No, only the zombie god.”
 “Did you eat him?” 
 Mykel nodded. She stuck out her tongue. “Yuck.” 
 She wiped as much of the blood away as she could, though his face remained stained. She would need water to clean him properly.  
 “Come on,” he said, “Let’s go find the others.”
 “I don’t know where they are,” Lysa said, “I’m tired.”
 He scooped her up in his arms and she rested her head against his shoulder and closed her eyes. He made her feel weightless as though she were still a little girl, she didn’t feel afraid with him. When he held her, her fears melted away. She only felt truly safe when they were together. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 9
  
 “How could you lose her?” Serina asked. Her eyes narrowed in accusation. 
 “I didn’t…” Taegar began, but he let the words die. She’d just lost the last of her companions, and she failed to hide her pain behind her glare. Lara watched him from over Serina’s shoulder, covering her mouth, tears spilling down her cheeks. He chose his next words carefully. “We will find her. She can’t be that far away.”
 The lie tasted foul in his mouth. Serina had proven to be a remarkable tracker. She possessed skills of finding the smallest clue, and picked up on things he couldn’t notice. He couldn’t even see the signs when she pointed them out, though he nodded as though he did. He felt so oblivious to what she saw that he began to wonder if he could even tell if a dragon had passed through the area.
 He had watched the change in her expression as she lost hope. The girl had doubled back at some point, and she’d been traveling cautiously. Somehow Lysa had thrown Serina off their trail. 
 He could feel time running out as something tangible. It hung over them like a weight. They had to escape from the Enthelms before the forest killed them. He could hear the breaking and rending of the trees encroaching, and every minute they spent delaying, looking for Lysa, put them in more danger. 
 But what else could they do? He hoped they found her before Mykel found them. He almost feared the dead man more than the zombie trees. The apathy the man displayed frightened him. He suspected the lack of emotion truly hid something worse, and only the little girl held it in check. If he learned that they had lost his sister… well, he didn’t want to think about it.
Lara put a hand on his arm and squeezed it gently. Her look of sympathy contrasted Serina’s harsh accusing stare like a ray of sunshine through dark clouds. “We’ll find her,” she said, “I know we will.” She forced a small smile. Did any of them smile much anymore?
 They looked to him for leadership, though he couldn’t see why. They would’ve been better off following Serina. At least she had experience in battle. No one had ever depended on him before. He’d never intended to lead anyone. He’d spent his life looking for answers to life’s mysteries. He’d thought finding answers would give him purpose. He didn’t like the ones he’d found. He hadn’t told them any of that. What could he do? 
 Several dark shadows passed over them. They looked up, but whatever it was moved too quickly, immediately obscured by the treetops. The shadows had been big – too big to be a bird. 
 Serina put tension on her bowstring, arrow nocked. He watched her become a different person in the blink of an eye, the vulnerable woman disappearing, replaced by a calm and deadly warrior. It gave him comfort to have her with them. 
 The large shapes flew over again, black silhouettes against the dark clouds. The wingspan of the creature looked enormous.
 “What are they?” Lara asked. She kept her voice barely above a whisper. 
 “More importantly,” Serina said, “Are they already dead?”
 She presented a horrifying truth. What if this zombie curse spread to everything, including animals? Including monsters? The world, piece by piece, crumbled and died, consumed by the spread of a living entropy. They fought for survival for what? Did they even have a future? 
 He held his sword at the ready, noting out of the corner of his eye that Lara too had hers drawn. The beasts, for there was more than one of them, landed just out of sight beyond a thick copse of elms. One of them let out a loud shriek, much like the cry of an eagle, though far louder. 
 The hairs on the back of his neck stood up, and Taegar fought to keep from running. Serina stood her ground, waiting, targeting foes none of them could see. When she ran, he would too. But not before. 
 Taegar expected a monster to charge. Instead, a man stepped out of the foliage, with arms raised. He wore strange clothing that hugged his body, combining metal and leather in something that could not quite be called armor. It appeared more decorative than practical. 
 “Who are you?” Serina called.
 “I am Vichak,” the man replied, “of the Third Circle. Lower your weapons.”
 Serina and Lara immediately complied. Taegar lowered his a bit slower. “Third Circle?”
 “He’s a wizard,” Serina said, “Likely from Levia.” 
 “Then we are saved.”
 “Maybe.”
 Vichak approached, still with arms raised. He carried no weapons, though Taegar knew a wizard was never truly defenseless. Out of the trees, four others followed. They were dressed much the same as their leader. He looked Taegar over, quickly dismissing him as a threat, and turned his attention to the women. 
 “Both of you carry enchanted blades,” Vichak said. He quickly dismissed Lara too, and faced Serina. “I know you. Lady i’ Neshar. You are a long ways from home.”
 “I have not been home in a long time,” she answered.
 “No, I suppose you haven’t. I saw you in Doramwall last year. These were not your traveling companions. The others were more… impressive.”
 Serina’s expression darkened. Vichak pretended not to notice and continued. “Indeed, I heard your father arrived, bringing along a suitor. He was quite disappointed to find that you had already departed, somewhat hastily.”
 “You know much about me,” Serina said, “I’m afraid I don’t remember you.”
 “No, you wouldn’t, though I was at court the day you and your companions held council with the king.”
 “One of Theondrin’s entourage? He surrounds himself only with boot shiners, or young apprentices to handle his… staff. No, I would not have remembered you.”
Vichak’s face turned red and he momentarily stopped breathing. After nearly a ten count, he said, “Enough pleasantries. We are to bring you to Levia.”
 “You were looking for us?” Lara asked, “Why?”
 Vichak’s eyes narrowed as he looked to her. “We detected strong sorcery in the woods. We went looking for it and found you. As I suspect neither of your companions are wizards, I assume you had something to do with it. Regardless, these are dark times, and we are accepting all refugees we come across. Even those with misguided hostility.”
 The wizards turned back to where they had landed, expecting them to follow. Serina did so without hesitation. Lara fell in behind her, leaving Taegar hurrying to catch up. They entered a clearing with the ground torn up as though the trees had stepped out of the way of the five beasts awaiting them. 
 Taegar recognized them immediately, though he’d only heard about such creatures. They were rare, and creatures of legend. The hind torso had the legs and tail of a lion. The front half had the powerful anatomy of a giant eagle. They were griffins. 
 Serina accompanied the wizards without hesitation as they mounted the magnificent, and slightly terrifying beasts. Taegar and Lara approached with a bit more apprehension. The eyes of the predator were cold, studying the two of them as though a potential meal. Each talon was as long as his hand, and looked sharper than Serina’s swords. The mighty beak looked as though it could take his head off with one quick snap. 
 He admired Serina’s bravery and trust. Nothing that mighty could act like some typical domesticated mount, even with magic. One of the wizards, a young man with the face of a teen, extended a hand to help him up. He mounted the chimeric beast, and pushed his fear aide. He could feel the griffin’s powerful muscles in its haunches, supporting the two of them easily. He had nothing to hang onto but the wizard’s shoulders.
 “Vichak,” Serina said, climbing up behind the wizard, “There are others. Two of our companions, a young girl and her brother were separated from us. Can you find them?”
 “Of course,” the wizard said, “We can find anyone. You keep company with quite a different crowd now. I suppose though, that in these times one cannot always choose their friends.”
 Vichak gestured to one of the wizards, an older man with shocking white hair. “Caridan?”
 “I’ll find them.” The man hopped onto his griffin. The beast leaped into the sky with a terrifying speed, its wings caught the wind and soared away. 
 “Do you have news of Renhold? Of my family?”
 “Renhold fell. Your father is a resourceful man though. They might have survived. It’s hard to say. It will be some time before we learn the extent of this plague.”
 The griffin beat its wings, forcing Taegar to turn away from their conversation and hold on tightly as its body moved with a strange feline grace. He had never considered riding a cat, no matter how large. He realized with a sense of longing, just how much he missed horses. 
 The ground fell away at a breakneck speed. He felt his head spin from the vertigo and focused on the back of the wizard’s head until he regained control of his senses. 
 “Look at that,” the young man said. His voice held a hint of awe, interlaced with fear.
 Taegar forced himself to look. Thick black smoke rose from the forest, mixing with the dark storm clouds. The Enthelm Forest burned. He prayed to whatever gods still listened that the wizard would find Lysa and Mykel. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 10
  
 Dorian knew only darkness and motion. The woman held his hand, guiding him ever down. Her hands were soft and cold, and even with constant contact they did not warm. She spoke little, warning him of obstacles in their path, or areas where they had to climb down. 
 He couldn’t tell how many days he’d spent in the prison. He had no way to measure time. It felt like an eternity. 
The monsters could still be torturing him for all he knew, though it didn’t feel like it. The air was fresh, though not quite right. It had a hint of rot, like there was ever a dead animal somewhere nearby. The breeze too felt different from the tempest. It felt weak in comparison, and carried the chill of approaching winter. 
 The woman never stopped to rest, and pushed him for what felt like hours. His stomach growled as body functions denied him began to return. He put his trust in her, though he only had the slightest idea of who she was. He could almost picture a woman shrouded in darkness, standing behind Lara as he said his goodbyes. 
 “How much further?” he asked.
 “Not much longer now,” she said, “We are nearing the base of the Watcher.”
 “And what then? What’s the world like now?”
 “It doesn’t look good. When we entered the mountain, the dead were everywhere, and spreading. Unless something’s changed, I don’t think it’s gotten better.”
 “So the god I stopped. It made no difference?” He still didn’t quite understand how he’d done it. He’d stolen a book of ancient writings from a necromancer. He’d destroyed it, sensing the evil it contained. Destroying the book had affected a god, one that made the dead rise and hunt for human flesh. In that moment, he had hoped he’d stopped the army of zombies, that he’d given his life for a purpose. He’d clung to that hope throughout the eternity of torture he suffered. It almost had made it bearable. Almost.
 “Not as we’d hoped,” the woman said, “They’ve lost their direction. They’re freed from control, though now it appears as though they only exist to kill.”
 “I failed. And now those… those things are freed. I’ve made things worse.”
 “Things are always worse,” she said, “There’s always something darker, more evil, springing up from the ashes of its predecessors. As long as someone will stand against it, the sun will continue to rise. There will be hope for the next generation.”
 “You sound sure of yourself.”
 “I’ve been around a long time.”
 They continued on in silence. The ground suddenly leveled out beneath his feet, causing him to stumble. 
 “We made it?” Dorian asked. He could hardly believe it. He’d began to believe the mountain was infinite. 
 “Only the first part of our journey.”
 “And now we must face the dead. How many thousands of them are there between them and our destination?”
 “There are hundreds of thousands of them,” she answered, “But none of them zombies. From here we enter the underworld, my kingdom.”
 “Then you really are Death.”
 “Yes. Beneath the Watcher is a tunnel. It is but one passage of many that a soul may take to the afterlife. No one living has walked this path for many thousands of years. You will not want to stray from me.”
 “Where would I go?”
 She led him on. Without his eyes he could not tell a change in light, though the air instantly changed. The chill of the wind disappeared, and it actually grew warmer. His hearing compensated for his loss of sight, amplifying sounds such as his footsteps, and even his heartbeat. For the first time he realized he could not hear her in any way. She moved like a ghost. She had no sway to her walk, and her feet were silent as though they never touched the ground. Did she float? He did not know how to ask her. 
 He also could not hear her breathing. If she were Death, perhaps she and Mykel were something similar. Dorian still attributed Mykel’s sanity to the Fates. It seemed forever ago that he had stood within the ring of Destiny Stones, beseeching the Fates to intervene, to save his family and his love. He’d felt their influence, though he’d lost his parents. 
 He’d assumed he’d fulfilled his Destiny upon stopping the fallen god. That thought made him feel adrift, free from his fate. His story had ended, leaving him broken and without a future. 
The ground gradually sloped more and more. Sometime during their journey, Death stopped and fed him. She didn’t tell him what it was, and he didn’t ask. It tasted spongy and smelled of earth. They didn’t rest long, and though his legs ached, he didn’t complain. There was no other option than to keep walking. He liked this future better than the one she’d taken him from.
 “We are nearing the entrance,” Death said, “There are three guardians we must pass, that keep the living from my realm. You must stay close to me always. They will let me by, but you they will seek to kill.”
 “I understand.”
 They came to a stop. Death let go of his hand, leaving him to lean against the stone wall of the tunnel. He had spent so much time underground since this whole ordeal started. He’d journeyed through ancient pipes below his hometown of Briar’s End, searching for a way out of the city, hoping not to be killed by goblins. He’d then been lost in the tunnels within the Watcher, with the feeling of the mountain pressing in on him from all sides. 
 This felt little different, though he felt no will to go on. The largest known mountain loomed above his head, while he stood at the entry to the underworld. Perhaps this was where his journey was supposed to lead. He felt remarkably calm, considering their destination. He did not have the urgency to escape. He felt… safe. The underworld did not scare him, and he would accept whatever came along. It wasn’t despair. It felt more like inevitability. He didn’t know why, but this felt like his final journey. Death would leave him there. Maybe he would be whole then, in the land of the dead. He hoped his parents would be waiting for him. 
 He hoped for their forgiveness.
 Somewhere before him, he heard stone scrape on stone as a doorway opened. Long trapped stagnant air blew out, carrying along with it whispers. Even with his sensitive hearing, he could not quite make out the words. He wondered if he only thought the voices were real. It almost sounded like…
 “Welcome home.”
 The dead were welcoming their goddess back. The air brushing against his cheek felt almost like fingers. Could there be ghosts about him? Strange that the thought didn’t bother him. He’d encountered spirits once before, and they’d sought to do him harm. A fool man by the name of Taegar had angered them, and they’d barely escaped with their lives. 
 He wondered if the man had gotten himself killed yet. He had probably run off somewhere to hide.
 Death took his hand and led him forward.  
 “Welcome to Purgatora,” she said, “Here was the first kingdom of the dead. The dwarf king Kolbolt built it for me. It is a glorious example of his people’s engineering.”
 “Describe it to me.”
 She walked forward, pulling him along. “It is a massive city built directly into the walls of a vast catacomb, with every structure made from polished white granite. Across every surface is a story of that age, and of the times before, depicted in hieroglyphs. Within are homes for thousands of souls to dwell in comfort for all eternity. The light of a thousand astral crystals grow from the stone, bathing the streets with their ethereal light.”
 He couldn’t quite picture it, though he could feel its inhabitants watching them, and hear their whispers as they walked among them. They were eager. “Who are the ones that still live here?”
 “This city is empty,” she said, “We eventually were forced to go deeper, abandoning this city and walling it off forever. When the living discovered it, they sought out their loved ones that had preceded them. I had Purgatora built as a refuge and place of rest for the dead, to leave behind the cares of the mortal life. And there were… complications… when the living and dead interacted.”
 “No one stayed? Not living or dead?”
 “No one.”
 “What of the guardian?” Dorian asked. 
 “It resides at the edge of the city.”
Dorian tightened his grip and pulled her close. Lowering his voice, he said, “We are not alone. How much further?”
 “Impossible. I see no one. How do you know?”
 “I can hear them,” he said, “I feel them.”
 “Impossible,” she said again, but she could not completely hide the worry from permeating her voice. “We have to reach the center of the city. The gates to the Second City are there.”    
 They picked up their pace. The whispers turned to laughter, a high-pitched eager sound not unlike that of a child. She pulled him along faster than he felt comfortable. He knew he had to trust her, that she wouldn’t let him trip. The roads were remarkably free from debris, as though maintained. If not that, then they had not been disturbed since their abandonment. 
 He wished he would’ve had the strength to keep his eyes, to withstand the constant torture of the naitkilari. At the time it felt like the only way to escape. He couldn’t kill himself, and they’d had an unknown interest in keeping him alive. They toyed with him and appeared as loved ones. They played with all parts of his memories. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t shut them out. 
 It left him depending on the mercy of a woman that had no reason to help him. Her concerns far outweighed taking care of him. She was the goddess of Death and he was a nobody, a broken individual that no longer had a purpose. 
 The shadows pursued them. They stirred the air, whirring about them like a plague of flies, brushing against him as though just to see how he would react. He tried to ignore them, just like he’d tried to ignore the naitkilari. How could she not sense them? 
 “Not much further,” Death said.
 Her hand jerked out of his.
 He stumbled to a halt, thrown off balance. She screamed and sightlessly he turned to face the direction of the sound. Her voice faded quickly as though she’d been carried away. 
 He remained perfectly still, waiting. The whispers laughed again, in that strange chilling way, coming from all about him at once.
 One struck his shoulder nearly sending him sprawling. He swung a fist, though if he connected he had no way of knowing. 
 Feeling more in danger standing alone in the middle of an abandoned city, he made his way in the direction Death’s scream had come from. He stepped carefully, expecting any moment to fall into a pit. With arms extended, he searched for the buildings she spoke of. 
 They could’ve taken her anywhere, not just into a building. There could be alleys, or caves, or even sewers. 
 The panic welled up in him and he lost his balance. He dropped to his knees and crawled. 
 From deep within him, he felt something stir, like a serpent. It awakened from its sleep at the base of his spine, traveling up and into his head. He stopped and grabbed his temples with both hands, and the whispers stopped. 
 His body tingled as though filled with electricity as the force within him fought for control. He struggled internally as the energy spilled through his limbs. 
 He knew what it was, he remembered the thing slithering into him through his mouth, merging with his spirit to share his body. He had a naitkilar within him. He hadn’t been able to tell her, she might’ve left him with them. 
 Or killed him.
 Through gritted teeth he managed to utter, “No…” The thing within him thrashed as he fought it with every ounce of his will. There was nothing physical to the battle. His soul battled for its existence. 
 “I. Am. My. Own. Master.” His mouth filled with blood.
 The struggling stopped. 
 Dorian sat up, testing his arms and legs. They were his own. Something had changed within him. By suppressing the naitkilar’s attempt of possession, he had changed.  
He could see.
 Sort of. He reached up and stuck his fingers into his scarred and empty eye sockets. He didn’t see with eyes, he saw with the spirit within. But was it his? He could feel the thing’s tendrils wrapped about his soul. He could feel it like a second consciousness, an extension of his mind, though alien in its mindset.
 And he saw through its eyes. 
 He could see the city, though only where he focused his consciousness. Anything he chose to ignore faded away with almost a dreamlike quality. The spirits though, he could see all of them clearly. He saw them moving about, like gelatinous entities of etheric blue energy. They grinned maliciously, circling closer and closer. 
 Dorian stood up. They resembled people, though with eyes wide with madness and not bound to the earth. A woman with a rictus expression swooped toward his face emitting a horrid scream. 
 He reached out and grabbed her by the throat, choking out her cry.
 “Well isn’t this interesting,” he said. 
 The woman struggled, her cold hands gripping his wrist and fear chased away her amusement. She had no more strength compared to him than a child. And they couldn’t hurt him anymore. 
 He released her and she shot away. The other spirits hesitated for a few seconds more, before they too fled.
 Looking around, he saw the tell-tale glow of multiple spirits around a yellow glow. He walked quickly, no longer doubting his steps. Buildings faded in and out of view as his awareness required it. As expected, the yellow glow formed an aura about Death. 
 The spirits held her down, feeding upon her radiance. The glow marked her as one of the divine. The light rose from her toward the spirits’ gaping mouths. She writhed in agony as her light diminished. 
 In their focus, they did not see him approach. He grabbed them one by one, his fingers finding purchase easily in their diaphanous forms. After he cast the first two away, the others noticed him, and they quickly fled into the darkness.
 An alien energy filled his limbs, merging spirit with flesh. He had no time to think on it. He knelt down next to Death. She shuddered and hugged herself. She still possessed a subtle golden glow, but it was faint. It nearly made her fade away in his new spirit vision. 
 “It’s okay,” Dorian said, “They will no longer bother us.”
 She stared as though seeing him for the first time. He wondered if anything had changed about him visibly, but didn’t ask. The fear in her eyes was not from him. It faded away, replaced by relief and tears. 
 She threw her arms about him, her tears falling upon his neck. He held her awkwardly. He never imagined that gods would cry, or even that they could. Then again, little remained of her divinity. Her aloof presence had crumbled, taking with it her confidence.  
 When Death finally released him, she wiped the tears away with the back of her hand, and all expression disappeared, leaving behind only calm composure. “Thank you,” she said, “Those spirits had become feral. Their solitude has changed them. How did you stop them?”
 “I can see again. Somewhat.”
 “How?” She reached up as though to feel his face. Catching herself, she lowered her hands. 
 “I don’t know,” he lied, “It doesn’t matter. It’s not real sight, it’s some sort of spirit vision.”
 She studied him, waiting for him to explain more. “We should continue,” he said. He couldn’t tell her about the thing within. He had bested it, but what if it came back? If he were seeing through its eyes, he could not tell it apart from himself. 
 “Yes,” she said. Death grabbed his hand and then realized what she’d done. “I guess you don’t need to be led.”
 “I don’t mind, it brings me comfort.” That made her smile, and he realized that she needed it more than he did. In an instant, she’d become vulnerable. Everything she’d known had been stripped away from her. Her fall from the divine had broken her, and she was starting to see the cracks for the first time. 
 
 

 
CHAPTER 11
  
 In the center of Purgatora stood a modest building, barely larger than a cottage, and made of the same white granite stone. Death released his hand and stepped forward, running her hands along the smooth wall. It looked not unlike a mausoleum.
 “This is it,” Death said, “Beyond these doors lies my kingdom, the underworld. You must stay close, the guardian will kill anything living.”
 “What is it?”
 “Have you heard of grimm wolves?”
 Dorian nodded. “Yes, scavengers that eat the fallen on the battlefield.”
 “Yes, I suppose you would see them as such. They make their dens in entrances to the underworld. They lead the dead home, and they keep the living out.”
 She placed her left hand upon the door. From her fingertips Dorian saw waves of ethereal energy travel like slow lightning over the door. He wondered if she could see it too. It surrounded the stone until the entire entrance radiated with it. Only then did the door swing open by itself, as though an invisible watchman granted them entry. 
 The entry gaped open to a wall of darkness. His awkward sight revealed cold, rough stairs descending downward. If the air had smelled stale in Purgatora, the air they released from this door smelled ancient. 
 “Shall we?” Death asked.
 He took her hand again and they began their descent. 
 “Be careful,” she said, “These steps were not made for the living. They are an access for the designers, nothing more. The feet of the dead never touch them.”
 The stairs spiraled ever downward. Though his spirit sight allowed him to see each step, there was nothing else to see but the two of them. The walls pressed in, barely wide enough to walk side by side, with a ceiling only a few feet over their heads. If a grave plot had stairs, this is what it would feel like, he thought. 
 The stairs curved one last time, and they emerged from the side of a stone cliff onto a vast plain. He could see no roof overhead, and if he didn’t know better, he would never have known they were underground. He could see the underworld with amazing clarity. This world was not for mortal eyes, the likes of which he no longer possessed. It existed for spirits, and his new vision gave him a clarity as though he’d grown new and improved eyes. 
 The earth dropped sharply down into a great valley split by a mighty river with dark waters with easily a mile between each of its shores. A forest of dark trees covered the miles between them and the river. On the far side, barely visible in the gloom, a massive city stretched across a barren plain. 
 His mouth must’ve been hanging open as he caught Death staring at him. 
 “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”
 “Yes, I can see everything. Are… do you think my parents are here?”
 “Yes,” Death said, “If they sense you, you might see them again.”
 He shivered. He had to believe he had made the right choice. None of them had known what the bite of the dead would do. He had done what he’d had to, to save the life of his sister. They hadn’t been his parents when he’d dealt the killing blow, yet he’d stared into the face of family when he ended their existence. He didn’t know if he could ever forgive himself. If he saw them again…
 His thoughts were interrupted as dark shapes moved out of the forest. Grimm wolves. Their fur was black as soot, and they stood as tall as a war horse. He’d seen wolves before, even a dire wolf once, but these were different. When they moved, they shifted. He didn’t know how else to describe it. It was as though they teleported a short distance with each step, covering at least twice the ground they otherwise would have. 
 Death stood proudly, with head held high. Despite her weakened state, she presented herself like a queen. She met the eyes of the largest wolf in challenge. 
Dorian stood behind her, edging closer to the door. She had told him to stay close, but he found himself doubting that the monstrous beast even recognized her. As it shifted closer, he was sure of it. The wolf’s eyes spoke of murder. Neither of them were dead, and the beast no longer saw Death as his mistress.
 Death had not given up yet though. She stepped forward and held out a hand low, palm up. The wolf, still baring its fangs, lowered its head and sniffed. 
 The grimm wolf threw back his head and howled. The pack, moving as one, turned and disappeared back into the forest. 
 “For a moment I didn’t think they knew you,” Dorian said.
 “For a moment I didn’t either. Let’s go.”
 He hurried to keep up with her, despite her weakened condition she still walked with purpose. The forest waited for them expectantly, silent and massive dark sentinels. He hoped the worst was behind them. They had only the dead left to face. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 12
  
 Taegar had never seen a city like Levia before, and he’d traveled through much of Medanholm. Though the size of Doramwall dwarfed it, the wizard city bypassed it in grandeur. He had not thought it possible.
 As were many of the great cities of Medanholm, Levia was divided into districts with their own traits, though he could not tell them apart. The entire city rose to the heavens with towers so high he had to strain his neck. The griffin skirted dangerously close to the walls as it weaved between them. 
 Many of the buildings had spires, stabbing violently into the sky, and some with strange giant lenses poking from the rooftops. Others were flat with runes and symbols painted over the surface. The very air tingled, making the hairs on the back of his arm stand up as though they flew in an electrical storm. 
 The buildings were polished stone, and seamless – in so many unusual colors it reminded him of tumblers and jugglers with their multicolored scarves and vestments. As close as he could tell, they might have been rare gemstones, but that was impossible. The value of such a structure would be immeasurable. 
 An imposing wall surrounded the city, with smaller jagged towers packed tightly together. The shape of the city, from the sky, reminded him of a giant mouth with draconic teeth. As the griffins swooped in, it gave him the uncomfortable sensation of dropping into that enormous mouth. 
 They landed in a large courtyard surrounded by short exotic trees with leaves of bright purple and yellow. As he dismounted, the other two griffins landed with Lara and Serina. The wizard, Vichak, pulled a small diamond from his belt pouch and spoke into it. 
 A few seconds later, the air shimmered and a man appeared. He wore long purple and black silk robes with embroidered patterns crawling across the fabric as though alive. In his left hand he held a staff nearly seven feet high of black wood that crackled with energy barely visible within the grain. Two other wizards materialized next to him, their robes a solid red with collars that extended up several inches above their heads.   
 Serina and their accompanying wizards bowed low. She caught Taegar and Lara’s eye, and they quickly followed her example. 
 “Rise,” the wizard said. 
 Vichak walked over to the robed leader and said something in a low voice. The man nodded, and ignoring Taegar, spoke directly to Serina. 
 “Serina i’ Neshar,” he said, “Of Mendreth’s Fist, companion of the pyromancer Aleran Starshade. I welcome you and your friends as guests to Levia.”
 Serina bowed in acknowledgement. “Thank you, Archmage Theondrin, we graciously accept your hospitality.”
 Taegar suddenly realized that he stood in the presence of one of the most powerful men in all of Medanholm. The archmage served as the advisor to King Domaran, as well as controlling this city. 
 Somehow, he didn’t look how Taegar imagined. He didn’t look nearly old enough, maybe in his middle years, and still with most of his dark hair. He had facial hair, but not the long beard many older wizards chose to sport, as though their power was measured by the inches of their beard. His was short and well-trimmed. 
“Where is Aleran?” Theondrin asked, “It has been nearly a decade since I last saw him. Is he well?”
 Serina stared down at her own hands. “He has fallen, as have Sir Ilandar, Priest Ranodan, and Hadar Blackstone. I am all that is left.”
 Theondrin sighed. His shoulders slumped with the news. “I am most sorry to hear of their loss. I would ask how, but I am afraid I know. Few have survived this war.”
 “Your city looks untouched,” Serina said, “How did you survive?”
 “Alas, we saw the trouble coming. I personally warned the king, but he thought he could stop the enemy with might. I’m sure you are well-aware of how that went. I offered what aid I could, but the stubborn man would not abandon his throne. Right to the end.
 “We had our own troubles,” Theondrin continued, “Someone brought the curse in through a bite, before we knew what we were dealing with. The entire East District is restricted, we’ve walled it off to prevent it from spreading further.”
 “Why don’t you use your sorcery to kill them?” Taegar asked, “Surely there are enough wizards here to destroy the zombies.”
 The other wizards frowned at his boldness, but Theondrin didn’t seem to mind. “We could,” he said, but they appear to adapt. The more we kill by magic, the rest change. It’s as though they undergo some sort of evolution. The more sorcery we use on them, the less they are affected by it. We have necromancers studying the phenomenon.”
 Serina nodded. “When Ranodan fell, he was not like the other dead. The priests at the Watcher put out a gas, like a fog. It altered the dead about them.”
 “Yes,” Theondrin agreed, “We see a similar reaction with zombified wizards. And now we find that the forest spirits are no longer immune. It’s unprecedented.”
 “It’s the gods,” Taegar said, “Not even they were immune.”
 “Careful,” Vichak said, “Your words border on heresy.”
 “It’s true,” Serina said, “We saw it. Many of them are zombies.”
 Theondrin rubbed his chin, considering their words. “If such a thing were true... I must meditate upon what you’ve told me. Vichak will provide you all with your own quarters. You are welcome to stay as long as you like, as long as you stay away from the East District. If that is all?”
 Lara, who had remained quiet up until then, spoke up. “We had two friends, a little girl and a soldier, her brother. Vichak sent a man looking for them. Would you let us know when you find them?”
 Theondrin nodded. “Vichak?”
 “Yes, I sent Caridan. He will find them.”
 Lara almost smiled. “Thank you. And… one other thing. I saw a camp outside the walls. Are there actually people still out there?”
 “Yes, they arrived a week ago. Interesting people, they don’t seem to be all there. They wanted in, but it’s hard to trust those whom zombies won’t attack. We brought in a… diplomat… that we are studying. They might have answers for us, or they could be part of the problem. I don’t know yet. I’m not taking any chances, regardless.”
 With that, Theondrin and his two guards disappeared. Stable hands arrived to take the griffins away as Vichak gestured for them to follow him.
 Serina stopped the wizard with a hand on his shoulder. He turned with a scowl.
 “I just wanted to say thank you,” Serina said, “You saved our lives.”
 Vichak’s expression softened. “You are welcome. Times have certainly changed, haven’t they?”
 “Yes.”
 “I am truly sorry for the loss of your friends. You should know that Sir Ilandar was a good friend of mine. I hunted with him for years.”
 “He spoke highly of you,” Serina said, “Even when I didn’t.”
 “I know he was more than just a companion,” Vichak said. He resumed walking, with Serina by his side. 
 “We both knew the risks,” she interrupted. With that she would say no more. 
They did not walk far. He led them through the city, with the majestic towers rising all about them. To Taegar, it appeared as if day to day life continued seemingly oblivious to the nightmare outside their walls, with tradesmen going about their business, areas set up with individual gardens, and areas cordoned off where they could hear the sound of livestock. The streets were full of men and women, humans and elves primarily, with the rare dwarf and even a giant, going about their business. Most looked scholarly, and books were everywhere.
 Vichak noticed his gaze and said, “Levia is the greatest center of knowledge in the world. We welcome anyone, of any race, here as long as they pursue knowledge.”
 “But so many books,” said Taegar, “Everyone has them. How is that possible?
 Vichak laughed. “Anything is possible here. We have many scribes here, with over ninety percent of our population literate.”
 He stopped next to a young girl perusing a book on a shelf. The girl smiled and nodded to Vichak, walked over to the merchant and paid him three silver, and left with the book. If he’d known that he would’ve become a book trader years ago. They sold for much more in every other corner of the kingdom.
 “It is in our best interest to have knowledge as accessible as possible,” he continued, “Though Levia has the Great Library, we also make smaller books readily available to any that wish to own them. We do try to keep most of it in the city, however.”
   Taegar made a mental note to revisit the book store as Vichak led them on. He took them to a tower of bright blue stone. If the walls weren’t so thick, he would’ve sworn he could see completely through it. 
 Serina touched the tower and asked, “Blue topaz?”
 Vichak nodded. “Very good. You know your gemstones.”
 “This building alone is priceless,” Taegar said.
 “And it is where I leave you,” he said, “You all have the fifth floor to yourselves. When we find the last two of your friends, we’ll bring them to you. We provide a refugee allowance for buying food and supplies, if you choose to stay, for a few weeks. You will, of course, have to find jobs, which should not be too hard. We lost a significant amount of laborers when the East District fell.” To Serina he added, “I’m afraid your nobility won’t benefit you as much as it did in the past.”
 “I stopped using it long ago,” she said. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 13
  
 Taegar stepped out on his gemstone balcony and stared out across the city. On the outside, it appeared peaceful, a utopic island where he could momentarily forget the horrors he’d seen over the last few weeks. He could block out the loss of those who had counted on him. 
 He idly ran his hand over the smooth railing. Beneath his fingertips, electricity pulsed within the stone, drawn to the surface by his touch. He couldn’t feel it, even as a static discharge. When he slid his hand along it, the bolts chased his fingers. 
 It felt good to be safe. He hadn’t had a full night’s sleep for as long as he could remember, and he hoped tonight would be different. He worried that he had seen too much, that it would stay with him forever. 
 He didn’t care if staying meant he would be a servant or a shit shoveler. He just didn’t want to be afraid anymore. 
 Yes, the city gave a sense of security he thought he’d never find again. He wouldn’t admit it to the others, but he knew that he’d lost hope. He’d presented a strong front, if only for the benefit of the others. In the forest, he knew they were as good as dead. He didn’t know what sorcery the wizards had detected that had led them to him, but he was thankful for it. 
 A rogue breeze carried a rank scent above the city, reminding him that their safety was tenuous at best. He smelled carnage, the smell of decay and burning flesh. It lasted only the blink of an eye and disappeared. An army of the dead encircled the city. Even within, an entire district had fallen. 
He didn’t want to dwell on it. These were no longer his problems. He could make this work. He could make the best of any situation. Why didn’t he want to close his eyes?
 A knock at his door pulled him away from his thoughts. Lara? No, she had not emerged from her room since arriving, hours ago. He wanted to check on her, but something inside told him it was best to give her a little time. She slept in the room next door. He wished he could see through it, watch over her while she slept, like he’d done ever since leaving the Watcher.
 He opened the door, not knowing who he expected to see. He didn’t expect Serina. 
 “Hey,” he said, “Did they find them?”
 Serina shook her head. “No, not that I’ve heard. May I come in?”
 “Of course.”
 He stepped to the side and allowed her entry. She had bathed – as had he – and it had transformed her into a completely different woman. Somehow it surprised him that they could even recognize each other, after the weeks in the foothills. He’d thought the dirt would never come off.
 She raised a bottle of red wine. “Levia’s finest. Thirsty?”
 “Oh yes.” 
 He grabbed two mugs from the cabinet as she pulled the cork with a dagger. He turned to offer her one, but she threw her head back and took a long swig directly from the bottle. As Serina came up for air she saw the mugs and laughed. “Oops.”
 “He shrugged and forced a chuckle. “Oh well. It always tastes better out of the bottle.”
 She passed it to him and he took a quick swig, not nearly as much as she had. It tasted sweet. “That’s good,” he said with a sigh, “It feels like years since I’ve had a real drink. If I’m not mistaken, this is from Renhold?”
 “Yes, I’m feeling a little nostalgic. I’ve been thinking of home.”
 “That’s something I try not to think about.”
 Serina took the bottle from him and took another swallow. He knew a few women that could drink like her, but not many. She left him with barely an inch in the bottom. 
 “I’ve never seen a Lady drink like that.”
 Serina took a step forward until they were a few inches apart. She stood taller than most women, nearly six foot. She could almost look him in the eye. She bit her lip as she wrapped her arms about his neck, bringing her lips close to his. “I’ve never been too good at being a Lady.”
 She pressed her lips to his. She tasted as sweet as the wine. With one arm in the small of her back, his other hand went to the back of her head, pushing her mouth harder against his. His tongue slid between her lips, exploring her mouth hungrily as she moaned in response. Her body pressed hard against his, hands pulling his shirt free from his breeches. 
 Lara. He pushed the thought of her away quickly. She was unattainable. Serina was real, and here now. The taste of her dulled his wits better than any wine.
 They broke apart for only a second as their shirts came off, their hands going to one another’s chests, exploring and groping. He hadn’t been with a woman in so long, he rushed, nearly tearing her undershirt off. She staggered awkwardly backward, half pulling him along, half being shoved, toward his bed. Her legs hit the edge, and she tumbled backward with a laugh as he fell on top of her. 
 “You going to treat me like a Lady?” Serina asked. Her voice was slurred with wine and lust, her words almost sounded like the purr of a cat. 
 “Milady.” He kissed down her neck to the pale flesh of her breasts, kissing and sucking tenderly on her skin, nipping at her gently with his teeth. His tongue followed one of many scars across her torso, where a blade or claw had torn away her right nipple. 
 The scars decorated her like tattoos. She had received more injuries than he could imagine, been in more battles than he ever hoped to see. Her abdomen had puckered scars in the pattern of a large predator’s bite, and his hand beneath her confirmed matching scars from the creature’s lower jaw. 
They did not detract from her beauty. They added to it, a collection of her history forever recorded in her flesh. This “Lady” had seen more action than most soldiers. He couldn’t fathom what would drive her to seek out such risks. 
 He ripped her belt off and cast it aside. She arched her butt from the bed, aiding him as he slid off her breeches. Though she dressed like a man, she was as beautiful as a goddess underneath. He kissed her gently in the soft tuft of hair between her legs, briefly tasting her wet desire for him. She raised her hips, pressing herself hard against his lips and chin. Her fingers tangled in his hair, holding him still as her body shook in response to his tongue.
 She sat up, bringing him up too and pulled him close, wrapping her bare legs about his waist, digging her nails into his ribs, and bit down teasingly on his nipple. He gasped in a mixture of pleasure and pain, and tried to concentrate on somehow removing his own breeches in their tangle of limbs. 
 Serina threw herself back onto the sheets and pulled him down on top of her again. She bit his lip, hard enough to draw blood, and slid her tongue into his mouth. He somehow managed to kick his clothing the rest of the way off with her rushing him along. 
 His desire raged like an inferno as he took her. They tumbled across the bed, hips thrusting, hands groping and fingernails scratching. For that moment, for the first time in weeks, his troubles slipped away. There was only Serina, her body, the pleasure in their unity. It cleansed the horrors from his mind, his inability to save everyone. 
 It almost chased away his thoughts of Lara. 
 “Serina… I…”
 She cut off any further words with another kiss.
 Their love-making became more intense, faster and urgent. She broke away from his kiss to throw her head back. She screamed her pleasure as her nails raked down his back. He buried his face deep in her hair and against her neck, smelling her essence, letting himself be swept away. With hands behind her, he crushed her hard against him as his own pleasure reached its high. He clung to that moment, willing it to linger forever. In that frozen instance of time, he pushed the world away, everything. He could let himself love her. They could have this forever. Together they could drive away the nightmares, believe in short bursts of passion that they were somewhere else.
 Afterward, Serina fell asleep nestled against his chest. The façade of the strong indomitable woman had slipped away leaving behind someone soft and vulnerable. Yes, he could love her. Maybe he already did. He kissed her petite nose and she sighed in her sleep.
 “I love you,” he whispered, trying the words out. He wanted to mean them, maybe even bring himself to believe it. He’d never been frivolous with sex, and maybe he let himself too easily fall in love. He’d only taken a few lovers over the years, and the fates had seen fit to keep all of them apart from him. 
 “I love you too,” she said softly. He studied her face for any signs of consciousness and found none. She spoke the words in her sleep. He smiled. This one could be different. 
 A tear trickled down her cheek until it met his chest. She continued talking in her sleep. “I miss you Ilandar. Why did you leave me?”
 And just like that his dream died.
  
 

 
CHAPTER 14
  
 The day after their arrival, Lara walked through the streets of Levia looking for a wizard. It shouldn’t have been so difficult, after all the city did have a reputation for them. However, being a wizard in this city meant having responsibilities, and even their apprentices rushed about as though an army of death were at their gates.
 Contrary to what she’d believed growing up, not everyone in the city practiced magic. People went about their business here as they did in every other town. Merchants hocked their wares, craftsmen crafted, and children played in the streets. Aside from the few wizards she tried to speak to, life went on. 
The feeling of being surrounded by normality brought a comfort to her she hadn’t felt since her life in Briar’s End, which though not that long ago, felt like another lifetime. She had risen early, choosing not to disturb her companions, and entered the city just as dawn arrived. The gray sky still threatened snow, though she saw only a few flakes before it gave up. She wondered if the wizards controlled the weather.
 She didn’t mind being with her companions. She supposed she should be calling them friends, for they were the only people left that she felt any kinship with. The five of them, for she refused to think of Mykel and Lysa as dead, had spent much time together, and had depended on each other for their survival for so long she felt exposed and vulnerable without them by her side. 
 She knew of Taegar’s feelings for her, though she couldn’t return them, not yet. She needed to know of Dorian’s fate. Did he still live? If so, she would hold out for a way to rescue him, no matter what it took, or what stood in her way. She was in a city where men and women did the impossible, and much had changed over the countless years since the gods had abandoned them.
 After trying and failing to stop several wizards, a heavyset merchant with sideburns to his chin took pity on her and pointed her in the direction of the Great Library.
 “There’s always someone studying there,” he’d said.
 The building she sought was as grand as every other structure in the city – a purple gemstone tower rising high above the streets. Everything here threatened to overwhelm her senses as if she were some small town farm girl. One of the first things she saw when she’d left their residence was a flying chariot pulled by winged horses. 
 Inside was just as spectacular, with shelves of books filling any space not required for walking. The walls were lined floor to ceiling with more tomes than could ever be written in several lifetimes. To even imagine reading them all would take an eternity. There were a few tables and chairs squeezed in, and most had a patron.
 Lara tried to catch someone’s gaze, anyone, if they even remotely looked like a wizard. The problem was, she couldn’t tell. The wizards she’d seen the day before, those that had accompanied her, wore strange clothing. Many of these people dressed fairly normal for a city of magic. They could’ve been historians or scholars. 
 She wandered back and forth among the shelves for a while, working up the courage to disturb someone. At the back of the library, a staircase led both up and down. She briefly considered visiting another floor when someone behind her cleared her throat. 
 She turned around to see a woman in a tight-fitting red dress watching her, with an armful of books clutched tightly to her ample chest. The woman possessed incredible beauty, with hair nearly as red as her dress, and eyes to match. Though human in appearance, from the top of her head grew goat horns, and on her back were folded massive black bat wings. The strange appearance did nothing to diminish her attractiveness. Lara had no idea what race the woman was, only that she was anything but human.
 “Can I help you?” the woman asked. She spoke softly, almost meekly, with a reverence befitting their location. 
 “Umm…” Lara stammered, “I… I need to find someone. I need a wizard.”
 “People generally look for books here. Most wizards have been quite busy as of late, working on the zombie epidemic. Perhaps I can help you?”
 “What are you?” Lara blurted out, then blushed. “I am so sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. It’s just…”
 The woman raised her hand and smiled, immediately setting Lara at ease. The woman’s very presence affected her mood. “I am a daemon,” she said, “Or more precisely, a succubus. I am sorry that it makes you uncomfortable, I cannot help it. The wizards don’t let me help much, I’m a bit of a distraction. I do find that I can blend in easier in here than on the streets.”
A daemon! “They just let you walk around?”
 “Why shouldn’t they? You think I go around eating babies and stealing souls?”
 Lara felt herself blushing. “I didn’t… I mean I… Don’t you?”
 “Not all the time,” the daemon said, “It’s okay, the reaction is quite common, I’m afraid. And there aren’t many of us around anymore. However, I am well-versed in most sorcery. I won’t even require you to trade your soul in return.”
 “Umm… thanks?”
 “Follow me. There are more appropriate places where I can help you.”
 The succubus led her down three flights of stairs. The two floors immediately underground were just as crowded as the first floor, but the room she took her to was mostly empty, with a pedestal and a table covered with a number of vials and bowls. The soft light of wisp orbs lit the room.  
 “Every tower has rooms like this one, she explained. There are some up higher, but I like the privacy of the lower ones. Few come down here.”
 “Thank you.” She extended her hand. “My name is Lara by the way. I appreciate your help. I am really sorry about my reaction.”
 “I don’t mind,” the succubus replied. She took Lara’s hand and gave her a gentle squeeze. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. You’ll forgive me if I don’t offer you my name in return. It’s a cultural thing. Now who do you need to find?”
 “A friend of mine is lost. Or rather I know where he is. I want to find a way to save him.”
 “What’s his name, and where do you think he is?”
 “Dorian i’ Galat. I left him within the Watcher. He was in a prison.”
 “Do you have anything of his?”
 Lara shook her head. He had given her things during the short time he’d courted her, but those items were miles away in her room. She hadn’t considered taking them at the time. 
 “Was he family or a lover?”
 Lara blushed. That reaction came easily around the woman. 
 “Ahh, a lover. Then you do have something of his. You have his heart. Not literally, of course, but it gives us a spiritual connection. Family is much the same.”
 The daemon grabbed a bowl from the table along with a pitcher of water. She sat the bowl in the middle of the room and poured the entire pitcher of water into it, filling it nearly to the rim. From her belt she pulled out a small knife. She gestured for Lara’s hand. “This,” she explained, “Will allow us to communicate with him, regardless of distance. And my magic requires blood.”
 Lara suddenly felt foolish. She’d allowed herself to be led into a solitary chamber by a daemon that wanted her blood. If she were murdered, no one would ever find her. She hesitated for only a second before extending her hand. If the risk meant that she had a chance to locate Dorian, even if only to speak to him, she would take it. 
 And then she would find a way to save him. 
 The daemon swiped the blade across Lara’s palm. It stung horribly. Somehow she resisted pulling away. A crimson gash appeared as blood flowed out. She turned Lara’s palm over the bowl, letting the blood drip and splash into the water. 
 The blood swirled, mixing with the water as though stirred by an invisible hand. The daemon released her, letting her place a clean handkerchief to her palm to staunch the bleeding. She tried to ignore the pain left from the blade and focus on the magic.
 The other woman leaned over the bowl, chanting softly. With each spoken word her eyes began to glow a fiery red, as though flames blazed within her. Within the strange tongue, Lara could only make out Dorian’s name. She realized the daemon called to him. 
 She studied the bowl intently. She half expected to see him in the water, though it didn’t change. Instead, their surroundings began to transform. The light of the wisp orbs dimmed as the air swirled about them, the walls disappearing as though they had crumbled to dust. The daemon’s chanting grew louder as she directed the sorcery, echoing through the nearly transparent room.
The chamber disappeared completely.
 The two of them still crouched on each side of the bowl, though their surroundings had been replaced by a landscape of twisted brush and dead grass. Bones poked up through the scorched earth, and as she stood she kicked up a cloud of ash. A few miles away, a city of dark stone marred the horizon like a scab. 
 She shuddered as a cold wind came out of nowhere and buffeted her, carrying with it the voice of a thousand screams. 
 “This isn’t right,” she said.
 The daemon looked up, confused. “That is the gravewind. We are on the Planes of the Fallen. We do not want to be here. Concentrate. You must take us to him.”
 Lara nodded and pictured his face. “Dorian,” she whispered, “Where are you?”
 The landscape blurred again, and disappeared as though the chill of the gravewind swept it away. Instead of open land, they were surrounded by darkness. It threatened to suck her breath away, and pressed against her like a physical weight. Even though she knew in her heart and mind that they were in a room far away and safe, she shuddered. The fear developed subtly, the feeling like a thousand eyes upon her, though she could see none of them. The daemon’s presence gave her some comfort. She would not want to be alone in this place. 
 Was this what Dorian saw? Her eyes strained, trying to see anything other than her guide. Shadowy forms moved around her. She could hear fingernails on stone, scraping. They approached from all directions, with a sharp intake of breath, forming words she could barely understand. “Warrmthhhh… Hhhhhot bloooood… Deliciousssss….”
 “He’s not here,” Lara said, “Try again.” Though barely audible, she may as well have shouted. She refused to believe Dorian was here. 
 The daemon leaned forward, eyes glowing red. “One more time,” she said. 
 Their surroundings blurred again, sweeping them away from the shades, and faded back to black. It felt as though they hadn’t moved. Two figures approached, only shadows, moving through a forest of alien trees, illuminated slightly by the sorcery channeled through the bowl. 
 Lara recognized one as the goddess Death… and the other…
 It looked like Dorian, though he’d been horribly disfigured. His eyes had been removed, with claw marks from the empty sockets creating long scars down his cheeks. He turned to her as though he could see her. 
 “Dorian!” She screamed his name, hardly able to believe. 
 The succubus grabbed her by the arm, holding her back. “No, you must not touch him. He is lost to you.”
 Lara tried to jerk away, but the daemon held on. “Let me go to him – we have to save him!”
 He had heard her! He reached out. Lara fought to pull free from the daemon’s grasp. The daemon’s grip was too strong. So close, their fingers almost touched. 
 The succubus kicked over the bowl, spilling its contents over their feet. Their surroundings swirled and she fell to her knees as vertigo overwhelmed her. 
 Where Dorian had stood was only the wall. She’d lost him… again.
 “Why?” she sobbed through tears, “We found him. He needed me. Why did you take me away?”
 The succubus knelt down next to her and reached for her hand. Lara pulled away. 
 “He’s dead,” the daemon said, “He’s in the underworld. If he were to grab you, I may not have been able to save you.”
 “You should have left me.” Lara climbed to her feet. Another wave of vertigo hit her and she fell to her knees. “Take me back.”
 “I can’t.”
 “You can. Do it again.”
 “I’m sorry, what you’re asking you’ll need another daemon to do. I want no part of it. The dead never return whole.”
 “Then you should have left me.” Lara hugged her knees to her chest, and wiped her tears with the edge of her dress. She’d failed again. She’d taken too long to save him. 
All of the tears she’d held in, dammed up behind a thin veil of hope, burst free. Her heart felt as though it had been torn out, leaving behind an empty spot she would never fill again. She’d just believed for so long. She’d had nothing else to hold onto. Everything she’d faced had been in hopes of finding a way to save him. She wept until there was nothing left. She looked up to find the succubus gone. 
 The room looked as empty as she felt. She was truly alone. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 15
  
 They’d found Lysa. 
 Taegar hurried from his room, following the messenger. The man did not think it odd to find both of them in Taegar’s chamber, though when they’d knocked on Lara’s door, she didn’t answer. He shifted awkwardly from foot to foot as they waited, hoping she wouldn’t notice how guilty he felt. She shouldn’t care. It wasn’t like they had anything between them. Why did he fear looking her in the eye?
 Why did the thought of her make his stomach tighten and heart ache? 
 “She’s not in,” the messenger said.
 “I never heard her leave,” Taegar said. He paused and added, “Can you tell she’s not there?”
 “Of course I can. Can’t you?” the man raised an eyebrow in condescension and stroked his narrow, two inch beard. 
 So Lara wasn’t in her chamber. They would catch up with her later. It would be the kind of news she needed to hear. 
 Taegar winced in the morning sun as they emerged into the street. He hadn’t realized just how tired he’d been with the constant threat of the dead. For the first time in weeks he’d had a decent night’s sleep, and it wasn’t nearly enough. 
 The man led them across the city to what he assumed was some sort of town hall, though in his eyes, it looked like just another tower, this one white and opulent. The tower’s interior was devoid of furnishings, hollow and cold, with lights reminiscent of wisp orbs, yet nothing held them, and they moved as though alive, with no set pattern. They illuminated the chamber, yet made the shadows dance. 
 The room had a quality to it –though not particularly wide, it still felt as though he were in a monstrous cavern. When he looked up, he saw it to be true. He could not see a ceiling. The entire tower had no other floor, which meant for all its height only a vast emptiness existed. What wasted space, he thought. What purpose could it ever serve? 
 The messenger led them to the far side, to a set of gigantic double doors. They extended up the wall, not out of sight, yet high enough a very large giant could pass through them. They were high, yet fairly narrow in comparison. If a giant capable of using those doors were to enter, he’d have to be a skinny one. 
 The doors were carved with subtle, simple patterns. They depicted no scenes, but were a jumble of squiggles, and for all their chaos, the runes were aesthetically pleasing to the eye. Every few seconds a pulse of light, nearly imperceptible, traveled along the pattern.
 The messenger stood, facing forward and eyes closed as though in silent communication. There were no chairs anywhere, and nothing to do but stare at the door and at each other. Taegar shifted impatiently from foot to foot. 
 “Why are they making us wait?” he asked, “Do you think something’s wrong?”
 Serina shook her head. She stood as still as the messenger, yet legs slightly apart and arms loose, as though she were ready for anything. To a bystander that had never seen her fight, she might have looked relaxed, yet he’d been around her just long enough to know she was ready to pounce. “I don’t think so. Knowing the wizards, they’re interrogating her.”
 “Interrogating? A little girl? Sounds a little harsh. They didn’t mention Mykel. What do you think that means?”
 “Nothing good.”
 Mykel had bought them time to get away. The man was dead, but he was as much a part of the motley group as any of them. His presence had made their traveling much easier. “We couldn’t have made it without him.”
Serina’s face looked as blank as an empty slate. When he met her gaze, it held no emotion, not for him, not for their loss. She knew the value of each person they’d lost more intimately than he did. She’d lost her friends and her lover. 
 As they waited outside the doors, he wondered if he should say something to her. He opened his mouth, maybe to comment on the room, or to wonder about Lysa, but nothing came out. He had nothing. The way she stood there, she might as well have been a stranger that he had yet to meet, just another face in the crowd. It didn’t matter that hours ago he’d held her, using one another to vanquish the nightmares that plagued them both. 
 They’d tried to make a difference, but they were too few, too unprepared. They couldn’t save the world. No one could. 
 His own thoughts went back to his family, but he quickly squashed it. If they were alive or dead, he didn’t want to know. He didn’t have time to think of them, half way across the kingdom.
 Finally the doors parted, revealing a room much smaller than where they had waited. 
 Inside, Theondrin stood facing Lysa, surrounded by a contingent of twelve of his fellow wizards. She turned and saw them, and ran before he could take more than two steps. She hit him like an arrow, wrapping her arms about his waist. He knelt down and hugged her back. 
 She looked none the worse for wear, considering. Aside from tear streaks that had formed channels through the grime on her face, she looked fine. From her bearing, he could tell that she was anything but.
 “What’s wrong?” he asked, “Did they hurt you?”
 “They took Mykel,” she said, “They won’t give him back.”
 “You found him!”
 She nodded. “They came along and found us. But they took Mykel away. I told them he wouldn’t hurt them but they took him anyway. You’ve got to get him back, Taegar.”
 “Don’t worry, we will.”
 Taegar stood, and with a deep breath, walked forward. He tried to act more confident than he felt. Arguing with wizards never went well. He’d done it a time or two, but then it had been about philosophy. 
 Behind him, Serina’s boots echoed alongside his. He didn’t look back; he could hear Lysa’s rapid footsteps next to hers. At least he wasn’t alone. 
 Theondrin nodded in greeting as he stopped a few feet away. The man had a smile on his face that put Taegar on edge. The man looked very pleased for some reason. His retinue stared impassively, arrogant and detached. 
 “Thank you for finding Lysa and Mykal.”
 Theondrin bowed. “You are welcome. I am pleased to say she came to no harm. She apparently burned down nearly a thousand acres of ancient forest.”
 “Yes, she’s a fighter.” Lysa grabbed his hand and he gave her a reassuring squeeze. Here came the battle. “About her brother. He’s not like the other dead. He’s something else. He’s safe to be with.”
 Theondrin’s eyes lit up, almost with an eagerness that put Taegar’s nerves on edge. “Yes, he’s amazing. I’ve never seen anything like him. We’ll have to study him of course, but…”
 “With all due respect, we’d like him with us.”
 Theondrin waved his hand, brushing Taegar’s words away as though they were a bad smell. “In good time. He may have the answer to dealing with the zombies. He is a miracle, nothing less. I assure you he won’t be harmed. As soon as we have a better understanding of what he is, I will return him to you unharmed.”
 “I want him now,” Lysa said, “He’s my brother.”
 Theondrin’s eyebrows drew together, but his words were cautiously patronizing. “My dear, as I said, all in good time. You will be reunited with your brother before you know it.”
 “He saved all of you,” she said.
 Theondrin turned his back to her and the other wizards stepped between them. In a flash of blue light the archmage disappeared. 
“You are dismissed,” a man with a thick black beard said. 
 “Bring me back my brother!” Lysa shouted. 
 Taegar dropped to his knees in front of her. “Don’t worry,” he said, “This isn’t over. We’re going to find him. They won’t hurt him, I promise.”
 Lysa jutted out her lower lip, but she nodded. Taegar waited to make sure she had calmed before standing back up. 
 “Let’s get out of here,” Serina said, “This place is too cold.” 
 Taegar nodded. She didn’t mean the temperature. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 16
  
 The three of them returned to their quarters. Serina took Lysa into her room while Taegar checked on Lara. He knocked three times, listening for any sound of her. 
 Still nothing. 
 He wasn’t worried… yet. They had all been together for so long, it was difficult not to worry when one of their number wasn’t around. To add to that, he had Mykel to worry about too. He willed Lara’s door to open, just so he could know for sure that she wasn’t there. The door didn’t budge.
 He glanced up and down the hallway. Aside from Serina’s door, he’d seen nobody else on this floor. While he appreciated the solitude, it made him wonder. The presence of other people brought with it a sense of safety, of normalcy, that he’d missed. Being alone made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. 
 Taegar stood outside of his own door, not wanting to go back in. Why? What had he to fear? This city had withstood the invasion, it still held off the zombies, it allowed them to return to a normal life. 
 Then why couldn’t he go back to his room? “This is crazy,” he muttered, “I don’t need anyone.” 
 Were the words less true now? He’d never needed others before. He walked in, finding the room as he’d left it, the blankets on the bed, still in disarray, a reminder of Serina’s companionship. 
 He sat down on the edge and rested his face in the palm of his hands. He knew he didn’t mean anything to her, she just didn’t want to be alone. He’d be lying to himself as well as to her if they thought there had been anything more between them. His feelings for Lara hadn’t changed, and sharing his bed with Serina felt as if he’d betrayed her. 
 But it doesn’t matter, as long as Dorian is alive, Lara will never be interested.
 A light knock on the door distracted him from his thoughts. He opened it, only slightly startled to see Lara. 
 She didn’t say anything, she didn’t look at him. Her eyes stared at the floor, or the wall, anywhere and nowhere.
 “Are you okay?” He asked. 
 Lara stepped forward, wrapped her arms about his neck, and kissed him. 
 For a second he was caught off guard. A voice in the back of his head asked, What about Serina? He buried it, pushed her from his mind. Lara. 
 He embraced her. She felt so different than the mercenary. Lara was delicate, perfect, and untouched on the outside, with no scars marring her young body. On the inside though, she’d been through as much as anyone. 
 Yes, he wanted her, and whatever the reason that brought her to his door, he didn’t care. Whether or not she’d come to terms with the possibility of never seeing Dorian again, he would accept it, and if she were willing to give him a chance, he would wait for her. 
 He lost himself in the feel of her kiss, the light touch of her tongue playing against his own, the feel of her hands pressing lightly against his back, their chests pressing together almost cautiously. Lara had a naïve inexperience to her touch, so different from Serina’s, and he kept himself from taking advantage of that. 
 A salty bitterness tinged her kiss, and he realized that he tasted her tears. Her body shivered, almost more of a shudder. He kept the kiss gentle, and when she pulled away, he let her go.
She glanced up, into his eyes, but couldn’t hold his gaze. 
 “Lara,” he said, “I… could make you happy. I want to…”
 She stared at the floor. He reached for her but she took a step back, away. “I know,” she said. 
 She turned and walked quickly for her own room. He watched her go, longing to call her back. Something warred within her, and she’d have to face it alone and come to terms with it before she could move forward with him. He watched her until she disappeared into her room. She never looked back. 
 He stared at her closed door, feeling it as a barrier reflected in his heart.  
  
 

 
CHAPTER 17
  
 Lysa stared sullenly at the others. The four of them gathered for lunch, and a strange tension hung in the air. Serina had cleaned her up, and despite her protests that she could do it herself, she appreciated the woman’s efforts. It felt good to be clean again.
 Serina was nothing like her mother. Her mother had been gentle, loving. Serina was all business. Lysa didn’t care, and right then she didn’t want to think about her family, only Mykel. They were the last, at least until they could free Dorian. She couldn’t do it alone, she needed Mykel. He could protect her while she figured out how to free Dorian. 
 Of course, she could take care of herself now. The thought made her smile. The others, when they saw what she could do, they’d be in awe. She could fight the zombies just as good as them now. She could do magic. 
 They were in a city of wizards, and she could do magic! That meant she was one of them. As soon as possible, she would learn as much as she could and free Dorian. Then maybe she’d come back to stay in this city. She’d never really thought about her future. She’d always just assumed she would grow up and marry someone in Briar’s End. It had seemed like a good plan at the time, but things were no longer the same, and the thought of being a wizard was exciting. 
 She could be like Serina. She liked that thought. Ever since losing her parents, being a serf didn’t sound as appealing anymore. She never wanted to see the farm again, even if the world did recover. And it would, things always went back to normal. She didn’t have her parents to depend on anymore. She’d have to make her own way in the world, with her brothers by her side. She would be the one to protect them now. 
 Lara looked sad. Her eyes were red and puffy, and she wouldn’t look at her. She sat and ate in silence. 
 Lysa liked Lara, she reminded her of Briar’s End, and she also believed they could save Dorian. If anyone would go with her, she would. Lara also had a harder time with the world changing, she needed the world to go back to normal. Lysa couldn’t see her running around and fighting monsters, and she never participated in the battles unless she had to. Lara had always hung back with her. But now Lysa had no plans of hanging back ever again. 
 She couldn’t wait to show them what she could do. 
 Everyone was acting so weird. Nobody talked. Lara only picked at her food. Taegar ate slowly, sneaking glances at Lara, which she didn’t return. He tried to be subtle, which only made him all the more obvious. Lysa knew that Taegar liked Lara, but Lara only had eyes for Dorian. 
 Lara and Dorian were made for each other, Lysa knew that in her heart. When she looked at the older girl, she felt warm in her tummy. She’d always wanted a big sister. Dorian had spoken of his worries about being a serf. He had even intended to join the King’s army, just like Mykel, just so he could offer Lara a better life. 
 Even with all they’d been through, Lara was still the prettiest girl that Lysa had ever known. There had been quiet nights on the road when Lara had comforted her, combing and braiding her hair, just like her mama had used to do. Lara didn’t talk much with Dorian missing, because she worried about him all the time. They all did, but no one as much as the two of them. They shared that. 
Just like sisters. 
 Serina ate as though it was her last meal. Lysa competed, trying to stuff her cheeks as fast as the older woman, but it only threatened to give her indigestion. Though she looked focused on her food, Lysa could tell by the way Serina held her head that she was aware of everything at once.
 Lysa wasn’t an expert at reading people, but there was something odd about the way she looked at Taegar and Lara. It reminded her of a thickening storm cloud. When her mom used to get that look, that meant she had something on her mind. If she were anything like her mom, that meant those two were going to hear about it. 
 Out of all of them, she expected Serina to be the most excited about Lysa’s new abilities. She could hardly wait to show her. It would cheer all of them up, she was sure of it. The spell book, though a good sized tome, was hidden in her satchel. No one, not even the wizards, had questioned her about what was in it. These days, everyone carried their possessions with them. Anything too big had been left behind. The wizards worried her a little, she could see them trying to take it away from her. She had to be cautious about revealing it to them until she was sure that they wouldn’t take it away from her.
 Serina would want to take her under her wing, train her to be a mercenary. They could leave immediately to go free Mykel and Dorian. 
 She didn’t trust the wizards with Mykel. She worried they would hurt him. They didn’t know that he needed to be dealt with delicately, that if they made him angry only she could calm him. Theondrin had questioned her at great length about him, and she had explained how much he needed her, but the wizard didn’t listen. He just sat there with that smug look as though she was nothing more than a child.
 They would all be looking at her differently soon enough. She was already a wizard. 
 She waited as patiently as she could until it looked as though the meal was winding down. The dark cloud that was Serina’s attitude looked as though it was only going to get darker. She couldn’t wait any longer. Looking around to make sure nobody else sat in the small dining room, she stood up and said, “I have to show you guys something.”
 She had their attention. Good, she’d worried about Lara. The older girl even managed to give her a small smile. 
 Lysa pulled the book out of the satchel and laid it on the table and waited for them to say something. Taegar and Lara looked curious, but she could see they didn’t comprehend. “It’s my book of spells,” she explained. 
 Serina had gone dangerously still, the storm had gone, leaving in its wake something far scarier. She looked ready to attack. In a voice as cold as steel she asked, “Where did you get that?”
 “I got it off of Aleran.” As Serina sat forward, Lysa put a protective hand on it. “It’s mine.”
 Serina stood, her chair sliding away. She slapped Lysa’s hand away and grabbed the book. “You have no right to that!” 
 Lysa stepped back, her hand stinging. Serina had hit her hard. She felt tears brimming in her eyes, and she blinked them away before they could escape. “Give it back.” Her voice quivered, but she puffed up her chest. 
 “Hold on,” Taegar said, slowly coming to his feet. “Calm down, Serina. She’s just showing us.”
 “Give it back,” Lysa repeated, “It’s mine. I need it!”
 “This was Aleran’s.” Serina’s voice trembled with suppressed fury. “You are not to touch it. You are not to go near it, ever again.”
  “But look, I can use it. Look!” Lysa held out her hands in front of her and felt the magic in the air. It felt different here, as though the tower acted like a gigantic conduit for the force. She could feel it all about her, but not invisible like air. It existed as a million tingly sensations like when her leg fell asleep, and she had begun to see it. It moved through everything and coalesced in her hands. She waved her hands, letting it channel through her, manifesting as something tangible, something she controlled. 
She held up the small ball of flame for all of them to see. It floated above her palms like her very own wisp orb. It couldn’t burn her, it existed because she willed it to. It was easy, as easy as dancing or singing. She didn’t even have to say the words anymore, only think them. She only let them see the small ball. She could show them so much more, when they were ready. She hadn’t tried anything else yet, but she already had a sense of her potential.  
 She watched as they all backed up, someone’s chair clattering to the floor, though she wasn’t sure whose it was. All of them were on their feet. Serina clutched the spell book to her chest. With the flame channeled within she could see them clearly, their bodies illuminated by the heat of their bodies. The very air about them shimmered. She could see it all, she could sense elemental salamanders beyond the veil of the ordinary and mundane. If she chose, she could pull them from their realm, but she chose not to. The ball of flame would be enough. 
 Their reaction to such a small demonstration of power made her smile. They stared up at her, eyes wide, with a touch of fear. “See? I stopped the zombie dryads. Me. I burned them. I can read the book. I’m a wizard.”
 Serina made no move to hand it to her. She shook her head almost imperceptibly. Taegar recovered first. 
 “Lysa, it’s okay. Please. Come down.”
 Come down? She looked at her feet, suspended four feet above the floor. The sorcery encircled her, lifting her upon an invisible cloud of energy. Invisible to them. She dismissed the Force, letting the fire vanish and dropped gently back to the ground.
 “I can use it. Give me back my book.”
 “No,” Serina said.
 After her demonstration, she still wouldn’t give it to her? She looked helplessly at Taegar and Lara, but both stared at her like she’d grown a second head. “I could take it from you.” 
 “You don’t know what you’re messing with,” Serina said, “Don’t make me do something I don’t want to do.”
 “What? What can you do? You can’t do anything to me. I don’t need the stupid book! I don’t need any of you! I can get Mykel back on my own. I’ll get Dorian too. I hate you guys, I hate you!”
 Lara looked as though she’d just slapped her but she didn’t care. She shoved past Taegar and ran out the door and into the streets of Levia. The snow had begun to fall, but it never touched her. It melted before it came within several feet. No one, not the wizards, not even her friends, would keep her from finding Mykel.  
  
 

 
CHAPTER 18
  
 Lara watched as Lysa ran out the door, struggling with her fear. She wanted to go after her but her feet wouldn’t move. They were all frozen. Taegar stared at the door and Serina had her back against the wall, one hand still clutching the book to her chest, the other by her side where she held her sword. She’d drawn it as soon as Lysa had risen in the air. The girl had put out so much heat that it had left Lara’s face feeling sunburned. 
 Would Serina have used it on the girl? If she tried, Lara didn’t think she could’ve done anything. The tension hung in the air for a few more seconds, the heat from Lysa escaping out the door, bringing a chill so much more palpable after the strange sorcery. Outside, snow fell and people strolled by, oblivious and apathetic to the group’s plight. 
 “We should go after her.” She said it out loud, though she hadn’t intended to. Despite her words, she made no move to do so. A numbing wind blew through the door, sending a few errant flakes spinning across the stone floor. Lara shivered, though not from the cold. “What happened to her?”
 Taegar was the first to move. He went to the doorway and glanced out. A moment later he closed the door. He returned and picked up the chair he’d knocked over and dropped into it. “Maybe something happened in the woods. I should’ve gone after her. Maybe if we talk to Theondrin, see if he can reach Dorian, maybe she’ll come out of it.”
“Dorian’s dead,” Lara said. It surprised her that she could state it so plainly. 
 “You don’t know that,” Taegar said, “He was still alive when we left.”
 “I do. I found out this morning. I couldn’t tell her. Gods forgive me, I couldn’t tell her.”
  
 

 
CHAPTER 19
  
 Above the forest canopy, the sun made its way slowly across the sky of the underworld. 
 “How is that possible?” Dorian asked, “We’re underground, yet I see the heavens.”
 Death stared at the man. How was it possible that he could see such a thing? His scared eye sockets were as empty as a skull’s, yet he could see everything within her realm clearly. The naitkilar that possessed him changed him spiritually. He would soon lose his identity, consumed by the corrupt spirit. 
 “Yes,” Calli said, “We are no longer in the same world. Long ago I separated the underworld, removing it to prevent others from reaching it. You are staring at the same sun, but not the same sky. No longer can one dig to my realm. It can only be accessed by taking the proper paths.”
 “That makes no sense,” he said, “We can’t be two places at once.”
 She shrugged, not knowing if he saw her gesture or not. She didn’t expect him to be able to comprehend it. 
 There was a time when crossing the forest would have lasted the blink of an eye, and not days. The flora would have parted, allowing her to pass unhindered.  She could have willed herself across it. The trees and brush no longer recognized her, and though she could no longer see them, she sensed a pack of grimm wolves stalking them. 
 Dorian stopped, staring at the base of a tree. It took her a moment to see why. His spirit eyes had become sharper than hers. Against the trunk of an Eternal Willow, sheltered by branches, rested the form of a woman. 
 “Why do they sleep?” Dorian asked.
 “This is the Forest of Reflection,” Calli said, “It’s a place for the tired spirit to rest and recover. The trees shelter them until they’re ready to move on.” 
 “For how long?” 
 “As long as they need to. Some might sleep for days, others for many years. It depends on how hard you live.”
 He paused, as though considering. She wondered what kind of man he’d been. He did not have the discipline of a soldier or priest, nor the haughty arrogance of nobility.  He had the build of a man who was no stranger to labor. She had known a million spirits like his, but it would be his ethics that separated him from the others. He was a man of courage and sacrifice. 
 And he would still have one final sacrifice to make. 
 I could do it now. I would be doing him a favor. She still had the strength. One touch and his physical body would collapse, freeing his soul to seek its peace in the afterlife. 
 Only, would it free him from the naitkilar? Was it already too late? The corruption spirits had claimed many, and they did not end up here, in her world. 
 “What about this?” Dorian asked. 
 Calli looked around. “What?” 
 She saw it a moment later. The air shimmered and blurred, and a vortex of darkness opened before them. 
 It had come out of nowhere. Somehow Dorian had sensed it before her. She had no answer for him. She’d never witnessed anything like it before. It felt like magic, yet no such sorcery should be capable of breaching the distance between her world and theirs. 
 Two figures stood within the vortex. The magic was ancient and very powerful, and she saw why. One of the figures was a daemon. 
 The vortex swept over her and Dorian, merging the two worlds. Walls merged with the forest, a stone floor blended with the soft earth. 
The other figure was Lara. Calli had traveled with her, the girl had even inadvertently saved her life, though only after most of her godhood had been stripped away. That explained the vortex, for Lara and Dorian were inexplicably linked. 
 The two of them moved toward one another, yet just as their fingertips nearly brushed, the daemon dispelled the magic returning the forest back to normal as though they had never been. 
 Dorian continued to stumble forward. “Lara? Where’d she go?”
 “They’re gone.”
 “Why?”
 “I don’t know.”
 “Lara?” Dorian wandered about through the trees, calling for the girl, yet no answer came. Finally he collapsed beneath a willow. 
 Calli approached slowly. He hid his face in his hands. When she stopped in front of him, he looked at her with those vacant pits, and she felt as though her very soul was exposed to him. 
 “I saw Lara,” he said. “Does this mean she is dead?”
 “No, she lives.”
 He nodded and got back to his feet. “I thought I could accept that I’d lost her, that I’d never see her again. Suddenly there she is and I realize that nothing else matters. I saved the world for her. I’ve got to get back to her.”
 “You’ll see her again,” Calli said. The promise came easily to her. They would be reunited one day, but not how Dorian expected. With all of his new sight, he was oblivious to the spiritual changes within himself. Less and less of his spirit could be identified as separate from the naitkilar. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 20
  
 On the east side of Levia the towers were smaller and made of stone. Though the average citizen lived better than in other cities of Medanholm, the buildings were more weathered, and had seen more of the passage of time. If many residents of the peasant quarter practiced sorcery, it was weak and did little for their homes. 
 Here were the homes of laborers, tucked out of sight within the magnificent city, so as not to detract from the splendor of the image that the wizards wished to portray. All of the main roads took more scenic and impressive routes that did not include this district. 
 Though there had been a few efforts to better this section, few had the desire or interest. The residents had little money to contribute. Those that did live within the squalor spent little time there anyway. They had jobs tending to fields, or if not that, trying to squeeze out a living in an incredible city where the gifted excelled and those that didn’t sank. 
 When the zombie army reached Levia they had flooded the East District, finding easy prey incapable of defending themselves… just like the rest of Medanholm. 
 In a desperate act to save the city, Theondrin himself stood in the road, as did many of his lessers, with wizards in every street leading from the district. They watched as the residents attempted to flee from the hungry dead, until they collided with the invisible barrier the wizards had conjured. 
 Those of no magic talent could not see the true impressive, magnificent barrier, but Theondrin had marveled at what united wizards were capable of. It rose at the edge of the quarter, a dazzling spectacle of Force extending fifty feet into the air. 
 The archmage could still detect a faint buzz to the air, even now, long after the barrier had been dispelled. Such powerful sorcery always left behind a tell-tale smudge upon the world. It would be detectable for months yet. 
 How fortunate that he’d had advanced warning. If the dead had gotten into Levia proper, it would have been a very difficult battle. He’d visited Doramwall a few days afterward and seen minor skirmishes still being fought, and lost, within the capitol. Even with sorcery, such a battle would be difficult. Too bad King Domaran had so little use for his talents. The kingdom, nay, the world, needed a little shaking up. 
Humankind had just been cleansed. The strong survived, and a greater, more deserving, more advanced human was left to inherit the world. The other races would fade away leaving behind only those with the strength and foresight to reclaim the new world. 
 Where the invisible barrier had been, the wizards had followed with a hasty wall ripped up from the stone of the earth, a permanent barrier that none could pass. It had shattered buildings three hundred years old and permanently trapped the poor of the city within. 
 He shook his head, remembering the amount of work in the days leading up to the incursion. It had been difficult making sure everyone had the day off in a city that never stopped. It had taken a new holiday to honor the average man. His advisors had found a few scattered signs of life in the days following, but each day fewer of the living could be accounted for. It would not be long before the only ones in the quarter were the dead. 
 The rest of the city, in an emotionally stirring tribute to those that lost their lives, dedicated the wall to them as a monument to their sacrifice. 
 Theondrin ran a hand across the stone and uttered an earth spell. The rock warped and softened, opening up a portal through which he and his entourage could pass through. Such exciting times! He expected to see incredible things. They said the gods had returned. He’d seen no such signs, and the auspices showed no hint of their presence. It would have been incredible to meet one of them. He’d tried to crack the mountain in the past, but the priests had been overprotective. He had never truly found them, or proven they were real. 
 He had something better than the gods anyway. He had a new god. 
 The passage led to an isolated building within the quarantined neighborhood. The building had once been a humble dwelling for a servant. It now allowed him to be near the zombies without any real threat. 
 It also housed their current guest. 
 Caridan, the wizard who had brought the man back, had told him what to expect, and yet even with all of the miracles he could perform he could hardly believe this man existed. They said he was sentient and intelligent, and thus safe. Theondrin knew that made him more dangerous. 
 Theondrin brought along only three companions, Caridan and Vichak, for their knowledge, but also his apprentice, Lillena. Though a handful of others knew of the guest, including the four refugees from the Enthelm Forest, he wanted to keep the man’s interactions to a minimum.
 They emerged into what had once been a bedroom. He handed Lillena his cloak. The poor girl had really stepped up since they’d lost so many of their workers. He imagined she had never done laundry in her life until now.  A little hard work was good for the girl. It built character. Even her cooking was almost edible. 
 His stomach rumbled as he thought about food. They exited the bedroom and proceeded down a dark hallway until they came to a dining chamber, rustic and simple. Lillena never cooked enough, not like his chef, the man he’d lost. He regretted giving the man a holiday too, but the man had insisted. 
 Pity.
 “Caridan,” Theondrin said, “Please summon our guest. I think this room shall do.”
 Caridan bowed and made his way to the storage room where they’d imprisoned the man. Theondrin sank into a hard chair with a ridged back and sighed. He needed to remember to have more comfortable seating brought in. He could’ve created something with Sorcery, but such acts were vulgar.
 Vichak stood off to the side, by the wall, near enough to help if the man caused any trouble, yet far enough away to give the archmage some space. Lillena took her place to his left. He gave her a reassuring smile as he admired her beauty. Sorcery augmented her looks, making her more stunning than any siren or gorgon, and yet without any of the consequences. Not only that, but she had a fair amount of skill with Sorcery. That made her far more deadly than either of the other two beautiful races.
Long blond hair hung to her waist, and her eyes were the sparkling green of an enchanted glade. So fine was her skin she could’ve passed for an animated doll, with a figure not possible without sorcery. Every time he looked at her he grew aroused. He wished they’d had more time together, but his position had many duties that required his attention. 
 And duty required sacrifice. 
 He closed his eyes and forced himself to relax. By rote he examined every enchantment he had in place, some thirty-six in all. Six Fate spells for luck. Ten different Psyche spells for expanded cognizance, focus and sanity. Six Spirit spells for regeneration, a soul binding, and wards against pestilence. Ten Darkness spells, potentially useless necromancy, but effective for enhancing the mental and physical abilities of one undead. Two Force spells to bolster the thirty-four others.
 He was ready to proceed. 
 He opened his eyes just as Caridan returned, leading a man dressed all in black, with flesh sunken in around his eyes and sallow cheeks. His hair was a mess, and dark stains around his mouth hinted that indeed the man was a flesh-eating monster. To Caridan’s credit, he had a rope around the man’s neck and his wrists were bound by sorcery. The man seemed not to care, nor did he struggle against his bonds like the hungry dead that the wizards had studied.
 Those dark eyes stared deep into his own, as though measuring the weight of his soul, judging him. Theondrin had faced such men before, those who refused to bow to any authority. He recognized such staunch defiance because he had the same quality within himself. He admired it, even though it triggered the desire to bring such men to their knees. 
 “Greetings,” Theondrin said, “Can you understand me?”
 The man nodded. 
 “State your name for me then.”
 The man’s eyes narrowed. For a moment Theondrin thought the man would not answer him. If he proved incapable of cooperating, he’d have to take other measures, and he was too important to damage. 
 Whatever went on within the dead man’s head, he gave in to the request. “Mykel. My name is Mykel i’Galat.”
 “And you are a soldier?”
 The man nodded. 
 Theondrin gestured to the seat across from him. “Please, sit. You are a very important guest. Let us talk like civilized men.”
 “Do you bind your guests?”
 “As necessary.”
 The dead man lurched forward, so fast he pulled the rope from Caridan’s hands. Theondrin felt his bladder twitch as the zombie’s face came within inches of his own. For a brief flash he saw his life ending, all because he’d taken a risk, as calculated as it was. 
 Immediately sorcerous bonds from his companions seized the dead man and threw him back, holding him immobile on the floor.
 Theondrin stood up, trembling. He masked his fear with indignant rage. “How dare you!” he said, spittle flying from his lips. 
 The dead man laughed. Bound as he was, the man laughed! It was a horrible sound, devoid of life and true mirth. It came from his mouth as a mockery. The soulless eyes were incapable of reflecting the smile within the cruel face. It wasn’t true laughter, it sounded as if he chased a memory. “I could have killed you,” Mykel said.
 Theondrin considered destroying the abomination. He drew in enough Force to erase the zombie from existence, but refrained. The dead man taunted him, true, but he had no other power. “You will not do that again,” Theondrin said, “Or I’ll end your illusion of life.”
 “What have you done with my sister?”
 There. That was the man’s weakness. “She is safe. For now. Whether that continues is up to you. If you fail to cooperate, she will no longer be a guest. You understand?”
 Mykel did not stop smiling. Nor did he nod. 
 Theondrin waited for a few seconds longer and took it as acceptance. Making sure the invisible bonds were still in place, he knelt down in front of the man as though unfazed. Might as well be crouching next to a dragon. “Explain to me, how you came to be.”
“I don’t know.”
 Theondrin stared into his eyes. He could not tell if the man lied or not, all such giveaways within a man’s expression, whether or not he told the truth, no longer applied. He had to assume the man’s words were true. He had an easier time trafficking with daemons. “How many of you are there?”
 “As far as I know? I’m the only one.”
 “Have you tried making another?”
 “No.”
 “What happens when you bite someone?”
 “I suspect they would die. Want to find out?”
 Theondrin knelt down closer and touched the blood on Mykel’s chin. “You’ve eaten recently.”
 “Yes.”
 “And what is the condition of your victim?”
 “There is nothing left.”
 Theondrin stood and turned away. The other wizards stared at the dead man with a mixture of fear and revulsion. “What do you think, Lillena?”
 The woman stepped forward, approaching Mykel with trepidation. “He’s frightening,” she said, “Yet he’s a… miracle.”
 “Yes, he is.” Theondrin waved his hands in a complex pattern, casting a spell of Spirit. As the webs of sorcery fell over Mykel, he followed up with spell of Psyche. The zombie’s black aura changed, revealing small pinpoints of light. There still existed a shred of both soul and consciousness with the corpse. 
 It was exactly what he hoped for. 
 He had another spell prepared. He spun in place, throwing out shackles of Force over Lillena. She shrieked and struggled, but the bonds were too strong and she was caught off guard. With a gentle tug, he pulled her forward. She stumbled, eyes widening in terror. She toppled onto the zombie.
 “What are you doing?” she shrieked, “Theondrin, please!”
 Lillena’s breasts rested against Mykel’s face. With her low-cut dress, her pale and warm flesh was an easy meal for the zombie. Instead, Mykel turned his face away.
 “Theondrin?” Vichak looked back and forth between the archmage and the two prone figures. “Orders?”
 Theondrin ignored him. “Interesting. You resist, though it’s your nature. I can see the struggle in your face. Why?”
 “I. Will. Not.”
 “Ahh, but you will. You must. I have an entire city of dead. Only my hospitality keeps your sister safe. Bite her.”
 “No.”
 “Bite her! Do it! You want to. Give in.”
 Lillena began to weep, all her dignified presence gone. She pleaded to Theondrin, a mixture of babbling he blocked away. 
 “One bite, Mykel, and your sister will be safe, I promise. Just one.”
 Mykel looked him in the eye. “I hold you to your promise.”
 He sank his teeth into Lillena’s breast. Her screams were something terrible. Blood bubbled up, spilling between his teeth. Mykel’s eyes closed, and when they opened any hint of morality had disappeared, leaving behind a growling, raging dead thing no different than the creatures shuffling beyond the walls. His teeth tore deeper, ripping away flesh and sinew.
 “Pull her away, quickly!” Theondrin grabbed her arm, simultaneously freeing her from her sorcerous bonds, while Vichak wrapped a hand about her waist. He grabbed a towel and pressed it to her wound. 
 Blood soaked through the dirty towel in seconds. The front of her robe was saturated. “Why?” she asked. She’d turned deathly pale. 
 Theondrin led her to a chair and sat her down. “Why my dear, for immortality. He’s beaten death. With his bite, we can control it.”
 He laid a hand over the wound and summoned Spirit sorcery, something usually the domain of priests. He’d made a point of dabbling in all divisions of sorcery. That was why he’d attained the position he held. He wasn’t the best at it, but the wound healed over, leaving behind new, pink flesh. Satisfied she would not die immediately, he sat down next to her. 
 “It still hurts,” she said, “I don’t want to die, Theondrin.”
 “Lillena, you will be a goddess.”
Caridan stood next to the thrashing fiend that fought its bonds, licking blood from its lips with a black tongue. No sign of the man remained. “What do you want me to do with this? Lock it up again?”
 Theondrin made a dismissive wave. “No, we’re through with him. Throw him out. Let him be with his own kind.”
 He leaned over and kissed Lillena on the forehead. She was still unnaturally pale. It only enhanced her beauty. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 21
  
 Lysa wandered the streets of Levia, and soon had herself thoroughly lost. No one paid her any mind – and why should they? She was just another child, and children, unless they looked suspicious, were invisible. On the outside, the city looked normal, but there existed an underlying tension that she saw on everyone. She recognized it, she’d seen it on her friends. It was the desperation of living when you thought each day could be your last. These people went about their daily lives. They weren’t fighting. 
 They were pretending. 
 She didn’t care about any of them. If they wanted to be oblivious that was their choice. She didn’t have time for it. Time was short. Theondrin and his mocking attempt at sincerity told her Mykel was in trouble. He acted like he’d found a loose pouch of coins dropped on his doorstep. 
 So what if Mykel’s a monster now? I can help him. She knew how the world saw him, but she didn’t care. It just meant that he needed her now more than ever. She didn’t understand their bond, or why it made him different. Things would be okay, as long as they were together. 
 And that was it, she could feel it in her bones. For whatever reason, as long as they remained together everything would be okay. Separate, they were doomed. She could feel it worsen the longer they were apart. He needed her, maybe even more than she needed him. 
 The city’s towers were so high she would’ve had to lie down on her back to see the top of them. The vibration of energy pulsed everywhere. She couldn’t clear it completely from her eyes. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to. Occasionally she saw someone casting a spell, but overall most of it came from within the structures. 
 The sorcery stained the city. It left a residue that told her of magic long since dispelled. The streets radiated it, as did the people. She could feel it on herself, too. She didn’t mind. It connected her to everything.  
  Lysa chose streets at random. If she and Mykel had a link, she should be able to walk right to him, but the more she walked, the less true it seemed. Finally she collapsed on the cobblestone in frustration. 
 She couldn’t just keep wandering. She might never even find the others again, even if she found Mykel. If only Serina hadn’t taken her book, there might’ve been something else in there she could use. All she’d had a chance to read was the fire spell. One stupid spell. She wanted to learn more, it burned inside of her like a need.
 Lysa looked up to see a boy staring at her. She hadn’t seen him approach, and he stared at her as if she was on display. He didn’t say anything, he just stared.
 “What?” she asked.
 “Nothin’.” He sniffed and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. He looked maybe a year or two younger than she was, with a grubby face and clothes that looked as worn out as her old ones. Serina had thrown them out, and had put her back in a dress. 
 “Then why are you staring?”
 “I haven’t seen you before. Are you a ‘fugee?”
 “You mean a refugee? No, I’m not staying long. I’m trying to find my brother.”
 “Oh.”
 Lysa looked away and waited for him to leave. He didn’t. He continued to stare. “Shouldn’t you be going somewhere?”
The boy shrugged. “No.”
 “Where’s your parents?”
 “Behind the wall. Where’s yours?”
 “Dead.” 
 “Oh.” 
 Lysa stood up and wiped her hands on her dress. “Well, I’ve got to go.”
 “So where’s your brother?”
 She sighed, and thought about telling him to go away. She didn’t need some little kid following her around. But then again, maybe he could help her. “Where do they take people? Like if they’re arrested or something?”
 The boy shrugged. “The jail, I guess.”
 “What if they’re… not normal?”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Like if they’re zombies?”
 “Oh. They wouldn’t be in jail. They throw them behind the wall. I can show you.”
 “It didn’t sound like that’s where they were taking him.” But what if it was? They might’ve lied to her, and thrown him with the other zombies. He wasn’t destroyed, she was sure she would’ve known if he was. “Show me.”
 “It’s not far from here.” He took off walking, glancing back every five seconds to make sure she was following him. She rolled her eyes and hurried to catch up before he walked into a carriage or something. 
 He took her a few blocks further. The towers ended, and the street dead-ended against a large stone wall. If she would’ve continued walking, she would’ve reached it on her own. She’d been heading straight toward it. 
 She laid a hand against its smooth surface. Gray and cold, it looked like stone, but with no grooves or crevices. It tingled beneath her fingertips. The air too, felt different. It felt like electricity. 
 “We can’t climb this,” she said. 
 “Sure we can,” the boy said, “You wanna go in?”
 “If my brother’s there, I do.” 
 He led her along the wall until they came to a place where the wall had torn up through brush and trees of what had once been somebody’s yard. The tree had fallen against the wall, and nobody had chosen to remove it. The boy glanced around to make sure nobody was watching and climbed into the tree and scurried up.
 “Boy, wait!” she called. 
 He paused and looked back. “Need help?”
 “No, I can climb trees.” She just didn’t like to, not in a dress. It took her about a minute, and just as she’d feared, the branches had snagged her dress multiple times. She sighed. It had been so pretty. 
 She joined him atop of the wall. They were obscured by the foliage. The other side opened up to a neighborhood of dwellings that looked much more normal, like Briar’s End, with buildings built by hand. 
 At first it looked like life as usual there too. The streets were full of people, some moving, some not. Even those moving didn’t move much. They shuffled as though they had some place to go, and had all the time in the world to get there. Their clothes were filthy, weathered with dark stains. Some were missing an arm, or had holes in their faces or neck. 
 She liked the illusion of life better than knowing the truth, but once you’d seen the zombies, they couldn’t be unseen. Mykel could be in there. To know for sure, she’d have to go in too. 
 “So, what’s your name?” the boy asked.
 “I’m Lysa.” She answered more by rote than actually giving him her attention.
 “I’m Perl.”
 “Your parents live in there?” she asked.
 “Yeah.”
 “Why don’t they leave?”
 “Because they can’t. They’re one of those.”
 The full realization dawned on her. The boy really was on his own. “Who’s taking care of you?”
 Perl shrugged. “I get by.”
 “How do we get in there?” They couldn’t jump, she’d break her head open. The drop made her dizzy. 
 “Follow me.” The boy, Perl, stood up on the wall and took off running along the thin top as though it were as wide as a city path. It wasn’t. It was far too thin for her taste. She stood, ordering her knees to stop shaking. She hurried after him as fast as she could, hunched over and ready to drop and grab the wall if she slipped. 
“Perl, wait!” she said. She tried not to yell, lest somebody look up and see her. She didn’t want anyone from either side to look up at her. Both would cause problems. Fortunately, none of the wizards came near the wall. Perl hadn’t heard her. She forced herself to stand a little straighter and run a little faster. 
 Her shoes were little more than slippers and provided little traction. The snow had yet to fall hard enough to make the wall dangerous, but it was slippery enough on its own. 
 Perl stopped, allowing her to catch up. She couldn’t refrain from glaring at him, to let him know that she disapproved of the pace, but chose not to say anything. She didn’t want him running off, not yet. Besides, he was still little. Boys his age ran wild when they could. And he didn’t have parental guidance anymore. 
 Like her.
 She looked around, looking for another tree, or better yet, a ladder or stairs. “Okay, keep going.”
 “This is it.” He pointed at the nearest building. It towered over most of the other structures, and had an open hatch just a little ways away. The corner of the roof was level with the wall, yet still a distance of three feet away or so.
 “How?” She asked the question, though she already knew the answer. She didn’t want to hear it. If they slipped, the fall would kill them. 
 He said it anyway. “We jump. It’s not far, I do it all the time.”
 To demonstrate, he leaped over the gap and landed on the other side. Lysa’s stomach felt like it flip-flopped as she watched. He was crazy!
 “Come on,” he said, “It’s not far. Anyone can do it.”
 “Sure.” She poised to jump. Her legs didn’t move. 
 “You comin’ or not?”
 “Hold on, I’m just getting ready.”
 For Mykel. 
 She jumped, and collapsed on the roof as she landed, letting out a little shriek. She touched her forehead to the tiles, just to make sure they were real, and that she still lived. 
 “See? You made it, just like I said. Come on.”
 She stood up and took one last look back. To leave, they’d have to make the same jump again. She didn’t know if she could do that. Jump too light, she’d fall to the zombies. Jumping too hard would clear the wall, and also be just as painful, just without the zombies to clean up the mess. 
 He led her to the hatch, which led to a step ladder into an attic where she came face to face with an owl. She screamed, nearly bumping into it.
 “It’s not real,” Perl said, “This house is full of dead animals. It belonged to an alchemist or something. It smells funny.”
 “I knew it wasn’t real,” she muttered. She followed Perl down the stairs and through rooms full of glass beakers and tubes, and like the boy promised, lots of dead animals. There was even a dead dragon that took up a quarter of a room. How had it even gotten in the house?
 When they reached the main floor, Perl moved a shelf away from a wall. The shelf was empty, but he still grunted and had to put his back into it. In the wall was a small hole, just large enough for them to fit through. 
 “How’d you find that?” she asked. 
 “I made it. Most of them can’t fit through it, but they don’t know it’s there anyway.”
 “Wow, not bad.” She left off the words she thought, for a little kid. She didn’t want to offend him. 
 He beamed, grinning widely. “There’s lots of food in the houses. Nobody’s eating any of it. You can take whatever you want. You can even take their money and stuff.”
 The kid was surviving by scavenging amidst the dead. It wouldn’t last forever though. The food would eventually spoil, if it hadn’t already. 
 “The secret is to be fast and quiet,” he said. “Let me look first.”
Perl poked his head through the hole. “It’s clear,” he whispered. 
 Lysa crawled through the hole after him, finding herself in a mostly empty alley. Though there was still a few zombies, they were farther away, and were staring at the wall. 
 She hadn’t been near any inactive ones before. They’d always been chasing her, or plodding through the wilderness, never just staring. The nearest, a dead maiden with her guts dangling out a hole in her dress, made a strange mewling sound. It didn’t sound anything like a sound a living person would make. It gave her chills.
 Perl darted across the alley, and climbed up on wooden crates balanced against the opposite building. It allowed him to reach the ledge. He pulled himself up and ran for the corner, where she noticed another crate had been conveniently left. It allowed him onto the roof of the next building. He frantically waved, and she saw why. His motion had attracted the eyes of a zombie. She ran, and scurried up the building, following his path.
 Lysa sat down next to him, breathing hard. She’d never been around the dead without someone there to protect her. The very thought of following a little boy through a city full of zombies terrified her. 
 “From here we travel by rooftop,” Perl said, “The buildings are packed tightly enough together we can get about easily. It’s okay, they can’t get up here.”
 “But what do I do now?” The question wasn’t for Perl, it was for herself. They had blocks and blocks to explore. She didn’t even know where to start. She only knew that Mykel needed her, she could feel it in the pit of her gut. 
 What would Mykel do? More than likely, he too would be searching for a way out. She opened herself up to the sorcery, for lack of any better idea. The change was subtle, she was getting better at it. Perl acted as if he didn’t notice, and she didn’t want him to. She wasn’t showing off for anyone else, ever again. She didn’t need a little kid telling her she couldn’t cast spells. 
 Almost immediately she felt the air come alive, and there within the neighborhood, somebody was casting spells. 
 “Isn’t everyone supposed to be dead here?” Lysa asked. 
 “Yes,” Perl said. He did a double take, as though she had just sprouted wings. “What’s wrong with your eyes?”
 “Nothing.”
 “They’re on fire.”
 She turned her head. She hadn’t expected that, and she didn’t need him staring at her like she was a freak or anything. Besides, somebody else was nearby that wasn’t supposed to be there. 
 Perl wouldn’t let it go. “What are you?”
 Lysa crossed her arms over her chest and said, “I’m a wizard. A powerful one, too.” She waited for him to laugh or something, but he accepted it with a nod as though that was the most reasonable answer in the world. 
 “I want to be a wizard when I grow up too.” With that, he let it drop. Of course he accepted that answer, he lived in a city full of wizards. If she said she was one of them, then obviously she was. 
 She didn’t wait, or check to see if he followed. She took off across the rooftops, following the call. It made the world come alive, it filled the empty space of the world, like she’d been transposed into an ocean that belonged only to her. 
 For the first time she noticed other things. Small white sparks danced in the light fall of snow, insect-sized ice faeries jumping from flake to flake or riding them like little falling chariots. Sylphs rode the wind, some quite large, and far overhead. Few of them came near the rooftops, existing in another world, distant from the horrors beneath them. 
 Or were they? They’d seen at least one of the dead gods fade into the air. Maybe the spirits were fleeing. Where could they go? 
 She needed Mykel more than ever. She thought she could fight the gods with her magic too, but only with her brothers by her side. 
The eaves of the buildings were close, less than two feet apart, and soon it no longer bothered her as she leapt from roof to roof. 
 She came to the end of the block and moved to the edge, the source of the magic coming from the street. Below, two wizards stood upon a floating disc of solidified shadow, just out of reach of the dead. The magic she sensed was Darkness magic. They cast spells at the corpses. The zombies absorbed the magic like a sponge. It built within them, little by little. 
 Lysa crouched so they wouldn’t see her. Perl knelt next to her. 
 “What are they doing?” Lysa asked. 
 “There’s always a few of them around. They’re necromancers. They used to make zombies before the war. Now they can’t control them. They keep trying though.”
 “They need to stop.” 
 “Why?”
 Lysa couldn’t explain it. One of the zombies pulsated with every spell the necromancer hit it with. Though physically the zombie hadn’t changed, she could see the magic affecting it in ways that the necromancers were oblivious to. She had no idea why they couldn’t see it too. 
 She thought maybe she should warn them. All she had to do was call out, and make them stop. Why would they believe her? If they couldn’t see it they’d ignore her, or worse, take her out of the neighborhood, and she couldn’t leave until she had Mykel with her again.   
 Part of her wanted to see what happened to the zombie. It had gone briefly still, trembling as though having a fit. One of the necromancers noticed and smiled, thinking he’d started to succeed. He drew more Sorcery, forcing Darkness enchantments onto the corpse. 
 The zombie exploded. 
 The concentrated sorcery the zombie had contained ripped out. It eradicated the zombie, leaving nothing behind, and decimated every other zombie within fifty feet. It chained to the magic contained in the other dead, sending a shockwave of destruction down the street.
 Lysa braced for the blast, pushing the magic away with her will, saving them from a similar fate.
 The building beneath the children shook, as though struck by an earthquake. All the buildings along the street collapsed, their lower walls completely decimated. Perl threw his arms about Lysa as their vantage point collapsed. 
 When the dust settled, the two of them were sitting in a pile of broken wood and rubble. The destruction of the entire street was complete, as though a giant had stormed through, smashing everything in its wake. 
 Perl stared at her through a face painted brown with dust. She stared back. Perl burst out laughing. She couldn’t help smiling too, and the next thing she knew, she was laughing too. 
 “That was incredible!” Perl said. 
 Lysa got to her feet and ineffectively attempted to brush dirt from her dress. It didn’t even look like the same thing she’d put on. It looked like rags.  “Yeah!”
 They had ridden the destruction to the street, the roof acting like a sled. Neither of them had as much as a bruise. Not a single zombie was left for the entire block. 
 She hoped her brother hadn’t been nearby. She walked over to where the necromancers had been. They’d been at the center of the explosion. They’d been blown to pieces too. 
 “We should get out of here,” Perl said. His eyes darted up and down the street. 
 She agreed, but she’d seen something in the middle of the street. They had time. She picked her way through the bits of body parts, all unidentifiable except for being little bloody bits. 
 Where the necromancers had been was shredded body parts mixed with bits of black robe. She kicked aside a chunk to reveal the wizard’s satchel. Poking out of the torn leather was a book, not even damaged. She picked it up, reverently and tenderly stroking the cover. They wouldn’t take this one from her. No one else would ever know about it. 
 She slid it into her satchel. “Now we can go.”
Perl turned and ran, disappearing into the debris, like hellhounds were on his heels, leaving her alone. She started to follow after him when suddenly she couldn’t move. Bonds of Force wrapped her thoroughly from head to toe. Out of the sky dropped men, more wizards, all surrounded by the element of air. 
 There were five of them, scowling, eyes examining the destruction. Lysa put on the act and appearance of a helpless little girl. One stepped forward, badges and medals decorating the chest of his robe. He was some type of soldier, or city guard. He towered over her like a giant. “What are you doing here?” he asked.
 “Nothing, I… I’m looking for my brother.”
 “Sir,” said one of the others, “The other disappeared through… through that.” He gestured at where the building had previously stood. 
 “He won’t get far,” the man said. To Lysa he said, “What happened?”
 “The necromancers, they made the zombies explode.”
 He studied her face, searching for signs of the lie. She stuck out her lower lip. She didn’t care if they believed her or not. One of his men nodded at her words. “Jakob and Alar had passes to study the dead.” 
 The soldier squinted down at her. “Captain Darvain, that’s the one that came in with Caridan. She also burnt down the Enthelm Forest.”
 “Destruction follows you,” Darvain said.
 Lysa felt her feet lift off the ground as the wizards took back to the sky, carried by the elemental winds she could no longer see. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 22
  
 Theondrin watched Lillena from across the room. Vichak and Caridan were in the other room. After they had cast out Mykel to the other zombies, he’d asked them to leave him alone with his apprentice. 
 “Such a delicate flower,” he said, “It pains me to see you wilt so.”
 Her eyes showed the pain from her betrayal, or maybe from the plague in her veins, he couldn’t tell which. Perhaps what he saw was merely a projection of his own guilt. She didn’t answer him. She’d been crying on and off, sometimes pleading for him to do something, followed by bouts of silence. It had gone on for hours. No matter how long it took, he wouldn’t leave her side. This was too important. 
 How fascinating to watch her die. He’d done this a time or two with a few others. This plague moved at different rates through different people. One had taken a few days to change, while another only seconds. Lillena’s pace seemed to be happening at a steady, observable pace, which he appreciated. She’d always been one to make him happy. Now if there was any chance of her holding on to a shred of intelligence, then he would reward her greatly. 
 It would be any time now. She fell to the floor, panting as though she’d just run cross-country. Her eyes darted like a wild animal, caged and searching for a way out, all the while her body died. 
 Though he had healed the wound on her breast, it rotted open before his eyes. The flesh had died away from where the teeth had ripped her, with ugly dark edges, and the poison from the bite turned her veins black. Her fingers had already curled into arthritic looking talons and her gums had receded back from her teeth. It was as if death already had its grip on her. 
 Her head rolled to the side, and she stared into his eyes, he hoped for the last time. He found it creepy. But no, she still clung to life. 
 “Theondrin,” she said. 
 “Yes, my dear?”
 Whatever she had on her mind, she took with her. Her eyes rolled back into her head as her spine constricted, arching her back from the floor. A high-pitched keening rose from her throat as she contorted, writhing in pain. He didn’t like that. If this worked, he hoped to avoid pain. He’d never been fond of hurting. 
 As she let out a final death rattle, he stood up. His patience had paid off. It hadn’t taken long at all. 
Now, time to go to work. 
 He cast a Psyche spell, linking himself telepathically with Lillena’s brain, followed by a Spirit spell. They were the same enchantments he’d cast upon himself. He had a theory about Mykel. Some part of him had resisted the curse, and it had to be in the brain. Yet like a pedigree dog, it should be possible to spread to his progeny. That was his theory, of course, though he would be dreadfully disappointed if it failed, that and out one promising apprentice. He briefly considered preparing a Darkness spell, but so far all such attempts to use such sorcery had met with failure, though they kept trying. As an afterthought, he added a spell of Spirit upon himself to watch her ghost.
 The Spirit spell detected nothing. Her body was truly dead. Her mind though, he detected something, like a spark. It dwindled rapidly as the curse consumed it, replacing it with a primal hunger for raw, warm flesh, and fueled by an incomprehensible rage. 
 Theondrin pushed harder into her brain, clinging to the thoughts and memories as they disappeared like a sheet of burning paper. No matter how much he clawed to hang onto them, they slipped through his spell. Then there was nothing, and their mental link severed. 
 “No,” he growled. He wouldn’t lose her. Her ghost pulled out of the body. He seized it with spells, forcing it back into Lillena’s corpse. It fought and struggled, slipping away as though the corpse repulsed it. The Spirit magic was the last link he had. The other spells had vaporized. He squeezed the ghost, binding it to the corpse, locking it in place.
 He collapsed to his knees, the sorcery stealing his strength. He looked up to find her corpse standing over him. He’d been so focused on his actions that he’d not paid attention to her movement. She was smiling. 
 Had it worked?
 “Theondrinnnnn….” Her words came out like a purr, a seductive growl that to his ears was the most beautiful sound in the world. 
 “It worked! Lillena, you did it. We did it!”
 She reached out a hand and he took it, helping him to his feet. 
 He stroked her cheek. “You realize what this means? We’ve beaten it.”
 “Looooooove yooooo…” She pulled his robe open. The clasps popped as the fabric tore. She curled her fingers against his chest and scratched slowly down. Her nails were sharp enough to pierce his undergarment, and felt them bite into his flesh. 
 “Careful, Lillena, there’s going to be some adjustment.” He tried to pull back. With her other hand she held him firmly, pulling him to her at the waist. 
 Lillena brushed her lips against his. Her eyes had changed. The beautiful green was laced with sanguine lines. Despite the growing fear, he felt aroused as she gyrated her hips against him. 
 “Dooo you want meeee?”
 The gods help him, yes he did. She still held the warmth of life, though the cold flesh of death would come all too soon. 
 He grabbed the front of her robe and tore it open. Aside from the horrific wound, she was exquisitely beautiful. She giggled a strange high-pitched keening, and pushed him roughly down onto the floor. 
 She straddled his hips, grinding herself against him. He lifted his waist off the floor, pressing against her, urging her on. He couldn’t believe he was doing this. Apparently the urges of the flesh did not disappear with dead. How interesting. 
 Lillena lowered her face to his and kissed him. Her tongue felt rough and dry in his mouth, so different from when she was alive. He didn’t care. 
 She pulled her tongue back and sucked his lower lip into her mouth. 
 She bit down.
 He screamed as she tore his lip slowly away. He tried to shove her off but she wouldn’t yield. Her strength pinned him to the floor. He felt the flesh strip away from his mouth, tearing down, skinning him, and peeling it away from his chin. 
He watched in painful horror as she slurped it down, his blood painting her face. When next she looked at him again, her eyes were crazed with lust, but not the way he had expected.
 He did not die slowly.  
  
 

 
CHAPTER 23
  
 They did not take Lysa back to the main city. They stopped in front of a building near the wall. It was a small dwelling that had been split in half when the wall had risen. She recognized the two wizards standing out front, and knew the name of one of them, Caridan. 
 Captain Darvain bowed slightly to the other. “Vichak, I found this one at the center of the explosion.”
 Vichak glanced at her and scowled. “What did she do? It felt like an earthquake.”
 “I don’t know, but I’ve never seen destruction like it. Is the archmage available?”
 “He is not,” Vichak said. He looked down at Lysa. “You have too many secrets for a little girl. What are you not telling us?”
 “I didn’t do it,” she said. 
 Vichak scoffed and then returned to ignoring her. “Theondrin’s got the entire house in a spell of silence, and said he’s not to be disturbed.”
 Darvain stared at the building as though attempting to see through the walls. Lysa wondered if he could. 
 All about them, a constant low growl provided an endless cacophony of sound. All about them the dead held at bay, back a good twenty feet from the house. They pounded and scratched at an invisible wall. She wanted to open her magic senses, but didn’t want them to notice. If they thought she did the explosion, the magic would only confirm it. 
  Vichak gestured to the neighboring dwelling. “Lock her in there. We’ll deal with her when Theondrin returns.”
 Darvain nodded sharply, took her by the arm and dragged her none too gently to the door. He shoved her in and slammed the door behind her.
 Finally alone, she drew the magic in. She could see the layer of magic where the captain had sealed the door, far more effective than any lock. 
 The house they’d thrown her in was dark. The shutters were closed, blocking out the light of the sun. She didn’t care. She lit a candle using a tiny flame she conjured from the tip of her finger. She found a chair in a dark corner and pulled out the new book from her satchel. 
 She didn’t know how much time she had, and she wanted to read as much as she could before Theondrin came for her. If they took this book away, she wanted to at least have the basics. 
 The book was different from Aleran’s, as though it was written in a completely different language. The runic writing warped and rearranged, marching like insects, fighting her mind. In a different language or not, it was magic, and she could read it. I can, she told herself, even as the words defied her.  
 The words responded to her will, and fell into place. Her mind instinctively made words from the scratches, forming sounds her tongue struggled to say. 
 The words were foreign compared to the magic of the flame. They were cold incarnate, lifeless. The magic essence lacing through everything took on a different vibration, stained with black as though ink had been spilled across everything. Her eyes changed, coated in shadows. She didn’t resist, and gave herself over. She’d learned to do that from the flame. She let it fill her.
 It’s so cold! She shivered and huddled over the book. All about her the shadows encroached, darkening the room further, sucking the heat up like a starving creature. She looked about, seeing the entropic touch of time on everything.
 She looked down at the book and the truth dawned on her. She kicked it across the room. It was useless. Aleran’s book was useless. In a burst of understanding, she saw the world for the first time. The grown-ups had it wrong. They were merely brushing the surface of magic, dipping their toes in a pool that went much deeper. They didn’t understand it. They wrote little spells. They threw magic around. They didn’t dive in. 
It made her laugh. She walked to the door and studied the seal. She could see how it worked. With a touch it fell away. With a little more understanding, she could unravel the very secrets of the universe.
  
 

 
CHAPTER 24
  
 Vichak dismissed Captain Darvain and his men. They had more important matters than guarding a little girl, and Theondrin hadn’t wanted anyone present for whatever he was doing. He shuddered, thinking of Lillena. Not that he’d ever been that fond of her, the two of them had long fought for Theondrin’s approval. Lillena had things that he did not, like her ability to seduce the archmage. He could not compete with that.
 At that moment, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief that Lillena, at that moment, had the archmage’s favor. He would not change places with her now for anything. What in the underworld was Theondrin playing at? He’d intentionally infected her. Now he was in there, studying her death. 
 He met Caridan’s eyes. He could tell similar thoughts were going through his head. The world was descending into madness. 
 His own family had come from the laborers’ quarters. He had not spoken to them since he began his apprenticeship at sixteen. Only his uncanny magical talent had saved him from a life of hard labor for the wizards. He wondered if he saw his parents’ corpses if he would even recognize them. Their home was closer to the gates. They would’ve died early in the attack. He had remained quiet when Theondrin had allowed the quarter to fall. That silence would forever haunt him. 
 It would forever damn him. 
 He heard the click of the front door and turned. It swung open, revealing the cloaked figure of Theondrin. He’d pulled his hood up over his head, obscuring his face. Vichak shuddered. Something wasn’t right. The man had a new aura about him, something unsettling. He felt… wrong? 
 “My lord?”
 Theondrin didn’t answer, instead turning toward the wall separating the neighborhood from the city proper. “Time to return to the tower,” he said. 
 Vichak nodded. Caridan stood on the side of the door facing Theondrin. His face became bleached of all color and his mouth moved silently as he staggered backward. A low chuckle emerged from Theondrin’s cowl. It sounded nothing like the archmage. 
 Caridan raised his hands, conjuring flames. Theondrin was faster. The blast of fire threw Caridan backward and into the stone, melting him upon it. The fats in his body sizzled off his bones in the extreme heat. 
 “My lord, what…” Vichak fell silent as Theondrin turned his gaze upon him. The archmage’s cowl fell back onto his shoulders. The man was no longer recognizable. All flesh and most of his muscle had been stripped down to the bone, leaving behind a skeletal visage, with only bit of meat clinging here and there. Eyeballs floated in the hollows of the exposed skull. 
 “Will there be a problem, Vichak?”
 Vichak shook his head. “No, my lord.” 
 “That is good. You will be the first in my new army.”
 From out of the dwelling, Lillena emerged. She moved in a mockery of seduction, with her mouth partly open and eyes glazed. Bits of meat dangled from her lips, and blood covered her skin and clotted her hair. Her distended stomach told the rest of the story. 
 Vichak fell to his knees and vomited. 
 She laughed, the sound horrible and teasing. He could not lift his head to look at her. What had Theondrin done? He needed to run. He commanded his legs to stand. They trembled but refused to obey. His mind reeled, all he could see behind his eyelids were their grotesque faces. 
 If he didn’t move, they would kill him. 
 That horrible giggling continued. He couldn’t look at her. “Ssssshtill hhhhungreee, Theondrinnnn…..”
 Vichak couldn’t run. He could crawl. He rolled over on his back and scuttled toward the next house. The horrible woman came toward him, a grin of gore painted on her face, her teeth gnashing, black tongue rolling across her lips. Their Force Wall had collapsed with Caridan’s death, and a horde of zombies moved toward him, drawn by his life. He had nowhere to flee. His back hit the neighboring door. 
It was no use, they’d magically sealed it. He tried the handle anyway. 
 It opened. 
 He fell in and slammed the door shut. Quickly he cast every sealing spell he knew, painting the door with wards. 
 The dead slammed the door. The house shook. He glanced around, searching for a way out. He couldn’t run. There was nowhere left in the world to go. The sanctuary of Levia was over. They would break through the door. 
 Vichak reached into his robe and pulled out the long ceremonial dagger he wore sheathed against his ribs. It had drawn his blood before. He’d used it for blood magic many times in the past. 
 Some would call this a coward’s death. He placed it against his stomach, feeling the bite of the point in his flesh. He hated that they would devour him. Much better than being alive for it, and much better than joining them. 
 The movement of a small shadow caught his eye. Yes, the girl. They’d locked her in here. 
 Only then did he realize she’d gone through the room lighting candles. As she stepped into the circle of their light, he watched, transfixed as the light refused to fully illuminate her. Looking closer, he saw that her eyes were completely black. 
 The dagger fell from his hand, and he backed away from her. He bumped into a table, feeling it bite painfully into his hip. He lost his balance and fell. 
 The whole world had descended into madness. The girl stared at him like a possessed thing, still approaching. She stopped next to him, not moving, just staring. Her hair had come loose from its ponytail, and her dress hung from her in rags. 
 His heart threatened to stop. The dagger was too far away, he didn’t have the strength to grab it, nor the sanity to cast another spell. 
 She floated toward him, the room darkening, candles extinguishing, as she approached. She stopped a foot away, hovering. His entire life of training, the years devoted to mastering the magic arts, and a little girl reduced him to mundane impotence. The volume of energy channeling through her was impossible. 
 “Wha...” he paused until he found his voice. “What are you going to do to me?”
 Her lips pulled back into a snarl. It looked out of place on her child-like face, and amplified a primal terror he’d never felt before. In a calm, high pitched voice she asked, “Where is my brother?” 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 25
  
 Serina shivered and pulled her cloak tight. The snow fell harder now, it covered the streets with what should have been a pure white blanket.
 It wasn’t. It had a sick gray tint to it. 
 When she’d been a child, she’d loved the snow. She remembered the snowball wars, building snow golems and snow forts. This – stuff – didn’t feel the same. It made her skin crawl. Just another sign of the corruption affecting the land. 
 Was it just Medanholm? Did the kingdom even exist anymore? Deep down she knew it didn’t. Even in Levia, in this sanctuary from the dead, she had a feeling of foreboding, as though their stay here was only temporary. 
 She felt tired. For the first time in her life she didn’t want to fight. Her new companions weren’t warriors. They weren’t like Mendreth’s Fist. They were remarkable in their own way, with an incredible amount of luck. They lacked skill. In this hellish world, their luck would eventually run out. If the Fist hadn’t been able to stand against the evil, then these fools stood no chance. 
 But where did that leave her?
 She wandered the streets, with no real destination. She didn’t want to think about the dead anymore, she didn’t want to think about anyone, especially not Ilandar. There had to be a way to drive his memory away. She could hardly stare at any one place for long, everything reminded her of him. 
 Serina turned down a side street. Wasn’t there a tavern anywhere in the bloody town? With a bunch of wizards, there should’ve been plenty of places to drink, even if only wine, yet even that seemed to be in short supply. It wouldn’t be long before the wizards had exhausted all of their resources. She could see it coming, see it in the lean faces of the people throughout the city.
She could tell that none of them had any idea of what the future held in store, and she imagined that few of them had actually dealt with the zombies up close. Had it even been a month since the war? She’d lost track of time. There were worse things out there, and the signs were just becoming apparent. 
 If Ilandar had lived, he’d have already formulated a plan. If they just would’ve had a little more time, as a group, they could’ve stopped it. She knew it, they’d faced incredible evils before. 
 It couldn’t all be left to her. 
 “Ilandar, why’d you leave me?”
 If his ghost haunted her, he didn’t answer.
 From the east of the city, a dark plume of smoke rose from the quarantined section. The towers blocked out of most of it. It added to the dark clouds overhead. She chose to ignore it; it wasn’t her concern, just like the naïve people she passed. She only cared about getting drunk. She’d worry about the future later. 
 From behind someone approached rapidly, running awkwardly through the thickening snow. The crunch didn’t even sound normal. Winter, spiritually, had always been used as a metaphor for the season of death, before the new season of rebirth, spring, came about. She couldn’t see a rebirth for the world, not this time. It felt like the end… an unstoppable, final end.
 Serina turned to see Taegar running up to her. She relaxed her grip on her blade. Her other hand hovered over where her short sword should’ve been. It rested within Lara’s room. She hadn’t seen the girl wear the blade since they’d arrived. Obviously that girl felt safe. She would take it back next time she saw her. And why wasn’t Taegar with her instead? 
 He came up, breathing heavy, but not winded. “We need to talk,” he said.
 She studied his face, and the emotions warring through his mind. “Poor Taegar. Girl problems? I’ll make it easy for you. Go to Lara.”
 “But last night…”
 She laughed, even though she didn’t feel it. “Last night? It was nothing. Forget it ever happened if it bothers you. I won’t bring it up.”
 That was all men wanted, an excuse to move on to the next woman, especially those one night stands, especially if they had to see the girl again. 
 He didn’t respond. Obviously it was going to be more difficult than that. 
 “Last night actually meant something to you?” she asked.
 “Of course it did,” he said, “You felt nothing?”
 “No, I didn’t.” She turned to continue her current quest, the search for a tavern. 
 He grabbed her arm. She jerked away, perhaps a little harder than she should, judging by his startled, hurt look.
 “I needed companionship,” she said, “I’m sorry if that bothers you. Next time I’ll find it elsewhere.”
 “So that’s it? We pretend it didn’t happen?”
 “And if we don’t? What then? What about Lara? I see the way you look at her. I’d be blind to say I didn’t. You two need each other more than I need you, or you me. You’ve reached your haven, and I appreciate travelling with you, but from here on we go our separate ways.”
 “What? You’re leaving us?”
 “Of course. You’ll be safer here, for a while. As safe as anywhere.”
 “I just thought…”
 “What, that you were the new Mendreth’s Fist?”
 He threw his hands in the air. “No! I… I just… It’s… We…”
 “Calm down, people are staring.” Indeed they were. An old robed man with marbles floating about his head had even stopped until she fixed him with a glare to get him moving again.
 Taegar took a deep breath. “It’s a feeling,” he said, “We belong together.”
 She laughed again. “Have you told Lara?”
 “No, not like that. If last night means nothing, then so be it. I’m saying it’s something more. You, me, Lara, and Lysa. Even, gods help us, Mykel.”
“You’re imagining things. You don’t need me, and I don’t need any of you.”
 She turned, half expecting him to grab her again, but he didn’t. Part of her wanted him to. Though she denied it, there was something true about his words, a link, like they did belong together, just as she had belonged to Ilandar and Mendreth’s Fist. It felt as though her survival depended on being with them. 
 She kept walking, well aware that he didn’t follow, though she could feel his eyes on her back. She did not want saved. She wanted to die fighting. Ilandar would be waiting for her on the other side. 
 That was good enough. 
 The people in front of her were looking up. She reached for the bow she hadn’t brought. Wizards landed about her. 
 Levia’s finest.
 “Serina i’Neshar, you need to come with us.”
 “I’d rather not. What have I done?”
 She reached for her sword. Just because. She wanted a fight.
 Bonds of Force enveloped her, pinning her arms to her side. She glanced down the street. A similar group of soldiers had surrounded Taegar as well, and though he argued, he made no more headway than she had.
 They didn’t explain. They rose into the air. She could feel the air elementals supporting her, though her eyes could not see them. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 26
  
 Lara had sat at the table alone, long after the others left, nursing a glass of water that tasted nothing like the water from Briar’s End. Nothing here compared to her home. The very thought of it put an ache in her chest that she could hardly stand. All she wanted to do was cry. She missed her home, she missed being nothing more than a girl dreaming about her future. She wanted to see her parents again, cry on her mother’s shoulder over the loss of Dorian, even though she’d always known that they disapproved of him. It didn’t matter what they thought, they would’ve held her and comforted her without judging. 
 She couldn’t return to them, even though she knew they were still alive. They weren’t her parents anymore, they’d been changed into something else. 
 She was pretty sure they weren’t the same. 
 Doubt often crept into her thoughts of them. Her father had only done what he thought had been best for their family. Maybe what she’d seen hadn’t been the truth. Maybe he’d known what he was doing for them. He had never been a man to make mistakes. Thinking back, she wondered if perhaps she hadn’t overreacted. All of the fear, the murder in the streets, the separation from Dorian – she’d reacted like a scared, lovesick little girl, and now she was miles from her home and had lost everything. 
 Maybe I can go home. The idea teased her, and though she’d thought it often enough, she hadn’t considered being able to truly return. Maybe they were there, waiting for her to come to her senses. Maybe they were searching, worrying for her, their prodigal daughter.
 She hadn’t shared her thoughts with the others, they would try to talk her out of it. Their only course of action, ever, was to fight. There were other ways to beat things, if you stepped back and examined the situation from another angle. 
 She grabbed her cloak and left their tower. The cold wind struck her immediately, taking her breath away. There were less people on the street, driven indoors as the storm grew worse. Her parents would be sitting in their townhouse in front of a fire, warm and safe, waiting out the horrors for the world to rebalance itself. 
 She stopped a man and asked for directions. He knew exactly where her destination was. She thanked him and headed down the street. 
 She thought briefly of Taegar. She did like him, and if she’d never met Dorian, she could’ve even let herself love him. She thought, with Dorian gone, that she still could come to feel more, but after kissing him she realized she wasn’t ready, and might not be for some time. 
The stranger’s guidance led her true, to a small tower with a banner hanging from the front door. The black banner had the sigil of a jawless human skull of white, the symbol of the god of Undeath. A large man stood at the door, oblivious to the cold. He opened the door for her as she approached.
 “Welcome to salvation,” he said. 
 Would they still welcome her if they suspected she had been part of the effort to stop their god? Did they even know that he was dead, ripped to shreds by an imprisoned ancient evil? 
 The same evil that had killed Dorian.
 The room was a single chamber, with rows of pews much like a temple, and at the front an old woman stood not on a podium, but down among those that had come to hear her. Lara held back, seeing the hope they placed in her. She was the delegate for the worm-eaters, those that possessed the slimy things that had given her parents peace.
 Lara had known instantly how people could survive outside the walls of the city, among the zombies. She had seen it for herself. They were here too, preparing for the end, just as her father had back in Briar’s End.  
 Others stood behind the old woman, with the calm expression of those that had taken the worms. The fear was not present in their expressions. They had the security that they would not be harmed by the undead, perhaps not even by the gods. 
 She wanted that, to not be afraid anymore, to be able to sleep at night without worrying that something with a rotting face would be hovering over her when she opened her eyes, and to find everyone she knew and loved dead. 
 She would be the first. She wouldn’t ask the others to do this until she knew for herself. Then she could go home.
 She walked through the crowd, excusing herself as she went. Many of them were not yet ready for the worm, she could see their revulsion warring with the cost of peace of mind. A small group of three each picked up one of the familiar looking worms from a bowl the woman proffered. There was some hesitation. Lara watched, enrapt, as they took their slimy sacrament. 
 The revulsion on their faces when the worm first struck their tongue was replaced an instant later with the calmness of the worm-eaters. The worry disappeared, along with any hints of fear. They took their place with the others at the back of the chamber.
 “The end is coming,” the woman said, “But you do not have to fear it. Those that put their faith in Skul will live to see the new world, born from the ashes of the dead. You do not have to fear, the master has shown us a way to the new kingdom. He commands the dead, he has dominion over them, and will protect you if you take his gift. It is a simple offering, of the most base of creatures, and through the worm Skul will see you as his, and the dead shall pass you by.”
 The god of undeath was dead, yet his worms still protected them. 
 The old woman looked up as Lara approached. “Are you ready for the gift of Skul?”
 Lara didn’t trust herself to speak, so she nodded. The woman extended the bowl. The worms were more like maggots, white and squirming, lying in a bath of white mucus. Her stomach recoiled, and she felt her breakfast threaten to rise. 
 If this was the price for peace, she could do it. 
 She had to.
 Lara reached into the bowl, grabbing a thin one. She didn’t trust the fat ones. The memory of the taste came back to her mind – foul, of rot and dirt. She hadn’t given it a chance. This woman, and those behind her, though odd, possessed the serenity she desired.
 Yes, I can do this. 
 The thing squirmed, becoming more active in the warmth of her palm, eager for its fate. The woman watched her, expectant. Her mouth was open in anticipation, as though it was she that was going to eat it. The old woman’s tongue licked her lips, leaving them wet and glistening, slimy, like the worms. 
I’m seeing things. She raised the maggot to her mouth. 
 The door opened, letting in a burst of icy wind. She almost threw the worm in, but paused. Just another excuse to put off eating it. She turned to see guards entering. Their eyes were on her. 
 She dropped the worm into her pouch as the lead guard reached for her arm. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 27
  
 Theondrin stood on the top of a tower as white as bleached bone. So fitting, he thought, as though it waited for its destiny to be realized. Just like him. 
 Nearby, Lillena crouched over a corpse of one of his council. They were scattered across the blackened floor, all of them dead. Not one had accepted his offer, and they even had the audacity to attack him on sight. Sure, he didn’t look the same, but they should’ve sensed the power. That had not changed. He could have saved them, and made them gods. They all could’ve been like him, every one. 
 The alternative was just as good. The future world had just become a little less crowded. 
 Lillena looked up at him and smiled, a chunk of meat falling from her mouth and her obscene grimace. She’d quit eating like a hog at a trough and now used her hands to rip chunks from the corpses as she moved from one to the next. She was incredible, not anything like him, and almost a different creature. He didn’t hunger the same. Yes, he craved raw bleeding tissue, but the power satiated him. Perhaps it came from missing most of his flesh and organs. What good would it do? There would be no nourishment, it would spill out of his jawbone.
 Lillena though, she ate insatiably. She could not get enough. Her belly had swelled to the point where he feared she would pop, and what then? He did not try to temper her, if gluttony was her nature, then so be it. 
 He moved to the balcony, staring out over his city. Would anyone accept what he’d become? Did none of them share his vision? 
 He’d sent out a telepathic order to his guards to bring in the new refugees. They were used to him sending orders in such a way, he was often too busy to meet with anyone directly, except as necessary. It would be time to question them soon. He’d dismissed their wild claims about the gods too quickly. His new power was but a stepping stone. 
 The city no longer looked the same, buried as it was beneath the falling snow. If the gods looked down upon him now, they would not see a man bending at the knees. He would challenge them, meet them on a level playing field. If they were dead like him, he would tear them apart. Perhaps he could now crack open the Watcher, just to see what would spill out. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 28
  
 Lysa walked out the door and into the horde of undead. They shuffled past her, oblivious. To her new eyesight, she could see dark energy within them, and simply allowed the Darkness sorcery to imitate it. None paid her any attention. 
 Vichak stumbled along with her, eyes wide in shock. He feared her, but he feared being alone far worse. That shouldn’t have come as a surprise to her, with his only other alternative to be eaten, but she expected him to flee. He didn’t. She extended her sorcery to include him. As long as he stayed near her, he’d be safe. She couldn’t watch over him and search for her brother too. He’d have to keep up.
 Everything she’d believed about the world had been turned on end. She’d always depended on adults to take care of her. She’d lost those that had put her safety first, both her parents and her brothers. When she’d turned to her remaining friends, they were more absorbed in their own problems. She was on her own. And she didn’t care. 
 Even her brothers needed her. They sure weren’t getting any help from the others. Her family had never been ones to sit around, and she wouldn’t either. 
Even if she had to take care of the adults. 
 Lysa stopped and placed her hands on her hips and turned to face Vichak. She could tell how uncomfortable she made him, he could hardly look at her for more than a few seconds. She would use it to her advantage. “Where is he?” She didn’t need to tell him who.
 “We tossed him out with the others,” he said. He gestured at the crowd of zombies shambling about. “I don’t know where he went.” The wizard’s hands shook as though he were affected with palsy. His eyes followed the zombies as though he couldn’t believe they weren’t attacking. “He’s not your brother anymore. Theondrin made him a monster.”
 “It doesn’t matter. I can bring him back.”
 More and more zombies filled the street. They were gathering at the wall, focusing on a single spot. 
 “What are they doing?” she asked. 
 The wizard squinted, trying to see through the crowd. Then his eyes widened in comprehension. “Caridan.”
 “What does that mean?”
 “They’re… eating him off the wall.”
 “Oh.” She didn’t really know what he meant, but she didn’t have time to find out. 
 Lysa let the magic sweep her up until she floated a foot over the heads of the dead. She scanned the crowd, searching for Mykel. The first thing she saw was what Vichak had referred to as Caridan. There was some type of goo on the wall the zombies appeared to be drawn to. They were licking and chewing it off the wall. Those feeding also appeared to be absorbing magic from it, much like the others had, from the necromancers’ spells. It didn’t matter, Mykel wasn’t among them. 
 She continued scanning the horde, looking for his familiar face. 
 There, across the street. 
 Mykel crouched on the porch, like an angry gargoyle. His face was contorted with rage and his body trembled, but he otherwise hadn’t joined the others. More blood coated his chin and neck. He needed her more and more. Every time they were separated he became a monster again.
 She floated through the dead, not bothering to see if Vichak followed her or not. Like the other zombies, Mykel didn’t see her at first, even when she dropped down in front of him.
 “Mykel?”
 He looked up, eyes focusing beyond her as though she were invisible. 
 “It’s me,” she continued, “Your sister? Lysa? Look at me, I’m right here.”
 “This isn’t a good idea,” Vichak muttered. 
 She ignored the wizard and reached out and took her brother’s chin in her small hands, forcing him to look directly at her. His eyes darted about as his jaws snapped at the air. Lysa put her face to his, nose to nose. “Please, see me.”
 His eyes focused, and his eyes dilated in recognition. He couldn’t both see her and be a mindless zombie. Her brother won over the monster.
 “Hey,” he said. 
 She threw her arms about him, heedless of the blood. “You scared me.”
 He embraced her. “Sorry. It’s getting harder.”
 “It’s okay, I’ll always be there for you.”
 “I know you will,” he said, “But when it gets too bad, you might have to let me go.” 
 “I’ll never let you go.”
 Mykel smiled and stood, sweeping her up in his arms. Lysa rested her head against his chest. It felt good to have him back. She would clean him up as soon as they got back to the others. 
 Mykel snarled. She realized that he saw Vichak. His eyes narrowed, and the shadow of his hungry rage crept back into his features. 
 “It’s okay,” Lysa aid hurriedly, “I saved him.”
 “If you betray her,” Mykel said to the wizard, “I will kill you.”
 Vichak nodded. “I wouldn’t. I won’t.”
 Satisfied the man understood his place, Mykel turned his attention back to her. “Where to?”
 “Away from the wall. I think something bad is about to happen.”
“Away?” Vichak looked as though he were reconsidering his options. “We’d be safer on the other side.”
 Lysa and Mykel ignored him. Her brother didn’t question her. They moved through the street, the horde of undead parting to allow them passage. With one last look back in longing, Vichak followed. She almost wished he would leave. His presence angered her brother. She didn’t need that working against her. 
 She wasn’t sure how long they had, only that they needed to get as far away as possible. She could see the energies coalescing in the dead, and knew what the consequence would be. 
 They had cleared two blocks from the wall when the explosion came. Over Mykel’s shoulder she saw stone thrown into the air, impossibly high, blocking out the sight of the tallest towers with a cloud of dust and blue flame. 
 Stunned, Vichak stared at the chain of explosions coming their way. Mykel saw the wave of destruction spilling down the street and ran for the shelter of a building even as the first of many large stones began to fall from the sky. Vichak pulled himself out of his shock and ran after them. 
 Giant slabs of broken rock tore through the buildings, but Mykel had chosen well. The house he’d taken shelter against was made of thick stone, protecting them from some of the smaller projectiles, though she heard the roof cave in. Luck protected them further. 
 They were far enough from the wall that the dead were less charged by magic. They did not explode, though many were crushed. The explosion summoned them from across the quarter to the new hole in the wall like moths to the torch. 
 The ground continued to tremble, as though the explosions had awakened it.
  
 

 
CHAPTER 29
  
 The zombies spilling into Levia met with resistance from the city’s guard. Though only alerted by the explosion, they arrived rapidly, having been on alert since the original invasion of the dead weeks earlier. At the front stood Captain Darvain. He expected nothing less from his men than he expected of himself. People often saw wizards as soft when it came to war. Nobody would ever accuse him of such. Though he had never served with the King’ army, he saw himself as no less a warrior, despite trading a sword and shield for spells. 
 His presence rallied his men, allowing them to face the hungry dead with pride and courage. Many of them, despite the ever present dead segregated within the city, had not battled the corpses, nor had they gone past the wall to engage, on Theondrin’s orders. Only the necromancers, and those chosen by Darvain, spent any time at all in their midst. 
 If given half a chance, he would’ve been a part of the war on the marches, back before they were even aware of the undead threat. His duties in the city had not allowed it. Theondrin had kept most of them out of the war, and the wizards practicing magic outside the wall were few in comparison to those residing here. There just wasn’t access to knowledge anywhere else. Magic took years to develop, and could never truly be mastered. 
 Standing with his troops, they incinerated the dead before they could even set foot outside of their quarantine. So far it was easy, though the numbers were starting to pick up. Their charred corpses piled up, forcing the dead behind them to climb over to reach the living. 
 They were faceless monsters. He didn’t see them as the people that they’d once been. That kind of thought made a soldier weak. He didn’t allow it in his men either. If it was a monster, you killed it, even if it looked like your granny.
 He’d seen Theondrin return to his council earlier, at a distance, though he had not returned with his retinue. Only his apprentice had accompanied him. They were heavily cloaked against the cold of winter. He’d received the message telepathically, directly from Theondrin himself, to send men to arrest the four newest refugees. It all had to be related… the child had been there at the site of the first explosion. They’d locked her up and more explosions had taken out the wall. 
As long as Theondrin was safe, that was all that mattered. 
 He hoped the archmage would return with the council. They were the ones with enough power to restore the wall. His soldiers did not possess such sorcery to pull up that much stone from the earth. Until then, they could throw fire for hours, but he hoped it didn’t come to that. The strong wind kept blowing smoke and the smell of charred flesh into his face. He had a strong constitution, but not all of his men were handling it as well as he could. Some had to be relieved until they got control of themselves. 
 The pile of corpses trembled. Even the burnt dead continued to crawl. A second retinue of soldiers stepped forward, using Spirit Sorcery to explode the heads of the dead. Gray brain matter and red gore painted the snow. The dead piled up too fast, and even with the flames, many of the corpses lived on, hidden in the snow, smoke, and bodies. 
 He wiped the snow from his eyes. He only had a few soldiers to dedicate to diverting the blizzard. Too much of the weather got through. If it got any thicker, the dead would have the advantage.
 In the falling snow, it almost looked as though the bodies were trembling. He stepped closer, using the fire to burn away the falling snow. Yes, the flesh of the zombies bulged as though they filled up like giant balloons. 
 “Damn.” 
 That was his last thought as the fallen dead exploded, filled with the sorcerous energy of elemental fire. He did not live long enough to see the pile erupt, taking out the frontline of his men.
  
 

 
CHAPTER 30
  
 The cells were small, no more than five foot square cages with a cot too short to properly rest, and a bucket to piss in. Each one was separate from the next by a gap of ten feet, so that prisoners could not reach the guards as they passed by. They were on the ground floor of another tower with but a single guard.
 The cages dropped from the ceiling, controlled somehow by crystals embedded in the wall. The guard would channel energy through the crystals by touch to control the rising and dropping of the cages. 
 Serina had the cell next to him, and a short while later they’d brought in Lara. None of them spoke. They were told they’d be released shortly, when someone had time to question them.  
 He’d asked about what, but the soldiers had left without any further explanation. Aside from the three of them, the other cells were empty. 
 He sat down on the cot with his back against the bars. They bit into his back uncomfortably, no matter how he shifted. 
 Serina had her back to him and showed no interest in conversation. Lara briefly asked if either of them had seen Lysa, and when they said they hadn’t, she too had nothing more to say.
 Was this because of Mykel? Perhaps the man had lost control and hurt someone. Still, that wasn’t enough reason to imprison them. They’d done nothing but cooperate. 
 The tower shook, and dust rained down from the ceiling.
 “What was that?” he asked. 
 Serina got to her feet. “I don’t know.”
 Their guard, maybe no more than eighteen and given the boring job of watching them, glanced at the door. 
 “So that’s not normal?” Taegar asked.
 The kid shook his head. 
 A loud thrumming of many nearby explosions shook the tower. It went on for over a minute, like a long peal of thunder, shaking crystalline dust free from the walls and ceiling of the chamber, until Taegar wondered if the tower wasn’t going to come down on their heads. 
 The roar died down, with only a few spaced explosions following intermittently. The guard opened the tower door and peered out. All that Taegar could see was a blur of gray, the blizzard obscuring anything beyond the doorway. Whatever was happening out there, he couldn’t see from his cage. 
The guard glanced back once in their direction before fleeing, disappearing into the storm and leaving the tower’s door open. The three of them watched, waiting and wondering. Dark shadows moved through the snow, though he could not tell if they were soldiers or civilians. 
 “Is this starting to feel familiar to anyone else?” Taegar asked. 
 Serina nodded. “We’ve got to get out of these cages. Now.”
 But how? The cages had been lowered from the ceiling by magic, and all of their gear was in another room. It would take someone with the strength of a giant to lift the heavy bars. 
 He glanced at Lara. She sat huddled on the floor of her cell, studying something in the palm of her hand, ignoring them. What did she have? Though mildly curious, it was secondary to escaping. Probably some memento from Dorian. He would give her time to grieve. 
 A figure stopped in the door. Snow crusted the beard of a ragged and gnarly face missing much of the flesh from his cheek. He stood in the door, sniffing the air like a dog sniffing out a raccoon. 
 Taegar held perfectly still, as did his companions. The zombie took a step in, looking about the room. His eyes fell on the cage nearest the door. The corpse’s eyes lit up with a predatory recognition and lurched toward Lara. 
 Lara threw herself against the far side of the cage as the zombie slammed into it, reaching for her. She screamed as the zombie withdrew its arm. It circled her, forcing her to the far side. Every two steps it would stop and reach through the bars again, as though its arms would magically extend. Fortunately they couldn’t, but it kept circling, forcing her to keep moving. 
 He’d never felt so helpless. Yes, Serina had been right, he cared for Lara, maybe even loved her. “Keep moving,” he urged, but he didn’t have to tell her. 
 Another figure appeared in the doorway. A second zombie had seen the first, and saw its prey. Lara saw it too and screamed. 
 The second zombie charged the cage like a bull, smashing its body into the bars hard enough to shake the entire cell. Lara shrieked and fell back against the bars. The first zombie, seeing its opportunity, rushed to the far side. 
 She darted under its arm, its fingers just brushing her arm, failing to get a hold. 
 Standing perfectly still in the center, neither zombie could quite reach her, their reach falling short by a couple of feet. 
 The zombies, as though unaware they couldn’t reach her snapped at the bars, breaking their teeth on the metal. Their frenzied growls grew in intensity as though she mocked them, driving them more and more into a rage. 
 Outside the door more dark shadows appeared, drawn in by the sound of their companions. First three more came in, joining the other on the same side of the cage. With their combined weight, the side of the cage lifted an inch from the ground. 
 Whatever the state of their mind, the zombies still possessed an inkling of predatory intelligence. The zombie on the far side jerked back on the bars while the others shoved. The cage rocked, lifting up several inches each time before slamming back into the ground.
 Lara knelt down, trying to make herself as small as possible. 
 “Hey!” Taegar yelled, “I’m right here, come and get me!”
 The zombies ignored him, worked up into a frenzy as they were, desperate for their cornered prey. 
 He couldn’t look away, the woman he’d found himself falling in love with was close to being torn apart had maybe moments to live, and he could do nothing about it. He’d never felt so hopeless in his life. 
 More zombies spilled into the room. He could no longer tell how many, they were too numerous. They surrounded her cell, zombies reaching in on all sides. Their overwhelming numbers, for the moment, actually saved Lara’s life. It prevented them from knocking over the cage. 
 Still more came, and soon they came after Serina and him. Lara was lost from sight.
 
 

 
CHAPTER 31
  
 Lara huddled beneath the reaching arms coming at her from all sides. She had no idea how many there were. They were thicker than flies in a dirty barn. Their fingers came too close. 
 A zombie too torn up to even identify its gender shoved its torso hard against the bars, as though it could squeeze its dead frame further by letting the metal tear into its body. Dark fluids leaked down the bars from its chest as it forced itself as hard against the cage as it could. Its fingers touched her hair. She almost fell back into the arms of the dead behind her. 
 There was no way out. Eventually, somehow they would reach her. It felt as though the cage was shrinking. If they didn’t manage to grab her, her own fear would eventually betray her, maybe falling back into their grasp. Once one of them got her, it would be over. 
 They were as good as dead. It was apparent that the city was overrun, and if anyone still knew where they were, they probably didn’t care. 
 She had one way out. She cradled it within her right hand. It still squirmed, though not as much as it had initially. She had the worm. All she had to do was eat it and they would leave her alone. But then what? She’d be trapped in the cage until someone came along, if anyone was left alive to find them. 
 It was better than being ripped apart, and it would buy her time. The price she would pay would be watching her friends get torn apart and eaten. 
 She stared into the horrific faces of the dead and made up her mind. It had to be better than being torn apart. 
 She lifted the worm to her lips.
 A zombie lunged, striking her elbow. 
 The worm fell to the stone.
 She dove for it, but it bounced near to the edge of the cage.
 Gore-caked hands grabbed her hair and dragged her to the bars and their snapping jaws.
  
 

 
CHAPTER 32
  
 Taegar heard the screams but didn’t dare move. He stood as still as possible as the hands continuously swung at him. He heard the screams and could do nothing. 
 He couldn’t fight, he couldn’t scream for help, he couldn’t run… 
 He prayed it would end quickly for her. He could no longer see Serina either. 
 He covered his ears, blocking out the sounds. He didn’t want to hear her anymore, he didn’t want to hear the sounds that he knew would follow, the sounds of ripping and chewing. He’d met her in a situation just like this, except she’d had something to fight back with, and even though she’d been outnumbered, she’d fought. He’d been there too, to fight by her side, though he hadn’t known her from friend or foe. They had been strangers to one another, with their backs against the wall, with nearly no chance of survival. Yet together they had held off the dead long enough to be saved. 
 If he could have only been in there with her perhaps he might’ve been able to do something. They never should’ve separated. Maybe things would have turned out different. 
 He had failed her. He’d failed all of them. 
 He’d let Lysa go out on her own. She was only a little girl, and he’d lost her twice. He’d driven Serina away. 
 He pushed away the self-pity. If he were going to die, he would die as a man. He opened his eyes and stared into the face of the hungry dead. 
 “Come on then, you bloody bastard, come get me.”
 He spit in the zombie’s face.
  
 

 
CHAPTER 33
  
 The zombies, as one, stopped attacking as though they’re rage had slipped away. Their faces were devoid of emotion as though the three of them had become invisible. 
“What?” Taegar screamed, “Come and get me!” If they could not see him, neither did they show any signs of hearing him. They turned away, their faces vacant as though he had suddenly ceased to exist. The zombies began to shuffle about the room, as though seeking prey they could no longer detect. 
 The zombies parted, falling back from the cages. It took a moment for Taegar to register that the three people moving through them were not mindless undead. His mind could hardly comprehend that anyone could even be near the zombies safely. He wanted to scream for them to run, while relief flooded over him. 
 Lysa led the way, with Mykel and Vichak on her heels. 
 “I told you this is where’d they’d be,” Vichak said.
 Lysa stopped at the first cage. “Lara?”
 Taegar stared through the bodies, trying to see through the dead. “Lara? Lara!”
 She didn’t answer. Oh please gods, let her be okay. Just let her live. Please, don’t let her be dead. 
 Lysa knelt down at the edge of the cage. Mykel stood behind her, his face showing nothing. Vichak attempted to stare in every direction at once, as though the zombies might at any moment take a renewed interest in them. 
 The dead parted enough so that he could see Lara’s motionless form. The world seemed to spin. “Lara?”
 She lifted her head.
 Taegar collapsed to his knees, forehead pressed against the bars. “Oh gods, thank you.”
 He felt the tears of relief running down his cheeks before he even realized he was crying. 
 Serina looked back and forth between the two cages. She walked to the side facing him and clung to the bars. She too had tears on her cheeks. He smiled at her in relief. She just shook her head.
 “Oh Taegar,” Serina said, “I’m so sorry.”
 “We survived.”
 Serina looked away.
 “Lara, we made it. I’ll never leave you again, I promise.”
 Lara got to her feet, using the bars for support. Oh gods, she’s hurt. Please don’t be bitten – please oh please oh please…
 Lysa had turned away, and was hugging Mykel. Mykel held her, his face a blank slate. What was wrong with everyone?
 “Vichak,” Taegar said, “Get me out of this cage.”
 Lara wouldn’t look at him. She stared out through the bars. She was too far away for him to see her very well. His stomach hurt. He felt sick. 
 Vichak walked to the end of the chamber and touched the prison crystals. Their cages rose into the air, freeing them.
 Except for Lara’s. 
 Taegar shoved through the mindless dead, fearless of any threat they might’ve posed. They stumbled, and still ignored him. He grabbed the bars.
 “Lara?”
 Serina came up behind him and tried to pull him away. He shook her off. 
 “Vichak? Lift up her cage. Let her out!”
 “He can’t,” Serina said. Her voice was soft. She didn’t grab him again, but rested a hand lightly upon his shoulder. 
 “Lara,” he said, “It’s me, Taegar.”
 Her head turned. When she faced him, he saw the hideous wound on her shoulder where a chunk had been torn away. Somehow one of the dead had managed to bite her between the bars. It shouldn’t have been possible. 
 Her blood had pumped out, soaking her cloak and dress, forming a puddle of her life blood on the floor. Her feet smeared it across the stone as she shuffled about. 
 She was already dead, her eyes empty.
 His feet no longer held him and he slid down the bars. “Oh…” He didn’t know what else to say or who to pray to. He closed his eyes and took a breath, then a second.  The sobs burst out before he could stop them. 
  
 


CHAPTER 34
  
 The city shook as the five fled the prison tower. Vichak led them, though only fast enough to stay in front. He refused to walk more than a few feet ahead of Lysa. Serina had taken a moment to retrieve her sword. They could not return to their rooms to get her bow or find her second blade, and she didn’t care. She only wanted to get out of the city as fast possible. 
 The explosions were few and far between, though the earth continued to shake. They saw others of the living fleeing for their lives, though they did not have the protection that Lysa could offer, and the blizzard made it impossible to tell if they approached one of the living or one of the dead. They had ran into a few surviving wizards and had nearly been struck by a fireball. 
 After that they avoided everyone. 
 The snow made it difficult to run, but they did their best. Taegar hadn’t said another word since they’d dragged him away from Lara’s cage. Serina had waited for Taegar to leave before she’d decapitated the corpse. She wouldn’t leave any more of their number behind to live on as a zombie. Never again.
 She appreciated Taegar blaming himself for her death. She knew the weight he carried. She felt the same for the companions she’d lost. She bit her lip. She’d added Lara’s death to those she felt responsible for. 
 They reached the edge of the city and found the main gate open, blown apart as though by a celestial strike by a fiery divine hand. Outside the walls, nearly two feet of snow had accumulated. 
 “We’re never going to survive out there,” Vichak shouted over the wind. 
 Serina gasped as a blast of cold air stole her breath. She tried to block the snow from stinging her eyes. The thickly falling snow obscured everything. “The forest to the west,” she said.
 “Is it such a good idea?” Vichak asked.
 “We need shelter.” She looked to Taegar, seeing if he would weigh in, but the man stood with head lowered, his features hidden deep within the cowl of his cloak. 
 They took off across the fields that surrounded the city. The dead continued to ignore them. It was a small blessing. She did not think they could fight long in this. Whatever Lysa was doing, she prayed for the girl to keep it up. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 35
  
 From high atop his tower, despite the raging storm, Theondrin saw the world with a clarity he’d never known in life. 
 His city was at war with itself. Levia would never be the same. Its past was glorious, with a history rich in magic and the pursuit of knowledge. It would ever house the lore, despite the damage done to it this day. Knowledge had a way of surviving. He did not worry about it, nor did he feel any sense of loss. He had all of the knowledge he needed, and through him it would live on. Forever. 
 Through the city’s streets, men trained in magic fought a battle that should’ve been easy. They’d killed zombies before. They even knew that the zombies were evolving. Becoming magic bombs was a bit unexpected, but not a great surprise. They could safely contain a certain amount of sorcery, becoming mystic catalysts. They would certainly have a purpose in the new world, he just wasn’t sure what it was yet. He did intend to find out. 
 His wizards might have fared better if not for the blizzard. Their inability to divert the weather meant they could not rely on an aerial defense.  Fear ran so rampant in this battle few of them realized or cared they were indirectly destroying the city in their attacks on the dead. 
 He considered helping them, after all, they were his subjects. He found that he didn’t care. He’d transcended the needs of Levia and its people. His was a new journey. 
 Perhaps the gods were involved in this battle. He scanned the skies for a sign. Would they ride chariots composed of wind or flame? If a god dwelt in the storm, he should’ve been able to sense him. 
There were no gods, only him. 
 Wait… there. A god. 
 He could sense one of them, a divine being outside the walls. He cast a spell of Psyche, allowing him to remotely view the source. Within his mind’s eye, he saw a vision of five people fleeing Levia. He could not tell which one had drawn his attention.  
 The refugees? 
 It made sense. They’d spoken of seeing the gods. The gods took on avatars, cloaking themselves in the guise of mortality. One of them was not what he or she seemed. 
 He dismissed Vichak. That man was no god. The child too was of no consequence, nor their pet zombie. That left either the lady Serina or… 
 What was the other man’s name? He’d been inconsequential, easily overlooked. Yes, he was the god. 
 Now he was hungry. He would feast upon the god. 
 “Come, Lillena,” he said, “We have purpose this day.”
 The woman emitted a high-pitched moan and stared down at the streets. 
 Theondrin followed her gaze. Far below a small band of wizards had managed to barricade themselves in an alley using massive stones from the destruction of a neighboring tower. “Oh, very well. I can do this on my own.” 
 She smiled and without hesitation, threw herself from the top of the tower. He almost hesitated. Her attack would be a thing of beauty to watch. He didn’t have time for such distractions. 
 He pulled a crystal from his pouch and dropped it to the stone of the balcony. Focusing on his destination, he crushed it beneath his heel. The spell bent space, instantly teleporting him from the tower and into the forest. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 36
  
 Lysa ran with her companions, tears freezing as they dripped from her chin. She didn’t care if the others noticed or not. She’d let go of the magic once they’d fled the city walls. She felt like a child again, the strength she’d possessed rescuing he brother slipped away, leaving her feeling small and afraid. 
 She had lost Lara. The realization left a hole in her heart. Lara had become family. The betrayal of the wizards had taken away her new sister. She couldn’t save her. She couldn’t imagine what it would do to Dorian when he found out after she saved him. 
 There was only Mykel and her now. She already knew that Taegar and Serina wouldn’t accompany her back to the Watcher. The wizard that had joined would not stay with them for long. 
 They reached the edge of the forest, slipping into the trees and through the underbrush. It blocked the storm some. Everyone stood around shivering, except for her brother. They had the look of the defeated. 
 Vichak stared back through the blizzard as though he could still see his home. His eyes were wide and haunted. “What do we do now?” 
 “We stick together,” Taegar said, “And we keep moving. There’ll be cottages nearby, there’s got to be. We’ll find one to wait out the storm, maybe the winter. Maybe then we head for Doramwall, or maybe further south. Maybe the dead haven’t reached Harcove yet. Maybe they had enough warning.”
 “No!” Lysa, said, “It’s time to go back for Dorian. We got what we needed. I can free him now, I know it.”
 Serina knelt down in front of her. “We can’t. Dorian’s gone, your brother is dead. Lara… we… we found that out.”
 As Serina reached for her in what must’ve been her show of sympathy, Lysa backed away. “No, I’d know it if he were dead. I’d feel it. He’s still alive, and I’m going after him.” She puffed out her chest and wiped a fist across her eyes. “I will do it without you if I have to.”
 No one answered her. They probably thought they could force her to do what they wanted, except for the fact that Mykel would support her. As long as she had him, they couldn’t force her to do anything.
This would be goodbye.
 The air shimmered.
 The attack came out of nowhere. The suddenness of the cloaked wizard’s appearance sent out a shockwave of air, blasting away snow and knocking all of them from their feet. Lysa found herself lying in a snowbank, nearly buried. 
 She came up gasping and spitting snow and staring at something that was a mockery of life. She recognized the attire of Theondrin, though it didn’t look like him. Mad eyes within a bloody skull stared out of the cowl, and it uttered a sound too malevolent to be laughter. 
 The first back on her feet was Serina. She charged the monster with her single blade, coming in low as though to dodge anything the undead wizard could throw at her. Instead the wizard raised its arms, and the frozen earth erupted beneath her, throwing her flailing into the brush and leaving behind rough, shattered ground. 
 Even as the others recovered, the dead wizard’s hands moved rapidly, sending out blinding electric bolts. She heard Taegar and Vichak scream, though she couldn’t see them. Mykel took a bolt in the chest, and though he didn’t cry out, he dropped to his knees. 
 Lysa held still, afraid to move. She wanted to call upon the magic and fight, but she didn’t want the creature’s attention. This wasn’t some type of reasonable human, nor was it some mindless walking corpse. As horrible as the dead were, the sentient madness of this thing terrified her. 
 She had to do something. She sat up, and when the creature’s gaze fell on her, she backed up, seeing her death in its eyes. It would take nothing to call upon the magic, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. 
 It had to be Theondrin. He had become this monster somehow. Perhaps he’d always been, and was just now showing his true self. It didn’t matter. Even without calling upon the magic, she could see the incredible power the wizard possessed. 
 The wizard dismissed her. It didn’t see her as a threat. It gestured, and Taegar floated into view. A fist of energy clutched him, and his feet dangled three feet off of the ground.
 If she didn’t act, Taegar would die. Maybe one of the others could save him. Serina could, she could kill anything. 
 But the woman hadn’t reappeared. Neither had Vichak. Only Mykel remained, and her brother struggled to regain his feet. He wouldn’t recover in time. 
 Taegar stopped in mid-air, hovering before Theondrin. The wizard brought him down until they met eye to eye, and asked, “What god are you? Reveal yourself.”
 Taegar? A god? 
 “I don’t know what you mean.”
 “You might have fooled your companions, even the entirety of Levia. You destroyed my city when I took your dead thing. I almost didn’t see it. If not for your veiled threats, I might not have connected you to the chaos. Are you the Trickster? Perhaps Undeath. It would make sense, considering your company. It also explains the presence of the worm-eaters.”
 Lysa stared at Taegar, trying to see what Theondrin spoke of. If he were a god, why hadn’t he saved Lara? 
 “If I were a god,” Taegar said, “I would have already killed you.” He didn’t look afraid, and stared at the wizard with contempt. 
 “Still you deny it. Yet I can sense your power.” Theondrin reached out and grabbed Taegar by the throat. He dragged the man’s head down and opened its skeletal maw, bringing its teeth toward Taegar’s scalp. 
 Mykel stood and growled. Theondrin paused, his teeth mere inches away. She detected it bringing in enough fire magic to incinerate her brother. 
 Her brother didn’t move.
 The forest did. 
 Branches whipped out, wrapping about Theondrin’s arms as the forest came alive. Being as one dead, its face could not register shock, but his spell failed and Taegar dropped to the ground. Theondrin looked from Taegar to Mykel and let out an unholy cry as it realized its mistake. 
 “So,” Theondrin said, “You truly are something magnificent. And I am descended from your curse.”
“As am I your death.” Mykel strode forward, snarling.
 Lysa got to her feet. Her brother gave her courage. She would stand by him, even if her knees kept knocking. The sorcery was there, waiting for her. She ignored the fire, choosing instead the darkness. 
 Within the forest, the shadows were thick, further bolstered by the darkness of the storm as it blocked out the sun. She did not need gestures, nor did she need incantations. She only needed her will. 
 Theondrin snarled back at Mykel as he approached. The wizard uttered a few words and its palms burst into flame. The fire cut through the foliage despite the storm. Mykel pounced, but it was already too late. Theondrin was free. 
 The two grappled. Mykel’s teeth snapped at Theondrin’s face, but there was nothing there to bite, and his teeth glanced off of bone. 
 Theondrin’s hands still smoldered, and it wrapped them about Mykel’s throat. Her brother’s dead flesh began to blister. 
 “You can’t destroy me,” Theondrin said.
 “But I can,” Lysa said.
 She focused the Darkness into pure, raw sorcery and channeled it into the wizard. 
 Theondrin threw Mykel aside. Her brother landed in the snow, unmoving.
 “So… much… power…” Theondrin gasped. Its eyeballs popped, replaced by flames. 
 It threw back its head and laughed maniacally as she pumped more and more into it.
 “What are you doing?” It was Serina. She’d made her way back to the battle, though she had a bloody gash along her temple. “You’re making him more powerful.”
 Theondrin stared down at her and she almost faltered. It spoke, its words making the very air tremble. “Your attack only makes me stronger. I am evolving. I am a god.”
 “Stop,” Serina screamed. 
 Lysa couldn’t. There was so much darkness, and she’d broken down a dam. The torrent was unstoppable. It channeled through her, leaving the ethereal and manifesting into pure sorcery. If she could form it into a spell she could control it. 
 And it did not stop with Theondrin. The shadows darkened everywhere, turning what little daylight escaped the storm into night. The only light came from the flames burning within Theondrin’s skull.  
 She felt like a doorway between worlds. At first it came through easily, but it began to scratch at the walls. She could feel it tearing at her soul. Theondrin began to tremble, yet even if her plan worked she realized she could no longer stop. 
 Somebody was screaming. At first she thought it was Serina, but realized it came from in front of her. It was Theondrin. The zombie wizard fumbled with its pouch, managing to pull out a crystal with palsy-afflicted hands. It dropped it, and slammed a foot down on it. She witnessed the world fold before her eyes as the wizard broke off from the flow of darkness sorcery and escaped. 
 Suddenly the sorcery had nowhere to go. 
 The world lightened as the darkness no longer spilled into the physical world. Lysa dropped to her knees. Theondrin had escaped. She’d failed. 
 Serina dropped down and embraced her. She had tears in her eyes. “You did it, you stopped him. You saved us all.” 
 Vichak and Taegar were helping Mykel to his feet. She’d saved her brother. She’d saved all of them. 
 “Come on,” Serina said, “Let’s find someplace warm.”
 Lysa tried to stand, and collapsed. The darkness within her continued to build. She tried to open her mouth but no words came out. Her body trembled.
 Mykel reached her. The flesh on both sides of his neck had burnt away in the shape of Theondrin’s hands. He gave her a smile that looked genuine, not forced. 
 When she couldn’t return it, the smile fell away. “Lysa? What is it?”
 She focused on the words. It was difficult to form them. She didn’t feel pain exactly. It felt like insects were crawling over her skin, inside and out. “You… have to leave me. I’m… going to… die.”
“No you’re not. I won’t let you.”
 “It’s… okay.” And strangely, it was. She didn’t want to die. There was still so much to do. She hadn’t saved Dorian. As the sorcery continued to build, she had no choice but to accept it.
 Vichak laid a hand on Mykel’s shoulder. “Can any of you sense it? Magic like I’ve never felt before. We have to get away from her.”
 Mykel slapped the man’s hand away. “Lysa? Is this true?”
 She nodded. She forced a smile, to let him know it was okay. “You… are not… a monster.”
 “Channel it into me.”
 “Too… much. It will never stop. Until…”
 “Then I’ll stay by your side.”
 “No.”
 “Yes.”
 She could no longer control her body. A seizure struck her. Mykel caught her and held her tightly to his chest. She couldn’t focus on anything as the world shook. She tasted blood. As the darkness consumed her, she hoped that the others had left. She couldn’t tell him, but she was thankful for Mykel’s arms. She didn’t want to die alone. 
 Her tiny frame shuddered one last time and the sensation of Mykel’s arms disappeared, consumed by oblivion. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 37
  
 Theondrin stood within his chambers, trembling with more power. He had to purge it, he had to find a way. His legs wouldn’t move. It had taken every ounce of will he possessed to break away, because by the gods, he wanted more. Even now, dead, his hands trembled with longing like a vagabond addicted to sirenleaf. He had felt his form reaching its limitation. 
 He couldn’t comprehend what the little girl had done to him. She had drawn in raw Darkness sorcery. Such a thing should not have been possible. He’d never heard of such a thing, and when it came to magic, he’d heard of everything. It filled his corrupt soul. He felt like he could do anything. 
 “I am a god.” The very air trembled at the words. Reality trembled. 
 But what could he really do? 
 He uttered the words to a simple cloaking spell, bending light about his form, effectively rendering himself invisible. He could feel the magic in the air bend as his spell drew in more Darkness.
 Theondrin exploded. The ensuing destruction leveled his tower and those in close proximity as the sorcery purged itself back to where it came from. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 38
  
 Mykel stared at his empty arms. He looked up as the other three approached. Mykel had said he felt nothing, that he didn’t feel any emotion. His face said otherwise.
 They looked defeated, though none of them had any visible injuries despite everything they had gone through. Serina covered her mouth with her hands, head shaking slightly. Taegar placed his hands on her shoulder. That gesture should have gotten him killed, instead she turned and buried her face against his chest. He wrapped his arms about her and buried his face in her hair, presumably hiding his own tears. 
 “I know of a cottage nearby,” Vichak said, “It belonged to a carpenter. We should move before we all freeze.”
 “She’s gone,” Mykel said. He made no attempt to stand. 
 Serina pushed away from Taegar and wiped her eyes. “We’ve failed,” she said, “I couldn’t protect her. I should’ve been able to do something.”
  “There was nothing any of us could do,” Taegar replied, “She saved us.”
 “For what purpose? How much more can we take?”
 Mykel stood. The others watched him like they would if they had suddenly found a sleeping wyvern in their midst.
 Taegar stepped between him and Serina. “Mykel, I need to know if you’re okay.”
 Mykel stared back, his dead face unreadable. “I thought she was my purpose. Am I okay? I am dead. My sister still gave her life to save me. I thought I was dead inside too, yet now I feel an emptiness that I can no longer express. No. I am not okay.” 
Wait… Were they talking about her? 
 “I’m here Mykel,” Lysa said. She reached for his hand but her fingers slipped through his as though he was ethereal. He did not see her.
 Are they dead? Or is it me?
  “Mykel!” she screamed, “MYKEL!”
 He couldn’t hear her either.
 She patted her stomach and her chest. Everything felt solid and real. She still breathed. She could feel her heart racing. She’d never seen a ghost, but she didn’t think they still felt alive. She most certainly did. 
 Lysa felt eyes watching her, and it didn’t come from her friends. To them she was a ghost, regardless of how real she felt. 
 The world had changed. Had she done it with her magic? Colors looked different, they were purer. There were colors she had never seen before, or even had a name for. There had been a storm, she could see the snow upon the ground, but the sky was cloudless, with stars and planets seeming nearly as close as were the twin sisters, the two moons. 
 This was not her sky. 
 Her friends were disappearing into the trees. She ran after them, more afraid than ever to be left alone.
  
 

 
CHAPTER 39
  
 Beneath a pile of debris, Perl hid from the dead. They were everywhere, shuffling through the snow. They had quit exploding, which meant that most of the wizards were dead or were hiding like him. The dead could be good hunters. He knew they had extraordinary hearing and could detect him if he made any sound louder than a whisper. 
 Worse than the dead, his world had become a ruin. The world had been dangerous, but there had been a wall to separate the nightmares from safety. After the first few days following the day the dead came, he’d wandered about, searching for someone he knew, and then for anyone that would help. Eventually he took to stealing, and finally to braving the dead in the city of nightmares. 
 There were so many of them suddenly. The homes where he’d hidden were destroyed. The city with its wizards was almost gone now. He’d barely survived the explosions. And though they had dwindled, the dead were everywhere. 
 Something grabbed his leg.
 Perl twisted, kicking furiously. He’d been so focused on the streets, he couldn’t imagine that anything might’ve been in the rubble with him. He delivered two hard kicks into his assailant’s shoulder before his mind comprehended what had him. 
 He stared at the tiny, grotesque creature. It wasn’t even as tall as he was, but looked as wrinkly as an old man, if old men had pointy ears, green skin and needle-sharp teeth. A goblin!  
 After the second kick, the goblin fell back and gave him a look mixing anger with impatience. It didn’t make another attempt to grab him. Instead it pointed at the street, and then gestured for him to follow. “Come,” it said.
 Perl risked a glance back, and saw that he’d attracted the attention of the dead. They were shuffling toward him. The goblin was the better choice. 
 On hands and knees he crawled through the rubble after the tiny creature, until they emerged out the other side of the alley. The goblin glanced up and down the street before darting across. Perl ran after him, and though his legs were longer than the little goblin’s, he could hardly keep up. 
 There were zombies everywhere. Perl paid them no attention, and ran for all he was worth, slipping and sliding across the snow-covered street. He didn’t question the goblin. He’d heard stories. Other children spread tales. They were almost impossible to believe, but he’d held out hope. If a goblin had come for him, then maybe they were true.
 A small, modest hut was tucked between two towers. Such buildings were for groundskeepers, people that collected the refuse thrown into the street, or other odd jobs. They were common enough, though often unseen, and lately, unused. Next to the crystal towers, they were invisible. The door opened as the goblin approached. They ran inside and the door slammed shut behind them. 
Inside the small structure there were dozens more goblins, plus at least twenty children of all ages. There were no adults present. 
 Perl looked around, but couldn’t tell the goblin he’d followed from any of the others. The children stared at him curiously, but not for long. There was an excited chatter in the room, and in their expressions he saw something he could only describe as hope. 
 He stayed away from the older kids as they often would take what he’d found when he crossed their path. Sometimes though, he shared abandoned buildings with other children, especially when he’d spent too much time around his old home, around the dead. Then the nightmares were too strong. 
 Perl did not see Lysa. He hoped the goblins would find her. 
 He walked over to another boy, almost his own age with sandy colored hair dangling in front of his eyes and cheeks brown from dirt. He’d seen the kid around before. His name was Jayd. He was another loner, like him. 
 “Hey,” he said. 
 Jayd smiled and embraced him. Perl flinched, but the boy didn’t bite him. Still, he didn’t relax until he let him go. 
 “You know what this means?” Jayd asked.
 “Have you seen her yet?”
 Jayd shook his head. “If the goblins are here, she must be real too.”
 An older kid overhead their conversation and interrupted. “Of course the Dark Angel is real. The goblins came, didn’t they? She’ll be here.”
 “Did you see the other one too?” Jayd asked.
 Perl shuddered. “No.”
 “I did. She dropped out of the sky, dripping blood.”
 “That doesn’t mean she’s here. You might’ve seen something else.” Despite his words, he sounded doubtful.
 “I know what I saw. It was the Blood Hag.”
 After that none of them wanted to say anything else. Mentioning the hag cast a pall over the boys, and they stared at the door as though expecting her to come through the door at any time. 
 More goblins arrived, bringing in more children. Perl watched, hoping to see Lysa, but every time it was just more children that he didn’t know. The goblins never brought any adults. He didn’t know if that bothered him or not. He’d quit trusting in grownups after losing his parents. 
 The goblins threw over a heavy table in the corner of the building, revealing a trap door. It took several of them to lift it, revealing a hole in the floor descending into darkness. 
 “Stick together,” one of the goblins said. Its voice sounded like it had a mouthful of rocks. 
 The goblins spilled into the hole, but none of the children moved. Perl understood. Even this small structure felt safer than following goblins into darkness. The building, though simple, full of shovels and rags and such, felt more like a home, and homes always felt safe. The dark was a thing of nightmares. It echoed reminiscent of night when they were blind, and the hungry dead were the only things that stirred. 
  Even after the goblins were gone, the children stared and shifted from one foot to another. Not even the older children budged. They all looked about, seeing if any of the others would move first. 
 A woman rose from the hole. She was tall, dark and beautiful. She didn’t look quite human. Her eyes were large and black, with no white showing, and her skin was as pale as the snow. 
 All throughout the room, children broke out in excited whispers. “The Dark Angel!” “It’s her!” and “She’s real!”
 She stepped out gracefully and scanned the room. She was dressed in all black. She smiled at them and said, “It’s time to go. Don’t be afraid, I will take you someplace safe from the dead.”
 The Dark Angel gestured to the hole in the floor. Perl stepped forward first, followed immediately by others. He stood at the edge staring down stairs that descended into the earth. He looked up at her and she smiled warmly. For someone that didn’t look human, she gave him a strange sense of peace. Somewhere below, he could hear the goblins moving like rats in the walls. 
Anything was better than staying. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 40
  
 Amidst the zombies, a large crowd traveled unhindered. They had waited for the worst of the resistance to come to an end before they’d left their refuge. Though the wind and snow whipped at their clothing, they moved slowly as though they could not feel the bitter chill of winter. They did not speak, but looked about as though they saw the world clearly. 
 They traveled, leaderless, yet all following the same cause. They were the ones that had accepted the worm, and they numbered almost a hundred. It was time to leave Levia and head south. Something called to them. Perhaps it was their god, Skul. It didn’t matter. 
 “Wait,” one of them said. The entire crowd paused as the sensation of curiosity spread from one to the next. 
 They turned down a side street where a woman feasted in a pile of corpses. She’d surrounded herself with them. Some stirred with the retribution of Skul, but not all. The woman did not seem to care. She consumed everything. 
 The woman looked up as they approached and crawled from amidst the corpses. Her stomach had burst from her edacious consumption. 
 None of the dead ever noticed the worm eaters. They instantly knew she was different. As she approached, they fell to their knees in worship. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 41
  
 Dorian and Death emerged from the forest into a small clearing, finding themselves on the bank of a vast river where the vegetation had been cleared away. He’d never seen anything so wide. They were in the base of the valley, and the far side looked much farther away than he had thought it was when they’d first emerged into the underworld. 
 To his spirit sight, the water appeared a vibrant crystalline blue. He walked forward and knelt down on the rocky bank, and plunged his hands into the water.
 He didn’t know what to expect. It wasn’t cold exactly, like the streams that flowed out of the Shrouds and into Medanholm. It didn’t feel like water; it felt like emotions, or perhaps more like a dream. 
 Death’s shadow fell over him. “Go ahead and drink,” she said, “It will be some time before we can cross.”
 Dorian lifted his hand, watching the water flow out between his fingers. He couldn’t help but wonder how it would taste. He suddenly felt very thirsty, and realized that he had neither ate or drank anything since arriving. Days had passed – hadn’t they? Yet how could that be? 
 He cupped his hands and raised the water to his lips. As it touched his lips, he felt his troubles slip away. The water filled him with but a sip, purifying his body as though he’d plunged himself into the waters. Would that be so bad? Would he drown? Was it even possible? 
 “It’s okay,” Death said, “The waters of the River Ephemera are where the dead may choose to cleanse themselves of the pain of life. For many it is an irresistible gift. It allows the spirit to start anew.”
 Dorian collapsed on the bank and watched the water flow lazily by. There were bodies floating in it. What would that be like? Where would it take me? 
 The urge was almost overwhelming. He could do it, just step in and float away. It wouldn’t matter where it took him. 
 Don’t forget. 
 Forget what? That errant thought had come out of nowhere. There were faces. He’d known them once. They lurked on the edge of his memory. If he slipped into the river, they’d disappear. 
 They had meaning. They meant something to him. He did not know them or why he should continue to care, yet the voice echoed deep in his psyche. Don’t forget. 
 Was he dreaming? Nothing felt real. Even the woman watching him seemed but a cloak of a deeper reality that he no longer cared about. Her image wavered in front of his eyes. He saw her as a harbinger, shadowed within a cloak of the universe, with thousands of stars sparkling within its threads. He stood, morbidly curious of what she looked like beyond the mask of darkness. 
He recoiled, barely catching himself as his foot splashed into the shallow water of the bank. It was not a woman’s face that stared back at him, but a leering skull. She truly was Death and she would consume everything. 
 He sensed her agenda, the end to all things. Nothing was beyond her reach, and everything she touched met its doom. 
 Life is but a dream, the skull whispered, and even dreams must die. 
 From out of the river rose a massive fleshless fish. Its mouth gaped open as it choked on air. Death walked into it and turned as though she expected him to follow. 
 Don’t forget. 
 The river promised an escape from this nightmare. Following Death promised answers. He’d been following her, hadn’t he? He had no idea of where he’d been going or where he’d come from, but surely the river wasn’t the end. It didn’t feel right. 
 He stepped into the fish. 
 Within its stomach it carried them across the river.
  
 

CHAPTER 42
  
 Dorian stepped out of the dead fish, following Death onto the shore. Before them, empty plains stretched for miles and miles. If Death spoke, he could no longer hear her. She continued walking and he followed her, because he could no longer fathom any other option. The landscape, much like Death, seemed a figment of his mind. He needed to wake up, but he didn’t know how. 
 Throughout the area were countless people, some normal as compared to the living, while others crawled about like wild animals and clawed as though at invisible threats. One particularly rough spirit approached Death and shrank back from her as though it sensed her true identity. Its gender was impossible to tell, with small winged insects burrowing through its essence. It growled at him when he stared, revealing a mouth with few teeth remaining, and a rotting tongue that dripped pus.  
 Even the underworld appeared to have its share of zombies. 
 Death walked past a young couple as though she didn’t see them, though she ignored everything other than her destination. They looked strangely familiar as though he should know them. He stared as he walked by, and they fell in next to him, staying at his side. 
 “Hello,” he said.
 “This is the Desolation Plains,” Death said, “The spirits here have chosen not to drink from Ephemera not because they treasure their lives but because they covet what they lost. It will slowly drive them insane, and one day they will be swept up by the gravewind, to rage forever at their loss. They are incapable of moving on.”
 Dorian studied the couple as they walked along with him. They did not look mad, and appeared to be waiting for him to respond further. 
 “Who are you?” he asked. 
 “My name is Mathal,” the man said, “And this is my companion, Nalah.”
 Those were familiar titles. He felt as if he should know them, like strangers he had met a very long time ago. “If you have each other, why dwell here? What else could be so important?”
 “We have waited for you,” the woman, Nalah, answered. 
 That was curious. Who would care about him? “Why?”
 “You must remember who you are,” Nalah said, “Death is weakening you. She has taken your mind, soon she will take your soul. She will try to kill you. You must remember before then.”
 Dorian considered this. He walked only a few feet behind the goddess, yet she showed no signs of hearing the spirits, and mostly ignored anything he said. “What if I am already dead?”
 “You are not,” Mathal said, “Take strength in that knowledge. Your life gives you strength the dead do not have.”
 “We have met before, haven’t we?”
 “Yes, and we will meet again. Remember we love you.”
 With a wave, they stepped away from Death’s path. Dorian’s feet almost betrayed him as a sudden urge overcame him to leave the goddess and go with them. They were there in the recesses of his brain, like images from a past life that he could no longer connect with. There would be truth in that, here in the underworld. They’d spoke of love as though they were…
…family.
 Death interrupted his thoughts and pointed at a spiral storm tearing across the plains. It tore up dirt and rock. Unfazed, Death did not deviate. 
 Though still a ways away, it struck him as a breeze that carried the acrid smell of burning sagebrush. Like a storm it turned the sky dark, obscuring the sun. Many of the spirits across the plains fled, though the worst of the feral and tattered were unaware of it. He wondered how a spirit could hide from such a thing. He couldn’t tell the fate of those that the wind swept over. He hoped he wouldn’t find out either.
 Then the dust hit him at the front of the storm. The grit of dirt and sand slammed into his face, filling his empty eye sockets. Throughout the storm, specters darted and flew about, shrieking and screaming, the edges of their souls tattered and frayed. 
 Dorian struggled to keep up with Death, but the storm buffeted him and soon he lost sight of her. He plodded along, hoping he continued on the same path, but he could no longer tell. 
 At one time, the sight of the specters would have terrified him, with their mad, raging faces and pale skeletal arms ending in twisted claws, but from deep within him he remembered that there were things worse than this. He carried one within himself. 
 The naitkilar stirred again within him. It remembered storms. It did not like being reminded. It struggled within the cage of his body. 
 Dorian remembered. He shared the hate with the spirit, he’d shared that same prison. The spirits that had walked with him had been his parents.
 Anger bubbled up out of nowhere, an intense rage toward Death, having taken away his knowledge of them. 
 The naitkilar seized the emotion and amplified it. Its fear and hatred melded with Dorian’s anger. He couldn’t see what was being done to him, only the sudden ripping as his body failed to contain the merging of their souls. 
 He felt free. 
 Powerful and wide wings lifted him off the ground. The wind tore at him, but could not match his strength. As specters attacked, Dorian reached out and tore them apart with his hands. 
 He rose within the storm, impossibly high, fighting the wind when he could, riding it when he couldn’t, until he burst out above it. The dead clung to him, as though unwilling to let him go. His own spirit burned hot. They melted with a touch, becoming a part of him. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 43
  
 The storm moved on and Calli found herself alone. Dorian had failed to keep up with her. Perhaps the river had done its job, purging from him his memories, allowing him to fade away. He had grown increasingly close to the spirits, even conversing with them, meaning he’d nearly succumbed. 
 She’d stared behind her, but no sign of him was left. The gravewind had consumed him. 
 Why had it been so hard to kill him? She’d become more human than she thought. It was as though something had held her back. 
 Perhaps it was a gesture of humanity from her soul. The underworld was about to get a lot more crowded. Would the universe recognize the favor she’d done him? 
 To her left, a dark city rose over the landscape. Once she had spent most of her time there. That had been so long ago she could no longer remember the twists and turns of the streets, or the halls of her palace. The city of the dead easily dwarfed any city from the mortal world that had ever existed. It was not her destination. 
 Instead, she walked toward a small hill with a tiny copse of trees at the top, forlorn and avoided. The path was still there. Time had not claimed it. Though she had only been there once before, it was one of the few places she could never forget. 
 At the top, an old fence of ancient whisperwood surrounded the trees that cloaked the hilltop. She walked through the old gate, and walked toward the lone grave with its marble statue of an angel weeping over it. She approached it reverently, reached up and stroked the face of smooth rock. 
Do I still look the same? Has time changed even me? 
 Calli sat down, back against the statue. It felt solid, and she felt more alone than ever. The place had a sacred feeling, and it belonged only to her. She had something to do, something important, but the universe could wait a few more minutes. It owed her that. 
 The shadows grew long with the passing of the day, yet three of them moved against the light of the sun. They rose from the ground, coalescing into the forms of three women.
 “It is time?”
 One of the women nodded. They were the three fates, lesser goddesses, and yet conceivably the most powerful. They were known only as Destiny, Time, and Luck, and dwelled beyond the world, outside of time and space.
 “Are the others still alive?”
 One of the women, Destiny perhaps, shook her head. “There is only you.”
 “Then how can I do this?” She stared at the three, but they did not supply an answer. Instead, as one, they pointed down at her grave.
 Calli turned to see the plot had opened. She stared into empty eternal nothingness. Cold, unbearable dread chilled her to the bone. 
 The statue, her statue, gestured for her to enter. 
 “No, this isn’t how it’s supposed to be.” She turned to face the fates, but they were gone. In their place stood Dorian. 
 Or what had once been him. 
 He had grown several feet, a radiant and terrifying giant cloaked in the shades of the dead. From his back stretched massive dragon wings that beat with the fury of a tempest. He had succumbed to the naitkilar.
 Calli took a step back and almost fell as the loose earth of the edge of grave slid away. She found it difficult to hang onto her composure facing such a nightmare, and with her own powers nearly gone. 
 I should have killed him. I still must. 
 She lunged forward, summoning every last bit of entropy and thrust a palm crackling with darkness through the monster’s robe of spirits until she met the flesh. She poured death into him. 
 Dorian seized her wrist, but it was too late. 
 He didn’t collapse. “I forgive you,” he said, “I understand now. You were only doing what you thought you must. Responsibility is a heavy weight.”
 It took a second for his words to break through. She stared up into Dorian’s new eyes, with pupils that glowed with divinity. She stared at a god. 
 She shook her head and stammered. Her mouth was suddenly dry, and she managed to utter but one word. “How?”
 “The naitkilari are spirits of synergy. But you knew this, didn’t you?”
 “They kill. They destroy.”
 “You locked them away, didn’t you? To prevent future gods.”
 “We had to. We almost destroyed the world.”
 “You did destroy the world, you just haven’t finished what you started.”
 He released her wrist and she crumpled at his feet. 
 “I have a gift for you,” he continued, “One long overdue.”
 The air shimmered about them. He stepped back as a mist rose and solidified. She found herself surrounded by a congress of ghosts. She knew them. There were faces she had not seen in a very long time.
 One man in particular caught her eye. He stepped forward, a warrior in life, though his armor of dragonscales had long been abandoned. “Calli, it’s time to rest.”
 “No, it’s not over.”
 “The responsibility is no longer yours. I’ve waited ten thousand years to be reunited with you. Please.” 
 He reached out his hand. She stared at it as though it were a viper. He didn’t pull back, he only waited and stared at her with a look she had not seen in a very long time, a look akin to compassion.
 She raised her own hand, staring at it as though it belonged to a stranger. She’d never trembled so, not even…
Their fingers touched. 
 Borvar. “I know you. I know you! How long have you waited?”
 “Over ten thousand years, and I would’ve waited a hundred thousand more.” She took his hand and he helped her to her feet. She stared into a face that had been buried deep in her memory from a life that had nothing to do with being a god. 
 “I never wanted to leave you,” Calli said, “I had to…”
 “I know. We all knew your sacrifice, what it cost you, even then.”
 “What about Jaern? Brody?”
 He turned his head slightly. Two spirits stepped forward. They were older than when she had left them. Neither had reached adulthood when she’d had to leave. She could see their lives clearly within them, how they’d had to adapt with her gone. They’d both grown up strong, her daughter and son. 
 As the ghosts closed in about her, she was unaware of her physical body collapsing, leaving her spirit free. The empty vessel of flesh and bone balanced for only a moment on the edge of the grave before sliding unceremoniously into the earth.
 The spirits faded away, leaving Dorian alone on the hillside. 
  
 

 
CHAPTER 44
  
 Dorian stared into the grave as the sun began to set. Unlike the mortal world, the underworld did not have moons, at least not that he could see. Six feet down, the body of the former goddess of death had reached its final resting place. 
 It had not been empty before her. He dropped in, straddling her body. He gently lifted the corpse and set her aside. Beneath her was a chest. It was long and heavy, but he lifted it easily and set it outside of the plot. As he climbed out, the earth shifted to fill in the grave.
 He ran his hand over the chest. It was made of stone, and had lasted throughout time. The goddess had hidden it here, knowing that this day would come. He didn’t know what it contained, only that it was his destiny now. 
 With a squeeze, the stone lock crumbled in his hands. He grabbed the lid to open it and paused. 
 Before him stood a young girl, barely become a woman, with curly brown hair and a sad smile that had a way of making his heart skip a beat. She glimmered with the transparent ethereal blue of a spirit. 
 She stepped forward and rested a hand on his shoulder. He could not feel her touch. With his new build, her hand looked small and childlike. Even kneeling, they were almost eye to eye. 
 If there had been any hesitation in what he would have to do, her presence dispelled it.  
 “I wondered how next we would meet,” Dorian said, “Though I pictured it different than this. I thought… I thought the fates would protect you, you and my family. As it turns out, we do our best with the time we have. Every moment we had was a gift. It gave me strength to know that you lived. Your death makes what I have to do a little easier.”
 “You don’t have to do this,” Lara said. 
 “Someone has to. The goddess knew it. Though she didn’t know why, she had to pass this destiny on to someone. Now here we are. How would you counsel me?”
 “I don’t know what to tell you.”
 Dorian suddenly chuckled. Lara stared at him in confusion. 
 “I just thought of one of the last things I said to you. Remember? You and I are going to change the world.”
 “I remember.”
 “And here we are.”
 “Yes.”
  Dorian opened the chest and the underworld trembled. Within it were the tools of the apocalypse.
 Lara bowed her head and looked away.
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 This ends Book 2 of Hungry Gods.
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