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Prologue
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Cold.
It was the first thing I felt before all other senses. The cold air on my wet nose. The numbness in my paws. The all-enveloping chill that wrapped itself around me. An ever present, unceasing grip of coldness. It dwelt in my very being, even under my fur; and even that was cold too. My body ached for warmth and I curled in on myself wanly.
As my senses slowly came to, I realised that it was rocky as well. I wasn't still. I was moving; being moved. It was rough. The chilled wood beneath me creaked and rattled as it rolled onward on an otherwise silent road. Passed my closed eyelids I sensed an invasive bright light. In opening them, I found myself looking at a massive expanse of white. My vision was blurry, but there were shapes around me beyond the wood I felt under my bare feet and tail. I could hear distant voices as if from far away. In the chill, my pointed feline ears flicked. They were by far the coldest. The sounds were at first muffled as if I had a pillow over my head, but slowly they began to make sense as their volume rose. It was as if I was slowly being reactivated after a far too long sleep. I figured that's what had happened. Or something like it, anyway.
The cart bumped and I grasped the wooden bench beneath me to keep myself steady. It was then that I realised that my paws were bound. My vision came to from that start, although I was still bleary eyed. The first thing I saw, through my blurred, white-drenched vision, was a metal shape. A crude sword stylized as a hammer adorned with an intricate knotwork. It was in the pale hands of a bearded blonde man who was fumbling with the little pendant, turning it over. It was the man’s voice I had heard. He was muttering softly, attention focused on the little hammer pendant he spun in his hands. His muttering slowly began to make a dim sense.
"You have suffered for me to win this throne, and I see how you hate jungle,” he whispered breathily. His warm breath rose from his mouth with every syllable, visible in the cold.
It was a prayer.
“Let me show you the power of Talos Stormcrown, born of the North, where my breath is long winter,” the Nord continued. A Talos worshipper.
“I breathe now, in royalty, and reshape this land which is mine. I do this for you, Red Legions, for I love you," he finished, his voice shaking, and then repeated the verse.
The man was in rags, his hands bound like my own paws were. It was a prisoner cart. He was a prisoner. We were prisoners. Our captors were Thalmor.
It was then that the pain in my head caught up to me. A dismal thump was pulsing on my left side, behind my bad eye. As my vision came to, I realised where we were. More to the point, I realised where I wasn’t. The sky was cloudless, and the sun shone bright down upon the snow, making the white expanse practically glow with a shining bloom. The brightness of it all made my head hurt all the more.
I let out a soft groan, sitting myself up. Though it was fuzzy, memories were slowly coming back to me. The elves had followed me from somewhere and, even as I had tried to escape from there, they had managed to hunt me down. The distant chatter was occasionally interrupted by the sounds of dogs barking. A hunting party. It was slowly starting to make sense. As the events of the last several nights slowly came to me, I breathed in sharply, almost a gasp, more of a pithy whine. My eyes lingered on that religious icon in the Nord’s hands, and my paws shot up to my chest to check for the necklace that I had never taken off. I found nothing but a crude rag on my body. They had done it right: disposed of my clothes and taken my pendant. The lockpicks and pick knife I had kept in my sleeves were long gone, and so was the only thing of value that I owned. It wasn’t a religious thing like the hammer, but it was special. It was all I had. I shut my eyes tightly as I felt the hot tears. Dunstad burning. The elves and their cruel flames and frightening thunder. The wild and furious hunting dogs and their angry barking and the fear that I’d be torn apart. It all unravelled as I awoke.
It was several moments later that I felt like I could look up again. For all I knew, it could have been hours; I had become so lost in remembering. Although my head was pounding, I looked up with a sniff and gazed about my surroundings. I needed to look up; my neck was sore and the wind, despite the cold, seemed fresh on my face. There was nothing but snow and trees, but a distant smell of salt water lingered in the cold air. My good eye burned, not just from the cold wind, but from the burning tears within both of them. I dared not to look around at the other prisoners, though I felt eyes upon me. Not only did I feel shame at being seen crying, I felt the fear and apprehension I had always felt when being scrutinized by Nords. I looked down again to avoid eye contact. Maybe, had they not been prisoners likely en route for an execution, I would have been more assertive – look them right back. But I didn’t feel like picking a fight, and I didn’t feel like being sneered at for being a cat. We were all going to die.
“What are you in for, cat?” came a deep voice from my right.
It took me a moment to even react. I turned my head slightly towards the source of the voice. It was heavy with an accent that I recognised as coming from The Pale. I wanted to bite back, to retort. But the man’s tone wasn’t snide, it was calm. His deep voice and accent had made it difficult to tell at first. 
It was another moment, then, that I felt like I could answer. It was plain that I was no Talos worshipper: this red kitten the odd one out in a cart full of men and women all various shades of blonde and fair skinned. They didn’t need to know what – or why I stole what I did. Nor what happened. A portion of the truth seemed good enough.
“Stole… and broke a trinket they wanted,” I answered vaguely. I was a little ashamed when my voice cracked; the anxiety, the fear and the sadness all had gripped my throat.
“Ah, a thief,” the Nordic man said a little sanctimoniously.
I frowned, looking away. I didn’t have it in me to reply, but…
“Ah,” the Nord sighed, “so long as you’re stealing from the Thalmor, eh?"
I only shrugged in response.
“These elven bastards,” chimed in another Nordic voice – this time a woman’s. “They have no shame! A thief, even a young thief doesn’t deserve to be put to the axe!”
“Child or no,” boomed another voice nearby, “the cats are allies with the Thalmor! He can go first for all I care!”
The Nord prisoners began a clamour that soon turned to shouting – neither in my defense nor for me to be killed, but at the elven guard that followed our cart. Soon, the entourage around us came in, shouting for the Nords’ silence. The elves brandished those strange swords of theirs, threatening the Talos worshippers into silence. I didn’t care. All I did was look down. It didn’t matter. We were dead.
An hour or more had passed and the Nords long since quieted. The cart and elven guard had left the vicinity of the snowy expanse and now travelled a cliff side road overlooking the Sea of Ghosts. I had indeed smelled the salty air earlier. As dire as my predicament was, I couldn’t help but to find the expanse of pale blue calming, even with its drifts of eerie ice sheets. The sky was still bright, though the sea below seemed greyish, almost silver. Even the sun shining upon it did little to liven up the spectral grey of the northern sea.
In the hour that had passed, I had regained myself fully. I remembered the Thalmor in Dawnstar, their prize in the little dwarven cache buried so deep below, and how I had pilfered it from under their long pointed noses. The memory brought no joy in me, no pride. Just grief and pain. There was nothing to take away from the events of the last several days other than anxiety and remorse. I had since huddled against the wall, lucky as I was to have gotten a corner seat in the cart, and hid my face from my fellow prisoners. They had seen me crying already, but I had no interest in inviting sneers or sympathy. They cared little for me, nor I them. Their outrage was only for the Thalmor and their own injustices.
My head was still pounding. The pain came and went inconsistently, but it never ceased fully. The brightness of the afternoon and the bloom of the sun-drenched snow did little to abate the pulsing, throbbing ache. Every noise, every creak of the cart, every mumble from a prisoner, the horses drawing the carriage and the barking and laughing from the hunting party antagonised my pain. It dwelt behind my bad eye, a persistent, incessant ache. Whenever I closed my eyes to the cold wind, the pain seemed to flash with each pulse, a strobing, agonising thing.
The cold was ever present atop the cliff, and the chilly breeze from the Sea of Ghosts so far below only made it worse. Had the sun not been shining at all, I was certain that the entire lot of us would have frozen. But it wasn’t the coldest Skyrim could get; the cloudless sky meant that there was no snow; just a chilly, bitter wind. Even with my thick fur, the wind was getting to me. My ears, always the first to get cold, were practically frozen. I had to cover them and warm them from time to time, to say nothing of my bare arms. At least I was capable of tucking my tail within the ill-fitting, ragged trousers that were my garb for the ride.
Aside from the bitter cold and my throbbing head, there was the grief that kept recurring. Grief and shame. At this point, on the road to my death, I felt little beyond remorse; how I had utterly failed the only family I had ever known and how these elves had taken everything from me in one fell swoop because of my own doing. I felt completely defeated.
“Stop,” came a high, clear voice. I jumped; it was the first clearly spoken utterance in hours. A moment later the cart as well as the entourage of guards ceased. From ahead of the formation, I heard the voice again: “We’ll have to make camp here before the sun sets,” it was saying. The high, even tones of the Altmer rang clear to me, even over the wind. He was well spoken, every word perfectly annunciated to his soldiers. After the order the Thalmor hunting party began to unpack their tents and set up a camp against the nearby cliff side, against the mountain and within a clearing of trees. Ideally, it would buffer most of the weather and effectively keep their position safe.
All I did was shiver and wait. After around half an hour, three of the guard approached our cart and began moving us. I was the last one to go, and the tall elven woman, clad in her golden, eagle-themed armour, tore me roughly from the cart by the front of my ragged shirt before I could take a step down. I landed face first in the snow, on top of my paws. It would have hurt more if the snow wasn’t so soft. As it was, the chill was worse.
“Get up, cat!” she snarled aggressively, grabbing me yet again by those rags and hauling me up. She was a warrior and strong for it; though of course, I weighed little. She hauled me to my feet and grabbed onto my arm with her cold golden coloured gauntlet. I was dragged towards a large tent where, inside, I could see the Talos worshippers tied to a post buried deeply into the snow. Their wrists were bound like mine, and they were tied to metal rings that hung from the post.
“Wait,” came that high voice yet again. It was then that I saw him for the first time since the attack. Tall – taller than the woman escorting me. He wore the heavy dark robes of the Thalmor wizards, accented with gold trim and eagle-themed accessories. His hood, adorned with that eagle insignia over the point, did little to hide his face. His hair, long and nearly white it was such a bright blonde, hung from under it, blowing in the sea-borne wind. He held up a pair of metal cuffs and clamped my paws together. He didn’t even remove the rope that already bound them.
“There,” he said, sneering at me. “Take this vermin to the tent with the others and make sure he’s bound well. We already searched him before putting him on the cart, but this cat is sly,” he finished, giving me a cold, appraising sort of look.

The female Altmer left once I was fixed to the pole, though I saw two others stationed just outside of our tent in their maroon cloaks. The Nords within had been whispering quietly to one another before I had entered with her, and they had hushed as I was put to the pole. Once the guard had left, they resumed their mutterings. Plans of escape, where they could go from here. My ears perked as they talked, though I doubted they would include me even if I had my usual tools. What caught my ear, however, was the distant high voice of the wizard. I strained my ears, willing myself to hear what he was saying…
“I don’t see why we don’t just kill him if you think he’s so dangerous,” I could make out. Whoever was talking wasn’t too far away. Their tent had to be within a few meters of our own.
“Keep this between the two of us,” came that higher voice. Both were distant, however; quiet. Had I not had excellent hearing, had I not been a Khajiit, I definitely wouldn’t have heard them.
“...that cat activated the lexicon within the cache,” the wizard was saying. “The sneak thief had planned to double cross us the moment he arrived, I knew as much. He wasn’t going to live after the lockpicking had been done, child or no, but-”
“No, Bersei,” the Nord man directly next to me said suddenly, louder than the whispering cautious men and women in the tent. It made me jump slightly.
“Tch...” I strained again, trying to hear the wizard. Whatever else the Nord had to say didn’t matter. I tuned him out best I could.
“- because he tried taking it,” the wizard seemed to be saying.
I wasn’t certain exactly what had happened back in the buried cache, but the elves seemed keen on it.
“Just touching it did that?”
“It seemed that it was lying in wait to be activated. I do not know if that little pest did it intentionally or not, the fact is-”
“We’ll all die if we don’t wait!”
“We’ll die in the cold if it snows tonight!”
Two Nords around the pole were arguing. It was a surprise that the two guards outside the tent didn’t notice. Perhaps the howling wind combined with their helmets was drowning out the hushed whispers.
“So we need him alive then?” I heard from the first voice.
“Whatever that little flea-bitten bastard thought he was doing when he tried taking the lexicon doesn’t matter. If we can’t extract the knowledge from him somehow it’ll be my head and his.”
Knowledge? The pain behind my eye gave a poignant throb. Now that was beginning to make more sense…
“What about you?” came another voice from right next to me, right in my left ear. I jumped and looked up; it was such a sudden, clear voice. A Nord, one with vibrantly red hair, the only non-blonde in the entire group, was looking at me.
“Wh-what?” I asked. My voice was raspy from thirst and disuse; it came out like a thistle brush. I wasn’t sure if I was about to be insulted or yelled at for merely being in the way or what.
“Are. you. in?” he asked, this time slowly, as if I were an invalid incapable of understanding Tamrielic. Hell, I didn’t even know Ta’agra.
“In- in what?”
The Nord grunted his irritation. He looked me hard in the face, his green eyes onto mine. I noticed them flick back and forth as people often did, realising one was bad. With a jerk of his head, he gestured to the mouth of the tent. It clicked immediately. I had known what they were whispering about, but including me was never something I expected. Whatever the Thalmor had planned for me, it seemed worse than what the Nords would face. I would rather take my chances rather than be tortured and have some kind of knowledge yanked from my brain. I needed to get away. In some ways, maybe I could make up for my huge screw up. Somehow. If that meant escaping with a bunch of Talos worshipping Skyrim-belongs-to-the-Nords types… so be it. I nodded.

I felt as if my shoulder joints were ready to break. I had been hanging by my paws for the entire night, barely capable of willing myself awake. I had barely slept from the discomfort, let alone the throbbing pulse in my head. The darkness of the tent, of the night, did little to abate the pain in my skull, but I thought it felt better than it had the previous day, if marginally.
I found myself surprised to be relieved once I realised the Thalmor guard entering our tent was about to unbind us from the pole. The thing was rather secure – either by magic or just good digging, it proved impossible for even the Nord prisoners to break it from the ground, though they tried almost all night. Having their hands bound up above them didn’t help matters, of course, but they did try. As my paws were freed I slowly lowered my arms. My shoulders hurt and ached with an intense tightness, too wan to bend. Of course, that was their plan. Let your prisoners dangle by their shoulders so they could barely move them to fight back. I could only genially move my shoulders, but all the same I was wrenched from the tent along with the Nords by my arm.
“Come on, get moving cat!” Stumbling from having been standing for so many hours, I nearly tripped as the Thalmor guard pulled me carelessly outside.
What greeted me outside was not the cart, but a cage on wheels. It seemed that a second party of Thalmor had caught up with the hunting party during the night, and had delivered it. Their number was almost doubled from the previous day, or at least it seemed so. The cage, this crude square-barred mobile prison, looked to be made of metal, which would only make things even more uncomfortable. As I stepped onto the first step leading into the cage, I immediately recoiled and stepped away. It was an unconscious instinctual thing. The metal was deathly cold, frozen, like ice, and my bare paw pads touching it was very nearly unbearable. The Nords had it lucky – that racially in-borne resistance to the cold was a real thing, not just some old wives’ tale.
“Get on the cart!” the guard demanded, pushing me roughly into the cage. He didn’t care how I got in, so long as the door could shut behind me.
I managed to not trip as I stumbled through, silently cursing the ice-cold metal upon my paw-pads. It was far too much to bear and I immediately started bouncing back and forth on my lower paws. I wish I had boots, or some kind of socks. All the Thalmor left me with were the rags of what seemed to be some sort of sack. The lingering smell of potatoes about the group of prisoners, including myself, attested to the theory. The Nords on the cart were too preoccupied with their mutterings to notice, but a group of nearby Altmer started laughing.
“Look at that little flea bag!” one of the men said, chortling at the sight of me lifting my feet-paws one after the other, almost marching in place.
“Metal cage too cold?” the other derided.
I snarled and, glaring the pair of guffawing elves, I stamped both feet down firmly, ignoring their immediate pleas for release from the cold. It didn’t dissuade the elves from laughing. In fact, my snarling glare only made them laugh harder. They continued laughing as they went about their preparations, chortling about me. In spite of the burning shame in my ears, my paws were already feeling numb. Small as the cage was, and as large as the Nord prisoners were, I was smaller, so I slid myself down onto the cage floor to sit. Cramped as it was, I fit fine. It was better to have whatever clothed or furred part of me against the metal than the bare pawpads.
“Eat up, maggots,” came a voice from the other side of the cage. A Thalmor slid a single loaf of old, hard bread into the cage through one of the square shaped holes. “You too, cat,” he added, putting as much contempt into the word ‘cat’ that he could, coming around to the side I was on and slipping a tiny piece of bread onto the metal floor. I grabbed it right away and bit into it in spite of the hardness and smell. It tasted awful, like wood; that’s how it smelled, too. We were given a single, half empty water skin too. By the time it reached me, there was barely a sip left.

Over an hour later the hunting party – now a full fledge prisoner convoy – was on its way down the cliff-side road once again. I had grown used to the cold of the cage – that and it had warmed from my sitting on it. What didn’t grow warmer were the wind and the chilly air. Although the Sea of Ghosts was quite a ways away from the cliff itself, its cold, unforgiving breeze slinked up the mountainside, constantly wrapping the prison cart in its frigid grasp. It would cease for a few moments only to come yet again, renewed in its frigidity. The very brief spells between each gust were all that seemed to keep me from succumbing to the chill.
The Thalmor convoy had indeed grown much larger now that the extra patrol joined the hunting party. While before they numbered in around ten, they were now fifteen strong. Though it was difficult to tell one golden-skinned Altmer from another, I had managed to count based on the different armour. The elves from the patrol wore strange armour like I had never seen before: a milky, greenish glass like substance reinforced with what looked like the same bronzed, golden coloured metal used for the more common bird-themed armour. The heavy robed wizards stood out, and the new patrol in their green-glass armours flanked the wizards like a guard. The high voiced Thalmor wizard was still the one in charge, it seemed. From time to time, I caught glimpses of him leading the prisoner convoy, giving orders to the guard and the hunting party. Whenever they addressed him, they used the word ‘inquisitor’ like it was his title.
I wasn’t sure, but it seemed as if he was more active than he had been the previous day. Over time, as I watched the Altmer, they seemed to stiffen. There was something different about how they moved: shoulders hunched, hands ready on their sheathed weapons. They were on alert. My fellow prisoners too were more awake – more aware than they had been yesterday. Perhaps they sensed the change in the air that I had. The cliffside path had become quieter, and only the wind made much noise. The Nords were giving it away, I was certain. But maybe the Thalmor already knew this area was contested territory in the Pale. It was more than likely that they did.
Even though all of us sensed it coming, the surprise attack didn’t fail to do its job. As our prisoner convoy encroached upon a bend on the cliff path, surrounded on both sides by trees, an arrow managed to slip through the sea gale and strike a one of the Thalmor in the head. There was a simple ‘tink-shunk’ sound and she fell over dead, an arrow piercing through the side of her helmet. I had never seen a battle before the previous night, but I had witnessed fights. Brawls between lowlifes, guards beating up muggers. They weren’t one and the same. Even though I knew the Thalmor didn’t want me dead, I was still frightened. As I heard the Altmer shout and the guards raise their shields, I knew a terrible fear that I was without cover, sitting in my cage. It overwhelmed me, I guess. The Nords didn’t really care for me, but so long as I was in the cage with their brethren, I wasn’t a target. But that didn’t matter. It was as the night before had been. Before I was hunted down, before that blow to the head. Seeing arrows from nowhere pierce someone nearby, knowing one could come for me next, knowing a dog could be charging me from behind, it all flooded into me.
Even from my central vantage point in the cage the battle was confusing. The Nords had waited to ambush from both sides, and while the Thalmor were prepared for it, they were still out manoeuvred and out-numbered. I couldn’t watch, however. Even had I wanted to keep track of who was winning, I didn’t look up. I just stayed huddled in the cage, covering my head in my arms as I heard the melee around me. The shouts from both sides – the encouraging roars of the imprisoned Talos worshippers for their saviours. Louder than it all was the sounds of magic, and that high voiced Altmer – the inquisitor – shouting orders, taunting and blasting people away with that thunderous lightning. The clash of metal and the thunderous magic had transformed the quiet path along the snowy cliff into a cacophony of sound and furore.
It was some time before I heard someone near the cage door. I was sitting right next to it, my head still down and covered by my arms. I was completely in my own world. It’s difficult to describe the panic that came over me, how my heart felt like it was going to explode within my chest, how I felt like, while the battle went on around me, all I could see was Dunstad burning again. I even felt the heat of that magical fire again, the smell… that smell of flesh burning. The screams of Nord warriors repelled by magic. The rending, fleshy tears of a blade going through skin. I hadn’t even noticed the man at the door next to me, nor the metallic rattling as the cage’s lock was undone. It wasn’t until a swift kick – no – it was one of the prisoners running out of the cart – that I realised what had happened. Ignoring me completely except to stumble over me, the imprisoned Nords exploded out of the cage and one by one their bound wrists were freed.
“By Ysmir’s beard, you’re Frozen-Heart!” I heard someone say right next to me. The words meant nothing, and I barely registered them.
“GET MOVING!” a powerful deep voice roared over the battle in reply. Looking around, I saw the source of that voice. He was a powerfully built man, bald save for a long blonde goatee, clad in blue colours bearing the insignia of some kind of animal paw. Once the last of the Nord prisoners were free, he swept off to rejoin the battle, an axe and shield in hand. Even though the door was standing wide open and the Nord prisoners had either taken up arms to fight or were fleeing from the Thalmor, I didn’t get up until I heard that voice, and it wasn’t even direct at me. My own wrists still bound by both metal links and rope, I slipped out of the cage and my paws landed in cold snow. It was nothing compared to the dense, ice-like cold of the metal, but it was far from refreshing. But I was free from the cage. That’s what mattered.
I looked around at the battle and froze. It wasn’t the cold that sent the chill through me, it was the combat. The dead elves and men. I seemed to watch the scene before me as from a distance. I didn’t register it. While I saw that huge Nord man, Frozen-Heart, tackle a Thalmor wizard with his shield, the act, the thing I was seeing, it didn’t have meaning. It was as if I were in a dream state – a reverie, watching from afar. It could have been a scene described in a story for how little it seemed to actually be happening before me. I didn’t know what to do – how to act, how to react to what was going on. Beyond thinking about helping the side that had helped me get free. The inclination was there, but so dulled it might as well not have been. It was as if the world was in slow motion, and I gazed around at the fighting.
Frozen. It was just like what had happened at Dunstad. The arrows, the dogs, that burning smell. The thunderous magical lightning. The hopeless, helplessness that had washed over me as I saw people shot down before me, blasted and burned away had returned just as quickly as it had left. I felt a sickening pain in my stomach as my head throbbed. It pounded and pounded just like my heart. I was worried in that instance that it would burst. And that’s what it took to wake me up.
I was free.
My paws were bound. Free from the cage, but the battle raged before me. The violence had completely overtaken the attention of both sides, and I remained behind it all, watching. If the Thalmor won, if those wizards managed to fight back the ambush, I would be a prisoner again. If the Nords were victorious, maybe they would give me a ride… but to where?
Even with their numbers, the Nords were having trouble. The Thalmor had better weapons, better armours, it was clear. Even though every Nord, even those clad in blue, fought harder, it was apparent that the wizards were what changed the tide of this battle. Even though the one called Frozen-Heart had killed one, they had no magical defenses of their own to withstand the might of the other two Thalmor, both of whom were barraging the Nords with spells that sent them careening to the ground. The Inquisitor’s rumbling thunder sounded over even the Nords’ battle cries, and it was then that I took my chance.
I ran. I didn’t know where, I didn’t know why, but I ran right then and there. Escape was my only option. That I would die in the cold wilderness, that I was bound and shoeless and on a mountain overlooking the Sea of Ghosts, none of it occurred to me in that single moment. Where I would go didn’t even occur. I didn’t choose a direction – I just ran. I had to get away, I had to escape.
Over the sounds of the battle behind me, I heard one single utterance from that high-voiced Altmer. Unable to understand what he had said, I continued running. The adrenaline high had kicked in and I felt a burning in my being that could have melted the snow under my paws as I tore away from the fight. But I hadn’t escaped, I hadn’t gotten away. Just ahead of me, as tore through the trees, a deep blue light sundered my vision, and a massive spark erupted before me. A snowy pine tree had been struck with a bolt of lightning and was now burning. I didn’t even think to turn and look around, all I knew was to run, to get away. I ran and ran, difficult as it was in the ankle-deep snow. Every few moments came another rumbling crackle and I either saw or heard a tree get struck. The air, so thick with the smells of blood and burning flesh, was soon heavy with the scent of burning wood as I ran through the copse.
Though I had no fixed destination in my mind, I knew that I was heading towards the ocean. From that bend on the path, that could have meant that I was heading in any direction but south. Even through the smells of battle and magical carnage I smelt the salty breeze. It wasn’t quite overpowered for my keen nose. The realisation dawned on me as another bolt of lightning struck a nearby tree with such force that, in the moments I had sprinted away, I heard the crackle not of electricity, but of the wood breaking and bending. There were two more rumbling blasts that barely missed me as I kept sprinting. As hungry and thirsty as I was, as cold as the snow under my feet was, I kept going. Behind me I heard a busy, rustling sound that momentarily covered the sounds of battle, followed by the soft thump that could only have been the pine tree falling over.
“You little bastard!” I heard that high voice come from behind me. I turned mid-run to see the Altmer man, his hood down, stopped in his tracks by the tree he had inadvertently felled. It seemed that all the magic he was casting had tired him out. Incapable as I was at even making the tiniest bit of heat even for a hot tea, I knew that magic could only be cast so long as the person wielding it had the stamina for it. It was just like running; he had been throwing magic around at the Talos worshippers before he went after me. Just like when one overexerts oneself running without taking a break before running again, he had over exerted himself of his magical ability, and I hadn’t started to slow. Not yet.
Maybe if I were in better spirits, I would have taken the opportunity to offer him a rude hand gesture, or a taunt. But aside from my paws being tied, I was too terrified to even stop and consider it. I chanced one more glance back at the Altmer and saw that he had nearly climbed over the tree and was unstoppering a tiny little phial of blue liquid. Moments later there was another crackling rumble and a tree directly in front of me was struck. I heard the Altmer man roar his anger and frustration that he had missed, but the debris of tree bark flew about me and I staggered into a branch and stumbled, nearly losing my balance. I had been as close to sprinting as I possibly could in the ankle-deep snow, and in my stumbling I did a full, three-sixty degree turn on the spot before I regained a bit of momentum. I saw a spark of blue and white, and there was another crackling, rumbling roar in the air. As I finally managed to turn and started running at full speed again, I felt it. It was heat before anything else. All of my fur was, for a split second, standing on end as the air seemed to… to press around me. That heat shot through me in the next half of the second. Then, at last, I felt the power of the bolt strike me in my back. The magi-electric energy cascaded through me, and I heard the wizard’s triumphant voice as if from several hundreds of metres away instead of just behind me. The power coursed through my body and I was stunned momentarily. I didn’t even realise that I had been lifted from the ground, that my foot was burning and the lightning had left me before I hit the ground. It was such a powerful strike that I slid, even in the deep snow. The next thing I knew, I was falling. The furious roar, the anger of the high voiced Thalmor was getting even more distant. I saw the cliff, and I saw my own arm, and then I slammed into the ground. There wasn’t enough time to even realise where I was – that he had blasted me off the cliff face and onto the mountain side; that I was tumbling, sliding, barrelling down towards the icy water. The lightning had done its job too well.
The last thing I remembered was the cold and how it enveloped me. It wasn’t even a memory. It was the last sensation I knew before my death.

…

The world was cold and he was adrift. The pain he should have been feeling was dulled by numbness. He had no strength. He barely had breath. Before him was an expanse of blue, and some shadow before it. It had words for him, a voice that was so distantly familiar that it was like the scent of a familiar place when you’re so far from it. Whatever those words were, they were unknown to him. All he knew was numbness and dizziness, a spinning, blurry world before him, and that shadow above him.
When he awoke, he didn’t even remember the shadow at all.
…
