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Chapter One

Flight






Wolf is dead!

He gave me the
chance to run and live, surrendering himself to save me. If I went
back, even to save him, his selfless sacrifice would be in vain. I
knew the two of us stood no chance against the numbers and strength
of the Shekinah Tongu. Wolf knew it, too. He ordered, no
commanded, me to run, to flee, to escape. He gave his life
for me. How dare I throw that away in a fruitless attempt to avenge
him? Should we meet again in the afterlife, I would be ashamed to
admit to him how I disrespected the most precious gift he had to
give.

I whirled, my hair streaming over my face,
half-blinding me.

I ran.

On I ran, heedless of whipping branches and
stiff brush thorns raking my bloody naked body. I ran, not feeling
the agony of my sprained ankle. I ran, not caring if the sharp
rocks ripped open my feet. I ran. And I ran. And ran and ran.

I ran. I sobbed as I ran.

I left him behind. Oh, Lady of the Stars,
forgive me. Wolf, forgive me. On I ran, ducking low oak and pine
branches, thrusting through balsam and thickets of thorn, heedless
of their scratches. Nothing could ever hurt as much as my heart
hurt at that moment, running away in panic from a fight, leaving a
good man behind. No matter Wolf commanded it of me. No matter what
he sacrificed so I could live, free from Brutal’s vengeance. I ran.
Like a bloody coward, I ran. I had no choice. I left him behind. My
tears streamed, my throat raw from crying and running and panic. My
lord commanded me to run.

I ran on and on and on.

Into the rising sun I fled, my tears and
hair and the new sun’s rays blinding me. I don’t know for how long
or for how far. Only that my lord commanded me to run, and run I
would. Until my feet no longer carried me forward. I would run
until I collapsed from sheer exhaustion. I would run until death
took me.

Until I stumbled headlong into a low thick
oak tree.

Whichever came first.

The impact sprawled me on my uncovered
backside and back, awakening a flood of new awareness and stilling
the hot taste of panic. I staggered to my feet, fending off thick
branches, tripped over sharp, moss-covered rocks, tempering the
flood of fear. Pain, held in abeyance until that moment, slipped
its collar and swamped me in a rising flood. The pain of my ankle,
a white-hot agony, and the lesser scratches, cuts and abrasions
from rocks and thorns triggered some semblance of intelligence. I
drew in ragged gulps of air, looking about me, appraising my
situation.

At long last, the warrior in me finally took
charge and I began to think.

The Tongu no doubt subdued Wolf, or even
killed him, by now. I shrank from the thought of Wolf dead, torn
apart by the savage barbarians and their hounds. I knew Wolf’s
chances of survival were small. Yet, because of him, mine weren’t.
I ran again, this time without my panic as a spur. Glancing around,
and at the newly risen sun to get my bearings, I set off the way he
and I would have gone had the Tongu not overtaken us. Soon, they
would set their beasts on my trail and follow after. This
time, I thought grimly, they would not catch me.

I slowed now and again to squint into the
sun and glance about me to get my bearings. I estimated I was about
a league or so from the escarpment. While I had no bow to take out
the Tongu if they found me on the escarpment, they wouldn’t be able
to take me if I was ahead of them. They couldn’t circle around, nor
would they shoot to kill. Most of all, they’d have to climb down as
slowly as I did. If I got enough of a head start, I might yet elude
them. Kel’Ratan and my boys lay two or three leagues beyond the
escarpment. Once within their protection, no Tongu on earth could
ever hope to harm me.

I set swift, steady pace, a lope I could
sustain for hours, if necessary. The sun sent jagged spikes of pain
lancing into my still teary eyes, and I wiped my face as I ran.
Wolf was dead. No, he lived and I’d come back with Kel’Ratan and
the others and rescue him. Wolf was dead. I’d die if he was dead.
He had to live. Wolf was dead. No, I would return, and kill the
Tongu. Wolf was dead.

I couldn’t get the refrain out of my
gibbering mind. Wolf was dead. No, he lived and I’d get him out of
there. Wolf was dead. Tears flowed anew at the thought of Wolf’s
death. What was he to me? A slave, a nothing. A someone I found I
cared deeply about. Only a few incredibly short hours ago I
insulted him and threatened to kill him. He had absolutely no
reason, no reason, to sacrifice himself to save me. I
treated him badly. He could have freed himself and run, as intent
as the Tongu were with raping me. He’d have been miles away before
they even discovered him gone. His final smile when he saw me free
haunted my vision. He cheerfully died for me. He cheerfully
died for me.

A fierce savage pain ripped my heart. That
smile. Oh, that smile. Only now, at his death, did I discover a man
with whom I might be able to share everything with. Never before
had I found in a man all that I wanted in a potential mate. My
father’s decree be damned. I should be free to find the man I
wanted, not whom my father wanted, I thought, furious. The
bitterness that even should Wolf still be alive and we found love
within each other, we could never be together. My father will make
damn sure of that.

The hot surge of adrenaline gradually faded
as I ran, pain slowly creeping past the horrid thoughts of Wolf’s
death. My ankle, badly injured, now had been bearing my weight at a
full run for nearly four miles. Its hot agony forced itself into my
awareness, but I set my jaw and grimly ran on. Dodging trees,
ducking branches, I held on, moving steadily forward until my left
ankle gave out entirely.

A scream snagged in my throat as I fell
sideways, striking my head on a hidden rock. I thrashed in the
underbrush, moaning, holding my left ankle in both hands as though
that would halt the hot bolt of agony from surging upward to my
knee. Even the pain in my head failed to overrule the torture of my
foot. I rocked back and forth, crying, twigs and small stones
digging into my butt, feeling nothing save the currents of fire
that lanced up my leg.

After a long, slow time, the fire in my
ankle cooled to a heavy pulsing throb with my weight finally off
the injury. My sobs and shrieks slowly died into hiccups and I quit
crying. I took a deep calming breath, slowly regaining control of
myself. It’s a bloody good thing your only witnesses to that
scene were a few squirrels, I thought with wry humor. I hoped
they would keep what they saw to themselves.

Wiping my face with my filthy hands, I threw
my streaming oily hair back over my shoulder and looked about me.
The sun shone down benignly, the air still cool enough to be
comfortable before the day’s summer heat took over. Birds flitted
and chirped from nearby pine branches. A squirrel complained of my
presence in his territory from the safety of an oak trunk. The
slight breeze stirred the shadows of the undergrowth to dancing. I
took heart from the normal forest sounds, remembering the black
silence that fell over the woods when the Tongu drew near. I had no
idea why their presence frightened the forest creatures to silence
when my own did not, but the memory of it spurred me up.

My ankle had swelled to three times its
normal size. My normally almond skin had darkened, to almost black
halfway to my knee by the deep bruising. Stunned by its grotesque
size and color, I felt a little sickened by what I saw. That foot
couldn’t bear my weight any longer. I looked around, hoping for
something, anything, with which I could bind it. If it had the
support of a splint, I might yet be able to hobble and keep going
forward. Sticks I found in plenty, but no vines to bind them. Naked
as I was, I’d no clothes with which to tear apart and wrap my
ankle.

The squirrel, furiously scolding me,
suddenly shut up and vanished. The soothing breeze died. I could no
longer hear any birds chirping or fluttering from branch to branch.
I glanced up, my mouth suddenly dry. Why did the sun no longer
shine so bright? It was still there, for I could see it through the
tree branches. Still, a strange pall hung over it. Evil pervaded
the very air, choking me. Lady above, no.

The Tongu.

The hairs on my neck suddenly rose to stiff
attention. The squirrel, the birds, the insects and even the sun
felt their resident evil. As did my instincts. They were coming.
Their dreadful hounds had picked up my scent and even now hunted
me. They had subdued, or killed, Wolf, and set off to recapture me.
Now there was nothing at all, no Wolf, no vengeful daemon, to stand
between rape and me. Panic, tasting like hot, sweet copper, flooded
my mouth. I began to shake. I’d no weapons, an injured leg and no
chance at all of defending myself. Bloody hell, I didn’t even have
clothes.

Calm down, I ordered myself.

I fought hard to regain control of my
runaway wits. Using calming techniques taught by my sword master oh
so many years ago, I stilled the panic. I thought hard, savagely.
If I kept going, I may stay ahead of them. I’d no doubt Kel’Ratan
and the others were searching for me. I also knew the escarpment
wasn’t far away. There was also Bar. If I could get to Bar
first…

I could hardly walk. I needed a crutch.

My eyes fell on a stout oak branch, thick as
my thigh at one end, tapering down to the thickness of my arm at
the other. I grabbed it, fingering the sharp broken ends. A rock
might help. Seizing a jagged stone, I set to smoothing the rough
edges of the branch, shaving off the ends of twigs down the length,
shaping it into a useful crutch. The ends still cut deep into my
palm, and I once more shaved the harsher ends off. When I carefully
staggered up to my strong right foot, the crutch, while still
painful under my arm, held my weight without digging too deeply
into my flesh.

Driven by the panic that still crept forward
to nag at the edges of my mind, I lurched onward for another hour.
I hopped and skipped forward, keeping the fear and panic at bay by
concentrating on not tripping over rocks or deadwood. I quickened
my pace to that of a crippled beggar. If the Tongu came for me now,
they’d have no trouble whatsoever in overtaking me. I tried to
increase my speed, hobbling and skipping along, but despite my
care, stones and undergrowth constantly tripped me up. I set my jaw
grimly and stubbornly stumbled on.

The deathly quiet around me informed me they
hunted me still. How close were they? The pervading evil only told
me they were close, but not how close. They might be a mile behind,
or only a few rods. I’d never know until their hounds nipped my
heels. They knew I was naked and injured and had nowhere to go.
With Wolf tamed and broken or dead (my mind shied away from that
thought), they knew I was no match for them. I despised the fact
that they were right.

Kel’Ratan and the rest of my war-band lay
only a few leagues to the east. No doubt, they were already hunting
for me, worried, seeking me with every resource they had at their
disposal. They’d have no idea where Wolf might have taken me, but I
knew they would have started a search of the forest. Wanting to
estimate my position from the escarpment, I decided I was further
from it than I previously thought. I struggled on.

Something passed between the sun and me. A
bird? Whatever it was flit past the candle of my eye in less than a
heartbeat. I glanced up, but saw nothing but sun and green. I
stopped mid-hobble, scanning what I could see of the sky between
the tops of the trees, looking, searching all around for another
shadow. Could it be? Come back, come back, damn it.

Two grizzled hounds burst out from the
undergrowth a few rods away. Their lips skinned back from savage
white teeth. Once again, in a fleet instant, I saw their muzzles
tied shut. Whipping my crutch out from under my arm, I cocked it.
Balancing my weight on my good right leg, I swung the crutch, now a
heavy club. I’d chosen well. Solid oak and still green, it was as
hard as iron. The hound, a few strides ahead of its mate, leaped
toward me.

My club caught the beast squarely on the
side of its head. Canine skull crunched under the impact. I’d no
time to consider its death when the other hound also leaped,
snarling voiceless.

My warrior instincts and training took over.
As in swordplay, rather than meet it head on, I melted to the side.
My weight, solid on my right leg, shifted me to my right, where I
held the club. The hound’s leap took him past me, but he wheeled.
Almost mid-jump, he turned, his hind legs thrusting him forward,
digging furrows in the dirt. My club, on its returning swing,
caught the hound under the jaw. I hit him hard enough to snap him
backward. He flipped up and back, hitting the ground hard on his
spine and tail.

I didn’t look to see if I killed him. I knew
the Tongu would run right behind their hellhounds. I readied
myself, my stout club, undamaged by the two hard impacts, raised
high.

They didn’t disappoint me. Three of them
burst out from under the trees, their tattooed faces and scarred
throats as familiar as old friends. Undaunted by my readiness and
my club, they rushed me. They held no weapons in their hands. So
they still wanted me alive.

Come on, big boy. Let’s dance.

The first one ducked my swing, but I still
hit him on the shoulder rather than his head I aimed for. He
staggered to the side, passing me by. My returning blow caught the
second in the ribs. His choked off wheeze told me I did some real
damage. I set myself to receive the third when my left leg failed
me utterly.

I needed two sound legs with which to fight.
When I instinctively sought to balance on both legs to bring my
club around to swing at the third Tongu, running a few feet behind
his brothers, my left leg collapsed under me. My wild swing missed
the Tongu completely. His arm around my waist finished what my
treacherous left leg started. I went down, the Tongu’s
foul-smelling, hissing body on top of mine.

The impact knocked the wind from me. Gasping
for much needed breath, I hit him, hard, on the ear with my fist.
History surely repeats itself, for the Tongu hissed in fury and
struck me a wicked blow across the face.

Half-stunned and sick with pain, I
struggled, kicking upward with my knee, seeking his soft genitals.
I hit only his rock hard thigh instead. He grunted, his dark evil
eyes peering down at me, his triumphant grin white in his tanned
face. He pinned me solidly, my wrists hard against the damp earth
and dead leaves. I lost my grip on my club.

“We got you now, bitch,”
he hissed, his foul breath reeking in my nostrils.

I conjured saliva into my dry mouth and
spit.

As in my archery, my aim was true. Squarely
into his leering right eye, my spit hit. His face contorted into a
mask of rage and hate. This time his fist almost made me lose
consciousness.

Darkness filled my sight. No. Wait. My eyes,
open wide, still contained vision. The darkness filled the forest.
Beyond the Tongu’s foul, grinning face, something impossibly huge
blocked the sun, casting all into shadow. A deep, resonant sound,
never before heard by a living human being, roared into the evil
silence. Rage. Hate. Fury. None of those words could describe the
daemonic sound that filled the forest. The earth shook under the
sheer magnitude of that sound. I jerked my head, tossing my hair
from my eyes.

The Tongu’s evil eyes widened in sudden
frantic panic. His leering mouth bowed down in horror. Blood
drained from his darkly tanned skin, leaving his flesh paler than
pale. He turned, slow, too slow, to face this new peril. His hands
released mine as he made to boost himself off me, to throw himself
off me. To escape.

A huge eagle’s claw, with talons the length
of a man’s hand and sharp enough to gut a dragon reached down. It
scooped him up, circled his torso, lifted him from me with all the
effort a man might use to lift a mug of ale. So precise did those
deadly talons seize him, I felt no touch of those claws on my bare
belly at all.

Devil’s eyes. Daemon’s eyes. Yellow and
black. With the dark shadows behind, the devil’s eyes glowed yellow
and black. For surely hell herself had vomited up this monster.

How can a man with no voice scream? Yet
scream he did. His black eyes rolled back into his head, revealing
the whites. The Tongu struggled, pushing against the immense hand
that held him fast in its deadly grip. His struggles were those of
a mouse caught within the jaws of the cat. A savage raptor beak the
size of a horse’s head bent down—

—Bar bit deep into the
Tongu’s neck.

As I might have torn off a chunk of meat
with my teeth, he ripped the man’s body in half. The Tongu’s heart
and brain lived for a moment longer than he did. His hissing,
wailing scream as Bar tossed the two pieces of the man’s corpse
into the brush died away and was lost.

Catlike, he spun. His tail whipped the air
above me, his lion hind legs digging deep furrows into the loamy
forest soil to either side of me. I half sat up in time to see the
other two Tongu bolt. One reached the safety of the trees. The
other…

Bar pounced. Dirt and dead leaves flew about
me in a shower as he lunged after the fleeing assassin. This one
had no time to scream. Bar’s eagle front foot caught the Tongu by
the shoulder, ripping down, taking off not only the shoulder, but
shearing deep into his torso. His raptor’s beak tore the man’s head
off. Shaking his foot as a person might shake water off his hand,
Bar discarded the corpse that caught on his wicked talons. As
hardened as I was by war, battle and violence, my gut lurched at
the sight of both men’s ravaged corpses. While Bar accompanied me
in battle, protected me from enemies, guarded my back, I’d never
seen him kill before with such ruthlessness, such a savage
viciousness.

He still wasn’t satisfied. The hound I
injured hobbled on three legs, eerily whining and chuffing,
followed after his surviving master into the forest. Bar’s single
swipe cut the dog in half, red blood fountaining high to splash
redly on a nearby tree trunk.

Never before had I ever been afraid of my
griffin. Never in all our years together had I ever felt in any
danger from him. Never before had I looked at my friend and all but
pissed myself.

When he wheeled about to face me, streaked
with thick dark blood over his eagle’s beak, down his feathered
mane, his raised right claw oozing gore, my empty bladder loosened.
A raw, primitive terror ran through me. The terror a defenseless
human felt when faced with a furious predator, a predator that
killed easily and with little effort. It wasn’t the red gore, his
lifted razor-sharp talons, his pitiless stare that frightened me.
Those I recognized.

’Twas his eyes that caused
my gut to lurch in sudden panic, caused my throat to close and shut
off all breath. His raptor eyes, those daemon eyes, filled with
such a lust for blood, for human blood, brought out the primordial
fear in me.

He blinked. In that instant, Bar returned to
sanity. I suddenly saw my friend in those awful black and yellow
daemon eyes. Bar’s concern, worry and panic over my safety returned
with such a wash of love I began to cry. I flung my arms about his
feathered neck, weeping with unashamed relief. My body shook
uncontrollably, delayed reactions from the pain, the panic, the
trauma of my ordeal bringing out a flurry of the shakes.

Sitting down on his lion haunches, Bar held
me close to him, his taloned right foot circling my back, his
feathered head bowed over my shoulder. The blood of his victims
dripped down over my naked body, but I didn’t care. Sharp chirps
and hisses told me of his anxiety and worry. When neither Wolf nor
I arrived at the monastery, he had flown in all directions since
dawn, searching for me.

His immense presence, his soft fur-feather
mane scenting of blood, musty earth and sweet air, his huge body
wrapped about mine, brought with them some measure of quiet to my
jangled nerves. My tears wetted his mane, dripping from a white
feather to the ground below. I sniffled, my nostrils sucking in
stray lion hairs. I sneezed. Choking on tears and snorted laughter,
I finally grew some sense and straightened.

Leaning against his sturdy shoulder, I
pulled my hair back from my face and looked into his predatory
tawny eyes.

“What kept
you?”

Bar’s expressive eyes all too often showed
his wicked sense of humor. His beak parted, his eyes lit up with
high amusement, and although he made no sound, I swear he laughed.
I laughed too. Laughed with humor, with hysteria, and with the
pent-up release of the past hours of fear. We laughed together, two
friends parted from one another now sharing a comfortable jest.

“Where are Kel’Ratan and
the others?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

The jerk of Bar’s head toward the east and a
sharp squawk told me they were at or near the monastery.

“So you were to find me
and tell them where I am?”

Yes.

“Bar, we cannot wait for
them. That Tongu who escaped might come back with
reinforcements.”

His yellow eyes gleamed with a new anger as
he took in my nakedness, the blood covering me from hundreds of
scrapes and scratches, my injured foot I couldn’t put to the
ground. A long evil growl escaped his beak as he inspected me from
head to toe.

A growl? I paused, drawing back to stare at
him in astonishment. Though half lion, Bar’s vocal cords were those
of an eagle. However, the sound that emerged from his throat
sounded so much like an angry lion, I doubted my own ears.

“Bar?”

He growled again, predatory yellow eyes
flat. His tufted ears lay tight against his broad skull. He raised
his left foot and flexed his talons, talons already bloodied by two
Tongu and one hound. His low, deep resonant rumble promised
revenge.

“Never mind that,” I
snapped. “You’ll have to be my crutch. We have to keep
going.”

Rather than support me, Bar ducked his
shoulder. A new hiss, this one of urgency, escaped his beak.
Confused, I stopped, my injured left leg crooked at the knee.
“What?”

He hissed again, dropping his shoulder
lower. This time, he whipped his head around and butted me in the
back.

“Bar,” I began, as his
message grew clearer. He wanted me to mount.

Another sharper hiss, this time both anger
and urgency clear in his message. Another low growl rumbled,
vibrating his chest and shoulders.

“Bar,” I repeated. “You
can’t fly with me on your back. That’s too much weight.”

The next nudge into my back held a certain
threat to it. While he might love me beyond life itself, Bar
certainly knew who was the bigger and stronger of us. His predatory
raptor’s eyes glared at me with such a ferocity I dared not argue.
Reluctantly, I used a large stone as a mounting block and
half-jumped, half-wiggled onto his broad back. I found a
comfortable seat just ahead of his furled wings, where feathers met
fur.

“Bar—” I started to
protest once more, but a menacing hiss forestalled what I might
have said.

He didn’t try to fly. Rather, when I sat
securely on his heavy shoulders and grasped his mane for balance,
he began to run. I bent low over his neck to avoid branches
sweeping me off his broad back. The top of my head met the whipping
branches and brambles, rather than my face. His wings half-furled
for balance, he loped about as fast as a slowly cantering horse.
Not fast by any imagination, but quickly enough that anyone
following would have trouble keeping up on foot.

On he ran, carrying me as easily as a horse
might. Thickets of pine, balsam, and scrub oak were no match for
his charge. All bent, or broke, before him, leaving a trail a blind
man could follow. Deer and wolf, rabbit and fox, all forest life
fled from his approach. He made strong headway eastward, toward
hope, safety and Kel’Ratan. Should any fool dare stop him, well,
may their gods have mercy on their idiot souls.

The trees suddenly opened up, the forest
first thinning, then ending altogether. The sun shone brightly in
my eyes, nearly blinding me. Bar’s lion feet and eagle talons now
gripped rock and stone and moss, not dirt and undergrowth.
Squawking birds flew upward, out of his path, and I saw a stag bolt
from us in panic, antlers high. I sat up straighter, thinking the
ride over. The escarpment lay just ahead, the stone falling away in
a sheer drop of more than a thousand feet. I expected Bar to stop,
let me climb down, and navigate the escarpment carefully
downward.

He didn’t stop.

Too late, I saw his intent.

I screamed. “Bar, no!”

If anything, his pace quickened. I saw the
edge of the escarpment, the slight slope upward and the blue sky
that lay beyond. Nothing but air and sun and a horrid emptiness lay
between us and the ground nearly a thousand feet below. Birds
winged far, far down, tiny with distance.

The escarpment vanished. I screamed again as
Bar launched himself out and down.

The earth fell away with dizzying speed. I
couldn’t help but to scream yet again, new raw panic flooding my
mouth and my heart. I’m about to die, my mind gibbered. The
treetops looked so small and wee from this distance; the sun felt
hot and bright on my bare skin. Nothingness filled the space
beneath my feet, the empty air whirling past and whipping tears
into my eyes. I gripped his lion mane in horror as we plunged
earthward like stones dropped into a deep lake. In a quick flash of
vision, I saw us crashing, helpless on the rocks and boulders
below.

Bar unfurled his wings, catching the warm
updraft, his front legs coiled beneath him. Those fragile yet
immensely powerful wings snapped back, and beat up and down in
rhythmic strokes, forcing the air into servitude. The roaring wind
in my ears retreated to a whisper, my tears dried on my cheeks.
Bar’s flight leveled out, the drop no longer steep and terrifying.
A low squawk ordered me to cease strangling him with my legs. I
flat refused to relax the death grip I had in his mane.

Bar and I soared over the grey-green forest
far below, his wings now beating strongly to keep us airborne. I
felt the immense muscles in his shoulders beneath my butt, flexing
and surging, fighting gravity, seeking height and safety. My hair
streamed out behind me, whipped by the wind like a banner. My fear
altered, collapsed on itself, now changed to a fierce and sudden
joy. I was flying!

Ever since I was small and watched Bar soar
above me, his wings enslaving the wind, I’d wanted to fly. Birds
fascinated me, thrilled me, and I studied birds and their flight
endlessly. I begged to ride on Bar’s shoulders when he flew, but my
father forbade it. Bar was my guardian, not my mount. He couldn’t
fly with a passenger; a human on his back would hinder him far too
much. Thus, over the years, I envied him his freedom in sulky
silence.

My dream came true at last. I found courage
enough to look around us, seeing the forest far below, its
appearance not tree-like at all, but a rather indistinct fuzz
covering the earth as far as I could see. Clouds drifted,
tantalizingly near. I saw an eagle beat past, out of our way, his
own predatory eyes filled with raw panic at the intrusion of a
winged predator far greater than he. Bar’s great wings beat the air
with strong steady strokes, the warm wind in our faces giving us
lift and life.

Bar!” I screamed, not with fear this time
but with joy and wonderment and delight. I screamed for the sheer
delight of screaming, knowing I could never, ever, feel the surge
of savage glory of flying as I did at this moment. One with Bar,
one with my goddess, one with the universe. If Bar felt this way
about flying, how could he ever return to the ground? I surely
didn’t want to return. Had I the power, we’d fly from one end of
the earth to the other, together.

Steadily, and with an alarming speed, the
trees below loomed closer and closer. We still dropped. I was
right, I thought with trepidation, Bar couldn’t fly with my
weight on his back. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t gain
altitude.

His wingbeats took on a frantic note, and I
heard his breath gasping in sharp hisses as he sought altitude, the
life-giving altitude, and the freedom of the skies. I held my
breath, panic once more nibbling the edges of my mind. Behind my
eyes, I saw us crashing into the trees in a tangle of broken limbs
and wings, snarled helplessly in the sharp, deadly tree
branches.

Too soon, far too soon, we reached the
dangerous trees. We skimmed the top of the forest, its ragged
branches whipping my bare feet. I dared not move, lift them upward
and away from this new torment. For I feared any slight movement
might cause Bar to fail and both of us to crash to our deaths in
the trees. I sat quite still, to not disturb him and his
concentration.

A short distance ahead, the trees ended,
thinning away to short thickets and brambles. With a jolt, I
recognized the area. I knew the distant mountain peak far away, the
high green meadow, the orchards once tended by monks. The derelict
monastery where we camped for a few days on our way to meet the
High King and my betrothed lay less than a mile ahead.

Beneath us, leather-clad warriors ran,
pointing, scrambling to their horses, galloping in our shadow.
Mouths opened in shouts I heard not, as our speed was too great.
Tendrils of blue smoke trailed upward from outdoor campfires, the
monastery and its outbuildings appeared small and doll-like from
the air, passing below and from my sight in a blink. Bar’s wings
lifted, cupping the wind, grabbing the life-giving updrafts in a
huge swash of air. He backwinged mightily, dust from our passage
swirling and choking. The long grass flattened and bowed low as the
great wash of air preceded his descent. We slowed, our forward
momentum gone, dropping to the solid earth as gently as a mother
puts her baby in its cradle.

Kel’Ratan, Witraz, Alun, the twins, Rannon,
Yuri and Yuras galloped madly in our direction, their shouts still
indistinct. I recognized Rygel on a black horse racing in their
midst toward us. I shook and trembled like one taken with severe
chills as I slid slowly down off Bar’s shoulder onto my right leg.
Unable to stand for the weakness, I buried my face in Bar’s mane,
clutching him tight, feeling his beak nudge my shoulder in
affection.

“Thank you,” I whispered
into his feathers. “Thank you for coming for me.”

A mellow chirp answered me, and I looked up
to see the love and humor back in Bar’s predatory yellow eyes. His
gaze lifted from me to past my shoulder as the thunder of hooves
drew close. I turned, still using Bar’s sturdy shoulder to stand
upright as Kel’Ratan reined his bay stallion in to a trampling
halt. He dismounted at a run before the beast slid to a stop.

“Ly’Tana, by the Lady,” he
gasped, his face drawn and pale with anxiety.

My boys reined in their horses in a circle
around Bar, arrows nocked, prepared for battle if our pursuers drew
close. While they knew not what trouble had befallen me, they stood
prepared for anything. My injured, naked body, the blood on Bar’s
beak and feathers told them all they needed to know. Left and Right
edged their twin black horses as close to me as they could, blocked
as they were by Bar’s immense bulk. Yuri and Yuras set themselves
between me and the cliff face, expecting trouble to come from that
direction. Witraz, Rannon and Alun wheeled their mounts outward,
spread apart to face west, north and south.

Rygel slid out of his saddle nearly as
quickly as my cousin, hurrying behind Kel’Ratan’s shoulder. Bar
furled his wings across his back, allowing the two space to
approach me. I still needed the support of his shoulder to stand,
however.

Without ceremony and in complete disregard
of protocol, Kel’Ratan embraced me fiercely, burying my face
against his chest. My arms crept of their own accord around his
waist, holding him close, near tears again with immense relief.
Long I stood on one leg, supported by both my griffin and my
cousin, until my shaking gradually began to subside.

“I don’t have to tell you
how worried you had us,” Kel’Ratan rumbled over my head.

I nodded, my face still buried in his
leather vest, breathing in the masculine tanned smell of him. He
may be disrespectful and acerbic, irritating and often
insufferable. I knew he loved me beyond all reason, beyond all
life.

Straightening up, but still leaning against
him for support, I took a deep breath and looked around. My boys
watched the surroundings for trouble, politely keeping their eyes
averted from my nakedness. A hot blush of shame crept up my cheeks,
my gut knotting with tension. Me naked in front of Bar and
squirrels was one thing, quite another in the midst of human males
who’d sworn oaths of loyalty to me. I glanced up at Rygel, standing
nearby with ill-concealed impatience and worry, obviously wanting
to speak but holding his tongue.

I watched him survey my naked body, not with
lust or desire, rather with a narrow, fierce expression. His amber
eyes gazed not at my breasts, but at the cuts, the blood, lingering
a great while on my leg and foot. His long fingers twitched in my
direction, collapsing into fists, then twitched once more. I knew
he surveyed me with a healer’s trained eye, itching to do something
about the bloody scratches and wounds, taking in the horror of my
left leg. My respect for him rose another notch as I saw how pale
and drawn his face looked, his amber eyes tired with exhaustion and
concern. Before anyone could speak, he unpinned his cloak, and with
the tenderness of a lover, wrapped my naked body in it.

He dropped to his knee before me, taking my
hand to bring it to his thin aristocratic lips, to kiss.

“Highness,” he began, his
voice rough. His eyes, no longer surveying my wounds, plunged deep
into my own. Filled with raw, unreasoned fear, his emotions echoed
my own, from only a few hours before. “Where is he?”

With Kel’Ratan’s strong arm to support me, I
hopped away from Bar’s bulk. I may have just discovered I cared for
the big slave deeply, but the grief in Rygel’s eyes told me he
loved Wolf first. I suppressed the tears filling my eyes, knowing
that tears must dry up now.

“My lord,” I said, unsure
of how to tell him. “He’s been taken.”

Rygel drew in a sharp breath. “Brutal?”

I hesitated, feeling the eyes of Bar,
Kel’Ratan and my warriors on me, reluctant to say it aloud. Wolf
was dead.

“The Shekinah
Tongu.”

While the faces of Kel’Ratan and my warriors
looked blank, Rygel’s face waxed even whiter, if it were possible.
His eyes flattened to mere slits, his body tense, and his knuckles
white on his sword hilt. I read the violence emanating from him in
waves of hate as he plunged away from me. I watched him as he
turned his back, but saw from my peripheral vision Kel’Ratan look
from me to the wizard and back again.

“Who’re the Shekinah
Tongu?” he asked.

When Rygel didn’t answer, I told him in a
low voice what Wolf had told me. “The Tongu are hunters, paid by
Brutal to find us and bring us back. Both of us. They use
hounds—”

“Hounds of hell,” Rygel
snarled.

I waited for him to say more, but he walked
a few steps and looked off into the distance. His body trembled
much as my own had done, his breath coming and going in sharp
bursts. After a long, tense silence, he turned back.

“No one really knows where
they come from,” he said, his voice rough. “But all know them for
their evil. The High Kings have used them for centuries to
assassinate rivals, enemies, whoever. They’re an ultra-secret clan,
but can be found and bought if you have enough money. Their skills
as hunters are legendary.”

He paused, and shrugged. “I expect I
shouldn’t be surprised Brutal sent them after you. I should have
warned you he might. It’s my fault—”

I held up my hand and Rygel fell silent.
“Even had you warned us, there was nothing any of us could have
done.”

I briefly told them, in clipped tones, of
what occurred the previous night: the race to the wall, climbing to
the roof of the house, my jump from the wall resulting in my
injury. I omitted only our argument, as I felt that was between
Wolf and me.

When I spoke of this, Rygel frowned. “Let me
look at it.”

I leaned back against Kel’Ratan as Rygel
knelt at my feet. With a gentleness that surprised me, he examined
my foot and ankle, his touch light and comforting. The throbbing
pain lifted, subsiding under his sensitive hands. I wondered if he
sent any healing magic into it, as it felt so much better when he
rose up. The regretful cast to his eyes told me he hadn’t.

“I’ll need time to heal
this, Highness,” he explained. “With healing your griffin, I am not
up to my full strength yet. But I promise I will soon.”

Before I could answer, Kel’Ratan scooped me
up into his arms and placed me in the saddle of his horse. Bar and
my war-band fell into protective formation about me, Kel’Ratan
walking at his horse’s head, hurrying back to the monastery. Rygel
also chose to walk at my stirrup, Witraz leading his black by the
reins. “What else happened, Your Highness?” he asked.

“Wolf carried me, as I
couldn’t walk,” I said, still reluctant to tell Rygel his friend
was dead. “We headed toward the escarpment, hoping they wouldn’t
catch us before we reached it. But they did.”

I told them of the hounds, their tied
muzzles, their claws and ferocity. I told my attentive audience of
the fight, of Wolf going down, the Tongu tying his hands behind his
back. When I’d have told them of the Tongu’s intent to rape me, my
voice faltered and I stopped. Kel’Ratan and Rygel exchange a
glance.

“Ly’Tana?” Kel’Ratan
prompted softly, stopping the horse to look up at me.

“The Tongu—” I began.
“They were going to—They wanted—”

I couldn’t say it. I bowed my head, my hair
hanging low to conceal my face and my shame.

Kel’Ratan spoke for me. “Rape,” he
growled.

The rage I heard in his voice was felt by
his sensitive stallion, who spooked and shied. I only nodded.

Witraz cursed fluently, his invectives
blistering the air.

“I’ll tear them limb from
limb,” Alun growled. “With my bare hands.”

“Not if I get to them
first,” Rannon snapped, running his fingers down his thick
mustache. “I’m going to cook them over a slow fire. After I
castrate them with a rusty blade.”

Left and Right, not venting their fury with
their voices, contented themselves with dark, murderous expressions
that promised death by agonizing means for the Tongu. Only Rygel
cocked his head as he gazed up at me, remembering the words I
actually spoke. “But they didn’t, did they, Highness?”

Again, I shook my head. I drew in a deep
shaky breath, fighting back the tears. “It was close, though. Wolf
saved me. He saved me from rape. He saved my life.”

I told my rapt listeners of the
ear-splitting roar of rage, of Wolf breaking the leather thongs
that bound his hands behind his back, of how he fought the Tongu
with nothing by his rage and his hands. Choking, I told of his
voice in my head, commanding me to run.

Rygel actually smiled. “Yes, rape tends to
get Wolf irritated.”

“His irritation saved Her
Highness’s honor,” Witraz growled from somewhere behind
me.

“I ran. Like a coward I
ran.” I felt glad my hair hid my face, hid my shame from Rygel,
from Kel’Ratan, from my boys. The confession did nothing to ease
the grief and pain. “I ran and he died. I left him behind. Wolf is
dead.”

Rygel jerked away from me, much as I
expected him to. “No,” he snarled. “Raine is not dead.”

He spun on his heel and walked stiffly back
toward the monastery. Kel’Ratan sighed and followed after, still
leading his stallion. Bar walked next to me, occasionally nudging
my arm with his beak. I rested my arm on his feathered neck,
holding him as close as I could.

Kel’Ratan gestured toward Bar. “Is there
more, Ly’Tana?”

I nodded, still hiding my face. “Three of
them tracked me down. Had Bar not found me, they’d have taken
me.”

In clipped tones, I told them of Bar’s
murderous fury, but neglected to tell them of how I feared him
after. I was already a coward enough in their eyes.

Grief and shame still flowed in my heart,
and I selfishly wondered if my warriors would continue to follow
me, a self-admitted deserter. Perhaps their absolute love and
loyalty would die. My race admired courage and loyalty above all
else. A milk-sop who not just ran from a fight but abandoned the
one who saved her scarcely deserved their respect, much less their
devotion. Would they look at me with contempt in their eyes? Eye me
with hate and derision, and mount their horses to ride home,
leaving me to fend for myself? I heard the hooves of their horses
still surrounding me, but I stared resolutely at the back of
Kel’Ratan’s red head. Every inch a coward, I dared not look around
to see their expressions.

At the camp, Kel’Ratan lifted me down from
his stallion, helping me to sit on a log beside a cheery fire. I
didn’t see Rygel, but heard his tense voice as he muttered in a
language I didn’t understand from behind a nearby apple tree.
Perhaps he, too, would feel disgust at my cowardice and ride away
without healing me, despite his promise. Kel’Ratan eased down
beside me, offering a hot drink to my hand. I drank it, not caring
what it was. Despite the late morning heat, the warm mulled wine
tasted wonderful.

Rygel stormed into the monastery. I tried
not to care about his abrupt disappearance, and hoped he’d leave
without the acid comments I knew he was capable of. Such would fuel
my shame. My warriors might even borrow his example and utter their
own caustic comments before they mounted their horses to ride away
forever.

Within a moment, he emerged, another cloak
over his shoulder and a satchel strapped over his chest and resting
on his hip. I met his gaze, expecting hate in their yellow depths.
Hatred and contempt for me running in panic and leaving Wolf to his
fate. Instead, I saw a strong determination beneath the exhaustion
and pallor. Again, he knelt at my feet.

“Please, Highness,” he
asked, his voice soft, “tell me where they have him.”

I reached out to brush an errant lock of
hair away from his fierce eyes. Sorrow warred with my shame, and
temporarily won out. I knew then that I liked this temperamental,
angry young wizard, despite his disrespectful and irascible moods
and his hatred of me. I wanted nothing more than to embrace him,
and weep with him.

“Rygel,” I said, my voice
quiet. “Wolf is dead.”

He shook his head firmly. “No, Your
Highness, he is not. I’d know it if he was dead. He’s
alive.”

His firm belief stunned me for a moment.
Hope grew within me. “How do you know?”

“I can’t explain just
now,” he snapped, his temper flaring once more. “Trust me, he’s
alive.”

I looked at Kel’Ratan beside me, his own
doubt revealed in his heavy frown. I looked back at Rygel, kneeling
at my feet.

“Heal me,” I commanded.
“I’m going with you.”

Kel’Ratan roared in negation, and Bar
hissed. My warriors also rumbled their dissent. So deep in my
expectation that my war band now hated me, I glanced up in
surprise. All seven of them: Witraz, Alun, the twins, Rannon, Yuri
and Yuras shook their heads, glanced at one another. Why did I see
new worry clear in their faces? They should hate me, and they were
right to hate me. No face I glanced at looked back at me with
revulsion or derision or disgust. Tears threatened to choke me once
more, and I turned back to Rygel.

He shook his head at my demand. “I’m sorry,
Your Highness,” he said firmly. “You can’t go with me.”

The relief from my band at his words grew
audible in sighs and shaky laughs, Kel’Ratan slumped as his
preparation to fight me over this waned.

I leaned forward, my face inches from
Rygel’s own. “You’ll take me with you.”

My voice, soft and deadly quiet, silenced
everyone. Even Bar sat still, watching my confrontation with Rygel
unfold. Rygel expertly avoided my eyes, shifting his own to the
ground, once more shaking his head. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I intend to
fly.”

All eyes, including my own, whipped to Bar.
He sat unmoving, knowing as well as I did that he could never fly
with Rygel on his back. Bar nearly killed himself flying from the
escarpment with me on his back, as light as I was. Rygel’s weight .
. . impossible.

“Explain.” My tone left no
room for Rygel to argue.

He ran his hand restlessly through his hair.
“I have a power you don’t, Your Highness.”

“Obviously.”

He rose from his knees and backed away from
me. Before I could command he stand still and talk, he
changed. His body ran and shrank, folding down onto itself,
growing smaller and smaller. Something dark erupted from his skin,
grew and flapped. It all happened within seconds, so fast my eye
could almost not follow it. I blinked, hearing gasps from all
around me.

Where Rygel had stood now rested a hawk.

A beautiful hawk, a hawk of an uncertain
species I’d never before seen. Red-brown feathers, tapering to gold
on its wingtips, covered its sleek trim body. Bright yellow eyes
peered up at me, and a sharp trill burst from the pale gold beak.
It quickly preened a wing feather, then chirped again.

It suddenly grew in size, changed, its
feathers running back into itself. Once more Rygel stood before me,
smiling a small sad smile.

“You see, Highness? You
can’t go with me.”

Using Kel’Ratan’s shoulder as a crutch, I
stood up, resting my injured left foot on the ground for balance.
Walking, limping, to him, I grasped his shoulder and gripped hard.
Commanding his gaze, I stared deep into Rygel’s own uneasy eyes,
and smiled a smile of my own. He tried to back away, but my hand on
his shoulder grounded him as effectively as a steel trap.

“You will change me into a
bird,” I said softly. “You will teach me to fly. And together we
will get Wolf back.”

Before he could form a protest, Kel’Ratan
stood beside me, his arm around my waist. “She’s right.”

I’d expected to fight my kinsman as well.
Surprised and gratified, I fumbled for his hand and squeezed
tightly.

“You need help, my lord,”
Kel’Ratan went on. “You’ve the power to change both of you. Though
I’m shamed to confess it”—Kel’Ratan glanced around with a sheepish
smile—“I’m terrified of the thought of being changed into a
bird.”

“Me too,” murmured
Witraz.

Alun, always quiet, clasped his hands behind
his back, his mouth pursed in a moue of horror. Yuri and Yuras,
always eager for adventure that got them headfirst into trouble,
dared each other to step forward. Rannon looked aside, finding the
grass quite fascinating. Left and Right merely stared back,
expressions closed, refusing to volunteer.

For a moment, Rygel looked mulish, a
stubborn scowl twisting his handsome aristocratic features. I
tensed myself to fight him, ready for his arguments, prepared to
command him should he refuse to accept my company. Then, his
furrowed brow smoothed out as he rethought, his thin lips reformed
the scowl into a thoughtful frown.

“Yes,” he agreed, a
reluctant smile lightening his harried face. “With healing you and
him, I’ll certainly pay for it later, but it’ll be worth it. I’ll
accept your help, and gladly. I’d best fix you now,
then.”

With a quick extended hand, he respectfully
indicated I was to sit back down. With Kel’Ratan’s hands under my
arms, I did so. Rygel knelt once more at my feet and took my
injured leg in his hands. Again, I felt warmth and comfort from the
contact, and knew he hadn’t yet started his healing magic. For he
gazed up into my eyes with concern.

“Highness, this’ll make
you want to sleep. My healing comes from within you as well as me,
which is why patients need food and rest after a healing. I tap
your own body’s strength, and draw from it. You’ll be
weakened.”

I smiled. “Then we will most definitely need
each other.”

He smiled, a rather sweet, shy smile, one
that would have women falling headfirst at his feet. “I reckon we
do, at that.”

With one hand on my ankle and the other on
my brow, he closed his eyes. Not certain of what I should do, I
closed my own. Within a moment or two, I felt a strange powerful
heat, not quite a pain, slide upward from my ankle. It spread and
encompassed my entire body, making me gasp. Heat grew to flame. My
blood reached the boiling point, my lower leg flaring with the
light of the sun behind my closed eyelids. Dizziness threatened to
swamp me, my stomach roiled and threatened to heave up the wine I
had drunk. Dark spots danced behind my closed eyelids, adding to
the chaotic nausea.

As quickly as it came, the heat died and I
slumped helplessly against Kel’Ratan. Blackness tried to take me
down within its tempting folds, and I wanted nothing more than to
let it. I resisted, fought off the weariness, and opened my eyes. I
pushed against Kel’Ratan’s shoulder, setting aside his helping
hands, and sat upright.

What I saw in Rygel’s face must have
mirrored my own. Sweat dotted his brow and upper lip; his eyes,
earlier haggard with tiredness, now drooped with exhaustion.
This isn’t good. He’d all but drained his power.

I got to my feet without thinking, then
remembered my ankle. It bore my weight with its former strength, no
hint of the agony I felt previously. I glanced down, seeing a bare
leg and foot, filthy and crusted with old blood. It felt well and
strong and whole.

“My lord,” Rygel said,
wearily getting to his feet. “Will you get Her Highness some
clothes? I may need to change her back into her human form and
she’ll need her clothes and weapons.”

Humor briefly touched his mouth and eyes as
he glanced at me. “For as much as I admire a naked woman as
beautiful as she, it would probably be best if she were clothed and
armed.”

His eye dropped in a ghost of a wink, more
friendliness in his manner than I’d found before now. Did he no
longer hate me?

I felt a blush creep up to my cheeks as
Kel’Ratan rumbled an agreement and took me by the hand. He ushered
me into the monastery and the chamber I used, where he
considerately turned his back as I dressed myself. I donned a
leather tunic and breeches, and boots of soft doeskin that fell
just short of my knees. Kel’Ratan located a sheathed sword and
dagger on a belt. Holding them out to me, he smiled sadly. I
recognized Sele’s weapons, taken from her corpse before her
funeral. Tears threatened anew as I buckled the sword across my
back. I hoped Sele wouldn’t mind if I borrowed her weapons for a
time.

I strode through the monastery doors,
Kel’Ratan at my heels. My boys stood close together under the apple
trees in a thick cluster, talking in low voices. While they still
watched about them for trouble, I also caught them sneaking quick
glances toward me as I walked down the hill. Heat climbed my
cheeks. Ah, so they did consider me a coward. So be it then. I
raised my head, refusing to hide despite the ache deep within my
heart. I lost Wolf, and now I lost the love of my people. Who would
I lose next?

Kel’Ratan took Rygel aside. While I knew
they intended no one overhear their words, I listened intently and
heard anyway.

Kel’Ratan seized Rygel by the arm. “You’ll
keep her safe from harm,” my cousin rumbled.

He stared deep into Rygel’s eyes, a fierce
blue gaze I knew intimidated stronger men than Rygel. If Rygel was
the least bit intimidated, he didn’t show it. Rather, he clasped
Kel’Ratan’s arm in a gesture of camaraderie, taking Kel’Ratan’s
words not as a threat, but as a plea.

“My life on
it.”

Kel’Ratan nodded once, a jerk of his head.
Satisfied, he gripped Rygel’s shoulder briefly.

“How will you bring Wolf
back?”

“I wish I knew,” Rygel
replied as I walked over to them. “Until I am there and can assess
the situation, I can only say wait for us.”

“How long?”

Rygel squinted briefly at the sun high
overhead. “If we’re not back by dawn, come looking for us.” He
pointed back toward the escarpment high in the distance. “Head that
way. I hate to try the escarpment, since I know he’ll be hurt, but
we might find an easier way down. Then we will have to hide here
for a while.”

“Why hide?” I asked. “We
should just start riding for Kel’Halla immediately.”

With more patience I’d have accorded him
previously, Rygel spoke quietly. “Princess, we’ve no clue what
condition Wolf is in. He may be whole and healthy, he may only be
slightly wounded, though I highly doubt it. Even if he isn’t, you
and I are on the verge of exhaustion. Getting him away from the
Tongu will be a miracle in itself. And none of us have the strength
to ride a mile much less all the long leagues to Kel’Halla.”

Shame flooded my cheeks. “You’re right, my
lord. Sorry.”

“Give me a moment,” he
said, rubbing his brow with long fingers, frowning slightly. “If
I’m to have the power to change both of us into hawks, I’ll need to
run through a spell to expel my fatigue. It’ll give me strength
enough for what we have to do, but draws from areas of my body that
shouldn’t be giving up strength.”

“My lord, is that
wise?”

He smiled ruefully. “No, it certainly isn’t.
I’ll be paying for it dearly later.”

He closed his eyes, Kel’Ratan and I
exchanging concerned glances. My warriors ringed themselves around
us, both as protection and curiosity. To see their Princess turned
into a bird could be a tale worth telling and retelling, and none
wanted to miss it. Even Bar stood just behind Alun, peering down
over the tall warrior’s head, his eyes bright with interest.

At length, Rygel took a deep breath and
dropped his hand from his brow. To me, his eyes appeared brighter,
his skin less haggard and pale. New energy filled him and I easily
saw his former impatience grow steadily.

“Ready, then, Princess?”
he asked.

I nodded, my mouth suddenly dry. “What do I
do?”

“Nothing at all. Just
listen to me and try not to be afraid.”

Try not to be afraid? What the bloody hell
did he mean by that? Within a few moments, magic would change me
from a human to a bird of prey and I wasn’t supposed to be afraid?
I swallowed hard, hearing a dry click in my throat. Ever the
warrior, I let none of my anxiety show, and waited while Rygel
gestured for Kel’Ratan and my boys to step back.

“She’ll need room,” he
said tersely.

“Room—” I began, but had
time for nothing else.

Instantly I felt a bolt like lightning from
a clear sky hit me. Rygel’s earlier healing magic felt fiery hot,
embers tossed onto kindling. This felt cold, ice chilling my very
bones as something in me changed. I tried to scream as my
body collapsed in on itself, running, molding, melting like wax
under the flame. Before my eyes, Rygel and Kel’Ratan grew tall,
huge, as big as giants from the ancient legends. No, I shrunk, the
blades of tall grass sweeping over me, surrounding, hemming me in.
I struggled to keep my balance on feet that suddenly felt too small
to hold me, feet that were no longer feet. I tried to break my fall
with my hands, pin-wheeling for balance. My arms failed to catch me
as I flopped in the dust and grass. Dimly I heard shouts, saw human
boots and legs near my head, but the panic held me in its merciless
grip. I screamed.

What came from my mouth wasn’t a scream, but
a shrill screech. My arms flapped, feathers flinging dirt
everywhere. Feathers? Wings, not arms. Pinfeathers, not fingers.
Talons, not toes. A tail swung from side to side of its own accord,
helping me find balance. I struggled, and screamed again.

“Ly’Tana!” Kel’Ratan’s
voice broke through my panic. “Calm down!”

I saw him, bending low, impossibly huge, one
hand reaching for me, the other wrapped in heavy leather. I fought
to get away from those gigantic hands, fighting to free myself from
the alien form that gripped me. I felt the hand bound in leather
reach under and nudge my alien legs. Another nudge would topple me
over. Frantic, I instinctively grabbed hold of the hard leather,
suddenly finding my balance as my talons dug deep.

“Easy, my
girl.”

I heard Kel’Ratan’s soothing voice murmur to
me, calming my fears. Following his voice, I let his calm wash over
me, easing my trembling. Opening my eyes, I found his face on level
with mine, his familiar, well-loved and monstrously big face. No,
that was wrong. I thought hard, gaining control of my fears,
remembering now how Rygel turned me into a bird.

A hawk. I shook myself, feeling my feathers
settle into place. I looked about me, seeing my warriors from the
perspective of a bird on Kel’Ratan’s fist. I saw them staring in
awe, Witraz and Alun making the sign against enchantment. Left and
Right both grinned, wearing identical expressions of delight. Yuri
and Yuras nudged each other, pointing. Rannon gawped, his jaw
slack, his tonsils clear behind his white teeth.

As my fears lessened, I looked down at
myself. Sharp talons dug into the leather, Kel’Ratan’s other hand
gently smoothing my feathers. Red-gold feathers, I noted, similar
in color of my hair. I tried to speak to him. What emerged from my
beak was a chirp. I tried again. I chirped.

“What now, my lord?”
Kel’Ratan asked, turning his head slightly, but not taking his eyes
from me. I looked about me with a hawk’s jerky movements, from
first one eye, then tilting my head to peer through the other,
seeking Rygel. I couldn’t see him. I turned about, my newfound
balance improving as I quickly grew accustomed to my new form. My
tail feathers spread of their own accord. I half-furled my wings,
finding my equilibrium increasing rapidly.

I could get used to this, I though
happily, my fear gone entirely.

Turning around again, I still couldn’t see
Rygel.

“I’m up here,” said
a voice within my mind.

I looked up, seeing overhead the red-brown
hawk I remembered from earlier. He circled lazily, his bright eyes
peering down at me still perched on Kel’Ratan’s fist. Wings wide in
effortless flight, he dropped down and circled once more, winging
up behind Kel’Ratan. The backwash of air blew Kel’Ratan’s hair from
his shoulders as Rygel back-winged and landed gracefully on his
shoulder. Startled, Kel’Ratan jerked back with a curse, then caught
himself. I expected Rygel to dig in his talons as I did, causing
Kel’Ratan pain. For by now I recognized the strength and sharpness
of my talons, and knew that without the heavy leather, I’d have
already cut his hand to pieces.

Rygel obviously had more practice at
standing as a bird than I did, for Kel’Ratan’s hand left my
feathers and stroked gently down Rygel’s back. He showed no signs
that Rygel’s talons hurt him.

“Well, Princess?”
Rygel asked in my mind.

“How do you do
that?” I asked, following his lead and speaking within my
mind.

“I forged a mind link
with you,” he said, his bright yellow eyes peering into mine.
“We can communicate more easily this way, and I’ll teach you to
fly.”

I tried to nod, but only bobbed my head.
Still trying to communicate as a human, I thought
ruefully.

“That will cease in
time,” Rygel said.

“You heard my
thought?”

“Indeed. And will until
I break the link.”

If Kel’Ratan knew Rygel and I were speaking,
he gave no sign. Rather he watched me curiously, patient, waiting
for me to fly from his hand. Glancing around, I saw all my warriors
watching with anticipation. Then I looked at Bar. He stood nearby,
watching, his lion tail lifted, wings half-furled as my own were,
an almost greedy light burning in his predatory eyes. Waiting. To
fly. With me.

“Now watch me
carefully, Princess,” Rygel said, tearing my attention away
from Bar’s avid eyes. “Let your hawk instincts take over. Jump
into the air and catch the wind.”

As I watched him carefully, he launched
himself into the air with a sharp screech, his talons coiling up
under his tail. Wings outstretched, he flapped mightily and rose,
his wings beating the air until once more he circled overhead.

I can do this, I thought.

“Of course you can. Now
try it.”

Taking a deep breath, I lifted my wings and
jumped as high as I could. Beating my wings hard, I succeeded in
only flapping my way to the ground. I landed with a furious squawk,
shaking dust from my head and eyes. I expected laughter to rain
down from above as Kel’Ratan bent low and invited me back onto his
leather-bound hand. I gripped tightly as he stood up.

“Not bad,” Rygel’s
voice spoke encouragingly. “Try again.”

With a mighty jump, I launched myself into
the air, fanning the air with my wings. This time I flew low over
the heads of my warriors, who ducked as though fearing I’d smash
into their faces, before landing with a thump far behind them.

“Very good.”
Rygel’s mental voice praised.

Good thing there weren’t any trees
around, I grumbled inwardly. I’d no doubt fly straight into
one.

Now I did hear a laugh. “Why do you think
I chose to teach you here, in a meadow? Now release your hawk
instincts.”

Without waiting for Kel’Ratan or anyone else
to pick me up, I jumped straight into the air, catching the light
breeze. I let go of my human self, and surrendered to the hawk.
Almost without effort, my wings captured the air, making it my
servant, letting it lift me higher and higher. I beat upward,
making for the sun, the earth dropping away below me. I should
be afraid, I thought, all that emptiness below my feet.
Instead, my heart surged within me, excitement, joy, all the
happiness in the world lay in the thrill of flying.

I looked down, seeing my warriors as tiny
specks against the green, the far off trees once more a grey-green
fuzz. If I looked hard enough, my hawk’s vision brought everything
to me in a rush. No longer specks, I saw mouths open as my war band
gaped upward, searching for me, hands shading eyes. I saw a ground
squirrel many rods away from my people, sitting on its haunches and
nibbling seeds. I resisted a strong urge to stoop down upon it and
kill it. How did I go so high so fast?

“Hawks are born for
speed,” Rygel’s voice spoke in my mind.

Startled, I saw him flying nearby, high
against the sun. He dipped a feather and turned into a steep dive.
I followed suit, my wings taking on a life and mind of their own as
I hurtled earthward. Again, I resisted the urge to pin my wings to
my back and dive to catch the ground squirrel in my talons. Once
more Rygel laughed.

“You’ll have to keep
your hawk instincts from taking that much control,” he said.
“At least for right now.”

“But I’m
hungry.”

His laughter echoed deep within my mind as I
followed him. Together we soared, swooped downward, to soar again.
In total, complete harmony, we danced the dance of wind and air and
flight. I caught a warm updraft and allowed it to carry me higher,
the colder altitudes no threat against my thick warm feathers. I
circled, my tail dipping, steering, acting as a rudder would a
ship. One tiny dip of a wingtip had me changing direction, first
left, then right, up, then down. I soared up again, the sun in my
eyes.

Suddenly, with no warning, a huge winged
shape that dwarfed my tiny hawk body blew past at a blinding speed,
catching me in its backwash of air. Caught unawares, I tumbled beak
over tail, my wings losing their grip on the wind. I dropped like a
stone toward the earth for long moments, my terror causing panic to
freeze my mind and body. Then my hawk instincts took over, my wings
once more caught the wind and I soared upward.

Bar laughed silently as he winged back
toward me, his yellow eyes bright with amusement, his wings lifting
him effortlessly against the sun. I screeched in shrill rage,
flying straight and furiously into his startled face. Talons out
and open, I sought to seize his beak, to rend and rip. He dove at
the last instant, turning his tail to me and he flew hard to escape
me. I knew if he dove for the earth, I’d never catch him. Yet, my
smaller frame climbed faster than he and he beat for the sky. I
chased him close to a mile toward the distant mountains, still
screeching my fury. He fled, still laughing with parted beak as he
looked back over his shoulder.

I caught him, my sharp talons digging into
the soft fur and meat of his back just above his tail. Bar roared
in pain, hunching his back, his tail lashing. I held on, letting
him carry me down, folding my wings to my back as I rode him as I
would ride a horse. He bucked and twisted, trying to get me off. I
grimly held on, digging my talons in deeper.

“Perhaps he’s been
punished enough, Princess.”

Rygel swooped near, his laughter echoing in
my head. “You still need to learn how to land and we must fetch
Raine.”

Bar wailed his surrender. I released my
talons, catching a fast glimpse of bloody furrows in his fur as Bar
flew under me. He looked back, his eyes filled with reproach, but I
was unrepentant.

“That should teach you,
you big bully,” I snapped.

Bar gave no sign he heard. Rather he flew
sulkily ahead, shooting me sharp glances over his shoulder.

“Can Bar not hear
us?”

“If I were able to
establish a mind link with him, perhaps,” Rygel answered.
“But there’s no time for that.”

“Will he go with
us?”

I saw Rygel shoot a sharp glance at Bar as
we winged in Bar’s wake. “Perhaps he’d be of some help.
Yes.”

Shooting past Bar’s bulk, Rygel led the way
downward, spiraling ever closer to the ground. Bar swooped low over
the heads of my warriors and I followed his example, cupping the
air to slow my speed. Rygel was right, however: I’d no idea how to
land.

“Like
this.”

I circled, dipping a pinfeather to keep
myself airborne in a small circle. I watched carefully as Rygel
back-winged and settled once more on Kel’Ratan’s shoulder. Bar
caught my eye as though recognizing my predicament, and also cupped
his wings, flapping backward to land serenely on the ground.
Remembering my ride on Bar’s shoulders and how his wings worked
hard to break the wind, I flew slowly toward Kel’Ratan’s raised
leather-bound fist. Back-winging looked easier than it was, but I
managed to drop to Kel’Ratan’s hand without missing his hand and
tumbling to the ground in embarrassment.

“I am
impressed.”

Rygel’s awed voice cut through the wild
cheers of my warriors as they yelled and applauded. Bar solemnly
stalked up to me, nudging me gently with his beak, his eyes alight
with pride. Even Kel’Ratan laughed in sheer delight at my
performance. I couldn’t help it: I preened under their praise,
settling my feathers into place one more.

“Be safe, you two,”
Kel’Ratan said quietly, sobering quickly and glancing from Rygel to
me and back again. “Send word if you can. We’ll be here,
waiting.”

I chirped, and briefly rubbed my feathered
cheek against his in affection and love. His lowered arm prepared
me, so when he threw his fist, and me, into the air, I was ready
with spread wings. I caught the air and beat upwards, toward the
sun. Rygel flew beside me, just off my left wingtip. A glance down
showed Bar flying just below me, his great wings sweeping slowly,
his leonine legs and tail trailing him. With the sun on my wings, I
flew into the west, toward the escarpment.

“It’s up to you now,
Princess,” Rygel’s mental voice spoke. “Lead us to
him.”

I looked down at the grey-green forest far
below, at the huge escarpment running north and south for leagues.
It was a vast forest in every direction with no landmarks, no
roads, nor any signs pointing the way. I’d no idea where in that
vast expanse where to look for Wolf. In my panic aboard Bar’s broad
shoulders, I never paid heed to just where on the escarpment we
flew from, to perhaps follow my trail back. I panicked.

“Relax, Princess,”
Rygel’s voice soothed. “What took you hours to run will take but
mere moments to fly. Take your time. We can see a long way with our
hawks’ eyes.”

Reassured, I flew toward the area I thought
Bar launched himself from, hoping I was close. The huge jagged
cliff swept by under me, my tiny shadow far below on the rocks. I
dropped lower as the forest edge loomed up, Rygel and Bar keeping
pace. Westward, I flew, thinking hard. Wolf and I left Soudan not
far from the south gates, and traveled east by northeast. If I flew
west by southwest, toward the distant city, I should be near where
the Tongu overtook us.

“I know where you
mean,” Rygel said.

I silently thanked Nephrotiti the gift of
speech mind to mind, for it saved a great deal of time.

“Thank me,
Princess,” Rygel said, amusement in his tone. “Not your
goddess.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

My two shadows in my wake, I flew back and
forth across what I hoped was my back-trail. To save time, Rygel
flew somewhat north and I took the south, crossing each other’s
path. Bar circled overhead, occasionally shrieking to get my
attention if he saw a place he recognized on his own hunt for me.
Below, I saw nothing but a green and brown tangle of wood, branches
and leaves. My hawk’s vision at its keenest, I saw hundreds of
small forest creatures flee from the approach of three sky borne
predators. I saw a fox gaze upward, halted in its own hunt, as we
flew over. Deer fled in panic at Bar’s immense presence, bounding
over logs and thickets, leaping to the west before scattering as he
swooped low over their heads.

The forest looks so different from up
here, I thought, peering down through the trees. I found if I
focused on something below, my speed took me past it before it
could register. Often, I circled back, looking again, seeking the
tiny clearing where the Tongu captured us.

Wait. What was that?

“What?” Rygel
circled with me, looking at me, not the ground.

Was that a faint tendril of blue smoke? I
banked, turning about with a tiny dip of my wing. There.
Rygel also peered down.

A small fire, held within the confines of a
tiny clearing. Men sat around the fire, the faint hiss of their
voices reaching my keen ears. I found him!

“Princess, wait!”
Rygel called, as I swooped lower, seeing more details, hounds
lounging indolently under the trees, men roasting meat on spits
over the small blaze. I drifted over and past, searching for signs
of Wolf, but not seeing him. I counted, one, three, five, six of
the original nine who attacked us. I recognized the one who escaped
Bar, still nursing the shoulder I struck. So he made it back. Four
hounds still lived, also.

“We must keep Bar
back,” Rygel warned, flying past my beak and encouraging me to
follow. “He must stay away, or his presence will warn
them.”

Rygel was right. Bar’s huge size couldn’t be
mistaken for anything else than a griffin, and where Bar was, so
would I be. Without him, two hawks might pass unnoticed.

I flew upward, Rygel at my side. Bar’s wing
beats took him steadily toward me, his beak open, and his eyes
bright and happy. Unable to communicate my need for him to stay
away, out of sight, I flew into his face, screeching. Rygel copied
me, driving his talons into Bar’s startled face. Bar banked
sharply, circling, his back to me. I screeched again and rushed
him, driving him. When he sought to circle back, toward the
clearing, Rygel flapped into his face, causing him to wheel once
more.

Bar got the message. He flew slowly off to
the north, looking back at me over his shoulder. I felt horrible at
treating him thus, and flew over him, chirping. His unperturbed
squawk told me he understood. As I circled and watched, he found a
place within the folds of the forest to land. Within a moment, he
dropped neatly out of sight.

“Follow me,
Princess,” Rygel said, wheeling and banking back southward.
“Let’s perch in the trees until we know where Raine is and
what’s going on.”

“What will you
do?”

“Make them wish they’d
never heard of Raine. Or you.” Rygel’s voice sounded colder
than Wolf’s eyes, and for a moment, I almost pitied the
unsuspecting Tongu. Almost.

I followed Rygel’s lead and flew down, down
amongst the trees and thickets, dodging branches and leaves, the
Tongu’s presence filling the nearby forest with its evil. We had to
be quiet, for their presence here silenced the forest’s creatures.
They no doubt knew of this, and two birds, even hawks, unafraid of
their alien occupation might alert them.

Rygel settled silently on a branch at the
edge of the clearing. I seized hold of another just above and to
the left of him. Frantically, I scanned the group below, looking
for Wolf. My fear grew when I failed to see him. I smelled the
Tongu, the scent of blood and death and evil reeking in my
sensitive nostrils. I watched them, squatting in a circle about the
fire, chewing meat, apparently from the haunches roasting over the
flames. Their rawboned ugly hounds lay nearby, the muzzles freed of
the thongs that bound them, cracking bones in their strong
jaws.

Too late, I saw the man hanging upside down
from a tree across from me, naked, stripped of his skin and most of
his flesh. Horrified, I stared, panicked that it was Wolf who hung
there, dead after all, despite Rygel’s assurances that he still
lived.

“I expect I forgot to
tell you,” Rygel’s icy cold but calm voice said, “they eat
their dead.”

My gorge rose as I recognized the dead man
as a Tongu, seeing the pattern of scars and tattoos over the
unskinned portions of his face and body. His lanky hair brushed the
bloody ground where the gaping maw of his mangled throat bled out.
I wondered wildly if a hawk could vomit. For I was close to
retching as I saw not only the Tongu, hanging, half-eaten by his
brothers, but also the corpses of the hounds we slew, also stripped
of their hides and most of their meat. I closed my eyes, willing my
gorge back down, calming myself, seeking the hawk within me. The
hawk didn’t fear mankind who ate their own dead.

“There he
is.”

I opened my eyes and looked where Rygel
stared intently. I saw him then.

Wolf. Broken, bloody, tossed aside like a
piece of rotten garbage. He lay where they threw him, half on his
face, his shaggy hair a tangled mass of blood and twigs, his right
arm bent at an impossible angle over his back. His sleeveless
tunic, now more red-black than white, concealed what other damage
the Tongu did to him. Dark blood pooled beneath his chest and
belly. Black gore covered his face. I blanched, or would have had I
been in human form. How could he still live? Was he still
alive?

“Yes.”

Rygel’s terse reply reached me the instant
he dropped from his branch. His hawk wings stretched back to slow
his fall. Midway between the branch and the ground, he
changed.

A man, wearing a red-gold tunic and black
cloak, soft doeskin boots, girded with a sword and dagger, dropped
silently from the tree, his arms arched back like wings. As lightly
as a feather, Rygel landed on his feet, his arms slowly coming to
rest at his sides.

The Tongu, having missed two hawks in the
trees above them, could hardly miss a man with wheaten hair and
yellow eyes suddenly dropping from a tree into their midst. Hissing
and cursing, they rolled to their feet, reaching for their swords
and clubs. The hounds also leaped up, lips skinning back from their
fangs as they lunged at Rygel.

I’d no idea what Rygel intended. Perhaps
even he didn’t know what he’d do once faced with the enemy. Or
perhaps he did. Without warning, his arms flew up from his sides,
his long sensitive fingers pointing at the onrushing Tongu and
their vicious hounds. I felt, rather than heard, a deep resonance.
Like distant thunder, a dim vibration I felt rather than heard. The
very air before my eyes shimmered, like summer heat on the distant
horizon. I cringed, my hawk instincts screaming for me to fly, to
seek the safety of the wild air above me. I sat still, rapt, as
Rygel’s magic hit the Tongu.

They halted in their mad rush, swords and
clubs stilling mid-attack. The hounds continued on, snarling.
Instead of taking him down, they bolted past Rygel, leaving him
untouched and unharmed. For a moment, I thought Rygel hit them with
a freezing spell, much like how he halted my war band and I in the
inn room, the day we tried to use Rygel as a hostage. The Tongu,
however continued to move. One by one, they dropped their weapons
to the stony soil of the clearing. I watched as their expressions
turned from murderous to horrified. One Tongu, two away to Rygel’s
left, put his hands to his face and screamed.

The sound, coming from a throat maimed and
mangled, I could only describe as a hissing screech, more
terrifying than a full-throated bellow of fear. Others voiced their
panic, hissing screams issuing from throats stretched up to the
unforgiving sky. They staggered in fits and starts, bumping into
one another, falling to the ground, tripping, lurching, stumbling
over rocks and logs…

Their hounds dashed to and fro, slamming
into trees and thickets, their eerie chuffing intensified
threefold, pitching headlong into Tongu and each other. They tried
to howl, but their mutilated throats allowed them only a mad
breathy hiss of absolute terror.

Unable to understand what Rygel had done to
them, I flew boldly to his shoulder and perched there. I knew now
how to dig my talons in enough to hold me in place while causing
him no hurt. He ignored me, staring coldly toward the Tongu. His
hands, relaxed, hung by his sides, his expression one of icy
indifference.

“Rygel,” I asked
urgently. “What did you do to them?”

“They’re blind,” he
answered aloud, his voice as chilling as the stare he gave the
Tongu and their hounds. “Stone blind.”

At his words, the Tongu screeched as loud as
their voices allowed them. Hissing in panic, a few of them clawing
deep fissures in the skin over their faces. They stared, eyes wide
and unfocused, sightless, into nothing, their hands outstretched.
One of the hounds lay on its side, its breath coming and going in
deep pants. A few of the others, with more sense than their
masters, recognized their handicap and stood still or sat on their
haunches. They sniffed the air and panted, tongues lolling.

Lady have mercy, I thought,
horrified.

“Your Lady may have
mercy,” Rygel replied, his voice resonating with a deep,
bone-chilling cold. “This is all the mercy I grant them. For what
they did to him.”

He finally glanced at me perched, shivering,
on his shoulder. “And what they would have done to you.”

Ignoring the hissing, cursing Tongu, Rygel
stalked across the clearing toward Wolf’s prone form. Forced to
spread my wings to maintain balance, I dug my talons deep into his
shoulder. If I hurt him, he gave no sign.

I leaped from his shoulder and flew ahead to
land near Wolf’s head. As I peered, worried, into Wolf’s bloody
face, Rygel dropped to his knees beside me. From the mysterious
satchel he carried, he dug vials and small leather pouches. He
sniffed at one such vial, sneezed, then applied the powder
liberally to Wolf’s wounds. Other glass vials clanked together as
he dropped them to the earth between his knees.

One eye, Wolf’s right, had swelled shut.
Blood dried to black in thick clots down his cheek and over his
brow. His left, the eye closest to me, stood at half-mast, gazing
unseeing into the dirt. Staring the way the dead stared, glassy,
seeing nothing. Try as I might, I couldn’t see or sense his
breathing.

“Are you sure he’s
alive?”

At my words, as though hearing my mental
voice, Wolf’s left eye blinked once, twice, then rolled in my
direction. As I stood on level with his face and within a few
inches of his nose, he couldn’t fail to see me. A red-gold hawk,
sharp beak and talons, wings half-furled over her back. His lips,
swollen, bloody and bruised, quirked into a tiny smile.

“Ly’Tana.” His voice,
faint and weak, held amusement. “You grew feathers.”

“How’d he know it’s
me?”

“Never mind.”

Rygel reached for Wolf’s brow, his eyes
closing as he assessed the damage done to the gladiator’s body.
Wolf’s good eye closed, as though too weak to stay open for
long.

“Rygel,” I said
urgently. “Change me back.”

Irritation crossed his face and thinned his
aristocratic lips. An indifferent flick of his amber eyes toward me
started the change. Knowing what to expect, the cold, and
the strange alterations my body undertook, didn’t frighten me. A
moment later, I dropped to my human knees beside Rygel. I brushed a
bloody lock of Wolf’s hair away from his eyes, seeing the deep gash
over his eye his hair had hidden.

“Wolf?” I whispered his
name, not wanting to wake him if his unconsciousness spared him
great pain. But I felt the need to say something, anything, that
might bring him some comfort. I may have left him to the evil
devices of the Tongu, but by Holy Nephrotiti, I’d returned. I hoped
that, despite his unconscious state, he knew I was there, and drew
comfort from my presence.

Rygel spent long, agonizing moments locked
in a trance with his hand on Wolf’s brow. I waited, fretting,
impatient, needing to know if Wolf would be all right. Did we
arrive too late?

“Rygel?” I
prompted.

He didn’t answer me. Silent, he sat, his
eyes closed, a small frown furrowing his brow, hand still resting
lightly on Wolf’s head. Nervous, I glanced around, pausing to watch
the Tongu suffer.

They finally learned the sense of sitting on
the ground, rather than stumbling about and falling over rocks,
dead trees and each other. They continued to hiss and curse, while
three or four of them wept. I looked long at them, recognizing one
who wept as the Tongu who’d have raped me first. A big, husky man,
his serpent tattoos and scars trailed up and around his face, down
past his maimed throat, toward his chest before disappearing into
his tunic. One huge serpent coiled itself around his throat,
climbing higher to circle his head amid the nest of serpent and
other reptilian tattoos. This bugger certainly adores his
snakes. The others held nearly as many scars as he, but had
fewer intricate tattoos and only a few the obviously favored
serpent tattoo.

The Tongu wore, much as many people did,
somewhat ordinary tunics and breeches, mostly browns and tans in
color, with soft leather shoes rather than boots. Their lank hair,
oily and trailing in thick ropes past their shoulders, began just
above their ears. Atop their heads, they shaved themselves bald,
with several more tattoos and scars adorning their bare skulls. I
wondered if they scarred and tattooed themselves as a sign of their
prowess as hunters.

Their hissing and muted cursing settled into
my nerves as I waited for Rygel to move or speak, my fears growing
with every moment. I wished fervently Rygel had killed them
cleanly, struck them down with a magic spell. Dead bodies I could
deal with. Hissing and cursing living corpses unnerved me. I
fretted, unable to cease staring at the Tongu.

“Rygel,” I whispered. “Why
didn’t you kill them?”

He stirred and looked up, blinking,
breathing deep as though swimming up from the depths of a deep,
cold lake.

“I can’t kill with magic,”
he said. “It’s forbidden.”

“Forbidden? By
whom?”

I recoiled from the exasperated look he shot
me from under his brows. What did I say?

“Never mind,” he snapped.
“Don’t ask me to kill them.”

I glanced again at the terrified, cursing,
weeping Tongu. “They must die.”

Rygel sat back on his heels and gestured
toward the huddled Tongu with a wide sweep of his arm. “There you
are, Princess,” he growled, irritated. “Take your sword and stab
them in each of their throats. I doubt they’ll resist. Go. Knock
yourself out. You’ll probably be doing them a favor.”

I looked wildly at the helpless Tongu,
knowing full what he meant. These men were as helpless as newborn
kittens. ’Twould only be merciful, for how long would they take to
die a slow agonized death of starvation out here in the deep
forest? They certainly deserved death for what they did to Wolf,
what they would have done to me. Could I kill them, in cold blood,
to take my blade to their throats, as they lay helpless before me?
Lady Starlight, protect me, I prayed. I can’t.

“Yessss,” hissed the
leader who volunteered to rape me first. He rose from his butt in
the dirt and rocks, to kneel. “Ssslay usss.”

The others joined in, pleading for me to end
their lives. “Kill ussss. Have mercy. Ssslay us. Cut out our
throatsss.”

“There you have it, Your
Highness,” Rygel snapped. “They want you to kill them. No doubt
cold-blooded murder is sanctified by your goddess.”

I slewed around, furious. Before I could
stop myself, I slapped Rygel hard across his face. His head rocked
back from the force of my blow, his hand rising involuntarily to
his stinging and rapidly reddening cheek. I half-expected him to
retaliate, to fight, or at least vent his fury at me. Instead, he
bowed his head, turning his face away.

“No matter what the cost,”
I said, low and intense. “I cannot murder helpless men.”

“Neither can he,” Rygel
said, jerking his head toward Wolf’s prone form, his face still
tight with anger. “If he killed Brutal when he had the chance, none
of this would have happened.”

“Shut up,
Rygel.”

Wolf’s affable yet weak voice sounded both
amused and stern. “You couldn’t, either.”

Rygel snarled without words, then cursed in
his foreign dialect. I may not have understood the words, I still
knew he cursed, however. Curses sounded like cursing, no matter
what the language.

“Wolf?” I asked, leaning
toward him, brushing my fingers down his swollen cheek.

If he heard me, he gave no sign.

“Heal him, Rygel.” I tried
to sound commanding, formal, but what emerged from my mouth sounded
close to a plea. I knew it for a plea not from a warrior and heir
to a powerful throne, but from a woman who worried over an injured
friend.

Rygel vented a long sigh. “I can only heal
his worst injuries right now. Those that are either
life-threatening, or would prevent us from moving him.”

“No,” I insisted, getting
restlessly to my feet. “Heal him, cure him. Now.”

His yellow eyes narrowed up at me, his
aristocratic lips curling slightly. “Of course, Your Highness.
You’ll remain here to guard us both while we recovered, I trust?
Say in about two days? You’ll watch over us…and them? You
want to listen to those gibbering lunatics until we can both walk
out of here?”

He ran his hand restlessly through his hair,
the diamond in his lobe dazzled in the afternoon sun. “Or do you
propose to carry both of us out?”

My hand itched to slap him again. “That’s
enough,” I snapped. “Just do what is necessary.”

I stalked away from him, pausing to kick a
kneeling Tongu out of my way. At least I had no qualms about
venting my fury on them. If all they received from me were a few
kicks, they got off lucky. A hound growled low in its throat at my
approach and I kicked it, also. It snapped and snarled, missing my
foot by several inches. Blindness tamed their savagery quite
effectively.

Something crashed through the woods just
ahead of me, something large, something powerful, and moving fast.
The leaves of tall trees shook as though an axe struck their
trunks, lower thickets crunching with impact. I whipped Sele’s
sword from its sheath before realizing there could only be one
thing that big in these woods this day.

Bar emerged through a tangle of balsam and
scrub oak, pine needles scattered amongst his feathers and fur. His
raptor eyes lit when he saw me, and he greeted me with a relieved
chirp. I sheathed my sword and hugged him tight around his neck,
burying my face in his thick mane of feathers and lion hair. I felt
my shattered nerves calm instantly. His immense presence did
wonders for relieving the remnants of fear and anxiety over Wolf
and the unsettling assassins.

He looked past me to the seated or kneeling
Tongu. A menacing hiss escaped his beak and he jerked away from me
to advance on the hapless Tongu. His yellow eyes flattened with
hate and rage as his ears lay tight against his skull.

“They’re blind, Bar,” I
said tiredly, following him to rest my arm over his neck. “They
can’t hurt anyone else ever again.”

He moved out from under my arm, stalking the
nasty assassins. The Tongu scrambled to escape him, crying out in
fear, crawling on their butts or knees as he moved among them,
hissing dangerously into their faces. He stepped on them if they
failed to get out of his way.

Unerringly, Bar stalked up the big Tongu
leader, the only one who stood his ground. His black eyes gazed
unseeingly forward, perhaps awaiting his much-desired death from
the princess’s famed bodyguard. Rearing back, wings half-furled,
Bar slashed the Tongu across the face with a razor-sharp talon. The
Tongu choked on a scream, blood cascading down his lacerated cheek.
He stumbled away, but not before Bar ripped open his other cheek.
Sickeningly, I saw his teeth through the wounds as he tried to
shriek, his mutilated throat allowing him only a faint hissing
screech.

The other Tongu had no idea what Bar did to
their leader, but huddled together in fright as Bar stalked around
them. He screeched furiously into their ears, and cuffed them with
his talons. He recognized the Tongu who escaped his wrath earlier.
That one he backhanded across the side of the head. I knew Bar
checked the blow, for had he not, he’d have crushed the man’s skull
like thin parchment. As it was, Bar knocked him out cold.

I hadn’t the will to call Bar off from
tormenting my former captors. Like killing them, I couldn’t stand
seeing helpless men tortured, despite how well deserved their
terror was. Still, I found it easy to squash my conscience. I
remembered well my own terror, my bladder letting go, and the feel
of their evil hands yanking my legs apart.

Tit for tat, I thought coldly.

I stonily watched as Bar frightened the
Tongu into immobility, keeping a tight leash on my tongue when it
wanted to called Bar to heel.

I knew Bar wouldn’t kill them unless I
asked. I turned my back on his amusements to search for my own
weapons among the Tongu camp. I found them not far from where the
leader sat before we arrived. Perhaps they were his to claim as
trophies. I tested my bow, hung my quiver over my back, and took up
both my sword and Wolf’s heavy blade.

I was very glad to get my sword back, for it
had been a coming of age gift from my father. I glanced down at it,
tracing my finger over the intricate hilt. Fashioned just for me,
the hilt was crafted into a griffin with it’s outstretched wings as
the crosspiece. The top of the hilt, the grip, formed the beast’s
neck and face. Garnets created fierce eyes, its beak parted
slightly as though screeching defiance. The blue-tinged steel of
the blade, folded ten thousand times, held ancient runes of power
and strength. All knew it for a sword worthy to pass down to my
heirs in due time.

I happened to glance up at the half-eaten
Tongu whose throat Wolf had torn out. This time, I controlled my
outraged stomach and gazed, uninterested, at the side of meat that
had once been a man. His filmed blue eyes stared deep into mine as
though begging for forgiveness. Oh, please.

Turning, I idly watched Rygel in his trance.
He still knelt in the dirt and dead leaves next to Wolf, both hands
on Wolf’s bloody head. Sweat dripped down his face, I noted with
concern. When he healed Wolf at the inn, and Bar at the arena, he
didn’t sweat. The past twenty-four hours took a toll on all of
us, I thought, feeling more tired than I had ever felt in my
life. The aftermath of running leagues, the panic, Rygel’s healing,
and being changed into a hawk all took the last reserves of
strength in me. We still had yet to get Wolf to safety.

Kael caught my attention as he leaned
indolently against an elm tree, his arms crossed over his chest as
he gazed sorrowfully in my direction. Go away, I screamed
inwardly at him. Leave me the bloody hell alone. If he heard
me, he didn’t obey. Rather, he stood and continued to stare,
unperturbed and unrepentant.

I turned my back on him to once more watch
Bar. The Tongu leader crawled facedown away from my huge griffin,
dirt and small twigs crusting into the blood from his ripped
cheeks. A hound snarled as Bar stalked regally past, snapping near
his lion hind foot. Bar wheeled, punching the hound in the ribs
with talons curled into a fist. The hound yelped, as shrilly as its
mutilated throat allowed, and hurtled itself away to safety.

As though he felt he’d tormented them
enough, Bar screeched menacingly once more and ambled to me.
Leaning against his massive shoulder, I scratched behind his ears
as he sat down, trimly coiling his lion tail about his feet. The
black tip flitted back and forth, informing me of his quiescent
mood. His previous fury vented on the terrified Tongu, he now
mellowed to a calm contentment. Comfortable against his bulk, I
tiredly watched Rygel perform a miracle.

His trance lasted for more than an hour. An
hour that passed with agonizing slowness, and in which I grew
increasingly uneasy. Despite Bar’s presence and Rygel’s formidable
magic, I wanted out of that bloody clearing. Wanted out like last
week. I glanced over my shoulder at the now quiescent Tongu. Not
desiring Bar’s attention on them any further, they sat silent,
their hands scrabbling uselessly in the dirt. Tears still streamed
down many cheeks. While I had nothing to fear from them, my nerves
jangled and jittered. I felt eyes on my skin, watched by something
malevolent, an evil presence just beyond the trees. Holy Lady,
get us out of here.

When Rygel finally stirred, I nearly jumped.
Bar looked down at me, his predatory eyes curious. Don’t you
feel that? I wanted to ask. I kept my teeth shut instead. Rygel
sighed deeply, taking his bloody hands from Wolf and sitting back,
crossing his legs tiredly. He wiped sweat from his face, leaving
traces of Wolf’s blood on his brow and cheeks. I went to him,
grasping his shoulder as he looked up.

“I’ve done all I can do,”
he said.

His voice, usually so sure and strong,
alarmed me. Querulous and shaky, it now sounded like the voice of
an old, old man. His body trembled beneath my hand, and his eyes
drooped as though he could hardly keep them open. I squatted beside
him.

“Are you all
right?”

“Yes.” His face lit with
an exhausted smile.

Bar loomed over me as Wolf stirred, using
with his newly healed right arm to push himself off the ground. His
hair, oily with sweat and caked with drying blood, hung in his
face. I brushed it back, thrusting my shoulder under his to help
him sit up. He smiled tiredly at me, his right eye still swollen
shut while his left, dull with pain, lit with amusement from
within. He leaned against a tree trunk with a deep sigh.

I couldn’t keep my hands off him. I squeezed
his weak right hand with my strong left one, stroking my right
fingers down his swollen cheek. At a loss for words, I stared into
his battered face, drinking in the sight of him. While obviously
not hale and hearty, he was very much alive. Stupid, I asked the
eternal words the healthy always asked the sick.

“How do you
feel?”

“Oh.” His voice ended on a
breathy sigh. “Like I’ve been rode hard, put up wet.”

His good eye glinted, and I couldn’t help
but laugh with relief. The sheer joy of seeing him up and much
improved over the state of near-death we found him in made me laugh
again. Damn, it was good to see him.

Rygel chuckled as he staggered to his feet,
his eyes on me. I knew immediately he knew exactly what I was
thinking.

“Get out of my head,” I
snapped at him, scowling.

He raised his hands in mock surrender, still
chuckling, and stretched his stiff muscles. I looked back at Wolf
to find him watching me in puzzlement.

“Never mind,” I said.
“Maybe one day I’ll explain. Right now, we have to get you out of
here.”

“How?” Rygel asked. “I
healed him the best I could under the circumstances, but even so he
can’t walk. We can’t carry him; the hulk’s too bloody
big.”

“I can walk,” Wolf
rumbled, grabbing a tree limb to haul himself up.

I craned my head backward and looked up and
up at Bar. He peered down at me from his great height, his yellow
eyes calm and knowing. As what happened on occasion, Bar and I had
no need for voices. We understood each other perfectly.

“Bar will carry
him.”

“Bar will do no such
thing.”

Struggling upright, Wolf collapsed twice
onto his butt before finally borrowing my shoulder as a crutch.
With my help, he limped to his feet, his lips twisting to hold in a
groan of great pain. “I can walk.”

“Don’t be an ass,” Rygel
said, too tired to venture any other protest.

“My ass and your
face.”

I couldn’t help it. I giggled.

With his arm around my shoulders, he leaned
against me, breathing hard. His tremendous weight was almost more
than I could handle. But I braced myself and stood fast. Rygel came
close to help, if his help was needed, and Bar backed away to give
us room.

Wolf managed three short strides before
pitching forward onto his face. He went down so fast, neither Rygel
nor I could halt his swift descent into the twigs, leaves and
dirt.

“Flaming idiot,” Rygel
growled, turning him over.

“Sorry,” Wolf
mumbled.

He needed both of us to get back on his
feet. This time he made no objection as Bar ducked his shoulder,
and Rygel and I bodily forced him onto Bar’s broad back. Not an
easy task, as Wolf’s sheer weight made me gasp and Rygel had less
than a quarter of his normal strength.

At last, Wolf sat slumped between Bar’s
wings, his hands gripping his long mane in front of him. Rygel and
I panted with exertion. I flung my oily hair over my shoulder,
feeling sweat drip down my face and back. The afternoon’s heat,
unnoticed till now, beat into me, despite the shady clearing. I was
also famished, another fact I managed to forget until now. I hadn’t
eaten since breakfast at the inn the day before.

“We’ll hunt something
soon,” Rygel said, making sure Wolf wouldn’t fall off Bar’s back,
even if he lapsed into unconsciousness. I scowled blackly. He
hadn’t actually turned off the mind link as I ordered.

The Tongu, half-forgotten since Wolf woke
up, still sat in a frightened huddle. I blinked when I saw them.
The Tongu leader moaned and twitched, as the savage cuts from Bar’s
talons no doubt brought him great agony. The lips of the wounds
yawned open, showing his teeth and tongue. Sickened, I looked
away.

“What of them?”

Rygel also blinked, as though just
remembering the Tongu’s existence. “What of them?

“What’ll happen to
them?”

Rygel shrugged, indifferent. “Obviously,
they’ve a choice.”

The Tongu stilled at the sound of his voice,
as though hanging on his every word. Even the hounds quieted their
weird chuffing, as though they understood human speech. Eyes stared
sightlessly toward Rygel, perhaps hoping he’d end their misery with
his blade if not his magic.

“They can starve here,” he
went on, eyeing them coldly. “Or they can use their weapons to end
their pain.”

Appalled, I looked at the assorted daggers
and swords the Tongu still wore belted to their hips.

The Tongu blanched at his words. “No,” said
one. “Please do not leave usss here. Please ssslay us cleanly.”

“Please,” begged another.
“Sssuicide iss forbidden.”

“So is trying to rape one
of my friends,” Rygel snapped. “You should’ve thought of that
before you beat my brother nearly to death.”

If Wolf had an opinion, he kept it to
himself. He eyed the Tongu from underneath the thick oily fall of
his hair, his expression neutral.

“You made your choices.”
Rygel turned his back on the Tongu and walked to Bar’s side, his
hand resting on Wolf’s knee. Then he glanced back, his eyes as
menacing as Bar’s at his worst. “You can die by them.”

“Our cursesss will follow
you to hell.”

The Tongu leader controlled his agony enough
to form those words, his expression bleak with hatred. What I saw
chilled me, but Rygel’s shrug of casual indifference went unseen by
the blind Tongu.

“Let’s be gone from this
cursed place.”

Rygel and I walked to either side of Bar,
our hands keeping Wolf secure. Before the trees shut away the
Shekinah Tongu forever, I paused and glanced back. They remained
where they sat, still huddled, many weeping openly, their heads
bowed. One hound sat apart, dejected, but raised its muzzle to
attempt a howl. I couldn’t hear what issued from its mangled
throat, but its pain, suffering and grief lanced through my soul. I
turned away and followed Bar.






***






None of us said much on that long afternoon
hike. We trusted Bar to find the safest paths eastward, and he
plodded steadily on, ducking pine tree branches, and pushing
through thickets of scrub oak. I kept a hand on Wolf’s knee so that
if he started to fall I could shove him back aboard Bar’s
shoulders. On Bar’s other side, Rygel did the same.

An hour or so after we started off, Wolf
made it easier on us. He passed out cold. He lay full out on Bar’s
shoulders and neck, his face half buried in feathers. Now Bar
didn’t need to find easier ways through the thick tangle of forest,
for now low hanging tree limbs and branches couldn’t easily brush
Wolf off his back. We made slightly better time, although I was so
tired I hardly put one foot in front of the other. Rygel
continually stumbled, and several times nearly fell. Bar seemed
inexhaustible. However, I knew he was no exception. Carrying Wolf’s
enormous dead weight would soon tell on him.

No food, panic, exhaustion, all took its
toll on my body and my mind. It began playing strange tricks on me.
I saw a Tongu, sitting on a tree limb as we passed under it. I
started in alarm, grabbing for my sword, only to have the Tongu
blink out of sight. A two-headed horse walked across our path. A
Tongu hound sniffed under a tree, then popped out of existence.
More shadows played about the edge of my vision, creating strange
menacing shapes like bears or lions or half-eaten men hanging from
tree limbs. Again and again, I flinched in fear, only to find a
balsam thicket or a scrub oak or the shade of a pine tree the
reason for my fright.

“Must rest,” Rygel
muttered. “Must rest.”

I ducked under Bar’s neck. Rygel stumbled,
head low, his thick wheaten hair tumbling over his eyes. Glancing
up, I discovered the sun had already set into the west. We’d hiked
for nearly six hours. The escarpment lay within an hour’s hike from
where we now were, I guessed. We dared not attempt the descent in
the dark.

“Bar, hold a
moment.”

He stopped, turning his feathered head
quizzically. I noticed in the fading light that he, too, had tired
at last and needed a well-deserved rest. While he often walked
beside my horse as we travelled, rather than fly, Wolf’s
unaccustomed weight exhausted him. I glanced about us, and observed
the potential for a small camp. Plenty of deadwood lay nearby,
ready as firewood, and a tiny creek trickled close to hand for
water.

“Rygel,” I said, watching
his head jerk up in surprise at my voice. “Time to stop. Help me
get Wolf down.”

He made no objection, and pulled Wolf’s limp
arm over his shoulder. I helped him ease Wolf from Bar’s back, but
Wolf’s weight proved too much for us. Rygel stumbled backward,
Wolf’s dead weight taking him down. We both landed in a heap in the
dirt with Wolf atop us. Bar half-spread his wings and tilted his
head back, a deep sigh of relief resonating down his throat.

I half-rolled Wolf off Rygel and, regaining
my own shaky feet, helped Rygel to sit up. He offered a faint
lopsided grin. It was an infectious grin, for all that. I grinned
back.

“I reckon it’s a good idea
you suggested to rest a few days before started back to Kel’Halla,”
I said, sitting beside him. At my feet, Wolf lay quiet, perhaps
still unconscious. “We all will need the rest.”

“You know how much I hate
being right all the time?”

I couldn’t help the bubble of laughter that
erupted from my throat. “Perhaps Bar could be persuaded to hunt for
us,” I said. “If you have enough magic to create a fire.”

Bar agreed easily with a mellow squawk, and
thrust his way into the forest to find a clearing. He need a
clearing whereby he’d ascend into the sky without his wings
snarling in tree branches. I gathered an armload of deadwood and
arranged half of it into a small pile. Rygel stuck his hands out
before him, as though ready to create fire, then paused, staring at
them. I frowned, staring as well, wondering what could be wrong.
His hands, while filthy and still crusted with old blood, looked
ordinary enough.

“Rygel?” I
prompted.

With a start, he grinned impishly again. I
gathered a few twigs and dead leaves for kindling and thrust them
under my dry woodpile. Then I sat back, waiting for a fire.

Nothing happened. I sighed.

“Rygel.”

“Right, right.”

A small flame erupted, eagerly gobbling the
treat of wood and leaves. I fed it larger wood until I had a merry
fire dancing. I stood up to find more and gather it before the
forest darkened.

“Perhaps you should sleep
awhile,” I murmured, brushing a thick tendril of yellow hair from
Rygel’s brow. “I’ll wake you when Bar returns.”

He nodded owlishly, and pillowed his head in
the small of Wolf’s back. He slept the instant his eyes fell
shut.

I gathered enough firewood to see us through
the night, but feared remaining that long. Rygel told Kel’Ratan
we’d return by dawn. My cousin would send out search parties,
looking for us if we hadn’t returned by then. In addition, the
longer we stayed in the deep forest, the greater the risk of –
what? I wasn’t sure of what exactly I feared, but I knew we weren’t
alone in these deep woods. The Tongu were blind, helpless, and it
would be days before their brothers learned their fate. My gut, and
warrior’s instincts, told me the sooner we left that particular
stretch of forest and Khalid the better.

As much as I needed sleep, I dared not. I
forced myself to remain awake and alert, pacing about the growing
darkness, peering into the deeper shadows. I didn’t allow the fire
behind me to interrupt my night’s vision. I listened to a hunting
owl hoot off to my right, and another answer it from further away.
The light evening breeze whispered soothingly through the treetops.
The thickets rustled quickly, and soon stilled as a rabbit, or
possibly a rat, scuttled through. Reassuring, calming, night
sounds. As darkness fell completely, the moon glowed faintly past
the distant treetops.

Bar could never approach in stealth. I heard
him crashing through the underbrush long before he emerged from the
trees with a haunch of meat in his beak. Blessed Bar! I took the
meat from him, seeing the blood on his mane feathers and around his
beak, knowing he’d fed himself before bringing the haunch. I
approved wholeheartedly, for without Bar’s strength, we’d never get
Wolf out alive.

I spitted the meat and set it to roasting.
Juice dripped and set the dancing flames to hissing. Hmmm. Beef,
not venison. His amused glance told me all I needed to know.

“Bar.” I snorted laughter.
“You naughty, naughty griffin. You stole another bull from Lord
Colvin again, didn’t you?”

His indignant squawk forced a chuckle from
me once more. I grabbed his bloody, ferocious beak, snapped it shut
and kissed it.

The smell of the roasting meat made my mouth
water uncontrollably, my stomach aching. When the outer edges
cooked enough, I hacked a small piece off with my dagger and chewed
happily, uncaring that it burned my tongue. I sighed, glanced up,
and noticed Bar’s amused stare.

“I don’t want to hear it,”
I muttered. “Just keep your damn mouth shut.”

He opened his beak, then snapped it closed
an instant later when he caught my black glare. He preened his
feathers with gusto, to all appearances his attention focused on
grooming his wings. Save that one eye cocked warily on me.

I made a gesture not commonly seen in
palaces, and woke Rygel.

It took me several long moments of shaking
him and calling his name before Rygel sat up groggily, amber eyes
unfocused in the firelight. He ran his hands through his hair, then
looked down at the half-cooked meat I offered on my dagger.

“Here. Eat.”

He took it in both hands and ate with savage
abandon, much as I had. I chuckled.

Waking Wolf was much more difficult, but I
succeeded in getting him to sit up. I helped him to lean back
against a tree, resting his head comfortably against its trunk. He
hadn’t the strength to feed himself, so I cut small pieces of hot
beef with my dagger and fed him slowly. As the meat roasted, Rygel
and I sliced off the cooked portions, letting the rest continue to
roast. Wolf chewed and swallowed methodically, taking no pleasure
in the food as Rygel and I. He still managed a tiny smile, however,
his good left eye warm as it caught mine.

With nothing left of the haunch save bone
and bits of tendon, Wolf’s eyes slid shut. He slumped sideways and
down, curling onto his side. I set my back against the tree and
pillowed Wolf’s head on my lap. Rygel lay next to the fire, already
snoring softly. I looked up at Bar, who sat nearby, watching
me.

“Wake us in two hours,” I
murmured, my eyes drooping.

His quiet chirp of assurance followed me
into the depths of sleep.


Chapter Two

Theft of a Slave
Girl






I wanted nothing more than to sleep away my
pain for the next three days, or for the rest of my life.






Whichever came
first. I resisted Ly’Tana’s and Rygel’s attempts to get me up by
curling into a tighter ball, my arm over my head. I half-listened
to their curses, pleas and demands. Only when Rygel threatened to
turn me into a lizard did I relent. I suspected the threat was
empty, for I’d heard them talking and knew Rygel’s reserves of
power were very low. Even so, I decided not to test him, for he
might have just enough strength to exact his vengeance.

“No need to get nasty,” I
mumbled, letting Ly’Tana help me to a sitting position.

“Bloody great lummox,”
Rygel growled.

My head ached with a savage thumping fury.
The vision from my left eye blurred, and I’d none at all in my
right. My snapped ribs, only half-healed by Rygel’s magic,
continued to burn with a cold fire. I suspected I also still bled
internally, for I felt continually felt cold, clammy and
exceedingly nauseous. Every movement made the pain, and nausea,
worse. While I wanted to sleep, I knew my weak state kept them in
constant danger. That knowledge spurred me to my feet more than
Rygel’s threats.

I needed their help, however, my arms over
their shoulders, to get up at all.

“That’s it. You got
it.”

Ly’Tana’s encouragement and Rygel’s curses
helped. Bar stepped toward me, and ducked his shoulder, inviting me
to mount. I hated riding him like a horse, but knew I had no
choice. He didn’t seem to mind, for he squawked an amiable greeting
to me. His affable attitude failed to make me feel any better,
though.

The roasted meat Ly’Tana fed me threatened
to return posthaste. Although I hadn’t wanted it, wasn’t hungry, I
accepted it because it pleased her. Strangely, I liked pleasing
her. It also gave me just strength enough to climb aboard Bar’s
shoulders before giving out entirely.

“Wolf?”

Ly’Tana gazed up at me, worry etched over
her dirty, blood-streaked yet beautiful features. I returned her
what I hoped was a reassuring smile, though it felt lopsided to me.
Maybe I only leered at her. However it might have looked, it
worked. She smiled back and took my hand.

“Bar, can you find an easy
route down the escarpment?” Rygel asked, taking a position on my
right. Ly’Tana took the left, still holding my hand.

Bar rumbled and walked forward. I found it
easier and more comfortable to lay forward on his neck, draping my
arms down either side of his mane. He smelled pleasant, of warm
musk and pine. His feathers pillowed my head rather nicely, with my
right cheek half-buried in fur-feather luxury. Despite the
darkness, I saw Ly’Tana dimly as she walked beside the griffin. I
let the motion of his walk soothe me into a thin sleep driven by
dark dreams.

I woke a short while later to their voices
and my name spoken. Try as I might, I couldn’t wrap sleep about me
again. I heartily wished they wouldn’t talk at all, nor keep me
awake, and immediately quashed that irritation as unjust. After
all, they risked their own lives to save my useless hide.

“—you care deeply for
him.”

“Of course I do,” Ly’Tana
snapped, her tone one of annoyance.

Now curious, I opened my eye to see her
kitten teeth flashing dimly in the faint moonlight. “He saved Bar,
he saved me—”

“Not what I mean,
Princess.” Rygel’s voice held amusement. “You’re falling in love
with him.”

His words jolted me. She loved me? That
can’t be right. Rygel is wrong, he’s not always right, even if he
thinks he is. What could she possibly see in me? Me, an ugly,
scarred brute whose only talent was killing? I almost started up
off Bar’s comfortable mane, but the horrid pain and weakness kept
me down and helpless.

“I ordered you to cease
that mind link.”

Rygel snorted laughter. “That broke when I
changed you back into your human form.”

“Then how—”

“Your face, Princess. It
confesses everything.”

Ly’Tana fell silent. I peeped at her through
my half-closed eye, seeing her toss her thick mane of hair over her
shoulder. Not only was it too dark to read her expression, but I
suspected she closed herself up tight, her expression guarded. If
Rygel read her easily, now she worked to make sure it never
happened again.

“He’s my brother now,
Princess,” Rygel said, his voice low. “His secrets are mine, and I
carry them to the grave. As are yours. My liege princess. My
queen.”

Rygel’s voice dropped lower. “I was wrong to
despise you. You did nothing to earn my hatred. Quite the opposite,
in fact. You’re worthy of my loyalty. And my love. You have
both.”

Ly’Tana didn’t speak. Whatever her thoughts
were, she held them back, reined them in. She walked with her head
bowed low, her thick hair once more sliding forward in unruly
fashion to hide her face.

After a long silence, so long I thought
neither of them would speak again, I drifted once more into blessed
unconsciousness. Rygel’s quiet voice broke out again, startling me
awake. Of its own accord, my eye opened again and fastened it on
her. I couldn’t help it. I liked her, maybe even loved her a
little. She came back for me. Against all odds, she came back for
me: the useless, stupid slave who insulted her, who provoked her
into a fight. She was beautiful, not just in looks but also in
spirit. Unattainable for one such as I. Slaves didn’t aspire to
love princesses. Not in this world, in this time and place, they
didn’t. No matter. I liked looking at her, even in darkness and
near death. I could look at her beauty forever, and be content.

“I’m not without honor,”
Rygel went on. “All you know of me is what you learned at Lionel’s
court. I’m a king’s son, in my homeland.”

That brought Ly’Tana’s head up sharply,
turning swiftly toward his voice. Of course, she couldn’t see him,
for Bar’s height imposed itself between them. What her thoughts
were, I couldn’t read in the faint moonlight, with blurry vision
and a head that threatened to split and spill my soupy brains down
Bar’s big shoulder. What Rygel’s thoughts were, I couldn’t sense. I
heard his light tread in the dead leaves and undergrowth, felt his
hand occasionally brush my aching head assessing my condition. The
unconsciousness crept up on me, but I willed it back. For some
vague reason, I needed to hear what he and she said to one another.
This night, something important would happen.

Rygel cleared his throat. “I reckon I should
amend that. Raised as the king’s eldest son, I was his heir, until
his death. My mother confessed her sin before my coronation. She
declared me bastard, begotten by another man a few weeks before her
marriage. She’d never allow a bastard, even her own child, to take
the throne of Khassart.”

I sensed Ly’Tana listening intently, as I
did. Even in the darkness, I saw her shadowed eyes gazing forward,
her head slightly cocked to catch his every word. My pain receded
as I listened intently. What I knew of him became much clearer now,
and I felt I now understood what drove him.

“My brother rules Khassart
now,” he went on, his voice low. “My mother’s legitimate son: my
half-brother, Rhys. He wished me to stay at his side, for we were
close, once. I left him without even saying goodbye. I
was…bitter.

“I roamed various
countries for a time, drinking, wenching, achieving nothing at all
useful. After a year or so, I made my way here. And the rest, as
they say, is history.”

“Did Lionel and Brutal
know?”

“Of my heritage?
Yes.”

They both fell silent for a time, walking on
through the thinning forest. Ly’Tana still held my hand. Rygel
still touched my head occasionally. I doubted either of them knew I
lay awake and listened. I suspected they’d cease their conversation
if they did.

“The blood of those people
I tortured will forever haunt me,” Rygel continued, his voice low.
“My hatred for Brutal is nothing compared to the hatred I feel for
myself. I was so stupid, so bloody stupid—”

“Rygel,” Ly’Tana
began.

“No, spare me your
forgiveness. I deserve none. Had I not believed in Brutal’s
innocence when I first met him, had I not fallen in love with a
witch . . . .” He barked a coarse laugh. “And to think my heart
still loves her, in some small way.”

“Despite all, you do
deserve forgiveness,” Ly’Tana said softly. “You’d no choice in what
you did.”

“Princess, I apologize.”
His voice held an odd note in it, an emotion I couldn’t identify.
“For saying—that—about your goddess. I shouldn’t have. Can you
forgive me that much?”

Ly’Tana spoke simply. “I already have.”

A new silence fell between them, a more
comfortable silence I suspected.

“He doesn’t know how to
love,” Rygel said after a time.

Ly’Tana’s laugh held tears. “Neither do
I.”

“All he knows is
killing.”

Her voice, when she spoke, was almost so low
and soft I almost didn’t hear it. “The only two men who ever loved
me are dead. I killed them.”

If I heard, Rygel’s keen hearing certainly
did. “What happened, Princess?”

She didn’t answer. Perhaps baring her
feelings to a near stranger, a man who not long ago was her enemy,
was quite enough. I heard her audible swallow and teary sniff. I
felt little surprise that she changed the subject.

“Back there,” she said
slowly. “You said killing with magic is forbidden.”

Rygel remained silent, his tread through the
undergrowth still steady. I felt his fingers brush my neck. When I
asked the same question back at the inn, all I received was a
snarl, a scowl and silence. No snarl emerged. If she received a
scowl, I couldn’t see it, as my back was to him and it was dark.
Ly’Tana had more courage than I, I thought, for she plowed ahead
despite the warning silence.

“Why is this
forbidden?”

I doubted he’d answer her, for it obviously
was a very sore subject with him. Like most things. I felt surprise
when he sighed deeply. While I thought his voice might sound
bitter, he spoke as though he were a teacher instructing an
interested and apt pupil.

“Two thousand or more
years ago, the wizards in my land fought the ruling nobility for
supremacy in my homeland, Khassart. While they’d magic in their
hands, the nobles controlled the vast numbers of highly disciplined
soldiers. After years of bloodshed, the wizards eventually lost the
wars. The victors placed heavy constraints on those magicians who
survived. Forbidden to use magic, forbidden to hold land, forbidden
weapons, forced to work as near slaves, that sort of thing. Time
moves on, as it always does, and people forgot the past and let
bygones be bygones. After years uncounted, most of these
limitations fell by the wayside as wizards and their non-magical
neighbors grew to trust one another again. Wizards and ordinary
people worked side by side. Wizards eventually gained titles of
nobility, and then the throne. Most restrictions collapsed under
the weight of time, became less important and grew
extinct.

“Except one very important
constraint. That of killing by magic.”

She waited patiently for him to continue as
he fell silent once more. I watched her listen to him in the faint
light of the moon, her expression less guarded and more open.

“When a baby is born to
magical parents, it is spelled with a curse. If that magician were
to kill with magic one day, the curse would fall. And kill him. No
one knows when or how. Just that the curse will catch up and the
killer’s justice is found.”

“You’ve killed? With
magic?”

“I have.”

“Why? What
happened?”

Now the silence from Rygel held enough
tension that even I, in my pain, felt it. I sensed his torment, his
grief, his guilty self-loathing. I almost sat up, needing to reach
out to him as his friend and his brother. My lack of anything
resembling strength kept me down across Bar’s broad shoulders.

“I’ll tell you, Princess.”
Rygel spoke heavily. “But not here. Not now. Not after—all
this.”

Her nod of acceptance blurred in the
darkness with my vision. “Perhaps it’s best if you don’t.”

“No,” Rygel murmured.
“I’ll tell you both, you and Raine, together. I just can’t bear to
tell it twice.”

Bar’s body tilted downward, informing me
we’d reached the escarpment and began the steep trek downhill. I
wondered vaguely if I’d slide ignominiously off over his neck. But
both Rygel and Ly’Tana each seized a shoulder, keeping me firmly in
place. The downward tilt sent blood rushing into my head, causing
an almost unbearable flare of agony. Dizziness spiraled out of
control, almost resulting in the loss of Ly’Tana’s carefully fed
meal. When the darkness came to claim me, I gratefully let it.






***






Voices. Flaring torches. Hands. Grasping.
Lifting me. Carrying me. Ly’Tana’s voice saying, “Be careful with
him.” Another voice spoke up loud, annoying. “He’s bleeding.” I
thought it was Kel’Ratan or even Rygel who spoke, but perhaps
neither of them did. The voices blended, merged with one another,
and mixed into a distant babble devoid of meaning. If I were lucky,
they were the voices of the gods, beyond the stars. If so, then I
was dead indeed.

I felt more movement, the touch of a cool
cloth on my face. I heard Ly’Tana’s voice again, swimming up from
the depths of the distant babble, “Oh, Wolf.” A warm droplet slid
down my cheek amidst the cool moisture. Rygel’s voice clear in my
ear, “Princess, I must have room.”

Slowly, the voices, the flaring lights, the
movement, all faded with the pain, the nausea and the endless
spinning darkness.

Snoring. The sound intruded into the
darkness around me, violating the sweet pain-free unconsciousness.
The sound grated on my ears. Deep, dragging snores, annoying,
waking me when I’d rather sleep. I groaned, trying to cover my ears
with my arm, to block out the obnoxious sound.

“He’s awake.”

“Wolf?”

I recognized Ly’Tana’s voice, a near whisper
above me and to my right. Delicate, ghostly fingers brushed lightly
across my brow. I blinked, seeing her face framed by her hair,
blinking until the three Ly’Tanas I saw first merged finally into
one. Green eyes tilted upward at the corners, dirty, blood-streaked
skin cleaned only where her tears had tracked down her cheeks. Her
red-gold hair dirty, tangled and snarled with dirt, and bits of
twigs and leaves, hung low enough to tickle my nose. The warm light
in her eyes and the smile she had waiting for me was worth far more
than my much-needed sleep.

“Hey,” I
mumbled.

“Hey.”

I looked past her to Kel’Ratan’s face and
red hair, leaning over her shoulder to gaze down at me. His
mustache bristled.

“I expect you’ll make it,”
he rumbled, his smile not much more than a grimace.

“Where are we?” I asked,
my throat raw and my voice hoarse.

I noticed stone walls about us, grey-green
moss covering the dank rock. A slate floor, with traces of old
rushes strewn about lay under me. I rested on a pallet of straw,
scratchy and uncomfortable, my body covered in a thick blanket. The
source of the wicked snores was none other than Rygel, lying on his
back near me, mouth open as his resonating snores continued. While
my vision still blurred, I found I could see with both eyes.

“The old Jefe Monastery,”
Kel’Ratan replied, glancing around. “We camped here before, and
waited as those idiots fetched you back. Rygel said the monks who
prayed and farmed here were slaughtered soon after Theodoric
ascended to the High Priesthood of Usa’a’mah.”

“I remember.”

It hurt to talk. Ly’Tana obviously sensed
this, for she seized a heavy mug and held it to my dry lips. “Rygel
ordered that you drink this when you woke up, and then sleep some
more.”

“Can’t sleep with that
bloody ruckus going on.”

She chuckled. “Roll him over.”

She spoke over her shoulder. Kel’Ratan
booted Rygel in the ribs. Rygel obediently rolled on his side and
the snoring immediately ceased. She lifted my head with one hand
and held the mug while I drank greedily. It held spicy wine, with
something bitter beneath the taste. Nonetheless, it felt wonderful
in my aching throat and I drank it all.

“He said it has something
to help you sleep,” she said. “He’s been working his magic on you,
little by little. It’s worn him out.”

She glanced fondly at the slumbering Rygel,
then back at me. Fondly? The last time she looked at him, her
expression said she wanted to wear his hide for a cloak. “Now that
you’re getting better, maybe I can sleep now. I couldn’t
before.”

“And bathe,” Kel’Ratan
rumbled. “You stink something awful.”

“That too,” she murmured,
unruffled. “Now go to sleep, Wolf.”

I’d no need to argue with that particular
command. The potion Rygel mixed worked quickly. Within moments, I
once more saw three Ly’Tanas, my eyes closing on their own. I
fought it briefly. I still liked looking at her. Even all three of
her.

“What’s the time?” I
muttered thickly.

“Just after sunrise,”
Ly’Tana answered. “Now sleep. Consider it a command.”

“Shrew.”

“Pig.”

“Bi-“

My voice died. Amusement bubbled up even if
my laughter couldn’t erupt. Her hand, warm in mine, squeezed
tightly, almost hard enough to hurt. Three Ly’Tanas smiled down at
me, with three Kel’Ratan stern faces looking down over her
shoulder. Had I wanted to disobey her command, I’d neither the will
nor the strength to do so. Darkness wrapped itself about me and I
sank deep into its folds.






***






Two restful days later found me sitting on
the garden wall of the old monastery, baking in the warm morning
sun before the summer’s heat turned the day into torment. After
sleeping nonstop, drinking Rygel’s potions when I woke, and feeling
his healing power work through me, my pain finally gave up the
ghost and departed. Now after a bath, a shave and a decent meal
served by Rannon, I felt almost my old self again.

The Monastery at Jefe sat amid an orchard,
not far from the escarpment and many leagues from Brutal. Lonely
yet beautiful, it still held the peace of the gods the monks
worshipped before Theodoric turned his priest-soldiers against it.
His ruthless attack killed almost all the peaceful monks while the
survivors fled to other, safer, lands. Upon his ascension to the
temple throne, he’d sworn to turn all of the Federation to the
veneration of Usa’a’mah, regardless of the old laws that allowed
free worship.

I briefly wondered how the gods of this
place felt about his usurping their worshipers. During a brief tour
of the place, I found no relics or statues remained. Looters had
cleaned it completely. Only rats, birds and an occasional traveler
lived here now. Pity. You’d think they’d object to Usa’a’mah’s
belligerence and stand up for their rights.

Ly’Tana emerged from the monastery doors,
her bow and sword in their customary place across her back. She
walked toward me, as beautiful as a spring dawn. She wore her
traditional warrior garb: a tiny leather vest and skirt, kidskin
boots, and silver archer’s wrist guards. A simple leather thong
held back her waist-length red-gold hair from her face, while a
torque of royalty and several gold chains adorned her slender neck.
The jewel in her navel winked at me, and I found myself unable to
look away from it.

Embarrassed, I yanked my gaze back to her
face. Her entire presence created a strange heat within me, a
feeling I’d never known before, nor recognized. Was it lust? Love?
Admiration? All that and more? Typically, she smiled as she
approached, the sunlight flashing off her kitten teeth. The only
mar to her exotic beauty was a bruise over her left cheekbone, a
stark reminder of the Tongu’s fists.

In a fluid, graceful move, she jumped up on
the wall to sit beside me.

“You’re looking well,” she
commented after offering me a swift looking-over from her
oddly-shaped jade eyes.

I owned a host of scars, one prominent over
my right eye, another slash over my left cheekbone, and a nose I’d
broken not once but several times. Perhaps she was only being
polite. Girls were like that. They complimented everything, even
the sights they despised. To my nose, she smelled of lilac and
leather and clean wholesome female. My breath caught as I took up
her hand to kiss.

“As are you,
Highness.”

For a moment, she looked shy, her tilted
green eyes disconcerted, her smile revealing dimples I hadn’t
noticed before. She behaved like an awkward girl, as though I were
a courtier offering a marriage proposal. Me marry her? While I
prayed that one day I’d be fortunate enough to marry a girl like
Ly’Tana, I knew she’d never marry me. Her royal blood deserved a
better man than I.

Her expression clouded over, her white
kitten teeth biting her lower lip. Ly’Tana broke our staring match
to gaze at first over the fields, then downwards. Her clean, fresh
smelling red-gold hair slithered over her shoulders to cascade down
her back. I wanted to plunge my hands into their soft strands and
pull her face to mine.

“While I’ve this brief
moment alone with you,” she said slowly, her eyes on her hands
folded in her lap, “I need to apologize, and beg your
forgiveness.”

This startled me. “Apologize, Highness?”

Ly’Tana’s voice dropped. Shame brought a
flush to her cheeks, and sharp droop to her shoulders. Her face
rose, and with its motion her hair swept back from her brow. As she
gazed across the clean sunlit fields, her pink tongue emerged to
caress the upper lip I so wanted to kiss. For some obscure reason,
she liked looking at the distance rather than at me.

“For abandoning you. It
goes against our code of honor to leave a warrior behind. I left
you—to your fate. In their hands. I shouldn’t have run. I’m
a coward.”

I almost smiled. Like Rygel before her, I
knew that if I did, Ly’Tana would misunderstand the smile, and
think I laughed at her expense. Sensitive, trusting, such a chuckle
could well break her heart. A warrior strong, merciless and
fiercely independent, she’d rather face cruel anger than loving
arms. She braced herself for disappointment.

Trusting my gut, I instead took her hand. I
played with it for a moment, turning it over, gently massaging her
knuckles while I considered, and cast aside, essential words to say
to her. Still finding the distant horizon more interesting than my
face, Ly’Tana kept her head turned away.

Don’t ignore me.

“Look at me,
Ly’Tana.”

For a long moment, she refused, stared first
wildly at the orchards, then downward into her lap, her hand lax in
mine. I waited, patient, allowing her to take her time, to find her
courage. After a moment, she sighed and looked up. Looked me in the
eye, her face tense, miserable, hating herself. I decided the
simple truth might work the best.

“You didn’t leave
me.”

“But I ran—”

“You did as I bade you.
Remember?”

She shook her head, her mouth opening to
negate me. I pressed a finger over her lips, effectively silencing
her. I willed her to look deep into my eyes, and she obeyed,
reluctantly, her green gaze filled with pain, with
self-loathing.

“Had you not run when I
told you, they’d have taken you. I’d still have endured the same
beating. They’d have raped you, repeatedly, until you were nigh
unto death itself. And I’d have suffered the same.”

Her eyes widened. I nodded. “If Brutal
caught me, he’d have chained me to his bed and sodomized me until
he killed me. Or, until I wished he had. Or until I became a
mindless, breathing piece of meat.”

Now I was the one who couldn’t meet her
gaze. I looked out over the shaggy green fields, the orchards
growing wild, and the Kel’Hallan warriors assembling for departure.
They saddled their horses, laughing, jesting while tying packs to
saddles. A pair mock battled off to one side, swords flashing. Bar
preened his feathers in the morning sun, occasionally peering up
the hill in our direction.

“The night Brutal told me
I’d be his, he told me what he’d do. I couldn’t help myself. I
thought I killed him. When the High King would have executed me on
the spot, Rygel murdered him. To save me.”

I finally found the courage to look at her,
to look into her astonished emerald eyes. To gaze at her beautiful
exotic face, now hopeful, open, and smiling. Her kitten teeth
flashed in the sun.

“You didn’t leave me. You
saved me. You saved me from a fate more cruel than death. Your
courage is that of ten men, beautiful princess. There isn’t a man
here who wouldn’t cheerfully die for you. Including me.”

When I lifted her hand to my lips again, I
smiled sadly. “You came back. You didn’t have to. For what am I? A
slave and a killer. You’re royalty. You could have mounted your
horse, ridden home and forgotten me. No one would ever condemn you
for it. Yet, you came back. And we’re now both free of the Tongu
and Brutal.”

“We saved each other,”
Ly’Tana spoke slowly, softly. Her angular green eyes filling with
wonder told me so much more than her words ever could. Soft lips
parted slightly, that devilish pink tongue emerged again to lick
her upper lip.

“We share bonds stronger
than those of blood,” I murmured, capturing her gaze with mine.
“Bonds that can never be broken.”

Before I could think twice and perhaps lose
the chance and my courage, I bent my head to hers and kissed her,
lingering over her sweetness. Her mouth opened under mine, hungry,
her tongue tangling, toying, with mine. She tasted faintly of
lavender, her feminine scent filling my nostrils. Her arms found
their way around my neck, pulling me closer to her, deepening our
kiss. With hands firmly on her hips, I pulled her closer, tighter,
her breasts hard against my chest. That sweet, sweet tongue
ventured into my mouth, entwining with mine. The heat I felt
previously grew and spread until my head swam. I lost myself within
her kiss, shut out all senses save her taste and scent and
feel—

—until I heard a discreet
“Ahem” from behind us.

I whipped my head up, my cheeks already
burning. I turned halfway around to look over my shoulder. Rygel
and Kel’Ratan stood side by side, watching us. Ly’Tana’s face
turned an endearing shade of pink, and I knew my own flamed bright
and red. I felt its roaring heat in my cheeks, my ears and coursing
down my neck. Rygel grinned, cat’s eyes gleaming with humor.
Kel’Ratan’s face held nothing except careful neutrality. That
neutrality warned me more than any scowl. Of course, he’d
disapprove of my kissing his royal cousin. That alone signed my
death warrant.

“We’re ready to travel,
Princess,” Rygel said smoothly. “That is, if you are.”

I caught the ghost of a wink Rygel tipped
her, his expression now carefully bland. Beside me, Ly’Tana choked
on laughter, her eyes dancing. Her face still flushed a bright
pink. I knew my own must have challenged the sunrise for blushing.
I silently cursed my rebellious face, and hopped down from the
wall.

I held out my hand to help Ly’Tana down,
then stalked across the green sward to the band of warriors, horses
and Bar. As I approached, one by one the Kel’Hallan warriors ceased
their activity and talk to watch me silently. No doubt, they, too,
thought my kissing their princess was an act as outrageous as it
was daring. I fumed silently, cursing those that had sold me into
slavery.

Witraz, if I finally got his name right,
didn’t spit, or curse, or challenge me to fight for his princess’s
honor. He saluted me, fist to chest, with his arm swinging outward,
palm down, in Kel’Hallan fashion. Halted in my tracks, I watched,
astounded, as the remaining warriors all thumped fists to their
chests in salute. I glanced behind me, thinking they in truth
saluted their mistress, or Kel’Ratan. Those two spoke with Rygel
yet, conversing in low tones, and didn’t even look toward the
warriors or me.

Witraz chuckled. “We salute you, warrior,
for saving our princess.”

Disconcerted, not knowing quite what to do,
I returned the salute and strode quickly to where Rufus stood
saddled and ready. He greeted me with a nicker of welcome, nuzzling
my chest with affection. I hoped whoever saddled him didn’t bear
too many bruises or bites. Rather than the saddle I took from the
royal barn, he bore a Kel’Hallan saddle of tough leather with a low
pommel and cantle, covered over with fox fur. A simple bridle of
plaited leather and a plain metal bit adorned his head. Thin metal
stirrups hung from leather straps, and I busied myself fussing with
their length, tightening the girth to my satisfaction. Around me,
the warriors did the same. Meanwhile, Ly’Tana, Rygel and Kel’Ratan
finished their conversation and joined us.

The twins, Left and Right, brought up a big
buckskin stallion for Ly’Tana, and Rygel’s black gelding. She
vaulted into the saddle with the flare of a consummate horseman,
handling the snorting stallion with careless ease. Rygel mounted
up, and Kel’Ratan walked his bay near me, his expression still
neutral, his blue eyes calm. Bar flew across the field to land near
Ly’Tana’s horse, and she reached across to scratch him behind the
ears.

“Mount up, Wolf,” Ly’Tana
said brightly, reining her horse to face me. “We’ll be in Kel’Halla
in two months.”

Now I took a deep breath, stilling the faint
trembling in my gut, hoping I might find the right words. After
what just occurred between us, hurting her would just about slay
me. Again, I thought, simple was easiest.

“I won’t be going with
you.”

“What?”

“Not going?”

“Why?”

The protests came hotter than I expected.
Rygel looked up from tightening his girth to stare over his saddle,
furious, his tawny eyes flashing. Ly’Tana’s expression cut me to
the quick, her hurt and anger flaring in her furrowed brow, her
beautiful lips thinned tightly. Kel’Ratan frowned ponderously, his
red mustache quivering. The remaining warriors sat their mounts
around us, their own puzzled expressions clear as they glanced at
one another.

“What the bloody hell are
you doing, Raine?” Rygel demanded. “You know Brutal hasn’t given up
wanting to decorate his wall with your hide.”

“I know.”

“Why?”

Ly’Tana’s hurt sliced into my gut more
effectively than a sword, her simple word more a cry than a
question.

“You told me your code was
to never leave someone behind,” I said slowly. “Right?”

“Of course.”

“It’s mine as well. There
is someone in Soudan I won’t abandon.”

Rygel’s anger faded, but his shock and
surprise grew. “Who? You don’t have anyone.”

I answered him, facing him squarely while
studying Ly’Tana from the tail of my eye. She watched me, her face
now guarded, intent, as though fearing my words. “I have
someone.”

“Who?” he demanded
crossly.

I floundered. “Arianne. I won’t leave her
here.”

At the words “Arianne” and “her,” Ly’Tana’s
face paled, her eyes narrowing dangerously. Her hands on the reins
clenched until her knuckles showed white, the stallion beneath her
fretting as he sensed her raw emotion.

“Who the bloody hell is
Arianne?” Rygel snapped.

I glanced up at Ly’Tana before I spoke,
fearing her hurt and anger more than I feared any arena foe. “My
sister.”

Those two simple words had quite an effect
on her. Her buckskin stallion immediately calmed, pawing the ground
restlessly. Her green eyes widened and lost their hard emerald edge
as her lips relaxed. She drew in a deep breath. If anyone else
noticed her wide range of reactions, they held their silence.
Inwardly, a tension within my gut finally relaxed. She wasn’t
angry.

“Your sister?” Rygel said,
dumbfounded. “I didn’t know you had a sister.”

“If you had, you’d be one
hell of a wizard,” I commented dryly.

“I am one hell of a
wizard,” he replied, frowning slightly, his thoughtful gaze on the
ground.

“We were both sold into
slavery as children.” I said. “I found out where she is and who
owns her the day we escaped. Until now, there hasn’t been an
opportunity to fetch her. And I’m going.” My eyes glanced about,
allowing those daring to meet them witness the look that made men
piss their drawers. “I strongly advise against trying to stop
me.”

I moved to vault into Rufus’s saddle, Rufus
turning his head to eye me with calm acceptance. His nose nuzzled
my shoulder in affection, unperturbed. I jumped up, finding my
stirrups, although I left the leather reins on Rufus’s neck. “I’ll
meet you all in Kel’Halla.”

“You won’t meet me there.”
Rygel’s voice, defiant and tense, startled me.

I stopped, twisting in my saddle. He glared
at me angrily, and I wondered what he meant. Would he go back to
his homeland instead? He was welcome in Kel’Halla, and he had good
Kel’Hallan gold waiting for him. His hot, angry gaze met mine,
almost as though he hated me. Confused, I shrugged, not knowing
what I could or should say to answer his anger. Perhaps blood
brotherhood didn’t truly mean all that much.

“Whatever,” I
mumbled.

“You’re not going to be
rid of me that easily. I’m going with you.”

I opened my mouth to protest, and shut it
again when he scowled threateningly. Dire things would result
should I dare refuse his kind and generous offer, those amber eyes
said. Dimly, I recalled a threat to turn me into a lizard, and now,
up to full power, he could act on that threat. I smothered my
protest and instead, I lifted my hand, palm up, in surrender. “It’s
your skin.”

“I’m also
going.”

Ly’Tana’s words caused me to wheel Rufus
around and stare in astonishment. Like Rygel, her defiance dared me
to gainsay her, to refuse her, to tell her to go on with her people
to her homeland. Kel’Ratan scowled darkly, his blue eyes fierce as
he spurred his horse toward her. Bar shrieked in protest, rearing
back, his wings flared wide.

“Ly’Tana, you will
not,” Kel’Ratan thundered.

She turned on him with a fury that brought
him up short and silenced whatever else he might have said. Her
warriors murmured quieter protests, their unease and worry for her
clear. She glared around at them all, silencing them rather
effectively, including her griffin, in her fierce green gaze. Bar
subsided and sat down, but his lion tail lashed the ground
furiously.

My respect and admiration for her grew. A
slight girl no taller than most men’s shoulders quelled the
rebellion of eight warriors and a griffin bigger than a large draft
horse with nothing more than her eyes and her anger. Gods above and
below, why couldn’t she be mine?

“This scheme of yours is
tempting fate, girl,” Kel’Ratan growled. “Twice now we escaped
Soudan and Brutal’s hands. We won’t escape again.”

“We’ll go in disguise, as
we did before,” she said, her teeth gritted. “Four of us: Wolf,
Rygel, you, and me. We’ll be Zhous, and I a priestess of Osimi with
her honor guard. The last thing Brutal will expect is for us to
return to his capital.”

“Brutal knows things he
shouldn’t,” Kel’Ratan retorted. “Remember the eyes that watched us?
We thought that was Rygel here, but now we realize it
wasn’t.”

“What’s this?” Rygel
asked, alarmed.

Kel’Ratan jerked his head toward Bar. “The
day Brutal’s troops shot him down, she and me felt watched. At the
time, we thought you watched us on Brutal’s behalf, through
magic.”

“Of course I didn’t,”
Rygel replied, his voice now thoughtful. “But who did?”

“I’m sorry, Wolf,”
Kel’Ratan said, more calmly. “I can’t allow Ly’Tana to accompany
you. We’ll wait for you across the border, in Arcadia. Perhaps you
and Rygel alone might get in and out with your sister safely. I’ll
pray so.”

Ly’Tana choked on her fury. “You won’t
allow—”

“He’s right,” I said
softly. “I won’t risk your life. Please go home,
Ly’Tana.”

“She may have a good
plan,” Rygel said absently, his brow furrowed in furious thought.
He spoke as though the last heated exchange never
happened.

“Just you and me, Rygel,”
I growled, itching to smack him upside his foolish head. I wanted
Ly’Tana safely on her way home, as far from Brutal as possible. His
words no doubt would set her on fire to come along. I wasn’t
wrong.

“Our disguises will work.”
Ly’Tana exulted, her victory near.

Kel’Ratan opened his mouth at the same
moment mine did, to inform her she would go home. She would leave
with her people even if I had to tie her across her big buckskin.
Rygel lifted his head as though coming out of a dream.

“I think she should come
along,” he said. “Kel’Ratan, too. As she said, in
disguise.”

Before I could round on him, he held up his
hand, forestalling me. “I’ll cast a net over us, to hide us from
eyes prying by magic. In fact, I already have. If Brutal has magic
on his side, they’ll see nothing.”

“Then cast it over you and
I,” I snapped. “She doesn’t need to be there.”

“Hear me out,” he said,
smiling. “Should you and I go, alone, we’d look like two
mercenaries. Correct?”

I nodded shortly.

“Two mercenaries will be
watched closely. In these days of Brutal’s reign of terror, armed
men with or without anyone to guard will cause some degree of
suspicion. Enough, at least, to watch us. We might be recognized.
However.”

Rygel paused to smile at Ly’Tana. “A
priestess of Osimi arriving at the gates to tend to Osimi’s
worshippers in their hour of need would be, for want of a better
word, expected. And since Osimi’s priestesses have a reputation for
being chancy to cross, few would dare a curse by questioning her
too closely.”

“I’ve a better plan,” I
said. “Change how you and I look with your magic, and we still
leave Ly’Tana behind.”

At this, she glared at me. Kel’Ratan nodded
approval. Rygel shook his head vigorously, his wheaten hair flying.
He frowned.

“I could, but any wizard
worth his salt can spot my magic being used, if it’s used in such
abundance. That’s as good as walking up to Brutal’s palace and
announcing ourselves. My net is subtle enough that it’s easy to
miss unless Brutal’s magician was looking for it.”

Kel’Ratan and I stared at one another,
helpless.

“I’m so glad that’s
all settled,” Ly’Tana said sweetly, as though we’d just decided our
dinner menu. “Why it took so long for you all to see my point of
view is beyond me.”

Rygel huffed. She glared at him, his huff
turning immediately into a shocked cough.

“We leave immediately.
Anyone else have a problem with that?” she demanded.

She turned that green fury on me, but I
merely smiled and offered her a half-salute. “I reckon your word is
law, Your Highness,” I said mildly.

“Too bloody right,” she
gritted.

Lifting one bare, well-muscled leg over her
horse’s neck, she jumped to the ground. Two long strides took her
to Bar, who eyed her warily. Before he could stop her, Ly’Tana
yanked a handful of feathers from his mane. Bar shrieked in
outrage, half-jumping, half-winging backward, away from her.
Unruffled by the huge griffin’s fury, she calmly set to tying a
feather into her hair, and another into her buckskin’s mane.

“I lost mine in the
forest,” she said in a detached voice.

Her thinned lips daring us to refuse, she
held the remaining feathers out to us. I took one and tied it to
Rufus’s mane, and twisted in my saddle to set another in his tail.
Rygel and Kel’Ratan silently followed suit.

Digging the white dress from her saddlebags,
Ly’Tana royally turned her back and stalked regally back into the
monastery. Kel’Ratan sighed.

“The rest of you stay
here,” he said. “Stable your horses and try to stay out of sight as
much as possible. Wolf, how long, do you think, till we
return?”

“She’s in the Harbor
District,” I replied. “It’s in the northwest quarter.”

“I know right where that
is,” Rygel said. “I’m guessing we can be there by tonight, if we
leave now. Perhaps return by late morning tomorrow.”

“Good.” Kel’Ratan gestured
to the warriors, who dismounted and lead their horses back toward
the monastery.

As they walked away, I heard Witraz grumble
to Rannon, “We go, then we stay, we’re to go, then we stay. This is
what happens when we follow a female. They can never make up their
minds.”

He glanced back over his shoulder, saw me
watching him, and grinned. Tipping me a wink, he and Rannon
sparred, mock punching each other as they strode back up the
hill.

“Who owns her?” Rygel
asked me.

Startled by his question, I dragged my eyes
from the warriors and back to Rygel.

“A fish oil
merchant.”

He frowned thoughtfully. “There are only
about a hundred of those. Do we know his name?”

“Adhas.”

His face immediately brightened. “That
should make it easier.”

My brow rose a notch. “How so?”

“That’s a woman’s name.
There can’t be too many female fish oil merchants.”

Kel’Ratan crossed his arms. “So we just ride
down there and ask for a woman named Adhas who runs a fish oil
business?”

Rygel shrugged. “That’s pretty what I had in
mind.”

“It might be a tad
suspicious if we have to keep asking around for her,” I said and
Kel’Ratan nodded agreement.

“That’s why you’re lucky I
agreed to come along.”

As though I had any choice in the
matter, I grumbled inwardly.

Smugness oozed out of Rygel, making me want
to turn him over my knee and paddle his butt. “I just happen to
know someone who would know where to find a certain female fish oil
merchant named Adhas.”

I exchanged a curious glance with Kel’Ratan.
“How do you know people like that?” I asked.

“Before I became the High
King’s—er, guest, I haunted some of the seedier parts of Soudan.
I’m fairly well acquainted with people who know things.”

“That sounds like a tale
worth hearing,” I said, turning to see Ly’Tana stride back to her
buckskin stallion and repack her warrior’s clothing. Her sword and
bow rolled up into a blanket she tied to the back of her saddle.
She wore the white dress of an Osimi priestess, the feather in her
flowing red-gold hair swinging jauntily in the light
breeze.

“Are we ready?” she
asked.

For answer, Kel’Ratan and Rygel vaulted into
their saddles and waited while Ly’Tana made to jump into her own.
The white dress didn’t allow for mounting in that fashion, and
Ly’Tana floundered about for a few moments, trying to set a foot in
her stirrup. The buckskin waited patiently, but the dress refused
to cooperate. Rygel concealed a grin and Kel’Ratan carefully
studied the warriors still filing their way into the monastery.
Ly’Tana cast me a mute appeal over her shoulder, her green eyes
silently pleading.

Sliding down from my saddle, I ignored her
lifted leg, inviting me to give her a mere leg up. Instead, I
seized her about her tiny waist with both hands and lifted her,
setting her on the buckskin’s saddle. Ly’Tana thanked me with a
sweet smile and then wheeled him about to the still sulking
Bar.

“You stay here,” she
ordered. “I won’t rescue you again.”

He flapped his wings angrily, clicking his
beak in obvious irritation. However, he stayed where he was, as she
set heels to her stallion and set off at a gallop. Kel’Ratan
followed after, but Rygel held in his black while I vaulted into
Rufus’s saddle.

“Your sister, eh? What’s
she like?”

“How would I know?” I
growled. “I haven’t seen her since she was six years
old.”

“If she’s anything like
you, we’re in trouble deep.”

He let the black out into a full gallop
after Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan. I held the dancing Rufus back for a
moment to offer Bar a half-salute. “See you tomorrow, old lad. No
worries. I’ll look after her.”

What his answer was, I’d no idea. He made a
sound like a cross between a chirp and a screech that meant nothing
to me. I surmised it was a threat of what he’d do to me if I failed
in my task. I relaxed his reins, and Rufus shot forward like an
arrow from a bow. He overtook Rygel’s black and passed him with
ease, catching up to Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan within moments.

“That’s quite a horse,”
Kel’Ratan commented as I slowed Rufus to gallop alongside his bay.
Rufus hadn’t even raised a sweat, and his breathing was still even.
Rygel’s horse lagged behind, unable to catch up even at a full
gallop. I heard Rygel cursing at the poor beast.

“He’s the best in Lionel’s
stables.”

“Perhaps he has some
Tarbane blood in him,” Kel’Ratan went on, his expert eye on Rufus
weighing, judging.

“What’s a
Tarbane?”

I caught surprised glances from both of
them. “You’ve never heard of the Tarbane?” Ly’Tana asked.

I shook my head, reining Rufus in and
slowing him to a heavy canter. The woods grew close and I needed
Rygel to find the trail that would take us back to Soudan. The
others reined their beasts in and Rygel finally managed to catch us
up and slow his snorting black.

“The Tarbane are the
horses of the gods,” Ly’Tana explained. “Our warrior goddess,
Nephrotiti, created them for her own use as she rides across the
heavens. Legends say that when our kingdom was founded thousands of
years ago, a few Tarbane agreed to mount Kel’Hallan mares to
improve our stock. We ride their descendants.”

My brow rose a notch. “Agreed?”

“Akin to ordinary horses,
the Tarbane are a race of highly intelligent creatures,” Kel’Ratan
said. “They look like horses, but have a language, customs, kings
and gods of their own.”

“They’re also bigger,
stronger and faster than any horse on this earth,” Ly’Tana
continued. “It’s said that only an arrow in flight can overtake a
Tarbane at a dead run.”

“The last two or three
centuries,” Kel’Ratan went on, “the Tarbane have refused to deal
with human-kind. Too many sought to conquer and ride them as they
would common horses. Thus they hide away in the far places, seen
from time to time, but only at a distance.”

“It’s rather sad,” Ly’Tana
said. “Once there was a common bond between us and Tarbane. But
man’s evil destroyed it.”

“Um, I hate to break up
this interesting conversation,” Rygel said, “but we need to
disguise our big friend here. The road that leads to the north gate
is just beyond that ridge. It’s fairly well-travelled, so we need
to play our parts. We should reach the gate by
nightfall.”

I sighed. “Blond again?”

“You have something
against blonds?” he demanded, miffed.

“Yes,” I said. “Then I
look like you.”

“You simply have no taste,
braud,” Rygel replied loftily. “Blond hair, blue eyes. And
an eye patch.”

“An eye patch?” I
exchanged a questioning glance with Ly’Tana, who
shrugged.

“Yes.” Rygel peered
closely into my face, then an instant later a black patch covered
my left eye, its band wound around my head. “If you look sinister,
people will avoid you, and won’t look at you too
closely.”

I found the partial blindness awkward and I
had difficulty getting used to the newness of having to turn my
head all the way around to eye Ly’Tana’s slender body. The tight
band and seeing from one eye alone gave rise to a fierce headache.
I wondered sourly if Rygel planned that as well. From my right eye,
I could see a lock of blond hair curling over my shoulder, and I
sighed.

“How is it you two claim
blood kinship?” Kel’Ratan asked. “You’re not brothers.”

“We’re brothers in the
eyes of the gods,” Rygel answered primly. “We are
ehlu’braud. Blood brothers.”

I let Rygel explain, content to ride and
occasionally cock my head to eye Ly’Tana when she wasn’t looking.
She listened to Rygel’s story with rapt attention, while my eyes
roved over her slender figure. The white priestess dress doesn’t
become her as well as her leather skirt does, I thought. Nor
could I see the diamond in her navel. Disappointing. I still liked
looking at her, though. I liked it very much.

“I saved his life,” Rygel
was saying. “He saved mine. That gives us brotherhood in the eyes
of the gods of my land. We held a ceremony at the inn not long
before you invited us to join you. We now are brothers of
blood.”

Kel’Ratan slowed his bay to a trot to look
Rygel full in the face, his expression intent. “Is that how you
knew Wolf wasn’t dead?”

“Uh huh,” Rygel replied.
“The magic created a bond only death can break. We can sense
certain things about each other. Sometimes we can sense each
other’s feelings, occasionally where one brother is located. And if
one of us is dead.”

Ly’Tana looked at me with speculation in her
emerald eyes. I pretended not to notice, gazing steadfastly between
Rufus’s ears as we loped along. She watched me for several long
moments, making me distinctly uncomfortable. I found excuse to look
at Kel’Ratan when he commented on Rygel’s jewelry, and she also
ceased her intent stare to glance at Rygel.

“A priestess’s guard
doesn’t wear a torque of royalty,” he said. “I’ve already hidden
mine and Ly’Tana’s. You’d best be in disguise as well.”

“Ack.”

Rygel worked the gold torque from his
throat, stuffing it in his saddlebag. Kel’Ratan gestured toward his
ear, and with a grimace, Rygel once more took the diamond from his
earlobe. Kel’Ratan studied both of us for long moments, then nodded
with satisfaction.

“We should pass with
little difficulty,” he said. “And hope we haven’t offended Osimi by
impersonating one of her priestesses.”

“As she is sister to our
own Nephrotiti,” Ly’Tana said with a sniff, “she’ll not be
offended. She may even be pleased, and perhaps hopes to recruit me.
I’d make a very good Lady High Priestess.”

Kel’Ratan snorted, but offered no other
comment.

An hour of steady riding brought us to the
highly travelled road leading into Soudan. The sun had begun its
western descent toward the distant mountains, bringing the high
towers of Soudan’s palaces into sharp relief.

Other travelers rode or drove their wagons
both directions along the road as we joined it. I slumped in the
saddle, trying not to look as big as I was, hoping to avoid any
possible second glances in my direction. Most people bowed their
deference to the regal Osimi priestess, surrounded by her honor
guard. Rygel rode to her left and Kel’Ratan her right, while I held
Rufus right behind her buckskin’s tail. Ly’Tana looked neither
right nor left as she rode, her head high, her back ramrod
straight. A faint sneer of disdain marred her usually open,
friendly features. If Osimi is as haughty as her priestesses
are, I thought, I could never worship her. The Holy
Seven of my homeland were far more friendly and approachable.

As any good honor guard would, I eyed the
people as they passed, noting the suspicious stares our weapons and
warrior clothing earned us. However, the poor folk offered very
little threat to Ly’Tana’s holy person. I observed refugees fleeing
the capital, families with wagons drawn by mules or oxen, piled
high with furniture and household goods, ragged children perched on
top. One small boy, perhaps two years old with a ring in his nose,
sucked his thumb as he rode pillion behind his mother, his huge
dark eyes watching me solemnly as I trotted past. Panicked
merchants fled Soudan with caravans stacked high with goods covered
in tarpaulins, outriders guarding each wagon. I lost count of the
caravans that passed me, their owners hoping to set up shop
somewhere less dangerous. Beggars carrying small packs walked,
backs bent, scratching at lice, but only a few attempting to beg a
coin or a morsel. At the sight of Ly’Tana’s white gown and
feathers, no few sought alms from her. True to form, she ignored
them. Reaching behind me, I dug some dried meat from my saddlebags
and tossed them to the hungrier looking beggars. Even honor guards
could show compassion. Shouted thanks followed after.

I recognized people of several nations,
Zhous with their feathers and scanty clothing, Jinns riding mules,
bells chiming from bridles. The Jinn women veiled their faces with
silk, and their colorful robes hung past their mounts’ dusty sides.
Fierce warriors from Sabathia, bristling with weapons, grim faces
painted with red and black lines, rode their small shaggy horses
past, giving us the once-over as they streamed past. I’d faced many
Sabathians over the years; their penchant for quarreling always
seemed to land them in federate prisons, where they faced execution
in the arena.

So the wars for Federate supremacy within
the city, I thought, waged on. People streamed away from
the capital and the looting and the fighting, preferring to return
to their own countries or provinces and begin anew. Perhaps they
hoped to get a start on the road and stay the night in some tavern
or inn along the royal highway, anxious to put Soudan behind them.
I noticed merchants’ caravans had twice as many guards as they
usually did. The guards themselves eyed us, fondling sword hilts
until we trotted past. Mercenaries by the score rode both
directions, their expressions fierce and intent. A few royal troops
patrolled the Federate highway, but they paid us little heed,
passing by with scarcely a glance in our direction.

As we neared the city gates, the traffic
grew thicker, forcing us from a brisk trot to a walk. We closed in
closer to Ly’Tana, following behind a long trade caravan. The
mercenary guards at the rear shot us concerned glances, then later
ignored our presence as harmless. None of us dared speak, for fear
of our words be overheard by the many people in carts, wagons, or
on horseback or afoot around us. I kept my own sword loose in its
sheath, should someone recognize either Ly’Tana or me. The sun set
behind the mountains, blue in the hazy distance, making people
curse the delay and push forward. The gates closed at sunset, and
any caught outside had to wait until morning to get in.

A band of five Synn’jhani in their white and
gold uniforms, heads enveloped in turbans, galloped from the gates
toward us, at first appearing to pass us as the many before them
had done. Instead, the leader raised his fist to those behind him,
signaling a halt, and reining his horse to a sliding stop. He
effectively blocked Ly’Tana’s path. The foot and animal traffic
divided and went around us, still intent on the city gates.

I cursed silently, my hand sliding toward my
sword hilt. I saw Kel’Ratan’s hand hovering over his own. Rygel
didn’t move, nor did Ly’Tana. Only then did I notice the Sin, with
the trappings of a commander, owned the slanted eyes and dark skin
similar to Ly’Tana’s. While he had no feathers in his hair, a long
white feather dangled from his chestnut’s mane. A Zhou.

I relaxed a fraction when the Zhou
dismounted his horse and knelt in the dust of the road.

“Most Holy,” he intoned,
bowing until his turban hit the dirt. “I beg your blessing, and
seek the holy word of She Walks Amid the Clouds.”

Ly’Tana stiffened. I knew she’d no clue what
the Osimi priestesses would say to bless the man. If she didn’t
give the correct response, the commander might get suspicious, and
investigate. If we didn’t pass the investigation, as we never
could, things would soon get very ugly. My tension returned
tenfold.

In the silence as the guard bowed his head
into the dust, waiting for his blessing, Rygel bent down over his
black’s shoulder, running his hand down the foreleg. A guard taking
the opportunity to examine his mount, concerned that his horse
might be lame. From the side of his mouth, I heard him murmur.

“Our Most Sacred Lady of
the Air, may she carry you to the heights of her bosom above the
clouds. Make a sign like a wind blowing.”

“Our Most Sacred Lady of
the Air, may she carry you to the heights of her bosom above the
clouds.”

Ly’Tana’s hand waved in an undulating
manner, her hand gracefully weaving up and down above her
buckskin’s thick black mane.

“May her Most Beloved Owl
carry your spirit to Her, and in her Divine Wind you shall seek and
find salvation,” Rygel whispered.

Obediently, Ly’Tana repeated, “May her Most
Beloved Owl carry your spirit to Her, and in her Divine Wind you
shall seek and find salvation.”

“Go, Warrior, and find
your peace.”

“Go, Warrior, and find
your peace.”

The man jumped up, smiling broadly, and bent
to kiss the hem of her white dress. Bowing low once more, he
vaulted into his saddle and led his band on down the road.
Kel’Ratan gazed at Rygel with admiration and Rygel straightened up,
smiling slightly.

In answer to our silent questions, Rygel
murmured low. “The Zhous are obsessed with the afterlife. They need
constant assurance their goddess will take them with her after
their deaths. Military men are the worst.”

I caught a glimpse of Ly’Tana’s face, her
mouth working to rein in silent laughter as she heeled her horse
forward into a trot once more. The rest of us kept up with her,
sometimes rudely shoving foot traffic out of our way. We absolutely
had to get through those gates before they closed. Pedestrians
choked on their curses, turning angry faces away, not inclined to
seek the possibility of divine retribution of the Zhou goddess by
offending her priestess. Priestesses were chancy to cross, for
their curses followed the offender forever. Ly’Tana’s idea
certainly seemed to be working thus far, I thought, smiling
inwardly.

Walking our mounts amid the tight throngs of
people, carts, teams of oxen, mules, horses, laden donkeys, loaded
wagons, carriages of the more wealthy folk with sigils of their
houses painted on the doors, I hoped we might pass the gates
unnoticed by any of the Federate troops. I straightened in my
saddle, peering over the heads of the people and animals steadily
making their way through the wide gates. I could see the soldiers,
five on the left, and six on the right, watching the living mass as
it slowly slid between the tall stone walls. High above, more
troops atop the walls peered down, arrows nocked into crossbows,
also surveying the exodus both in and out of Soudan. Alert and
watchful, they looked closely at everyone who passed through. If
they looked just as closely at our small group, the game was up. As
we were familiar to the royal troops, Ly’Tana’s white dress and my
blond hair couldn’t protect us from instant recognition. They also
knew Rygel, with his time spent in the palace and in Brutal’s
company.

This won’t work. Perhaps we should
turn back, scale the walls by in the dark. We might try the forest
where Ly’Tana and I escaped a few days ago. I leaned forward to
suggest such to Ly’Tana when I caught a smile and a wink from
Rygel, before he turned forward once more.

Puzzled, I sat back and said nothing. The
crowd swept us closer to our doom. Stopped behind two ox-drawn
wagons, I watched as the guards thoroughly checked the contents
before waving them through. A small band of mercenaries stood on
the opposite side of the gate, waiting to leave. To my dismay, the
guards ordered them to dismount. I heard questions about their
origins, masters and destinations. Then the troopers all but
stripped and searched them.

We sat our horses and waited patiently, but
Rygel’s prediction that the soldiers watched all mercenaries, or
any armed men, proved itself. I caught another ghost of a wink from
Rygel and then the guards released the mercs.

Ly’Tana’s buckskin would be abreast of them
within moments.

“You bloody
shit!”

I heard the angry shout rise above the noise
of moving mass of people and animals. I instinctively turned my
head toward the source, brushing my fingers over my sword hilt.
Only Ly’Tana paid much heed to the insult also and, like me, turned
toward the sound.

“Bite my arse!”

“You’re cheating! Damn
your eyes, I’ll have your guts for garters!”

The gate troops ceased their inspections of
the crowds and wheeled about, seeking the source of the loud
insults. I’d given the dozen or so poorly dressed but well-armed
men just inside the wall scant attention. Several Sabathians
squatting in the shade of the wall were apparently drinking, and
playing dice with a few townsfolk. With the onset of the cheating
accusation, they rose.

“I never cheat, Bost, and
you know it.”

A burly Sabathian thrust his ugly angry face
into the face of a townie, who responded by drawing his dagger.

“You don’t have the sense
the gods gave a goat.”

The burly Sabathian shoved his town friend.
More Sabathians backed up the burly fellow, while the townies
backed up their friend. Burly shoved Townie, who staggered
back. He recovered his balance and lunged, his double-edged dagger
thrusting low.

The two Federate soldiers who stepped toward
them, ostensibly to order them to take their fight elsewhere, found
themselves drawn into the escalating insult/shoving match. Burly
and Townie slammed into one another and went down in a tangle of
flying fists, curses and roiling dust. I lost sight of the
dagger.

Swords flew from sheaths as the rest of the
Sabathians and townies rushed one another, striking with fists,
feet and swords. The Federates found themselves outnumbered and
ignored. Three more soldiers trotted to their mates’ assistance,
drawing their own steel. The brawl grew in strength, fifteen or
more men fighting, swearing and rolling on the dusty ground as they
punched, clawed and kicked. The royals struck heads with sword
hilts, knocking Sabathians and townies to the earth, unconscious.
Sorely outnumbered, they had as much effect as a spit in a
sandstorm. The fracas raged on, unchecked.

The rest of the Federates ran to calm the
tempest, leaving the gates unattended. Even the men on the wall
watched the roiling fracas, their crossbows leveled to protect
their mates.

Ly’Tana led our small party through,
unmolested and unrecognized.

Once inside the gates, the walls fell away,
and a broad plaza of cobbled stones greeted us. I glanced behind,
seeing a steady stream of people and beasts entering the gates and
spreading out into the plaza, much like a hole in a dam letting
through a trickle of water that soon became a river. No troops came
running to stop us, still occupied as they were with quelling the
small riot in the shadow of the gates.

Laughing wildly in a most unholy fashion,
Ly’Tana wheeled her stallion around to Rygel and flung her arms
around him. He grinned like a fool, her weight nearly pulling him
from his saddle as his black sidled sideways.

“You’re the best wizard
that ever lived!” she crowed.

Kel’Ratan winced, looking around for anyone
who might witness the spectacle of an Osimi priestess laughing
wildly and hugging her bodyguard. I looked about also, but no one
paid us the slightest heed, and the gate soldiers still subdued the
brawling Sabathian/townie fight.

“Bloody time you noticed.”
Rygel smirked.

“How’d you manage that
stunt?” Kel’Ratan asked, once more ushering Ly’Tana ahead and
posting us in our guard formation.

Rygel shrugged, his grin infectious. “When
drink and Sabathians mix, it takes only a nudge here and there to
begin a fight. When I saw them, I discovered an opportunity sent by
the gods. It was perfect.”

I chuckled, shaking my head at his audacity.
Only Rygel would think of a distraction like that.

“I hope those poor
bastards weren’t hurt,” Ly’Tana said, once more nudging her
stallion into a trot.

“Not likely, Your
Holiness,” Rygel replied, his quirky grin surfacing once more.
“They were too drunk to swing their swords very well. I suspect
they’ll have a few busted heads, black eyes, most probably from the
troopers breaking up the fight.”

“Where do we go, Rygel?”
Kel’Ratan asked, his eyes roving over the plaza and the milling
people.

“Hold steady and
straight,” Rygel answered. “About a mile down, we head to the
left.”

The plaza narrowed the further we rode,
becoming a wide street with merchant stalls to either side, alleys
that ran between buildings, and homes that lay beyond them. If I
turned my head to the right, I saw the high towers of the palace.
Brutal would be there, I thought, running his new
Federation, fighting his war to keep it. Not far from the
palace lay the Arena. I couldn’t see it, but knew it was but a mile
or so from where we now rode. I seldom frequented this part of
Soudan and looked about me with fresh eyes. Many slaves, their
collars jeweled or plain, dozens branded with their owners’ emblems
ran or walked through the plaza. Most had some clothing, ragged
smocks and breeches, but a few naked slave children ran their
masters’ errands on fleet feet.

I briefly thought of my own childhood with
my two younger sisters. One lay dead these many years, brutally
slain along with our parents on that day, long ago. The other
survivor of that dawn of death and betrayal awaited me without
truly knowing who she waited for. Arianne. Will you remember me,
sweet Arianne?

Rygel found his left turn and we took it,
finding ourselves in parts of Soudan that soon grew more dirty and
unkempt. The homes and merchant stalls sagged with unrepaired
roofs, plaster chipped from walls. Refuse and trash littered the
streets, skinny curs snarled and wrangled over something
unthinkable from a midden heap. As though drawn by one mind, we
reined our horses closer about Ly’Tana without comment, hands close
to our weapons.

Naked and dirty slat-ribbed children watched
us silently from doorways. Ragged men with hands hovering over
dagger hilts eyed us sidelong as we rode past. A few women in
filthy skirts also stopped to watch us ride by, not bothering to
curtsey. No doubt, the sight of an Osimi priestess in their
territory warranted a few stares, but scant respect. Her well-armed
bodyguard kept all at a safe distance, and I made use of the flat
stare from my right eye that had intimidated many an arena opponent
in the past. I hoped one fierce eye and a sinister black patch
worked as well as my normal eyes. The men muttered and turned away,
clearly not interested in trying my hand.

The day turned slowly to dusk, and the
setting sun brought out the lamplighters. A few lamps lit our way,
too many not maintained well enough to keep the wicks from
sputtering out. Tension from Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan radiated
outward, but Rygel looked calm and unconcerned. His grin appeared
to me out of the gathering darkness to reassure me he knew what he
was doing. As the sun set completely and the darkness absolute, we
found ourselves riding into a side of Soudan that bordered both the
ill-favored and the moderately ill-favored.

Taking the lead, Rygel rode across the neat
cobbles under lamps that lit the narrow street. Better maintained
than the last neighborhood, I saw shops closed tight for the night,
homes shuttered fast against both the darkness and potential
burglars. A few people roamed the night, casting us curious stares
as we rode by, this time offering Ly’Tana’s white dress a token bow
or curtsey. Most of the market stalls and shops sold sea wares:
nets sold and repaired, fresh fish pies, boats and sails, rudders,
barrels of eels, signs advertising fish freshly caught. Taverns
catered to sea folk with interesting names such as the Whoring
Whale, and the Dead Fisherman. While the capital lay inland from
the coast, I knew the river Soare flowed close by only a short few
leagues to the sea. Many simple people earned their trade on the
great river as well as the sea. We’d reached the Harbor
District.

Rygel reined his horse at the front of the
Whoring Whale, under the sign of two ugly whales mating.
Dismounting, he tied his reins to the crowded hitching post. I eyed
the poor quality beasts that stood patient and hip-shot at the
rail, and found places for Rufus and the others further down when
Kel’Ratan and Ly’Tana also dismounted.

“Come have a drink, or
something to eat here,” Rygel said tersely. “Wait for me. I’ll be
back shortly.”

Ly’Tana looked to me questioningly, and I
merely shrugged in response. As Rygel disappeared into the
darkness, I led the way through the doors into the hot, packed
tavern, Ly’Tana close behind. Kel’Ratan brought up the rear.

The presence of an Osimi priestess in the
tavern caused barely a hiccup, as the tavern patrons eyed us up and
down and returned to their drinking, eating, dicing and laughter.
Finding no empty tables in the crowded smoky room, I cast a quick
encouraging smile and a wink to Ly’Tana. She frowned slightly,
puzzled, but stayed right at my back. I made my way through the
throng, using my size like the prow of a ship, cutting through the
packed room. People cursed, turning to exchange sharp words with
the one who knocked them aside, only to blanch, choke on their
curses, and return to their tables when they caught my cold
stare.

A small table holding two quiet men dicing
and drinking from foaming mugs of ale looked up as my shadow fell
over them. They looked to be mean, battle-toughened mercenaries
with swords at their hips. They’d sewn their leather jerkins with
steel disks for protection, and the heavy stubble over their faces
hardly covered the presence of old scars.

“You gentlemen wouldn’t
mind offering your table to my mistress,” I rumbled, “would
you?”

Irritated, they made to stand up, lips
thinned. Their mouths opened to tell me off, and gave me a glimpse
of half-rotten teeth. One even reached for his knife. Then they met
my eye and the patch, saw the width of my shoulders, and recognized
me as one more dangerous than they. I clenched my fists and leaned
over them, giving them a good look at my bare muscles. Their mouths
immediately shut tight as their menacing eyes widened in fear. The
merc reaching for his blade froze with his fingers just brushing
the hilt. In a mad scramble, they jumped away from the table and
knocked over their chairs in their haste.

Hastily, as though fearing I’d slaughter
them for their clumsiness, they set them upright. With bows
bordering on grovels to Ly’Tana, they backed away, still bowing.
Turning, they made to flee into the relative safety of the
crowd.

“Don’t forget your drinks
and your wagers,” I called.

One mercenary scuttled crabwise toward me,
eyeing me with obvious terror. His nervous grin, slicked with
spittle, and wide white eyes informed me he was perilously close to
drawing his weapon in self-defense.

To counter his panic, I showed him both
hands, empty, telling him without words that should he take his
property and go peaceably, I’d do him no harm. He relaxed a
fraction, and hastily seized his coins and shoved them into his
purse at his belt. Now his friend joined him in taking their
tankards of ale. With another set of hasty bows, they escaped,
hides intact. I swept the remaining litter off the table and onto
the filthy, straw-strewn floor. Bowing low, I politely offered a
chair for Ly’Tana.

Ly’Tana sat, her mouth working once more to
rein in her laughter, settling her white dress under her legs
smoothly. Rather than lose her battle with her unruly wits and be
seen laughing, she turned her face away toward the wall. Kel’Ratan
also sat, his lips drawn into a bow and his brow puckered into a
ponderous frown. Yet, his red mustache quivered and his blue eyes
flashed, as he, too, fought a battle against laughing aloud. I sat
also, facing Ly’Tana, my brow quirked as she reined in her runaway
amusement at last.

“Wolf, I’m right glad
you’re on our side,” Kel’Ratan muttered, smoothing his thick
mustache.

His comment threatened Ly’Tana’s composure,
and a giggle popped from her mouth before she stopped it. She
scowled for a moment before her priestess expression took over,
enabling her to look simply imperious.

I shrugged. “I just wanted our holy mistress
to have a table to put her feet under.”

Kel’Ratan nodded sagely. “That’s very
courteous of you. Her Holiness hates to drink her ale standing by
the wall. That tends to make her look like a trollop.”

“Cease,” she snapped. “Be
silent, both of you.”

“What did I do?” I asked,
injured.

She turned her scowl on me, and I raised my
hands in surrender. “Your will, O holier than thou.”

“‘Holier than thou’?”
Kel’Ratan asked, incredulous, his blue eyes wide. A chuckle escaped
his control, forcing him to thin his lips to prevent another such
escape.

“At least he’s learned to
respect his betters,” Ly’Tana said loftily.

Kel’Ratan opened his mouth to retaliate,
mustache bristling, until she glared at him. He quailed, his mouth
turned down into a quivering bow. He reminded me of a child who’d
just received a spanking. I caught the ghost of a wink tipped my
way before I looked toward the common room. I knew that if I kept
watching him I’d lose my own battle against the rising tide.

“You always take his
side,” Kel’Ratan complained.

The innkeeper, a skeletal man in filthy
cook’s whites and an ingratiating manner, crept to our table. He
smiled, revealing one black tooth in a gaping maw of gums. His
emaciated hands constantly wiped themselves on a stinking towel. He
bowed courteously, visibly trembling as he stayed as far away from
me as he possibly could and still speak to Ly’Tana with his voice
below a shout.

“Most revered madam,” he
whined, still bowing. “Honored I am to have your august presence
under my roof. If there is aught I can do to make your visit more
comfortable, you have but to ask.”

Ly’Tana nodded shortly, her emerald eyes
boring into the man, as though intending to rip out his heart and
eat it. He cast a quick glance at me, his face growing even paler,
and then back to Ly’Tana. He bowed again, his trembling growing
with every passing moment. No doubt, he wished we had passed his
tavern by and gone elsewhere.

His obsequious manner grew, and he visibly
squirmed as though lice crawled over his skin under his clothes. My
irritation grew, and I wished he’d go away. If he didn’t move soon,
I’d stand up and make a silent threat. Perhaps a good stare with my
one eye and a hand on the hilt of my sword would suffice to send
him scurrying. Rather than leave as I wished, he wrestled his
tongue into some semblance of control. He bowed once more to
Ly’Tana. “A boon, Most Holy, I pray. I beg Your Holiness to bless
my poor house.”

I froze, wondering what Ly’Tana would say,
without Rygel here to whisper the proper words in her ear. While I
doubted he was Zhou, he might know enough of Zhou traditions to set
the City Watch on us if he became suspicious. I started to rise,
and perhaps say something that would send him away and spare
Ly’Tana the possibility of speaking the wrong blessing.

I’m glad I glanced at Ly’Tana before I got
very far. Her sweet, benign smile on the poor man dropped me back
into my chair. She glowed with a beatific confidence, a holy air,
with all her former irritation gone. My one eye wide, I exchanged a
long incredulous look with Kel’Ratan. His own eyes rounded at the
change in her, and his mustache failed to bristle.

“Why of course, my dear
man,” Ly’Tana cooed.

Cooed? I nearly choked. Kel’Ratan made
strangling noises.

The innkeeper dropped to his knees and bowed
his head. His thin hands stilled within the folds of his nasty
towel. I swear he stopped breathing.

Ly’Tana waggled her fingers in the direction
of his head. “You’re blessed.”

His instant change astounded me. His head
popped up, his face the epitome of delight. Tears rolled down his
cheeks, his bright, happy smile, despite his lack of teeth, made
him almost handsome. Crawling forward, still on his knees, he took
the hem of her gown and kissed it.

“Most Holy,” he whispered
into her gowns folds. “You have made me a very happy
man.”

“I’m pleased then, good
sir. And do rise.”

He obeyed her, staggering to his feet, his
tears falling freely. I suspected that in that instant he’d have
cut his own throat at her command. He’d offer her his life for two
simple words, “You’re blessed.” Well, perhaps not just that,
I thought, glancing at her beautiful face. He’d die for her for
those two simple words and her smile.

I shared that much in common with the man. I
think I could have died for her just then. For an instant, a fleet
moment, I hated that innkeeper with a hot, jealous fury. I’d have
cheerfully slaughtered him where he stood and not felt an instant
of remorse.

For she smiled at him.

“Now, if you don’t mind,”
she went on sweetly, her smile luminous, “we’re very hungry and
I’ve heard your food is better than the Dead Fisherman. I do so
hope it’s true.”

His thin chest swelled. “It’s true. I shall
bring you my very best, Most Holy. You have my word.”

With that declaration, he bowed his way away
from our table. I swear he strutted back to his kitchens. I
exchanged another incredulous glance with Kel’Ratan, seeing his
mustache quivering again, his blue eyes sparkling. Ly’Tana sat in
her chair, as regal as any queen, her emerald eyes dancing. She
looked down her nose at us. Well, as well as she could, anyway, as
we both towered over her, even while seated.

“You two simply must learn
to have faith in me,” she said loftily. “I told you I’d make an
excellent Lady High Priestess.”

“All by saying, ‘You’re
blessed’?” Kel’Ratan choked.

I had to bite the inside of my cheek, hard,
to keep from laughing aloud, using every ounce of willpower I owned
to maintain a stern expression. To help distract me, I glared
around the room, causing many a curious face to flush and turn back
to their own conversations and dice games. I wanted no
eavesdroppers.

Ly’Tana dropped the lofty expression and
scowled at him. “It worked, didn’t it?”

“Oh, to be sure,” he
snorted, obviously reining in laughter. “It’s certainly original.
Please bless me, too, Most Holy.”

“I will not.” The lofty
air resumed. “And pray remember that Osimi answers the prayers of
her priestesses. I can curse you as easily as I can bless
you.”

“Oh, that’s right.
Priestesses are chancy to cross. So enamored of your blessings, I
forgot that part.”

“Pray I don’t plague your
sorry gut with the piles,” she replied with an irritated sniff. “Be
silent.”

He rolled his eyes, including me in his
heaven-help-me gesture. I managed to maintain a faint frown
by the barest of margins, needed the distraction of watching the
crowd for danger to prevent an insane bray of laughter.

Within moments of leaving, the innkeeper
returned with three mugs of foaming ale and a platter of hot roast
pork, fried chicken still smoking from boiling oil, a wheel of hard
white cheese, freshly baked black bread and chilled ripe fruit. He
bowed the meal onto the table in a move so smooth it barely shifted
the ale in the mugs and then bowed himself away, his toothless
smile as broad as ever. Ly’Tana served herself first, then
Kel’Ratan took his portion. I took my turn, keeping a wary eye on
the room and the door.

I’d barely taken a sip of the bitter yet
tasty ale when Rygel entered through the door, a boy of about ten
or eleven summers in tow. He saw us immediately and pushed his way
through the surging crowd. Most people parted the way eagerly to
avoid the potential wrath of the obviously irritated Osimi
priestess.

Rygel nipped the mug of ale from my fingers,
taking a deep swallow with a groan of appreciation, and sat in the
last vacant chair at the table. I sighed, resigned to an evening
without ale, glancing at the boy curiously, my head cocked to see
from my right eye. Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan, too, eyed the boy with a
wonder and interest.

He wore a mop of bright brown hair, tangled,
with lively brown eyes and a grin that immediately endeared. He
gazed back at Ly’Tana with a kind of frank curiosity, and no fear,
his glance taking in her white priestess costume without the
slightest concern.

“This is Tor,” Rygel said
by way of introduction. He swallowed another gulp of my ale, wiping
his lips on his sleeve. “I saved his life about two years ago, so
he owes me a favor or ten.”

The boy looked pained. “One favor, Rygel.
One. We made a deal, remember?”

“Since I took a knife in
the gut saving you from your gambling creditors, you owe me what I
say you owe me.”

Tor’s brown eyes chanced upon me, moved on
and then snapped back with awakening recognition. “You’re The Wolf,
aren’t you?” he asked eagerly, his smile widening. “You’re my
absolute hero.”

I wanted to groan, despairing that if one
street kid could recognize me, then no doubt most of the room had
already seen through my “disguise” and sent word to the Federate
troops. I caught Ly’Tana’s horrified expression, Kel’Ratan’s
genuine scowl. He reached for his sword. I shook my head at him
slightly, and saw him relax a fraction; his hand dropped away from
the hilt.

“What makes you think I’m
The Wolf?” I rumbled, half-hoping the boy could be distracted by a
lie. “I’m not him. I’m a merc.”

“I’ve seen you fight,” he
responded, stepping closer. “I want to be just like
you.”

Rygel laughed. Scowling at his stupidity, I
turned my famous stare on the lad, lifting my patch to give him the
benefit of both eyes, hoping to frighten him into shutting up. “I
used to feed boys like you to the lions,” I murmured, leaning
toward him menacingly. “For kicks.”

“I’m not afraid of
you.”

Baffled, I almost sat back. “Why ever
not?”

In answer, his grin widened, showing
remarkably white teeth. “’Cause I can run faster scared than you
can mad.”

Stunned, I stared into the boy’s fearless
eyes, hearing Rygel’s howl of laughter. Ly’Tana’s expression
changed from worry to incredulity to grinning openly. Kel’Ratan
took a pull on his ale and said calmly, “I think he’s right on that
score, my big friend.”

I grumbled sourly to myself, sitting back in
my chair. How was it I could frighten seasoned, battle-hardened men
into flight, intimidate opponents in the arena into pissing
themselves, have a reputation as blood-craving predator, but not in
the least frighten one small street urchin? I sighed. Maybe I was
getting soft.

“Relax, Wolf,” Tor said,
leaning casually against my shoulder. “I won’t tell anyone. You’re
Rygel’s friend and Rygel is my friend.”

“Have some food, Tor,”
Ly’Tana invited, pushing the platter toward him.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Rygel, you
too.”

Kel’Ratan snapped his fingers at the scrawny
innkeeper, who immediately brought two more plates, and another mug
of ale for me. When Tor began to ask for his own ale, he caught a
dark look from Ly’Tana. He immediately subsided, hunching his
shoulders in submission as he filled his plate with hot meat and
bread, expertly avoiding her eyes.

“You’re too young to
drink, Tor,” she explained. “At least while I’m around.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered,
his respect for her genuine.

I wondered if Rygel told him who she truly
was, or if he took in and respected her at face value. I sighed
again, mournfully. I was losing my touch. I took a bite from
a hot roast, enjoying its full flavor. The innkeeper’s boast may
not have been a boast. The food here was excellent and put Leoda’s
cooks to shame.

“Tor knows where Adhas
lives,” Rygel said, his mouth full. “Not far from here, either. She
has a few servants, but your sister is her only slave.”

Tor started, nearly dropping the chicken leg
on which he’d been gnawing. He turned toward me, his eyes wide.
“Yasmina? Yasmina is your sister?”

“Is that what she was
named?” I asked.

Tor shrugged, taking another bite, though
slowly and thoughtfully. “Yes. Now that I look at you, she does
resemble you. A bit. Something about the eyes. She has dark hair.
Like you. Or you used to have.”

Excitement coursed through me. Arianne.
Within the hour, I’ll see you again. Gods favor you, Adhas, should
you stand in my way.

“Does Adhas treat her
well?”

At this, the boy nearly choked on his
chicken, his glance toward me quick and sliding, now clearly
afraid. That told me all I needed to know. Ly’Tana’s brow furrowed
in an expression of concern as she looked from me to Tor and back
again. Kel’Ratan sat up straighter, watching me carefully, as
though expecting something, his right hand no longer on his mug.
Rygel stopped eating, also watching me with trepidation, bread
crumbs on his chin. What had them all bothered so?

“Well, um,” Tor began,
edging away from me slowly, cautiously. “She’s not treated
bad, as such. You know, she’s, um, well, she’s a slave, and
all.”

“Yes,” I said softly. “A
slave.”

“Hey, you know, I wasn’t
the one who, you know.” Tor spoke hastily, fast, still sliding
carefully out of my reach. “She’s a nice girl, really she is. I
like her. I’m her friend.”

“Raine.” Rygel spoke my
name softly, quietly, almost soothing. “Braud.
Relax.”

Relax? Why? I’m fine. I’m not angry. I’m not
going to rampage through the room, swinging about with my blade.
I’ve full control over the daemon. He’s still collared. I’m going
to enjoy my food and my drink. I’ll soon see Arianne and we’ll both
be free. I’m not angry.

Only then did I notice my hands, both hands,
wrapped around the remains of my heavy steel platter. It was no
longer recognizable as a plate, round and solid. Now it sat
crumpled like so much paper, the remains of my supper spilled onto
the table. Roast meat, gravy and bread sprawled on the bare hard
planks. Gods above and below. What the hell happened?

I glanced around at the others, noting for
the first time the traces of fear in their eyes. Kel’Ratan eyed me
sidelong, his face tense, as though expecting me to spring at him,
my hands reaching for his throat. Rygel, my brother of blood
shared, made a sign with his long sensitive fingers, perhaps
unconsciously, begging for protection from evil spirits. Ly’Tana.
Brave, courageous Ly’Tana looked ready to bolt, her hand on the
hilt of her sword. They knew me, trusted me, liked me, and perhaps
even loved me a little. Yet, right now they feared me much more
than a little.

Shame mounted my cheeks, burned through my
veins with a hot flush. Out. I had to get out.

Abruptly, I stood and stalked from the
common room, patrons falling over themselves and each other in
their haste to get out of my way. They, too, had seen the results
of my silent rage. My silent daemon. They wanted no part of me,
wanted me out. I knew they wished I’d never set foot in their
domain.

Once outside, I took a deep breath of the
still, hot night air, feeling the last of my anger ebb away, like
the sea’s morning tide. I still couldn’t control it, the daemon
within me. That bloody daemon named rage. I cursed fluently,
filling my head with every vile oath I could think of. I cursed my
fate, the gods, my uncle . . . none of it did any good. I cursed
anyway, bitterly, out of hatred, out of habit. I leaned against the
battered daub siding of the tavern, wishing fervently that Rygel
hadn’t found me in time. Death was far preferable to life like
this.

I scented her first, scented her clean scent
of leather, and lavender and faint musk. She said nothing, leaned
against the tavern beside me, patiently waiting. While she might
have feared me a few moments ago, I sensed no fear in her now. No
fear that I might turn on her like the wolf Rygel said I was. I
felt her silent support, her worry over me, and her quiet concern.
Strangely, her mere presence acted like a balm to the hurts I felt
deep within my soul. Like a soothing salve on a burning cut, the
pain eased, dissolved, bled harmlessly away. I wanted to thank her,
but found no words, nothing to express the new feelings I felt
whenever she was near. My tongue snarled upon itself, and I said
nothing.

At last, I turned to her, my mouth opening
to speak, to apologize. Her hand, sword swift, lifted to rest on my
lips, instantly quelling me.

“Don’t,” she said. “You’ve
nothing to apologize for. Your gods have done you ill, for
permitting your slavery. Perhaps one day you’ll tell me your story.
Perhaps you won’t. Either way, I am content. I do pray to my
goddess that we’re successful in freeing your sister tonight. I’ve
no doubt she has the same resilience as you. I want to believe . .
. no, I do believe . . . we ride to rescue not a beaten
slave, but a tough, determined woman.”

What could I say? I’d nothing to say to
that. For in her simple, honest, forthright way, she said it all. I
shut my teeth on useless words, and I took her slender hand in
mine. Her soft yet strong-boned hand inside my scarred,
sword-calloused fingers felt so right. Bending, I lifted it
to my lips and kissed it. First, the back of her hand, like a
courtier. I then turned it over, and kissed her palm, like a lover.
Her fingers closed briefly in a small caress of my bristly chin,
her eyes shadowed in the dim light of the moon and the weak firelit
lamps. I felt them tremble slightly against my skin, as though she
were afraid, or ill.

I straightened, gazing down at her, her body
separated from mine by a mere hand’s breadth. Her face lifted to
mine, I saw by the faint light, a single tear course down her
cheek. With my finger, I lifted it as though it were a precious
jewel, and touched the tiny drop to my lips.

I brushed her hair from her cheek, lifting
her face to mine, kissing her with passion reined sharply in check.
Passion I never felt before, feelings that brought both joy and a
sharp grief within the depths of my soul. For by right of birth,
she could never be mine. I’d give anything hold her, to love her,
to build a future with her, see her bear my children.

I knew such could never be. Ly’Tana would be
Queen one day, the Queen of an ancient and noble land. Me? I was
nothing but a slave and an outlaw. Ly’Tana needed more than that.
I’d nothing to offer her, and the bitter pain sank its fangs into
my heart. I tasted her sweetness, felt her confusion, and knew the
doubts in her own heart. The same doubts that mirrored my soul.

My resolve hardened as I released her mouth
from mine. The sooner I got her back to her father and me out of
her life, the better.

“Wolf,” she murmured,
nestling her face into my shoulder. “I wish . . . .”

Whatever she wished for, it remained locked
in her heart and she said nothing further as I held her tight to
me, for what might well be the last time. Never wish for the
unattainable. I broke that simple rule rather quickly, I
thought. You’re indeed as thick as an oak stump as Rygel said.
You’re a stupid, stupid fool.

None of the others spoke when they filed
from the tavern a few moments later and found us locked in each
other’s arms. I saw Tor’s eyes widen with awe, but he wisely said
nothing and half-hid behind Rygel. Kel’Ratan moved to stand near
the deserted street, as though watching for enemies. Rygel
half-turned away, gazing up at the stars as though searching them
for answers.

Concealing a sigh, I looked down at
Ly’Tana’s red-gold hair, and brushed my lips against its softness.
She looked up at me, smiling a little, her eyes in shadow.

“Since they’re here, I’m
guessing we need to move on,” I said.

“Yes,” Kel’Ratan said
gruffly. “We created too much notice in there. Some of the
mercenaries were looking at us suspiciously.”

I took note with bitter irony of what he
didn’t say: that my uncontrolled rage and sudden departure caused
the suspicion in the first place.

“Tor told me Adhas is but
a mile or so from here,” Rygel added quietly. “He knows this city
better than anyone. He agreed to show us the way.”

“And then we’re even?” Tor
asked, looking up into Rygel’s face, peering anxiously into the
darkness. “We’re square?”

Rygel grinned and ruffled his already
tousled hair. “We’re square.”

“Damn it, quit that.” Tor
pulled away from his hand in annoyance. “You know I hate it when
you do that.”

I pulled the eye patch from my head, feeling
nearly instant relief from the plaguing headache it caused. I
rubbed my eyes, glad to be able to see from both eyes again.

“Wolf,” Tor began
tentatively, “I’m sorry if I, well, you know, if I upset
you.”

I tried a smile, which seemed to have
worked, for Tor’s face brightened considerably. “She’s a slave. Why
should I expect her that she’d be treated like a princess?”

“Come on, then,” Kel’Ratan
growled. “Let’s be off before someone calls for the Federates. They
may already have. I saw a squinty-eyed bastard head for the
kitchens.”

“Maybe he works here,” Tor
offered.

“And maybe he slipped out
the back,” Kel’Ratan returned sharply.

Taking Ly’Tana’s hand in mine, I led the way
back toward the horses, not quite willing to lose contact with her
immediately. Rygel took Tor up behind him on his black gelding,
while Kel’Ratan mounted his bay and walked him into the street to
watch. Once more, I lifted Ly’Tana into her saddle, her fingers
lightly trailing around my neck. With a final smile for me, she
wheeled her buckskin to stand beside her kinsman. I vaulted into
Rufus’s saddle, feeling him dance beneath me, ready to run, despite
the long day behind him.

“Tor, which way?” Rygel
asked.

Tor pointed down the street, back in the
direction from which we’d come. “That way a few blocks, then a
left.”

Leading the way, Rygel urged his black up
beside Kel’Ratan, leaving me to ride beside Ly’Tana. Dropping her
reins carelessly on the big stallion’s neck, she twisted around to
untie the knots on the bundle at her cantle. The well-trained
buckskin merely walked on, following obediently behind Kel’Ratan’s
bay, unconcerned.

Ly’Tana freed her sword and bow from their
confines, settling both against her back within easy reach, despite
the white dress. Her quiver hung from the pommel. I caught a faint
glimmer of her kitten teeth in the faint light as she grinned and
took up her reins once more.

“Just in case.”

Tor quietly pointed the left and right turns
to Rygel, all of us speaking only when necessary. The neighborhoods
Tor directed us through grew more and more unwholesome, many of the
buildings not much more than tumbledown shacks or huts. Few walked
or rode the street in this part of Soudan, and the City Watch
failed to put in an appearance. The lamps here remained unlit and
the darkness near absolute. A few curs bold enough barked at our
intrusion, but no one ventured forth from the shacks and hovels to
investigate. I rode with my sword loose in its sheath, watching,
listening, and trying to sense trouble before it landed on us with
both feet. While Ly’Tana rode quiet and relaxed, her buckskin
stallion told me of her tension. His neck arched slightly, his eyes
and ears flicked nervously here and there, never still.

I knew the river ran close, for I smelled
it, the salt tang on the air and faint odor of fish and algae and
rot. Within a few blocks, the shanties gave way to brick and stone
warehouses, the huge, deep river Soare running swift, black and
silent in the night behind them. Nets hung to dry on huge racks,
oars lay stacked in huge piles, and barrels abounded near every
building. I noticed many ships, boats, carracks, coracles, rafts
lay either at anchor at docks and wharves, or had been pulled up
onto the shingle and tied.

“Adhas lives above her
warehouse,” Tor said in a voice just above a whisper. “It’s that
one, third one down on the right.”

Adhas’s place of business stood squat and
ugly amid a short row of others just like it on the right side of
the cobbled street. At its back flowed the dark smoothness of the
river. Lamplight at the upstairs windows glowed faintly behind
loose shutters, showing that someone at least was home. The door
into the building looked stout and heavy. Given the neighborhood,
no doubt safely barred from within, as well.

On the opposite side of the street stood a
short row of shanty huts, their windows dark and shuttered. Owners
had pulled up small boats into the gravel yards for the night and
chained them against thieves. Just down from those shabby buildings
stood a small warehouse, the only one of its kind in the vicinity.
Piles of broken barrels, the remains of a coracle and old netting
lay strewn about the untended and weedy yard. Old plaster and daub
peeled off its face, giving it a shaggy appearance, like old moss
on the bark of a tree. Its dilapidated condition suggested it was
currently uninhabited, but something about it made the hairs on the
back of my neck rise.

I lifted my leg over Rufus’s neck and jumped
down, hearing the others dismount from their saddles. No one spoke.
I never took my eyes off the deep shadows around the warehouse.
We’d have to pass it to reach Adhas’s building. My alert stance and
caution must have warned the others that something was afoot, for I
heard them gearing up for trouble. Rygel’s sword hissed faintly as
he drew it from its sheath; Ly’Tana slid her bow from her back. I
heard an arrow whisper cautiously from her quiver. No one spoke,
but followed my lead as I slowly walked toward the building, Rufus
following at my shoulder.

Nothing moved but the light breeze, yet I
felt we walked under the watchful gaze of someone or something. I
didn’t draw my sword, not yet, but approached the darkest side of
the building one cautious step at a time.

When the man-shaped shadow emerged from
behind the dead coracle, moonlight glinting off a bared blade, I
paused. I drew my sword, and at the same moment, I heard Rygel’s
faint words in a mutter from just behind my right shoulder.

“This can’t be
good.”

Ly’Tana’s bowstring creaked, and Kel’Ratan
walked forward to stand at my left, his own sword out and ready. If
our late-night visitor wanted trouble, perhaps the sight of four
well-armed warriors might make him pause, and withdraw. I hoped so
anyway. Perhaps he was an out-of-work mercenary soldier who thought
that robbing a small group of careless travelers might prove
profitable. If so, then the sight of our weapons might send him
scurrying for cover.

I waited, making no movement that our
visitor might interpret as a threat. This I learned: that if I
waited patiently enough, the enemy usually came to me. That always
gave me the slightest of edges, and an edge, no matter how small,
kept me alive.

Rather than melt away and disappear, as I’d
hoped, the shadow took two steps forward. When it spoke, I nearly
jumped. “I knew you’d come.”

I muttered choice oaths under my breath for
not anticipating this. I knew that gravelly voice. I knew it as
surely as I knew my own. That voice had cursed me, shouted at me
and taught me for more than a dozen years.

“Cephas.”

Cephas emerged from the deeper darkness,
moonlight mantling his broad shoulders, glinting off his bared
steel. If he was surprised at my lack of deference, he concealed
it. Perhaps he was not even expecting it.

“I’ve been here for days,
waiting for you, watching. I knew that in the end you’d come.” His
gravelly voice gave no hint of his intention. “You’d never leave
her behind.”

I cocked my head, sensing something in the
air around my former Slave Master, but not sure of what it was.
“Why? Do you think to take me back?”

Cephas stepped toward me, not with caution,
as one approached an enemy. He walked with the casual manner of two
old friends meeting in the street. The tip of his sword remained
down, his grip on the hilt relaxed. My confusion deepened, and once
more, I heard Rygel’s voice mutter something, a curse maybe, in
another tongue.

Out of the shadows, I clearly saw him under
the full light of the moon. His thick frosted mustache drooped to
his chin, his blue eyes calm and peaceful. Cephas shook his shaggy
red and grey head. “No. Never that. I’d join you, if you’ll have
me.”

Ly’Tana hissed with indrawn breath, and,
from the tail of my eye, I saw Kel’Ratan cock his head, as though
trying to puzzle out Cephas’s motives. Rygel cursed again, this
time in surprise. Amid all this, Cephas continued to approach as if
certain I wouldn’t attack him, ignoring the reactions of my
companions. I studied him, suspicious, yet obviously my instincts
sensed his benign intention for they remained quiet.

Now close enough to look into my eyes, he
suddenly dropped to his knee before me, presenting his sword across
his hands. He lifted it high, palms up, bowing his head.

“All hail His Royal
Highness, Prince Raine of Connacht,” he intoned somberly. “By right
of blood, he is lawful King of all Connacht, Lord of the Western
Marches, heir to the thrones of Glynnedd and Powys. I would swear
undying fealty and pledge my life and my blade to my future King
and liege lord. May the Holy Seven grace him with victory and
peace.”

Gasps of shock rose clear in the near
silence of the night. I rocked back on my heels, my own surprise at
Cephas’s submission and pronouncement as strong as my companion’s.
Gods above and below, how in the bloody hell had he known?

Ly’Tana, her bow now lowered, arrow still
nocked, walked forward to stand in front of me, next to Cephas.
Unmindful of the potential enemy in him, should he prove to be a
threat after all, she stared, openmouthed, up into my face. Rygel,
too, slid his sword back into its sheath, and ran his fingers
through his thick wheaten hair. His bright cat’s eyes riveted on
me, a stare so hard and accusatory, it brought a flush of
embarrassment to my cheeks. Even Tor gawped in astonishment, gazing
from me to the still-kneeling Cephas, to me again. Kel’Ratan
stepped slightly behind me, at my left, now unseen, and thus far
unheard. What his reaction might have been remained a mystery. I
gathered my scattered wits with an effort.

“Cephas, get up,” I
growled, cross. “Stop that.”

He obeyed, sheathing his own blade as he
rose to his feet.

“You—” Ly’Tana began.
“You—” Her voice stuttered to a halt. Her eyes, wide with shock,
still gazed uncomprehending into my face. Rygel, too, still stared,
his aristocratic lips thinned into a tight, pale line. I glared at
him.

“What?” I demanded, cross.
“I told you who I was.”

“Glory,” he muttered,
running his hands through his hair again and down his neck. The
hard stare crumbled. “I didn’t—” His voice faltered, and he glanced
away, his own face crimson in shame. “I didn’t believe
you.”

“‘Delusions of grandeur,’
I think you said?”

Rygel gulped and nodded, his eyes on the
ground.

“You—” Ly’Tana tried
again, still unable to make her mouth work properly.

I eyed her with some humor, and glanced back
to Cephas. “How’d you know?”

“After you saved me from
the lion,” he replied, “I asked myself a question: why would this
one slave save the life of his Slave Master? No one else would risk
his very life to save mine. Why? Why you? You’d no reason to love
me. I began checking into your background. I traced your ownership
from the High King on back to when you first came to the Federation
. . . enslaved by the hands of your own uncle.”

“Your uncle?” Rygel asked,
his head cocked, puzzled.

I nodded, but gestured for Cephas to
continue. I found it strange, yet not so strange, to be bidding
others. Almost like my hand fitting into a glove not worn in years,
and fitting perfectly. It felt natural, and right, to command. As
though my true self, the person I was born to be, only now emerged
from hiding. I slid my blade back into its sheath at last.

“I had to keep my silence,
my liege,” he said gruffly, apologetically. “Should the other
gladiators have found out . . . they’d have made your life a living
hell. Had you even survived.”

“Did he
know?”

Cephas met my eyes squarely, with courage.
“Yes, my liege. Brutal knew.”

I heard Rygel curse, and my own oaths I
choked back, unspoken. Brutal knew I was royal, and yet he would
have—

“You outrank
me!”

Ly’Tana’s voice pierced the darkness like an
arrow shot from a bow. Both Cephas and me turned to her in
astonishment. Even Rygel ceased studying his boots to eye her in
confusion. Like’s Rygel’s, her lips had thinned into a tight slash
in the darkness. I heard her breath heave, as though she had run a
long distance, or had trouble in her lungs. I couldn’t read her
mood. Was it anger? Why, for the love of all the gods would that
anger her? I knew next to nothing about women, and the little I did
know confused me. I floundered a moment, several responses to her
accusation flying through my head, unsure of the safest path around
her words and voice.

“Uh, well, I reckon that
technically,” I muttered, unsure why that should be so important,
“I guess I do.”

I eyed her sidelong, waiting for her fury to
descend. Instead, her face smoothed out and she smiled. A
calculating, deceptively sweet smile, yet a dangerous smile for all
that. Like a green-eyed cat that had just stolen a morsel from her
master’s plate. My unease returned, but Rygel coughed into his
hand, breaking my dread fascination of that strange feline
smile.

“I am so sorry, Raine—er,
my prince.”

Rygel bowed fluidly, yet sincerely, a grin
breaking over his aristocratic features. “I should’ve believed
you.”

“Of course you should
have.” Kel’Ratan broke silence for the first time. “I
did.”

“You did?” Ly’Tana ceased
that predatory smile to look askance at her cousin, arms akimbo.
“Why didn’t you say anything?”

He crossed his arms over his wide chest,
gazing down at her with a scowl. “I didn’t think I had to. You
should’ve known Wolf would never lie. All his actions spoke not of
a lowly slave, but one of noble birth. Blood always tells, girl.
Remember that. He’s one bred to honor and valor. In another time or
place, I might be second in swearing allegiance to him.”

Kel’Ratan bowed low, a surprisingly gentle
smile on his lips as he did so. Awkward, embarrassed, I inclined my
head in response.

“He’s a leader whom men
will gladly follow into hell itself,” Kel’Ratan went on. “You,” he
glared at Ly’Tana, who visibly wilted, “should’ve seen
that.”

“I know I should have,”
Rygel said, his amber eyes shining in the darkness. Tears? “I’ll
spend my life making up for my doubt in you, my prince.”

My throat suddenly thick, I grasped Rygel’s
shoulder. He grinned, grasping my own in return. “Even a bastard
prince should recognize a true king.”

“Sire, I must be allowed
to speak frankly.”

Cephas took a step toward me, his expression
grim in the tight line of his mouth and the deep scowl creasing his
thick red brows. His words quieted the others, and they, too, drew
closer, waiting on his words. Tor clung to Rygel’s side, his eyes
wide with trepidation. The same nervousness now on the faces of
Ly’Tana, Rygel and Kel’Ratan. Again, I gestured for him to
continue, my gut tightening with premonition.

“Brutal found out about
your birth only recently,” he went on. “Exactly how, I’m not
certain. But he blackmailed the High King into giving you to him,
under the guise of a birthday present.”

“Lionel said as much,” I
replied. “Before, he, er,” I coughed, glancing surreptitiously at
Rygel, who grimaced, “died. He didn’t say what the blackmail was. I
suppose we’ll never know.”

“I know what it
was.”

His voice dropping, as though fearing to be
overheard in the silent street and in the middle of the night, he
said, “Brutal threatened to tell the royal council how he witnessed
his grandsire’s murder firsthand, watched his father put poison in
the wine of the old High King. To gain the throne.”

“What!” Ly’Tana exploded,
her face a mask of outrage.

I guessed such things were unheard of in the
Kel’Hallan family line. Here, in the Khalidian cesspool of intrigue
and murder, such was common.

“I heard his sire died of
mysterious circumstances,” I said, my tone inviting
more.

Cephas nodded, agreeing. “That was the tale
put about then. Brutal kept silent, waiting, I suppose, for the
right moment. Now Brutal has a spy network the envy of any court in
the world. He spies primarily on his father and his brothers, but
also has spies in the households of most of the nobility.”

“So that’s how he knew
things,” Rygel muttered, frowning. “I often wondered where he got
the information he did.”

Cephas nodded, again. “That’s how he found
out about you, my liege,” he went on. “Lionel kept your birthplace,
and rank, a secret, for reasons of his own. While the Council might
not dethrone him, they could make his life miserable. Not even the
High King is above the law. Brutal kept silent all this time,
waiting, waiting for the right time to use the information.”

“Why,” Kel’Ratan asked,
his voice oddly slow. “Why would Brutal use his best blackmailing
opportunity to obtain Wolf, a simple slave, a gladiator? That kind
of information, I would think, is of such value he’d save it for
something more grand, more—”

“Connacht.”

My voice silenced him. Silenced all of them
before they even thought to think the thoughts they might have
voiced. I hadn’t realized my voice held a growl in it until Tor
slid behind Rygel, hiding in his shadow. Ly’Tana recoiled slightly,
her eyes widening, her former anger gone. Kel’Ratan glanced at me
sharply, and Rygel’s expression grew the anger that fled Ly’Tana’s
face as if by magic.

I tried to soften my voice without much
success. The growl remained where it was, low, guttural,
threatening. “He wants Connacht.”

“Indeed, sire. He had all
but Kel’Halla in his pocket by marrying Her Highness.” Cephas bowed
briefly, if respectfully, to Ly’Tana. “But here in his hand was the
heir to the most powerful land outside Khalid, Connacht. Quite a
jewel in the High King’s crown. He needs Connacht’s heir to lead
his armies. You, my liege.”

“But,” Ly’Tana began,
glancing from me to Cephas and back to me again, “you’d never
consent to—to—”

“He badly needed to break
you, sire,” Cephas went on quietly. “Break your mind, your spirit.
He devised torments unimaginable, first chained in his bed, then
later—”

“He’d have used
me.”

Rygel’s voice cut in, his voice hoarse, his
tawny eyes flat. I almost stepped back from the hatred I saw in
them, the sheer menace, the awesome power at his disposal. One
might pity his enemies, I thought, as Rygel reined in his
anger, clamping it down tight. He finally relaxed a fraction,
blowing out a gust of sharp breath.

Tor, not much liking Rygel’s fury, slid from
Rygel’s shadow and into Ly’Tana’s. The lad had the uncanny ability
to read faces and moods, and remain with the one he thought might
protect him the best. Being a child of the streets, that instinct
probably kept him alive.

“My lord Rygel is
correct,” Cephas continued. “With his power, you stood no chance.
With your mind and spirit broken, your will isn’t your own. He’d
set you at the head of his army, and invade in your name. Connacht
would rise in flames for you. Your uncle is hated, hated and
despised. The nobles, the people, would rebel against the invaders
the instant your presence becomes known. His armies can and would
crush the barbarian hordes that control Connacht—”

I cut in, my own voice flat. “How do you
know this? My uncle invited those hordes in. He leads them.”

Cephas shook his head fervently, his thick
reddish hair flying. “No. He’s merely their puppet, as you’d be
Brutal’s puppet. Once, he thought himself their leader, but no
more. He hasn’t controlled his own bowels since they took
over.”

Ly’Tana burst in. “How do you know all
this?” she demanded, her arms akimbo.

“I have my own spies in
the palace, Your Highness.”

Her eyes narrowed. What her thoughts were,
I’d no clue, for Cephas went on doggedly. “He marries you, Your
Highness, for in doing so, he becomes your heir. Your father never
knows the details of your death, he’ll believe what your husband’s
messengers tell him. Your death in childbirth would probably
suffice to convince him. Your people,” he gestured to Kel’Ratan,
“would also die, but the Kel’Hallan King would be told they
remained in the Federation, enjoying Brutal’s most gracious
hospitality. Meanwhile, he planned for you to enjoy as a playmate
Prince Raine here. You’d bear the son of a gladiator, a slave, and
that child would someday take his sire’s place in the arena. After
he is born, my liege would then be forced to murder you, while
Brutal watched.”

Ly’Tana’s narrow green glare slowly turned
from Cephas to me. “You? You’d kill me? You knew of this, and said
nothing?”

Kel’Ratan growled, wordlessly, low in his
throat, his own fierce blue eyes hot.

Taken aback by Cephas’s brutal honesty, I
scrambled to put my wits, and my tongue, back in some semblance of
order. “Um, well, he—that was before I met you—he said—”

She slowly closed the distance between us,
her furious eyes spitting emerald fire. I leaned back as far as I
dared without actually taking a step away from her fury. Her face
upturned to mine, she rapidly waggled her hand back and forth in
the tiny space between us. “You and me,” she gritted between
clenched teeth, each syllable slow and clear, “we’re going to have
words.”

“Um,” I said hastily,
thanking all the gods above and below that was all she said.
“Whatever you say.”

With a final angry snort, she backed to
Kel’Ratan’s side, her expression furious and her eyes still
furious.

Poor Tor. With all his potential protectors
angry, furious and murderous, he’d nowhere else to go. I eyed him
sourly as he ducked behind Kel’Ratan. He can hide.

“Brutal has every
available soldier looking for you,” Cephas added. “For both of you,
Your Highness.” He bowed again to Ly’Tana. “He must have you
both, alive. If your bodies are broken, that’s hardly an issue. He
can heal you—” He glanced significantly at Rygel, who scowled.
“—and break you later. Nevertheless, he must have you both. Alive.
And soon.”

“If Lionel knew of his,”
Kel’Ratan gestured toward me with a flip of his hand, “heritage,
why didn’t he act on it? Didn’t he also want Connacht on his
plate?”

Cephas shook his head regretfully. “What
Lionel planned, I’ve no answer. Perhaps he thought to keep Prince
Raine for a time, and then pursue a similar plan later. Once he had
Kel’Halla’s jewel in his crown.”

I quirked a doubtful brow. “Then why keep me
in the dangerous profession as a gladiator? At any moment, I might
be killed, and a dead heir is useless.”

Cephas coughed, his eyes anxious. “Um,
sire,” he said softly. “He still had your sister.”

I growled. I unclenched my fists and tried
to relax. “My sister is as royal as I,” I said softly. “That makes
perfect sense. Relax, Cephas. I wouldn’t punish the messenger for
the message.”

His brow rose a notch. “I wouldn’t have put
it past Lionel to marry Broughton to your sister.” He coughed,
suddenly remembering who had intended to marry Brutal. “My
apologies, Your Highness. Brutal did indeed plan to kill you.”

Ly’Tana waved a negligent hand. “I suspected
as much.”

He bowed respectfully to Ly’Tana. “May I
add, Your Highness, I do apologize for the abrupt way you learned
of your fate, had you married the Crown Prince.”

She flicked a glance at me, a quick glance
for all that. Yet, I read that glance correctly. She intended for
us to have a very long chat. I bit back a groan.

Ly’Tana merely smiled. On the surface, it
appeared a sweet, gentle smile, but the gleam that flickered in the
green depths of her eyes made it an extremely dangerous smile. “I
reckon I owe it to my betrothed to return the favor. Should we meet
again.”

I gestured to Cephas. “Is there more?”

“Yes, my liege. Brutal
managed to kill two of his royal brothers, but the other four have
fled, with their retainers and armies.”

I nodded again, catching Kel’Ratan’s
interested gaze. “Go on.”

“He’s executed hundreds,
perhaps even thousands, of folk, most on nothing save a suspicion
of treason. His carnage has left Soudan in ruins, with much of the
population fleeing his wrath. Most of his true enemies have escaped
to plot against him.”

Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan glanced at one
another. Kel’Ratan shrugged slightly at what appeared to be a
silent conversation. “Well, we did want a rebellion. Now we have
one.”

Rather than ask for an explanation, I
invited Cephas to continue with a lift of my brow.

“High Priest Theodoric, of
course, is absolutely loyal, and Theodoric has at his disposal one
of his kind.”

Cephas jerked his head in Rygel’s direction.
Rygel merely nodded, accepting what we all suspected.

“We already knew,” he
replied calmly. “Did you get a name, perhaps?”

“Yes. His name is
Ja’Teel.”

Rygel sucked in his breath through his
teeth, hissing. Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan moved closer to see him
better, Kel’Ratan’s hand on his sword hilt. Tor peeped out from
behind Kel’Ratan’s legs, eyes wide, as he stared at Rygel. As
though ignorant of Rygel’s power and heritage, until now.

“You know this wizard?” I
asked.

“Yes, my prince,” he
replied grimly, running his hands restlessly through his hair.
“He’s a bad one. We need to get your sister and get out of here.
Fast.”

“Is he as powerful as
you?”

“No one is as powerful as
me,” he snapped. “But he’s very dangerous. I’ll tell you more of
what I know of him, my prince, but now isn’t the time.”

“Very well.” I wanted
Rygel to tell me, but knew he was right. I fisted my hand in anger.
Brutal held all the cards, while I floundered about, literally, in
the dark.

“Anything else?” I asked
Cephas, modulating my voice, which wanted to growl again. “Do you
know anything else we should know?”

“Yes.” An evil grin
blossomed in Cephas’s craggy face. The faint light glinted off his
white teeth. “Since you hit him, well, he hasn’t . . . well, you
know.” A faint tinge of red climbed his cheeks from his mustache as
he glanced at Ly’Tana in embarrassment.

“Raped anyone?” she said,
her brow arching.

Cephas bowed slightly, his grin fading. “His
savagery has increased, however. Along with the public executions,
he’s privately tortured anyone he suspects of sedition. As many as
a score a day. Ja’Teel took Rygel’s place as chief torturer. People
stream out of Soudan in panicked flocks, escaping Brutal’s madness.
This city will go up in flames, and his finger is on the spark.

“There is war here,”
Cephas murmured. “I’d go with you, if you’ll have me,
sire.”

“There will be war where I
go,” I said gently.

He met my gaze squarely. “I know. I will
fight with you. And die, if needs be.”

“Then you are
welcome.”

Cephas straightened his back, his head
rising up proudly. “I’d swear allegiance to you now, my liege.”

“Later,” I said, smiling a
little. “I’m nothing but an escaped slave, hardly a prince. If we
both survive what comes, then that’ll be soon enough.”

“You’re my liege, with or
without an oath, Your Highness.”

I squeezed his shoulder briefly in
acknowledgment. Turning, I snapped my fingers at Rygel, waking him
from his angry reverie.

“Rygel. Get rid of my
disguise. I want her to recognize me.”

“Will she?”

I shrugged, helpless and impatient now, with
the news Cephas brought making me worried. Theodoric’s pet wizard
may already know where we were. That brought something else to
mind. I turned on him sharply.

“Does Brutal know of my
sister?” I demanded.

“Sire, I don’t
know.”

“Your spies didn’t tell
you?”

“No, my liege. On that
subject, I heard nothing.”

“It’s prudent to assume he
does,” Kel’Ratan muttered. “If Lionel knew, and if Cephas found us
by staking this place out, then perhaps Brutal also has hidden
watchers.”

Rygel made no movement or word, but suddenly
my gold locks turned blacker than the night around us.

“How’d you leave him?” I
asked.

Cephas grinned and shrugged. “Like you, I
just up and left.”

“Would he look for you, do
you think?”

“As busy as he is with his
wars and torments and his search for you, I doubt my absence is
nothing more than an irritation.”

“Let’s hope not,”
Kel’Ratan muttered, stroking his fingers down his thick mustache.
“If he suspects you left to join us . . . well, I think he’ll be
more than irritated.”

“Rygel, stay here and
watch for your friend,” I said tersely. “If you can locate him by
magic, try.”

He nodded shortly, walking a short distance
away from the group, his hand on his sword hilt.

“Ly’Tana, I’d have you and
Kel’Ratan also remain here, on watch.”

She took my hand briefly in her own. “Bring
her out safely, Wolf.”

“Good luck,” Kel’Ratan
said.

“Cephas.”

With my former Slave Master at my shoulder,
I strode boldly across the dark street to the home of Adhas, the
fish oil merchant. Oddly, I felt nothing strange about our sudden
role reversal, and found it not only right, but also comforting.
I’d always liked Cephas, and he never mistreated me, or punished me
unnecessarily. While I never wished we could be friends, the
possibility had been there. We both knew it, felt it.

“Now there would be a fine
match, sire,” Cephas said as we walked. “You and Her Highness, that
is.”

I jerked my head to stare. He merely grinned
at my shock.

“After all, she’s no
longer betrothed, my liege,” he went on. “And even in my doddering
old age, I see there is something between you two.”

I fetched a deep sigh of resignation and
gestured to the stout wood of Adhas’s door. “Would you like to
break it down, or shall I?”

“Oh, my liege, I wouldn’t
dare keep you from such pleasure. Indeed, I should like to see a
master at work.”

Grinning, I gave the stout door a quick
examination. Like the stone of the tunnel beneath the slaves’
quarters, the door was old. While not as old as the mortar, and
certainly not as robust, it had been strong once. A few cracks
showed through here and there, the oak aged and shrunk just
slightly away from the frame.

“Here goes
nothing.”

As before, I took a few steps back and then
rammed the door with my shoulder with all my weight behind it. It
didn’t break, but rather exploded inward in a shower of splinters
and jagged lengths of hewn oak. I kept my balance with little
effort and whipped my sword out before the tumbling remains of the
door hit the rushes.

Cephas jumped inside beside me, his own
blade bared and leveled. The room we found ourselves in lay dark
and full of deep shadows. The moon gave some illumination, and my
eyes, already accustomed to the night, saw keenly. A warehouse
indeed, barrels stood stacked four and five high, ranked in several
rows. To my left sat a counter, with three simple stools before it.
I caught a glimpse of smaller crocks stacked neatly on sturdy
shelving behind the counter. It looked to be a well-ordered,
prosperous place. The place reeked of fish, and I absently wondered
how any sane person would live here with the reek. No danger
presented itself immediately, but I heard a door slam somewhere
overhead.

I trotted to the stairway, just beyond the
counter, and rapidly mounted them, Cephas at my heels. I found
myself at a narrow hallway that ran both left and right, a few
doors that sealed rooms behind them. A faint light illuminated the
bottom of a door at the far end of the hall, on my right, and to
this door I went. I didn’t try to lift the latch and check if she
barred it. I just raised my leg and kicked it open.

It fell against the far wall with a
resounding crash. As I suspected, she’d barred it against us. The
stout bar had shattered at my kick, and the broken pieces tumbled
to the floor.

Inside the room, a woman with a slender
sword stood defiant, ready to defend herself. She was alone. I
sheathed my blade and strode inside, taking in everything. Her
bedchamber, obviously, it held a large comfortable-looking bed with
wool blankets and high pillows; fur rugs covered the bare wooden
floor. I scented heavy, expensive perfumes, a cloying heavy aroma
that made my eyes water in protest. Underneath, the odor of strong
incense wafted, threatening me with a sneeze.

A small lamp stood lit on a table beside the
bed, its top littered with trinkets and a few jewels. A stout cup
of heavy metal inlaid with semiprecious stones stood next to the
lamp, perhaps a nightcap of wine to send her to sleep. Obviously,
she was a woman of means. I finally looked at the woman
herself.

Tall and slender, she wore a simple dressing
gown, her flowing dark hair loose and curling about her shoulders.
She stared at me with both fear and courage; the way she handled
her sword told me she had some training, but little practice. Her
brown eyes held panic on a tight rein as she watched us enter. I
almost saw us in her huge eyes—two very large, well-armed and
well-muscled men in her private rooms—and watched her already pale
complexion grow ghostly.

I took a few strides toward her, ignoring
the bared steel pointed at my chest.

“Cooperate, and you may
live to see the dawn.”

“What do you want?”
Adhas’s voice shrilled with fear. “Take it and go. Leave me in
peace.”

I slapped the sword out of her hand, hearing
it strike the wall and fall to the floor. Unarmed, she tried to
face me with a shred of courage, but wilted beneath my icy stare.
She shrank back against the wall, cornered, trapped, unable to
either fight or flee. Adhas raised her arms to shield her face,
trembling so hard I thought she’d fall. I almost felt sorry for
her. Almost.

“Please, sir,” Adhas
pleaded. “Please don’t hurt me. I’ll cooperate, I swear I will.
Just don’t hurt me. Please.” She began to weep.

No doubt she thought we intended rape. The
thought so disgusted me, I almost turned away. I tried to soften my
voice, to become less threatening. Yet, when I spoke, my voice held
a soft growl, more menacing than ever.

“Your slave girl,” I
rumbled. “Where is she?”

Adhas raised tear-stained cheeks to peep up
at me. “Yasmina?”

“Call her.”

“What do you want with—”
she began, but stopped as I loomed over her, catching her glance
once more. She nearly bit her tongue in shutting her
teeth.

Turning her face, but keeping her eyes on
me, Adhas called, “Yasmina! Come.”

I also turned in the direction Adhas looked
to, seeing a small door, closed, that must open into a smaller
room. No doubt, the girl stood on the other side, in terror of the
invasion in the night, and wanting no part of it. Would she obey
the summons? Or would she flee, thinking her mistress would soon be
killed? I bet my soul the door would open.

I watched with anxiety and a hungry greed as
the door slowly creaked open.

She stood in the doorway, half-hidden behind
the threshold. She wore a simple shift that reached mid-thigh,
shapeless and filthy. Tangled black hair cascaded down over her
shoulders to her knees, covering most of her face. I saw huge
grey-blue eyes peeping through the mass, eyes filled with fear of
me, of Cephas behind me, of her mistress. Dirty bare feet stood on
the wooden floor, laced with scratches and insect bites. A simple
collar of braided leather, so old it appeared stiff and cracked
with age, encircled her slender, pale neck.

I caught my breath, for a moment unable to
draw another. I drank her in, as a starving man takes food for the
first time in days. Her eyes. My father’s eyes. My mother’s
sweeping black hair.

“Arianne,” I
breathed.

Her head went up, much like a deer scenting
danger. “Wha—what do you call me?”

I held my hand out, palm up, inviting her to
take it. She looked from my hand to my face, then back again, eyes
never still. Her hands delved under the mass of dark hair to cover
her mouth, tears standing in those huge grey-blue depths.

“Arianne,” I choked. “I’ve
come to fetch you home.”

This time she started, wonder and fear in
her eyes. Her mouth opened in astonishment, only half-hidden now by
her hands. She glanced from me to her mistress and back again.
“What did you say?”

“I’ve come to fetch you
home.”

She stepped closer, beyond the shelter of
the doorway, staring deep into my face, into my eyes. “I know you.
Somehow, I know you.”

“I know you!” Adhas
shrieked suddenly. “You’re The Wolf. You killed our
King.”

I ignored her, leaving Cephas to mind her as
I encouraged the slender girl to come forward. “You know me,
Arianne.”

“That name—”

“It’s yours, my sweet
Arianne. Your true name. Come.”

I desperately needed her to come to me, for
I knew my size, my scars, my menace frightened her. Should I step
toward her, she might see me as a threat and flee. To see her fear
me, to cringe or even run away, would drive a dagger into my heart.
She must come to me. She must.

She took one tiny step closer. Huge eyes
behind their curtain of hair watched me with more curiosity than
fear. I wiggled my fingers enticingly, but couldn’t dredge up even
the faintest smile. My heart thundered in my chest, my breath short
and ragged. Where was the great Wolf now, the champion of
champions? Afraid to move even one step for fear of a tiny girl
bolting from me. Me, afraid of a small girl-child who stood no
higher than my waist, a girl who cast me into the unfamiliar realm
of panic. Fearing she’d choose to stay in familiar slavery rather
than face the world, free, with a strange man. I saw myself through
her eyes: a huge man, hulking, scarred and predatory. A man born to
kill.

“Those words,” she
whispered, taking another step toward me. “I’ve heard that voice,
those words, in my dreams.”

She took a second step. Then a third. She
closed the distance, taking the hand I offered, her tiny fingers
warm within mine. I said nothing, only waited until she stood
before me, gazing up into my face. A small trace of fear lingered,
but now her face filled with wonder and courage; an unconscious
shake of her head sent some of the lank hair back away from her
face.

“Raine,” she said softly.
“You’re Raine.”

I took her gently into my arms, holding her
tight. My voice caught on a sob I couldn’t control. “I am, little
cat. I’m Raine.”

The nickname from our childhood came
unbidden, from within the depths of my soul, a recollection so
distant it was almost the memory of a memory. A phantom teased the
edges of my mind, a scene in which I called her “little cat” and
heard her screech of rage. How she hated me calling her “little
cat,” and how I called her by it just to irritate her.

I reckoned she no longer hated it. Her
slender arms wrapped themselves around my waist, like small timid
animals finding comfort in the warmth and strength. I breathed in
the scent of her, smelled the grease in her dirty hair, the odor of
sweat and fear, and beneath all the sweet smell of her innocence.
Her skin shifted over bones too close to the surface; my hands felt
no flesh beneath the thin shift over her back.

Realization dawned over my joy of having her
in my arms. Arianne wasn’t just slender. She was emaciated. Her
ribs bulged under my fingers, her shoulders scrawny and bony, and
her breasts nonexistent. I knew then Adhas spent very little of her
wealth in feeding her slave. Now I understood Tor’s fear. I held no
delusion about how she had been treated in the years she’d been
with the merchant.

I held her away from me and gently pushed
the tangled mass from her brow. Her cheekbones pressed up through
her pale, sallow skin, her hollow cheeks like bowls. Still, her
eyes, those magnificent eyes, held a sweetness, an innocence, a
trust, I lost when I was nine years old.

Adhas now realized our intention was not
robbery and rape, but the theft of her slave girl. I heard her
stand up, her dressing gown rustling as she straightened it. I felt
her gathering her courage, felt her anger rise, scented her fear
fall away.

“You know the penalty of
stealing a slave,” she snarled from behind my back. “Death. I’m
going to report this to the Watch and you’ll be hunted down. You’ll
not escape with her. I will have her back and then you both
shall pay.”

I traced one finger down Arianne’s cheek,
finally managing to create a small smile for her. She replied with
a minute one of her own, her gaze unquestioning. Her fingers curled
over my left hand.

With my right, without looking at her, I
seized Adhas by the throat. I lifted her struggling, choking,
strangling body into the air before turning away from my sister to
look into her agonized face. Adhas tried in vain to break my hold
on her throat, panicked, wriggling frantically like a landed fish,
gasping desperately for air.

“My liege!”

Cephas wrenched himself into my view, trying
to put himself between Adhas and me. “I beg you, no.” His immense
hands on my shoulders pushed me roughly, his elbows dug deep into
my arms. Yet, his attempts to break my grip shifted me not an
inch.

I glanced at his stricken expression as he
dropped that tactic and seized my tunic. “No, sire, despite all,
Adhas is innocent,” he said. “Cruel she may be, but she has done no
lasting harm. I know you. Your honor won’t permit the blood of an
innocent on your hands. If you murder her, there will forever be a
pall over everything you do.

“The men you have slain
were never murder, but self-defense. Don’t stain your honor now,
right now, when all you have desired is now at your
fingertips.”

“I have no honor.” I
scowled at Cephas, seeing him flinch away from me for the very
first time in all the years I’d known him. “Honor is for
morons.”

I opened my fist. Adhas fell to the floor,
gasping for life-giving breath, her hands covering her rapidly
bruising throat. Gently shaking loose of Arianne’s timid hand, I
once more seized Adhas by her neck, but this time not in a
strangling grip. I pinned her to the wall with one hand, gazing
deep into her terror-filled eyes.

“You can afford another
slave,” I said, low, the growl returning. This time I didn’t try to
modulate it.

I took her metal hanap in my left hand,
holding it before her eyes. I turned it this way and that, letting
the candlelight flick off the gems like colored lightning. I kept
my voice soft, the growl resonating through the room. “Go. Buy
another slave at the market. You can afford it. Buy yourself a
slave who’ll serve your needs. But remember one thing.”

I lifted the chalice higher, toward her
face, the jewels reflecting their rainbow onto her skin. Her brown
teary eyes shifted from my face to the cup, back again, round, and
round again. A faint whimper escaped her lips, perhaps a plea
half-spoken. A plea for mercy in the face of none.

“Should you decide to
starve, or harm, or abuse this slave,” I went on, softly, “remember
this small, this one tiny piece of advice. Remember that your slave
may be someone’s relative. That relative might be . . .
important.”

I held the cup before her eyes. Her liquid
brown gaze followed the cup, gazing raptly into its metal sheen and
the glinting gems as though looking into an oracle.

“That relative might be .
. . dangerous.”

I crushed the metal hanap in a quick, tight
movement of my hand, feeling the cool wine gush over my fingers. I
displayed the crushed remnants before her, dangling it by what was
left of its stem. Her huge eyes grew bigger, reflecting back the
glowing silver in their dark depths.

A half-heartbeat later, Adhas’s brown eyes
rolled back into her head as she collapsed, weightless, in a
complete faint. I let her go, feeling slightly ashamed of myself,
her dead weight sliding into a boneless heap on the floor. I wiped
wine from my hand.

Cephas grinned. “You’re a very bad man, my
liege,” he said, a chuckle escaping his lips. “A very bad man.”

I quirked a brow. “Think she might think
twice before abusing her next slave?”

“I’d be surprised if she
ever bought a slave again,” he replied. “I think you terrorized her
properly.”

“Least of what she
deserves.”

I turned back to Arianne, concerned I might
have frightened her as well. Instead of showing fear, she gazed
down as Adhas’s limp form with a kind of triumph. She looked up to
see me watching her, and ducked her head, now shy.

“She was—not
kind.”

“Fetch some decent
clothes, sweeting,” I said, cupping her chin. “And your
belongings.”

“I have none,” she
murmured, smoothing her scanty shift. “This is all I
have.”

I couldn’t help but growl low in my throat.
I forced myself to cease, thinking this time I would frighten her.
Rather, she watched me with a curious, interested stare.

“You sound like a
wolf.”

“He is a wolf, lassie,”
Cephas said, smirking.

I sent him an exasperated scowl, which made
him only grin more broadly. “Take your clever mouth and find her
some decent clothes. Check that chest.”

“What is his name?”
Arianne asked with an almost childlike innocence, her eyes on
Cephas as he threw open a cedar chest at the foot of the huge bed
and began to rummage through it.

“That’s Cephas. He used to
be my Slave Master. Don’t mind him, though, he’s always
cranky.”

“Actually, it’s Corwyn,”
Cephas said absently, digging through the chest and tossing
garments over his shoulder.

I stared. “That’s a name from—”

“Connacht.”

His eyes twinkled at me from under the
red-silver brows. “Yes. I be Connachti born. I be the second son of
the Earl of Iomaire.”

“I’ll be
damned.”

“Let’s hope not. I think
these gowns may fit Her Highness.”

Cephas, no, Corwyn held out a midnight-blue
gown laced with silver and sewn with tiny beads of white and gold.
Arianne didn’t take the gown, but stared at him with a slight
smile, a faint frown furrowing her pale brow.

“My Highness?” she asked
timidly.

“Yes, Your Highness.”
Corwyn bowed to her in a smooth fluid motion, his grin surfacing
once more. “After all, you’re my liege’s royal sister. You are Her
Royal Highness, Princess Arianne Barjlek, nothing but the true-born
daughter of King Camlach of Connacht himself.”

“A princess,” she
breathed, staring blankly into nothing, as though trying to fathom
what that meant. This morning she woke up to slavery, by dark she
had family and discovered she was royal. I grinned at her
transformation.

“I am a
princess.”

“You are indeed, little
cat.”

“I want to kick her,”
Arianne suddenly snarled, her expression tight with
anger.

I noted with interest how her glorious eyes
darkened to a steely blue in her fury. Just as my father’s eyes had
during his rare but potent rages. She stood over Adhas’s
still-unconscious form, her fists clenched, and her breath coming
hard. I caught Corwyn’s eye and flicked a faint hand signal: wait.
He understood, and stood with me for several moments as we watched
to see what she’d do.

At length, she sighed and turned back to me.
“But that would be beneath me,” she said simply.

Corwyn surprised me by dropping to his knee
before her. She eyed him warily as he took her tiny hand into his
gnarled one and kissed it.

“You’re a true Barjlek and
a credit to your royal heritage, Your Highness,” he
murmured.

Her smile was like the sun rising, clear,
bright and strong. She saw from my face my pride in her, and came
to me for another embrace. As though she couldn’t get enough
hugs.

Once more Corwyn held out the gown to her,
and she took it, smoothing her hand over its softness. “I’ve always
loved this gown,” she murmured. “I would hold it when she wasn’t
looking, just to feel it.”

“Then it’s proper you
should wear it,” I said. “You’ve certainly earned it, from your
labors under her.”

Arianne suddenly grinned wickedly up at me.
“And a sweet spot of revenge.”

I laughed.

Corwyn shook his shaggy red and grey mane.
“She’s your sister, right enough.”

“Go on, little cat, put it
on.”

Had I known she held as much modesty as mare
in a field, or a bitch in the street, I might not have spoken so
blithely. Her obedience was instant, dropping the tattered shift
she wore, and standing before us as naked as the day she was born.
I choked a gasp of shock before it could erupt and alarm her, and
turned my back immediately. Corwyn, stunned momentarily by her lack
of modesty, stared for a few heartbeats longer. I growled low in my
throat, and he hastily turned his back too, leaving her to some
semblance of privacy.

“Well, it appears she
requires a bit of teaching, eh, my liege?” he muttered out of the
side of his mouth.

I strangled my laughter before it could
explode, but unable to stop the snorting noise that effort made. I
heard the rustle of clothing cease as Arianne stared at my
back.

“Is something
wrong?”

“No, just clearing my
throat.”

The rustling resumed. Corwyn leaned close to
my ear.

“Dare I say Lord Rygel
should see her,” he murmured. “He is a healer, is he not? I saw
some . . . wounds.”

I nodded. “At the earliest opportunity.”

Deeming it safe to turn around, I did so,
and found her looking down at herself and fingering the gown in
awe. Given that Arianne stood almost half the size of the sturdy
Adhas, she all but drowned in the outfit. Casting about the room, I
found a few pins. “Corwyn, did you see any boots and undergarments
in that chest?”

“I did, my
liege.”

My hands, big and clumsy, worked a poor job
of pinning the gown, but at least she wouldn’t step on the hem.
Corwyn’s hand delved back inside the chest, emerging with a pair of
supple doeskin boots and some lacy white underthings. Arianne put
them on without revealing too much, but Corwyn averted his head
politely. He knelt at her feet, and, acting as her body servant,
gently introduced the boots to her bare feet. Arianne blushed at
the attention, peeping up at me under the thick fall of her
night-black hair.

I took up the other gowns he thought might
fit her, and turned as a thudding on the stairs warned of the rapid
approach of booted feet. Corwyn rose and drew his blade in a single
fluid move, with the ease of a much younger man. I merely waited
until Rygel burst through the doorway, amber eyes wild, and his
wheaten locks blown into disarray.

“My prince,” he gasped.
“We need to get out of here, like—”

Arianne didn’t move or hide as I thought she
might with the approach of an armed stranger. She stood her ground
and watched Rygel with wide eyes, her hands folded neatly before
her. Despite the wild tangles in her hair, and the dirt on her face
and hands, Arianne looked undeniably royal. Like a queen in
exile.

“—yesterday.” Rygel’s
voice trailed off into near silence, his body frozen in mid-stride,
his jaw hanging open in almost comical amazement. He stared at her
with a kind of hungry intensity, much as I had just a few moments
before. I looked at my sister and saw her staring back at Rygel, a
strange light in her eyes. In them, I saw the same thirst, the same
unabashed intensity. Two strangers, sharing a deep connection that
left Corwyn and me far behind, far away in another time, in another
place.

They looked at one another, as though they
hungered for the looking since time began.

“Thunderbolt,” Corwyn
muttered from behind my left shoulder. “The thunderbolt of the
gods.”

I turned my head to eye him quizzically.
What was it I said to Rygel in the inn? Love will strike like a
bolt of lightning from a clear sky.

Corwyn grimaced and clapped me on the
shoulder.

“My liege, you’re in deep
trouble now.”

“Tell me about it,” I
muttered.

I cleared my throat, but the sound had no
effect on either one of them. Corwyn grimaced again, and took from
me the clothes I still held, but had forgotten about. He shoved
them into a satchel, along with a second pair of boots. He also
whisked the trinkets off the table, sending me a mischievous
glance.

I cleared my throat again, but once more,
neither of them turned to look at me. Each of them stood frozen in
a tableau of keen silence, eyes for only each other.

“Rygel.” I
barked.

“Huh?”

He tore his eyes from Arianne and looked at
me finally. At the same moment, Adhas stirred on the floor, moaning
sounds coming from her slack lips. That broke the spell for
Arianne. She shied back, much as a horse might in scenting a
strange odor, eyeing the body on the floor warily.

“Rygel, this is my sister,
Arianne—”

In a flash, Rygel knelt at her feet, gazing
up at her, an almost theatrical adoration in his eyes. Arianne
blushed again, allowing him to take her hand and kiss it. His
demeanor held very little of the courtier, but instead contained
all the sensual actions of a lover. I swallowed a groan.

“What were you in such a
rush about?” I asked.

Rygel leaped to his feet, his right hand
swiftly hidden, but not so swiftly that he succeeded in concealing
he still held Arianne’s hand.

“I think Ja’Teel is
nearby,” he said. “If they don’t know we’re here, they will soon.
We need to ride and now.”

“See if Adhas has a horse
for Arianne.”

Rygel nodded and turned to obey, then
hesitated, looking once more at Arianne with a hungering, feverish
intensity. I bowed my head, praying for patience to the gods of my
homeland.

“Would now be a good time
for you?” I inquired. “If not, let me know when you’ll have
time.”

This time he blushed. “Right.”

He thundered down the stairs at a gallop.
Arianne stared after him, her eyes wide and blue, her blush still
riding high on her cheeks. I glanced at Corwyn.

“I assume you have a
horse?”

“Yes, my liege. Ready and
waiting.”

Adhas lifted her head groggily and looked up
at me. Panic filled her brown eyes as she saw me watching her.

“Then get it and let us
put this place at our backs.”

“My liege.”

Corwyn followed on Rygel’s heels, still
carrying the satchel of clothing stolen from Adhas. I took
Arianne’s hand and drew her to me, still staring coldly down at the
fish oil merchant. I let her see Arianne, dressed in Adhas’s blue
gown, allowing her a good long look at the familial resemblance
between us.

“Remember.”

On that quiet word, I turned on my heel and
strode from the room, taking my sister with me.

Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan stood watch over the
horses, their backs to me. Closest, Ly’Tana held Rufus’s reins in
her fist, her own buckskin standing quiet, his nose at her
shoulder. Their alert and ready stance told me Rygel had already
informed them of Ja’Teel, and most probably, Brutal’s presence
nearby. Walking between the two stallions, Arianne in tow, I
touched Ly’Tana’s neck.

She jumped as though I’d stabbed her, her
hand whipping her sword from its sheath at the same moment she
spun, ready for battle. The horses shied uneasily, taking a step to
the side. She blinked.

“Damn and blast you,” she
nearly shrieked. “What? Don’t you push air in front of you when you
move? Give a little warning next time, you’re going to give me a
heart seizure.”

I couldn’t help my smile, though I managed,
with effort, to not actually chuckle. ’Twas a close finish, though.
“Sorry.”

“Didn’t you find her?” she
went on, raking her fingers from her hair before sheathing her
blade. “What kept you? And what bit him? Rygel. He blew through
here, like—”

My hand emerged from behind my back. Her
breath caught before she could finish her sentence. Arianne peeped
out, past my waist, gazing, curious and shy, up at Ly’Tana. She
drew in a sharp breath, unable to stop the delighted grin that
spread over her face.

“That’s what bit him,” she
muttered.

She stepped forward, looking closer. “Come,
child,” she murmured, holding out her hand as I had done. “I’ll not
harm you. Why, you’re such a pretty thing, what incredibly
beautiful eyes you have.”

Arianne took a tiny step toward her, then
another, her pale cheeks dimpling in a smile. Ly’Tana closed the
distance, taking my sister’s hands in hers. “What hair,” Ly’Tana
murmured, stroking her fingers across Arianne’s brow, raking some
of the nasty mass from her tiny face. “I think I’d kill for hair
like that.”

I suspected the two girls had just formed an
instant, unfathomable, female connection. They shared a bond of
sisterhood that I, being male, could never hope to understand or
compete with.

Kel’Ratan strode back from his spot, leaving
his horse and Rygel’s gelding to mind themselves, to get a better
look for himself. I thought Arianne might try to hide at the
approach of this new warrior-stranger, but Kel’Ratan might not have
existed for all the attention Arianne paid him. She and Ly’Tana had
locked eyes.

“I can see the
resemblance,” Kel’Ratan said, nodding. “Her eyes are your eyes,
same cheekbones, same strong chin. But she’s cute and you, um,
well, aren’t.”

“Thanks, Red,” I retorted.
“My self-esteem just took quite a hit.”

He shrugged and returned to his guard.

“Arianne,” I said, “this
is her Royal Highness, the Princess Ly’Tana, from
Kel’Halla.”

Immediately, she tore her hand from mine.
Within a step, she dropped into a deep curtsey, the slave
prostrating herself before royalty. Ly’Tana seized her by the upper
arms and raised her, her kitten teeth flashing in the faint
light.

“No, sweet girl, you don’t
bow to me.”

Arianne gazed up at her, the first tears I
saw glimmer on her cheeks under the light of the moon. Ly’Tana took
her tiny body into her arms and held her close, as though she met a
dear friend after a long, long absence.

“We are sisters, you and
I,” she crooned, her face drowned under Arianne’s huge mane.
“Princesses, both of us, and joined under a common
banner.”

I sighed. I always heard rumors that women
can make men’s lives as miserable as they pleased. By the sharp
green glance I caught, I might now have two females ready to make
my life a living hell on earth. Kel’Ratan snickered from his place
in front of his bay stallion.

Trotting hooves and human curses caught my
attention. In reflex, my hand gripped my hilt, but I didn’t draw.
Not with the small, slender bodies of Ly’Tana and Arianne between
me and the potential threat. Kel’Ratan’s head turned, as did
Ly’Tana’s and Arianne’s, and we all watched as drama unfolded.

Out from behind the warehouse trotted a
dappled grey mare, her coat glowing bright under the moon. Her
charcoal mane and tail flowed long, a silver chased bridle gracing
her fine head. Attracted by the scent and sound of horses, she made
her way into the midst of saddled stallions, introducing herself
with squeals and sharp kicks.

Too well trained to respond with more than
interested stares and sniffs, the Kel’Hallan stallions stood quiet.
However, Rufus half-reared in delight, his neck arched proudly.
That bloody foot came perilously close to Arianne, damn him.

I seized his bridle and whacked him across
the chest with the back of my hand. “Do that again and I’ll be
wearing your coat this winter.”

With my action and my threat, Rufus
discovered rather quickly that amorous advances toward the female
gender weren’t in his best interest at this time. He kept all four
feet on the ground after that, his eyes and ears on me.

Kel’Ratan cursed roundly and strode to catch
her before she wreaked havoc among our mounts. He seized her bridle
and led her out from the midst of interested boys, just as Rygel
rushed out from behind the building, a saddle clutched in his
hands.

“Damn and blast,” he
muttered. “She got away from me.”

“Give that to me,”
Kel’Ratan snapped. “You obviously can’t control one silly mare.
Flaming idiot.”

Rygel, at least, had the decency to flush,
his chastened brow lowered. Kel’Ratan took the saddle from Rygel’s
slack hands and competently saddled the now docile grey mare. He
quickly tightened the girth, setting the stirrup lengths after a
quick glance at Arianne’s legs.

“That’s my cousin,
Kel’Ratan,” Ly’Tana said to Arianne, taking her tiny hand. “Don’t
let his gruffness fool you. He’s a sop at heart.”

Arianne giggled, and Kel’Ratan snarled
wordlessly. Rygel, the object of his fury, stood aside
empty-handed, staring at Arianne as though caught in a dream.
Oblivious of Kel’Ratan’s anger, his amber eyes filled with an
emotion I couldn’t quite fathom. Her observation skills quite high,
Ly’Tana quirked her brow at me in silent query. I answered her with
a shrug and a quick eye roll.

Movement caught my attention, as Cephas
emerged from behind the derelict warehouse across the street,
leading a saddled horse. It turned out to be an ugly red roan
gelding, and I couldn’t help but marvel at how much man and beast
looked alike. Its hooked nose and rawboned legs exactly matched
Cephas’s own, while its red hair with strands of white running
through coordinated Cephas’s hair and mustache precisely.

“What?” he asked, seeing
my amused grin. “I know he’s ugly, but he can run a hundred leagues
and still have the energy to kick me.”

As though in answer, and with no warning,
the roan pinned his ears and lunged at Rufus. Rufus scrambled
backward, nearly falling over himself in his haste to get away from
the roan’s threat. He slammed into Kel’Ratan’s bay, who immediately
lashed back with pinned ears and bared teeth. Rufus backed away,
clearly humbled by the pair, his flanks quivering slightly. The
chaos earned another snarl from Kel’Ratan, but the grey mare never
moved a muscle, obviously better trained than she first
appeared.

“He doesn’t much like
anyone,” Cephas commented dryly. “Not people, nor horses. We suit
each other rather well.”

I’d almost forgotten Tor, who ambled out
from behind Adhas’s warehouse with a bundle in his arms.

“Ho, Yasmina,” he
said.

Arianne smiled in return. “Ho, Tor. What are
you doing here?”

“I helped Rygel and your,
um—big brother to find you.” Tor grinned in my
direction.

Arianne looked to me, a question in her huge
eyes. Ly’Tana, too, watched me closely as I sought to explain. My
face flushing under the interested scrutiny of those two females, I
shrugged again. Misery, here I come.

“We both had been enslaved
together,” I said. “I was sold to a man who trained me to fight,
and you—”

My words cut off suddenly, my throat
suddenly shutting off my air supply. “You also were sold, and I
never saw you again. Corwyn, here, found you—”

“Corwyn?” Ly’Tana asked,
interrupting. “I thought his name was Cephas.”

“It is, er, was,” I
stammered, my cheeks hot. “His true name is Corwyn. I’ll explain
later. He found you for me, and well, after I escaped, I came for
you.”

Arianne nodded as though something fell into
place for her. “I knew you had been a gladiator. I saw you
fight.”

I gaped. “When?”

“Last year, sometime. I
didn’t know, of course, that you were my brother. When I first saw
you tonight, I knew you were The Wolf. Then I remembered you. I
remembered your eyes. From home, from before, when we were
children.”

My eyes, my strange, eerie, cold and
inhuman-seeming eyes. Grey eyes ringed in black, the predatory eyes
of a natural killer. What kind of wonder is that, that those killer
eyes of mine could frighten a warrior into pissing himself, but
could also bring forth a memory of a brother she’d long
forgotten?

“You know,” Rygel
interrupted, “I love family reunions as much as anyone, great
parties, and such. But if we don’t mount up and ride, like, now,
we’re all fish bait.”

Kel’Ratan nodded and vaulted into his
saddle. “Let’s do it.”

“Tor, what have you got
there?” Ly’Tana asked, turning halfway toward Mikk.

“Adhas has some extra
breads, cheeses and dried beef in her shed behind her warehouse. I
pilfered some, since you have two extra mouths to feed.”

“Two?” I
inquired.

“Yes, me and Yasmina—er,
or whatever her real name is.”

“Arianne,” Arianne
answered, a bit proudly.

“Arianne.” Tor grinned. “I
like it.”

Rygel’s head came up like a dog sniffing the
wind. “Two? You aren’t coming with us.”

“I am so. I’m sooo
not staying here. This place is going to boil over like a soup on
the stove too long. It’s far too dangerous for a nice lad like me.”
He grinned toothily, trying to charm.

Rygel scowled darkly, far from charmed.
“That wasn’t part of our agreement.”

“Maybe His Worship will
make a new bargain.” He turned that toothy, beguiling grin on
me.

My killer’s eyes rolled. “My Worship?”

“Um, Your
Worshipfulness?”

“Enough.” I took the reins
of the grey mare from Kel’Ratan, holding them over my arm. “We’ll
deal with that later. You’ll ride with Arianne.”

“But,” Arianne spoke
timidly, her head bowed to hide her face behind her wealth of hair,
“I’ve never ridden a horse before.”

“I’m sorry, little cat,” I
said quietly, brushing her hair back and tilting her chin up with
my finger. “We have to ride. Corwyn will lead your horse, so all
you need do is hold on.”

I put both hands to either side of her tiny
waist and lifted her onto the mare’s saddle. She gripped the thick
mane with both hands, trying hard to hide her fear. I covered her
hands with my own.

“Remember, little cat,” I
murmured, for her ears alone, “you descend from a long, noble line
of kings. You’re no less than they, and have their courage and
their fire. I believe in you.”

Her smile broke out like the sun emerging
from behind thick clouds, and she tossed her midnight hair from her
face with a quick movement of her head.

I gently inserted her booted feet into the
stirrups, then grabbed Tor before he fled. Tor yelped in outrage as
I planted him behind Arianne.

“Hold on,” I said
tersely.

Tor wrapped his small arms around Arianne’s
waist, his brown eyes now worried. As though he now had second
thoughts about joining us. Kel’Ratan vaulted into his saddle, while
Rygel deftly mounted his own black.

Leading the quiet mare over to Corwyn, who
already in sat in his saddle, I stopped beside the roan’s neck,
looking up at my former Slave Master.

“Corwyn.” I spoke softly,
yet I knew they all heard me clearly. “If ever I saved your life,
repay me now. Guard my sister.”

Corwyn bowed in his saddle, his blue eyes
grave. “To my last drop of blood, sire.”

I handed up the grey mare’s reins to his
hand, pausing once more to send a reassuring smile up at Arianne.
Then, before Ly’Tana escaped me, I took her gently by the waist and
set her in Mikk’s saddle. Taking her hand, I quickly brushed my
lips across her knuckles. I felt her shiver, and could only hope
’twas a shiver of delight and not of abhorrence. By her pink
cheeks, glowing eyes and kitten teeth showing in a smile, I
gathered she liked my attentions. Yet, before she said a word, I
turned away and vaulted into Rufus’s saddle.

Wolves sang under the light of the moon.

Gods above and below.

At the same instant, Rygel cried out, then
cursed fluently in his foreign dialect. Slapping both hands over
his ears, he cringed in his saddle. Cringed? Did I cringe that way
when the wolves howled in my head?

Ly’Tana kicked her buckskin up beside Rufus,
her hand on mine. “What’s wrong?”

“Gods!” Rygel yelped.
“Make them stop!”

“There’s no stopping them,
Rygel,” I replied, aiming for a calm tone. “Once they’re inside,
they never leave.”

Kel’Ratan watched in confusion, his mustache
bristling, as did Corwyn. Tor looked as though he wished he had
never signed on with this mad mob. Only Arianne appeared calm, her
grey-blue eyes knowing as she watched me. She, too, heard the
wolves. She among us all feared them not.

“Will someone tell me what
the bloody hell is wrong?” Ly’Tana snapped, her voice
harsh.

“You hear them.” Arianne
spoke with such a quiet assurance I actually felt comforted. Just
for a moment. “Don’t you?”

I nodded. “I do. So, it appears, does
Rygel.”

“Who is hearing what?”
Ly’Tana all but screamed.

“The wolves,” Arianne
answered, her tone uplifted as though everyone knew but
Ly’Tana.

“Why the bloody hell am I
hearing wolves?” Rygel groaned, clasping not just hands over his
ears, but his arms as well. “They’re in my damn head. In my
bleeding mind.”

“You share my blood,” I
answered, aiming for a light tone but not quite achieving it. “As I
now share yours.”

I glanced at a very frustrated and confused
Ly’Tana. “That’s how I set fire to the arena that night. Gods above
and below, I set fire to the arena with magic. With magic from
Rygel’s blood.”

Rygel ceased his cringing, his hands falling
away from his ears. “Glory,” he breathed, his tawny eyes wide with
near panic. “Gai’tan. By all the gods, gai’tan.”

“What’s a gai’tan?”
Ly’Tana asked, so completely bewildered I thought she might
scream.

“Werewolf.”

The word spoken from Arianne’s lips silenced
everyone, including the squalling cat a few blocks over.

All eyes turned to her, fastened on her as
though she were the oracle of the gods. Yet, she watched only me.
Our attention on her in another time might have frightened her, but
now she ignored their stares as she might ignore buzzing insects.
Somehow, she was in her element. I’d no idea why or how, but she
alone held all the answers. Nor, it appeared, did she intend to
explain.

“They’re gone,” Rygel said
softly. “Gone out of my head.”

“Mine too,” I said
quietly.

I gazed at my sister, looking a question,
silently asking her for an explanation. Arianne retreated behind
her hair, the slave once more. The oracle vanished.

“Will someone
please tell me what is going on,” Ly’Tana almost
shrieked.

“Not now,” I said, shaking
off the wolves. “We’ve no time now. Brutal is almost upon us. We
must ride. Rygel.”

“My prince.”

“How far away are
they?”

“Less than a mile. Perhaps
only a few blocks.”

“Which way?”

Rygel jerked his head in the direction we’d
just come from, toward the Whoring Whale. “They’re coming from that
direction.”

“How many?”

At this, Rygel shrugged, frowning, his brow
furrowed. “That I can’t truly answer. I’m sorry. Perhaps as many as
thirty, or as few as ten.”

I nodded. Nudging Rufus forward, I took the
lead, with Rygel beside me. A swift glance over my shoulder showed
me Ly’Tana, her beautiful, dusky face grim, reining her stallion in
just behind, to my right. I noted her bow, arrow still nocked, back
in her left hand, ready to fire at the first hint of an enemy.

Kel’Ratan took my left flank. Corwyn brought
up the rear with the grey’s reins in his left fist, his bared blade
in his right.

We need out of here like last week, I
thought, setting the pace at a smooth, mile-eating trot. I guessed
we’d reach the city gates within an hour or so.

We’d no more ridden a few blocks when
Arianne cried out.

“No! This is
wrong.”

I quickly reined in, turning in my saddle to
look at her, my brows high. “What do you mean?”

Arianne half-turned around to gaze awkwardly
over her shoulder. She gestured with a toss of her chin back the
way we’d come. “We should go that way. The wolves said danger lies
where we’re going.”

“The wolves said?”
Rygel asked, his voice incredulous.

“Can she be right,
Rygel?”

He frowned. “There is a feel of strong magic
that way, behind us. I feel some strong power there. Ja’Teel may be
setting some trap.”

I rubbed my half-grown beard, indecisive. I
hated beards. “I think we need to trust in Rygel’s powers,” I said
slowly.

“But—” she
began.

“Please, little cat. No
more.”

Behind me, I felt Ly’Tana stir, heard her
swift intake of breath before she spoke up. I knew she wanted to
defend my sister, to speak up for her, to question her further, to
gain time. Yet, my urgent need to get us all out of Soudan fast,
and safely, quelled my instinct that agreed with Ly’Tana.

I sneaked a quick peek over my shoulder.
Arianne’s slave language told me that once she offered the
suggestion and been rebutted she wouldn’t try again; there’d be no
more argument from her. Yet, her posture of abject misery explained
clearer than words that she knew she was right.

Was she? I’d heard of seers foreseeing the
future, who could find what was lost, speak to the dead. People who
knew things no mortal beings had any business knowing. But Arianne?
Why wolves? Was I also a seer?

With a sudden intensity, my memory of the
flash that exploded inside my head at the Royal Crown Inn just
before the royal troops entered, searching for me. It gave me
enough time to escape, to withdraw, to hide. Was that the Sight? Or
just some clever intuition?

People couldn’t foresee the future. Could
they? I gnawed my lip, my belly roiling with unease. Rygel’s magic
said the menace lay to our rear. Arianne said safety lay to our
rear.

Which one was correct?

Ly’Tana urged her horse into a trot, aiming
to ride up beside me. “Maybe—” she began.

My attention caught on the tall buildings to
either side of the narrow street ahead, with almost nonexistent
alleys between them. Shadows darkened their tops and their feet.
Only four horses could ride abreast, with almost no room to
maneuver should a fight arise. The rooftops held many hiding places
and archers could shoot down on us, taking us out with little
trouble. “Those buildings. I don’t like the way they look. Prime
ambush territory.”

“That’s why I chose it,
stupid Wolf.”

An icy hand touched the back of my neck. The
hairs there rose stiffly, like the hackles on an angry, frightened
dog. Fear traced its leisurely path down my spine. The voice came
from everywhere and yet nowhere.

I checked Rufus, my sword out in a blink.
Beside me, Ly’Tana raised her bow, her arrow still nocked as she
searched for an enemy to shoot. Like us all, she saw nothing, only
the still darkness, the empty street, the silent buildings.

Ly’Tana raised her bow, searching the
rooftops for the enemy I suddenly knew waited for us. “They have to
be above us. There could be no place else for them.”

“Hmmm,” the disembodied
voice continued conversationally. “What is more stupid than a pack
of wolves?”

I recognized that voice. The last time I
heard that voice, he promised me I would share his bed. I, held
powerless, enduring the agonizing pain of rape at his hands. He’d
take me, as others had done before, against my will. He’d break me
upon his wheel of torment and savage torture, until I could claim
no mind as my own.

Brutal.

As though in answer to my thought, three
horsemen suddenly rode out of the darkness ahead, several rods
away. They materialized out of the shadows themselves. From behind
them emerged Brutal’s army. Where once stood an empty street,
horses, riders and Federate troopers now filled it to full
capacity.

Magic. Magic hid them, had deceived
Rygel’s abilities to ferret them out, led us into this trap. On the
rooftops above, on every rooftop within the block, two and three
stories up, soldiers appeared as though from nowhere. I dared not
count them, but I knew there were not as few as ten, or even as few
as thirty. A hundred-plus soldiers waited to take us out. Armed
with swords and crossbows, their crossbows cocked and loaded. Bolts
pointed down, unerringly down, at us, fingers on the triggers. From
that height and angle, we were indeed, as Rygel had put it so
elegantly not very long ago, fish bait.

I heard Kel’Ratan to my left stir in his
saddle, heard him mutter either a curse or a prayer. Ly’Tana
twisted and turned, looking for the best shot, the one shot that
might free us from this debacle.

My arms master, long ago, once told me that
if you cut off the head of a snake, it couldn’t bite you. Cutting
off its head rendered it harmless.

Cut off the head of the snake . . . .

Behind me, Ly’Tana hissed in a breath. She
found the shot. The one shot that might yet free us from this trap.
I felt her tension, her taut expectancy, her focus. I didn’t try to
think. I melded my thoughts with hers, shared with her hunter’s
instincts, her warrior’s intuition. I saw/sensed her lower her bow
and draw the string to her ear.

Cut off the serpent’s head.

Brutal sat his horse, flanked by the other
two shadows, his eyes gleaming slightly in the dark. I knew she
took aim on that faint glimmer, that prime target, and loosed her
arrow. Killing Brutal might end the standoff before it even began.
They couldn’t know she’d have an arrow nocked and ready.

Catch the snake by surprise . . . .

It flew true, past my shoulder, straight
toward the King. It had him dead to rights. The new High King would
die in his saddle before he even knew what hit him.

Instantly, her arrow struck something hard.
The wooden shaft shattered, broke into a thousand pieces, the
razor-sharp steel head screamed off into the darkness. As its sharp
whine faded and dropped, it left in its wake a new deadly
stillness.

Shocked, I gaped in silence as Brutal turned
his mild, dead brown eyes on Ly’Tana. Contempt grew in them as he
stared deep into her face, marking her. I heard her swallow, hard,
unable to help herself, unable to stop this show of weakness,
hearing a dry click in her throat

“Oh, now I remember,” he
said calmly. “Kel’Hallans.”












Chapter Three

Ja’Teel

Trapped!

How could we have
been so blind and stupid to allow that madman to trap us. Like rank
amateurs, we trotted right into his clutches. We collectively
ignored Corwyn’s warning, blew off Arianne’s sight. I clenched my
fist around my bow. Show no fear. Never let that murdering bastard
see what he most wanted: my terror.

I forced calm into my fluttering belly, took
a deep breath and stared unflinching into Brutal’s dead gaze.
Beneath what looked like powder, I saw deep bruising around his
eyes. His nose appeared twice its normal size and a sullen, red
color. The remains of Wolf’s fists, no doubt. Oh, Lady, why did he
prove to be so bloody tough? For Brutal to have survived Wolf’s
panic-stricken attack when many others more robust would have died
instantly wasn’t fair. Damn it to hell, why didn’t he just
die?

The darkly shadowed horseman to Brutal’s
left stirred and drew in a deep breath.

“Greetings,
cousin.”

“Ja’Teel.”

Brutal glanced curiously between the two.
“You never told me you were cousins.”

“My apologies, Your
Majesty,” Ja’Teel replied, urbane. “I thought I had. Rygel’s mother
and mine are sisters.”

“More’s the pity,” Rygel
sighed. “You can’t choose your relatives.”

“Indeed.” Ja’Teel
smirked.

Ja’Teel looked, to my eyes, hardly dangerous
or deadly at all. Fairly tall, with long, well-muscled legs, I
judged, slender yet athletic. Ordinary enough features, large hazel
eyes with lengthy dark lashes, full lips that tended to pout met my
inspection. The ghost of a harelip traced it way up to his thin
sharp nose. Brown hair hung well past his shoulders, curling
slightly at the ends. He wore a pale blue tunic and elaborate
darker blue hose on his lithe dancer’s body, a wide leather belt
with only a dagger and a light sword for weapons graced his slender
hips. A light cloak of dark green hung from his shoulders nearly to
his spurs.

He saw me watching him, and a faint sneer
curved his thick lips. “Love the feather,” he said.

His tone irritated me to no end. I smiled a
sweet, brainless smile and patted the feather in my hair. “Why,
thank you, kind sir,” I cooed. “I rather like it myself.”

His sneer faltered.

“Not long before you
betrayed your lawful lord and master,” Ja’Teel continued, turning
his attention back to Rygel. “I made myself known to His Holiness
here.”

With a gracious gesture, he indicated
Theodoric, the High Priest of Usa’a’mah, on the opposite side of
Brutal. “He, of course, granted me immediate employment. Thusly, I
was on hand to heal His Most Gracious Majesty from this—”

His eyes flicked derisively toward Wolf.
“—this animal’s vicious and unprovoked attack.”

“In what world could you
ever hope to take my place?” Rygel asked, his tone mild and
slightly curious.

“Too bad your skills aren’t
as great as your ego.” Ja’Teel tittered. “All those silly healing
lessons.”

Tittered? My eyes rolled of their own
accord, I swear.

“Had you attended a few of
those silly healing lessons,” Rygel commented dryly, waving a
slender hand toward Brutal, “your new master wouldn’t currently
look like a dead skunk.”

I snickered. Brutal turned those mild, dead
eyes on his new wizard. Ja’Teel visibly shrank into his cloak, his
tongue protruding briefly to lick his lips.

“I do know some things,
Rygel,” Ja’Teel said stiffly.

“A green, first year
apprentice could’ve done a better job. I reckon you should’ve
studied harder.”

Ja’Teel grinned. “I earned my post graduate
in other, more interesting, places.”

Rygel nodded. “I know. I’m familiar with the
source of your scorpion tattoo.”

I peered closer. Almost concealed within the
shadow of his hair, a small black scorpion rested on his right
cheekbone. Dark against his pale skin, it twitched as Ja’Teel
smiled.

“When I heard the rumors, I
honestly didn’t think you were that stupid,” Rygel
continued.

“Not stupid.” Ja’Teel
smiled thinly. He tapped his brow. “Exceedingly smart.”

“What does this mean?” Wolf
asked, his tone curious.

Rygel flicked his fingers toward Ja’Teel as
he turned to answer. “My cousin joined a black fraternity, my
prince. The aika’ru’braud. It’s a group that practices dark
magic, forbidden arts, heinous rites of passage. It’s long been
banned and outlawed in Khassart. Its members are hunted down and
killed whenever they’re found.

“It’s rumored they even
found ways to circumvent the curse, the law against the killing by
magic.”

Ja’Teel snickered. “Yes, and it’s ever so
cool, don’t you think? Here you are, locked into that stupid
constraint while I can kill with impunity.”

“What was your initiation,
cousin?”

“I raped a pregnant woman,”
Ja’Teel replied with the calm tones of a man informing a friend of
where a good meal might be found. “I cut her infant from her body
while she screamed in agony, then burned it. I then forced the
father to eat the ashes.”

“Monster,” I
spat.

He looked injured. “I allowed the father to
live.”

“Two minutes,” I hissed, my
sudden fury had me seeing red and shaking like a mad bull. “Two
minutes, alone with you, in a locked room. Give me that, I
pray.”

Ja’Teel shrugged. “She was a peasant. Hardly
worth the trouble.” He suddenly grinned. “Though she did wiggle
about in a most interesting fashion.”

Suddenly, the red rage left me, leaving me
icy cold. Frozen. Empty. A hollow shell waiting to be filled with .
. . what? I didn’t know. Without quite knowing why, slowly, I
lifted my finger, my arm straight from my shoulder, marking the
shadowed wizard.

“Hear me, cursed magician,”
I said softly. “You will die bloody. You will die screaming. You
will die before the winter is out.”

“Is that so?” he asked,
laughing, glancing aside to share the jest with
Theodoric.

“You are thrice damned,” I
went on, his humor thawing the ice not at all. “I curse you to the
furthest reaches of hell. The agony you caused others will be
visited upon you a thousand fold. Your victims’ pain ended when
they perished. Yours shall never end, but will continue until the
world is broken and made again. You are so cursed.”

Kel’Ratan’s firm grasp on my arm brought me
back from the brink. I blinked, my vision clearing. His head turned
toward me slightly, Wolf dropped me the ghost of a wink before
facing Brutal again.

“Hear that, Ja’Teel?”
Brutal chuckled. “You’ll die before the winter is out.”

“Ah, Your Majesty,” Ja’Teel
said, laughing. “’Tis but a rumor. You can never believe what you
hear.”

Slowly my icy rage leached from me. Without
making it obvious, I inhaled a long slow breath, relaxing, inwardly
regaining control of my runaway emotions. Kel’Ratan withdrew his
assisting hand to sit straight in his saddle, his fierce blue eyes
warm with approval.

Rygel gestured vaguely in the air before
him. “A shield is all you could think of? You disappoint me. I’d
hoped for more of a challenge.”

“His Generous Majesty needs
you alive,” Ja’Teel replied, glancing about at his invisible
handiwork. “Anything from this side can pass through. Your magic—”
He shrugged indolently, and grinned. “You’re powerless in there.
You cannot walk through them, nor can you escape. Any spells you
try will merely bounce back.”

Rygel sighed, shaking his head. “Can you
really be that stupid? You’ve always underestimated me.”

“Please.” Ja’Teel
snickered. “Not even you can break this shield.”

“Stupid is as stupid does,”
Wolf commented dryly.

I never could control my emotions. A snort
of laughter bubbled through my nose and broke before I stopped it.
Kel’Ratan chuckled. Ja’Teel froze in place, his knuckles white on
his reins. Slowly, he turned toward me, his skin waxing pale and
his hazel eyes wide and furious. Brutal, too, trembled with rage,
spittle forming at the corners of his thinned, tight lips.

As I’d laughed first, Brutal targeted me
with his venom.

“Our marriage is not off,
bitch,” he snarled. “After the ceremony, I’ll chain you to my bed;
I’ll rape your skinny whore’s body until you scream for mercy.
After that, I’ll toss you to my troops for their
pleasure.”

He gestured vaguely upward. I half-glanced
up, noting the rooftops filled with purple-and-gold uniformed
troops, pointing their crossbows down at us. Thirty, fifty, perhaps
more I guessed. The warehouses to our left also sprouted armed and
waiting soldiers, as I’m sure the street to our rear was also
filled with mounted cavalry. All waited their liege lord’s order to
shoot.

“You’ll not be laughing
then, I’ll warrant.”

My blood boiled. Yet, I kept a sterner hold
on my emotions than I had before and kept my expression one of mild
interest. If they allowed their pride to be poked so easily, then
we must, above all, keeping poking. We might not kill the snake,
but it didn’t know where to bite if blinded by its own fury.

I half closed my eyes and feigned a deep
yawn. I patted my lips politely, for after all I was a lady, and
knew my social etiquette. “Pardon me, my lord, I don’t intend
rudeness. But I do declare its way past my bedtime. You were
saying?”

Resuming our conversation, I regarded Brutal
with the same benign and brainless but interested curiosity as
before.

Brutal apparently hadn’t exhausted his
threats. “After my soldiers are finished with you, I’ll kill you.
Slowly. You’ll beg for death, plead for death. Being a just and
merciful lord, I’ll grant it, after days and days of slicing your
skin off little by little. Then I’ll send a message to your father
of your death of childbirth.”

A thin smile split the spittle on his meager
lips. “So sad. But, life goes on, eh? After your father’s death,
I’ll inherit Kel’Halla’s throne, as the heir apparent. Your
father’s wish for peace is his undoing. And I’ll conquer Kel’Halla
as my father had wished. But I’ll succeed where he bitterly
failed.”

So that was his plan. Marry me, kill me,
inherit my throne as my widowed husband. That’s why he needed me
alive so badly. For any marriage to be valid, the ceremony needs be
performed in front of witnesses. My death might then benefit him,
for a messenger sent in nine months would inform my grieving sire
of my death. By law, he would indeed become King of Kel’Halla.

It might even have worked, had I not sent
warriors home to explain the situation. Any marriage contract my
father had with Brutal would be invalid. Should Brutal succeed in
marrying and killing me, he had no claims to the throne of my
homeland. Kel’Halla would be safe from him. The next in line, my
cousin, Kel’Ratan, would be the next King of Kel’Halla. Should we
both die here, my father would find his heir among my numerous
cousins.

Brutal took full note of my lack of concern.
His smile widened. His dead brown eyes gazed at me with a strange,
insane light in them. I suppressed a shiver, wondering how I could
ever have seen any hope of an alliance in this madman.

“I’m so sorry,” he began
slowly, savoring his words. “The warriors you sent with the letters
to your father . . . they didn’t make it past my
border.”

Shock twisted its cruel knife in my gut. I
felt rather than saw Kel’Ratan stir slightly, knew without knowing
that rage filled him, also knew without knowing he was close to
giving in to it. Brutal’s smile, his words, were spoken to just me.
It was as though Wolf, Rygel, Kel’Ratan, Corwyn, Tor, and Arianne
had all ceased to exist, had vanished into the aether. He and I had
eyes only for each other. None existed save he and I.

Relishing my anguish, his voice softened,
his words enunciated clearly, so there would be no mistaking them.
“After I took the women, I sent them to pleasure the troops in my
barracks. They lasted several days, I’m told. They died screaming.
They died cursing your name.”

I met his evil gaze with my own, unable to
hide my grief, my horror. A born liar, he could lie to an angel and
be believed. Yet, I saw the truth in those gleeful depths. This was
one time he told the absolute truth.

He murdered my friends.

In hoping to save their lives, I sent them
to their deaths.

“Several of the men shared
the same destiny as that horse who so upset me. You know the one. A
few of the others I fed to the lions. I am grateful, you know,
truly grateful. Your warriors came cheap, and spared me the cost of
feeding the lions valuable slaves.”

Tears filled my eyes as I thought of the
loyal warriors who loved me, who obeyed me without question, who
died horrible deaths because of me. I blinked them away just as
quickly, knowing they rode the heavens with Nephrotiti, beyond all
earthly pain or grief.

“You’re lying,” I replied
calmly.

“Indeed.”

“You won’t rape me,” I went
on, my voice still soft. “You know you won’t.”

He smiled, no doubt thinking I’d soon resort
to threatening his own life. Taking a cue from Rygel the drama
queen, I drew my next words out slowly, clearly.

“You can never rape anyone
ever again.”

I paused, gathering eyes I’d no need to
gather. My lip curled. “You’ll never get it up.”

Derisive laughter rang from all around me.
While I cherished my insult to Theodoric, the High Priest’s furious
reaction had nothing on Brutal’s. I thought for a moment,
halleluiah, he will die of apoplexy right here, right now, saving
all of us a great deal of trouble. His pale skin turned a dull red,
the color of old, dry bricks. His eyes bulged in their sockets. His
breath wheezed in and out, reminding me of a bellows with a few
cracks in it, the noxious odor crossing the shield and the distance
with little trouble. Drawing his sword, he spurred his horse toward
me.

Both Theodoric and Ja’Teel forced him to a
halt. Kicking their mounts in front of his, their free hands up,
they effectively cut off his attack. His black half-reared, but
Brutal kept his seat with little difficulty.

“Majesty, no!” Theodoric
called. “She’s trying to goad you. Don’t listen to her.”

Before his horse crossed the barrier, Brutal
reined in, his, hand filled with his sword. He heeded his High
Priest at the very last second. Perhaps he realized, as Theodoric
did, that by attacking me he faced not just my arrow leveled at his
nose, but a Bloody Wolf and a wizard whose talents didn’t end with
his magic. Thusly, he saved his own life.

Brutal slammed his sword into its sheath and
yanked hard on his reins to back his horse. Blood sprang from the
black stallion’s mouth as it opened wide in agony. His pale finger
raised to point, to mark, me.

“You’re dead, my dear,”
Brutal said softly, coldly. “These fellows with you think with
their muscles. Don’t make the same mistake. You’re nothing without
them, and soon they’ll be as dead as your beloved
people.”

I summoned the most careless, the most
casual demeanor I could into my slightly furrowed brows, and
concerned expression. Maximizing it fully, I looked down at myself,
plucking the white robe away from my body, extending my arms to
look down them both, one at a time. I looked back at Brutal,
feigning deep confusion.

“Are you sure?” I asked,
allowing puzzlement to creep into my tone. “I look alive to
me.”

Brutal smiled thinly. “Everyone’s a
comedian. Laugh it up, bitch. I’ll still your humor soon
enough.”

I batted my eyelashes at him as my mind
raced. What were Wolf and Rygel doing? Did they sit there on their
horses admiring my repartees with that bloody Brutal?

They’d hatched a plan.

Whether by the bond of ehlu’braud, or
some other means of communication, they threw together a plot that
enabled us to escape this trap. I shouldn’t have known this.

Yet, I did.

As though my thoughts poked him in the
ribcage, Wolf stirred at last and spoke, his tone mild.

“Do you truly think you can
frighten us with paltry threats, false King?”

Like an arrow striking the bull’s-eye, I
knew his lack of deference and choice of words couldn’t hit home
any harder. Brutal ruled his Federation through his own insecurity,
used fear and terror to control the populace. He needed Wolf to
fear him almost as much as he needed my terror. His pride hurt;
that a mere slave dared insult him drove him almost to the
brink.

He started, his eyes flattening to mere
slits, his knuckles white on his wide leather reins. Aborted attack
on me or not, shield or no shield, he drew his sword and spurred
his horse at Wolf.

Wolf twirled his sword, an action so fast
the blade whistled shrilly. Controlling Rufus with his knees, his
left hand extended slowly toward Brutal as he persuaded the
stallion to prance toward Brutal’s flashy black. His fingers moved
slowly in a ‘come hither’ gesture. I heard his nasty grin in his
words: “Let’s dance.”

Brutal’s eyes widened. His rush faltered. At
the last instant, he recognized the stupidity of charging Wolf. He
knew, as did we all, he’d not the fighting talent nor the
experience to challenge the Bloody Wolf. He stood not a snowball’s
chance in hell of surviving such an attack. He’d die and
quickly.

In a feigned show of reluctance, he allowed
his High Priest to stop him, to turn him aside. As he had with me,
he turned on Theodoric in a rage, as though he truly wanted to take
Wolf on, head for head.

“Sensible decision,” I said
quietly. I chuckled derisively, deliberately antagonizing him.
“Don’t battle the Wolf. A stray cat might make a really
humble meal of your remains.”

“How dare you!” Theodoric
screeched.

I flicked my glance toward the fat man.
“Your new scars become you, sir.” I pointed with my bow toward the
cuts I’d made in his face. “The ladies simply adore a
battle-scarred warrior.”

Inarticulate with rage, Theodoric’s round,
pudgy face turned nearly purple as he choked. His double chin
wobbled as he trembled, his eyes bulged so far from their sockets I
half-thought they’d tumble out and roll down his fat cheeks. This
time, however, Brutal put a calming hand on Theodoric.

If looks could kill . . . . Unable to vent
much more, Theodoric contented himself with venting his rage by
spitting on the ground toward Mikk’s hooves.

“Perhaps his Most Gracious
Majesty will allow me his sloppy seconds,” Theodoric rasped. “If he
hasn’t managed to tame that foul mouth of yours, I
will.”

“Of course you can have a
taste of her,” Brutal purred through the spittle, with an expansive
gesture toward me. “I’ll leave her alive enough . . . barely.
She’ll know it’s you taking her.”

I let my gaze travel up and down Theodoric’s
pudgy body, insultingly slow. “Well, now,” I drawled. “I’d have to
see the goods before I decide if you are man enough for me.”

He drew his narrow rapier, bloodlust in his
pale eyes, his heels thumping his bay’s sides to charge. I lifted
my bow before the bay reacted to the spur.

“By the by,” I went on
mildly, my arrow trained on his left eye. “Have they dropped yet .
. . peewee?”

Theodoric’s fury might yet have sent him
forward, onto my waiting death. However, he, too, realized the
well-armed warriors to either side of me weren’t there because of
their good looks. Should I perchance miss, he’d be cut into dogmeat
before he could wield his blade accurately. He reined in, the
gelding’s mouth opening wide against the pain of the sharply curbed
bit, almost falling on his haunches in his effort to cease his
forward motion.

“Quiet!” Brutal
bellowed.

Theodoric calmed instantly, relaxing his
reins and shoving his sword back into its sheath. He eyed me coldly
as his horse stood still, champing his bit and swishing his tail in
equine anxiety. Ja’Teel glanced across at him, smirking, no doubt
enjoying Theodoric’s inability to keep his emotions under control
as Brutal watched his High Priest with a sour expression.

After taking a deep breath, Brutal glanced
past my shoulder to Corwyn.

“Drop your weapon and bring
that little tart to me right now, Cephas,” he said, his voice
tight, apparently unaware of Corwyn’s true name. “Prove your
loyalty and I will forgive your treachery. You will be reinstated
into your former position with me posthaste.”

I craned my neck to peer over my shoulder,
curious to see what Corwyn’s reaction might be. I wasn’t much
disappointed. Corwyn made a gesture not commonly seen in palaces,
but Brutal clearly knew what it meant. In base terms, the gesture
essentially told Brutal to do what Wolf always called the
anatomically impossible. Once more, a snort of laughter broke free
of its bounds and earned me another frozen glare of hatred from
Brutal.

“I will have your laughing,
lying tongue speared on my fork, bitch,” he snarled.

I could not help the temptation that swept
over me: I repeated Corwyn’s gesture.

Before Brutal could erupt in an appropriate,
spittle-spewing response, Wolf spoke.

“Your new pet doesn’t stand
a chance against my brother,” Wolf said conversationally, as though
we all stood about the garden, discussing politics and the weather
with drinks in our hands.

In outrage, Ja’Teel puffed himself up. “Of
the blood royal, I have the power—”

Instantly, the shield melted.

Like a heated tallow candle, it oozed slowly
down the four walls that surrounded us. Where once it was invisible
to my eyes, it now glowed a pale reddish orange like the late
sunset’s clouds. Boiling, curling downward, dripping huge blots
like melted wax to the cobbles, it slid ever so sedately down. I
was starkly reminded of cheese curds I once flung against the wall
as a child. This, as they did, slid down to puddle on the cobbles
in a heap.

Ja’Teel gaped like a landed fish. Brutal
jerked back as though the melted shield burned him. Theodoric
alternated jerking his reins and spurring his horse, forcing the
beast to jump about on stiffened legs.

“What was it you said,
cuz?” Rygel asked politely, his eyes burning hotter than his magic.
“Something about my powers?”

“Im—” Ja’Teel choked and
tried again. “Impossible.”

“Ta ever so,” Rygel
murmured.

Rygel retaliated with a sharp blast. Wind
the force of ten hurricanes, narrowed within the confines of the
street, blew the three horses off their hooves. They slipped and
slid as though on ice, tripping, scrambling to maintain their
footing, they slid backward as though a divine hand pushed them.
The black stallion fell, whinnying his terror, and tossed Brutal
flat onto his back. Over the howling gale, I distinctly heard his
breath whoosh from his lungs.

Theodoric’s bay horse fell to his knees and
slid across the cobblestones, bloodying his legs. Theodoric gripped
his mane in his fists, his pudgy face the color of last night’s
drinking binge and screamed. His tonsils looked as brown as his
gelding, and far less appealing.

Ja’Teel’s yellow mare made the mistake of
turning tail and running. The wind pushed the poor horse’s quarters
up underneath her, her blonde tail whooshed up under her belly.
Like a swift hand toppling a kitten, the horse fell back, crushing
Ja’Teel beneath her weight.

Suddenly, a great shudder travelled through
the buildings around us. I glanced away from the wind-blown idiots
to see the soldiers on the rooftops rapidly disappear. In a cloud
of dust and wood, the roofs above collapsed, taking down with them
all the royal troops and their crossbows.

“Corwyn!” Wolf suddenly
shouted. “Ride! Ride now!”

Brutal rose first, staggering to his feet
under Rygel’s dying windstorm. Dust from the collapsed buildings
blew in small whirlwinds and eddies as men stumbled from the
wreckage. Theodoric also gained his feet, groaning and cursing,
fumbling to drag his blade from its housing. Staggering, he forced
his portly body between us and Brutal.

Seeing his movement, I returned to myself
and drew my bowstring to my ear. Chaos erupted around me, yet I had
no eyes, no ears, for any sight or sound except the fat man before
me.

Judgment day.

Its barbed steel head took him full between
the eyes. The force of its blow snapped his head back on his neck
and knocked him flat to his shoulders. Arms outstretched to either
side, perhaps in supplication to his dark god, he quivered for a
moment, then lay still and silent. His pale eyes, quickly glazing
in death, stared sightlessly up at the dim stars, the slender shaft
stuck proudly upright between them. A small ribbon of blood traced
its way from the wound and pooled beneath his scarred cheek.

Brutal gaped at his High Priest’s corpse in
horror.

Rygel stirred into life, drawing his sword,
his black half-rearing in response. Wolf twirled his blade again,
making it sing, his big bay sidling sideways in a short,
high-stepping prance. At my side, Kel’Ratan cursed under his
breath. His sword at the ready, he emerged into my view, his bay
snorting, ready for battle.

Corwyn on his ugly red roan flew past me,
spurring hard, dragging the grey mare with her terrified passengers
behind him. Arianne’s hair blew back in the wind, Tor clinging like
a limpet to her back. Through the dust and shadows they fled,
Corwyn obeying his liege lord’s command to keep his sister
safe.

Out of the roiling dust and dark shadows,
men boiled from the remains of the shattered buildings. Most had
injuries, clutching broken arms or ribs or heads, howling or crying
out in pain. Many others walked about, stunned, in a state of
shock. Those I could ignore as little threat.

I could not, however, ignore the far too
many troopers still on their feet and ready to fight. Crossbow
bolts whizzed past. One flicked through my hair, another brushed
past my nose. I saw Wolf’s bay wheel to meet the charge of a
half-dozen troops, a crossbow bolt stuck, still quivering, in his
saddlebag. I lost sight of Brutal in the ensuing chaos, though
Ja’Teel still lay where he fell. Dead or unconscious, I suspected,
hoping for the former.

“Alive!” Brutal screamed,
his voice rising above the din. “I want them alive!”

At their master’s cry, the Federates changed
tactics. They ceased launching crossbow bolts at us, and instead
drew swords. A soldier in the trappings of a captain bellowed
orders, forming his men into a tight ring around us. At his
command, the Federates advanced, interlocking their shields, swords
and spears held ready.

Sounding too much like his namesake for my
comfort, Wolf snarled. His huge bay half-reared, ears flattened to
his skull. A chill ran down my spine as Wolf kicked his stallion
forward. The beast, already on his hind legs, lunged hard and fast,
into the steel wall before him. Not even the Federation’s finest
could withstand the sheer brute strength of Wolf and stallion. The
wall dissolved into a milling band of shouting, screaming men as
sword and hooves went to work.

Kel’Ratan launched his stallion into the
fray, his sword raised alongside Wolf’s as they both cut and
slashed, stabbing and hacking into the mass of troops before them.
Rygel, too, entered the mix, wheeling his black to confront the
Federates behind us. To my surprise, his sword whirled in a deadly
arc, killing any who ventured too close to me. To me? I put the
significance of this past me to concentrate on killing and staying
alive.

I nocked arrow after arrow, sending them
into the faces, throats, and heads of any Federate soldier I saw.
All dropped, but many more ran forward to take their places.
Quickly running out of arrows, I drew my sword. Spurring Mikk up
beside Kel’Ratan, I slew a Federate who would have stabbed him in
the back, killing another with a slash to his throat when he sought
to pull me from my saddle.

I caught a glimpse of Brutal limping out of
the whirling chaos, supported by two troopers. A tight knot of
purple and gold soldiers formed a protective ring, dropping their
bows and drawing swords. Should we turn on the High King, we’d be
forced to fight through them.

Mikk, war-trained and battle-hardened,
flattened his ears and kicked, slashed or bit any trooper who
ventured near his deadly teeth and hooves. The Federates seemed at
a loss as to how to deal with a horse trained to work as a weapon,
and spent many useless moments dodging his kicks and strikes. As
many fell to his teeth and hooves as my blade, and within moments,
the enemy fell back, preparing to regroup.

Their regrouping gave me a chance to catch a
glimpse of Wolf and Kel’Ratan, their horses’ rumps turned toward
each other. Their swords rose and fell, almost in unison as they
each protected the other’s vulnerable back.

Beside me, Rygel’s blade dripped red with
blood and his black’s legs and chest ran thick with it. The black
may not have been any more battle-hardened than Wolf’s bay, but the
gelding knew danger when it threatened his rider and sought to
retaliate in a most unequine fashion. Impressed in spite of myself,
I watched as the black spun on his front end and kicked a
retreating trooper out of his vicinity before dropping to all four
hooves.

The brief respite allowed Rygel to drop the
reins on his gelding’s neck and pause, his eyes closed. I’d no time
to guess what he planned to do. An instant later, an enormous
concussion ripped through the darkness, a flash of light brighter
than ten suns lit the night sky.

The soldiers fell back, most falling to the
ground, covering their ears, blood dripping redly from between
their fingers. Rygel’s magic, I noticed, while not killing his
enemy, incapacitated them as efficiently as though he stabbed every
one through their hearts in less than an instant. Bows dropped from
limp hands, and arrows collapsed alongside soldiers. Swords fell to
the stony cobbles with steely high-pitched metallic shrieks
careening through the night air.

Immediately, I understood. Rygel couldn’t
concentrate on calling upon his powers if he was too busy defending
himself. The best wizard that ever lived needed spare moments with
which to work. The soldiers’ need to regroup gave Rygel that
moment.

Over the cries and moans, a stray crossbow
bolt twanged through the darkness with the shrill whine of wind
hissing through feathers. Someone let fly despite Rygel’s blast of
power, perhaps a soldier who aimed without intending to pull the
trigger. Struck by Rygel’s power blast, his hand clenched—

I caught a brief glimpse of it from the
candle of my eyes, a streak darker than the darkness surrounding
it.

It struck Kel’Ratan squarely in the
chest.

I screamed.

Kel’Ratan’s jaw sagged in shock. The jolt
sent a quiver through his heavy frame. He froze, and even in the
dimness and distance, I saw his face drain of all color. His sword
raised high, in preparation to attack, slowly began to slump and
drop, falling from his now lax hand.

All coherent thought escaped my mind. Only a
savage agony, as though the arrow had struck me rather than
Kel’Ratan, ripped into my heart. I felt it shatter, felt it break
into a thousand tiny pieces, the fragments tearing my chest, and my
life, apart. Please, my Lady, my Lady, anyone but him. Not
Kel’Ratan, please Lady, no.

As fast as I kicked Mikk toward him, Wolf
spun his bay in a half-circle and reached him first. Before
Kel’Ratan toppled from his saddle, Wolf grabbed him by the back of
his neck and lifted him straight up. Kel’Ratan was a large and
robust man, but Wolf picked him up as easily as if he weighed no
more than Tor. He tossed Kel’Ratan’s limp body across the pommel of
his saddle, face down, leaving me to catch his sword before it
felll to the cobbles.

Wolf gave me no time to feel panic over my
cousin. With scarcely a pause, he kicked Rufus straight toward
Brutal and his small knot of bleeding, cursing protectors. I
dropped my reins on Mikk’s neck and with a sword in each hand,
kneed him in Wolf’s wake. Rygel charged his mount up beside mine,
and like a heavy wedge with Wolf as its tip, we hit the ranks of
soldiers massed before us.

Before they collected themselves and offered
much defense, Wolf dealt out death as though he were an angel
vomited from hell. None withstood him. His sword stabbed and
slashed, cut arms off at the shoulders, lobbed heads from necks,
struck terror into those who had yet to meet him.

The knot around Brutal exploded. Men
staggered away, out of the path of Wolf’s murderous Rufus. From
behind, I caught glimpses of his flattened ears, lips skinned back
from huge white teeth. His deadly hooves struck again and again,
flailing out even as he galloped, courageously strong despite the
enormous weight of two huge men on his back. Enemy blood drenched
him from hoof to ears.

Brutal, the High King, the latest scion of a
long and noble line, stood aghast as Wolf and his bloody mount bore
down upon him at a gallop. His fingers clenched the armored arm of
the nearest trooper, his dead eyes now alive in his panic. Ten or
twelve soldiers recovered enough to close ranks, offering a shield
against our onslaught. Still others fired their crossbows, hoping
to take Wolf down before he reached their King. Swords gleamed in
the dim light of the moon.

The enormous fighting machine of horse and
rider romped like the god of death himself through the ranks,
maiming and killing any still foolish enough to stand in its
path.

Men scattered to each side, falling,
clutching swords raised to strike at the huge shadow that pushed
past, and missed, their blades spun from their grips without harm.
Dead bodies littered the cobbles, acting as stumbling blocks for
those who still sought to fight and kill, tripping helplessly and
ignominiously flat on their backs.

Brutal, undefended now, stood almost alone
and nearly defenseless. Die, coward, I half-thought, unable
to connect coherent thoughts together.

Of course, Brutal did what any good coward
would do under the circumstances.

He fainted.

Weakened legs crumbled beneath his suddenly
dead weight, his eyes rolled up into his head; I saw the light of
the moon glinting off those pure white spheres. He fell bonelessly
to the cobbles among the corpses of his loyal men. Wolf’s sword
whistled over Brutal’s sagging head, cutting hair not flesh.
Brutal’s lifeless brown hair drifted slowly downward in a spiral to
land on his limp shoulder.

I forced my grief aside as more troopers ran
out from behind homes and warehouses in a vain attempt to halt our
flight. Rygel’s sword rose and fell, catching any who escaped
Wolf’s onslaught. My pair of swords, one in each hand, caught many
a gallant trooper on their blades. I’d received the best possible
training from the best arms masters that had ever lived. I fought
equally well with either hand, each blade working independent of
the other.

The fight ended as the last line against us
fled, not yet willing to die for their King. We galloped madly into
the darkness, leaving the dead, and the bloody wounded, and the
frightened, panicky living behind.

Brutal killed Kel’Ratan. He murdered a good
man, my cousin, my best friend. The scene replayed inside my head,
the bolt striking Kel’Ratan in the chest. My heart wailed silently,
the pain stabbing deep once more. Kel’Ratan! Where have you
gone? Tears fell unchecked to splash upon my saddlebow.
Kel’Ratan! Come back! You swore to never leave
me! You broke your sacred oath. You left me
behind! Come back!

Though my father’s younger brother’s son, he
was more than my cousin. He stood beside my cradle when I was born,
my mother’s birth blood still on my swaddling bands. Ten years old,
he was, cutting his arm with his sword. Bathing his own blood on
the steel, that same sword now clutched in my grip, he swore a
sacred oath to protect me always. An oath he’d sworn, a holy oath
on our Lady’s honor to never leave my side while I lived. More
tears rolled down my cheeks, I choked back a sob. Kel’Ratan!
Don’t leave me!

Inside my grief, a new emotion rose.

Rage.

He’d been murdered by that brutal scoundrel.
By escaping Wolf’s blade, High King Brutal failed to pay for his
crime. He must pay for Kel’Ratan’s life with his own.

Brutal yet lived. He fainted and escaped
Wolf’s wrath.

He’d not escape mine.

I reined Mikk in. He half-reared as his
quarters slid under him, his legs splayed. His hooves skidded
across slick cobbles. A reddish haze crossed my vision. My fury
soared on swift wings, blinding me to all that was sensible and
sane. Brutal killed Kel’Ratan, the best of men. Vengeance was mine,
my right, as his nearest blood kin.

I wheeled Mikk about with my knees. He
obeyed, skidding to a stop, turning, half-rearing, shaking his
head.

“Ly’Tana!”

Wolf’s deep shout made me hesitate, look
back. He and Rygel had also reined in, their mounts curveting and
plunging. I heard their shouts, witnessed their frantic gestures.
Come back!

My fury overrode their shouts. Under my
hate, my blood-rage, sanity and good sense fled.

I spun both swords in my fists as Mikk
reared high, screaming his war challenge to the night. He danced
with the shadows, his front hooves boxing the air. Joy mixed with
the fury rushing through my veins. I felt deliciously hot, seeking
Brutal through the red crossing my sight.

The swords in my fists spun again, living
steel in my hands, the souls of the blades crying out for revenge.
Thirsty for blood, they sang in my hands, cutting the air with
shrill cries. I, Brutal’s chosen archenemy, gave them voice, caused
them to sing. ’Twas easy to make them spin, to make them sing. Just
the right flicks of my wrists. . . .

Nudging Mikk with my spur set him to
prancing sideways, his neck arched. Sharp snorts timed perfectly
with his dancing hooves resounded through the now silent darkness.
I spun my bloodthirsty swords, hearing their pleas for the blood of
those who killed Kel’Ratan.

The royal troopers, those healthy enough to
find me threat enough, surrounded Brutal as Mikk and I approached.
Toward their bared swords I rode, his trot so smooth I could have
poured wine into a chalice of silver without spilling a single
drop. Mikk danced closer, striking fire from beneath his hooves,
sparks that lit the night like summer stars falling to earth.

“Ly’Tana!”

I ignored Wolf’s shout as I might ignore a
buzzing fly. Brutal shoved his troopers out, away and toward me,
commanding they die for him. The heat in my blood rose higher, my
rage climbing until I could scarcely see through the haze. Come
here, you pig.

Mikk waltzed closer. The song of my swords
rose in a sharp crescendo, hoof-spun sparks brilliant light in the
deep darkness.

“What’s got into her?”
Wolf’s voice demanded.

“Ma’aliki’kai.”

“In my
language!”

“Battle madness!” the harsh
voice roared. “She’s out of her mind!”

Not really, I half-thought. I’m
pissed.

I halted my swords’ song at the same moment
I gripped Mikk with both knees. He reared again, readying himself,
bunching his quarters to charge.

I screamed a single name.

“Brutal!”

He heard me. Frantic, ducking behind his
men, he urged them forward. With curses, with striking hands,
Brutal forced his soldiers out and away, facing my attack. They
reluctantly obeyed, loading crossbows, leveling swords, their eyes
shifting toward one another uneasily.

Mikk’s front hooves struck the cobbles. He
broke into a dead gallop as I raised both swords. Die,
Brutal.

He slithered to a rearing halt as a black
shadow blocked his path.

My lifted swords dropped and the red haze
receded a fraction as Rygel’s black gelding raised his front
hooves, boxing Mikk’s face. Forced to duck aside, Mikk leaped
sideways, dodging the blows and sliding on the cobbles. Regaining
his balance, Mikk leaped forward under my knees at the same moment
Rygel’s firm hand clamped down on his bridle.

Mikk slewed to the side, the slick footing
beneath his hooves more treacherous than Rygel’s actions. His mane
in my face, blinded by red and black, I blinked away tears and
raised both blades.

“Princess—”

I cut off his one choked word with one sweep
of my steel.

The world stopped dead.

He stared deep into my eyes. My arms
crossed, my right sword threatened the left side of his throat. My
left sword tickled his carotid on his right. Should I wrench my
arms outward, his head would spin off his neck, spraying purple
blood. I half-wondered if he prayed I do that very thing and end
his pain forever. I tilted my head to one side, considering. Kill
him and Brutal both. After all, Rygel and Brutal hated me anyway
because of a peculiar happenstance that I’d been born female.

Beyond Rygel’s wild mane of wheaten hair,
the King’s soldiers hustled Brutal back, shielding him. Cavalry
recovered enough to trot forward, their mounts sluggish, lining the
street between me and my prey.

The heat hadn’t departed my veins, nor had
good sense returned. Someone had to pay for Kel’Ratan. Since Rygel
stopped me from killing the true villain, perhaps his blood might
suffice.

“Princess.”

Rygel’s soft voice didn’t entreat. It didn’t
beg. His amber eyes showed no fear, nor did his body try to
retreat. With his black horse quiet, lathered and blowing, he
waited for me to see sense.

“Ly’Tana!”

While I’d not turn my head and take my eyes
from my enemy, I did slide my chin over my shoulder slightly. In my
peripheral vision, I saw Wolf waving both arms over his head.

“He’s alive! Kel’Ratan
isn’t dead.”

Kel’Ratan? Alive?

I looked back at my former betrothed as he
cursed his soldiers, cuffing their heads, ordering them to loose
their bolts. Despite his need to catch me alive, I suspected he
gave up on that notion and wanted me dead instead of free. Casting
quick nervous glances in my direction, they cocked the arms of
their crossbows, inserting the bolts, lifting them, aiming—

My glance found his.

His skin met my steel as he dropped his head
once, in a short nod. “It’s true, Princess.”

Like a dropped anvil, my rage fell apart.
With Kel’Ratan alive, I’d no need to avenge his death. The red haze
wavered and collapsed. I relaxed my hands and my swords fell away
from Rygel’s neck. Thin tendrils of blood seeped where the edges
caught him, yet Rygel dipped his brow in a quick bow. “We
should—”

“I know.”

With a sword in each hand, my reins slack on
Mikk’s neck, I squeezed hard with my knees. Mikk climbed the
moonlit air again, wheeling on his haunches. He screamed his war
cry to the gods themselves, his challenge echoing through the
silent streets. Before his front hooves even hit the cobbles, he
lunged forward. He was in a dead run the instant his hooves struck
the ground, carrying me back toward Wolf and Kel’Ratan.

His black pounding hard behind us, Rygel’s
magic shielded us from the soldier’s belatedly loosed bolts.
Steel-tipped warheads dropped to the stonework behind our galloping
heels, or whined off his shield, lost in the darkness. The royal
troopers, and Brutal, fell far behind and vanished behind several
streets and rounded corners.

“Grab my reins,” Rygel
ordered me tersely. “Keep my horse running straight.”

I obeyed. I awkwardly sheathed my bloody
sword to free up a hand. With Kel’Ratan’s sword in my right hand, I
took the black’s rein in my left. I’d no limbs available for Mikk’s
reins. Leaving them lax on his neck, I guided him solely by my
knees. I leaned back to ease Mikk’s heavy gallop to keep him
side-by-side with the slower black gelding.

Hands now free, Rygel put them on
Kel’Ratan’s head as Wolf shifted Rufus closer to Rygel’s horse. I
glanced about us, seeing the dark homes and buildings fly past,
hearing the occasional dog bark as we galloped by and the sound
receding into the distance quickly.

Kel’Ratan’s bay stallion galloped just
behind me and to my right, free of any constraint. As our warhorses
had more intelligence and loyalty than the average horse, I wasn’t
much surprised. Kel’Ratan had raised this stallion from a foal,
nursed him with his own hands after his dam died delivering him.
The bay adored Kel’Ratan, as blindly devoted as any worshiper to
his god.

Feeling eyes upon me, I looked up and to my
left, over Rygel’s bent head. Wolf stared at me with that inhuman,
predatory cold stare. His eyes, icy grey with that strange ring of
black watched me, unblinking. How many men met those dreadful eyes
before they died? All memory of our kisses, the bond shared between
us, fled under the chill of those cursed eyes.

Kel’Ratan’s sword, much heavier than mine,
dragged at my right arm. How in Nephrotiti’s name had I spun it,
made it sing? Could I defend myself with it, should Wolf choose to
attack? Unable to look away, I rode, mesmerized by their icy
chill.

“You little fool,” Wolf
growled. He sounded more wolflike than ever. “What the bloody hell
were you doing?”

“Leave her alone. It’s not
her fault.”

Rygel’s calm voice broke my trance. I
dragged my eyes away from Wolf’s, and studied instead the cobbled
stones before Mikk’s galloping hooves. I almost killed an innocent,
a friend. Had I sliced Rygel’s head from his shoulders, I’d have
also slain Kel’Ratan. Brutal may have struck the blow, but my
swords finished the task. My guilt was a great as his. The memory
of my rage seemed distant and indistinct, yet I still found the
flavor when I thought of Kel’Ratan dead. Had he died . . . .

“I guess I lost my mind for
a moment,” I murmured.

“Lost your—” Wolf
choked.

My fury flared anew. “What would you do if
you lost your best friend to that murdering fiend?”

Wolf cut his eyes to Rygel, then averted
them just as quickly. He shut his teeth, his silence speaking
volumes. Had Rygel died, Brutal could never escape Wolf’s
bloodthirsty vengeance. I knew he wanted to say more, saw it in his
clenched fists and tight expression. Yet, he kept his comments
behind shut teeth.

Just as well. If he wanted a fight, verbal
or otherwise, I’d be happy to oblige.

Several moments and many blocks later, two
dark shadows emerged from the darkness and stood in the street to
await us. Corwyn and his charges. By mutual voiceless consent, Wolf
and I slowed our mounts, keeping the black gelding between us.
Rygel remained in his spell as we slowed from a fast gallop before
sliding to a halt beside Corwyn’s horses.

They’d waited quite some time for us,
evidenced by Tor’s indolent body. He faced backward over the grey
mare’s rump, leaning against Arianne’s back and yawning mightily.
Less at home on a horse than Tor, Arianne still clutched the mare’s
mane in both fists, her knuckles white.

Corwyn eyed us calmly, taking in Kel’Ratan
and Rygel, his blue eyes venturing from my dress, now more red than
white, to Wolf’s evident anger. “What kept you?”

Wolf snorted. “Don’t get me started.”

“Raine?”

Arianne’s timid voice softened the black
scowl on Wolf’s face. Its hard planes softened, his arctic grey
eyes warmed enough to quiet my anger. He conjured up a small smile
for her, his hand reaching out to pull the midnight hair from her
tiny face.

“I’m sorry I didn’t listen
to you,” he said. “I’ll never not listen to you again.”

Her face brightened immediately.

Corwyn nodded at Kel’Ratan, still slumped
over Wolf’s saddlebow. “Will he live?”

Panic at the thought of Kel’Ratan dying
surfaced once more, my heart hurting physically. Treacherous tears
trailed down my cheeks, my throat shut down so tight I couldn’t
breathe. I closed my eyes, silently reciting a calming chant my
arms master taught me long ago, designed to return my focus, set me
back onto the path of serenity and courage. My breath returned
slowly, and with it a new determination.

The distraction helped loosen pain in my
chest a fraction. I could look at Kel’Ratan’s still form and
Rygel’s bent head without howling to the moon like a lunatic. I
could breathe—a bit.

Wolf watched me with worry, his icy eyes now
filled with compassion. Till now, I never noticed how easily his
eyes could be read, as though his every emotion showed through
clearly, even if his facial muscles never moved. A strange, yet
attractive feature the man owned.

Rygel stirred, shaking his wheaten head as
if to clear it, straightening slowly in his saddle. He answered
Corwyn’s question, since neither Wolf nor I could.

“Yes,” he said slowly.
“He’ll live if we can get him to a safer place where I can work on
him.”

My heart ceased its wretched silent wailing,
and sang in joy, much like my swords had done.

“The bolt missed his
heart,” Rygel went on, sweat tickling down his cheek. “But I have
to get him somewhere quiet and soon. The arrow’s lodged in his
lung. He’s bleeding into it and still may drown in his own
blood.”

“How soon?”

Rygel took his reins back. “Now. He’ll die
within the hour.”

Wolf cocked his head, considering his blood
brother through narrowed eyes. “Unless?”

“Unless I get him to the
monastery,” Rygel replied, his tone sharp. “But you need me to get
you out of this hell-hole first.”

“I think—” I
began

“Don’t bother,” Rygel
snapped. “Come on. We ride.”

Arianne took a tighter hold on the mare’s
grey mane. Tor turned around, raising his butt off the mare’s rump
with his hands, lifting a leg and rotating his body around. The
mare took his action philosophically, sighing down her nose. Corwyn
reined his ugly roan about, taking the mare and her passengers with
him to a spot behind Wolf. Rygel took the lead, nudging his black
into a brisk trot.

Beside me, Wolf edged Rufus close to Mikk,
our legs tangled together in our stirrups.

“I apologize for being
angry,” he said softly, his face near my ear. “But if you ever
scare me like that again, I’ll—”

I quirked a brow. “You’ll what?”

“Spank you.”

I lifted my head and stared down my nose,
giving him my most imperious expression. “You’ll try.”

His eyes flicked to my bow and empty quiver.
A faint grin surfaced and disappeared quickly. “Shrew.”

“Beast.”

“Bitch.”

“Ugly oaf.”

“The gates are just ahead,”
Rygel called over his shoulder. “Around that next bend. Once we
strike the plaza, we need to charge as fast as our horses can
gallop.”

“Then what?” I
asked.

Rygel turned his head over his shoulder
again, briefly. I caught a quick grin more wolfish than Wolf’s. I
decided henceforth to keep such silly questions behind my
teeth.

Forced to flog his exhausted black into a
faster pace, Rygel lashed his reins across the gelding’s neck. His
horse lurched into a shambling run, then picked up speed, leading
the charge across the plaza. Torches flared in the distance,
marking the big gates, shut and stoutly barred for the night. I
spotted smaller flares of flame tossing back and forth as gate
guards heard the thunder of hooves marking our approach and ran to
their defenses. What defense could they launch in the face of
Rygel’s magic? Hadn’t I learned, along with Brutal and Theodoric
and Ja’Teel, to never underestimate him?

His plan was both simple and effective. He
blasted the gates into exploding shards, and sent the watch guards
flying. Gouts of flame climbed high and lit up the night sky as the
noise of his blast echoed throughout the quarter. A spectacular
fire gobbled greedily at the huge gateposts, setting nearby
buildings aflame. Men cried and screamed, some shouted orders, many
others spewed either curses or prayers. Most fled from the
conflagration in terror, too many with their clothes on fire. Yes
Brutal’s simple, run of the mill soldiers fled for their lives.

Rygel never does anything by halves,
I thought, grinning.

Splinters and chunks of burning wood
cascaded around us as we galloped madly through the smoke and
chaos. Only a few soldiers had wit enough to fire their crossbows.
In their panic, their aim flew wide or fell short of their mark. We
rode well out of arrow range, bolts and firelight within
moments.

Rygel reined his lathered and panting black
to a halt nearly a mile from the flaming gates. We slowed to gather
around him in a half-circle as he wheeled about to face us. I
brushed my fingers over Kel’Ratan’s drooping mane of red hair,
wishing briefly he’d raise his face and say something—anything—to
me. Kel’Ratan! Don’t die on me now.

“My prince,” Rygel said,
offering Wolf a hasty half-salute. “I’ll have to go on without
you.”

“What?” I almost screamed.
“What about—”

His tawny glance shocked me into stillness.
“I’m taking Kel’Ratan with me.”

Even Wolf eyed him with a weird mixture of
faith, worry and panic. “What do you mean?”

Rygel slid from his gelding’s saddle and
tossed the reins to me. “He’ll not survive the ride to the
monastery. I’ll transport us both to a place where I can work on
him.”

“Er,” Wolf began.
“Transport?”

“Not enough bloody time to
explain.” Rygel stalked to Wolf’s flashy bay. “Give him to
me.”

Obedient, Wolf allowed Rygel to drag
Kel’Ratan’s inert body onto his sturdy strength. Ducking to swing
Kel’Ratan’s arm over his shoulder, he straightened. My cousin
half-stood, half-lay across Rygel’s broad shoulders, his damp red
hair concealing his face.

“Ride to Jefe as planned,”
Rygel ordered crisply. “I’ll meet you there.”

“But—”

Rygel shrugged Kel’Ratan more comfortably
over his back. “Make me breakfast when I get in,” he said,
grinning.

“Uh—” I
stammered.

“Make it lunch, I don’t
care. Just feed me.”

In a blink, he and Kel’Ratan vanished.

I swept my astonished gaze around the early
dawn darkness. No one stood there, shoulders high against the
starlight. No human shape lay against the night, blacker than
black. Only the stamping, blowing horses created living, breathing
life amid the pre-dawn darkness where evil lurked. Rygel took my
mortally wounded cousin—where?

I didn’t need eyes in the dark to know
Corwyn’s fingers made the sign against strong enchantment. I forced
mine to not make the same gesture.

“Where’d they go?” Tor’s
querulous voice asked the question that rose in all our
minds.

“The monastery,” Wolf
replied slowly. “I think.”

I gathered the black gelding’s reins. “Then
we ride. Fast.”

Wolf nodded after casting a quick glance to
the east. Beyond the trees and scrub bushes, the skyline showed the
faintest trace of pink. Dawn. “We won’t make it there before
noon.”

Fear once more stabbed my heart. “What about
Kel’Ratan?”

Wolf leaned across to cover my hand with his
own warm, calloused palm. “If anyone can save his life,” he said
slowly, his face close to mine. “Rygel can.”


Chapter Four

The Wrath of
Usa’a’mah






Ly’Tana paced.

Fluid, powerful,
lethal, she loped back and forth across the courtyard, her red-gold
hair swinging in the light breeze she made. Her warriors avoided
her sharp tongue and sharper temper, obeying her commands to the
letter. Yuri and Yuras she posted to the hills to watch for enemy
movement. She set Witraz, Rannon and Alun to watching the north,
south and west boundaries of the monastery grounds. Bar obeyed her
orders, leaping into the sky to watch for the missing twosome
without a disgruntled hiss.

Of them all, only Left and Right stared at
her, impassive, silently refusing her commands. Despite her railing
at them, swearing, threatening to behead them on the spot for
treason, they stood with arms folded and watched her with
glittering dark eyes.

“They’ll be here,” I said,
for the tenth time. Or was it the eleventh?

She shot me a dark look. “They should’ve
been here yesterday.”

We’d ridden our exhausted and bloody mounts
into the courtyard the day before, only to find Rygel hadn’t
brought Kel’Ratan here to heal him. Dead on our feet, none of us
slept much during the night. We bathed the gore from our bodies,
ate a little, and worried plenty. My bond with Rygel told me Rygel
still lived. I reminded her . . . or the tenth or the eleventh
time.

“That doesn’t mean
Kel’Ratan is,” she snapped, swinging to pace east twelve steps,
exactly twelve, before turning about and returning twelve steps
west. “Maybe Kel’Ratan is dead and Rygel hasn’t the balls to come
back.”

That was new. She usually ignored my
attempts to reassure.

“Rygel wouldn’t do that,”
Arianne said from her spot on the eastern wall, Corwyn standing at
her back.

“What do you know?” Ly’Tana
scoffed. “You were in his presence, what? An entire
hour?”

For answer, Arianne turned away, showing us
only the sleek clean fall of midnight hair. After bathing, the
tangles brushed from her locks, she looked more the young woman
than a starving orphan. The silver headband Ly’Tana loaned her gave
her a royal appearance, while effectively holding her hair from her
face. She couldn’t hide in it any longer.

“She loves him,” I said
softly.

That halted her mid-pace. Ly’Tana spun about
on her heel, glaring at me as though I’d just insulted her. I sat
on the western wall, sharpening my sword. A good blade, the fight
with Brutal’s soldiers still nicked the tempered steel in places. I
slid the whetstone along its renewed edge and returned her icy eyes
with a calm I didn’t feel.

“Impossible,” Ly’Tana
snorted. “She just met him.”

“Corwyn called it ‘the
thunderbolt of the gods’,” I replied mildly.

“Huh.”

“’Tis said,” Corwyn said,
watching the hills above us, “that if lovers die apart, one
grieving with a broken heart for the other, the gods often are
moved to great mercy. They’re given a second chance.”

“Oh?” I asked,
interested.

Ly’Tana didn’t spin this time, a good sign,
but turned instead to regard Corwyn with curiosity.

He nodded absently. “In their next
incarnation, they find each other again. Their lives are linked
across time.”

Ly’Tana eyed me with some humor over her
shoulder. “I think I can relate.”

Ah, there she is. The girl I was rapidly
falling in love with. I set my whetstone atop the wall beside me
and beckoned, but I was a fraction too late. She turned away and
put her hands on her hips as she watched Arianne suffer.
Silently.

“Poor child,” Ly’Tana
murmured. “No wonder she won’t eat.”

Despite her status as a starved waif,
Arianne feared her food. Panic over Rygel’s well-being wasn’t the
only reason food didn’t pass from her hand to her mouth. I knew
only too well how a cruel master inflicted misery on a slave. No
doubt Adhas gave Arianne small amounts of nourishment, then beat
her for taking it.

On the rare times Arianne bit into a small
fruit, or crust of bread, she hunched her shoulders, her face
hidden by her swinging hair. Only her eyes moved, restless, waiting
for the blows to begin. Yet only proper sustenance would put meat
on those skinny ribs of hers.

Sheathing my sword, I rose and stepped
lightly behind Ly’Tana. She didn’t object as I wrapped her inside
my arms and bent my head down to hers. My own thick hair concealed
both our faces as I kissed her cheek, nuzzled her throat. “All will
be well,” I murmured, my voice husky.

She choked, snorting a half-laugh, half-sob.
“Promise?”

“Promise.”

Ly’Tana returned my kiss, turning her face
enough to discover my lips. She demanded, needed, her mouth
devouring, her tongue thrusting past mine to tickle my throat. I
cupped her neck, tilting her chin up, angling her lips to better
taste her, felt her growing desire. Heat stirred in me. I tasted
the salt of her tears, breathed in her scent of lilac and leather,
listened to the rapid thudding of her heart. My own pulse raced to
match hers, our blood pounding through our veins as one—

Running steps clattered into the courtyard.
“Uh,” Tor gasped. “I think Your Graces should see this.”

Broken apart, we sighed in unison.

I nibbled her tender lips. “Hold that
thought,” I murmured. “I’ll kill him and be right back.”

Ly’Tana giggled. “Maybe we should see what
he wants.”

“Oh, sure,” I breathed. “A
frog. Or maybe a green snake. We look, we ooh, we ahh, then I’ll
kill him.”

“It’s important,”
Tor demanded as Ly’Tana snickered under her breath.

I raised my head, unveiling us to Arianne’s
curious gaze. Corwyn had politely averted his head while Tor
glared, his arms akimbo. Arianne smiled to herself, a decidedly
secret smile, and hopped down off the wall. “What is it, Tor?”

“You best come see for
yourselves,” he said, his huge brown eyes now wide, fearful and
moist. “It’s—just come.”

He bolted from the courtyard and stood on
the wide, grassy expanse of overgrown lawn a few dozen rods from
the monastery. He waved his arms and pointed westward. “You can’t
see it from there, it’s behind the trees.”

Taking Ly’Tana by the hand, I smiled down
into her uptilted green eyes. “Boys.”

“You were one
once.”

“Was I?”

“I’m sure of
it.”

I tossed my right arm over her shoulder,
snugging her tight to me. Her left arm crept about my waist as her
head rested against my ribs. Corwyn escorted Arianne out into the
bright sunshine where they both glanced west—and froze.

Sensing their rising alarm, I hurried
Ly’Tana out of the walled courtyard. The silent twins followed us,
hands on their hilts, ready to protect her from whatever might
threaten her life. The air felt strangely heavy, thick, yet tickled
my skin as though hundreds of tiny fireflies danced on it.
Weird. Though I swear I never felt such before, something
about it felt oddly familiar. I reveled in the light breeze,
scenting the forest evergreens and the hint of wildflowers. I
sniffed again, catching the scent of new moisture wafting across my
nostrils.

“Gods—” Ly’Tana
began.

“—above and below,” I
finished.

Over the hills and the thick forest lay a
dark bank of clouds. So dark a grey, they were nearly black, with
towering white thunderheads climbing into the summer blue sky. As I
watched, lightning flashed deep within, illuminating them briefly.
Underneath, a strange greenish light burned, as though lit from
behind by an evil force. If malevolence had a color, no doubt it
possessed that same weird green shade that lit the horizon now.
Just looking at that eerie jade sky raised gooseflesh on my arms.
Despite the distance, I smelled the rain and felt the electricity
dancing on my flesh.

“That’s not a storm,” I
said, my hackles rising along my neck.

“It’s the Wrath of
Usa’a’mah.”

“The what?” Ly’Tana asked,
shooting a half-glance toward Corwyn, her arm tightening around my
waist.

Arianne slunk to my side, the silver band in
her silky hair kept her hair from her face. Yet, she still managed
to duck her head enough to hide from prying eyes. Left and Right
closed ranks at our backs. Tor, as though fearing a beating,
grimaced like a cur and trotted into the safety of my shadow. “This
is just, like, really spooky.”

Ly’Tana tried to scoff, but her voice rose
several octaves. “It’s a storm for heaven’s sake.”

“Not exactly.”

Corwyn nodded agreement. “There’ve been
three such storms in my twenty-five years here. They come with
unusually hot summers, like this past season. The Khalidians name
them the Wrath of Usa’a’mah.”

Again, lightning flashed deep within the
gruesome clouds, flickering briefly, then disappeared. A few
seconds later, I heard a distant grumble. I gave it two, perhaps
two and a half, hours away.

“We’ll have to hunker
down,” I said, “wait it out.”

Ly’Tana tossed red-gold hair from her brow.
“Brutal is on our trail even now. If Rygel and Kel’Ratan don’t
return—”

Her words cut off sharply as though she
choked. “He’ll catch us here.”

“This storm is rare, but
still quite famous. If the twisters in it don’t kill you, the hail
will.”

I teased her cheekbone with my finger as she
glanced up, emerald eyes moist with fear and anxiety.

“Brutal can’t just shelter
in the trees and weather the storm,” I said. “The trees will be
stripped bare. Anything sheltering under them is dead
meat.”

“You’re mistaken,
surely—”

“Brutal is headed back to
the city with all speed,” I said with gentle firmness. “He’s an
idiot, but even he isn’t that stupid.”

“What about us?” Tor’s
desperate question was rife with panic. “Will it kill us,
too?”

“Tor—”

“The monastery is strong,”
Corwyn continued, his tone quiet, glancing around. “It’s been here
for hundreds of years, and no doubt will survive a few hundred
more. We’ll be safe enough, I expect. Brutal and his battalions
will retreat into the city, or they’ll die.”

Lightning glowed briefly within the inky
darkness, making the malevolent green flourish and grow. Maybe two
hours time was generous. Deep thunder vibrated through the earth at
my feet.

A loud crashing in the nearby forest
directed our attention from the distant black and green smudge.
Mere rods from the monastery wall, a huge brown bear lumbered out
from beneath the shelter of the trees. Despite our close proximity
and our shocked stares, the bear ignored our human presence. It
paused, ears up, black moist nose twitching, to cast a frightened
glance over its huge shoulder.

Turning its back on the approaching wrath
and gathering speed, the bear began to run again. Its fur rippled
like deep red-brown silk under the bright summer sky. I know none
of us breathed as we watched it flee, fascinated despite our own
danger. Entering the trees’ sheltering depths, it vanished, only
the sound of its body crashing through the heavy thickets evidence
of its existence. Soon the sound trailed away into silence as the
bear disappeared into the forest beyond the monastery’s walls.

“Now that’s something you
don’t see every day,” Tor commented.

I glanced down at Ly’Tana. “Your warriors
are watching in the hills? Get them back. We don’t have much
time.”

“What of Rygel?
Kel’Ratan?”

I gazed down at her emerald fears, her
tension manifesting itself in my mind. I opened my mouth to answer,
to allay her fears and my own, but no words formed. I gaped like a
landed fish, dying for a few spoken words of comfort. Of hope.

“They’ll be here
soon.”

Arianne’s soft voice intruded. The sudden
confidence in her tone belied her usual timid demeanor. A slave,
yes. Yet the princess emerged slowly, much as a butterfly emerged
from an ugly, pasty cylindrical object. Given time, Arianne may
find her wings and fly.

She looked so much like our mother Raia.
Those huge eyes, that small firm chin, her dimples and, of course,
all that hair. I remembered how my mother’s women sat in the
Queen’s solar and brushed Raia’s hair into burnished silk before
braiding into a thick rope that bounced off her hips as she
walked.

Arianne’s glossy hair draped her like a
second dress, and the stolen gown set off the twin jewels of her
eyes. Dimly, I recalled someone telling me Raia had the sight,
could foretell the future. Had Arianne inherited our mother’s
secret talent?

“How’d you know we
shouldn’t ride the direction we did?” I asked suddenly.

“That isn’t important,
Wo—Raine,” Ly’Tana said. “Leave her be.”

I ignored Ly’Tana and bored into Arianne’s
soul. “Tell me.”

Pierced by my gaze, unable to hide in the
dark wealth of her hair, Arianne finally capitulated, surrendered
on a gust of a sigh.

“The wolves told
me.”

Her voice trailed off, her face lowered
toward her hands, hiding. As though fearing I’d seize her by the
neck and slap my hand across her cheek. As no doubt Adhas did,
often.

An icy chill ran its fingers down my spine.
I tightened my grip on Ly’Tana’s hand, though she voiced no
complaint nor tried to wiggle free.

“The wolves?”

“Sometimes they warned
me.”

I leaned toward her, recognizing, deep
within my soul, a question of which Arianne had the answer. “Of
what?”

Arianne shrugged, her pinched face tight,
her eyes squinting against the young sun as she fought to find the
unfamiliar words. “After the wolf dreams, I knew something bad
would happen. Once, they told me the hearth fire would spill over
and catch the wooden floor. I had enough time to get out. The
master did not.” Arianne raised her head. “No matter how many times
I got sold, or how I was beaten, I knew I’d be safe. The wolves
protected me. The wolves loved me.”

Her face hardened. “You heard them. Rygel
did, too. Didn’t you understand them?”

How could I explain the wolves in my dreams?
How could I drag into the bright light the darkness in my soul? How
could I voice aloud the howling I heard when I couldn’t even speak
of it to myself? I hunched my shoulders, opening my mouth to say
something—anything—and shut it again.

“What was your dream of
me?” I asked finally, glancing up.

“I don’t remember seeing
your features,” she replied slowly, scratching her tiny nose. “I
remembered your voice: ‘Arianne. I’ve come to fetch you home.’ For
months, my sleep echoed with that voice and those words. And the
howling of wolves.”

“What does this mean?”
Ly’Tana asked, glancing from first me to Arianne and back again.
“Are the wolves your lucky totems?”

“How’d you know we
shouldn’t have gone the way we did?” I asked, ignoring the jibe
behind Ly’Tana’s question.

“I knew,” she answered
quietly, almost as though she spoke to herself. “I sensed something
on the wind. Behind us lay safety, forward—I smelled treachery and
grief.”

“And wasn’t she spot on,”
Ly’Tana muttered. “Where can I get a lucky wolf?”

“Little cat?”

Arianne stared across the green fields and
sun-washed trees, watching the Wrath of Usa’a’mah. Lightning
flickered deep within the cloud bank, thunder traveling through the
earth to vibrate my feet. In her small face, my father’s
magnificent grey-blue eyes swam with tears.

“If ever I tried to warn
Lady Adhas of anything I felt was wrong or could hurt her, she’d
beat me for speaking out of turn. So would the masters and
mistresses before her. I—I learned early to not—”

“Say no more,” I replied,
finding a small smile. “I’ll always listen to you
henceforth.”

“She is a seer, my liege,”
Corwyn said calmly. “Your family is rife with them.”

“How do you know
that?”

“My family has always been
fiercely loyal to your family,” Corwyn replied, a faint grin on his
craggy features.

“Check it out,” Tor said
from his spot watching the storm approach.

An immense stag bounded into the clearing. A
huge rack of antlers flared above his head. Unlike the bear, he
didn’t pause to look back. An instant later, he, too, vanished into
the depths of the forest.

“Pity,” Corwyn murmured.
“He’s a bonny prize.”

“What do they know that we
don’t?” Ly’Tana asked, leaning into me.

“Whatever it is,” I replied
grimly, “we better heed their advice.”

“If we can’t
run—”

“We hide.”

I pushed her gently from me. “Go get your
people. Bring them in now.”

“Bar,” Ly’Tana said, her
face blanching. “How will he survive?”

Helpless, all I could do was cup her cheek.
“We’ll figure something out.”

Catching my hand, she entwined her fingers
with mine. “When I find Rygel, I’ll—”

“You’ll what?”

I spun about, shoving Ly’Tana behind me and
half-drawing my sword in case the voice I heard wasn’t really
Rygel’s. Ly’Tana whipped hers from its sheath, and ducked under my
arm to face the pair that stood a rod or so to our rear.

“Kill him,” Ly’Tana
finished.

Rygel raised his eyes skyward. “I am
sooo unappreciated.”

His cheeks gaunt, dark hollows under his
blue eyes, Kel’Ratan eyed Ly’Tana with humor. Shirtless, his broad
shoulders wrapped in a blanket, he jerked his chin at Rygel. “Not
very gracious to kill him after he just saved my hide.”

Arianne didn’t smile, but walked sedately to
stand beside Rygel. Shy, she nestled under his arm, her hands
delving across his slender waist. Rygel wrapped her close to his
chest, his head bowed low over her shoulder. His blonde mane hid
all but his widening grin.

“I don’t care,” Ly’Tana
replied, following Arianne’s example and wrapping her arms about
Kel’Ratan’s neck. “I thought you were dead.”

Dropping the blanket to the grass, he hugged
her close and shut his eyes. “A few minutes longer—” he said, his
voice low. “—I would be. I almost left you.”

“Where the bloody hell have
you been?” I asked. “You said you’d heal him here.”

Rygel raised his head, swiping his wild mane
from his eyes. Keeping his arm snugly around Arianne’s shoulders,
he eyed me sidelong. “Uh, no, I didn’t.”

Ly’Tana half-turned, her arm around her
cousin’s naked waist, and rested her head on his shoulder.
Kel’Ratan clasped her tightly, his pale skin haggard and drawn.
Healed and alive, he’d still need plenty of rest to recover
fully.

“Then where—”

“I took Kel’Ratan to one of
my estates.”

“You have
estates?”

Exasperated, he scowled at me. “I may be
illegitimate, but I am of the blood royal. I owned them when
I was prince, and my half-brother never took them from me.”

“Does that mean you’re
rich?” Tor asked, brown eyes wide.

For a moment, Rygel’s face went blank. “I
suppose I am.”

“So why there and not
here?” I asked.

“I needed help,” Rygel
admitted. “I’ve a friend, also a healer. He’s worked with me many
times. No offense, my prince, but you don’t have the skills Brynn
does. Kel’Ratan, well, he challenged every bit of healing knowledge
I own.”

“Then why have you been
gone so long?” Ly’Tana demanded. “We were worried sick.”

“Sorry, Princess,” Rygel
said, with more kindness than I thought he possessed. “We both
needed sleep. You know how I get after a healing and
Kel’Ratan—”

Rygel half-glanced at his patient. “Let’s
just say we dragged him back from the brink. He slept almost twenty
four hours straight.”

Corwyn jerked his thumb over his shoulder.
“Your timing is impeccable.”

Rygel glanced up and past him to the
oncoming storm, nodding with a deeply fetched sigh. “The Wrath of
Usa’a’mah. Just what we need.”

“Uh, oh,” muttered
Kel’Ratan. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

Ly’Tana tossed her head and released her
grip on him. “You’re sooo superstitious.”

“You kill Usa’a’mah’s High
Priest and now a storm called the Wrath of Usa’a’mah is about to
descend on us. What’s so superstitious about that?”

Predictably, she snorted. “He should be
ecstatic I killed that weasel,” she snapped. “Theodoric was
nobody’s good example of a priest. Even Usa’a’mah must be sick of
his maltreatment of his worshippers.”

“Um,” I interjected with a
cough. “Can we worry about us and not what the god of war is
thinking about? We need to start making some plans to ride it
out.”

“Even if Usa’a’mah is a
little irritated with us, we’ve been blessed by
Nephrotiti.”

“This blessing may yet kill
us,” I answered. “If a twister from that thing hits this monastery
just right, we’ll all be paying her a visit real soon.”

“If we’re in divine
trouble,” Kel’Ratan mused, his fierce blue eyes on the distant
storm. “I’m guessing goddess Osimi is wroth with us for
impersonating one of her priestesses.”

Ly’Tana shook her head, her white owl’s
feather dancing within her red-gold tresses. “Osimi is sister to
our Nephrotiti. She’d not do us harm.”

“If we’re going to have a
religious discussion, we might consider that someone might
want us dead.”

“The monastery will hold,”
Ly’Tana replied quietly, her voice sure. “And this storm is the
best that could have happened to us. Our horses need the rest and
we’ve two invalids to consider.”

Kel’Ratan bristled. “Who’re you calling an
invalid?”

“Three guesses and the
first two don’t count.”

A sudden rustling in the shrubbery broke the
impasse between the warring cousins. A red-brown fox burst out from
the forest’s undergrowth and dashed across the grassy clearing.
Following hard on its heels ran two rabbits. None of them paid us
any heed at all, but disappeared into the deep woods beyond the
stone monastery.

“When the rabbit hunts the
fox,” Corwyn said slowly.

“The world is coming
apart,” I finished.

All eyes turned up at the swift sound of
wings. An eagle flew low overhead, vanishing beyond the tall
treetops to the west. At the same time, a small herd of deer
crashed out into the open, blinded with panic. They saw us at the
last second and leaped aside, yet continued on in bounds and jumps
to follow on the heels of the rabbits.

“How long, Rygel?” I asked
as a falcon swooped past, pursued by a mixed flock of doves, ducks,
geese, wrens and many that flew too fast for me to identify. Their
shadow darkened us for a moment before the sun shone again. Yet,
another buck bounded past us as still more eagles, hawks, vultures,
ravens flew wingtip to wingtip with thrushes, seagulls, owls and
robins. The sky filled with the thrumming of their
feathers.

A rabbit ran headlong into Tor’s ankle
before rebounding and scuttling around the rear of the monastery. A
small family of wild pigs raced across the grass on stubby legs, a
day-shy lynx scrambling beside them, its short tail clamped tight
to its butt.

Predator and prey put aside their
differences and fled a common enemy.

Ly’Tana, no coward, shivered as though
chilled and took my hand, leaning against me. Tor rubbed his ankle,
bemused, as though the rabbit hurt him and ducked into Corwyn’s
shadow. Left and Right put their large bodies between Ly’Tana’s
back and anything that might threaten it. Hands on sword-hilts, at
parade rest, they faced front, expressionless. Their dark hair
lifted under the freshening breeze and kissed their high
cheekbones.

“Rygel?”

He tore his eyes from the disappearing lynx
and half-shrugged. “That damn thing is approaching fast,” he said,
still holding Arianne close. “I’ll guess two hours, but I think
that’s generous at best.”

Ly’Tana’s green eyes widened in sudden fear.
“Bar. I sent him to search—where is he?”

“He’ll see the storm,
girl,” Kel’Ratan assured her, his tone more confident than I knew
he felt. “He’s no fool. He’ll fly in soon, you’ll see.”

She eyed the monastery building, doubtful.
“He can’t stay out in that damn storm, he’ll have to shelter. How
will we get him in there?”

She was right. What do we do with Bar? I
exchanged a worried glance with Kel’Ratan. “We might have to knock
a hole in the wall,” he said slowly.

“What about the barn?” I
asked.

Ly’Tana shook her head, her white feather
dancing amid her red-gold locks. “Not enough room for him and all
the horses. He’s too big, and they are too many.”

“We can widen a doorway,” I
said, eying the low stone building with speculation. “It has a
shale roof, so that’ll hold against the hailstones. We’ll have to
break a side door, one away from the wind.”

I clapped Rygel on the shoulder. “Up for a
spot of magic?”

“I thought breaking down
walls was your job.”

“I’m delegating. The
abbot’s personal chamber is on the lee side. It should be big
enough for a griffin.”

I brushed Ly’Tana’s red-gold hair from her
brow. “Call in your people. Get them here.”

“Right.”

Ly’Tana ran toward the barn and the horses,
Left and Right hard on her heels. Eyeing her tiny backside until
she turned a corner out of view, I lifted Arianne’s chin. “Can you
gather wood? We’re going to need as much firewood as we can. It
must last us a few days.”

Arianne nodded, unsticking herself from
Rygel’s side. “Yes, of course.”

“Stack it in the main hall.
We’ll have to stay until the storm is over. Tor, you collect as
much food as you can. Get everyone’s packs together and bring them
there. After that, you haul water.”

“Haul water?” His scowl
told me what he thought of that demeaning chore. “I don’t haul
water.”

I seized his ear and twisted sharply. The
folks in the city might easily have heard his screech of pain and
protest had they been listening. He danced on tiptoe at the end of
my hand as I lifted him nearly off his feet. “You do as you’re
told. Understood?”

“Yes! Leggo! Leggo, damn
your eyes.”

“Too late,” Kel’Ratan
interjected dryly. “His eyes are already damned.”

I released Tor. He stepped out of my reach,
rubbing his ear, his face a mask of rage, fear and pain. Tears
leaked from the corners of his eyes. He stared up at me, brown eyes
swimming, yet filled with—what? Hatred? Not quite. Defiance,
certainly. A steel core within that soft, street urchin’s body
spoke to me of a warrior’s resolve and stared back at me amid the
waterworks.

“Feed and water every horse
in the barn, then fill up every bucket and container on the
premises.”

He nodded, shooting me injured, sulky
glances as he walked away, toward the barn. He viciously kicked a
harmless rock out of his path, sending me another icy warrior’s
glare over his shoulder.

“Fear me,” those
eyes declared.

“I don’t think so,”
I replied, shrugging him off.

I cupped Arianne’s chin. “After you gather
as much wood as you can, help Tor feed the horses. Don’t overlook
the mounts who are busy right now. Fill their mangers to
overflowing.”

Arianne nodded once, then, lifting the hem
of her gown, ran to the woodpile.

“Once the warriors return,”
I went on absently, “we’ll have them help batten down the hatches.
Some can kill fresh game. We’ll need the extra meat, I
expect.”

Another four does, followed by their
antlered buck, dashed across the monastery grounds. Kel’Ratan
closed his fist as though wishing it held a bow. “Shouldn’t be too
difficult, eh?” A sudden thudding of hooves caught my attention. I
glanced away from the buck and his harem to witness Ly’Tana mounted
bareback on her cream-colored stallion. Behind her rode her
faithful guard on their blacks, never allowing her from their
sight. Feeling grateful for the twins and their silent loyalty, I
knew none dared harm her while they lived and guarded.

Throwing us a light wave, she galloped hard
up the eastern hill, crested the top and vanished down the far
side.

“That horse needs to rest,”
Kel’Ratan muttered. “He didn’t look so good.”

“He’ll have time to
recover,” Rygel said. “This divine bugger is going to be around for
a while.”

Kel’Ratan glanced at his sharply. “What’s ‘a
while’?”

Rygel half-shrugged. “All night at the very
least. Let’s go break a wall.”

Breaking the wall, Rygel-style, took less
time to walk there than the actual event. In typical Rygel-drama
fashion, he waved his hands and muttered incantations under his
breath, but I knew damn well those weren’t necessary. The abbot’s
chamber held a short rock wall around his private door and a tiny
garden for his herbs. The outer stones vanished under Rygel’s
magic, leaving his personal chamber exposed.

I walked into a spacious room littered with
broken remains of a bed, a wooden chest, religious symbols, and the
torn and filthy quilt that may have covered the rotten straw
mattress. Rat and mouse droppings covered the pale blue flagstone
floor, and a nest of fledgling barn owls cheeped in owl panic as I
walked across the room and flung open the door in the opposite
wall. The mother owl beat overhead, hooting in alarm. I startled
Arianne in the act of dropping an armload of wood next to the
hearth in the main hall.

“Will Bar fit in
here?”

Kel’Ratan strode in, thoughtfully eyeing the
vaulted ceiling buttressed with dark oak, the spacious expanse of
the chamber. He nodded slowly. “It might be tight,” he replied.
“But if he gets lonely, he can stick his head through the
door.”

“He’ll be sheltered from
the worst of the wind,” Rygel said, walking in and glancing about
the room. “The hail shouldn’t affect him at all. He’ll be safe
enough, I expect.”

“What about the rest of
us?” Kel’Ratan asked, his voice tense.

“Let’s hope your goddess is
fond of you.”

“What kind of answer is
that? I ask you!”

With a grin and a wink he tipped my way,
Rygel strolled through the door from the abbot’s chamber into the
central hall where Arianne had dumped her armload of wood and ran
outside to gather more.

“My lord!”

“Ignore him,” I advised,
following on Rygel’s heels. “He’s messing with your
head.”

“Are you sure?” he asked
from behind me.

“Um,” I replied,
hesitating, glancing about. “Actually, no, I’m not.”

Grinning to myself, I listened to
Kel’Ratan’s heartfelt groan and the prayer he muttered under his
breath.

Dodging aside, my hand holding the
monastery’s door open to allow Arianne to run into the hall with
yet another armload of wood, I glanced outside into the courtyard.
Rygel stood, arms akimbo, watching the storm approach, his back to
me. The mass exodus continued. In an almost steady stream, deer,
fox, rabbits, another solitary lynx, two more bears, slow-trundling
marmots, wild hoary pigs fled Usa’a’mah’s divine temper. Above us,
more birds than I might identify flew across a blue sky that slowly
turned a sickly, pallid green.

Movement on the hillside caught my
attention. A cream-colored horse galloped headlong down the hill,
its rider flagging a wild mane of red-gold. Behind her rode her
faithful twins and a young warrior on a chestnut horse. Another
brawny man split apart from them to ride crossways to the north.
Gathering up the warriors she spread apart to watch for enemies
and kinsmen alike, I surmised.

“She’s back,” Rygel
commented unnecessarily, without turning toward me.

I strode forward to stand next to him, my
thumbs hooked into my sword-belt as Ly’Tana, Yuri and the twins
clattered into the courtyard. Though not as exhausted as he’d been
the day before, Ly’Tana’s stallion breathed more heavily and
sweated far more than Yuri’s. She slid down from his bare back,
taking time to rub his bony face and kiss his blowing nostrils
before throwing her reins to Yuri. “Walk him out,” she ordered,
“then rub him down.”

Yuri saluted, fist to chest, and snubbed her
horse to his knee. Reining away, he walked both horses out in the
grassy yard in a large circle. Deer, pigs and the like passed him
by as though he and the horses were but a boulder in a river split
in twain. He idly watched the wildlife run past his charges as
though deer dodging him were as commonplace as men drinking
ale.

Left and Right dismounted, yet kept their
horses bound tightly to them, reins wound through tightly clenched
fists.

“The rest are incoming,”
Ly’Tana said quickly, her bow in her hand and her quiver bumping
her hip. The diamond in her navel winked at she walked, and once
again held me strangely fascinated. Under the tiny skirt, her hips
made some rather interesting movements, a kind of gentle sway . . .
.

I tore my eyes from them with an effort and
found her face. That didn’t help much, however. Her dusky skin and
angular green eyes set off her long thick red-gold hair, tossing in
the light breeze. I don’t think I drew breath in the time it took
for her to cross the distance between us. The tiny leather vest and
skirt revealed so much of her bronze skin and lean muscles,
literally whisking the air from my lungs.

“Breathe,” Kel’Ratan
murmured in my ear.

I’m trying, I thought, but couldn’t
say aloud.

“Raine?” Ly’Tana asked,
eyeing me quizzically. “You all right?”

“Uh,” I stammered, under
Kel’Ratan’s chuckle. “Sure. Of course. You?”

She glanced over her shoulder. “I’d be
better if I knew where Bar was.”

In the distance, across the open green field
the monks kept free of forest and apple orchard, two riders
approached. A third crossed from the west while a fourth galloped
in from the east. The foremost rode a flashy black and white
piebald. Witraz.

At the western edge of the monastery’s
borders, the group clumped together with Witraz at their head.
Loping at a fast pace, the warriors covered the distance in less
than a flash. Reining in, they created their own firestorm of dust
and broken grass flying into our faces. I coughed, waving the dust
from my face as Ly’Tana wheezed and choked.

“Your Highness?” Witraz
gasped, swinging down from his saddle before his piebald completed
his sliding halt on the cobblestones.

“Get these mounts under
cover,” Ly’Tana gasped, snorting dust from her nose. “Care for
them, then get your butts back here, pronto.”

“We don’t have much time,”
I added. “If Tor hasn’t already filled their buckets and mangers,
do so and shut the barn up tight. Shutter all the windows and bar
the doors.”

Witraz saluted and trotted away, his piebald
in tow. The warriors dissolved under the freshening breeze, leading
their horses into the barn at the same time they loosened girths
and slipped bridles from heads. Yuri followed on their heels,
dropping from his saddle and walking both his mount and a still
sweating Mikk into shelter. Left and Right glanced at Ly’Tana for
confirmation before they, too, dismounted and led their quiet
blacks into the barn’s safety.

“All present and accounted
for,” Ly’Tana reported as though to her drill sergeant. “Except for
that dratted griffin.”

“You mean,” Kel’Ratan
asked, his blue eyes narrowed and fasted on the distant hills.
“That griffin?”

“Oh, bother,” Ly’Tana
quipped, her tone light. “I have so many.”

I spotted Bar winging his way south, toward
us and his beloved. I guessed he’d seen the onrushing storm and
flew hard to make certain Ly’Tana was safe as he flew as though
hellish daemons gnawed on his tail. He screeched at the top of his
lungs long before he reached us, and didn’t cease as he circled
over our heads. The mass exodus continued as though a predator
Bar’s size was no more dangerous than a fluttering butterfly. Wind
from his wings as he banked up and over blew my hair in my mouth.
He lined up and shot past us, low overhead, still yelling.

Ly’Tana put her hands over her ears, her
face screwed up into an expression of pain and anger. “Shut up!”
she cried, shrieking like an outraged alewife. “Shut your bloody
beak and get down here so I can slap you.”

Bar didn’t come down to get slapped but he
did quiet his bizarre bellowing. He tried to hover, his wings
beating hard to keep him airborne as he stood on his tail, his wide
raptor eyes staring over his shoulder at the Wrath. Before he could
fall out of the sky, he dove out and down, blasting past us to once
more bank up and around.

“I know there’s a bleeding
storm coming,” Ly’Tana snapped, waving her hands over her head, in
irate impatience. “I’ve got eyes, haven’t I?”

I opened my mouth to suggest we cease our
cordial chatting and take shelter. Yet, before I could utter a
sound, the slight breeze suddenly died. The soft sighing of the
forest grew still. I swear the land itself held its breath, as
though frozen in time.

I cocked my head, listening hard. In mere
seconds, the temperature dropped, giving the once hot air a sudden
chill. Gooseflesh rose on my arms and belly. Electricity danced
across my skin, stirred the hair on my arms and the nape of my
neck. I scented the lightning, a faint metallic taste on my
tongue.

The sun, while still shining, had a weak,
sickly cast to it. It hadn’t yet reached its zenith and should have
shone bright and hot. It’s golden and lively light now held a
faintly greenish tinge that made my gut suddenly complete a slow
forward roll.

The edges of the inky storm clouds had not
yet reached the sun, but the green light had. Lightning still
flashed deep within the malevolent storm, vibrating thunder felt
more than heard.

“I think we’re in trouble,”
I muttered.

“Lady have mercy,”
Kel’Ratan murmured.

“Usa’a’mah must be
seriously pissed,” Rygel said, his arms crossed over his
chest.

Arianne crept, silent and frightened, from
the shelter of the stone building to nudge her way under my left
arm. I hugged her close, drawing as much comfort from her presence
as I offered to her. Tor followed at her heels to push his way
between Ly’Tana and myself, his former warrior fearlessness
forgotten. He separated us to cling, shivering, to my hip. I
dropped my now free right hand to his neck in an attempt to
reassure, to soothe.

“Holy crow,” Witraz
commented from my shoulder.

A half-glance around found Alun and Rannon
also stood in the courtyard, watching the divine spectacle
approach. Alun stroked his mustache thoughtfully, his bow in his
left hand. Rannon scowled at the sight as though the storm annoyed
him.

Like a feathered river, birds parted around
Bar’s massive wings and flew on. A mother bear and her young cub
hurried past in a rolling lope. She growled a deep-throated rumble,
her head swiveling toward us. But as we posed no threat to her
offspring, she ran on and vanished. A large herd of deer bounded
into the clearing in front of the monastery, another buck and his
fat harem.

“Ly’Tana.”

I spoke without thinking. Whether she read
my mind, or knew the instant I spoke her name what I wanted, I’ll
never know. She drew an arrow, nocked it, and sent it winging into
the side of the bounding buck all faster than the eye could blink.
The buck, caught in mid-leap, tumbled white tail over antlers into
a spectacular heap at the foot of the rock wall, dead before his
legs stopped twitching.

Other bowstrings twanged, bringing down
three plump does in mid-flight. They fell in a tangle of hooves and
thrashing bodies, bleating in terror before collapsing to the
ground. Red soaked their light brown coats.

Rygel’s hand whipped up and forward. His
shiny dagger struck a young buck with small prongs for antlers,
buried to the hilt between his ribs behind his shoulder. The buck
stopped, eyes and mouth wide. He tried to stagger forward, but
instead fell on his face, his tail high and toppling over his
ears.

The rest vanished into the woods.

“I am impressed,” Ly’Tana
said, lowering her hand from her bow.

“Me too,” Kel’Ratan added,
his tone hushed. “I’d have never thought—”

“Thanks,” Rygel replied
smugly.

I sighed and Arianne rolled her eyes.

On the heels of the deer, a family of wild
pigs, led by a hoary old boar with huge curling tusks, ran with all
speed on stunted legs toward safety. They galloped past the dead
deer while paying the scent of blood as much heed as they paid
us.

Another bow whispered softly. A young sow
squealed and fell, kicking, to die beside Ly’Tana’s buck on the
green grass.

As one, me, Rygel, Ly’Tana, Kel’Ratan,
Corwyn, Arianne, Rannon, Alun and Tor turned to stare at the
one-eyed Witraz, his hand still on his bowstring.

Lowering his bow under the interested stares
of everyone present, Witraz returned our gapes with a faint smile,
his equanimity unscathed. He slowly shrugged. “I like pork.”

Dissolving into helpless, nearly hysterical
giggles, Ly’Tana clapped her hands. “Start butchering,” she
ordered, her voice high and strained. “Keep a haunch back for Bar.
Let’s move!”

The warriors, hanging weapons from
shoulders, drew knives from their belts. Light chatter and grins
covered the tension as they yanked arrows from corpses and cut
throats. Alun tugged the knife from the young buck and tossed it to
Rygel. Catching it easily by the hilt, Rygel cleaned it as best he
could on the grass before sheathing it.

As the blood soaked the ground, the mass
exodus from the forest continued. The warriors largely ignored the
many deer, bears, rabbits, foxes, hares and many others fleeing
across the open ground before the Jefe monastery.

The local wildlife also paid scant attention
to the activity, save to give the humans and slain deer a wider
berth. As though the dead animals and live humans were but an
obstacle to go around, the forest’s inhabitants fled something more
dangerous than us.

One by one, the Kel’Hallans took hold of the
bloody carcasses to carry them inside. Witraz seized his pig and
tossed it effortlessly across his wide shoulders, oblivious to the
porcine blood that oozed down the back of his tunic.

“There’s a chamber off the
kitchen,” Ly’Tana said. “Hang them there. Set aside some meat for
today’s meal, roast the rest for travelling. We’ll need it when we
head home. Cure the hides, too. We may need them as well. Tor, you
help.”

She pushed a resisting Tor toward the
doorway. He went, reluctant, his eyes still wide and fearful as he
gazed at the inky storm that crept closer to the sun during the
slaughter. His unwilling walk turned into a frantic run as he fled
for the safety of the stone walls and stout roof. That left only
me, Ly’Tana, Rygel, Kel’Ratan, Arianne and Corwyn to witness the
next group to flee Usa’a’mah’s wrath.

A pack of wolves emerged from the woods as
the last warrior trudged inside with his burden. Accustomed as we
were to the forest creatures fleeing for their lives, the five of
us paid scant attention to wolves added to the mix. I eyed them
curiously, half-interested, but turned away to enter the monastery
and lend my assistance to the work inside. Something about them
made me pause and I glanced back, over my shoulder.

A small pack, I noticed, yet the leading
wolves themselves were huge. Rivaling ponies in size, a grey male
with white on his breast, face and paws trotted across the green,
his family at his heels. His slightly smaller mate, a she-wolf that
topped perhaps three hundred pounds, owned lighter-colored silver
fur and patches of white running through it like foam on a river.
Their pack held only two older females and three half-grown pups,
most owning the grey and white silvery coats of their parents.

At first, they ignored our presence as less
significant or dangerous as the coming storm. Loping past, the
alpha male glanced toward us briefly, like me, his demeanor only
half-interested.

Suddenly, he skidded to a halt in the grass
and dead leaves, his mate outrunning him by several strides before
she, too, paused, mid-lope, to stare. His youthful daughter
galloped headlong into his tail before sliding to a stop behind
him. She looked up, sat down hard. The others slowed their gait,
paused, and sagged to the ground, tongues hanging loose from their
parted jaws.

At first approach, they had all been panting
in fear and exertion, fleeing the tempest to the west in search of
safety. The huge leader snapped his jaws closed, and with his ears
at full attention, stared with sharply intelligent amber-brown
eyes. His family also ceased to blow, and gaped, jaws wide and ears
perked, in wolfish fashion.

At first, I thought they simply stared at
the unfamiliar small cluster of humans in front of the stone
building, predatory humans occupying their private domain. Perhaps
they thought us interlopers, rivals hunting the same game as they.
I half-thought they paused to challenge us, drive us out of their
hunting grounds—no, that wasn’t right.

They stared not at all of us, I suddenly
realized with a sharp jolt.

They stared at only me.

When the big male halted, I, too, ceased
walking and turned back. Ly’Tana glanced up curiously. Her eyes
followed mine. Arianne, still clinging to my waist, brushed her
thick midnight hair from her face to watch the silent, frozen,
staring wolf family. I heard Kel’Ratan’s grunt of surprise from
somewhere behind me.

The big grey male took a few steps toward
me, his eyes on mine. I felt no alarm, no fear of imminent attack,
no concern for the safety of my sister or Ly’Tana. My instinct for
danger sat quiet, quiescent, unperturbed.

While I felt little save curiosity, the only
emotions I felt came from the wolves themselves. Oddly, they came
at me from without, from beyond my own senses. All right, that’s
really weird, but hey—maybe they’re as intelligent as they
seem.

Puzzled, I opened my mind, questing,
seeking—

Instantly, a flood of feelings, memories of
memories, poured into my mind, into my very soul. The sound of
wolves howling, singing, crying their longing to the full moon
above filled my ears. They sought the one, their chosen leader,
calling to him over the centuries. Me. Their songs called to me and
me alone.

One of the pack, the leader, the one to whom
they owed their loyalty. I belonged to them and they belonged to
me. Brothers. An image flashed into my mind, an image of a huge
black wolf with strange grey eyes loping across a green sward. The
picture, there and gone so quickly I believed I imagined it, felt
like the ghostly ghost of a memory. My gut lurched for an instant,
a flash of a hunger for something I couldn’t yet wholly
comprehend.

A flurry of emotions, erratic thoughts, hit
me broadside from without. The feelings struck not from my human
companions but from the wolves. I staggered under the impact,
shuddering, my hands halfway to my head before I commanded they
cease. Emotions? What—

I felt the big grey’s surprise, delight, and
love. Love? He loved me? How is this possible? I shut my
eyes and opened my mind—

Fear. Love. Hope. Excitement. Longing. This
time I failed to stop my hands from reaching my face, trying to
halt the flood into my brain. My fingers dug into my skin as my
head spun as though having been hit with a halberd, my own fear
rising. This isn’t right, I babbled deep inside. This is
sooo wrong, it’s wrong. What’s wrong? This is—it’s—

I felt Ly’Tana’s hand on my arm, her flesh
hot on mine, her soft voice asking me something my ears failed to
translate. All I heard were the wolves’ voices, crying out to
me—save them!

Gods above and below, I thought,
panicked. Where in the hell did these feelings, these
voices, come from?

“Wolf, uh, Ra—?”

Ly’Tana’s voice, soft, questing, tore
through the sounds of wolves yammering for their savior. Like a
knife cutting through soft butter, her presence sheltered me from
their greed. She separated me from them, just as a wolf culled the
weak, the sick, the old from the herd. Panting, seeking solace in
her, I shut out the voices and focused sharply, hungrily, on only
hers. I glanced up, sweating, swallowing convulsively, forcing my
hands down from my face to my sides. Ly’Tana’s hand released me,
yet hovered close, somewhere near my ribcage.

Despite the close proximity of a pack of
predators, prey creatures ignored the wolves as much as they
ignored us humans. A stag jumped one of the pups on the ground with
no more heed than he’d pay to a fallen tree. Nearly on his heels, a
dark grey fox, running fast, dodged wolf bodies in quick, sharp
jumps around them to vanish into the forest. More deer flowed
around the pack, parting like a river around a boulder amid the
stream. A second family of wild pigs followed the first, passing
the halted pack with scarcely a glance in their direction. Despite
the wolves’ hesitation, the furry exodus from the vicinity
continued on.

Surprisingly, none of the humans save
Ly’Tana witnessed my confusion, my panic. Their eyes stared at the
very strange wolfish behavior spread out before them. I suspected
Kel’Ratan, at least, may have hunted wolves in his lifetime.
Corwyn, also in his younger days before arriving in Khalid, may
have hung a trophy wolf or two on his wall. Even Arianne’s eyes
were glued to the scene in front of her. As though thirsting for a
drink only the wolves could provide.

Of Rygel, I heard and felt nothing at
all.

The grey wolf spread his jaws in a lupine
grin, his tail waving the air. Wagging. When the wolf wagged his
tail, his entire rear end waggled back and forth with the force of
his joy. He posed an absolute picture of wolfish happiness and
pleasure.

Ly’Tana failed to understand his language.
Before I could blink, or move to stop her, she nocked another arrow
and drew her string to her ear. The arrow’s deadly steel head
pointed directly at the big grey’s chest.

The leader’s tail ceased its wag, and his
happy grin vanished. His pink tongue caught between his teeth as
his jaws shut down tight. Wrenching his light brown eyes from me to
Ly’Tana, his body stiffened and hackles rose between his shoulders.
I sensed, felt, no heard, the wolf’s sudden anger. Without
knowing why, I knew Ly’Tana made a terrible mistake.

Before I could move to prevent Ly’Tana from
shooting the wolf, Arianne plunged from my side. She ran toward the
pack leader, her skirts hiked above her knees. How could a tiny
half-starved girl run so fast?

The big male made no movement, either to run
away from the approaching human or attack in self-defense. He paid
Arianne as much heed as he paid to the fox, and stared past her to
the human threat to his family: his mate and his offspring. His
huge body stood forth, sheltering them behind him, prepared to
fight or go down protecting them from the hated human predator with
his life.

Arianne stopped a few small feet from him to
whirl about, to stand between the well-armed and ready warrior, and
the wolf. Like the grey male seeking to protect his family with his
body, Arianne sought to protect him from Ly’Tana in the same way.
It hardly mattered to her that Ly’Tana could shoot him between his
eyes, her arrow whisking over her own dark head.

She stood so close to him, the great wolf
could have snapped her neck without effort. He continued his icy
regard of Ly’Tana. Her arms spread wide, she sheltered the huge
wolf behind her, protecting him from the impending arrow.

A low rumbling growl quivered on the air.
His ears flattened, his hackles ridging his shoulders and back. His
mate stalked forward to stand beside him, ready to kill or be
killed in protecting her young, her own snarl ripping from her
throat. If Ly’Tana shot one, the other would have her blood before
she could nock another arrow.

The smallest of us saved all from certain
ruin.

Her magnificent grey-blue eyes running with
tears, her wild hair swirling about her, Arianne raised both hands,
palms outward, toward Ly’Tana.

“No,” she cried.
“Put up your weapon.”

Instantly, Ly’Tana lowered her bow, though
her arrow still lay nocked within the bowstring.

Her tears drying on her cheeks, Arianne
smiled tremulously, and slowly raised her hands to rest on two
heads, stilling both wolves instantly. They quieted, calmed, ears
rising at the same time hackles smoothed down and merged with
silver and grey fur. Lips that once bared white fangs were licked
by pink tongues. Heavy tails waved the air once more, though the
big male growled what sounded like curses under his breath.

Standing, the grey wolf cast Arianne into
deep shadow. He could kill her with a swift, effortless, slice to
her throat, yet she stood between the wild creatures with the same
confidence I owned when I walked into the arena. His mate eyed
Ly’Tana sidelong before turning her graceful head to watch her sons
and daughters relax behind their parents. Arianne stood smaller
than the weakest pup between two wolves who might slay her like the
rabbit she was.

Yet, I felt no concern toward my sister’s
safety.

Behind me, I heard Corwyn grumble the
beginning of a protest, heard his step forward, felt his rising
alarm. Without looking back, I flicked my hand. He ceased
instantly, and waited, as did we all, to see what princess and wolf
would do.

However late, I stepped forward to help
protect the grey leader and his family. I stood between them, the
fierce warrior princess and the strange wolf with whom I felt a
very odd kinship. Like my sister, I put my body between her weapons
and their lives. I smiled down at her, my finger under her chin
lifted her beautiful exotic face upward.

Reluctant to cease her stare at the wolf’s
savage figure and his fearless mate, she finally answered my
finger. Her fair lips quirked in rueful amusement. All
right, her eyes said. I’ll trust you. This
time.

I lay my arm across her shoulders. “They
mean us no harm,” I murmured, my lips against her sweet-smelling
hair.

“You better be right,” she
muttered. “Or you’re a sister short.”

“She said the wolves love
her,” I said. I quirked my brow as I glanced down. I tossed my chin
toward my sister and her friends. “I think that’s your living
proof.”

“You’re both
daft.”

Ly’Tana stepped away, annoyed suddenly, and
reluctantly returned her arrow to her quiver. She slung her bow
across her shoulder and put several paces between us. I felt her
personal shield rise, a female barrier against a male’s unwanted
courtesy. I let her go, returning my attention to the strange scene
of girl-meets-wolves, my feelings of awe rebounding.

Arianne swiveled her body in a graceful
move, and knelt in the grass and dirt beside the pack leader, her
skirts flowing about her like a blue and gold pool. “Forgive my
sister,” she said quietly. “She does not understand.”

How could he possibly comprehend the human
tongue? He understood quite well, I reckoned.

At her words, the wolf grinned, laughing,
his jaws parted and his pink tongue lolled. With a quick, sharp
twist of his head, he swiped her cheek with a sloppy kiss. His mate
sighed and wagged her tail. She nuzzled Arianne’s ear under her
hair and turned her back on us humans to return to her children.
They wiggled a bit, yet accepted her presence as second-rate to the
drama unfolding between their sire and me.

Arianne giggled, and rose to her feet. Her
hands caressed the she-wolf’s long body as that girl walked away,
then dropped to her sides. Like an ambassador counseling two alien
nations, she straightened her back. She did not try to pet the big
leader at her side, like she might a docile dog. Though I
half-expected she would, considering her proclivities toward
wolves.

Instead, she stepped away, to the side, as
though introducing two strangers to one another. She glanced from
me to the wolf and back again, expectant.

When his gaze returned to me, his
amber-brown eyes almost seemed to glow. His tail picked up speed.
He woofed, once, a low, soft bark that might have meant nothing but
a growling bark to everyone else.

I heard words.

“Chosen
One.”

The sudden urge to flee on Tor’s heels hit
me, and, before I could stop myself, I took a step backward. No,
no, not that crap again . . . no. It was fun while it lasted
but now the wolves need to move on and leave me to my own devices.
They have me mistaken for someone else, obviously, this Chosen One
of theirs must be a real wolf, not a human named Wolf.

The big leader spoke again.

“Chosen One.”

Once more, the image of the massive black
wolf filled my mind, running at the head of the great pack. So big,
the wolf dwarfed even the largest wolf in the horde. A black wolf
with grey eyes, he was easily the largest wolf that ever walked the
earth.

Damn and blast, I thought. I cast the
vision out quickly, my mind gibbering in near panic. Feeling the
sudden urge to run, to hide, I grit my teeth, and clenched my
fists. I will not, I thought, I will not, run from
a pack of furry vermin. I am, I will be, better than
that.

I halted my own panic with strict gladiator
discipline, and waited. I rehearsed mantras from my training that
soothed my fears and numbed my fright. Don’t move, I told
myself. Fear is your weapon, not theirs. Standing straight
and tall, Corwyn himself might have held a whip at my back to
instill such self-control from me. You will not fear them. They
will fear you. Treacherous sweat still dripped between my
shoulder blades, however. Fear is your weapon, your
ally.

Somehow, I didn’t think that idea applied to
wolves.

Tails flitting between their legs, the
wolves’ children wagged their joy, their heads lowered in
submission. Their soft eyes never left me. One of the half-grown
pups lay down and turned belly up, exposing his vulnerable throat
and soft underbelly, his tail flicking over his genitals. He
recognized his leader of the pack and that leader wasn’t his
father.

Whoa, time out, back up, what? Me?

The pack leader’s mate grinned, the ranking
female, and licked her lips. Her head parallel to the earth, her
hindquarters hugged the ground, and her tail flitted back and forth
in sharp, quick wags.

While not well versed in any language save
my own, I recognized the wolf language of submission to a creature
more dominant than themselves. I saw lesser wolves submitting to
one more powerful than the pack. Obviously, they held more
intelligence than your average, garden-variety human, but why would
they lower themselves to a slave?

My own smarts finally rose to the surface
and slapped me across the face. These intelligent creatures abased
themselves to their chosen leader.

To me.

Like the rest of his pack, the big grey
lowered his head, licking his lips. His ears flattened, his tail
slowing to sharp flicks between his legs. He spoke. I heard him. I
know I heard him, but how the hell I heard him escaped me.

“Hail, Chosen One. We greet
you well.”

I jolted back, astounded. As though he spoke
a verbal dialect, different from my own, I knew immediately what he
said. That low voice might sound like a canine growl to Ly’Tana, or
Kel’Ratan, or Corwyn. I heard words mixed in with that wolf rumble,
recognized an intelligence that my instincts lunged toward.

He spoke the language of my soul.

How in the name of all the gods did I
understand a damn wolf?

Had I the voice, I might have answered him.
I might have answered them, all of them, with a few questions of my
own. Are you all nuts? Have you gone completely insane? You’re
furry vermin with delusions of a grandeur far from my own.

“We need you, Chosen One.
We love you. Accept yourself.”

My throat dried to dust. Gods and below,
what was this Chosen One crap?

I planted my feet firmly on the earth, knew
where I came from and where I was going. I’m a man, once upon a
time a prince, now an outlaw and an escaped gladiator. I’m the
chosen one only of the die-hard sports fans, the Arena’s darling,
the champion of champions. Men died to grant me that title, the
only one I’ll ever know in this life. I may die bereft of its
glory, but by all the gods I’ll die free from its chains.

Wolves never entered the picture—until I
remembered their howling in my sleep.

My lungs failed to draw breath as I choked
on my own memory.

Darkness grew around us. I looked up, fear
seizing my heart. The storm, reaching the sun, blocked the sickly
green light. Within an instant, bright day turned to near darkness,
the color of deep dusk.

Before I could stop, or perhaps reevaluate
what I was about to do, my thoughts turned back toward the big grey
wolf and his family.

“Run, brother,” I
thought, sending my mental words toward him, without truly knowing
why or how. “Go, and be safe. We’ll meet again, one
day”

Where the thoughts came from, I’d no idea.
It seemed right, somehow. I understood not just the wolves body
language, but the grey leader’s thoughts, his mate’s and his
children’s as well. They loved me, they would die for me, as they
might die for their king or their god. With them, I felt a
rightness, a communion of two beings, a language understood
yet not.

Without rhyme or reason, somehow, my inner
words reached their goal.

The huge grey wolf cast one more fearful
glance over his shoulder toward the approaching menace. The storm
licked their heels, ready to pounce on them as a housecat may slay
a mouse. It had grown within the moments as we conversed, if that
was what we had done, its deadly strength bearing down on us like a
runaway team of six and an overloaded wagon.

The pony-sized wolf raised his head. His
lips skinned back from keenly sharp white fangs in a silent snarl
of primal fear. I shut my teeth when they wanted to part at the
same time the leader threw back his head and howled.

Tossing back her dainty head, his mate
howled beside him. The half-grown offspring gathered in a loose
knot around their parents, hackles ridged along spines. Rising from
their submissive postures, the youngsters tensed, ears forward, and
their eyes bright. Several pink tongues lapped whiskers as they
sought danger and promises both. Stilling tails that yet wanted to
wag, they prepared to run, escape this ominous threat with their
lives. They may be young, yet their wisdom included nature’s fury
in their limited education. Come on, Mama, Papa. Let’s go,
time’s a wasting. Crouching, they cast fearful glances toward
the storm, worrying, wanting to flee. Yet, they’d die before
fleeing without their kin.

The grey leader paused a moment, his head
up, his moist black nose scented the air. As it twitched, his lips
pulled back briefly from pale gums, and his hackles rose on his
back. Like a brush, his tail stood stiff behind him. Fear, not of
me or my folk, or the approaching storm, etched his white-washed
features.

He worried over me.

His intelligent eyes found mine once more.
“Beware, Chosen One,” he growled. “I scent
enemies.”

With one last graceful bow toward me, the
grey leader led his pack into the woods. On they ran, fleeing
toward safety and survival. Leaving me behind they loped ahead of
the devastation. They fled the wrath of one they didn’t understand.
At his own request, they left behind one they held most dear. They
fled, and escaped the horrible storm, into freedom and safety.

Once they disappeared into the forest, I
felt a strange melancholy draw over my soul. Not even the close
proximity of Ly’Tana, of Arianne, of Kel’Ratan, could quell that
inarticulate longing, half-felt, and not understood.

I stood among those I loved, and felt
absolutely alone.

I resisted the strong urge to follow after,
howling, running not on two legs but four.

Cold reality washed over me, drenching me
from head to toe in ice.

I jerked myself from those strange thoughts,
those very weird feelings. I’m a man, not a wolf.

Where did these strange feelings come from?
Why did the wolves stop and seem to know me? Arianne knew. Arianne
understood the wolves and the wolves loved her.

Why?

Uneasily, I recalled Rygel’s tale in the
inn. He spoke of the legend of the gai’tan, the werewolf. I
remembered his bizarre tale of the man with the soul of a wolf.

I also remembered how I scoffed.

I stared into the forest trees where deer
and bear and fox and rabbit still fled. The wolves seemed to know.
Yet, they were gone, and they left behind too many questions for
which I had no answer.

“Well, that was
interesting.”

I spun about, my arm shielding Ly’Tana at
the same time I reached for my sword. She muttered imprecations,
eyeing me sidelong with an expression that said,
my-aren’t-we-jumpy-today?

During the wolfish drama, Rygel had taken a
seat on the rock wall at our back and watched us with no small
amusement. I’d no need to translate the expression in his eyes, or
his smarmy half-smile.

“Gai’tan”, his
silence said.

“Gai’tan this”, I
replied, making the sign.

Like the wolf, Rygel read my mind. “Don’t
be an ass. Accept yourself. You are what you are.”

“What am I?”

“Think on it,
braud,” he replied, his tawny eyes glinting with
humor.

All I could feel was gratitude that was all
he said.

After a mock salute and a grin, Rygel
whistled an aimless tune and pulled his still-bloody dagger from
his belt. All the while watching me with those insufferable cat’s
eyes, he deliberately cleaned his nails with the knife’s point.

“I sooo don’t want
to know what the hell just happened,” Ly’Tana muttered, setting her
bow across her back.

“I do,” Kel’Ratan demanded.
“What the hell just happened?”

“They paid homage,” Arianne
replied simply, having returned to my side. She nestled under my
arm, her own tiny limb stretching as far as she could around the
small of my back. “Raine sent them from here, to protect
them.”

I gave a start. “You heard that?”

Rather than answer, she set her lips in a
thin line, a small pucker between her finely arched brows. ’Twas a
look I’d see more often than I liked.

“Homage?” Kel’Ratan
asked.

“You know what homage
is.”

“Of course I know,” he
snapped. “How do they know?”

“They know.”

Her uncomplicated answer, while correct,
merely served to annoy Kel’Ratan further. He opened his mouth to
either question or protest, but I scowled and he shut his mouth
with a snap. Arianne paid little heed to him, blissfully unaware of
his red face as he nearly strangled on the words he dared not
utter.

I lifted some of the jet mane from her face
in time to see a quick, self-satisfied smile crease her mouth
before she ducked her head and resumed her usual
eager-to-please expression. I sighed. It appeared there was
more to my little sister than met the eye.

“Is anyone going to explain
this?” Ly’Tana demanded. “Why are a pack of wolves paying you
homage? How did you send them from here? What the bloody hell is
going on?”

I took her arm to urge her into the
monastery, hustling my sister alongside. “You don’t want to know,
trust me. We need to take cover, like, right now.”

As though growing bored with watching the
drama from above, Bar finally landed in the courtyard. He dropped
to all four feet, dust and debris from the backwash of his wings
sweeping over us. He blew Arianne’s skirts around her legs and her
hair once more into her face. I blinked grit from my eyes as
Ly’Tana coughed.

Ly’Tana inhaled a long, deep breath. It
didn’t take a mind reader to know it contained a great deal of
relief. The tension of the past few minutes quickly dispelled from
her with the large variety of expletives that spewed from her
mouth.

“You bloody
bugger!”

She advanced on Bar in a fury, waving her
arms, stabbing a finger into his startled face. Big as he was, Bar
was no match for his mistress when it came to sheer fury. He backed
away, raising his feathered head high to avoid the jabbing finger,
his raptor’s eyes wide with alarm.

Arianne hugged me tighter, brushing her jet
mane from her eyes, eyes round with awe. Where did a royal princess
learn such language? I half wondered. Yet, still too confused to
wonder very long, my thoughts returned to the wolves.

I half-listened as Ly’Tana cursed her
griffin soundly for frightening her so badly, ranted about how long
he’d been gone, and included a few choice oaths regarding his
ancestors. Kel’Ratan still scowled, mostly at me, and muttered his
own curses under his breath.

I ignored him, and Rygel’s
I-told-you-so smile, my mind alternating between the
fascination the wolves held for me, and shying away from the topic
in horror. Gai’tan. Werewolf. Chosen One.

My mind half-cringed when I considered
Arianne’s tale: the wolves told her. She heeded their
forewarnings while I ignored them. She listened, she learned, she
survived because of them. She understood their language when I
failed.

Or did I? I heard the leader call me Chosen
One, while the others heard merely a growling bark. Both Arianne
and I heard words within the lupine vocalization. I spoke to him,
with my mind. He understood me as easily as I understood those
intelligent wolf eyes. Uneasily I recalled his last words: I
scent enemies.

“Acknowledge it, my
brother,” Rygel commented. “Or be forced.”

With another smarmy,
I-know-more-than-you grin, Rygel sheathed his blade, hopped
off the wall and disappeared through the doorway.

Feeling eyes on me, I glanced down. Arianne
peeped up at me from beneath the thick fall of midnight hair, her
eyes so much like my father’s I choked on the thickening in my
throat.

“You worry too much,” she
said primly.

So she was both seer and mind reader?
Gods, that’s all I need.

Ly’Tana had begun to repeat herself, mostly
the strident comments on Bar’s insensitivity, his parentage, and
his lack of anything remotely resembling intelligence. She heard
Arianne’s words, and jerked about, her hair swirling about her
shoulders.

Her fury unabated, Ly’Tana targeted us for
her next round of verbal tirade. With Bar effectively cowed, she
zeroed in on the two of us.

“Worry too much?” she
snapped, emerald eyes ablaze. “How can we not worry too much? We
have Brutal wanting our heads decorating his wall, stupid griffins
who don’t know how to come in out of the rain, this colossal storm
offering to hammer us into the ground, and a bloody pack of wolves
paying us a social call. What’s not to worry, I ask
you?”

Arianne stood her ground, facing the furious
Ly’Tana with nothing more than her hair and a calm façade to
protect her.

“The wolves are our
friends,” she said firmly.

“Friends?” Ly’Tana asked
acidly. “If they’re such good friends, why didn’t you invite them
for dinner?”

Arianne clapped her hands like a small
delighted child. “Oh, could we? I’m sure there’s enough to go
around. Raine, would you—”

Ly’Tana’s eyes bulged alarmingly. I took
Arianne by the arm and escorted her to the monastery door. “Never
mind.”

Pushing her inside, I caught another glimpse
of that small, self-satisfied smile, and could only shake my head.
As cunning and as subtle as my father, with my mother’s sweet
promise, I learned that tiny Arianne could never be taken for
granted.

“Go inside and cease
teasing Ly’Tana,” I ordered.

She pouted, her full lower lip protruding. I
suddenly remembered this very same pout in her five year old face,
a flash of memory I thought long gone. While that expression failed
to move our mother, it ever succeeded in sending either me or our
father into fits of protective worry.

She then smiled up at me, her magnificent
eyes alight with a steel she disguised most cleverly.

I rolled my eyes. “Stop that.”

“Stop what?” she asked,
deceptively innocent.

“That.” I turned away. “Get
your tiny butt indoors and don’t aggravate the rest of the
Kel’Hallans.”

“Get inside now,” Ly’Tana
snapped at Bar. “Go with Kel’Ratan or I swear I’ll skin you alive
with a dull blade.”

The huge griffin, concerned his diminutive
mistress might act on her threat, followed Kel’Ratan at a careful
walk, his tail low. He cast a multitude of sharp glances from those
predatory eyes over his shoulder, looking so much like a little boy
who’d just received a spanking that I choked back a laugh.

Walking away, Kel’Ratan snarled. “Come on,
you big dolt. If your ass gets pounded by the hail, don’t come
crying to me.”

As Corwyn hovered over me, indecisive, I
stopped him and gestured to where Arianne still stood in the
doorway. Backlit by firelight, her small form was nearly swallowed
by the gloom. “Watch her,” I said. “She’s devious.”

Arianne giggled, the sound engulfed by a
loud rumble of thunder. Greenish lightning flashed in the near
darkness, brightening the twilight with an evil jade glare. It
silenced Arianne, who gathered her skirts and bolted indoors.
Corwyn bowed, low and respectful, and followed on her heels.

Ly’Tana blew red-gold hair off her brow in a
frustrated sigh. “Like we don’t have enough problems,” she
commented sourly.

I sniffed the freshening breeze, my hackles
rising. Something was out there. I peered in the direction of the
forest where the mass exodus still emerged, relentless. I rubbed my
neck, my head echoing with the big grey’s warning.

“Well, we could have the
Shekinah Tongu visit us,” I answered slowly.

“What?” Ly’Tana wheeled
around, whipping her sword from its sheath.

A black arrow buzzed through the rapidly
darkening air to hit the cobbles between us. Ricocheting high, it
whined off into the rising wind to vanish into the trees.

“Run,” I bellowed, pushing
Ly’Tana toward the monastery door.

Under a hail of singing arrows, Ly’Tana fled
across the cobblestones, my huge body shielding her. Whether the
wind played a part or their archers were not very good, none struck
either of us. Rather they broke apart upon impact with the holy
stones under our feet.

From the candle of my eyes, I saw snarling
hounds rushing from under the forest limbs, white teeth gleaming in
the deepening shadows. Snarling silently, their chuffing voices
lent an eerie music to the rising wind and guttural thunder.

Behind them, their masters charged, swords
in hand. Still many others fired their bows as they ran, but their
marksmanship fell far short. I almost laughed as an arrow skipped
between my ankles to sail, whining shrilly, beyond the rock
wall.

Kel’Ratan stood, gaping like an idiot, in
the large, open doorway. I nipped through and past him, behind
Ly’Tana, and shoved him out of my path. Under my strength, they
both staggered and might have fallen had they been anyone but
warriors who found balance a natural friend.

They kept their feet, seizing their chosen
weapons: Ly’Tana her bow with an arrow already nocked and Kel’Ratan
drew his sword. As a team, they rejoined me, awaiting my signal as
though accepting me as their commander. Ly’Tana hugged my right
flank, her bow up and her arrow aimed. Kel’Ratan, sword in his
fist, watched me with his fierce blue eyes, awaiting my order to
fight.

I slammed the door shut. Our frantic
entrance caught the attention of the warriors, Corwyn and Tor. No
few called out questions while drawing weapons, running the short
distance across the common hall. Kel’Ratan, his mustache bristling,
took up a position on my left, on the far side of the door.

In the former abbot’s chamber, Bar lay on
his belly with his head, neck and eagle’s talons sticking through
the door and watching us with wide eyes. As his neck filled the
entire door, I knew his huge body encompassed the abbot’s bedroom
fully. He may be sheltered from the storm’s wrath, yet without a
great deal of effort, he couldn’t turn around with ease or his
usual cat-like speed. And without a wall behind him, his ass lay
exposed to the enemy.

Drawing the bar with a wooden clatter, I
wheeled about, yelling. “Archers to the fore! Protect Bar!”

Instantly, Alun, Rannon and Yuri seized bows
and squeezed their bodies between the front half of the huge
griffin and the doorway to the abbot’s room. Like mice into small
holes, they vanished.

Bar screeched, his voice deafening in the
closed quarters. His tufted ears flat, he tried to back out, to
face his enemies and fight. I knew very well that if he went out
there, the Tongu would target him. That big boy would die under
their arrows.

“Bar, stay,” I yelled. “You
fight, you’re dead. Stand down.”

He screeched again, his fierce yellow eyes
glaring. I’d no clue what he said and didn’t much care. All I
wanted was his obedience and I got it. He stilled, hissing
furiously, and scraped long furrows in the monk’s pristine granite
floor with his talons. At least he vented his frustrations on the
floor and not me.

“Who attacks?” Kel’Ratan
bellowed, sheathing his sword. He nocked his own bowstring,
realizing arrows might lend us the crucial edge. Enemies without
died as easily under a bowshot as they did a razor-sharp
swords.

“Tongu,” Ly’Tana gasped,
realizing as I did how truly vulnerable Bar was. She bolted toward
him, intending to duck under his neck and join her boys beside the
rock wall.

I caught her arm and stopped her, earning
myself a green scowl.

“Our only weakness is the
hole we made,” I told her, my tone sharp. “They can’t get in any
other way.”

“I’ll never let them hurt
Bar,” she screamed, her hair swirling about her as she made to run
to him again.

“They won’t,” I said,
spinning her back. “Three are enough to protect him. I need you and
the rest of your people to guard the windows. I need you
here.”

Before she could answer me, Rygel bolted
from the kitchens, Arianne behind him. “How in the bloody hell did
they find us?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I grated.
“They’re here.”

I raised my head and spoke to the remaining
Kel’Hallans. “Check all the chambers,” I snapped. “Close all the
shutters on all the windows. We won’t have to wait long.”

“What do you mean?” Ly’Tana
asked, her body still trying to escape my grip and go to her
griffin. She yanked her arm from my grip, yet stood still, watching
me, awaiting my answer. If I failed to grant the correct reply,
she’d be off and running.

I grinned down at her, a very nasty
expression that did what my hand couldn’t. It froze her in
place.

“The Wrath of Usa’a’mah, my
princess.”

“The storm,” she breathed.
Comprehension spread across her angular features like the dawning
of a new day. “It’ll kill them.”

“All we have to do is sit
tight,” Rygel said, sheathing his blade.

Her warriors didn’t share his optimism, but
obeyed me. They rushed into the monk’s cells to close any shutters
and bar them, preventing any Tongu from climbing through to attack
our rear. One by one they reappeared, awaiting new orders.

“Tor,” I barked, catching
the lad’s wax-white face. “Get over there by Bar. Report on the
archers outside.”

“What?” he asked, his voice
quavering.

Before I snarled at him, Arianne bolted out
from behind Rygel’s protective arm. She seized Tor by the hand and
dragged him to a spot beside Bar’s immense head. Corwyn, not owning
a hunter’s bow, swept his sword from his sheath and followed. As
she knelt beside Bar’s beak, Tor crouching beside her, Corwyn stood
behind her kneeling body. Ready to kill anything that might spring
up to threaten her. His stance that of a disciplined soldier, he
waited.

“What goes?” Arianne called
into the room beyond Bar’s lion shoulders and eagle wings. Cocking
her head, she listened, then turned back to me.

“The Tongu are in the
forest,” she reported.

Swiping her hair behind her ears, she
listened again. “They hide from the warriors.”

She cocked her head. “A few were killed and
the others are keeping their distance.”

“And my boys?” Ly’Tana
asked, in half-panic. She danced in place, torn, needing to protect
her Bar, yet hoping against hope he was as protected as
we.

Arianne relayed the question to those
affected by the Tongu. Her pinched, sallow face intent, she
listened to their response. Attentive, alert, she anchored a
fearful Tor at her side in an unyielding grip.

“All are well and covering
Bar’s rear.” Her strained face, lined with taut expectation, tilted
to the left as she listened to what the warriors told her from
beyond the doorway. “They’re fine, for now.”

“Good,” I said, gesturing
toward the shuttered window next to the main doorway. “Mayhap you
might point your arrow at that, my wild vixen?” I asked with a
smile. “Kill anything that comes through.”

Her feral grin lit the room. “With
pleasure.”

“I don’t get it,” Witraz
complained.

The chill in the air had increased tenfold
within the great hall, despite the blazing fire in the central
hearth. Outside, the icy wind picked up, turning late summer into
winter. Outside the monastery’s thick stone walls, I heard trees
lashed from side to side under the evil onslaught of the Wrath of
Usa’a’mah. Green lightning flashed through the shutters, flickering
in a gruesome display that made my eyes squint.

“Get what?” Kel’Ratan
yelled, his body flat against the wall beside the door.

“Surely they know they
can’t get in here,” Witraz said, his bow nocked, his long brown
hair flying as he sought an enemy to shoot. “Why wait to attack
when they know we’re protected, behind solid walls?”

“With us in here, they can
control the situation,” Kel’Ratan explained, his voice loud against
the rising wind. “They wanted us in here, unable to escape, where
they think they can starve us until we give them what they
want.”

“Bloody control freaks,”
Witraz commented sourly, taking up station next to a window facing
east. He bent his single eye toward a shutter, his right hand
dancing over the nocked and ready bow in his left.

“They must know something
we don’t,” Kel’Ratan said grimly, his blue eyes blazing.

Those bizarre twins found windows to the
south and north to guard. Yuri took up station at the hallway to
the monk’s cells. Thunder growled outside, a deep-throated grumble
that went on for several heartbeats. I estimated the storm breathed
down the necks of the Tongu.

“It’s me they want,” Rygel
said, his sword in his hand. He loped to my side and flattened his
body against the wall on the far side of the door, opposite
Kel’Ratan.

“Then they’ll have to come
in and get you,” Ly’Tana answered, her emerald eyes flat and deadly
as she waited for a Tongu, any Tongu, to enter.

“Alun shot another one,”
Arianne reported, her voice almost unheard over the crackling fire
and the roaring wind.

Kel’Ratan met my eyes. “Well, fearless
leader? What now?”

I grinned. “I think if we wait—”

“Ho! In the
house!”

The voice rose above the howling gale and
rumbling thunder to penetrate the thick walls of the monastery.

“—they’ll try to
negotiate,” I finished.

I cracked open the door, holding it against
the wind’s force with my foot. The icy wind blew my hair into my
eyes, but I tossed it from my face. “You boys must have goat’s
entrails for brains,” I called outside.

“All we want is the
wizard,” the voice yelled back. “Turn him over to us and we promise
to spare your lives.”

“Oh, please.” I didn’t halt
my laughter. “I reckon you haven’t checked the weather lately.
We’re safe in here and you’re about to be hit by an almighty temper
tantrum.”

Scorn heralded the voice. “We are not afraid
of a little storm. We will sit here and await you to starve. As
your friend starved our brothers. In the end, you’ll give us what
we want. Or you’ll all die.”

I laughed again. “All right, you keep
thinking that way. On the morrow, we’ll walk out past your
corpses.”

Ly’Tana frowned. “They couldn’t possibly
have starved. It’s only been, what? A couple of days? And how could
they possibly know?”

“What do we care?”
Kel’Ratan said. “They know. And their brothers are dead. Because of
him.” His fierce blue eyes rested on Rygel.

Rygel blanched, his mouth working
soundlessly. Cat’s eyes wide, he tried again to get his voice
working with no success. I suspected having one whom you thought a
friend turn on you shorted out no few brain-to-mouth circuits.

“Don’t even start with that
crap,” Ly’Tana snapped, rising to point her arrow at her cousin.
“Rygel acted to protect Raine and avenge me. He did what he had to
do.”

Kel’Ratan’s eyes widened. “You misunderstand
me, Ly’Tana. I will fight to the death to defend him. For what he
did that day.”

“You’d better,” she
snapped, returning to guard her window.

Grumbling under his breath, Kel’Ratan nocked
his bow and took a stand next to her, his back to Rygel and I.

I glanced sidelong at Rygel. He breathed
again, flicking imaginary sweat from his brow. He offered me a
half-smile and a shrug, his amber eyes flicking between Kel’Ratan
and me with a quick roll upwards.

“No one’s tried to shoot
Bar,” Arianne reported, her tiny voice hardly carrying across the
room over the howling gale outside. “Their arrows fly away on the
wind.”

“Surrender now,” the voice
yelled above the roaring tempest. “And we will spare all save the
murderer.”

“Are they serious?” Yuras
gasped, his deep voice penetrating the growling thunder. “That
storm will flatten them.”

“I’m thinking they
seriously underestimated this storm,” Kel’Ratan said, casting an
evil grin over his shoulder. “They thought to lay siege to the
monastery, force us to surrender Rygel or face a long slow death by
starvation.”

I laughed. Turning my head, I cupped my
hands over my mouth so I’d be heard over the gale-force winds and
barking thunder. Green lightning flashed in my eyes and made me
blink. “We’ve food, water, and shelter in here. You fellows really
picked a bad time to drop in. By the way, how’d your brothers die?
We know bloody well they didn’t starve.”

My goad worked. A howl of rage that rivaled
the wolves at their best rose loud, outlasting the barking thunder.
“What are you afraid of?” I yelled. “Come in and get us.”

“You will pay!”

“How about a silver
half-crown? That enough?”

Ly’Tana choked, her eyes flashing brighter
than the lightning.

“We’ll burn you out. You’ll
all die horrible deaths.”

“Um, hello?” I called, my
glance taking in Ly’Tana’s green eye roll. “Have you looked at this
place? Solid rock. Unless I’m mistaken, stone doesn’t
burn.”

“It will under
naphtha.”

I gaped like a fish, meeting Rygel’s
incredulous glance. “Are you boys for real?”

Kel’Ratan shook his head grimly. “That stuff
can choke us out for sure. The smoke alone can kill us.”

“No offense, Kel’Ratan,”
Rygel said, smiling gently. “But—under that wind? Even if they
could get it lit, any smoke will be pulled away from
here.”

Blinking, Kel’Ratan slowly grinned. “Imagine
that.”

I put my face to the crack in the door,
ready to shout. A black arrow struck the jamb an inch from my nose
and stuck there, quivering.

“Hey, now,” I called. “That
wasn’t very nice.”

“Come out! This is your
last warning.”

“I think not,” I yelled
back, laughing. “You’re letting your rage be your master. Not a
good thing, mate. Not a good thing at all.”

“Then we’ll burn you
alive.”

“Be careful with that
stuff,” I offered helpfully. “In this wind, its splash will strike
you full in the face. Setting yourselves on fire isn’t a really
good option, you know.”

I drew back as several shadows ran forward
from beyond the stone wall of the courtyard, yet I didn’t close the
door entirely. I wanted to see what they were up to. In the
rapid-fire green lightning, they showed up clearly. Men with heads
shaved bald and long greasy hair from their ears to their shoulders
charged into my view, huge hounds galloping at their flanks. A
single Tongu carrying a torch followed on their heels.

Ducking, crouching low as they ran, they
carried heavy buckets. Fanning out, they disappeared from sight. I
heard the distinct sound of splashing and scented the strong stench
of naphtha. Tossing the fuel for the fire, I surmised.

A straggler, his teeth bared in a fearful
grimace, ran forward, aiming to toss his bucket at the door where I
yet stood. Perhaps he thought he might be fast enough to dump it on
me and inside the door before I shut it.

Beside my ear, an arrow flew malevolently
past, hissing softly. The approaching Tongu gurgled, staggering as
the arrow struck him just below his throat. He went down, his full
bucket of naphtha splashing harmlessly across the courtyard. The
fellow with the torch hesitated a fraction, glancing down at his
fallen brother.

From my ribcage, under the arm I had raised
to hold the door open, another bow twanged. The torch-bearer
stumbled backward, falling, the arrow through his left eye. He died
before he struck the cobbles.

His flaming torch dropped from stiffened
fingers.

Recoiling backwards, I slammed the door.

A half-instant later, the world
exploded.

The ancient building shook to its
foundations, trembling from roots to rafters like a frightened
terrier. A deeply resonating, coughing roar blasted over the
crashing of the thunder. Behind the closed shutters, red, orange
and yellow light fought for supremacy over the green lightning.

Throwing the bar, I stumbled back and all
but tripped over Ly’Tana. Catching her, I shoved her away from the
door, bellowing, running, pushing her toward safety. Kel’Ratan
dropped flat to the tiles, his hands over his head. Rygel went
down, rolling away from the solid oak door. Scrambling across the
slate floor like a crab, keeping his head down, he fell across
Arianne and Tor, protecting them with his body.

Dragging Ly’Tana down with me, I covered her
slender frame with my own, in case the solid oak door didn’t hold
under the assault and blew apart, whipping in the wind-driven
flames. Her devoted twins crouched to either side of us, their
solid builds protecting both of us. Only Yuras still stood upright,
his eyes on the door, his bow nocked and aimed as though the Tongu
might yet kick it in and invade.

The stench of naphtha overwhelmed the
chamber. Peeking over my shoulder, I saw black, oily smoke boiling
among the heavy oak beams of the ceiling. No flames yet, but I
wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not.

Outside, through the heavy walls and over
the howling of the wind, I listened to the high, girlish screams of
the assassins. With Kel’Ratan’s first shot and Ly’Tana killing the
torch-bearer, the resulting explosion caught the happy,
bucket-splashing Tongu dead to rights. They burned, unable to
escape, taken by their own flame-wielding frenzy.

Naphtha burned anything it touched. Human,
animal, wood, stone, iron . . . its tastes held no preference. It
ate anything and everything offered. Stupid, revenge-hungry Tongu
gave its greedy hunger a much-needed meal. Those idiots died the
deaths they sought to inflict upon us.

The solid monastery door held against the
flaming onslaught. Behind the shutters, only the green lightning
flickered. After long minutes in which nothing much happened, I sat
up. Taking Ly’Tana by the arm and bringing her up with me, I
stumbled to my feet.

By the iron-bound door, Kel’Ratan also
stood, glancing around at the still solid chamber as though not
quite believing his eyes. I smiled grimly down into Ly’Tana’s pale,
shocked face.

“I warned them.”

Her swift smile flickered like the
lightning. “You did indeed.”

On the heels of her words, the slashing rain
fell, deepening the cold inside the hall despite the fires both
inside and outside the monastery. The slate tiles above thrummed,
vibrating the entire hall, the crashing rain stilling any and all
conversation. Witraz tossed more wood on the hearth fire, building
it high, safeguarding against the storm’s evil chill.

Shaking off, though gently, Ly’Tana’s
worried grip, I walked to the door and opened it a crack. The icy
rain drenched me from head to toe in an instant. Through the water
in my eyes, I blinked and peered out, my dripping hair plastered to
my face.

Between the green lightning that flashed
almost constantly and the naphtha-fueled fires, I saw clearly. Not
much remained of the two corpses in the courtyard. I didn’t see the
others, and presumed those idiots died out of my line of sight,
engulfed in flames. I failed to see any living Tongu, waiting with
a ready bow to shoot me between the eyes. In the rapid fire
lightning, nothing moved out there save the trees bending and
swaying under the high wind.

While naphtha could burn under water, the
onslaught of the rain spread the fires in a wide arc. So thin, they
were but candles floating atop the rainwater that hadn’t time to
sluice away. The oily naphtha and water didn’t mix, but the new
floods spread it apart. Flames withered after consuming the last of
the naphtha. As I watched, the Tongu’s beautiful plan died in
infancy, leaving the monastery largely unscathed. The solid oaken
door itself had but black stains where the substance caught fire
and burned, and remained as strong as before.

Squinting, I peered through the rain, trying
to inspect the stone walls of the building. On the stones, the
story remained much the same. With what little naphtha still
remained on the stones, those fires rapidly sputtered and went
out.

Thoughtfully, I shut it and threw the bar,
sluicing rainwater from my head to my boots. Rainwater puddled on
the slate tiles. I leaned against the door, glancing up to the roof
beams. The smoke had largely dissipated, leaving behind only its
stink and unharmed people.

“Innkeeper, another order
of Tongu,” I intoned. “Extra crispy.”

Rygel, in the midst of helping Arianne to
her feet, roared with laughter. Arianne blanched, covering her
mouth with her fingers as though she might vomit. Tor gagged.

Ly’Tana put her hands on her hips and
scowled. “I am so regretting I ever told you about that. That’s
disgusting.”

“What’s disgusting?”
Kel’Ratan asked.

“The Tongu penchant for
eating their dead.”

The meaning of my remark finally dawned on
Kel’Ratan. His grin split his reddened face before he broke out in
a howl of laughter. “She’s right, it’s disgusting. I love it.”

“Well?” Rygel asked, his
arm over my sister. “What’s going on out there?”

I gestured toward the door, suppressing a
shiver. “They’re gone. The fire’s out.”

Seizing a thick woolen blanket, Ly’Tana came
to me. Too short to wrap it about my chilled body, she did the best
she could, grinning up into my face. Swiftly kissing her cheek, I
drew it about me. Taking her hand, I led her back to the warmth of
the blazing hearth fire.

Alun, Rannon and Yuri emerged from behind
Bar. “He’s right, Your Highness,” Alun said, waving his hand toward
Bar. “They’re gone. Either dead or fled. We’re safe.”

“As safe as we can be,”
Corwyn muttered, standing beside Rygel as he glanced at the oaken
beams far above our heads. Bar chirped in a contented way as Tor,
white-faced, groped his way up, using the wall for
support.

“What do you mean?”
Kel’Ratan demanded, arriving at the hearth and returning his unused
arrow to his quiver.

“The storm can still level
this place,” Corwyn replied, shrugging philosophically. “We aren’t
out of danger yet.”

“Until it falls about our
ears,” I said, aiming for cheerfulness, “maybe we should enjoy the
many comforts this holy place can offer us.”

Ly’Tana hugged me about my cold, damp waist.
“I agree. We’re safe, the storm is without and our enemies have
been defeated. I for one could use a hanap of warm wine.”

“Lush,” Kel’Ratan grumbled,
finding his own blanket and seating himself beside the
fire.

“Tor,” I said, gathering
the lad’s attention. “You came with us on the pretext of creating a
bargain with me. What bargain?”

As Arianne and Rygel also sat beside the
fire, Arianne dazed and Rygel frowning slightly, Tor left the
security of the wall and walked toward me. “Well,” he started,
hesitating, glancing about at the warriors in the hall. None
offered him any help, and put their weapons up. Alun, Yuri and
Witraz flung the wet from their hair and combed the lengths through
their fingers as they eyed him expectantly.

“How about I wash your
socks for a week,” Tor offered, his eyes brightening.

I snorted. “A week of washed socks for food,
protection, and the means to escape Khalid? That’s hardly what I
call a bargain.”

“Very well, two
weeks.”

“This is my counter offer,”
I replied blandly. “You’ll be the camp cook for all of us in
exchange for all that I mentioned before.”

“Now, wait a
minute—”

“You don’t like it,” I went
on, folding the blanket tighter about myself. Damn, I was cold. I
jerked my head to my right. “There’s the door.”

He glanced from me to the door and back
again, his huge brown eyes all but drowning his face. His skin
paled to a shade nearing that of sheep’s wool. Tor looked around,
finding little support in the unsmiling faces around him. Even
Arianne folded her arms across her meager chest, doing her best to
look imperious. Rygel chuckled under his breath. Kel’Ratan glanced
from me to Ly’Tana to Tor and wrapped his blanket more tightly
about his body.

“Well?” I snapped. “Hurry
it up. We don’t have all night.”

“Every meal?”

“Every meal.”

“That’s highway
robbery!”

“If I have to shed my blood
to keep you safe, and drag your useless carcass to Kel’Halla,
you’re going to make it worth my while.”

“But—”

Tor caught my cold stare, and wisely, I
thought, swallowed his objection unspoken. He shrugged. “I’m a
lousy cook,” he said, defeated.

“You better learn. Do we
have a bargain?”

Tor grinned, spat on his hand, and held it
out. I spat on mine, and engulfed his small hand, palms together.
“Bargain,” we both said together, in unison.

“Methinks you got the worst
of the deal, Wolf,” Kel’Ratan said dryly. “You’re exchanging the
opportunity to shed your blood for an urchin who can’t
cook.”

I ruffled Tor’s already messy hair, causing
an outraged yelp and hands that quickly smoothed the tangles flat.
“I suspect I got the better of it, really. Since Tor can cook quite
well.”

“I can’t.” Tor scowled up
at me, once more unafraid. His ability to read the danger signs
around me seemed more acute than even Rygel’s, or Ly’Tana’s, for
that matter, despite our short acquaintance. “I told you
that.”

“You’re a better cook than
you are a liar.”

“Why are you so insulting?
I’m an excellent liar.”

“I can smell your lies from
a mile off and I know for a fact that you’re a talented
cook.”

Tor’s eyes narrowed. “How’d you know
that?”

“I know
everything.”

Tor eyed me askance, his brown eyes wide
again, his fingers making the sign against enchantment.

I grinned. “You’ll earn your keep.”

“But—”

“And you’ll start now.
Dinner. For all of us. Arianne, Yuri and Yuras will help
you.”

“But—”

I growled, low in my throat. Tor bowed
hastily, and dashed for the kitchens. Arianne rose from Rygel’s
side and followed behind. Yuri and Yuras didn’t even look to
Ly’Tana for permission before they, too, saluted me absently.
Setting their weapons aside, they disappeared into the
kitchens.

Ly’Tana clapped her hands, garnering her
warrior’s attention. “We’ve those carcasses that need skinned and
cut up. Get busy. And someone bring the sow to Bar.”

On his way to obey her, Witraz wheeled
around, his one eye wide, his face stricken.

“Just kidding,” Ly’Tana
said, giggling into my shoulder. “He’ll be happy enough with a
large haunch.”

Grumbling under his breath, Witraz
disappeared.

“Have I told you lately
you’re evil?” I asked her.

She straightened, her emerald eyes glinting
as she grinned up at me. “Why, yes, in fact you have,” she replied
sweetly.

Between Ly’Tana’s warm body so close to mine
and the blazing fire, I finally thawed out. I think I should
find some dry clothes, though, I thought, plucking my damp
tunic away from my chest.

Rygel tossed more wood on the fire, making
it leap and spit. He jerked his head toward Corwyn, paring his
nails with his knife while leaning against the kitchen doorjamb.
“He may be right.”

“About what?” I asked,
catching Corwyn’s eye and the salute he offered with his
blade.

“Calling it the Wrath of
Usa’a’mah,” he answered, hunching his shoulders and looking up at
the solid beams. “There is something definitely evil about this
storm.”

“Now you’re sounding as
superstitious as Kel’Ratan,” I said, clapping him on the
shoulder.

The monastery’s great hall held a large
circular fire-pit in the center, with doors opening into the chapel
on the left, the abbot’s quarters on the right. The rest of the
hall held doors into short hallways that lead to the monk’s cells.
I knew my pack lay somewhere in one of those chambers. I rose to my
feet, smiling, my hand on Ly’Tana’s questioning head.

“Be right back,” I
said.

As I traversed the hall, Rannon emerged from
the kitchens with a meaty haunch over his shoulder. I glanced over
his shoulder to witness him dump it in front of Bar. I heard happy
crunching from behind me as I found my belongings and changed into
dry clothes.

An ear-splitting crack of thunder crashed
throughout the hall, reverberating and vibrating the very stone
foundations as I walked back into the main hall, rubbing at my damp
hair. The warriors all paused in their activities, eyes cast
uneasily upwards, or exchanging worried glances with one another.
Even Bar ceased devouring the meaty haunch, his ears perked
upright, his yellow eagle’s eyes wide and concerned.

“It could be worse,” I
commented as I sat back down.

“I just know you have
something smart to say,” Kel’Ratan snapped, hunching his shoulders
under his blanket, his mustache bristling. “I just know
it.”

I shrugged. “All right then, I won’t mention
the twisters.”

Kel’Ratan gaped. “What twisters?”

“A product of the storm,”
Corwyn said from the doorway. He glanced inside the kitchens, found
nothing to alarm him and eyed Kel’Ratan bleakly. He shrugged
lazily. “Outside the hail, the twisters are the real killers.
Nothing in their path can survive.”

“Tell me they’re joking,”
Kel’Ratan almost begged. “Please?”

“They aren’t,” Rygel
answered with another glance about the roof beams. “This place may
protect us. But a twister—”

With a meaningful half-shrug, he tossed
another chunk on the already blazing fire.

“What?” Kel’Ratan almost
screamed. “What?”

“This place might just
tumble down. Burying us under it.”

Kel’Ratan uttered a deep, heartfelt
groan.

“And you call me evil,”
Ly’Tana muttered out of the side of her mouth.

I chuckled and brought her hand to my lips.
“I wish we were evil, beautiful lady. But what he says is true. A
twister could kill us all.”

“Don’t worry, Princess,”
Rygel said, with a sweet smile. “There is white magic in this
place.”

That remark jolted my kiss from Ly’Tana’s
slender, warm hand. “White magic?”

Kel’Ratan made a sign against strong
enchantment, glancing uneasily about. Witraz, bringing a shoulder
of wild sow to spit over the fire, gulped, his own sign half-hidden
behind his back. Ly’Tana rolled her eyes at their collective
superstitious fears and chuckled.

“White magic is from the
gods,” Rygel answered, as though everyone knew but us.

“A blessing, you mean?”
Ly’Tana asked.

“Not quite. The monks who
built this place had a touch of magic, magic that’s derived
directly from their gods. They weren’t born to it, as I am. Only
after they spoke their vows to their gods might they perform magic.
They spelled their monastery with a magical enchantment of divine
protection.”

“How do you know all this?”
Kel’Ratan asked.

“As an apprentice, I made a
study of magics and arcane practices from other realms and other
sources. And,” he glanced around again, an almost reverent
expression on his face, “I can feel it.”

Rygel? Reverent? That’s one for the history
books.

Tor, flanked by Yuri and Yuras, brought out
another huge venison roast on a long skewer. With short
instructions, he bullied the blonde warriors into turning both
spits. From a box, he sprinkled a heavy dust over both sets of meat
as they turned before disappearing into the kitchens again.

With the help of Alun, Arianne emerged,
almost staggering under a huge platter of hard black bread, white
cheese and flagons of hot spiced wine. Corwyn scowled openly at her
slavish activity, but Arianne’s happy, smiling face as she handed
around the wine to me, to Ly’Tana, to Kel’Ratan and lastly Rygel
explained it all. A slave at heart, Arianne felt comfort in her
duties. Without them, she felt as adrift on the wide seas with no
rudder.

At my slight head shake, Corwyn relaxed and
shrugged. Your decision, his shoulder roll translated.

Service was all Arianne knew. Throwing her
into the role of a princess brought more distress than I was
willing to cause her. Over time, she’d grow used to her new
position and the slave would die a ghastly death.

Ly’Tana sipped her mulled wine and moaned
happily. “For once, you knew what you were doing.”

I quirked my brow. “I did?”

“Appointing Tor chief cook.
He’s bloody good at it.”

“He was an apprentice to a
cook, one well-known and well-to-do,” I replied, rolling the cup’s
stem between my fingers. “But his gambling dropped him into deep
trouble. He fled one step ahead of his creditors.”

Rygel leaned forward, his hot cup in his
hand. “Just how’d you know all that?”

I shrugged. “I picked it out of his
head.”

Mouths opened to question me, but the
exploding thunder grew louder and more intense. The jade lightning
flickering from outside the shutters intensified several fold,
breaking everyone’s concentration. The hail finally arrived,
beating upon the slate roof with a noise that curtailed all
possible talk. Eyes turned uneasily upward, and many hidden fingers
crossed in the sign protecting them from evil spirits. Even Bar
stopped chewing his haunch to gulp nervously, his eagle’s eyes
rolling upwards. Frightened, Arianne sat down, huddling close
beside Rygel. His arm curled protectively around her slim
shoulders.

From the kitchens, the other warriors
emerged, alarmed, also staring up at the ceiling. Tunics bloody
from their tasks of hiding and butchering the slain deer, Rannon,
Witraz and the twins found places near the fire to sit. Alun and
his platter offered the warm bread and cheese. Though I wasn’t very
hungry, I took a hunk of hard, black bread to gnaw on. Ly’Tana
accepted some, as did Rygel and Kel’Ratan.

Dead last, Tor galloped into the main hall,
brown eyes wide. Finding all well and the ceiling intact, he
returned to his duties. I caught Arianne’s eye. With a jerk of my
chin, I sent her on Tor’s heels. Reluctantly, she obeyed me, her
wan face hidden behind the curtain of her hair. Rygel released her
with a sigh.

I nibbled on my chunk of black bread,
washing it down with warm, spicy wine. The stuff tasted excellent,
and served to soothe both my belly and my nerves. With its help, I
tried in vain to distract myself from imagining twisters tearing
this monastery apart. Despite its eerie origins, the gods couldn’t
be that cruel. Could they?

The explosive thunder overhead, the drumming
rain on the slate roof, curtailed most conversation. But it’d
scarcely detract from the food. As the savory scents of roasting
pork and venison rose on the fire’s warmth, no few eyes turned from
hungrily munching bread and cheese to watching the meats roasting.
More hungry gazes roved toward the new tantalizing prospect of
roasted pork. Witraz might find a fight on his hands should he
refuse to share, I mused.

“Wolf?”

Ly’Tana’s voice, raised almost to a shout,
brought my attention away from the hot roasts and their tempting
odor. Despite my lack of appetite and my worries, my belly rumbled
in response.

Hard as she tried not to appear afraid, she
failed utterly. Her brow puckered faintly, her angular green eyes
wide with unspoken anxiety. “Are we safe?”

As much as I wanted to assure her that we
were, I couldn’t. She correctly read my expression, and, like
Arianne with Rygel, drew close to me. Like small timid animals, her
arms crept about my waist, her face resting on my chest.

Kel’Ratan’s mustache bristled in righteous
indignation, as though the storm inconvenienced him on purpose.
Corwyn nodded respectfully to me before rising from his place with
a chunk of white cheese in one big hand and a hanap of spiced wine
in the other to resume his guard over Arianne. I opened my mouth to
call him back, then shut it again. While I doubted very much
Arianne was in much danger here, among our Kel’Hallan friends, I
might need him to protect her should the storm break the roof
apart.

Alun, too, rose and without speaking walked
out of my sight. Witraz and Rannon took out their blades and, like
good warriors, sharpened them. The twins, black eyes gleaming in
the fire lit shadows, sat side by side, legs folded in precisely
the same way, hands clasped in their laps, breathing in exact
unison. I blinked. Even their hair had been blown by the wind to
fall about their shoulders in the exact same fashion.

I sighed. Observing the object of my
attention and perplexity, Ly’Tana buried her face in my chest. I
felt the vibration from her giggles. “You’ll get used to them.”

I doubted it. Twin dark eyes glittered as
they watched me from across the fire.

“I think Your Highnesses
should come see this.”

Alun’s shouted voice carried easily over the
raging storm overhead, drawing the attention of not only Ly’Tana
and me, but also Rygel, Kel’Ratan, Rannon and Witraz. Corwyn
straightened at his spot by the kitchen door. The twins merely
ceased staring at me and stared at Alun instead.

Alun stood by a window only partially
closed, his strong arm holding the shutter against the howling gale
with an obvious effort. Icy rain drenched him thoroughly, wetting
his strawberry hair, streaming down his face and through his
clothes to puddle on the floor at his feet. Yet, he stood, eyes
squinting into the wind, watching something outside the walls of
the monastery.

Exchanging a quick worried look with
Ly’Tana, I got up and hastened to another window. Rygel and
Kel’Ratan also rose to stand, yet remained where they were, beside
the fire.

Taking a window to Alun’s left, I unlatched
the shutter and immediately had to grab the thing to avoid it
smacking me forcefully in the head. The chilling wind and icy rain
once more drenched me from head to toe, but I ignored the
discomfort as I peered out into the swirling darkness.

“What is it?” Ly’Tana
called. I paid her little heed, however, as I saw what had caught
Alun’s sharp attention.

Debris, loose branches and leaves whipped
past the window at a tremendous speed. The rain slashed past,
driven sideways by the howling wind. At least six inches of
greenish-white hail covered the cobbles outside the walls, glowing
faintly jade in the near-darkness. A tree had fallen across the
stone wall to my right, but the sturdy masonry had not collapsed
under its weight. Broken branches stirred under the fierce breath
of the wind.

Beyond the fallen tree, low-flying clouds
swirled in a deadly arc.

Less than a hundred rods from the outer
monastery wall, a thick bank of clouds wound and knotted itself
into a round swirling shape, the wind whipping it into a frenzy of
movement. From the heaving sky above, down to the forest floor, it
bent and twisted its way towards the monastery. Like a slow dance,
whirled at first to the west, then bent back to the east, dipping
and sliding to and fro. A tree, possibly an oak, was torn from its
roots, and sent rushing skywards, spinning helplessly in the
torrent.

My gut gave a sickening lurch.

A twister.

The deadly offspring of the hellish storm
squirmed its wicked way across the forest. The monastery lay
directly in its path.

I slammed the shutter closed, latching it
tightly. Alun leaned against his, aiming to shut it as well. I
grabbed his arm.

“Leave it!” I barked,
shoving him toward the hearth.

The shutter slammed back against the rock
wall, pinned there by the howling gale. Wind-driven rain slashed
inside, the fire leaping higher with the fresh wash of new air. In
the dancing light, Witraz, Rannon, the twins, and Yuri and Yuras
stood up, glancing at one another in alarm.

Ly’Tana jumped to her feet. “What’s wrong?”
she cried.

“All of you, get back into
the sleeping cells! Now!”

Arianne ran from the kitchen, Tor at her
heels, crying out a question. But I didn’t hear her words. Corwyn
seized her arm as Rygel bolted toward her. He cast me one grim
glance, sending me a swift message I didn’t need words to
understand clearly. Her two guardians hurried Arianne into the
chambers beyond the hall. She’d one instant to cast a single
frantic, frightened glance over her shoulder before her hair
obscured her face.

Abandoning their posts at the spits, Yuri
and Yuras slung a frightened Tor into their brawny arms and
disappeared with him down the left-hand corridor. Witraz and Alun
hustled Kel’Ratan into the corridor opposite. Pausing beside the
fire, Alun looked me a question, his brow raised.

“Go!” I bellowed. “Take
them with you.”

I gestured at the twins, who leaped toward
Ly’Tana, to protect her. “I’ve got her. Go!”

“Wolf!”

Ly’Tana seized my arm, pulling me around to
face her. “Tell me what’s happening!”

“Twister,” I growled,
taking her by the hand. “Headed right for us.”

Alun bodily pushed the twins away from us
and toward the sleeping chambers. They rounded the corner and
disappeared.

Before Ly’Tana responded, I rushed to follow
Rygel and Arianne, dragging her with me. Before I completed three
strides, her hand in my hand hauled me to a stop despite my
superior weight and size. I spun about, too surprised to
resist.

“Bar!” she screamed up into
my astounded face. “I’ll not leave him!”

Ripping her hand from mine, she hurled
herself across the hall, past the blazing hearth, to Bar’s head. He
watched her come with fear and anguish in his yellow eyes, his beak
opened in a protesting hiss.

Too late, I recognized our folly. In trying
to protect Bar from the raging storm and killing hail, we trapped
him instead. The twister may bring the monastery down about our
ears. We humans may escape, but should the walls come down, Bar had
no hope. The stones and slate roof would crush him. I groaned. We
should’ve simply sent him away. He could have flown before the
storm or above it, and escaped with no harm.

Our idiocy may have just cost the huge
griffin his life.

Ly’Tana, sobbing, dropped to her knees and
wrapped her arms around his feathered neck, ignoring his screech of
objection.

She’d not leave him. I’d not leave her.

Kneeling behind her, I covered both of them
with my body, shielding Bar’s head and Ly’Tana’s slender frame from
the onslaught. I ducked my head into the small space between them,
lying my cheek against the top of Bar’s head, my face close to
Ly’Tana’s own. Unable to stop myself, I kissed her cold lips
briefly, perhaps for the last time. Her eyes, shut against the
approach of death, didn’t open, but her lips did, welcoming my kiss
with one of her own.

Thus, we waited for hell to open up and
swallow us all.

Outside, the sound of the wind both deepened
and rose in pitch. With the howling of a thousand demented dragons,
the twister hit the solid stone of the monastery. Beneath my knees,
the slate floor thrummed. Something slammed into the west wall with
terrific force, jarring an oak roof beam loose in its moorings. The
monastery shook, trembling from its foundations like a mongrel
shaking water from its wet fur.

The sound of the howling wind rose to a
deafening shriek, louder than ever. Ten thousand banshees couldn’t
have hoped to compete with the screaming that now assaulted our
ears. Deafened, blinded, I did nothing save wait for the twister’s
power to tear the monastery apart and sweep us into its lethal
embrace. Time ceased its forward advance. Nothing in the universe
existed save the insane, thunderous noise and the tremendous
shaking about me. I felt nothing beneath my body: no Ly’Tana, no
Bar. ’Twas as though they have vanished into the whirling maelstrom
of the deadly twister’s arms.

Between one heartbeat and the next, the wind
suddenly died. At the same instant, the flames in the hearth
collapsed to nothing but faintly glowing coals. In the eerie
darkness, a strange silence fell. I knew it not for the welcoming
silence of an escape from death, a reprieve from the brink. It was
the silence of an evil will, an evil power watching us, patient,
ruthless. It felt like the quiet of the night where cold murder
lurks in wait.

I looked up, toward the open window. In the
outer dimness, I saw through the large gap in the wall dark roiling
clouds. Tree trunks, branches, hail stones spun past at a
frightening speed. A huge funnel of debris whirled about in a
sickening swirl. The twister spun some loose leaves and dead twigs
in through the window’s gap, to swirl about in the wind on the
floor. The spinning made my gut lurch in protest. I shut my
eyes.

The uneasy calm lasted less than ten
heartbeats. With a shattering roar, the wind slammed the monastery
again, lashing it with a killing rage. Like a cat with its panicked
prey, the twister toyed with the monastery, slapping it back and
forth. I ducked my head again, trying to protect it from debris
that flew in from the window and struck me in the back. Like a
thwarted monster, the twister tried to lift the building from its
roots. The thrumming beneath and above me increased until I thought
it would surely collapse under the strain. The three of us, buried
under tons of stone and rubble, dead. Our graves, marked only by
the holy site of the monastery itself.

Still, the stout Jefe Monastery, built with
love and knowledge, held strong against the twister’s rage. Perhaps
the gods of old in whose honor it had been sanctified protected it
yet. The shaking of the monastery gradually subsided into mere
tremors. The thrumming subsided, the howling wind died, the
building once more sat at peaceful rest.

Defeated at last, the twister moved on,
roaring its rage, hurrying away into the forest. The hearth flames
burst back into life. The twister, failing to kill us, moved on
toward less hardy game. The wind and rain and hail resumed their
noisy, however less dangerous, howling and drumming.

Stunned, I shook hailstones and tree
branches from my bruised back and slowly stood up. My hand under
her arm brought Ly’Tana up with me. Dazed, her face white and
strained in the firelight, she looked around as though disbelieving
she was still alive. Bar, too, looked around in awe before shaking
his feathered mane back into some semblance of order, sending up
blue shale dust in a cloud. He chirped in a mild way, as though
commenting on the vagaries of life.

While the monastery lay once more at peace,
Ly’Tana’s body still wrapped within my arms still trembled. I
glanced down at her, concerned, seeing only the top of her bowed
head.

The emergence of the others from their
chambers brought my head and attention away from Ly’Tana’s
trembles.

Kel’Ratan, followed by Witraz and Alun,
emerged from the corridor, cautious. Seeing the monastery whole and
sound, they returned to the fire with new confidence. Behind them,
the rest of the warriors followed on their heels. The passing of
the twister and the renewed onslaught of the less dangerous wind
and rain brought them from their shelter.

Rygel and Corwyn, with Arianne protected
between them, also emerged, with Tor and his new friends, Yuri and
Yuras, behind them.

Like two blind mice, Ly’Tana’s arms crept
about my waist. I wrapped mine about her body, feeling her body
quiver nearly as hard as the monastery shuddered not so very long
ago, pressing her pale face into my chest. Bending slightly, I
kissed the top of her head, smelling the sharp, pungent scent of
her fear, and beneath that the faint, feminine, musky scent that
was entirely Ly’Tana’s own.

“Ly’Tana?” I brushed her
red-gold hair from her brow, my right hand cupping her cheek.
“Princess?”

She began to chuckle, her face uptilted to
mine. “Are we alive?” she asked.

I grinned. “If we’re not, then we’re in
heaven, for I’m with you.”

“What’s wrong?” Kel’Ratan
asked, glancing over his shoulder as the warriors dispersed and
picked up their activities from before the twister’s
arrival.

“I’m not sure,” I
answered.

“I’m—I’m just a little
freaked out here,” Ly’Tana gasped through her trembling. Tears
leaked from the corners of her eyes. At my silent suggestion,
Kel’Ratan shrugged and sat down next to the fire, wrapping himself
in his blanket.

Bar rumbled a sour comment, then munched on
his deer.

“Shut up, you ass,” she
replied, sniffing.

Tor clicked his tongue in irritation over
the debris and dirt that now covered our roasting dinners. With the
aid of the brothers, he brushed away the offending dust, and Yuri
and Yuras began once more to turn the slightly overcooked roasts.
Within moments, the hall had resumed its former activity before the
twister entered its life.

Tor, between brisk orders to Yuri and Yuras,
alternated between running back to the kitchen to check on the
dishes he had on the fire there, and ushering Arianne to her
duties. Corwyn once more held the kitchen door jamb up with his
shoulder.

“Are you all right?” I
asked, rubbing my thumb over Ly’Tana’s angular, exotic,
cheek-bone.

She nodded. “You know what’s funny?”

“No. What’s
funny?”

“I can face and take down
any man, any fight, anywhere. But, I can’t face a simple storm
without shaking like a newborn colt. Look at me, I can’t stop. A
true coward, that.”

Bar grumbled a sour retort. Perhaps Ly’Tana
could translate, but its meaning was lost on me.

“Hmmm.” I pushed her gently
away from the protection my huge body offered, forcing her to stare
up at me. “I’m confused.”

She sniffed. “Don’t be absurd.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong,
but don’t cowards run away from what’s dangerous?”

Ly’Tana dropped her eyes, twisting to walk
away from me. “Hush—”

I seized her arm, halting her. “Again, you
know, I may be wrong about this entire thing,” I began, rolling my
eyes up to gather my thoughts. “It seemed to me, again, I could be
totally incorrect here, but I do distinctly recall you running
toward danger.”

“That’s enough,” she
grumbled, folding her arms over her bosom. Her emerald eyed
glinted.

“You can’t deny it,” I
said, biting my thumbnail. “I do remember this part, since I sort
of had to chase you.”

“Must you?”

“As you know, I’m just a
boor and an oaf and obviously not very smart,” I said, shrugging my
shoulders. “But your first thought wasn’t of saving your
own—”

I brushed my right finger down her bare arm,
making her shiver. “—incredibly lovely skin.”

With my left hand, I gestured expansively
toward Bar, who ceased his dining and watched me through narrowed
raptor’s eyes. “Rather you thought first of keeping safe this
useless lummox here.”

Bar hissed. Ly’Tana tapped her boot against
the floor in a strong feminine threat.

“Again, I may be wrong, and
I’ll certainly admit when I am,” I said. “But I suspect cowardice
is a title no one but yourself would bestow. Of course, what would
I know, being a simple rustic idiot with no manners
whatsoever.”

Ly’Tana’s emerald eyes gleamed but with
humor this time, her teeth white in the dusky shadows of her face.
“I think you made your point, you bloody bastard.”

“That’s Rygel.”

“Rygel what?” asked Rygel,
lifting his head from his task of inspecting the roasts.

“Well, my lady?”

“You made your point, I
said.”

“Have I, Your High
Handedness?”

“I’m so going to bitch slap
you.”

My finger that traced down her arm now
cradled her defiant chin, forcing her to gaze up into my eyes.

“That twister could easily
have been the death of us all. It’s hardly cowardice to be afraid
of such a monster. Only one truly stupid would fail to feel
fear.”

I grinned, and pressed a light kiss against
her soft lips. “You’re too hard on yourself, sweet princess,” I
murmured. “You’re allowed to be human once in a while.”

She chuckled, taking my fingers from her
chin into her own. “Am I?” she asked. “You give me permission?”

I rolled my eyes heavenward. “As lord of the
universe, yes, I grant you permission. Just this once, however, so
never let it happen again.”

She giggled. I took a moment to kiss her
again, to linger over the softness of her lips. Her devilish tongue
teased mine for a heartbeat before she withdrew to watch me with
shining eyes. Yet, her fingers remained entangled with mine.

Bar grumbled to himself, left out of the
conversation and resenting it. I glowered.

“Bite it, Bar.”

Ly’Tana giggled. Bar hissed. Kel’Ratan
roared.

“Lord of the universe, eh?
Got some rather big britches on, do we?”

Of course, he had to have overheard
that part.

“You can bite it, too,
Red,” I snapped. “Mind your own affairs.”

His mustache bristled in righteous
indignation. “Now see here—”

I flashed him a universal gesture more
commonly seen in the slave’s barracks than palaces, and sighed.
Under his outraged blue-eyed glare, I ran my fingers down Ly’Tana’s
cheek, bending down to rub my nose intimately with hers. She glowed
under my attention, a faint pink blush climbing high to ride her
cheekbones. How is it women can blush and it’s endearing, but
should a man like me blush he’d look like a fool? That wasn’t very
fair. Not fair at all.

Both Bar and Kel’Ratan grumbled under their
collective breath. Then as one mind, Bar resumed his venison dinner
and Kel’Ratan scowled at the fire. For no doubt it was the fire’s
fault alone I got the better of him.

Her confidence restored, Ly’Tana pulled me
down to sit beside her, never freeing my hand from her grip. The
others seemed to not have noticed their heir’s moment of panic, and
had resumed their activities of sharpening weapons, laughing over
lewd jokes and staring at me.

“Let’s hope we don’t have
too many more of those,” Kel’Ratan remarked. “Another one might
bring this place down about our ears.”

Corwyn, who had gone to shut the shutter on
the still open window and keep out the cold wind and rain, peered
out. “It’s letting up, I think. The sky isn’t green anymore and the
hail seems to have stopped. It’s just raining now.”

Before I could question his intent, he
unbarred the door and stepped out. Complaints followed as the high
wind, still as cold as previously, blew in and dropped the room
temperature down several notches. Even through the door I saw the
sky had lightened considerably, the shade of late sunset rather
than deep dusk. The rain hadn’t slackened in the slightest. When
Corwyn walked back through with an object in his hands, he ran with
wet. Rain sloughed off him in rivers, though if he felt cold he
didn’t show it.

“What’s that?” Ly’Tana
asked, peering through the fire as Corwyn kicked the door shut
behind him and barred it with his elbow. The object in his hands
looked heavy. My own curiosity was piqued as he walked across the
hall, shedding rain as he went.

“A hailstone,” he said,
answering not only Ly’Tana’s question but also the interested faces
that watched him approach. Yuri and Yuras failed to turn the spit,
incurring Tor’s wrath. He harangued them, forcing them to eye
Corwyn’s prize from a distance.

“Mother of us all,”
Kel’Ratan breathed, dropping his blanket to lean
forward.

Corwyn set down the hailstone next to the
fire. Gods above and below, I thought, awed. Not quite
round, the thing sat easily larger than my head. By the way Corwyn
set it down gingerly, his arm muscles bulging, it must have been
heavy. Like ice, it was a silvery grey, but contained a weird tinge
of green.

“That’s a single
hailstone?” Kel’Ratan asked, his voice hoarse.

“Yes,” Corwyn answered.
“Nor was it one of the biggest. This is an average size for what’s
out there. All I can see is buried in these.”

Ly’Tana turned to me, her lips turned down
into a frightened bow, her jade eyes frightened. “You’re right. If
we’d been out in that when—”

I took her hand to kiss, smiling down at
her. “Perhaps your goddess is fond of you.”

Corwyn went on gravely, “The orchard and the
forest, what I can see of it, is flattened. Not much could have
survived that storm.”

“Fond isn’t the word I’d
use,” Kel’Ratan muttered.


Chapter Five

A Very Curious
Blessing






I stared at total and utter destruction.

“Usa’a’mah must be seriously pissed off,” Rygel
muttered.

“Never, in the history of
the world, has there ever been a storm such as this,” Corwyn said,
his voice low and shocked.

Bloody hell, I thought.

In the light of the new day, I stood in the
courtyard, shallow water covering my boots. As far as I could see,
lay a horrific mess of water, rapidly melting hailstones and downed
trees. I gazed beyond the courtyard. Leagues upon leagues, as far
as the distant horizon, no tree stood upright. Broken tree trunks
lay awash in a small flood of rainwater and half-melted ice.
Against the skyline, naked and broken branches reached upward like
skeletal hands pleading for aid that never came. Apples from the
once serene orchards floated atop the still waters. I bet Tor
could make a fine meal out of those, I thought, nearly
incoherent from shock.

The corpses of the Tongu who died trying to
set fire to the stone monastery lay blackened, smashed and almost
unrecognizable as human beings, half-submerged in the lapping
water. The stench of death rose on the moist warm air as the bodies
began to bloat. I stifled a gag, my throat wanting to hurl the nice
breakfast of warm pork, herbed gruel, leftover stewed apples and
black bread Tor created for this morning’s repast.

An insane bubble of laughter threatened to
erupt. Even as the sun broke through the last wisps of grey storm
clouds, its light shimmered off grey-green ice. The influx of
warmth from the new day melted the deadly hail from the storm into
a nasty mix of rainwater, mud and loose debris. I could all but see
the ice melting into the nasty, brackish water. Within the hour, no
hailstone would survive the sun’s power.

My mind refused to grasp the concept. No
tree still stood. Not a single tree broke apart the wasteland of
snarled brushwood, broken trunks and roots yanked from the
nourishing soil. I saw the horizon, where once the thick forest
obscured it. Eastward, over the sea, the tattered remnants of the
storm’s grey clouds drifted, the storm now lashing against the
indifferent sea. Corpses of small forest creatures unlucky enough
to get caught in the storm’s fury floated alongside the apples,
twigs, dead leaves and shattered tree branches. Years uncounted
would pass before this part of the world recovered from this one
single storm.

“How in the hell are we
supposed to ride through that?”

All those lovely, stately apple trees,
once so lovingly tended by the monks, I thought, haphazard,
gone. The orchards blasted into splinters by the hail and
the twister.

“Ly’Tana?”

Kel’Ratan’s words finally sank in. I
blinked. The downed trees, the sharply spiked branches, the dark
water hid treacherous traps that could easily snap a horse’s leg.
No safe paths lay before us. The horses couldn’t see beneath the
black water to navigate safely. The storm had tracked from the
west, where we needed to ride, to the east, toward the ocean. There
was no telling how far the utter destruction went. How were we to
ride through that, indeed.

So absorbed in staring in stunned amazement
at the atrocity before me, I hadn’t noticed Wolf and Rygel arrive
at my shoulder until Rygel spoke.

“You and I, Princess,”
Rygel said.

I started in surprise. “Huh? What?”

Rygel gestured expansively at the wreckage
before us. “Remember? We’re flying in search of Brutal and his
plans. When we return from the city, we can fly above and find the
safest paths out of this mess.”

“Uh, yes, of
course.”

Wolf draped an enormous arm over my shoulder
and hugged me close, his own eyes wide and stunned as he, too,
gazed out at the annihilated orchard and forests before us.
Belatedly, I found Arianne huddled under Rygel’s arm, her own
expression calm, her eyes on me. Not the devastation. I’d no time
to wonder why.

“That may not be enough,”
Kel’Ratan said sourly. “Can’t your magic help?”

Rygel’s tawny eyes swept over the desolate,
wet landscape. “How?”

“Can you clear a path for
us?” Wolf suggested. “Those downed trees can break a horse’s
leg.”

“Nor can we stay here,”
Kel’Ratan growled.

Rygel nodded slowly, frowning. “Yes, I can.
However, I must return to the city. We must find out what
Brutal’s plans are.”

Kel’Ratan jerked his head toward me. “You
and Ly’Tana fly there while we pack up. We’ll get as far as we can
in this mess until you get back.”

Rygel glanced at Wolf, no Raine. Damn it,
I must call him Raine. He’s no longer The Bloody Wolf. He is
His Royal Highness, Prince Raine of Connacht. Rygel asked his liege
lord’s permission in that quick look. He never called Raine ‘Wolf’.
And he certainly knew who ruled here.

Behind me, Witraz, Alun and Rannon trooped
out into the courtyard where we stood, yawning, scratching armpits,
shoving one another in good humored male horseplay. The fun
dribbled to a halt as they, too, stopped and gaped at the forest
that no longer existed.

“How in the hell are we
supposed to ride in that?” Witraz demanded.

Alun cuffed him upside his head. Shocked at
his own outburst, Witraz bowed low. “Your Highnesses.”

I couldn’t help it. Humor got the better of
me and I giggled. Wolf, no wait, Raine, and Rygel also laughed with
me, and Arianne managed a small laugh of her own. Her mysterious
grey-blue eyes still watched me.

“What’s so bloody funny?”
Witraz asked, annoyed. “What did I say?”

“Methinks they’ve gone
insane, myself,” Kel’Ratan answered sourly. “Bloody lunatics, the
lot of them. Go on, get the other sluggards up. May as well begin
packing.”

Muttering under his breath, Witraz retreated
indoors. Rannon followed more slowly, shaking his head. Alun paused
a moment to eye me with concern.

“Are you certain of this,
Your Highness? You don’t need to go back there.”

I kissed his cheek. “And miss the chance to
fly again?”

He smiled. “Have you need of me, call.” He
bowed and kissed my hand. With another short bow to Wolf, er,
Raine, he followed the others indoors.

Raine’s peculiar icy eyes gave me a chill.
Not a chill of fear, as they once had done. I felt a simple chill
of pleasure run and tingle down my spine this time. He bent close
to my ear, nuzzling under my hair. “Your people adore you,” he
murmured, his voice husky. “As do I.”

I blushed under his attention, feeling its
heat sear my cheeks. With his face so close to mine, I neglected to
stop the sweet kiss I planted on his lips. I tasted his warmth, his
masculinity, the faint scent of leather and rosewater. Underneath
it all, I tasted him. His quick tongue probed between my
lips before he broke off our kiss, aware, as I was, of the
interested stares of Rygel, Kel’Ratan, Arianne and Corwyn. Didn’t
they have enough out there to look at?

The sounds of heavy splashing accompanied by
sharp annoyed hisses heralded Bar’s arrival. Stepping carefully to
avoid the slippery, half melted hailstones, Bar emerged from around
the side of the monastery. After a night’s shelter indoors, he no
doubt squirmed his way out past the broken wall and emerged into a
world not conducive for either fur or feathers.

Like most cats, Bar hated the water. He’d
never swim. Eagles, too, never long tolerated being wet, as water
and feathers never mixed well. The constant saturation by floods
and rainwater no doubt irritated Bar to no end. Dirty, mucky,
filthy flood waters mortally offended his very feline
sensibilities. His half-furled wings and lifted tail kept at least
those parts of him clean and dry, but he still stumbled and slipped
on the ice coated floor of the monastery grounds. Wet above his
knees, his lion fur sluiced dank water, and nasty mire also stained
his usually pristine white feathers.

“Welcome to the new world,
Bar,” I intoned soberly.

Bar didn’t care much for my humor. His right
front leg lifted, shook off the offending water in a fine spray,
and immediately set back down so he could stand. A leonine hind leg
lifted, shook off and disappeared into the dark depths. His eagle’s
head, predatory gold eyes narrowed in raptor fury, stared down at
the vile muck. Suddenly he looked up, his gaze accusatory as it
rested on me.

“Not my fault,” I replied,
grinning. “Go swim a bit. It’ll cool your temper.”

Ever the vengeful one, Bar shrieked. His
wings spread out to their fullest, he sprang upward. The heavy
sweep of his colossal wings forced the filthy flood to spray away
from the wind of his broad wings. A second wingbeat drenched all of
us standing nearby with the nasty tide of brackish floodwater. A
third and a fourth brought him level with the slate monastery roof.
Settling upon the cupola, he all but grinned down at me. Curses
from Kel’Ratan, Raine and Rygel and a shriek from Arianne met his
spiteful revenge.

“Bloody boor,” I snapped,
trying in vain to wipe away the icky residue of the sour
floodwater. “I hope the roof caves in under you.”

Far from surprising, Bar ignored me and
preened his dirty feathers. The roof failed to cave in. Of course
it wouldn’t collapse under his great weight. Damn and blast Rygel
and his white magic. Bar could use a bit of humiliation, I
thought sourly.

“Grow a sense of humor,
will you,” I shouted.

Bar hissed.

“I already have a sense of
humor, nitwit. That’s why I’m laughing at you.”

I blew my bangs off my brow in a rueful
snort. “I reckon I should get my own things packed,” I said,
smiling up at Wolf. “Might I ask a favor, m’lord?”

Wolf, no, dammit . . . Raine smiled
slightly. “Of course, my lady.”

I gestured to Witraz and Rannon as they
brought out saddlebags and packs to pile up on the rock wall, safe
from the nasty waters. “Saddle my horse for me? Don’t girth him too
tight, he hates that. They always girth him too tight.”

Raine took my hand to his lips, his weird
eyes gazing deep into my own, his handsome lips smiling. “Happy
to.”

Suddenly feeling oddly shy, I nodded, my
need to pack my belongings warring with my desire to stand like an
idiot and gaze into those icy, no, warm, grey eyes. Floundering
like a fool, I half-smiled, withdrawing my hand from his, and
offered him a silly half-curtsey. My face flaming, I all but bolted
from him, feeling his gaze on my back as I fled through the
monastery’s wide doors.

Packing my belongings took a grand total of
five minutes. My pack in my hand and my saddlebags over my
shoulder, I paused for a moment, looking around. All the others had
gathered up food and possessions, and had vacated the place. I
stood alone in the great hall, next to the dead hearth. If I closed
my eyes and emptied my head, I felt I might actually sense the
white magic Rygel spoke of. It hovered, just beyond my reach and
abilities, but not beyond my emotions.

I shut my eyes, reaching toward that white
magic with not my mind, but with my feelings. “Thank you,” I
whispered to the not so vacant air. “Thank you for protecting us.
Whoever you are, whatever you are, I am grateful for this place. I
am grateful for its holiness. I am grateful to you, for lending it
to us. I am in your debt.”

I looked up at the wide oak beams above me.
“If ever you need me to repay your kindness, let me know. I will
repay you and then some. You have my word on it.”

Simply walking out seemed inappropriate. I
dropped my saddlebags and pack, and walked toward the chapel. I’d
only been in there once, and glanced curiously around at the
blasted altar, the broken and splintered chairs, the echo of lost
prayers drifting toward the roof. No holy relic had survived the
years of travelers and looters.

I walked through the simple doorway into the
monk’s church.

I choked on a gasp.

The chapel vanished.

Darkness cloaked me. A blood red moon rode
low on the distant horizon. Cold wind whipped my hair across my
face though the chill failed to raise goose pimples along my bare
arms and legs. Stunned, scared, I wheeled around, my lips parted to
scream for Raine, for Kel’Ratan. Where am I? How did I get
here?

I stood atop a mountain, a jagged edge of
rocks and cliffs where no trees grew. No tough high-altitude grass
lay under my boots. I heard only the wind sough across the naked
stone, weeping with the sorrow of the utterly damned. Above me, the
stars shone down like glistening diamonds, red tingeing their
bright glory.

I blinked, swiping my hair from my face. As
though I stood before a large map, all the lands of the earth lay
spread before me. Flames whipped across Kel’Halla, burning,
killing, dense smoke flung into the air to be tossed into turmoil
by the evil wind. Corpses of my people, horses and cattle lay like
blackened husks on the scorched and tormented earth. Villages,
towns, my father’s castle all burned; wood, stone, it mattered
little. When Death rode a black horse, what importance did homes
have?

Whips cracked the air. Slavers drove the
survivors east, ever east. Khalid lay under a dark pall,
half-hidden by roiling smoke. Rivers ran red. The far-off sea
tossed and churned, its crests bloomed bloody. Blood. So much
blood. I covered my face with my hands, as though to protect
it, somehow, against the horror of Brutal’s empire.

His Arena groaned under the weight of
Khalid’s populace, screaming for the lives of those taken. Not
just Kel’Hallans, I realized. I recognized Connachti prisoners
by their cotton and leather clothing, Arcadians by their dark hair
and heavy beards. Jinns, Zhous, Sabbathians all shared the slave
pens, faced their deaths by lions, wild dogs, feral bulls. I bit
back a gasp. Wizards from Khassart tried to fight, fire and
lightning springing from their hands. Despite all, a smooth dark
magic fell over them, stilling their rebellion, negating their
powers.

I looked north. The bloody moon shone down
over the great northern tribes. The evil pall had fallen there,
too. Clans formerly at war with one another fought side by side
against the riders in black. Yet, not even they could win out. One
by one, the clans were overwhelmed, swarmed under, died. Those
unlucky enough to survive were chained and driven east.

I looked south. Lands I’d never heard spoken
of, great jungles and vast deserts that were populated with people
with dark skin and long black hair falling to their waists.
Fighters all, their faces painted with the colors of war, they
faced the same fate as the clans, as the Jinns, the Arcadians . . .
they died under the onslaught of Brutal’s black riders.

Creatures seldom seen by man also died,
driven to extinction by the evil power that was Khalid. Death and
destruction lay everywhere, over the entire earth. Jungles and
forests stripped, laid bare, green lands lay black and smoking
under the sickly moon, the stench of death stark in my nostrils.
Its horror overwhelmed me, drenching my soul, churning in my belly
until I thought I’d vomit. Sweat from my temples dried instantly
under the stiff chilly wind.

What does this mean?

I turned around.

Below me lay the same lands. The bright sun
bathed all in sweet light and expelled all evil. The shadows fell
away, leaving the same people, the same mystical creatures living
in the vast forests and mountains to thrive under the light. Warmth
pervaded my skin and my soul as the darkness was banished forever.
I witnessed the clans quarrel, the nomads drive foreigners away,
the wars for territory continue as they had since mankind evolved
from the dust. Men still warred, killed one another for gold or
power, husbands back-handed their wives, thieves stole. Still, true
evil governed none of these things. Men were as the gods made them:
imperfect and greedy and stupid.

I stood as upon a sword blade. Caught
between the deathly evil and the way the world was meant to be.
Only I kept one from the other. Should I fail, darkness overwhelmed
the world forever.

“Not only you.”

The words whispered inside my head. No,
not just me, I realized. A shadow, though indistinct, waited
beside me. Raine? No, this creature stood on four legs and owned a
rough and shaggy coat. I gazed upward into its craggy face while
white fangs gleamed from the depths of a black mouth. Strange eyes
stared down at me, making me shiver. Who are you? What
are—

I staggered as the mountain dropped from
beneath me.

Once more I stood facing the blasted altar,
trash, broken wood and rodent droppings.

What the—?

The humid air stank of age and neglect,
along with the pungent odors of flood and mud. The muted sun
streamed in from the small windows high above, casting me in its
dusty light. I stood once more in the monastery’s desecrated
chapel, shivering despite the early day’s summer heat. Not
me, I pleaded, my tears on my cheeks. Please. Not me. Choose
another.

On a stand to the left of the desecrated
alter lay an ancient leather-bound book. I saw the dry cracks of
age running across its cover. I knew that hadn’t been there when I
first entered. It wasn’t there when I peeked inside the chapel a
few days ago. I swear it wasn’t there when I glanced about the
monk’s small church months ago when we first camped here, on my way
to marry Brutal.

But it was there now.

How many hundreds, perhaps thousands, of
years old was it? I knew, without knowing, this was the source of
white magic. All white magic. I stared at the Book of the Gods,
their celestial how-to manual. No mortal creature should ever have
seen it.

“Take it.”

“Please don’t make
me.”

“Take it. Hide
it.”

“Please—“

Leaving the half-question to hang in
mid-air, I dropped to my knee and bowed my head to the gods who
protected this place and those I loved. Who protected the people,
the myriad creatures the gods themselves created, and the lands we
treasured. I offered homage to those gods who heard me, and who
just answered my prayer. I felt their approval tingle lightly along
my skin, like the feathers of a dusky moth.

I raised my head, tears dripping down my
cheeks. I stared up at the less than pristine altar. “I’m not sure
I understand what you want of me.”

Above my head, among the vast oak beams of
the ceiling, a bird cooed. Another answered amid the very faint
rustling of feathers. Doves. I frowned slightly, my memory leaping
toward a sermon a priestess of Nephrotiti gave when I was but a
girl. Doves had long been the eternal symbol of peace, prosperity
and the gods’ hope for all the creatures of the earth.

So very simple.

Rising, I wiped tears from my cheeks. I
gathered my hair behind my neck as I bowed my head in reverence to
the altar. “You’ll help me out, I hope? I sure as hell have no idea
how to stop what’s coming.”

Only silence and the ruffling of dove
feathers answered me.

Bowing my head once more toward the holy
altar, I whispered. “Don’t abandon me. Please.”

From outside came Kel’Ratan’s rising shout.
“Ly’Tana! What the hell are you doing? Fall asleep in there?”

Low voiced laughter followed on the heels of
his yell.

Crikey, I thought, panicked. They
mustn’t see me like this. They’ll never cease hounding me for
information if I came out of an empty monastery crying and
hysterical. I didn’t need any inner voice telling me this was
something I must keep to myself. And with what I saw in my vision,
I’d be keeping this secret for a long time.

I wiped my face clean of tears with my hands
and drew a ragged breath. Retrieving my gear, I took the
leather-bound book and shoved it all the way down to the bottom of
my pack. Being the alpha bitch, none dared mess with my belongings,
nor trespass across my boundaries. The book would remain unseen and
secret. Even from myself, I chuckled inwardly. I hoisted my
packs and lifted my saddlebags before taking another quick look
around.

Strangely, I found I would miss this place,
the empty central hall, the chapel, the private sleeping chambers.
My heart ached, a small tug of wistfulness that when I left, I’d
never walk its once beautiful, hallowed grounds again. Perhaps one
day I might return. Yet, deep down, I knew I would never stand
here, in this place, again.

Did I want to?

Despite my nightmarish vision here, I found
that, yes, I would like that very much.

Outside the wide open doors, I heard the
horses splash through the floodwaters. The voices of my boys rose
in jests and laughter, ribald words cast far and wide. Raine
rumbled something I couldn’t catch, possibly to Corwyn, as I heard
that man’s murmured reply. Turning my back on the monastery and its
ancient holiness forever, my gear in hand, I walked outside, into
the sunlit courtyard.

“What kept you?” Kel’Ratan
asked as I approached.

“Nunya,” I replied, my tone
light. Or I hoped it sounded light. And as care-free as my soul
wasn’t.

“Nunya?” he asked,
half-turning from his task of saddling his bay stallion.

“None of your damn
business.”

Raine laughed aloud as Rygel chuckled. My
boys, those within hearing anyway, guffawed under their breath,
grins abounding. Kel’Ratan shot me a dark glance as he tightened
his girth. I grinned, impudent, and carefree on the surface.
Beneath the surface, however, I worried.

“Ask a simple question,”
Kel’Ratan muttered to himself as he bent over his horse’s right
front hoof. He picked the foot up, inspected it closely before
dropping to plop back into the nasty water.

As promised, Raine busied himself saddling
Mikk, whose girth lay snug but not tight under his belly. I handed
him my gear, hoping his sharp eyes didn’t spot the panic I knew
still shone in my eyes. Raine had better instincts for emotions and
thoughts than any man I’d ever met. I braced myself for his
concern.

I must have covered better than I thought,
for he took them from me with a smile, Mikk nuzzling his shoulder.
I gaped. A rather standoffish fellow, Mikk never offered affection
to anyone but me. His approval of Raine told me far more than the
approval of my warriors ever could or would. Raine was . . .
exceptional.

Witraz, Rannon and Alun lead the grey mare,
and the two bays belonging to Raine and Kel’Ratan forward. The
horses, already saddled and bridled, needed only their bags and
passengers. Yuri and Yuras emerged from the barn, carrying packs
and saddlebags. Tor tripped behind them, lugging his own gear and
talking eagerly into their broad backs.

“Your bloody horse bit me,”
Witraz complained, lifting his forearm to reveal a very nasty
bruise.

Beside me, Raine chuckled. “Sorry. He’s not
a very nice horse.”

Alun smacked Witraz on the back of his head.
“Your Highness,” Witraz added hastily, rubbing the sore spot left
by Alun’s knuckles. His one eye glowered. “Quit hitting me.”

“Mind your manners,
then.”

Near the barn, Left and Right saddled their
twin black stallions, while Yuri and Yuras busied themselves with
Rygel’s black gelding and their own chestnut mounts. Witraz’s
piebald stood alone, his reins on his neck, amusing himself by
splashing the water with one front hoof.

“Princess.”

Rygel’s voice drew my attention from my boys
and their duties and onto himself. He stood, up to his shins in
muddy water, his cloak dripping muck, and standing as elegantly as
though in a royal court. His yellow eyes, now sober and devoid of
humor, gazed at me, assessing. “Are you ready?”

My dry mouth might have denied it, but my
spirit soared. He asked a bloody silly question. Of course I was
ready. I was born ready.

Raine chuckled. “Methinks she’s prepared,
Rygel.”

“Ye gods!” Kel’Ratan
roared. “Rygel, what have you done? She’s always been flighty and
now you’ve gone and made her flightier.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. Not with
humor, but with anticipation and sheer joy. With Rygel’s magic,
he’d once more transform me onto a bird. I was going to
fly.

Arianne stared at me as though she thought
I’d gone completely and utterly insane. Perhaps I had. Tor dropped
the pack he carried, fortunately on the flagstones of the courtyard
and not into the brackish water, and gawped. Witraz left the horses
to their own devices and splashed his way closer. Seeing him,
derelict in his duties, brought the rest of them running, hurrying
through the flood. None wanted to miss the second time I got turned
into a bird. I dryly wondered how often they’d have to witness it
before it became mundane.

“Are you really—” Tor
began, and gulped. He pointed upward.

“She is,” Rygel said
tersely. “Now give us space.”

Tor backed away hastily, seizing Arianne’s
hand and dragging her with him. Raine suddenly took me into his
massive arms. Those eerie grey eyes ringed in black looked deep
into mine, warm and filled with something, a strange emotion I put
no name to. His fingers traced down my cheek with the gentleness
that never ceased to surprise me. His handsome lips smiled sadly.
“Don’t forget me while you’re gone,” he murmured.

Despite the tears that popped into my eyes
of their own accord, I laughed. “As if I could.”

His warm, no, his hot kiss, his fiery kiss,
lit a bonfire within me, an inferno that flamed my blood and set it
to simmering deliciously. His devilish tongue teased my own. I
tasted his ardor, felt his cravings with every beat of my heart. My
desire, my passion, my yearning to be his grew into a conflagration
that almost slipped dangerously out of control. I cared not that he
kissed me under in front of goddess and everybody. All I wanted was
him.

Dizziness swamped me when he finally
released both my lips and my body. Ignoring the interested stares,
I seized his hand in a tight grip. I had two reasons for this:
first to steady myself without seeming to, and second to hold onto
him for a moment longer. I smiled up into his strange eyes.

“Promise me you’ll be
careful,” I said.

Raine smiled back. “I don’t make promises I
can’t keep, my lady.”

“He will be careful, my
sweet sister,” Arianne said.

Both of us turned toward her in surprise.
Not just at her words but at her tone. She flung her hair back from
her face and stood alone and proud. “He has a task to perform.”

Raine’s brow arched. “And what may that
be?”

“You’ll know when the time
comes,” she said. “Right now it’s to keep all of us
safe.”

“She’s correct about that,”
I said.

“I hate to break up this
little soiree,” Rygel said. “But we really need to fly, like,
now.”

“One moment more,” I said,
raising my finger to him. Rygel blew out a sharp breath and nodded.
I turned around to find Bar still perched on the cupola, his
predatory eyes eager as he bent his head down toward me, his wings
half-spread.

“You stay with them,” I
said sternly. “I’m sorry, Bar, but this time you can’t come with
me.”

I tried not to wince at his screech of
denial. “You absolutely cannot be seen with me, you know
that. I need you to fly ahead of the others and find them as safe a
passage though this mess as possible. Show Kel’Ratan the way.”

“I never could understand
his bloody squawking,” Kel’Ratan growled. “What makes you think I
can now?”

“Listen with your other
ears,” I snapped, rounding on him.

He puffed himself up in outraged
indignation. “What other ears, I ask you? I’ve only the one
set.”

I glared up at Bar. “Do as I tell you,
understand?”

He grumbled an assent, his yellow eyes
angry, his tufted ears flat. Yet, his wings settled across his
back.

“Rygel will keep me
safe.”

Bar’s hot predatory glare seized Rygel, his
message unmistakable. He hissed long and low, his tone as menacing
as ever I’d heard it.

Rygel, diplomatic for once, bowed low under
Bar’s dreadful scrutiny. “I will, Bar,” he said. “My life for
hers.”

At his pledge, Bar relaxed somewhat, but his
neck feathers still ruffled in either anxiety or irritation. I
never could quite tell which tended to ruffle them more.

I turned to Rygel. “I’m ready, my lord,” I
said. “I think.”

Rygel kissed Arianne on the cheek and
ruffled Tor’s hair. Predictably, Tor yelped, much like Kel’Ratan,
in outrage. He cleared the area with a quick flip of his hand, his
gesture sending Raine, Kel’Ratan and my boys into backing away.
With a wide circle cleared about us, I took a deep breath. Rygel’s
posture told me he was about to use his magic. I braced myself.
When his magic hit me, I’d be ready.

As before, his power felt cold, bone
chilling cold. My body ran, melted, turned in upon itself. Unlike
before, I felt no panic, and only a small amount of fear. Yet, as
the change came so suddenly, I lost my balance. Where once I
stood on human legs, now I flopped about, trying to stand on thin
legs ending in long toes. I flailed about, wings flapping against
the flagstones until my equilibrium returned. It did, far more
quickly than the first time. I learned fast.

At last I stood, peering up at the giant
humans that ringed me round. I tried a chirp. Instead, I
croaked.

Damn and blast, I thought, dismayed.
Where was my hawk’s triumphant screech? I croaked again. Looking
down at myself, I saw black feathers, black legs. Toes, not talons.
Damn it, if he didn’t do as he threatened. I’m a raven, not a hawk.
Personally, I despised ravens.

Well, wings still worked the same way.
Leaping into the air, I fluttered up to perch on Raine’s shoulder.
I gripped tightly to his tunic, my toes causing little harm to his
massive muscles. His head turned slightly to see me, a wide grin of
delight etched across his features. “Damn, but don’t you make a
beautiful bird.”

I make a better hawk. Peering around
at the people surrounding me, I found a repeat of my earlier
transformation. Witraz, Rannon, Alun, Yuri, Yuras and Left and
Right all stared at me, perched amid Raine’s shoulder-length locks.
No few made the sign against strong enchantment. Tor’s tonsils
showed behind his teeth as he gaped. Arianne smiled, a small
secretive smile that made me think she knew something she wasn’t
telling. At least she wasn’t afraid.

On Kel’Ratan’s shoulder stood another
raven.

“Ready,
Princess?”

As before, his voice spoke within my
mind.

“Is that your entire
vocal repertoire?” I returned primly.

He laughed. With a loud croak, he launched
himself into the air. He circled, his broad wings outstretched to
their fullest, climbing higher and higher on the warm thermals. I
spared a moment to rub my head against Raine’s cheek.

“We’ll be headed west,” he
said, his fingers stroking down my feathers. “Toward those
mountains. Find us there. And don’t forget to look after
yourself.”

I croaked. Damn, a hawk’s voice was ever so
much nobler. I leaped from his shoulder and flew upward. Instantly,
I recognized how different a raven’s body was to a hawk’s, and I
needed a moment or two to adjust. The raven was a large bird,
heavier, its feathers thicker, and its wings broader and longer. A
hawk was built for speed, while a raven had little need for speed.
I missed the hawk’s ability to climb high and fast, to turn on a
wingtip. But the raven owned a body built for soaring with little
effort. Only the tiniest of wing beats set me to floating
effortlessly on the warm air currents. I liked soaring.

Despite Rygel’s impatience, I took a moment
to circle over Bar. He watched me, his eyes alight with happiness,
with eagerness, and also a sullen anger. I knew his anger, for I,
too, wanted to fly with him, to dance the dance of wind and air and
flight with my guardian. Perhaps Rygel might change me back into a
hawk one day. One day when our urgency was less and we had some
time. Then, given his magic, I might fly once more with my Bar.

I croaked down at him, an apology, a word of
love, something. His chirp in return assured me his anger was but
temporary and I was forgiven for abandoning him. The following hiss
informed me: he forgave me—this time.

I laughed inwardly as I joined Rygel in
climbing the warm thermals of the newly risen sun. ’Twould be a hot
day and a wonderful day for flying. The incident in the chapel
receded into the depths of dim memory. Much like a nightmare I
promptly forgot about upon waking. Only the shadow of it still
lurked deep within my soul.

Unlike on our search for Raine, we didn’t
fly high. Rather, we flew low over the corpse of the vast forest,
our shadows behind us reflected off the glimmering floodwaters. All
the hail finally melted, but the water from them, and the day and
night of heavy rain, would take time to leach into the earth. Like
the scene at the monastery, the savage destruction took my breath
away. So much primal beauty, gone, shattered in a single night,
dead. Would it return, perhaps, one day? I hoped so.

Hard on our right, the escarpment, now bare
stone, stood out in stark contrast to the devastation. The forest
where Bar found me lay in the same tangled mess we now flew over. I
spared a brief thought for the Tongu we left in that woodland. As
their assassin brothers had attacked us so soon, I knew they’d
killed themselves rather than die of starvation. Perhaps their
leader killed his men out of mercy, and then opened his own veins.
Thus, only he’d incur the wrath of their gods, whoever they may
be.

The stench of death reached my sensitive
nostrils, rising on the warm damp air. I was glad I ate a full meal
at daybreak. The raven in me wanted to feast on the dead bodies of
unlucky deer, wild pigs, rabbits, birds and other forest creatures
not fortunate enough to have reached safety before the storm hit.
The disgusted human in me fought hard against those raven
instincts.

Predictably, Rygel laughed. “Ravens are
carrion birds, Princess.”

“But did we really have
to become ravens?” I complained. “Wouldn’t another bird
do?”

“How about a
vulture?”

I gagged.

“Vultures can soar like no
other creature with feathers.”

“I don’t care.”

Rygel laughed. “A crow?”

“Shut up.”

“We must pass
unremarked,” he answered, a smile in his mental tone. “Just
concentrate on our task and the desire to eat dead things will
pass.”

“I don’t much like you
right now.”

Wizard laughter echoed deep within my
mind.

We covered ground faster from the air than
we did on horseback, when we fled Brutal’s trap with an injured
Kel’Ratan over Raine’s saddlebow. We flew less than an hour when we
approached the city’s walls on the not so distant, treeless,
horizon.

Soon, I found myself very glad I
conquered the raven’s desire to eat dead things. We flew low over
not only the corpses of horses, cattle, sheep, mules, oxen and
donkeys that floated in the floodwaters, but also those of the
human population. The stench rose ever upward, caught on the warm
air that rose off the water. We soared over the Federate highway
choked with the remains of folk either fleeing the city or seeking
shelter there from the approaching Wrath. Real ravens, as well as
crows and vultures, feasted on the bodies of peasant and noble
alike. The stench of death and bodies rotting in the sun
overwhelmed even my raven instincts.

My gorge rose. A warrior who has killed and
is familiar with death I may be. Battle-hardened, I was. The blood
I’d seen spilled could sink a battle-ship. Yet, the sight of so
much death, so much horror, caused my soul to cringe. My mental
connection to Rygel brought me the twin feelings from him, the same
shock I felt. So Rygel is human after all, I thought
wryly.

“Of course I
am,” he snapped, annoyed.

“Sorry,” I replied,
but inwardly I chuckled.

“Let’s get the deed done
and get out of here,” he grumbled. “Before I lose my
breakfast.”

“Well,” I mentally
drawled. “Should that happen, I’m sure you could refill your
belly rather quickly.”

Silence echoed across the mental bridge
between us. “Princess, you’re an evil woman,” Rygel grumbled
after a long moment.

“I know. You love me
anyway.”

His sense of humor hadn’t died, however.
“That I do, Princess. That I do.”

We flew on, toward Soudan’s high walls. The
walls themselves still stood, albeit with ragged chunks bitten out
from their solid frames, and much of the palace had been badly
damaged. We flew slowly over the massive gates Rygel blew into
fragments the night we escaped Brutal’s trap. Shock at the utter
devastation within the city killed the last of my humor. Many
buildings still stood, built, perhaps, with the same love and
knowledge as the holy monastery at Jefe left far behind us. Those
not built as well lay in rubble, like so many mountains of piled
rock.

Living souls waded through the flood and the
wreckage of shattered buildings with teams and wagons, stacking the
dead within the beds for burial. Burial, such as it was, I
thought morbidly. With so much flooding, funeral by fire was out of
the question. How will they bury their dead under a foot of
water?

While many houses lay in ruins, far more
homes sat battered but proudly erect. People came and went, orders
shouted, wagons drawn by lumbering teams laden with food goods or
corpses trundled through the streets. Though many sat and bemoaned
their ill-fortune, plenty lent a hand to clear the city of the
dead. If not taken away quickly, the bodies rotting in the stagnant
water would spread disease. If Brutal didn’t care about the
surviving populace, it appeared someone in charge did. Military
officers rode, standing in their stirrups, and barked commands.
Troops kept the peace, shot looters, and assisted old ladies.

Whether by luck or divine design, the royal
palace itself seemed to have weathered Usa’a’mah’s annoyance
without a hiccup. Well-armed soldiers paced across the battlements,
peering down through the crenellations to the destruction below.
Rygel and I flew amongst the many ravens, rooks and crows circling
over the proud towers, craving a delectable meal of aristocrat or
royal trooper. The other birds might feast, but I certainly didn’t
relish the idea of snacking on a fat, bloated matron. By Rygel’s
hurried mental retreat from the topic, he didn’t quite like the
idea, either.

Battalions of Federate soldiers in purple
and gold directed clean-up efforts, quelled the insurgence of the
weak preying on the weakest, and maintained some semblance of
order. Yet, we saw nothing of Brutal’s massing his armies to follow
after us. If he gathered his forces, he did so either in secret or
not within the city walls near his palace.

Whether curiosity bit me or something else
did, a sudden urge grabbed hold. “I want to check something
out,” I said.

Leaving him to follow, I winged across town,
leaving the towers of the palace behind.

“Check what?”
he asked, his wings beating in concert with mine, behind my right
shoulder.

“I don’t know. But we
need to go this way.”

Rather than the caustic response I expected,
Rygel merely followed my lead without commenting. I learned well to
appreciate the simple things in life: like Rygel not arguing or
demanded answers I couldn’t give.

“I heard that,”
Rygel remarked stiffly, offended.

Any rate, I thought, Raine would
want to know.

“He’d want to know
what?”

Rather than think of an answer, I
concentrated on finding my way from the air. The vast confusion of
rubble and intact buildings, choked streets and death offered a
challenge for me, but I flew slowly forward. Often I circled,
seeking the familiar, following the gut instinct within me, peering
downwards. Flocks of ravens, crows and vultures fed on the death
below. I hoped they didn’t have the intelligence to wonder why two
ravens in particular weren’t interested in feasting. Or that any
human, looking up, would wonder at a pair of ravens who failed to
dine.

“They have enough on
their minds,” Rygel replied.

Onward I flew, following the river toward
the sea. The river’s banks were difficult to distinguish, with the
influx of floodwaters and the floating debris everywhere. I banked
lower, my wings fully spread to soar with the effortlessness ravens
found natural. The merest flicker of my wingtip set me floating on
the warm thermals, leaving my mind and eyes free to gaze below.
Could that cluster of rubble be the place where Brutal trapped
us?

Ah, there it was. Circling
back around, I back winged onto the remains of a shattered
warehouse’s chimney, above the wreckage. There I roosted, peering
down through my raven’s sharp black eyes.

“What do you see?”
Rygel asked, dropping lightly beside me, furling his wings over his
back. He shook himself, his inky feathers settling into
place.

“Don’t you recognize
it?” I asked.

“No,” he
said, peering down through first his right eye, then his left.
“What am I looking at?”

“Adhas’s house.”

Even as a bird, Rygel’s cursing in his own
language sounded like cursing.

Once a house, it was no longer. Only bricks
and rubble remained. Barrels floated nearby, bobbing lightly on the
gentle wash of a newly formed lake. The River Soare, with the huge
influx of rainwater and hail, overflowed her banks and not just
crept inland, but roared in with full fury. No building for miles
remained intact under the onslaught of the river’s power. The
entire Harbor District lay beneath the deluge the Wrath of
Usa’a’mah created.

Among the barrels of fish oil, a carcass
bobbed in the wake of the river’s tide. A stream of black hair
floated serenely outward from the corpse, tangled with sea kelp and
river algae. Ghostly pale, its flesh had already bloated to twice
its normal size under the sun’s savage power. A pair of seagulls
winged closer to eye the body with bright, avid eyes.

“Is that Adhas?” I
asked.

“Sure looks like
it,” Rygel replied grimly. “I reckon she’s paid full score
for her treatment of Arianne.”

“The Wrath of
Usa’a’mah?”

“Princess, I’m a healer,
not a theologian. Ask a priest.”

“Had we been even a few
days late—” I began.

“Don’t say it!”

His mental tone contained such anguish, I
shied away in sympathy.

“Come
on.”

I caught the light breeze and flew upward,
away from the stench of the river. With the light wind beneath my
wings, I soared inland, Rygel behind my right shoulder as though
belonging there.

Beneath us, the devastation continued for as
far as I could see. The neighborhoods below, mostly hovels and
earthen huts, had not fared well in the storm’s onslaught. None I
found remained intact. Bodies aplenty I saw, for the work crews
clearing the city of its dead hadn’t yet reached this far. Genuine
ravens and vultures found a delectable buffet of lower class
peasantry and still lower class thieves and cutthroats.

What was that?

“What?” Rygel asked,
following as I circled lower.

“That.”

“I don’t see what you’re
talking about, Princess.”

Rather than answer, I perched precariously
on the toppled bricks of the Dead Fisherman, its chimney towers
offering a sturdy place for two ravens to rest. Rygel back winged
smoothly, and his toes gripped mortar and rock, to roost beside me.
His black eyes peered across, rather than followed the direction of
my own eyes.

Unease wormed its wicked way through my
raven gut. I shook my feathers, trying to dispel the sensation.
Yet, primeval shivers took hold of me. Fear flooded my veins as
quickly as the Soare took the Harbor. “Don’t you find that
odd?” I asked.

“Find what odd,
Princess?”

“Open your bloody
eyes,” I snapped. “Look down.”

He did. It took a long moment, but in the
end his mental voice came through puzzled and strained. “That’s
just too weird.”

Below me and several hundred rods away, a
building stood tall, all of its six chimneys belting out tendrils
of healthy blue smoke. Rubble from a nearby brick warehouse had
tumbled down, scattering stones and bricks in a long wall around
and past the lone building. The rubble, piled high, formed what
seemed to be a solid wall, protecting it from the raging
floodwaters of the River Soare.

People—living, breathing people—formed lines
into the sole survivor, patient, their feet wetted in what may have
amounted to an inch or so of nasty flood. An inch, not feet or
rods. A simple, uncomplicated inch. ’Twas not even enough to cover
the tops of their boots.

On the opposite side, people straggled out,
carrying bundles of what I surmised to be food, to wade out and
disappear into the waste of Soudan city.

“I don’t get it,”
Rygel said. “What is that place? How could it have
survived when all else around it is gone?”

I knew. Only too well did I know. Fear
niggled down my raven spine and set up housekeeping in my gut. The
urge to fly, to fly far away from here and never look back took
hold of my senses. Who cared what Brutal was up to? I wanted
nothing more than to fly to Raine’s arms and stay there for the
next year or ten.

“Princess?”

I croaked, yet I formed no intelligible
communication.

“Princess, what’s
wrong?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t answer.

People went into the intact, healthy
building and emerged with food. Behind it, also protected from
Soare’s flood, horse, mule and oxen drawn wagons lined up, men
busily unloading goods into the inn’s backrooms. To begin the
process of feeding and sheltering the shivering, hungry masses all
over again.

“Ly’Tana, talk to me,
dammit!”

“Don’t you see?” I
stared wildly into Rygel’s black beady eyes, my wings half-furled
in agitation. “Don’t you recognize it?”

He stared downward, his head cocked to read
the sign waving gently in the breeze from a bad angle. “The
Whoring Whale.”

“The place we waited for
you to return with Tor,” I said, my gut aching with panic.
“You weren’t there yet.”

“What happened?”

“I—I—”

I couldn’t go on. Even my mental voice
choked off what I dared not say.

Rygel sidled sideways, stepping closer to
me, his beak rubbing across the back of my neck. His raven wing,
acting as a human arm, lay across my back. I sincerely doubted real
ravens behaved thus, but I felt his very human comfort and allowed
myself to be comforted. I choked back my caw of fear, gulped and
went on.

“You hadn’t gotten there
yet,” I said, miserable. “The innkeeper came—I was dressed
as Osimi’s priestess—he came—he asked for my
blessing-”

Rygel stiffened, his comforting wing
withdrawing. “What did you say?”

I breathed in fear and breathed out misery.
“I wagged my fingers and I said ‘You’re blessed’.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all. Kel’Ratan
laughed his ass off, of course, but that’s all.”

Rygel’s gaze left me and once more rested on
the mass influx of people at the Whoring Whale. The only building
that offered food, shelter and relief from the death and
destruction the Usa’a’mah’s temper tantrum left behind. It was the
only building protected by rubble from the rage of the Soare. It
was the only place within miles that one may have a roof over one’s
head and a warm meal in one’s belly.

“That innkeeper must be
making a fortune,” Rygel said slowly.

“Because of my
blessing.”

“That’s not
possible.”

I rounded on him, my feathers ruffling in
ire. “Who are you to say what is possible or not? How dare you!
You, you, who spoke so freely of white magic.”

“White magic comes from the
gods, through their priests.”

“I was dressed as an Osimi
priestess.”

His beak bobbed in bird-like confusion.
“Let me see if I understand you.” Rygel half-furled his
wings in obvious agitation. “You, disguised as a priestess of
Osimi, blessed this innkeeper at the Whoring Whale.”

“I did.”

“The storm came, leveled
everything in its path, laying waste to miles around it, and the
only building, and man, to survive, received your
blessing?”

“Give that man a
cigar.”

“That’s not—”

“Don’t say it!”

Rygel gazed out and down, toward the only
business that flourished in miles, no, leagues upon leagues of
destruction and death.

“Osimi answers the
prayers of all her priestesses,” I said, my voices, aloud and
mental, both soft. “Curses and blessings both.”

“But—”

“Something protected that
inn and that man I blessed. How can you say ’twas not Osimi herself
allowed other buildings to fall and protect the inn not just from
rain and hail, but the flooded river? On my word alone?”

“You belong to Nephrotiti,”
Rygel said, baffled. “Why would Osimi answer your blessing when you
don’t belong to her?”

Raven shoulders didn’t shrug very well.
“Perhaps Osimi thinks of me as hers. Maybe when I wear her white
dress, she sees me as her priestess.”

“And what would Nephrotiti
have to say about that? Eh?”

“I don’t know!” I
shrieked, cawing and flapping my wings in panicky agitation.
“Had I not been born heir to my father’s throne, I’d have been
her priestess. I feel Her as few others do. Nephrotiti and Osimi
are said by theologians to be sisters. Perhaps even now they fight
over me.”

“I can see it now,”
Rygel replied caustically, “a cosmic catfight over your body and
soul. Get real.”

“Ignore it at your
peril,” I snapped. “Something or someone wanted that inn and
that man to live. Answer that, if you will.”

“I’m not—”

“A theologian. I know. I
heard you the first time.”

“So then what?”
Rygel asked. “When you wear the white dress, be cautious of whom
you bless.”

I could hear his grin in his tone. “And
watch your curses, please. I’d really hate to irritate you and
discover one day my manhood didn’t work anymore.”

Grudgingly, I laughed. And shuddered to
think of how close I came to cursing Kel’Ratan that night, in
jest.

“That innkeeper is just
fine without us,” Rygel said, leaping up and catching the
breeze. “But Brutal is still missing. Unless he’s under water,
he’s massing his soldiers to find us. And marry
you.”

I chuckled, flying just behind his left
wing. “Maybe I should curse him, instead.”

I caught the quick, fearful glance Rygel
shot me over his shoulder. “Don’t. Not until you know what the
hell Osimi or Nephrotiti or whomever are up to. The Whoring Whale’s
survival and good fortune may have been your blessing, or it might
be just a very weird coincidence. Let’s not go overboard thinking
you have powers you don’t really have. Curses have a way of finding
their way back to the curser.”

“You speak from
experience?”

For a long moment, silence trailed from his
mind, a black silence I wished I couldn’t feel. Sometimes his
magical mind link was a very frightening thing.

“I am already
cursed,” he said quietly, after a long moment. “When it’ll
strike, I’ve no idea. But one day, it will. I just pray it takes
only me.”

“You promised to tell us
what happened,” I said.

“And I will, Princess. I
swear it.”

He flew westward, back across the corpse of
Soudan, back the way we’d come. “I’m going to take an educated
guess that Brutal will follow the river inland,” he said.

“Why do you think
that?” I asked, allowing the midmorning, rapidly heating air to
lift me higher, away from the rotting stench of the
city.

I caught an amused glance from his black
eyes. “It’s what I’d do.”

Fearful need adding strength to our wings,
we flew faster than we had on arriving. Soudan soon fell behind and
the forest returned once we flew past her high walls.

What forest, I thought sourly, eyeing
the desolation below. Further away from the city and the sea, the
Soare’s banks flowed higher, contained only by small rocky cliffs
to either side. Though the river’s waters had swollen dangerously,
they seemed to meet the storm’s flood just beyond her banks. I saw
the outline of the cliffs a mere few inches below the rapidly
churning river.

Brutal would need high ground in which to
camp his army, I mused, casting my keen raven’s eyes toward the
hills. Rygel’s caw of agreement arrived at the same instant he
dipped a wing and wheeled north. I followed suit, beating my way
under the sun’s hot rays. The steamy, moist air arrived from the
flood below to add lift to my feathers. I let it guide me, rising
high against the sun, our shadows dark against the glimmering
waters.

“And there he is,”
Rygel said, his smirk of self-satisfaction made me wish for hands
to slap him with. “Gods, I’m good.”

“That’s some ego you’re
carrying around,” I commented, annoyed.

“I know, but it’s all
right. It’s not heavy.”

Bloody hell, but sometimes I hated having a
sense of humor. I know my laughter only encouraged him.

Just beyond Rygel’s heavy black beak rose
several tendrils of blue smoke on the hilly horizon. Upon a tall
hilltop, where the flood had failed to insinuate itself, I heard
military sounds upon the wind. My keen raven senses picked up the
many voices of men, the whinnying and snorting of horses, the
jingle of harness, the scents of cook fires and roasting food.

Brutal’s war machine in action.

“Methinks a change of
clothes is in order,” Rygel murmured as we winged silently
toward the hilltop.

Before I could raise the obvious question,
his magic hit me. Again I felt the cold change, the melting,
the sensation of my body running, flowing together. Yet, it all
happened so quickly, so smoothly. Before I could fully register it
all, I knew somehow I was different. My wings felt lighter,
swifter, my tail feathers narrower, my body sleeker. Once more I
could turn on a pinfeather, dive steep and fast, climb faster.

My hawk had returned.

Only caution kept my hawk’s screech of
triumph silent. Yet, my heart and soul soared.

“Ravens have no reason
to be here,” Rygel said, his own red-brown raptor climbing high
toward the sun. “The hawk still needs to hunt.”

“How will we hide?”
I asked, peering down, my hawk’s vision so much sharper, keener,
than my raven’s. “We’ve no trees with which to roost, as we did
before.”

“We’ll have to make
do,” he replied, circling, gradually approaching the hilltop
from the rear, the east. “There are enough snarled branches we
can hide in. We need to be close enough to hear what they’re
saying.”

Yet, for the time being, Rygel kept us high,
against the sun. I doubted anyone looking up could see us, two tiny
dots amid the sun’s blinding rays. Our raptor’s vision enabled us
to clearly see the entire hilltop and the army amassed upon it.

Brutal’s banner flew before his huge, white
pavilion, a snarling White Lion on its field of gold. His
ever-loyal Synn’jhani in their white and gold uniforms stood their
posts guarding it. They wound scarves over their faces, hiding all
but their eyes under the white turbans on their heads. Snowy white,
trimmed in gold, immaculate cloaks fell to their heels; loose
breeches they tucked into high black boots. From where I flew, high
overhead, their loyalty to that royal idiot looked as unquestioning
as ever.

White tents stood in military precision upon
the broad hilltop and the surrounding area, rows upon rows of
organized, mobile civilization. Horses stood, heads low and tails
swishing against flies at long picket lines. Men, most in the
purple and gold uniforms, but some not, tended to the valuable
cavalry horses. Others with axes chopped at the offending downed
trees, clearing more area for expansion; more tents, more horses,
more army.

I saw other men, not in uniform but in the
homespun browns of peasants and serfs. These folks tended cook
fires, mended saddles and harness, sharpened weapons, fletched
arrows, shod horses, hauled firewood from the axes of the tree
clearers. Waggoners drew their teams up, more men ready to offload
their goods before sending them off to Soudan for more supplies.
From high up, I observed the nonstop activity of a camp at war.

Brutal’s war against us.

Brutal himself sat at a table under a wide,
flimsy pavilion, his royal skin shaded from the strong sunlight.
His commanders stood at ease around and behind him, a tall man with
the gold trappings of a general bent to his royal ear. Before him
on the table lay a map marked by pins. Two officers bent over it,
showing Brutal their concerns with calloused index fingers. He eyed
their opinions with royal disdain while at the same time listened
to the general’s advice. Brutal’s multi-tasking at its best.

Snorting inwardly at the display, I
recognized the crown of gold and precious jewels he wore upon his
brow. I last saw that crown on Lionel’s head, the night of Brutal’s
birthday celebration. Only a king who sat his throne by might
rather than right would wear such on this occasion.

I recognized Ja’Teel standing to Brutal’s
right and slightly behind him. He wore all black, black breeches,
tunic and a black cloak that fell to his spurs attached to a
cavalry man’s high black boots. The scorpion tattoo marked him,
even from this distance.

“That’s him,” Rygel
said, his tone grim and cold.

“Isn’t all that black a
bit . . . dramatic?” I asked.

Rygel laughed. “That’s Ja’Teel for you.
He’s playing his role of the dark wizard to the hilt.”

“I’d think all that
black would lead to heatstroke,” I muttered. “Doesn’t he
have the sense—”

“No,” Rygel answered
shortly, “his ego is all he has. He can never hope to rival me
in power, and he knows it. When we were young, he always sought to
emulate me, to follow what I did, to achieve what I achieved,
to be me. The fact that he never could still rankles. Now,
as then, he’s very dangerous. Don’t ever, ever, underestimate
him.”

“Let’s hope he
underestimates you,” I murmured.

“He’s intelligent enough
to not let that happen often,” Rygel replied, beginning a slow
circle downwards. “He let me outsmart him at Brutal’s trap. He
let his new position as Brutal’s pet, my replacement, overwhelm
him. He won’t make that mistake again.”

Spiraling down, we two hawks gradually
closed the distance between Brutal’s massed purple and gold forces
on the hilltop.

“This might do the
trick,” Rygel said, winging over the camp toward a snarled mass
of downed trees, a huge tangle of oak, balsam, fir, pines, dogwood
and elms, all jammed together by the storm. There were yet plenty
of green leaves or thick needles, not yet yellow or decayed,
throughout their gnarled branches. Their stout limbs provided
enough cover for two small hawks to perch unseen and spy on the
enemy.

Settling onto a branch, hidden by foliage, I
furled my wings and shook my feathers into place. A quick sidestep
improved my view of the army massing below. Rygel picked a spot a
few branches below and to my left. He, too, found a position where
he could see clearly the activity yet remain hidden amongst the
tree leaves, pine thickets and wrenched tree-limbs.

This location, high above and north of
Brutal’s hill, offered a wide view of the entire area. With ease,
we observed Brutal and his officers, his encampment, his army, even
the long line of supply wagons wending their way to and from
Soudan. As hawks, we could see and hear everything going on down
there. If I concentrated, my keen eyes brought all details to me in
sharp relief. Given Brutal’s demanding presence and how men seldom
looked up, I doubted we’d be discovered.

“My spies inform me they
are on the move now, Your Majesty,” said an officer, well-armed and
appointed with the insignia of a major. “We must break camp and
begin our hunt.”

“We wait, Sangar,” Brutal
replied, his familiar nasal voice filled with his usual
irritation.

“Pray tell, Your Majesty,”
asked a colonel after clearing his throat nervously. “How will we
catch them if they get too much of a head start? In all this mess,
we cannot move much faster than they. We dare not allow them any
time.”

Brutal smiled. “We’ll track them down quite
easily. Never fear. I’ll marry that bitch within the week.”

Another plumed officer, a captain I think,
hurried from behind the tents and dropped to his knee before
Brutal’s chair. “Your Majesty, the Commander General has
arrived.”

“Ah, good,” Brutal said
expansively, rising from his seat and stepping around his table.
“On time, too. Most excellent. Bring him here.”

“Your Majesty.”

Rising, the captain bowed low and, ducking
between the rows of silent Sins, disappeared behind the line of
tents.

“The Commander General,
Your Majesty?” asked Major Sangar.

Brutal eyed him. “Of the Shekinah
Tongu.”

“Ah, yes, Your Majesty.”
Sangar bowed low. “Of course.”

“With the help of his
mutts, we can track my runaway bride and her Wolf wherever they
go.”

Sangar glanced to his left, his eyes bleak.
I followed his gaze and almost squawked in surprise. Surrounded by
Sins and regular army soldiers, a Tongu hunter stood silent,
waiting. His black eyes glittered in the sunlight, yet he held his
tongue shut tight behind his evil teeth. His lank hair fell in oily
coils to his shoulders, and from what I could see of it, his
clothing looked tattered and stained.

“I’d bet my diamond
earring,” Rygel said slowly. “That fellow was one who
attacked us last night.”

“I think I’ll refuse
that wager.” I clicked my beak. “How could he have
survived?”

“I suspect we’re about to
find out.”

Royally escorted by a column of twenty
soldiers in purple and gold, a tall man in the familiar plain brown
and grey homespun clothing of the Tongu strode forward. Pale blue
eyes gleamed over a dark summer tan and a hawk-like nose. A head of
ordinary blonde hair without the usual Tongu shaved skulls and
snake tattoos hung in a loose braid down his back. The simple gold
ring in his nose caught the sunlight and my attention. He seemed
armed only with a long, double-edged dirk in a sheath at his belt.
He had more, somewhere, I guessed.

Unlike the cavalrymen around him, Tenzin’s
long, muscular legs wore fine hose of dark brown and short leather
boots with gilded spurs clasped to his heels. A light grey cloak of
fine weave draped him from his shoulders those very spurs. The
knife scar across his cheek did little to mar his handsomeness, but
his thin lips lifted in a perpetual sneer succeeded in making him
as ugly as a crone. He strode firmly among his guardians as though
he walked into his own temple.

At his hip, eyed with wonder and concern by
the troopers, ambled a huge, short-haired black cat. Its golden
eyes peered about with suspicion, its long tail lashing from side
to side. Too much like Bar’s when irritated, I half-thought.
Around its slender neck lay not quite a collar, but a short silver
chain. Large and sleekly agile legs spoke not just of speed but of
strength, cunning and a fierce, feline ferocity.

I couldn’t force my eyes from it as the
Tongu leader knelt before the High King.

“What is that?” I
asked, my wings half-furled as I leaned forward to see
clearer.

“A panther,” said
Rygel. “From the dense jungles of Jinyang. South of
Zhou.”

“I want one,” I
murmured, bemused. “Can you imagine?”

“Princess, your will is
my command,” Rygel replied, amusement coloring his mental tone.
“I’ll certainly acquire one for you.”

“Lord Tenzin,” Brutal said,
arming sweat from his cheek.

Tenzin dipped his brow. “Your Majesty.”

“Is that thing dangerous?”
Brutal asked, his voice high as he eyed the panther sitting quietly
beside her master. She returned his stare openly, her thick tail
flicking lazily back and forth.

“Shirel will not harm
anyone unless I bid her,” the man replied quietly.

“Very good,” Brutal replied
with a thin smile. “Believe you me, if she gets out of control, my
men will shoot her. Understood?”

“Completely, Your
Majesty.”

“You may rise, my lord
Tenzin,” Brutal said, with an airy wave of his hand. “Did you bring
your hunters and their pups?”

The Tongu Commander-General rose to his feet
with the lithe grace of a skilled hunter. If he glanced toward his
minion, waiting amid his guards, I didn’t see it. His panther sat,
still watching Brutal, her head on a level with Tenzin’s waist. The
officers, while at parade rest, couldn’t keep their eyes off
her.

“I did, Your Majesty,”
Tenzin replied. “I have fifty hunters and as many hounds at your
disposal.”

“I’m pleased, then, my
lord.”

“May I offer my condolences
on the loss of your friend, Your Majesty?” Tenzin asked politely.
“I know how much His Holiness meant to you.”

Brutal flipped a lazy hand, rising from his
chair. “Ah, yes, well, he is with his master now. I have already
appointed his replacement. A good man, that. He’ll remain
steadfastly loyal to me, since I am the reason he now heads
Usa’a’mah’s temple.”

Tenzin didn’t speak with the mutilated
throat his henchmen did, nor did he tattoo himself crazy. His
hunting companion was a great cat, not a grizzled hound. Did their
leaders not conform to the Tongu ways?

“Last night, the leader
didn’t hiss either,” Rygel observed.

“I’m sure his worshippers
will miss Theodoric,” Tenzin said, pious.

Brutal smiled thinly. “I doubt it. Theodoric
wasn’t very—nice.”

Tenzin didn’t reply, but his eyes narrowed
slightly as Brutal paced, back and forth, in front of him. I
wondered if that bloody crown didn’t give him a headache with the
intense heat and humidity after Usa’a’mah’s little storm. Runnels
of sweat dripped from under the gold, turning Brutal’s already lank
hair into a snarled oily mess. I swear I could almost smell his
noxious perspiration.

As he paced, his officers ceased watching
the panther and watched their sovereign. Their spines stiffened.
They knew something the Shekinah Tongu commander obviously did
not.

“While we’re on the subject
of loyalty,” Brutal said, still pacing slowly and quite carefully
not looking at his subject. “I have yours?”

“Of course, Your
Majesty.”

Now, Tenzin suspected he was in trouble. His
eyes flicked among the massed soldiers and Sins as though
calculating his survival if Brutal set them against him. Taking a
chance I’d miss anything, I took my eyes off of the scene below me
and sought to find the Tongu assassins hidden among the massed
army. Perhaps they concealed themselves, waiting, for I didn’t see
them. I doubted they were close enough to rescue their commander
should Brutal unleash his army on the hapless man. He might take
one or two with him, I suspected, but that wouldn’t faze Brutal’s
forces.

“Just what I want to hear,”
Brutal exclaimed happily.

He still wouldn’t look at Tenzin. Were I in
Tenzin’s boots, I’d be feeling very nervous along about now.

The Tongu hunter amid Brutal’s guards hadn’t
moved, never blinked and as far as I could tell hadn’t even
breathed once Tenzin rose from his knees. Yet, he sweated more than
Brutal. His nasty coils of limp hair, beginning just above his
ears, sagged under the weight of damp salt. His bare, tattooed
skull gleamed under the light of the bright sun. Like tears,
moisture trickled down from his temples, and he never twitched a
muscle to wipe it away.

Brutal still paced and Tenzin watched
him.

“You know,” Brutal said
comfortably, his hands settled at the small of his back. He
reminded me of a schoolmaster lecturing his class. “The
incompetence your people have shown is astounding.”

Tenzin stiffened, his mouth opening in
either protest or denial.

Brutal wheeled about, as though knowing
Tenzin was about to speak, his dead brown eyes on the wretched
Tongu. Tenzin snapped his jaw shut. I heard the dry click in his
throat across the distance.

“Uh, oh,” Rygel
commented. “Brutal ain’t happy. And when Brutal ain’t happy,
ain’t nobody happy.”

“Pray tell me,” Brutal said
softly, his hands coming together under his chin as though he truly
implored the divine. “Tell me there is an excellent reason why your
assassins ran my bride and her idiot henchmen into the Jefe
Monastery on the eve of the storm of the century.”

Tenzin flicked his eyes from Brutal to his
assassin.

“Oh, my yes,” Brutal said
genially, turning his body slightly and following his gaze. “He
spilled his guts. He told me everything while crawling on his
belly, begging for my mercy.”

“Might I inquire as to how
he survived?” Tenzin asked politely, still watching his man. “Your
Majesty?”

“He found shelter under a
fallen tree,” Brutal answered amiably, as though talking of a
favorite dog. “After his brothers blew themselves up with their
stunt with the naphtha, the others fled. The hail and the
Kel’Hallans killed everyone else. Yet, he—“

Brutal turned his head to stare once more at
Tenzin with those dead eyes.

“—he survived, against all
odds. Is that not amazing or what?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Tenzin
replied, his eyes still on his hunter. “Truly amazing.”

“And fortuitous,” Brutal
added with a benign smile. “Don’t forget fortuitous. Without his
survival, I mightn’t have known how your assassins bargained for
only the renegade Rygel.”

Tenzin finally brought his pale eyes back to
Brutal.

Brutal began to pace again, albeit more
slowly, walking ever closer to the unfortunate Commander.

“Help me out here, Tenzin,”
Brutal asked, his voice quiet and thoughtful. “Your people—” He
gestured expansively toward the sweating Tongu. “—your people drove
the Kel’Hallans inside a stone monastery, a very strong building I
must add, and negotiated to spare the lives of all if they merely
sent Rygel out to be slaughtered like a sacrificial
cow.”

Brutal touched his fingers to his brow in
obvious confusion as he paced. “Yet, I contracted with you—” His
finger pointed at Tenzin while watching the ground at his feet.
“—to bring me both women and the gladiator. The rest you could feed
to your mutts should you so desire.”

Brutal ceased his pacing and stood face to
face with Tenzin. So close, I swear Brutal could have kissed him.
Tenzin froze, scarcely breathing, when Brutal’s face stopped so
close to his.

“Would you care to explain
how you have foresworn your own contract with me to pursue your
blood oath against Rygel?” Brutal stepped back a step, and raised
his right fist. “I think your explanation should come quickly. Or
my soldiers will cut you down where you stand.”

On a small hillock to the southeast of
Brutal, a band of purple and gold archers rose from hiding. Their
nocked and ready bows aimed razor-tipped arrows at the tall Tongu
leader. As they were but twenty-five rods away from Tenzin, their
shots could not possibly miss.

“Blood oath?” I
asked, glancing askance at Rygel.

“An oath to never rest
until I’m dead,” Rygel answered. “That’s why they’ve come
out into the open. They would never, under any other circumstances,
join up with anyone.”

I returned my attention to the drama below
us.

“—explanation, Your
Majesty,” Tenzin answered calmly.

“Very good, very good,”
Brutal said amiably, walking a short distance away. No doubt to
make certain his own archers didn’t miss Tenzin and hit him, I
thought sardonically. “Pray tell me, I’m all ears.”

“Once they had Rygel,”
Tenzin said after swallowing another dry click. “They were to keep
the others inside and burn them out with naphtha.”

“A very good plan, that,”
Brutal replied. “Except one very tiny, but extremely important,
problem.”

He eyed Tenzin as a cat might watch a mouse.
“You might have killed my bride and the heirs to the Connachti
throne. Those very individuals whom I commanded you to take
alive.”

Tenzin cleared his throat. “We thought
they’d come out long before the fumes overcame them.”

“Oh, I’m certain they would
have,” Brutal snapped, his calm breaking for the first time.
“They’d come out shooting. In case you’re unaware of the Kel’Hallan
skills with the bow, they’re adept archers. Those few men and the
bitch would slaughter your idiots without breaking a
sweat.”

“Nice to know he
respects you,” Rygel commented.

“Shut up.”

“They killed six of your
men without your assassins realizing they were being shot
at.”

“Our hounds—” Tenzin
began.

“Spare me,” Brutal
grated.

Tenzin wisely shut his mouth as Brutal paced
again, his strides long and furious. I half-expected Brutal to
order his archers to shoot Tenzin, as his temper obviously filled
to overflowing. Brutal wasn’t known for his patience and gentility.
Only his anger and lust for blood exceeded his reputation for
ruthlessness. I half-though his self-control teetered on the edge,
close to commanding his men to fire.

He finally calmed himself. Ceasing his angry
pace, he hesitated, turning half-way toward his victim. He rubbed
his damp brow with his fingers, glanced at the sweat left on the
tips and drew a deep breath. He pursed his lips and offered Tenzin
a small half-smile, as though sympathetic toward Tenzin’s
ordeal.

“The storm?” Brutal asked
gently. “Why would you plan an attack with such a storm right on
top of you?”

“Your Majesty,” Tenzin
replied quickly. “We have weathered storms before. We did, however,
underestimate its fury. I sincerely apologize for that. Your
Majesty.”

“You seriously
underestimated my fury, my dear Tenzin,” Brutal said, his tone
frosty. “My fury.”

“We felt it was the only
way to ensure we captured them alive,” Tenzin said, hoping to
divert Brutal’s anger. “If not for the storm, we would’ve had them.
They’d have given the bastard up.”

“Ah, I see.” Brutal nodded
sagely, pacing on, back and forth. “I can see where you would think
that, I most certainly do. On the other hand, you seem to have
forgotten the fierce loyalty they have for one another. After all,
loyalty is not one of your strong suits. Oh, you’re dedicated, in
your own way, my dear Tenzin, but we all have our faults. Had you
understood such fidelity, and believe you me, that kind of
fanatical devotion to one another makes me sick at my stomach,
you’d have planned accordingly.”

Brutal waved his hand, negligent. “Unless
directed toward me, I despise such nobility, such avid
commitment to a cause, until I fear I’ll puke. I’m sure it does the
same for you.”

Brutal eyed Tenzin with the same predatory
gaze Bar often achieved while hunting. “Had you understood this
savage fidelity Rygel has for Wolf, and vice versa, you might have
planned just a wee bit better. Don’t you think, Tenzin?”

“Of course, Your
Majesty.”

Tenzin must have thought it prudent to bow,
to be seen offering Brutal the subservience he needed, for he did
so. He offered Brutal a very low, slow, bow. “The error is mine,
Your Majesty.”

“Why, it most certainly
is.” Brutal beamed. “And I know how you’ll not fail me again,
because I know how dedicated, so very committed, you are to
me.”

“I am, Your
Majesty.”

“Since we’re on this
subject,” Brutal went on, walking again, his tone lowered. “And I
must say I really hate this part. You know, this part of our
conversation where I have to tell you what will happen should you
fail me again? But, alas, I also have my shortcomings, I simply
must say it all, have everything out in the open. I’ll appoint a
new Commander General to preside over your funeral.”

Tenzin’s eyes glowed fierce and blue. “You
cannot control, or rule, the Shekinah Tongu,” he grated.

Brutal paused in his pacing, his expression
one of benign surprise. “But of course I can. You see, I’m rich.
Disgustingly rich, as it happens. I can put a bounty on you that
even your own assassins can’t resist. The Tongu who brings me your
head will be the new Commander General.”

Brutal smiled and waved his arms, excited.
“And this is the best part, listen Tenzin, this is really,
really good. If your people prove to be as ridiculously
loyal to you as the Kel’Hallans are to that obnoxious Wolf, I’ll
set a thousand, two thousand, troops against your temple.”

Brutal smiled broadly and waggled his finger
under Tenzin’s nose. “Your secret temple isn’t so secret,
Tenzin.”

“Your Majesty has the upper
hand, it seems,” Tenzin said slowly.

“Of course I do, I always
do. Do I have your complete and utter loyalty now,
Tenzin?”

“You do, Your Majesty.”
Tenzin bowed low again, fluidly.

“Oh, don’t pout, Tenzin,”
Brutal said, adjusting the crown on his head. “You can still have
Rygel, as I first promised. Your silly blood oath will be
fulfilled. Once I have my bride back and the pair of Connachti
siblings in my hands, that is. Me first.”

At this, Ja’Teel stepped forward from where
he had stood throughout Tenzin’s ordeal, his black cloak flapping
in the light breeze. I noticed he hadn’t sweated a bit, despite the
intense heat and hot humid air rising from the nasty
floodwaters.

“Your Majesty,” he said,
striding forward and bowing low.

“Oh, dear,” Brutal said,
raising his hands, palms up. He rolled his eyes heavenward. “I am
so forgetful. I also promised my new liege wizard could have Rygel.
What have I done?”

“You did promise me I could
have Rygel,” Ja’Teel grated through clenched teeth. “I have plans
for my not-so royal cousin.”

Brutal eyed him sideways. “I hope that
kinship you have to the Khassart throne protects you if it comes to
a showdown between you and Rygel. You have already underestimated
him. Can it be he is more powerful than you?”

“Of course I am,”
Rygel snapped, clicking his beak.

“Hush,” I said.
“Be still.”

“He is not,” Ja’Teel
growled. Remembering to who he spoke, Ja’Teel bowed again and
modulated his tone. “I’ve more royal blood than he has and I’m
closer to the throne, Your Majesty. One day, I may be King of
Khassart.”

“That day will never
come,” Rygel snarled.

Ja’Teel glanced around him, his angry
expression wiped away by his baffled hazel eyes. The harelip of his
thick mouth tilted up in confusion. He rubbed the back of his neck,
as though feeling eyes watching him.

Rygel’s eyes.

“Shut up,” I hissed
at Rygel. “He can feel your anger.”

“Somehow I doubt your
purple blood will protect you from him,” Brutal said slowly, eyeing
Ja’Teel as he fidgeted and glanced around. “But, fortunately, I
have a solution to this unfortunate dilemma.”

“Your Majesty?” Ja’Teel
ceased his agitation and straightened his spine.

“Of course, I have such an
incredible wisdom to call upon,” Brutal said, his happiness
expressed in the airy waves of his hands. “You both can have
Rygel.”

Tenzin and Ja’Teel eyed one another with
open hostility. Like cats ordered to split the mouse one caught and
the other sought to steal.

“I’m so very certain you
two can come to an accord,” Brutal exclaimed, each hand on the
shoulders of the pair. “You can both torture Rygel and share in his
ultimate demise. I’m sure there is plenty of Rygel’s—er—sort of
purple blood to go around.”

Brutal tittered, his fingers over his mouth.
“I do so hope you’ll allow me to observe. I simply love to watch
experts at their labors.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,”
both intoned with equal bows.

“I’m so glad that’s all
settled.” Brutal laughed, clapping his hands. “Now,
Tenzin.”

The sound of his name sharpened the Tongu
Commander’s complete attention on Brutal’s face.

“I know I hate a squealer,
ever so nasty. I’m sure you do, too.”

Brutal’s hand found the tall Tenzin’s
shoulder to grip while maintaining distance from the deadly black
panther that even yet sat silent and watchful at Tenzin’s side.
Shirel eyed Brutal as though wondering what kind of meal he’d make,
her tail twitching slightly at the tip.

Brutal’s voice lowered into a tone of
confidentiality, as though he imparted a great secret. “If you want
to, you know—”

He jerked his head toward the lone Tongu
hunter standing, drenched in his own perspiration, amidst the
Khalidian and Synn’jhani soldiers.

“—send him to his maker, I
promise you I understand.”

He leaned forward, hiding his lips from the
Tongu hunter, his face close to Tenzin’s ear.

“He did betray you, after
all,” Brutal commented with a swift glance over his shoulder. “I,
personally, I despise snitches. They are loyal to no one but
themselves.”

“Your Majesty. I do
agree.”

Tenzin’s cold, pale blue eyes rested on his
man. How the soldiers knew, I never will. They scattered like chaff
in a high wind, both regular troops and white and gold Sins fled
the immediate area. Murmurs rose like a faint vibration as Brutal’s
men discussed in low tones the future of the nasty little man in
tattoos and brown homespun.

At this guards’ rapid desertion, the lone
Tongu’s eyes widened. He knew. He knew very well indeed.

“Run,” Tenzin said softly.
“Who knows? You might even make it.”

The man bolted.

Toward the snag Rygel and I hid in, high
above, the Tongu assassin ran hard, his legs pumping furiously. His
throat gasped for every breath, his oily hair bouncing on his
narrow shoulders. He ran for his life, as I’d run for mine.

Tit for tat, I mused. How often does
the hunter become the hunted?

“Not often enough,”
Rygel commented, ruffling his wings.

Tenzin half-whistled, half-hissed, a sharp,
‘shssst, shssst’ sound from between his teeth.

Shirel launched herself after the fleeing
Tongu.

Not going to make it, I thought, as
the Tongu fled toward the massive snag we sat upon. No doubt he
hoped he may climb the sturdy branches to safety. I suspected he
forgot what chased him. Cats can climb, dimwit.

The agile black panther caught him a mere
rod from the snag.

I bent my head toward my breast, angling my
sight to see better, to witness what occurred right below me.

Like his pals in the forest, the Tongu
issued a high-pitched, breathy scream through his mutilated throat
just as Shirel leaped upon his back. Similar to Bar with his prey,
her four paws gripped with deadly sharp claws, ripping with
careless ease through clothing, skin, muscle and tendon. Blood
splashed her jet fur from her short muzzle to her shoulders, her
weight taking him down on his belly in the loamy soil. She rode him
in his descent, driving his face into the dirt, her white fangs
slashing his skull.

He tried to cover his neck, to protect it,
but Shirel savagely scratched and clawed her way to his vulnerable
throat. Still screaming, the Tongu fought her, his bleeding hands
reaching for his dagger. That was his last mistake. In doing so, he
opened the way for Shirel to close her fangs into the side of his
neck.

Ripping into his flesh, Shirel cut loose his
carotid. Still thrashing under her, the Tongu’s blood jetted out
his mortal wounds, splashing the panther and drenching the damp
earth with his blood. He died, his eyes wide and staring at
nothing, his body slashed and cut as though someone had spent hours
on him with a dirk.

The odor of fresh blood, piss and the
disgusting odor of a dying man fouling his breeches assaulted my
nose. I turned my beak away, hiding my nostrils under my wing.

“Well, now,” Brutal
drawled. “I’ve got to get me one of those.”

Shirel didn’t worry her victim. Once he
stopped moving, she released his corpse and daintily stepped
aside.

Tenzin ‘shssst’ again.

She trotted to him, bloody and calm. Once
more at heel, Shirel sat down and began to clean the blood from her
paws and face. Her tongue swiped her right paw, only to raise it
and comb her tiny round ears. Shirel calmly, as fastidious as any
other feline, groomed Tongu blood off her inky coat.

“On to other matters,”
Brutal said, as though watching a man ripped apart by a big cat was
so common as not to be noticed. “Are we clear on your duties,
Tenzin?”

“Crystal, Your Majesty,”
Tenzin replied.

“Ah, very good. You will
bring those I require to me, alive and unharmed. That means—”
Brutal wagged his forefinger under Tenzin’s nose. “—you are not to
touch them. Understood?”

Tenzin’s eyes widened slightly. “But, Your
Majesty, you gave us your blessing to do with them as we wish, so
long as they are alive.”

“I’m rescinding my
blessing,” Brutal snapped, once more close to fury. “I want to be
the first to take that Kel’Hallan bitch. I want her very
aware of me when I chain her to my bed and take her skinny whore’s
body over and over.”

My neck feathers rose on their own accord, I
swear. Like Bar’s when irritated, my own anger at what I just heard
Brutal plan for my fate ruffled me. I tried to lay them flat, but
they ignored me. At the moment, I had zero control over my
feathers.

“As for the idiot slave
girl,” Brutal went on, pointing his finger at Tenzin in a way that
made the man finally begin to sweat. “I want her unspoiled and
intact. She will be my bride and give me heirs. I will not tolerate
her bearing the vile offspring of a Tongu assassin.”

Rygel’s rage grew. Like a dark shadow, his
fury rose and eclipsed both our minds. It wasn’t the threats to his
own safety that triggered his naked fury. ’Twas the thought of
Brutal having his way with his beloved Arianne that caused him to
lose his fabled self-control.

“Rygel,” I said
urgently. “Calm down. He’ll hear you.”

“I don’t care,”
Rygel muttered thickly, his mental voice dark with restrained
ferocity.

Ja’Teel once more glanced around uneasily,
scanning the bright blue sky as though searching for the source
of—what? Clearly, he felt something. He knew something was wrong.
His face clouded with unease as he felt the waves of enmity pouring
from Rygel through some arcane link both magicians had access to.
As though a dead animal lay upstream from the pool he drank from.
He tasted the foul.

Brutal clapped Ja’Teel on the shoulder in a
comradely gesture, at once distracting him. “I do apologize, my
friend,” he said sincerely. “I’ll make it up to you. I know there
just isn’t enough of the bastard to go around to satisfy
everyone.”

Ja’Teel dropped his head in a bow. “And I
will be grateful for whatever Your Majesty offers me.”

“Of course you will,”
Brutal said with a smile. “Since I’m the King and you’re my—um,
servant. But no matter. You can have the Kel’Hallan whore when I am
done with her.”

Damn those feathers, there they go
again.

“And if you really please
me,” Brutal said happily, his arm around Ja’Teel’s neck in a
brotherly fashion, guiding him back toward the table. “After my
wife brings me a few heirs, you can have some of her, too. Am I not
generous?”

Tenzin stood, alone and apparently forgotten
as Brutal turned his back on him and walked away, confiding with
Ja’Teel. His face clouded for a moment in such rage that I wondered
how he controlled himself. Shirel ceased her bath and glanced up at
him, as though sensing something amiss.

In a move I couldn’t help but admire,
Tenzin’s face smoothed over into a bland, inquiring expression as
he waited for his royal dismissal.

Rygel, on the other wing, was an entirely
different matter. When Brutal slung an affectionate arm over
Ja’Teel’s neck and offered him Arianne, the dark mental shadow over
his mind turned black. Tenzin controlled his fury—Rygel had no such
intentions.

“Rygel,
don’t—” I began, unfurling my wings.

“He’s my bitch now.”
Rygel’s mental growl turned into a hawk’s sharp screech. “He is
so dead.”

“Rygel—”

Ja’Teel turned, Brutal’s arm sliding off his
shoulder. Brutal’s expression grew tight with anger for a split
second, then calmed as he watched as Ja’Teel walked away from him,
his head high. He waited with more patience than I’d have accorded
him as Ja’Teel searched for what he suspected. To gather his proof
that Rygel was near.

He must have found it, for he pushed Brutal,
respectfully, toward his Synn’jhani guards.

“What the hell?” Brutal
snapped, furious.

“Go, Your Majesty,” Ja’Teel
said urgently, his hazel eyes scanning the skies, the scorpion
tattoo dark against his pale skin. My hawk’s eyes brought it
forward in sharp relief. “Rygel’s here.”

“Where?” Brutal all but
shrieked.

Ja’Teel didn’t answer, but rather gestured
frantically for the white and gold Sins to protect Brutal. They
came at the run, their spears leveled as they circled their royal
charge. With their bodies, they pushed him toward the army
commanders. The regular army troops, hearing and seeing for
themselves a crisis that rose to threaten the life of their
sovereign, also acted.

They sprang into excited life, shouting
orders, bringing up horses, nocking bolts to crossbows. They aimed
upward and downward and every ward, seeking the enemy that
endangered the life of their King.

Brutal shouted for them to leave him alone,
but they ignored his fury and pushed him toward the safety of the
horses. The Sins took no chances. Three picked him up and threw him
onto a horse as the others found their own mounts and vaulted
aboard. Galloping hooves heralded their flight, Brutal’s crown
bobbing amid the white and gold cloaks billowing in the wind.

Within moments, the hilltop stood abandoned
save the wind whispering through the tents. Ja’Teel stood alone,
still searching for his enemy.

I noticed Tenzin and his great cat had
vanished. I had no time to look for them.

“Rygel!”

Ja’Teel’s shout brought my attention back to
the scene below me. Ja’Teel stood still, his pale face turned
upward as though knowing somehow Rygel was above him, but not yet
knowing where he was.

“I know you’re here, Rygel.
Come out and let’s talk this over.”

Ja’Teel scanned the area, the sky, the
trees, closely, his hand on his sword hilt, expected Rygel to
appear just about anywhere. “We can be reasonable now, can’t
we?”

The commotion Brutal’s loyal retainers
raised, as they sought to keep him from harm, dropped to a jangling
halt. Brutal reined in his own snorting horse, the beast
half-rearing. At his shouted command, even his Sins wheeled their
mounts, still trying to circle him and protect him with their
living bodies. Brutal sat his excited mount, jerking his reins, his
right hand raised high. Dust from their horses’ hooves roiled
upward, clouding the sunlight.

“Cease!”

Silence descended over the hilltop. I saw
the knot of colorful soldiers surrounding Brutal halfway down the
hill, Brutal’s crown glinting in the mid-day sunlight. Horses
whinnied, heads tossing, manes flying as those soldiers still afoot
mounted up.

Beyond the hill, the main army camp also
ceased its daily activities of eating, sleeping, making weapons,
tending horses, sharpening swords, building cook fires, and teasing
the ever present camp followers as the tension from the hilltop
rolled its inevitable way down.

To this day, I’ll never understand how Rygel
did it.

While still in the hawk’s trim body, Rygel’s
very human voice shouted down and out. Through his power, he
produced a voice that was heard not just on the hill, for Ja’Teel.
Everyone in the camp below heard his rolling voice like thunder in
the valley. Brutal and his loyal guards paused to listen. Horses
quieted.

“Hey, Ja’Teel,” Rygel’s
voice boomed, amplified, echoing from everywhere. Had I not known
where he was, I myself might have been confused as to where his
voice originated. “Remember that time in the great
hall?”

Ja’Teel stiffened, his eyes and magic still
searching for his enemy, his kinsman. I couldn’t help but notice
how his skin paled when Rygel spoke. In that instant, I knew
Ja’Teel knew his best could never defeat Rygel’s worst.

“Remember how you threw
that stink bomb at me?” Rygel asked, laughter in his huge voice.
“Remember how I translocated you to the ceiling and held you there?
Remember, cousin?”

Ja’Teel wheeled, drawing his sword,
searching for the source of Rygel’s voice, searching for his enemy
to fight.

“Don’t tell me you forgot,”
Rygel sneered. “Surely you remember how you bawled and babbled like
an infant in front of the entire royal court. Are you still afraid
of heights, Ja’Teel?”

The dark wizard wheeled. “Show yourself,
coward,” he grated hoarsely.

“Did you tell your new
friends how you pissed your drawers, little man?” Rygel asked, his
voice heard not just on the hill and the camp, but probably in
Soudan. “How you cried and wet your pants? Did you tell
them?”

Ja’Teel screamed.

“Girl,” Rygel said
deep within my mind, protocol obviously forgotten. “Spread your
beautiful wings and fly now. Fly west, find Raine and absolutely
don’t look back.”

Ja’Teel sprang into the air, sparks and
smoke following behind his airborne boots. Instantly he
changed.

Where a young man draped in black with
clinking spurs at his heels arose into the thin air, a reptilian
dragon now flew. Broad leathery wings, swept up and down, flames
erupting from its blunted snout. A long tail tipped with a fork
trailed long behind it, its front claws tucked under its belly. The
dragon swept low overhead, then banked around, flaming at the snag
where Rygel and I hid. The size of a barn, it flew awkwardly,
barely maintaining any altitude if I were any judge of decent
flight.

To my untrained eyes, it appeared sluggish,
barely maintaining altitude. Its belly bumped over the top of the
snag, breaking off tree limbs. Fortunately, Rygel and I were a rod
or so below that, but I couldn’t help a reflexive duck. Wings
beating hard, it floundered its way higher and banked around,
flaming.

It appeared too ungainly and awkward to be
very fearsome.

But its sheer presence frightened me.

“Rygel,” I squawked
urgently. “That’s a dragon.”

Rygel laughed, a deep-throated rumbling
sound. “That’s not a dragon.”

Instantly, he changed.

I watched in horror and wonder as the
red-brown hawk transformed between one heartbeat and the next. The
snag of newly murdered trees bent, broke and fell asunder under the
immense form that grew from within its heart. The branch I perched
on broke under me, forcing me to flutter to another further
away.

Where once a small hawk rested on a branch,
a huge-reptilian shape now grew, doubled in size and grew some
more. The snag popped and screamed, threatening to fall apart under
the weight of the huge beast that now sat atop it.

If I thought Ja’Teel’s dragon was big,
Rygel’s dwarfed it.

Birthed from the snag, a bronze dragon,
three times the size of Ja’Teel’s version, with four limbs,
colossal wings and twin horns upon its head, opened its leathery
wings and roared its challenge. A creature of incredible, deadly
beauty, Rygel’s dragon took my breath away. I couldn’t tear my eyes
from him.

Impossibly huge, sail-like wings shadowed
everything beneath them. The bright, hot sun couldn’t possibly
compete with its immensity, and the dragon’s shadow darkened day
into night. A tail ending in a spade-like tip, razor-sharp at the
edges, swung high over me. I ducked without thought, but the heavy
barbed tail destroyed not me, but Brutal’s pavilion.

“That’s a dragon,”
Rygel’s voice spoke within the depths of my mind.

The dragon’s sharply pointed, impossibly
beautiful head, raised itself toward the ugly imitation above it.
Rygel’s huge beak snarled, revealing rows upon rows of
back-curving, wickedly sharp teeth. Reptilian eyes, green-gold in
color with vertical slits for pupils, narrowed in rage as Rygel
stared up at Ja’Teel.

From those huge jaws, flames erupted with
the force of an angry volcano. Up and up, toward the firestorm
above it, flames belched out of those marching ranks of long teeth.
Dragon fire hit the dark wizard’s dragon and enveloped it.

Ja’Teel’s dragon banked sharply, almost
falling from the sky, and winged frantically to gain more
altitude.

I watched in dreadful fascination as the
real dragon launched himself into the air. The down stroke of those
incredibly colossal wings held all the contained force of a
hurricane. Only the shelter of the huge tree pile prevented it from
blowing me into oblivion. Below Rygel’s insane roar, I heard the
screams of men and horses.

Below and slightly behind me, Brutal’s Sins
and army commanders finally got Brutal to see sense. Two huge
dragons from ancient legend battling in the skies above proved too
much of a security risk for Synn’jhani comfort. I caught a glimpse
of Brutal’s crown bobbing amid the plumes and flying manes as the
mass thundered through the camp. Disregarding the safety of his own
people, Brutal fled and, again, survived.

Turning around on my branch, I witnessed
panicked horses galloping, many dragging their picket lines with
them, as they careened blindly in all directions. Camp followers
screamed, some dressed, many not, and fled in panic. Soldiers,
servants, slaves, common workers, too, took to their heels, leaving
the army camp almost deserted. Men in the uniform of royal troops
ran side by side with slaves, chasing loose horses in a vain
attempt to ride to safety.

For who was not safe once the King himself
bolted? Whom, indeed, would survive the meeting of two dragons?

Was I safe?

Clinging to my branch, I found my curiosity
a stronger need to satisfy than my need to fly and remain alive.
Dammit, I wanted to witness the meeting of the two twins.

“Go!”

“But—”

Rygel’s voice slammed into my head. “Do
it!”

I obeyed him, leaping off my broken branch
and catching a warm thermal. Up and up I rose, flying fast, rising
high. My body against the sun, I looked down at the dragon battle
below me.

The dark, evil twin, flying as fast as he
could, belched out flame as he dove toward the larger, slower
Rygel. Rygel didn’t even bother avoiding Ja’Teel’s dragon fire. The
dark wizard’s flame scorched all along Rygel’s left side. I winced,
even from where I flew, expecting a roar of pain.

Rygel’s reaction? Zilch.

Rygel’s bronze hide where Ja’Teel’s fire hit
it wasn’t even marred. Where I expected a black streak at least, I
saw nothing. In turn, Rygel snaked his head under his wing,
performed a swift barrel roll in mid-air, his wings wrapped close
to his body, and rose under Ja’Teel’s belly. Flames burst from
between his jaws with the fiery eruption of a volcano.

From where I flew, high above, I heard
Ja’Teel’s bellow of agony.

The heat from the fearsome exchange created
yet more thermals that sent me even higher. This just won’t
do, I thought. I folded my wings and dropped like a stone.

In an attempt to evade Rygel’s flame,
Ja’Teel tried to imitate the feat Rygel had just pulled and roll
sideways. From what I saw, it appeared his wings tangled together
and he fell several hundred rods toward the earth before he
recovered himself.

Good heavens, I thought, doesn’t
he know how to make his wings work?

Rygel pounced on him as I might stoop upon a
squirrel. He dropped from the sky like a thrown rock, his front
talons out. Ranks upon ranks of razor-sharp teeth gleamed in his
huge, widely gaping maw. He hit Ja’Teel solidly, tremendously
strong jaws bit deep into Ja’Teel’s neck, his talons slashing
across his back.

Ja’Teel screamed.

His flames belching, his own teeth clamped
tight on Rygel’s taloned foot.

His teeth did little damage I could see.

Hurt or not, Rygel let him go. His wings
beating heavily, Rygel rose higher, catching a thermal, his long
neck snaking under his wing to watch as Ja’Teel caught himself
before he slammed into the ground. Forcing his wings into better
action, Ja’Teel rose ponderously, sluggishly. His flames streaked
past his jaws as he sought for, and found, Rygel.

The good twin, the strong twin, my friend,
swept up and back, forcing his enemy to chase him. Higher and
higher he flew, Ja’Teel’s awkward wings making him work harder than
Rygel’s effortless flying. Gaping, I admired Rygel’s raw, primitive
beauty, his sleek lines, his grace in the air that put even Bar to
shame. Would that I could rival such effortless grace, or fly half
so well—

Rygel ignored his enemy for a space, dove
earthward. Wings wide, his long snake-like neck curving down, he
blasted past a hard-working Ja’Teel. That idiot flapped uselessly
in a circle to follow.

Rygel’s breath of fire blasted Brutal’s
camp, sending anyone who hadn’t already fled into chaos. Horses
whinnied in panic, men screamed in fear, tents and pavilions
whooshed into flame as Rygel banked up, his forelegs tucked neatly
under his shoulders, his clawed hind legs and tail streaming out
from behind him.

Having never seen a dragon before, I watched
in stunned amazement at his fluid elegance, his effortless flight,
contained in a body so huge he dwarfed even Bar. Rygel’s dragon was
a creature of unbelievable beauty. Did they truly look like that,
fly like that? Maybe my hawk needed an upgrade.

The dark twin belched out smaller fireballs
the size of ripe melons at the dragon he chased. Rygel’s scaly
hide, whether by magic or by the very nature of itself, repelled
every attack with nothing, not even a black stain, to mar its
bronze, rugged splendor. Ja’Teel’s fire bounced off Rygel as easily
as a stone skips across a lake.

Sweeping up, Rygel blew past my startled
beak, rising higher and faster than I ever could.

“Why haven’t you gone
yet?” Rygel’s angry voice hit me hard, striking like a blow to
my head.

“Uh,” I replied,
helpless. “I want to watch.”

“You idiot! Get
out of here!”

I obeyed him. I dove down, folding my wings
and dropping closer to the earth. Winging westward, I slowed and
circled, unable to take my eyes off the two dragons fighting. I
couldn’t help it: I had to watch.

After he swept up and past me, Rygel had
banked, offering his unguarded flank to Ja’Teel as bait.

Ja’Teel took it, flaming hard, his fire
catching Rygel broadside. Inwardly I winced, thinking Rygel must
have been hurt by that one.

Ja’Teel flew past, still flaming. As he
passed by Rygel’s immense body, Rygel’s heavy tail swung high and
hard. It caught Ja’Teel across the chest, striking with all the
force of supple tree trunk.

Ja’Teel flipped, head over heel, dropping
once more toward the earth.

Mere rods from certain death, Ja’Teel forced
his wings to work. Floodwaters spewed out in a fine spray as the
wind of his awkward flight forced the water back upon itself.
Ungainly and awkward, he climbed back up, seeking the altitude that
kept him alive.

Unharmed and unscathed, his dragon wings
beating quickly, Rygel suddenly shifted. His huge dragon head with
his twin horns replaced the space where his tail had been the
instant before. Had I been swimming, I might suddenly dive and turn
in a pool of water in the same fashion. Yet, I’d never have
achieved the same speed or grace.

His returning flame caught Ja’Teel hard,
from above.

Again, I clearly heard a solid bellow of
agony.

I circled, allowing the hot humid air to
lift me, gazing to the north.

Ja’Teel threw the fight to Rygel then and
there. Turning tail, he beat eastward, his awkward wings working
hard to keep him airborne. Dark grey smoke trailed from his body in
large plumes, the wind from his passage turning it into weird
cylindrical orbs behind him. Though Rygel flew many rods behind
Ja’Teel, his hugely belched flames burned his kinsman’s forked
tail.

Climbing higher, Rygel gave chase, his jaws
gaping wide to flame higher and faster. His leathery wings forced
the air itself into slavery, flying with a speed and grace
unequalled by any feathered raptor. Flames erupted from his jaws in
sweeping bursts, driving the smaller dragon before it. Fighting
fire with fire, I mused, holding back devilish laughter.

When I last saw Rygel, he chased Ja’Teel’s
imitation dragon across the sunlit sky. The smaller, ungainly idiot
fled from Rygel’s true dragon relived from the ancient stories.
Rygel chased his cousin toward the distant horizon, his huge wings
casting the sun into shadow.

I circled about, watching the cloudless sky.
The battle of the air had long since disappeared from my sight and
hearing. I supposed I should have followed Rygel’s order and headed
west once Rygel’s dragon hit the sky, but dammit, I wanted to
watch. Now there was nothing left to see except Brutal’s army
trying to reorganize its forces and catch horses who earlier headed
for home and stable.

I rose higher, peering down at the ruin
Rygel made of Brutal’s organized camp of war. I choked back a
laugh. What the Wrath of Usa’a’mah did to the forest and the city
of Soudan, the Wrath of Rygel did for Brutal’s camp. Wagons, food,
tents, carts and Brutal’s pavilion still burned. I saw nothing but
wreckage; what wasn’t burning was broken, or damaged beyond repair.
People—sobbing camp followers, servants, slaves, peasants—escaped,
running in a steady stream toward the distant city. Horses galloped
free, dragging lead ropes, bridles, pickets; hopeful riders chased
them, cursing.

I saw no sign of Brutal. Nor, I observed
with interest, did I see any Tongu, or hounds or big black
panthers. Hmmm. They disappeared awful fast. I sighed. Time to
go. There’s nothing more to do here.

Catching an updraft, I let it lift me high,
my wings beating slowly as I flew west. I turned my head this way
and that, under and behind, hoping to see Rygel winging back toward
me after thrashing Ja’Teel soundly. No dragon. No red-brown hawk.
No pretend dragon looking to singe my feathers. Still casting
about, I noticed no other birds flew above or below me. Only the
empty blue sky or the desolation below met my fierce hawk’s
gaze.

I was alone.

Say what?

How could I be alone up here? Where the
other creatures that usually filled the sky? Other hawks, sparrows,
eagles . . . wrens, robins? Hello? That’s ridiculous. I
swallowed hard. I was too far from the scene of the battle for the
locals to have been frightened away.

“Rygel?”

No answer.

“Come on, Rygel. Talk to
me.”

Only silence met my mental call. Fear
squirmed its wicked way into my gut. Despite my being a hawk and
Rygel a dragon, he spoke to me quite clearly. The mental link was
still there. Was he too busy chasing Ja’Teel to answer? Was he
perhaps out of, so to speak, earshot?

Was he dead?

“Rygel, so help me, if
you’re dead I’m going to kill you myself.”

Could Ja’Teel have turned the tables on him,
led him into some sort of trap? Was Ja’Teel more powerful and
cunning than Rygel estimated? Could Ja’Teel’s awkward and
incompetent flying and bellows of pain have been but a sham? If
Rygel was dead—

What would happen to me?

At his death, would the magic around me
dissolve, turning me back into a human? In mid-flight? I gazed down
at the hundreds of rods of empty space between me and the miles of
deadly spiked tree trunks and limbs.

I gulped. Had I been human, I might have
sweated. That’s a lot of empty space below me. Maybe I
should fly lower. Yet, I could fly mere feet above the tangled
forest and still be badly hurt or even killed by suddenly falling
into the tangled snags of downed trees. Lower was no good.

Another thought hit hard. If Rygel was dead,
would I remain a hawk for the rest of my life? While I enjoyed
flying and being a hawk, ruling Kel’Halla was out of the question.
I might adapt to being a hawk for the remainder of my days, but my
people would flat refuse to follow a bird whose commands they
couldn’t understand. Nor could I blame them. I myself would refuse
to have a bird as my monarch.

There was also Raine to consider. While
hawks and wolves mated for life, we at least had to be of the same
species.

As I saw the monastery’s buildings on the
horizon, I put aside my crazy thoughts of Rygel’s death. I forced
myself to relax. Until I knew for certain that he was dead, I
suspected I worried in vain. Time would tell soon enough.

Lining myself straight west of the
monastery, I flew on, searching for Raine, Kel’Ratan and the
others. To my dismay, I found them quite easily. They hadn’t
managed even a league. Riding in single file, Raine lead the way on
his flashy stallion, Mikk’s reins in his fist. Behind him rode
Kel’Ratan, leading Rygel’s black gelding. My boys rode at a careful
walk, so busy watching the ground in front of their mounts’ feet,
they never looked up. Corwyn brought up the rear, leading Arianne
and Tor in the grey mare’s saddle.

Even as I descended, intending to circle and
screech to tell them I’d returned, I saw Raine’s big Rufus stumble
and go to his knees in the nasty water. Out of his saddle in a
blink, Raine bent to the stallion’s front legs. Urging him to walk
forward, he checked the big bay over for injuries.

A sudden mischievous urge overcame my fears
and worries. Like an addict needing her fix, I couldn’t help
myself. I just had to. I lined myself up, winging up and
around, and dropped toward the nasty water and evil trees with my
wings folded. Coming in fast, flying low, I swooped over Raine’s
head, screeching into his ear before flashing past him at an insane
speed.

Taken by complete surprise, Raine jumped,
reaching for his blade. Arianne screeched and Tor yelped. Kel’Ratan
cursed as Witraz hollered an alarm. Yet, my boys subsided as the
source of their fright swept up and past them at a breakneck
pace.

I banked up and around, glancing back to see
Raine grinning from ear to ear, Kel’Ratan pointing his finger up at
me. I reckoned none of them had seen my arrival, so intent were
they on putting each of their horse’s hooves into the tracks of the
one before.

I climbed high. I coasted for a short mile,
swiveling my head, dropping a wingtip, lining myself up for another
run. This time, I flew low over the heads of my boys. To a man,
every one of them ducked, as though fearing I’d fly into their
faces. I heard yells of fear, of humor, of joy. Tor laughed aloud,
pointing his finger up and following my small form as I flew over
their heads, Arianne shaded her eyes to watch. I couldn’t resist
yet another diving run at them, my hawk’s voice shrill against
their deep male laughter.

Nephrotiti has a very wicked sense of
humor, I always suspected. While I taunted the warriors below
me, I never thought to look to my own self.

Bar flew past me at a tremendous speed,
catching my small feathered body in an incredible backwash of wind.
Fortunately, this time, I had some altitude beneath my wings and a
great deal more experience. While I still tumbled, helpless, beak
over tail, I fell only a short distance before regaining control of
my wings. This time, the experience failed to frighten me.

Laughing, I climbed skyward, following Bar,
hurtling past his open beak. He chased after me, screeching, my own
cries drowned under his. While I caught glimpses of the people and
horses far below, I riveted my attention on Bar. Once more, I flew
with my guardian, my confidante, my friend. Chasing each other
across the sky, we danced the fluid dance of wind and air and
feathers.

Folding my wings, I plummeted earthward,
diving faster than I ever dared before. Bar stooped beside me, his
yellow eyes laughing, his huge beak parted in delight. His own
wings furled against his shoulders, creating zero wind resistance,
and lent speed to his fall.

Like rocks, we dropped from the sky. The
deadly forest loomed closer, approaching at dizzying speed. The
rushing wind roared past my ears. I heard nothing save its
fury.

Approaching faster than the speed of
thought, solid earth below sought to tangle us into its mess of
wood and floodwater. I recognized death within a heartbeat.

My wings snapped back. A dipped pinfeather
wheeled me sharply right. A long, gnarled tree kissed my belly,
seeking my life on its skeletal hand.

Matching me exactly, Bar flew wingtip to
wingtip beside me. I met his eagle’s eye, his jubilant, excited,
joyous expression. Together, laughing in pure unencumbered ecstasy,
we flew a mere foot or so above the wicked, reaching tree branches.
Leading the way, I sped over the heads of the earthbound men, their
hair exploding with the wind of our flight.


Chapter Six

Gai’tan






I watched Ly’Tana bank and wheel high
overhead.

Gods above and
below, she was beautiful. I sat in my saddle, Rufus shifting under
me, restless, gazing upward. Rapt, I couldn’t tear my eyes from the
sight of her.

With the sun on her wings, she beat skyward,
only to fold them against her back and drop like a stone with Bar
beside her. Her hawk’s shriek sounded to my ears lovelier than any
music. Even without her smile, her glowing eyes, I knew all the joy
she felt in the world happened right now. As a bird small enough I
could hold in my fist.

How did she do it? How could she find such
happiness, such incredible joy in flying? I’ve faced any enemy in
this world without flinching, without trembling, without fear. Yet,
the thought of all that air between me and the ground—Ye gods!

Held fascinated by the sight of her wheeling
in midair, dancing with Bar, chasing him across the cloudless blue
sky, I felt no little envy. Bar shared this moment with her. I
couldn’t. My heart ached with a yearning I couldn’t express, never
explain nor rationalize, even to myself.

Kel’Ratan’s grumble brought my attention
from the pair in the sky above earthward.

“Where’s Rygel?” Kel’Ratan
asked, clearly worried. His brow puckered over his fierce blue
eyes, and his mustache bristled. “He left her alone to fly back?
I’m not liking this. Not at all.”

As he pitched his voice low, I doubted
anyone else heard him. I glanced back down the line, eyeing the
savage Kel’Hallan fighters grinning, laughing, delighting in the
sight of the heir to their country’s throne flying above them.

“They must’ve run into some
sort of trouble,” I murmured, finding Ly’Tana after searching the
sky for her. She was naught but a tiny dot beside a large winged
spot, high above.

“Bad trouble, I’m
thinking.” Kel’Ratan bit his lip. “For him to be missing and her to
fly back, still a bird.”

“He’ll be here.”

Kel’Ratan opened his mouth to protest, but
shut it when he caught my glance. “She ought not to be messing
about up there. She needs to come down at once.”

“Let her be for a moment
longer.” I said with a small smile. “Isn’t she
beautiful?”

Despite his worry, Kel’Ratan’s chest swelled
suddenly. “Yes, m’lord, that she is.”

I eyed him sidelong, taking full note of the
pride Kel’Ratan felt in his younger cousin. The cousin he felt such
a powerful need to protect, to shelter, to keep safe. I suspected
now that Ly’Tana has flown the nest, literally, Kel’Ratan will find
his duty in protecting her quite difficult. He turned to glance at
me before I could hide my amusement. Rather than the irritation I
expected, he smiled. It was a sweet, gentle smile belying the
craggy, fierce expression which usually occupied his face.

“That she is indeed,” he
murmured, his eyes filled with the sight of Ly’Tana flying in low
in another diving run over the heads of her people, Bar in hot
pursuit.

The instant Ly’Tana buzzed past his face,
almost clipping his mustache, he suddenly bellowed, “Damn it, girl.
Get your ass down here and give us a report. Step on it.”

“Must you?” I asked,
rubbing my ear.

He turned a sudden grin my way. “We can’t be
letting her have all the fun, now can we?”

Ly’Tana banked around, her grace in the air
once more made me envious of her joyous freedom, her wings slowing.
Bar circled above, chirping, his tone happy and contented.
Perhaps his previous ire with her had dispersed. I doubted
he’d land, given his dislike of the nasty flood we still waded
through, step by slow step. I cast about, looking for a potential
landing site for Ly’Tana.

Before I really realized what she intended,
Ly’Tana back winged toward me, her razor talons out. Hastily, after
slamming home my sword, I held out my right arm. I knew why
falconers wore heavy leather gloves when handling hawks and
falcons. Those talons created to kill could rip a man’s arm apart
without effort.

Ly’Tana knew her stuff. She landed on my
forearm with a graceful drop, her talons tight enough to cling and
keep her balance but not so tight she cut me. I barely felt her
tiny weight. Her grip on me was as gentle as her human hand once
was. She peeped up at me from piercing raptor eyes and chirped.

Her warriors went wild. Laughing, they
cheered, they bounced up and down, and slapped one another on the
back. All of them, blooded fighters, danced like children,
deliriously happy at their wild princess’s performance. I stared
like a fool, unable to move or speak. My chest suddenly ached.

“Damn, girl, aren’t you a
one?”

Kel’Ratan’s love for his royal cousin glowed
in his suddenly shining blue eyes, his bright and open expression.
He brushed a finger down her feathers, his knuckle brushing her
cheek in love and adoration. All I could do, bloody lummox, was
gape, and struggle to draw in a breath.

“Where’s Rygel?”

Arianne’s panicked voice broke through my
struggle to regain control of my emotions and Kel’Ratan’s
admiration. The warriors grew silent. At my sister’s hysteria,
Corwyn led the grey mare forward. Her midnight hair flung back from
her face, Arianne clutched the saddle’s pommel with white knuckles,
her glorious eyes streaming tears.

Where was Rygel indeed? Happily distracted,
I searched the sky, as did everyone present, hoping to see another
hawk, or at least a black raven, flying in: laughing, repentant and
full of hasty apology. The sky above remained empty and lifeless
save for Bar, still circling above.

Without Rygel’s presence, an evil pall fell
over the group like a cloud hiding the sun. All eyes turned to
Ly’Tana on my arm for the answer. Where was he and what
happened?

For answer, she shrieked, a high-pitched
ke-ke-ke, and flapped her wings in agitation. What the hell
did that mean?

“What are you trying to
say?” Kel’Ratan demanded. “We can’t understand you,
Ly’Tana.”

Leaving their horses, the Kel’Hallans
crowded around, standing in the stagnant water up to their knees. A
few, Witraz, Rannon and Alun, alternated between watching the sky
and sending worried glances toward the hawk on my wrist. The twins
stood to either side of me, obviously trying to guard her, should a
threat, given Rygel’s absence, present itself. The young blond
brothers decided to split up, and each of them stood sentry,
watching the sky, at either end of the group.

Ly’Tana didn’t calm at Kel’Ratan’s urging,
but squawked in sharp chirps, at times flaring her wings and
bouncing up and down on my arm. I glanced at Kel’Ratan in
dismay.

“Is he dead?” Kel’Ratan
gasped, staring at her in sudden fear. “Did he get killed, Ly’Tana?
Is that what you’re trying to say?”

Ly’Tana’s fear increased. She jumped from my
arm and circled about my head, still crying, her voice shrieking in
sharp ke-ke-ke cheeps. Kel’Ratan leaped up, trying in vain
to catch her in his hands until I grabbed his shoulder. Arianne
screamed, her fingers clawing at her face. Tor wrapped his arms
about her from behind, trying to calm her. Corwyn, unused to female
hysterics, patted her arm. His mouth bowed down in consternation as
his brows lowered over his panicked blue eyes.

“Cease!” I thundered.
“Rygel isn’t dead. Everyone calm down. Arianne, cease this
nonsense. Rygel’s alive.”

At my words, both Kel’Ratan and Ly’Tana
quieted. The warriors relaxed a fraction, sending each other
glances of relief, and wry, sheepish grins. Arianne stared at me,
finally allowing Tor to lower her hands, but he still kept his arms
firmly wrapped about her.

Too far away to offer more than a quick
smile and a wave, I sent her what reassurance I could. I didn’t
receive one in return, but she did retreat behind her curtain of
hair. Perhaps that was a good sign.

Ly’Tana returned to my forearm, her wings
tucking over her back. Kel’Ratan blew a gust of relief, his red
mustache blowing off his upper lip. His entire posture relaxed, but
he restlessly walked about in the water, watching the sky. Ly’Tana
chirped. It sounded, to me, like a question. I answered what I
thought the question was.

“Yes,” I answered, stroking
my finger gently down her feathers as Kel’Ratan had done. “The bond
between us. I’d know if he was dead. He’s not.”

She shook herself, her feathers settling
into place in what seemed like relief. I answered the next obvious
question in Kel’Ratan’s eyes. “No, I don’t know where he is. Just
my gut telling me he’s off to the northeast of us.”

Ly’Tana chirped. Kel’Ratan straightened, his
fierce blue eyes intent upon her.

“Listen, girl,” he said,
stepping closer to her. I held my arm out so the two might see each
other better.

“I’ve an idea. We can’t
understand a bloody word of yours, so here’s what we’ll do. We’re
going to ask you some yes or no questions,” he said, his finger
uplifted. “One chirp for yes, two chirps for no? Got
it?”

She chirped.

I, and all the men present, sighed. Arianne
emerged from her fortress, her expression curious, her tears drying
rapidly under the onslaught of the summer sun. Corwyn ceased
patting her arm and Tor finally relaxed his grip. All leaned
forward, expectant, hushed.

“Now then,” Kel’Ratan said,
his finger and his blue eyes riveted upon the tiny bird on my
wrist. “Did you find Brutal?”

She chirped, once. The feathers over her
neck rose.

“All right, you found him
and he pissed you off.”

She chirped.

“Did he see
you?”

Two rapid fire chirps answered him.

“Was that devil-boy there?
Ja’Teel?”

Another chirp.

“Did he see
you?”

She chirped once, her wings returning to her
back. Then she chirped twice, in quick succession.

Kel’Ratan and I stared at one another. What
did that mean?

“Wait, wait,” Kel’Ratan
snapped, touching his fingers to his brow and shutting his eyes.
“Yes and no, what are you trying to tell us, girl?”

Ly’Tana repeated her chirps, and flapped her
wings.

Understanding dawned on me. “Ly’Tana,
Ja’Teel saw Rygel but didn’t see you? Is that what you’re trying to
say?”

Her wings settled. She chirped once.

Kel’Ratan gave a sigh of relief and mimed
wiping sweat from his brow. “All right, so no one saw you?”

Ly’Tana clicked her beak, uttering a series
of half-chirps and squawks, as though she spoke in a strange
dialect. In a way she did. Her head turned over her shoulder,
peering up into the sky, then turned around on my arm. She repeated
her hawk-talk, flapping her wings and still peering up at the sky.
Turning back to face me, she looked at me from first her right eye,
then her left, clicking her beak.

“I know she just told us
what happened,” I said slowly. “But I’ll be damned if I know what
she said.”

Kel’Ratan gazed fiercely up at Bar. “Can you
bleeding understand her?”

Bar screeched, an obvious negation, in my
uninformed opinion. Ly’Tana flapped her wings and nipped
Kel’Ratan’s thumb. He jerked his hand back and scowled at her.

“Why the bloody hell did
you do that?”

“She’s trying to tell us
something.”

“I know that
you—”

Kel’Ratan caught my eyes and swallowed the
rest of his sentence. Glaring at Ly’Tana, he all but burned her in
blue fire.

“Did Rygel and Ja’Teel
fight?”

She vocalized again, a loud, anguished
screech and rustled her feathers. Her hackles didn’t subside. So
things didn’t bode well for Rygel. I caught the grim glance
Kel’Ratan flashed me. Did we have to ride to rescue Rygel? I
couldn’t ask that one, as it wasn’t a yes or no. I bit my lip
instead.

“Was Rygel all right when
you last saw him?”

Another chirp.

“Is he injured?”

Silence. Ly’Tana half-spread her wings,
afraid and ready to fly. My fingers down her back soothed her, I
hoped, for she relaxed a fraction.

“She doesn’t know,” I
murmured.

“So here’s what we know,”
Kel’Ratan held up his fingers and one by one folded them down.
“One, they found Brutal. Two, Rygel fought a battle with Ja’Teel.
Three, he took off to the northeast and Ly’Tana hasn’t seen him
since. Am I correct?”

Ly’Tana chirped, her agitation still in full
force. I’d have to calm her before she took off into the wild
skies.

“He’s alive, dear one,” I
murmured, lifting her to my eye level, still soothing her ruffled
feathers. “He’s alive, and he’ll be back.”

A sharp screech made my ears wince. Yet, I
knew what it was she demanded. I’ve no idea how, but I knew.

“Yes, I promise,” I
murmured, rubbing my nose against the tip of her beak. “I
promise.”

Ly’Tana calmed immediately, her feathered
cheek caressing mine. With a quick, incredibly gentle move, she
nipped my lip with her sharp raptor’s beak. I just received my very
first kiss from a hawk. I couldn’t prevent the silly grin that
spread across my face. Nor could I stop the rising blush from
starting at my neck and moving north. Ly’Tana chittered, her
feathers rustling. A very Ly’Tana giggle. My blush inflamed into a
volcano.

“How in the devil do you
know what she asked?” Kel’Ratan demanded crossly. “Nothing but
chatter to me.”

“The language of
love.”

Kel’Ratan, Ly’Tana and I slewed about,
staring intently at Arianne. As did every warrior who heard the
exchange. Even Tor leaned sideways out of the saddle to stare at
her. Rather than hide, as I expected her to, under the scrutiny of
more than a dozen eyes, she smiled. Another one of those
I-know-more-than-you-do smiles. Apparently, Rygel gave her
lessons.

“Language of love?”
Kel’Ratan snorted, his mustache bristling. “Needs a bleeding
interpreter if you ask me.”

“What the blazes is
that?”

Witraz’s voice cut through our combined
stares at Arianne, breaking the spell. Yet, no one thought to cuff
him for his lack of manners. All of us, to a man, followed his
narrow gaze as he stared northeast, his hand raised to shade his
eye.

What was that indeed? A chill cooled the hot
volcano the blush created and crawled down my spine. What did I
just say about fear? Gods above and below . . . .

“What is that?”
Kel’Ratan murmured, awed.

His fingers made the sign to protect him
from great enchantment and evil. I forced my left hand, the one not
holding Ly’Tana on my wrist, to my side to prevent it from making
the same sign.

On the distant horizon, a great shape flew,
dark against the bright sun’s rays. Huge wings beat slowly up and
down. While the remainder of the creature remained fuzzy and
indistinct, silhouetted against the sun, those tremendous wings
held enough definition for me to see clearly. Something fantastic,
something impossibly huge, flew towards us. If that wingspan was
any indication, the creature put Bar to shame.

Bar. Flinging my hair back, I looked
up. His yellow raptor’s eyes on the flying form racing toward us,
he shrieked, breaking the spell that held the warriors in thrall.
They drew weapons, cursing, and stumbled through the water to
cluster close to Ly’Tana and I.

Kel’Ratan drew his sword, ready. Corwyn
placed himself, his blade in his fist, between Arianne and the
death approaching on swift wings. Swords, bows? How could swords
fight against something that huge that flew on wings? What earthly
good would those do against whatever now threatened us?

Bar shrieked again. Circling higher, he flew
straight towards his doom, keeping his body between the threat and
his beloved Ly’Tana. Bar stood no chance against such a creature, I
knew, if it proved hostile. None of us had a single chance of
surviving.

It grew closer. At last more definition
became apparent as the creature grew closer. I shaded my eyes
against the sun, now seeing a huge head, spiked horns, a long
leathery tail. Flames suddenly erupted from its muzzle.

Gods above and below! I staggered back,
making Ly’Tana squawk and flap her wings to maintain her balance.
Her talons dug deeper to remain attached to my arm, but I felt no
pain.

A dragon.

I didn’t know I muttered those words aloud
until Kel’Ratan repeated them. “A dragon? Where in Nephrotiti’s
name did a dragon come from? And what’s it to do with us?”

Bar didn’t care. He’d die before the dragon
even came close. He flew higher, his front talons out and ready for
battle. He, like all of us, paused, frozen in time, as Ly’Tana
chirped.

She didn’t screech, shriek, scream or
vocalize any other hawk announcement of fear. She glanced up at Bar
from one eye, then turned her head to look at me from the other.
She clicked her beak a few times, gathering the attention of her
people, Tor and Arianne. She chirped again, a mild, unperturbed
sound. Then she spread her right wing to preen it.

“It’s Rygel,” I muttered.
“That’s Rygel.”

“Impossible,” Kel’Ratan
muttered, stunned.

Rygel, if it was Rygel, reached us. A thing
of raw, primal beauty, rugged strength and awesome power, winged up
and over, its shadow plunging all into shadow for two or three
heartbeats. Flames once more blew forth, white smoke trailing
behind from its nostrils as it banked high. Long front legs ending
in razor-sharp talons lay tucked against its belly. Long hind legs
and an even longer tail tipped with a huge spade trailed behind. If
the gods came to earth, I swear they’d come as this incredibly
powerful and graceful creature.

Horses whinnied. Milling about restlessly,
tails swishing, the horses announced their rather intense dislike
for the newcomer. Curses abounded as the Kel’Hallans and Corwyn
splashed back through the muck to grab bridles, to calm, to soothe.
To prevent damage to the only thing that kept us out of Brutal’s
hands: the precious legs of our horses.

I cursed. Transferring Ly’Tana from my arm
to my shoulder, I grabbed Rufus by the bit. Ly’Tana’s buckskin,
well trained and accustomed to Bar, had obviously never encountered
a dragon before. He announced his intention to panic with a sharp
snort. His eyes showed white, his ears flattened as his thick neck
arched in preparation. I caught his reins before he could bolt and
break like sticks his most important possessions. Hauled up short,
the stallion relaxed, quieted, his flanks quivering and his eyes
still flaring white. But he stood fast.

By now, the dragon sailed high above. Bar,
after hearing my translation of Ly’Tana’s explanation, also relaxed
his guard. Calming, raptor eyes on Rygel, he resumed his short
circles over our heads.

The dragon, swept downward, broad leathery
wings covering all the earth we could yet see. In a blink it
disappeared.

Yet before we could react, or look to see
where it went, a red-brown hawk looped up and around, arrowing out
of the sun toward us.

When the dragon popped out of existence, the
horses calmed immediately. Long equine sighs blew down noses in
relieved snorts when they realized they weren’t on the dragon’s
menu that day. I relaxed my hold on Rufus and Mikk, while the
others also released reins and long held breaths.

Ly’Tana found a comfortable spot on my
shoulder and chirped. I had no spit in my mouth to translate, even
had I known what she said.

The red-brown hawk back-winged, its talons
grabbing hold of a large stump, free of the nasty water, its former
trunk sunk down low. There the hawk perched and chirped at
Ly’Tana.

Before I glanced at the hawk on my shoulder,
the other hawk vanished. On the stump stood Rygel, safely and
fastidiously clear of the water and laughing.

He blew out a huge wash of air that gusted
his yellow locks from his brow. We all, even Arianne and Tor,
stared, open-mouthed as Rygel whooped and flung back his wheaten
mane.

“Whoo-hoo!” he laughed.
“What a rush!”

His amber eyes dancing, he stared down at
us, arms akimbo. “Nothing like a good firefight to get the sluggish
blood moving again,” he said, still laughing.

“Damn you!” Kel’Ratan
roared. “We thought you were dead!”

Rygel stopped laughing, but his smile
remained. His cocky, fully arrogant Rygel smile made me grit my
teeth. On my shoulder, Ly’Tana squawked, flapping her wings in what
seemed like annoyance. I reckoned she didn’t much care for his
attitude, either.

“Ah, ye of little faith,”
Rygel remarked. “You should know better by now. Did Ly’Tana tell
you what happened?”

Kel’Ratan flung his arm toward me and
Ly’Tana still perched on my shoulder. “She’s a bird, you idiot!
None of us speak hawk.”

He chuckled. “I expect that might be a small
problem, at that.”

He gave only a tiny flick of his eyes.
Certainly not enough time to warn me or allow me to prepare. So
when Ly’Tana’s fully human weight tumbled from my shoulder and into
my arms, I fumbled and nearly dropped her into the water.

As it was, she landed, more neatly than I
would have expected, given the circumstances, into my arms. She
fell tidily on her back, her hair cascading around her face and
shoulders, the sword at her hip biting into my chest. When her hand
cleared her wild hair from her face, I saw she laughed, her angular
green eyes shining into my own. I caught her feminine scent, that
hint of lilac, leather and Ly’Tana.

Male laughter rumbled around us, Rygel’s own
added into the mix. Caught as I was, deeply mired in that emerald
gaze, I couldn’t look around at the warriors who chuckled. My blush
crept back up my jaws and into my cheeks. My ears burned. Gods, but
I hated blushing.

Ly’Tana giggled. Her left arm wrapped about
my shoulders, she brushed my hair from my eyes with her right hand.
Then, gods above and below, she nuzzled my neck.

“You smell nice,” she
murmured.

Dragon fire had nothing on the blaze that
heated my face now. I’d no need to look around to witness for
myself the amused grins of those who watched. I felt their eyes on
me, on us. Ly’Tana’s own grin told me how she played with my
emotions, my embarrassment. What was it with women and their
perverse need to humiliate men?

“You’re evil, woman,” I
muttered, casting around again for a dry place to put
her.

“You’re an oaf,” she
answered primly. Her lips nibbled my ear.

Her saddle. Her buckskin stallion stood just
behind me. Whirling, I spun her in my arms so my hands were wrapped
around her tiny firm waist. Setting her in her saddle, I was free
to turn my embarrassed fury on Rygel.

“Well?” I demanded.
“Ly’Tana managed to tell us you fought with Ja’Teel. What
happened?”

He coughed and shrugged at the same time.
“He spoke of things that really irritated me.”

He flicked an eye toward Arianne. His
lightning fast glance told me everything. Ja’Teel threatened
Arianne, his beloved. “Sorry, Princess. Even though we spoke
through a mind link, Ja’Teel sensed my anger.”

“I told you to be silent,
now didn’t I?”

“So tell us what happened,”
Kel’Ratan demanded.

“We found them about thirty
leagues from here, camped on a hill,” Rygel said soberly. “He’s got
quite an army with him, bent on finding us and marrying her.” Rygel
jerked his head toward Ly’Tana. “Again, he plans to kill her and
then marry Arianne, to cement his claim to Connacht.”

I growled. The deep throated wolfish rumble
started in my chest and emanated outward like a small earthquake. I
knew my eyes flattened, for I saw them mirrored in Kel’Ratan’s wide
blue ones and in Rygel’s frown of concern. “I’ll rip that son of
bitch’s head off his neck with my bare hands.”

“I’ll hold your coat,”
Ly’Tana said, her tone light yet underneath held a note of steel.
Her hand crept around my shoulders to cup my cheek. I nipped her
fingers within mine and quickly kissed them, fighting to keep my
rage under control.

“That’s it?” I barked. “You
listened to him make useless threats and fought Ja’Teel because you
let him get under your skin?”

Rygel coughed. “Er, we heard and saw more
than that.”

“What?” Kel’Ratan demanded.
“Get on with it, we haven’t all day.”

“All right, all right, calm
down,” Rygel said, eyeing me sidelong. “Brutal was expecting
someone, an important someone.”

“Brutal called the
Commander General of the Shekinah Tongu to explain last night,”
Ly’Tana added.

“Tell me you’re kidding,”
Kel’Ratan gasped.

“I’m not,” she snapped. “He
had with him a cat, a most beautiful black panther.”

Bar screeched from on high.

“I do want one,” she called
up at him. “At least that creature can sit in my lap and purr.
Unlike some cat-things.”

“A panther?”

Rygel took over the tale quickly, regaining
his status as lead story-teller. “Yes. One of the Tongu survived
last night’s divine temper tantrum and told Brutal everything. So
thusly, Brutal called the Commander General to account.”

“Did he leave the man
alive?” Kel’Ratan asked.

“No. He sicced the puss on
his own man. For his betrayal.”

“Then what
happened?”

“He’s got fifty assassins
and fifty hounds,” Ly’Tana added, “ready to hunt us.”

“Just how in the devil did
they find us anyway?” Witraz demanded.

No one seemed interested in clouting him for
impropriety.

“Not important,” Rygel
said. “Just know they have openly aligned with Brutal and will hunt
us down for him.”

“Because of the blood
oath,” Ly’Tana added.

“Blood oath?” Kel’Ratan
asked.

“It’s quite rare,” Rygel
said, as though that explained everything. “But once in a great
while, someone pisses off the Tongu badly enough they’ll drop every
contract they own and pursue that someone until that someone is
dead.”

“I suspect you pissed them
off rather nicely,” I said dryly. “Since you rather coldly left a
number of them, blind, to starve in the forest.”

Rygel shrugged. “They had it coming.”

“That doesn’t
matter.”

“It does to me.”

“So they swore out a blood
oath against you?” Kel’Ratan asked, his eyes bulging
slightly.

“So what.”

“So what?”

Kel’Ratan’s eyes swelled. If they protruded
any more, I feared they might fall out and dangle by their
stalks.

“Because of you,” Kel’Ratan
roared, “we’ve not only Brutal wanting our hides, but the Tongu
actively helping him!”

Ly’Tana suddenly reined her horse into
Kel’Ratan’s space. He recoiled, wrenching his fierce blue eyes from
Rygel into a wide-eyed stare up at her. Leaning across her pommel,
she roundly smacked her cousin on his left cheek.

“Don’t forget, you stupid
ass,” she snarled, her hand still raised. “Rygel avenged the insane
beating they gave Raine. He avenged their attempted rape of me.
They did have it coming, and I for one will defend
him against them to my last drop of blood. What will
you do?”

Kel’Ratan raised a hand to his stinging
cheek, his blue eyes no longer furious, but wide and staring. His
mustache failed to bristle. If I chanced to raise my glance from
the blood kin to the rest of the Kel’Hallans, I might have found
shock. Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan quarreled often, but never like
this.

“Damn,” Kel’Ratan murmured,
rubbing his reddened cheek. “I reckon I ought to be more careful in
my words.”

Baffled, Ly’Tana sat back and exchanged a
confused glance with me.

Suddenly grinning, Kel’Ratan seized
Ly’Tana’s hand with his own and kissed it. “I apologize, Your
Highness. I meant no disrespect toward our illustrious wizard. I do
realize Rygel acted in the best way possible and I respect him, no,
I believe in him. As I did then, as I do now, I stand behind his
every action.”

“Then why—“

“Ly’Tana, dear girl.”
Kel’Ratan grinned. “You know me. When I get excited, I don’t always
say things the way I should. Rygel did right and if the Tongu swore
out their silly blood oath against him, they’ll have to go through
me to get him.”

“Kel’Ratan—”

“No worries,” Kel’Ratan
said, still grinning. “You know damn well I’m just more blunt than
I should be.”

Ly’Tana leaned in again, but this time
kissed him east of his nose and north of his mustache. “I do love
you, you bull-headed boob.”

“Ditto, my
queen.”

“Kel’Ratan isn’t the only
one who doesn’t think when he’s excited,” Rygel said, his voice
forgiving and expansive.

If I thought his choice of words rather
inappropriate, it appeared I was the only one. The Kel’Hallans as a
whole deferred to him as though he was an oracle, while Ly’Tana
held both my hand and Kel’Ratan’s. I noticed Rygel’s need for drama
and wisely, I thought, refrained from pointing it out.

“Let me,” Ly’Tana begged.
“Do let me tell the story.”

In the face of his liege lady’s request,
Rygel’s face sagged. Generously, he gestured leave for Ly’Tana to
speak.

“You should’ve seen it,”
Ly’Tana said, excitement in her tone and body as she leaned
forward. “We were sitting in a snag of dead trees, listening to
every word. Brutal had Tenzin shaking in his boots.”

“Tenzin?” I
asked.

“The Commander General,”
she answered impatiently. “His panther, Shirel, sat at his side
like any common dog. Brutal reamed him up one side and down the
other about last night and all he did was stand there and take
it.”

“The Tongu did act rather
stupidly,” Rygel added, his ego deflated, “last night.”

“So then Brutal offered
Arianne and me to Ja’Teel as reward for his loyalty—”

“Offered you?”

The growl in my chest rumbled from down low
and radiated outward. Damn my temper. The thought of anyone
touching Ly’Tana’s soft flesh—

Chill out, bucko.

I sighed and scrubbed my hand over my face.
I’ll try.

“Well, yes,” she replied
slowly. “Of course, Brutal threatened . . . you know.”

“I do know,” I sighed,
releasing my inner tension. “Of course Brutal will offer his
minions what isn’t his to offer.”

“Then what?” Witraz asked,
obviously on behalf of those who dared not ask. “What
happened?”

Ly’Tana jerked her head toward Rygel. “His
turn.”

Once more in the spotlight, Rygel puffed out
his chest and grinned.

“Ja’Teel felt my anger,” he
said, nodding his blonde head toward me, “when he threatened my
queen and my—”

His voice broke as his helpless anguished
eyes found Arianne. She smiled, tossing her jet hair from her eyes
and burying Tor.

“Quickly, now,” Kel’Ratan
said, his eyes on the sun. “We have only so much daylight and lots
of leagues to get through.”

Rygel nodded, taking a deep breath. “Their
threats irritated me. Ja’Teel felt my anger. He sent Brutal to
safety and turned himself into—”

“A dragon,” Ly’Tana
breathed, her eyes shining.

“No, Princess.” Rygel
raised an admonishing finger. “He turned himself into what he
thought was a dragon.”

“I’m confused,” Kel’Ratan
said. “Was he a dragon or wasn’t he?”

“Yes,” said
Ly’Tana.

“No,” said Rygel, in the
same instant.

They glanced at one another while Kel’Ratan
and I rolled our eyes.

“No, he wasn’t,” Rygel went
on. “You see, my cousin never studied the anatomy of beasts to any
extent. He’s impulsive and lazy, always taking short cuts. He never
bothered to seek the why of things, but craving only their
seductive power.”

“So?” I asked, growing
impatient.

“My prince, listen,” Rygel
said earnestly. “If you changed yourself into a dog, or a horse,
you would instinctively know what a dog or horse looked like,
correct?”

“I suppose so.”

“Four paws, a tail, fur,
long teeth, no problem. You get the tail too short or too long, it
looks weird, but, hey, who cares. A leg too short, you
limp.

“But with a creature that
flies, a hawk—” His slender hand flapped lazily toward Ly’Tana.
“Wings that are too short, it doesn’t fly. Wings too long, it won’t
get off the ground. Take a creature you’ve never encountered
before, how the hell would you know what it looked
like?”

“Good question,” Kel’Ratan
said, biting his lower lip.

“Consider the dragon,”
Rygel went on. “It’s big, is reptilian, breathes fire, and it
flies. Right?”

“I reckon so,” I answered
slowly.

“But how do you know how
long to make the wings? The tail? A flying creature’s tail is its
rudder. Again, too long or too short and the entire beast is
crippled in the air.”

“I’d no idea.”

“Nor did
Ja’Teel.”

“So what you’re saying,” I
said slowly, glancing at Ly’Tana’s shining emerald eyes. “Is that
Ja’Teel had no prior knowledge of how to make a dragon, but made
one anyway?”

“Exactly, my
prince.”

“And you knew how to turn
yourself into a dragon?”

Rygel sighed. “I keep reminding you about my
education,” he said, sweeping his hair from his eyes impatiently.
“I reckon you all tend to forget. I trained on how to heal, how to
change the weather, how to level mountains—”

“He can do that?”
Witraz muttered to Alun.

“—how to create from
nothing, how to change myself, and others, into other
creatures.”

He gestured toward me. “Like turn a prince
into a toad. I studied, in depth, the anatomy of almost every
creature living or thought to have lived. I know how a dragon
works.”

His bright, almost fevered, eyes rested on
me. I began to smile.

“Since your kinsman didn’t
study as you did,” I began. “He’d no clue on how to make himself
into a true dragon.”

Ly’Tana stirred, grinning. “Damn, Raine, he
could barely fly.”

Rygel laughed. “If he had a proper
education, he’d know how long to make his wings.”

“I could fly better than
he,” Ly’Tana added primly.

“He’d also know how to
create dragon hide.”

“Dragon hide?” Kel’Ratan
asked, puzzled.

Ly’Tana chuckled. “Ja’Teel blew fire at
Rygel and it didn’t mar his scales. Not even a mark. Yet, Rygel’s
fire had Ja’Teel running for cover.”

“Had he understood what a
dragon is,” Rygel said with a grin, “he’d know that dragons are,
for want of a better word, fireproof.”

“He’d have never turned
himself into a dragon to begin with,” Ly’Tana finished. “Rygel’s
fire burned him.”

“Ja’Teel gets excited
sometimes,” Rygel went on, grinning. “He doesn’t think
straight.”

“I suspect your taunt
accomplished its goal,” Ly’Tana added, her eyes smiling at Rygel.
“You wanted him pissed.”

“Well, of
course.”

“All right,” I said. “More
explanation is needed here. What taunt?”

“Everyone, I mean
everyone,” Ly’Tana said happily, “heard how Ja’Teel threw a stink
bomb at Rygel in the great hall and how Rygel retaliated by sending
him up to the ceiling. Ja’Teel, of course is afraid of heights. He
cried and pissed himself.”

“A stink bomb?” Kel’Ratan
asked, puzzled.

Rygel gestured impatiently. “It’s a mixture
of any nasty odor you can think of into a ball. He hit me with it
in front of the entire court. He bloody humiliated me. Of course, I
retaliated.”

Rygel grinned sheepishly. “And, well, I got
strapped for it later.” His hand washed through his wealth of
blonde hair. “It took nearly a week to get the stink off, too.”

“Why would you get
strapped?” Ly’Tana asked.

“When one is the heir
apparent, one should be above publicly punishing an irritating
younger cousin.”

Ly’Tana half-shrugged, half-nodded in
understanding. Kel’Ratan’s eyes bulged again.

“You? You’re the heir to
the throne?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

Rygel eyed him with disillusion. “I was,” he
snapped. “At that time. Technically, I’m a prince, but no, I’m no
longer the heir. Hopefully, my brother’s kid is. If he’s had one by
now.”

“That’s what angered
Ja’Teel so he couldn’t think straight?” I asked. “Being reminded of
an incident when he was what? Ten?”

“Eleven,” Rygel replied. “I
was fourteen. You see, Ja’Teel can’t abide being reminded of that
incident. Then, as now, his humiliation was seen by everyone. His
ego is so very fragile, he can’t bear anyone thinking of him as
anything but a powerful force.”

“Now his new pals know him
for what he is,” Kel’Ratan said. “He’s a human coward who cried and
wet his britches. Why did you send him to the ceiling? Why not turn
him into a mouse and yourself into a cat?”

Rygel’s amber eyes danced. “Because he’s
terrified of heights.”

“Ah.”

“Know your enemy,” Rygel
grinned. “I know right where to poke him.”

“He also knows where to
poke you,” I said. “Remember that.”

Rygel merely shrugged. “His pseudo-dragon
hide protected him to some degree, but I know right now he’s
sporting one hell of a sunburn.”

“You didn’t kill him?”
Ly’Tana exclaimed. “You chased him across the sky and still didn’t
kill him?”

Rygel grimaced. “He translocated himself
somewhere before I could turn him to ashes. I spent some time
hunting for him, but I couldn’t find him.”

“Aren’t dragons rather
stupid creatures?” Witraz ventured.

“Not at all,” Rygel
answered. “Not only are they highly intelligent they, as a race,
have quite a noble spirit. Very generous and friendly, if
approached right. Even so, they have incredibly short tempers. One
of my masters had a long conversation with one until my master said
something wrong and the dragon got angry. My master escaped with a
burned arse.”

“Conversations?” Kel’Ratan
asked, skeptical. “They can talk?”

Rygel gestured to Bar still circling a few
rods above us, his attention riveted, like all of us, on Rygel and
his lecture. “Bar here is intelligent, yet his language is
incomprehensible to most of us.” He cocked his head, smiling,
toward Ly’Tana above and behind me. “But Her Highness can
understand him. I suspect love has a great deal to do with that.
Dragons can speak as humans do. When they choose to, that is.
Dragons despise humans and want nothing at all to do with us.”

“But your master made one
angry,” Kel’Ratan said.

“Yes. But had the dragon
really wanted to kill him, my master would never have been my
master. His ashes would have floated on the wind.”

I vaulted into my saddle, sending water
flying. “We should cease our little gabfest and start riding.
Brutal may have started his search for us by now.”

“His camp was nothing but
shambles when I flew over,” Ly’Tana said. “I’m guessing ’twill be a
day or more before he collects himself enough to start.”

“A day or a week, it
doesn’t matter if we don’t get ahead of him,” I replied, touching
the side of her face with my fingers. I included her in my grim
look as I glanced about. “Riding through this will take us weeks.
Weeks we don’t have.”

“A moment, my prince,”
Rygel said, a small smile playing about his aristocratic lips. “I
took a bit of time and flew over the storm’s path. Oddly, its
damage was primarily to this area and east of here, where it blew
itself out over the sea. After about five or so miles, if we ride
north, we hit undamaged forest. By nightfall we’ll be out on the
open grasslands.”

“But those five miles may
kill us,” I answered, irritated. “Look how long it took us to go
barely three.”

I knew he wanted to be arrogant and watched
him puff himself up for another of his drama sessions. His hand
rose as though he set himself for another lecture and his
irritating I-know-more-than-you drawl. I’d had it up to here
with that crap.

I cut him off with a glare. His mouth
snapped shut when he caught my eye. He visibly wilted, his hand
came down and he sighed.

“I can clear a path,” he
said quietly. “I can’t do much about the water, the horses will
have to work a little harder. But they can trot, or gallop, if
necessary.”

“How?” Kel’Ratan asked,
bewildered. “Can you make the downed trees go away with
magic?”

“I won’t have to,” he
answered. “Dragon fire will burn them to ash.”

“Through the water?”
Ly’Tana gasped.

“Dragon fire can burn
through water,” he said, smiling. “As a dragon, I can clear a wide
and safe path for you to ride. Unfortunately, if Brutal and Ja’Teel
find the path, they can use it, too.”

“Mount up,” I ordered
tersely, gathering Rufus’s reins.

None looked to either Ly’Tana or Kel’Ratan
for permission to obey me. To a man, they vaulted into their
saddles and took up their reins. Corwyn mounted, and once more
pulled the stolen grey mare in behind his roan.

“As before, I lead,” I
said, turning about to look down the line.

Rufus fretted a little, wanting to run. I
held him back as Ly’Tana nudged her buckskin to ride beside me.
“Yuri and Yuras, you’re the rearguard.” As one, they saluted me,
fist to chest, and walked their horses to their position behind
Corwyn and his charges. If either Ly’Tana or Kel’Ratan objected to
my ordering their men around, neither voiced it.

“I’ll spell our trail with
magic,” Rygel said. “If anyone stumbles across is, they’ll wander
about, lost, going off in all directions. That should give us some
lead time.”

“What of your power?”
Kel’Ratan asked. “Won’t all this exhaust you?”

“Oh, please,” Rygel
snorted. “I’m the best there is.”

He bent down, readying himself when Ly’Tana
spoke up. “Don’t go dragon until you’re clear of the horses. We
almost lost a few when you swooped by earlier.”

Rygel looked sheepish. “Oops. I reckon
horses don’t much care for dragons, do they?”

His grin widened. “Don’t forget to tell them
about your little discovery, Princess.”

The red-brown hawk took off from the stump
with a screech, beating for the sky, and dodging under Bar’s
sweeping wings. I shaded my eyes against the sun, seeing nothing
but the outline of hawk wings against its brilliance. One heartbeat
passed, then another.

Suddenly the sun vanished. A chill passed
down over my arms and chest. Rygel’s dragon filled the sky, its
bronze, rugged beauty eclipsing even the sun’s power. Wings that
blocked the skyline swept serenely up and down as Rygel’s dragon
banked up and eastward, his head snaking under his leathery wings
to peer down at us. Flames licked past his huge jaws and the rows
upon rows of back-curving wicked teeth.

Despite knowing ’twas Rygel who flew up
there, I felt a primal fear, an instinctive urge to run, dig a hole
as far as I could and stay there. For what could save me should
that dragon decide to swoop down to kill? Nothing. No weapon on
this earth could prevent such a beast as this from killing when and
whom it pleased.

“Beautiful,” Ly’Tana
murmured.

I glanced at her. She too, shaded her eyes
to watch as Rygel winged high overhead, flames erupting from his
jaws. Rygel held all of them in thrall, I noticed. None of the
Kel’Hallan warriors, nor Tor, nor Corwyn, looked anywhere but at
the stupendous beast that flew eastward to bank around once more
toward us.

Timid Arianne watched with none of the
trepidation I felt. Her blue-grey eyes glowed, her lips smiled, her
midnight hair flung back proudly from her beautiful face. Of all of
us, I thought, she should fear a dragon the most. Instead, she
appeared the most delighted.

Rygel lined up behind us, flying as low as
he dared. The horses, seeing him come, panicked. As I still held
Ly’Tana’s buckskin’s reins, I pulled him close to my knee. My other
hand tightened up on Rufus, to prevent him from pitching should his
fears take hold. I’d never had to rein him in like this before,
he’d faced everything I ever asked of him with calm courage.

Only the grey mare wanted to bolt. Corwyn’s
firm hand on her bridle kept her in check and her passengers on
board. All the other horses accepted the dragon’s second visit with
wide white eyes, sweat and only fearful snorts. Rygel flew over, at
a sharply angled descent, his shadow casting all into darkness for
several seconds. Not far ahead of us, perhaps ten rods or so, his
flames seared downward.

Steam boiled up, white fogs of thick steam
rose as Rygel’s dragon fire burned through the water. His huge
wings kept him airborne as he slowly advanced, burning all before
him. Each long breath he inhaled, he exhaled a longer breath of
raging hot fire. Even with the distance, my skin felt as though I’d
stood inches from a conflagration. Sweat popped out to cool my
flesh and instantly dried under the intense heat. I suspected I’d
be as sunburned as Ja’Teel before the day was out. On the hot wind
from his passage, I scented the odor of burned wood and boiling,
nasty water.

“Come on,” I yelled over
the raging inferno from Rygel’s dragon jaws. “We ride.”

Tossing Ly’Tana her reins, I nudged Rufus
into a fast trot. Beside me, Ly’Tana’s face burned red from the
searing heat. A quick glance over my shoulder showed Kel’Ratan hard
on our heels, his face redder than his hair. Despite all, he
sported a huge grin.

“Let that royal bastard
follow that,” he boomed, laughing.

The Kel’Hallans rode in single line behind
us, urging their horses into a faster pace.

Rygel’s plan worked. He cleared a path wide
enough that three horses could walk abreast. No tree trunks, limbs
or branches remained under the water that washed in to replace that
which Rygel’s flame boiled away. Yet, the water only came up to the
horse’s pasterns, the earth below being too firm yet to have been
turned to mud. We splashed through easily, following the
golden-bronze dragon.

So efficiently did Rygel burn away the
deadwood, I upped our speed to a canter. Within moments, we
galloped. Any faster than that, we would have stepped on Rygel’s
spade tail. If we galloped while Brutal’s troops were to carefully
navigate the fallen trees at less than a walking pace . . . .

“We’ve done it!” Ly’Tana
suddenly crowed, exulted. “He’ll never be able to catch
up.”

I stood in my stirrups and glanced back
along the line, seeing the water fill in where we had just ridden.
There were still enough broken trees about that if one didn’t know
of the trail, it would be easy to miss. If Rygel’s spell worked,
anyone who found the path where no deadwood lay would be sent
wandering. Perhaps she was right. I turned back to grin down at
her.

“Our horses have rested,”
Kel’Ratan called forward. “His made the trek from Soudan, plus
Rygel’s dragon sent them hither and yon. They won’t have the
stamina to maintain this pace, even if they get clear of the downed
trees.”

Ly’Tana’s red-gold hair blew back from her
face with the wind of her stallion’s passage, her emerald eyes
gleamed with hope and happiness. Gods above and below, she was
exotic and barbaric and beautiful. She looked like a pagan goddess
from the tales of old.

I couldn’t help it. I nudged Rufus over
until we rode knee to knee. In a move I’d never tried before from a
galloping horse, never thought I’d ever have the possibility of
trying, I leaned across and kissed her full on her smiling lips. I
heard Kel’Ratan’s guffaw from behind me, but this time I didn’t
care.

My left hand cupped her neck, my lips moving
up and down with the motion of our horses. I felt her curving grin
before she kissed me back, her devilish tongue probing mine before
Rufus stumbled and broke the contact. Damn you, Rufus. The only
time you’ve ever made me curse you.

Ly’Tana laughed. A laugh of such pure joy,
relief and triumph I smiled in response just to hear it.

“We’re free, Raine!” she
yelled, her hand tangled with mine. “We beat him!”

I laughed with her, hearing from the line
behind me male laughter and warrior bawdy jokes. I suspected the
release of pent-up tension had a great deal to do with the sudden
change in atmosphere, for I felt it myself. The Kel’Hallans tossed
ribald jests back and forth, most concerned with Brutal’s sexual
inadequacies.

“What does Brutal and a
goat have in common?” Witraz asked.

His bawdy answer brought howls of laughter
from Ly’Tana, Kel’Ratan, all the warriors and a blush to my
hairline. I’d heard everything one could hear in the slaves’
quarters and gladiator’s barracks. Witraz’s joke was but one of
thousands.

But Arianne? I slewed in my saddle, worrying
that the raucous male jokes might make her afraid. Rather than a
fearful slave who may have been the butt of such jokes, I found a
laughing young woman, one hand grasping the pommel of her saddle,
the other covering her mouth as she laughed as hard as anyone.

“She’s fine, Raine,”
Ly’Tana said, her hand in mine gripping hard. “You worry too
much.”

“Do I?” I asked, lifting
her hand to my lips for a kiss. “I fear she’s so fragile,
so—”

“Tough,” Ly’Tana answered
for me. “She’s tougher than you think. She’s braver than you
think.”

“Not nearly as tough or as
brave as you,” I murmured over her hand. “You, lady, carry that
title. You always will.”

“Such a courtier,” Ly’Tana
laughed, blushing a faint tinge of pink.

“I thought I was an
oaf.”

“Don’t forget
bastard.”

“Ah, thank you. Oaf and
bastard, I remember now.”

Her tinkling laughter sounded like music,
sweet music, in my ears. Until Kel’Ratan’s ever practical voice
interfered. I gritted my teeth to prevent turning in my saddle and
belting him across his inquisitive mouth.

“What did you discover?” he
asked, calling forward. “What are you not telling us?”

One by one, the warriors stilled their
warrior laughter and lewd banter. Galloping beside me, Ly’Tana’s
happy laughter quieted and her smiling lips turned down.

Damn you, Kel’Ratan. At that moment,
I hated him. Hated him for making her not smile. For slaughtering
her laughter. For killing her happiness. Damn you to hell for
it.

“This is all so crazy,” she
exclaimed, trying for a smile. It wasn’t much of a success, from my
point of view. “I can’t believe it’s even real.”

“Why don’t you let us be
the judge on it,” I suggested.

“And executioner, I hope.”
She laughed.

Her laugh held as much mirth as her smile
happiness. Something was very wrong from Ly’Tana’s point of view. I
hedged a guess.

“You saw something in the
city,” I said quietly. “Something you didn’t expect to see. Am I
correct?”

Ly’Tana faced forward, over her stallion’s
bobbing head. I glanced over my shoulder at Kel’Ratan, who
shrugged, mystified.

“Well,” she ventured
bravely, forcing another smile and a half glance at me. “We saw
what was left of Adhas’s house. And Adhas. Not much of
either.”

I willed her to look at me. I seized her
hand, her right hand, her sword hand. Still, she refused to turn
her face, the false smile painted on her lips, her emerald eyes
brilliant with unshed tears. Her devilishly pink tongue crept out
to moisten her upper lip.

Look at me.

She obeyed, her teary eyes meeting mine for
the barest fraction of an instant. Another forced laugh choked her
throat. “It’s all silly, really. Adhas died and the Whoring Whale
lived. There must be justice in the world, after all.”

“What’s this?” Kel’Ratan
asked sharply.

He kicked his bay up to gallop next to her.
His fierce blue eyes stared down, hard, his red mustache bristling.
If he willed her to meet his hot eyes, she ignored that particular
command.

Caught in the middle, Ly’Tana tried a shrug.
“I just thought it interesting, that’s all. It’s no big thing.”

“Tell us, girl,” Kel’Ratan
demanded.

“No need to be so nasty,
Red,” I murmured, rubbing her knuckles with my thumb. “Just tell us
what happened, dear heart.”

“Oh, well, all right,” she
sniffed, tossing her thick red-gold hair over her shoulders. “If
you bloody well have to know. Some buildings came down in the storm
and stretched across the street where the Whoring Whale is.
Remember it? It’s where we had dinner while we waited for Rygel to
return.”

“We know, dammit.”
Kel’Ratan’s tone hadn’t lessened in the slightest.

A new chill took up residence in my spine.
The Whoring Whale with its obscene sign of two whales mating. Where
Ly’Tana blessed the innkeeper, and we all choked to rein in our
laughter and Rygel came in with Tor—

I managed enough spit for three syllables.
“Ly’Tana?”

“It’s all so stupid, I told
you, but it’s the only building that survived in the entire
district and people have a place to go for some real food and maybe
a roof over their heads and, you know, the innkeeper is probably
doing quite well actually so there’s no reason for worry
because—”

“Because you blessed that
man.”

Kel’Ratan’s frozen tone informed me my chill
had birthed a twin who set up housekeeping in his gut.

Ly’Tana rounded on him. “Oh, you’re so
bloody superstitious. You know I’ve no power to bless or curse
someone, I’m not a priestess and anyway, I, we, belong to
Nephrotiti—”

“Then why are you
frightened?”

My soft, kindly spoken question stilled her
as quickly and as efficiently as my knife in her throat. I might
have stabbed her with one, for all the choked noises that now
emerged from her mouth. The unshed tears in her eyes overflowed to
drip slowly down her pale cheeks. She swallowed hard to dislodge
the obstruction and faked another false smile.

“Because I blessed that man
while wearing Osimi’s white dress and now he’s the only one for
miles around who can still earn a living.”

Kel’Ratan’s invectives blistered the air,
rivaling Rygel at his best. A glance over my shoulder informed me
those down the galloping line who hadn’t heard the exchange were
told by those who did.

At the far end, Arianne offered a quick
I-can-help gesture and a plea from her glorious grey-blue
eyes. I shook my head and offered a wry shrug, and a
she’ll-be-all-right smile. Arianne subsided.

“Oh, shut up, Red,” I
snapped. “Be grateful she didn’t curse you as she threatened that
night.”

That silenced Kel’Ratan and brought a wan
smile from Ly’Tana.

“Rygel said it might all be
a coincidence,” she said. “It’s all, you know, rather creepy, if
you think about it too hard.”

“We should experiment,”
Kel’Ratan said. “Bless me with all the gold in Brutal’s treasure
chamber.”

“Bless me with a beautiful
woman,” Witraz chimed in.

Rannon cuffed him alongside his head. “Your
Highness,” Witraz amended, scowling at Rannon while he rubbed the
sore spot from Rannon’s knuckles.

Ly’Tana shot him a look over her shoulder.
“You have a beautiful woman,” she snapped. “If you go wandering
again, I’ll take your other eye.”

Her scowl included her cousin. “I think I
have to be wearing the priestess dress, dolt. Nothing will
happen.”

“You don’t know if you
don’t try.”

“If I didn’t have to be
wearing it, you’d have long since lost your foolish tongue as I’ve
already cursed it more than a hundred times.”

Kel’Ratan looked affronted. I laughed.

“Experimenting will have to
wait,” I said, chuckling. “We’ve a long ride ahead of
us.”

“Once we hit the
grasslands, we should keep riding north,” Kel’Ratan suggested,
smothering his irritation. “If Brutal is trying to predict us,
he’ll think we continued west.”

“This many horses will
leave a trail a blind man could follow,” Ly’Tana argued, sniffing
back her tears. “We should stay to the woods.”

“Girl, you’re forgetting
you’re geography of this area,” Kel’Ratan said. “Even due west, we
will run out of forest to hide in. We’ll be striking the haunted
Plains of Navak. No matter where we go, we’re going to be out in
the open for most of the way to the mountains.”

“Haunted?” Witraz asked.
“Haunted by what, whom?”

“Ghosts, the legend I heard
says.”

“Piffle,” Ly’Tana
snapped.

Kel’Ratan turned an injured expression
toward her. “Aren’t you worried about the ghosts?”

“I’m worried about what
Rygel said,” Ly’Tana replied with an eye roll. “Remember? He
mentioned other eyes spying on us.”

“Maybe the ghosts are his
spies,” Rannon offered helpfully.

“Anything we do is a risk,”
I said, gently squeezing her hand before letting it drop. “We’ve
speed on our side right now. With Rygel’s magic, perhaps we can
hide our trail.”

“Nor can devil-boy find us
with his,” Kel’Ratan added.

“Remember?” I added with a
smile. “We have him beat.”

Her smile rivaled the sun. “We surely
do.”






***






As Rygel predicted, we reached the
grasslands, the edges of the endless Plains of Navak, just as the
sun sank towards the western sky. We cantered over rolling hills
dotted with scrub bushes and small clusters of pine and fir trees.
Raising my fist, I slowed our column to a walk. As far as I could
see, the horizon stretched under the dark blue sky, many leagues of
open country to ride across.

I reined Rufus around to Ly’Tana and
Kel’Ratan. The warriors halted in a loose circle about us. I
motioned Corwyn to come in close, to bring forward not only his
advice but also my sister.

“We should make camp back
in the woods a short ways,” I said. “Where we crossed that small
stream. Rest the horses and have them fresh for a hard ride
tomorrow.”

Kel’Ratan nodded. “Fires won’t be seen as
easily there.”

“Where’s Rygel?” Arianne
asked, biting her lip anxiously. “Why hasn’t he come
back?”

Rygel’s dragon flew high and disappeared
when the desolate forest ended and healthy trees still grew, more
than four hours past. I tried not to worry, but worried anyway. I
suspected I wasn’t the only one. I recognized concern in Ly’Tana’s
angular green eyes and the way Kel’Ratan and several of the
warriors watched the sky beyond the trees above us.

“He’s scouting for us,
little cat,” I answered.

Bar swooped in and dropped lightly to the
earth with a series of mellow chirps. He ambled over to Ly’Tana and
sat beside her stallion, his lion tail coiling trimly about him.
Its black tip flipped back and forth, lazily. I guessed that
indicated he discovered nothing threatening riding hard on our
heels.

“There’s no one in sight
for miles and miles,” she translated, rubbing his ears with
affection.

“Did you see Rygel?” I
asked.

He clicked his huge beak before turning his
head to preen his right wing.

“No,” Ly’Tana said. “But
he’ll be here.”

As my bond with Rygel informed me he still
lived and was not too far away, I smiled to reassure Arianne. “See?
Even Bar knows. He’ll be back before you know it.”

No sooner had the words left my mouth when a
red-brown hawk streaked past overhead. Uttering a shrill screech,
Rygel banked sharply around with the dip of a feather. He circled
overhead, peering down at us from between his wings.

“Bloody showoff,” I
muttered.

Ly’Tana giggled, watching Rygel with avid
eyes.

He squawked in indignation. Back winging, he
flew toward his black gelding, the horse’s reins in Kel’Ratan’s
fist. Hovering for a moment, he landed neatly on the saddle. The
black gelding was clearly used to Rygel’s magically appearing out
of nowhere. When Rygel’s sudden very human weight settled on his
back, he tossed his head and sighed.

“We’re not entirely out of
danger,” he reported, cocking his leg elegantly over the pommel.
“Troops are still massing near the river, and more arriving by the
day.”

“What of Brutal?” I
asked.

Rygel smiled grimly. “He’s restored order,
but he crucified dozens of men who panicked at the dragon
fight.”

“That inhuman bastard,”
Kel’Ratan spat, his fierce eyes flashing in fury.

“He sends a message to the
others,” Corwyn said quietly. “He’ll tolerate no disobedience, zero
cowardice.”

“Why so many troops?”
Ly’Tana asked. “What, does he plan on invading his own
country?”

“He’s a determined
bugger.”

“What about the Tongu?”
Witraz asked.

“I haven’t a clue,” Rygel
answered, biting his thumb. “I didn’t see anything of
them.”

“They can’t track us over
that flood,” Kel’Ratan snapped. “Can they?”

His question went unanswered, for none of us
knew, not even the know-it-all Rygel. He shook his head, but
couldn’t look anyone in the eye.

“And Ja’Teel?” I
asked.

“I saw him, my prince, but
from a very discreet distance,” Rygel replied. “He’s there, but
appeared dead on his feet. I think the fight and his translocation
took a great deal from him.”

“How long before he
recovers?” Ly’Tana asked, still scratching Bar’s ears. Bar sighed
in deep contentment, his raptor’s eyes half-shut.

Rygel offered a yea-nay gesture. “If Brutal
demands more from him as well as a hard ride on a horse, he may be
exhausted for a long while.”

Kel’Ratan scowled. “I still don’t understand
how you claim to be the strongest magician there is, yet when you
heal you’re out cold for days. Yet, you also fought the battle,
flamed away miles of dead trees and here you sit as fresh as a
bloody daisy.”

Rygel sighed. “I thought you understood.
Only healing magic drains me. It draws far more energy from my body
than ordinary magic. What I did today.” He gestured about him with
a slender hand. “Is the equivalent of Raine fighting three
gladiators in a row. Or you Kel’Hallans riding hard all day. I’m a
little tired, but hardly exhausted.”

“And Ja’Teel doesn’t have
your strength?” Ly’Tana asked.

“He’s not even in my
class.” Rygel grinned. “Nor did he study as I have. My higher skill
level allows me more finesse, as you will, with far less exertion.
When not studying and working my healing, I studied shape-shifting.
That was one of my favorite topics.”

“Turning yourself into
something else, you mean,” Ly’Tana said.

“Exactly, my
queen.”

I felt little surprise when Rygel cocked an
amber eye at me. “A subject I reckon I must be instructing
you in, I expect.”

“Turn yourself into a
rock,” I snapped. “They’re nicely quiet.”

Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan exchanged puzzled
glances. “What are you talking about, Rygel?” Ly’Tana asked.

“His Royal Wolfishness here
needs to acquaint himself with what he is,” Rygel said. “Sadly,
Princess, he’s in denial.”

“Rygel, braud,” I
growled. “I’m warning you.”

“Turn yourself into a
wolf.”

“I’ll turn you inside
out.”

“Why should Raine turn
himself into a wolf?” Ly’Tana asked.

My irritation rose when Arianne, of all
people, kicked the grey mare with her heels and pushed her way into
the mix. “He’s right, my brother,” she said, her glorious eyes
oddly shining. “It’s time.”

I pointed my finger at her. “I’m not above
turning you over my knee, little cat. Stay out of it.”

“Stay out of what?” Ly’Tana
nearly screamed.

“I won’t, Raine,” Arianne
snapped. She flung back her hair in defiance, her face, though
pale, glowered with a temper that equaled mine. “Rygel is only
trying to help.”

The Kel’Hallan crowd, baffled, confused,
watched the anger between us flare. Witraz and Alun exchanged a
baffled glance, while Rannon’s brows rose. Left and Right stared as
impassive as ever, though Yuri and Yuras smirked in embarrassed
confusion. Only Corwyn regarded me with the same impassiveness he
always showed.

“Anyone taking bets on who
draws steel first?” Kel’Ratan asked the air in general.

“I’m thinking the spitting
kitty, myself,” Witraz answered, with a wry grin, half-bowing
toward Arianne.

I scowled at them, their humor hardly
amusing. Yet, my anger had no effect at all. Not even Tor tried to
hide, but stared openly at me. Even Bar eyed me sidelong, eyes
gleaming with amusement. His lion tail flicked lazily back and
forth.

Ly’Tana’s frustration mounted. Her brow
puckered, her usually smiling lips turned down in a pretty scowl.
Pointedly turning her face from me, she slowly faced Rygel. Lifting
her hand gracefully, she snapped her fingers, garnering his instant
attention.

“Rygel,” she said, her tone
frosty. “You will tell me, this instant, what’s bloody going
on.”

Of course, that fool grinned. His hand to
his chest, he bowed low, an elegant move while still sitting in his
saddle with his leg cocked over the pommel. Only Rygel could manage
such a feat and make it look easy.

“As my queen commands,” he
murmured.

“Gods above and below,” I
muttered, cross.

“Be silent,” Ly’Tana
retorted. “You’ll get your turn to speak. Rygel.”

“My prince is
gai’tan,” Rygel said, with a lofty wave in my direction.
“He’s refusing to admit it, however.”

“You said that word
before,” she said. “Pray explain.”

“Without going into the old
legends,” he went on. “Some men are born with the soul of a wolf.
They can turn themselves into wolves at will. They are
gai’tan.”

“The werewolf,” Arianne
added.

“There are no such things
as werewolves,” Kel’Ratan snorted.

“Thank you.” I bowed toward
him.

“Ah, but you’re wrong,”
Rygel said. “Gai’tan do indeed exist and the wolves at the
monastery proved it.”

Now Ly’Tana turned to gawk at me, her jaw
loose. Kel’Ratan and the other warriors gaped like fools. Arianne
smiled in triumph. I rolled my eyes.

“A pack of wolves
frightened silly by the storm,” I grated through clenched teeth.
“It means nothing.”

“They recognized you,”
Arianne replied, her tone lofty. “They paid homage, to you. They
spoke to you, and you them.”

“Don’t be
absurd.”

“They did behave rather
oddly,” Kel’Ratan mused, stroking his red mustache.

“If anyone is interested in
camping for the night and eating dinner,” I said, reining Rufus
around, “they may join me. The rest of you can talk werewolves to
your hearts’ content. Here, and out of my sight.”

“Denial is a nice enough
place to visit,” Rygel called to my departing back. “I don’t
recommend taking up residence.”

“You’ll have to face it one
day, Raine,” Arianne said. “You should face it now, before it’s too
late.”

Without looking back, I flashed an obscene
gesture past my shoulder. Over Rygel’s laughter, I heard Arianne’s
gasp of outrage and Ly’Tana’s question. “What makes you so sure
he’s gai’tan?”

I ignored Rygel’s explanation, and walked
Rufus back into the woods. I listened for hoof beats and horses
pushing their way through the brush and scrub oak. Yet, the others
remained behind for their voices continued to ask the questions
only Rygel answered.

Soon, the sounds receded into the dim
distance. A mile along our back-trail, I found the small stream we
crossed earlier. As the trees opened up here in a wide area,
allowing plenty of space for grazing, tents and a fire, it made an
excellent camping spot. Room and forage for the horses, thick trees
all around to protect us from prying eyes.

What eyes? Surely not Brutal’s, for I knew
he was far too busy regaining control over his recalcitrant army
even now. The Tongu had no trail to follow. No one else hunted us.
No one else knew we were here, except—

The wolves know.

Don’t even go there, I told myself
sourly.

The fear I concealed from the others under
my anger, even from myself, crept out of hiding. My gut clenched.
The spit in my mouth dried to dust. My heart beat in hard, thick
strokes. Gai’tan. The word I recognized. The name my soul
reached for.

Gai’tan.

The werewolf.

Gai’tan.

The Chosen.

I flinched, my mind recoiling. The wolf
called me that. What Chosen? Chosen what? My hands shaking, I
dismounted and unbuckled Rufus’ girth. He turned one liquid brown
eye my way, and nuzzled my shoulder. I am not gai’tan, I
told myself. There were no such things as werewolves. Everyone knew
that. Even that idiot Kel’Ratan knew that.

In the distance, off to the north, a wolf
howled.

Of their own accord, my hands jerked. Loose,
the saddle slid off Rufus’s back to land with a thud in the grass.
Rufus eyed it dubiously, then yawned, revealing a long pinkly
muscled tongue lined with white teeth under the simple steel bit in
his mouth. I scented the sweet grassy odor of his breath.

I didn’t hear that, I said silently,
my fists clenched. A slender runnel of sweat oozed down my cheek.
I didn’t just hear words in that bugger’s yowling. I didn’t.
Gods above and below, I didn’t. My hands still shaking, I bent to
pick the saddle up.

The wolf howled again. “Chosen
One.”

Rather than seize it, I dropped to my knees
beside it. Covering my ears with my hands didn’t prevent the wolf’s
voice from entering both in my ears and within my mind. “Chosen
One. Heed us. We need you.”

Gods, make them stop. Make them stop!

Wolf song drifted on the light breeze.
“We call to you. Hear us.”

I clutched my arms about myself, hugging my
chest tight, tiny whimpers of panic escaping my clenched teeth.
Cease, damn you! I rocked back and forth, my fingernails
digging painfully into my fists, but I couldn’t stop.
Cease!

The light breeze carried the voice to my
sensitive earing. “Hear us. Come, Chosen One. We will teach
you.”

This isn’t happening. I am not a wolf. I am
a man. I am not a wolf. I am a man. I am not a wolf! I
am a man. I am a man!

Trembling, feeling as though I might vomit
right there on the grass, I chanted the mantra over and over, like
a prayer of protection. Sweat grew from a runnel to a river down my
brow and temples, stinging my tightly shut eyes. Or were they
tears? Nothing mattered save the immediate need to shut out the
wolves with my own recitation.

Deep within my mind, I sought for a door, a
barrier, anything that would block that hateful voice out. Just as
I blocked out physical pain, shunting it to a distant room until I
had time to deal with it, I forced the voices to the same place.
Using my terror as a wedge, I slammed home a mental barricade, a
solid obstruction between the wolves and my sanity.

Silence descended.

My aching chest reminded me I hadn’t drawn
breath for several long minutes. Dragging in a ragged gasp, I
breathed deep, choking through my throat that suddenly seemed too
tight. White spots danced maliciously behind my closed eyelids.

Relaxing enough to finally open my eyes, I
listened with both my ears and my head. I heard nothing but the
voices of my companions as they finally rode toward me, their
horses breaking through the underbrush. Panic struck anew. They
mustn’t see me like this, I thought, frantic. There’ll be no
end to the questions, the comments, the sidelong looks.

Rufus dropped his head to nuzzle my neck, as
though asking what was wrong.

Plenty, I thought, but didn’t say
aloud.

Pushing my way to my feet, I wiped tears and
sweat from my face with my hands. Drawing in a few more settling
breaths, I arranged my expression into one of bored neutrality.
That should work. See me? No worries. I’m just caring for my
horse.

I set my saddle off to one side by my packs
and saddlebags, and busied myself currying the sweat and grit from
Rufus’s hide. When Rygel lead the way under the trees into my camp,
he found me calm, collected and industrious. He grinned.

“I half-expected to find a
sword at my throat before now,” he commented, sliding down from his
saddle.

“Don’t tempt
me.”

Ly’Tana eyed me with concern, Kel’Ratan with
speculation, and Arianne with irritation. She hadn’t yet forgiven
me my obscene gesture, it appeared. The others trooped in with
salutes before dismounting and offering helping hands to Arianne
and Ly’Tana. Tor slid down from the grey mare’s rump.

Her eyes wide and knowing, Arianne marched
up to me. “You’re afraid of something. What is it?”

Under the interested stares of almost
everyone present, I lifted my brow, smiling a little. “I was afraid
you all got lost and I’d have to re-saddle my horse to come find
you.”

Flinging back her midnight hair, Arianne
strode so close she was forced to tilt her head all the way back on
her neck to see into my eyes. Her hair brushed my chest as I stared
down, my chin on my tunic.

“What frightened you?” she
demanded.

“I was frightened I’d get
Rufus all dirty.” I gestured toward his slick hide.

She stomped a tiny foot, infuriated. “You
must accept what you are. Do not shut the wolves out. Listen
to them. You have a task to perform.”

“I thought it was to keep
you safe,” I drawled, crossing my arms over my chest. “I
accomplished it.”

“You have another, far more
important. You are gai’tan.”

“Funny,” Kel’Ratan drawled,
glancing about. “I heard a wolf howling just now.”

“You mentioned a task
before,” Ly’Tana said. “Do you know what it is?”

Rather than answer, Arianne crossed her arms
over her meager breast and looked mulish. Her grey-blue eyes
sparked with her anger, so much like our father’s I almost
sighed.

“I do have a task,” I said
calmly.

“What?” Kel’Ratan asked,
suddenly interested.

“I must water my
horse.”

Turning my back, I lead Rufus toward the
small brook.

“You are insufferable!”
Arianne almost screamed.

“Incredible,” Rygel
commented. “She’s known him for almost a week and already has him
figured out.”

My earlier anger and fear dried my mouth
something terrible. As Rufus drank greedily from the happily
chuckling stream, I lay down on my belly amid the smooth rocks and
sucked down the chilling water. It tasted of sweet ambrosia, so
cold and heavenly I drank until my belly ached. Kneeling, I
splashed the clear icy water over my face and neck, scrubbing away
the old sweat.

Nor was I the only one who had that same
notion. Witraz appeared downstream with the reins of Ly’Tana’s
buckskin, Kel’Ratan’s bay and his own piebald in his grip. Rannon
and Alun joined us with their own mounts, plus Rygel’s black and
the grey mare.

“How’s the water?” Witraz
called.

“Delicious,” I
answered.

Alun swung his fist, but Witraz spun and
ducked in the same motion. With a swift roundhouse left, Witraz
took Alun’s breath with a sharp punch to his gut.

Leaving Alun to cough, holding his belly,
Witraz turned toward me, arms out. He bowed low, a low showman’s
bow he obviously learned from Rygel. He grinned from ear to ear,
his light brown hair swinging down past his face. “Your
Highness.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Witraz certainly
held the cup for drama when he felt like it, eclipsing Rygel at his
worst.

Leading Rufus, still laughing, I walked back
toward the clearing. I clapped a still wheezing Alun on the
shoulder as I passed him. I listened the pair of them wrangle
verbally, now that the physical blows had ceased.

“That was dirty,” Alun
commented when he could draw a gasping breath.

“I told you to quit hitting
me.”

“Learn some damn
respect.”

“Respect this, my
son.”

“You hit like a
girl.”

Still chuckling, I found the camp a busy
hive. Arianne and Tor unpacked food, laying out cold meat and
rounds of bread onto one of the deer hides collected and tanned at
the monastery. Kel’Ratan gathered and stacked wood, piling heavy
sticks and loose twigs in the center of a fire-pit ringed with
stones. Left and Right unsaddled and curried those horses not yet
taken to water. Astounded, I stood fascinated as they even stood in
the exact same place beside each horse and their brush strokes were
in perfect unison. I shook my head.

Yuri and Yuras, having cared for four more
horses, traded places with Witraz, Alun and Rannon, returning from
the stream. Alun scowled at Witraz, who fairly hummed with
satisfaction. I caught a half-salute and a quick wink sent in my
direction. The trio set the horses loose to graze where they will,
hobbling only Rygel’s gelding and the grey mare. I reckoned the
Kel’Hallan horses wouldn’t leave their masters. They then assisted
Tor with the food dispensing, arguing agreeably amongst
themselves.

Doubting Rufus would abandon me, I turned
him loose to find his supper. Ly’Tana, with Rygel’s help, set up
two small tents a short distance from the fire ring. I eyed them
dubiously.

“For you and Arianne?” I
asked.

She shrugged. “She can share one with me.
The other is for you.”

“I don’t think my royalty
need go that far,” I said, smiling. “Let Kel’Ratan have it. I’ll be
more than comfortable by the fire.”

She sniffed. “You’re royal. You should start
acting it.”

“I suspect you act royal
enough for both of us.”

Kel’Ratan guffawed from his place building a
fire. Rygel roared with laughter, staggering away, out of reach, of
Ly’Tana’s sudden fury. Arianne, predictably, giggled.

“Bastard,” Ly’Tana
hissed.

Seizing a chunk of wood from Kel’Ratan’s
stack, she lunged at me, swinging hard. As much as Witraz had, I
spun away, still laughing.

A warrior to the core, she followed me,
swinging, her attack fierce and furious. Had she landed a blow, I
might have suffered a broken bone or three. As it was, I ducked and
danced out of her reach, staying just out of harm’s way. From his
place just under the trees, Bar watched with awe. He still held his
left wing out, frozen in the act of preening it.

Ly’Tana finally swung too wide, leaving
herself exposed. I seized her within both my arms, pinning hers to
her ribs. Falling to my back, I took her down with me, her red-gold
hair cascading over us both. Shrieks of rage and violent curses
blistered my ears. Still laughing, I rolled until she lay under me,
listening to her call me every filthy name under the sky.

Keeping her pinned with my weight and my
left arm, I brushed her thick, sweet-smelling hair from her face. I
exposed her green eyes sparking fire, and grinned down into her
red, furious face.

“Boor,” she
spat.

“Wench.”

I nuzzled her nose with mine, still smiling.
That brought a lessening of the fury, and a slight relaxing of her
body. Yet her glare might fair split a granite boulder in
twain.

“You’re horrid,” she
snapped.

“I know,” I replied,
smiling. “But you love me anyway.”

She never could control her emotions.
Ly’Tana dissolved into helpless giggles, her laughter now as free
as her previous fury.

Her humor, as usual, infected me. I laughed
with her, delighting in the way her head fell back, her kitten
teeth flashing in the sun, her tears leaking from the corners of
her exotic angular eyes. Damn, but she was a treasure. She was a
gift to the earth from the gods themselves.

Still laughing, she kissed me full on my
mouth.

“I hate you,” she claimed,
drawing breath for the first time. Still laughing and kissing every
part of my face she could reach, she exclaimed, “I hate you, I hate
you, oh how I hate you.”

“Ah, m’lady,” I sighed,
nuzzling my lips under her jaw as she giggled and hiccupped.
“You’re breaking my heart.”

“Good.” Her tone tried to
snap, but the sound that emerged was more akin to a
squeak.

“Are you two through yet?”
Kel’Ratan asked caustically. “If so, there’s work to be done. It’s
getting dark.”

“Are we through?” I asked
her, my nose a fraction from hers.

“I’m not sure,” she managed
to drawl through her breathless giggles. She planted one more kiss
on my grinning lips. “Now we are.”

Standing up, I brought her to her feet with
my hand in hers. Ly’Tana, upright and brushing dust from her
leathers, noted for the first time the spectacle we’d just made of
ourselves. She blushed furiously. Not the embarrassing, volcano
spewing hot lava kind of blushes I always created. She turned a
delightful shade of pink. Only women could blush beautifully and
make it endearing.

“Show’s over,” she said to
the warriors, frozen in their tracks. “Everyone back to
work.”

With grins and salutes, they obeyed her. The
toil of building a suitable camp for the night resumed. Tor sorted
out cold pork and venison while Arianne set a pot of water on a
hook over the firewood in anticipation of a fire. Bar preened his
left wing again. Kel’Ratan grumbled sourly.

“This bloody wood is too
bloody wet,” he complained, striking his flint and steel again. The
spark withered and died. He struck again, only to have the same
result. The spark refused to ignite the rain-dampened
wood.

Suddenly, the wood whooshed into a huge
blaze. Sparks snapped out of the wet chunks, white smoke belting
upwards.

Startled, Kel’Ratan fell back, cursing,
diving away from the sudden heat, the licking flames.

He glared at Rygel. “That’s not funny.”

Rygel’s brows rose and his eyes widened in
the first sincere expression of bafflement I’d yet seen. “I didn’t
do it.”

“Whatever,” Kel’Ratan
growled. With a heavy stick, he arranged the blazing fire to his
satisfaction. “Don’t bother lying about it.”

“I swear,” Rygel said,
defensive. “I was busy over here.”

“Next time you want to
help,” Kel’Ratan snarled. “Don’t.”

Rygel, his mouth comically dropped, looked
around. “Who could—”

His tawny eyes fell on me and narrowed. I
whistled an aimless tune as I picked up Rufus’s right front leg to
examine his hoof.

“What did you—” he
began.

I winked at Ly’Tana. “I called fire once
before. I reckon I remembered how.”

Ly’Tana fled before the giggles caught her
again.











***






I lay dying.

Gasping, I struggled for breath, for life,
my paws catching, sliding, catching, sliding, off the cold floor of
the cavern. The hands about my neck tightened, tightened, their
grip shutting off all hope of breath. I snapped my jaws shut, my
fangs biting hard into its heavy neck. Its thick, hot gore squirted
into my mouth.

My eyes bulging in their sockets, I saw
Ly’Tana, broken, lying cheek down, her red-gold hair blackened with
blood from the huge gash in her head. Glassy, emerald eyes stared
blankly ahead at her killer. At what now killed me.

Where were the others?

Others.

Who they were I didn’t quite remember, but
knew Ly’Tana and I didn’t fight alone. Most probably they, too,
were dead from whatever killed Ly’Tana and now choked the life from
me.

Within moments, I’d be dead from whatever
had its vicious grip around my thick neck and heavy ruff, cutting
off all hope of breath. Just as I strangled the life from the lion
so many years ago. I killed the lion and now I paid full score for
that sin.

I struggled, trying to get my legs under me,
to use my massive weight to break the death grip the creature had
on me. Its strength made a jest of mine. I bit deeper, chewing
through its thick, corded muscle, seeking its vulnerable
carotid.

My sight dimmed, my lungs shut down.
Numbness cascaded down my body, down my legs and even into my tail.
My struggles were those of a newborn whelp in its mother’s jaws. My
panic, my fear grew as the darkness grew closer. No! I don’t
want to die!

Despite my thick fur, icy, bone-chilling
cold settled into my body, sank into my bones.

The cold fingers of death.

Ly’Tana!

My panic caused a brief stir in my paws, as
though I ran from my fear. Yet, I knew I moved not at all.

The hands squeezed tighter. I felt the bones
in my neck yield, bend, lean toward fracture. Anymore and they
would shatter like dead twigs.

Ly’Tana vanished. Only the cold and the
darkness remained.

Snap—
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