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Chapter One

Chovani






I snapped hard and fast, missing her ankle
by a hair.






Chovani leaped
back, her twisted features frozen in a snarl of rage. “You’ll die,
whelp,” she screeched. “You’ll die by inches, minutes. Every hour
shall feel like a lifetime of agony and horror.”

She pointed her single index finger.

Agony exploded across my face. It felt as
though a red-hot poker traced from my whiskers to just under my
eye, burning the tender sensitive skin, crisping, scorching. I
locked the impending scream deep within my throat, squeezing my
eyes shut against the horrible pain. I will never permit her the
satisfaction, I thought, my belly drawing tight, my paws
twitching, trying to rise and slay. I clenched my jaws, not even
permitting a snarl of defiance to emerge.

“Stay with it. Hang tough,
my son.”

“Do as the old wolf says,
boy,” Chovani crooned. “Oh, you’ll scream, you know, long and very
loud. It’s just a matter of time.”

Another flaming poker drew a long line from
my ribs, across my vulnerable flank, seeking the soft skin beneath
my coat. I spasmed, jerking, unable to even flinch away as the odor
of my own burnt flesh rose on the heels of the incredible wave of
pain. Can one pass out from pain? I wished fervently that I
could.

Darius didn’t speak, but my instincts
suddenly did. You have a magic she cannot touch.

I may not be able to break her cables with
magic. However, I could still change from wolf into man. That power
no witch on this earth could control.

Shifting shape quickly, my man’s form was
still bound to the cavern floor. However, the cables, once taut,
now drooped, lax and loose. One swift motion freed my right hand. I
reached for and found my human weapons. I could, and did, whip my
dagger from its sheath. In a move faster than she dodged, I slashed
the tendons behind her right knee. Hamstrung like a sheep, Chovani
screamed and almost fell. She kept her balance and her upright
stance with an effort.

Tossing the knife, I switched from holding
the hilt to gripping the blade with my fingers. A single flick of
my very strong wrist sent it hurtling through the near darkness. I
aimed for her throat, but she flinched a millisecond before
impact.

The blade buried itself into the soft flesh
beneath her right collarbone.

Chovani screamed again, her jaws yawning
wide, her head thrown back. I caught a quick flash of her tonsils,
a vast gasp of her fetid breath. Her pale fingers clutched the
hilt, fell away, crawled back and splayed across the growing
bloodstain on her ragged, filthy gown. Grievously injured in two
places, she staggered, bleeding, no doubt in as much pain as I
was.

As my wolf body was so much larger than my
human form, the cables all but lay limp across my body. Still bound
to the cavern floor, but with enough time and plenty of wriggling,
I knew I could escape out from under their clinging grasp.

Chovani shrieked with a rage, a hate and a
fury I’d never before found directed toward me. Discovering me on
the verge of casting off her carefully designed trap, she advanced
toward me, blood in her eye. She yanked my dagger from her thin
chest and cast it, quivering, into the dirt at her feet. Pale,
blood-stained fingers stretched toward me, reaching, grasping. My
heart jolted in my chest, and a niggle of fear caressed my spine.
If she regained control of me, I’d pay very dearly indeed for the
injury I caused her. Far more than I already had.

I pushed up on the cables, scooting out from
under their tight tension. Only my legs hung up. I kicked and
scrambled, rolling over onto my hands and knees to make a quick
dash for it. I glanced back.

Screeching with the fury of a thousand
demented daemons, Feria blasted into her face.

“No!” Chovani cried,
holding up her arms to shield her one remaining, vulnerable
eye.

Her wings wide behind her like an avenging
angel, Feria reared back, balancing on her lion hind legs and her
tail. Eagle arms spread wide for balance and attack, she shrieked
her challenge. She didn’t wait for a response, but cut her left
hand sideways from left to right in front of her.

Chovani ducked and rolled, all in the same
motion.

As quickly as Chovani protected herself,
Feria proved the faster.

Feria’s talon, so adroit in drawing designs
in the soil, slashed across Chovani’s scarred features. Her single
useful brown eye died under Feria’s razor-blade talon.

Blinded, screaming in an inarticulate voice,
Chovani stumbled back, away from me, trying in vain to mend her
ripped eyeball with her fingers. Blood poured down her face in a
red river, coated her hands, and wet her gown’s neck.

Blind, in fury, Chovani blasted her magic
toward Feria. A black mass exited her fingers, rushing toward my
friend, enveloping the small cave. Though I tried to counter it
with a blast of my own, it didn’t even hiccup as it sped toward
Feria.

Almost leisurely, Feria stepped aside.

Her stroke struck the far wall a rod from
Feria’s tail. Its impact sent a deluge of dark dirt, broken rock
and splintered tree roots exploding outward with a low coughing
roar. Loose soil cascaded over me in a wide shower, bits of rock
hammering the ground around my body.

Unharmed, not even alarmed, Feria screeched
again, swept her right talon crossways and slashed a deep cut
across Chovani’s mouth.

Her cheeks gaping wide in a bloody, horrid
clown’s grin, Chovani stumbled back, falling away. She clumsily
stepped on her own gown and ripped it from her shoulders. The
tatters fell away to reveal a nauseatingly pale, fish-belly white
skin, bulging belly and sagging breasts.

Ripping a rag to stem the rapid flow of
blood, Chovani stood all but naked, staunching her wounds. Blind,
yet still a threat, she reached out a hand, a pointing finger, to
mark my Feria.

“I’ll kill you! You bitch,
I’ll kill you.”

Without enough room to fly in, Feria
answered Chovani’s challenge with a screech of defiance: kill me
before I kill you.

“So help me, I will,”
Chovani whispered.

Catch me first.

As I kicked in the dirt, casting off the
binding cables, Feria spread her wings enough to leap into the air,
her feathers brushing the far walls of the cave. Deftly avoiding
yet another deadly blast of dark power, she used not her talons
this time, but her clenched fist. She knocked Chovani into the rock
and root wall. Chovani staggered under the impact, dazed and most
definitely confused.

A jagged hole in the earthen cavern broke
open on the heels of the resulting explosion. Unable to support the
heavy soil and rocks above, the wall collapsed. Tumbling down in an
avalanche, the terrain above fell into Chovani’s hole, filling it
rapidly.

The ground began to shake.

“Get out, boy. Get her
out.”

“Feria,” I screamed, at
last scuttling out from beneath the last of the clinging cables.
“Up. Fly, you idiot, fly out of here.”

Feria screeched as dirt slid down the walls
to pile on the floor. Like the earthquake that sent Ly’Tana
headlong into a raging river, the earth shook itself like an otter
shakes water from its fur. Loose soil cascaded down in a dark
avalanche, loose stones rolled downhill to plunge into the
cavern.

I stood on two feet, feeling the floor
undulate beneath me. “Get out,” I yelled.

Feria screamed back: What about
you?

“I’m right behind you!
Just go.”

Taking me at my word, Feria rose straight
into the air, her wings slow and ponderous, working harder than
ever to lift her heavy body higher. Unable to circle, no warm
updrafts to grant her much needed lift, she struggled for every
foot of height. Those valiant wings stroked up and down, sweeping
loose dust and dirt into my eyes and ears, but I hardly cared. Her
neck stretched to its limit, her eagle’s green eyes slitted with
effort, she climbed up and up, claiming the air as her own. Into
the winter sunshine she flew, free and safe.

The illusion above must have vanished, for
she circled over the rim, chirping anxiously, calling to me.

I hesitated, turning back.

“What? Get out of here,
damn you.”

Chovani struggled to regain her breath.
Fresh blood covered her face, her small bosom. Blinded, in agony,
she fought to rise, to wield her powers. At her weakest, her magic
stilled, she failed to realize the bitter fangs of her vengeance
were long drawn. I snatched up my dagger and shoved it into my
belt. I could kill her with one swift sweep of my sword. I drew
it.

“She’s not for you. Go
now.”

“What do you mean? If I
don’t kill her now, everything we’ve worked for will be at
risk.”

“I know. But her death
won’t be at your hands.”

“Don’t be a fool, I can do
this.”

“My son, go. Go
now.”

I slammed my sword into its sheath with an
oath. “This is a mistake, Darius.”

“I’ll not have you slay a
helpless woman.”

“She’s not –“

“She’s as helpless now as
those whelps she murdered. Should you slay her now, evil shall walk
forever at your side, boy. Trust me in this. Her stain shall not
touch you. Not while I yet live and breathe, it won’t.”

“But –“

“Do as I say.”

The earth tilted at a serious angle, all but
knocking me to the floor. Feria screamed from on high, begging me
to come out of this hellhole. Chovani’s body rolled helplessly to
one side as the ground rose up. I staggered, catching my balance,
my arms pin wheeling.

“Go. The quake created a
pathway.”

I saw instantly what he meant. The dirt slid
from above at a sharp angle, piling high with every undulation of
the earthquake. Like a steep ramp, the soil and loose rocks lead
upward into the blue sky and freedom. Human legs would work hard
and yet still not manage the steep climb. Not before the entire
cavern imploded, anyway.

Wolf legs might.

Changing forms, I raced up the ramp, the
loose dirt clinging to my legs. Fighting for every inch, every
foot, every lunging step, I rose upward, high and higher. Below me,
the cavern walls fell inward, huge boulders and sharp tree roots
cascaded down, filling the cave as water fills a deep well. If
Chovani lived, surely she was buried under all that mess.

The loose soil dragged at me, pulling me
backward into its clinging grip. Death lay within its clutches. I
fought on, Feria’s encouraging shrieks in my ears. My tongue
lolled, panting, in effort.

Feria’s sharp beak and feathered head and
neck appeared against the deep winter blue sky, her wings
half-furled behind her shoulders. Sliding backward, I dug my paws
in, bunching my hindquarters. Just another – few – feet –

My paws seized hold of the cavern’s rim the
moment the cave below me fell away. My heavy wolf body swung out
over empty space. Only my claws digging into solid mother earth
kept me from my death’s drop.

I risked a swift glance over my shoulder.
There was no more cavern. The avalanche of dirt fell into the
deepest black, an endless pit where not even the sound of stones
striking bottom emerged. Should I lose my grip, I’d die before I
hit whatever lay down there. No doubt my heart would give out
completely before then.

My claws, dug deep into the cavern’s rim,
slid backward. My heart jolted within my chest. That slim grip I
owned couldn’t possibly hold my massive weight. In desperation, I
let go with my right paw, hanging on dangerously, precariously with
my left. In a huge reach, I found a new hold in solid earth with my
right claws.

Not enough –

I changed forms in a blink. Human hands
grabbed better than wolf toenails. I seized hold of a rock,
grunting with effort, sweat stinging my eyes. Throwing out my left
hand, I sought for a root, a rock, anything that I could use to
inch my way forward, handhold by handhold, out of the gaping maw.
My fingers dug down into soil, my fingernails peeling back. I bit
my tongue against a cry at the exquisite pain. My body, lighter
than it was, was yet too heavy for my feeble grip.

The rock loosened. My left hand, digging
furrows in the stony dirt, slid backward as gravity’s clutches
dragged at me.

Too late –

An eagle’s talon swept down, grasping my
right wrist in a savage grip.

Feria’s golden beak and slitted green eyes
bent down, a mere rod from my gasping face.

Angel’s wings spread wide, Feria gasped with
effort, her lion’s muscular half taking on my incredible,
impossible, weight. On three legs, Feria clawed and fought her way
backward, dragging my arm with her.

My hand numb and my shoulder on fire, I
gained a few inches, then a foot, then a serious rod of firm, if
still quivering earth. Hitching my lower body sideways, I caught
hold of the cave’s rim with my right foot. Digging in deep, I
thrust my body forward -

– and fell, sprawling, in
an undignified heap at Feria’s feet.

Releasing my wrist, she backed away, furling
her wings. She squawked a weary question: was I all
right?

“I’ll let you know,” I
replied, panting, lying on my side. The agony of my fall, Chovani’s
torment, shunted into the background as Feria and I fought to
escape, woke and flamed down my back and legs. My face and flank,
burning anew and bleeding, screamed with the voice I refused to
allow. I bit back a groan.

The ground continued to shake and tremble,
heaving like my belly at the thought of that witch slaying and
eating nine wolf infants. The trees about us shivered as great
fissures broke among them, hurtling rocks and loose dirt into the
air. A shattering roar split the tense silence.

“Well done, but keep
moving. Her wrath isn’t finished.”

“Isn’t she
dead?”

“Don’t be foolish, boy.
Run like hell.”

Scrambling to all four paws, I bolted,
turning my head back over my shoulder. “Feria!” I howled. “Fly,
fly!”

At my sudden and swift departure, Feria
screamed and launched herself skyward. She mounted the wind, rising
higher and higher, catching one of those wonderful, life-giving
updrafts. Those mighty wings swept her up and past me, her beak
angling down, her green eyes confused. She cut sideways to avoid
slamming into a very tall pine, then swung back to wing low, just
over me.

At least she’s safe up there, I
thought, running as hard as I could with my face and back half
screeching as loud as Feria in one of her snits. Behind my leaping
paws, the deep fissures breaking the earth apart followed at the
speed of a galloping horse. Pines, firs, scrub oak, boulders,
chipmunks, rabbits, those few deer I blew past before they might
bolt, fell into the widening caverns below. A scavenging black bear
yowled like a cat as it tumbled headlong into the dark depths.

Fire belched upward, licking the still
living trees, setting alight the thorny bushes, deep green pine,
firs, and late blossoms of dogwood and wild roses.

“Up the mountain.
Hurry.”

Heeding Darius’ terse advice, I galloped up
the eastern side of the mountain where the pigs, so very long ago,
dined on acorns. Loose rocks tumbled out from behind my flying
paws. Feria winged low over my head, calling, asking questions as I
galloped up and up. I sailed over chunks of broken granite, dodged
scrub trees, scuttled under the rocky overhang where Feria said the
pigs feasted. With my back and legs praying for mercy, I ran on,
ever up, scattering birds, deer and elk, and perhaps those very
hogs Feria craved, before me. The crest loomed just ahead, nothing
less than solid granite boulders, broken with stunted trees growing
bravely amid them. I floundered up and through them, forced to a
leaping walk, jumping from one huge boulder to another, climbing
ever higher. Circling overhead, Feria called to me, but I ignored
her for the moment.

The mountain’s roots were deep, deep enough
to withstand Chovani’s temper tantrum. The mountain shivered, yet
stood massive and unconcerned as the earthquake tried in vain to
bring it to its mighty knees. Pausing, panting, I risked a glance
behind and down.

The red-hot, flaming fissures ceased at the
mountain’s base. Their smoldering fires set alight dry thickets and
downed deadwood. Green pine and lone stunted scrub oak denied the
flames their meal, though they smoked aplenty. None but a few dead
trees truly burned, while the rest endured the insult with
equanimity.

Like the fingers of a hand spread wide, the
cracks in the earth reached the mountain, seeking its heart. The
mountain, unburnable, stood fast, unimpressed. Chovani, if it were
indeed the witch’s power and not simple chance, waved the white
flag of defeat.

I watched from high above, the red-orange
glow burning dully within the steep fissures. As though cooled by
an unseen river, they faded at once and vanished. ‘Twas as though
the hand of someone unseen had splashed water on them, drowning
their fury. Smoke and steam vented upward, and I heard a faint
hissing from far below.

“You’re safe
now.”

I collapsed on the rocks, gasping for
breath, under the bright sunlight of midafternoon. “Gods, I hope
so.”

Chirping, clicking her beak, Feria landed
beside me and furled her wings. Stepping delicately closer, she
peered down and nudged my shoulder with her beak. Her next chirp
rose on a question: Is it over?

“Yes,” I groaned, hurting
all with every nerve ending.

Feria hissed. I can’t understand
you.

I sighed and changed clothes. The pain
didn’t diminish one jot. Sitting up on the hard boulder, I clutched
my arms over my aching ribs, my butt on the granite boulder
screaming loud and clear. Blood dripped down my cheek, more pooling
into my breeches from the flaming cut over my ribs and belly. My
lower legs and ankles swelled under my boots, straining the hard
leather. I dared not take them off, for I may not get them back
on.

Sniffing, inquiring, Feria inspected me from
my toes to my hair. She closely examined my face, her right talon
flicking my hair away from my burn. Clicking her beak, she stroked
her hand down my legs, a caress. Her green eyes glowed soft and
concerned. She chirped: I’m worried about you.

I couldn’t help but raise a grin. “No
worries, lass. Nothing broken.”

“You’ll have to heal
yourself.”

“I know,” I breathed,
swiping blood from my chin. “In time. Right now I just want to rest
a bit.”

Feria crooned, her tone soothing and sweet,
and I felt the last of my worries fall away. We were safe up here
and Chovani, this time at least, tasted defeat yet again.

Grinning, I rubbed Feria’s face with love
and affection. “How did you find me down there?”

She proceeded to tell me all about it, with
chirps, hisses, clicks and short screeches, her language flying
right over my head. I supposed she’d just told me she used not just
her sight, but her keen hearing and sense of smell to locate me
under what appeared to be solid ground. No doubt she tested it, and
discovered no ground at all, but a natural sinkhole in the earth.
She heard Chovani speak, knew she trapped me, and learned what the
witch planned for my future.

The rest, they say, is history.

“I owe you one, my girl,”
I said softly, my unburned cheek against hers.

Feria crooned again, her singsong voice
lulling me toward sleep. I fought it off, not ready to succumb to
its sweet temptations just yet. I had too many questions and too
few answers.

I clasped my hand over her beak, stilling
her. “Not now, baby girl. Later, all right?”

She huffed and nodded, pulling her beak from
my grip.

“What do you need to
know?”

“Will she try
again?”

“I think not. She’s fully
blind now. Your knife stroke crippled her. In time, she’ll heal,
but nothing can replace her eyes or repair the damage to her leg.
Greater yet, her powers that be are no doubt very disappointed in
her.”

“She’s immortal
then?”

“Not exactly. She can be
killed, it’s just terribly difficult to accomplish it. If her
masters lose interest in her, or if she fails them, she’ll no
longer have their power to reinforce her own. When that time comes,
she’s as human and mortal, as, er, you.”

“What the bleeding hell
are witches?”

“Pay attention, there’ll
be a quiz later.”

I sighed, biting off a choice expletive.

“Humans crave power, do
they not?”

“I suppose.”

“Your pal Brutal seeks to
dominate the world, becoming the most powerful man its ever
known.”

“Get on with it. I’m
bleeding.”

“Some align with evil
forces. Chovani is an excellent example. She sells her soul to the
highest bidder, gains the next best thing to immortality. With her
new power, fueled by evil, she romps across the world bringing evil
with her.”

“Influencing Metavas for
instance?”

“Exactly. She commits evil
wherever she can, yet seeks even more power from those who sold it
to her. They may grant her demands, or they may call in their
marker.”

“So evil wins?”

“Don’t be absurd. On the
opposite end of the spectrum, there are witches who align
themselves with good spirits. Again, they are but spirits in
another dimension who love the world and seek to expand the good in
it.”

I shut my eyes. “Angels?”

“Er, the term isn’t quite
right, but might apply for this conversation. With the subtle power
these witches are given, they strive to defeat evil.”

“Good witches, bad
witches.”

“Indeed. There’s always a
balance between good and evil. The Lords insist upon
it.”

My energy level subsided at the same rate my
pain rose.

I squinted into the sun. Late afternoon.
Just enough time for Feria to hunt up some supper before cold dark
set in. If she was lucky, she might obtain a pig or two.

“Go hunt,” I said, my
voice thick. “While you’re gone I think I’ll see what I can do
about Chovani’s little torments.”

Feria hissed, her ears flat.

“You worry too much. By
the time you get back here, I’ll be sound asleep.”

Unwilling to leave me, but knowing she could
do little to help, Feria paced slowly to the topmost granite
boulder. A twisted tree the size of a tall rosebush brushed her
massive shoulder as she spread her wings. She glanced back, peering
under her white and brown feathers.

“I’m not hungry. Knock
yourself out, girlfriend.”

She chirped a brief farewell.

Dropping off the boulder, she vanished from
sight. I sighed, catching my breath on a sharp jab of pain over my
back and ribs. Limping upright, I staggered a short length down,
off the granite mountain top, to a huge pine tree whose branches
started a rod or so up its trunk. The softer area under its thick,
overhanging limbs offered a much nicer spot to rest and a shelter
of sorts. I much preferred sleeping on dirt and pine needles than
solid rock.

I wiped sluggish blood from my cheek. “The
witch will die,” I said softly.

“One day.”

“Promise me.”

“My oath.”

“If you don’t, I will.
Even if I have to come back from the grave.”

“When that happens, I’ll
hold your coat.”

With night coming soon, and with it its
bitter mountain cold, I changed into my wolf’s clothes. My pelt
would protect me as I slept. I dropped into my trance, feeling my
pain ebb, finding my calm center.

“Well, here goes
nothing.”




 Chapter
Two

The Cursed Ones






I nudged Mikk into a swift trot, passing
Kel’Ratan and Rygel,

who eyed me sidelong, but didn’t speak.

Riding up behind
Rufus, I bowed my head and hissed into Arianne’s shoulder.

“You’re pissed,” I
muttered, my face lowered. “Scowl. Your retinue has deserted you.
When the royals ride near, complain. You’re a princess used to
being waited on hand and foot. Suddenly, you’ve no henchmen to
guard your life.”

“Add in a little fear,”
Kel’Ratan suggested.

“He’s right,” Rygel added.
“Beg the soldiers to protect you. You’re Brutal’s cousin, after
all.”

“You, there,” Arianne
cried, waving at a band of purple-and-gold horsemen.

They rode past, spurring hard, saluting in
quick deference.

None stopped, however.

“I’ll wager that
lieutenant told them to leave us alone,” I said to my
reins.

My reins didn’t answer but Kel’Ratan did.
“You’re too smart for a slave.”

“Zhou retainers don’t
necessarily put loyalty first and would truly seek the wealth
offered by accosting innocent merchants,” Rygel added. “Who
wouldn’t desert under these circumstances?”

“Dammit, I need help
here,” Arianne called to yet another patrol.

These brave boys waved and bowed over their
pommels, at the same time their leader demanded a token from a
merchant wearing the crescent moon badge of the jewelers’ guild.
The merchant, his mules stopped in their tracks, his pair of merc
guards yawning into their fists, paid his ‘travel pass’ into the
greedy palm of the patrol leader with a tight-lipped
expression.

“Those boys pay heavy
taxes into the High King’s treasury,” Rygel explained. “I’d be a
trifle irritated, too, if forced to pay taxes twice.”

“What is it with folk
these days?” Arianne fumed, riding past the stopped patrol. “I
swear on Usa’a’mah’s altar those rogues will feel my ropes about
their necks.”

A poor peddler, bent almost in half by the
weight of the huge pack on his back, froze in horror as Arianne
bore down on him at the trot. No doubt he heard her words, her
threat, and knew she’d vent her royal wrath on his hapless
body.

When Rufus passed him by with nothing but a
derisive snort, the simple man gaped as the rest of us royal
minions swept past him, our mounts kicking dirt and dung into his
face. I glanced back over my shoulder, witnessing first-hand his
anger, his closed-fisted rage. My hair streaming over my face, I
watched him discover a derisive laugh for the royal princess whose
retainers decamped for better pay.

“Let’s hope they laugh
their asses off,” Rygel said, his voice muted. “If they’re
laughing, they aren’t watching.”

“More laugh, less watch,”
Arianne repeated. “Got it.”

The desert grew more and more crowded the
closer we rode to Ararak. Wagon trains and caravans of horses and
camels and any other beast that could carry or haul goods kicked up
the offensive dust with feet and hooves. Sabbathians quarreled,
while scantily clad Zhous and their white feathers drifted into and
out of the tent city. I recognized folk from other nations: Jinns
riding dusty mules, noses pierced with gold rings; Yuons strode
among the vendors with whips tied to their belts. These people
mingled with individuals dressed in costumes from Khalidian
provinces I’d never seen before.

Dark-skinned men with high, colorful turbans
wrapped around their heads, gold hoops in their ears and black
beards flowing down their chests rode small, prancing horses.
Half-naked women dressed in filmy silks wore slender delicate
silver chains about their bellies and large gems in their navels
chatted in a loose group as they walked toward Ararak.

I recognized no few Arcadians along the
Route, riding horses or mules, talking and laughing, trading or
buying. As the border lay a hundred or so leagues from Ararak, that
shouldn’t come as a surprise.

“When we find a horse or
mule trader,” Rygel said, scowling thunder over his shoulder as
though berating me, “let me do the talking. As Her Highness’s
steward, I’d be expected to do her trading for her.”

“You do know a good horse
from the ass end of a donkey?” Kel’Ratan asked.

“If he needs help, I can
give it,” Shardon said, his lips and jaw barely moving.

Rygel clearly didn’t know who needed his
derisive snort more, Kel’Ratan or Shardon, and divided his
irritation between them.

“I rode before I walked,”
he replied coldly.

“That don’t mean
–“

I giggled into my hair.

“Damn you,” Arianne
called, her voice high and strident. “Come back here!”

The passing patrol either didn’t hear or
pretended they didn’t, and kicked up more dust as they galloped
past. As the entire vicinity roiled with dust and filth, none felt
offended enough to curse them. No few Jinns, Sabbathians, Zhous,
Khalidians paused to bow low as she passed, while many Arcadians
merely stared openly.

A band of warriors wearing turbans and light
scarves over the lower halves of their faces rode past in the
opposite direction. Colorful cloaks fell from their shoulders to
their heels, their robes flapping in the wind their loping horses
created. Girt with scimitars, recurve bows and bristling quivers of
arrows hanging from their pommels, they looked fierce and tough.
Dark eyes over their scarves eyed us with disdain as they passed
and vanished.

I recognized immediately who they were:
desert tribesmen.

From behind my red-gold curtain, I noticed a
few men, banded tightly together wearing outlandish clothes made of
rough skins, watched us ride past. Their hair, long and dark, hung
in tangled skeins past their shoulders. Their dark skin and slanted
black eyes told me nothing of their origins. Since they wore hot
leather in the desert, that suggested they originated in the
northern parts of the world.

“Ja Mata,” Kel’Ratan
muttered, his blue eyes glowing hot.

I started. Those men were the very
barbarians whom Metavas invited in to raid and subdue Connacht.
Raine’s enemies. My enemies.

I flicked a quick glance over my shoulder
after we passed them, but they’d long since found something else to
stare at. We were of no more consequence than anyone else.

Slavers drove long lines of slaves chained
to one another, riding skinny horses and cracking their whips. If a
slave stumbled and fell, the nearest slaver whipped him to his feet
again. I grit my teeth in anger. The poor wretches appeared
half-starved, open sores running with filth and infection. Once
sold, these slaves may find masters who cared for them, but I knew
kind owners were a rarity.

Trading began half a league from Ararak’s
gates. Men haggled over goods there in the sand, many sitting
behind blankets stretched before them, their products on display.
No few sat on the ground behind low tables, cloths of cotton or
light wool hung on posts shielded them from the worst of the sun. A
few more prosperous traders actually owned shelters of wicker,
bargaining and calling from inside decent shade.

Our pace slowed to a walk with both foot and
animal traffic converging on us from both directions. Men, and no
few women yelled, cried, shouted and haggled and conducted business
at roughly the tops of their lungs. Khalidian patrols rode singly
or in pairs or groups of three or four, eyeing the surging masses
with disillusion.

Though people and animals pressed close to
either side, Arianne never cringed or faltered. Kel’Ratan and Rygel
rode to either side of her, their hands on their hilts, prepared
for danger. My faithful Left and Right casually urged their mounts
to either side of me as though by accident. Tor, the only one
riding single, trotted his grey mare between Arianne in front and
me in the rear after catching my eye and the jerk of my head.

“Take the next right,
after the butcher,” Rygel advised to Arianne in a low
voice.

“You there,” she called,
waving at a band of four or five mercenaries, standing in the shade
of a tent tavern made of coarse, brightly colored cloth. Beer mugs
in their hands, their muted conversation halted as they glanced up,
hearing her voice. “Are you fellows perchance seeking
employment?”

By the quick shakes of their heads,
self-conscious half-shrugs, they told me, if not Arianne, they
lied. They wanted, needed a job, but they’d starve before hiring on
to Brutal’s cousin. I daresay I couldn’t blame them. Those near to
Brutal found death rather than prosperity.

Arianne altered her course to the right,
bearing down on the butcher’s shop. Following Arianne, Ararak
itself lay not directly in front of Mikk’s ears any longer, but now
ahead on my left. A wood fence circled the town for as far as I
could see, with Khalidian soldiers at the wide entrance. But if
they inspected anyone coming or going, I never saw it. They lounged
at their ease, chatting amiably.

Under my hair, I gazed with curiosity at the
tent city, if I could call it that. Narrow dirt lanes divided the
tents, which had been pitched in quite organized rows, to my
surprise. Given the chaos of the place, I expected people to pitch
tents wherever they pleased. Not all of them were white, of course.
Most were of tans and browns or greys, while some had colors I
couldn’t quite determine as to the layers of grit they carried.

The tent city and its chaos fell behind as
the stock markets outside the wooden fences reared their ugly
heads. As the foot and animal traffic cleared with the open
terrain, Arianne pushed her horse into a trot, the rest of us
trailing close behind her.

All around the outer spiked wooden fence lay
corrals and beasts for as far as my eye could see. Men inspected
horses’ teeth, examined legs, dickered with the sellers. Buyers
purchased small cattle herds, former owners opening gates to allow
their sold animals to be herded away. Camels brayed and spit. Men
loaded patient, newly purchased mules with packs. In the distance,
new herds available for sale approached the pens, kicking up the
desert dust in great clouds.

Arianne led us down a wide avenue, livestock
pens groaning with beasts bought and sold to either side. No few
prospectors wandered up and down, eyeing possible purchases before
moving on. Hawkers called to them, waving their arms in come-hither
gestures. The Khalidian livestock market healthy and
thriving, I surmised.

“I think I see a likely
prospect,” Rygel said, his mouth over his shoulder.

With a subtle gesture, he guided Arianne
toward a low-fenced corral of horses, their owner sitting
cross-legged at a small table set up in the dusty dirt.

I eyed the beasts with disillusion. They ate
wispy, moldy hay, brackish water filled a few buckets here and
there. Their ribs showed nearly every bone, fleshless withers stuck
up against the sky like blades. Their tails swished dispiritedly at
the ever present flies, with little energy for much else. The horse
trader looked up, at first with irritation, then with glee as
Arianne and her diminished entourage bore down on him.

“Greetings, Your
Highness,” the trader said, standing up to bow low over his table.
“My name is Yelele of Zestret. How may I serve you?”

Yelele wasn’t a tall man, and from what I
could see behind his dirty desert robes almost as emaciated as
Brutal. Thin, lanky brown hair fell to his shoulders from under a
turban that once might have been dark red, but now appeared
washed-out and stained. His cheeks and chin sprouted sparse
whiskers the same shade as his hair. He smiled with broken teeth,
yet his lively brown eyes held a sharp intelligence and shrewdness.
He knew his business, and certainly knew a sucker when he saw one.
Rygel better be on his toes.

As instructed, Arianne acted the brainless,
irritated twit. “I need horses,” she intoned loftily. “I must needs
recruit more men. My own deserted me, the disloyal vermin.”

“I’m certain I have the
noble steeds Her Royal Highness needs,” Yelele vowed, once more
bowing low.

“Those fools think that my
royal cousin pays more than I,” Arianne sniffed, wiping her lips
with a silk kerchief. “They will learn soon enough the perils of
their folly.”

“I’m certain –
“

“On my horses, too,”
Arianne went on, sniffing. “That’s horse theft, a hanging offense.
I’ll hang them high, when I get my hands on those cowards. You can
count on it.”

“I have – “

“Do you know the royal
soldiers refused to help me?” she asked suddenly, her voice pitched
high and fearful.

“I doubt –“

“I begged and pleaded with
them, but they pretended not to notice me in my peril.”

“Your –“

“I’ll tell the King, so I
will,” Arianne said softly, her tone confiding. “He likes
crucifixion. His Synn’jhani will rout the traitors and I’ll have
satisfaction.”

“If Your Highness will
–“

“My royal cousin and I are
very close,” she said, her voice low, yet excited. “We played
together as children. He loves me and will do anything for
me.”

“I’m sure –“

“Anything at all,” Arianne
said, her glorious eyes on the distant horizon, her voice soft.
“And I mean, anything.”

Yelele gulped, beads of sweat dotting his
formerly dry brow and upper lip. I grinned inwardly, suspecting
Yelele of Zestret had wished this mad relation of the High King had
gone anywhere but to his corrals.

“I can assure Your
Highness –“

“Oh, this desert sun has
given me a headache,” Arianne moaned, the back of her hand held
dramatically to her brow, her eyes squinting. “Steward – oh, rat it
– I forgot your name again. Do purchase some horses for me. I know
this gentleman is honest.”

“How – “ Rygel
began.

“He came highly
recommended, fool. Get me those horses before I die of heat
seizure. Didn’t I tell you how much I hate the desert? All that
sun. Slave, attend.”

Arianne reined her stallion around, leaving
Rygel to face the sweating trader with only Kel’Ratan at his
shoulder. Corwyn also walked his horse behind her, the aging family
retainer ready to assist her down from her mount. Once she stood on
the ground, Tor also dismounted to hold not only her horse but
Corwyn’s ugly roan. The roan’s ears informed Tor of his irritation,
while Tor edged away from his teeth. Rufus could often be just as
ugly, but his contentment with his new mistress gave him a whole
new attitude. Tor held his bridle without concern for his life.

Around us, the trading continued, the sheer
volume enough to give me a headache. At least I could peer
under my ratty hair and look around without seeming to. Corwyn
stood to my left and slightly behind me, his big body shielding me
from many eyes.

With a silken fan Right – or maybe Left –
dug up from somewhere, I cooled Arianne in its soft breeze while
the other twin found and opened a sun umbrella. I waved the fan in
her face, creating a soft breeze as the twins stood silent under
the merciless sun, keeping her royal skin in the shade. Her back to
the trader, Arianne smirked, pleased with herself.

“This is just too easy,”
Arianne said under a low, breathy chuckle, brushing imaginary dust
from her brocade.

“Don’t let it go to your
head,” I advised, my tone for her ears only. “Cockiness gets you
killed.”

Arianne sniffed. “Party pooper.”

“Guilty as
charged.”

I listened with rapt attention as Rygel
began negotiations.

“My lady needs five
animals,” Rygel said, his voice lofty and cold.

“Your Grace can see I have
very fine horses to offer him,” Yelele replied, all but rubbing his
hands together.

I hope that bugger knows what he was
facing, I thought. But he probably doesn’t. I doubted anyone
had taken advantage of Rygel since he’d learned to talk.

“All I see here are
potential meals for my lady’s hounds,” Rygel snapped.

“Allow me to show you
their quality,” Yelele answered smoothly, taking Rygel gently by
the elbow. His other hand swept out in a wide invitation to step
forward, toward the horses.

Together, out of my earshot, Rygel and the
little man walked among the small herd, talking, inspecting,
arguing. These won’t have the strength we need, I thought.
What was Rygel thinking?

Surreptitiously, I glanced around at the
other horses I saw nearby. Some were as bony as these, while more
had some meat on their bones. Yet, upon closer inspection, the fat
ones appeared to have more problems than the thinner ones. Open
sores, bowed tendons, poorly cared for feet, narrow chests, dicey
hocks were just the beginning. Another closer inspection of Rygel’s
choices gave Rygel some credibility in my eyes after all. Perhaps
Rygel did indeed know a good horse from the ass end of a
donkey.

While these animals looked seriously
underweight, I observed strong, straight legs, sound hooves, well
rounded haunches and powerful shoulders. Hmmm. Decent enough
horses, true, but where will we find the fodder to build up their
strength?

Rygel and Yelele of Zestret walked back.

“I’ll give you ten coppers
each,” Rygel was saying, his voice nasal and chilly.

“But, Your Grace,” Yelele
replied miserably. “They are worth three times that: a silver crown
at the very least.”

“Not when they’re so weak
and poor they can’t carry a meal sack much less a saddle and man,”
Rygel retorted. “They’re worth nothing but what their miserable
hides can bring.”

“I cannot take less than a
gold crown for all five,” the trader said.

“I’m embarrassed to be
seen talking to you,” Rygel snapped, storming away.

“Your Grace, wait,” Yelele
cried.

Trotting after the tall blonde wizard, he
planted himself in Rygel’s path. Hands up, he spread his fingers
out in a placating gesture. When Rygel made to step past, he said,
“Your Grace, please, wait. Reconsider, I pray.”

Allowing himself to be persuaded to stop and
think again, Rygel sighed as though seriously put upon. Drama
queen, I thought. I grinned behind my hair, catching Arianne’s
laughing eyes. Even Kel’Ratan forced a scowl at the trader to
prevent an embarrassing smatter of masculine giggles from
erupting.

“We be reasonable men,
Your Grace,” he said, gesturing expansively. “These be fine beasts.
Surely we can reach an accord?”

“I’ll not pay more than a
silver half-crown for all five,” Rygel declared.

Misery etched the man’s features, as though
he were about to weep. “You take food from the mouths of my
children,” Yelele cried. “One gold crown and I throw in saddles and
bridles for each.”

“My royal mistress will
skin me alive should I agree to such,” Rygel snorted. “A
half-silver for each and you still give us the gear.”

“Your Grace – “

“There must be reasonable
men in this stink hole,” Rygel snapped, storming away.

“I agree,” Yelele cried.
“I’ll take a half-silver for each and the gear. You are a very hard
man, Your Grace. A very hard man.”

Rygel at least had the decency not to gloat.
Gravely, he turned and offered the trader a slow dignified nod.
“Her Highness’s guard captain and I will make our picks.”

“Of course.”

Yelele snapped his fingers at a pair of
scrawny, waiting boys. One lad retrieved ropes and both followed
the pair as they walked back amidst the small herd. When either
Kel’Ratan or Rygel pointed at a horse, a boy tied a rope around its
head, leading it in their wake. A half-hour or so later, the small
group returned with the chosen five kicking up the annoying dust
behind them. The unlucky horses returned to their miserable, moldy
hay.

As though guided by a voice within, Arianne
rose from her shade and her fan to glare imperiously at the poor
trader. “I wish to inspect the equipment before I purchase,” she
announced.

Yelele bowed. “I am at your service, Your
Highness.

With Rygel and Kel’Ratan in tow, Yelele led
Arianne toward a small three sided shed sun a few rods this side of
his corrals. It sat like a forgotten dog under the fierce desert
sun. Although the shed lay open on one side, the heat baking out of
its interior stifled the senses. Hiding between the twins’ tall
bodies, I watched Arianne enter the shed with all the bearing of
queen entering her throne room. Like soldiers at parade rest, Rygel
and Kel’Ratan stood to one side, heads up, hands behind their
backs, eyes flat and unseeing. Yelele nervously shuffled his feet,
beginning to speak, then snapping his jaws shut, only to once more
try to talk.

The shed held a few tools like shovels and
picks, but primarily held saddles. I recognized saddles from all
the Khalidian provinces from Zhou to the far northern tribes.
Leather and rope constructed bridles hung from the wooden walls on
nails. Bits ranged from simple ring bits to the elaborate curbs
that could break a horse’s jaw.

Arianne walked about, impervious to the heat
and stench, eyeing the wares before her. She snapped her
fingers.

Tiny as she was, the not so very tall Yelele
still towered over her. He rounded his shoulders and hung his head
as to appear smaller and less intimidating. I stifled a grin, as
though Arianne were at all intimidated by him. Arianne pointed her
tiny doll’s finger.

“I want five of those,”
she said, her tone cold, unemotional.

Yelele eyed her choice sidelong. His jaw
dropped. “But, Your Highness – “ he began, his tone halting.

Her huge grey-blue changed to a dark shale
color, the color of anger. I swear I saw sparks fly from deep
within their depths. Had she turned those eyes on me, I might have
jumped as quickly as Yelele.

“I want those,” she
intoned, her voice freezing the hot desert air.

“But of course, Your
Highness,” Yelele agreed hastily, bowing low. “Boy, five saddles,
immediately. Saddle Her Highnesses new mounts.”

“And five of those.” Her
tiny hand swept over the bridles similar to our own.

“I am here only to
serve.”

She regarded him with those chilly eyes,
eyes suddenly very much like Raine’s. “I do hope so,” she
murmured.

I didn’t see the boys obey. Arianne regally
swept out behind them, Rygel and Corwyn at her shoulder, leaving
Yelele to scratch his head. Eyeing Arianne’s departing backside, he
leaned toward an impassive Kel’Ratan.

“Uh, Your Honor,” Yelele
began, halting, his eyes on the disappearing princess. “Doesn’t she
know she just bought pack saddles? For her soldiers?”

Kel’Ratan lifted one red brow. “Do you think
I’m going to inform her of her error?” he asked blandly. “What do
you take me for?”

Yelele bowed low, his lank hair all but
scraping the dust. “I take you for a wise and intelligent man, Your
Honor,” he replied hastily. “You are but a soldier of tremendous
courage.”

Yelele’s eyes slid toward a now distant
Arianne, watching as the lads saddled her new purchases, at the
same time he said the word ‘courageous’. Rygel stood behind her,
hands folded, murmuring in her ear.

“And don’t you forget it,”
Kel’Ratan said.

He dug into his belt pouch, securing the
trader’s agreed sums. He dropped the silver coins into Yelele’s
greedy palm. He, too, eyed the imperious Arianne, new respect
kindled in his blue eyes. I knew my cousin well. For him, respect
for another didn’t come easy. For Kel’Ratan, treating Arianne with
the same respect he gave my father, and on rare occasions, me, was
nothing less than a grand event. I dropped my chin to my chest in
an effort to not smile.

Kel’Ratan jerked his head, bidding Left,
Right and me follow him. Leaving Yelele to count his money in
privacy, Kel’Ratan led us back to our waiting horses. Up ahead, Tor
held Rufus’s bridle while Rygel helped Arianne into her saddle.
Corwyn mounted his own roan, and glanced back at me, his face
inscrutable, as always.

Left and Right swung into their saddles,
while I floundered about getting into my own. Mikk eyed me with
resignation as I finally dropped my butt into my seat. Tuatha, who
had fallen asleep while Rygel and Yelele dickered, woke with a
yawn, sleepy blue eyes and a low whine of greeting. He courteously
shifted to the front to give me room to settle myself before moving
into his place in my lap.

One of the lads handed me the rope of a
horse. Left and Right also received ropes, Tor included. I frowned.
Once away from the tent city and suspicious eyes, I’d have someone
else take it. Tor could barely handle one gentle horse, much less
two.

The last boy stood confused, clearly
uncertain as to who of the remaining people of rank should lead the
last beast. Corwyn already led Rygel’s patient black gelding and
Rygel’s rank was obviously too high. Arianne: impossible.

Kel’Ratan held out his hand and snapped his
fingers. Gratefully, the boy dropped the rope in his hand and
fled.

Mikk shifted his feet, blowing down his
nose. Time to go, he said. Time’s wasting.

I stroked my hand down Mikk’s thick neck,
under his mane, smiling. I know, love. Soon.






***

Under Rygel’s expert guidance, Arianne led
her party out into open desert. The Khalidian highway system
disappeared behind us, Ararak, the caravans and its ensuing chaos
vanished into the dim distance. Ahead, to the northwest, sharp,
jagged hills rose on the horizon, perhaps two days ride away.
Greenery also replaced the grey and tan desert sand, offering hope
we might get some decent feed into the pack animals.

Though I appreciated the lack of nasty dust
in my nose, mouth and lungs, the open desert withheld its water and
grazing like a greedy miser held little appeal. I may like my
solitude, but I liked water for my horse even more.

Bereft of prying eyes, I nudged Mikk and my
accompanying brown gelding into a lope to catch up to Rygel,
Kel’Ratan and Corwyn. “How will my boys find us?” I asked.

As though they never before pondered that
question, those three idiots eyed one another with shrugs and swift
glances of worry. Only Left and Right continued on as though they
knew quite well where they needed to go. I bit my tongue to halt a
sharp tirade.

“I agree,” Arianne said,
over her shoulder. “They don’t know jack. Good thing we’re along,
eh?”

“Too right,” I gritted.
“Men.”

“What’s that supposed to
mean?” Rygel protested as Kel’Ratan lifted both hands, palms
up.

I rolled my eyes. “It means you’re idiots.
Now shut up so we can work this out.”

“Contact Bar,” Arianne
suggested. “Have him locate the wolves and perhaps direct them to
us. In turn, they can lead your warriors toward us.”

“Consider it
done.”

Kel’Ratan and Rygel, left out of the
discussion, crossed their arms over their chests and sighed in
unison.

The vast featureless desert also lay behind
us. Now we rode through and among short rocky hills and sand dunes,
ever shifting under the wind’s constant pressure. Our tracks
disappeared almost as soon as we made them. Not even the Tongu
hounds could track us over that constant shifting, our scent gone
before it settled into the rocks or grit. Our trail went cold
within an instant.

“Shardon informed their
horses of where we are,” Rygel said. “If they listen to what their
horses are telling them, they’ll find us with little
trouble.”

“I hope so,” Kel’Ratan
grumbled, scratching his cheek. “I don’t like our forces split like
this. We’re dead if there’s trouble.”

I glanced past Arianne to Shardon’s liquid
eyes behind his thick silver forelock. “Do you know how far away
they are?”

“About an hour,” he
replied. “Their horses are pulling strongly toward us, and haven’t
reported their riders trying to stop them.”

“Are they all together?”
Kel’Ratan asked.

Shardon lifted his head for a long moment,
as though listening. “Witraz and Alun and the boys are together.
Rannon is a few miles behind them, trying to catch them up. But
they move slowly, their horses are carrying great loads.”

“Should we stop and wait?”
Arianne asked.

“No,” Kel’Ratan
said.

By the quick flash of guilt that crossed his
face, he spoke more sharply than he intended. Arianne didn’t take
offense, however, and merely shrugged.

“We keep going,” Kel’Ratan
went on. “We dare not wait for even a moment.”

Corwyn eyed him curiously. “Why? There’s no
one about, probably for miles. Who’s to know?”

Corwyn was right. We often paused to rest
and water the horses, feed ourselves, hunt. What was so different
this time? I peered at Kel’Ratan, baffled. His face appeared
strained, his mouth under his thick red mustache as tight as a taut
bowstring. The skin over his cheekbones looked drawn and ghostly
pale. His blue eyes, always fierce, flicked all around as though he
tried to look everywhere at once.

Kel’Ratan, the most confident and fearless
of leaders, was afraid.

My hackles rose.

“What’s wrong?” I asked,
my voice rising.

“Gods!” Rygel suddenly
cried, clapping his hands to his ears at the same moment Arianne’s
voice erupted in a small shriek. Ice dropped into my belly. I knew
what that meant.

“Wolves,” Arianne choked,
her grey-blue eyes wide in fear. “Howling. In my head.”

“Warning us,” Kel’Ratan
said grimly. “Something is going to happen. Something
bad.”

“Bar?” I asked, calling
aloud.

“What?”

“Where are
you?”

“Up here.”

Shading my eyes, I looked up, scanning the
blue upon blue cloudless sky. I saw nothing, nothing – There he
was. He looked a dim black dot that drifted in a small circle,
flying around and around, straight over my head.

“Where are the others?” I
asked. “Can you see them?”

Bar hesitated. “Yes. There they are.
They’re at a very slow trot, and still a few miles behind
you.”

“Do you see anything
else?”

“Like what?”

I blew out my breath, frustrated, worried.
Corwyn drew his sword and reined his roan near Rufus. Tor’s bow
slid into his hand, his arrow nocked. His huge brown eyes didn’t
watch me at all. They searched the surrounding hills. Ah, he
felt it, too.

Even Tuatha sat up, his ears as high as they
could go, his hackles stiff at attention. He growled, low in his
chest, a faint vibration I felt through my saddle.

Apprehension crept into my gut, spreading
its evil fingers down every nerve ending. Nudging Mikk, I loped him
to the top of the nearest hill and glanced carefully around.
Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. The noon sun shone down,
bright and hot. As far as I could see, nothing moved save the
shifting sand. A reptile sunned itself on a rock nearby, its tongue
flicking past its tiny muzzle. It paid no heed to the very large
animals in its domain. Below it and to my right, a huge black
spider, as big as my fist, walked on spindly, dignified legs,
leaving tiny tracks in the sand. Ever present flies buzzed around
the horses, their tails swishing constantly.

“Get back here, Ly’Tana,”
Kel’Ratan ordered, an edge to his voice.

“Ly’Tana?” Bar
prompted.

“Do you see anyone, anyone
at all besides the boys?”

“No one. Not human anyway,
for leagues. You left civilization behind you.”

“I don’t really call
Ararak civilization,” I replied, my heart sinking. Sweat,
previously drying before I felt it, trickled down from my neck onto
my spine. A chill went with it. “If it’s not human, what do you
see?”

“The wolves are
paralleling you, to both sides,” Bar answered. “But even
they are a few miles or so out.”

“Call them. Get them back
here.”

“Ly’Tana,” Arianne said,
her tone almost as hard as my cousin’s. “Come here this
instant.”

I obeyed and wheeled Mikk, sending him down
the hill, his quarters slung low. I plunged my hand into my tunic
and grabbed a dagger, as my sword was buried deep in my pack. I
rejoined them, once more within the shelter of the group. Arianne
breathed deep in relief.

“What did Bar say?”
Kel’Ratan demanded, sweat trickling down the side of his face to
mingle in his red mustache.

“He sees only the wolves,”
I answered. “They’re not far away. But I told him to call them
in.”

“Good – “

Shardon’s head rose, his nostrils flaring as
though seeking an elusive scent. Rygel yanked his sword from its
scabbard, his amber eyes wide, his aristocratic lips skinned back
from his teeth. Corwyn also drew his sword, his horse’s rump toward
Arianne. His eyes roved the area, watching for trouble, but his
blue eyes confused with his brows drawn down over his narrowed
eyes.

Left and Right drew their daggers, dropping
the ropes to the pack horses they led, and trotting their blacks up
to flank me. I, too, dropped my lead rope, not wanting to get
tangled up if things got ugly, my stomach in a knot. Even Mikk’s
head whipped up, his ears flattened tight to his skull, his back
arched as he danced on his toes. His tail lashed from side to
side.

Silence fell with a thump. In a world where
the wind constantly blew, shifting sand slid and moved with a faint
but discernible hiss, dead quiet was a profound impossibility. Even
the insect life that once buzzed in desert harmony suddenly
shushed. Horses’ tails ceased flicking at flies that were no longer
there. I glanced down. Dead flies dotted the light colored sand
like small black pebbles. A scuttling scorpion near Mikk’s hoof
suddenly collapsed and curled into a stiffly rounded ball.

The sun dimmed in its brightness.

Horror jumped down my throat.

“Lady have mercy,”
Kel’Ratan whispered.

“What – “ Corwyn
began.

Tuatha snarled at the same instant grey and
tan hounds burst out from behind the desert hillocks a hundred rods
away. Hounds!

The Shekinah Tongu had found us.

Tor’s bow sang as he snapped arrow after
arrow at the leaping slathering hounds. One, two, three fell dead
before the grey mare reared in panic. Tor’s next arrow flew wide as
he fought to keep his seat. Before I drew another breath, the
wiry-haired, roaring hounds raced under our horses’ feet, snapping,
snarling, biting our mounts’ precious legs.

Mikk reared, screaming, his front hooves
lashing out at a hound that leaped at his chest. The hound yelped
shrilly as Mikk’s front hooves broke its shoulders and back, blood
bursting from his gaping jaws. I seized Tuatha by his ruff at the
same time I hurled Mikk into the midst of snarling mutts. Guiding
him with my knees, I sent him, rearing and striking, lashing out
with hooves and teeth. The remains of four, no five hounds,
bloodied his legs.

Arianne screamed.

The Tongu assassins, scarred and tattooed
and whispering, hissing curses rushed out from hiding behind their
hounds. I hurled another knife into the throat of one at the same
time Kel’Ratan lay about him with his sword. No few Tongu staggered
away, missing hands, arms, or blinded by slashes across their
faces. With the deadly skill of an accomplished warrior, Corwyn cut
and stabbed from atop his rearing, plunging roan, slaying those
Tongu who sought to drag him from his gelding.

“C’mere, you damn, vile
filth,” Kel’Ratan snarled, his sword slashing across the eyes of a
Tongu who sought with bare hands to drag him from his saddle. His
bay reared, wheeling, catching yet another assassin on his
shoulder, knocking him down. Deadly hooves danced on him, almost
with glee, snapping ribs, spine, and crushed his fragile skull like
a ceramic mug. “You want me? By goddess, you come and get
me.”

Three Tongu accepted his challenge. In a
tight knot, they lunged in, swinging their handy cudgels, aiming
for his stallion’s legs. In a move that would have made Raine
proud, Kel’Ratan spun his sword in his fist, twirling it until it
rested behind his shoulder. In a savage backhanded blow, he cut
through two of the three at their hairline. The third received only
a glancing blow, but it was enough to make him stagger, lowering
his club. The bay stallion tasted his own revenge and found it
sweet. Huge front hooves crashed down onto the upright Tongu’s
shoulders, breaking like sticks his shoulders and arms. If the man
still lived, I’m certain he’d soon regret it.

Two more dropped dead from the hurled
daggers of the twins. Saving their precious resources of knives,
they used their black stallions as weapons, and hurled them into
the faces of their enemies. With legs and hands, they urged their
battle-trained horses to rear, to kick, to bite, to slay.

Tor was helpless. He had no sword, no dagger
with which to fight. His bow hung, useless, from his hand. His mare
plunged and kicked, eyes white and jaws foaming in panic. She
hadn’t the battle training ours had and merely fought to save her
life, not his. Her reins hung, swinging from her neck as he clung
to the pommel with the other in his frantic attempt to stay on.

Mikk reared high, his front hooves flailing,
his warcry high and fierce. My balance slipped a fraction, but it
was Tuatha’s small body that proved my undoing. He crashed into me,
sending us both headlong into the dust and sand. My breath rushed
from my lungs. I rolled over to protect the helpless Tuatha, my
knife in my hand. Above me, my faithful Mikk flailed about with
hooves and teeth, biting into flesh and blood and bone, his huge
hooves crashing into skulls and chests. A Tongu slipped past,
rolling under his body, his face split into a triumphant grin. His
knife poised to strike.

I slashed his throat with my knife and
twisted out of his arm’s reach. Choking on his own blood, he sought
to stab me yet again. I rolled, away from his reaching blade, my
left arm around Tuatha, and kept his small furry body close to
mine. Scrambling, using my legs as pistons, I dove toward a short
pile of rocks. My back now semi-protected and Mikk still fighting
with fatal hooves and teeth, I watched as the Tongu quickly bled to
death, his hissing breath stilled at last.

I thrust Tuatha behind me, between the rocks
and my body. There, none could harm him unless I myself died in the
battle. I was reasonably safe, at least for the moment. I watched
the battle even if I couldn’t aid my companions by very much. I
grit my teeth in anger. My bow and sword were wrapped and strapped
onto Mikk’s saddle. Why hadn’t I gotten them out once we left
Ararak behind?

I threw the knife in my hand. It buried
itself in the ribcage of a dog that leaped onto the ugly roan’s
rump, seeking Corwyn’s vulnerable back. The roan bucked at the same
instant, kicking backward at yet another that sought to hamstring
him. Two sets of knives hurled from the twins plunged into the
necks of two more Tongu. Staggering, hissing they fell. They tried
in vain to yank the knives from their gushing throats. Down on the
ground, they gasped their last breaths, choking on their own
blood.

Yet, ten, a dozen, assassins and hounds took
the places of the dead and injured, hurling themselves at the
horses, snapping, cursing, swinging swords and cudgels. Kel’Ratan,
his bloodied blade high, kicked his stallion into the thick of
them. He lay about him with skill and courage, killing three as his
bay reared and plunged, killing two hounds and crippling a third. I
threw my dagger into the lower back of a Tongu who sought to pull
Kel’Ratan from his saddle.

Rufus, screaming, slashed and bit down,
killed two assassins who tried to seize Arianne. Unable to fight,
she clung to her saddle like a limpet, her wild black hair
cascading around her. Corwyn, ever her protector, protected her
back, laying about him with his sword. Two more Tongu went down
under his slashing blade as his roan stomped a slavering mutt into
the sand.

Rygel and Shardon, working as a team, killed
five, no six, hunters and as many snarling, biting dogs. Shardon’s
silver coat dripped dark red gore. Slicked with blood, Rygel’s arm
slashed left and right, cutting Tongu throats, reaching hands from
arms.

Something caught my eye, drew it away from
the battle. The small hairs on my arms, my neck, stood on end. Ice
cold shivered down my back. I swallowed hard, heard the dry click
of my throat as it caught on saliva that had dried to dust in my
mouth.

In that instant I wanted nothing more than
to crawl under the rocks at my back, taking small Tuatha with me.
Perhaps then, only then, I might be safe.

For hell itself had vomited up its worst
nightmare.

A black shadow loomed over the short
hillocks to the southeast a thousand rods away. An inky black mass,
shaped like a colossal serpent, appearing solid yet it shifted
restlessly like a dense, thick fog. Sometimes I glimpsed the
distant desert through it, like through a heavy glass. Sunlight
seemed to be drawn into it, swallowed, consumed, only to belch it
back out in a stinking cloud. Yellow eyes, huge elongated cat’s
eyes with slitted pupils, glared. My heart quailed under its hate,
under its pure evil. What in the name of heaven and earth was
that?

A daemon.

Where that name, that concept came from, I’d
no clue. I knew it for truth.

Wide sweeping wings emerged from behind it,
snagging the last life from the sun above. Under them, birthed by
them, Tongu assassins sprang, tattooed and cursing. At their side,
hounds galloped, snarling, fangs bared, ready to maim and kill.

“Ly’Tana!”

An avenging angel swooped down from
above.

With a shrill scream of rage, Bar hit the
approaching Tongu from the side. His talons slashed, ripping
through human and hound flesh as though through thin butter. Blood
fountained high as his front talons sought slashed both Tongu and
canine flesh. His beak snapped bones, ripped heads from necks. His
tail whipped to the side, knocking men to the ground. The sheer
fury of his wings whipped sand and grit into the eyes and sensitive
nostrils of his enemies.

Taken by surprise, the Tongu and their hound
allies fell back, shielding their eyes from the onslaught of wind
and sand. They couldn’t see through the blinding sandstorm Bar’s
wings produced. He used that advantage, pouncing like a cat onto a
frightened mouse, his lion hind legs digging into the sand for
purchase as he lunged after a Tongu who felt that flight was the
better course of action. His wings cast the desert into shadow as
he tore the head off the Tongu’s neck, leaving red blood to spill
into the dusty sand.

A dozen or so Tongu gathered together in a
bunch, like frightened sheep, back to back, swords and clubs to the
outside. This was a defensive measure that might have worked had
they faced any enemy save a furious griffin and mounted warriors.
Screeching his rage, Bar banked up and around, bloody talons to the
fore. Directly into the swords and cudgels he struck, raking his
left talons across the faces of his enemies, his right sweeping
across the other way, slashing with wicked speed and precision. His
wings blasted the poor Tongu with a storm of grit and dust, adding
to the madness and chaos. I almost felt sorry for the idiots. They
thought to harm me and get away with it? What a riot.

As if directed by one mind, my faithful
twins kicked their horses into attack mode, directly at the center
of the confused, blinded and bloody Tongu. Corwyn wheeled his roan,
cursing his fury, his bloody sword held high. Like one creature,
Corwyn and roan struck hard at the Tongu’s left flank, crushing and
slashing anything that stood in his way. Kel’Ratan galloped out of
the storm, the wind and flying sand behind him, throwing all of the
combined weight of stallion and man against the right flank of the
Tongu.

Beneath their combined onslaught, the Tongu
fell back, stumbling over the dead and dying. Their hounds yelped
shrilly, and dodged out from beneath hard hooves, slashing swords
and deadly flying talons. The small knot of men with clubs and
swords melted into the sand, unable to protect themselves from the
sound and fury of men on horseback and the ire of my griffin
bodyguard. Men and hounds died or fled, in panic.

Protecting Arianne and me from the several
Tongu still unfought, Shardon reared and lashed out with all his
Tarbane strength. Hound and Tongu skulls didn’t just break under
his kicks or his bites, but were instead pulverized. One kick alone
could slay a hound or assassin with its deadly blow. His accuracy
was breathtaking to behold. Rygel lay about him with his blade, his
amber eyes squinted with anger and hate. Spittle slicked his
thinned lips. Those Tongu who melted out of the path of the initial
charge concentrated their forces on him. Their hands sought him,
reaching for him, aiming to drag him from his saddle. They’d slay
him, and slake the desert sand with his blood.

Magic, Rygel! I tried to scream.
Use your bloody magic.

If he heard me, he gave no sign. Yet, his
sword swung without effect as he shut his eyes. His empty left hand
rose –

Nothing happened.

The Tongu stumbled over the bodies of the
dead men and hounds. Despite their heavy losses, their numbers
increased. Where were they hiding? More huge dogs hurled themselves
from behind dunes and hills, foam dripping from their jaws. Tongu
knives and swords slashed and swung at us, at our horses. We
repelled them, time and again, yet more surged forward to be kicked
or trampled, killed or mortally wounded. Kel’Ratan, Corwyn and the
twins backed off, forming their own protective knot against the new
hordes that arrived as if by magic. Protecting each other’s backs
with swords and rearing horses, they fought on, to the last.

Rygel tried again. His bloody sword raised,
pointed at the onrushing Tongu. I waited for the impact –

Nothing happened.

Bar flew up, out of the roaring chaos,
diving down again, his eagle’s maw wide and bloody. His bared
talons bared dripped gore. Rearing onto his powerful, lion hind
legs, he reached out, almost casually, with extended eagle’s
talons. His colossal wings still whipped up the dry dusty sand into
his enemies’ faces. Each taloned foot crushed a Tongu within their
clutches. A third died as his savage beak ripped him in half. A
single hound sought to slide behind him and hamstring him. Bar’s
speed in spinning not only took my breath away but also that stupid
mutt’s life.

Arianne’s scream tore my eyes away from my
griffin, my heart in my mouth. Several Tongu slipped behind Rygel
and Shardon, seeking to seize her into their embrace. She they
needed alive. They thought to seize her before Rygel and Shardon
could wheel and protect her.

Her reins forgotten, Arianne hung
desperately onto the pommel of her saddle as Rufus lay about him
with deadly hooves and teeth. How had I doubted he ever softened
into equine mush? Ears flat to his skull, he kicked a Tongu full in
the chest with both hind hooves, only to spin and crush the skull
of yet another in his powerful jaws. Hands reached to pull her from
her saddle, but the flashy bay’s body swung hard around, knocking
them flat. His deadly hooves stomped their bodies into the bloody
dust. Why did ever I worry about him? His edges were as sharp as
ever.

Tuatha’s savage snarl warned me in time. A
Tongu crept up behind me, over the top of the rocks that sheltered
me. He raised the heavy net in his hands. I whipped about and threw
my dagger in the same movement. Gagging on the knife in his throat,
he collapsed backward, out of my sight, his net caught upon the
rocks.

I see, I thought. Both of us, Arianne
and me, they needed to catch alive and unharmed. They wished to
bring me to Brutal, as decreed by their contract. They thought
their triumph but a mere moment away.

I itched to throw myself into the battle.
How could I, Ly’Tana, stand by and let my boys fight while I stood
and gaped like a blooming idiot? Tuatha. Only Tuatha stopped me in
my tracks. I dared not leave him even for a moment. A single bite
from one of those hounds and Tuatha was one dead pup. I could throw
myself on Mikk’s back and, like the twins, use him as my weapon. I
might even free up my sword. Yet, I knew what that meant. It meant
leaving Tuatha alone and without defense.

I bit my lip and groaned. Yet, I couldn’t
set him up before me, my attention diverted, for risk I’d be taken
from behind. I bit my lip, my willpower torn asunder. I want to
fight, but I can’t leave him!

It felt to me that hours had gone by, but in
reality I knew that but a mere five, perhaps six minutes had passed
since the first hound appeared. The battle raged on, the desert
sand soaking up spilled blood, thirsty for more.

Yet as many as we killed, still more
snarling hounds and hissing assassins took their places. Only
bloody black legs and blood-flecked foam on bared teeth saved the
now unarmed Left and Right as their stallions still fought for the
lives of their riders. Shardon still lay about him with silver legs
splashed with blood, Rygel’s clothes and sword dripping red with
gore. Tor’s mare bolted in mindless panic, bearing a helpless Tor
out of the chaos and deadly madness, perhaps saving his life. No
Tongu or hound gave chase. Corwyn’s roan, once fearless in attitude
and battle, now fought in the hope of breaking free and bolting on
the heels of the grey mare. Keeping Corwyn alive was but an
afterthought.

Of our pack horses, I saw no sign.

Mikk still fought for my life. Above me, he
reared and plunged, loose, free to bolt if he wanted to save his
own skin. Behind him, I, and Tuatha, lay safe from those who sought
my life. None, not human, not canine, got past his slashing hooves,
his bloody teeth, nor his undying loyalty, to harm me. The thirsty
sand drank deep of the blood spilled under the deadly rain of his
vengeance.

Could the fight have turned in our favor?
Flinging my hair from my eyes, Shardon had none near him to kill,
nor did Corwyn’s exhausted gelding. Kel’Ratan’s sword split the
skull of only one Tongu that thought bravery alone won battles, his
stallion on all four feet and blowing hard. Mikk, too, took the
chance to snort and rest a moment. Bar screeched and banked around,
circling, ready, but didn’t charge the hesitant Tongu.

The hissing Tongu and their shadowed hounds
couldn’t fight past the deadly teeth and hooves of our mounts. They
hung back hissing as they offered and discarded plans to take us
down. Hounds slunk, whining, out of danger, ducking behind their
master’s booted legs. Surely they wouldn’t call a time-out and
retreat, perhaps to fight another day? Yet that very hope rose in
my heart.

The black serpent-shadow roared. Wings that
put Bar’s to shame unfurled from its back. Yellow eyes sparked red
fire. Rising, it uncoiled from itself, rearing high, calling to its
worshippers. It prepared to fight, and demanded its followers
follow. Like a horn, it sounded the charge, offering heart where
heart was needed.

Tongu, who wanted nothing more than to flee,
suddenly turned. Hounds, racing away from our horses’ sharp hooves
and Bar’s fury, turned around. Their fangs skinned back from white
fangs. Where I thought the tide had turned in our favor, it now
shifted into the Tongu’s. The enemy advanced under the call of its
leader, its focus sharpened, its determination filled. In battle
array, the enemy closed ranks and advanced.

Bar dropped from the sky between their
advance and me. He whipped and screamed, turning this way and that,
his talons cutting anything they touched into red ribbons. Many
Tongu and hounds, outnumbering us by five to one, raced past him to
engage us once more.

Deep within my mind, I heard a horrid
snarling. Maybe that goddess-awful daemon got into my head and
gloated. No, wait, I thought, my head cocked. That
snarling sounded familiar. Raine? Is that you?

From two sides, wolves hit the battle
broadside.

I ran out from behind my rock shelter,
slashing a Tongu that came for me, gloating, across his unprotected
belly. Not waiting to see him stagger about, trying to hold in his
spilling entrails, I lunged for another Tongu who stupidly kept his
back to me. While he watched the wolves attack in astonishment, I
cut his throat for him.

That’ll teach you to stand and
gawk, I thought with glee. Yet, I couldn’t help but stand and
gawk myself. The sight amazed even me, and here I thought I’d seen
everything.

I gaped, my chest tight, as a furry tan and
grey and silver wave charged, bristling, over sand dunes and
hillocks, ears flat, teeth bared, hackles raised. Though they ran
at top speed, I still recognized them.

Digger, snarling bitterly, lit into a hound
that clung to Mikk’s right flank. He took it down, his fangs buried
deep into its throat. The hound died, hind legs kicking helplessly.
Leaping up and over his kill, Digger lunged for a Tongu who saw him
coming and tried fruitlessly to run. Digger’s full weight brought
him to earth, where powerful jaws snapped his neck, just behind his
thick skull.

I wheeled, raising my knife at the sound of
thrashing and a low cry from behind me. Thunder took down a Tongu
who sought to creep up on me, rope in hand, while I watched the
battle, bemused. Thunder all but covered the man’s body with his
own, dwarfing the assassin. Pumping purple, his heart’s blood
gushed from the Tongu’s scarred throat.

Silverruff howled, calling all to his cause
and lit into a Tongu who crept up behind a now rapidly tiring Mikk.
That bad boy stood no chance, for Silverruff outweighed by half,
and his powerful jaws crushed the man’s bald skull.

With Thunder effectively protecting my back,
I looked around, safe for the moment, amazed. Savage killers from
birth, the wolves made mincemeat of the slavering, drooling mutts.
Those well-trained hunters stood no chance against the merciless
jaws of the wolves they once descended from. Trackers rather than
true killers, the Tongu hounds were trained to slay helpless human
victims. Fighting wolves with greater jaw strength, speed and sheer
viciousness was quite beyond their training and experience. Several
mutts bolted for the rocks, tails between their legs, yelping in
fear and terror.

Darkhan, his rage high and voiceless,
careened into several hounds that threatened Rufus and his beloved
Arianne. The hounds, hit from the side and behind by a force and
fury greater than their own, rolled over and over in the sand,
helpless. With a speed that belied his huge size, Darkhan ripped
their throats in swift efficiency. A few dogs tried to flee his
wrath as he ripped open their fellows, but he was quicker than
they. As they fled he not only brought them down, but also two
Tongu who rushed to rescue their stricken mutts.

Little Bull leaped high and fast, taking
down both an assassin and a mutt that threatened Shardon’s right
flank in a ruthless leap, killing both with sharp efficiency.
Shardon wheeled around, front hooves high, stamping the life out of
a Tongu who had hidden himself behind a desert rock and thought he
could bludgeon Rygel from the rear.

Thunder deserted me to chase after a Tongu
who dared attempt to hit me on the head with his cudgel. If he
succeeded in knocking me unconscious, I was ready and available to
take captive. The luckless assassin died under Thunder’s huge jaws,
screaming as much as his maimed throat allowed him.

Shadow raced to my side, slaying a hound
that crept to my unprotected rear, breaking its neck with one
crushing bite. I had no time to thank him before he lit into a
Tongu with yet another silly net. That brave idiot died with
Shadow’s fangs biting deep into his vulnerable temples. I’d no idea
a human skull could crack like an oyster. The man’s brains spurted
out from his jaws like so much pudding, coating me with oily,
grey-matter. I winced in disgust, brushing brain from my clothes.
Yuck, I thought. How nasty is that?

Dire and Lightfoot, fast and clean, clamped
down on the throats of the Tongu who thought they could pull Left
and Right from their saddles. Spinning, the black stallions raced
beside their wolf allies. They stamped, slashed, and cut down the
Tongu who tried to escape. As far as I saw, none did. Black
stallions and wolves did their work well.

Nahar leaped from almost a sitting position,
taking a hound that crept up to attack at Kel’Ratan’s flank.
Kel’Ratan swerved, raising his sword, only to lower it again as his
pal Nahar killed the beast. His jaws bloody from his kill, Nahar
grinned up at my cousin, his fangs dripping red, laughing.

Unable to help himself, Kel’Ratan grinned
back and saluted him, fist to chest. Together, they loped side by
side, cutting down stray Tongu or hounds, whichever lay in their
collective path of destruction.

I stamped, furious. I wanted to be in there,
fighting alongside my boys. Mikk, still leaping and wheeling,
offered no opportunity for me to vault aboard. Ordering him to
stand still, to allow me to mount, only increased the threat to
him, and to Tuatha. With an effort, I quelled the urge to shout a
command for him to cease and allow me up. I glanced behind me.

Tuatha, that wicked hell-child, still
snarled, a furry black spot of white fangs and blue eyes filled
with hate. Thus far he obeyed me, and remained sheltered under the
rocks. No hound or Tongu seemed to pay the slightest interest in
him. Dare I leave him and join the battle?

No.

He was Raine’s adopted son, and if I was
Raine’s mate, he was my son by default. My mother instinct surged.
Never would I leave my son unprotected. Raine’s son.

My child.

Our son.

Quelling the urge to join the fight, I
stayed put, my knife out, ready to kill or be killed. I could not,
would not, risk harm might come to him by a stray hound or
Tongu assassin. With my dying breath, I’d defend my firstborn child
to the last.

Corwyn’s roan also wheeled, Corwyn’s sword
raised high, as White Fang’s fangs ripped across the throat of an
assassin who sought to stab Corwyn in the back. White Fang’s fangs
dripped red with blood. I half-wondered, my brains not working
properly, should we perhaps change his name to Red Fang?

Scatters Them scattered many hounds, chasing
them across the desert sand as they fled in terror of his dripping
jaws. Warrior Dog fulfilled his name by killing several dogs and at
least three Tongu. Alun’s friend, Black Tongue, reddened his
previous black tongue in the blood of a Tongu and a hound, red
saliva dripping from his muzzle. Kip, frantic that he couldn’t find
Tor, ripped and killed anything he that stood before him. At least
three Tongu and five dogs died in his search for his beloved street
urchin.

Aboard a rearing plunging Shardon, Rygel
raised his hands, both hands, again. Lightning stabbed from his
pale, slender fingers toward the serpent-shadow still cast over the
nearby hills. What had changed? Rygel’s magic hadn’t worked before.
What made him think it would now?

Yet, it did.

His lightning hit. The shadow screamed.

More lightning flew from the blond wizard’s
power.

The shadow with evil serpent’s eyes
howled.

Yellow irises with that reptilian vertical
pupil squinted shut in pain. A dark mouth filled with fangs opened
in a hideous yawn.

Rygel, as merciless as ever, sent strike
after lightning strike into the black abyss. The daemon seemed to
absorb every strike into its body as though devouring it. Yet, each
time it did so, its vast form diminished. It shrank. Its howls of
agony increased.

Before me, the Tongue line wavered.
Assassins faltered, lifted hands to protect exposed faces, their
hissing throats stilled. Daggers and swords fell to the featureless
sand, forgotten. Hounds halted mid-step, whining, heads down, tails
caught between hind legs. With the source of their courage,
strength and purpose now flailing about, helpless and under siege,
they tasted fear. In a disorganized group, they backed away, their
growling dogs crouched at their boots.

Under Rygel’s guidance, Shardon galloped
toward it, more red-black than silver. His mane dripped blood. His
white teeth pulverized an assassin who seized a sword and sought to
cut his Tarbane left front leg out from under him. Tongu hounds
fell from his flanks to be smashed into furry pulp under his
hooves. With his head lowered to increase his speed, Shardon’s ears
lay flat against his skull. His flowing mane dressed Rygel in
living liquid quicksilver. His hooves hurled sand in a shock wave
behind him. Magic light flashed from Rygel’s hands, striking the
snake vomited up from hell.

Ahead, the monster recoiled, jerking,
howling in agony.

When I first beheld the monster, the daemon,
I swore it was a dark, oily mist, fluid, ever changing – a shadow.
Yet, now, as the tide of battle changed, it now appeared solid, a
black venomous serpent that owned substance and eyes and wings and
mortality. Under Rygel’s onslaught, now it owned a mortal body that
might be killed.

Bar, wings out to their fullest, front feet
bloody and extended for battle, hit it from its left flank. Eagle
talons raked it from head to shaking tail. His lion hind legs with
razor-sharp claws slashed it down the side. Silverruff, Digger,
Darkhan, Little Bull, Scatters Them and Thunder all hit it in a
furry wave on its left flank. Bloodied fangs bit deep. The combined
weight of perhaps half a dozen wolves bigger than yearling calves
caused it to stagger sideways.

From its other flank, Warrior Dog, Black
Tongue, Kip, Lightfoot, White Fang lunged into the fray. As one
creature, they bit, slashed with their claws, hurled their hundreds
of pounds of angry furry weight into its unprotected side.
Staggering, it fell back from this new onslaught. Its huge maw
widened.

I reckoned the beast couldn’t withstand the
combined assault from magic, the air and the wolfish menace all at
once. Kel’Ratan, Corwyn, the twins and even Tor, forcing his
fearful mare into the fray, galloped to the forefront. Behind them,
Arianne steered her gallant Rufus behind them, her glorious eyes
dark with fury. Somewhere, she had gotten hold of a knife. She held
it, like one born to battle, with it in her right hand.

I could not, I would not, be left
behind.

With Mikk, loose, on my right I ran forward.
Something slid beside my ankle. I glanced down, raising my weapon.
I dropped it again, in a hurry. Despite my command, to stay behind
and remain safe, Tuatha bolted from his refuge. I grinned down as
he glanced up. We shared perfect communion. Together, horse, whelp
and me, we three, in perfect step, ran into battle.

A Tongu assassin spun out of the chaos,
offering me a throat to cut. As he stumbled behind me, I slashed
another across the eyes, effectively blinding him. Bar flew in out
of nowhere, raking assassins and mutts into chopped meat.
Kel’Ratan, with a hoarse shout, galloped out of the churning dust
only to vanish into the thick, roiling cloud. Tuatha snarled a
warning. Yet, the hound that crept up to my right flank yipped in
panic and fled, its tail tucked. Perhaps it thought it faced a
full-sized wolf rather than one smaller than it.

From the midst of the battle, Darkhan burst
up and out.

Black, red, a killer of killers, he charged
the daemon. His powerful legs flung sand and small rocks out behind
him in sharp puffs. His massive shoulders stretching and bunching
in his great effort to put on even more speed. What was he doing?
Did he intend to take on the creature all alone?

Arianne screamed aloud in sudden pain, in
wretched grief.

Leaping high, his jaws wide in a roar of
rage, ears flat, Darkhan struck the daemon. Straight into its
gaping maw he dove, his paws digging fissures into its flesh.
Clawing, scraping, scrambling, biting, he forced his way in deeper
and deeper until only his tail showed.

The daemon screamed. Not in rage or fury or
challenge.

It screamed in raw panic. Its body writhed,
squirming in agony.

I had no time to think of what could be
happening to the wolf buried within the innards of a daemon. Our
enemies, panic in their eyes, dropped weapons from hands. They
bolted, skinning out from the dust cloud, their hounds at their
sides. Away from us they fled, running as hard as they could.
Rather than allow them to escape, we kicked all into higher gear.
Those mounted dug heels into flanks. Those of us still afoot
ignored the dust and noisome clouds of noxious dust and ran
forward, slamming into bodies that could fall under the steel edge
of a good knife or sharp fang.

There weren’t very many survivors left,
perhaps a dozen or so. A few hounds, able to run faster than their
assassins, topped the hills and vanished. Most remained loyally at
their master’s sides and tried to protect them.

Sliding half-under the sword of a
fear-blinded assassin who raised his sword to stab me, I slashed
him across the mouth. He stumbled forward, his blade falling.
Spinning behind him, I buried my dagger into the back of his neck.
Leaving him to fall, I wheeled again, my dagger ready. No enemy
threatened my rear. Mikk stood guard there, his ears flat and tail
high, blowing in sharp pants. Still, he fought no one.

Our tide washed over the remaining, fleeing
assassins. Kel’Ratan cut down his man with a backhanded slash to
his neck, blood fountaining high. The Tongu staggered away, trying
in vain to stem the gush of his life’s blood, and fell to the
sand.

Silverruff, after killing a hound, leaped
for another. That beast turned and fled, and somehow escaped
Silverruff’s wrath. The fighting I expected, needed, wasn’t there.
Corwyn, after burying his blade into the tattooed skull of an
assassin, galloped out to the side, chasing a pair of Tongu who ran
for their lives.

Tor and Kip galloped after still more
hounds, who followed their fleeing masters in a mad dash into the
desert. One Tongu assassin, seeing a mere boy chasing him, turned
raising his stout cudgel. He grinned, his pale lips slicked back
from his teeth. No doubt he thought Tor full of bravado but no
skills, no training.

Tor bore down on him at a gallop, his reins
on the grey’s neck, his bow raised, and his arrow nocked.

His bow whispered softly.

The Tongu’s head snapped back on his neck.
He fell backward to the desert sand, Tor’s arrow punched through
his left eye.

Must make a note, I thought,
haphazard. Tor’s first kill. In our warrior society, a boy became a
man, a warrior, when he slew his first enemy. Tor left his
childhood behind him. He’s a boy no longer, but now a man.

With a shriek, Bar rose high and banked
around, his wings sweeping wide and fast, his lion tail streaming
out behind him. He swept after them, giving chase, his talons
catching a fleeing Tongu across his neck. The Tongu’s body fell
north, but his head flew south. Bar’s thirst for vengeance took
longer to slake than most.

Shardon slowed his headlong gallop, Rygel’s
sword lowering as the pair watched our enemies run from us.
Breaking his gait, Shardon turned and trotted back toward me.

Silverruff, Thunder, Black Tongue, White
Fang, Nahar and Little Bull also slowed their gallop, no longer
willing to chase foes that refused to stand and fight. One by one
they, too, turned, and loped back, tongues lolling.

I flung my hair from my face, watching the
survivors run. Across the desert sand they fled, leaving behind the
corpses of their brothers, and the ground soaked in blood. A
hundred rods in all directions lay the still bodies of men and
dogs. This wasn’t a fight. ‘Twas a bloodbath.

Where was the daemon?

I turned. Before my eyes, the damn thing
continued to writhe and howl, twisting this way and that. Slowly it
shrank, growing smaller and smaller. Folding in upon itself, its
yellow cat’s eyes shut, its huge wings folded and vanished. Now
more like a black blob in sharp contrast against the hot desert
behind it, it reduced itself into yet half again. Now it looked
more like a black saucer than a daemon escaped from hell
itself.

Is that all? You’ve got to be kidding
me.

Like its worshippers, it vanished.

In an eye blink, everything changed. The sun
resumed its former brightness. The air I breathed felt clean of its
former evil. I drew in a deep breath, scenting blood, horses, sweat
and fur. I trod on sand and rocks I felt beneath my boots. Shadows
fled under the bright sun of high noon. I heard within my ears the
song of the wind, the shifting sand, and the buzz of irritating
flies.

In a loose bunch, several wolves trotted
around, noses to the ground, searching for any hidden enemies.
Those injured men or dogs died quickly, mercifully. Corwyn and
Kel’Ratan reined their horses about, slowing to a walk. Tor trotted
his mare back with Kip bounding, bloody, alongside. Arianne sat her
now quiet stallion, the knife still in her hand as she watched the
last of the Tongu disappear over the horizon.

Oh, crap, I thought.

My hot, fighting blood, the adrenaline rush,
left me all at once. I fell back, onto my butt, clasping a whining,
anxious Tuatha to my chest. Above me, Mikk halted, his reins
dangling to my neck, his sweat and blood dripping onto my already
gory slaves’ clothes.

“Are we alive?” Tor asked,
above me, his voice faint.

I glanced up.

He reined his lathered mare in beside me,
his bow lax in his hand. Fear-sweat trickled down his temples. His
brown hair plastered to his cheeks, his brown eyes stared wide and
blank with shock. His grey mare, quiet now the threat of her life
now vanquished, stood quiet but sweated as much as her master.

I grinned up at him. “I think you know the
answer to that. Warrior.”

At my use of the title, Tor swung his full
attention toward me, the blank leaving his expression as he focused
sharply on my face.

I nodded. “Your first kill, warrior. You’ve
rightly earned that honor and your manhood.”

“Warrior,” Tor breathed,
unbelieving.

Trotting his bay up, Kel’Ratan swung down
from his saddle. Leaving the sweating, dripping stallion to stand,
his reins in his pommel, my cousin sat down beside me and took me,
and Tuatha, into his brawny arms.

“Nephrotiti be praised,”
he murmured, into my hair. “How did we survive?”

“Are you
kidding?”

I aimed for brightness, for confidence.
“With all of us, how’d they stand a chance?”

Kel’Ratan sat back, smiling faintly, and
allowed me room enough to brush tangled hair from my face. “How
indeed.”

Behind me, Bar settled to earth, furling
huge wings across his back. “Are you all right?”

Singular and in pairs or threes, the wolves
limped in, their tongues hanging to their knees. Panting, blood
from gaping wounds on their faces, shoulders and necks they sat or
lay down in a loose circle about Kel’Ratan, Tor and me. Scatters
Them, Warrior Dog, Shadow, Joker, and Black Tongue lay down and
licked with disinterest at their injuries. Silverruff and Thunder
flopped on their sides at my feet. Tired almost unto death, I
dislodged Tuatha to reach down and caress them.

“Hey, boys,” I
murmured.

I looked around. “Where’s Digger?”

He emerged, hardly able to walk, from the
rocks behind me. He raised enough energy to cheerfully lick my
cheek before lying down. His breath came and went in harsh pants,
one ear canted back while the other drooped. He’d been badly torn
by wicked fangs.

Nahar, whining low, staggered on three feet
to Kel’Ratan. For the first time, Kel’Ratan showed concern for his
huge friend. His mustache bristled, yet his blue eyes burned with
worry. Leaving me, he earnestly examined Nahar’s wounds, ignoring
his own.

Left and Right walked their black and bloody
stallions toward me, those poor horses unable to move much faster.
As one, they lifted their feet over their pommels and slid down,
dark eyes concerned over me. I flapped my hand tiredly.

“See to your horses and
wolves,” I said, aching in every bone. “They saved our
lives.”

Corwyn’s roan managed a limping trot, White
Fang trailing far behind. Like the others, he hurt from numerous
cuts and nasty bites from the hounds. Dire and Lightfoot, the last
to come in, sat on their haunches as the twins stroked their
ears.

Shardon, with Rygel still aboard and Little
Bull at heel, trotted in. “They’re gone,” Rygel said, the only one
of us who had the slightest energy left. “I looked around, but I
didn’t see any sign of anything living.”

Sliding down from Shardon, he took a long
moment to caress his silver friend’s face.

Corwyn and Tor dismounted their sweating
horses, the grey mare blowing hard. Corwyn’s ugly roan, too tired
to complain, allowed her close beside him. Kip, more lively than
the others, swiped Tor’s face with his tongue and wagged his tail.
Tor, his hand on his friend’s head, closely examined his mare’s
legs for injuries. He thought of his horse first. A true sign of a
Kel’Hallan warrior.

“Darkhan?” Arianne called,
still aboard her horse. Her worried face turned this way and that.
She nudged her tired stallion toward the hill the daemon stood
upon, Rufus stepping daintily among the dead.

I sat up straighter. Where was he? I hadn’t
seen him since he clawed his way down the serpent’s gullet. The
daemon fled, or more hopefully, died. Did it take Darkhan with
it?

“Darkhan!”

None moved as Darkhan limped toward Arianne
at the same moment she leaped from her saddle. Her midnight hair
spilling loose from the net I put it in so long ago, she stared at
Darkhan in horror. He collapsed at her feet, his whines faint on
the hot, still air. She knelt, instantly, beside the one who
offered her the most. He offered nothing less than his courage, his
devotion, his own life’s blood.

Tears spilled down over her pale cheeks as
she gathered him into her lap, her glossy hair enveloping them
both.

Darkhan whined, bleeding from nose, mouth,
ears, flanks and so many cuts and bites on his body I lost count
after I got to his shoulders. He took on the Tongu’s daemon-god
alone, perhaps saving not just Arianne, but us all. His courage,
his loyalty, his devotion carried him into a fight in which he
stood no chance of winning.

Yet, against all odds, he won.

Nestled against her tiny bosom, Darkhan
bled, his tail thumping uselessly in the dusty sand. He raised his
head enough to caress her salty tears with his tongue before the
effort cost him too much. His head dropped, ears lax, his happy
tail finally stilled. Only his gasping, death pants showed him
still among the living.

Arianne found her voice.

“Gods, no,” she wept,
gathering as much of his bulk as she could into her small arms.
“This can’t be happening. Not him. Not my boy. Oh, gods, please,
no.”

Rocking back and forth, she held him tight,
tears streaming from her eyes in rivers. Moaning in heart-broken
agony, she wept over the dying body of her wolf.

Dropping to my knees beside her, I stroked
over Darkhan’s ears. His eyes opened briefly in acknowledgment,
before closing again. As though the effort of keeping them open was
too much for him. My own grief spilled over and tears mingled with
the blood on my cheeks. I glanced up, my vision blurred, searching
for Rygel.

In a loose circle about us, Silverruff,
Digger, Nahar looked on, ears and tails down, whining with anxiety.
The twins rested their hands on Dire and Lightfoot’s necks, their
bloody faces still, dark eyes watching. Tor and Kip sat down at his
mare’s feet, Tor, despite his new-found manhood, wept openly.
Corwyn and White Fang stood beside them, Corwyn’s head bowed as
though he prayed silently.

Kel’Ratan dropped to his knees, to further
examine Darkhan’s bleeding body. “We can’t save him,” he muttered,
his own eyes filled with sorrow.

“We must,” I cried.
“Rygel! Dammit, get over here.”

Rygel pushed through the milling wolves,
escorted by Little Bull. Shardon stood back, his great height
enabling him to see all without needing to advance too close. Bar
sat down beside him, his wings furled across his back.

Kel’Ratan moved away to allow Rygel room to
drop to his knees beside Arianne. With his hand on my elbow, he
courteously dragged me up with him.

“But – ” I
began.

“You can’t help him,”
Kel’Ratan said softly. “If Rygel can save him, he will. But we’ve
many wounded to see to.”

Rygel rested his hands on Darkhan’s
shoulders and head, under Arianne’s sweeping hair as she bowed in
grief over his body.

“Please, Arianne,” Rygel
said softly. “I must see what I’m doing.”

Arianne lifted her grief-stricken face, her
river of hair retreating. Rygel probed the wounds on Darkhan’s
neck.

In a move both swift and startling, Darkhan
snarled and whipped his head up and back. His fangs bit deep into
Rygel’s left hand.

Cursing, Rygel jerked back. “Damn you! I’m
trying to save your life.”

Darkhan’s head collapsed back onto Arianne’s
lap. He growled deep in his throat, a low rumble. I’d no idea what
he said, but Arianne did. Shock etched across her pale face,
widening her mouth into a bow.

Rygel did, too. He turned his face away,
shutting his teeth. He closed his amber eyes tight against pain.
Not from his hand, I didn’t think, but from a pain deep in his
heart. I didn’t look around to see the other wolves’ reactions, but
their combined growls and whines told me they didn’t like what he
said either.

“What’d he say?” Kel’Ratan
asked, bewildered.

“He wants to die,” Rygel
answered, his face still averted. “He won’t permit me to heal
him.”

Arianne screamed, her voice high and
despairing. As though Rygel’s words were the first she heard.

“Darkhan!” she sobbed.
“You mustn’t. Please don’t leave me, don’t go. Darkhan!”

He whined, his voice growing weaker. His
tail lifted in a half-wag before flopping to the sand like a dead
snake.

At my feet, Tuatha also whined. I should
pick him up, I thought. But I stood frozen, my tears still
falling, my heart numb.

“Perhaps its best,”
Kel’Ratan whispered. His hand slid down my arm to clasp my own in a
tight grip. “Maybe – “

“No!” I screamed. “Rygel,
save him! I command you.”

“Princess – “ Rygel
choked. “This is his choice.”

I stumbled my way across the sand, tripping
over my own boots. I fell rather than knelt beside Rygel, falling
against his strong shoulder. He pushed me upright, his amber eyes
shut tight with grief.

“Darkhan,” I cried,
crouching at his side. I put my hand on his ribcage, feeling his
slow heartbeat. “You have much to live for. Don’t do
this.”

His answering whine sounded feeble and weak.
I didn’t know what it was he said, but I didn’t care. If I couldn’t
convince him to want to live within a few minutes, he’d pass beyond
our help.

“Damn you for a coward,” I
snarled. “You’re a selfish, whining, worthless pup. You’d sentence
her to a life without you. You’ll let her grieve when you can live
and still give her happiness. You will find happiness,
Darkhan. Remember what I told you? She’ll always love you and need
you, even when you find your own mate.”

Darkhan didn’t answer. Under my hand his
heart skipped a beat, then another. His pants subsided into slow
draughts of air. His death waited, hovering close on hushed
wings.

“The world is a better
place with you in it,” I hissed, for his ears alone. “If you choose
death, you’ll never see your sons and daughter playing under the
sun. Those unborn children will never know a sire as courageous, as
strong, as loving as you. Your mate waits, your loving, true
life-partner, awaits you alone. Should you die now, she’ll find
another who appreciates her sweet, caring soul. Because you’re a
coward who chose an easy death over a hard and dangerous life, her
mate will not be you.”

Under my hand, his ribs lifted slightly as
he took in a long painful breath. I held my own. I think the entire
world froze as we waited on Darkhan’s choice. What would he do? I
bit my lip, frantic he’d slip away even before he had a chance to
change his mind.

“I swear on all I hold
holy, I speak the truth. Above all, boy, you know I do.”

His tail lifted once. He growled, low, under
his breath.

Arianne choked on a sob. Rygel whipped
around, fast, his hands once more on Darkhan’s neck and
shoulders.

“What – “ I began,
stunned.

“He’s chosen to live,”
Rygel said tersely. “That is, if it isn’t too late.”

I staggered to my feet with the aid of
Kel’Ratan’s firm grip. Stepping around Rygel, already dropped into
his healing trance, I put my hand on Arianne’s hair. She glanced
up, her white skin drenched beneath her tears. “He’ll be all
right,” I said, my voice soft.

Her tremulous smile answered me before she
bowed over her wolf once more.

Leaving Rygel to work his magic, I gestured
for the others to move away and allow Rygel room. Kel’Ratan was
right: we needed to see to our many wounded warriors.

At my signal, the wolves stood up and
followed after Kel’Ratan and me. Without my bidding, Mikk walked
wearily behind me, his breath still labored from the fight. Tuatha
trotted clumsily at my ankle. I glanced back, Rygel’s head bowed
over Darkhan’s very still body, his bloody hands splayed on
Darkhan’s shoulder and head. Was I too late?

My aches and weariness, forgotten in the
last few moments, hit me with a rush. I ached with every nerve
ending. Every muscle seemed either torn in two or stretched
completely out of place. My legs especially pained me. Glancing
down at myself, I discovered I’d been bitten on both legs and my
left arm had been sliced open by either a knife or a sword. All of
them still bled, albeit slowly. A deep bruising on my lower right
arm suggested I had also been hit with a cudgel. I didn’t remember
receiving any of these wounds.

I went first to Tor. Gesturing for him to
stand up, I looked him over. He obeyed, straightening his back and
wiping the tear-stains from his eyes. Kip also stood. I knew I’d
need to check him as well. He might have bites from the hounds
under all that blood caking his coat.

Yet, before I began my examination, the
sound of hooves thundering across the desert wheeled me around. I
reached for a sword that wasn’t there.

“Easy,” Kel’Ratan soothed.
“It’s them.”

Praise be, there were my boys, in at last.
Witraz, Rannon, Alun, Yuri and Yuras trotted into view, their
horses burdened with huge sacks of food, packs of the required
clothing and all the necessary gear I sent them to obtain. Their
wolf friends, Shadow, Warrior Dog, Black Tongue, Scatters Them, and
Joker hadn’t the energy to greet them, but tried for a few tail
wags.

My boys stared at us in horror.

“What the hell – “ Witraz
began, lifting his leg over the pommel of his saddle and sliding
down to the ground. Joker, whining, limped toward him, panting
harshly. Witraz knelt in the dust, running his hands over the
wolf’s body, finding the many bites and hurts.

“We ran into some old
friends,” I said, trying to find a smile for them.

“Tongu?” Rannon asked,
also jumping down. He immediately went to his Shadow, still lying
down. He raised a lupine grin and wagged his tail as Rannon stroked
his head and ears.

“Yes,” Kel’Ratan answered.
“They found us somehow.”

Alun stared around at the dead hounds and
assassins, lifting his face to gaze at the numerous corpses
scattered all over the area. “How could we have missed this?” he
murmured.

Yuri and Yuras, with exclamations of
concern, dropped lightly from their horses and ran to Warrior Dog
and Scatters Them.

“Sorry, but we started the
party without you,” I said with a grin. “You boys are way too slow
for words.”

At their dismay, I found energy enough to
find a laugh.

“Come on,” Kel’Ratan
growled. “You can help patch the wounded. I doubt there’s a one of
us unscathed.”

Yuri and Yuras, Rannon, and a worried Witraz
left their wolves to unburden their mounts. Dumping their loads to
the ground, their relieved mounts shook themselves, rattling gear
and raising dust. Fetching kits from saddlebags, they strode firmly
toward our injured. I set to calling out instructions.

“Yuri, Yuras and Witraz,
you start doctoring the horses. They’ve all been mauled. Rannon,
take care of Corwyn, will you? Alun, see to Kel’Ratan.”

“I’m fine,” he snapped. “I
don’t need a bloody nurse.”

I eyed the numerous cuts and bites, the
blood that was his amongst the blood that wasn’t and quirked a
brow. “Sit down and let him bind you up. Or I’ll call Nahar.”

Though injured, Nahar stumbled to his feet
as though answering a summons and limped to Kel’Ratan with hackles
half-raised. Though I wondered who might win, Kel’Ratan gulped, his
eyes on his wolf. Clearly, he remembered how easily Nahar obeyed my
commands. I reckoned he didn’t care much for a rematch. Nodding
shortly, he sat down. Nahar sat beside him, his tail sweeping from
side to side as Alun dropped to his side, medical kit in hand.

“Shardon, can you call in
the missing pack horses?”

“I have already,” he
answered calmly, walking slowly toward me. “But one desperately
needs your help.”

“What?” I asked.
“Where?”

“Over there.”

Shardon, moving slowly, limping, with me
staggering at his side, led me to the brown gelding I led from
Ararak. During that short time, I learned to like this skinny,
bull-headed gelding. Though he continually tried to bite me, I gave
him much needed affection. Perhaps I was the only human whoever did
so. I rubbed his head, and he liked to butt my knee to ask for more
attention.

Tor followed at my shoulder, Kip beside him
and his grey mare’s reins in his fist. As though glued to my back,
Mikk followed as well. Bar glided past my head to land and furl his
wings near the brown lump in the sand.

“He’s in bad
shape,” he said, both his vocal chirp and voice in my head
coinciding oddly.

The gelding lay not far from the site of the
battle. Badly bitten by hounds, his left front leg broken, he’d
long given up the fight to rise. His glistening eyes rolled towards
me as I walked to him, his head lifting enough to look at me.
Pain-induced sweat trickled down his bony face and wet his neck. My
heart lurched in my chest to see him, bloody, broken, in terrible
pain.

“He didn’t run with the
others,” Shardon said, his voice soft. “He tried to remain by you.
Only when the hounds attacked him did he flee. In so doing, he
broke his leg.”

Kneeling, I rubbed my hand over his ears and
his face, his head dropping to the sand once more. “Oh, gods, I
don’t want to do this,” I murmured, my heart aching.

“You must,” Shardon said,
his own eyes moist as he gazed down at the wretched
gelding.

Tor unwrapped my bow, quiver and sword from
Mikk’s saddle. Without speaking, he placed my griffin sword’s hilt
in my hand.

“Maybe Rygel can –
“

“Rygel can’t,” Shardon
said. “This beast has no wish to live. Hasn’t he suffered
enough?”

“Gods above and below,” I
muttered, tears all but blinding me. “May his soul be reborn into a
better life than the one he had here.”

“Remember, you’re doing
him a kindness.”

I placed the sword’s tip behind his
shoulder, just above his heart. “May you rest in peace, dear
one.”

I shut my eyes and my teeth. I couldn’t look
at him as I shoved my blade into his beating heart. That blade,
sharp enough to cut a drifting feather in twain, severed his life.
I didn’t open my eyes to see that precious life leave his brown
eyes. I didn’t want to hear his breath exhale and not draw
another.

I did anyhow.

Yanking my sword from his corpse, I stumbled
away, blinded by my tears. If it hadn’t been for Tor supporting me,
I might have fallen to the sand and wept uncontrollably. I heard
Mikk and Shardon walking side by side behind me, felt Bar’s warm
presence in my mind, but could find comfort in none. What was one
insignificant gelding compared to all the life taken this day? That
one insignificant gelding hadn’t asked to be born into cruelty. The
Tongu assassins had chosen their fate, and that of their
hellhounds.

I paused a moment, breathing deep, clearing
my head. “Tor?”

“Your
Highness?”

“Are you hurt,
lad?”

“No, Your Highness. A few
bruises, that’s all.”

“Then care for your mare.
She saved your life this day.”

“Yes, Your
Highness.”

“After that, help care for
the rest of the horses.”

He bowed low. Taking his mare in hand, he
obeyed me.

Blinking, I turned to Shardon and unbuckled
the straps of his saddle.

“What are you
doing?”

“Rygel is busy,” I said.
“I’m caring for your wounds in his place.”

“But q– “

I glared at him. “Shut up. I may not be able
to enforce your compliance, but I know a griffin and some wolves
who can.”

Bar stepped forward, clicking his beak, his
huge wings half-furled. His black-tipped tail lashed from side to
side. Thunder, Digger and Silverruff trotted up, with revived
energy. With waving tails, and grinning jaws, they circled him
around. Shardon eyed them from under the red-silver fall of his
mane, his liquid eyes amused.

“I reckon I can’t do for
myself,” he said.

I took a moment to sweep his thick forelock
from his eyes and rub his face. “Do you miss Tashira?”

“What? That thick-witted,
insufferable, braying backside of a mule?”

Laughing, I pressed my brow to his. “I miss
him, too.”

“You’re a sap.”

“Look who’s
talking.”

With a final caress between his laughing
eyes, I stepped past his shoulder. I unbuckled the girth, allowing
it to fall. “I have some salve in my saddlebags –“

“Don’t unsaddle me
yet.”

My hands ceased, confused. My mouth opened
to question him. Shardon held his head high, his ears perked, with
his huge brown eyes fastened on something in the distance. At the
same instant, Silverruff growled. I glanced down. The wolves stood
at full alert, hackles high, tails stiff, as they stared into the
distance. I lifted my head.

Horsemen filled the top of the high plateau
about a mile away, toward the west. I guessed more than a hundred
of them, as I scanned them from one end to the other. They sat
their horses, silent, unthreatening, and gazed down, into our
midst. From this distance I saw little in the way of clothing or
banners. Nothing that informed me of who they were. Not Tongu, nor
was it Brutal’s Feds.

“Tighten the girth,”
Shardon said, almost absently.

I obeyed, ducking my head and swiftly
buckling it back about his barrel.

“Kel’Ratan,” I called as I
did so.

“What?”

“We’ve
company.”

“Again?”

Behind me, my boys cursed and ceased their
activities. Kel’Ratan and Corwyn scrambled to their feet. Tor had
half unsaddled his grey, and changed his tack to once more to
tighten his tired, sweating mare’s girth.

“Mount up,” I called over
my shoulder, my eyes not leaving the long line of
horsemen.

“Get up on me,” Shardon
ordered.

I didn’t hesitate. Seizing a handful of his
bloody mane, I vaulting into Rygel’s saddle. I glanced back.
Witraz, Rannon, Alun, Yuri and Yuras quickly swung into their
saddles, drawing swords and nocking bows. Nudging their mounts into
a swift trot, they flanked me, three on my right and two to my
left.

Bar screeched, leaping into the air. His
colossal wings beat the wind into submission, creating a small
blinding windstorm of sand and dust before his altitude calmed the
tempest. He circled higher, his eagle’s voice sounding his
challenge to the newcomers. If they didn’t know we had a griffin
amongst us, they surely did now.

What of Rygel and Arianne? Rygel knelt over
the still body of Darkhan, oblivious to this new threat. Arianne
brushed her hair from her face to see better, her huge eyes
darkening as she took in the strangers.

“Yuri,” I snapped. “You
and Yuras guard them. You too, Little Bull.”

Little Bull whined, clearly wanting to join
his brothers in the forthcoming battle. Torn in half, he knew he
needed to protect his friend, but he still wanted to fight. In the
end, he obeyed my command, realizing his duty lay with guarding
Rygel. I wanted more to stay with them, but dared not leave any
more behind. I’d need every man and wolf.

“Tuatha,” I snapped, as
the pup also trotted awkwardly towards me.

He glanced up, his blue eyes wide.

“You stay here. Help
Little Bull guard Rygel and Arianne.”

He turned back, whining over his shoulder,
but obedient.

Shardon started forward before I asked it of
him, advancing at the trot. Silverruff, Digger and Thunder loped to
either side. Mikk also cantered, just outside my protective wolf
ring, loose, his reins on his neck.

I should order him to stay behind, I
thought. He had no business fighting for me again, as tired and
hurt as he was. That determined set to his ears and the brightness
in his eyes told me to shut my teeth. I did.

Kel’Ratan, cursing, loped his bay to catch
us up, Nahar on his right flank. Tor and Kip joined us, Tor nocking
an arrow into his bowstring. Perhaps he thought to take down his
second man this day. Behind us, Corwyn, and the twins, along with
their wolves, trotted in a loose circle behind my advance
guard.

The line of horsemen on the ridge stirred
into life. A dozen or so riders left the group to gallop downhill,
off the high plateau. The hot desert wind whipped their banners
into sharp snaps, the sound carried easily across the distance.
Fighting the loose soil, their mounts’ hindquarters slung low, and
raised a storm of dust. Whoever they were, they were consummate
horsemen.

A shallow but steep ravine opened up between
our two forces. A wise general would order the attack, seize the
uphill advantage. Our bows might easily take them out before they
climbed halfway up the embankment. Their commander would also know
this. He still ventured into a dicey situation, one that may yet
kill him. I wondered why.

“Hold,” I ordered. “No one
shoots unless I do.”

Shardon halted, as did Kel’Ratan and the
others. Bar still circled lazily overhead, making his presence
known, yet unthreatening. If these gentlemen wanted to pick a
fight, they’d fight an uphill battle. These lads were neither
careless nor stupid. They knew what they rode into.

“Bows to the
fore.”

Swords slid into sheaths and arrows nocked
into bowstrings.

“Wolves to the
flanks.”

Wolves melted from beneath the legs of our
mounts and took up positions to the extreme left and right of us.
If it came to a pitched battle, they could close in on the enemies’
flanks and prevent them from harassing ours.

The horsemen galloped up to the opposite
edge of the ravine and halted there, silent. Their single line
faced my single line. Why didn’t they attack? By now, they knew of
our weakness, our injuries and if they pressed the issue, their
pals in reserve faced an easy mop up.

Tribesmen, I thought, recognizing
them. Dusty turbans covered their heads from the fierce desert sun.
Long colorful sashes strapped unsheathed curved scimitars and long
thin daggers to their waists. Short recurve horse bows, much like
our own, lay strapped to their backs, with bristling quivers of
arrows hanging from their horses’ saddles. Thin scarves of linen
wound across the lower half of their faces, revealing only their
fierce, dark eyes.

Their horses were a smallish, thin,
fine-skinned breed I’d never seen before. They had small bones and
short backs, and wide intelligent dark brown eyes. Sturdy horses,
born and bred to the desert, they obviously were capable of
surviving on short rations and little water. Accustomed as they
were to the heat and dry sand, I’d no doubt they’d give our own
beasts a run for their money. I gambled they’d be as loyal to their
masters as our own.

I waited, patient, as one man advanced ahead
of his brethren. Their leader. He walked his horse into my
territorial bubble, fearless. Though he knew he’d overreached his
bounds, he reined in and sat quiet. His dark eyes swept over the
furry guardians of our flanks, took in our blood, and accepted
Shardon at face-value.

“How is it you command
wolves?” he demanded, his accent thick but easily
understood.

“I don’t command them,” I
replied, my voice as cold as his. “They’re our friends and
allies.”

“And a griffin. What do
you do with a griffin?”

“He’s my friend. What’s it
to you?”

Bar screeched from above, flying low over
the heads of the tribesmen. His huge shadow swept over and past,
his long lion legs and lion tail trailing behind. Savage eagle beak
angling down, his predatory eyes stared. His ploy worked, for the
native desert men ducked, muttering, clutching weapons, watching
him with fear and concern. Their horses shifted from foot to foot,
heads tossing, nervous.

“It is rumored only one
commands a griffin,” the man barked. “Are you she?”

I waited, patient, forcing him into the
first move.

“Who are you, who dares to
invade our lands with wolves and griffins and Tarbane?” the man
demanded, his voice harsh and cold. “You fought the Cursed Ones and
defeated them. How did you do this?”

Shardon stepped forward, ahead of the
others, matching him.

“I am Ly’Tana of
Kel’Halla,” I replied, modulating my voice to sound neither
aggressive nor passive. “We were attacked by the Cursed Ones, as
you call them, and defended ourselves. We seek to merely pass
through your lands. We don’t wish to fight, nor do we wish to
displace or disturb you.”

“Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla,”
the leader repeated, as if to himself. His eyes widened as he
glanced up once more toward Bar. “You are she. You are the High
King’s escaped bride.”

I shrugged, unable to halt the half-smile
that flitted across my face. “The one and only.”

The leader raised his hand. At first I
thought he moved to command the men on the ridge, and braced myself
for the attack.

He merely dropped his veil from his face,
allowing it to hang from his turban to his shoulder. He appeared to
be a man in his middle thirties, brown-skinned, eyes lined with
years of squinting into the desert sun. He was also handsome in a
rugged way, in my opinion. Not like Raine physically, but equaled
him in confidence, charisma and leadership.

At my words, his black eyes narrowed. His
brows lowered over his eyes. He scowled dangerously.

“The enemy of my enemy is
not my friend.”

















 Chapter Three

For the Love of
Feria






“You’re not so skinny
anymore.”

Ilay down with a
sigh, content. Between the abounding game and the excellent
teamwork between Feria and myself, I filled my belly with as much
as I could hold every day. Despite Feria’s love of pork, I did
manage to convince her to hunt the occasional deer or elk. Yet,
whatever we hunted, all fell to our combined skills. More than two
weeks had passed since I agreed to have her along for a few days.
Each day that began, I vowed to send her home before nightfall.
Each night fell with us snuggled together in some shelter or other,
offering the other warmth and protection.

After Chovani’s attack and defeat, we
depended upon each other more and more. Like twin halves of the
whole, we each found in the other complete trust, a pact that went
beyond simple survival. We completed each other.

We finally learned to communicate without
actually needing our voices. The bitter mountain cold prevented me
from changing into my human clothes, yet I found I needed to less
and less. By utilizing using eyes, body language and Feria’s unique
drawing skills, we understood one another tolerably well.

“A few more good days of
travel and we’ll be tackling those high peaks,” I muttered to
myself as much as to Darius.

Feria, though by now used to my
conversations with what appeared to be myself, perked at the sound
of my voice. When she observed I wasn’t speaking to her, she lay
her head down once more on her front legs.

“You’re going to need
every ounce of strength you possess.”

Night had fallen and so had the temperature.
Our travels had now taken us quite high, and the night temperatures
dropped into the killing range. We lay close to one another under
the shelter of a fir tree, its lowest branches just brushing her
head as she lay with her beak over her front legs. Her lion tail
and its black-tufted tip, flicking back and forth, even in sleep,
coiled about her haunches.

I scooted closer to her for warmth through
the long high altitude night, her wing draping me, as always.
Shutting my eyes, I sought to drowse, teetering on the edge of a
fuller, deeper, restful sleep.

Until Darius’s voice intruded.

“You’ll be keeping her
with you, then.”

Jolted, I woke. I scrambled to recall my
scattered wits. “No,” I said. “You know how I feel about
that.”

“You’re so attached, I
thought you’d changed your mind.”

Before I could respond with an acid retort,
his words hit home. I was attached to her. Not just
attached, I was very attached to her. Deep down, I
recognized all along what I’d been doing. Every day I swore to send
her home, and every night still slept happily beside her. I not
only enjoyed her company, her companionship, I didn’t want her to
go.

I saved her life. She saved mine. We were
now bound together by ties stronger than steel cables. Breaking
them could very well shatter my soul.

Lifting my head, I gazed at her sleeping
face, her black-tipped ears slack, and her eagle’s eyes closed. She
curled her talons into fists under her beak, the same thing she did
every night, just as she covered me protectively with her wing,
every night. Her tail never rested and its black tip forever
flicked softly back and forth, every night.

“She has to go,” I
murmured, my heart already burning with grief.

“Perhaps it’s
time.”

“Past time.”

“It’s what’s best for
her.”

“I know. That doesn’t make
it easier.”

“I know.”

Resting my head once more on my paws, I shut
my eyes.

‘Twas a long time before I
slept.






***






All things must come to an end.

Our good fortune with the weather came to a
crashing halt.

After my late-night conversation with
Darius, I woke after a cold night of thin sleep with a heavy heart
and even heavier clouds overhead. The sun rose behind a thick bank
of storm clouds creeping down from the higher peaks above. The
night’s bone-chilling cold remained the same, the dawn not bringing
its former warmth. My heavy pelt and new layer of fat kept me warm
enough, but Feria shivered as she emerged from our nest under the
fir tree. She chirped in dismay, seeing what had come to call in
the night.

“I expect our hunting will
be bad, too,” I said, earning myself a sharp glance from those
raptor eyes.

Anything with any sense will be headed
downhill or into shelter. My wolf instincts told me all game would
be difficult to find in this weather, this time of year. The wild
cattle, the elk, the deer will migrate to the lower valleys for
shelter and food.

“And as I have no sense,
I’ll be travelling uphill and into that mess.”

“There’s no help for
it.”

“Don’t I know
it.”

Feria, knowing I spoke to someone else,
merely sighed and turned her face into the freshening, icy wind
from above.

“I dare not wait this
out,” I said, scenting the rain yet to fall. “I can’t spare the
time.”

“You can’t. You must keep
going.”

I trotted forward, expecting Feria to launch
her body into the wind and fly as she usually did. She surprised me
by trotting along behind, her wings furled over her back. I glanced
back once or twice, asking the obvious question with my eyes. She
didn’t see, or pretended not to, and refrained from replying.
Females always liked keeping secrets.

Before midmorning passed, the rain arrived
with bells on. Not light droplets of a summer or early autumn
storm, but the slashing, icy, chilling sheets that froze the
instant they hit the ground. My paws slipped and slid over
ice-covered rocks, my heavy fur wet and cold. Only my warm
undercoat, still dry, kept me from freezing.

I suffered only a little hardship, but Feria
complained bitterly. Her feathers soaked through, she constantly
shook icy water from her mane. Her wings clung damply to her back.
Like any cat, she hated the wet. Belatedly, I realized that eagles
didn’t fly in the rain. Nor did lions long tolerate the wet or the
cold. One never saw a lion swim. Both species sought shelter in
weather like this.

She shouldn’t be here, I thought.
This weather will kill her.

“It may.”

“Did you send this storm
so I might be rid of her?”

“I? I don’t have that
power anymore.”

“But you have friends that
do.”

“No comment.”

On through the miserable morning I loped,
shutting my teeth when they wanted to speak, maintaining my uphill
trek. Doggedly, Feria held on, scrambling over slippery rocks and
logs, her breath frosting the air. The icy rain increased in fury,
as thick as a fogbank, and as blinding. The temperature descended
rapidly to killing levels, the ice thickening hour by hour. With
every stride I waited for her to shriek her displeasure, explain in
rapid fire clicks how she forgot an appointment and wing up and
over the storm. Yet, every backward glance showed me her
determination to follow my tail over every dead tree and into every
thicket, her beak shut as tight as my jaws.

“You can’t
win.”

“She’ll see sense
soon,” I replied, my ears flat.

“She won’t leave
you.”

“She will.”

She didn’t.

I hoped, prayed, she’d relieve me of the
responsibility of separating ourselves, make the choice to fly away
from the misery of the storm and my company. Despite the deadly
weather, the treacherous footing, the killing ice, Feria never
faltered. She trotted, loped, her wings half-furled, never more
than a length behind me. Her dedication increased my guilt.

“You have to do
it.”

“Gods, I can’t. I love
her.”

“If you truly love her,
you will send her away.”

“This really
bites.”

“Suck it up.”

Setting my jaw, I loped uphill, jumping dead
logs and rocks, dodging spindly trees, targeting a wide overhanging
rock. It stuck out from the side of a steep hill, about fifteen
rods across and thirty wide. Under it, we might shelter for a time.
At least until I could talk to her.

I must convince her to leave me.

Under the doubtful shelter of the rock, the
biting wind still reached us, yet only a little rain swept in.
Feria shook wet from her mane once more, her lion flanks quivering
as she shivered from the cold. Her beak dripped water, her usually
bright eyes bleak and miserable. I licked the icy wet from her beak
and eyes, hoping to warm her, offering what comfort I could
give.

She sat down, coiling her long, black-tipped
tail around her haunches, her wings out and dripping. I didn’t know
much about griffins, but I knew they inhabited the mountains. They
should be used to this kind of weather. Yet, Feria was miserable,
cold, wet, unwilling to fly, and near death should she remain with
me.

“They den in caves, in
their home ranges,” Darius commented.

“Like wolves?”

“Indeed. Like wolves, or
humans, they seek shelter in bad weather, wait it out. Later,
they’ll emerge to hunt and return to their homes and their
young.”

“She can die in
this.”

“She can and most likely
will, if she stays with you.”

“Can she even fly?”
I wondered.

“Probably.”

“Must she leave
me?”

“Don’t make me repeat
myself.”

This was no good. I had to talk to her. I
had to make her understand.

The cold bit deep, making me gasp, as I
shifted my shape. My teeth chattered so hard I thought they’d
break, and I clenched my arms around my shoulders in an effort to
stay warm.

Feria’s eyes widened as I changed, saw how
easily the chilling wind tore into me. She squawked in concern, her
body leaning, stepping forward. She raised her taloned hand toward
me; a razor-sharp tip brushed my shoulder.

“Listen, girl,” I said
quickly. “It’s time for you to fulfill your promise.”

Her talon retracted, recoiling back into her
feathered breast. She hissed, her green eyes flattening.
No.

“Please,” I said, the icy
wind cutting through to my bones. “Don’t make me remind you of your
oath. This is no place for you.”

Feria screeched, her voice loud and strident
in the enclosed space under the rock. I stood implacable,
determined, as her swift denial sweeping over and past me. This I
expected.

“Don’t make me the bad
guy,” I all but snapped. “You know what you agreed to. I let you
remain longer than I should have and that’s my fault.”

Her eyes begged, no, pleaded with me. Let
me stay. Please.

“I’ll not see you die
because of me,” I said, my heart in my throat. “If not now, then
later, when I must face a beast beyond the ken of both of us. Go,
while I still have the courage to send you away.”

Raine –

I turned my face away, my heart bleeding,
broken once more. I don’t think I could handle more pain without
going completely and utterly mad. “Go, Feria. Fly south. Find the
sun. Return to your people.”

She chirped, her eyes agonized, as I
half-way turned to face her. Please, don’t send me away.

“Forget me, girl,” I
grated hoarsely, my heart trip-hammering in my throat. “If ever I
saved your life, repay me in this. Forget I ever lived.”

I heard her withdraw from me, felt her
emotions wilt like flowers under too strong sunlight and too little
water. She didn’t speak, but watched me for a long moment, her
eagle’s eyes soft and grieving. My wounded heart bled afresh,
seeing that expression in her face, in her parted beak, in her
wilting wings. Even her tail, active as she slept, lay withered and
silent in the mud.

I half-turned from her, hunching my shoulder
not from the cold, but from that bleak, accusing green eye.

Go, my girl. Please.

Oddly, her right foot rose. Hanging in
mid-air, she paused. She didn’t breathe. That deadly talon, the
razor sharp claw that could gut a dragon with one sweep, held firm,
hung suspended, waiting.

Damn her.

I wanted to so much to ignore that upheld
hand that waited patiently for mine. If I managed it, then she’d
realize the futility in loving me. In that absent gesture, she’d
see my rejection, and, at last, understand. She’d realize I didn’t
return her love. Would she then fly away and be finally, truly free
of me?

Would she go?

Could I do that to her?

She knew me better than I knew myself.

She may not have a Tarbane’s keen insight,
yet she knew the battle within my heart. Her eagle’s eyesight saw
not just me, but the heart I didn’t see for myself. Feria knew
bloody well I sent her away for her own good, and sacrificed my own
soul.

Just as she knew I’d reach for her
offering.

Just as I knew I would.

Tears welled up in my eyes, but I dared not
let them fall, dared not let her see them. My very human hand
clasped hers with all my strength, all my pain, all my love.

“Be well,” I whispered.
“Be free, my darling.”

Her beak parted in a low hiss.

“I know,” I murmured. “Me,
too.”

Withdrawing her hand from mine, Feria
retreated from me, out into the killing rain. I followed after,
back in my wolf body, watching as she unfurled her great wings.
Like an angel from the old legends, she launched herself into the
dark grey sky above, her head angling downward to keep me in sight,
for a little while longer.

She circled a while, not speaking, her eyes
saying everything. Her downward wing beats hurled rain from my face
as she rose higher and higher yet. Still she circled, gaining
altitude, keeping me in sight. Upwards, ever higher, she rose until
she was but a black dot against the stormy grey sky.

My Feria vanished into the sullen depths of
the early winter storm. At last the dark clouds claimed her,
consumed her regal body. The thick, roiling mists above enclosed
her into their deadly embrace.

I lost sight of her.

Fare thee well, my friend, on thy
journey.

I stared down at the stones at my feet, my
heart shattered into a thousand, ten thousand, pieces within my
chest. I found companionship, friendship, love, and I sent it away
from me like yesterday’s meal. No matter that it was best for her.
Just as it was best for Ly’Tana, Arianne, Rygel, Silverruff, Tuatha
and Kel’Ratan to be sent as far from me as was possible. I shoved
love from me as I might deadly poison.

I am a killer. This, my sole purpose
in life: to kill. I killed for the sport of others. I killed
to protect my own. Now I must kill to free Darius and prevent the
annihilation of the wolf species.

I took death with me wherever I went.

Feria’s last words haunted me as I walked
with lowered head and downcast tail into the slashing rain. They
followed after me as I loped headlong toward the distant mountains,
alone, my heart dead within my chest. How many breaks can one heart
take before it withers and dies?

Mine took one too many. It despaired and
collapsed in unto itself, a mere shell of what it once was. It beat
strong, carried blood where it needed to be carried, but loved no
more. For Feria had taken my heart with her, as she flew up, ever
up, into the roiling clouds, her strident voice still ringing in my
excellent wolf ears.

I love you.






***






“Shut up,” I snarled at
Darius, the first time he tried to speak to me after Feria flew
away. “Just shut up and don’t make me hate you more than I already
do.”

He didn’t speak for another four days.






***






Northward I travelled, my once strong lope
eventually slowed to a half-hearted trot against the stinging ice.
As the day wore on, I couldn’t even keep that pace. Into the
driving, frigid rain, I lowered my head and plodded on. What was
the use in hurrying? Why should I rush into the jaws of death? For
Darius’s sake? Had I the strength, I might have turned my tail to
the north and galloped south as fast as my paws could carry me.

Toward her.

Which her? I loved Ly’Tana with every part
and parcel of my being. Despite that, I also loved Feria.

Ly’Tana, fiercely independent, beautifully
savage, yet she amazed me with her bubbling laughter and incredible
gift of love. Feria, wild and free, willingly faced death to remain
at my side. How could one such as I have earned the love of such
beautiful creatures as they?

I loved them both, yet neither of them could
be my mate, in truth.

How did I land myself into such a sublime
mess? Was my heart fickle? Was I unfaithful, not in body but in
heart? Did I betray Ly’Tana by loving Feria almost as much as I
loved her? I didn’t know, told myself it didn’t matter. Why
would it? After all, I’d never see either of them again in this
life.

How could one fall in love within the span
of one week? I hadn’t done it once, but twice. How did I fall in
love so damned fast?

As I dreamed of Ly’Tana when I slept, I saw
Feria while I walked. My eyes saw her everywhere. If I chanced to
glance upward, the swirling clouds mimicked her great wings. I
flinched at trees, half-thinking her huge lion body alighted beside
me. In the late afternoon sunlight, the clouds retreated, rolled
away. Her green raptor eyes lit with uncomplicated joy and laughter
in the glimmering droplets of rain.

An eagle screamed from on high.

I halted in my tracks, one paw raised to
step yet another stride into the clinging, wet snow. Hearing her
voice on the light wind, I hesitated, staring wildly upward, my
heart soaring on her very wings.

Feria, did you come back? Come back, please
Feria, come back, I’m sorry, I need you.

The white-brown eagle vanished beyond the
treetops. Its call echoed shrilly across the canyons, reverberated
across the rocks. It lanced deep into my very essence. I allowed my
heart the freedom to descend once more into the dark void.

Not her. It wasn’t her.

I plodded forward again, my muzzle down.

Never again. I’ll never see her
again.

I broke into a mile-eating lope, blindly
jumping deadwood and rocks, dodging trees and heavy thickets,
descending one hill to gallop heedlessly up the next. I climbed
steadily higher and higher into the mountains, hoping I left her
voice far behind me. I swung down sharp ravines and narrow valleys
only to run a twisted pathway up the next canted hillside. A tawny
rock panther screamed a warning at me from a boulder high above,
but I ignored her as I tried to ignore the pain that dogged my
heels. I ran, but I failed to leave it behind.

A broken heart never truly healed. Oh, scar
tissue grew and mended the fierce hurt, soothing the hot ends,
breaking apart the terror of being alone. Yet, here I was, solitary
once more, trying to find peace within me. What more did I
need? I thought. Feria was safe, Ly’Tana was safe. If either of
them were with me, they’d die as I will. That’s all that mattered
to me now: they’ll live, though I’ll die.

I was born to be alone. As long as I had the
courage to remain so, those I loved will survive.

Onward I plodded, feeling nothing at all. No
love, no hate, no grief, no remorse, no life. Only one purpose kept
me on my paws and moving forward: kill the Guardian before it
killed me.

The sun slid behind the mountains, casting
me in shadow. Life stirred in the underbrush, game abounding in the
aftermath of the storm. After sheltering all day, the locals
emerged to stretch cramped limbs, find food and converse with one
another. Deer, elk, cattle, rabbits, wild hogs wandered in an out
of my path. I had my pick of potential meals had I any appetite.
Like Feria and my soul, it had departed on angel’s wings.

Toward midnight, the full moon shining down
on me, I found myself at the edge of a high mountain. I stepped
onto a wide boulder and gazed downward. Like a cliff, it fell
steeply, scattered boulders and clumps of trees breaking up its
sharp descent. Above me the nearly full moon cast down her bright
rays, turning the blackest of night into a mixture of light and
shadows. My keen night vision saw as clearly as though it did at
high noon. I saw right down to the mouse nibbling at the
thick-stemmed grass seeds and the stalking red fox that snapped it
up on the go.

A wolf couldn’t weep.

However, a wolf could howl.

My grief spilled out of me in an anguished,
lonely lament to the vast array of glittering stars. Feria,
I cried, calling. Come back. I shut my eyes, howling, my
loneliness and pain expelled on my breath frosting in the
moonlight. Come back, Feria.

Of course, she didn’t. She returned to her
people, her life before I meddled in it. If she did as I had asked,
she’d already forgotten me. Like the life of a dusky moth dancing
with the deadly flame that killed it, she entered my life. Like the
flame that killed the moth, she exited just as quickly. My moth to
her flame, I died.

Like Ly’Tana, like Rygel, like Tuatha, she
was gone.

I howled.






***






As though apologizing for its bad weather
that forced me to send Feria away, the sun shone for the next few
days, its bright rays gentle on my fur. I walked on, uncaring, not
hungry, sleeping only after exhaustion forced me to rest. Even
then, she haunted my sleep. Not Ly’Tana, this time.

Feria.

After grief-racked dreams filled my thin
slumber, I woke in the thin hours before the dawn. Struggling to my
feet, I padded on into the darkness, my head down, my tail
flipping, lifeless, against my hocks. Over hills, past the spiked
ruins of dead trees, across boulders the size of a house in Soudan,
I walked, seeing little. I drank listlessly from tumbling streams,
bounding south, the way I wish I travelled. Ever northward I
walked, climbing steadily, drawn to that lit beacon, the one fire
inside my skull that was Darius.






***






I almost missed them.

A distant wail upon the cold northern wind.
I heard it, and dismissed it immediately as not worth considering.
Not Feria, not Ly’Tana, who the hell cares. Wait. I paused,
my right front paw raised to take the next step. I cocked my head,
listening hard. That was the sound of wolves howling.

There were no wolves here. As Darius’ beacon
glowed within my brain, mine also shone within the minds of all
wolves. Had any been near, no doubt they’d have made their presence
known to me. If for nothing else than to offer their respects.

Wolves howled.

Gods above and below.

I didn’t hear them with my ears. They howled
deep within my mind.

Their dire warning.

“It’s a trap –“
Darius began.

“Shush.”

The light icy wind died. At its swift
departure, the soft sough of the pines whispering to themselves
fell silent, quenched. As though a hand fell across them. A
squirrel, outraged at my presence in its domain, scolded me from
the branch of a nearby fir. It suddenly flicked its tail and
vanished. In a wild burst of wings, a flock of birds shot out of
the treetops and within seconds winged out of sight. At my paws, a
hardy mountain beetle, not yet in winter hibernation, curled up its
eight segmented legs and died.

Tongu.

Yet, it wasn’t Tongu that loped out from
under the trees and spurred rangy horses toward me. I recognized
four, no five Yuons by their scent of y’bex and their swinging
ropes. Not many Yuons found themselves in the Arena dancing with
me, but tales of their legendary courage spread to all points of
Khalid. They roped and conquered the fearless and aggressive y’bex
bulls, their horses as nimble as they were brave. Not a one
flinched from my size, scent or bared fangs as they bore down on me
at a strong lope.

A heavy loop settled about my neck. With a
flick of my power, I made it vanish. A second sailed from the hands
of an expert drover, but I wasn’t there. A simple thought
transported me several rods away, behind them. As though guided by
one mind, one intellect, they spun their horses. Spreading wide,
swinging their ropes, they thought to catch me within their net.
The terrain of heavy rocks, thick pockets of pine, spruce and fir,
and a steep incline behind me gave them the slight advantage. Their
horses found decent footing amid the smaller stones and brush of
the highland tundra, their riders able to swing their ropes in wide
loops without the danger of entangling them in tree branches.

Another rope slid around my neck. I changed
into my human shape within a blink, and the rope dropped to the
ground at my feet. Before its owner pulled it taut, I leaped up and
down, snarling, back in my wolf body.

“You boys want to play?” I
growled, facing them, my ears flat. “Let’s dance.”

“I don’t think you should
–“

I ignored Darius as I dismissed the warning
deep within my skull. Too many days of grieving, of loneliness, of
the distant echo where my heart once loved, I was spoiling for a
fight. I needed someone to blame for this atrocity my life became,
and these fellows offered themselves at a ripe opportunity.

I charged forward. I didn’t attack the
nearest horse. Instead, I chose to leap atop a huge boulder to my
left, taking the high ground. Every battle instinct screamed at me
to make them come to me. Battles were won on home-field advantage,
of taking and holding that piece of crucial terrain. I heeded not
the instinct and its knowledge. I used the boulder as a
springboard, and leaped high and fast.

The grey horse tried to dodge. It spun hard
on nimble hooves, but not before my full weight took it, and its
rider, down. I had no real use for my fangs, bared as they were. My
full weight crushed the rope-happy Yuon between me and his trusty
mount. The horse died, screaming, as I broke its spine. Both
thrashed under me, in their death throes, as I transported myself
back to the boulder.

“Score one for the Wolf of
Connacht,” I intoned, my voice deep. “Yuons, zero.”

Those boys didn’t take the loss very well,
no, not well at all. Yelling like banshees, they twirled their
ropes and charged me, four on one. Despite my height several rods
over their horses’ heads, they tried to reclaim my neck with their
lassos. Like party streamers, the braided twine loops sought my
vulnerable neck.

In a colossal leap, I dove down, over their
heads and the rumps of their horses. I struck the hard stony ground
with a jolt, snapping my teeth together, and sent upward a shower
of dirt and small stones from beneath my paws. I recovered more
quickly than they. Spinning, I slashed the hamstrings of two horses
before their Yuons could turn them.

Whinnying shrilly, the horses scrambled to
keep their footing, staggering on three legs. Though consummate
horsemen, neither Yuon kept his mount upright. The first went down,
flat upon his side, his human’s leg snapped under him. The second
dove neck-first into the stony tundra, and tossed his master onto
his head. With two Yuons out of commission, one yelling for help as
I stalked forward, the other out cold, I now evened the odds
considerably. The one I might ignore as no fun at all, but the
lively fellow? He needed my personal attention.

The remaining Yuon pair reined their horses
around and sank spurs into coarse flanks. Swinging their ropes,
they charged, intending to both distract and capture me. I had
plenty of time. With the vocal drover fast under his thrashing
horse, I dug my hind legs into a tight bunch. One heavy thrust into
the loamy tundra and that bad boy died under my wrath.

Something bit me.

An involuntary yelp broke through my teeth.
Dismissing, for the moment my intended victim, I ceased my rush.
Something sharp and highly painful, burning like a white-hot poker,
delved into my sensitive right flank. What the hell was it? A late
wasp? A poisonous thorn? Whatever it was, I needed it out like
right now. It bloody hurt.

I didn’t exactly ignore the threat of the
Yuon pair, still swinging their ropes. Nor did I fail to see the
Tongu hounds crashing through the underbrush with their slavering
jaws wide. Their masters followed hard on their paws, their oily,
roped hair hanging from bald skulls and serpent tattoos bouncing on
their shoulders.

The enemy closed in. I knew it, witnessed
it, yet couldn’t stop it. Only pulling that horrid object from my
fur occupied my frantic attention. I can’t fight properly with
that bloody thing in there. I swiveled around to bite and gnaw
that nasty, burning pain, my teeth chewing into my thick fur.
Growling, whining, thinking a late wasp burrowed in there and set
its barb deep, I nibbled and yanked at what I thought was the
wasp’s stinger.

I found instead a tiny steel needle.

Pulling it from my flesh, I flexed my tongue
and mouth, trying to spit it out.

Its metal tip pierced my tongue, spreading
its evil numbness. I shook my head sharply, sending it flying into
the brush. Suddenly my tongue refused to work. Slobber dangled from
my jaws. In my sight, trees suddenly grew sideways from the tilted
boulders and undergrowth. I flapped my ears, trying to set things
right and regain my balance. I staggered sideways, instead.

“What’s wrong?”

Darius’ tone held a sharpness I hadn’t heard
before.

“I don’t know
–“

The numbness spread like a wildfire in a dry
wood through my face and my body. Reeling, almost falling, I
remained upright only by sheer willpower alone. I hardly noticed
nor cared when the Yuon ropes settled about my neck. I took a
feeble step, and tripped over the legs of the horse I mangled. I
fell across its heaving body, the captive drover now screaming in
agony and fear. I snapped my jaws perilously close to his
vulnerable throat. His bladder let go. Under the terrible weight of
a horse and me, the Yuon might die a horrid death, and he knew
it.

Unable to feel my paws, I didn’t know upside
from down, sideways or up. My head spun sickeningly, my guts
threatening to repel the contents of my stomach, which was…nothing.
The trees, sky and grey boulders whirled about me as though they’d
grown wings. The nooses tightened about my neck, but their presence
had the same effect on me as an annoying fly. I paid them no heed
as I tried again to rise.

“Gods ab –“

My legs refused to obey me. As I struggled
and thrashed on the wildly kicking, terrified horse, its rider’s
screams magnified ten-fold within my sensitive ears. In a gallant
effort to rise, the horse pitched me off and sent me rolling like a
limp sack into the scrub oak and bramble. While I sent my will into
my confused feet, commanding them to obey me, they stubbornly
resisted. I flopped about in dead leaves, pine needles and twigs,
trying to get up. My limited brain capacity sent messages my limbs
failed to receive.

‘Twas as though I had
drunk far too deeply of the tasty ale in the Royal Crown Inn. I lay
on my left side, my tongue pooling in the dead leaves and dirt
beneath my muzzle. My parted jaws panted, yet my lungs breathed in
a discordant harmony. I tried to get up, yet only succeeded in
twitching my paws. My brain puddled into mush, my limbs dull and
unresponsive, I opened my eyes. I saw, however, in a limited
fashion. I reckoned my eyes were the only organs I possessed that
still worked as they should.

My sight fastened on the scorpion tattoo on
Ja’Teel’s cheek as he emerged from the thin cover of the trees.

Ja’Teel.

The sneer on his harelip hadn’t changed. He
wore not his riding clothes this time, but a thick black woolen
mantle that draped him from shoulders to heels, the hood cast over
his head against the fresh mountain wind.

“Ah, here we are again, my
lord Wolf,” he said genially, stepping close.

As my tongue lay lax on the ground,
gathering dirt, I couldn’t answer him.

“Oh, don’t get up,” he
said, chuckling and squatting near my face. His cloak pooled around
his ankles. “Let’s not stand on ceremony. We’re old friends, you
and I.”

Behind him, Khalidian cavalry soldiers
brushed through the tree branches, their crossbows cocked, loaded
and aimed toward my prone form. The White Lion snarled on their
thick woolen mantles, the fear in their eyes unable to offer me
hope. My hearing worked, after a fashion. Leaving their horses to
mind me and keep their ropes taut, I heard the Yuons aid their
fellows at my back. The sound of steel striking flesh and the
sudden silence of the two crippled horses told me much. In mercy,
the Yuons put them down and ended their pain.

The three Tongu hunters, having hissed their
wire-haired hounds to their heels, fell into rank behind him. Like
Ja’Teel, they wore thick cloaks around their shoulders to protect
them from the late autumn, mountain air, cudgels in their hands.
Hounds, shivering under their less than adequate, brindle coats,
chuffed low in their severed throats. I felt their feral eyes on me
as though rats scurried across my fur.

“That trick you pulled
back there,” Ja’Teel said, his tone admiring and his hazel eyes
stone hard, “took me by surprise. I thought I had you, so I
did.”

As I couldn’t answer, I didn’t even think
one up. It didn’t matter anymore. His comments floated somewhere in
the mush my brain had become, misty and indistinct.

I lay at their feet, helpless, aware of the
trap I stumbled into. I felt/sensed Ja’Teel’s drug hurrying through
my blood. It withdrew whatever willpower I had left to me, in my
heart, quashed all rebellion, all stamina. Like chilling ice, it
numbed both grief and body alike. It left in its wake…nothing at
all important.

“Is he dangerous?” a
soldier asked, renewing his grip on his crossbow. Fear-sweat
dampened the hair at his brow and trickled to his nape.

Ja’Teel stood up, his shadow over my face,
his thick lips smiling with satisfaction. “Not at all. He’s as
helpless as a newborn. He can’t think, he can’t act, he can’t even
decide if he’s hungry or not.”

Not true, I thought vaguely. I
know I’m not hungry.

“We’ve lost one of our
own,” a gruff voice spoke from just behind my ears. “And three
horses. You owe us a weregild.”

Ja’Teel’s voice hardened. “I don’t owe you a
damn thing,” he snarled. “If you have a complaint, then you take it
up with His Majesty.”

“You hired us. You
owe.”

“His Majesty hired you. I
merely paid. Now begone with you, or be gone.”

Muttering, the Yuon snaked his ropes from my
neck. Though their low-voices curses might bypass Ja’Teel’s
hearing, my ears picked them up clearly. He’d just made himself
some bad enemies, I surmised. Hooves clopped over the stones and
vanished beyond the hill. That left me with Ja’Teel, three Tongu
and their hounds and four cavalry soldiers. Not good odds.

Rygel’s dark kinsman toed my muzzle with his
boot. “You have spirit, Prince,” he said gravely. “I almost wish I
wasn’t ordained to bring you down. You’ve proved your mettle and
are a most challenging opponent. If our circumstances had been
different –”

He half shrugged, smiling.

Nothing much would change, I thought.
You’re still a coward at heart and always will be.

Ja’Teel’s hazel eyes met mine as though
reading my mind. “Once you left Rygel, the princesses and the
others,” he said, his harelip rising in his habitual sneer, “you
were ridiculously easy to track. You should’ve taken a few lessons
from my dear kinsman and covered yourself better. You may be
exceedingly powerful for one with so little magical blood, but your
skill level –”

He shook his head as though in sorrow, his
eyes dancing. “That silly wolfling almost had you. How’d you think
of that little trick, by the way? Stopping her heart? You threw me
a curve on that one, I’ll admit. If the soldiers had been more
dedicated, this would have ended that night. The survivors,
well….”

Ja’Teel tittered, his slender fingers
tapping his lips. “Let’s just admit they survived longer than they
cared to. And but damn that Tenzin can get creative. I
myself had to admire the nasty tricks he used on his own hunters. I
think they’re still screaming, but perhaps that’s only wishful
thinking.”

Tired beyond belief, I shut my eyes. I
wished fervently he’d shut up. Go on, I thought. Kill me
and have done with it. Just be quiet about it.

Unfortunately for me, Ja’Teel loved the
sound of his own voice.

“Had I not seen it for
myself, I might not believe it. That bugger, he even tortured the
surviving dogs to death. Can you imagine? Their creepy half-screams
kept me awake most of the night. Gods.”

He straightened, his head cocked slightly to
the left as he considered his minions. “Every Tongu, and their
brainless mutts, discovered the price for failure. These fine
soldiers won’t make the same mistake. Will you, boys?”

“No, my lord,” the
soldiers muttered, one by one, shifting their feet.

My keen hearing picked up the frantic
thudding of their hearts in their chests, the ragged breathing they
hid from Ja’Teel. My nose scented their fear-sweat, stirring only
the hackles along my spine. The only reaction I offered. My body
betrayed me, succumbing to the poison Ja’Teel jabbed me with,
leaving my senses semi-alert, but my will-power so much useless
porridge.

Raising my anger, I managed only a faint
lifting of my lip in the semblance of a snarl. I focused my will on
clasping his heart in my fist, clamping down and feeling it burst
inside his chest. I did it once before to escape an evil trap.
Perhaps I can again.

Ja’Teel didn’t even notice. My fury
deflated, collapsed, useless. My magic required determination to
fuel it, to keep it burning hot and vivid. I found no resolve to
call upon. I felt zero emotion, no self-control to focus with, no
fire that inspired either anger, or his brother, rage: the daemon.
I saw, heard, smelled and even possibly tasted. I knew all that
occurred about me. I just didn’t care enough to do anything about
it. That knowledge did me precious little good when I needed my
fury if I was to save my own life.

“Your escape cost me,
too,” Ja’Teel went on, his tone low, menacing. “King Brutal
publicly flogged me, for failing him. I’m alive only because he
needs me. I’d show you my scars, but they aren’t
pretty.”

His teeth gleamed in a flashing smile. “I do
sooo owe you for that. Once that Brutal fool has you in hand, I’ll
help him break you myself.”

If he expected defiance from me, his
disappointment didn’t appear in his expression. His nasty smile
remained, steadily, in place.

“It’s good you sent that
idiot griffin away,” Ja’Teel resumed, his brow lifted in good
humor. From his leather satchel he pulled another tiny steel
needle. “This was intended for her. The dose you took paralyzed
your will. I intended for hers to paralyze her heart and lungs.
She’d be dead now, so I hope she appreciates the priceless gift you
gave her. You saved her life, not once but twice.”

She saved mine, I thought. I think
we’re quits.

Ja’Teel chuckled, rising to his feet. “I’ve
been watching you for some time, as I expect you now know. I saw
your grief when she left. It hurt, didn’t it, to send her away for
her own good? I almost shed a tear at your sacrifice, but, sorry,
my ability to weep over such noble stupidity departed some time
ago.”

Ja’Teel sniggered at his own humor. “Had you
not sent her away, you might have someone to die with. I always
thought dying alone was the pits, really. Whoever truly wants to
die alone?”

I do, if it means those I love live.

Ja’Teel bent in half, bowing low, to gaze
mocking, into my own eyes. “Love bites, don’t it?”

It most certainly does.

His forefinger shook in mock remonstrance.
“You should have learned to cover your tracks, silly wolf.”

I know now, I thought.

“Since you’ve been out of
touch so to speak,” he said. “I feel I should inform you as to the
most current information available. I’d like to get you up to speed
here, so listen close. I do so hate to repeat myself.”

I breathed in his noxious breath as he bent
over my face, his hazel eyes alight with anticipation and
greed.

“You’re the last one
captured.”

My eyes rolled up toward him. Ja’Teel nodded
soberly, his thick harelip quirking in a faint smile. “His Majesty
has in his possession that errant trio: your useless mate, your
dimwit sister and my illustrious cousin. You know, I just can’t
wait to see him again. I’m so excited I just had to share.
As I’m solely responsible for bringing you in, he’ll justly
award me. Rygel is mine, for His Majesty promised me. Poor Tenzin
can have my sloppy seconds.”

Whatever life, strength, my heart still held
withered and died. Without Ly’Tana, Arianne – Rygel. What hope for
life?

“I’m going to have such
fun –“

“My lord, what now?” the
soldier asked, twitching slightly, as though bugs crept under his
skin. Sweat trickled down his bristly cheeks to pool in his purple
and gold uniform. Unfortunately, his crossbow aim remained true,
hovering somewhere between my eyes and slackened not one little
bit.

Ja’Teel straightened, his pale features
brightening. “His Majesty and Lord Tenzin remain below. They
anxiously await news of our success.”

“I meant ‘what now’ for
us. What in the name of all the gods do we do with him?”

Had I the willpower, I might laugh. It’s not
like they could toss me on a horse and carry me down. Even if they
found a horse willing and strong enough, not a one of them could
lift my tremendous weight and put me on it.

“Don’t you idiots listen?”
Ja’Teel snapped. “Put him on that contraption I made you build and
drag his heavy ass down.”

“Of course, my
lord.”

That contraption proved to be a network of
strong branches interwoven, laced and lashed together.
Fire-hardened leather thongs bound it all together. Heavy chains
attached to the works lead to the traces of a pair of huge black
and white draft horses. Despite their blinkers, they snorted in
fear, wanting to bolt after their first scent of me. They weren’t
dumb, those two. They knew very well indeed should I waken from
this spell, I’d have them for a light snack. Only the pair of
uneasy Tongu at their heads prevented a wild bolt.

Gasping and gasping, the four Khalidians,
including the one who spoke, dragged and cursed my heavy, dead
weight onto the thing. They didn’t bother to tie me down, as they
trusted Ja’Teel’s word that, should I wake, I’d never in a million
years collect enough willpower to fight or free myself. Despite my
imposing size, they feared Ja’Teel, and his influence with the
King, more than they feared me.

Only the vocal soldier, standing near my
muzzle, still worried. “My lord, what if he wakes up?”

Ja’Teel snorted. “Idiot,” he muttered, under
his breath. Aloud he said, “Give him a dose of this at both dusk
and dawn.”

I heard the soft leather rattle of a
saddlebag opened, fumbled through and buckled shut again. Ja’Teel
stepped forward, into my line of sight. His arm stretched outward,
over my bulky shoulder. The soldier glanced at the vial in his
hand, down at me, then back again. “Uh –“

“He won’t know his own
mother if she called him from the beyond,” Ja’Teel snapped. “Trust
me for it.”

Not true, I thought. My mother
– What was her name?

Crap. That bastard might indeed prove
truthful.

Focusing on thought and memory required
willpower, and that Ja’Teel stole from me.

Ja’Teel’s voice sounded as though he spoke
from a mile away. Certainly Rygel’s kin in blood, he launched into
a teaching lecture. “This drug I invented keeps him drunk,
helpless. He can hear and see, but he has no will. He can’t focus
enough willpower to light a match with his magic. I doubt he can
even change himself into a man, now.”

I truly despised him for how right he turned
out to be.

Ja’Teel’s obnoxious drug offered me nothing
to spring from, to escape, to change into my other body. My
willpower, my magic, closed upon nothing. I clasped empty air only
to forget the reason I tried in the first place.

Where was my fist?

It’s around here somewhere. I think.

Dammit, I know I can do this.

I needed to be a man to fight a man.

I willed myself to change from my wolf
clothes into my natural man-shape.

Instead, I slid deeper into darkness. I
floundered, angry, grabbing, seizing my elusive powers only to have
them trickle, like fine, dry soil, through my cupped hands. Not
fair, I thought. Not fair at all.

Fingers lifted my upper lip.

“Gods,” a voice breathed,
queerly loud in my ears after the distance Ja’Teel’s voice drifted
across, “take a look at them fangs.”

“After he’s dead, I’ll put
one on a chain. Bring me luck, so it will.”

“His Majesty wants him
alive,” Ja’Teel reminded them. “And undamaged. Should you get
tempted to disobey him or me, you’ll die, horribly. By crucifixion,
as I know you know. I presided over many of your brothers
inelegantly nailed to a tree for the simple reason: they didn’t
believe.”

Ja’Teel’s voice dropped to a single menacing
note. “King Broughton seldom tolerates less than one hundred
percent. Fail in your duty and you’ll wish your mother hadn’t
uncrossed her legs that night. Remember this.”

“Remember what?” another
demanded, his voice so soft I almost couldn’t hear him. “Remember
we serve a madman?”

“Remember this,” muttered
the soldier closest to my ear.

Damn, did he just make that sign? Did he
create that convergence of two fingers specifically inviting
Ja’Teel to commit the anatomically impossible? He surely did. I
know it. Had I any emotion left to me, I’d laugh. And I’d salute
that soldier.

“Here are his
cordials.”

“His what?”

Ja’Teel sighed, clearly put out with those
soldiers beneath his notice. “Dawn and dusk, pour a few drops onto
his tongue. It’ll keep him incapacitated. I’ll ride ahead to inform
His Majesty of our success.”

“What success?” the
intelligent voice demanded. “We’ve a huge black wolf lying here.
What if he wakes up?”

“He won’t,” Ja’Teel
snapped. “Listen, moron. Keep feeding this down his throat twice a
day and he’ll never fight again.”

“Bloody hell,” the soldier
muttered. “I’m not liking this, not one bit.”

“You don’t have to like
it,” Ja’Teel grated. “You’ve only to do as you’re told.”

The soldiers swung into their saddles, their
mounts dancing and snorting with fear. Their sergeant barked
orders, organizing his men. “You, check those trace chains. Can’t
have them pop at the worst moment. Corporal, hand me his, er,
cordials. You two, yes, you, ride alongside the drafts. Keep ‘em
steady.”

The Tongu, fascinated, stared at me as their
hounds sat at their feet and wuffed softly. Cruelly curbing his
black horse with a sharp jab to its mouth, Ja’Teel swung into his
saddle. He settled his cloak about his shoulders, adjusting it
until it fell in black folds to his spurs. Walking his nervous
mount closer to me, Ja’Teel gazed down, his harelip sneering. “I
look forward to our next meeting, Prince Wolf.”

Good riddance, I thought.

Straightening, he shrugged. “I plan to hone
my talents on you first, before using them on Rygel. Must have
perfection, you know.”

You go, dog, I tried to say,
drifting.

He straightened in his saddle, offering me a
mock salute. “Pity you won’t have enough of a mind left to
appreciate true artistry.”

Chuckling at his juvenile show of wit,
Ja’Teel yanked his beast’s head around and set sharp spurs to the
horse’s silky black hide. Blood sprayed, dotting my muzzle with red
droplets. The horse galloped hard, away from the torment, ducking
under trees and almost brushed Ja’Teel out of the saddle. Within
moments, even the sound of his hooves vanished into the unimportant
distance.

“Come on, lads,” the
sergeant sighed. “Let’s deliver this poor bugger to his
fate.”

I heard the swift flap of reins and sharp
chirrups to the draft team. I drifted on a dark tide as the horses
started out, their traces jangling, pulling me behind them. Sleep
hovered close. I let it drag me down where pain, regret and sorrow
failed to follow.
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“Wake up,”
Darius said.






Flowing on the banks of the poison river, I coasted, unable to
focus on his voice. He spoke as though from a great distance,
vague, trivial, gone from my mind the instant his words died
away.

“Do you hear
me?”

“Um,” I replied,
drifting.

The darkness called to me,
far more inviting than Darius’ annoyance. The mammoth draft horses
pulled my body on the sled made of boughs, bouncing over rocks and
logs. They wended their way among the heavy forest with its
low-hanging limbs, around dense tree trunks, and ducked around
thickets of scrub oak.

Voices, uncomfortably
loud, forced the deep dark to recede. I blinked in the faint light
as the drug-induced stupor loosened its grip.

“Too damn slow,” muttered
the sergeant. “At this pace, we’ll reach His Majesty by this time
next month.”

“We’ve no choice, sir,”
replied another, a soft-spoken soldier. “This is rough country. We
must go slow or we’ll kill him.”

“His Majesty might have a
few things to say about that,” muttered another. I knew he rode
beside me, for my dim sight watched his bay’s legs stride and I
heard his low voice directly above me.

“Listen,”
Darius said. “Find your
anger. Let it help you.”

“I can’t.”

“You must. Rouse your
fighting spirit, fight it.”

Heeding his advice, I
tried to raise my friend the daemon. I sought my rage borne of rape
and helplessness, my trusty companion who rose to my rescue on more
than one occasion. Rage might burn away the poison in my blood, the
drug Ja’Teel created that held me prisoner.

I called on him, demanded
him, pleaded . . . dammit, help
me. I need
you. Once my friend, turned now into a
lazy, despicable sleaze, he ignored my urgent call. My daemon
slept, impotent and ignorant of my desperation. At my feeble mental
urging, he grumbled, twitched and fell back into deep
slumber.

“Your magic can burn away
this poison,” Darius said.
“Focus your will. Find the fire that once before
burned poison from your blood. You can do it again. Seek your
magic. Find your inner fire.”

I tried again to focus my
will, to wake enough to bring it to bear on my own body. Sleep’s
sweet seduction carried me down, down. I drifted, my body sliding
and bumping over rocks and dead trees, painful and bruising, yet so
very unimportant. Only the dark void beckoned with the temptation I
couldn’t resist.

I floated, dreamless, comfortable,
happy.

“Raine!” Ly’Tana
screamed.

Startled, I woke.

“Raine! Help me.
Please!”

Ly’Tana struggled in the
merciless grip of Tongu hunters. Brindled hounds snapped and
snarled without sound, leaping about their masters, fangs gleaming
under the foam slicking their jaws. Tattooed Tongu hands ripped her
leathers from her slender body. Her sword, clanging, fell to her
feet. Naked, she screamed again, calling my name, pleading,
panicked. In the hands of those who would fling her down and take
her without mercy, she fought, tears streaming down her high,
almond-colored cheekbones. Alone, frightened, she faced her enemies
unarmed and undefended.

The cursed Tongu struck
her across her brow. Half-conscious, her head fell forward, her
filthy hair cascading over her face. Naked as the day she was born,
she lay in the dirt, battered, bruised, defeated. The Tongu,
grinning in his lust, his bald head tattooed with serpents, thrust
his trousers to his ankles. He fell upon her bare, wriggling body.
His mates yanked her legs apart. Ly’Tana screamed, her panic raw in
my gut.

My rage boiled over. My daemon woke with a
roar.

I tried to rise, to slay
those that dared harm her. My paws twitched, spasmed, but hadn’t
the power to raise me up. Kill them. Kill
them all. I snarled, biting at the vision;
my fangs snapped through a smoky haze and found no mortal flesh to
bite. Yes, damn you, yes, get up off your
lazy ass and save her. Only you can save her. Get up, you mangy,
flea-bitten hound. Kill them!

I fell back, panting,
growls of suppressed fury emerging from behind my bared fangs.
Blind to all save the sight of Ly’Tana screaming, I fought to rise,
to slay those that dared lay cursed hands upon her. The drug in my
blood laughed at me, forced me into turpitude, beckoning me into
quiet sleep and sweet oblivion. I yearned such sweetness, craved to
answer its seductive call.

And Ly’Tana would die.

Get up, I screamed. Get up, you stupid
fool.

Despite my silent curses,
my body failed to respond to my commands. Ly’Tana thrashed under
her tormentors, those that raped her as I watched, furious and
helpless. Yet, oddly, I ignored Darius’ voice that urged an action
that might yet keep my love from harm.

“Gor,” I heard a voice
exclaim, “is he waking up?”

“Raine,” Ly’Tana screamed,
still fighting while pinned under the hard body of the Tongu. “Help
me! Use your fire. Burn the poison. Help me.”

Her head fell back, her
red-gold, silky hair cascading around her shoulders, a shining
liquid pool of molten silk catching the sunlight. The grinning
Tongu seized a handful of its glossy mass and yanked her head back,
baring her throat. His vile teeth sank into her vulnerable neck,
drinking her blood like a starved animal.

Sluggishly slow, fire rose
at my command. Its potent heat burned, withered, flared like coals
offered fresh wood to consume before shrinking into nothing.
Not enough.
Not nearly enough. I need more.
I called on my inner flames once again, gathered
it into my fist.

My daemon howling in the
background, I sent what little fire I managed to collect into my
blood. Running, seeking, my magic found tiny bits of the poison and
burned it out of existence.

My willpower replenished
itself. Strength returned to my body and my fury doubled. Yet, it’s
too slow–far too slow. Time stood still. Ly’Tana flailed and wept,
crying my name.

“More,”
Darius urged. “You must
do more. Think of her.”

Rygel’s magic from the
gods answered my call. I poured more fire into my blood, my brain,
my tissues, burning the evil and skipping past the essential I
needed to survive. More poison died under my assault, its death
offering more me strength. Stronger by half again, I called on the
powers granted me. I burned away more of Ja’Teel’s venom, cleansing
myself of its tenacious grip.

Ly’Tana screamed for me. I
fought on, but it wasn’t enough, not yet. Under the despicable body
of the Tongu, Ly’Tana thrashed and cried, tears and blood rolling
past her cheeks.

More, I need more.

What will returned to me,
I used. My inner fire, whipped into a frenzy by my vision, burned
yet more poison and my own blood along with it. Now I could raise
my head, though I couldn’t see anything save my love suffering. I
snarled, my rusty voice challenging the foul Tongu.
You are sooo dead.

“Sergeant,” a panicked
voice warned. “I think he’s waking up.”

“Grab the bloody cordial.
Dose him, quick.”

My fire fled along my
veins, burning anything it didn’t like. My senses returned with a
rush. I lay on a pallet made of pine boughs. Ja’Teel had drugged
me. Horses and Khalidian soldiers surrounded my wolf’s body.
Ja’Teel, in his endless pride and stupidity, had ridden off and
left me in the care of men who had no clue of what I
represented.

Ly’Tana, in the throes of
violent rape, screamed, crying, begging. My soul cringed while my
daemon raged. I did this. I caused
this.

Fire borne of magic and
fury cascaded though my body, burning the entire evil drug in its
path.

The vision, if it was a vision, of Ly’Tana’s
rape at the hands of the Tongu coiled in upon itself and vanished
with a distinct plop.

My eyes snapped open.

A human form, a silhouette
against the bright sunlight, knelt beside me, upending a small
flask over my snarling jaws and bared fangs.

Never
again.

The soldier had time
enough to squawk in brief panic before I lunged upward. Off the
idiot contraption Ja’Teel devised, my free and unhindered body
surged with open jaws and naked fury. My daemon controlled me now.
The rage borne from my hallucination hadn’t departed with it.
Though they hadn’t violated Ly’Tana, I didn’t care. They were in
the wrong place and messed with the wrong wolf.

I slammed my fangs on the trooper’s lower
face and throat.

He tried to scream,
throwing himself backward, his hands slapping ineffectively at my
ears. His warm red blood gushed over my jaws, spilling down my ruff
in a flood. Arterial blood sprayed my muzzle and eyes, drenching my
face, burning my nostrils with its thick, cloying scent. I hung on,
and felt his body die in my jaws. His spirit departed at breakneck
speed to his gods.

Another one bites the
dust.

With a contemptuous shake
of my head, I hurled the dead soldier from me into the scrub oak
thickets.

I leaped to my feet,
roaring in rage and hate, facing my enemies–ready to kill more
foolishly brave soldiers. Front paws to the north of the rig, hind
legs to the south, I snarled; my bloody fangs dripped human gore.
Ja’Teel’s boys gaped in horror; their faces paled to a pasty shade.
Their horses skittered sideways, eyes wide and white and nostrils
flaring red.

Free of the once confining
drug of Ja’Teel’s magic, I, in my daemon’s powerful grip, lunged
toward the sergeant. Panicked, he tried to spur his horse away. But
his mount half-reared, and jumped out from under him. He tumbled
from his cavalry saddle, his lips a wide ‘o’ of surprise and shock,
and landed with a heavy thud onto the needle-strewn
soil.

As the horse bolted into
the woods, he tried to struggle up, floundering in the dirt and
loose pine needles. He screamed, his dark eyes bulging from his
head when I sprang toward him. His hands beat ineffectually at my
face as I snapped my jaws over his vulnerable carotid. I tore his
throat open, his anguished body falling to the dead leaves, needles
and twigs of the lofty, indifferent range.

Spinning away from his
corpse, I rapidly scanned the surroundings with my hearing and
instincts. None threatened my rear or my flanks. My enemies, four
Khalidian soldiers and three Tongu, fought their panicked mounts
for control. Their hands sawed hard on reins, foam and blood
springing from their horses’ jaws. Their hounds cringed behind the
leaping horses, chuffing, their hackles up and tails tucked between
their legs.

Unfamiliar with riding, a
Tongu overbalanced and tipped sideways out of his saddle. He fell
hard to the ground, his breath departing his gut in a sharp whoosh.
Kicking, his horse galloped into the trees.

His fellows, inexperienced
with fighting from horseback, jumped down, their mounts following
on the heels of the first. Drawing their cudgels from their belts,
one helped the fallen one to his feet while the other stood between
them and me.

The cavalry soldiers
expertly controlled their snorting horses, left hands on their
reins, rights hovering over sword hilts. One young man with
straw-colored hair reined his horse toward me, his right hand
slowly rising from his blade to hover over his head.

“Easy there, Prince Wolf,”
he said quickly. “We had nuthin’ to do wit it. Not our call,
understand? We only obeyed orders. You knows orders,
right?”

His friends exchanged
frantic glances, closer to panic than the one who spoke. Clearly
they knew their duty: take me down. They also knew such a task
quite impossible. Only weapons beyond their knowledge and abilities
could take me prisoner again. Now their new leader offered a
possible solution. Could I be bargained with?

“Please listen, Prince
Wolf, sir,” the blond boy begged. “We was on our way to Arcadia,
the sergeant and us. Beggin’ yer pardon, sir, we meant to desert,
we did. We wanted nuttin to do with the King’s war between yer
Lordship and yer wolves.”

Another boy barely out of
his teens spoke up, his fiery red hair bouncing atop his freckled
face. “That’s right,” he said. “We was part of the King’s army that
fought your wolves and lost. That dark man that left us, he found
us two days past and ordered us onto this detail. We didn’t want to
go, but if he knew what we was planning . . . he’d have done kill
us.”

“Ssstinking cowards,” the
forward Tongu grated, hissing through his cut vocal cords. “We will
ffflay hissss hide for him. Attack!”

I lunged forward,
snarling, growling, halving the distance between us. The cavalrymen
reined their spooking horses away, neatly separating themselves
from the three hunters. The Tongu flinched, raising their clubs,
bunching together for protection. “Attack!” the man hissed
again.

Tongu hounds growled and
backed away with hackles high, their stiff tails curving over
vulnerable genitals. The Tongu, in a panic, commanded their hounds
to charge in hissing voices as they urged their frightened mutts to
fight their battle for them.

Whining, ears flattened,
the huge dogs cringed and hid behind their masters’ legs. Shifting
their panicked gazes between their once ferocious canines and me,
the assassins hefted cudgels, trying to both threaten me and urge
their protectors into protecting them. The hounds’ loyalty to their
masters slackened under their terror of me and refused their
orders.

My will answered me when I
called upon it. I changed into my two-legged form. The fury of
Ly’Tana’s vision rapidly faded, falling in upon itself. It left
behind a new heartache and a new fury. Whipping my sword from its
sheath, I pointed its deadly tip at the soldiers and
Tongu.

“Get off your horses,” I
snarled.

Instantly, the four
soldiers slid to the ground, expertly wrapped fists with leather
reins and kept their skittish horses tight to them.

“Drop your
weapons.”

Four swords slid from sheaths and were
tossed to the ground at my feet. Crossbows followed with a clatter
and quivers of bolts fell to the dead leaves and twigs.

“Never,” hissed the Tongu
leader. Snapping his bow from his back, he nocked an arrow from the
quiver at his belt.

I raised my lip in a half-snarl, half-grin.
“Go ahead,” I said softly. “Do it. Do you feel lucky?”

He brought the bow and
arrow up, drawing the string to his ear under the filthy fall of
his oily hair. I stared deep into his furious, fear-filled dark
eyes, the tattoos scrawled over his face and naked skull stark
against his pale, sweating skin.

“Come on,” I said. “You
may even kill me.”

The string twanged
sharply. The arrow flew straight toward my chest.

I raised the tip of my
sword slightly. A thin bolt of yellow flame burst from the steel
and met the arrow midflight. Catching fire instantly, it burned
under my super-heated magic, turning to ash in less than an
instant. The steel-tipped head dropped to the ground, the wooden
shaft and its feathers retaining a vague shape of an arrow in
midflight suspended halfway between us.

My fire continued its
course, leaving the arrow-shaped dust to drift, caught on the light
breeze and spread. The Tongu gaped, his jaw slack, as my bolt of
flame sped toward his heart. He tried to run at the last second,
ducking and twisting. Caught on the legs of his own hound, the man
screamed, stumbling, trying not to fall.

Flying true, my fire hit
him square in his gut.

Lit with fire from within,
the man danced and jigged in place, flames spurting from his open
mouth, nose and ears. Smoke rose in thick tendrils from his hair
and homespun clothing. Flames belched from the ends of his fingers
while his soft shoes caught fire. He drew in air to scream,
offering much needed oxygen to the starved flames deep within. They
climbed higher, burned brighter, lighting him up like a fallen
star. His once pale face turned black; his tattoos melted, running,
vanishing as his skin ran like liquid butter to drip on his now
burning clothes. The flames, searing his throat shut, cut off his
shrieks.

He fell onto his face, setting afire the dry
leaves and twigs his dead body lay in.

I shook my head
regretfully. “I reckon this wasn’t his lucky day.”

I glanced up at the frozen tableau, the taut
faces silent in horror and shock. Even the hounds turned grizzled
muzzles away from the horrid stench of burnt Tongu.

“Anyone else care to try
their hand?” I asked.

Six sets of human eyes
rose from the corpse. Hounds moaned, cowering. Even the mongrel
belonging to the dead man failed to mourn his passing, and crept
off to the side as though taking himself from the
battle.

“No takers?” I
asked.

I dropped my sword’s tip
to the ground and leaned on the hilt. I waggled my fingers at the
small fires burning merrily around the dead man, crisping the dead
leaves and twigs. Small flames and smoke rose lazily about the
blackened Tongu.

“Someone might want to
splash some water over those,” I said. “I’d take it amiss if the
forest caught fire.”

The redhead seized his
waterskin from his saddlebow. He uncorked it, then upended it over
the burning leaves. The fires died, hissing like their late master,
white smoke rising from their ashes. Not entirely unexpected, water
splashed onto the corpse. The suddenly heated water sparked and
spat, jumping like live things before vanishing into nothing. The
boy cried out with terror and loathing, drawing his hand across his
mouth with a shudder. He backed away, his flesh beneath his
freckles ghostly white.

Unarmed, his hands over
his head, the frightened blond soldier dropped to his knees.
“Mercy, Prince Wolf,” he cried, sweat trickling from his brow, down
his pale cheeks and matting his fair hair to his neck. Blue eyes
bulged in their sockets as his chest heaved. “Don’t be turning me
into no crispy critter, sir. Let us go, please Yer Lordship, and
you’ll never see us again. Never.”

“Whyever should I?” I
asked. “You’re lying.”

“He’s not,”
Darius interjected smoothly.

I scowled, not so much at
the boy as at Darius. “You’ll set your masters on me the moment I
let you go.”

“No, sir!”

A third young man, stepped
forward. I recognized his voice as the one who admired my fangs and
worried that I might be killed. He, too, dropped to his knee beside
the straw-colored kid. His face remained calm, yet sweat trickled
in rivulets down his cheeks. He spread his open hands to his
sides.

“You heard him, Prince
Wolf,” he said. “That bad man. If we failed to bring you down to
him, if you escaped–”

He smiled slightly, his
fingers gesturing toward me, up and down my immense size.
“–should you
escape, milord, our failure means crucifixion–”

“Or worse,” chimed in the
fourth. “Kill us now, in your mercy. Kill us quick. Or let us go to
Arcadia.”

“The Arcadian king is
offering gold,” the blond boy said, his tone eager. “If the King’s
soldiers desert and join his army, he’ll give us gold. The sergeant
told us.”

Still keeping an eye on
the shocked, silent Tongu, I nodded thoughtfully. “Makes sense.
Brutal is raiding his borders.”

The calm one nodded. “Yes,
milord. Arcadia wants to rid the High King of his forces at the
same time expand his own. The sergeant–”

His eyes roved toward
where that sergeant’s corpse lay and his throat bobbed in a sharp
gulp. “–he said King Brutal is too willing to slay his own men for
failure. Is this true, milord?”

I nodded, fetching a sigh. “I’ve heard it’s
true.”

“Would you slay your own
men, if defeated in battle, milord?” the calm boy asked. “You being
a prince, and all?”

“Of course not,” I
snapped, not liking this turn of the conversation. “How stupid is
that.”

“We heard what happened to
our brothers in arms,” the calm boy said, his voice quavering.
“That dark lord said it himself. Those you didn’t kill that night
died–” He gulped, sweated and continued on, his courage undaunted.
“They were tortured for days.”

His eyes found the panting Tongu hounds.
“They even killed the dogs, sir. You heard him say so. It weren’t
the dog’s fault, sir.”

“We just want out, Yer
Lordship,” said the blond. “Won’t you let us go?”

“Or permit us swear our
loyalty to you.”

The calm boy’s soft voice jerked my head up.
“What? Don’t be absurd, boy. Where I go you can’t follow.”

His mouth opened to
protest until he caught my eye. He shut it quickly, his throat
convulsing.

“What about them?” I
demanded, jerking my head toward the pair of surviving
Tongu.

“We ain’t with them,
Prince Wolf, sir,” the blond boy stated.

The redhead shrugged. “They came with the
dark lord, sir. They aren’t with us.”

I eyed the Tongu. “You
also know the penalty for failure. Do you seek my
mercy?”

The taller of the two
straightened, his eyes blazing. His mouth worked soundlessly for a
moment before he spat at my feet. “We will inform our Lord Tenzin
of their betrayal,” he hissed, his eyes cutting to the four. “He
will be glad of our loyalty.”

I chuckled. “Well, you can dream, anyway.”
As I glanced at the three hounds, an idea rose. “Call them.”

“Milord?” The calm boy
straightened, his eyes following mine to the three miserable
mutts.

“If they come when you
call, take them with you.” I grinned. “Save them from the fate
their masters face.”

“Of course,
milord.”

“You can’t!” the Tongu
gasped.

I shrugged, chuckling. “It’s their choice. I
suspect those hounds know what’s best for them.”

Bending over, the boy snapped his fingers.
“Come here, fella. Come on. Let’s go.”

Three sets of grizzled heads swung toward
the sound.

Following his lead, the
other three lads whistled, snapped fingers and called in
encouraging voices. The hounds raised wagging tails with ears
perked; pink tongues caught between fangs. They stared at the young
men, their brown eyes alight with interest.

The tall Tongu who spat
stepped forward, as though to prevent a hound from making a choice.
Taking a hint from Ja’Teel, I remembered a distant lesson taught by
Rygel. As he had frozen me, Ly’Tana, Kel’Ratan and her warriors in
that far away inn chamber, I halted both Tongu with my magic. Only
their eyes flickered, wide with fear, as they found themselves
unable to move to step, scratch their noses, or take a
piss.

“Chill, boys,” I murmured.
“Methinks your hounds like these youths better. Or perhaps they
appreciate the niceties in life. Like living.”

The hound belonging to the
toasted Tongu took the first step. I supposed since he now found
himself masterless, he knew he needed, wanted, a new master.
Perhaps he craved a leader more disposed to kindness, not evil.
Maybe he’d like a master who threw a ball for him to fetch rather
than send him to kill a helpless human being.

He took a second step,
then a third. Within a moment, he nuzzled the cheek of the calm
boy. Half-afraid, half thrilled, that young soldier caressed wiry
ears, smiling, nose to nose with a killer dog.

“I ain’t never had a dog
before,” he murmured.

A second hound followed,
walking straight toward the redhead without hesitation. Brutal’s
former soldier stroked his head and past his ears, his jaw gaping
in awe. The third hound abandoning his stilled human to creep on
lowered legs, whining, to the young blond. Like his brothers, this
mongrel discovered the joys of unconditional love the instant those
humans hands touched his canine head.

I glanced at the one quiet
young man, aloof, watching his brother soldiers fuss and play with
their new friends. He felt my eyes on him, and glanced
up.

“Sorry,” I murmured. “Not
enough mutts to go around.”

He grinned, a sudden bright, cheery smile.
“That’s alright, sir,” he said. “I’m allergic.”

Against my will, a short
laugh burst from my throat. “Boys, get on your horses,” I ordered,
half-strangling. “Should I ever see you again, you’d better be
loyal Arcadian soldiers.”

“Right, yer Lordship.”
“Yes, sir.” “Your will, milord.”

The former Khalidian
cavalry scrambled to their feet, rushed to retrieve their swords,
hang crossbows to pommels, grab quivers and mount their horses.
Their new hounds, without a backward look at the ones they left
behind, leaped beside them. They chuffed, their cut throats unable
to give voice, yet their plain brown eyes lit with what . . . joy?
Wiry muzzles parted in happy pants, tongue lolling, as their boys
jumped aboard their skittish, white-eyed horses.

A wave of nostalgia washed
over me. I saw wolves dancing about the horses of Kel’Hallan
warriors, happy, their human friends laughing down at them. The
vision overlay the sight before my eyes, of dogs and boys uniting
in mutual love and joy in being together.

The two visions joined and intermingled,
soon so intertwined I couldn’t tell one from the other.

“You did well
today.”

I ignored Darius as the
Khalidians shouted and saluted me, kicking their horses into a
gallop toward the west. The Tongu hounds raced at their heels with
tongues flapping, paws flying to keep up. The group disappeared
into the forest, downhill, toward Arcadia. Within moments, I
couldn’t even hear them.

“A dog’s loyalty, like a
wolf’s, is unbreakable,” I said thoughtfully, staring after them.
“Those fellows knew the future you chose. They knew what their fate
would be, the same as those hounds who died in agony. Why would
they remain loyal? To what would you have them remain
loyal?”

I turned back to the hunters, my brow hiked.
“Something to think about, eh?”

I sheathed my sword at
last, eyeing the pair of draft horses still hitched to the tree and
branch sled. They waited with the eternal, calm patience of their
kind, hip-shotten, ears slack.

“You want to change your
minds?” I asked the Tongu, still wrapped, like a birthday package,
within my magic. “Say the word and you can leave, never to
return.”

Only dark eyes defied me.
They had the means to speak, but didn’t even offer me that much
respect. “Your funeral,” I muttered, turning away. “Ja’Teel and
Tenzin will show up eventually, wondering what’s keeping you. Those
boys will be leagues away by then, as will I.

“You, however, will still
be standing there. I’m sure you’ll have pissed your drawers by
then, reeking like a cesspit.”

The team woke at my
approach, stamping, snorting, near panic. Murmuring under my
breath, I stroked their sleek bay hides, offering them confidence
despite my predator’s odor. My fingers unbuckled their harness,
working quickly in case they bolted. I didn’t want them dragging
Ja’Teel’s contraption across the hills where they might get hung
up.

Their nostrils sucked in
my wolfish scent, yet my voice and hands soothed their troubled
nerves. They settled, the one nearest me nuzzling my shoulder as I
worked, snorting down his nostrils.

Freeing them at last, I caressed their soft
muzzles for a moment. “I don’t suppose I can convince you boys to
head west, not east?”

The massive bay geldings
whiffled my hands, lips searching for more attention, ears perked
and brown eyes bright. My hands on their necks, I pushed them on
their way. “Gods walk with you and see you safe.”

The brown, black and white
pair shambled away. At first they started eastward, toward familiar
people and stable, following the direction of the Tongu’s long
departed mounts. After a few long strides, they halted, heads up,
scenting the breeze. Strangely, they turned around and began to
trot, passing me by. In wonder, I watched as they hit a heavy
gallop, white-feathered hooves rising and falling with thuds that
vibrated my toes. Within a moment or two, they vanished under the
trees, following the boy-soldiers and their new dogs.

“Did you do that?”
I asked Darius.

“I?”

“Never mind.”

I walked a short distance
away, prepared to turn wolf again. I spared the Tongu one more
thought. “I’m thinking you’ll wish I had killed you, in the days to come.
In your next life, if you have one, be certain to take the road of
peace. It’ll save you much grief in the end.”

I changed into my other
body. As their dark eyes glittered with hate and muted rage, my
tongue lolled in a grin while they glared at my wolf form. “So
long, boys,” I growled, my tail waving. While they could never
understand me, I said, “I’d wish you long life, but, well, I’d hate
to waste a blessing.”

Their muttered curses drifted to my ears as
I ducked under the fir and balsam and resumed my trek north.



Chapter Four











The enemy of my enemy is
not my friend.






I sat aboard Shardon and waited. Studying the desert tribesman
a bow’s length from me, I learned a few useful things. He wore the
mantle of command as easily as Raine or my father. The scars on his
face and hands said clearly he fought his battles up close and
personal. Not a man to send his warriors forward while he led from
the rear. No, this fellow fought like the lion emblem he wore at
his throat.

For several long moments,
he watched me just as closely. Not even Bar’s shriek a short
distance above his head took that fierce stare from my face. He
learned about me exactly what I wanted him to know: nothing. I
matched his glare with bland, unblinking eyes. The battle of the
eyes went on so long, mine burned with the intense effort to not
blink.

The thought that he’d
order his tribe to attack crossed my mind the instant he
stirred. Here it comes. I gripped the hilt of my sword, prepared to draw. Shardon
tensed under me, and I heard Silverruff’s soft growl on the light
breeze.

Suddenly, the leader
grinned, showing a full set of white, even teeth. His high
cheekbones jutted beneath humorous, dancing dark eyes. “However,
for you, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla,” he chuckled, “I’ll make an
exception.”

Laughing aloud, he nudged
his horse up beside Shardon. Our mounts’ sizes didn’t match very
well, and the difference forced him to tilt his head back to see me
clearly. He wore a bright red head scarf that wound over his head
across his throat and over his broad shoulders. Wide strips of
leather banded across his bare chest with a sheathed knife ready to
hand. A collar of beaten silver graced his neck, the snarling lion
clasping the dark red mantle he’d thrown back to spread across his
grey’s rump.

Dropping his reins to his horse’s neck, he
set his palms together, flat, against his chest, and snapped a
quick bow. “I am Li,” he intoned, formal. “Clan Chief of the
Jha’fhar tribe of the Mesaani.”

Imitating him, I slapped
my palms together against my chest and bowed over them. “I am
Ly’Tana, Princess of Kel’Halla. These are my loyal warriors and our
wolf friends. Here at my side is my kinsman, Kel’Ratan. My griffin,
Bar, flies above you.”

Li gestured to his right,
toward a heavyset man riding a glossy black horse with a white star
between its eyes. His dark eyes matched Li’s exactly though he
stood taller and broader in his saddle. I suspected the kinship
before Li completed his introductions. “My brother, Illan,” he said
by way of explanation.

Illan didn’t share his
brother’s obvious enthusiasm. He and the group of warriors with him
eyed us with disillusion. A few dropped their scarves–a sign of
relaxed hostilities, I surmised. The rest remained vigilant and
bristling for trouble, their faces concealed and their hands
hovering too close to weapons for my comfort. If Illan plans a fight, how many here are loyal to Li?
Despite Li’s peaceful overtures, I knew quite
well how quickly a small disagreement can escalate into open
battle.

Li relaxed his formal
posture. “If you and your folk are going home, Ly’Tana of
Kel’Halla, you are headed the wrong way.”

I swept my hair from my face, smiling sadly.
“Though I wish that were so, Li of the Jha’fhar, we’re not going
home. Not yet.”

“Then what do you here?
With your wolves and your warriors.”

“We’re on an errand to
find some monks,” I explained. “We’re in grave need of some holy
advice.”

Li frowned. “Monks?”

“Yes. Those monks who
speak to all the gods, and to whom all the gods will speak. The
Huhtamaki.”

“Ah.” Li’s face cleared.
“I know of such monks. Perhaps I may assist you in your quest,
Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla.”

He enveloped us all in a grand gesture.
“Come. My clan will offer you food, shelter and healers to tend
your wounds.”

“Any aid you offer will
put us deeply in your debt, noble Li,” I replied. “But I must ask
this: why would you help us? We heard your people don’t tolerate
strangers.”

“We do not.”

Illan tore his scarf from
his face in an angry swipe of his hand, his lips thinned in venom
and hate. Already tanned from the desert sun, his skin darkened
with suffused rage. “You are not welcome here, mish’kra bitch,” he snapped. “Take
your bird and your vermin with you.”

Li back-handed Illan
across his hard-angled cheek, a blow that rocked that bad boy in
his saddle. Blood spurted from under the fist he raised to shield
himself from another strike. By Li’s instant reaction, I knew this
wasn’t the first time Illan questioned and challenged his
authority. Brothers they may be, but mutual love and respect wasn’t
in their combined vocabulary.

“Dog,” Li spat, his big
hand lifted to his brother. “Faithless cur. How dare you treat
honored guests in this fashion.”

Illan spurred his horse
out of hitting range, blood trickling from his nose and cheek. “I
dare, brother,” he snapped. “When you disgrace our laws and our kin
by offering salt to mish’kra.”

Sitting back in his
saddle, his hands on his pommel, Li stared at his brother. If he’d
turned those black stones on me, I’d be quick to seize steel. As it
was, I felt a shiver crawl down my spine and I knew that whether we
accepted Li’s invitation or not, Illan would neither forget or
forgive. I witnessed his shame, and that earned me a death
sentence.

“Go,” Li said, his tone
deceptively soft. “Inform my wives and the village elders we have
guests. See to it tents, food and water are prepared.”

“And if I don’t?” Illan’s
defiance hadn’t wilted under that dreadful glare.

“I will turn you out,” Li
replied.

While that didn’t sound
like much of a threat to me, the effect on Illan was galvanic. His
face changed from dark to ashen, and his jaw loosened. The hand he
lifted to wipe blood from his nose visibly shook. Though he didn’t
quite bow to his clan chief, his chin dropped to his chest. “You
would side with these mish’kra
against your own blood?”

Li didn’t answer. At his
silence, Illan reined his horse around and struck spurs to black
flanks. He and his mount vanished into swirling dust and the ravine
under the thud of galloping hooves. A half dozen tribal warriors
followed in his wake, informing me of just how many men owed their
loyalty to Li. Most remained, sitting silent and impassive on their
desert-bred horses as brother number two fled his chief’s
wrath.

Illan reappeared on the
distant ridge, riding hard into the east. The warriors above parted
like waves breaking upon rocks to permit him passage through and
beyond. Only when Li waved his arm did they, too, vanish on Illan’s
heels. The ridge emptied of all save the dirt kicked up by
retreating hooves which the hot wind quickly tore asunder. In a
moment, nothing stirred on the ridge save the light breeze and the
ever shifting sand.

Li sighed. Turning back to
me, his hand touched his breast and he bowed. “My apologies,
Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla. I offer you salt, and you are insulted by
those in my clan. How may I make amends to you?”

“I’ve no wish to come
between the great Clan Chief Li and his blood kin,” I replied.
“We’ll tend our wounded. Please accept my deepest thanks for your
kindness and generosity.”

“No, no.” Li shook his
head. “I owe you a debt now, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla. Should you spurn
this, it would be a blight upon my honor and forever shame
me.”

Helpless, I glanced from
him to Kel’Ratan and back again. Silverruff whined softly from
somewhere near my right stirrup, and Shardon shook his ears, making
his bridle jingle. What do I do? Accept his offer and be the cause
of bad blood between Li and Illan? Or graciously decline and make
an enemy of Li himself? Lady above, what a
mess.

“It’s your custom to not
assist strangers, Chief Li,” I ventured.

Li nodded gravely. “That
is indeed true. You and yours have great courage, Ly’Tana of
Kel’Halla. We greatly respect such. We as a people are born to
constant war and battle. It has hardened us. Yet, we can also
admire such in others.”

His eyes travelled slowly
over each of us, his approving smile widening. “We watched your
fight with the Cursed Ones. We saw firsthand your attack upon the
daemon. I hate the Khalidian Dog Eaters, the mish’kra, and if you are their enemy,
then I might think to accept you as my friend.”

“Li, you are too kind,” I
murmured.

He laughed, his white
teeth flashing. “Ah, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla, I am not kind. Just
truthful. I have yet a second reason for offering my
aid.”

“Pray tell, honorable Clan
Chief Li.”

“I daresay had I thought
to kill you,” he grinned, his dark eyes laughing. “I’d lose more
men than it would be worth.”

Kel’Ratan barked a short
sharp laugh. “You’re a very wise man.”

“I am,” Li said, sobering
slightly. “I do not sacrifice the lives of my clan without grave
cause.”

His dark eyes danced.
“And, of course, had I killed you, or sent you on your way, I’d
never get to hear this tale of how you survived King Brutal,
collected this marvelous band of wolves, befriended a Tarbane and
earned yourself the irritation of the Cursed Ones and their foul
daemon. This is a tale–” he leaned over his saddlebow, “–I must
hear. At much length.”

I laughed. “Then you shall
hear it, dear Li. But tell me first?”

“Tell you what, beautiful
Ly’Tana?”

“How did you recognize
Shardon here?”

Li eyed Shardon, still
smiling. He straightened. “I may not care much for the world
outside my lands,” he said. “But I am wise to it. I know much of
what passes beyond this desert. I know of the Tarbane who inhabit
the haunted Plains of Navak, and rule their lands with an iron
fi–er, hoof. Many times I have travelled past them to visit
the mish’kra in
their nasty city, Soudan. And they permit me passage, realizing I
cared not to stay and plow.”

“Clan Chief?” Kel’Ratan
asked, his thick mustache standing at full attention. “What is
‘turning out’?”

“The worst penalty for
crime among my people, Kel’Ratan of Kel’Halla,” Li answered. “If a
crime is committed, the offender is forced into the desert with no
horse, no water. No Mesaani will grant him aid, or acknowledge his
existence. He will become a ghost, a shadow wandering the lands
with no clan, no home.”

“It is the worst sentence
to give a man.”

Surprised, I glanced at
the soldier who spoke, a grey-bearded warrior on a strawberry roan
standing just behind Li. He offered me a rapid salute with his
hands pressed together, but offered no name along with it. “In our
culture, to be turned out is far worse than execution. Only a
handful have ever suffered it.”

“I see.” And I hoped I
did. Though I doubted Illan’s insult warranted such a penalty, the
clan’s obvious proclivity for honorable conduct made me cringe
inwardly. Gods above and below.

Li’s horse shifted beneath him as he leaned
both elbows on his pommel, gazing at me wistfully. “Can I convince
you to become my third wife, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla?”

His offer shocked a laugh
from me. “You really know how to flatter a girl,” I
replied.

“Ah, we would be good
together, no?” he said. “With you at my side, I could be master of
all Mesaan. With the vixen with hair of fire fighting beside me,
none could withstand me. I will make you queen of a proud
land.”

His close proximity to my
wolf name caused goose pimples to rise despite the desert
sun. I will be a queen of a proud
land, I thought, in due course. I didn’t speak that
aloud, however. Li’s pride might easily be injured.

“I’m sorry, dear Li,” I
said. “My heart belongs to another.”

His face didn’t fall an
inch. Instead, his smiling expression changed to one of determined
expansiveness. “So? I will kill him and thus impress you with my
prowess.” He shrugged. “You are no longer betrothed, yes? Then what
are you waiting for? Am I not worthy?”

I laughed. “Dear Li.
Should you kill my love, I would in my turn kill you.”

“Who is this love of
yours?”

“King Lionel’s former champion, The Bloody Wolf.”

“A slave?”

“Not just a slave, my
friend. Before he was enslaved, he was Prince Raine of
Connacht.”

Li stared at me in consternation. “I really
must hear this story, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla,” he said, wheeling his
horse. “Come.”

“Wait,” I said, biting my
lip.

He turned back, eyeing me over his shoulder.
“Why must I wait?”

“Before you take us in,” I
said slowly. “I must tell you something.”

“Don’t say it,” Li warned,
shutting his eyes dramatically. “You’re in truth a man.”

This time laughter burst
out of me, Kel’Ratan, Witraz and no few of his own men. Behind me,
Alun grumbled under his breath, and Silverruff growled, his hackles
rising.

“Well, he saw right
through you, didn’t he?” Bar
said.

“No, Li, that’s not it,” I
said, getting a grip on my humor. “You must know why we need the
monks.”

The seriousness in my tone
turned him about again. “Then pray tell me, little princess with
the heart of steel.”

“I have incurred the wrath
of a god. He/she/it’s been trying to kill me.”

His dark eyes swept over
us, brows lowered, his smile gone. Now we saw the Clan Chief, the
warrior, the protector of his people. His chin lifted warily as his
dark eyes finally rested on mine. “What have you done?”

I shrugged, helpless. “I’ve no idea. I need
the monks to tell me who and why so that I may make amends. To make
my peace.”

I gestured toward the men
with him. “I wouldn’t bring its anger down upon you. Should you
help us, help me,
you also may incur its divine wrath.”

Kel’Ratan shrugged. “It hasn’t gone after
any of us,” he said candidly. “Only you. It seems to ignore all
save you.”

“But I don’t want his
people caught in the crossfire,” I gritted, trying to shut him
up.

“Ah, little girl,” Li
grinned. “Do not underestimate us. We can look after ourselves. My
offer still stands. Come.”

“Very well.”

I glanced back, over my shoulder. “We must
obtain our goods, our packhorses.”

I gestured toward the
distance where the dim shapes of Rygel and Arianne still sat in the
sand with the huge hulk of Little Bull standing guard. Yuri and
Yuras sat their horses to either side and watching across the
distance. “We must collect the rest of my people. One of the wolves
was gravely wounded. Our wizard, adept at healing, is trying to
save his life.”

“A wizard, no less,” Li
chuckled. “This is a tale that will be told and retold for
generations. And I have full bragging rights for finding you. If
you were to ask my people what they like better, a good story or a
good fight, they would be forced to sit down and think it over. We
will accompany you to collect your goods and your
friends.”

Shardon turned and trotted
back across the distance toward the battle-ground, Li and his grey
cantering slowly beside us. With his friendly and warm attitude,
his warriors seemed more inclined to smile while surrounding my
small band. Mixing in with my boys and the wolves, I overheard no
few ask, in thick tribal accents, what the wolves’ names were. Bar
circled low overhead, keeping pace and offering no
comment.

The stench of blood and
death assaulted my nose as we reached the battlefield. Carrion
birds had flocked in, circling, cawing. A few braver ones already
landed on the corpses, and dined eagerly with dead flesh clinging
to their dark beaks. My belly rolled over upon seeing them
devouring the dead men and hounds. I sooo didn’t need to witness
it. The sooner we get out of here, the
better.

My boys cantered past me
and Li, swinging down from their saddles near the piles of food and
gear. Their wolves loped with them, tails waving in lupine
happiness despite their wounds. My loyal three: Silverruff, Digger
and Thunder clustered under Shardon’s legs, greatly hampering his
ability to trot without stepping on them. Mikk, sweat drying on his
chest and neck, flanked Shardon while Kel’Ratan and Corwyn, with
Nahar and White Fang, followed behind at a short
distance.

Li glanced down at my friends. “They love
you, no?”

At his words, Digger
yapped sharply, his eyes bright, his tongue lolling in a wolfish
laugh.

Li raised a brow. “The beast understood
me?”

“Of course. They
understand human speech clearly. Unfortunately, only two of our
party speak wolf.”

“Certainly keeps one on
their toes, does it not?”

I chuckled. “It does.”

Shardon picked his way
delicately among the dead, his destination Rygel and Arianne who
still bowed over the silent Darkhan. He
must still be alive.

Little Bull barked, his
tail wagging furiously, from his post beside Rygel. Tuatha departed
his station, however, and toddled toward me, his tiny dark tail
buzzing.

“Even a youngling,” Li
commented, reining in beside Shardon and swinging down from his
grey.

“Prince Raine’s son, by
adoption,” I replied, hiking my leg over the pommel in preparation
for sliding down from Shardon’s saddle. Li caught me mid-slide, his
strong hands about my waist. His brown eyes laughed down into mine
as he set me carefully on my feet. His lean hand brushed an errant
lock of hair from my eyes.

“I truly must kill this
Prince,” he murmured.

Instantly, Little Bull
leaped from Rygel’s side, and rushed forward snarling. Silverruff
thrust his huge body between me and Li, making me stagger. White
fangs bared, hackles stiff, he planted himself squarely between us.
Thunder, the only wolf bigger than Silverruff or Little Bull,
advanced stiff-legged while growling low in this throat. Tuatha,
also hearing his comment, snarled from somewhere around my
ankles.

Li backed up, his hand on
the hilt of his saber, fear cascading across his formerly warm
expression. He flinched back as Digger, having circled around him,
snarled from his unprotected rear. His men, too far away to help,
hadn’t even noticed their Clan Chief stood in dire peril. Corwyn
and Kel’Ratan remained on their horses, their wolves at their
stirrups, watching. I took full note that their bodies, and wolves,
stood between Li and his warriors.

Bar winged in to land behind me his wings
half-furled, and his long shadow casting me into shade.

Stepping up beside
Silverruff, I placed my hand on his head. “Li, my good friend,
carefully heed my words.”

His eyes flicked to me and back to the ring
of huge, bristling, angry wolves that halted their advance, but
still threatened his life.

“I will listen,” he said,
his voice hoarse.

“These wolves, our
friends, owe their loyalty to Prince Raine. As do all wolves
throughout all lands.”

When I spoke, Thunder sat
down and ceased his growl, though he watched Li closely. I flicked
my hand to Digger, calling him from his position. He obeyed, though
his stiff-legged bearing remained as he departed. He paused beside
Little Bull who, like Thunder, sat down with ears
perked.

I brought my hands up,
palms flat together before my chest. “I’m truly flattered at your
attention, Clan Chief. However, I’m Raine’s mate, and these wolves
protect me as well as him.”

When my furry friends relaxed their menace
Li took his hands from his saber. Sweat trickled from under his
turban to slide down his sun-tanned cheek.

“I think I am seeing the
truth,” he said slowly, lifting his eyes from them to me. He smiled
faintly. His hands wide from his sword, he dipped into a faint bow
toward my royalty and my furred bodyguard. “I am in error,
beautiful princess from far-off Kel’Halla. I shall curb my tongue
and my desires henceforth.”

Nothing much wrong with his
courage, I thought in
admiration.

“Should you to try to kill
Raine, dear Li,” I said, my hand raised toward him palm up in a
promise of peace, “you’ll be forced to hunt every wolf that stands
between you and him.”

I chuckled, resting my hands on my hips. “I
am sooo not worth it, Li. Trust me.”

“Ah, but–”

I lifted my finger, silencing him. “Cease,
my Chief. I don’t wish you killed by wolves, or by Raine himself.
You’re my good friend now.”

“I expect I should mind my
words, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla,” he said, chuckling. Stepping forward,
he closed the distance between us. The wolves permitted him access,
as per my swift gesture, and retreated slightly. Yet they ringed
him round, offering both protection and threat.

Li eyed them sidelong and still grinned.
“And, of course, give up my pursuit of you.”

He bowed low, his hand on
his breast, and his eyes calmly on Silverruff. “I do apologize for
my words, and beg your indulgence. For I am a simple desert
ignorant. I humbly beg your forgiveness.”

Silverruff barked, his
tail waving once more. Little Bull turned and trotted back to
Rygel, who had risen and helped Arianne to her feet. Darkhan still
lay silent on the desert floor like a dead thing. I couldn’t yet
tell if he breathed. Digger and Thunder also relaxed fully, tails
waving once more, and their jaws wide in lupine grins.

Only Tuatha refused to
relent. His dark baby fur bristling over his small body, he
snarled, needle teeth bared. He jumped forward on stiff, stubby
legs, threatening Li’s knee. Li frowned down at him, not much
worried about puppy bites.

My wounds reminded me of
their sharp presence as I bent and picked Tuatha up. “You just
threatened to kill his papa,” I said. “Tuatha doesn’t forgive very
easily.”

Li raised a hand to pet the still snarling
pup, but halted, refraining with dignity. “I admire such courage,”
he said. “This is a tale I must hear very soon.”

With Arianne’s help, Rygel
half staggered, half walked toward us. His arm over her shoulder
and his face pale, his curiosity stood forth in his exhausted gaze.
Arianne eyed Li openly, not intimidated in the least by his
powerful presence. Taking her free hand she tickled Digger’s jaw,
earning for herself a busy tongue swiping her face. Yuri and Yuras
paced them, staring openly at the Clan Chief. Rufus, sweat dried to
white salt on his bay coat tagged along, his huge head shadowing
his tiny mistress.

I couldn’t hold Tuatha’s
weight with just one arm, but needed both to contain him and his
fury. Thus I only jerked my chin in introduction. “Clan Chief Li,
this is Princess Arianne. Raine’s sister.”

Li clapped his palms together and bowed low.
“The pleasure is all mine, royal sister of the imperious Prince
Raine. Welcome, welcome.”

Arianne nodded coolly,
clearly not as taken with his manner as I.

I bit my lip to curb a giggle. “This is Lord
Rygel of Khassart, our healer.”

“Rygel of Khassart, you
are also welcome at the fires of Li’s people.”

I hefted Tuatha’s weight
onto my shoulder, and offered a short hand wave toward my folk.
“This is Li, Clan Chief of the Jha’fhar tribe of the Mesaani
people. He’s offered us both shelter and rest in the camp of his
people.”

Rygel dared not bow, as he
would most probably fall flat on his face. He smiled, his face wan.
“Forgive me for not offering you salute, Clan Chief Li of the
Jha’fhar,” he said. “For I am weak and weary.”

Li nodded. “You have manners enough, Rygel
of Khassart. Come, will your beast live?”

Rygel nodded. “He will,
but I fear he must be carried. He’ll remain unconscious for hours,
I expect.”

I gestured for Kel’Ratan
and Corwyn to come forward, then looked past them. My boys worked
hard to load the packhorses with our necessary loads, industrious
amid the bodies of the dead Tongu and hounds. They manfully ignored
the rising stench of the corpses, the sight of the dark beaks
pecking white eyes from sockets, and the sound of tearing human
flesh. My own gorge rose if I watched the carnage too long, my
belly threatening to heave onto Li’s pristine mantle.

To my surprise Li’s
warriors also helped load our gear. With their reins in the sand
and hind legs hitched, the desert bred horses sighed and dozed,
unmindful of the huge wolves trotting or walking among them. Their
riders laughed and spoke, despite the obvious language barriers,
with my Kel’Hallans. Wolves danced around, jaws wide as the desert
tribesmen, entranced by their intelligence and behavior, rubbed
ears and ruffled fur.

Li followed the direction
of my eyes, grinning. “It appears my men are quite taken with you
and yours, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla.”

“Jolly good, dear Li,” I
answered. “I’m quite glad we have loyal friends in the
Jha’fhar.”

Kel’Ratan and Corwyn
walked up, shoulder to shoulder, offering quick bows. Tuatha still
weighing me down, I nodded toward Rygel. “Put him up on Shardon,
would you? I think he needs the help.”

Rygel knew better than to
protest. His jaw tightened as they parted him from Arianne and
lifted him up. Shardon helped by ducking his shoulder. They boosted
him into his saddle where he sat with shoulders hunched, sweat
pouring from him in rivers. Darkened blond hair plastered in thick
tendrils to his face and neck.

Li’s jaw dropped. “The Tarbane is not
yours?”

I shook my head. “Shardon and Rygel belong
together.”

Kel’Ratan gestured toward
the fully laden pack horses. “Who do we put Darkhan on, Your
Highness?” he asked, his formal tone odd in my ears.

I glanced at Arianne,
seeing for myself she understood just where Darkhan belonged. I
jerked my chin at Rufus. “Her Highness weighs next to nothing. Put
him on Rufus. He’s strong.”

Darkhan’s dead weight
proved quite difficult. Even Li joined in the effort to shove the
huge dark wolf’s unconscious body into Rufus’s saddle. They stood
back at last, panting from the effort, as Darkhan lay bonelessly
across it, stirrup to stirrup.

Taking Arianne by her
waist, Corwyn set her on the flashy stallion’s rump, behind the
cantle–the only place left for her. He nodded at my silent request,
and led the quiet bay toward his own horse. He swiftly mounted up
while keeping Rufus’s reins in his fist. Arianne’s hands on her
wolf’s body kept him in place.

Kel’Ratan, not Li, lifted
me up and set me, Tuatha still filling my arms, on Mikk’s solid
back. Before gathering his reins, I set Tuatha in my lap and ran my
hands over Mikk’s thick neck. I leaned forward over the pommel to
love, for just a moment, on my gallant Mikk. He turned his head
slightly, his eye bright and ears perked at my silent yet heartfelt
thanks for, yet again, saving my life.

“I see why your people
love you so,” Li commented. He had vaulted into his own saddle and
reined the grey around to Mikk’s side. “I do wish, Ly’Tana of
Kel’Halla,” he said, his brown eyes laughing, “that I had found you
before the illustrious Prince Raine.”

I covered his hand on his
reins with mine, smiling into his eyes. “No,” I replied. “You
don’t.”

“Are you a difficult and
disobedient female?”

“Great Li, Clan Chief of
the Jha’fhar,” I replied. “I’m as mean as a serpent with a
toothache.”

He laughed, nudging his
mount into a trot beside Mikk. “You are a treasure,
indeed.”

My boys and their wolves
fell into line behind us as we rode down into the ravine. Kel’Ratan
and the grey-bearded warrior trotted just in front, chatting
amicably. The remainder of Li’s warriors strung along in a
disorganized fashion, a few to our flanks, and the rest joining my
boys. Bar’s circling low overhead, his shadow passing back and
forth over me, created untold havoc among the Jha’fhar horses. They
might be able to accept wolves among them, but Bar tested their
nerves to the limit. The Jha’fhar warriors rode their jumpy,
snorting horses with careless ease, talking and laughing in their
tribal dialect.

Soon, my various pains
woke and didn’t merely whine, but yelled, full-voiced. Sweat
trickled down my back and over my ribs under the fierce desert
heat. Mikk developed a sharp limp as we trotted and loped across
the sand, his head bobbing with each stride. Hang in there, love,
just a little while longer.

I shut my jaw and smiled
as Li spoke of his people and the frequent wars between his clan
and the other Mesaani tribes.

“But,” he said, his teeth
flashing in his brown face. “We unite quickly enough if the Dog
Eaters send in their cavalry to claim tribute.”

He leaned over and spat in
the dirt. “We send them home with their tail between their legs.
That is their tribute.”

“Don’t you also unite to
raid the caravans?” Witraz asked.

“Of course.” Li laughed.
“Our women need their trinkets and cloth and jewels.” His grin
included me. “We must please our women.”

I laughed with him, though
it hurt like hell. Tuatha peered over his shoulder at me, sitting
in my lap with his paws on my pommel. He whined, low, his blue eyes
anxious. He wasn’t fooled one bit. Nor were Thunder and Digger who
also eyed me with concern as they trotted at Mikk’s head. I dared
not speak to reassure them for I knew my voice would betray my
pain.

Distracting myself with
Li’s chatter about his life and desert culture, I also kept my mind
from my aches by observing the terrain about us. We rode through a
shallow valley between low, sandy hills, their tops and sides
dotted with thin clusters of tough grass and small bushes. Had
there been no greenery they might have looked like sand dunes, for
the mild wind shed loose sand off their tops in thin, wispy clouds.
Riders, silhouetted against the sun, watched from atop the highest
points and guarded against invaders.

I gauged the time to be
mid-afternoon, the sun bright and hot. I hoped his nomadic camp lay
close by, for I needed to shed these heavy slave’s clothes like no
tomorrow. They stank of blood and sweat and filth, weighing on my
shoulders like yesterday’s grief. My hair hung matted and oily,
crusted with blood and crud. I half-dreamed of a hot bath while
still nodding in all the right places.

With Li’s cheerful voice in my ear and the
chatter of warriors trying to understand once another’s language
the valley suddenly opened up. I checked Mikk’s limping gait and
stared.

The wide expanse of
desert, sheltered from the wind by higher hills, filled my eyes. A
silt-filled brown river, unseen before now, flowed through it;
watering a lush landscape on which horses, sheep, goats, and camels
grazed. These valuable animals were well guarded. Warriors on
horseback and on foot turned their heads to watch as we
appeared.

Li’s explanation of the
landscape and his tribe’s nomadic ways as we rode suddenly made
perfect sense. Obviously selected for its lush grazing and
protection from the weather, Li’s people lived here until they
depleted the vegetation. Then they’d pack the tents scattered
throughout the long river valley, and the tribe, along with its
flocks and herds, would move on to better grazing. Meanwhile, the
river’s water continued and saturated the soil, bringing new life,
new greenery, until they returned. However, this wasn’t what caused
me to rein in Mikk and stare, astounded.

‘Twas the hundreds of
people who choked the valley’s mouth. I gulped. His entire tribe stands waiting to meet us.

Li chuckled, and by
reaching out his hand, urged me to continue on. “This is an
historic moment for us, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla. You, your people,
your wolves, your griffin and your Tarbane. We will be telling
stories of you for generations.”

“I see,” I said,
wilting. Gods above and
below.

“I, of course, have full
bragging rights.”

“Of course, dear Li,” I
said, choking. “As you should.”

The crowd parted down the
middle, creating a wide avenue. Their voices raised in shouts and
loud babble, talking to one another at seeing the foreign princess
and her warriors. No few ducked and cried aloud as Bar swooped up
and over them, almost causing a panic. At least he had the decency
to refrain from shrieking as he usually did. That, no doubt, would
create a riot of terror among these simple nomads.

“Decency?”
His outraged voice sounded loud in my aching
head.

Women wearing long skirts
of brightly-colored linen, long filmy scarves that encircled their
necks and wound across their breasts bent heads together and spoke
with animated gestures toward Arianne and me. Belts of light silver
chains clasped their hips, and loops of gold and glittering
diamonds hung from ears and throats. No doubt plunder seized from
the Caravan Route. Some wore head coverings of cotton or wool,
loosely draped over their heads to cape their shoulders.

Warriors, too, wore red
head scarves that wrapped around their throats and cast over their
bare shoulders. Battle harness crisscrossed their sun-tanned chests
and belts around their hips hung with sabers and daggers. Many held
bows in their hands; from their shoulders jutted quivers of
bristling arrows. They talked among themselves in their desert
dialect and shouted to their brothers riding among us. Those
warriors yelled back, gesturing around with excitement to include
all of us and Bar. No doubt they reveled in being the heroes of the
day, those who actually accompanied the strangers and whose stories
of us might be bought with food and drink.

Children, mostly boys,
shoved and pushed one another, their faces fearful yet excited. I
surmised by their gestures and shocked laughter that they dared one
another to touch a wolf. I turned my head to watch them, concerned
the wolves might take offense. Black Tongue, White Fang, Nahar,
Little Bull, Silverruff and Scatters Them trotted on, ignoring
them. A few, Shadow, Lightfoot, Dire, and Joker, ran tongues out in
lupine humor.

One lad, about Tor’s age I
guessed, ran forward and actually touched Kip on the shoulder. He
ran away, into the arms of his mates, laughing and leaping with
joy. Kip, smart enough to know their game, flinched at the strange
human tap on his shoulder, but trotted on beside the grey mare. He
didn’t much care for the invasion, his ears said, but he’d not
retaliate.

On his horse, Tor grinned
down and said something to him. His words, amid the crowd and
chaos, were lost save to Kip alone. In reply he grinned up at Tor,
dancing, his jaws wide in wolf laughter.

Suddenly, Kel’Ratan and
the greybeard halted in the middle of the wide lane. Like a breeze
soughing through the winter trees, silence fell amid the nomads.
From one end of the village to the other, a ripple of unease spread
until no voice laughed or shouted with lively comments. Heads
turned to the group of dark riders several rods ahead. I craned my
neck, my curiosity piqued.

Amid the deafening silence
and the stares, Illan and his warriors walked their mounts through
the parted crowd toward us. Silverruff growled low in his throat,
and for once I needed no translator. Bad
shit coming. I slid my hand around my
hilt, concealed by my slave’s rags. Though I knew Illan couldn’t
possibly get past Bar, Kel’Ratan, my boys and all the wolves to cut
my heart from my chest, my fighting blood boiled.

“He’s mine,”
Bar hissed, banking on a wingtip and flying low
from behind Illan.

“Back off.”

“I
won’t–”

“He’s not here to
fight.”

Li trotted his grey horse forward and past
Kel’Ratan. “Illan? What means this?”

Illan and his cronies
halted a few paces from Li. “I have been insulted, my brother,”
Illan said, his tone dark. Though he’d washed the blood from his
face, the mark of Li’s fist stood stark against his cheek and his
nose appeared red and swollen.

The unnamed greybeard,
with Kel’Ratan at his side, reined their mounts around. “I
suspected as much,” the nomad said as he halted at my side. “Illan
is angry the Clan Chief sided against him.”

“So he feels Ly’Tana
insulted him?” Kel’Ratan asked, his chin on his shoulder as he
watched the brothers.

The old man smiled. “In
Mesaan society, an insult may be construed in a sideways glance. It
doesn’t take much to set one warrior against another.”

“He’s going to challenge
me.”

The greybeard nodded. “As the aggrieved, he
is permitted the weapon of choice.”

“Oh, for the love–”
Kel’Ratan snapped, his mustache at full attention. “She didn’t do a
bloody thing!”

“Ah, but I did,” I
replied, smiling. I gripped Kel’Ratan’s arm to calm him. “I was
born.”

“If I kill him now, he
doesn’t have much to bitch about, then does he.”

I spoke aloud in answer so
the others would hear me order Bar to stand down. I wanted no
mistakes. “No,” I said, watching Li and Illan ride closer. Side by
side, they walked their horses toward me. Li scowled dangerously
while Illan gloated. “You won’t kill him. If there’s any blood that
needs shedding, it’ll be my knife that does it.”

“Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla,” Li
intoned, formal despite his anger. “Illan of the Jha’fhar has
declared a grievance.”

“I will hear his
grievance.”

“Illan of the Jha’fhar
declares you, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla, did insult him. He must receive
satisfaction.”

I smiled at Illan. “I will
grant him satisfaction.”

Under Illan’s smirk, Li
continued his formal declaration of combat while I itched to wipe
that unctuous smile from Illan’s face with my blade’s edge. “Illan
of the Jha’fhar challenges you, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla, to fight him
to the death. When the sun is the highest in the sky tomorrow, you
will meet him to grant him satisfaction.”

I curled my lip in the manner Raine always
had when confronting an enemy. “And what is his weapon of
choice?”

“His hands.”

Gods above and
below.

A dull roar of dismay swept through the
crowds. A heavyweight warrior with umpteen skills at hand-to-hand
fighting matched against an injured female who stood half his size?
That wasn’t battle. That was slaughtering a lamb on the flaming
pit.

“Not right!” Kel’Ratan
roared at the same time Bar screamed, “Don’t even think it, pal.”

Silverruff, Thunder and
Digger lunged forward, snarling with fangs bared. Left and Right
quickly cantered their blacks past me and blocked Illan’s path.
Their bows nocked and aimed, their silence dared Illan to take one
single step. Li turned his face, tight with anguish, toward
me. I’m so sorry, his eyes said.

I hadn’t relaxed my
defiant stance. “Bring it on, little man,” I said, matching Illan
glare for glare. “You don’t have what it takes to tame the
vixen.”

Illan snorted. “Bitch. I’ll wash my hands in
your blood.”

I laughed. “You’ll try.”

Angry, my acceptance of
his challenge maddening him further, Illan yanked his horse’s head
around. Striking spurs to hide, he and his followers galloped back
the way they’d come. If the crowding nomads hadn’t fallen back,
away from his path, they’d be trampled flat. He vanished into the
dust of his wake, leaving me to curse invectives under my
breath.

“Let me kill him,”
Bar pleaded, circling over my head.
“Please.”

I brushed a lock of hair from my eyes.
“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Bar wants to kill him?”
Kel’Ratan asked, reining in his fury. “Perhaps you should let
him.”

“And then Li will execute
Bar for murder,” I retorted. “I’ve never run from a fight. I don’t
intend to start now.”

“You aren’t fit to ride
that nag much less battle a brute,” he snapped.

“I have until tomorrow to
get fit,” I replied, glancing over my shoulder at a still
unconscious Rygel. Where was my healer when
I needed him?

Li walked his horse into
the small crowd of me, Kel’Ratan, Alun on his mount at Mikk’s tail.
Five wolves suddenly appeared under our stirrups. Left and Right
pushed their way as close to me as they could get as Tuatha snarled
sharply at Li’s unwelcome presence.

“Illan is a not a bad
warrior, but also not a good warrior,” Li said sadly, his brows
puckered. “He has many enemy trophies in his collection, but he is
lazy and finds the easy path to his goals. He thinks to kill you
quickly and without effort, as you are unarmed.”

“Give her a bow,”
Kel’Ratan began, but Li shook his head.

“Our laws are clear.
Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla must fight him with only her hands as
weapons.”

“She needs healing,”
Arianne said from my rear. “She’ll hand him his ass, but only if
she’s well enough to fight.”

The greybeard nodded. “Indeed, Ly’Tana of
Kel’Halla. “Your wizard is unable to help, so perhaps you may
permit me in his place.”

“And you are?” Kel’Ratan
demanded before I could connect brains to mouth and ask the same
thing.

Placing his fingers over
his breast, he bowed low. “I am Einion de Tiarnan, former household
vassal to King Droghal of Khassart. Most folks simply call me
Smoke.”

Astonishment killed my pain almost
instantly. “King Droghal of . . . Khassart?”

Amusement filled his hazel
eyes although his facial muscles didn’t move. “Yes. I am Rygel’s
countryman, though he wouldn’t know me. I left there before he was
born.”

“You may trust in him,
Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla,” Li said, correctly interpreting my
hesitation. “He is our most skilled healer, and my chief
advisor.”

“You are certainly full of
surprises, Clan Chief Li,” I replied. “My lord Smoke, I’ll accept
your offer of healing and gladly.”

“I don’t like it,”
Bar hissed. “I don’t
trust him.”

“You don’t trust
anybody.”

“Well–”

“Clan Chief.” Arianne
pushed her Rufus through the milling crowd of wolves and horses,
Darkhan’s seemingly lifeless body under her hands. “We have many in
need of care. Will you not–“

Li barked commands in his
own language. Instantly, servants and warriors surrounded my boys
and their horses, unmindful of the huge wolves skittering out of
their way. Three men lugged Darkhan’s limp body down from Rufus’s
saddle and carefully set him in the shade. Two strong, husky
servants caught Rygel’s dead weight in their arms and carried him
past the open flaps of a thick, hide tent. They emerged a moment
later without him. A pair of veiled women with a bucket of water,
cloths and jars disappeared within.

Bar dropped lightly to
earth a few rods from me, in a rare open space among the
semi-ordered chaos of Li’s village. Furling his wings, he walked
nearer to me, his lion tail lashing from side to side.

Li spoke again, gesturing
toward Bar. No less than five veiled and skirted women broke from
the general crowd and advanced on Bar.

“What–”
he began, his neck feathers bristling.

“Let them tend to you,” I
said wearily.

“But–”

“Are you afraid of a bunch
of women?” I snapped.

“Well, no,
but–”

I ignored his hissing
protest, knowing full well he’d never harm them. How they had the
courage to fuss over him, wash his hurts, clean his fur and
feathers, cluck, scold and bully him into standing this way or
that, stand still, dammit, I’ll never know. Courage they had in
truth, for they forced him into obeying them as easily as they
might a young child.

Yet more fearless women,
chains jingling, with clay pots of water and salves bore down on
the wolves. Though they jumped in alarm, from Silverruff on down to
Kip, they, too, found themselves coaxed, bullied and cajoled into
standing still. Cool water washed their hurts, salves spread over
their bites eased their pain, brushes and combs quickly removed the
dried blood from their lush coats. I grinned as they relaxed and
appreciated the cool water offered as both drink and a bath. Nasty
dried blood gone from their fur, their wounds cleansed, my wolf
army settled in with sighs of contentment as the women pampered
them without mercy.

“Your women show
remarkable bravery,” I commented.

“All of the Jha’fhar are
courageous, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla,” Li replied, his brow furrowing
in confusion. “You know this, yes?”

I gestured toward the
women and servants tending not just men and horses, but fifteen
great wolves who could rip their throats in seconds and a griffin
three times the size of their largest horse. “Against men,
certainly. But they have no fear of our friends.”

“My people are not afraid
of friends, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla.”

I laughed. “Of course not, dear Li. How
silly of me.”

Smoke slid down from his
saddle. After sending his horse into the milling herds with a slap
to its rump, he held his hands up. “Please, Ly’Tana of
Kel’Halla.”

With Kel’Ratan and the
twins hovering anxiously, I set Tuatha on my saddle and permitted
Smoke to help me down from Mikk’s back. Though he was gentle, my
many and myriad pains woke with a vengeance. I grit my teeth to
hold back either a scream or a groan. On my feet, my head spinning,
I needed his support as I watched an army of women and servants
descend upon Kel’Ratan, Corwyn, and the horses. Arianne yanked
Tuatha from my saddle as Mikk and Shardon were led away to fresh
water to drink and the healing salves to coat their wounds.
Kel’Ratan sent me one wild glance of entreaty before three veiled
ladies pushed him into a nearby tent.

“These are the tents of my
wives,” Li said, catching my attention. He gestured toward the
short row of four thick hide tents. “They will care for you,
Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla and Arianne of Connacht. Tonight, after you
are healed, we will dine in private. Tomorrow night . . .
.”

His dark eyes gleamed with
humor. “Ah, tomorrow night, we will feast, drink
talela, eat fruit,
mutton, goat roasted to perfection and be glad together. Tomorrow
night, you shall repay my kindness and friendship with the tale we
all want to hear.”

“Er,” I asked.
“What’s talela?”

“Why, fermented mare’s
milk, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla. Surely you know.”

My belly wanted to heave, but I quashed it
and forced a smile. “I’m sure I will love it.”

“Of course you will. All
who drink talela love it. It’s quite good for the digestion.”

Arianne rolled her eyes, her mouth bowed
down in disgust. Fortunately, Li’s shoulder prevented Li from
seeing it. I chuckled. “I shall be ready to tell our tale, my brave
Li.”

“Good.” His eyes silently
commanded his wives and servants before resting once more on me.
“Come the dawn, I shall take you to Brother Lavi. Our Huhtamaki
monk.”
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Chapter Five











“Your enemies are learning
from you.”






Darius’ voice halted me a few leagues from where I parted from
the ill-fated Tongu. “What?”

“Every time you confront
them, they learn more. They knew you left the rest of the pack,
they knew you were part wolf, they may even know you are my
descendant.”

“What of it
then?”

“Take Ja’Teel’s advice.
Hide your tracks.”

Of course.
Once he suspected Ja’Teel could watch us with his
magic, Rygel took steps. He cast a net of magic over us and hid us
from distant eyes. What use in escaping this trap only to fall
headlong into another? If they knew of my quest, they could get
ahead of me at any time and set a new trap. Next time, I might not
escape.

Ja’Teel and Brutal had
been one step ahead of me all along. They caught and tortured Wind
Spirit, knowing I’d stumble across her and would, with wolfish
loyalty toward my own kind, try to save her.

When that failed, Ja’Teel
watched and waited. Sooner or later I gave him an opening. I
foolishly created enough magical clutter outside the Black Wolf
Tavern and drew him straight to me. Despite my escape, he knew he’d
find me again by tracking my constant northward journey. He had but
to get ahead of me and wait. Along I came, ignorant, thick-witted,
stumbling headlong into his clever, drug-induced trap. Only Darius
and his genius saved me.

“That was you, wasn’t
it?”

“Pardon?”

“The vision of Ly’Tana
and–”

I couldn’t say the word. “You know.”

“You gave me little
choice. You wouldn’t fight to save your own life. But you’d fight
to save hers.”

“You knew how I feel about
rapists?”

“Of course. That’s why
I–”

“Don’t say it.” I
shuddered to think how real that vision was. Ly’Tana and those
monsters–

“Did he tell the truth?” I
asked, my mind, my fears, flinching from my own question.
Did Ja’Teel capture Ly’Tana, Rygel and the
others?

“Seek your innermost
instincts. What do they tell you?”

I shut my eyes,
concentrating on my heart, my gut, my bond with Rygel. My
breathing, my churning mind and my fears calmed all at once.
Centering, I dropped into a light trance. I sought my wolf
instincts, seeking, ever searching for the truth.

Rygel stood far away to
the east, healthy, unharmed. My gut told me Ly’Tana was with him,
free of Brutal and my vision’s fears both. Common sense said that
if they lived, free of capture, my precious sister did as well. I
remembered the flicker in Ja’Teel’s hazel eyes, the rapid and
easily dismissed but tell-tale sign of a liar at work.

I sighed. “He lied to torment me. Brutal
doesn’t have them. They’re safe.”

“Good. But you aren’t.
Remember what Rygel said about magical nets.”

“I don’t know how to make
one.”

“You do.”

This required more time.
Amid the dying autumn leaves and pine needles, squirrels chattering
and flicking their nervous tails and late flies buzzing around my
ears, I sat down. I crunched acorns and dry twigs, flipping my tail
over my paws. A hawk blew past, raptor beak parted in a silent
scream before vanishing across the treetops. That only reminded me,
painfully, of Ly’Tana.

“What did he do?” I
muttered, scratching an itch on my neck, my hind leg thumping the
hard mountain soil. “Think, dammit.”

I couldn’t remember what
he did. In fact, he did, er, not very much. A vague, almost
unremembered memory rose, just beyond my reach. My paw quit
scratching as I realized he did something. I saw him do it. But what
the blazes was it?

Dropping further into a
memory I’d long forgotten, I called upon my deepest visions. I saw
Rygel, standing away from the group of men and horses in the huge
apple orchard, his arms at his sides. The Jefe monks long dead or
gone, their souls crying for vengeance, neither hampered nor helped
him.

Suddenly, he raised his
arms over his head. His lips moved in a rapid-fire incantation.
Speaking words I could never understand in this life, he muttered
and invoked a rite of protection. Slowly his arms expanded over the
group of people and horses. His mouth rising and falling, reciting
an ancient spell, he spoke simply and clearly. His arms fell limp
to his sides.

“I don’t get it,” I
muttered. “I didn’t understand what he said.”

“You do. You
did.”

Changing clothes, my bare
skin pimpled under the chilly mountain breeze, a light touch of
frost caused me to shiver and suck in my breath.
What did he say?

I raised my arms and shut
my eyes. “Protect and guard those beneath this curtain,” I intoned,
following my instincts. “Grant them relief from evil eyes. Shield
them, hide them and conceal them from their enemies. Permit them
freedom from harm. Permit them to move with freedom. With thy
divine protection, allow friends the power to see. Forbid evil’s
power from exposing them. By your divine will, I do beg
thee.”

My arms collapsed to my sides. I set my
will. Power surged from my very core.

I glanced up. Overhead, I
saw a dim veil, almost imperceptible, between the sun and me. It
appeared like a very thin scrap of fine weave, as though I held a
filmy scarf between my hands and peered through it. Swift flickers
of my eyes both left and right showed me the same scene. Trees,
boulders, scrub oak, pines and poplar saplings seen as though a
thin veil of incandescent silk stood between us.

This is what Rygel created when none of us
saw anything at all?

The faintly iridescent
pall never wavered, never flickered, never shifted of its position.
Halting, confused, I took a step. The netting moved with me. I
walked forward, thinking I’d pass through and pop out the other
end.

The veil, whatever it was, paced me
evenly.

Changing clothes, I
half-thought the magic might vanish when my man-shape did. It
remained the same, tagging along, unconcerned. Breaking into a
strong trot, I found it paced me without effort. I hit a
mile-eating gallop, ducking under trees, dodging boulders, my paws
sending up clods of earth and winter dead green things in a shower
behind me, thinking I’d leave it behind.

Like a pale phantom, it
surrounded me, paced me, trees, thorny bushes, scrub oak and dead
trees passing through it, unharmed and undaunted. A skittish raven
winged in and out, cawing harshly, unfazed by the pale shield. I
put on more speed, panting. The weird pall kept a strong pace,
undisturbed.

No matter how fast or hard or what obstacles
lay in my path, the ghost borne of magic paced me without
effort.

“Forget it,”
Darius said.

I skidded to a sharp halt,
panting. Fall leaves burst upward in a shower as my hind paws dug
deep furrows in the loamy soil. My front paws still galloped
forward as my heavy tail, like a ships’ rudder, effectively kept me
upright and not muzzle first in the dirt.

My front paws still
moving, I abruptly sat on my haunches, in a humiliating, sliding
stop. Surrounded by mouthy jackdaws, inquisitive squirrels and
indifferent trees and silent brambles, I panted. Both confused and
exhilarated by what I accomplished, I drew in a deep breath to calm
my racing heart. The thin silvery veil halted with me, at last
still, quiescent.

I’d just blinded Ja’Teel.

No matter where I
travelled, not matter how far I roamed, he’d never find me in this
vast wilderness and dense forests. Thus shielded from his magic, I
could disappear, never to be found again. I once stood at a certain
point, captive, in his magical sights. When he rode his black horse
away, convinced he had me dead to rights, he lost his ability to
track me.

Yet, he knew I travelled
north in as straight a line as I could. He might still plant a
trap, knowing my path and my destination. If I travelled north, off
my intended road and at a slightly eastward turning, he’d lose all
trace of me.

“Angling few degrees north
by east you’ll still head toward your destination. And if he’s
idiot enough to seek you straight north, he’ll bypass you by
leagues.”

I grinned, happy. “Even a few leagues can
change the entire course of the hunt.”

“Do it. Go.”

Heeding that perceptive
idiot in my head, I loped north and toward the east. Ja’Teel in his
desperation will hopefully believe I remained on my northward
course. With a day or so of heavy travel will put a mountain range
between me and my pursuers. Ja’Teel, his Tongu allies and their
mutts would scent out nothing more than a few deer, rabbits and
feral hogs. They’d not catch a whiff of my distinctive wolf’s
odor.

Brutal’s rage . . . well, now wasn’t that a
sight to warm one’s heart? Laughing, I galloped on, ducking under
branches that threatened my vulnerable eyes.

“It’s good to hear you
laugh again.”

I knew he didn’t intend to
remind me of Feria, but I was so reminded. Had she been with me,
she’d have decorated Ja’Teel’s face with her talons.

“She’d be dead
now.”

“I can wish now, can’t
I?”

“No. Wishing is for
idiots. Are you one?”

“I suppose I owe you for
the rescue,” I admitted. “Thanks.”

“I’ll send you my
bill.”

Damn, but didn’t he make me laugh again.
Hmmm, the god of wolves had a sense of humor. Who would have
thought it?

“I have a great sense of
humor. You just don’t appreciate it yet.”

“Right,” I replied,
leaping a boulder, and loping down a short steep hill. My tail
swung from side to side, maintaining my balance as my paws dug deep
into loamy soil. “You’re a regular comedian.”

“You’re skinny again. Your
coat looks like it hung too long on the wash line,
dripping.”

“Was that a
joke?”

“An
observation.”

“I’m not
hungry.”

“You need to eat and
soon.”

“I’ll eat when I’m hungry.
Don’t worry about it.”

“As your parent and your
god, I’ll always worry about you.”

Now why did he have to
say that? Just
when I enjoyed hating him–

“You’ll need to seek
shelter and right quickly.”

“Why? Ja’Teel can’t find
me, and neither can Brutal or his minions.”

“Look past your damn
nose.”

At the bottom of the
gully, I slowed. I’d just descended a sharp hill and entered a
small valley rift with huge boulders, fallen trees and a small
trickle of water. I half-thought to get a drink, as Ja’Teel’s drug
and my heavy run made me thirsty. However, Darius’ voice sent my
alarm instincts into overdrive. I glanced up.

The high tops of the tall
peaks above me had vanished under a dark grey layer of swirling
mist. Thick cloud cover advanced slowly downhill, the mountain
slowly disappearing. Above, expanding dark grey smothered the
bright sunlight within moments. Lifting my muzzle, I scented snow
on the still light breeze. Around me, the mountain creatures
silenced, one by one, as they sensed the coming storm and sought
shelter.

A band of wild sheep
bolted down the hill I’d just thought to travel up after my drink,
paying me no heed as though my presence were of no concern. The
following ram with his huge curling horns offered me deference in a
quick, stay-away gesture of his heavy head before vanishing on the
heels of his wives and offspring. I here I never even thought to
kill one.

A storm. Looks very bad.

“There are caves about
here. You may want to find one and shelter. Wait this
out.”

I glanced about, wondering
if I had the time. This storm moved as quickly as the Wrath of
Usa’a’mah. I slurped a quick drink and dashed uphill, seeking
cover. Heavy, wet snow fell, whipped by a stiff wind. Sharp needles
of ice stung my eyes and ears, frosting my heavy coat in white. The
temperature dropped at an alarming rate, freezing the wet snow the
instant it hit the ground. Yet unlike the frozen rain that forced
Feria to fly away, this ice collected and grew.

What else might serve as
protection? An over-hanging rock, yes, I’d be sheltered from the
wind but not the snow. A coarse thicket of heavy pine trees, I’d be
buried under. I climbed up a steep hill, loose rocks and stones
sliding out from under my paws. I passed huge boulders, short
cliffs, stunted trees and the thin grass that soon disappeared
under the new-fallen snow.

Leaping a dead tree, its
trunk white from age and bare of any bark, I paused to look back.
In the distance, the shallow valley I’d just crossed was all but
hidden now behind a heavy veil of swirling wind-driven snow. This
blizzard meant business. Despite my new magical cover, a triumphant
grin forced my jaws apart. Let Brutal’s Tongu pets track me
through that.

“This is good cave
country,” Darius commented.

“A cave would be perfect,”
I replied, still peering back over my shoulder. My hackles rose on
their own accord and my grin faded. “If I can find one.”

“Go higher. When these
mountains were formed, they broke open and apart, creating many
holes and crevices.”

“You would know,” I
said.

What was that?
A shadow, briefly there and gone, vanished into
the white mist below me.

I lifted my head,
listening. I heard nothing but the wind. My sensitive nostrils
caught no odor save the iron odor of ice. Something was out there.
Not Brutal, nor Ja’Teel. But something.

“What?”

I sniffed, but the wind
took my scent to whatever, or whoever was down below and following
my trail. The blizzard intensified, falling thicker and heavier
than before. The storm effectively concealed the
creature.

“Perhaps a bear,”
Darius suggested. “Most
likely it’s seeking last minute shelter for its winter hibernation.
It’s that time of year.”

“If so, I refuse to
share.”

Turning, I loped on,
uphill, jumping rocks, deadwood and spiny thickets. Startling a
small flock of feral sheep who found shelter under a cliff-face, I
ignored their panicked bolt in all directions and climbed ever
higher. I found small caves, holes under huge boulders, or deep
crevices between joining cliffs, but nothing that might protect me.
Ever higher and yet higher I climbed, the sheer steep grade to the
mountainside slowed my forward momentum. Panting, almost blinded by
the wind, snow and ice, I charged forward, using my hind legs as
pistons to drive me up and up.

All at once, the mountain
leveled out. The peak rose tall above me, but for the next hundred
plus rods or so, the ground rose at a shallow angle. I made better
time, crossing the shallow hill strewn with the typical boulders,
dead and living trees, thickets of scrub pine and the tough thorny
bushes. Groves of thin poplar, elm and beech trees, grey-brown and
bare of leaves, bent under the whipping wind. I scrambled sideways
as a dead oak tree split up the middle with a flat cracking sound.
It fell toward me, but only its stiff branches brushed me,
harmless, as it collapsed and shattered.

“That was close,” I
muttered, shaking twigs and loose bark from my fur.

At this alpine altitude,
the bottom dropped out from under the temperature at an alarming
rate. Frost slicked my whiskers, my breath froze into a cloud of
tiny icicles. My coat dripped ice, crackling and breaking with
every stride, only to form anew as the wet snow froze hard on my
coat. If I didn’t find shelter soon, the wind chill alone might be
enough to kill me.

Ahead of me and to my
right lay yet another sheer cliff. Hmmm. At the bottom I saw darkness
amidst the swirling blizzard. Was that a cave perhaps?

I loped toward it.
Thickets sprouted all about the cliff face, even from the rocks
themselves, and the area lay littered with broken boulders strewn
everywhere. Slowing to a careful walk, I made my way to it, forcing
my bulk past the thorny bushes and scrub pine.

A large cave mouth lay
behind the thickets, wide and tall. I sniffed, searching for
evidence of occupants before I went in. I scented nothing I
wouldn’t have expected: bats and rodents and a very old scent of
bears. It echoed hollowly, informing my ears that nothing beyond
small creatures lived there now. I backed out of the entrance and
glanced about. Plenty of dead wood from fallen trees lay nearby
amidst the rocks and brush.

I went in slowly,
exploring with every sense at my disposal. After the initial narrow
front passage, the cave opened up to a height of about three or
four rods and about the same deep. Not a huge cave, but spacious
and clear of the storm. I could spend a few days here in
comfort.

“What are you
doing?” Darius asked as I changed back
into my human clothes.

The cold hit me like a
solid brick wall, taking my breath away. With my teeth chattering
and shivering violently in my inadequate clothing, I couldn’t
answer verbally. “I need wood.”

Rubbing my arms in a vain
attempt to keep warm, I dashed out into the blizzard, gathering as
much of the fallen deadwood as I could. I piled snow-covered
branches and small logs into my arms, the fresh snow melting
against the skin of my belly, chest and arms. That made me colder
than ever, despite the heat I generated by running back and forth
to pile armload after armload of wood into the cave. The snow
melted off the logs even after I dumped them on the stony ground.
Despite the chill, the cave was a few degrees warmer than the
blizzard outside.

Only when I had a huge
stack that could sustain me for at least two days did I lunge back
into my wolf body. My heavy pelt warmed me, but I continued to
shiver as I pawed sticks and deadwood into a potential fireplace.
Paws didn’t work as well human hands might, but I couldn’t stand to
be outside my wolf body any longer. Slowly, with paws and jaws I
managed to create a place to start my fire.

“Just how do you intend to
start a fire,” Darius asked.
“Don’t you need flint and steel?”

“Here goes nothing,” I
said, my fangs digging into my lips as they chattered.

Calling upon the magic in
my blood, I sent fire into the wet wood. As before, it whooshed
into a sudden conflagration, making me jump back from the licking
flames. I breathed a sigh of relief as the fire’s heat sank into my
body, melting the icicles on my fur. Once the fire burned down
enough to approach, I lay down as close to it as I could get. My
panting slowed and I relaxed for the first time since the storm
began.

“That’s how,” I breathed,
inhaling wood-smoke and warmth and blissful, wonderful
heat.

“Maybe I should give all
my wolves magic.”

“You can do
that?”

“Duh.”

The cave warmed quickly.
As I built it between me and the entrance, the icy blast from
outside dissipated before striking the high licking flames
sheltering me behind their heat. As long as I fed it generously, it
kept the killing cold at bay. I hoped my store of wood would
outlast the blizzard.

I put my head on my paws,
my ears slack, and I curled my tail about my legs. Despite my empty
belly and the occasional shiver, the exhaustion of the last four
days took its toll. My eyes drooped. I drowsed, leaping toward
sleep as I might spring toward a bounding stag.

A small noise at the
entrance to my cave woke me, driving me instantly to my feet. My
hackles rose without my consent and I growled low in my
chest.

A huge shadow blocked the
faint light emerging from the blizzard, darkening my already dim
cave. The dancing fire, once a friend, now shielded my enemy from
my eyes. Something stood there, filling the cave mouth, blocking
the light, and my own fire prevented me from seeing clearly. I
cursed, silent, at my own stupidity. My fire now aided whoever
entered my cave, showing me up distinctly while my own eyes saw
nothing but a black shadow against the murky sunlight of the storm.
I sniffed, but scented only burning wood. After the initial sound
of its entrance, I heard nothing but heavy breathing.

There. Two dim lights, dark red, gleamed from beyond the fire. The
creature stood tall. The eyes watched, studying me from near the
stone ceiling. I knew I showed up clearly to it, bathed in
firelight, and trapped inside this stone coffin. I’d nowhere to go.
The silent creature stood between me and freedom.

I growled again, low in my
chest, my fangs exposed. My ears flat against my skull, I lowered
my head and crouched, ready to spring past my fire and into battle.
If it saw me ready to fight, perhaps it might retreat in honor and
depart, and leave me in peace. It must know that it couldn’t hope
to win the fight unscathed or unwounded. I snarled a sharp
warning.

The twin orbs slanted back at the corners.
The creature stepped forward, leaving the cave’s mouth and into the
cave proper.

“Is that any way to greet
a friend?” it asked, its tone humorous. “Wolves are supposed to
have manners.”

My lips slid down over my
fangs. I all but fell into a sitting position, astounded,
disbelieving. I stumbled back over my own tail. My paws gripped the
stone ground, slipped as though over ice and all but pitched me
headfirst into my own fire. Gods above and
below–

“Tashira.”

I halted, unable to find
my voice again. My tongue tripped over itself as I tried once more
to create coherent speech. “Tashira, what–what are you doing here?”

“I swore I was going to
find you,” Tashira answered, his dark red eyes gleaming against the
darkness and the ice. “I swore an oath.”

“What oath?” I asked, my
hackles rising again.

“To find you and kick your
furry black ass.”

He stepped forward, his
hooves striking sparks on the stone floor of the cave. He advanced,
almost dancing, his tail sweeping wide. His blood-red eyes gleamed
like coals from the fires of hell. I backed away, keeping the
blazing fire between me and the one I once called my friend. I
reckoned, too late, Tashira’s fury when I abandoned him with all
the rest. He followed me to exact his vengeance.

“Come on then,” I growled,
my broken heart bleeding fresh that my fate brought me to this. To
fight one whose life I saved, the one for whom I offered to die. He
was angry, and rightfully so, in the way I decanted, leaving him
behind. Tashira wasn’t very
forgiving.

Tashira stalked into the
light, and for the first time clearly visible. His huge body filled
the small cavern, now more white than black from the icy tendrils
that streaked his mane, forelock and tail. His jet coat ran with
snow and wet, sluicing in rivers as the fire melted the ice coating
him. His small ears perked upright, and his dark, liquid eyes
burned with nothing more than mischief.

“Sure,” he said, “after
I’m warmed up.”

“What–” I began, floundering to make some
sense of this.

“Oh, I’ll kick your butt,”
he said amiably, getting as close to fire as he could. “In due
time. Meanwhile, I like your fire. It’s jolly cold out
there.”

My tail, that disloyal
fiend, wagged. My fear melted as quickly as the ice while joy
stepped into its boots. Stepping from behind the protection of the
fire, I went to him. He dropped his head.

I touched noses with my
friend, finding nothing but love, laughter and humor in those huge
Tarbane eyes. My tail wagged harder as I licked the rapidly melting
ice from his muzzle.

He snorted, dancing, his thick, sweeping
tail slashing from side to side. “That tickles.”

“Didn’t I tell you to go
home?” I asked, jumping around him in my turn, my paws light as
free as the air. I should be
angry, I thought, but delight and laughter
filled my heart as I reared back on my hind legs and slapped at his
muzzle with my front paws.

Tashira shook his head, sending water and
ice everywhere. “Am I your bitch?” he asked, his tiny ears pinned.
“We’re even. I can do what I want.”

“And yet you followed
me?”

“Of course,” he snorted,
rubbing his nose on his extended foreleg. “Your ass seriously needs
a good kicking.”

“Have at it, brother,” I
laughed, my tongue lolling.

I crouched low, rump high
in the air and my tail unwilling, or unable, to cease its happy
wagging. I jumped forward, my feigned attack broken off as he
half-reared, offering a playful strike with his massive front right
hoof.

“Remind me to kick it
later,” he said, stepping forward quite close to the blaze.
“Meanwhile, I’ll join you for a spell and be warm.”

“Don’t set your tail on
fire,” I answered. “How in the name of hell did you find
me?”

“Oh, please,” he snorted,
turning around to heat his right side, closer to the conflagration.
He turned his head to eye me over his massive shoulder. Melted snow
and ice ran from his black hide in rivers to pool on the stony
floor. “There’s only one wolf on earth that can make the prints you
made. A blind beggar could track you.”

I yawned, lying down once more. “I see.”

Tashira merely followed
the tracks I stupidly created, never thinking anyone would dare
follow. The foolish Farouk hunters learned the hard way, as did
Ja’Teel and his Tongu friends, that tracking me led only to
disaster.

Bending his legs, Tashira
shook his body hard, sending snow, ice and cold water
everywhere.

“Dammit,” I snapped,
wincing as the shock of cold moisture hit me full in the face. My
fire hissed and spat in annoyance.

“Sorry, but there’s not a
lot of room in here.”

In fact, he all but filled
it. Unless he dropped his head a bit, his ears brushed the ceiling.
Only a short span of open air stood between him and the
wall.

“You’re rather skinny
these days,” Tashira observed, eyeing me sidelong from under his
forelock.

I looked away. “Haven’t been hungry.”

My throat closed. I’d
forbidden Darius from speaking of her, and had shoved much of my
raw feelings to the back of my mind. I didn’t like the idea of
bringing them back to the surface. As I certainly didn’t want to
talk about her, I hoped Tashira would drop the matter. Bloody hell
and damnation, I also should have remembered what he
was.

Humor colored his tone. “Who is she?”

“Feria,” I said, my voice
hoarse. “Well, that’s what I called her. A griffin. Never did learn
to understand what she bloody said. Much less her real
name.”

“What
happened?”

“A poacher tried to kill
her and only succeeded in wounding her. She broke her wing when she
hit the ground.”

“Is she dead
then?”

“Of course not,” I all but
snapped. “I healed her.”

“You–what?”

Tashira’s incredulous eyes
all but speared me to my spot, lancing deep into my soul. I wanted
to shy away, to avoid that penetrating set of dark orbs that
brought me only shame. Trapped in the cave by Tashira’s bulk and
the howling gale outside, I sat and shivered and wished I was
dead.

“How’d you learn to heal?”
he asked.

I managed a weak grin. “I had to. I learned
rapidly from Ja’Teel’s trap.”

“This I have
got to hear. Say
on.”

In clipped tones, I told
him of my attempts to cross the Great Caravan Route, frightening
stock and dogs into giving me away. As I spoke, Tashira’s great
eyes lit with amusement.

“I just waited until
midnight and tip-toed across,” he said. “Not a ruckus
raised.”

“Well, if
I could make myself
invisible–”

“Can it, meathead” Tashira
said comfortably. “What happened?”

“Ja’Teel had captured a
young wolf,” I answered. I turned my face to the fire. “His people
tortured her–”

My throat shut entirely. I
couldn’t look at him as I tried, floundering, to find words to
explain. Needing an excuse to veer from his warm, compassionate
expression, I rose and padded to my woodpile. Seizing a hefty chunk
in my jaws, I braved the high flames to drop it in. Sparking, the
fire spat and sent jets of orange and yellow to lick my whiskers. I
jumped back only to grab another.

“Where are the opposable
thumbs?” he asked.

“Hiding from the
cold.”

His mild jest soothed my
misery as I refueled the basic element that kept us both from
freezing. Not comfortable lying back down, I sat, my tail curled
over my paws. Gazing into the flickering flames, I spoke not to him
but to them.

“I killed her,” I
admitted. “I sent my inner self into her. She recognized me, begged
me to take her life.”

My eyes shut tight. “I stopped her
heart.”

“Ah. So that’s where the
load of unresolved guilt comes from.”

“Hear, hear,”
Darius added.

I didn’t reply to either
of them, seeing only Wind Spirit’s agony, her desire for
death. Are you avenged, little
girl?

“What happened next?”
Tashira asked.

“I turned myself into a
man and fought them when they came for me.”

I turned my head to
absently nuzzle my side where the arrow hit. “The Tongu seriously
suck at archery,” I muttered, “but one managed a strike. After I
beat them off, I galloped across the Route, not caring a damn who
saw me. Darius told me about blood poisoning. I pulled the arrow
out and sent fire in to cleanse the wound.”

“Wait a minute,” Tashira
exclaimed, his tail sweeping high. He danced on his toes, as though
ready to run a hundred leagues. “You yanked an arrow from your own
body–”

“I had to.”

“And set yourself on
fire?”

My right lip lifted. “Just into the
wound.”

“Oh, this is just too
good, I can’t wait for the rest.”

My tongue lolled in a silent laugh. “Like
Rygel, I put myself in a trance and healed myself. End of
story.”

“Talk about
self-improvement,” Tashira commented, shaking his ears. “You go
above and beyond. What then?”

Had I my man-shape I might have shrugged.
Instead, I flapped my ears and licked my whiskers. “I traveled on,
of course. What else?”

“Why in the name of
creation did you go into that town?” he asked. “I tracked you
there, in and out.”

“I was starving,” I
replied. “My hunting skills hadn’t caught up to me.”

“Well, you haven’t been a
wolf for very long.”

“Unfortunately,” I said
glumly. “I was recognized before I could eat.”

“Recognized?”

“I was a rather famous gladiator. In my
former life.”

“Right. Carry
on.”

“The fools thought of the
reward money and not their skins. Someone hit me with a shovel, but
I came to before they could get me on a horse.”

“Then what? You romped
through them like a natural disaster and washed them in lakes of
blood?”

I eyed him sourly. “Of course not. I played
with them for a while, scared the living hell out of them and made
the leader serve me my dinner on his knees.”

“So you managed to eat,
then.”

“Ja’Teel pounced before I
could.”

Tashira’s eyes lit up with laughter.
“Trouble follows you wherever you go.”

“You’ve no
idea.”

“Did you fight
him?”

“I wanted to, but he
started killing innocents. I bolted, and made him chase
me.”

“Obviously, you
escaped.”

“Of course.”

“You finally learned to
hunt?”

“I suppose so. Instead of
listening to Darius, I listened to my instincts.”

“Wait a
minute–”

“Carry on, boyo, and don’t
leave anything out.”

I told him of my
adventures with the Farouk hunters. Tashira’s muzzle dipped when I
spoke of them. His dark eyes glinted with humor.

“I saw them,” he
commented. “Awful excited, they were. I didn’t understand a word of
their hideous language, though. So what did you do?”

“I jumped down among them
from a tree. Scared them pissing themselves. Then I changed into my
human form and told them to leave me alone.”

Tashira brightened. “I bet that went over
well.”

“They think of me as their
god,” I said glumly, hypnotized by the flickering
flames.

He turned around, his jet
coat glistening in the firelight. “They don’t know you too well, do
they?”

I feigned hurt. “Don’t you think I could be
worshipped?”

“Of course,” he replied.
“Primitives who couldn’t find their own backsides without a torch
should do you proud.”

“Thanks.”

He turned, stomping his
huge hooves about, to warm his other side. His head turned over his
considerable shoulder to look at me, his mane dripping wet. “What
else? Carry on, carry on, I’m all ears.”

“Of course you are,” I
muttered. “I finally learned to hunt, though the skills came late.
When a herd of cattle stampeded and provided me with dinner, I just
had to investigate the source of the panic.”

“Being the nosy individual
you are.”

I tried to wither him with
a stare. “I found Feria. Wounded. She, of course, couldn’t speak
wolf, so I changed clothes–”

“Changed clothes, hmmm.
That’s an interesting way to explain the procedure.”

“Do you want to listen or
continue with the commentaries?”

“I’m all ears.”

“All mouth, more
like.”

“Bite me.”

“I convinced her I was
harmless–”

Tashira opened his mouth until I growled,
daring him to speak. He shut it, his eyes laughing and his tiny
ears perked forward.

“We shared the cow, as
through her I had a decent meal.”

“Being the generous fellow
you are.”

“The next day, I healed
her wounds. Just as I healed my own. We stayed together for a
couple of weeks, hunting as a team, eating well until–”

“What, dammit, don’t
bother with the pauses to add suspense.”

“An old enemy of Darius’
trapped me, seeking to avenge herself through me.”

“Herself?”

“Chovani,” I said,
scratching an itch behind my ear. “A witch. She used a sinkhole to
tumble me into a hidden cave, bound me with cables to the floor
where she planned to torture me. By killing me, she thereby
sentenced Darius to an eternity in prison.”

“How’d you get
out?”

“Changed clothes and got
in a couple strikes with my knife. While she bled, Feria dropped in
to cut her face to ribbons.”

“So Chovani’s
dead?”

I flapped my ears.
“Negative. Witches sell their souls to daemons and gain great
power. She can’t be killed easily.”

“Ah, so you ran for your
life?”

I laughed. “Let’s not make it sound so
cowardly. She started an earthquake to stop me.”

Tashira froze. “Hmmm.”

“Hmmm?”

“I passed a valley that
looked like the gods dropped an explosive device in it.”

“That’s the
spot.”

“So,” Tashira said. “You
saved her life, she saved yours. Right?”

“Right.”

“Thusly, you and Feria are
even,” Tashira went on. “Just as we are.”

“Indeed.”

“So where is
she?”

My heart dropped. I shut
my eyes, unable to speak of the grief when I convinced her to
forget me.

“Raine?” Tashira’s voice
prodded.

“I sent her away,” I said,
staring into the fire. “I had to, or she’d have died. If not the
weather, then Ja’Teel would have killed her.”

“Ah, his latest trap. I
see.”

I growled, looking up at
him. “You see–what?”

Not the least bit
intimidated, Tashira’s eyes danced. “Give me some credit, I didn’t
actually see him capture you. Had I been closer when he did, he’d
be minus his head now. Along with all those boys you sent on their
merry way.”

“And you
were–where?”

“I crested a hill to your
west,” Tashira said, “just in time to see you rise up and kill that
sorry human standing over you. How did that bloody magician manage
it?”

“Some potion or other he
concocted,” I replied. “He used a needle. I’d no wits, no strength,
nor any power to resist. After Feria–”

“You didn’t want
to.”

“Nope.”

“What gave you the
will?”

“Darius created in my head
a vision,” I replied, halting. Though I couldn’t exactly sweat, I
gulped, panted and went on, “a vision of Ly’Tana, in
torment–”

Once more I shied from the word ‘raped’,
“–screaming for me. It let my rage start me up. I used my magic’s
fire to burn the drug from my blood. Only then could I fight.”

Tashira turned about to
face me fully. “Had you not saved yourself, he still would have no
prize to take to his master. Those idiots he left
behind–”

His luminescent eyes darkened to red.
“–let’s just say they’re very fortunate you woke when you did.”

My heart burned. Not with
grief, but with a sudden surge of joy. Tashira’s love and loyalty
crossed the short span of the cave to hit me, like a brick, between
my eyes. In the glow of his eyes, my broken heart healed, just a
little.

“I heard what you and they
said,” Tashira continued. “I watched you send those boys on their
way, with the mutts.”

I suddenly stood, my head and tail high.
“You sent those horses west. Didn’t you?”

Tashira laughed, his eyes
glowing bright. “You were right, of course. Those poor beasts would
find a better life following the brats than going home. I merely
suggested they catch up and find a new destination. They seemed to
think it a good idea.”

“You slay me.”

“I suppose you want to
know what’s been going on with the others.”

“Of course.”

“Ly’Tana’s chum had
another go at her.”

I straightened instantly. “When Rygel tried
to kill her?”

Tashira stiffened. “Rygel tried to kill
her?”

“You don’t
know?”

“I do not. I took off
after you the same day you popped out of existence.”

“You first,” I demanded.
“Tell me.”

“Within an hour of your
disappearing act,” he answered. “A lightning storm blew up. Rygel
threw her on Shardon and off he went.”

Tashira shook his ears.
“That was one of the weirdest things I’ve ever seen. The storm
followed after, thunder and lightning all over the place, but once
Shardon and Ly’Tana went over the hills so did the storm. Once it
was gone, it left the rest of us in bright sunshine.”

“Then what? Was she
injured? How’d they escape?”

“Shardon outran it. Took
her with him.”

I gaped, stunned. “Shardon
outran lightning?”

“I don’t much like
repeating myself.”

“Gods above and
below.”

“I must admit, however,”
Tashira said, his tone both amused and admiring. “Shardon is a lazy
so and so, but when he wants to, that pony can run.”

“I reckon so.”

I lay down finally,
disbelieving. Shardon outran lightning. The image still rocked me.
“Do they know yet who is trying to kill her?”

“No. Rygel took them off
to the northwest to find people who can tell them.”

“That’s why they’re going
that way,” I said, absently, recalling the dreams of her riding
away from Kel’Halla and not toward it.

“How’d you
know?”

I lifted my muzzle toward him. “I see her
when I sleep.”

“That’s new and
different.”

“She sees me, too. I heard
her scream a warning when the Farouk hunters chased me around the
lake.”

“That trick might prove
useful in the future.”

“If I knew how it was
happening and how to control it, sure. But I actually haven’t
dreamed of her for a while.”

“When was the last
time?”

“Before–”

“Before Feria?”

I nodded miserably.

“Ly’Tana won’t like the
competition,” Tashira said, amused. “So when did Rygel try to kill
her?”

“In the midst of the
Route,” I said. “She was disguised as a slave. Arianne was her
owner, masquerading as Brutal’s cousin.”

“Clever.”

“Until royal soldiers
accosted them. Arianne had to play along, or the soldiers would get
suspicious. Anyway, Rygel, in a rage, beat her. Badly. I didn’t
witness the entire event, just the aftermath. But–”

“But?”

“Somehow I knew what
happened.”

“Did he stop? He must
have.”

I wagged my tail. “By the
blood I saw on his jaws, I suspect Tuatha persuaded
him.”

“That little–” Tashira’s
voice dropped in wonder and admiration. “He’s your son, all right.
Tough bugger.”

“I actually haven’t seen
her in my sleep since,” I said.

Tashira yawned. “Speaking
of sleep,” he said. “I don’t suppose further catching up might wait
until morning? I worked hard keeping up with you. I’m
beat.”

“Your own bloody
fault.”

His yawn was contagious. I
stood up and stretched, then ambled over to my wood pile and chose
a large log. Lifting it in my jaws, I dropped into the blazing fire
and leaped back as the flames rose.

I dropped a few more into
the conflagration before curling into a ball as close to the heat
as I could get without setting my fur afire. Tashira also stepped
closer before lowering his head and closing his eyes. “Time for a
long nap,” he said, already drowsing.

I flipped my tail over my
muzzle and sighed in contentment. Outside, the storm raged on.
Inside, warm, no longer alone, I dropped into a sleep that for once
held no wretched dreams of either Wind Spirit or Feria or
Ly’Tana.

I slept without dreaming at all.












 Beloved of the Gods


Chapter Six











Waking before the dawn and Arianne, I
stepped outside our shared tent.






The sun peeped over the eastern horizon, tingeing the
cloudless sky a dusky rose. I rubbed my arms against the desert
night’s chill, my steel wrist cuffs clinking against my arm bands.
I sighed and stretched, feeling wonderful in my warrior’s leathers,
my sword once more belted to my hip. My gold torque and several
precious necklaces again graced my throat.

I remember little after
Smoke’s hand touched my brow the previous day, but his healing
powers worked. Free of both pain and exhaustion, my wounds healed,
I felt as light and free as a hunting hawk. Finally rid of the
noxious slaves’ clothes and horrid boots, I could face the world a
new woman.

By habit long ingrained, I
looked first for Mikk. In the near darkness, he was difficult to
find. Peering hard, I located his cream hide and dark mane, tail
and legs glowing faintly in the pinkish light. Our horses, for a
reason known only to them, grouped together in a grazing bunch
rather than mingle with the native desert horses. Even the skinny
pack horses, new to our crowd, seemed to know to which group they
belonged. A pity we couldn’t stay for a
month on that green, lush pasture. Those
beasts won’t be skinny for long.

A nomad warrior rode his
watch, sitting his horse between our closely bound herd and the
more loosely scattered horses of the tribe. His dark eyes above his
scarf watched me solemnly, but he didn’t acknowledge I
existed.

Shardon raised his head
from his grazing when I emerged from under the tent’s flap, his
dark eyes and ears turned toward me. Had I spoken a greeting, I
knew his keen hearing would hear me. I contented myself with a wave
and stretched languidly, my arms over my head. My spine popped and
I released a pent-up sigh of relief.

A faint whine,
mid-stretch, halted me. At first, I thought Tuatha had followed me
out and wanted me to pick him up. Like all of us, he had eaten well
the night before and slept like a dead thing on a fur between
Arianne and me.

I turned, and instead found Darkhan.

“Praise be,” I said,
pitching my voice low as to not wake Arianne or any others
nearby.

His chest against mine, I
gathered him to me, my arms around his massive shoulders. He whined
again, his tail wagging his entire rear quarter. His wet tongue
warmed my cheek, his eyes gleaming in the dim light of the rising
sun.

“I’m so happy.” I couldn’t
help squeezing him tighter, knowing how narrowly we came to losing
him. Had I not convinced him to want to live . . . a thought not to
be borne. Though Darkhan wasn’t mine, I felt a closeness to him, an
understanding with him, that I hadn’t felt for any other. Not even
Thunder or Digger. For he loved Arianne with the same fierceness I
felt for Raine.

He backed from my grip, his yellow eyes
anxious and his tail stilled.

“What?” I asked. “Is
something wrong?”

Tuatha tumbled from under
the tent’s heavy flap, yawning mightily, his pink tongue curling at
the end. Darkhan wagged a greeting and licked his tiny muzzle, then
squarely met my eyes again.

“I know you’re trying to
tell me something,” I whispered. “I don’t know what. Dammit, I wish
I spoke your language.”

With a half-growl, half-whine, Darkhan
looked over his shoulder, then back at me. I shrugged, almost
frantic, trying to comprehend his message.

“I don’t understand
you.”

Darkhan trotted away, then
looked at me over his shoulder.

“What? You want me to
follow you?”

Darkhan came back, licked my neck, then
trotted away. Toward the north. He glanced back at me, his golden
eyes filled with sorrow.

He trotted north.

The night’s chill landed
in my gut like an anvil. “Gods,” I whispered. “You’re leaving.
You’re going to him.”

His sharp yap answered
me. Yes.

“But why?” I began. “Why
would–”

The anguish in his yellow
eyes answered me more completely than had I understood him
verbally. He may have agreed to live, but his heart lay broken
within his broad chest. Never in a million years could he compete
with Rygel for Arianne’s affections. Nor could he stay and watch
them together, knowing Arianne made her choice and that choice left
Darkhan in the outer darkness.

What would I do if Raine
found another? Could I sit by and watch his happiness grow with
another woman in his arms? Would I watch him get married, sire
another woman’s child? The answer to that left my innards stone
cold. My body shook as if caught with a sharp ague.

“Dear one,” I choked,
holding open my arms. “Come here.”

He obeyed, overflowing my
limbs, his chest heavy against mine. Tuatha whined, bumping against
my legs. He knew what Darkhan intended, and that knowledge
distressed him. I buried my face in Darkhan’s ruff, my tears
sticking his fur to my cheeks.

The sun rose higher,
lighting the desert with its brilliance. Soon, its light and warmth
would stir the sleepers into wakefulness. I suspected Darkhan
wanted to leave without any pomp and ceremony. He also didn’t wish
to see Arianne. I daresay I didn’t blame him. We both knew she’d
try to convince him to stay. For her he’d remain, his heart
bleeding afresh every time he saw them together.

Sniffing back my tears, I
bent to pick up Tuatha. I tried to smile into Darkhan’s unhappy
eyes. “Go, then, my brave Darkhan, and be well. Protect him for me.
We’ll meet again soon.”

He kissed me, his eyes
warm and a shade relieved. Perhaps he thought I would fight him,
command him to stay, as his pack leader had every right to
do. I could never.

He eyed the tent flap for a long moment, a
low whine caught in his throat. He glanced up into my eyes and
whined again.

“Yes,” I answered
hoarsely, tears choking me. “I’ll tell her.”

My eyes filled to
overflowing, I awkwardly wiped my cheeks as Darkhan turned and
loped away.

“Wait,” I called, my voice
low.

Darkhan paused, his right
front paw raised to take another step toward the far north and his
Chosen One. His tongue caught between his fangs, he turned,
glancing toward me over his shoulder. Did he worry I’d changed my
mind?

I grinned. “Don’t tell him we’re coming. Got
it?”

His sharply cut off growl
answered me. Got it.

Like dark lightning,
Darkhan shot across the slowly wakening camp. His long, heavy wolf
body scattered sheep, goats, camels and horses in every direction.
Guards shouted an alarm while herd boys rose from their beds to
grab sticks and dogs to round up the panicked flocks.

Tuatha in my arms, I
watched as Darkhan splashed across the river, sheets of water
spraying up pink under the new dawn’s light. On the far side, he
reared, his front paws boxing the air much as Mikk often did. His
ringing howl crossed the distance to me, his words understood by
not my mind, but by my heart. 

I will find
him.

Back on all four feet, he
raced away, between the river and the dunes. The desert swallowed
him up.

“You did good.”

Bar emerged from behind my
tent, his ears perked and his eagle’s eyes focused on the spot
where Darkhan disappeared. His immense wings furled over his lion
shoulders, Bar’s black-tipped tail swung quietly from side to side.
Shortening the distance between us, Bar’s beak parted in a griffin
grin. “Maybe he’ll find the mate you
promised out there.”

“I hope so,” I replied,
sniffing. “Nice girls and all.”

I prowled about his huge
body, searching out his wounds. “How are you?”

“Not bad,”
he replied, turning his head over his shoulder as
I peered at the injuries on his back, shoulders and haunches. Those
I found appeared healthy, covered in ointment and well on their way
to healing. “These people know their
stuff.”

All three of us heard Arianne stirring from
her bed within the tent, yawning, stretching, and searching for an
absent Tuatha. Tuatha, the object of her search, licked under my
chin and whined low, worried.

“She’s not going to like
his little vanishing act,” Bar
advised.

“Sucks to be her,” I
snapped, under my breath. “She, and Rygel, are responsible for this
travesty.”

“Well–”
Bar began, but my finger in his face slammed home
his beak and shut down whatever he planned to say.

“Butt out,” I grated.
“Mind your own bloody business.”

“Damn, girl.”
Bar recoiled from both my finger and my
tone. “Who pissed in your porridge this
morning?”

Arianne emerged from the tent’s inner
darkness. Her midnight hair, unfettered and snarled, cloaked her to
her knees. Smiling around a huge yawn, Arianne stroked down
Tuatha’s ears.

I glared my answer at Bar
before smoothing my features into casual blandness. “Sleep well?” I
asked politely.

She nodded, too busy
cooing over Tuatha for a more thorough answer. I half-feared Tuatha
might squeal, inform her how her wolf had deserted her and even now
galloped north. As Li’s wives had taken away her rich brocade gown,
too filthy to be worn any longer, she wore a loose desert blue
skirt, and soft boots. A shirt of thin cotton, far too big for her,
she’d tucked under the gold chain belted about her tiny
waist.

I feared in vain. Tuatha
accepted her affection, his sapphire eyes so wide and innocent I
choked on a laugh. I really should teach
him subtlety. If I could read he harbored
a secret, Arianne would surely have little trouble. Her instincts
for deception were higher than I’d have thought.

Li emerged from his huge
tent; a pavilion by my standards. It lay further down the row we’d
borrowed from his wives, yet separated by distance. It stood alone,
ranked among none. A small banner of his house, a quartered crest
with the heads of a bull, a lion, a falcon and a horse waved in the
light breeze.

Immediately, he spied us grouped in a small
cluster and walked toward us. Dressed in clean robes, but without
his scarf, his unshaven cheek bristled with a day’s growth of beard
and his brown hair curled about his neck.

“Greetings, Ly’Tana of
Kel’Halla,” he said, smiling. “Greetings, Arianne of
Connacht.”

He clasped his hands before his chest and
bowed, much as he had done the day before.

“Greetings, Clan Chief
Li,” I said, setting Tuatha on the ground and returned him his
tribal salute.

Arianne also bowed, murmuring her respect.
Bar merely eyed him with disillusion and clicked his beak. Tuatha,
predictably, growled.

Li grinned down at him. “Still annoyed with
me, small wolf?” he asked. “I’ll win you over soon enough.”

Paws on sand distracted us
all as Silverruff, Digger, Thunder, Nahar, and Little Bull bore
down on us at a happy, tail-wagging gallop. Where they’d slept, I
had no idea, but I found myself surrounded by wolves big enough to
lick my face simply by craning their necks. Bar stepped back,
politely, but both Arianne and Li were forced back, away from my
side. Tuatha, sheltered between my ankles, fared safely
enough.

“I’m going to look for
Darkhan,” Arianne said. With a quick curtsey to Li, she walked
away.

“Uh, oh,”
Bar commented, his eagle’s eyes amused.
“Trouble’s come to call.”

I ignored him, too busy fondling and kissing
as many wriggling, wagging wolves as I could.

Kel’Ratan and Rygel,
walking together, closed the distance toward us. Arianne found a
hug for Rygel, and hand-in-hand, took him with her as she headed
for the tent where they’d last seen Darkhan. After a cursory bow to
Arianne, Kel’Ratan saluted Li and nodded to me. Nahar broke away
from the horde around me to welcome him with a happy grin and busy
tail. Kel’Ratan scowled as though Nahar had nipped rather than
greet, then promptly ignored him.

“The warriors are up,”
Kel’Ratan reported. “They’re on their way now.”

“Good,” I said,
straightening, though my hands still tickled jaws. “Bar’s wounds
are doing quite well. How’re yours?”

Kel’Ratan flexed his bandaged arm. “Doesn’t
hurt a bit.”

“We excel at the art of
healing injuries,” Li boasted.

“Where is Lord Smoke?” I
asked. “I wish to thank him.”

Li shrugged. “Last
evening, he informed me he desired to ride this day. He does that,
sometimes.”

“Vanished like smoke,”
Kel’Ratan muttered.

Even the wolves showed no
ill effects from the battle the day before. The damage done to
their bodies hardly showed at all. Their spirits? The battle might
not have even occurred by the way they romped and wagged, laughing
with bright eyes.

My boys and their dancing
wolves approached in a dusty cluster, yawning. They engaged in
mild, male horseplay, often swearing at one another. Li’s camp also
stirred awake; warriors, servants and women emerging from tents to
haul water, tend flocks and herds, start fires and begin cooking.
The night watch on the herds rode in, replaced by another riding
out.

“After we break our fast,
Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla,” Li said. “I will take you to Brother
Lavi.”

My heart bounded.
At last I’ll know who has been trying to kill
me. With this monk’s aid, I’ll make my
peace with he/she/it, and be rid once and for all with the threat
of annihilation. Tomorrow, on Darkhan’s heels, we’ll ride hard for
the north. Only the threat of Illan and the coming battle darkened
my joy.

“How far away is he, Clan
Chief Li?” Kel’Ratan asked.

Li waved negligently toward the east end of
the village. “Not far. I have sent to announce us already. He is
expecting you.”

“Did you tell him why we
need his help?” I asked.

Li shook his head. “I merely said we had
visitors requesting to see him.”

My boys and their now
quiet wolves ringed us in a half-circle, offering salutes to all. I
nodded to them and smiled at Tor, in his usual spot between Yuri
and Yuras. Our warrior society, and our code of the
Kel’Atanya’WA, a boy
became a man after his first kill. In our eyes, Tor was now a man
despite his young age. I suspected he
hadn’t told Yuri or Yuras of his achievement the day before, as the
blond pair didn’t treat him any differently than usual. Had they
known, I knew they wouldn’t stand about and tease their grinning
wolves. They’d be telling and retelling the priceless event,
dancing around like lunatics.

Past their shoulders,
Arianne and Rygel hurried toward us, Little Bull trotting behind.
Now Shardon left his green pasture and walked toward our big group,
his silver mane and tail gleaming under the new sun.

“Here it comes,”
Bar commented.

I shot him a sharp scowl,
forcing Li into a startled expression and a quick glance between
the two of us. I didn’t give Arianne, or Li, the opportunity to
speak. When they drew close enough, I raised my hand and snapped my
fingers, gathering the attention of all. Arianne and Rygel hovered
at the rear, clearly wanting to spread the news that they couldn’t
find Darkhan.

“This day,” I said,
pitching my voice loud so all could hear, “is one for a great
celebration.”

Several of Li’s warriors,
on horseback, scarved and armed to the teeth, sat their horses just
beyond my ring. More on foot also paused, sensing something
important. Though they didn’t understand my words, they knew a
momentous occasion when they saw one. Even bejeweled women paused
in their domestic tasks to stand and listen.

I grinned at Li. “Clan
Chief Li, I think your great and fierce Jha’fhar people would
appreciate what I am about to say. Might I beg you to translate my
words to your illustrious tribe?”

Li nodded, confused, but walked toward the
outer ring in order to repeat my speech.

I’d always hated public
speaking, and avoided it whenever possible. This time, however, I
played my crowd like a musical instrument. I think half the village
stopped dead in their tracks to listen. My boys ceased all talk and
wolf teasing to stare at me with various stages of curiosity to
impatience. As silent and as still as their wolves, Left and Right
watched me with their dark eyes piercing me through. Back in their
warrior’s leathers and armed, their coveted jeweled collars gone
from their necks, the pair appeared as a warrior and his reflection
in a mirror.

Witraz, Rannon and Alun
bent their heads close together while still keeping me in their
sight, murmured questions to one another. Yuri and Yuras gaped,
while Tor, suspecting at last what I intended to say, gulped hard
and shifted his feet as though considering a bolt for
freedom.

Corwyn, late to the scene, ducked between
tribal women and warriors to arrive at Kel’Ratan’s side. White
Fang, as obedient as any dog, paced at his heel.

“What’s happening?” he
asked Kel’Ratan, his voice low.

“No idea,” my cousin
replied sharply. “But she better get on with it.”

“Today,” I continued as
though I hadn’t heard, “we celebrate a great and lasting friendship
with the Jha’fhar clan. We, warriors of Kel’Halla, appreciate the
wonderful, giving heart of the brave Jha’fhar, and owe them a debt
of gratitude. If ever the Jha’fhar have need, they have only to
call, and the people of Kel’Halla shall respond. We Kel’Hallans
repay our debts.

“The Jha’fhar are a
courageous people, strong in their friendships and their hatreds.
They, like the Kel’Hallans, offer love for love, hate for hate, and
blood for blood. The Kel’Hallans, too, never forget their enemies.
Nor do we forget our friends.”

Li loudly translated my
speech to his people, but offered me confused glances over his
shoulder. Like Kel’Ratan and Corwyn, and even Rygel, clearly
wondered why I used all this drama just to say thanks to our
hosts.

“The great Jha’fhar, like
the Kel’Hallans, admire great courage in combat,” I went on, Li
busy translating. “We revere skill in battle, to face one’s enemy
without flinching, without fear. We raise high those who shed the
blood of his enemies and protect his people.”

I laughed, holding up my
arms in real drama queen fashion. With my eyes catching and holding
Tor’s, I raised my voice to a shout. “For do we not celebrate the
warrior? Do we not applaud the men who slay our enemies and return
home triumphant?”

The Jha’fhar warriors
raised their bared sabers, yipping in high-pitched voices, a
sharp yii-yii-yii sound, so rapid I couldn’t distinguish one voice from
another. The women screamed words I couldn’t understand, their
voices loud with triumph. While my own people stood, confused, Li’s
tribe knew what my speech lead to.

“Today,” I yelled over the
yipping and shouting. “This day, I have the distinct privilege to
confer one among us my people’s greatest honor. I know the
Jha’fhar, too, honor their young men this way. Today, I, heir to
the throne of Kel’Halla, would bestow manhood, and the title of
warrior, on one who yesterday was but a boy.”

My eyes found Tor. As
though I spoke only to him, my voice still pitched loud enough for
all to hear. “Yesterday, Tor of Soudan, bravely fought to protect
his liege and his friends from savage foes. With his bow and keen
eye, he faced down his enemy. In the battle against the Cursed
Ones, Tor, brave and fierce, killed his first man.”

The Jha’fhar crowds went
wild. The yipping and screaming rose to deafening levels. Warriors
galloped horses in mad circles, raising enough dust to blot out the
sun. Li ceased his translation and, grabbing a galloping horse,
vaulted into the saddle. With his warriors, he rode and yipped with
the rest.

In my inner circle, my announcement took a
moment longer to sink in. My boys gaped in shock as Tor squirmed
and blushed, still trying to hide. The stasis broke when Yuri
screamed a single word.

“Hooooraawww!”

Together with Yuras, he
all but squashed Tor into jelly, catching him into their fierce
embrace. Their joy woke the others from their surprise. Witraz,
Rannon, and Alun danced in circles, arms about one another,
screaming at the top of their lungs. Their wolves barked and
yelped, leaping about in wild abandon, not quite understanding what
all the fuss was about. Left and Right grinned openly, joining the
group, identical arms reaching out to clasp Tor’s neck in silent
congratulation.

Heaving Tor onto their
shoulders, Yuri and Yuras took off with him into the crowd of
wildly yelling and yipping Jha’fhar warriors. Rannon and Witraz
ran, still yelling, toward their horses, Shadow and Joker galloping
alongside, jaws wide and tongues flapping.

Kel’Ratan shook his head, grinning. “He
really did it?”

“He did it,” I answered,
my hands on my hips. “On his horse, and at a full gallop, no less.
A Tongu saw him coming and thought he could kill a boy. A man, a
warrior, popped him through his eye with his arrow.”

“On his horse?” Kel’Ratan
asked, his mustache failing to bristle. “At a gallop? In the
eye?”

“Must you make me repeat
myself?”

“That’s incredible,”
Corwyn murmured.

“That’s why we need a
manhood ceremony. But unfortunately, we don’t have time for
one.”

Among all my boys, only
Alun hadn’t raced off to grab a horse and ride around, bellowing at
the top of his lungs. His quiet, still expression caught my
attention more than the screams, yips and yells of the delirious
crowd. Under the scrutiny of Kel’Ratan, Corwyn, Rygel and Arianne,
I walked to him.

Taking his hands, I smiled
up into his blue eyes. “Well, my warrior?”

Alun bent and quickly kissed my cheek. “Yes,
my queen,” he murmured, his voice husky. “He’s worthy. I’ll fetch
it myself.”

“Do you think–” I began,
hesitant, needing him to say it.

As Rygel, Corwyn and
Arianne watched in confusion, Kel’Ratan glowered with his drooping
mustache smooth. He knew, as I did, that Alun must give all of his
approval to my request. If he could not, or would not, we’d have to
find another sword.

Alun lowered his head.
“She’d approve, Ly’Tana. She’d have liked him.”

“Only if–”

“I am,” Alun
replied.

“No doubts?”

“None. He is a warrior
true.”

Dropping to his knee, he
bowed over our clasped hands. Rising to his feet, he saluted me,
fist to chest, and walked away into the roiling dust with Black
Tongue beside him. Through the milling throngs and galloping
horses, he went to retrieve Sele’s sword.

Kel’Ratan, in
uncharacteristic affection, draped his arm across my shoulders.
“Sele’s blade bestowed on a street urchin,” he murmured, his grin
widening. “He’s done us all proud.”

“He has,” I replied,
twisting my neck to look up at him. “He’d no fear whatsoever. He
fought his panicked mare and won, sent her into battle. I doubt I
could’ve made that shot.”

“Yes, you could,” Kel’Ratan admitted. “You
and maybe Alun. The rest of us?” He answered his own question with
an amused snort.

Kel’Ratan squeezed my neck
with his fingers before his arm dropped, away from me and back at
his side. His blue eyes narrowed as Rygel and Arianne bore down on
us, Little Bull in attendance. “What’s got them so
upset?”

As I had, Kel’Ratan
recognized the panic in Arianne’s magnificent eyes, in Rygel’s taut
expression. They’d no luck in finding Darkhan, obviously, as he’d
probably loped a league north by now. They came to me to complain
about it.

“Follow my lead,” I
muttered from the side of my mouth. “Back me up, no matter how you
really feel.”

“We can’t find Darkhan
anywhere,” Arianne burst out, near tears. “Maybe these
people–”

“Surely they wouldn’t have
harmed him,” Rygel said, trying to reassure. “They set him down, I
saw them. He was unconscious, but he’d have been fine once he
woke.”

My anger, simmering on a
low fire during all our trials since Raine departed and the wolves
arrived boiled over. My hand itched to smack Rygel across his face
and belt Arianne over her tiny ear. Had she held the blade herself
and impaled his living heart on her steel, she couldn’t have done
that dear boy more harm.

“Darkhan is fine,” I
snapped, trying to keep my fury under control.

Arianne wilted in relief, not hearing my
tone. “Good, then where is he? I, they, left him–”

“He’s on his way north,” I
said, controlling that itch with an effort. “He’s gone to seek out
Raine.”

Rygel paled.
He knew. He knew very
well why Darkhan left us to journey far from Arianne. As far from
Arianne as he could get. He turned his face away, his jaw clenching
and his wheaten hair curling damply to his neck.

Arianne, that beautiful
idiot, turned on me with the fury I restrained.
“Why? Why would he
leave me? Why?”

Kel’Ratan’s hand on mine
kept me firmly anchored to his side when I’d have hurled my rage
into Arianne’s tiny face. His firm grip halted both words and
action when I couldn’t repress the urge to scream and strike. His
warm strength kept me by his side, my tone sharp but under tight
control.

“You don’t get it, do
you?” I half-snarled in Arianne’s startled face. “You, and
you–”

My right finger jabbed
under Rygel’s pale chin, “–broke his heart. How can he stay, with
you two hand-fasted under his nose? He wanted to die, damn your
eyes! I convinced him to live. To live but for what? What did I ask
him to live for? To see you both kissing and loving and giggling in
front of him? Rygel, you did everything you could to give her all
he couldn’t. You’d all the opportunities while Darkhan only watched
and grieved. Arianne, you took Rygel’s presents and turned your
back on his loving–love.”

Under my savage words, Arianne paled. Tears
brimmed her eyes. “I–I–” she began, strangling.

“You knew how he loved
you. You could’ve taken him aside and talked to him. You alone. Not
me, not anyone else here. Without word or apology, you chose Rygel
and expected Darkhan to just accept it without
question.”

I stared at the pair of
them, Kel’Ratan’s hand causing mine real pain. Arianne’s hands
crept to cover her mouth, her eyes wide and teary and, now, guilty.
“I didn’t mean–”

“You didn’t,” I barked.
“You did. You both did. Now he’s healed, in everything except his
heart. He’s also gone. Clear of the damage you caused. Perhaps now
he can really be
healed.”

Arianne’s stricken, pale face puckered in
anguish and despair. “Gods,” she wept, crying openly. “What have I
done?”

When I might have
explained to her, at great length and high decibels, what she’d
done, Kel’Ratan squeezed my hand until I thought my bones might
break.

“Perhaps you said enough,
don’t you think?” he murmured out of the side of his mouth. “It’s
done and over with. Time to move on.”

Arianne’s desperate grief
and Rygel’s overwhelming guilt at last moved my sucker heart. My
boiling rage cooled at the pair of them, and the sharp words I
still had inside my head never quite reached my tongue. I breathed
deeply, the tight tension loosening its grip. Kel’Ratan didn’t
relax his, however. My hand still hurt.

“Idiot,”
Bar commented.

“Bite it,” I snapped,
aloud.

All of them stared at me
as though I’d gone quite mad. Li, on his grey, dusty horse,
galloped up. The beast skidded to a halt, raising yet more dirt
into the air, and swung from the saddle before the hooves ceased
their forward motion. His brow hiked to his hairline, he opened his
mouth then shut it. He wasn’t fool enough to get in between a pair
of quarrelling women.

“He said to give you a
message,” I went on.

“A–a–” Arianne
began.

“He asked me to tell
you–”

“You understood him?”
Kel’Ratan asked. “How’d this happen?”

I glared Kel’Ratan into silence. “He said to
tell you that he’ll always love you.”

Arianne collapsed into the
dirt, weeping. Despite her distress, her grief, Rygel failed to
comfort her. Interesting. Rather, he stood, his face turned toward the vast desert
expanse, silent, only Shardon knowing his thoughts. As usual,
Shardon would say nothing.

“Don’t give her
any–” Bar began as I knelt beside Arianne,
sobbing in the dirt.

“–sympathy.”
Bar sighed.

I gathered her close to my
chest, her heavy mass of hair enclosing us both. Murmuring nonsense
words of comfort in her ear, I rocked her tiny, shivering body back
and forth. Tuatha, whining low, crawled into her lap. She clutched
him tight enough to make him squirm and yelp.

“Come now,” I said softly.
“He’ll find a mate, one who can give him what you couldn’t. Once he
looks into her eyes, he’ll forget all about you.”

That brought a sharp
snorting laugh from within the depths her tears. Pushing the heavy
mass from her face, I lifted her damp chin to meet her swimming
eyes. “He’ll forgive you, never fear,” I said. “You’ll always be
his first love.”

Her sobs breaking amid sniffles and coughs,
Arianne wiped her streaming face on her sleeve. “You really think
so?”

“Of course,” I said,
rising and hauling her to her feet with me. Tuatha, still captured
in her arms, licked her neck. “I’m always right, you know. Now go
back inside and clean up. After we break our fast with Li, I’m
going to see Brother Lavi. I want you with me.”

She nodded, curtained by her midnight hair,
and ducked under the tent flap Kel’Ratan politely held aside for
her. Letting it fall behind her, he winked at me, yet his
expression remained smooth and carefully blank.

Li took my hands within
his strong, brown ones. “Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla, you are a woman
fierce in her anger and more fierce in her love. Are you certain I
cannot pry you from your prince?”

Silverruff growled. I
shushed him with my hand to his muzzle, smiling up into Li’s
laughing eyes. “My apologies, Clan Chief, but I am also fierce in
my loyalty. I’ll never be pried from him.”

“He is a lucky man,” Li
said, stroking his finger down my cheek. “Come, we must share salt
once again.”

Gesturing for Rygel to get
Arianne and follow, I permitted Li to take my arm. “Share salt?
Your brother used that phrase.”

With the wolves tagging
along, and Kel’Ratan and Corwyn at my back, Li led me toward his
pavilion. Bar paced us, walking with a nonchalant air and gazing
about the tribal camp a though quite interested in what he saw. His
black-tipped lion tail lashed with more energy than nonchalance
would allow. His ire was up and didn’t look to be coming down very
soon.

The roiling dust from
hooves and feet settled as the celebrants slowed their yips and
wild shouts. Warriors walked their horses rather than galloped,
still smiling as they compared Tor’s feat with their own first
kills. Women and servants returned to their morning chores. Herd
boys sent dogs after errant sheep, slapping long sticks against
their bare legs. Camels raised heads with huge, brown doe-eyes,
long lashes any girl would slay for, and spit their irritation at
the commotion. Loose dogs approached as close to the wolves as they
dared, barking.

“Yes, Ly’Tana,” Li said,
finally shortening my title, “we tribal nomads center our culture
around water and salt. Both are difficult to find in the vast
desert, and neither a man can live without. We share salt with only
our friends.”

“The laws of salt are
inviolate,” Rygel said, surprisingly close.

I whipped my head around to see him just
behind me, Arianne at his side. He, not she, carried Tuatha in his
strong left arm, his right supporting her. Arianne offered me a wan
smile, her magnificent grey-blue eyes weary but bright.

I returned her a quick
grin before turning my attention to Rygel. “Illan is angry the Clan
Chief offered us salt.”

“He wanted to see us
turned away,” Rygel explained. “When Li offered the protection of
camp and salt, he set his hand against you.”

“You cannot be slain, no
matter what offense you might commit,” Li answered. “You accept
salt, you are safe. The gods brook no breaking of the law of
salt.”

“But–”

“A challenge of honor is
not sealed under the laws of salt.”

“Makes me wonder if
there’s another hand meddling,” Kel’Ratan ventured, his red brows
furrowed. “Perhaps he/she/it planted the nonexistent insult in
Illan’s head.”

“I can see it,” Rygel
said. “Nothing else has worked thus far.”

My boys, on their horses
and leading a saddled Mikk, galloped toward us. Mindful of the dust
they kicked up, they stopped a short distance away to avoid
cascading us anew with dirt and sand. They hadn’t just considered
me, they’d also saddled Kel’Ratan’s bay and Rufus. While Rufus
still owned his gemstone bridle, his gold caparison had vanished.
He wore the fox fur and leather Kel’Hallan saddle Raine had
used.

Tor, now grinning and full
of new male pride, rode his grey mare with fresh assurance, his
hand on his reins light and sure. Yuri and Yuras flanked him, as
usual, grinning from ear to ear and cuffing Tor without cease. Left
and Right scowled dangerously upon seeing how few men I had around
me. As though I wasn’t protected enough by Bar, Rygel and all his
power, Kel’Ratan, Corwyn, six wolves larger than ponies and a tiny
but potent Tuatha.

“Gods above and below,” I
swore. “I’m becoming seriously irritated with this
moron.”

“Surely Brother Lavi can
solve this,” Li said, extending his hand. “He is awaiting
us.”

“Left and Right,” I
snapped, commanding their immediate attention and stiff spines.
“Why are you two not here guarding me? I might be killed at any
moment.”

With quick salutes, they
reined their black stallions in behind Kel’Ratan and Corwyn, Left,
or was it Right? seized Mikk’s bridle from Witraz to drag him
along. Left took Kel’Ratan’s bay in hand. Lightfoot and Dire, as
silent as their twins, wagged brief tails to their comrades in
greeting. With his reins on his neck, Rufus ambled toward Arianne,
greeting her with a nudge to her cheek.

“Ah, where were we?” I
asked Li, taking his arm again. “Oh, yes, taking one’s
salt.”

Li’s wives and servants
worked around a large fire before his pavilion, the aroma of roast
lamb tickling my nostrils. My train of people, wolves, Bar, Shardon
and horses caused no end of stares and pointed fingers. Dogs
trailed behind, still barking, afraid to come closer. Children
abandoned lessons and chores to pace us, shouting and calling
questions we didn’t understand. This time, the wolves were not
alone in the brave children’s quest to daringly touch; Bar was also
so targeted.

“Ly’Tana,”
he complained, when a strapping lad of about
twelve stalked him, waiting for the moment of Bar’s inattention to
rush in and tap him on the shoulder. “This
. . . human is invading my personal territory.”

“Clan Chief Li,” I
said.

He peered down, his brow quirked, furrowing
his brow. “Yes, Ly’Tana?”

“While I understand your
young men must prove themselves,” I said, gesturing subtly toward
the boys. “They are irritating the wolves and Bar. Can
you–er?”

Li scowled. Not at me, but
at the long line of future warriors waiting their turn to show how
brave they were. He barked harshly in his own language. Shocked,
the young men gaped as they stared in consternation at their Clan
Chief. One by one, they melted away, glancing back over their
shoulders, kicking rocks and talking among themselves.

“My thanks,” I
began.

“I must apologize,” Li
said. “Again, my ways are not yours. They do wish to prove their
courage. But to do so upon guests and friends is the worst sort of
discourtesy.”

I smiled. “Guests of
wolves and griffins are certainly not an everyday occurrence, sweet
Li. I do thank you.”

“You are much too
forgiving, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla.”






***






With the sun higher than I
would have liked, Li at last sat back and sighed in contentment.
“You must eat, little Ly’Tana,” he chided gently. “Or you will not
have the strength to lead your tribe. Clan Chiefs must be
strong.”

Though Li’s wives worked
industriously to feed my band of warriors, wolves and a famished
griffin, I only nibbled on a small hunk of cheese and a crust of
bread. My gut roiled, needing not food but answers.

“Forgive me, dear Li,” I
replied, clasping his brown hand. “Please thank your wives for me,
though I fear my appetite has fled. Until I know who is trying to
kill me, then what good is food?”

“You are quite
right.”

Li stood up and in his own
dialect, courteously thanked his wives for their meal. They smiled
and bowed, not just to their husband but to me as well. I curtseyed
politely. I gestured toward the happy wolves and a satisfied Bar.
“Thank you, your graces, for seeing to the needs of my
folk.”

Li translated, bringing
wider smiles and chatter in their language that blew right past me.
I clapped my palms together in front of my chest and bowed to them.
“May your gods favor you with good fortune and many
children.”

Again, Li translated, his
own grin open. His wives all but prostrate themselves at my feet,
bowing and trying to imitate my curtsey. Baffled, I curtseyed
again, wondering how long this would continue. Rygel stepped up to
my ear.

“You just blessed them,
Princess,” he murmured. “They think even more highly of you for
having done so. Not many guests go so far as to bless
them.”

“Just get us on the road
to the monk,” I snapped under my breath, returning yet another
curtsey to the happy women.

Fortunately, Rygel knew
the intricacies of tribal appreciation. Halting, he spoke in their
language, and gestured toward me. Li’s veiled and robed ladies
nodded, their dark eyes shifting between Rygel, me and all the
others in our party. With Li nodding to whatever it was Rygel said,
Rygel managed to bring them to helpless giggles and go-away
gestures. The pair laughed to each other and returned to their work
of governing the servants into clearing the meal and the skeletal
remains of ten sheep.

Li grinned. “Your healer has a gift of
language,” he commented, steering me toward Mikk with his hand to
my elbow. “He has charmed my women.”

I cast a glance over my
shoulder. “Yes,” I replied. “He has some very interesting
talents.”

I set Tuatha on the pommel
of my saddle. Grabbing a double handful of thick black mane, I
vaulted onto Mikk’s broad back. Li swiftly mounted his own small
grey while Kel’Ratan, Corwyn, Left, and Right swung into their
saddles. Rygel picked Arianne up by the waist, setting her onto
Rufus before vaulting aboard Shardon.

My loyal three surrounded
me; Silverruff on my right, Thunder on my left, and Digger beside
Mikk’s head. I frowned, gazing at them. I glanced back at all the
wolves: Nahar, White Fang, Little Bull, Dire and Lightfoot. Of
course, Bar, striding just outside of Silverruff with his eagle’s
eyes on me, cocked his head.

“What?”
he asked.

“What is it?” Li asked at
the same time, recognizing my hesitation.

I bit my lip. “What does
Brother Lavi do for your people in return for his
sustenance?”

“He brews
talela,” Li answered,
confused. “His talela is the best in the village.”

“I suspect so many
visitors with griffins and wolves might cause the good brother to
consume much talela,” I said.

Li glanced around, his
brows hiked. “You may be right,” he said slowly. “Brother Lavi is a
good man, but hardly a warrior.”

I snapped my fingers, twisting in my saddle.
“All you wolves, except you, Silverruff, remain here. You, too,
Bar.”

“I will not,”
Bar hissed. “Where you
go, I go.”

I turned on him, furious.
“I will not have
your presence cause the monk needless fear.”

I straightened, looking
about me. A low line of dunes, sand shifting noiselessly down their
flanks offered one huge griffin some cover. “Hide there,” I said,
pointing. “Parallel us. You’re near but not so close you scare the
poor man to death.”

“I’ll have you
know–” he began, offended.

“Shut up and bugger
off.”

Bar obeyed, trotting,
wings half-furled and his lion tail lashing to the extreme, behind
the covering dunes. Satisfied the rest would remain without
objection, I gestured for Li to lead us. “Behind you, my dear
Li.”

His white teeth in his
dark face flashed a quick grin, but he offered no comment. Li
nudged his grey into a lope. With Kel’Ratan on my right, Silverruff
on my left, and Tuatha as ever on my saddlebow, I urged Mikk into
line behind him. Arianne, Rygel and Corwyn followed while the twins
brought up the rear.

Brother Lavi’s small tent
sat by itself, like an abandoned pup, at the furthest southern end
of Li’s broad camp. As it sat upon a shallow hill, he had an
excellent view of the river valley and the village. A servant boy
waited attendance, squatting patiently in the tent’s shade. A small
but merry fire danced amid a circle of river stones, the odor of
the monk’s breakfast of warmed bread and cheese still pervaded the
air.

At the sound of hooves, a
short man in homespun robes of tan and grey emerged from under the
tent’s flap. A frayed white cord fastened the simple cloth to his
thin frame, its tail dangling to his knee. While the priests who
represented Nephrotiti to my people wore their hair as long as her
warriors, Brother Lavi shaved himself bald. No tattoos, I observed with relief.
He wiped his hands on a towel he then tossed inside his home, and
stood waiting, expectant, his hands clasped before him.

Well behind his tent,
three cauldrons over glowing coals belched out the noxious odor of
half-cooked talela. Though the sour odor threatened me with a sneeze, Kel’Ratan
and Silverruff openly gagged. It’s not that
bad, I thought, ignoring the stinging in
my eyes. Wooden barrels ranked in orderly rows behind the hide-tent
fermented the already horrid mare’s milk into an alcoholic
drink.

Before Li could offer
assistance, I lifted my leg over my pommel, leaving Mikk to mind
Tuatha, and slid to the ground. I adjusted my sword across my back
and my dagger in my belt, stepping lightly and cautiously toward
who I hoped was my savior.

Brother Lavi owned lovely
hazel eyes and a pale complexion that refused to tan. Where the sun
dared strike him, he turned a mild shade of pink. His bald pate
gleaming under the sun, his pleasant, open expression turned to
greet me kindly. Questions rose to his lips and hovered there,
politely waiting.

I smiled in return,
feeling relief that, Silverruff on my left and a brooding, frowning
Kel’Ratan on my right, hadn’t disturbed Lavi in the
slightest. A man at peace with the world
around him and within himself. 

As I drew close enough to
offer him a tribal greeting, his eyes met mine. Instantly, his mild
demeanor changed. His pink face drained of all healthy color. His
pleasant hazel eyes widened in shock.

I hesitated. He stared at
me as though I shifted shape from a woman to a daemon coughed from
hell. His eyes bulging in his round, hairless head, the monk
dropped to his knees. With his arms outstretched toward me in
supplication, Brother Lavi fell headfirst, prostrate, in the
dirt.

“Hail, Beloved,” he cried,
his breath stirring the dust in brief bursts. “Hail, o beloved of
the gods.”

Several long moments passed in which I tried
to work words into my suddenly dry mouth. Opening and closing it
did nothing to generate any sort of speech, coherent or otherwise.
Fumbling about, I finally managed to squeak, “What?”

Kel’Ratan, his own blue
eyes wide, his mustache flat for once, glanced from the prostrate
monk and me and back again. Li, frowning, stood over Brother Lavi,
his hand on his saber as though the monk had threatened me rather
than all but offer me worship. Rygel, too, walked into my line of
sight with Arianne beside him.

“What’s this?” Rygel
asked. “Beloved?”

“I–I’ve no
idea.”

The poor monk, looking as though he inhaled
dust, at last moved me to find my tongue. “Please, good brother,
cease this nonsense. Get up, I say.”

He rose, his robes, hands
and face covered in sandy dirt. Flipping my fingers toward the
grime encompassing his once pristine clothing, I said, “I pray you,
good sir, tidy up. I had little idea you’d find dirt-diving
appealing.”

His excellent white teeth
gleamed in a flashing grin. “Forgive me, the shock of seeing
you–may I–”

He turned and gestured toward his tent, “May
I return inside and, er, tidy up?”

I nodded, waving him off,
my frustration and confusion mounting. With a quick bow, Lavi
vanished into the depths. In un-Kel’Ratan like fashion, Kel’Ratan
took my hand. “What’s going on here?”

Li shook his head. “This is most unusual,”
he murmured. “Brother Lavi is the most sensible of people.”

Silverruff woofed. I glanced to Arianne for
translation.

She shrugged. “‘The man is
very happy’.”

“He is,” added Shardon,
from his spot towering over Rygel.

My confusion intensified. What was going on
here indeed?

“This is getting weirder
by the moment,” Kel’Ratan muttered, cross.

Brother Lavi took less
than four minutes to return, dressed in clean robes and his face
wiped. This time, he offered me a traditional Mesaan bow,
smiling.

“Forgive me, Beloved,” he
said. “Where are my manners? Please, please, come sit.
Please.”

Following his expansive
gestures, I and Kel’Ratan gingerly sat on a wide log near his fire.
Silverruff sat on the ground beside me, his muzzle on level with my
face. Rygel, Arianne and Li also sat opposite, while Corwyn stood
behind his charge, his hands behind his back at parade rest.
Shardon, his mane cascading around Rygel’s shoulders, watched
without speaking. Brother Lavi folded his legs on the ground before
his tent flap and set his hands on his knees. Li remained standing
near Lavi, his arms crossed over his broad chest.

“May I offer you food,
refreshment?” Lavi asked, glancing around, his head half-turned to
call his servant.

“No, no,” I replied
quickly. “Li’s wives are more than generous. I crave answers, good
brother, more than anything else.”

“How may I serve you, my
lady?”

Before I could speak,
Kel’Ratan rushed in. “Why did you call her ‘beloved of the
gods’?”

Lavi raised his brows, baffled. “Because she
is.”

I choked on a short laugh. “Can you be more
specific, please, Brother? I am not beloved of the gods.”

“Oh, but you are, my
lady,” Lavi replied earnestly, gazing into my eyes.

“Forgive me, Brother,”
Kel’Ratan said, his tone sharp. “What makes you say so? Just what
is a ‘beloved of the gods’? Why her?”

Lavi cocked his head, now the one confused.
“You don’t know?”

I wanted to scream. Taking
hold of my self-control with an effort, I put my elbows on my
knees, leaning forward. “I am Ly’Tana, Princess of Kel’Halla,” I
said firmly. “I have many titles, some grand, some not so much. No
one ever, until you, has ever titled me Beloved of the Gods. Surely
you’re mistaken.”

Lavi smiled, a sweet, gentle smile. Dropping
his face slightly, he peered up at me from beneath his brows.
“There is no mistake, Princess,” he said softly. “The divine light
in your eyes proclaim you.”

Kel’Ratan swiveled his
head sharply to peer at me, frowning. Silverruff whined low, also
seeking evidence of Lavi’s claim. Further away, Rygel furrowed his
brow, his amber gaze not on me, but at the dirt between his
boots.

Oddly, Arianne smiled, her
magnificent grey-blue eyes glowing softly. She only added to my
confusion and I quickly looked away.

Li stirred from his spot near the tent.
“Pray you, good Brother, explain more fully, for not even I
understand your words.”

Lavi nodded. “For a reason
known only to themselves, the gods will select a certain person for
their favors.”

“Favors?” Kel’Ratan asked,
when my dry mouth couldn’t form the word.

Since very suddenly my gut
roiled within me and my head swam, I dared not glance away from
Lavi’s smiling face. I might faint if I did. My heart thudding like
a runaway horse, I knew what he would say next. I
knew.

“All the good gods and
spirits will answer her prayers,” Lavi went, his kind smile firmly
in place. “There are none who will refuse her.”

“That explains it,” Rygel
broke in suddenly, his own teeth flashing white in the sun. “Damn,
if that isn’t the answer.”

“What answer?” Kel’Ratan
fumed. “You’re as vague as he is.”

Rygel’s eyes dragged mine from Lavi. We both
understood, without words, exactly what Lavi meant.

“The innkeeper of the
Whoring Whale,” Rygel went on. “Her Highness blessed him that
night. Remember?”

Comprehension dawned,
flooded Kel’Ratan’s face. His jaw dropped. Arianne nodded, also
remembering my story after Rygel and I flew over the devastation
left behind by the Wrath of Usa’a’mah. Corwyn nodded somberly, and
offered me a ghost of a wink.

Silverruff and Shardon
pled ignorance, the former with a quick whine and the latter wide,
inquiring eyes. Li sat down at last, folding his legs under him,
his saber across his lap. Brother Lavi’s face begged to know, his
half-smile quick, coaxing nod asked me for an explanation. While I
did not relish speaking of it, I knew I needed to.

Drawing a shuddering
breath, I swiped my hair from my face and tried on a smile. “A
while back, gods how long ago was it? A month? More? In Soudan, we
rode to rescue Arianne here from slavery. She’s my–” I tripped over
the word ‘beloved’, half-choked and said it anyway, “–my beloved’s
sister. I, er, was disguised as a priestess of Osimi, as the High
King hunted us all.”

Brother Lavi nodded. “I recognized your
name, Princess. I know you are running from him even now.”

His brows raised, he glanced about the sky
and the nearby hills, the village below. “Where’s your
griffin?”

Suppressing a sigh, I
peeked up at the same moment Bar winged over the tops of the sand
dunes he’d hidden behind and sailed serenely down our side. Loose
sand drifted in his wake as his wide wings sent wind currents
spiraling out of control behind him. He circled dramatically low
over Lavi’s tent before dropping lightly to all four feet behind
me.

“Drama queen,” I
muttered.

“No need to be
nasty,” Bar answered, furling his wings
and sitting down. His immense body cast Kel’Ratan and me in shadow,
shielding us from the sun. His tail’s black tip flipped lazily back
and forth.

To his credit, Lavi smiled at the sight of
Bar’s graceful body, showing no fear of a predator who might kill
him with one swipe of a talon.

“Greetings, noble Bar,”
Lavi said, offering Bar a half-bow.

“At least he’s
polite.”

“Suggesting I’m
not?”

“Did I say
that?”

“Pray carry on, Princess,”
Lavi said, gesturing toward me. “You disguised yourself as an Osimi
priestess?”

I nodded, returning to the
story with an effort. “At a tavern called the Whoring Whale, the
innkeeper asked for my blessing.”

I caught my breath, glancing to Kel’Ratan
for something, anything. Taking my hand, he squeezed it, offering
me a rare, personal smile of love and encouragement. A sweet smile,
one just for me. I doubted I could’ve continued without it.

My audience, their rapt
attention riveted, almost caused me to fumble again. “I’d no
earthly idea what a real priestess would say,” I said slowly,
uncertain of my footing. “Thus, I just, um, waggled my fingers and
said, er, ‘you’re blessed’.”

“Then what happened,
Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla,” Li asked.

I shrugged, helpless. “Not much. We got
caught in Brutal’s trap. Kel’Ratan was shot with an arrow. I lost
my mind for a while, tried to kill Brutal by myself–”

“What’s this?”

Kel’Ratan’s outraged voice
burnt through my story. I flapped my hand at him,
annoyed.

“Suffice to say, we
escaped Brutal,” I said. I glanced at Kel’Ratan. “Though ’twas not
without cost. After, we sheltered at the Monastery of
Jeffe.”

Lavi nodded encouragement. “I know of
it.”

“The next day, a
tremendous storm hit the area, devastating everything. It all but
ripped up the monastery by its roots, but ancient magic held it,
and us, close.

“After it was over–” I
half-glanced at Rygel’s grinning face, “–in the form of birds,
Rygel and I flew over Soudan. The river flooded the entire quarter,
leveled everything except–”

“Except?” Lavi asked
eagerly, his hazel eyes bright.

“Except the Whoring
Whale.”

Silverruff growled what I
suspected was a curse of surprise. Li gawked like a small boy.
Shardon nodded, forcing Rygel to sweep silver mane out of his eyes,
as though something just clicked in his head.

Only Lavi beamed, his hands wide. “How can
you not have known you are the Beloved?”

“I thought it was a
coincidence.”

“There’s no such thing,
Princess.”

“This can’t be right,” I
muttered, folding my arms over my knees and dropping my face into
their shelter.

“Let me understand. You
say she’s beloved of all the gods,” Kel’Ratan demanded, leaning
forward, “and all the gods answer her prayers, this is what you’re
telling us?”

“It is, my
lord.”

“Curses, as well, I
expect?”

“Indeed, my
lord.”

“Then why in the
bloody hell is one
trying to kill her?”

I straightened. Brother
Lavi started, his smile dropping from his face instantly. His brows
came together under his shiny, bald skull. “What’s this? A god
wants to kill her?”

“Or a goddess,” I said.
“Maybe Osimi doesn’t like me impersonating her
priestesses.”

“Nonsense,” Lavi replied
quickly. “Osimi would favor you in that guise, for she loves all in
her service.”

“Some divine power is very
angry,” Rygel said, his voice soft. “He/she/it even tried to turn
me against her.”

As Lavi swung his head toward Rygel, Rygel
smiled sadly, his tawny eyes on me. “It almost worked. I nearly
killed her.”

“Tell me all,” Lavi said,
his tone firm, worried. “Please.”

To spare me, Kel’Ratan
explained the earthquake, the hate-filled, cheated snarl Raine
heard in his head the moment he flung me into Bar’s talons. In
clipped words, he told of the savage lightning storm that chased me
over the hills and only Shardon’s speed kept me alive. To his
credit, Kel’Ratan didn’t look once at Rygel as he spoke of my
disguise as a slave, Rygel’s tension, the soldiers, and Rygel’s
complete loss of control.

Lavi listened intently,
his body inclined forward, his hands clasped between his knees.
When Kel’Ratan finished, I half-smiled and shrugged. “Here we are,
Brother, hoping you may have some answers. And help me make peace
with whoever is trying to kill me.”

“You speak to all the
gods, can you not?” Rygel asked. “You are a Huhtamaki monk?”

Lavi bit his lip, nodding absently to
Rygel’s question. “I am of the Stone Temple of the Huhtamaki, yes.
Princess . . . tell me more of this storm.”

“The Wrath of Usa’a’mah,”
Corwyn answered quietly, speaking for the first time.

At Corwyn’s terse
explanation, Lavi straightened. His head lifted, cocked, as though
hearing words on the light breeze. For a long, agonizing moment for
me, he sat still, silent, barely breathing. My left hand crept
around Silverruff’s shaggy neck, needing his strong comfort.
Something about the way Lavi sat as if listening . . . .

Lavi stirred into life. “By your leave,
Princess, Clan Chief,” he said. “Permit me to go to my chapel. I
must pray in solitude.”

“Of course,” I said,
surprised.

Rising, he bowed low to
both of us. His robes swirling about his legs, his rope belt
swinging, Lavi strode rapidly behind his tent. Climbing the hill
beyond the steaming, noxious cauldrons, he vanished over the
top.

“He built himself a tiny
stone church,” Li explained. “We dare not enter that holy
place.”

“How did he happen to come
here, Clan Chief?” Kel’Ratan asked. I leaned against Silverruff’s
massive shoulder and shut my eyes, my head tucked against his neck.
He rumbled deep in his chest, the vibration tickling my
ear.

“He said everything will
be fine,” Rygel translated, his voice subdued.

“Will it?” I whispered,
though I knew only Silverruff’s, Shardon’s and Bar’s keen ears
heard me.

“Somehow,” Shardon said.
“We’ll make it so.”

Li carried on as if this
exchange hadn’t happened. “Several years ago, he fled the terror
and the killings the High Priest of Usa’a’mah brought down. One
step ahead of the priest-soldiers, his brothers dead for their
faith, he sought sanctuary here.”

“Obviously, he’s no threat
to your people.”

I heard Li’s robes rustle
as he shrugged. “Despite his non-aggression, we do not take in
strays. However, he convinced me to allow him to prove his
usefulness, and here he is. He does not just brew
talela, he is also wise
in healing and curing sickness. Many of my people come to him for
spiritual help.”

“Do you not have your own
priests?” Rygel asked.

“We do,” Li answered,
smiling. “Brother Lavi is far wiser than they, however.”

Brother Lavi’s servant
appeared before me as if by magic, startling me. I sat up,
recoiling, blinking at the skin and offered cup in his small hands.
Accepting the water he proffered, I drank deep, not realizing how
thirsty I was. The hot, mid-morning sun drained me without my
realizing it. I gestured for him to fill it again for Silverruff.
After Silverruff accepted his share, the boy took the water to
everyone else. He filled a bucket to the brim for Shardon, and
waited politely until he drank his fill.

Nearly an hour passed
before Lavi flapped back down the hill. In that short time I
alternated between anxiety, futility, anger, terror and annoyance.
I bit my nails. When Kel’Ratan dragged my right hand from my teeth,
I nibbled on the left. Rygel pulled my hand down and clasped it as
Bar clicked his beak.

“You’re giving me a
headache. Cease already.”

My acid response deserted
me at the critical moment. My mouth opened, but as I watched Lavi
half-jump, half slide down the loose sand, all cognitive thought
dissipated into dust. I swallowed hard, yet nothing passed my
throat save a sharp gulp. To save my life, I couldn’t utter a
word.

“Forgive me, Princess,”
Lavi said, emerging from behind his tent. He dropped to his knees
with his hands knotted on front of him. His brows furrowed in
anxiety as a tiny tendril of sweat dripped from his
temple.

I couldn’t breathe, yet I pushed a few
coherent words into life. “Did you learn anything, Brother?”

“I did. The earthquake was
not the first attempt on your life.” He raised his pleasant hazel,
now frightened, eyes to mine. “The storm was the first
attempt–”

Kel’Ratan bolted up, onto his feet. “I knew
it! Usa’a’mah is trying to kill her. He’s angry because she killed
that bloody Theodoric.”

Lavi nodded. “He’s correct. Usa’a’mah is
furious you killed his High Priest.”

“Why?” I exploded, badly
scared. “That idiot abused Usa’a’mah’s worshippers, took monies
that belonged to his temple for his own, murdered people in his
name–”

All through my desperate
rant, Lavi nodded. “Indeed, Princess. He was all that. His behavior
caused Usa’a’mah great embarrassment, even condemnation from many
of his brother gods and sister goddesses. Usa’a’mah was very put
out with his priest and planned to take steps.”

“Then why–”

Lavi raised his hands in a
calming motion, encouraging me to silence and Kel’Ratan to sit back
down. I took a deep breath, my arm, which trembled out of my
control, around Silverruff’s heavy neck. He nuzzled my cheek,
whining low. Kel’Ratan obeyed with a snort, scowling and his blue
eyes hot and fierce.

“You misunderstand the
dark god of war and death,” Lavi said, returning to his spot near
Li and folding his legs. His anxious face did little to reassure
me. “Usa’a’mah, blessed be his holy name, is a temperamental and
jealous god. While he planned for Theodoric to die, he wanted the
man to suffer, to know his sin. Theodoric’s merciless killing of
other gods’ and goddesses’ worshippers, and converting the
survivors to Usa’a’mah’s worship, cost the dark god a reprimand.
Furious, Usa’a’mah craved Theodoric’s blood spilled slowly. You,
with your keen sight and steady hand, robbed Usa’a’mah of his
revenge.”

“You’re not serious!”
Kel’Ratan exploded, once more on his feet. “He’s angry because
Ly’Tana did what he planned to do himself?”

Brother Lavi smiled sadly.
“In Usa’a’mah’s mind, Ly’Tana killed him too cleanly. Had she
spilled his blood drop by drop, Usa’a’mah couldn’t be better
pleased. Unfortunately, Theodoric died quickly, cleanly. Usa’a’mah
could only sit in judgment, consign him to hell, and brood over his
unslaked thirst for revenge. He made Her Highness, the Beloved, his
target.”

“Gods above and below,” I
muttered, hiding my face in my arms. “Damned if I do and damned if
I don’t.”

“I apologize, Princess,”
Lavi said. “But you’re right. Usa’a’mah won’t be satisfied with
anything less than your death.”

“What of the other gods?”
Rygel asked suddenly, also on his feet. “If she’s their Beloved,
aren’t they doing something to help?”

Brother Lavi smiled gently. “She’s still
alive, isn’t she?”

That brought my head up
and halted Kel’Ratan’s prepared tirade. Rygel frowned. “Can they
keep him off her?”

Lavi shrugged. “They’re doing their best.
But with every failure, Usa’a’mah’s fury grows. As does his
determination. He’ll try again.”

“Is there nothing that’ll
satisfy him?” I pleaded, near despair.

“Only your
death.”

“Then Beloved of the Gods
doesn’t mean very bloody much, then does it?” Kel’Ratan snarled,
pacing about, running his hand through his red locks.

“It does, indeed, my
lord,” Lavi said. “She is
protected.”

“What does all that mean,
anyway!” I snapped, my anger replacing my fear. I jumped to my
feet, pacing about, too furious to sit still any longer. “I pray
for something and they grant it?”

Lavi nodded gravely. “That’s exactly what it
means.”

“If I prayed for someone
to die, they die?”

“Indeed,
Princess.”

In a wild, laughing moment, I screamed,
“Then how about I pray for the end of the world? Maybe I should end
the world, and then Usa’a’mah wouldn’t have much to bitch about,
then would he? Would they answer that?”

“Indeed, Princess. They
would.”

My teeth snapped shut so
hard I bit my tongue. “You’re not serious. Tell me, you’re not
absolutely, dead serious.”

“I am.”

With my hands on my sword’s hilt, I leaned
over the good brother. “I could ask the gods to destroy the world,
and they’d destroy it?”

“They wouldn’t like it,
but yes, they would.”

I sagged back so hard I missed the log,
bruised my back on its bark and sat down hard in the sand. “That’s
not right.”

I trembled. Under the
broiling sun, I shook, chilled to the bone. Gooseflesh rose on my
skin; I felt cold, as cold as the frozen north Raine galloped
toward, even now. That’s not
right.

Lavi’s voice, soft yet as
implacable as Usa’a’mah’s quest for revenge, found its way into my
ears despite my arms over them. “They wouldn’t have chosen you,
Princess, had you not been worthy.”

“I am not worthy,” I screamed, raising my
head, my hair in my face, blinding me. “Can’t you see that?
Can’t they see
that?”

More than his words,
Lavi’s silence spoke volumes. Through red-gold strands of my hair,
I found him watching me. His eyes kind and his lips half-smiling,
he exuded sympathy. Instantly, I hated him. Despised his kindness,
loathed his pity, and detested his message. I hated Usa’a’mah for
his jealous rage. I reviled Nephrotiti and Osimi. I condemned
Darius for taking Raine away from me. I scorned Arianne for the
love and support I saw in her eyes, I abhorred Rygel
for–everything.

I sat on the ground with
my hair over my face and I–I hated.

Once more, my rescue came from the smallest
among them.

He leaped from Mikk’s
broad back to the ground without harming himself, and toddled the
distance across the sand. Alone, mastering his fear, he ventured
on, knowing my need. Answering a call only he heard. My brave
knight in arms, my hero, the only one to whom I might
listen.

Whining, Tuatha crawled into my lap.

I hugged him close, my
anger whirling apart like a straw shack in a twister, leaving
behind only terror. His warm tongue caressed my neck, my hair
shielding us both. Arianne had the right idea. Hair made an
excellent place to hide.

“Ly’Tana?” Kel’Ratan’s
voice, from just beside me, expressed his worry.

Ignoring him, ignoring
them all, I enfolded Raine’s baby son to my chest and wanted
nothing more than to crawl under the nearest rock and hide.
Preferably for the rest of my lift, as short as that time will
be.

I snorted inwardly. Raine
believed he saw his own death in his dreams. He had predicted mine
before he left. Perhaps this was Usa’a’mah’s revenge . . . we both
die in the cold frozen north. Together.

I could live with that.

“Don’t–”
Bar began, hissing, already reading my
thoughts.

Arianne, too, pulled from my head the reason
for my new-found calm. “Ly’Tana, what Lavi says may not come to
pass. Events can change.”

I straightened. I pulled
my tresses from my face. I sat back on the log, set Tuatha’s heavy
mass in my lap while his anxious whines fell on my deaf ears. I
wiped my tears from my face, and glowered at those who yet dared to
pity me.

Kel’Ratan scowled, his
confusion at Arianne’s words growing. “What does she mean,
girl?”

“I’ll die,” I replied
softly. “Gods grant I live long enough to fight beside Raine,
battling his monster.”

“No,” he and Rygel said at
the same moment, both jumping up like puppets on the same string.
They scowled at one another. Amid Silverruff’s menacing growl,
Shardon’s ears flattened and his dark eyes beneath his silver
forelock blazed.

“Arianne is right,” Rygel
snapped. “We may yet find a way to halt Usa’a’mah’s madness. It
isn’t over.”

“Not even bloody close,”
Kel’Ratan growled. “You will not
die.”

“If that crazy bastard
wants you,” Bar snarled.
“He’ll have to go through me.”

I shook my head, smiling wanly.

“Your people love you,” Li
commented, his voice low. “I, too, will pray that this dark god is
moved to mercy.”

“Somehow I doubt he is
capable of mercy.”

“He is,” Brother Lavi
said. “One never knows what might move him so.”

From the folds of his
robe, Lavi extended his closed hand, palm down. A length of slender
chain dangled from his fingers. Bemused, I disentangled myself from
Tuatha and reached for the object. His eyes warm and kind, Lavi set
a gold-washed jewel in my right hand. Gently, he closed my fingers
upon it.

“I was commanded to give
you this, Princess,” he said, his teeth gleaming in a smile. “Use
it.”

“What is it?”

Withdrawing my hand from
his tender grip, I studied the gem. It glowed with a pale amber
light, its smooth, polished surface warm to the touch.
Not from Lavi’s body, I
thought, nor mine.
Its warmth came from within itself, as though it were a living,
breathing creature. The filigreed chain attached to it seemed cold
by comparison. I stared deep into its soft depths,
mesmerized.

“It’s not just a trinket,”
Lavi said, as though from a distance. “This amulet is a direct link
to the gods.”

My head snapped up.
“No–”

Lavi nodded, his bald skull gleaming, yet
dry, under the intense sunlight. “When you take it in your hand and
concentrate on your prayer, whichever god or goddess you pray to
will answer you directly. But–”

His voice dropped in
warning. “Use it only in extreme need. This is no toy you carry. Be
not frivolous with it.”

“Then maybe she
shouldn’t–” Kel’Ratan began.

“She must. I, and she, are
commanded.”

“Then what is it for?” I
asked.

“Use it, and your powers,
wisely, Princess. Let this be your guide.”

I glowered. “Pray, good brother, speak
clearly or not at all.”

Despite my tone, Lavi smiled. “Sorry,
Princess. I expect I need to relearn how to talk to people, not
just the divine. Use this example: You wish a man dead, do you pray
for his death?”

Thinking of Brutal, I
said, “Um–”

“Think hard. This man,
despite your hatred, has his purpose on this earth, does he
not?”

“Well–”

“He does. Should you kill
him through your prayers, you may halt the divine purpose for which
that man was born.”

Brutal has a divine
purpose? While I could scarcely credit it, the idea did have its
possibilities. Without Brutal, I might never have met and fallen in
love with Raine.

“You could win a battle
simply by praying for the enemy army to die in its tracks. Do you
pray so?”

“Er–” I
fumbled.

“The gods have purpose
even with death, Princess.”

“Then why give her these
powers?” Kel’Ratan snapped. “These are not for her.”

“They are–”

“No.” I stood up suddenly,
dumping a protesting Tuatha into the dust, my panic returning.
“He’s right. I don’t want this. Take it back.”

“This is a
gift.”

“It’s a curse,” I almost
screamed, my hands over my ears. “I blessed a man, and it worked
out alright, once. But what if next time it doesn’t? What if I say
the wrong thing and cause evil?”

Lavi smiled. “The amulet
will guide you. Through it, you cannot go wrong.”

My hands on my hips, I scowled at the good
monk. “If I pray hard, will the gods take this from me? If I beg
they remove this from my shoulders, will they do it?”

Lavi nodded. “Probably.”

“Then I
should–”

He held up a warning hand. “Please, don’t,
Princess. The gods don’t offer this gift lightly. They have their
reasons, believe me. In the end, you’ll do what’s right.”

“I wish I could believe
that,” I muttered.






***






I should pray for
protection.

The sun had nearly reached
its zenith as I rode Mikk down from the sandy hills. The answers I
received from Brother Lavi offered me scant comfort. On one hand,
all the gods in the universe were, in essence, my slaves. On the
other, the most powerful slave of them all ripped huge holes in the
security of my new role. Kel’Ratan and Rygel were right: Illan’s
challenge had Usa’a’mah’s jealousy written all over it.

Below, the tribe gathered
near Li’s pavilion, waiting as me and my escort trotted down the
steep, sandy incline. Our horses fought the loose soil, their rear
quarters slung low. Silverruff loped just ahead of me as Kel’Ratan
grumbled under his breath at my right. Li shot me concerned glances
from my left, no doubt thinking my slaves couldn’t help me through
this one.

“They’re waiting for a
spectacle,” Kel’Ratan groused.

“This a fight of honor,”
Li said. “Of course they must watch and witness.”

Illan and his cronies sat
their horses to one side of the crowd, Illan stripped of his scarf
and mantle. He wore only the crisscrossing leather harness and his
breeches. His weapons hung from his black stallion’s pommel and he
smirked as I drew closer, saying something to his friends. They all
laughed at his jest.

Also mounted and bristling
with weapons, my boys half-circled Illan and his companions. Though
clearly Illan wasn’t intimidated in the least, his pals
occasionally glanced over their shoulders as though disliking their
close proximity. After one such look, Witraz raised his hand and
made that single highly insulting gesture. The warrior didn’t
accept the obvious challenge and quickly turned away.

Where the ground leveled
out in the camp proper, I reined in Mikk. Li and Kel’Ratan halted
with me as Rygel and Arianne trotted their mounts further to stand
between me and Illan’s pals. Bar circled low over my head, the wind
of his passage blowing my hair across my face. I didn’t swipe it
away, but my fingers inched over the gem at my breast.

“I can kill him
now,” Bar advised, leaving me to fly over
the neat rows of orderly tents behind the crowd. Coming from their
rear, he buzzed across Illan’s small group. This, of course, set
their horses to pitching in panic. Illan and his friends were
forced to fight to keep their butts in their saddles. Their grins
vanished.

I shook my head without answering him. “Li,
how much time do I have?”

He squinted at the sun. “Perhaps thirty
minutes.”

Leaving Tuatha on my
pommel, I slid down from Mikk into the midst of horses and wolves.
Left and Right dismounted also, though Kel’Ratan and Corwyn
remained mounted. “I need some time alone.”

Li nodded. “You may use my tent.”

“Ly’Tana,” Kel’Ratan
began, but I held up my hand to forestall him.

“It’s all good, cuz,” I
said, smiling a little. “Just need to collect myself.”

When Thunder made to
follow, I halted him with a look. “Alone, I said.”

Much like Kel’Ratan, he
grumbled under his breath. He obeyed me, but the twins didn’t. At
my heels, Left and Right stalked as silent as ever, my bodyguards.
I knew they wouldn’t follow me as I ducked under the pavilion’s
flap. Nor did they. As the doorway slid down behind me, I heard
their boots crunch sand as they turned around to stand their
posts.

After the bright sunlight,
the inside of the tent wasn’t so much dim as it was dark. As my
eyes grew accustomed, I glanced around at the sheer opulence of the
place. Li’s harsh life as a nomad didn’t extend to his home. Rich
furs and luxurious carpets covered the floors. Divided into rooms
via colorful tapestries and priceless brocades, it was bigger and
richer than a wealthy merchant’s mansion in Soudan. His bedroom lay
behind a wall of bright silken hangings while the odors of roasted
meat and fried peppers emanated from a small chamber at the far
end. Li didn’t sit on chairs, but rather lounged on huge pillows
and low couches. Brass oil lamps hung on slender chains from the
tents poles, small flames burning and brightening the room. Several
charcoal braziers, unlit, stood ready to warm the tribe’s Chief in
cold weather.

Deciding against sitting
on one of his pillows, I sank down on a soft sheepskin and folded
my legs. Resting my hands on my knees, I shut my eyes. Long ago,
one of my arms masters taught me to focus, to plan my battle long
before I met my enemy. Your worst enemy is
within you, he said. Fight your fears first. Find your weaknesses and turn them
into your strengths.

I focused on my breathing.
Slow and deep, slow and deep. I cast all worries, all thoughts of
the future, of Raine, of Usa’a’mah and of Illan from my mind. My
heart slowed to match the rhythm of my breath, my inhales and
exhales. I emptied my thoughts, and centered in on my breathing. In
and out. In and out. I didn’t fall asleep, but I did slide into a
light trance.

In it, I permitted Illan
to walk into my inner sight. Arrogant, confident in his size and
strength. As though he told me in words, I knew he planned to
overpower me; he’d hit me with his heavy fists and take me down
swiftly. He knew my strength could never match his.

It doesn’t have to,
my arms master whispered. Use it against him.

We female warriors were
trained to fight opponents bigger than we were. We struck with the
speed of a cobra, and vanished before they struck back. We didn’t
test our muscles against theirs. Speed kept us alive. We didn’t
attack blades. We attacked vulnerabilities. Every fighter had his
weaknesses. Time to exploit Illan’s.

Behind me, the tent flap
went up and sunlight flooded the chamber. I blinked, rising out of
my trance. Yet, my single-minded focus remained with me. My mind,
my heart, were calm; cold even. I could walk, talk, smile and that
icy quiet within me would stay, ready.

“It’s time,” Kel’Ratan
said, his voice low.

I rose. Passing him, I
walked out from the pavilion and into the sunlight. The Jha’fhar
stood en masse outside. As I strode firmly toward them, Kel’Ratan
at my shoulder, the milling crowd ceased their laughter and talk.
They fell silent and only the wind whispering across the sand and
the rushing river spoke. My boys, aboard their horses, saluted me
formally as I went by. The wolves paid tribute, not with their
voices but with bent forelegs. Shardon, too, bowed low as I passed
him, his silver mane hiding his eyes. Bar stood behind the line of
Kel’Hallans, his tail lashing. Though he didn’t offer me his
respect as the others had, his raptor eyes gleamed with
anguish.

Rygel and Li, shoulder to
shoulder, halted me not far from the nomads. Rygel bowed and Li
offered me his tribal salute, his palms pressed together as he
lowered his face.

“Your weapons, please,
Princess,” Rygel said.

Unbuckling my sword belt,
I handed it to him. Bending, I removed my hidden knives from my
boot tops and gave them to him, hilts first. Working my gold torque
from my throat, I also took from my neck my many necklaces. Yet, I
kept the gem Brother Lavi gifted me, and tucked it away in my vest.
Kel’Ratan took everything else.

“Are you ready?” Li
asked.

I didn’t bother to nod.
Rather, I looked past them both to Illan. Twenty four hours hadn’t
healed his face much. Li’s cut on his cheek appeared red and angry,
nor had the swelling of his nose gone down. He stood in the midst
of the crowds, alone, his previous smirk gone. While I doubted the
potential threat I posed was the reason, I almost wished it was
still there. Then I’d know what he was thinking.

The nomads had created a
huge fighting ring made up of warriors, servants, women and
children. Some rode their horses, a few mounted on camels, but most
stood on their feet. Dogs, as silent as everyone else, watched the
spectacle from within the massed legs. As I walked in, the circle
closed behind me. I eyed Illan as much as he eyed me. Only one of
us would leave this arena.

Spinning me around,
Kel’Ratan suddenly hugged me tight to his chest. He kissed my
cheek. “Don’t leave me,” he whispered. Then he left, and entered
the walls of the human ring.

“If he kills you,”
Bar said. “He won’t live
long enough to triumph.”

“Shut up,”
I snarled. “Don’t blow my
concentration.”

The icy focus retreated
for a moment, and the sounds and senses around me closed in. The
sun felt hot on my skin, the low mutters of the Jha’fhar assaulted
my hearing. I smelled fear, tasted the tangy salt of nervous sweat
on my tongue. It wasn’t mine, but I needed the sensory overload
gone. I needed a few moments to regather my inner calm. Daring to
shut my eyes, hoping Illan’s honor forbade an attack before his
opponent was ready, I breathed in–then out. And again. Then
another. My cold center returned with a rush.

I opened my eyes. Illan
studied me, his dark brows furrowed and his lips thinned. Perhaps
he feared I planned to cheat, and had a weapon concealed somewhere.
I studied him in my turn, watching, waiting. A big man, Illan’s
muscles bulged in his arms and across the expanse of his shoulders.
Li had said his warrior skills weren’t up to Jha’fhar standards.
That didn’t mean he wasn’t terribly dangerous. He was.

Li made no formal
announcement of the proceedings. As though directed by one mind, I
stepped lightly to my right at the same moment Illan slid to his.
We stalked each other, weighing, judging, watching for any
weakness. His arrogance returned as did his sneering smirk. He
straightened from his slight crouch, no longer walking on the balls
of his feet. No doubt he’d decided my slender form and female
gender posed no serious threat. All he had to do was walk over and
kill me.

He continued to edge his
way to his right as I continued to circle him, crossing my right
foot over my left, my body relaxed, ready. The stiff tension in his
body language told me he geared for his attack, planning to charge
with his ham-sized fists swinging. I waited, patient, jotting down
his weaknesses in rapid mental notes.

His left knee didn’t bend
properly. His almost imperceptible limp informed me clearly of a
past injury. The stiffness in his spine didn’t just tell me he
prepared to rush, it told me it, too, had been hurt. Both would
hamper his speed and agility. The slight heaviness to his gut spoke
of many skins of talela and not enough time at sword practice. His reddish eyes clearly spoke of
the skin he’d already drunk that morning. Half-drunk, arrogant and
busy underestimating my abilities. The cold concentration didn’t
permit me to roll my eyes.

With a bellow not unlike a
bull in a rage, he charged. Neither the noise nor the sight of him
coming at me affected me in the slightest as he intended. I
hesitated, inviting him in, watching for my moment. It came as he
reached the height of his swing, past the point of no return.
Eel-like, I slid sideways and ducked at the same time. I didn’t try
to strike back, but watched as he stumbled and nearly fell, still
yelling, behind me.

I’d no doubt that would
piss him off, and I wasn’t wrong. He swung around, raging, snorting
much like that self-same bull. His face dark with humiliation, his
teeth bared in a fearful grimace, he rushed again. This time I
struck back with my own fist and hit his passing shoulder. I danced
out of reach as he charged, aiming to strike my head with his hams.
He hit nothing at all and his fury mounted.

An angry opponent is a weak
opponent, my arms master whispered.
Rage and battle never mix.

But keeping Illan angry
wouldn’t win this fight, nor would it keep me alive if he got me
down. I needed to strike at key points on his body in order to kill
him. That meant I had to get in close. And if I did, he had perfect
opportunities to render me as helpless as a gutted lamb. One hit to
my head would offer him that.

He charged, now expecting
me to slide away and avoid him as I had before. I didn’t. His arms
spread wide to catch me within them, he was off balance and running
with his weight forward. My fist caught him at the point his chest
and belly met with all the power I could muster. In the same
movement, I ducked and spun on my toes. His arms passed over my
head.

Coughing, trying to regain
his wind, Illan stumbled with his hands clutching his gut. The
crowd’s roar reached through my cold concentration, and I grimly
pushed it back. I couldn’t afford any distractions. Illan learned
fast. He recognized the error of his ways, and realized I used his
arrogance and rage against him. Once he caught his breath, he
forced calm over his anger. A thinking enemy I could do without.
The sneer left his lips and I knew I was in trouble.

He didn’t charge. Instead,
he walked toward me with his fists up. Though I melted from his
path, he moved faster forward than I did backward. His ham slammed
toward my eyes. I spun sideways to avoid the blow, but he was ready
for that, too. His knuckles caught my cheekbone and slid across my
ear. Hard enough to make my eyes water but not enough to make me
black out. My own strike connected with his ribs, but I hadn’t the
force behind my arm to make a severe impact. He grunted.

I leaped backward as he
reached for me with both arms. If he got me on my back, he’d
happily pummel my face until it was nothing more than a piece of
chopped meat with my brains leaking from my ears. That was his
intent: overpower me with sheer brute strength. He may have
controlled his arrogance and rage, but he couldn’t control
the talela singing
in his blood. If I hammered at his gut long enough . . .
.

Permitting him to come
close, his huge arms reaching, I pumped both my fists into his
lower belly. I took his wind once more and the soft muscles
surrounding the talela shuddered. But it wasn’t enough to stop him from grasping
both my shoulder and my hair. His strength took my breath away as
his body struck mine, aiming to pull me down with him. Only my knee
to his groin shocked him into releasing me.

Illan’s mouth worked
soundlessly as he urked in silent agony. His hands clutched himself
as he bent over at the waist, shielding his jewels. I struck him
across his left ear not with my fist, but with the heel of my hand.
In a move I didn’t expect him to have the strength to consider, he
rammed his head into my left shoulder.

Knocked off my feet, I
rolled across the sand. My brains rattled from the impact and my
shoulder on fire, I staggered upright. I caught my balance with an
effort, my collarbone either badly bent or broken. Either way, I
could rely on my left arm no longer. I moved it, albeit with
difficulty, but that didn’t reassure me much. It could still be
broken.

My two hits slowed Illan
down. His balls doubling him over and his ear ringing, he staggered
toward me with his huge hands reaching. I didn’t try to escape.
Instead, I lashed out with stiff fingers into his vulnerable eyes.
He voiced a choking scream as blood coursed down his cheeks,
effectively blinding him. A man doesn’t
need brains to fight, my arms master
murmured. But he can’t fight without his
eyes.

With only three working
limbs, I decided to use the strongest of them. I spun around to his
left, ducking to avoid his left arm, and slammed my boot into the
side of his left knee. I both heard and felt the crunch under the
impact. Illan screamed again and went down, hard.

He hit the sand on his
right side, his ham hands leaving his bloody face and cradling his
knee, now bent at a peculiar angle. If he could put weight on that
leg again, I’d be surprised. Bending, I picked up a rock that
filled both my fists. We entered the human arena with no weapons.
But nothing was said about finding them already there.

I closed in on him,
preparing to bash his arrogant head in with the stone. Blinded,
crippled, he lay on the sand as helpless as lamb he once thought I
was. Easy prey for the vixen. Sucks to be you, eh?

Illan’s legs lashed out
and caught my ankles. The rock spilled from my hands as I tumbled
and fell, and struck the ground hard on my broken shoulder. Pain
flooded my body. I think I screamed, but I couldn’t be sure. Blind
with agony, I thrashed and moaned, trying to get up as Illan’s
shadow cast me into darkness.

“Bitch,” he gritted past
the blood covering his face. His eyes gleamed though the raw wounds
my nails created. Though my fingers raked gashes across them, I
hadn’t actually caused permanent damage. He staggered, his injured
leg still held him upright and walking. Gods above and below, he’s tougher than I thought.

I read his intent. I was
down, helpless, on my back as he wanted. Once he fell on me, my
death followed on swift fists. He bent his healthy right knee,
ready to plant it in my vulnerable gut. His sheer weight ensured my
internal organs would rupture at the same time he beat me to
death.

Flailing wildly, I used my
legs as pistons to scramble away, out from under his shadow. My
hair, oily with sweat, hung in my face. Grinning through his own
blood, he followed, bent at the waist. He dove at me with fists at
the ready, expecting to fall on my defeated body and finish me
off.

I curled my legs tight to
my torso, my knees at my throat. As Illan fell with his hams
reaching for my neck, my boots caught his hips. Using his own
momentum against him, I kicked my legs up and out. I caught a rapid
glance of his startled face before I sent his body sailing up and
over to slam on his back on the sand.

A long low groan emanated
from him as I hastily scrambled to my feet, ready to fight on. I’d
no need, however. Illan landed with his spine cracked against the
rock I thought to brain him with. Under the blood on his face, the
blood under his skin drained away, leaving him blanched and pale.
His eyes rolled back in his head as his mouth worked soundlessly.
His fingers scrabbled uselessly in the sand and his ankles
twitched. So his back wasn’t broken.

“Kill him.”

I turned at the sound of
Li’s voice. Through the sound of the roaring crowd and barking
dogs, I heard him clearly. He stood beside Kel’Ratan a hundred
paces away and didn’t shout. “Kill him. This is a fight to the
death. It is our law.”

I turned back to Illan,
and knelt beside him. He knew very well what the law meant. I won
and he lost. His life was mine. I’d earned it. I fought for
it.

His mouth worked again, but this time I
recognized the word he fought to speak.

“Please.”

I put my strong right hand
on his throat and pressed down. ‘Twas an easy thing to take a
helpless man’s life. All it took was enough power to shut off his
wind. I could do it without breaking a sweat. Under my hand, his
breath cut off. His scratched and bleeding eyes widened in panic,
in terror. But he could do nothing to stop me.

“Do you want to
live?”

His frantic gaze found
mine and held on. He tried to nod as much as his injury and my hand
permitted him. His lips formed the word ‘yes’, though no sound
emerged from the throat I gripped in my hand. His once deadly fist
grabbed my arm and held on. He clung desperately, trying not to
shake me from his throat, but rather to pull me toward him. To make
me see his capitulation, and grant him clemency.

“Before the gods, do you
swear off vengeance?”

Again, he tried to nod. I relaxed my grip
enough to permit his voice to utter his oath. “I swear,” he
croaked.

“Do you swear to obey your
brother in all things?”

His voice grew stronger as hope lifted him
higher. “I do so swear . . . my liege.”

I took my hand from his
throat. “I have taken your life, Illan,” I said. “I give it back to
you. As I show you mercy, so shall you live by mercy. And the oaths
you’ve spoken.”

Stiffly, I rose from my
knees. My shoulder burned with an inner fire and my right hand
ached. Come to think of it, my entire body ached. I felt as though
Bar had sat on me for eight hours straight and squished the energy
right out of me. The roar of the Jha’fhar grew louder though my
sight blurred as Kel’Ratan, Rygel and Witraz bore down on me at the
run. Silverruff and Thunder passed them by, barking and growling.
Over the ruckus, Li’s voice shot through clearly.

“You must kill him. It is
our law.”

I glanced down at Illan
and met his panicked eyes. He, too, heard his brother’s demand.
Though I willingly spared him, he knew I’d no choice now. I must
bow low to the law and kill him where he lay. He nodded once, in
acceptance, then shut his eyes. The hand that pleaded in
supplication fell across his chest.

As the wolves jumped and
kicked sand over Illan, and as Kel’Ratan and Rygel reached me, I
raised my head and brushed my hair from my face. Witraz gripped my
arm to hold me upright while Kel’Ratan tried to both embrace me and
support me. I met Li’s dark eyes and scowl across the human-made
arena. I lifted my free arm above my head, willing the crowd to
silence.

I waited, patient.
Ignoring the voices of both wolves and warriors, I remained silent
within the confines of my icy focus. Little by little, the Jha’fhar
nomads quieted, and hushed their barking dogs. Horses ceased their
neighing and the camels quit spitting as all eyes rested on me. Li
frowned, no doubt wondering what I was up to. He was the law, and
all bodies jumped when he told them to.

All save me.

“I have shared salt with
the Jha’fhar,” I said. Though I spoke well below I shout, I knew
all around heard me. “Under the law of salt, I cannot be condemned
for any crime.”

Li’s eyes widened. Like
his brother, he clearly under-estimated the foreign princess. He
expected me to capitulate to his demands, forgetting how he
absolved me just that morning. Though I told him I was a
troublesome female, he yet compared me to his obedient wives. The
fool.

“Thus,” I shouted, my
voice ringing throughout the camp, “I commit the crime of sparing
this man’s life.”

A ripple ran through the
crowds. Heads hung together as murmurs gathered and grew, became
excited talk and swelled more until the entire camp of nomads
screamed and yelled with excitement. The tribal yii-yii-yiiii yipping exploded as
warriors seized horses and galloped around and through the milling
folk. Amidst the swirling dust, Li grinned. His teeth flashed white
and he bowed low, granting me obeisance. Then a rider brought him a
horse, he leaped aboard and galloped away.

“Princess?” Rygel asked at
the same time Kel’Ratan said, “Ly’Tana?”

I waved my hand toward Illan. “Heal him,” I
said, my voice terse.

The dust raised by the
rioting Jha’fhar clogged my nose and throat, bringing stinging
tears to my eyes. Holding my injured left arm with my strong right
one, I stumbled away, my hair hanging in my face. As I knew that to
cough was to create an untold amount of burning agony in my
shoulder, I swallowed the pressing urge to do so. Thusly tortured,
I turned my steps toward Li’s pavilion. I hoped he didn’t mind my
using it again.

Kel’Ratan seized my waist. “Just where the
hell do you think you’re going?”

“Don’t–“ I tried to
say.

He scooped me up into his strong arms before
I could finish “–pick me up.”

A warrior wise about
injuries and moving those injured, Kel’Ratan tucked my healthy
right shoulder against his chest and kept his hands well away from
my broken left. His other arm supported my legs, with my sore head
nestling comfortably under his chin. I breathed shallowly, afraid
of a deep breath on several levels.

Through half-opened eyes,
I saw Bar half-jump, half-fly across the former arena, Digger,
Witraz, the twins and Alun running on his tail. Silverruff bounced
up from behind Kel’Ratan’s bulk to whine in my ear just as Arianne,
Tuatha over-spilling her tiny arms, staggered toward us. “Ly’Tana,”
she called, her voice all but drowned under the tumult.

“You’re a mean
bugger,” Bar said, his flared wings
casting us into shade. “I’m bloody proud of
you.”

I couldn’t manage either a verbal or mental
reply, but his words brought a reluctant grin to my face. I could
manage that without agony, anyway.

“Where’s Rygel?” Witraz
demanded. “She needs healing.”

“Busy,” Kel’Ratan replied,
hustling me toward Li’s massive home.

“But–“ Alun
began.

“It’s all good,” Kel’Ratan
said. “I made plans.”

His words mystified not
just me, but everyone within hearing. No one spoke, whined or
hissed as Kel’Ratan ducked under the flap and into the dim luxury
of the pavilion. Only Bar remained outside, and he made due by
sticking his head under the tent’s doorway to watch as Kel’Ratan
knelt on the sheepskin. As though I were a tiny infant, he tenderly
and carefully set me on Li’s low cushioned couch.

“Easy, girl,” he murmured
as I winced and shut my jaw. Despite his care, the movement sent a
shock of pain ripping from my shoulder. Hovering close, Silverruff
growled and snapped at an inquisitive Digger as Thunder took up his
position on the couch’s far side. Left and Right stood at its foot,
identical frowns of worry etched across their features. I tried to
reassure them with a smile, but their expressions didn’t alter.
Perhaps they hadn’t received my message.

“M’lord,” Witraz grumbled,
bending over Kel’Ratan’s shoulder and peering down at me. “Rygel
should be here. This isn’t right.”

“What’s he doing anyway?”
Alun demanded, glancing over his shoulder toward the door Bar
inhabited.

“She commanded him heal
Illan,” Kel’Ratan answered, smoothing my hair from my
brow.

“That bastard should rot
where he lies,” Witraz growled.

When I opened my mouth to protest, Kel’Ratan
smiled, and shushed me with his hand on my lips. “Chill,” he said
simply. “M’lord?”

“I’m here.”

Like his name, Smoke
materialized from somewhere beyond my head; another bedroom I
assumed. His warm hand caressed my brow and down my cheek as he
knelt. I tried to crane my aching head back to see him properly,
but only succeeded in making my shoulder pain flare and my head to
pound in heavier strokes.

“No, lady,” he murmured,
what little I could see of his face smiling. “Rest now. You’ve
turned this place on its head, and I don’t see the story shifting
for at least three generations. You’ve singlehandedly created
more talela consumption than any other event in Mesaan
history.”

I tried to move my lips in
objection, but it was Smoke’s hand that silenced me this time. “No,
Princess. High time you continued your way north. I’d hate to see
what havoc you’d create if you remained here a mere
week.”

I tried to mouth the
word, “Wait.” I
didn’t know if I succeeded and the word actually passed my lips.
Despite the token protest, his healing power rushed into my body,
and dropped me into warm, comforting oblivion.







 Comes a Hero


Chapter Seven






I woke abruptly, still
curled on the stone floor of the cavern.

The fire had burned down low, the glowing coals still offering
some heat. I rose, my bones stiff and aching, and
stretched.

“Morning,” Tashira
said.

I glanced around at him,
my tail thumping the stone floor. “Is it?”

“It’s about an hour after
dawn.”

The fire needs attendance
by opposable thumbs, I guessed, stretching
again with my rump high, and yawned. My joints popped audibly in
the silent cave.

“You whimper in your
sleep,” Tashira commented.

I changed into my human
form. On my feet, I raised my arms over my head, feeling my back
creak and shift into place. Cold stone floors were definitely not
good places to sleep on. It left all kinds of problems
behind.

“Doubtless.”

“With three females on
your mind, it’s a wonder you slept at all.”

I snorted laughter. “You do get straight to
the point.”

“That’s not a problem I’d
want to have. If I had three troublesome females on my mind, I’d go
stark raving bonkers.”

I rubbed my arms against
the cold and stirred up the fire. I added small sticks until I had
a decent flame, then built it up to another conflagration. The
chamber warmed up appreciably, and while I was cold, I could stay
in my human body without the deadly chill of the previous
day.

Running my hands through
my shaggy hair, I turned back to him, glancing toward the cave
mouth. It appeared entirely blocked by snow. “Did the storm blow
itself out?”

“Not quite. The wind quit,
but it’s still snowing heavily.”

I grinned. “How do you know?”

He snorted. “Trust me. I
know.”

“When do you think the
snow will quit?”

“A few hours,” he
answered.

“Good,” I said, sitting
back down by the fire. “I’m hungry. I’ll need to hunt.”

“About bloody
time,” Darius commented.

“I’ll have to dig
something out of the snow,” he said, shifting his weight to rest a
hind leg. “I’m hungry, too.”

I eyed him. “Just how do you expect to
survive? Grass isn’t very thick up here.”

“You’d be surprised at
what I can survive on.”

“I’ll kill something for
you, if you like.”

His ears all but
disappeared into his mane as he pinned them. He glared down at me.
“You’re not funny.”

“Of course I
am.”

“No, you
aren’t.”

“Neither of you has a
sense of humor,” I grumbled, tossing another piece of wood on the
fire.

“Game should be stirring
after the blizzard. Nor can anything move fast in all that snow.
You won’t have much trouble catching breakfast.”

“What did he say?” Tashira
asked.

“Who?”

“That troublemaker in your
head.”

I glanced up in surprise.
Tashira snorted, his version of Tarbane laughter. “Your eyes glaze
over when he’s talking and you’re listening.”

“They do
not glaze
over.”

“They do. You should see
yourself.”

“See this.” I flipped him
the gesture that invited him to do the anatomically impossible.
Squatting on my haunches, I stirred the burning wood with a long
stick, then tossed a few more in.

“Well?”

“He said I’d have little
trouble finding something to eat,” I replied. “Game won’t find an
easy escape in all that snow.”

“That’s probably
true.”

Talking about food made my
belly rumble. I grinned sheepishly and rubbed my stomach. “It’s
been a while.”

“How long?”

I pondered. “Five, maybe six days.”

“Digging breakfast out of
the snow isn’t one of my favorite pastimes.”

“Lazy sod.”

“Kiss my–”

I tossed him a quick grin,
then changed forms. Passing the fire, I nosed about the cave
entrance, now completely blocked with snowfall. I listened
intently. Outside, the snowflakes still fell, falling lightly, and
the muted sunlight informed me thick clouds yet covered the sky.
However, I scented a warmth soon to come, perhaps by the early
afternoon. I scraped at the loose snow, and dug with both front
paws.

Loose snow from above fell
into the hole I made, creating an avalanche of thick cold white. It
fell inward, buying my head and shoulders in heavy snow. Shaking, I
sent ice flying everywhere. The fire spat in reply.

“Dammit,” Tashira
snapped.

I wagged my tail, but
gazed up at the chimney I created. The cave had brightened a bit,
but above the hole I made the snow still fell thickly. Heavy
slate-colored clouds met my inspection.

“Wait a bit longer?”
Tashira suggested.

“I reckon,” I said,
returning to lie by the fire. My hole also let in the frosty cold,
but there was no way to block the cave mouth back up. I hid behind
my fire again while Tashira settled as close to it as he could
get.

“Keep tossing those logs
on.”

“Your turn,” I said, my
eyes falling shut.

Tashira’s acid comment regarding my ancestry
followed me down into sleep.






***






“What in the name of hell
is that?”

Tashira’s huge bulk pushed
past the snow blocking the cave mouth, spilling more into the cave.
We left behind the still-warm cave and the dying fire. Of my
sizeable pile, I left behind only a quarter. Who knew? Someone in
dire need may stumble across it.

I’d followed behind
Tashira’s rump, floundering up to my belly in the deep snow.
Swimming past his stopped tail, I finally glanced up to see what
had halted him, literally, in his tracks. I gaped,
astounded.

A great creature stood on
long, yet spindly-looking legs, tall, maybe a rod plus from the
ground to its humped withers. Snow mantled its massive shoulders
and neck. Long mule-like ears swiveled in my direction. Its
cow-like muzzle continued to chew the bark it had stripped from a
nearby tree, dark doe eyes watched me without much
concern.

And no wonder. Huge flaring antlers rose yet
another three or more feet from atop its head. A massive rack that
could sweep me quite off my feet.

“A moose,” Tashira
answered.

“A moose,”
Darius replied at the same time.

The moose wriggled its
nose as it munched, then lowered its huge head to strip another
section of bark from the tree. Chewing absently, it regarded me
with no more worry than it might a rabbit.

“It’s not afraid of me?” I
said.

“Moose aren’t much afraid
of anything,” Tashira said. “They can be exceedingly dangerous,
especially a cow protecting her young.”

“You know of these
creatures?”

“If the mountain winters
here are bad, they migrate down below,” he answered, his eyes never
leaving the moose. “They graze our lands, but if they don’t bother
us, we let them be. Then come spring they travel north. Back up
here.”

“Wolves certainly don’t
worry them,” Darius commented.
“Despite your size, even you could not kill one by
yourself. A pack could bring one down. If it got lucky.”

“So it might be more
worried if there were more of me?” I couldn’t get my eyes past that
rack of antlers. Gods above and below, look
at them.

“Perhaps. They’re faster
than they look and can be quite aggressive.”

“That one alone would feed
me for three days.”

“Or kill you.” Tashira
turned an inquiring eye on me. “Which would you prefer?”

“Uh,” I said. “I think I’d
rather try something that doesn’t have quite the
hardware.”

“Wise wolf.”

As though understanding
our speech, the moose flipped its short tail about its hindquarters
and ambled off, digging for grass buried under a foot of snow.
Within moments, it vanished down the hill.

“Could it comprehend us?”
I asked.

Tashira’s ears swiveled to
follow the moose. “I don’t know,” he answered slowly. “I’ve never
tried to discover the level of intelligence moose have. They might
be as smart as wolves or Tarbane, but keep that information to
themselves.”

“The god of the moose and
I never had reason to talk,” Darius
said.

“After I free you,” I
commented. “Perhaps you should.”

Not waiting for Tashira to
break a path, I crested through the snow, keeping nose, ears and
eyes alert for potential breakfast. I continued north, past the
cave, travelling further up the low-incline mountain side. In my
wake, Tashira walked, seizing mouthfuls of bark, small twigs, and
pine needles as he passed by. I glanced back, doubtful.

“You eat that
stuff?”

Around a mouthful of bark, he answered, “I
told you I can live on a great deal. It’s rather tasty. Want
some?”

“Thanks, but I’m trying to
quit.”

“Sure? It’s not as bad as
it looks and great for the bowels.”

“I’ll wait for something
furry to come along.”

Something furry didn’t
cross my path, but something wooly did. A feral ewe, too small and
weak to keep up with the flock, floundered, trapped by the
blizzard’s deep impact. It lunged in the deep snow, blatting,
trying to follow the tracks of its mates. It sensed me and panic
set in. Shrill screams replaced the forlorn bleats, and it
struggled harder. Its feeble legs only dug itself in
deeper.

One snap to the ewe’s neck
ended her panic and struggles. While Tashira wandered off to munch
bark and dig grass from under the snow, I feasted on the warm flesh
of the dead sheep. I hadn’t realized how weak I’d become since I’d
last eaten one of Feria’s treasured pigs. Only when it returned did
I notice its absence. The warm, nourishing food did its work well,
and filled me with new strength.

As I downed the last of
the ewe, leaving only the fleece behind, the sun emerged into a new
blue sky. Its power demolished the last storm clouds, dispersing
them in all directions. Not yet
noon.

“Feel better?” Tashira
asked.

“Indeed. You?”

“I could do with a few
dozen apples, but I’m good.”

Without any handy streams
nearby, I ate some snow to satisfy my thirst. It helped, but I
still relished a long, cold drink of water.

“Ready?” I asked, licking
my lips.

“I reckon.”

Floundering uphill through
the snow proved an almost impossible task. Before an hour had
passed, I panted hard, my tongue hanging low. The bright sunlight
reflecting off the pristine snow shot jagged shards of instant
lightning into my eyes. Keeping my muzzle down, watching in front
of my paws helped, but I had to see where I was going. I lusted for
the shadows under the trees, despite the heavier snow
there.

“My turn,” Tashira said,
wading almost shoulder deep past me. Grateful, I fell in behind
him, walking in the broken path he created. The temperature, in
spite of the altitude, rose. Laden pine branches, dipped low under
the weight of ice, suddenly swept high, free. All around us, the
high forest abounded with the sounds of tree limbs snapping upward
and the soft flump of snow striking snow.

Birds chirped and darted
amid the newly green trees. Hares, mottled brown and white as they
changed into their winter fur, fled in panic from us. They vanished
under boulders and lumps of snow that covered the fallen logs. A
falcon screamed from on high, as though accusing us of causing his
lunch to hide. A black bear, prowling a thicket, grumbled sourly as
we thrust past, but decided not to challenge us. Since I outweighed
him by a goodly amount, no doubt he thought it prudent to enter
hibernation without painful wounds.

Within an hour or so, my
paws hit slush rather than snow, the fur over my lower legs wet
through. A tumbling stream, enriched with new snowmelt, provided us
with the water we both needed.

“I want to graze,” Tashira
said, lifting his dripping lips from the icy water. His dense mane
sluiced wet, drenched in the stream when he lowered his head to
drink.

Too busy lapping the water
to respond, I merely wagged my tail. I needed the break,
too.

Not quite hungry, I lay
upon a sun-warmed boulder and lazily looked about. Tashira didn’t
work too hard to clear snow from his lunch, as most of it now
crested the wet slush. In the distance above us, a small herd of
elk crossed the mountaintop.

“You should hunt,”
Darius advised. “You are
seriously weakened.”

I didn’t answer him.
Instead, I watched Tashira gulp down wet green, his huge hooves
making a sucking sound when they lifted from the sodden, snow
covered ground and a sharp splash when he took a step.

“Why did you follow
me?”

His ears twitched. “I told you,” he said
around a mouthful of grass.

“So,” I said slowly, lying
my muzzle on my paws. “After you kick my ass, are you going
home?”

He didn’t answer.

“You think to accompany me
all that way?”

“Got no other
plans.”

“You know I’m going to
die.”

He lifted his head then,
grass sticking out from either side of his lips. His tiny ears
pinned, vanishing into his wealth of mane, as his dark eyes sparked
with irritation. “No. You
think you’re going to die. No one else believes
it.”

“Look up there, Tashira,”
I growled, tossing my head up toward the highest peaks, leagues
distant. “Up there, it’s nothing but a steep climb through snow
that makes yesterday’s blizzard look like ash drifting on a light
wind. There’s no food, no shelter, no escape from temperatures that
will freeze your blood. You cannot
survive up there.”

“And you can, I suppose?”
he sneered.

“I don’t have
to.”

I stared up at the
blue-grey mountains, white topping their crests. “All I have to do
is live long enough to kill the Guardian.”

“How will you get past the
dragons?”

“Alone.”

“You can’t stop me from
coming,” he snorted angrily. “Will you kill me if I
try?”

“Don’t be
ridiculous.”

“I’ll leave when I
want.”

“Or are forced,” I
muttered, lowering my head again.

“What did you
say?”

When I didn’t answer, Tashira eyed me
suspiciously and lowered his head to munch again. “Go kill
something and leave me alone.”

Obedient, I slid off the
warm boulder and trotted into the trees, listening to him grumble
under his breath. A mile or so away, I halted, casting about me,
and tested the wind. I stumbled across freshly churned mud and
snow, the ground torn by many hooves. As Darius had predicted there
were many hungry beasts on the move searching for food and
water.

Sniffing, I followed the
fresh tracks of a band of wild cows. Not a large group, perhaps a
dozen or so. Ripe dung, its odor strong in my nostrils, informed me
they had passed here within the last half hour. If I hurried, I
might catch them before they sought shelter for the coming night.
The wind remained in my favor. I broke into a lope.

If Darius were free and
powerful, I might have said he smiled upon me. Perhaps some other
unknown force did, for I found the herd within moments. I also
found a young heifer, old enough to know better yet young enough to
be quite tender, grazing the wet grass with an eagerness that
rivaled Tashira. Her square back turned toward the boulder I
silently leaped upon; her herd had spread out and away, munching
the delightfully cold greenery. Hooves squished in and out of the
slush, tails flipping lazily over broad bovine hips. No flies
survived the blizzard, I was certain. Tails swished out of
habit.

Of course, the herd bolted
the instant I leaped, those tails high over their backs. Only the
unwary heifer fell to her knees with my immense weight on her
spine, bawling in terror. My teeth crunched through her neck,
killing her before she could give voice again.

For the second time that day, I feasted on
raw, warm meat. I gulped down liver, heart and succulent tender
beef. When Tashira walked from behind the boulder I had leaped from
an hour later, he found me still gorging.

“That should put some
weight on you,” he observed, his previous anger with me
gone.

“You need it,”
Darius commented.

“I didn’t even know I was
hungry,” I admitted, crunching rib bones in my jaws.

“As long as you’re still
occupied,” Tashira said. “I know when I’m hungry.”

As he grazed on the
previous herd’s forage, I ate until I could eat no more. Thanks to
the snowmelt, I found an abundance of water to drink from. By then,
the sun had begun its descent behind the high peaks. I washed the
remnants of the heifer’s blood from my face and ruff as Tashira
drank his own fill.

“Can you travel by night?”
he asked, his eyes laughing.

“Can you eat my
dirt?”

Bucking, heels and tail
high, Tashira galloped after me, his hooves thudding into the stony
ground beneath the slush. My paws flew over the muddy, sopping
ground, my spirits as high as Tashira’s flowing mane. Like two
black shadows, our hides like jet silk, we raced across the
mountain under the light of the moon.






***






Two days after the
blizzard, I caught an old sow, too old to keep up as her hoary old
husband, young sons and daughters escaped me to root for acorns
another day. A lively squirrel scolded me, its tail twitching, from
the safety of a high tree branch. The sow, tough as leather and
almost as tasteless, truly cut my work out for me after she was
dead. But, I cheerfully recognized, beggars certainly couldn’t be
choosers.

Hunting for me had been
almost as good as Tashira’s grazing. The weather lay a mild hand
upon us both, offering warm daytime sunshine and reasonably mild
autumn nights. We both found food and water in plenty. We fell into
a routine, travelling until Tashira needed to graze while I either
slept or hunted. Together, we moved on, loping north side by side.
My hide no longer hung on my body, per Darius’s approval. Tashira’s
coat grew in thicker, long outers hairs that protected his warm,
inner layer. I watched him carefully for signs the high elevations
and scarce vegetation took its toll upon him. Yet, even his black,
winter hide gleamed under the sunlight and his ribs remained hidden
from view.

I yanked at the stringy
sow, gnawing on meat that might have hung for weeks in a butcher’s
shop in Soudan, wondering if she was worth the effort. Tashira
raised his head, munching the thick-stemmed long grass that had
only begun to turn yellow. From the tail of my eye I saw him prick
his ears.

“Uh,” he said slowly.
“Something isn’t right.”

I lifted my head from the sow. “What’s up? A
storm?”

“No.”

I glanced away from him,
my nose high, sniffing. A chunk of the sow sat, unchewed, in my
teeth as I sought for the source of Tashira’s uneasiness. If not a
storm, then what? A bear? A moose? Very few creatures in these
mountains owned the power to alarm a Tarbane. Humans?

Tashira screamed, his voice raw and
piercing.

I spun around with bared
fangs.

A net of fire surrounded
him, casting him in a shadow of flickering red and black. He
reared, screaming, inarticulate, his massive hooves flailing. His
mane, caught with sparks of red, swirled against the blameless
winter mountains. White teeth snapped together as he shook his
head, his front quarters climbing high as he fought to free himself
from the flames that ringed him around.

“Cease,
Prince!”

I snapped my eyes to my
right. A hooded figure, draped from head to toe in heavy black,
held its raised hands from its mantle. Fire streamed from those
long fingers, feeding the hungry fiery net that held my friend
captive. Though I saw little of its features within the shadows,
one item stood distinct on its cheek.

A scorpion.

I growled low in my
throat. A wizard from the dark brotherhood. The aika’ru’braud.

“One move and I kill him,”
the wizard warned. “Don’t be stupid, boy.”

“I never have been, nor
ever will be, stupid,” I replied, my head low as I stalked him.
“Let him go. Now. And maybe I’ll forget your nasty odor in my nose
and not track you down.”

Despite his wool covering, his skin behind
the tattoo paled. “I mean it.”

“As do I.”

“Prince Wolf.”

I froze, my paw hung
suspended in the thin, chilly air like a trained carnival
mutt. Ja’Teel.

“I don’t believe it,” I
said as I slowly turned toward the voice at my back. “I thought
you’d learned your lesson.”

Ja’Teel stood on a tall
hillock to my rear, cloaked from head to toe in solid black. His
harelip sneered while his hazel eyes danced with his singular air
of superiority. The light snowfall dusted his mantled shoulders in
thin white as I growled low in my throat.

“What lesson was that?” he
asked, his tone light and playful.

“The one where I gut you
from crotch to neck for daring to mess with me or mine.”

Ja’Teel shook his head, grinning. “Go ahead,
dear boy,” he said, his tone genial. “You may kill me, but my
brother will slay yours.”

“You call that
thing your brother? In
what gutter did your sire find your mother? Alongside
his?”

Ja’Teel’s smirk froze.
“Careful, Prince. Should I find offense enough, you both will burn.
But only you will
survive. He won’t and his screams will drown your soul.”

“I’ll bitch-slap you into
next week,” I warned. “Be a man for once and face me with some
guts.”

Ja’Teel tittered, his long fingers shielding
his lips. “Nice try. But that’s a negative. Kneel to me now, and
I’ll show both of you mercy.”

“Don’t, Raine!” Tashira
yelled. “Don’t do it.”

“Listen to him, Prince,”
Ja’Teel said, his hand falling from his mouth. His visage hardened.
“Come with me now, and he lives. I swear it. Bow to my greater
strength and I’ll treat you well.”

“Just what do you plan to
do with me?”

Ja’Teel gestured
gracefully with his right hand. From behind him rose a heavy iron
collar. It dangled in mid-air at his shoulder, four lengths of
hefty chain swinging lightly to and fro over the snow-covered
tundra. At the end of each length, thick cuffs lay open and ready
to receive each of my legs. Steel links caressed the ground,
leaving small tracks as though restless animals walked
there.

Its musical jingle failed
to entice me, however. I crouched low, my ears flattened against my
skull. “You think I’ll submit myself to that?”

“You’ve no choice,”
Ja’Teel said. “Surrender, or the Tarbane dies a very painful death.
My comrade will burn him alive.”

“Raine!”

“Tashira, shut up,” I
snapped, my eyes never leaving Ja’Teel. “Why should I believe
you?”

Ja’Teel opened his cloak
and stuck his thumbs in his sword belt. “I have no quarrel with
him. He’s merely a tool to capture you. Once I have you, my brother
will set him free. And, no,” he added quickly, his harelip curled,
“yon Tarbane won’t kill him, either. He’ll translocate himself away
before your Tashira can strike him down.”

“Just how do you expect to
get me to Brutal?”

“I’ll translocate us both
to Soudan.” Ja’Teel smirked. “I should have done it before, but I
believed my drug would work. Pity those boys and the Tongu failed
me. They died hard, you know.”

“He’s lying,”
Darius said.

“How can you be
sure?”

“Read his
eyes.”

Narrowing my own, I
studied his posture, his body language, the slight shift of his
eyes. Yes, indeed, the signs of a liar at
work. He didn’t know I sent the boys to
Arcadia, and wanted me to believe he killed them for failure. He
might translocate me to the bottom of the hill, but no further.
From there, he needed minions to drag me to the city and Brutal.
That left far too many options for me to escape.

“He hasn’t the strength to
take you there by his magic alone,” Darius
said. “He’d have done so before now. But
don’t let him capture you.”

“How do I not? I can’t
risk Tashira’s life.”

“Maybe you don’t have to.
Distract him.”

“What about the others?” I
asked, lifting my ears and my body from the ground so he’d think I
was close to giving in. “Brutal wants them as well.
Right?”

Ja’Teel relaxed a
fraction. A lightning swift glance over my shoulder showed me his
friend hadn’t at all. His fire burned too close to Tashira for my
comfort. Tashira had relaxed also, his rage-red eyes watching me.
For his moment. I dared not send him any message, as the
aika’ru’braud wizard
observed me just as closely from within the depths of his
hood.

“Yes, he does,” Ja’Teel
answered, his grin widening. “But you’re the most important. Aren’t
you flattered? With you in his clutches, he can mow down the
Kel’Hallans like summer wheat. They won’t know what hit
them.”

“I’ll never
cooperate.”

“Dear boy, you don’t have
to.” Ja’Teel dropped the collar and chains at his feet without
twitching a muscle. “With my help, His Majesty will break your mind
and murder your soul. You’ll piss your drawers like any six-day
infant and never remember who you are much less what you might have
been. A king.”

“And Rygel?”

Blood red suffused
Ja’Teel’s face and neck for the first time. “I’ll kill him,” he
snapped. “After I break him. That bastard will pay but
dearly.”

“Was his stink bomb worth
it?”

“Not that,” Ja’Teel all
but screamed. “He stole the woman I loved.”

“Someone loved you? How
extraordinary.”

Ja’Teel reined in his fury
with an effort. His shoulders ceased bunching under his cloak and
he licked his lips. The hand he raised to blast me into ashes
lowered. “Yes. I loved her and she me. But Rygel’s charms woke in
her a hunger that no one else could satisfy. Not even
me.”

“So what
happened?”

“She ignored my true-blood
advances and spurned my marriage proposal. I know Rygel used his powers on her, to
steal her out from under my love. He’s always hated me and would do
anything to make me look bad. The stink bomb only proved it. I did
nothing to him. Nothing. Yet, he connived to get me discredited by
the council. The King himself forced me from court on his
word.”

I needed to prompt him. I
sensed something on the slight wind, my nose taking in the
slightest odors. What was that cloying scent emanated from his very
pores? Jealously? Yes. His angry vulnerability, maybe. His unslaked
thirst for revenge. Oh, most definitely.

While all those emotions
combined gave me no opening to seize, I perhaps saw a small
advantage within his confessions. His guard dropped. He looked not
at me, but the snow at his boots.

“Then Rygel was
disinherited by his mother’s confession,” I said. “He ran
away.”

His harelip smirk returned
though his eyes didn’t. “Of course. He’s by nature a coward.
Bastards usually are, you know. But the lady secretly called for
him in the dark depths of the night. I tried, but I couldn’t win
her heart.”

“She loves him
still?”

Ja’Teel shrugged. “Don’t
know. Don’t care. But he will
die by my hand by the hardest route
imaginable.”

“You sure it isn’t because
he’s better than you and always has been?”

That brought forth his
impotent rage again. His right hand raised, pointing at me. I
braced myself for the deadly blast and raised my own power to my
fist. But he contained himself, and lowered his hand.

“You’re trying to goad me
into killing you quickly,” he said, his voice strained. “It won’t
work. Come to me. Now. Before I lose patience with you and signal
my friend into killing your friend.”

I relaxed outwardly but
didn’t let go of the raw power I’d gathered. “Just how did you find
us?”

Ja’Teel’s self-satisfied smirk returned just
as I hoped it would. “The old fashioned way, dear boy. I tracked
you.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, your magical net
worked, I’ll give you that. I couldn’t locate you with my powers.
But a Tarbane track alongside the paw prints of the largest wolf on
earth? Oh, please!”

“I see.”

“I can also change forms
as you do,” Ja’Teel sneered. “I became a wolf, like you. Once I
found your scents, ‘twas an easy thing to tag along behind you and
plan my trap. My colleague joined me two days ago, and we
translocated ourselves here. To wait.”

I glanced over my
shoulder. The wizard still watched me, not his victim. His fires
streamed unabated from his hands, but he showed no signs of
weariness or strain of effort. Behind the flames, Tashira must have
felt horribly hot. Yet, he made no sign of discomfort or pain, and
watched me with a calm trust I didn’t deserve.

I jerked my muzzle. “You plan to share your
reward from Brutal with him?” I asked.

“Of course,” Ja’Teel
replied swiftly. Too swift for me to believe his words. The wizard
ceased staring at me and his hood turned toward Ja’Teel. I reckoned
the man scented the lie as easily as I.

“Enough,” Ja’Teel snapped.
The collar and chains rose once more from the snow-capped tundra.
“Time to go.”

I stiffened, my hackles
rising as I gathered yet more power into my grip. Can I kill them
both at once? If I didn’t slay the aika’ru’braud wizard with my first
try, he may still burn Tashira. I doubted I could slay them
both and save
Tashira at the same time.

But I would have to. Somehow.

I faced Ja’Teel fully. “I don’t think
so.”

Ja’Teel’s smirk vanished. His hand lifted
toward his pal and my friend. “Do it,” he warned. “Come here.”

From behind me, a man
screamed. His voice, high and wavering, sounded like the unearthly
howl of the legendary banshee. I whipped around, half-expecting
Tashira had freed himself from the fiery net and attacked his
captor. The net had indeed dropped, but the wizard himself
staggered under the weight and ferocity of a big dark
wolf.

Bleeding from deep gouges
in his hands, the man screamed again, his hood falling away from
his face. A mystery no longer, the dark magician raised his gory
fists to protect his already deeply scarred face and half-bald
head. The wolf leaped again, snarling without sound, attacking not
his throat but his now exposed belly and groin.

Blood burst in a shower as
the wolf ripped open the cloak and blue-white intestine. Unable to
think long enough to conjure magic and fight back, the man stumbled
helplessly backward. His guts ripped open and spilled down his
legs.

Tashira didn’t scream his
rage. He lunged in for the kill with his ears flattened and his
teeth bared. The wolf leaped aside, out of harm’s way, as my black
daemon bore down on Ja’Teel’s comrade. Huge front hooves plunged
into the aika’ru’braud’s
face and chest. Gore spattered Tashira’s legs and
chest in a red shower as he danced his vengeance in the helpless
man’s body.

I swung back to Ja’Teel.
As I’d expected, he stood in shock as his neatly planned trap fell
apart with such sickening results. I
loosed my power. A black bolt in the shape of a heavy arrow sped
toward his chest. Die,
blackheart.

He came to himself more
quickly than I wanted. His magical riposte sent my arrow flying
past him to slay a harmless oak tree to his left. Wood, branches,
bark and snow exploded in a shower. The severed trunk creaked as
though under a high wind, swaying from side to side. Like a
ponderous old man lying down on his bed, the tree toppled sideways
to crash on its side. Its leafy branches reached its hungry fingers
toward Ja’Teel.

He jumped as though they
struck him, and sent his own dark blast toward me. My gladiator
days trained me for just such a fight. Though still in my wolf
body, I created a sword of fire with a simple thought. Raising it
before me, I slashed it and cut his magic in half. Like cutting a
ribbon, both ends dropped to the ground. They fizzled in the snow,
wriggling like worms, and died away.

My counterstrike sent a
bolt of lightning from my sword’s tip toward him. He was ready for
that, and sent it, like my arrow, into the hillside behind him. But
he wasn’t ready for the speed and accuracy of the next ten bolts.
In rapid succession, I kept him so busy defending himself he
couldn’t concentrate on his offense.

Though he slashed and
parried, my strikes grew closer and closer to their mark. His face
a mask of both concentration and fear, sweat slid down his cheeks
and matted his brown hair to his neck. His breath came in went in
short gasps. His eyes wild, he beat off my furious attacks. Yet, he
knew, as I did, his defense couldn’t last.

I tripled my bolts,
sending one after the other in such rapid sequence, I myself
couldn’t see one from the other. Ja’Teel couldn’t focus long enough
to create a shield. Thus he spun and danced, killing my lightning
one strike after the other. But how long could he keep that
up?

With a shrill shriek, he
changed forms. Where once a young wizard stood in his black cloak
and gold spurs, a dark grey falcon swooped. His wings spread wide,
Ja’Teel screamed again, avoiding my lightning as he plunged
skyward. Climbing high into the winter sunlight, he ducked behind
the tall trees. My magic followed, kissing his tail feathers as he
fled my wrath. I heard his wail of pain dissipating upon the
whisper of the wind through the pine branches.

I wheeled. “Tashira,” I gasped. “Are you
all–”

“I think so,” he answered,
eyeing the corpse at his feet. “I’m a bit crisped, but I’ll
heal.”

“Who–”

I staggered and
half-sagged to the snow as the wolf who saved us romped across the
tundra toward me with wagging tail and grinning jaws. Golden eyes
glowed from within dark grey fur. I know
that face. I know that scent. Those eyes.

“Take a guess.”

“Darkhan?”

“Big Dog!” he yelled,
dropping me to my side with a furious, happy tackle that left me
breathless. “Are we having fun or what?”

I heaved his weight off me as I rose to my
feet. “Darkhan! You rascal, what are you doing here?”

“Saving your sorry ass,”
he laughed. “Blackie’s, too.”

Tashira trotted toward us, his eyes bright.
“His timely intervention grants him a hero status,” he said. “Loth
though I am to admit it.”

“In one’s dire
need,” Darius said, “comes a hero.”

“Did you bring
him?” I demanded.

“Of course not. You know I
haven’t the power.”

As much as I wanted to
quiz Darius and Darkhan on how he came to arrive in such a timely
fashion, I dared not. I didn’t know if Ja’Teel might return with
reinforcements, but my instinct screamed leave now with a loud and strident
voice. I fully intended to obey it. “Lads, let’s say we enjoy our
reunion party elsewhere. Darkhan, I know you must be hungry, but if
you can hold out a while longer, I promise you’ll eat
soon.”

Darkhan eyed the old sow
with stark lust in his eyes, but his laughing jaws never hesitated.
“Couldn’t agree more, mate,” he said, leaping into a swift
gallop.

Tashira trotted alongside
me as I followed on his heels. Darkhan raced across the hill
Ja’Teel occupied and vanished down the far side. “He needs food and
soon,” Tashira said. “Did you notice how thin he is?”

“I did,” I replied,
breaking into a strong gallop. “And see his tracks?”

“Blood. He’s worn his paws
to the quick.”

“Running to find me. But
why?”

No doubt he’d run day and
night, over hard terrain without food or rest. Driven. But by what?

“What in the name of all
the gods happened down there?” I growled. I increased my pace to
catch up to Darkhan, Tashira matching me stride for
stride.

“Love does strange
things,” Tashira said.

“Such as?” I asked. “Make
a fellow run hard enough to all but kill himself?”

“Think about it,” Tashira
said, turning his head as he galloped so his eye peered down at me.
“What would you do if Ly’Tana flirted and teased and loved another
right under your nose?”

“I’d kill him.”

“And if you
couldn’t?”

The thought choked me. Ly’Tana, my heart’s
blood, loving another? Kissing, snuggling, crooning over another
man before my eyes? If I could do nothing but watch her in her
joy?

“I’d want to die,” I
replied so softly I wondered if Tashira even heard.

“Then you do
understand.”

“Gods,”
I said silently to Darius. “What a mess.”

“Love does tend to make a
mess.”

“Like you and my
mother?”

For a moment I thought
he’d refuse to answer. In a tone I’d never before heard from him,
he finally replied. “Yes. Just like me and
your mother.”

We caught up to Darkhan
within half a mile. As we had four hours till sunset, I kept us
moving fast and hard. Though Darkhan’s tongue dropped halfway to
his chest, and Tashira’s burn-streaked hide pained him, I dared not
slow our pace. My gut still insisted that Ja’Teel may try a new
attack and soon. I cast my magical net over all three of us, and
sent my powers into washing our tracks away the instant we made
them. Snow fell in increasingly large flakes the higher we climbed,
and by the time the sun began its descent into the west, I finally
felt safe.

I dropped from a gallop to
a walk near the top of a tall mountain with a wide panoramic view
of the surrounding area. A grove of screening trees hid us from
prying eyes, and a gurgling stream tripped its musical way from
higher above to wend past us before dropping out of sight far
below.

Both Tashira and Darkhan
hit the stream at the same time, drinking the icy splash as fast as
they could.

“Slow down, lads,” I said,
“I don’t need either of you foundering on me.”

Though I myself craved a
long drink, I stood at the highest point and sniffed the light
winter breeze. I listened intently, and heard nothing I wouldn’t
have expected. An owl floated past overhead, the wind rustling
through her soft feathers soothing on my nerves. I cast out my
magic, searching for any trace of Ja’Teel or his black brothers.
Only the sounds and senses of a mountain wilderness answered my
silent call. If he was out there, he concealed himself
well.

“This is a good spot to
stay the night,” Tashira observed. “Don’t you think?”

I looked around with
speculation. We stood on a high ridge, not many trees about, but
plenty of thick, spiny bushes to cut the night breeze. Though the
temperature remained mild, at this altitude it would drop at a
steep rate until dawn. With little wind and the snowfall ending,
Tashira and I would pass the night with no hardship. Of course
Darkhan, with food in his belly, would remain warm and should sleep
well. But he needed the food and there wasn’t any at
hand.

“No enemies about either,”
Tashira commented, his own nostrils flared to test the late
afternoon breeze.

“He does need the rest,” I
agreed, as Darkhan ambled toward me, his thirst quenched. With a
tired sigh, he slumped to the ground, exhausted.

“Sleep, hero,” I said,
licking his face and eyes. “I’ll go hunt, and bring you something
fat and tasty.”

He tried to rise, to go
with me. “Big Dog?”

I growled low in my throat, forcing him back
with my paw. “Stay there. Tashira, step on him if he tries to
move.”

“Will do,” he replied
agreeably. “I make a grand baby sitter.”

I groaned. “We’ll argue
that another time. What about your burns? I can heal
them.”

Tashira dropped his head to munch on the
thin mountain tundra. “No worries. I don’t feel a thing.”

I wanted to growl at his
obvious lie, but his eyes flicked from me to Darkhan and
back. Him first, those eyes said.

“Back soon,” I said,
aiming for a lightness I didn’t really feel.

As Darkhan had already
dropped into a light sleep and Tashira was busy foraging, I turned
away and loped back downhill. I speculated that I might find a pack
of those feral pigs Feria loved a mile or so away. On our passage
up, I noticed several oak patches and under them lay tasty acorns.
Though no doubt the pigs fled from us before we saw them, their
fright had time to die away. If I imitated a shadow and crept on
silent paws, I might just get lucky.

I did. As I crept under a
scrub oak thicket and lay on my belly, a half-grown piglet wandered
away from the family. The light wind pushed the savory scent toward
me, and I drooled. I was hungry, but this catch was for Darkhan. I
lunged from the brush and seized the panicked pig before it fled my
fangs. One bite ended its life, though its blood on my tongue
almost had me tearing it to pieces then and there.

More than fifty pounds of
pork in my jaws slowed me down, but I dropped the dead pig under
Darkhan’s nose within an hour of setting out. He roused slowly from
slumber, but once the whiff of raw bloody meat struck his nostrils
he sat up straight.

“Uh,” he began, unwilling
to take precedence. I was his pack leader, and thus the right to
eat first was mine. I shrugged off his worry and wagged my
tail.

“Eat, brother,” I said,
turning away. “Where there’s one foolish pig in the world there are
others.”

As Darkhan devoured his first good meal in
days, I loped away into the darkness.






***






“Just don’t make him talk
all night,” Tashira advised, munching on high mountain grass. “Got
it?”

“Whatever you say,
nanny.”

After dining on a less
than satisfactory meal of a hare and a slumbering mountain grouse,
I returned to find Tashira still nibbling and Darkhan drowsing,
nearly asleep. He’d eaten everything of the pig save its feet and
tail. I swear his belly bulged, but that could have been a trick of
the shadows.

Waking, Darkhan glanced from Tashira to me
and back again. “Big Dog?”

“No worries, brother,” I
said, curling up on a soft bed of pine needles. “Just tell me how
you came to be here. Your presence here, while welcome, worries me.
Is everyone all right?”

Darkhan yawned, his ear flattening. “They
were when I left four days ago.”

“So what’s
wrong?”

Darkhan’s yawn stretched
into a grimace. “I couldn’t handle it anymore. Him and
her. You
know.”

I feared I did. “Rygel and Arianne.”

“Yes. When I saw them
together, so happy, I wanted to die. I tried, I tried so hard to
make her see, to win her love. But she had eyes only for
him.”

“Rygel.”

“But he,” Darkhan’s voice dropped in a
snarl, “kept Arianne close to him, never let her near me. I wanted
to kill him. He wanted to kill me. We both drove your sister
mad.”

“I can see it,” Tashira
murmured, his dark eyes dancing. “Both vying for her
attention.”

“Indeed,” Darkhan
admitted. “I wanted to set my teeth on his throat–But he’s your
brother and her love. I dared not. Nor did he dare kill me, for then she’d be
set against him.”

“And then?”

“Fire Vixen commanded he
go to the desert below and obtain disguises for them all, in order
to travel the lands of the enemy soldiers with safety.”

I said. “Who?”

Darkhan glanced up. “Your mate. Fire
Vixen.”

“Her wolf name,”
Darius said, his tone amused.

“Ah,” I said. “Of course.
Carry on.”

“He advised Fire Vixen to
travel northwest, to find someone to tell her what god is trying to
kill her. She agreed, and thus we travelled that way.”

“So I surmised,” I
murmured. “And?”

“She commanded I go with
him,” Darkhan growled, his head low. “With Little Bull, to protect
him. I wanted to kill him.”

I exchanged a wry glance with Tashira.
“Obviously you didn’t.”

“Of course not,” Darkhan
said. “You and she would both hate me for it. I couldn’t. I’d never
risk that. Never.”

“He brought the
disguises?”

“And gifts,” Darkhan
snarled. “For her. I lost her then. To him and his
gifts.”

“Darkhan,” I said, needing
for him to understand, even a little. “Listen to me. It could never
have worked. You’re a wolf and she’s–”

“Your sister,” Darkhan
exclaimed, his muzzle rising in desperate hope. “You’re wolf and
human, both. So is she. If she were–”

“She’s not
gai-tan,” I said
softly.

“But she–”

“No.”

I spoke softly, yet
firmly. “I would never permit it, though you’re my brother. She
must rule Connacht when I die. She must be human, with a human
mate. You will, you must, find another.”

Despondent, Darkhan rested his muzzle on his
paws. “Fire Vixen said the same thing.”

“When?” I asked.
“How?”

“She commanded we, us
wolves, split apart and trail her from afar,” Darkhan said, his
ears down, his voice miserable. “The human enemies must not see us,
she’d said. She played the role of a slave, to deceive those who
sought to kill her. Even Bar was sent to fly high, unseen. Arianne
was her royal mistress, him and Kel’Ratan and the others were her
guards.”

“So when did she say this
to you?”

“Well,” Darkhan admitted.
“It wasn’t to me, exactly. But she said it.”

“Um,” I began.

“He tried to kill Fire
Vixen,” Darkhan snarled. “He kicked her. He hit her.”

“I know.”

Darkhan’s ears drooped in
bafflement, but he plowed on. “Silverruff screamed and would’ve run
to slay him, to gut him like a deer. But he heard her command Bar
to stay away. So he stood down, and ordered us to stand down, too.
We all, every one of us, wanted to run him down and drink his
blood. For he hurt her, he hurt our Fire Vixen.”

“She knew,” I murmured,
the pieces clicking together in my head.

“She knew what?” Tashira
asked.

I glanced up. “Arianne was
forced to play the role of a royal lady. Ly’Tana was her slave.
Should she defend a slave–well, that might be suspicious. And
should a griffin and a pack of wolves descend to rescue
her–”

“That could mean
disaster,” Tashira admitted.

“Many of them might not
have survived,” I said. “That girl–”

“She’s worthy of you,”
Darkhan said, his fangs gleaming under the late sun. “She took hurt
so many others would live.”

“I know.”

“Her people wanted to kill
him, after,” Darkhan went on. “She stayed their hands. They talked
and decided that the god who hated her must have tricked his
mind.”

“That would be my guess,”
I murmured, knowing how much Rygel adored Ly’Tana. While I knew
what I saw in my dreams, and had Darkhan’s version to prove it, I
knew Rygel. In his own mind, under his own control, Rygel would
never lift a finger to harm Ly’Tana. Ever. Our shared blood told me
so.

“We all hovered close,
after that,” Darkhan went on. “We hid behind the sand dunes, crept
in close after dark. Bar slept within a few feet of her that night.
He was furious.”

“I can
imagine.”

I did. Bar helpless and
watching, unable to protect her when someone close to her came
within a hair of killing her. I bet his tail lashed quite a while
over that.

“Somehow, she knew.”
Darkhan’s voice dropped in wonder. “I was far away in despair,
wishing I was dead when she spoke to me.”

“She,” I began, “she spoke
to you?”

“She has the sight,”
Darkhan said. “Like you and Arianne. She told me one who waits for
me with an enduring heart. One who has love enough for us both and
patience, for patience is love in disguise. This one will give me
sons and daughters and everything I ever wanted in this
life.”

“Um,” I asked slowly,
exchanging eye contact with Tashira. “She doesn’t speak wolf.
Exactly how did she tell you this, when you’re so far
away?”

“She spoke through your
son,” Darkhan answered. “Tuatha.”

I need serious help with
this.

“No, you don’t,”
said Darius.

“Ly’Tana doesn’t have the
sight,” I argued.

“You don’t know
that.”

“She knows
things.”

“So?”

“What do I do?”

“Go with the flow,
boy.”

I sighed. “Let me
understand,” I said slowly. “Ly–er, Fire Vixen told Tuatha to tell
you all this?”

“She did,” Darkhan
replied. “It helped for a while, then I grew miserable
again.”

“Were the soldiers still
bothering them?”

“No. After that they
travelled in peace. They got more horses from the tent
town–”

“Tent town?” I asked
doubtfully.

“At the edge of the desert
is an open market,” Tashira said. “I don’t know what it’s called,
but many merchants buy and sell everything under the
sun.”

“Why do they need more
horses?”

“To pack all their gear,”
Darkhan said earnestly. “Food and tents for travelling. Fire Vixen
sent some of her warriors in there to buy things they needed, and
load their horses down. The warriors were to meet them in the
desert later.”

“Makes sense, I suppose.”
Yet his words troubled me and I didn’t know why. Darkhan told the
truth, but he held something back.

“We trailed them by a few
miles, some flanking, some behind. Bar flew above, quite high I
think. But when they were attacked by the Cursed Ones, Fire Vixen
didn’t have many to guard her.”

I jumped up, my lips skinned back.
“Attacked?”

Darkhan cowered at my rage, his head
lowered, and his tail flicking from side to side. “The Cursed Ones
with the nasty mongrels and the marks on their skin.”

“Tongu,” I grated. My
hackles refused to lie flat.

“The very same,” Darkhan
said. “We were miles away, but ran as fast as we could the instant
we heard Arianne scream for us. Even Bar was almost too
late.”

“Is she alive? Did they
take her?”

While I knew Rygel lived
and my gut told me Ly’Tana did as well, Darkhan’s tale brought out
the fear, the panic that she had indeed been taken down. That even
now Ly’Tana, married to that bastard Brutal, lay chained to his bed
and abused by him.

“Yes and no,” Darkhan
replied, his surprise showing, “to both questions. She is a true
wolf, Big Dog. She and her people and even their horses fought them
to standstill. By then Bar had joined the fight and we reached
them. We killed many humans and mongrel dogs that day.”

I didn’t know I had been
holding my breath until I let it out in a gusty sigh.

“Their daemon egged them
on,” Darkhan continued. “From behind his shadow, more, er, Tongu
kept coming. I thought there might be one way to stop them, stop
them all. So I did it.”

At last I relaxed and sat
down in my needle nest. “Did what?”

Darkhan’s tail wagged
sheepishly. “I wanted to die so badly,” he said, his lips curled
back from white teeth in an ashamed grimace. “I knew that I
wouldn’t survive what I planned to do. I jumped down the daemon’s
throat.”

Flabbergasted, I stared at him. Even Tashira
ambled over to gaze down at him with respect in his dark eyes.
Darkhan wriggled and wagged under my scrutiny, clearly worried he’d
angered me.

“You–” I halted and
started again. “You jumped down its throat?”

“Biting and ripping all
the way. It tore me up something awful, but I kept at it. It
screamed in agony and when Fire Vixen led a new attack on it; it
panicked and vanished.”

“That might be how the
Tongu keep finding you,” Tashira commented, after an affectionate
nuzzle to Darkhan’s ear. “If those idiots worship a daemon, and
that daemon is as angry as the Tongu for what Rygel had done to
their–”

“Nothing can stop them,” I
finished for him. “Forgive for asking what may be a silly question,
Darkhan. If you wanted to die so badly, why are you still
alive?”

“When your blood brother
came to heal me,” Darkhan said, still refusing to use Rygel’s name.
“I bit him.”

I grinned, my tongue lolling. “I’ve no doubt
he deserved it.”

“I told them he’s not to
touch me,” Darkhan went on, his tone sad. “He wouldn’t heal me
without my permission and I knew my death was close. So very
close.”

“That sounds familiar,” I
muttered, my humor rising.

“And?” I prompted when he
fell silent.

He glanced up. “Fire Vixen.”

“What did she
do?”

“She convinced me to want
to live. She told me I had much to live for, and asked me to
remember her prophecy. Despite all, Arianne did love
me.”

“You agreed?”

“I did.” His expression
brightened and his tail fanned the air. “Your mate talks a good
one.”

I laughed. “That she does. What happened
after that?”

“I don’t remember anything
until I woke up in a tent city the next day.”

“The market?” I asked,
puzzled, glancing at Tashira.

“No,” he answered, his
tone puzzled. “It was a place in the midst of the desert with a
river running along the valley and good grass for their horses.
They had camels, flocks of sheep and goats. They lived in the
tents.”

“Can you describe the
people?”

“They had brown skin, dark
eyes, cloth over their faces and on their heads. Long skirts.
Capes.”

“Desert tribesmen,” I
said.

“Probably the Jha’fhar,”
Tashira commented, wandering back to his grass. “They travel to
Soudan across our lands from time to time. As they don’t stay, we
leave them alone.”

“I knew then I couldn’t
stay any longer,” Darkhan said. “I found Fire Vixen while most
everyone else slept. I told her I had to go, to leave, to join
you.”

“She understood
you?”

“She’s very intelligent. I
asked her to tell Arianne I’d always love her. She agreed, and let
me go.”

“Incredible,” I
murmured.

“I couldn’t see her
again,” Darkhan said, a faint whine in his voice. “Arianne. She’d
ask me to stay and I would and–”

“Your heart would never
heal,” I said softly. “You did right. Despite the fact you
disobeyed my command. You know you can’t stay with me.”

Darkhan’s expression fell. “But you let him
stay,” he growled, his muzzle jerking toward Tashira.

“Only because I haven’t
gotten rid of him yet.”

“Nor will you,” Tashira
said, not raising his head from his grass.

“I’ve nowhere else to go,”
Darkhan said, near panic. “Don’t send me away, Big Dog. Please. I
can help you, I swear I won’t be a problem, I already helped,
right? I sneaked up on the human holding Tashira hostage, and took
him down, it was easy, really, but I can do it again if I had to,
I’m not afraid–”

“I’m sorry–”

“You didn’t ask for my
opinion,” Tashira said, finally raising his head, ears
perked.

“I certainly didn’t and
don’t want it.”

“You have it anyhow. He
should stay. He’s already saved our skins.”

“Tashira–”

“Get over yourself
already,” he snapped. “You need him and you need me. Deal with
it.”

“He’s right.”

“Who asked you?” I
snarled. “You stay out of this.”

“Just as he said, deal
with it.”

“I had to send Feria away
for this same reason. They’ll all die just as she would
have.”

“That was
different.”

“It’s bloody
not.”

Darkhan’s golden eyes, round with awe,
stared at me as though I’d lost my mind.

“He’s just arguing with
that troublemaker in his head,” Tashira said casually. “You can
tell when his eyes glaze over.”

“They do
not–”

“Uh, yes they do,” Darkhan
said diffidently. “But aren’t you going to get into trouble talking
to him like that? He is our god after all.”

“He’s a bloody nuisance,”
I grumbled, resting my head on my paws.

“Now, now. Don’t be
petulant.”

“You’re staying,” Tashira
told Darkhan. “He’s been outflanked.”

“Who’s Feria?”

“His
girlfriend.”

“Whoa,” Darkhan murmured.
“You have a mate and a girlfriend? You go, dog.”

I sighed.

“Ly’Tana won’t like it
though,” Tashira went on. “She doesn’t like
competition.”

“Females are like
that.”

I shut my eyes.












 North


Chapter Eight






“Someone shoot me,”
Kel’Ratan moaned. “Please. Anyone.”






I staggered out of my tent, blinded by the bright sunlight,
nauseous. My head spun and ached so hard I thought it might tear
asunder at any moment. The foul taste in my mouth, reminiscent of
dried camel dung, gagged me. Taking a step, I tripped over
something, hearing a distant yelp, and fell flat on my face. Desert
sand filled my eyes, nose and mouth, but that was the least of my
worries. Like Kel’Ratan, if I could speak, I’d beg for someone,
anyone, to split my head with an axe. End my misery once and for
all.

Lying still helped. Maybe if I didn’t move
for the next year or so, my various aches might get bored and
wander off. I could but hope, anyway.

The bright sunlight
suddenly vanished, its heat disappearing from my exposed body. If I
could breathe, I might gust a satisfactory sigh of
relief.

“Aren’t you a
sight,” Bar commented, his tone as dry as
the sand in my face.

Raising my head an inch or
so, I inhaled the dust into my mouth and nose. Coughing and
snorting, I tried to look around. With the dirt in my eyes and my
hair over my face, I couldn’t see a damn thing. Between the nausea,
pain and dizziness, it wasn’t worth the effort. I dropped back to
the sand, while, this time at least, I kept my face out of most of
it. After all, I did need to breathe. A little.

“Like some help?”
Bar inquired.

“Shut up,” I
moaned.

Tuatha’s busy tongue cleaned some of the
grit from my eyes, his anxious whines sharp in my ear. I winced at
the horrid sound. “Not so loud, dammit.”

Bar’s talon under my belly
whipped me onto my back. “You’re
pathetic.”

“Ugh.”

“How eloquent. How’d your
eyes turn that particular shade of red? Inquiring minds must
know.”

I covered my face with my arm.

“Are you going to lie
there all day?”

“Um, let me think on it.
Yes.”

“You aren’t.”

This time his talon slid
under my shoulder and lifted straight up. I came with it, dangling
from his right front foot like a hooked trout. I’d no energy to
flop, however, though I groaned as my belly threatened to hurl
anything it contained onto Bar’s pristine mane. I’m certain some
yet undigested talela sloshed around in there, ready to reverse itself at record
speed.

Bar peered deep into my
swollen eyes. His talon shook me gently, as though pushing the
limits my belly set once the talela
took hold. Much more of that, and I’d be yakking
up my stomach, intestines, bowels and yesterday’s limited nutrition
intake. I half-wondered how Bar’s feathers might withstand a barf
mixture of talela and whatever I don’t remember consuming the night before. I
hurled it all last night, and its odor threatened to create a
repeat performance.

“Don’t do that,” I
yelped.

“What a baby. It appears
humans can’t hold their talela.”

I swiped some of my hair
from my face and peered woozily up into his laughing eagle’s eyes.
“Did you have any?”

“Do I look
stupid?”

“Then shut your bloody
trap. And shut him up.”

Kel’Ratan’s agonized groans and suicidal
comments continued unceasing, jarring my head.

“He’s not my problem. You
are.”

His talon supported me as
I regained my feet. Strength returned slowly, leaching into my
bones in a trickle. Some of the nausea relented, my belly settling
a little. Wiping dirt and grit from my face, I coughed and sneezed
the dust out of my nose and mouth.

When I could at last look
around, I discovered Tuatha sat at my feet, gazing upward with his
blue eyes wide. Hooked as I was and far too sick, I couldn’t lean
over to pick him up. I did manage a lopsided grin to ease his
worry. He yapped sharply, making me wince again, but I’d no idea
what he said.

Arianne emerged from under
the tent’s flap, no sign of the previous night’s wild celebration
anywhere in evidence. Hair freshly brushed hair mantling her like a
second robe, she squinted briefly into the sun before settling her
hands on her hips. She hadn’t drunk of the talela the evening before, not
finding it to her taste after a tiny sip and a rapid moue of
disgust. I hadn’t liked it much either at first. The proclamation
by Brother Lavi, my victory over Illan, and the telling of our
adventures all combined brought me to drink more of the
talela than I
intended.

Between Kel’Ratan, Rygel
and I, we entertained the tribal multitudes with the story I
promised Li in what seemed another lifetime. The Jha’fhar tribe
listened with rapt attention as Rygel’s magic carried the story to
the furthest reaches of the crowd. They ate roasted goat and mutton
around the many fires, drank talela, muttered amongst themselves
at the strange tale that unfolded from our lips.

After Smoke’s healing
session, I gobbled the savory fare Li’s servants offered, sipped my
skin of fermented mare’s milk and started my tale with the torture
of a piebald stallion and ending with Li inviting us to his
village. To augment our story, Alun’s flute accompanied our words.
His notes drew slow and haunting during the tense parts, light and
soaring through the humorous times, wild and free throughout the
fighting chapters. The entire village held its collective
breath..

Though the tribe witnessed
my triumph over Illan, their Clan Chief’s brother and accomplished
warrior, strong voices demanded the tale be told then and there. I
hid behind a half-raised skin, praying I wouldn’t be the one forced
to tell it. When Rygel stood up, the firelight gleaming off his
wheaten mane, the crowds roared their approval. I may have won the
battle and their hearts, but Rygel’s incredible gift for languages
earned their respect. They listened in near silence, nibbling,
sipping, all their attention on Rygel.

His magic lit the night
sky. I gulped my talela as the scene unfolded amidst the stars. I watched myself
fight, strike, lift the rock over my head and fall, then send Illan
to his defeat with a quick toss of his body over my shoulders. The
crowd’s noise failed utterly as I put my hand to Illan’s throat,
then spared his life and claimed immunity under the law of salt.
Rygel’s booming voice lent necessary commentary in Mesaan, as
fluent as though he were native born.

“You knew the rock was
there,” Kel’Ratan muttered from the side of his mouth.

I chuckled. “Of course. I planned it that
way.”

“Genius,” Li admitted,
glancing at Illan. “Remind me to never challenge you, Ly’Tana of
Kel’Halla.”

“Future reference, Li
dear, I’m as mean as a serpent with a toothache.”

My uneasy glance found
Illan, seated to Li’s left in his customary position. Did I spare
him only to find a knife in my back? Illan raised his full skin to
me, and smiled. I had to admit, it was a very sweet and
uncomplicated expression. His mates standing at his back regarded
me with a combination of awe and outright panic. I reckoned they’d
had enough of the foreign bitch to last a thousand
lifetimes.

As Rygel’s magic died
away, I stood up. Kel’Ratan and Li both eyed me curiously, but
neither rose with me. Little by little, when I did nothing save
stand, the tribe quieted. I didn’t ask for silence by voice nor
gesture, but out of my hard-won respect, the Jha’fhar lowered their
skins and ceased their laughter. I met their gawks and stares,
smiling a little.

Alun stepped lightly
through the seating and standing throngs, Sele’s sword in his fist.
Thunder slipped from his path, dipping his muzzle politely, and
Tuatha stared up from my knee, blinking. Alun bowed low, offering
the blade, hilt first. I took it from him without glancing his way,
my left hand beckoning.

Tor, blushing from his
collar to the roots of his curly hair, stumbled his way through the
crowd, often pushed by grinning Kel’Hallan and Jha’fhar warriors.
Muttered curses under his breath, he slapped at the offending hands
and tripped over a woman’s folded leg. At her half-scream, he
mumbled apologies and stepped on a dog’s tail. He jumped at the
mutt’s snarl, yet avoided causing anyone else injury or humiliation
as he arrived damply before me.

Without the time for a proper manhood
ceremony, I made do. In typical Ly’Tana fashion, I set the sword in
Tor’s sweaty grip. “You’re a man,” I said simply.

Under the roar of hundreds
of inebriated throats screaming kiiiyyyy-kiiiyyyy, Tor raised the
sword high with both hands. Brandishing it like the trophy it was,
he yelled the nomad battle challenge. My boys, their wolves as loud
in their yips and howls as everyone else, screamed like banshees.
As graceful as a cat in a tree, Tor made his way into the
congratulations of his new brothers without tripping
once.

“Well done,” Kel’Ratan
said as I sat down. Alun offered me a wink and a swift air kiss as
he saluted me, fist to chest. Then he vanished into the
night.

“I concur,” Li added.
“Though for a woman to bestow manhood–”

“Li,” I said, flashing him
a swift glance.

He laughed. “All right, my beautiful
goddess. Peace, I pray you. I am only jesting.”

“I forgive you, my dear
Li,” I replied. “This time.”

The crowds of nomads
didn’t settle quickly, and the drinking, carousing and festivities
reached a fever peak. At my right, Kel’Ratan matched me skin for
skin. If he also devoured the excellent cooking, I didn’t see it.
On my left, Li ate with gusto, drank Brother Lavi’s home brew and
invaded my territorial space. Illan offered me obeisance with a
wide smile and a lowered brow. I doubted he drank a drop. Li’s
wives presented me fresh bread, goat’s cheese and more
talela. I don’t remember
partaking of the delicious food, but I do remember accepting the
skin.

Rygel drank his share
while Arianne watched him, as though counting his every drink, a
small frown on her fair lips. Tuatha, curled in my lap, gobbled
spicy lamb’s mush and burped in contentment. Bar sat outside the
ring of fires and people, watching, his eagle’s eyes glowing red.
Some kind soul graciously fed him a sheep. I dimly recall seeing a
red-white fleece lying nearby before the talela engaged my
attention.

Silverruff, Digger,
Thunder, Nahar ringed me around, lapping their own fermented mare’s
milk from clay bowls, their eyes glassy.
Tor found himself the center of all things warrior. Surrounded by
my boys and Jha’fhar, he laughed, retold the story of the man he
killed and drank talela. As I couldn’t control my own body, I could scarcely forbid
him drinking. He was a man now, after all. Kip allowed the tribe to
pet and croon over him, especially the women, without objection. He
shared Tor’s bowl. My boys and their wolves, scattered through the
crowd, were also given the royal treatment by the servants and
happy women.

Corwyn sat behind Arianne
and accepted food from the women, but refused his portion of the
strong alcohol. Like his tiny charge, Corwyn eyed Rygel’s deepening
inebriation with concern. Shardon stood just outside the firelight,
his liquid eyes gazing into the ebony, star-filled, distance. If I
could merge more than one thought inside my thick skull, I might
have suspected he felt lonely and missed his black
brother.

I don’t remember much
after that. I do recall accepting the offer of more
talela, the Jha’fhar
people whooping, laughing and talking in the dim distance. Li spoke
in my ear, his voice loud and inconsequential. I don’t remember a
thing he said. Silverruff, that huge brave wolf, collapsed in a
heap; his head and shoulders buried me in silver-grey
fur.

Dimly, like a memory of a
memory, I knew someone carried me to my tent, Arianne fussing over
Tuatha and me in equal measure. I vaguely recall hurling the vile
contents of my stomach into the sand as someone laughed. From that
moment until I tripped over a hungry wolf, I remember
nothing.

Where are they, by the
way? Peering about, I saw no evidence of
any wolves save Tuatha, still sitting at my feet and gazing raptly
upward. Hanging from Bar’s talon, I vaguely wondered if they
survived the night’s festivities.

Oh, there they are.
From behind Li’s tents Silverruff, Digger and
Thunder emerged. Tail low, tongues lower, they staggered into my
sight. Silverruff couldn’t put one paw to the ground without
falling. Digger whined almost continually, the sound a shrill,
high-pitched ringing in my ears. Thunder collapsed on the ground
and lay still, his eyes blood red. The others, Little Bull and
Nahar, sat with their ears slung down, muzzles pointed at the
ground in abject misery. Ah, so I wasn’t
alone. That brightened my morning
considerably.

I’m certain Arianne was
born for mothering and nurturing. She, of course, worried I may
indeed be dying while dangling under the bright daylight. Her hands
groped me for wounds, exclaimed the Jha’fhar had poisoned me and
disentangled me from Bar’s talon.

“Sit here, Tuatha, you
too, Digger, silly boy. Bar, you can let her go now, I’ve got her.
Sit down here, you missed it, Ly’Tana, stop trying to be
difficult.”

“I’m not being difficult,”
I groused. “I can’t see worth a damn.”

Her hand under my arm
helped me sit gingerly on a boulder nearby. Its sharp points dug
into my butt as her soothing, mother-to-be voice resounded
throughout the camp.

“Silverruff, get out of my
bloody way, you’re no good there. I know you know what a hangover
is so go dunk yourself in the river. Take them all with you, go on
now. Damn fools don’t know what’s good for them. Nahar, you go,
too. Take Thunder, Digger, Little Bull, and anyone else you find
with you. Leave Rygel, though, I need him. Get on before I get
angry.”

Arianne angry?
That might be a sight worth
seeing, I thought, some humor
rising, should I sober up in
time.

Like all things, this
humor, too, passed rather quickly. I hung my head, my hair in my
face, and waited until more of the nausea found little reason to
stick around and depart my guts. I heard curses, moans, muttered
entreaties as Arianne fussed, cajoled and ordered warriors and
wolves to their duties, scolded a still-moaning Kel’Ratan into
behaving like an adult and washed the grit from my face with a
cloth and a bucket of water.

“Rygel you idiot, wake up
and help me.”

This I have to see.

Swiping my filthy hair
over my shoulder, I managed a grin as Rygel stumbled out from
behind the tent and dove headfirst into the dirt. He rolled onto
his back, flat-out, his knees rising to meet his arms as he covered
his filthy head before turning onto his right side. He didn’t
exactly groan, however. His voice echoed like the eerie, ululating
howling of a lonely ghost.

“Gods above and below,”
Arianne swore.

Kel’Ratan fell twice
before he staggered to his feet, blinded by his red hair, cursing
fluidly. Achieving only half his full height, his feet refusing to
move where and when he ordered them, he clutched his belly with
both hands. In the wake of the others, he listed first left, then
right only to repeat the action before falling flat on his face a
few rods away.

Arianne nudged Rygel in
the ribs with her boot. “I need remedies and I need them, like,
yesterday.”

“Not so loud,” Rygel
begged, finishing his curl into a fetal position. “Gods, I think
I’m gonna hurl.”

She stepped daintily away,
her lips pursed with disgust, her glorious, grey-blue eyes dark and
snapping with irritation. “Get any on me and you’ll
die.”

Whether the threat worked
or the impulse passed, Rygel didn’t vomit. His bizarre groaning
continued, however. I repressed the sudden urge to cut his throat
and free myself from its obnoxious clutches.

“You’re about as useless
as–”

“Permit me, Arianne of
Connacht.”

Li’s voice, cheerful,
robust and filled with enough humor to create in me the sudden,
murderous compulsion to slaughter him on the spot. The immediate
fact that I could scarcely sit up straight much less wield a blade
deterred me. I contented myself with a dark scowl. A large and very
full skin sagged from his right hand.

“I have here,” Li went on,
his lively eyes on me, “an antidote to the evils
talela can
bring.”

“You’re a far too genial
and sympathetic host, Clan Chief,” Arianne remarked, her hands on
her tiny hips. “I think they should suffer through it.”

Rygel’s moans increased in volume. I drowned
in my hair.

“Then you will be forced
to wait a day,” Li replied. “The spirit of the talela rejoices for many, many hours.
Maybe even two days’ worth.”

“Oh, very well, then,”
Arianne said, cross. “We don’t have that kind of time.”

“You do not,” Li said.
“You must be on your way soon. Your beasts are already
packed.”

“Will it take
long?”

“Not at all, tiny
princess. My people are already tending to your people.”

“What do I do?”

“Tilt her head back. She
won’t like this.”

What? My head rose in panic, my hair and grit still blinding me.
However, I did see too shadows, one large one very small, loom over
me.

“Oh, this is fun,”
Bar remarked.

Before I started to my
feet, Arianne’s firm grip under my chin forced my head back while
Li brushed my hair from my face. Her other hand on my brow pulled
my head back into her belly, leaving my mouth open to the
invasion.

“Do something,” I
thought wildly at Bar, as Li set the mouth of the skin within
mine.

“Oh, very well. Stop
that.” His mellow chirp coincided with his
mental voice in my head. “I tried. They
aren’t listening.”

“Protect me!”

“Please don’t do that?
Pretty please?”

Too weak and nauseous to
struggle much, the noxious fluid burned its way to my roiling belly
setting my tongue, throat and gut afire. I shuddered, gagging,
strangling, swallowing yet more of the savage liquid to save myself
from drowning. Li squeezed yet more from the skin in another burst
of flame. I couldn’t swallow enough in time. The remedy burned my
nose. I coughed, snorted, spewed some of the vile stuff toward
Li.

“I think that will do,” he
said with satisfaction, removing the skin.

Bending over, I spit out as much as I could
onto the ground as Li and Arianne watched with interest.

“I’m going to kill you for
this,” I warned, coughing. “Both of you.”

“I think not, Ly’Tana,” Li
replied, his tone genial. “Do you not feel better
already?”

I straightened, working my
lips and tongue experimentally. The burning sensation in my mouth
and throat had already ceased, taking with it the nasty taste of
camel dung. My belly rumbled in a very small protest before
settling into something resembling hunger. Prodding my cheekbone, I
discovered the savage ache in my head disappeared.

Standing, I discovered my equilibrium had
returned. “Unbelievable,” I muttered. I walked about with ease, not
a stagger or a stumble anywhere to be found.

“Had you been offered this
remedy in a cup, you would refuse,” Li said, his dark eyes
laughing. “This is the only way.”

I couldn’t argue with that logic. The stuff
was beyond vile. I gestured, my hand waving in the air.

“You have two more
victims, Li,” I said, grinning. “I know how much you enjoy your
work.”

Rygel and Kel’Ratan proved
to be putty in Arianne’s capable hands. One by one, they each
endured Li’s forced antidote to the day-after effects of
talela. I sat on my rock,
Tuatha in my arms, chuckling as first Kel’Ratan then Rygel choked,
coughed and snorted as much of the dreadful, fiery liquid as I had.
When at last Li stood up, his latest victims cursing and calling
him every filthy name under the sun, the skin had noticeably
deflated.

“Shut up,” I snapped,
dropping Tuatha gently on his feet and rising. “Put your big boy
pants on and bite it.”

Tuatha, gazing up with pleading eyes,
whined. I glanced down. “I know, baby. I’m hungry, too.”

Kel’Ratan, now standing,
poked and prodded his gut as much as I had, in wonder. “Damn and
blast,” he said. “I think I could eat a camel.”

“I’d advise against it,”
Rygel said, wiping his lips on his sleeve before offering Arianne a
kiss to her cheek. “Camels don’t taste very good.”

“Ah, but camel milk,” Li
said, pursing his lips and smacking his fingers. “Almost as good
as talela.”

I chuckled. “I wonder how your people forced
your remedy down the throats of wolves, good Li.”

“Trust me,” he replied,
his arm about my shoulders. “Our women can be most persuasive.
Come, we must share salt once again.”

Freshly cleaned, my hair
brushed, my sword on my hip, I felt exhilarated in the new day.
Today, I would begin my journey north. Toward Raine. Escorted by
Bar, Kel’Ratan, Arianne, and Rygel carrying Tuatha, I walked into a
camp busy feeding my boys and their wolves.

As we walked, Li reiterated what he’d been
trying to tell me the night before. “As I said before, Ly’Tana, I
gave orders.”

“What orders?”

He sighed. “The
talela made you deaf,
dear girl. After hearing your tale, I set the women and servants to
making you garments.”

“Garments?”

He nodded, his brown eyes
impatient. “You cannot travel the high mountains without good, warm
garments. The skins you tanned and packed I commanded made into
warm fur clothing. The women and servants worked all
night.”

“Oh, Li,” I said, taken
aback by his generosity. “You’re too kind.”

“I know,” he said, his
brown eyes tilted at the corners. “I cannot see you go into the
north without my offering some aid.”

Taking his arm, I kissed
him with my eyes. He grinned, basking in my affection. “You are so
welcome,” he replied.

I suddenly froze, dragging Li to a halt
beside me. My gut clenched at the unwelcome sight before my
eyes.

Illan and his small band
rode their horses toward us, leaving a small sand wake behind their
hooves. In the distance, the camp continued its busy morning
routine: feeding, watering both humans and animals, tending fires,
laughing, chasing errant dogs away. Children played in the dirt
while older youths wrestled and fought mock battles. No few tossed
an opponent over his shoulders as I had Illan. Young girls joined
in, dressed in an eerie imitation of me in my leather vest and
skirt, wooden swords held high.

Li’s hand tightened around
mine. Bar, his head high over mine, emitted a long, dreadful hiss.
I’d no need to glance up to witness Illan’s death in his fierce
raptor’s eyes. I dimly heard Kel’Ratan grumble under his
breath.

“Gods above and below,”
Arianne swore. “What does he want now?”

Revenge.

The thought entered my
head, but didn’t emerge from my mouth. Despite his sincere smile
and salute the night before, did Illan harbor ill feelings about
his defeat? He lost face before his brother upon my arrival,
endured ignominious defeat at my hands, then suffered the horrors
of magnanimity. How much more could he take without
breaking?

“Illan?” Li asked. “What
are you doing here?”

Illan snapped a swift
tribal salute, and swung down from his black stallion. “Peace, my
brother,” he said, striding forward. His dark eyes, unsmiling,
found mine. “I wish but to speak to my liege princess.”

I took my hand from Li’s
and returned Illan’s salute. Despite his nonaggressive mien, I
couldn’t help but worry his peaceable attitude masked malignant
intent. His men, still mounted, watched me with implacable and icy
regard. Bar hissed again.

I almost jumped backward
when Illan slid to his knees before me. “You leave us, Princess,”
he said, his voice low. “That will bring sorrow to the Jha’fhar.
You travel north, far beyond our boundaries to the high snows. No
Mesaan has ever walked those high peaks, for we are desert-bred.
Yet, I wish to accompany you, as your loyal man.”

“You can’t,” I all but
gasped. “You owe your loyalty to Li, your brother.”

As Li shook his head,
Illan glanced at him, then back up at me. “That once was true,
Princess. But we Jha’fhar may also pledge our loyalty to another,
if our Clan Chief agrees.”

By Li’s bland expression,
I couldn’t tell if he agreed or not. That didn’t matter, however.
Once Bar’s menace filled my head with blatant and evil intent,
there was no question Illan must remain home. “He comes, he dies.”

“Wait–“

“I’ll rip his throat out
and spill his guts on the sand,” Bar
snarled. “He won’t see the nightfall, that
I promise.”

I didn’t look around as
Kel’Ratan’s hand squeezed my elbow. From Illan’s line of sight, I
knew he couldn’t see it. But that grip held as much warning as
Bar’s hiss. Kel’Ratan would neither forgive nor forget Illan’s
challenge. If Bar failed to kill him, Kel’Ratan’s sword wouldn’t.
Though Digger and Thunder sat by the fires a short distance away,
their ears perked and their fangs shut tight as they eyed Illan.
Illan stood zero chance of surviving an hour in my
company.

I tried a smile, though I
knew it looked forced to Illan. “When I spared your life,” I said,
hoarse, “I commanded you obey your brother in all things. I still
command it. Where I go, you cannot follow, for I will die up north
in the ice. I’ll not see you die in vain.”

“But–” he
began.”

My fingers on his mouth
silenced him. “I have spoken. Your place is here, at Li’s right
hand. In obeying him, you obey me.”

Illan nodded. In rising to
his feet, he took both my hands in his. Bending at his waist, he
pressed his brow against my knuckles. “I shall never forget your
mercy. Should you have need, you have but to call. I will
answer.”

The smile I created felt far more genuine
this time. “Peace be with you, Illan, my new friend.”

“I am yours, Princess
Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla.”

With a swift glance toward
his brother for leave, Illan stalked quickly toward his horse. His
red cloak rising under the breeze he made, he vaulted into his
saddle. I didn’t receive a farewell salute before he reined his
horse around and galloped away. Nor did I need one. As his mates
followed on his heels, their horses kicking up sand in a shower, I
saw his devotion under his heavy-lidded eyes. I killed an enemy
yesterday. And gained a fanatic follower in his stead.

Li grasped and squeezed my
hand. When I looked up, he smiled. A smile both sad and contented
at the same time. “It is good you ordered him to stay, Ly’Tana. He
would not fare well within in your band, no?”

I shook my head. “Too many harbor feelings
of ill-will.”

“You gave my brother back
to me,” he said, his tone low, thoughtful. “I shall always be
grateful.”

When I opened my mouth to
speak, Li shook his head. I shut it, and swallowed hard. I didn’t
like to think of my gift as the gods’ Beloved, and doubted that had
anything to do with Illan’s and Li’s new bond. But I
wondered.

We’d walked no more than a
hundred paces when I stopped, astounded. My hand in his half-turned
Li around in surprise. “What is wrong?”

“It’s a good thing we’re
leaving, dear Li,” I said, gazing around as the women refilled
bowls and platters with bread and cheese, fruits, nuts, raisins,
roasted mutton and lamb. Cups flowed with camel’s milk. I found no
few long mustaches coated with white. Tor, still growing, drank
more deeply of the milk than many others. Wolves wagged happy tails
and accepted platters of their own cold roasted sheep and goat,
lapped from bowels filled with the divine drink.

“Why is that, sweet
Ly’Tana?”

“We’ll eat you out of
house and home.”

He laughed. “Sit, girl, sit here, beside
me.”

I obeyed him as his first
wife, smiling, brought me my choice of warm bread and cheese, with
my own brimming cup of camel milk. Hesitant, I sipped at first,
then drank deeply, creating my own pale mustache. The sweet stuff
treated my abused gut with gentleness, coating it without
decreasing my appetite. Like a wolf, I devoured everything offered
me. Between bites, I fed Tuatha his breakfast of mushed goat, his
tail buzzing happily.

Chewing his own meat and bread, Li brushed
at the dirt before him with his hand. “I and a dozen of my warriors
will accompany you this day.”

“Why?” I asked, my mouth
rudely full.

“Attend,
please.”

At his gestures, Kel’Ratan
and Rygel moved closer, bringing with them their food and camel’s
milk. Satisfied he had our complete attention, Li drew marks in the
soil. Crude mountains, I thought, with a squiggly line between them.

“Here, we sit,” Li said,
marking a spot with a small stone. “Our river.” He waved his
fingers once at the broad, flat, undulating river before us. “These
are the mountains ranges to the northeast.”

I glanced up, eyeing the
distant, blue-shadowed peaks, year-round snow topping them in
ghostly, pale mantles. Where Raine
is.

“There are three separate
ranges up there,” Li went on, catching my eyes. “There is a pass
that lies between them.”

“A pass?” Kel’Ratan asked,
his mustache bristling. He forgot his voracious appetite enough to
crane his head around and peer at Li’s dirt.

Silverruff and Digger
wandered over from the crowd of Jha’fhar, Kel’Hallans and wolves,
tails high. Not wishing to interrupt Li, I patted the ground to my
left, urging Arianne and Rygel to move over. My furry friends sat,
accepting the morsels from my plate with delicate tongues. Tuatha
yapped sharply, irritated. I fed him a piece of cheese as Li
explained.

“This pass I show you
today,” he said, his fingers waggling over the drawn mountains,
“will take you straight up. To your lover.”

I forgot the happy mouths instantly.
“What?”

Li nodded, his eyes
laughing while his lips remained smooth and impassive. “Yes. By
your tale last night, your wolf could not have gone beyond this
point here. Not in the time which passed since you
separated.”

Li’s finger pointed toward a spot midway
between the first and second range. “I suspect he has not ventured
further than here, given the terrain.”

“How can you be sure?” I
breathed.

“You separated here, yes?”
Li asked, pointing toward a sand clod that roughly coincided with
where Raine departed us at the speed of magic.

“That looks close, I’d
say,” I answered slowly, with Kel’Ratan nodding
fiercely.

Li drew a very light line
straight north from there to where his finger first pointed out
Raine’s possible location. “Even a wolf would only travel this
far,” he said, “given the need to hunt and rest. And a wolf might
have trouble circumventing the Route,” he went on sagely. “That in
and of itself would have slowed his progress.”

I nodded, knowing exactly how much trouble
the Route caused Raine.

“This is how you travelled
to me, across the Caravan Route.” Once more, his finger trailed
lightly across the crude map to the northeast. I nodded, impressed
at how well Li knew his territory.

“Here are we,” he said,
pointing to his map of his village by the river. “Now should you
travel this pass . . . .”

Li’s line, following the
pass between the first and second ranges, smoothly intersected with
Raine’s alleged location. I gaped at the triangle that now lay
beneath my eyes. Could it be that simple?

“Glory,” Rygel breathed.
“It’s true. It’s all bloody true.”

I glanced up the moment Li asked, “What do
you mean?”

Rygel pointed to the spot
that Li expected Raine to be. “I can feel him, I know he’s in that
general area. I know it.”

Now Li gaped, his brows
hiked, clearly inquiring as to an explanation. “Rygel and Raine are
blood brothers,” I said. “Ehlu’braud. Brothers in the eyes of
the gods.”

Li nodded. “I have heard
of such, but have never seen it for myself. If we are both correct,
then less than a week’s riding will take you to your
wolf.”

I couldn’t stop myself. I
flung my arms about Li’s neck and kissed him soundly. His wives,
halted in the action of serving Witraz and Tor with milk, stared,
mouths open. Li laughed, his arm sliding about my shoulders. “You
must promise me one thing, Ly’Tana,” he said, his tone grave, his
eyes dancing.

“What?” I asked, now
wary.

I knew Li knew me well
enough by now that I kept all my promises. My hands slid from his
neck. What on earth could he want? Dare I not swear my
oath?

“Dear girl,” he said,
kissing my cheek. “I but ask you to promise on your way back from
hell and the death of a monster that, on your way home, you come
see Li again.”

At my sudden smile, Li also grinned. “I
should like to meet the wolf who has enslaved your heart.”

“I promise, dear Li,” I
said, taking his warm brown hand. “But don’t challenge him, I beg
you. For I would not see your wives and sons weeping over your
corpse.”

He laughed. His fingers under my nose parted
a scant inch. “Perhaps just one little fight? I swear I won’t hurt
him.”

I shook my head, my hair cascading around my
shoulders. “Promise me, Li.”

He sighed dramatically. “I
suppose I must find my third wife elsewhere.”

“What can we expect in
that pass?” Kel’Ratan asked, dragging our attention away from each
other. I suspected he did it on purpose. Tuatha’s quick yap earned
him a grin and a piece of cheese.

Li sighed, glancing back
down at his crude map. “It is steep,” he admitted. “But for the
most part is smooth. There are some twists to its path, but has
water in plenty. Game abound, so you may hunt and eat your fill. If
there is bad weather, it will fall upon you, for like a river, the
snow will follow the pass down. Yet, winter has not yet descended,
even up there. I expect you will make great speed.”

“You’re too good to us,
dear Li,” I said. “How can we repay you?”

Li opened his mouth. His
first wife, wisely, I thought, forestalled him. Her mouth to his
ear, she spoke at length, Li nodding at intervals. When she stepped
back, Li smiled sadly. “It is time for us to mount our horses and
ride, Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla. Come. We have far to go, this
day.”

Helping me to my feet,
Li’s hand lingered over mine. My boys and their wolves also rose,
silent, expectant. Politely, they bowed their thanks to our
hostesses, their wolves wagging their own wolfish version of
appreciation. I couldn’t help but notice Tor bowed as fluidly as
the rest, his new sword at his belt hindering him not in the
slightest. Arianne and I curtseyed, receiving grave nods and smiles
in return.

“Li,” I asked, touching
his elbow. “Tell your lovely wives their fires shall overflow with
abundance and they shall have strong sons and beautiful daughters
to make them proud.”

After his puzzled translation, Li’s wives
smiled and bowed to me, laughing, happy.

“Er, Li,” Kel’Ratan asked,
leaning toward the Clan Chief, as though conspiring. “How many
children do you have, currently?”

“None,” Li
replied.

“Congratulations, my boy,”
Kel’Ratan smacked him on the shoulder in a comradely gesture. “I
expect they’re both pregnant.”

While Li’s jaw slackened, Kel’Ratan grinned
impudently. “You were saying?”

Li gestured vaguely toward
a group of warriors and horses, in a large mass by the river. “I
think we should be going now.”

“I think so, too,”
Kel’Ratan replied, winking at me.

Suppressing a giggle, I
allowed Li to steer me toward the huge, milling group. While I
dared not ponder too long on Brother Lavi’s proclamation, knowing
my words made two women absurdly happy gave life to my heart. Did
my simple blessing cause something that might not have happened . .
. to happen? Would they not have had the babies they craved without
my spoken word? This Beloved of the Gods nonsense confused me, but
I knew one simple thing: what I said felt right. As though I was supposed to
say it. They felt right because my words made me happy.

That, of course, and
knowing within a week I’d have Raine in my arms again. I wanted to
sing, dance, but forced myself to the quick, but sober walk Li set.
Bar offered no acid comments as he followed, his huge body trailing
mine. With Kel’Ratan at my side, Silverruff and Digger behind me,
my warriors and their wolves ringing me, I forced my thoughts away
from Raine and onto the present.

My hand in Li’s dragged
him to a halt. My escort also arrived at a discordant stop, mutters
questioned the reasons my strange behavior all the while wondering
what my problem was. Damn and blast . . .
.

My problem stood munching
sweet grass, loaded with huge packs, halters with rope leads around
their heads. Servants completed their tasks of strapping down the
tremendous loads, adjusting buckles, and checked hooves. They
gestured, talked, laughed to one another as they made last minute
preparations.

Five large, raw-boned
mules, packed with our gear, waited on us. Against their simple
rope halters, servants all but dozing on their feet, kept them from
wandering far. I’d expected the four horses purchased at Ararak and
Rygel’s black gelding to carry our loads. He, too, grazed, his pack
not quite as large as his mates, his handler a small boy snoozing
at the end of his rope.

I glanced toward Li, my brows rising to
inquire an explanation.

He grinned, shrugging, his
hand lifting toward the big mules. “We stole them from the
Khalidians,” he said. “My people despise mules, as a whole. Your
pack horses are too thin and cannot bear the loads. I merely traded
you.”

“But . . . five sturdy
mules for four skinny horses?” I asked. “That’s not quite
fair.”

“Ah, sweet girl,” Li said,
grinning, his arm stealing about my shoulders. “We, as a people,
consider mules despicable, beneath us. My honor forbade my trading
four good horses for four offensive mules. I must throw in another
to make the trade good. I would never cheat a friend.
Never.”

“Are those tents I see,
covering and protecting the packs?” I asked, leaning away from him,
my right brow hiked.

“Your people bought very
bad tents,” Li replied, gesturing with his free hand. “Canvas, bad
protection in the mountains. I would not see you sheltering in such
poor conditions. Mish’kra
tents will not keep out a mouse much less the icy
winter wind. I will use them . . . somehow. Six good tents will
keep all your people safe from the cold at night.”

“But that puts me in your
debt, good Li,” I said.

“Don’t be silly, girl,” Li
said, his eyes once more dancing. “Your story, coupled with your
defeat of Illan . . . I owe you for the bragging
rights.”

I laughed.

“The abundant food and
grain under the tents is from my wives,” Li went on blandly. “They
send you a gift, in return for your blessing.”

“My–”

“You remember, yesterday
morning. Pray don’t tell me you forgot already.”

“Of course not,” I said,
my voice weak.

He hugged me close, under
his arm. “You made my wives very happy. That makes Li very happy.
You have much food for your people. Save it for when hunting is
bad, and hunt when you are able. You will do well, Ly’Tana of
Kel’Halla, on your way to hell.”

I grinned. “You know, Li.
I think you’re quite right.”

Li’s people hadn’t just
loaded the pack animals, they had also saddled and bridled our
horses. Young servants held reins as our mounts, complete with
packs, saddlebags, and full water skins, devoured as much of the
sweet green as they could. Li’s warriors walked amid them, saddled
their own animals, tested girths, examined legs. Scantily skirted
women and servants offered up full skins and food bags to those
mounted, conversing in their language and laughing.

My warriors passed us by,
searching for and finding their own horses, their wolves padding at
their sides. Mikk grazed on the lush green grass in the middle of
the bunch, my saddle, my bow, quiver and saddlebags all in place.
At my sharp whistle, he raised his head, dark ears perked. Tearing
his reins from the lad holding them, he trotted through the midst
of stallions toward me. Many pinned ears at his disturbance, but
resumed their peaceful grazing after he passed by.

“He is a fine horse,” Li
said as Mikk dropped his muzzle into my hands. “Very good
conformation. All your people ride splendid animals.”

I stroked my hands over
Mikk’s sleek hide, finding his wounds from the Tongu hounds fully
healed. I vowed to discover whatever the Jha’fhar used in their
ointments. In the few days since the battle, all the horses looked
healthy and pain-free, bloody wounds gone with rapidly fading
scars. Already Mikk’s cream hair grew over the old
bites.

As a servant brought
forward Li’s grey horse, I vaulted into my saddle. They didn’t even
girth him too tight, I discovered, something Mikk always hated. A
too-tight girth irritated him to no end.

I buckled my sword across my back and
accepted a sleepy Tuatha from Kel’Ratan.

“That’ll teach you to stay
up so late partying,” I teased, as Tuatha yawned, his eyes rolling
back in his head. “Sluggard.”

Thunder and Digger
strolled to stand at Mikk’s knees while Silverruff scratched an
urgent itch at his neck. As Rygel set Arianne in her saddle, Black
Tongue and Shadow grappled in a mock fight, rolling around in the
dust, savage growls cutting through the laughter and voices of the
crowd. No few Jha’fhar clapped their hands and pointed at the
sight.

“I’m off,”
Bar said, launching himself into the air.
“Time to keep an eye on things, I expect. Give
that moron my thanks, will you?”

“Excuse me?” I demanded.
“When did you suddenly turn gracious?”

Catching a warm thermal,
Bar circled higher, his beak tilted downward and parted in a
griffin grin. “I’m a gracious fellow. You
just never paid attention to that side of me.”

“What did he say?” Li
asked, reining his grey in beside Mikk.

“He said to give you his
thanks.”

Kel’Ratan nudged his bay stallion to my
right, his mustache bristling. “Somehow Bar and gracious don’t mix
well in the same sentence.”

I admired Bar’s graceful
bank, his huge wings sweeping serenely up and down, his forelegs
tucked under his shoulders, his lion half following behind on the
warm wind. Nor was I the only one. Few Jha’fhar and no Kel’Hallan
kept their eyes lowered until Bar flew out of sight. Even Black
Tongue and Shadow ceased their battle and stared upward.

On her Rufus with Rygel
riding Shardon behind her, Arianne expertly guided him into line
behind me. Little Bull paced at her right flank. I wondered
absently if she still missed Darkhan. I know I certainly
did.

“As we ride this day,” Li
said, nudging his grey into a trot toward the river, with Mikk and
Kel’Ratan’s bay keeping pace. “You must tell me what it’s like to
fly.”









 The Tears of a Unicorn


Chapter Nine






Darkhan groaned and belched contentedly.
“Damn, but I’m full.”






We lounged indolently on the stony earth at the edge of a
sheer drop off, soaking up the late afternoon sun. Behind us reared
the mountainside where, working as a team, we’d driven a bull and a
small heifer over the edge. We killed them early in the morning and
feasted on both numerous times throughout the span of twelve
hours.

I gazed out over the
mountains, drowsy but not really feeling the need to sleep. The
second tall range lay in my sight, tall and steep, their distant
crests buried in dark clouds. More snow was on the way, yet the air
didn’t have the threat of another blizzard in it.
Probably a brief storm that would throw some snow
at us, just to make travelling difficult.

My pace had slowed to a
crawl compared to what it had been before Tashira and Darkhan
joined me, but I found I didn’t much care. Tashira needed to graze
frequently, and as I hardly wanted him thin, Darkhan and I hunted
or napped while he did so.

After Ja’Teel’s latest
attack, I kept my senses and powers on heightened alert. I took no
chances, and hid every trace of our passing with both magical and
physical efforts. While I widened my net’s space so no matter where
Darkhan or Tashira were, they were also hidden behind its cover.
Nor did I permit either of them to stray very far from me. Though
Tashira’s penchant for calling me ‘fussy old maid’ grew old
quickly, I didn’t fracture my resolve.

“Will we need to shelter
from that?” Darkhan asked after a huge yawn.

“I’d rather sleep in
warmth and comfort, wouldn’t you?” I asked.

Darkhan thumped his tail in agreement. “How
long before it hits us?”

“Nightfall,” Tashira said,
ambling up behind us. “And you both are milksops.”

In the air far below me,
vultures soared on extended wings, circling the corpses of our
meals. I didn’t mind allowing other mountain creatures from eating
what was left. No doubt a few foxes wrangled over them, not
permitting the vultures or rooks to alight until they filled their
bellies.

“Bite me,” I replied
amiably.

Darkhan rolled onto his back, a happy grin
splitting his face. His tongue oozed from the side of his jaws as
he flopped back and forth, scratching his back. “What’ll you bet
Blackie here joins us if we find a cave big enough?”

I glanced sidelong at
Tashira. “Not taking that one.”

Tashira snorted. “Get on your feet, puppies.
Time to go.”

He strode firmly on,
following the cliff edge as it gradually sloped downhill and into
the valley below. His thick tail bounced against his hocks, his
head bobbing with every stride. The curve of the hill forced him
from our sight. Only the stunted mountain pines, boulders and the
ever-present skeletons of trees long dead remained. The light
mountain wind soughed delicately through the treetops before
plummeting into the valley below.

“Who’s in charge here?”
Darkhan laughed, rolling onto his chest and belly, his front paw
folded under him.

“Take a guess, you
flea-bitten mutt.” Tashira’s voice floated faintly up through the
whispering pines. “Don’t make me come back up there.”

“Mother calls,” I said,
rising to stretch languidly, my rump high. My spine popped audibly.
I yawned and shook my ears before entering into a full and very
satisfying body shake. My fur fell into place, sending out dust,
bits of pine needles and twigs. Ah, nothing could compare to a nice
shake after a full meal and a rest in the sun.

“Race you,” Darkhan
challenged the instant before his paws flung dirt and needles into
my face.

“Cheater.”

He was fast, I’ll give him
that. But my longer legs passed him easily before I reached
Tashira. Loose dirt flew from my paws in a shower as I galloped
headlong down into the valley, leaping thickets, boulders and
whitened dead trees. Birds, chirping in panic, burst up from the
ground before my laughing muzzle. A herd of elk broke apart and
fled in every direction as I burst upon them like a black daemon.
Antlers flared high as the beautiful creatures bounded into the
safety and shelter of the trees.

Thudding hooves announced
Tashira’s entry into the race. I put on more speed as he galloped
up beside me, his mane flying in the wind above him, his tail
floating behind, a magnificent banner of war. His neck flattened
out as his knees rose in perfect harmony with mine as we leaped a
huge pine tree, fallen in the recent past. Thick spires threatened
to catch us on deadly sharp tips should we fail to gauge the
distance. More obstacles like boulders, smaller rocks, living
thickets and dead white logs with worm paths etched into their
bones forced us to jump high.

Down and down we galloped,
side by side, following the hairpin curve of the lower valley,
splashing through a wide, yet shallow stream and sending silver
droplets of water high to sparkle in the sun. The valley bottom
gave out, our only path now heading upwards. Higher we climbed, our
hind legs pushing, propelling us forward as the climb steepened.
Tashira’s quarters bucked as the brush and trees thinned, the blue
sky above beckoning us on.

Small stones rolled
downhill under the thrust of Tashira’s hooves and my paws. Thorny
bushes caught at my legs, and a rabbit streaked past my nose.
Tashira’s dark eyes laughed, almost on a level with mine, my own
jaws wide in a lupine grin. My tongue flapped in the wind of my own
creation.

Cresting the peak, we
raced across the gentle, upward slope, aiming for the thicker
forest. Before we reached it, Tashira dug his hind hooves into the
stony soil, his quarters low, his front hooves still galloping
forward. I, too skidded to a stop, dust flying about me in a cloud
as Tashira reared, his front hooves boxing the air.

High against the sky, his
black form displayed a dark silhouette of a horse on a field of
blue. I pirouetted under him, my own paws lifted against his front
feet, brushing them in passing. “I won,” I crowed, rearing again to
slap his muzzle with my paws.

He jerked his head high, away from me. “I
won, nimrod.”

“Did not.”

“Did, too.
Cur.”

“Donkey.”

Settling to four feet once again, I laughed
and panted, my tongue low, as Darkhan finally caught up to us.

“Bugger,” he exclaimed,
winded, his tongue hanging lower than mine. “I am
sooo out of
shape.”

Tashira pranced on his toes, not winded at
all. “Wimp.”

Darkhan eyed me sidelong. “Even if we find
shelter big enough, let’s not let him in.”

I laughed. “Come on.
Daylight’s wasting.”

Trotting northeast along the ridge, I
scented the air. The freshening breeze brought with it the faint
hint of snow. While the storm clouds hadn’t reached the sun yet,
they would very soon. The temperature already dropped
significantly.

“Will you pass another
night in a cave with a blazing fire?”
Darius asked.

“Is there something wrong
with that?”

“Tashira’s right. You’re a
milksop.”

“You just keeping thinking
that way,” I replied, striking a strong lope uphill. “Right up
until the moment I kill your pal.”

“It’s not my
pal.”

“Whatever.”

“Hearing one side of a
conversation is rather weird,” Tashira asked Darkhan behind me,
“don’t you think?”

“It’s like he’s out of his
mind. He talks to someone who isn’t there.”

“Aren’t there places for
folks like him?” Tashira whispered though he intended I hear him
clearly.

“If there aren’t,” Darkhan
observed in his own version of a whisper. “There should be. Must
keep everyone else safe, don’t you know.”

“You two seriously need a
hobby,” I commented as I dodged rounded rocks and dead trees, their
branches pointing like accusing fingers toward the sky. I didn’t
slow the fast pace I set despite their commentary.

“I think we just found
it.”






***






Tashira’s prediction of
the storm’s arrival proved most accurate. Just as the sun vanished
behind the mountain range we needed to cross, the first flurries
began. Not a great deal at first, however. Swirling eddies of snow,
caught on the slight wind skidded lightly across the ground. High
above, the mountain peaks vanished under the heavy, undulating
mist. Up ahead, a cliff reared high above us, broken boulders, the
ever-present thickets and stunted pine trees littered its
foot.

I wondered absently if
caves might be found there. If so,
I’d light another fire. There’s
certainly plenty of
firewood handy.

Darkhan trotted at my
tail, while Tashira lingered behind, nibbling on a delicacy he
found. I heard his teeth grind, the swish of his tail, the soft
thud of his enormous hooves on the stones. He’d catch up soon. 

A strange scent caught my
attention, and I stopped dead. Darkhan bumbled into my rear with a
broken off exclamation.

I sniffed, glancing
around. I saw nothing threatening, and the odor itself didn’t raise
my alarm instincts. Like the delicate fragrance of a spring flower
it tickled my nostrils. The muted sunlight cast only dim shadows,
the flurry thickening around us. Within an hour, the darkness would
set in. Bending my head down to the light snow already on the
ground, I nosed about, seeking tracks. The odd scent had me
curious.

“Whoa,” Darkhan said, his
tone awed. “Check it out.”

I lifted my head, glancing
first to Darkhan. Then I followed the direction of his golden eyes.
At first, I saw nothing but swirling snow, green-white pine and
grey boulders dusted lightly with snowfall. My eyes fastened on
what looked like twin rubies amidst the grey-white mist.

I gasped. Both wonder and delight filled my
heart.

All but invisible in the white eddying mist
stood a unicorn.

Pearl white, it stood
slightly shorter than Darkhan, perhaps the size of a large pony.
Delicate, almost frail in appearance, its slender limbs ended in
pale, gold-washed hooves. Its trim body, shaggy with a well-grown
winter coat, seemed almost translucent, and gave off a faint glow
even in the loaming. A white mane and tail, as long as Tashira’s by
comparison, brushed the snow. It’s single horn–

Iridescent, it grew from
between the creature’s dark garnet eyes, colored as a luminescent
shell fresh from the sea, and glimmered with a multitude of colors.
‘Twas as though the horn held a life of its own. The lance started
out thick at the creature’s forehead, and appeared to twist
outward. Yet, it ended at a wickedly sharp point a foot or so
beyond.

“Easy, my lady,” Darkhan
said. “We won’t harm you.”

Only then did I observe
the threat in that lowered lance, the spark of deadly fury in those
blood red eyes. Strong muscles bulged under its white coat, tense,
prepared to spring. Despite our wolf sizes and large fangs, that
delicate creature stood prepared to take us on, battle-ready. All
it needed was an excuse.

Heeding Darkhan’s voice
and the tension quavering in the air, Tashira clattered over the
hilltop and halted behind us. I dared not take my eyes from the
deadly unicorn before me to glance over my shoulder. I heard his
quick intaken breath of astonishment.

“Little sister,” Tashira
said softly. “Believe him. They’re not what you fear.”

“Rest easy, pure one,” I
murmured, my tail slinging from side to side. “You are not our prey
now–or ever.”

Tashira stepped forward,
his inky mane cascading over me like a hairy waterfall. “Wolves are
never your enemy. Trust in them as you trust in me.”

At his, our, words, the
unicorn relaxed. Her horn rose as her body trembled violently. Her
ruby eyes softened, their once hard edge now gone. Great tears
welled and slid down her face to drop to the snow between her gold
hooves.

At her feet, her silvery
tears vanished into the light, swirling white and grey earth.
Droplets darkened the white for a moment, sparkling like jewels
held under the sunlight. Then they vanished a though they’d never
been.

Instantly, green shoots
uncoiled like serpents from between her hooves. I caught my breath,
wondering absently if I was the only one who witnessed this
miracle. Like tendrils of ripe seaweed floating in the sea’s
current, the living plants shot from the soil, waving in the
wind.

Like any creature suddenly
emerging from warmth into deep cold, they halted, considering. I
watched with zero breath in my chest as the young sprouts turned
their backs on the snow and winter, and dove deep into the rocky
soil. I’d no doubt that there they’d remain until spring brought
warmth, sunlight and new life. Only then would they emerge, the
tears of a unicorn creating a flower never before seen in this
world.

I knew its petals would be
white and dark red.

“I–I can’t–” the unicorn
said softly. She gulped hard and tried again. “I can’t get her out.
I tried. I can’t get her out.”

Her tears undid me. I
strode forward, unmindful of that dreadful lance, and towered over
her. She stood her ground, unafraid, her damp eyes raised to mine.
“What happened, dear one?”

Forced to tilt her head back to look into my
face, mere inches stood between her horn and my throat. “My
daughter. She fell–I warned her to stay close, but–”

“Show us.”

Turning, the unicorn
trotted daintily up the short hill, between a group of shattered
boulders. Her tail created a strange, undulating track in the
newly-fallen snow, concealing her fresh footprints. Any hunter
following them might believe they were not brushed-out trails at
all but the wind whispering over the concealed heather.

Amongst the sharp rocks, a
dark crevice opened up in their midst. A large dark hole appeared
amid the stony crown, partly concealed by thorny bushes and scrub
oak. A tall fir, with a thicket of bare, brown alders, poplar and
elms flanked its broad green branches, and sheltered the cavern’s
mouth. We discovered a cave, not in the side of a hill but under
one.

There was room enough for
me, the unicorn and Darkhan, but not for Tashira. As we three stuck
our faces into the hole in the earth, Tashira planted his front
hooves on a low boulder and peered down over our heads.

A faint iridescent glow
glimmered from the depths. Ruby eyes met ours, a tiny bud between
them. She lay on her folded legs, a tiny unicorn foal, dimly gold
hooves curled beneath her.

“Are you hurt, child?”
Darkhan asked, his strong voice booming down and echoing amidst the
small cavern.

A tiny voice, almost unheard by even our
keen ears answered him. “No.”

I sat back, calculating
the width of the cavern mouth. In dismay, I discovered no way in
hell could I fit and pass through. My massive form could not
possibly squeeze past its granite mouth. Maybe as a
human–

I eyed the unicorn. “Can you drop down
there?”

She glanced up. “Yes. But
I haven’t the strength to–”

“I have.”

Darkhan rose to his paws, his tail wagging,
as he dropped his head into the hole and sniffed. Even his rapid
nose brought on the echoes. I hoped he didn’t bring the little one
into a panic.

“I can get in there, no
sweat.”

“Don’t land on her,”
Tashira warned. “You’re heavy enough to squash her into
jelly.”

“Chill, Blackie,” Darkhan
said easily. “I got it covered.”

Suddenly, I felt grateful
Darkhan was several pounds underweight. He slid, eel-like, into the
hole. First his front legs and shoulders slid through, catching on
the rock rim, then his body and hind legs dropped out of sight. I
heard his paws strike stone.

Alarmed that he dropped all his wolf weight
onto the foal, I called down. “You didn’t hurt her, did you?”

His vague shadow-shape
stood darker than the cavern, his long tail waving.

“Of course not,” he said.
“She’s just fine, aren’t you, lass?”

Once more, a tiny, almost unheard voice
drifted up. “Yes.”

I caught the gleam of his
amber eyes and her garnet ones as they both stared upward. The rest
of her, of course, had vanished under his dark bulk. I made out his
dark form and wagging tail, his legs splayed over her gleaming
white. Snow swirled in small eddies, falling into the cavern
beneath my feet and dusting Darkhan’s fur.

“How do you intend to get
back up here?” I asked, thinking human hands might be
necessary.

“Clear a path,” Darkhan
said. “Once I pick her up, I’m just going to jump.”

“He might need help,”
Tashira muttered. “Be ready to grab him.”

Gently, I nudged the
unicorn away from the crevice with my muzzle. “Stand back, little
sister,” I said gently. “He’s bringing her up and may need
room.”

Her horn nodded once, her
cheeks no longer wet. Hope loomed in her ruby eyes, her tiny ears
erect and proud. She stepped daintily away from the dark hole, her
gold-washed hooves striking sparks even on rock covered in snow.
Satisfied she had cleared the area, I stuck my head back into the
cavern.

Darkhan picked up the foal
in his strong jaws. Quiet, unalarmed, she hung from his white fangs
with a trust and a quiescent love that speared my heart. Her head
swung backward to rub his furry cheek, like a contented cat, her
ruby eyes slack and satisfied.

His haunches coiled
beneath him, his tail stiff. He lowered his body close to the
floor, his muzzle up, his ears flat.

“’Et ‘ack,” Darkhan
commanded, his yellow eyes blazing, peering up into mine. Drool
dripped from between his lips.

I obeyed him the instant he leaped.

Lunging backward, I
skidded on slippery, snow-covered rock as Darkhan’s head and
shoulders emerged from the crevice. His front paws clawed for
purchase on rock and snow, the unicorn foal dangling, bright-eyed
and curious, from his jaws. Yellow eyes wide with panic, Darkhan
heaved upward, his shoulders bulging with effort. His claws dug
furrows into the rock itself as his body swung into empty space
beneath him. The furrows grew in length as his own solid weight
became his enemy.

His shoulders dropped
beneath the cavern lip, his grip on the rocks loosening. Within an
instant, both he and the foal would drop back, out of
sight.

Seizing his ruff as I
might have gripped Tuatha’s, I bit deep, his thick coat protecting
him from any real harm. In my teeth, I caught his weight against
mine. Hurling all I had into reverse, I threw every considerable
pound I owned into skidding, clawing, scraping my way backward,
dragging Darkhan with me. My paws scratched the rocks and slippery
snow, digging in deep, rigid furrows. Back and back I urged all my
strength, my hind paws skidding off slippery granite, my front legs
braced against a helping rock lip.

Surging ever back, clawing
and scraping for every inch, I dragged Darkhan’s great weight plus
one tiny unicorn away from gravity’s evil grasp. Why he didn’t spit
the foal from his mouth and use that extra edge, that vital and
lessened weight, to grip the rock I’ll never know. She remained,
clasped between his razor-sharp fangs, quiet and happy.

Like a she-wolf birthing
an ultra-large whelp, the cavern finally released him. I dragged
Darkhan from the grasping maw until he lay panting for breath on
his belly, his hind legs and tail hanging out into empty
space.

Only then did Darkhan open
his jaws and allow the tiny unicorn baby to tumble out, damp with
his saliva and roll onto the stony, snow-brushed ground. I released
my grip on him and backed a step from his prone body.

Before the foal shook snow
from her ears and toddled to her feet, her mother brushed under my
neck. Fresh tears rolled. Two tiny, shining droplets struck my
paws. Like something alive, I felt them burrow under my fur and
into my flesh. Faintly alarmed, I glanced down at my feet. No drops
of dew rested atop my toes. Where’d they
go?

The tiny foal struggled to
get her recalcitrant legs to work properly. She gained her footing,
only to flop to the ground as her dam licked and fretted. Errant
dust, snow and any other foreign substance in the foal’s eyes, ears
or muzzle died under the onslaught of the unicorn’s tongued
fury.

A mother’s love is an
unrivaled force of nature. This pale creature fussed over her
wayward offspring, scolding, worrying, no doubt threatening dire
consequences should she ever wander again. More often than not, her
efforts hindered the foal’s ability to rise up, but that tiny
infant managed it in the end.

“Thanks for the assist,”
Darkhan murmured, standing and shaking snow and rock dust from his
fur.

“Anytime,” I replied
absently, feeling a very odd tingling sensation sprout from my paws
and rise upwards. I shifted from one foot to the other, trying not
to be obvious, hoping the movement ended the weird
feeling.

It didn’t. It spread
instead. Up my legs and into my chest, then further to my neck and
back across my shoulders. It felt as though a million times a
million tiny bugs raced and scurried just under my skin.

I shut my jaw hard when I wanted to pant in
anxiety, not wanting my friends to worry or alarm the unicorn.
Though somehow she had to know what was happening to me. They were
her tears after all.

The tiny baby, outsized by
her fierce protective mother, also shook herself, imitating
Darkhan’s motion. While his settled fur into place and evicted the
unpleasant additions, hers merely rattled her pale baby coat and
sent a tiny cloud of dust to hang, midair. The swift winter breeze
blew it away.

The bugs reached my face
and spread into my ears. That really
felt odd. I lowered my head and rubbed them
against my leg, trying to ease the stinging itch. Down my back,
over my ribs and my belly, the bugs crawled, racing, sprinting and
spreading. Down my hindquarters, into my legs, tingling, itching,
making me squirm. My paws twitched, convulsing, as the bugs along
my spine wrangled on, into my tail. I think every hair on my tail
stood out stiff, at attention.

As though reaching a high
cliff and jumping off, the bugs seemed to float out the tip of my
tail and vanish.

“Raine?”

“Huh?”

Tashira eyed me with concern. “Are you all
right?”

I licked my lips. Darkhan
hadn’t noticed a thing. Far too enchanted with the tiny unicorn he
saved, he failed to see anything but her. After her pleasant shake,
she butted against his grinning face, her ruby eyes glowing. Like a
cat, she rubbed her body alongside his muzzle to his neck to turn
and repeat on her other side. Her happy mother stood back,
watching, her own eyes bright red and filled with a soft
contentment.

“Raine?”

“Uh, yes,” I answered,
finding a quick wag or two. “Just fine. You?”

Tashira shook his ears, not convinced. “I’m
just glad things worked out. Who’d have thought a wolf would save a
baby unicorn?”

“Yes,” the unicorn said,
turning those sparkling jewels on me, her voice like sweet music.
“These are strange days when in my most dire need I turn to enemies
and find in them friends.”

“Wolves were never your
enemies, little sister,” Tashira said. “Only those who carry evil
with them count as your foes.”

“I’d never eat a unicorn,”
Darkhan added, lying down with the foal between his front
legs.

She proceeded to butt him
onto his side. He obliged her, laughing, as she climbed his ribcage
and stood atop her furry mountain in triumph. “I’d rather face
starvation than harm such a delightful creature.”

“But we
are hunted.”

I’d nothing to say to
that. Even as a gladiator, I’d heard tales of men who sold
everything they owned to buy the gear necessary to hunt the fabled
unicorn. While I doubt many succeeded, there were those who died
while trying. As well as the many who claimed to have brought home
the wondrous horn of the unicorn they’d slain.

Tashira dropped his huge
head on level with hers. “You are, indeed, hunted. You have also
many means to stay alive. Very few of your kind are killed, madam,
for you, as a species, are both wise and cunning.”

Those dark garnet orbs lit
with amusement. “You are quite correct, young Tarbane. Someday,
times will change and we will never be hunted again. Nor will your
kind.”

“I will pray for such
times.”

For a long moment, she
stared deep into Tashira’s great, soft eyes, as though communing
with him on some deep level. Nor did he move, never blinking, his
mane brushing the snow-capped stones. The storm’s flurries had
worsened, snowflakes falling thicker and heavier, hurried by a
chilling wind. White crested Tashira’s neck and body, tufting his
ears while the unicorn had all but vanished into the swirling mist.
Only her eyes remained, floating red rubies hanging in
mid-air.

At length, Tashira slowly
extended his right foreleg. As he had with Ly’Tana, he lowered his
face to his knee, hiding his eyes, his long lengths of mane coiling
up on the snow-covered ground. He bowed to the tiny unicorn facing
him.

Her single horn dipped in
acknowledgement.

As he rose, she called to
her baby in what I surmised to be unicorn language. Not quite a
whinny, yet a more guttural sound, it still sounded musical to my
ears. I think I could have spent my entire life sitting silent,
listening, mesmerized by that sweet sound.

The foal leaped from Darkhan’s ribs,
stumbled, cascaded headfirst into the snow. Up again, her eyes wide
and laughing, she galloped on spindly legs to her mother’s
side.

Darkhan rolled onto his
belly. “You mind your mama now,” he said. “No more adventuring for
you, until you’re older.”

“I will,” she answered,
her minuscule voice as easy on the ears as her mother’s.

“Promise me?”

“I promise.”

With her daughter at her
side, the unicorn stared hard at Darkhan. “Young wolf,” she said.
“Come here.”

He obeyed, rising to his feet, covered in
snow and dirt. With his tail low and his eyes glowing bright, he
paced slowly toward her. Then he lowered his head in submission as
though he approached his pack leader.

In a move delicate yet
firm, she brought her single horn down. Its point, possibly as
sharp as a steel-tipped arrow, tapped him lightly between the ears.
Darkhan shivered as though chilled, his shoulders hunched. I
suspected something passed between them. Just as something passed
between her and Tashira.

Her daughter looked on,
her own budding horn nothing but a tiny bump over her eyes. With a
nudge, the unicorn urged her daughter to follow as she turned, both
all but invisible in the approaching darkness and swirling
snowfall.

Darkhan raised his head to watch as mother
and daughter walked away. “Goodbye,” he murmured. “Look after
yourself, child.”

The smaller unicorn
paused. “Goodbye,” her tiny voice emerged in a sweet melody amid
the whispering wind. “I’ll never forget you.”

The adult also stopped.
Yet, she didn’t turn her head to look at Darkhan. Those garnet eyes
looked at me. They looked through
me.

“Fare thee well on thy
quest, gai-tan,”
she said.

“But,” I began, uncertain
why she blessed me. “I didn’t do anything.”

“You have,” she answered.
“More importantly, you will. I have marked you.”

“Um,” I began, my paws
skidding on snow as I sat down hard and hurt my tail.

“Where ever you are,” she
said. “I can find you.”

Had any other voice spoken
those words, I might find them threatening. Yet, in her musical
voice, the voice that struck me dumb with wonder and delight, I
could, would, never find worry or alarm.

She dipped her horn once, twice, thrice. “We
shall meet again.”

Taking her daughter with
her, the unicorn paced away, her thickly white tail concealing her
tracks. The youngster gazed up, rapt, as the elder spoke down, her
soft words lost amid the rapidly howling winter wind. Of what did
they speak?

In the last, I saw them,
side by side, walking away. Within the next instant, only the
wind-whipped snow, waving thickets and grey-white boulders marked
where they’d been. No scent of them remained, nor any tracks. As
though utilizing Rygel’s magic, they disappeared.

The snow swallowed them up.









Rygel’s Payback


Chapter Ten






Four of us peered down into the busy valley
below, hidden behind sheltering rocks.






Kel’Ratan, Rygel, Silverruff and me watched the hectic camp in
our direct path; a bee-hive, industrious and active with working
men. Hovels and tents lined the muddy lanes, people leading laden
donkeys or mules, or driving beasts in harness. Many ducked into or
emerged from the wood-framed caverns delved into the
hillside.

“A mining camp,” Rygel
explained. “Miners seeking gold, probably working outside the
Khalidian laws.”

“Do you think they’d know
about us?” Kel’Ratan asked. He jerked his chin toward me. “About
her?”

Silverruff growled. I’d
long given up asking for a translation. By now, Rygel and Arianne
automatically offered an interpretation before I asked.
Occasionally, one forgot and forced me to, with a long-suffering
sigh, to ask what the wolf said. This time, anyway, Rygel paid
attention.

“He said there’s no way
around them.”

I, forced to agree, eyed the steep
mountainsides rising to either side of the valley. Should we try to
avoid the camp below, we must first climb the steep slopes above, a
treacherous endeavor for even the bravest heart.

“He’s right,” Kel’Ratan
admitted. “We could go back the way we came a few leagues and go
around this valley, but–”

“We’d lose days,” I said
tersely. “Days we don’t have.”

“Exactly,” Rygel said. “We
have to go down there.”

I bit my thumbnail.
The wolves could do it.
Their paws might cling where our horses’ hooves would slide. If
they travelled above and out of sight, we humans and our pack
animals might pass through. If we offered the miners enough bribes,
anyway. They may not know Brutal wanted us, or that I was his
runaway bride.

Rygel only shrugged, and bit his thumb as I
did. “If they operate outside the law, they’d only bring trouble
upon themselves should they report seeing us.”

“And if they’re legit?”
Kel’Ratan demanded.

Rygel shrugged. “Then
someone would ride through the mountains to inform Brutal we were
there. By the time that rider reached him, and his hunters rode
here, we’d be long gone and our trail cold.”

“You hope.”

Rygel bared his teeth in a wolfish snarl.
“Hope is all we have.”

That decided me. I cupped
Silverruff’s lower jaw to stare deep into his brown eyes. “You lead
them,” I said softly. “Take them over the mountains. Meet us on the
far side of that high peak there, just to our north.”

Silverruff glanced over
his shoulder, his muzzle still held by my hand, and back again. He
whined, low.

“He said he’d rather be
here, to protect you.”

I rubbed my nose against
his cold black one. “We might pass, calling ourselves miners or
merchants,” I replied, my face against his, my eyes delving deep
into those amber-brown depths. “If you boys were with us, well, the
hunt, they say, is on.”

Silverruff grumbled. I
chuckled, not needing a translation. “I’ll be safe enough. Bar will
fly high, unseen. Between him and my boys, I’m protected. Those
silly miners wouldn’t stand a chance.”

Silverruff sighed. Kissing
my cold cheek, he turned and galloped back downhill where the rest
of my gang waited. I glanced back down at the muddy camp. “Let’s
just ride on down there,” I said slowly. “Without any guise or
explanation. If we’re recognized, so be it. If not, then we simply
pass on by and leave them to their toil.”

“Might they be armed,
Rygel?” Kel’Ratan asked.

“Poorly, if at all,” Rygel
said. “From here, I don’t see any horses, just donkeys, mules and
oxen. If they heard rumors of Brutal’s hunt for us, they may not
even care. Gold is all they crave.”

“Federate coin is still
gold,” Kel’Ratan muttered as he followed me back down the
hill.

Reaching the rest of my
boys, I arrived in time to see the wolves melt into the
undergrowth. I reckoned Arianne had translated the reason for the
disappearance, for no one tried to call them back. Off her flashy
Rufus and seated on a granite boulder, Arianne held Tuatha in her
lap while she fed him pieces of dried beef. He’d grown much in the
last few weeks, and his jaws were now strong enough to chew his
meat. The mush bag had long been discarded. He certainly could eat on his own without being babied. But ‘twas hard
to tell Arianne that. She didn’t want him to grow up, I
suspected.

Saddle girths loosened,
Witraz, Alun and Rannon fed the horses grain as Tor unpacked our
midday meal. Yuri and Yuras helped by building a small fire and
hanging a small pot of water to boil for hot broth. The twins stood
to either side of the camp, on watch, guarding against potential
enemies. Although how Brutal might find us in this high altitude
wilderness, I couldn’t begin to guess.

Without the wolves, the
camp seemed empty. I’d grown used to their separating into smaller
packs to hunt. Often some stayed behind to lie around and nap, or
play games with their human friends. When one pack returned, full
and satisfied, another departed to find their meals. That way,
their voracious appetites didn’t diminish our precious stores of
food. Often, we set up camp in the late afternoon to allow my boys
to accompany their wolves on the hunt. While the wolves fed, they
brought back game to roast for our evening supper. The deer, elk or
feral cow hides we rolled up and packed away in case we needed them
later.

The warm fur and hide
garments Li’s people made for us proved a blessing. No amount of
icy wind penetrated the thick skins, no frigid snow or damp rain
soaked into the well-oiled surfaces. More comfortable than I’d have
thought, I never missed the freedom of my simple Kel’Hallan
leathers.

The tents Li gave us also
proved invaluable. Snug and warm against the cruelest mountain
storm, the charcoal braziers we lit inside each one kept humans and
wolves quite comfortable through each chilly night. The horses,
having grown thick coats in a remarkably short time, never seemed
to mind the icy wind.

Only Bar suffered.

Cave-dwellers, griffins
didn’t ordinarily hang about in frigid winds. Too big to enter a
tent, Bar’s short lion coat didn’t grow or thicken as the horses’
did. The bitter cold bit deep into his body. With extra hides, I
helped sew a large heavy fur blanket together to cover him, keeping
the chill out and his body warmth in. Several fires, fed by every
watch, also defeated the winter wind as they encircled his body.
Between them and the heavy blanket, Bar withstood the savage drop
in temperatures at night in relative comfort.

“What’s the plan?”
Kel’Ratan asked as I sat down beside the fire. Well-covered, my
butt didn’t feel the chill of the snow I sat upon beside the
licking flames.

“Don’t have one,” I
replied, biting into hard bread and cheese offered to me by
Yuri.

Tuatha, having finished
his lunch, leaped down from Arianne’s lap and trotted to me, his
tail waving. Having lost some of his puppy awkwardness, he moved
with some of the lithe grace he’d own as an adult. Arianne, missing
Darkhan terribly, had no wolf of her own. She tried every trick and
bribe she could think of to keep Tuatha with her. As Raine’s son,
he thought of me as his mother, and he never failed to abandon her
if my side or arms were available.

I grunted as he crawled
into my lap, his jaws wide in a lupine grin. He now weighed three
times as much as he had when his dam dropped him in Raine’s lap.
Now as big as a full-grown shepherd dog, he overflowed not just my
lap but also numbed my legs with his heavy weight. Like Tor, he
grew fast.

“What if I don’t want to
share my cheese?” I asked him when he gazed up at me with those
wide, adoring sapphire eyes and whined low, licking his dark
lips.

“You will anyway,”
Bar said from behind me. “He knows a sucker when he sees one.”

“I’m always a sucker for
beautiful eyes,” I replied, giving him a morsel of
cheese.

“You’re just a
sucker,” Bar snapped. “Admit it.”

“There’s one born every
minute.”

“So we just ride down
there like we belong?” Kel’Ratan asked, receiving his own pre-lunch
lunch from Yuras.

“Precisely,” I answered,
rubbing dark ears and offering more cheese.

“We answer no questions,”
Rygel said from his place beside Arianne. She nibbled on a piece of
beef, then popped the rest into Rygel’s mouth.

I scowled at her. “You better eat twice what
you just gave him,” I said firmly. “You still don’t weigh more than
a damn rabbit.”

When she would have defied
me, her princess rising to the surface, I glowered with my very
best ‘don’t you dare try me’
face. Bowing under my superior rank, she sullenly
munched on bread and cheese. Hastily, Rygel popped some nuts from
his pocket into her hand. She loved nuts, for a strange reason, and
ate them when she might refuse better food.

“We might simply offer a
few jewels as bribes,” Rygel suggested, grimacing in embarrassment.
“They may be satisfied and leave us to ride on through.”

“Keep some handy, then,”
Kel’Ratan said, clearly worried.

“What will be, will be,” I
said. “Either they’ll let us pass and not care, or they let us pass
and run squealing to Brutal. Either way, we pass.”

Kel’Ratan muttered into his own bread,
chewing hard.

I slewed around to Bar. “Go hunt,” I
ordered.

“I’m not
hungry.”

“I don’t care. I can’t
have you with me, nor can I have you hungry when I can least afford
to have you gone. Go.”

“You’re certainly bossy
these days,” he grumbled, walking away to
launch himself into the air without casting snow over
us.

“I am the boss,” I said equably. “High
time you learned that.”

He’d long ago learned how
to mutter under his breath from Kel’Ratan, the local expert. I
munched my cheese, watching him rise on a warm thermal, circling
higher and higher. Smart enough not to fly north, over the valley
of the industrious miners, he flew east, his long leonine legs and
black-tipped tail streaming behind him. He vanished behind a
mountain and was lost from my sight.

As Tor served up warmed
meat, fruit, nuts and tubers he always managed to find. Witraz,
Alun and Rannon joined us and sat down beside the fire. Yuri took
plenty of food to Left and Right, on watch, before returning to
take some food for himself.

“Rygel,” I said, catching
his attention. “Where is Raine, by the bond you have?”

Pausing mid-chew, he
half-shut his eyes, concentrating. “I’d say not more than two days
ride from here.”

“Are Darkhan and Tashira
with him?” Arianne asked, her emphasis on Darkhan’s name telling me
of whom she truly wanted to know about.

“That I can’t say,” Rygel
admitted. “I can feel only Raine.”

“Tashira is with him,”
Shardon said from his grazing amid the horses and mules.

“Good,” I said. “Now, we
deal with those miners below. I saw no posted guards, so none will
stop us. We continue to ride unless accosted, answer no questions
unless we’ve no choice. Toss them some jewels and ride
on.”

Kel’Ratan shrugged. “As long as they aren’t
armed, I don’t have a problem with that.”

“Let them suspect what
they will,” Rygel added. “They may not even be certain, given our
current mode of dress. Keep your hair inside your hood, Princess,
you, too, Arianne. With no wolves and no griffin, they may assume
we are merchants passing by and ask no questions.”






***






That advice, while quite
good, lasted until we rode midway through the camp. Not quite a
town, as such, its tents and hovels still gave the small valley a
town-like atmosphere. I rode, my head down, behind Kel’Ratan and
Rygel, with Arianne beside me. Riding in pairs, my boys trailed us,
leading the laden mules. Let the miners believe men held the rank,
not the small, obvious women in the group. They may even think us
trollops, and never look beyond that notion.

Miners, muddied to the
eyeballs and armed with shovels and picks, a few holding the reins
of small donkeys, watched us ride past. Their mouths dropped open,
as though they’d never seen horsemen in their lives. Thick, viscous
mud splashed from under the hooves of our mounts as we rode down
the main street. Dismal and dreary, with little to attract the eye,
I found the entire place depressing.

None tried to stop us, or
even raise a voice as to our business. Perhaps there was no central
government or protective service that might ask the most awkward of
questions. I breathed easier when no one bothered to halt our
progression.

I also noticed very few
women in the place. One or two, here and there, at the doors of
tents or huts, watched us with dull, incurious eyes as we rode
past. No doubt former prostitutes brought to this place to
entertain the miners for food, shelter and perhaps a bit of
gold.

Perhaps halfway through
this rough village the town square hove into our view and path.
There stood a line of three stout men with swords, holding the
business ends toward us.

“Halt,” the foremost
ordered.

Kel’Ratan reined in, Rygel
halting beside him. Around us, the town movement slowed to a stop
to stare, feet and hooves mired deep in mud and muck, pointing and
gawping. Structures, more than wooden hovels yet less than firm
brick buildings, stood about the square. A common well sprang from
the midst of it all. A small figure dressed and hooded in brown
homespun rose from beside the well to turn. Also taking in us newcomers.

“Who are you and what do
you want?” demanded the man. His grip on his sword’s hilt was less
than sure, I observed, and his hands shook visibly.

“We’re only passing
through, friend,” Rygel replied easily, leaning on the pommel of
his saddle. I hoped these people wouldn’t know a Tarbane from the
ass end of an ox. “We want no trouble, nor will we run from
it.”

In pure Rygel drama,
Kel’Ratan shifted in his saddle to display his fingers tickling the
hilt of his sword. Down the line, my boys imitated him, subtly
revealing bows, nocked arrows, swords. The leader gulped. I
grinned.

The man rallied his nerve.
“We demand a tax,” he declared. “From anyone who crosses our
territory.”

His fellows nodded, belligerent, yet
terrified should we deny them their alleged tax. They knew full
well who might win a battle over this ‘tax’, and it wouldn’t be
them. Outnumbered ten to three, they knew where the odds stood.

“Of course,” Rygel replied
easily. “We’ve no wish to cause you grief. Will this cover your
tax?”

To the leader, he
carelessly tossed three diamonds and an emerald. The man caught
one, while the others plopped into the mud. His fellows dropped
their blades to root for the other gems. The townies gathered
closer together, their eyes on the trio with the new
riches.

“Why, yes, so it will,”
the man stammered, eyeing the mud at his feet. His sword drooped in
his fist.

From the candle of my eye,
I saw the figure in brown homespun, hooded, step away from the
well. I turned to watch fully, my hackles rising, as he folded his
hands within the sleeves of his gown. Hunching over my right arm to
disguise my movement, I gripped the hilt of my blade. To his right,
the village idiots scrambled to find the lost diamonds, exclaiming
in horror. By all accounts, we’d been forgotten. I half-thought the
townsfolk might turn on the trio who now owned the village’s ‘tax’
if those fools refused to share.

Only the small, loosely
draped person paid us the slightest bit of attention. He tilted his
head to peer up, walking half-way around the well. He didn’t show
his hands. I didn’t like that, didn’t like that at all. I slid my
sword from its sheath, yet kept it hidden behind Mikk’s
shoulder.

The homespun paused. A light feminine voice
spoke from the depths of the heavy hood.

“Hello, Rygel,” she
said.

Caught in an amused smile
at the toughs fighting each other for the diamonds in the mud,
Rygel froze. His tanned complexion drained until his skin waxed
pale, the color of raw bread dough. His head swiveled slowly toward
the hood with his amber eyes bulging. His throat worked, but no
sound emerged from his mouth.

Arianne, no slouch,
recognized a threat to her love when it spoke. She heeled Rufus
between the brown-draped girl and Rygel, a knife in her hand. At my
saddle-bow, hidden by my cloak and my furs, Tuatha growled. Rather
late in the game, Kel’Ratan finally nudged his horse behind the
woman, his sword drawn.

Witraz and Rannon also
kicked their stallions forward, swords in their grips. With no room
for them near the center of the drama, the rest of my boys armed
themselves and waited for word from me.

Our horses and actions
finally engendered the attention of the fellow who first accosted
us.

“You know this man?” he
demanded, having retrieved three of the four tossed gems. His
brothers still labored for the fourth at his feet.

“He’s a dear friend of
mine,” the woman answered, her hood still hiding her face. “Let him
and his people go, Tuco. They mean no harm.”

Tuco scowled, but as his
mate finally rose, the emerald triumphant in his fingers, he
discovered the merits of the jewels rather than the source of them.
The group moved away, cursing each other and exclaiming over their
treasure. The townies moved with them, muttering.

“Care to introduce me to
your friends, Rygel?” the woman asked, still hidden.

“Sabella,” Rygel gasped,
at last finding his voice. “What do you–what are you doing
here?”

Light, tinkling laughter
answered him. “Why the same as I’ve always done. I earn my living
on my back.”

Slender hands tossed aside
the brown hood. I choked back a gasp of horror. The woman might
once have been beautiful, but vivid red scars crossed her pale
face, lancing deep into her skin. Her once blonde hair, now fraught
with oil, skeins of grey and dirt, hung past voluptuous breasts.
Those pale, plump mounds, half-bared under the skimpy cotton cloth
she wore beneath the brown wool, also showed red crisscrossing
scars. Clear blue eyes gazed up at Rygel, ignoring the rest of us
as insignificant, useless, irrelevant. Only he mattered.

“Sabella,” he groaned, his
amber eyes filled with pain, with grief.

“I prayed and I prayed,”
Sabella said softly. “I wore my knees raw praying for this very
moment.”

I sheathed my sword,
finding little threat in this girl, and relaxed. Curiosity
overwhelmed me; I couldn’t stop myself. “Rygel,” I murmured,
glancing from one to the other. “Who is she?”

“She’s–” Rygel began,
choked, and tried again. “She’s–”

“I’m the one who betrayed
him to Crown Prince Brutal,” Sabella answered for him, flashing her
blue at me for a quick second. “I took his love and turned it
against him. I fed him tros
until he was addicted. I led him to his fate and
walked away.”

I sat Mikk and stared hard
at Rygel’s nemesis. I clenched my fist over my sword hilt.
Gods above and below. For
his sake, I raised up anger and hatred at what she’d done. Because
of this woman here, Usa’a’mah delved deep into Rygel’s soul and
pulled out his abiding hatred of women and used it. I took a savage
beating because of this woman standing ankle deep in icy
mud.

Smiling, her tears
slipping down her pale cheeks, she traced her scars with a pale
finger. “This was my reward, Rygel,” she said, still smiling. “I’ll
not hide from you, or your vengeance. I took good gold to love you,
to feed you tros,
to betray you. Witness my compensation, for I earned it
richly.”

Rygel turned his face
away, hiding, his eyes shut. His jaw clenched tight, his fingers
trembled on his leather reins. Shardon stood silent, unmoving,
seemingly unaffected by Rygel’s obvious agony. Even so, I
recognized the hard edge in his mild brown eyes, the stiffness in
his legs, the height of his raised head. If Rygel didn’t command
it, Shardon might well take action on his own. He stood to avenge
Rygel if Rygel didn’t have the guts to take it himself.

“What did Brutal do to
you?” I asked, my voice tight.

Her blue gaze didn’t leave
Rygel. “Brutal tied me to his bed,” she replied softly. “He raped
me for two days. He cut my face, my body, with his knife. After he
sated himself, he gave me to his soldiers.”

Rygel groaned, an oddly
hushed and deeply grieving tone. Arianne, torn between comforting
him and protecting him, glanced from his shaking shoulders to the
brown-cloaked woman. Her mouth pursed in indecision. Should she
hate Sabella or not? Her knife vanished.

“To say I’m sorry could
never be enough,” Sabella said softly. “I cannot, dare not, beg you
to forgive me. I don’t wish your absolution.”

My rage grew, boiling in
my blood. I clenched my fists. I directed at the one who deserved
it the most. Brutal. Always Brutal, destroying lives just for the
amusement factor.

Despite her words, her
tone, Rygel refused to look at her. She went on as though he gave
her his every attention, ignoring his desire to shut out her voice,
her memories.

“I implored the gods to
grant me this one request: that I find you one day and say to you,
‘I pay every day for what I’ve done. I’ve sinned against you, and
my sin can never be absolved.’”

“Damn you,” Rygel said
hoarsely. “Damn you.”

“I am indeed damned, my
love,” she whispered, tears shining in her lustrous eyes. “I took
gold to betray a good man unto an evil one. There’s a place in hell
reserved for me. When my time is up, I go there gladly.”

“What do you want from
me?” Rygel’s voice, haunted, agonized and filled with such
self-loathing it cut me to the core.

“I wish only to say this
to you. I’m sorry for what I’ve done.”

“You bitch,” Rygel
groaned. “Do you know what he made me do?”

“He forced you to sell
your soul,” she replied softly. “Yet, you own it still. You’re so
lucky. Mine?” Sabella laughed softly. “Well, I can never purchase
it back.”

Her blue eyes slowly
traversed our company before resting on a fiercely protective
Arianne. “You’ve found true love,” Sabella murmured. “I’m glad.
Truly glad. Without sounding trite or jealous, you do deserve it.
You both do.”

Rygel and Arianne both
ignored her as though she hadn’t spoken. Reining their mounts
around, they walked a short distance away, Arianne’s small hand on
his arm. I heard her voice speaking, but Arianne’s voice was too
soft for me to make out her words.

Uncaring, unmindful,
Sabella glanced around, her fingers wound tightly within one
another. Travelling around my boys, Corwyn and Tuatha, a small
smile played about her delicate lips.

“Strange folk,” she
murmured, half to herself. “Not miners, though.”

Her blue eyes, at last, wandered to me.
“Might I ask who might you be, lady?”

I smiled a fraction. “I am Princess Ly’Tana
of Kel’Halla.”

Instantly, Sabella
curtseyed low, abasing herself in the thick mud. “Your Highness,”
she whispered. “Forgive my lack of manners. I know your name, for
you were to wed the Crown Prince.”

“Indeed,” I replied, my
tone mild. “Rise, Sabella.”

She obeyed me, her scarred
face pale as milk, the red slashes a darker hue against her skin.
Keeping her gaze on the ground, her homespun trembled with fear.
“These must be your warriors,” she murmured, not daring to look up.
“You must think ill of me, Your Highness.”

“What I think matters
little, lady,” I replied. “What Rygel thinks is
important.”

Sabella continued to
shiver, her face turned away, hiding amidst the thick fall of what
once was lustrous blonde hair. Her homespun, now wrapped tightly
about her slender frame, hid not only the evidence of her scars but
of her profession. Kel’Ratan caught my eye and shook his head, his
mustache smooth. Tuatha grumbled, shifting his paws on my
saddle.

Her terror irritated me.
“Relax,” I said. “You’ll not be harmed by me or mine, and that
includes Rygel. You may speak freely.”

I heard her breath catch
on a soft sob. Finding her courage, she turned at last, her face
down, her fingers twitching. I knew she fought to keep her restless
hands from tossing her hood over her head. To hide from
me.

Though I wanted to assuage her fears
further, as my compassion rose to nudge me in the ribs, I clenched
my teeth shut. Whatever compassion she needed right now must come
from one other than myself.

Sabella glanced up, then
quickly away. “Rygel–he’s–is he your companion now, Your
Highness?”

I grinned. “Though I often wish it
otherwise, he is. I’m actually rather fond of him, but he doesn’t
need to know that. So don’t tell him.”

Sabella actually chuckled.
“I won’t. But somehow I doubt you’re fooling him.”

Finding courage in my banter, she spread her
hands to indicate the mining town. “What are you doing here, Your
Highness, in this dreadful place?”

“Passing through,” I
answered, leaving it at that. She certainly didn’t need to know of
Raine, wolves, Darius or our mission. As I knew she’d never dare
ask questions, she contented herself to what information I gave
her. While she wasn’t peasant class, she held enough poise to
warrant an educated guess that she started life as the daughter of
a landed lord.

Mud splashed as Shardon
spun around, Rygel’s hand on his sword. Arianne lost her grip on
his arm. Wheeling her Rufus, she tried in vain to stop his wild
careen forward. Her hand reached for his shoulder as Shardon
stopped, a foot from Sabella.

Rygel’s expression alarmed
me. His flattened eyes, clenched jaw, rigid lips skinned back from
his slick teeth spoke of murderous intent. Kel’Ratan swiftly nudged
his stallion to Rygel’s flank, ready to halt any potential attack
on Sabella. Arianne urged her Rufus to his other side, her tiny
hand gripping his collar.

“Do you know how much I
want to kill you right now?” he all but screamed. “I should kill
you for what you’ve done.”

“Rygel, she’s under my
protection–” I began.

“Go back to the hell you
spawned from, bitch. I’ll kill you right now, blast your heart
into–”

Sabella smiled. She lifted her head,
exposing her naked throat. “Please. You’d be doing me a favor,
though I couldn’t expect such kindness from you.”

Whatever Rygel expected,
it wasn’t that. Cursing under his breath, he stared hard at the
muddy ground, his face once more averted. Kel’Ratan relaxed a
fraction, yet remained on guard and his hands ready to scoot his
horse between Rygel and his prey. Arianne’s hand didn’t drop from
his jacket, however, and her glorious eyes narrowed with
concern.

“I refuse Her Highness’s
offered protection,” she went on softly. “I’ve done great wrong. If
my life will heal the harm I have done, please take it. It’s
yours.”

Rygel groaned, covering
his face with his hands. “Gods, I want–I can’t–”

I jerked my head, a silent
command for Kel’Ratan to stand down. He nodded, reining his horse
back. He knew as well as I that had Rygel truly wanted to kill her
he’d have done it by now. Arianne, neatly edging Rufus closer to
Shardon, seized his hands in hers and dragging them from his pale,
agonized face. He turned to her, drawing his breath in ragged gasps
and dropped his face into her shoulder.

I sought to distract all
attention from him. His emotions laid bare for all to witness, he
didn’t need anyone save Arianne see his soul opened as
well.

“How did you happen to
come here?” I asked her, my voice soft.

Sabella glanced up at me,
at once understanding my intent. She curtseyed again, her brown
wool trailing in the mud. “I escaped Brutal and his vile soldiers
when my last rapist fell asleep. Tuco found me starving and
shivering in a back alley of Soudan. He cared for my wounds, gave
me food and a night’s shelter. He offered to take me with him to
mine gold, he and his friends.

“He’s good to me,” she
added earnestly, her blue eyes sincere. “He treats me well. I’ve
food and a little money. I’ve warm shelter from the mountains. I
can’t complain. My life could be far worse.”

“Tuco owns you?” Rygel
snapped, half-turning his head toward her. “You’re a
slave?”

Sabella smiled. “In all but name. I
willingly entered into this contract, however. One must pay for
one’s sins.”

“Sins–” Rygel began,
choking.

“Do I not deserve such
after what I have done?”

“What you deserve
is–”

Shardon took Rygel away
before he could break further, his chin on his chest and his eyes
squeezed shut. The pair stopped just outside the ring of my boys,
near Left and Right. Oddly, Arianne didn’t follow after him this
time, but sat in her saddle alternating her confused and worried
gaze between his back and Sabella.

“I never truly thought I’d
see him again,” Sabella said quietly. She offered up a short,
humorless laugh. “I’d be a liar if I said I wasn’t surprised to
find him–alive.”

“Alive?” I
asked.

She nodded. “After what
Brutal did to me, I didn’t think Rygel could survive Brutal
and tros both.
Thinking of him dead weighted my conscience, though I prayed he
lived and I might speak to him again.”

“Apparently your petitions
have been answered,” I said simply.

A small frown crossed her
scarred brow. “Odd. That the gods might answer one such as
I.”

“Your
Highness?”

Past Kel’Ratan, Witraz and Yuri, Rygel’s
wan, pale face appeared over his shoulder, though he still had his
back turned to me. “Might I see you for a moment?”

Kel’Ratan scowled at
Rygel’s obvious breach in protocol. Vassals didn’t ask their liege
to come to them. Perhaps this situation didn’t require the usual
conventions, I suspected, but instead needed compassion and
tolerance. I certainly didn’t mind attending on Rygel at this
particular moment.

Waving away Kel’Ratan’s
annoyance, I reined Mikk between his horse and Witraz’s piebald,
brushing my cousin’s bristly cheek in passing. Rygel had hunched
his back, his wheaten head down, his fingers nervously playing with
Shardon’s reins.

His face rose a fraction as I halted beside
him, then hid when he turned away, his hair sweeping across his
cheek.

“I’m so sorry, forgive
me,” he said, speaking fast, his words running together. “I
can’t–I can’t–ask
this of you in front of–in front of her–”

“Peace, brother,” I said
softly. “It’s all good.”

At my words, his breath
gusted out on a short gasp, as though they were the last he’d
expected. He drew in a ragged lungful of air and relaxed a
fraction. At last he found courage enough to offer me a lightning
glance from his bloodshot eyes. Waiting, I took in the scene, the
protective stance of my boys and Tor, the townsfolk clearly not
interested in fighting. Under me, Mikk sighed down his nose and
swished his heavy tail.

Many of the locals paused
in their activities to stare and whisper. Now the drama had
evidently ended and no one would be killed, folk returned to their
pre-drama errands. Several more people shrugged and muttered,
walked away and pulled their donkeys behind them. Tuco and his pals
argued over the ‘tax’ they’d just earned with several other
villagers. No doubt they felt that such a ‘tax’ should be shared
equally, despite Tuco and his pals placing their lives on the line
to obtain it.

Out of earshot of the
others, Rygel bent his wheaten head toward me, his amber eyes in
agony. “May I–” Rygel choked, coughed, turning to shove his mouth
into his shoulder.

I waited, patient, already
knowing what he’d ask. Rygel never could hide his emotions, nor his
thoughts. In this, he was as transparent as a piece of glass. I
even felt pleasure, and pride, in his plan. To grant him his
privacy, I turned in my saddle and dug for the gold Federates.
Tuatha, balanced on my pommel, whined low in his throat. Damn, I
hoped they weren’t at the very bottom.

They weren’t. Midway down,
my fingers found the leather bag of gold coins Brutal had given me,
in a place and time so very distant from here. Extracting five, I
closed the bag and retied my saddle bags. Unlike Rygel, Shardon
bent his head past his massive shoulder to watch me, his liquid
brown eyes grave. I winked at him.

Facing forward once more,
I found Rygel had recovered some of his composure. His wan and very
pale face appeared haunted, his eyes shadowed, his cheeks gaunt as
though he’d been starved for weeks.

“Will this be enough?” I
asked, holding open my fingers, the gold resting on my
palm.

He dragged his eyes up to mine, his mouth
opening then closing. His throat bobbed in a convulsive swallow.
“Princess–”

“No worries,” I replied
lightly. “What is one’s soul worth?”

Leaning out of his saddle, he kissed me
quickly on the cheek. “Will you do it?”

“Of course. What about a
horse?”

“I’ll take care of that
right now.”

As he closed my right hand
over the coins under Tuatha’s black nose, he nodded, once to me,
relief etching his wan face. As Shardon took him at the trot back
through my boys, I walked Mikk toward Tuco and his mates. The
townsmen, discovering me at their backs, parted, melting from my
path with uneasy mutters. Tuco still argued with four other men,
ignorant of my presence in their midst.

“Tuco?” I said, gathering
his attention.

He glanced up, suspicious. “What is it?”

“I wish to buy Sabella
from you.”

“Buy her?” he exclaimed,
his eyes growing hot. “Don’t be ridiculous, you can’t buy her, I
need her. Without her, I’d not get the money I get from selling her
services–”

With my right hand filled
with the coins, I raised my fist to allow them to trickle into my
left. Gold tinkled, making music that filled every ear within
hearing. From my left, I poured them, a gold river, back into my
right. Tuco’s mates, and the townsfolk, leaned forward, greed
filling their expressions.

Tuco’s eyes cooled immediately. His jaw
dropped. Drool slid from the corner of his mouth to line his
chin.

“You were saying?” I asked
sweetly.

“I, er–”

“I’d suggest this in my
hand would buy Sabella’s services for years. This, and the toll we
already paid you, would make you the richest man in town. Wouldn’t
you agree?”

Tuco only nodded, his gaze
never leaving the gold in my hand.

“Once you accept this, her
debt to you is paid in full?” I asked, withholding the
Federates.

“It is,” he replied, his
voice hoarse.

“She is free?”

“She is.”

I tossed the coins toward
him. “You made a wise bargain, Tuco,” I said somberly, watching him
all but dive headlong into the muck, frantically gathering up the
Federate money. “We could’ve taken her from you by force. You know
that, don’t you?”

Tuco rose from his knees,
now dripping mud and knuckled his brow. “Indeed, I do, my lady. I
do thank you.”

“Good.”

Turning Mikk, I trotted
him back to Kel’Ratan, Arianne and Sabella, his hooves splashing up
thick, viscous mud. Arianne had dropped from her saddle, up to her
ankles in the nasty, cold mire. She and Sabella were deep in
conversation, Arianne’s hand holding Sabella’s.

Interesting. What could those two be
talking about? Rygel, forgiveness and repentance? Knowing Arianne
as I did, probably. My only question was how did they bond so
bloody fast?

Kel’Ratan watched my
return with a bristling mustache and somber blue eyes. “They
accepted, I take it?” he asked.

I nodded. Sabella turned
her face toward me, her mouth opening and her blue eyes wide. She
eyed Tuatha’s dark form on my saddlebow, obviously wondering about
a wolf pup in my lap, but avoided asking the question. Arianne
stood beside her, also gazing up, yet her eyes smiled as though she
knew my mind.

She most likely did, too,
dammit. Can’t I have any
secrets?

Sabella ventured a
question I admired she had had the sand to ask. “You escaped your
betrothal with the Crown Prince, Your Highness?”

“He’s the High King now,”
I answered. “Lionel is dead.”

“I’d not heard,” Sabella
replied, her voice small. “As you see, we’re quite isolated up
here.”

If she didn’t know about
Brutal’s hunt for me, then most likely the town didn’t, either. I
shook my head slightly at the relief in Kel’Ratan’s blue eyes, the
pursing of his lips beneath his thick red mustache. “Yes,” I
replied to Sabella’s question. “I escaped my marriage. After I see
some things done here, I’m going home.”

“I don’t blame you,”
Sabella replied, her voice soft. “He’d have killed you, you know
this?”

I smiled. “I know.”

Rygel squelched through
the mud, emerging from behind Yuri, Yuras and Tor. He led his
saddled black gelding. Bulging saddlebags hung, tied over the
cantle, and a full water skin swung from the pommel. Shardon
followed in his wake, his reins tangled in his thick silver mane.
Sabella’s eyes widened upon seeing him and the horse, uncertain,
afraid.

Bloody hell.
She’ll need some gold, too.

Yet, before I dug out more coins, I watched
as Rygel glowered down at Sabella.

“He’s not a gift,” he said
tersely. “He’s a loan. I want him back.”

“But–”

“You’ll get word of me and
where I am. Ride, now, to a town called Doneta, in Arcadia. It’s at
the foot of the mountains, a hundred leagues from the border. Find
the man named Josan–he’s an innkeeper at a place called the Golden
Ox. Tell him Rygel is calling in his marker.”

“But–”

“Shut up and listen,”
Rygel hissed, near anger. “He’s to give you decent employment, and
a place to stay. If he does this, his debt to me is paid in
full.”

Sabella took the gelding’s reins. “Does this
mean you forgive me?”

“It does not,” he replied
stiffly. “I, too, must find redemption for the evil I’ve
done.”

I caught a lightning
glance toward me before he scowled down at her. “This is one way I
might start. If you seek to make amends, you may ride now, into a
new future. The gods’ll guide you, should you wish to make peace
with the evil you’ve done.”

Sabella stared down at the leather reins in
her hands. “Will you ever forgive me?” she asked without looking
up.

Impatient, angry, clearly
wanting rid of her, Rygel glanced anywhere but at her bowed head.
“Perhaps. One day, maybe. Be off with you, now.”

Turning sharply away, he
vaulted aboard his saddle. Shardon took him away from us, toward
the north end of town. Keeping his back to us and his head down;
only Arianne might know what he thought. I knew he felt pain, yes,
grief certainly, but while magnanimity might hurt the receiver, it
certainly offered the giver much needed respite. Rygel’s agony
receded a fraction: I felt it.

Suddenly courteous,
Kel’Ratan slipped down from his saddle and assisted Sabella onto
the black gelding. As he settled her into the saddle and adjusted
her stirrups to fit her, I dislodged Tuatha again to dig more
Federates from the deep depths. Ten coins gone and yet it hadn’t
deflated the bag by very much.

I reached across to clasp
her hands with mine as she gathered up the reins. Sabella glanced
up, surprised. I jerked my head southward, smiling a
little.

“Take that pass south,” I
said quickly. “It’s not difficult and this horse is a good one.
He’ll take you safely to Arcadia.”

“Your Highness–” she
began, but I cut her off, as much as Rygel had.

“Just listen. At the end
of the pass lies a river and the desert. There you’ll find the
Jha’fhar tribe of the Mesaan. Tell Li, their Clan Chief, that I,
Ly’Tana of Kel’Halla, wish he resupply you with food and water. And
that he is to guide you on the road to Arcadia.”

“He’ll do all
this?”

I smiled. “He will. Go on now, girl. Take
these.”

I opened her palm and slid
the coins in. “Keep these in case of an emergency,” I said, my
voice low. “May the gods bless you with safety, succor and the
salvation you seek. Go.”

Before she could respond, I slapped the
black’s rump with my reins.

Like any good horse, he
obeyed. He loped away from the group before Sabella suddenly reined
him around. She’s at least a decent
rider, I thought as she trotted Rygel’s
black to me and Kel’Ratan. Arianne had remounted and walked Rufus
away, toward Rygel’s bowed and shaking back. With the rest of my
boys in a loose circle around us, none of them were close enough to
listen.

With her voice pitched
low, only Kel’Ratan and I heard her words. Tears filled her eyes as
she watched Rygel. “In between rapes, the Prince beat me, badly. I
miscarried of his child.”

I sucked in my breath,
catching Kel’Ratan’s wide, astonished gaze. I’d no doubt whose
child she carried, and now spoke of. Neither did
Kel’Ratan.

Her tears flowing freely, she went on, not
wiping them away. “Who knows?” she said softly. “I might have found
redemption through his baby.”

She lifted her tear-steamed face to mine.
“Tell him or not, the choice is yours.”

With that, Sabella wheeled
Rygel’s gelding and struck in her heels. Striking a lope, Sabella’s
pale face appeared briefly over her shoulder as he carried her away
southward, up the hill we’d descended less than an hour
ago.

Kel’Ratan and I watched
her ride away in silence. The courageous black horse carried her up
to the top of the hill, his neck flattened with the effort. I knew
he’d find his way to Li’s village and safety. In his turn, Li would
care for them both before sending them, laden with goods, onto the
path that would take them to Arcadia. Far beyond the reach of
either Tuco or Brutal.

“Will you tell him?”
Kel’Ratan asked softly.

I smiled. “I think Rygel could spend the
rest of his days not knowing Brutal killed his child. Don’t
you?”

Kel’Ratan began to nod,
before his blue eyes suddenly sharpened on me.

“You gave her your
blessing,” he said, his tone accusing as the black horse carried
her over the hill and vanished, galloping down the far
side.

I smiled, spreading my
thumb and forefinger apart, less than an inch in between. “Yes,” I
replied, my voice conspiring. “Just a little one, and don’t tell
him.”

Rygel hadn’t watched her
departure. Silent and as still as Shardon beneath him, Rygel hung
his head. At the far end of town, he grieved for the love he lost,
the vengeance he cast aside and the pride he sought. In setting
Sabella free, perhaps he now might find healing within his own
soul. I certainly hoped so.

Sitting back in my saddle,
I called up my boys with my glance. “I think these horses need
water,” I said, my voice content. “With a well so handy, we might
need an hour or more to water our mounts.”

Before Kel’Ratan could ask
the obvious, I grinned. “Just to make sure Tuco and his pals don’t
ride Sabella down after our backs are turned. Not that I don’t
trust him,” I said, quirking my brow.

“Of course you don’t,”
Kel’Ratan snapped. “You’d be a fool to trust him.”

I leaned close to my cousin, all but
squashing Tuatha. “Am I a fool?”

Kel’Ratan’s mustache bristled. “Yes.”

He grinned suddenly. “But
we love you anyway.”












 Winter’s Ghost


Chapter
Eleven






“Do you feel strange,
Darkhan?”






The storm had stopped during the night, and the mid-morning
sun burned away the late clouds. Sunlight reflecting off the snow
made me squint, trying to cut the glare. After scraping the piled
snow off tumbled boulders in a wide meadow, we lay soaking up the
sun. Tashira had insisted this place was too good to pass up and
munched on cold grass.

“My neck is sore,” he
answered. “Yet, I feel quite good, actually.”

While the bugs no longer
sped at high speed under my skin, the memory of it bothered me. I
felt, not exactly strange as it were, but different. Something in
me had changed, but I’d no idea what. I remembered how, in the room
of the Royal Crown Inn, Rygel and I cut each other and
became ehlu’braud, blood brothers. Then I sensed a change in me, just as I did
now. I also knew that nothing at all had changed. I was
still gai-tan, still had Darius’s obnoxious voice in my head–

“You are growing
tiresome.”

And it all confused the hell out of me. I
was different, yet still the same wolf.

Darkhan suddenly cocked his head,
considering. “While I don’t feel strange,” he said slowly. “I do
feel–”

“What?”

“Happy.”

“So?”

He glanced at me sidelong. “Only a few days
ago I wanted to die, my heart in agony. Yet, now, when I think of
Arianne, I don’t–hurt.”

His surprise showed in his
confused yellow eyes, his brow furrowing. “I can think of her with
fondness, not desperate need.”

“Your heart has healed,”
Tashira commented, still grazing.

“How’d that
happen?”

“The unicorn is a very
powerful creature,” Tashira replied.

“Are you saying she healed
his broken heart?” I demanded.

Tashira flicked his ears
toward me. “I didn’t. He did.”

“All I know is that I
haven’t felt this happy, this content, in a long while,” Darkhan
mused, staring at the distant mountains. “I still love her, but I
am filled with joy without her.”

“What do you know about
unicorns?” I asked Tashira.

“Precious little,” Tashira
answered, still munching. “I doubt anyone knows much about them.
They are rare, seldom seen, even more seldom killed by hunters.
That we stumbled across one in dire need, well, that in itself is
very weird.”

I sighed. “Just a
coincidence. Even powerful unicorns can have accidents, I
suppose.”

“I told you before,
coincidence is a goddess I don’t take much stock in.”

I shut my eyes. “You’re giving me a
headache.”

“Just ask your
friend.”

“Even I don’t know much
about them,” Darius admitted.
“The unicorn goddess likes her
solitude.”

“What did he say?” Tashira
asked.

“What makes you so sure he
said anything?” I snapped. “My eyes were shut.”

“Your ears
twitched.”

“Gods above and below,” I
muttered.

“Well?” Darkhan
asked.

I lifted my head and
sighed. “He doesn’t know anything either. Even their goddess is
mysterious.”

“Oh, well,” Darkhan said
cheerfully. “Someday I can tell my whelps I saw a
unicorn.”

“Don’t forget,” Tashira
warned. “You didn’t just see one, you saved a unicorn’s
life.”

“No one likes a braggart,
Blackie.”

“You don’t have to
brag, per se,
just–”

“I did enjoy that damsel
in distress thing, however. Am I not the perfect picture of a
hero?”

Tashira’s eyes rolled. “Of course you are.”
Under his breath, he muttered, “Imbecile.”

“I heard that,
you–”

Struck by a sudden memory, I swung my head
between the two of them. “Just how did you, both of you, know she
was female?”

Tashira lifted his face
from the snowy grass and stared at me as though I was a lunatic.
Darkhan also eyed me as though I had just grown a single horn from
my between my eyes.

“Gor, mate,” Darkhan said.
“Are you stone blind? How could you not know?”

“What do male unicorns
look like then?” I asked, defensive. “Wouldn’t they also be white
and with red eyes? She certainly looked feminine enough, but why
couldn’t a male look just the same?”

Tashira offered the Tarbane version of a
human shrug: a shaking of his ears. “I just knew. As you
should’ve.”

He grazed again. Darkhan
shut his teeth on his tongue, his expression sorrowful. “I can’t
explain it. I looked and I knew. How could you not have seen it?
The purity, the wonder, the–”

“Enough already.” I jumped
down off the boulder. “I’m hitting the road. Feel free to remain
here and discuss unicorn biology to your heart’s
content.”

Hitting a fast lope, I didn’t look back. My
ears heard, however, as Darkhan also hit the ground running.
“Dammit, Big Dog, I didn’t mean–”

Tashira’s voice followed
before the thudding of his great hooves resounded across the
meadow. “Don’t apologize to him when he’s in a snit.”

“But–”

“He’s just mad we saw what
he couldn’t.”

“Big Dog, wait
up.”

I didn’t slow down. The
meadow rapidly fell behind as I reentered the pine, fir and scrub
oak forest, ducking under low hanging branches, dodging boulders,
scattering forest creatures before me. Startling a family of feral
pigs, I sent them scattering in all directions, squealing in panic.
A falcon, a rodent in its talons, rose on ponderous wings to fly
desperately out of my way. Grounded birds rose in chirping clusters
into the trees above me. Three leagues or more I ran, my pursuers
still far behind. While Tashira could have caught up easily, he
hadn’t. I didn’t pause to wonder why.

The ground steadily rose,
the forest falling, at least temporarily, away. I loped over mossy
tundra and rock, my paws flinging up snow in my wake. Here, the
sun’s bright rays hadn’t melted the snow by very much. The air,
colder than what I’d felt previously, held the deadly chill of
winter. Up here, autumn had fled and the long icy months had
arrived. Soon, the snow would pile up higher than my head and
remain until spring.

“Winter has come,”
Darius said.






***






Halted at the edge of a cliff, I stared
down, perplexed.

Leaving the forest behind
for the most part, we three travelled across the high pass above
the timberline where only the constant wind blew and small, stunted
trees grew limbs on the south side of their trunks. Tashira found
little forage and nibbled on moss and tree bark for sustenance.
Darkhan and I, working as a team, brought down an old elk cow. Too
crippled to keep up with the herd, she fed us for a day before my
errand urgently called me ever northward.

I knew we needed to climb
down the edge of the cliff. Far below, the forest reemerged where
game abounded and tough grass, poking through the snow, rapidly
turned brown. That wouldn’t deter Tashira, however. He’d eat it,
green or brown. I failed to see a safe pass down for Tashira,
however. Darkhan and I could traverse its steep slope with ease,
but Tashira’s hooves might not find purchase and send him sliding,
ass over ears, down into the canyon below. A tremendously large
river roared through it, slashing across boulders and dead trees as
white foam splashed high. To add to the treacherous rapids, ice
formed at the edges.

“Raine,” Tashira said from
behind me. “That snow bank is looking at you.”

“Hmmm?”

I spied a likely path, no
doubt created by deer and elk, meandering down the brushy cliff
face. If he were careful, Tashira might successfully walk down it
and arrive safely at the river’s edge. Getting us all across that
deluge was a different matter altogether.

“Have you been snacking on
Nazka’s weed again?”

“Don’t be
ridiculous.”

I retreated a space, not liking what I saw.
If Tashira misplaced even one hoof–

Darkhan growled, a deep
ripping sound that emerged from deep within his chest. Wheeling
about, my hackles rising on their own, I searched with sight, scent
and hearing for the threat Darkhan discovered. As we stood on a
high mountain edge, a steep slope rising above and the canyon
below, only scrub trees, snow-covered boulders and a few tough
bushes buried in snow greeted my eyes. The jagged mountain, broken
with snarls of tangled scrub and outcroppings of rock upon faced
north, we’d no interest in climbing it. The snow lying on its face
was laced with the tracks of rabbits, deer, birds, and elk. I
scented the wild odor of an ermine nearby, caught the sound of a
hawk screaming in the canyon below, muted by the roar of the river.
Yet, I found no enemy, no attack and no reason for
alarm.

“What–”

I saw them then.

A pair of brown eyes near
the foot of a snow-bound bush watched me with calm interest. Unlike
the unicorn, these eyes didn’t glow, nor did they seem to offer any
kind of threat. Yet, while my instincts were quiet, my hackles
didn’t lie back down. I, too, growled low in my throat. Bushes with
eyes couldn’t possibly mean anything good. What in the name of hell
could that thing be? Some new deviltry of Ja’Teel’s perhaps? Could
he have followed me after all and planted a daemon here to capture
me?

Darkhan planted his body
squarely in front of mine, his head low, his spine ridged and ears
flat against his skull. He never ceased his guttural growl, only
pausing long enough to take a quick breath. Beyond him, the eyes
flicked from me to Darkhan.

The bush behind and above
the eyes shook lightly. Snow fell in a cascading shower as stiff
branches swung steadily, yet quickly, back and forth. The eyes
rose, lifted to hang midway up the shaking bush, then rose still
higher.

What in the blazes–

I stepped forward, shoulder to shoulder with
Darkhan, my teeth bared. Whatever it was, it would have to fight us
both.

“I think you boys can
chill now,” Tashira said from behind us, his voice
amused.

Not on your
life, I thought, stunned as the snow came
alive.

Snow walked.

Brown eyes lit from deep within paced
forward and slowly advanced. The bush ceased it shivering
quake.

Darkhan’s growl cut off,
and his lips slid down to cover his fangs. His ears came up, as did
his head.

“It’s–” Darkhan began, his
own voice awed.

Cease, I thought, it’s come to slay
us–

“It’s–” Darkhan said, his
voice choked.

What the hell is that thing?

I sucked in my breath, stunned.

A wolf, whiter than the
snow around her, stepped forward on light paws. I gaped. Like the
pieces of a puzzle, she came together in a sharp click in my
head.

Her fur, so perfectly
melded into the buried bush, seemed a part of it. Now as she moved
and all of her emerged from under the snow, I clearly observed a
wolf, not walking snow. Her tail, still wagging from side to side,
had created the bush’s shaking. Her muzzle, resting on the ground
and between her snowy paws, had hidden most adroitly her black
nose. Still and silent, she waited her time to emerge from her
perfect camouflage.

“It’s–”

“Greetings, Chosen One,”
she said, her voice as light as her coat.

She lowered her head in respect, her tail
flitting between her hind legs. She licked her lips in a fearful
grin, yet I scented only a small amount of fear on her.

“Greetings, fair one,” I
replied courteously. “Come here.”

She waggled closer, her muzzle pointed
toward me, yet her eyes ever flicked toward Darkhan.

“It’s–it’s–,” Darkhan
stammered.

“A what?” Tashira
asked.

“A girl.”

“His powers of observation
are phenomenal,” Tashira commented dryly.

The white wolf’s eyes found mine, and she
bowed low.

“I am Winter’s Ghost,” she
said, introducing herself, her voice soft and timid.

“Of course you are,”
Tashira replied.

Amused, I sat down, my own
tail sweeping from side to side. “Call me Raine,” I said. “Or Big
Dog, but I prefer Raine.”

Her head dropped even more. “Big Dog.”

“The mouth behind us is
Tashira,” I went on. “This is Darkhan.”

At the sound of his name,
Darkhan advanced on her, his own heavy tail wagging, to touch noses
with her. He dwarfed her, for she was perhaps half his size. Yet,
Winter’s Ghost stood firm and proud, not giving way an inch. His
delight obvious, he raked her shoulder fur with his front paw
before burying his nose in her neck. She answered his playful
advance with a half-crouch and a sharp nip to his chin.

“Are you seeing what I’m
seeing?” Tashira asked me, his voice low and in my ear.

“I am,” I replied,
grinning. “I think Darkhan just found himself a
girlfriend.”

“She is beautiful,” Tashira
said.

“And his kind of
girl.”

“How do you
figure?”

I tossed my muzzle toward where the pair
feinted with playful lunges and wagging tails. “Outside the color,
who does she remind you of?”

“Arianne,” Tashira
breathed. “Small, shy, quiet, retiring.”

“Exactly.”

Darkhan nibbled her ear as
Winter’s Ghost jumped backward, feigning annoyance, before lunging
forward in wolfish challenge. Darkhan melted out of her path,
retreating, laughing, as the white wolf followed him up and
attacked, fangs bared. Ever the gentleman, Darkhan retreated, gave
ground, enticed her forward with muzzle-licking grins and lowered
tail. Once she committed herself, Darkhan attacked, brought her
down and kissed her with a loving tongue and wagging
tail.

Shocked at his behavior,
the white wolf leaped up and back. She glanced from me to him and
back again, horrified. Her muzzle dropped as her ears flattened in
chagrin. She’d travelled far to find me, yet ignored me as she
might disdain a local cur. Remembering her manners at last,
Winter’s Ghost pushed past a delighted Darkhan to greet me
formally. When she would have lowered herself to grovel, I stopped
her with a quick jerk of my head.

“Don’t bother,” I said. “I
care little for that. Why are you here?”

She dropped her muzzle,
yet her eyes, never still, wavered between me and Darkhan. He sat,
a respectful distance away, his eyes adoring and his jaws parted in
a happy grin. “I sensed you nearby,” she said, her voice tiny. “I
followed you.”

“Where’s your
pack?”

“I left with my father’s
approval,” she answered. “I wished to find a mate and I knew, where
you were–”

Her quickly diverted eyes
told me what her voice didn’t. She hoped to find a mate among my
followers. For those who followed me would be big, strong, brave
fighters, loyal to their Chosen One, excellent potential mates.
Obviously, she didn’t know I’d left most of them behind.

I finished as though I didn’t see that
quick, lightning glance. “There’d be bachelor males.”

Her rapid wag and downcast
brown eyes confirmed what she didn’t say aloud.

“They’re far away,” I said
quietly, catching her gaze and holding it. “Only this disobedient
miscreant, this brainless twit, followed me after disavowing his
loyalty. He’s hardly a fit mate for a fine girl like you. Perhaps
you should keep looking for that one, true love.”

I might have spoken to the
bush she emerged from for all the heed she paid me. Her muzzle
turned toward Darkhan and failed to return. My words hadn’t fazed
Darkhan at all. His tail still wagged and he all but devoured her
with his eyes.

“Nice try,” Tashira
muttered in my ear.

“Darkhan, do you think
Arianne would like her?” I asked.

“Who?” Darkhan replied
absently.

“Stick a fork in him and
turn him over,” Tashira sighed. “He’s done.”

My neck itched. I sat back
and dug my left hind foot into my ruff, scratching hard. I squinted
up at Tashira. “Now what?” I complained. “I planned to go north
alone, and now I have your black ass and two love doves cooing and
clucking over one another.”

“Get used to
it.”

“You’re all
useless.”

“Only one who doesn’t have
the brains the gods gave a goat would think so.”

“Winter’s Ghost is a
mouthful.”

“Ghost,” I
called.

She turned to me immediately, attentive, her
ears up and tail wagging.

“I reckon she doesn’t mind
the spooky nickname,” Tashira muttered.

“Do you know the area?” I
asked.

“Indeed,” she answered. “I
saw you looking below. There’s a track that guides you to the
river.”

“I saw it.”

Her tail dropped. “Not
that one. I know another trail that yon Tashira can navigate
easily. And a pathway across the river.”

“Useless did you say?”
Tashira asked.

“Shut up.” I stood up, my
tail waving. “Then lead on, girl, we’re in your paws.”

Happy, Ghost bounded
ahead, her white tail high. Darkhan leaped after, shoulder to
shoulder with her, his laughing face turned down as her own gaping
muzzle, tongue lolling, tilted up. How did one fall in love so
fast? Did I fall for Ly’Tana that quickly, that easily?

Ghost led us along the
mountain’s edge Ghost, the hurrying river below and the jagged
mountain rearing high above. Snow fell lightly, swirling gently
within a grey mist as the tall peaks above vanished. Ghostly
rabbits flitted into the shelter of the nearby scrub, fleeing our
presence. A hawk screeched from above, calling its mate to the hunt
with a sharp series of cries, eeek-eeek-eeek. It soared high over
the snow-trimmed pines and scrub trees of the mountain opposite and
below before dropping into the canyon.

I followed in the tracks
of Ghost and Darkhan, Tashira’s black hooves crunched the snow
beside me. “You know,” he said thoughtfully. “Maybe that unicorn
set this up.”

“How do you
mean?”

“She touched him with her
horn,” he answered. “It’s the source of all her power, you know. He
saves her baby, and within a few days he finds the mate he’s always
dreamed of.”

“Coincidence–” I
began.

“Cut the crap.” Tashira
aimed a short kick at my head. “Unicorns are extremely puissant.
That’s why men hunt them. Their horns retain their magic even after
their death.”

“I thought you didn’t know
much about them.”

“I don’t.”

“Well then–”

He glared down at me. “I know more than you,
obviously. And remember, old son, you made her shit list.”






***






Unicorn shit list or not,
Ghost showed us a path down into the treacherous canyon, easily
navigated by Tashira. While steep and slippery, it held few traps
to trip up a heavy Tarbane hoof or leg. Planting each hoof with
care, Tashira walked behind us, often treading on his own mane and
yanking out long streams of black hair to lie dead on the icy
rocks. Though he didn’t complain about the loss, his dark eyes held
a glint of outrage every time he left a souvenir gleaming black
against white ice on the stony path.

Ghost stopped and turned to me, her jaws
wide in a happy grin. “Here’s the path, Big Dog.”

“You’re kidding, right?” I
asked.

I stared in helpless
dismay at the huge fallen tree that in years, perhaps centuries
past, had toppled across the canyon and rested upon the far cliff
top. Melted snow, now a sheet of solid ice, reflected the sunlight
off its deadly surface. Far below, the wide angry river raced over
buried boulders, white foam shooting high. Anyone falling into that
maelstrom would instantly be crushed between the dense water and
solid rocks. If one survived the rocks, the cutting edges of ice
would finish the job. The rushing river Rufus had jumped into, with
me on his back, was like a swift, gurgling stream compared to this.
This screamed death in less than a second.

“It’s quite safe,” Ghost
insisted, resting her front paws on the massive trunk. “I’ve
crossed it many times.”

“You also weigh as much as
a naked rat,” I snapped.

I half-expected outrage
from either Ghost or Darkhan with this harsh comment, but received
none. Ghost merely wagged her tail and Darkhan bent his head to
gaze deep into the canyon and its watery mate, death, far
below.

“I can do it,” Tashira
said.

“Hooves and ice don’t mix
well,” I growled. “Don’t be an idiot.”

“Stop fussing. You know I
hate fussing.”

“This is your life,
dammit.”

Tashira bent his head. “It
is indeed. Go on, I’ll follow.”

“This isn’t
safe–”

“Are you a wolf or a
pussy? Life holds no guarantees. Get your black butt
moving.”

Choked and furious, I set
my paws on the deadly, ice-coated tree. Its huge roots buried in
the rocky soil and covered in snow, it didn’t budge as I stepped
onto it. Almost as wide as a road in Soudan, it had been worn down
and flattened by the feet and hooves of animals since time out of
mind. A proper game trail, it permitted the crossing of creatures
that owned less than a quarter of my weight and only a fraction of
Tashira’s.

“Don’t look down,” Tashira
advised as I stepped out onto the ice sheet.

“Gee thanks,” I muttered,
my muzzle down and sniffing for treachery.

Was that a groan I heard?
I paused, listening. If it gave voice to its distress, the tree
kept its mouth shut after that one protest.

Venturing further out, I
glanced down. Over the edge, the river clashed and broke apart on
the deadly rocks. The canyon, and its endless tree, was perhaps
sixty rods across and one wide. Time had erased all the trunk’s
branches, creating a smooth, plank-like surface, bare of bark. Only
the slippery surface threatened to pitch one headlong into an icy
death far below.

“Did you stop for lunch?”
Tashira inquired politely from behind me.

I walked on. That bloody
tree did groan. I
distinctly heard it whine at the first introduction of my massive
weight. How old was this damn thing? A hundred years? Two hundred?
Too damn old for my comfort, anyway.

“I don’t like this,” I
muttered.

“Stop talking to yourself
and move your ass.”

I took a few more halting
steps, listening to the distinct creak of very old wood pushed to
its limit. My paws slid slightly as the trunk shifted, giving way a
few inches. Bracing myself, I waited a few moments, listening for
the splintering of wood as the trunk cracked apart and sent me
plummeting into my watery death.

After that single
complaint, the tree settled and offered no further comment. I
walked on, my claws digging into the ice for purchase until I
jumped safely down on the far bank.

“Tashira,” I called. “I’m
coming back. This is no good, it won’t hold you–”

“Don’t be an old maid,” he
replied crossly. “I’m sending the kids over.”

“No, we can find another
way.”

“You seem to forget you’ve
a very important appointment. We don’t have the time. Go on, Ghost,
ladies first.”

Her ears back, her expression worried, Ghost
fairly scampered across. The log didn’t mind her light weight at
all and offered no vocal protest.

“Big Dog,” she began,
dancing on her toes with her tail tucked. “I’m sorry, I thought
this would be easy.”

“Not your fault,” I
murmured, my eyes filled with Darkhan as he crossed more slowly and
without Ghost’s confidence. His nose to the ice, he glanced over
the edge several times as he walked, as though calculating his
chances should the tree split apart and send him crashing down to
the rushing water and huge rocks. Not a
chance in hell, my son. I held my breath
until he, too, jumped safely to solid ground.

“Tashira,” I groaned, my
heart in my throat.

“No worries,” he replied
lightly, stepping out onto the slippery wood. His hooves made a
dull clumping sound, a hollow bonging, its echoing reverberations
clear even over the din of the river. Like Darkhan, he held his
head low, his ears perked to catch any evil sound the tree might
make. I ceased any and all breathing.

Making steady progress, he
passed the point the log complained the most and offered me that
tiny bit of give; that small threat to split and break.
Maybe he’ll be all right.
He’s already halfway across.

I took a breath as
Tashira’s head came up and he walked forward with more confidence.
His hooves found purchase on the wicked ice. All right then, I thought,
relieved. Call me a pussy next
time–

A flat cracking sound rent the air.

Tashira froze, casting a
wild eye past his own massive shoulder to the sudden and very wide
fissure that sprang from the tree’s roots and travelled at
breakneck speed toward his feet. Ice shattered as the wood groaned
and broke apart, revealing the dark, rotted splinters of its inner
core. With a jolt, the tree sagged in the middle as though an
immense axe chopped it nearly in half.

As though it made its vile
threat, it suddenly and coyly backed off. The tree held firm,
balanced precariously and canted at a slight incline. Its groaning
sounds ceased.

Tashira’s hooves skidded
backward on the slick ice, dragging his huge body past the point of
no return. Should his great weight hit that central break, it would
give way altogether. The last I’d see of my black friend would be
his huge body falling, down and down, and smashed onto the evil
rocks below.

In a scream that made my throat hurt later,
I yelled, “Run!”

Digging his hooves in, he
bunched his hindquarters under him for that massive sprint across
the slippery uphill slant. On he galloped, his neck and ears
flattened. At his sudden onrush, his thrashing movement, the tree
split further. The horrible rent at last broke the entire tree
apart. His Tarbane speed couldn’t outrace the lightning fast rip
that fractured the ancient log. Under his very feet, the wood
shattered with a coughing roar.

He leaped.

Tashira jumped up and out,
away from the broken remains of the pathway the forest creatures
used to cross the canyon for better forage and hunting. Behind his
hurtling body, the ancient tree sundered in half. With long,
drawn-out groans, the roots opposite and the top beside me broke
away from their respective cliffs. In slow motion, they slid
lengthwise, splinters flying high, into the canyon. I didn’t watch
as they vanished into the depths.

Like a shadow Tashira
flew, a horse airborne without wings. His front legs tucked beneath
him, his hindquarters stretched out behind as he propelled himself
up and out. His heavy tail flagged the wind. His neck bowed in a
perfect arch, his mane whipped up and back, a war-torn
banner.

My heart pounding in my
chest, I prayed his immense Tarbane power would catapult him across
the open space and land him safely on my side of the canyon. Yet,
I’d seen in that last crucial instant where his impulsion, his
massive hind hooves, slipped a tiny fraction on the slick ice. That
miniscule slide was enough to cancel that massive power, to prevent
the few crucial feet more of Tarbane propulsion.

Our eyes met and clasped in an instant of
perfect clarity.

A mere foot or so short of
the edge, Tashira hit the solid rock of the cliff.

From a dim distance, I heard the jagged
pieces of the great tree crash into the raging river far below.

Tashira’s hooves clawed
for purchase at the cliff’s edge and found none. His great brown
eyes, wide with panic, sought mine for a brief instant. He
vanished, his wild mane whipped over his face by the wind. Broken
stone fell with him as he scraped and bounced his way
below.

My heart breaking within
me, I choked back a howl of grief as my friend fell into the
canyon.

Strangely, I heard his
body strike rock not far away from my paws. There was no distant
splash of a huge equine body hitting water and granite boulders.
Small stones bounced off the cliff edge and rattled their way down,
silent until the tiny sounds hit the rushing river.

Gasping, panting in horror, I ran to the
edge and peered down. To either side of me, Darkhan and Ghost also
looked down, their whines caught in their throats.

Tashira had
not fallen into the
river. About ten rods down, he’d crashed onto a sturdy stone ledge.
Tashira’s body lay crumpled and broken on it, his long mane and
tail waving in the light wind beneath the small rocky outcropping.
Blood from many cuts and scrapes from the slide oozed bright
against unforgiving rock, but my heart soared when his head lifted
slightly.

“Tashira,” I
yelled.

“Hey, Raine,” he said, his
voice faint and thick with agony. Half on his side, and half on his
chest and belly, he bent his neck enough to peer up at me. “You
gonna to say ‘I told you so’?”

“Count on it.”

His head fell back. “I deserve it.
Crap.”

“I’m going to get you
out,” I said, urgent. “Just hold on, you hear me?”

“You won’t,” he answered.
“My leg is broken.”

With Ghost and Darkhan
silent beside me, I pondered this black proclamation. With a broken
leg, Tashira couldn’t stand nor walk, with or without my help, to
climb up. He’d need four solid legs with which to walk. Three legs,
however strong, weren’t enough.

“This is the part where
you humans put your horses out of their misery,” Tashira said, his
muzzle rising and his dark eyes meeting mine.

“Don’t say that,” I
growled.

“Broken legs and equines.
. . .” He sighed. “Not a good mix, that.”

“Shut up.”

“You remember what you
told me about Wind Spirit?” he asked.

My blood grew cold. “I remember.”

“You were kind to her,” he
said, his voice thick with pain and effort. Despite the icy air and
frozen rock beneath him, sweat bloomed on Tashira’s neck and
flanks. Yet, his agony-tightened expression held no fear, no
panic.

“Do me the same favor,
brother.” His dark, soft eyes latched onto mine with a grip I
couldn’t break. “You killed her to spare her great
agony.”

I panted in panic, my paws
frozen into the ice and snow, my heart in as much agony as
Tashira’s body. I couldn’t, I cannot do it, I cannot–

“Use your magic.”
Tashira’s soft voice floated upward, over the sound of the swift
rapids below. “Send me home to my mother.”

“Tashira–” I
groaned.

“Do me this one last
favor,” he said. “As you love me.”

“No!” I screamed, skidding
backward from the brink. “There must be a way, dammit, there has to
be.”

“Raine.” Tashira’s voice
floated up to my ears as I paced wildly back and forth. “Do what
you have to do.”

“No, I can’t,” I gasped,
trotting in circles, a frozen snarl on my lips. “I can’t, there has
to be a way, think, dammit, think–”

“Grow a spine, you stupid
coward,” Tashira groaned. “Do what’s right. Don’t make me roll off
this ledge.”

“I can’t kill him, I
can’t, for gods’ sake, I can’t–”

“You know what you must
do.”

Darius’s voice echoed
Tashira’s in a way that froze my blood. Kill Tashira? End his life
with the same effort it took me to step on a bug?
Gods.
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