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Chapter 1

Ja’Teel

Trapped!

How could we have been so blind and stupid to allow that madman to trap us. Like rank amateurs, we trotted right into his clutches. We collectively ignored Corwyn’s warning, blew off Arianne’s sight. I clenched my fist around my bow. Show no fear. Never let that murdering bastard see what he most wanted: my terror.

I forced calm into my fluttering belly, took a deep breath and stared unflinching into Brutal’s dead gaze. Beneath what looked like powder, I saw deep bruising around his eyes. His nose appeared twice its normal size and a sullen, red color. The remains of Wolf’s fists, no doubt. Oh, Lady, why did he prove to be so bloody tough? For Brutal to have survived Wolf’s panic-stricken attack when many others more robust would have died instantly was not fair. Damn it to hell, why didn’t he just die? 

The darkly shadowed horseman to Brutal’s left stirred and drew in a deep breath.

“Greetings, cousin.”

“Ja’Teel.”

Brutal glanced curiously between the two. “You never told me you were cousins.”

“My apologies, Your Majesty,” Ja’Teel replied, urbane. “I thought I had. Rygel’s mother and mine are sisters.”

“More’s the pity,” Rygel sighed. “You can’t choose your relatives.”

“Indeed.” Ja’Teel smirked.

Ja’Teel looked, to my eyes, hardly dangerous or deadly at all. Fairly tall, with long, well-muscled legs, I judged, slender yet athletic. Ordinary enough features, large hazel eyes with lengthy dark lashes, full lips that tended to pout met my inspection. The ghost of a harelip traced it way up to his thin sharp nose. Brown hair hung well past his shoulders, curling slightly at the ends. He wore a pale blue tunic and elaborate darker blue hose on his lithe dancer’s body, a wide leather belt with only a dagger and a light sword for weapons graced his slender hips. A light cloak of dark green hung from his shoulders nearly to his spurs.

He saw me watching him, and a faint sneer curved his thick lips. “Love the feather,” he said.

His tone irritated me to no end. I smiled a sweet, brainless smile and patted the feather in my hair. “Why, thank you, kind sir,” I cooed. “I rather like it myself.”

His sneer faltered.

“Not long before you betrayed your lawful lord and master,” Ja’Teel continued, turning his attention back to Rygel. “I made myself known to His Holiness here.”

With a gracious gesture, he indicated Theodoric, the High Priest of Usa’a’mah, on the opposite side of Brutal. “He, of course, granted me immediate employment. Thusly, I was on hand to heal His Most Gracious Majesty from this—” 

His eyes flicked derisively toward Wolf. “—this animal’s vicious and unprovoked attack.”

“In what world could you ever hope to take my place?” Rygel asked, his tone mild and slightly curious.

“Too bad your skills aren’t as great as your ego.” Ja’Teel tittered. “All those silly healing lessons.”

Tittered? My eyes rolled of their own accord, I swear.

“Had you attended a few of those silly healing lessons,” Rygel commented dryly, waving a slender hand toward Brutal, “your new master wouldn’t currently look like a dead raccoon.”

I snickered. Brutal turned those mild, dead eyes on his new wizard. Ja’Teel visibly shrank into his cloak, his tongue protruding briefly to lick his lips.

“I do know some things, Rygel,” Ja’Teel said stiffly.

“A green, first year apprentice could have done a better job. I reckon you should have studied harder.”

Ja’Teel grinned. “I earned my post graduate in other, more interesting, places.”

Rygel nodded. “I know. I’m familiar with the source of your scorpion tattoo.”

I peered closer. Almost concealed within the shadow of his hair, a small black scorpion rested on his right cheekbone. Dark against his pale skin, it twitched as Ja’Teel smiled.

“When I heard the rumors, I honestly didn’t think you were that stupid,” Rygel said.

“Not stupid.” Ja’Teel smiled thinly. He tapped his brow. “Exceedingly smart.”

“What does this mean?” Wolf asked, his tone curious.

Rygel flicked his fingers toward Ja’Teel as he turned to answer him. “My cousin joined a black fraternity, my prince. The aika’ru’braud. It’s a group that practices dark magic, forbidden arts, heinous rites of passage. It’s long been banned and outlawed in Khassart. Its members are hunted down and killed whenever they are found.

“It’s rumored they even found ways to circumvent the curse, the law against the killing by magic.”

Ja’Teel snickered. “Yes, and it’s ever so cool, don’t you think? Here you are, locked into that stupid constraint while I can kill with impunity.”

“What was your initiation, cousin?”

“I raped a pregnant woman,” Ja’Teel replied with the calm tones of a man informing a friend of where a good meal could be found. “I cut her infant from her body while she screamed in agony, then burned it. I then forced the father to eat the ashes.”

“Monster,” I spat.

He looked injured. “I allowed the father to live.”

“Two minutes,” I hissed, my sudden fury had me seeing red and shaking like a mad bull. “Two minutes, alone with you, in a locked room. Give me that, I pray.”

Ja’Teel shrugged. “She was a peasant. Hardly worth the trouble.” He suddenly grinned. “Though she did wiggle about in a most interesting fashion.”

Suddenly, the red rage left me, leaving me icy cold. Frozen. Empty. A hollow shell waiting to be filled with…what? I didn’t know. Without quite knowing why, slowly, I lifted my finger, my arm straight from my shoulder, marking the shadowed wizard.

“Hear me, cursed magician,” I said softly. “You will die bloody. You will die screaming. You will die before the winter is out.”

“Is that so?” he asked, laughing, glancing aside to share the jest with Theodoric.

“You are thrice damned,” I went on, his humor thawing the ice not at all. “I curse you to the furthest reaches of hell. The agony you caused others will be visited upon you a thousand fold. Your victims’ pain ended when they perished. Yours shall never end, but will continue until the world is broken and made again. You are so cursed.”

Kel’Ratan’s firm grasp on my arm brought me back from the brink. I blinked, my vision clearing. His head turned toward me slightly, Wolf dropped me the ghost of a wink before facing Brutal again.

“Hear that, Ja’Teel?” Brutal chuckled. “You’ll die before the winter is out.”

“Ah, Your Majesty,” Ja’Teel said, laughing. “’Tis but a rumor. You can never believe what you hear.”

Slowly my icy rage leached from me. Without making it obvious, I inhaled a long slow breath, relaxing, inwardly regaining control of my runaway emotions. Kel’Ratan withdrew his assisting hand to sit straight in his saddle, his fierce blue eyes warm with approval.

Rygel gestured vaguely in the air before him. “A shield is all you could think of? You disappoint me. I’d hoped for more of a challenge.”

“His Generous Majesty needs you alive,” Ja’Teel replied, glancing about at his invisible handiwork. “Anything from this side can pass through. Your magic—” He shrugged indolently, and grinned. “You’re powerless in there. You cannot walk through them, nor can you escape. Any spells you try will merely bounce back.”

Rygel sighed, shaking his head. “Can you really be that stupid? You’ve always underestimated me.”

“Please.” Ja’Teel snickered. “Not even you can break this shield.”

“Stupid is as stupid does,” Wolf commented dryly.

I never could control my emotions. A snort of laughter bubbled through my nose and broke before I stopped it. Kel’Ratan chuckled. Ja’Teel froze in place, his knuckles white on his reins. Slowly, he turned toward me, his skin waxing pale and his hazel eyes wide and furious. Brutal, too, trembled with rage, spittle forming at the corners of his thinned, tight lips.

As I’d laughed first, Brutal targeted me with his venom.

“Our marriage is not off, bitch,” he snarled. “After the ceremony, I’ll chain you to my bed; I’ll rape your skinny whore’s body until you scream for mercy. After that, I’ll toss you to my troops for their pleasure.”

He gestured vaguely upward. I half-glanced up, noting the rooftops filled with purple-and-gold uniformed troops, pointing their crossbows down at us. Thirty, fifty, perhaps more I guessed. The warehouses to our left also sprouted armed and waiting soldiers, as I’m sure the street to our rear was also filled with mounted cavalry. All waited their liege lord’s order to shoot.

“You’ll not be laughing then, I’ll warrant.”

My blood boiled. Yet, I kept a sterner hold on my emotions than I had before and kept my expression one of mild interest. If they allowed their pride to be poked so easily, then we must, above all, keeping poking. We might not kill the snake, but it didn’t know where to bite if blinded by its own fury.

I half closed my eyes and feigned a deep yawn. I patted my lips politely, for after all I was a lady, and knew my social etiquette. “Pardon me, my lord, I don’t intend rudeness. But I do declare its way past my bedtime. You were saying?”

Resuming our conversation, I regarded Brutal with the same benign and brainless but interested curiosity as before.

Brutal apparently had not exhausted his threats. “After my soldiers are finished with you, I’ll kill you. Slowly. You’ll beg for death, plead for death. Being a just and merciful lord, I’ll grant it, after days and days of slicing your skin off little by little. Then I’ll send a message to your father of your death of childbirth.”

A thin smile split the spittle on his meager lips. “So sad. But, life goes on, eh? After your father’s death, I’ll inherit Kel’Halla’s throne, as the heir apparent. Your father’s wish for peace is his undoing. And I’ll conquer Kel’Halla as my father had wished. But I’ll succeed where he bitterly failed.”

So that was his plan. Marry me, kill me, inherit my throne as my widowed husband. That’s why he needed me alive so badly. For any marriage to be valid, the ceremony needs be performed in front of witnesses. My death might then benefit him, for a messenger sent in nine months would inform my grieving sire of my death. By law, he would indeed become King of Kel’Halla.

It might even have worked, had I not sent warriors home to explain the situation. Any marriage contract my father had with Brutal would be invalid. Should Brutal succeed in marrying and killing me, he had no claims to the throne of my homeland. Kel’Halla would be safe from him. The next in line, my cousin, Kel’Ratan, would be the next King of Kel’Halla. Should we both die here, my father would find his heir among my numerous cousins.

Brutal took full note of my lack of concern. His smile widened. His dead brown eyes gazed at me with a strange, insane light in them. I suppressed a shiver, wondering how I could ever have seen any hope of an alliance in this madman.

“I’m so sorry,” he began slowly, savoring his words. “The warriors you sent with the letters to your father…they didn’t make it past my border.”

Shock twisted its cruel knife in my gut. I felt rather than saw Kel’Ratan stir slightly, knew without knowing that rage filled him, also knew without knowing he was close to giving in to it. Brutal’s smile, his words, were spoken to just me. It was as though Wolf, Rygel, Kel’Ratan, Corwyn, Tor, and Arianne had all ceased to exist, had vanished into the aether. He and I had eyes only for each other. None existed save he and I.

Relishing my anguish, his voice softened, his words enunciated clearly, so there would be no mistaking them. “After I took the women, I sent them to pleasure the troops in my barracks. They lasted several days, I’m told. They died screaming. They died cursing your name.”

I met his evil gaze with my own, unable to hide my grief, my horror. A born liar, he could lie to an angel and be believed. Yet, I saw the truth in those gleeful depths. This was one time he told the absolute truth.

He murdered my friends.

In hoping to save their lives, I sent them to their deaths.

“Several of the men shared the same destiny as that horse who so upset me. You know the one. A few of the others I fed to the lions. I am grateful, you know, truly grateful. Your warriors came cheap, and spared me the cost of feeding the lions valuable slaves.”

Tears filled my eyes as I thought of the loyal warriors who loved me, who obeyed me without question, who died horrible deaths because of me. I blinked them away just as quickly, knowing they rode the heavens with Nephrotiti, beyond all earthly pain or grief.

“You’re lying,” I replied calmly. 

“Indeed.”

“You won’t rape me,” I went on, my voice still soft. “You know you won’t.”

He smiled, no doubt thinking I would soon resort to threatening his own life. Taking a cue from Rygel the drama queen, I drew my next words out slowly, clearly.

“You can never rape anyone ever again.”

I paused, gathering eyes I had no need to gather. My lip curled. “You can’t even get it up.”

Derisive laughter rang from all around me. While I cherished my insult to Theodoric, the High Priest’s furious reaction had nothing on Brutal’s. I thought for a moment, halleluiah, he will die of apoplexy right here, right now, saving all of us a great deal of trouble. His pale skin turned a dull red, the color of old, dry bricks. His eyes bulged in their sockets. His breath wheezed in and out, reminding me of a bellows with a few cracks in it, the noxious odor crossing the shield and the distance with little trouble. Drawing his sword, he spurred his horse toward me.

Both Theodoric and Ja’Teel forced him to a halt. Kicking their mounts in front of his, their free hands up, they effectively cut off his attack. His black half-reared, but Brutal kept his seat with little difficulty.

“Majesty, no!” Theodoric called. “She’s trying to goad you. Don’t listen to her.”

Before his horse crossed the barrier, Brutal reined in, his, hand filled with his sword. He heeded his High Priest at the very last second. Perhaps he realized, as Theodoric did, that by attacking me he faced not just my arrow leveled at his nose, but a Bloody Wolf and a wizard whose talents didn’t end with his magic. Thusly, he saved his own life.

Brutal slammed his sword into its sheath and yanked hard on his reins to back his horse. Blood sprang from the black stallion’s mouth as it opened wide in agony. His pale finger raised to point, to mark, me.

“You are dead, my dear,” Brutal said softly, coldly. “These fellows with you think with their muscles. Don’t make the same mistake. You’re nothing without them, and soon they’ll be as dead as your beloved people.”

I summoned the most careless, the most casual demeanor I could into my slightly furrowed brows, and concerned expression. Maximizing it fully, I looked down at myself, plucking the white robe away from my body, extending my arms to look down them both, one at a time. I looked back at Brutal, feigning deep confusion.

“Are you sure?” I asked, allowing puzzlement to creep into my tone. “I look alive to me.”

Brutal smiled thinly. “Everyone’s a comedian. Laugh it up, bitch. I’ll still your humor soon enough.”

I batted my eyelashes at him as my mind raced. What were Wolf and Rygel doing? Did they sit there on their horses admiring my repartees with that bloody Brutal? 

They hatched a plan.

Whether by the bond of ehlu’braud, or some other means of communication, they threw together a plot that enabled us to escape this trap. I shouldn’t have known this.

Yet, I did.

As though my thoughts poked him in the ribcage, Wolf stirred at last and spoke, his tone mild.

“Do you truly think you can frighten us with paltry threats, false King?” 

Like an arrow striking the bull’s-eye, I knew his lack of deference and choice of words could not hit home any harder. Brutal ruled his Federation through his own insecurity, used fear and terror to control the populace. He needed Wolf to fear him almost as much as he needed my terror. His pride hurt; that a mere slave dared insult him drove him almost to the brink.

He started, his eyes flattening to mere slits, his knuckles white on his wide leather reins. Aborted attack on me or not, shield or no shield, he drew his sword and would have spurred his horse at Wolf. 

Wolf twirled his sword, an action so fast the blade whistled shrilly. Controlling Rufus with his knees, his left hand extended slowly toward Brutal as he persuaded the stallion to prance toward Brutal’s flashy black. His fingers moved slowly in a ‘come hither’ gesture. I heard his nasty grin in his words: “Let’s dance.”

Brutal’s eyes widened. His rush faltered. At the last instant, he recognized the stupidity of charging Wolf. He knew, as did we all, he’d not the fighting talent nor the experience to challenge the Bloody Wolf. He stood not a snowball’s chance in hell of surviving such an attack. He’d die and quickly.

In a feigned show of reluctance, he allowed his High Priest to stop him, to turn him aside. As he had with me, he turned on Theodoric in a rage, as though he truly wanted to take Wolf on, head for head.

“Sensible decision,” I said quietly. I chuckled derisively, deliberately antagonizing him. “Don’t battle the Wolf. A stray cat might make a really humble meal of your remains.”

“How dare you!” Theodoric screeched.

I flicked my glance toward the fat man. “Your new scars become you, sir.” I pointed with my bow toward the cuts I had made in his face. “The ladies simply adore a battle-scarred warrior.”

Inarticulate with rage, Theodoric’s round, pudgy face turned nearly purple as he choked. His double chin wobbled as he trembled, his eyes bulged so far from their sockets I half-thought they’d tumble out and roll down his fat cheeks. This time, however, Brutal put a calming hand on Theodoric.

If looks could kill…. Unable to vent much more, Theodoric contented himself with venting his rage by spitting on the ground toward Mikk’s hooves.

“Perhaps his Most Gracious Majesty will allow me his sloppy seconds,” Theodoric rasped. “If he hasn’t managed to tame that foul mouth of yours, I will.”

“Of course you can have a taste of her,” Brutal purred through the spittle, with an expansive gesture toward me. “I’ll leave her alive enough…barely. She’ll know it’s you taking her.”

I let my gaze travel up and down Theodoric’s pudgy body, insultingly slow. “Well, now,” I drawled. “I’d have to see the goods before I decide if you are man enough for me.”

He drew his narrow rapier, bloodlust in his pale eyes, his heels thumping his bay’s sides to charge. I lifted my bow before the bay reacted to the spur. 

“By the by,” I went on mildly, my arrow trained on his left eye. “Have they dropped yet…peewee?”

Theodoric’s fury might yet have sent him forward, onto my waiting death. However, he, too, realized the well-armed warriors to either side of me weren’t there because of their good looks. Should I perchance miss, he’d be cut into dogmeat before he could wield his blade accurately. He reined in, the gelding’s mouth opening wide against the pain of the sharply curbed bit, almost falling on his haunches in his effort to cease his forward motion. 

“Quiet!” Brutal bellowed.

Theodoric calmed instantly, relaxing his reins and shoving his sword back into its sheath. He eyed me coldly as his horse stood still, champing his bit and swishing his tail in equine anxiety. Ja’Teel glanced across at him, smirking, no doubt enjoying Theodoric’s inability to keep his emotions under control as Brutal watched his High Priest with a sour expression.

After taking a deep breath, Brutal glanced past my shoulder to Corwyn.

“Drop your weapon and bring that little tart to me right now, Cephas,” he said, his voice tight, apparently unaware of Corwyn’s true name. “Prove your loyalty and I will forgive your treachery. You will be reinstated into your former position with me posthaste.”

I craned my neck to peer over my shoulder, curious to see what Corwyn’s reaction might be. I wasn’t much disappointed. Corwyn made a gesture not commonly seen in palaces, but Brutal clearly knew what it meant. In base terms, the gesture essentially told Brutal to do what Wolf always called the anatomically impossible. Once more, a snort of laughter broke free of its bounds and earned me another frozen glare of hatred from Brutal.

“I will have your laughing, lying tongue speared on my fork, bitch,” he snarled.

I could not help the temptation that swept over me: I repeated Corwyn’s gesture.

Before Brutal could erupt in an appropriate, spittle-spewing response, Wolf spoke.

“Your new pet doesn’t stand a chance against my brother,” Wolf said conversationally, as though we all stood about the garden, discussing politics and the weather with drinks in our hands.

In outrage, Ja’Teel puffed himself up. “Of the blood royal, I have the power—”

Instantly, the shield melted.

Like a heated tallow candle, it oozed slowly down the four walls that surrounded us. Where once it was invisible to my eyes, it now glowed a pale reddish orange like the late sunset’s clouds. Boiling, curling downward, dripping huge blots like melted wax to the cobbles, it slid ever so sedately down. I was starkly reminded of cheese curds I once flung against the wall as a child. This, as they did, slid down to puddle on the cobbles in a heap.

Ja’Teel gaped like a landed fish. Brutal jerked back as though the melted shield burned him. Theodoric alternated jerking his reins and spurring his horse, forcing the beast to jump about on stiffened legs.

“What was it you said, cuz?” Rygel asked politely, his eyes burning hotter than his magic. “Something about my powers?”

“Im—” Ja’Teel choked and tried again. “Impossible.”

“Ta ever so,” Rygel murmured.

Rygel retaliated with a sharp blast. Wind the force of ten hurricanes, narrowed within the confines of the street, blew the three horses off their hooves. They slipped and slid as though on ice, tripping, scrambling to maintain their footing, they slid backward as though a divine hand pushed them. The black stallion fell, whinnying his terror, and tossed Brutal flat onto his back. Over the howling gale, I distinctly heard his breath whoosh from his lungs.

Theodoric’s bay horse fell to his knees and slid across the cobblestones, bloodying his legs. Theodoric gripped his mane in his fists, his pudgy face the color of last night’s drinking binge and screamed. His tonsils looked as brown as his gelding, and far less appealing.

Ja’Teel’s yellow mare made the mistake of turning tail and running. The wind pushed the poor horse’s quarters up underneath her, her blonde tail whooshed up under her belly. Like a swift hand toppling a kitten, the horse fell back, crushing Ja’Teel beneath her weight.

Suddenly, a great shudder travelled through the buildings around us. I glanced away from the wind-blown idiots to see the soldiers on the rooftops rapidly disappear. In a cloud of dust and wood, the roofs above collapsed, taking down with them all the royal troops and their crossbows.

“Corwyn!” Wolf suddenly shouted. “Ride! Ride now!”

Brutal rose first, staggering to his feet under Rygel’s dying windstorm. Dust from the collapsed buildings blew in small whirlwinds and eddies as men stumbled from the wreckage. Theodoric also gained his feet, groaning and cursing, fumbling to drag his blade from its housing. Staggering, he forced his portly body between us and Brutal.

Seeing his movement, I returned to myself and drew my bowstring to my ear. Chaos erupted around me, yet I had no eyes, no ears, for any sight or sound except the fat man before me.

Judgment day.

Its barbed steel head took him full between the eyes. The force of its blow snapped his head back on his neck and knocked him flat to his shoulders. Arms outstretched to either side, perhaps in supplication to his dark god, he quivered for a moment, then lay still and silent. His pale eyes, quickly glazing in death, stared sightlessly up at the dim stars, the slender shaft stuck proudly upright between them. A small ribbon of blood traced its way from the wound and pooled beneath his scarred cheek. 

Brutal gaped at his High Priest’s corpse in horror.

Rygel stirred into life, drawing his sword, his black half-rearing in response. Wolf twirled his blade again, making it sing, his big bay sidling sideways in a short, high-stepping prance. At my side, Kel’Ratan cursed under his breath. His sword at the ready, he emerged into my view, his bay snorting, ready for battle.

Corwyn on his ugly red roan flew past me, spurring hard, dragging the grey mare with her terrified passengers behind him. Arianne’s hair blew back in the wind, Tor clinging like a limpet behind her. Through the dust and shadows they fled, Corwyn obeying his liege lord’s command to keep his sister safe. 

Out of the roiling dust and dark shadows, men boiled from the remains of the shattered buildings. Most had injuries, clutching broken arms or ribs or heads, howling or crying out in pain. Many others walked about, stunned, in a state of shock. Those I could ignore as little threat.

I could not, however, ignore the far too many troopers still on their feet and ready to fight. Crossbow bolts whizzed past. One flicked through my hair, another brushed past my nose. I saw Wolf’s bay wheel to meet the charge of a half-dozen troops, a crossbow bolt stuck, still quivering, in his saddlebag. I lost sight of Brutal in the ensuing chaos, though Ja’Teel still lay where he fell. Dead or unconscious, I suspected, hoping for the former.

“Alive!” Brutal screamed, his voice rising above the din. “I want them alive!”

At their master’s cry, the Federates changed tactics. They ceased launching crossbow bolts at us, and instead drew swords. A soldier in the trappings of a captain bellowed orders, forming his men into a tight ring around us. At his command, the Federates advanced, interlocking their shields, swords and spears held ready.

Sounding too much like his namesake for my comfort, Wolf snarled. His huge bay half-reared, ears flattened to his skull. A chill ran down my spine as Wolf kicked his stallion forward. The beast, already on his hind legs, lunged hard and fast, into the steel wall before him. Not even the Federation’s finest could withstand the sheer brute strength of Wolf and stallion. The wall dissolved into a milling band of shouting, screaming men as sword and hooves went to work.

Kel’Ratan launched his stallion into the fray, his sword raised alongside Wolf’s as they both cut and slashed, stabbing and hacking into the mass of troops before them. Rygel, too, entered the mix, wheeling his black to confront the Federates behind us. To my surprise, his sword whirled in a deadly arc, killing any who ventured too close to me. To me? I put the significance of this past me to concentrate on killing and staying alive.

I nocked arrow after arrow, sending them into the faces, throats, and heads of any Federate soldier I saw. All dropped, but many more ran forward to take their places. Quickly running out of arrows, I drew my sword. Spurring Mikk up beside Kel’Ratan, I slew a Federate who would have stabbed him in the back, killing another with a slash to his throat when he sought to pull me from my saddle.

I caught a glimpse of Brutal limping out of the whirling chaos, supported by two troopers. A tight knot of purple and gold soldiers formed a protective ring, dropping their bows and drawing swords. Should we turn on the High King, we’d be forced to fight through them.

Mikk, war-trained and battle-hardened, flattened his ears and kicked, slashed or bit any trooper who ventured near his deadly teeth and hooves. The Federates seemed at a loss as to how to deal with a horse trained to work as a weapon, and spent many useless moments dodging his kicks and strikes. As many fell to his teeth and hooves as my blade, and within moments, the enemy fell back, preparing to regroup.

Their regrouping gave me a chance to catch a glimpse of Wolf and Kel’Ratan, their horses’ rumps turned toward each other. Their swords rose and fell, almost in unison as they each protected the other’s vulnerable back. Beside me, Rygel’s blade dripped red with blood and his black’s legs and chest ran thick with it. The black may not have been any more battle-hardened than Wolf’s bay, but the gelding knew danger when it threatened his rider and sought to retaliate in a most unequine fashion. Impressed in spite of myself, I watched as the black spun on his front end and kicked a retreating trooper out of his vicinity before dropping to all four hooves.

The brief respite allowed Rygel to drop the reins on his gelding’s neck and pause, his eyes closed. I had no time to guess what he planned to do. An instant later, an enormous concussion ripped through the darkness, a flash of light brighter than ten suns lit the night sky.

The soldiers fell back, most falling to the ground, covering their ears, blood dripping redly from between their fingers. Rygel’s magic, I noticed, while not killing his enemy, incapacitated them as efficiently as though he stabbed every one through their hearts in less than an instant. Bows dropped from limp hands, and arrows collapsed alongside soldiers. Swords fell to the stony cobbles with steely high-pitched metallic shrieks careening through the night air.

Immediately, I understood. Rygel couldn’t concentrate on calling upon his powers if he was too busy defending himself. The best wizard that ever lived needed spare moments with which to work. The soldiers’ need to regroup gave Rygel that moment. 

Over the cries and moans, a stray crossbow bolt twanged through the darkness with the shrill whine of wind hissing through feathers. Someone let fly despite Rygel’s blast of power, perhaps a soldier who aimed without intending to pull the trigger. Struck by Rygel’s power blast, his hand clenched—

I caught a brief glimpse of it from the candle of my eyes, a streak darker than the darkness surrounding it.

It struck Kel’Ratan squarely in the chest. 

I screamed.

Kel’Ratan’s jaw sagged in shock. The jolt sent a quiver through his heavy frame. He froze, and even in the dimness and distance, I saw his face drain of all color. His sword raised high, in preparation to attack, slowly began to slump and drop, falling from his now lax hand.

All coherent thought escaped my mind. Only a savage agony, as though the arrow had struck me rather than Kel’Ratan, ripped into my heart. I felt it shatter, felt it break into a thousand tiny pieces, the fragments tearing my chest, and my life, apart. Please, my Lady, my Lady, anyone but him. Not Kel’Ratan, please Lady, no.

As fast as I kicked Mikk toward him, Wolf spun his bay in a half-circle and reached him first. Before Kel’Ratan could topple from his saddle, Wolf grabbed him by the back of his neck and lifted him straight up. Kel’Ratan was a large and robust man, but Wolf picked him up as easily as if he weighed no more than Tor. He tossed Kel’Ratan’s limp body across the pommel of his saddle, face down, leaving me to catch his sword before it could fall to the cobbles.

Wolf gave me no time to feel panic over my cousin. With scarcely a pause, he kicked Rufus straight toward Brutal and his small knot of bleeding, cursing protectors. I dropped my reins on Mikk’s neck and with a sword in each hand, kneed him in Wolf’s wake. Rygel charged his mount up beside mine, and like a heavy wedge with Wolf as its tip, we hit the ranks of soldiers massed before us.

Before they could collect themselves and offer much defense, Wolf dealt out death as though he were an angel vomited up from hell. None withstood him. His sword stabbed and slashed, cut arms off at the shoulders, lobbed heads from necks, struck terror into those who had yet to meet him.

The knot around Brutal exploded. Men staggered away, out of the path of Wolf’s murderous Rufus. From behind, I caught glimpses of his flattened ears, lips skinned back from huge white teeth. His deadly hooves struck again and again, flailing out even as he galloped, courageously strong despite the enormous weight of two huge men on his back. Enemy blood drenched him from hoof to ears.

Brutal, the High King, the latest scion of a long and noble line, stood aghast as Wolf and his bloody mount bore down upon him at a gallop. His fingers clenched the armored arm of the nearest trooper, his dead eyes now alive in his panic. Ten or twelve soldiers recovered enough to close ranks, offering a shield against our onslaught. Still others fired their crossbows, hoping to take Wolf down before he reached their King. Swords gleamed in the dim light of the moon.

The enormous fighting machine of horse and rider romped like the god of death himself through the ranks, maiming and killing any still foolish enough to stand in its path. 

Men scattered to each side, falling, clutching swords raised to strike at the huge shadow that pushed past, and missed, their blades spun from their grips without harm. Dead bodies littered the cobbles, acting as stumbling blocks for those who still sought to fight and kill, tripping helplessly and ignominiously flat on their backs.

Brutal, undefended now, stood almost alone and nearly defenseless. Die, coward, I half-thought, unable to connect coherent thoughts together.

Of course, Brutal did what any good coward would do under the circumstances.

He fainted.

Weakened legs crumbled beneath his suddenly dead weight, his eyes rolled up into his head; I saw the light of the moon glinting off those pure white spheres. He fell bonelessly to the cobbles among the corpses of his loyal men. Wolf’s sword whistled over Brutal’s sagging head, cutting hair not flesh. Brutal’s lifeless brown hair drifted slowly downward in a spiral to land on his limp shoulder.

I forced my grief aside as more troopers ran out from behind homes and warehouses in a vain attempt to halt our flight. Rygel’s sword rose and fell, catching any who escaped Wolf’s onslaught. My pair of swords, one in each hand, caught many a gallant trooper on their blades. I had received the best possible training from the best arms masters that had ever lived. I could fight equally well with either hand, each blade working independent of the other. 

The fight ended as the last line against us fled, not yet willing to die for their King. We galloped madly into the darkness, leaving the dead, and the bloody wounded, and the frightened, panicky living behind. 

Brutal killed Kel’Ratan. He murdered a good man, my cousin, my best friend. The scene replayed inside my head, the bolt striking Kel’Ratan in the chest. My heart wailed silently, the pain stabbing deep once more. Kel’Ratan! Where have you gone? Tears fell unchecked to splash upon my saddlebow. Kel’Ratan! Come back! You swore to never leave me! You broke your sacred oath. You left me behind! Come back!

Though my father’s younger brother’s son, he was more than my cousin. He stood beside my cradle when I was born, my mother’s birth blood still on my swaddling bands. Ten years old, he was, cutting his arm with his sword. Bathing his own blood on the steel, that same sword now clutched in my grip, he swore a sacred oath to protect me always. An oath he had sworn, a holy oath on our Lady’s honor, to never leave my side while I yet lived. More tears rolled down my cheeks, I choked back a sob. Kel’Ratan! Don’t leave me!

Inside my grief, a new emotion rose.

Rage.

He’d been murdered by that brutal scoundrel. By escaping Wolf’s blade, High King Brutal failed to pay for his crime. He must pay for Kel’Ratan’s life with his own.

Brutal yet lived. He fainted and escaped Wolf’s wrath. 

He’d not escape mine.

I reined Mikk in. He half-reared as his quarters slid under him, his legs splayed. His hooves skidded across slick cobbles. A reddish haze crossed my vision. My fury soared on swift wings, blinding me to all that was sensible and sane. Brutal killed Kel’Ratan, the best of men. Vengeance was mine, my right, as his nearest blood kin.

I wheeled Mikk about with my knees. He obeyed, skidding to a stop, turning, half-rearing, shaking his head.

“Ly’Tana!”

Wolf’s deep shout made me hesitate, look back. He and Rygel had also reined in, their mounts curveting and plunging. I heard their shouts, witnessed their frantic gestures. Come back!

My fury overrode their shouts. Under my hate, my blood-rage, sanity and good sense fled.

I spun both swords in my fists as Mikk reared high, screaming his war challenge to the night. He danced with the shadows, his front hooves boxing the air. Joy mixed with the fury rushing through my veins. I felt deliciously hot, seeking Brutal through the red crossing my sight.

The swords in my fists spun again, living steel in my hands, the souls of the blades crying out for revenge. Thirsty for blood, they sang in my hands, cutting the air with shrill cries. I, Brutal’s chosen archenemy, gave them voice, caused them to sing. ’Twas easy to make them spin, to make them sing. Just the right flicks of my wrists….

Nudging Mikk with my heel set him to prancing sideways, his neck arched. Sharp snorts timed perfectly with his dancing hooves resounded through the now silent darkness. I spun my bloodthirsty swords, hearing their pleas for the blood of those who killed Kel’Ratan.

The royal troopers, those healthy enough to find me threat enough, surrounded Brutal as Mikk and I approached. Toward their bared swords I rode, his trot so smooth I could have poured wine into a chalice of silver without spilling a single drop. Mikk danced closer, striking fire from beneath his hooves, sparks that lit the night like summer stars falling to earth. 

“Ly’Tana!”

I ignored Wolf’s shout as I might ignore a buzzing fly. Brutal shoved his troopers out, away and toward me, commanding they die for him. The heat in my blood rose higher, my rage climbing until I could scarcely see through the haze. Come here, you pig.

Mikk waltzed closer. The song of my swords rose in a sharp crescendo, hoof-spun sparks brilliant light in the deep darkness. 

“What’s got into her?” Wolf’s voice demanded. 

“Ma’aliki’kai.”

“In my language!”

“Battle madness!” the harsh voice roared. “She’s out of her mind!”

Not really, I half-thought. I’m pissed.

I halted my swords’ song at the same moment I gripped Mikk with both knees. He reared again, readying himself, bunching his quarters, to charge.

I screamed a single name.

“Brutal!”

He heard me. Frantic, ducking behind his men, he urged them forward. With curses, with striking hands, Brutal forced his soldiers out and away, facing my attack. They reluctantly obeyed, loading crossbows, leveling swords, their eyes shifting toward one another uneasily.

Mikk’s front hooves struck the cobbles. He broke into a dead gallop as I raised both swords. Die, Brutal.

He slithered to a rearing halt as a black shadow blocked his path.

My lifted swords dropped and the red haze receded a fraction as Rygel’s black gelding raised his front hooves, boxing Mikk’s face. Forced to duck aside, Mikk leaped sideways, dodging the blows and sliding on the cobbles. Regaining his balance, Mikk leaped forward under my knees at the same moment Rygel’s firm hand clamped down on his bridle.

Mikk slewed to the side, the slick footing beneath his hooves more treacherous than Rygel’s actions. His mane in my face, blinded by red and black, I blinked away tears and raised both blades.

“Princess—”

I cut off his one choked word with one sweep of my steel.

The world stopped dead.

He stared deep into my eyes. My arms crossed, my right sword threatened the left side of his throat. My left sword tickled his carotid on his right. Should I wrench my arms outward, his head would spin off his neck, spraying purple blood. I half-wondered if he prayed I do that very thing and end his pain forever. I tilted my head to one side, considering. Kill him and Brutal both. After all, Rygel and Brutal hated me anyway because of a peculiar happenstance that I’d been born female.

Beyond Rygel’s wild mane of wheaten hair, the King’s soldiers hustled Brutal back, shielding him. Cavalry recovered enough to trot forward, their mounts sluggish, lining the street between me and my prey.

The heat hadn’t departed my veins, nor had good sense returned. Someone had to pay for Kel’Ratan. Since Rygel stopped me from killing the true villain, perhaps his blood might suffice.

“Princess.”

Rygel’s soft voice didn’t entreat. It didn’t beg. His amber eyes showed no fear, nor did his body try to retreat. With his black horse quiet, lathered and blowing, he waited for me to see sense.

“Ly’Tana!”

While I’d not turn my head and take my eyes from my enemy, I did slide my chin over my shoulder slightly. In my peripheral vision, I saw Wolf waving both arms over his head.

“He’s alive! Kel’Ratan isn’t dead.”

Kel’Ratan? Alive?

I looked back at my former betrothed as he cursed his soldiers, cuffing their heads, ordering them to loose their bolts. Despite his need to catch me alive, I suspected he gave up on that notion and wanted me dead instead of free. Casting quick nervous glances in my direction, they cocked the arms of their crossbows, inserting the bolts, lifting them, aiming—

My glance found his.

His skin met my steel as he dropped his head once, in a short nod. “It’s true, Princess.”

Like a dropped anvil, my rage fell apart. With Kel’Ratan alive, I’d no need to avenge his death. The red haze wavered and collapsed. I relaxed my hands and my swords fell away from Rygel’s neck. Thin tendrils of blood seeped where the edges caught him, yet Rygel dipped his brow in a quick bow. “We should—”

“I know.”

With a sword in each hand, my reins slack on Mikk’s neck, I squeezed hard with my knees. Mikk climbed the moonlit air again, wheeling on his haunches. He screamed his war cry to the gods themselves, his challenge echoing through the silent streets. Before his front hooves even hit the cobbles, he lunged forward. He was in a dead run the instant his hooves struck the ground, carrying me back toward Wolf and Kel’Ratan.

His black pounding hard behind us, Rygel’s magic shielded us from the soldier’s belatedly loosed bolts. Steel-tipped warheads dropped to the stonework behind our galloping heels, or whined off his shield, lost in the darkness. The royal troopers, and Brutal, fell far behind and vanished behind several streets and rounded corners.

“Grab my reins,” Rygel ordered me tersely. “Keep my horse running straight.”

I obeyed. I awkwardly sheathed my bloody sword to free up a hand. With Kel’Ratan’s sword in my right hand, I took the black’s rein in my left. I had no limbs available for Mikk’s reins. Leaving them lax on his neck, I guided him solely by my knees. I leaned back to ease Mikk’s heavy gallop to keep him side-by-side with the slower black gelding.

Hands now free, Rygel put them on Kel’Ratan’s head as Wolf shifted Rufus closer to Rygel’s horse. I glanced about us, seeing the dark homes and buildings fly past, hearing the occasional dog bark as we galloped by, the sound receding into the distance quickly.

Kel’Ratan’s bay stallion galloped just behind me and to my right, free of any constraint. As our warhorses had more intelligence and loyalty than the average horse, I wasn’t much surprised. Kel’Ratan had raised this stallion from a foal, nursed him with his own hands after his dam died delivering him. The bay adored Kel’Ratan, as blindly devoted as any worshiper to his god.

Feeling eyes upon me, I looked up and to my left, over Rygel’s bent head. Wolf stared at me with that inhuman, predatory cold stare. His eyes, icy grey with that strange ring of black watched me, unblinking. How many men met those dreadful eyes before they died? All memory of our kisses, the bond shared between us, fled under the chill of those cursed eyes.

Kel’Ratan’s sword, much heavier than mine, dragged at my right arm. How in Nephrotiti’s name had I spun it, made it sing? Could I defend myself with it, should Wolf choose to attack? Unable to look away, I rode, mesmerized by their icy chill.

“You little fool,” Wolf growled. He sounded more wolflike than ever. “What the bloody hell were you doing?”

“Leave her alone. It’s not her fault.”

Rygel’s calm voice broke my trance. I dragged my eyes away from Wolf’s, and studied instead the cobbled stones before Mikk’s galloping hooves. I almost killed an innocent, a friend. Had I sliced Rygel’s head from his shoulders, I’d have also slain Kel’Ratan. Brutal may have struck the blow, but my swords finished the task. My guilt was a great as his. The memory of my rage seemed distant and indistinct, yet I still found the flavor when I thought of Kel’Ratan dead. Had he died…. 

“I guess I lost my mind for a moment,” I murmured.

“Lost your—” Wolf choked.

My fury flared anew. “What would you do if you lost your best friend to that murdering fiend?”

Wolf cut his eyes to Rygel, then averted them just as quickly. He shut his teeth, his silence speaking volumes. Had Rygel died, Brutal could never escape Wolf’s bloodthirsty vengeance. I knew he wanted to say more, saw it in his clenched fists and tight expression. Yet, he kept his comments behind shut teeth.

Just as well. If he wanted a fight, verbal or otherwise, I’d be happy to oblige.

Several moments and many blocks later, two dark shadows emerged from the darkness and stood in the street to await us. Corwyn and his charges. By mutual voiceless consent, Wolf and I slowed our mounts, keeping the black gelding between us. Rygel remained in his spell as we slowed from a fast gallop before sliding to a halt beside Corwyn’s horses.

They had waited quite some time for us, evidenced by Tor’s indolent body. He faced backward over the grey mare’s rump, leaning against Arianne’s back and yawning mightily. Less at home on a horse than Tor, Arianne still clutched the mare’s mane in both fists, her knuckles white.

Corwyn eyed us calmly, taking in Kel’Ratan and Rygel, his blue eyes venturing from my dress, now more red than white, to Wolf’s evident anger. “What kept you?”

Wolf snorted. “Don’t get me started.”

“Raine?”

Arianne’s timid voice softened the black scowl on Wolf’s face. Its hard planes softened, his arctic grey eyes warmed enough to quiet my anger. He conjured up a small smile for her, his hand reaching out to pull the midnight hair from her tiny face.

“I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you,” he said. “I’ll never not listen to you again.”

Her face brightened immediately.

Corwyn nodded at Kel’Ratan, still slumped over Wolf’s saddlebow. “Will he live?”

Panic at the thought of Kel’Ratan dying surfaced once more, my heart hurting physically. Treacherous tears trailed down my cheeks, my throat shut down so tight I couldn’t breathe. I closed my eyes, silently reciting a calming chant my arms master taught me long ago, designed to return my focus, set me back onto the path of serenity and courage. My breath returned slowly, and with it a new determination.

The distraction helped loosen pain in my chest a fraction. I could look at Kel’Ratan’s still form and Rygel’s bent head without howling to the moon like a lunatic. I could breathe—a bit.

Wolf watched me with worry, his icy eyes now filled with compassion. Till now, I never noticed how easily his eyes could be read, as though his every emotion showed through clearly, even if his facial muscles never moved. A strange, yet attractive feature the man owned.

Rygel stirred, shaking his wheaten head as if to clear it, straightening slowly in his saddle. He answered Corwyn’s question, since neither Wolf nor I could.

“Yes,” he said slowly. “He’ll live if we can get him to a safer place where I can work on him.”

My heart ceased its wretched silent wailing, and sang in joy, much like my swords had done.

“The bolt missed his heart,” Rygel went on, sweat tickling down his cheek. “But I have to get him somewhere quiet and soon. The arrow’s lodged in his lung. He’s bleeding into it and still may drown in his own blood.”

“How soon?”

Rygel took his reins back. “Now. He’ll die within the hour.”

Wolf cocked his head, considering his blood brother through narrowed eyes. “Unless?”

“Unless I get him to the monastery,” Rygel replied, his tone sharp. “But you need me to get you out of this hell-hole first.”

“I think—” I began

“Don’t bother,” Rygel snapped. “Come on. We ride.”

Arianne took a tighter hold on the mare’s grey mane. Tor turned around, raising his butt off the mare’s rump with his hands, lifting a leg and rotating his body around. The mare took his action philosophically, sighing down her nose. Corwyn reined his ugly roan about, taking the mare and her passengers with him, to a spot behind Wolf. Rygel took the lead, nudging his black into a brisk trot.

Beside me, Wolf edged Rufus close to Mikk, our legs tangled together in our stirrups.

“I apologize for being angry,” he said softly, his face near my ear. “But if you ever scare me like that again, I’ll—”

I quirked a brow. “You’ll what?”

“Spank you.”

I lifted my head and stared down my nose, giving him my most imperious expression. “You’ll try.”

His eyes flicked to my bow and empty quiver. A faint grin surfaced and disappeared quickly. “Shrew.”

“Beast.”

“Bitch.”

“Ugly oaf.”

“The gates are just ahead,” Rygel called over his shoulder. “Around that next bend. Once we strike the plaza, we need to charge as fast as our horses can gallop.”

“Then what?” I asked.

Rygel turned his head over his shoulder again, briefly. I caught a quick grin more wolfish than Wolf’s. I decided henceforth to keep such silly questions behind my teeth.

Forced to flog his exhausted black into a faster pace, Rygel lashed his reins across the gelding’s neck. His horse lurched into a shambling run, then picked up speed, leading the charge across the plaza. Torches flared in the distance, marking the big gates, shut and stoutly barred for the night. I spotted smaller flares of flame tossing back and forth as gate guards heard the thunder of hooves marking our approach and ran to their defenses. What defense could they launch in the face of Rygel’s magic? Hadn’t I learned, along with Brutal and Theodoric and Ja’Teel, never underestimate him? 

His plan was both simple and effective. He blasted the gates into exploding shards, and sent the watch guards flying. Gouts of flame climbed high and lit up the night sky as the noise of his blast echoed throughout the quarter. A spectacular fire gobbled greedily at the huge gateposts, setting nearby buildings aflame. Men cried and screamed, some shouted orders, many others spewed either curses or prayers. Most fled from the conflagration in terror, too many with their clothes on fire. Yes Brutal’s simple, run of the mill soldiers fled for their lives. 

Rygel never does anything by halves, I thought, grinning.

Splinters and chunks of burning wood cascaded around us as we galloped madly through the smoke and chaos. Only a few soldiers had wit enough to fire their crossbows. In their panic, their aim flew wide or fell short of their mark. We rode well out of arrow range, bolts and firelight within moments.

Rygel reined his lathered and panting black to a halt nearly a mile from the flaming gates. We slowed to gather around him in a half-circle as he wheeled about to face us. I brushed my fingers over Kel’Ratan’s drooping mane of red hair, wishing briefly he’d raise his face and say something—anything—to me. Kel’Ratan! Don’t die on me now.

“My prince,” Rygel said, offering Wolf a hasty half-salute. “I’ll have to go on without you.”

“What?” I almost screamed. “What about—”

His tawny glance shocked me into stillness. “I’m taking Kel’Ratan with me.”

Even Wolf eyed him with a weird mixture of faith, worry and panic. “What do you mean?”

Rygel slid from his gelding’s saddle and tossed the reins to me. “He’ll not survive the ride to the monastery. I’ll transport us both to a place where I can work on him.”

“Er,” Wolf began. “Transport?”

“Not enough bloody time to explain.” Rygel stalked to Wolf’s flashy bay. “Give him to me.”

Obedient, Wolf allowed Rygel to drag Kel’Ratan’s inert body onto his sturdy strength. Ducking to swing Kel’Ratan’s arm over his shoulder, he straightened. My cousin half-stood, half-lay across Rygel’s broad shoulders, his damp red hair concealing his face.

“Ride to Jefe as planned,” Rygel ordered crisply. “I’ll meet you there.”

“But—”

Rygel shrugged Kel’Ratan more comfortably over his back. “Make me breakfast when I get in,” he said, grinning.

“Uh—” I stammered.

“Make it lunch, I don’t care. Just feed me.”

In a blink, he and Kel’Ratan vanished.

I swept my astonished gaze around the early dawn darkness. No one stood there, shoulders high against the starlight. No human shape lay against the night, blacker than black. Only the stamping, blowing horses created living, breathing life amid the pre-dawn darkness where evil lurked. Rygel took my mortally wounded cousin—where?

I didn’t need eyes in the dark to know Corwyn’s fingers made the sign against strong enchantment. I forced mine to not make the same gesture.

“Where’d they go?” Tor’s querulous voice asked the question that rose in all our minds.

“The monastery,” Wolf replied slowly. “I think.”

I gathered the black gelding’s reins. “Then we ride. Fast.”

Wolf nodded after casting a quick glance to the east. Beyond the trees and scrub bushes, the skyline showed the faintest trace of pink. Dawn. “We won’t make it there before noon.”

Fear once more stabbed my heart. “What about Kel’Ratan?”

Wolf leaned across to cover my hand with his own warm, calloused palm. “If anyone can save his life,” he said slowly, his face close to mine. “Rygel can.”




Chapter 2

The Wrath of Usa’a’mah

Ly’Tana paced.

Fluid, powerful, lethal, she loped back and forth across the courtyard, her red-gold hair swinging in the light breeze she made. Her warriors avoided her sharp tongue and sharper temper, obeying her commands to the letter. Yuri and Yuras she posted to the hills to watch for enemy movement. She set Witraz, Rannon and Alun to watching the north, south and west boundaries of the monastery grounds. Bar obeyed her orders, leaping into the sky to watch for the missing twosome without a disgruntled hiss.

Of them all, only Left and Right stared at her, impassive, silently refusing her commands. Despite her railing at them, swearing, threatening to behead them on the spot for treason, they stood with arms folded and watched her with glittering dark eyes.

“They’ll be here,” I said, for the tenth time. Or was it the eleventh?

She shot me a dark look. “They should have been here yesterday.”

We had ridden our exhausted and bloody mounts into the courtyard the day before, only to find Rygel hadn’t brought Kel’Ratan here to heal him. Dead on our feet, none of us slept much during the night. We bathed the gore from our bodies, ate a little, and worried plenty. My bond with Rygel told me Rygel still lived. I reminded her…for the tenth or the eleventh time.

“That doesn’t mean Kel’Ratan is,” she snapped, swinging to pace east twelve steps, exactly twelve, before turning about and returning twelve steps west. “Maybe Kel’Ratan is dead and Rygel hasn’t the balls to come back.”

That was new. She usually ignored my attempts to reassure.

“Rygel wouldn’t do that,” Arianne said from her spot on the eastern wall, Corwyn standing at her back.

“What do you know?” Ly’Tana scoffed. “You were in his presence, what? An entire hour?”

For answer, Arianne turned away, showing us only the sleek clean fall of midnight hair. After bathing, the tangles brushed from her locks, she looked more the young woman than a starveling orphan. The silver headband Ly’Tana loaned her gave her a royal appearance, while effectively holding her hair from her face. She couldn’t hide in it any longer.

“She loves him,” I said softly.

That halted her mid-pace. Ly’Tana spun about on her heel, glaring at me as though I’d just insulted her. I sat on the western wall, sharpening my sword. A good blade, the fight with Brutal’s soldiers still nicked the tempered steel in places. I slid the whetstone along its renewed edge and returned her icy eyes with a calm I didn’t feel.

“Impossible,” Ly’Tana snorted. “She just met him.”

“Corwyn called it ‘the thunderbolt of the gods’,” I replied mildly.

“Huh.”

“’Tis said,” Corwyn said, watching the hills above us, “that if lovers die apart, one grieving with a broken heart for the other, the gods often are moved to great mercy. They’re given a second chance.”

“Oh?” I asked, interested. Ly’Tana didn’t spin this time, a good sign, but turned instead to regard Corwyn with curiosity.

He nodded absently. “In their next incarnation, they find each other again. Their lives are linked across time.”

Ly’Tana eyed me with some humor over her shoulder. “I think I can relate.”

Ah, there she is. The girl I was rapidly falling in love with. I set my whetstone atop the wall beside me and beckoned, but I was a fraction too late. She turned away and put her hands on her hips as she watched Arianne suffer. Silently.

“Poor child,” Ly’Tana murmured. “No wonder she won’t eat.”

Despite her status as a starved waif, Arianne feared her food. Panic over Rygel’s well-being wasn’t the only reason food didn’t pass from her hand to her mouth. I knew only too well how a cruel master inflicted misery on a slave. No doubt Adhas gave Arianne small amounts of nourishment, then beat her for taking it.

On the rare times Arianne bit into a small fruit, or crust of bread, she hunched her shoulders, her face hidden by her swinging hair. Only her eyes moved, restless, waiting for the blows to begin. Yet only proper sustenance would put meat on those skinny ribs of hers.

I hoped time and patience might heal her of her terrors, and permit her to leave the slave behind, forever.

Sheathing my sword, I rose and stepped lightly behind Ly’Tana. She didn’t object as I wrapped her inside my arms and bent my head down to hers. My own thick hair concealed both our faces as I kissed her cheek, nuzzled her throat. “All will be well,” I murmured, my voice husky.

She choked, snorting a half-laugh, half-sob. “Promise?”

“Promise.”

Ly’Tana returned my kiss, turning her face enough to discover my lips. She demanded, needed, her mouth devouring, her tongue thrusting past mine to tickle my throat. I cupped her neck, tilting her chin up, angling her lips to better taste her, felt her growing desire. Heat stirred in me. I tasted the salt of her tears, breathed in her scent of lilac and leather, listened to the rapid thudding of her heart. My own pulse raced to match hers, our blood pounding through our veins as one—

Running steps clattered into the courtyard. “Uh,” Tor gasped. “I think Your Graces should see this.”

Broken apart, we sighed in unison.

I nibbled her tender lips. “Hold that thought,” I murmured. “I’ll kill him and be right back.”

Ly’Tana giggled. “Maybe we should see what he wants.”

“Oh, sure,” I breathed. “A frog. Or maybe a green snake. We look, we ooh, we ahh, then I’ll kill him.”

“It’s important,” Tor demanded as Ly’Tana snickered under her breath.

I raised my head, unveiling us to the curious eyes of—Arianne. Corwyn had politely averted his head while Tor glared, his arms akimbo. Arianne smiled to herself, a decidedly secret smile, and hopped down off the wall. “What is it, Tor?”

“You best come see for yourselves,” he said, his huge brown eyes now wide, fearful and moist. “It’s—just come.”

He bolted from the courtyard and stood on the wide, grassy expanse of overgrown lawn a few dozen rods from the monastery. He waved his arms and pointed westward. “You can’t see it from there, it’s behind the trees.”

Taking Ly’Tana by the hand, I smiled down into her uptilted green eyes. “Boys.”

“You were one once.”

“Was I?”

“I’m sure of it.”

I tossed my right arm over her shoulder, snugging her tight to me. Her left arm crept about my waist as her head rested against my ribs. Corwyn escorted Arianne out into the bright sunshine where they both glanced west—and froze.

Sensing their rising alarm, I hurried Ly’Tana out of the walled courtyard. The silent twins followed us, hands on their hilts, ready to protect her from whatever might threaten her beloved life. The air felt strangely heavy, thick, yet tickled my skin as though hundreds of tiny fireflies danced on it. Weird. Though I swear I never felt such before, something about it felt oddly familiar. I reveled in the light breeze, scenting the forest evergreens and the hint of wildflowers. I sniffed again, catching the scent of new moisture wafting across my nostrils.

“Gods—” Ly’Tana began.

“—above and below,” I finished.

Over the hills and the thick forest lay a dark bank of clouds. So dark a grey, they were nearly black, with towering white thunderheads climbing into the summer blue sky. As I watched, lightning flashed deep within, illuminating briefly. Underneath, a strange greenish light burned, as though lit from behind by an evil force. If malevolence had a color, no doubt it possessed that same weird green shade that lit the horizon now. Just looking at that eerie jade sky raised gooseflesh on my arms. Despite the distance, I smelled the rain and felt the electricity dancing on my flesh.

“That’s not a storm,” I said, my hackles rising along my neck.

“It’s the Wrath of Usa’a’mah.”

“The what?” Ly’Tana asked, shooting a half-glance toward Corwyn, her arm tightening around my waist.

Arianne slunk to my side, the silver band in her silky hair kept her hair from her face. Yet, she still managed to duck her head enough to hide from prying eyes. Left and Right closed ranks at our backs. Tor, as though fearing a beating, grimaced like a cur and trotted into the safety of my shadow. “This is just, like, really spooky.”

Ly’Tana tried to scoff, but her voice rose several octaves. “It’s a storm for heaven’s sake.”

“Not exactly.”

Corwyn nodded agreement. “There have been three such storms in my twenty-five years here. They come with unusually hot summers, like this past season. The Khalidians name them the Wrath of Usa’a’mah.”

Again, lightning flashed deep within the gruesome clouds, flickering briefly, then disappeared. A few seconds later, I heard a distant grumble. I gave it two, perhaps two and a half, hours away.

“We’ll have to hunker down,” I said, “wait it out.”

Ly’Tana tossed red-gold hair from her brow. “Brutal is on our trail even now. If Rygel and Kel’Ratan don’t return—”

Her words cut off sharply as though she choked. “He’ll catch us here.”

“This storm is rare, but still quite famous. If the twisters in it don’t kill you, the hail will.”

I teased her cheekbone with my finger as she glanced up, emerald eyes moist with fear and anxiety.

“Brutal can’t just shelter in the trees and weather the storm,” I said. “The trees’ll be stripped bare. Anything sheltering under them is dead meat.”

“You’re mistaken, surely—”

“Brutal is headed back to the city with all speed,” I said with gentle firmness. “He’s an idiot, but even he isn’t that stupid.”

“What about us?” Tor’s desperate question was rife with panic. “Will it kill us, too?”

“Tor—”

“The monastery is strong,” Corwyn continued, his tone quiet, glancing around. “It’s been here for hundreds of years, and no doubt will survive a few hundred more. We’ll be safe enough, I expect. Brutal and his battalions will retreat into the city, or they’ll die.” 

Lightning glowed briefly within the inky darkness, making the malevolent green flourish and grow. Maybe two hours if time was generous. Deep thunder vibrated through the earth at my feet.

A loud crashing in the nearby forest directed our attention from the distant black and green smudge. Mere rods from the monastery wall, a huge brown bear lumbered out from beneath the shelter of the trees. Despite our close proximity and our shocked stares, the bear ignored our human presence. It paused, ears up, black moist nose twitching, to cast a frightened glance over its huge shoulder. 

Turning its back on the approaching wrath and gathering speed, the bear began to run again. Its fur rippled like deep red-brown silk under the bright summer sky. I know none of us breathed as we watched it flee, fascinated despite our own danger. Entering the trees’ sheltering depths, it vanished, only the sound of its body crashing through the heavy thickets evidence of its existence. Soon the sound trailed away into silence as the bear disappeared into the forest beyond the monastery’s walls.

“Now that’s something you don’t see every day,” Tor commented.

I glanced down at Ly’Tana. “Your warriors are watching in the hills? Get them back. We don’t have much time.”

“What of Rygel? Kel’Ratan?”

I gazed down at her emerald fears, her tension manifesting itself in my mind. I opened my mouth to answer, to allay her fears and my own, but no words formed. I gaped like a landed fish, dying for a few spoken words of comfort. Of hope.

“They’ll be here soon.”

Arianne’s soft voice intruded. Yet the confidence in her tone belied her timid demeanor. A slave, yes. Yet the princess emerged slowly, much as a butterfly emerged from an ugly, pasty cylindrical object. Given time, Arianne may find her wings and fly.

She looked so much like Raia our mother. Those huge eyes, that small firm chin, her dimples and, of course, all that hair. I remembered how my mother’s women sat in the Queen’s solar and brushed Raia’s hair into burnished silk before braiding into a thick rope that bounced off her hips as she walked.

Arianne’s glossy hair draped her like a second dress, and the stolen gown set off the twin jewels of her eyes. Dimly, I recalled someone telling me Raia had the sight, could foretell the future. Had Arianne inherited our mother’s secret talent?

“How’d you know we shouldn’t ride the direction we did?” I asked suddenly.

“That isn’t important, Wo—Raine,” Ly’Tana said. “Leave her be.”

I ignored Ly’Tana and bored into Arianne’s soul. “Tell me.”

Pierced by my gaze, unable to hide in the dark wealth of her hair, Arianne finally capitulated, surrendered on a gust of a sigh.

“The wolves told me.”

Her voice trailed off, her face lowered toward her hands, hiding. As though fearing I’d seize her by the neck and slap my hand across her cheek. As no doubt Adhas did, often.

An icy chill ran its fingers down my spine. I tightened my grip on Ly’Tana’s hand, though she voiced no complaint nor tried to wiggle free.

“The wolves?”

“Sometimes they warned me.”

I leaned toward her, recognizing, deep within my soul, a question of which Arianne had the answer. “Of what?”

Arianne shrugged, her pinched face tight, her eyes squinting against the young sun as she fought to find the unfamiliar words. “After the wolf dreams, I knew something bad would happen. Once, they told me the hearth fire would spill over and catch the wooden floor. I had enough time to get out. The master did not.” Arianne raised her head. “No matter how many times I got sold, or how I was beaten, I knew I’d be safe. The wolves protected me. The wolves loved me.”

Her face hardened. “You heard them. Rygel did, too. Didn’t you understand them?”

How could I explain the wolves in my dreams? How could I drag into the bright light the darkness in my soul? How could I voice aloud the howling I heard when I could not even speak of it to myself? I hunched my shoulders, opening my mouth to say something—anything—and shut it again.

“What was your dream of me?” I asked finally, glancing up.

“I don’t remember seeing your features,” she replied slowly, scratching her tiny nose. “I just heard your voice: ‘Arianne. I’ve come to fetch you home.’ For months, my sleep echoed with that voice and those words. And the howling of wolves.”

“What does this mean?” Ly’Tana asked, glancing from first me to Arianne and back again. “Are the wolves your lucky totems?”

“How’d you know we shouldn’t have gone the way we did?” I asked, ignoring the jibe behind Ly’Tana’s question.

“I knew,” she answered quietly, almost as though she spoke to herself. “I sensed something on the wind. Behind us lay safety, forward—I smelled treachery and grief.”

“And wasn’t she spot on,” Ly’Tana muttered. “Where can I get a lucky wolf?”

“Little cat?”

Arianne stared across the green fields and sun-washed trees, watching the Wrath of Usa’a’mah. Lightning flickered deep within the cloud bank, thunder traveling through the earth to vibrate my feet. In her small face, my father’s magnificent grey-blue eyes swam with tears.

“If ever I tried to warn Lady Adhas of anything I felt was wrong or could hurt her, she would beat me for speaking out of turn. So would the masters and mistresses before her. I—I learned early to not—”

“Say no more,” I replied, finding a small smile. “I’ll always listen to you henceforth.”

“She is a seer, my liege,” Corwyn said calmly. “Your family is rife with them.”

“How do you know that?”

“My family has always been fiercely loyal to your family,” Corwyn replied, a faint grin on his craggy features.

“Check it out,” Tor said from his spot watching the storm approach.

An immense stag bounded into the clearing. A huge rack of antlers flared above his head. Unlike the bear, he did not pause to look back. An instant later, he, too, vanished into the depths of the forest.

“Pity,” Corwyn murmured. “He’s a bonny prize.” 

“What do they know that we don’t?” Ly’Tana asked, leaning into me.

“Whatever it is,” I replied grimly, “we better heed their advice.”

“If we can’t run—”

“We hide.”

I pushed her gently from me. “Go get your people. Bring them in now.”

“Bar,” Ly’Tana said, her face blanching. “How will he survive?”

Helpless, all I could do was cup her cheek. “We’ll figure something out.”

Catching my hand, she entwined her fingers with mine. “When I find Rygel, I’ll—”

“You’ll what?”

I spun about, shoving Ly’Tana behind me and half-drawing my sword in case the voice I heard wasn’t really Rygel’s. Ly’Tana whipped hers from its sheath, and ducked under my arm to face the pair that stood a rod or so to our rear.

“Kill him,” Ly’Tana finished.

Rygel raised his eyes skyward. “I am sooo unappreciated.”

His cheeks gaunt, dark hollows under his blue eyes, Kel’Ratan eyed Ly’Tana with humor. Shirtless, his broad shoulders wrapped in a blanket, he jerked his chin at Rygel. “Not very gracious to kill him after he just saved my hide.”

Arianne didn’t smile, but walked sedately to stand beside Rygel. Shy, she nestled under his arm, her hands delving across his slender waist. Rygel wrapped her close to his chest, his head bowed low over her shoulder. His blonde mane hid all but his widening grin.

“I don’t care,” Ly’Tana replied, following Arianne’s example and wrapping her arms about Kel’Ratan’s neck. “I thought you were dead.”

Dropping the blanket to the grass, he hugged her close and shut his eyes. “A few minutes longer—” he said, his voice low. “—I would be. I almost left you.”

“Where the bloody hell have you been?” I asked. “You said you’d heal him here.”

Rygel raised his head, swiping his wild mane from his eyes. Keeping his arm snugly around Arianne’s shoulders, he eyed me sidelong. “Uh, no, I didn’t.”

Ly’Tana half-turned, her arm around her cousin’s naked waist, and rested her head on his shoulder. Kel’Ratan clasped her tightly, his pale skin haggard and drawn. Healed and alive, he’d still need plenty of rest to recover fully.

“Then where—”

“I took Kel’Ratan to one of my estates.”

“You have estates?”

Exasperated, he scowled at me. “I may be illegitimate, but I am of the blood royal. I owned them when I was prince, and my half-brother never took them from me.”

“Does that mean you’re rich?” Tor asked, brown eyes wide.

For a moment, Rygel’s face went blank. “I suppose I am.”

“So why there and not here?” I asked.

“I needed help,” Rygel admitted. “I have a friend, also a healer. He’s worked with me many times. No offense, my prince, but you don’t have the skills Brynn does. Kel’Ratan, well, he challenged every bit of healing knowledge I own.”

“Then why have you been gone so long?” Ly’Tana demanded. “We were worried sick.”

“Sorry, Princess,” Rygel said, with more kindness than I thought he possessed. “We both needed sleep. You know how I get after a healing and Kel’Ratan—”

Rygel half-glanced at his patient. “Let’s just say we dragged him back from the brink. He slept almost twenty four hours straight.”

Corwyn jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Your timing is impeccable.”

Rygel glanced up and past him to the oncoming storm, nodding with a deeply fetched sigh. “The Wrath of Usa’a’mah. Just what we need.”

“Uh, oh,” muttered Kel’Ratan. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

Ly’Tana tossed her head and released her grip on him. “You’re soooo superstitious.”

“You kill Usa’a’mah’s High Priest and now a storm called the Wrath of Usa’a’mah is about to descend on us. What’s so superstitious about that?”

Predictably, she snorted. “He should be glad I killed that weasel,” she snapped. “Theodoric was nobody’s good example of a priest. Even Usa’a’mah must be sick of his maltreatment of his worshippers.”

“Um,” I interjected with a cough. “Can we worry about us and not what the god of war is thinking about? We need to start making some plans to ride it out.”

“Even if Usa’a’mah is a little irritated with us, we have been blessed by Nephrotiti.” 

“This blessing may yet kill us,” I answered. “If a twister from that thing hits this monastery just right, we’ll all be paying her a visit real soon.”

“If we’re in divine trouble,” Kel’Ratan mused, his fierce blue eyes on the distant storm. “I’m guessing goddess Osimi is wroth with us for impersonating one of her priestesses.”

Ly’Tana shook her head, her white owl’s feather dancing within her red-gold tresses. “Osimi is sister to our Nephrotiti. She’d not do us harm.”

“If we’re going to have a religious discussion, we might consider that someone might want us dead.”

“The monastery will hold,” Ly’Tana replied quietly, her voice sure. “And this storm is the best that could have happened to us. Our horses need the rest and we have two invalids to consider.”

Kel’Ratan bristled. “Who’re you calling an invalid?”

“Three guesses and the first two don’t count.”

A sudden rustling in the shrubbery broke the impasse between the warring cousins. A red-brown fox burst out from the forest’s undergrowth and dashed across the grassy clearing. Following hard on its heels ran two rabbits. None of them paid us any heed at all, but disappeared into the deep woods beyond the stone monastery.

“When the rabbit hunts the fox,” Corwyn said slowly.

“The world is coming apart,” I finished.

All eyes turned up at the swift sound of wings. An eagle flew low overhead, vanishing beyond the tall treetops to the west. At the same time, a small herd of deer crashed out into the open, blinded with panic. They saw us at the last second and leaped aside, yet continued on in bounds and jumps to follow on the heels of the rabbits.

“How long, Rygel?” I asked as a falcon swooped past, pursued by a mixed flock of doves, ducks, geese, wrens and many that flew too fast for me to identify. Their shadow darkened us for a moment before the sun shone again. Yet, another buck bounded past us as still more eagles, hawks, vultures, ravens flew wingtip to wingtip with thrushes, seagulls, owls and robins. The sky filled with the thrumming of their feathers.

A rabbit ran headlong into Tor’s ankle before rebounding and scuttling around the rear of the monastery. A small family of wild pigs raced across the grass on stubby legs, a day-shy lynx scrambling beside them, its short tail clamped tight to its butt.

Predator and prey put aside their differences and fled a common enemy.

Ly’Tana, no coward, shivered as though chilled and took my hand, leaning against me. Tor rubbed his ankle, bemused, as though the rabbit hurt him and ducked into Corwyn’s shadow. Left and Right put their large bodies between Ly’Tana’s back and anything that might threaten it. Hands on sword-hilts, at parade rest, they faced front, expressionless. Their dark hair lifted under the freshening breeze and kissed their high cheekbones.

“Rygel?”

He tore his eyes from the disappearing lynx and half-shrugged. “That damn thing is approaching fast,” he said, still holding Arianne close. “I’ll guess two hours, but I think that’s generous at best.”

Ly’Tana’s green eyes widened in sudden fear. “Bar. I sent him to search—where is he?”

“He’ll see the storm, girl,” Kel’Ratan assured her, his tone more confident than I knew he felt. “He’s no fool. He’ll fly in soon, you’ll see.”

She eyed the monastery building, doubtful. “He can’t stay out in that damn storm, he’ll have to shelter. How will we get him in there?”

She was right. What do we do with Bar? I exchanged a worried glance with Kel’Ratan. “We might have to knock a hole in the wall,” he said slowly.

“What about the barn?” I asked.

Ly’Tana shook her head, her white feather dancing amid her red-gold locks. “Not enough room for him and all the horses. He’s too big, and they are too many.”

“We can widen a doorway,” I said, eying the low stone building with speculation. “It has a shale roof, so that’ll hold against the hailstones. We’ll have to break a side door, one away from the wind.”

I clapped Rygel on the shoulder. “Up for a spot of magic?”

“I thought breaking down walls was your job.”

“I’m delegating. The abbot’s personal chamber is on the lee side. It should be big enough for a griffin.”

I brushed Ly’Tana’s red-gold hair from her brow. “Call in your people. Get them here.”

“Right.”

Ly’Tana ran toward the barn and the horses, Left and Right hard on her heels. Eyeing her tiny backside until she turned a corner out of view, I lifted Arianne’s chin. “Can you gather wood? We’re going to need as much firewood as we can, it must last us a few days.”

Arianne nodded, unsticking herself from Rygel’s side. “Yes, of course.”

“Stack it in the main hall. We’ll have to stay until the storm is over. Tor, you collect as much food as you can. Get everyone’s packs together and bring them there. After that, you haul water.”

“Haul water?” His scowl told me what he thought of that demeaning chore. “I don’t haul water.”

I seized his ear and twisted sharply. The folks in the city might easily have heard his screech of pain and protest, had they been listening. He danced on tiptoe at the end of my hand as I lifted him nearly off his feet. “You do as you’re told. Understood?”

“Yes! Leggo! Leggo, damn your eyes.”

“Too late,” Kel’Ratan interjected dryly. “His eyes are already damned.”

I released Tor. He stepped out of my reach, rubbing his ear, his face a mask of rage, fear and pain. Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes. He stared up at me, brown eyes swimming, yet filled with—what? Hatred? Not quite. Defiance, certainly. A steel core within that soft, street urchin’s body spoke to me of a warrior’s resolve and stared back at me amid the waterworks. 

“Feed and water every horse in the barn, then fill up every bucket and container on the premises.”

He nodded, shooting me injured, sulky glances as he walked away, toward the barn. He viciously kicked a harmless rock out of his path, sending me another icy warrior’s glare over his shoulder.

“Fear me,” those eyes declared.

“I don’t think so,” I replied, shrugging him off.

I cupped Arianne’s chin. “After you gather as much wood as you can, help Tor feed the horses. Don’t overlook the mounts who are busy right now. Fill their mangers to overflowing.”

Arianne nodded once, then, lifting the hem of her gown, ran to the woodpile.

“Once the warriors return,” I went on absently, “we’ll have them help batten down the hatches. Some can kill fresh game. We’ll need the extra meat, I expect.”

Another four does, followed by their antlered buck, dashed across the monastery grounds. Kel’Ratan closed his fist as though wishing it held a bow. “Shouldn’t be too difficult, eh?” A sudden thudding of hooves caught my attention. I glanced away from the buck and his harem to witness Ly’Tana mounted bareback on her cream-colored stallion. Behind her rode her faithful guard on their blacks, never allowing her from their sight. Feeling grateful for the twins and their silent loyalty, I knew none dared harm her while they lived and guarded.

Throwing us a light wave, she galloped hard up the eastern hill, crested the top and vanished down the far side.

“That horse needs to rest,” Kel’Ratan muttered. “He didn’t look so good.”

“He’ll have time to recover,” Rygel said. “This divine bugger is going to be around for a while.”

Kel’Ratan glanced at his sharply. “What’s ‘a while’?”

Rygel half-shrugged. “All night at the very least. Let’s go break a wall.”

Breaking the wall, Rygel-style, took less time to walk there than the actual event. In typical Rygel-drama fashion, he waved his hands and muttered incantations under his breath, but I knew damn well those weren’t necessary. The abbot’s chamber held a short rock wall around his private door and a tiny garden for his herbs. The outer stones vanished under Rygel’s magic, leaving his personal chamber exposed.

I walked into a spacious room littered with broken remains of a bed, a wooden chest, religious symbols, and the torn and filthy quilt that may have covered the rotten straw mattress. Rat and mouse droppings covered the pale blue flagstone floor, and a nest of fledgling barn owls cheeped in owl panic as I walked across the room and flung open the door in the opposite wall. The mother owl beat overhead, hooting in alarm. I startled Arianne in the act of dropping an armload of wood next to the hearth in the main hall.

“Will Bar fit in here?”

Kel’Ratan strode in, thoughtfully eyeing the vaulted ceiling buttressed with dark oak, the spacious expanse of the chamber. He nodded slowly. “It might be tight,” he replied. “But if he gets lonely, he can stick his head through the door.”

“He’ll be sheltered from the worst of the wind,” Rygel said, walking in and glancing about the room. “The hail shouldn’t affect him at all. He’ll be safe enough, I expect.”

“What about the rest of us?” Kel’Ratan asked, his voice tense.

“Let’s hope your goddess is fond of you.”

“What kind of answer is that? I ask you!”

With a grin and a wink he tipped my way, Rygel strolled through the door from the abbot’s chamber into the central hall where Arianne had dumped her armload of wood and ran outside to gather more.

“My lord!”

“Ignore him,” I advised, following on Rygel’s heels. “He’s messing with your head.”

“Are you sure?” he asked from behind me.

“Um,” I replied, hesitating, glancing about. “Actually, no, I’m not.”

Grinning to myself, I listened to Kel’Ratan’s heartfelt groan and the prayer he muttered under his breath.

Dodging aside, my hand holding the monastery’s door open to allow Arianne to run into the hall with yet another armload of wood, I glanced outside into the courtyard. Rygel stood, arms akimbo, watching the storm approach, his back to me. The mass exodus continued. In an almost steady stream, deer, fox, rabbits, another solitary lynx, two more bears, slow-trundling marmots, wild hoary pigs fled Usa’a’mah’s divine temper. Above us, more birds than I might identify flew across a blue sky that slowly turned a sickly, pallid green.

Movement on the hillside caught my attention. A cream-colored horse galloped headlong down the hill, its rider flagging a wild mane of red-gold. Behind her rode her faithful twins and a young warrior on a chestnut horse. Another brawny man split apart from them to ride crossways to the north. Gathering up the warriors she spread apart to watch for enemies and kinsmen alike, I surmised.

“She’s back,” Rygel commented unnecessarily, without turning toward me.

I strode forward to stand next to him, my thumbs hooked into my swordbelt as Ly’Tana, Yuri and the twins clattered into the courtyard. Though not as exhausted as he’d been the day before, Ly’Tana’s stallion breathed more heavily and sweated far more than Yuri’s. She slid down from his bare back, taking time to rub his bony face and kiss his blowing nostrils before throwing her reins to Yuri. “Walk him out,” she ordered, “then rub him down.”

Yuri saluted, fist to chest, and snubbed her horse to his knee. Reining away, he walked both horses out in the grassy yard in a large circle. Deer, pigs and the like passed him by as though he and the horses were but a boulder in a river split in twain. He idly watched the wildlife run past his charges as though deer dodging him were as commonplace as men drinking ale.

Left and Right dismounted, yet kept their horses bound tightly to them, reins wound through tightly clenched fists.

“The rest are incoming,” Ly’Tana said quickly, her bow in her hand and her quiver bumping her hip. The diamond in her navel winked at she walked, and once again held me strangely fascinated. Under the tiny skirt, her hips made some rather interesting movements, a kind of gentle sway….

I tore my eyes from them with an effort and found her face. That didn’t help much, however. Her dusky skin and angular green eyes set off her long thick red-gold hair, tossing in the light breeze. I don’t think I drew breath in the time it took for her to cross the distance between us. The tiny leather vest and skirt revealed so much of her bronze skin and lean muscles, literally whisking the air from my lungs.

“Breathe,” Kel’Ratan murmured in my ear.

I’m trying, I thought, but couldn’t say aloud.

“Raine?” Ly’Tana asked, eyeing me quizzically. “You all right?”

“Uh,” I stammered, under Kel’Ratan’s chuckle. “Sure. Of course. You?”

She glanced over her shoulder. “I’d be better if I knew where Bar was.”

In the distance, across the open green field the monks kept free of forest and apple orchard, two riders approached. A third crossed from the west while a fourth galloped in from the east. The foremost rode a flashy black and white piebald. Witraz.

At the western edge of the monastery’s borders, the group clumped together with Witraz at their head. Loping at a fast pace, the warriors covered the distance in less than a flash. Reining in, they created their own firestorm of dust and broken grass flying into our faces. I coughed, waving the dust from my face as Ly’Tana wheezed and choked.

“Your Highness?” Witraz gasped, swinging down from his saddle before his piebald completed his sliding halt on the cobblestones.

“Get these mounts under cover,” Ly’Tana gasped, snorting dust from her nose. “Care for them, then get your butts back here, pronto.”

“We don’t have much time,” I added. “If Tor hasn’t already filled their buckets and mangers, do so and shut the barn up tight. Shutter all the windows and bar the doors.”

Witraz saluted and trotted away, his piebald in tow. The warriors dissolved under the freshening breeze, leading their horses into the barn at the same time they loosened girths and slipped bridles from heads. Yuri followed on their heels, dropping from his saddle and walking both his mount and a still sweating Mikk into shelter. Left and Right glanced at Ly’Tana for confirmation before they, too, dismounted and led their quiet blacks into the barn’s safety.

“All present and accounted for,” Ly’Tana reported as though to her drill sergeant. “Except for that dratted griffin.”

“You mean,” Kel’Ratan asked, his blue eyes narrowed and fasted on the distant hills. “That griffin?”

“Oh, bother,” Ly’Tana quipped, her tone light. “I have so many.”

I spotted Bar winging his way south, toward us and his beloved. I guessed he’d seen the onrushing storm and flew hard to make certain Ly’Tana was safe, as he flew as though hellish daemons gnawed on his tail. He screeched at the top of his lungs long before he reached us, and didn’t cease as he circled over our heads. The mass exodus continued as though a predator Bar’s size was no more dangerous than a fluttering butterfly. Wind from his wings as he banked up and over blew my hair in my mouth. He lined up and shot past us, low overhead, still yelling.

Ly’Tana put her hands over her ears, her face screwed up into an expression of pain and anger. “Shut up!” she cried, shrieking like an outraged alewife. “Shut your bloody beak and get down here so I can slap you.”

Bar didn’t come down to get slapped but he did quiet his bizarre bellowing. He tried to hover, his wings beating hard to keep him airborne as he stood on his tail, his wide raptor eyes staring over his shoulder at the Wrath. Before he could fall out of the sky, he dove out and down, blasting past us to once more bank up and around.

“I know there’s a bleeding storm coming,” Ly’Tana snapped, waving her hands over her head, in irate impatience. “I’ve got eyes, haven’t I?”

I opened my mouth to suggest we cease our cordial chatting and take shelter. Yet, before I could utter a sound, the slight breeze suddenly died. The soft sighing of the forest grew still. I swear the land itself held its breath, as though frozen in time.

I cocked my head, listening hard. In mere seconds, the temperature dropped, giving the once hot air a sudden chill. Gooseflesh rose on my arms and belly. Electricity danced across my skin, stirred the hair on my arms and the nape of my neck. I scented the lightning, a faint metallic taste on my tongue.

The sun, while still shining, had a weak, sickly cast to it. It hadn’t yet reached its zenith and should have shone bright and hot. It’s golden and lively light now held a faintly greenish tinge that made my gut suddenly complete a slow forward roll.

The edges of the inky storm clouds had not yet reached the sun, but the green light had. Lightning still flashed deep within the malevolent storm, vibrating thunder felt more than heard. 

“I think we’re in trouble,” I muttered. 

“Lady have mercy,” Kel’Ratan murmured.

“Usa’a’mah must be seriously pissed,” Rygel said, his arms crossed over his chest.

Arianne crept, silent and frightened, from the shelter of the stone building to nudge her way under my left arm. I hugged her close, drawing as much comfort from her presence as I offered to her. Tor followed at her heels to push his way between Ly’Tana and myself, his former warrior fearlessness forgotten. He separated us to cling, shivering, to my hip. I dropped my now free right hand to his neck in an attempt to reassure, to soothe.

“Holy crow,” Witraz commented from my shoulder.

A half-glance around found Alun and Rannon also stood in the courtyard, watching the divine spectacle approach. Alun stroked his mustache thoughtfully, his bow in his left hand. Rannon scowled at the sight as though the storm annoyed him.

Like a feathered river, birds parted around Bar’s massive wings and flew on. A mother bear and her young cub hurried past in a rolling lope. She growled a deep-throated rumble, her head swiveling toward us. But as we posed no threat to her offspring, she ran on and vanished. A large herd of deer bounded into the clearing in front of the monastery, another buck and his fat harem. 

“Ly’Tana.”

I spoke without thinking. Whether she read my mind, or knew the instant I spoke her name what I wanted, I’ll never know. She drew an arrow, nocked it, and sent it winging into the side of the bounding buck all faster than the eye could blink. The buck, caught in mid-leap, tumbled white tail over antlers into a spectacular heap at the foot of the rock wall, dead before his legs stopped twitching.

Other bowstrings twanged, bringing down three plump does in mid-flight. They fell in a tangle of hooves and thrashing bodies, bleating in terror before collapsing to the ground. Red soaked their light brown coats.

Rygel’s hand whipped up and forward. His shiny dagger struck a young buck with small prongs for antlers, buried to the hilt between his ribs behind his shoulder. The buck stopped, eyes and mouth wide. He tried to stagger forward, but instead fell on his face, his tail high and toppling over his ears.

The rest vanished into the woods.

“I am impressed,” Ly’Tana said, lowering her hand from her bow.

“Me too,” Kel’Ratan added, his tone hushed. “I’d have never thought—”

“Thanks,” Rygel replied smugly.

I sighed and Arianne rolled her eyes.

On the heels of the deer, a family of wild pigs, led by a hoary old boar with huge curling tusks, ran with all speed on stunted legs toward safety. They galloped past the dead deer while paying the scent of blood as much heed as they paid us.

Another bow whispered softly. A young sow squealed and fell, kicking, to die beside Ly’Tana’s buck on the green grass.

As one, me, Rygel, Ly’Tana, Kel’Ratan, Corwyn, Arianne, Rannon, Alun and Tor turned to stare at the one-eyed Witraz, his hand still on his bowstring. 

Lowering his bow under the interested stares of everyone present, Witraz returned our gapes with a faint smile, his equanimity unscathed. He slowly shrugged. “I like pork.”

Dissolving into helpless, nearly hysterical giggles, Ly’Tana clapped her hands. “Start butchering,” she ordered, her voice high and strained. “Keep a haunch back for Bar. Let’s move!”

The warriors, hanging weapons from shoulders, drew knives from their belts. Light chatter and grins covered the tension as they yanked arrows from corpses and cut throats. Alun tugged the knife from the young buck and tossed it to Rygel. Catching it easily by the hilt, Rygel cleaned it as best he could on the grass before sheathing it.

As the blood soaked the ground, the mass exodus from the forest continued. The warriors largely ignored the many deer, bears, rabbits, foxes, hares and many others fleeing across the open ground before the Jefe monastery.

The local wildlife also paid scant attention to the activity, save to give the humans and slain deer a wider berth. As though the dead animals and live humans were but an obstacle to go around, the forest’s inhabitants fled something more dangerous than us.

One by one, the Kel’Hallans took hold of the bloody carcasses to carry them inside. Witraz seized his pig and tossed it effortlessly across his wide shoulders, oblivious to the porcine blood that oozed down the back of his tunic.

“There’s a chamber off the kitchen,” Ly’Tana said. “Hang them there. Set aside some meat for today’s meal, roast the rest for travelling. We’ll need it when we head home. Cure the hides, too. We may need them as well. Tor, you help.”

She pushed a resisting Tor toward the doorway. He went, reluctant, his eyes still wide and fearful as he gazed at the inky storm that crept closer to the sun during the slaughter. His unwilling walk turned into a frantic run as he fled for the safety of the stone walls and stout roof. That left only me, Ly’Tana, Rygel, Kel’Ratan, Arianne and Corwyn to witness the next group to flee Usa’a’mah’s wrath.

A pack of wolves emerged from the woods as the last warrior trudged inside with his burden. Accustomed as we were to the forest creatures fleeing for their lives, the five of us paid scant attention to wolves added to the mix. I eyed them curiously, half-interested, but turned away to enter the monastery and lend my assistance to the work inside. Something about them made me pause and I glanced back, over my shoulder.

A small pack, I noticed, yet the leading wolves themselves were huge. Rivaling ponies in size, a grey male with white on his breast, face and paws trotted across the green, his family at his heels. His slightly smaller mate, a she-wolf that topped perhaps three hundred pounds, owned lighter-colored silver fur and patches of white running through it like foam on a river. Their pack held only two older females and three half-grown pups, most owning the grey and white silvery coats of their parents.

At first, they ignored our presence as less significant or dangerous as the coming storm. Loping past, the alpha male glanced toward us briefly, like me, his demeanor only half-interested.

Suddenly, he skidded to a halt in the grass and dead leaves, his mate outrunning him by several strides before she, too, paused, mid-lope, to stare. His youthful daughter galloped headlong into his tail before sliding to a stop behind him. She looked up, sat down hard. The others slowed their gait, paused, and sagged to the ground, tongues hanging loose from their parted jaws. 

At first approach, they had all been panting in fear and exertion, fleeing the tempest to the west in search of safety. The huge leader snapped his jaws closed, and with his ears at full attention, stared with sharply intelligent amber-brown eyes. His family also ceased to blow, and gaped, jaws wide and ears perked, in wolfish fashion.

At first, I thought they simply stared at the unfamiliar small cluster of humans in front of the stone building, predatory humans occupying their private domain. Perhaps they thought us interlopers, rivals hunting the same game as they. I half-thought they paused to challenge us, drive us out of their hunting grounds—no, that wasn’t right.

They stared not at all of us, I suddenly realized with a sharp jolt.

They stared at only me.

When the big male halted, I, too, ceased walking and turned back. Ly’Tana glanced up curiously. Her eyes followed mine. Arianne, still clinging to my waist, brushed her thick midnight hair from her face to watch the silent, frozen, staring wolf family. I heard Kel’Ratan’s grunt of surprise from somewhere behind me.

The big grey male took a few steps toward me, his eyes on mine. I felt no alarm, no fear of imminent attack, no concern for the safety of my sister or Ly’Tana. My instinct for danger sat quiet, quiescent, unperturbed. 

While I felt little save curiosity, the only emotions I felt came from the wolves themselves. Oddly, they came at me from without, from beyond my own senses. All right, that’s really weird, but hey—maybe they’re as intelligent as they seem.

Puzzled, I opened my mind, questing, seeking—

Instantly, a flood of feelings, memories of memories, poured into my mind, into my very soul. The sound of wolves howling, singing, crying their longing to the full moon above filled my ears. They sought the one, their chosen leader, calling to him over the centuries. Me. Their songs called to me and me alone.

One of the pack, the leader, the one to whom they owed their loyalty. I belonged to them and they belonged to me. Brothers. An image flashed into my mind, an image of a huge black wolf with strange grey eyes loping across a green sward. The picture, there and gone so quickly I believed I imagined it, felt like the ghostly ghost of a memory. My gut lurched for an instant, a flash of a hunger for something I could not yet wholly comprehend.

What the hell?

A flurry of emotions, erratic thoughts, hit me broadside from without. The feelings struck not from my human companions but from the wolves. I staggered under the impact, shuddering, my hands halfway to my head before I commanded they cease. Emotions? What—

I felt the big grey’s surprise, delight, and love. Love? He loved me? How is this possible? I shut my eyes and opened my mind—

Fear. Love. Hope. Excitement. Longing. This time I failed to stop my hands from reaching my face, trying to halt the flood into my brain. My fingers dug into my skin as my head spun as though having been hit with a halberd, my own fear rising. This isn’t right, I babbled deep inside. This is sooo wrong, it’s wrong. What’s wrong? This is—it’s—

I felt Ly’Tana’s hand on my arm, her flesh hot on mine, her soft voice asking me something my ears failed to translate. All I heard were the wolves’ voices, crying out to me—save them!

Gods above and below, I thought, panicked. Where in the hell did these feelings, these voices, come from?

“Wolf, uh, Ra—?”

Ly’Tana’s voice, soft, questing, tore through the sounds of wolves yammering for their savior. Like a knife cutting through soft butter, her presence sheltered me from their greed. She separated me from them, just as a wolf culled the weak, the sick, the old from the herd. Panting, seeking solace in her, I shut out the voices and focused sharply, hungrily, on only hers. I glanced up, sweating, swallowing convulsively, forcing my hands down from my face to my sides. Ly’Tana’s hand released me, yet hovered close, somewhere near my ribcage.

Despite the close proximity of a pack of predators, prey creatures ignored the wolves as much as they ignored us humans. A stag jumped one of the pups on the ground with no more heed than he’d pay to a fallen tree. Nearly on his heels, a dark grey fox, running fast, dodged wolf bodies in quick, sharp jumps around them to vanish into the forest. More deer flowed around the pack, parting like a river around a boulder amid the stream. A second family of wild pigs followed the first, passing the halted pack with scarcely a glance in their direction. Despite the wolves’ hesitation, the furry exodus from the vicinity continued on.

Surprisingly, none of the humans save Ly’Tana witnessed my confusion, my panic. Their eyes stared at the very strange wolfish behavior spread out before them. I suspected Kel’Ratan, at least, may have hunted wolves in his lifetime. Corwyn, also in his younger days before arriving in Khalid, may have hung a trophy wolf or two on his wall. Even Arianne’s eyes were glued to the scene in front of her. As though thirsting for a drink only the wolves could provide.

Of Rygel, I heard and felt nothing at all.

The grey wolf spread his jaws in a lupine grin, his tail waving the air. Wagging. When the wolf wagged his tail, his entire rear end waggled back and forth with the force of his joy. He posed an absolute picture of wolfish happiness and pleasure.

Ly’Tana failed to understand his language. Before I could blink, or move to stop her, she nocked another arrow and drew her string to her ear. The arrow’s deadly steel head pointed directly at the big grey’s chest.

The leader’s tail ceased its wag, and his happy grin vanished. His pink tongue caught between his teeth as his jaws shut down tight. Wrenching his light brown eyes from me to Ly’Tana, his body stiffened and hackles rose between his shoulders. I sensed, felt, no heard, the wolf’s sudden anger. Without knowing why, I knew Ly’Tana made a terrible mistake.

Before I could move to prevent Ly’Tana from shooting the wolf, Arianne plunged from my side. She ran toward the pack leader, her skirts hiked above her knees. How could a tiny half-starved girl run so fast?

The big male made no movement, either to run away from the approaching human or attack in self-defense. He paid Arianne as much heed as he paid to the fox, and stared past her to the human threat to his family: his mate and his offspring. His huge body stood forth, sheltering them behind him, prepared to fight or go down protecting them from the hated human predator with his life.

Arianne stopped a few small feet from him to whirl about, to stand between the well-armed and ready warrior, and the wolf. Like the grey male seeking to protect his family with his body, Arianne sought to protect him from Ly’Tana in the same way. It hardly mattered to her that Ly’Tana could shoot him between his eyes, her arrow whisking over her own dark head.

She stood so close to him, the great wolf peeked over her blue shoulder to continue his icy regard of Ly’Tana. Her arms spread wide, she sheltered the huge wolf behind her, protecting him from the impending arrow.

A low rumbling growl quivered on the air. His ears flattened, his hackles ridging his shoulders and back. His mate stalked forward to stand beside him, ready to kill or be killed in protecting her young, her own snarl ripping from her throat. If Ly’Tana shot one, the other would have her blood before she could nock another arrow.

The smallest of us saved all from certain ruin.

Her magnificent grey-blue eyes running with tears, her wild hair swirling about her, Arianne raised both hands, palms outward, toward Ly’Tana.

“No,” she cried. “Put up your weapon.”

Instantly, Ly’Tana lowered her bow, though her arrow still lay nocked within the bowstring.

Her tears drying on her cheeks, Arianne smiled tremulously, and slowly raised her hands to rest on two heads, stilling both wolves instantly. They quieted, calmed, ears rising at the same time hackles smoothed down and merged with silver and grey fur. Lips that once bared white fangs were licked by pink tongues. Heavy tails waved the air once more, though the big male growled what sounded like curses under his breath.

Standing, the grey wolf cast Arianne into deep shadow. He could kill her with a swift, effortless, slice to her throat, yet she stood between the wild creatures with the same confidence I owned when I walked into the arena. His mate eyed Ly’Tana sidelong before turning her graceful head to watch her sons and daughters relax behind their parents. Arianne stood smaller than the weakest pup between two wolves who might slay her like the rabbit she was.

Yet, I felt no concern toward my sister’s safety.

Behind me, I heard Corwyn grumble the beginning of a protest, heard his step forward, felt his rising alarm. Without looking back, I flicked my hand. He ceased instantly, and waited, as did we all, to see what princess and wolf would do.

However late, I stepped forward to help protect the grey leader and his family. I stood between them, the fierce warrior princess and the strange wolf with whom I felt a very odd kinship. Like my sister, I put my body between her weapons and their lives. I smiled down at her, my finger under her chin lifted her beautiful exotic face upward.

Reluctant to cease her stare at the wolf’s savage figure and his fearless mate, she finally answered my finger. Her fair lips quirked in rueful amusement. All right, her eyes said. I’ll trust you. This time.

I lay my arm across her shoulders. “They mean us no harm,” I murmured, my lips against her sweet-smelling hair.

“You better be right,” she muttered. “Or you’re a sister short.”

“She said the wolves love her,” I said. I quirked my brow as I glanced down. I tossed my chin toward my sister and her friends. “I think that’s your living proof.”

“You’re both daft.”

Ly’Tana stepped away, annoyed suddenly, and reluctantly returned her arrow to her quiver. She slung her bow across her shoulder and put several paces between us. I felt her personal shield rise, a female barrier against a male’s unwanted courtesy. I let her go, returning my attention to the strange scene of girl-meets-wolves, my feelings of awe rebounding.

Arianne swiveled her body in a graceful move, and knelt in the grass and dirt beside the pack leader, her skirts flowing about her like a blue and gold pool. “Forgive my sister,” she said quietly. “She does not understand.” 

How could he possibly comprehend the human tongue? He understood quite well, I reckoned.

At her words, the wolf grinned, laughing, his jaws parted and his pink tongue lolled. With a quick, sharp twist of his head, he swiped her cheek with a sloppy kiss. His mate sighed and wagged her tail. She nuzzled Arianne’s ear under her hair and turned her back on us humans to return to her children. They wiggled a bit, yet accepted her presence as second-rate to the drama unfolding between their sire and me.

Arianne giggled, and rose to her feet. Her hands caressed the she-wolf’s long body as that girl walked away, then dropped to her sides. Like an ambassador counseling two alien nations, she straightened her back. She did not try to pet the big leader at her side, like she might a docile dog. Though I half-expected she would, considering her proclivities toward wolves.

Instead, she stepped away, to the side, as though introducing two strangers to one another. She glanced from me to the wolf and back again, expectant.

When his gaze returned to me, his amber-brown eyes almost seemed to glow. His tail picked up speed. He woofed, once, a low, soft bark that might have meant nothing but a growling bark to everyone else.

I heard words.

“Chosen One.”

The sudden urge to flee on Tor’s heels hit me, and, before I could stop myself, I took a step backward. No, no, not that crap again…no. It was fun while it lasted but now the wolves need to move on and leave me to my own devices. They have me mistaken for someone else, obviously, this Chosen One of theirs must be a real wolf, not a human named Wolf.

The big leader spoke again.

“Chosen One.”

Once more, the image of the massive black wolf filled my mind, running at the head of the great pack. So big, the wolf dwarfed even the largest wolf in the horde. A black wolf with grey eyes, he was easily the largest wolf that ever walked the earth.

Damn and blast, I thought. I cast the vision out quickly, my mind gibbering in near panic. Feeling the sudden urge to run, to hide, I grit my teeth, and clenched my fists. I will not, I thought, I will not, run from a pack of furry vermin. I am, I will be, better than that.

I halted my own panic with strict gladiator discipline, and waited. I rehearsed mantras from my training that soothed my fears and numbed my fright. Don’t move, I told myself. Fear is your weapon, not theirs. Standing straight and tall, Corwyn himself might have held a whip at my back to instill such self-control from me. You will not fear them. They will fear you. Treacherous sweat still dripped between my shoulder blades, however. Fear is your weapon, your ally.

Somehow, I didn’t think that idea applied to wolves.

Tails flitting between their legs, the wolves’ children wagged their joy, their heads lowered in submission. Their soft eyes never left me. One of the half-grown pups lay down and turned belly up, exposing his vulnerable throat and soft underbelly, his tail flicking over his genitals. He recognized his leader of the pack and that leader wasn’t his father.

Whoa, time out, back up, what? Me?

The pack leader’s mate grinned, the ranking female, and licked her lips. Her head parallel to the earth, her hindquarters hugged the ground, and her tail flitted back and forth in sharp, quick wags.

While not well versed in any language save my own, I recognized the wolf language of submission to a creature more dominant than themselves. I saw lesser wolves submitting to one more powerful than the pack. Obviously, they held more intelligence than your average, garden-variety human, but why would they lower themselves to a slave?

My own smarts finally rose to the surface and slapped me across the face. These intelligent creatures abased themselves to their chosen leader.

To me.

Like the rest of his pack, the big grey lowered his head, licking his lips. His ears flattened, his tail slowing to sharp flicks between his legs. He spoke. I heard him. I know I heard him, but how the hell I heard him escaped me.

“Hail, Chosen One. We greet you well.”

I jolted back, astounded. As though he spoke a verbal dialect, different from my own, I knew immediately what he said. That low voice might have sounded like a canine growl to Ly’Tana, or Kel’Ratan, or Corwyn. I heard words mixed in with that wolf rumble, recognized an intelligence that my instincts lunged toward.

He spoke the language of my soul.

How in the name of all the gods did I understand a damn wolf?

Had I the voice, I might have answered him. I might have answered them, all of them, with a few questions of my own. Are you all nuts? Have you gone completely insane? You’re furry vermin with delusions of a grandeur far from my own.

“We need you, Chosen One. We love you. Accept yourself.”

My throat dried to dust. Gods and below, what was this Chosen One crap?

I planted my feet firmly on the earth, knew where I came from and where I was going. I’m a man, once upon a time a prince, now an outlaw and an escaped gladiator. I’m the chosen one only of the die-hard sports fans, the Arena’s darling, the champion of champions. Men died to grant me that title, the only one I’ll ever know in this life. I may die bereft of its glory, but by all the gods I’ll die free from its chains.

Wolves never entered the picture—until I remembered their howling in my sleep.

My lungs failed to draw breath as I choked on my own memory.

Darkness grew around us. I looked up, fear seizing my heart. The storm, reaching the sun, blocked the sickly green light. Within an instant, bright day turned to near darkness, the color of deep dusk.

Before I could stop, or perhaps reevaluate what I was about to do, my thoughts turned back toward the big grey wolf and his family.

“Run, brother,” I thought, sending my mental words toward him, without truly knowing why or how. “Go, and be safe. We will meet again, one day”

Where the thoughts came from, I had no idea. It seemed right, somehow. I understood not just the wolves body language, but the grey leader’s thoughts, his mate’s and his children’s as well. They loved me, they would die for me, as they might die for their king or their god. With them, I felt a rightness, a communion of two beings, a language understood yet not.

Without rhyme or reason, somehow, my inner words reached their goal.

The huge grey wolf cast one more fearful glance over his shoulder toward the approaching menace. The storm licked their heels, ready to pounce on them as a housecat may slay a mouse. It had grown within the moments as we conversed, if that was what we had done, its deadly strength bearing down on us like a runaway team of six and an overloaded wagon.

The pony-sized wolf raised his head. His lips skinned back from keenly sharp white fangs in a silent snarl of primal fear. I shut my teeth when they wanted to part at the same time the leader threw back his head and howled.

Tossing back her dainty head, his mate howled beside him. The half-grown offspring gathered in a loose knot around their parents, hackles ridged along spines. Rising from their submissive postures, the youngsters tensed, ears forward, and their eyes bright. Several pink tongues lapped whiskers as they sought danger and promises both. Stilling tails that yet wanted to wag, they prepared to run, escape this ominous threat with their lives. They may be young, yet their wisdom included nature’s fury in their limited education. Come on, Mama, Papa. Let’s go, time’s a wasting. Crouching, they cast fearful glances toward the storm, worrying, wanting to flee. Yet, they’d die before fleeing without their kin.

The grey leader paused a moment, his head up, his moist black nose scented the air. As it twitched, his lips pulled back briefly from pale gums, and his hackles rose on his back. Like a brush, his tail stood stiff behind him. Fear, not of me or my folk, or the approaching storm, etched his white-washed features.

He worried over me.

His intelligent eyes found mine once more. “Beware, Chosen One,” he growled. “I scent enemies.”

With one last graceful bow toward me, the grey leader led his pack into the woods. On they ran, fleeing toward safety and survival. Leaving me behind, their Chosen One, they loped ahead of the devastation. They fled the wrath of one they didn’t understand. At his own request, they left behind one they held most dear. They fled, and escaped the horrible storm, into freedom and safety.

Once they disappeared into the forest, I felt a strange melancholy draw over my soul. Not even the close proximity of Ly’Tana, of Arianne, of Kel’Ratan, could quell that inarticulate longing, half-felt, and not understood.

I stood among those I loved, and felt absolutely alone.

I resisted the strong urge to follow after, howling, running not on two legs but four.

Cold reality washed over me, drenching me from head to toe in ice.

I jerked myself from those strange thoughts, those very weird feelings. I am a man, not a wolf.

Where did these strange feelings come from? Why did the wolves stop and seem to know me? Arianne knew. Arianne understood the wolves and the wolves loved her.

Why?

Uneasily, I recalled Rygel’s tale in the inn. He spoke of the legend of the gai’tan, the werewolf. I remembered his bizarre tale of the man with the soul of a wolf.

I also remembered how I scoffed.

I stared into the forest trees where deer and bear and fox and rabbit still fled. The wolves seemed to know. Yet, they were gone, and they left behind too many questions for which I had no answer.

“Well, that was interesting.”

I spun about, my arm shielding Ly’Tana at the same time I reached for my sword. She muttered imprecations, eyeing me sidelong with an expression that said, “My, aren’t we jumpy today?” 

During the wolfish drama, Rygel had taken a seat on the rock wall at our back and watched us with no small amusement. I had no need to translate the expression in his eyes, or his smarmy half-smile.

“Gai’tan”, his silence said.

“Gai’tan this”, I replied, making the sign.

Like the wolf, Rygel read my mind. “Don’t be an ass. Accept yourself. You are what you are.”

“What am I?”

“Think on it, braud,” he replied, his tawny eyes glinting with humor.

All I could feel was gratitude that was all he said.

After a mock salute and a grin, Rygel whistled an aimless tune and pulled his still-bloody dagger from his belt. All the while watching me with those insufferable cat’s eyes, he deliberately cleaned his nails with the knife’s point.

“I sooo don’t want to know what the hell just happened,” Ly’Tana muttered, setting her bow across her back.

“I do,” Kel’Ratan demanded. “What the hell just happened?”

“They paid homage,” Arianne replied simply, having returned to my side. She nestled under my arm, her own tiny limb stretching as far as she could around the small of my back. “Raine sent them from here, to protect them.”

I gave a start. “You heard that?”

Rather than answer, she set her lips in a thin line, a small pucker between her finely arched brows. ’Twas a look I’d see more often than I liked.




“Homage?” Kel’Ratan asked.

“You know what homage is.”

“Of course I know,” he snapped. “How do they know?”

“They know.”

Her uncomplicated answer, while correct, merely served to annoy Kel’Ratan further. He opened his mouth to either question or protest, but I scowled and he shut his mouth with a snap. Arianne paid little heed to him, blissfully unaware of his red face as he nearly strangled on the words he dared not utter.

I lifted some of the jet mane from her face in time to see a quick, self-satisfied smile crease her mouth before she ducked her head and resumed her usual eager-to-please expression. I sighed. It appeared there was more to my little sister than met the eye.

“Is anyone going to explain this?” Ly’Tana demanded. “Why are a pack of wolves paying you homage? How did you send them from here? What the bloody hell is going on?”

I took her arm to urge her into the monastery, hustling my sister alongside. “You don’t want to know, trust me. We need to take cover, like, right now.”

As though growing bored with watching the drama from above, Bar finally landed in the courtyard. He dropped to all four feet, dust and debris from the backwash of his wings sweeping over us. He blew Arianne’s skirts around her legs and her hair once more into her face. I blinked grit from my eyes as Ly’Tana coughed.

Ly’Tana inhaled a long, deep breath. It didn’t take a mind reader to know it contained a great deal of relief. The tension of the past few minutes quickly dispelled from her with the large variety of expletives that spewed from her mouth.

“You bloody bugger!”

She advanced on Bar in a fury, waving her arms, stabbing a finger into his startled face. Big as he was, Bar was no match for his mistress when it came to sheer fury. He backed away, raising his feathered head high to avoid the jabbing finger, his raptor’s eyes wide with alarm.

Arianne hugged me tighter, brushing her jet mane from her eyes, eyes round with awe. Where did a royal princess learn such language? I half wondered. Yet, still too confused to wonder very long, my thoughts returned to the wolves. 

I half-listened as Ly’Tana cursed her griffin soundly for frightening her so badly, ranted about how long he’d been gone, and included a few choice oaths regarding his ancestors. Kel’Ratan still scowled, mostly at me, and muttered his own curses under his breath.

I ignored him, and Rygel’s ‘I-told-you-so’ smile, my mind alternating between the fascination the wolves held for me, and shying away from the topic in horror. Gai’tan. Werewolf. Chosen One.

My mind half-cringed when I considered Arianne’s tale: the wolves told her. She heeded their forewarnings while I ignored them. She listened, she learned, she survived because of them. She understood their language when I failed.

Or did I? I heard the leader call me Chosen One, while the others heard merely a growling bark. Both Arianne and I heard words within the lupine vocalization. I spoke to him, with my mind. He understood me as easily as I understood those intelligent wolf eyes. Uneasily I recalled his last words: I scent enemies.

“Acknowledge it, my brother,” Rygel commented. “Or be forced.”

With another smarmy, I-know-more-than-you-grin, Rygel sheathed his blade, hopped off the wall and disappeared through the doorway.

Feeling eyes on me, I glanced down. Arianne peeped up at me from beneath the thick fall of midnight hair, her eyes so much like my father’s I choked on the thickening in my throat.

“You worry too much,” she said primly. 

So she was both seer and mind reader? Gods, that’s all I need.

Ly’Tana had begun to repeat herself, mostly the strident comments on Bar’s insensitivity, his parentage, and his lack of anything remotely resembling intelligence. She heard Arianne’s words, and jerked about, her hair swirling about her shoulders.

Her fury unabated, Ly’Tana targeted us for her next round of verbal tirade. With Bar effectively cowed, she zeroed in on the two of us.

“Worry too much?” she snapped, emerald eyes ablaze. “How can we not worry too much? We have Brutal wanting our heads decorating his wall, stupid griffins who don’t know how to come in out of the rain, this colossal storm offering to hammer us into the ground, and a bloody pack of wolves paying us a social call. What’s not to worry, I ask you?”

Arianne stood her ground, facing the furious Ly’Tana with nothing more than her hair and a calm façade to protect her.

“The wolves are our friends,” she said firmly.

“Friends?” Ly’Tana asked acidly. “If they’re such good friends, why didn’t you invite them for dinner?”

Arianne clapped her hands like a small delighted child. “Oh, could we? I’m sure there’s enough to go around. Raine, would you—”

Ly’Tana’s eyes bulged alarmingly. I took Arianne by the arm and escorted her to the monastery door. “Never mind.”

Pushing her inside, I caught another glimpse of that small, self-satisfied smile, and could only shake my head. As cunning and as subtle as my father, with my mother’s sweet promise, I learned that tiny Arianne could never be taken for granted.

“Go inside and cease teasing Ly’Tana,” I ordered.

She pouted, her full lower lip protruding. I suddenly remembered this very same pout in her five year old face, a flash of memory I thought long gone. While that expression failed to move our mother, it ever succeeded in sending either me or our father into fits of protective worry.

She then smiled up at me, her magnificent eyes alight with a steel she disguised most cleverly.

I rolled my eyes. “Stop that.”

“Stop what?” she asked, deceptively innocent.

“That.” I turned away. “Get your tiny butt indoors and don’t aggravate the rest of the Kel’Hallans.”

“Get inside now,” Ly’Tana snapped at Bar. “Go with Kel’Ratan or I swear I’ll skin you alive with a dull blade.”

The huge griffin, concerned his diminutive mistress might act on her threat, followed Kel’Ratan at a careful walk, his tail low. He cast a multitude of sharp glances from those predatory eyes over his shoulder, looking so much like a little boy who’d just received a spanking that I choked back a laugh.

Walking away, Kel’Ratan snarled. “Come on, you big dolt. If your ass gets pounded by the hail, don’t come crying to me.”

As Corwyn hovered over me, indecisive, I stopped him and gestured to where Arianne still stood in the doorway. Backlit by firelight, her small form was nearly swallowed by the gloom. “Watch her,” I said. “She’s devious.”

Arianne giggled, the sound engulfed by a loud rumble of thunder. Greenish lightning flashed in the near darkness, brightening the twilight with an evil jade glare. It silenced Arianne, who gathered her skirts and bolted indoors. Corwyn bowed, low and respectful, and followed on her heels.

Ly’Tana blew red-gold hair off her brow in a frustrated sigh. “Like we don’t have enough problems,” she commented sourly.

I sniffed the freshening breeze, my hackles rising. Something was out there. I peered in the direction of the forest where the mass exodus still emerged, relentless. I rubbed my neck, my head echoing with the big grey’s warning.

“Well, we could have the Shekinah Tongu visit us,” I answered slowly.

“What?” Ly’Tana wheeled around, whipping her sword from its sheath.

A black arrow buzzed through the rapidly darkening air to hit the cobbles between us. Ricocheting high, it whined off into the rising wind to vanish into the trees.

“Run,” I bellowed, pushing Ly’Tana toward the monastery door.

Under a hail of singing arrows, Ly’Tana fled across the cobblestones, my huge body shielding her. Whether the wind played a part or their archers were not very good, none struck either of us. Rather they broke apart upon impact with the holy stones under our feet.

From the candle of my eyes, I saw snarling hounds rushing from under the forest limbs, white teeth gleaming in the deepening shadows. Snarling silently, their chuffing voices lent an eerie music to the rising wind and guttural thunder.

Behind them, their masters charged, swords in hand. Still many others fired their bows as they ran, but their marksmanship fell far short. I almost laughed as an arrow skipped between my ankles to sail, whining shrilly, beyond the rock wall.

Kel’Ratan stood, gaping like an idiot, in the large, open doorway. I nipped through and past him, behind Ly’Tana, and shoved him out of my path. Under my strength, they both staggered and might have fallen had they been anyone but warriors who found balance a natural friend.

They kept their feet, seizing their chosen weapons: Ly’Tana her bow with an arrow already nocked and Kel’Ratan drew his sword. As a team, they rejoined me, awaiting my signal as though accepting me as their commander. Ly’Tana hugged my right flank, her bow up and her arrow aimed. Kel’Ratan, sword in his fist, watched me with his fierce blue eyes, awaiting my order to fight.

I didn’t bother to consider the implications.

I led. They followed.

I slammed the door shut. Our frantic entrance caught the attention of the warriors, Corwyn and Tor. No few called out questions while drawing weapons, running the short distance across the common hall. Kel’Ratan, his mustache bristling, took up a position on my left, on the far side of the door.

In the former abbot’s chamber, Bar lay on his belly with his head, neck and eagle’s talons sticking through the door and watching us with wide eyes. As his neck filled the entire door, I knew his huge body encompassed the abbot’s bedroom fully. He may be sheltered from the storm’s wrath, yet without a great deal of effort, he could not turn around with ease or his usual cat-like speed. And without a wall behind him, his ass lay exposed to the enemy.

Drawing the bar with a wooden clatter, I wheeled about, yelling. “Archers to the fore! Protect Bar!”

Instantly, Alun, Rannon and Yuri seized bows and squeezed their bodies between the front half of the huge griffin and the doorway to the abbot’s room. Like mice into small holes, they vanished.

Bar screeched, his voice deafening in the closed quarters. His tufted ears flat, he tried to back out, to face his enemies and fight. I knew very well that if he went out there, the Tongu would target him. That big boy would die under their arrows.

“Bar, stay,” I yelled. “You fight, you’re dead. Stand down.”

He screeched again, his fierce yellow eyes glaring. I had no clue what he said and didn’t much care. All I wanted was his obedience and I got it. He stilled, hissing furiously, and scraped long furrows in the monk’s pristine granite floor with his talons. At least he vented his frustrations on the floor and not me.

“Who attacks?” Kel’Ratan bellowed, sheathing his sword. He nocked his own bowstring, realizing arrows might lend us the crucial edge. Enemies without died as easily under a bowshot as they did a razor-sharp swords.

“Tongu,” Ly’Tana gasped, realizing as I did how truly vulnerable Bar was. She bolted toward him, intending to duck under his neck and join her boys beside the rock wall.

I caught her arm and stopped her, earning myself a green scowl.

“Our only weakness is the hole we made,” I told her, my tone sharp. “They can’t get in any other way.”

“I’ll never let them hurt Bar,” she screamed, her hair swirling about her as she made to run to him again.

“They won’t,” I said, spinning her back. “Three are enough to protect him. I need you and the rest of your people to guard the windows. I need you here.”

Before she could answer me, Rygel bolted from the kitchens, Arianne behind him. “How in the bloody hell did they find us?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I grated. “They’re here.”

I raised my head and spoke to the remaining Kel’Hallans. “Check all the chambers,” I snapped. “Close all the shutters on all the windows. We won’t have to wait long.”

“What do you mean?” Ly’Tana asked, her body still trying to escape my grip and go to her griffin. She yanked her arm from my grip, yet stood still, watching me, awaiting my answer. If I failed to grant the correct reply, she’d be off and running.

I grinned down at her, a very nasty expression that did what my hand could not. It froze her in place.

“The Wrath of Usa’a’mah, my princess.”

“The storm,” she breathed. Comprehension spread across her angular features like the dawning of a new day. “It’ll kill them.”

“All we have to do is sit tight,” Rygel said, sheathing his blade. 

Her warriors didn’t share his optimism, but obeyed me. They rushed into the monk’s cells to close any shutters and bar them, preventing any Tongu from climbing through to attack our rear. One by one they reappeared, awaiting new orders.

“Tor,” I barked, catching the lad’s wax-white face. “Get over there by Bar. Report on the archers outside.”

“What?” he asked, his voice quavering.

Before I could snarl at him, Arianne bolted out from behind Rygel’s protective arm. She seized Tor by the hand and dragged him to a spot beside Bar’s immense head. Corwyn, not owning a hunter’s bow, swept his sword from his sheath and followed. As she knelt beside Bar’s beak, Tor crouching beside her, Corwyn stood behind her kneeling body. Ready to kill anything that might spring up to threaten her. His stance that of a disciplined soldier, he waited.

“What goes?” Arianne called into the room beyond Bar’s lion shoulders and eagle wings. Cocking her head, she listened, then turned back to me.

“The Tongu are in the forest,” she reported.

Swiping her hair behind her ears, she listened again. “They hide from the warriors.”

She cocked her head. “A few were killed and the others are keeping their distance.”

“And my boys?” Ly’Tana asked, in half-panic. She danced in place, torn, needing to protect her Bar, yet hoping against hope he was as protected as we.

Arianne relayed the question to those affected by the Tongu. Her pinched, sallow face intent, she listened to their response. Attentive, alert, she anchored a fearful Tor at her side in an unyielding grip.

“All are well and covering Bar’s rear.” Her strained face, lined with taut expectation, tilted to the left as she listened to what the warriors told her from beyond the doorway. “They’re fine, for now.”

“Good,” I said, gesturing toward the shuttered window next to the main doorway. “Mayhap you might point your arrow at that, my wild vixen?” I asked with a smile. “Kill anything that comes through.”

Her feral grin lit the room. “With pleasure.”

“I don’t get it,” Witraz complained.

The chill in the air had increased tenfold within the great hall, despite the blazing fire in the central hearth. Outside, the icy wind picked up, turning late summer into winter. Outside the monastery’s thick stone walls, I heard trees lashed from side to side under the evil onslaught of the Wrath of Usa’a’mah. Green lightning flashed through the shutters, flickering in a gruesome display that made my eyes squint.

“Get what?” Kel’Ratan yelled, his body flat against the wall beside the door.

“Surely they know they can’t get in here,” Witraz said, his bow nocked, his long brown hair flying as he sought an enemy to shoot. “Why wait to attack when they know we’re protected, behind solid walls?”

“With us in here, they can control the situation,” Kel’Ratan explained, his voice loud against the rising wind. “They wanted us in here, unable to escape, where they think they can starve us until we give them what they want.”

“Bloody control freaks,” Witraz commented sourly, taking up station next to a window facing east. He bent his single eye toward a shutter, his right hand dancing over the nocked and ready bow in his left.

“They must know something we don’t,” Kel’Ratan said grimly, his blue eyes blazing.

Like me, Kel’Ratan needed the facts, not the reasons behind them. Nothing stood in shades of grey. Either black or white, we both felt comfortable killing the enemy and adoring those we loved and protected. With us, it either died or lived.

Kel’Ratan needed that same comfort zone. Once he killed something, he’d feel better.

Those bizarre twins found windows to the south and north to guard. Yuri took up station at the hallway to the monk’s cells. Thunder growled outside, a deep-throated grumble that went on for several heartbeats. I estimated the storm breathed down the necks of the Tongu.

“It’s me they want,” Rygel said, his sword in his hand. He loped to my side and flattened his body against the wall on the far side of the door, opposite Kel’Ratan.

“Then they’ll have to come in and get you,” Ly’Tana answered, her emerald eyes flat and deadly as she waited for a Tongu, any Tongu, to enter.

“Alun shot another one,” Arianne reported, her voice almost unheard over the crackling fire and the roaring wind.

Kel’Ratan met my eyes. “Well, fearless leader? What now?”

I grinned. “I think if we wait—”

“Ho! In the house!”

The voice rose above the howling gale and rumbling thunder to penetrate the thick walls of the monastery.

“—they’ll try to negotiate,” I finished.

I cracked open the door, holding it against the wind’s force with my foot. The icy wind blew my hair into my eyes, but I tossed it from my face. “You boys must have goat’s entrails for brains,” I called outside.

“All we want is the wizard,” the voice yelled back. “Turn him over to us and we promise to spare your lives.”

“Oh, please.” I didn’t halt my laughter. “I reckon you haven’t checked the weather lately. We’re safe in here and you’re about to be hit by an almighty temper tantrum.”

Scorn heralded the voice. “We are not afraid of a little storm. We will sit here and await you to starve. As your friend starved our brothers. In the end, you’ll give us what we want. Or you’ll all die.”

I laughed again. “All right, you keep thinking that way. On the morrow, we’ll walk out past your corpses.”

Ly’Tana frowned. “They could not possibly have starved. It’s only been, what? A couple of days? And how could they possibly know?”

“What do we care?” Kel’Ratan said. “They know. And their brothers are dead. Because of him.” His fierce blue eyes rested on Rygel.

Rygel blanched, his mouth working soundlessly. Cat’s eyes wide, he tried again to get his voice working with no success. I suspected having one whom you thought a friend turn on you shorted out no few brain-to-mouth circuits.

“Don’t even start with that crap,” Ly’Tana snapped, rising to point her arrow at her cousin. “Rygel acted to protect Raine and avenge me. He did what he had to do.”

Kel’Ratan’s eyes widened. “You misunderstand me, Ly’Tana. I will fight to the death to defend him. For what he did that day.”

“You’d better,” she snapped, returning to guard her window.

Grumbling under his breath, Kel’Ratan nocked his bow and took a stand next to her, his back to Rygel and I.

I glanced sidelong at Rygel. He breathed again, flicking imaginary sweat from his brow. He offered me a half-smile and a shrug, his amber eyes flicking between Kel’Ratan and me with a quick roll upwards.

“No one’s tried to shoot Bar,” Arianne reported, her tiny voice hardly carrying across the room over the howling gale outside. “Their arrows fly away on the wind.”

“Surrender now,” the voice yelled above the roaring tempest. “And we will spare all save the murderer.”

“Are they serious?” Yuras gasped, his deep voice penetrating the growling thunder. “That storm will flatten them.”

“I’m thinking they seriously underestimated this storm,” Kel’Ratan said, casting an evil grin over his shoulder. “They thought to lay siege to the monastery, force us to surrender Rygel or face a long slow death by starvation.”

I laughed. Turning my head, I cupped my hands over my mouth so I’d be heard over the gale-force winds and barking thunder. Green lightning flashed in my eyes and made me blink. “We have food, water, and shelter in here. You fellows really picked a bad time to drop in. By the way, how’d your brothers die? We know bloody well they didn’t starve.”

My goad worked. A howl of rage that rivaled the wolves at their best rose loud, outlasting the barking thunder. “What are you afraid of?” I yelled. “Come in and get us.”

“You will pay!”

“How about a silver half-crown? That enough?”

Ly’Tana choked, her eyes flashing brighter than the lightning. 

“We’ll burn you out. You’ll all die horrible deaths.”

“Um, hello?” I called, my glance taking in Ly’Tana’s green eye roll. “Have you looked at this place? Solid rock. Unless I’m mistaken, stone doesn’t burn.”

“It will under naphtha.”

I gaped like a fish, meeting Rygel’s incredulous glance. “Are you boys for real?”

Kel’Ratan shook his head grimly. “That stuff can choke us out for sure. The smoke alone can kill us.”

“No offense, Kel’Ratan,” Rygel said, smiling gently. “But—under that wind? Even if they could get it lit, any smoke will be pulled away from here.”

Blinking, Kel’Ratan slowly grinned. “Imagine that.”

I put my face to the crack in the door, ready to shout. A black arrow struck the jamb an inch from my nose and stuck there, quivering.

“Hey, now,” I called. “That wasn’t very nice.”

“Come out! This is your last warning.”

“I think not,” I yelled back, laughing. “You’re letting your rage be your master. Not a good thing, mate. Not a good thing at all.”

“Then we’ll burn you alive.”

“Be careful with that stuff,” I offered helpfully. “In this wind, its splash will strike you full in the face. Setting yourselves on fire isn’t a really good option, you know.”

I drew back as several shadows ran forward from beyond the stone wall of the courtyard, yet I didn’t close the door entirely. I wanted to see what they were up to. In the rapid-fire green lightning, they showed up clearly. Men with heads shaved bald and long greasy hair from their ears to their shoulders charged into my view, huge hounds galloping at their flanks. A single Tongu carrying a torch followed on their heels.

Ducking, crouching low as they ran, they carried heavy buckets. Fanning out, they disappeared from sight. I heard the distinct sound of splashing and scented the strong stench of naphtha. Tossing the fuel for the fire, I surmised.

A straggler, his teeth bared in a fearful grimace, ran forward, aiming to toss his bucket at the door where I yet stood. Perhaps he thought he might be fast enough to dump it on me and inside the door before I could shut it.

Beside my ear, an arrow flew malevolently past, hissing softly. The approaching Tongu gurgled, staggering as the arrow struck him just below his throat. He went down, his full bucket of naphtha splashing harmlessly across the courtyard. The fellow with the torch hesitated a fraction, glancing down at his fallen brother.

From my ribcage, under the arm I had raised to hold the door open, another bow twanged. The torch-bearer stumbled backward, falling, the arrow through his left eye. He died before he struck the cobbles.

His flaming torch dropped from stiffened fingers.

Recoiling backwards, I slammed the door.

A half-instant later, the world exploded.

The ancient building shook to its foundations, trembling from roots to rafters like a frightened terrier. A deeply resonating, coughing roar blasted over the crashing of the thunder. Behind the closed shutters, red, orange and yellow light fought for supremacy over the green lightning.

Throwing the bar, I stumbled back and all but tripped over Ly’Tana. Catching her, I shoved her away from the door, bellowing, running, pushing her toward safety. Kel’Ratan dropped flat to the tiles, his hands over his head. Rygel went down, rolling away from the solid oak door. Scrambling across the slate floor like a crab, keeping his head down, he fell across Arianne and Tor, protecting them with his body.

Dragging Ly’Tana down with me, I covered her slender frame with my own, in case the solid oak door didn’t hold under the assault and blew apart, whipping in the wind-driven flames. Her devoted twins crouched to either side of us, their solid builds protecting both of us. Only Yuras still stood upright, his eyes on the door, his bow nocked and aimed as though the Tongu might yet kick it in and invade.

The stench of naphtha overwhelmed the chamber. Peeking over my shoulder, I saw black, oily smoke boiling among the heavy oak beams of the ceiling. No flames yet, but I wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not.

Outside, through the heavy walls and over the howling of the wind, I listened to the high, girlish screams of the assassins. With Kel’Ratan’s first shot and Ly’Tana killing the torch-bearer, the resulting explosion caught the happy, bucket-splashing Tongu dead to rights. They burned, unable to escape, taken by their own flame-wielding frenzy. 

Naphtha burned anything it touched. Human, animal, wood, stone, iron…its tastes held no preference. It ate anything and everything offered. Stupid, revenge-hungry Tongu gave its greedy hunger a much-needed meal. Those idiots died the deaths they sought to inflict upon us.

The solid monastery door held against the flaming onslaught. Behind the shutters, only the green lightning flickered. After long minutes in which nothing much happened, I sat up. Taking Ly’Tana by the arm and bringing her up with me, I stumbled to my feet.

By the iron-bound door, Kel’Ratan also stood, glancing around at the still solid chamber as though not quite believing his eyes. I smiled grimly down into Ly’Tana’s pale, shocked face.

“I warned them.”

Her swift smile flickered like the lightning. “You did indeed.”

On the heels of her words, the slashing rain fell, deepening the cold inside the hall despite the fires both inside and outside the monastery. The slate tiles above thrummed, vibrating the entire hall, the crashing rain stilling any and all conversation. Witraz tossed more wood on the hearth fire, building it high, safeguarding against the storm’s evil chill.

Shaking off, though gently, Ly’Tana’s worried grip, I walked to the door and opened it a crack. The icy rain drenched me from head to toe in an instant. Through the water in my eyes, I blinked and peered out, my dripping hair plastered to my face.

Between the green lightning that flashed almost constantly and the naphtha-fueled fires, I saw clearly. Not much remained of the two corpses in the courtyard. I didn’t see the others, and presumed those idiots died out of my line of sight, engulfed in flames. I failed to see any living Tongu, waiting with a ready bow to shoot me between the eyes. In the rapid fire lightning, nothing moved out there save the trees bending and swaying under the high wind.

While naphtha could burn under water, the onslaught of the rain spread the fires in a wide arc. So thin, they were but candles floating atop the rainwater that hadn’t time to sluice away. The oily naphtha and water didn’t mix, but the new floods spread it apart. Flames died after consuming the last of the naphtha. As I watched, the Tongu’s beautiful plan died in infancy, leaving the monastery largely unscathed. The solid oaken door itself had but black stains where the substance caught fire and burned, and remained as strong as before.

Squinting, I peered through the rain, trying to inspect the stone walls of the building. On the stones, the story remained much the same. With what little naphtha still remained on the stones, those fires rapidly sputtered and went out.

Thoughtfully, I shut it and threw the bar, sluicing rainwater from my head to my boots. Rainwater puddled on the slate tiles. I leaned against the door, glancing up to the roof beams. The smoke had largely dissipated, leaving behind only its stink and unharmed people.

“Innkeeper, another order of Tongu,” I intoned. “Extra crispy.”

Rygel, in the midst of helping Arianne to her feet, roared with laughter. Arianne blanched, covering her mouth with her fingers as though she might vomit. Tor gagged.

Ly’Tana put her hands on her hips and scowled. “I am so regretting I ever told you about that. That’s disgusting.”

“What’s disgusting?” Kel’Ratan asked.

“The Tongu penchant for eating their dead.”

The meaning of my remark finally dawned on Kel’Ratan. His grin split his reddened face before he broke out in a howl of laughter. “She’s right, it’s disgusting. I love it.”

“Well?” Rygel asked, his arm over my sister. “What’s going on out there?”

I gestured toward the door, suppressing a shiver. “They’re gone. The fire’s out.”

Seizing a thick woolen blanket, Ly’Tana came to me. Too short to wrap it about my chilled body, she did the best she could, grinning up into my face. Swiftly kissing her cheek, I drew it about me. Taking her hand, I led her back to the warmth of the blazing hearth fire.

Alun, Rannon and Yuri emerged from behind Bar. “He’s right, Your Highness,” Alun said, waving his hand toward Bar. “They’re gone. Either dead or fled. We’re safe.”

“As safe as we can be,” Corwyn muttered, standing beside Rygel as he glanced at the oaken beams far above our heads. Bar chirped in a contented way as Tor, white-faced, groped his way up, using the wall for support.

“What do you mean?” Kel’Ratan demanded, arriving at the hearth and returning his unused arrow to his quiver.

“The storm can still level this place,” Corwyn replied, shrugging philosophically. “We aren’t out of danger yet.”

“Until it falls about our ears,” I said, aiming for cheerfulness, “maybe we should enjoy the many comforts this holy place can offer us.”

Ly’Tana hugged me about my cold, damp waist. “I agree. We’re safe, the storm is without and our enemies have been defeated. I for one could use a hanap of warm wine.”

“Lush,” Kel’Ratan grumbled, finding his own blanket and seating himself beside the fire.

“Tor,” I said, gathering the lad’s attention. “You came with us on the pretext of creating a bargain with me. What bargain?”

As Arianne and Rygel also sat beside the fire, Arianne dazed and Rygel frowning slightly, Tor left the security of the wall and walked toward me. “Well,” he started, hesitating, glancing about at the warriors in the hall. None offered him any help, and put their weapons up. Alun, Yuri and Witraz flung the wet from their hair and combed the lengths through their fingers as they eyed him expectantly.

“How about I wash your socks for a week,” Tor offered, his eyes brightening.

I snorted. “A week of washed socks for food, protection, and the means to escape Khalid? That’s hardly what I call a bargain.”

“Very well, two weeks.”

“This is my counter offer,” I replied blandly. “You’ll be the camp cook for all of us in exchange for all that I mentioned before.” 

“Now, wait a minute—”

“You don’t like it,” I went on, folding the blanket tighter about myself. Damn, I was cold. I jerked my head to my right. “There’s the door.”

He glanced from me to the door and back again, his huge brown eyes all but drowning his face. His skin paled to a shade nearing that of sheep’s wool. Tor looked around, finding little support in the unsmiling faces around him. Even Arianne folded her arms across her meager chest, doing her best to look imperious. Rygel chuckled under his breath. Kel’Ratan glanced from me to Ly’Tana to Tor and wrapped his blanket more tightly about his body.

“Well?” I snapped. “Hurry it up. We don’t have all night.”

“Every meal?”

“Every meal.”

“That’s highway robbery!”

“If I have to shed my blood to keep you safe, and drag your useless carcass to Kel’Halla, you’re going to make it worth my while.”

“But—”

Tor caught my cold stare, and wisely, I thought, swallowed his objection unspoken. He shrugged. “I’m a lousy cook,” he said, defeated.

“You better learn. Do we have a bargain?”

Tor grinned, spat on his hand, and held it out. I spat on mine, and engulfed his small hand, palms together. “Bargain,” we both said together, in unison.

“Methinks you got the worst of the deal, Wolf,” Kel’Ratan said dryly. “You’re exchanging the opportunity to shed your blood for an urchin who can’t cook.”

I ruffled Tor’s already messy hair, causing an outraged yelp and hands that quickly smoothed the tangles flat. “I suspect I got the better of it, really. Since Tor can cook quite well.”

“I can’t.” Tor scowled up at me, once more unafraid. His ability to read the danger signs around me seemed more acute than even Rygel’s, or Ly’Tana’s, for that matter, despite our short acquaintance. “I told you that.”

“You’re a better cook than you are a liar.”

“Why are you so insulting? I’m an excellent liar.”

“I can smell your lies from a mile off and I know for a fact that you’re a talented cook.”

Tor’s eyes narrowed. “How’d you know that?”

“I know everything.”

Tor eyed me askance, his brown eyes wide again, his fingers making the sign against enchantment.

I grinned. “You’ll earn your keep.”

“But—”

“And you’ll start now. Dinner. For all of us. Arianne, Yuri and Yuras will help you.”

“But—”

I growled, low in my throat. Tor bowed hastily, and dashed for the kitchens. Arianne rose from Rygel’s side and followed behind. Yuri and Yuras didn’t even look to Ly’Tana for permission before they, too, saluted me absently. Setting their weapons aside, they disappeared into the kitchens.

Ly’Tana clapped her hands, garnering her warrior’s attention. “We’ve those carcasses that need skinned and cut up. Get busy. And someone bring the sow to Bar.”

On his way to obey her, Witraz wheeled around, his one eye wide, his face stricken.

“Just kidding,” Ly’Tana said, giggling into my shoulder. “He’ll be happy enough with a large haunch.”

Grumbling under his breath, Witraz disappeared.

“Have I told you lately you’re evil?” I asked her.

She straightened, her emerald eyes glinting as she grinned up at me. “Why, yes, in fact you have,” she replied sweetly.

Between Ly’Tana’s warm body so close to mine and the blazing fire, I finally thawed out. I think I should find some dry clothes, though, I thought, picking my damp tunic away from my chest.

Rygel tossed more wood on the fire, making it leap and spit. He jerked his head toward Corwyn, paring his nails with his knife while leaning against the kitchen doorjamb. “He may be right.”

“About what?” I asked, catching Corwyn’s eye and the salute he offered with his blade.

“Calling it the Wrath of Usa’a’mah,” he answered, hunching his shoulders and looking up at the solid beams. “There is something definitely evil about this storm.”

“Now you’re sounding as superstitious as Kel’Ratan,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder.

The monastery’s great hall held a large circular fire-pit in the center, with doors opening into the chapel on the left, the abbot’s quarters on the right. The rest of the hall held doors into short hallways that lead to the monk’s cells. I knew my pack lay somewhere in one of those chambers. I rose to my feet, smiling, my hand on Ly’Tana’s questioning head.

“Be right back,” I said.

As I traversed the hall, Rannon emerged from the kitchens with a meaty haunch over his shoulder. I glanced over his shoulder to witness him dump it in front of Bar. I heard happy crunching from behind me as I found my belongings and changed into dry clothes.

An ear-splitting crack of thunder crashed throughout the hall, reverberating and vibrating the very stone foundations as I walked back into the main hall, rubbing at my damp hair. The warriors all paused in their activities, eyes cast uneasily upwards, or exchanging worried glances with one another. Even Bar ceased devouring the meaty haunch, his ears perked upright, his yellow eagle’s eyes wide and concerned.

“It could be worse,” I commented as I sat back down.

“I just know you have something smart to say,” Kel’Ratan snapped, hunching his shoulders under his blanket, his mustache bristling. “I just know it.”

I shrugged. “All right then, I won’t mention the twisters.”

Kel’Ratan gaped. “What twisters?”

“A product of the storm,” Corwyn said from the doorway. He glanced inside the kitchens, found nothing to alarm him and eyed Kel’Ratan bleakly. He shrugged lazily. “Outside the hail, the twisters are the real killers. Nothing in their path can survive.”

“Tell me they’re joking,” Kel’Ratan almost begged. “Please?”

“They aren’t,” Rygel answered with another glance about the roof beams. “This place may protect us. But a twister—”

With a meaningful half-shrug, he tossed another faggot on the already blazing fire.

“What?” Kel’Ratan almost screamed. “What?”

“This place might just tumble down. Burying us under it.”

Kel’Ratan uttered a deep, heartfelt groan.

“And you call me evil,” Ly’Tana muttered out of the side of her mouth.

I chuckled and brought her hand to my lips. “I wish we were evil, beautiful lady. But what he says is true. A twister could kill us all.”

“Don’t worry, Princess,” Rygel said, with a sweet smile. “There is white magic in this place.”

That remark jolted my kiss from Ly’Tana’s slender, warm hand. “White magic?”

Kel’Ratan made a sign against strong enchantment, glancing uneasily about. Witraz, bringing a shoulder of wild sow to spit over the fire, gulped, his own sign half-hidden behind his back. Ly’Tana rolled her eyes at their collective superstitious fears and chuckled.

“White magic is from the gods,” Rygel answered, as though everyone knew but us.

“A blessing, you mean?” Ly’Tana asked.

“Not quite. The monks who built this place had a touch of magic, magic that’s derived directly from their gods. They weren’t born to it, as I am. Only after they spoke their vows to their gods might they perform magic. They spelled their monastery with a magical enchantment of divine protection.”

“How do you know all this?” Kel’Ratan asked.

“As an apprentice, I made a study of magics and arcane practices from other realms and other sources. And,” he glanced around again, an almost reverent expression on his face, “I can feel it.”

Rygel? Reverent? That was one for the history books.

Tor, flanked by Yuri and Yuras, brought out another huge venison roast on a long skewer. With short instructions, he bullied the blonde warriors into turning both spits. From a box, he sprinkled a heavy dust over both sets of meat as they turned before disappearing into the kitchens again.

With the help of Alun, Arianne emerged, almost staggering under a huge platter of hard black bread, white cheese and flagons of hot spiced wine. Corwyn scowled openly at her slavish activity, but Arianne’s happy, smiling face as she handed around the wine to me, to Ly’Tana, to Kel’Ratan and lastly Rygel explained it all. A slave at heart, Arianne felt comfort in her duties. Without them, she felt as adrift on the wide seas with no rudder. 

At my slight head shake, Corwyn relaxed and shrugged. Your decision, his shoulder roll translated.

Service was all Arianne knew. Throwing her into the role of a princess brought more distress than I was willing to cause her. Over time, she’d grow used to her new position and the slave would die a ghastly death.

Ly’Tana sipped her mulled wine and moaned happily. “For once, you knew what you were doing.”

I quirked my brow. “I did?”

“Appointing Tor chief cook. He’s bloody good at it.”

“He was an apprentice to a cook, one well-known and well-to-do,” I replied, rolling the cup’s stem between my fingers. “But his gambling dropped him into deep trouble. He fled one step ahead of his creditors.”

Rygel leaned forward, his hot cup in his hand. “Just how’d you know all that?”

I shrugged. “I picked it out of his head.”

Mouths opened to question me, but the exploding thunder grew louder and more intense. The jade lightning flickering from outside the shutters intensified several fold, breaking everyone’s concentration. The hail finally arrived, beating upon the slate roof with a noise that curtailed all possible talk. Eyes turned uneasily upward, and many hidden fingers crossed in the sign protecting them from evil spirits. Even Bar stopped chewing his haunch to gulp nervously, his eagle’s eyes rolling upwards. Frightened, Arianne sat down, huddling close beside Rygel. His arm curled protectively around her slim shoulders.

From the kitchens, the other warriors emerged, alarmed, also staring up at the ceiling. Tunics bloody from their tasks of hiding and butchering the slain deer, Rannon, Witraz and the twins found places near the fire to sit. Alun and his platter offered the warm bread and cheese. Though I wasn’t very hungry, I took a hunk of hard, black bread to gnaw on. Ly’Tana accepted some, as did Rygel and Kel’Ratan.

Dead last, Tor galloped into the main hall, brown eyes wide. Finding all well and the ceiling intact, he returned to his duties. I caught Arianne’s eye. With a jerk of my chin, I sent her on Tor’s heels. Reluctantly, she obeyed me, her wan face hidden behind the curtain of her hair. Rygel released her with a sigh.

I nibbled on my chunk of black bread, washing it down with warm, spicy wine. The stuff tasted excellent, and served to soothe both my belly and my nerves. With its help, I tried in vain to distract myself from imagining twisters tearing this monastery apart. Despite its eerie origins, the gods couldn’t be that cruel. Could they?

The explosive thunder overhead, the drumming rain on the slate roof, curtailed most conversation. But it’d scarcely detract from the food. As the savory scents of roasting pork and venison rose on the fire’s warmth, no few eyes turned from hungrily munching bread and cheese to watching the meats roasting. More hungry gazes roved toward the new tantalizing prospect of roasted pork. Witraz might find a fight on his hands should he refuse to share, I mused.

“Wolf?”

Ly’Tana’s voice, raised almost to a shout, brought my attention away from the hot roasts and their tempting odor. Despite my lack of appetite and my worries, my belly rumbled in response. 

Hard as she tried not to appear afraid, she failed utterly. Her brow puckered faintly, her angular green eyes wide with unspoken anxiety. “Are we safe?”

As much as I wanted to assure her that we were, I could not. She correctly read my expression, and, like Arianne with Rygel, drew close to me. Like small timid animals, her arms crept about my waist, her face resting on my chest.

Kel’Ratan’s mustache bristled in righteous indignation, as though the storm inconvenienced him on purpose. Corwyn nodded respectfully to me before rising from his place with a chunk of white cheese in one big hand and a hanap of spiced wine in the other to resume his guard over Arianne. I opened my mouth to call him back, then shut it again. While I doubted very much Arianne was in much danger here, among our Kel’Hallan friends, I might need him to protect her should the storm break the roof apart.

Alun, too, rose and without speaking walked out of my sight. Witraz and Rannon took out their blades and, like good warriors, sharpened them. The twins, black eyes gleaming in the firelit shadows, sat side by side, legs folded in precisely the same way, hands clasped in their laps, breathing in exact unison. I blinked. Even their hair had been blown by the wind to fall about their shoulders in the exact same fashion.

I sighed. Observing the object of my attention and perplexity, Ly’Tana buried her face in my chest. I felt the vibration from her giggles. “You’ll get used to them.”

I doubted it. Twin dark eyes glittered as they watched me from across the fire.

“I think Your Highnesses should come see this.”

Alun’s shouted voice carried easily over the raging storm overhead, drawing the attention of not only Ly’Tana and me, but also Rygel, Kel’Ratan, Rannon and Witraz. Corwyn straightened at his spot by the kitchen door. The twins merely ceased staring at me and stared at Alun instead. 

Alun stood by a window only partially closed, his strong arm holding the shutter against the howling gale with an obvious effort. Icy rain drenched him thoroughly, wetting his strawberry hair, streaming down his face and through his clothes to puddle on the floor at his feet. Yet, he stood, eyes squinting into the wind, watching something outside the walls of the monastery. 

Exchanging a quick worried look with Ly’Tana, I got up and hastened to another window. Rygel and Kel’Ratan also rose to stand, yet remained where they were, beside the fire. 

Taking a window to Alun’s left, I unlatched the shutter and immediately had to grab the thing to avoid it smacking me forcefully in the head. The chilling wind and icy rain once more drenched me from head to toe, but I ignored the discomfort as I peered out into the swirling darkness.

“What is it?” Ly’Tana called. I paid her little heed, however, as I saw what had caught Alun’s sharp attention.

Debris, loose branches and leaves whipped past the window at a tremendous speed. The rain slashed past, driven sideways by the howling wind. At least six inches of greenish-white hail covered the cobbles outside the walls, glowing faintly jade in the near-darkness. A tree had fallen across the stone wall to my right, but the sturdy masonry had not collapsed under its weight. Broken branches stirred under the fierce breath of the wind.

Beyond the fallen tree, low-flying clouds swirled in a deadly arc.

Less than a hundred rods from the outer monastery wall, a thick bank of clouds wound and knotted itself into a round swirling shape, the wind whipping it into a frenzy of movement. From the heaving sky above, down to the forest floor, it bent and twisted its way towards the monastery. Like a slow dance, whirled at first to the west, then bent back to the east, dipping and sliding to and fro. A tree, possibly an oak, was torn from its roots, and sent rushing skywards, spinning helplessly in the torrent.

My gut gave a sickening lurch.

A twister.

The deadly offspring of the hellish storm squirmed its wicked way across the forest. The monastery lay directly in its path.

I slammed the shutter closed, latching it tightly. Alun leaned against his, aiming to shut it as well. I grabbed his arm.

“Leave it!” I barked, shoving him toward the hearth.

The shutter slammed back against the rock wall, pinned there by the howling gale. Wind-driven rain slashed inside, the fire leaping higher with the fresh wash of new air. In the dancing light, Witraz, Rannon, the twins, and Yuri and Yuras stood up, glancing at one another in alarm.

Ly’Tana jumped to her feet. “What’s wrong?” she cried.

“All of you, get back into the sleeping cells! Now!”

Arianne ran from the kitchen, Tor at her heels, crying out a question, but I didn’t hear her words. Corwyn seized her arm as Rygel bolted toward her. He cast me one grim glance, sending me a swift message I didn’t need words to understand clearly. Her two guardians hurried Arianne into the chambers beyond the hall. She had one instant to cast a single frantic, frightened glance over her shoulder before her hair obscured her face. 

Abandoning their posts at the spits, Yuri and Yuras slung a frightened Tor into their brawny arms and disappeared with him down the left-hand corridor. Witraz and Alun hustled Kel’Ratan into the corridor opposite. Pausing beside the fire, Alun looked me a question, his brow raised.

“Go!” I bellowed. “Take them with you.”

I gestured at the twins, who leaped toward Ly’Tana, to protect her. “I’ve got her. Go!”

“Wolf!”

Ly’Tana seized my arm, pulling me around to face her. “Tell me what’s happening!”

“Twister,” I growled, taking her by the hand. “Headed right for us.”

Alun bodily pushed the twins away from us and toward the sleeping chambers. They rounded the corner and disappeared.

Before Ly’Tana could respond, I rushed to follow Rygel and Arianne, dragging her with me. Before I could complete three strides, her hand in my hand hauled me to a stop, despite my superior weight and size. I spun about, too surprised to resist.

“Bar!” she screamed up into my astounded face. “I’ll not leave him!”

Ripping her hand from mine, she hurled herself across the hall, past the blazing hearth, to Bar’s head. He watched her come with fear and anguish in his yellow eyes, his beak opened in a protesting hiss.

Too late, I recognized our folly. In trying to protect Bar from the raging storm and killing hail, we trapped him instead. The twister may bring the monastery down about our ears. We humans may escape, but should the walls come down, Bar had no hope. The stones and slate roof would crush him. I groaned. We should have simply sent him away. He could have flown before the storm or above it, and escaped with no harm.

Our idiocy may have just cost the huge griffin his life.

Ly’Tana, sobbing, dropped to her knees and wrapped her arms around his feathered neck, ignoring his screech of objection.

She would not leave him. I would not leave her.

Kneeling behind her, I covered both of them with my body, shielding Bar’s head and Ly’Tana’s slender frame from the onslaught. I ducked my head into the small space between them, lying my cheek against the top of Bar’s head, my face close to Ly’Tana’s own. Unable to stop myself, I kissed her cold lips briefly, perhaps for the last time. Her eyes, shut against the approach of death, did not open, but her lips did, welcoming my kiss with one of her own.

Thus, we waited for hell to open up and swallow us all.

Outside, the sound of the wind both deepened and rose in pitch. With the howling of a thousand demented dragons, the twister hit the solid stone of the monastery. Beneath my knees, the slate floor thrummed. Something slammed into the west wall with terrific force, jarring an oak roof beam loose in its moorings. The monastery shook, trembling from its foundations like a mongrel shaking water from its wet fur. 

The sound of the howling wind rose to a deafening shriek, louder than ever. Ten thousand banshees could not have hoped to compete with the screaming that now assaulted our ears. Deafened, blinded, I could do nothing save wait for the twister’s power to tear the monastery apart and sweep us into its lethal embrace. Time ceased its forward advance. Nothing in the universe existed save the insane, thunderous noise and the tremendous shaking about me. I felt nothing beneath my body: no Ly’Tana, no Bar. ’Twas as though they have vanished into the whirling maelstrom of the deadly twister’s arms.

Between one heartbeat and the next, the wind suddenly died. At the same instant, the flames in the hearth collapsed to nothing but faintly glowing coals. In the eerie darkness, a strange silence fell. I knew it not for the welcoming silence of an escape from death, a reprieve from the brink. It was the silence of an evil will, an evil power watching us, patient, ruthless. It felt like the quiet of the night where cold murder lurks in wait.

I looked up, toward the open window. In the outer dimness, I saw through the large gap in the wall dark roiling clouds. Tree trunks, branches, hail stones spun past at a frightening speed. A huge funnel of debris whirled about in a sickening swirl. The twister spun some loose leaves and dead twigs in through the window’s gap, to swirl about in the wind on the floor. The spinning made my gut lurch in protest. I shut my eyes.

The uneasy calm lasted less than ten heartbeats. With a shattering roar, the wind slammed the monastery again, lashing it with a killing rage. Like a cat with its panicked prey, the twister toyed with the monastery, slapping it back and forth. I ducked my head again, trying to protect it from debris that flew in from the window and struck me in the back. Like a thwarted monster, the twister tried to lift the building from its roots. The thrumming beneath and above me increased until I thought it would surely collapse under the strain. The three of us, buried under tons of stone and rubble, dead. Our graves, marked only by the holy site of the monastery itself.

Yet, the stout Jefe Monastery, built with love and knowledge, held strong against the twister’s rage. Perhaps the gods of old in whose honor it had been sanctified protected it yet. The shaking of the monastery gradually subsided into mere tremors. The thrumming subsided, the howling wind died, the building once more sat at peaceful rest.

Defeated at last, the twister moved on, roaring its rage, hurrying away into the forest. The hearth flames burst back into life. The twister, failing to kill us, moved on toward less hardy game. The wind and rain and hail resumed their noisy, however less dangerous, howling and drumming.

Stunned, I shook hailstones and tree branches from my bruised back and slowly stood up. My hand under her arm brought Ly’Tana up with me. Dazed, her face white and strained in the firelight, she looked around as though disbelieving she was still alive. Bar, too, looked around in awe before shaking his feathered mane back into some semblance of order, sending up blue shale dust in a cloud. He chirped in a mild way, as though commenting on the vagaries of life.

While the monastery lay once more at peace, Ly’Tana’s body still wrapped within my arms still trembled. I glanced down at her, concerned, seeing only the top of her bowed head.

The emergence of the others from their chambers brought my head and attention away from Ly’Tana’s trembles.

Kel’Ratan, followed by Witraz and Alun, emerged from the corridor, cautious. Seeing the monastery whole and sound, they returned to the fire with new confidence. Behind them, the rest of the warriors followed on their heels. The passing of the twister and the renewed onslaught of the less dangerous wind and rain brought them from their shelter.

Rygel and Corwyn, with Arianne protected between them, also emerged, with Tor and his new friends, Yuri and Yuras, behind them. 

Like two blind mice, Ly’Tana’s arms crept about my waist. I wrapped mine about her body, feeling her body quiver nearly as hard as the monastery shuddered not so very long ago, pressing her pale face into my chest. Bending slightly, I kissed the top of her head, smelling the sharp, pungent scent of her fear, and beneath that the faint, feminine, musky scent that was entirely Ly’Tana’s own.

“Ly’Tana?” I brushed her red-gold hair from her brow, my right hand cupping her cheek. “Princess?”

She began to chuckle, her face uptilted to mine. “Are we alive?” she asked.

I grinned. “If we’re not, then we’re in heaven, for I am with you.”

“What’s wrong?” Kel’Ratan asked, glancing over his shoulder as the warriors dispersed and picked up their activities from before the twister’s arrival.

“I’m not sure,” I answered.

“I’m—I’m just a little freaked out here,” Ly’Tana gasped through her trembling. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. At my silent suggestion, Kel’Ratan shrugged and sat down next to the fire, wrapping himself in his blanket.

Bar rumbled a sour comment, then began to munch on his deer.

“Shut up, you ass,” she replied, sniffing.

Tor clicked his tongue in irritation over the debris and dirt that now covered our roasting dinners. With the aid of the brothers, he brushed away the offending dust, and Yuri and Yuras began once more to turn the slightly overcooked roasts. Within moments, the hall had resumed its former activity before the twister entered its life.

Tor, between brisk orders to Yuri and Yuras, alternated between running back to the kitchen to check on the dishes he had on the fire there, and ushering Arianne to her duties. Corwyn once more held the kitchen door jamb up with his shoulder.

“Are you all right?” I asked, rubbing my thumb over Ly’Tana’s angular, exotic, cheek-bone.

She nodded. “You know what’s funny?”

“No. What’s funny?”

“I can face and take down any man, any fight, anywhere. Yet, I can’t face a simple storm without shaking like a newborn colt. Look at me, I can’t stop. A true coward, that.”

Bar grumbled a sour retort. Perhaps Ly’Tana could translate, but its meaning was lost on me. 

“Hmmm.” I pushed her gently away from the protection my huge body offered, forcing her to stare up at me. “I’m confused.”

She sniffed. “Don’t be absurd.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but don’t cowards run away from what’s dangerous?”

Ly’Tana dropped her eyes, twisting to walk away from me. “Hush—”

I seized her arm, halting her. “Again, you know, I may be wrong about this entire thing,” I began, rolling my eyes up to gather my thoughts. “It seemed to me, again, I could be totally incorrect here, but I do distinctly recall you running toward danger.”

“That’s enough,” she grumbled, folding her arms over her bosom. Her emerald eyed glinted.

“You can’t deny it,” I said, biting my thumbnail. “I do remember this part, since I sort of had to chase you.”

“Must you?”

“As you know, I’m just a boor and an oaf and obviously not very smart,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “But your first thought wasn’t of saving your own—”

I brushed my right finger down her bare arm, making her shiver. “—incredibly lovely skin.”

With my left hand, I gestured expansively toward Bar, who ceased his dining and watched me through narrowed raptor’s eyes. “Rather you thought first of keeping safe this useless lummox here.”

Bar hissed. Ly’Tana tapped her boot against the floor in a strong feminine threat.

“Again, I may be wrong, and I’ll certainly admit when I am,” I said. “But I suspect cowardice is a title no one but yourself would bestow. Of course, what would I know, being a simple rustic idiot with no manners whatsoever.”

Ly’Tana’s emerald eyes gleamed but with humor now, her kitten teeth white in the dusky shadows of her face. “I think you made your point, you bloody bastard.”

“That’s Rygel.”

“Rygel what?” asked Rygel, lifting his head from his task of inspecting the roasts.

“Well, my lady?”

“You made your point, I said.” 

“Have I, Your High Handedness?”

“I’m so going to bitch slap you.”

My finger that traced down her arm now cradled her defiant chin, forcing her to gaze up into my eyes.

“That twister could easily have been the death of us all. It’s hardly cowardice to be afraid of such a monster. Only one truly stupid would fail to feel fear.”

I grinned, and pressed a light kiss against her soft lips. “You are too hard on yourself, sweet princess,” I murmured. “You’re allowed to be human once in a while.”

She chuckled, taking my fingers from her chin into her own. “Am I?” she asked. “You give me permission?”

I rolled my eyes heavenward. “As lord of the universe, yes, I grant you permission. Just this once, however, so never let it happen again.”

She giggled. I took a moment to kiss her again, to linger over the softness of her lips. Her devilish tongue teased mine for a heartbeat before she withdrew to watch me with shining eyes. Yet, her fingers remained entangled with mine.

Bar grumbled to himself, left out of the conversation and resenting it. I glowered.

“Bite it, Bar.”

Ly’Tana giggled. Bar hissed. Kel’Ratan roared.

“Lord of the universe, eh? Got some rather big britches on, do we?”

Of course, he had to have overheard that part.

“You can bite it, too, Red,” I snapped. “Mind your own affairs.”

His mustache bristled in righteous indignation. “Now see here—”

I flashed him a universal gesture more commonly seen in the slave’s barracks than palaces, and sighed. Under his outraged blue-eyed glare, I ran my fingers down Ly’Tana’s cheek, bending down to rub my nose intimately with hers. She glowed under my attention, a faint pink blush climbing high to ride her cheekbones. How is it women can blush and it’s endearing, but should a man like me blush he’d look like a fool? That wasn’t very fair. Not fair at all.

Both Bar and Kel’Ratan grumbled under their collective breath. Then as one mind, Bar resumed his venison dinner and Kel’Ratan scowled at the fire. For no doubt it was the fire’s fault alone I got the better of him.

Her confidence restored, Ly’Tana pulled me down to sit beside her, never freeing my hand from her grip. The others seemed to not have noticed their heir’s moment of panic, and had resumed their activities of sharpening weapons, laughing over lewd jokes and staring at me.

“Let’s hope we don’t have too many more of those,” Kel’Ratan remarked. “Another one might bring this place down about our ears.”

Corwyn, who had gone to shut the shutter on the still open window and keep out the cold wind and rain, peered out. “It’s letting up, I think. The sky isn’t green anymore and the hail seems to have stopped. It’s just raining now.”

Before I could question his intent, he unbarred the door and stepped out. Complaints followed as the high wind, still as cold as previously, blew in and dropped the room temperature down several notches. Even through the door I saw the sky had lightened considerably, the shade of late sunset rather than deep dusk. The rain hadn’t slackened in the slightest. When Corwyn walked back through with an object in his hands, he ran with wet. Rain sloughed off him in rivers, though if he felt cold he didn’t show it.

“What is that?” Ly’Tana asked, peering through the fire as Corwyn kicked the door shut behind him and barred it with his elbow. The object in his hands looked heavy. My own curiosity was piqued as he walked across the hall, shedding rain as he went.

“A hailstone,” he said, answering not only Ly’Tana’s question but also the interested faces that watched him approach. Yuri and Yuras failed to turn the spit, incurring Tor’s wrath. He harangued them, forcing them to eye Corwyn’s prize from a distance.

“Mother of us all,” Kel’Ratan breathed, dropping his blanket to lean forward.

Corwyn set down the hailstone next to the fire. Gods above and below, I thought, awed. Not quite round, the thing sat easily larger than my head. By the way Corwyn set it down gingerly, his arm muscles bulging, it must have been heavy. Like ice, it was a silvery grey, but contained a weird tinge of green.

“That’s a single hailstone?” Kel’Ratan asked, his voice hoarse.

“Yes,” Corwyn answered. “Nor was it one of the biggest. This is an average size for what’s out there. All I can see is buried in these.”

Ly’Tana turned to me, her lips turned down into a frightened bow, her jade eyes frightened. “You were right. Had we been out in that when—”

I took her hand to kiss, smiling down at her. “Perhaps your goddess is fond of you.”

Corwyn went on gravely, “The orchard and the forest, what I can see of it, is flattened. Not much could have survived that storm.”

“Fond isn’t the word I’d use,” Kel’Ratan muttered.




Chapter 3

A Very Curious Blessing

I stared at total and utter destruction.

“Usa’a’mah must be seriously pissed off,” Rygel muttered.

“Never, in the history of the world, has there ever been a storm such as this,” Corwyn said, his voice low and shocked.

Bloody hell, I thought.

In the light of the new day, I stood in the courtyard, shallow water covering my boots. As far as I could see, lay a horrific mess of water, rapidly melting hailstones and downed trees. I gazed beyond the courtyard. Leagues upon leagues, as far as the distant horizon, no tree stood upright. Broken tree trunks lay awash in a small flood of rainwater and half-melted ice. Against the skyline, naked and broken branches reached upward like skeletal hands pleading for aid that never came. Apples from the once serene orchards floated atop the still waters. I bet Tor could make a fine meal out of those, I thought, nearly incoherent from shock.

The corpses of the Tongu who died trying to set fire to the stone monastery lay blackened, smashed and almost unrecognizable as human beings, half-submerged in the lapping water. The stench of death rose on the moist warm air as the bodies began to bloat. I stifled a gag, my throat wanting to hurl the nice breakfast of warm pork, herbed gruel, leftover stewed apples and black bread Tor created for this morning’s repast.

An insane bubble of laughter threatened to erupt. Even as the sun broke through the last wisps of grey storm clouds, its light shimmered off grey-green ice. The influx of warmth from the new day melted the deadly hail from the storm into a nasty mix of rainwater, mud and loose debris. I could all but see the ice melting into the nasty, brackish water. Within the hour, no hailstone would survive the sun’s power.

My mind refused to grasp the concept. No tree still stood. Not a single tree broke apart the wasteland of snarled brushwood, broken trunks and roots yanked from the nourishing soil. I could now see the horizon, where once the thick forest obscured it. Eastward, over the sea, the tattered remnants of the storm’s grey clouds drifted, the storm now lashing against the indifferent sea. Corpses of small forest creatures unlucky enough to get caught in the storm’s fury floated alongside the apples, twigs, dead leaves and shattered tree branches. Years uncounted would pass before this part of the world recovered from this one single storm.

“How in the hell are we supposed to ride through that?”

All those lovely, stately apple trees, once so lovingly tended by the monks, I thought, haphazard, gone. The orchards blasted into splinters by the hail and the twister. 

“Ly’Tana?”

Kel’Ratan’s words finally sank in. I blinked. The downed trees, the sharply spiked branches, the dark water hid treacherous traps that could easily snap a horse’s leg. No safe paths lay before us. The horses could not see beneath the black water to navigate safely. The storm had tracked from the west, where we needed to ride, to the east, toward the ocean. There was no telling how far the utter destruction went. How were we to ride through that, indeed.

So absorbed in staring in stunned amazement at the atrocity before me, I hadn’t noticed Wolf and Rygel arrive at my shoulder until Rygel spoke.

“You and I, Princess,” Rygel said.

I started in surprise. “Huh? What?”

Rygel gestured expansively at the wreckage before us. “Remember? We’re flying in search of Brutal and his plans. When we return from the city, we can fly above and find the safest paths out of this mess.”

“Uh, yes, of course.”

Wolf draped an enormous arm over my shoulder and hugged me close, his own eyes wide and stunned as he, too, gazed out at the annihilated orchard and forests before us. Belatedly, I found Arianne huddled under Rygel’s arm, her own expression calm, her eyes on me. Not the devastation. I had no time to wonder why. 

“That may not be enough,” Kel’Ratan said sourly. “Can’t your magic help?”

Rygel’s tawny eyes swept over the desolate, wet landscape. “How?”

“Can you clear a path for us?” Wolf suggested. “Those downed trees can break a horse’s leg.”

“Nor can we stay here,” Kel’Ratan growled.

Rygel nodded slowly, frowning. “Yes, I can. However, I must return to the city. We must find out what Brutal’s plans are.”

Kel’Ratan jerked his head toward me. “You and Ly’Tana fly there while we pack up. We’ll get as far as we can in this mess until you get back.”

Rygel glanced at Wolf, no Raine. Damn it, I must call him Raine. He is no longer The Bloody Wolf. He is His Royal Highness, Prince Raine of Connacht. Rygel asked his liege lord’s permission in that quick look. He never called Raine ‘Wolf’. And he certainly knew who ruled here.

Behind me, Witraz, Alun and Rannon trooped out into the courtyard where we stood, yawning, scratching armpits, shoving one another in good humored male horseplay. The fun dribbled to a halt as they, too, stopped and gaped at the forest that no longer existed.

“How in the hell are we supposed to ride in that?” Witraz demanded.

Alun cuffed him upside his head. Shocked at his own outburst, Witraz bowed low. “Your Highnesses.”

I couldn’t help it. Humor got the better of me and I giggled. Wolf, no wait, Raine, and Rygel also laughed with me, and Arianne managed a small laugh of her own. Her mysterious grey-blue eyes still watched me.

“What’s so bloody funny?” Witraz asked, annoyed. “What did I say?”

“Methinks they’ve gone insane, myself,” Kel’Ratan answered sourly. “Bloody lunatics, the lot of them. Go on, get the other sluggards up. May as well begin packing.”

Muttering under his breath, Witraz retreated indoors. Rannon followed more slowly, shaking his head. Alun paused a moment to eye me with concern.

“Are you certain of this, Your Highness? You don’t need to go back there.”

I kissed his cheek. “And miss the chance to fly again?”

He smiled. “Have you need of me, call.” He bowed and kissed my hand. With another short bow to Wolf, er, Raine, he followed the others indoors.

Raine’s peculiar icy eyes gave me a chill. Not a chill of fear, as they once had done. I felt a simple chill of pleasure run and tingle down my spine this time. He bent close to my ear, nuzzling under my hair. “Your people adore you,” he murmured, his voice husky. “As do I.”

I blushed under his attention, feeling its heat sear my cheeks. With his face so close to mine, I neglected to stop the sweet kiss I planted on his lips. I tasted his warmth, his masculinity, the faint scent of leather and rosewater. Underneath it all, I tasted him. His quick tongue probed between my lips before he broke off our kiss, aware, as I was, of the interested stares of Rygel, Kel’Ratan, Arianne and Corwyn. Didn’t they have enough out there to look at?

The sounds of heavy splashing accompanied by sharp annoyed hisses heralded Bar’s arrival. Stepping carefully to avoid the slippery, half melted hailstones, Bar emerged from around the side of the monastery. After a night’s shelter indoors, he no doubt squirmed his way out past the broken wall and emerged into a world not conducive for either fur or feathers. 

Like most cats, Bar hated the water. He’d never swim. Eagles, too, never long tolerated being wet, as water and feathers never mixed well. The constant saturation by floods and rainwater no doubt irritated Bar to no end. Dirty, mucky, filthy flood waters mortally offended his very feline sensibilities. His half-furled wings and lifted tail kept at least those parts of him clean and dry, but he still stumbled and slipped on the ice coated floor of the monastery grounds. Wet above his knees, his lion fur sluiced dank water, and nasty mire also stained his usually pristine white feathers.

“Welcome to the new world, Bar,” I intoned soberly.

Bar didn’t care much for my humor. His right front leg lifted, shook off the offending water in a fine spray, and immediately set back down so he could stand. A leonine hind leg lifted, shook off and disappeared into the dark depths. His eagle’s head, predatory gold eyes narrowed in raptor fury, stared down at the vile muck. Suddenly he looked up, his gaze accusatory as it rested on me.

“Not my fault,” I replied, grinning. “Go swim a bit. It’ll cool your temper.”

Ever the vengeful one, Bar shrieked. His wings spread out to their fullest, he sprang upward. The heavy sweep of his colossal wings forced the filthy flood to spray away from the wind of his broad wings. A second wingbeat drenched all of us standing nearby with the nasty tide of brackish floodwater. A third and a fourth brought him level with the slate monastery roof. Settling upon the cupola, he all but grinned down at me. Curses from Kel’Ratan, Raine and Rygel and a shriek from Arianne met his spiteful revenge.

“Bloody boor,” I snapped, trying in vain to wipe away the icky residue of the sour floodwater. “I hope the roof caves in under you.”

Far from surprising, Bar ignored me and began to preen his dirty feathers. The roof failed to cave in. Of course it wouldn’t collapse under his great weight. Damn and blast Rygel and his white magic. Bar could use a bit of humiliation, I thought sourly. 

“Grow a sense of humor, will you,” I shouted.

Bar hissed.

“I already have a sense of humor, nitwit. That’s why I’m laughing at you.”

I blew my bangs off my brow in a rueful snort. “I reckon I should get my own things packed,” I said, smiling up at Wolf. “Might I ask a favor, m’lord?”

Wolf, no, dammit…Raine smiled slightly. “Of course, my lady.”

I gestured to Witraz and Rannon as they brought out saddlebags and packs to pile up on the rock wall, safe from the nasty waters. “Saddle my horse for me? Don’t girth him too tight, he hates that. They always girth him too tight.”

Raine took my hand to his lips, his weird eyes gazing deep into my own, his handsome lips smiling. “Happy to.”

Suddenly feeling oddly shy, I nodded, my need to pack my belongings warring with my desire to stand like an idiot and gaze into those icy, no, warm, grey eyes. Floundering like a fool, I half-smiled, withdrawing my hand from his, and offered him a silly half-curtsey. My face flaming, I all but bolted from him, feeling his gaze on my back as I fled through the monastery’s wide doors.

Packing my belongings took a grand total of five minutes. My pack in my hand and my saddlebags over my shoulder, I paused for a moment, looking around. All the others had gathered up food and possessions, and had vacated the place. I stood alone in the great hall, next to the dead hearth. If I closed my eyes and emptied my head, I felt I might actually sense the white magic Rygel spoke of. It hovered, just beyond my reach and abilities, but not beyond my emotions.

I shut my eyes, reaching toward that white magic with not my mind, but with my feelings. “Thank you,” I whispered to the not so vacant air. “Thank you for protecting us. Whoever you are, whatever you are, I am grateful for this place. I am grateful for its holiness. I am grateful to you, for lending it to us. I am in your debt.”

I looked up at the wide oak beams above me. “If ever you need me to repay your kindness, let me know. I will repay you and then some. You have my word on it.”

Simply walking out seemed inappropriate. I dropped my saddlebags and pack, and walked toward the chapel. I had only been in there once, and glanced curiously around at the blasted altar, the broken and splintered chairs, the echo of lost prayers drifting toward the roof. No holy relic had survived the years of travelers and looters.

I walked through the simple doorway into the monk’s church.

I choked on a gasp.

The chapel vanished.

Darkness cloaked me. A blood red moon rode low on the distant horizon. Cold wind whipped my hair across my face though the chill failed to raise goose pimples along my bare arms and legs. Stunned, scared, I wheeled around, my lips parted to scream for Raine, for Kel’Ratan. Where am I? How did I get here?

I stood atop a mountain, a jagged edge of rocks and cliffs where no trees grew. No tough high-altitude grass lay under my boots. I heard only the wind sough across the naked stone, weeping with the sorrow of the utterly damned. Above me, the stars shone down like glistening diamonds, red tingeing their bright glory.

I blinked, swiping my hair from my face. As though I stood before a large map, all the lands of the earth lay spread before me. Flames whipped across Kel’Halla, burning, killing, dense smoke flung into the air to be tossed into turmoil by the evil wind. Corpses of my people, horses and cattle lay like blackened husks on the scorched and tormented earth. Villages, towns, my father’s castle all burned; wood, stone, it mattered little. When Death rode a black horse, what importance did homes have?

Whips cracked the air. Slavers drove the survivors east, ever east. Khalid lay under a dark pall, half-hidden by roiling smoke. Rivers ran red. The far-off sea tossed and churned, its crests bloomed bloody. Blood. So much blood. I covered my face with my hands, as though to protect it, somehow, against the horror of Brutal’s empire.

His Arena groaned under the weight of Khalid’s populace, screaming for the lives of those taken. Not just Kel’Hallans, I realized. I recognized Connachti prisoners by their cotton and leather clothing, Arcadians by their dark hair and heavy beards. Jinns, Zhous, Sabbathians all shared the slave pens, faced their deaths by lion, wild dogs, feral bulls. I bit back a gasp. Wizards from Khassart tried to fight, fire and lightning springing from their hands. Yet, a smooth dark magic fell over them, stilling their rebellion, negating their powers.

I looked north. The bloody moon shone down over the great northern tribes. The evil pall had fallen there, too. Clans formerly at war with one another fought side by side against the riders in black. Yet, not even they could win out. One by one, the clans were overwhelmed, swarmed under, died. Those unlucky enough to survive were chained and driven east.

I looked south. Lands I’d never heard spoken of, great jungles and vast deserts that were populated with people with dark skin and long black hair falling to their waists. Fighters all, their faces painted with the colors of war, they faced the same fate as the clans, as the Jinns, the Arcadians…they died under the onslaught of Brutal’s black riders.

Creatures seldom seen by man also died, driven to extinction by the evil power that was Khalid. Death and destruction lay everywhere, over the entire earth. Jungles and forests stripped, laid bare, green lands lay black and smoking under the sickly moon, the stench of death stark in my nostrils. Its horror overwhelmed me, drenching my soul, churning in my belly until I thought I’d vomit. Sweat from my temples dried instantly under the stiff chilly wind.

What does this mean?

I turned around.

Below me lay the same lands. The bright sun bathed all in sweet light and expelled all evil. The shadows fell away, leaving the same people, the same mystical creatures living in the vast forests and mountains to thrive under the light. Warmth pervaded my skin and my soul as the darkness was banished forever. I witnessed the clans quarrel, the nomads drive foreigners away, the wars for territory continue as they had since mankind evolved from the dust. Men still warred, killed one another for gold or power, husbands back-handed their wives, thieves stole. Yet, true evil governed none of these things. Men were as the gods made them: imperfect and greedy and stupid.

I stood as upon a sword blade. Caught between the deathly evil and the way the world was meant to be. Only I kept one from the other. Should I fail, darkness overwhelmed the world forever.

Not only you.

The words whispered inside my head. No, not just me, I realized. A shadow, though indistinct, waited beside me. Raine? No, this creature stood on four legs and owned a rough and shaggy coat. I gazed upward into its craggy face while white fangs gleamed from the depths of a black mouth. Strange eyes stared down at me, making me shiver. Who are you? What are—

I staggered as the mountain dropped from beneath me.

Once more I stood facing the blasted altar, trash, broken wood and rodent droppings.

What the—?

The humid air stank of age and neglect, along with the pungent odors of flood and mud. The muted sun streamed in from the small windows high above, casting me in its dusty light. I stood once more in the monastery’s desecrated chapel, shivering despite the early day’s summer heat. Not me, I pleaded, my tears on my cheeks. Please. Not me. Choose another.

On a stand to the left of the desecrated alter lay an ancient leather-bound book. I could see the dry cracks of age running across its cover. I knew that hadn’t been there when I first entered. It wasn’t there when I peeked inside the chapel a few days ago. I swear it wasn’t there when I glanced about the monk’s small church months ago when we first camped here, on my way to marry Brutal.

But it was there now.

How many hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years old was it? I knew, without knowing, this was the source of white magic. All white magic. I stared at the Book of the Gods, their celestial how-to manual. No mortal creature should ever have seen it.

Take it.

Please don’t make me.

Take it. Hide it.

Please—

Leaving the half-question to hang in mid-air, I dropped to my knee and bowed my head to the gods who protected this place and those I loved. Who protected the people, the myriad creatures the gods themselves created, and the lands we treasured. I offered homage to those gods who heard me, and who just answered my prayer. I felt their approval tingle lightly along my skin, like the feathers of a dusky moth.

I raised my head, tears dripping down my cheeks. I stared up at the less than pristine altar. “I’m not sure I understand what you want of me.”

Above my head, among the vast oak beams of the ceiling, a bird cooed. Another answered amid the very faint rustling of feathers. Doves. I frowned slightly, my memory leaping toward a sermon a priestess of Nephrotiti gave when I was but a girl. Doves had long been the eternal symbol of peace, prosperity and the gods’ hope for all the creatures of the earth.

So very simple.

Rising, I wiped tears from my cheeks. I gathered my hair behind my neck as I bowed my head in reverence to the altar. “You’ll help me out, I hope? I sure as hell have no idea how to stop what’s coming.”

Only silence and the ruffling of dove feathers answered me.

Bowing my head once more toward the holy altar, I whispered. “Don’t abandon me. Please.”

From outside came Kel’Ratan’s rising shout. “Ly’Tana! What the hell are you doing? Fall asleep in there?”

Low voiced laughter followed on the heels of his yell.

Crikey, I thought, panicked. They mustn’t see me like this. They’ll never cease hounding me for information if I came out of an empty monastery crying and hysterical. I didn’t need any inner voice telling me this was something I must keep to myself. And with what I saw in my vision, I’d be keeping this secret for a long time.

I wiped my face clean of tears with my hands and drew a ragged breath. Retrieving my gear, I took the leather-bound book and shoved it all the way down to the bottom of my pack. Being the alpha bitch, none dared mess with my belongings, nor trespass across my boundaries. The book would remain unseen and secret. Even from myself, I chuckled inwardly. I hoisted my packs and lifted my saddlebags before taking another quick look around.

Strangely, I found I would miss this place, the empty central hall, the chapel, the private sleeping chambers. My heart ached, a small tug of wistfulness that when I left, I’d never walk its once beautiful, hallowed grounds again. Perhaps one day I might return. Yet, deep down, I knew I would never stand here, in this place, again.

Did I want to?

Despite my nightmarish vision here, I found that, yes, I would like that very much.

Outside the wide open doors, I heard the horses splash through the floodwaters. The voices of my boys rose in jests and laughter, ribald words cast far and wide. Raine rumbled something I couldn’t catch, possibly to Corwyn, as I heard that man’s murmured reply. Turning my back on the monastery and its ancient holiness forever, my gear in hand, I walked outside, into the sunlit courtyard.

“What kept you?” Kel’Ratan asked as I approached.

“Nunya,” I replied, my tone light. Or I hoped it sounded light. And as care-free as my soul wasn’t.

“Nunya?” he asked, half-turning from his task of saddling his own bay stallion.

“None of your damn business.”

Raine laughed aloud as Rygel chuckled. My boys, those within hearing anyway, guffawed under their breath, grins abounding. Kel’Ratan shot me a dark glance as he tightened his girth. I grinned, impudent, and carefree on the surface. Beneath the surface, however, I worried.

“Ask a simple question,” Kel’Ratan muttered to himself as he bent over his horse’s right front hoof. He picked the foot up, inspected it closely before dropping to plop back into the nasty water.

As promised, Raine busied himself saddling Mikk, whose girth lay snug but not tight under his belly. I handed him my gear, hoping his sharp eyes didn’t spot the panic I knew still shone in my eyes. Raine had better instincts for emotions and thoughts than any man I’d ever met. I braced myself for his concern.

I must have covered better than I thought, for he took them from me with a smile, Mikk nuzzling his shoulder. I gaped. A rather standoffish fellow, Mikk never offered affection to anyone but me. His approval of Raine told me far more than the approval of my warriors ever could or would. Raine was…exceptional.

Witraz, Rannon and Alun lead the grey mare, and the two bays belonging to Raine and Kel’Ratan forward. The horses, already saddled and bridled, needed only their bags and passengers. Yuri and Yuras emerged from the barn, carrying packs and saddlebags. Tor tripped behind them, lugging his own gear and talking eagerly into their broad backs.

“Your bloody horse bit me,” Witraz complained, lifting his forearm to reveal a very nasty bruise.

Beside me, Raine chuckled. “Sorry. He’s not a very nice horse.”

Alun smacked Witraz on the back of his head. “Your Highness,” Witraz added hastily, rubbing the sore spot left by Alun’s knuckles. His one eye glowered. “Quit hitting me.”

“Mind your manners, then.”

Near the barn, Left and Right saddled their twin black stallions, while Yuri and Yuras busied themselves with Rygel’s black gelding and their own chestnut mounts. Witraz’s piebald stood alone, his reins on his neck, amusing himself by splashing the water with one front hoof.

“Princess.”

Rygel’s voice drew my attention from my boys and their duties and onto himself. He stood, up to his shins in muddy water, his cloak dripping muck, and standing as elegantly as though in a royal court. His yellow eyes, now sober and devoid of humor, gazed at me, assessing. “Are you ready?”

My dry mouth might have denied it, but my spirit soared. He asked a bloody silly question. Of course I was ready. I was born ready.

Raine chuckled. “Methinks she’s prepared, Rygel.”

“Ye gods!” Kel’Ratan roared. “Rygel, what have you done? She’s always been flighty and now you’ve gone and made her flightier.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. Not with humor, but with anticipation and sheer joy. With Rygel’s magic, he’d once more transform me onto a bird. I was going to fly.

Arianne stared at me as though she thought I had gone completely and utterly insane. Perhaps I had. Tor dropped the pack he carried, fortunately on the flagstones of the courtyard and not into the brackish water, and gawped. Witraz left the horses to their own devices and splashed his way closer. Seeing him, derelict in his duties, brought the rest of them running, hurrying through the flood. None wanted to miss the second time I got turned into a bird. I dryly wondered how often they’d have to witness it before it became mundane.

“Are you really—” Tor began, and gulped. He pointed upward.

“She is,” Rygel said tersely. “Now give us space.”

Tor backed away hastily, seizing Arianne’s hand and dragging her with him. Raine suddenly took me into his massive arms. Those eerie grey eyes ringed in black looked deep into mine, warm and filled with something, a strange emotion I could put no name to. His fingers traced down my cheek with the gentleness that never ceased to surprise me. His handsome lips smiled sadly. “Don’t forget me while you’re gone,” he murmured.

Despite the tears that popped into my eyes of their own accord, I laughed. “As if I could.”

His warm, no, his hot kiss, his fiery kiss, lit a bonfire within me, an inferno that flamed my blood and set it to simmering deliciously. His devilish tongue teased my own. I tasted his ardor, felt his cravings with every beat of my heart. My desire, my passion, my yearning to be his grew into a conflagration that almost slipped dangerously out of control. I cared not that he kissed me under in front of goddess and everybody. All I wanted was him.

Dizziness swamped me when he finally released both my lips and my body. Ignoring the interested stares, I seized his hand in a tight grip. I had two reasons for this: first to steady myself without seeming to, and second to hold onto him for a moment longer. I smiled up into his strange eyes.

“Promise me you’ll be careful,” I said.

Raine smiled back. “I don’t make promises I can’t keep, my lady.”

“He will be careful, my sweet sister,” Arianne said.

Both of us turned toward her in surprise. Not just at her words but at her tone. She flung her hair back from her face and stood alone and proud. “He has a task to perform.”

Raine’s brow arched. “And what may that be?”

“You’ll know when the time comes,” she said. “Right now it’s to keep all of us safe.”

“She’s correct about that,” I said.

“I hate to break up this little soiree,” Rygel said. “But we really need to fly, like, now.”

“One moment more,” I said, raising my finger to him. Rygel blew out a sharp breath and nodded. I turned around to find Bar still perched on the cupola, his predatory eyes eager as he bent his head down toward me, his wings half-spread.

“You stay with them,” I said sternly. “I’m sorry, Bar, but this time you can’t come with me.”

I tried not to wince at his screech of denial. “You absolutely cannot be seen with me, you know that. I need you to fly ahead of the others and find them as safe a passage though this mess as possible. Show Kel’Ratan the way.”

“I never could understand his bloody squawking,” Kel’Ratan growled. “What makes you think I can now?”

“Listen with your other ears,” I snapped, rounding on him.

He puffed himself up in outraged indignation. “What other ears, I ask you? I have only the one set.”

I glared up at Bar. “Do as I tell you, understand?”

He grumbled an assent, his yellow eyes angry, his tufted ears flat. Yet, his wings settled across his back.

“Rygel will keep me safe.”

Bar’s hot predatory glare seized Rygel, his message unmistakable. He hissed long and low, his tone as menacing as ever I’d heard it.

Rygel, diplomatic for once, bowed low under Bar’s dreadful scrutiny. “I will, Bar,” he said. “My life for hers.”

At his pledge, Bar relaxed somewhat, but his neck feathers still ruffled in either anxiety or irritation. I never could quite tell which tended to ruffle them more.

I turned to Rygel. “I’m ready, my lord,” I said. “I think.”

Rygel kissed Arianne on the cheek and ruffled Tor’s hair. Predictably, Tor yelped, much like Kel’Ratan, in outrage. He cleared the area with a quick flip of his hand, his gesture sending Raine, Kel’Ratan and my boys into backing away. With a wide circle cleared about us, I took a deep breath. Rygel’s posture told me he was about to use his magic. I braced myself. When his magic hit me, I’d be ready.

As before, his power felt cold, bone chilling cold. My body ran, melted, turned in upon itself. Unlike before, I felt no panic, and only a small amount of fear. Yet, as the change came so suddenly, I lost my balance. Where once I stood on human legs, now I flopped about, trying to stand on thin legs ending in long toes. I flailed about, wings flapping against the flagstones until my equilibrium returned. It did, far more quickly than the first time. I learned fast.

At last I stood, peering up at the giant humans that ringed me round. I tried a chirp. Instead, I croaked.

Damn and blast, I thought, dismayed. Where was my hawk’s triumphant screech? I croaked again. Looking down at myself, I saw black feathers, black legs. Toes, not talons. Damn it, if he didn’t do as he threatened. I’m a raven, not a hawk. Personally, I despised ravens.

Well, wings still worked the same way. Leaping into the air, I fluttered up to perch on Raine’s shoulder. I gripped tightly to his tunic, my toes causing little harm to his massive muscles. His head turned slightly to see me, a wide grin of delight etched across his features. “Damn, but don’t you make a beautiful bird.”

I make a better hawk, I thought. Peering around at the people surrounding me, I found a repeat of my earlier transformation. Witraz, Rannon, Alun, Yuri, Yuras and Left and Right all stared at me, perched amid Raine’s shoulder-length locks. No few made the sign against strong enchantment. Tor’s tonsils showed behind his teeth as he gaped. Arianne smiled, a small secretive smile that made me think she knew something she wasn’t telling. At least she wasn’t afraid.

On Kel’Ratan’s shoulder stood another raven.

“Ready, Princess?”

As before, his voice spoke within my mind.

“Is that your entire vocal repertoire?” I returned primly.

He laughed. With a loud croak, he launched himself into the air. He circled, his broad wings outstretched to their fullest, climbing higher and higher on the warm thermals. I spared a moment to rub my head against Raine’s cheek.

“We’ll be headed west,” he said, his fingers stroking down my feathers. “Toward those mountains. Find us there. And don’t forget to look after yourself.”

I croaked. Damn, a hawk’s voice was ever so much nobler. I leaped from his shoulder and flew upward. Instantly, I recognized how different a raven’s body was to a hawk’s, and I needed a moment or two to adjust. The raven was a large bird, heavier, its feathers thicker, its wings broader and longer. A hawk was built for speed, while a raven had little need for speed. I missed the hawk’s ability to climb high and fast, to turn on a wingtip. But the raven owned a body built for soaring with little effort. Only the tiniest of wing beats set me to floating effortlessly on the warm air currents. I liked soaring.

Despite Rygel’s impatience, I took a moment to circle over Bar. He watched me, his eyes alight with happiness, with eagerness, and also a sullen anger. I knew his anger, for I, too, wanted to fly with him, to dance the dance of wind and air and flight with my guardian. Perhaps Rygel might change me back into a hawk one day. One day when our urgency was less and we had some time. Then, given his magic, I might fly once more with my Bar.

I croaked down at him, an apology, a word of love, something. His chirp in return assured me his anger was but temporary and I was forgiven for abandoning him. The following hiss informed me: he forgave me—this time.

I laughed inwardly as I joined Rygel in climbing the warm thermals of the newly risen sun. ’Twould be a hot day and a wonderful day for flying. The incident in the chapel receded into the depths of dim memory. Much like a nightmare I promptly forgot about upon waking. Only the shadow of it still lurked deep within my soul.

Unlike on our search for Raine, we did not fly high. Rather, we flew low over the corpse of the vast forest, our shadows behind us reflected off the glimmering floodwaters. All the hail finally melted, but the water from them, and the day and night of heavy rain, would take time to leach into the earth. Like the scene at the monastery, the savage destruction took my breath away. So much primal beauty, gone, shattered in a single night, dead. Would it return, perhaps, one day? I hoped so.

Hard on our right, the escarpment, now bare stone, stood out in stark contrast to the devastation. The forest where Bar found me lay in the same tangled mess we now flew over. I spared a brief thought for the Tongu we left in that woodland. As their assassin brothers had attacked us so soon, I knew they’d killed themselves rather than die of starvation. Perhaps their leader killed his men out of mercy, and then opened his own veins. Thus, only he’d incur the wrath of their gods, whoever they may be.

The stench of death reached my sensitive nostrils, rising on the warm damp air. I was glad I ate a full meal at daybreak. The raven in me wanted to feast on the dead bodies of unlucky deer, wild pigs, rabbits, birds and other forest creatures not fortunate enough to have reached safety before the storm hit. The disgusted human in me fought hard against those raven instincts.

Predictably, Rygel laughed. “Ravens are carrion birds, Princess.”

“But did we really have to become ravens?” I complained. “Wouldn’t another bird do?”

“How about a vulture?”

I gagged. 

“Vultures can soar like no other creature with feathers.”

“I don’t care.”

Rygel laughed. “A crow?”

“Shut up.”

“We must pass unremarked,” he answered, a smile in his mental tone. “Just concentrate on our task and the desire to eat dead things will pass.”

“I don’t much like you right now.”

Wizard laughter echoed deep within my mind.

We covered ground faster from the air than we did on horseback, when we fled Brutal’s trap with an injured Kel’Ratan over Raine’s saddlebow. We flew less than an hour when we approached the city’s walls on the not so distant, treeless, horizon.

Soon, I found myself very glad I conquered the raven’s desire to eat dead things. We flew low over not only the corpses of horses, cattle, sheep, mules, oxen and donkeys that floated in the floodwaters, but also those of the human population. The stench rose ever upward, caught on the warm air that rose off the water. We soared over the Federate highway choked with the remains of folk either fleeing the city or seeking shelter there from the approaching Wrath. Real ravens, as well as crows and vultures, feasted on the bodies of peasant and noble alike. The stench of death and bodies rotting in the sun overwhelmed even my raven instincts.

My gorge rose. A warrior who has killed and is familiar with death I may be. Battle-hardened, I was. The blood I’d seen spilled could sink a battle-ship. Yet, the sight of so much death, so much horror, caused my soul to cringe. My mental connection to Rygel brought me the twin feelings from him, the same shock I felt. So Rygel is human after all, I thought wryly.

“Of course I am,” he snapped, annoyed.

“Sorry,” I replied, but inwardly I chuckled.

“Let’s get the deed done and get out of here,” he grumbled. “Before I lose my breakfast.”

“Well,” I mentally drawled. “Should that happen, I’m sure you could refill your belly rather quickly.”

Silence echoed across the mental bridge between us. “Princess, you are an evil woman,” Rygel grumbled after a long moment.

“I know. You love me anyway.”

His sense of humor hadn’t died, however. “That I do, Princess. That I do.”

We flew on, toward Soudan’s high walls. The walls themselves still stood, albeit with ragged chunks bitten out from their solid frames, and much of the palace had been badly damaged. We flew slowly over the massive gates Rygel blew into fragments the night we escaped Brutal’s trap. Shock at the utter devastation within the city killed the last of my humor. Many buildings still stood, built, perhaps, with the same love and knowledge as the holy monastery at Jefe left far behind us. Those not built as well lay in rubble, like so many mountains of piled rock.

Living souls waded through the flood and the wreckage of shattered buildings with teams and wagons, stacking the dead within the beds for burial. Burial, such as it was, I thought morbidly. With so much flooding, funeral by fire was out of the question. Yet, how will they bury their dead under a foot of water?

While many houses lay in ruins, far more homes sat battered but proudly erect. People came and went, orders shouted, wagons drawn by lumbering teams laden with food goods or corpses trundled through the streets. Though many sat and bemoaned their ill-fortune, plenty lent a hand to clear the city of the dead. If not taken away quickly, the bodies rotting in the stagnant water would spread disease. If Brutal didn’t care about the surviving populace, it appeared someone in charge did. Military officers rode, standing in their stirrups, and barked commands. Troops kept the peace, shot looters, and assisted old ladies.

Whether by luck or divine design, the royal palace itself seemed to have weathered Usa’a’mah’s annoyance without a hiccup. Well-armed soldiers paced across the battlements, peering down through the crenellations to the destruction below. Rygel and I flew amongst the many ravens, rooks and crows circling over the proud towers, craving a delectable meal of aristocrat or royal trooper. The other birds might feast, but I certainly didn’t relish the idea of snacking on a fat, bloated matron. By Rygel’s hurried mental retreat from the topic, he didn’t quite like the idea, either.

Battalions of Federate soldiers in purple and gold directed clean-up efforts, quelled the insurgence of the weak preying on the weakest, and maintained some semblance of order. Yet, we saw nothing of Brutal’s massing his armies to follow after us. If he gathered his forces, he did so either in secret or not within the city walls near his palace.

Whether curiosity bit me or something else did, a sudden urge grabbed hold. “I want to check out something,” I said.

Leaving him to follow, I winged across town, leaving the towers of the palace behind.

“Check what?” he asked, his wings beating in concert with mine, behind my right shoulder.

“I don’t know. But we need to go this way.”

Rather than the caustic response I expected, Rygel merely followed my lead without commenting. I learned well to appreciate the simple things in life: like Rygel not arguing or demanded answers I couldn’t give. 

“I heard that,” Rygel remarked stiffly, offended.

Any rate, I thought, Raine would want to know.

“He’d want to know what?”

Rather than think of an answer, I concentrated on finding my way from the air. The vast confusion of rubble and intact buildings, choked streets and death offered a challenge for me, but I flew slowly forward. Often I circled, seeking the familiar, following the gut instinct within me, peering downwards. Flocks of ravens, crows and vultures fed on the death below. I hoped they didn’t have the intelligence to wonder why two ravens in particular weren’t interested in feasting. Or that any human, looking up, would wonder at a pair of ravens who failed to dine.

“They have enough on their minds,” Rygel replied.

Onward I flew, following the river toward the sea. The river’s banks were difficult to distinguish, with the influx of floodwaters and the floating debris everywhere. I banked lower, my wings fully spread to soar with the effortlessness ravens found natural. The merest flicker of my wingtip set me floating on the warm thermals, leaving my mind and eyes free to gaze below. Could that cluster of rubble be the place where Brutal trapped us? 

Ah, there it was. Circling back around, I backwinged onto the remains of a shattered warehouse’s chimney, above the wreckage. There I roosted, peering down through my raven’s sharp black eyes.

“What do you see?” Rygel asked, dropping lightly beside me, furling his wings over his back. He shook himself, his inky feathers settling into place.

“Don’t you recognize it?” I asked.

“No,” he said, peering down through first his right eye, then his left. “What am I looking at?”

“Adhas’s house.”

Even as a bird, Rygel’s cursing in his own language sounded like cursing.

Once a house, it was no longer. Only bricks and rubble remained. Barrels floated nearby, bobbing lightly on the gentle wash of a newly formed lake. The River Soare, with the huge influx of rainwater and hail, overflowed her banks and not just crept inland, but roared in with full fury. No building for miles remained intact under the onslaught of the river’s power. The entire Harbor District lay beneath the deluge the Wrath of Usa’a’mah created.

Among the barrels of fish oil, a carcass bobbed in the wake of the river’s tide. A stream of black hair floated serenely outward from the corpse, tangled with sea kelp and river algae. Ghostly pale, its flesh had already bloated to twice its normal size under the sun’s savage power. A pair of seagulls winged closer to eye the body with bright avid eyes.

“Is that Adhas?” I asked.

“Sure looks like it,” Rygel replied grimly. “I reckon she’s paid full score for her treatment of Arianne.”

“The Wrath of Usa’a’mah?”

“Princess, I’m a healer, not a theologian. Ask a priest.”

“Had we been even a few days late—” I began.

“Don’t say it!”

His mental tone contained such anguish, I shied away in sympathy.

“Come on.”

I caught the light breeze and flew upward, away from the stench of the river. With the light wind beneath my wings, I soared inland, Rygel behind my right shoulder as though belonging there.

Beneath us, the devastation continued for as far as I could see. The neighborhoods below, mostly hovels and earthen huts, had not fared well in the storm’s onslaught. None I found remained intact. Bodies aplenty I saw, for the work crews clearing the city of its dead hadn’t yet reached this far. Genuine ravens and vultures found a delectable buffet of lower class peasantry and still lower class thieves and cutthroats.

What was that?

“What?” Rygel asked, following as I circled lower.

“That.”

“I don’t see what you’re talking about, Princess.”

Rather than answer, I perched precariously on the toppled bricks of the Dead Fisherman, its chimney towers offering a sturdy place for two ravens to rest. Rygel backwinged smoothly, and his toes gripped mortar and rock, to roost beside me. His black eyes peered across, rather than followed the direction of my own eyes.

Unease wormed its wicked way through my raven gut. I shook my feathers, trying to dispel the sensation. Yet, primeval shivers took hold of me. Fear flooded my veins as quickly as the Soare took the Harbor. “Don’t you find that odd?” I asked.

“Find what odd, Princess?”

“Open your bloody eyes,” I snapped. “Look down.”

He did. It took a long moment, but in the end his mental voice came through puzzled and strained. “That’s just too weird.”

Below me and several hundred rods away, a building stood tall, all of its six chimneys belting out tendrils of healthy blue smoke. Rubble from a nearby brick warehouse had tumbled down, scattering stones and bricks in a long wall around and past the lone building. The rubble, piled high, formed what seemed to be a solid wall, protecting it from the raging floodwaters of the River Soare.

People—living, breathing people—formed lines into the sole survivor, patient, their feet wetted in what may have amounted to an inch or so of nasty flood. An inch, not feet or rods. A simple, uncomplicated inch. ’Twas not even enough to cover the tops of their boots.

On the opposite side, people straggled out, carrying bundles of what I surmised to be food, to wade out and disappear into the waste of Soudan city.

“I don’t get it,” Rygel said. “What is that place? How could it have survived when all else around it is gone?”

I knew. Only too well did I know. Fear niggled down my raven spine and set up housekeeping in my gut. The urge to fly, to fly far away from here and never look back took hold of my senses. Who cared what Brutal was up to? I wanted nothing more than to fly to Raine’s arms and stay there for the next year or ten. 

“Princess?”

I croaked, yet I formed no intelligible communication. 

“Princess, what’s wrong?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t answer.

People went into the intact, healthy building and emerged with food. Behind it, also protected from Soare’s flood, horse, mule and oxen drawn wagons lined up, men busily unloading goods into the inn’s backrooms. To begin the process of feeding and sheltering the shivering, hungry masses all over again.

“Ly’Tana, talk to me, dammit!”

“Don’t you see?” I stared wildly into Rygel’s black beady eyes, my wings half-furled in agitation. “Don’t you recognize it?”

He stared downward, his head cocked to read the sign waving gently in the breeze from a bad angle. “The Whoring Whale.”

“The place we waited for you to return with Tor,” I said, my gut aching with panic. “You weren’t there yet.”

“What happened?”

“I—I—”

I could not go on. Even my mental voice choked off what I dared not say.

Rygel sidled sideways, stepping closer to me, his beak rubbing across the back of my neck. His raven wing, acting as a human arm, lay across my back. I sincerely doubted real ravens behaved thus, but I felt his very human comfort and allowed myself to be comforted. I choked back my caw of fear, gulped and went on.

“You hadn’t gotten there yet,” I said, miserable. “The innkeeper came—I was dressed as Omisi’s priestess—he came- he asked for my blessing-”

Rygel stiffened, his comforting wing withdrawing. “What did you say?”

I breathed in fear and breathed out misery. “I wagged my fingers and I said ‘You’re blessed’.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all. Kel’Ratan laughed his ass off, of course, but that’s all.”

Rygel’s gaze left me and once more rested on the mass influx of people at the Whoring Whale. The only building that offered food, shelter and relief from the death and destruction the Usa’a’mah’s temper tantrum left behind. It was the only building protected by rubble from the rage of the Soare. It was the only place within miles that one may have a roof over one’s head and a warm meal in one’s belly.

“That innkeeper must be making a fortune,” Rygel said slowly.

“Because of my blessing.”

“That’s not possible.”

I rounded on him, my feathers ruffling in ire. “Who are you to say what is possible or not? How dare you! You, you, who spoke so freely of white magic.”

“White magic comes from the gods, through their priests.”

“I was dressed as an Osimi priestess.”

His beak bobbed in bird-like confusion. “Let me see if I understand you.” Rygel half-furled his wings in obvious agitation. “You, disguised as a priestess of Osimi, blessed this innkeeper at the Whoring Whale.”

“I did.”

“The storm came, leveled everything in its path, laying waste to miles around it, and the only building, and man, to survive, received your blessing?”

“Give that man a cigar.”

“That’s not—”

“Don’t say it!”

Rygel gazed out and down, toward the only business that flourished in miles, no, leagues upon leagues of destruction and death.

“Osimi answers the prayers of all her priestesses,” I said, my voices, aloud and mental, both soft. “Curses and blessings both.”

“But—”

“Something protected that inn and that man I blessed. How can you say ’twas not Osimi herself allowed other buildings to fall and protect the inn not just from rain and hail, but the flooded river? On my word alone?”

“You belong to Nephrotiti,” Rygel said, baffled. “Why would Osimi answer your blessing when you don’t belong to her?”

Raven shoulders didn’t shrug very well. “Perhaps Osimi thinks of me as hers. Maybe when I wear her white dress, she sees me as her priestess.”

“And what would Nephrotiti have to say about that? Eh?”

“I don’t know!” I shrieked, cawing and flapping my wings in panicky agitation. “Had I not been born heir to my father’s throne, I’d have been her priestess. I feel Her as few others do. Nephrotiti and Osimi are said by theologians to be sisters. Perhaps even now they fight over me.”

“I can see it now,” Rygel replied caustically, “a cosmic catfight over your body and soul. Get real.”

“Ignore it at your peril,” I snapped. “Something or someone wanted that inn and that man to live. Answer that, if you will.”

“I’m not—”

“A theologian. I know. I heard you the first time.”

“So then what?” Rygel asked. “When you wear the white dress, be cautious of whom you bless.”

I could hear his grin in his tone. “And watch your curses, please. I’d really hate to irritate you and discover one day my manhood didn’t work anymore.”

Grudgingly, I laughed. And shuddered to think of how close I came to cursing Kel’Ratan that night, in jest. 

“That innkeeper is just fine without us,” Rygel said, leaping up and catching the breeze. “But Brutal is still missing. Unless he’s under water, he’s massing his soldiers to find us. And marry you.”

I chuckled, flying just behind his left wing. “Maybe I should curse him, instead.”

I caught the quick, fearful glance Rygel shot me over his shoulder. “Don’t. Not until you know what the hell Osimi or Nephrotiti or whomever are up to. The Whoring Whale’s survival and good fortune may have been your blessing, or it might be just a very weird coincidence. Let’s not go overboard thinking you have powers you don’t really have. Curses have a way of finding their way back to the curser.”

“You speak from experience?”

For a long moment, silence trailed from his mind, a black silence I wished I couldn’t feel. Sometimes his magical mind link was a very frightening thing.

“I am already cursed,” he said quietly, after a long moment. “When it’ll strike, I’ve no idea. But one day, it will. I just pray it takes only me.”

“You promised to tell us what happened,” I said.

“And I will, Princess. I swear it.”

He flew westward, back across the corpse of Soudan, back the way we had come. “I’m going to take an educated guess that Brutal will follow the river inland,” he said.

“Why do you think that?” I asked, allowing the midmorning, rapidly heating air to lift me higher, away from the rotting stench of the city. 

I caught an amused glance from his black eyes. “It’s what I’d do.”

Fearful need adding strength to our wings, we flew faster than we had on arriving. Soudan soon fell behind and the forest returned once we flew past her high walls.

What forest, I thought sourly, eyeing the desolation below. Further away from the city and the sea, the Soare’s banks flowed higher, contained only by small rocky cliffs to either side. Though the river’s waters had swollen dangerously, they seemed to meet the storm’s flood just beyond her banks. I saw the outline of the cliffs a mere few inches below the rapidly churning river.

Brutal would need high ground in which to camp his army, I mused, casting my keen raven’s eyes toward the hills. Rygel’s caw of agreement arrived at the same instant he dipped a wing and wheeled north. I followed suit, beating my way under the sun’s hot rays. The steamy, moist air arrived from the flood below to add lift to my feathers. I let it guide me, rising high against the sun, our shadows dark against the glimmering waters.

“And there he is,” Rygel said, his smirk of self-satisfaction made me wish for hands to slap him with. “Gods, I’m good.”

“That’s some ego you’re carrying around,” I commented, annoyed.

“I know, but it’s all right. It’s not heavy.”

Bloody hell, but sometimes I hated having a sense of humor. I know my laughter only encouraged him.

Just beyond Rygel’s heavy black beak rose several tendrils of blue smoke on the hilly horizon. Upon a tall hilltop, where the flood had failed to insinuate itself, I heard military sounds upon the wind. My keen raven senses picked up the many voices of men, the whinnying and snorting of horses, the jingle of harness, the scents of cookfires and roasting food.

Brutal’s war machine in action.

“Methinks a change of clothes is in order,” Rygel murmured as we winged silently toward the hilltop.

Before I could raise the obvious question, his magic hit me. Again I felt the cold change, the melting, the sensation of my body running, flowing together. Yet, it all happened so quickly, so smoothly. Before I could fully register it all, I knew somehow I was different. My wings felt lighter, swifter, my tail feathers narrower, my body sleeker. Once more I could turn on a pinfeather, dive steep and fast, climb faster.

My hawk had returned.

Only caution kept my hawk’s screech of triumph silent. Yet, my heart and soul soared. 

“Ravens have no reason to be here,” Rygel said, his own red-brown raptor climbing high toward the sun. “The hawk still needs to hunt.”

“How will we hide?” I asked, peering down, my hawk’s vision so much sharper, keener, than my raven’s. “We have no trees with which to roost, as we did before.”

“We’ll have to make do,” he replied, circling, gradually approaching the hilltop from the rear, the east. “There are enough snarled branches we can hide in. We need to be close enough to hear what they’re saying.”

Yet, for the time being, Rygel kept us high, against the sun. I doubted anyone looking up could see us, two tiny dots amid the sun’s blinding rays. Our raptor’s vision enabled us to clearly see the entire hilltop and the army amassed upon it.

Brutal’s banner flew before his huge, white pavilion, a snarling White Lion on its field of gold. His ever-loyal Synn’jhani in their white and gold uniforms stood their posts guarding it. They wound scarves over their faces, hiding all but their eyes under the white turbans on their heads. Snowy white, trimmed in gold, immaculate cloaks fell to their heels; loose breeches they tucked into high black boots. From where I flew, high overhead, their loyalty to that royal idiot looked as unquestioning as ever.

White tents stood in military precision upon the broad hilltop and the surrounding area, rows upon rows of organized, mobile civilization. Horses stood, heads low and tails swishing against flies at long picket lines. Men, most in the purple and gold uniforms, but some not, tended to the valuable cavalry horses. Others with axes chopped at the offending downed trees, clearing more area for expansion; more tents, more horses, more army.

I saw other men, not in uniform but in the homespun browns of peasants and serfs. These folks tended cookfires, mended saddles and harness, sharpened weapons, fletched arrows, shod horses, hauled firewood from the axes of the tree clearers. Waggoners drew their teams up, more men ready to offload their goods before sending them off to Soudan for more supplies. From high up, I observed the nonstop activity of a camp at war.

Brutal’s war against us.

Brutal himself sat at a table under a wide, flimsy pavilion, his royal skin shaded from the strong sunlight. His commanders stood at ease around and behind him, a tall man with the gold trappings of a general bent to his royal ear. Before him on the table lay a map marked by pins. Two officers bent over it, showing Brutal their concerns with calloused index fingers. He eyed their opinions with royal disdain while at the same time listened to the general’s advice. Brutal’s multi-tasking at its best.

Snorting inwardly at the display, I recognized the crown of gold and precious jewels he wore upon his brow. I last saw that crown on Lionel’s head, the night of Brutal’s birthday celebration. Only a king who sat his throne by might rather than right would wear such on this occasion.

I recognized Ja’Teel standing to Brutal’s right and slightly behind him. He wore all black, black breeches, tunic and a black cloak that fell to his spurs attached to a cavalry man’s high black boots. The scorpion tattoo marked him, even from this distance.

“That’s him,” Rygel said, his tone grim and cold.

“Isn’t all that black a bit…dramatic?” I asked.

Rygel laughed. “That’s Ja’Teel for you. He’s playing his role of the dark wizard to the hilt.”

“I’d think all that black would lead to heatstroke,” I muttered. “Doesn’t he have the sense—”

“No,” Rygel answered shortly, “his ego is all he has. He can never hope to rival me in power, and he knows it. When we were young, he always sought to emulate me, to follow what I did, to achieve what I achieved, to be me. The fact that he never could still rankles. Now, as then, he’s very dangerous. Don’t ever, ever, underestimate him.”

“Let’s hope he underestimates you,” I murmured.

“He’s intelligent enough to not let that happen often,” Rygel replied, beginning a slow circle downwards. “He let me outsmart him at Brutal’s trap. He let his new position as Brutal’s pet, my replacement, overwhelm him. He won’t make that mistake again.”

Spiraling down, we two hawks gradually closed the distance between Brutals’ massed purple and gold forces on the hilltop.

“This might do the trick,” Rygel said, winging over the camp toward a snarled mass of downed trees, a huge tangle of oak, balsam, fir, pines, dogwood and elms, all jammed together by the storm. There were yet plenty of green leaves or thick needles, not yet yellow or decayed, throughout their gnarled branches. Their stout limbs provided enough cover for two small hawks to perch unseen and spy on the enemy.

Settling onto a branch, hidden by foliage, I furled my wings and shook my feathers into place. A quick sidestep improved my view of the army massing below. Rygel picked a spot a few branches below and to my left. He, too, found a position where he could see clearly the activity yet remain hidden amongst the tree leaves, pine thickets and wrenched tree-limbs.

This location, high above and north of Brutal’s hill, offered a wide view of the entire area. With ease, we observed Brutal and his officers, his encampment, his army, even the long line of supply wagons wending their way to and from Soudan. As hawks, we could see and hear everything going on down there. If I concentrated, my keen eyes brought all details to me in sharp relief. Given Brutal’s demanding presence and how men seldom looked up, I doubted we’d be discovered. 

“My spies inform me they are on the move now, Your Majesty,” said an officer, well-armed and appointed with the insignia of a major. “We must break camp and begin our hunt.”

“We wait, Sangar,” Brutal replied, his familiar nasal voice filled with his usual irritation.

“Pray tell, Your Majesty,” asked a colonel after clearing his throat nervously. “How will we catch them if they get too much of a head start? In all this mess, we cannot move much faster than they. We dare not allow them any time.”

Brutal smiled. “We’ll track them down quite easily. Never fear. I’ll marry that bitch within the week.”

Another plumed officer, a captain I think, hurried from behind the tents and dropped to his knee before Brutal’s chair. “Your Majesty, the Commander General has arrived.”

“Ah, good,” Brutal said expansively, rising from his seat and stepping around his table. “On time, too. Most excellent. Bring him here.”

“Your Majesty.”

Rising, the captain bowed low and, ducking between the rows of silent Sins, disappeared behind the line of tents.

“The Commander General, Your Majesty?” asked Major Sangar.

Brutal eyed him. “Of the Shekinah Tongu.”

“Ah, yes, Your Majesty.” Sangar bowed low. “Of course.”

“With the help of his mutts, we can track my runaway bride and her Wolf wherever they go.”

Sangar glanced to his left, his eyes bleak. I followed his gaze and almost squawked in surprise. Surrounded by Sins and regular army soldiers, a Tongu hunter stood silent, waiting. His black eyes glittered in the sunlight, yet he held his tongue shut tight behind his evil teeth. His lank hair fell in oily coils to his shoulders, and from what I could see of it, his clothing looked tattered and stained.

“I’d bet my diamond earring,” Rygel said slowly. “That fellow was one who attacked us last night.”

“I think I’ll refuse that wager.” I clicked my beak. “How could he have survived?”

“I suspect we’re about to find out.”

Royally escorted by a column of twenty soldiers in purple and gold, a tall man in the familiar plain brown and grey homespun clothing of the Tongu strode forward. Pale blue eyes gleamed over a dark summer tan and a hawk-like nose. A head of ordinary blonde hair without the usual Tongu shaved skulls and snake tattoos hung in a loose braid down his back. The simple gold ring in his nose caught the sunlight and my attention. He seemed armed only with a long, double-edged dirk in a sheath at his belt. He had more, somewhere, I guessed.

Unlike the cavalrymen around him, Tenzin’s long, muscular legs wore fine hose of dark brown and short leather boots with gilded spurs clasped to his heels. A light grey cloak of fine weave draped him from his shoulders those very spurs. The knife scar across his cheek did little to mar his handsomeness, but his thin lips lifted in a perpetual sneer succeeded in making him as ugly as a crone. He strode firmly among his guardians as though he walked into his own temple.

At his hip, eyed with wonder and concern by the troopers, ambled a huge, short-haired black cat. Its golden eyes peered about with suspicion, its long tail lashing from side to side. Too much like Bar’s when irritated, I half-thought. Around its slender neck lay not quite a collar, but a short silver chain. Large and sleekly agile legs spoke not just of speed but of strength, cunning and a fierce, feline ferocity.

I couldn’t force my eyes from it as the Tongu leader knelt before the High King.

“What is that?” I asked, my wings half-furled as I leaned forward to see clearer.

“A panther,” said Rygel. “From the dense jungles of Jinyang. South of Zhou.”

“I want one,” I said, bemused. “Can you imagine?”

“Princess, your will is my command,” Rygel said, amusement coloring his mental tone. “I’ll certainly acquire one for you.”

“Lord Tenzin,” Brutal said, arming sweat from his cheek.

Tenzin dipped his brow. “Your Majesty.”

“Is that thing dangerous?” Brutal asked, his voice high as he eyed the panther sitting quietly beside her master. She returned his stare openly, her thick tail flicking lazily back and forth.

“Shirel will not harm anyone unless I bid her,” the man replied quietly.

“Very good,” Brutal replied with a thin smile. “Believe you me, if she gets out of control, my men will shoot her. Understood?”

“Completely, Your Majesty.”

“You may rise, my lord Tenzin,” Brutal said, with an airy wave of his hand. “Did you bring your hunters and their pups?”

The Tongu Commander-General rose to his feet with the lithe grace of a skilled hunter. If he glanced toward his minion, waiting amid his guards, I didn’t see it. His panther sat, still watching Brutal, her head on a level with Tenzin’s waist. The officers, while at parade rest, couldn’t keep their eyes off her.

“I did, Your Majesty,” Tenzin replied. “I have fifty hunters and as many hounds at your disposal.”

“I’m pleased, then, my lord.”

“May I offer my condolences on the loss of your friend, Your Majesty?” Tenzin asked politely. “I know how much His Holiness meant to you.”

Brutal flipped a lazy hand, rising from his chair. “Ah, yes, well, he is with his master now. I have already appointed his replacement. A good man, that. He’ll remain steadfastly loyal to me, since I am the reason he now heads Usa’a’mah’s temple.”

Tenzin didn’t speak with the mutilated throat his henchmen did, nor did he tattoo himself crazy. His hunting companion was a great cat, not a grizzled hound. Did their leaders not conform to the Tongu ways?

“Last night, the leader didn’t hiss either,” Rygel observed.

“I’m sure his worshippers will miss Theodoric,” Tenzin said, pious.

Brutal smiled thinly. “I doubt it. Theodoric wasn’t very—nice.”

Tenzin didn’t reply, but his eyes narrowed slightly as Brutal began to pace, back and forth, in front of him. I wondered if that bloody crown didn’t give him a headache with the intense heat and humidity after Usa’a’mah’s little storm. Runnels of sweat dripped from under the gold, turning Brutal’s already lank hair into a snarled oily mess. I swear I could almost smell his noxious perspiration.

As he paced, his officers ceased watching the panther and watched their sovereign. Their spines stiffened. They knew something the Shekinah Tongu commander obviously did not.

“While we’re on the subject of loyalty,” Brutal said, still pacing slowly and quite carefully not looking at his subject. “I have yours?”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

Now, Tenzin suspected he was in trouble. His eyes flicked among the massed soldiers and Sins as though calculating his survival if Brutal set them against him. Taking a chance I’d miss anything, I took my eyes off of the scene below me and sought to find the Tongu assassins hidden among the massed army. Perhaps they concealed themselves, waiting, for I didn’t see them. I doubted they were close enough to rescue their commander should Brutal unleash his army on the hapless man. He might take one or two with him, I suspected, but that wouldn’t faze Brutal’s forces.

“Just what I want to hear,” Brutal exclaimed happily.

He still wouldn’t look at Tenzin. Were I in Tenzin’s boots, I’d be feeling very nervous along about now. 

The Tongu hunter amid Brutal’s guards hadn’t moved, never blinked and as far as I could tell hadn’t even breathed once Tenzin rose from his knees. Yet, he sweated more than Brutal. His nasty coils of limp hair, beginning just above his ears, sagged under the weight of damp salt. His bare, tattooed skull gleamed under the light of the bright sun. Like tears, moisture trickled down from his temples, and he never twitched a muscle to wipe it away.

Brutal still paced and Tenzin watched him.

“You know,” Brutal said comfortably, his hands settled at the small of his back. He reminded me of a schoolmaster lecturing his class. “The incompetence your people have shown is astounding.”

Tenzin stiffened, his mouth opening in either protest or denial.

Brutal wheeled about, as though knowing Tenzin was about to speak, his dead brown eyes on the wretched Tongu. Tenzin snapped his jaw shut. I heard the dry click in his throat across the distance.

“Uh, oh,” Rygel commented. “Brutal ain’t happy. And when Brutal ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy.”

“Pray tell me,” Brutal said softly, his hands coming together under his chin as though he truly implored the divine. “Tell me there is an excellent reason why your assassins ran my bride and her idiot henchmen into the Jefe Monastery on the eve of the storm of the century.”

Tenzin flicked his eyes from Brutal to his assassin.

“Oh, my yes,” Brutal said genially, turning his body slightly and following his gaze. “He spilled his guts. He told me everything while crawling on his belly, begging for my mercy.”

“Might I inquire as to how he survived?” Tenzin asked politely, still watching his man. “Your Majesty?”

“He found shelter under a fallen tree,” Brutal answered amiably, as though talking of a favorite dog. “After his brothers blew themselves up with their stunt with the naphtha, the others fled. The hail and the Kel’Hallans killed everyone else. Yet, he—“

Brutal turned his head to stare once more at Tenzin with those dead eyes.

“—he survived, against all odds. Is that not amazing or what?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Tenzin replied, his eyes still on his hunter. “Truly amazing.”

“And fortuitous,” Brutal added with a benign smile. “Don’t forget fortuitous. Without his survival, I mightn’t have known how your assassins bargained for only the renegade Rygel.”

Tenzin finally brought his pale eyes back to Brutal.

Brutal began to pace again, albeit more slowly, walking ever closer to the unfortunate Commander.

“Help me out here, Tenzin,” Brutal asked, his voice quiet and thoughtful. “Your people—” He gestured expansively toward the sweating Tongu. “—your people drove the Kel’Hallans inside a stone monastery, a very strong building I must add, and negotiated to spare the lives of all if they merely sent Rygel out to be slaughtered like a sacrificial cow.”

Brutal touched his fingers to his brow in obvious confusion as he paced. “Yet, I contracted with you—” His finger pointed at Tenzin while watching the ground at his feet. “—to bring me both women and the gladiator. The rest you could feed to your mutts should you so desire.”

Brutal ceased his pacing and stood face to face with Tenzin. So close, I swear Brutal could have kissed him. Tenzin froze, scarcely breathing, when Brutal’s face stopped so close to his.

“Would you care to explain how you have foresworn your own contract with me to pursue your blood oath against Rygel?” Brutal stepped back a step, and raised his right fist. “I think your explanation should come quickly. Or my soldiers will cut you down where you stand.”

On a small hillock to the southeast of Brutal, a band of purple and gold archers rose from hiding. Their nocked and ready bows aimed razor-tipped arrows at the tall Tongu leader. As they were but twenty-five rods away from Tenzin, their shots could not possibly miss.

“Blood oath?” I asked, glancing askance at Rygel.

“An oath to never rest until I’m dead,” Rygel answered. “That’s why they’ve come out into the open. They would never, under any other circumstances, join up with anyone.”

I returned my attention to the drama below us.

“—explanation, Your Majesty,” Tenzin answered calmly.

“Very good, very good,” Brutal said amiably, walking a short distance away. No doubt to make certain his own archers didn’t miss Tenzin and hit him, I thought sardonically. “Pray tell me, I’m all ears.”

“Once they had Rygel,” Tenzin said after swallowing another dry click. “They were to keep the others inside and burn them out with naphtha.”

“A very good plan, that,” Brutal replied. “Except one very tiny, but extremely important, problem.”

He eyed Tenzin as a cat might watch a mouse. “You might have killed my bride and the heirs to the Connachti throne. Those very individuals whom I commanded you to take alive.”

Tenzin cleared his throat. “We thought they’d come out long before the fumes overcame them.”

“Oh, I’m certain they would have,” Brutal snapped, his calm breaking for the first time. “They’d come out shooting. In case you’re unaware of the Kel’Hallan skills with the bow, they’re adept archers. Those few men and the bitch would slaughter your idiots without breaking a sweat.”

“Nice to know he respects you,” Rygel commented.

“Shut up.”

“They killed six of your men without your assassins realizing they were being shot at.”

“Our hounds—” Tenzin began.

“Spare me,” Brutal grated.

Tenzin wisely shut his mouth as Brutal paced again, his strides long and furious. I half-expected Brutal to order his archers to shoot Tenzin, as his temper obviously filled to overflowing. Brutal wasn’t known for his patience and gentility. Only his anger and lust for blood exceeded his reputation for ruthlessness. I half-though his self-control teetered on the edge, close to commanding his men to fire.

He finally calmed himself. Ceasing his angry pace, he hesitated, turning half-way toward his victim. He rubbed his damp brow with his fingers, glanced at the sweat left on the tips and drew a deep breath. He pursed his lips and offered Tenzin a small half-smile, as though sympathetic toward Tenzin’s ordeal.

“The storm?” Brutal asked gently. “Why would you plan an attack with such a storm right on top of you?”

“Your Majesty,” Tenzin replied quickly. “We have weathered storms before. We did, however, underestimate its fury. I sincerely apologize for that. Your Majesty.”

“You seriously underestimated my fury, my dear Tenzin,” Brutal said, his tone frosty. “My fury.”

“We felt it was the only way to ensure we captured them alive,” Tenzin said, hoping to divert Brutal’s anger. “If not for the storm, we would’ve had them. They’d have given the bastard up.”

“Ah, I see.” Brutal nodded sagely, pacing on, back and forth. “I can see where you would think that, I most certainly do. On the other hand, you seem to have forgotten the fierce loyalty they have for one another. After all, loyalty is not one of your strong suits. Oh, you’re dedicated, in your own way, my dear Tenzin, but we all have our faults. Had you understood such fidelity, and believe you me, that kind of fanatical devotion to one another makes me sick at my stomach, you’d have planned accordingly.”

Brutal waved his hand, negligent. “Unless directed toward me, I despise such nobility, such avid commitment to a cause, until I fear I’ll puke. I’m sure it does the same for you.”

Brutal eyed Tenzin with the same predatory gaze Bar often achieved while hunting. “Had you understood this savage fidelity Rygel has for Wolf, and vice versa, you might have planned just a wee bit better. Don’t you think, Tenzin?”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

Tenzin must have thought it prudent to bow, to be seen offering Brutal the subservience he needed, for he did so. He offered Brutal a very low, slow, bow. “The error is mine, Your Majesty.”

“Why, it most certainly is.” Brutal beamed. “And I know how you’ll not fail me again, because I know how dedicated, so very committed, you are to me.”

“I am, Your Majesty.”

“Since we’re on this subject,” Brutal went on, walking again, his tone lowered. “And I must say I really hate this part. You know, this part of our conversation where I have to tell you what will happen should you fail me again? But, alas, I also have my shortcomings, I simply must say it all, have everything out in the open. I’ll appoint a new Commander General to preside over your funeral.”

Tenzin’s eyes glowed fierce and blue. “You cannot control, or rule, the Shekinah Tongu,” he grated.

Brutal paused in his pacing, his expression one of benign surprise. “But of course I can. You see, I’m rich. Disgustingly rich, as it happens. I can put a bounty on you that even your own assassins can’t resist. The Tongu who brings me your head will be the new Commander General.”

Brutal smiled and waved his arms, excited. “And this is the best part, listen Tenzin, this is really, really good. If your people prove to be as ridiculously loyal to you as the Kel’Hallans are to that obnoxious Wolf, I’ll set a thousand, two thousand, troops against your temple.”

Brutal smiled broadly and waggled his finger under Tenzin’s nose. “Your secret temple isn’t so secret, Tenzin.”

“Your Majesty has the upper hand, it seems,” Tenzin said slowly.

“Of course I do, I always do. Do I have your complete and utter loyalty now, Tenzin?”

“You do, Your Majesty.” Tenzin bowed low again, fluidly.

“Oh, don’t pout, Tenzin,” Brutal said, adjusting the crown on his head. “You can still have Rygel, as I first promised. Your silly blood oath will be fulfilled. Once I have my bride back and the pair of Connachti siblings in my hands, that is. Me first.”

At this, Ja’Teel stepped forward from where he had stood throughout Tenzin’s ordeal, his black cloak flapping in the light breeze. I noticed he hadn’t sweated a bit, despite the intense heat and hot humid air rising from the nasty floodwaters.

“Your Majesty,” he said, striding forward and bowing low.

“Oh, dear,” Brutal said, raising his hands, palms up. He rolled his eyes heavenward. “I am so forgetful. I also promised my new liege wizard could have Rygel. What have I done?”

“You did promise me I could have Rygel,” Ja’Teel grated through clenched teeth. “I have plans for my not-so royal cousin.”

Brutal eyed him sideways. “I hope that kinship you have to the Khassart throne protects you if it comes to a showdown between you and Rygel. You have already underestimated him. Can it be he is more powerful than you?”

“Of course I am,” Rygel snapped, clicking his beak.

“Hush,” I said. “Be still.”

“He is not,” Ja’Teel growled. Remembering to who he spoke, Ja’Teel bowed again and modulated his tone. “I have more royal blood than he has and I am closer to the throne, Your Majesty. One day, I may be King of Khassart.”

“That day will never come,” Rygel snarled.

Ja’Teel glanced around him, his angry expression wiped away by his baffled hazel eyes. The harelip of his thick mouth tilted up in confusion. He rubbed the back of his neck, as though feeling eyes watching him.

Rygel’s eyes.

“Shut up,” I hissed at Rygel. “He can feel your anger.”

“Somehow I doubt your purple blood will protect you from him,” Brutal said slowly, eyeing Ja’Teel as he fidgeted and glanced around. “But, fortunately, I have a solution to this unfortunate dilemma.”

“Your Majesty?” Ja’Teel ceased his agitation and straightened his spine.

“Of course, I have such an incredible wisdom to call upon,” Brutal said, his happiness expressed in the airy waves of his hands. “You both can have Rygel.”

Tenzin and Ja’Teel eyed one another with open hostility. Like cats ordered to split the mouse one caught and the other sought to steal.

“I’m so very certain you two can come to an accord,” Brutal exclaimed, each hand on the shoulders of the pair. “You can both torture Rygel and share in his ultimate demise. I’m sure there is plenty of Rygel’s—er—sort of purple blood to go around.”

Brutal tittered, his fingers over his mouth. “I do so hope you’ll allow me to observe. I simply love to watch experts at their labors.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” both intoned with equal bows.

“I’m so glad that’s all settled.” Brutal laughed, clapping his hands. “Now, Tenzin.”

The sound of his name sharpened the Tongu Commander’s complete attention on Brutal’s face.

“I know I hate a squealer, ever so nasty. I’m sure you do, too.”

Brutal’s hand found the tall Tenzin’s shoulder to grip while maintaining distance from the deadly black panther that even yet sat silent and watchful at Tenzin’s side. Shirel eyed Brutal as though wondering what kind of meal he’d make, her tail twitching slightly at the tip.

Brutal’s voice lowered into a tone of confidentiality, as though he imparted a great secret. “If you want to, you know—”

He jerked his head toward the lone Tongu hunter standing, drenched in his own perspiration, amidst the Khalidian and Synn’jhani soldiers.

“—send him to his maker, I promise you I understand.”

He leaned forward, hiding his lips from the Tongu hunter, his face close to Tenzin’s ear.

“He did betray you, after all,” Brutal commented with a swift glance over his shoulder. “I, personally, I despise snitches. They are loyal to no one but themselves.”

“Your Majesty. I do agree.”

Tenzin’s cold, pale blue eyes rested on his man. How the soldiers knew, I never will. They scattered like chaff in a high wind, both regular troops and white and gold Sins fled the immediate area. Murmurs rose like a faint vibration as Brutal’s men discussed in low tones the future of the nasty little man in tattoos and brown homespun.

At this guards’ rapid desertion, the lone Tongu’s eyes widened. He knew. He knew very well indeed.

“Run,” Tenzin said softly. “Who knows? You might even make it.”

The man bolted.

Toward the snag Rygel and I hid in, high above, the Tongu assassin ran hard, his legs pumping furiously. His throat gasped for every breath, his oily hair bouncing on his narrow shoulders. He ran for his life, as I had run for mine.

Tit for tat, I mused. How often does the hunter become the hunted?

“Not often enough,” Rygel commented, ruffling his wings.

Tenzin half-whistled, half-hissed, a sharp, ‘shssst, shssst’ sound from between his teeth.

Shirel launched herself after the fleeing Tongu. 

Not going to make it, I thought, as the Tongu fled toward the massive snag we sat upon. No doubt he hoped he may climb the sturdy branches to safety. I suspected he forgot what chased him. Cats can climb, dimwit.

The agile black panther caught him a mere rod from the snag.

I bent my head toward my breast, angling my sight to see better, to witness what occurred right below me.

Like his pals in the forest, the Tongu issued a high-pitched, breathy scream through his mutilated throat just as Shirel leaped upon his back. Similar to Bar with his prey, her four paws gripped with deadly sharp claws, ripping with careless ease through clothing, skin, muscle and tendon. Blood splashed her jet fur from her short muzzle to her shoulders, her weight taking him down on his belly in the loamy soil. She rode him in his descent, driving his face into the dirt, her white fangs slashing his skull.

He tried to cover his neck, to protect it, but Shirel savagely scratched and clawed her way to his vulnerable throat. Still screaming, the Tongu fought her, his bleeding hands reaching for his dagger. That was his last mistake. In doing so, he opened the way for Shirel to close her fangs into the side of his neck.

Ripping into his flesh, Shirel cut loose his carotid. Still thrashing under her, the Tongu’s blood jetted out his mortal wounds, splashing the panther and drenching the damp earth with his blood. He died, his eyes wide and staring at nothing, his body slashed and cut as though someone had spent hours on him with a dirk.

The odor of fresh blood, piss and the disgusting odor of a dying man fouling his breeches assaulted my nose. I turned my beak away, hiding my nostrils under my wing.

“Well, now,” Brutal drawled. “I’ve got to get me one of those.”

Shirel didn’t worry her victim. Once he stopped moving, she released his corpse and daintily stepped aside.

Tenzin ‘shssst’ again.

She trotted to him, bloody and calm. Once more at heel, Shirel sat down and began to clean the blood from her paws and face. Her tongue swiped her right paw, only to raise it and comb her tiny round ears. Shirel calmly, as fastidious as any other feline, groomed Tongu blood off her inky coat.

“On to other matters,” Brutal said, as though watching a man ripped apart by a big cat was so common as not to be noticed. “Are we clear on your duties, Tenzin?”

“Crystal, Your Majesty,” Tenzin replied.

“Ah, very good. You will bring those I require to me, alive and unharmed. That means—” Brutal wagged his forefinger under Tenzin’s nose. “—you are not to touch them. Understood?”

Tenzin’s eyes widened slightly. “But, Your Majesty, you gave us your blessing to do with them as we wish, so long as they are alive.”

“I’m rescinding my blessing,” Brutal snapped, once more close to fury. “I want to be the first to take that Kel’Hallan bitch. I want her very aware of me when I chain her to my bed and take her skinny whore’s body over and over.”

My neck feathers rose on their own accord, I swear. Like Bar’s when irritated, my own anger at what I just heard Brutal plan for my fate ruffled me. I tried to lay them flat, but they ignored me. At the moment, I had zero control over my feathers.

“As for the idiot slave girl,” Brutal went on, pointing his finger at Tenzin in a way that made the man finally begin to sweat. “I want her unspoiled and intact. She will be my bride and give me heirs. I will not tolerate her bearing the vile offspring of a Tongu assassin.”

Rygel’s rage grew. Like a dark shadow, his fury rose and eclipsed both our minds. It wasn’t the threats to his own safety that triggered his naked fury. ’Twas the thought of Brutal having his way with his beloved Arianne that caused him to lose his fabled self-control.

“Rygel,” I said urgently. “Calm down. He’ll hear you.”

“I don’t care,” Rygel muttered thickly, his mental voice dark with restrained ferocity.

Ja’Teel once more glanced around uneasily, scanning the bright blue sky as though searching for the source of—what? Clearly, he felt something. He knew something was wrong. His face clouded with unease as he felt the waves of enmity pouring from Rygel through some arcane link both magicians had access to. As though a dead animal lay upstream from the pool he drank from. He tasted the foul.

Brutal clapped Ja’Teel on the shoulder in a comradely gesture, at once distracting him. “I do apologize, my friend,” he said sincerely. “I’ll make it up to you. I know there just isn’t enough of the bastard to go around to satisfy everyone.”

Ja’Teel dropped his head in a bow. “And I will be grateful for whatever Your Majesty offers me.”

“Of course you will,” Brutal said with a smile. “Since I’m the King and you’re my—um, servant. But no matter. You can have the Kel’Hallan whore when I am done with her.”

Damn those feathers, there they go again.

“And if you really please me,” Brutal said happily, his arm around Ja’Teel’s neck in a brotherly fashion, guiding him back toward the table. “After my wife brings me a few heirs, you can have some of her, too. Am I not generous?”

Tenzin stood, alone and apparently forgotten as Brutal turned his back on him and walked away, confiding with Ja’Teel. His face clouded for a moment in such rage that I wondered how he could control himself. Shirel ceased her bath and glanced up at him, as though sensing something amiss.

In a move I could not help but admire, Tenzin’s face smoothed over into a bland, inquiring expression as he waited for his royal dismissal.

Rygel, on the other wing, was an entirely different matter. When Brutal slung an affectionate arm over Ja’Teel’s neck and offered him Arianne, the dark mental shadow over his mind turned black. Tenzin controlled his fury—Rygel had no such intentions.

“Rygel, don’t—” I began, unfurling my wings.

“He’s my bitch now.” Rygel’s mental growl turned into a hawk’s sharp screech. “He is so dead.”

“Rygel—”

Ja’Teel turned, Brutal’s arm sliding off his shoulder. Brutal’s expression grew tight with anger for a split second, then calmed as he watched as Ja’Teel walked away from him, his head high. He waited with more patience than I’d have accorded him as Ja’Teel searched for what he suspected. To gather his proof that Rygel was near.

He must have found it, for he pushed Brutal, respectfully, toward his Synn’jhani guards.

“What the hell?” Brutal snapped, furious.

“Go, Your Majesty,” Ja’Teel said urgently, his hazel eyes scanning the skies, the scorpion tattoo dark against his pale skin. My hawk’s eyes brought it forward in sharp relief. “Rygel’s here.”

“Where?” Brutal all but shrieked.

Ja’Teel didn’t answer, but rather gestured frantically for the white and gold Sins to protect Brutal. They came at the run, their spears leveled as they circled their royal charge. With their bodies, they pushed him toward the army commanders. The regular army troops, hearing and seeing for themselves a crisis that rose to threaten the life of their sovereign, also acted.

They sprang into excited life, shouting orders, bringing up horses, nocking bolts to crossbows. They aimed upward and downward and everyward, seeking the enemy that endangered the life of their King.

Brutal shouted for them to leave him alone, but they ignored his fury and pushed him toward the safety of the horses. The Sins took no chances. Three picked him up and threw him onto a horse as the others found their own mounts and vaulted aboard. Galloping hooves heralded their flight, Brutal’s crown bobbing amid the white and gold cloaks billowing in the wind.

Within moments, the hilltop stood abandoned save the wind whispering through the tents. Ja’Teel stood alone, still searching for his enemy.

I noticed Tenzin and his great cat had vanished. I had no time to look for them.

“Rygel!”

Ja’Teel’s shout brought my attention back to the scene below me. Ja’Teel stood still, his pale face turned upward as though knowing somehow Rygel was above him, but not yet knowing where he was.

“I know you’re here, Rygel. Come out and let’s talk this over.”

Ja’Teel scanned the area, the sky, the trees, closely, his hand on his sword hilt, expected Rygel to appear just about anywhere. “We can be reasonable now, can’t we?”

The commotion Brutal’sloyal retainers raised, as they sought to keep him from harm, dropped to a jangling halt. Brutal reined in his own snorting horse, the beast half-rearing. At his shouted command, even his Sins wheeled their mounts, still trying to circle him and protect him with their living bodies. Brutal sat his excited mount, jerking his reins, his right hand raised high. Dust from their horses’ hooves roiled upward, clouding the sunlight.

“Cease!”

Silence descended over the hilltop. I saw the knot of colorful soldiers surrounding Brutal halfway down the hill, Brutal’s crown glinting in the mid-day sunlight. Horses whinnied, heads tossing, manes flying as those soldiers still afoot mounted up.

Beyond the hill, the main army camp also ceased its daily activities of eating, sleeping, making weapons, tending horses, sharpening swords, building cookfires, and teasing the ever present camp followers as the tension from the hilltop rolled its inevitable way down.

To this day, I’ll never understand how Rygel did it.

While still in the hawk’s trim body, Rygel’s very human voice shouted down and out. Through his power, he produced a voice that was heard not just on the hill, for Ja’Teel. Everyone in the camp below heard his rolling voice like thunder in the valley. Brutal and his loyal guards paused to listen. Horses quieted.

“Hey, Ja’Teel,” Rygel’s voice boomed, amplified, echoing from everywhere. Had I not known where he was, I myself might have been confused as to where his voice originated. “Remember that time in the great hall?”

Ja’Teel stiffened, his eyes and magic still searching for his enemy, his kinsman. I couldn’t help but notice how his skin paled when Rygel spoke. In that instant, I knew Ja’Teel knew his best could never defeat Rygel’s worst.

“Remember how you threw that stink bomb at me?” Rygel asked, laughter in his huge voice. “Remember how I translocated you to the ceiling and held you there? Remember, cousin?”

Ja’Teel wheeled, drawing his sword, searching for the source of Rygel’s voice, searching for his enemy to fight.

“Don’t tell me you forgot,” Rygel sneered. “Surely you remember how you bawled and babbled like an infant in front of the entire royal court. Are you still afraid of heights, Ja’Teel?”

The dark wizard wheeled. “Show yourself, coward,” he grated hoarsely.

“Did you tell your new friends how you pissed your drawers, little man?” Rygel asked, his voice heard not just on the hill and the camp, but probably in Soudan. “How you cried and wet your pants? Did you tell them?”

Ja’Teel screamed.

“Girl,” Rygel said deep within my mind, protocol obviously forgotten. “Spread your beautiful wings and fly now. Fly west, find Raine and absolutely don’t look back.”

Ja’Teel sprang into the air, sparks and smoke following behind his airborne boots. Instantly he changed.

Where a young man draped in black with clinking spurs at his heels arose into the thin air, a reptilian dragon now flew. Broad leathery wings, swept up and down, flames erupting from its blunted snout. A long tail tipped with a fork trailed long behind it, its front claws tucked under its belly. The dragon swept low overhead, then banked around, flaming at the snag where Rygel and I hid. The size of a barn, it flew awkwardly, barely maintaining any altitude if I were any judge of decent flight.

To my untrained eyes, it appeared sluggish, barely maintaining altitude. Its belly bumped over the top of the snag, breaking off tree limbs. Fortunately, Rygel and I were a rod or so below that, but I could not help a reflexive duck. Wings beating hard, it floundered its way higher and banked around, flaming.

It appeared too ungainly and awkward to be very fearsome.

But its sheer presence frightened me.

“Rygel,” I squawked urgently. “That’s a dragon.”

Rygel laughed, a deep-throated rumbling sound. “That’s not a dragon.”

Instantly, he changed.

I watched in horror and wonder as the red-brown hawk transformed between one heartbeat and the next. The snag of newly murdered trees bent, broke and fell asunder under the immense form that grew from within its heart. The branch I perched on broke under me, forcing me to flutter to another further away.

Where once a small hawk rested on a branch, a huge-reptilian shape now grew, doubled in size and grew some more. The snag popped and screamed, threatening to fall apart under the weight of the huge beast that now sat atop it.

If I thought Ja’Teel’s dragon was big, Rygel’s dwarfed it.

Birthed from the snag, a bronze dragon, three times the size of Ja’Teel’s version, with four limbs, colossal wings and twin horns upon its head, opened its leathery wings and roared its challenge. A creature of incredible, deadly beauty, Rygel’s dragon took my breath away. I couldn’t tear my eyes from him. 

Impossibly huge, sail-like wings shadowed everything beneath them. The bright, hot sun could not possibly compete with its immensity, and the dragon’s shadow darkened day into night. A tail ending in a spade-like tip, razor-sharp at the edges, swung high over me. I ducked without thought, but the heavy barbed tail destroyed not me, but Brutal’s pavilion.

“That’s a dragon,” Rygel’s voice spoke within the depths of my mind.

The dragon’s sharply pointed, impossibly beautiful head, raised itself toward the ugly imitation above it. Rygel’s huge beak snarled, revealing rows upon rows of back-curving, wickedly sharp teeth. Reptilian eyes, green-gold in color with vertical slits for pupils, narrowed in rage as Rygel stared up at Ja’Teel.

From those huge jaws, flames erupted with the force of an angry volcano. Up and up, toward the firestorm above it, flames belched out of those marching ranks of long teeth. Dragon fire hit the dark wizard’s dragon and enveloped it.

Ja’Teel’s dragon banked sharply, almost falling from the sky, and winged frantically to gain more altitude.

I watched in dreadful fascination as the real dragon launched himself into the air. The down stroke of those incredibly colossal wings held all the contained force of a hurricane. Only the shelter of the huge tree pile prevented it from blowing me into oblivion. Below Rygel’s insane roar, I heard the screams of men and horses.

Below and slightly behind me, Brutal’s Sins and army commanders finally got Brutal to see sense. Two huge dragons from ancient legend battling in the skies above proved too much of a security risk for Synn’jhani comfort. I caught a glimpse of Brutal’s crown bobbing amid the plumes and flying manes as the mass thundered through the camp. Disregarding the safety of his own people, Brutal fled and, again, survived.

Turning around on my branch, I witnessed panicked horses galloping, many dragging their picket lines with them, as they careened blindly in all directions. Camp followers screamed, some dressed, many not, and fled in panic. Soldiers, servants, slaves, common workers, too, took to their heels, leaving the army camp almost deserted. Men in the uniform of royal troops ran side by side with slaves, chasing loose horses in a vain attempt to ride to safety.

For who was not safe once the King himself bolted? Whom, indeed, would survive the meeting of two dragons?

Was I safe?

Clinging to my branch, I found my curiosity a stronger need to satisfy than my need to fly and remain alive. Dammit, I wanted to witness the meeting of the two twins.

“Go!”

“But—”

Rygel’s voice slammed into my head. “Do it!”

I obeyed him, leaping off my broken branch and catching a warm thermal. Up and up I rose, flying fast, rising high. My body against the sun, I looked down at the dragon battle below me.

The dark, evil twin, flying as fast as he could, belched out flame as he dove toward the larger, slower Rygel. Rygel didn’t even bother avoiding Ja’Teel’s dragon fire. The dark wizard’s flame scorched all along Rygel’s left side. I winced, even from where I flew, expecting a roar of pain.

Rygel’s reaction? Zilch.

Rygel’s bronze hide where Ja’Teel’s fire hit it wasn’t even marred. Where I expected a black streak at least, I saw nothing. In turn, Rygel snaked his head under his wing, performed a swift barrel roll in mid-air, his wings wrapped close to his body, and rose under Ja’Teel’s belly. Flames burst from between his jaws with the fiery eruption of a volcano.

From where I flew, high above, I heard Ja’Teel’s bellow of agony.

The heat from the fearsome exchange created yet more thermals that sent me even higher. This just won’t do, I thought. I folded my wings and dropped like a stone.

In an attempt to evade Rygel’s flame, Ja’Teel tried to imitate the feat Rygel had just pulled and roll sideways. From what I saw, it appeared his wings tangled together and he fell several hundred rods toward the earth before he recovered himself.

Good heavens, I thought, doesn’t he know how to make his wings work?

Rygel pounced on him as I might stoop upon a squirrel. He dropped from the sky like a thrown rock, his front talons out. Ranks upon ranks of razor-sharp teeth gleamed in his huge, widely gaping maw. He hit Ja’Teel solidly, tremendously strong jaws bit deep into Ja’Teel’s neck, his talons slashing across his back. 

Ja’Teel screamed.

His flames belching, his own teeth clamped tight on Rygel’s taloned foot.

Yet, his teeth did little damage I could see.

Hurt or not, Rygel let him go. His wings beating heavily, Rygel rose higher, catching a thermal, his long neck snaking under his wing to watch as Ja’Teel caught himself before he slammed into the ground. Forcing his wings into better action, Ja’Teel rose ponderously, sluggishly. His flames streaked past his jaws as he sought for, and found, Rygel.

The good twin, the strong twin, my friend, swept up and back, forcing his enemy to chase him. Higher and higher he flew, Ja’Teel’s awkward wings making him work harder than Rygel’s effortless flying. Gaping, I admired Rygel’s raw, primitive beauty, his sleek lines, his grace in the air that put even Bar to shame. Would that I could rival such effortless grace, or fly half so well—

Rygel ignored his enemy for a space, dove earthward. Wings wide, his long snake-like neck curving down, he blasted past a hard-working Ja’Teel. That idiot flapped uselessly in a circle to follow.

Rygel’s breath of fire blasted Brutal’s camp, sending anyone who hadn’t already fled into chaos. Horses whinnied in panic, men screamed in fear, tents and pavilions whooshed into flame as Rygel banked up, his forelegs tucked neatly under his shoulders, his clawed hind legs and tail streaming out from behind him.

Having never seen a dragon before, I watched in stunned amazement at his fluid elegance, his effortless flight, contained in a body so huge he dwarfed even Bar. Rygel’s dragon was a creature of unbelievable beauty. Did they truly look like that, fly like that? Maybe my hawk needed an upgrade.

The dark twin belched out smaller fireballs the size of ripe melons at the dragon he chased. Rygel’s scaly hide, whether by magic or by the very nature of itself, repelled every attack with nothing, not even a black stain, to mar its bronze, rugged splendor. Ja’Teel’s fire bounced off Rygel as easily as a stone skips across a lake.

Sweeping up, Rygel blew past my startled beak, rising higher and faster than I ever could.

“Why haven’t you gone yet?” Rygel’s angry voice hit me hard, striking like a blow to my head.

“Uh,” I replied, helpless. “I want to watch.”

“You idiot! Get out of here!”

I obeyed him. I dove down, folding my wings and dropping closer to the earth. Winging westward, I slowed and circled, unable to take my eyes off the two dragons fighting. I couldn’t help it: I had to watch.

After he swept up and past me, Rygel had banked, offering his unguarded flank to Ja’Teel as bait.

Ja’Teel took it, flaming hard, his fire catching Rygel broadside. Inwardly I winced, thinking Rygel must have been hurt by that one.

Ja’Teel flew past, still flaming. As he passed by Rygel’s immense body, Rygel’s heavy tail swung high and hard. It caught Ja’Teel across the chest, striking with all the force of supple tree trunk.

Ja’Teel flipped, head over heel, dropping once more toward the earth.

Mere rods from certain death, Ja’Teel forced his wings to work. Floodwaters spewed out in a fine spray as the wind of his awkward flight forced the water back upon itself. Ungainly and awkward, he climbed back up, seeking the altitude that kept him alive. 

Unharmed and unscathed, his dragon wings beating quickly, Rygel suddenly shifted. His huge dragon head with his twin horns replaced the space where his tail had been the instant before. Had I been swimming, I might suddenly dive and turn in a pool of water in the same fashion. Yet, I’d never have achieved the same speed or grace.

His returning flame caught Ja’Teel hard, from above.

Again, I clearly heard a solid bellow of agony.

I circled, allowing the hot humid air to lift me, gazing to the north.

Ja’Teel threw the fight to Rygel then and there. Turning tail, he beat eastward, his awkward wings working hard to keep him airborne. Dark grey smoke trailed from his body in large plumes, the wind from his passage turning it into weird cylindrical orbs behind him. Though Rygel flew many rods behind Ja’Teel, his hugely belched flames burned his kinsman’s forked tail.

Climbing higher, Rygel gave chase, his jaws gaping wide to flame higher and faster. His leathery wings forced the air itself into slavery, flying with a speed and grace unequalled by any feathered raptor. Flames erupted from his jaws in sweeping bursts, driving the smaller dragon before it. Fighting fire with fire, I mused, holding back devilish laughter. 

When I last saw Rygel, he chased Ja’Teel’s imitation dragon across the sunlit sky. The smaller, ungainly idiot fled from Rygel’s true dragon relived from the ancient stories. Rygel chased his cousin toward the distant horizon, his huge wings casting the sun into shadow.

I circled about, watching the cloudless sky. The battle of the air had long since disappeared from my sight and hearing. I supposed I should have followed Rygel’s order and headed west once Rygel’s dragon hit the sky, but dammit, I wanted to watch. Now there was nothing left to see except Brutal’s army trying to reorganize its forces and catch horses who earlier headed for home and stable.

I rose higher, peering down at the ruin Rygel made of Brutal’s organized camp of war. I choked back a laugh. What the Wrath of Usa’a’mah did to the forest and the city of Soudan, the Wrath of Rygel did for Brutal’s camp. Wagons, food, tents, carts and Brutal’s pavilion still burned. I saw nothing but wreckage; what wasn’t burning was broken, or damaged beyond repair. People—sobbing camp followers, servants, slaves, peasants—escaped, running in a steady stream toward the distant city. Horses galloped free, dragging lead ropes, bridles, pickets; hopeful riders chased them, cursing. 

I saw no sign of Brutal. Nor, I observed with interest, did I see any Tongu, or hounds or big black panthers. Hmmm. They disappeared awful fast. I sighed. Time to go. There’s nothing more to do here.

Catching an updraft, I let it lift me high, my wings beating slowly as I flew west. I turned my head this way and that, under and behind, hoping to see Rygel winging back toward me after thrashing Ja’Teel soundly. No dragon. No red-brown hawk. No pretend dragon looking to singe my feathers. Still casting about, I noticed no other birds flew above or below me. Only the empty blue sky or the desolation below met my fierce hawk’s gaze.

I was alone. 

Say what?

How could I be alone up here? Where the other creatures that usually filled the sky? Other hawks, sparrows, eagles…wrens, robins? Hello? That’s ridiculous. I swallowed hard. I was too far from the scene of the battle for the locals to have been frightened away.

“Rygel?”

No answer.

“Come on, Rygel. Talk to me.”

Only silence met my mental call. Fear squirmed its wicked way into my gut. Despite my being a hawk and Rygel a dragon, he spoke to me quite clearly. The mental link was still there. Was he too busy chasing Ja’Teel to answer? Was he perhaps out of, so to speak, earshot?

Was he dead?

“Rygel, so help me, if you’re dead I’m going to kill you myself.”

Could Ja’Teel have turned the tables on him, led him into some sort of trap? Was Ja’Teel more powerful and cunning than Rygel estimated? Could Ja’Teel’s awkward and incompetent flying and bellows of pain have been but a sham? If Rygel was dead—

What would happen to me?

At his death, would the magic around me dissolve, turning me back into a human? In mid-flight? I gazed down at the hundreds of rods of empty space between me and the miles of deadly spiked tree trunks and limbs.

I gulped. Had I been human, I might have sweated. That’s a lot of empty space below me. Maybe I should fly lower. Yet, I could fly mere feet above the tangled forest and still be badly hurt or even killed by suddenly falling into the tangled snags of downed trees. Lower was no good.

Another thought hit hard. If Rygel was dead, would I remain a hawk for the rest of my life? While I enjoyed flying and being a hawk, ruling Kel’Halla was out of the question. I might adapt to being a hawk for the remainder of my days, but my people would flat refuse to follow a bird whose commands they couldn’t understand. Nor could I blame them. I myself would refuse to have a bird as my monarch.

There was also Raine to consider. While hawks and wolves mated for life, we at least had to be of the same species.

As I saw the monastery’s buildings on the horizon, I put aside my crazy thoughts of Rygel’s death. I forced myself to relax. Until I knew for certain that he was dead, I suspected I worried in vain. Time would tell soon enough.

Lining myself straight west of the monastery, I flew on, searching for Raine, Kel’Ratan and the others. To my dismay, I found them quite easily. They hadn’t managed even a league. Riding in single file, Raine lead the way on his flashy stallion, Mikk’s reins in his fist. Behind him rode Kel’Ratan, leading Rygel’s black gelding. My boys rode at a careful walk, so busy watching the ground in front of their mounts’ feet, they never looked up. Corwyn brought up the rear, leading Arianne and Tor in the grey mare’s saddle.

Even as I descended, intending to circle and screech to tell them I had returned, I saw Raine’s big Rufus stumble and go to his knees in the nasty water. Out of his saddle in a blink, Raine bent to the stallion’s front legs. Urging him to walk forward, he checked the big bay over for injuries.

A sudden mischievous urge overcame my fears and worries. Like an addict needing her fix, I couldn’t help myself. I just had to. I lined myself up, winging up and around, and dropped toward the nasty water and evil trees with my wings folded. Coming in fast, flying low, I swooped over Raine’s head, screeching into his ear before flashing past him at an insane speed.

Taken by complete surprise, Raine jumped, reaching for his blade. Arianne screeched and Tor yelped. Kel’Ratan cursed as Witraz hollered an alarm. Yet, my boys subsided as the source of their fright swept up and past them at a breakneck pace.

I banked up and around, glancing back to see Raine grinning from ear to ear, Kel’Ratan pointing his finger up at me. I reckoned none of them had seen my arrival, so intent were they on putting each of their horse’s hooves into the tracks of the one before.

I climbed high. I coasted for a short mile, swiveling my head, dropping a wingtip, lining myself up for another run. This time, I flew low over the heads of my boys. To a man, every one of them ducked, as though fearing I would fly into their faces. I heard yells of fear, of humor, of joy. Tor laughed aloud, pointing his finger up and following my small form as I flew over their heads, Arianne shaded her eyes to watch. I couldn’t resist yet another diving run at them, my hawk’s voice shrill against their deep male laughter.

Nephrotiti has a very wicked sense of humor, I always suspected. While I taunted the warriors below me, I never thought to look to my own self. 

Bar flew past me at a tremendous speed, catching my small feathered body in an incredible backwash of wind. Fortunately, this time, I had some altitude beneath my wings and a great deal more experience. While I still tumbled, helpless, beak over tail, I fell only a short distance before regaining control of my wings. This time, the experience failed to frighten me.

Laughing, I climbed skyward, following Bar, hurtling past his open beak. He chased after me, screeching, my own cries drowned under his. While I caught glimpses of the people and horses far below, I riveted my attention on Bar. Once more, I flew with my guardian, my confidante, my friend. Chasing each other across the sky, we danced the fluid dance of wind and air and feathers.

Folding my wings, I plummeted earthward, diving faster than I ever dared before. Bar stooped beside me, his yellow eyes laughing, his huge beak parted in delight. His own wings furled against his shoulders, they creating zero wind resistance, and lent speed to his fall.

Like rocks, we dropped from the sky. The deadly forest loomed closer, approaching at dizzying speed. The rushing wind roared past my ears. I heard nothing save its fury.

Approaching faster than the speed of thought, solid earth below us sought to tangle us into its mess of wood and floodwater. I recognized death within a heartbeat.

My wings snapped back. A dipped pinfeather wheeled me sharply right. A long, gnarled tree kissed my belly, seeking my life on its skeletal hand. 

Matching me exactly, Bar flew wingtip to wingtip beside me. I met his eagle’s eye, his jubilant, excited, joyous expression. Together, laughing in pure unencumbered ecstasy, we flew a mere foot or so above the wicked, reaching tree branches. Leading the way, I sped over the heads of the earthbound men, their hair exploding with the wind of our flight. 




Chapter 4

Gai’Tan

I watched Ly’Tana bank and wheel high overhead.

Gods above and below, she was beautiful. I sat in my saddle, Rufus shifting under me, restless, gazing upward. Rapt, I could not tear my eyes from the sight of her.

With the sun on her wings, she beat skyward. Only to fold them against her back and drop like a stone, Bar beside her all the way. Her hawk’s shriek sounded to my ears lovelier than any music. Even without her smile, her glowing eyes, I knew all the joy she felt in the world happened right now. As a bird small enough I could hold in my fist.

How did she do it? How could she find such happiness, such incredible joy in flying? I think I could have faced any enemy in this world without flinching, without trembling, without fear. Yet, the thought of all that air between me and the ground—Ye gods!

Held fascinated by the sight of her wheeling in midair, dancing with Bar, chasing him across the cloudless blue sky, I felt no little envy. Bar could share this moment with her. I could not. My heart ached with a yearning I could not express, never explain nor rationalize, even to myself.

Kel’Ratan’s grumble brought my attention from the pair in the sky above earthward.

“Where’s Rygel?” Kel’Ratan asked, clearly worried. His brow puckered over his fierce blue eyes, and his mustache bristled. “He left her alone to fly back? I’m not liking this. Not at all.”

As he pitched his voice low, I doubted anyone else heard him. I glanced back down the line, eyeing the savage Kel’Hallan fighters grinning, laughing, delighting in the sight of the heir to their country’s throne flying above them.

“They must have run into some sort of trouble,” I murmured, finding Ly’Tana after searching the sky for her. She was naught but a tiny dot beside a large winged spot, high above.

“Bad trouble, I’m thinking.” Kel’Ratan bit his lip. “For him to be missing and her to fly back, still a bird.”

“He’ll be here.”

Kel’Ratan opened his mouth to protest, but shut it when he caught my glance. “She ought not to be messing about up there. She needs to come down at once.”

“Let her be for a moment longer,” I told him, with a small smile. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

Despite his worry, Kel’Ratan’s chest swelled suddenly and I smothered a grin. “Yes, m’lord, that she is.”

I eyed him sidelong, taking full note of the pride Kel’Ratan felt in his younger cousin. The cousin he felt such a powerful need to protect, to shelter, to keep safe. I suspected now that Ly’Tana has flown the nest, literally, Kel’Ratan will find his duty in protecting her quite difficult. He turned to glance at me, before I could hide my amusement. Rather than the irritation I expected, he smiled. It was a sweet, gentle smile belying the craggy, fierce expression which usually occupied his face.

“That she is indeed,” he murmured, his eyes filled with the sight of Ly’Tana flying in low in another diving run over the heads of her people, Bar in hot pursuit.

The instant Ly’Tana buzzed past his face, almost clipping his mustache, he suddenly bellowed, “Damn it, girl. Get your ass down here and give us a report. Step on it.”

“Must you?” I asked, rubbing my ear.

He turned a sudden grin my way. “We can’t be letting her have all the fun, now can we?”

Ly’Tana banked around, her grace in the air once more made me envious of her joyous freedom, her wings slowing. Bar circled above, chirping, his tone happy and contented. Perhaps his previous ire with her had dispersed, I thought. I doubted he would land, given his dislike of the nasty flood we still waded through, step by slow step. I cast about, looking for a potential landing site for Ly’Tana.

Before I really realized what she intended, Ly’Tana backwinged toward me, her razor talons out. Hastily, after slamming home my sword, I held out my right arm. I knew why falconers wore heavy leather gloves when handling hawks and falcons. Those talons created to kill could rip a man’s arm apart without effort.

Ly’Tana knew her stuff. She landed on my forearm with a graceful drop, her talons tight enough to cling and keep her balance but not so tight she cut me. I barely felt her tiny weight. Her grip on me was as gentle as her human hand once was. She peeped up at me from piercing raptor eyes and chirped.

Her warriors went wild. Laughing, they cheered, they bounced up and down, they slapped one another on the back. All of them, warriors to a man danced like children, deliriously happy at their wild princess’s performance. I stared like a fool, unable to move or speak. My chest suddenly ached.

“Damn, girl, aren’t you a one?”

Kel’Ratan’s love for his royal cousin glowed in his suddenly shining blue eyes, his bright and open expression. He brushed a finger down her feathers, his knuckle brushing her cheek in love and adoration. All I could do, bloody lummox, was gape, and struggle to draw in a breath. 

“Where’s Rygel?”

Arianne’s panicked voice broke through my struggle to regain control of my emotions and Kel’Ratan’s admiration. The warriors grew silent. At my sister’s apparent panicked hysteria, Corwyn led the grey mare forward. Her midnight hair flung back from her face, Arianne clutched the saddle’s pommel with white knuckles, her glorious eyes streaming tears.

Where was Rygel indeed? Happily distracted, I searched the sky, as did everyone present, hoping to see another hawk, or at least a black raven, flying in, laughing, repentant and full of hasty apology. The sky above remained empty and lifeless save for Bar, still circling above.

Without Rygel’s presence, an evil pall fell over the group like a cloud hiding the sun. All eyes turned to Ly’Tana on my arm for the answer. Where was he and what happened?

For answer, she shrieked, a high-pitched ke-ke-ke, and flapped her wings in agitation. What the hell did that mean?

“What are you trying to say?” Kel’Ratan demanded. “We can’t understand you, Ly’Tana.”

Leaving their horses, the Kel’Hallans crowded around, standing in the stagnant water up to their knees. A few, Witraz, Rannon and Alun, alternated between watching the sky and sending worried glances toward the hawk on my wrist. The twins stood to either side of me, obviously trying to still guard her, should a threat, given Rygel’s absence, present itself. The young blonde brothers decided to split up, and each of them stood sentry, watching the sky, at either end of the group.

Ly’Tana didn’t calm at Kel’Ratan’s urging, but still squawked in sharp chirps, at times flaring her wings and bouncing up and down on my arm. I glanced at Kel’Ratan in dismay.

“Is he dead?” Kel’Ratan gasped, staring at her in sudden fear. “Did he get killed, Ly’Tana? Is that what you’re trying to say?”

Ly’Tana’s fear increased. She jumped from my arm and circled about my head, still crying, her voice shrieking in sharp ke-ke-ke cheeps. Kel’Ratan leaped up, trying in vain to catch her in his hands until I grabbed his shoulder. Arianne screamed, her fingers clawing at her face. Tor wrapped his arms about her from behind, trying to calm her. Corwyn, unused to female hysterics, patted her arm, his face a mask of helplessness and worry.

“Cease!” I thundered. “Rygel isn’t dead. Everyone calm down. Arianne, cease this nonsense. Rygel’s alive.”

At my words, both Kel’Ratan and Ly’Tana quieted. The warriors relaxed a fraction, sending each other glances of relief, and wry, sheepish grins. Arianne stared at me, finally allowing Tor to lower her arms, but he still kept his arms firmly wrapped about her.

Too far away to offer more than a quick smile and a wave, I sent her what reassurance I could. I didn’t receive one in return, but she did retreat behind her curtain of hair. Perhaps that was a good sign.

Ly’Tana returned to my forearm, her wings tucking over her back. Kel’Ratan blew a gust of relief, his red mustache blowing off his upper lip. His entire posture relaxed, but he restlessly walked about in the water, watching the sky. Ly’Tana chirped. It sounded, to me, like a question. I answered what I thought the question was.

“Yes,” I answered, stroking my finger gently down her feathers as Kel’Ratan had done. “The bond between us. I’d know if he was dead. He’s not.”

She shook herself, her feathers settling into place in what seemed like relief. I answered the next obvious question in Kel’Ratan’s eyes. “No, I don’t know where he is. Just my gut telling me he’s off to the northeast of us.”

Ly’Tana chirped. Kel’Ratan straightened, his fierce blue eyes intent upon her.

“Listen, girl,” he said, stepping closer to her. I held my arm out so the two might see each other better.

“I’ve an idea. We can’t understand a bloody word of yours, so here’s what we’ll do. We’re going to ask you some yes or no questions,” he said, his finger uplifted. “One chirp for yes, two chirps for no? Got it?”

She chirped.

I, and all the men present, sighed. Arianne came out of her fortress, her expression curious, her tears drying rapidly under the onslaught of the summer sun. Corwyn ceased patting her arm and Tor finally relaxed his grip. All leaned forward, expectant, hushed.

“Now then,” Kel’Ratan said, his finger and his blue eyes riveted upon the tiny bird on my wrist. “Did you find Brutal?”

She chirped, once. The feathers over her neck rose.

“All right, you found him and he pissed you off.”

She chirped.

“Did he see you?”

Two rapid fire chirps answered him.

“Was that devil-boy there? Ja’Teel?”

Another chirp.

“Did he see you?”

She chirped once, her wings returning to her back. Then she chirped twice, in quick succession.

Kel’Ratan and I stared at one another. What did that mean?

“Wait, wait,” Kel’Ratan snapped, touching his fingers to his brow and shutting his eyes. “Yes and no, what are you trying to tell us, girl?”

Ly’Tana repeated her chirps, and flapped her wings.

Understanding dawned on me. “Ly’Tana, Ja’Teel saw Rygel but didn’t see you? Is that what you’re trying to say?”

Her wings settled. She chirped once.

Kel’Ratan gave a sigh of relief and mimed wiping sweat from his brow. “All right, so no one saw you?”

Ly’Tana clicked her beak, uttering a series of half-chirps and squawks, as though she spoke in a strange dialect. In a way she did. Her head turned over her shoulder, peering up into the sky, then turned around on my arm. She repeated her hawk-talk, flapping her wings and still peering up at the sky. Turning back to face me, she looked at me from first her right eye, then her left, clicking her beak.

“I know she just told us what happened,” I said slowly. “But I’ll be damned if I know what she said.”

Kel’Ratan gazed fiercely up at Bar. “Can you bleeding understand her?”

Bar screeched, an obvious negation, in my uninformed opinion. Ly’Tana flapped her wings and nipped Kel’Ratan’s thumb. He jerked his hand back and scowled at her.

“Why the bloody hell did you do that?”

“She’s trying to tell us something.”

“I know that you—” 

Kel’Ratan caught my eyes and swallowed the rest of his sentence. Glaring at Ly’Tana, he all but burned her in blue fire. 

“Did Rygel and Ja’Teel fight?”

She vocalized again, a loud, anguished screech and rustled her feathers. Her hackles did not subside. So things did not bode well for Rygel. I caught the grim glance Kel’Ratan flashed me. Did we have to ride to rescue Rygel? I could not ask that one, as it was not a yes or no. I bit my lip instead.

“Was Rygel all right when you last saw him?”

Another chirp.

“Is he injured?”

Silence. Ly’Tana half-spread her wings, afraid and ready to fly. My fingers down her back soothed her, I hoped, for she relaxed a fraction.

“She doesn’t know,” I murmured.

“So here’s what we know,” Kel’Ratan held up his fingers and one by one folded them down. “One, they found Brutal. Two, Rygel fought a battle with Ja’Teel. Three, he took off to the northeast and Ly’Tana hasn’t seen him since. Am I correct?”

Ly’Tana chirped, her agitation still in full force. I’d have to calm her before she took off into the wild skies.

“He’s alive, dear one,” I murmured, lifting her to my eye level, still soothing her ruffled feathers. “He’s alive, and he’ll be back.”

A sharp screech made my ears wince. Yet, I knew what it was she demanded. I have no idea how, but I knew.

“Yes, I promise,” I murmured, rubbing my nose against the tip of her beak. “I promise.”

Ly’Tana calmed immediately, her feathered cheek caressing mine. With a quick, incredibly gentle move, she nipped my lip with her sharp raptor’s beak. I just received my very first kiss from a hawk. I couldn’t prevent the silly grin that spread across my face. Nor could I stop the rising blush from starting at my neck and moving north. Ly’Tana chittered, her feathers rustling. A very Ly’Tana giggle. My blush inflamed into a volcano.

“How in the devil do you know what she asked?” Kel’Ratan demanded crossly. “Nothing but chatter to me.”

“The language of love.”

Kel’Ratan, Ly’Tana and I slewed about, staring intently at Arianne. As did every warrior who heard the exchange. Even Tor leaned sideways out of the saddle to stare at her. Rather than hide, as I expected her to, under the scrutiny of more than a dozen eyes, she smiled. Another one of those I-know-more-than-you-do smiles. Apparently, Rygel gave her lessons.

“Language of love?” Kel’Ratan snorted, his mustache bristling. “Needs a bleeding interpreter if you ask me.”

“What the blazes is that?”

Witraz’s voice cut through our combined stares at Arianne, breaking the spell. Yet, no one thought to cuff him for his lack of manners. All of us, to a man, followed his narrow gaze as he stared northeast, his hand raised to shade his eyes.

What was that indeed? A chill cooled the hot volcano the blush created and crawled down my spine. What did I just say about fear? Gods above and below….

“What is that?” Kel’Ratan murmured, awed.

His fingers made the sign to protect him from great enchantment and evil. I forced my left hand, the one not holding Ly’Tana on my wrist, to my side to prevent it from making the same sign.

On the distant horizon, a great shape flew, dark against the bright sun’s rays. Huge wings beat slowly up and down. While the remainder of the creature remained fuzzy and indistinct, silhouetted against the sun, those tremendous wings held enough definition for me to see clearly. Something fantastic, something impossibly huge, flew towards us. If that wingspan was any indication, the creature put Bar to shame.

Bar. Flinging my hair back, I looked up. His yellow raptor’s eyes on the flying form racing toward us, he shrieked, breaking the spell that kept the warriors in thrall. They drew weapons, cursing, and stumbled through the water to cluster close to Ly’Tana and I.

Weapons?

Kel’Ratan drew his sword, ready. Corwyn placed himself, his blade in his fist, between Arianne and the death approaching on swift wings. Swords, bows? How could swords fight against something that huge that flew on wings? What earthly good would those do against whatever now threatened us?

Bar shrieked again. Circling higher, he flew straight towards his doom, keeping his body between the threat and his beloved Ly’Tana. Bar had no chance against such a creature, I knew, if it proved hostile. None of us had a single chance of surviving.

It grew closer. At last more definition became apparent as the creature grew closer. I shaded my eyes against the sun, now seeing a huge head, spiked horns, a long leathery tail. Flames suddenly erupted from its muzzle.

Gods above and below! I staggered back, making Ly’Tana squawk and flap her wings to maintain her balance. Her talons dug deeper to remain attached to my arm, but I felt no pain.

A dragon.

I didn’t know I muttered those words aloud until Kel’Ratan repeated them. “A dragon? Where in Nephrotiti’s name did a dragon come from? And what’s it to do with us?”

Bar didn’t care. He’d die before the dragon even came close. He flew higher, his front talons out and ready for battle. He, like all of us, paused, frozen in time, as Ly’Tana chirped.

She didn’t screech, shriek, scream or vocalize any other hawk announcement of fear. She glanced up at Bar from one eye, then turned her head to look at me from the other. She clicked her beak a few times, gathering the attention of her people, Tor and Arianne. She chirped again, a mild, unperturbed sound. She spread her right wing to preen it.

“It’s Rygel,” I muttered. “That’s Rygel.”

“Impossible,” Kel’Ratan muttered, stunned.

Rygel, if it was Rygel, reached us. A thing of raw, primal beauty, rugged strength and awesome power, winged up and over, its shadow plunging all into shadow for two or three heartbeats. Flames once more blew forth, white smoke trailing behind from its nostrils as it banked high. Long front legs ending in razor-sharp talons lay tucked against its belly. Long hind legs and an even longer tail tipped with a huge spade trailed behind. If the gods came to earth, I swear they’d come as this incredibly powerful and graceful creature.

Horses whinnied. Milling about restlessly, tails swishing, the horses announced their rather intense dislike for the newcomer. Curses abounded as the Kel’Hallans and Corwyn splashed back through the muck to grab bridles, to calm, to soothe. To prevent damage to the only thing that kept us out of Brutal’s hands: the precious legs of our horses.

I cursed. Transferring Ly’Tana from my arm to my shoulder, I grabbed Rufus by the bit. Ly’Tana’s buckskin, well trained and accustomed to Bar, had obviously never encountered a dragon before. He announced his intention to panic with a sharp snort. His eyes showed white, his ears flattened as his thick neck arched in preparation. I caught his reins before he could bolt and break like sticks his most important possessions. Hauled up short, the stallion relaxed, quieted, his flanks quivering and his eyes still flaring white. But he stood fast.

By now, the dragon sailed high above. Bar, after hearing my translation of Ly’Tana’s explanation, also relaxed his guard. Calming, raptor eyes on Rygel, he resumed his short circles over our heads.

The dragon, swept downward, broad leathery wings covering all the earth we could yet see. In a blink it disappeared.

Yet before we could react, or look to see where it went, a red-brown hawk looped up and around, arrowing out of the sun toward us.

When the dragon popped out of existence, the horses calmed immediately. Long equine sighs blew down noses in relieved snorts when they realized they were not on the dragon’s menu that day. I relaxed my hold on Rufus and Mikk, while the others also released reins and long held breaths.

Ly’Tana found a comfortable spot on my shoulder and chirped. I had no spit in my mouth to translate, even had I known what she said.

The red-brown hawk backwinged, its talons grabbing hold of a large stump, free of the nasty water, its former trunk sunk down low. There the hawk perched and chirped at Ly’Tana.

Before I could glance at the hawk on my shoulder, the other hawk vanished. On the stump stood Rygel, safely and fastidiously clear of the water and laughing.

He blew out a huge wash of air that gusted his yellow locks from his brow. We all, even Arianne and Tor, stared, open-mouthed as Rygel whooped and flung back his wheaten mane.

“Whoohoo!” he laughed. “What a rush!”

His amber eyes dancing, he stared down at us, arms akimbo. “Nothing like a good firefight to get the sluggish blood moving again,” he said, still laughing.

“Damn you!” Kel’Ratan roared. “We thought you were dead!”

Rygel stopped laughing, but his smile remained. His cocky, fully arrogant Rygel smile made me grit my teeth. On my shoulder, Ly’Tana squawked, flapping her wings in what seemed like annoyance. I reckoned she didn’t much care for his attitude, either.

“Ah, ye of little faith,” Rygel remarked. “You should know better by now. Did Ly’Tana tell you what happened?”

Kel’Ratan flung his arm toward me and Ly’Tana still perched on my shoulder. “She’s a bird, you idiot! None of us speak hawk.”

He chuckled. “I expect that might be a small problem, at that.”

He gave only a tiny flick of his eyes toward me. Certainly not enough time to warn me or allow me to prepare. So when Ly’Tana’s fully human weight tumbled from my shoulder and into my arms, I fumbled and nearly dropped her into the water.

As it was, she landed, more neatly than I would have expected, given the circumstances, into my arms. She fell tidily on her back, her hair cascading around her face and shoulders, the sword at her hip biting into my chest. When her hand cleared her wild hair from her face, I saw she laughed, her angular green eyes shining into my own. I caught her feminine scent, that hint of lilac, leather and Ly’Tana.

Male laughter rumbled around us, Rygel’s own added into the mix. Caught as I was, deeply mired in that emerald gaze, I could not look around at the warriors who chuckled. My blush crept back up my jaws and into my cheeks. My ears burned. Gods, but I hated blushing.

Ly’Tana giggled. Her left arm wrapped about my shoulders, she brushed my hair from my eyes with her right hand. Then, gods above and below, she nuzzled my neck.

“You smell nice,” she murmured.

Dragon fire had nothing on the blaze that heated my face now. I had no need to look around to witness for myself the amused grins of those who watched. I could feel their eyes on me, on us. Ly’Tana’s own grin told me how she played with my emotions, my embarrassment. What was it with women and their perverse need to humiliate men?

“You are evil, woman,” I muttered, casting around again for a dry place to put her.

“You’re an oaf,” she answered primly. Her lips nibbled my ear.

Her saddle. Her buckskin stallion stood just behind me. Whirling, I spun her in my arms so my hands were wrapped around her tiny firm waist. Setting her in her saddle, I was free to turn my embarrassed fury on Rygel.

“Well?” I demanded. “Ly’Tana managed to tell us you fought with Ja’Teel. What happened?”

He coughed and shrugged at the same time. “He spoke of things that really irritated me.”

He flicked an eye toward Arianne. His lightning fast glance told me everything. Ja’Teel threatened Arianne, his beloved. “Sorry, Princess. Even though we spoke through a mind link, Ja’Teel sensed my anger.”

“I told you to be silent, now didn’t I?”

“So tell us what happened,” Kel’Ratan demanded.

“We found them about thirty leagues from here, camped on a hill,” Rygel said soberly. “He’s got quite an army with him, bent on finding us and marrying her.” Rygel jerked his head toward Ly’Tana. “Again, he plans to kill her and then marry Arianne, to cement his claim to Connacht.”

I growled. The deep throated wolfish rumble started in my chest and emanated outward like a small earthquake. I knew my eyes flattened, for I saw them mirrored in Kel’Ratan’s wide blue ones and in Rygel’s frown of concern. “I’ll rip that son of bitch’s head off his neck with my bare hands.”

“I’ll hold your coat,” Ly’Tana said, her tone light yet underneath held a note of steel. Her hand crept around my shoulders to cup my cheek. I nipped her fingers within mine and quickly kissed them, fighting to keep my rage under control.

“That’s it?” I barked. “You listened to him make useless threats and fought Ja’Teel because you let him get under your skin?”

Rygel coughed. “Er, we heard and saw more than that.”

“What?” Kel’Ratan demanded. “Get on with it, we haven’t all day.”

“All right, all right, calm down,” Rygel said, eyeing me sidelong. “Brutal was expecting someone, an important someone.”

“Brutal called the Commander General of the Shekinah Tongu to explain last night,” Ly’Tana added.

“Tell me you’re kidding,” Kel’Ratan gasped.

“I’m not,” she snapped. “He had with him a cat, a most beautiful black panther.”

Bar screeched from on high.

“I do want one,” she called up at him. “At least that creature can sit in my lap and purr. Unlike some cat-things.”

“A panther?”

Rygel took over the tale quickly, regaining his status as lead story-teller. “Yes. One of the Tongu survived last night’s divine temper tantrum and told Brutal everything. So thusly, Brutal called the Commander General to account.”

“Did he leave the man alive?” Kel’Ratan asked.

“No. He sicced the puss on his own man. For his betrayal.”

“Then what happened?”

“He’s got fifty assassins and fifty hounds,” Ly’Tana added, “ready to hunt us.”

“Just how in the devil did they find us anyway?” Witraz demanded.

No one seemed interested in clouting him for impropriety.

“Not important,” Rygel said. “Just know they have openly aligned with Brutal and will hunt us down for him.”

“Because of the blood oath,” Ly’Tana added.

“Blood oath?” Kel’Ratan asked.

“It’s quite rare,” Rygel said, as though that explained everything. “But once in a great while, someone pisses off the Tongu badly enough they’ll drop every contract they own and pursue that someone until that someone is dead.”

“I suspect you pissed them off rather nicely,” I said dryly. “Since you rather coldly left a number of them, blind, to starve in the forest.”

Rygel shrugged. “They had it coming.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“It does to me.”

“So they swore out a blood oath against you?” Kel’Ratan asked, his eyes bulging slightly.

“So what.”

“So what?” 

Kel’Ratan’s eyes swelled. If they protruded any more, I feared they might fall out and dangle by their stalks.

“Because of you,” Kel’Ratan roared, “we have not only Brutal wanting our hides, but the Tongu actively helping him!”

Ly’Tana suddenly reined her horse into Kel’Ratan’s space. He recoiled, wrenching his fierce blue eyes from Rygel into a wide-eyed stare up at her. Leaning across her pommel, she roundly smacked her cousin on his left cheek.

“Don’t forget, you stupid ass,” she snarled, her hand still raised. “Rygel avenged the insane beating they gave Raine. He avenged their attempted rape of me. They did have it coming, and I for one will defend him against them to my last drop of blood. What will you do?”

Kel’Ratan raised a hand to his stinging cheek, his blue eyes no longer furious, but wide and staring. His mustache failed to bristle. If I chanced to raise my glance from the blood kin to the rest of the Kel’Hallans, I might have found shock. Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan quarreled often, but never like this.

“Damn,” Kel’Ratan murmured, rubbing his reddened cheek. “I reckon I ought to be more careful in my words.”

Baffled, Ly’Tana sat back and exchanged a confused glance with me.

Suddenly grinning, Kel’Ratan seized Ly’Tana’s hand with his own and kissed it. “I apologize, Your Highness. I meant no disrespect toward our illustrious wizard. I do realize Rygel acted in the best way possible and I respect him, no, I believe in him. As I did then, as I do now, I stand behind his every action.”

“Then why—“

“Ly’Tana, dear girl.” Kel’Ratan grinned. “You know me. When I get excited, I don’t always say things the way I should. Rygel did right and if the Tongu swore out their silly blood oath against him, they’ll have to go through me to get him.”

“Kel’Ratan—”

“No worries,” Kel’Ratan said, still grinning. “You know damn well I’m just more blunt than I should be.”

Ly’Tana leaned in again, but this time kissed him east of his nose and north of his mustache. “I do love you, you bull-headed boob.”

“Ditto, my queen.”

“Kel’Ratan isn’t the only one who doesn’t think when he’s excited,” Rygel said, his voice forgiving and expansive.

If I thought his choice of words rather inappropriate, it appeared I was the only one. The Kel’Hallans as a whole deferred to him as though he was an oracle, while Ly’Tana held both my hand and Kel’Ratan’s. I noticed Rygel’s need for drama and wisely, I thought, refrained from pointing it out.

“Let me,” Ly’Tana begged. “Do let me tell the story.”

In the face of his liege lady’s request, Rygel’s face sagged. Generously, he gestured leave for Ly’Tana to speak.

“You should have seen it,” Ly’Tana said, excitement in her tone and body as she leaned forward. “We were sitting in a snag of dead trees, listening to every word. Brutal had Tenzin shaking in his boots.”

“Tenzin?” I asked.

“The Commander General,” she answered impatiently. “His panther, Shirel, sat at his side like any common dog. Brutal reamed him up one side and down the other about last night and all he did was stand there and take it.”

“The Tongu did act rather stupidly,” Rygel added, his ego deflated, “last night.”

“So then Brutal offered Arianne and me to Ja’Teel as reward for his loyalty—”

“Offered you?”

The growl in my chest rumbled from down low and radiated outward. Damn my temper. The thought of anyone touching Ly’Tana’s soft flesh—

Chill out, bucko.

I sighed and scrubbed my hand over my face. I’ll try.

“Well, yes,” she replied slowly. “Of course, Brutal threatened…you know.”

“I do know,” I sighed, releasing my inner tension. “Of course Brutal will offer his minions what isn’t his to offer.”

“Then what?” Witraz asked, obviously on behalf of those who dared not ask. “What happened?”

Ly’Tana jerked her head toward Rygel. “His turn.”

Once more in the spotlight, Rygel puffed out his chest and grinned.

“Ja’Teel felt my anger,” he said, nodding his blonde head toward me, “when he threatened my queen and my—”

His voice broke as his helpless anguished eyes found Arianne. She smiled, tossing her jet hair from her eyes and burying Tor.

“Quickly, now,” Kel’Ratan said, his eyes on the sun. “We have only so much daylight and lots of leagues to get through.”

Rygel nodded, taking a deep breath. “Their threats irritated me. Ja’Teel felt my anger. He sent Brutal to safety and turned himself into—”

“A dragon,” Ly’Tana breathed, her eyes shining.

“No, Princess.” Rygel raised an admonishing finger. “He turned himself into what he thought a dragon should be.”

“I’m confused,” Kel’Ratan said. “Was he a dragon or wasn’t he?”

“Yes,” said Ly’Tana.

“No,” said Rygel, in the same instant.

They glanced at one another while Kel’Ratan and I rolled our eyes.

“No, he wasn’t,” Rygel went on. “You see, my cousin never studied the anatomy of beasts to any extent. He’s impulsive and lazy, always taking short cuts. He never bothered to seek the why of things, but craving only their seductive power.”

“So?” I asked, growing impatient.

“My prince, listen,” Rygel said earnestly. “If you changed yourself into a dog, or a horse, you would instinctively know what a dog or horse looked like, correct?”

“I suppose so.”

“Four paws, a tail, fur, long teeth, no problem. You get the tail too short or too long, it looks weird, but, hey, who cares. A leg too short, you limp.

“But with a creature that flies, a hawk—” His slender hand flapped lazily toward Ly’Tana. “Wings that are too short, it doesn’t fly. Wings too long, it won’t get off the ground. Take a creature you’ve never encountered before, how the hell would you know what it looked like?”

“Good question,” Kel’Ratan said, biting his lower lip.

“Consider the dragon,” Rygel went on. “It’s big, is reptilian, breathes fire, and it flies. Right?”

“I reckon so,” I answered slowly.

“But how do you know how long to make the wings? The tail? A flying creature’s tail is its rudder. Again, too long or too short and the entire beast is crippled in the air.”

“I had no idea.”

“Nor did Ja’Teel.”

“So what you’re saying,” I said slowly, glancing at Ly’Tana’s shining emerald eyes. “Is that Ja’Teel had no prior knowledge of how to make a dragon, but made one anyway?”

“Exactly, my prince.”

“And you knew how to turn yourself into a dragon?”

Rygel sighed. “I keep reminding you about my education,” he said, sweeping his hair from his eyes impatiently. “I reckon you all tend to forget. I trained on how to heal, how to change the weather, how to level mountains—”

“He can do that?” Witraz muttered to Alun.

“—how to create from nothing, how to change myself, and others, into other creatures.”

He gestured toward me. “Like turn a prince into a toad. I studied, in depth, the anatomy of almost every creature living or thought to have lived. I know how a dragon works.”

His bright, almost fevered, eyes rested on me. I began to smile.

“Since your kinsman didn’t study as you did,” I began. “He had no clue on how to make himself into a true dragon.”

Ly’Tana stirred, grinning. “Damn, Raine, he could barely fly.”

Rygel laughed. “If he had a proper education, he’d know how long to make his wings.”

“I could fly better than he,” Ly’Tana added primly.

“He’d also know how to create dragon hide.”

“Dragon hide?” Kel’Ratan asked, puzzled.

Ly’Tana chuckled. “Ja’Teel blew fire at Rygel and it didn’t mar his scales. Not even a mark. Yet, Rygel’s fire had Ja’Teel running for cover.”

“Had he understood what a dragon is,” Rygel said with a grin, “he’d know that dragons are, for want of a better word, fireproof.”

“He’d have never turned himself into a dragon to begin with,” Ly’Tana finished. “Rygel’s fire burned him.”

“Ja’Teel gets excited sometimes,” Rygel went on, grinning. “He doesn’t think straight.”

“I suspect your taunt accomplished its goal,” Ly’Tana added, her eyes smiling at Rygel. “You wanted him pissed.”

“Well, of course.”

“All right,” I said. “More explanation is needed here. What taunt?”

“Everyone, I mean everyone,” Ly’Tana said happily, “heard how Ja’Teel threw a stink bomb at Rygel in the great hall and how Rygel retaliated by sending him up to the ceiling. Ja’Teel, of course is afraid of heights. He cried and pissed himself.”

“A stink bomb?” Kel’Ratan asked, puzzled.

Rygel gestured impatiently. “It’s a mixture of any nasty odor you can think of into a ball. He hit me with it in front of the entire court. He bloody humiliated me. Of course, I retaliated.”

Rygel grinned sheepishly. “And, well, I got strapped for it later.” His hand washed through his wealth of blonde hair. “It took nearly a week to get the stink off, too.”

“Why would you get strapped?” Ly’Tana asked.

“When one is the heir apparent, one should be above publicly punishing an irritating younger cousin.”

Ly’Tana half-shrugged, half-nodded in understanding. Kel’Ratan’s eyes bulged again.

“You? You’re the heir to the throne?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

Rygel eyed him with disillusion. “I was,” he snapped. “At that time. Technically, I’m a prince, but no, I’m no longer the heir. Hopefully, my brother’s kid is. If he’s had one by now.”

“ That’s what angered Ja’Teel so he couldn’t think straight?” I asked. “Being reminded of an incident when he was what? Ten?”

“Eleven,” Rygel replied. “I was fourteen. You see, Ja’Teel cannot abide being reminded of that incident. Then, as now, his humiliation was seen by everyone. His ego is so very fragile, he cannot abide anyone thinking of him as anything but a powerful force.”

“Now his new pals know him for what he is,” Kel’Ratan said. “He’s a human coward who cried and wet his britches. Why did you send him to the ceiling? Why not turn him into a mouse and yourself into a cat?”

Rygel’s amber eyes danced. “Because he’s terrified of heights.”

“Ah.”

“Know your enemy,” Rygel grinned. “I know right where to poke him.”

“He also knows where to poke you,” I said. “Remember that.”

Rygel merely shrugged. “His pseudo-dragon hide protected him to some degree, but I know right now he’s sporting one hell of a sunburn.”

“You didn’t kill him?” Ly’Tana exclaimed. “You chased him across the sky and still didn’t kill him?”

Rygel grimaced. “He translocated himself somewhere before I could turn him to ashes. I spent some time hunting for him, but I couldn’t find him.”

“Aren’t dragons rather stupid creatures?” Witraz ventured.

“Not at all,” Rygel answered. “Not only are they highly intelligent they, as a race, have quite a noble spirit. Very generous and friendly, if approached right. Even so, they have incredibly short tempers. One of my masters had a long conversation with one until my master said something wrong and the dragon got angry. My master escaped with a burned arse.”

“Conversations?” Kel’Ratan asked, skeptical. “They can talk?”

Rygel gestured to Bar still circling a few rods above us, his attention riveted, like all of us, on Rygel and his lecture. “Bar here is intelligent, yet his language is incomprehensible to most of us.” He cocked his head, smiling, toward Ly’Tana above and behind me. “But Her Highness can understand him. I suspect love has a great deal to do with that. Dragons can speak as humans do. When they choose to, that is. Dragons despise humans and want nothing at all to do with us.”

“But your master made one angry,” Kel’Ratan said.

“Yes. But had the dragon really wanted to kill him, my master would never have been my master. His ashes would have floated on the wind.”

I vaulted into my saddle, sending water flying. “We should cease our little gabfest and start riding. Brutal may have started his search for us by now.”

“His camp was nothing but shambles when I flew over,” Ly’Tana said. “I’m guessing ’twill be a day or more before he collects himself enough to start.”

“A day or a week, it doesn’t matter if we don’t get ahead of him,” I replied, touching the side of her face with my fingers. I included her in my grim look as I glanced about. “Riding through this will take us weeks. Weeks we don’t have.”

“A moment, my prince,” Rygel said, a small smile playing about his aristocratic lips. “I took a bit of time and flew over the storm’s path. Oddly, its damage was primarily to this area and east of here, where it blew itself out over the sea. After about five or so miles, if we ride north, we hit undamaged forest. By nightfall we’ll be out on the open grasslands.”

“But those five miles may kill us,” I answered, irritated. “Look how long it took us to go barely three.”

I knew he wanted to be arrogant and watched him puff himself up for another of his drama sessions. His hand rose as though he set himself for another lecture and his irritating I-know-more-than-you drawl. I’d had it up to here with that crap.

I cut him off with a glare. His mouth snapped shut when he caught my eye. He visibly wilted, his hand came down and he sighed.

“I can clear a path,” he said quietly. “I can’t do much about the water, the horses will have to work a little harder. But they can trot, or gallop, if necessary.”

“How?” Kel’Ratan asked, bewildered. “Can you make the downed trees go away with magic?”

“I won’t have to,” he answered. “Dragon fire will burn them to ash.”

“Through the water?” Ly’Tana gasped.

“Dragon fire can burn through water,” he said, smiling. “As a dragon, I can clear a wide and safe path for you to ride. Unfortunately, if Brutal and Ja’Teel find the path, they can use it, too.”

“Mount up,” I ordered tersely, gathering Rufus’s reins.

None looked to either Ly’Tana or Kel’Ratan for permission to obey me. To a man, they vaulted into their saddles and took up their reins. Corwyn mounted, and once more pulled the stolen grey mare in behind his roan. 

“As before, I lead,” I said, turning about to look down the line.

Rufus fretted a little, wanting to run. I held him back as Ly’Tana nudged her buckskin to ride beside me. “Yuri and Yuras, you’re the rearguard.” As one, they saluted me, fist to chest, and walked their horses to their position behind Corwyn and his charges. If either Ly’Tana or Kel’Ratan objected to my ordering their men around, neither voiced it.

“I’ll spell our trail with magic,” Rygel said. “If anyone stumbles across is, they’ll wander about, lost, going off in all directions. That should give us some lead time.”

“What of your power?” Kel’Ratan asked. “Won’t all this exhaust you?”

“Oh, please,” Rygel snorted. “I’m the best there is.”

He bent down, readying himself when Ly’Tana spoke up. “Don’t go dragon until you’re clear of the horses. We almost lost a few when you swooped by earlier.”

Rygel looked sheepish. “Oops. I reckon horses don’t much care for dragons, do they?”

His grin widened. “Don’t forget to tell them about your little discovery, Princess.”

The red-brown hawk took off from the stump with a screech, beating for the sky, dodging Bar’s sweeping wings. I shaded my eyes against the sun, seeing nothing but the outline of hawk wings against its brilliance. One heartbeat passed, then another.

Suddenly the sun vanished. A chill passed down over my arms and chest. Rygel’s dragon filled the sky, its bronze, rugged beauty eclipsing even the sun’s power. Wings that blocked the skyline swept serenely up and down as Rygel’s dragon banked up and eastward, his head snaking under his leathery wings to peer down at us. Flames licked past his huge jaws and the rows upon rows of back-curving wicked teeth. 

Despite knowing ’twas Rygel who flew up there, I felt a primal fear, an instinctive urge to run, dig a hole as far as I could and stay there. For what could save me should that dragon decide to swoop down to kill? Nothing. No weapon on this earth could prevent such a beast as this from killing when and whom it pleased.

“Beautiful,” Ly’Tana murmured.

I glanced at her. She too, shaded her eyes to watch as Rygel winged high overhead, flames erupting from his jaws. Rygel held all of them in thrall, I noticed. None of the Kel’Hallan warriors, nor Tor, nor Corwyn, looked anywhere but at the stupendous beast that flew eastward to bank around once more toward us.

Timid Arianne watched with none of the trepidation I felt. Her blue-grey eyes glowed, her lips smiled, her midnight hair flung back proudly from her beautiful face. Of all of us, I thought, she would fear a dragon the most. Instead, she seemed the most delighted.

Rygel lined up behind us, flying as low as he dared. The horses, seeing him come, panicked. As I still held Ly’Tana’s buckskin’s reins, I pulled him close to my knee. My other hand tightened up on Rufus, to prevent him from pitching should his fears take hold. I’d never had to rein him in like this before, he’d faced everything I ever asked of him with calm courage.

Only the grey mare wanted to bolt. Corwyn’s firm hand on her bridle kept her in check and her passengers on board. All the other horses accepted the dragon’s second visit with wide white eyes, sweat and only fearful snorts. Rygel flew over, at a sharply angled descent, his shadow casting all into darkness for several seconds. Not far ahead of us, perhaps ten rods or so, his flames seared downward.

Steam boiled up, white fogs of thick steam rose as Rygel’s dragon fire burned through the water. His huge wings kept him airborne as he slowly advanced, burning all before him. Each long breath he inhaled, he exhaled a longer breath of raging hot fire. Even with the distance, my skin felt as though I had stood inches from a conflagration. Sweat popped out to cool my flesh and instantly dried under the intense heat. I suspected I’d be as sunburned as Ja’Teel before the day was out. On the hot wind from his passage, I scented the odor of burned wood and boiling, nasty water.

“Come on,” I yelled over the raging inferno from Rygel’s dragon jaws. “We ride.”

Tossing Ly’Tana her reins, I nudged Rufus into a fast trot. Beside me, Ly’Tana’s face burned red from the searing heat. A quick glance over my shoulder showed Kel’Ratan hard on our heels, his face redder than his hair. Despite all, he sported a huge grin.

“Let that royal bastard follow that,” he boomed, laughing.

The Kel’Hallans rode in single line behind us, urging their horses into a faster pace.

Rygel’s plan worked. He cleared a path wide enough that three horses could have walked abreast. No tree trunks, limbs or branches remained under the water that washed in to replace that which Rygel’s flame boiled away. Yet, the water only came up to the horse’s pasterns, the earth below being too firm yet to have been turned to mud. We splashed through easily, following the golden-bronze dragon.

So efficiently did Rygel burn away the deadwood, I upped our speed to a canter. Within moments, we galloped. Any faster than that, we would have stepped on Rygel’s spade tail. If we galloped while Brutal’s troops were to carefully navigate the fallen trees at less than a walking pace….

“We’ve done it!” Ly’Tana suddenly crowed, exulted. “He’ll never be able to catch up.”

I stood in my stirrups and glanced back along the line, seeing the water fill in where we had just ridden. There were still enough broken trees about that if one didn’t know of the trail, it would be easy to miss. If Rygel’s spell worked, anyone who found the path where no deadwood lay would be sent wandering. Perhaps she was right. I turned back to grin down at her.

“Our horses have rested,” Kel’Ratan called forward. “His made the trek from Soudan, plus Rygel’s dragon sent them hither and yon. They won’t have the stamina to maintain this pace, even if they get clear of the downed trees.”

Ly’Tana’s red-gold hair blew back from her face with the wind of her stallion’s passage, her emerald eyes gleamed with hope and happiness. Gods above and below, she was exotic and barbaric and beautiful. She looked like a pagan goddess from the tales of old.

I couldn’t help it. I nudged Rufus over until we rode knee to knee. In a move I’d never tried before from a galloping horse, never thought I’d ever have the possibility of trying, I leaned across and kissed her full on her smiling lips. I heard Kel’Ratan’s guffaw from behind me, but this time I didn’t care.

My left hand cupped her neck, my lips moving up and down with the motion of our horses. I felt her curving grin before she kissed me back, her devilish tongue probing mine before Rufus stumbled and broke the contact. Damn you, Rufus. The only time you’ve ever made me curse you.

Ly’Tana laughed. A laugh of such pure joy, relief and triumph I smiled in response just to hear it.

“We’re free, Raine!” she yelled, her hand tangled with mine. “We beat him!”

I laughed with her, hearing from the line behind me male laughter and warrior bawdy jokes. I suspected the release of pent-up tension had a great deal to do with the sudden change in atmosphere, for I felt it myself. The Kel’Hallans tossed ribald jests back and forth, most concerned with Brutal’s sexual inadequacies.

“What does Brutal and a goat have in common?” Witraz asked.

His bawdy answer brought howls of laughter from Ly’Tana, Kel’Ratan, all the warriors and a blush to my hairline. I had heard everything one could hear in the slaves’ quarters and gladiator’s barracks. Witraz’s joke was but one of thousands.

But Arianne? I slewed in my saddle, worrying that the raucous male jokes might make her afraid. Rather than a fearful slave who may have been the butt of such jokes, I found a laughing young woman, one hand grasping the pommel of her saddle, the other covering her mouth as she laughed as hard as anyone.

“She’s fine, Raine,” Ly’Tana said, her hand in mine gripping hard. “You worry too much.”

“Do I?” I asked, lifting her hand to my lips for a kiss. “I reckon I fear she’s so fragile, so—”

“Tough,” Ly’Tana answered for me. “She’s tougher than you think. She’s braver than you think.”

“Not nearly as tough or as brave as you,” I murmured over her hand. “You, lady, carry that title. You always will.”

“Such a courtier,” Ly’Tana laughed, blushing a faint tinge of pink.

“I thought I was an oaf.”

“Don’t forget bastard.”

“Ah, thank you. Oaf and bastard, I remember now.”

Her tinkling laughter sounded like music, sweet music, in my ears. Until Kel’Ratan’s ever practical voice interfered. I gritted my teeth to prevent turning in my saddle and belting him across his inquisitive mouth.

“What did you discover?” he asked, calling forward. “What happened that you’re avoiding telling us?”

One by one, the warriors stilled their warrior laughter and lewd banter. Galloping beside me, Ly’Tana’s happy laughter quieted and her smiling lips turned down.

Damn you, Kel’Ratan. At that moment, I hated him. Hated him for making her not smile. For slaughtering her laughter. For killing her happiness. Damn you to hell for it.

“This is all so crazy,” she exclaimed, trying for a smile. It wasn’t much of a success, from my point of view. “I can’t believe it’s even real.”

“Why don’t you let us be the judge on it,” I suggested.

“And executioner, I hope,” she laughed.

Her laugh held as much mirth as her smile happiness. Something was very wrong from Ly’Tana’s point of view. I hedged a guess.

“You saw something, in the city,” I said quietly. “Something you didn’t expect to see. Am I correct?”

Ly’Tana faced forward, over her stallion’s bobbing head. I glanced over my shoulder at Kel’Ratan, who shrugged, mystified.

“Well,” she ventured bravely, forcing another smile and a half glance at me. “We saw what was left of Adhas’s house. And Adhas. Not much of either.”

I willed her to look at me. I seized her hand, her right hand, her sword hand. Still, she refused to turn her face, the false smile painted on her lips, her emerald eyes brilliant with unshed tears. Her devilishly pink tongue crept out to moisten her upper lip.

Look at me.

She obeyed, her teary eyes meeting mine for the barest fraction of an instant. Another forced laugh choked her throat. “It’s all silly, really. Adhas died and the Whoring Whale lived. There must be justice in the world, after all.”

“What’s this?” Kel’Ratan asked sharply.

He kicked his bay up to gallop next to her. His fierce blue eyes stared down, hard, his red mustache bristling. If he willed her to meet his hot eyes, she ignored that particular command.

Caught in the middle, Ly’Tana tried to shrug. “I just thought it interesting, that’s all. It’s no big thing.”

“Tell us, girl,” Kel’Ratan demanded.

“No need to be so nasty, Red,” I murmured, rubbing her knuckles with my thumb. “Just tell us what happened, dear heart.”

“Oh, well, all right,” she sniffed, tossing her thick red-gold hair over her shoulders. “If you bloody well have to know. Some buildings came down in the storm and stretched across the street where the Whoring Whale is. Remember it? It’s where we had dinner while we waited for Rygel to return.”

“We know, dammit.” Kel’Ratan’s tone hadn’t lessened in the slightest.

A new chill took up residence in my spine. The Whoring Whale with its obscene sign of two whales mating. Where Ly’Tana blessed the innkeeper, and we all choked to rein in our laughter and Rygel came in with Tor—

I managed enough spit for three syllables. “Ly’Tana?”

“It’s all so stupid, I told you, but it’s the only building that survived the entire district and people have a place to go for some real food and maybe a roof over their heads and, you know, the innkeeper is probably doing quite well actually so there’s no reason for worry because—”

“Because you blessed that man.”

Kel’Ratan’s frozen tone informed me my chill had birthed a twin who set up housekeeping in his gut.

Ly’Tana rounded on him. “Oh, you’re so bloody superstitious. You know I have no power to bless or curse someone, I am not a priestess and anyway, I, we, belong to Nephrotiti—”

“Then why are you frightened?”

My soft, kindly spoken question stilled her as quickly and as efficiently as my knife in her throat. I might have stabbed her with one, for all the choked noises that now emerged from her mouth. The unshed tears in her eyes overflowed to drip slowly down her pale cheeks. She swallowed hard to dislodge the obstruction and faked another false smile.

“Because I blessed that man while wearing Osimi’s white dress and now he’s the only one for miles around who can still earn a living.”

Kel’Ratan’s invectives blistered the air, rivaling Rygel at his best. A glance over my shoulder informed me those down the galloping line who had not heard the exchange were told by those who did.

At the far end, Arianne offered a quick ‘I-can-help’ gesture and a plea from her glorious grey-blue eyes. I shook my head and offered a wry shrug, and a she’ll-be-all-right smile. Arianne subsided.

“Oh, shut up, Red,” I snapped. “Be grateful she didn’t curse you as she threatened that night.”

That silenced Kel’Ratan and brought a wan smile from Ly’Tana.

“Rygel said it might all be a coincidence,” she said. “It’s all, you know, rather creepy, if you think about it too hard.”

“We should experiment,” Kel’Ratan said. “Bless me with all the gold in Brutal’s treasure chamber.”

“Bless me with a beautiful woman,” Witraz chimed in.

Rannon cuffed him alongside his head. “Your Highness,” Witraz amended, scowling at Rannon while he rubbed the sore spot from Rannon’s knuckles.

Ly’Tana shot him a look over her shoulder. “You have a beautiful woman,” she snapped. “If you go wandering again, I’ll take your other eye.”

Her scowl included her cousin. “I think I have to be wearing the priestess dress, dolt. Nothing will happen.”

“You don’t know if you don’t try.”

“If I didn’t have to be wearing it, you’d have long since lost your foolish tongue as I’ve already cursed it more than a hundred times.”

Kel’Ratan looked affronted. I laughed.

“Experimenting will have to wait,” I said, chuckling. “We’ve a long ride ahead of us.”

“Once we hit the grasslands, we should keep riding north,” Kel’Ratan suggested, smothering his irritation. “If Brutal is trying to predict us, he will think we continued west.”

“This many horses will leave a trail a blind man could follow,” Ly’Tana argued, sniffing back her tears. “We should stay to the woods.”

“Girl, you’re forgetting you’re geography of this area,” Kel’Ratan said. “Even due west, we will run out of forest to hide in. We’ll be striking the haunted Plains of Navak. No matter where we go, we’re going to be out in the open for most of the way to the mountains.”

“Haunted?” Witraz asked. “Haunted by what, whom?”

“Ghosts, the legend I heard says.”

“Piffle,” Ly’Tana snapped.

Kel’Ratan turned an injured expression toward her. “Aren’t you worried about the ghosts?”

“I’m worried about what Rygel said,” Ly’Tana replied with an eye roll. “Remember? He mentioned other eyes spying on us.”

“Maybe the ghosts are his spies,” Rannon offered helpfully.

“Anything we do is a risk,” I said, gently squeezing her hand before letting it drop. “We have speed on our side right now. With Rygel’s magic, perhaps we can hide our trail.”

“Nor can devil-boy find us with his,” Kel’Ratan added.

“Remember?” I added with a smile. “We have him beat.”

Her smile rivaled the sun. “We surely do.”

* * *

As Rygel predicted, we reached the grasslands, the edges of the endless Plains of Navak, just as the sun sank towards the western sky. We cantered over rolling hills dotted with scrub bushes and small clusters of pine and fir trees. Raising my fist, I slowed our column to a walk. As far as I could see, the horizon stretched under the dark blue sky, many leagues of open country to ride across.

I reined Rufus around to Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan. The warriors halted in a loose circle about us. I motioned Corwyn to come in close, to bring forward not only his advice but also my sister.

“We should make camp back in the woods a short ways,” I said. “Where we crossed that small stream. Rest the horses and have them fresh for a hard ride tomorrow.”

Kel’Ratan nodded. “Fires won’t be seen as easily there.”

“Where’s Rygel?” Arianne asked, biting her lip anxiously. “Why hasn’t he come back?”

Rygel’s dragon flew high and disappeared when the desolate forest ended and healthy trees still grew, more than four hours past. I tried not to worry, but worried anyway. I suspected I wasn’t the only one. I recognized concern in Ly’Tana’s angular green eyes and the way Kel’Ratan and several of the warriors watched the sky beyond the trees above us.

“He’s scouting for us, little cat,” I answered.

Bar swooped in and dropped lightly to the earth with a series of mellow chirps. He ambled over to Ly’Tana and sat beside her stallion, his lion tail coiling trimly about him. Its black tip flipped back and forth, lazily. I guessed that indicated he discovered nothing threatening riding hard on our heels.

“There’s no one in sight for miles and miles,” she translated, rubbing his ears with affection.

“Did you see Rygel?” I asked.

He clicked his huge beak before turning his head to preen his right wing.

“No,” Ly’Tana said. “But he’ll be here.”

As my bond with Rygel informed me he still lived and was not too far away, I smiled to reassure Arianne. “See? Even Bar knows. He’ll be back before you know it.”

No sooner had the words left my mouth when a red-brown hawk streaked past overhead. Uttering a shrill screech, Rygel banked sharply around with the dip of a feather. He circled overhead, peering down at us from between his wings.

“Bloody showoff,” I muttered.

Ly’Tana giggled, watching Rygel with avid eyes.

He squawked in indignation. Back winging, he flew toward his black gelding, the horse’s reins in Kel’Ratan’s fist. Hovering for a moment, he landed neatly on the saddle. The black gelding was clearly used to Rygel’s magically appearing out of nowhere. When Rygel’s sudden very human weight settled on his back, he blinked and sighed down his nose.

“We’re not entirely out of danger,” he reported, cocking his leg elegantly over the pommel. “Troops are still massing near the river, and more arriving by the day.”

“What of Brutal?” I asked.

Rygel smiled grimly. “He’s restored order, but he crucified dozens of men who panicked at the dragon fight.”

“That inhuman bastard,” Kel’Ratan spat, his fierce eyes flashing in fury.

“He sends a message to the others,” Corwyn said quietly. “He will tolerate no disobedience, zero cowardice.”

“Why so many troops?” Ly’Tana asked. “What, does he plan on invading his own country?”

“He’s a determined bugger.”

“What about the Tongu?” Witraz asked.

“I haven’t a clue,” Rygel answered, biting his thumb. “I didn’t see anything of them.”

“They can’t track us over that flood,” Kel’Ratan snapped. “Can they?”

His question went unanswered, for none of us knew, not even the know-it-all Rygel. He shook his head, but couldn’t look anyone in the eye.

“And Ja’Teel?” I asked.

“I saw him, my prince, but from a very discreet distance,” Rygel replied. “He’s there, but appeared dead on his feet. I think the fight and his translocation took a great deal from him.”

“How long before he recovers?” Ly’Tana asked, still scratching Bar’s ears. Bar sighed in deep contentment, his raptor’s eyes half-shut.

Rygel offered a yea-nay gesture. “If Brutal demands more from him as well as a hard ride on a horse, he may be exhausted for a long while.”

Kel’Ratan scowled. “I still don’t understand how you claim to be the strongest magician there is, yet when you heal you’re out cold for days. Yet, you also fought the battle, flamed away miles of dead trees and here you sit as fresh as a bloody daisy.”

Rygel sighed. “I thought you understood. Only healing magic drains me. It draws far more energy from my body than ordinary magic. What I did today.” He gestured about him with a slender hand. “Is the equivalent of Raine fighting three gladiators in a row. Or you Kel’Hallans riding hard all day. I’m a little tired, but hardly exhausted.”

“And Ja’Teel doesn’t have your strength?” Ly’Tana asked.

“He’s not even in my class.” Rygel grinned. “Nor did he study as I have. My higher skill level allows me more finesse, as you will, with far less exertion. When not studying and working my healing, I studied shape-shifting. That was one of my favorite topics.”

“Turning yourself into something else, you mean,” Ly’Tana said.

“Exactly, my queen.”

I felt little surprise when Rygel cocked an amber eye at me. “A subject I reckon I must be instructing you in, I expect.”

“Turn yourself into a rock,” I snapped. “They are nicely quiet.”

Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan exchanged puzzled glances. “What are you talking about, Rygel?” Ly’Tana asked.

“His Royal Wolfishness here needs to acquaint himself with what he is,” Rygel said. “Sadly, Princess, he’s in denial.”

“Rygel, braud,” I growled. “I’m warning you.”

“Turn yourself into a wolf.”

“I’ll turn you inside out.”

“Why should Raine turn himself into a wolf?” Ly’Tana asked.

My irritation rose when Arianne, of all people, kicked the grey mare with her heels and pushed her way into the mix. “He’s right, my brother,” she said, her glorious eyes oddly shining. “It’s time.”

I pointed my finger at her. “I’m not above turning you over my knee, little cat. Stay out of it.”

“Stay out of what?” Ly’Tana nearly screamed.

“I won’t, Raine,” Arianne snapped. She flung back her hair in defiance, her face, though pale, glowered with a temper that equaled mine. “Rygel is only trying to help.”

The Kel’Hallan crowd, baffled, confused, watched the anger between us flare. Witraz and Alun exchanged a baffled glance, while Rannon’s brows rose. Left and Right stared as impassive as ever, though Yuri and Yuras smirked in embarrassed confusion. Only Corwyn regarded me with the same impassiveness he always showed.

“Anyone taking bets on who draws steel first?” Kel’Ratan asked the air in general.

“I’m thinking the spitting kitty, myself,” Witraz answered, with a wry grin, half-bowing toward Arianne.

I scowled at them, their humor hardly amusing. Yet, my anger had no effect at all. Not even Tor tried to hide, but stared openly at me. Even Bar eyed me sidelong, eyes gleaming with amusement. His lion tail flicked lazily back and forth.

Ly’Tana’s frustration mounted. Her brow puckered, her usually smiling lips turned down in a pretty scowl. Pointedly turning her face from me, she slowly faced Rygel. Lifting her hand gracefully, she snapped her fingers, garnering his instant attention.

“Rygel,” she said, her tone frosty. “You will tell me, this instant, what’s bloody going on.”

Of course, that fool grinned. His hand to his chest, he bowed low, an elegant move while still sitting in his saddle with his leg cocked over the pommel. Only Rygel could manage such a feat and make it look easy.

“As my queen commands,” he murmured.

“Gods above and below,” I muttered, cross.

“Be silent,” Ly’Tana retorted. “You’ll get your turn to speak. Rygel.”

“My prince is gai’tan,” Rygel said, with a lofty wave in my direction. “He’s refusing to admit it, however.”

“You said that word before,” she said. “Pray explain.”

“Without going into the old legends,” he went on. “Some men are born with the soul of a wolf. They can turn themselves into wolves at will. They are gai’tan.”

“The werewolf,” Arianne added.

“There are no such things as werewolves,” Kel’Ratan snorted.

“Thank you.” I bowed toward him.

“Ah, but you’re wrong,” Rygel said. “Gai’tan do indeed exist and the wolves at the monastery proved it.”

Now Ly’Tana turned to gawk at me, her jaw loose. Kel’Ratan and the other warriors gaped like fools. Arianne smiled in triumph. I rolled my eyes.

“A pack of wolves frightened silly by the storm,” I grated through clenched teeth. “It means nothing.”

“They recognized you,” Arianne replied, her tone lofty. “They paid homage, to you. They spoke to you, and you them.”

“Don’t be absurd.”

“They did behave rather oddly,” Kel’Ratan mused, stroking his red mustache.

“If anyone is interested in camping for the night and eating dinner,” I said, reining Rufus around, “they may join me. The rest of you can talk werewolves to your hearts’ content. Here, and out of my sight.”

“Denial is a nice enough place to visit,” Rygel called to my departing back. “I don’t recommend taking up residence.”

“You’ll have to face it one day, Raine,” Arianne said. “You should face it now, before it’s too late.”

Without looking back, I flashed an obscene gesture past my shoulder. Over Rygel’s laughter, I heard Arianne’s gasp of outrage and Ly’Tana’s question. “What makes you so sure he’s gai’tan?”

I ignored Rygel’s explanation, and walked Rufus back into the woods. I listened for hoof beats and horses pushing their way through the brush and scrub oak. Yet, the others remained behind for their voices continued to ask the questions only Rygel could answer.

Soon, the sounds receded into the dim distance. A mile along our back-trail, I found the small stream we crossed earlier. As the trees opened up here in a wide area, allowing plenty of space for grazing, tents and a fire, it made an excellent camping spot. Room and forage for the horses, thick trees all around to protect us from prying eyes.

What eyes? Surely not Brutal’s, for I knew he was far too busy regaining control over his recalcitrant army even now. The Tongu had no trail to follow. No one else hunted us. No one else knew we were here, except—

The wolves know.

Don’t even go there, I told myself sourly.

The fear I concealed from the others under my anger, even from myself, crept out of hiding. My gut clenched. The spit in my mouth dried to dust. My heart beat in hard, thick strokes. Gai’tan. The word I recognized. The name my soul reached for.

Gai’tan.

The werewolf.

Gai’tan.

The Chosen.

I flinched, my mind recoiling. The wolf called me that. What Chosen? Chosen what? My hands shaking, I dismounted and unbuckled Rufus’ girth. He turned one liquid brown eye my way, and nuzzled my shoulder. I am not gai’tan, I told myself. There were no such things as werewolves. Everyone knew that. Even that idiot Kel’Ratan knew that.

In the distance, off to the north, a wolf howled.

Of their own accord, my hands jerked. Loose, the saddle slid off Rufus’s back to land with a thud in the grass. Rufus eyed it dubiously, then yawned, revealing a long pinkly muscled tongue lined with white teeth under the simple steel bit in his mouth. I scented the sweet grassy odor of his breath.

I didn’t hear that, I said silently, my fists clenched. A slender runnel of sweat oozed down my cheek. I didn’t just hear words in that bugger’s yowling. I didn’t. Gods above and below, I didn’t. My hands still shaking, I bent to pick the saddle up.

The wolf howled again. “Chosen One.”

Rather than seize it, I dropped to my knees beside it. Covering my ears with my hands didn’t prevent the wolf’s voice from entering both in my ears and within my mind. “Chosen One. Heed us. We need you.”

Gods, make them stop. Make them stop!

Wolf song drifted on the light breeze. “We call to you. Hear us.”

I clutched my arms about myself, hugging my chest tight, tiny whimpers of panic escaping my clenched teeth. Cease, damn you! I rocked back and forth, my fingernails digging painfully into my fists, but I could not seem to stop. Cease!

The light breeze carried the voice to my sensitive earing. “Hear us. Come, Chosen One. We will teach you.”

This isn’t happening. I am not a wolf. I am a man. I am not a wolf. I am a man. I am not a wolf! I am a man. I am a man! 

Trembling, feeling as though I might vomit right there on the grass, I chanted the mantra over and over, like a prayer of protection. Sweat grew from a runnel to a river down my brow and temples, stinging my tightly shut eyes. Or were they tears? Nothing mattered save the immediate need to shut out the wolves with my own recitation.

Deep within my mind, I sought for a door, a barrier, anything that would block that hateful voice out. Just as I blocked out physical pain, shunting it to a distant room until I had time to deal with it, I forced the voices to the same place. Using my terror as a wedge, I slammed home a mental barricade, a solid obstruction between the wolves and my sanity.

Silence descended.

My aching chest reminded me I hadn’t drawn breath for several long minutes. Dragging in a ragged gasp, I breathed deep, choking through my throat that suddenly seemed too tight. White spots danced maliciously behind my closed eyelids.

Relaxing enough to finally open my eyes, I listened with both my ears and my head. I heard nothing but the voices of my companions as they finally rode toward me, their horses breaking through the underbrush. Panic struck anew. They must not see me like this, I thought, frantic. There will be no end to the questions, the comments, the sidelong looks.

Rufus dropped his head to nuzzle my neck, as though asking what was wrong.

Plenty, I thought, but didn’t say aloud.

Pushing my way to my feet, I wiped tears and sweat from my face with my hands. Drawing in a few more settling breaths, I arranged my expression into one of bored neutrality. That should work. See me? No worries, I’m just caring for my horse.

I set my saddle off to one side by my packs and saddlebags, and busied myself currying the sweat and grit from Rufus’s hide. When Rygel lead the way under the trees into my camp, he found me calm, collected and industrious. He grinned.

“I half-expected to find a sword at my throat before now,” he commented, sliding down from his saddle.

“Don’t tempt me.”

Ly’Tana eyed me with concern, Kel’Ratan with speculation, and Arianne with irritation. She hadn’t yet forgiven me my obscene gesture, it appeared. The others trooped in with salutes before dismounting and offering helping hands to Arianne and Ly’Tana. Tor slid down from the grey mare’s rump.

Her eyes wide and knowing, Arianne marched up to me. “You’re afraid of something. What is it?”

Under the interested stares of almost everyone present, I lifted my brow, smiling a little. “I was afraid you all got lost and I’d have to resaddle my horse to come find you.”

Flinging back her midnight hair, Arianne strode so close she was forced to tilt her head all the way back on her neck to see into my eyes. Her hair brushed my chest as I stared down, my chin on my tunic.

“What frightened you?” she demanded.

“I was frightened I’d get Rufus all dirty.” I gestured toward his slick hide.

She stomped a tiny foot, infuriated. “You must accept what you are. Do not shut the wolves out. Listen to them. You have a task to perform.” 

“I thought it was to keep you safe,” I drawled, crossing my arms over my chest. “I accomplished it.”

“You have another, far more important. You are gai’tan.”

“Funny,” Kel’Ratan drawled, glancing about. “I heard a wolf howling just now.”

“You mentioned a task before,” Ly’Tana said. “Do you know what it is?”

Rather than answer, Arianne crossed her arms over her meager breast and looked mulish. Her grey-blue eyes sparked with her anger, so much like our father’s I almost sighed.

“I do have a task,” I said calmly.

“What?” Kel’Ratan asked, suddenly interested.

“I must water my horse.”

Turning my back, I lead Rufus toward the small brook.

“You are insufferable!” Arianne almost screamed.

“Incredible,” Rygel commented. “She’s known him for almost a week and already has him figured out.”

My earlier anger and fear dried my mouth something terrible. As Rufus drank greedily from the happily chuckling stream, I lay down on my belly amid the smooth rocks and sucked down the chilling water. It tasted of sweet ambrosia, so cold and heavenly I drank until my belly ached. Kneeling, I splashed the clear icy water over my face and neck, scrubbing away the old sweat.

Nor was I the only one who had that same notion. Witraz appeared downstream with the reins of Ly’Tana’s buckskin, Kel’Ratan’s bay and his own piebald. Rannon and Alun joined us with their own mounts, plus Rygel’s black and the grey mare.

“How’s the water?” Witraz called.

“Delicious,” I answered.

Alun swung his fist, but Witraz spun and ducked in the same motion. With a swift roundhouse left, Witraz took Alun’s breath with a sharp punch to his gut.

Leaving Alun to cough, holding his belly, Witraz turned toward me, arms out. He bowed low, a low showman’s bow he might have learned from Rygel. He grinned from ear to ear, his light brown hair swinging down past his face. “Your Highness.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Witraz certainly held the cup for drama when he felt like it, eclipsing Rygel at his worst.

Leading Rufus, still laughing, I walked back toward the clearing. I clapped a still wheezing Alun on the shoulder as I passed him. I listened to the pair of them wrangle verbally, now that the physical blows had ceased.

“That was dirty,” Alun commented when he could draw a gasping breath.

“I told you to quit hitting me.”

“Learn some damn respect.”

“Respect this, my son.”

“You hit like a girl.”

Still chuckling, I found the camp a busy hive. Arianne and Tor unpacked food, laying out cold meat and rounds of bread onto one of the deer hides collected and tanned at the monastery. Kel’Ratan gathered and stacked wood, piling heavy sticks and loose twigs in the center of a fire-pit ringed with stones. Left and Right unsaddled and curried those horses not yet taken to water. Astounded, I stood fascinated as they even stood in the exact same place beside each horse and their brush strokes were in perfect unison. I shook my head.

Yuri and Yuras, having cared for four more horses, traded places with Witraz, Alun and Rannon, returning from the stream. Alun scowled at Witraz, who fairly hummed with satisfaction. I caught a half-salute and a quick wink sent in my direction. The trio set the horses loose to graze where they will, hobbling only Rygel’s gelding and the grey mare. I reckoned the Kel’Hallan horses wouldn’t leave their masters. They then assisted Tor with the food dispensing, arguing agreeably amongst themselves.

Doubting Rufus would abandon me, I turned him loose to find his supper. Ly’Tana, with Rygel’s help, set up two small tents a short distance from the fire ring. I eyed them dubiously.

“For you and Arianne?” I asked.

She shrugged. “She can share one with me. The other is for you.”

“I don’t think my royalty need go that far,” I said, smiling. “Let Kel’Ratan have it. I’ll be more than comfortable by the fire.”

She sniffed. “You are royal. You should start acting it.”

“I suspect you act royal enough for both of us.”

Kel’Ratan guffawed from his place building a fire. Rygel roared with laughter, staggering away, out of reach, of Ly’Tana’s sudden fury. Arianne, predictably, giggled.

“Bastard,” Ly’Tana hissed.

Seizing a chunk of wood from Kel’Ratan’s stack, she lunged at me, swinging hard. As much as Witraz had, I spun away, still laughing.

A warrior to the core, she followed me, swinging, her attack fierce and furious. Had she landed a blow, I might have suffered a broken bone or three. As it was, I ducked and danced out of her reach, staying just out of harm’s way. From his place just under the trees, Bar watched with awe. He still held his left wing out, frozen in the act of preening it.

Ly’Tana finally swung too wide, leaving herself exposed. I seized her within both my arms, pinning hers to her ribs. Falling to my back, I took her down with me, her red-gold hair cascading over us both. Shrieks of rage and violent curses blistered my ears. Still laughing, I rolled until she lay under me, listening to her call me every filthy name under the sky.

Keeping her pinned with my weight and my left arm, I brushed her thick, sweet-smelling hair from her face. I exposed her green eyes sparking fire, and grinned down into her red, furious face.

“Boor,” she spat.

“Wench.”

I nuzzled her nose with mine, still smiling. That brought a lessening of the fury, and a slight relaxing of her body. Yet her glare might fair split a granite boulder in twain.

“You’re horrid,” she snapped.

“I know,” I replied, smiling. “But you love me anyway.”

She never could control her emotions. Ly’Tana dissolved into helpless giggles, her laughter now as free as her previous fury.

Her humor, as usual, infected me. I laughed with her, delighting in the way her head fell back, her kitten teeth flashing in the sun, her tears leaking from the corners of her exotic angular eyes. Damn, but she was a treasure. She was a gift to the earth from the gods themselves.

Still laughing, she kissed me full on my mouth.

“I hate you,” she claimed, drawing breath for the first time. Still laughing and kissing every part of my face she could reach, she exclaimed, “I hate you, I hate you, oh how I hate you.”

“Ah, m’lady,” I sighed, nuzzling my lips under her jaw as she giggled and hiccupped. “You’re breaking my heart.”

“Good.” Her tone tried to snap, but the sound that emerged was more akin to a squeak. 

“Are you two through yet?” Kel’Ratan asked caustically. “If so, there’s work to be done. It’s getting dark.”

“Are we through?” I asked her, my nose a fraction from hers.

“I’m not sure,” she managed to drawl through her breathless giggles. She planted one more kiss on my grinning lips. “Now we are.”

Standing up, I brought her to her feet with my hand in hers. Ly’Tana, upright and brushing dust from her leathers, noted for the first time the spectacle we had just made of ourselves. She blushed furiously. Not the embarrassing, volcano spewing hot lava kind of blushes I always managed to create. She turned a delightful shade of pink. Only women could blush beautifully and make it endearing.

“Show’s over,” she said to the warriors, frozen in their tracks. “Everyone back to work.”

With grins and salutes, they obeyed her. The toil of building a suitable camp for the night resumed. Tor sorted out cold pork and venison while Arianne set a pot of water on a hook over the firewood in anticipation of a fire. Bar preened his left wing again. Kel’Ratan grumbled sourly.

“This bloody wood is too bloody wet,” he complained, striking his flint and steel again. The spark withered and died. He struck again, only to have the same result. The spark would not ignite the rain-dampened wood.

Suddenly, the wood whooshed into a huge blaze. Sparks snapped out of the wet faggots, white smoke belting upwards.

Startled, Kel’Ratan fell back, cursing, diving away from the sudden heat, the licking flames.

He glared at Rygel. “That’s not funny.”

Rygel’s brows rose and his eyes widened in the first sincere expression of bafflement I’d yet seen. “I didn’t do it.”

“Whatever,” Kel’Ratan growled. With a heavy stick, he arranged the blazing faggots to his satisfaction. “Don’t bother lying about it.”

“I swear,” Rygel said, defensive. “I was busy over here.”

“Next time you want to help,” Kel’Ratan snarled. “Don’t.”

Rygel, his mouth comically dropped, looked around. “Who could—”

His tawny eyes fell on me and narrowed. I whistled an aimless tune as I picked up Rufus’s right front leg to examine his hoof. 

“What did you—” he began.

I winked at Ly’Tana. “I called fire once before. I reckon I remembered how.”

Ly’Tana fled before the giggles caught her again.

* * *

I lay dying.

Gasping, I struggled for breath, for life, my paws catching, sliding, catching, sliding, off the cold floor of the cavern. The hands about my neck tightened, tightened, their grip shutting off all hope of breath. I snapped my jaws shut, my fangs biting hard into its heavy neck. Its thick, hot gore pooled in my mouth.

My eyes bulging in their sockets, I saw Ly’Tana, broken, lying cheek down, her red-gold hair blackened with blood from the huge gash in her head. Glassy, emerald eyes stared blankly ahead at her killer. At what now killed me.

Where were the others?

Who they were I didn’t quite remember, but knew Ly’Tana and I didn’t fight alone. Most probably they, too, were dead from whatever killed Ly’Tana and now choked the life from me.

Within moments, I’d be dead from whatever had its vicious grip around my thick neck and heavy ruff, cutting off all hope of breath. Just as I strangled the life from the lion so many years ago. I killed the lion and now I paid full score for that sin.

I struggled, trying to get my legs under me, to use my massive weight to break the death grip the creature had on me. Its strength made a jest of mine. I bit deeper, chewing through its thick, corded muscle, seeking its vulnerable carotid.

My sight dimmed, my lungs shut down. Numbness cascaded down my body, down my legs and even into my tail. My struggles were those of a newborn whelp in its mother’s jaws. My panic, my fear grew as the darkness grew closer. No! I don’t want to die!

Despite my thick fur, icy, bone-chilling cold settled into my body, sank into my bones.

The cold fingers of death.

Ly’Tana!

She was gone.

My panic caused a brief stir in my paws, as though I ran from my fear. Yet, I knew I moved not at all.

The hands squeezed tighter. I felt the bones in my neck yield, bend, begin to break. Anymore and they would shatter like dead twigs.

Ly’Tana vanished. Only the cold and the darkness remained.

Snap—

* * *

I woke, drenched in sweat, gasping, dragging in lungfuls of sweet night air, wheezing, the scream snagged in my throat—

I grabbed for my neck with numb, human, fingers. Skin, not fur, met their panicked grasp. I breathed in through a nose not a muzzle. I touched human flesh where a slave’s collar had once lain, not a wolf’s thick ruff.

Relief poured through me like a torrential river.

I was a human, not a wolf.

I was alive and breathing, not dead from a shattered neck on cold stone.

In panic, I looked down at myself, ran my hands down my chest, over my tunic. No fur, no paws, no tail. The teeth in my mouth were not the long, deadly fangs of a wolf.

My ragged breathing slowed as I glanced around, taking in my bearings, calming myself.

The fire burned down low. Around me, huddled in blankets amid its faint glow, the Kel’Hallans snorted, mumbled and tossed in their sleep. I turned my head, my neck joints creaking loud in the silence. Ly’Tana lay beside me, snoring softly, her arm curled under her head.

She’s going to wake with a throbbing arm, I thought, haphazard.

Behind me, Arianne’s light breathing emerged from the small tent. Rygel’s silent form lay next to it, his head on his saddle, his body wrapped tightly in his blanket.

Sweat still streamed from my head down my face. With a shaking hand, I wiped it away, trying to calm the tempest within me with deep, ragged breaths. My throat still ached from the dream/memory of being choked to death by an unseen force.

That was no dream, I thought, rising to my feet.

That was a vision, in truth.

I just witnessed my own death.

My knees tried to give out and collapse me into the fire. I locked them until they agreed to obey me, all the while practicing my breathing. Ah, the sweet sensation of dragging in one life-offering breath after another. I relished it as a starved man relishes a rare cut of hot beef.

When the world steadied, my knees cooperated, and the rivers of sweat reduced themselves to streamlets, I walked to the edge of the forest. My trembling forced me to walk slowly, however.

I glanced up at the stars. They shone down brightly, like the fires of heaven, their movement across the black sky measured and steady. By them, I gauged the time: after midnight, but several hours till dawn. Witraz stood the late watch.

Through the thin trees, I saw him, dim against the faint moonlight. He stared out into the night, his back to the fire’s coals and me, his single eye alive to the night. He hadn’t noticed my awakening in a blind panic.

Ah, good. My nightmarish vision was discreet, at least. I felt some surprise that I hadn’t woken everyone in camp. Not even Bar stirred from his nest behind the small white tent.

The cool, still night air felt good against my hot neck and face as I stepped silently through the scrub oak, the brambles, among the rocks and the trees. A hunting fox bolted from me, when my silent step brought me within a hair of treading on his brush. A horned owl observed my passage, her wide eyes meeting mine as she stared down and I stared up. She clicked her beak several times as though in disapproval.

Finding a large rock to sit on, I eased myself down. With the forest this thin, I could look up and see plenty of stars through the branches. I ran my hands through my oily hair, lank with damp sweat, down the back of my neck to my face.

Never before had I feared my death. After facing it time and again in the arena, I knew it could come at any moment. Sometime, somewhere, I’d make a mistake and an opponent would plunge a blade into my chest.

Once upon a time, I had even craved it more than anything, wanted to die so badly I tasted its sweetness on my tongue, felt its seduction along my skin. I desired its inviting freedom from slavery as an alcoholic hankers for his wine. Death, then, was an old friend, waiting to greet me with a warm embrace and a lover’s kiss.

That was until Rygel came along and offered me hope.

Hope. I choked back a laugh. Or was it truly a sob?

A clean death in the arena would have spared me a long, agonizing death by strangulation.

I will be a wolf when I die, I thought.

I remember my fangs, snapping and biting deep into whatever killed me. I remember my paws, catching and sliding off the stone floor of a cavern. The hands, if they had been hands, delving deep into the very thick, protective ruff around my vulnerable throat.

I shuddered, my breath caught in my chest. I hugged my arms around myself, my flesh pimpled cold despite the hot summer night. That was an unclean death, a dog’s death. I’d die like an animal in a cage.

I’d die a wolf.

I straightened. Gods above and below, if I become a wolf I will die. Horribly. I closed my arms over my torso and bent over them, my gut churning as though to hurl up my dinner at roughly the speed of sound.

My skin broke out in gooseflesh. My chest tightened, my throat burned, my breath came and went in quick, harsh pants. Gods, all I had to do was remember the vision and it brought out a flurry of the shakes.

Why did this come to me? Why did the gods pick me for this cosmic jest? Oh, hey, let’s make this guy a werewolf and watch him stumble about trying to figure out who he is. Ha ha ha. Let’s make him die an animal. Grab a snack and watch.

I sobered, slowing my harsh gasps, regaining some semblance of gladiator control. Maybe it won’t happen. Rygel’s wrong, the wolves are wrong, my gut’s wrong. Gai’tan? Werewolves? Chosen? It’s all so—so ridiculous. Me, how can I be a creature that could not possibly exist?

I released my upper body, flexed my arms, and tried to relax. I forced the vision away, called it a nightmare and found a laugh at myself. It’s all nonsense, really. Werewolves don’t exist.

“You never knew there were griffins, either.”

I stared wildly about, thinking someone spoke aloud, perhaps from behind the trees. I spun around, facing this way and that, trying to see everywhere at once. My night vision at its peak, no shadow remained undiscovered. No one from camp had awakened and followed me to torment me. No strangers stared at me from behind a thick oak clump.

I was quite alone.

Perhaps I imagined the voice. Shaking, I returned to my task of watching the stars, pondering life’s imponderables. Maybe if I never turned myself into the werewolf that didn’t exist, my fate might be averted. While I thought that possible, my gut knew I hoped in vain. Somewhere, somehow, somewhy, I’d die a wolf.

Whether I willed it or not, I was also a wolf.

“You’d best learn to accept it, my son.”

The words came from everywhere and yet nowhere. Not in my ears, certainly. In my mind? Was there someone else in my head besides me?

Scared silly, I wheeled around, my steel in my hand.

“Show yourself,” I grated hoarsely.

Nothing answered save the light breeze rustling through the forest leaves, the faint sounds of night creatures stalking through the trees, sleeping birds rustling amidst their branches.

I listened hard, with all the strength of my hearing. Faintly, I heard the snores of my companions, not so very distant. I heard the sound of what sounded like deer munching on leaves and grass. I heard a rodent die in the jaws of a fox, the crunching of tiny bones. All the sounds one might hear in a forest at night.

My heart slowed a fraction. I returned my blade to its sheath. I drew in a ragged breath, not realizing I had held it for those long moments. Come on, boy. Chill out.

I wiped sweat from my brow. “Leave me alone, whoever you are,” I muttered thickly. “I want no part of it.”

“We don’t always get what we want.”

That had to be my imagination. Of course it was. I chuckled, working spit into my dry mouth. Or mayhap I’m mad as a privy-bound rat. Unheard voices don’t come to the sensible and sane.

I nodded wisely to myself. I’ve done lost my bloody mind. That’s all. This vision of my own death, the talk of gai’tan and werewolves merely screwed up my sense of reality. That’s all. It happened to the best of us.

* * *

Sitting beside the fire after eating hardly any food at all, I stared into the flickering flames. With the exception of Alun, who drew first watch, all of us sat around the fire in moods varying from indolence to sharp irritation. The latter, from Arianne, Rygel and to some extent Kel’Ratan, was directed at me. Ly’Tana seemed not to mind that I had not spoken much that day and ate even less, she offered me silent and strong support with warm glances from her emerald eyes.

A short distance away, Alun stood with his back to the flames, so the light couldn’t impede his night vision. Ly’Tana, her hand in mine, sat beside me, Kel’Ratan opposite. Flanked by Rannon and Witraz, Kel’Ratan suddenly yawned. His irritation deflated like a loose bladder. Bar lay drowsing behind us, so close I wondered absently if he’d mind if I used him for a pillow. 

Tor stood up from his spot beside the fire, arms akimbo. “You promised,” he complained.

“Right now?” Yuri yawned. “It’s late.”

“What did you promise him?” Ly’Tana asked.

“He wants to learn to fight, Your Highness,” Yuras answered.

“They promised a long time ago,” Tor continued, aggrieved. “But they never do.”

Yuri voiced his hot protest. “We’ve been busy.”

“Show him a few things,” she said, waving her hand. “It’ll keep him happy.”

With twin sighs, the brawny, blonde warriors stood up. Tor’s delighted grin put the fire to shame for its brilliance. Just outside the firelight, the boys drew their weapons. Yuri gave Tor his sword. A faint grin found my mouth, without my permission, as the tip hit the ground. The smallish Tor couldn’t lift it.

“Here,” Corwyn said, getting up from his place next to Witraz. “I have something that might help.”

He disappeared into the darkness beyond the firelight for a moment, reappearing with a plain wooden sword. “I don’t know why I packed that,” he said gruffly. “I reckon I thought it might be of some use.”

Why did he suddenly look at me?

Ly’Tana snickered, nudging my ribs. Damn it all. Corwyn returned to his place, his blue eyes as wide and innocent as Rygel’s. Damn him.

“Raise your blade,” Yuri said. “No, higher. That’s it.”

As the lesson began, I caught sight of a shadow moving slowly toward us. My heart beat a rapid tattoo against my chest wall as a huge, shaggy mass, silhouetted against the darker shade of the forest, crept nearer.

It paused a moment. Twin green eyes glowed like lamps under the fire’s light. Whatever it was, it passed Alun by without his raising the alarm.

Frozen, I watched as it hitched slowly closer. My alert face, my fixed stare alarmed the others. Ly’Tana dropped my hand to seize her sword. Gasps and curses abounded as the warriors rolled to their feet.

“Don’t move!” I barked.

I have no idea why I spoke thus. The words came from swift instinct, from a source deep within my soul. Its fuzzy outline gave no indication of what the creature was or what its intentions were. Without knowing what I knew, I knew they must not harm it.

My gut said something important was at stake, and that harming the creature was the worst kind of disaster.

My royal blood, my size, my voice of authority, had their uses. The Kel’Hallans relaxed their bodies, but their hands still hovered over weapons. They remained in place, yet ready to fight should the need arise. Always ready for a battle, they were, but I knew this was a contest they stood no chance of winning.

At the commotion, Alun raced back from his post, his sword in his hand. At my sharp gesture, he stopped, staring at the silent shadow. He stood, silent, obedient to my command to remain still.

Rygel came to his knees, prepared to push Arianne behind him, to shield her. Corwyn, too, hovered over her, protective, alert. Kel’Ratan rolled to his feet, hunkered low, his sword already in his hand. Ly’Tana knelt in the dirt, her hand on her hilt, her slender jaw clenched. Behind us, Bar rose to all four feet, his wings half-furled. I half-listened as his tail lashed from side to side, raking the brush. Yet he, too, obeyed me and stood fast.

Of all of us, Arianne alone hadn’t moved a muscle, hadn’t eyed the creature with alarm or fear or concern. She watched with her magnificent eyes wide, curious…teary. Unbelievably, she smiled, a small, tremulous smile, her teeth gleaming in the faint light.

The shadow lurched closer.

From the edge of the trees, it circled, just out of the firelight. Left and Right sat in obedience to my harsh command, yet twisted around on their haunches to keep it in sight. It moved behind Kel’Ratan, still indistinct, green eyes glowing like twin evil lamps. He turned to watch it, his sword pointed toward it. 

It moved forward again, slowly, now behind Witraz. As it came toward him on his blind side, he spun and knelt in the dirt, facing it, keeping his weapon close.

I was next. The shape paused, eyes glowed that eerie, strange green. Something fanned the air behind it. I half-noted a faint shadow blurring, moving back and forth, before the low throaty whine reached my ears.

“Lady have mercy,” Ly’Tana whispered.

She spoke for me, for I was incapable of speech.

The huge, shaggy, silver-grey wolf limped closer, into the firelight. She ignored the insignificant humans who sat in thrall. She paid little heed to the armed warriors who might rise up and kill her out of hand.

Her eyes, calm, amber-brown, no longer glowing green fire, rested on me. Her right front leg couldn’t hold her weight. Thus she limped forward on her remaining three limbs. Her wagging tail still fanned the night behind her massive shoulders. Something dangled from her mouth. With the darkness and shadows moving as though alive from the dancing fire, I couldn’t tell what it was. A dark ball, it hung, curled, from the she-wolf’s jaws.

She crept closer.

Another low plea emerged from the grievously injured wolf.

Suddenly, with no warning, tears choked my throat. A wedge of raw emotion seized me in its merciless grip. I wanted to howl. The urge to howl, to throw back my head and howl to the moon, to run on four legs, my pack behind me—

I did none of these things.

I sat, frozen, unable to breathe, as the she-wolf laid her pup in my lap.

Now with the firelight upon her, I saw the damage done to her body. Her right front leg looked broken, from the impossible angle her shoulder exhibited. Blackened, dried blood crusted her ribs and spine, and once dripped down her hind legs. Her wealth of grey fur lay matted and filthy against her scrawny, thin body. Starved, gaunt, dead on her paws, I half-wondered how she still lived.

Her eyes—

Her wise and knowing eyes glowed bright and happy as she gazed deep into mine. I saw/felt her agony, saw/felt how she shoved her pain behind her peace and tranquility. She had discovered both, and safety for her son. Now that she found me.

I knew, without knowing.

She lurched on three legs, her son in her mouth, for leagues. She followed like a scent on the wind my presence, a bright beacon deep within her soul. Onward she limped, nursing her son only when necessary, ravaged by pain and a deep longing. Trailing the only prey she’d never kill.

Her long, wet, warm tongue lapped my cheek, dried the tears I hadn’t known had fallen.

Turning away from me, she staggered toward Arianne. Heedless of Rygel, who scrambled hastily out of her way, she lay down. Her head rested in Arianne’s lap, her enormous furry, bloody, frame dwarfing my tiny sister’s body.

With a deep sigh, the sigh of someone coming home after a long absence, the she-wolf rested. Her agony retreated for a time, granting her a respite from its strident voice. My presence before her quelled her pain into naught much more than a nuisance.

Her lively, intelligent, peace-filled eyes, still lay on mine.

“The poor thing,” Ly’Tana murmured. “What happened to her?”

“The storm,” Arianne answered sadly. Her hands stroked the wolf’s ears, down her neck, burrowed like mice into the long lengths of her silver-grey fur. Like a blanket, her midnight hair cascaded forward to enclose the wolf behind its heavy curtain. Rygel, in order to see, brushed it over her shoulder to flow down her back.

The she-wolf sighed again, in contentment.

“They denned in a small cave,” Arianne continued, sniffing back her tears. “She and her mate. They felt safe there despite many of their brothers fleeing the storm’s wrath. They remained, confident in their security. They guessed in error. Their den collapsed. Her mate was killed by falling rocks.”

Arianne’s tiny hand gestured toward the sleeping pup in my lap. “They are both old, their pack long gone. This is their only whelp, their final son. She protected him with her body from the collapse. Now she is broken and dying.”

“Rygel?” Ly’Tana cried, her tears falling. “Can’t you heal her? Save her?”

Rygel, who had drawn his legs under him once the she-wolf showed no indication of hostility, rose as far as his knees. “Of course, I should’ve—”

Snapping her eyes from me, she twisted her neck to glower at Rygel, her eyes glowing a deep red. The she-wolf lifted her head from Arianne’s lap and snarled. Her deep-throated rumble began in her huge chest and radiated outward. The firelight gleamed on her exposed fangs. I noticed despite her advanced age they were the length of my hand, very white and very sharp.

Rygel froze. He may be the world’s most powerful wizard. He might change himself into the world’s most dangerous animal. But right now he feared an old, dying and lame wolf half-lying on the lap of a scrawny girl.

Her once mild eyes slanted with evil intent, the wolf issued her decree. We stupid humans may not have understood wolf speech, but her meaning was clear: Rygel touch her, Rygel die. 

As Rygel sat back down, hands raised, her snarling subsided. The failing she-wolf relaxed once more under Arianne’s hands.

“She’s dying,” Arianne said, her tears streaming down her pale cheeks. “It’s her time to go. She wants to be with her mate.”

“But,” Ly’Tana began, helpless, bewildered. “Her mate is dead.”

“Wolves mate for life. He’s dead and she’ll join him in the afterlife.”

“Wolves have an afterlife?” Kel’Ratan asked, clearly baffled.

Arianne once more translated. “She is old. She wishes for peace and rest from toil. She’s been reborn many times and she’s weary.”

The wolf’s head lifted from her lap, her eyes fixed on me. She licked her muzzle with a long pink tongue around her greyed muzzle and white whiskers. Low whines mixed with growls emerged in a language I understood without knowing how or why.

“She has faith in The Chosen One,” Arianne translated, her small arms wrapped about the old wolf’s great shaggy neck. She rested her cheek upon the old one’s head. “He will save them all.”

The she-wolf gently shook her off, and tenderly swiped Arianne’s cheek, kissing away her tears with her warm tongue. I knew she thanked my sister for her translation and blessed her at the same time. Gently removing herself from Arianne’s arms, the great wolf stood. Her tail waved gently back and forth behind her.

Arianne dropped her arms to her lap. “Good bye, my brave sister,” she whispered. “Fare thee well on thy journey.”

The she-wolf stumbled over to me. For a long moment she licked her pup, her son, who slept in my lap.

He stirred, whimpering, a faint whining on the air. He knew she was leaving him, realized she was never coming back. He struggled, putting weak legs under him, to follow her. He cried out, in protest, a sharp shrill cry of pain. Then he dropped back, helpless, within my crossed legs.

His tiny pink tongue met her huge one as she licked his dark, fuzzy face. Whether she spoke to him or not, I had no idea. Yet, something seemed to pass between them. He quieted, his small face raised to hers as she washed him with her love. At last, under her warm nurturing, he collapsed, and slept.

Lifting her face to mine, the she-wolf’s wet tongue caressed my face. She rested her muzzle on my shoulder. I might have managed to shut out her brethren in the hills, but I could not shut her out. I could not bear to. She needed me as much as I needed her.

Like Arianne, I stroked her ears with my hand, drawing as much comfort from her strong presence as I offered. I felt her pain, sensed her grief at leaving her son, and wondered at her joy for her reunion with her life-long mate. I rejoiced at her freedom, yet grieved her wisdom would leave this world. Her loss would render me lost without her.

She withdrew, sat back on her haunches, and gazed at me. Her right paw hovered midway between the ground and her broken shoulder. Sorrow warred joy in those intelligent amber-brown depths.

“Don’t leave me, wise mother,” I murmured, grief multiplying in my soul.

“I must, dear heart,” she replied. “I grieve for him. I need to be with him. My time here has ended.”

I don’t know how I heard her. Not within my ears or my mind. It seemed that all I had to do was look at her and I knew what she said. I also knew I didn’t want her to go.

“I need you.”

“One will come to guide you.”

“I’m afraid.”

“Fear not, my son. For you are the best of us.”

Her tail gently stirred the dust as she glanced around at the humans, still held in thrall. She gazed long at Arianne, weeping within the folds of Rygel’s arms. She looked long at her sleeping son in my lap. She raised her muzzle finally, her deep eyes bright, contented, as they gazed into mine. “Chosen One, you will do well.”

“But I will die.”

Her intelligent eyes never wavered. “We all die, my son.”

“But—”

“Death isn’t to be feared. It’s but another path our paws must follow”.

“I’m afraid.”

“Have faith, Chosen One. Should you die, your death will not be in vain.”

“Wise mother—”

“I must go.”

She glanced once more at the pup in my lap, then at me. “He’s your son now, my dear.”

“Mother, no—”

“He’ll do well by you,” her eyes said. “And you by he.”

Her tail lashed the darkness once more, a feral grin widening her jaws.

“We will meet again, one day. In a place far better than this.”

Turning away, she stumbled back into the darkness. Limping, alone and in unbelievable pain, she walked, her head proud. She turned her back from the light, away from love and warmth and companionship. Away from the child she died to protect. She brought her lone offspring to the only one she could trust to keep him safe.

Me.

The sound of her paws in the forest died away.

I choked back my tears as Arianne’s, and now Ly’Tana’s, fell freely down their respective cheeks. Even Kel’Ratan scrubbed his face as though trying to will away strong emotion. I saw no few fingers making the sign against strong enchantment beneath the fire’s shadows.

My hand stroked the wolf pup in my lap. Despite the darkness and dancing firelight, I noted his dark grey, almost black, fur. At perhaps a month old, he was also very big. He filled my lap from knee to knee. I remembered hound pups at his age were a third his size. Huge wolfhounds as adults weighed more than two hundred pounds. For a pup just past the age of opening his eyes, he was huge. His mother was massive, bigger than a large pony. I wondered absently how big his sire was.

Lifting his limp, warm body from my lap, I raised him to my face. Ears that would one day perk upright lay folded against his head. So young, his eyes had barely begun to open, his tiny muzzle nothing but a stub of dark grey tipped with glossy black.

Yet, somehow, incredibly, his eyes opened a fraction. His pink tongue emerged to lick his black nose, to further catch my scent. He whined, a faint scree against my sensitive hearing, a delicate protest at this rough treatment.

Deep blue eyes stared into mine. Eyes the color of twin sapphires gazed back at me with calm courage and love. His hind legs curled into a ball, his tail tucked tightly against his belly, he struggled not to escape me but to draw closer to my hands that held him captive.

Within my mind, I heard him speak a word that rebounded within my soul.

Father.




Chapter 5

A Close Encounter of the Brutal Kind

“I need milk,” Raine muttered.

I trotted Mikk beside him as he rode carelessly, his leg cocked negligently over his pommel. He cradled the crying pup in his lap, offering it his fingers in lieu of food. Across, on the other side of Raine’s bay, Kel’Ratan eyed me fiercely, his mustache bristling. I glanced to my left. Witraz also eyed me with speculation in his one blue eye.

“Don’t look at me, boys,” I murmured. “I may have the equipment, but they don’t exactly work like that.”

I glanced back down the line of horses and riders, seeing many eye Arianne sidelong.

“Don’t look at her either,” I called, cross.

Dawn an hour behind us, we’d broken camp quickly, efficiently. We rode out with the new sun warming our backs, our shadows long before us. The pup had slept the entire night within the shelter of Raine’s massive arms. Come the dawn, he woke with an empty belly and a powerful set of lungs. Raine took in the helpless baby with absolutely no knowledge on what to feed him. I couldn’t contribute much help, for my infant expertise went to foals not whelps. Though he said nothing, I knew he worried plenty by the tense set of his massive shoulders. When a parent failed to feed his child….

“I may have an answer,” Rygel said, nudging his black into a rolling canter alongside Raine and his tiny charge. “I mixed some dried beef with water into a soft mush. Feed him that.”

“He needs milk,” Raine answered, exasperated.

“My prince, trust me,” Rygel replied, his tone assured. “He can do without milk as long as he has nourishment. I added a few odds and ends to it, so he has the right stuff in his belly.”

Grumbling under his breath, Raine accepted the small leather bag Rygel handed across to him. The tiny pup wanted to refuse the brown sludge that Raine offered to his lips, his hungry whining pleas loud over the sound of thirteen thundering sets of hooves. I myself might have refused it, even had I been starved unto death. It looked awful.

Raine scowled at Rygel. “He won’t take it.”

“Keep trying,” Rygel urged. “He’ll get used to it.”

Forcing the pup’s small jaws open, Raine placed a tiny fragment on his tongue. The pup swallowed, licked his nose and whined.

“Again,” Rygel ordered.

Raine repeated the procedure. Within moments, the pup eagerly grabbed at all the fingerfuls of mushed meat Raine offered. When he obviously could eat no more, Raine handed the empty leather bag back to Rygel.

“My thanks,” he murmured, his eyes full of wolf pup.

Curled into a ball of fuzzy dark grey fur, the pup slept, sheltered between the curve of Raine’s enormous leg and the fur-covered saddle.

“I don’t get it,” Kel’Ratan complained. “Why did she come to you?”

“He’s a wolf, silly,” Tor answered brightly, from behind us. “The wolves know their own.”

Corwyn cuffed him sharply upside his head.

“Ow,” Tor yelped, rubbing his tousled curls. “What did I say? It’s true enough.”

“He’s right,” Rygel commented.

Deftly ignoring Raine’s scowl, Rygel gestured toward the sleeping pup. “How did she know? If that isn’t proof enough for you, then you’re as bull-headed a man as I’ve ever met.”

Raine’s scowl deepened. Yet, his behavior piqued my own curiosity. “You mean, she followed him because he’s gai’tan?” I asked.

Raine’s nasty glower turned toward me, but I ignored him as much as Rygel had.

“Exactly.”

“But,” Kel’Ratan said slowly, eyeing each of us in turn. “Why’d a dying wolf bring her whelp to him? So, he shares the wolf soul. To my mind, that’s not enough of a kinship. I think there’s something more to play with here.”

Rygel looked thoughtful. Raine ceased his narrowed, angry frown, but refused to look anywhere but straight ahead between his stallion’s ears. If he knew what that kinship was exactly, he certainly wasn’t willing to admit it. Kel’Ratan’s words made some kind of sense, I thought. He could maybe change himself into a wolf, if he was indeed gai’tan, but what would cause that old girl to trust him with her baby?

Taking charge of her grey mare, with Tor riding pillion behind her, Arianne pushed her way up to ride beside her brother. I reined Mikk to the side, to allow the pair, plus Tor, to ride together.

“Here,” she said, pushing cloth into his hands.

Surprised, Raine accepted the gift, but his quirked brow silently requested an explanation.

Impatient, Arianne tossed her midnight hair from her face and into Tor’s. I grinned as Tor fought free of the heavy mass.

“Carry him in it,” Arianne clarified, gesturing toward the pup. “I made it from one of those gowns Corwyn stole. One day, you’ll need your hands free. Hang him from around your neck, or your saddle. He’ll be comfortable. And safe.”

Opening it, Raine displayed the heavy cloth bag, a thick black cord looped through its netted mouth. He fingered the slender rope. His eerie icy eyes travelled to her wealth of midnight hair.

I, too, reached out, and fingered it. Human hair, all right. She braided it thick, tight and as tough as leather. I had to admire her ingenuity, and courage. Nor could I see where she had cut it from. She had so much, I knew she’d never miss it.

“Thank you, little cat,” Raine said, leaning from his saddle to kiss her cheek.

Suddenly shy, she withdrew behind her midnight hair, freeing Tor from its grip. The grey mare slowed as Arianne reined her back, behind her huge brother. Corwyn, far behind, trotted his roan forward to once again guard Raine’s royal sister.

In the days she’d been with us, I noticed her horsemanship had improved by leaps and bounds. Corwyn no longer lead the beast. Perhaps, as time allowed, I’d offer her basic lessons of riding and horsemanship. Though she knew enough to guide the mare, she flopped in the saddle like a loose sack.

Tor exhibited a great deal more promise and I vowed that Yuri and Yuras would tutor him in horsemanship as well as weapons. Neither of them could learn much as long as they rode double. Sooner or later, we must obtain another horse.

Raine tenderly picked up the pup, and inserted him into the bag. The dark grey whelp never noticed his change in location, sleeping, oblivious to it all. Raine hung the cord about his neck, the bag lying against his chest. The wolf’s head stuck out, an almost comical sight, his neck limp with his slumber. I know I grinned, nor was I the only one.

“Not a good place if we have to fight,” Kel’Ratan said.

Raine shrugged. “In a fight, no place is safe. But until then, I think we should quicken our pace.”

He returned his leg to a more normal sitting position whilst in a saddle, his boot once more in his stirrup. Slewing around, he gestured to Rannon. With a half salute, Rannon cantered his horse up the line.

“You’re our scout,” Raine said. “Ride ahead, report on anything you see. Enemies, hazards, whatever you think might be important.”

Rannon saluted again and without a glance toward me for permission, galloped his horse out of sight. He summoned Alun next.

“You report on our rear,” Raine said. “Hold back a mile or so and keep watch on our back trail.”

With his own salute, Alun reined his horse around. He galloped off in the opposite direction.

“Yuri and Yuras, you’re the rear guard.”

With twin bows, they also reined back, holding their impatient chestnuts until we rode away.

“Left and Right, you’re the vanguard.”

Twin scowls met his command. I held my breath, knowing they despised being away from me. Would they refuse him, as they, in truth, were not sworn to him? Perhaps Raine had overstepped his bounds and the twins knew it. Technically, none of my people were under any obligation to obey him at all. That they did as quickly and easily as they obeyed me told me a great deal of how much they respected his leadership skills.

Raine’s own scowl darkened. “Just do it,” he barked.

They didn’t salute, but they did as he commanded. Spurring their twin black stallions, they galloped to the front and stayed there. I suppressed a giggle. Kel’Ratan shook his red head in a combination of admiration and resignation. 

“What about me?” Witraz asked, nudging his piebald into a canter. “What should I do?”

Raine eyed him slowly up and down, his expression neutral. “What good are you?” he drawled, his voice deceptively bland. “You’re half blind.”

I snorted, choking, trying to rein in my laughter and only succeeded in burning my throat. Kel’Ratan didn’t try to suppress his and Tor howled. Witraz glared, his one eye sparking blue fire.

“Ha ha,” he snapped. “That wasn’t funny. He’s not funny at all.”

“I thought it was,” Corwyn commented mildly.

“Me too,” said Rygel.

Witraz scowled at them. “Go on. Laugh it up, jackasses. Your turn will come.”

He reined his horse in behind Corwyn and Arianne, still sulking. When I looked his way, Raine winked, a lightning fast wink with the barest twitch of his cheek.

“Oh, all right,” Raine said gruffly. “If you need to do something, ride up to the top of the nearest hill and parallel us. We need some eyes—” He choked, half-laughing. “—er, one eye on anything that moves. Got it?”

“Your Highness.” Witraz bowed formally in the saddle, concealing his grin. Reining his piebald about, he galloped away to our left, the south, and vanished.

“I’m thinking a little speed is in order,” Raine said, a faint grin etching his handsome features.

“I agree, m’lord,” I murmured.

The gently rolling hills, bright green with long grass waving gently with the light breeze, were any horseman’s dream. Easy to gallop across with few steep slopes to tire a working horse, they offered not just a smooth ride, but lush grazing and fresh, clear streams. Much like Kel’Halla, come to think.

Following his lead, I nudged Mikk into a smooth gallop, Kel’Ratan and his bay to my left and Rygel and the others following close behind. I glanced up. Bar winged overhead, sometimes breaking away to fly high and scout around before coming back to chirp his reports down. Nothing to worry about. Brutal and his pets still floundered in the remnants of Usa’a’mah’s temper tantrum and the Tongu’s mutts could never hope to keep up on foot.

Rygel’s abrupt voice broke through the peaceful reveries I found myself in, and I squashed the sudden urge to tell him to shut up. “Why did she pick you?” he asked. “Surely you know.”

I glanced across at Raine, the object of his questions. He thinned his handsome lips into a white line and refused to answer.

“Other gai’tan have lived and died without she-wolves plopping their babies in their laps,” Rygel went on. “But she trusted you with hers. Why?”

Raine’s eyes flattened, the chilling icy stare I disliked so much returned to his eyes. Shut up, Rygel, I wanted to say. Leave him be. I wanted peace in the beautiful day, to be alive and on horseback among friends, with a good man at my side. Just shut the bloody hell up.

Rygel ignored my mental command and plowed on. “What makes you so special?”

Raine refused to even acknowledge Rygel spoke. Yet, I felt his anger emanating from him in waves. The dark pup in question mewled, stirring restlessly in the cloth bag against his chest. Raine’s right hand rose to calm his newest charge, to comfort, to soothe. Under his palm, the whelp resumed his slumber, albeit with a bit more restlessness than before.

“Because he’s the Chosen One,” Arianne said.

That did it. Rygel, Kel’Ratan, Corwyn and even Tor fired question after question at him. What do you mean, Chosen One? What is the Chosen One? How did you become the Chosen One? Questions he, least of all, had answers to. I felt his rising panic, sensed that if they didn’t cease and desist with the rapid fire questions, he’d bolt. Kick his horse into a dead run and outdistance us all. I daresay I didn’t blame him. Whatever the Chosen One was or is, he didn’t ask for that particular assignment. The fact that he was scared him to his bones. Someone had to do something. 

That someone was me.

I took his hand.

I stole his hand from the pup’s head and squeezed hard. He glanced over at me, the chill in his weird, cold eyes departed and naked fear stood forth. Whatever or whomever the Chosen One was, he wanted nothing at all to do with the position. He didn’t need questions he had no answer for. He needed someone to calmly take his hand and say—

“’Twill be all right.”

The gratitude that filled those strange icy grey eyes warmed my heart. The panic in them vanished. The rapidly voiced questions fired at him might have drifted past, unheard, for all the attention we paid them. I saw nothing but his anguished eyes, felt nothing but his fear, sensed nothing but his uncertainty. He ignored those about us and saw only me.

For my part, all I wanted was for him to gaze deep into my own eyes, raise my hand to his lips and say—

“You are the most precious creature on earth.”

I melted. I may have been in my saddle, on my horse, but right then I melted like so much butter over an open flame. I felt my heart ooze slowly down my breast, over my quivering belly, and pool in my lap. Messy, of course, but it felt oh so wonderful. His eyes held me captive, his prisoner, a slave to his will. Had he commanded it of me just then, I would have slain myself at his bidding. Damn, my father better reconsider his decree. No one should keep me from the man I want. I want this man.

We might have ridden thus to the end of the earth and toppled over its edge, staring deep into each other’s eyes, had Rygel not broken the spell with his obnoxious demand.

“Are you even listening?”

Raine might have curbed his anger, but I’d no such compunction. I whirled on Rygel with my hand raised to knock him flat off his horse.

“That’s bloody enough,” I snarled.

Rygel’s mouth dropped. His amber eyes bulged. His throat worked as though trying to speak but not a syllable emerged. He slowed his gelding, fell into line behind me and shut his mouth. Kel’Ratan opened his, then snapped it closed when I spun toward him. Corwyn blanched, finding his reins suddenly fascinating. Tor hid behind Arianne’s hair. Arianne alone matched me angry stare for angry stare with the same courage and stubborn tenacity of her brother. She tried to cower me with her blazing grey-blue eyes and will alone.

“You know not what you do,” she grated. “He must accept what he is or all is lost.”

“Why?” I demanded, undaunted. “You seem to have all the answers, but you say precious little. Until you, little sister, come clean, you’ll leave him be.”

“It’s not for me to tell him.”

“Then who is?”

An intractable mule had nothing on tiny Arianne when it came to sheer stubbornness. Her mouth thinned into a tight white line, her hands on her reins clenched into tight little fists. If she had long ears, they’d no doubt be pinned flat. I flipped my hand at her in disgust and turned away.

Silenced, Arianne still glared, but as long as she glared without speaking, I didn’t much care. I tried to find the peace and companionship I had with Raine until a moment ago, but that, too, departed on swift hooves. Raine refused to speak, and found the scenery much more interesting than my face. I sighed, looked toward the green horizon, and kept my hands to myself.

We rode on in sullen silence, the lot of us, the joy having disappeared from my morning. We trotted and loped for several leagues, the sun chasing us across the gentle green valleys and thickets of trees of the graceful Plains of Navak. The light breeze rippled the long grass, creating from the stalks a silver-grey undulating wave. Mikk’s legs disturbed honey bees, busy gathering the sweet nectar of the abundant flowers fountaining their incredibly fragrant scents into the air. Brown rabbits fled, their white tails flashing dire warnings as they bolted from our hooves and our presence. Thickets of dogwood and hazel cradled the nests of sparrows, starlings and tiny wrens, who shrieked in panic as we brushed past them. Daisies, primroses, buttercups, wild lilac and even wilder roses blossomed amid the endless green and silver plains. 

We might have been the last people on earth, for all evidence of civilization we saw. No villages, no farms, no tilled land, no stock grazing on the obviously fertile landscape. Had I felt like talking, I might have asked Rygel or Kel’Ratan why such beautiful, lush land wasn’t tended. If this place was haunted as Kel’Ratan said, the ghosts must surely be lazy, for none put in an appearance.

I didn’t feel curious enough to break the morose mood. When a shallow stream emerged from the bottom of a slope with a thick stretch of forest off to the west, I knew we should stop and rest the horses.

Before I could speak, however, Raine raised his clenched right fist and called a halt.

“Time for a break,” he said, his voice hollow.

Left and Right wheeled their horses and trotted back to us, Yuri and Yuras rejoining us from the rear. Alun would catch up shortly, I guessed, sliding down from Mikk’s saddle. Bar blew in from another of his scouting flights and landed on the grass near me. He folded his wings neatly across his back, his lion tail swinging from side to side. He immediately sensed the discord, and eyed me sharply with a concerned chirp. I merely shook my head.

“Go fetch Rannon, would you?” I asked. “And Witraz? He rode south.”

He squawked amiably, but remained earthbound, his raptor eyes questioning. I tried for a smile.

“No worries,” I said brightly. “It’s all good.”

He hissed. I doubt it.

Wrapping my arms around his huge savage beak, I kissed it. Holding it shut, I gazed up into his fierce eagle’s eyes.

“Have I told you lately that I love you?”

A muffled chirp emerged, his fierce eyes lightening a little in their fierceness.

“Well, consider yourself on notice. And go get Rannon before he gets too far ahead.”

With another worried hiss, Bar launched himself into the air. The warm thermals rising from the long grass lifted his wings. With his front legs tucked beneath him and his leonine hind legs and tail streaming out behind him, he flew up and past me. Eagle’s raptor eyes peered down behind his huge savage beak. His graceful bank over my head soothed my troubled spirit, as it always did, and I watched him until he was but a dark speck on the horizon.

“—are you certain?”

Bringing my eyes back to earth, I found the others had dismounted and my boys led horses to the water. Alun had taken Mikk from me without my noticing.

Raine, side by side with Rygel, walked toward me, the pup in his hands. His icy grey eyes with that weird ring now held a shadow behind them, a strange pall that hadn’t been there before. Unease came to call when I saw that shadow, feeling its menace, its unwholesomeness. The dark ball of fur squirmed restlessly in his grip, impatient mewling emerging from his tiny fuzzy muzzle.

Rygel’s aristocratic face frowned, his hand running through his wheaten locks.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Rygel says Ja’Teel is up to something.”

“You can hear him?” I asked, remembering what Rygel said about magical clatter.

He nodded. “I’m going to ride a short distance away.”

His long slender hand pointed toward the small forest to the west. “I need some quiet, some privacy, to put myself into a trance. I might get some clarification on what he’s doing.”

“Would you mind terribly feeding him?” Raine asked, holding the pup out to me. “Someone should guard his back.”

“Of course.”

The pup was heavier than he looked. If his dam was bigger than a small horse, how big would he grow? He was already larger by several pounds than any mastiff pup I’d ever seen at his age. He accepted the transfer to my arms with a grunt and a burp, licking his tiny black nose with an even tinier pink tongue. Taking in my scent, I gathered with some amusement. I looked up at Raine, his smile genuine as he gazed down at us.

“What are you going to name him?” I asked.

“Damned if I know,” he replied with a sigh.

“That’s not a very good name,” I chided gently.

This time his laugh held real mirth and I grinned. Rygel handed me the bag of mushed meat.

“We won’t be long,” he said, over his shoulder as the pair strode rapidly to their horses and vaulted up. Within moments, they galloped away and vanished into the trees.

“All right, big fellow,” I said, sitting down with my legs crossed and setting him in my lap. My knees promptly went numb. “I reckon a growing boy needs some meat on his bones.”

His tiny tail wagged in excitement as he scented his second breakfast. He eagerly gobbled the small scoop of brown sludge off my finger, his needle teeth scraping my skin.

“Can I help?”

I glanced up to see Arianne, her flare of temper gone and her sweet small face smiling with unconscious delight as she looked down at the fuzzy creature in my lap. If it meant a truce and a lightening of hostilities, I was all for it. Corwyn, as usual, stood nearby, his thumbs hooked through his swordbelt. While he didn’t exactly smile, his craggy features lightened a fraction as he eyed the pup over-spilling my arms.

“Of course,” I said. I handed Arianne the leather bag. “I’ll hold him and you feed him.”

Sitting beside me, Arianne dug more mush from the bag and held it to the hungry wolf. He gobbled it down and licked her fingers. She giggled.

“He’s so cute,” she cooed.

I laughed. “He is that.”

I cuddled him a moment, breathing in the fresh, clean canine smell of him, feeling his soft fur against my face. No wonder Raine was entranced. This pup was adorable.

“What is it about women and babies,” Kel’Ratan grumbled, watching us from a pace away as his bay stallion hungrily tore at the rich grass beside him.

“They turn women into mothering lunatics,” Corwyn replied, shocking me.

The man actually had a sense of humor. Who’d have thought?

I tried to frown but giggled instead. “How can you resist such a beautiful baby?” I asked, holding the pup out to them. He squirmed and whined, wanting his mush, not the admiration of stoic warriors.

Kel’Ratan’s bay stallion ceased his grazing and reached out his big head to sniff the newcomer, his liquid brown eyes curious. The wolf wiggled and whined, his sharp cries cutting the quiet air. Kel’Ratan’s bay wasn’t much impressed. His derisive snort blew puppy fur back and flattened ears not yet strong enough to perk upright. Then he went back to the important business of getting as much grass into his belly as possible.

“We’ll see about that,” Arianne pouted, shoving the stallion’s head away. “Begone with you.”

I held the plump pup before my face, gazing into the half-opened blue eyes, flat ears and stump muzzle. “Ignore them,” I said to him. “You’re the cutest thing ever and they’re idiots.”

“What’s so cute?” Kel’Ratan demanded.

I turned the pup around. “This is cute.”

“It’s a wolf and it’ll probably grow up to eat your horse.”

I nuzzled the baby’s warm black nose with my own. “He wouldn’t do that, would you, you adorable creature?”

He squirmed in my grip, more concerned with matters pertaining to his still empty belly than his cuteness. Kel’Ratan snorted, sounding very much like his horse, and turned away.

I put the wiggling pup back in my lap where he eagerly consumed everything in the bag Rygel provided and Arianne offered.

Arianne delved into the depths of its emptiness and looked at me, worried. “I certainly hope there’s more where that came from.”

Bar winged in to land beside me, his colossal wings shading me, Arianne and the pup from the late summer sun. Sitting back on his haunches and folding his wings, he peered down. Two women sitting on our butts in the grass with a wolf pup between us. His beak parted slightly, and his ears perked forward, curious, he bent his feathered to better see the newcomer.

“Isn’t he sweet?” I asked.

Bar reared back, his yellow eyes blazing. Say what?

“You’re just jealous.” I sniffed. “He’s not even mine.”

Rannon cantered up, his horse lathered. “Nothing to report, Your Highness,” he said. “For miles ahead, nothing but the same landscape. Hills, some forest and lots of grasslands. No people, no villages. No royal troops, either.”

Witraz hadn’t yet ridden in. I twisted my neck painfully to look up into Bar’s hot eyes. “Where’s Witraz?”

He chirped and clicked sharply several times. Turning, he dug his beak into a fierce itch on his spine.

“He needs to rest his horse sometime,” I replied, cuddling the wolf pup.

“Where is he?” Kel’Ratan asked.

I jerked my chin southward. “He’s staying up there for now.”

“What’s to look at?” he grumbled. “Nobody around for a hundred leagues in any direction.”

Other than Brutal and the Tongu, too far away to be a nuisance, he was right. No people seemed to live in this beautiful green land. I glanced around at the silvery-grey grass bending beneath the soft sough of the breeze, the long rolling hills dotted with wild flowers and dogwood patches. A lush land ripe for the cultivating, I thought. Humans should be crawling all over the place.

A worm of unease squirmed into my gut and set up housekeeping adjacent to the worry over Raine. Why would there not be people working this obviously fertile and graceful land? With water aplenty, the long grass ripe for grazing cattle, sheep, goats or any other domesticated creature that liked green things, I saw no reason why there were no villages, no farmers, no herders. Were we trespassing on someone’s territory? Inwardly, I guessed that we indeed violated someone’s border, and we may even now be watched. Who did the vast haunted Plains belong to?

I stood up, awkward under the weight of the whelp, and made a half-assed effort at dusting grass stems from my leathers. The now drowsy pup filled my arms, held close to my chest and weighed me down. I gazed about me, seeing only empty green hills, thick forests inhabited by watching eyes, gently rolling hills that should be razed flat. I may not have owned the sight, but I knew wrongness when it slapped me across the cheek. This is very strange, I thought.

In front of me, a shadow rose.

Like dark, oily smoke, a man-shaped darkness with pale eyes erupted from the tall grass. Towering over me, it blocked the sun, casting me into deep dimness. Long arms reached outward from its body. I recoiled, instinctively twisting to keep my body between the shadow and the baby in my arms.

In that instant, several things happened at once.

Kel’Ratan lunged toward me, cursing, thrusting his burly form between it and me. Corwyn fell across a startled Arianne, flattening her, his body shielding hers. Bar screeched, his wings unfurling as he lunged toward the intruder, his talons out to cut it down. I dropped the pup at my feet, dimly hoping he wasn’t hurt as I whipped my sword from my sheath. I heard his frightened yelp as though from a dark distance.

The shadow ignored me. Its arms, if they were arms, reached out and pointed toward Kel’Ratan and Corwyn. Kel’Ratan froze, his mouth working, his eyes bulging in his head. His hands tried to grasp his throat. Beneath his clawing fingers, I saw the flesh over his throat indented as though clutched by invisible fingers. His mouth, drawn down, fought to get life-giving breath into his lungs.

Arianne screamed.

Corwyn, on his knees, also gasped, trying in vain to tear the invisible hands from his throat. He struggled, Arianne raking her fingers across nothing as she, too tried, to grasp what wasn’t there to grasp. Deep bruising popped up under Corwyn’s flesh as blood vessels burst.

I swore, violent words dropping from my lips. I slashed my sword at the man-shape, hoping to cut it down in its tracks.

My sword went through it as though through thick smoke.

Ja’Teel’s deep chuckle answered my efforts. “Stupid bitch,” he said, his shape’s pale eyes turning toward me.

Bar’s huge body knocked me flat on my back, his lion hind foot almost crushing the wolf whelp. Standing over me, his huge winged form protecting mine, Bar slashed through the shape with his talons. Like my sword, his claws caught on nothing. He tried to bite down on it, with the same result. His beak hit no flesh, nor did it cut into the oily shadow.

Screeching in fury, seeing that nothing he did harmed the intruder, Bar backed away, dragging me with him. Caught on his talon, the pup was dragged along with me, albeit unintentionally. I appreciated the save, however.

“You can’t stop me,” Ja’Teel sneered. “I’m not really here.”

Kel’Ratan’s face rapidly turned blue. His strength failed, his hands ceased to tear Ja’Teel’s grip from his throat. His body sagged, only the invisible hand kept him up. Corwyn looked dead, his body flagging, his flesh drained of all blood, his eyes beginning to glaze over in that obvious sign he’d passed into the next world.

Help! I needed help.

“Rygel!” I screamed.

“He can’t hear you, silly bitch,” Ja’Teel mocked. “They’ll be dead in seconds.”

Maybe, maybe the mind link still worked, I thought frantically. Oh, Holy Lady, make him hear me, make him hear me. Please make him hear me.

Inside my head, my body trapped under Bar’s furious protection, I sent my mental scream outward. “Rygel! Help us!”

“Princess, what’s wrong?”

Instantly, before I could gasp, Rygel popped into existence.

I tried to sit up, to scramble out from under Bar’s body, but he pushed me back, hissing, his talons sprawled across my chest. His long tufted tail lashed back and forth, but should Ja’Teel’s magic seek me out, it would find Bar first.

“Ah, Rygel,” Ja’Teel drawled as Rygel, in a frantic move, also tried to tackle the smoke-shadow and fell through it to the ground. “You know, there’s nothing you can do to stop me. Look, they’re already dead.”

My eyes whipped to Kel’Ratan at the same time Arianne shrieked again. His body slumped, his hair hanging over his face, hiding it. Kel’Ratan was too strong, I thought wildly, nothing can kill him, not even an arrow to his chest. Yet, the limp sway of his hands across the dirt and grass, the lifelessness of his body bespoke my worst fears. Ja’Teel killed him, after all.

I couldn’t help it, like a little girl, I screamed his name. He failed to answer, lift his head, berate me for my foolishness. Kel’Ratan!

Corwyn lay limp, on his face in the grass, Arianne weeping over him. Her hair concealed whether Ja’Teel’s magic still had him by the throat. By his unresponsiveness, Ja’Teel just killed him, too. I sagged back, unbelieving. In one swift move, Ja’Teel killed two strong men. How could he? How could the gods let this happen?

I lifted my head, my face streaming tears, my hair in my face as Rygel spoke.

“I can’t stop you,” Rygel hissed through his teeth, rising from his knees. “But I can take them out of the equation.”

Before I could draw another breath, both Kel’Ratan and Corwyn vanished.

I choked, my own fingers at my throat, casting about for them, frantic. Where were they? Kel’Ratan! Corwyn! Kel’Ratan!

Ja’Teel snarled. “What—impossible!”

Rygel, on his feet, brushed his hair from his eyes and smiled grimly. “I translocated them out from under you, cousin. Good luck in finding them.”

“You’re too late, anyway,” Ja’Teel snapped, his pale eyes sweeping the area. “They’re dead.”

“Oh, they’re quite alive,” Rygel said, brushing grass from his tunic. “I didn’t give you enough time. Right now they’re sore, but breathing.”

Lady, lady, please make it so, I prayed, on my own knees under Bar’s body, watching the confrontation between the two twins unfold. Please let him be right.

Galloping hooves heralded the arrival of Raine and the two horses. He flung himself from his saddle, his sword already spinning in his fist, its high-pitched song stinging my ears. He charged in, ready to fight, his weird grey eyes cold and deadly as he stalked the Ja’Teel-shape. Only Rygel’s raised hand stopped his rush. His wolf’s eyes found me, sheltered under Bar, and Arianne, sitting alone, her knees to her chin, hidden behind her hair. He halted his sword’s song, and waited, ready to pounce should a weakness in our enemy be found.

“Tell me, cuz,” Rygel asked, his tone conversational. “How’d you find us?”

Ja’Teel snorted. “That was easy. I watched yon Slave Master saddling his horse and knew where he was headed.”

He gestured contemptuously toward Raine with a wave of his dark hand. “He’d ride to swear his loyalty to this upstart prince, and betray his sworn King. His Majesty was most irked when I told him of Cephas’ betrayal.”

“A tracking spell.”

“Of course. I merely bided my time.”

Ja’Teel shrugged, indolent, before walking away. His back daringly turned to his powerful cousin, I marveled at his sheer audacity. “Per my master’s instructions, I’m not to harm him or the women.” 

He half-turned back, his shadowed eyes thoughtful. “Yet, I can kill any of the others with impunity.”

“I’ll take you down first, moron.”

Ja’Teel half-shrugged, strolling across the meadow as if browsing the rich scents of a flower garden. “Who shall I kill first? Not you, my lad. I want you to watch as I dispatch your pals. I’ll suck out your life without laying a finger on you.”

He ambled about, as though making a choice, seeking my boys. Alun and Rannon watched the drama from several rods away, their swords in their hands. At my swift gesture, they backed away, taking Yuri and Yuras with them.

“How about the boy?” Ja’Teel said, turning toward a pale, frightened Tor standing nearby, his wooden sword in his fist. “I’ll do him. Tear his heart from his scrawny chest, and you’ll listen to him curse your name. And those idiot twins? They’re easy prey.”

To my horror, Left and Right stood to either side of Bar, nocked and ready bows pointed at Ja’Teel’s dark shadow. Well within reach of Ja’Teel’s magic. I started up, to get them away from me, when Bar’s taloned foot on my shoulder all but crushed me back into the grass.

“Or the griffin.”

His pale eyes faced my friend, my guardian, my Bar. No way in hell will I allow that, I’ll kill him, I’ll tear out his eyes and squash them under my toes. I struggled, but against Bar’s incredible strength, I but wiggled, wormlike, in the grass under him. Bar growled, his lion springing forth, all the menace in the world in that sound.

“I’d snap his spine like a twig, and laugh as he shits himself. Much better, though, to capture him and take him back to Soudan in chains. Don’t you think? I’d enjoy watching his body torn apart by starving dogs in the Arena.”

Ja’Teel tittered. “So would the citizens. Not many griffin deaths entertained the multitudes these days.”

“You won’t kill anyone, you ass,” Rygel snapped. “If I have to transport each and every one of them to parts unknown, you won’t.”

“Do what you gotta do, my boy.”

“I’ll make it easier on myself,” Rygel said, walking toward the shadow. “I’ll kill you instead.”

Ja’Teel wheeled toward him. “You know that’s impossible,” he replied loftily. “Your magic can’t find me, nor can it destroy me, when I send out my shadow.”

“Care to make a wager on that?” Rygel asked, smiling, his fingers rubbing together under his chin. “You forget how powerful I am.”

Ja’Teel halted, his shadowed body stiff, eyes blazing their fear and hate.

“You forgot how I studied.”

Rygel walked closer, his long, slender fingers now reaching for Ja’Teel.

“Master Cassius taught me, you remember him? He found a way to follow a wizard’s essence back to his source. He showed me how to kill the source by stilling its nasty beating heart.”

Rygel stalked closer, grinning. “I’m a very apt pupil.”

“You’re lying.”

“Am I?”

Rygel reached for Ja’Teel’s black chest—

Ja’Teel abruptly vanished.

For a long, heartfelt minute, the world held its collective breath.

“Is he gone?” Raine demanded, wheeling about, searching.

Rygel drew in a ragged sigh, his shoulders drooping. “He is, my prince.”

I struggled, cursing, out from under Bar’s foot. Hissing, he stepped back, allowing me up, but his immense form still stood over me, wings flared, if Ja’Teel’s disappearance was but a feint. I staggered up, tripping over the whining wolf pup. I blinked. I’d forgotten him.

Scooping him up, I dropped him in Arianne’s lap for her to mind and stalked Rygel. Fury blinding me, fear choking me, I could barely walk a straight line. Yet I veered a close enough course to Rygel. I thrust my blade under his nose, forcing his gaze down into mine.

“Kel’Ratan,” I grated.

My boys ran in, Rannon and Alun, Yuri and Yuras, armed, ready for battle. Yet, their white skin told me of their fear. They might cheerfully die protecting me, they knew they couldn’t protect me from evil magic. Bar hissed, demanding I return to his protection at once. The wolf pup cried, frightened, his whines sharp and piercing. 

Annoyingly, he ignored my blade so close to his vulnerable eye. Rygel smiled, his fingers brushing a lock of hair from my brow. “He’s fine, Princess.”

“And Corwyn?” Arianne screeched from somewhere behind me.

“Corwyn, too. They’re not far away and, while sore, quite alive.”

I might have fallen to my knees, weeping with relief, had Raine not gripped my arm. Dropping my sword to thump in the tall grass, I let him pull me close. I buried my face in his rock-hard chest and closed my eyes. Tears stung, but did not fall. His hugely muscled arms swept me into him tightly, cradling me as gently as he might an infant.

“How in the three heavens did he find us?” I murmured into Raine’s tunic.

“A tracking spell, he said.”

“Oh, that explains everything.” I twisted and squirmed in Raine’s arms, turning to face Rygel while still keeping Raine’s arms about me. “All right, master wizard,” I said, my voice hoarse. “Teach us. What was that he just did?”

Rygel ran his hand restlessly through his blonde mane. “Very quickly. A wizard can send his spirit, his essence, yet not quite his soul, out wherever he wants. His powers remain with him, and he can do anything he so desires. Nor can he be killed, as his flesh isn’t really there.”

“You can do this, too?” I asked.

Rygel blew out a gust of breath and nodded. “I can. But as I’m regulated by certain morals of conduct, I don’t—unless in dire need. Most of us heed the rules.”

“So by placing this spell on Corwyn, he knew precisely where we were?” Raine asked, his chest vibrating against my back.

“Exactly, my prince.”

I shrugged, hampered as I was by Raine’s massive arms. “You’ll remove the spell and Ja’Teel can’t find him, or us.”

“Uh—”

“Horses!” I called. “Everyone up, let’s move. Rygel, where did you—er—”

“Translocate them.”

“Thank you. Where did you translocate Kel’Ratan and Corwyn?”

Rygel jerked his chin at the grove of trees he and Raine galloped toward less than an hour past, his voice subdued. “There, Princess.”

Rannon, mounted up and hauling Mikk behind him, slid to a trampling halt beside Raine and me. His big hands around my waist, Raine bodily shoved me into my saddle. As Rufus stood at his shoulder, Raine seized his pommel and vaulted aboard his snorting stallion. “Rygel?”

Rygel swiftly mounted up. I paid scant attention to his averted face, yet noted his unhappiness, his dark concern, somewhere in the depths of my frazzled brain. Deal with it later, I half-thought, gathering my reins as Mikk danced under me, fretting.

Yuri and Yuras helped Arianne onto her grey mare, handing the huge dark pup up to her. Before he could flee, Alun seized Tor and planted him up behind her. Left and Right bolted toward their black stallions, grazing about twelve rods away, obviously panicked they’d not find spots near me. Bar grunted sourly, flaring his wings for flight while Rannon nudged his horse in behind mine. He hugged Corwyn’s dangerous red roan tight to his knee.

Witraz vaulted onto his piebald, the reins to Kel’Ratan’s bay stallion in his fist. “Your Highness?”

“What? Oh.”

With a wink, Witraz held out to me, hilt first, my sword. I dropped it when Raine held me close, and forgot I dropped it, in my anger and anxiety. I sheathed it, and kicked Mikk into high gear.

Mikk accelerated like chained lightning. I outraced Raine, Rannon and even Bar, who shrieked in outrage. I heard his wings thunder as he launched himself into the air, still screaming at me to slow down. I didn’t care, nor did I obey him. Kel’Ratan needed me. Mikk’s drumming hooves pounded out his name, over and over—Kel’Ratan, Kel’Ratan, Kel’Ratan.

’Twas but a short gallop, a mere mile to the thin band of forest, west of the stream where I thought we might rest. I hugged Mikk’s thick neck as pine and oak branches sought to sweep me from my saddle, thickets of scrub oak catching my bare legs. Thorns raked my skin, drawing blood, but I ignored them as I ignored the shouted voices commanding me to wait.

Breaking into a small clearing, I found them.

Kel’Ratan and Corwyn stood, swords out, shoulder to shoulder, waiting to meet the threat that thundered in from under the trees. They didn’t know if friend or foe galloped on swift hooves. Yet, their blades lowered at once the instant I broke into the open glade.

Mikk slid to a trampling halt, casting clots of turf and loose pine needles up behind his hooves. I flung myself from my saddle before his heavy legs stopped churning. I ran to not just Kel’Ratan, my kinsman. I also ran toward Corwyn, my friend.

I seized them both, my arms around their sturdy waists, burying my face somewhere between them. Their enormous hands held me close as I breathed in their masculine scents, their male odors. They were alive. Hurting, sore, still gasping in precious breaths of life, they lived.

Tears stung my eyes again. Thank you, my lady. Thank you for their safety. I owe you.

“Ly’Tana,” Kel’Ratan began.

Whatever he was going to say was suddenly cut off by Bar’s raucous, annoyed scream from on high.

I listened to two healthy heartbeats against my ears as Raine and Rygel reined in their mounts to either side of us. I both heard and felt them leap from their saddles. My boys loped on their heels, spreading out to circle us round, bristling, ready for trouble. Bar screeched again as he flew low overhead, his belly brushing the tallest branches.

I ignored them all, content to just breathe and hold Kel’Ratan and Corwyn, and thank all the deities there are that they both survived Ja’Teel’s evil.

I heard the horses of my boys surround me, the whining of the wolf pup, Arianne’s glad exclamation. I didn’t look up as Bar’s huge form crushed small trees and branches, pushing his way into the clearing. All I needed was to breathe in the scent of those I feared murdered. I sucked air in and out, in and out, my head spinning, my feelings crossing boundaries and out of my control.

First Kel’Ratan’s arm, then Corwyn’s, crossed my back, holding me tighter.

“She’s an emotional one, wouldn’t you say?” Corwyn commented, his tone dry.

“You’ve no idea,” Kel’Ratan breathed. I felt his lips brush my hair. “She’s a bloody nuisance.”

“I noticed that.”

I pulled away from his grip and scowled up at them both. “Oh, see how you are? I worry you both are dead and I’m a nuisance?”

Kel’Ratan’s brow quirked, his mustache bristling. “Yes.”

I reached up and patted Kel’Ratan’s bristly cheek. “When I’m queen and the one to whom you owe your allegiance, I dare you to make fun. I double-dog dare you.”

Corwyn chuckled, a sharp, quick sound before his expression smoothed over as he caught my glare. His genes jumped to attention and saluted, but Kel’Ratan’s veins bled as purple as mine.

He, of course, laughed aloud. Pulling me once more into his heavy arms, Kel’Ratan hugged me tight. “Your will, my queen.”

“Don’t worry, boys,” I murmured into Kel’Ratan’s chest. “Rygel has that devil-boy by the short hairs. Don’t you, Rygel?”

Silence greeted my words.

Horses should have moved, thereby crunching dead leaves, pine needles, and twigs under their hooves. Bits should have jingled, anxious lungs snorted, warriors either laughed or complained. Bar should have screeched his displeasure, Arianne swipe her hair from her face, Tor bitch about the lack of necessities for supper that night. I failed to hear Raine sigh, the pup whine or Rygel make a scathing comment.

Baffled, I gazed up and Kel’Ratan frowned down. His red brow lifted at the same moment my lips twisted. I thrust him away from me, hard enough to make him stagger, and wheeled about.

Rygel dropped lightly from his saddle. My boys dismounted with fluid grace and waited with reins wrapped in their fists, withdrawing should my ire fall on them rather than the one who’d earned it. 

Rygel quaked in his boots. He knew very well he was in trouble.

Raine, too, slipped from Rufus’s back, the dark pup in his fist. He dropped his reins and stepped lightly toward me, his eyes cautious, even. Arianne waited with Tor, both still mounted on the grey mare, her right hand lifted toward me in supplication.

“You’ll break this spell.”

“Uh,” Rygel answered, his eyes flicking to mine briefly. “I, er, can’t.”

I stepped forward, light, on the balls of my feet. My head tilted slightly, ready to catch any nuance of Rygel’s voice. “What?”

I spoke to Rygel’s bent bright head, for he suddenly knelt, his face lowered. “I would if I could, Princess. But a magician can’t break another’s spell without first finding the signature.”

“What signature?” Raine asked.

“Every wizard has his own very unique signature wrapped into his or her spells,” Rygel explained, speaking to the grass. “A magician can’t break mine no matter how powerful he might be. It’s almost impossible to find someone’s signature, for it’s tied up within his own thinking.” 

I took a single step forward. “Are you the best there is or not?”

“Princess—”

“Look at me.”

He obeyed, his aristocratic lips thinned, white at the corners. Tendrils of his yellow mane lay plastered to his neck with sweat, and his eyes filled with frustration and pain.

I leaned forward. “You said ‘almost’.”

“I did, Princess,” Rygel said, extending his hands, palms up. “I’ll try. I can’t guarantee—”

“We can’t have that bugger popping out of nowhere,” Raine rumbled, his beefy hand resting on my shoulder with incredible gentleness. “Bloody nuisance, he is.”

“Do it,” I retorted. “What do you need?”

His eyes flicked beyond me. “Some quiet, some privacy. And time. This may take a while. I’ll create a shield so Ja’Teel can’t find Corwyn while I work.”

“So be it.”

I lifted my head, seeing for the first time a decent clearing, shadowed from the sun, protected from prying eyes, a stream of clean water nearby. “Will this do?”

Rygel looked up, instantly recognizing the potential. “Yes, my queen. I think so.”

“Then get busy. The rest of us will make camp, guard you both. Get started.”

Rygel’s slender hand rose to beckon Corwyn. As Corwyn rose to obey, albeit with heavy reluctance, Raine clapped his liegeman’s shoulder in passing. His hand slid to my neck as I turned about, my hands on my hips. Irritated, I blew out a strong gust, blowing my hair from my brow.

“What now?” Raine asked, taking my hand.

I glanced over my shoulder. With Corwyn sitting uneasily at his side, Rygel extended his hands high overhead. As he brought his hands down to his sides, slowly, ceremoniously, a silvery-green luminescent screen lay between my gaze and the two men inside. Ja’Teel’s shield was invisible, until Rygel melted it, anyway. This wasn’t. I saw its silvery gleam under the light of the sun, the pair inside faintly blurry.

“I’ll have to put you in a trance,” Rygel said quietly.

“A—a what?”

“It’s like you’re asleep. You won’t feel anything, and you’ll wake as though you had just slept the night away. You’ll feel fresh, rested and quite well.”

Corwyn’s worried eyes found mine. I sent him a reassuring smile, but he didn’t get the heartening part of my message. His expression didn’t change. When Rygel’s hand touched the nape of his neck, his eyes closed and his breathing grew deep and even. He sat upright, and seemed, to me, to sleep soundly.

“We wait,” I said, answering Raine’s question. “And pray.”

“Funny. I had the same notion.”

“Great minds think alike,” I muttered, finding a small amount of humor.

Allowing him to steer me, Raine took me to a fallen tree trunk, its dead body smooth, devoid of bark, and pale from years and weather. I sat down, rubbing my hands over my arms, feeling the gooseflesh there although the sun shone bright and hot overhead. Bar sat down behind me, clicking his beak in annoyance. His tail lashed last year’s dead leaves and broken twigs.

Kel’Ratan rubbed his swollen and blackened throat, grimacing. “I reckon we should set up camp, then. We might be here a while.”

As Tor slid down from the mare’s rump, Raine gently lifted his sister and the whelp from the saddle. Setting her on her feet, he brushed her midnight hair from her face with his free hand. She gazed up at him, her glorious eyes solemn.

“Little cat,” he murmured. “Will you help Tor?”

She nodded without speaking. As Tor began to unpack saddlebags, Kel’Ratan ordered Yuri and Yuras into a watch. Rannon, Alun and the twins unsaddled the horses, setting them loose to graze and drink. Kel’Ratan set rocks for a fire ring and gathered wood, occasionally rubbing his pained throat. I should help, I thought.

“Mind babysitting for a spell?” Raine asked, drawing my attention away from Kel’Ratan.

I brushed my hair from my face, took a deep breath, and tried a smile. “Of course not.” I held my arms out, inviting him to put the pup in them. The dark whelp mewled, a low soft sound, as I made him comfortable on my lap. Damn, he was heavy for such a young baby.

Their chores done, Left and Right sat down to either side of me, their dark eyes flicking about the small forest, never still. Tor took rounds of bread, cheese and cold roasted venison to Yuri and Yuras. Arianne filled water skins from the stream while Alun sorted food for himself and his brothers. Rannon brought cold beef and cheese to me.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

His fingers stroked my cheek for a moment. “Just having a look around,” he answered.

“I’ll go with you,” Kel’Ratan said, settling his swordbelt around his hips. “I don’t think I can eat right now.”

Watching them disappear under the trees, I absently stroked the pup’s fur. Comfortable, somnolent, with food in his belly, his faint cries vanished as he dropped into sleep. Without disturbing him too much, I lay him in a soft pile of dead leaves at my feet. Taking Rannon’s offer, I thanked him with a smile. Arianne brought me a silver hanap of cold, delicious water.

I drank the cup to its dregs, not realizing how thirsty I was. As though reading my mind, Arianne refilled it from a skin, waiting while I gulped that one down, too. She moved on to fill cups for the others, her slavish duties fulfilling her, her pale expression lighter and less worried. 

Yet, the food in my hands…I wasn’t hungry. Left and Right munched their fare as though they hadn’t eaten in weeks, and my boys devoured theirs while standing, talking quietly.

“Tor, take some food and water in to Rygel and Corwyn,” I said.

He eyed the shield dubiously. “Uh, how?”

I glanced over my shoulder at the pair inside the magic screen. Like two pals, Rygel and Corwyn sat side by side, Rygel’s hand on Corwyn’s shoulder. Rygel’s eyes were shut, while Corwyn’s face remained lax, his eyes closed, sitting upright but entranced.

“Rygel,” I said, garnering his attention. He glanced at me, his brow raised.

“Let Tor in to feed you,” I said. “You’re going to need your strength.”

A small section of the shield dissolved, leaving the area clear while the thin silvery veil still lay over the rest. Tor gathered his courage with a gulp, dashed inside to dump food and a full waterskin at their feet. He was out within two seconds. The hole vanished.

Rygel left Corwyn’s share of the food and water in front of him, for later. Rygel chewed on bread and meat, his hand still on Corwyn’s shoulder, his eyes closed.

“Come and eat, kids,” I said to Tor and Arianne. “Sit here, with me.”

Obeying me, Tor took a spot opposite me, digging in to his own meal with relish. Arianne sat on the log beside me, only a cup of water and a heel of bread in her hand. Taking some cold meat and cheese from my lunch, I pushed it into Arianne’s hands. “I’ll not have you starve in front of me, girl,” I said, more sharply than I intended. “Eat.”

Hiding behind her hair, she obeyed, slowly filling her mouth with enough food to feed a small dog. When that was gone, I pushed more on her. I wasn’t going to eat, so she might as well take mine.

Behind me, Bar rumbled.

“I’m not hungry.”

Arianne flipped her hair from her eyes long enough to offer me a worried frown. Bar rumbled again, this time with a note of threat. Scowling, I took a chunk of roast venison and gnawed on it. “Happy now?”

He wasn’t satisfied, but at least he ceased nagging. His tail still lashed in annoyance. The meat sat in my belly like a lump, creating a nasty ache. I chewed on some bread, washing it down with more water. At least the water tasted good.

Raine and Kel’Ratan reentered the small clearing, hurrying. They trotted across the distance, their swords slapping their legs, identical frowns creasing their faces. I stood up, bread crumbs falling from my skirt to land on the dark sleeping pup. I knew bad news when I saw it.

“What’s wrong?”

“Not sure,” Raine answered, stopping beside me. “Something is.”

“Witraz is coming,” Kel’Ratan said, glancing over his shoulder. “Riding hard.”

Witraz riding hard meant trouble. Damn it, haven’t we had enough problems for one day?

Witraz loped through the trees, his body bent low over his piebald’s neck. Yuri and Yuras, while clearly wanting to join us, remained at their posts. The twins stood up when I did, their hands on their hilts. Bar also stood, flaring his wings in preparation for flight, hissing.

Witraz’s usually cheerful expression held worry, his single eye narrowed and his smiling mouth drooped under his thick mustache. He leaped from his horse before it came to a trampling halt, his careless hand on the reins bringing the stallion almost to his haunches.

“Your Highness,” he said, saluting.

“What is it?” I asked.

He glanced around, his single eye wide. His gaze found the two men inside Rygel’s shield first, taking full note the sight of Corwyn’s damaged neck. He couldn’t avoid seeing the stark evidence of a fight on Kel’Ratan’s throat.

“What did I miss?” he asked, awed.

“Alun or Rannon can fill you in,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

“Um, we’ve got company,” he said, his hand on his stallion’s neck.

“Brutal’s army?” I asked, rapidly calculating the terrain, our small numbers and the possibility of creating an ambush. It might work, if we had enough time. How did they find us? If Ja’Teel didn’t know where Rygel translocated Corwyn, and if Rygel’s shield preventing another tracking, how did Ja’Teel know? 

“Tongu?” Raine asked, his bulk forcing Left, or was it Right? further from my side.

I glanced up, my jaw clenched. Not them again, for Goddess sake.

“Brutal has fifty hunters and hounds,” Kel’Ratan said grimly. “They could be tracking us.”

“How?” I demanded. “We left the flood a mere few days ago. Men afoot can’t keep up with horses!”

“No,” Witraz said. “Not them.”

“Then who?” I demanded. “Who’s out there?”

“Not really a who,” Witraz answered, running his hand through his hair. “More like a what.”

“Witraz.” I almost screamed.

“Wolves.”

“What?” Kel’Ratan demanded. “What wolves?”

I gripped Raine’s hand. “What do you mean?”

“Just that,” Witraz said, his hand still restless. “I don’t know much, they disappear as soon as I sight them. Big buggers, from the look of them. Most are as big if not bigger than his dam.” Witraz jerked his chin toward the sleeping pup behind me.

“I’m not liking this,” Kel’Ratan muttered, pacing about, restless. “What on earth would wolves want with us?”

Raine’s once open expression slammed shut. His jaw set, his eyes flattened, the icy, deadly chill I thought gone had returned. He wasn’t Raine anymore. The Bloody Wolf had taken his place. His hand dropped from mine. Taking several strides away, he stood with his back to us, facing only trees.

Kel’Ratan cursed fluently.

I glanced toward Arianne. Neutrally, she gazed back at me, the only one not upset over wolves following us. Her unperturbed shrug said to me, ‘What did you expect?’ 

“How many?” I asked through numb lips.

“Maybe thirty.”

“Thirty!” Kel’Ratan exploded. Storming about, flinging his curses and his own hair into a frenzy. “That’s impossible. There can’t possibly be thirty wolves out there tagging along.”

“You’re right, m’lord,” Witraz replied, frowning slightly and rubbing his hand over his brow, thinking. “It’s not a correct number.”

“Of course it’s not,” Kel’Ratan growled.

“More like fifty.”

“Fifty!”

“Well, perhaps sixty. There were a lot of them.”

Fear traced its cold finger down my spine, making me shiver. I glanced from Raine’s stiff form to Rygel and Corwyn inside their shelter. Rygel watched us closely, standing up, obviously on the verge of ceasing his task. I flipped my hand at him, a quick order to carry on. “Sixty wolves and thirteen of us.”

“Maybe they want their pup back,” Alun said helpfully.

“Maybe they’re looking to eat us,” Tor offered.

Arianne drew upright, her eyes blazing fury. “Wolves would never eat a human!” she declared.

“They might’ve dined on the people who used to live here,” Rannon commented.

Arianne clenched her tiny fists as though preparing to pop Tor in his grinning face. To keep the peace, I cut my finger across my throat. “Shut up, both of you. Arianne, chill out. If they do intend harm, we’re grossly outnumbered.”

“They won’t hurt us.” Arianne pouted, folding her arms.

My lip curled. “Well, maybe they’d spare you.”

She opened her mouth to hurl a hot retort—

“Could they be hunting?” Kel’Ratan demanded of Witraz. “Maybe it’s just a big pack, passing through.”

Witraz frowned. “Maybe, m’lord.”

“But you don’t think so,” I said slowly, for him.

He shook his head. “I’m certain they’re following. I tested a few by riding toward a bunch. They scattered but never hid. Once I rode away, they tagged along behind again. They behaved like they wanted me to see them.”

“Wolves don’t like human company,” Kel’Ratan muttered. “If they aren’t hunting us, then what—”

His eyes slid, like Witraz’s, Tor’s, the twins and even mine, toward Raine’s huge set shoulders. As though feeling our eyes on him, Raine lowered his head, his chin to his chest. I recalled the shadow in his eyes, the shadow that had appeared overnight. The wolves weren’t interested in us, not in us at all. They were here because of him. And he knew it.

Under our silent stares, Raine turned back to us, his expression carefully neutral. “I suspect we’ll be here a while, so I suggest we camp until tomorrow.”

“What—” Kel’Ratan began.

Raine’s flicking glance silenced him as effectively as Ja’Teel’s stranglehold.

Muttering under his breath, Kel’Ratan stalked away, taking Alun and Tor with him. With resounding curses, Kel’Ratan called in Yuri and Yuras, and organized camp. After an absent-minded salute, Witraz took his horse to the stream and unsaddled him. 

Arianne watched her brother with mysterious eyes and a small frown. When Tor came to take her hand and drag her into helping him, she continued to watch over her shoulder for as long as she could.

Raine finally looked down at me with a sigh.

“Well?” I asked.

“Deep subject,” Raine quipped, his handsome lips smiling only slightly.

“What’re you going to do?”

What else did I expect? He shrugged those immense shoulders.

“What can I do?” he rumbled quietly. “Nothing. What will I do? Nothing.”

“But—” I began.

His finger over my lips effectively silenced me. That obnoxious shadow across his weirdly ringed eyes disturbed me more than a little. For the moment anyway, the Bloody Wolf vanished along with his mates, and Raine returned.

“If I ignore them long enough, perhaps they will decide they have the wrong guy and disappear. Leave us in peace.”

“And if they don’t?”

His eyes left me and wandered over the vast grasslands beyond the trees. When he spoke, his voice was barely audible. “They’ve no choice.”

* * *

Raine was correct about one thing anyway: Rygel’s spell dispersal went on for hours. While Corwyn lay in a stupor, Rygel sat beside him, his aristocratic face set and dark with concentration. Occasionally, he stood up and paced about, muttering under his breath. Then he’d sit again, his long legs crossed under him, chin on his fist, and concentrated again.

Like Corwyn, Witraz caught a nap under the slowly westering sun, his head pillowed on his saddle. Left and Right tended their black stallions, grooming until their jet coats gleamed. Alun and Rannon shared a watch, standing at the outer ring of trees, conversing in low tones. Against his better advice, I sent Bar scouting the area. Flying low overhead, he’d shriek down his reports: nothing seen. Not even wolves. ’Twas as though Witraz had dreamed them.

I sat on the ground, leaning against my log, watching Yuri and Yuras tutor Tor in the finer arts of combat. After an hour of swordplay, they taught him some nasty tricks of hand to hand combat. I had to admit, Tor was a quick study. He managed to toss Yuri over his shoulder and send him crashing into the brush. Yuri got to his feet, grinning broadly.

Near me, Arianne sat on the ground, stroking the wolf pup. After waking from his nap, the baby cried for more food, which Arianne happily delivered. What her thoughts were, I couldn’t guess. She knew things she wasn’t telling. But then, I thought, Raine was as guilty of that as she.

After gathering wood and setting it afire with his magic, Raine had lain down on his bedroll and, to all appearances, slept. I knew he lay awake. I didn’t need magic to know the presence of those damn wolves troubled him deeply. If the wolves meant no harm, I thought rationally, we would simply ignore them. Perhaps Raine was right, they’d decide they had the wrong gai’tan and run away.

The sun dropped behind the horizon. Yuri and Yuras stopped the lesson, draping their brawny arms across Tor’s sweaty neck in congratulation. He grinned in delight, mock-fighting the growing shadows with his wooden sword as the trio walked toward the fire. Witraz woke with a snort, rolling to his feet with a huge yawn barely concealed behind his fist.

Kel’Ratan eyed him with annoyance. “Sleeping beauty here can take first watch tonight.”

Stumbling to his feet, Witraz made to bow, staggered sideways before catching himself. Once balanced, he offered Kel’Ratan the proper deference and me a half-salute. Making his way into the trees, he stretched, his shadow long against the setting sun.

Raine, too, rolled to his feet. His balance remained immaculate, his show of yawning a sham. That languid stretch wasn’t the release of sleepy muscles and his weird eyes didn’t hold the after-sleep bleariness of a napper.

Permitting him his bluff, I merely smiled and patted the ground beside me.




“Sleep well?” I asked brightly.

His grey eyes flicked to mine briefly, telling me without words he knew I knew he didn’t sleep a wink. I hugged my knees to my chest, grinning.

“Why, so I did,” he replied around another imitation yawn. This time, even Kel’Ratan wasn’t fooled. Raine, Goddess love him, couldn’t lie if one held a knife to this throat.

Tor and Arianne knew their duties well. While Kel’Ratan stacked more wood on the fire, the pair doled out the evening’s ration of food. Dammit, I was getting very tired of cold roast, cheese and bread. Wasn’t there something else in our stores they could feed us?

Behind me, Rygel and Corwyn walked from the growing darkness into the firelight. Both Raine and I glanced up in surprise.

Rygel sank to the ground opposite Raine and I, offering us a wan smile and a salute. Raine finally accepted my invitation and sat, cross-legged beside me. As Corwyn slept through the entire event, he appeared to my eyes bright, ready and able. He stood, his thumbs hooked through his swordbelt and watched Arianne work.

“What gives?” I asked, eying them both curiously.

“I found his signature,” Rygel said wearily, his shoulders slumped. “He’s very good, but I broke his spell. He can’t find Corwyn anymore.”

“And?” Raine prompted.

“Without going into the intricacies of spell-binding,” Rygel replied, brushing his wheaten hair from his eyes. “Ja’Teel has a style about his spells that speak of intelligence and deep subtlety.”

“Which means what?” I asked.

“The reason signatures can’t be found is because each spell-caster is unique. No person thinks in exactly the same way.”

He eyed the twins with humor. “At least most of us don’t.”

“Go on,” I said.

Rygel half-shrugged. “So I had to think like Ja’Teel. If I was him, where would I hide my signature?”

“And?” Raine prompted.

“He binds his signature very deeply in the spell. It’s not just on the surface; he even managed to create several false signatures on the top, to confound one looking to unravel his work. He wrapped his true identity deep inside, where most don’t look.”

“You lost me,” I said.

An onion and his dagger suddenly appeared in his slender hands. He held the onion up for our inspection. “Take this common vegetable,” he said, turning it round and round for our scrutiny. Kel’Ratan even leaned in close, his fierce blue eyes riveted. “Think of it as a magician’s spell.”

With his dagger, he peeled back an outer skin. “Spells have layers, depending upon the complexity. When I change myself into a dragon, I bind the dragon’s body to my magic. I weave the spell with thousands of layers and knots, each tied uniquely to my way of thinking. Ja’Teel, for his part, would create the same dragon, but with his own perceptions.”

His dagger scraped back a level. The sharp odor made my eyes water and my nose itch. I rubbed it absently, intent on the magical lesson. “Thus, in order to find his signature, I had to peel apart each and every layer of his tracking spell.”

Rygel peeled more skin, dropping each to his boots. “I untied every knot, peeked into every corner and ripped it apart.”

“So did that remove it from Corwyn?” Kel’Ratan asked.

“Not at all,” Rygel replied. “It’s still there, just exposed. Unless I discovered exactly how Ja’Teel wove his webs, his signature, it’d be there until Ja’Teel removed it or killed him.”

I exchanged a quick, confused glance with Raine. “Fine, I’ll play,” I said. “What are you talking about?”

Rygel smiled and pointed with his knife. “It’s not here—” He split another skin from its mother. “Nor here. Nor is it at the middle, where one might assume it to be.” 

“You got me,” Raine answered, his immense shoulders rising once in a shrug. “I hope you intend to get to the point before we all expire from old age.”

Rygel grinned and tapped the onion with his knife. “I had to think like Ja’Teel,” he answered. “Putting myself into a trance, I asked myself what I’d do if I were that power-hungry vulture. There it was, right before my eyes. His signature.”

“That’s when you broke the tracking spell in Corwyn?” Raine asked.

“I did indeed.”

“It’s all nonsense if you ask me,” Kel’Ratan muttered.

“Does this mean you can unravel all his spells?” I asked, leaning forward.

“It does, Princess.” Rygel grinned. “Unless he changes his way of thinking, there isn’t a spell of his that can’t be undone by me.”

“Will he know you broke the spell?” Raine asked.

“I doubt it,” Rygel answered thoughtfully. “When he can’t find Corwyn, he may think I merely put a shield around him.”

“Why’d he think that?” I asked.

Rygel grinned wolfishly. “It’s what I’d think if our positions were reversed.”

“This is all a bit much for me.” Kel’Ratan sighed.

Rygel tossed the onion to Tor, who caught it deftly. “Add that to our dinner,” Rygel suggested.

“Tell me something,” I said, leaning toward Rygel. “Why didn’t you take the opportunity to follow him back to his source and kill him? Then we’d be done with him.”

Rygel coughed delicately. “Um, I couldn’t, Princess.”

I caught the baffled glance Raine shot me. The same confusion he no doubt saw in my face. “You told Ja’Teel you knew how to track him back and kill him.”

“Princess, I bluffed.”

“You—bluffed.”

“There was nothing I could do if he started killing anyone he wanted to,” Rygel said. “I’d have to transport everyone and he might manage to kill before I could make them vanish. He believed I could reach out and kill him because—deep down—he’s scared to death of me.”

“If you couldn’t break his spell until now,” Kel’Ratan asked thoughtfully. “How’d you melt his shield?”

Rygel coughed, his eyes dancing. “I didn’t.”

“What?” I exclaimed. “But—we saw—”

“Saw an illusion,” Rygel replied, chuckling. “As did my illustrious cousin. He believed I somehow broke it down, and immediately dropped the spell. The shield vanished.”

“A good bluff can make a huge difference,” Kel’Ratan commented.

“I just wish he’d experiment without our lives in the mix,” I muttered.

* * *

“Where are they?”

Kel’Ratan leaned over in his saddle to murmur in my ear. Although Raine rode near enough to listen, to all intents and purposes, he appeared oblivious. I wasn’t fooled. I knew he heard our every word. He heard everything spoken among the warriors at any given time. His sense of hearing was, to me, uncanny and spooky.

I didn’t try to modulate my voice. “Where are who?”

“The wolves.”

Neither the scouts nor Bar reported any wolves within any distance around us for the past two days. As though they heard Raine murmur they had the wrong guy, they melted into the underbrush to never be seen again. Yet, their nightly howling reminded us they weren’t far away.

Despite the number of wolves Witraz reported followed us, only one or two howled at night. If I hadn’t known better, I’d accept noisy wolves hunted dinner and never gave it another moment’s consideration. As I lay awake in my bedroll, unable to sleep, I fancied the wolves weren’t just howling, but calling. I learned to recognize two distinct voices. Their regular and alternating tones led me to believe they indeed called for someone.

“Why doesn’t he do something?”

I scowled and drew back from Kel’Ratan’s whisper and his urgent, half-panicked expression. The same look I saw on every face that spoke behind their hands as they cast apprehensive glances toward the one man the wolves cried for.

“Why do you ask me?”

He eyed me sidelong, his thick mustache stiff and erect. “You should know. You’re the boss, aren’t you?”

I huffed, sending my hair flying off my brow. “I am in all areas save his. Ask him why he doesn’t do something.”

Kel’Ratan choked and wiped his fingers down his mouth. “He should do something,” he muttered, half under his breath.

He ignored the wolves’ presence as easily as he ignored the rest of us. Raine rode silent in his saddle, speaking only when necessary, contributing to his share of the daily workload after a day of travel. He cared for the horses, chopped wood and hauled water, helped in the making and breaking of camp. If I tried to speak to him, he gave me the familiar icy stare and a shrug. He effectively and efficiently shut me out.

“What’d you expect him to do?” I retorted icily, enjoying the sight of Kel’Ratan recoiling from my venom. “Cave in and say, ‘Here I am, come all ye wolves?’ Can’t you see this is tearing him apart?”

“Well, I—”

“Hel-lo,” I snapped. “How’d you feel to wake one day and find the lizard species chose you to be their…whatever?”

“Lizards are, well, lizards.”

“And you their head. How’d you feel?”

Kel’Ratan cocked his head, considering. “Like pond scum.”

“Thank you.”

“But wolves aren’t lizards.”

I cast a fast eye towards Raine’s back, knowing he heard every word. “Of course they aren’t. But they are different.”

“And if one is—different—”

“One feels alienated.”

After that, Kel’Ratan regarded Raine with far more polite consideration then the rest of my boys. Unfortunately, all save Kel’Ratan and Arianne, and perhaps Corwyn, still eyed Raine sidelong as they might a beast of unknown quality. A friend, maybe, but perhaps we should put a leash on it just in case.

Kel’Ratan cast a swift blue eye over his shoulder, still leaning toward me. As though no one watching knew we shared secrets. “What about her, then? She’ll starve to death inside a week.”

I sighed. He didn’t have to say her name.

Arianne.

Arianne retreated behind her midnight hair, her face, when visible, looked as though she were about to cry. She seldom spoke, even when spoken to, and helped with meals and the never popular duty of cleaning up. The slave to the core, yet even she had her limits.

Soon, she refused to eat. Everyone tried to encourage her to eat, even quiet Alun. Anything anyone put into her hands she refused and her body trembled violently. I tried every trick I could think of to get her to eat even the smallest amounts. Since Raine ignored her along with everyone else, he was no help at all. Tor, her friend from before all this madness, tried to jolly her into eating some bread and fruit, only to have her flee into the small tent she shared with me.

“She’ll eat eventually,” was all I could say.

Rygel himself, the strain casting weird shadows across his aristocratic features, seemed the only one who owned the delicate art of persuasion. He artfully jollied Arianne into taking food again, holding her hand and whispering light jokes in her ear. His work paid off, for she managed a small smile as he popped bread into her mouth.

Thus, he tried the same technique to lighten Raine’s dark mood. We all watched the result.

“Bugger off,” Raine snapped, his tone low and dangerous. 

Rygel retreated rather quickly.

Tor alone seemed unaffected by the strain. His constant nagging at Yuri and Yuras to teach him their skills brought us a welcome distraction. We Kel’Hallans, as warriors, sought to divert ourselves from the wolves’ howling, Raine’s strained expression and Arianne’s lack of appetite. The wooden sword Corwyn brought along was put to regular use. Tor learned quickly, yet his bruises easily showed he lacked the speed and agility of a swordsman. Instead, he showed much more promise as an archer.

Stronger than he looked, Tor could draw Yuri’s bow to full. His arrows hit tree targets on a regular basis. His thin arms developed rapid muscle for drawing back a bowstring before he weaved the heavy strength of a swordsman.

Quiet discussion decided Tor’s assets lay in his archer’s eye than his arm’s strength. Without comment or request, Alun cut a length from a yew tree while on watch and spent much of his free time in bow-making. Tor, accepted as a warrior-apprentice, was one of them. Raine, well—

Although I suspected my boys wanted to admit him into their private warrior circles, his wolfish problem intervened. They admired his battle skills, revered his leadership potential, wholly applauded his attachment to me, yet feared his rather bizarre proclivity for wolves. That aspect of his being warred with the Kel’Hallan brotherhood ideal.

In short, they had no idea what to do about him.

Come to think of it, neither did I.

Raine didn’t sleep much, either. Listening to the pair of wolves cry their need most of the night, I’d get out of my bedroll and sit at the entrance of my tent. While those warriors not on watch slept uneasily around the fire, Raine sat upright, the wolf pup in his lap, and stared into the flickering flames.

Behind me, in the depths of her blankets, Arianne tossed and turned, muttering in her sleep. Did the wolves invade her dreams as she so often said they did? Beyond Raine and the firelight, lying under the shelter of the trees, Rygel too slept uncomfortably. He moved this way and that, his brow puckered, his handsome lips frowning. I heard his restless mutterings from where I sat. Did the blood he now shared with Raine and Arianne give the wolves’ entrance to his dreams? Did they talk to him as I now knew they spoke to Raine and Arianne?

Was that why Raine slept not? The wolves could only enter while he slept. He was not going to give them that advantage. He remained awake, his new son in his lap, staring into the fire and resisting the temptation to rest, to give in, to—sleep.

He may have godlike self-control, but my boys didn’t.

“This isn’t good,” Kel’Ratan muttered from the side of his mouth as we halted to make camp, the sun setting in glorious drifting clouds of orange, red and purple. It dropped low behind the dancing grass and rolling hills, sparkling silver on the chuckling stream bounding amid the rounded rocks. “The tension is killing them.”

I hate it when he’s right.

The strain amongst us proved too much for my warriors. During the evening of our third day, a fistfight broke out between Witraz and Rannon, the best of friends. One minute they curried horses, the next Rannon belted Witraz across the jaw. Witraz retaliated with a swift punch to Rannon’s gut. The pair instantly rolled together with fists flying, punching, cursing, cascading dirt and grass into the innocent air.

Kel’Ratan shouted orders, but it took Kel’Ratan and Alun to yank Witraz off of Rannon. Yuri and Yuras pinned Rannon down, forcing his face into the dirt, his arms behind his back.

Unlike his usual, drill-sergeant self, Kel’Ratan didn’t have the heart to scold them. Rather than the sound cursing and deserving punishment he’d normally hand out, he merely set them to separate watches after commanding them to clean themselves up.

They sullenly obeyed, never even glancing at each other as they dusted themselves off and wiped the blood from their chins.

Raine eye-balled the entire scene from a safe distance, the pup sheltered in his arms. In his defiant expression I recognized his silent words: I know I created this mess. What are you going to do about it? Kill me?

Of course not.

He saw me watching him, and turned away. Maybe you should.

I think I might have gone completely and utterly mad if it hadn’t been for Bar. He alone withstood the tension, the strain, the silence and the wolves with a complacency that was unlike him. Bar’s temper was legendary, his patience non-existent and his moods worse than any maid during her months’ time.

Yet, he became my rock, my solace, my source of strength. When the wolves’ constant howling throughout the busy days and long, dark nights grew too much, I crept out of my tent and went to him. With my blanket around me, I lay down within the shelter of his front legs, my head pillowed on his lion shoulder. His downy lion fur and eagle feathers combined with his musky scent sent me into peaceful, and dreamless, slumber. With his huge savage beak resting against my back, I could look at Raine’s stiff form against the firelight and find there were still things right in the world after all.

Again, Kel’Ratan bespoke the obvious. “Something’s not right here.”

“You think?” I snapped, my eyes following his. “What’s your first clue?”

He tossed his chin toward Raine, who rode many rods away from the main group. At first, I saw nothing more than a big man slumped in his saddle, his long hair riding the light breeze, left hand on his reins as his right fondled the dark pup. Suddenly, Raine swung his head, hard right, a snarl forming on his lips. He caught me watching him, and his lean, angry expression returned to his normal stony neutrality.

“See?” Kel’Ratan muttered.

After that, I watched Raine closely. Not with a lover’s eye as I would have wished, but with the eyes of a warrior and a future ruler. As we travelled, or made or broke camp, I observed several instances of flinching, ducking or jumping at no noise or threat. Raine often half-yelped and jerked his head as though someone just goosed him in his ticklish spot. His face would tighten in annoyance, his icy grey eyes flat as he glanced around.

All right, now that’s just plain weird. No one, nothing, accosted him. Kel’Ratan flashed me his ‘I-told-you-so’ glance under lowered brows, Rygel scowled at his blood-brother as Arianne watched Raine from behind her curtain. Corwyn watched his liege far more than he did his charge. If the rest of my boys noticed this very strange behavior, they didn’t tell me.

I like to think I know more than I do. I spent more time studying Raine than I did the ground we crossed. With my admitted untrained eye, I watched him react to something unseen and unheard, his huge shoulders hunched to conceal his movements. While he himself thought himself subtle, I recognized the signs of someone haunted. For I myself had done those very same things.

Speak of the devil….

Kael walked alongside the nearest outrider, walking while our horses trotted yet he kept pace. He eyed me with amusement, his handsome features as familiar to me as my own. I watched Raine wrestle with his ghosts while my own kept me company for much of those three difficult days. As before, I wanted to scream at Kael to go away and leave me alone. As though sensing my imminent voicing of my protest, Kael lifted his finger to his lips, smiled and effectively shushed me.

Too late, I discovered Arianne watching me. She sat the grey mare from just the other side of Kel’Ratan, who rode just to my right. Raine rode stiffly on my left. Her eyes traveled slowly from me to Kael. She could not possibly have seen him. No one has seen Kael from the day he died except me.

Even so, her grey-blue eyes tracked him for several moments before his own met hers and he smiled. He offered her a half salute, to which she gravely dropped her head once in a nod. His smile widened into a grin as he glanced back at me. Then he popped out of existence. I dared not look at Arianne for the next several hours.

Distracting myself from the stress, wolves, Raine and Kael, I watched the countryside as I rode. Not for ghosts, but for traces of whatever and whomever called the Plains of Navak theirs. When my questions to Raine, Kel’Ratan and Rygel were received with a marked lack of interest and shrugged shoulders, I set to finding the answers on my own.

From the saddle, I determined the tall grass had been bitten off in places. Where most of the grass grew tall, I saw much that had been grazed down. The prints of some creature lay ill-defined in the still trampled grass. In some ways they resembled horse’s hoof prints, but they were huge compared to a normal horse. No ghost left those tracks.

I mentioned this to Arianne with a bright smile, only hoping to distract her from her misery. She glanced around the endless hills with disinterested eyes.

“They’re watching us,” she said dully.

My interest sharpened. “What do you mean? Who watches us? The wolves?”

She shook her head, her massive wealth of midnight hair shivering to the mare’s flanks. “Not wolves. Them.”

“Who is ‘them’?”

“They mean us no harm.”

Raine’s voice, as dull as his sister’s, held no concern, no curiosity, no alarm. My skin still prickled as though feeling eyes upon it, watching, seeing, observing.

“Who are they?” I asked.

I scanned the hills around us, but saw nothing. No eyes peering down at us from behind trees, no leering faces, no friends nor enemies. I saw just the ever present clusters of trees and sweeping grasslands, nodding flowers and bumblebees.

“It doesn’t matter,” Raine said, looking away. “They only observe. No harm in that.”

I found plenty of harm in that. Brutal’s men hunted us with the help of the damned Tongu, wolves followed us, unseen eyes watched us. Suddenly furious, I rounded on him. “You knew we were being watched and still you said nothing?”

A glimmer of the old Raine emerged from behind the shadow in his eyes, a familiar trace of humor and fire. “Had I thought it important, I’d have spoken up.”

“How do you know they aren’t dangerous?”

I’d about had my fill of shrugs.

“I can sense their intent,” he said, his icy eyes scanning the hills. “As long as we don’t stay too long, they won’t harm us.”

“Do you know who they are?” I asked.

Both brother and sister shook identical dark hair. “No,” Raine said. “I,” he paused and jerked his head toward Arianne, “we, can feel their eyes, their presence.”

“That’s something anyway,” I muttered.

“It’s the seer blood that runs in their family, Your Highness,” Corwyn explained, from his place behind Arianne.

“Can you see into the future?” I asked, curious and grateful that for the first time in going on three days I was holding an actual conversation with someone. And if he shrugged again, I intended to slap him into next week.

Raine didn’t shrug. Instead, he stared off into the distance, his brow furrowed in thought, his weird eyes calm and slightly puzzled.

“Sometimes,” he answered slowly. “Sometimes I dream of things to come. I have odd flashes now and again, like a quick vision. There then gone.” 

“As when you knew the troops planned to enter the inn and arrest you?” I prompted.

Imagine that. I received not a shrug but an actual smile. I almost fell off my horse.

“Yes,” he said. “That was one.”

“Little cat?” I asked Arianne, hoping the conversation might cheer her a bit, perhaps draw her out of herself and her misery. In that regard, however, I hoped in vain. She hid behind her hair and refused to answer. Well, one out of two wasn’t bad.

Bar announced his intention to fly a scouting mission with a sharp screech. Without waiting for my approval or disapproval, he launched himself into the air. This time I wasn’t alone in admiring his graceful flight, the broad sweep of his wings as he rose higher and higher, his effortless bank over the treetops. Raine shaded his hand, his smile still in place, as he watched Bar out of sight. He sighed, and took my hand.

“Perhaps one day you might teach me to love flying,” he said quietly, his icy eyes no longer icy. Grey eyes ringed in black but filled with warmth and love and humor stared down into mine. That was it. My heart dissolved and pooled into my lap once more. The Raine I liked, no, loved, had returned.

“Anytime,” I answered, heat gushing into my face.

He chuckled. “What’d I say to make you blush?”

“It’s not—it’s just—well—”

My idiotic tongue stumbled over itself, my heart flip-flopping in my chest like a landed fish. Damn it, I had control before when he looked at me like that. Why not now? Even Arianne emerged from behind her hair to watch me curiously. All right, so if making a fool of myself brought people to their senses, that’s all right and good. Not even close to noon and the day’s heat seared through me. Hell’s teeth, I thought, but it’s hot.

Raine chuckled again, his hand brushing my hair from my brow. “You are beautiful.”

He just had to say something like that. The first time we’ve spoken in days and he turns me into a blubbering, blushing fool. I couldn’t stop the silly grin from taking control of my mouth. I didn’t let go of his hand, however.

In the distance, I noticed Witraz cantering up a long hill toward us. As I commanded no one ride alone, he’d ridden advance guard with Alun. Yuri and Yuras took their turn as the rearguard, keeping a sharp lookout for wolves. Taking note of the change in terrain, we rode a gentle downhill slope within a small valley, steeper hills topped with trees to either side and behind us. Below us, the basin dropped more sharply down and out of sight. As Witraz rode alone and at a slow canter, I knew whatever news he brought wasn’t urgent.

He reined in, managing to salute both Raine and me in the same gesture. “There’s a river below, Your Highnesses,” he said. “About a mile and some from here. A big one.”

I exchanged a quick glance with Raine. Kel’Ratan and Rygel, seeing Witraz’s return, trotted their horses forward.

“Can we cross it?” Raine asked.

“Alun is finding a safe passage right now, Your Highness.”

“So we get our feet wet,” Kel’Ratan said brusquely. “What’s the big deal?”

“M’lord, it’s deep and wide,” Witraz said. “The terrain ahead turns rocky and steep for miles around. Parts of the river we can see are closed in by steep cliffs, the rest jagged rocks. I also heard rapids downriver.”

“Well, that’s a different story,” Kel’Ratan murmured, his fingers stroking his mustache. “Should we follow it upriver?”

“Alun is searching for a place to ford it?” Raine asked.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

He glanced down at me. “What do you say, beautiful princess?” he asked. “Ready to get wet?”

Before I could form an opinion, Rygel’s frantic, anguished, voice overruled my thought processes.

“My prince!”

Raine’s face suddenly drained of all color. His normally tan skin paled, his scars stark against a color akin to cheese curds. His eyes flattened, changed from warm to frost in a heartbeat. Arianne cried aloud, pressing her hands to her ears as though blasted by a very loud sharp sound.

Kel’Ratan and I heard nothing. I knew he didn’t, for his puzzled expression might have mirrored my own. All I heard were their harsh breathing, the sigh of the wind through the tall grass and the swish of our horses legs against greenery. What the hell was wrong with them? What was wrong with the three of them? I listened intently—

The three—

I suddenly knew what those special three heard. Wolves. The wolves howled again. Not in their ears, but in their heads. The wolves howling meant something very bad, something very, very bad. Something was wrong. Something—

“Well, isn’t this a sight for sore eyes?” an all too familiar voice boomed from on high.

My heart froze in my chest. My mouth tasted of dry chalk. My palms bloomed with sweat. Hell’s teeth, he found us. 

My neck creaked as it turned, slowly, oh so slowly, toward his voice. My eyes lifted. I tried to swallow, but nothing at all passed from my mouth to my belly. I knew Mikk ceased his forward motion, but I never touched his reins. Beside me, as though from a distance, I heard a low, guttural growling. The wolves, I thought, haphazard. Now we’re all hearing the bloody wolves.

Standing on an outcropping of rock on the eastern hilltop, High King Brutal smiled down. He hadn’t taken off his magnificent jeweled crown. At his left hand, still dressed dramatically in all black, Ja’Teel stood. On Brutal’s right tall Tenzin waited with Shirel at heel. Her long tail swung daintily from side to side. Her golden eyes gleamed within the jet depths of her rich velvety fur.

Flanking the pair were Brutal’s army commanders, decked in purple and gold, their insignias shining on shoulders and breasts, proud plumes in their helmets. I recognized Sangar, third from Brutal’s left, toying with his sword hilt. On the canted hill below them, silent, a dozen bald Tongu with their serpent tattoos and greasy hair hanging to their shoulders, awaited the command to attack. Grizzled hounds, their muzzles free of constraint, growled.

A platoon of the royal Synn’jhani in white and gold, their plumed turbans, white scarves and black boots stood ready, spears in their fists. As ever, they would take no part in the coming battle but would protect their monarch should the battle swing our way. That seemed doubtful, given the current odds. 

Above Brutal, emerging from hiding in the tree thickets, rode purple and gold cavalry troops. Dozens upon dozens of them, spread out and rode into positions where they’d ride downhill to the attack.

As though governed by a mind not my own, I turned toward my left. Above us, on the western hill, rode more Federate troops, filling the hilltop. A large company of Khalid’s best cavalry rode into view to either side of us. Among them and on foot, their hounds at their sides, stood Tongu hunters. I didn’t feel the need to count, but guessed their numbers about fifty.

No doubt, yet more purple and gold troopers filled the hills behind us, but I didn’t bother to look. Brutal wouldn’t have shown his hand unless his troops completely surrounded us.

Brutal’s voice descended like a god’s from on high. Devilish good humor filled his tone. “My blushing bride and my runaway wolf holding hands.” His laughter rained down. “Isn’t that precious?”

Growling filled my ears. Dammit, shut up. What use is growling when disaster laughed in our faces? The wolves sincerely needed some training.

I filled my hands with my bow, nocked an arrow, trained it on Brutal. I doubted I’d manage to kill the lucky bastard, but if opportunity knocked….

Raine drew his sword. My boys leveled bows at anything that moved. Unfortunately, the entire area moved. Corwyn drew his own steel and planted himself between Arianne and Brutal. Left and Right, never very far away, kicked their horses closer to me. I heard Tor, several feet away, cursing and demanding his own bow. He wanted to fight. While I admired his new-found courage, his bow wasn’t finished. I dared not take my eyes off the High King above me to find him a weapon.

“You should lower your bow, my dear,” Brutal said genially. “You’ll want to hear what I’ve got to say.” He tittered. “Before you die with such nobility.”

“I don’t think so,” I replied. To my astonishment, my voice sounded as cool as Brutal’s.

“Oh, but I think you will,” he said. He raised his hand. “Pay attention, I do so hate to repeat myself.”

Behind him, a band of a dozen or so soldiers rode out from behind the trees. In their midst, hands bound behind their backs, gagged, rode Yuri and Yuras. My arrow dropped a fraction. 

His grin wide, Brutal pointed out and down. I could not help but turn my head. At the valley’s foot, more soldiers rode into view. They’d also taken Alun, and tied and gagged him whilst still on his horse. I witnessed his fury in his lowered brows and reddened skin tone despite the distance.

“That isn’t all,” Brutal said. “Please attend.”

One of his commanders blew a horn. From atop the hill behind Brutal and his people, horses emerged, ropes tied to pommels. Royals in purple and gold turned in their saddles to watch behind them, trusting their mounts to find the safest way down. The horses strained, despite the helpful slope, for they dragged behind them an enormous object.

My bow dropped. My already dry throat clicked. Kel’Ratan cursed, a low, guttural word. Raine growled again, low in his throat, like a wolf. Low-voiced mutters from Witraz, Rannon and Tor came to my ears on a distant sigh, for all my attention was on that object.

Bar hissed and struggled, but the huge net that ensnared him held fast. He bit at the strands, his beak snapping against them with no effect at all. His razor sharp talons sliced off the netting with a high-pitched zing sound.

“I made it special,” Brutal remarked, as though commenting on a fine piece of artwork. “It’s made all of steel cables, fashioned just for him. Oh, don’t worry, he’s not injured. At least not his body.” Brutal chuckled. “His pride may be bruised a bit, however.”

“You bastard.” I managed those words through lips numb with fear and grief.

“I’m not, actually,” Brutal replied. “My parents were married in front of an entire temple filled with witnesses.”

The entourage made slow but steady progress down, stopping not far from Brutal’s left. Bar might be safely trapped, but the troopers worried anyway. Their constant glances over their shoulders, their grip on the pommels of their saddles, their sweat, told me they feared Bar might indeed escape his net and kill them. Their horses sweated as much as they, their white-ringed eyes and the spur-blood on their flanks told me how much they disliked the task put to them.

Brutal gestured grandly toward the captive and still hissing Bar. “A bull from Colvin lured him into the net.”

Brutal snickered, his fingers over his mouth. “It seems he treasures his belly more than you, my sweet betrothed.”

Bar screeched in raw fury, attacking the net that bound him with even greater force. He bit and clawed at the steel binding him, kicking up dust, grass and bits of feather into the still air. The horses holding the cables tight shied nervously, but their riders quelled their restlessness with spurs and firmly curbed bits.

“You’re not that smart,” Raine growled. “Who planned this for you?”

“I did, actually,” Brutal replied, pleased, Raine’s insult bouncing off him like a rock from a boulder.

“I must admit, however,” Brutal went on conversationally, watching Bar’s battle to free himself calmly, as though he watched a kitten play with a ball of twine. “With the incompetents that surround me these days, I’m surprised it worked.”

Ja’Teel stiffened and Tenzin’s pale eyes slanted downward, his lips thinning. If Brutal didn’t cease insulting those whose aid he desperately needed, he might find them turning against him. Keep insulting them, I silently prayed. Do our work for us.

I was smart enough to know, however, that Ja’Teel and Tenzin wanted us taken as much as Brutal did. Only after they all got what they wanted would this little alliance fray.

“Ja’Teel.” Rygel chilling voice spoke for the first time. “I’m going to kill you for this.”

“How trite,” Ja’Teel commented on a sigh. “What you lack in power you also lack in imagination.”

I took my eyes off of Brutal long enough to glance at Rygel. His hands clenched into fists, he stared up at his kinsman and enemy, his amber eyes narrowed to mere slits. “You haven’t a hope,” Rygel snarled.

“How about we find out?” Ja’Teel’s smooth voice carried down on the breeze like a feather. “What say we fight it out like civilized men?”

“Are you stupid enough to challenge me?”

Ja’Teel obviously took tittering lessons from Brutal. His harelip curled in a sneer. “Don’t you remember, cousin? I fought you to a standstill with this very blade.”

He patted the sword at his hip.

Rygel began to grin. “Ah, I think I want a rematch. Are you still afraid of heights?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

Rygel pointed skyward. “How about up there then? Where we can slice each other up undisturbed.”

“Why ever not?”

Rygel’s hand snatched his sword from its sheath. An evil grin etched his aristocratic lips. “Come. Let’s dance the dance of air and death.”

Instantly, he was airborne. Not as a hawk or a raven, but as a man dancing on the breeze. In a flash, Ja’Teel joined him, perhaps fifty rods above the ground. With a ringing clash of steel on steel, the pair fought with their swords, only empty air beneath them. They drifted higher until they grew indistinct, tiny with distance, the sun flashing off their ringing blades.

Brutal watched them for a time, his lips pursed.

“Perhaps they’ll dispatch each other up there,” he commented, unperturbed.

“Don’t you want your wizard alive?” Raine asked.

Brutal shrugged. “There are more where he came from.”

He gazed down at me, a smile quirking his lips. “Tsk tsk, you haven’t lowered your bow, Ly’Tana.”

“I don’t intend to,” I replied, aiming the arrow between his eyes.

“I thought you understood, my dear.” He gestured grandly to his hostages and Bar. “If you don’t hear me out, they’ll die immediately.”

“What do you want?”

“To make you an offer.”

I half-glanced at Raine. “What kind of offer?”

Brutal drew himself up grandly. “If you surrender now, you’ll all survive. All of you, including your pet wolf.”

“Why would you let us live? What do you want?”

He grinned, shaking his lank hair. “Silly girl, what else would I want? Just your hand in marriage.”

“Never.” I hissed. “I despise you.”

Brutal sighed and spoke as though lecturing a four year old. “Don’t play the imbecile, my dear. It doesn’t become you. In an arranged marriage, the couple isn’t required to love, or even like, each other. They are only required to make babies. Together, we will create the expected heir and a spare. You can have all the playmates you desire, like Wolf here, or even the boy.”

He snickered. “But I suspect it’ll be a few years before he makes much of a playmate.”

“Why?” I asked. “Why would you let us live?”

Brutal rolled his eyes as though having grown weary with us idiots. “You’re valuable to me alive,” he snapped, impatient. “Perhaps bargaining with you will prove more useful than hunting you down. If you all surrender, here and now, I’ll spare the lives of your men and your little birdie. As part of the bargain to keep them alive, you and I will marry, and our children will inherit Khalid and Kel’Halla. Wolf will submit to me, lead my armies and win his throne. He’ll rule Connacht under my shield and one day, should he choose to marry, his sons will also inherit. Of course, the Princess Arianne will remain with me as hostage to his good behavior.”

“You’ll let them live?” Raine asked, gesturing around at my boys and Bar.

Brutal nodded, expansively. “Indeed, provided they swear oaths of loyalty and never bear arms against me.” His dead brown eyes rested on Corwyn. “I’ll pardon all, including the traitor Cephas. He’ll be reinstated immediately into his former post as my Slave Master the instant you surrender. Despite his despicable treachery, I’ll stay my hand to prove my good faith.”

“That’s a great deal to ask,” Raine said.

“Not really,” Brutal answered politely. “It’s a win-win situation, a benefit for all involved.”

“And if we decide to fight?”

“That is, of course, your choice,” Brutal said somberly. “My soldiers will take you alive, at all costs.”

He gestured grandly toward a still hissing Bar. “Once you’re in chains, my lovely bride will witness the Tongu hounds ripping her beloved pet to pieces.” His pale finger pointed at the bound and gagged Yuri and Yuras. “I will crucify her warriors one by one, forcing her to watch each and every death. All of you shall witness my wrath, should you decide to spurn my very generous offer. Look around you, you cannot possibly win against such numbers.”

He raised both hands, palms up, and shrugged, his thin lips faintly smiling. “Your wizard is gone, his power broken,” Brutal continued, his tone mild. “You have no chance, Wolf, truly. You’re surrounded on all sides by a superior force.”

He paused to gather eyes, though he had no need.

“This, too, is your choice, Ly’Tana, Wolf.”

Brutal’s finger now pointed downhill at us, his lips thinned into a fine white line. His dead eyes blazed. “You can be my wife at my side, sharing in all that a Queen should have, my lovely lady. Or you can be my wife, and under my boot heel, a slave in all but name. That’s your choice, my dear. Wolf, you may rule Connacht as her rightful King, as a man. Or rule it in name only as a mindless, breathing zombie. You pick.”

“You mind if we talk it over?” Raine asked politely.

“Sure, sure,” Brutal replied expansively, leaning back and crossing his arms. “Talk amongst yourselves. I’ll wait. I’ll be right here.”

“Thank you.”

“But, Wolf,” Brutal added.

Raine, who had half-turned away, now glanced back up the hill toward Brutal with his brow quirked politely.

“Just remember you haven’t a chance,” Brutal said, his tone pleasant. “I’ll win either way. Don’t attempt to grow a brain.”

“I appreciate the advice.”

Raine lowered his head as I, Kel’Ratan, Witraz, Rannon, Arianne, Corwyn, the twins and Tor gathered close.

“He can’t possibly be telling the truth?” Kel’Ratan asked, his voice pitched low.

“Of course he isn’t,” Raine said, restlessly running his hand through his hair. The pup in his left hand yawned, revealing a tiny pink tongue and rows of white needle-like teeth. “He’ll crucify all of you, sic the Tongu mutts on Bar just for kicks. He’ll keep Ly’Tana and I for his amusements and take our countries.”

“Then why didn’t he simply attack?” Corwyn asked.

“He still needs the three of us,” I gestured to Raine and Arianne, “alive. If he can neutralize Bar, which he did, persuade us as to his good intentions, he can take us without a fight.”

“Or risk us being killed in the fighting,” Raine added grimly. “That’s a very big risk, one he’s hoping he won’t have to take.”

I glanced around at Kel’Ratan, Witraz, Left, Right and Rannon. A sudden surge of pride hit me as I met their fierce eyes, their lack of fear, their readiness to fight to the death. These are the finest warriors Kel’Halla had to offer, the best of men.

Tor showed no fear either, his hands closing and unclosing as though wishing a weapon were in them. Perhaps I should give him my dagger. He may not be a warrior yet, but he could die as the warrior he wanted to be, with a weapon in his hand.

Brutal watched us, frowning slightly. I know he tried to eavesdrop, to hear what we said to one another. Our voices were pitched low enough that unless he had the hearing of a wolf, he heard nothing. I signaled, a slight hand movement, to let the others know to use muted hand and body movements. No sense in tipping our hand by gestures and facial expressions.

“I’ll not surrender,” I said quietly. “I must die here, today, or Kel’Halla falls into his hands. I must not be forced to marry him, for through me he’ll be King of Kel’Halla as my heir. I can’t be recaptured.”

Kel’Ratan nodded, his mustache bristling, his blue eyes bright. “By Nephrotiti, we’ll take no few of them with us!”

“What if we fight, and are taken as he threatened?” Witraz asked.

“A Kel’Hallan never surrenders,” Kel’Ratan growled. “We fight and die, or are captured and die harder. Either way, we will die, and our heart, our blood, our Kel’Halla, lives on. Our lives, our deaths, matter nothing. Only Kel’Halla matters.” 

“He’ll never have Connacht,” Raine said quietly, his eyes on his sister. “Nor my sister.”

She scowled at him as though at a drooling idiot. She tossed her hair impatiently from her face, covering Tor. She opened her mouth to speak, but he continued on, inexorable, like a boulder rolling downhill.

“Connacht, while in the hands of enemies,” Raine murmured, his hand still in mine, but his icy grey eyes on his sister, “is yet free of the Khalidian yoke. I would rather she remain independent, under the banner of the barbarians, than another jewel in Brutal’s crown.”

His tone dropped, hardened. “If we must die to ensure that, we will. I’ll cut her throat first, before I will permit Brutal to have her.”

Given Arianne’s timidity, I expected her to cringe, show fear, that her own brother, her own flesh and blood, would kill her himself rather than see her alive and with Brutal. These two never entertained me with what I expected. I should have realized they both were as unpredictable as the wolves they resembled. 

Arianne glared at her very dangerous brother. “That won’t be necessary,” she snapped.

“It’s very necessary, little cat,” Raine rumbled. “He’ll never touch you. By all the gods there are, he won’t.”

He glared, his eyes as icy, and predatory, as the day I met him. “Connacht, and Kel’Halla, will remain free. Whatever the cost to us.”

Dammit. This was the man I always dreamed of. Not that idiot Kael. Not Breen, whom my father chose. I craved a man of courage, of heart, of such charisma that even I, a leader in my own right, would follow into hell. Never before have I seen his like. The gods surely broke the mold when they made Raine.

“Whatever the cost,” I answered, taking his hand to my lips to kiss, as a vassal might offer her lord obeisance. I’d give him my loyalty as my king, and my love as his mate. If we can’t be together in this life, then, if the gods be kind, we’ll be together in the next.

His weird eyes warmed, his handsome face offering me that quirky smile I loved so much. His cheek flickered in a lightning wink, a flashing wink of a man who liked what he saw. Flipping my hand in his, he pressed it to his lips, not the back as a courtier, but my palm, as a lover.

One by one my warriors saluted him, clashing fists to chests, Kel’Hallan fashion. Even Tor saluted smartly. Corwyn, ever the Connachti, bowed low over his pommel and saluted Raine, liege to lord, Connachti fashion. Raine didn’t drop my hand in his, but he straightened in his saddle.

A king uncrowned, Raine nodded soberly, accepting the homage as his due.

“You know,” I said, tears standing in my eyes. “I never thanked you.”

His brow quirked in a silent question, inviting me to explain.

“Saving me from falling in a disgraced heap at Brutal’s little party.”

I grinned as he smiled. Leaning over, he kissed me, lingering, on the lips. His grey eyes a fraction from my own, he said softly. “I love you.”

He loves me! My heart soared on Bar’s immense wings. I knew it, I knew it, deep in my heart I knew he loved me. The gruff wolfish exterior fell away under three spoken words, his real feelings glowed from his strange eyes. How romantic a notion that he spoke them just before we both die in battle. 

Now my tears dropped, one by one, down my cheeks. “I love you,” I whispered. “Dammit.”

His mouth melted to mine. My heart beat faster. I was going to die in the next few moments. Die with my sword in my hand, keeping safe my people and my homeland. Dying with the man I loved beside me. I’d stand proud before Nephrotiti’s throne, hand in hand with Raine, souls joined, mated, until the world was broken and made again. 

I cared little that Brutal watched us kiss. He’ll never, ever, have what Raine and I now shared. Simple, true love. His soul will sicken and die, craving the very thing he sought for and died for.

I breathed in Raine’s most precious breath—

“You make me so sick I think I’m going to vomit.”

For a moment my mind turned the voice into Brutal’s harsh, nasal tone. Confused, my mind discovered it didn’t come from away and above us. It came from within our group and was Arianne’s.

Startled, Raine took his mouth from mine, his eyes from me. I turned my head, gawping at an Arianne I failed to recognize.

She sat the grey mare like one born to a saddle, her huge glorious, grey-blue eyes sparking anger. Her fair lips firm, her chin high, she reminded me of a Kel’Hallan warrior from old, a feral woman, tough, fearless. I found a woman who rode to her death with defiance in her song.

Proudly erect, her spine ramrod straight, her midnight hair fell to the mare’s dusty flanks, Arianne glared. Not at Brutal and his troops, I found. Her full and complete anger lay with us: Raine and me.

No trace of the timid slave, one who feared to eat her meals and hid behind her hair at the slightest raised voice remained. That person had vanished from those sparking, blue-grey depths. A princess shone from those eyes, one bred to war and steel. The cold etched in them might have come from Raine himself.

“What the hell?” Raine asked, clearly confused.

Her eyes might have drilled holes in him had he been a lesser man.

“You’re ridiculous,” she snapped. “You both are behaving stupidly.”

“Um,” Raine began diffidently, gesturing to the Federate troops around us, above us. “They aren’t here to invite us to a party. We’re all going to die here.”

“No one is going to die,” she growled. Growled?

Kel’Ratan edged away from her, his fingers making the sign against strong enchantment. My boys, eyeing her askance, reined their stallions to the flanks, making certain her anger fell anywhere but on them.

“What do you mean?” Raine asked, baffled.

“You are so dense,” she flared. “Listen to what’s inside you. None of us will die today. They will, but not us. You are acting like lovesick fools.”

“Just how are we going to walk away from hundreds upon hundreds of Brutal’s soldiers?” Kel’Ratan asked, his eyes bulging.

She flipped a dismissive hand. “Oh, ye of little faith.”

I exchanged an incredulous glance with Raine, with Kel’Ratan, with Witraz.

Raine shrugged. My vow to smack him should he ever shrug again entered my head then vanished when chaos erupted from the hills. From all around us came the sounds of the thudding of hundreds of hooves, the shrill whinnying of horses, shouted orders, curses, cries of panic. I wheeled Mikk toward the sounds.

I looked first to Brutal.

His commanders, aided by Tenzin and his kitty, hurried him, hustled him, back toward his horse, to safety. He didn’t try to stop them, but stared, aghast, as his neat plan unraveled like a cheap sweater. Loyal to the core, they pushed him from the outcropping toward the saddled and waiting horses. The white and gold Sins lowered their spears, standing in a bristling protective ring around him, backing away from the threat. Whatever that threat was, they’d die before it found their royal master.

“Now that’s a sight you don’t see every day,” Witraz commented, his tone conversational.

Wolves poured in a furry grey, silver and brown wave from under the forest trees, attacking the eastern company’s rear. As Witraz had described them, they were huge, bigger than yearling bulls, some as big as small horses. Grey, brown, black, silver, even a few white wolves in the mix galloped downhill. He’d said there were maybe sixty wolves tagging behind us. Somehow that number had quadrulpled. More wolves than I could count without demanding they stop and standstill for the next half hour galloped down from the hills.

Spreading wide in all directions, they snapped and snarled at the cavalry horses. While the Khalidians trained their horses to withstand an enemy charge, they never trained them to withstand the attack of slavering wolves. The wolf, the predator that preyed on horses.

It didn’t take much work on the wolves’ part to start a panic among the mounted troops. Fright spread from horse to horse in a tidal wave of terror. The flight or fight instinct had taken over in almost all the horses, and their riders were, for the most part, ignored.

Men cried out in fear and panic as their horses reared, fighting bit and spur, deadly fangs snapping at their flanks. Dozens ignored both and fled blindly. Many horses succeeded in dumping their riders and decamping, while others tried to fight back, to kick the nimble wolves. The wolves seemed to know exactly how to frighten the horses without actually harming them. Loud snarls, flattened ears, swift lunges at throats or hindquarters, sharp nips to flanks or shoulders that cut but did no lasting harm did far more to create absolute chaos than actually killing.

I suspect that’s exactly what the wolves intended. How in Nephrotiti’s name they knew that, I dared not guess. Horses shed their human burdens as quickly as possible and disappeared over the hills. No wolf chased them. Those soldiers left behind faced their snarling enemies on foot, with nothing but the weapons they had in their hands when their horses politely asked them to get off.

“Unbelievable,” Kel’Ratan murmured.

I noticed a strange pattern. The men that fell from their mounts were left alone, provided they rose and took to their heels. If they froze in paralytic shock, not moving, the wolves ignored them. A very few who stood, jaws agape, hands held high in surrender, watched as the massive beasts passed them by and left them unmolested. Those that remained mounted, but allowed their horses to run most probably survived to fight another day.

For the only humans the wolves killed were those that offered them battle.

Some foolish soldiers tried to fight, horseless, aiming their bows, or crossbows, or swinging their swords at a passing wolf. Those soldiers found themselves brought down, hamstrung from behind by sharp fangs, throats ripped out, dying a bloody, agonized death. Arrows and crossbow bolts whizzed past, the nimble and quick wolves galloping too fast to make an accurate target. Those stupid shooters died under bloody fangs for their efforts.

Still, a few more talented royals mastered their panicked mounts and spurred them to the attack. Wolves, those successful hunters, went for the vulnerable hamstrings of the horses. I inwardly winced every time a horse fell, kicking, whinnying in panic, when its legs could no longer hold it upright and moving. 

Brutal’s finest tumbled from their saddles when their mounts collapsed under them, swords in their hands. Quick to rise, they fought to slay any wolf that came within range. As they dared to offer battle, the wolves lunged in. Wolves dodged sword blades to kill efficiently and seemingly without effort. Brutal’s soldiers went down under the hard-muscled weight of wolves that weighed more than they did. They, too, screamed out in terror and fear before sharp white fangs ripped their throats. Blood soaked into the ground, splashed on tree trunks, coated the long grass.

I noticed the wolves didn’t waste precious seconds to kill the helpless horses already brought down. Those stricken animals struggled to rise, panicked, trying to get hind legs to work that could serve them no longer. 

Raine’s hand tightened around mine. I glanced up, meeting grey eyes wide with fear and horror. Horror he felt not at the bloodshed on the hillside above. He felt only terror of the wolf within. He feared the wolf that craved to run with his brothers and slay his enemies and protect those he loved. He feared the lust to open the throats of the men who dared harm his mate, his sister, and his friends.

He feared himself.

Don’t be afraid, I tried to say, but couldn’t. There was too much to be afraid of.

Running rampant, the wolves killed at will. Their fangs slashed exposed throats of the men who sought to kill them. Then, without pausing to worry the dying man, leaped to bring yet another down. All around, men bled to death from mauled throats, or crawled helplessly, trying to cover their necks. The wolves ignored those men who, down and groveling, offered little or no fight. They spared all who posed no threat to them. Or to us, standing in the small valley, captive, unable to either join the fight, or run from it.

I forced my eyes from the slaughter and looked up. Brutal, his Sins, his Tongu friends, his commanders, still stood at the highest point watching the very strange battle weave below them. Obviously, Brutal’s commanders wanted him to run, to escape, before the wolf army found time to gallop uphill and gnaw on his royal throat. Their distant voices, their frenzied gestures, informed me of how they urged Brutal to come with them, to run to safety. He did not, but stood, staring downhill, his jaw agape, as mere wolves sliced his royal soldiers into purple and gold ribbons.

Throwing my head wildly around, my hair flying, I looked for my boys taken captive by Brutal. From below, Alun waved his hands, shouting something I couldn’t hear. How did he get free? How did his hands get untied? No troops held him hostage any longer. 

Frantic, I gazed upward, uphill, seeking Yuri and Yuras. I found them still mounted. Their horses, while snorting and spooking, white rimming their eyes, still maintained enough sense to not throw the young brothers. Their hands still tied behind their backs, Yuri and Yuras broke free of the bloody chaos and galloped downhill, guiding their chestnut stallions with their knees. Down, toward me and safety. No trooper tried to stop them. 

Breathing a quick gust of relief, I shifted my gaze to the left.

Tenzin pointed grimly. A dozen grizzled hounds leaped downhill into the battle.

My throat caught. Had the wolves met their match?

“Don’t be silly,” Arianne said confidentially. “A mutt is never a match for a wolf.”

Twenty, more, wolves raced uphill to meet them. Each wolf outweighed a Tongu hound by triple. As though enjoying the challenge, the wolves singled out a grey and brown grizzled hound, one on one. Fifteen huge wolves rose against fifteen huge hounds. The others stood scattered amidst the combatants, keeping a wary eye on Brutal’s people. Keeping things fair, I thought with a half-hysterical giggle.

If I had to gauge the match, I was forced to admit the hounds had ferocity on their side. Their courage, their willingness to kill or die, might yet give them the edge. Yet, the wolves had the quick reflexes of natural killers. No hound that sought a vulnerable wolf throat or belly achieved its goal. Hound fangs snapped shut on air. Hound jaws closed on emptiness. Hounds wheeled to fight what threatened their hindquarters but found nothing to fight.

Wolves, trained from infancy to battle for survival, leaped nimbly in to cut a dog’s hind tendon before it could turn. On three legs, a hound, like a horse, stood no chance. A wolf that outweighed the crippled dog by two hundred pounds or more had little to fear from its enemy’s teeth. Each vulnerable hound died under the superior weight and savagery of the wolves.

One by one, the Tongu mongrels died, lying in the grass, throats or bellies opened to the sun, their blood soaking into the ground. Not a single wolf lay still and silent above us.

Tenzin watched it all, his skin pale and shining with sweat.

Interesting, I thought. He never sent his precious puss into the fight. His black panther, his Shirel, remained at his side throughout the battle. Perhaps she was too valuable to waste in a fight he couldn’t win.

The Tongu assassins were another matter entirely. Ignoring those wolves who galloped back downhill to rejoin the forces of their brothers, they walked, stiff-legged, to the bodies of their hounds. Standing amid the corpses of men and struggling, crippled horses, they knelt beside the torn bodies of their hounds. Obviously, their body language told me of their grief. How could such evil, cold-hearted assassins find love in their hearts? Love, even for the dogs who served them?

Yuri and Yuras galloped into our midst, slowing their mounts with their weight in their saddles. Sliding to a stop, they exposed their still tied hands, inviting release. Left and Right seized knives and cut their hands loose. Yuri yanked his gag down to hang around his neck.

“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” he gasped. “They were on us before we even saw them.”

“No worries,” I said, vying for a bright tone. “It’s all good.”

Regrouping, the two hundred plus wolves found no one to fight. A swift glance to my left told me those cavalrymen atop the western hills sat their horses, not yet willing to commit to the battle. I didn’t turn my head to seek the Khalidian soldiers to our rear. Several wolves stared upward and past us, yet stood quiet, alert but unalarmed. Ah, so Brutal’s men were not so willing to enter a battle they obviously had no hope of winning.

A group of perhaps thirty wolves dispatched from the larger pack and galloped uphill. They loped toward Brutal and his commanders and his Sins, tongues lolling from parted jaws. In anticipation, I suspected. I swept my hair from my eyes to see better.

Brutal’s protective Sins reacted first. Closest to the oncoming wolves and on foot, they surged backward, yelling, urging their royal master to run, to ride hard and fast. Spears lowered, they backed slowly toward the cluster of Khalidian commanders, Tenzin and Brutal. Sangar and another of his rank helped Brutal onto his flashy black stallion, two troopers riding to either side of him. I watched him fling a panicked glance over his shoulder before he set his spurs to the stallion’s silky black hide.The others mounted up and with their bodies, and those of their horses, between the wolves and their High King, acted as a buffer.

Their horses, after witnessing the battle, weren’t stupid. They knew the oncoming wolves meant one thing: death. Even the flashy black stallion had smarts enough to obey the spurs. Brutal had no choice but to grip his pommel and hang on as his mount carried him down the far side of the hill. Sangar and the others galloped hard on his heels.

Seeing him safely away, the Sins threw the fight to the wolves and ran to their own white-eyed mounts. The wolfish advance slowed, allowing the retreating Sins to vault into their saddles, lash their horses with their reins and ride after their master. The thunder of hooves vanished into the distance.

Rising into my stirrups, I looked about. Those troopers on the hills to our left and rear curbed nervous horses, witnessing their supreme commander and liege lord decamping at high speed. Brutal abandoned them to their fate. The wolf army on the hillside, as one, turned about and galloped downhill.

At the same instant, Raine jumped, as though a finger jabbed itself into his ribcage. “All right, all right, we’re going,” he muttered.

“What?” I began.

Raine turned at his waist, and shoved the whimpering pup into his saddlebags. “We ride now. For the river.”

“No!” I cried. Not without Bar!”

What happened to Bar?

The soldiers who dragged him screeching, struggling and hissing in the net lay dead, their throats torn, their horses gone. Bar struggled, his front talons dragging the net from himself. Two wolves, with their teeth gripping the steel cables, held the rear portion of the net fast, their hind legs digging into the long grass. A second pair of wolves seized the long ropes the soldiers had tied around their pommels in their jaws. The net, created like a drawstring bag made of steel, opened at its mouth as the front pair scrambled backward, effectively opening the mouth of the net. The wolves holding the strong net in their even stronger jaws slipped the steel net over Bar’s feathered head.

This supremely coordinated tactic prevented Bar from merely entangling himself further. My mind could not grasp the concept. It slipped from me like a wet eel in my hand. Wolves acting as an effective, intelligent unit helped Bar get free of the steel net? 

Bar slipped out from under the mesh. It collapsed behind him like a deflated bladder as the wolves let go and ran to join their fellows. His wild, eagle’s screech deepened into a lion’s roar of rage. His wings beat the air, subjugating the wind. Launching himself up and away from the ensnaring trees, he dove both out and down.

The battalions of cavalry yet untouched by the wolf army, one on the western hill and another on the southern, higher up, sat their horses and watched. Made indecisive by Brutal’s abrupt and ignominious retreat, they had no standing orders, no supreme commander to answer to. Left suddenly adrift, they knew not what to do.

Bar certainly did.

Full of the indignity, the humiliation of being captured and helpless in the hands of his hated enemies, Bar winged in. He flew to exact his revenge, charging, his beak parted, his talons out. His pride was hurt. Neither eagles nor lions took too well to humiliation. He retained the rage, the sensitivities, and the fury, of both species.

Bar made those on the west his target.

He blasted past us, low overhead, the hurricane winds of his passing blowing my hair into my face. Dragging it from my eyes, I caught a quick glimpse of Raine, of Arianne, of Witraz, also tossing wild strands of their long hair out of their eyes to witness Bar winging into attack mode. My breath caught in my chest; I couldn’t draw another.

The royal cavalry saw him coming, fingers pointing, orders shouted. Bows and crossbows lifted, aimed, waiting for their target to fly closer. While they made no move to attack us, they knew Bar was pissed. They saw it in his gaping beak, the fury of his wings. They heard it in his low guttural growl, the savage roar, of a lion stalking his hated rival for his harem and hunting grounds.

To save my life, I couldn’t draw breath. He may be free, but they’d shoot him down. They’d done so once before.

In a feat I’d never before witnessed, Bar snap-rolled to the left and down, a mere rod over the tall grass. His wings, his fore-limbs, and his hind legs folded tightly to his body created a smaller mark. The loosed arrows and cross-bow bolts, released the instant he came within range, shot past him, to vanish harmless into the grass behind him.

He executed yet another tight barrel roll, this one to his right, in midair, still hugging the ground. Without his wingspan to use as a target, the troopers shot wildly. Their bolts and arrows flew wide, missing their goal by lengths. Like a snake hissing through the grass, he arrowed up from the earth, flying in from below the royals. 

Shooting down rather than up seemed to cause them no end of confusion. Below the flights of the feathered death, he came on, an avenging angel on swift wings. Wooden shafts tipped with steel screamed harmlessly past, lost in the infinite expanse of the grasslands. His wings snapped out to ensnare the wind. Talons bared, he screamed his challenge.

A unit of a hundred horses and armed cavalrymen, armed, armored, well-trained in the art of battle waited. A platoon of the Federation’s finest readied themselves, bows and swords up, for his flight to greet them. 

His humiliation added to his fury and, dead on target, he blasted into the cavalry’s right flank.

Not a glancing blow where he could slash, bank around and slash again. This attack was a full on strike with talons, beak and lion claws. He hit them broadside, before their center could wheel about right and face him with raised shields.

No horse could withstand him. No soldier marked him. If I thought the wolves made chaos out of the order of the Khalidian army, Bar’s sweeping fury created a living hell on earth.

“Glory,” Tor muttered, his huge brown eyes wide within his pale face.

Commanders shouted orders; troopers aimed their crossbows at the winged avenger screaming in for the kill. Wolves, running hard, crossed the basin and galloped past us, running westward, clearly intent on assisting Bar. Most of the soldiers looked up, not down. The pack fell upon the unguarded flanks of cavalry, snarling, snapping, drawing blood. Under the wolves swift attack, knots of horses exploded in all directions. Men fell, screaming, to the ground, sucked under by the furry wave.

Any who tried to shoot Bar down died a bloody death. Horses fell, their throats ripped open, their riders dumped at the mercy of the wolf horde. Bar and the wolves wreaked more havoc than any Wrath of Usa’a’mah. Men died, slashed to ribbons under his full armament, or cut down by a supporting wolf.

Orders be damned, healthy, uninjured troopers set spurs to silky hides. Dropping weapons to lighten the load and free their hands, Brutal’s western battalion collapsed. Troopers unhorsed and unharmed by either Bar or the wolf army fled on foot, and were allowed to depart. Most fled south, toward the last surviving unit of cavalry that once surrounded us.

Swiping my hair from my face, I wheeled Mikk, staring uphill in shock.

“Well, well,” Raine commented dryly. “Someone in charge has some brains.”

Horns sounded the retreat. Like smoke drawing up inside a chimney, the southern regiment recoiled upon itself. Wheeling their horses, they managed an orderly, if fearful, withdrawal. Survivors from the devastated western battalion joined them, while the soldiers on foot screamed for them to wait.

Showing amazing courage, many mounted Khalidians turned back and galloped to the rescue. Grabbing extended arms, they helped those afoot mount behind them. Lashing reins across rumps, they forced their doubly-laden horses to gallop hard uphill.

Up into the trees, the last cavalry vanished down the far hillside, outside my vision. The wolf army, not satisfied, loped on their heels, making sure their retreat was in fact a retreat and not a feint. I didn’t need a wolfish interpreter to know they intended to make sure no human remained alive to threaten our own escape

My irritated griffin still swept up and over, diving upon any luckless soldiers who remained in the vicinity. He banked around for another charge, shrieking his rage, stooping on any soldier who failed to gallop or run fast enough. Bar’s anger took a great deal of blood to dissipate.

In the span of three or four minutes, more than half of Brutal’s army lay dead, the other half on their feet, alive and stunned as their panicked horses fled toward stable and safety. Brutal himself had vanished. The hills no longer sprouted green, but dripped red with the blood of hundreds of men, horses and Tongu hounds.

Corwyn seized the mare’s reins from Arianne, snubbing her head close to his knee. She may have learned to ride, but he was taking no chances. She was his liege’s royal sister after all. And the heir apparent to the throne of Connacht should Raine die.

“I know, I know,” Raine muttered. “I’m trying.”

“Who are you talking to?” I demanded.

I slung my bow across my back, returning my arrow to its quiver. I never even had to use it, I thought, haphazard. Brutal’s army fled, defeated, and I never fired one shot.

“Doesn’t matter,” he said tersely. “We ride, like now.”

His heavy hand on Mikk’s rump caused Mikk to rear, his front legs boxing the air. I kneed him the instant his front hooves hit the ground. Side by side with Raine and his Rufus, with Kel’Ratan behind me leading Rygel’s black and my boys flanking me, I galloped headlong down the shallow basin.

“This way!” Alun yelled, waving his arms. “A safe crossing!”

A glint of silver and motion between huge boulders bespoke the river, half hidden behind a curve of a steep hillock.

Raine’s laugh caught my attention. I turned my head slightly, glancing askance at him.

“Now that we’re not going to die,” he yelled, “do you still love me?”

“Look at my face,” I answered. “Do I look like I still love you?”

With a guffaw, he leaned across his saddlebow and kissed my neck.

A shout from behind caught our attention. Arianne argued heatedly with Corwyn. She reined in the grey mare, despite his hand on her bridle, to a jangling halt. I heard a few words, wolves being the first and foremost of them.

“I better see what’s going on,” Raine said, reining his bay in. “I suspect she’s pitching a fit. Go on, we’ll catch up.”

Nodding, I urged Mikk on Alun’s heels, Left and Right behind me. Yuri and Yuras, not willing to leave Tor, also slowed their mounts. Rannon and Witraz also reined in, taking upon themselves the position of rearguard without orders. A fleet glance over my shoulder showed me no enemies, and no wolves, either.

That was odd. They fight for us, then vanish as though they’d never been. A worm of disquiet wiggled into my gut. I reined Mikk to the left, around the hill, following the river upstream in Alun’s wake.

“How’d you get free?” I asked.

Alun’s face appeared over his shoulder, with the toothy grin I hadn’t seen since Sele died. “The damndest thing,” he said. “A wolf knocked me from my horse.”

“Uh,” I said, confused. “Whatever for?”

Alun grinned. “I don’t understand it, but I do,” he said. “The fall knocked the wind from me. Before I could get it back, his fangs untied the knots. When I stood up I was free and the wolf was gone.”

He held up the aforementioned appendages, gazing at them closely. “Bugger didn’t even scratch me, either.’

Laughing, I followed hard on his horse’s rear, dodging clumps of low bushes that grew along the cliff top. I slowed Mikk’s headlong gallop and looked around.

We rode along what I guessed to be a game trail at the top of the cliff. Behind me lay the hills we had just ridden across. On the far side of the river lay long-grassed green Plains, dotted here and there with pockets of trees breaking up the distant horizon. The boiling river ran about ten rods below us, running swift and deep. Not a safe crossing at all.

Now that the noise of the battle had ceased and nature’s quiet descended, I, too, heard the rapids just downriver, past a bend and out of my sight. Along the trail, less than a half mile ahead, the ground dipped down steeply, to the river. There it flowed quiet, with sharply rising cliffs to either side. The natural trail broke between the rocks and the cliffs, allowing passage across the river, past a tiny beach, up the far side to the grassy plains. The safe ford Alun mentioned earlier.

“Your Highness?”

I glanced at Alun’s confused face.

“Just what the hell is going on?” he asked. “With the wolves and all.”

I smiled and quoted Raine. “Damned if I know.”

He laughed. Launching his horse into the river, he waded through. The water, shoulder high on his mount, parted in a small rivulet around them both. His legs disappeared into the grey-blue depths. While the river was wide, it was not very deep and the bottom beneath seemed smooth. Alun crossed with little difficulty. He cantered his horse up the steep bank of the other side, his horse’s legs and tail streaming water.

I reined Mikk in, on the bank, looking around for the others. While I saw no sign of them, I heard voices. I waited a moment, twisting in my saddle, my right hand on my cantle.

They turned a corner atop the cliff, in a bunch. Left and Right walked their horses several rods behind me, with Raine, Arianne and Corwyn right behind. Yuri and Yuras emerged next, talking animatedly, with gestures, laughing about their experience as hostages. I saw no sign of Rannon and Witraz for a long space. Then, they, too, appeared round the bend, less vivacious than the two young brothers. More guarded, casting watchful glances over their shoulders for any of Brutal’s soldiers.

“Go on,” Raine boomed down to me. “We’re coming.”

I waved to him. Nudging Mikk into the river, I found the current swift but not exceedingly strong. First my boots then my legs disappeared into the cold stream, and surprisingly the chill felt good. Mikk breasted the water, snorting, his head angled downward, trying in vain to see the bottom before he put his foot there.

“Big coward,” I commented affectionately.

Instantly, the earth shook.

Mikk ceased his forward motion, halted in the center of the big river. I felt his legs splay wide, to maintain his balance as the river, and the ground around us, undulated in an up and down motion. The river itself surged up, sweeping more powerfully against Mikk’s big body. He braced himself against it.

I felt his fear, his panic, grow. I set my hand against his neck, hoping to keep him calm, and muttered soothing words.

Earthquake, I thought.

Upriver, the cliff wall toppled outwards and down in a cascade of boulders, dirt, trees and tons of loose soil. The earth shook itself, as a dog shakes water from its wet fur. On the plains side of the river, the cliff exploded, sending a shower of boulders and rocks cascading into the water.

Only so much earth, rock and water could occupy the same space without one giving way before the other. Water, based on its natural elements, followed the path of least resistance. The huge expulsion of rock into the stream sent a tidal wave of river water sliding into the narrow gorge below.

Mikk and I, caught between the two, could only stand helpless as a wall of water struck with all the power of an avalanche. Mikk was a big and strong horse, but not even he could withstand the power of the river unleashed.

Mikk went down, toppling me from his saddle. Rushing water closed over my head, swept my body into a helpless tumble. My warhorse rolled over me, pinning me down beneath his thrashing weight. Blinded by water, unable to see, hear, think or breathe, I fought. I fought the river as I never fought any enemy. Breaking free of Mikk, I stroked for the surface. I stroked for the life giving air above. I stroked upward to survive.

Mikk’s solid weight hit me again. Tangled within his thrashing legs, I tried to kick away from him. He fought to turn himself upright and swim, but the crushing strength of the river bowled him out of control. The earth trembled in the wake of the quake, quickening the river’s slow pulse, keeping us both beneath its surface.

Water pulled me down. Down. I couldn’t breathe. I opened my eyes. Sunlight glimmered and dripped off the surface of the river. I beat upward, straining, ignoring the rocks that bashed into my body. I beat them off, kicked against them, fighting to reach that surface so close and yet so far.

I caught a quick flash of motion before Mikk’s hoof struck.




Chapter 6

Children of the Sh’azhar

Ly’Tana went down.

The earth undulated in a rolling up and down motion, forcing Rufus to brace his hooves to prevent the soil beneath him from flipping him arse over nostrils. I seized my pommel, prepared to kick my way from the saddle should Rufus be thrown hard to the ground. Behind me, I heard sharp curses, neighs of fear and a short scream from Arianne.

“Earthquake!” Corwyn yelled over the roar of the demented river.

No shit, I half-thought.

“Ly’Tana!" Kel’Ratan shrieked her name, his voice high and womanish.

I peered down, into the canyon.

Her buckskin stallion rolled over, his hooves, kicking and thrashing, hit the air for a fleet moment before the river’s swift current struck him again. Tumbling over and over, caught in the cascading river, his head emerged long enough for him to gasp a quick lungful of air. The powerful surge then washed him sideways and down. Ly’Tana’s hair breached the surface, an arm broke through to air when the stallion rolled her under again.

Beside me, Kel’Ratan cursed, a choking sound deep in his throat. He made to push his horse past Rufus, but both horses were too big for the narrow space. He couldn’t get his horse past mine. Cursing again, he reined his stallion back to perhaps kick him straight over the cliff edge. His bay scrambled to keep his feet under him as the earth shook herself, a cat killing the mouse in its teeth. That most effectively halted his foolish notion.

I don’t know if it was a rock or a hoof that struck her head. Ly’Tana went instantly still. The river tossed her about like a child’s toy, cascading down around and over her. Her limp body showed at the surface for a fleet instant, then disappeared into the churning, roiling water. Whitecaps closed over the spot where she’d been.

“Ly’Tana!” Kel’Ratan’s wail of sheer despair bit deep into my soul. I glanced over my shoulder as Rufus half-bucked, trying to maintain his balance and me on his back.

The earthquake wasn’t finished.

The identical black stallions belonging to Left and Right skidded into one another, whinnying with panic. Corwyn’s ugly roan kept his feet and his balance with an effort, as the grey mare reared, tossing Tor to the quivering ground. Only Corwyn’s firm hand on her bridle prevented her from falling backward and crushing Arianne beneath her solid weight. Rannon cursed fluently as his horse backed up, strong legs splayed wide.

“Where is she?”

Rannon’s voice rose above the din, the roar of the river, the crashing of timbers, the half-panicked voices of the horses and no few of the warriors.

“I don’t see her!” Witraz yelled, forcing his piebald closer to the cliff edge, peering down.

I kicked Rufus.

He answered with more courage, more intelligence, more nerve than any horse I’d ever met. He leaped out and down, lunging down the side of the rocky cliff face. Down the side of the cliff I’d just stopped Kel’Ratan from forcing his horse into jumping. He took both of us into the unknown, into incredible danger, where gravity could kill us both before we could reach Ly’Tana. He leaped without hesitation, without consideration of what that leap held for him.

He jumped because I asked.

I lay back against Rufus’s rump, across the cantle, keeping my weight back and preventing it from interfering with Rufus’s balance. Straight down he galloped, his big hooves finding something, anything, to put his weight to.

I think Rufus’s hooves hit the rocky side, using the rocks like a springboard. Airborne again, his flattened ears disappearing into his flying mane to cut the wind, he crashed through thickets that long ago found roots within the cliff wall. How he kept his footing and didn’t topple heels over head with me under him, I’ll never know. Rufus’s powerful legs held strong under our combined weights. 

Kicking out against the steep cliff side, he propelled his huge body upward and outward. His front legs stretched out long in front of him, his hindquarters extended behind, Rufus hit the water belly-first.

The boiling, bucking river became a maelstrom. Shattered rock was strewn throughout the passage. Broken tree branches slammed into his body. The evil currents threatened to turn him head over tail, but he fought them off. Despite my immense weight on his back, he held firm against the rushing waters that wanted to flow over his head and knock him off his feet.

Kicking free of my stirrups, I dove headfirst into the dirty, white and grey churning water. 

Instantly, I felt the river’s power, its awesome strength, the magnitude of its seemingly fragile environment. The waves didn’t part before me. They tumbled me ass over heels. Breasting the water with my arms, I broke through to the surface. Like an unruly bronco, the earth bucked again and tossed entire trees and their roots into the raging waters of the swollen river. 

Rufus, without the impediment of my weight on his back, stumbled to safety on the other side. Water sluiced from his hide, his mane, dragging his tail as he cantered, lunging, up the bank. He turned, whinnying, his reins tangled in his mane, half-rearing. He called for me, panicked that I hadn’t followed him.

I looked downstream. Ly’Tana’s body floated near the surface of the river, bobbing like a cork in its still powerful embrace. Swept swiftly downstream, her unconscious body streaked downriver, only rods from the killing rapids. I saw no sign of her horse. I glanced upstream. Two or three stout oak trees that had once graced the top of the cliff now rushed toward me, spiked roots, bare and deadly, fronting the frothing waves.

If the rapids hadn’t killed Ly’Tana, those trees would.

Caught between them, she stood no chance.

Diving again, I allowed the rushing water to claim me, tumbling me head over heels, faster and faster. I stroked my arms with it, my booted feet pushing me along, my strong arms giving me my much needed control. I pushed downriver faster than Ly’Tana.

How would I find her? Half blinded by the churning grey and white water, I reached out with my hands. Luck may have played some role, for the river narrowed considerably. The water rushed faster, taking Ly’Tana and I with it, but there was only so much space for a human. My fingers touched leather and skin.

Seizing her body, I kicked off the river’s rocky bottom. My hair streaming water and hanging over my face, I surfaced. I held Ly’Tana’s limp form by her tiny waist, upright. I could breathe air but saw nothing. My own thick black hair blinded me, sticking tight to my face.

Holding her above the swift water, allowing the river to carry us along, I kept her head clear above the water.

I shook my face, a quick sharp shake. But I cleared only one eye from its clinging prison of wet tendrils of my hair. I peered through the heavy mass, and discovered I faced upriver.

The trees hadn’t given up. Caught in the grasp of the angry river, they hurled toward us faster than a running horse. Spiked and deadly roots reached to enfold us in their stiff embrace.

They’d hit me, within seconds, with the speed of a charging bull.

And Ly’Tana.

I seized her about her tiny firm waist and lifted, crying out with the effort. I leaped high, higher than the rushing waves, her red-gold hair sticking wetly across her face and neck. I braced myself against the horrid, eager, deadly current.

I screamed a single name. 

“Bar!”

I never saw him. I’ve no idea if he even heard me. I hurled her upward, into the talons I hoped were hovering, waiting, above me.

Darkness cooled the sun, dampening her bright rays. Colossal wings shadowed both me and the fragile creature now held by her upper arms by huge eagle’s talons, her legs dragging the water. Heavy wing beats pushed the river back, a fleeting, quick, push of air that temporarily sent the waves backwards, onto themselves. I fell back, free of her weight as Bar lifted her clear of the churning river and carried her to safety.

Deep within my mind, I heard a dark snarl. I felt from deep within me an evil cry of rage and hate and death.

I had no time to think about that sound, that creepy voice. The trees hadn’t given up their chase.

I didn’t care where Bar took her. Swept by the current, the trees would hit me in seconds. A lightning glance told me the rapids now had me in their control. Huge boulders broke through the churning surface. My body would break, caught between the sharp tree roots and the rocks of the rapids. Downriver, trees killed by previous floods awaited me with open snags like welcoming arms.

I caught a gasp of air, filled my lungs, and dove down.

Stroking to the right side of the cliff, I hoped the trees might miss, passing me by above and to my left.

Wrong. I wasn’t quite quick enough.

Pain exploded into my left shoulder as tree roots slashed me. Tumbled helplessly out of control, I slammed into a boulder. Still caught in the fast current’s grip, I scraped into another, and rolled sideways over a third. The fourth loomed in my wavering sight.

“Lie on your back with your feet pointing downriver.”

I obeyed the voice. Thrashing with my arms, I righted myself, gasped air and rolled up. Thus with my legs to the front, I hit and slid past yet more boulders. None managed to catch me between the river and themselves, for my legs acted almost like a boat and sent me sailing through them along with the flow. I also breathed.

The deadly trees, now downriver from me, jammed on several large rocks and lodged there. A wild tangle of branches, trunks and bared roots snarled into one very large impediment to both the river and me. The river smashed into and over them, white spume flying high. Now ’twas I who would crash into them.

“Grab hold!”

I didn’t know whether the voice was inside my head or outside, but I obeyed. Switching my legs once more to point upriver, I steered with both arms and legs toward the center of the nearest tree, crosswise against the river’s flood. A section of its trunk lay stripped bare of many of its branches. Stroking my arms, I aimed for that small bit of safe haven.

I hit the tree hard, knocking my breath from me. I grabbed its rough trunk and held on tight.

The river tried to tear me from it, shoving hard with the full might of the earthquake and its own body behind it. I held on, my arms wrapped about its sturdy stability, my head out of the raging flood. I gasped in a lungful of precious air, my chest on fire. Broken ribs, I thought, haphazard.

Despite the spray and foam, I looked around. The river sneaked around the tangle, washing over boulders, crashing high against the cliffs. Stone walls, jagged with sharp boulders and rocks, to either side met my eyes. Spots of green and brown where tough shrubs had taken roots sprouted. Not much help there.

I looked up.

On the right-hand cliff top where I hoped they might be, ranged the Kel’Hallans on their horses. Corwyn sat his ugly roan with Arianne, her face white and horrified as she stared down at me. Rannon and the two blonde warriors, Yuri and Yuras, yelled soundlessly. Tor stood beside the grey mare, his skin milky white. Where was Kel’Ratan? Where were the twins?

Where was Ly’Tana?

The land quieted. Its rage spent, the earth ceased its violent spasms and lay still once more. Eyes ringed white with fear, the Kel’Hallan horses danced in place, worried the soil might yet rise up and slay them. No few fingers of their riders made the signs to ward off great evil. Arianne’s tears lay stark against her pale cheeks, her hand tightly grasped by Corwyn’s calloused fingers. I saw no sign of Kel’Ratan, Bar or Mikk. Where were they? Where was Ly’Tana?

Off his piebald horse, Witraz swung a rope. Where the hell did he get that bloody thing? High over his head, he swung the noose, knotted to form a huge loop.

What the hell was he trying to do? Round and round the loop twirled, his lean warrior’s body bent at the knees. The sphere grew bigger. While I could not hear it over the noise of the raging rapids, I imagined it whistled.

He cast it.

Out and down the loop fell. 

It hit the raging water several feet to my left. I could not reach for it, for that meant leaving the security the trees offered. I let it go, realizing the heavy trunks afforded more safety. In them, I still lived and breathed air.

The rope drew back as Witraz wound it back in. Raising my head, I watched his hands widen the loop, shake it out and begin to twirl again.

This time the loop fell just behind my head. I reached for it, but the river’s force sent it downstream too quickly for me to grab hold.

Witraz, his one eye grim with determination, recoiled his noose for another try. Gathering it, dripping, into his hands, he shouted down to me, his voice unheard.

‘Hang on, big guy,’ he might have bellowed. Or, ‘catch it this time, fool’, I’ll never know.

Whatever he said, I readied myself. 

Come on, you one-eyed genius, I silently urged him. You’re getting better.

Once more he shook out the loop. His fellow Kel’Hallans offered him tips, their hands pointing, twirling imaginary ropes over their heads. Arianne and Corwyn sat silent, tense, saying nothing but waiting with frantic faith for Witraz’s idea to work. My own desperate hope probably matched theirs, for I saw no way out of this abyss I found myself in this side of death. Unless that one-eyed bandit managed to rope me, I was a dead man.

Witraz once more cast his rope, his arm flinging the loop out and down, his wrist snapping sharply.

Wide and sure, it settled around my shoulders. I shoved my left arm through the circle, my right occupied with holding my body fast to the tree’s trunk.

Witraz snaked it closed.

“Hold on!” he yelled.

This I heard clearly.

Drawing it snug, he tied the rope to the pommel of his saddle. I hope his horse is strong enough, I thought with an inane chuckle. 

Witraz, still on the ground, pulled on his piebald’s reins, asking the courageous stallion to back up.

The rope tightened painfully around my injured shoulder and chest. I let go of the tree trunk and grabbed the rope. The river’s forced bashed me into the spikes, breaking several off, before its current washed me around the terrible snag. I hadn’t escaped that encounter unscathed I knew, but ignored the smaller problems for the larger one.

For a moment, I was caught between the river’s fury and the piebald. Who would win? The rope cut off almost all my breath. I sucked in a trickle as I was dragged out of the water and bounced along the top of it like a child’s toy. The rope cut into my vitals and dug into my broken ribs like a knife. I shut my eyes, the sickening nausea swirling my vision into a nasty tempest.

The river didn’t let go without a fight. It slammed me into a boulder. Now I had no breath to even try to get into my lungs.

Dimly I heard yells of encouragement and whistles above the noise of the rapids. If I didn’t die from the lack of air, I thought dimly, the rope was going to cut me in half.

I pulled down with my strong hand on it, creating a tiny bit of slack around my chest. ’Twas enough for me to suck in a quick breath, anyway. I inhaled a couple of times before the cliff hit me in the face.

Dragged inexorably upward by the strong Kel’Hallan stallion, I bumped over the savage rocks before some sense returned to my head.

Use your legs, dumb ass.

Kicking away from its granite face, streaming river water, I fended off the cliff face with my legs, easing the danger of the rocks. Walking, hitching, I crept my slow way up the sheer side of the cliff. Pacing the steps of the piebald, he finally dragged me over the top to lie, gasping, face down, breathing dirt and precious air. The hot agony of the rope lessened as Witraz ceased backing his horse and asked him to step forward, putting much needed slack into it.

Helping hands turned me over. Long hair framed worried, concerned faces. Hands checked me for injuries, finding several bloody gashes and my broken ribs when I winced, coughing. My vision blurred as the hands slipped the rope from my chest, yet I craned my head, frantic.

I sought for, and found, Witraz’s lean face with its one blue eye and eye patch. I grasped his hand.

“Where the hell did you learn that trick?” I gasped, struggling to sit up.

Despite the hands that tried to hold me down, I half sat forward, my right hand holding Witraz’s wrist.

My left shoulder sang out with white hot agony, my chest burned with fire, and an untold number of cuts, bruises and scrapes set up their own choir. Ignoring the chorus, I let Witraz’s strong hand heave me to my feet.

“The Yuonese y’bex drovers,” he said. His shoulder under my arm helped me remain upright.

“This is idiocy, he should lie down.”

“Witraz, put him down, dammit.”

Those voices, like their hands, failed to connect. Drawing in another lungful of sweet air, wincing, I focused on Witraz and his single amused blue eye.

I leaned away from him, my hair, still streaming water and blood, all but blinded me, hung in my face. I peered through it. He tossed his own hair away from his face with his free hand, his grin growing wider.

“The what?”

“They caught Bar that way,” he explained.

His other hand not supporting me, twirled an imaginary rope.

Rannon paused in the act of inspecting my bleeding left shoulder and cuffed him upside his head.

Witraz lurched, and almost dumped me headfirst into the dirt. “Your Highness,” he added hastily.

I began to laugh. It hurt, I coughed, and I laughed.

When I could breathe, I looked Witraz in his one eye, meeting his jaunty grin with one of my own.

I cupped his neck with my hand. “Witraz, you are hereby exempt from ever calling me ‘Your Highness’ again.”

Arianne ducked out from behind Corwyn’s protection and ran toward me. With a sharp hip shot, she jolted Rannon out of her way.

“Are you all right?” she cried, tears running down her face. “I thought you were dead!”

I dropped my left arm around her shoulder, her body tight against my very painful left ribcage. While she tried hard to offer support, her tiny body could do little. Her arm couldn’t even reach across my waist.

I peered down at her, a grin quirking my lips. She looked up, her magnificent eyes swimming tears.

“Oh, ye of little faith.”

Her sense of humor wasn’t quite as impulsive as Ly’Tana’s. She stared at me for a moment. Then her shocked laugh burst forth like a bubble. Choking on her laughter, Arianne snorted her own tears.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed along with her, Witraz joining me. I had no idea whether Ly’Tana still lived, yet I could not cease. I laughed for the sheer joy of it. I laughed until sheer exhaustion took control.

His strong shoulder under me, I limped forward, still chuckling. Arianne supported me from my other side, her arm cradling my broken ribs. Without medical training, she still knew what was necessary and best.

The Kel’Hallans followed behind us in not exactly a solemn parade. Yuri and Yuras, I heard, retold the story of my rescue with Tor, even though they all three witnessed it firsthand. Silent, Corwyn walked behind us, leading both his gelding and the grey mare. Alun cursed under his breath as Rannon swung a stick like a sword and murdered innocent thickets.

Left and Right spurred their black stallions forward and past me, only to rein them in again.

A shadow fell between us and the sun.

Bar screeched overhead. I glanced up, seeing his long lion body, colossal wings and tail with its black tufted tip before he was blotted out by the trees. Bar? Where is she?

Banking high, in a graceful curve, he flew once more into my sight, his fierce eagle head and beak angling down to see us better. Then he vanished once more behind the trees.

Cantering hooves caught my attention. I stopped, Witraz and Arianne stopping with me, as Kel’Ratan on his bay loped up to the top of the cliff and into my sight. Left and Right, finally releasing their identical blacks, cantered toward him only to rein them in again as they circled to flank him.

Within the protective circle of Kel’Ratan’s arms sat Ly’Tana.

Blood still oozed from the gash in her forehead and crept in a small red river down her cheek. Her red-gold hair, now a dark brown with river water, lay plastered against her neck and shoulders. Where it touched, blood turned her tendrils black. Her skin, normally a light almond shade, now appeared an unhealthy pale yellow.

Yet, invariably, her green eyes fastened on me.

Her bright emerald eyes alight with life and pain rested on me with love and laughter.

I grinned. With the aid of my two living crutches, I limped to her. I had no use of either hand, but I needed none. Staring up into her flashing eyes, I kissed her with my gaze. Her lips pursed in an answering kiss before they curved into a faint smile.

“Ly’Tana, my love,” I murmured. “Care to dance?”

Her smile widened into a wan grin. “Not tonight, dear,” she said. “I have a headache.”

We chuckled together for a moment. With the adrenaline rush past, my body began to ache in earnest. White fire coursed through my veins, setting every beat of my pulse ablaze. Nausea and dizziness now made their presence known and felt. Had I not had Witraz’s strong shoulder, I know I’d fall on my face. Peering up into Ly’Tana’s eyes, I suspected her skull felt like it was going to split.

“How do you feel?” I asked muzzily.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Like I been rode hard, put up wet.”

My laugh almost dropped me to the ground. Kel’Ratan tightened his arms about her, his mustache bristling more stiffly than usual. Were his eyes moist or was that a figment from my dizzying nausea?

He scowled. “She almost died,” he snapped.

That silenced the low-voiced talk and my laughter. Witraz stiffened. I exchanged a long slow glance with him and gazed back up at Ly’Tana. She smiled faintly and offered a wry half-shrug.

“If you hadn’t gotten to her so quick—” Kel’Ratan choked off.

“Relax, Kel’Ratan,” Ly’Tana said, squeezing his arms about her waist with her hands. “I’ll be fine.”

“You were dead, girl,” he growled. His fierce intense blue gaze never left me. “If you’d missed, or been slower—”

He glanced up, jerking his chin upward where Bar circled lazily, his own eagle’s eyes watching us, his ears perked to listen to every word. “If Bar hadn’t been there, she’d be dead right now.”

“Well—” I began but Kel’Ratan cut me off with a savage scowl.

“She wasn’t breathing when Bar took her from you,” he said, his voice thick. “I laid her face down and pushed the water from her lungs. She still didn’t breathe. She had no heartbeat. In panic, I hit her hard between her shoulders.”

“Bloody hell,” Ly’Tana murmured. “That’s why my back hurts.”

“Only then did she cough and choke and start breathing again.”

I quirked a brow. “Then I reckon she owes her life to all three of us.”

“That’s not—”

Unable to use either hand, I scowled to silence him. He shut his mouth and looked away from me, staring down at the dirt and rocks under his stirrup. “I know,” I said quietly. “But she’s alive, Kel’Ratan. Against all odds, we are all still alive.”

“How’s her horse, m’lord?” Rannon asked. “Was he injured?”

By the expression on Ly’Tana’s face, I knew the news wasn’t good. Her pale expression didn’t change, but tears tracked down her cheeks, joining the river water that still streamed down from her hair. Kel’Ratan sniffed, his lips, almost buried under the thick red mustache, pursed.

“He’s hurt pretty good,” he said gruffly. “Dead lame. He’s over yonder with Rygel’s black and Raine’s bay. Alun is caring for him.”

“Across the river?” I asked.

“Yes.” He nodded.

“Can we cross it?”

“Barring any more earthquakes, yes.”

I dreaded the idea of walking chest deep across the river. Maybe they’d let me stay on this side of the river for a while. For maybe a day or ten, until I felt a little better. Sitting down, or maybe even lying down, sounded very attractive.

Don’t even think it.

I sighed. That was a mistake. Pain shot through my chest and shoulder, setting off a chain reaction in other areas also battered by the pounding given by the river and rocks.

“Witraz, put him on your horse.”

I didn’t even realize Kel’Ratan spoke of me until Rannon took Witraz’s place under my shoulder, Arianne disappeared and the piebald stallion stepped up.

“Sorry, but you aren’t strong enough,” I murmured as Rannon steered me toward the fur-covered saddle.

“Oh, I think we’re strong enough, m’lord,” Witraz said from behind me.

Before I could react, the two warriors ducked their shoulders and caught me low, then literally heaved me upward. Not wishing to topple headfirst over the piebald’s off side, I grabbed the pommel and lifted my leg. That set me squarely in Witraz’s saddle. I did, however, gasp with pain, earning me a worried glance from Ly’Tana. 

“No worries, Your Highness,” Witraz said cheerfully. “He’s a tough nut.”

I managed to stay upright with an effort. The piebald’s tense ears told me he didn’t like me there.

Kel’Ratan turned his bay around, and at a careful walk, set the pace downhill, back along the narrow trail. Left and Right, with identical salutes to me, turned their mounts to follow directly behind them.

Witraz took up his horse’s reins and began to walk. I turned my head, quite a feat considering my dizziness, to find Arianne and Tor once more on the grey with Corwyn leading. He offered me a half-salute and no smile. Rannon vaulted into his horse’s saddle to ride directly behind me, while Yuri and Yuras once more rode rear guard.

The piebald pinned his ears and tossed his head, clearly not liking the situation. I’d a hundred pounds or more on the lean, broad-shouldered Witraz and his horse didn’t like the addition. I hoped he wasn’t thinking of bucking me off. In my current state, I’d never stay on.

Witraz merely hissed through his teeth and the stallion settled immediately. Belatedly, I realized that none of the Kel’Hallans ever hit or struck their horses. Any disciplinary action, while few, consisted of words, clucks or hisses. While they all rode with spurs, I had yet to see a warrior use them.

Witraz led his stallion down the incline and into the now calm river. While the river itself had returned to its peaceful route, it now flowed through and over carnage. Broken trees and huge rocks filled the previous quiet course. Its bed had been altered radically.

The cliff top, having fallen into the depths, formed a new churning set of rapids. Where once the river’s graceful turn and bend had sent the river peacefully downstream, now the rapids had grown by a hundred rods or so. While I didn’t think we could traverse the newly formed rapids, Kel’Ratan found a new ford just above them. Once across, we were forced to ride along the far side among the broken rock to the game trail and up onto the plains.

The water came up chest high on Witraz. He flashed me a quick grin as the cold river soaked me to the thigh. The flow, while swifter than previous, wasn’t as dangerous as the earthquake’s effect. None of the horses, nor people, had any difficulty in traversing the once deadly river.

Witraz trotted up the incline of the other side, the lower half of his strawberry hair wet and everything below his chest streaming water. Behind us, Corwyn loped his gelding up the steep incline, towing the frightened grey mare and her spooked passengers. Rannon’s horse kicked a bit when he reached the top, a quick buck before settling down, his hide drenched. Yuri and Yuras galloped over the top before reining sharply in, their heads turned over their shoulders as they watched our backtrail for unwanted additions.

Leaving Ly’Tana’s stricken buckskin, Alun ran forward. He didn’t help her out of Kel’Ratan’s lap as much as pick Ly’Tana off it to lie in his strong arms. Ly’Tana didn’t protest, but wrapped her arms about his neck. She shut her eyes, clearly pained by the movement.

My two crutches, Witraz and Rannon, caught my weight as I slid down from the wet piebald. While they tried to be gentle, too many places on my body felt either bent or broken. Without their aid, I might simply have dropped to the ground in a disorganized heap and curled into a fetal position. Taking on much of my weight with their arms under my shoulders, they helped me to gingerly sit in the shade of a large oak. The only tree in the large meadow this side of the river.

I leaned back on my relatively uninjured right shoulder, while my badly damaged left burned, bled and throbbed. I grasped my left arm with my right hand, trying to find a position where it didn’t hurt so much and hold it still. Fortunately, the sun’s power warmed me despite my chilling dunk in the river. My clothes and hair, still wringing wet, began to slowly dry in the late summer heat.

From across the meadow, the wolf pup’s cries blew across the breeze sharp and clear. In the last half hour of near death for both Ly’Tana and I, I’d forgotten the poor infant. He cried from the saddlebag I had pushed him into to keep him safe and my hands clear.

Arianne shoved Witraz aside to kneel beside me. Her hand on my brow, she peered anxiously into my eyes as though she had the slightest clue as to how to heal.

“Where does it hurt?” she asked.

I chuckled and caught my breath. “Where doesn’t it?”

Alun dropped to his knees, Ly’Tana still in his arms. As though the slightest movement might strike her dead, he slowly and carefully set her in the shade beside me. The others dismounted their horses, loosened saddle girths and set the animals to grazing.

After the hard work of the last hour, no few beasts walked to the river for a drink, Rufus among them. The pup, alone, frightened and hungry, howled.

“Do me a favor.” I cupped Arianne’s chin in my sort of healthy right hand. “Go fetch the kid, will you? He’s hungry and scared silly.”

Arianne nodded. Hiking up her skirts, she ran across the meadow toward Rufus. Fortunately, he ambled back up the incline from his drink, shortening the distance. Belatedly, I realized my error in sending her. Rufus hadn’t mellowed at all in the last several weeks and his I-don’t-much-like-you attitude hadn’t changed. The Kel’Hallans had gotten very good, and very nimble, at dodging his teeth and hooves. Would he bite her? Kick her? Her tiny body and his great feet….

I straightened in rising alarm.

Arianne discovered her small size and his large height didn’t match up very well. She couldn’t reach my saddlebags much less the crying whelp inside. Rufus looked down on her from his great height, as though at an interesting new specimen he’d never encountered before.

Without the slightest fear, she grabbed him by the bridle and all but dragged him to a nearby boulder. With short words and shoves she positioned him to her liking. Rufus endured her pushing and orders with a resigned patience. He turned his blazed head to watch her curiously, his reins hanging to his knees. Climbing on the rock, she could fetch the pup from his leather prison.

With a slap on his rump, she sent Rufus on his way. She jumped clumsily down, the wolf whelp overflowing her small arms. Snorting, Rufus ambled away, his nose to the grass.

I sagged back, in shock.

“She’s no threat to him, m’lord,” Witraz murmured. “He knows that. He’s incredibly intelligent.”

“Like you have to tell me,” I muttered.

Bar flew in, his great wings cupping the breeze to slow his descent. Settling onto the grassy earth, he furled his wings over his shoulders. With a chirp that sounded like concern, to my ears, he ambled toward the tree and his beloved mistress.

She managed a smile and a weak flip of her hand to him. He shook his neck feathers, chirped at me and walked to the river to get his own drink, his lion tail flipping quietly back and forth. I had no idea what he might have said to me, and didn’t care enough to ask Ly’Tana to translate.

Kel’Ratan returned from another examination of Ly’Tana’s horse, shaking his head.

“He’ll be all right with time,” he said gruffly. “Unfortunately, we don’t have that luxury.”

“Brutal will get another army together,” Ly’Tana said wearily, leaning her battered head against the tree trunk and closing her eyes. “This time he won’t try to negotiate.”

“Rufus is the strongest,” I murmured, imitating Ly’Tana. The world spinning and dipping made my nausea that much worse. While shutting my eyes didn’t help matters, at least I didn’t have to look at the world spinning and dipping. “He can carry us both. We can go on, stay ahead of him.”

“That may very well be,” Kel’Ratan snapped, moving about restlessly. “But we can only move as fast as Mikk and at his pace a crippled snail will overtake us.”

“Maybe we should just shoot him,” Tor offered brightly.

Knowing how Ly’Tana felt about her horse, I stiffened, expecting her female fury to descend.

“I’ll shoot you first, Tor,” Ly’Tana replied tiredly. “Then I’ll rid myself of your damn mouth.”

“He’s just a horse,” Tor said, his tone now sullen.

I don’t know who did the deed, but someone cuffed him sharply. I distinctly heard the smack of flesh on bone, Tor’s yelp of pain and the quick scurry of his feet as he fled.

“Much better,” Ly’Tana sighed.

I both heard and felt her slide sideways and downward until her head pillowed on my lap. I took my strong right hand off my left arm and cupped her still-wet cheek. 

“Very much better,” she murmured on a soft gust of breath.

“And what will we do with you two?” Kel’Ratan demanded. “Neither of you are fit to ride a donkey.”

“Oh, please feel free to shoot me,” I said. Sleep, or unconsciousness, hovered close. My head had taken almost as much of a pounding as Ly’Tana’s. “Put me out of my misery.”

“Me, too,” Ly’Tana muttered sleepily.

“Don’t you dare.” Arianne tried for a growl but what emerged sounded more of a low-voiced plea.

I opened one eye blearily. With the wolf filling her arms, she looked lost and as frightened as the pup. He nuzzled under her chin, licking with a tiny tongue as though trying to comfort.

“He’s trying to be funny, girl.” Kel’Ratan could growl effectively when he wanted to. 

Soothed by the quiet breeze, the distant river and the low-voiced conversations, I drifted.

A loud, vibrating whistling sound, as though gravel propelled by a fierce wind tore through the treetops, startled me awake. I sat up, jolting Ly’Tana and all my various aches into crying aloud.

Kel’Ratan, squatting nearby, jumped to his feet and drew his sword. Arianne tightened her hold on the pup, looking around, fear thinning her lips and widening her glorious grey-blue eyes. Alun, Rannon and Witraz, having wandered a short distance away to keep weather eye on the horses and potential danger, also seized steel and ran toward the lone tree. The twins, just behind its bulk, stepped close to flank Ly’Tana. I didn’t see Yuri, Yuras or Tor.

The sound grew louder, sharper, filling the air with its vibration. I looked up. Bar galloped back from the river, his wings half-furled, his huge beak wide as he gazed upward. Whatever it was, it came from the sky. I started to my feet, my shoulder and ribs protesting mightily.

A dark object blew past the tree and struck the earth. Grass and dirt flew up in a shower, cascading around and concealing the form that hit the earth like a meteor.

Rygel’s body maintained its forward momentum even after hitting ground, his legs running at a fast stagger to keep his feet under him. His black cloak flying like a banner, his arms flailed to keep some semblance of balance. He finally arrived at a jangling halt several rods past the tree.

With the eyes of every man, woman, horse and griffin on him, Rygel walked back, brushing dirt and grass from his clothing. He froze, his hand on his shoulder to straighten his cloak, our condition registering at last. His hands on his hips, he scowled, his wild mane of blonde hair lifting under the light meadow breeze.

“Just what the hell did I miss?” he demanded.

With a low cry, Arianne dropped the pup on my legs and launched herself toward him. Throwing herself into his arms with enough force to make him stagger, she began to cry. He held her close for a moment, his tawny eyes shut in either relief or pain.

I sat back as the Kel’Hallans returned swords to sheaths. My wolf child sat down and whined until I seized him by his ruff and snuggled him next to Ly’Tana. There he quieted when her hand reached out to rub him. The horses dropped heads to graze and Bar sat down, coiling his tail around his talons. Its black furry tip twitched spasmodically. Ly’Tana groaned, her arm around the wolf, and buried her face in my belly.

In a very un-Arianne like motion, Arianne stepped away and suddenly smacked Rygel hard on the arm.

“Where the bloody hell have you been?” she screeched. “I’ve been worried sick!”

Rygel yelped in pain and clutched his arm. “Damn, woman,” he gasped. “Careful, I’m injured.”

I lifted my head to peer more closely.

Blood oozed down from a cut over his left eye, another over his cheekbone. More blood stained his tunic over his right shoulder, the arm he clutched in pain. Sweat had dampened his hair into dark yellow tendrils that clung to his face and neck. Only then did I notice his exhaustion, his pale pallor, the deep lines drawn around his mouth.

“What happened?” I asked. “Ja’Teel get the better of you?”

Rygel grimaced, taking a now apologetic Arianne into his healthy left arm. “He’s a fine swordsman,” he admitted. “I couldn’t get past his guard. I only outlasted him by being more stubborn than he.”

“You still didn’t kill him?” Kel’Ratan roared.

Rygel winced and looked away. He shook his head without speaking.

“What the bloody hell good are you then?” Kel’Ratan stalked toward him, waving his arms. “You can’t kill that bloody devil-boy, you can’t heal worth a tinker’s damn and you’re never around when we need you. Why don’t you just fly away so we don’t have to feed you anymore?”

Cursing and muttering under his breath, he marched away from the tree toward Ly’Tana’s buckskin, Alun in tow.

“How badly are you hurt?” Rygel asked, hunkering down in front of us, a worried frown puckering his brow.

“Not much,” Ly’Tana and I both answered at the same time.

I chuckled, wincing, while Ly’Tana giggled into my stomach.

“I can see that,” Rygel said, reaching out his left hand to touch Ly’Tana’s head. His right he kept tucked tight against his ribcage. “I’ll heal you both, but I’m tapped out right now.”

“No,” Ly’Tana said, struggling to sit up.

Unsteady on his small legs, the pup stood up and waddled toward me. His blue eyes blinking, his tiny pink tongue washing his nose, he whimpered. I pulled him into my now vacant lap. He snuggled close, folding his legs under him, watching the humans around him with my arm supporting him. I touched tiny ears that perked slightly more than before.

I couldn’t assist her much, but I did manage to push Ly’Tana upright with my right hand on her shoulder. She wavered, clearly dizzy with the effort of sitting up, before she leaned against the tree as I did. Her exotic beautiful face twisted in sharp pain.

“Princess?”

“You’ll heal Mikk.”

Confused, Rygel glanced over his shoulder in the direction Kel’Ratan and Alun went, and back. “Your horse?”

“Yes,” I agreed. “Help us up.”

Rygel gently pulled Ly’Tana to her feet, Arianne offering her tiny but strong body to lean against as she stood up. When I struggled to rise, my two crutches stepped forward. Witraz took the pup from me and whistled for Tor.

Passing the pup to him with a terse order to feed him, he and Rannon helped me up. The pain was almost not worth the effort. Sick with it, I shut my eyes for a long moment and tried to breathe as deep as I could without causing my shoulder and ribs to scream. I opened them again, feeling like I’d vomit.

“I don’t know what—” Tor began. 

Rannon raised his free hand in a clear threat. Cringing, Tor backed off, the wolf in his arms. My pup didn’t care much for the situation, for he set up a piercing cry that set one’s teeth on edge. Tor almost dropped him.

“My prince?”

I glanced from Tor to find Rygel peering at me worriedly. I shook my head, sweat dripping into my eyes, stinging sharply.

“The horse first.”

In a slow, limping parade, we walked across the meadow. Kel’Ratan looked up from yet another examination of the buckskin while Alun held his bridle. On three legs, the horse stood quiet, pain induced sweat dampening his neck and flanks. His left front hoof bore no weight at all and touched the grass only at the toe. Bloody cuts and jagged tears in his cream-colored hide bore witness to the rocks’ sharpness. His nostrils flared in quick panting breaths. His head turned, he nickered in welcome as Ly’Tana reached for him.

“We need him strong,” I said as Ly’Tana stroked her stallion’s muzzle. “We mustn’t stay here.”

“But—”

I shut my teeth and jerked my chin at the horse. Rygel obeyed and stepped up to the stallion’s shoulder.

“I’ll need my kit from my saddle,” he said.

Kel’Ratan tossed his head at Alun. With a quick nod, Alun didn’t bother to salute, but loped toward the milling, grazing horses.

Ly’Tana made way for Rygel, Arianne helping her step back a few paces and sink down into the long comfortable grass. Ly’Tana leaned against Arianne’s shoulder, her lips thinned with the effort to not weep. I knew should I sit down once more, I doubted even my two crutches could get me back up again. To distract myself from my pain, I concentrated on Rygel working yet another miracle.

As with Bar, ever so long ago, Rygel spent a few moments stroking the horse, his head bowed. With his eyes shut, he appeared to be in a light trance, his sweat dampened hair glowing faintly with a pale nimbus. The thought crossed my mind that the nimbus appeared when Rygel drew on his healing magic. Or I merely saw things that weren’t there. That, of course, was a very strong possibility.

Alun trotted back, Rygel’s leather satchel in his hand. Seeing Rygel occupied, he set it carefully down at Rygel’s feet and once more stepped to Kel’Ratan’s side.

Many long moments later, Rygel sighed and opened his eyes. “It’s not as bad as it looks,” he said, wiping his brow on his sleeve. “No broken bones, but the shoulder is dislocated. If we pop it back in, I can heal the bruising and inflamed tendons and all these wounds. That won’t require as much power.”

“What will you do for the shoulder?” Kel’Ratan asked.

Rygel smiled faintly and gestured to his injured right arm. “I can’t do anything. You’ll have to.”

Kel’Ratan’s mouth dropped, his blue eyes wide and alarmed. “Uh—” he began.

“Tell us what we need to do, m’lord,” Alun said.

“It’s going to take three of you,” Rygel said. “One to hold his bridle and two to pop it back in.”

I glanced at Rannon in a silent request. He nodded and abandoned Witraz to hold my body upright alone.

“It’s going to hurt like hell,” Rygel said, flashing a warning glance at Ly’Tana. “He’ll jump.”

She waved a hand permissively, hope lighting her green eyes, her fair lips trembling faintly with anguish at her horse’s pain.

Alun held the stallion’s bridle above the bit, stroking his thick wet neck. He murmured in a low voice, a nonsense sing-song tone aimed to keep the horse calm. As though sensing something, the big stallion watched Kel’Ratan and Rannon with white ringing his eyes. They stood next to him, waiting for instructions from Rygel. His cream, sweaty flanks quivered in fear.

“Pick up his foreleg,” Rygel instructed, gesturing to the injured limb. “Each of you to either side of it. Lift it up and pull toward you.”

With Rannon on the outside and Kel’Ratan under the horse’s neck, they held the leg in their strong hands. Mikk, in fear and pain, leaned back, away from them, all his weight on his haunches.

“Keep pulling back, slowly,” Rygel said, leaning over with his hand on Mikk’s big, bloody shoulder. “Then when I say, jerk hard, with all your strength.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Kel’Ratan muttered, easing the stallion’s leg toward him in a pulling motion.

“Me too,” Rygel said. “Now yank!”

At his snapped order, the two big men jerked hard on the hoof. A loud crack resounded at the same instant the big stallion plunged sideways. Ripping his leg out of their grip, he lunged against the bridle, almost tearing free from Alun. Alun let go of the bit, but held onto the reins as the stallion jumped away in panic. To my utter shock, he landed on four solid hooves, not three.

Alun went to him, calming his trembling, stroking down his face, murmuring his nonsense words. The horse quieted, sweat breaking out and dripping down his neck and shoulders. His flanks still quivered, offering silent testimony to the pain he felt.

Alun lead him slowly back to Rygel and Mikk, while limping, could put weight on the leg. Ly’Tana clapped her hands, tears shining in her eyes. Her lips pursed, a swift, soft whistle escaped her on a single breath. Mikk nickered in response, his ears up as his head craned around to see her fully.

“Well,” Kel’Ratan said gruffly, stroking his hand down Mikk’s powerful shoulder. “Well.”

Taking vials of powder from his satchel, Rygel unstoppered one, sniffed, and began applying the stuff liberally to the horse’s bloody wounds. He walked around Mikk’s huge hindquarters, unmindful of hooves the size of dinner plates that could kick him into next week. He tapped more powder onto a wound I couldn’t see, moved on, only to pause and tap more.

Ever curious, Kel’Ratan asked, “What is that?”

“A mixture I created,” Rygel answered, pausing to tap. “It helps clear the wounds of infection. Not a good idea to heal a dirty wound. Then you close all the dirt and grime inside the body.”

“Makes sense,” Kel’Ratan allowed.

“What’s in it?” Witraz asked.

Rygel paused mid-tap to eye Witraz over the horse’s withers. The buckskin definitely felt better. His neck low, he stood patient, his left front hoof solid on the ground as he cocked his left hind leg, resting.

“Just stuff,” Rygel answered shortly, moving on.

“Oh.”

“I need quiet,” Rygel said, dropping the now empty vial back in his satchel.

I glanced at Ly’Tana. With her beloved horse well on his way to full recovery, she offered me a wan smile before snuggling into Arianne’s arms. Closing her eyes, she, too, rested. I envied her that ability, for my pain would never let me rest.

“Your turn will come.”

“Shut up,” I thought back at the voice.

It appeared none of the warriors dared move for fear of disturbing Rygel. Only the light breeze whispering through the tall grass, the distant jingling of metal bits in horses’ mouths as they grazed, the murmuring of leaves did I hear. I swear none of them even dared breathe.

As Rygel placed his hands, fingers splayed, on Mikk’s damp cream hide, he bowed his head. With the healing power now flowing into him, Mikk’s eyes half-closed and his head dropped, his nose brushing the grass. I wondered if he’d need to rest as so many of Rygel’s patients did.

Though we need to recuperate, I thought absently, we dare not.

Brutal would now summon another army, sending to Soudan for yet more fresh troops. Ly’Tana was right. Next time, he won’t attempt to talk us in. He’ll attack with everything he has.

I blinked. Perhaps I blacked out for a space or three, for at first glance nothing had changed. Then everything had. The wounds on the buckskin’s creamy flesh disappeared. Rygel stirred, breathing deep, straightening his back with a long groan. The horse also blinked, raising his head to gaze around. In a motion that said everything, Mikk shook himself, saddle and gear rattling, and snorted down his nose.

“I’ll be damned,” Kel’Ratan said in a low voice. Alun whistled.

Walking about, they examined the stallion closely, running their hands over his flawless cream coat. Mikk bent down and grazed the lush grass, tearing and chewing as fast as he could.

Rygel rubbed him affectionately for a moment, smiling slightly. When he turned toward me, he staggered, caught himself, and offered me a wry grin. He’s all but exhausted, I suspected. Sweat plastered his yellow hair to his cheeks and brow in thick tendrils. His eyes and mouth drooped, his cheek bones cutting through his pale skin.

Alarmed, I tried to reach for him. But with my only useful arm still around Witraz’s shoulder, all I could do was lean.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes.”

He ducked his head to wipe the sweat onto his left shoulder, his right still clamped tight to his ribs. “Your turn.”

“No.” I jerked my head toward Ly’Tana.

His ‘but’ rose as far as his eyes and opened mouth. He changed his mind the instant he met my gaze. Dropping his head once in a slow nod, he turned and hunkered next to Arianne. Ly’Tana murmured something I couldn’t catch as he once more touched her brow.

“But—” Witraz began.

“Don’t start,” I growled.

Kel’Ratan, stepping carefully around the three in the grass, walked toward me. “He seems tired, but I think he can go. She doesn’t have much weight to speak of. Not much of a burden for him.”

I nodded. “After he heals her, we’ll rest for an hour. No more.”

Kel’Ratan looked me up and down, worry puckering his face. “What about you? You’re in no condition to travel.”

“Short of shooting me,” I replied blandly, “we have no choice. Rygel can’t heal all of us and he’s injured, too.”

Frowning heavily, Kel’Ratan looked from me to Rygel, on the ground with his hand on Ly’Tana’s brow, and back. “I reckon we can’t always rely on his magic, now can we.”

“Not always.”

“Then let’s bind you up the best we can, then,” he said. “I’m no healer, but I can strap ribs and stitch wounds with the best of them.”

Smiling faintly, I allowed Witraz to limp me back toward the lone tree. Rannon, at Kel’Ratan’s terse order, ran to fetch saddlebags. Easing me to the ground, Witraz knelt beside me while Kel’Ratan examined the wound on my back. Taking his dagger, Witraz gingerly cut my bloody tunic from my torso.

“This is—” Kel’Ratan muttered, hunkered behind me, his fingers gently probing. I held back a hiss of pain.

“Bad.” I finished for him.

He clucked his teeth. “Well, it’s not good. It needs stitched.”

“How are you at sewing?”

“I’m no seamstress, but I think I can close this. It’s got splinters in.”

“Dig them out.”

I shut my jaw hard to prevent not just a hiss of pain, but a howl as his thick fingers dug into my back. I shut my eyes, sweat pouring off me in small rivers. I felt Witraz clamp down on my other shoulder to both prevent me from moving and offer comfort. What are you doing back there? I wanted to scream. Digging for gold? 

“There,” Kel’Ratan breathed, bringing his bloody hand with a long piece of wood between his fingers around for my inspection. I opened one eye to peer at it.

“Lovely,” I muttered.

Rannon returned with a small kit and a large cotton cloth. After handing the kit to Kel’Ratan, he ripped the cloth into large strips. The low whirring sound as it tore accompanied by the waves of pain that washed through me made me nauseous. I hoped I wouldn’t vomit, but couldn’t be certain I wouldn’t.

Kel’Ratan muttered to himself as he plundered the leather kit. “Needle.” He put the long slender needle in my hand. “Hold that.”

I eyed the tiny silvery wand with its sharp point, knowing within moments it would pierce my flesh.

“Silk. Where the bloody hell is it? I know it’s here somewhere, ah, there you are, damn thing. Give me that.”

Kel’Ratan took the needle back from my fingers. I braced myself.

“It’s going to hurt,” he warned. I could hear him behind me, threading the needle.

“Pain don’t hurt,” I answered, shutting my eyes.

“He’s tough,” Witraz said. I could hear the grin in his voice.

I breathed as deep as I could, trying to relax, waiting for the needle. As I had been stitched back together countless times after arena matches, the thought of the needle in Kel’Ratan’s fingers didn’t bother me. His handling of me spoke of confidence, telling me I wasn’t his first victim he’d sewn. I couldn’t help my first slight jump at the sting of the needle, but after that the pain came almost as a familiar friend.

“Most are usually yelling by now,” Kel’Ratan muttered, busy poking and threading.

I said, “It’s just pain.”

“Right,” he growled. “It’s an insignificant minor problem that turns strong men into crying babies.”

“I’m tough,” I said, listening to Witraz chuckle.

“A true wolf.”

Kel’Ratan might be an experienced field surgeon, but he sure took a long time. An eternity surely passed before he sighed, leaned back and surveyed his handiwork. Had I been lying down, I know I’d have drowned in my own sweat.

“Done. Rannon, hand me that salve there.”

I opened my eyes, feeling that while the pain I could manage, my nausea was another matter. Thirsty, I licked my lips, but dared not ask for a drink. Anything that went down could surely be counted on to come right back up.

Kel’Ratan’s calloused, gentle fingers smoothed a cool salve onto my wound, instantly easing the sting, reaching further into the deep bite of the injury itself. Inching around my bare torso, he muttered under his breath, applying the stuff to my many other cuts and scrapes, stark reminders of the broken trees. 

Clucking his teeth, he sewed together four more gaping wounds on my arms, chest and ribs. I endured each and every one with calm stoicism. Yet, individually, all my wounds’ crying voices were silenced under his fingers and the blessed numbing salve.

“What’s in there?” I asked. “It feels wonderful.”

“I’ve no earthly idea,” Kel’Ratan replied, rubbing more into a deep cut lower down on my back.

I raised my right arm to allow him access to my ribs, Witraz backing away to give him room. “Our physicians have been concocting it for generations,” Kel’Ratan resumed, squinting as he peered at my skin. “It kills the pain and helps wounds to heal much faster than normal.”

“Give it to Rygel, m’lord,” Rannon suggested.

“Not a bad idea.”

Kel’Ratan’s fingers probed and poked my swollen ribs and chest. I winced away from him, sucking in my breath.

“Hold still,” he ordered.

I did my best to obey, but his touch inflamed the agony that had cooled when I sat quiet and breathed shallowly.

“I don’t think they’re broken,” Kel’Ratan said at last, frowning. “They may be cracked or even sprung. Either way, binding them will help.”

With Rannon’s aid, he wound the strips of cloth around my chest. With a healer’s skill, he wrapped tight enough to offer support, but no so tight I couldn’t breathe. He also covered my shoulder wound with a bandage, and wrapped my arm in a sling. Then he wrapped still more cloth cut from Rannon’s knife, binding my arm hard to my side.

“If you can’t move, you don’t hurt as much,” he said.

He was right. With my chest supported, my wound closed and my arm strapped down, my pain eased considerably. Now if he could only do something for my belly sickness.

“You’ll have to do the same for Rygel,” I said, examining his handiwork.

“He’ll be easy,” Kel’Ratan answered, standing up. He grabbed the salve, his kit and grinned. “He’s out cold. No wincing or whining.”

“I didn’t whine,” I said to his back as he walked away.

“You winced, though,” Witraz commented.

“Wincing is permissible. You can check, it’s in all the books.”

While Ly’Tana slept in Arianne’s arms, Rygel lay curled up in the grass, dead to the world. I leaned back against the tree to catch as much rest as I could, I idly watched as Kel’Ratan and his pair of big nurses rolled Rygel onto his back. Stripping him of his cloak and tunic, Kel’Ratan fairly hummed as he stitched and salved his unconscious patient. Occasionally he asked for and received items from his kit, busy repairing my brother.

Like an eel, I slid sideways and down, into the soft, sweet-smelling grass. Shutting my eyes, I thought I just might manage to sleep a little.

* * *

“Someone tried to kill her,” Kel’Ratan fumed.

Riding through the late afternoon, after resting our injured for the two hours I let Kel’Ratan talk me into, we rode not at a trot or canter, but at a fast walk.

Ly’Tana, after sleeping the entire two hours, woke feeling almost her old self again. Though Rygel hadn’t healed her completely, her head wound ceased bleeding, and her pain, she said, wasn’t more than an irritation. Her almond skin regained its healthy tone.

Mikk all but danced under her, wanting to run. Only the state of mine and Rygel’s health kept us from the faster pace he requested. Rygel, his right arm also in a sling, needed far more than two hours of rest.

His chin bounced on his chest as he rode, dozing, his black gelding trailing Kel’Ratan’s stallion with no guidance from Rygel. Alun kept a watchful eye on him, making sure he didn’t fall out of his saddle. Should Rygel’s slack body slide toward the left or right, Alun’s hand steered him upright.

Witraz, as though bound to my side with a sturdy chain, kept a watchful eye on me. Though I didn’t drowse as I rode, the constant jostling of Rufus’s steps kept me in a constant state of pain. A concoction of Rygel’s kept the nausea at bay, but I felt horribly weak and very much in danger of falling out of my saddle.

Ly’Tana turned an irritated glare on her cousin. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped. She fingered her gold torque about her slender neck. “It was an earthquake. An act of nature.”

“Oh, sure,” he retorted. “A freak act of nature the moment you ride into the river alone. Give me a break.”

“You’re so bloody superstitious.”

“Maybe you should learn a few superstitions. They’ll keep you alive.”

“Oh, blow it out your—”

“He’s right.”

Ly’Tana rounded on me in a whirl of red-gold hair and feminine fury. Turned in her saddle, she rested her hand on her horse’s cream rump as she glared at me. “What do you know?” she demanded.

“I heard it.”

Her green glare halted. Kel’Ratan, Rannon and Alun stared at me. Even Rygel woke and lifted his head to peer blearily across, trying to focus.

“Heard it?”

I dropped my reins on Rufus’s neck to tap my head with my finger. “In here.”

“What was it?” Kel’Ratan asked.

I couldn’t shrug, so instead I tipped my head sideways, trying to find the words to describe the evil snarl of rage I heard the instant I heaved Ly’Tana into Bar’s talons. Bar himself, having trotted out ahead of the group, turned back to better hear what I said.

“Hate,” I answered slowly. “Death. Someone or something is really pissed that Ly’Tana escaped it.”

“What do you think it is?”

I knew it wasn’t the voice I occasionally heard in my head, but I wasn’t about to tell them that. I dared not enlighten them. Then I wouldn’t be alone in thinking I was slowly growing insane.

“You’re hardly insane.”

“Something very powerful,” I said. “Something not of this world.”

“Targeting me?” Ly’Tana’s voice sounded very small.

I nodded. “Targeting you.”

“Why me?”

“I don’t know. However, I think we should find out.”

“Before it kills me.”

“Yes.”

“She is also well loved and protected.”

“By whom?”

“Tell them that.”

“But,” I said slowly. “You are also well loved and protected.”

Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan exchanged a glance. “How do you know?”

“Tell them I told you.”

I stammered, looking away, tripping over my tongue. Caught between the truth and my reluctance to speak it, I said nothing. They’ll think me crazy. I can’t tell them I’m hearing voices in my head. I am crazy. I have to be.

“Raine?”

“Er.” I coughed. “My sight.”

For the first time I heard humor deep within the mysterious voice in my head.

“Big weenie.”

While I could see from their faces they didn’t quite believe me, they at least dropped the inquisition. I always felt grateful for the smallest of favors.

“Sooner or later, they’ll know about me.”

“Let it be later.”

As though hearing the exchange, Witraz watched me curiously. Embarrassed, I could only shake my head at him.

Behind me, Arianne cooed over the pup. Without another hand with which to hold him, I elected Arianne as his caretaker. Corwyn returned to his post as guide, once more leading the grey mare by her reins. That left Arianne’s hands free to hold him. She needed them, for he filled both, arms included. Tor, riding pillion behind her, now found the wolf fascinating. I could hear his giggles as he reached around Arianne to tickle and play with the pup. Yuri and Yuras currently rode rear guard, leaving Tor alone and bored, save for the wolf baby.

“How will we find out who or what is trying to kill her?” Kel’Ratan demanded staring at me fiercely, as though I alone held all the answers.

“Find a priest.”

Startled, I didn’t realize I spoke aloud until the words left my mouth. “A priest?”

Now I garnered the attention of everyone save Left and Right, riding van guard and the blonde boys, riding rear guard. Even Arianne and Tor ceased their giggles over the wolf. Bar stared at me, his ears perked. The entire column ground to a halt. Ly’Tana reined her stallion around and nudged him up beside me. Knee to knee, she tried to cover her small hand over my big one on my reins.

“What do you know?” she asked softly.

I fumbled, panicked. “Nothing,” I said hastily. “I just thought—you know—er, if something, um, supernatural were around, a priest might help.”

“Nice save.”

Ly’Tana leaned over in a way I didn’t much like, staring hard into my eyes. “You’re hiding something.”

“Halleluiah,” Arianne said from down the line. “At last someone else sees that.”

Trapped, I tried to smile. “Don’t be absurd. What would I know? I wouldn’t hide anything from you.”

“Oh, please,” she snapped. “Who do you think I am? Your sister?”

“Hey, now.” 

With her fair lips thinned and an emerald edge in her eyes, Ly’Tana backed her stallion. Turning him, she once more led the way. Kel’Ratan followed her, his mustache bristling indignantly as he, too, eyed me with suspicion. The column once more traveled forward. I grit my teeth.

“You’re getting me into trouble.”

“You don’t need my help for that.”

“Tell me who the hell you are!”

“You are my son.”

Fury roared through me. I fought to keep from showing it, staring hard between Rufus’s ears, my eyes straight ahead. I forced my face into calm neutrality, but I knew if anyone looked into my eyes, those weird orbs would betray me. 

“You are not my father. My father is dead.”

“Nonetheless, you are my son.”

“What do you want from me?”

“Turn yourself into a wolf and you’ll know.”

“Never.”

“You are both wolf and man. Deal with it.”

I grit my teeth hard. My pain, forgotten in the last moments, reared its ugly head. I used it, reveled in it, let it claim me. By concentrating on the hot throbbing that coursed through my veins with every beat of my pulse, I was able to calm the daemon before he got loose and ran amok. He yanked, screaming, against his chain, wanting his freedom. I breathed deep, finding my calm center, asking the disciplined warrior deep inside me, deeper than the daemon, to rise and conquer.

Little by little, breath by breath, the daemon quieted, and retreated, talons sheathing, fangs once more hidden behind a shut mouth. I defeated it yet again. How long before it slips its collar and rampages loose? 

That’s the last thing I need, I thought, morose. I may know I’m pissed at the mysterious voice in my head, but to the people riding alongside me I was angry for no apparent reason. Only crazy people got angry for no reason. Crazy men elicited no end of stares and whispered comments. Gods above and below. I reckoned there was more than enough of that already.

“M’lord?” Witraz asked. “Are you all right?”

Not trusting myself to speak, I nodded shortly and took yet another deep breath. My calm center steadied, took over control. I scrubbed the sweat from my face with my free hand.

Yuri cantered down the line with the news the wolves still followed.

Of course they did. My day could not possibly be complete without wolves, loose daemons, and sidelong glances to torment me.

“What else is new,” I muttered sourly.

* * *

Rygel nudged me with his toe. 

I grumbled, dragging my blanket close over my shoulder, trying to wrap sleep about me along with it. My pain kept me awake most of the night, tossing and trying to find a place to lie where the hot throbbing didn’t reach. Only when the stars dimmed did I finally drop into something resembling rest. Until, a mere few hours later, at breaking daylight, Rygel came calling.

His toe nudged again. “Time to get healed.”

“Go ’way,” I mumbled thickly.

“You’re slowing us down, nitwit,” Rygel said. “We have to ride faster than the crawl you’re forcing us to.”

I snarled wordlessly. The pup, cuddled under the blanket against my chest, mewled in sleepy protest. He wasn’t a morning wolf, either.

“Just heal him as he sleeps, Rygel,” said Ly’Tana.

“That takes all the fun out of waking him up.”

Now how could she possibly think that was funny? I cursed roundly.

“Don’t be such a wuss,” Rygel said.

“Now cease aggravating him, Rygel,” Kel’Ratan said.

I silently blessed his taking my side. That was until his smarmy voice continued.

“You know bloody well he’s impossible to live with when he’s cranky.”

I invited them all to commit the anatomically impossible.

“Raine!” Arianne’s shocked voice came through despite the various chuckles, laughs and giggles my invitation created.

“Just heal him, Rygel,” Ly’Tana commanded through her laughter.

“Touch me and I’ll kill you,” I snarled.

“As my princess commands,” Rygel sighed. His shadow fell across my face as he bent down. “For future reference, you may be interested to know her orders counterman your threats.”

“I’ll tear you limb from—”

His icy cold magic hit me before I could respond with dire threats to his safety and life. Ice and flames raced through my veins, up through my heart and into my brain, freezing and setting me on fire at the same time. I shut my jaw against the shock, my body locked into a rigid pose, my fists clenched. I felt a pulling, a strange drawing sensation, as though the very blood in my body was sucked out. Dizziness, my hated enemy, swamped me. The hot throbbing in my shoulder and chest increased, nearly brought a scream—

The next thing I knew, my wolf child whimpered, nuzzling against my chest, seeking my hand, my comfort. My head still spun, yet without the earlier horrid effects. I reached out a reasonably steady hand and brought him in close, under my neck. His warm nose touched my chin, his tiny tongue licked, tasting the salt of my sweat. I kicked the blanket off us both, suddenly too hot to have it on. I peered blearily about in the suddenly bright sunshine, my eyes squinted against the glare.

“Raine?”

I tilted my head upward. She knelt behind me, gazing down with a sweet smile. Her fingers brushed my oily hair off my brow.

“How do you feel?” she asked.

“Like killing him.”

“Have at it, bro,” Rygel said from his spot squatting across the fire. He fought a yawn, sweat dampening his face and neck. Healing me had taken its toll, after all.

I squinted at him. “Come here and I will.”

“Big weenie.”

Scooping the pup into my hand, I sat up, yawning. “What’s the time?”

“Two hours past we should be riding,” Kel’Ratan snapped as Ly’Tana gracefully rose from her knees.

“Noon, in other words,” Ly’Tana translated.

“Don’t wait on me,” I said, stumbling to my feet.

I staggered a bit, my legs not quite cooperating. I forced them under control at last, pin-wheeling my free arm for balance. The pup’s heavy weight didn’t help matters, though. I needed my other hand, still strapped close to my ribs, to maintain any semblance of balance.

Ly’Tana reached to help me as I staggered sideways. She pushed me with both hands and a grunt, helping me to stand upright. Offering her a lopsided grin, I bent at the waist, endangering myself again, and bussed her cheek.

Of course, she giggled, snatching her own kiss from my lips.

The pup wiggled in my hand in a wolfish request to be put down. Regaining control of my recalcitrant body, I took a deep breath. The world steadied at last.

Pain-free, I bent down and put the whelp on the ground. I watched, oddly fascinated by the lupine need for tidiness and the exact spot. Waddling some distance away, belly brushing through long grass and dead leaves, he sniffed, discarded that spot, sniffed again, then hustled on, tiny tail waving. Back and forth he wandered, that perfect moment calling him ever onward, nosing the ground. Finding, at last, that perfect location, he squatted.

My wolf child thus occupied for the moment, I could attend to other matters. With no further need of bandages and slings, I sought to get them off. I reached behind me, trying with one arm to seize hold of my tunic. As Kel’Ratan pulled a fresh tunic over my head after wrapping me up in my swaddling clothes, that had to come off first. Somehow, what one finds easy and does without thought with two hands, one finds to be a struggle with just one.

Ly’Tana stood back and grinned, arms akimbo, watching avidly. 

“Need help?” she asked, polite.

I aimed a smile in her general direction. “Thanks, but I’m good.”

Twisting and grunting, I managed to grab hold of my tunic just behind my shoulder blades and pulled. At first it seemed I’d succeed. Suddenly, the inevitable happened. My tunic rode high on my back and stalled there. Bent over, I tugged harder. I fought for, and gained, another inch or two. The light cloth caught on my too-big shoulders and once more got stuck.

Damn it, get loose will you? Bucking my hips back and forth brought more momentum. Ah, got it. Almost. Now most of it was wrapped behind my neck.

Below me, my dark son returned, waddling about on stumpy legs, his tiny tail waving. He found my boots, sniffed, and promptly collapsed. Now, should I need to move my feet to maintain necessary balance while struggling with my one arm up over my shoulder, I couldn’t. Damn, he settled in for a nap, on my foot. Should I move, I risked stepping on him.

The silence from all around alerted me. Oh, shit.

Everyone, and I mean everyone, in camp had ceased his or her activity and stood watching. Left and Right had paused in identical positions of lifting saddles to their horses’ backs, their dark eyes wide. Tor, Yuri and Yuras ceased their dice tossing, all kneeling around a saddle blanket laid flat on the ground. Their dice and stick wagers sat forlorn and forgotten. Alun, frozen in the act of pouring water on the fire to kill it, watched me from a bent over position. Rygel, of course, grinned impudently, arms akimbo. Even Bar sat just beyond Kel’Ratan, towering over the heads of the tallest warriors, watched with avid curiosity in his predatory eyes. His tail never flickered.

Arianne alone moved. Rolling her grey-blue eyes, she stepped past the slow fire from where she busily packed food into saddlebags. With a long-suffering sigh, she seized my tunic by the shoulders.

“I can get it,” I protested.

“Of course you can,” she replied. “We just can’t wait until noon before you do.”

Ly’Tana snickered. Kel’Ratan chuckled. Rygel roared. The rest at least had enough respect for my size and royal stature to cover their grins with their hands. Arianne deftly pulled the tunic over my head.

I straightened. She gazed up at me, eyes bright, ill-concealed humor shining deep in their depths. While the warriors had respect enough not to laugh too loud, my diminutive sister had no such restraint.

“Want help with the bandages?” she inquired politely, full of solicitous regard.

“Leave off,” I snapped.

“Oh, fine,” she sighed, stepping daintily away. “I was only trying to help.”

I glared at the grins, the averted heads, the inactivity.

“Don’t you have something better to do?” I growled.

I lifted my left arm.

The layers of bandages ripped away with a deep purring sound. The heavy cotton cloth fell away, leaving thick strings of bound thread behind. Flexing my bare muscles, I pulled off the rest, and flicked the threads off my back, neck and shoulders. Raising my arms to stretch out the cramps, I bunched every muscle in my bare chest, biceps, lower arms and clenched fists. As an after show event, I carelessly dropped the bloody bandages on Arianne’s head.

Respectful salutes abounded as the camp became, once more, a busy industrious hive. Rygel gulped, and suddenly decamped to saddle his black gelding. Yuri and Yuras seized the blanket, flipping it up, tossing dice and wagers in every direction. They abandoned Tor to ready their own mounts, while Tor, in panic, grabbed his dice and ran to follow them. Kel’Ratan, who’d yet to ever salute me, offered me a quick half-bow and retreated a short ways. Bar suddenly discovered his left wing needed preening as of yesterday.

Only Ly’Tana and Arianne remained.

“That wasn’t funny,” Arianne snapped, pulling the tangled rags from her lustrous hair and throwing them into a pile.

I lifted a brow. “I thought it was.”

“You’re something else,” Ly’Tana said, her grin widening until she laughed.

“That’s why you love me.”

“I don’t. You’re a boor.”

“Wench.”

“Bastard.”

“That’s Rygel.”

“Leave me out of this!” Rygel yelled from the safe side of the camp.

I bowed low. “Your Highhandedness.”

“Scumbag.”

Seizing her chin, I kissed her full on the mouth before she broke away, still laughing. She walked away to organize the day’s travel arrangements. Dislodged from my boot top, the whelp whimpered until I scooped him back up.

Taking up my blanket, I shook out dirt, dead grass and leaves. Instantly, I discovered I was ravenous.

“Anyone leave anything to eat?” I asked.

“We didn’t want to, but Arianne insisted,” answered Kel’Ratan sourly. “I think she saved you something.”

That something turned out to be a large chunk of still-warm roast, a round of bread, and a handful of dried fruit. I gobbled it all down as the pup whined for his own breakfast. Yet, it appeared Arianne thought of him as well. While I finished my hasty meal, saddled Rufus and tied my bedroll and saddlebags, she fed him his morning bag of mushed meat.

“Can I keep him for a while?” she begged, holding the grunting and burping pup close to her nonexistent bosom. He filled her arms to dangerously overflowing.

“As long as Corwyn doesn’t mind leading your horse,” I said. “But you must learn to ride.”

“Of course I don’t mind,” Corwyn said.

I eyed him with some humor. “It’s quite all right to say no once in a while, Corwyn.”

“If it keeps Her Highness happy,” he murmured.

He obligingly set her in her saddle, Arianne so caught up in the squirming wolf she scarcely noticed. Before Tor could escape, Corwyn grabbed him about the waist and set him behind her.

“I want to ride with Yuri,” he protested.

“He’s riding in the van,” Ly’Tana said, grabbing a fistful of her stallion’s mane and vaulting with careless ease into her saddle.

“Why can’t I have my own horse?” Tor whined. “I want to ride with them.”

“Your skills with the sword leave much to be desired,” she answered.

“But I’m good with the bow,” he said, his voice plaintive and eager.

She scowled. “Not nearly good enough.”

Deflated, he sank back, pouting, as Ly’Tana set the pace and trotted out.

I vaulted into my saddle, feeling Rufus fresh, rested and ready to go. I held him back, reining him behind Left and Right, who wheeled their horses in behind Ly’Tana. It appeared Witraz and Alun were chosen for rear guard, for they vanished toward the south as we rode northwest. Rygel rode daringly close beside me, his face alive and laughing.

Yet, he bowed low in the saddle, no doubt hoping his act of obeisance would deflect any anger I might still have. Absently I wondered at how fast his body healed itself of injuries. He could not heal himself with magic, he’d said, yet he seemed to not even notice he’d also been injured the day before in the fight with Ja’Teel.

Bar trotted beside Ly’Tana’s big buckskin, Kel’Ratan to her other side. I think she wanted me beside her, for she cast occasional mournful glances at me over her shoulder, past the ever watchful Left and Right.

“Still want to kill me?”

I aimed a light punch at Rygel’s head, one he could deftly avoid, still laughing.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said.

“Gods above and below, save us,” I muttered.

“If there is something or someone who wants Her Highness dead,” he began, “I think I know who we can ask.”

Ly’Tana swiveled in her saddle. “Who?”

“A priest, just as he said.” Rygel jerked his chin toward me.

Kel’Ratan snorted over his shoulder. “Just any priest in the street?”

“Not quite,” Rygel said. “There’s a religious order who study all the gods there are, not just the gods appointed to their respective lands and worshippers.”

“Monks?” Ly’Tana asked doubtfully.

“Priests, monks, it doesn’t matter, Princess,” Rygel replied, impatient. “They’re the Huhtamaki Brotherhood. These boys spend their lives studying and learning, passing their knowledge to their successors. Not only are they learned in the worship and practices of all the gods, it’s said that all the gods speak to them.”

“I get you,” I said. 

“If I remember the geography of these lands, we’ll soon be entering more populated territory,” Rygel continued. “The Plains of Navak end several leagues west of here. Towns, small cities crop up. Maybe one of these might have a Huhtamaki temple. There are many, throughout the Federation and other lands. Even Khassart. I spent some time learning from them as a youth.”

“So,” Ly’Tana said. “We find one of these, er, temples and get the name of whatever wants to kill me?”

“Yes, that’s the idea. However—”

Her face fell. “However? Why’s there always a ‘however’?”

“Unfortunately, religious tolerance isn’t practiced much in Khalid or her territories,” Rygel said, his face solemn. “These temples are small, with maybe a dozen Huhtamaki monks in each, if they’re lucky. They are often persecuted, driven out, or converted at sword point to the worship of local deities.”

“Like Usa’a’mah,” I said.

“Exactly.”

“Then how will we find one?”

Rygel offered a yea-nay gesture. “They often hide in plain sight. Under the guise of temple monks of a local god, or just a cluster of ordinary farmers who band together to work the land.”

“Could there be one of those temples near here?” Kel’Ratan asked.

Rygel vaguely waved his hand. “If I remember correctly, there is a fair-sized town about twelve leagues from here. It’s called Wil Dar and it’s to the northeast.”

“And there is a temple there?”

“I’m afraid I was wont to linger in taverns rather than temples,” Rygel admitted. “I’m not sure. If there is, it’d probably be disguised. The locals here are fiercely loyal to the High King and worship Usa’a’mah as their chief deity.”

Kel’Ratan’s mustache bristled. “How do you know so much about these monks?” he demanded.

“I studied under them for a time, back home,” he answered simply. “That’s where I learned much of what I know about white magic. Khassart is very tolerant and very open to free thinking and religious practices. There are several Huhtamaki temples there.”

“Do these monks practice this ‘white magic’?”

“They do. But as they are under very strict, self-imposed guidelines, their practice of it is restricted to the advancement of knowledge, growing of their crops and the like. No changing themselves into various creatures is allowed.”

Of course, his amber eye cocked in my direction. How did I know that was coming? “Unfortunately, they can’t instruct our liege in how to change himself into a wolf and accept himself. I reckon that’s my job.”

I sighed. I flipped Rygel an invitation to perform the anatomically impossible.

Predictably, he laughed.

“But all of us riding into the town will attract attention,” I said slowly. “Attention that we neither want nor need.”

Rygel coughed delicately. “I’d suggest only one or two of us go there to scout. A pair could pass virtually unnoticed.”

I shrugged under the eyes of everyone who stared at me for a decision. “Two travelling mercenaries won’t attract much attention.”

“But,” Ly’Tana said, her emerald eyes pleading. “A priestess of Osimi won’t attract much attention, either.”

“Absolutely not,” Kel’Ratan roared. “Under no circumstances will you set foot in any town or village, or put yourself in any kind of danger. Think of it, and I’ll strap you to that horse and tie you hand and foot.”

Open-mouthed, Ly’Tana looked at me. With a half-shrug and a jerk of my chin in Kel’Ratan’s direction, I replied to her questioning gaze. “What he said.”

“I don’t believe this.” Ly’Tana glared around at us all. “I am one of the finest warriors in all Kel’Halla. I’m the heir to the throne. And I’ll certainly do as I please.”

“Not while I’m in charge,” I answered easily.

“You don’t command me,” she replied stiffly.

“Care to bet on that?” I asked with a small grin.

I glanced significantly at Kel’Ratan’s outraged face, and then toward a diffident, apologetic Rygel, to the identical bland implacable expressions of Left and Right. Her eyes widened in disbelief.

She eyed each of them in turn, challenging quiet Rannon, who stared stonily back. Witraz, the coward, ducked away from her eyes as though from a conniving witch. Alun smiled as though sharing a secret. Tor answered her glare with a shrug and no smile. Even Bar calmly refused to champion her but walked alongside her horse, indifferent to her fury.

“I don’t believe this,” she repeated, but her tone held no conviction.

I took her hand to kiss, lingering. “Surrender, my beautiful warrior, with the heart of steel. You are outnumbered and outflanked.”

She snatched her hand from mine. “Just because you are bigger and stronger and male doesn’t make you all better warriors,” she hissed.

“Of course not,” I said, straightening. “It simply means there are more of us than there are of you.”

“I don’t believe it,” she repeated.

“Your choice,” I said.

“I hate you.”

I sighed. “Again, your choice. You’re still not entering any enemy town while I draw breath.”

“I don’t need the protection of you or anyone else.”

“That’s not the point. You have it whether you want or need it.”

“Very well done.”

“Shut up.”

* * *

Ly’Tana’s fury lasted up and into the midday break to rest, feed and water the horses. She spoke to no one, not even to command her people. I gave the orders to stop and to call in the van guard, Witraz and Alun. Yuri and Yuras rejoined us, and after their duties were completed, set to giving Tor another lesson with the bow and the wooden sword. As I watched, Tor hit the bull’s eye with his bow far more than he struck the blazon with his blade.

Hungry again, I munched on the cold fare Arianne and Tor created out of the packs. While most of the warriors lay on the grass to catch quick naps in the sun, I sat and pondered. Ly’Tana ate some food, drank some water, and avoided me and everyone else to lean against her stallion’s shoulder and stare out over the open, tree-pocked, grasslands. She even rebuffed Bar’s advances with a sharp tongue.

“She’ll get over it, the voice said.”

“What’s wrong with her?”

“She fears she’ll be seen as a coward.”

I snorted inwardly. “She has the courage of a dozen men. More.”

“Perhaps. Still she thinks she has to prove her courage.”

“How do you know this?”

Again I sensed humor in the voice.

“I know lots of things.”

I stroked the sleeping wolf pup in my lap, wondering if I should ask the questions I dared not even think about.

“Ask them.”

“Why do the wolves follow us? Me?”

“They are drawn to you. They would fight and die, if necessary, for you.”

“Did any die in the fight the other day?”

“A few wounded, but no deaths.”

“What am I to them?”

“You are nothing less than their savior.”

That jolted me. Me? A savior? Of wolves? I was a gladiator, a slave. Slaves are hardly saviors of anyone. They, for the most part, couldn’t save even themselves.

“Come with me.”

“Where?”

“Just to the trees. Bring your son. It’s time.”

Taking up my adopted child, I rose from my spot and walked away, toward a grove of trees that sprouted near the creek from where we watered our beasts and ourselves. I felt curious eyes on my back as I went, but no one called to ask where I was going. I walked as though I merely answered the call of nature. I held the sleepy whelp against my shoulder, his hindquarters tucked into my hand. I heard his breathy yawns in my ear, scented his meaty breath.

Out of sight of the Kel’Hallans, I stopped and gently placed the pup on the ground. He sat for a moment, his butt in the dead leaves and twigs, examining his surroundings with blue eyes and a moist nose. Then, like an old man, his got ponderously to his feet. Big belly almost brushing the ground, he waddled about. Purest blue sapphires gleamed against his dark face. They’re wider than when his dam dropped him in my lap, I thought.

“He will be a fine wolf. He comes from good stock.”

“Now what?”

“Surrender to the wolf inside you.”

“Just how do I do that?”

“Close your eyes and seek the wolf.”

While those instructions sounded rather vague, I obeyed. I shut out the sunlight and the dappled shade, the brown tree trunks and green leaves, the glimmer of the sun on the creek water. I ignored the murmur of human conversation and the occasional laugh. Taking deep, even breaths, I sought to calm my mind, to seek…something. What? I didn’t know. Just opened my mind to whatever might enter.

“That’s the idea. Now find your wolf. Find yourself.” 

Within my mind’s eye, an image rose. The form of an enormous wolf, his fur jet black, his eyes a weird pale grey ringed in black. A wolf so huge he dwarfed even the largest wolf ever born. He was, perhaps, the biggest wolf ever bred to walk the lands of the earth.

I reached for him. I longed for him. In him, I longed for the freedom to run on four legs, to howl, to hunt. I craved the wolf born to lead the packs. Me, the Chosen One.

My face elongated. Huge teeth filled my suddenly too small mouth. I staggered as my legs changed, my hands molding into paws. I fell back on a human butt that now felt like hindquarters. A tail sprouted where once there was none. Black fur grew and covered my entire body. The black wolf now had control. I surrendered to him.

Lightning flashed inside my eyes. I saw Ly’Tana, dead on the cavern floor. Panic squirted into my mouth.

Another flash. My fangs snapped closed on a thick furred neck.

I blinked, seeing in front of me trees and forest and grass. The sight vanished as darkness fell.

Another quick flash, there and gone, crossed the black before my open eyes. I couldn’t breathe. Panic grew and spread, my heart thundering in my chest. Noxious blood filled my mouth, my throat. I couldn’t breathe.

My claws caught and slid, caught and slid, over the rough cavern floor. The hands around my thick ruff, my vulnerable neck, tightened. I struggled, fighting with all the strength of my huge wolf body. My neck gave way under the pressure, would soon snap like a twig under the merciless grip.

I was dying.

Dying horribly, dying a dog’s death.

A slave’s death.

Terror swamped me. The vision grew and spread, its waves of icy panic flooded my veins, poured across my mind.

The wolf will kill me.

“Do not be afraid.”

I will die horribly.

“You are a wolf. Fear nothing.”

I am a man. I am a man. I do not, I will not run on four legs.

“You are a wolf.”

I must not do this. I cannot do this!

“Fear nothing.”

I am afraid.

“Feel no fear.”

Blinded by horror, I pushed the black wolf from me. His lips curled in a silent snarl, his enormous fangs gleamed, his devil eyes glowed from the shadows. I cast him from me, closed off my mind, my soul, shunted him to that far-away place.




I am a man. I am not a wolf.

“Stay with it!”

I curled into a fetal position in the dead grass, last year’s leaves and the dirt. I groveled. I thrashed. I wept.

“You are a wolf.”

“I am a man. I am a man. I am a man.”

I repeated the chant, like a mantra, a charm to hold against the coming of evil. I needed the protection, a cry to end all cries. I chanted the prayer that wards off all evil, to ward off my own death.

“I am a man.”

The black wolf faded, his snarl losing potency, his menace collared. The doors locked him away, a prisoner with his brothers.

“Don’t do this!”

Tears wetted the dead leaves, the dirt, sticking to my face like leeches. I rocked back and forth, my eyes shut against the horrible vision, my arms clenched around my chest, my legs tucked in a fetal position. I am afraid. Hot sweat coursed down from my head, down my cheeks, dampening my tunic, sticking it tight to my chest, shoulders and back. 

I am a man.

“Don’t be a fool. They need you. I need you.”

“Shut up. Shut up shut up shutupshutupshup!”

“Son—“

“SHUT UP!”

All at once the voice cut off. A barrier, a shield, a wall sprung up out of nowhere. My fear, my panic, my terror added the bricks that built it. I crammed it higher and yet higher, an invisible defense against any foe. Armed to the teeth, battalions of trolls walked the ramparts. I am not a wolf. A protective blockade grew around my soul. I am a man. I am not a wolf. Take your fantasy and go.

I rocked and chanted, rocked and chanted, wriggling helplessly, wormlike, in the dirt and twigs and leaves. Not a wolf. Hardly even a man. 

Go away and leave me alone. 

I sobbed. Blindly reaching, I seized the wolf pup by his scruff. Pulling him close, his yelps protesting against this treatment sharp in my ears, I folded my arms around him. His small, soft body spelled out the reality of the world. This was real: The pup in my arms, the sun, the grass, the sharp rock digging into my ribs. Those were real. Voices in my head weren’t real. Neither was the idea, the strange and fantastic idea of me, Raine, Prince of Connacht, slave and gladiator, could indeed be the Chosen One.

Not me. Leave me be. Leave me in peace. Go find yourself another savior.

The rock in my ribs finally drove me upright. Setting the infant wolf on the ground, I scrubbed my tears and the dirt from my face with my hands. Raking twigs and dead grass from my hair, I took a deep shaky breath.

That was bad. Despite the mid-day sun, I felt chilled. Wrapping my arms about my chest, I sat, rubbing some warm into my flesh, trying to gather my shattered wits. Even the copper band on my bicep felt cold.

How long have I been gone? Soon Ly’Tana or Rygel would send a search party. If they found me like this there’d be no end to the questions and sideways glances. This was something I definitely wanted kept to myself.

“Are you there?”

Silence answered me.

I waited a quick moment and tried again. Only my own thoughts filled my head. It appeared I was once more alone in there. Gods above and below, it’s about bloody time.

I stood up, brushing off my clothes, trying to regain some semblance of normality. Normality? What was that?

I barked a short laugh. For a moment I half-wished for the days before Rygel’s arrival, Ly’Tana’s love and Lionel’s death. As a gladiator, all I worried about was living through the next fight. I wished for the days when I had never heard of Kel’Hallans and the only howling I heard was in my dreams. I didn’t much like this new responsibility for the lives and safety of others, a savior to long-tailed furry vermin and father to a wolf cub. 

I looked down at him, a dark grey fuzzy creature with a plump belly sluggishly waddling about my boots on unsteady legs. Sapphire eyes followed his black nose as he searched for the unknown with utter seriousness. One day those legs would be long, his body huge, his fangs sharp and gleaming white. That she-wolf made a grave mistake leaving him with me, I thought, morose. What the hell was she thinking?

Perhaps I’ll give him to Arianne, I thought, scooping him up.

I held him up with my hands under his front legs, peering into the round, sapphire eyes. He gazed back calmly, as though understanding my emotional battle and trusting that I’d make the right decision. What right decision? I hadn’t made a right decision since the moment I decided to let Rygel heal me.

This tiny wolf could grow up to be Arianne’s protector, much as Bar is Ly’Tana’s, I thought. She adores him. I’ll give him to her. I wanted nothing more to do with any wolves, living or dead.

Tucking him once more against my shoulder, I started back. While that decision was easy, the thought of facing Ly’Tana, Rygel and the others daunted me. Despite my neutral expression, they’d know something was wrong. Arianne would know instantly, for her keen sight would tell her.

I needed to get away for a while. I must escape the questioning expressions, the whispers, the subtle finger-gestures. I pondered where I might go, what excuse I might give. A lone hunting trip? 

I remembered Rygel’s monks, the Huhtamaki. Rygel said a small town lay nearby, the place he called Wil Dar. I needed to be alone and we needed to find those monks. My thoughts raced, reaching for a desperate plan. Here’s what I’ll do—mount Rufus, grab Rygel and go. My royal blood would prevent any from stopping me, and only Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan would dare try.

I felt lighter, freer once that decision was made. I even managed a small smile.

“Where were you?” Rygel demanded as I walked back into camp. “I was about to come look for you.”

Just as I expected, I was the brunt of no few curious stares. Ly’Tana, it seemed, had rejoined the group, for she too looked about to scold me. Her green eyes flashed with irritation, her beautiful lips in her almond skin parted to question. I forestalled her with a raised hand.

I tried a light-hearted approach. “I’ve been thinking,” I said quickly. “Rygel and I will ride to this Wil Dar. See if these monks are there.”

“What—” she began.

“Raine, what’s wrong?”

Arianne rushed toward me, her skirts hiked, her huge blue-grey eyes wide with concern.

I shoved the whelp into her arms before she could say more. “Look after him, will you? You know, maybe he should be yours. You need a bodyguard.”

“My liege—” Corwyn began, worry clear on his craggy face.

“Oh, you’re not fired,” I said lightly. “She’ll need both of you, I’m thinking.”

Striding rapidly through the make-shift camp, I grabbed Rufus’s reins. “Coming, Rygel?”

I vaulted into my saddle as Rygel bolted for his black gelding. “We’ll be back tomorrow. Keep riding north by northwest and we’ll find you.”

“Raine!” Ly’Tana called, running toward me, her sword slapping against her bare leg. “Dammit, wait!”

I pointed. “She stays here.”

Kel’Ratan moved to intercept her, on my terse command, his face as bewildered as everyone else’s.

Wheeling Rufus, I kicked him into a gallop. Ignoring her shouted questions, I thundered down the gentle slope. Rufus stretched his legs, carrying me up and over the next hill that would convey me from their sight. Only then could I breathe.

My chest hurt. I tried to breathe deep, but the air caught in my throat, choking me. Black spots danced in front of my eyes. I hoped Rufus was looking where he was going, for I was blind.

Hearing Rygel whipping his horse, I slowed Rufus to a heavy lope. If I hadn’t, Rygel would kill his gelding and never catch up. I relaxed a fraction. Air seeped into my lungs, easing the ache in my chest. I drew in a few more and if they were ragged only Rufus heard. Rygel hadn’t yet caught up.

Rufus leaped pale, barkless dead trees, dodged the occasional granite boulder and scrub oak thicket, his pace smooth and easy. Quail and pigeons burst up and out almost under his hooves as his swift legs tossed patches of daisies, buttercups and dogwood into sweet scented turmoil. Down the hill, he crossed a tiny trickle of water burbling over stones and followed the shallow valley up the next rise.

At last, Rygel rode knee to knee with me, and I braced myself for the expected tirade. Rygel’s sense of compassion was kept only for the sick or wounded. For crazy blood brothers who got a wild hair up his ass and decided to ride away on lone expeditions, Rygel was nothing less than ruthless.

He surprised me. Not a word passed his aristocratic lips. What was he up to? Maybe he worked himself up to it, planning his insults and acid comments to create the best effect. Every lecture should be well thought out. Tense, I waited for his harangue to start.

I eyed him sidelong, trying to gauge his mood. A temperamental sort, patience wasn’t his strong suit. Keeping his mouth shut was usually an impossible task. Yet, he sat easily in his saddle, his eyes to the front, his expression serene. Serene? Serenity and Rygel didn’t mix very well. Could he have grown a sensitive side while I was gone?

When I gave up trying to predict him, he finally spoke. His words almost spilled me headfirst out of my saddle.

“Want to talk about it?”

I shook my head.

He offered a wry shrug and a half-smile, flicking me a glance from his amber eyes. “Whenever you’re ready,” was all he said.

Damn, there goes my breath again, sticking in my throat where it didn’t belong.

Companionably side by side, we rode into the afternoon across the vast green hills.

“If my geography is correct,” he said, and hour or more later. “We have a bit of riding to do before dark. Wil Dar has walls and they shut their gates at dusk. Unless we want to climb the walls and walk through the town, we need to hustle.”

“Mine can do it,” I replied simply. “Can yours?”

He grinned. “Let’s find out.”

* * *

We reached Wil Dar just as the sun reached the distant mountain peaks. With our shadows long, we joined the influx of townspeople heading home from the fields. Well-armed, rough-looking guards in pieces of half-armor protecting their vitals looked down at us. Their woolen tunics sewn with the Wil Dar badge, a black bear holding a shield, marked them as the earl’s sworn men. The peasant folk paid us scant attention, and I guessed mercenaries were common in the area. Even the guards waiting to close the gates gave us a quick once over and then ignored our presence as we rode past them and into the city.

“Wil Dar,” Rygel muttered out of the side of his mouth. “Earl Bertus.”

“A distant cousin of Lionel’s,” I answered quietly. “I recognized the badge.”

“He owns a considerable territory around here. The Dales. We’ll be in them for a few days.”

I glanced around without turning my head, and rode easy and confident in the saddle. As though I’d every right to be there.

“Let’s find a tavern and wait till full dark,” Rygel suggested. “I have a few gold federates rolling around in my pocket. We can get a meal and an ale or two.”

I still had the jewels cut from my collar and Lionel’s heraldric sword buried deep in my saddlebags. When I mentioned them, Rygel shook his head.

“We’re very anonymous using Federate money. Jewels might make us appear richer than we should be.”

Wil Dar was about a quarter the size of Soudan, its citizenry made up of mostly peasant farmers and yeomen. I saw few nobles and several merchants. It appeared Earl Bertus was more of a farmer than a military arm of Brutal’s. His people tilled his soil and paid his taxes. His standing army looked to be quite large, from the numbers I saw either on duty or lounging around the hard pan streets. Many eyed us with suspicion, then dismissed us as not worth the trouble.

“This one looks good,” Rygel commented, reining his horse in.

I glanced up at the tavern sign, a garishly painted sign of a fat pig covered in mud.

“The Hog,” I read aloud. “Eh?”

“Seems like a place where our kind might be wont to linger.”

“Wait,” I said as Rygel began to slide out of his saddle. He paused, frozen in the act of dismounting.

“Take another look at the horses.”

Aback aboard his gelding, Rygel obeyed me, eyeing the row of quiet, hip-shot horses tied to the rail out front. “Nice horses. So?”

“Are your eyes ever useful, or do you just have them on your face for ornaments?” I asked. “Those are Khalidian cavalry saddles.”

“Ouch.”

“Think there are a dozen troopers in there?”

In a seemingly casual look around the dusty street, Rygel turned his head first to the left, then his right. “Yes, I do,” he replied slowly. “Every inn and tavern on this street have the same nice animals with the same saddles tied out front.”

“Perhaps we should leave then.”

Rygel bowed his head and pursed his lips. “No,” he said finally. “Let’s go in. This many of Brutal’s cavalry soldiers in one place is just a little too bizarre. This isn’t a passing patrol looking for an evening on the town.”

“What then?”

“How about we go in and find out?”

Tying our horses to the rail, we went inside. I walked cautiously, on the balls of my feet, my hand tickling my sword hilt. Behind me, Rygel’s tension conveyed itself to my shoulder blades, which itched. Ready, in case Brutal’s men recognized us immediately and pounced, swords waving, seeking our blood.

Shutting the door behind us, we glanced around the full taproom.

“How about that,” Rygel breathed.

No purple and gold uniforms met my swift inspection. The taproom, busy, held nothing but armed men dressed in plain tunics, homespun breeches, tall cavalry boots, heavy swords in plain sheathes. They sported the current merc fashion, much as Rygel and I dressed. Oddly, few, if any, locals drank or dined. Only strangers in town supped at the Hog this night.

All the men sported short hair. Khalidian soldiers cut their hair, to fit under helmets. Most of the mercs I ever saw wore their hair long. I recognized the blades belted to their hips: the heavy, double-edged, yet slender swords favored by professional horsemen. This lighter sword made it easier to slash an enemy while riding a galloping horse.

Brutal’s cavalry indeed.

Despite my imposing size, none seemed predisposed to anything more than a first curious glance. With a quick gesture, Rygel found us a table not far from the door and close to the kitchens. We sat cautiously, expecting at any minute to be recognized and the alarm sounded. If any did recognize us, they kept the matter to themselves.

“Why are they—” I began, from the side of my mouth.

“Deserters,” Rygel answered grimly. “From the look of it, I’m guessing a hell of a lot of them.”

I relaxed. If they were indeed deserters from Brutal’s army, they’d draw no attention to themselves by setting the inn about our ears. I glanced around with more confidence, no longer concerned we’d be attacked.

The place was cleaner than the Whoring Whale. Our table had been recently wiped, the walls were built of a warm mellow wood with the antlers of various stags hung for decoration. It smelled of roasting meat, ale and the fresh sawdust covering the floor. I saw no pigs. The serving wench who greeted us wore a simple, clean gown with an apron, her hair tied back with a ribbon. She took our order with a quickly bobbed curtsey and disappeared into the depths of the kitchens.

The moment she vanished, the innkeeper appeared. With a sharp glance around, he found us and made his way to our table. I eyed him with no little concern. What did he want? Had he recognized us and would inform Brutal’s missing men?

While he, too, dressed plainly but with obvious care, he had cooking stains down the front of his apron. Obviously, he was a busy man. Unlike the tavern owner of The Whoring Whale, this man was of a solid, athletic build, his dark hair cut short. As he moved with a quick competence, I guessed he may once have been a fighting man.

Arriving at our table, he offered a short, courteous bow.

“I humbly beg your pardon, good sirs,” he said in a quiet yet firm voice. “Dare I offend you, I’ll see the color of your money before I dispense your order. These are dangerous times. As you are strangers to me, I collect first.”

Rygel nodded. “I can understand that, my friend. We’re not out to cheat you.”

He dug into the small pouch at his belt. “Will that cover our expenses?”

The innkeeper held up the gold federate Rygel gave him. He bowed low. “Do you wish to bespeak rooms and stabling?”

“No, sir, we’ll dine and depart.”

He bowed. “I’ll bring your change with the meal.”

I glanced around as the innkeeper vanished into the kitchen. The exchange caused hardly a hiccup. I reckoned all of those present, not familiar locals, were asked to pay up front.

I hunched my shoulders. “If we’re not staying here, where do you intend us to sleep? In the streets?”

“I don’t know about you,” Rygel murmured. “But I’m not too comfortable with the idea of staying in Wil Dar. I don’t care much for the idea of sleeping near Brutal’s men, deserters or not.”

“Will you teach the horses to fly?” I asked, brow quirked. “They locked the gates if you hadn’t noticed.”

He waved a negligent hand. “I’ll put the guards to sleep and unlock the gates. If we shut them behind us, no one will know anything.”

“Hssst.”

Rygel shut his mouth instantly, taking a swift draught of his ale. Without making it obvious, I tilted my head toward the voices that caught my attention. A quick, sliding glance showed me five of them, at a larger table in a darkened corner, out of the torchlight. Their voices, hushed and quiet, murmured under the general babble of the room.

I listened carefully, my heightened hearing picked up their words. I dismissed the unimportant sounds from around me.

“—didn’t sign up to fight no wolves, nor bloody flying lions, neither.”

“Wolves, I ask you,” said another, his voice not much above a mutter. “Big bastards, too. I all but pissed myself, but they ran right by me. Buggers never even looked my way.”

“That’s because you didn’t try to kill them,” said a third, his voice slightly louder. “Didn’t you see? They didn’t kill none that didn’t try to kill them.”

“What the bloody hell were they doing there?” a fourth said. “Wolves? I don’t get it.”

“They fight for her.”

“Not right, Tom,” said the fifth, a low, frightened, quavering voice from the man in the deepest shadows. “They fight for him.”

“Him?”

“The Bloody Wolf, you ass. He’s a damn wolf, right enough. Anyone with eyes can see it. They’ll fight for their own, mark my words.”

I froze, Rygel’s eyes locked on mine. For now he caught the conversation, and his expression tightened. In a swift glance, I took in the rough faces of the tavern crowd. Beneath the light banter and conversations, fear rode in every eye. I scented it, gusting under the odors of hot beef, frying peppers, ale and sweaty bodies. That’s why they deserted. If being in Brutal’s army meant death by wolf fangs, they wanted no part of it. These boys were common soldiers, trained to fight men. They’d no clue how to fight wolves as big as ponies who came out of nowhere and slaughtered their brothers.

“I didn’t sign on for this,” the first voice repeated. “Tomorrow, I’m for Arcadia. Scoot across the border, turn merc. Plenty of work there for an honest merc with a good horse.”

“Too bad the Kel’Hallans won’t let us across the border,” said another glumly. “Good work there, I hear. Good people.”

“I can’t follow a commander who runs at the first sight of the enemy,” said another, slamming down his ale mug a little too hard. Ale splashed over its brim. “The B left us there to die, while he ran like a rabbit.”

“He’s a bloody coward,” the third voice said, his tone full of contempt. “Why should I die for a coward? He abandoned us.”

“If I thought he’d take me,” the fifth man said. “I’d sign on with him. He’s a foreign prince they say, a real blue-blood. I’d follow a leader like him. If even wolves fight for him, he’s a leader to follow. Nigh into hell itself.”

“If you did,” said the second voice, Tom. “The big B would crucify you once her and him were caught.”

The big man in the shadows leaned back. His teeth gleamed in a swift grin. “The B won’t catch him. Her neither. They’re both way smarter than B. Trust me for it, he and she will never be caught by the big B.”

* * *

Few roamed the dark shadowed streets as Rygel and I mounted our horses. Riding past the darkened buildings, I agreed with Rygel. There were far too many of Brutal’s former army about to feel comfortable. Despite their desire to do nothing but ride hard for the closest border, the enemy was still the enemy. While I felt no danger emanating, I didn’t like being there. I wanted out. Badly.

“We can ride around for an hour or so,” Rygel murmured. “If we haven’t found it, it isn’t here to be found.”

I didn’t reply, didn’t waste a nod he couldn’t see in the dark. A few lamps had been lit, but for the most part the town lay in darkness. As though everyone shut and shuttered after dark and never opened up before dawn. I couldn’t even see lights behind chinks in between closed doors and jambs. 

At a quiet walk, even our horses’ hooves sounded muffled. As we rode, the few people we did see vanished. I saw no City Watch, no guards, no late beggars. Glancing up, I saw no guards on the walls. As though we rode through a deserted city long abandoned by all save the ghosts and Brutal’s former cavalry.

Rygel peered through the dark at the buildings we passed. “Temples, yes,” he whispered. “But nothing like what I think the Huhtamaki monks would occupy.”

I saw the tall dark temple consecrated to Usa’a’mah, the usual armored and armed priests who guarded others like it curiously absent. It stood as silent as everything else we rode past.

“Let’s try over this way.” Rygel pitched his voice one level above inaudible. 

We rode past silent homes and markets, shut tightly for the night. Torches failed to burn invitingly outside. A few more, smaller, taverns and inns hosted the same scene: former cavalry horses tied to rails. Should an army commander wander into town, he’d recognize them in an instant. Hopefully, these men would escape the Federation and find new lives, and new hopes, elsewhere.

Whether the townspeople recognized the deserters and remained indoors, just in case, or if this was the normal evening for Wil Dar, I’ll never know. My alarm instincts remained on high alert. My hackles rose on my neck and stubbornly refused to flatten.

Down a few more streets and several turns found us at the end of town. No more taverns or homes, but shut businesses, warehouses and closed markets greeted my keen night vision. Only a few buildings remained before we hit the city wall, but many railed pens spread outward in a large maze. If there were cattle in them I’d suspect this the cattle market. Like everything else, the faint moonlight shown down on emptiness. Just beyond them lay the high city wall, with no guards atop. We just discovered a dead end.

Rygel flipped his hand, indicating I should follow. “We can check down this way, and if there’s still nothing then there are no monks in this very weird town.”

We rode perhaps a half block. I reined in.

Rygel rode on for a few rods before he discovered I wasn’t there, and halted. I paid him scant attention. A strange scent drifted on the light wind, an odor sent my flesh into pimpling. Lifting my face, I sought to identify it, to roll its flavor over my tongue. It wafted, then waned, only to return fresher on the next small gust of breeze.

“What?” Rygel whispered.

“Don’t you smell that?”

He sniffed loudly. “Smell what?”

“Blood and fear.”

He froze. His face glowed pale as it turned toward me. “I don’t know why that should surprise me. You’re a wolf after all.”

I didn’t answer him, held rapt as I was by the strange odor. Nudging Rufus, I walked him toward the pens, my nose leading me. The scent grew stronger. To my eyes, the pens lay empty and silent. There was nothing there. I almost turned about, prepared to leave.

Wait. What was that?

Rygel didn’t speak as I dismounted, but followed suit, sliding down from his saddle. Like me, he left his reins on his gelding’s neck.

Leaving the horses to stand and wait, I crept forward. Walking at a low crouch, presenting a smaller profile, I edged my way toward the cattle yards. The moon glimmered down on a very pale figure at the furthest corner of the pen. I squinted. It looked like a horse. If it was a horse, it was like no horse I’d ever seen.

I thought it was alone. I started to take another step when an enormous shadow moved. I froze. Peering into the darkness, I saw a shape. The moon flicked off a rounded rump. A second horse. This one so black it blended perfectly into the darkness. Only its chance movement gave it away.

“What do you see?”

I couldn’t believe it. Rygel saw nothing.

Taking his hand, I pointed with it, hardly daring to breathe. Staring intently into the dark, Rygel’s eyes flicked back and forth, unable to see what I now saw clearly.

“I don’t see a bloody thing,” he murmured.

“Use your bloody magic.”

He seized my wrist and gripped hard enough to hurt. I didn’t speak, but glanced at him, inviting him to share.

“Don’t you recognize it?” he hissed. “That’s a Tarbane!”

Instantly I recalled Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan’s lecture of the legendary horse creatures. Descended from the gods, they said, as intelligent as men, faster, more powerful than any common horse. Creatures bound to their own laws and kings until man’s evil destroyed their once peaceful relations with these noble beasts.

“What’s it doing here?” he muttered, still peering into the darkness.

“Two. There are two of them.”

Rygel hissed lightly through his teeth. “They must know we are here.”

“They do.”

I also recognized the sensation of being watched. In our travels across the empty fertile grasslands of the Navak Plains, they watched us. Both Arianne and I sensed their eyes, and their peaceful intentions. Watched by Tarbane, we were. We trespassed on the Tarbane’s lands, and they made sure we didn’t intend to linger.

The black one shifted again. This time, with the wind just right, I heard the faint chink of metal. Chains.

“They’re prisoners,” I murmured.

“Prisoners? How in the hell can they be captured? No one has ever done it.”

“Someone did it. And I’m going to let them go.”

I started up. Rygel’s strong hand on my shoulder dragged me back. “You do realize, braud,” he said. “Once you free them, they might just kill you. They’ve no reason to thank us.”

“I don’t care. I’m going. Stay here if you want to.”

Being Rygel, of course he didn’t. Right beside me he crouched, stalking forward, staying low. Under the lowest rail we crawled, aware these valuable captives might be guarded. I paused, casting about with my better night vision, scenting the air. Listening with everything my ears had to offer, I heard nothing but the light breeze. I saw and smelled no guards. As we crept closer, I saw why.

Both Tarbane wore head collars of heavy chain that bore chain leads down to solid bolts in the earth. Cuffs of solid steel had been clapped around each front pastern, also chained to the big bolts. Not only couldn’t they possibly escape, even with their greater strength, they could barely move.

They froze as we approached, turning their heads slightly to watch us slink forward. Delicate ears pointed toward us. Nostrils flared. The heavy aroma of fear increased, making my stomach roil in protest. The stench of blood grew ever stronger. The pale grey’s coat ran with gore from the chains about its head, its legs and the whip marks that streaked its dirty coat. While the black one’s coat hid it’s injuries, I knew someone whipped and beat it as well.

I needed to do something about the fear. “I don’t know if you can understand me,” I said, my voice soft. “We’re not here to harm you. We want to free you.”

“Yes,” Rygel said, slowly approaching the grey, his hand extended, palms up and out. The universal sign of peaceful intentions. “If you let us close, we can get the chains off you.”

I stepped closer, cautiously to the huge black, my own right hand out, palm up. I let it see clearly that while I was armed, none were in my hand. Inspiration struck me. I quickly unbuckled my sword belt and dropped it to the ground.

“What—” Rygel began.

“Do it,” I hissed.

Despite the lack of wisdom of approaching dangerous creatures unarmed, Rygel obeyed me. His weapons fell beside mine.

“Now you see us,” I said quietly. “We are unarmed. Will you allow us to approach?”

The black’s head dipped slightly. It snorted softly down its nose. I accepted the gesture as equine permission. Rygel and I spread out, me toward the black, Rygel toward the grey. It was chained about two rods away, facing its companion. I inched toward the black, a beast more than twice the size of Rufus. The darkness hid it’s gender.

Its muzzle extended toward my hands slightly, its nostrils quivering as the beast took in my scent. In my nose, the odor of fear dropped considerably. I glanced over toward Rygel. He grunted as he struggled with the mechanism that closed the chains together around the grey’s head. The grey stood stock still, as though movement would halt the procedure of freeing it.

My fingers found the locking mechanism around the black’s head. Of course, there was no key in it. Perhaps our rescue attempted would end in failure. Not even my strength could break it.

Wait. Strength. I had another strength, one that came from Rygel. Not sure how to use magic, other than starting fires, I thought back to what Rygel said once: the brain was a muscle. He used his brain the same way I used my muscles. All right, let’s give it a whirl.

I took a deep breath and touched the lock. Breathing out, I imagined it snapping open. Then I exerted my will, the same way I willed the fire to burn the wet wood at the camp. Instantly, the lock obeyed me.

Behind me, Rygel’s also opened with a short crack. Mine might have been better oiled, for it made little noise. I slid the chain out of it, the black considerately lowering its head so I might remove it without knocking the heavy steel over open wounds. I gathered the lengths in my hand to avoid it dropping with a clash and alerting anyone we stole their prizes.

“Now your feet,” I whispered.

Rygel removed the steel head collar from the grey and crouched at its very dangerous front hooves to free those. I did the same, very much aware of the beast’s power. Once the chains were off, it could kill me before I could roll swiftly away, out of reach.

Again, the steel cuffs were locked. With a little practice, the cuffs opened under my mental command. Despite being unlocked, rust in the hinges caused the bloody things to stick closed. I used both hands to wrench them open with grunts and whispered cursing. At last I set the cuffs quietly aside and stood up.

The big black never moved, even once it was free of the chains. Dark eyes watched me, its fear gone. I wanted to reach out my hand and stroke down the strong, delicate face. I had no idea what a Tarbane might like for affection. Thus, I kept my hands to myself. Hearing noises from behind, I glanced back.

Rygel walked toward me, the grey behind him, it’s nose to his shoulder. Almost as if belonging there. He stopped beside me, the two Tarbane standing side by side to face us.

“You’re free now,” I murmured. “If you care to keep company with us for a while, my friend here can put the guards to sleep and open the gate. You can go home.”

The two put their heads together as though in a whispered conversation. Rygel grinned and clapped me on the shoulder.

“Damn that felt good.”

I couldn’t help it. I grinned back as he leaned comfortably against my shoulder, his arms crossed over his chest. 

“Yes,” I murmured. “It most certainly did.”

I heard no noise, no voices, but their decision was obvious. The pair raised their heads and gazed down at us, their huge liquid eyes bright. I don’t know how I knew, but somehow I knew they agreed to come with us.

“Let’s go,” I said, turning.

As I bent to pick up my sword belt, I wondered if weapons in our hands might make them change their minds. But as Rygel and I rearmed ourselves, they looked on with the innocence of children.

We ducked through the wooden rails of the pen. Our new companions merely broke into a trot and easily jumped over. I cocked my head, listening for the sound of their hooves on the hard packed earth. I heard nothing, even with my heightened hearing.

“When they want to,” Rygel murmured, understanding, “they can move as silently as cats.”

“I reckon so,” I murmured, heading for the horses.

Our new friends, if they could be called friends, waited patiently while our slower two legs caught up.

To my shock, the presence of the Tarbane hand an unexpected effect on our horses. Rufus pinned his ears, his teeth bared, the white ringing his eyes. He danced sideways, keeping his head facing them, wanting to flee, but unwilling to leave me. Sweat dampened his neck. His tail swept back and forth, reminiscent of Bar’s lion tail when angry.

Rygel’s black stood shivering, sweating, all but paralytic with fear. His head held high, his eyes ringed with white, he had locked his legs into steel rods. Any tiny start would sent him exploding into blind panic. I’d no idea why he didn’t flee, galloping away at top speed in a desperate run from what frightened him so badly. Perhaps he, like Rufus, felt unwilling to abandon his rider.

Rygel went to him, murmuring soothing words, caressing his black sweaty neck.

“Easy, lad,” I said to Rufus, stroking his face.

For a moment I thought he might bite me. He flung his head back, ears flat against his skull, half-rearing, striking out with one savage hoof. His teeth snapped together on nothing as he shook his head fiercely. I glanced over my shoulder. The black Tarbane stood there, watching us with bright eyes. I offered an apologetic half-shrug.

“He seems a bit scared of you,” I said. “Give me a moment.”

It took a few long minutes to quiet the horses enough that we might vault into our saddles without them bolting out from under us. I turned Rufus around, Rygel and his black beside me. Rufus didn’t much like the pair behind us, either. His tail lashed violently, and he pinned his ears flat, yet he walked forward quietly enough. The black gelding calmed once Rygel was in the saddle, but foam still lathered his neck and flanks.

Had I not known they were there, I’d never have known. The Tarbane moved as invisibly, as easily,through the darkness as hunting owls. Like ghosts, they followed behind us, almost invisible in the darkness though they walked but a few paces behind. I exchanged a quick glance with Rygel, who, predictably, grinned.

“There’s a gate not far from here,” he said quietly. “It’s just down this way. It faces south, however.”

“I don’t care,” I replied. “As long as we’re out of this god-forsaken town. I don’t think our friends care either.”

They offered no comment, if they had any to make.

Within a half-mile, the gate loomed in the dark distance. Rygel reined in and turned in his saddle to face the Tarbane.

“I’m going to put the guards to sleep,” he said in a low voice. “We’ll walk up and then I can open the gate. We don’t want to alarm anyone who might be close, so I’m going to shut it behind us and lock it.”

They said nothing. I doubted I could understand them even should they decide to talk. I suspected they communicated like Bar. If he spoke with his eagle’s chirps, screeches, hisses, they’d communicate with whinnies, nickers, neighs, or squeals. I didn’t speak that language well.

Rygel nudged his horse back into a walk. The guards lounged against the wall of their guardhouse, gossiping in low voices. The first humans we’d encountered since leaving The Hog. I felt a strange sort of surprise at the sight, as though never having seen people before. I counted eight of them.

“Here goes nothing,” Rygel muttered.

He made no movement to indicate he used his magic, but one by one the guards collapsed. Almost in a heap, four fell outward rather than inward, onto and into each other. The rest sank into sitting positions, with their chins on their chests, and their backs against the walls.

The sounds of their snores crossed the open space in an alarming rise of noise. If we heard it so clearly, so could any other guards nearby or on the wall that we hadn’t yet seen. I clenched my fist and twisted, sending my own mental will out toward them. The snores ceased immediately. Rygel stared at me. Then he shook his head in irritation.

“We really need to work on your technique.”

“Later. Our friends are late getting home. Their parents will be worried.”

Rygel chuckled under his breath. We passed the now silently sleeping guards, the Tarbane eyeing the downed guards with concern. As Rygel dismounted to fuss with the huge bar across the wooden gates, I gestured toward them in an effort to reassure.

“They won’t wake up until, er,” I paused, uncertain as to when they would wake up. “Um, until they’re supposed to.” I finished lamely.

“Very well put,” Rygel said, raising the bar up and over the wall. He swung one of the gates wide. And bent low at the waist, arms flung wide in one of Rygel’s dramatic showman’s bow.

“Your freedom awaits you,” he intoned.

The Tarbane walked past me, past a grinning Rygel and through the gates. As one, their heads raised, their nostrils flared as they hesitated. Scenting home and friends and freedom, I gathered.

They both turned and against the faint starlight I saw there was something strange about their heads. Something about the shape, the delicate features, that seemed similar. While the black was bigger, thicker and heavier, the grey was more slender, with a racer’s fine lines. Yet, somehow, I had no doubt they were brothers.

They turned toward us. Bright eyes shimmered in the moonlight. While I never expected to be thanked, somehow I knew we had been. The same way I knew they were male, and brothers. Without telling me, they told me.

I rode Rufus through the open gate and paused to wait for Rygel. I never took my eyes off the pair as Rygel shut the gate and, with his magic, dropped the bar back into place from the other side. Now whoever had taken the Tarbane captive would never know how his prizes escaped. The guards would soon wake, never knowing they slept. They’d rise from the ground and resume their watch as though nothing at all had happened.

The Tarbane would vanish like the ghosts they appeared to be.

I bowed my head to them. “You’re welcome,” I answered, softly.

Rygel walked up behind me, distracting me as he vaulted into his saddle. I glanced down, taking my eyes from the huge pair.

“Good-bye—” he began and halted, his voice choked off.

I looked up.

The Tarbane were gone.

I swept my eyes through the darkness, searching with sight, hearing and scent. They vanished.

As though they were but a dream.

“Well, now,” Rygel said softly. “What do you think of that?”

“I think it’s been one hell of a night.”

In the Tarbane’s absence, the horses calmed immediately. Rufus bent his neck and rubbed his nose against his foreleg. Rygel’s black shook himself, rattling Rygel from head to toe, and snorted down his nose.

“These old boys need some rest,” I said. “We do, too.”

“I want out of sight of this town,” Rygel said, glancing back at the silent gates. “What say we ride straight west for a while, get into a grove of trees for cover? I think there’s one at the top of a hill a few miles that way.”

He jerked his head toward his right. I remembered there were no tilled fields in that direction. Most of the farmers tended their crops and herded their cattle, goats and sheep primarily to the north, east and south. The west were Tarbane lands, I thought. Right now, Tarbane territory seemed safer than human.

“I’ll go along with that notion,” I answered, nudging Rufus into a fast trot. Despite the day’s travel, he was more than ready to work. The black gelding didn’t have his stamina and I hoped we weren’t running him too hard. Belatedly, I remembered Kel’Ratan’s speculation about Rufus: he was of Tarbane blood.

I looked at Rufus with a new eye. That may be where his high intelligence, his strength, his uncommonly good looks came from. I rubbed his neck. I always knew there was something special about Rufus.

“You owe me an explanation,” Rygel said, drawing me out of my reverie.

“I don’t,” I replied. 

“You do.”

“You won’t get one until you tell me which one ’tis.”

“In that case, you owe me several,” he said. “But I’m interested in only one right now.”

“And that is?”

He eyed me askance. “You have never smelled fear before,” he said slowly. “How in the bloody blazes can you smell it now? How’d you smell their fear?”

I examined my reins. I reckoned I did owe him that one. To people, emotions were seen on the face, in the language of the body. Animals like dogs, horses…and wolves could scent emotions. Especially fear. Although I had no real knowledge of how I came to start scenting an emotion like fear, I’d a pretty good idea.

I fumbled for the words, floundering, wishing he weren’t so perceptive. Rygel waited patiently, another first for him. I shied away from my memory of what happened in the trees like a horse at the sight of a lion. He offered no verbal encouragement, but I felt it coming off him in waves. He was my brother after all.

“Um,” I said slowly. “Back there. In the trees.” I jerked my head in the direction we rode toward, in the direction Ly’Tana, Arianne and the others camped. “I tried to turn myself into a wolf.”

I felt his excitement rise, although he said nothing, nor made any movement. “And?”

“I scared myself silly.”

Whatever I thought he’d do or say, the kindly hand he dropped onto my shoulder surprised me. “I suppose that’s to be expected,” he said quietly. “Facing one’s worst fear is never going to go well the first time.”

Shock jolted me. “How did—”

He smiled, his teeth gleaming in the moonlight.

“I’m your brother.”

* * *

I lunged out of my blankets, my instincts, wolf or otherwise, screaming the alarm. Seizing my sword, I bared it, ready to fight the unseen enemy from my knees.

The sun broke over the horizon, its red-orange rays streaming across the grasslands. The morning lay silent, the expected day still an hour away. Yet, for now, dawn reigned supreme. The birds were first to greet the sun, chirping contentedly from the safety of the trees above.

I blinked.

A forest of legs captured my sight. Dozens upon dozens of equine legs met my eyes as I swung my head: red legs, black legs, grey legs, bay legs, piebald legs, white legs, brown legs. More legs than I could count in a lightning glance.

I peered up.

Angry Tarbanes peered down.

A huge circle of Tarbane faces filled the sky above me. Tarbanes filled the tiny clearing within the grove where Rygel and I made our camp the night before. Many ears lay flat against their huge heads, though a few pointed curiously toward me. Long shaggy manes hung low, almost to my face. Nostrils flared as they sucked in my scent. Lips skinned back from teeth bared perilously close for my immediate safety. Huge hooves trod the earth inches from my legs.

I gulped. I kicked Rygel.

He stirred sleepily, hunching his shoulders under his blanket. “Go ’way,” he mumbled.

I kicked him again. “We’ve got company.”

“What?”

He rolled over, his eyes fuzzy and indistinct. “Wolves?”

I folded my legs under me, aiming for the most peaceful posture possible. I sheathed my sword and laid it across my knees, my intentions clear. “Guess again.”

Rygel sat up.

Instantly, a white Tarbane muzzle thrust itself into his face. He yelped, scrambling to get his legs under him. He sank back against my spine, breathing hard. He, too, knew better than to draw a weapon. I kept my hands away from my sword and raised them high.

“Oh, shit,” he muttered, his back against mine, his hands in the air. “We’re in trouble.”

“You think?” I snapped, trying for a smile as a black and white piebald face pressed close, ears flat, huge nostrils flaring redly.

“Tell them,” he said wildly.

“Tell them what?”

“That we helped their friends.”

“I think they know that, nimrod,” I snapped. “That’s why they’re here.”

“What do we do now?”

I looked around. “Surrounding them is out.”

“Think they’ll surrender to us?”

A huge chestnut bulled his way through the pack, his red mane falling nearly to the ground. White stockings came up past his knees. His long nose held a huge blaze that swept up and around his pale brown eyes.

Like Rufus, I thought, distracted. By the way the others relented, stepped back, deferred to him, I reckoned their leader stepped forward. Ears flat against his huge skull, his huge eyes fastened squarely on mine, he breathed me in.

And blew me out in a derisive snort. “You will come with us,” he thundered.

I wilted against Rygel, astounded, flabbergasted. 

“What the—” Rygel stammered, floundering to his knees.

“No questions! Get up.”

We obeyed him, our hands in the air in the universal sign of surrender. Belatedly, I hoped they understood the universal language. Not that we could survive should we decide to fight, I thought, seeing the hate in their eyes, feeling their enmity on my skin. What did we do?

“What did we do?” Rygel echoed my thoughts, his back to mine with his hands raised.

“We trespassed on their territory,” I hissed. “We’ve been in their lands for over a week.”

“Them?” Rygel obviously and suddenly remembered the watching eyes.

“Yes,” I said grimly. “I reckon they want retribution.”

“You know nothing, human,” the chestnut spat. “Get on your beasts. The Sh’azhar wants you.”

“The—”

“Silence!”

Rufus and the black gelding were nipped and herded toward us, their fright obvious. Rufus’s defiance from the night before was gone. The black gelding trembled until I thought he’d collapse. We’d unsaddled them the night before, but they wore their saddles now. Under the intense scrutiny of at least fifteen irritated Tarbane, we tightened girths, packed our bedrolls and mounted up.

The leader set a fast pace, but not so hard that Rygel’s gelding couldn’t keep up. We followed behind his flowing red tail, and I hoped Rufus didn’t tread on it. That, I imagined, would irritate him to no end. The others loped and trotted in a huge herd all around us, providing no opening with which we might slip through to escape. Not that we could, I thought. Should we try, they’d have little trouble in running us down.

Leaning toward Rygel, I whispered. “What’s a Sh’azhar?”

“I’m betting that’s their king,” he answered, his voice hushed.

As the chestnut leader paid us no mind and none of the others tried to silence us, I spoke again.

“If they travel in large groups like this, how is it no one ever sees them?”

Rygel glanced around cautiously. “I imagine they don’t. We must be a special case.”

I got my bearings with a lightning look around. We travelled west, but somewhat to the north. Almost in the direction we, with the Kel’Hallans, rode to escape Brutal and his armies. We galloped toward the distant mountains, the first of the many ranges in the great north.

Without turning my head very much, I surveyed our captors. Their awesome beauty took my breath away. Hugely flowing manes and tails brushed over the tall grass. Sunlight reflected off gleaming hair, their powerful muscles bunching and knotting under slick hides. Necks arched proudly, their shoulders and rumps rounded with equine perfection. Most stood hands high over Rufus, dwarfed Rygel’s black gelding. I did notice two or three that were not as large, but still looked far more powerful than any mere horse.

The hills closed in. Short mountains rose higher and steeper, rocky, dotted with thickets of bramble and scrub oak. Trees grew thicker, not just patches dotting the rolling landscape, but a new forest growing thick and green. We climbed steeply, the footing under our mounts no longer grass and soil, but sharp rocks and chunks of boulders. Dead trees, pale white and naked of any bark, lay amid the broken rock. White-striped rodents whisked from view as a circling hawk screamed its annoyance.

The chestnut loped toward what looked to me like a thick wall of trees. As we drew closer, I saw the appearance deceived my eye. Only at a certain angle and close up, could I see the narrow canyon. It looked like a natural hidden entrance to…what?

Our Tarbane escort fell back, allowing us to go first, just behind the red leader. Once into the canyon, I understood. The steep walls permitted only two to run abreast. The sun didn’t reach here very well and long shadows filled the confined space. I glanced up. I nudged Rygel. After a quick questioning glance at me, he, too, looked up.

More Tarbane stood atop the cliff, watching. Guards on the wall, I thought.

The canyon wasn’t very long, perhaps less than half a mile. Bright sunlight gleamed from the other end. Past the red Tarbane’s large quarters, I witnessed what appeared an opening onto a meadow. Once out of the canyon, the sun blinded me. I blinked.

The meadow, no a vale, was huge. If I was forced to guess, I’d estimate it about three leagues long and the same wide. Tall rocky hills, just short of mountains, surrounded it. Smaller hillocks rounded up through the grass. Thickets of pine, oak and slender elm trees offered shade from the sun. Like the Plains of Navak, flowers blossomed amid the green. The heady scents of buttercups and daisies mingled with wild rose and lilac that overwhelmed my sensitive nose. Bees collected the sweet nectar of the colorful flowers, dropping from one blossom to the next. Dogwood sprouted, attracting birds of all kinds to nest in their branches. Falcons, kestrels and hawks vied with jays, jackdaws, robins, and their smaller cousins, wrens and sparrows for coveted airspace. More granite boulders the sizes of houses dotted the tall green grass, smaller broken rock breaking up the vibrant colors.

If I had a knife to my throat and was forced to name this place, I might call it ‘heaven on earth’. A vivid sensation of peace, a tranquility not found anywhere I else I’d ever travelled to or from, could equal this place for sheer harmony. It lay one with the gods and their creation. Had I not been taken captive and tripped over this place by accident, I might stay here, at rest, until the end of my days.

I reckoned this vale the Tarbane home, protected from the weather and prying, human eyes. Riding further in, I saw dark shadows in the jagged mountains. Deep caves, I surmised. Protective caverns that sheltered families from the winter snows, the spring rains, the curiosity of men.

Only three Tarbane stood amidst the vale. At least three that I could see, anyhow. I suspected more watched from hiding around the hillocks and the caves. I scented them, a wild odor mixed with the tall grass they ate for sustenance. If I listened hard, the faint sound of Tarbane tails sweeping the flies and whispering through the tall grass, the motions of those who refused to show themselves reached my ears.

The red leader slowed his pace to approach the three.

Or the one, I thought suddenly.

A single huge grey Tarbane stood waiting, his dappled coat gleaming under the sunlight. A silvery mane fell from his high neck to sweep the tall grass at his knees. His tail lay across the grassy tops, as thick and full as a windless banner. Dark intelligent eyes gleamed from behind his silver forelock. He was almost too bright to look at without squinting against the glare.

Two other Tarbane stood off to the side, to the big grey’s left.

I caught Rygel’s quick grimace as he, too, recognized our friends.

Our escort fanned out in a wide circle, surrounding not just Rygel and I, but the grey and black as well as the great silver leader.

The chestnut approached the dappled grey at a methodical walk. He showed no obvious deference, but wheeled in behind to flank the huge grey. There he stopped, his head up, his ears pointed backward, his eyes carefully blank. If he were a soldier, I guessed his posture spoke of parade rest.

The huge silver Tarbane stared at Rygel and I, impassive. I thought it prudent to dismount, and slid down off Rufus. Rygel followed suit. Unsure of what to do, I stepped forward slowly, showing both hands. I glanced quickly at the pair, standing off to my right. The blood from whip and chain on them both stood stark on their once silky hair.

They stood with their heads low, their eyes and ears on us. We freed them from their captivity and torment. I half-thought they’d appear happy, or at least happier, than their current expressions spoke of. For some reason, I suspected they were on trial for their lives. Once more I smelled their fear.

“I am The Sh’azhar,” the huge dappled grey said.

Like his kindred, his immense equine body bulged on his shoulder, haunch and neck with perfect conformation. His stout legs and breadth of his chest made mincemeat of the finest horses I’d ever seen. Any horseman worth his salt might drool upon seeing him. No wonder the townspeople sought to capture these divine creatures.

His dark eyes behind the thick fall of his forelock held no emotion I could detect: no hate, no derision, no welcome. As he obviously outranked me, I dropped to my knee and bowed my head in obeisance. Beside me, Rygel, too, bent his knee with respect, with homage.

“Rise, humans,” The Sh’azhar said.

We obeyed. I stood straight, my hands behind me, shoulders back, as though I were a soldier under inspection. I didn’t know what passed for deference among the Tarbane for their leader, but thought they might not like it much if we didn’t at least try to show respect for this huge grey beast.

“Do you know why I ordered you brought here?” he asked.

“Because we trespassed over your lands, Your Majesty,” I answered.

“No.” His short answer ended on a long snort. “We drive away any human who try to settle or build in our territory. Any who come here are attacked in the night. They know not what drives them away, but they fear to come again. If they do not leave, we kill them.”

“You?” I asked. “You’re the ghosts of Navak?”

“Is that what they call us? Ghosts?”

Now I understood. People who sought to build homes, till the land or graze cattle found themselves under attack by what seemed like evil spirits. Rygel couldn’t see the two Tarbane last night when my wolf eyes saw them as vague shadows. Somehow, they made themselves all but invisible in the darkness. Ordinary people could never, would never, know what attacked them in the darkness before the dawn. Their superstitions explained ghosts, the restless dead rising to drive them away. They’d flee, never to return, for the dead would always be there, claiming and defending their territory.

“May I ask, great Sh’azhar, why did you not try to drive us away? We,” I indicated Rygel with a jerk of my head, “and our companions have been in your lands for almost a week.”

Now amusement showed in those dark intelligent eyes. “Your companions, as you call them, are Kel’Hallans. Once, millennia ago, a great friendship existed between the Kel’Hallans and my people. Above all your human kind, we respect, and perhaps like, only the Kel’Hallan Horse Lords.”

I dropped my head in a sober nod. “And as we obviously were travelling through without remaining, you felt unthreatened.”

His great head dipped. “Just so. We do permit travelers to pass unhindered, but most of you humans, over the centuries, have learned to stay clear and avoid our territory.”

“I understand, great Sh’azhar.”

“I brought you here because of these two criminals,” The Sh’azhar said with a toss of his thick forelock toward the silver and black Tarbane pair.

At the word ‘criminals’, their heads dropped even lower, eyes on the ground, their ears slack. Their fear-scent intensified.

Rygel spoke up. “How can they be criminals, great Sh’azhar? They were captured and tortured. What have they done wrong?”

“They found humans building not far from the walled human habitation,” The Sh’azhar answered grimly. “The town of Wil Dar. They asked permission to drive them out, but I denied them. Against my orders, they went anyway. They were trapped and taken.”

The Tarbane king eyed the two sidelong as Rygel and I exchanged a long glance. “I myself tried to rescue them,” he went on quietly. “Foolishly, alone and in daylight. Humans fired their bows and I was struck, and driven away.”

He shifted his stance, inviting me to peer closer. The broken shaft of an arrow protruded from his huge shoulder. His heavy mane concealed the wound and the traces of dried blood down his leg past his knee.

“Can we help you? My brother here is a healer.”

He tossed his head dismissively, his forelock dancing. “It is of no moment.”

“What will happen to them?” I asked, jerking my chin toward the errant pair.

The Sh’azhar’s great head swiveled toward me. “That is why I brought you here,” he said. “They owe you their lives. They must now serve you.”

“Um,” I began, catching Rygel’s wide incredulous eyes. “Serve us?”

The Sh’azhar gazed past us. Following the direction he stared, we slowly turned. Our eyes caught on our saddled horses standing quietly, their reins on their necks.

“As they serve you,” The Sh’azhar said.

My jaw dropped. “Oh, hey, that’s not necessary,” I stammered hastily, waving my hand toward the pair, frantic to deflect the king’s command. “We’re just in the neighborhood, you know, glad to help, no worries, mate, it’s all good, they don’t owe us anything at all—”

“That’s right,” Rygel chimed in, his voice hurried, panicked. “We’d nothing better to do, just out for some air, don’t you know, I think we’ll be on our way now. Thanks for the hospitality, Your Majesty, we’ll find our way out, and, hey, come by and see us, you know you’re always welcome, don’t knock, always nice to have friends come visit—”

He waved cheerfully, smiling, managing a short bow at the same time. I, too, found a bow somewhere, a faint grin and a short wave.

Shoulder to shoulder, we turned back to our horses—and froze.

A wall of very large and highly irritated Tarbane stood solidly between us and our escape.

“Uh,” I muttered, from the side of my mouth. “Maybe you could fly us out.”

“I thought you were afraid of flying,” Rygel answered, his own lips hardly moving.

“It’s high time I learned.”

“You will be permitted to leave,” The Sh’azhar said, “when you take them with you.”

Damn it all. Rygel leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Take them and then once we’re out of here cut them loose, what do you say?”

I nodded shortly. Together we turned back. We both recoiled upon finding a thunderous dark cloud on the big dappled face. How did an equine face show expressions as easily as a human’s does?

“You will not cut them loose,” The Sh’azhar said sternly.

“Oops,” Rygel muttered. “He heard that.”

“I did. So don’t bother with your paltry plans.”

“Listen, Your Majesty,” I said, stepping forward, bowing low. “It’s not that we don’t like them, we do. But your people are not meant to be our mounts. It’s beneath you.”

Oddly, The Sh’azhar managed to cock an eye over my shoulder toward Rufus. “And it’s not beneath him?” he asked.

“That’s different—”

“It is not different,” he replied firmly. “That one there comes from our blood, yet you ride him. He serves you with love and loyalty. Horses are our cousins, however distantly removed. Once upon a story, our people might have partnered with the Kel’Hallans in this manner. Unfortunately, evil entered the lands, split us apart, and we went our separate ways.”

I gestured toward the black and grey Tarbane, who listened intently to the discussion. “Look at them,” I argued. “They clearly want nothing to do with us.”

“What they want is of no moment,” The Sh’azhar said firmly. “They must pay their debt to you.”

“What if we refuse? Will you kill us?”

The Sh’azhar glanced from me, to the pair, and back to me. “No,” he said slowly. “We will not kill you. You will be escorted out and freed to go your way.”

“Good.” I turned to go. “We’ll take our leave of you, then.” I bowed low. “Your Majesty.”

“But they will die.”

I wheeled back, stricken. “Why!”

“It is our law,” he answered. “If a blood debt is not paid, the one that owes it must face execution.”

Fury roared through me. “It’s easy enough for you, the king, to dispense death,” I snarled. “Yet their lives are valuable, too.”

I thought he would grow angry in his turn at my show of temper and disrespect. The Sh’azhar pawed the ground with his blood-stained hoof. “Not as easy as you say,” he said quietly. “They are my sons.”

“What?” Rygel exploded. “You would slaughter your own children?”

“Not even I, The Sh’azhar, am above the law.”

Rygel and I stared helplessly at one another. “Please, great Sh’azhar,” I pleaded, my hands out, palms up in supplication. “Don’t do this.”

He didn’t answer me. Rather, he stared at his offspring. Whether he spoke to them in the silent Tarbane language or if they chose at that moment to come forward, I’ll never know. As one, they walked toward Rygel and I, side by side. Their pace was slow, but measured. As though they marched within the confines of a ceremony only they knew of.

Dappled silver like his sire, the grey halted in front of Rygel. “My name is Shardon,” he said quietly. “I owe you a blood debt.”

The black towered over me. He bent his huge neck so his face stopped inches from mine. I looked into the great, sad eyes. “My name is Tashira,” he said. “I owe you a blood debt.”

“This isn’t what I want,” I murmured.

“Nor I,” Tashira said. “But I must pay for my foolishness.”

“Trying to protect your lands and people is foolishness?”

“I disobeyed my sire and my Sh’azhar,” he said. “I was captured by men.”

“They are both young and headstrong,” The Sh’azhar said from behind us.

I turned. Rygel, too, wheeled about to face the Tarbane king, Shardon at his shoulder. The honor guard behind The Sh’azhar stiffened, as though expecting a royal command.

“In time they will grow some brains and learn to curb their impulsive, disobedient behavior,” the Sh’azhar went on. “Perhaps you might teach them.”

“I doubt it,” I muttered, running my hand through my hair. “I tend to be rather impulsive myself.”

“And I seldom obey,” Rygel added with a grin.

The Sh’azhar sighed. “Then there is no hope for them.”

Yet, his expressive eyes behind the thick fall of his forelock gleamed with amusement.

Rygel stroked down the long beautiful face of Shardon, who stood quiet, apparently enjoying the attention if his half-closed contented eyes told me anything. Somehow I couldn’t reach out to touch Tashira. I dared not, my throat thick, my breathing heavy. When I failed to extend a hand in compassion, Tashira nudged my shoulder.

“You’re a wolf,” he said, his nostrils flaring.

I sighed. “That’s what they tell me.”

“You’re both a wolf and a human, though how that occurred confuses me.”

“You’re not alone in that,” I replied, raising a small smile. “It confuses the hell out of me.”

“I like wolves,” Tashira went on. “Some of my good friends are wolves.”

My smile widened into something more genuine. The pervading chill left my spine and my muscles. I could now take my hand and caress his silken muzzle. “Perhaps you could grow to like the man, too.”

“You, perhaps.” Tashira bobbed his head toward Rygel. “And him. But no others. Men hurt me. I will always hate men for what they did.”

“Not all men are like that,” I murmured, thinking of Ly’Tana. “Girls can be quite nice.”

“They hurt you, too.”

“They did. I’ve learned to control my hate.”

“But not your rage.”

I took an astonished half-step back. “How do you know that?”

Rygel glanced up from his deep communion with Shardon. “Didn’t you know? They can see into our hearts as clearly as we see each other.”

“That’s how I, we, know you are both honorable men,” The Sh’azhar said. “I have no doubt you will treat my children well.”

“There is still time for you to change your mind,” I said, turning to him, my back to Tashira. “Please. I don’t want this.”

“For that very reason I am grateful it was you who saved my son,” The Sh’azhar said quietly. “You are a man who’ll not abuse his servant. You won’t betray the trust I have in you.”

“You don’t know me,” I murmured.

“I know enough,” said the Sh’azhar. “I see a great deal.”

“I’m not perfect.”

The Sh’azhar lifted his head. “Did I speak otherwise?”

Another smile teased my unwilling lips. “You did not.”

“For a human, you’re not half bad.”

That raised in me a broader grin, against my will. “My brother here believes me to be gai’tan, the werewolf.”

“And this is important, why?”

A laugh broke from me. “I reckon that remains to be seen.”

“Wolf or man, you have honor. You’ll treat my son well.”

“Then I reckon neither of us has much choice,” I said.

“No,” he replied. “You don’t.”

I sighed. I rounded my shoulders in defeat, and half-turned about, finding Tashira over my right shoulder.

“Ready?” I asked him.

“No,” Tashira replied in a very small voice. Fear filled his great soft eyes.

“Neither am I.”

Rufus and Rygel’s gelding were nipped and herded forward by the guards who escorted us here. Rygel led the trembling black to Shardon’s side, where he began to strip the saddle from the docile gelding.

Rufus stood beside me, his warm, trusting eye on my face, his muzzle thrust into my hand. He seemed to want some affection, some reason to believe I thought more of him as an intelligent creature than a beast of burden. Of course I did. The gallant bugger jumped over a bleeding cliff for me, for gods’ sake. Good old Rufus, I thought. You’re the best.

Reluctantly, I loosened my saddle’s girth and spoke over my shoulder.

“How long?” I asked simply.

“Three years,” The Sh’azhar answered. “After that, they are free to come home, should they desire.”

“Why wouldn’t they?”

The Sh’azhar didn’t answer.

Puzzled, I ceased, and turned halfway around to look at him. His eyes rested on Shardon and Rygel. Following his gaze, I immediately understood. Had they been of the same species and of the opposite gender, I’d say they were in love. No doubt a deep and abiding connection already formed between Rygel and Shardon. Rygel set his saddle on Shardon’s back, Shardon’s head turned to nuzzle Rygel’s shoulder, his huge brown eyes liquid love.

I turned away.

“Don’t worry,” I muttered to Tashira, at my right. “The years will go by quickly and you’ll be free of me. I promise to release you the instant those years are up.”

He said nothing.

I suppose that should have warned me. Too deeply mired in my own reluctance and misery, I paid little heed to Tashira’s. I lifted the light, fur-covered saddle toward him.

With a panicked scream, he launched himself both backwards and sideways.

His violent motion spooked Rufus, who jumped, striking me in the shoulder. I kept to my feet, but barely, the saddle dropping into the long grass. I grabbed Rufus by the bridle, immediately preventing him from bolting.

Tashira backed away, ears flat to his skull. Had he been a human, I suspect he’d be sobbing.

“I cannot!” he cried. “I will not! Kill me, my father.”

“Tashira,” The Sh’azhar said sternly. “Cease this nonsense.”

Tashira raised his head defiantly, his tiny ears flat, buried in his mane. “I’d rather die, my father. I beg you, take my life.”

“You would rather be executed than lose your freedom for a short time? This man here—”

“Raine,” I answered simply.

“Raine will treat you with honor. He has a good and kind heart.”

“I don’t care.”

The other Tarbane, the royal soldiers, walked toward Tashira, stiff-legged, eyes fixed, their intent clear. If Tashira hoped for an opportunity to cut and run, they’d make sure he didn’t get far. They’d execute him on the spot should The Sh’azhar command his life.

“One more time,” The Sh’azhar said sternly. “Surrender to your sentence or die.”

Tashira’s head rose and his tail swept up proudly, defiant.

“Very well.” The Sh’azhar’s voice held a deep chill, a tone that meant death. I also heard a note of grief. Six Tarbane soldiers advanced on Tashira, ears flat, heads lowered, and hard-eyed. Their intent was clear: Tashira would die within moments, per their Sh’azhar’s command. 

He watched them approach with calm courage, his stance neither defensive nor fearful. He’d make no attempt to defend himself I saw, I felt…I knew.

I did this. Dammit, this was my fault. Of course Tashira would rather die than live as a slave. Who would not? Anyone with a brain and a decent soul would rebel. I myself preferred death over slavery. How could I expect him to submit freely? In the hands of those who captured him, he’d probably fight to the death. A death he embraced with honor. In saving him from those who captured him, I condemned him to death from his own kind. 

“Wait.”

I dropped Rufus’s reins and lunged forward, putting myself between Tashira and the oncoming executioners. Rygel stared at me in rising alarm.

“Raine, don’t—”

I ignored him. Dropping to my knee, I turned toward The Sh’azhar.

“If a life is forfeit for his crimes,” I said quickly. “I offer mine in his place.”

“Raine!” Rygel screamed.

He started toward me, drawing his sword. He didn’t get very far, however. Two Tarbane thrust their huge bodies between him and me, holding him back. Unless he dropped them in their tracks, they created a very effective barrier.

The Sh’azhar stared down at me. “Why would you do this?”

“His life is no less valuable than mine,” I answered. “As he owes his life to me, I freely give it back to him.”

“Our law must be fulfilled.”

“Raine!”

“By accepting my life over his, your law is satisfied, I’m thinking.”

The Sh’azhar stared at me, his eyes wide and glistening, glinting through his thick forelock. “You mean this? You will take the place of my son?”

“I will,” I said simply. “Freely. I would die before seeing his pure spirit enslaved. Having been a slave, and tasting sweet freedom, I know what he’s going through. I’d spare him that.”

“This is most unusual—”

Rygel fought to get around his Tarbane guards, frantic, his yells falling on deaf ears. I recognized the picture immediately: Shardon liked Rygel. Tashira didn’t like me. Shardon didn’t mind a few years of toting Rygel around. Tashira would never, so to speak, bend the knee. He’d rather be dead than take up even a temporary position as a beast of burden. His honor, his pride, forbade that. I guessed I didn’t much blame him. I didn’t take well to slavery, either.

As Shardon had freely accepted his sentence, I hoped they’d go soon. Depart, I thought. Rygel, take your new friend and go. You don’t need to witness this. Let your last sight of me be that of me on my feet, defiant, ready to die. Go, braud, and be safe.

I’d prefer they go now, with neither Rygel nor Shardon witnessing me kicked to death by Tarbane hooves. Go now, and remember me as I once was.

“Go, Rygel,” I said. My breath caught in my chest. “Tell Ly’Tana I’m sorry. Ask Corwyn to stay with Arianne, she’ll need him. You have my leave to marry her, of course.”

“Raine, no! Don’t do this! Stop! Please don’t kill him.”

“See them all safe to Kel’Halla, Rygel,” I said. “Only you can do it. Protect her from Brutal, the big B. Do it, as one last favor to me.”

“Raine!”

“One more thing.” I looked long at the anguished face of my brother. “Tell her I love her.”

“Tell her yourself, dammit, don’t do this, please let him go, I’m begging you—”

“Remember I love you, Rygel. Above all remember that, my braud.”

“Raine! I swear I’ll kill you all if you touch him! Raine!”

I knew Rygel’s threat carried no weight. Rygel had no chance in hell of killing even one Tarbane with his sword, much less the hugely muscled soldiers who changed direction from Tashira and now advanced on me. The only way Rygel could kill them was by magic, and the edict against killing by magic would prevent him from using his powers. I glanced at Shardon. His new connection with Rygel would quite effectively keep him from harming any Tarbane.

Interesting, I thought. For the first time ever, Rygel’s fangs were drawn, impotent. He had no more power here than a worm in the dirt.

I looked up at The Sh’azhar. “Get him out of here. Please?”

He tossed his forelock. The Tarbane guards pressed in on Rygel, driving him with their sheer size and muscle mass. Implacable, ignoring his shouts and threats, they pushed him, and Shardon, away. Shardon’s voice drifted above Rygel’s shrieks and the implacable hooves of the soldiers. “Come, there’s nothing we can do.”

“Dammit, don’t kill him!”

“Are you ready for this?” The Sh’azhar asked me.

I nodded. “I am. Today is a good day to die.”

I lifted my face and shut my eyes. The sun felt good on my skin. If I am to die, I thought, let it be this way, a clean honorable death. Not the slow torturous, agonizing demise of a rabid animal I knew awaited me. Here, I’d die a man, a human, not furry, fanged beast. Here I’d die quickly, with no pain. Never before could I hope to die this easy.

I didn’t want to see the executioners arrive. I cared little to see their huge hooves before they knocked my head off. Under their immense power, I’d be killed instantly, with no suffering. That, at least, was good. Better this death, quickly, than the long, slow death I faced as a wolf. One hoof alone would bring instantaneous unconsciousness, if not immediate departure into the spirit world.

I suspected I’d be easier to kill than Tashira, and that they’d rather execute a hated human than one of their own. They’d especially not want to execute the Sh’azhar’s own son. I still heard Rygel’s curses and threats and Shardon’s consoling voice, but they came from an unimportant distance. As I had done before, I tuned them out.

Resigned as I was that my death was close, I felt no fear. My life as a gladiator taught me my death might come at any moment. Fear of death was useless, I knew. There was no point in fearing the inevitable. Death came to us all, it only mattered how we went.

So here it was at last. I bowed my head, quelling the heart that wanted to race, stilling the lungs that craved new air. In an instant, I’d need neither to sustain me. Death waited on swift wings and I raced to embrace her. Vaguely, I hoped the wolves discovered another savior. They certainly deserved better than me. Hopefully, they’d find a savior who at least felt willing to save them, as I had precious little inclination.

Ly’Tana. I smiled a little, thinking of her. I put her face within my mind’s eye, wanting her face to be the last thing I saw in this world. I saw her kitten smile, her tilted, emerald eyes, the sunlit flash of the diamond in her navel. Gods, isn’t she beautiful?

I heard the immense hooves draw closer, scented the Tarbane executioners, felt their animosity, their dreadful hate like fireflies on my skin.

I waited, patient, still smiling. ’Twas easy to smile while looking at Ly’Tana.

Death incarnate arrived in the fading sunlight, the whisper of the breeze, my long-time, silent friend. She stepped up on silent wings to shield me, to take me into her embrace, to offer me her bosom. Here I am, my lady, I’m ready. Let’s go before I screw this up.

Any moment now—

Instantly, something blocked the sun, casting me into deep shadow. The proud, haughty wings of Death’s Angel found me and even yet sought to take me? While that seemed very unusual for one to arrive and take one such as me, it might be the norm for Death’s own winged angels. Yet, I felt no immortal presence, no chill of death, heard no flutter as of wings. What then?

Bar. The wild thought careened into my head: he found us and even now fought to free me from my fate. Did he attack from above? Did he even now dive upon the executioners and drive them from me?

Involuntarily, my eyes opened.

Huge black legs framed by the tall green grass greeted my eyes.

Bar hadn’t cast me in shadow.

Tashira did.

His enormous frame became a barrier, a stout, breathing protective fence. Firmly planted over me, his body shielded me from the oncoming executioners.

“Stop, Father,” he said.

“What means this?” The Sh’azhar asked.

“It means I accept your sentence,” Tashira replied, his heavy tail swishing.

From my spot on the ground with Tashira’s huge body and thick mane falling past his shoulder, I could see little as the father faced his son.

“Why?”

“If Raine is willing to die in my place,” he said quietly. “Then he’s someone worthy to serve.”

“You only now figured that out?” Rygel screeched, darting out from behind his now lax guards. Shardon’s silver legs trotted behind him. Seizing my arm, Rygel bodily hauled me out from under Tashira’s huge body.

Tashira eyed him with some humor. “Perhaps I’m slower than most.”

“Then you two are meant for each other,” Rygel muttered, his hand under my shoulder.

I needed him, for my legs felt like rubber. The aftereffects of my close brush with death, I surmised. “Thanks,” I murmured, regaining some stability.

He promptly belted me across the jaw.

His blow slammed me back down to the ground, my head ringing. I shook it, trying to clear it of the muzziness, my oily hair in my face. My jaw ached fiercely and I tasted blood. On my back, my elbows under me, I gazed up, astounded.

“What the hell—”

Rygel stood over me, his wheaten hair hanging in his face, amber eyes sparking with barely controlled fury. His aristocratic lips thinned into a white slash in his tanned face. He pointed down at me, his long slender finger a weapon.

“You do anything like that ever again,” he ground out through clenched teeth. “I’ll kill you myself.”

“Aren’t you a peach,” I muttered, trying once more to get my wobbly legs under me.

He reached down. “Here. Take my hand.”

I hesitated. “Not if you’re going to hit me again.”

Seizing me by the wrist, he hauled me up. “I’m through for the moment.”

I staggered a bit, finding Tashira’s big shoulder to lean against.

“Why’d you do that?” Tashira asked, a protective note in his tone.

His immense body stepped between us, pushing Rygel bodily from me. His rump, half-swiveled toward him, offered Rygel a silent but very effective threat.

Rygel staggered a bit, recoiling, and glared at Tashira in return. I smothered a grin with my hand, wagging my jaw back and forth. The pain receded slowly.

“I can’t abide stupidity,” Rygel snapped. “Especially from him.”

Ducking under Tashira’s black neck, I shoved Rygel’s shoulder. “You hit like my sister.”

“Next time I’ll use a rock.”

The Sh’azhar eyed us with amusement. “My sons are in very good hands, indeed.”

“That wasn’t very smart,” I said to Tashira, turning my back on the king for a moment. “Had you kept your mouth shut, you’d be free.”

“At what cost?” he murmured, his muzzle at my shoulder. “I do have honor, of a sort.”

“Honor is for morons,” I muttered.

“Then I’m in good company.”

“I really don’t want to hear it.”

With Rygel still glaring, his hands on his hips, Shardon watching quietly from over his shoulder, I turned my back to them. Turning slightly away, I forced Tashira to also bend his head to remain even with me. I looked up to meet his brown eyes under the fall of his black forelock.

“I don’t care what your sire says,” I said low, thickly. “You’re free to leave me at any time. You are not, and never will be, a slave. There’ll be no bonds upon you that you yourself don’t permit.”

Tashira lifted his head and gazed about the peaceful valley, his nostrils flared. For a long moment, he didn’t speak and a half-hope raised in me that he’d find a loophole, a flaw, in The Sh’azhar laws that would permit him to remain alive and free. That hope quashed itself when his head lowered and his intelligent eyes gleamed with amusement.

“Life here, in this vale,” he said quietly, “is a good one. It’s safe, pleasant, and its home. It’s also quite dull. That aspect has landed me in trouble more than once. As your valiant rescue proved.”

He nuzzled my shoulder. “I suspect strongly that a few years with you will be a lifetime of adventures.”

I sighed. “I soo didn’t need to hear that.”

“Oh, come on,” Tashira teased. “You know you like adventure.”

“Bite me.”

His head tossed as his eyes lit with high good humor.

This time Tashira stood quiet and trusting as I set the saddle on his back and tightened the girth. As his brother did, he turned his head to both watch me and nuzzle my arm. “That doesn’t feel so bad,” he commented.

“Until his heavy ass is in it,” Rygel said, putting his own bridle on Shardon.

I half expected Rygel’s sharp comment to alarm Tashira all over again. The rebuke rested on my tongue when the big black slowly eyed me up and down. I waited, silenced, to see what he would do.

“He’s not very big,” Tashira commented dryly.

I chuckled and rubbed his neck. “You’ll do fine.”

He willingly opened his mouth for the bit, working the simple metal bit around on his tongue, experimenting. Whatever his thoughts were on it, he kept them to himself. Yet, he showed no fear.

Rygel turned back to The Sh’azhar. “I’m a healer, great king,” he said quietly. “Please permit me to heal you of your injury before we go.”

The Sh’azhar glanced from his shoulder to Rygel in surprise. “Then I will owe you a debt.”

Rygel grinned, shaking his head. “It’s on the house,” he said. “Consider it a gesture of goodwill between your people and mine. Maybe one day we will all be one people and no longer enemies.”

“A good wish,” he said. “Very well. You may do what you will.”

Rygel brushed his heavy mane aside. “You may not thank me,” he said in a warning tone. “It’s going to hurt like hell when I pull the arrow out.”

If the Tarbane could shrug, The Sh’azhar would have shrugged his immense shoulders. “It is of no moment.”

Giving him no time to prepare, Rygel yanked hard on the wooden shaft. It came out on a great gush of blood, its steel head tearing apart the soft flesh and hard muscle.

Rygel immediately clapped his hands over the deep wound. He dropped into his healing trance faster than I had ever seen him do before, both his eyes and The Sh’azhar’s closing at the same moment.

Tashira and Shardon stepped up close to my shoulders, watching Rygel heal their sire with an air of fascination. I noticed no few of the Tarbane also leaned close, their nostrils flaring, eyes wide. No doubt, magic was a stranger to them.

As no one seemed to want an explanation, I offered none. I leaned against Tashira’s heavy neck, caressing his velvet muzzle. Without knowing fully how it happened, I knew Tashira and I formed a connection. I felt a bond with the black Tarbane, a tie that knotted itself in my heart. I glanced up into his liquid eyes, seeing for myself the bond he, too, felt for me.

I knew that when the three years were up, I’d let him go. And his departure would tear an agonizing hole in my chest.

After what seemed an hour, Rygel raised his head, blinking. The Sh’azhar opened his eyes as Rygel took his bloody hands away from the gleaming dappled hide. He brushed aside the thick mane, revealing a clean shoulder, free of any injury. The Sh’azhar lifted the leg and stomped his hoof experimentally onto the ground.

“I’m healed,” he said, his voice slightly awed.

“Try to avoid any more arrows,” Rygel said with a faint grin. Tiredly, he armed a faint sheen of sweat from his brow.

“I will try,” The Sh’azhar replied, somber.

As Rygel cleaned his hands on the grass, the Tarbane king spoke again. “I would speak with my sons in private.”

Straightening up, I watched as Tashira and Shardon walked away, one to either side of their sire. Rygel joined me, his arms crossed over his chest.

“What do you think he’s saying to them?”

“Good bye,” I replied. “Write when you get work.”

He laughed. “I’m betting he’s dispensing last minute fatherly advice. Don’t chase women, don’t gamble, watch your language.”

Whatever he said to them, he spoke for a long while. The three stood, heads bowed, noses in a cluster. The Tarbane soldiers now dispersed, most grazing quietly, ignoring Rygel and I. The red leader stood off with a few of his stout fellows, swishing their tails at flies, also watching their king and his sons. If they spoke amongst themselves, I couldn’t tell.

Idly, I glanced up at the sun, now cooling toward the west. Red and orange streamed across the tall green grass, giving the peaceful vale a soft glow. “We’re going to be late getting back,” I said.

“The Tarbane can cover ground much faster than horses,” Rygel reminded me.

I jerked my thumb at Rufus and his gelding, also grazing quietly. “And do we abandon them?”

He grimaced and shook his head. “Of course not. Ly’Tana will worry.”

“So she will,” I said. “Not much we can do about it, either.”

So we waited, patient, for my part content to let the king spend as much time as he wanted with Tashira and Shardon. After all, he’d probably not see his sons for a long time. They must have talked for over an hour, perhaps longer. At last they raised their heads and in a comfortable trio walked back, their legs swishing through the long grass.

Shardon stepped up to Rygel while Tashira greeted me with a nuzzle to my hand, his eyes bright.

“Do you wish to say goodbye to your mother?” I asked.

“She’s left this world,” he replied. “But she watches from beyond the stars.”

My throat closed. I tried to swallow the lump, but it refused to budge. Taking a deep breath didn’t help either, for I couldn’t draw one.

“Fare you well, my friends,” The Sh’azhar said.

We both bowed low. “Perhaps we will meet again, Your Majesty,” I said, my voice thick.

His eyes gleamed behind his forelock. “Perhaps we will at that.”

Rygel vaulted onto Shardon’s back. “Somehow, we will send you news of your sons.”

“Then I will be content.”

I grabbed hold of the pommel of my saddle, readying myself to vault into it. An equine scream rose into the silence of the peace-filled vale. I wheeled in alarm, reaching for my sword. 

Ears flat, teeth bared, Rufus launched himself at Tashira. His attack came so swift, so unexpected, I wasn’t the only one taken by surprise. True to Tarbane form, Tashira dove to the side in a swift leap, both avoiding his attack and protecting me.

Rufus lunged again, dashing past me, following him up, still screaming. I bolted toward him, no clue as to how to stop him. He wore no bridle, no halter, no rope. What’s the matter with him?

“Rufus!” I yelled.

Swifter than I, three Tarbane soldiers swept into the fray. Without using their teeth or hooves, they pushed him back. Much as they had done Rygel, using their muscled mass rather than violence, they put pressure on him, preventing him from another attack. Their huge bodies acted as a high muscled wall Rufus couldn’t get past. Behind their mass and flying manes, I could see Rufus still fighting and kicking, his ears flat, his eyes wild.

Heedless of the danger, I dodged the wall of Tarbane. I ran up to him, throwing my arms around his thick neck, his mane in my face. “Rufus, cease! Rufus!”

Rufus stopped immediately, his ribs rising and falling with every panting breath, his eyes ringed white. Foam dripped from his jaws. He tried to dance from me, but my arms about his neck acted like a halter. He stopped, his hooves still stamping, his thick black tail lashing like Bar’s in one of his foul moods. Beneath my hands, he trembled and shook and sweated.

Murmuring, I stroked his neck, down his shoulders, rubbing under his mane, over his eyes. Hot sweat dampened his bay hide, its salty odor strong in my nostrils. Yet, slowly, under my ministrations he began to calm, to cool down. He licked his lips.

“What’s wrong with you, you big fool?” I murmured, cupping his muzzle in both my hands and rubbing my nose against his. “Talk to me.”

“He’s jealous.”

Startled, I looked up. The Sh’azhar, flanked by Rygel and Shardon on his right and Tashira on his left, stood to my left.

“He loves you,” The Sh’azhar said quietly. “He thinks you are abandoning him. If he can kill Tashira, you will love him again.”

Gods above and below.

I hugged Rufus around his neck, feeling about an inch high. What a lunk you are, I told myself. You’re too stupid to breed, thank all the gods you’re virgin, you haven’t yet passed on the idiocy gene.

Of course Rufus did all he did. Not just from natural courage, though he had plenty of that. He did what he did for me. He did it out of his vast well of love.

What a mess, I thought, resting my face against his sweating neck. I’d no choice but to ride Tashira. And by doing so, I’d break Rufus’s gallant heart.

“I don’t speak very good horse,” I said, choking, not looking up. I kept my arms firmly around Rufus’s heavy neck, his mane in my face. “He doesn’t speak human at all.”

“What would you have me tell him?” The Sh’azhar asked gently.

I stroked Rufus’s damp hide with love. He trembled slightly, still sweating despite his apparent calm. I felt his fear. Not a fear of physical harm. He feared my rejection. He feared to lose my love. He feared I’d abandon him.

“Tell him that I love him. Tell him I will always love him. Explain that my heart can love another, and still love him, too. There’s room enough for them both.”

Under my hands, Rufus ceased his trembling. As The Sh’azhar spoke the silent equine language, he sighed down his nose and licked his lips. I felt him relax. He stopped sweating, his jaw digging into my shoulder.

“Tell him I wish him to remain with me,” I went on, still stroking my first love down his proud neck to his shoulders. “He will always be with me, for I will never abandon him. If he agrees, I’d have him carry my sister. Ask him to love my sister as he loves me. Ask him to protect her as he protected me.”

Rufus bumped his head playfully against my back, nickering, in response to The Sh’azhar’s silent voice.

“He will,” The Sh’azhar translated simply.

Lifting Rufus by the jaw, I nuzzled my nose against his, and laid my head against his huge white blaze. He nibbled my ear, snorting down my throat. I laughed, still choking on unshed tears but laughing. Somehow, strangely, I felt his fear die away, his anxiety lapse, his good nature return. My hands rubbed gently over his large, soft eyes, down his jaws, up over his ears. 

“I do love you,” I murmured. “Believe that.”

Rufus nuzzled my cheek, snorting softly.

“I think he’ll be all right now,” Rygel said quietly.

“I think so, too,” I said.

Rufus stood quiet as I vaulted onto Tashira and found my stirrups. Rygel’s black gelding fell into line behind Shardon as the two of them turned away.

I saluted The Sh’azhar. “Fare thee well, Majesty.”

He dropped his head in a grave nod, but didn’t speak as I rode his son away, out of the beautiful, peaceful vale. The Tarbane lifted their heads to watch as we rode through and past them. If anyone communicated their farewells in the silent Tarbane way, Tashira gave no sign. He trotted easily behind his silver brother, carrying me as though he’d done it all his life.

Out through the hidden canyon that protected the Tarbane’s home from humans, we jogged, none of us speaking. I turned back in my saddle before the vale could disappear, taking in one last look. The tall grass swayed in the light wind, whispering softly. Flowers nodded, sprite in waving their goodbyes.

Though I couldn’t see them, I knew hidden eyes watched us vanish into the canyon depths. I wondered briefly if I’d ever step foot in that peace-filled vale again.

Deep within my heart, the silent voice of the Sh’azhar spoke.

Yes. Yes, you will.

I smiled, content.




Chapter 7

Catch a Wolf

“Where are they?” I fumed.

Raine promised to return yesterday and he still hadn’t ridden back. The dawning of the third day since he departed rose and still he didn’t show himself. I kept the pace as slow as possible and still continue forward, driving Kel’Ratan insane with my worry.

“He’ll be here,” Kel’Ratan said for the umpteenth time.

Only Arianne shared my concern. She rode silent, the wolf pup in her arms, her face hidden behind her wealth of midnight hair. She barely spoke, refused to eat, and shoved every morsel she could down the cub’s throat. If they didn’t return soon, she’d starve to death in front of us with all the food at our disposal. And the pup would explode.

Even Corwyn’s rugged countenance displayed his disquiet, his blue eyes, when not on his royal charge, roved the hillsides all around, never still. Like Arianne, he seldom spoke and only when spoken to first.

Against Kel’Ratan’s advice and his fury I sent all the warriors, with the exception of Left and Right, out to ride parallel and search for any sign of Raine or Rygel. With Rannon, Yuri and Yuras, Witraz and Alun all riding, as widely scattered as possible, looking, surely one of them would report they saw the irresponsible pair. I even allowed Tor to ride pillion behind Yuri, thinking that an extra pair of young eyes might see something the others missed.

As we had for the last couple of days, we rode up and down the gentle hills, guiding our horses ever northwest. Through thickets of oak, pine, elm and beech trees we travelled, tripping over the occasional hidden rock. The local wildlife, stirred up by our presence, bolted. Rabbits, a few foxes, startled deer and even the small herds of shaggy, feral cattle raced away from us, their tails over their backs. Clouds of small birds flew up in wild flocks, cheeping in alarm. Hawks and falcons drifted overhead, their shrill ke-ke-ke calls raising in me no desire to fly with them.

My boys reported all sightings of the wolves had ceased. No wolf showed himself the instant Raine rode over the hilltop. I ground my teeth. I bet they had abandoned us and all followed after him even yet.

My mind kept wandering back to the afternoon Raine left, and skittered away in panic. He looked so strange. While he had tried for lightness, his eyes bespoke a dark shadow that frightened me still. ’Twas as though he scrutinized the very fires of hell itself. He rode away as fast as he could, chased by daemons.

Of course, I regretted my useless and stupid anger of that day. If that were the last time we ever spoke….

My mind shied away once more. He couldn’t be dead. He could not be dead. Nothing can kill him. He’s too big and too able and too—

“Ly’Tana, cease!”

As he had so many times yesterday, last night and this morning, Kel’Ratan scowled at me, his frustrations mounting by the moment. He seized my hand and pulled it from my lips. I gnawed my nails down to the quick. Again. I never felt the pain.

Bar flew in and circled, squawking his lack of success. He, too, was irritated with me, as I sent him out on mission after scouting mission, ordering him to search for the missing men. He didn’t like leaving me, as I had so few around to guard me.

I didn’t care. I pointed straight north, and he screeched his disgusted reply. Yet, as ever, he obeyed, swooping low to wing over my head, my hair flying in the wind he created, then swept north. Each time he returned reporting no success, I sent him in yet another direction to try again.

“He’ll be back,” Kel’Ratan said for the hundredth time.

“Then where is he?” I asked, also for the hundredth time. “What’s keeping him?”

He offered a long-suffering sigh. “Name it and it’s making him late. A lame horse, another town to search, he found the monks and is receiving praying lessons.”

“Don’t be absurd,” I retorted, gnawing once more on my nails.

“Maybe your temper tantrum pissed him off.”

I gnawed faster. He might very well be right on that score. ’Twas that very idea which frightened me the most.

Kel’Ratan sighed, and once more dragged my hand from my teeth. “He’s not that thin-skinned, nor that stupid. I was joking.”

It wasn’t especially funny, I thought, but didn’t say aloud. 

A lone rider emerged from the trees, cantered across the green, kicking up flowers, frightening birds into chirping swoops. He rode down the gentle slope, leveling out at the bottom before his horse stretched out for the effort of an uphill gallop toward us.

Who was it? I tried to remember who I sent out in that direction. What color was the horse? It can’t be Witraz, his piebald stood out against the greens and browns and flowers of the great plains. I ceased to breathe.

“It’s Rannon,” Kel’Ratan said, shading his eyes.

Rannon gave his horse his head, urging him up the steep hill. Mikk had long since stopped walking when my attention riveted on the approaching rider, and bent his head down to nibble stalks of tender green grass. Left and Right halted behind me, Corwyn and Arianne bringing up the rear.

A mere rod away, Rannon reined in, bringing his horse to a trampling halt, raising dust and loose grass. He saluted smartly. “Your Highness—”

“What!” I cried. “Speak up, damn you! What did you see?”

“Give him a chance,” Kel’Ratan snapped. He took my hand.

Rannon blinked at my fury. “I think it’s them, Your Highness.”

I closed my eyes, began to pray. Holy Nephrotiti, thank you, thankyouthankyouthank—“Where?” I asked, opening my eyes, eager.

“You think?” Kel’Ratan asked, hearing what I hadn’t. His words jolted me.

“Think? You think it’s them?” I demanded.

Rannon turned to point northwest. “Yes, as I’m not quite sure.” He answered my first question. “That way. I saw two riders approaching. If it’s them, they’ve different horses.”

“What?” I exchanged a puzzled glance with Kel’Ratan.

Rannon nodded. “Two riders, leading two horses.”

Kel’Ratan shrugged. “Well, that might be understandable,” he said slowly. “Their horses are weary, they buy—”

“Or steal.”

He nodded. “Or steal fresh mounts. They lead their own back, which also explains their delay. They needed to rest up.”

He squinted at the sun overhead. “It’s only mid-morning. I think that’s a very plausible explanation for their delay. What do you think?”

I gnawed on my nails. “Are you sure?” I asked Rannon.

He nodded, smiling. “One of them was exceptionally large, wearing a white tunic. He’s riding a black horse with a flashy bay behind.”

“That’s them. How many big men have flashy bays?” I sighed with relief.

I turned in my saddle to Arianne. She had emerged slightly from her midnight screen, her eyes huge and curious in her pale, pinched face.

“They’ll be here soon, sweetling,” I said.

She nodded and retreated. For some reason, she still worried. Like a disease, her fears were contagious. Two men and four horses? That can’t be a good sign, not at all. I gnawed on my nails, chewing absently. With yet another sigh, Kel’Ratan rolled his eyes heavenward and dragged my hand down.

I slid down from my saddle, leaving Mikk to his own devices, unable to take my eyes from the hills across the shallow valley. Come on, I thought, come on, dammit. Motion from my right caught my attention, and I half-turned to see Corwyn assist Arianne down from the mare, the wolf baby almost spilling from her arms. Kel’Ratan turned his own bay loose to graze, his strong hand on my shoulder.

“Quit worrying,” he said.

Another rider broke from under the distant trees, galloping toward us. I easily recognized Witraz on his stark piebald and with his black eye patch. If he rode with the same news, he pushed his horse harder than necessary.

Kel’Ratan scowled. “What the bloody hell does he think he’s doing?” he demanded. “He’s going to kill that damned nag.”

Witraz didn’t receive the message. On he galloped, his horse giving all. Down the far green hill and up the one we stood upon, watching, his stallion ran hard, dodging rocks, leaping deadwood. Witraz’s long hair flowed down his back, whipped up by the wind of his passage. His news must be bad. My stomach clenched. Breath left my lungs and didn’t return.

He crested our hill, guiding his mount around a tiny cluster of trees. He reined in so sharply, the piebald slid several feet before arriving at a swift halt. Witraz flung himself from his saddle before the horse even ceased his slide. Gasping, his face a deathly pale, Witraz fell to his knees. 

The panic I felt after first sighting him choked my throat. Raine was dead. Witraz saw him killed, after all. Rannon saw him alive, Witraz found him dead. Lady, no—

“Your Highness,” he gasped. “They’re coming—”

“You all but kill your horse bringing us news we already knew?” Kel’Ratan’s blue eyes blazed with fury as he jerked his head toward Rannon. “What’s gotten into you?”

Witraz shook his head wildly, his brown hair falling about his face. “Not that, m’lord.”

“Then what? Speak!”

Witraz’s pale face turned toward me. Right before he dropped it into the grass.

“They ride Tarbane,” he said, his voice muffled.

Stunned, I could only stare at my warrior. My friend since childhood, my most trusted companion. I’ve known Witraz for years uncounted. Was this one of his many jokes? He’s irascible, full of jests and pranks, irreverent and funny. Never before has he ever acted like this: like a man possessed by evil daemons.

“Tarbane?” Kel’Ratan snorted. “You’re out of your mind. Just what the bloody hell have you been smoking out there?”

“Nothing—”

“You’re a bloody lunatic, that’s what you are! Your brains are fried—”

Witraz’s body rose a fraction, his weight on his right arm. “No, m’lord Duke” he said, much more calmly. “I know what I saw.”

Kel’Ratan stopped, strangling on his curses.

“Tarbane?” I asked. I didn’t recognize my own voice.

“Yes, Your Highness. Tarbane.”

“No one rides a Tarbane,” Kel’Ratan scoffed. He pointed sternly at Witraz. “You—”

“Tell them that,” Witraz answered firmly. He paused in the act of rising to his feet, quickly remembering to whom he spoke. “M’lord.”

Suddenly, things clicked into place within my idiot head. The strange tracks I saw in the soil. The grass bitten off, grazed by unseen creatures, with no livestock feeding off the lush grass. No human habitation for leagues upon leagues. The invisible eyes Arianne and Raine felt watching us.

The vast Plains of Navak was Tarbane land.

Somehow, Raine and Rygel had found themselves tangled up with the Tarbane. But why in Nephrotiti’s name are they riding them? I suddenly wished for my hawk’s keen eyesight. I could look for myself and see that he was whole and well and—

“There they are.”

I looked, shading my eyes with my hand. Two riders and four horses broke from under the trees, cantering slowly. There was no mistaking Raine. Few could have that breadth of shoulder. No one could sit a horse and still tower over others. And Rygel, with the sun glinting off his wheaten hair, riding beside him. Raine’s bay stallion I also easily recognized with his long flowing mane and tail, and white stockings. He cantered behind. No saddle rode his back. No bridle graced his blazed head.

Rygel’s mount was silver-grey. Raine’s black. Yet…Tarbane? How can one tell? No Kel’Hallan has seen a Tarbane in what? A thousand years? Perhaps more. Witraz could still be wrong, I told myself. Maybe they found themselves some exceptional animals, but hardly Tarbane. Maybe the Tarbane long ago ceased to exist.

Black spots danced behind my eyes, reminding me I hadn’t breathed since sighting them. I drew in a ragged breath and the spots departed, albeit reluctantly and with threats to return, posthaste.

“I’ll be damned,” Kel’Ratan muttered.

Tarbane. Those were Tarbane indeed. I’d never mistake the beauty, the grace, the sheer power of the beasts Raine and Rygel bestrode for anything less than Nephrotiti’s own. The black spots danced again, and I forcibly reminded myself to breathe. Like gods descended from heaven to walk the earth, the Tarbane loped across the green sward below us, their insurmountable magnificence creating havoc within my heart. 

’Twasn’t Kel’Ratan’s hand, this time, that dragged my bitten fingers from my lips. I glanced down, confused.

Arianne smiled at me, tossing her midnight hair from her glorious eyes, cuddling the big pup close to her thin chest. Sapphire eyes peered, worried, from his dark grey, fuzzy face. Her hand, warm over mine, stilled my rising objections. “They’re home.”

The pair drew closer. Like the piebald before them, the Tarbane stretched their legs for the long uphill gallop, their riders bending over their necks to lessen the drag. Raine’s and Rygel’s more ordinary horses followed behind, flattening their necks in the effort to keep up. Thick Tarbane manes flowed like silk, brushing the tall grass, forelocks tossing with the effort of running uphill. Their huge tails streamed in the wind like banners of war.

How does one address a legend?

“I’ll be damned,” Kel’Ratan repeated, awed.

Um, not exactly how I might have put it, but—

They cantered over the top of the hill, breaking into a trot before slowing to a walk. The Tarbane stopped just several short rods away. The black gelding and bay stallion halted just behind, flanking them like alert soldiers.

Rygel, of course, grinned like a fool, his amber eyes bright with mischief. His left hand dragged through his blown hair as he cocked his elegant leg across the pommel of his saddle.

Raine’s expression looked set, defensive, almost. His weird eyes were still haunted, I noticed, the nasty shadow still creeping behind them. He sat still, his opening and quickly closing mouth telling me he couldn’t find the words to explain. Explain why they were late, why they worried me into complete insanity, how they came to ride Tarbane.

You better find the words, me lad, I thought, before I decided to ignore him for the moment. Reluctantly, with fierce eagerness, I turned to the Tarbane pair.

My breath caught again. They were utterly, wholly and without a doubt, perfect. As a lover of all things equine, these two cast all my previous notions of horses into complete chaos. No horse, living or dead, could compete with this pair for sheer awesome magnificence and excellence. Never again could I think of a horse as beautiful. I’d always compare them to the real thing.

As though reading my mind, I recognized humor rising into their previously bland expressions. The two looked at me with huge liquid, compassionate brown eyes. Looked at me, looked through me—

Crikey, where were my manners? I dropped to my knee, bowing my head. Reaching up my hand, I seized Kel’Ratan’s elbow and dragged him down with me. Behind us, Witraz and Rannon also knelt.

Rygel’s laugh brought my head up sharply. “I wouldn’t kneel to these two, Princess,” he said, finally raising his leg over the grey’s withers and sliding down to the ground. “They’re criminals.”

“Knock it off, Rygel,” Raine said, also dropping lightly from his saddle. “That’s just plain rude.”

“True though.”

I noticed Rygel took a moment to stroke his Tarbane’s face with real love, real affection, his sharp aristocratic features softening as he looked up into the big grey’s eyes. Hmmm, he never quite looked at Arianne that way. I suspected she had a rival now.

Raine took a long moment to stroke the huge black’s neck, his strange haunted eyes on me. He hesitated, his mouth opening, then closing, only to drop again. As though he feared to approach me. Of course he would, the big coward. He frightened me half-silly. Retribution was in order here.

His sister, however, entertained no such fears. Uncertain who to embrace first, her brother or her lover, Arianne chose both. At the same time.

Thrusting the pup into Witraz’s astonished arms, she dashed forward, and launched herself at them both. Her tiny arms somehow managed to catch them around their waists. Rygel’s trim form posed little issue, but her tiny arm barely made it across Raine’s broad belly. Rygel chuckled and swept her up into his arms, not allowing her the satisfaction of greeting her brother.

Raine didn’t seem to mind, however. His strange, haunted eyes never left mine. 

“I’m sorry—” he began.

Dammit. I wanted to be angry, wanted to be hurt. He wasn’t supposed to apologize so soon, not before I had my chance to berate him for his foolishness, his complete disregard for my feelings. My idiot heart softened into the pup’s liquid mush, my previous ire drifting away on velvet wings. My treacherous face found a smile. Why should I be so bloody soft? I didn’t want to be. He needed punishment and my firm ideals scattered on the light wind.

I silenced him with my finger to his lips. “No worries.”

His huge arms folded me tight. I melted to him, into his strength, tears of relief stinging my eyes. My arms couldn’t meet, even around the narrowest part of him, his waist. I breathed deep of his masculine scent of horses, sweat and an odor that was his alone. All I wanted in life was here, now, in my arms. If I could, I’d have stayed there forever.

His head bowed over my shoulder, his chin digging lightly in, a soft pressure on my back. Breath like a sigh heated my skin, I felt the sharp stubble on his cheek through my leather vest. His voice, softer than the sough of the breeze through the trees on a summer’s dawn, spoke those three dangerous words: “I love you.”

Crap, crap, crap.

Kel’Ratan’s delicate cough reminded me that reality awaited. Damn it, but it always interfered with life’s simple pleasures.

Raine straightened, brushing my hair from my eyes. He smiled down at me. Turning slightly, his hand still lightly cupping my back, he gestured to the Tarbane. “Some friends have joined us.”

I choked on a laugh. “So I see.”

His fingers tangled with mine, I stepped toward the Tarbane. I curtseyed low, my hair all but striking the grass. “I am Ly’Tana, of Kel’Halla.”

The grey extended a foreleg, his head brushing his knee. “I am Shardon,” he said.

The huge black also bowed, his mane coiling up on the soil. “I am Tashira.”

With the shock of seeing Tarbane in our midst, I belatedly noticed the caked blood on the forelegs they extended. My eyes narrowed, searched and discovered far worse. More cuts stained their huge graceful heads, their thick heavy forelocks almost concealing their cruel injuries.

My eyes swept over them. Whips. There was no mistaking the marks of a whip lash over their otherwise glossy coats. They all had an interesting story to tell. While I wanted to demand an explanation of who would have dared harm them, it must wait.

“Greetings to you both,” I said. “And be welcome.” I gestured backward, toward Kel’Ratan. “This is my kinsman by blood, Kel’Ratan, also of Kel’Halla.”

He stepped forward and bowed low. “Greetings.” 

Awkwardness settled in. I had no idea what to say next. I blushed, wanting to ask a thousand questions, but protocol forbade them all. Too many generations had passed since the Kel’Hallan people and the Tarbane parted company. Once, we were a united people, humans and our Tarbane neighbors, friends and allies. Now, I suspect, we were the first Kel’Hallans to even catch a glimpse of a Tarbane in more than a thousand years. With no little envy, I thought, ’twas not even native born Kel’Hallans who first rode a Tarbane.

“They’re not exactly criminals,” Raine began, halting, breaking the awkward silence.

“We are,” said Shardon.

“You’re his mate,” Tashira said, bending his huge neck down, his nostrils flaring. “Aren’t you?”

“Well,” I began, flustered. “I—”

“In a perfect world,” Raine said, smiling. His hand teased the back of my neck, heating my blush.

I laughed. “Forgive my lack of manners here, I’m quite out of countenance. I suspect you have quite a story to tell.”

“Which you will hear,” Raine promised. “As soon as is reasonably possible. We mustn’t hang about, we’ve leagues to ride.”

He began unsaddling Tashira, unbuckling the girth. The huge black bent his head, nuzzling his shoulder. Rygel and Shardon alone didn’t just share a deep connection. Raine and Tashira did, too. I quelled a sudden surge of jealousy.

Raine’s flashy bay stood quiet as Raine set the saddle on his back and tightened the girth. He opened his mouth obediently for the bit he took off Tashira’s head. Confusion stole over me. He had a Tarbane, loyal and loving, but would not ride him? He would instead ride a half-blood?

Raine smiled at me over his shoulder, as though hearing my thoughts. “We need another horse,” he said. “That mare should have only one rider, not two.”

His strange eyes fell on Arianne.

“But,” I began slowly, remembering the big bay’s temper and animosity toward anyone but Raine. “Is that a good idea? Arianne—”

“He agreed to it,” Tashira said, thrusting his huge head into my torso, dropping me backwards onto my butt in the grass and dead leaves. I couldn’t help myself. I stroked the huge bony beautiful face. Avoiding the painful cuts, I rubbed and scratched, getting to the itchy parts under his forelock, behind his tiny ears. Tashira closed his eyes to half-mast and snorted softly down his nose.

“Who did?”

“Rufus. He didn’t much like Raine and me, together. Bugger tried to kill me.”

I spun my head toward the flashy bay stallion standing quiet while Raine tightened his girth. “He…tried to kill you?”

“Father told him that Raine would always love him,” Tashira went on, his eyes half closed, his ears slack. “Raine asked him to ask Rufus to accept his sister, and he agreed.”

“That’s incredible,” I murmured, still awed over the stallion’s behavior.

“Why?” Shardon asked. “The beast is loyal and loves Raine more than his own life. What would your horse do if you chose another over him?”

I glanced askance at Mikk, standing up to his knees in grass, my reins on his neck, watching me.

“I hope I never have to find out.”

“Hey, maybe I should have some of that,” Shardon complained, thrusting his head in close for a caress.

“Humans aren’t so bad,” Tashira breathed.

I laughed. I laughed, giggled, rubbed their silken ears and rested my head against both their broad foreheads and laughed some more. Nephrotiti’s own Tarbane! Back again after all these centuries.

“Didn’t I tell you that?” Raine asked, adjusting the bridle to his satisfaction. “Girls are nice.”

“I suppose you did.”

“You two are brothers, then?” Kel’Ratan asked, noticing things I failed to.

“Unfortunately,” Shardon sighed, blowing down his nose, whipping my hair in the maelstrom. “He’s always getting me into trouble.”

“Bite me,” Tashira replied, his great eyes all but closed under my hands.

Arianne disentangled herself from a still grinning Rygel finally and stepped toward her brother. For once she shook back her hair from her face, refusing to hide. “Rufus? For me?” she asked, her voice tremulous.

“For you,” Raine said. “Rufus and you are together.”

Arianne walked slowly toward her new steed. The bay stallion eyed her with soft eyes, his muzzled reaching for her extended hand. She caressed his long face for a moment before lying full against his broad forehead, her arms around his cheeks, and closed her eyes. “Mine.”

Like hers, Rufus’s great eyes half-shut in equine bliss, his ears slack, his left rear leg hitched. Somehow, someway, Rufus’s great love for Raine had been neatly transferred to the tiny mite who stood no higher than his shoulder. 

“He will fight for you,” Raine said quietly. “He will protect you.”

“I know,” Arianne replied simply. “He told me.”

The Tarbane pair pulled their great heads from my attentions. With short strides, they ambled toward Arianne and sniffed her, their nostrils flaring. Their incredible soft, intelligent eyes glinted with an odd humor. Was that a wink Tashira just tipped my way? 

Tashira eyed Arianne’s tiny form up and down for a long moment. “Is she full grown?” Arianne turned around, her pale face a mask of outrage.

He glanced toward Raine. “This is your sibling, is she not?”

For the first time, Raine grinned openly. “She is.”

Shardon stepped around her, sniffing, ears perked, his eyes travelling slowly up and down her body. Caught between the two, she turned from one to the other, mouth open. Rufus, understanding them while I failed to, stepped aside and began to graze. Yet, he watched his new mistress with wide adoring eyes.

“Surely she has more growing to do,” Tashira said, his head swinging from Raine’s huge body to Arianne’s tiny one. “Genetics being what they are.”

“I think she’s done,” Raine replied.

Arianne folded her arms across her chest, her mouth now closed and pouting. Her glorious grey-blue eyes darkened as her temper rose.

“Perhaps she’s deformed,” Shardon suggested.

“I’m going to guess some form of nutritional deficiency,” Tashira offered brightly.

“A midget, maybe.”

“Remember when Katja’s foal didn’t grow? He stayed puny and sickly until he was almost two.”

“Died soon after, poor thing.”

Arianne rolled her eyes. “Are you two having fun yet?”

Tashira flapped his ears. “Yes, I am, actually. How about you, Shardon?”

“Why, yes, thank you for asking.”

Kel’Ratan snorted. “Just what this outfit needs,” he snapped. “Two more bloody comedians.”

He eyed me, rolling in the grass, laughing until I thought my ribs would break. Tears leaked out from my eyes and trickled backwards to my ears, but I couldn’t stop. This was the aftereffects of the last day’s stress and tension, no doubt.

Arianne sniffed. “No one introduced me, so I will do it myself,” she announced. “I am Arianne, Raine’s sister.”

“You smell like him.”

Arianne wrinkled her nose. “I certainly hope not.”

“Wolfish, sort of.” Tashira blew her hair around her face in a heavy snort. “But not really. Certainly different.”

Arianne’s arm raised, ready to slap him.

Raine seized his sister around her tiny waist and set her in the big bay’s saddle. “If you two are quite finished now,” he said, hauling me, still gasping and crying, to my feet. “We need to get moving. We’re wasting daylight.”

“He’s no fun at all, is he?” I asked, wiping my streaming face.

“Not much, no,” Tashira said.

“Maybe he’ll learn,” Shardon offered hopefully.

“I doubt it,” Tashira said mournfully. “He’s not the humorous type. Big and dark and glowry, he is.”

“Cease!” I cried, my helpless laughter beginning all over again, my ribs burning. “You’re killing me.”

“At least some humans have a sense of humor.” Shardon swiveled his silver head toward me, ears perked.

“Who’d have thought.”

Even Kel’Ratan began to chuckle. Rygel wiped his own tears of laughter on his tunic, his face red. Behind me, unnoticed until now, Rannon and Witraz had nearly choked themselves on their attempts to keep their laughter silent. Raine eyed them, as a monarch might inspect guards who had fallen asleep on guard duty.

Instantly, they sobered, their backs suddenly as straight as though someone suddenly shoved a ramrod down their spines. Witraz thrust the wolf pup behind his back in a swift motion. Nodding to himself, Raine seemed satisfied with what he saw. My own giggles could not be contained, though I struggled to hide them.

Raine turned to seize me about the waist, and those two immediately vaulted into their saddles.

He set me on Mikk’s broad back with a rueful grin. “Think they’ll do?”

I glanced at Tashira and Shardon, standing nose to nose, watching us. “They’ll do.”

“You always wanted to do, haven’t you, Tashira?”

“Ever since I was little.”

Helpless giggles threatened my aching ribs all over again. I managed to prevent myself from collapsing on Mikk’s mane, though it was a gallant effort indeed.

Raine sighed. Turning around, he faced the pair. “Thanks, you buffoons. Now she likes you better than me.”

“Then she has exceptional taste.”

“Um,” Witraz said diffidently, his piebald shifting beneath him. His left, he still hid behind his back.

I turned around, as did Raine. 

Like a magician and his last trick, Witraz drew forth the wolf cub, the dark ball of fur set with spots of blue wiggling in his hand. Raine fetched a deep sigh.

Taking the offered pup from Witraz, he dug the cloth bag Arianne constructed from his saddlebag and stuffed the pup in. Who promptly set to crying, quite loudly, in fact. Hanging the bag over the pommel, he set Arianne’s hand on his small head, her other on her reins. “He’s still yours,” Raine said quietly.

“No, he isn’t,” she retorted. “I’ll keep him until you finally grow some sense. Then I’ll give him back to you.”

Raine shrugged his immense shoulders. “Whatever.”

“What a novel way to carry a baby,” Tashira said.

“We should send that trick back home,” Shardon added. “Everyone will want one.”

“Especially the birds. You know, carry their babies in a bag from their beaks.”

I lost all semblance of control. I fell forward over my saddle, crying into Mikk’s thick mane.

“If you two are finished—”

The thunder of hooves from behind us jolted me up. I looked around through tear-blurred eyes, seeing Yuri and Yuras, with Tor holding tight to Yuri’s waist, galloping headlong down the hill to our rear. Witraz and Rannon trotted their horses toward them in a flanking move, in case they ran, not with information, but from enemies.

The blonde warriors reined their mounts to a halt, saluting. “The wolves are back, Your Highness,” Yuras gasped.

“Just up yonder,” Yuri pointed back the way they had come. He gestured into the high green hills behind us. “A big bunch of them, still tagging along like homeless puppies.”

Only then did they notice the two newcomers. Sibling jaws dropped, revealing red tongues and white molars. They, of course, recognized Tashira and Shardon instantly for what they were. As one, they bowed low in their saddles, offering salute.

Tor, confused, had no idea why the pair bowed. He’d noticed the new pair also. Yet, by the way he immediately dismissed them, he obviously thought we merely had two new horses.

“Maybe they want their baby back,” offered Tashira helpfully.

Tor gawped. “It talks!” he gasped.

“It?” Tashira said, indignant, blowing down his nose in a sharp snort. “It?”

“Perhaps he has you mistaken for a gelding, brother,” Shardon commented dryly.

“Don’t be absurd,” Tashira snapped, aggrieved. “It’s obviously too stupid to know what to look for.”

“Just because you’re small—”

“Can I kill that one, Raine?” Tashira asked, his ears flat, buried in his jet mane.

Chuckling, Raine laughed. He shook his head, his wealth of black hair dancing about his shoulders. “Sorry, my lad.”

“Why not? It’s just a mouth with legs.”

Tor hid behind Yuri’s broad shoulders, his face pale.

Lady, make him stop. He’s going to slay me, I swear. Tears once more coursed down my face, my ribs on fire.

“We do need him,” Raine explained. “After we’re finished with him, then you can kill him.”

“Oh, all right.” Tashira snorted, rubbing his nose on his foreleg. “I’ll wait. Be sure to let me know?”

“I will,” Raine replied soberly.

“If you want to talk small, bird-brain—”

Tor looked ready to faint. Raine took the grey mare’s reins from Corwyn. With an affectionate thump to Corwyn’s knee, he walked the mare over to Yuri’s horse and a pale, trembling Tor.

Yuri saluted him absently, fist to chest, his eyes alight with avid Kel’Hallan curiosity as he stared at the two Tarbane.

“You certainly don’t deserve her after your rudeness,” Raine said. “If you abuse her even slightly, I’ll feed you to Tashira.”

“Raine.” Tashira’s eyes rolled. “I don’t want to eat him. Only kill him.”

“Mine?” Tor’s eyes lit up, the threat to his life notwithstanding. A broad grin exploded over his face.

Raine handed the reins up. “Yours.”

“All right!”

Tor slid down from Yuri’s stallion’s rump and took the proffered reins. His horsemanship had advanced enough that he could step into the stirrup and mount unassisted. Raine adjusted the stirrups to fit him, as Tor bounced up and down in the saddle with glee. The mare sighed, clearly put upon. Raine rubbed her neck under her charcoal mane affectionately before looking up at Yuri. He pointed to Tor. “He’ll still need some babysitting.”

Yuri nodded. Tor didn’t even protest the remark, so enamored was he of his new horse. Raine made sure Arianne fit well into her new saddle, stroked the stallion’s blazed face for a moment, and shared a quick eye exchange with Corwyn that had him nodding as well.

Grabbing a fistful of Tashira’s thick mane, he vaulted onto Tashira’s bare back. “Shall we?” he asked.

“What about him?” Rygel asked, pointing to his slack-eared black gelding.

“We’ll probably need a pack horse before long,” Raine said.

“Poor fellow. He’s better than that.” Rygel vaulted into Shardon’s saddle.

“Wait,” Kel’Ratan called. “Did you find the monks?”

“No,” Rygel replied. “Just these two criminals.”

“Rygel,” I warned.

He grinned impudently at me, my veiled threat rolling off him as though well oiled. “Truth hurts, Princess.”

“We did find something interesting, though,” Raine said, turning to set a hand on Tashira’s broad rump. His half-smile sent my heart to flopping about in my chest like two fish in a wet sack.

“What?” Kel’Ratan demanded, his need for haste making him rude.

“Wil Dar is filled with deserters.”

That froze Kel’Ratan into sudden silence.

“Deserters?” I asked. “From Brutal’s army?”

“Exactly,” Rygel added, swinging Shardon around, his own grin busting his face. “Cavalry men who don’t much like Brutal gallivanting off and leaving them to die, cut to pieces by wolves.”

“Can’t say I’d much like that either,” I murmured. “What kind of numbers are we talking about?”

“If I were to hazard a guess,” Raine said slowly, his smile lighting my soul. “Probably seventy five percent of the survivors of yesterday.”

My shocked heart ceased beating. “No way.”

“Way,” Rygel replied, grinning. “Between your bodyguard and those wolves, Brutal lost more than two thirds of his fighting force. Some through death. But he lost many more via a strong urge to discover new lands, territories and new, healthier, occupations.”

“He’ll crucify them,” Kel’Ratan rumbled from behind me.

“He has to catch them first,” Raine answered, settling himself on Tashira’s broad back. “They’re departing the area fast and in huge droves. I’m guessing they’ll cross the border into Arcadia. Since Kel’Halla isn’t very forgiving.”

“She is if they agree to fight for her,” I murmured. “How about we seek Kel’Halla’s borders, too? I have a sudden hankering to view my homeland for myself. Who’s with me?”

Raine and Tashira led the way down the hill at a rolling gallop, the entire group falling in behind him. No one bothered to put a rope on the black gelding. As we started out, he flanked Shardon, keeping pace as though belonging there.

My curiosity could not be reined back any longer. I urged Mikk up beside Tashira. 

“I’ve got to know,” I began.

“Are human females as nosy as Tarbane females?” Tashira asked.

“Of course.”

“You all have some explaining to do,” I said, trying to make my voice firm.

“Bossy, too,” Shardon said from my other side. I sighed. The grey mare wasn’t the only one put upon.

Between his snickers, Rygel told their tale of finding the Tarbane brothers chained at the back end of Wil Dar. As his story unfolded, I suspected he left something out, for I watched Raine’s expression closely as Rygel’s voice rose with excitement. When Rygel told of Raine finding them when not even Rygel could see them in the darkness, Raine’s expression turned bleak. Interesting, I thought.

I followed the story as the pair freed them from their chains and escorted them through the town gates. After Tashira and Shardon vanished into the darkness, Rygel spoke of the next morning.

“You should have seen them,” Rygel said, excited. “Fifteen Tarbane surrounding us, looking like they wanted to eat us for breakfast.”

“That was Vajna,” Tashira said.

“Vajna?”

“Father’s second in command,” Shardon said. “With his cronies.”

“He sure looked like he’d rather kill us than take us to The Sh’azhar,” Rygel said.

“The Sh’azhar?” I asked.

“The Tarbane king,” Kel’Ratan said from behind me.

I twisted around in my saddle. “Just how do you know that?”

He scowled. “Had you listened to your lessons—”

“Does that make you princes?” I asked, waving him off.

Tashira shook his mane. “Not really. When the Sh’azhar is dying, he names a new Sh’azhar. It can be one of his sons, or whoever he feels will be the best leader. Our leadership isn’t hereditary as with you humans.”

“Vajna doesn’t much like humans,” Shardon said. “If he could have, he’d have killed you.”

“Vajna tends to kill first and ask questions later,” Tashira added.

“I’m glad he didn’t,” I murmured.

Raine refused to look at me. Something was still very wrong with him, then. It must be the wolves, of course. It always goes back to the wolves.

Rygel’s tale wound on, fascinating all the humans present, save Raine. Raine spoke little, his eyes on the horizon. He sat Tashira’s gallop with careless ease, not even bothering to hold onto his thick mane. I learned of the blood debt the Tarbane now owed Raine and Rygel, their sire’s sentence, Tashira’s panic. As Rygel spoke of Raine offering his life for Tashira’s, I scowled. Behind me, Kel’Ratan cursed under his breath. Still, Raine stared straight ahead, however strongly I willed him to look at me. If he caught my message, he flat refused to obey.

“That sounds like something Raine would do,” Arianne said.

Her entering the conversation startled me out of my anger. I glanced back, noting her cool expression.

“He’s absolutely impossible,” she snapped. “He’d rather die than fulfill his destiny.”

“Oooh, I like this,” Tashira said. “A wolf with a destiny. I’m getting tingles down my spine.”

“That’s just—” Shardon began, but Rygel’s howl of laughter cut him off.

Belatedly, I saw what Tashira intended. His ability to see deep into one’s heart, as well as his new affinity for Raine, told him of Raine’s conflict. His fears of accepting himself, of accepting the wolf he truly was. Perhaps Tashira could do what we could not: humor Raine out of his misery.

It might have worked, dammit. Raine actually smiled, a real smile and not the fakery he’d been using for so long. It certainly worked on me. I laughed nearly as loud as Rygel and I heard the voices of Kel’Ratan and the others joining in.

Bar swept in from above, screeching.

“Hello,” Tashira said, slowing his pace, looking up. “You didn’t tell us you had a griffin.”

“Shame on you,” Shardon added. “Bad humans.”

Bar circled low, his fierce predatory eyes peering down from between his extended front legs. His wings beat slowly, keeping him only a few rods above us. Like the rest of us, he hadn’t been born the last time the Tarbane walked among Kel’Hallans. But he certainly recognized them.

“Did I tell you the time Father saw a griffin?” Shardon said eagerly to his brother.

“No,” Tashira gasped. “Do tell.”

I giggled, but interrupted the brothers. “Bar has news. What say you, O my winged pussycat?”

Bar hissed, his beak clicking in impatience and anxiety, his tail lashing even as he circled. My heart jolted.

“Brutal’s soldiers,” I said through numb lips. “Only a few miles behind us.”

“I suspect this Brutal fellow isn’t very nice,” Tashira commented.

“I think that’s why they call him that,” Shardon said.

“No. Really?”

“Will you two get serious?” Raine murmured, his smile still genuine. He caressed Tashira’s thick neck.

“Find Alun,” I ordered Bar. “Get him here. Now.”

Bar screeched. Winging heavily, he circled to gain altitude, then beat swiftly toward the northeast.

“You know, Raine,” Tashira said. “The next three years with you will be rather dull if you don’t grow a sense of humor.”

Despite the close proximity of Brutal’s army, I laughed. Raine chuckled.

“Perhaps you can teach me,” he said.

“You humans are too slow for words,” he said.

“Yes, perhaps I am,” Raine agreed. “But I have opposable thumbs.”

“He’s got you there, brother,” Shardon commented.

“I suppose,” Tashira sighed. “What I wouldn’t do with opposable thumbs.”

“I’d like to know,” Rygel demanded. “How in the bloody hell does he keep finding us?”

“You humans are rather fragrant,” Shardon said with a loud snort. “Maybe he’s following you by scent.”

“His nose isn’t any better than ours,” Rygel said glumly.

“Well, that’s out.”

“Can his devil-boy be working some magic to find us?” Kel’Ratan asked.

“No,” Rygel replied. “My net is still in place. I’ll bet Shardon here it’s the Tongu and their mongrels sniffing us out. It’s only logical.”

“You’d wager me?” Shardon demanded, affronted.

“Your sentence is for three years?” I asked.

“Yes,” Tashira sighed. “Bitch, isn’t it?”

“With these two,” Kel’Ratan said, “those three years will seem like an eternity.”

“Gee, thanks,” Tashira said, his head dropping. “Just what I needed to hear.”

“Just trying to help,” Kel’Ratan said, blithe.

“Next time you feel like helping?” Shardon said. “Truly? Don’t.”

Kel’Ratan shrugged. “’Tis your funeral, er, life.”

“What’s with this guy?” Tashira complained.

My tears matted and dripped into Mikk’s mane. “Oh, Lady—” I gasped. “Please. Ignore him.”

“Kel’Ratan?” Raine asked.

“Yes, Your Lordship?”

Raine flipped him a sign. That sign. I dissolved once more as the helpless laughter caressed its painful duty on my ribcage. I think I’ll just die—

“She laughs a lot, doesn’t she?”

“You’ve no idea,” Raine replied, his tone morose.

The sound of a galloping horse intruded through my laughter and over the sound of our own hooves. I raised my head. Alun cantered toward us, Bar flying above him.

“Here we go again,” Shardon said as Alun reined in his sweaty mount, his eyes wide.

“Yes, we’re Tarbane,” said Tashira. “Can we move on?”

Not quite knowing exactly whom to salute, Alun offered a general salute to all and reined his horse in next to Witraz.

“Have any more stragglers out there, Ly’Tana?” Shardon asked.

“No, he’s the last.”

“Then what say we lay some tracks.”

The two Tarbane set the pace, a fast one that bordered on a killer for the non-Tarbane we rode. If we could but maintain it for an hour or so, perhaps we’d leave Brutal’s troops behind to eat our dust. We rode hard for perhaps four hours, uphill and downhill, across green meadows and startling deer into panicked flights. The sun slowly descended toward the distant mountains as we careened across her sunlit plains.

“Tashira,” Raine asked. “What’s in our path?”

“You’re asking me? We left my territory about two leagues back.”

“We’ll be entering the lands of the Mesaan,” Rygel said, he and Shardon galloping on my left. “Nomadic, driving their herds from one grazing ground to another. They’re not very military, their loyalties to the High King questionable. I doubt they’ll be much of a problem, provided we don’t actually cross their turf. They don’t tolerate outsiders. There are still a few geographic obstacles in our path.”

“Like what?” Raine asked.

“Mountains, cliffs, rivers and the like.”

“Prime ambush territory, you mean,” Kel’Ratan asked grimly.

“Exactly.”

“Well, you said you wanted an adventure,” said Shardon.

“I never did,” Tashira retorted.

“Did too.”

“When?”

“Oh, about two years ago.”

“I don’t remember that.”

“Of course you don’t, stupid. You had eaten too much of that weed that Nazka always found. You were too high to—”

Tashira snorted. “Well, I think that’s way too much information here.”

I glanced back, over my shoulder. Kel’Ratan rode directly behind me, Arianne on her new stallion just behind him. She had hung the wolf cub’s bag over her pommel, his dark fuzzy head poking from the neck. His eyes, a deep sapphire blue, contrasted sharply with his dark grey fuzz. Hmmm, slightly uptilted blue eyes, on a future black wolf? That certainly was different, I thought. At least he was wolfish enough to not cry or whine.

I studied Arianne. Both her hands competently lay on her reins, her seat balanced and moving in unison with his stride. How long has she been riding? Not long enough to know that, I’d wager my gold torque. Not a trace of fear showed on her pale grim face, her midnight hair flowing behind her, a banner of royalty.

Pride surged hot within me. Damn, but wasn’t she a sight! Corwyn rode to her right and just behind, his eyes meeting mine for a brief moment. While his face remained smooth and expressionless, his blue eyes lit with the same pride that he probably saw in mine. I wanted Raine to turn and see her, too. Of course, he was too busy worrying about potential traps to look and see the steel in his tiny sister. Damn and blast him anyway.

The rest of my band strung out behind, Tor riding hard in single file between Yuri and Yuras, Witraz and Rannon to either side of them. Left and Right, their twin expressions glum, annoyed they rode two horses away from my back. No doubt, they plotted a way to work themselves forward. Alun trailed the group, his eyes constantly glancing over his shoulder to spot pursuit.

“Maybe we should send out a couple—” Kel’Ratan began.

“No,” I replied fiercely. “We stay together. Brutal wouldn’t get his filthy hands on them again.

“Can your wolf friends keep up?” Tashira asked.

“They always have.”

“You didn’t have us before, now did you?” Shardon said.

“We can outrun any wolf,” Tashira boasted.

“But we won’t,” Raine said.

“Why not?”

“That kind of pace will kill these horses.”

“Oh, please. Wolves are wimps, anyway.”

“They are not!” Arianne screeched from behind.

“Touchy, isn’t she?” Tashira said.

“The small ones always are,” Shardon replied.

Bar winged past overhead. Ignoring the ribald brothers for a moment, I admired his graceful bank, his wings spread to their fullest as he clung to warm thermals and once more swept overhead. With his front legs tucked beneath him, his lion hind legs and black-tipped tail trailing behind, he blew past, eagle head and huge parted beak downturned to watch us. From behind, he flew low, his vast wings creating a tiny hurricane that blew hair, manes, and tall grass behind it as he passed a mere rod over our heads.

“I’ve always liked griffins,” Shardon mentioned wistfully.

“At least they have some brains,” Tashira added. “Unlike some I won’t mention.”

“Like humans?” Raine asked.

“I didn’t say that,” Tashira answered hastily.

“You didn’t have to.”

Raine’s hand stroked the huge black neck affectionately. “You’re quite right, my lad. Most humans don’t have the brains the gods gave a goat.”

“Goats. Ewwww.”

With a wave of my arm, I sent Bar scouting westward. “Rygel?”

“Princess?”

“Why didn’t you heal these two?”

“They wouldn’t let me.”

Rygel’s eyes travelled over Tashira’s wounds, covered in black, dried blood. “I healed their sire—”

“The Sh’azhar?” I asked, suddenly alert.

“Yes. He tried rescuing these two miscreants here—”

“I’m not a miscreant.”

“Yes, you are. A big black one.”

“—and he took an arrow to the shoulder. He at least showed the wisdom in allowing me to heal him. But they wouldn’t.”

“It’s not that we don’t trust you, Rygel,” Shardon said.

“Yes, it is,” Tashira commented.

Mid-gallop, Shardon aimed a high-powered kick at his brother. However, Mikk and I galloped between them. Mikk saw the blow coming and both dodged and slowed at the same time. The kick passed harmlessly past, but I was thrown onto his neck.

“Sorry,” Shardon said, honestly contrite.

“That was really stupid, Shardon,” Tashira complained, his ears buried in his mane.

“I know. I said I was sorry, didn’t I?”

“It’s all good,” I said, settling back into my saddle after an amused eye exchange with Raine. The presence of the Tarbane certainly helped his morose mood, I thought, but it still wasn’t quite enough. The shadow still lay behind his eyes.

“What I meant to say, Rygel,” Shardon said with ears pinned at his black brother. “We’re just, you know, not all that comfortable with magic.”

“Not to worry,” Rygel said lightly. “You’ll get used to the notion.”

“I was afraid he’d say that,” Shardon complained, wilting.

“Um,” I started diffidently, not sure where my curiosity ended and their personal boundaries began. “How did you get caught by townspeople anyway?”

“You mean besides by being stupid?” Tashira asked.

“And reckless.”

“And arrogant.”

“Don’t forget disobedient.”

“I didn’t. Disobedient, too.”

My ribs ached again.

“We planned to frighten the humans creating yet another building on our land,” Tashira explained. “Father said no.”

“We did it anyway,” Shardon said sadly.

“These humans were smarter than we gave them credit for. That building was in truth a trap to snare wild horses.”

“What wild horses?” I asked, confused. There were no wild horses anywhere that I knew of. Caught between the sympathetic glances of both Raine and Rygel, I wilted, feeling foolish.

“Oh,” I said, my voice small.

“They don’t know us for what we are,” Shardon explained. “They liked our looks, thought we’d make great saddle horses.”

“As we kept breaking their ropes, they finally got smart and used chains.”

“Father, on his own, came to rescue us,” Tashira went on sadly. “They shot him.”

“So we were caught,” Shardon said. “Until Raine and Rygel found us.”

Raine suddenly looked away.

“Very coincidental,” I murmured.

“Coincidence is a goddess I don’t put much faith in,” Tashira said.

“Meaning?”

“Well, you know,” Shardon said, his voice low and halting. “No such things as accidents and all.”

“Thus you were meant to get caught and these two were meant to free you?” I didn’t try to hide my skepticism.

Strangely, neither Tarbane had anything at all to say. I glanced at Raine. He shrugged. I glanced at Rygel. He grimaced and shrugged. I remembered how much I learned to hate shrugs in the last week or so. Pity they both rode outside slapping range.

“Look at him,” Shardon said. “He’ll break his wings flying so fast.”

Bar streaked toward us, his wings beating frantically, his screech of alarm loud in the sudden stillness. My mouth went dry.

“What?” Kel’Ratan demanded. “What did he say?”

“More troops,” I said through numb lips. “They’re to our west and over the next hill.”

“How did they get around us like that?”

“They sure aren’t riding Tarbane,” Shardon said.

“Rygel,” Raine said. “What’s in front of us?”

With the lively conversation the Tarbane had me engaged in, I had scarcely noticed the terrain we rode through. I cursed myself. We left the hilly, soft grasslands behind and now rode through slowly thickening forest. There was still tall grass and rolling hills, but the ground had begun to rise, not fall. Heavy granite formations thrust here and there up through the hillocks and greenery. Thicker pockets of tall pine, fir and evergreen replaced the oak, elms, scrub oak, beech and poplars of the vast grasslands, the broad plains of the Tarbane. Jagged mountains with rugged rock faces glared down from their tall heights to the west and to the north of us.

Raine’s weight brought Tashira to a sliding halt. The rest of us galloped on a few lengths before reining in and trotting back. With Kel’Ratan at my elbow, I reined Mikk beside him. My boys ringed us round, their bows in their hands with arrows nocked facing outward. Bar backwinged mightily, bending the grass and flowers to bowing, and sending dead leaves flying. He settled to earth and folded his wings across his back. He hissed at me.

“I know,” I said harshly. “I heard you.”

“I get the distinct feeling we’re being herded,” Raine said grimly.

“Me too,” said Rygel.

“Me three,” echoed Tashira. “Although I’ve never been herded before.”

“What’s to our east?”

Kel’Ratan and I exchanged worried glances. “I have no idea,” I said slowly. “Maybe the Soare?”

“I don’t think so,” Rygel replied, frowning. “It may be you’re right, but I’ve no clue. I’m not very familiar with this part of the Federation.”

“In order to get troops around us,” Kel’Ratan grated. “They have to know exactly where we are. And have known it for some time.”

“But how?”

“It doesn’t matter. They know.”

“They’ve been one step ahead of us all the time,” Raine said slowly, grimly, looking each of us in the eye. “Brutal predicted every bloody step we took before we even thought about taking it.”




“Somehow,” I said slowly, thinking hard. “The Tongu and Tenzin are telling them. Informing Brutal on our whereabouts.”

“But how? It’s not like they’re tracking us. We’re moving far too fast for dogs and men on foot to keep up.”

“Yet, they are,” Raine replied quietly, his chin raised, his grey eyes half-closed. “It’s the Tongu. They find us, they tell Brutal, who sends in his cavalry.”

“Then what do we do?” Kel’Ratan demanded.

“Do the unexpected,” Rygel said quickly. “Be unpredictable. Do the very last thing he’d think we’d do.”

“Rather difficult when they have a very powerful means of tracking us,” I said, exchanging worried glances with Kel’Ratan.

“If he’s herding us east,” Raine said, jerking his head back the way we had just come. “We turn and head south.”

“Well, that’s certainly surprising,” Kel’Ratan agreed. “What about the troops?”

“We could hide in the vale,” Tashira offered. “He won’t find us there and we can wait him out.”

“No,” Raine said, leaning forward to rub his silky black ears. “I won’t risk it. I will not bring Brutal down upon your people.”

“We certainly don’t want him even knowing you exist,” I said. “He’ll stop at nothing to enslave all of you.”

“Who is this Brutal fellow and why does he want you so badly?” Shardon asked.

“He’s the High King of the Khalidian Federation,” Raine answered.

“And he wants nothing more than my hand in marriage,” I continued with feigned brightness.

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Shardon said.

“Even though you’re Raine’s mate,” Tashira added.

“He doesn’t want me,” I went on. “He wants my country, Kel’Halla. He also wants Raine’s kingdom of Connacht. After our marriage, he intends to kill me, and inherit my crown. He plans to break Raine’s mind, force him to lead his armies to conquer Connacht. Then he’ll marry Arianne to cement his claim to her land.”

“That’s different, then,” Tashira said.

“Our people came from Kel’Halla originally,” Shardon said. “It’s our ancestral home. We certainly don’t want brutal buggers overrunning it. Or harming you, for that matter.”

“We’re with you,” Tashira said, his tone suddenly fierce. “To the bloody end.”

Pride filled my heart and Raine’s tight expression. He stroked Tashira’s heavy neck. “What did I do to deserve you?” he murmured.

“No idea,” Tashira answered. “But I’m sure it was something good.”

“You wanted adventure,” Shardon said. “Looks like you’ve just put your big feet into it.”

“I wish I could remember saying that.”

“At the time, you couldn’t even remember your own name.”

Not very far in the distance, wolves howled. These weren’t just in the heads of the wolf people, I observed. Everyone heard them, including Shardon and Tashira. Bar rose to his feet, his wings half-furled. He glanced at me, then his eagle eyes were caught by something to my right. His predatory eyes fastened on it.

“Now what—” Shardon began.

Wolves broke out from the cover of the rocks and loped eastward. Loping in a large pack of maybe fifty plus, they paid us no mind at all. Like their brethren, they were huge wolves, most bigger than yearling bulls. Perhaps they were even the same wolves who saved us before.

“What—”

Kel’Ratan’s confused voice took my attention from those wolves to the second, bigger, group that crossed very close in front of us and galloped east. None glanced our way. I got the vague feeling they were on a mission. Yet more wolves followed on the heels of the first packs, a furry grey, silver, tan and brown river that flowed steadily up the hills and vanished. While none stopped to howl, I still heard the steady howling close by. Almost as if guiding them, telling them where to go.

“I can translate—” Tashira began.

Bone-chilling cold hit my body. I gasped. Confusion roiled through my brain, but I recognized that sensation. ’Twas the same horrid cold I felt when Rygel changed me into a bird. Magic struck my body.

I tumbled headfirst into the grass, the jolt driving my breath from my lungs. Stones and grass filled my eyes, I tasted dirt and horse manure, larger rocks dug into my breasts and ribs. My hands, where were my hands? There they were. I used them to push myself up—

Bodies slammed me back to earth. The little air I managed to get into my lungs in the last half second departed faster than its predecessor. Muscled male bodies, stronger and heavier than I, held me, pinned me down.

Tongu, I thought, my mind screeching in panic. One by one my arms were forced behind my back and tied with thick rope.

Around me, I heard heavy grunting, curses, the sounds of flesh striking flesh. A few words struck my ears. “Hit him, dammit.” “No, you stupid—” “Knock his bloody head off.” More punches, the rattle of chains. “Tie this bugger up tight.”

I don’t smell them, I thought, haphazard. The Tongu smelled like evil and piss. These smelled like ordinary men, of sweat and leather and horses. The Tongu spoke through their maimed throats in sharp hisses. I heard curses aplenty, but none of them hissed. So who were they? How did they find me? Where were the others?

The hands dragged me up, standing me on my feet. I spat grass and dirt from my mouth, tossing my thick hair from my eyes with a jerk of my head.

Brutal stood a mere rod away, his crown bright under the sunlight. His brown eyes danced with jovial glee; he smiled with benign humor and high good fellowship.

“Hello,” he said.

I swallowed, hard.

Ja’Teel stood beside him, still draped dramatically in all black. The scorpion tattoo on his cheekbone accented his pale features. His harelip, faint the last time I saw him up close, now stood out sharp and clear. He seriously needs a tan, I thought, my brain malfunctioning.

Tenzin stood just behind Brutal’s right shoulder, watching me with an inscrutable expression. Shirel sat contentedly at heel, the light chain about her black throat gleaming under the sun. Like Bar’s when happy, her tail flicked lazily back and forth, stirring the grass.

Brutal, still so thin I swear I saw through him, wore his ordinary clerkly tan tunic and black cloak, pale green breeches and black boots. His hair was longer than the day we rode together and talked of marriage. It fell in thin straggles to his shoulders. His sire’s heavy jeweled crown seemed overly large on his round head. Get over yourself already, I thought, and almost giggled.

“Welcome back, my love,” he gushed.

The madness that sparked deep in his dead eyes hadn’t changed, however. I recognized the look. The look in his eyes just before he commanded a piebald horse skinned and burned alive.

Around and behind the High King arrayed a unit of his royal Sins. Their dark eyes under their turbans watched me with little emotion. Not that one might see any from them, with their white scarves covering their faces. The royal emblem of the White Lion blazoned their tunics, their white trousers were stuffed into black boots, and their right hands gripped spears. 

Flanking them were more troopers in purple and gold, along with a half-dozen or so of their commanders. I recognized Sangar, three from my left. In ordered ranks behind them, a full company of cavalry sat their horses, banners waving the royal White Lion emblem streamed in the light breeze above them.

So. Brutal’s army. I suspected that if I glanced around, I’d see an entire battalion of royal troops.

“My wizard has finally proved his usefulness,” Brutal said.

To Brutal’s right, Ja’Teel flushed.

A new struggle to my left dragged my attention from Brutal. Royal soldiers in purple and gold dragged Raine to his feet, much as they had me. He was semi-conscious, his hair hanging down over his face. Blood oozed from several cuts on his face and head. They took no chances with an ex-gladiator of his high caliber. Chains bound not only his hands behind his back, but around his huge chest and shoulders. Leather thongs or ropes he could break, and had done so. Chains, never.

“I can’t imagine why he didn’t think of this earlier,” Brutal went on in a conversational fashion, with a sidelong look at Ja’Teel. “He’d have saved me a great deal of time and trouble.”

Ja’Teel didn’t flush, this time. His pale face waxed even whiter, if possible. “Your Majesty, I explained how difficult it is to pull three people from—”

Brutal raised his right hand to a position in front of Ja’Teel’s nose and froze it there, his dead eyes on mine. Ja’Teel choked, almost strangling, in his desperate need to shut his mouth. I think he bit his tongue in the process.

“He transported you away from your little pack,” Brutal went on. “All three of you.”

What? Three? I saw Raine. Who—

My neck creaked as I turned my head. To my right, halfway behind me, I found Arianne. Curtained in her hair, she stood small and defenseless, also surrounded by royal troops. They hadn’t tied her hands, nor bound her in any way. I thought I saw the gleam in her eyes behind her midnight hair, but I couldn’t be certain.

“What?” Brutal grinned. “Nothing to say?”

“What do you want?” I asked. “You expect me to beg?”

“Oh, would you?”

“Sorry,” I murmured. “I left my humility in my saddlebags.”

I glanced sidelong at Raine. He barely stood under his own power, his guard in purple and gold held him up with their hands under his arms and shoulders. Of course, they’d also take him down should he show any fight.

“Pity,” Brutal sighed. “I might have showed you mercy.”

“Oh, please,” I said. “Don’t waste my time.”

Brutal actually laughed. “Oh, my. Dear girl, I sincerely wish things could have been different between you and I. You are a treasure, indeed.”

“Sure,” I replied. “If you hadn’t been born a lunatic, the world would be at our fingertips.”

“Exactly.” Brutal’s finger thrust toward the blue sky above in an exclamation point, his grin blossoming. “But my lunacy will bring the world to my feet.”

“Delusions of grandeur,” I muttered.

“Ly’Tana,” he chided gently. “I’m not delusional. I’ll rule the world one day. Had you felt differently, you’d have shared it with me, as my queen.”

“Right,” I answered sardonically. “Had I been willing to check my honor and my moral code at the door.”

“Precisely! See what we could have been?” He waved his arms about. “You and I, we’re above all that. We’re above even the gods themselves.”

“I can’t see the gods buying into that one, sorry.”

Close by, wolves howled. Arianne’s head tilted slightly, as though listening.

“Oh, those pesky wolves won’t save you this time,” Brutal said kindly. “Ja’Teel, at my insistence, provided a magical barricade around this entire area. They cannot enter. Most of my troops are here, within its boundaries. I have two entire cohorts outside, hunting down any wolf they see. I did promise them they could keep the hides, of course.”

He slapped the side of his head, as though just remembering something. “Oh, by the by,” he said lightly. “I posted a bounty on wolves. All wolves, within the bounds of Khalid. A silver half-crown for every wolf ear they bring me.”

Brutal chuckled, shaking his head. “Word spread so fast, I can’t believe it. I reckon I’m not the only one who thinks of wolves as pests. Hunters are setting wolf traps all over Khalid.”

“They won’t kill any.”

My head wasn’t alone in swiveling, surprised, toward Arianne. Brutal’s face swung toward her, his brow furrowing in irritation at her obvious rude interruption. Ja’Teel scowled. Tenzin, of all of them, concealed a tiny smile behind the fingers he raised to his lips. As he stood outside Brutal’s line of sight, and at Ja’Teel’s back, only I witnessed it. His amused eyes slid my way. Shirel watched Arianne with sharp interest.

“Of course they will, my dear,” Brutal replied, returning his attention once more to me. His mouth opened to continue our chat.

“No,” she said, her voice soft. “The wolves are too smart. Your hunters will trap only themselves.”

“Wolves are by far the stupidest creatures living,” Ja’Teel snapped. “They deserve to die. The world will be a better place without them.”

From beneath the shelter of her midnight hair, Arianne extended her arm. Her hand, no larger than a child’s, lifted slowly and hung in mid-air. She pointed a tiny finger at Ja’Teel. As though she marked him. As though she saw right into his soul.

“You will die under the fangs of a wolf.”

Her voice spoke softly, without intonation and with such conviction a chill raced down my spine. Her body, hidden behind her wealth of screening hair, made her appear a bodiless entity, a spirit brought to earth, an oracle from the gods. Ja’Teel’s eyes widened, briefly and perhaps without his consent, with fear.

“And with your death shall new life begin. A new life and a new hope.”

Her hand retreated behind her hair. She fell silent.

No few of her royal guards made the sign against evil. In shuffling their feet, they widened the space around her without making it look as though they had retreated. Brutal flapped his hand, irritated, dismissing her, and focused his attention on me. Ja’Teel’s courage returned with a sneer tossed in her direction.

“Witch,” he muttered.

She probably was, I thought. That girl knew things no earthly human should know. Or had any business knowing. I’d no doubt at all she just accurately foretold Ja’Teel’s fate.

Brutal gestured airily above us. “See that?”

A vague greenish colored netting spread between me and the blue sky. It muted the sunlight, casting all into not exactly shadows, but a strange half-twilight. I turned my head, this way and that. I failed to see its end.

“Ja’Teel created that, too,” Brutal explained. “Your griffin cannot possibly see through it. Perfect camouflage.” Brutal tittered, his slender hand over his thin lips. “Even if that flying puss knew where to look, he’ll never see you.”

My heart, already in my boots, sank further. There was truly no hope for us, then. We ran out of miracles, I reckoned. Luck as well. Bar wouldn’t wing in out of nowhere and slaughter Brutal where he stood. No wolves to appear from the hills and hamstring horses and men. Raine could never break his bonds and save me from rape. Not this time.

I eyed him from the candle of my eye, without turning my head. He came out of his daze slightly. His face lifted, but his eyes still fell to half-mast. Blood dried on his cheek, turning a color combination of black and dark red. His jaw looked loose and slack, indicating to me he was still only a quarter conscious. His left eye swelled shut.

“Even now,” Brutal went on, confident, gleeful. “Your band is dead, your griffin lost, and Rygel—”

“Dead,” Ja’Teel hissed.

Brutal watched him with amusement. “Ja’Teel is angry he didn’t kill Rygel himself,” he confided, inclining his body toward me as though imparting a secret. “I so wanted to give him the satisfaction, but I’ll give him you instead.”

Oddly, Arianne made no movement, no sound, no indication the pronouncement of Rygel’s death affected her. She loved him. She had fretted over him before. Why not now?

Because she knew they lied.

Shirel finally moved. Her golden eyes never left Arianne’s darkly draped form from the moment we, er, arrived. Rising to her feet, she daintily padded on silent feline paws toward Raine’s tiny sister. My breath caught. I witnessed firsthand how quickly and easily she could kill a man. Struggling against my ropes, I sought to reach my sword. To cut her down before she could kill that defenseless child.

The amusement dropped from Tenzin. “Shirel,” he hissed, snapping his fingers.

Shirel hesitated at his command, a half-heartbeat, before, catlike, choosing to ignore him.

Now Brutal and Ja’Teel also saw the danger. Should Arianne die, Brutal had no marriage to Connacht. The connection he desperately needed now might be severed at the teeth and claws of his ally’s pet panther.

“Tenzin,” he warned.

“Shirel, to me.”

Run, I wanted to scream. Run, Arianne, you bloody fool.

Yet, I knew that had Arianne run as I silently commanded, the panther would catch her before she covered a rod.

While I expected some fear, some recoiling from the oncoming menace, I wasn’t thusly entertained. Arianne stood silent, draped and hidden, behind the wealth of her hair. Who wouldn’t try to retreat from the advance of a dangerous predator? Most people would. Why didn’t she?

The men in purple and gold who guarded her found a measure of distance between her body and theirs. In a tight knot, they whispered and muttered, not protecting her. Why didn’t Brutal demand they slay the panther before it killed her? She’s his intended bride after all. Why didn’t she make a move, any move, to protect herself?

Why didn’t I remember whom the black cat approached?

Arianne finally emerged from the shelter of her midnight hair. Her smile almost dropped me to the ground.

My jaw wasn’t the only one to shift loose when Shirel rubbed her huge, sleek head against Arianne’s tiny form. So different were their sizes, the panther rubbed against Arianne’s chest. In a wild attempt to keep from falling, she grabbed the cat around her neck. Naturally, being Arianne, she hugged Shirel, lying her cheek against the top of Shirel’s rounded head.

The panther continued her affection, sliding her long, sleek body around Arianne’s body, her tail entwining Arianne’s throat. Did I just hear a giggle? Arianne, in keeping her small hands on the beast, turned and hugged every part of the feral cat. Both disappeared in the lengths of Arianne’s midnight tresses.

“Tenzin?” Brutal asked, his tone curious. “Is your beastie…purring?”

“She is, Your Majesty.”

I flicked my glance to Tenzin. He watched them, the girl and the panther twining and floating in a dance of mutual love and affection, with narrowed, expressionless eyes. A giggle rose from my belly and got as far as my teeth. Shirel never rubbed and purred on him.

“The power she has,” Brutal murmured.

How perceptive was that? Arianne did indeed have a power that no one else owned. Now Brutal recognized it, saw it before his very eyes. Ja’Teel didn’t, for he merely scowled. Tenzin obviously didn’t, for he snapped his fingers and called his cat’s name again. This second command Shirel also chose to ignore.

“Uh,” Brutal asked diffidently, clearing his throat. “Where were we? Ah, we were discussing your fate, my dear, now I remember.”

“Untie my ropes so I can contribute to the discussion,” I answered.

Brutal actually laughed. “You are a treasure, a treasure indeed.”

My eyes flicked from Ja’Teel’s stiff form and back at Brutal. Brutal nodded, slowly, his evil, mad smile widening. 

“How I do wish things could be different between us,” Brutal said. “But as they are what they are, I’ll give you to whomever pleases me. Perhaps I’ll even create a lottery. Are you impressed, my dear?”

The idiots foolishly left my sword belted to my hips. They thought their ropes were enough. If I could get free—

“You and I will be married shortly,” Brutal went on, his genial mood still intact. “I, of course, will have you first. Being your husband and all, I must consummate the marriage. Then you’ll entertain anyone who made me happy. Ja’Teel, here, for instance.”

His slender, pale hand indicated the dark, long-haired brooding wizard. Then it waved toward his commanders and guards. “You’ll end up under the churning butts of my men, their very own royal slut. You’ll know who is taking you, every single one of them, before I break you.”

His dead brown eyes lit with unholy glee. He gestured toward Raine. “Wolf here will also entertain me. Chained, of course, to my bed. If your mind isn’t broken by then, and if his isn’t broken, either….” His voice trailed off.

I wanted to spit, but didn’t have the saliva. I wanted to scream curses, but had no voice. I wanted to show defiance, but all I showed him was nothing at all.

Brutal’s voice dropped. “Then Ja’Teel will do what that idiot Rygel didn’t have the belly to do. He’ll break them for you.”

He suddenly giggled, glancing sidelong at Ja’Teel. “And to think I didn’t have to get him addicted to tros first.”

This was it. He won, we lost. We did our best. What an epitaph, I thought, almost laughing wildly. We did our best. I had nothing left. My heart held no emotion any longer. No fear, no hate, no remorse, no guilt, no hope. ’Twas as though my soul opened up and emptied all out into the dirt at my feet.

“No point in burning the mind out of yonder princess,” Brutal waved a negligent hand toward Arianne, still hugging a purring Shirel. “She hasn’t a mind to break. But she’ll be my wife.” Brutal bowed, laughing. “Upon your death, I will, as the grieving widower, regretfully take a young bride.”

Arianne, upon hearing his words, straightened when Brutal spoke. Shirel paused, staring up into her face, her yellow eyes questioning. Absently, as though in a dream, Arianne stroked her round ears. Shirel leaned against her, long tail swinging from side to side, though her purring ceased.

I eyed her askance. Tossing her hair from her face, her stern expression as she glared at Brutal might have been chiseled from marble. No fear emanated from her. I felt the waves of anger pour from her and into Brutal. Couldn’t he feel it? Couldn’t he see it, written upon her face?

Apparently not, for his attention was for me, for Ja’Teel, for Tenzin behind his shoulder. His mind was occupied anywhere but at the one person more dangerous to him and his crown than any other.

She confused the hell out of me. She was but a slave, a timid creature with the shyness of a deer, a girl who seldom lifted her voice in anger. Yet she commanded the affection of a killer panther while in the hands of her enemy, had steel enough to glare at him with hate. She dared not eat, for fear of reprisal, yet within the merciless hands of a very brutal High King who planned to marry and rape her, she was nothing but pissed. Pissed but royally, to coin a phrase. 

Those fools, Brutal and Ja’Teel, saw nothing but a cowed child. The guards knew, however, and edged away from her. Tenzin eyed her sidelong, his fingers making the sign against strong magic. He recognized in her the dark deadly mystery, the wild nymph plotting her vengeance.

“You can do what you will to my body,” I said through numb lips, desperately keeping Brutal’s attention away from Arianne. “But you’ll never have my soul.”

For the first time, Brutal showed irritation. “Now that was the stupidest thing you’ve ever said,” he snapped. “Until that moment, I respected you. I don’t want your soul. I don’t even want your scrawny, bony body, though it’ll be mine. I want your country.”

I managed a slight shrug, despite my hatred of shrugs. “You won’t get it. My father still lives and he’ll keep you out as he has for thirty years.”

“As your dutiful husband, I’m Prince Consort and your heir. King of Kel’Halla when your pa passes on,” he said. “May it be soon,” he added fervently.

In a manner of speaking, he was correct. But if my father knew what really happened…. He’d spit in Brutal’s face and deny him our borders. I hung onto that hope, when I had no other.

He brightened suddenly. “Think of it this way, my love. Once I kill you, you’ll no longer be suffering.” He tittered.

Gesturing toward Raine and Arianne, he grinned. “They will wish I had killed them, but I’ll keep at least my promise to them. They’ll live for many long years. As for the traitor Cephas—”

His dead eyes lit with fury and hate. “Cephas.” He spat the name as though tasting poison. “If he survives my troops, I’ll hang him. Slowly. He will dangle at the end of my rope for hours.”

“You really should have known better,” Raine said.

I wasn’t the only one who jerked in surprise. Brutal’s jaw dropped, as though the rock behind him had suddenly grown voice and chanted prayers. Ja’Teel’s pale face flushed first red then darkened in anger. His lips thinned, his eyes narrowed. The royal Sins stiffened their backs, their dark eyes not on me any longer, but on him.

Raine no longer slouched in a half-conscious daze. He stood erect, his hands bound and chained behind his back. Chains looped over and around his chest and shoulders. They might not have been there at all if one looked at his eyes.

His eyes were alive, alert and seriously pissed off. Weirdly grey and ringed in black, but Raine’s no longer. These were flat, inhuman, and deathly, deadly cold. The eyes I met in Lionel’s royal court in what seemed a lifetime ago. A gladiator’s eyes. A killer’s eyes. His eyes were a wolf’s eyes. His eyes were the still, chilling eyes of a born predator.

The warm, humorous, loving Raine disappeared. The Bloody Wolf returned.

While Brutal and I conversed like civilized people, the beast rose from the shadows and darkness.

In the distance, the wolves howled.

“What are you talking about, Wolf?” Brutal asked, once more playing the polite.

Raine nodded toward Ja’Teel. “He’s well aware of ehlu’braud’s nature.”

Ja’Teel snorted. “So you can feel one another, so what? Rygel can’t find you, even if he’s still alive.”

“Oh, he’s alive, all right,” Raine replied. “He’s on his way as we speak.”

Brutal and his pet exchanged glances. Of course, Brutal shrugged. What else would he do? “Even if he’s alive, he cannot possibly get here before I marry her. We’re leagues from where we, er, picked you up.” He tittered. “And we’ll be on our way to Connacht shortly after the ceremony.”

“Connacht?” I asked, confused.

“Yes,” Brutal said brightly. “I have ten thousand troops in the surrounding areas. I plan to restore the rightful King of Connacht.” Laughing, he offered a half-bow to Raine. “Always glad to help a friend.”

“You can’t invade with a mere ten thousand,” I scoffed.

“Oh, there’ll be more joining us, I assure you.” His dead, yet very much alive, eyes rested on me. “The Kel’Hallans.”

“Never,” I hissed. “They won’t follow you.”

“They’ll obey the King.”

“You aren’t going anywhere.” Raine’s wolfish growl tore my attention from Brutal.

“You’re tiresome,” Brutal said impatiently. “Silence, or I’ll have you gagged.”

“Your pet forgot something,” Raine went on, implacable.

“What might that be?” Ja’Teel snapped.

“I carry his blood.”

“What does that mean, his blood? Whose blood?”

Ja’Teel’s eyes widened in sudden comprehension and dawning horror. He understood very well, very well indeed.

“What’s he talking about?” Brutal demanded.

“I have magic in my fists.”

In a wild attempt at bravado, Ja’Teel sneered. “So? You don’t know how to use it.”

With a flat cracking sound, the chains suddenly broke and fell from Raine’s huge arms, his immense shoulders. They dropped in a steely slither to land at his feet. As though in relief from their obnoxious weight, Raine’s huge arms rose and stretched languidly over his head.

In the same instant, Shirel leaped away from Arianne. Her fangs bared in a silent snarl, she bolted swiftly to Tenzin’s side. He received her with a quick glance and a hand to his sword as Raine dropped his arms to his sides.

Instantly, his huge, bare muscled arms flexed. His hands clenched into huge fists.

Fists of rage.

As though an explosive device had been dropped among them, the guards surrounding him suddenly flew out and away, uniforms shredded. Most dropped bonelessly to the ground many rods away and lay still. A few more energetic of the troopers moaned and tried to get to their feet, blood pouring from their eyes and ears.

“You—”

Brutal managed only the one word.

The ropes broke from my bound wrists. I glanced down in time to see them slither and flop like dead snakes at my feet.

“Well now,” Raine drawled, “does it work something like that?”

“Oh, shit—”

“The wolves are coming!” Arianne suddenly shrieked, from behind. “The wolves know your name!”

Both Brutal and Ja’Teel glanced at her, distracted. I, too, turned halfway around at her very strange words. The wolves know your name? So what if the wolves knew their names—

The five or six troopers who had withdrawn from tiny Arianne suddenly collapsed, dropping to the tall grass, motionless. They lay dead of no known cause I could see. I saw no blood, no wounds, no bruising. They appeared asleep, save the glaze of death that slowly filmed their eyes.

Tossing her hair from her face, Arianne daintily stepped further away from them, holding her skirts up. A faint moue of disgust pursed her lips as she glanced up at Brutal. He stared at her, alarm finally growing on his face. As though only then realizing the danger he was in. As though he finally, only now, realized how dangerous she truly was.

His dead eyes slowly, as though oiled in molasses, travelled to Raine.

Raine’s fists came up. The steel cuffs over his wrists gleamed like dark pewter under the muted sunlight streaming through the netting. His fingers spread wide. Flames erupted from them like living lightning. 

“Hell is in session,” Raine said.

Ja’Teel gasped in horror. Brutal screamed.

At the last instant before the hot, hungry flames reached them, Ja’Teel flung his arms up. The licking orange and yellow fire splashed harmlessly against his hastily erected shield.

Brutal flung up his arm and turned his head to protect his vulnerable eyes. Tenzin recoiled physically. His panther hissed, her round ears flat, bared her long yellow fangs as a long feline growl started low in her throat and rose in sharp feline crescendo.

Ja’Teel also flinched, as though not quite certain his shield would hold. He sighed in relief. Brutal hesitantly lowered his arm, blinking. Tenzin didn’t seem so sure, and began to back away from the pair, his hand still on his sword, his cat at his side.

Raine dropped his arms, allowing his fire to die.

“You expect that since Rygel has constraints upon him against the killing by magic,” Raine said, his voice soft. Mixed with the primeval sound of the wolves singing their death songs, his voice held a guttural growl deep within it. “That I do as well.”

Despite my love for him, fear niggled its treacherous way down my spine. The hairs on my neck stood up straight. 

“Rygel was born to magic,” he went on, still making me wish for a rock to hide under. “I was not.”

“What—”

That seemed to be all Brutal could say. His eyes bulged in his narrow head.

Tenzin bolted, his black panther outrunning him, up the hill toward the royal commanders and troopers. Past the startled Synn’jhani, who, without orders, merely watched him streak past. Over the hill, the Tongu commander vanished down the other side. Who’s to say he did not see what was coming? Some small part of me envied him his freedom to run, and survive.

“Rygel was born unable slay with his powers.” Raine turned his head thoughtfully. “I was not.”

“Oh, shit,” Ja’Teel moaned, understanding flooding his pale, wan features. The scorpion tattoo glowed with a black menace against his pale cheek.

“There is no curse to follow me should I slay with magic.”

“What?” Was Brutal in love with the word?

Raine’s hand flung out, his angry fire belching out once more. This time, he didn’t aim it at Brutal and Ja’Teel, safe behind their invisible shelter. He pointed his right hand at the royal troops flanking the royal party. Shrieks of panic and agony filled the quiet air as his magic burned more than twenty Federate troops.

My belly roiled as I watched men burned alive, the stench of roasting meat sizzling in my nostrils. Inside their armor they burned. Their skin melted off their faces, mouths opened wide in their screams. Fire sucked down into lungs when they inhaled to scream again.

His left hand vomited fire, sending it upward and outward toward the soldiers and horses on the hill above, waiting attendance on their High King. The flames caught and ran, gleefully running from one horse or soldier to the next. Equine screams joined those of their riders as their manes and tails caught. I screamed with them.

“I like fire,” Raine spoke conversationally. “Fire cleans as it burns. This place needs a serious overhaul.”

He walked about, slowly, casually, as though he walked through a garden, inspecting the new growth of flowers. Flinging his hands left, right, turning slightly to point his flames behind his huge shoulders, he decimated the Federate cavalry. A one man killing machine, he mowed down men and horses without mercy. Like naphtha, his flames consumed his victims, engulfing them entirely even if a small spark struck.

Many had sense enough to flee, throwing down their weapons and either running, or spurring their horses hard toward the hills and safety. No few sought to shoot him down with bows and crossbows. One by one, as though flicking flies from the air, his fire crisped each arrow and bolt before they even came close. His returning conflagration burned the shooters where they stood before they had a chance to fire again.

Arianne ducked away, finding shelter behind his huge body. I hope he knows she’s there, I thought wildly, seeing Raine turn and fire his weapons, his hands, at anything that moved. In front, behind, to either side, Raine walked and slew at will.

Hell was in session, indeed.

None of his flames touched Arianne. Nor me, I suddenly realized. The heat of his fires crisped my skin, I smelled burnt hair, clothing and men, tasted its oily odor on my tongue. But not a flicker of fire came anywhere near me. It was as though I had my own protective shield.

Men, finding some guts to quell their fear, charged their horses toward us, bows nocked and aimed, crossbows armed. One by one, Raine flicked his fire. I had no choice but to notice he got better with practice. He no longer needed to mow his enemies down with enormous flames. Tiny flame points were thrown off his pointing finger like miniscule darts, arrows of flame that pierced armor and flesh as though through thin parchment. Screaming, burning, they fell from their horses, writhing in agony. Raine’s fire burned them up from within, consuming them utterly.

Safe behind his own shield of magic, Brutal screamed commands. His commanders also shouted orders, their gestures toward Raine clear. Take him down. Men from the east flank spurred in hard, aiming their crossbows.

Horns blew, wild notes that called across the small valley to the hills to the west.

Men in purple and gold galloped in from the rear, from the western hilltops, answering the call of their High King. In ordered lines they rode their horses downhill, only a few hundred rods away. While they fired arrows and crossbows, they were yet too far away to do any damage.

The troops hidden above, in the hills to our immediate north, stood much closer. Their bolts and arrows hissed past us, slammed into the earth just behind Arianne and me. One flicked through my swinging hair. Atop the hill on a rearing white horse, a commander shouted, ordering a shortening of their aim. The troopers corrected, set their bows lower. The commander screamed. Arrows and bolts flew in a swift shower of hissing death.

Raine raised his massive arms.

A wall of fire rose in a wide arc above and to either side. In a roar, flames surged high and hot, rounding as tall as the highest tree and as wide as a parade ground. A wall not built of stone and mortar, but built with living hungry flame. No bolt or arrow broke through it. That solid wall shielded him, shielded us, from the long shafts and steel barbed heads. Each arrow or bolt died before reaching their target. Wood ash and harmless steel tips dropped useless to the soil.

Setting his hot and lethal shield Raine could ignore the soldiers for a moment. His answering firestorm hit the tight knot of commanders in their middle. Like a pine knot exploding, the commanders broke apart, stumbling and running away, engulfed in flames. As with their troops, most lit up like torches, their own screams sucking fire into their lungs. No few collapsed forward, onto their sloughed off skin and melted clothes. A small number broke to the side, falling to the ground and rolling, killing the flames beneath their bodies.

Ja’Teel, now recovered from the shock of Raine’s lying about him with fire from his own fingers, retaliated with his own magic. Fire shot from his hands, right through the shield, toward Raine. I gasped as I had before. Ja’Teel sent huge balls of living fire toward an unprotected Raine. He’d no shield to cower behind.

Raine sighed, as though sorely put upon by this very adolescent display. Casually, he flicked each one to the side as he might strike balls from the air with a stick. Those balls of fire hit more royal troops entering the fray, hoping to dodge his fiery protection and outflank him. Those unfortunates caught fire and burned. Dammit, why did the horses have to suffer too? The stench of roasting horsemeat offended my sensitive nostrils.

More troops summoned by their King’s trumpets filed in from all directions, entire regiments with their weapons ready. Cavalry horses tossed long manes in the breeze, neighing occasionally, bobbing their heads under the spur.

Banners displaying the royal White Lion of Khalid flapped above them, both from the natural wind and the winds created by their speed. Long orderly columns rode in disciplined ranks, uniformed and proud, approaching from all directions at once. They would, in moments, surround us completely. I knew Raine couldn’t hold out against them all. Not even he had that kind of strength. I whipped my sword from its sheath at last, ready to fling myself into battle.

Bar screamed from on high.

My hair in my face, I looked up.

Above the camouflaging canopy, Bar swooped low overhead, and banked up and over. With the thin green camouflage between us, his details were fuzzy, yet I still saw fairly clearly. His wings spread wide, to their fullest, he screamed again, flying faster than a hurricane. Banking again, he swept upwards, his long lion tail trailing behind him.

He certainly had a few new tricks to show me. At the top of his climb, Bar suddenly folded his wings tight, reversing in a swift flip backward. How did he turn his tail over his beak like that? Dropping like a stone, Bar had the entrance to the screen at his talon tips.

Instantly, Bar streaked in, under the camouflage, his beak open in yet another hideous scream. Over my head he blasted, his wings folded close, flying so fast I snapped my neck to keep my eyes on him. Raine’s firewall might have singed his feathers he flew so low to the ground. The wind of his passing sent Arianne’s hair into turmoil, added fuel to Raine’s firestorm.

Full into the teeth of the marching troops Bar flew. Those closest, the royals riding in from the north, he made his target.

The commander saw him coming, screamed his orders, pointed with his sword. Yet, they, like their brothers before them, stood no chance against a griffin protecting his own. Foolishly, they fired their bows. Bar’s trick of rolling sideways in midair again took my breath away. The arrows and bolts sailed past his tail without a single one striking him.

Bar gave them no chance to fire again.

With beak, talons and lion claws he struck full on. Horses screamed in terror, rearing, flinging their riders to the dirt. Eagle claws raked sideways, down and across. Blood fountained high, bloodied the grass on the hill. His savage beak ripped into the commander, biting through his cuirass as easily as I might break a chicken bone in my hand. None could withstand him. Few dared to try.

With their commander dead, half the horses fled, as those soldiers who still lived thought retreat might be in their best interest. On foot, they ran, those still on their horses galloped past. Bar wasn’t satisfied. Those left behind, trying hard to fight, died under his slashing talons. His white feathers dripped red with gore.

The camouflage netting disappeared, leaving the sun to shine down bright and hot. I had no time to wonder why. Perhaps Ja’Teel was too distracted by his firefight with Raine to keep it maintained.

Arianne screamed. Not with fear or terror, but with joy, with triumph, with victory. “Here! To me!”

I wheeled, pulling my hair from my eyes.

Wolves poured down out of the western hills. A tidal wave of fur and fangs, they leaped for men, horses. In the chaos left by Bar’s attack and Raine’s fires, those that hadn’t died or fled, fell under the dreadful fangs of the wolves. Many shot bows and crossbows, but despite their enormous size, the wolves dodged too quickly.

Before the troops could reload or renock, the wolves had them down, their throats torn open. Many other brave souls sought to aim their weapons at the wolves, only to find that, while they aimed, another wolf crept up behind to hamstring him, or leap upon his back to take him down.

The raw, primal fear the wolves engendered did more harm to the Federate soldiers than the wolves themselves. More than half the royal troops dashed away on foot or on lathered, wild-eyed horses, fleeing over the hills to disappear, hopefully forever. 

A dozen or so wolves peeled away from the slaughter, racing toward a now unprotected Arianne. With Raine distracted by firing on those who still sought to kill either him or me, Arianne stood alone and solitary. Lead by a huge dark grey beast with yellow eyes, they circled her, forming a defending ring. A few men on horses fled past, not pausing to even try to hurt her. Clearly, the Khalidians wanted out but fast.

Flames blossomed from the very air.

I blinked, panic racing down my spine.

A red-bronze dragon filled the skies to the north, another burst of flame shooting from its long snout. Wings swept up and down, so huge they obscured the green hills behind it. Its reptilian lips curled back as it roared, its bellow vibrating the very earth I stood upon. Up and over us it swept, green-gold eyes peering as it angled its twin-horned head down to see us better.

“About bloody time!” Raine yelled.

“You know how I love to make an entrance,” the dragon called down.

Rygel. My breath left my body in heartfelt relief. Not exactly Rygel’s voice, but there was no mistaking Rygel’s arrogance or his laughter. Of course. Raine knew Rygel would find us. He had faith in his blood brother whereas I believed in Brutal and succumbed to despair. Knowing Raine and Rygel as well as I did, how could I have ever believed Brutal would ever, or could ever, win against this bonded, talented pair?

Rygel flew to rescue us, in dragon form. Flying not only made his journey swift, but he also had the savage armament to fight for us. My breath and spit returned, my heart began to slow its frantic thudding. We were safe. Not Brutal, not Ja’Teel, could hope to capture us now.

“Greetings, Princess,” Rygel called. “Need a hand? How about a wing?”

I put my hands on my hips and aimed a glare up as he banked gracefully up and over to sweep past me again. “Don’t be absurd. We have everything under control.”

Wizard laughter rained down.

“But as long as you’re here, go chase Brutal’s army away.”

“Your wish is my command, my queen.”

Rygel rose higher, his front legs ending in long, deadly talons tucked neatly under his shoulders, his huge hind legs and long spade-tipped tail following behind. Flames burst from his huge muzzle toward the blue sky, his shadow encompassing the row of hills we stood upon. With no little envy, I shaded my eyes with my hand to better witness the awesome, unrivaled beauty that was his dragon. Someday, I swore, I would make Rygel change me into one of these magnificent creatures.

I turned, searching for Brutal and Ja’Teel.

I didn’t see Ja’Teel. Hmmm. As a matter of fact, I hadn’t seen Ja’Teel once Rygel’s dragon first exhaled fire. I snorted inwardly, contemptuous. Of course he’d never hope to match Rygel. Never once did Rygel ever flag in his loyalty or courage in fighting for those he loved. Ja’Teel, a true coward, abandoned his master at the first threat to his own life.

I did, however, find Brutal. His royal guard didn’t hurry him to safety. Those that yet lived, instead, followed his fleeing figure. Their once proud white tunics and gold cloaks were now stained and tarnished with soot. They followed their decamping leader, perhaps out of loyalty and blind devotion. Or perhaps out of a serious case of self-interest.

They reached their horses. As they had two days previously, they mounted up and whipped hard. In a flurry of kicked up grass and dirt, the group thundered back up the hill. Crossing the ridge, Brutal on his black stallion, his crown sending off sparks of light, lead the retreat down the far side.

I opened my mouth to call Rygel, to send him after Brutal. One flame-burst and Brutal’s brother would inherit. We’d have no more worries. Yet, I suspected such might come under the killing by magic, though I wasn’t sure. I turned back to the slaughter down in the small valley. I shut it again when I realized we needed him more in order for us to escape this madness than I wished him to kill Brutal.

Rygel banked and swept downward, flames erupting from his huge gaping jaws. Ranks upon ranks of back-sweeping teeth glimmered among the orange and yellow fire.

“Don’t burn the wolves!” Arianne screamed.

The flames instantly vanished. Of course. The wolves still scampered among the troops, killing those who offered to fight. If a soldier threw down their arms, or knelt in the grass, or crawled away, screaming, the wolves passed him by. Still many remained mounted, trying to win through. Two or three different companies reformed their lines, shouting commands, nocking bows. Should Rygel swoop down, flaming, his fires might burn the wolves too. Burn our fanged, furry allies? Unthinkable.

Bar, too, still screeched his fury, sweeping back and forth, running down as many soldiers as he could. Despite Brutal’s rapid departure to safer areas, and Bar’s slaughtering or sending more into flight, we still had two hundred or more troopers regrouping, knotting into a new army. Much faster than I believed, they found the courage and the discipline to close ranks on the northern and eastern fronts. To escape them, we needed to get past them first.

Rygel shut down his fires. His wings sweeping him forward, he headed east, toward the larger of the two companies.

The valiant troopers on the eastern hills made him their target. I had to admit he made a fine big one. A hundred, more, longbows stretched to their limit, rose to point razor-tipped barbs upward. I held my breath. Dragon hide was fireproof, Rygel had said. Was it also immune to steel barbs?

Arrows flew upward in a sheet. Despite the distance, I heard the sharp whistle of their flight.

Rygel swept up, dancing on his tail, his huge, leathery wings lashing the air. The arrows closed the distance.

With a sharp twist of his head, flames shot from his jaws. From right to left, his flame-burst caught the arrows dead in their flight. Last week, I witnessed firsthand dragon fire burning wood under water. Dry arrow shafts were no problem at all. I didn’t even see arrow tips fall to the ground.

The commander screamed again, his sword flashing down. His disciplined troops launched a second sheet of arrows. 

His wings lashing the air once more, Rygel launched himself out and down. The barbs screamed harmlessly past his huge body, scattering on the gale-force gust of wind his wings created. Per his royal lady’s command, he kept his fires locked inside.

Instead, Rygel used fear as his ultimate weapon.

Our own incredibly brave horses all but panicked when Rygel swept past them on dragon’s wings. Khalid’s cavalry horses never thought about panicking. They fled the instant the windy roar of his wings hit them, before his shadow crossed over them. They saw him come and all hell broke loose on the eastern hilltops.

Screaming horses reared, bucked, scattered in all directions, slamming into one another before they could get free of the entangling mass. Many fell in their blind panic, taking their riders down with them. Poor things, they had only one thought on their minds: run now, run fast.

Rygel roared, his voice shattering the small valley. Coasting over the pandemonium on the eastern ridge, his long shadow cast the hilltop in darkness for a heartbeat or three. No soldier in that mess tried to shoot him down. If they hadn’t been carried off by their horses, they were too busy trying not to be killed by their terrified mounts.

In the absolute chaos, many soldiers fell to the ground and were quickly trampled by the loose, careening horses. Those on their feet were forced to duck and dodge the runaways. At least half, I judged, managed to stay on board, and disappeared when their horses crossed the horizon. I hoped they would have sense enough to keep running once their mount’s terror wore off.

“Ly’Tana!”

Raine, at the hill’s foot several hundred rods below me, smiled. His fires currently quenched, he had no enemy soldier near enough to warrant killing. Held enrapt by Rygel and his efficient dispersal of the eastern threat, I hadn’t noticed there were very few soldiers near us and those that were close had taken to their heels. Several purple and gold uniforms crested the hill Brutal had just descended.

Raine pointed.

I shaded my eyes with my hand, gazing into the distance to the northwest. Less than a mile away, Tashira and Shardon galloped, side by side. Wolves trailed them, but could never hope to maintain that wicked Tarbane pace. Tears filled my eyes to see them, manes flying above from the wind of their passage, their tails streaming in thick, undulating waves behind them.

By their trajectory, I knew they intended to attack the northern force arrayed against Raine and I, who had set themselves to march forward. No Khalidian soldier faced but forward, looking at us, planning to gallop down from their ridge and engage what they thought were three lone individuals and a few random wolves. None glanced behind them to see terror on hooves.

Tashira, a black devil with blood red eyes, flattened ears and bared teeth galloped straight into the flowing mass of cavalry. Shardon, still wearing his saddle and bridle, his reins tangled in his streaming mane, screamed his challenge ten Tarbane strides from impact. They both hit, striking with flailing hooves and strong teeth, hard, from the rear. Their sheer mass combined brought down horses and men in a steely tangle. Tarbane teeth bit deep into bone, muscle, the flesh of both horses and men. Deadly Tarbane hooves kicked out, shattering equine ribs, legs, necks. Mounted soldiers screamed under the rain of hooves, falling to their deaths.

Shardon, after kicking through the mass of men and horses, broke through and galloped down the hill. Not toward Raine or me, but toward the dragon that had just finished driving Brutal’s finest into complete chaos and landed serenely to the earth.

Before folding his enormous wings, Rygel changed.

In a blink, Rygel stood on the side of the hill as loose horses still careened blindly past him and soldiers wriggled in the dirt like worms behind him, watched with a smile as Shardon approached.

Bar blew back into my sight, striking directly into a writhing knot of cavalry and black Tarbane. Horses reared, screaming. Bar’s enormous wings hid the desecration from my sight as he ripped into the men and horses. Men died under the hooves and teeth of Tashira, or under the beak and razor talons of Bar. Horses, untrained to battle either griffins or their more powerful cousins, pitched their unlucky riders into the dirt and fled.

The wolves, late coming into the fray, had little to do but nip and frighten more horses into panicked flight, or kill any soldier who still sought to aim a bow or crossbow at either Tashira or Bar. To me, even from the distance, they seemed disappointed. No few stood and panted, tails low, looking for something to do. I almost smiled at the sight.

Reaching Rygel, Shardon slowed to allow Rygel to grab his pommel and swing into his saddle. Launching himself with another scream of fury, he galloped headlong down the hill. His target? None other than Rygel’s lady, Arianne.

Ears flat to his skull, teeth bared, Shardon galloped on, his speed so great my eye could not fasten on him before he was gone. I saw little but a silver blur with a man on its back. His path lay straight and relentless.

Raine, distracted by the sheer slaughter of Brutal’s troops, blinked. I, too, looked about, taking in the field of slaughter. Raine alone killed or scattered what looked to be an entire company of royal troops. Total devastation had not the meaning to convey the sight that greeted my eyes. Burnt husks of men and horses lay everywhere. Smoke trailed lazily upward into the clear blue sky. The sun streamed down brightly on death and blackness and utter chaos. The tall grass, once green and living, lay flattened and grey. Blackened rocks broke through the once living soil.

On the hills around us, dead men and horses lay silent and still upon the lush grass. A few loose horses galloped across the green sward to freedom. Many hundreds of Brutal’s soldiers stumbled to their feet, many injured, most dazed, all of them helpless. The unharmed assisted the wounded, calling for help, for bandages. Men ran to offer medical comfort and assistance to the injured. Wolves prowled the hillsides, ignoring those that offered no fight, sniffing out those that were still dangerous. The soldiers ignored the wolves as though they might domestic hounds.

Bar dropped lightly to earth beside me, furling his wings. No one remained a threat to my safety. With no one left to kill, he returned to my side, chirping tiredly. He stank of blood and death, and I wrinkled my nose. I rubbed his ears, the only part of his head that wasn’t bloody.

“You need a good dunking in the river,” I said.

Leaving his victory behind him, Tashira galloped through the broken wall of troops, his aim Raine. Wolves followed hard after, leaving the hills to the soldiers of Khalid, tending to their wounded, putting down critically injured horses. They didn’t even seem to know we were still there.

The battle was over.

Now we, Raine, me, Arianne, Rygel, Tashira and Shardon and Bar, could regroup and return unmolested to Kel’Ratan, Corwyn and my boys. No doubt they were worried sick about us. Perhaps Bar could be persuaded to fly ahead and inform them all was well. I opened my mouth to ask him—

In the distance, trumpets sounded.

Raine gaped up the hill at me, as I stared, my hand shading my eyes, toward the source of the sounds.

Brutal had said he had more cohorts outside Ja’Teel’s shield. He told me he had ten thousand troops on hand. I told him that number was not enough to take Connacht. We hadn’t just fought ten thousand troops. If someone put a knife to my throat and forced me to guess, I say we just fought maybe five hundred. Even then, that was a very generous figure.

More troops galloped from the east, the north and the south, riding to the aid of their stricken comrades. Probably more rode in from the west as well, although I heard no trumpets from that direction. I cast about myself, frantic. We had to skin out of here like last week.

Leaving the site of his battle, Rygel and Shardon galloped toward Arianne and her furry, four-legged guards. Seeing him come, the wolves melted out of his path. They didn’t slink in fear, nor cower from his approach. They recognized him for what he was: the man who rode to free her of danger.

At a heavy, fast gallop, Rygel slid across Shardon’s saddle to his left. Shardon kept his strong, steady pace, aiming for Arianne as she stood silent, waiting for them. His right foot rested on Shardon’s silver rump, his right fist gripped the pommel of Shardon’s saddle. His left foot held his entire weight in its stirrup, for balance. How in the blazes he stayed on, I’ll never know. Leaning far, far toward his left, only his hand on his pommel prevented a tumble head-first into the grass and dirt. His left arm swept wide—and Arianne straight into it.

She was so tiny, so light, he lifted her with his arm about her tiny waist. So small, I bet she was nothing but a spring lamb in his grip. In a move so smooth I almost didn’t follow it, Rygel straightened, Arianne safely on Shardon’s saddle before him. Her midnight hair cloaked him, wrapped him in her living black veil. Shardon wheeled again, rearing sharply, his passengers safe and solid on his broad back.

“Raine!” Rygel screamed.

Raine and I both wheeled.

More cavalry, banners floating on the breeze, galloped along the ridge to the north. They paused, sending fresh men to see to their wounded fellows. Under the shouted orders of their commander, the remainder reformed lines into classic cavalry attack formation. Horns blasted, horses neighed, bared swords glinted under the summer sun.

Trumpets from the south rang upon the air. I looked to my right, Raine also turning to witness this new threat. Cresting the hills, banners, plumed helmets and cavalry horses appeared against the blue sky. A full cohort, a thousand men and horses, gathered along the ridgeline. They, too, paused to take in the devastation, the loss at our hands. Only too well did they realize how many of their brothers we slew with fire, with dragons, with wolves, with a lone griffin. I didn’t have to hear them to know they now craved hot vengeance.

More horns blew, sounding the charge.

If we didn’t get out of here, they’d grind us all into dogmeat. We would die here: wolves, Tarbane, us four humans and even Bar would feed their vengeance. None of us stood a chance. Despite Brutal’s need for us alive, he wasn’t in the vicinity to direct operations. Those men on the hills knew it. Sorry, Your Majesty, we tried to capture them alive, as you commanded, but, you know, in battle bad things have a way of happening.

They steadily advanced, cantering swiftly downhill toward each other, from the north and south, breaching the distance. In another few minutes, we couldn’t hope to escape through their lines toward the west, toward Kel’Halla.

Shardon half-reared, shaking his head. Rygel, Arianne on his lap, pointed uselessly toward the new threat. Yes, dammit, we saw them. With military precision, the wolves separated, dividing into lines of defense between us and the north and south bound troopers, intending to meet in the middle. The spot where Raine and I now stood, helpless.

Beyond him, Tashira increased his pace and shot, like a bolt of black lightning, toward Raine. His mane and tail flew above him like banners, his pounding hooves a blur in the green grass. A short few rods from Raine he slowed, allowing Raine to grasp his thick mane. Raine vaulted aboard his bare back, then both Raine and Tashira lunged, uphill, toward me.

I slapped Bar on his shoulder. “Fly,” I commanded. “Get up there and stay, don’t let them shoot you down.”

Contrary to his catlike predilection for ignoring orders, he obeyed instantly. His enormous wings flung dust, dead grass and fallen leaves about me in a tight whirlwind. His second wingbeat had him a rod above my head, his third set him to circling to gain altitude. I shaded my eyes from the grit, watching him fly higher, his long lion legs and tail streaming behind him. He screeched, his downturned beak and eyes concerned. I flapped my hand, then faced the oncoming Tarbane and his Wolf rider. They had but a few rods to go.

Reaching me, Tashira spun sharply, his hooves digging deep furrows in the soil and grass. In such a tight turn around me, his body hugged the ground. I could look into his deep brown eye on a level with mine. His huge front hooves threatened to step on his own thick mane that streamed in long lengths across the grass. Raine reached down an arm.

I reached up my own.

His turn so tight, Tashira’s legs all but fell out from under him. More of his heavy mane blew into Raine’s face. With his powerful legs churning under him, his back was so low I could have flung myself onto it without Raine’s assisting arm. As it was, between Tashira’s momentum and Raine’s strong lift on my arm, I settled neatly onto the Tarbane’s broad back, behind Raine, as easily as I mounted Mikk’s saddle.

Once I was safely aboard, Tashira began to run. Shardon matched him gallop for gallop, pacing us. The high wind in my face blurred my vision with tears. Here, I was sheltered behind Raine’s huge back. Was he also so blinded by the wind? Somehow, I suspected he was immune to such.

I blinked the tears away, and peeked around Raine’s ribs. With his hands twisted into Tashira’s thick, blowing mane, his arms were up high enough I could peer around him. The gap between the galloping cavalry troops had closed. Only a matter of fifty rods or so separated them. The wolves vanished into the nearby hills. Where’d they go? I suspected that seeing we could escape without their aid, they chose to withdraw rather than engage enemy troops without purpose.

Like fire from heaven, we four aboard maned daemons blasted past the galloping cavalry. Past their startled faces, past their raised bows, past their rearing horses we ran. Beside us, against my direct orders, winging faster than the wind, Bar paced us. I rested my cheek against Raine’s huge back, my hands on his hips, no longer willing to wipe tears from my eyes in order to see. I blinked, once, then twice.

Bar beat steadily beside me, his wings keeping pace with the Tarbane.

He kept pace.

No horse could ever outrun him. Always, he swooped past our horses, even as we rode at a dead gallop, the fastest our horses could manage, and circled back around so they didn’t fall too far behind. He could never fly slow enough to pace a galloping horse, his huge wings wouldn’t allow it. I watched him now, all but a rod from him, at level with my eyes. His neck outstretched, his ears flat, his expression still, intent. He fought now to keep up with the Tarbane.

I glanced beyond him. The sight of the hills and trees flying past at a dizzying speed made my belly roil. How fast did we run, even now? I’d no idea. I wasn’t even certain I wanted to know.

I risked a lightning glance behind.

No troopers or their arrows or bolts lay in sight. In a matter of seconds, we left them so far behind they had no hope of ever catching us. Only arrow in flight could ever overtake a Tarbane, I’d always been taught. Now I found the notion silly. The soldiers hadn’t had time to fire any arrows before we passed them and were gone.

Rygel cursed roundly.

Raine and I both turned our heads toward him. Arianne settled so smoothly into his arms she might have been in a chair. She could no longer hide in her tresses, for they streamed backward along Shardon’s side, blowing as heavy and thick as Shardon’s own mane. Rygel sat as easily as one born to ride a Tarbane, buried between silver and midnight banners of living, raging locks of sweeping hair.

“I should never have saved that bastard’s life,” he gritted.

I couldn’t exchange confused glances with Raine, so instead I exchanged them with Arianne.

Raine spoke for all three of us. “What are you talking about?”

Turning his head meant his wheaten hair blew across his face, so Rygel swept it all behind his head with his restless hand. “Brutal’s. I’ve been meaning to tell you, but never seemed to get the chance.”

The shock I felt was nothing to the stiffening of Raine’s immense torso. Arianne looked up at her lover, holding her own midnight hair from her face with both hands.

“You…saved his life?” Raine asked slowly.

Rygel nodded. “Unfortunately, yes.”

“Why? What happened?”

“What were you thinking?” I snapped.

“I wasn’t,” Rygel admitted glumly. “I reacted on pure gut instinct.”

He tossed his wheaten locks from his eyes as he turned his head to face us fully. With Shardon in full control, he had no need to guide, or watch the terrain for hazards. He had but to relax, hold his love in his arms and enjoy the ride. “’Twas when I first came to the Federation,” he said. “I hadn’t yet fallen into his power and thought him unjustly maligned and misunderstood. I liked him.”

I felt surprise at how easy ’twas to communicate, despite our great speed. Our voices carried across the intervening space between the galloping Tarbane as easily as though we stood around a campfire conversing. The wind generated by the great speed of Tashira and Shardon might not have existed.

“Methinks you were a bit naïve,” Shardon commented.

“That I was,” Rygel admitted. “I believed in his goodness, his wish for peace, all that bloody rot. An assassin lunged in, so fast Brutal’s bodyguards never saw him move much less try to stop him. In panic, I blasted him with my power. He was dead before he hit the wall behind him.”

Rygel fell silent, his eyes facing front and anguished. Arianne reached up a hand to caress his cheek.

“Thus you saved him and condemned yourself,” Raine said quietly.

Rygel nodded. “Shortly after that, the woman I loved—”

“—then,” he added after a quick glance at an outraged Arianne in his lap. “She fed me tiny bits of tros until I was crazy and addicted and madly in love. She dumped me, leaving me in Brutal’s loving grasp and my heart shattered almost beyond repair.”

He grinned, a self-loathing, hate-filled baring of his teeth. “The rest, they say, is history. I did his dirty work, tortured innocent folk and condemned my very soul to hell.”

“It’s not condemned,” I said.

He shot me a lightning glance before facing between Shardon’s ears once more. I smiled. “It’s quite safe. You purchased it back.”

Arianne smiled. She lay back in Rygel’s arms, gazing up at him with sweet adoration in her magnificent grey-blue eyes. She spoke simply. “Bought and paid for.” 

“But—” he began.

“Shut up,” Raine commanded sternly.

“Had I just let him die—”

“Then that would jeopardize your soul,” Raine said sternly. “Not acting according to your conscience.”

“What’s done is done,” Shardon said. “No use chewing bad grass. If you weren’t a good man, I’d never have agreed to this pact we have. I’d choose death rather than submit to you, even for a paltry three years.”

“Listen to him,” Tashira added. “He’s a rather snobbish fellow. He only keeps company with the best. He fancies the high-handed, snobbish folk like himself.”

“That’s why I never kept company with you.”

“Now ask me if I’m sorry.”

“Are you?”

“Hell, no.”

A choked laugh erupted from Rygel, unwilling but welcome. His smile of relief grew into a grin filled with wicked humor. “What of you, Princess? Do you still like me?”

I waved an indifferent hand. “Of course not. I never liked you to begin with.”

His laugh became genuine. “But you love me, though, don’t you?”

I grinned. “Of course I do.”

His smile lifted my heart. Vindicated? Perhaps. Forgiven? Certainly. His recent activities earned himself a few points with those who kept score, I felt sure. Perhaps he had evened his odds, with plenty of time to spare.

“He’ll get what he deserves,” Raine said quietly. “Someday, Brutal will die screaming.”

“Is that prophecy?” Rygel asked with a sidelong glance.

He shrugged. “Don’t know. Might just be wishful thinking.”

“He has the devil’s own luck,” I muttered.

“Not anymore,” Raine said, his hand caressing mine over his broad waist. “His luck has just run out.”

Rygel chuckled, shaking his head. “Braud, you are a walking, talking, natural disaster. How in the name of hell did you manage to take down so many all alone?”

Raine shrugged. “You know how Brutal irritates me,” he rumbled.

“Tashira, you might want to reconsider irritating Raine,” Shardon said.

“When have I ever irritated him?” Tashira replied, indignant.

“It’s only a matter of time. You irritate everyone.”

Raine’s chuckle vibrated my face as it lay contentedly against his huge back. New thoughts interrupted the light banter. Now that we were safe from Brutal and his army, a new fear cropped up.

“What of Kel’Ratan and the others?” I asked Rygel, biting my thumbnail. “Could Brutal’s men have killed them after you left?”

“They’re fine, Princess,” he replied. “I set a shield about them before I left and the wolves were busy scattering the troops. We’ll be back with them within a short time. Ja’Teel transported you almost sixteen leagues.”

“Sixteen?” Raine asked, surprised.

Rygel nodded. “If we hadn’t had the wolves, there’s no way we’d find you. Not in time, anyway.”

That silenced Raine. He turned his face forward, thus I couldn’t see it. I still felt his fear, coursing off of him in waves that set my own belly to trembling with worry.

“But,” I began, confused. “How could you understand them? Arianne,” I glanced her way, “obviously understands them, but she was sixteen leagues away, with us.”

“I speak fluent wolf,” Tashira said.

“I speak it too,” Shardon said. “But not as well.”

“Um,” I said, more confused than ever.

“Father always said it was smart to learn more than one language,” Tashira added. “I’m fluent in several.” His voice dropped into a mournful note. “I don’t speak griffin, though.”

Bar screeched, his amused eye on us.

“What’d he say?”

“He said it’s a difficult language to learn.”

Tashira sighed. “I suppose it is, at that. He doesn’t have a mouth, he has a beak.”

“Um,” I began diffidently, unsure of my footing here. “Don’t the wolves, um, you know, try to eat you?”

Tashira snorted. “Oh, please. Wolves are much too civilized to eat their neighbors.”

“And those predators that do try, well,” Shardon said, his voice low and dangerous. “They don’t try again.”

“Lions used to try,” Tashira said. “We drove them out. No lion has tried it for a very long time.”

“So what do the wolves eat?”

“Deer, rabbits, the wild pigs,” Shardon said.

“Don’t forget the wild cattle,” Tashira added.

“There’s a species of wild cows that roam quite far and wide,” Shardon said. “They’re nocturnal, so you don’t see them much.”

“The wolves find Khalid’s livestock rather delectable,” Tashira said with an airy toss of his ears. I laughed.

“They’re quite fond of those big lizards—what are they called?”

“Y’bex,” Tashira answered.

“All that doesn’t explain how the wolves knew where to find us,” Raine said, his voice hollow. “Did the wolves tell you, Tashira?”

“Um, actually, no.”

“I heard a voice in my head,” Rygel went on slowly, frowning. “Creepiest thing ever.”

“A voice?”

Why did Raine’s innocent enough question sound tense, even afraid? Arianne perked up, her eyes concerned and narrowed as they studied her bigger brother.

“Yes,” Rygel replied, rubbing a hand through his yellow hair, despite its lengths blowing behind him. “A voice told me exactly where you were. The bond between us told me only what direction. The voice told me distance and specifics. Then it vanished.”

“Then that’s another one we owe them,” Raine said softly.

“They’re very put out with you,” Tashira said. “You won’t talk to them. You won’t let them in.”

If Raine had an answer to that, he didn’t voice it. I felt his tension, his stress, through my hands around his waist. His breathing had shortened into quick, sharp influxes of air.

“Maybe it’s time,” Rygel said softly, his amber eyes on Raine.

Tashira suddenly popped the question none of us dared utter. “What are you afraid of?”

He had more courage than the rest of us, I thought with wry amusement. That may be because he was one of the few people bigger than Raine.

Resting my cheek against his solid back, I tried to look at the trees and hills before they vanished, making myself dizzy in the process. The hellish pace hadn’t yet deterred Bar, who still beat steadily onward, only a winglength from me, still at my level above the speeding ground.

I thought back to Raine’s strange behavior. Haunted, confused, his feelings warring deep within him. I knew Rygel and Arianne spoke the truth about him, he was a man, but he was also a wolf. However, I disagreed with Tashira. He wasn’t afraid: he was terrified. Their useless pestering only made matters more difficult. I had to admit the guilt to myself. I hadn’t been much support to him, either.

Time to change that. I vowed to help him face his deepest fears with understanding, patience and love. I tightened my grip around his waist, hugging him from behind, hoping the contact made him feel easier.

Whether it did or not, Raine spoke after several awkward moments of silence. “Of the beast,” he said simply. “I fear the beast within.”

His blunt confession startled me. Only to the five of us would he speak of the deepest darkness of his soul. No torment could drag such an admission from him had he been amongst Kel’Ratan and my boys. Among us, those he felt he could trust, he confessed his ultimate terrors. He was both man and wolf, within one body. I couldn’t blame him for feeling terrified. If I had a weird spirit living inside my soul, it would probably send me screaming. 

“Well, let’s talk about that,” Tashira said. “Two beasts inhabiting one body isn’t always a bad thing. For example, take my brother here. He’s Tarbane, snob and idiot all rolled into one.”

“I’m going to kick you for that.”

“You’ll try.”

“Please,” I exclaimed, observing how rapidly the ground swept by beneath us. A headlong tumble off Tashira’s back…a thought not to be borne. “Not now.”

“My point is,” Tashira went on, “men are beasts, also. Beasts who walk on two legs.”

“There are good beasts and bad beasts,” Shardon continued. “There are good and bad men, there are good and bad wolves—”

“Not very many bad wolves,” Arianne added primly.

“You’re just prejudiced,” Tashira said. “There are a few Tarbane who are bad—”

“Not many,” Shardon added hastily.

Rygel grinned. “Now who’s prejudiced?”

“Dragons are bad beasts,” Shardon said.

“No,” Rygel replied. “They aren’t. Most are decent, selfless, warm-hearted beasts.”

“We’ll argue that another time.”

“Your Brutal friend is certainly bad,” Tashira said. “But just because you are both man and wolf doesn’t make you a bad creature. The combination is actually quite interesting. I’ve heard such tales, of the gai’tan, a man and a wolf in one body. Wolves and men have a great deal in common, so the end product is, well, a good thing.”

“I don’t have my brother’s relationship with wolves,” Shardon added. “I know wolves are good beasts. Due to recent additions to my knowledge of men, some men are good beasts, too. A good beast, plus a good beast is, well—er—what?”

“Shut up before you hurt yourself.”

All through this exchange, Raine rode silent, his head down. I couldn’t see it. I quick glance at Rygel showed me his concern. He dropped his head in an effort to see Raine’s averted expression.

“It’s what you are,” I said softly, hoping that my acceptance of what he is might help him to accept it, too. I squeezed his waist with my arms. “I love you.”

He didn’t speak for a long time. When he did, he sighed deeply, as though preparing to pick up a heavy load. “Perhaps I will accept it. In time.”

“That’s just it,” Tashira said. “I don’t think you have that luxury.”

“What do you mean?”

If Tashira were human, I might have said he frowned, thinking. “I’m not sure,” he finally said, slowly. “The wolves were frantic that you speak to them. They seemed to think time is something there isn’t much of.”




Chapter 8

Child of Darius

I groaned. “My bloody head hurts,” I complained. 

I felt like I’d gone ten rounds with a five hundred pound gorilla.

Sitting in front of the campfire, an hour or so after sunset, I held my aching head in my hands. My hands themselves burned and twitched, as though still feeling the fire that burned from them earlier that day. The pounding I took from the soldiers didn’t help much, but the pain from my swollen eye felt less than nothing compared to the burning in my hands and the massive headache.

“You overdid it,” Rygel said from across the fire from me.

I eyed him bleakly as he smiled, his humorous, unsympathetic smarmy smile. I growled low in my throat.

“That’s why apprentice magicians aren’t allowed to practice their craft that hard, so early,” Rygel continued, his mercy nonexistent.

Arianne stood behind him, her hands filled with food, her eyes on me. Did I see pity in her huge grey-blue eyes? Or was it sorrow? Crankily, I almost snapped at her, telling her to look somewhere else. That’d be rather childish, I thought, and manfully refrained.

“I’ll mix something together that’ll help the headache,” Rygel said.

Aboard the inexhaustible Tarbane, we reached Kel’Ratan, Witraz and the others less than an hour after the battle of fire, dragon, wolves and Tarbane ended. They, as Rygel said, sheltered safely under an outcropping of rock, and waited anxiously for us to return. Seeing Ly’Tana safe and unharmed brought out the visible signs of relief, the gusts of breath, the pent-up release of worry with shaky laughter. 

Kel’Ratan seized her in a tight embrace the instant she slid down from Tashira’s sleek round back.

“I thought we’d lost you for certain,” he murmured into her hair.

She laughed through her tears. “You should know better than that,” she sniffed.

Corwyn saluted me, his own craggy face smiling his relief as I too, slid down from Tashira for a respite. “Welcome back, my liege,” he said. “I was beginning to think I’d have to go fetch you myself.”

I clapped him on the shoulder, unable to think of a thing to say. His unswerving loyalty and dedication to both Arianne and I deserved more than simple thanks. How does one reward such? Somehow, someway, Corwyn deserved, and would get, ample reward.

Yuri and Yuras, in their worry over their princess, had apparently refused to tutor Tor in the arts of war. Tor still sulked. After an absent-minded yet decent salute to me, he deftly mounted his grey mare and reined her around to ride close to the rear. He’s caught between boy and man, I thought, shaking my head. Still very much a young boy, Tor lacked the first fuzz on his cheeks. Yet, he also grew fast and learned quicker.

The sun westered behind the tall granite peaks, etching long shadows across our path. Ly’Tana vaulted into her saddle and reined her buckskin in next to Tashira. As we settled into our line for travel, Left and Right found places behind Ly’Tana and refused to budge.

Brutal’s troops obviously returned to their commanders and their King, for we saw no sign of them.

No wolves, either.

Witraz, with no comment, offered me a bow and the wolf pup. Arianne climbed aboard Rufus, with the assistance of tall Alun, her head pointedly turned away. With a sigh, I took him, finding him a great deal heavier than the last time I held him. Either he grew as fast as Tor or someone fed him too much. His blue eyes gazed deep into mine. What did I see in those sapphire depths? Trust, love, acceptance? Or just the need of a hungry baby to fill his belly? 

Despite everything, I felt glad to have him back. What was it he called me? ‘Father’. Guilt nudged my ribs. When I shut out the wolves, I also shut him out. No doubt, his baby talk might chatter away at me, had I not cut off all wolf communication, silent as well as spoken. While my guilt bothered me, I dared not open up the link. Should I even think of it, the panic closed my throat, cut off my breath. Blackness of death teased the edges of my mind. I’ll die happily, I thought, as long as I die a man.

I held my son close as I vaulted back aboard Tashira. 

After Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan organized vanguard and rearguard, both staying within sight of the main group, we galloped on.

We rode hard through what remained of the daylight, putting as much distance between us and the royal troops as possible. We saw no more, Bar’s frequent scouting flights reported nothing amiss. The terrain continued to climb, the hills growing steeper and more rocky. Not quite mountains, but they rose higher than hills. The trees grew closer together, more pine and fir than elm and oak. Many thickets of scrub oak lay in our path, forcing the horses to slow their headlong pace. Yet, despite the terrain, we still managed to put several leagues between ourselves and Brutal’s forces.

Not many of us spoke through the late afternoon ride into the deep twilight of the long summer day. Even Tashira and Shardon ceased their brotherly banter and light-hearted quarreling to gallop side by side without speaking. Ly’Tana rode to my left, Rygel my right, Arianne and her ever present guard of Corwyn just behind. Kel’Ratan and Rannon led the way, often consulting with us or anyone else about the terrain ahead, the paths to take, or any hazards we might find. With my headache slowly growing and consuming everything in my life at that moment, I contributed little. If Tashira found my behavior strange, he offered no comment.

However, he and Shardon both investigated the pup thoroughly once I slid off Tashira’s back and Rygel removed Shardon’s saddle and bridle. Neither left me alone until the wolf pup was sniffed, eyed and commented upon. I grinned, despite my aching head and my twitching, burning hands. The well-trained Kel’Hallans, and Tor and Arianne set up camp as the last light faded from the sky. Rygel’s magic this time, not mine, lit the fire.

“Cute, isn’t he,” said Shardon, as his exhale after a sharp sniff blew the pup’s fur back.

“Looks just like his daddy,” Tashira said.

Despite my pain, that comment roused me. “How do you know what his father looked like?” I asked.

Under their withering brown stares, I wilted. “Oh.”

Somewhere off to my right and behind me, Ly’Tana giggled.

“What’s his name?” Tashira asked.

“Damned if I know.” I sighed.

“That’s not a very good name,” Tashira chided, eyeing me crosswise under his heavy fall of forelock.

Once more, feminine giggles crossed the blazing fire and the growing camp to burst my aching ears. Dammit, why couldn’t they mind their own bloody affairs?

The pup, whatever his name was or should be, sniffed the Tarbane with interest, finding Shardon’s nose and licking it. Shardon snorted and shook his head.

“That tickles.”

“Maybe he finds you tasty,” I said. “Here, you two are elected babysitters.”

I set the dark pup down on the ground between them and lurched over to the fire. I felt hot, shaky and my head felt like it was going to burst and send my brains exploding everywhere. Sitting down, I crossed my legs, my hair hanging in my face and, sidelong, watched the pup waddle around hooves large enough to squash him flat.

“What if he gets hungry?” Tashira asked plaintively, his head down low enough to nuzzle the pup’s dark fur. Like Shardon, his gusting snort all but blew the pup’s ears off. His blue eyes squinted against the hurricane.

The pup had absolutely zero fear of the enormous black face before his eyes, the mouth that might swallow him whole. He offered his Tarbane babysitters as much trust and confidence as he gave me. Perhaps he understood the Tarbane and their ancestral friendship toward his kind. That line of thought created yet more pain inside my head and I bit back a groan.

In wolfish delight, sitting back on his chubby butt, the pup licked Tashira’s huge, soft nose.

“You’re right,” Tashira said, jerking his head from the pup’s busy tongue. His mane all but buried the whelp in coils of black hair. “That tickles.”

“One day you just might shock me by listening to something I said.”

I waited to see the pup settled into the softness of Tashira’s mane for a nap, just to see the big black’s consternation about raising his head and waking him. The plump, dark pup refused to entertain me with that scenario and waddled about, his small black nose to the ground. Tashira put his muzzle close behind his tiny waving tail and followed carefully, serious about his duties as a babysitter. Feminine laughter once more crossed the camp. I shut my eyes.

“Hey, you,” Tashira complained. “Come back here. Don’t go there, you little—”

“Don’t move,” Shardon warned. “You’ll step on him.”

“I’m not moving. Get him out from my tail.”

“Just how am I supposed to do that? I don’t have hands.”

“I don’t care, just get him out.”

“I am sooo not putting my head under there to pick him up.”

Pretending not to, I looked. My dark pup wandered into the massive lengths of Tashira’s heavy tail, entangling himself in the process. Like a net, Tashira’s thick ropes snared him like a trap. As he struggled to free himself, he only tangled himself further. Setting up sharp cries, he fought to get free of the clinging mass.

“He’s putting a knot in my tail,” Tashira said, his head bent around his own massive shoulder to eye the wolf pup between his hind legs, trapped, helplessly snagged in his tail.

“You’ll live,” Shardon said, swinging his huge body about to eye the pup entangled in Tashira’s long thick lengths.

“Get him out, dammit.”

“Whyever should I?”

Unable to speak for laughing, Ly’Tana strode to the rescue. Disentangling the pup from the depths of Tashira’s tail, she dumped him in my lap before resuming her chores. Those chores, of course, were directing her warriors in the setting up and guarding of our camp. The pup, much happier now, ceased his high-pitched whines and settled between my crossed legs. Finding my thumb, he discovered the single-minded occupation of chewing it, his blue eyes half-closed in puppy bliss.

“You two seriously suck at babysitting,” Rygel said, holding in his own laughter.

“It’s not my fault,” Tashira explained hastily, bending his head so he might look down at the busy pup in my lap. “Shardon let him get into my tail.”

“Because your tail is uncharted territory isn’t just cause to blame me for your inadequacies,” Shardon declared, stomping to my other side to peer over my shoulder. His heavy mane cascaded down over my head and body like liquid silver. “He looks hungry.”

“What makes you say that?” Tashira asked, his dark eyes bright in the firelight on level with mine.

“He’s trying to eat Raine’s hand. Must mean he’s famished.”

Now buried in two suffocating manes, I fought with my free hand to push the mass from my face so I could breathe without inhaling hair. I spat mane from my mouth, pushed Tarbane lengths from my eyes so I might see.

“He’s a man eater,” Tashira commented with utter seriousness. “Got to be.” 

“Why don’t you feed him then?” I asked, removing my thumb from the pup’s jaws and holding him up over my head toward Shardon.

“Do I look like a mare?” he asked, offended. “Do I have milk? Of course not. Ask one of them.”

He tossed his silver forelock in the direction of Ly’Tana and Arianne.

“They don’t have milk either,” I said glumly, stroking the now crying pup’s ears.

“Then what good are they?”

Instantly, both Ly’Tana and Arianne, deep in their respective chores, straightened. Twin female glares struck Shardon and bore holes deep into his silver hide. He gulped, his huge brown eyes behind his thick forelock wide, alarmed.

“Oops,” he said.

“Now you’ve gone and done it,” Tashira said. “I don’t know you.”

Tashira trotted away from camp and, amidst the group of peacefully grazing horses, dropped his head to munch.

Ly’Tana glared, her emerald eyes bright in the firelight, her hand fingering her dagger. Arianne tossed her midnight hair from her face, her grey-blue eyes flickering in the flames, creating weird shining spheres. She’d no weapon to toy in a silent but effective threat, but, despite her small stature, managed to look imperious. Her hands found her hips and she used them to full advantage.

“Uh,” Shardon said hastily, drawing away from me and the pup, one slow hoof at a time. “Listen, try me again later on the babysitting thing, but my right now my schedule is full. Always glad to help, you know. But it’s, like, time to bolt.”

And bolt he did. To the farthest edge of the camp, he fled, safely away from the outraged females and the laughing warriors. My own chuckles made my head ache even worse. I ceased them and set my head in my hands. I wished Rygel’s promised relief would come but soon. He still rolled on the ground laughing, holding his ribs, worried only about their aching, not my head’s agony.

“Where’s that legendary Tarbane courage?” Kel’Ratan called after them, his voice caustic.

Tashira raised his head, his shape dim in the deepening twilight. “I live by a few simple rules,” he said. “The first being, of course, never aggravate a female, no matter what the species.”

“You obviously are a coward when it comes to the female gender,” Kel’Ratan said, grinning.

“Females always know how to make a male’s life miserable,” Tashira said. “I’m smart enough to know that much.” 

“You need to let them know who’s boss,” Kel’Ratan said. “Keep them under your thumb. Barefoot and pregnant, I always say—”

He turned.

Face to face with Ly’Tana, he recoiled, brought up short as though choked by an invisible leash. His blue eyes suddenly widened in alarm, his mustache bristled. Close to panic, he opened his mouth. He backed up a step. Then a second, followed by yet a third.

Ly’Tana stood less than half his size soaking wet, yet she all but skewered him with her anger. Green eyes sparking molten emerald fire, she planted a sweet smile on her fair lips. She followed him step for slow step, her face uptilted to his, her hands firm on her hips.

“What’s that you always say?” she asked softly. “Barefoot and pregnant? Hmmm? What else?”

“Now you know I didn’t mean you, of course,” he stammered, still backing up. He spread his arms wide in a warm, all-encompassing gesture, his smile entreating. “You’re my cousin, after all—”

“And your future queen.”

“That, too, of course—”

“You’re an idiot.”

“I’m an idiot, sure—”

“Get out of my sight.”

Kel’Ratan gaped. “What?”

“Before I command you drawn and quartered on the spot.”

“There’s a nice spot over here,” Tashira called.

“Now wait—”

Ly’Tana pointed. Her long slender finger jabbed imperiously into the dim vacancy beyond the fire. Kel’Ratan prudently offered her a half-salute before turning and marching, with whatever dignity he still possessed, into the darkness outside the firelight.

Ly’Tana snorted, turning to face a laughing Rygel. That fool took one look at her face and instantly sobered. Hastily, he gathered dried meat from Arianne’s hands to concoct the pup’s evening mush. He carefully kept his eyes downward on his task.

Ly’Tana eyed me with speculation.

I raised my hands in surrender. “I didn’t say anything.”

“Coward,” Shardon said from the outer reaches, his mouth full.

“Never confuse prudence for cowardice,” I replied, knowing his keen hearing heard me although I pitched my voice low. “You’re out there and I’m in here. Remember that, my silver lad.”

“Wolves have more sense than you,” Tashira added.

“Shut up.”

I winced from my own voice, my head pounding in long thick strokes. If Rygel didn’t produce his promised remedy soon, I planned to throttle him.

Getting impatient, the pup set up a high-pitched crying, setting my teeth on edge. Clicking her teeth in genuine sympathy, Ly’Tana stepped behind me. Her small, strong hands squeezed and massaged the knotted muscles of my shoulders and neck. The pain eased a fraction. I shut my eyes and leaned back against her flat belly, unmindful of the stares her Kel’Hallan crew sent our way.

Despite his craving to become a warrior, Tor still knew his duties as camp cook. With Arianne’s help, and that of Witraz and Rannon, he distributed warmed roast meat, bread, cheese and berries he pilfered from gods knew where. As he served me first, I eyed the food before me with a roiling belly and thumping head.

“Here,” Rygel said, tossing me the bag of meat and nutrients for the crying pup in my lap.

“Where’s mine?” I demanded, rude.

“It’s coming, just relax.”

Ly’Tana left her massage of my neck and shoulders to sit beside me and accept the meal Tor offered with proper respect and down-cast eyes. I watched her eat from the tail of my eye and my gut heaved. Averting my head slightly, I fed the dark wolf his mush, feeling his needle teeth on my fingers. The odor wafting upward, warm meat and warmer wolf, gagged me.

Shutting my eyes, I faced away from the scents and breathed shallowly. That set my head to pounding and increased my dizziness. If Rygel didn’t arrive with the remedy soon, I wouldn’t have the strength to throttle him.

Ly’Tana reached up a slender hand, her mouth still chewing a mouthful of roasted meat, and touched my forehead. “You’re running a fever,” she observed.

I leaned into her hand, needing to lie down and cradle my head in her lap. Perhaps then sleep might conquer me and I’d wake in three weeks or so feeling better. The wolf squirmed, my feeding hand suddenly negligent. I straightened, smiling down into the concerned green gaze of Ly’Tana.

“It’s because you’re so near,” I said, bending at the waist to kiss her roast meat-tasting lips. She blushed, her face pink in the firelight, and giggled, almost choking on the food in her throat.

“Did you see that?” Tashira asked his brother.

“I did,” Shardon replied, his mouth full. “Why do humans do it?”

Their voices, pitched low, escaped every ear save mine. Had Kel’Ratan been paying attention, he’d hear the exchange. Yet, his annoyance outstripped my pain and he heard nothing.

As romantic as my urge was, it lasted perhaps ten seconds. I dug more mush to feed the whelp, his busy tongue and teeth making mincemeat of my fingers. Ly’Tana straightened, her stern princess façade coming down over her beautiful face. It might have worked, had not the blush remained. She slid amused glances in my direction. My head wanted to split.

Corwyn took a ground space next to Rygel, with enough room between them for Arianne, once she had served everyone. As usual, Corwyn scowled at her slavish activities. I knew he felt she shouldn’t act the role of servant, but I also knew she enjoyed the work. She felt far more comfortable as a slave than as a princess, and I wasn’t quite ready to push the issue. A quandary to be worked out later, I surmised. When I felt better. Perhaps in a year or so.

The warriors sat on their bedrolls, their horses tended, their work for the day done. They accepted the food Arianne and Tor offered with smiles of appreciation and thanks. Right and Left, of course, sat behind Ly’Tana, as silent as ever. Witraz and Alun, just outside the firelight, spoke and laughed together, sharing a friendship that made them closer than brothers. Yuri ate while he sharpened his sword, his brother Yuras on watch. Tor’s wooden practice blade lay on the ground next to him, waiting until dinner and chores were finished to begin that evening’s tutorial. Rannon sat on his bedroll, a rod or so from me, his long strawberry hair hanging low as he ate, his face shadowed and thoughtful.

Kel’Ratan emerged from banishment to sit between Rannon and me. While Tor took food out to Yuras, Arianne brought him bread, dried fruit, roasted meat and a tankard of ale. He smiled his thanks, conversing in low tones with Rannon. At all costs, he avoided any eye contact with Ly’Tana.

Ly’Tana, observing Kel’Ratan ignoring her, sniffed and rose to her feet. I summoned enough energy to watch her backside as she walked away, sword belted to her hip, her long, muscular legs made my lungs work harder to draw breath. Her backside under the tight-fitting leather skirt undulated in a most intriguing manner….

Between stuffing food into his mouth with one hand, Rygel handed her a tankard with the other. I hoped he gave her my long-promised remedy.

She turned, the tankard in her hand, to walk that captivating walk toward me. The diamond in her navel glinted in the gloom, catching the firelight and sending it flashing back in pinpricks of colored light. My head throbbed, my chest ached, I couldn’t breathe. Nor could I look away.

“Here,” she said softly, squatting beside me, her thick locks of red-gold hair brushing my bare shoulder. The touch sent shivers racing down my skin, and created tiny gooseflesh on my arms. “Drink up.”

I accepted the proffered cup, my fingers caressing hers in the crossing. Her angular eyes lit from within, her almond skin glowed a soft bronze under the light of the moon and stars. I drank from her eyes, finding myself lost in those emerald depths.

Until Rygel’s voice intruded.

“That should help your pain,” he remarked helpfully.

I almost threw the tankard at him.

Instead, I drank down the bitter-tasting stuff, keeping Ly’Tana’s eyes trapped with my own. Her slow smile eased the vile liquid’s slide down my throat. I think my heart beat in rhythm with hers, in long slow, thick strokes. 

I threw the empty cup at Rygel.

“Hey,” he protested, dodging it. “What did I do?”

Ly’Tana, predictably, giggled. Arianne, in the act of sitting down with her own tiny meal of a piece of bread and a dried fruit, glared at me.

His bitter brew actually worked. Within moments, my stomach quieted, my head’s throbbing dropped to a mere fraction of what it once was. The dizziness that swamped me now vanished into the darkness. Ly’Tana’s light fingers sweeping my hair from my face finished the job the drink began. Her touch lightened my soul. I felt better.

“Eat, please?” Ly’Tana asked softly, her hand indicating the meal I never glanced toward.

While my spirits had returned with renewed health, my appetite hadn’t. I eyed the warm meat, the bread, and berries, with distaste. My belly still burned, however, with uneasiness this time.

I glanced away from Ly’Tana’s loving eyes with an effort. The unease in my belly grew and spread to my instincts. Something was wrong.

But what?

Utilizing my keen vision, I swept the small clearing and its surrounding forest, trying to uncover the source of my fears. I saw nothing save trees, dark shadows from the fire and starlight. The dark forms of men and horses, mere shapes in the darkness, failed to raise the alarm within me. I lifted my head, sniffing, scented on the breeze the danger that lurked without. Nothing. Only the odors of horses, leather, sweat, woodsmoke and roast meat returned to my nostrils.

Yet….

I inhaled again, allowing the aroma to linger on my tongue. Underlying them all, I scented an odor I couldn’t yet identify. A wild, musky scent I never encountered before.

Except, I had—

Earlier that day.

I listened with a wolf’s intensity, my hearing detecting only the night noises: a distant owl’s hoot as it hunted, the stealthy crunch of furred paws on dead leaves as a hunting cat roamed the forest. I heard, very far away, the sound of a wild pig family, grunting and rooting for edibles on the forest floor. Feral cattle grazed under the moonlight, munching the high-altitude grass and felt no threat of predators. 

All these I discovered lay some distance from our fire. The only sounds close by were but the almost silent buzzing of night insects, the whisper of the breeze through the treetops. The snap of the fire, the low voices of the warriors, the tearing of the grass as the horses and Tarbane sought their own meals blasted the night.

From the depths of my memory, the big wolf’s voice rose. Beware, Chosen One, he’d said. I scent enemies.

“Raine?” Ly’Tana asked me, her voice concerned.

I tried a smile, but it didn’t fit.

Outside the circle of our camp lay a hushed, expectant silence. ’Twas not the evil silence of the Tongu, where the night breeze dared not flow. Occasionally, a bird fluttered amidst its home in the branches and leaves, getting comfortable for the night. The high-pitched drone of late summer mosquitoes sang in my ears. Wings whispered as bats caught unlucky insects on the fly. Yet, I heard not what I most expected to hear. No rodents rustled through the undergrowth. No night hunters on wing or paws caught dinner. No deer munched tender leaves and shoots, no bears overturned dead logs in search of grubs. No owls shared hunting calls or drifted from tree to tree on silent wings.

Under all that quiet, I listened to a stealthy, deliberate crunching of the ground underfoot. From my right, I detected the small rustlings of feet pressing last year’s leaves and broken twigs, the soft settling of paws on dirt. Behind me, bodies thrust through the scrub oak, the song of branches falling back into place after something big passed through resounded like distant thunder. Not far to Kel’Ratan’s rear, a nose sniffed the wind, its inhale sharp within my ears.

Together, those sounds meant only one thing.

We were surrounded.

I sat up straight, seeking Arianne across the fire. I found her wide gaze and captured it. Her grey-blue eyes filled with fear and a kind of tense waiting, much like the forest’s silence.

Around the fire, the Kel’Hallans sensed the disturbance in the air, in my tense posture, and fell silent. Their warrior’s eyes searched the surroundings for enemies. Finding none, they remained quiet, as taut as the silence around us, their hands resting on weapons. In the distance, Tashira and Shardon raised their heads, their nostrils sniffing, ears perked to catch any sound.

“Raine,” Ly’Tana began. “What—”

I fastened my anger on my sister. “What have you done?” I asked softly.

Arianne gulped, her long lengths of midnight hair concealing her face. “Nothing, I—”

The hackles on my neck rose. A low guttural growl rose from my chest, into my throat, erupting unbidden from behind my lips.

I rose into a crouch, the infant wolf in my left hand, my sword in my right.

In a silent wave, from all sides, wolves poured into the clearing.

Too many to count in a swift glance, the small camp filled with huge wolves. With a strange yet almost military, strategic precision, they surrounded each warrior with at least four wolves to a man.

A larger group ringed the outer reaches of the firelight, several branching off to circle the nervous horses. Like cattle dogs, they nipped and herded the horses into a tight clump, just outside the firelight. Tashira and Shardon trotted forward into our camp, politely escorted by no more than six great wolves. Tashira’s great head bent down, angling toward a huge wolf pacing him, one who gazed up at him with bright eyes and laughing face.

Bar, lying half-asleep in the shadows, rose in annoyance, his wings half-furled. His hisses and snapping beak deterred the pack not at all. He turned about, his front talons raised to strike, and his lion tail lashed from side to side. The wolves remained out of striking distance, but made it clear with lowered heads and sharp snaps of their jaws he should walk toward the light. He obeyed, reluctantly, probably more concerned about guarding Ly’Tana than any threat the wolves might offer him.

Three wolves sat their haunches to either side and in front of Arianne. They shouldered Rygel out of the way, his body toppling sideways with his legs still crossed. Keeping his hands clear of his weapons, he eyed me, obviously confused. Yet, he showed no fear as wolves shoved their large bodies between himself and his love.

A huge wolf with a dark grey coat and golden eyes planted himself firmly at Arianne’s right hand. Her head didn’t rise as high as his shoulders. Rygel sat still, his hands up in token surrender, unconcerned that a wolf twice her size sat between them. His body language and bemused expression informed me he passively accepted this very weird situation.

Corwyn accepted no such thing.

“Get away from her,” he growled, his red-silver brows lowered over his angry blue eyes. He bared his teeth, his sword slithering from its sheath as he slowly rose to his feet.

The wolf also growled, dark lips curling back from his white fangs as Corwyn stepped toward him, sword leveled. His dark ears flattened against his head. Stiff hackles rose on his shoulders.

The Kel’Hallan warriors rose to their feet, reaching for swords, bows, daggers.

“Stand down!” Kel’Ratan commanded. “Keep your hands clear of your weapons.”

Ly’Tana also rose to her feet, her right hand hovering over her sword. A huge wolf, his head even with her breasts and easily three times her weight stood a mere two feet from her. He was a dark grey, his shoulders as wide as a young bear’s. His ears stood upright, his muzzle closed over fangs that could rip her throat open with the barest effort.

Sensing his non-aggression in his stance and calm eyes, Ly’Tana straightened slowly, her hand withdrawing from her hilt. She spread her fingers, palm outward, in a universal gesture of non-aggression. The wolf’s tail began to wag, slowly, back and forth, in approval.

In that same instant, Arianne stood up. Her right hand on the dark wolf’s head stilled his lunge at Corwyn. Her raised left hand, at shoulder height and palm out, stopped Corwyn cold in his attack on the wolf.

“Please,” she pleaded, her voice small, but firm. “He’ll not hurt me. Please sit, Corwyn. It’s all right, really it is.”

At her entreaty, Corwyn relented. He shoved his sword back into its sheath. He refused to sit, however. He stood, his eyes glaring at the now quiescent dark wolf.

The yellow-eyed wolf licked his lips, his ears now up, his long tail waving slowly back and forth. He watched Corwyn, not with aggression, but with something akin to admiration in his gaze.

“What the hell—”

Yuras’s young, deep voice filled the expectant silence and overrode the snapping, cracking of the fire and the soft sounds of wolves moving swiftly about their errands.

The young Kel’Hallan stumbled into the clearing and the firelight, herded, like Bar and the horses, by wolves with lowered heads, fangs gleaming white under the moon. He showed enough wisdom to keep his hands clear of his swordhilt, his blue eyes wide, confused and, while not afraid, actively concerned. When he reached the group of his brother warriors, the trio of wolves behind him trotted away, leaving him to whisper questions of Yuri and Witraz, standing nearby. I felt some small surprise when Tor refused to hide behind anyone, and stood forth as bravely as his Kel’Hallan mentors.

“Don’t move,” Kel’Ratan ordered. “Do what they want.”

“What do they want?” Witraz asked, backing a step or two from a huge, light grey wolf with amber-brown eyes that stood with bared teeth in front of him.

“They want us to stand still and keep our hands off our weapons,” Kel’Ratan said, his hands out, forward, empty of arms. “They’ve fought for us twice now. I durst think they want to harm us.”

Like Rygel, the Kel’Hallan warriors raised empty hands, expressing their peaceful intentions. Unconquerable, the bravest warriors of mighty Kel’Halla raised their hands in surrender to a measly pack of wolves.

In response, the wolves offered lolling tongues and wagging tails. We’re not here to harm, their postures said.

“They’re not after us,” Kel’Ratan said, mustache bristling, his confused blue eyes on me.

The largest wolf yet, owning a silver-grey coat and a light grey strip perhaps two inches wide running over and under his neck like a collar, literally pushed Ly’Tana away from me. He used no bared teeth, no flattened ears, no aggression save his bulk pushing her, forcing her to put distance between us. Without the use of her weapons, her slight weight a non-issue for the wolf, she stumbled away. I caught a wild green glimpse of fear before the wolf put his immense bulk between Ly’Tana and myself.

Bar hissed, his tufted ears flat, his predatory eagle’s eyes on the silver-ringed wolf, his wings half-furled. There was no mistake. He’d kill anyone, anything, that stood between Ly’Tana and himself.

Bar advanced, stiff-legged, ignoring the ring of snarling wolves. His head lowered as he stalked the big grey wolf. His ears flattened, a nasty, feral growl rose from his chest and ended on a menacing hiss.

That boy stopped in his tracks and watched Bar come. Making no move to defend himself or fight, he waited. With his head high, ears erect, his tail waved gently from side to side. He held his ground, firm in his stance of calm, non-aggression.

Confused, Bar hissed again, lion tail lashing, huge wings flapping in irritation.

Ly’Tana stepped between them.

She backed into Bar, his head towering over hers, and faced the wolf. With her arms spread across Bar’s immense chest, she effectively stopped him in his tracks.

To the big leader, she spoke quietly. “He protects me.”

The wolf grinned. Jaws opened wide, tongue lolling, his grey tail swept from side to side. Without words, he spoke a language understood by all: no worries.

“Let him sit here,” she asked. “That way he’ll be comforted, and realize you aren’t here to harm me.”

The silvered grey leader woofed once.

“He said it’s all good,” Tashira translated helpfully.

Calmer, mollified, Bar sat down. His wings settled against his back and his lion tail no longer lashed. Rather, its tufted tip twitched spasmodically. Ly’Tana also sat, legs crossed, in the safety between his front legs.

That left me.

I looked around slowly, seeing how effectively the wolves isolated me from the others. As easily as dogs herd a flock of sheep, they had cut me from the pack and isolated me. Nor could I expect help from anyone. It appeared, to me, that my so-called friends would rather surrender to animals than defend their own. So be it.

My eyes flattened. I growled, a savage, ripping sound that rose from the depths of my chest and radiated outward. I spun my sword in a tight circle, making it whistle, making it sing.

So, the wolves wanted me. If they wanted me alive, they could think again. “Come on, big boy,” I snarled. “Let’s dance.”

The grey wolf’s eyes snapped to me. His hackles rose on his shoulders. He turned from Ly’Tana and faced me, his tail stiff. Yet, his aggression ended there. He neither accepted my challenge, nor retreated. No wolves made any kind of aggressive move toward the humans, horses, Tarbane nor Bar. They stood passively by and watched, waiting to see what we would do. 

Despite my antagonism, the grey wolf grinned, his red tongue lolling from between razor sharp, white fangs. His ruff flattened out, and his tail swayed back and forth against the light of the fire. He met my threat as he had Bar’s: with calm, a refuse-to-rise-to-the-bait attitude. His laughing eyes told me, clearly, he called my bluff.

The huge wolf who shouldered Ly’Tana away from me approached. Past his leader, across the middle of the camp, he walked, his calm brown eyes on mine. Unconcerned about the sword in my hand, he strode firmly forward and sat down. Not more than an arm’s length from me, he sat and waited. His tail flopped lazily back and forth in the pine needles. I stopped my sword’s spinning. What in the bloody name of hell did he want?

A strange vibration in my left hand dropped my gaze from the huge wolf to the tiny one. I dared not believe what I heard.

The pup in my left hand growled.

A savage, tearing snarling emerged from a muzzle no bigger than my finger. Dark lips curled back over needle fangs. Not just hackles rose from his shoulders, the baby fuzz over his entire body stood on end. He looked like a frightened cat puffed into a small, dark, hairy ball. Yet, this whelp felt no fear. He felt only a terrible, unquenchable fury against those wolves that threatened his father.

Me.

Unfazed by the baby’s defense of me, the wolf looked into my eyes. Then back at the furious pup in my left hand. And again, up into my face. He extended his muzzle toward the pup, and looked back, up, into my eyes.

I understood.

“Yes,” I said hoarsely. “Get him out of danger.”

Cautiously, slowly, prepared for an attack, I placed the snarling ball of dark fur at my feet. Unmindful of the white fangs that threatened his paws, the big wolf picked up the furious whelp by the scruff of his neck. As gently as his mother had, the wolf carried him away.

The pup screamed, not in fear, pain or anguish. He shrieked from sheer rage. His white teeth gleamed in the firelight as he sought to bite and tear the huge mouth that had him in its grip. He struggled to twist inside his own skin to rend and slash the enemy that dared to take him away from me.

The big wolf strode firmly toward Arianne. Opening her arms, she took in the squalling, enraged pup, and held him close. He continued to squirm, yowling, until her hand caressing him had its calming effect. He slowly quieted in her arms, whining low, her midnight hair enveloping him in its comforting lengths.

I whirled my sword again. In a come-hither gesture, I invited the silver wolf to come close.

“Surely you’re not afraid of lil ole me,” I sneered under my blade’s high-pitched whistle.

His tail gently fanned the air.

I curled my lip, my own snarl. “You want me? Come and get me.”

He declined the invitation. Instead, he sat down, amber-brown eyes amused. His tongue lolled between sharp fangs. That irritated me to no end. How dare he laugh at me. I started toward him, my singing sword spinning, its razor edge cutting the air with a thin skreee—

He suddenly stood up. Not in self-defense or aggression. He turned his body sideways to me, clearly stating in wolfish body language I was less important than what caught his attention. His head and ears perked upright, the pink muscle of his tongue caught between sharp fangs as he gazed into the forest to my right.

My sword ceased its song of its own volition.

My head creaked on my neck as I turned it, following the big grey’s gaze.

Three shadows emerged into the firelight from the dark, shadowed depths of the trees.

Flanked by two big wolves, an elderly, skeletal wolf limped into the camp’s center. His muzzle grey with age, his silvery-grey fur lank and matted, his right front leg failed to touch the ground, the once grand wolf slowly closed the distance. His escort kept the slow, dignified pace, neither looking left nor right. His firm, halting gait never wavered as he stepped past the ring of wolves and stunned humans.

He ceased several rods from me, panting lightly. He sat down. Not with fear, or concern he had come too close to me and my sword. He sat because his weak, frail body forced him to sit, and rest. Gazing at me, his dark brown eyes lit with the fire of youth, of hope, of happiness—and love.

His expression alone stopped me cold.

His ragged tail swept dirt and leaves side to side, his aged bones slow and audibly creaking. His warm gaze never left mine. The pair flanking him also sat, in an almost military formation, their eyes straight ahead, ears perked forward.

The younger version of the old wolf walked toward him, whining, his ears flat, his muzzle low to the ground. Not with fear or pain or weakness.

He spoke his wolfish language of deference, of homage.

Lying down, his tail swept back and forth, the biggest wolf rolled onto his back.

The biggest wolf present subjugated himself to the weakest.

I might have killed him in an instant, sheathing my sword in his belly. Not only was I too flabbergasted to move, but kill him as he paid homage to his leader? How cowardly was that?

Confused, I considered my limited knowledge of wolves. Since when did a young, strong male defer to the old and weak? The strong survived, the weak fell by the wayside. ’Twas nature’s way, and that of men, to no small extent.

But, I thought, as I utilized that murky object I called a brain, what was it Tashira called them? Civilized. Just as the Tarbane were cultured, civilized creatures, and dragons were reputed to be, maybe men clung to the lower rungs of the ladder of enlightenment. Perhaps these wolves were more rational than mankind.

The young strong leader, commander of this pack and this organized and bloodless attack, lowered himself and bared his throat to the old one. Suddenly, I, armed as I was, stood second best now that the leader arrived.

The old boy nodded once to the younger wolf, his gesture offering both blessing and permission at the same time. I blinked. How did I know that? I didn’t, but I did. The same way the big wolf understood, as he rolled back to his paws, his tail swinging. His happy grin widened as he turned back toward me.

Now all pairs of eyes were on me: human, lupine, equine and Tarbane.

Yet, the old one looked not at me, but away, his old eyes searching elsewhere. He turned his grizzled head to his right. He turned, I thought, toward Arianne, holding the pup in her arms, her wealth of midnight hair cloaking them both.

No, not at Arianne, I suddenly realized.

He stared at Rygel.

Rygel rose from his butt, to his knees and finally to his feet, his wolf guards stepping away to give him room. Like one in a dream, he stumbled into the circle of firelight and men and wolves.

Horror eclipsed my vision. Gods above and below, this isn’t happening. Tell me he’s not walking toward me, armed to the teeth with more magic, more power, than I could ever hope to have. No, I thought in panic, you’re my brother, you can’t—

“Braud,” Rygel muttered, his long wheaten hair swinging as he shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry it’s come to this.”

“Don’t, Rygel,” I babbled, stammering. “Don’t do this. I swear, I’ll—”

“He commanded me.”

Desperately, I snapped. “I command you, I command your loyalty, damn you, stand down—”

“I’m sorry.”

I knew what he was about to do. I read it in his mind, in his body. Dammit, how did he make a shield? Panicked, I sought to remember how he, and Ja’Teel, made shields. They both made them, in a fraction of an instant. They both created shields that kept out magic of all kinds. I needed one, but how—

“I’m so sorry.” Real tears ran down his cheeks. “Forgive me, please.”

“Rygel!”

He didn’t raise his hands. He didn’t have to. His cold magic hit me all the same. Like a thunderbolt of ice and wind, his power struck.

Instantly, I changed.

I panicked, feeling the chill leach into my bones, bones that suddenly converted into shapes never meant to be. My head elongated, stretching into a head with a muzzle. Huge teeth filled my mouth. Hands that once held a sword now grew into paws with short, retractable toenails. My sword dropped, with a ringing clang, to the ground. My ears grew long and furry, and flattened to my head in my fear.

In panic, I stumbled back, confusing one pair of legs into the two pair that now crumbled beneath me. A huge tail swung to aid the balance that I was a stranger of. I tried to cry out. Only a wolfish howl rang forth.

The daemon, rage, always ready to protect me, rose with a vengeance. Once an enemy, now a much needed friend and ally, he took over.

I snarled, my inner daemon rage seizing control. My eyes narrowed, my huge fangs bared against my enemy. I felt my hackles rise, not just on my neck, but on my shoulders and down my spine. My tail, stiff behind me, swept low under me to help defend my genitals and lower belly from the attack I knew would come. I backed up, finding a low pine tree that would prevent any enemy from circling around me to lunge against my undefended rear. 

A shadow rose from the fire, speaking my name, approaching. Rygel. Maybe. I lunged forward, leaving the protection of the pine. I snapped my jaws together, snarling, ferocious, fear and rage all but blinding me. The figure halted, then back-stepped so quickly he almost fell down. Fear, its rank odor permeating my sensitive nostrils, gusted from the retreating shadow. The daemon, me, us, would kill anyone who came near. Anyone, that is, who had the courage to try again after Rygel’s hasty retreat.

“Raine!” Ly’Tana screamed.

Through slitted eyes, I watched her spring from the protection of Bar’s front talons and propel herself toward me. Bar screeched in raw fear, his talons reaching to pull her back. Back, away from the savage fangs of a demented wolf. He might have been fast, in his protective instincts.

Ly’Tana, in her boundless love, proved much faster.

Bar missed by several inches, his talons, safely curled to avoid hurting her, swung wide, past her lithe, running form. He shrieked again as she bolted out of his range. He started after her, but three wolves planted themselves in his way. 

Ly’Tana, don’t, I tried to cry. Don’t come near me. I know not what I’ll do.

I fought to subdue the daemon, call him to heel. I failed, and he slipped from my grasp as Ly’Tana plunged toward me.

“Ly’Tana, stop!” Kel’Ratan bellowed.

The Kel’Hallan warriors jumped to their feet, their yelling voices adding to the chaos and din. Wolves barked and growled, lunging to their paws, their bodies pushing the humans back into place. Distantly, a horse whinnied. Tashira bolted forward, calling my name, but no fewer than six wolves rushed to the fore, planting themselves between him and me. He half-reared, striking out with one massive hoof, and his ears buried in his mane. 

Crying, inarticulate, Ly’Tana cannoned into me. Her strong yet frail arms reached as far as they could around my heavy shoulders. Her tears matted my fur, her small breasts pressed against my foreleg. Impervious to my dripping fangs, inches from her vulnerable neck, Ly’Tana hugged me.

Like a dash of cold water to my face, I realized what she’d just done. Her selfless act cast her into the reach of a dangerous animal caught within a senseless, primeval rage. Her simple faith told her that I’d never, in a thousand years, or ten dozen lifetimes, ever harm her. No amount of blind fury could, or would, ever change that. Her trust, her love, her courage, and her small, tiny, heaving body did what nothing else might.

It calmed me.

“Raine, Raine, Raine,” she sobbed, her slender arms reaching as far as they could. They didn’t even meet halfway around my shoulders. “Calm down, it’s all right. I promise, it’s all good. Stop, trust me, we’re cool, you and me, we’re cool. Shush now. Ssshhhhhh.”

The daemon fought on, unwilling to relinquish control, his snarls challenging any and all to a fight. Stand down, I commanded him, back off. I struggled, forcing him back into his cage, grappling for the upper hand. I must stop him before he hurt someone. Dammit, obey me.

Through a wolf’s eyes, I witnessed the silver wolf stand between me and the old one. Other wolves sought to protect the humans, their former enemies, planting themselves firmly between themselves and my evil. They protected Tashira, despite his wild eyes and rampaging body, forcing him away and talking to him with low growls and barks.

Bar still screeched, demanding Ly’Tana stand down and return to him. Kel’Ratan, his voice high and womanish, shrieked her name. “Ly’Tana! Ly’Tana!”

Left and Right, her faithful twins, ignored the wolves and tried to dodge around them. Two wolves brought them to earth with paws snagged around ankles. Two more sat on their shoulders, pinning them solidly to the pine-needled ground.

Resistant to all the drama, the fire snapped and crackled, consuming the wood someone generously fed it in what seemed a lifetime ago.

Despite all, Ly’Tana’s strong hands pulled my head down. Her face, tight against my panting muzzle and sharp teeth, murmured soothing, nonsense words. The daemon, still fighting for his freedom, snapped my teeth close to her ear. Her loose hair buried us both in its red-gold softness as she disregarded the potential threat my fangs presented.

I breathed in its sweet scent. Its clinging tendrils forced a sneeze from my sensitive nose. Her knowledge, no her simple faith, finally forced the nasty daemon to throw the battle’s victory to me and retreat. In a swift instant, I realized: not even the daemon, loose, ruthless and vengeful, could ever, would ever, consent to do her harm.

He subsided, retreating, coiling back upon himself, to rest once more within my soul. He slept, until I needed him again.

My tongue lolled between my sharp fangs as I gained control of my fear. Trembling, I bent my head down across her back, trying to cease my heavy panting. Ly’Tana’s warm scent of leather and lilacs and sweet, simple Ly’Tana offered some small degree of comfort. Her strong fingers delved into the depths of my shoulders, urging relaxation, offering love and trust. She knew I’d die before harming her. She had faith enough I’d know it, too.

I knew then, absolutely, that I loved her beyond all thought, all reason, all logic. I loved her more than my own life. Had she but requested it, I’d cheerfully open my vein and bleed myself dry at her feet. I supposed that wasn’t the best of times to realize it, but there it was, staring me in the face, unflinching.

Calm, I licked her tears from her cheeks in soft wolf kisses. Between her sobs, she laughed, choked, swiped her cheeks and giggled. Hiccupping, she kissed my muzzle, laughing into my eyes.

“You big oaf,” she said, snuggling her face into my fur.

Bitch, I tried to reply, but lacked coherent means of expressing the word.

“Slimebucket,” she replied, as though hearing my thoughts.

A laugh rose to widen my jaws.

“Better now?” she asked, her hands teasing my eye sockets.

Rather than answer, I nuzzled her neck. Gasping, she flinched, pushing my face from her, laughing and hiccupping in relief.

“Stop that,” she cried. “Your nose is cold.”

Of its own accord, my tail wagged. I didn’t order it to, it did it all on its own. I tried to stop it, but it refused to obey me. The pine tree I had backed into, for protection, lashed back and forth with every sweep.

I backed a step or two away from her and looked around, past my own shoulder. My tail looked the size of a tree trunk.

Crikey, I thought, checking out the rest of me.

If my human body was big, my wolf body eclipsed that as easily as a palace might drown a barn. My silky fur, a deep inky black color, gleamed by the light of the fire and the stars.

Gazing back at Ly’Tana, I suddenly realized I gazed down on her. Ly’Tana stood on her feet and yet laughed upward into my face.

I gulped, hearing my throat click. No wolf ever born should be this big, I thought uneasily. Gods above and below….

“About bloody time.”

The voice in my head, absent for the past several, crazy days, returned with the familiarity of an old friend. 

Seeing his beloved mistress laughing and clearly unharmed by me, Bar at last relaxed and sat down, his wings furled against his back. Kel’Ratan also quieted, and finally sheathed the sword in his hand. One by one, his warriors followed suit. They sat down on bedrolls amid the huge wolves who parted jaws in lupine grins and wagged their tails. The wolves permitted Left and Right to rise. Dusting themselves off, twin scowls met wolfish grins, yet they sheathed their swords and put their hands on their hips in unison.

“Chill,” Tashira snapped, his ear unfurled from his mane. “As long as he’s all right, I’m good.”

The wolves barring him from me melted away, laughing, tails aloft. The huge, dark wolf beside Arianne kissed her cheek, his long tail fanning the air. Another big wolf, the one who escorted Tashira in with laughing eyes, still laughed.

Most of the wolves sat down, a few comfortable enough with the situation to actually lie down. Now the drama was over, the small horse herd resumed the important activity of grazing. Ly’Tana’s buckskin, seeing her quiet and unharmed, swished his tail and shook his thick neck. The camp finally returned to normalcy, such as it was.

Shardon bent his head close to Tashira’s, both sets of liquid Tarbane eyes on me.

“You know,” Shardon said softly, but I heard him as clearly as though he spoke in my ear. “He makes for a very big wolf. Big enough to eat you.”

“Shut up,” Tashira snapped. “He’s a very handsome wolf, don’t you think? He looks very well-bred and beautifully proportioned.”

“Now you have two reasons not to irritate him.”

“Go away before I kick you.”

I ventured forward, freeing my tail from the tangled pine tree. I needed a moment to adjust: four legs versus the two I used until moments ago. Staggering a bit, I regained my balance with the use of that ungainly heavy tail. Another use outside of expressing my happiness.

Ly’Tana walked with me, her hand on my shoulder. When I sat down, she collapsed, cross-legged, onto bare ground between my front paws. As if she belonged there.

Only Arianne, my wolf son in her arms, and Rygel still stood. As my gaze crossed him, Rygel paled. His tongue emerged to lick his lips nervously, his long slender hands clasped behind him. Suddenly, he knelt, his head bowed.

“My prince—” he began.

I wasn’t sure if he’d understand me if I spoke, so I didn’t try. Rather, I asked my tail to wag and it did. My own thick tongue lolled out from behind fangs that felt very large, even to me, in a wolf grin.

He received my message. Smiling in relief, he rose and backed away, leaving Arianne under my scrutiny.

She smiled, tentative. “Raine—”

“Not to worry,” I said, in wolf language.

Her smile brought the sun into the camp in the middle of the night. In her arms, the pup wailed and struggled, trying his best to get out of her arms.

“Papa!” he screamed. “Papa!”

She sat down, next to Rygel, who helped quiet my fat son.

The elderly grey wolf limped forward, closing the distance, his escort flanking him. Looking down and around, Bar courteously stepped aside, allowing the old one room. He resumed his seated position, his lion tail flicking comfortably back and forth. Obviously, he had no issue with his mistress seated between the paws of the world’s largest wolf. Perhaps because he was still bigger than me, I thought with no small amusement.

“Greetings, Chosen One,” the old wolf said. “Forgive me for not offering proper respect and deference. But these old bones don’t grovel as well as they used to.”

His choice of words and his bright eyes warmed me with his humor and love.

“Whatever I may need, old one,” I answered. “It’s certainly not that.”

“I am Tuatha called Elder,” he said. His muzzle indicated the silver-grey wolf standing nearby. “This is my son, Silverruff.”

“Greetings, Chosen One,” Silverruff said, his head lowered in respect, yet his eyes danced with the same light of love. “I will grovel, however.”

I sighed. “I’m not much comfortable with this Chosen One role.” I looked down at myself. “I’m not yet comfortable as a wolf, for that matter. So, please, no groveling.”

Silverruff’s tongue lolled in a lupine laugh. I guessed his sense of humor was as highly defined as Ly’Tana’s.

“All of these wolves deserve introductions and the opportunity to offer their greetings and respect,” Elder said, glancing about the quiescent wolves. “But, unfortunately, there is much to be said, here, tonight.”

At the peaceful resolution to the battle, many wolves melted away into the darkness. Yet, they left behind more than a dozen big wolves who lounged at their ease, as though knowing they sat among friends and not human enemies. Bar lay down, his long lion tail curled about him, his eyes on the fire rather than on Ly’Tana. What his thoughts were, I’d never guess. The Tarbane brothers stepped closer in while many wolves cleared the way for their great hooves, grinning up into their faces.

“Chosen One, I apologize,” Elder continued. His muzzle indicated Rygel. “In your reluctance to merge your wolf with your man, you shut us out. You couldn’t hear us.”

I dropped my eyes to my paws. “I know. It’s not your fault.”

“Only by forcing you into your wolf form might you hear us. You must listen, Chosen One. Your blood brother isn’t to blame.”

I glanced at Rygel, observing his guilt, his shame. “I don’t blame him, Tuatha called Elder,” I answered.

“Will you hear us?”

“I will hear you.”

The struggle between sister and son proved too much. Elder’s ears, and my own, perked toward the distraction, the incessant crying and muttered frustrations of both Arianne and Rygel.

“Your son wishes to be with you, Chosen One,” Elder observed.

“Bring him here, Arianne,” I said. “Maybe he’ll settle down.”

Getting to her feet with an enormous baby in her arms proved a struggle. With Rygel’s helping hand, she managed to stand and carried the squirming pup to me. Ly’Tana scooted over, giving him room between my paws, beside her.

“Papa!” he cried, his little tail wagging furiously, his sapphire eyes wide and adoring as he gazed up. He tried to rear, to bring his face closer to mine, but his baby legs weren’t strong enough. He toppled sideways, into the dirt, his enthusiasm unfazed. “Papa!”

I bent my head down, very far down, his tiny, warm tongue licking my muzzle. My own tongue ventured out to caress his silky ears, to taste his baby fur, to breathe in his puppy scent and his sheer innocence.

My son.

Only then did I realize the sacrifice the she-wolf made in bringing this precious baby to me. She staved off death itself, her injuries mortal, as she limped the long leagues to follow me. To lay this tiny, her own beloved, baby in my lap. Her love, the love she transferred to me, lived on in this tiny, fuzzy whelp who called me his father. And to think I never even knew her name.

“Hear me, Papa,” my son said, trying to dance on legs that refused to cooperate.

“I hear you,” I relied, nuzzling his throat.

“I love you, Papa.”

How could a wolf’s throat thicken with tears when a wolf could not weep?

“You must sit with Ly’Tana and be quiet,” I told him around that annoying bulge. “Elder must speak.”

“Mama,” he said happily, crawling, like a fat slug with fur, into her lap. His tail still buzzed, beating a tattoo against her leg.

Elder eyed him critically. “You’ve been feeding him too much.”

As one, our eyes turned to Arianne. She gulped, her magnificent eyes wide and beginning to tear. Her long locks sheltered her once more.

Elder sighed. “No harm done,” he said. “Just don’t overfeed him from now on. He’s a wolf, not a silly lapdog.”

Arianne nodded hastily.

“I’d beg a boon, Chosen One,” Elder said, lying down with a sigh.

“Of course, Elder,” I said. “Do you wish food? We have plenty to share.”

“No, no, my son,” he said. “Although, perhaps, some water?”

Rygel displayed his linguistic talents by immediately rising at the old wolf’s request. Taking the tankard I threw at him earlier, he filled it from a waterskin. Filling it to its brim with fresh, cold water, he knelt beside the grizzled head. Holding the tankard steady, he waited patiently as Elder drank his fill.

“Thank you,” Elder said, licking his lips, his ragged tail flicking back and forth.

Without answering, Rygel bowed low. He refilled the cup, and left it beside Elder, to drink from, as he needed it.

“Why are you surprised?” the voice inside asked. “He has your blood. Of course he can understand wolf.”

“Humans are useful creatures,” Elder observed, a humorous light in his eyes.

“I should get one,” Tashira remarked brightly.

“You have one, stupid.”

“Oh. Right.”

“The boon I’d ask is this,” Elder went on, his glance flicking toward the Tarbane brothers. “Wolves understand the human tongue. Yet, humans, unless exceptionally talented, cannot understand our language. To belay confusion among your human friends, I’d ask that your sister translate for us. They, as well as you, must know of what’s to come.”

“Arianne?” I asked.

Wiping her face with her hands, she shook her midnight tresses from her face. Rising with more dignity now the pup didn’t weigh her down, Arianne stepped forward. She looked around at the human faces turned up to her, most curious, many baffled by everything that occurred in the last hour. Even the wolves turned toward her with respect, many a tail fanning the air. Obviously, she was a favorite of them. Her dark guard with the golden eyes lay at her feet, resting his muzzle on his paws.

“Elder asked me to interpret for him,” she said by way of explanation.

“Elder being—” Kel’Ratan finished by gesturing toward the old wolf.

Arianne nodded, her midnight hair shaking all around her. She pushed some of the mass from her face, and took a deep breath. She didn’t like being the center of attention and it distressed her.

“You’re great,” I assured her.

Her smile bloomed forth. Taking courage from my words, she stood still awaiting Elder’s voice, ready to translate from wolf to human.

Elder struggled to his feet. “I’d lie closer to your fire,” he said. “These old bones of mine crave warmth, despite this mild summer evening.”

“Please,” I said. “Make yourself comfortable. If there is ought I may do for you, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“You are a courteous wolf,” Elder sighed, sinking back down, close enough to the fire to sing his fur. “Darius has chosen well.

“Darius informed me of your aversion to uniting your wolf and human selves,” Elder went on, his eyes on the fire. “He asked me to come here and explain your task to you, Chosen One.”

Arianne’s voice murmured in the background, echoing everything he said. I tuned her out, feeling Ly’Tana’s arm around my leg as she turned her beautiful face to my sister, listening to the wolf’s words translated into the human language.

“Who is Darius?” I asked, baffled.

“You don’t know—” Silverruff asked, suddenly rising from his lying position.

“Easy, my son,” Elder said, soothing. “He is ignorant of his heritage. That’s why we’re here.”

“Darius is our Guiding Spirit,” the dark wolf at Arianne’s feet said, his muzzle rising from his paws. “He is, in your human words, our god.”

“That’s Darkhan,” Elder said by way of introduction. “He loves your sister with a devotion bordering on the fanatical.”

As she translated those words from wolf to human, Arianne’s voice trailed off. Unexpectedly drawn into the conversation, she halted, withdrawing into the shelter of her hair. Darkhan gazed up at her, much as my wolf son gazed up at me, with adoration and worship in his yellow eyes.

“Tell them,” Elder urged her.

Arianne, her voice faltering, said, “He loves me with a devotion bordering on the fanatical.”

Dropping to her knees, she hugged Darkhan around his heavy neck, her arms not even close to reaching all the way around. A memory flitted through my mind’s eye: a dark wolf with yellow eyes leading a gang of wolves to Arianne’s defense earlier that day. On the battlefield as I sought to protect Ly’Tana and Rygel flew across the sky frightening the Khalidian soldiers, she stood undefended and alone. Alone, that is, until Darkhan loped in.

Over her shoulder, Darkhan grinned at me, his tongue lolling. Rygel tried to conceal the jealousy his face expressed. But he failed and I wasn’t the only one who noticed.

Elder’s and Darkhan’s words suddenly coalesced into comprehension inside my thick skull. Darius? The wolf god? Gods above and below, you can’t mean—

“You are—” I said to the voice inside my head.

“None other.”

“Oh, shit,” I groaned. “I’m in trouble.”

“You were in trouble from the day you were born.”

“Oh, shit,” I repeated, unable to grasp the fact that a spirit, the god of the wolves, spoke to me inside my mind. 

“And you’ve been quite troublesome, too, by the way. I never expected that, although, perhaps I should have. Given your bloodline.”

I forced him out, that day in the grove of trees, when I panicked. As I had the wolves themselves, I shut out his voice, unwilling and unable to accept what he tried to tell me. Too fearful of accepting my wolf self, the horrid vision of my death hanging over me like an evil pall, I allowed my fears to rule me. When I’d never before feared anything or anyone.

I winced inwardly, cringing, at the memory. “Oh, crap—”

“Not to worry. I forgive you. You’ll find I’m a very forgiving fellow.”

“But—”

“Hush now. Listen to Elder. He came a long way to talk some sense into you. That’s certainly not going to be an easy task, either.”

“Long ago, eons ago,” Elder said after lapping a bit of water, “when the world was young, the gods walked the earth with their people. Humans and their gods laughed and sang under the trees. The Guardian Spirit of the bears lumbered amid his bears, teaching them how to find berries and grubs. The griffins’ goddess created a new species by melding the lion and the eagle, and taught her children to fly. The Earth Mother created for her dragons a splendid city in which to live. And Darius, the wolf god, hunted with his pack.”

Humans and their wolfish counterparts sat back to listen to the tale. Witraz passed around a wineskin, everyone, including Kel’Ratan, drank deep from it. Even Tor managed a sip, despite Ly’Tana’s murderous glare from between my paws. He flinched when he caught her emerald scowl, and hastily passed the skin to Yuri, who drank deep. No few wolves eyed the skin with interest, from their places around the fire. Alun rose to toss a few more faggots in, the fire leaping high.

At Kel’Ratan’s amused gesture, Alun and Yuri squirted wine into the open mouths of interested wolves. We’d only a few cups among our baggage, and those few were filled and placed around where the wolves might drink. They lapped happily, earning laughs from the humans who imbibed along with them. It became a game to squirt wine for the huge wolves, who danced about, vying for strategic positions to catch the wine on the fly.

“Just what I need,” Darius sighed. “Drunken wolves.”

“Let them,” I said. “Maybe it’ll help the relationship along.”

“You are wise, my son. Perhaps there’s hope for you yet.”

“If there wasn’t, you wouldn’t have chosen me.”

“It’s not quite the way it works. Listen up.”

“Um,” Kel’Ratan said, lifting his hand for permission to speak.

The game players quieted, but no few hands, under cover, shot wine toward a wolf. Jaws opened to catch the liquid, while pretending to pay attention to Kel’Ratan and the conversation abounding about them. Elder turned his head politely, yet his eyes shifted toward the game.

“I hate to interrupt,” Kel’Ratan said, his voice quiet and hesitant, his right hand rising as though in school. “We must post a watch. Brutal and his pets are still out there.”

“I’ve already sent wolves out to ring this camp,” Elder replied, his grizzled head nodding toward Kel’Ratan in respect. Arianne smoothly translated his words into something my warriors understood. “Your human enemies can’t approach without us knowing.”

“Very good,” Kel’Ratan sighed, sitting back and hoarding the wineskin. He drank deep, squirting wine down his throat in sharp bursts.

No few, wolves and men, grumbled. Rannon fetched another skin from the packs and broke the seal.

“Let’s hope there’s more where that came from,” Witraz grumbled.

“Amen, brother,” replied Rannon.

“Your Highness,” Yuri complained, gesturing toward Kel’Ratan. “He’s hogging the wine. Make him share.”

Ly’Tana sighed, a deep sound that came from the depths of her lungs. “Kel’Ratan,” she snapped.

“Oh, all right,” he grumbled, taking a deep gulp before passing it on.

Wolves licked their lips and greedily watched the squirters. Rygel, as he courteously filled Elder’s cup with water, refilled cups already available with wine. Wolves drank them to the dregs. The squirting game resumed, albeit with some discretion. No few tails wagged and tongues lapped the sweet wine on the fly. At this rate, we’ll empty our full supply, I thought, bemused.

“Human gods and goddesses walked among their people in those days,” Elder said, shaking his head at Rygel’s offer of wine. “No, I’d best not drink of that. Should I, I’d fall asleep and then where’d we be? Two-legged and four-legged folk, while not actively friends, were at least not enemies. Wolves shared their hunting grounds with humans. In those days, they didn’t take more than they needed. Peace reigned throughout all the lands. People of all species tolerated one another and treated one another with respect.

“Darius laughed and lived, a great wolf among his children. Then one day, he enamored of a female. A human girl-child.”

The drinking slowed as all eyes settled on Elder, the mild laughter and carousing ceasing.

“In those days,” Elder said after taking a sip of his water. “The gods owned the power to change themselves at will. They could change their forms into whatever shape they desired. That is no longer true, but it was in those days. Darius changed himself into the likeness of a human male and wooed the girl.”

“I was young and foolish then.”

“She caught pregnant with his seed.”

“That doesn’t sound too good,” I said to Darius, privately.

“It wasn’t. It went against all the laws of the universe.”

“The Lords of the Universe were wroth with Darius,” Elder continued. “Inter-species mating was absolutely forbidden. The gods may be gods, but they still answered to the Lords of the Universe.”

“They’re all a bunch of unimaginative fools, if you ask me.”

“I don’t think we did ask you,” I replied.

“Taking him,” Elder continued, “they stripped him of his divinity and all but the smallest of his powers and threw him into the netherworld, into prison. He is guarded by a monstrosity created by the Lords, a creature with only one task in its life.”

“What?” I asked aloud. “Where?”

“Into hell.”

“What powers do you still have?”

“Well, I can influence a few things. And I can talk to you. And I can speak to Tuatha and a few others. Tuatha is, in your human terms, one of my priests.”

“Elder is your priest?”

“It’s not the same as with you humans, but the term is close.”

“The girl gave birth to a son,” Elder went on, as though unaware of the silent discussion. “Her son was half human and half wolf. Gai’tan. The werewolf.”

Now all the drinking ceased. Wolves and humans alike stared at me, jaws slack. Surely the wolves knew the tale, but still they stared as though never hearing of it before.

“Some of them haven’t heard it all.”

“And how long is your sentence?” I asked him.

Darius didn’t answer me.

“The child the girl bore grew to manhood, ignorant of his heritage,” Elder said. “If he could change himself into a wolf when he willed it, he had no knowledge he was the son of a wolf and a god. Yet, his soul belonged to the human’s gods.

“And thus it was, down the generations, the scions of Darius were born, lived and died. Many found they could change themselves into wolves. Most did not. Most lived human lives, never knowing their heritage.

“But there were, outside Darius’ bloodline, men born with the souls of wolves. They, also, were called gai’tan in the stories and legends. As what happened from time to time, while rare, this phenomenon did occur in nature. They, too, could alter their form, and walk among men or wolves at will.”

Elder paused to drink, gaze into the fire and collect his thoughts. I wondered if his throat was sore after so much talking, and I half-rose to go to him. He saw my movement and his tongue ran out from between his jaws in a small grin.

“I am fine, Chosen One,” he said. “Do not concern yourself.”

I sat back, Ly’Tana settling into my shoulder, my somnolent, yawning wolf son in her lap.

“There are few differences between men and wolves,” Elder said. “There are many similarities, if one chose to look. Both are hunters, both devoted to family, both intelligent, and, for the most part, civilized beings. After Darius was imprisoned, the gods no longer walked among their people. Instead they governed from afar, answering prayers, bringing the souls of the dead home, casting their judgments, but no longer visible to the living. Save to the chosen few.”

Against my shoulder, Ly’Tana stiffened. Rygel also sat up straighter, eyeing her sidelong, a frown furrowing his brow. As though a piece of information teased him from afar, and he couldn’t quite place where it belonged. She caught his glance and something swift passed between them. But what it was escaped me entirely.

“Evil times came to the earth,” Elder continued, Arianne’s voice murmuring her translation. “Men and diverse creatures became enemies. The griffins flew to their mountains. The Tarbane fled their homeland. Bears, elk, wyverns, unicorns, centaurs, minotaurs, and those lovely creatures, the winged horses called the gwyhyvaar, all hid themselves from men, and found paths that took them away from the wars and the death. Wolves entered the forests, seldom seen. Men’s wars consumed the lands where the gods once walked.”

Elder paused in his tale to lap more water, his bright, intelligent eyes sweeping the firelit camp.

“The Lords of the Universe set terms of the wolf god’s sentence. They decreed that Darius would only be freed when one of his blood, also born with the soul of a wolf, came to fight the Guardian and free his sire.”

His eyes turned to me. “There have been many gai’tan,” he said. “Men who were born with wolf souls, throughout human time and cultures. Your family line descends from Darius himself. But there is only one who is both. There is only one who contains the blood of Darius and is born with the soul of a wolf. There is only one Chosen. You, my son.”

In panic, I leaped up and backed away. Ly’Tana fell into the dirt, my adopted wolf son sprawling across her chest. Hastily, so quickly, my four legs got confused with the two I remembered and I fell down. Scrambling, fighting to get my paws under me, I backed into the pine tree again. There, I sat down, hard. My teeth snapped shut on my tongue, but I scarcely felt the pain.

“What?” My voice sounded more like a mouse than a wolf.

“When the Lords of the Universe imprisoned Darius, they set his sentence,” Elder said, unflappable as ever. “When one of his seed, who were not born with wolf souls, but wolf blood, was born with both, that gai’tan was the Chosen One. The Chosen One who must fight the Guardian, for that is its task. He must kill it.”

“You’re my—”

“I told you, you were my son.”

“Rather far removed, don’t you think?”

I heard amusement in his mental tone.

“Two thousand years doesn’t mean much to a god.”

“What is the Guardian?”

As I couldn’t ask that question, of course the ever-inquisitive Kel’Ratan did.

If Elder could shrug, he would have. “Only Darius and the King of the Netherworld know that,” he said. “The Lords created it on the spot to guard Darius until such time as the Chosen One arrived to fight it. It is the only one of its kind.”

“What is it?”

“It’s certainly unique. It’s man-shaped and huge, with a face reminiscent of bull, but much larger. Much like a minotaur in several ways. It can stand on two legs and has arms, with ape-like hands. It has griffin-like wings, though why they put wings on it is beyond me. It can’t fly, at least not here.”

“Maybe they plan to turn it loose if I fail,” I suggested, my mouth dry. Ape-like hands. I stilled a shudder before anyone could see it.

“You will not fail. It’s quite stupid and you certainly aren’t.”

“The wolves,” Elder said, eyeing me as if knowing I spoke with Darius himself in my head, “have guarded Darius’ offspring against the day when the Chosen One would be born. These men never knew why wolves protected them and their families. Many killed the very ones who sought to keep him alive, all in ignorance. All of us knew that from his bloodline would spring the Chosen One.”

I had to ask. “Why? Why is freeing him so important?”

“Do you think I like languishing in prison?”

Most of the wolves, who were sober anyway, sat up. With ears perked and eyes bright, they watched me with anticipation. That alone made me sweat. Since I wasn’t a man and couldn’t sweat, I panted. Their attention, their hope, made me suddenly very nervous. I didn’t like their eager eyes. 

“Unless Darius is freed from his prison,” Elder said, after taking a sip of water. “No wolves can meet their maker and be judged. Their souls will be reborn forever and ever, never finding rest or peace.”

I sagged back into the pine tree. Ly’Tana clutched the pup to her, his whines falling on deaf ears. Humans stared, wolves watched, with bright, hope-filled eyes, at their savior.

Me.

Too late, I remembered the words of the pup’s natural mother. Telling me she grew weary of rebirth and sought rest. How she craved eternal rest with her mate. She’d never find that unless I killed the Guardian and freed the wolves’ god.

My ultimate sire.

Not only was I born with the soul of a wolf, I descended from one.

“And a god,” Darius said primly.

Gods above and below—

“You, too, are certainly one of a kind.”

“Thanks,” I replied. “I think.”

Elder’s voice grew soft. “I myself have grown weary of rebirth. I would seek rest with my god, find eternal joy in his presence.”

Numbly, I nodded my muzzle toward the pup Ly’Tana held. “His mother said much the same. I didn’t understand, not then.”

“I didn’t know her,” Elder said softly. “I knew of her. She was a great and noble wolf. She brought you a fine son. He will do you proud.”

The pine tree’s branches broke under my weight. I fell, in an undignified heap, and lay within its prickly branches uncaring. I stared up at the bright stars, half on my back, half on my side, my front paws up. Why me?

“Why not you?”

I began to laugh. Not as humans do, with air passing from the lungs at a higher rate of speed, with sound, but as wolves do, with parted jaws and lolling tongue. I laughed, my tongue falling sideways out of my jaws and into the dirt. “I’m a slave. A gladiator. An outlaw. What I am not is a savior. To anyone. I can’t even save myself.”

I didn’t try to keep my dialogue with Darius a secret. Arianne, Rygel and the wolves all knew what I said aloud, in the growling wolf language. The humans did not, since Arianne failed in her task as interpreter. I felt their baffled eyes on me. She stood, anxious, concerned, her hands wringing in distress. At my nod, she hastily translated my words, although with heavy reluctance. One by one, the Kel’Hallans, even Rygel, stared at me with disbelief, with incredulity. Prince Raine, heir to the throne of Connacht, was not only a wolf but the scion of a god? I could all but hear the thoughts click in their heads. I saw many fingers make the sign against strong enchantment.

I wanted to crawl away and hide. I was a freak, an aberration, a mutant, no different than a two-headed cow one might see at a fair. They should put werewolves on display, I thought morosely, look Timmy, see the ugly werewolf? Take me home, Mommy, I’m scared.

Wolf or man, I wanted away from the stares, the condemnation I saw, their judgment. When I’d never run from anything in my life, I wanted to run hard under the moon to never be seen again by anything living. High in the mountains, I could find a cave, hidden from the eyes of men, wolves and perhaps even the gods themselves. Who wanted huge, black, long-fanged freaks running loose in the world?

I turned my face away, blinking.

“You are not a freak.”

The wolves watched me with expectation, even the ones who had had too much to drink. Despite their love, their hope, their acceptance, I cringed away from them. What they wanted I could not give. I dared not give. They wanted nothing more than my life strangled, my neck broken, to appease their needs. Why should I give it to them? 

“This is indeed your choice. Choose not to take on this fight, your own soul will never find peace or rest.”

“Maybe you should just shut up for a while.”

Elder’s warm brown eyes watched with compassion and understanding.

“You have a monumental task,” he said quietly.

I laughed again, choked on my laughter, and laughed again. “Monumental? I think that’s the understatement of the century. This task is like draining the sea one spoonful at a time.”

“It’s not as bad as all that.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“Who are you talking to?” Silverruff asked, confusion perking his ears into furrowing his brow.

“Darius,” I answered, lying back in the dirt and broken pine branches, still laughing. I shunted my anguish, my bitterness, much as I shunted the pain of my wounds, to the background, where they belonged. I might be on display like a caged beast, but my grief and pain didn’t have to be.

“Darius speaks to you?”

My back itched. Ignoring the staring eyes, uncaring how it might hurt my royal and wolfish dignity, I rolled onto my back and twisted from side to side. Ah, much better. Those broken branches might as well be of some use. I flopped around like a huge, black landed fish and laughed. The pine dug into my back and ribs, easing the itch along my spine and between my shoulders. “For some time now. He’s a rather indecent fellow.”

“I beg to differ.”

“Of course you would,” I replied, rolling back onto my side to raise my head. I shook my ears, feeling them flap about my head in a most satisfying manner. This being a wolf isn’t so bad, I thought. I could get used to it.

“You’d better. You’re going to need all the strengths of both human and wolf to free me.”

I sat up, using my hind leg to scratch an incessant itch behind my ear, my leg thumping time. “Well, you bred me,” I replied. “I am what I am.”

“Why are you laughing at me?”

I grinned, my tongue lolling. “You behaved like a randy goat. You’re the one who got yourself thrown into prison. But I’m the one who has to get you out?”

The wolves in the camp rose in outrage, hackles bristling along spines. I reckoned I had just blasphemed. This time, Arianne translated my half of the conversation to the Kel’Hallans, who glanced at the irritated wolves with concern.

“Believe me, I learned my lesson. From now on, its paws strictly off the females.”

“You better. If I survive this and if you get tossed into hell again, I’m not going to bust you out.”

“If not for my behavior, you’d never have been born.”

“Oh, please,” I said, still laughing. “Right now, I’d much rather that was the case.”

“Be easy on him, Darius,” Elder said. “Remember, he’s just like you were.”

“Tuatha, you just had to say that, didn’t you?”

“I think I did, yes.”

“He’s as stubborn as—”

“You are.”

I laughed again as silence reigned in my head. “So the young wolf is just like the old wolf,” I said, flopping back into the branches, on my side. A wolf body flopped quite well, I thought. Very comfortably so.

Ly’Tana, cuddling my sleepy son in her arms, tossed her hair from her eyes. “I think that just answered a question for me,” she said slowly. “Why you’ve been haunted so. You’ve been hearing Darius’ voice in your head.”

“Arianne, tell her she’s dead on target.”

At her translation, Ly’Tana bowed her head over the pup, her red-gold hair, gleaming in the firelight, draping them both.

Rygel suddenly sat up straighter, the wine in his hand apparently forgotten. “Uh, was it Darius’s voice in my head today, telling me where to find you?”

Elder spoke up. “You heard my voice, good friend. Darius, as he is with the Chosen One, saw the dilemma—”

“Dilemma?” I asked. “Elder, you do tend to understate matters.”

Elder’s amused eyes slid my way. “—predicament the Chosen One, his sister and his mate were in, and told me how to find them. As you have his blood, you could hear me. As I told the wolves to gather in force and protect him from his enemy.”

Ly’Tana sat up suddenly, her jaw slack. “So that’s why so many wolves were on hand to fight for us.”

“Just so,” Elder replied, his grizzled head bobbing toward her in acknowledgement. “Darius still retains some divine foresight, and knows your enemy, and also his enemy, will stop at nothing to have him, and you, back. At all costs, the Chosen One must prevail. He has, through me, been summoning wolves from all parts of the earth, the biggest, strongest, toughest wolves in wolfdom.”

“I started calling them in months ago.”

Something Elder said triggered a bell in my head. “Elder, you said, ‘divine foresight’?”

“I did.”

I jerked my muzzle toward Arianne. “So that’s where her sight comes from. She, too, is a scion of Darius. She has the god-like ability to see the future.”

As Arianne gaped at me, and failed in her duties as interpreter, Rygel relayed my words to the others. The half-sober Kel’Hallans nodded wisely, saluted her and drank more wine. Ly’Tana smiled at my sister, as though finally answering yet another unasked question.

“And yours, don’t forget you, also, have the Sight.”

“So you can’t talk to just anyone?” I asked, aloud so the others could hear.

“Not until after I’m freed. I’m limited to my priests and you. I’m allowed some tampering with people and events, for the Lords permitted that much. They know you must be allowed to fight the Guardian. You can’t do that if you’re dead from forces outside my realm or your control.” 

“Just when do I have to complete this godforsaken task?” I asked the stars.

“Now see here—“

“The Lords of the Universe set a deadline,” said Elder. “If the Chosen One hadn’t appeared to fight and slay the Guardian two thousand years on the day his son was born, Darius can never be freed.”

“And that deadline is—?” I asked. “When?”

“At winter’s solstice. Less than five months from now.”

“I suppose I have to be there at noon sharp, too.”

“How did you know?”

My head sagged to the ground, my eyes staring at pine branches, not the stars. A broken branch stabbed me in the ribs, but I scarcely felt it. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Actually he’s not.”

“Nothing like leaving everything to the last minute.”

“I didn’t make the rules. You were born to fight the Guardian and free me. That is your purpose in this life.”

“Thanks.”

I half-rose, staring over my shoulder at Elder. “Just how do I enter hell to fight this Guardian? Is hell right around the next hill and down past the stone to the right? It certainly can’t be where any bloke can stumble into it. ‘I thought I’d go to the corner tavern for a pint, but I took the wrong turn and fell into hell. Sorry I’m late. What’s for dinner?’”

“Must you?”

“Yes,” I laughed, my head sagging back into the pine boughs. “I must.”

No few humans laughed, as did a few wolves. Others growled, under their breath. Kel’Ratan’s mustache bristled, Bar raised his head to stare, Tashira and Shardon bent their heads close together like errant children. Ly’Tana giggled, Arianne glared, Elder sighed.

“I can understand your worry, my son,” Elder began.

“What’s to worry, I find hell, kill a monster and free my daddy. Then all will be well in wolfdom. Piece of cake.”

Silence hit so hard, from within and without, with such a blow I turned my head to look back at Elder. I half rolled toward him, half on my back and half on my side. I lifted my head. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“It’s not as easy as all that,” Elder said diffidently, taking a few laps of water. “The entrance to hell is not only very far away, it’s at the top of the world.”

“I didn’t know the world had a top,” I said, confused. I rolled out of the pine branches to lie on my belly. Ly’Tana’s hand caressed my muzzle.

“Think straight north,” Elder said. “Beyond a ring of three mountain ranges, in the land of ice, lies the gateway to hell.”

“What is it” I asked. “And how do I find it?”

“Its doorway is in a deep cavern,” Elder said. “Amid the snowy mountains so far north that should you step past them you are now southbound. Inside that cavern is a doorway, a portal.”

“A portal into what?” Rygel asked.

“Into the world of the damned. Into another dimension.”

“Oh.” Rygel’s voice sounded curiously subdued.

“Um,” I began, uncertain. “Can I get back out? Should I survive, of course.”

“The portal is one way,” Elder said. “Getting in is easy. Getting out again, quite another matter entirely.”

My ears sagged. “I suppose it reads, ‘Abandon hope all ye who enter here’ over the lintel.”

“How’d you know that?”

I began to laugh again.

Rygel’s cursing in his own language brought my head back up, my ears inquiring. “What?”

“They just had to make the doorway there,” Rygel fumed, rising from his spot by the fire, wolves and Arianne to pace about.

“What do you know?” I asked.

“That’s where the dragons live, my prince,” he said, his amber eyes gleaming in the near dark.

I sat up. “Dragons?”

“That’s where the dragons, eons ago, made their home,” he replied grimly.

All eyes, formerly on me, now whipped to him. Rygel walked about slowly, a deflated wineskin dangling from his hand. I suspected he had imbibed rather heavily, from the pallor of his skin, the droopiness of his eyes. Yet, he smiled, a rather sweet, shy smile, one that had Arianne staring at him, jaw slack. I think she forgot to breathe. Darkhan, at her feet, growled.

Rygel’s head came up, his amber eyes all but glowing as he stared across the leaping flames at me. It had to be dragons, of course. Just when I had a dragon expert lying around handy.

“Did you have something to do with that?”

“I did tell you I can influence some things.”

“You knew I’d need Rygel?”

“Yes. For many reasons, including saving your life, since you didn’t want it anymore.”

Had I been human, I might have flushed.

“I didn’t have to work that hard. You two were drawn to each other like a magnet to iron.”

“Why did the gods approve of our brotherhood?” I asked, catching Rygel’s swift attention with my question. “Did you ask the gods to grant their blessing?”

“No. I’m cut off from my brothers and sisters. I can speak only to Calphalon.”

“Who is Calphalon?”

“The god of the dead, my jailor.”

“Were you responsible for Ly’Tana, too?” I asked, my eyes on her as she turned her head to gaze up at me as she listened to Arianne’s translation.

“No. Though I strongly suspect someone had a hand in that. Maybe someone besides me likes you.”

“You brought me the one person who could save my life, the other gods saw fit to grant us ehlu’braud, and someone else blessed me with the perfect mate?”




“I reckon so.”

“I am so not liking this.”

“What’s not to like?”

I sighed. “Just how am I supposed to get through the dragons? Do you have an answer for that, too, wise-ass?”

“You’ll find a way.”

“Dragons.” I flopped back into the pine branches. “Gods above and below. Just beautiful.”

“In the high mountains, to the very far north,” Rygel went on after listening to my one-sided conversation with Darius, his head cocked slightly. “In the land of ice and snow lies their territory, dragon land. The Tarbane believe them to be evil beasts,” he said, including the Tarbane, the wolves and all the half-drunk, rapt humans in his lecture as he walked about, gesturing grandly. “They, among all those who walk or crawl upon this earth, have the greatest stigma against them. They fly, they breathe fire, they can’t be slain by any means known to humankind.”

He had the spellbinding effect of a master storyteller. Sitting up, I kissed Ly’Tana’s cheek with my tongue, her worried green gaze staring up at me, my son in her arms. Not to worry, I wanted to tell her. I couldn’t. Not just because she couldn’t understand my language. I didn’t speak because I would have lied. There was certainly plenty to be worried about.

“The unicorn holds the record for purity,” Rygel went on. “The minotaurs are well-known for their fierceness in battle. Yet, the dragons are the kindest of creatures. They kill only to feed themselves, and offer thanks to the spirits of those they slay for sustenance. They are devoted to each other, live only for peace, want only to be left alone. Their only flaw is their temper.”

Rygel grinned, his forefinger pointed upward. “Offer them respect and they’ll do just about anything for you. Piss them off, you better run fast.”

Human chuckles abounded about the fire, wolfish tongues lolled in humor. Only Elder, Ly’Tana and Arianne and I exchanged worried glances. 

“Dragons prefer to live in the chilling cold, for their flames keep them warm, rather too warm to be comfortable. Sub-temperatures offset that excessive warmth, and enable them to live in their deep caverns with ease. Their fires can burn anything on this earth. Stone, steel, iron, it matters nothing.

“They are beautiful, kindly creatures,” Rygel added. “While their tempers can ignite hotter than their flames, they live for peace. They have wisdom, knowledge and have a genuine love for life. They enjoy music, though while they don’t play instruments, they do sing.”

“The Lords created the most awesome beast that ever lived in the dragon,” Elder said. “They may even be sympathetic to our cause.”

Rygel shook his head sadly. “They are extremely territorial, Elder. Since they do not intrude upon the lands of others, they feel none should intrude upon theirs. They, on average, despise humans, for humans are often evil and warlike. They tolerate very few invasions into their lands. A few fly south, primarily on investigative journeys, to inquire as to what else passes in the world. They take home what they learn in order to better protect themselves.”

Rygel paused to glance about the wolves. “How they feel about wolves, I’ve no idea. They may allow us to pass, unhindered. Or they may kill us out of hand for trespassing.”

“I doubt they even know their lands encompass the entrance to hell,” Elder said quietly.

Rygel bowed respectfully toward the aged wolf. “I agree, Most Holy,” he said. “They took those lands for themselves eons ago. I doubt many dragon souls find themselves in hell.”

Rygel sat back down, next to Arianne.

I collapsed back into the pines.

“Great,” I said. “So I slip past fire-breathing dragons, dance into hell, kill a monster and set you free? Just like that?”

“That was the idea.”

I groaned, and shut my eyes.

“I’m a dead wolf.”

“You’re a pessimist.”

“I’m a pessimistic dead wolf.”

“Your soul won’t come to me for many years yet.”

My laughter dried to dust. I tasted it on my tongue. My soul. I sat up, pine needles falling from my shoulders in a shower. Should I fail….

“Yes. Your own soul is in jeopardy.”

I never gave my own soul much thought before. I fought to survive, I fought to win. I scarcely thought of what might happen to my soul after I was dead. What was there for me in the afterlife? Until now, I never believed there was such.

“There is.”

“Can you foresee this?” I asked. “That I’ll survive?”

I heard the answer in Darius’s hesitation.

“No.”

“Despite all, you can’t see everything.” I kept this question just between Darius and me.

I sensed something similar to a sigh. “No, I can’t.”

Ly’Tana, sensing my distress, stood, leaving the pup to waddle about on thick stumpy legs.

“Papa?” he asked, his sapphire eyes gazing upward.

Ly’Tana hugged me close, burying her face in my dusty fur. Past her shoulders, the Kel’Hallans sobered a bit after Arianne’s translation, the wolves, those who hadn’t drunk much, gazed at me with hope and faith. The wolves who imbibed heavily watched me with grinning jaws and wagging tails. The wine gave them hope aplenty.

Elder, hearing both sides of our conversation, put his grizzled head on his paws and sighed. “You will not fail, my son. Trust in that.”

“Sorry, Elder, I said, past Ly’Tana’s head. “My faith departed some time ago.”

“Your life didn’t include your suffering.” 

I lifted my ears. “What do you mean?”

“When you were born, I planned Tuatha would come to you when you were about twelve years old. At that age, you’d learn quickly, yet were young enough to accept the tutoring of a wolf.”

My voice dropped into grimness. “I can guess what happened. My uncle and his barbaric hordes interfered with your plans.”

“Correct.”

“What happened, Your Highness?” Kel’Ratan was half-soused, but his words emerged flawless. I suspected, however, the wine made him bold enough to ask, despite his clear-headedness. No one, until now, ever dared ask me what happened to my family.

I looked about, observing the alert stance of the wolves, the interest of the humans. By the way Witraz leaned forward, his one eye eager, he hung on every word of Arianne’s translation. Rannon and Alun, also, the more private of the Kel’Hallans, ceased drinking and sat up straight. Yuri and Yuras bent blonde heads together, braids swinging, their eyes on me as they murmured together. Their words, overheard by Tor, captured his interest, his mouth slack as his brown eyes widened. Only Left and Right watched me with impassive expressions, as always.

They all clearly wanted to hear the tale. Bar raised his head again. Tashira and Shardon took a few steps closer. Silverruff lay down near his father, head on his paws, his eyes bright. Elder accepted the reprieve from talking to lay his head on his son’s big shoulders to rest. His eyes closed, but his ears told me he wasn’t asleep.

I glanced finally at Arianne. She remembered me, and knew, because I told her, she was royal. Yet, she never knew what happened to our parents, or how the Khalidians enslaved us. She stood, waiting to interpret my story, with anxious pleading eyes. Without words, she told me how desperately she needed to know. She never asked me what had happened to our parents, how we came to the Khalidian Federation. She asked me now, with those magnificent grey-blue depths.

I shut my eyes, turned my head away. “Do I have to?”

“No, but I think you should.”

“I don’t want to. I’m not ready.”

“You are.”

“I’ve never told anyone.”

“I know.”

I took a long shuddering breath.“You’re a bastard.”

“And then some.”

Ly’Tana’s emerald gaze, as liquid as the Tarbane’s, glistened under the light of the stars. She smiled up at me, her hand smoothing across my face, my head, over my ears. How could she still love me, love the beast? I’m not a man, nor a wolf. I could never be truly at home among either. She should leave me, go home, forget me. I am nothing.

“You are everything. To her.”

“Before I do this,” I said, shutting my eyes against her love. “Answer me a question.”

“Of course.”

“Did you love her?”

“Who? Your mother?”

“Yes.”

“Well, it wasn’t really like that.”

“Great.” I sighed. “I’m the product of a one night stand.”

“I do miss her. Does that help?”

“Not really. But it’ll have to do.”

I lay down, sweeping Ly’Tana into my chest with my paw. She lay against me, within the folds of my front legs, her head against my shoulder. Her loose, sweet-smelling hair cascaded around her like a silken, red-gold cloak. My adopted son, loudly complaining of the inattention, snuggled next to her, between her ribs and the angle of my elbow. He promptly went to sleep, as the hour was far past his bedtime.

“Rygel?” I asked.

“My prince?”

“As you speak wolf as well as my sister, will you please interpret?”

“My prince, ’twould be my honor.”

Arianne sank down to the ground, wrapping her tiny right arm around his waist. With her left around Darkhan’s heavy neck, she drew him close. With both who loved her offering her closeness and comfort, she waited for my tale with a new hopeful, expectant expression. I reckoned she, at least, deserved to know what happened.

“I was nine years old,” I said, beginning my sordid tale. I nodded my muzzle toward Arianne. “Arianne perhaps five years old, maybe six. Five made up my family: my father, King Camlach, my mother, Queen Raia, and a sister, Abba, between Arianne and me. My father ruled Connacht with a just and fair hand. For more than five hundred years, my blood kept the enemy from our borders. There hadn’t been a war for supremacy in more than six hundred years. The nobles, the people, for the most part, were content and loyal.”

In the shadows, I saw Corwyn perk upright, his eyes bright in the light of the fire. He listened with an intensity the others lacked. His family had been loyal followers of my family for generations uncounted. Vaguely, I wondered if he’d remain loyal to a royal wolf.

Rygel’s low voice interpreted my words to those who could not understand, the Kel’Hallans. Bar, as well as Shardon listened to him closely. Tashira, however, understood me perfectly.

I eyed the half-empty wine tankards and deflated skins, my throat dry. Elder had his water, the others who wanted it, wine. Yet, before I spoke a word, Rygel rose from his sitting position. With a skin in his hand, he emptied it into a cup, under the sniffing noses of interested wolves. His care in navigating enormous furry bodies suggested he had difficulty walking. Yet, his bow to me held enough elegance and grace to belay my suspicion. His wink held no mockery as he handed the cup to Ly’Tana to set where I could reach it.

I eyed him with confusion.

He smiled with yet another amber wink. “I’m your brother,” he murmured. “Remember?”

“Invite her to have some,” I jerked my muzzle toward Ly’Tana.

“I thought you’d never ask,” Ly’Tana said, after Rygel relayed my message.

She drank deep, and, wiping her sweet lips, put the cup where I could reach it. Rygel walked carefully back among the disappointed wolves and sat down next to Arianne, who slid her arm around him again. Darkhan grumbled sourly before lying, head on paws, yellow eyes on me and Arianne’s hand buried in his ruff.

I took a few laps, feeling the wine sink into my belly. It quieted the worst of my nerves and soothed my throat.

“I didn’t know my uncle, Metavas, very well,” I went on. “He was several years my father’s junior and a royal Duke in his own right. He kept mostly to his own estates, tended his court and his people. No one realized he plotted to take my father’s throne and recruited for his allies the Ja Mata barbarians from the north, in Matari.

“I woke that fateful, mid-summer morning to a terrible foreboding,” I began, my voice low.

A memory long submerged rose to nudge me in the ribs. Had I bare skin rather than fur, gooseflesh might break out like a savage rash. My memory of that restless night, one I’d long since forgotten, of wolves running through my dreams. Wolves running, howling, calling—

The wolves tried to warn me.

I didn’t voice that. Instead, I spoke of the real, not the unreal; of facts, not fears, of what had transpired to a nine-year old boy. I didn’t speak of the strange voices of wolves that woke me. If anyone knew I omitted that tidbit, none voiced it. Not even Darius commented, much to my surprise.

“I rose hours before dawn,” I said, “unable to sleep. I dressed and went to the barns with only the palace guards for witnesses. My own personal bodyguards didn’t know I left my rooms. I didn’t even saddle my horse, I just bridled him and rode out bareback. I was the King’s son and heir. The guards opened the city gates for me, never daring to question me.”

I took a few more laps of wine, Ly’Tana’s hand caressing my muzzle. Her faith, her love, more than the wine, gave me the sand to continue.

“The strong gallop for an hour didn’t do much to help my jitters,” I said. “I rode back, my gut still churning, to find fighting in the city streets and the palace on fire.”

I gulped and panted, finding the dark woods far preferable to watch as I spoke than my many companions. My ears tensed, pointed backwards, my tail stiff, my hackles rising on their own accord.

“I won’t go into all the details of the fighting I witnessed. I kicked my horse into a run, dashing past the Ja Mata barbarians slaughtering my father’s soldiers. The barbarians outnumbered them five to one. The citizens of the town were either murdered, or raped and taken prisoner.”

For a moment my words stuck in my throat and I couldn’t go on. My people, those who looked to my father and me for protection, or offered us loyal service, died. I remembered how I galloped past, hardly sparing them a glance. My folk suffered and all I could think of was my family.

Choking, I continued. “The palace burned in places, the dead and dying littered the courtyard and parade grounds. The Ja Mata made games out of the killing. Throwing small children into the air and catching their bodies on spears, laughing. So busy raping women, I could have killed hundreds without their noticing me. Men, boys, citizens, serfs, the common people, the innocent, I saw, were impaled on long stakes, to die in agony.

“I ignored the massacre. I ignored all of it. Only the welfare of my family mattered. At a dead run, I leaped from my horse and ran into the palace. I found them in the great hall.”

I shut my eyes against those that stared at me, against the memory of what my nine year old eyes had witnessed, haunting me to this very day.

“The fires reached the throne room, but only licked at the walls and the many ancient tapestries. Smoke covered the oak beams above, but the air was breathable. The barbarians killed most everyone they came across. A few men and several women lay on the floor, bound hand and foot with heavy rope. Before his own throne, my father knelt, his hands tied behind his back.”

I paused to lap more wine, my heart pounding in my chest. I drew in deep, ragged breaths, but still my tight lungs failed to fill. My head spun from the lack of air. Had I been human, tears might have filled my eyes and dripped down my cheeks. Wolves don’t weep. My tears in my throat choked off all breath while my eyes remained dry.

“To one side lay my mother’s dead body,” I said, fighting to get some, any, air into my chest. “They raped her repeatedly, forcing my father to watch. As I entered the great hall, Metavas took a dagger and cut his brother’s throat.”

“Monstrous!” Corwyn gasped, half-rising in outrage.

What I didn’t tell them was of my father’s courage and fury. My uncle, my father’s sworn liege, wore Camlach’s crown and laughed, his dark hair flowing about his shoulders as he faced his captive elder brother, his king. The barbarians roamed the hall freely, looting and stripping it of anything of value. I heard my father cursing his brother, fearless, when Metavas yanked his head back by his hair and sawed through the tough tendons of his throat. With his last gasp of air, blood pouring through his cut jugular, the King cursed his murdering kin.

“He is of my blood also,” said Darius, his tone, for the first time since he’d been in my head, dark and grim. “I have plans for him. He will pay for what he has done.”

“I lost my head,” I continued hoarsely, not acknowledging Darius. “I attacked, one against the fifty or more that roamed the blood-drenched hall. Despite the element of surprise on my side, I stood no chance. A blow against the back of my head knocked me senseless. When I woke, I lay bound with rope in a wagon full of prisoners. Arianne, not tied, crouched in a corner, sobbing. I took her to me, offering what small comfort I could.”

“Enslaved?” Silverruff asked.

“Yes,” I breathed, managing small trickles of precious air into my aching lungs. “I don’t know if Metavas knew or cared that two of his brother’s children were alive and taken prisoner. The Ja’ Mata captured many people and sold them to Khalidian slavers who stood by, waiting with gold coin.

“The wagons started east. Though my hands were tied, I kept Arianne with me for those long months on the road. Many Connachti prisoners died on the way, of starvation, of sickness, of the slavers’ brutality, their bodies tossed out of the caravan to rot by the side of the road. If there wasn’t enough food to go around, I gave Arianne my share. I went hungry, but she, never. I made sure she had food, water, what scant comfort my arms could bring.”

I shut my eyes again. “At the slaves market, they tore her from my arms. I heard her screaming. I fought them, but with staves and whips they beat me back. Bleeding, almost unconscious, I watched them take her from me.”

I swallowed hard, forcing the lump in my throat down into my belly. “The rest, they say, is history. I learned to fight and became a gladiator. I rose to become the High King’s personal champion. I craved nothing but my own death until one strange day.”

My gaze met Rygel’s across the blazing fire. “I met a certain young wizard. One who gave me a new reason to live.

“Because my Slave Master owed me a debt,” I said softly, finding Corwyn’s outraged, tight-lipped expression. “I learned Arianne survived as well. I saw her last when I was but nine years old. Her screams echoed in my soul every day for all those long years.”

I felt her eyes on me, shining in the dark. “Until that precious night, in the house of Adhas.”

Rising to her feet, Arianne left her two lovers and walked around the fire. Tears tracked down her cheeks, but she smiled. Her pale cheeks curved in a smile just for me, her only kin, her brother.

Ly’Tana made way for her, leaving room for Arianne to wrap her tiny arms around my immense muzzle.

“I love you,” she whispered, her face against my jet, furry cheek. “You are father, mother, brother to me. You’re all the family I have. I never told you before. I love you.”

I shut my eyes, taking in her sweet, innocent scent. “You survived treachery, death, slavery, little cat,” I murmured. “You’re the sole survivor of the Barjlek name. Through it all you maintained your innocence. Raine Barjlek died. Only the Bloody Wolf survived. A nine year old boy died that awful day.”

“No, he didn’t,” Elder said, his grey muzzle rising from his son’s massive shoulders. “He survived to win the hearts and loyalty of both men and wolves.”

“The wolves need me,” I said bitterly. “Need and love are mutually exclusive.”

“They may need you, yes,” Elder went on, his brown eyes warm in the firelight. “You are correct. They don’t have to love you. Yet, they do. After you free Darius, they will always be there, ready to fight for you. Or die for you. You are worthy.”

Arianne’s hand, not Ly’Tana’s, caressed my muzzle, found the comfortable, itchy places behind my ears.

“You said the wolves protected my family,” I said, opening my eyes to glare at Elder. I couldn’t help the growl that started low in my chest and grew louder. “My family died that day. Where were you?”

Elder met me glare for glare, his formerly warm gaze now the eyes of a much younger wolf. A wolf in his prime. A huge wolf strong enough to take down an elk or a wild bull alone, with jaws capable of snapping a horse’s spine. Hackles rose on his shoulders in feral challenge.

Suddenly, so quickly I blinked, that wolf suddenly subsided, and Elder’s quiet, peaceful mien returned.

“You cannot possibly remember,” he said softly. “You were unconscious.”

I lifted my neck from Arianne’s arms, alert, wary, my eyes on the grey-muzzled old wolf lying beside his silver-ruffed son.

“They left you to burn,” he said. “Those humans. Your uncle, also of Darius’ blood, left the building to burn, his people all around him. The fire spread, filled the place, consuming all. Wood, corpses, any humans still alive and lying on the floor. The fire cleaned all, burning everything.”

Compassion and sorrow filled his warm brown eyes.

“I myself pulled you from the flames.”

Stunned, I sat up. Arianne drew away from me. With one last kiss to the side of my huge muzzle, Arianne crept back to her lovers, Rygel and Darkhan, who welcomed her back into their embrace with kisses and licks. Somehow, she knew what transpired that day. A tiny girl on that dawn of death, she remembered nonetheless. She knew I must face Elder alone.

Ly’Tana hung tight. She nestled back beneath my paws, legs crossed, holding my sleeping son in her arms, listening as Rygel interpreted our speech. Her love and strength poured out from her and into me, warming my soul.

“Many of Darius’ line heeded the howling in their dreams,” Elder said. “They recognized that such meant danger, disaster, death. Unfortunately, most did not. Your father was one. Despite the howling in his sleep, King Camlach ignored the warning. He heeded not his blood’s song.”

He paused, lapping more water before continuing. “Your smallest sister, however, followed the voices in her night’s visions. She rose from her bed before dawn, obeying the distant howls, running to open her chamber door to the wolf standing there. My brother.”

My throat closed up on me entirely. My lungs burned from the lack of air, but I couldn’t inhale. My head swam. If not for Ly’Tana’s hands on my fur, I’d faint dead away.

“She feared not the huge wolf who might break her in half in one bite,” Elder went on, his brown eyes warm. “She greeted him with moist kisses and childlike laughter before the barbarian army broke through the gates.”

Arianne smiled at Elder, her eyes bright and shining in the light of the fire and the moon. Elder’s voice brought forth the memories Arianne had long-since forgotten. He pulled them from her as a fisherman reels in his hooked trout. Despite her tender age, she now remembered the events of that morning, while I did not.

“Her attendant, her nurse, screamed when she found the door opening onto a wolf,” Elder said quietly his eyes on Arianne. “My brother carried the royal offspring out. Even then she was a tiny mite. She was but a whelp in his jaws. He died, an arrow in his heart, carrying her to safety.”

“His name was Rock,” she said, tears flowing, unchecked, down her cheeks.

“Yes, it was,” Elder replied. “He was named thus because he was as stoic and unmovable as a block of granite.”

“He kissed my face, made me laugh,” Arianne went on. “He told me he loved me. He said bad men were coming and I must go with him. He’d take me away and keep me safe.”

“Thus he tried.”

“I screamed when they killed him,” Arianne said, her voice soft. “With his last breath he told me one day I’d return to avenge him.”

“And so you shall, tiny wolf,” Elder said.

Arianne’s voice turned low and thoughtful, her glorious eyes on the fire. “I remember him,” she said softly. “That man who killed Rock.”

It wasn’t her childhood memory that suddenly sent shock waves through my gut. ’Twas her tone. Her voice wasn’t that of a cowed slave, a tiny woman afraid to eat a meal for fear of punishment, but of a warrior. I stared at my sister who spoke with all the iron of my father.

“I marked him,” she went on, her voice as cold and deadly as the winter’s ice. “He had pock-marked cheeks and a gold hoop in his ear. He had one eye that stared straight, and another that drifted to the right. I remember him. I will kill him.”

Silence pervaded the camp. Every eye, human and non-human, lay on her. Unmindful of the silence or the regard, she gazed serenely into the flames. Dreaming, no doubt, of the day she would avenge the wolf who loved her.

“I’ll be at her side when she does,” Darkhan growled, his hackles rising.

His voice broke the spell. Arianne blinked, once, twice, glancing around. At last discovering she held the silent attention of everyone, she blushed. She immediately retreated into the midnight depths of her hair.

Elder’s eyes returned to me. “You galloped in on your horse, having saved your own life by listening to our warnings. You heard the call, heeded the howling and rode away. Your love for your family brought you back.”

Elder’s voice sounded prim, amused. “Very wolfish of you.”

His voice turned sorrowful. “We could not save your other sibling. Like your father, she heeded not the howling in the dark. She closed herself in her rooms and died at the hands of the barbarian soldiers.”

I shut my eyes against the grief. “I understand,” I said. “Abba believed in what she could see, touch, taste, hear and smell. Very much like Camlach. Anything else was the stuff of nightmares.”

“More than two dozen wolves died that day,” Elder said slowly. “What the men thought of wolves in the city, fighting, slaying, we’ll never know. Perhaps they thought we were there to clean up the dead, like vultures, or ravens. I took an arrow to my shoulder dragging you out of the burning palace.”

He glanced to his useless right leg. “It never healed up right, either,” he murmured. “When I woke, only the dead remained. You and your sister were gone.”

“How’d they get in?” Kel’Ratan asked, his incessant need to know the why of things forcing him to interrupt. “Can wolves climb walls?”

“Of course not,” Elder replied, his tone prim. “Some entered through an underground tunnel that lay deep in the woods. It led for nearly a mile before opening into the deepest dungeons below the castle. Most, of course, loped through the open gates.”

I swung my head up, my ears perked, a rumbling growl in my chest. “Open gates?”

“Metavas posted his own men on the city gates,” Elder said. “They opened an hour before the dawn, waiting for their Ja Mata allies. We loped in, before their startled faces, and raced into the castle. What they thought, we cared not one jot.”

“I remember,” I said slowly. “I didn’t recognize the gate guards. It meant nothing at the time, but now—”

“They dared not stop you, the king’s own son,” Rygel said. “They probably had no standing orders should you demand to exit, and knew not what to do when you showed up.”

“Thus they let me by.”

“They dared do nothing else,” added Corwyn. “Had they arrested you and you raised a fuss—”

“The entire invasion might have collapsed.”

“Wolves could not help you in Soudan,” Darius’s voice continued. “With you both as slaves, in a big city, we could do nothing.”

“But you began to plot,” I said aloud, glancing once more at Rygel.

“Yes. I had some influence on you.”

“How do you mean?” I asked.

“Your strength, your skills, your will to survive were all yours. I watched, with no small feeling of pride, as you fought like the wolf you truly are. You are my son in truth.

“I found Rygel, weak, addicted, yet strong in heart and unswerving in his loyalty. Through his devotion, you would find new will to survive. In saving each other, you forged a bond that can never be sundered this side of the world’s breaking.”

Elder, without mine or Darius’ consent, translated Darius’ words aloud. Rygel, that unflappable, arrogant, and insufferable bastard, flushed to his hairline. All present saw Rygel as he truly was: steadfast, loyal, devoted. My tongue lolled in a quick grin. He’d never live that down.

“I despaired of my task,” Elder went on. “Of having failed to protect you. Darius assured me I’d live to see you again.”

His warm eyes rested on me with a fatherly pride and a fierce, savage love. “So I have. Had I raised you myself, no father could have more pride in his son. I am most pleased with thee.”

I thought Silverruff might object to such talk from his father to a stranger. His mellow gaze rested on me with the same light of love as his sire.

“Elder, forgive me,” I said.

“There is nothing to forgive, my son,” Elder returned quietly. “You did not know. And humans can be incredibly short-sighted.” The humor in his voice would have had me blushing had I been human at that moment.

“You were better than your circumstances,” he went on. “You were a slave, yet you kept your mercy and your compassion. You never lost sight of what was important: life itself. As the lowest of the low, you maintained your dignity. All, and any, wolves are proud to call you leader.”

“I am such,” said Silverruff, raising his head from his paws. “I would call you leader and follow you. Straight into the jaws of hell.”

“As am I,” said Darkhan.

“And I, Joker, would call you leader,” chimed in a big grey wolf, lying on his back with all four paws in the air. I remembered him as the wolf who laughed with Tashira. I had noted he had imbibed more of the wine than all the wolves present.

Other wolves broke the stillness of the night, added their voices in quiet declarations of loyalty.

“Count on me, Little Bull,” said the huge dark grey wolf who had first faced Ly’Tana.

“And me, Nahar,” chimed in a light grey wolf.

Other wolves joined their voices, calling their names: Digger, Shadow, Black Tongue, Kip, Scatters Them, White Fang, Warrior Dog, Dire, Thunder, Lightfoot.

Ly’Tana suddenly stood up. With her hand on her sword hilt, she gazed around at the collection of humans and wolves gathering about the roaring fire. The talk, both amongst wolves and men, slowly silenced, one by one, as she glanced about the camp. Her gaze lingered on each individual, as though assessing each for worthiness. When she had gathered all eyes, sober and not so sober, she turned to me. With the stiff-backed attention of a soldier under inspection, she saluted me, Kel’Hallan fashion.

“I, too, would swear fealty to Raine of Connacht,” she said. “Whether he be of two legs or four, he has my undying loyalty and devotion.”

Dipping into a low curtsey, her green eyes on the ground, she abased herself to me.

Flabbergasted, I could do nothing but sit and stare at the top of her head. A royal princess, heir to the throne of a great nation, offered me obeisance. Though I outranked her, technically, her land didn’t run subservient to mine. Of all people, she alone shouldn’t bow to me.

“Ly’Tana—” I began, forgetting for the moment she couldn’t possibly understand me.

She looked up, deep into my eyes as though she heard me. Straightening slowly, she held herself erect, proud, her red-gold hair cascading around her shoulders. Her emerald eyes glistened with an emotion I couldn’t fathom.

“Of all in this world,” she said softly, for my ears alone. “Of all that is seen and unseen, I have but one request. If my goddess answered but one prayer it is this: that I have you by my side forever.”

“Ly’Tana—”

Kel’Ratan staggered up. He swayed a bit on his feet, but on his feet he remained steadfast. “I, too, bow to the Great Wolf.”

He suited action to words, and bowed low, from the waist. Staggering slightly upon rising, he kept his footing with an effort. He didn’t sit down so much as fall down, onto his backside, with a deep sigh.

Witraz rose next. While his bow wasn’t as fluid as Kel’Ratan’s, his inebriation wouldn’t allow it, it was equal in sincerity. “To the Wolf,” he intoned.

Between his mentors, Yuri and Yuras, Tor also bowed smoothly. “I pledge my sword,” he said, his voice low. “To you, Prince Wolf.”

He glanced about himself, his hand on his vacant hip, and blushed. “When I get one,” he added hastily.

Rannon and Alun staggered upright, using one another for support. “I am yours,” Rannon said. “After her.”

“What he said,” said Alun, bowing. In his intoxication, he all but fell flat on his face. His arm around Rannon saved him from a headlong fall into the fire.

Left and Right, the most sober of all, choreographed their bows in unison, saluted me with twin Kel’Hallan salutes before reseating themselves.

Rygel rose elegantly to his feet. Of course he would, I thought. He’d be graceful if he’d had twice the wine and half the nobility. “I’ll always be yours, my prince. Now and forever.”

Strangely, Corwyn rose last of all. His piercing blue eyes under red and silver brows looked deep into mine as though seeing right into me, seeing right through me. Even if he read my every inconsequential thought, he knew I doubted he’d follow me after knowing what I truly was. Yet, he saluted me.

Connachti fashion, his right hand held to his brow.

“My family always pledged fealty to the Barjlek family line,” he said quietly. “Once upon a time, had I been a better man, I’d have done the same. They pledged to a king, a throne, a symbol.

“I pledge allegiance to the man. I pledge to the Wolf of Connacht.”

I am not ready for this, I thought wildly, in panic. The urge to run, as fast and as far as I could, nearly overwhelmed my reason. Nearly overwhelmed the love I had for Ly’Tana, for Arianne, for Rygel and the others.

“If you thought you were ready, I’d believe I had the wrong wolf.”

“You have the wrong wolf,” I said, “I can’t do this. I cannot lead them to their deaths.”

“You don’t know that they’ll die.”

“I’ll die and so will they,” I said, forgetting to speak within my mind.

“We won’t die,” Ly’Tana said quietly, confidently, when Rygel translated. “And neither will you.”

“I do know—” I began.

“My time draws near,” said Elder, cutting me off. My respect for him effectively stopped whatever else I might have said.

He rose, stiffly, to his feet. Silverruff stood also, expectant, but with sorrow lowering his ears, curbing the brightness that once glowed from his eyes.

“Where do you go, old one?” I asked, Ly’Tana leaning comfortably against my shoulder, her arm across my neck.

“I have fulfilled Darius’ wishes,” he said, shaking his head, his ears flapping. “And my own. I have lived but for this moment.”

Understanding dawned in my thick skull. “Please. Don’t go.”

Elder’s eyes glowed with warmth, humor and love. “Into each life must come death, Chosen One,” he said softly. “It is the way of things.”

“But you—”

“Do not grieve, my son,” he said. “Even my seed, my true son, knows it is my time to go.”

“Father—” Silverruff began.

Elder nuzzled his son’s muzzle in affection. “Find yourself another mate. You must have sons to follow after you. I would see grandchildren frolicking under the sun.”

I drew myself up, my heart already grieving, in pain. “I am indebted to you, Elder.”

He paused, his soldiers flanking him, as he prepared to walk, no limp, back into the dark forest. “No, Chosen One,” he said slowly. “It is I who am grateful to you.”

He sat down again, his age not allowing for standing still. Either sitting or walking was best for him.

“To know you, to speak to you, has been the greatest honor of my life,” he said quietly. “Not many wolves will have the chance to greet you as I have, to speak to the Chosen One.”

“That’s not much of an honor.”

“It is, however,” he replied, his head high. “I am in your debt, Chosen One, Darius’ son. You will do him, and us, proud. My life is now complete. I leave the world in good paws.”

His guards flanking him, Elder limped toward the forest. Silverruff watched him leave, his head low, his ears flattened. Grief etched his features.

“Elder, I need you,” I said. “Your son needs you.”

“We will meet again.”

“What if I fail?” I asked.

Elder refused to answer. His shortened gait spoke of a certain determination. My heart ached within my chest. So little time—

“Tuatha, called Elder,” I said clearly.

He paused, looking inquiring back over his shoulder.

I tipped my muzzle toward the sleeping pup at my feet. “I would call him after you. Tuatha.”

Pleasure and satisfaction came over the old wolf’s face. He grinned, a young wolfish grin, his tongue lolling. “You do me honor. I am pleased. You will do well, Chosen One. Child of Darius.”

My heart aching, I watched him limp into the forest, the dark shadows swallowing him up. Most of the wolves sat or lay silent, their heads averted. As though watching him leave, walking to his death, invaded his privacy. Only Silverruff watched, his ears sagging.

“I would go to him,” he said, turning back to me. “One last time. By your leave, Chosen One.”

“You don’t need my permission,” I all but snapped. “Go.”

He quickly rose and trotted into the trees, disappearing instantly. I listened to his footfalls behind the slow limping gait of his sire and the deliberate pacing of the escort. I tuned them out, respecting the privacy of their final father-son chat. I gazed down at my adopted son, Tuatha the Younger. Absently, I wondered how wolves got their names.

“Their parents, just like yours. Usually based on some aspect of their appearance or nature. You need a wolf name.”

“My current name is quite enough, I think.”

“Raine is not very wolfish.”

I sighed. “Is there any wine left?”

At Arianne’s amused translation, drunken humans cast about unsteadily for fresh skins, drunken wolves rose to follow their noses toward any scent of wine at all. Witraz pounced on a deflated skin lying near Joker, the wolf who still lay on his back with all four paws in the air. That big boy rolled over, his eyes bright as he gazed at the skin Witraz waved over his head in triumph.

“Here, m’lord,” he announced.

Witraz lacked the needed coordination to walk the short distance to me. His right leg stepped firm, his left wandered off course, making him stagger. His one eye gleaming in the firelight, he tried again. This time he tripped over Joker at his feet. Cursing and flailing, he went down.

Fortunately for the wolf, Witraz’s big form toppled mostly sideways, missing most of the wolf’s body, with the exception of his hindquarters. With a half whine, half growl, Joker lunged out from under Witraz. He didn’t get any further, either. His front legs tangled together, bringing him down in a disorganized furry heap.

I eyed the wineskin, lying in the dirt like a dead animal, thinking that if I wanted a drink, I needed to be human again. I’d need the use of my hands. As though reading my thoughts, Ly’Tana came to my rescue. As Witraz and Joker both staggered to their feet, each voicing loud complaints about the other, she rose from my side and picked it up. With a grin, she aimed the mouth at me.

Just in time, I caught the squirt on my tongue. Laughing, she tipped her head back, catching a thin stream into her own mouth.

“I believe there’s just enough for us two,” she said.

“Wait a minute,” Kel’Ratan demanded. “What about the rest of us?”

“What about you?” she answered callously. “Royal prerogative.”

Lying on my back, I laughed as Ly’Tana sat beside my immense head and dripped wine into my upturned mouth. Kel’Ratan grumbled sourly to himself, picking up a nearby cup and sniffing it. With a deep sigh, he tipped it over. A single drop slid out and down to land with a tiny plop onto a dead leaf. 

The search for more wine concluded with only the miniscule remains in a few skins. Wolves lay back down with sighs almost as loud as Kel’Ratan’s. Witraz made to sit, but fell instead. Curling up on his side, next to the fire, he soon began to snore. Joker eyed him for a moment before also lying down in a furry grey ball, tail coiled primly over his legs. With his muzzle resting on his tail, his eyes, glazing over as they stared into the flickering flames, slowly closed.

“Can you humans make more of that?” asked Little Bull. He imitated his friend, lying down in preparation for sleep. “I like it.”

“We’ll see about that,” I replied.

“What do you mean?” Darkhan asked.

I laughed, a silent wolfish laugh as Ly’Tana streamed more wine into my gaping jaws. “Come dawn, you’ll see.”

After Rygel translated, Kel’Ratan grumbled sourly. “Hangovers.”

“What’s a hangover?” asked Shadow, lying between Rannon and Alun. His long pink tongue dangled out of the side of his mouth, his brown eyes dull.

At the translation, his human companions howled with laughter.

“I wouldn’t be laughing, were I you,” Ly’Tana said. “You two are bawling babies come the morning after.”

Silenced, the pair blinked owlishly in the firelight. Shadow glanced up at them, bemused. “I gather they’re susceptible to these hangovers?”

“Very,” Ly’Tana agreed.

“This should prove interesting.”

At Arianne’s translation, Alun scowled and Rannon cursed under his breath. The wolf merely laughed to himself and put his head on his paws.

Silverruff emerged from the forest and the shadows, his head and tail low. Every dejected line of his body screamed his grief. While he didn’t speak, I knew he wanted to howl his anguish to the stars.

“Come, my friend,” I said, rolling over. “I think you need this more than I.”

Wolves and humans alike made way for him as he walked slowly to my side. Ly’Tana scooted over, raising the skin to squirt wine into his mouth.

“Hmmm,” he said, rolling the taste over his tongue. “It’s sweet.”

“Let us drink a toast,” I said.

“A toast?” he asked, puzzled. “I thought your humans called it wine.”

“A toast is when friends drink wine together and speak words of hope or praise,” I answered.

Kel’Ratan raised an empty skin. “To the Wolf,” he intoned. Lifting it, he dribbled a tiny trickle into his mouth.

“To Connacht,” said Corwyn, lifting his own.

“To our very own Princess,” growled Rannon. “May she reign forever.”

“When she gets the throne,” added Alun.

“To Arianne,” growled Darkhan, lifting his jaws so she could squirt a tiny amount onto his tongue.

“I’ll drink to that,” Rygel said, seizing it to bring a drop to his lips. Caught between them, Arianne giggled helplessly, trying to hug them both at once.

“To Elder,” said Joker, waking from his doze to lie once more on his back, paws high. Kel’Ratan managed to squeeze a few drops into his upside down, grinning mouth.

Silverruff and I looked at one another, Ly’Tana in the middle. I think at that moment we understood each other perfectly. What he read in my eyes is what I saw in his. His tongue lolled in a wolfish grin. As one, we both spoke softly.

“To victory.”

* * *

After tossing about for hours, unable to sleep, I sat up. I wiped grit and dust from my eyes, glancing about the camp. The fire burned low. Only red coals lay within the stone boundary where flames once flickered. Both human and wolf snores drifted through the darkness, the shapes of sleeping men and furry wolfish mounds met my cleaned eyesight. Once those shapes appeared as dim shadows to my human eyes, my wolfish vision remained clear in the dark hours before the dawn.

I turned myself back into my human shape before lying down to sleep, Ly’Tana beside me. Yet, wolf night eyes enabled me to see as easily I might under the noontime sun. Now both selves, wolf and human, had joined, my body might be human but my six senses, and instincts, remained those of a wolf.

I glanced down at Ly’Tana, curled on her side, her head pillowed on her arm. She’ll wake with her arm numb, I thought, but knew if I tried to make her more comfortable I’d rouse her. I satisfied myself with a light brush of my lips against her silky hair before standing up.

Tuatha lay beside her, curled into a dark furry lump, dead to the world. Ah, the innocent sleep of the young, I thought, stroking my hand over his puppy fur. Would that I could relive that.

Quietly, as to not wake anyone, I gathered a few faggots, put them on the coals and stirred up the fire. Only Bar, lying down on the far side of the camp, raised his eagle head from his forelegs to watch me. I could only shrug, and offer him a half-salute. Whatever his thoughts were, he kept them to himself as I turned away.

Changing back into the huge black wolf was easier than I thought. Easy once you know how, I thought wryly. Just willing the shape of either my human form or my wolf body brought the swift change. My mind wanted to linger on the rightness of my wolf shape, how fulfilling it felt to be a wolf. Yet, I forced it onto other matters. Like whether or not I’d find a way to survive this calamity Darius saddled me with.

“I beg your pardon.”

“If you don’t mind,” I said. “I’d like to be alone for a while.”

“Very well.”

Silently, I padded out of the camp and into the darker shadows of the forest. Behind me, the wood caught fire, brightening and warming the sleeping camp behind me. My night vision didn’t falter with the added shadows of the trees about me. My hearing picked up more night sounds than I cared to listen to and I tuned them out. Not far away, Tashira and Shardon raised their heads from their grazing in the midst of the small horse herd. Like Bar, they merely watched without speaking as I loped away under the trees.

Scenting the wolves posted on guard, I stepped about them and past them. They also heard my presence approach, for how could my tremendous body pass under tree limbs without making a noise? Yet, they, in wolf fashion, sensed my need to be alone and satisfied themselves with quick tail wags of greeting before returning to their watch.

I loped on, my paws digging furrows into the soft loamy soil. Uneasily, I pondered on the feelings running with four legs brought forth. I’m a man, not a wolf. At least, I was supposed to be a man. How could two creatures possibly inhabit the same body? Unnatural. I should be feeling that being a wolf was alien, not as it truly was…comfortable.

Yet, Ly’Tana was fully human. She also found great joy in flying as a bird. I’d have to think on this further, I supposed, but right then all I wanted to do was run.

So I ran.

I must have loped for miles, though I didn’t feel tired. Running on four legs was easier than running on two and wolves had natural stamina. I stretched out my legs, my paws flying over the grass, the wind hissing in my ears. The terrain rose. The trees fell away, leaving behind a steep rocky incline. I galloped uphill, my jaws wide, drinking in the cool night air, my hindquarters digging into the rocky soil. I reveled in the sheer power of my immense wolf body, feeling, for perhaps the first time, truly free.

Climbing a steep hill, I slowed to a trot and at last to a walk. Finding a boulder large enough to accommodate my enormous frame, I stepped onto it. The night forest lay below and behind me. Only the stars above the distant hills greeted my eyes.

A wolf body lies down on rock far more comfortably than a human’s would. I lay down, curling my tail about my hind legs. A shooting star, its tail a fiery red, trailed across the heavens. The red dragon, I recalled, the firedrake. The portent of things to come.

Like a child, I wished on it. Wished that one day, someday, I would have Ly’Tana for my mate. As a slave, I never allowed myself to wish for that which I could never have. And here, I had done it: not once, but twice.

Only children believed in dreams and expected that wishing on a shooting star brought those wishes true. Adults dealt with reality and, with a few exceptions in my personality, I was an adult. Reality was a quest that would end in success and death. I’d free my ultimate sire from his prison, but in so doing I’d die. I’d die a horrible death at the hands of the beast and Ly’Tana would die at my side.

I rested my head on my paws, thinking not on duty or destiny or death, but on the simple things I liked: making a sword sing as I spun it in my fist. The taste of a rare beef, its juices hot on my tongue. I loved the scent of summer flowers drifting on the light breeze tickling my nostrils, making me sneeze. Basking under the spring sun after the cold grip of winter has fled. Oh, the sight of beautiful, half-naked girls giggling and prancing as they went about their daily chores in the town made me sigh. 

Remembering that sight made me realize: I’d die a virgin.

If only Corwyn hadn’t been such a strict master in that regard, I might know the pleasures women can bring. That thought, of course, raised the sight of Ly’Tana within my mind’s vision. She was beautiful, seductive in her innocent way, the diamond in her navel flashing in the sun, her smile, her emerald eyes, her half-naked almond body in those revealing leathers atop her big buckskin stallion.

Gods above and below, I thought, that’s the last thing I need. To think of Ly’Tana right now, and crave the things I will never experience.

I always thought I’d die in the arena. That one day I would meet an opponent who was stronger, better and meaner than I. Not in the cold, frozen north atop the world at the claws and teeth of a monster. That was, if the dragons didn’t turn me into a small, insignificant pile of ash first. How does one kill a monster? I know how to kill men, I thought. Men very much like myself, men with hands and swords and thin skin that bled easily. To date, I hadn’t killed a monster.

I pondered my armament. I had a good sword, I had very sharp fangs, although I couldn’t use them at the same time. I also had, thanks to Rygel, magic. Darius said it had ape-like hands, useless wings and was stupid. Perhaps I could outsmart it somehow.

That worry, at least, I could set aside for the future. Raising my head, I watched the stars on their slow courses across the heavens. Were my real parents up there, Camlach and Raia, looking down, watching me? What would they think of their son now? As I, their eldest son, was born a werewolf, a gai’tan, the hope and salvation not of men, but of wolves. Were they ashamed of me?

I’d never find out. If there was indeed an afterlife, my soul would join the wolves, not the humans. Lying my head on my paws once more I wished, with a fierce ache in my chest, that this task had never come to me.

A wolf entered the perimeter of the trees, about thirty rods from the boulder. I knew he hesitated before entering the clearing. I also knew immediately who it was.

“Chosen One,” Silverruff said, his ears and tail lowered in respect. “May I approach?”

“Only if you drop the ‘Chosen One’ crap,” I growled. “I have a name.”

He grinned and trotted closer. “That’s not very wolfish.”

“Don’t make me hurt you.”

He disregarded my threat and loped onto the boulder, his tail waving back and forth. Like Tor, he seemed to recognize my moods and judge, quickly, whether they were dangerous or not.

“You’re not like I thought you’d be,” he commented, lying down. “I certainly didn’t expect you to be friendly, approachable, humorous, charismatic and, of course, comfortable to be with.”

I eyed him sidelong. “What’d you think I’d be like?”

“Cold,” he replied, biting his flank to ease an itch. “Bitter. Heartless. That slavery would have brought out the worst in you. Not the best.”

What could I say to that? I turned my head away, resting my muzzle on my paws. “It made me cold and bitter.”

“Not true. My father said that when you were young you had the makings of a natural leader. Your misfortune, while bad enough, is our salvation. And your own. It made you stronger, tougher, honed the skills you were born with. It turned you into a true leader of the pack.”

“You’re delusional.”

He laughed. “You wish.”

“If I ignore you, will you go away?”

“Not a chance.”

I sighed. 

“You need a wolf name,” he said.

“Oh, please.” I adjusted my head on my paws more comfortably and shut my eyes.

I heard the lupine grin in his tone. “Big Dog.”

Part of me wanted to laugh, the other part wanted to take him by his scruff and shake him for insulting me. No wolf liked being compared to a dog, a mongrel. That he dared do so raised the hackles on my neck.

The human part of me also realized the name was true enough: I was indeed a big dog, the leader of the pack, in many respects, and in truth, a mongrel. I was neither fully wolf nor fully man. I was, in that terrible word, a mutt.

Big Dog. How ironic. My sense of humor took control of my irritation.

I didn’t let that show however. I growled low in my chest instead. Silverruff didn’t back down. His laughter rang in my ears.

“Big Dog,” he repeated. “Your wolf name. It’s perfect.”

“Just don’t tell Darius,” I said, finally giving up the pretense of anger and laughed.

“He’ll know someday,” Silverruff said.

“I have so many names,” I said, rolling half onto my back, “My parents called me Raine, the Khalidians called me Wolf, the wolves call me Big Dog. I swear I’m going to have an identity crisis.”

“The wolves call you hope.”

I sobered. Rolling back onto my belly, my forelegs folded, I gazed at him. His silver ruff all but glowed bright under the light of the moon. “I may fail.”

“You won’t,” Silverruff said confidently.

“Even if I succeed,” I said. “I will die.”

“Then I’ll die at your side.”

I looked away, up at the stars gleaming bright from the heavens. The souls of the dead lived beyond them, in the afterlife, walking amidst their gods. If Darius weren’t in prison, he’d be up there, judging the souls who came to him. Amongst the wolves who had gone before.

“You won’t,” I said quietly. “You’ll go home to your mate.”

“I’ve none,” he said.

I glanced at him, askance.

“She was like your mate,” he said, his eyes also on the stars above. “Like your mate, she was fierce and proud. She was afraid of nothing and no one. But unlike your beautiful lady, she was headstrong. Stupid sometimes.”

“What happened?”

“She returned once too many times to the farmer she liked to steal from,” Silverruff answered. “He was smarter than she. He shot and killed her.”

“I’m sorry.”

“She was a fearless wolf,” he said quietly. “But she wasn’t a good mate. She heeded me not and did what she would.”

“Did you have pups? A family?”

“No, we had no whelps to raise. After her death, single, I wandered and hunted alone. Until you freed yourself from the human slavery. Then I joined my father in his search for you.”

I stared at the stars. “He wants you to find a new mate. You should.”

Silverruff lay silent for a time. “I’ll follow you, even into hell.”

“I know,” I replied. “I go alone.”

“Is this your command?”

“It is.”

He lay silent, and I could not read his thoughts. Rather than try, I pondered what was left of my life. I have five months to live, I thought. Time enough to prepare myself for death. Time enough to make my peace.

Irony turned my morose thoughts into some semblance of humor: my god owed me one. How many people could claim that? I doubted Darius would judge me harshly for all the killing I’ve done and condemn me to the very hell I died to spring him from.

We should be at peace with one another. Funny, I realized I would be seeing him soon. He wouldn’t just be a name, a voice in my head. If I succeeded in freeing him and lived, I’d meet him face to face. If I freed him and in so doing met my end, I’d still face him as a bared soul.

For I knew I would kill the Guardian and free him, before I died.

I glanced up at the stars. Perhaps, when I am dead, I’ll join them and become a tiny star, forever following my path through heaven.

“You will be more than that. Far more.”

“Whether I live or die,” I said slowly. “The wolves will go on. As must you.”

“If you fail,” Silverruff said softly. “The wolves will be eradicated from this earth.”

“What do you mean?

Like me, he gazed up at the shining lights. “While our god is imprisoned, the wolf soul is reborn again and again. If he is not freed, those souls will finally give up hope and pop out of existence. Soon after, there will be fewer and fewer whelps born. The day will come when the old ones die and no young to take their place. Our species will eventually die out. The wolves will walk the earth no more.”

Great, I thought, laying my head on my paws. If I fail, the wolf as a species will die. No pressure.

“You will not fail.”

“But I’ll die.”

Darius, at least, had the grace to stay silent.

The wolves will walk the earth no more.

I thought, you stupid bastard.

* * *

Amused, I watched the camp wake up.

The sun broke over the horizon, the surrounding trees unable to staunch its incredible power. Light glimmered and dripped off the gently moving leaves, reflecting light that was both beautiful and savage. The dawn was beautiful to my eyes, but potentially savage on those who had enjoyed too freely the wine of the previous night.

I sat next to the fire, feeding it small sticks. Silverruff lay beside me, his brown eyes languid and sleepy as he watched the flickering flames. On my other side, Ly’Tana suddenly stirred and stretched, her mouth opening in a wide yawn. Silverruff lifted his head from his paws to watch with me as she sighed and rolled over.

She blinked. Tiny twigs and dead leaves clung to her silken red-gold hair as she sat up.

“Morning,” I said.

She glanced blearily around. “If you say so,” she replied, trying to smother another huge yawn.

She was just too damn beautiful to resist. I leaned over and kissed her.

“Ugh,” she spat, pushing me away. “I have morning breath. Don’t do that.” She scrubbed the back of her hand across her mouth.

“Your morning breath is like the sweet scented petals of fresh flowers,” I said, kissing the tip of her nose.

Her green eyes glinted. “Just what were you drinking last night?”

“Only your beauty, my dearest love.”

“Uh, huh.”

She rose to her feet, dusting off her leathers. With her fingers, she combed out some of the leaves from her hair, all the while watching me carefully. Still eyeing me, she bent, fumbled for her sword belt and buckled it across her lean hips. Her griffin hilt lay at her bare belly, within quick reach of her right hand. The diamond in her navel winked at me, catching the light of the new sun and my breath at the same time.

Her eyes fell on Silverruff. “Keep an eye on him, will you, while I’m gone? Maybe he got into some nettles or something.”

She walked away, her arms over her head in a languid stretch. I heard the sharp intake of her breath as she yawned. The sway of her hips under that skimpy leather skirt kept my eyes riveted….

Silverruff grinned as she strode away into the forest, still yawning. “Pity she’s a human,” he commented. “She’d make an awesome she-wolf.”

I jerked my eyes away from where she disappeared.

“Well,” I said, ruffling his ears. “You can have a go after I’m dead. Just remember what happened when Darius tried that.”

He rolled onto his side, laughing, fending off my hands with his paws. “When you return alive, I’m going to spend my life reminding you of how stupid you are.”

“You can try,” I replied.

Kel’Ratan scowled, holding his head. “Someone shut off that blasted light.”

“Oh, I promise you, I’ll laugh my ass off.”

“Vermin.”

“Brainless hulk,” Silverruff answered, his voice rising.

“Mangy cur.” Mine rose almost to a shout.

Silverruff all but howled. “Insufferable human—”

“Will you two cease and desist!” Witraz yelled, holding his hands over his suddenly sensitive ears. “You’re killing me.”

Also awakened and holding his own aching head, Alun sat up and smacked Witraz upside his ear.

“M’lord,” Witraz amended, scowling at Alun.

“That was fun,” I commented.

“Humans are so very entertaining,” Silverruff replied, grinning.

“Is this a hangover?” asked Little Bull, lying on his side and panting. “My head aches fit to split.”

“That it is,” answered Rygel, tossing off his blanket and sitting up. He swayed from side to side. Closing his eyes, he grimaced in pain, holding his head in his arms.

Blearily, Arianne sat up, blinking owlishly in the light. Like Ly’Tana, she stretched languidly, her thin blanket sliding off her thin chest to pool in her lap. As she hadn’t imbibed at all, she felt no pain and glanced about the rousing camp with sleepy curiosity.

Tuatha also woke, his jaws widening and his tiny pink tongue running through his needle teeth in a huge puppy yawn. “Papa?” he asked, his sapphire eyes blinking.

I picked him up. “Sleep well?”

For answer, I received another huge yawn. “I go wee,” he said.

I put him down onto his stubby legs. “Go over there, then.”

He waddled well away from the camp and squatted.

Ly’Tana, returning from her own session in the forest, scooped him up as she walked cheerfully back toward me. He licked her chin, earning a giggle and an ear rub for himself.

Darkhan woke, his tongue running through his sharp fangs in a huge yawn. Arianne seized him about the neck, hugging him tight as he grinned. Rygel scowled.

He leaned toward Darkhan, his eyes, more red than amber, snapped in anger and jealousy. He jerked his hand back and forth between them. “You and me,” he gritted, “we’re gonna have words.”

Darkhan rolled onto his side, half his weight in Arianne’s lap, her arms secure about his huge ruff. “Bring it on, brother.”

Arianne, the object of the jealous war between wolf and wizard, merely giggled.

“I can see trouble from here,” said the rangy wolf, Shadow, his own brown eyes running with tears and the after-the-party problems. Ly’Tana dropped Tuatha in my lap before seating herself beside me. He landed with a plump grunt and licked his nose. “I’m hungry.”

“You’ll have to wait,” I said, settling him comfortably in my crossed legs.

“Papa—” he began, but I growled low in my throat.

Tuatha subsided, his belly rumbling. Silverruff, still laughing, eyed me sidelong. “Are humans usually this temperamental?”

“Only after a wild party,” I said comfortably, throwing my right arm over his neck. “You’ll learn to love us.”

“Love humans?” he replied, affronted. “Love those two-legged, hairless, scrawny creatures without honor or purpose? I don’t think so.”

Laughing, I pulled him toward me, my left hand affectionately rubbing his head and ears. “You will, trust me.”

He snarled, pulling away in annoyance. “Leave off, Big Dog.”

“Big Dog?” Darkhan asked, his ears high, his eyes bright. “How appropriate.”

“I like it,” said Joker, rolling once more onto his back, all four paws in the air. “I follow the Big Dog.”

“See what you started?” I snapped at Silverruff.

“What did he start?” Ly’Tana asked, glancing from him to me.

“Their wolf name for me,” I grumbled. “Big Dog.”

I expected sympathy? Ly’Tana grinned down at me, her hands on her hips. “Big Dog. Of course you are.”

Arianne giggled, Rygel chuckled, and Kel’Ratan’s mustache at last bristled. “That you are, m’lord. I run with the Big Dog.”

“Who is?” asked Tor, waking and sitting up from his place well beyond the fire.

His tutors, Yuri and Yuras, snored to either side of him. Between yawns, Tor scratched his armpit. “Wake up,” he said. “Dolts.”

“He is,” replied Kel’Ratan, jerking his head in my direction.

“Big Dog?” Tor offered a half bow in my direction as he nudged Yuri with his toe. Yuri snorted in his sleep and rolled over, away from Tor’s offending foot. “You’re Prince Wolf to me.”

Tor kicked Yuri harder. “Get up, fool. The sun is shining and it’s time to ride.”

Yuri threw his arm over his face. “Leave me be.”

“Buckethead,” Tor said amiably, kicking Yuri once more. “Get up.”

“Touch me and die,” Yuri grumbled.

Tor grinned and kicked him again. “Get up and say that.”

Snarling, Yuri lunged to his feet, snatching his sword hilt. Tor proved quicker. Rolling to his feet with lightning speed, he grabbed his plain wooden blade. Yuri, his arms raised over his head, sword in hand, received a resounding blow to his gut. Coughing, he fell to his knees, his steel blade falling helplessly to the ground.

“Bravo!” Ly’Tana cried, clapping her hands. “Well done, lad. Well done.”

Grinning, Tor bowed low, arms wide in a showman’s bow. Yuri fell headfirst into the dirt, coughing, groaning, trying to hold both his aching head and his pained gut at the same time.

I laughed. The boy certainly had grown a great deal in the last few weeks. Yuras sat up, scooting carefully away from Tor, and assisted his groaning older brother.

Corwyn also rose from his blanket. Obviously, he had heard the discussion of my new name and felt forced to add his comments.

“It’s you,” he said simply, standing up and shaking the dirt from his blanket before rolling it up.

“Thank you very much,” I replied acidly.

Tashira also felt it necessary to voice his thoughts on the subject. “I like wolves, but I don’t care much for dogs,” he said. “Low, whining creatures, if you ask me.”

“No one asked you,” Shardon said. “And either way, he still has some very big teeth.”

“I like the boy’s word: shut up, buckethead.”

“Rygel?” Ly’Tana asked.

“Princess?”

“Think you could concoct a remedy for all these aching skulls? Including your own?”

Rygel peered blearily about the slowly rousing and groaning camp. “I would if I could see straight.”

“We have a long way to ride,” she said briskly, shaking out her own blanket. “I’m sooo not inclined to listen to a pack of whining men.”

She glanced about at the furry members of our crowd. “Or wolves, either.”

“I didn’t whine,” Joker said, flopping onto his side, his tongue lolling. “My head aches fit to split, but I didn’t whine.”

“You moaned,” said Kip, a smaller, lean grey and brown wolf.

“Moaning isn’t whining.”

“Close enough.”

Ly’Tana frowned. “What’d they say?”

“They’re discussing the differences between whining and moaning,” I answered.

Ly’Tana nudged Joker with her toe. “Big baby.”

Joker lifted his head. “Was that a compliment?”

I grinned. “Nope.”

“I didn’t think so.” His head sagged back down to the ground. “I don’t feel well.”

Ly’Tana clapped her hands sharply. “Come now, sluggards,” she snapped. “Everyone get up and get moving. Hell is waiting.”

My gut clenched. I exchanged a long look with Silverruff, who bared his teeth in a grimace. “Want to change your mind?” he asked in a low tone.

“Don’t be absurd,” I growled.

“I’m guessing you’ll have one hell of a fight on your hands when you tell her she’s not going with you.”

I bit my thumb. “Don’t I know it.”

He grinned. “It’s your hide. Maybe you’ll escape with it intact.”

I tried to wither him with a glare, but he merely wagged his tail amiably. “What’s your plan?”

“When I think of it,” I said glumly, biting my thumb again, watching Ly’Tana rouse the warriors with curses and commands. “I’ll let you know.”

I rose to my feet and fetched cold roast from the stores and mixed Tuatha’s breakfast. His hand covering a huge yawn, Rygel tossed me his bag of herbs. “Throw in a few pinches of that.”

I did, added water, and created the tasty brown sludge Tuatha liked so much. My heart sank when I realized I’d not see him weaned from the mush to meat. He’d grow up into a big jet black wolf, a strong leader with a pack, a family, of his own. I wouldn’t be there to watch.

My leaving would hurt him. He’d already lost one set of parents, and would soon lose his adopted father. Right now, he was far too young to comprehend all this. I hoped one day he’d understand why I abandoned him, and, above all, forgive me.

His tail wagged furiously as he crawled into my lap and gobbled his soft meal from my fingers. Silverruff watched without comment. Keeping my eyes on my task, I listened half-heartedly to Ly’Tana breaking camp. Her warriors, breakfasting on cold meat and bread, munched as they gathered together horses and saddles. Arianne and Tor stuffed food into saddlebags, setting them aside for the warriors to seize once they tacked up the horses. Kel’Ratan kicked dirt over the fire, smothering it. Corwyn, after saddling his own ugly roan, took waterskins to the stream to fill.

The wolves, with nothing to pack, went to the stream to drink. A few of the more lively ones mock fought, growling and biting without hurt, tails wagging. The wolves hardest hit by hangovers padded dejectedly along, ears slack and tails low. I suspected once I left, they’d melt away into the forest and return to their hunting grounds and packs. I glanced at Silverruff and jerked my head toward them.

“Will they go home to their families now?”

He shook his head rapidly, flapping his ears. “They have none.”

“Why ever not?”

“My father called together the biggest, toughest, strongest wolves,” he explained. “But he also wanted those with no mates, no families to miss them.”

“I see.” And I did. Any who accompanied me wouldn’t live very long. Elder knew my task would result in many deaths.

Tuatha finished his breakfast and burped. Licking his muzzle, he gazed up at me with his sapphire eyes. “Papa? What’s wrong?”

I rubbed his little head, my thumb caressing between his eyes. “Nothing, little one.”

“You’re sad.”

I tried to swallow the lump in my throat and lied to my son. “It’ll pass.”

Ly’Tana strode toward me. “All set?”

With another glance at Silverruff, I nodded. Setting Tuatha on the ground, I stood up. He waddled about, sniffing the ground, his tail wagging furiously as he touched noses with Silverruff.

Fetching my sword belt from where I dropped it before lying down the night before, I buckled it on. If she sensed anything amiss, Ly’Tana said nothing. Yet, she watched me, hands on her slender hips, her head cocked slightly.

“Tashira?” I called.

He trotted to me, head up, ears perked and liquid eyes bright. Like Tuatha, he immediately sensed what Ly’Tana didn’t. Or perhaps she suspected, by the close way she watched me.

“Raine?” he inquired, nuzzling my hand for a caress. “What’s wrong?”

I stroked my hands down his black face, rubbing the itchy spots behind his ears. The lump returned to my throat, shutting off my air supply. My chest ached as my heart broke.

“’Tis time for us to part company, my friend,” I murmured.

Ly’Tana stepped closer, her hand now resting on her griffin hilt. “Raine? What’s up?”

I tried for a smile. “I’m sending Tashira home.”

“I know time flies when you’re having fun,” Tashira said, backing away from me, his huge eyes hardening. “But it hasn’t been three years.”

“Nevertheless, return to the vale and your father.”

His tiny ears pinned. “He won’t like that.”

“Why not? I saved your life, you saved mine. We’re quits. We’re even.”

The exchange now garnered the attention of the Kel’Hallan warriors, Corwyn, Rygel and Arianne. All the activity, the preparations for travel ceased as the men dropped what they were doing and ringed us around. Shardon stood behind his black brother, his wide eyes fastened on me. Wolves, hangovers or not, loped back from the stream, sensing the tension that now hung in the air. Even Bar walked into view, his tail lashing from side to side as he stood behind Kel’Ratan.

This wasn’t what I expected or wanted. Near panic, my chest near to bursting, I tried for a distraction by scooping Tuatha up. He wriggled in protest, his distress clear in his blue eyes and low whines. “Papa? What’s wrong? Papa?”

“I have to go away for a while,” I said. “I can’t take you with me.”

“Papa!”

Ly’Tana stalked closer, her suspicion snapping emerald fire in her gaze. “Who’s remaining behind to watch over him, then?” she asked, her voice deceptively soft.

Try as I might, I could not, dared not, look her in the face. I looked at none of them. I studied the ground, my wolf instincts sensing the growing anger of Ly’Tana, of her warriors, of Tashira. No few wolves growled low in their throats, ears flattening, their heads lowered in silent threat.

Drawing a ragged breath, I found no support from Silverruff, who walked from my side to stand next to Ly’Tana.

“You might as well tell them,” he said.

“Tell us what?” Rygel demanded, striding forward.

Darkhan at her side, Arianne ran toward me. “Raine? What are you doing?”

I drew in a deep breath. “I’m going north.”

“With us.” Ly’Tana’s eyes bored holes through me.

I shook my head. “Alone.”

“Oh, you are so not going alone,” she snapped. “We’re going with you.”

“No,” I replied softly. “You’ll go home.”

Silence fell with an audible thump. Nearly strangling in fury, Rygel said nothing. Stunned by my words, the warriors looked at one another, shifting their feet. Kel’Ratan’s mustache bristled as Corwyn glared as fiercely as Ly’Tana.

She stepped closer, her head tilted. Her expression slowly changed from anger to shock as she stared up into my bleak eyes. Her jaw slackened. Her hand rose from her hilt to her breasts, her green eyes wide.

“You’re not coming back.”

My throat closed once more. I shook my head, the only answer I could give.

“You think you’re going to die up there.”

I managed a tiny smile. “I know I’m going to die up there.”

“You are not going to die,” Rygel raged, stomping toward me. “We’ll be there to fight with you.”

“If you go, all of you are dead,” I said quietly. “I won’t have it.”

“You haven’t a choice,” he snapped. “We’re coming along, whether you like it or not.”

“I’ve had a vision,” I snapped, my finger stabbing at Ly’Tana. “This thing killed me and it killed you.”

That pronouncement stopped them all.

“I’ll die up there,” I said softly. “And so shall you, if you accompany me.”

“You know this?”

In answering Darius, I spoke aloud, for the benefit of all. “I dreamed it. I’m strangled by an unseen source hard enough to snap my neck.”

I mellowed my voice as I touched Ly’Tana’s cheek with my fingers. “I saw you, my heart’s blood, lying dead on a cavern floor.”

“When?”

“Before you took up residence inside my head.”

“You’re wrong,” Rygel snapped. “Your dream means nothing. I’m coming with you.”

My own anger rose. “You won’t. You’ll take my sister to Kel’Halla. In proper time you’ll marry her. You’ll devote your life to keeping her safe and making her happy. If one day you choose to take on my uncle and succeed, you’ll crown her Queen of Connacht. Most of all, you’ll do as I command you. I command this.”

“I won’t,” he snarled, eyes flat.

“Neither will I,” Ly’Tana declared, her hand toying with the hilt of her sword. “I’ll hunt you down if you go alone.”

“I’ll follow you,” growled Shadow. “I can track you wherever you go.”

“Nor can you just dump me,” Tashira said, his ears flat against his head, his once gentle eyes blazing with fury.

“I have the best nose of all,” snarled Kip. “You cannot go where I cannot follow.”

“Papa!” cried Tuatha, wriggling against my grip. “You can’t leave me.”

I growled low in my throat. Meeting their angry expressions with my own, I looked around at the half circle about me. I lifted my finger to point, to mark all of them where they stood.

“How soon you forget,” I said softly. “Not a one of you failed to pledge your loyalty to me last night. Are you all so quickly foresworn?”

Taken aback, Ly’Tana blinked. “That doesn’t mean abandoning you.”

“By the words you all spoke last night,” I snarled, “wolves as well as humans, you placed yourself under my shield. You are all ordered to return to your homes. This is my command as a royal prince and as the Chosen One. I will go alone.”

Frustrated, Rygel ran his hand through his yellow hair. He glared at Silverruff. “Silverruff, tell him he’s crazy, talk some sense into him.”

Silverruff growled. “What makes you think he’ll listen to me? Just who do you think I am?”

“He’ll listen to you.”

“I tried already. I can’t tell him a bloody thing.”

Upon the heels of my victory, my anger dropped. “I’m sorry. This is something I must do alone. I won’t lead you to your deaths.”

“You don’t know that you’ll die,” Ly’Tana exclaimed wildly. “Arianne, you’re a seer, you see the future. He won’t die, will he? Tell him he’ll survive and so will we.”

All eyes found my sister. She stood with Darkhan, abandoned by Rygel, just outside the accusing ring of hostility aimed at me. She wrung her hands, tears flowing unchecked down her cheeks. Her midnight hair all but buried Darkhan as he peered from its depths, only his muzzle and yellow eyes showing through their lengths.

Frantic, she bit her lip, looking around at the hopeful expressions of those who looked to her for the answers.

“I—” she began, choking. She sniffed, swiping her cheek with the back of her hand. “I—I don’t know,” she whispered.

Ly’Tana wheeled. “What? What does your sight see?”

“I see nothing,” she cried. “When I look to his future, I see nothing but fog and mist.”

Her words silenced them all, cut their anger in twain. Fingers made the sign against evil. Wolf tongues licked uneasy muzzles.

“Not even I can see your fate. The Lords will not permit it. From here on your life is pure chance.”

“I know.”

Ly’Tana began to cry. Her head high, tears streamed down her cheeks, yet her eyes still glared. She wept without sobs. Rygel’s shoulders drooped, his hands lifting, palm up, in supplication.

“Please, braud,” he begged. “Don’t leave me behind.”

I felt my heart shatter in my chest. The pain, no the agony, swept through my blood. “I must,” I whispered. “Don’t make it harder than it already is.”

“Damn you!” Ly’Tana screeched through her tears. “I won’t make it easy on you.”

Her fist struck my belly, rebounding back, hurting her wrist, but me not at all. “Ly’Tana—”

“You don’t love me,” she snarled. “That’s why you can just turn your back on me and leave. You’re a cold, heartless bastard.”

“Please.” I heard the anguish in my own voice. “Please understand. I can’t watch you die.”

“Watch this.” Her fingers told me to do the anatomically impossible. “I hate you. I should have known better than to love you.”

I stepped back from her, my throat closing, my chest burning in agony. “You’ll send me to my death this way?”

“You’re sending yourself. You’ve only yourself to blame.”

I said nothing. There was nothing I could say. Bowing my head, I lifted Tuatha up to look him in his own anguished blue eyes.

“Papa?”

I could hardly speak. Choking, I tried to form words in my burning throat. “I need you to protect Arianne, Tuatha.”

“Papa? Don’t leave me, Papa!”

“You be a big wolf, a brave wolf, and protect her for me, all right?”

“Papa!” His cries grew louder as I placed him in Arianne’s trembling arms.

Trying a smile, I touched her tear-stained cheek with my fingers. “Be well, little cat.”

“Raine—”

“I love you.”

“Papa! No, Papa!”

I glanced around one last time at the faces, the humans, the wolves, Tashira, Shardon, Bar. “Be safe, kids.”

I turned my back on them all before their accusing eyes, their grief, might force me to change my mind.

“Papa!”

With my son’s agonized screams echoing within the shell of my shattered heart, I shut my eyes, bowed my head. I called on Rygel’s magic in my blood.

I transported myself far away.

The End
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