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Chapter 1

The Bloody Wolf

I staggered to my feet, blinking grit from my eyes.

“Give it up,” my opponent growled. “Stand still and you die quickly.”

Raising my sword, I sidestepped, balanced on the balls of my feet. Blood seeped down my bare belly and dripped onto the sand of the gladiatorial arena. He circled around me, grinning, his illegal dirk slicked red with my blood. My own sword had yet to mark him, and his confidence grew to match his bulk. Impossibly huge, he was one of the largest slaves to fight in the High King’s own home Grand Arena. His name was Silas, but he liked to style himself as Silas the Savage. As though the title would terrify and unman his opponents before they entered the arena. If any had been terrified and unmanned, I never heard tell of it. I myself was unimpressed after hearing of him and even less so upon seeing him for the first time. Like many gladiators, Silas carried his brains in his muscles and thought himself invincible.

He wore, like me, a short leather kilt, armored leather boots to the knees and a fighting harness criss-crossing his massive hairy chest. Unlike me, he wore his hair short, with a close-cropped beard. Fierce blue eyes lit his triumphant grin, clearly visible through the sweat and dirt in my eyes. In his home province of Nevalle, in the northern portion of the Federation, he was also a champion. With that title, he carried an ego bigger than he was.

The rules of the arena were simple: one man, one weapon. He had managed to conceal the dirk inside his left wrist and I was foolish enough to miss it. Many opponents thought that by killing me they not only inherited my title as reigning champion, they might also gain their freedom. The fact that I, reigning champion, was still as much a slave as they never entered their heads. So many have cheated, I learned long ago to assume they all would cheat. That I missed this one caused me to curse myself and bleed into my battle harness.

He had managed a clever feint that caught me by surprise, quite a feat considering his brain capacity. I saw the blade, too late to stop it, but managed to deflect it enough that the razor-sharp blade stabbed deep, but not into a vital organ. Few, if any, in the stands had seen it, as his sword hilt crashed into my face and knocked me off my feet headfirst into the sand at the same moment.

Had the arbitrators seen the illegal second blade, they would have stopped the match. Silas would have faced execution by crucifixion posthaste and his owners heavily fined. Hence, I felt surprise that his owners would have dared such an attempt against me, the High King’s own champion. Orders for the dirk had to have come down from on high to pass the many slave handlers and arrive on Silas’s wrist. Unfortunately for me, the wound I took, while not immediately mortal, may yet kill me. Yet, none except me, and the brainless hulk in front of me, knew it.

With a quick shake of my head, I cleared my vision. The crowds in the stands cheered and stomped their feet at my movement, screaming lustily. Most waved small banners carrying the emblem of their favorite: the White Lion of the High King, or the dark red Stallion of Nevalle. Far more Lions than Stallions fluttered amidst the cheering fans.

A few booed. No doubt, I thought dryly, from those who presumed to wager against me: the High King’s own personal slave, the reigning champion and the current hot favorite. Few in the Federation were foolish enough to bet against me. I sent the noise to the back of my head where it belonged, not letting the screams, cheers or yells distract me from business.

“I hear they call you The Wolf,” Silas said. He eyed me up and down, his grin widening. “I mistook you for a whelp still at his dam’s tit.”

He laughed at his own jest, a dry hoarse laugh that held only arrogance.

Without taking my eyes from him, I worked saliva into my dry mouth, bent and spat blood and grit to the arena floor.

His eyes narrowed. “I’ll tear you limb from limb, whelp,” he rumbled.

You talk too much, I thought. A pity no one had whipped his handlers for allowing him his voice while fighting. Talking wasted energy and took one’s mind off the business of killing and survival. Had I the inclination, I could have had his intestines around his throat before he finished his sentence.

He charged, fast, his sword raised high to strike at my head, his dirk in his left hand carried low, still concealed from most in the stands. I’m sure he hoped to catch me between the two blades. Rather than meet his rush or parry his sword, I fell back and dropped to the sand. His forward momentum brought him down, where my feet caught him in the gut. I kicked out, sending Silas through the air, harmlessly over me, to land, hard, on his back. Judging by his gasps, I suspected I knocked the wind from him.

While Silas struggled to both get to his feet and get his wind back, I looked to my handlers. Cephas, my Slave Master, gestured subtly, a quick hand movement, instructing me to carry on. I could have killed Silas as he floundered up, helpless and coughing. Had I done so I faced a whipping for not putting on a better show. The fans in the stands wanted a good fight, not a fight that ended within the first round. Timing was everything for a champion. Thus, I couldn’t kill him too soon. If I took too long to kill him, later I’d be whipped for cowardice.

Yet, I knew I would have to kill him before my own strength ran out. The straps of my battle harness thus far kept the lips of my wound together and limited the bleeding. I still bled, however, internally. The creeping weakness told me so. My own impending death did not disturb me much. I needed to win first.

Silas the Savage got his wind back and charged, his sword lifted to hack and kill. His own Slave Master was most likely signaling him to end the fight quickly, unwilling to risk a defeat. Bigger and stronger than me, he had as much skill and experience as I did. Without his brains entering the equation, the odds were nearly even. Like me, his slave’s collar bore encrusted jewels. The Duke of Nevalle, Lionel’s chief political opponent, owned Silas. No doubt, the Duke intended a subtle insult, a social victory over the High King, by killing me. If I killed Silas instead, the Duke not only lost face, but may also lose his own head. That was, if Lionel was feeling cranky.

Rather than meet his charge, I ducked and pivoted in the same motion. His weight carried him past, his sword missing me completely. My own sword slashed deep into his thigh. He fell with a guttural groan. The crowd roared.

I gave him a moment, then kicked him full in the face as he started to rise. He fell flat on his back, cursing through the blood filling his mouth. I could kick him all day long as long as I didn’t kill him. I needed to kill him, but held back on the impulse. Past his struggling body, I saw Cephas make another quick gesture, one that both congratulated me and gave me permission to kill.

Silas spat blood and broken teeth, now fully enraged as a bull in rut and parted from his harem. This time I met his rush with my own. We hacked at each other, Silas wasting valuable energy and concentration by swearing while I merely focused on not letting him slaughter me.

My greater speed in thrusting past his guard began to annoy him at last. He lashed out with his boot and connected solidly with my groin. Definitely bad form, but it comes with the territory.

The crowd screamed in protest as red fire lanced from my groin, sending my lower body into an inferno. My breath caught on a curse, choking, as the agony spread. Before I could stagger out of reach, his sword pierced my belly, deep.

I twisted away, off his blade before he could drive it in deeper. This was getting out of hand, I thought. He would kill me before I could kill him, and I would have to face the gods of my ancestors defeated, shamed. If a stupid savage, with no more intelligence than the average marble statue, skewered me, it would haunt my soul in the afterlife. I would have to finish him before he finished me.

Blocking another savage slash, I danced out of reach. I spun my sword in a tight twirl, making the steel whistle as though it had a life of its own. Few could spin a sword as I could, though many tried to imitate the technique. Its shrill sound unnerved many of my opponents, creating a mind filled with unease or panic, and making them easy prey for The Wolf. Silas had not the wits to be unnerved.

He followed me, his sword swinging hard and fast. I caught it on my own heavy blade and turned it, but for the first time his strength overcame mine and I could only slow, not entirely deflect, the strike aimed to kill. His cross guard caught me a glancing blow above my left ear. Head ringing, I fell flat on my back. Grinning, he turned away in triumph. Yelling and cheering, the crowd saw what he did not: my struggles to rise once more. From the candle of his eye, he saw me and turned. He sneered.

“Aren’t you dead yet?”

Like a great cat he pounced, the sunlight glancing off his blade poised to slash and kill. Still on my knees, I lunged aside, rolling. He missed. Still bent to strike my form on the ground, he awkwardly tried to regain his balance. I uncoiled from my crouch and struck with all my speed, training, instinct.

I buried my sword to the hilt in his broad chest.

Shock filled his pale blue eyes as they stared into mine for a brief moment. I forcibly swallowed pity and regret that always accompanied the death of an adversary, for neither of us ever had a choice in the matter. I struck true, into his living beating heart. He died within a moment, collapsing boneless at my feet.

The stands went wild as I planted my foot on the corpse and yanked my sword free. Pampered, rich and spoiled, the citizens craved what the High King willingly provided. As a race, the Khalidians loved war and violence. Founded on this heinous attribute, the great Federation advanced her borders slowly, methodically, with every generation. When the countries to conquer ran out, the war-loving people turned on each other. Thus, a few hundred years ago the Arena Games began.

In the not so distant past, angry mobs have rioted when not provided their violent entertainment, creating their own sports in the streets. Like a tidal wave, screaming hordes have cut down troops and innocent civilians alike, set fires in the capital city of Soudan and looted at will before either gradually subsiding or forcibly cut down. Killing was what these Khalidians wanted and killing was exactly what the High King gave them. The High Kings knew their people well. They loved bloodshed, violence and death. Each succeeding monarch gave it to them, in war on his neighbors and the conquest of new and sometimes distant lands. He provided in the Arena, in the blood sports, in the Games. Prisoners, criminals, slaves: all sent into the sands of the arena to face gladiators like Silas and me, or wild animals like lions, tigers or packs of starving, savage dogs.

Like his ancestors before him, Lionel cleverly kept the people yelling for blood…the blood of slaves, of prisoners, of animals, of criminals and of gladiators. They sought the spilling of an ocean of gore, yet not a drop of the purple blood of High Kings. It kept the violent citizens in the arena, not in the streets where they might conspire, then rise against him. The people gambled all they owned: coin, property, sometimes even their very souls, on the Games. We gladiators were not always the main event. Trapdoors on the floor of the arena released the tigers, the lions, the savage packs of wild dogs, blood-maddened bulls with sweeping horns, all pitted against unarmed prisoners or slaves. The Games included not just executions of the hapless or the criminal, but also melees of war captives forced to fight other prisoners. All the day long, the carnage kept the bloodthirsty citizens right where His Majesty wanted them.

Blood kept them spending money, to line his royal coffers, and kept the people where he could watch them. The rich grew poor, the poor poorer. Like his sires, Lionel found no end of slaves and prisoners to fill the arenas in the wars to expand his vast Federation. He cast far and wide to bring in exotic creatures from distant lands to kill or be killed in the Great Arena. Any event he might create to tempt the masses into spending all they had. The banners purchased at the gates, the government-owned strings of betting shops, the tokens that allowed the spectators into the Great Arena itself all made Lionel a very wealthy and an extremely powerful man.

Covered in blood and bleeding, my sword dripping gore, I walked to my master’s pavilion in the stands. About ten rods from the pavilion, I stopped, lifting my sword high. About twelve thousand pairs of eyes watched me, half of what the Grand Arena could hold. The stomps, cheers, screams and whistles were nearly deafening. As I stood close enough to the stands, a rain of flower petals showered down from the more enthusiastic fans. They loved me, for I was their own, their favorite, their champion. I had never failed them, never failed to kill, never showed weakness or mercy. To them, I was everything the Federation represented: supreme, savage and a winner.

I swallowed my disgust, swallowed the insane urge to laugh in their jubilant faces, swallowed the horror of what I they forced me to do. Once more, I hid the rage, the daemon, I felt deep within my soul. Only the current knowledge that I would never have to kill for sport again kept me from screaming my fury into their shocked faces.

Expected to play to their lusty sensibilities, I waved my sword in triumph. I turned, giving all the chance to see their victor in his glory. The crowd went wild, their applause deafening. For the last time I saluted my master: my arms crossed over my chest, sword hilt in hand, and bowed low. I looked for him beneath the royal banners, and saw him: the frail, yet clever old man who owned me. Welcome to the glamorous, evil, virulent court of His Royal Majesty, Lionel Wilhelm, the Fourth of his name.

As was his wont, he paid scant attention to what occurred in the arena in front of his eyes. For him, the political arena and its cutthroat intrigues held him captivated. Yet, as I stood at parade rest and watched with a slave’s carefully blank expression, I saw this day, at least, he was not intriguing. Rather, he was busy arguing with his son and heir apparent, Crown Prince Broughton, seated on his right. Nicknamed Prince Brutal by his enemies, and some friends, he stared toward me unseeingly, his expression red and furious as his sire yelled over the noise of the crowd in his ear. Violent, impassioned gestures accompanied his words. I doubted even those nearest him could hear what he said.

As I could not leave without a dismissal, I stood, waiting, my pain growing with every moment. My blood, concealed within Silas’s heart’s blood on my chest and belly, seeped down into my boots. Death crept ever closer. Get on with it, I almost muttered. Let me go before I shamefully bleed to death here in front of the stands. Injured enough times, one learns to shunt pain and weakness aside and deal with the matter of survival. I gritted my teeth and put my pain and weakness to the back, where they belonged.

I often took advantage of one of the few advantages of slavery, the ability to spy on my betters. Too often, a slave went seen and unseen, heard and not heard. I watched and listened. I learned and remembered. I waited. Blessed with exceptional eyesight, I saw details others might miss.

My head slightly bowed, I watched the royal party surreptitiously from beneath the oily hair over my eyes. Several of the Prince’s six brothers flanked His Majesty, feigning boredom, as they no doubt tried to listen to the intense argument.

Brutal made no secret of his plans to slaughter his brothers upon ascending his father’s throne. He wanted no challengers to his position and power. While they were unable to act openly against him, they doubtless hoped High King Lionel would kill the Crown Prince himself. An open secret, Lionel made no effort to hide his hatred of his eldest son.

Brutal, no fool he, knew his own sire hated him, and his own brothers conspired against him. While not even the High King was above the law, Brutal took many murderous steps to ensure his survival. Surrounded by bodyguards, he seldom spent time alone. His food tasters died by the score. As did his enemies.

As I watched, Theodoric, High Priest of Usa’a’mah, the Khalidian god of war and death, also stood close, also pretending he wasn’t trying to listen. I glanced covertly around at the others in the royal party. Several nobles and courtiers dressed in their robes of silk waved small fans to cool themselves of the oppressive late summer heat. They too listened and whispered behind their hands, gossiping, hatching small plots against one another. Behind these stood the court hangers-on, poorer folk who groveled at the feet of the royal family and the nobles, hoping for favors and coins.

In the section to His Majesty’s left sat Silas’s owner, a distant cousin, both a Duke and a purple-blooded Prince in his own right. His own court surrounded him, his sons and daughters, vassals and lords. A quick glance at his furious expression told me Lionel probably knew he tried to cheat. His loss at my hands would cost him dearly both politically and in blood. If he could, he no doubt would have me murdered.

Several foreigners sat two tiers below Lionel and his brood, so obviously not of the Federation I cursed myself at not noticing them earlier. Despite the sultry heat, they dressed in not silks and robes, but rather in sleek vests of leather or fur, wide belts with copper buckles and leather trousers. Boots strapped with fur rose to their knees, silver and gold spurs glinted at heels. Some of the women wore tiny vests and short leather skirts, leaving an interesting amount of female skin exposed. Others covered themselves with long cloaks of fine cloth, yet seemed unaffected by the heat. Slender thongs or delicate intricate chains bound many brows, keeping long flowing hair from their faces.

Not mode of dress for courtiers and noble and hangers-on, I suspected, even for foreigners. Warrior’s garb. I saw swords sheathed at hips, daggers thrust through belts. Recurve horsebows slung from shoulders, with quivers of arrows bristling on their backs. Stern warrior expressions displayed no horror at the show with which Silas and I just entertained them. Though I did see thinly veiled disgust concealed beneath calm facades on more than a few. Did I see warriors who disliked the spectacle of killing? This interested me, and I looked closer. I focused on them without raising my head.

A few spoke amongst themselves, but most sat silent, observing not only the scene before them but also the audience in the stands that still cheered lustily and stomped their feet. Many a hand stroked a sword hilt or fingered their daggers, as though ever ready to start or finish a fight. A fierce race of warriors, I thought, observing the cool deadliness each carried with them. Even the women, as lightly built as they were, carried with them the lean and lethal air of hunting panthers.

Unlike the court nobility, their jewelry looked stark in contrast: gold and silver earrings worn by both men and women, armbands of copper and bronze, slender gold chains gracing throats. Angular eyes slanted from high cheekbones, their skin a soft bronze, a peculiar shade, as though the gods dipped them in almond oil. Despite their evident familiarity with war and fighting, arena bloodshed was evidently not to their taste. I noticed many scowls, a few heads shaking in sorrow and regret, lips thinned in disgust. One big red-haired warrior wearing a gold torque of royalty looked from me to the corpse behind me, his face tight with anger. My eye roved to the one next to him.

Seated to the right and slightly below Prince Brutal, she watched me and saw me: the victorious gladiator and a slave. The Khalidians looked at me and saw a gladiator and a slave. Few looked and saw a man.

She saw me.

Me, the bloody Wolf. Her eyes traveled slowly from my booted feet to the top of my head, her eyes filled with an expression I could not read. It was not exactly horror or sympathy, but an odd mixture of both. Along with another emotion that escaped me.

By the gold torque gracing her throat, I recognized immediately who she must be. No doubt, she was the princess from Kel’Halla whom Broughton sought in marriage. I had heard rumors of the Kel’Hallans, the Horse Lords, knew they sought peace after years of war. Despite the hundreds of cohorts sent against the plains and hills of Kel’Halla, the Federation suffered defeat time and again. The swift Kel’Hallan cavalry repelled invasion, threw back into Lionel’s teeth the triumph he craved. Lionel, rumors said, had grown obsessed with conquering Kel’Halla. He lost sleep, lost weight and perhaps his clever royal mind. So why, I asked myself, would they want a peace treaty with the Federation? If they held on long enough, Lionel would be dead before he could conquer them. Obviously, the princess was the price of that peace.

I forgot my pain and impending death as I gazed at her, meeting her glance fully for a long moment. Beautifully emerald green, her large eyes angled slightly at the corners like those of her race. Her long hair, a soft red-gold, feathered at her brow tumbled about her shoulders and bosom. Lean and tough, she reminded me of a she-wolf: savage and beautiful. Girded with both bow and sword, knives protruding from each boot top, she moved with deadly grace and a warrior’s keen quick economy.

My breath caught on a sigh. For a brief moment, I broke my own rule of never wishing for the unattainable and wondered what it would be like to be a free man and possess the love of such a woman. Ly’Tana. Her name was as beautiful as she.

Reality closed with a rush as Lionel finally noticed me and gestured my dismissal. His argument with Brutal had ended with Brutal turning his back on his royal father and storming away. Some shocked looks and a few sly snickers followed his angry back. Saluting again, I turned to walk away. I cast the wild exotic princess from my mind, albeit with difficulty, and focused on the matter at hand. Like walking a straight path back to the barracks with head held high and a proud, confident step.

Despite my discipline, I still bled and my pain increased. I gave in to neither as I marched past the roaring stands. More ardent fans cast flowers and fragrant rose petals down over me, a custom reserved only for the very best gladiators. I learned long ago to never allow the public’s adoration of me to go to my head. Outside of suicide, it was the swiftest way to death.

Slave Master Cephas was not in his usual place to look me over for wounds and take charge of me, as was his duty. Nor did I see any other slave handlers about. I didn’t bother to ponder the lack; I only felt gratitude they weren’t there. Only a few fellow gladiators murmured their congratulations while refusing to meet my eyes. We had an unspoken rule among us slaves: never look a dead man in the face. We were all dead. We just did not know when.

Scattered nearby, more sports fans and court hangers-on slapped me on the back, or reached out to touch me for luck, yelling their adoration. Among them, yet alone, one caught my glance: a slender blond man who eyed me sharply as I went by. A vague memory of having seen him somewhere around the High King’s court touched my mind. Then I promptly forgot him.

The corridors beneath the arena drummed with the incessant pounding from the stands above. Seeing they were strangely empty, I wondered if Cephas and the handlers were busy investigating the earlier debacle of Silas’s illegal dagger, for I suspected Cephas hadn’t missed it. His keen eyes missed little.

I breathed in the familiar odors of mildewed stone, damp wood and my own blood as I walked back to my tiny cell. As the High King’s personal gladiator and reigning champion, I was entitled to a small chamber of my own under the Grand Arena. The other slaves slept and spent their few free moments in the barracks just off the training arena, a block away.

Weakness washed through me and I paused a moment to lean on my sword. The sword no handler was available at the door to take from me. With my escape so close, I ignored the threat of punishment for having a weapon in my possession while not under supervision or in the arena. At once, dizziness and nausea swamped me.

My freedom was so close. So close. I leaned against the damp stone wall for a moment. Sweat poured down my face and neck. I felt it drip down my chest and itch my back.

Beneath the slowly dying thrumming from the fans above, I heard the howling of wolves. I brought my head up sharply, listening. Wolves. They could not be in Soudan, of course. No wolf would be stupid enough to enter the busy, teeming capital. I heard them clearly in my head. Howling wolves had haunted my sleep for years uncounted, wild packs racing under the light of the moon in my dream’s visions. Rarely did I hear them while awake and alert. Yet I surely heard them now. They sounded as though they sang a mere furlong away.

“You there. Gladiator.”

A voice shouted from behind me and the wolfish cacophony fell silent. I sighed. No doubt, here came a handler to take my blade. I turned obediently, head down, eyes on the ground as a slave should when confronted by a free man. Half expecting a scolding for having a sword in my possession, I heard his next words with surprise.

“You are injured. Let me help you.”

I studied him with quick flicking glances, never looking at him fully. Not a slave handler, I found. With a sharp jolt, I remembered him as the blond man who watched me pass outside. He stood a head shorter than I, and was slender with a muscular athlete’s build. I recognized a man who might be as at home on the battlefield as he would a dance floor. A small diamond chip studded his left earlobe. A thick wealth of wheat-colored hair tumbled over his head. Yellow eyes. I found it odd to see someone with eyes that exact shade of amber. Almost like a cat’s, if his pupils had been vertical.

His well-chiseled features were handsome, with an aquiline nose and thin aristocratic lips. He wore a torque of gold, not a slave’s collar. The only collar a prince would wear. A plain brown tunic and gold breeches covered his broad shoulders and well-muscled legs. Silk. A light cloak of gold trimmed in scarlet hung from his broad shoulders. A fine leather belt with a gold buckle embraced his hips. A fine sword with jeweled hilt hung in a tooled leather scabbard. A man of means, I surmised, likely a nobleman of a very high rank.

I also took in at a glance the slight raggedness of the edge of his cloak, a few stains on his shirt, the bristle of an unshaven chin. I also noticed the look of faint desperation deep in those amber eyes. Perhaps a nobleman somewhat down on his fortunes, I guessed. He still managed to look elegant, however. I guessed he would look elegant while dressed in tattered rags.

I did not want his help, yet I could not refuse or refute him. A slave had no rights. I smelled my freedom, felt it with every beat of my pulse. I could not allow him to interfere. Thoughts of how I might put him off ran through my mind and I dismissed each one as unworkable.

He appeared to be studying me in turn. I hoped my thick hair, oily with sweat, covered enough of my brow and eyes that he saw little of importance.

“What is your name?” he asked.

“No name, Highness.”

He snorted. “Oh, that’s right. Slaves have no names. I forgot.”

His words and tone gave me enough courage to raise my head and look at him closer. He was not looking at me, but to the side, his thin lips twisted into a bitter line. By his words and accent, he was not local.

He turned back to me. “Look, my name is Rygel of Khassart. What do they call you, even if you have no name?”

“Wolf, Highness,” I answered slowly. “The Wolf, sometimes.”

“Appropriate name,” he commented. “I watched you fight.”

His gold eyes dropped to my torso, his gaze knowing. I knew I must get away from him and to my cell. He knew too damn much by half.

“Highness.” I dropped my head and turned away.

Rygel caught my shoulder before I walked two strides.

“Wait. You need help.”

Emboldened by his manner, I brushed his hand from my shoulder. “I need naught.”

“I’ve seen wounds like that before. You’ll die without help.”

I half-turned to him, a smile twisting my own lips into something that I knew held no warmth or humor. My death. My freedom. Rygel drew back from my smile, his eyes widening.

“Gods,” he whispered. “You can’t.”

“Leave me be.”

He stepped toward me and I did the unthinkable. I raised the sword, still dripping with Silas the Savage’s blood. The deadly point, on a level with those oddly amber eyes, meant only one thing. Had anyone seen that gesture, that raised blade, meant my imminent execution by extreme and nasty torture. If Rygel knew that, his expression did not show it. Surprised, but strangely unafraid, Rygel lifted his hands in a surrender gesture and backed away.

“Don’t be stupid, man,” he said.

His treatment of me as an equal unsettled me enough that I turned and walked away as quickly as my weakness would allow. I did not look back.

In the privacy of my cell, I shut the door and staggered to the narrow cot. A small table, a chair, and the cot were all the furniture the tiny room held. A slave owned nothing. Not even his life. My fingers trembling, I unbuckled my battle harness, leaving me naked save the thin leather breeches and my knee-high boots.

Leaving the rest on, I sat on the cot and leaned thankfully against the dank wall. Colored lights, red, green and gold, shot behind my closed lids when I shut my eyes. I felt my death near. Briefly, I thought back to the Seven Gods of my homeland. Would they send their messenger to deliver my spirit to the stars? Or had they abandoned me when I crossed the border all those years ago? I believe they had. I paid lip-service to the Khalidian Blood God, Usa’a’mah, when required, but never worshiped him. Perhaps he would take me as his own, since I did his work so well.

Blood trickled from my wounds now the harness set the river free. Arianne, my Arianne, I thought, despair sneaking past my triumph. I wanted to free you, save you, but I failed. I am so very sorry. Can you ever forgive me?

The door opening snapped my eyes open. A slave could not bar his door either, I remembered sourly. Rygel watched me, half-hiding behind the door in case I still waved the sword. His eyes crinkled at the corners as he grinned.

“You’re a proper nuisance,” I said.

He shrugged. “And your point is?”

He eyed the sword still in my hand and raised a half-salute, mocking. He opened the door wider and came in as though walking into the den of a dangerous animal was commonplace.

Taking the single chair, he turned it around and straddled it, leaning his arms across the back. “Why won’t you let me help you? I can save your life.”

I grinned slightly, making a small gesture to the blood pooling on the cot. “You’re too late anyway. No one can save me.”

He lifted his hands and waggled his fingers. “I’m a wizard. I can heal with magic. Save one even nigh unto death itself.”

Bloody hell, I thought. “What are you doing here? In the Federation, I mean.”

Rygel grimaced. “It is a long story, my friend. One day I’ll tell it to you. Perhaps over a hanap of ale.”

“Thanks all the same, but I sincerely doubt I’ll be here.”

“Are you sure? It’s a good story.”

“I’m certain it is, but I already have plans.”

His treating me as an equal unsettled me to no end. Not even my fellow gladiators treated me on the same level.

He sighed. “As you are bent on refusing my most wonderful and charming company and an even better cup of ale, I’ll have to resort to other, less savory, methods of persuasion.”

My eyes narrowed of their own accord. “What are you talking about?”

“I truly do hate the rough stuff,” he said with a dramatic mournfulness in his tone. Yet, his amber cat’s eyes gleamed with mischief, a combination that spoke volumes and meant trouble for me. His aristocratic lips twitched. “All that suffering and whining and blood.” He shuddered delicately.

“Get to the point,” I growled.

He sniffed. “I can see you’re no fun at all. Why I should bother with you is beyond me.”

“Then go away and leave me alone.”

“Oh, I can’t do that. It’s against my religion.”

I flipped him an obscene gesture, one I learned long ago usually set the Khalidians into a frothing rage. Rygel grinned.

“Since we’ve been conversing so politely together,” he drawled, “I happened to notice the leak you’ve sprung leached out another pint or so of that oh so important red stuff.”

“So?”

“Well,” he said dryly, settling his chin on his arms, “I think I’m going to wait until you pass out from blood loss and then heal you. Oh, please, no worries, I have time. And patience. Patience is a virtue, or so I’ve heard.”

Pursing his aristocratic lips, he raised his eyes to the ceiling as if seeking answers there. “I’m guessing one or two more minutes before you’re out cold. What do you think?”

Stunned, I stared at him. “You wouldn’t.”

He barked a laugh, a sound with no humor. “I’ve also been told I’m a scoundrel with few morals. I would.”

“I could kill you the moment you healed me. Would you risk that?”

That provoked a grin and a mild shrug of the broad shoulders. “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do, friend.”

I sneered. “Maybe you’re lying. Prove to me you’ve got magic.”

Rygel rolled his eyes, raising his hands upward toward heaven. “Lords above, grant me patience. He’s dying and he wants parlor tricks.”

Sighing, he dropped his hands to his lap. “Very well.”

He flattened his right palm, lifting it to eye level, and suddenly a bright flame danced merrily on his hand. “Parlor tricks.”

A moment later, the flame danced across nothingness and lit upon his other hand. He quirked his brow at me over the fire. “More?”

Suddenly, the flame divided, splitting apart yet growing until all ten of his fingers held tiny merry flames. “Not enough?” The chair upon which he sat rose slowly, lifting him and all the fires toward the ceiling. “How droll.”

Before I could blink, the sword in my hand vanished, leaving my hand to grasp only air. It reappeared with no warning hilt down, deadly point up, under Rygel’s floating backside. He risked the blade splitting him asunder should his magic fail and gravity take possession of him. The sword would break out at the top of his head. I know I gawked, despite my attempt to control my jaw.

“I could turn you into a toad,” he remarked, closely examining his flaming fingernails. “But that would kill you instantly. A toad could not sustain injuries like that and live. I have to wonder how it is you’re still alive.”

The sword winked out and in its place a chamber pot sat, reeking a foul miasma that made my eyes water.

“Enough.”

My hand suddenly gripped the sword again and Rygel floated serenely back to the floor. The flames winked out.

“Just so you know,” he drawled, a faint smile touching his lips and making his yellow eyes dance. “You haven’t the speed it would take to kill me.”

I stared, completely baffled. “Why do you want to help me?”

Pain killed the merriment I saw in his cat’s eyes. “Let’s just say I’m looking for redemption.”

I laughed, a sharp bark that turned into a cough. I tasted blood, felt the dizziness and nausea creep closer. “Find your redemption elsewhere. Go save a prostitute.”

“Prostitutes have their pimps. You have me.”

“Slaves have nothing. Not names, not lives. We are worthless.”

“No human life is worthless,” Rygel replied calmly. “You know that. All life is sacred.”

As much as I wanted to disagree, I did know it. I knew it every time I killed a fellow slave in the arena. I cut my eyes away from his.

“You are worth saving,” he went on. “I know things…you are one of the few decent human beings in this Federal shit pile. I knew it the moment I saw you out there.”

“Save me for what?” I growled. “Save me for a longer life as a slave?” I fingered the leather collar and the jewels, marking me as the High King’s property. “Death is the only escape I’ll ever know.”

“If you want to die so badly, why didn’t you let that monster kill you? One wrong move, one mistake, and it would’ve been done with.”

I curled my lip. “I still have my pride. Here I can go out a champion.” I gestured about me at the walls. “Here, I can die quietly. Privately. Not for their entertainment.” I spat. Red tinged the spittle that struck the dirt floor.

I coughed again, cold and pain stabbing through my gut. Not long now, I thought. Looking down at myself, I studied the long gash just under my ribcage. No doubt, the blade had nicked my lung. Blood still oozed, thickly, slowly. The other wound in my belly, from the Savage’s dirk, was nearly as bad, but had almost stopped bleeding. Glancing back up, I squinted through the growing dizziness at Rygel.

“You still haven’t given me reason enough to let you work your—your magic.”

He ran his hands through his wheaten hair, frustrated. “Perhaps I can buy you from the High King, set you free—”

I laughed and choked on it. I turned my left shoulder toward him slightly, showing him my mark, a tattoo of a Crowned Lion eating a unicorn. He eyed my brand, the High King’s personal royal emblem. A scar from an opponent’s dagger a long time ago made the Lion’s snarl into a ragged sneer. “Once branded a slave, one is never unbranded.”

“Lionel likes me,” he said. “I’ll agree to do anything he asks, then smuggle you from here—”

“His ruthless Majesty will not let me go.”

“Damn you, let me try!” he snapped. “You must have something worth living for.”

I grew colder. Arianne. Like me, a slave. Perhaps she was even dead by now, if the gods are merciful.

The chill increased, making me shiver. I suspected if I looked over my shoulder, I might see Usa’a’mah’s angel of death standing there. Patient. Waiting. Cold. I did not look.

Blood seeped slowly, soaking into my cot. Weakly, I brushed my hair out of my eyes, seeing two Rygels, then three as my vision blurred.

“Please, Wolf,” he murmured. “There’s hope, even for a slave.”

“Wha—what do you know of slavery?” I snarled.

Rygel stood so abruptly the chair slammed to the floor. His lips drew back in a fierce grimace, his teeth bared. “I am as much a slave as you.”

“Liar,” I whispered. I had no strength for further anger. “You wear gold and silk.”

From his belt pouch, he pulled a small vial. “You know what this is?” He waved it in my face. “It’s tros.”

I knew of it. Many nobles of the court, even members of the royal family, used it for its pleasant and erotic sensations. Brutal certainly did. I heard it helped make one as lusty as a stallion teased by a mare in season. Rumors blossomed like wild ivy vines around the palace, tales of tros parties that resulted in great erotic orgies, whereby groups coupled in twos and threes and even fours. Unwanted pregnancies abounded closely on the heels of such parties, resulting in frantic races to witch doctors for the poisons that would kill the growing problems. It was also highly addictive. Men have died horrible deaths if they no longer took the tros. I had heard an untold number of stories of those that suicided, unable to cope with the symptoms of withdrawal.

“I was betrayed,” Rygel went on, his voice hoarse. “By a woman—a woman I loved.” He barked a harsh cawing sound, a sardonic laugh. “By all the gods, how I loved her. She was my life, the song my soul sang to the gods above. I would have killed, or died, for her. Without my knowledge, she fed me small doses of tros, a tiny bit at a time. She put it in my wine, in my food, all with sweet words, with the luscious temptations of her body. I took all, paying no heed to the odd taste while her luminous eyes watched me.

“One day, I found I could not live without it. That was when I discovered the truth. She was Brutal’s pet. His agent. She turned me over to him, and left without a backward look.” His voice broke, choked. His face turned aside, away from me, for a long moment.

I waited, patient. What had I but time?

He turned back after a long agonized moment and continued, facing me finally. A bitter smile twisted his aristocratic lips. “Brutal freely gives me all I need, supplies me with women…” His voice trailed off, choked by despair and humiliation. “Now I am his creature, forced against my will to do his bidding. If I refuse, I die.”

His face flushed with shame and bitterness and self-loathing, he found courage enough to look me in the face. Tears glimmered in the cat’s eyes. “Lionel’s vile offspring made me his chief torturer. Perhaps you may remember Baron, Lord Kaine of Tintalgele?”

A lord of a minor House in the north, Baron Kaine had humiliated Prince Brutal in the Royal Council of Lords by refusing to sign Brutal’s petition for more taxes and taking half the Council members with him. A fisherman working his trade found what was left of Baron Kaine floating in the River Soare, half-eaten by fish, his face green and purple.

“He was but the first,” Rygel went on. “I didn’t kill that poor wretch. I silenced his screams while I tortured him with magic. Brutal finally throttled him in a fit of temper.”

He looked down at his hands, turning them over as he studied them. They looked like strong ordinary hands from where I sat, even if the nails appeared gnawed on. “These hands were born to heal. The magic in them is healing magic. I’ve nursed the sick, the wounded, and brought an end to suffering. Against my codes of honor, I used my knowledge of healing and human anatomy to cause agony.

“Pray forgive me if I sound egotistical, but I am one of the most powerful wizards ever born. While there are many of us, few can match me. Using magic can make one exhausted, but with me only healing magic can wear me down. I can level this city with a thought.”

“Why don’t you then?”

He smiled slightly. “Despite all, there are innocents here. Brutal owns me, but he doesn’t own my soul.”

Inwardly cursing, I fought against unwilling sympathy. Another wretch victimized by Lionel’s foul eldest child. He was but one among hundreds, thousands. Why should I allow him to interfere? What was he to me? My death, my freedom, called to me in a strident voice. I yearned to be free.

Gods above and below, his words haunted me. Friend. He called me friend. None since I was nine years old had anyone ever called me friend. Holy Seven, help me, I prayed, though I hadn’t prayed to them in a very long time.

Before I knew, or found the will to stop, what I was doing, I let the sword drop from my hand. I nodded.

“Do what you will,” I murmured. “Gods help both of us, you bastard.”

Rygel dashed the back of his hand across his eyes and chuckled. “I am that too.”

“Wh—what?”

“A bastard. Base born.”

What do I care what side of the sheets you were born on? Whether I gave voice to that opinion or held it silent, I’ll never know. I shut my eyes as he dropped to one knee beside me. His fingers gently probed the huge gash beneath my ribs. I caught my breath as another wave of pain stabbed through me. Rygel muttered under his breath, curses or prayers I could not hear. The dizziness grew and consumed me. Through my half-shut eyes, his wheaten hair seemed to glow with an odd nimbus.

“Hold tight,” Rygel said through gritted teeth. “I’ll have you dancing again in no time.”

My world exploded in fire and pain.



Chapter 2

The Blushing Bride

Sipping my chalice of wine, I eyed the well-bred women who sought to imitate me, their future Queen, and smiled sardonically. Their attempts to curry favor with me over the last few months never failed to annoy me, especially now when their clothing copied mine. Kings, princes, lords and dukes, most under the shield of Khalid, but some not, gathered with the cream of Khalid’s aristocracy at High King Lionel’s court for Crown Prince Broughton’s thirtieth birthday celebration. As Broughton’s betrothed, I attended with an escort of Kel’Hallan warriors. I wore a red-bronze gown of silk that matched my hair, a simple robe that covered my front and back, yet left the sides open to view. Belted by simple gold chains, the gown left little to male imaginations.

My people traditionally wore scanty clothing, whether in battle, the streets or in court. To see these high-headed women, many with fat rolls straining against flimsy silks, or with saggy sallow unhealthy skin showing through the gaps, made me roll my eyes before I could stop myself. These sweaty, repellent, stout matrons of the Federal court wearing traditional Kel’Hallan dress brought deriding snickers from my warriors. As well as several snide remarks from no few of their own husbands.

Despite my usual familiarity and comfort with my homeland’s mode of dress, I felt naked and exposed here, in this place. The dress, while attractive, left me no place with which to carry a weapon. Not even the soft kidskin boots covering my feet and calves held room for a slim dagger or knife. At home, no such need to carry a weapon in court was necessary. However, the Khalidian court was more dangerous than a pit full of vipers. The skin over my back itched, as though feeling the weight of murderous eyes.

I sniffed and turned my back on the ogling women, earning myself an amused glance from my cousin, Kel’Ratan. With High King Lionel and Queen Iyumi present on their thrones, no one could carry steel, save the daggers they needed to cut their meat. Thus, I was safe, at least from the threat of a dagger replacing the eyes. Kel’Ratan, dressed in a simple tunic of dark red silk and leather breeches, wore his dinner dagger on his left hip.

“Only a few more hours, Highness,” Kel’Ratan murmured in my ear.

Years of practice allowed me to glance demurely down with a small smile while muttering choice oaths under my breath. Oaths choice enough to be considered inappropriate for a royal court if one is considered the future Queen. My language usually caused Kel’Ratan to frown and follow that up with a lecture on more royal decorum. This time, Kel’Ratan only chuckled.

“Crown Prince Broughton is watching you,” he said. “Behave yourself.”

“It would appear he’s not the only one,” I replied, my lips hidden against my chalice.

I took a small sip of the wine inside, a mellow fruity wine made from a local grape I had grown to like during my short stay in the Federation. I rolled the liquid around on my tongue for a moment, enjoying the sweet taste, before swallowing it and taking another.

Kel’Ratan’s eyes followed mine to a short round lord wearing gray silk robes trimmed in silver. He stood among a small throng of his cronies, a scowl etching his full lips, his hazel eyes bright with fury and hate. His fingers idly turned the pewter chalice of wine in his grip, the flaring candlelight dripping off its rim. He stared straight at me, ignoring the lively chatter of his friends around him. If looks could kill, no doubt I would be drawn and quartered on the spot.

“What could he be so angry about?” I turned half away, as though my gaze happened upon him by accident. I bent my head to fix a fold of my dress, smoothed it, and then fixed another.

“Lord Colvin of Watana,” Kel’Ratan answered, stepping between the wrathful lord and me, while making it appear as though he hardly moved at all. “Bar killed his prize bull. This particular bull was the product of many hundred generations of careful breeding and to hear it said, was the picture of absolute bovine perfection.”

“I told Bar to stay away from the cattle,” I snapped. “He must have had bad luck hunting.”

“The problem is,” my cousin said, a grin quirking his lips, “he’s just like you. Headstrong. Difficult. Obstinate. Need I go on?”

I glared at him, but before I could spit another string of curses at him, Kel’Ratan bent to my ear. “Behave.”

I sniffed and turned my back. I noticed a man standing alone, not far from the dais where High King Lionel and Queen Iyumi sat on their thrones, looking out over the packed throng of birthday celebrants. I had seen him around the court before, always alone, aloof from the courtiers and hangers-on. He watched the hall crowded with the cream of the Federal aristocracy, his expression neutral, distant. Despite his well-dressed appearance and the gold torque about his throat, he had the air of desperation around him, like a cur whipped and cringing, fearing a beating. The tightness around his mouth spoke of a deep and abiding bitterness.

“Stay well away from that one,” Kel’Ratan breathed in my ear. “He’s more dangerous than anyone in the Federation or Kel’Halla combined.”

“Who is he?”

The man was tall and broad-shouldered, handsome in a disdaining sort of way, with thin lips and an aquiline nose. His eyes were odd, a cat’s eye yellow. Thick blond hair curled over his brow and down his collar, untidy, as though he were forever raking his fingers through it. His clothes of pale gold and brown were rich enough, and the torque around his throat told me he was a prince. Was he a foreign prince perhaps? I suspected he might be a king’s son presenting his credentials to their Majesties. The spoiled aristocrats of the Federation did not wear torques. The diamond stud in his left ear no doubt cost a minor king’s ransom.

“Rygel of Khassart,” Kel’Ratan answered. “The wizard.”

I caught my breath. Everyone in the court, and perhaps even Soudan, knew of Rygel. Brutal’s pet wizard. Brutal’s chief torturer and, some said, executioner. By daring to offend the Crown Prince, one invited the attentions of Rygel’s puissant magic. Behind Prince Brutal, no man within the Federation was feared more than this one.

“He’s addicted to tros,” he went on, his voice low.

Rygel’s amber gaze drifted toward me, and I hastily glanced away, hiding the fact I had been staring openly. I sipped at my chalice, Kel’Ratan’s head near mine as he fussed with how his dagger hung in its sheath. Few in Kel’Halla were magicians, and those few restricted in their magic by laws and a fearful populace. If Brutal had a pet magician on a leash, how could I escape this awful marriage? I did not realize I had muttered aloud until Kel’Ratan’s voice muttered in my ear.

“Where did you hear that name?”

I turned back to Kel’Ratan, looking up his tall height into his eyes. “The question should be where have I not heard that name?”

Kel’Ratan pursed his lips and shook his head. His thick red hair danced about his face and shoulders. Bright blue eyes regarded me seriously, his humor gone. Kel’Ratan was not just my cousin; he was also my protector, and my father’s ambassador to these dangerous Khalidians. Despite the ancient and bloody enmity between our two nations, my father seemed determined, at all cost, to bring an end to war and bloodshed. Kel’Ratan, the King’s nephew, was here with me to negotiate my hand in marriage to Broughton and seal the pact of peace between Kel’Halla and the Federation of Khalid.

A marriage I did not want.

A marriage no one wanted, not even my father, who demanded it. Peace without war, my father said. You know my criteria for your marriage.

“I tried keeping Broughton’s nickname from you, Ly’Tana.”

“I know. I still hear things.”

Kel’Ratan lifted a brow in silent query, inviting an explanation. For a moment I paused, glancing about the crowded hall. As the court nobles circulated throughout the room, gathered for Broughton’s birthday celebrations, I observed the lightning glances of hate, the fingering of dinner knives as though wishing the hands touched sword hilts instead. Angry eyes, sly expressions, lips thinned to fine white lines, men connived against the throne and each other. In tight circles, women sneered at one another from behind tiny social smiles and raised hands. Prince Broughton’s six brothers ranged themselves against the wall farthest from the thrones, their heads bent close to one another as they whispered. Whispered of what, I wondered. Treachery…

High King Lionel sat his throne and watched with avid eyes the throng below the dais. A small, self-satisfied smile played about his thin lips as he, in his turn, observed his subjects weaving their plots. Servants, advisors and priests huddled about the dais, waiting for the slightest command from the royal lips. Queen Iyumi sat ramrod straight on her throne, her eyes also watching the crowded hall below, but with the baffled, half-frightened eyes of a doe caught in the hunter’s snare.

The noise of the people within the hot, packed hall, their voices gossiping, maligning and machinating against one another drowned out the musicians strumming lutes and singing soft songs as they circulated amongst the sweating courtiers. I could have spoken aloud and still not be heard by anyone within a rod of me.

Nonetheless, I lowered my voice. “Surely you’ve heard the same stories I have. Broughton did not earn the nickname Brutal in the political arena. He prefers violence in his bed and his victims don’t usually survive the night.”

Kel’Ratan, no stranger to court intrigue, glanced casually around before replying, his lips barely moving. “I heard that too. Slaves, women, or even men, any who have crossed him in some way, wind up tortured and raped…or worse, if there is such.”

I smiled demurely into my hanap. “He’s an equal opportunity sadist, that one. Men, women, children, even a few farm animals thrown in for good measure, meet a very nasty fate in his bedroom.”

“I heard that Lionel’s grandfather was a lunatic, ordering mass executions for crimes no one committed. That is just one rumor; there are scores more. His sire was quieter, kept his madness inside. Lionel is not too bad, as insanity goes, but Brutal—”

I bent, fussing with my gown. “Should I survive my wedding night, I wonder?”

“He would not dare—”

Kel’Ratan’s tight, angry voice raised louder than he intended garnered a few sharp stares as conversations lapsed. He hastily, and expertly, rearranged the hostility in his expression to one of stony neutrality, and looked around. The curious faces turned toward us rapidly changed direction after encountering his fierce blue eyes.

Voice lowered to a quiet growl, he repeated more slowly. “He would not dare the wrath of your father and the might of all Kel’Halla. Should he slay you he risks a war not seen for ages, a war that would annihilate both Kel’Halla and his precious Federation. Not even he would be foolish enough to risk that.”

I shrugged. “Perhaps you are right. I will merely be a night’s rather boring entertainment before he returns to his sadistic pursuits.”

He started to scowl, but then Kel’Ratan stopped, his blue eyes worried. “Ly’Tana, think of your children.”

His words stopped me cold. I could give birth to a madman. Should I survive my marriage, my son might be a High King with no conscience, no moral code, no qualms about causing grief or death or pain. Insanity is hereditary; how could I have forgotten that little tidbit? I should have thought of this long before this moment. How stupid have I been? Lady Nephrotiti, I pray, please forbid this.

“I have already sent word to your father, begging him to cease in this madness and call you home.”

“What do you mean?”

“This is no place for you, Ly’Tana.” His eyes grave, he sipped at his wine chalice. “You could fall prey to his viciousness. Peace isn’t worth having if Kel’Halla loses you.”

Affronted that Kel’Ratan would sneak behind my back, I stiffened. “I can take care of myself.”

“On any battlefield or tavern brawl, I agree. Against a madman on the Khalid throne? Ly’Tana, we have kept the Federates out of Kel’Halla for thirty years. We will keep fighting them.”

“I have no choice, as you very well know,” I snapped. “Not since Father issued that bloody decree.”

Kel’Ratan blew out a gust of breath, a deep sigh that fluttered his mustache. “The Crown Prince is the only heir that meets his criteria,” he said.

“What about the King of Arcadia’s heir?”

He smiled gently. “Girl, do you really want to marry a six-year-old?”

I snorted. “A six-year-old would be hard pressed to murder me.”

The crowd parted enough for me to study Prince Broughton as he chatted with his circle of butt-kissing cronies. Brown-haired and brown-eyed with a thin wispy beard, he looked innocuous and clerkly. Dressed in a gold tunic trimmed in scarlet, with a light cloak of the same gold trimmed cloth that draped him to his knees, he looked not at all the savage man who earned the nickname of Brutal. Not much taller than I, he weighed probably less, for he was thin almost to the point of emaciation. Tonight, a prince’s circlet crowned his head, and if the dagger he needed to cut his meat was twice as long as any other, who would protest?

His eyes caught mine from across the hall and he smiled, raising his cup in a salute. I smiled and offered a slight, though respectful, curtsey, observing the spark of madness deep within his eyes even from that distance. Kel’Ratan was right, I thought. There must be other avenues to peace between our nations. How would my death benefit my homeland and my father if I died at the hands of my own husband?

Drinking the last of the fruity wine in my chalice, I licked the last drop off my lip. I cast about for a servant or a slave for a refill, but saw none nearby. Only the aristocratic merrymakers and the still circulating musicians strolled within my immediate vicinity.

“Here,” Kel’Ratan said, taking the light cup from me. “I see a slave over there.” He jerked his chin toward the cluster of royal brothers. “I’ll fetch you another.”

“My thanks,” I replied, a little surprised at his courtesy.

He eyed me with some humor, his mustache bristling. “I know how badly you need your drink, young lush.”

“Bloody boor,” I grumbled, but the teasing blue twinkle in his eye forced a laugh from me.

Khalidian aristocrats parted the way for him, melting out of his path, as though fearing he might turn on them. They eyed him sidelong, as though he were not royalty in his own right, but a rapid and vicious cur. I knew these people called us “barbarians,” and feared us more than a little. To see them behave in such a fashion in a civilized setting as the great hall beneath the noses of High King Lionel and his Queen Iyumi burned me more than a little. I turned away to keep myself from screaming invectives at them.

Without warning, a nobleman pushed rudely past me, striking me hard with his shoulder. From the tail of my eye, I saw gray silk trimmed in silver. I might have kept my balance and my royal dignity had I been wearing anything but the simple dress. In the wild attempt to keep to my feet, I stepped on the hem of my gown. If I fell, sprawling in a most undignified fashion, I would be humiliated before the entire court. If I kept my feet, and remained stoically upright, it meant tearing the flimsy dress from my shoulders, leaving me utterly naked, and shamed in the eyes of the High King and Queen. It appeared Lord Colvin would have his petty revenge, by one method or another.

Starting to fall, I felt my arm gripped tight above the elbow, blissfully saving me from the disparaging choice of either a disgraceful headlong tumble or total nudity.

The hand, strong but gentle, steadied me until I gained my feet and my wits about me. I turned to thank my benefactor, words already in my throat—until I looked up into the most incredible eyes I have ever seen.

My words died stillborn. Like the sun on ice, the eyes were a pale, an almost translucent, gray. Long lashes any woman would murder to obtain framed those light irises ringed eerily in black. His black pupils looked as though they peered through a hangman’s noose.

Once, long ago, I saw a shark pulled out of the surf by a fisherman, its eyes black, wide and staring, lifeless and yet alive, predatory and chilling. Like that shark, these eyes lacked anything that resembled human consciousness or emotion. I, a warrior from birth, have stared into death’s eyes without flinching, have killed men who would have killed me, led men into battle with a warcry on my lips. Never before have I seen eyes as cold-blooded as these eyes. I caught my breath against the icy ruthlessness in them. Killer’s eyes, flat and inhuman. Mesmerized, I looked long into those merciless eyes, feeling the chill of fear creep down my spine.

Suddenly the iciness in them vanished. Warmth and humor appeared as if by sorcery. None of his facial muscles flexed, his lips failed to smile, his cheeks remained rock hard and smooth. Yet, curiously, kindness and sympathy gleamed from those sinister eyes as though he had smiled broadly. Then he winked. The lightning-fast wink of a man who looked at a woman and liked what he saw.

I gaped. He had winked. He dared to wink at Her Royal Exalted Highness, Princess Ly’Tana, only child of King Gareth, and heir to the throne of mighty Kel’Halla. He winked at me as though I were any tavern slut. I drew myself up to vent my feminine fury into his smiling eyes—

“Move on, Wolf,” said someone behind him.

The chill returned to his eyes like a veil hiding the sun and he turned away. Only then did I see the leather collar studded with jewels around his neck.

I watched him move away, flanked by two handlers. Nobles and hangers-on parted to make way for him, most watching and talking about him with open admiration. Those appeared to be the hangers-on, the lower classes, the commoners. A few of the aristocracy also commented on him in low voices, as though they discussed a high-blooded horse. Yet most of the nobles present looked through him as though he were not even there. A slave was beneath their notice, even a slave as high-ranking as this one appeared to be.

Their royal Majesties paid scant attention. Brutal himself had not noticed his arrival. Strangely, Brutal’s brothers watched the slave with a dreadful fascination. Six pairs of eyes riveted upon the slave as though they gazed at an oracle. I found this interesting, and filed the information away. Royalty regarding a mere slave as dangerous…well, now, who knew where that tidbit might lead? Reluctantly, I turned my gaze back toward the slave.

He wore nothing save a short leather kilt around his hips and soft knee-high leather boots. Dozens upon dozens of scars racked his back, his torso and his legs—scars from whip, sword, dagger and goddess knew what else. I made a half-intelligent guess that this fellow was a gladiator of some repute.

His skin, tanned a dark brown by the sun, bulged with more muscles than I had ever seen before on a human being. More brawn than brain, I thought, but quickly remembered the spark of sharp intelligence deep in the depths of those pale, cold eyes. I forced myself to reconsider, to reevaluate what I had seen. Perhaps I was in error. Perhaps he truly was a man whom others should fear. I pondered once more the royal brothers’ unusual and poignant dread of him. What had they to fear from a common slave? There had to be more than I was seeing. I remembered my own chill of fear after looking into those dreadful eyes for one instant.

“Isn’t he magnificent?” Brutal said in my ear.

I started in surprise and then remembered my manners. I dipped low into a deep curtsey. “I suppose, Your Highness.”

The gladiator arrived at the wall near the door, his two guards beside him. He stood silent, eyes forward yet unseeing, hands behind his back, at parade rest. I noticed he stood on display like any captive wild animal. A lion might stand like that: still proud in his ferocity, dangerous, unapproachable. Like a predator awaiting his chance to lash back at those who captured him, patient and still.

Nay, not a lion. A wolf. Only a wolf might have that enduring, silent cunning, the wit to bide his time. The wolf had the intelligence and craftiness to wait for his captors to make a mistake, to grant him the chance for his revenge and his escape. He may resemble a lion with that thick heavy mane, I thought fleetingly, but I saw only a lone wolf. I glanced sidelong at Prince Broughton and the White Lion emblem on his mantle. Lions have no real cunning, I thought, and glanced quickly away before he caught my eye.

With a startled oath I barely kept behind my lips, I recognized the slave. The monstrously big gladiator I had watched two days earlier. He was the combatant with the incredible speed and reflexes, for one of his size and muscle bulk. I remembered him: the warrior who moved with the lithe, lazy, powerful grace of a stalking leopard.

“He belongs to my father,” Brutal said proudly. “He’s the royal Khalidian champion. He’s been undefeated for more than ten years.”

If he had been defeated, he would be dead, I thought with disgust.

Kel’Hallans kept no slaves, and thought little of those who did. I hated the notion of forcing slaves to kill one another for sport. That day I first glimpsed this fearsome man in battle, I held Kel’Ratan’s wrist to prevent him from standing up and bellowing his rage while I swallowed, nearly choking, my own. Of course, I never let any of the Khalidian court know of my dislike for their national sport. To do so meant inviting more acid gossip about my warriors and me than what already flew around the royal Federal court. I saw no need to add more fuel to the rising, hot flames.

I studied the slave, noting more scars from battle and whip on his darkly tanned chest and belly. I also took note of the thick black hair that framed his face and down his shoulders. He had strong facial features, with a long aristocratic nose that appeared to have been broken, not once, but many times. It failed to detract from his looks, however, or demean the full, sensuous lips. Scars never detracted from a man’s good looks, I always thought. He was to my eyes rather handsome, in a rugged, untamed way.

Kel’Ratan returned with chalices in each hand, but waited behind Broughton’s shoulder. He caught my eye for a brief instant, an odd expression in his blue eyes. I sent him a quick warning look, then returned my attention to the prince and the wolf.

“Er, what did you say, my lord?”

“I merely commented he has a genuine gift for horses.” Brutal eyed me with amusement. “You might like that, as the supreme commander of the Horse Lords. My father often sets him to training the royal stallions and warhorses.”

“Indeed?”

“He has been drawn to the stables since he was a lad. In the royal stables there is a horse no one could ride—until Wolf came along. Now the stud is as quiet as any child’s pony.”

“Wolf? That’s his name?”

Brutal shrugged. “It’s what he’s been called since he came here. If he had a name I never knew what it was.”

I watched Wolf again. He remained motionless, patient, waiting. Silent, he looked at no one and nothing. For some odd reason, his name held no surprise for me. He had a decidedly wolfish air about him. His two handlers also stood silent, heavy clubs thrust through their belts. Whips and swords hung from thongs on their right hips. As though they would be enough to stop him, should Wolf begin a rampage through the hall.

“Are those two really necessary?” I asked.

“He’s a dangerous animal, my dear,” Brutal replied seriously. “Were he to be loose…he kills as casually, and with as much remorse, as other men swat flies.”

Broughton finally noticed Kel’Ratan and his full chalices of wine, his eyes widening slightly. Perhaps, he too, feared Kel’Ratan and disliked how close my cousin stood to him without any of his bodyguards near to hand. Kel’Ratan bowed low, fluidly, the wine in each burly hand rock steady. How did he accomplish that? How could such a big man with few courtly manners manage a graceful bow to the prince without spilling a drop? My pride surged.

“Your Highness?” Kel’Ratan handed my chalice to me, and offered the other to my betrothed. I felt no surprise when Broughton declined with a wave of his hand. I knew he had a horror of eating or drinking anything anyone offered him. Which was probably why he had so little meat on his bones, I thought. I glanced back at Wolf, once more admiring his handsome strong features, the muscles I might see more often on a bull than on a man. I definitely liked men with some meat on their bones.

Deciding Kel’Ratan was, for the moment anyway, harmless, Broughton continued as though Kel’Ratan wasn’t there.

“Did you enjoy the sport the other day?” he asked. “To see your pet in action?”

My pet? I thought in horror. Lady have mercy. Slewing around, I stared at Prince Broughton. He rocked back on his heels, his gaze mild and wistful as he gazed at the gladiator. Kel’Ratan had stepped somewhat to his side, yet out of Broughton’s direct line of sight. He watched the prince carefully, closely, with an attention that caught mine. His guarded expression confused me, but I forced myself back to Broughton with an effort.

“As a warrior yourself, no doubt you would appreciate our national sport. Men pitted against men. You’d like to watch men struggling for life itself against wild and ferocious animals. The thrill of combat. Death and victory. War and triumph.”

“Your Highness—”

“I do so hope you accept?” Brutal’s habitually dead eyes shone with eager anticipation, a shy, rather sweet smile playing about his lips. He looked like a small boy full of surprises, if one had no prior knowledge of his despicable reputation. “Please say you will accept, sweet Ly’Tana.”

He bent, suddenly, and kissed my hand. First, as a courtier would his queen, then on the inside of wrist as a lover might.

“Sire?”

“The Wolf. Would you like him for your own?” Broughton gazed past me toward the gladiator. “My father is giving him to me as a birthday present.” His face darkened momentarily, a murderous look that caused me to step back before I could stop myself. “My father didn’t want to part with him, but as it’s my birthday…I persuaded him to give Wolf to me. It is time Wolf retired from the arena and stand at stud. I will give him to you as a wedding present. He’ll keep you satisfied in bed while I am—busy—with affairs of state.”

Brutal suddenly looked at me keenly. “You are no virgin, yes?”

His talk of Wolf and the fast shift to his question threw me off balance. I could not answer, only gape at him like a fool. My mouth opened, but no words made my tongue move.

Brutal smiled at my discomfort. “I only ask because some silly countries demand their women remain virgin until marriage. I happen to know yours is not so silly. Neither is mine. Women should be as men are: free to sleep with whom they choose. Until marriage, that is. Then the man must know his heirs are his, beyond a doubt. But I will not hold you to that, my dear.”

“You are extraordinarily kind,” I said.

“Too kind, I think,” he answered. “But it is of no moment. You may have Wolf as your bed pet. Think of him as my wedding gift to you.”

Once again, he bent suddenly and took my hand. Raising it to his lips, he kissed my fingers, his dead eyes watching my face closely. I quickly, artfully, arranged my expression into an appropriately vapid smile, batting my lashes at him. While I had not the skill of batting my lashes as many girls did, Prince Brutal seemed to find it entrancing, for he smiled another rather sweet, shy smile.

“Why, I thank you most kindly, Your Highness,” I murmured.

I hid the rising disgust with both him and myself by lowering my lashes and dropping into another deep curtsey before it showed in my eyes. The very last thing I wanted as a wedding gift was a bloody slave. Why could he not give me a horse from his stable instead?

Brutal nodded, seemingly pleased with my thanks, and half turned away to watch the gladiator again.

“I cannot satisfy you as a husband should,” Broughton went on, his eyes still on The Wolf. “A woman as young and beautiful as you shouldn’t lack for attention. After our marriage, feel free to indulge your fancy, my dear.”

“What about your heirs?”

Broughton waved a negligent hand. “We shall worry about that another time. I know you women have secrets, secrets of preventing pregnancies. When I need an heir, you shall give me one. Meanwhile, Wolf shall be yours.”

I stammered another thank-you, quite unnerved by his words.

“I may borrow him from time to time,” he mused.

I looked at him sharply. Inhuman lust replaced the absent, distant look in his mild brown eyes. I saw in them a lust for another man, a man stronger than himself, a man who in ordinary circumstances could protect himself. Brutal’s lust for, not another human being’s attractiveness or beauty or sexual appeal, but for his horrid lust to break the man’s spirit. This savage lust that had naught to do with sexual pleasure, but everything to do with blood and violence and death.

If he astounded me with his comment, Brutal stunned me with his next words.

“It’s a shame I’ll have to have him flogged.”

“Flogged? Whatever for?”

Brutal gazed down at me, his complete lack of emotion more frightening at that moment than Wolf’s eyes at their coldest. “He touched you. We flog slaves if they dare touch or even look a free person in the eye. Flogging is the lesser of what could be done to him.”

“My lord, he but helped me—”

“And that churl who knocked into you will be executed posthaste.”

What kind of maniac was this? He would execute a man for rudeness and beat another for saving me from embarrassment? Holy Lady have mercy on us.

Wolf is not the dangerous animal, I thought. You are.

* * *

I bit the inside of my cheek. Hard. The instant pain brought tears to my eyes and a swift crushing of the impulse to speak. Sitting atop my buckskin stallion, Mikk, I watched as Crown Prince Broughton commanded grooms to saddle and ready his mount for the day. After careful consideration of the horses at his disposal, he chose the one horse, the one horse, I knew would be too much for him. And his reason for that choice? He picked this animal because only the day before I admired him openly.

He was a tall, big-boned piebald stallion with a spirited lift to his head and a mischievous glint in his blue eyes. While he had a keen intelligence, he was also young and inexperienced. Qualities I liked. Qualities that spelled disaster for one of Brutal’s riding ability. No matter Broughton would one day lead his armies into battle, he had no doubt ditched most of his riding lessons.

Adequate was the best word at my disposal to describe Broughton’s riding skills. While he had a natural sense of balance and a decent seat, he had no patience. He tended to dig in his spurs and haul back on the reins at the same time. A heavy leather riding whip hung from his wrist, one he freely used whenever he felt irritated. Any young horse subjected to this treatment might well-nigh revolt.

Broughton needed a horse with a quiet disposition and a “been there, done that” attitude. There were several in the royal barns that were perfectly suited to Broughton’s abilities, or the lack thereof. I knew that should I speak up, I would be on the receiving end of an icy stare and a request for me to mind my own business. I know. I’ve tried it before.

Broughton mounted easily with the aid of a groom, but his whip snapped close to the stallion’s hindquarters. I half-expected him to get unloaded at that point and I braced myself for impact. The piebald bore the incident with an equanimity that spoke of a good nature, but the tense set to his ears and his high head informed me he had mischief, rather than whips, on his mind. I bit my lip this time.

In the saddle, Broughton reined him around, the piebald’s mouth opening in protest against the sharpness of the bit and his rider’s callous disregard of his pain. Broughton then spurred him sharply to my side.

“Well, my girl,” Broughton said brightly, his openly smiling face bringing an unwilling smile to my own lips in response. “Shall we go ride awhile and talk?”

“Of course, Your Highness,” I replied, lowering my eyes in what I hoped was a demure feminine fashion.

“We have not had much time alone together, you and I,” he said, his hand warm on mine. “We should get to know one another better, don’t you think?”

His sweet, almost boyish smile brought yet another smile from me. Maybe Kel’Ratan is wrong, I thought. Broughton seems to be like any other royal bridegroom, anxious to please me, eager for my attentions and above all, happy. His pinched, thin cheeks appeared almost vivacious, his usually dead-looking brown eyes alive with a cheery good humor that inspired me to laugh with him. Maybe this marriage could work after all, if I gave it a chance.

“Come, my sweet Ly’Tana,” he said, bending across his saddlebow to plant a sweet kiss on my cheek. “The day is ours and eagerly awaits us.”

I found myself wanting to like him. The myriad of rumors and hearsay of his cruelties and brutal killings that earned him the nickname Prince Brutal seemed very far away. I still distrusted him, for none talked but of his wanton torture of anyone who displeased him, of his affinity for rape, and the reason for the pet name most had for him. Did I judge him too soon? After all, I had not actually witnessed any of the rumored tortures and horrible murders. Perhaps I judged him guilty without proof.

As I listened to his inane chatter of the wedding plans and walked Mikk side by side with the piebald, I wondered if perhaps those rumors were simply that: rumors spread by his ruthless enemies. Anyone with any power at all had enemies. Even I had a few, scattered here and there.

Surrounded by his bodyguard of twenty purple and gold troopers and my own three warriors I assigned as my Kel’Hallan escort, we rode out the stable yard and into a large green park attached to the palace. Broughton leaned out of his saddle to pluck a wildflower, a pale purple flower that trailed pink at the edges of its petals. He tucked it behind my right ear after brushing aside my hair.

“A beautiful blossom for a beautiful girl,” he said gallantly.

I laughed. I knew the flower looked good on me, for I caught fleeting admiring glances from no few of the royal escort. Rannon, to my left, nodded and gave me a thumbs-up sign after making me show him my prize. Yuri and Yuras both grinned openly.

We spoke together and jested, like two young lovers in love, and planned our wedding. The young prince and the young princess riding across a green pasture, the stuff fairy tales are made of. Yet, despite my best efforts to ignore them, Kel’Ratan’s words to me less than an hour before returned to haunt me.

I hadn’t had time to think on the information he discovered, as on the heels of his telling, the summons came from Prince Broughton. With no privacy and his troopers hustling me to the barn to fetch Mikk, I had not the time to digest what he had said.

“I learned a bit since yesterday,” Kel’Ratan said as I buckled my sword belt across my chest, to keep my blade out of the way for riding.

“Learned what?”

“A bit about Brutal. Why he is the way he is.”

“He’s a bloody lunatic,” I muttered, fussing with the way it hung. “What more do we need than that?”

“Ah, but that’s what makes it so interesting,” Kel’Ratan said, sitting down in my chair and lacing his fingers behind his head. He smiled at my irritation. “With knowledge comes power.”

Spare me, I thought, rolling my eyes. “Get on with it,” I said aloud. “I’m busy.”

“Well,” Kel’Ratan went on happily, “it all began with when Brutal was born.”

“If you don’t get to the point, I’m going to stab you with my point.” I waved the tip of my sword under his nose. Witraz walked by, eyeing my sword out of its sheath and evidently threatening my cousin’s life. Kel’Ratan grinned impudently, raising both hands in surrender. I scowled.

“As a child,” Kel’Ratan continued, as though my threatening to stab him was as common as dirt, “Brutal watched his grandsire and sire wantonly executing any who oppose them. Everything would be above board and all under the law, of course. Arrest them on false charges and have them executed, their lands and property under attainder and now belonging to the High King. He learned at a young age that life has no meaning, no value. And, of course, being spoiled rotten didn’t help matters. He was told over and over he can do no wrong.”

“How does this help us?” I asked, blowing my hair off my brow in a huff. “What does it bloody matter?”

“Just hear me out, is that too much to ask?”

I waved for him to continue, knowing he’d never let the matter rest until he’d had his say. He was too much like my father, damn it all. The two were as thick as thieves.

“Brutal learned to find pleasure in violence,” Kel’Ratan went on, more seriously. “He can’t find pleasure in simple beauty, or love. He can only commit rape or murder in order to find pleasure or satisfaction. He watched his grandsire torture people for his own pleasure. Lionel, too, found more creative ways to kill people. Brutal grew into adulthood with a savage sexual perversion. It’s fairly common knowledge he rapes slaves and criminals, but it’s been rumored, only rumored now, that he invites nobles to dinner and rapes their wives. No one will speak out against him, out of fear of his reprisals. Remember his magical friend?

“I also heard he holds great feasts and executes criminals between courses. While that in itself is quite legal, consider the effect that might have on his dinner guests. Worse yet, his evil is cold and calculating. He is unable to see the rights of others. Your father had no idea of this when he sent us here.”

My irritation with him died. “I’m in deep trouble.”

“Aye, we all are,” Kel’Ratan said seriously. “Brutal melds his violent tendencies with his sexual addiction. He can’t think beyond his next victim in his bed.”

“It’s more serious than we thought, is that what you’re saying?”

I stood up, pacing about, ignoring those eavesdropping on our conversation. While I tried to hold the gossip of our group to a minimum, I didn’t much care who gossiped about the danger we all were in. About a dozen pairs of eyes followed me as I paced.

“I can’t just be his wife and bear his heir?” I asked, running my hands through my tresses. “I’m not going to be a Queen, and keep Kel’Halla safe from invasion? That is the only reason I agreed to this wedding: to keep Kel’Halla safe. If I did not marry Brutal and the Khalidians won the wars, Kel’Halla would cease to exist.”

“Now—” Kel’Ratan began, but I cut him off.

“You know as well as I do that should Lionel best us, our people would be enslaved and Kel’Halla plowed under. We may hold them off for a few more years, but eventually they will overwhelm us under the weight of sheer numbers. Without any allies to aid us, someday, maybe not for ten years, but someday they will win. They will grind us into dogmeat. That’s why Father sent us here. My marriage is not just to answer his god-rotted edict, but to keep the Khalidians out and Kel’Halla intact. That’s not going to happen, is it? He’s going to kill me and bloodshed will go on, is that what you’re saying?”

“Ly’Tana, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

I ceased my pacing, knowing every task in every hand nearby also ceased. Every warrior in the room waited to hear what I would say, knowing their own lives were also at stake. I stared at Kel’Ratan, stared at my cousin, my best friend, my sworn protector. Neither of us knew what to say.

I opened my mouth, but a sharp pounding at the door forestalled whatever I might have said.

Sele opened it, admitting two troopers in their royal purple and gold uniforms. They approached me and, as one man, dropped to one knee. They saluted in unison.

“Your Highness,” one intoned. “His Royal Highness, the Crown Prince, bids you attend him in the stables. There you are bid ride with His Royal Highness and discuss high matters.”

Was he really told to say all that? I kept my eyes from rolling with an effort. “I’ll be along shortly,” I replied, wanting another minute with Kel’Ratan.

“Excuse me, Your Highness,” the man said diffidently. “Please come with us now.”

His tight expression told me of his fear of what would happen should he report and tell the Prince I would be along shortly. Bloody hell, I thought, sheathing my sword. I picked up my bow and quiver of arrows. The troopers eyed my armament in dismay, but at least said naught.

“Rannon,” I growled.

Rannon, a tall warrior with strawberry fair hair to his waist and a mustache that drooped past his chin, snapped to attention immediately.

“You, along with Yuri and Yuras, will accompany me. Let’s go.”

Left and Right, the twins, caught my attention with identical scowls. Since neither of them ever spoke a word, anyone attempting to communicate with them had to interpret their expressions. Their scowls told me they felt they should accompany me. As they thought of themselves my personal bodyguard, they disliked me to go anywhere without them. I hated to disappoint them, since their doglike loyalty was absolute, their love for me total, but no one had appointed them my bodyguard. They long ago appointed themselves and jealously guarded their position. For me to request someone else to guard me amounted to a slap in the face. To salve their wounded pride, I gestured to the two young brothers.

“They need the experience and you need the rest,” I said.

Yuri and Yuras rose from the floor where they sat, playing dice, their passion. When not fighting, riding or attending to their duties, they gambled. Both had dark blond hair hanging past their shoulders; a thin braid from their temples to the backs of their heads kept the unruly mass from their faces. Lively blue eyes dancing in high cheekbones, Yuri, the elder by four years, had several days growth of beard on his cheeks. Yuras, not out of his teens yet still an accomplished fighter, had but downy fuzz on his jaws.

“You have guarded me for three days without a break,” I said to the scowls. “Get some sleep.”

The scowls vanished.

The royal troopers rose to their feet and bowed low as I swept by them, my escort of three Kel’Hallan warriors behind me. Thus attended, I hurried to the stables, not wanting my delay to effect someone else. Especially if my delay meant someone got hurt. I tried not to let Kel’Ratan’s words worry me, but I worried anyway.

Kel’Ratan has to be wrong, I thought, biting my lip. I half-listened to Broughton’s plans to weld Kel’Halla to Khalid, but Kel’Halla would retain all rights as an independent monarchy, subject to no laws but her own. In return, Khalid became her overlord, protected under the banner of the High King. Kel’Halla’s king would return military aid should Khalid require it. I rule as Queen, my son ruling the Khalidian Federation after Broughton. My second son would inherit Kel’Halla. There were smaller details as to trade agreements and ambassadors and such. Yet, all in all, it was not such a bad deal if it kept Kel’Halla free and independent.

Suddenly the piebald snorted. That was his only warning. Half a heartbeat later, the piebald dropped his head between his front legs and brought his powerful hindquarters up. It happened so quickly, so violently, I myself might be unhorsed.

His Royal Highness, Crown Prince Broughton, hit the ground, hard, with a resounding thud I felt in my toes. His breath whooshed from his lungs with a sound that made me cringe. Around us, our escort in their purple and gold uniforms dismounted amid exclamations of horror, rushing to the aid of the fallen Prince.

I slid down from Mikk’s back, leaving him to stand unattended, as I, too, hurried to aid Broughton. Cursing inwardly, I knew I should have spoken up when I had the chance. I could have said anything, I could have lied and said the animal was lame. Broughton might actually have believed me.

He sat up, coughing and choking, his black and white mount still madly bucking and careening across the meadow, two troopers galloping in hot pursuit.

“Sire?” I asked, trying to get past the royal troops. “Are you all right?”

He scrambled to his feet with the aid of his guards, flinging dust, dead grass and curses everywhere.

“Get away from me, you stinking shits,” he screamed.

Sharp blows followed his curses, his pale slender hands striking, slapping, hitting those who tried to help him. One unlucky trooper received Broughton’s riding whip across his face. As though having tasted blood and reveled in it, Broughton began to beat him in earnest. His blows hit the poor man’s face so quickly that he sudden attack, so violent, so uncalled for shocked me into immobility. Horrified, I could only stand in numb shock, sickened, as Broughton’s anger vented against a man who had done naught wrong.

Unable to fight his liege lord and master, the poor soldier could only stand and dumbly accept blow after blow of the crop to his face and shoulders. The whip’s heavy leather lash cut his face to ribbons. Blood ran redly into the stiff collar of his purple and gold uniform.

Rannon tried pulling me away, in case Broughton, no Brutal, raised his whip, or hand, against me. I shrugged him off. No matter what, I could not stand by and watch a hapless man who had done naught to deserve such a beating.

“Nay, Broughton,” I cried, dashing forward. “Cease this madness.”

I grabbed his arm midswing, forcing the whip to miss its target. His whip hand rose again, the lash swinging skyward for an instant. He turned on me, much as I expected him to, spittle foaming at the corners of his mouth, his dead brown eyes alight with fury and hate. Insanity lurked deep within those ordinary brown depths. Yet ’twas what I didn’t see that frightened me the most. I saw no spark of humanity in those eyes at all.

“Strike me if you must,” I said, inwardly praying he would finally see reason. “I failed to warn you about that horse. I deserve your anger, not this man.”

My status as the Kel’Hallan royal heir and his bride-to-be protected me, to some small extent. I felt even he would control his temper enough to avoid losing me, and ultimately Kel’Halla, should he spill my blood this day. If he cared little for my royal status…well, I still had my sword. He might hit me once. He would not hit me twice. I hoped my warriors might escape the carnage that would follow. Yet, should I go down, they would go down, fighting, at my side.

As I suspected, and hoped, Broughton dared not hit me. A tiny shred of good sense finally filled those awful eyes. Yet the rage did not leave. Despite his visible temper cooling, he remained as angry as when he first tasted dirt. I could feel it emanating from him in waves. Yet, the blind fury at last died away and his whip hand dropped to his side.

The brutalized soldier stumbled blindly away, none daring Brutal’s wrath by offering him aid or comfort. The rest of the troopers, uncertain and frightened, stepped back. I, too, followed their example and moved out of anger range. Yet many soldiers trembled in raw fear, knowing that to bring on Brutal’s attentions meant receiving the nasty cut of his whip. I might not protect them a second time.

His dreadful eyes remained on me. “I’ll thank you to mind your own business,” he snapped.

Unable to say anything to that, I curtseyed low, hoping against hope my obvious deference distracted him. Men with his kind of ego found the groveling of others comforting, I always suspected. Perhaps I was right, for he turned away from me and glared at his men. Brutal, not one for admitting guilt, roundly cursed them for not assisting him.

“Help me, damn you, or I’ll see you all drawn and quartered.”

I sidled sideways, out of trouble, while the troopers’ hands dusted him off. His lank brown hair hung in his eyes, his dead brown eyes still alive with fury and humiliation. Gaining some semblance of control, he straightened his clothing and slapped the few remaining hands who sought to clean him off. Yet two troopers had no lack of courage, I suspected. Those brave souls tried to straighten his clothing. Brutal punched one in the face, and roundly backhanded the other.

“Get that stupid nag back here,” he bellowed. His bellow fell far short. It sounded more like the shrill shriek of an irate fishwife.

I knew my presence added fuel to the fire of his humiliation. We Kel’Hallans rode horses before we could walk and riding came to us as natural as breathing. As my husband, he no doubt sought to equal me in that regard. His male ego would never permit him to admit to himself he couldn’t as well as I. Hence the flashy piebald stallion I had once admired. With it, the knowledge that I, too, rode a stallion, a stallion of exceptional quality and training.

I glanced affectionately toward Mikk, standing quietly with his reins on his neck, watching me watch him. Brutal’s impossibly huge ego fueled his shame of my witnessing his obvious lack of riding skills. That shame burned in him like a forest fire. I could see it in his eyes. I sighed. Why couldn’t he have picked a less fractious mount? Lady above have mercy.

I allowed him some semblance of privacy to regain his composure, and royal dignity, and went to help the pair who caught the rebellious piebald. They led him back, a rein from each on either side of his bridle, ready to beat about the head and ears should he even think about misbehaving again. The piebald seemed chastened, his neck held not quite so much pride as it once had. He didn’t need beatings, I mused. More exercise and an education on manners would serve him more than a beating ever could.

The troopers held their own mounts back while I checked the girth and the bridle, making sure nothing important had come adrift during his session as a bronco. It just wouldn’t do to have Brutal fall off again because the girth wasn’t tight enough. The piebald eyed me quizzically and I wanted to rub the nose he extended to my hand.

Brutal, his fury spent and his wounded pride patched, watched me. I had no doubt should I dare give the vile beast some much-needed affection, Brutal would add me to his shit-list. I sighed again. I wanted to laugh and tell him to get his big-boy pants on, inform him that dirt diving was an event every good horseman looked forward to, and quite simply to grow up. I also knew such would get me, and my mouth, into big trouble.

I decided a more feminine method might work. “I’m right glad to see you unharmed, Your Highness,” I murmured, my eyes downcast.

Brutal gave a tiny start and harrumphed. I peeked up at him through my hair and smiled, hoping he would not see the ironic gleam in my eyes. He obviously didn’t, for he puffed himself up at my seeming female frailty and offered a stiff smile in return.

“No harm done,” he said gruffly. “Might as well go on, shall we? We have much to discuss, you and I.”

I suspected a stroke to his ego might offset his humiliating dump in the dirt. I could, on a rare occasion, bring on the charm. I cynically felt like a fraud, but did it anyway.

“Certainly you are a very strong man to withstand such a toss, Your Highness.”

“Of course I am,” he replied expansively, straightening his already straight tunic. “These things happen, eh? Naught but a bruise or two.”

At his gesture, the troopers brought the piebald up and helped him remount. However, they retained the leading reins from each side of his bit and rode to either side of the Prince. They would tolerate no repeats of the bucking, it would appear.

I walked to Mikk, who still stood where I left him. A trooper followed to assist me. Biting off a polite request for him to bugger off, I allowed him to boost me onto Mikk’s back. I did have some brains, and even used them on occasion. Should Brutal witness my usual method of mounting, which was grab a handful of thick mane and vault aboard, he might suspect I secretly laughed at him. I guessed he could happily live out the rest of his days never knowing his suspicions were indeed correct.

Prettily, I thanked the trooper for his assist and nudged Mikk over to Brutal.

“If Your Highness might permit,” I began tentatively, again playing the idiotic coquette.

He nodded grandly, permitting me to continue speaking, his eyes staring straight between the piebald’s sagging ears.

“I could teach this animal to carry you with the royal dignity you deserve,” I said, deceptively mild and sweet. In truth, I itched to get my hands on the piebald, for he had a swift intelligence and an athletic conformation I liked very much. “He would make a mount worthy of Your Highness.”

Prince Broughton eyed me sidelong for a moment, his expression neutral. What was that deep within his eyes? Hatred? Contempt? Something I knew I didn’t care much for. Before I could analyze it, his expression changed, brightened, and he smiled a small smile. He was very good with those sweet smiles.

“Why, that is very kind of you, my dear. I know how much you people love your horses. But remember.” His finger lifted before his face in an amiable warning. “Once you are crowned my Queen, the horse breaking shall be done by those more suited to it.”

I bobbed my head in a swift bow. “Of course, Sire.”

“We should allow those who excel at breaking wild spirits to practice their craft.”

Why would that calm remark set my stomach tumbling over itself? Somehow, I knew Brutal’s mild words spoke of something quite evil. In context, his words were correct. Yet, I felt the razor edge of a sword at my throat. He meant something very different, my gut violently informed me. Despite the early hour and the sun not high enough in the sky to make the day hot, sweat trickled down my ribs. I hoped I imagined it, but my instincts told me something was very wrong.

We rode on, side by side once more, with the exception of a royal trooper between us. I thought he would continue our previous discussion of our marriage contract. Instead, he launched into a history lesson.

“More than three thousand years ago,” he began expansively.

I quashed my irritation at his subject matter and decided it gave me a goddess-sent opportunity to think. Brutal spoke about the founding of his great Federation, and I knew bloody well it wasn’t founded three thousand years ago. More like one thousand, I guessed. Even that was a stretch. Kel’Halla herself has existed for close to five thousand years. Long before the Khalidians built their first castle.

I let his words flow over and past me, nodded in the right places and offered exclamations in the right places, and considered what Kel’Ratan told me earlier that morning.

“Is that so, Your Highness?” I murmured. I half-saw his nod as he happily carried on his long diatribe about his great-great-grandfather. Or was it his great-great-great-grandfather?

I knew now I couldn’t remain here and trust that my status as his wife and Queen would keep me safe. I just witnessed Broughton’s evil firsthand. I had the evidence of his brutality; Kel’Ratan was right. Those rumors were not malicious lies spread by his enemies. Broughton was as brutal as his nickname suggested. My marriage to him would not guarantee my safety. Or keep Kel’Halla safe. Yet, I must marry him. Sweat broke out anew at the thought of the marriage, just a month away.

Even if he kills me, Kel’Halla will still be protected, I thought. He, by law, is forced to honor the treaty our marriage engendered. Should I die, Kel’Halla will remain an independent monarchy, with Kel’Ratan as king, after my father. Brutal had no choice in the matter. Down the line, Kel’Halla would one day find a way to break out of this scorpion’s nest and be free again.

Blessed Nephrotiti, forgive me, but I am not yet ready to join you. Must I marry him? Could I escape and still keep Kel’Halla safe? I must escape, I thought as I savagely chewed my lip. I don’t want him to kill me.

We have to leave, and soon, I thought. Within the next few days, anyway. Yet how? I knew damn well I couldn’t just tell Brutal I’d had a change of heart and was going home. That would not only injure his male dignity, it would mean he’d never add Kel’Halla to his Federation. If someone were to report us packing and riding our horses out of the stable, the royal troops would be on us before we got through the gates. Brutal wouldn’t content himself with a troop. He’d send a battalion.

I caught a swift glimpse of him watching me, and offered a quick smile and a nod in return. Satisfied, he returned to his lecture. Wait a minute. The wedding was more than a month away. In two days, the Festival of Summer would hold sway over the entire city. Thousands upon thousands of people would flock into the streets. Could we not just ride out to see the sights, to see our first Khalidian Festival of Summer, and simply…vanish?

The idea appealed to me. With all the bustle and chaos of a street festival, Brutal would be busy with his own Festival duties as the Crown Prince and royal heir. I doubted he’d miss me much, especially if I informed him I wanted very much to join the festivities. He’d think me an idiot, but that hardly mattered.

I glanced up in time to see him frowning slightly. I quickly masked the concentration I knew he saw in my face and changed it into a slight frown of puzzlement.

“I’m not sure I understand, Your Highness,” I murmured.

He thin pale lips stretched into a tiny enigmatic smile. His dead-looking eyes watched me from a mere few feet away, as though seeing right through me. As though seeing right into me. Why didn’t he blink? Normal people blinked every now and again. Never before had I ever beheld anyone, man or woman, who blinked as seldom as Brutal. Rebellious sweat once more trickled down over my ribs.

I wanted to protect myself with my sword. I stiffened my spine by silently calling Brutal every vile name I could think of and the fearful urge passed me by. His eyes and his smile eventually returned to face forward. I began to breathe again.

The more I thought about it, the more my plan had merit. We’d be gone for two, maybe even three days before Brutal missed us. We must go and soon.

Then what happened to Kel’Halla? Would we find allies in the neighboring nations? They hadn’t helped in our wars for self-preservation so far, I remembered morosely. As always, Kel’Halla stood alone.

I could protect myself, I thought, cheering a little. If I showed him I’ll fight him tooth and nail to survive, perhaps he might call a truce. I’d remain his Queen and he could continue his hobbies. A grand idea, that, but inwardly I wilted. I couldn’t just sit by and permit him to torture people without trying to do something about it. Brutal may kill me, but as long Kel’Halla was safe…Kel’Ratan would make a most excellent king.

The ride ended more quickly than I thought, ending my inner should we, shouldn’t we argument, for he rambled on for only another ten minutes or so when we clattered into the stable courtyard. I slid down from my saddle, handing Mikk’s reins to a groom. With a final stroke down his neck, I allowed the groom to lead Mikk away. Brutal dismounted clumsily, his troops still holding tight to the piebald’s bridle. Around me, grooms ran to take troopers’ horses, and those of my three Kel’Hallan escort. Slaves arrived, offering cool drinks, chilled fruit and spiced wine.

I curtsied to Brutal, opening my mouth to thank him for a pleasant ride, irony kept firmly in check. He forestalled me. He took my hand, smiling that rather sweet, boyish-shy smile he had. The tiny enigmatic, evil smile had disappeared.

“Wait a moment,” he said, “I do so wish to show you something, my little Ly’Tana. Please remain a moment, will you?”

His dead brown eyes lit from within. “I want you to see this.”

While I wanted to exit with all due speed and consult with Kel’Ratan, I knew his request wasn’t a request. I curtseyed. “Of course, Your Highness.”

“Thank you, my dear,” he said warmly, his hand embracing mine. He kissed me lightly on the cheek, his face alive with joyous hope and happiness. “We are going to be so good together, you and I. The perfect couple, don’t you think? Together we will rule the world, eh?”

What could I say? I conjured a smile in return. “Absolutely, Bru—Broughton.”

“Attend, please. You’re going to simply love this.”

Sweat returned to course down my ribs. This can’t be good, I thought, my mouth suddenly dry. Hackles rose on my neck. I knew not whence this instinctive alarm came from, but if I could I would have drawn my blade. My right hand, the hand Broughton held, itched to have the hilt of my sword in it.

His hand still enclosing mine in warm friendliness, Brutal turned toward me slightly. “Unsaddle my royal steed,” he commanded, his eyes still bright and cheery. Chilling cold settled into my bones. Why was his hand so warm?

Grooms removed the heavy cavalry saddle, leaving on the bridle, still held by the two attending troopers. The piebald stood calm, docile, eyeing the men around him with quiet trust. He munched his bit, then yawned, his beautiful blue eyes rolling back into his head. I looked from Brutal to the horse, then back, my fear growing. What was he going to do? All this ceremony to unsaddle a horse? To unsaddle the horse that threw and humiliated him?

Realization dawned inside my thick skull. Goddess, nay, Nephrotiti, please don’t let him do what I think he’s going to do—

“Tie its legs together.”

He spoke over his shoulder, his brown eyes alive and warm, that sweet, boyish smile still in place. Yet I knew calculation when I saw it. I tried to pull away, but his hand in mine clamped down tight. Glory, he was stronger than I thought.

Obediently, grooms ran to tie heavy ropes to the piebald’s pasterns. The two soldiers who attended him suddenly dropped his reins and bolted out of the way. Handing the ropes to mounted men, the grooms also ran out of danger. I tried again to pull away, Rannon trying to squeeze himself between the Crown Prince and me.

“Drop it.”

Taking up the slack, the men tied the ropes to the pommels of their saddles. The piebald tossed his head in alarm when the ropes tightened. He had no time for much more than that one act of fear before the troopers whipped their horses, and the troopers hauled the piebald off his feet.

He hit the ground harder than Brutal had, but fought to get up. He thrashed, bewildered, panicked, trying to kick free of the binding ropes and rise to his feet.

I think I cried out. I know Brutal gripped my hand hard enough to hurt. Yet, with Rannon’s aid I broke free, clawing for my sword. I scrabbled, when I never in my life ever fumbled when it came to drawing my weapon.

Brutal flicked his hand and several troops surrounded my three warriors and me, blades drawn.

“Keep her silent,” Brutal ordered. “And skin that beast. I want its hide on my wall.”

I know I screamed. What I screamed I don’t know. The horrible screams of the piebald stallion drowned out my own. Obedient slaves risked thrashing hooves as they moved in with heavy skinning knives. Sunlight flashed off the bright blades before the blood stilled their brilliance.

Still screaming, I drew my sword and lunged forward. Whether I sought to kill Brutal or end the suffering of the horse, I’ll never know. I took three, maybe four running strides before his protectors moved in. Rannon, Yuri and Yuras tried to fight them off, but with a dozen against three, they stood no chance. I dodged those that came at me, but only for a moment. I cut the face of one trooper when two others grabbed my arms.

I struggled, my hair in my face, my eyes blinded by tears.

Dimly, I saw my warriors down, their faces in the dirt, hands behind their backs, their blades taken. Royal troops in purple and gold held my boys down, held them fast. Despite the three holding me, I fought. They took my sword and I yanked my dagger. One grabbed my wrist before I could slice him with it, twisting my arm behind my back. Another seized me about the throat and waist, holding me tight to his larger and stronger body. I tried a kick, only to find even my legs captive to their stronger bodies. Unable to fight or flee, my eyes filled with the horrible sight of an innocent animal tortured.

Blood pooled beneath the struggling, thrashing, screaming stallion, his black and white hide piled high. His raw bloody muscles flexed and strained as the horse still fought for his life, fought to rise to his feet, fought to fight his attackers or flee from them. My shrieks of pain echoed his, my tears running in rivers down my face as his blood ran down his legs. The stallion’s screams echoed in my soul.

My people, the people of the horse, the Kel’Hallan Horse Lords, revered the horse above all other earthly creatures. Our horses had a higher intelligence, a greater courage and a bond of loyalty none could ever rival. Our horses were our kin, our family, our blood. We gave our lives for them and they for us. Through the long ages past, they were the very heart of the Kel’Hallan people, the source of all our strength.

Brutal knew this.

His feral gaze captured my tear-filled eyes. “You should have warned me, bitch. It’s your duty to keep me safe. Your negligence is laughable. This animal is suffering through your fault. And remember this—”

Once more, he raised his right finger raised to waggle back and forth in an almost comical gesture. My fear slackened and my rage planted its seed.

“I don’t need a female.” He bit off the word. “To tell me what to do. I don’t need you or your assistance with my subjects. I can take care of a rebellious peasant or horse with no help from you.”

Loose me and we’ll see whose fault ’twas, I gritted silently.

His eyes lit from within with an unholy light, a vile glee, his avid eyes dancing. His breath came and went from his thin chest in ragged pants. I could not help but see his arousal by this heinous act, this atrocity.

I fought against my captors, ready to kill with my hands alone. I almost got loose, felt their hands slip, but they clamped down tight, their combined strength greater than mine. Still I screamed, my throat raw from screaming.

Brutal’s intense eyes finally left me and returned to his horse. He watched the horse’s torment with cold amusement, ignoring the ruckus of my screams and the soldiers shouting. He stood as close as he dared to the thrashing hooves, reveling in the beast’s terror and agony. A joy lit his dead-brown eyes with an unholy life. How could any human being commit such an act on an innocent animal and find pleasure in it?

Shock finally set into the piebald. His struggles slackened and he gasped for air, his beautiful blue eyes glazed. I recognized a horse who had given in, had surrendered to those who sought to take his life. He could fight no longer.

I could.

I fought on, if only to end the poor stallion’s agony. I kicked a trooper in the knee, felt his hold on me loosen as his pain lanced into him. I almost got free before the others tightened their hold and shut my efforts down.

Brutal’s eyes never left the stricken beast. “Bring oil and a torch.”

Slaves, their eyes round with horror, ran to obey. What could he do now? I think I gave that thought voice, but I couldn’t be sure. If I had, Brutal ignored me. I was secondary now. The stallion, the hapless creature who, through an innocent zest for life, caused him, Crown Prince Broughton, discomfiture. The stallion, behaving as a free spirit might, brought him humiliation. The piebald stallion would pay for Brutal’s embarrassment with his life.

Slaves poured the oil into the raw meat of the still living, screaming horse, but Brutal himself threw in the torch. Flames leaped high, almost hiding the brutality. Heat scorched my face. I scented the sickly sweet stench of roasting horsemeat. Oily smoke nearly concealed the atrocity. Yet I saw it all. On Nephrotiti’s holy altar, I saw it all.

Brutal stepped in close, the only one who dared the thrashing, deadly hooves of the piebald stallion.

Brutal himself cut the ropes.

My last vision before turning in the troopers arms and vomiting was of the horse running, fleeing, trying in vain to outrun his agony, the wind of his passing kicking the flames higher…

* * *

I don’t remember the walk back to my apartments. I know Rannon, grim, filthy, cursing under his breath, held my arm. He held me upright, kept me walking forward. Yuri and Yuras strode to either side of us, their swords out. My throat raw, my mouth tasting of salty tears and vomit, I walked as one in a daze.

As I walked, the vision of the horse and Brutal’s evil joy slowly began to fade into the background. My rebellious stomach settled. My rage, its virulent seed sprouting, grew. Brutal would pay. By Nephrotiti herself, Brutal would pay. I would never marry that despicable Brutal for all the Kel’Hallas there are. If he didn’t like my decision, my father could kiss my backside. Nephrotiti herself couldn’t command me in this.

My plan to escape via the Festival of Summer still held merit. We would escape, and someday…somehow, I would kill Brutal for what he did this day. I would kill him slowly, an inch at a time, remove his nasty skin tiny bit by tiny bit. I would delight in his horrid screams of agony. He would die wishing he had never heard of Kel’Halla or the vindictive vixen who ruled her.

I came to myself at the door to my suite of apartments. I flung the door open before Rannon could open it for me and stormed inside.

“I will not marry that—that—animal!”

I vented my fury with a string of curses that caused Alun to turn red with embarrassment. Kel’Ratan looked up from his documents on a table in the common room. Several women warriors paused in their domestic tasks to gape at me. While blooded and accomplished warriors in their own right, they also served as my personal servants, seeing to my every need. They hurriedly continued with their chores, knowing my temper as well as they did, no doubt with ears flapping to catch every word. Their prowess as warriors did not detract one whit from their female love of gossip.

The other warriors not on current guard duty at the stables or around the apartments also glanced up from their daily tasks of sharpening weapons, making arrows, examining bows and bowstrings for excess wear and tear.

Kel’Ratan rose from his chair. “Ly’Tana, what’s wrong?”

Unable to speak for the fury choking me, I whirled and kicked the door shut. I barely missed Rannon, who quickly sidestepped, his own face drawn and pale at what we had just witnessed.

“I thought you went riding with Prince Brut— er, Broughton,” Kel’Ratan said.

Still unable to speak, I simply glared at him. He wore, as I did, tight-fitting leather vests, breeches and soft knee-high boots. A silver armband encircled his bulging right bicep, his sword belted at his hips. His bow and quiver of arrows leaned against the table nearby. Mustache quivering with suppressed irritation, his blue eyes snapped as he controlled a scowl at me. Not a patient man, my cousin.

I rested my own bow next to his, dropping my quiver next to it. My hair, unfettered, hung in my face. Impatiently, I swept the thick annoying mass behind my shoulders.

“Ly’Tana?”

“I did,” I snapped.

Pacing about the room helped curb my temper enough to think and speak coherently. Thus, I paced, warriors both male and female stumbling over themselves in their haste to get out of my way before I stepped on them. They reminded me of a silly flock of pigeons, scattering to the four winds at any threat, and regrouping once the threat passed by. The image merely angered me further and I violently suppressed the urge to kick Witraz, my friend from childhood, in his arse as he scrambled for safety near the big bay window.

I took a deep breath to control myself. “The Prince and I went riding. He wanted to discuss certain issues regarding our betrothal. Unfortunately, he picked a rather fractious mount to ride.” I laughed sharply. “I reckon he wanted to impress me with his royal horsemanship. Of course, the horse threw him.”

Kel’Ratan shrugged. “I’m not surprised. He is a rotten rider. Is that all?”

“Of course it’s not all,” I snapped. Still pacing, I counted slowly to ten to curb the urge to call him a dolt in front of the others.

Striding about, my breath came faster as I recalled the horror of Broughton’s actions. My chest tightened painfully. I grabbed a skin of liquid from the table, and poured blindly down my throat, not caring what it was I drank. I needed wine, water, anything to wash the gruesome taste of burnt flesh and vomit from my mouth.

Between gulps, I told him and the still listening warriors what had happened. I calmed a fraction as I spoke, yet suspected the wine had more to do with calming my outraged nerves than speaking. Rannon nodded as I spoke, murmuring side comments to a few who gathered around him. Yuri and Yuras merely leaned against a wall, finding comfort in each other.

My people waited for the rest of my story with horror, yet also waited on my word that would launch them against Prince Brutal. On my word alone, they would avenge a dead horse.

Not caring what anyone thought, I drank the skin to its dregs. I dropped it back down beside Kel’Ratan, where it lay limp and deflated, like a dead animal, half-drooping off the side of the table. A single drop of wine slid out from its neck to splash onto the slate tiles at my feet. When I spoke again, my voice had calmed considerably. Without it, I doubted I could have found voice to say what happened.

“Brutal commanded his slaves to skin the beast. Alive.”

Outside the horrible vision still within my mind’s eye, I saw Kel’Ratan’s face grow grim, his lean, tanned face darkening with anger as I went on, recounting the horror. As I finished my story with my shameful admission to vomiting on the troopers’ boots, he, too, paced, up and down, his hand fondling the hilt of his sword. I stood back, my own need for physical activity over, for the moment, anyway. I searched the immediate vicinity for another skin of wine, not finding any.

Witraz, ever knowing my mood, held a fresh one out to me. Under normal circumstances, he would have also made a cutting remark to accent his gift. No remark erupted from his clever mouth, and his one eye narrowed tightly with suppressed rage. I wiggled the wax stopper from the mouth, and took another long draught. At this pace, I’d be dead drunk before dinner, I thought with morose humor, and comatose not long after.

“Holy Lady, help me,” I muttered.

I did not realize at first how badly I shook until I saw goose flesh rise on my arms. Holding my arms close against my body, I rubbed the chill away, trembling. My steel wrist cuffs clanked against my armband. I forced myself to relax and calm down, taking another long pull from the wineskin.

Kel’Ratan stood close, gazing down at me. Then he rudely jerked the skin from my hands, tossing it aside and into the hands of Rannon. Rannon, ever the smart one, yanked the stopper out and took a long drink before passing it to Yuri.

“That’s bloody enough,” he growled.

My anger rose. I drew myself up haughtily, ready to tell him exactly what I thought. The thought process died in infancy when he reached out to brush an errant lock of my hair from my eyes. Then, suddenly, all I wanted right then was to fall into his strong arms and sob like a child.

“We’ll find an excuse to end negotiations,” he said quietly. “We’ll be on our way home in a few days.”

I could only nod, feeling sick, unable to lose the sight of the flaming horse from my eyes.

“Brutal looked at me.”

Kel’Ratan froze at my tone, as though he knew what I was going to say. I gazed up into his eyes, unable to stop the quaver in my voice as I spoke. I hated myself for it, but realized the wine, while quieting my nerves, also accented my raw emotions. I gulped, sweating, and went on.

“What he did to the horse was a warning. To me. Should I fail to please him. That piebald’s fate would be mine.”

Kel’Ratan, my cousin, my protector since birth, my best friend, took me into his arms and held me close. I shut my eyes against his chest, let myself be comforted by his calm strength. Close to tears, I struggled to force them back. I succeeded in preventing them from falling, but they did sting my eyes something fierce.

He held me close for what seemed like a very long time. I relaxed into his strong male comfort, hearing his heart beat in long thick strokes through his ribs, feeling the rise and fall of his chest as he breathed, scenting the clean masculine scent of him. Distantly, I heard the hurried whispers, the movement of my warriors as they moved about, talking in low tones. I merely existed, finding solace in the great strength of Kel’Ratan’s arms.

After what seemed like an eternity, but was more probably a few minutes, he took me by the arms and gently pushed me away. He smiled at me, encouraging me to smile unwillingly back. “We’ll leave tomorrow,” he said.

As he stepped away, he spoke over his shoulder. “You didn’t say anything to him, did you?”

“Only at the top of my lungs.”

Kel’Ratan wheeled, his face stricken. “Ly’Tana, nay.”

“Why not?” I snapped. “I’m certainly not going to keep it a secret—” I stopped, only then realizing what I had done.

I felt my jaw gape. Stunned at my own stupidity I fumbled for a stool and sat down hard. My teeth clapped shut on my tongue, but I scarcely felt the pain. I had just planned to escape without warning Brutal. Now I lit a fire under his arse.

“He would not dare,” I murmured.

“He would dare,” Kel’Ratan growled, his face as grim as I have ever seen it. “He will not lose Kel’Halla. We are leaving. Now.”

Upon Kel’Ratan’s orders, the warriors hastily packed. Pandemonium ensued as we all tried stuffing clothes, weapons and other belongings into saddlebags. I mentally calculated how long it would take to reach the stables and our mounts, counted the number of warriors on guard duty. We would gather their things along with our own and scoop them up as we fled to the stable. I glanced out the window to gauge the time. It was only a short hour after noon. It seemed like days since I rode cheerfully out of the stables with Prince Brutal, yet it had only truly been a few hours.

I shoved spare clothing, riding leathers, a cloak, extra daggers and whetstones, flint and steel into my saddlebag, finding some room for more fletching materials. Several jewels, two great diamonds, a ruby the size of a hen’s egg that Brutal gave me followed them in; they might pay for supplies we cannot obtain by hunting or foraging. I found a large pouch of Federal gold crowns and frowned down at them. I had forgotten where they had come from. Oh, right. Brutal had given them to me as well, to resupply my warriors. Well, so they would. I tossed them in, glad to have them.

A quick glance around the apartments showed me that nearly everyone stood impatient to depart, their weapons ready to hand and saddle bags hung over shoulders. Quivers stuffed with arrows protruded stiffly from backs, leather thongs held back long hair in the expectation of combat. Left and Right stood guard duty on either side of the main chamber doors, their expressions blank and impassive, as always.

“You two,” I snapped, garnering their immediate attention. Their backs stiffened perceptively. “You, Yuri and Yuras and Kel’Ratan guard our rear. Witraz, you—”

The doors to the common room crashed open, cutting off my words. Left and Right immediately sprang to defend me, whipping swords from sheaths. Yet, as quick as they were, the Federal troopers moved faster. Wooden halberd butts lashed out, connecting solidly with their heads. The twins staggered back, blood crimson on their faces and dripped from their hair. Helping arms caught them before they could hit the slate floor.

More swords sang from sheaths, my own one of them.

High Priest Theodoric, Prince Brutal’s toady, filled the doorway. A dozen, more, soldiers wearing the white and gold livery and turbans of the Synn’jhani raced inside, swords and shields ready, spoiling for a fight.

“Hold fast!” I barked, seeing the hallway outside packed with more of the Synn’jhani, the royal guard, far more than I wanted to see ready to fight my handful of warriors. Not taking their eyes from the Synn’jhani before them, nor sheathing their weapons, my band obeyed me, staying their instinctive urge to retaliate. The Federates also froze, swords leveled, but halted in their attack. The ages old enmity between Kel’Halla and Khalid seemed on the verge of explosive renewal, here in my chambers.

Theodoric glanced about at the frozen tableau, at the soldiers and warriors ready and willing to attack one another, given the slightest provocation, his lips pursed thoughtfully.

“Your Highness,” he murmured, bowing low from the waist. “Forgive the intrusion.”

“Leave now and I’ll forget it happened.” I made my voice as coldly dangerous as I could, hopefully concealing the quaking I felt within.

“Of course, my lady,” he continued smoothly. “I will obey just as soon as I deliver this message from His Royal Highness Crown Prince Broughton.”

My gut clenched. I knew exactly what this “message” was. I saw it written in the plump folds of this pudgy toady’s leering face and thick smiling lips. How loathsome that face looked. I suddenly remembered how much I disliked this round priest with the sanctimonious air when I first met him months ago. I knew he plundered the charitable contributions of Usa’a’mah’s worshippers left for the spread of his worship, as though he himself deserved the monies more. He lied. He cheated. He stole from the innocent. I hated his supercilious sneer the most. My dislike instantly sharpened into hate. My hand itched to bury my sword between his evil eyes and erase that nasty smile forever.

I jumped when a hand slid over my shoulder and down my arm. Kel’Ratan, sidling up behind me, must have known what I did not: how close I truly was to scratching that itch. Had I scratched, the apartments would have run with blood, and with not just Theodoric’s blood. Shooting a lightning glance at my warriors, I allowed my cousin to lower my arm.

I held Theodoric’s eyes, pale blue eyes with the same unholy light that a cat with a live mouse in its jaws might have, and spoke in measured tones. “What message?”

“His Highness instructed me to inform you the betrothal and wedding shall continue. In fact, it will take place two days hence. The marriage will also be consummated immediately.”

“Never,” I hissed.

“To enforce your compliance, these soldiers will guard you day and night.” He gestured to the men behind him, to the windows behind me. I looked over my shoulder. More liveried soldiers, these in the more ordinary uniforms of royal purple and gold, marched in disciplined order to stand several rods beyond the building’s embrasures. I looked slowly back to Theodoric.

“You are hopelessly outnumbered, Highness,” he said gravely. “A full cohort surrounds this area and the buildings.”

I studied him for a moment without speaking. He mastered his previous glee behind a mildly reproving frown and returned my stare, covering the ruthlessness I knew he hid behind a polite facade. The public saw his devout and forgiving priestly persona, a jolly pudgy face under sandy brown hair shot with gray, his mustache and beard trimmed neatly. The public seldom saw his evil twin brother, the man who reveled in Brutal’s lust for blood and encouraged it. The High Priest of Usa’a’mah, the dark god of war and death, bathed in the blood of the just and unjust alike. His reputation for cruelty far exceeded his equanimous manner.

I slammed my sword back into its sheath and smiled thinly. “Perhaps Prince Brutal might find me as dangerous as he thinks he is.”

“And the vixen may find herself collared, leashed and muzzled,” Theodoric answered, grinning openly. “I was also instructed to tell you that should Your Highness choose to fight, you will find yourself in the arena dancing with The Wolf.”

A vision of that gladiator’s panther-like speed and reflexes flitted through my mind. Could I take him? Immediately I knew I could not. “It will be a good day to die,” I snapped. “Far better that than to marry your vile excuse for a prince.”

“That’s not all,” he continued, still grinning. “Yon kinsman would meet the fate of the beast that dared annoy the Crown Prince this morning.”

I could not help it. I glanced at Kel’Ratan in dismay. His eyes narrowed dangerously, his own grip on his sword lightening as he prepared to sheath it in Theodoric’s throat. Perhaps he regretted stopping me from spilling Theodoric’s blood. Yet, he had been right to stop me, as I knew I must stop him now. I caught his fierce blue eye, and grimaced.

For a moment, his face tightened in rage and rebellion, and I thought for an instant I failed. Yet, he caught my message. I felt him relax, although to anyone watching he never moved so much as a muscle in his little finger.

As much as I wanted the honor for myself, I knew killing the High Priest now would bring disaster down on us all. I had only the thirty warriors I brought with me from Kel’Halla, some here in the apartments, others scattered guarding the horses or obtaining supplies in Soudan.

Theodoric was correct: we were hopelessly outnumbered. The royal Synn’jhani excelled at close hand-to-hand combat, their weapons and discipline making them one of the finest fighting forces on earth. On horseback, we could have decimated the Federal troops and Synn’jhani both, and gone home at a leisurely walk. Cornered in those tight quarters, taking them with us would be all we could accomplish. None would live to tell my father of our demise.

If he sensed how close he was to death, Theodoric covered it well. “You are wise as well as beautiful, Your Highness. I shall revere you as my Queen. I am, as always, your servant.”

He snapped his fingers. Backing away slowly, the Synn’jhani retreated, their swords still at battle-readiness. When they had all dispersed like smoke behind him, Theodoric took hold of the doors. With an oily bow, he slid out of my apartments, closing the doors quietly behind him.



Chapter 3

An Accidental Assassination

I sweated under the sweltering Khalidian sun, practicing against Ulphin, another gladiator I knew only slightly. He had been in the stable only a few short weeks, a big brawny ugly slave with a crooked nose and mouse-brown lanky hair. A scar ran down his cheek into his upper lip, giving him a perpetual sneer. At our first session together, he knew enough about me to be wary, yet was still cocky enough to think he could best me. Many gladiators came into the High King’s stables with that same arrogance, that same determination to skin The Wolf. I saw it now in his light brown eyes. Little did Ulphin know none of those gladiators ever survived to hang my hide on their walls.

I sidestepped a fast lunge, his wooden sword sliding harmlessly past. My own returning thrust knocked his blade aside and struck him in the gut. He grunted in fury, his wind lost, and lunged again, sword raised high.

I parried the stroke with my right hand on the wooden blade, my left hand smothering a yawn. My upbringing taught me to always cover my mouth when I yawned, and the instinct hadn’t yet left me. My action infuriated Ulphin. No doubt, he thought I did not take him seriously enough. The fact that he was correct amused me greatly. I let my amusement show in a faint smile, a brief curling of my lip.

He snarled wordlessly, his face a mask of anger and hate. First mistake, I thought: never fight while angry. He charged, his sword held high. His weight carried him too close, a mistake any first year gladiator would have been shamed to make. My returning stroke punched him behind the ear, dropping him to his knees, dazed.

I stepped away, yawning again. Damn, I was sleepy. Ever since Rygel healed me, I could not seem to get enough sleep. I shook my head, trying to clear my eyes of the fog.

“Wolf.”

I glanced to my right to find Cephas watching me, his hand upraised in a come-hither gesture. I instantly lowered my weapon, for a slave did not raise a blade, even a wooden one, in the presence of a free man. I turned away from my training fight to bow low to the Slave Master.

Ulphin sought to take advantage of my distraction by slashing at my head. I ducked and parried in the same motion, barely looking at him. His side open wide, I smashed him in the ribs. I distinctly heard several of them snap. He went down, rolling in the hot sand with loud groans.

Cephas chuckled. “You should know better than that, dolt. And I took the trouble to warn you, too.”

He bent down, his hands on his knees, to better look Ulphin in his squinty brown eyes. “I should let Wolf finish you off. I want no fools in my stable.”

Ulphin continued to writhe in the dirt, his groans now muted in fear of offending Cephas. One did not irritate Cephas and live for very long.

With a jerk of his head, Cephas bid me follow him out of earshot of anyone nearby. Other slaves in battling pairs around the training arena continued their practice, glancing at the Slave Master from time to time, looking for approval or instructions or out of idle curiosity.

Cephas looked me up and down, brow furrowed. “You sure you’re all right?”

I wore a light sleeveless tunic belted at my hips, my thin cotton breeches, and calf-high leather boots. Gladiators normally wore little, a loincloth and leather boots amounted to full dress in the summer’s heat, with the sweat and exertion of training. While Rygel’s magic left behind no trace of any wound, no scars, no marring, Cephas had seen blood on me that day. He witnessed the illegal dirk that stabbed me. He asked me repeatedly to tell him what happened. I did not. Perhaps I should have told him of Rygel, for he may have been grateful magic had saved a slave as valuable as me. I followed my gut’s instructions: don’t speak of Rygel or magic.

To Cephas’s face, I denied Silas’s dirk, denied the wounds. He suspected, despite my assurances to the contrary, that I lied. Cephas had an excellent nose for deception. He knew every scar on my body, knew the story behind each and every one, and inspected me from my head to my toes. The fact that I had no new scars to show only confused him further. He wanted to trust me, but knew Silas hurt me that day. Just how badly he failed to realize. I brushed off the tell-tale blood as the result of mere scratches. He knew me well, that one, knew I had little reason to lie to him. He leaned toward taking me at my word.

“Aye, sir.”

He nodded distractedly, accepting it, and turned to stare across the arena. While not as tall as me, nor quite as broad and heavy, he carried a heavy frame of strong quick muscles. Perhaps two score and ten years old, he looked younger, with his grizzled features now creased with worry. Long reddish hair, frosted with gray, hung to his shoulders. His mustache, also flecked with white, drooped past his mouth. I watched his profile, curiously, for Cephas was never one to mince words. Sharp blue eyes suddenly returned to stare at me. I studied my boots immediately.

“Word has come down,” he said. “His Majesty wants to see you.”

A chill trickled down my back, freezing the runnels of sweat. The High King never spoke to his slaves directly. To my knowledge, he never requested specifically to see one.

Cephas dropped his voice although no one stood close enough to overhear. None would dare venture close enough to eavesdrop on anything he had to say at any time. The wrath of Cephas was deadly to behold. “Have you done anything, Wolf?”

A brief vision of Rygel healing my injuries flashed through my head. No one save he and I knew of that. Even at Brutal’s birthday celebration, I caught Rygel’s eye for one brief instant. He stood in the shadow of Lionel and Iyumi’s thrones as I walked by, his face expressionless, his disdainful glance chancing upon me and moving on, as though his noble birth prevented him from seeing a lowly slave such as I. Yet, I saw the spark of recognition, the hint of a rage, of the awesome power barely held in check behind the catlike eyes.

For my part, I saw another high-born aristocrat nursing a chalice of wine and kept my eyes forward, seeing yet not.

To Cephas, I shook my head and lied yet again. “Nay, sir.”

“Good.” Cephas clapped me on the shoulder. He seldom touched a slave, and his brief affection was sincere enough. “Perhaps he means to free you. You’ve certainly earned it.”

My hair hid my eyes as I peered up. The bleak expression in his eyes belied the heartiness in his voice. He knew as well as I the High King would never free me.

He jerked his head toward the arena entrance. “Those two Sins will escort you.”

I followed his gaze to the two men in burnished gold hauberks, greaves and silver wrist cuffs. Their Synn’jhani uniforms of white robes tucked into black leather boots, white turbans with purple plumes wound down to a single strip of cloth that they drew across their faces. Only their dark eyes showed as they watched me. Gold cloaks trimmed in silver swung from their shoulders, the snarling White Lion on the clasps. Swords hung from their white sashes, spears gripped in their right fists. Shields with the royal lion emblem hung across their backs.

“Before you go,” Cephas said, his voice dropping.

His eyes flicked left, then right, without turning his head. He searched for the eavesdroppers that would never dare to eavesdrop. “I was going to tell you this tonight, but…” Hesitating, his tongue crept out to moisten his lower lip. He glanced around again for listeners not there to listen.

I waited patiently, watching him fumble, curious. What on earth could make the strong, brawny commander of the High King’s own royal stable of gladiators self-effacing? His blue eyes under grizzled and bristling red hair eventually returned to me, nodding, as if to himself.

“No matter. I found her.”

Suddenly excitement and fear dropped its load into my gut. “Sir?”

“Your sister. She’s alive. A fish oil merchant by the name of Adhas, in the Harbor District, owns her. If he’s not willing to sell her, then perhaps he can be persuaded.” A small evil grin touched his narrow lips as he fondled his sword hilt. Then the smile faded.

I quickly stifled the strong surge of hope that suddenly burst unbidden into my heart. Arianne, found. Two nights previous, Rygel asking me what I had to live for. Arianne was it. The only reason I still drew breath.

I had given up on ever finding her. Yet, something of that hope remained, and I permitted Rygel to save my life, for I could not find her were I dead. All life is sacred, he said. Could there be hope for me, and for Arianne?

“Sir, I don’t know what I should say,” I began, uncertain.

“You say nothing, laddie.” His eyes smiled more than his mouth as he looked into mine, a hint of a friendship that might have been had our stations been equal. “If not for you, I wouldn’t be here. I owe you, remember?”

I half-shrugged, half-nodded, thinking back to the escaped, fear-maddened lion that had jumped Cephas two years ago. I had seen, too late to shout a warning, the crouched beast hidden at the back of a short wall. Too late, Cephas walked directly into its path. The full-grown lion took him down in a tawny flash and a snarl of fear and rage.

Before the beast could rip open the Slave Master’s throat, I was on it, one arm around its neck, my other arm around its shoulder. Lifting it bodily, I tore the lion from Cephas, its jaws snapping inches from my throat. Then I throttled it, my hands digging into its heavy mane, reaching for the beast’s sensitive airway. I killed it with my strength, with my bare hands, saving Cephas from an awful death. Cephas swore an oath to me, an oath none but he and I knew of. An oath to give me anything I desired. I asked his help in my quest to find Arianne.

“I have no bloody idea what I’ll do with her once I buy her,” Cephas went on. “Set her to cleaning my chambers, maybe. We’ll think of something.”

I opened my mouth, unable to find words enough for what he had done, and would do, for me. In Cephas’s capable and honorable hands, Arianne would be safe. He winked at me, shaking his head slightly to forestall anything I tried to say.

“On your way, laddie.” Cephas struck me once more in sincere affection. “May Usa’a’mah guide your steps.”

I bowed my respect to him and walked away, hearing him curse under his breath. Why did I have the sudden sinking feeling that I would never see him again?

In my head, the wolves began to sing.

* * *

I followed the two Synn’jhani through the teeming city streets, often separated from them by the mobs of people on foot, or riding or driving horses, mules or donkeys. Oxen-drawn wagons rolled by with ponderous dignity, loaded with merchandise from the farthest reaches of the Federation. I paused while caravans guarded by steely-eyed mercenaries passed me by. Carriages carrying merchants and the lesser nobility trotted smoothly past. The manure-laden dust of their passage tickled my nostrils, bringing a sneeze of protest. Guided by the bobbing purple plumes in their turbans, I remained several paces behind the Federal guard. They never looked around to make sure I was still there.

Pity I dared not take the opportunity to duck into the crush of people and disappear. The sudden, and insistent, urge almost made me risk it. Only two facts stopped me: the first was the knowledge I was too well known, and my face and eyes easily recognized by anyone who cared to look. Even as I walked now, people ceased their activities to gawp as I passed. Many excited sports fans pointed me out, nudging fellows to take heed of me, their comments drowned out by the city noise.

And the second reason to resist the temptation to escape, to vanish forever into the depths of the moving crowds? Had I tried to escape now meant leaving Arianne behind forever. I might be free, but she would forever be a slave. I would die before I allowed that. I quashed the urge to run with an effort.

After the relative quiet of the arena and barracks, I found the noise of the city deafening, the rancid stink of thousands of unwashed bodies nearly overwhelming. People and animals crowded the wide dirt thoroughfare, masses of bodies hurrying past, or milling about as they bought, sold, traded goods, services or even their own bodies. Horses, mules and oxen pulled carts, wagons and more through the teeming throngs of shoppers and vendors hawking their wares. More minor nobles in fine carriages with family sigils painted on the doors rolled past, kicking up more dust into my face. A palanquin carrying a wealthy merchant’s wife pushed past me, the bearers sweating in the intense heat. Dust and dried dung hung in the hot still air. I breathed deep of the city scents, the odors of hot peppers roasting from a nearby street vendor, making my stomach rumble, reminding me I had not eaten since daybreak. A tiny man trundling a small handcart before him screamed at the top of his lungs of his freshly caught rabbits, the small furry carcasses swinging head-down on strings, blood beading their whiskers.

Collared slaves and liveried servants ducked and dodged the crowds, hurrying about their tasks. Burdened with a double handful of squawking chickens carried by their feet, a skinny slave bobbed a half-bow to my jeweled collar. A small pack of three gaunt feral dogs ducked into a stinking alley, pursued by a slightly larger pack of emaciated naked children armed with rocks.

Beggars and ragged children ran underfoot, causing curses and crashes both. One filthy urchin wearing naught but a stained loincloth ran next to me, shouting words of admiration, firing questions faster than arrows.

Word ran ahead like the wind. As I walked, street sellers ceased their loud pitches to the crowd, advertising their wares, to stare and point at me. Their prospective customers also gawked, loudly exclaiming to their neighbors and passersby that there stalked the great Wolf. Waggoners reined in their mules, my name carried on the breath of the masses. I heard my name over and over, sighing on the hot summer breeze as the good citizens took in my presence among them. As I was well known and popular, people of the lower classes often tried to speak to me, for I was one of them. Even now, no few shouted to me or called my name, their excitement at seeing me running like waves though the crowds.

The upper classes, of course, would never deign to express their admiration to my face. They might turn their heads as they passed me, or eye me sidelong, as they might eye a wild tiger that freely roamed the streets. But speak to me? Absolutely unheard of. In the past, a few more daring nobles have demanded the City Watch haul me back to the Arena in chains, fearing what I might do if left to wander unfettered and unsupervised. The Watch, fearing the High King’s wrath should I be molested, politely declined to haul me anywhere.

“I won two pennies on you!” the kid said to me, trotting by my side. “My friend Vettar bet me Silas would kill you, ’cause he’s bigger than you. I told him he was a lunkhead and he hit me but I don’t care, I got his money ’cause I always bet on you and you never let me down.”

He rambled on more of the same, quoting this Vettar fellow several times. The kid was an avid fan, I supposed, but I ignored him. My eye caught sight of a line of naked slaves, shackled to one another behind a slaver on a gray horse.

Dirty, skinny, marked by whip and chain, they looked beaten and spiritless. I had no doubt they were men and women captured in some raid or border fight and enslaved. The High King’s constant wars created no end to the supply of slaves necessary for the running of his Federation. On the skinny backs of such slaves lay the economic foundation of Khalid. Should slavery ever end, I often thought, the whole Federation would collapse. Mores the pity, too.

The line turned a corner down a side street, where I knew the auction block and slave pens lay. Poor bastards, I thought, craning my neck to watch for as long as possible. Many would die before reaching the auction block and those that did would wish they had.

Disappointed his hero was not much impressed by his fervent admiration, the urchin finally waved at me once more and vanished into the crowds.

Not far from the palace, the busy street markets receded into the grateful distance, giving birth to the temple district. I eyed the huge six storied temple of Usa’a’mah, the Khalidian god of war and death, and its grotesque gaping maw. The Khalidians also worshipped Elana’hu, the goddess of fertility and life, but beside Usa’a’mah’s awesome black majesty, few paid much heed to her. Usa’a’mah never appealed to me and I never liked him or what he stood for. Like his High Priest and his worshippers, he seemed too repugnant for my liking.

A pair of huge iron doors guarded the spirit of Usa’a’mah, while big-muscled priests in armor stalked about the place wearing swords and carrying war axes in their fists. A few worshippers passed under their narrow-eyed scrutiny to enter. I walked on.

I passed several other temples sanctified to the gods of the kingdoms and provinces of the Federation, recognizing only a few. I paid closer attention, however, to a priestess of the Goddess Osimi dismounting her horse before a small, stone temple. She was rather attractive in a disdaining sort of way, with long black hair and slightly slanted black eyes. A simple white gown garbed her from shoulder to knees, with a plunging neckline that exposed a great deal of flesh over her bosom. A single white feather hung past her face, her horse’s mane also bore feathers tied into it. Her honor guards dismounted about her, eyeing me with distrust as I passed, following my Federates.

Osimi presided over the province of Zhou, far to the south. I knew because a few weeks ago I killed a Zhou with a feather braided into his hair in the arena. He told me a bit about his homeland and the fanatic religious cult of Osimi before the match. I remembered the fervent light in his eyes when he told me how Osimi’s sacred owl, symbolized by the feather in his hair, would convey his spirit unto her upon his death.

I had never been to the palace before. Although I spent much of my free time wandering the streets of the capital, I had never gone inside its walled grounds. Federal troops of the regular army in purple and gold guarded the walls around the palace. More soldiers dressed in burnished hauberks and the uniforms of one of Lionel’s other sons paraded on the grounds. I saw servants bearing the White Lion of Khalid badge hurry by with barely a glance at me. More collared slaves passed me by, several offering me a quick salute as they passed. The gate guards waved me through, their eyes expressionless as they took in my brand and jeweled collar. If they were rabid fans, or even casual fight fans, they kept their opinions behind careful stoic, disciplined expressions.

I followed my plumed escort up the great staircase to the palace itself. The stairs, as wide as a street, with a hundred or more risers, led to more royal guards at the gold-embossed doors.

I paused a moment, captivated by the spectacle of a magnificent fountain, centered in a great hall at the top of the stairs. Large corridors splintered off the hall, one left, one right and the largest one straight beyond the great fountain. Carved into the shapes of three sea creatures I had never seen before. Yet I recognized them from tales: dolphins. Taller than me by several feet, and built of pale gray and gold marble, it jetted water upward and outward from the slender mouths of each dolphin. At its feet, a large pool of the same pale gray and gold marble received the downward fall of the water. How did they get the water up here and how could it circulate like that? I paused, enchanted, at the sight and the musical sound of the water splashing. I caught flashes of gold as large fish splashed and played in the cool water of the pool.

One of my escorts hurried back, waving at me. I obeyed his impatient command, and walked past the wonderful fountain, though I kept it in my sight for as long as possible. Sometimes one might forget the Federation’s malevolence when it also contained such gorgeous works of her artists.

Once inside the larger corridor, the soldiers picked up their pace and strode quickly down the wide avenue. This time they glanced around, impatient, urging me with sharp gestures. As though we were late and it was my fault. I caught up, trying to look everywhere at once. Gilded statues and ornate paintings lined the white marble walls. Never before had I seen statues of naked men and women. Naked?

Paintings of past High Kings and Queens leered down at me from gold-embossed frames, their expressions cold and distant. These Khalidians certainly revered their dead, I thought haphazardly, rushing past to keep up with my escort.

In many corners stood sets of antique armor, the men-shaped metal mostly armed with swords, pikes, halberds, daggers, bows and crossbows. I gawked at a stuffed horse and rider in an alcove by themselves. The horse, a magnificent black stallion, reared back, front hooves raised to strike, its jaws wide, nostrils flaring red. The ancient knight in its saddle held a broadsword high in his right fist, his face hidden behind the steel visor, anonymous. The heraldic quarterings on his shield reminded me of home, although I did not recognize the family line. Who was he, to have his likeness here, mounted on his steed, in such a reverent display of heroism? I looked closer, just before I turned yet another corner, my face over my shoulder. The bend sinister snaked its way from the top left down to the bottom right, the distinct insignia of a bastard. Who was this silent knight, this bastard, that the Federates would so honor him, and so highly? Could he be the founder of the Federation himself? My eyes sought a caption, a name, but found none. The horse and knight disappeared from view.

I walked on, oblivious to the stares my presence in these hallowed halls engendered. Court functionaries with official-looking badges on their breasts, liveried servants, armed monks of Usa’a’mah wearing cloaks with deep hoods but left well-muscled arms bare to the shoulder watched as I went by. Royal guards stood ramrod straight, their swords at their hips, halberds clenched in fists never moved a disciplined muscle as I passed. Their dark eyes followed me. I ignored their stares, too fascinated by the sights around me to care very much about the fuss I created by my presence.

Soon, the eyes that stared found their way into my consciousness. Several nobles in court clothing sniffed disdainfully as I passed them, simpering behind embroidered silk handkerchiefs at the hulking, scarred slave gawking with the innocence of a child. I saw myself through their eyes: the huge monster who fought in the arena, no doubt as stupid as my muscles suggested. Yet, I found I cared little for what they thought of me.

As my escort and I approached a small band of minor aristocrats, they ceased their low-toned conspiracies to gawp. One fop, wearing scarlet and yellow robes and a drooping green felt hat, stared openly at me. Slack-jawed, his eyes bulged with outraged indignation.

“What is that creature doing here?” he all but shrieked. “It belongs in the kennels; take it back there immediately, I say.”

As the Synn’jhani answered only to the High King himself, they ignored him.

His cronies giggled. The fop’s huge eyes, red and rheumy from the aftereffects of a wild tros party, continued to bulge in their sockets as I approached. “It belongs on a leash,” he screamed. “Why isn’t it on a leash and muzzled? Wolves don’t belong in the royal palace; it should be hided and turned into a rug for my feet. I say, leash it this instant. This instant, I say.”

Without making it seem intentional, I drifted off my direct path to walk closer to the scarlet fop. As I passed within a pace or two of him, I scowled down into his upturned and outraged face. A breathless shriek, so high-pitched as to be nearly beyond human hearing, erupted from his jaws. My ears cringed at the shrill screech. His mouth, already wide with outraged incredulity, widened further still in abject terror. I caught a glimpse of his unsavory tonsils behind his pale tongue and yellow teeth. His foul breath stung my nose, while genuine tears coursed down his pale cheeks.

A step more took me past him, but not before I caught the pungent stench of hot urine, acrid and salty.

I heard one of his cronies giggle with evil humor. “Tarn, did you just piss your drawers?”

More high-pitched giggles followed me down the corridor. “He did, he pissed his pants.”

The fop’s wavering voice reached my ears as I turned a corner. “Well, I never.”

More court hangers-on, less aristocratic and more earthy, gaped openly at me, pointing, excited at the prospect of seeing me so close. Their comments, some whispered and more spoken aloud, now sounded openly admiring. More ardent fans, I suspected. Still more slaves bowed to my brand and my jewels before hurrying forward on their appointed errands. The only respect, outside the arena, ever accorded me.

Exotic trees and plants in huge pots grew lushly. Colorful birds in large lavish cages chirped, sang or preened feathers, tended by collared slaves. Very civilized, very attractive, their simple beauty concealing the dark evil the Federation represented. I saw caged monkeys, sloths, deer with soaring antlers from far-flung lands, snakes, strange lizards with forked tongues testing the air. I took note of several lions, bears, leopards and tigers in steel cages covered in gilded gold. I even caught a glimpse of a silver-gray wolf, curled into a furry ball, sleeping. As I passed, it stirred as if awakened by a strange scent, or a haunting dream. Its head lifted, eyes blinking sleepily. For some odd reason, I wanted to pause, to speak to it…Speak to it? I hesitated, the wolf’s head coming around toward me. I felt drawn, somehow, under the spell of something very spooky and very strange. I took a step—

My escorts returned from around the corner, their gestures surpassing impatience and bordering on fury. The spell broke, the wolf forgotten. I turned the corner, following the plumes, and passed beyond its cage.

We walked past corridors branching off both left and right, also filled with the cages of birds, animals and reptiles, tended faithfully by slaves. The huge marble avenue seemed almost endless. The soldiers finally delivered me to a huge set of oak doors inlaid with gold and silver. Two more plumed guards in the livery of the High King’s personal army, the Synn’jhani, flanked them, but neither looked at either my companions or me.

One of my Sins opened the door and ushered me in. I ducked my head in a quick bow, and walked into the huge anteroom and stopped dead.

Rygel stood off to one side, just as surprised to see me as I him.

The door swung shut behind me. I turned, expecting to see the escort, but they were gone. Rygel and I stood alone in the opulence of the High King’s private apartments.

The uneasiness in my gut increased tenfold. “What are you doing here?” I asked, my voice low.

“Lionel has my—stuff,” he said, his voice just as low. “You?”

“He sent for me. Do you know why?”

Rygel shook his head, his wheaten hair cascading to his shoulders. The diamond in his ear flashed. “No. I never told anyone about—our meeting.”

I accepted it with a nod and looked about. The chamber contained the same opulence as the rest of the palace I saw. More lush plants stood in huge pots of black earth, a chattering monkey bounced up and down, screaming invectives at me, safely chained to his stand in the corner. I scented expensive perfumes, a hint of rosewater and strawberry and a large dash monkey shit. Velvet covered chairs with ornately carved wooden backs and arms. Stone gargoyles leered down at me from the heights of wooden pillars, tongues protruding obscenely. Rygel and I stood, neither of us comfortable enough to sit down.

“How did you become a gladiator?” Rygel asked, after a long moment of awkward silence.

“A trainer saw me fighting in the slave pens when I was still a boy,” I said. “He saw my potential and bought me. He saw to it I had the best training possible, and my reputation grew. Then Cephas, my Slave Master, bought me on behalf of the High King.”

“You accent is not that of the Federation,” he commented. “Where are you from?”

“Connacht.”

“Ah, you are far from home. How did you get here?”

I glanced away from his honest curiosity, fighting down the rising bitterness his question invoked. “Enemy hordes invaded my homeland, killed my family, sold me into slavery.”

I eyed his gold torque and the hilt of the fine sword he wore belted at his hip. “What of you? Where do you come from?”

“Khassart,” he said quietly, playing absently with the diamond at his ear. “I doubt you’ve ever heard of it.”

Indeed, I had not. He recognized my ignorance at a glance, and shrugged. “It’s a small country, far to the southwest of here. It’s an island nation. And nay, we are not under the Federation’s jurisdiction.”

“How do you, er,” I waggled my fingers much as he did the other day, “become a wizard?”

A small grin tugged at his mouth. “One is born to it. We are born with a power, an ability, to take the natural laws and break them. As an ordinary man makes a field grow with the use of his hands, we make the same field grow with the use of our minds. Like many, some have only a little strength, and are not much better than hedge wizards. Those magicians are not good for more than just parlor tricks. Others, like me, have a great strength, like a natural strength, such as you have in your size and your muscles. We also have our talents and specialties. Mine is healing.”

“And you are strong?”

He met my eyes with such a calm surety I felt awed, for just a moment. “I am the strongest there is.”

“Is that ego talking?”

He smiled gently. “One might think so, but nay. It’s the simple truth. I was trained by the very best magicians and my family line has created some very famous wizards.”

“Trained?”

“We are taken and trained, much as you are.” The grin twisted into something bitter. “We have schools that train the best of the best, and my family name brought me the finest magical masters that ever lived. I surpassed them all. But there is a price—sometimes an unspeakable price.”

“We all must pay a price,” I said slowly.

“What is your real name?”

There he went with the name thing again. He was nothing if not persistent. I hesitated. I was superstitious enough to believe there was power in a name. My real name I held as close to me as I did my memories of my life before slavery. None knew it, nor cared to know, I was ever anything other than The Wolf. Giving it freely to Rygel was asking for more trust than I was willing to offer. Yet before I could respond and refuse, the main doors opened and Prince Brutal strode in.

Bejeweled and perfumed, his short hair pulled into a small tail at his nape, he smiled when he saw us. Pale, dead eyes lit slightly as what I suspected was friendship and a genuine liking for Rygel. Dressed in a plain green tunic and blue serviceable hose, his silk clothing rustled softly as he strode to Rygel, hands outstretched. We both bowed low.

“Ah, my dear lord Rygel,” he said expansively. “I’d forgotten you were coming. Please forgive my dreadful memory. Details, details.” He giggled shrilly. “You know how it is. My father has your beverage. You remember the way to Macha’s quarters? Yes? Come along, Wolf, come along.”

Without breaking stride, Brutal bustled past us in whispering silk slippers to another set of doors and swung them open. A faint hint of lilac wafted back on the slight breeze he made. Rygel followed, after a split second hesitation. I brought up the rear, irresolute. However, an order was an order, no matter how reluctant I was to enter the High King’s personal chamber. I would much rather face a pair of starving lions than enter that room.

Father and son did not look very much alike to my eyes. High King Lionel IV looked up from his daybed where he perused a piece of parchment. Where his son looked every inch the royal prince, Lionel wore a simple gray robe belted at the waist, no jewels, and bare feet. With gray hair and faded blue eyes, the High King stood a full hand shorter than the prince, who in his own right was not tall. He nodded acknowledgment to our bows and the Crown Prince’s abrupt greeting.

He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Broughton interrupted. Rudely, I thought, but Lionel seemed to accept his son’s forestalling him with an air of resignation. His attitude of patience told me his son’s rudeness came often.

“Lord Rygel won’t mind waiting a few minutes while we inform Wolf here of the good news. Will you, Rygel?”

Rygel bowed assent. After all, what could he say? Give me my dope now, you Federal toad? Not if he wanted to keep his skin, he would not.

My mouth dried at Brutal’s words. My slavery taught me nothing good could come from one’s master. Especially when one’s master sired a man nicknamed Brutal.

Rygel politely stepped back, out of my line of sight. Lionel fussed with the parchment in his hand, his eyes on me. Oddly enough, the look in them was one of sorrow and a deep anger. Yet without knowing how I knew, I knew the anger was not for me. Suddenly, insight struck, fizzled, in my head. I knew what was about to happen. I knew my death would follow on its heels.

Broughton plucked the document from his sire’s fingers and turned to me. Instead of sorrow, his eyes lit with a daemonic glee. No smile touched his lips. Only a fierce and savage happiness glowed in those normally dead pale brown eyes. Like a dash of icy water, a chill spread its numbing fingers through my body.

“These are your ownership papers,” he said calmly. “My father gave you to me, for my birthday.”

Gods, I thought. Usa’a’mah have mercy, nay.

A swift glance toward Lionel showed me the gift of me to his son did not sit well with him. His royal lips had thinned to a pale slash in his face. His pale blue eyes sparked, his fine brow arching down in the flash of a murderous scowl. An instant later, before his son could catch a glimpse of it, his expression smoothed out into bland neutrality. Yet, Rygel noticed. From the tail of my eye, I saw his brow quirk in silent yet slightly alarmed confusion. I remembered the heated argument in the stands I witnessed the day I killed Silas. Could they have been arguing over me?

“I’m taking you from the arena,” Brutal continued, restlessly walking around behind me. “Your abilities as a gladiator are legendary and I plan to breed you, create a new stable of fighting slaves. Your sons will be the best gladiators in the world.”

I flicked another glance at Lionel. He studied the carpet under his feet as though having never seen it before. Why have you done this awful thing, I wanted to scream, seizing him by the throat. You betrayed me. You sick bastard.

Broughton stopped at my back, but I was too numb to move, to turn and face him as protocol demanded. My tongue froze to the roof of my dry mouth. Despite the chill prickling my skin, I felt sweat trickle down my ribs.

“You will entertain my bride-to-be in bed,” he went on casually. “You will sire a son on her. That son will take his father’s place in my arena.”

I doubt that plan would have much of a following among the Kel’Hallans, I thought fleetingly. Another flicked glance at Lionel showed me a man who thought as little of the idea as I did. Before he could turn his head, I thought I saw the suggestion of an eye roll over the aristocratic nose.

Brutal’s voice dropped. “After she has delivered your son, you will kill her. You will throttle the life from her as you take her. And I will watch.”

I felt his hot breath on my back.

“Of course, beginning tonight, you will share my bed.”

His voice, low and husky with lust, made my skin crawl. Rape, yet again. This time there would be no fighting, no chance to prevent it, no escape. He used chains to keep his victims still. Chains, ropes, guards. He used them all. I fought the urge to run, to flee, to hide. The hot, coppery taste of panic squirted into my mouth. There would be no escape from this. Then a hand caressed my backside, squeezing, fondling.

“The Wolf must be tamed before sating that Kel’Hallan whore.”

Gods above and below, I thought, my head swimming. Not again. Not ever again.

It had happened before.

Young, the brand on my arm still smoking, I learned the hard way that even society’s victims victimized others. Despite my large size for my age and a talent for fighting, I could not fight off the slave gangs when they came for me. Like Brutal, their lust came not from a desire for something beautiful, but from a perverse need to conquer the wills and spirits of those beneath them.

Some days, I fought, and won. Other days, I fought, and failed.

Yet, because of those slave gangs, something else grew in my soul. Something I never felt before…a quiet, icy rage, a rage so deep and stony not even death could halt it. I birthed a daemon in my soul. As I lay in the dirt that first night, I vowed before the gods of my homeland I would spend my life bathing in the blood of rapists.

At ten years old, I killed my first man.

Less than a year into my slavery, I fought a man more than twice my size, who outweighed me by a hundred pounds or more. He came for me, intending rape, a few of his stout fellows at his back. Despite his superior size and weight, I was faster. A sharp kick to his knee brought him howling down, closer to my level. I crushed his throat with a lightning-fast blow of my fist, and stood impassively by as he slowly strangled to death on his own blood.

His mates backed off, afraid, their dirty fingers making the sign against evil spirits. My master watched the entire scene from the safety of the pen fence. He guffawed, slapped me on the back and gave me an apple. After that, I had the best training masters to teach me all I needed to know to survive.

I learned speed and cunning, developed an agility surpassed by few. I grew strong, grew big, and learned to judge an opponent to a hairsbreadth. I killed and killed, became a champion. Later, my master sold me to the High King for ten times what he paid for me and retired.

Few had not heard of what Brutal did to men and women in his private chambers. Slaves, enemies, children who caught his fancy, all chained to his bed to appease his savage lusts. I had seen the bloody bodies carried from his chambers and dumped in the refuse piles, faces still twisted in silent agony. I also witnessed those few who survived broken in spirit and mind, alive but lifeless. Their eyes empty, vacant of any spark, of any life.

The hand caressed my backside again.

Without thought, all but blind with terror and fury, I lashed out. I spun, my fist clenched. Brutal’s eyes widened in sudden panic, his lips slicked back from his teeth. At the instant before impact, he flinched. His reaction was not enough to cause me to miss, but enough that my fist connected with his hard head and not his face as I intended. Slammed into the wall, he rebounded back and I hit him again, this time with a roundhouse left, directly into the center of his face. Blood burst in every direction. His nose crunched under my knuckles, the back of his head struck the wall behind him with a flat cracking sound. I bent low, and with my right fist, I smashed his groin. As with any enemy, I stepped back first one step, then another, giving myself room to maneuver should he rise to attack me.

Sliding down the wall, Crown Prince Brutal collapsed into a boneless heap at my feet.

Silence fell in the room with a solid thump.

It happened so fast. Horrified at what I had done, I glanced wildly at first Rygel, then at the High King. Both stood gaping at the body on the floor as though unable to believe their eyes. I could scarcely blame them, for I too froze in shock at what I had just done.

His Majesty sagged back onto his daybed, his blue veined hands visibly trembling in his lap. He seemed unable to tear his gaze from his son’s body. Repeatedly, he murmured, “My son is dead. My son is dead.” He began to rock himself, back and forth, absorbing the shock of seeing his son and heir die right before his very eyes.

Gods above and below, I killed him. I didn’t intend to, but damn if I didn’t kill the son of a bitch. I drew a deep, ragged breath, wondering how in the bloody devil had I managed to kill the crown Prince and Lionel’s heir. Only I could get myself into such a fix as this. You stupid, stupid Wolf. Gods, what a mess.

Fascinated in spite of myself, I watched Lionel come to terms with his son’s death. I needed to come to terms with my own, now rapidly approaching. Time stretched out, the mere moments ticking by in what felt like hours. My life ticked by with them, and I pondered how he would order my death. I strongly doubted he would grant me a swift execution. Torture, I mused. The Federates loved their torture chambers. The executioners would surely give Crown Prince Broughton’s murderer the best torturers Khalid could buy.

Lionel grew silent at last, his eyes still fixed on Broughton’s corpse. I waited, struggling to find some measure of peace within myself. Perhaps the gods would be kind, and look upon me with favor when I stood before them. They liked courage, or so the priests said. I sent a brief but heartfelt prayer upward that Arianne would find her freedom and that one day she would find it within her to forgive me.

An interminable time later, Lionel stirred and looked up into my face.

“You killed him,” Lionel spoke slowly, distantly. “You killed my heir.”

The angry, defeated expression changed. Slowly, the glow of triumph lightened his pale, thin features. Royal grief fell away like leaves before the storm. His thin lips smiled, pale eyes lit with a glow that made them almost pleasant to look at. Astonishment hit me with the shock like a striking halberd to my midsection. Could it be? The High King looked—happy.

Neither Rygel nor I moved a muscle as he looked from me to the body of his son and back again. Suddenly light on his feet, despite his great years, Lionel all but danced to the wall and took down an ornamental sword, its hilt encrusted with gems. Baring the burnished blade, he dropped the silver sheath to the carpet.

“I wish I could allow you to live in spite of the enormous favor you have done me today,” he said, his voice soft. “I have hated that sorry piece of filth since the day he was born. Always twisted, he was. A lunatic thorn in my side. Bah!” He snorted, his brow furrowed in disgust. “He always hated me, too. What son hates his father on sight? However, the law declares that as firstborn he is my heir. Unfortunately, not even I am above the law.”

Lifting the sword, the High King stepped closer, decreasing the distance between us.

“The political repercussions from this will no doubt last for years,” he went on quietly, gazing at me with real regret and kindness in his faded blue eyes. “Perhaps even after my death. My second son will rule with his brain, not his pecker. Under him, my people will prosper. Under him,” his contemptuous glance fell on the body at my feet, “the Kel’Hallans would never be brought to heel. His plan would set the fire of their rebellion for the next ten generations. My second son, my new heir, will marry the girl and I will finally have Kel’Halla.”

He shrugged, the sword catching the light as it rose and fell with his shoulders. “For this favor, I will slay you quickly. No torment. May Usa’a’mah guide your soul into rebirth. My executing you here will satisfy the law, and yet bring you a quick, merciful death. For I do like you, Wolf. I did not want to part with you, I want you to know that. He forced me to give you up, said he would tell the Council at the next meeting—”

His lightning glance flicked to Rygel. Then he shrugged, and broke off. “It no longer matters, I suppose. Are you ready?”

Oddly, I felt nothing save a sense of dumb gratitude. My torment was finally over. Rygel may have altered my fate by a day or two, but I would still escape. My thoughts flew to Arianne. Forgive me, my sweet. Perhaps Cephas would still honor his pledge and keep you safe. Under his protection, you may one day be free.

I dropped to my knees and bowed my head, waiting for the blow. I should close my eyes, I thought stupidly. Yet, I did not, and in a detached fashion, observed my approaching death in Lionel’s eyes from under my brows.

The blade rose higher, candlelight flickering brightly among the dazzling jewels. As last looks go, it wasn’t half bad.

With a choking cry, Rygel moved. I caught the flash of metal as Rygel drew a dagger from his belt. Unable to stop him, I turned my head enough to see him throw it—

—and saw it buried to the hilt in the High King’s forehead.

Lionel crashed to the floor. He writhed for a moment or two before his last breath escaped on a sigh. He discovered he was dead, and decently quieted, lying silently on his back. The strong scent of excrement and the acrid reek of urine filled my nostrils.

Harsh breathing filled my ears. Rygel panted as though having run ten leagues, his face as pale as new milk. Stunned into immobility, I stared in growing horror at the High King’s dead face, his pale blue eyes open, and now glazing in death. A tiny trickle of blood ran between his eyes and down his aristocratic nose.

“Glory,” Rygel muttered, his eyes fixed on the catastrophe lying on the impeccable royal carpet. “What a bother.”

I blinked. I stood up. I pounced on him, seized his tunic, and whirled him around in the same movement, slamming him into the wall. In one swift motion, I had Rygel choking in my hands, his face turning blue as I strangled the life from him. He squirmed, eyes bulging, his hands frantically clawing mine as he fought to free himself. His attempts to shift me were akin to shifting solid granite.

“You flaming idiot,” I grated through clenched teeth.

He gasped, trying to push me away and breathe at the same time, but to no avail. His struggles failed to budge me one bit. I did loosen my hold enough for him to breathe in a trickle of air.

When he could speak he wheezed, “What the devil has gotten into you?”

“Do you realize what you’ve done?”

“I saved your miserable life, you ass.”

“Nay,” I shouted. “You spared me a quick death now to save me for a death by torture. They’ll take weeks to kill me.”

“What do you think they’ll do to me?” he demanded, his hands on my throat in an insane attempt to fend me off. “Give me a medal?”

I let him go. Rygel slid nearly to the floor before he caught himself and staggered to his feet.

“Bloody lummox,” he muttered, straightening his tunic. “We better get out of here.”

I snorted. “How far do you think we’ll get? Maybe the corridor?”

“Out of this shithole Federation.”

Sudden compassion filled me, replacing the blind fury of a few moments earlier. Weariness sank into my soul. Rygel could have stayed out of it and let the High King slay me. Rather, he put his own life in jeopardy to save mine.

“Go,” I said. “I’ll cover your escape. Maybe the guards will kill me in the fight. Not a bad way to die.”

“What’s with you?” he demanded. “Were all you gladiators absent the day they passed out brains? You don’t have to die.”

“It’s inevitable.”

“Like hell it is. Grow a spine and take a chance on life for a change.”

I sighed. “Just go.”

“Nay. We go together or die together.”

I stared at him, unable to believe my ears. “Why? Why would you do that?”

He threw his hands up in evident frustration. “Saving your hide seems to be my life’s work. Despite your evident lack of gratitude. But my gut tells me we’ll need each other before the end.”

“What end?”

“No bloody clue.” He sighed. “I like you, Wolf, or whatever your name is,” he went on. “You’re as thick as an oak stump, but I like you.”

Abashed, I glanced away. No one had ever expressed a friendship for me before. Any friends I might have had were those I had faced in the arena. My throat thickened with unwilling emotion, feelings I thought long dead. I tried to speak but nothing made it past my tongue. I tried again.

“How?” I said simply.

“We’ll get those guards outside. We lure them in here and take their armor and weapons. We’ll pass as soldiers.”

“That’ll work until the first captain to see us dresses us down.”

“Very well, then,” he snapped, “You come up with a better plan.”

“I did, but you didn’t like it.”

“I meant one that kept us both alive.”

I shrugged. As I had no other plan, I caved in and agreed. I followed his lead as he hurried back through the doors into the anteroom. He pointed toward the wall behind the door, and mimed me lying in wait. I rolled my eyes. I seriously doubted the guards outside would hear him had he merely spoken in a normal tone of voice. The walls were inches thick. Still, I obeyed, and flattened my back against the far wall as Rygel opened the door.

“Ho, guard! Come quickly, the High King is ill.”

I pictured the two Sins glancing at each other in consternation as Rygel’s voice rose impatiently. “Hurry up, I need you to help me lift him. His Highness the Prince has refused to dirty his hands.”

That must have convinced them of his authenticity, for Brutal’s abhorrence for anything remotely resembling work had long passed into legend. Rygel opened the door wider to allow them inside. They never even saw my shadow as I moved. They dropped like stones when my fists connected with their heads.

“Damn, you better not have dented those helmets,” Rygel muttered, grabbing one unconscious body while I dragged the other. “We’ll need them.”

Back inside Lionel’s chamber, we stripped the Synn’jhani of their clothing and armor. The larger of the two men was big, but not quite as big as I was. Rygel watched with wide eyes as I bent the heavy steel hauberk with my hands to fit me. Muttering under his breath, he rapidly dressed, buckling the greaves to his legs and the sword belt around his hips.

I felt rather silly in the gold and white tunic and sash. The big man’s boots, for all his size, did not fit my feet. I forced them on, hoping Rygel had magic to heal the blisters sure to follow. I wound the turban over the helmet, wondering if anyone would look past the uniform and recognize me. Fortunately, the gold tunic covered the brand on my arm.

“Pity you didn’t kill him,” Rygel commented, jerking his head toward Prince Broughton’s body.

I looked, seeing bubbles pop through the blood on Brutal’s face as he breathed raggedly. The nasty new High King was tougher than he looked. He should be dead. I should have been relieved I had not killed him. Instead, I felt apprehension.

“We should kill him,” I said.

“Aye, we should.”

We stopped in our haste to dress, and stared at one another. What I read in his eyes was what I suspected he read in mine. Neither of us had the stomach to slay an unconscious man. Even if that man was Prince Brutal. I knew Broughton would never rest until we lay at his feet, skinned of our hides like two stags. Despite that fact, I could not find it within me to murder him in blood that felt cold.

“You do it,” Rygel said, biting his lower lip.

“Why me?”

“You’re trained to kill. It’s easier for you.”

I tried to wither him with a look, but he expertly avoided my eyes and began fussing with his belt buckle. I looked at Brutal, thinking of my dagger sinking into his throat. He would never know it when he died.

“Why can’t you do it? Stop his heart with magic.”

“It’s forbidden.”

“Forbidden? By whom?”

Rygel’s skin turned pale, his expression bleak. “Those who kill by magic are cursed, forever. I know. I’ve done it.”

“You’re not supposed to kill? Magic is a weapon, like a sword. Surely you can defend yourself.”

“Weapons are one thing, magic quite another. I’m free to practice magic as long as I don’t kill. So, with magic, I can turn you into a turnip, yes. Kill you, no.”

“If you’ve already…” My voice trailed off as he suddenly turned on me, snarling, his hand lifted toward me in fury. Startled, I stepped back a pace, seeing the fury, the agony, the torment in his amber eyes, his drawn pale face.

“Don’t say another—”

A sudden gag gripped any further words, as though the very air itself came alive and seized my throat. I could not speak, although I could move. I grabbed my own throat, looking wildly at Rygel. He stared fiercely back, his lips drawn back over his teeth. The tawny cat’s eyes glared like two bright lamps.

Then as suddenly as it had come, the gag was gone.

“Was that necessary?” I asked, rubbing my throat.

“Never suggest I kill anyone with magic ever again. Not ever.”

I subsided, shrugging. I looked again at Brutal.

“Come what may, I can’t do it,” I murmured. “Not like this.”

“Sometimes a conscience can be a real bloody nuisance,” Rygel commented dryly, his mercurial mood shifting once more. “Well, at least you spared some slave his virginity.” He tossed me a gold cloak embossed with the White Lion.

I caught it absently. “What?”

“With the blow you gave him I doubt he’ll ever get it up again.”

I rolled my eyes. “You are crude.”

“I call them as I see them,” he said. His shoulders rose and fell in what was to be the first of many indifferent shrugs I would see.

“But,” he said, walking toward Lionel’s corpse, “since you mentioned killing with weapons, I want mine back. It’s my favorite throwing knife.”

I watched in morbid fascination as he planted a boot on the dead High King’s chest and yanked his dagger out of the royal brow. He briskly cleaned it on Lionel’s plain gray robe, leaving a scarlet stain.

“One more thing.”

I had in him a small measure of trust that I could allow him so close to me with the bared blade. My instincts screamed at me to raise my own weapon. I willed my instincts into submission, frozen, and I watched as he lifted the blade to my throat, cutting the leather collar from my neck.

Folding the tough leather, he shoved it into a pouch at his belt. “There are enough gems on this to see us out of the Federation,” he said.

I rubbed my throat, the back of my head, already missing the weight of it around my neck. Strange how I despised its presence, yet missed its absence.

“What about that?” I asked, gesturing toward the ornate sword.

Rygel shook his head with regret. “It’s too noticeable. It will only draw unwanted attention. It’s a pity, though. Your collar will see us out of the Federation, but those gems would see us out of the Federation in style.”

I picked up the ancient sword and turned it over in my hands. It was a thing of raw, deadly beauty, the blue tint in the steel shining like a light from within. ’Twas a heraldic weapon, indeed. I knew it had been in Lionel’s family since his dynasty was born, over two hundred years ago. Fathers passed it down to sons with a great deal of pomp and ceremony for generations uncounted. I should have left it for Brutal to inherit as was his due.

I snapped the blade over my knee.

Rygel caught the jeweled hilt I tossed him. I pointed to it. “That can be hidden.”

He stared at me a moment longer, eyes narrowed. “Remind me to never get you really angry.”

Again, I fingered my neck where the collar had lain for so many years. As much as I hated it, its disappearance made me feel naked and vulnerable.

“That scarf covers enough of your neck to hide the places you didn’t tan,” Rygel remarked, peering at my throat. “Hopefully the rest won’t be noticed.”

Tucking my hair up, I fitted the helmet to my head. It fit tightly, but I knew I could endure it. I draped the scarf down across my face, leaving only my eyes exposed. I could lower my eyes, I thought. Only officers would dare accost the High King’s own Synn’jhani.

Rygel followed suit, his own yellow locks hidden. Most of the palace soldiers wore their hair short. He, too, draped his scarf across his face. Hopefully, he would think to lower his own distinctive cat’s eyes.

“Um,” I began, catching Rygel’s quick glance. I gestured to the expensive bauble in his left ear. “Sins do not get paid well enough to afford one of those.”

He snorted sheepishly and pulled the diamond from his ear. Putting it in his belt pouch, he finished tucking the rest of his wheaten hair under his helmet.

“Are we ready?” I asked, fondling the hilt of my sword. At least the soldiers used the heavy broadswords I liked and not the slim rapiers the nobles favored.

“Aye, let’s go,” Rygel began, leading the way toward the doors. “Wait.”

He darted back, past the High King’s corpse and Brutal’s snoring body to the table. He scooped up several vials and tucked them away in his pouch.

“Now let’s move,” he said, coming back and hurrying past me. “Before someone realizes there are no guards out there.”

Rygel opened the door, peeking out and glancing first left then right. “I think we’re clear.”

He grabbed my cloak and dragged me with him, as though fearing I would abandon him once in the hallway. I shook loose from him and softly shut the door behind me. Straightening our backs like disciplined soldiers, we marched down to the marbled and opulent corridor. Perhaps the gods willed our success, for no one appeared to either witness us or dress us down. No servants, no hangers-on, no royal troops strolled or patrolled near us. I knew the corridor would not remain empty for long. Silently uttering a prayer to the Holy Seven of my homeland, I walked firmly at Rygel’s side. Confidently, as though I belonged there. My back itched, waiting for the shouts of alarm. The corridor turned to the right and we left the High King’s chambers behind us.

“What is your name?” Rygel muttered out of the side of his mouth.

Gods above and below, he was an obsessive sort.

“Raine,” I answered. “Raine Barjlek.”



Chapter 4

From Murder to Chaos

I tossed my hair over my shoulder, throwing Kel’Ratan a black look. “We’ve got to get out of here,” I muttered to myself.

I paced around my small chambers like a caged animal. Although the best in the suite of apartments, the room held only a large bed, rich tapestries on the walls, tasseled cushions and a few chairs. Forced to shorten my stride through lack of space, I nonetheless made up for that by increasing my fury.

“Will you stop that infernal pacing?” Kel’Ratan snapped, returning my black look with a glower of his own.

He sat at a nearby table, scribbling out drawings and makeshift plans of escape. The constant tension of waiting for Brutal’s soldiers arriving to drag me to the altar wore at all of us. The two days Theodoric spoke of would end in a few hours. Soon, we’d be battling with daggers as well as with eyes and acid comments.

Despite many sessions with Kel’Ratan and the others, no one could come up with a viable plan of escape. All of us, with no regard for rank, discussed, created and offered plans of freeing ourselves. I rejected them all as being too risky. I would not sacrifice the lives of my people needlessly.

Brutal permitted only one of the warriors from the suite of rooms to bring food, supplies and news. Brutal’s soldiers had rounded up all of my warriors from around Soudan and packed more than thirty of us into apartments that could comfortably accommodate ten. Warriors slept and ate on their bedrolls, lined in row upon row among what furniture we allowed to remain. I shared my quarters with Sele and three other women of my household. Kel’Ratan slept on a makeshift pallet across the doorway. Most of my warriors spent their time sharpening weapons, sleeping or talking quietly. When not on errands to fetch supplies and news, Witraz and Rannon made jests of Brutal’s sexual inadequacies, causing many others to laugh aloud. Yuri and Yuras sat on the floor in a corner, dicing. Left and Right stood to either side of my door, despite Kel’Ratan’s presence guarding me. I doubted they slept the entire two days.

“You two,” I snapped, obtaining their complete and undivided attention. “If you’re not sleeping in five minutes, I’m going to dock you six months’ pay.”

Since they never spoke, I heard their grumblings in their mulishly obstinate expressions. They obeyed me and rolled themselves into their blankets, side by side.

Before I could utter a properly scathing comment to Kel’Ratan, Witraz burst in without knocking. Although my elder by five years, he had been my friend since birth. A big burly warrior with one eye, he wore his red-brown hair long with two single braids tied behind his head, keeping his hair from his face. His one remaining brown eye held a humorous spark, his absent right scarred and covered in a black patch. While a blooded and accomplished warrior, Witraz also owned a wicked sense of humor and an impossibly good nature. Over the years, Witraz claimed he lost his right eye in battle. On more than one occasion, I caught him bragging to drinking pals that it took twelve Federal troops five days to wear him down and wound him sorely.

I wasn’t the only one who knew the truth. His woman had caught him on the wrong side of the bed sheets. In a fit of rage at his betrayal, she slashed him in the face with her sword. Perhaps that exchange corrected all wrongs, for upon taking his eye, she forgave him all. They cohabitated happily to this day, and, as far as anyone knew, Witraz never strayed again.

Sele, another childhood friend, followed close behind him, her huge brown eyes lit with excitement. A dark-haired woman dressed as I was in a leather skirt, short vest of spotted leopard fur, a tight belt that held an array of sword, dagger, quiver of arrows, she flung her thick black braid over her shoulder.

“What?” I demanded, both irritated at the disturbance and impatient for any news.

Kel’Ratan, as if sensing more than I did in their expressions, got to his feet, staring at them intently as if willing them to speak.

“The palace is in an uproar, Your Highness,” Witraz said quickly. “This may be the moment we need.”

“What happened?” I asked.

Rather than answer, he stepped aside and gestured Sele forward.

“The High King is slain, Your Highness,” she said. “The Crown Prince badly injured.”

My jaw dropped. “How?”

“The Prince’s brothers have risen in rebellion,” Witraz added. “The palace and the city are in chaos. Fighting has broken out everywhere.”

“Who killed the High King?”

“Rumor spoke of a slave and the renegade wizard,” he answered.

I looked at Sele. “What slave?”

She shrugged, frowning. “I’m not sure, but I think someone said it was that slave we saw in the arena.”

“The Wolf?”

“Yes,” she said in relief, recognizing the name. “I remember now. Him.”

Lady preserve that man, I thought, dashing out into the common room. I scattered warriors in every direction, jumped over the legs of those napping on pallets and lunged toward the tall windows.

Outside, the Federal soldiers had vanished. The rows upon rows of regular troops in their purple and gold uniforms had ceased to exist. Tripping over the inert body of one of the twins, I threw open the door. He lunged to his feet, grabbing at his weapons. Seeing it was me who kicked him, he grunted and lay back down, hoping, no doubt, he could resume his nap.

I found no Synn’jhani, no troops in the corridor. I looked both ways, and saw naught. Yet, the corridor teemed with life. It echoed eerily with the distinct sounds of fighting. From both directions came screams, the clash of steel on steel, shouted orders. Slamming the door, I booted Left—or was it Right?—in the ribs, forcing him up.

“Brutal’s brothers knew of his plans for them when their sire died,” Kel’Ratan said as I bolted toward him. “I’ll bet you ten silvers he’s now fighting for his crown and his life.”

“Six brothers and all their retainers,” I gasped, thinking fast. “That’s not a wager I’ll take.”

“And several nobles have declared for either the brothers’ faction or Broughton’s,” Sele added. “Their armies are involved as well.”

“Thus he’s too busy to concern himself with us,” I said. “Get everyone up. Kick them if you have to,” I told Sele.

She nodded and left, her enthusiasm for task unequalled. Bitter curses and grunts accompanied her obedience to my command.

I paused and looked at Kel’Ratan. “That slave may have just saved all of us.”

“And the poor bastard won’t make it out of the palace alive.”

“Neither will we, unless we move now,” I snapped.

Between Sele and me, we bullied all the nappers to their feet, ordering everyone to pack what they could on short notice. My people assembled within moments, thirty warriors of both genders. Excitement and eagerness filled their expressions as they listened to my orders.

“Gather all you can carry,” I said. “If it can’t fit into a saddlebag, pocket or pouch it stays behind. Leave no weapons. Out in the corridor I lead, Witraz, and Sele behind me. Kel’Ratan, the twins, Rannon are the rearguard.”

I blatantly ignored the furious twins’ expressions. They hated being rearguard.

I continued. “Weapons at the ready. We go as a group, until we get to the stable. Then we ride as though hell itself were after us. If any of us get separated, we ride north and meet at the monastery under the escarpment where we camped on the way here. Everyone remember?”

Eager nods and murmurs of assent met my query.

“Questions?”

I looked around meeting their eyes, noting their eager expressions. I saw no fear, no trepidation and no nervousness at the prospect of fighting and battle. A surge of pride struck my heart. Here indeed stood the best warriors under the sun. How could the Federation ever hope to conquer such?

“Let’s move.”

Warriors scattered and I dashed to my own room. I had already packed most of my clothing and essentials for a rapid escape, but I grabbed some dried food, an extra knife and shoved them into my saddlebags. I filled a waterbag from a pewter pitcher and tied my hair back with a leather thong. Satisfied that I had done all I could, I slung my saddlebags over my left shoulder, picked up my bow and strapped my quiver to my hip.

As I walked out, I unbuckled my sword belt and buckled it across my chest, so the hilt of my sword lay just behind my left shoulder. There, the hilt would be within easy reach of my hand and out of the way for riding. The others had already done the same, I noted with approval, their swords in their fists.

“Ready?” I asked.

Quick nods and murmurs of assent answered me. Kel’Ratan and his rearguard stood off to one side, ready to follow the rest of us. I nodded at him as I passed by to the door.

As before, the corridor remained free of fighting, but the battle sounded closer. I smelled smoke. I suspected some genius or ten lit the place on fire, never imagining they’d have to fight their way through a burning building.

The quickest and most direct way to the stable lay to the left. Yet, the ring of steel and clash of men came from that direction. Toward the right lay a warren of chambers and private apartments that wound around in a large circle before meeting at the doors I needed. Quite the long way around, but I prayed ’twould be the safer route. I slipped out and turned right, my people following on my heels.

I led the way at a trot, alert for any armed trouble headed our way. For several minutes, we ran on, seeing no one save a few slaves and free liveried servants, who fled in a panic from us. The palace nobles are probably hiding for their lives, I thought, or have already retreated from Soudan. The opulent marble corridor with its flowered trellises, strange creatures in cages and antique armor made several sharp turns to the left, and I knew we were now in the west wing of the palace. The royal stables lay that way.

Smoke stung my nostrils with its acrid bite, growing thicker with every step. Before long, I thought, we’ll have to crawl on our bellies to stay beneath its cloud and breathe. This section of the corridor, hung with rich, brightly woven tapestries over the dressed stone, grew cloudy as the smoke filled the atmosphere over our heads. I crouched low to stay below it, ran forward. To my right branched a smaller hallway that led to what I thought was servants’ quarters. This area was not as opulent, nor did it have the same expanse and furnishings as the one we currently followed. Only bare stone greeted my eyes. It burned.

Flames licked the walls, spewing a dark thick smoke upwards toward the ceiling. I scented the distinct odor of naphtha, and cursed under my breath. If those fire-loving fools busily splashed naphtha over everything, our troubles had just doubled.

Fortunately, stone did not burn well and the fire would collapse upon itself soon, without more fuel to sustain it. Several bodies lay sprawled in pools of blood, arms, legs and a few heads littered the slate floor. I saw no weapons. None appeared to be soldiers, but looked primarily like slaves and servants attempting to escape the fighting. A few collars adorned necks, I noticed, clothing was plain and serviceable. Simple sandals enclosed rapidly stiffening feet. I scowled. The butchering of innocents always made my blood boil. What threat could unarmed servants be to armed and armored soldiers? By the stench of blackened meat, I suspected several more corpses burned inside the chambers.

Heat crisped my skin as I dodged around the leaping flames, my nerves stretched taut. I made an impatient, hurry-up gesture to my warriors behind me. Leading with my sword, I hurried them past the dying fires. I slowed to a careful walk, keeping myself tight against the wall. Battle sounded close, the slither of steel on steel, groans, curses, dull thuds of flesh striking flesh. Flattening my hand, I pushed downward, informing my followers they needed to slow their pace and imitate my behavior. Quiet infused the atmosphere behind me. Even breathing seemed to vanish.

The hallway opened onto another to my right. I glanced down it before crossing, witnessing a pitched battle between the High King’s guards—now Broughton’s, if he lived—in gold and purple and soldiers wearing dark blue and silver uniforms. A small banner bore the sigil of a leaping stag. I recognized them as colors of the men sworn to one of Brutal’s brothers. Which one? I fumbled mentally for an instant or two, then I remembered. Prince Falco. I knew him to be stupid, greedy and ambitious, but thought he’d have sense enough to not challenge Brutal. I remembered his eyes, pale and dead, like Brutal’s eyes, watching me at court. More than once Kel’Ratan stepped between his lust-filled, vapid eyes and me, shielding me from his gaze. I often thought his people were just as dumb and useless as he was.

I crouched a little, pausing to watch, my arm upraised to hold the others back behind the security of the wall while I peeped around the edge.

Counting about a dozen in the rebel force, I found them grossly outnumbered and outflanked. The royals had the weapons, the training and the discipline on their side. Four or five blue and silvers lay in bloody heaps on the slate, another sobbing and screaming as he fought to rise with a spiked halberd stuck in his back. A royal slid through the gore on the floor up behind him and stabbed him in the neck with his sword.

Feeling something abruptly at my back, I started and almost recoiled, glancing up. Witraz, taking advantage of his tall height, also peeped around the corner, his long hair hanging down. Considerably taller than I, he had no difficulty in merely leaning over me, taking advantage to watch the swordplay over my head. Feeling my eyes on him, he looked down. With his finger to his lips, he made a shushing gesture. Then Witraz grinned at me impudently.

With another jolt, I found Sele on her knees at my feet, also peering around the corner. Oblivious of my face scowling down at her, she watched the battle with bright eyes and an avid expression. I turned my attention back to the scene before us.

As we three watched the pitched battle, the royal guards slew two more men. A third blue and silver stupidly thrust when he should have parried, and had his arm slashed off at the shoulder. Shrieking, he seized his severed arm, his hand still gripping his sword, and decanted with it. He disappeared back up the corridor, his shrieks echoing back madly.

That broke the nerve of his fellows. Instantly, the remaining rebels dropped their weapons to the floor. As one mind, they turned and fled. With wild howls of glee, the royals gave chase, leaving behind only two of their own amongst the eight or so dead Falco retainers.

With a quick snap of my fingers, I led my warriors past the battlefield quickly.

“This is spooky,” Sele murmured at my shoulder. “Why hasn’t anyone seen us?”

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” muttered Witraz.

I agreed, but saved my breath. For us to have come this far without a fight was incredible. I doubted our luck would hold until we escaped, but I continued at a rapid jog and hoped for the best. Past smaller hallways filled with kitchens, chambers, and panicked servants, I ran. The stables had to be around this corner, I thought frantically, grimly. Maybe it’s this corner.

Our luck broke when a small party of blue-and-silver soldiers, Falco’s again, erupted in my face from one of the seemingly endless side galleries. I skidded to a halt on the slippery blue-gray slate floor, my blade rising. Their leader’s expression told me he was as surprised to see me as I was him. It lasted perhaps an instant. I parried a pathetic, school-house lunge, too busy relieving him of his life to wonder, except absently, where he had received his scanty training. I took on the next in line, then my warriors pushed past me and engaged the rest of the band. Falco’s troops seemed not to care that we were not involved in the power struggle of the royal brothers, and charged with swords held high to kill. They were fewer than my band, but stupid enough to think bravery alone wins battles.

Swords flashed and men screamed battle cries, obviously hoping to frighten their enemies. I killed yet another idiotically brave soldier with my sword through his neck, shaking my head in wonder. Why did men think that yelling frightened anything? Did they think us deer perhaps? Did they think us rabbits who bolt at a sudden noise? Kel’Hallans fought silently, never shouting uselessly when their concentration should be on winning the fight. The Federal shouting did little good as far as I could see, as my warriors fanned out to flank the soldiers and cut them down.

Within a few minutes, Falco’s dead troops lay in haphazard piles, blood and entrails spattered on the slate floor. Disappointed they didn’t put up very much of a fight, I wiped my sword clean on the impeccable blue cloak of the unit’s commander. The last two days had been very stressful and I needed to vent my frustrations. One small fight against such imbeciles hardly took the edge off. I glanced over my small band for casualties.

“Anyone wounded?” I asked.

Only Witraz complained of an injury. When I examined him, concerned, I found only a small scratch across the back of his hand. Disgusted with him, I thrust his wounded hand back at him and turned away, storming down the corridor.

“It could get infected!” he called.

I snarled in answer.

“Big, one-eyed weenie,” said Yuri.

“Well, it could, you know,” Witraz said defensively. “Get infected, that is. I might lose my hand.”

The corridors seemed to stretch for miles. Damn, where were the bloody stables? They had to be here, just round this corner. Passing evidence of other bloody engagements, we saw dead soldiers in various uniforms, from purple, to blue, to crimson, to bright yellow. Sigils of the royal White Lion, to falcons, leaping stags, boars, bears and a few others marked to whom they had sworn their loyalty. Who in their right mind put a soldier in a yellow uniform? Heavens above!

Servants in livery, collared slaves, most alive but many not, fled from us, or cowered in terror. A very few nobles and courtiers slammed doors to their apartments, the sound of bolts sliding home the prevalent sound. Dogs, some hunting dogs, still more pampered housedogs, barked hysterically at us before also fleeing. I saw numerous dead birds in the ornate cages throughout the palace, their feathers singed. One gray cat, its fur partially blackened, jumped over bloody corpses and vanished under a door.

Naphtha-fueled fires continued to burn, doing little harm that I could see, except covering the stone and brick walls with a nasty, oily dark soot. The smoke, however, was another matter. It choked my lungs and brought stinging tears to my eyes. Subdued and muffled coughs sounded from behind me as my warriors sought silence despite the smoke invading their chests.

I sighed with relief and thought, about bloody time. Here at last and across the vestibule lay the doors that opened onto the west parade grounds. Just beyond the parade grounds the stables, and our horses, stood waiting.

I took three quick steps forward and stopped dead. Stopped so quickly that Sele crashed into me from behind. She cursed fluently. I scarcely noticed.

Lady’s blood, I thought with dismay.

Theodoric led a band of about fifteen royal gold and purple Federates toward us. Dressed in half-armor and carrying a sword, he looked less like a priest than a fat merchant playing at being a soldier. I wondered briefly how much Brutal paid him for his allegiance. Brutal’s warm nature and kindness toward others did not win him any friends. Only his gold did. He paid for his friends, and paid handsomely.

Theodoric, too, froze as he recognized me, his pudgy face darkening with fury. I could all but read his mind. Brutal’s bitch was trying to escape. Perhaps he had a stake in my marriage to Brutal that my escape annoyed him so. Perhaps he rejoiced in the prospect of converting all of Kel’Halla to the worship of Usa’a’mah? I didn’t know whether to laugh or spit.

The men behind him drew their swords, their eyes narrowing as they studied me. I suspected they believed me to be alone save the two, Sele and Witraz, behind me. With my left hand hidden behind my back, I made a subtle gesture. In response, the rest of my band swarmed into their view, pouring into the vestibule like angry hornets from their nest, and spread out into a V-shape line with me at the tip of the angle.

The High Priest’s fat with its loose jowls face contorted in a snarl. “You faithless bitch.”

Rumbles of fury behind me met his insult. I smiled sweetly, refusing to let him bait me into acting rashly. “That’s an interesting observation from one whose loyalty is bought and sold.”

My riposte caught him flat-footed, and he gaped for a moment. I laughed.

I studied Theodoric, measuring his stance and the grip on his blade. Eyeing his arrogant posture, I suspected he was not as puissant a fighter as he thought he was.

“His Divine Federal Majesty wants you alive,” he sneered. “These others will die right here—”

“His Divine Majesty?” The snort of laughter erupted from my nose, burning my throat. “Since when did Brutal become divine? Did he have to die first, or what?”

A ripple of laughter flew around the vestibule as though on wings, infuriating the Federal troopers. Their expressions darkened, scowls bloomed on nearly every face. My comment did not help the ancient antagonism between Kel’Halla and Khalid, nor the ensuing hatred the Federal soldiers felt toward my people. They needed little excuse to attack, and I just gave them an excellent one. Theodoric’s mouth slid open, his pale eyes bulging from their sockets in utter shock. Shock that someone would dare impugn his royal master, I supposed.

He recovered himself quickly. “I’ll take you myself,” Theodoric sneered, walking slowly toward me, his sword at the ready. He certainly enjoyed sneering. “His Majesty did not specify I could not have my pleasure of you. Then you’ll know what it means to have a real man between your legs.” He clasped his groin suggestively.

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, please. I am so not interested in a man with no balls. Let me know when they drop.”

Making sport of a man’s manhood was like waving a red flag at an irritated bull. They go absolutely, deliciously, insane. I cannot remember how many times I managed to spur an enemy into acting rashly with that line.

With a roar of rage, Theodoric charged, his sword raised high over his head.

Stupid man, I thought happily. Stupid, stupid, to allow yourself be goaded into falling into your own trap. How wonderfully easy it was to make you attack whilst unprepared. I managed to keep the giggle behind my teeth.

Since birth, I’ve been trained to fight men bigger, stronger and heavier than I was. I trained for speed, for agility, to give way under heavy blows rather than stop them, to turn aside strikes and retaliate with slashes. I seldom sought to stab an enemy, rather cut and move aside, cut and move aside, bleed him down. I aimed for unprotected eyes, slashed behind the knees, cut into armpits as the arm raised a sword up to strike. Too often, a man saw before him a slight, slender woman wearing little or no armor and believed her an easy mark. He let himself think bigger meant better.

Theodoric was no exception.

I did not stand to meet the fat priest’s charge. I melted to the side and slashed him across his sword arm. The sword dropped, his charge became a stagger, his bellow of rage changed into a howl of pain. His Federal troops followed his lead, spreading to the flanks to engage my Kel’Hallans. I had time enough to watch as many royals singled out the female warriors, thinking them easy prey. Sele almost negligently cut across the eyes of her man, and casually slit his throat with the edge of her blade. His sword fell to the slate floor with a ringing clang. He stumbled about, blind, making throaty gagging noises, strangling on his own blood.

“Oh, there you are,” I said, as Theodoric came around again for another try. “I feared I might have offended you.”

He growled low in his throat, swinging his sword hard and fast. I danced out of reach, and when his blade hit the top of its arc, flicked my sword at his eyes. He recoiled, the returning slash faltering. Rather than jump away, I leaped toward him, so close I could have kissed him had I wanted to. Such might have enraged him enough to kill him from an apoplexy and that would have spoiled my fun. I kneed him in his pride and joy instead.

While Theodoric strangled on his groans, clutching himself, I idly watched the battle ongoing in the vestibule. Outnumbered and outmaneuvered, the royals died, blood splashing the nearby stone walls and tapestries. About eight or so already lay dead; another wounded man tried crawling along the wall, holding his blue-white entrails close to his body. Bronze statues lining the hall tumbled to the floor and smashed. Beautiful tapestries of the finest weave hung splashed with blood.

The twins, fighting dramatically back-to-back, parried sword strokes in unison, almost as though they had choreographed the fight. How did they get so damn close to the front? I told them…

Witraz killed his man with a blade to the man’s chest, and spat upon the corpse in a most un-Witraz like fashion. Kel’Ratan, in the back, did little except bellow orders. With all the enemy troops already engaged, he had no one to fight. At his side, Rannon danced in place, his long strawberry hair bouncing, and his face a mask of anger and frustration. I grinned, for he reminded me of a little boy who badly needed to pee. I turned casually back to Theodoric.

“Are you ready yet?” I asked.

Theodoric staggered toward me, his heavy blade carried low, for a fast thrust into my midsection. I sidestepped and cut him across his left cheek. His howling began to irritate me. Really, I thought. How could a grown man whine so bloody much?

Quickening my strokes, I slashed the High Priest across his right cheek. Then, ducking low and spinning behind him, I swiped my blade’s edge across the back of his thigh. Theodoric stumbled, cursing, flailing about with his blade. Flicking my sword toward his face again, I forced him to shut his eyes and flinch away. That exposed his ear to a wicked slice. Although I was kind enough to not actually cut it off. Any bit of holy skin not covered by his armor received a cut deep enough to wound, and bleed freely, but not slay. He roared in pain and frustration. I drew a thin red line across his brow and stepped back.

Sweat mixed with the blood on his face, and dripped redly down his fat jowls. He gasped in fear, exhaustion and pain, his breath coming in quick, sharp wheezes. The sword he gripped so confidently a short time earlier now hung tip down. Had he not come to my apartments to threaten me and mine, I might have felt sorry for him and relented.

“Ly’Tana!” Kel’Ratan bellowed. “Cease playing with that bastard and kill him!”

I flapped my hand at him in disgust. Kel’Ratan always pooh-poohed my fun. Glancing around, I saw most of my warriors busied themselves cleaning the blood from their swords on the cloaks of the dead, resheathing, smiling, cracking jokes. Only two royals still stood, the rest on the floor, dead, or the next best thing. The one I had noted earlier had died, his entrails oozing from the gap in his stomach. One survivor had his sword across his hands, offering it to Sele in surrender. The other stood unarmed, his hands over his head.

“This will give the Federal soldiers a bad name,” Witraz called.

Sele turned her head, smiling at his wit. The hand she extended to take the man’s sword halted, her own blade lax. Too fast for me to scream a warning, the royal’s eyes flattened. Spinning his blade in a sudden swift move, the hilt returned to his hands. With all his strength, he stabbed Sele between the breasts. The sword slid nearly to its crosspiece before halting, sticking from her chest like a macabre ornament.

I screamed.

Too late, Alun took off the man’s head with a choked cry of grief, the sound suddenly cut off. The royal’s corpse slid in an oily puddle at her feet, his head bouncing off her boots. She stared down at the sword protruding from her bosom in disbelief. Slowly, her face rose, tears standing in her huge brown eyes as she stared into mine. Then she collapsed on top of the royal who killed her.

With a roar of rage, Witraz stabbed the last survivor through his throat, nearly taking the man’s head off. At the same instant, Theodoric saw his chance and took it. Like a frightened rabbit, he bolted, dropping his sword with a steely clang and fleeing up the stairs, out of sight. I hardly cared.

Seizing Sele’s sagging body, I held her close, her life’s blood pooling beneath us both. I swept her dark hair from her eyes, my tears dropping onto her upturned face. Weakly, she raised her hand to my face, a tremulous smile on her lips.

“Don’t cry,” she whispered.

I couldn’t help it. Sobs broke from my chest, the chest that burned with a savage grief, with a hot, tearing sense of loss. Sele: my best friend, my sister, my staunchest companion. Lady, how could this be happening? How can she die like this, die so stupidly?

“Don’t cry.”

Her bloody fingers caressed across my cheek, as light as a butterfly kiss. Mysterious dark eyes held my gaze captive. I saw the light in them slowly fade, grow dim, and finally extinguish, a tiny candle blown out by a strong breeze.

She died in my arms while I ignored her last advice and sobbed like a lost and forlorn child.

Kel’Ratan gave me less than two minutes to weep before physically hauling me to my feet by my shoulders. Witraz caught Sele’s body before it could drop from my slack arms to the slate tiles. My cousin kept my face pinned tightly to his shoulder, not trying to still my sobs. I knew what he intended. I did not try to watch as Witraz pulled the sword from between Sele’s breasts, but I heard the steel scrape against bone, the squishing of dead flesh as it released the steel. The sword skittered across the slate floor and hit the wall with a sharp, ringing clang. Witraz must have thrown it hard.

“Save your grieving for later, girl,” Kel’Ratan rasped in my ear, his voice low and thick. “We need to go and right now.”

I nodded, pulling away from him. I choked back my tears, wiping my face before turning to face the others and resume command. Kel’Ratan still held me by the arms, his face close to mine. Tears filled his own fierce blue eyes, his thick mustache quivered as he fought to hold them at bay. Well loved by those who knew her, her loss to most of us was nothing less than catastrophic. Kel’Ratan had known her since she was small, and watched over her as much as he had me. My thoughts turned briefly to Alun, who loved her.

Taking a deep breath, I forced my grief away, locked it into a place deep within my heart. Turning, I held my head high and if my face was red and swollen from weeping, none of my people would speak openly about it. If they felt disgust for my weakness, well, they would remain silent about that, too.

None of the expressions I met appeared to hold anything save a dull anger. An anger not for me, but for the Federation who caused this travesty. The same anger I allowed to show on my face, and let them hear in my voice.

“No one else dies.”

I pointed my bloody sword at them, marking each of them in turn. Witraz held Sele’s body in his arms with a reverent respect, but his usually smiling face was a tight mask of fury. Alun stood close beside him, his expression closed, his green eyes frosty, his mouth a thin white slash in his dark face. I dared not look at him too long or my tears would flood the slate floor. The rest of the warriors ranked behind them stood silent, waiting.

“No one else dies,” I growled. “No one dies except Brutal’s pet pigs in this shitty sty. Now let’s go home.”

None spoke as I led them through the doors and onto the parade grounds. We saw no living soul, but witnessed the aftermath of a pitched battle all around us. The grounds echoed with a creepy, sullen silence. Stepping forward cautiously, on the balls of my feet, I kept my sword half-lifted, ready. At my left stalked Kel’Ratan, his head in constant motion as he tried looking everywhere at once. Yuri walked immediately to my right, his younger brother a pace behind him. I knew Witraz carried Sele’s body just behind my shoulder, as I could hear his muted sniffles as he manfully contained his tears. Alun walked at his side, his face sternly expressionless, his eyes glittering. My thoughts strayed briefly to him, in concern, before concentrating once more on our safety and escape.

Left and Right, I knew, paced just behind. I had no need to turn my head to know they strode as close to me as possible. The rest of my band flanked me and spread out in a V-shaped formation.

I counted more than ten different uniforms and sigils on the dead soldiers that littered the yard. I cocked my head slightly, listening to the sounds of battle beyond the palace walls in the city streets. At least the fight was out there and not in here with us. Yet, I was not the only one who looked up toward the many palace windows, watching for signs of the enemy, or of pursuit.

Leaving the bloody parade grounds behind, we finally entered the stable yards. Bodies littered the dirt floor here as well. No doubt, the battle on the parade grounds had continued on, wending its bloody way out of the palace and into the city. I tiptoed delicately over corpses, severed limbs, faces frozen in silent death screams. Bright sunlight glinted off burnished hauberks and swords not covered in thick dark blood. The stench of death, excrement, blood and piss took its toll on me. I clenched my teeth hard not to spew, for that would shame me far more than my tears for Sele. Horses whinnied from within the huge barns, upset by the scents of blood and smoke.

Luckily, we found our horses quickly, housed in the first block of barns. At least no flaming idiot with a torch, naphtha and stupidity set fire to the wood barns packed with flammable hay and treasured horses. I would spend many hours on my knees thanking Nephrotiti for that particular stroke of luck.

Inside, I breathed deep of the far more pleasant odor of horses, hay and manure. Equine heads rose over stall doors to inspect us, ears erect and eyes bright. No few whinnied at us, as though demanding we cease the madness outside and feed them this instant.

Mikk nickered affectionately as I entered his stall. Despite our need for haste, I took a moment to rub his face and neck, and hold my face close to his. I breathed in the clean, horse scent of him, clearing my head of the stench of blood and filth and death. I raised this horse from a foal, trained him myself for war and battle, fought many battles from atop his broad back. One day, he would sire the next generation for me, a great and noble line of Kel’Hallan warhorses. Right now he was my mount, my weapon, my friend.

Around me, Kel’Ratan and the others fetched their own horses, saddling them with our small fur-covered saddles, tying saddlebags to cantles, filling grain bags from the nearby bins. Witraz lashed Sele’s body to her mount and covered her decently, lovingly, with a blanket, while Kel’Ratan saddled his own bay and Witraz’s blue-eyed piebald. Alun hovered near, his face a steely mask as he saddled his own stallion. I wanted him to cry aloud, weep, curse…something. His continued silence began to worry me.

Within minutes, I tied my saddlebags to the cantle, and tossed my reins over his neck. Mikk followed me out of his stall and the barn, his nose comfortably at my shoulder. Outside, all save Witraz, Kel’Ratan and me sat mounted on their horses, waiting with a various mixture of impatience and watchfulness.

I grabbed a handful of thick black mane and vaulted onto Mikk’s back, disregarding the stirrups. He arched his neck and pranced before I even picked up the reins, sensing our need to run. For generations, we trained our carefully bred and nurtured warhorses to fight as one with their riders. In battle, Mikk needed little guidance from me, responding to the smallest pressure of my knees. However, right now, he felt my sorrow, my anger, my need, and reflected them back at me. His ears lay flat against his skull, his neck arched, his jaws champed impatiently at the simple ring bit in his mouth. Ready to run and fight, he would slay anyone I set him against. He knew me well, that one.

Witraz pulled Sele’s gray horse in behind his, her sword, bow and quiver hanging from the pommel. Alun reined his horse in behind. Noting Kel’Ratan’s nod that he deemed us ready, I finally picked up my reins. Mikk half-reared, lunging into a gallop before his front hooves hit the cobbles. Jumping uniformed corpses and pools of gore, the group of us thundered away from the stables. The palace gates stood half-open, and I made that my goal. I could see people running in a steady stream away from something out of my view, but strongly suspected they ran from the battle I heard earlier.

From another barn across the compound, a pair Synn’jhani in their white and gold rode their horses fast in the same direction as we did. Two against twenty-nine mounted Kel’Hallans stood no chance, despite the awesome reputation of the High King’s own bodyguards. I thought at first I would simply run them down, catching them between steel-tipped arrows and sharp hooves.

Before I could command the attack, a second group of horsemen emerged, chasing the first two. About fifteen guardsmen in the royal colors of purple and gold with the White Lion badge on their surcoats spurred their horses hard on the heels of the bodyguard. I had never heard of any soldier in the Synn’jhani deserting, as they were fanatically loyal to the High King. However, I supposed stranger things have happened.

Damn and blast, I thought, readying myself for yet another fight.

At that moment the leader of the Sins on the big bay turned around, his sword raised. I noted he was very large, very muscular, and had a thick lion’s mane of dark hair that streamed behind him from under his helmet in the wake of his gallop.

Could it be? I wondered.

Mikk reared as I reined him in, Kel’Ratan bringing his own horse to a trampling halt beside me. My warriors also halted their mounts in a milling circle, a few voices raised in question. I ignored them, fascinated by the scene in front of me.

Although obviously not battle-trained, the flashy bay with the hugely flowing mane and white stockings responded to its rider’s knees. The man held his sword over his head with both hands on the hilt, charging one against all. My excitement at seeing such courage rose to sweep over me. Silently, I cheered him on, raising my blade in imitation of his. The other fleeing guard also turned, drawing his sword and following his companion. He was tall and flaxen haired, his grip on the sword sure and experienced.

“It has to be that slave and the wizard,” Kel’Ratan muttered. “Now they’re both dead.”

I gave myself no time to think. Dropping the reins on Mikk’s neck, I slipped my short recurve horsebow off my back and nocked an arrow. I squeezed my knees, hard. Mikk reared, his front hooves boxing the air. “Kel’Hallans!” I screamed. “To me!”

Mikk plunged forward, ears flattened and teeth bared to kill. I loosed the arrow, and my Federal target fell from his saddle. I had another nocked in the blink of an eye. My second royal target fell within a heartbeat of the first. Dust swirled from the pounding hooves, bows twanged from behind me over the thunder of our charge. I caught a glimpse of the slave, if it was the slave, battling three Federates, his blade flashing through the dust. Then we hit the royal troopers broadside.

Mikk reared mid-charge, taking the gold-and-purple soldier in the face with his front hooves. The soldier’s horse squealed in fright as it too went down under Mikk’s bloody legs. My arrow took another through the throat before I dropped my bow to the pommel of my saddle. Drawing my sword, I parried a thrust aimed at my chest, slashing the soldier through the throat.

Kicking his way through the bodies of men and horses, Mikk carried me out of the roiling dust. He wheeled, half-rearing on his haunches, before I asked it of him. Lifting my bloody blade in readiness to parry an attack, should it come, I lowered it just as quickly. My warriors had gone through the mounted soldiers with swift precision, leaving no man alive and only a few horses to flee the scene. I sighed. No one left to fight.

Glancing to my left, I found the slave and his wizard friend galloping away, riding fast toward the open gates. May you live free forever, I thought. Because of you, we survived this debacle to ride home. I raised my bloody sword in a salute to their retreating backs, and dismounted to wipe it clean on a purple cloak.

Kel’Ratan reined in beside me, also watching as the pair galloped into the city street and disappeared.

“He’s a man of remarkable courage,” Kel’Ratan murmured.

“We owe him much,” I said, almost defensively.

He quirked a brow as he glanced down at me. “Did I suggest otherwise?”

I grinned and shook my head. “I expect you didn’t at that.”

“Pity you’ll never see him again,” Kel’Ratan remarked, nudging his horse forward, toward the palace gate that would lead us north.

I sniffed. “What do you mean by that?”

His broad shoulders rose and fell in a shrug, but he did not pause or look back. Exasperated, I vaulted into my saddle and squeezed Mikk into a trot, the others falling into line behind me. I hated it when he did that, and he knew I hated it when he did that. This was exactly why he did it. Plotting my catty, female revenge, I followed him into the city streets.



Chapter 5

Escape Into Hell

“Stop grumbling under your breath,” Rygel muttered. “I told you I was sorry and I’m not going to say it again.”

I raised my fist as though to strike him and he ducked, cursing. We huddled together in a tiny alcove off the kitchens, the stables tantalizingly near. Yet should we run for them, we’d both be cut down in our tracks.

Upon our successful escape from the royal chambers, Rygel insisted on reaching his own quarters to retrieve items he said he desperately needed, despite my strident objections. I saw naught important enough to risk our hides with this delay. A few slender knives with jeweled hilts, several small vials corked and sealed, some scrolls and several loose gems went into the flat-sided leather satchel. I saw a few diamonds, a ruby or two, and what looked to be amethysts before he dropped them in the bag. A larger crystal, about the size of a hen’s egg, also went in.

Taking off his gold cloak, Rygel put the strap over his shoulder, then donned the cloak again. I hoped no one would notice the slight bulge at his hip.

That delay cost us dearly. The alarm now raised, armed and murderous Synn’jhani roamed the corridors, searching high and low for us. While they did not know, specifically, that we killed Lionel and grievously injured Prince Broughton, they knew someone had. They knew Lionel had summoned me to the royal apartments. They knew I was now at large, had not reported to the gladiators’ barracks. Whether they knew of Rygel’s involvement was anyone’s guess.

Word spread of the High King’s death and the Crown Prince’s injuries, flaming rebellion in the palace. Not only did we have the Synn’jhani, fanatically loyal to Lionel, searching high and low for us, we also had regular troops, rebels and city guards turning the palace upside down. We hid from anyone wearing anything resembling a uniform.

Soldiers in the livery of at least ten different nobles, including Brutal’s younger brothers, roamed in murderous packs throughout the palace, the grounds and probably the city outside the walls. They attacked anyone not wearing their colors, innocents and not-so innocent alike. Our white and gold Synn’jhani disguises made us targets as surely as if we wore signs about our necks broadcasting we assassinated the High King. While it may save us from those loyal to Brutal, it was a death warrant from anyone else.

Dodging the roving mobs proved to be all but impossible. We would no sooner duck and hide from one band than we would run smack into another. Oftentimes, though, one mob would attack the other, allowing us an opportunity to escape in the melee. When they had no other use for their time, they chased us, yelling and cursing, waving their swords. Rygel proved to be a fast runner. I thought I could run fast, despite my size, but I ate his dust every time.

When we could, we hid. We used pillars, bronze statues, antique armor large enough to provide cover, empty chambers, even hiding behind thick tapestries as troops ran past, too busy chasing to notice boots sticking from beneath the fringed hems. We even hid behind the statue of the bastard on his black stallion I admired not so long ago while a gang of Falco’s troops screaming bloody murder ran smack into a troop of revenge-hungry Synn’jhani. We sneaked back the way we had come while Falco’s blue and silvers died under the savage blades of Lionel’s grieving Sins.

Once, I followed Rygel into what I thought was a room, but found to my dismay it was a tiny closet. Hardly big enough for one man, much less two, it remained a doubtful hiding space. There was no time to be picky. I squashed Rygel into a corner and shut the door just as the mob of troopers in bright yellow uniforms followed by in hot pursuit. I opened it, hearing Rygel draw breath for the first time, only to shut it again when a new mob wearing different colors ran by, chasing the first. He grunted, sucking in his gut, unable to breathe until I stepped out.

“Next time, pick a bigger room,” I snapped as he staggered out of the closet, gasping painfully for breath.

Later, we dodged yet another gang of scarlet-and-silver troops carrying a banner of a spotted leopard, the sigil of Radu, Brutal’s second oldest brother and heir should he die in this mess. We ducked through an unlocked door halfway down a side gallery. Hastily shutting it, we listened as booted feet tramped past. Breathing similar sighs of relief, we both turned to discover the truth.

The door had opened into a chamber occupied by a terrified noblewoman busy changing her satin gown to travel skirts. She wore naught but a kirtle. No doubt, she believed her mantle of nobility would see her through the rioting peasants, a quick escape to her distant estates on her mind. For it was unheard of for a soldier to attack a member of the gentry. Absolutely unheard of. As though the blood-crazed troopers would surely see reason and bow her through the roving, murdering packs to the safety of the country.

She shrieked when she saw us, hastily covering herself from our gazes. Rygel threw her a furious stare, instantly cutting off her screams. The gag silenced the caterwauling, the woman’s mouth working as she sought her vanished voice. Her tiny hands found her throat, circled in glistening pearls. Pale blue eyes bulged in their sockets, her fleshly pudgy face the same color as raw milk. I felt a moment’s pity for her. Who would expect two armed men to scramble through her doors if they did not intend rape?

Then, mercifully, she fainted. She sagged limply into a corner with a sigh, the skirt she covered herself with falling away to reveal her near nudity.

I gawked at the sight of her bare and generous bosom, feeling a hot blush creep up my neck and into my cheeks. Gods above and below, I thought hastily. Women were supposed to be attractive. Her pale lumpy thighs reminded me of unbaked raw bread dough, her sagging breasts not unlike a cow’s udder. Dark brown nipples stared up at me like mournful spaniel’s eyes. I gulped.

Rygel paid her no further heed, peering through the cracked door, watching, assessing when it was safe to run again. He glanced back, caught my horrified stare, and looked back at the nearly nude aristocrat.

“Haven’t you ever seen a naked woman before?” he asked.

“Uh,” I stammered. “Uh, nay.”

That earned me a sharp glance from those fierce amber eyes; then he turned back to peer through the cracked door once more. Seeing naught to concern him, he shut it and glared at me, accusing.

“You’re bloody joking, right?”

I gaped like a fish out of water, my face burning with yet another hated blush. Gods, I hated blushing.

“If you’ve never seen a naked woman before,” he began slowly, as though dreading the very words as he spoke them, “you’ve never been with a woman, then, have you?”

For answer, my face burned hotter. Since looking at either him or the noble woman out cold on the floor was not an option, I found my boots quite interesting. The Synn’jhani had rather nice boots, I thought. Still painfully tight on my feet, I felt, but very nice nonetheless.

Rygel groaned, the sound of a man in deep pain.

When he deemed the vicinity safe, he pushed me bodily out into the corridor while I stared steadfastly at my boots, Rygel muttering angrily under his breath about the vagaries of virgins.

Now we sat under the way out: a small window that opened from the kitchens onto the stable yards. However, a large band of Sins in white and gold fought hand-to-hand with the soldiers of Brutal’s youngest brother, the leaping stag boys. We could not cross to the barns until they killed each other. I guessed the fight would not last long, as the Sins long held the trophy as the best killers in the Federation.

Rygel muttered another curse, bending to peer quickly around the corner. More soldiers fought and died a few feet away from our hiding place. Should any come around the corner, the game was up.

As I watched the fighting, Rygel left my side to filch a sweet tart from a tray on the table. He tossed one to me. I munched on the treat, still surveying the battle outside. The Sins had killed most of the leopard boys. Those remaining would break and run at any moment, I just knew it.

Rygel tucked a few more away for later, and slid on his butt back to my side.

I rose far enough to peer over the sill at the fighting and gripped Rygel’s shoulder at what I saw.

“Get ready,” I hissed. “This is our chance.”

He slid up, his back against the wall, and glanced out. Routing the survivors, the Synn’jhani chased them with yells of triumph and brandished bloody swords.

“Their backs are to us,” I muttered, drawing my sword. “We attach ourselves to the rearguard and run with them. I doubt they will notice two extra.”

“Then where?”

Rather than answer, I half-dragged him with me through the window. With an oath, he followed and jumped down from the sill, his own blade drawn. Rygel running ahead of me as usual, we chased after the white and gold Sins, who never looked back to find two unfamiliar men in their uniforms following on their heels. We leaped the corpses of the dead and almost dead, waving our swords, hoping no one would notice ours had no blood on them.

Past several stable blocks, the younger prince’s retainers fled toward the city streets. Howling like a pack of deranged hounds, the Synn’jhani pursued them, still waving their bloody blades.

Mid-step, I grabbed Rygel by the cloak collar and yanked him with me as I ducked into the nearest stable block. He yelped when my action caused him to stumble and nearly fall, but he stifled the sound quickly. I peered around the doorway cautiously, concerned his noise might have been overheard and caused a few of the Sins to return to investigate. Like the well-trained fighting force they were, the Synn’jhani had no interest in anything behind them, only the fleeing enemy in front.

Retreating around the corner, I breathed a deep sigh. Rygel rubbed his throat where the cloak pin dug deep, scowling at me.

The noise of the chase outside receded into tense silence as the soldiers ran on. Our entry raised interest in the occupants of the stable, who lifted ears and studied us with bright eyes. A few whinnied.

“Bloody nitwit,” he grumbled, pulling his cloak back into place. “Give some warning next time.”

Ignoring his complaint, I sheathed my sword and looked around. No stable hands or grooms appeared to yell a warning or defend the prize animals. Restless horses peered at us over stall walls, eyes wide and nostrils flared as they smelled the battle. Nervous squealing accompanied by the thudding of hooves against wooden doors resounded as many horses demanded to be let out. Or fed. With horses, one never knew which was more important.

“Where is your horse?” I asked, peeking around the doorway again. I saw naught that raised any alarm bells in me.

He jerked his head to the right. “Down there two rows.”

“You want to keep it, or would you rather have one of these?”

“I’m rather fond of him,” Rygel answered. “He’s not much, but he brought me here. He may as well take me back.”

“Excellent,” I replied, walking out of the stable, calmly, my head high, as though I had every right to be there.

“Excellent?” Rygel walked beside me, in step with me. “Why?”

“Because that’s where my horse is.”

From the tail of my eye, I caught a quick frown and an uplifted brow.

“They refuse to give you a name, but they gave you a horse?”

I entered the stable two blocks down from our original hiding place, my eyes glancing about for any stableboys here. Nothing moved save the barn swallows above and the restless inmates giving us the once-over. “‘Gave’ isn’t exactly the word I would use,” I answered.

“Ah. So the horse isn’t yours.”

“He is now.”

Rygel and I walked down the aisle, looking for our mounts. I stretched out my hand to caress extended muzzles as I passed, many eyeing me with reproach when I failed to linger and feed them. Rufus nickered at me in friendly welcome as I walked to his stall. Rygel paused to watch me as I caressed the huge blazed head, laying my head against the stallion’s broad forehead for a long moment. Rufus nudged my hand, begging for more attention, then nibbled my ear playfully as I straightened.

“I reckon that’s your horse, all right,” Rygel said, moving away to fetch his own.

Formerly owned by Commander Balloch of the High King’s royal army, I had trained the flashy bay stallion the previous summer. Often temperamental and violently disagreeable, Rufus had thrown several other horse-breakers, killing one of them. He ruthlessly attacked soldiers and stableboys alike, baring teeth with flattened ears at anyone who ventured too close. Commander Balloch, that fearless leader of the Soudan garrison, never approached Rufus without a club.

At the very onset of our relationship, Rufus grabbed hold of my left arm and bit deep. With my right, I hit him such a blow between the eyes he staggered and nearly fell. He jumped backward, hooves digging deep furrows into the soft soil of the stableyard, and would have run had I not held his rope. At the end of the tether, he stared at me, ears forward, eyes wide, but made no other movement.

“Do that again,” I told him. “And I’ll have your guts for garters.”

I reached to stroke the blaze down his face, and he jerked away, frantic to escape me. It took only a short while to win his trust and, afterwards, Rufus adored me. His manner grew affectionate and even playful, tugging my sleeve or belt, his huge liquid brown eyes bright. For me, his manner was as gentle and obedient as any well-trained mare or gelding. I often felt that, if asked, Rufus would cheerfully die for me.

Balloch rode Rufus only after I spent an hour or two on his back, calming his savagery, and found other horses to ride if I was unavailable. He still treasured Rufus with a greedy pride, as Rufus was quite simply the best in the royal stables. Few horses compared with him and I knew many, including the High King himself, tried often to buy him. Balloch risked much political disfavor by refusing to sell him. I took bets with other slaves as to how long it would be before the High King had Balloch arrested on false charges and executed. With Balloch and all his property under attainder, Lionel would be free to seize Rufus and all the other assets Balloch had. The entire process quite legal, of course.

Taking his rope, I led him from his stall. Rygel looked over the back of a tall rangy black gelding he saddled. He whistled when he saw the rest of Rufus, clear of any obstruction. He now recognized Rufus, for tales of the stallion’s exploits reached everywhere. Considerably larger than any other horse in the royal stables, his huge blaze was matched by four glossy white stockings, and his thick black mane fell to his knees. Despite his classy looks, only my reputation as a killer exceeded his.

He paused to eye me sidelong. “No insult intended, but can you even ride?”

A sudden mischievousness came over me. In answer, I vaulted onto Rufus’s bare back. Dropping the rope on his neck and with no other means of reining him, I guided him down the wide avenue between stall rows. The soft dirt muffled his hoof beats as Rufus trotted and cantered up and down in obedient response to my knees. At my reinless request, Rufus slid to a sharp halt and backed up, nearly stepping on his thick flowing tail.

“Bloody showoff,” Rygel muttered as I trotted Rufus back to him. “Put a saddle on that beast if you want to look like a Sin. They don’t ride without saddles and bridles.”

Grinning at Rygel’s discomfiture, I slid down from Rufus’s back. Although not tied, he stood quietly as I fetched a saddle and bridle. He opened his mouth obediently for the bit, snorting down his nose as I dropped the saddle into place. Rygel eyed the big bay with disillusion.

“Perhaps you aren’t as thick as you look,” he remarked, swinging into his saddle.

“Oh?” I asked, quirking a brow over Rufus’s cavalry saddle as I tightened his girth. “Aren’t all gladiators as dumb as tree stumps?”

“Of course they are.”

He reined in his gelding beside Rufus, staring down at me, tawny eyes glinting. “There are tree stumps,” he said soberly. “And then there are tree stumps. You fall into the category of the latter.”

Laughing inwardly, I vaulted into my saddle and picked up the reins. Rufus and the black danced in place, fretting at their bits. No doubt, the lack of any recent exercise added to their sensing our stress that caused them to want to run. Forlorn whinnies trailed after us as the remaining inmates complained we neglected to feed them.

“We go calmly.” I curbed Rufus sharply. “Let’s not attract too much attention just yet.”

Nodding his agreement, Rygel followed me out of the barn, our horses trotting smoothly. Huge, the smooth sandy stable yards encompassed the entire back of the royal palace, built with enough room to train a cavalry in. The gates into Soudan seemed very far away. I set my sights on the half-open gate, my back itching as though feeling the weight of evil stares on it.

“Ho there! Stop!”

So, my back wasn’t so far wrong, then. I whipped my head around at the voice, my heart leaping into my throat. A mounted column of Federal troops in purple and gold emerged from behind stable block several hundred rods away. I recognized Balloch, the garrison commander, at the same moment he recognized me. And Rufus.

“There they are!” he howled. “Take them, and take them alive! And I will kill any man who harms that horse!”

Gods above and below. I urged Rufus into a gallop, Rygel hard by on my right. Should we escape them, Balloch would never relent in his pursuit of me. He hated and feared me, and I had stolen his most prized possession. The loss of face, and Rufus, meant he would outstrip Brutal in his hunt for me. One bad enemy on my tail was enough, but two—

I made my decision in an instant.

“Rygel, go on!” I yelled, wheeling Rufus around. “I’ll cover your escape.”

Drawing my blade, I dropped the reins on Rufus’s neck. With both hands on the hilt, I charged the ranks of soldiers. If I could kill Balloch, his men might just think their own hides valuable enough to cut and run. As a commander, Balloch failed to inspire much loyalty. If I didn’t? Today was as good a day to die as any. At least I would go down fighting.

Rufus slammed chest-first into Balloch’s horse, making the other beast stagger and swerve to keep its feet. I must admit Balloch put up a decent fight. He parried my first thrust, and deflected my second. His eyes, filled with fury at my gall in stealing Rufus, warred with his fear of me. Sweat not caused by the summer’s heat or the brief exertion of battle streamed in rivulets down his face. I curled my lip in a silent snarl.

Kneeing Rufus sideways, I relaxed the pressure on the other horse, causing it to stumble. I feinted at Balloch’s helmet, forcing his head back and his sword to rise. However, his sword blocked mine when I sought to thrust through his hauberk. That irritated me. I clamped my arm down on his sword as he thrust low to stab me in the belly. He looked up, eyes wide as I brought my sword down on his helmet hard enough to split the steel and his head along with it.

I scarcely paused to yank my blade free of the corpse and meet the broadsword of the next soldier. He met me with bold blade, his eyes terrified, his sword swinging too wide of me to do any harm. I almost hated to kill him, since he was too frightened to fight well.

Then chaos erupted.

Another band of horsemen hit the Federal soldiers from the side, riders wearing no armor but leather clothing and bits of metal on wrists and throats. To my surprise, I saw women wielding light swords and making deadly use of them, cutting the royal troops unarmored flesh to ribbons and killing with savage slashes. Still others, wild hair streaming down their backs, shot the royals with small lethal horsebows. Men cursed, screamed and fell under trampling hooves as the newcomers felled soldier after soldier. Arrows shot from horseback past my face and found marks in faces, throats, punching through armored chests.

I fought on, slashing my blade across the neck of a soldier who would have stabbed a leather-clad warrior in the back. With a choking cry and a fountain of blood the man fell, his horse kicking its way loose from the milling mass. I kneed Rufus around, raising my sword to meet the next foe and came face to face with Rygel. His own sword raised against me dripped blood, his horse, wild-eyed and lathered, tried to rear.

He had not fled as I told him. With a grin, he lifted his bloody sword in salute, clapping the fist that held the blade to his chest.

“Quite the party,” he yelled. “Thanks for the invitation.”

I groaned. “Do you ever do as you’re told?”

“Not since I left my mother’s tit.”

A Federal trooper came at us with a wild scream and swinging sword. Yet, a warrior’s arrow took him through the eye before he came within a few paces of us.

“Let’s get out of here before these people make us their next targets,” I muttered.

“I think they’re on our side.”

“Do you ever stop arguing?”

Whipping Rufus’s head around, I kicked him into a gallop before Rygel could answer. He jumped over bodies on the ground, both living and dead, Rygel’s horse leaping alongside. An instant later, we rode free of the melee. I glanced back once to catch a glimpse of the last Federal soldiers falling to the ground, and the leather-clad warriors dismounting to pick over the dead and clean their weapons. None of the newcomers seemed interested in chasing us, although I did catch a glimpse of a flame-haired wench staring intently after us. Another tall, red man with a huge mustache on a big rawboned bay also watched our retreat.

Once free of the palace grounds, the moving crowds hindered our headlong pace. I reined Rufus in to a slower canter, Rygel slowing his black gelding to keep pace.

“Who were those people?” I asked, glancing back once more for signs of pursuit.

“Kel’Hallans,” Rygel answered, shifting in his saddle to look around.

A quick vision of the dark-skinned beauty with those exotic angular green eyes filled my mind. Ly’Tana. Her name came unbidden to my tongue and I almost spoke it aloud. I remembered that Kel’Hallan women fought just as valiantly as the men did. The rumor proved true, I thought, since I witnessed several girls no bigger than pre-adolescent boys slaughter the best the Federation had to offer. I wondered briefly if the exotic princess was with them, but dismissed thoughts of her. If the fighting in the palace had reached the streets, Rygel and I remained in danger. He must have read my mind.

“We need to get rid of these uniforms,” he muttered, fingering his armor uneasily. “Brutal isn’t very popular in this quarter and most anyone with a blade might like our heads as trophies.”

“Perhaps we should just get out of Soudan.”

“Not yet,” he said. “We’ll need supplies, first of all. Anyone hunting us will assume we fled into the hills. We have a much better chance right now if we appear to be ordinary citizens.”

Rygel paused to look me up and down. “At least one of us looks ordinary.”

I snorted, but inwardly had to agree. A fugitive with any sense would run for the border. Brutal would assume we had sense. Blending into the thousands of people inside the teeming city walls would be easier than finding hiding places in the nearby forests and hills. Hide in plain sight.

I took note of the people we passed. Fear, panic, anger, and malice rode high in the faces of those I saw. I noticed few unarmed civilians in the crowds, no nobility in carriages or on horseback, no merchants hawking their wares from stalls in the market square. However, I did see a few slaves hurrying about their duties, their expressions tight with panic.

Those few merchants I did see had armed themselves and walked, rode or drove with no fewer than four mercenary guards. The City Watch patrolled in swarms of five or more, their stout cudgels in their hands, not thrust through their belts as customary. Royal troops rode and walked in greater numbers than was their usual wont, their weapons carried openly. My gut clenched as I realized the innocent had long since fled to the safety of their homes. The buildings we rode passed had shutters over the windows, an act unheard of in this high, late-summer heat. I glanced about, looking more closely.

Those people on the streets, I judged, were primarily those of the lower classes: peasants, yeoman workers, serfs from the fields, common, low-ranking soldiers, mercenaries and riffraff from the seedier parts of Soudan.

Most were Khalidian born, but still many others wore the cultural dress of the provinces. I saw Zhous, Jinns, quarrelsome Sabathians. A few Yuons, the dark-skinned people far to the east of Khalid, drove a small herd of reptilian horned y’bex down the wide avenue. Their hands rested on their swords as they eyed the mobs. I guessed they sought to get the prized animals to safety. I saw still many others whose costumes I did not recognize. Most, if not all, held a weapon of some nature, ranging from cudgels, axes, long daggers, large steel hooks, whips, chains, bows, short swords, broken lances, rusty halberds with splintered shafts. Items stolen from the Federal refuse piles, I suspected.

Many fingered weapons as we rode by, as though looking for an excuse to attack. None found an excuse, fortunately, perhaps intimidated by the Synn’jhani reputation as much as by my size and our weapons. As we rode deeper into the city, fights broke out on street corners, thugs battled with the City Watch and anyone else in the area. Troops in the more ordinary regiment uniforms of purple and gold fought to keep order, shouting commands to disperse the crowds, killing any that failed to obey or those stupid enough to raise a weapon against them. Troopers eyed us with trepidation, yet allowed us to pass unhindered. Perhaps our uniforms might help after all. I breathed again.

We rode on, past the fledgling riots into those portions of the city where the full-scale riots raged with a fury not seen for several generations. Not a few handfuls of thugs pillaged and burned, many hundreds swarmed in and out of buildings and alleys, torches in hand, setting fires to buildings, carts and people. Many ran, arms loaded with stolen goods, but the majority seemed interested only in killing and burning. Too many of the common people had suffered under the regimes of Lionel’s father, grandfather and great-grandfather, and the backlash had come home to roost.

Fires burned in several shops, the frantic merchants screaming for help that never came. Smoke filled the streets, shouts, screams and curses battled the dull-throated roar of the flames. Men ran from burning shops, their arms filled with looted bounty. No one stopped them. Full-blown riots were vicious animals not dismissed very lightly, I thought uneasily. Rygel’s suggestion of donning Synn’jhani uniforms seemed, at the time, a good idea. Now I was not so sure.

A small group of eight or ten purple and golds fought to quell the rising tide of violence. I knew they stood no chance. They had too few advantages on their side and the rioters had the weapons, the numbers and the lust for blood. Within minutes, all, to the last man, were clubbed to the ground and hacked to pieces by the frenzied mob.

Several streets away, a band of royal troopers rode into sight, swords in hand. They reined in, several pointing at the bloody corpses of their brothers. Words were exchanged. What they decided became obvious. As one man, they wheeled their mounts and galloped away.

Rygel and I exchanged an incredulous look. Anyone in a Federal uniform might as well have a target drawn onto his back. My unease increased tenfold. Our white and silver Sin colors made us a much-hated mark.

“Uh-oh,” Rygel muttered. “We have a problem.”

I followed his narrow-eyed gaze toward a large mass of yelling, striking, looting people down the road a few blocks. Purple and gold corpses, mostly red now, lay in the bloody street, their weapons taken, filling the hands of a tight mob of men in stained jerkins and ragged breeches. I reined Rufus in sharply.

“Unless I’m a blind fool, they’re looking at us,” Rygel commented grimly.

“A fool you are, but your eyes are just fine.”

More than a hundred men and boys, with a smattering of screaming women, filled the street, milling about, setting fires, overturning carts, others kicking down doors and dragging the terrified occupants from the buildings. About half had their arms occupied with their loot. Another thirty grew silent, watching us, their silence spreading to still more. Many of them halted and dropped their stolen bounty. Bread, bolts of cloth, leather, wooden or steel utensils, tools, kegs of ale all fell to the dusty street cobbles, forgotten. Among all the royal troops, the Synn’jhani brutalized the common people the most. Thus the people created their derisive nickname: the Sins.

Lionel’s need to fill the Arena found a steady supply among the lower classes, and Brutal’s viciousness fueled their lust for vengeance. Fingering their weapons, the quiet, deadly crowd moved, sliding through the street like a huge, uncoiling serpent.

Toward us.

Still more filed out of alleys to either side of us, pulling out clubs, daggers, some even picking up rocks as they advanced. Perhaps they hoped to add a pair of Sins to their trophy list.

“Listen to your uncle Rygel,” Rygel said. “Never underestimate the power of stupid people in large groups.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I said dryly.

“I hope you don’t mind a bit of cowardice,” Rygel said, wheeling his black. “But we’re going to turn tail and run.”

“On the contrary,” I murmured. “I don’t mind at all.”

I reined Rufus about, kicking him into a fast gallop.

Behind us, unseen until now, crept another handful of men and boys who thought to sneak up and brain us with their cudgels. Despite my sympathies toward their cause, I did not hesitate to run them down. With Rufus bearing down on them at a run, his ears flat and his teeth bared to kill, most decided it prudent to dodge aside and let us go. Those who thought a charging horse could not possibly withstand the swing of a club if wielded by an honest and brave citizen standing up against the evils of the Federation found Rufus’s hooves very hard indeed. Rufus didn’t even stumble over the corpses.

“This is going to give the Sins a bad name,” I said over my shoulder as we cleared the angry mass and found an empty street through which to flee.

“I’m fresh out of pity,” Rygel called. “Try me again later.”

I heard Rygel’s gelding hard on our heels as we raced down side streets or main thoroughfares, whatever had an opening. Milling mobs stupid enough to think they might stop us created havoc in navigating galloping horses. If people did not heed the warning sound of galloping hooves, I merely ran them down. I had no desire to kill them, but Rygel’s skin and my own took precedence over theirs. Many of the more agile dived to one side or the other to escape trampling legs and hooves. Those few who did not…well, they should have known better.

Trying to avoid more rioting mobs, I saw an opening into a quieter, less violent section of Soudan. With reins and knees, I slewed Rufus into a sharp right turn. With fewer rioters and fewer innocent citizens around, we galloped on without much danger to either. I slowed our headlong pace, Rygel bringing his sweating black up beside me. I relaxed, at last taking my hand away from my sword hilt. Rygel offered me a grin, wiping imaginary sweat from his brow, miming great relief.

“This is going to be a Festival of Summer talked about for generations,” he commented.

He mimed too soon. The quiet street ended at a city square, horribly populated by the largest riot we had yet encountered. Rygel reined his horse in so hard it slid several feet on its haunches before coming to a stop. I halted Rufus next to him, staring, appalled.

Flames roared out of buildings opposite us, several others on the same side of the street as we also burned. Looters and rioters ran and fought up and down the avenue; smaller masses fought hand-to-hand with clubs, knives and short swords. A few uniforms of the City Watch and the royal troops defended themselves, but I saw they would quickly go down. As before, the troopers stood no chance against the hundreds of violent and angry men that mobbed the square.

A woman’s shrill scream of terror and panic rose above the noise of the riot. I whipped my eyes to the left, finding a gang of men surrounding a lone woman a few rods from where I sat my horse. Whether she was a former rioter or a foolish citizen going about her business, I could not tell. They had backed her against the wall of an apothecary’s shop, at least seven on them, all setting weapons aside. One, the leader, brazenly grabbed her, tearing her cotton tunic down the front. His thick face effused with lust, he threw her down, his mates standing about, cheering him on with coarse oaths. The brave leader hit her across the mouth to silence her screams as he hurled himself down on her.

Rage boiled hot in me. Without thinking, I drew my sword and kicked Rufus toward them. None of them looked up from the rape until I beheaded one with a single swing from my blade. Suddenly panicked, the pack swarmed to escape, bolting in all directions like rabbits from a fox. Rygel and his rangy horse cut off the escape route of two, allowing me the pleasure of killing them. I did, indeed, enjoy killing them. Their heads rolled quite far before arriving at a gentle stop. I quelled the urge to bathe in their blood, however, tempting though it was.

The brave leader jumped up from the thighs of his victim, trying to fasten his breeches and bring his weapon to bear on me at the same time. His head bounced off the apothecary’s shop window, leaving a red smear and a nasty present on the shopkeeper’s mat.

I cut and slashed my way around and through those that failed to run in time, reining Rufus in tight circles. He kicked out, taking another brave soul in the chest and stomach with both hind hooves. Rubbing his sweating neck in approval, I didn’t look back to see how well that bugger fared.

The woman jumped up, holding the remains of her tattered garments to her bosom. She took one panicked look at my bloody sword, my still bloodier horse, and me.

She fled screaming.

While I had not deluded myself into thinking she’d thank me, her panic at my appearance still rankled.

Watching two survivors flee, bleeding profusely, and disappear around a bend, I heard a strange distant growling. To my ears, it sounded like a low rumbling noise, perhaps a cross between a wolf and a wild cat caught in a snare. With a start, I realized it came from my own throat. Gods above and below, I cursed inwardly, appalled. I stopped the noise, taking a firm grip on my runaway rage. My irritation at the victim’s terror of me ceased. No wonder she ran. Had I been in her place, I might have run faster. Sane men did not growl like that. Did they?

“That’s some temper you’ve got,” Rygel commented.

I glanced over at him. “I hate rapists.”

He lifted a hand. “I don’t much care for them myself. I just don’t take it personally.”

“I do,” I replied shortly.

He eyed me sidelong. “I reckon you do at that.”

Had he heard my insane growling? If he had, naught of it showed on his face as he glanced around, watching for any further threat to show itself. I climbed out of the saddle to clean my sword on the cloak of the dead rapist. I detected no sarcasm in his tone, yet sarcasm was to Rygel an art form. I eyed him sidelong, watching him watch me. Deciding not to reply, I sheathed my blade and vaulted back onto Rufus.

“There’s a tavern on the east end of Soudan,” he said as I reined Rufus toward him. “We can get new clothes there and hide for a while.”

“How do you know this?” I asked.

“I stayed there for a time before moving to the palace. They know me there.” He grinned. “They even like me.”

Once more, I found silence the better part of valor, and allowed him to lead the way. We again pushed our mounts into a gallop, finding side streets and alleys away from the mobs looting and pillaging the city. With either luck or divine intervention, we encountered no more rioters or pillagers hoping to flay our hides. Thirty minutes of a steady lope found us riding through deserted and dusty cobbled streets, empty neighborhoods, and shut businesses. Peaceful citizens hid behind stoutly barred doors and prayed to their gods for protection, and the riots found easier pickings elsewhere. Resting the horses, we slowed to a walk.

Still, I eyed the alleys as we passed, restlessly watching for danger in case it should rear its ugly head once more. Rygel rode relaxed, his hand on his reins negligent.

“I do have a few friends,” he said, continuing our previous conversation. “Here and there.”

“Friends loyal enough to aid the High King’s murderer?”

Rygel grimaced. “Must you use the word ‘murder’? I killed him to save your life. That’s called ‘self-defense.’”

I shrugged. “To them it’s murder. A slave’s life means naught against that of the High King.”

“Perhaps my friends don’t need to know that part.”

“What will you tell them?”

Biting his lip, he shook his head. “I’ll think of something.”

“If they recognize me, the game is up,” I said softly. “You know bloody well how well known I am. You, the prince’s pet wizard, discovered fleeing with a runaway gladiator. You’ll be able to see the connection click in their heads.”

Rygel eyed me sidelong. “I know.”

“Is saving my life worth you losing yours?”

“Shut up,” he snarled. “Do you want me to say I wish I hadn’t?”

“Certainly. If it’s the truth.”

Fuming, irritated, Rygel turned away. “I’ll think of something,” he repeated.

“What about magic?” I asked. “Change me. Make me different.”

Rygel shook his head. “Not possible under the circumstances. Changing someone’s face is quite possible, but another wizard might hear a working like that. Call me paranoid, but in these troubled times, I think we need to keep a very low profile. Gods alone know who might be out there.”

“Just change my eyes, then. Maybe the color of my hair. Would that work?”

I knew being born with eyes like mine was not always a blessing. While some found them fascinating, many others pissed their breeches when they looked into them. My eyes were far too unique and I had become easily recognizable because of them. But then, I thought ruefully, I had never before found being easily recognized a burden until now.

Rygel looked at me speculatively. “New eyes,” he muttered. “You would look common enough without them, wouldn’t you? There are plenty of big men around. Farm boys. Blond hair, like mine. You can be my cousin, from back home.”

Staring hard into my face, Rygel muttered something under his breath. I felt nothing at all, but after a moment, he ceased his mutter and looked askance at me. “There. Just ordinary blue eyes. And blond hair, like me. No one will know any different. Take my advice and not shave for a while. Grow a beard.”

“A beard?”

“That’s what the hair over the lower half of your face is called. You drop food in it, for snacking on later.”

* * *

We dodged rioters and Federal peacekeepers alike for the next hour or so, Rygel wending his way through the east side of the city and me following obediently. I had never been to this part of town and found it interesting. Of the people, I saw few, but the buildings I observed were simple yet colorful and dignified. Most had tiny gardens with flowers and small trees that grew behind low stone walls. The graceful homes and buildings spouted attractive dark red tiles on peaked roofs. Many a door sprouted religious icons, a request for the gods and goddesses to protect those residing within.

Rygel finally called a halt in an alley behind a row of small merchants’ shops. While I waited with the horses, Rygel took a small gem and walked around the front. How he persuaded the shopkeeper to open his store, I have no idea. Perhaps he used magic. In any case, he purchased new breeches, tunics and cloaks for both of us. He also had the foresight to buy extra sword belts so we could discard the more elaborate sheaths and belts we took from the Synn’jhani.

The tunic sleeves were too short to cover my slave tattoo. I eyed myself with dismay, wondering how I might hide the sneering Lion. Even crossing the brand off with a new scar would fail: seldom were slaves freed, their brands struck off.

“Here.” Rygel handed me an armband made of copper. “I picked that up for you, also. It might help to make you less noticeable.”

Grateful, I clapped it over my bicep, finding it nearly too small. My muscles bulged in the wrong places. I kept the steel cuffs on my wrists I took from the Sin, as did Rygel. I suspected we could easily pass as merchants’ guards or mercenaries with our broadswords, plain clothes, and ordinary jewelry.

“Now to the inn and food and prayers that no one will still recognize you even with your new eyes and new hair.”

“You call that a plan?”

Rygel scowled. “Can you think of anything better?”

I sighed. His sense of humor had its lapses. “How much further is it to your inn?”

“Not far,” he replied. “It’s about half a league or so down that way.” He jerked his head eastward.

I picked up our discarded uniforms and armor and shoved them under a rubbish heap nearby. Glancing around, I saw no trace that we had been there. Nor did I see any eyes watching us. Feeling secure that the uniforms, if ever found, could not be traced to us, I grabbed the pommel of Rufus’s saddle and vaulted aboard.

“Hurry up, will you?”

The impatience and rudeness in him surprised me. Until then, while he was seldom the soul of courtesy, he had never been truly mean. Glancing at him sidelong, I caught him fingering his belt pouch. The glassiness in his eyes and the faint flush on his cheekbones told me all too much. We assassinated the High King, critically injured the Crown Prince, escaped the palace, Kel’Hallans and rioters, and now he needs a fix? Gods above and below, I swore silently.

What would we do when he needed the tros and he had none? There were many miles to ride away from anyone who even knew what tros was, much less manufacture it. What would we do then?

Rather than embarrass him by staring, I merely clucked to Rufus and rode back out into the street. I heard his gelding skitter under suddenly sharp heels, falling into step behind Rufus’s tail. We rode on, following Rygel’s curtly spoken directions while I pondered the suddenness in which the fit took him. My thoughts made me very uneasy.

The inn Rygel led me to appeared comfortable and welcoming. A painted sign over the door read “The Royal Crown” with the depiction of a pair of hands holding a gold crown. Four stories tall, it stood no larger than many of the surrounding buildings. The red tile roof jutted sharply against the afternoon sky, only one of the six chimneys belting out much smoke.

Although the riots and fighting had not reached this section of the city, the few people I saw looked rushed, hurried, glancing fearfully at us. In spite of the heat, shutters concealed windows, doors shut against strangers. The stable lad who came to take our horses eyed us warily as we dismounted before the inn. Rufus’s white stockings were splashed bloody red, I saw as I dismounted. Would the kid start yelling an alarm? I braced myself, waiting for the expected shout. The stable boy took in the blood and sweat, his expression concerned only in that we had no intention of gutting him.

Rygel flipped the lad a silver coin. “Rub them down and feed them well, boy.”

The boy nodded without speaking, pocketing the coin without looking at it.

Through too many years of habit, I kept my eyes averted. Slaves could not look a free man in the face, and although I knew my eyes looked different, I could not help but hide them. The long years of training and battle taught me to see a great deal from the corners of my eyes so, in spite of an averted head, I missed little.

After the brightness of the sunlight outside, my eyes took a moment to adjust to the dimness indoors. Appealing scents of baking bread, frying peppers and onions, roasting meats hit my nostrils, making my stomach rumble. I hadn’t eaten since daybreak and my belly rejoiced at the possibilities. Under the delicious smells of cooking food, I also scented the rougher odors of beer, ale, wine, stale sweat and unwashed bodies.

Keeping my head down, I glanced about the taproom, which was half full. I noticed a few mercenaries drinking ale and talking in low tones. A family, two parents and six children ranging from about age twelve on down to a suckling infant, ate a sparse meal of bread, cheese and fried peppers at a small table in a corner to my right. The rest of the patrons appeared to be merchants who eyed our weapons with distrust, discounted us as harmless and returned to their own muted conversations.

A sharp piercing scream greeted our entrance into the inn.

I reached for my sword and half drew it before I realized the screech was a shriek of delight and came from a female throat. A form with flying black hair, pale blue skirts and a white peasant blouse launched itself at Rygel, seizing him around the neck. I caught a flash of his grin before the tavern wench kissed him full on the mouth.

“You’re back,” she crowed. “I’ve missed you so much. Where have you been?”

Her next kiss held an ardor that all but seared his lips to his face. I glanced away from the sight before me, thinking I should join the lad in the stables and leave the two alone.

“Me sweet Tia.” He picked her up and twirled her round and round, her skirt lifting in the breeze. “Tia, Tia, Tia.”

The wench shrieked, half in pleasure, half in shame, when he finally put her down, smoothed her aprons and flushed a bright red.

“Damn you,” a new voice boomed from a doorway across the room. “You filthy, shit-eating gutter rat. You should have known better than to come back here.”

The harsh menacing voice made me reach for my sword again. I doubted this was another lover waiting with bated breath for his return. Perhaps this was one that wanted to skewer him on the spot for his infidelity? I glanced around cautiously, while Rygel peeped through the wench’s hair at the newcomer.

A large rotund woman stood before the doors to the kitchens, arms akimbo. Like the dark-haired girl, she wore a stained mauve dress and white kirtle, a pale yellow rag holding her hair from her face. A white apron encompassed her ample hips, her plump cheeks reddened from the kitchen fires. By her stance and tone of authority, I guessed she must be the innkeeper. If Rygel said they liked him here, where was her smile of greeting?

“Leoda, my dearest love,” Rygel gushed.

I glanced askance at him. Rygel? Gushing? Yet he had. I stilled my eyes that wanted to roll, and watched Leoda approach with no small suspicion.

“You speak so cleverly of love,” Leoda went on, bearing down on him like a runaway team of draft horses. “Yet, you ran off quickly enough to the palace.”

Rygel dropped the wench and scooped the plump Leoda into his arms. Whether she intended violence or not, his strong arms around her stilled any possibility of it. Her sudden squeal of pleasure pierced my ears like a sharp whistle. Leoda’s chubby arms grasped him to her in an embrace that made my cheeks burn again.

“I missed you so!” she gushed, her face tight in his shoulder.

With so much gushing going on, I was surprised the wooden floor had not yet flooded. I glanced away, embarrassed, when Leoda blatantly rubbed her breasts into his chest in a way that suggested a rather lewd familiarity. How many lovers did Rygel leave behind? Gods above and below, I almost muttered. Perhaps that information should remain a secret.

Like the wench, Leoda wore a happy smile as she broke away from his embrace and looked up at him. Despite my ignorance of women, I knew an expression of lust when I saw one. Even the tavern patrons eyed Rygel up and down, perhaps wondering what manner of man captured the hearts of multiple women.

“Leoda!” Rygel exclaimed, holding her away from him by the arms, appraising her from head to toe. “By Usa’a’mah himself, you are the most beautiful of creatures.”

Leoda blushed under his flattery as she dropped from his arms and ran her hands over her skirt, straitening the folds restlessly. “Still running your mouth instead of your brain, eh, Rygel?”

Not caring much for the attention Rygel received from the watchful eyes in the taproom, I stepped between him and them, making it appear as though I merely moved to investigate an intriguing tapestry nearby. A quick glance showed me most of the patrons dropped their interest immediately. Once out of sight, out of mind, as I suspected.

Rygel laughed. “Did you expect anything less?”

With his arm around the young wench’s shoulder, Rygel kissed the heavy Leoda on the lips with warmth and enthusiasm. I looked on, wondering absently what charms a man needed to possess to become popular with women. Always stabled apart, slaves of both genders never mixed. If a male slave received a reward of a woman, he had her only for an hour or so. Cephas, my former Slave Master, forbade the practice of giving women to gladiators. He believed the slaves fought better if there were no women to plague their focus on fighting and winning the battle. Thus, I knew next to nothing about women. I knew the mechanics involved, for what child over four did not? I had never experienced, for myself, the pleasure they say is involved.

“Glory, how we’ve missed you around here, Rygel,” Leoda said, reaching up to stroke his cheek. “Did the Prince let you go or did you escape?”

“Er,” Rygel stammered, at a loss for words.

Leoda helped him out of his predicament, all unwittingly.

“Ah, so you escaped. You are a naughty, naughty boy.” She pinched his cheek like a matronly grandmother, beaming, her eyes all but disappearing into the heavy folds of her cheeks. “He will be High King now, so you best stay on his best side.” She clicked her tongue. “Can you believe it? Two evil villains murdered our poor dear High King Lionel. That they be caught and hanged, I pray every day. May he find rest and peace, gods save his soul. And at Festival time, too.”

I swear the tear that oozed down the folds of her plump cheek she manufactured easily, for the hard edge never left her pale beady eyes. She pinched Rygel’s cheek again.

“The Prince won’t find you here, so we’ll be keeping you all to ourselves.”

Rygel blushed, I noted with interest.

The tavern wench gazed up at him; the worshipful look in her eyes almost made me blush. Rygel disengaged himself gracefully from Leoda’s grip, but kept his arm possessively around Tia. He glanced at me, yellow eyes laughing.

“Ladies, permit me to introduce my cousin, Raine.” Rygel gestured toward me with a grand wave of his hand. “Raine, meet Leoda, the owner of this fine establishment. And this is Tia, her serving maid.”

Making a slight bow, I murmured what I hoped was an appropriately polite response. While I knew what served well in the courts of my homeland, I knew next to naught about how a free man greeted a free woman of Khalid. Slaves did not often need courtly manners. I suspected mine had a great deal of rust around the edges. To make matters worse, Rygel chuckled. I had a sudden urge to stuff him down the nearest privy hole and sit down.

“You must forgive him, my ladies,” Rygel said. “My cousin is terribly shy.”

Tia giggled. From the candle of my eye, I saw Leoda look me up and down, a small sardonic smile playing over her lips.

“My, my, Rygel.” She clicked her tongue. “He’s better looking than you are. You will have some competition very soon, I’m thinking.”

Rygel’s grin faded and he looked at me sharply. To my horror, I felt a blush creep up my neck and over my face. The sensation of heat I felt increased my dilemma and I blushed harder, despite my attempts to calm it. I inwardly groaned, suspecting this turn of events would inspire more feminine laughter. I was not far wrong.

Tia giggled again. Leoda laughed, taking my arm in hers. “Come now, shy one. Sit down over here and Tia will fetch ale for you and Rygel. Are you also a magic man?”

“Uh, nay,” I began, wondering frantically what I would say. I knew nothing of Rygel’s homeland.

“Has anyone ever told you that you look like that gladiator, The Wolf?”

My gut turned over, but I tried a smile that didn’t fit very well. “I get that all the time.”

“You’re better looking than he is anyway. He’s so dark and brooding and scarred. I doubt he’s ever had a lover. And I’m certain you’re as popular with the ladies as is your kinsman.”

Gods above and below. I swallowed hard, panic sawing at my throat. Sweat bloomed on my brow and under my tunic, trickling down my back. No arena opponent frightened me half so much as this chubby female less than half my size. What could I say? What should I do? I glanced about wildly, finding zero help among the patrons, or Tia, or Rygel. I gulped, and sweated.

Saved from my predicament, she cut me off with female chatter to which I only half-listened. When she asked no more questions, the relief I felt tasted like sweet wine on my dry tongue.

I allowed her to steer me to a table near the kitchens. Fortunately, the other patrons around the common room decided Rygel and I were of scant interest and returned to their low-voiced conversations. The other serving maids, and the kitchen help, remained elsewhere in the building. Leoda herded Tia away from Rygel, making shooing gestures, and smiled at us over her shoulder.

“You lads relax and make yourselves comfortable. Tia will bring you food and drink.”

Tia smirked at Rygel before disappearing into the kitchens. When they both vanished, Rygel sat down and grinned at me.

“I told you this was a perfect place to hide in.”

I quirked a brow. “Perfect how? Between you and your girlfriends, I’m sure everyone in the room knows your name.”

“Would you rather be back in the palace?”

“Aye,” I growled. “At least there I know my enemies.”

“Will you relax?” Rygel leaned back in his chair, his arm sweeping the room. “Here, no one cares who you are or what you’re about. Here, people mind their own business.”

Before I could respond, Tia returned, bearing two foaming mugs. Rygel snatched a quick kiss as she bent to place them on the table, his hand snaking its swift way around her waist. She giggled—the girl seemed incapable of anything else—and slapped playfully at his hand. With another kiss he let her go, allowing Tia to run to the kitchen, still laughing.

I eyed her disappearing backside with unease fluttering in my belly. “She loves you.”

Rygel snorted. “Oh, please.” His aristocratic nose disappeared into his pewter mug.

“And, obviously, you don’t give a rat’s ass about her. You’re just using her.”

He scowled, ale foaming his upper lip. “What are you, my mother?”

“If I was, I’d give you a proper belting.”

I felt no surprise when he responded with an eye roll.

“What if you get her with child?”

He shrugged, lifting his mug to drink again. “That’s her problem.”

The indifference, the callousness, of his voice irritated me. “You bastard.”

“Aye.” He grinned, saluting me with his cup. “Thank all the gods there are.” He drank deep.

I leaned toward him, my anger rising. “Get her with child,” I growled, my voice low, “and I will dedicate my life to making your life as miserable as possible.”

“What the bloody hell do you expect me to do?”

“Whether you love her or not, you will take care of her and the babe. I promise you, you will.”

“Aren’t you the sanctimonious prig,” he sneered.

I sat back. “Despite all, I still believe in some decent code of honor and conduct. Moreover, deep down, so do you. You just need someone to bring it out of you. Either by force or by love.”

“Grow up, Raine. There is no such thing as love any more. There’s just sex and ambition and lust.”

“No love? Ever?”

“Love?” Rygel waved his arms again, encompassing the room. “What is that, my friend? Where is it? Can you touch it? Taste it? Will it protect you from your enemies? If you feel it, it’s just her warmth in your bed and naught else.”

I watched him as he poured a few drops from a vial into his mug of ale. His tawny eyes gleamed with far more lust as he gazed at his vial than he did at Tia’s intriguing body. So here it is. The addict gets his fix.

Slightly sickened, I turned my head.

Taking a sip of my own mug, I grimaced at the bitter ale. “You know what love is.”

“I thought I did, once,” he replied. He took a deep draught and sighed. “I was mistaken. Quite happily, as it turned out. I got out of it with my skin intact.”

I lowered my head slightly to watch him from my peripheral vision. The tros took effect almost immediately; his eyes lost the glassy look and his cheeks returned to his more healthy tan. From what I heard, I wondered if lust, one of the more interesting side effects of tros, would assert itself.

“Women are never to be trusted, Raine, me lad,” he said expansively. “Use them, take your pleasure when you can, but never love or trust them.”

“Never?” I murmured, drinking again of the bitter ale. Its taste must have grown on me, for the second and third sips were not as bad as the first.

“Women are devious creatures and will castrate you before you even know she has a knife in her hand,” he went on. “Once was more than enough and I learned my lesson. I will never love a woman again.”

“I think not,” I murmured.

He eyed me over the rim of his cup. “Hmmm? What?”

“I think that love will find you when you least expect it. I think despite your hard heart, a woman will soften it into a serious blob of quivering jelly.”

He snorted. “You’re mad.”

My voice dropped even further, without my consent. “Love will strike like a bolt of lightning from a clear sky.”

“Save your prophecies for someone who wants to hear them.”

He drank his mug to its dregs, his throat bobbing under each swallow. Yet, strangely, he avoided my eyes. ’Twas as though he feared to meet them. Slamming the mug down, he muttered under his breath in his foreign tongue, then fell silent.

We both sat in uneasy silence until Tia returned with a platter of food. As we waited, I could see Rygel grow impatient, his skin twitching as though insects crawled over him, biting. His fine-fingered hands clenched over his pewter mug of ale. I noticed his pupils dilated, like a cat’s in the dark, and sweat broke out over his brow and upper lip. Despite my liking for him, I wanted to draw away. I felt a strong need to shy away from the weird effects of the drug, away from this unclean habit. I forced myself to sip my ale, instead.

“Have you thought about getting clean, of getting rid of tros?” I asked carefully, “Of being free?”

“Only every five minutes,” he replied, staring bitterly into his mug. “I’ve tried, a few times. The pain was incredible; it felt like fiery scorpions are crawling and stinging all over my body, eating me alive. The longer it goes on, the worse it got.”

He rubbed his arms, again, shuddering. “Then as if that weren’t bad enough, the hallucinations start. Nightmares come creeping out of the woodwork. Ye gods! I wouldn’t wish those on my worst enemy. Once, I tried locking myself in a room without it, hoping I could bear the agony until I was free of it.”

Rygel raised a small sardonic smile, his fingers tracing the mouth of his mug over and over. “The dreams sent me bolting, the horrible pain making me scream. Brutal’s soldiers caught me before I could kill myself and forced more tros down my throat. I haven’t tried it since.”

“There must be a way you can be free of it.”

Rygel shrugged. “If there is, no one has found it.”

When at last the dark-haired girl returned with a heaping platter of smoking food, Rygel ignored it. He jumped to his feet, grabbing Tia into his arms and holding her close.

“Come, wench,” he muttered into her thick, snarled hair, but loud enough for me to hear clearly. “I’m on fire for you.”

His hands caressed her buttocks and rather than slap him in feminine outrage, Tia snuggled closer, her arms around his neck.

“Rygel, I would love to, but Leoda—”

He cut her off with a savage kiss, his hips grinding against hers. Rather than pull away in outraged female astonishment, she nipped his throat with her teeth and giggled.

“You better keep me out of trouble, Rygel.”

The frantic lust reflected in her eyes put Rygel’s tros-induced desire to shame. Get a room, I thought, horrified at the erotic display.

Embarrassed, I scooped some hot, roasted meat onto my pewter plate, not caring what beast it came from, and followed it with hot black bread and a slice of hard white cheese. The meat swam in thick gravy that held a few floating carrots, onions, peppers, lentils and a few others I could not identify, which I ladled onto the bread. It was plain fare, yet better than I would have seen as a slave. It smelled wonderful, and I silently blessed Leoda’s cooks.

“I’ll settle with Leoda later,” Rygel muttered thickly, recapturing my attention. “Come with me now.”

As he led her toward the stairs, Tia dropped her pretense at reluctance and hurried at his side. A few other interested stares also watched the pair mount the stairs to the chambers above.

Rygel remembered my existence for one brief moment. “Eat your fill, kinsman, but save some for me.”

I watched their hasty ascent up the stairway, Rygel’s grip on her hand never slackening its possessiveness. An instant later, a door slammed. I imagined I could hear the sounds of lust from above, but shook my head to dispel it.

As I ate, I began to think.



Chapter 6

Bar

I stood vigil over my friend.

We had arrived at the abandoned and empty Monastery of Jefe early in the evening after riding hell-bent for leather through the city streets. On through the palace gates, the gate guards far too busy controlling the riots in the streets to shut them before we galloped past. We joined the multitudes fleeing the fighting, the riots, the fires, leaving the choked Federal road to travel fast across the rural countryside.

I doubted Brutal could organize a chase so quickly, given his injuries, his father’s death and his brothers’ rebellion. While we needed to ride, hard and fast, for the border, I felt we also must honor the fallen. We must send Sele on her journey to Nephrotiti in proper fashion. I ordered a night’s rest at the monastery, then we would ride for the border immediately after Sele’s funeral.

Witraz set Sele down gently, almost tenderly, on a pallet hastily put down next to the hearth in the central hall. I washed and dressed her, combing her long dark hair and arranging it about her slender shoulders, making her as fair in death as she was in life. I paid no heed to the subdued activities around the hall, scarcely noticed when someone built a fire next to her. Tears streamed in a steady flow down my face.

My task completed, I took my sword and set it before me, bared, and watched over her through the night. I did not command anyone to watch with me, but Witraz took his unsheathed sword and stood next to me, silent. Alun took his place near her head, his blade also in his hands, his dark face and jade eyes as unmoving as though chiseled from granite. Kel’Ratan took a stance near her feet, his head unbowed, his blue eyes as fierce as ever. If I occasionally caught from the tail of my eye his thick mustache quivering, what was I to say?

I doubt anyone slept that night. I let my eyes wander over her pretty, well-loved face lit by the hearth fire while my mind wandered back over the years. Sele and I grew up together, under the watchful eyes of Kel’Ratan and my father, King Gareth. Witraz, too, a few years older, along with Alun and Kael, joined us in our quest for trouble and adulthood. Regarding them as the siblings I never had, we rode, fished, fought, trained, hunted and learned as under one mind, one spirit. All five of us, young hotheads, as spirited as our horses and yet naught but giggling apprentices to the Kel’Hallan warrior society. We earned our swords together, shed blood for each other, cried, laughed, danced, quarreled and exulted in the hot fires of youth.

Sele at age eight, ever the romantic, set her sights on marrying Alun one day. As the object of her hunt for a husband, Alun found the prospect horrifying as a young adolescent. As a teenager, he concluded that girls were rather interesting creatures. I caught them kissing behind my father’s stable one autumn afternoon. Alun was sixteen, Sele fourteen. I never confessed to having witnessed this, and watched their love grow over the years. I suspected they waited for me to marry before asking my father for his blessing on their union.

Throughout the ride to the monastery, Alun rode silent, never speaking, his expression a mask of stern neutrality. Several warriors, including Witraz, Rannon, Kel’Ratan and I, tried to speak to him. He neither looked up, nor spoke. My heart worried over him at the same time it grieved for Sele. I loved her as the sister I never had, but Alun would have married her, fathered her children. Now she was gone and we both remained behind to mourn her loss. Lady’s blood, of all the things to happen, this was the very worst.

Damn you, Sele! I wanted to scream. You knew better! You knew better! How could you leave me like this? Damn you! More tears flowed free down my cheeks, unchecked.

I not only grieved for my sister, my friend, but also mourned the loss of the happy future Sele and Alun might have had. I mourned their unborn children, the children I would have sponsored.

It was the longest night of my life.

Come dawn, I walked slowly out of the hall’s doors, leading the somber procession. I held my sword erect in front of my face, my steps measured and slow. Alun, Witraz, Kel’Ratan, Rannon, Left and Right carried her bier. The rest of the warriors followed behind, their bared swords also in their hands and carried before their solemn faces.

Well away from the monastery, in the high grass of the mountain meadow, her funeral pyre stood waiting. As her pallbearers lifted her onto it, the warriors gathered in a tight circle around her.

Her weapons would go to a new warrior apprentice, a youngster who would recite her legacy in the Great Hall before my father’s throne. He, or she, would swear an oath to fulfill our code of honor, Kel’Atanya’WA, the code of the Horse People. The code Sele lived and died by. The codes we all lived by, Kel’Atanya’WA, the Way of the Warrior.

I, the heir to the throne of Kel’Halla and leader of my small band, intoned prayers to the Lady, the sacred warrior goddess of our land, Nephrotiti.

“Holy Mother,” I prayed aloud, “receive our prayers.”

“Holy Mother, receive our prayers,” the group intoned.

“Sacred Lady, hear us.”

“Sacred Lady, hear us.”

Kel’Ratan, in the position of Second, lit the fires of Sele’s funeral bier. I chanted, raising my hands to the sky.

“Our sister has left us, Most Holy Lady of the Stars.”

“Sacred Lady, hear us.”

“A warrior true, she died with her sword in hand.”

“Sacred Lady, hear us.”

“She died with honor. She died with loyalty in her heart.”

“Sacred Lady, hear us.”

“Our warrior sister, Sele of Brava, lived and died under Kel’Atanya’WA. Our code of the warrior. Your code of the warrior.”

“Sacred Lady, hear us.”

The conflagration grew, the heat searing. Under the holy fires, Sele’s body crisped, blackened and began to burn. I stood fast, tears from both the heat and grief stung my eyes. I smelled her, the thick oily scent of burning meat.

My voice thick, I went on. “Accept her, Sacred Lady. Find her worthy to ride beside you beyond the stars. At your right hand, she will wield the sword of courage, of loyalty, of truth.”

“Sacred Lady, hear our prayers.”

“In your warband will she fight beside you. In your Most Holy company will she find peace. In your strength she will live again.”

“Sacred Lady, hear our prayers.”

My warband intoned their responses to my prayers, their voices caught under the dull roar of the flames as they spread upward. The red and gold flames licked Sele’s body, burning, consuming. The smoke impelled her soul to heaven. It spiraled upward, at first dark gray, then a lighter shade, always drifting upwards. Up, toward our Lady of the Stars. I fancied I saw Sele’s familiar and much-loved, wicked smile in the whirling gray mist. My eyes strained to see more, to see not just her smile, but also her whole face, to see her entire beautiful soul set free.

Was it hopeful wishing? Or reality come true? I wanted nothing more than to see her spirit rise from the ashes, to soar free and unrestrained to the right hand of our Lady. Did my eyes burn from the visions of her rising? Smoke and tears, the more cynical side of me sneered.

“Good-bye, my love, my sweetest friend,” I whispered as the smile, if it was her smile, dissipated into the swirling smoke. “I love you, Sele. I miss you. Lady above how I miss you!”

Seeing little through the veil of my tears, I finished the chant with my throat thick and my voice rough, dropping my arms to my sides.

“Sacred Lady, we implore you to find Sele of Brava worthy. A warrior fit, she fought for honor and for justice. Her spirit shall join her fathers. Her song will be sung in the Great Hall.”

“Sacred Lady, hear our prayers.”

May our beloved Lady bring us together again one day, my sweet girl, I thought, stepping away from the fierce heat. I bowed low to the fallen, my tears flowing free yet again. I turned away, unable to watch as the holy fire consumed her body. Heat seared my back as I stared up into the cloudless blue sky, wishing we had never come to this accursed Khalid.

Alun finally broke. Dropping to his knees, he wept, his body wracked by sobs of utter despair. When others would have gone to him and offered comfort, I gestured for them to leave him alone. I knew him well enough to know he needed this moment to grieve by himself, without the sympathy, no matter how well-meaning, of others.

The mourners walked away, saluting me as they passed, sending doubtful glances over their shoulders at Alun’s forlorn figure, weeping in the dirt. I would watch over him until he spent his grief. When he was ready, I would bring him back to the monastery. I walked a short distance away from the blazing heat to allow Alun some semblance of privacy, a spot in the shadow of a tree where I could watch both him and the activity at the building.

“Ly’Tana?”

I did not turn around or answer. The fire roared behind me, distance muting the sound. Kel’Ratan eyed Alun’s prostrate form in the dirt for a moment, then tuned to me.

“How long are you going to let him do that?”

I shrugged. “However long he needs, I suppose.”

“Well, we need to be on our way,” he said. “Within the hour.”

I took a deep breath, bracing myself for the storm about to follow. “You lead the others home. Alun can stay here with me.”

His eyes, watching Alun in his grief, snapped back to mine.

“Don’t even think—” he began.

“I am staying here,” I said firmly.

“Why?”

“Someone needs to remain behind and report on what Brutal is up to. I elected myself for the job.”

Kel’Ratan scowled dangerously. “Ly’Tana, you need to return to your father and explain this dust-up.”

I snorted. “You can explain as well as I. He will understand.”

If anything, Kel’Ratan’s scowl deepened. “You duty is to return to Kel’Halla with the rest of us. Remaining here only increases the danger to you.”

I sniffed, putting my hands on my hips. That should have warned my cousin not to push me further, but he stubbornly continued to glare, oblivious to anything I had to say. I wondered briefly what perverse sense of humor the Goddess Nephrotiti must have if she created such bull-headed men.

“My duty compels me to remain here and report what further occurs here. If Broughton intends war, I can do more good here than at home.”

“Then appoint someone else. Not you.”

“I’ll not risk the life of anyone else,” I snapped. “Not here. If anyone should die as a result, then it should be me.”

“Then someone dies. Another Kel’Hallan dies here.”

I kept my voice below a shout, but barely. “My life is mine to risk.”

“Nay, it is not,” he growled. “Your life belongs to Kel’Halla. You are Gareth’s only child. Your life is the last we should risk.”

“If I died, then you would be King, cousin.” I grinned. “You’d make a far better King than I would a Queen.”

For a moment, his face grew so dark and murderous I almost flinched back. His blue eyes flashed, his lips thinned into a pale slit under his bristling red mustache. He leaned close to my face. I refused to back down, and met him angry stare for angry stare.

“You know bloody well I don’t want the throne,” he hissed. “I’ll fight anyone…anywhere…anytime,” he ground out the words, “who might want to put me there. I’ll bloody force you onto that chair and tie you to it, if that’s what it takes. You will be Queen, Ly’Tana, if I have to crown you myself.”

I blew out my anger on a gust of breath that blew my hair off my brow. I hated it when he said things like that. It was too bloody hard to argue against such devout loyalty. “Can’t you just trust me to know what I’m doing?”

“If your father discovered I left you here alone, what’s left of my hide might cover a pillow.”

“I do not need your protection, Kel’Ratan,” I snapped.

“You will when that temper of yours gets you in trouble so deep I’ll need a team of six to get you out.”

Glancing around the grounds, I noticed the others studiously ignoring our exchange. My people paid such close attention to their tasks, I could almost see their ears flapping as they caught every word. Even Alun sat up, tears running down his face in rivers, but his sobs had ceased.

Like parents caught arguing in front of the children, I seized Kel’Ratan by the arm, I dragged him further away, out of earshot. Among us, the gossip was usually minimal, but it still occurred. At least I could give them less ammunition.

“You will do as I say,” I gritted. If I could have flayed him with my eyes, I would have. Unfortunately, he was not much impressed. He merely stood with his arms folded, watching me calmly.

“Nay,” he said quietly. “I won’t.”

“Why, you treacherous—”

“I am sworn to your father,” he said, still disconcertingly calm. “Not you.”

Silenced, I stared at him. The thought of commanding the others to tie him across his horse and depart at my order crossed my mind. They at least would obey me. I hoped. Kel’Ratan held the fierce loyalty of many in the group, for he was an able and generous commander. As a landed Duke, almost half had pledged their swords to him as their liege lord. “I will permit you to come along under one condition, cousin,” I said.

His eyes narrowed. “Condition, Ly’Tana? Your father would thank me if I put you over my knee and paddled your bottom.”

Furious, I glared at him, wishing he were not so big that I couldn’t turn him over and paddle his bottom. See how he liked that. “If you come along—if you do—you will obey me and do exactly as I say. No questions. No arguments.”

He increased my fury by lifting a brow as he looked down on me. He knew how much I hated it when he did that. “If I agree with the commands you issue.”

“And if you don’t?” I knew I should not have asked that the moment the words left my lips.

“Then I’ll tie you across your horse and take you back home.”

He could not have read my mind. He just could not have.

“Go away,” I snapped. “I’m busy.”

“Just don’t take too long about it.”

With that, he sauntered back toward the monastery to join the others in packing for travel. Fuming, I watched him go for a moment. I was the ranking female here, I was supposed to get in the last word.

Whirling, I stalked across the meadow to Alun, who sat with crossed legs beside Sele’s still burning pyre. I kept my eyes firmly on him, and not on the blackened corpse that looked like a bundle of burnt twigs wrapped in a deer hide.

Sitting beside him, I put my arm around his shoulders and pulled him to me in a tight embrace. I held him, letting his tears wet my leather vest. I did not speak, but crooned in a soft singsong, nonsense voice, the kind of nonsense that soothed from time out of mind, goddess alone knows why.

I don’t know how long we sat thus. An hour maybe. His grief spent for the moment, Alun pulled away from me, a tremulous smile on his lips. I brushed his strawberry hair from his face. Taking his face in my hands, I looked deep into his swimming, bloodshot eyes.

“We will see her again.”

He nodded, and rose to his feet. Taking my hand, he pulled me up with him. I stood, brushing dirt and grass from my short skirt. Keeping my hand prisoner, Alun brushed it with his lips, his tears dropping wetly to my skin.

“I would die for you.”

I choked on a short laugh, my throat thick once more. “Just not too soon, all right? Not until we’re both old and withered and gray.”

My jest received a short smile in return. He walked with me back to the monastery, hand in hand, two old friends sharing a deep, abiding love for the one who had left us. I embraced him again, feeling that he would be all right now among the rest of the warriors. He spent the worst of his grief weeping beside her bier.

Rannon greeted him with an affectionate thump to the shoulder, Witraz nodded courteously to me and flung an arm around his neck. Leaving Alun in their care, I walked through the milling, packing warriors and their horses to the short stone wall that divided the courtyard from the meadows and orchards.

Kel’Ratan sat nearby, trimming his nails with his dagger, patiently waiting for me come to his terms. I leaned against the wall and crossed my arms. I sighed.

“We’ll take seven warriors with us,” I said finally. “Nine of us should remain undiscovered easily enough. I want Witraz and Rannon. Give Yuri and Yuras a chance to prove themselves. And Alun. Even if he wasn’t the best with a bow, he has the right to avenge himself. I suppose you should include Left and Right, since they won’t leave anyway. I want no women.”

He nodded without speaking, his blue eyes somber. I could see it in his face: he knew why I wanted only males. I could not bear to risk the life of another female warrior. Despite our heritage of both male and female warriors fighting for King and country, I could not bear to lose another Sele. All these girls meant something to me. I wanted them home, and safe.

He sat quiet, drawing an odd design in the dirt with a stick. As furious as he often made me, Kel’Ratan understood me, understood my moods, my furies, my pain. He’d been my best friend since infancy, always my guardian and too often my brother. I hoped that the man I loved and married one day would be like him.

A tingling sensation, a queer feeling like icy fingers trailing over my skin rose and grew. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I rubbed my neck, startled. It felt as though eyes, malicious eyes, watched me. Without making it obvious, I scanned the horizon, the hills, the trees. I saw nothing I would not have expected.

Kel’Ratan also peered about, his blue eyes narrowed, his mustache bristling.

“You feel it, don’t you,” I murmured.

“Aye,” he growled, “like we’re being watched.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“Nor do I. But something, or someone, is out there.”

I had never felt such in my life. Even when I knew hidden enemies watched me, I had never felt this before. This creeping, chilling feeling of eyes staring intently at me. What was different? What could be different?

“I don’t suppose…” I began diffidently.

“What?”

“Could that wizard, that Rygel fellow, be watching us with magic? Spying for Brutal?”

Kel’Ratan’s eyes left his own scan of the surrounding area and fastened on mine. “I don’t know.” His reply, slow and thoughtful, did not sound like the cousin I knew so well. This one sounded…frightened.

At once, the sensation left me. Gone, as though it had never existed in the first place. By Kel’Ratan’s expression, I knew he no longer felt it, either.

“That was—”

“Odd.”

I shrugged. “Well, it’s gone, whatever it is. Maybe we both just have a case of the spooks with Sele’s death.”

“Perhaps.”

His tone told me he didn’t believe it. As a matter of fact, nor did I. Someone, or something, watched us and heard every word we said.

“I’ll send a letter with the others,” I went on, continuing our conversation. “My father should know why I stayed.”

He nodded again. “I agree.”

“About bloody time you agreed with something I said,” I complained, but with a smile in my voice.

We sat in comfortable silence together for a time while I thought of the right words to put in the letter. It did not help matters that my father had a worse temper than I. Men always did.

My Sin ambled into view not far away, and leaned indolently against a tree trunk at the edge of the orchard. Kael watched me with a steady gaze, his eyes never wavering from my face. I wondered if it was Kael we both felt, but Kael had been following me for a long time and never before had I associated his presence with that chilly, icy feeling of someone watching. I ignored him, or tried to, but he long ago insinuated himself into my soul. Lady Nephrotiti, can you not make him go away? When will my punishment end? My mood further sank to the level of my ankles. Just what I needed, I thought sourly. Perhaps Sele’s death and funeral brought him up, the reminder of two deaths, not so very long ago.

I scarcely registered the shadow that passed over me in a fleet moment. A cloud, a bird, my own imagination might have conjured the swift, brief darkness that disappeared within a heartbeat. Naught that made any lasting impression upon my grieving consciousness. Only Sele’s death filled my mind and heart.

An instant later, strength far greater than mine hurled me into the dirt hard enough to knock the wind from my lungs. Dust and grit swirled into my eyes along with a mass of my own hair, choking and blinding me both. A huge weight settled onto my legs, torso and chest, the pressure so intense I doubted my ribs would survive the onslaught unbroken and unsprung.

Spewing curses, I swiped my hand across my eyes to clear them of dirt and my hair, and looked up into a predatory yellow stare. An eagle’s head, mantled with a mane of thick white and brown feathers, bent toward me. Colossal wings spread wide behind the creature blocked the sun. A razor-sharp beak the size of a horse’s head parted in a menacing hiss, savage breath scenting of blood brushed my skin. Talons the length of my own hand kept me firmly pinned to the ground, its massive weight threatening to crush me.

With both hands, I seized the awesome beak and snapped it shut, hopefully on its own tongue. Then I drew it to my face and kissed it.

“Where in the name of the three heavens have you been?” I demanded. “I ought to flay you alive for worrying me.”

A muffled squawk escaped the firmly closed beak while a faint glint of amusement gleamed in the eagle eyes.

“Hunting, my ass,” I snapped. “I told you to stay away from the cattle. Do you realize what your steak dinner nearly cost me? And get off me, you bloody lummox.”

Bar, my guardian since infancy, my friend since I could walk, and my confidante when I could talk, reluctantly took his taloned foot from my chest and withdrew so I might get up and brush the dust from my leathers. Kel’Ratan chuckled into his shoulder, no doubt having seen Bar’s approach, and spitefully neglected to warn me. Who said men never sought catty revenge? Bar and I both hissed at him.

Hunted nearly to extinction, very few griffins remained alive these days. Only a few hundred remained in the northern mountains of Kel’Halla, where once they reigned supreme. Now those that survived hid high in the mountain ranges, and sightings of them grew few and further between. Half eagle, half lion, men prized their hides and feathers above any other creature. One griffin feather alone would bring a silver half-crown on the back streets of almost any town in any country. Despite my grandfather’s law that banned hunting these magnificent and intelligent creatures within the boundaries of Kel’Halla, their numbers remained few. In other lands, the griffins had long vanished from the sight of mankind.

While they lived much longer lives than men did, mated pairs birthed only a single hatchling every ten years or so. Thus, the population remained low and still very much in danger of extinction.

Years before I was born, my father found an infant griffin orphaned by poachers and brought it home to the palace to live. He fed the wild young creature mare’s milk and chopped meat, fed the baby by hand and gave it the father’s love it sorely missed. The squawking fledgling with huge ungainly wings and fuzzy baby fur grew fast under the constant care, and soon outstripped his wild brothers in size. The young male griffin, Bar as my father named him, slept beside my father’s bed, perched above his throne in the great hall, followed his stallion everywhere. He fiercely loved my father, for a griffin’s love and loyalty to family was legendary. The day I was born, my father put me under Bar’s watchful and savage protection. In an instant, he went from being my father’s companion and guardian, to mine.

From the cradle on, I could go nowhere without Bar in attendance. He watched over the royal nursery, my nurses ducking under his sharp beak to change my britches. He watched me ride my first horse, the poor animal in a panic that he might be griffin dinner should he not behave. I could not go from my rooms, to meals in the great hall, or to my lessons without his immense shadow over every step.

As a child, I often made a game of hiding from him, driving him into a frantic rage trying to find me. Anyone caught in his path risked his ire and few could withstand that predatory unblinking stare for long. My friends ratted me out to him constantly, fearing he might one day, this day, decide to disembowel the first one to withhold my whereabouts. At last, my father forbade me upon the threat of a sound thrashing and being chained in the dungeon for a month to cease and desist tormenting Bar. I obeyed, more worried about my father’s ire than Bar’s fits of fury. Of the two, I feared my father more.

Bar sat down, fixing me with his yellow predatory stare. If he hoped to intimidate me, he ought to have known I grew a thick skin against his ferocity long ago. Among all the creatures that walked the earth, my father and I alone were safe from any harm from him. I wore that mantle of protection like a soft, familiar cloak, never doubting his love or his loyalty.

Now, his lion tail, coiled about his haunches and his front talons, flicked back and forth slightly at the furry tip. A good sign, that. When he fell prey to a foul mood, his tail lashed like an angry cat’s. Never one to hide his feelings, Bar’s temper had long since passed into legend.

A sharp mind inhabited the eagle’s head covered in ivory-colored feathers. He lacked only a means to make himself understood by humans. He could not speak, but uttered raucous shrieks or shrill cries, squawks, or hisses, yet made his meaning as clear to me as if he had spoken with words. His thick, heavy mane held a mixture of both fur and feathers. Almost twice the size and more muscular than the biggest of our draft horses, his lion body possessed an incredible catlike power and agility. Talons the length of a man’s hand could gut a dragon. His short lion fur colored a light sandy hue overall, only the bushy tip of his tail and the tufts of his long ears sprouted black. His beak, as sharp as a razor’s edge, could break a bull’s spine in an instant. In addition, his yellow, predatory stare could unnerve a block of granite.

Knowing my moods better than I did, he turned those raptor eyes on me and clicked his beak, a serious of short snaps intended to get on my nerves. Like my Goddess, Bar possessed a rather wicked sense of humor. I wanted to throw up my hands. Why did everyone around me enjoy aggravating me?

Rather than shriek at him in fury, I chose to pretend I had not heard, and would not deign to acknowledge he had indeed irritated me. Making sure he saw me ignoring him, I calmly turned to Kel’Ratan. “Will Brutal win the throne, think you?”

He nodded. “I fear so. He has the strength and the tactical knowledge. His brothers may have some of the nobles in their pockets, but they don’t have the soldier power.”

“I wish we could swing the odds the other way,” I mused, sitting back down on the wall, recapturing some semblance of royal dignity.

“From our point of view one of his other brothers would be a much better candidate. Since none have their sire’s canny ability in war. And, of course, none have the desire either to make war on Kel’Halla. Except—”

“Except Brutal,” I finished glumly.

“And he now has reasons to want war more than ever. Outside conquest, marrying you was his only means of adding Kel’Halla to his Federation. And since conquest hasn’t worked in the last thirty years or so—”

I stood up, restless, pacing. I could not make myself regret refusing to marry Broughton, even for the sake of peace. “There must be a way we can disrupt him,” I muttered.

Discovering he cared less for my ignoring him than he liked irritating me, Bar burrowed his huge head under my arm, hoping for some affection. I stopped pacing and leaned against his shoulder, scratching behind his ears. He sighed in contentment and half-closed his eyes.

“How?”

“Spark a slave rebellion,” I said hopefully. “That would keep him busy.”

“Good idea,” Kel’Ratan replied, trying hard not to smile. “It has its possibilities. It would also take years, years we don’t have.”

“Turn his nobles against him somehow,” I went on, rubbing over Bar’s eyes now. “Bribe them, convince them one of them could be High King. Persuade his brothers they would be the better choice. Let them bring him down.”

“Brutal has too much strength in his own army. They’d never withstand him.”

Frustrated, I spoke without thinking. “Then let’s kill him and have done with it.”

Kel’Ratan’s shock mirrored what I felt at what I had said.

“Murder? Don’t even think that, Ly’Tana. Not ever.”

“It wouldn’t be murder,” I protested hotly. “It’s assassination.”

“Don’t be such a twit. It’s unworthy of you. Murder can never be justified.”

“Is saving our land and people not justified?” I snapped. “Is protecting ourselves from a madman unworthy?”

Kel’Ratan hunched his shoulders over his knees, his eyes staring blankly at the cobbles. “Murder in cold blood goes against everything our Goddess stands for. Would you risk offending Nephrotiti?”

Offending Nephrotiti meant being forever removed from Her sight. To never again feel the warmth of her blessings, to never feel Her within me. I knew her silent voice, knew her ways as few others ever could. Had I not been born the heir to my father’s kingdom, I desired naught more than to be Her priestess. Risk it? I shuddered inwardly at the thought.

“Perhaps She will guide us in what we must do,” I murmured. “But we must find a way.”

“Pity that slave didn’t finish the job,” Kel’Ratan commented dryly. “Had he done killed Brutal, he would have saved many lands a great deal of grief.”

“You can’t lay it on his shoulders,” I snapped, unsure of why I wanted to defend a slave I had never spoken to, much less liked. “You don’t know what occurred.”

Kel’Ratan turned away, but not before I saw him smile. Even Bar craned his head to peer at me with frank curiosity. Damn and blast them all to hell. Snatching up quill, ink and parchment, I stalked away to find a peaceful place to write the letter to my father.

* * *

Dawn the next morning saw Sele’s ashes scattered on the wind and the remainder of my band riding northwest. I watched them go, knowing they would be on the road for more than two months. Months before my father would know what I proposed to do. Time enough to get the job done and be home before his temper raged.

Eight mounted warriors stood about me, the best that came with me from Kel’Halla. Kel’Ratan accepted my choices, warriors of Kel’Halla’s finest, whose skills at arms did only Kel’Ratan and I exceed.

We sat our horses in a grassy meadow, the Mesaan Mountains rising like dark blue smudges on the horizon. Far, far to the west the tall, rugged mountains that bordered, and protected, our beloved Kel’Halla from the Federation were too far distant to be seen. Several thousand leagues of unknown territory stood between home and us. Snow capped the Mesaan peaks despite the late summer sun. Mikk tried to bend his neck as far as my reins would allow him and nibble the stalks of grass that reached past his knees. The sun was scarcely high and already the heat bore down on me.

Bar lounged at my side, preening his wing feathers, smoothing and adjusting to his satisfaction. He could spend hours at the task, happily chewing his wings until I thought his feathers would surely fall out.

I couldn’t help it. “You missed a spot,” I said.

He ceased his preening and offered me a long sharp look.

“Over there.” I helpfully nodded my head. “Just behind your left shoulder.”

A hiss of reproach greeted my words. Mikk shied at the menace in them, and I clucked to still him. Nothing like double standards, I thought ruefully, watching Bar resume his preening. Bar could fly out of nowhere and pitch me headfirst into the dirt and think it funny. Yet, should I tease him about his feather chewing, I was the devil’s own. When it came to his grooming habits, Bar’s sense of humor dried to dust.

Suddenly, Bar’s ears pointed back and he whipped his head around. Staring over his shoulder, his sharp eyes focused on something in the distance. Alarmed, I wheeled Mikk, catching the attention of the others.

At first, I saw naught. A moment later, I saw what Bar had first seen. Across the meadow, shrubbery rustled and tree branches bent. A soldier in the purple and gold uniform of the High King rode out. Followed by another, then still more.

How in the name of the Lady Nephrotiti did they find us? How did they find us so fast, with all that Brutal had to occupy himself? Kel’Ratan cursed under his breath. My boys nocked arrows to bowstrings in battle readiness, their mounts restive.

With a raucous shriek, Bar launched himself into the air. The backwash of his wings whipped my hair into my face, the tall grass bowing low before its stiff wind. Yet, before he could take the second wingbeat, I dropped Mikk’s reins on his neck, nocking an arrow at the same time. Around me, my warriors waited on my signal to fire.

“They followed Bar to us,” Kel’Ratan rumbled.

Dozens upon dozens of Federal cavalry troops rode out from the forest, lining up and unsheathing swords. A regiment, nay two regiments fell into well-disciplined lines. Wait. Yet another regiment rode into view, then a fourth, these newest arrivals flanking us to either side. Only one route lay open to us: west, toward home.

Bar circled higher, angling to hide in the sun. His sheer size made him a tempting target for enemy archers. The Khalidian bows had not the range of our recurve bows, but they often, in past battles, tried to shoot him down. Bar knew he could best protect me from the air. By flying into the enemy with the sun behind him, he not only protected himself from sun-blinded archers, he could scatter their horses. No matter how well the Khalidians trained their cavalry horses, no horse could withstand a charge from a furious griffin in full flight. His screech, the wind from his wings, the sight of him in his rage never failed to send their horses bolting in terror.

One soldier with the trappings of a captain barked orders, his dappled gray horse prancing in anticipation of battle. I leveled my bow at him, drawing the string to my ear. When Bar scattered their mounts, I expected we could pick off a few with our arrows. In the ensuing chaos, we could ride hard and elude them. I muttered as much to Kel’Ratan. He nodded.

Arrows shot upward from the forest opposite the meadow we stood in. I watched them rise up and up, waiting for the trajectory to bring them back to earth, toward us. They foolishly fired at us, not knowing we rode well out of range. Their stupidity would be their undoing, I thought happily, watching. The arrows kept rising higher until I gasped with shock, realizing at whom the Federal soldiers truly fired.

They shot at Bar, still circling high overhead, out of bowshot. The sun, too low on the horizon, was useless. I knew he aimed to circle behind them, then fly in low over the trees to attack from the rear. This tactic often worked well. Only when faced with infantry did Bar fly out of range of bow fire, for infantry men had no horses to spook. All these men were mounted. Or so I thought.

The arrows hit him. Above, Bar screamed in shock and agony. Jolted, I let fly my arrow, striking the captain and knocking him from his horse. He disappeared into the long grass, his horse bolting in terror and kicking out with deadly hindquarters.

With my heart in my throat, I looked up. Bar circled erratically, his great wings fighting to keep him airborne. Two arrows protruded from his shoulder and belly, blood staining his velvety fur. Twice more he circled, gaining altitude, battling for safety in the clouds. I clenched my bow in tight fists, praying, silently urging him higher. If my will alone could keep him there, he would never again come to earth.

At length, his wings failed him and he plummeted. Straight down he fell, on his back, his wings cloaking him, upright from the force of the fall.

“Nay!” I screamed.

At the last instant, like the cat he half was, he turned feet downward. His huge wings snapped back, cupped the air, saved him from a deadly fall. A warm updraft caught him, gave him much needed lift, rescuing him from his death drop. Those soft yet powerful wings captured the air and braked his fall, his body dropping into the long thick grass rather than crashing, failing to break bones and crush vital organs. He lay still, either dead or unconscious, dust, grass, bits of broken feather drifting about him like a burst pillow.

Still alive, the captain I shot struggled to his feet, my arrow punched through his armor into his shoulder. He snapped orders. Drawing their swords, the soldiers charged. Arrows launched from the cover of the trees fell among us. Not their longbows, I thought frantically, recurve bows like our own. Only those had the range necessary to target and kill us.

Although none found their mark, a few came perilously close. One hissed through Mikk’s flying mane as he curvetted and plunged, eager for battle. Another struck the ground in front of us, missing his chest by a hairsbreadth, its baleful whistle cut off short. Mikk reared, fighting me for control. Then I realized: they weren’t shooting at us. They shot at our horses.

I dropped three soldiers in quick succession with my bow. Kel’Ratan and the others killed as many each, but the enemy never wavered. The heavy cavalry continued its charge. Slaying yet another, fear knotted my gut. There were too many soldiers, too few of us.

As though reading my thoughts, Kel’Ratan said, “Too many. We must flee.”

“Nay,” I growled. “We must protect Bar. He’s alive.”

“If we do, we all die.”

Even as he spoke, soldiers surrounded Bar, arrows nocked and aimed, ready to shoot should he rise to his feet. Despair filled my heart as all hope of saving Bar died. I sat in my saddle, oblivious to Mikk still rearing, numb with grief, paying little heed to the arrows that hissed violently past me.

“We ride now,” Kel’Ratan rumbled. “It’s Bar or us.”

At that instant, he whacked the flat of his sword on Mikk’s rump. Mikk reared again, his front hooves pawing the air. Wheeling, he plunged forward to follow Kel’Ratan’s horse as my kinsman led the retreat. Topping a large hill, I looked back.

I reined Mikk in sharply.

Bar rose with a savage scream of rage, his immense wings sweeping dust, bits of grass and twigs into a swirling cloud. Federal troopers rode in a circle about him, spurring their mounts hard when the beasts tried to shy away from the huge griffin. Because I stood up high, I clearly saw Bar fight for his life and mine. Rearing back on his lion haunches, he set about with his razor talons. Five, no seven, troopers were caught in the wide sweep of his right foot, another eight or so ripped nearly in half when his left swept past going the other direction. Blood, entrails, limbs flew in all directions. Horses, too, caught in the rapid fire slashing were cut to ribbons. Screams, both human and equine, reached my ears.

Mikk fought against my reins as he felt my need to ride down to Bar’s aid. Nevertheless, I held him and my rage in a firm grip. A full regiment of royals rode between us, their bows still shooting arrows uselessly. Around me, my warband watched with me, watched Bar rake about him with deadly accuracy.

I lost count of the men he killed. Twenty, maybe more, fell under the deadliest talons ever wielded before the Federates stumbled back, out of range. How could they possibly think they can take him alive? I wanted to scream. None could get past his incredible speed and lethal claws. Yet, like us, Bar was hopelessly outnumbered. They had only to wear him down and take him when the arrows finally completed their work.

His wings still whipped dust into a cloud, blinding his enemies. Maybe he could yet fly, I prayed, urging him to launch himself into the air. Come on, come on, Bar, you great lummox, fly. Fly. Damn you, fly.

As though in answer, he drove his enemies back, leaving behind an untold number of dead, their blood soaking the ground. All four feet hard on the ground, he crouched, his wings sweeping up and back. Fly, you big, beautiful—

A lone, incredibly brave, rider galloped in close, swinging a huge rope. Nay, not just a rope. A noose. Twirling it over his head, the man on the big roan horse spurred past Bar, just out of reach of Bar’s talons. The noose left his hand and sailed up. Up and up.

It settled neatly about Bar’s feathered neck.

His horse, leaping under the bite of the spur, charged out of range, taking up the rope’s slack. Bar’s scream of fury was choked off short. His body jolted sharply sideways, off balance, from the weight of the big horse on the other end of the rope.

However, he could still escape. He chased after the man and horse, roaring, the rope slack once again. Just as quickly, the horse and rider danced out of reach of his talons.

A second horseman charged in out of nowhere, a second noose rising high to catch Bar’s neck. That rider spurred hard in the opposite direction. Caught between the two horsemen, the two choking nooses, Bar was hauled up short. How did they swing those ropes so accurately?

I didn’t know I spoke aloud until Kel’Ratan answered me grimly. “Yuonese horned y’bex drovers.”

“Yuonese what?”

“Horned y’bexes. Similar to a dragon, but without wings and not as smart. Like cattle, they are raised for food and their hides. The Yuons rope their huge y’bex bulls in this fashion. Their horses are trained to keep the ropes tight.”

Bloody hell. I clenched my fists, wishing I had Brutal within my grasp. With a single rope, I could find some very creative ways of killing him.

As though with one mind, the riders pulled Bar both forward and yet to either side, keeping him on all four feet. Unable to pull back and rear up, Bar could not raise his foot to claw and possibly sever the ropes binding him. Yet, still he tried. His breath choked off, Bar leaned back against the ropes as far as he could, straining against the combined strength of two big horses. His right foot rose, talon out, reaching for the closest rope—

A third rope sailed in, closing tight about his right front leg, pulled taut. Immediately, the y’bex drover spurred hard to Bar’s left, pulling his shoulder out from under him. His lion hind legs scrabbled in the dirt, claws raking deep furrows as Bar fought to keep his feet under him, to prevent his body from falling to the ground. If he went down—I bit off the thought, tears of fury and grief standing in my eyes.

All my frantic hopes of Bar freeing himself and flying to safety died when the two horsemen who owned his neck suddenly revered direction. As one, they rode hard to Bar’s right, his right leg still pulled hard to his left side. The combined weight of the horses pulling his body to the side and no leg there to hold him up, Bar went down at last.

Slammed into the ground, his wings flapping, he still fought to get up. One brave drover dismounted his horse, venturing close, on foot. With a shorter rope, he expertly swung it over Bar’s open beak. Yanking it tight, Bar’s beak snapped shut, ending the threat of Bar yet killing someone within range of his deadly eagle’s head.

It took less than a minute for them to tie Bar’s front legs together. His mouth tied shut, his legs tied, Bar sank down into the long grass. His proud lion tail, once thrashing in his fury, now lay limp and lifeless. I could not see his eyes, hidden by the grass and the distance. I guessed he shut them against the sight of his enemies taking him.

My heart cried aloud, but my voice remained silent. I could cry no tears, speak no curses, slay no enemy. I could only sit, helpless, watching with dull fury pounding my temples as my enemies captured my faithful friend. A huge wagon drawn by a team of six draft horses pulled up and the troops and their Yuon allies set to work. From the moment I saw the troops emerge from the forest to the instant Bar fell captive took less than four minutes.

My eyes held rapt, I paid no heed to the regiment of troopers who still marched, closing the distance. In those four minutes, they had advanced into deadly bow range. I might have sat there, too numb with grief to move, when they shot my horse out from under me and captured me as well. Fortunately, Kel’Ratan took his attention away from Bar and noticed the royals had advanced perilously close.

“Let’s go.”

He wheeled his bay, his hand firm on Mikk’s bridle brought me with him. Only then did my dread fascination for Bar’s fate loose itself at last. Kicking Mikk into a run, I rode hard, my band surrounding me in a protective ring.

Shouts of dismay and anger reached us then faded away as our lighter and faster mounts carried us out of danger. A few arrows flew harmlessly past, striking the earth with their sharp points down. Then we galloped down the other side of the hill, putting solid mother earth between our enemies and us.

I wanted to scream my rage, pain and grief. My warrior training held me silent, as it held all of us silent as we rode. Bar was more than my friend and my guardian. He was a warrior, like us all. Like any warrior, he fought battles at my side, protecting not just me but every one of us. Our code, Kel’Atanya’WA, forbade leaving a wounded warrior behind. To flee, allowing Bar’s capture by the enemy shamed me more than I thought my heart could bear.

“Too clever,” I muttered.

“What?” Kel’Ratan asked, looking over at me as he urged his horse to a faster pace.

“Somehow, Brutal had someone, or something, watching us. He knew our plans. He knew them when we spoke them. Remember?”

“By the Khassart wizard watching us?”

“How else would he know where we were?”

“He followed Bar to us, girl. He knew Bar would eventually come back. He can be easily seen, up high.”

My eyes narrowed. I refused to buy into that explanation. It was too convenient, too pat, and I disliked and distrusted the obvious on general principles. There was something more at work here. I remembered the sensation of being watched only too well.

“But not so easily followed,” I said. “Brutal made time to put down the riots and his brothers and hatch this plan to take Bar.”

“Why Bar? Why not us?”

“Brutal knows how to catch us,” I said bitterly. “To capture Bar would be his coup. He knows we will try to rescue him.”

“Bar is dead,” Kel’Ratan replied, his face dark and grim. “They will kill him.”

“Nay,” I snapped. “They took too much trouble to capture Bar alive.”

“Brutal knows that to kill Bar would break your heart. He will kill Bar slowly, to make you suffer. Outside of us eight, he is your only protection. After he kills Bar, he can hunt us down and take you back.”

“Then why not shoot him full of arrows when he’s down?” I snapped, whirling on him. “Brutal will keep Bar alive. Alive and well. For a dead hostage is a useless hostage.”

“So Brutal spied on us, launched the attack to take Bar rather than us? You’re reaching, girl.”

“He knew bloody well his troops couldn’t capture us,” I said. “But he knew his heavy cavalry would not have the speed or ability. Our horses are lighter, faster. He brought in recurve bows, the only bow that could take down a full-grown griffin from the air. Take him, then he would have the bait to draw us in. He has no need to chase us. We will come to him. He knows bloody well I would not leave Bar behind. When we go to retrieve Bar, his trap will close on us.”

Brutal took the time out of crowning himself High King, healing himself, and quashing his brothers’ rebellion with time enough to set a troop of soldiers on us. He obtained recurve bows, recruited Yuons and hatched a deadly plan of attack. I almost admired him for its brilliance. Almost.

“You’re right.” Kel’Ratan’s voice echoed my bitterness. “Too clever by half.”

“And we will play his game,” I said softly, fingering my sword hilt.

Kel’Ratan opened his mouth to speak. I turned on him with such a blazing savagery his horse sensed my rage and shied away from me.

“We will get Bar back,” I said, my voice soft. “And I pray the Lady that Brutal tries to stop us. For then he will pay the price of his treachery in his own blood.”



Chapter 7

Tros

“Bastard.”

The menace hissed at me from across the room. I may sleep, but my instincts and hearing never do. The venom in that single word triggered alarms in every nerve ending, their shrieks loud and strident. Instantly, I rolled off the small bed onto the hard wooden planks of the floor.

Something struck the bed I had been sleeping soundly in the moment before.

Straw from the mattress exploded in all directions. Smoke curled around my nose and bits of straw and wood from the frame rained down on my prone body. I covered my head to protect it from another blast, waiting, knowing it would come. I made an easy target for whoever and whatever it was that destroyed the bed.

Long moments passed in which naught happened.

Fully awake and alert but unarmed, I peeked cautiously over the edge of what remained of my bed. Peering through the smoke and drifting feathers from my pillow, I saw Rygel near the doorway. He had not slept in our room the night before and still wore the stained gold tunic and tan breeches he had on yesterday. Rygel held out the empty tros vials toward me, his face twisted with hate, fury and agony. Empty, as I had dumped the contents in the privy before crawling onto the bed and falling asleep.

“Did you do this?”

“Of course.”

Big mistake, I thought, silently cursing my too-honest tongue. Rygel’s eyes flashed with pure hatred, narrowing to mere slits. He made no movement but I felt him gather himself. I do not know how I knew it, but I did. I threw my head back down to the floor just as another blast of heat flashed over and past me.

The hearth exploded in fire, coals and burning wood chips. A coal landed on my back, sparking a blaze and setting my tunic afire. Burning, cursing, I rolled over, smothering the flames beneath my body.

Rygel stood over me, smoke curling around him, the heat in his eyes radiating a fury hotter than the fire I just quenched.

“You don’t deny it,” he grated from between clenched teeth. “Why don’t you deny it?”

“That’s a bloody silly question.”

I needed a tight leash on my runaway voice. Not just a leash, but a collar and a bloody muzzle.

Without touching me, he lifted me and hurled me across the room. I crashed through a small table and slammed into the thick stone wall, landing in a painful heap. Fortunately for me, I hit with my shoulders and not my head, which knocked me breathless and senseless, but didn’t kill me. Amid the splinters and kindling I made of the table, I fought to get up.

Note to self, I thought incoherently, one should never point out the obvious to an irritated wizard already high on tros. I simply must remember that for the future. If there was a future, that was.

Through the dizziness and thick fall of hair over my eyes, I saw him come for me again. Tight bands tightened around my shoulders and chest, a crushing force I could not see. Agony flared through my ribs, shoulders, and back. I could not breathe. Struggling to draw anything resembling air, I sucked at naught. Looking up into his face, I saw nothing of the man I knew and liked there. A vengeful daemon abode there now, glittering yellow eyes blazing with hate, a thick wild mane of wheaten hair glowing with a faint nimbus. His lips had thinned to a fine white slash, foam flecking the corners.

Rygel seized my tunic and lifted me. Not with his own strength, surely, for though Rygel was a strong man he could never hope to lift my great weight without his magic. He hoisted me with the ease a man might hoist a tankard of ale. Heaving me against the wall, he held me there. The invisible bands tightened still further, pain savaging my guts, squeezing the life from me. The irony almost made me laugh, had I the ability. To escape the wrath of the Federates to die at the hands of the man who liked me and called me friend.

My fury, quiescent until that moment, rose along with my fighting instincts. I may not have breath, but I still had arms and fists. I brought both together in a swift slam to Rygel’s ears. I checked the impact, wanting only to make him cease, but not crush his skull. Sudden, sharp blows to the ears were exceedingly painful and I learned at an early age to strike ears whenever possible.

As expected, Rygel yelped at the horrid torture, his hands releasing me and covering his newly agonized ears. His magic also broke, allowing me to inhale quickly, giving me another few moments of life. I slid toward the floor, but before I ducked away to escape, I slammed my fist into his left cheekbone. His tawny hair flew, his spittle left his lips and found a new home on the wall.

I might have escaped intact had he not recovered from both blows faster than anyone I had ever encountered. I’m quite sure his head must have been ringing with temple bells, but he still managed to seize me once again in his magical grip. The pressure to my ribcage increased, and I found myself pinned high against the wall once more. My newly won breath vanished along with my rage.

“Why?” he screamed. His voice, high and shrill, screeched like a hellcat’s. “Why would you do that?”

How could I answer when I had no air to breathe? Black spots danced in front of my eyes. As when he saved my life, I felt cold, cold, as though Death herself stood at my shoulder. I shut my eyes, unwilling to stare him in the face as he murdered me. He must not want an answer very badly. He would kill me before getting his reply, I thought haphazardly.

I could move my head. Resting it against the wall, I jerked my chin a tiny fraction. A tiny signal. I request permission to speak, sir. Whether in answer, or a last moment’s reprieve, the impossible bands around my chest loosened a small amount. The pain eased a fraction. A tiny trickle of air found its way into my lungs. I sucked down enough to sustain life for a few moments longer. Enough air to gasp a few words.

“You. Freed me. Let me. Free. You.”

The daemonic fury possessing him increased at my words, as though angered by them. Hellish pressure returned full force, cutting off all possibility of breathing. I distinctly heard my ribs creak. Any more and they would snap like twigs. Pain filled my world and a reddish haze covered my eyes. Oh, well, I thought, sensing the approaching darkness, I tried. Today was as good as any to die.

Blackness crawled over my sight and my mind, swamping me, carrying me downward when his insane fury finally spent itself. Suddenly, without warning, the pressure lifted, reversed, disappeared. My mind cleared as I clawed precious air into my lungs past a throat raw and agonized. At the same time, the magic pinning me to the wall also vanished. I slid into an undignified heap on the floor, holding my arms to my aching chest while the fog cleared from my head. I shut my eyes, taking immense pleasure in the simple things in life. Like breathing.

Not even the hot, searing pain of my cracked ribs detracted one whit from the pleasure I took in drawing one breath after another. I cradled my sweating face on my left arm, the right wrapped ineffectually against my busted ribcage. Hearing a choked sob, I felt Rygel sit near my head, his back to the stone wall of the room. As it hurt too much to move just then, I did not. I merely lay still, filling my lungs, fascinated with the act of taking one breath after another.

At length he spoke, his voice hoarse. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

Only too well. I refrained from speaking it aloud, however, finally having learned my lesson. Not bad for a tree stump.

In trying for words, only a raw cough issued from my mouth. I cleared my throat, and managed a voice that sounded ridiculously weak from my point of view. “We need to travel, across country, fast. How far would we have gotten? Once your supply ran out?”

He answered with a long indrawn breath, another soft sob.

“Were we to drag Tia along to sate your lusts?” I asked.

Again, silence.

I went on, finding my voice slowly returning to normal with practice. “You might have found me attractive enough.”

I pitched my voice low and thoughtful. “Then I’d have to kill you. I’d be flattered, however, for I’m about as attractive as the ass end of an ox. I would regret it, you know, since you’re my only friend. But I’d still kill you.”

At last a half sob, half-choking laugh burst from him. Opening my eyes, I struggled to sit up. Pain, nausea and exhaustion swirled through my guts. Still holding my fiery cracked ribs, I leaned against the wall next to Rygel. Blinking gritty sweat from my eyes, I rolled my head enough to see him.

Sitting with his back tight to the wall and his knees drawn up to his chest, Rygel rested his head on his folded arms. His tangled yellow hair concealed his face. He hid himself quite well, that one. I wanted to reach out and touch his shoulder. My ribs needed the support more than he, I thought, and did not.

His voice muffled, he asked, “Wasn’t there another way?”

I fetched a sigh, and immediately regretted it. Pain lanced through my ribs. “Would you have listened? Fully supplied, you would have scoffed at me.”

Rygel did not answer. I shifted to relieve some of the pain, which did not help matters much.

“This way, you had to listen.”

“I was going to kill you. I tried to kill you.”

“Many have tried,” I answered, finding some flippancy. “Many have failed.”

He ignored that attempt at humor. Ah, well. I rolled my head away from him and shut my eyes. I’m so tired. So bloody tired. Can I sleep now? Maybe he needed a strong dose of reality instead of flippant humor. “Then you would have killed your chances of surviving the withdrawal.”

“I’m dead anyway,” he shouted, lifting his head finally. His eyes, now more red than amber, peered at me. The cheekbone I hit swelled furiously, his left eye closing already. His lip curled with scorn. “No one can survive the tros withdrawal. You have killed me.”

I grimaced. “It’s not the tros or the withdrawal itself that kills them. Men die because they kill themselves. They suicide from the pain and madness that follows.”

“So?” Rygel snorted. “What’s the flaming difference? Either way I’m still dead.”

“Now who is as thick as an oak stump?” I looked at him, meeting his hot angry stare. “You think all these muscles are for showing off to the ladies? I can protect you from yourself, prevent you from suicide. Keep you safe until the drug and the madness dissipate.”

For the first time, Rygel looked hopeful. Hope for a future that included freedom from his addiction. His yellow eyes gleamed. Then the old resignation took over and he shook his wheaten mane. His face turned away, his thin aristocratic mouth turned down. I wanted to smack him upside the head. I might have done had I the energy.

“It will never work,” he muttered.

I couldn’t help it. I flung his own words back into his teeth. “Grow a spine and live for a change,” I snapped.

A grin surfaced briefly, but faded as he shook his head. “Nice thought, but I don’t know what I’d do. I might kill you in that madness as well as myself.”

“Worth the risk.”

His face whipped back toward me fast. “You’d do that?” he asked. “For me?”

“To be free of slavery, even that kind of slavery…” I trailed off. “Aye, it’s worth any risk.”

“To be free,” he muttered. “I never imagined—”

He bent his head, lifting his hands to examine them closely. He turned them this way and that, studying his palms. “Perhaps one day, then, these hands might heal again. For me to heal the hurt, the sick once more, to ease pain rather than inflict it… I crave the freedom to never hurt anyone ever again.” His voice dropped. “Perhaps, if the gods are merciful, I may even find redemption for the sins I’ve committed. That’s in itself is worth any risk.” His voice lowered to a slow murmur. “I’ll do it, or die trying.”

“We’ll have to leave Soudan,” I said gruffly. “We’ll go out in the hills, away from people who might be attracted by your noise.”

To his credit, Rygel blushed. “Right.”

“Nor do you want anyone hurt if you—” I finished by waggling the fingers of my right hand at him. My left still supported my ribcage.

He nodded, looking away, and stood up. “You’ve been thinking about this.”

I shrugged. “Even someone as thick as me can come up with an idea or three.”

His short laugh ended in a sniff. “Then we better get started. Leoda can get us supplies for a few days.”

Grasping my hand to help me up, Rygel pulled on my arm. Fiery pain and nausea struck at once as I tried to stand. My head swam, and the black dots returned to dance in my eyes again. If I stood, I would black out. I pulled my hand from his and sank back down.

“Uh, I think I’d rather sit here for a while.”

“Gods, Raine.” Rygel squatted on his heels in front of me. “I’m so sorry. I hurt you. Gods, can I ever stop hurting people? Damn it!” He sighed. “I reckon my new resolve will have to start here.”

“’Tis naught. I’m all right.” I aimed for a bright tone, one that would put him off. “I just need to rest a bit.”

He peered into my eyes in a way I did not much like. I tried to look away but could not. Compelled somehow to stare deep into those yellow and red depths, I felt my pain slowly seep away. My ragged breathing smoothed out. He’s putting me in a trance, I thought, my will to fight him draining with my pain. At last, he slowly shook his head.

“No, you aren’t. I’ll heal you though.”

I tried to pull away, but he succeeded in seizing my head in both hands and holding it fast.

“Don’t fight me,” he snapped. “Hold still, damn it.”

A sudden heat surged through me and I gasped. My pain flared to an unbelievable agony, a white-hot screaming deluge of hurt. The previous pain was naught compared to this. I fought him, tried to pull away but my back was against the wall. Lashing out with my legs, I sought to kick him away—

I must have blacked out, for I suddenly found myself slumped against the wall, Rygel warily watching me from a few paces away. Woozily, I straightened up and tried to stand. Oddly, my legs refused to work properly. Damn it, I thought, just unfold your bloody legs and stand. I managed a kneeling position, my head spinning, sweat trickling down my cheek. No pain, though, and that in itself was a bloody miracle. Yet, it left exhaustion in its wake. I frowned. Now let us try the leg thing again.

Ignoring my feeble attempt to fend him off, Rygel pulled my arm over his shoulder and heaved. He was stronger than he looked, for he boosted me to my feet with only a single grunt.

“You need sleep,” he said. “Get some rest while I make arrangements with Leoda.”

“My bed isn’t made,” I muttered, looking at the busted mess I had been sleeping on.

He shoved me hard from behind, sending me reeling toward the other bed, his own. I staggered and fell on it, barely missed hitting the oak headboard with my face. I managed to conceal a grin as he stalked toward me.

He stabbed his finger toward me as though wishing it was a sword. “Shut up, lie there, and don’t move until I get back,” he snarled. “Or I will turn you into something small, hairy and what squeaks.”

With those kind words, he slammed his way out the door.

* * *

I watched Rygel sweat.

He lay on his side a few paces from me, naked, dirty, tied hand and foot with sturdy rope. He muttered incessantly, eyes rolled back into his head, his lips and chin coated with foam and spittle. Trampled and broken thickets surrounded the small clearing we camped in, the fire in the firepit naught but cold ashes. Fire had become too dangerous.

Sickened by what I had seen and done over the last two days, I could barely eat. I had long since given up on trying to feed Rygel. In his madness, he would eat naught. He grew thin and gaunt, skeletal. As though the tros burned him up inside, eating him alive from the inside out. In two days, he lost thirty pounds, at least.

I did, however, force water down his throat every hour. Most times, he kept it down. Too often, he vomited it back up while I held him until the retching ended. Food he could do without for a time. Water he must have. Patiently, I opened his jaw and dripped water onto his tongue. He had to either swallow or gag. He swallowed.

Battered, bruised, cut and bleeding from fighting him, I pondered the madness that slowly took Rygel over.

He began with sweaty restlessness, cramping in his muscles, irritation soon after our arrival in camp, about six leagues from Soudan on the bank of the river Soare. If I thought him rude earlier, he now grew positively mean. I ignored his insults, the acid comments meant to hurt me and force me to relent. I placidly ignored his strong suggestions I do what, to me, sounded anatomically impossible. I suppose one might accomplish the feat, however, if one were, say, a talented acrobat. Despite my efforts to the contrary, his constant references to my conception began to irritate me.

“Give me some, you shit-eating bastard,” he yelled in one of his kinder moments, grabbing my tunic with both hands.

I knocked him sprawling on his butt with a flick of my arm. He curled onto his side and wept, his tears designed to create guilt within me and move me to pity. That I had no tros to give him, had I felt pity, never entered his mind.

“You just hate me,” he sniffed, scratching at his arm until his skin ran with blood.

His self-pity shifted me not one inch, but tore me up inside. I wanted naught more than to give him what he wanted if it would bring back the old laughing, acerbic Rygel. That Rygel disappeared under the self-hating, despicable, foul-mouthed, scrawny shell of the man I had come to love as the brother I never had. My soul cried out against the torture I forced upon him. If I had any tros with me, I might have succumbed to his demands and given it to him, just to ease his torment. I knew, deep down, that another Rygel, one wise and intelligent and one who loved to laugh and live and heal people, lurked beneath the hard-bitten, tormented man before me. That Rygel needed his freedom.

Gradually, his rage, anger and acid comments drew into screaming fits while I watched the crazy light in his eyes grow and consume him. I drew back from him as he dropped to his knees in front of me, smelling of vomit and sweat and piss. His thick wheaten mane lay plastered wetly against his skull and face, and hung limp with oily sweat to his shoulders. His amber eyes held more red than yellow, his pupils strangely dilated in the bright summer sunlight. He held his hands out to me in supplication. With his lost weight, his cheekbones bulged under the dirty, tear-stained skin of his face, reminding me sharply of a slave starved to death as punishment for stealing bread. After his death, the slave’s face looked very much like Rygel’s did now.

“Gods, Raine,” he sobbed, holding his throat out to be cut. “Kill me, I can’t stand it kill me please kill me oh gods please kill meeeee.”

Horrified, I turned my back on him to walk away. With a bone-chilling scream, he attacked, pounced like a rabid fox. Weaponless, but with a ferocity that alarmed me, he fought to slay me where I stood. His fingers clawed at my throat, digging deep furrows. I may have had the strength of an ox, and outweighed him by a hundred pounds or more, but it took every pound of muscle I had to wrestle him to earth and hold him until the fit passed.

His attacks increased in frequency and severity. He seized the dagger from his belt and lunged at me. Startled by his swift, silent attack, I almost failed to respond. So accustomed to his verbal abuses, I could only gape as he came at me, eyes wild, foaming spittle covering thin lips stretched wide in an evil grimace. I dodged in time, seizing his wrist in the same movement. With a trick learned long ago as an apprentice gladiator, I flipped him onto his stomach, his arm twisted behind him. He screamed in real agony and dropped the knife. I kept his arm twisted behind his shoulder and knelt on the small of his back until that particular fit passed.

After that incident, I hid every weapon in camp from him. During his few sojourns into restless sleep, I found hiding places under rocks, in the river Soare and in the boles of trees. Yet, his ferocious, senseless and mad attacks continued. If he wasn’t attacking with handy rocks in his fists, he attacked with his bare hands, his stiffened fingers reaching to claw out my throat, or eyes. As a result, I neither slept nor ate, and gulped down water during quiet moments. The summer’s savage heat beat down on me, searing, draining, debilitating. I sweated out more salt and water than I downed. My head ached; the black spots from the inn followed me and set up camp behind my eyes.

If he wasn’t sleeping with nightmares or trying to kill me, Rygel lay on the ground, moaning, twitching as though killer ants crawled over him, biting his flesh with sharp mandibles, tearing, gouging. I could but rest briefly, knowing that within an hour, or less, another bout of rage would seize him. And he would attack. Again.

I laughed to myself. Me, the great champion of the Federation, the High King’s chosen gladiator, the darling of the Great Arena, worn to exhaustion by a slender man half his size. The crowds would have jeered me into oblivion had they seen this. Was this friendship? I could have broken Rygel’s neck with a simple flex of my fingers, and yet I allowed him to harry, harass, drive me to the brink of utter exhaustion. Yet I ever sought to keep him from harm. I bled from a hundred different cuts and scratches, ached from twice as many bruises, hadn’t eaten in two days, and had nearly collapsed from dehydration. Kill him and be done with it, they would have said. Put him out of his misery, and yours, they would have laughed. I looked at the skeletal, filthy, vomit-encrusted, panting, twitching body of the only man ever to claim me as friend.

Nay, I said to those invisible crowds who jeered and stomped and screamed for Rygel’s blood. You lose. He wins. I would not even tie him up to spare myself some pain. Call me a fool, if you will, I would not do it.

I held to that vow for a whole four hours.

Until that moment he turned the violence on himself.

Without weapons of rocks or steel, he had only his hands with which to harm himself. When another attack on me resulted in again being thrown to the ground, his arm twisted behind his back, he submitted and began to cry. As before, I let him go and stood back. I saw the cunning light in his eyes just before Rygel clawed at his throat and chest, raking deep bloody scratches. Since I felt the pain of his fingernails, I knew he could commit to some severe damage with those slender appendages. Growling, he tried to tear out his own throat, his nails ripping flesh, tearing skin. Dismayed, I saw only a thin line of flesh caught between his nails and his own jugular. His voice rising in a shriek of triumph, Rygel slashed again, his hands bloody. I reached to stop him, trying to seize those hands before he could scrape at that last residual defense of flesh. Screaming insults, calling me every vile name he could think of, he danced away from me. Then he clawed at his eyes.

All right, that was quite enough of that. Moving low and fast, I caught him around the waist and threw him to the ground. My weight pinned him solidly, my arm twisting his left hand behind his back. His right escaped me, damn it. Like a snake he twisted, his right fist catching me square on the eye. Pain exploded through my head, but I grimly hung on, pinning him down with my greater weight. I finally snagged his rebellious right arm and curled that, too, behind him.

Snarling, Rygel struggled, the variety of curses, in two languages, entertaining me as I sought a rope, or vine, anything with reach to tie his hands. Where did he learn such a variety of nasty titles? If we both survived, I’d have to have him teach me. Though it went against my training, insults were always useful in a fight.

Beneath me, Rygel relaxed, his struggles spent. Yet, I sensed a cunning tension underneath the physical submission. He waited, patient, for me to relax my guard, to let him up. I knew if I waited until he ceased moving, as I had before, he would find another way to harm himself.

With a pain lancing my soul, I used a stick to drag a length of rope toward me. He screeched like a banshee when he saw it, bucking his body to heave me off, his maddened blood hot. Gritting my teeth against the pain my act caused me, I wrenched both his arms behind his back and tied them securely. He howled. I cut the rope with my teeth, and with the short end, I turned around, still sitting on his back, and tied his legs together. He screamed.

“Raine, don’t, I swear I won’t do it again, I swear to all the gods I’ll be good please don’t please please please pleeeeze!”

I shut my eyes against the insane light in his, hardened my heart against his pleas for mercy, felt my gut churn with nausea and self-hatred. I wanted to vomit. I bound my friend with rope hand and foot and turned my back. I breathed deep, and, for the first time in years, felt tears sting my eyes.

His screams, promises and insults continued for a few hours more. I watched the sun travel across the sky, my back to him for the first time in two days, only half listening to him, my soul sick. I pondered the evil of men, and tried praying to gods I no longer believed in. Why me? Self-pity poked me in the ribs for the first time since I was nine years old. Why did the gods choose me for this cosmic jest? Didn’t they have better men to pick on?

Gradually, his voice grew fainter and less intelligible, until mere mutters emerged from slackening jaws. I rose and went to him, afraid now that he might indeed die. Dusk settled across the land, the whisper of the breeze through the branches and the rapid gurgle of the river broke the peace. In the failing light, his eyes opened, but he failed to recognize me. Instead of insults, drool dripped from his sagging lips and spilled down his cheek. Yet, his skin felt hot and dry, sweatless under my fingers. Digging out a thick cloth from my saddlebags, I ran to the river to wet it. Without wringing the excess moisture from it, I cooled his head and chest, wiping his face clean of drool and vomit. Whether it helped or not I had no idea. I was a talented killer. I had zero skills as a healer. All I could do throughout the night was keep him clean and cool, and force more water down his throat. And hope that soon, really soon, the tros would surrender the battle and wave a white flag of truce. I feared that with much more of this Rygel would die, despite my best efforts to keep him alive.

When the sun once more set on our third day beside the river, I gnawed on a strip of dried beef as I watched him. I drooped with exhaustion, wanting nothing but rest. Damn it, how long would this take? If the tros failed to relent soon, it would triumph over two dead bodies, not just one. I had not slept since the ordeal began, never daring to even lie down. I forced myself to eat, to drink, although I had no appetite, no thirst. I cared for Rygel and our horses, yet could not summon the energy to care for myself.

Rygel moaned and twisted in his never-ending fight of the ropes that bound him. For the hundredth time I got up to check his wrists and ankles, to make sure they not only remained firmly in place, but also to ensure they did not cut off his blood supply. No sense in saving his life only to cripple him, I thought. Gripping his jaw, I forced his mouth open, pouring a small but steady stream of water down his throat. He choked, heaved and swallowed…then promptly vomited.

As I had many times before, I held him on his side so he would not strangle, feeling the knobby bones beneath his skin. His flesh had melted off his bones, his pale face still shining under the shade tree despite the lack of sweat on his skin. His fever had not broken. Had instead increased several fold. This cannot go on, I thought, feeling despair. He would die, despite my best efforts, and the tros would have won the fight.

Fetching fresh water from the river, I cleaned him, wiped the foam and spittle from his face. Repeatedly, I soaked his head, chest and neck in cold water and cursed my lack of healing skill. There were herbs and potions that could soothe a fever; why hadn’t I obtained any? Rygel himself could have instructed me. Gods above and below, why hadn’t I thought to get some healing information before starting all this?

I cursed my ineptitude. Rygel’s observation about the stupidity of gladiators was not far wrong, I thought savagely. So full of great ideas, I was, back at the inn. ’Tis best I was virgin. I mustn’t pass on the idiocy gene.

Fire suddenly bloomed in the darkness an hour later. The green treetop of a nearby elm burst into flame, followed by another on the far side of the clearing. Gods, gods, gods, I thought wildly. You cannot let this happen. I cannot fight his magic. With a roar, another tree, an oak, went up, sparks flying from instantly crisped leaves.

Rygel lay, lit by the fires he created with his magic, his delirium deepening. His body rigid and still, I heard his moans under the crackling of the fires. Heat seared me, forcing tears to my eyes in protest. Cinders, burning bits of wood and flames rained down on us. I covered Rygel’s body with my own, exposing my vulnerable back to the fires. Sparks burned through my tunic to my skin, making me hiss through my teeth in pain. Yet none actually set my clothing on fire. I remained where I was despite the danger, praying that the fires were all that would plague us.

Thus it seemed it might until something struck me solidly in the back.

Twisting around, I found a large rock lying nearby, its shadow long on the firelight. That rock had not been there a moment before. Oh, gods of the heavens and earth, nay, don’t do this, you mustn’t. Glancing around, I ducked my head in time to avoid another missile, a piece of granite the size of my fist. A shadow moved, just outside the firelight. I peered into the darkness and ducked as a stick whizzed by to land in the dirt, then another rock, still yet another. Where the bloody hell were they coming from and what was throwing them? I sat up straighter, peering past the firelit clearing into the gloom beyond.

Next to the river, where I remembered two man-sized boulders had been, now stood two creatures from hell’s nightmare. They stood about a hand taller than I, and broader. Dark scaly skin with thick curly hair, almost a pelt, covered their bodies. Hair from their heads dangled in long thick ropes well past their shoulders. Their eyes, glowing green in the dark, with a goat’s slitted pupil, stared at me with evil intent.

No name could I put to them, but they reminded me of trolls from ancient legends. Rygel’s delirious magic must have created them from the very rocks that stood there a few moments before. Dancing shadows from the firelight lit up their bulging features. Then they began to move.

The burning trees gave me plenty of light to see by as I backed away, edging toward my sword. A troll bent down stiffly and picked up a stout branch. His mate did the same. Now armed, they steadily advanced.

Seizing my blade, I jumped between Rygel’s tied and unconscious body and the advancing trolls.

“I don’t know which is uglier,” I commented dryly. “My ass or your face.”

I had no idea why I spoke. Nor if they even understood me. A strange sort of madness took hold of me, perhaps from exhaustion, or from the futility of waiting for the tros to leach finally from Rygel’s ailing body. Whatever the reason, I began to laugh like a crazy man, howling dementedly to the unhearing moon.

The pair hesitated, glancing at one another. They did understand me, after all.

I twirled my sword, a trick I picked up years ago that seldom failed to intimidate an enemy. Spinning it faster and faster, making it whistle sharply, I invited the two trolls by crooking the fingers of my left hand.

“Come on,” I said, curling my lip. “Let’s dance.”

Like twin baboons, they bared long fangs of yellow-brown teeth, dividing to catch me between them. I circled carefully, still twirling my sword. Balanced on the balls of my feet, I sidestepped as they stumped ungracefully around me. No doubt, they were stronger than I. Yet, I had speed and agility on my side. I could put the daemonic madness to work for me, I thought, as long as it is there.

“You know,” I said conversationally. “You ought to do something about those teeth. Girls are so not attracted to yellow fangs.”

With identical roars of rage, the trolls charged. I spun fast from out between them, slashing my sword at the one on my left. My sword, while striking with all my strength, left only a small slice in the troll’s head. Howling in pain, the troll could not stop in time and slammed headlong into his mate. Both rebounded comically from one another, staggering from the impact.

I could not help it. I laughed.

Shaking their heads and growling, both turned. I leaped in, slicing at the neck of the closest. My blade glanced off, as though I had struck solid granite. My laughter enraged them further, and they ran at me, swinging their cudgels high. I ducked, spun and leaped in the same move, slamming both in the back with my feet. They fell, rolling and roaring.

“Look, lads,” I said, out of range as they staggered to their feet. “Maybe we got off on the wrong foot. My name is Wolf. Which one of you is Dumb, and the other Stupid?”

Twin bellows of rage marked their new charge. Once more, I danced out of their way, slashing at exposed necks. As hard as I hit them, my blade did little damage. My only weapon, it appeared, was to keep them angry. Rygel’s insults might come in handy, I thought. Thus, I invited them to do the anatomically impossible. Their roars of rage rose several decibels into a sound not unlike that of a squalling cat. I grinned. This was just too easy.

My laughter and insults kept them angry, and angry men, or trolls, made mistakes. Insulting them went against all my training, for it took away my concentration and could leave me vulnerable. My superior speed and agility kept them at bay and me free to plagiarize more of Rygel’s insults, yet did little to kill them or solve the problem of their presence. Their skins seemed as tough as the granite from which they sprang.

“Are you lads blind as well as stupid?” I asked. “I’m over here.”

From behind, I hit them both hard, one right after the other, on the backs of their heads. Had I hit a man that hard with my blade, his skull would have leaked his brains out his ears. As it was, my sword clanged uselessly against their heads and bounced off.

“Your brains must be as stone hard as your asses.”

With the flat, I smacked one across the backside, making him howl and clutch himself. I ducked his mate’s vindictive swing at my head with his cudgel, and stabbed my sword backwards, without looking at him, into his rock-like belly. He grunted. I danced away from another wild swing and leaned on my sword.

“What’s wrong? Can’t catch a mere man?”

I found new and interesting ways to taunt them, laughing at their helpless rage as they sought to brain me with their cudgels. Yet, their energy seemed inexhaustible, while my own had three days and nights of sleeplessness, little food and plenty of worry. If I failed to kill them soon, they would have me as their next meal.

Dawn finally rose within their thick pates, and they discovered I could not as easily escape thrown stones as I could their awkward cudgel swings. Happy and hooting with joy, they pelted me with rocks and stout chunks of wood. I ducked most, but one hit hard enough to send agony spiraling through my left shoulder. Another, large enough to turn my head into jelly, missed me by a mere fraction, hissing balefully past my ear. This is ridiculous, I thought. I’m going to get slaughtered by two living rocks too stupid to find their own backsides with both hands and a map.

My taunts faded as I seriously fought to kill them. For it was not my own life at risk. If they managed to kill me, they would certainly not put Rygel on a pedestal and worship him as their creator. They would roast him for breakfast.

I ducked another fist-sized rock, but felt another hit me square in the back. Gods, but that hurt. I deflected another thrown stone with my sword blade, using it as a bat to fling the rocks from their trajectory. The trolls sensed my immediate and humiliating demise, and began throwing rocks faster and harder.

Hell’s teeth, I thought.

With no warning, a squat boulder near the river exploded and ran with flame. At the top of the riverbank, it oozed downhill into the river, where it hissed menacingly, throwing up steam. It startled both trolls enough they stopped their rock throwing game and looked stupidly at the melting, flaming stone. Rygel. I glanced wildly at his still body, lit from the continually burning trees. Still unconscious. Still caught in his delirium. He appeared unharmed, however.

Another rock blew up, molten stone oozing, catching the grass and twigs on fire. The small brush fire burned merrily, spreading, eating all in its path. Then two more boulders whooshed into sudden flame, solid rocks burning like bales of dry hay. Keep that trick handy, I thought with an insane giggle. We will have no need to cut wood for fire this winter. Just burn rocks. There are always plenty of those lying around.

Deciding the burning rocks held little danger to them, the trolls picked up more stones to throw at me. With their backs to a large oak, they raised their fists to throw. They hesitated, catching the shock in my widening eyes. Turning, they saw what held me entranced, my sword lax in my fist.

Oak branches waved in no wind, whipping back and forth, sending leaves flying. The tree roots groaned with a low guttural sound as they pulled themselves from the stony soil. Ponderously, like a stiff old man rising from his chair, the oak tree walked. Huge root feet stepped forward, digging lesser roots into the soil, gripping with woody talons. Two steps, it took, then three.

Rygel, do you see this? I wanted to laugh, but had no breath with which to do it. The tree reached down a long heavy branch, aiming to scoop up a troll. The troll shrieked and danced out of the way and the tree missed.

Trolls birthed from boulders, stones catching fire and trees learning how to walk. What a tale! I couldn’t wait until I could tell Rygel what his delirium created. He would never believe it. Provided we both survived, that is.

A granite boulder to my left exploded with a dry crack, flames rushing through its gaping maw. A troll stood not far away, gaping like a landed fish. I leaped, seized him by the arm and swung hard. With turning one, then two revolutions, I gained some momentum. Letting go, I sent the troll staggering into the mouth of the flaming stone. He screamed, his body running with fire, fire leaping from his howling mouth, jumping down his straining throat, his limbs melting. If the rocks could run with fire, I thought tiredly, so should a rock troll.

Shriveling, the troll collapsed and melted with the boulder.

His mate watched in horror, his fangs reflecting the firelight as he stared first at his crisped partner, then at me. With a roar of rage, he hurled the rock in his fist. My exhaustion took a firm hold and made my body and wits too slow. Unable to jump aside in time, it hit me low in the chest. Agony lanced through my body as my ribs broke, my breath gone, caught on a tidal wave of pain. I gasped, doubling over, barely dodging the next thrown rock in time. The third caught me in the knee, the explosion of pain toppling me headfirst into the sooty dirt. Now he will kill me, I thought haphazardly. I watched him advance slowly, triumphantly, gripping his cudgel in his fist. Sorry, Rygel, old lad. I did my best.

The club lifted, high over the troll’s head, his fangs bared in an apelike grimace.

Behind him, the tree walked splay-legged, awkward on its newfound root feet. The heavy branch arm, green and thick with smaller braches and leaves, reached down once more. As I might pick up a child, the tree scooped him, wiggling, into its embrace. The troll shrieked, struggling, beating the stout tree branch with his club. Unperturbed, the tree lifted him, crushing his ribs, breaking his spine. Black blood burst from his gaping jaws, his howls of agony silenced as the tree broke him as surely as all green life eventually breaks stone.

With the troll’s corpse hanging limp and loose in its grasp, the tree’s other leafy arm reached for me. The wind roared soundlessly in my ears, the black spots in my eyes grew to the size of platters. Icy cold reached my bones, turning them to ice.

This was it.

I had time for that one brief thought before the darkness took me.

* * *

“Raine.”

The single word floated, meaningless, through my ears. I was supposed to know that word. It meandered its way through the thick fog in my brain, tickling me with its familiarity. I was supposed to know what it meant. What was it?

“Raine, wake up.”

There it was again. Yet, remembering what it meant exhausted me. Go away, I thought. Let me sleep. I retreated behind the fog, drifting.

“Damn it, Raine.”

That bloody voice intruded once more, rudely preventing me from drifting back into the sweet tempting nothingness. Weak, querulous, yet insistent, it crept under the fog and forced my eyes open. Green leaves dancing in a light breeze, behind them blue sky with a few fluffy clouds met my gaze. Where was I? The silvery-green leaves fascinated me endlessly, hypnotizing. I began to drift.

“You filthy, miserable piece of fly-ridden donkey shit…wake up.”

That sliced through the fog in my brain and I remembered. Raine was me. Rygel’s weak voice spoke it. Images of the trolls, the fires, and the newly liberated trees swamped my aching brain.

I tried to sit up. The pain hovering at the edge of my consciousness suddenly soaked into my bones.

“Gods,” I hissed, flopping back to the ground. Agony flared through my broken ribs, making me curl into a fetal position on my left side. My head spun, aching with a savagery that put the rest of my pains to shame. I squinted at Rygel, who lay a few feet away, watching me.

Bloody from various gashes and burns, filthy, stinking, and still tied like a hog at slaughter, the old Rygel looked at me with faint annoyance. The insanity, madness, fevers and drug addiction had all disappeared in the night while I lay unconscious.

“Morning,” he said.

I grunted at the attempted lightness in his tone and squinted around the clearing. “So ’tis.”

The blackened husks of the downed trees still smoked, blue tendrils coiling lazily into the air. Stones, branches, deadwood and other debris littered the clearing. As though the skies had opened up and rained not water but rocks and wood. A squat oak tree, its roots delving deep into the soil, stood over me, its limbs branching out and down, surrounding me with its green life. Fascinated, I stared upward into the sunlight flickering off the leaves, dancing in the slight breeze. The tree’s limbs surrounded me, as though captured in the act of reaching to pick me up.

“Come here and untie me,” he said.

I started to get up and thought better of it. The swimming sensations and dizziness in my head made my stomach queasy. If I stood up, I was sure I would retch. “Why don’t you—” I finished the sentence by waggling my fingers. The only gesture I could make that did not cause either pain or the gut-wrenching sickness.

“I can’t.” Rygel’s head sank to the ground. “I have no strength, nothing to call on.”

What use was magic if one were too tired to use it? I wanted to lie back and sleep for the next day or ten, ignoring the impossible task he set for me. My conscience rose and hit me a stout blow in the teeth. I could not leave him lying there, tied like that. Summoning some distant reserves of energy, I gritted my teeth and crawled out from under the tree. My rebellious stomach threatened to heave, my ears ringing with a high-pitched piercing sound. Swamped by pain, I got halfway up. Putting weight on my injured knee would prove interesting, as I found it to be swollen nearly three times its size. My breeches made it look like a huge bloated sausage in its casing.

It held my weight. Barely. I had hidden my dagger not far away in the bole of a tree that fortunately survived the past night. Limping to it, I found the knife, then staggered back to Rygel. Bending over proved impossible. I let myself collapse next to him, cushioning my impact with the ground with my good leg. It worked. The jarring I felt throughout my body did not make me pass out.

I cut first the ropes that bound his wrists, then his ankles, without slicing him open. A wondrous feat and a fine example of my skills with a blade, I thought proudly.

Grunting with relief, Rygel rolled onto his back, rubbing his wrists where the rope bruised his flesh. My broken ribs would not allow that, but I could return to my fetal position and did so. I shut my eyes, thinking a nap sounded nice.

“I’ll heal you,” Rygel murmured. “In a bit. After I sleep awhile.”

“Mmm,” I replied. “What of you?”

“I can’t heal myself. No matter. I’m not hurt much. Just tired.”

I grunted assent, feeling more tired than I ever had in my entire life. The warm sun felt good. I felt sleep nibbling on the corners of my consciousness. I began to drift. Rygel’s voice intruded, waking me, and I bit my tongue in annoyance.

“What is that rock doing in that tree?”

I squinted upward, noticing for the first time a granite boulder approximately my size caught about a rod or so high in the thick twisting branches. Much like a young child held by its mother, it rested peaceably in a leafy embrace.

I began to laugh.

Rygel scowled. “What’s so bloody funny?”

I could not answer. My ribs cried out in agony, but I could not stop the bray of insane laughter bursting from my hurt chest.

“Bloody nitwit,” he grumbled. “Lost your bloody mind, have you?”

I merely shook my head, still laughing, and shut my eyes.

“Raine?”

“Eh?”

“Free, Raine.”

“Huh?”

“We’re both free. Free to leave the Khalidians. Free to go where we please, do as we please. Free!”

I opened my eyes to find his face split into a happy grin. The old Rygel, the Rygel that loved to laugh and live, surfaced within the amber eyes, glowing with renewed hope. His excitement was contagious.

I grinned back.

“Free.”



Chapter 8

The Royal Crown Inn

“Your Highness, I found something.”

Kel’Ratan and I stood near the burned-out hulk of a building, trying not to openly watch the soldiers in gold and purple patrolling the streets. Instead, we eyed them sidelong, our hands hovering close to weapons. Alun’s eyes narrowed in hate as he fingered his bow. While I may sympathize with his craving for vengeance, now was not the time or the place. I hissed at him, garnering his attention, and offered a come-hither gesture. With a last lingering look at the troopers, he assisted me with my pack.

Brutal’s troops had finally quelled the riots in the city streets and put his rebellious brothers to rout. Yet, the effort taxed the common people an enormous cost. Hundreds of dead still lay on the cobbles, work crews working hard to clear away the reeking corpses. Thousands wandered the streets, homeless, hungry and casting dull angry stares at the passing patrols.

“You found us a place to hide?” I asked Rannon.

He nodded. “A small inn in the east quarter. That area has been untouched by the fighting.”

I looked a question at Kel’Ratan, who nodded. “With as many homeless as there are, we can be more easily overlooked in an inn,” he said.

I ran my fingers through my darkened hair, hating the color and the now rough texture. Kel’Ratan insisted that we dye our hair darker, and change our clothing to resemble that of the southern province of Zhou. Ancestors of the Zhou were blood kin to ours, and thus our slanted eyes and angular features would not stand out among the paler, blue-eyed people of the north. Kel’Ratan dressed me as a priestess of their Goddess, Osimi. I wore a simple white gown of fine linen, one cut low and accenting my rather small bosom. I liked the dress, for it clung to my feminine curves rather nicely.

The Zhou were fond of gold and silver jewelry; thus, several necklaces adorned my neck, adding to my costume, though my gold torque vanished into the baggage. A fine headband, once belonging to Sele, held back my long hair, its small ruby dangled over my brow. Soft kidskin boots decorated with tiny bells that tinkled prettily when I moved embraced my feet.

The Zhou often laced feathers into their horses’ manes and tails, as well as their own hair. Their Osimi, often considered by scholars to be a sister to our own warrior goddess Nephrotiti, was the goddess of wind and fire. Her sacred bird, a snowy owl, led to the Zhous’ devotional need to decorate themselves with white feathers.

A white feather from an owl shot by Alun’s quick bow graced Mikk’s black mane, dancing in the slight wind and the tossing of his head. My own kept tickling my ear. The snowy owl might have been sacred to the Zhous, but it was just another winged predator to the Kel’Hallans. I still liked the look, however. Perhaps the Zhou tradition of wearing feathers might become Kel’Hallan. I promised myself to keep feathers on hand for both of us. Perhaps some of Bar’s mane feathers would supply my needs.

Kel’Ratan also promised the black dye would wash out within a few days. I vowed to hold him to that and have my red-gold locks back the moment we had Bar in our hands.

“Very well then,” I said. “Find the others and tell them to meet us there when Bar is located.”

While Rannon gave Kel’Ratan directions to this inn, I turned to adjust a strap on Mikk’s pack, glancing around surreptitiously. The soldiers paid us scant notice. We appeared to be just more refugees fleeing the carnage. I was merely the Osimi priestess fleeing the rioting and battles, returning to her homeland with her honor guard. I prayed the Lady would bless us with the luck none of Brutal’s troops would ask me for a blessing. I had no idea what Osimi’s priestess would say; there were many Zhous within the royal garrison.

A pair of soldiers walked by, eyed us with disillusion and passed on. Perhaps our disguise would hold.

“Remember, treat me as though I were holy,” I cautioned my small band.

Witraz bowed low. “Your Highness, to us you are as holy as the Lady Nephrotiti herself,” he said grandly.

Kel’Ratan snorted and rolled his eyes. Witraz’s one eye gleamed with mischief. Alun smiled slightly, his grief not allowing him much more than that. I glared at them all.

“Behave, or I’ll curse you with a rash of boils on your bloody asses.”

Rannon vaulted into his saddle. With a salute to me, he trotted down the street to locate the other four members of my war band. Earlier, I sent the young brothers, Yuri and Yuras, to search the south, and sent the twins, Left and Right, to search the north. Not knowing where Brutal might hold Bar, I was forced, however reluctantly, to split my small force. Maybe, with all of us searching, we could find Bar within a day or so and rescue him.

Damn and blast, I thought. The white priestess dress, while attractive, didn’t allow me to grab mane and vault into my saddle, my usual method of mounting. Embarrassed, my cheeks flushing, I beckoned Alun, the only one not yet on horseback. “Give me a leg up, will you?”

“No self-respecting Kel’Hallan warrior needs a leg up,” Kel’Ratan snorted.

While his voice sounded harsh, and his expression looked as hard as granite, his eyes glinted with amusement. Yet, despite his teasing, my cheeks heated to boiling point. Alun brushed aside my raised leg and lifted me bodily into Mikk’s saddle.

“No self-respecting Kel’Hallan warrior would be caught dead in a dress like this,” I muttered, finding my stirrups. “Let’s go.”

Now I led Kel’Ratan, Witraz and Alun up the dusty street, nodding stiffly to the people who stopped to bow their respect, thinking hard and fast.

Brutal could not keep secret the location of a huge griffin, even if he wanted to. People will gossip. In addition, he’d be forced to feed and heal Bar, which would bring even more notice. Besides, I knew Brutal would allow word to spread. Undiscovered bait was useless. As was dead bait.

Unfortunately, making any further plans made no sense until we knew Bar’s location. Yet I could not help but create and reject ideas within my mind. Too much depended upon the building or area where he was being held and the state of his injuries. If he could not fly then perhaps he could walk. Carrying a griffin that stood nearly twice the size of a draft horse and weighed more than fifteen men was out of the question.

Although engrossed in my thoughts, I remained alert and prepared for danger. Feeling naked without my sword and bow, I nevertheless had throwing knives concealed about my cloak, gown and slender boots. Yet, I hoped that for secrecy’s sake we would not have to use them.

In less time than I had anticipated, we crossed Soudan unmolested by either soldiers or angry citizens. The inn was larger than I dared hope; four stories tall, it looked cared for and welcoming after the tension of the past few days.

“The Royal Crown,” Kel’Ratan read aloud. “Let’s hope that doesn’t mean the High King’s men frequent here.”

I took in the surrounding neighborhood with its merchants, apprentices, guildhalls, shops and stables. Yet no children played nearby. Those few adults on the street walked quickly past with hasty bows, fear naked on their faces. Many shops sat closed, no one to tend them or sell their wares. A few beggars lurked on street corners, but none came forward to beg of my warriors. Occasionally, Federal troops rode by in groups of five or more. Never singly or in pairs, I noticed with interest. They paid us no mind, merely trotting their beasts past. I shook my head.

“I don’t think so. Let’s go in. And for the Lady’s sake, don’t look like Kel’Hallans.”

“What should we look like, Your Highness?” Witraz’s eye gleamed again. Alun’s eyes rolled, and made my heart lighter to know he hadn’t surrendered all his humor to grief.

“Please tell me,” Witraz begged. “I so wouldn’t want to look like something I’m not.”

I tossed my head, the feather tickling my ear. “You’re the Zhou priestess’s bodyguards. So guard my body.”

Witraz’s mouth opened. His snapped it shut immediately after catching Kel’Ratan’s warning scowl. He fell in behind me with Kel’Ratan and Alun, as I opened the heavy oak door of the inn and crossed the threshold.

If the outside of the inn seemed quiet and peaceful, the interior was not. Hot, dark and stuffy, the place teemed with people. Designed to hold about seventy-five people, in my estimation, it held nearly three times that many. Citizens from many regions of the Federation, some with costumes and dialects I recognized and many more I did not, chatted in low voices, ate, drank and hid from the violence a mere few streets over. Those not seated at the overcrowded tables stood or sat against the walls, their food in their hands. The crowd held primarily families with children, and men dressed like merchants with their mercenary guards. I saw peasants, farmers, fishermen stinking of salt water and fish, beggars seeking a roof, protection and perhaps a few scraps. With relief, I saw no royal uniforms.

I suspected this section of Soudan had become a refugee camp for the dispossessed victims of the riots and fighting. I immediately recognized an inn full of fear. No one raised a voice in laughter, none shouted for food or drink, none sang or yelled for music. No tavern I ever entered held as many people in such near silence. Several people craned heads to look at us, taking in my priestess costume. Fathers stared, fingering weapons as they determined our level of danger to their families. Mercenaries also stared, gauging our danger to their masters. In their eyes, we looked to be yet more victims of the street fighting, a wayward priestess and her honor guard finding shelter indoors. As priestesses seldom attacked people, they judged me harmless. After a moment, they turned back to their food, drink and the tense, waiting silence.

A servant girl dashed past, brushing swiftly between Kel’Ratan and me. Kel’Ratan and I exchanged a quick, concerned glance.

“Getting rooms here might prove more difficult than I thought,” Kel’Ratan muttered.

When the serving girl ran past again, he reached out and seized her arm.

“Child, we require food and rooms,” he said. “Not necessarily in that order.”

She bobbed in a quick curtsey to my holiness and dashed away again. Retreating out of the mob, I leaned against a wall near the door to wait. Kel’Ratan hovered protectively over me, also leaning a shoulder against the wall, while Witraz and Alun stood at parade rest, flanking us.

The wait turned out to be a long, hot, hungry one. By the time the inn’s owner came, more than an hour had passed and I was impatient, famished and angry. A grossly fat woman, sweating in the heat and disheveled from work marched up to Kel’Ratan.

“I’m full to the rafters,” she announced, after a hasty but respectful curtsey to me. “The only place I have left is the barn and even that is crowded.”

“We’ll take it,” he replied, not looking at me for permission first.

She named a sum that brought me off the wall in a fury, but Kel’Ratan stopped me with a warning flick of his hand. Scowling, I retreated while he counted coins into her greedy palm.

Satisfied, the innkeeper pointed to a slightly less crowded corner of the hall. A serving girl hastily scrubbed a table after evicting the previous, protesting occupants. “I’ll have food sent to you over there. Take your animals, if you have any, to the stable and your bags to the barn.”

I followed Kel’Ratan outside into the cooler, clearer sunshine. I opened my mouth to berate him for his foolishness in giving that woman so much of our limited funds.

“Behave yourself,” he muttered, flashing me a warning look. “A priestess is unworldly and should not care what gold or silver is spent on, or how much. Osimi’s worshippers are generous.”

Self-restraint intact, I didn’t kick his backside.

We found an unclaimed corner in the hayloft, plenty of room and some privacy if we stacked bales around our new territory. The horses went into comfortable clean stalls, brushed and fed before we returned to the inn for our own meal. This time our wait for the food was brief. The serving girl deposited roast beef and chicken, breads, hot fried onions and peppers, and a small wheel of hard white cheese in front of us and departed at top speed. Dodging patrons with an agility that surprised me, she disappeared into the kitchens. Within moments, she returned with foaming mugs of ale.

Kel’Ratan served up the hot food, doling generous portions. As I ate the delicious food, I surveyed the room, scouting potential enemies, possible allies, anticipating trouble. I doubted we would find any of either sort in that inn. The priestess disguise kept trouble well away from us, for few would risk a potential curse. Osimi’s priestesses had a certain reputation for doling out curses at any provocation, no matter how small or insignificant.

I began to relax and enjoy the hot food and cool ale, commenting to Kel’Ratan on the benefits of staying here for a short time. The cook certainly knew his or her stuff, spicing the meat in a way that added a flavor I had not ever tasted before. Among the refugees, we became four among thousands. Here, we would be safe from the eyes of those hunting for us while we found Bar and hatched our plans. It could be a safe, and delicious, base of operations.

I caught a glimpse of two mercenaries wending their way through the crowds of quietly milling and seated people. I swallowed the chunk of bread in my mouth with a suddenly dry throat, nearly choking myself. I took a gulp of ale to clear the obstruction, still staring. I felt first Kel’Ratan’s, then Witraz’s, sharply focused attention on me. I ignored them. Could it be?

The larger of the pair stood a head and a half taller than anyone else, his shoulders impossibly broad. His thick mane of blond—not black—hair surrounded his head and neck like a lion’s mane. He looked like a wolf with the mane of a lion. I still was not sure. I dropped the bread from my hand and bit my knuckle.

He wore a simple white sleeveless tunic, brown breeches, with a plain fighter’s broadsword belted at his hips. Heavy riding boots tied with leather thongs girt his lower legs. A copper armband around his hugely thick left bicep hid the evidence, if it was there. Many mercenaries wore armbands. Was his neck slightly less tan than the rest of him? From the dimness of the room and the distance, I could not be sure. Simple cuffs of steel protected his wrists. Two days’ growth of blond beard covered his jaws. He kept his gaze down, his face expressionless while his companion spoke to the tiny serving girl.

I held my breath, needing to see his eyes. His eyes would be all I needed to know. Turn, damn you. Turn.

Blessed Lady, he turned. Ordinary blue eyes passed over the room, touched briefly upon me without recognition and returned to his companion. Not the eyes I knew to look for. I could not be wrong, I thought, aghast. I had watched him move, had studied his fluid graceful action of a hunting panther. Few men of that size could also move with the lithe athletic symmetry of a born predator. He had all the markings of a trained killer.

I smiled. Eyes may be disguised, hair dyed and a beard grown, but no one could hide such natural grace of movement.

Wolf the gladiator.

Alive.

“Unbelievable.”

I shot a quick glance at Kel’Ratan. He must have followed my gaze, for he too stared at the slave and his companion.

I realized with a jolt that I recognized his friend as well. Unlike the slave, he hadn’t bothered to hide his appearance. Perhaps he thought he looked ordinary enough. Those wheaten locks, amber eyes and arrogant bearing proclaimed his identity as thoroughly as Wolf’s graceful power. So they still shared company. Rygel, the renegade wizard, bent slightly at the waist to speak to the serving girl. One graceful hand gestured toward the stairs while the other traced lightly down her back. Was he ordering a meal served in their room, along with her company, perhaps?

He appeared thinner than I remembered. Gaunt, even. His clothes hung on him, his cheeks hollow and his wheat-colored hair lank and lifeless. Yet the beaten-dog aspect of him I noticed in Lionel’s court had vanished. From across the room, I saw he had a new air of confidence about him that had been absent from him before.

The girl disappeared into the kitchens. He turned to the slave, and the two spoke briefly. Wolf nodded. Then Rygel mounted the stairs to the upper chambers while Wolf remained in the hall. A small band of mercenaries cleared the way for him without seeming to, allowing him a corner table to himself. The innkeeper herself brought him food and a tankard of foaming ale with a wide smile. Obviously, she found favor with the runaway slave. I wondered if she knew who he was.

“Interesting,” Kel’Ratan muttered.

“Surely, she doesn’t know who he is,” I said, watching him eat.

He’s going to catch you staring, dolt, I told myself.

I forced my eyes from him and lowered them to my own table. I resumed eating, but my appetite vanished. I wanted to believe he could not have recognized me, in my dyed-dark hair and priestess’s guise. Yet when I recalled our eyes meeting briefly, I sensed how wrong I was. He knew me.

“I doubt it,” Kel’Ratan replied out of the side of his mouth. He, too, kept his eyes on his meal. “If she did, she’d be in as much danger as he is. Brutal would flay her alive for harboring them.”

“I wish we could trust them,” I muttered. “We could use some good allies.”

“He’s dangerous, Ly’Tana,” Kel’Ratan said. “We must kill him. He cannot be allowed to live, he might report us to the Federates.”

I shook my head. Remembering his deadly skill with a blade and his catlike speed, I knew it would take every one of my warriors and the Nephrotiti’s own luck to accomplish that. How many of us might die in the attempt? I cringed at the thought of presiding over yet another funeral. I shot a glance at Witraz and Alun, knowing full well that taking down The Wolf and his magical sidekick might cost them their lives. I shook my head again.

“He’s not likely to report us,” I argued. “He’d be recaptured instantly and put to death. If we pretend we don’t know him and move on, he may let well enough alone.”

“One word from him to the innkeeper and we’ll have every one of the High King’s troops on us,” he replied.

“I don’t think he will.”

Kel’Ratan snorted. “How can you say that? Can you foresee the future?”

“He saved our hides,” I snapped. “Without either of them, we would never have escaped the palace. We’ll repay that with murder? What was it you said about murder? Heh?”

My cousin ran his hands through his red hair in disgust and resignation. He pushed his plate aside. “I know, I know. That bloody slave is a danger to us. I feel it in my bones.”

“Your bones don’t know one end of a sword from the other.”

Kel’Ratan scowled at me. “I should paddle your holy bottom.”

I sniffed, disregarding his threat with a toss of my head. Witraz and Alun watched our argument with wide-eyed attention, like children witnessing their parents squabble. I winked at them and resumed. “We’ll avoid both him and his friend. We have no choice. The others must meet us here and it’s too late to find somewhere else.”

“Do you know how much I hate it when you’re right?”

I smiled and patted his cheek. “Someday you’ll learn I’m always right.”

“Was there ever a time when you two didn’t argue?” Witraz inquired with a lift to his brow.

“Aye,” Kel’Ratan snorted, his blue eyes fierce as he stared down at me. “Then she outgrew swaddling clothes.”

Even Alun chuckled.

Taking a small bite of the bread still in my hand, I chewed absently, surveying the crowded inn again. Once more, I nearly choked on it. I coughed, catching Kel’Ratan swift attention. He cursed. Witraz and Alun, more discreet than my cousin, glanced in the direction I stared, and quickly looked away.

Three soldiers in the purple and gold uniforms of the royal troops stood in the doorway, silhouetted against the harsh daylight outside. Two more stood at their shoulders, waiting their turn to step inside. Their heads turned this way and that, seeking, searching, surveying the inn’s crowd of patrons.

Looking for someone.

I hastily turned my face away, praying they sought a red-haired princess in warrior leathers, not a dark-haired priestess of Osimi. One by one, the inn’s customers ceased their low-voiced chatter and grew silent. They, too, feared the royal troops and their errand. Kel’Ratan caught my eye and grimaced. He lifted his mug to his lips as though drinking, half-hiding his face.

I seized Alun’s wrist. Before his hate could erupt and call down the wrath of the Federation on us. He halted in his rise from his chair and glanced back at me. With my eyes, I urged him to sit back down and swallow his lust for revenge. I knew it was a great deal to ask, but as Alun loved me, he would obey. He half-shrugged and returned to his seat, pretending he saw naught. He and Witraz hunched their shoulders over their meal, but as their backs were to the troopers, I doubted the troopers could recognize them.

I glanced toward Wolf. I dropped my bread.

He was gone. He had vanished as though he had never been there in the first place. At his corner table now sat a small family of four, drinking water and nibbling crusts. Dressed in torn and much weathered clothing, they looked to be peasants. Yet another family of refugees fleeing the riots and fighting. As I watched, the serving girl Rygel had fondled brought them a small bowl of withered fruit. I looked around wildly. Nowhere in the room towered a huge blond man who moved with lithe wolfish grace. Exchanging a frantic glance with Kel’Ratan, I saw him shrug, helpless. Two minutes ago, I saw Wolf seated at the corner table, placidly eating his dinner. Not more, not more, than two minutes later, he disappeared into smoke. No one, no one, could disappear within a crowded inn taproom that fast.

In near panic, I hid my face in my shoulder and looked again at the Federates. By now, all five walked through the tavern, looking sharply into faces, their hands on their swords. Lady’s blood, they started in my direction. I gnawed on my knuckle. Five against four, I thought. We could take them. They’d know us, but we could take them.

Kel’Ratan put my dropped bread back into my hand and jerked his chin. Toward the troopers. I glanced at them sidelong, without turning my head very far.

The first three surrounded a small table in the center of the room. The other two stood back, ready to jump in if trouble arose. At the table sat a big man with thick black hair, dressed and armed as a mercenary. Like most mercenaries, he wore leather breeches, a plain cotton tunic, armbands of copper and wristbands of steel. Funny, he dressed very much as Wolf did before his vanishing act. I found the similarities rather interesting. His two companions, also dressed in merc fashion, gazed up at the royals with real trepidation on their rough, unshaven faces.

The big man, not quite as big as Wolf, stood up. The royals took his action as a threat. The three pounced on him, taking him to the rush-strewn floor in seconds, a blur of motion and tangled limbs. His friends, if they were friends, stood back, arms raised in surrender as the other two Federates drew their weapons.

“I didn’t do nuthin’!” the big fellow on the floor bellowed. “I didn’t do nuthin’!”

The troopers, with swift precision, bound his hands behind his back and seized his blades. His non-friends backed away, clearing the way for the troopers to lift their prisoner to his feet. With the pair guarding the non-friends and any who might wish to protest the big man’s arrest, they hustled him away. Out the door and into the bright sunlight, the inn’s doors shutting them and the light out.

Damn and blast, how in the name of Nephrotiti did he know? How did he escape so fast and so thoroughly? With my heart finally slowing its frantic thudding, I blew out a gust of tension, blowing my hair out of my eyes.

“He must have the devil’s own luck,” Kel’Ratan muttered, wiping sweat from his brow.

I shredded the bread in my hand, unable to eat, feeling sick to my stomach. Lady’s blood, that was a close call. Witraz and Alun exchanged a quick glance, but still had appetite enough to continue their interrupted meal. I envied them.

“Somehow,” I said slowly, watching the family of four eat what was probably the best meal of their lives, “I doubt luck had anything to do with it.”



Chapter 9

Of Legends and Blood Brothers

“She’s here.”

“Who?” Rygel asked from his seat at the small table made from a single slab of cedar wood.

“That red-haired princess. The one we danced with at the stable.”

He flapped his hand, disinterested. Since our return from the riverside campsite yesterday, he had been exhausted and constantly hungry. After sleeping on the ground where he lay for a few hours, he had managed to heal me of my more serious injuries, but his own strength was gone. Still in pain and on the verge of exhaustion, I half-lifted him onto his black gelding and led the beast back into Soudan while he dozed in the saddle. Last night, we arrived back at the inn and our room reserved for us in spite of the many that might have paid handsomely for it.

Neither of us did much in the last twenty-four hours save eat and sleep. The nourishment and rest worked its usual wonders on my body. After alternating between sleeping and eating, I felt better than I had in days. Rygel, too, gained back a few lost pounds and the gauntness slowly left his face. Although he could not magically heal himself, his self-inflicted wounds healed with amazing speed. The deep cuts on his throat now appeared to be naught more than light scratches. He still ate everything in sight, and slept soundly for hours afterward.

Rygel the charmer definitely had a way with women. After Leoda’s initial screech when she saw the damage done to her inn by Rygel’s magic, it had taken all of Rygel’s sweet-talking to calm her down. That, and a jewel cut from Lionel’s sword, we paid for a new bed, a table and restored hearth. We returned from the forest to a clean room with two new beds, a new table, fresh logs for the hearth and a never-ending supply of the delicious and plentiful food.

Feeling the need to hide from curious eyes, I urged Rygel to remain upstairs as much as possible while I went below to bring food up. Naturally, he ignored my advice and insisted on seeing Tia. Despite his lack of tros and honorable decency, he still liked the girl’s company. After I quietly informed him he could hardly wander about with two broken legs, Rygel obeyed me at last and retreated out of sight. Nevertheless, not before the Kel’Hallans at a table across the room spotted us.

“I didn’t see her,” he said, filling his mouth with a chunk of roast beef, washing it down with foaming ale.

“You were too busy fondling Tia’s backside,” I said. “She wore white. Despite being disguised as a priestess of Osimi, I’d know her green eyes anywhere.”

“You think she recognized us?” he asked, stuffing his mouth with a chunk of bread, lavishly coated with butter.

From the generously heaped platter, brought by Leoda herself, I took a large piece of black bread, a handful of raisins and a slab of roast meat, and a mug of ale I reserved for myself. With my own meal at hand, I sat in the room’s only chair by the window. “Of course she did.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“I felt her watching me the whole time I was in the hall. I’m quite sure.”

“We should leave then,” he said. “Get out of this bloody Federation while we still have our hides.”

“You aren’t strong enough yet.”

Rygel tried to wither me with a scornful stare, but I merely stared back until he shrugged and resumed eating. I was grateful that for once he did not argue. It did not take me long to learn Rygel loved to argue. Irascible, moody, tempestuous, he could argue endlessly for hours about naught.

“How long then?” he asked.

“A week.”

Rygel rolled his eyes. “We’ll have a jolly good time lurking about in here for a week. We’ll be carving each other up within two days.”

“Brutal will give up looking for us about then, I expect.”

“Why is she here?” Rygel asked around a mouthful of roast. “She’s supposed to marry him.”

“By the way they lit into the Federates at the palace,” I replied, “I’m guessing she broke her engagement. I’ll bet you any money he’s hot to avenge this insult to his manhood.”

“She’s smart. I myself doubted she’d survive for very long, married to him. I rather liked her, as much as I’d like any woman. She is a tough one and I like tough women. But I draw the line at hiding from one.”

I quirked a brow. “Would you rather Her Royal Highness gave us to Brutal in exchange for her own intact skin?”

“They had plenty of opportunity to kill us at the palace and they didn’t. Why is that, I ask? The answer is: They’re on our side.”

“I think the only side they’re on is their own. They’ll save their own hides first. She’d strike a bargain straight enough.”

“If you’re right, she may already have done so. We should leave now.”

“Perhaps. If she hasn’t, we won’t invite trouble by being in her constant sight. I subscribe to the out-of-sight-out-of-mind theory.”

Rygel shrugged, pushing away the now empty platter. I eyed it with dismay. He had eaten every crumb, leaving naught for me save what I managed to obtain. Perhaps Leoda might part with a sweet roll or two. After he fell asleep, I might venture downstairs and find out.

“Tell me again about the trolls.”

I sighed with resignation, but once more told him the tale of his delirium creating the trolls from granite boulders, the fires, the fight, and the walking tree that finally ended the battle. He sat back, sipped his ale, and listened with the same raptness when I told him the story for the first time, as we rode back to Soudan.

He shook his head. “I had no idea I had it in me.”

“Just don’t make a habit of making trolls, all right? They were bloody hard to kill.”

“They might prove useful,” he said amiably. “That is, if I can remember how I did it.”

I snorted, turning away to look down into the dark street. I posted the chair by the window to observe the comings and goings of the populace. Very little of either occurred. Nothing moved, for in the aftermath of the battles and riots, the citizens kept close to home and hearth. Only the criminal element and the royal Federates stirred in the street below. Neither seemed interested in The Royal Crown. After the five soldiers took away their prisoner, I had seen none since. As I watched, a cur slunk out of an ally, sniffed along the doorway of a merchant’s stall, then moved on.

“Let’s get drunk,” he suggested.

I looked down into my mug of ale. I had grown to like the stuff. If the Kel’Hallan beauty had indeed summoned Brutal’s troops, we would need our wits about us.

Regretfully, I shook my head. “Nay. Not now.”

Rygel sighed, looking bored. I could see he felt energetic now that he had food in his belly. His eyes looked brighter, his disposition sunny, his smile less tremulous. Yet I knew his sudden surge would last perhaps an hour. Then he would lapse into a deep restful sleep.

He suddenly eyed me with speculation. “How did you get your name?”

I shrugged. “My parents, of course.”

“Not Raine, fool. Why did the Khalidians call you The Wolf?”

“Why is that important?”

“Just humor me, all right?”

I sat back from my window view and propped my boots on the table. Rygel watched me with ill-concealed impatience as I took a long draught of my ale. I swirled it about in my mouth, allowing my tongue to saver its rich flavor. I swallowed it and took another, again swirling and savoring. Rygel’s glare all but split my head in twain.

At length, I gave up the pretense and shrugged. “I don’t know. Why do you ask?”

“Because there is something decidedly wolfish about you.”

“So?”

“In looking at you I’m reminded of an old legend.”

“I am a legend.”

“Right.” He tried to wither me with a look. “A legend in your own mind.”

“Whatever works.”

“Get serious, will you? I am.”

“Oh, please.”

I drank more ale. Despite the knowledge I shouldn’t get drunk, I felt I was well on my way. I found an intense disliking for the turn Rygel’s conversation was taking. My belly felt fluttery, as though a family of rabid squirrels set up housekeeping in my stomach. The ale I’d drunk and the food I’d eaten made me feel slightly queasy. Fervently wishing he’d change the subject, I knew any hope of that was well-nigh impossible. When Rygel got his teeth into an issue, he was worse than any old terrier.

Why should his choice of conversation subject bother me so? It should not, but something deep inside my soul told me Rygel trespassed in territory I had long since marked no trespassing. When it came to wolves and me in the same sentence, I wanted no part of it. Gods above and below, those damn wolves…

“Long ago in Khassart,” Rygel resumed slowly, his tawny eyes fastened squarely on me, “I heard tales of men who could turn themselves into wolves.”

I rolled my eyes, exasperated. “I repeat…so? Your country has magic. You said you can turn me into a toad, I imagine you can turn yourself into anything you want, including a wolf.”

“I can, but that’s not my point. These men were not wizards, not magicians, not a one of them had magic in their blood.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but his raised hand forestalled me. “Wait, Raine, please. I feel this is important.”

It wasn’t his impatience that convinced me to allow him to have his way. Rather, the powerful lack of it stopped me cold. For the first time since I’d met him, his catlike eyes held naught but a strong, yet quiet sincerity. I shut my mouth, cut my eyes from his and drank more ale. For some odd reason, it no longer tasted very good.

“These men were not all from Khassart,” he resumed. “I’d heard this legend in other realms that knew next to naught about magic. The man-wolf creature is extremely rare, yet every culture speaks of the legend. Another odd thing I noticed, no matter the country or the language or the culture, the creature is always named gai’tan, the werewolf.”

Deep within me, something stirred in recognition. Like a faint scent wafting on a summer breeze. Or the ghost of a ghost of a ghost. Distantly, I heard the dim howling of wolves under the light of a full moon.

Gai’tan.

The Chosen.

The squirrels in my gut reproduced and repopulated into my heart and lungs. My pulse pounded in my ears. My breath snagged in my throat and refused to travel any further. I tasted fear on my tongue. Gods above and below—

Frantically drawing air into my lungs, I tried to raise some scorn. Yet even to my own ears, my voice rang false. “Werewolves? I suppose they could turn themselves into wolves only at a full moon and murdered little children in their beds?”

Rygel smiled. “Not at all. A gai’tan is a man born with the soul of a wolf. Therefore, he is both: man and wolf, in one body. No murder involved.”

“There are no such things as werewolves.”

“The first time I saw you, I saw a wolf. Not a man.”

I forced an eye roll. “Your brain was also fried by tros. As an argument, that is rather pathetic. You need to do better than that.”

“I know what I saw.”

I twirled my finger in the air around my right ear. “You’re crazier than privy-bound rat.”

Rygel smiled, a calm, understanding smile. It was one of those I-know-more-than-you smarmy smiles. I clenched my fist to prevent it from erasing that irritating smile from his face.

“Search the innermost rooms of your soul and you’ll know I’m right.”

“Search this.” I used a gesture more commonly used by slaves and not by the landed gentry.

Rygel laughed. “Face it, you know I’m right.”

“You’re a lunatic.”

I shook my head in negation, trying hard to make Rygel’s words in my mind be as foolish as they sounded spoken aloud. A man and a wolf who shared one body? Nonsense. That was impossible…wasn’t it? Of course it was. The sudden high heat in my blood, the sudden sweat I felt trickling down over my ribs came from the horrid summer temperature. Of course it did.

“Raine.”

Rygel’s soft voice, so quiet that I should have been able to ignore it, caught my attention more than had he shouted. I couldn’t help it. I looked up.

“You know something.”

I studied my lap. Words came to mind and immediately passed through to vanish, disappear, unspoken. What do I say? What could I say? That my soul recognized the legend when I had never before heard of it? That I felt a very odd kinship with the wolves who haunted my sleep every night? Dare I speak thus he would think me mad? Maybe I was mad. I had to be mad.

I rubbed my hand down my face, feeling the stiff bristles of my new-grown beard. I hated beards. “Wolves have haunted me ever since I can remember.”

He straightened in his chair. “Haunted? How so?”

“In dreams. I hear them howling. But lately—”

I couldn’t go on. This was crazy. Utter lunacy.

The eagerness in his eyes, his half-smiling face, the new sharp attention he riveted on me gave me some measure of courage.

I swallowed a large gulp of ale. “But lately I’ve heard them when awake.”

“When?”

“The moment you and I met.”

Rygel nodded, as though he had expected that. “And?”

“When Lionel summoned me to the palace.”

“I guessing that these are some kind of premonitions, no?”

“Nay,” I snapped, standing up. “They’re just the insane dreams of a mad killer. They don’t mean a bloody thing.”

I paced away from the table and leaned against the wall next to the window, my back to him. Staring sightlessly down into the dark, empty street below, I clamped down on my anger. “I’m not this—gai’tan—creature, Rygel. They called me The Wolf because I can kill as efficiently as any furry predator. No more than that.”

“Whatever you say.”

His mild response failed to quiet my anger. He did not intend to let this matter drop, that serene tone told me. You bloody well better, Rygel me lad, I thought. You might have all the power of the universe at your fingertips, but I can still break both your legs.

“Denying it won’t help matters,” he said.

“I am not a werewolf.”

“You are gai’tan.”

“And you are so full of shit you squeak going into a turn.”

“Try it. Turn yourself into a wolf.”

“Your mother was a wolf.”

“Raine—”

“Drop it before I drop you out this damn window.”

“All right, all right. No need to get angry.”

I see plenty of reason to be angry, I thought, but took a deep breath to wash away my irritation. It helped, barely.

“I have an idea,” he exclaimed.

“Usa’a’mah, save us,” I muttered.

“We need a ceremony.”

I kept my back to him, wishing he would just shut up and go to sleep. “Whatever for?”

His excitement grew; I heard it in his voice. “In my land, men who grow as close as kin brothers, as we have done, hold a ceremony. Become ehlu’braud, the Brothers of Blood.”

In spite of myself, I was interested. I turned around at last. “This is common in your country?”

“Not very. Only those who share what we have shared should be ehlu’braud. We each saved the other. Without one, both would have perished. That is why we need a ceremony. A ceremony that will make us brothers in the eyes of the gods.”

“So what do we need for this ceremony?”

“Wine. I bet Leoda has the right kind.”

Before I could stop him, Rygel dashed out the door, his feet clumping down the stairs. I slowly returned to my chair at the table and took another deep draught of my ale.

Me? Become brother to a man I had known scarcely a week? Forced to agree, I realized that Rygel and I shared a bond that few men could ever hope to share with anyone. He risked all, all he had to give, for me, not once but twice. He saved my life, me, Raine the Wolf, a virtual stranger to him, a runaway slave. I risked my life to save him from the slavery of tros addiction. What two men could ever claim that?

I had sisters, but no brothers. When I was small, I always wanted a brother. A brother with whom I could ride and wrestle. A brother with whom I could quarrel and laugh. A brother with whom I could share the possibilities of manhood and the mysteries of women. A brother I might name my son after. A brother who loved me unconditionally, whether I be prince or pauper, wealthy or poor, slave or freeman. The memories of my childhood before slavery flooded me, swamping my soul with pain and grief. The more I thought about it, the more intrigued I grew. I finished my scanty meal, pondering the implications.

Rygel burst back in a few minutes later, his right hand clasping the neck of a wineskin. A very old wineskin. I eyed it dubiously.

“Why that stuff? It must be vinegar by now.”

“It’s called mead. Brewed in Khassart.”

“Mead?”

“A wine made from honey. You’ll like it. Trust me.”

I sighed. I hated it when he said that.

Rygel set the skin down on the table and began fussing with cups, parchment and a tallow candle. Suddenly he stopped, staring at me.

“Um,” he began slowly. “I didn’t even ask if you wanted to be my brother.”

His face colored a faint pink with embarrassment, and I immediately read the thoughts behind his amber eyes. He feared I would reject him. The hurt of such a rejection would wound beyond all healing, I sensed, for we did indeed share an uncommon bond.

I wanted to smile at his worry, turn it into a jest. My instinct told me that such a jest would break his heart rather than soothe his concern. He would laugh and smile, and the mead would disappear into his cup and he would never speak of it again.

Instead, I locked gazes with him and spoke quietly and sincerely. “I’d be honored.”

Satisfied and happy, he finished his table arrangements, setting out cups and pouring the mead. Rummaging through his packs until he found a length of leather strapping, he set that beside the wineskin. Then he blew out all but the one tallow candle. Setting his dagger beside the candle, he looked at me.

“Ready?”

“I expect so. What’s that for?” I nodded toward the dagger as I rose from my chair.

“We need blood.”

I quirked a brow at him, inviting further explanation, and he shrugged as though everyone knew but me. “We cut each other. If the gods approve of our brotherhood, our blood is shared and we are blood brothers. If not”—he jerked his head in a yea-nay gesture—“then we bleed a bit.”

I sat opposite him at the table, eyeing the knife. While I had faced countless daggers in the hands of enemies, been cut, stabbed and sliced nearly as often, I’ve never used a weapon in cold blood, much less on someone I cared for as much as I did Rygel. To my surprise, the idea bothered me a great deal. I hoped I could do it.

Rygel poured mead into the cups and lifted the dagger.

“We cut our wrists, then tie them together,” he explained. “Some of our mixed blood drops into the wine. And we drink.”

“That’s all?”

“I have to chant a prayer to the gods, but yes, that’s all.”

I allowed him to take my left wrist and cut a three-inch gash lengthwise down my inner arm. He quickly handed the dagger to me and exposed his own wrist. Ignoring my blood dripping onto the table, I lay the razor edge against his skin. Without allowing myself to think, I held my breath and rapidly slashed. Praying I did not cut him too deep, I set the dagger down.

To his credit, he winced neither in pain nor at the sight of his blood welling from the deep cut.

“Perfect,” he approved.

Once more taking my arm, he set our bleeding wrists together, forearms touching, and reached for the strap. With his left hand and his teeth, he tied the leather around our arms nearly tight enough to slow the bleeding yet not so tight as to cut off circulation entirely. Blood continued to run down our arms and drip onto the table.

Rygel caught a few drops of our mingled blood into each cup. Oddly enough, I felt little pain from the deep wound. Only the tight strap bit into my flesh and caused minor discomfort.

“Close your eyes,” he commanded.

I obeyed. The candlelight flickered dimly behind my closed lids. I heard Rygel begin an odd lilting chant, the words in a language I had never heard before, not even in his curses. His voice rose and fell softly, the cadence relaxing, soothing. My heart beat slowly in rhythm to the chant and a calm lethargy filled me. For a moment, I felt as though I would fall soundly asleep. Or perhaps I would fall into a trance.

A sudden sensation in my arm jolted me and I nearly opened my eyes. A half pain and half burning ache spread from my hand to my elbow, growing in strength and ferocity as Rygel’s chant continued. Something told me that to move or open my eyes would break the spell, if a spell it were indeed.

I forced myself to remain calm, and I focused instead on Rygel’s voice. The lethargy returned slowly, the trance reasserting itself. My pulse quickened and slowed in rhythm to his prayer, the throbbing in my arm building into a sharp crescendo.

Then as suddenly as it began, the pain and Rygel’s voice stopped at the same instant. For a moment my head spun, vertigo making me woozy. My body lurched as though my heart stumbled, causing a tidal wave in my blood. When the feeling passed, it left behind a slightly nauseous belly, a headache and an odd feeling that I was no longer the same man.

I heard Rygel draw a sharp intake of breath and let it out on a long sigh. “’Tis done,” he said. “The gods have approved.”

I slowly opened my eyes. In the dim light of the candle, Rygel looked pale and drawn, exhaustion lining his face and eyes. He worked the strap, his fingers fumbling tiredly with the knot. I gently pulled his fingers away and untied the strap myself. I flexed my stiff fingers, discovering the slash in my wrist was gone. Without a trace. The cut left not even a scar.

I took Rygel’s arm and turned it over. He could not heal himself from his injuries the day before. However, his arm now was as clean as mine.

“Now we drink.” He pushed a cup toward me and lifted his own with a faint grin.

I raised it, returning his smile. “A toast?”

“To us, braud,” he said. “My brother.”

“Braud.”

We clinked cups and drank deep.

“Turn yourself into a wolf.”

“Shut up.”

* * *

Rygel improved greatly over the next two days. He did little save eat and sleep and rapidly regained his some of his former weight. I spent my time watching out the tiny window, sitting to the side to prevent anyone from the street glancing up and observing me observing them. I saw naught that would endanger us. No Federal soldiers, save the occasional patrol passing by, and no Kel’Hallans. All appeared peaceful, quiet and safe. Still, I would not relax my vigil until we escaped the Federation for good. To pass the time, I cut the jewels from my collar and Lionel’s sword hilt, dropping them into a small leather bag. Its heavy weight would see us not only out of Khalid in style, but might see Rygel back into his homeland.

To alleviate Rygel’s boredom, we took turns making the trip to the main hall for food and ale. Rygel was on one such excursion while I sat in the chair and watched the quiet dusty street below. Very little moved in the summer’s heat, but a few dogs sniffed out offal, peddlers hawked their wares to the few citizens who passed. A few naked children played a game with sticks and a hoop. The all-too-recent riots and the unseasonably summer heat kept most people indoors. I watched with acute interest when a trio of Federates rode past, but they paid the inn no heed and within moments rode out of sight. I relaxed again, feeling grateful for the thick stone walls of the inn. It kept out the worst of the heat. Our room felt warm, but far more comfortable than the intense late summer heat of the outdoors. I yawned.

Wolves howled.

Damn bloody buggers, I thought. You invade my sleep and now you invade the rest of my life? Why don’t you slink into the hills and shut the bloody hell up? I have enough problems without adding wolves who liked the sound of their own voices into the mix.

The wolves ignored me, and howled. Gods above and below, be silent will you? I am not that—creature. I refused to speak the word, even to myself. Rygel was wrong.

A cacophony of wolf song answered me.

Uneasiness crept on stealthy catlike feet up my spine. The yowling of the wolves grew louder. My stomach rolled slowly over, churning, queasy, making me feel slightly sick. My ears cringed from the incessant howling of the stinking wolves. I gripped Lionel’s hilt with a hand greased with sweat. Cease, damn you, cease! Sweat popped out on my cheeks, trickled down my temples from my hair. Something was wrong. Something was going to happen. Something—

The door opened with a crash. I was on my feet, my sword out, before the sound reverberated through the room and died away.

The Kel’Hallans streamed in, Rygel in their midst. The small room quickly filled with four, no five leather-clad warriors, bows already nocked. I could see the heads of several more in the hall outside the room. A big redheaded fellow with a thick drooping mustache held Rygel by a heavy rope around his throat, a long dagger thrust against the back of Rygel’s neck. A dagger poised for a killing blow.

I hesitated, seeing that knife poised to end my brother’s life. One quick move and Rygel would be dead instantly. No magic could aid either him or me. With a speed that amazed me, the warriors leaped the beds and filled the tiny room. Two took up stations behind me. Two more flanked me. Their drawn recurve horse-bows never wavered, their steel-tipped arrows pointed at my head. Their flat eyes behind the nocked arrows, dark and angular, watched me.

That alone told me they knew who and what they were dealing with.

The big redhead gripping Rygel stared at me with fierce blue eyes. “Drop it, slave,” he rumbled.

“Sorry, braud.” Rygel spoke up with a wry grin. “They were on me before I knew it.”

In a flash, I saw their plan as clearly as if I had made it myself. Capture Rygel and use him as a shield. With that knife at his neck, he would not dare use his powers. The threat against him would then neutralize me, for they knew I would never risk his life to save my own. Nor would Rygel risk the archers filling me with arrows, should he fight with his magic.

Use us against each other, I thought bitterly. That meant they knew of our friendship. They had been watching, waiting, planning while Rygel and I loafed, eating and resting. Rygel had been right to suggest we leave. Had I listened, we would have been near the border by now and free of Federates and Kel’Hallans both.

Yet, I had eaten regret too many times before to succumb to its seductive charms now. What was done was done and in the hands of the gods.

Behind the leather-clad warriors strode their fiery-haired princess. She quietly shut the door, walked sedately toward me, her own sword out and leveled at my throat. She had changed out of her priestess costume, and now wore a tiny sleeveless tunic over her breasts and a simple leather kirtle about her hips. This left her midriff bare, but revealed a tiny jewel, a diamond, in her navel. Her sword belt slung low over her hips, a dagger thrust into its own sheath, while her bow and quiver hung across her back. On both of her arms, gleamed armbands of what looked like gold, and silver cuffs surrounded her slender wrists. The golden torque of royalty once again graced her throat. Boots of supple goatskin rose to her knees, with gold spurs clinking at the heels. Her wild seductive beauty and the thick fall of newly dyed dark hair struck me anew, stunned me for a moment.

Then the reality of why they were there hit me.

They intended to capture us and turn us over to the High King’s soldiers. Just as I tried to warn Rygel, they would use us to bargain themselves back into Brutal’s good graces and thus return safely home.

“Yield.” Her voice, while light and feminine, held the firm tone born of command. A single white feather braided into her hair danced at her every movement.

We are dead anyway, I thought. Better to die here, quickly, than with the torments Brutal could devise. In spite of how badly Brutal wanted us, I doubted very much if the newly crowned High King cared whether we still had a pulse.

One movement of my sword would bring the arrows. I tightened my grip on the hilt and looked into Rygel’s eyes. I saw no fear, no anger and no remorse. As clearly as if he had spoken, I read his thought. Let them do what they came to do, he said. His eyes calmly urged me to yield, to surrender. Nay, I sent back, I would not. Today was a good day to die.

I tensed myself to spring at the closest Kel’Hallan, the beautiful, exotic princess. She foolishly stood too close to me. If I took her down first, perhaps they others would shoot enough arrows into me to give a porcupine a run for its money. Rygel’s eyes shifted, warning me, staying me. His gaze asked me once more: yield, braud. Please.

I hesitated, suddenly uncertain.

“Don’t, man.” The big warrior holding Rygel also tensed, sensing my preparation to fight.

“One move and you both die,” the princess said.

I looked at neither of them. Rather I looked at my friend, my brother, as he silently asked the impossible. Trust me, Rygel’s eyes said.

Damn it. I hated it when he said that.

Please, his eyes asked.

Damn your bloody hide, I retorted, growing angry.

Trust me, he pleaded, please. I know what I’m doing, his eyes said. I wanted to sigh.

Very well, I thought. Usa’a’mah, and Rygel, protect us. Flicking my glance to the princess, I relaxed and reversed my blade. I held it over my arm, hilt first, to her in formal surrender. She accepted both sword and surrender without speaking and leaned my blade against the wall, out of reach.

“Dagger too,” the big man barked.

I unbuckled my sword belt, dagger still sheathed, and dropped it to the floor.

“Now,” Redhead spoke to Rygel rather than me. “Any whisper of magic and your big friend is dead. Understand?”

Rygel nodded, a short quick jerk of his head.

“I will withdraw my blade, and you will get on your knees to Her Royal Highness.”

Again, Rygel nodded without speaking.

Redhead sheathed his knife and forced Rygel to his knees before the princess. For the first time I saw Rygel’s hands were tied behind his back. Then Redhead moved swiftly behind me, pulling a leather thong from his belt.

“Put your hands behind you.”

I reluctantly obeyed. He rapidly tied my wrists together in a knot I could never untie. Then he kicked my knees out from under me and forced me down beside Rygel.

Princess Ly’Tana took the only chair and sat down, her manner and imperious expression suggesting she were granting audience to petitioners in her throne room.

I glanced sidelong at Rygel, catching his eye. “I’m too slow to kill you,” I muttered, “but these morons can take you hostage?”

Instead of answering, he snickered, unable to control that short burst of humor. Sharp cuffs from Redhead and a bark for silence rewarded our quick exchange. We obeyed, but Rygel’s mouth thinned, his expression mulish.

The silence dragged out for a long moment. I thought the princess seemed oddly hesitant, cutting her eyes from mine and looking at her hulking red warrior behind me.

“This is not as it seems,” she said at length.

“It seems you intend to turn us over to the High King,” Rygel commented mildly.

The brute behind us cuffed Rygel across the ear, a blow hard enough to send him reeling, off-balance, into me.

“Keep a civil tongue in your head when you address Her Highness,” he barked.

I could not stop the low rumbling growl emanating from my throat. The daemon tugged at his collar, urging me to free him. I glared at Redhead and started to rise to my feet. He stared back, his eyes challenging me, daring me.

“Go ahead,” I muttered thickly, the growl unchecked. I couldn’t help my temper, the daemon, now loose from his chain and raging dangerously out of control. “Touch him again. Give me an excuse to rip out your heart and feed it to you.”

Redhead’s eyes narrowed as he hefted his sword.

“Kel’Ratan.”

The princess’s voice remained soft and quiet, but Redhead, like a dog called to heel, moved away from Rygel and me.

I matched him glare for glare, my own lip curled in a snarl to mirror his. No doubt, we were like two mastiffs stalking round each other before the fight. Generations of warriors in my ancestry would not allow me to back down easily. Nor would the years of killing better men than this in the stadiums of the Federation. Despite the thongs biding my wrists, I started to my feet. Only her voice dragged our eyes away from each other and made me pause.

“So it would appear to you,” she said quietly. “Yet that is not our intention.”

“Then what is your intention?” Rygel snapped. “Perhaps you intend to kidnap us for your own amusements?”

Instead of growing angry at his tone, the princess smiled. A smile that looked both sad and bitter.

“We have come here to seek your help.”

For once Rygel had nothing to say. I never thought any soul in this world could hold Rygel silent. I clenched my jaw this time, but not in anger. I set it to prevent it dropping in profound bafflement. My temper cooled immediately. I recognized when her smile widened, grew less bitter, and held a trace of wry satisfaction.

“Ah, so that surprises you.”

Help them? My mind whirled with possibilities. What in Usa’a’mah’s name could we do to help these barbarian people? Perhaps they wanted us to kill Brutal as well as his sire? I suspected they knew that idea was well-nigh impossible, under the circumstances. As if reading my thoughts, her eyes turned to me.

“Being a gladiator, I trust you are familiar with the training arena?”

I dropped my head once in a nod, suddenly wary. She knew something I did not. I shut my teeth on a sudden desire to ask questions and waited. Sweat trickled down between my shoulders, making my spine itch.

Rygel had no such compunctions about asking questions, however. “What the bloody hell would you want there?” he demanded.

Her green eyes flashed. “Brutal has taken prisoner one of my friends. He is holding him prisoner at the arena. And I mean to get him out.”

In her eyes, I saw a dangerous flash, a determination and an iron will. Obviously, she was not one to watch from behind the lines of battle, I mused, but one at the forefront of every fight, sword raised and screaming for blood. If anyone dared keep her from this captured friend of hers, I could only pity him.

“My sources tell me Brutal is keeping him there,” Ly’Tana continued. “This friend is too big to be housed anywhere else. I’m told the only way to get him out is heavily defended against us.”

“The griffin,” Rygel exclaimed.

“The what?” The question burst out before I could bite it back.

Rygel turned to me, his eyes lit with excitement. “You don’t have them in your land?”

I must have looked blank, for he went on, occasionally glancing at Princess Ly’Tana for confirmation.

“A griffin is a mystical creature, very rare in this day and age,” he went on, raw energy in his tone. “Half lion, half eagle, a race hunted nearly to extinction. They are highly intelligent, gifted even.”

“Bar has been my guardian since I was an infant,” Ly’Tana murmured.

“And the High King has him hostage?”

Her head dropped once in a curt nod. “Indeed. As I have said, Brutal has him in the slaves’ arena…the only place large enough to hold him. We do not know the tunnels beneath to find our way in secretly.”

Her green eyes locked with mine. “Yet you do.”

I tried with all my strength to fathom what I saw deep in those beautiful eyes. Some hint of her thoughts, some clue as to the mind that lay beneath the thick fall of dyed hair. Dark hair didn’t suit her somehow, I thought haphazardly. I saw instead a shield protecting those very thoughts I sought. She had a wall around her soul that held a strength that rivaled my own. My own eyes were inscrutable, I knew, as I had learned long since to hide all thoughts and feelings.

“Will you help us?”

Braced to counter threats to force me to do as they wanted, the question, nay, it was a near-plea, threw me into confusion. A sword at Rygel’s throat would have had me jumping through their flaming hoops rather nicely. I hesitated, uncertain of the ground ahead of me. A trap, perhaps?

Without taking my gaze from hers, I mentally shrugged. It was all in the hands of the gods, I reckoned. I finally spoke.



Chapter 10

Agree to No Longer Disagree

“What will you give us in return?”

Wolf’s soft voice broke the tense silence. Although I expected one of them to speak, I nearly jumped out of my skin when Wolf did. Inwardly cursing myself for a fool, I opened my mouth to reply, but Kel’Ratan forestalled me.

“You have nothing to bargain with, slave,” he barked. “You will do as you are bid.”

You thick-witted, bone-headed nitwit, I thought, you mulishly stupid man. I wanted to scream the words, but kept them in my mind with an effort. I gritted my teeth, hiding my rage at my kinsman’s blunder. While we may be able to hold Rygel hostage to Wolf’s good behavior, I wanted their cooperation. My instinct told me their alliance with us was essential and their ill will exceedingly dangerous. A wizard with magic in his hands and unbelievable cruelty in his heart together with a gladiator adept at killing was not a combination I wanted set against me.

Wolf’s cold strange eyes narrowed. I watched him tense, his muscles bunching to impel him forward. I knew then that Kel’Ratan’s words had been enough to send the gladiator close to the edge of self-control. Like a panther uncoiling itself to spring, Wolf rose from his knees. He flexed his huge muscles, popping the leather thongs that bound his wrists. He broke the tough, fire-hardened leather as though snapping a child’s ribbon. Impossible, I thought. No one could break those ties; those thongs were as strong as steel.

Kel’Ratan shifted his stance, crouching into a battle-readiness, his sword once more out and leveled. At his movement, my warriors stretched bowstrings to their ears, the creaking suddenly loud in the heavy silence. Holy Lady, nay, I thought. They will kill him. Should he die, so should Bar.

Kel’Ratan lifted his sword, his lips curled into a snarl. Wolf dropped to a half-crouch, unarmed, ready to meet an armed man with nothing more deadly than his hands. He pushed Rygel behind him, his scarred body shielding his friend. No trace of fear in those altered yet still eerily cold eyes, facing his certain death with incredible courage. Or perhaps it was stupidity? With men one never knew.

I wanted to scream in frustration. Why did the Lady put men’s brains in their muscles rather than their heads? Lady above, help me now.

I did not scream. Instead, I jumped between the two, thanking Nephrotiti in a quick prayer that, thus far, none of the warriors had yet filled Wolf with arrows. My back to Wolf, I glared at my cousin, my own sword level and ready.

“Hold.”

My command froze everyone, as I intended. At least my royal blood had some uses besides creating the next heir.

My self-congratulation died when I saw Kel’Ratan’s eyes widen in shock and sudden fear. I knew then my cousin had more brains in his muscles than I did in my entire head. My impetuous movement brought me within reach of a trained killer who had no reason not to reach out with one hand and snap my neck. If he did not kill me out of hand, I would make a very useful hostage. None of the warriors, even Kel’Ratan, would dare risk my life should Wolf choose to hold me and demand their retreat.

I froze, waiting for the quick grab, the flash of pain and death. May the Lady guard my soul and bring me to her sacred feet in the next world. If not that, then a quick grab, my sword stolen, and the demand Kel’Ratan order a quick retreat.

Naught at all happened.

My instincts for danger, which seldom failed to warn me in the past, remained quiescent. Wolf, his breath stirring my hair, stood motionless. Aware of him as never before, I perceived his anger, his mistrust; I sensed the incredible power of his body, the strength of his will. And yet—

I knew I was safe.

Rygel, half-forgotten in the last moments, rose awkwardly to his feet to stand beside Wolf.

Glaring at Kel’Ratan, I ignored his silent plea for me to move away, out of the reach of an angry, snarling wolf. I sheathed my sword, scowling, and put my hands on my hips. As though I never doubted for a moment I was safe within reach of a trained killer who had no love for me.

“Listen to me. Put up your sword and cease this nonsense.”

My warriors lowered their bows, uncertain, not daring to shoot for fear of striking me. They glanced from Kel’Ratan, to me, to Wolf and back again. Kel’Ratan, on the other hand, did not relent. Lips thinned into a tight white line, he stepped forward, his blade poised to kill the Wolf behind me. My form between them seemed to matter about as much a flea in a sandstorm.

In an instant, several things happened at once. A vision of my cousin slaughtering the slave flashed across my vision. Behind it came another: that of the slave killing my cousin. In either case, Bar’s life ended as surely as if Brutal cut my griffin’s throat himself. Then I felt the Wolf’s hands on my shoulders and for a brief moment wondered if he meant to move me out of the way. Or, perhaps he meant to kill both of us in an effort to free himself and the wizard.

Kel’Ratan came on, his eyes blind with bloodlust, and I wondered wildly how I would stop him. Lady Starlight, help me! I reached for my sword to defend the unarmed man from my own blood kin.

I froze.

In addition to Wolf’s powerful hands, I felt something seize me in a tight grip. An invisible web closed around me, rendering my limbs useless. I struggled to lift my hands and arms, but the web would not yield. Helpless, I was now at the mercy of whoever, and whatever, held me captive. I struggled harder, a tiny niggle of fear tickling at my heart.

A grunt from Kel’Ratan brought my attention from my own predicament to his. I looked up. Poised to leap and strike, he too, stood fast in the grip of the unknown power, his eyes wide and confused. Nor could he move from its clutch any more than I could.

“Well, now,” Rygel drawled. “Are we having fun yet?”

I had nearly forgotten Rygel’s existence, so intent was I on preventing bloodshed.

He sauntered casually into my line of sight, between Kel’Ratan and me, his hands still tied behind his back. Then I realized Wolf, too, could not move. His hands still lay on my shoulders, trembling slightly as though he too fought the invisible net.

Rygel grinned as he looked from each of us, the only one in the room able to move about freely. Even my warriors stood fast, hands holding bows still nocked with deadly arrows. I saw no end of nervous fear on their normally stoic and courageous expressions.

“It seems we have a problem,” he mused, still walking about as though strolling through a garden. He nodded toward Kel’Ratan. “This big fellow here wants to kill my brother. And, as it happens, my brother wants to kill him, as well.”

Rygel bowed his head as he paced, the light catching his golden hair into a circular nimbus, much like a halo. Yet I doubted any resemblance between him and a holy spirit was anything but coincidental. With his eyes lowered and his lips pursed, he looked like a mendicant priest pondering a weighty religious matter. An insane laugh reached my lips and hung there, quivering.

“What can we do about this? Can’t have bloodshed.” His tongue clicked. “No, no, we mustn’t have that. Blood is so messy to clean up; ruins the carpet.”

He paced slowly back and forth, his entire posture that of a man deep in thought or prayer. While I knew Rygel not at all, I knew very well when a man played to, literally, a captive audience. His sense of the drama no doubt had something to do with a sudden inane giggle that rose to my throat. Fortunately, I caught and stopped it before it could erupt and shame me. Yet, Rygel ceased his pacing and watched me, as though he knew I struggled with laughter.

“Why can’t we all just get along?” he asked the room in general, his voice plaintive.

Lady, stop him before I shame myself, I thought, feeling more hysterical giggles rising. My chest heaved with the effort of keeping me from braying like an overloaded packmule.

“Well?” He wheeled on Kel’Ratan. “You want your griffin fetched from prison, a nasty sort of debacle, wouldn’t you agree? Not exactly like slipping a mouse into one’s pocket or stealing a horse. We should be properly repaid for our efforts. What do we want in return?”

He quirked a brow at Wolf over my shoulder then smiled at me. “Well, Princess?”

I found I could speak. Yet, speaking without braying with laughter was almost more than I could bear. I snorted, choked and finally managed a few hoarse words.

“We promise to help you escape Khalid.”

Once more Rygel thoughtfully paced. “Hmmm. What makes you think we need your help to leave this reeking cesspit?”

“Brutal’s army is searching everywhere for you. You may hide for a while, but in the end, they will find you. With our help we can assure you will get out with your hides intact.”

“I suspect Brutal wants your head alongside ours on his mantle, my lady,” Rygel replied. “That thought does not comfort me much.”

“We have more strength in our numbers than you do in yours.”

“Point taken.”

“In addition, I will guarantee you a safe sanctuary within the borders of Kel’Halla.”

Rygel shrugged. “We have our own countries we can return to, and still have a safe sanctuary.”

“How about a haven under my shield and enough gold to see you back to your own countries rich men?”

“Now that is sounding more reasonable,” he commented. “How much are you offering?”

I picked a number I hoped would satisfy him. “Ten thousand gold crowns.”

“Each.”

I stiffened, my own anger rising. “Now wait—”

Rygel shrugged. “Take it or leave it, Your Highness. How much is the life of your griffin worth?”

I glanced at Kel’Ratan. I found no help there. He merely shrugged.

“He’s worth any money, any risk,” I murmured. “Agreed.”

Rygel quirked a brow at Wolf. I could not see what his response was, but it must have been the affirmative for Rygel’s face broke into a wide grin. “We can agree to no longer disagree, aye?”

“Aye.”

“And we can be assured these two will behave themselves? What’s to stop them from killing each other the moment I release your bonds?”

I met Kel’Ratan’s eyes. “Well, cousin? Will you abide by the decision we’ve made here and not kill this man?”

Kel’Ratan’s eyes showed resignation, as much as if he shrugged his shoulders. “Aye,” he grunted sourly.

“And you, Raine?” Rygel asked. “You’ll not slit his throat at the first opportunity?”

Wolf’s mutter in my ear sounded loud in the quiet. “I will not.”

Rygel continued to slowly pace about the room, his head and eyes lowered. I grew impatient, fretting at the inactivity and feeling the need to make our plans.

“That’s enough, my lord. You have your agreement. Free us now.”

His eyes met mine and immediately I wished I had kept my mouth shut. For a moment, his face looked as cold as Wolf’s eyes, and as deadly. I suddenly remembered, too late, how he served as Brutal’s torturer and executioner. Rygel was a man with more power at his fingertips than anyone who lived on earth. I blithely demanded he free me, as I might have demanded a servant bring my supper.

Then, as though having shown his fangs, Rygel brightened and his face glowed with cheery good humor.

“Your Highness forgets who is in charge here,” he said genially. “For all of you are now my prisoners, should you aggravate me. What’s to stop me from freeing Raine, and the two of us departing? That would leave all of you”—his eyes and smile swept the room, touching upon Kel’Ratan, Witraz and the others in turn—“stuck in a rather awkward situation.”

With dawning horror, I realized how foolish I had been. What had I been thinking? To believe we could force a wizard of Rygel’s power into doing what we wanted, to make him a hostage. What made us think we could kill him if Wolf refused to behave?

“Of course, the spell binding you would eventually fall apart and dissipate,” he went on, still pacing. “In a week or so, I’d imagine.”

My horror grew as the reality of what he meant filled my mind. Frozen here, standing, unable to move…for a week? Such a fate was unthinkable. Certainly well within Rygel’s power, should he wish it. I stared into Kel’Ratan’s widened blue eyes, seeing there the same fear that must have shown in my own eyes. My warriors looked to me to free them, their eyes calm, knowing I would not, could not, subject them to such a fate. I drew breath to scream, argue, plead, order, demand…I knew not which—

“Rygel, cease.” Wolf’s quiet rumble filled my ears with a firm tone, a command, that I nearly wept with relief to hear it.

Rygel halted, looking past me at Wolf with an air of faint surprise. Whatever he saw must have decided him, for he smiled anew, this time in genuine sheepish apology.

“I am sorry, Your Highness, my lord.” He turned to include Kel’Ratan and my warriors in his little speech. “It’s just that I’ve had Prince Brutal ordering me around so much I can’t take much more.” He shook his head, and his apologetic tone seemed sincere. “I am truly sorry for that. I would not have left you all in that spell.”

My gut told me he indeed would have left us here, frozen and unable to move, eat, or shit for a week or more. Just to keep us from following them, or out of simple vindictiveness. I refrained from saying so, however, for, despite being female, I learned fast. Rygel was provoked more easily, or for less cause, than anyone I had ever met.

“It seems we all got off on the wrong foot,” he went on, still pacing. “We have our agreement, no? We will all play nice now.”

My laughter threatened to spill over again, this time in shaky relief, as Rygel’s self-satisfied smirk beamed across us all.

“Very good, then.”

Suddenly I could move again. Wolf’s hands fell away from my shoulders, my tunic damp where his fingers had been. I half-turned to glance up into his eyes, finding them curiously blank of any expression. Yet, my uneasiness remained. Rygel’s mercurial moods may lead us into unexpected danger. Like the tale of two twins, one good and one evil. I suspected I just met the evil twin. I wondered briefly if I could persuade Wolf to leave him behind.

“Oh, put that thing away, Kel’Ratan,” I snapped.

The tip of Kel’Ratan’s sword wavered a moment then dropped as he finally relaxed. He glowered at me, sheathing the blade in an irritated movement.

Wolf stepped away from me and bent, his thick midnight hair hiding his eyes. He slid a thin dagger from his boot and straightened. Unarmed, did I say? Rygel spun about and Wolf cut the ties still binding his hands behind his back.

“Much better.” Rygel rubbed his skin where the thin leather cut into him while Wolf sliced the remainder of his own ties from his wrists.

“Now where were we?” Rygel asked pleasantly. “Oh, yes. Agreements. Assuming we get your big pet back and escape with our hides intact, we can live in peace in your land as rich men? At least until we choose to depart?”

I nodded. “You have my word.”

“I don’t suppose you’d want to grant any titles while you’re at it? I’d like something grand, like the Duke of Someplace? In my homeland, I may be of noble blood, but I can carry no title, save that of lord. May I have a title?” His grin, boyish and charming, bloomed like a spring blossom.

I chuckled before I could stop. “That is up to my father.”

“And you’ll keep your redheaded friend here on a short leash? He agreed to not kill my brother. Naught was said about him not killing me. I would hate to wake one morning with a knife in my back.”

Kel’Ratan opened his mouth to protest, his fists clenching. I stilled him with a quick glance and a scowl. Muttering an oath, Kel’Ratan crossed his arms across his chest and turned away, face flaming red as his hair. Few ever questioned his honor and I was surprised he did not skewer Rygel on the spot. A great improvement on his self-restraint, I thought approvingly.

“Lord Rygel, my kinsman will behave himself,” I said. “You have nothing to fear.”

Rygel grinned. I was suddenly reminded of a rock leopard crouched over its kill, yellow eyes unblinking as they stared at me. If that cat could have grinned, it would have looked very much like this.

He made no motion of his hands nor gave any indication his powers were being used. Suddenly the invisible band wrapped itself around me and movement was once again impossible.

“I have little to fear, Princess.” Rygel spoke quietly, his golden eyes alight with feral amusement. “Yet, if your kinsman decides to slip his collar, he may get hurt.”

My own anger rose at his audacity to threaten me. “Release me.”

Rygel’s grin grew wider and more predatory. “Now why would I do that?”

“You heard Her Highness,” Kel’Ratan roared. “Release her now.”

“I can turn you upside down and paddle your royal bottom,” Rygel went on as though Kel’Ratan yanking his sword from its sheath were of no more concern than a fly buzzing near his head. “Shall I?”

“You would not dare,” I growled.

“Oh, but I would.” The amusement in his voice turned to mockery, his yellow eyes glinting. “I have little patience for people who kidnap me and threaten my friends. I don’t much like women. The two combined… Well, let’s just say I might get irritated and hurt someone. Despite a certain someone’s royal stature.”

He bowed, his chilling laughter sending a chill over my flesh. My rage and indignation rose, mounting higher with every breath he drew. Had I a sword in my hand and the freedom to use it, the wizard’s head would no longer adorn his arrogant neck.

“We had to use those means.” My teeth ached from clenching my jaw. I relaxed a trifle and spoke more calmly. “It was the only way we knew to get you to listen to us.”

“To get us—”

“Rygel.”

Wolf’s soft rumble cut through the tension, startling me. While the tone itself was mild, I heard an edge to it that cut through any possible resistance. Rygel himself gave a tiny start, the arrogant humor and anger leaving his yellow eyes. Instantly, the bands of power wrapping me vanished. I breathed deep, inhaling calm and exhaling my anger in an attempt to restore my composure. Exercises learned long ago from my sword master. I almost failed. Almost.

“What’s done is done and we agreed to help them. Tormenting them further accomplishes nothing.”

To my astonishment, Rygel nodded, his expression suddenly rueful and no longer mocking. “Of course. My apologies, Princess. Forgive me?”

A sincere, if boyish, grin surfaced and he bowed low. My fury died at the change in him, but my suspicion rose in its place. Like the sun coming out from behind a cloud, his demeanor brightened. However, the cloud remained, out of sight.

“Forgive him, Your Highness, he has the manners of a randy goat.”

Once more, Wolf’s soft rumble surprised me. For a big man he had a surprisingly mellow voice and a quirky humor that intrigued me. I glanced at him over my shoulder, thinking to share a smile with him. Rather, I found him frowning slightly at his friend. I made no protest as he retrieved his sword belt and dagger, although his sword remained behind me, where I placed it. Kel’Ratan’s eyes followed the big slave’s, narrowed with suspicion. If Wolf found the stare offensive, he gave no sign as he buckled it back around his hips.

“As you are as thick as an oak stump,” Rygel retorted. “Well, Princess?”

“Of course, my lord. Let us all begin anew as friends.”

This seemed to please him for he straightened and reached for my hand. Kissing it lightly and with enough respect to warm my heart, he murmured, “Thank you.”

I shot another look from under my lashes at Wolf and realized with a sudden dawning who was the leader of this little pack. Despite his status as slave and Rygel’s as a lord, Wolf was a natural leader and Rygel instinctively deferred to him. I wondered if Rygel even knew that Wolf was the true leader. That may create problems in the future, I speculated, for I could not have my own authority challenged. Would our new pact fall asunder because of it?

I shrugged mentally and put it from my mind for the moment. It was all in Nephrotiti’s hands anyway. Bar’s safe return was all that mattered. I picked up Wolf’s sword by the cross-guard and held it out. He accepted it with a small bow and sheathed it in one fluid motion.

“Sit, my friends,” I said. “You too, Kel’Ratan.”

Only when Kel’Ratan sat down on the only other chair in the room would Wolf obey me. He took the edge of the bed and sat cautiously, as though ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. Rygel sank cross-legged to the floor. Witraz, Rannon, Left and Right returned arrows to quivers, and continued to stand about the room at parade rest, waiting.

“The High King’s soldiers shot Bar with at least two arrows when they brought him down,” I began. “He may have more injuries that I do not yet know of. Thus our task may be even more difficult as he may not be able to walk or fly.”

“Nothing easier,” Rygel replied with a quiet confidence. He jerked his thumb at his companion. “The lummox can pick the beastie up and carry him out on his shoulders.”

Disconcerted, I opened my mouth to explain how truly big Bar was when I saw the sardonic tilt to Rygel’s mouth and the glint in his eye. I quickly changed tack. As with Brutal, I turned on the feminine charm.

“My lord wizard,” I murmured with a feigned demure look downward. “I’m certain a clever magician such as yourself will think of a way.”

While unfamiliar with feminine wiles and games to sway men into doing my will, my charm worked, on a rare occasion. Although it never failed to make me feel the fraud. I was no girlie girl and hated pretending to be one. Yet, for some odd reason, it worked on Rygel. From under my lashes, I saw Rygel gaping, his sarcasm gone. From the tail of my eye, I saw Kel’Ratan smother a grin with his hand. He knew me well, that one.

Wolf gave Rygel what looked like a gentle nudge with his toe, but Rygel overbalanced and toppled sideways. “Rygel will heal the beast.”

Rygel yelped in surprise. “I will what?”

I shook my head. “My thanks, but we can take care of his injuries once we get him out.”

Wolf caught my eye and held it, smiling a small strange smile. His cold, strangely predatory eyes held mine captivated, enslaved. “And will we carry him out, a beastie of the size you speak of? What if he cannot walk? What then? Nay, Your Highness, I meant Rygel will heal him on the spot. That will allow the creature to walk out under his own power. Or fly. Or defend himself.”

“I’ve never healed a beast that size,” Rygel protested, slewing to glare at Wolf over his shoulder.

“You wanted to be a healer. Now’s your chance.”

“You have no clue how big that griffin is,” Rygel snapped.  I may not have that much strength.”

“Are you the strongest, or aren’t you?”

“I bloody well am, damn your eyes.”

“Then cease your bloody arguing, dolt.”

They were not joking. I watched their expressions carefully, searching for any sign they were trying to escape the agreement and us. No doubt, Rygel’s indignation was genuine, as was Wolf’s confidence.

I exchanged a skeptical glance with Kel’Ratan. “Just exactly how does Rygel heal then?”

Wolf waggled his fingers, still smiling. “With magic.”

“Not all wizards do nothing but create love-potions or turn princes into toads,” Rygel snapped, scowling. “Some of us do have our uses.”

“Like healing?”

I could not halt the incredulous doubt from creeping into my voice. Rygel was a killer, Brutal’s chief torturer and executioner…men like that do not heal others. I wanted him there as a hostage to Wolf’s good behavior. That was the only use I had for him. I had not thought to find him actively helping.

Smiling, but silent, Wolf pulled his dagger from its sheath with his left hand. Holding his right arm away from his body, he savagely slashed his inner arm from wrist to elbow. All within the blink of an eye and before anyone could move to stop him. On my feet in an instant, I reached for him just as Rygel roared in fury.

“You flaming idiot,” Rygel bellowed. “Stupid, bullheaded—”

Blood did not just drip from the gaping cut; rather, it gushed in torrents. I frantically drew my own dagger to cut strips of linen from the bed to bind it before the man bled to death before my very eyes. Kel’Ratan growled low in his throat in frustration as he, too, looked for something to staunch the flow of blood.

“—shit, so help me I’ll let you bleed out right here, right now.”

“Shut up and heal it.”

Wolf’s smile never faltered, nor did his gaze drop from mine as his life rapidly bled away. I hesitated under that calm gaze, my knife set to cut bands of cloth, mesmerized, a bird caught in the eyes of a snake.

“They need proof.” Wolf’s mild voice carried over the hypnosis of his eyes, calming, soothing. “Let’s give them proof.”

Rygel’s fluent cursing in two languages brought me back to myself. He had gotten to his feet while I frantically looked for linen and seized Wolf’s gory arm in his hands. Kel’Ratan would have gone to them had I not stopped him with my hand on his arm. My boys also leaned close, Alun making the signs against evil enchantment.

His face pale from blood loss, but Wolf’s smile never ceased. Yet Rygel’s curses slackened. With one hand on the wound and the other at Wolf’s brow, Rygel shut his eyes, concentrating. The seconds ticked by, the silence lengthening as nothing at all seemed to be happening.

Then Wolf arched his back in a sudden spasm, his eyes squeezed shut, a low groan emanating from behind his clenched teeth. He held the look and sound of a man in great pain. Tiny beads of sweat formed on his brow and upper lip, his breath coming and going in ragged gasps.

Rygel stood calmly, apparently unaffected by the agony Wolf was in. I exchanged another incredulous glance with Kel’Ratan, and then turned back to watch as Wolf’s tense face slackened and his whole body slumped. Unconscious, he slid backward over the bed, Rygel letting him go with a grumble and an exasperated sigh.

“Are you happy now?”

Rygel’s acerbic voice cut through my strange haze of astonishment. Before me, as though displaying a trophy, he raised Wolf’s limp arm. I saw naught but the inner, vulnerable, fleshly arm, still red with Wolf’s blood, displaying the smooth skin of an unwounded, healthy body. No wound gaped, no blood gushed dripped or even seeped. All that remained was an angry weal where the cut had been. Even that rapidly faded before my eyes. I gasped, shocked.

“That’s not possible.”

Kel’Ratan’s low voice broke into my own stunned reverie, echoing the words that rose to my lips.

Rygel glared at us both, almost flinging Wolf’s arm down in his fury. “Do not dare to suggest what is impossible or possible around me,” he said, acid dripping from his tone. “I do hope you’ll not question my abilities again. One thick-witted oaf among us is quite enough.”

I sank back down onto my chair, unable to tear my eyes away from the sight of Wolf’s magically healed arm. Lady’s blood, I thought. That is the answer. Rygel could indeed heal Bar. Until now the answer to the problem of how to get a wounded Bar out had ceaselessly nagged at me. If Bar could neither walk nor fly, how could we rescue him?

Before this moment, I despaired over our plan to free him ever working. I closed my eyes in a brief prayer of thanks to the Lady for surely she sent them to us for this purpose.

Rygel’s heated voice interrupted my elation. “You are too quick to judge me,” he growled. “You think of me as an evil, as Brutal’s pet wizard. You think I did what I did willingly. Your Royal Highness has no clue, none at all.”

I stared into his fierce amber eyes, seeing something I never thought I would ever see: pain. The pain in Rygel’s eyes, in the set of his jaw, the grief, the self-loathing, brought a sudden block in my throat. I swallowed, trying to dislodge it.

“Have you never done anything you regret? Are you so perfect?”

That stopped me cold. Unwillingly, my thoughts turned back to that bloody day not so long ago when two men died. That terrible, fateful day when a man who loved me committed murder, and I executed him. Both of them died because of me. Of course, I have.

“You have no idea what it cost me to hurt those people. None whatsoever. I care not for your sympathy or forgiveness, the souls of those people I was forced to torture will haunt me into the grave.”

“Why—” I began, and had to swallow harder to get my voice past the lump. “Why don’t you tell me.”

His lip curled, adding to the disdain his handsome blonde looks engendered. “No thanks. Just know this: you don’t know a bloody thing.”

Fair enough, I thought. Whatever his secret torment, perhaps we might one day trust each other. Or not.

Kel’Ratan stirred, breaking the chill between Rygel and me, and drew a ragged breath. “Now what?” he asked, gesturing toward Wolf’s unconscious body.

Rygel looked suddenly weary, raked his hand through his shaggy yellow hair. “He’ll sleep for a few hours then wake as stupidly bullheaded as ever.”

“Will Bar need to sleep, after?” I asked.

Shrugging, Rygel sat back down on the floor, resting his head against Wolf’s lax knee. “I don’t know. I have never tried healing a griffin before. He may have the strength to remain awake.”

“He will have to,” Kel’Ratan rumbled. “There’s no other choice.”



Chapter 11

The Formation of a Simple Plan

I woke to a dark thumping headache and Rygel snoring softly beside me. I found I shared one of the small beds with him while Ly’Tana slept in the other. Four of her henchmen remained in the tiny room, two stood on guard to either side of the door. The other two sat in the far corner, sharpening their swords and talking softly.

Redhead, or Kel’Ratan I now knew his name to be, sat in my chair and watched out the window, studying the street below. On watch. I surmised the remainder of her little band now bunked in the barn, for I knew the rest of the inn was filled to the rafters with uneasy guests.

My gut told me it was well after midnight. Kel’Ratan’s warrior instincts told him something in the room had changed and he turned his head slowly to study me. I did not attempt to hide my eyes from the faint sheen of moonlight that came through the window. For a long moment, we held each other’s gazes, locked in what to me was a mutual appraisal, a lifting of hostilities. In that look, we agreed to a truce outside our word given to the Princess Ly’Tana. He then turned away to resume his scrutiny of the city outside.

Despite Rygel’s occasional elbow thump to my ribcage, I lay relaxed and comfortable, my headache receding slowly. Staring at the black ceiling, I pondered a thought that drifted into my head. I had the beginning of a plan. Would Brutal have anticipated a move such as I considered?

Hours passed before I slept again.

* * *

“How did you change your eyes? And hair?”

Princess Ly’Tana’s question startled me as I sat on the floor, organizing into a semblance of order tin cups, platters, utensils and a plain wooden tray. I glanced at Rygel, sitting on the bed, yawning and scratching his bristly chin. “His magic.”

Despite our agreement and the lifting of hostilities, I could not help but feel lingering resentment. Had they come to us, open-handed, and asked our help, I probably would have agreed to help them. A place of safety in Kel’Halla was a tempting offer. As was the gold. What I could do with that much gold…damn. High-handed royalty, I thought. They always used force when a soft touch was all that was required.

“I see.” She continued to study me as I resumed my work, but her scrutiny caused the blood to rise to my face. Gods, I hated blushing.

“Those eyes of yours are too unique for safety,” Kel’Ratan commented, sharpening his dagger on a whetstone. “You may have disguised them, but you yourself may be recognized. You’re well known.”

Not my bloody fault. You came to me, remember?

Ly’Tana folded her legs and gracefully crossed her legs to sit down next to me. What was the protocol for greeting royalty who sat cross-legged on the floor like a serf? Was I to rise and bow, kiss her hand, prostrate myself? What? I glanced at her serene expression from under the fall of hair over my brow. Again, her striking green eyes set off by her exotic angular features, and thick tumble of hair set my pulse to pounding with an insane beat. Gods above and below. I didn’t know if I liked her or not and yet my pulse danced when she was near. Did this happen normally to men when women were around? Did she know of the effect she had on me? Her astute cousin no doubt did. Or he would unless I took steps to hide it.

I glanced about the room, eyeing the warriors standing guard around us. Two stood, one to either side of the room, so identical in looks and dress, I blinked. They wore twin sleeveless leather tunics, leather breeches and thin leather browbands holding back black hair the exact same shade and length. Both had slender collars of beaten copper around their throats, a hoop earring of the same composition in their right ears. Both had sets of brown eyes exactly the same shade, cheekbones angled at the exact same slant. Identical weapons of sword, dagger and horsebow set in the same leather sheaths. Both wore the very same blank, fierce expression common with warriors, and held exactly the same amount of neutrality as they stared at me. They even breathed in complete unison. So alike they were in every aspect, I wondered if I saw double. I blinked to clear away any defects in my vision. Kel’Ratan’s next words told me I had none.

“They are twins,” he said. “If they talk, I’ve never heard it. But they can fight better than anyone I’ve ever seen.”

He turned an amused smile on me. “We call them Left and Right. They’ve been called that for so long, even I can’t remember their true names.”

Left and Right made no sign they understood what we spoke of, never blinked, never scratched an itch. Just stared. Kel’Ratan continued, still smiling in a manner more friendly than ever before.

“If one is injured, the other feels the pain. Aye, they ride identical horses, too. Should one of the horses die or go lame, they find another pair of identical mounts.”

Left and Right continued to stare at me.

I shrugged inwardly, dismissing them for the moment. Deciding the princess expected no ceremony from me, I returned to the design I created on the floor. I pondered a moment, added another cup, a spoon and a few unburned twigs from the hearth. Behind me, Rygel shifted his position to lean over for a closer look.

“Aren’t you a bit old for playthings?” he asked around another smothered yawn.

“What are you doing?” Ly’Tana asked on the heels of his question.

I dared not look at her again if I wanted concentration. Withering Rygel with an irritated stare instead, I picked up a longer twig for a pointer and waggled it over my careful arrangement.

“This,” I said, “is the arena and adjacent buildings.”

“Ah.” Rygel lay flat on his stomach to peer over my shoulder, and Ly’Tana scooted closer. Her thigh innocently brushed mine in the small space, making my heart tumble over itself. Too many people in this tiny room, I grumbled inwardly. That was why I felt suddenly hot and sweaty. Should I ask Kel’Ratan to open a window? There were too many people in this room, breathing all the air, adding their warmth to a stifling room. That was it. Even Kel’Ratan left his seat by the window to squat on his heels beside her, creating more heat.

“You have a plan then?” she asked.

“Er,” I started, fighting another urge to look at her. “Some ideas, perhaps.”

Using the twig as a pointer, I tapped the wooden tray. “This is the Grand Arena. Where the people come to watch us fight. Over here,” I waved the twig over her bent knee, “is the palace. Underneath the Arena are the slaves’ barracks, the armory, kitchens and, of course, stables for exotic fighting animals that may be pit against slaves or prisoners. Lions, boars, tigers, dogs and the like.”

I shot her a glance to see if she understood, her quick eager nod encouraging me to continue.

“Here,” I tapped the largest platter, “is the training arena. Like the arena, it’s open to the sky yet has no underground facilities. There are guard stations here,” I tapped a cup, “here, here and also here. No doubt they brought your, er, pet—”

“Bodyguard.”

“—bodyguard through these doors.” I pointed my stick at a tiny twig perpendicular to the platter/arena and between two guard stations/cups.

I pointed to a table knife that lay between the main arena and the training grounds. “This is an underground tunnel that runs between the two grounds. Past High Kings have used it to bring slaves back and forth out of the public eye and out of the weather. Now it’s still open, but hardly used and mostly forgotten. There are others, here and there, some used still, mostly not.”

With my stick pointer, I brought their attention back to the small twig. “No doubt the High King expects your attack to come here,” I went on. “It is the only entrance into or out of the grounds and building. I expect it to be heavily guarded and defended, if he hopes you will try to stage a rescue.”

“What will the guards be armed with?” Kel’Ratan asked.

“Swords, spears, crossbows,” I replied, glancing up at him. “Perhaps a few stray halberds and pikes.”

He grunted. “I don’t like the idea of charging straight between them. ’Tis suicide.”

“And it’s exactly what they expect.”

I finally met Ly’Tana’s astonished gaze. “They will have more troops hidden behind these fences and shrubbery that line the avenue.” I gestured to lines of spoons on the floor. “You will see only a handful of guards in the stations, a small number to tempt you in. Once your warriors are committed, they will cut you down with crossbows from both sides.”

“Then this is hopeless?” Ly’Tana asked, her voice rising slightly. “If that is the only way in and they are expecting us—”

Her voice trailed off as she stared into my eyes. I smiled and gave her the ghost of a wink. “I didn’t say that, Your Highness.”

“But you said—”

“Indeed, it’s the only entrance.” I emphasized the word. “It is not the only way into the grounds.”

Rygel tapped me impatiently on the shoulder. “Then get on with it, you lummox. Stop teasing us.”

Obediently, I waved my wand to the left of and above the platter at a much smaller dish that once held olives. “These are the quarters of other slaves. They comprise primarily slaves who work outside the palace, gardeners, construction workers, garbage haulers, and the like. Mind you, they are non-combative, mostly owned by the royal family, but also some slaves owned by military officers.”

I looked up to find every pair of eyes in the room, warriors included, on me. Varying expressions of amusement, annoyance, disbelief and hope stared at me. Ly’Tana’s folk gave up all pretense of ignoring our conversation and stared along with Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan. Even the twins craned their necks, similar expressions of hope on their matching faces. While I was used to being the center of attention, being the focus of these people disconcerted me. While I did not know why this should be, I chose to ignore them and speak to only one pair of eyes. Kel’Ratan’s.

I went on. “This originally was a construction hut where workers lived while the Arena was built centuries ago. Deep beneath this building are dirt cellars. The slaves store a few personal possessions there, things they don’t want found as the cellars are seldom searched. Down there is what we seek.”

“Which is?” Ly’Tana asked, her voice light and eager and much too distracting if I listened too closely.

“A wall.”

Rygel snorted. “We risk our lives for a wall? I know you’re pretty thick, Raine, but even you can’t be that thick.”

I ignored his jibe and continued as if he had not spoken. I scratched at the incessant itch my growing beard caused. “Behind that wall is a tunnel that leads to the training arena. Slaves used it to escape and it was eventually bricked up on both ends.”

Now Kel’Ratan snorted. “I am agreeing with Rygel. What use is a passage we cannot use? You’re not making much sense, gladiator.”

At least he promoted me from “slave” to “gladiator,” I thought with wry amusement. Only Ly’Tana waited to hear what I had to say, her eyes expectant, hopeful.

“You’re not listening,” I said to them, but my gaze never left her face. “That was done centuries ago. The mortar has all but dried to the consistence of dust. I expect one good kick would bring the entire wall down.”

At their sudden indrawn breath, I glanced up. “I studied the walls once, years ago, pondering it as a means of escape.”

“Then why didn’t you use it?” Kel’Ratan asked, now suspicious.

“You yourself said it: I am too well known. Had I escaped, Lionel would have turned the Federation upside down to find me. Alone, then, I wouldn’t have lasted ten minutes.”

I could all but feel them weighing the risk of my presence with them, endangering them, my changed eyes, blond hair and beard, or not. All it would take would be for recognition to have the entire Federation about our ears. I shrugged inwardly. Ly’Tana knew of my fame and knew I was also a fugitive. If she had not felt the risk was worth the reward, she would not have come to us.

Nor did she seem to have any reservations. “What’s in that tunnel?”

“That’s an excellent question,” I answered. “I don’t know. There may be cave-ins. I suggest we bring along pickaxes and shovels just in case.”

“And a good pickax might bring the wall down if your kick doesn’t do it,” Rygel commented. “What about the slaves in their quarters? Won’t they raise an alarm?”

“That where you prove your usefulness,” I replied, amused as Rygel bristled indignantly. “They can’t raise an alarm if you put them under a sleeping spell.”

“Can you do it?” Ly’Tana asked him, her eyes shining with hope.

“My dear Highness,” he began in his slow drawl, which I knew was Rygel at his worst. I poked him sharply in the shoulder with my stick before he could draw another breath. He shot me a black look, rubbing the sting out of his shoulder.

“Aye, yes of course,” he snapped, irritated. “Naught easier.”

“Why couldn’t Rygel bring the wall down with his magic then?” Kel’Ratan asked. Ready to answer that, I opened my mouth to reply when Rygel forestalled me.

“Magic isn’t like a bottomless well,” he said with more patience than I had given him credit for having. “While I am more powerful than most magicians, healing power takes the most from me. Despite what you know of me, I trained first and foremost as a healer. I must reserve all I have for Bar. He’s big and will probably drain me.”

“I have seen him after a healing,” I continued for him. “It will take almost all he has to heal your griffin. If we need his magic after that—well, we best not count on it.”

Kel’Ratan grunted his assent, his brows furrowed. What his thoughts might have been, I had no idea. His blue eyes hid his thoughts and feelings better than most. Ly’Tana merely nodded without speaking.

“And the gladiators on the other end,” I reminded them. “I do not want them harmed. Rygel must use his powers on them as well.”

“How big is the passage between?” Kel’Ratan asked, raising his head.

“I’m guessing by the size and height of the wall three men could walk abreast,” I replied. “How big is, er, Bar?”

Ly’Tana and her cousin exchanged an uneasy glance. “That may be tight,” Kel’Ratan said. “He’s bigger and taller than three men are wide.”

“But he can do it,” Ly’Tana said with renewed confidence. “If Rygel can heal him that he could walk unassisted, he will get through.”

“If it’s open to the sky, can’t he just fly out?” Rygel asked.

Ly’Tana, Kel’Ratan and I exchanged a glance that none of us needed an interpreter to understand. From the mutual uneasiness I saw in their eyes, I knew I had to be the one to explain.

“A formerly incapacitated griffin suddenly shooting skyward out of the arena will warn the soldiers,” I explained gently, with patience. “Bring them down on us in force. They must not know we are even there. If we can sneak away through the tunnel, they will go on waiting for us, thinking their trap unsprung.”

“What’s to stop them from shooting him down again?” Kel’Ratan continued for me. “They won’t have any reservations of killing him then. Or us.”

“Oh.” Rygel sank back, his face reddening. “Right.”

I reached behind me and gave his yellow hair an affectionate yank. He yelped in mock pain, muttering curses under his breath. “Damn it, I trained as a healer, not a bloody soldier.”

Rygel cleared his throat. “When do you plan this will take place?”

I hesitated, glancing from one to the other. Waiting would have given us more time to fine-tune the plan and work out any potential problems. Nevertheless, we had no choice. Eventually our luck would run out and the Federal troops would discover us here.

“Tonight.”

“Rannon,” Kel’Ratan snapped at one of the warriors, “find two pickaxes and two shovels. And plenty of torches, it’ll be blacker than Brutal’s soul down there. Hide them among the packs. You two,” he pointed at the twins lounging against the wall, “See to the horses, and get them saddled. Witraz,” this to the last warrior, the one with one eye, “see to supplies from the innkeeper. Get ten days’ worth at least. We’ll be leaving the city tonight.”

The warriors saluted, fist to chest, and disappeared out the door, leaving the four of us alone. Then his eyes rested on me and although I was no mind reader, I suddenly knew what he would say next.

“What were you before you became a slave?” he asked.

I hesitated. While lying came as a means of self-defense to slaves, I despised lying to friends. Whatever the Kel’Hallans might be in the end, they were, at least for the moment, counted as friends.

My hesitation caught the attention of Rygel and Ly’Tana and they, too, looked at me expectantly. Waiting.

I shrugged. “My father was the King of Connacht.”

Rygel snorted. In a low voice, but not so low that I did not hear, he muttered, “Delusions of grandeur.”

From the candle of my eye, I saw Ly’Tana eye me sidelong, her fair lips turned down in a faint expression of disappointment. Then her eyes cut away from mine in embarrassment.

Only Kel’Ratan looked at me for a long moment, assessing, then nodded. A nod that told me I said nothing he did not expect.

So they did not believe me, I thought ruefully. What did I expect? They saw only a slave, the lowest of the low. Slaves, as everyone knew, always lied.

* * *

An hour or so after moonrise, I led the way through the silent streets. Over the last few days, the royal soldiers and City Watch had put down the rioters. Brutal’s brothers had either died or fled. An uneasy peace lay over Soudan. Burned-out hulks that had once been buildings gave us shelter from occasional patrols. We wrapped metal bits on the horses in cloth to prevent jingling, the ground between buildings chosen for soft dirt to muffle hoof beats. The battle-trained horses of the Kel’Hallans kept their silence, while Rygel and I smothered an occasional snort from our mounts. Yet, Usa’a’mah, or the perhaps the Kel’Hallan goddess, Nephrotiti, must have been with us, for we arrived at the arena unnoticed and unchallenged.

The moon scudded behind a thick drift of clouds as we dismounted under the cover of a half-burned warehouse about a half block from the slaves’ quarters. Smoke still drifted idly upward, seen faintly against the moonlight, a distant scent upon the light breeze.

Without words and with gestures, Ly’Tana set two young warriors, a pair of young, blond brothers, to stand watch over the horses. The rest of us gathered in the shadows in the lee of a nearby warehouse and looked at the simple wooden structure that held sleeping slaves.

“No guards?” Kel’Ratan asked in a whisper, looking at the dark over dark doorway. I shook my head, not wanting to waste valuable breath and time explaining how few slaves ever tried to escape.

“Wait here till I get the door open,” I hissed.

Sliding from shadow to shadow, I drew my dagger. Regardless of the slaves’ unwillingness to revolt, freemen locked them in every night and allowed them out only at dawn. Jimmying locks was not a part of a gladiator’s education, unfortunately. It took me a few breathless moments to open the door and ease it open, conscious of potential squeaks. Like the Federation itself, the hinges were well oiled and opened without a sound.

I turned to motion for Rygel, only to find him at my shoulder the moment I opened the door. Damn and blast his arrogance, I thought, dampening my anger. As this was hardly the time or place to scold him, I merely stood aside to let him cross the threshold before me. He stepped in as silent as any shadow, his hands coming together in a gesture resembling prayer. As I waited, I looked around for any hint of danger, any sign we had been seen. Nothing stirred but the mild breeze, bringing with it the nasty scent of a nearby tannery and the stables and all-inclusive odor of smoke. We all knew the soldiers were no doubt in place already, waiting for the Kel’Hallans to begin their hopeless charge, day or night. One hint of our presence a mere block away would bring them running.

Rygel’s hand on mine gave me the all clear. I chittered, imitating a rat, the signal that would bring Ly’Tana, Kel’Ratan and the remaining five warriors. I followed Rygel, making room for the others as they crossed through the doorway. I eased it shut behind them and relocked it.

“Now where?” Rygel asked, his voice low but audible.

I glanced over the cots filled with sleeping slaves, their snores reassuring me that the spell had harmed none. Since my already sharp eyes had long adjusted to the dark, the even darker building gave me little difficulty. “This way.”

Leading the way around the cots past the hearth, I heard someone stumble over a piece of furniture and a muffled curse. I froze, my breath caught, waiting to see if a slave woke to give the alarm. Naught happened and I began to breathe again. The door to the cellars lay behind the tiny slave kitchen and proved unlocked.

“Now we need a torch,” I whispered.

Ly’Tana took one from the one-eyed warrior, Witran or Witor or somesuch, and passed it to me. Before I could take a flint and light it, the flame whooshed into life of its own accord. Startled, I nearly dropped it. Its light showed me Rygel, grinning sheepishly.

“Warn a fellow,” I muttered, cross.

As I descended the creaky stairs, I felt grateful for Rygel’s sleeping spell, for surely the slaves would have wakened to what sounded like a herd of horses descending. However, what would that compare to the sound of the wall coming down? I chuckled to myself.

“What are you laughing at?

I did not answer. Rather, I shook my head at Rygel’s question and led the way down. After ten risers, the stairs ended at a small wooden landing, turned left and descended again. Rats scurried away from the light, their sleek gray bodies and plump naked tails creating wavering shadows on the packed dirt floor. Wooden shelves lined three walls, the remains of broken tables, chairs and crockery littered the place. I pointed with my torch toward the wall to the far right of us, a dusty, dull red color. A few sagging shelves held the slaves’ cherished possessions.

“That one.”

The others followed me as I crossed the cellar to the brick wall about five meters high and six wide. Kel’Ratan leaned close and by the torch’s light examined the mortar. He gave the wall a testing shove. The wall didn’t budge.

“I’m thinking this wall will be stronger than you anticipated,” he commented dryly, glancing sidelong at me. I grinned faintly.

“Your Highness.” I handed the torch to Ly’Tana.

After carefully setting the personal items on the floor, I ripped down the boards and tossed them out of the way.

With a gesture, I asked Kel’Ratan to stand back. He did so. Rygel, too, hastily removed himself from my path. Taking a few steps back, I drew a deep breath, lowered my head, and charged.

I hit the wall with my shoulder, my every ounce of my heavy weight behind the rush. The shock reverberated throughout my entire body like a thunderbolt. In a flash, I thought the redheaded warrior was right—the wall was stronger than I thought. Yet, the bricks quavered, a shiver running through them like a breeze through spring leaves. Then they tumbled down in a cascade before I could step back safely, knocking into my shins and crushing my feet. Cursing in pain, I jumped backward. The bricks continued to fall, creating a small pile and a cloud of noxious choking red dust.



Chapter 12

A Tale of Two Twins

“He was a bull in a past life,” Rygel commented dryly, waving dust away from his face. “He still has many bullish qualities to him.”

Stifling a chuckle, I watched Wolf scowl dangerously at Rygel, and then lose the effect with an enormous sneeze. How this unlikely pair ever became such close friends was beyond my comprehension. The heavy dust forced a cough from me, smothering my amusement, yet Wolf looked at me as though he knew very well I laughed at his predicament. He rubbed his shoulder and flexed his arm, muttering under his breath.

“Could that noise have been heard above in the street?” Kel’Ratan asked, ever the practical one.

Wolf shrugged. “If it was we’ll know soon enough.”

Bending, he started tossing loose bricks to the side, clearing the tunnel entrance. With more fortitude toward Wolf’s casual demeanor than I thought was in his nature, Kel’Ratan took a pick and chopped at the remaining wall. While the hole was more than big enough for people to walk through, Bar would not be able to get past. The rest of the wall had to come down. I, too, grabbed a pick to join him, gesturing for the others to help Wolf. However, before I could, Rygel gently took the tool from my hands.

“Your Highness shouldn’t dirty your hands,” he said.

In spite of the kind smile he gave me, his amber eyes glinted with a hard edge. As though behind the smile hid a sharp hatred, a contempt and malice toward me. While I realized I made a huge mistake in taking him hostage, he offered a friendly and cheerful demeanor toward the men in my party. His hatred was for me alone.

Puzzled and confused, I surrendered the pick with no argument. As he began to knock bricks down with short savage blows, I considered what his hate might mean. I desperately needed him to heal Bar. Perhaps afterwards, could I send him away? I promised him sanctuary in Kel’Halla and ten thousand gold crowns, nor could I renege on that promise. Yet, was I headed for trouble because of it? Sometimes, damn and blast it, honor could be a real nuisance.

I caught Wolf watching me watch Rygel as he worked. He immediately looked away, back to his brick busting, but not before I caught the ghost of a wink. Now what did that mean? That he knew my every thought? That he knew his blood brother hated me and felt the same? That he knew his blood brother hated me and supported me anyhow? Damn and blast him. He should bloody know trust was earned, never given, and a wolf should be suspicious of everything.

I sniffed. I turned my back on him to find and light the other torches we brought with us. Planting them where they cast light on the work, I walked down the tunnel to explore with the last one in my hand.

“Ly’Tana, be careful, damn it,” Kel’Ratan said as I walked away. “Stay in sight.”

“Don’t be such an old woman,” I snapped.

I ignored his grumbling, wending my way around fallen rocks. I went several rods down the tunnel, noting that Bar could traverse this with little difficulty. He might lose a few wing feathers, I thought, but should come through just fine.

Seeing movement along the floor near the wall, I paused and lifted the torch toward it. Two large rats moved sluggishly away from the light. What in the Lady’s name could rats eat down here? I wondered. Their very strange motions caught my interest and I bent low to see better. I jerked back in horror, a scream caught in my throat before it could erupt and bring Kel’Ratan down on me.

Blessed Lady, they had no eyes!

I bent closer, my first fright drifting away as I observed their harmlessness. Bigger than most rats I’ve seen, they looked normal except their lack of eyes. Somehow, trapped down here centuries ago, the ancestors of these rodents must have lost their sight due to the utter blackness. What use are eyes if one could not see in the dark anyway? Now their descendants were simply born without the need for eyes.

“Ly’Tana?” Kel’Ratan’s voice broke through my fascination for blind rats and I looked up. All work had stopped as all of them stared down the tunnel at me. No doubt, Kel’Ratan thought I was in danger from sightless rodents. I flapped my hand at him in irritation and continued my short trek down the tunnel.

I found the far wall within moments. Caressing the cool bricks with my fingers, I pondered what we might find in the arena above. Bar is up there, waiting for me.

Looking back, the torches and the workers lit by them appeared tiny and indistinct. Yet, the distance between us was not great. Only the utter dark between gave that illusion.

Under the firelight, eight men labored to move bricks while a ninth figure leaned against the cellar wall. Kael again. He watched me approach, a half-smile resting on his handsome face. I sighed. Would he never rest in peace and let me live in peace? Damn bloody ghosts. I scowled at him, but he returned me a mild half-salute and blatantly ignored my irritation.

Despite Rygel’s disquieting emotions earlier, I directed my first question to him. “Can you put the gladiators to sleep through yonder wall?”

He paused in clearing remaining bricks from the dusty mortar that held them. “If I don’t, the noise of the wall coming down will wake them.”

“Let’s hope your powers work as well as your belaboring of the obvious,” Kel’Ratan commented, brushing brick dust off his hands.

“I never belabor the obvious,” Rygel huffed, indignant.

“The noise may not just wake the gladiators, but bring down the soldiers upon our heads. Can you muffle the sound?”

I noticed Wolf cease his labor and straighten. Yet, he did not look to Rygel for his answer as the others did, but instead he watched me. Lady’s Blood, but he was too handsome for his own damn good. I discovered I liked, too much, that look in his eyes, the warm expression a man had when he eyed a woman who interested him. Heat rushed into my cheeks. I turned my face away, hiding my blush, suddenly finding the exchange between Rygel and Kel’Ratan fascinating.

“We don’t have much choice, now do we?”

“Remember, old son,” Kel’Ratan said. “It’s your skinny ass on the line here, too. I daresay Brutal will be ecstatic if his boys brought him your head on a platter.”

“No soldier is fast enough to kill me.”

Kel’Ratan rolled his eyes. “Dream on.”

“No worries.” Rygel smiled smugly. “I’m the best there is.”

Kel’Ratan snorted. “No small ego you’re toting around, eh?”

“What’s the use in having one if you don’t get to take it out and polish it now and then?”

* * *

Wolf did not exactly snort and paw dirt over his shoulders, but Rygel’s comment about bulls was not so far wrong. I watched his expression still as his eyes took on a tight, focused intensity I had seen bulls use before they charged. He took a couple of running steps and slammed his right shoulder into the wall at the far end of the tunnel we just traversed. Once more, the bricks tumbled down in a cloud of noisome dust. However, not a sound followed. I glanced at Rygel, but the only indication he used magic was narrowed eyes as he watched Wolf break the stone barrier.

With plenty of practice and teamwork, the broken wall soon became a large pile of dusty and splintered bricks. I tried to gauge the time. Perhaps an hour had passed since we first arrived at the slaves’ hut. Dawn was not far off and we needed to get Bar out and be gone before the sun rose.

“That should do it,” Kel’Ratan said, setting aside his pick.

Another set of creaky wooden stairs led upward to a heavy oak door. It opened easily. Wolf, followed closely by Rygel, stepped into the chamber beyond, his hand on his sword hilt. They both paused, peering into the darkness beyond the light of the torches. The rest of my warriors gathered at my back; I could hear and feel them tensing for battle, loosening swords in scabbards, nocking arrows to bowstrings.

“The slaves’ barracks are just down there,” Wolf said with a jerk of his head, his voice low. “If they heard the wall come down, we’d know it by now.”

Trying and failing to keep the eagerness from my own voice, I asked, “Where would the arena be?”

He looked down at me, his face in shadow and somehow sinister, only his eyes reflecting the light of the fire he held. “Not far.”

Wolf led the way out of the chamber to a right-hand passage. I followed immediately, with Kel’Ratan at my shoulder, the others trailing behind. The place smelled musty and hung with dusty cobwebs, as if seldom used, but Wolf seemed to know exactly where to go. Within fifty strides, he swung open a heavy wooden door studded with iron. This room contained a few lit torches, one at each corner of the wide expanse, dimly illuminating the rows upon rows of sleeping slaves.

Wolf shot a warning glance over his shoulder, a reminder I read clearly: do not harm them. They lay upon narrow cots, thin blankets covering some, most content with nothing on them save their loincloths under the summer night warmth. Masculine snores disturbed the quiet, one nearby tossing fretfully and muttering in his sleep.

“They won’t wake?” I murmured to Rygel, whom I found at my left shoulder.

He shook his head. “Not till dawn. The spell merely prevents them from hearing or sensing what they shouldn’t.”

Despite Rygel’s assurances, Wolf crept silently down the aisle between the rows of sleeping men, as if he did not quite want to place his trust in the wizard’s spell. I found myself imitating him, my knowledge of the magic at war with my instincts. I noticed my warriors did the same. Only Rygel sauntered casually as though walking a busy street in broad daylight.

The door at the far end creaked ominously when Wolf pulled it to and he froze, half crouching, his hand on his sword. Head cocked, as if listening, he scarcely seemed to breathe. I glanced uneasily over my shoulder at the slaves. As I watched, one rolled over, his snores rasping unpleasantly.

“Let’s go,” Kel’Ratan hissed. “We’re behind schedule.”

Without acknowledging the curt order, Wolf slid eel-like around the doorway. I followed his action, but could never imitate the sheer grace and power of his movement. Not a little envious, I peered around his broad back to well-lit training arena.

The grounds were large, but only half the size of the main fighting arena. Above us, the stars wheeled in their courses, telling me we had but a few hours until dawn. The training area, oblong in shape, consisted of a loose dirt floor and a low wood railing surrounding it. A dirt walkway trailed its way all around the outside with a few doors shut against my view of what may be inside the rooms. I saw no soldiers or guards on duty, only torches burning to light the form lying within the wood fence.

My heart lurched in my chest, then began to pound in long thick strokes. In an instant, I forgot all the petty squabbles, the clicking beak meant to irritate me, all the times he made me want to pluck every feather from his head and use them for writing letters. All I could remember was how much I loved him. Tears sprang and rolled down my cheeks, but I failed to care.

Bar lay half on his haunches and chest, half on his side, feathered neck outstretched uncomfortably on the dirt. His right foreleg stuck out sideways from his body; a clumsy bandage covered his shoulder. Another concealed a wound on his belly, blood staining its pristine whiteness. Eyes shut, his wings drooped to the floor, only the tip of his tail flicked periodically to show me he still lived.

“Gods above and below!”

I wasn’t sure if Wolf’s half-hushed comment was a curse or a prayer, but I didn’t wait to find out. Vaulting the short rail, I ran to Bar’s side and fell to my knees. I wanted to wrap my arms as far around his neck as I could, but dared not shift him. I might cause him pain and that would just about slay me where I stood.

At my light touch on his head, his yellow eyes opened and rolled upward to peer at me. A hoarse chirp greeted me, an obvious effort on his part, and just as obvious a reassurance. I wanted to speak, to say anything, however stupid or senseless, but if I opened my mouth, I would bawl like an infant. I rubbed his ear. That much I could do without causing him pain. Or crying.

I heard the others fan out around the two of us, but I paid them scant attention. I ran my fingers lightly past his ear and down his feathered neck, rubbing, trying to reassure without using my voice. My fingers caught on something, bent against something hard and cold amid the mixture of brown hair and white feathers.

An iron collar.

I stiffened in anger, fingering the collar, discovering the length of chain that bound Bar to the earth with the stout links and a peg driven deep into the arena floor. Brutal took no chances with his hostage. Had Bar recovered and gained enough strength to fly, the collar and chain held him fast. In addition, should we somehow survive the trap outside, we still could not escape with Bar. Brutal planned well. A brief image of my taking off the top of Brutal’s head and stirring his brains with a spoon crossed my thoughts.

Control yourself, I ordered silently. Plotting revenge against Brutal for this insult did no one, least of all Bar, any good. Get him free, get him healed and go home. That alone was vengeance enough.

“He’s a big beastie.”

Wolf spoke from behind me. Rapidly I blinked the tears away, swiped my cheeks, drawing a deep breath to regain some semblance of control. Yet, my fury had not died as much as I thought. My reply erupted with a sharpness I did not intend.

“Don’t talk about him as though he weren’t here and listening,” I replied, my voice ragged.

“He can understand us?”

“Of course,” I snapped. I got to my feet. “Bar, ignore him. He’s a lout.”

Bar raised his head a fraction, rolling his eyes toward the big gladiator, his beak opening to answer me with a short testy hiss.

To my surprise, Wolf stepped forward and bowed, a smile quirking his handsome lips. “Bar, forgive me. I am unacquainted with your kind, for there are none in my land. The Princess brought us here to help. My brother will heal you, if you would permit him to approach.”

I gaped. Someone chuckled, probably Rygel, from behind me. Bar lifted his head further to better inspect Wolf, his eyes widening in quiet astonishment. Then his head fell back and he groaned low in his chest. I went to him, cradling his massive head in my arms as best I could.

“Rygel.” Wolf’s soft voice bespoke a command even I might have obeyed.

“I know, I know.”

Rygel knelt at Bar’s shoulder, gently peeling away the bandage. The wound looked ugly, dried blood and tissue caking the sandy fur around it. I averted my eyes hastily, as I knew I would bawl if I looked much longer, and thanked the Lady the arrows had been withdrawn. As Rygel’s gentle fingers probed the wound, I watched Kel’Ratan set my boys around the perimeter of the arena. Wolf stood to one side, a position from where he could see both most of the building and Rygel at work.

“Aye, here we go,” Rygel muttered, his fingers bloody. “Hold still, there’s a good chap.”

As far as I could see Bar had not moved even a single feather, but Rygel’s muttered reassurances soothed my frazzled nerves. Beneath my arms, Bar inhaled a deep breath, as though also relaxing under Rygel’s ministrations.

“What about this?” I asked, indicating the iron collar. “How do we get him out of it?”

Rygel scowled slightly, as though annoyed at my interruption. He glanced at the collar glinting faintly in the torchlight and muttered under his breath. He made an almost negligent gesture with his hand. The sudden click of the lock was not enough of a warning for me to get my arms out of the way. Thus, the collar and its short length of chain dropped, clinking, into my lap, barking my knees. I winced.

“Rygel.”

Wolf’s quiet rumble admonished the wizard into a hasty apology and a retraction of the scowl.

I absently rubbed Bar’s neck where the brutal iron had lain, once more astonished at Wolf’s power over the man. Perhaps my getting on Rygel’s right side, if he had one, would not be such a bad idea.

“Do you heal people often?” I asked.

Rygel paused long enough to shrug, shooting me a fleeting glance. “Sometimes.”

“You have a heartening way about you. Something that comforts.”

His muttered reply sounded caustic and rude, and in what I thought might have been another language. If my compliment affected him at all, he certainly refused to let me see. I stroked Bar’s ear and neck, wondering if I would ever win the wizard over. Did I really want to?

“This should heal just fine,” he went on, his tone once more reflecting quiet assurance. He took his fingers from the wound and turned his attention to Bar’s belly injury.

“Tsk.” He clicked his tongue at what lay beneath the bandage, but by my angle of sight, I could not see much. For which I felt grateful. Tears streamed down my face as it was, clearly seen by any of my warriors who might chance to look. Rygel’s quiet murmurs resumed, but I listened with only scant attention.

I glanced around, noting with approval my warriors’ alert stance, Kel’Ratan’s readiness for trouble. Even Wolf’s eyes ceaselessly roved the arena, his hand tickling the hilt of his sword. Though he certainly heard all of what passed between Rygel and me, he never gave a sign.

At long length, Rygel raised his bloody hands and caressed Bar’s fur over his ribs. “Rest now, laddie,” he murmured. “I’ll have you flying again in a blink.”

Yet, for a long length, he continued his thoughtful strokes. Maybe he prayed to his gods. Could he have been gathering courage? I could not see his face, for he knelt half-turned from me. The firelight lit his fair head with a faint nimbus, like a strange and mystic aura.

He shifted position slightly, making himself more comfortable on his knees, his face now facing forward. I almost started in shock. This man on his knees was not the cold bastard I had come to know. This Rygel appeared to be an individual I had no idea existed. This Rygel was kind, thoughtful of his patient’s well-being, his amber eyes wide and soft, his thin lips half-smiling. The mockery, the hatred of himself and others, the icy contempt all vanished under a new expression of confidence and compassion. His slender hands he smoothed over Bar’s fur were gentle, sensitive, caring.

Struck by a sudden insight, I wondered if perhaps this was the real Rygel, the one hidden beneath the pain and hatred and deep anger. Was he perhaps a man of selfless and noble spirit, a man who cared about the sick, the injured, the helpless? Was he, maybe, the good twin?

Two twins, I thought, remembering an old tale. One good, one evil, who fought one another throughout time. Identical twins who warred within this one man: the evil twin, the hated and feared Brutal’s pet. The man who tortured Brutal’s prisoners with magic, who, men said, killed wantonly and enjoyed the killing. I saw, and experienced firsthand, the vengeful wizard who hated women and himself.

Yet, the good twin, the healer, the wizard who offered compassion for an injured creature and brought comfort to those around him, sat before me now. His slender hands had healed Wolf’s arm within minutes and saved the slave’s life. His magic, his mercy, his kindness, would return health to Bar.

Now I had seen both, twins good and evil, fighting each other for the upper hand. Which one would overcome?

Rygel spoke again, in a voice so low I almost failed to catch the words. I wasn’t even sure if he spoke to me or to Bar. “All I ever wanted was to heal. I trained under the very best healers, learned all I could from them and ventured out, seeking even greater knowledge of the healing gifts. Bringing harm or pain or grief for no just cause goes against everything I once stood for. I was once an honorable man. Now all I have is a desire to atone for my sins.”

I said naught. What did one say after a baring of his soul like that? I studied my fingernails.

At last his calming strokes ended, but his hands remained on Bar’s ribcage, fingers splayed. Rygel bent his head, eyes closed, his breathing slowing, flowing into a strange cadence with Bar’s own breathing. My own quickened, both in fear and anticipation. Bar’s head sagged even further into my arms, his huge weight straining my every muscle. Stubbornly I held on, refusing to let him lie in the dirt, and prayed the Lady of us all that Rygel’s magic worked quickly.

With some prayers, the answer is nay.

Time dragged on slowly, too slowly. Both Rygel’s and Bar’s breathing grew even more sluggish, increasing my fear that both would die. Panic nibbled at my heart and I glanced up, searching for Wolf. Jolted, I found him just behind my right shoulder. He had moved closer, standing nearly on top of me, and I never heard or felt his movement. That bothered me a great deal, but I stifled the irritation. Few have been able to get within touching distance of me without my knowing, and none since my childhood. Until Wolf did.

No doubt, he saw my fear in my eyes, for he smiled reassuringly and winked. No words, though, to disturb Rygel’s trance, I noticed. Despite the unnerving silence, his confidence raised my own. Resting my head atop Bar’s, I took a deep breath and let calm wash through me.

Without warning, Rygel collapsed. One moment he knelt in the trance, or whatever magic held him in thrall, then the next he slumped headfirst into the dirt. At the same instant, Bar stirred in my arms. His head lifted in a long stretch of relieved pain, a long low hiss escaped his beak. He rose ponderously, albeit shakily, to his feet, colossal wings outstretched to their fullest for balance. New tears sprang to my eyes, tears of joy and relief to have him tower over me once more, to feel the backwash of his wings. I looked quickly at Bar’s shoulder and belly. Naught remained of the wounds that I could see. Only stains of dried blood marked where the arrows had struck. Dirt flew in swirls about me as Bar’s huge wings whipped the air. His tail lashed from side to side, a healthy sign of renewed vigor.

Bar bent his huge head downward, chirping, to nudge my shoulder. I wrapped my arms around his head in a tight embrace, squeezing until a sharp squawk reminded me that I could still strangle him.

The same instant Bar rose, Wolf dropped to his knees at Rygel’s side, drawing him into those brawny arms. “He’s exhausted.”

“Is he conscious?” Kel’Ratan asked, having run the short distance to my side.

Wolf lifted one of Rygel’s eyelids, examining his friend, his anxiety not quite hidden. “Nay. He’s out cold.”

“How long till he wakes?”

“Too long.”

“We’ll have to carry him, then.”

Bar took two steps and staggered sideways, his wings creating a minor dust storm while his talons clawed the dirt. I hastily scooted out of his way, suddenly fearing he might fall. Wings flapping for balance, Bar hissed in consternation. Using his tail as a rudder, he found his equilibrium. Walking in a circle about us, his steps evened out as he worked the residual weakness from his legs and wings.

Unable to contain myself, I threw my arms about his neck, burying my face in the mixture of feathers and fur over his chest.

“Thank you, O Blessed Lady,” I breathed. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I will pray three times a day for this blessing.”

“Thank her later,” Kel’Ratan muttered in my ear. “We’ve got trouble.”

I looked past Bar’s massive shoulder in the direction my kinsman stared with narrowed eyes. Even Bar turned his head. Wolf twisted awkwardly, Rygel’s limp body still in his arms, following the direction of Kel’Ratan’s gaze.

As we watched in dismay, a gladiator stumbled out of the room we had just traversed, yawning enormously with eyes still bleary from sleep. Twitching aside his loincloth, he faced the wall and began to urinate. Just wonderful, I thought crossly. Caught by a bloody slave with his pants down.

As if sensing my irritation, the slave glanced over his shoulder, another huge yawn infusing his face. Then his jaw snapped shut in shock.



Chapter 13

Rain of Fire

The one-eyed warrior, Witran, Witrull or whatever his name was, was already moving. Princess Ly’Tana’s men were well trained, I had to admit. With my prior warning not to harm any gladiator in mind, he raised his sword, hilt first. The gladiator still stared, openmouthed, unaware of the sword raised to strike him down. Witran aimed for the stunning, not killing, blow. I could not quarrel with that. I had recognized the gladiator the moment he stumbled out to urinate, but as he was a new recruit to our stable, I did not know his name.

His fighting instincts warned him in time. The gladiator spun and dodged the descending hilt. With a hair-raising yell, the slave knocked aside the blow intended for him and bolted. Witran—or was it Witrull?—cursed and swung again, but the arena-trained gladiator evaded him again with lightning speed. Still yelling at the top of his lungs, the slave disappeared the way he had come.

Startled shouts and exclamations and orders drifted down from outside the arena.

Kel’Ratan swore violently. Slaves cursed fluently, but he used words even I wasn’t sure I knew the meaning of. “Now we’ve gone and put our feet in it,” he growled. “Get ready.”

I rose, lifting Rygel’s dead weight in my arms. One of the Princess’s warriors ran to her, the one with the long strawberry-colored hair and the drooping mustache. He no doubt thought to protect her, his sword drawn. Shouted orders came down from above, along with the slither of steel drawn from leather sheaths. The soldiers watching for us outside knew we slipped past them and now moved to spring their trap.

“Put up your blade and take him,” I snapped.

The startled warrior obeyed me, sheathing his weapon, and took Rygel’s limp body from me. “Get him somewhere safe and guard him.”

The man looked to Ly’Tana quickly. She nodded once, curtly, her own sword in her hand. The rest of her warriors surrounded her and the griffin. The griffin. We no longer had the luxury of escorting him through the tunnel.

“Go,” I barked at the man with Rygel and drew my sword. Young and powerfully built, he carried the body of my blood brother with ease as he ran back toward the tunnel. I suspected the gladiators, now awake, would be reluctant to stop him or interfere. Nevertheless, to be certain, I also cast a quick prayer to the gods for Rygel’s safety.

The griffin reared, wings wide and creating swirling columns of dust with his wings, screaming in fury. Those dagger-sharp talons and savage beak might rip a man to shreds, but he made a fine big target for the troops’ arrows. Nor were there enough of us to protect him as the soldiers streamed into the arena.

Ly’Tana must have come to the same conclusion. Slapping the beast on the haunch, she cried, “Aloft! Go! I’ll meet you in the meadow!”

With a powerful lunge, the griffin sprang for the air, huge wings clawing for height. Sluggishly he rose, forelegs tucked close to his body, neck stretched upward with effort. Another sweep of those huge wings took him far above my head. The dust from the windstorm he created swirled about us like a thick fog. Another heavy wingbeat brought him level with the arena rim. I saw a number of arrows shot upward as he drew above the high stands of the arena. I held my breath as they hissed past him, but as far as I could tell none touched him. Perhaps Ly’Tana’s goddess protected him, and, hopefully, us as well.

Two more wingbeats took him safely out of sight and flight of the arrows, his raucous screech trailing behind him. The downdraft created a dust storm thick enough to momentarily hide both him and us from the arrows now loosed. The arrows missed their intended targets, although the Kel’Hallan return fire found marks in throats, hauberks and faces. Ten, a dozen, troops fell.

I had time enough to count roughly thirty soldiers dressed in the royal purple and gold, their captain wearing a gold plume in his helmet, before they charged and engaged our blades. Still more streamed in from the street above.

Before thinking the Princess could very probably handle herself in a fight, I thrust her behind me. An outraged squawk told me of my error, but I was too busy to apologize. Three came at me at once, steel raised high. Too high, for their own welfare, for I ducked low and swung my own sword at their unarmored legs. As their blades hissed over my head and clashed into one another in a steely tangle, I sliced deep into muscle, tendon and bone. Blood fountained high, splattering me and the Princess both with dark red.

All three screamed and faltered, their legs no longer able to hold their weight. Helpless, they fell to the dirt. Yet, more soldiers filled the gap. I caught a quick glimpse of Kel’Ratan, Witran and the other warriors engaged in hot combat with the Federates, often taking on at least two soldiers at once. Kel’Ratan himself fought the plumed captain and two others, before another tide of men swept between us.

Ly’Tana’s sword sliced through the throat of a soldier, crimson blood careening over his hauberk. I neatly ran another through, kicking him off my steel in order to decapitate yet another purple and gold who sought to stab me. Too many of them, I thought distantly, concentrating all my energy into slaying anyone who came within reach. The fire-haired Princess and I settled into a near-perfect communion, back to back, each of us trusting in the other’s ability to fend off all attacks. Yet, we also both knew, without words, that unless help came we were dead.

I would happily sacrifice my life if it meant Ly’Tana and the others would escape. Perhaps it was a good day to die. I knew, though, that once I went down, Ly’Tana would also die, swarmed under by the mob of hacking, stabbing Federates. None of her own warriors fought close enough to protect her should I fall. That knowledge kept me on my feet, my teeth gritted, determined to stay alive.

Bodies piled around us. In between one breath and the next, I saw Kel’Ratan and the others had fought close enough to the door to the tunnels to escape. The plumed captain lay sprawled in a gory heap, his once-proud feather drenched and drooping with blood. The Kel’Hallans could live, given enough of a head start, even if Ly’Tana and I must perish. While my own life mattered little, Ly’Tana’s life mattered a great deal. I would give anything, do anything, to keep her safe from harm. Too many generations of armored knights protecting the fairer sex in my blood would never allow me to leave Ly’Tana to her fate. My frustration mounted. A distraction, I thought frantically. I needed something to keep the troops busy for even a few moments. But what?

Fire? I cast about frantically for ideas as I absently disemboweled my fifteenth or sixteenth soldier. He shrieked in horror as his entrails spilled onto the dirt. Kneeling, he frantically tried to scoop his bluish-purple intestines back into his body, still shrieking. Bloody hell, the only fire about was the torches in their sconces and those too far away to be of any use. Should I manage to grab one, waving a torch in their faces would hardly hold them back for long.

Rage built a fire in my gut. The daemon tugged at his chain, demanding, howling, slipping from my grasp. I let him go. My fury burned and grew, roaring in my ears, a red haze scudding across my vision. Frustration mixed with anger at my inability to save the princess, and enraged at the gods’ indifference to our fate, I looked up into the dark face of the stars. Blood dripped from my sword, my tunic, my fists.

“Fire!” I bellowed.

My shout caused the battle to pause for an instant. In that instant, several things happened at once. Kel’Ratan regrouped his warriors, casting a frantic glance to Ly’Tana and me across the wave of soldiers. He knew, his glance said, that he could escape while we could not. Ly’Tana seized my arm in a frightened grip while the torches suddenly flared into a terrific surge of flames up the wooden walls. The soldiers ceased fighting, and stared in wonder and panic as the fire tasted wood and found it palatable. Flames licked the heavy oak walls, greedily devoured the thick pillars, climbed like a wild orange and yellow trellis upward and outward, over the top. Heavy, thick smoke swirled up, boiling into the night air, shutting out the faint starlight.

The conflagration grew. The flames spat out bright sparks, some dying on the dirt floor of the arena. Yet many more survived to ignite smaller fires that quickly grew into hungry monsters. Federal soldiers backed away, retreating from the flames only to find themselves encircled.

Kel’Ratan also retreated, drawing his warriors back toward the door into the tunnels. His blood-splashed face frantic, his eyes panicked, as he gestured in vain with his arm for us to come to him. His mouth opened in a shout I could not hear.

Before I could react, however, fire burned my bare shoulder. A random spark, I thought, hastily brushing it out. Another struck and burned my hand.

Ly’Tana screamed.

Sparks, no, a rain of fire fell from the open sky into the arena. I looked up. Small fires the size of coals dropped from the sky above, the stars obscured by both the brightness of the flames and the smoke they trailed. It appeared as though the heavens above had begun to blaze and dripped huge celestial sparks.

Now brightly lit from the flames rapidly climbing the walls, I could clearly see the soldiers begin to panic. Large specks of flame drifted down from nowhere in a steady stream and set ablaze anything they touched. As thick as snow, a rain of fire streamed down from the heavens in answer to my prayer.

As I watched in frozen shock, a soldier’s cloak caught fire. He screamed as the flames engulfed him in an instant. He inhaled to scream again, drawing not breath but fire into his lungs. His scream choked off, his body danced a quickstep, a dying jig, his legs and feet scrambling ineffectually to keep him upright and alive. Flames caressed his face like a lover’s fingers, melting his eyelids, shutting his nostrils, his hair now a thick forest of fire. I shuddered, chills breaking ground all over my flesh despite the intense heat.

He fell over at last, mercifully hiding his blackened face from my view. I covered Ly’Tana with my arms and shoulders, hoping to shield her from both the flames and the sight of men dying the most horrible of deaths. I wasn’t sure who trembled the most, Ly’Tana or me. Her hands reached about my waist, her face buried in my chest. Heat from the inferno scorched my skin, forcing me backwards. Smoke trailed upwards from Ly’Tana’s hair.

This cannot be normal fire, I thought distractedly, in near terror. No living fire caught and burned that fast. Then another Federal sparked into living flame like a torch. With a sound like wind through a narrow tunnel, the flames climbed his body, his armor hauberk and greaves melting like butter. Mercifully, he died quickly, his body falling backward into a burning pillar, his blackened husk vanishing into the greater flames. The stench of roasting flesh seared my nostrils; I tasted its thick oily texture on my tongue.

Troops broke off the fight to battle the flames burning their comrades, yet naught they did made the slightest difference. Even more soldiers caught fire like blades of dry grass in a high wind. Most bolted in terror, dropping weapons suddenly too hot to hold. Wooden hafts of pikes and halberds suddenly ran with flame. Forgetting all save their own skins, the remaining Federates leaped screaming companions without thought and ran past the startled Kel’Hallans as if they weren’t there.

Taking Ly’Tana with me, still shielding her, I jumped back as the hungry flames reached for us. A burning wall behind me collapsed in on itself, crashing down in a flurry of sparks and wild flame. I ducked, and spun, dodging the fire leaping toward us. Behind the spreading flames grew a hole large enough to escape through. I could see darkness, and people, beyond.

On the other side of the arena, Kel’Ratan watched the Federation’s finest flee in shock and terror. Behold, lightning from the gods, I thought with a moronic kind of humor. I yelled and waved an arm to catch his attention. I had no need, for Kel’Ratan’s eyes never wavered from the sight of his beloved princess in my arms.

“Go!” I shouted to Kel’Ratan. “Get out!”

Despite the smoke and flames, I clearly saw him hesitate. Eyes reddened from heat and smoke, coughing, unwilling to follow his warriors into the tunnel, he anxiously danced from foot to foot. If he could cross the rain of fire and the conflagration to reach us, he would have. I all but read his mind. Could he trust me, the huge scarred gladiator who just the night before had Kel’Ratan’s knife at his throat? Dare he trust in a ruthless slave named The Wolf? What would prevent me from holding the princess hostage and set him to jumping through my hoops?

All communication failed me. I wished him to know he could trust me, but I had no way of proving that to him, with all the fires of hell between us.

“I’ll take care of her! I swear!”

He nodded, forced to accept my word. He flicked me a half-salute, and also a gesture that told me much. I wanted to laugh. That gesture promised fierce retribution should I harm the princess. Fear not, my red friend, I thought. Should any harm befall Ly’Tana, I would already be dead.

The warriors who had not yet gone through the door turned back, their eyes also sending me uneasy looks. He ushered them through, then paused for one last glance. Harm her at your peril, those eyes said. Don’t worry about her, I thought back at him. She will be safe. I have her, and you have my brother.

“Quick,” I hissed to Ly’Tana. “Where would you meet if you’re separated?”

“The Jefe Monastery,” she replied, instantly understanding my drift.

“My lord!” I yelled once more.

Kel’Ratan paused, turning back, hope etching his craggy, bloody face. Perhaps he thought I found a way through the fire to reach him after all. The smoke and stench of scorched meat swam between us but our eyes met for a brief, interminable moment. “Jefe!”

A swift grin etched his rugged face and he was gone, into the depths of the chamber, the door shutting behind him. An instant later, the fire tasted the wall, climbed high and burned merrily.

“Now we go.”

I seized the Princess’s shoulder and wheeled her around. Without more urging, she ran with me, toward the doorway into the cool night, the doorway the flames themselves created for us. I ran behind her, protecting her from both the flames and any still living Federates who may yet feel it their duty to capture her. I had no need to worry, however. Those soldiers who survived fled with us, or ran past us. A few cast startled glances our way, as though not sure whether to stop us or join us. Yet, none tried to fight. The fire from nothing frightened them beyond any coherent thought of continuing the attack. I supposed a few desertions would be in order, as I doubted many of them would stay behind to report on the disaster.

Ly’Tana was fast, I’ll give her that. While I wanted to stay close to protect her from fire or troops, she outran me. She nearly stepped on the boots of the few troops ahead of us, those who also recognized the hole as the route to survival. They bolted through it and vanished. In seconds, we skinned through the burning wall, the night cooling our scorched hides.

Not a moment too soon, either. Behind us, walls crashed in, sending more flames to nip our heels. The frightened spectators outside scattered like pigeons, their cries and shouts muffled under the heavy roar of the flames.

A swift glance behind showed me the mysterious rain of fire had ceased, but the entire arena was now engulfed. I spared a moment to hope the gladiators in their barracks had also fled in the confusion, perhaps to even escape slavery altogether. When disasters struck, people tended to count noses only after calm descended. By that time, those clever enough might be hours, or days, away and free.

Outside, under the stars and away from the heat, stench and choking smoke, I took hold of Ly’Tana’s hand. The flames lit the dark as brightly as the noontime sun, the moist night air cooling our sweat-dampened skin and clothes. Ly’Tana’s hair ceased to smoke. I took a ragged breath, trying not to cough.

Shouting people ran toward us, toward the dying arena, carrying buckets of water. Soldiers and citizens alike dashed to save what was left of the shattered buildings. Yet the savage heat drove them back. They lifted arms to shield their faces from the inferno, smoke roiling upwards toward the stars. They paid us little heed, more concerned with the horror and fascination of the fire than with two smoke-smudged survivors.

“This way,” I muttered.

I led her to the right, away from the crowds gathering to watch the spectacle, toward the collection of buildings several rods from the burning arena. I wondered for a moment if they, too, would catch fire, but found I could not summon the effort to care.

In the sheltering darkness of shadows, I paused to look back. None of the crowd seemed to be watching us, nor pointed us out to the newly arrived soldiers. Occupied with the conflagration, we could vanish with no one trying to follow. At least for the next few hours, anyway. This fire was a god-sent distraction and would give us a terrific head start.

Ly’Tana coughed, her lungs hacking smoke. My own chest ached with holding the coughs in, but I forced both of us into a jog. Down alleys and side streets, I kept us to the shadows and dark, my eyes gradually adjusting to the night.

“What caused that fire?” Ly’Tana asked, her coughs slowing, her voice hoarse.

I hesitated, long enough for me to catch a swift glance askance from her. “The gods,” I said slowly.

Unsurprisingly, she snorted. “The gods don’t interfere with us on a scale like that. Not even my goddess, Nephrotiti, would do so.”

“Then how would you explain it? The fire came from the very air itself.”

“It followed on your shout,” she said. “I reckon you are magical, like your friend.”

My turn came to snort. “Not bloody likely, Highness. I’m about as magical as yonder tree stump.”

Shrugging, Ly’Tana changed the subject, to my silent relief. “Where are we going?” she asked.

“Over the city wall.”

“How?”

I stopped long enough to clean my sword on a woman’s laundry hanging to dry from a balcony. Ly’Tana followed suit, sheathing her blade in once fluid motion. I sheathed mine, and wiped my still-bloody hands on a freshly washed tunic. My shoulder, quiescent during the fight and subsequent flight, now woke and began to ache in earnest. I briefly wondered how extent the damage might be, and whether it would fail me when I really needed it. I dismissed the pain with a mental shrug. While I glanced about to get my bearings and scout for potential trouble, I explained.

“Long ago, when I was young and foolish, I would fantasize about escaping. How I would accomplish it, where would I go, what route I could take. As I got familiar with the city, I discovered a row of houses built negligently close to the city wall.”

I grinned down into the Princess’s beautiful upturned face, her fascinating uptilted green eyes. “The City Watch patrols the area, but they seldom look up.”

“The rooftops,” Ly’Tana breathed, her answering grin flashing white teeth in the darkness.

“Indeed.”

I took her hand again, and began to jog through the alley. While it was no longer necessary, I closed her hand in mine. Never before had I held hands with a woman. It felt soft, small and delicate, yet strong. My imagination roamed, wondering how other parts of her might feel against mine. A blush began somewhere north of my neck and leisurely travelled upwards. Gods be thanked it was dark. Strangely enough, she did not object to my taking liberties with her, a mere slave manhandling her royal person. My thoughts skittered over the possibilities, but I did not dare dwell on the reasons for that lack.

“The jump from the roof to the top of the wall is considerable,” I went on, struggling to keep my voice normal. For some odd reason it came out hoarse. The smoke, no doubt. “But you’re strong and I’ll be on the wall to catch you.”

“And the drop from the wall to the ground?”

“About five or six rods, Highness.” I glanced at her sidelong. “Can you do it?”

With a negligent wave of her free hand, she dismissed the distance. “If I can’t, I don’t deserve the title of warrior. I’ve dropped further while climbing trees as a youngster.”

As we ran, Ly’Tana unbuckled her sword belt, then refastened it across her chest. Thus her sword and quiver lay comfortably against her back, and within easy reach. Her bow she kept in her left hand. Since I seldom rode horses while armed, or ran as I fought, I always kept my sword sheathed at my hip. Now I imitated her, buckling my sword belt across my chest. With the hilt just behind my left shoulder, I could draw it swiftly and it no longer slapped my leg as I ran. Ly’Tana watched with approval in her slanted green eyes.

For some odd reason, her approval raised within me a sharp irritation. Who was she, to approve or disapprove of me? I may have been a slave until a few days ago, but I wasn’t her slave. I helped her rescue her griffin, fought and killed men to protect her, risked my life for what? Her approval?

“I have to hand it to you, Your Highness,” I said, my tone careless. “You sure don’t run like a girl.”

Whether she caught my anger or not, her smile vanished. “I should hope not. We warriors might fight from horseback, but we also condition ourselves to run. Run fast and over great distances.”

“I suppose that comes in handy when you run from a fight.”

Had I been blind, I might have missed the flash in those emerald eyes. Darkness alone could not have hidden it. So the vixen was easily provoked.

“Bastard,” she hissed.

“Actually, I’m not.” I grinned down into those uptilted eyes. “My parents were married in front of witnesses.”

“A marriage in a gutter with rats for witnesses,” she snarled.

I laughed. “Ah, she scores! A triumph for the princess from Kel’Halla, she has a terrific season ahead of her.”

“I’ve killed men for less insult than what you just offered.”

“And I suppose you want to kill me, is that it?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “A fine way to save yourself a bit of gold, wouldn’t you say? Get the big oaf to help rescue your pet, then kill him. Rewarding a corpse is much, much easier. Cheaper, too.”

She stiffened. “My honor wouldn’t permit such a thing.”

“Honor?” I scoffed. “Honor is for morons.” I sighed. “And here I thought you were better than that.”

“Better to die with honor than to live as a slave.” Ly’Tana spat at the ground by my feet. “A dog’s death is all you can look forward to.”

My temper, always near at hand, rose several notches. “Be careful of how you speak of slavery, Your High-handedness. I wasn’t born a slave.”

“Once a slave, always a slave,” she sneered.

Growling low in my chest, I took a step toward her. My fist rose of its own accord, clenched, in front of her face.

“Since I’m of such a lowly stature,” I gritted through my teeth, “I have no honor that might otherwise stop me from ripping out your throat and drinking your blood. Long ago, my father taught me never harm women or the innocent. I just might make an exception in your case.”

Whatever I expected from her, ’twas not a smile. That predatory smile I might have seen on a jungle cat as it stalked a slow-moving wayward calf. She took a half-step back—

In a blur my keen eyes failed to follow, Ly’Tana nocked an arrow from her quiver and drew the bowstring to her ear. The sheer speed of her movement took my breath away, as well as my anger. Never before had I seen anyone move so fast. I stared down the shaft of the arrow, its razor point inches from the bridge of my nose, to the rock-hard, cold green gaze behind the lethal bow.

“Bring it on, big boy,” she breathed, her voice more deadly than any Arena opponent I ever faced. “Next time you raise your fist to me, you better kill me. Quick. For you can bet I will have your guts for garters.”

Her sheer audacity, her courage, her fire, her wonderful, indomitable spirit drained away the last remnants of my anger. What a woman! The woman any man would be proud to have at his side, forever. She was a match for the gods themselves, I swear.

I couldn’t help it. I began to laugh. I raised my hands in surrender, still laughing. Weren’t we a pair, I thought, on the run, in the dead of night, fighting each other as we might fight Brutal’s soldiers. What a sight we must be. I laughed harder.

Ly’Tana lowered her bow, but didn’t return the arrow to her quiver. She watched me laugh, a puzzled frown on her beautiful, exotic features. No doubt, she thought my humor but a feint, something to take her guard down so I might slay her where she stood. Maybe I would throttle her with my big hands on her throat.

“Relax, beautiful princess,” I stammered between bouts of mirth. My ribs began to ache. “I apologize for my crude behavior. My manners have taken a turn for the worst lately. I reckon I’ve been in Rygel’s company too long.”

“Huh,” she snorted. At last the arrow left her bowstring and found company in her quiver with the rest. “You’ve been in Khalid too long. You started to sound just like Brutal.”

Taking a deep breath, I bowed low, from the waist. “Forgive me, Your Highness. I am but a simple boor, too low of stature to know any better.”

A small, unwilling smile tugged at her mouth. “Well, perhaps—”

Temptation struck me, and hit me hard. Before she could finish her sentence, while her voice still distracted her brain, I seized her cheeks in both hands and kissed her swiftly on her lips. Ly’Tana tasted sweet, like a cake, yet I scented/tasted a strong female odor. A musk, a trace of lilac and leather, and a scent unlike any other that surely was Ly’Tana’s own. Under mine, her lips opened, grasped mine in a swift kiss that brought with it a heat I never before experienced.

I stood back before the heat took a firmer hold and I followed my instincts. A sudden male impulse to not just keep kissing her, but begin exploring the rest of her beautiful body. Dropping my hands to my sides, I waited for the inevitable. For doubtless I would bear the full brunt of her fury, the mere slave taking advantage of the royal princess. Females always hated men kissing them without their permission. Everyone knew that.

She laughed. Laughter cascaded out of her like water from a fountain. Her trust in me must have rebounded for she collapsed into my arms, gales of laughter shaking her from top to toe. Forced to hold her weight up, for without my grasp I know she would have collapsed in the gutter, holding her ribs and laughing.

I began to feel insulted. She laughed at my inadequate male overtures, my adolescent kiss. I’ve never kissed a woman before, how was I to know how the deed was done? I sniffed. Rygel was right to hate them.

“Oh, Wolf,” she wheezed at last, holding her ribs in one hand and my shoulder with the other. “Aren’t we a pair? First fighting like dogs then laughing ourselves silly.”

I chuckled. “I reckon we are.”

Her hands on her hips, she surveyed me from the top of my head down to my boots. A slow smile spread across her angular cheeks as she once more looked me in the eye. “You’ve never kissed anyone before, have you.”

I sighed. “Am I that transparent?”

“Only to me.”

Confession was good for the soul, or so I heard once. “Nay.”

“I suppose there’s a first time for everything.”

“Um, well,” I began, hesitant to ask what was foremost in my mind.

Ly’Tana’s smile widened into a wicked grin. “Aye, I liked it. You could do with some education, but…not bad. Not bad at all.”

“Bitch.”

“Bastard.”

“Vixen.”

“Oaf.”

We laughed together for a moment, sharing something imminently profound. Sharing a what? Something I’ve never shared with anyone, ever before. Not even the kinship I now shared with Rygel compared to this. I could best describe it as a oneness, for no other word came close.

Ly’Tana would have spoken further, but my hand over her mouth silenced her effectively. I could feel her eyes on me, but she obeyed my signal to stop and be silent. I sniffed the air, but smelled naught save her musky scent. I listened, but heard naught but night silence. Yet, the night was alive to something incredibly dangerous. I felt it along my skin, felt death creep like lice across every nerve ending. Evil eyes watched, hidden from sight and sound and scent.

I hurried us to an alcove sheltering the doorway of a tall house built of brick, and stopped. Naught moved, that I could see, or hear or feel, but my instincts for trouble shrieked a horrible warning. Jangled thoughts of Ly’Tana’s exotic scent, her femininity and my lust vanished between one heartbeat and the next. Hidden within the shadows and darkness, we both searched the area with all our senses, finding little to account for my gut’s forewarning. The streets and alleys remained silent; nothing moved save the faint night breeze. Not even a rat nosed in the garbage that littered the city streets.

That alone caused my hackles to rise.

“What?” Ly’Tana barely breathed, her voice not reaching beyond the alcove. Like mine, her angular green eyes scanned the darkness, her head tilted slightly to catch the faintest sound. I bent toward her so my voice could go into her ear and no further.

“We’re being hunted.”

A warrior to the bone, she made no comment, no movement, but went as still and silent as the stone at our backs. I sensed no fear emanate from this beautiful princess. Only a tense readiness framed her aura. Her head lowered slowly in a single faint nod of acceptance.

For several long moments, we waited and watched, shadows within shadows. Naught stirred but our eyes, roving ceaselessly to catch the faintest sign of our pursuers. Brutal’s soldiers? I discarded that thought immediately. Not only were they incapable of stealth, but also, had they seen and recognized us, they would have pounced immediately, shouting wildly and waving swords. Were they perhaps common thieves hoping to catch us unaware? I pondered that idea a moment longer before also dismissing it. Criminals would be too wary of my size and our swords to consider us tempting targets. None of them created the aura of tight alarm, caused the very night itself to hush with expectant fear and waiting.

Her murmur in my ear, a sound softer than the breeze drifting through the streets, set my furious thinking to a sliding halt. “What do you think?”

Before I could find the words to respond, my gut gave a sickening lurch. My instinct for trouble was not nearly entranced with the princess as I was, and gave me another, now sharper warning of trouble. I raised my head, listening, my nostrils flared to catch any scent, anything at all.

Was that the hiss of a drawn sword? The eerie silence in the night stretched out. One would expect faint sounds of even the quietest night: bats winging through the air as they fed on insects, rodents rustling in the weeds and shrubbery, owls calling to one another as they hunted, kenneled dogs whimpering in their sleep. Yet no sound at all came to my ears save that one distant kiss of steel against leather. You stupid, stupid slave. You are too stupid to live; an oak stump is a tactical genius compared to you. You were provoking a fight when you should have been thinking. At last, I finally listened to what the silence was telling me.

“Run,” I hissed in her ear. “Run like hell.”

Taking her hand once more, I slipped out of the shadows of the alcove and put action to words. She followed with no hesitation or questions, matching me stride for stride. I pushed Ly’Tana ahead of me, my hands at her back urging her to run faster. She obeyed me, running as fast and as silently as possible, keeping to the darkest alleys and shadows, ducking low under wash lines, avoiding open lanes of cobblestone.

I kept the fast pace for nearly an hour, grateful for Ly’Tana’s warrior strength and speed. Her earlier boast was no boast at all; she had enormous stamina and wind. My admiration for her grew. No wonder the Kel’Hallans held the top prize of being the best warriors on earth.

My gut at last began to relax, the warning bells slackening off, letting me know we left trouble behind. For the moment anyway. I slowed our headlong pace to a steady trot, catching our breath, looking about us for a suitable house to climb.

As I had mentally planned, we were now in a quarter of the city given over to wealthier merchants, an older neighborhood of stately two- and three-story residences. Built hundreds of years ago, during less turbulent times, these homes backed up against the thick city wall. These days, naught could be built within two blocks of the wall, to allow troops to man and defend it against attackers. Beyond this section of the wall lay deep forest. Lionel’s ancestors foolishly allowed the forest to grow close to the wall, and even more foolishly put up few sentries up to guard it. An invading army could creep through the trees, scale the wall and take Soudan before it even knew it was under attack.

Ly’Tana saw their stupidity immediately. “Why have they let their guard down?” she asked. “The walls are guarded everywhere else…why not here?”

“The bureaucrats who run Soudan feel the forest itself offers protection,” I replied, searching back through the darkness whence we had come. “And they look to the Federation’s own invincibility to keep any potential attackers away.”

“But—” she began, but I silenced her with a quick look.

“Their idiocy is our salvation. We need a tall house with a trellis, or ladders for repairs, something we can climb.”

Still hurrying as fast and quietly as we could, we delved into the deep shadows between each home, searching for a way to the roof. Ly’Tana found it after a few houses, and pulled on my hand to get me to follow her. While not what I was expecting, the house she chose turned out infinitely better.

Built of jagged, decorative stone, the house had its own miniature wall constructed around the garden. It was a three-story affair, with the wall high enough to reach a small balcony on the second floor. A short distance up from there, the roof of the second floor leveled out flat, the third floor built atop it, smaller than the rest of the house. Against the wall of the third story grew a beautiful thick trellis reaching the roof. A burglar hoping to rob the wealthy merchant could not have hoped for a better way into the home. Architecturally, it was a gorgeous home. From the standpoint of protection, it was a dismal failure.

From the wall, we easily reached the small balcony outside what might have been a sitting room for the merchant to entertain guests. I prayed for no housedogs to begin barking as we left the balcony, and climbed the uneven rock side of the house. As though in answer to my prayer, no sound came from within: no barking, no guards shouting an alarm, no suddenly awakened sleepers. The stones left prominent hand and footholds, nothing easier for two strong agile climbers. We all but scampered up the side of the house, two shadows among many.

From the second-story roof, we stepped softly on the slate shingles, not wanting heavy tread to wake the sleepers below. I silently urged Ly’Tana up the trellis before me, keeping watch as she climbed. Nothing stirred in the streets or among the stately homes below us. Only the light night breeze whispered, caressed, promising safety. Yet the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

The trellis almost did not hold my weight. The thick branches groaned and yielded under my feet, threatening to give way. Above me, Ly’Tana lay flat on the roof, watching the street below as I had done.

“Hurry up,” she whispered. “Something’s wrong.”

At last, she felt it too. I heaved upward, scrambling, catching the edge of the roof just as the trellis collapsed, crunching to the roof below. It made a clatter of wood and falling branches, horribly loud in the silent darkness. I hauled my dead weight upward using the strength of my arms, and rolled across the roof. Peering down, I lay still, listening, searching the night for danger. Despite the rattle of the trellis falling, nothing stirred in the house below. Nay. The danger lay in the streets and I had no doubt the broken trellis told the unseen hunters exactly where we were.

“What’s out there?”

Ly’Tana’s soft whisper was but a breath in my ear. This time her nearness gave me no thrill, no stirring of excitement. Our danger was too close. It was, perhaps, just beyond the house across the cobbled street, watching us.

I leaned close to her ear. “Shekinah Tongu.”

Wise as well as intelligent, she cast me a swift quizzical glance rather than risk her voice overheard by enemies. Despite my instincts to hurry, to get out of there without explanation, I reconsidered. If Ly’Tana knew what chased us, she could better help me to plan our escape. Her skills and experience as a warrior gave us an edge we might not have had, had she been but an ordinary girl. I bent close to her ear.

“They are a group of highly secretive and highly paid assassins,” I said in a hushed whisper. “They are killers, bred and trained to kill, but more than that they are hunters.”

Again, she looked the question, and I did my best to explain.

“They are paid to hunt their quarry. With enough money, you can buy the services of the Tongu. To hunt down and kill the man who stole from you. Or the man who cheated you at gambling. Or your rival for the council seat. Or to hunt down and recapture a runaway princess.”

Ly’Tana’s eyes widened with sudden understanding. “Brutal.”

“Who else? He would not be satisfied with his troops searching high and low for you. He would turn to those who hunt people for their living. The best hunters money can buy.”

“And you as well,” she added. “You cost him greatly, you know. He lost a great deal of face when you hurt him as you did and escaped.”

“I know,” I said grimly. “And he must know by now we have joined forces. We also must assume he knows about Rygel. I’m betting he gave orders we are to be taken alive.”

“But how can they follow us so closely? It’s too dark to see us, and we’ve been too quiet. How can they know where we went?”

“Hounds.”

“We would have heard hounds baying.”

“Not these hounds. The Tongu cut their throats as pups, cutting away their voices. Now they run as silent as their masters.”

For answer, Ly’Tana hissed between her teeth.

“Now, we need to get across the wall,” I said. “They will know we went over, but they will not risk being seen and heard by following us over this house. They’ll find a gate, then pick up our trail.”

I scooted backward, toward the backside of the house, keeping my head down. Ly’Tana followed.

“Can we mask our scent?”

“Not a chance.”

I looked down from the roof, seeing the city wall, a shadow slightly less dark in the faint starlight. It lay about a rod and a half from the rear of the house and a rod down. It was a jump of considerable length. I knew I could do it, but looked askance at Ly’Tana. She read my expression and shrugged philosophically.

“What are you waiting for?” she asked. “Want to live forever?”

Before I could say anything, she rose and ran back toward the front of the house, heedless of any watching Tongu. Turning, she sprinted back, past me, and launched herself into the air. Like a graceful gazelle, Ly’Tana sprang up and out, arms pinwheeling for balance. For an instant, I thought she would not make it, did not have the speed or momentum to carry her to the wall. She did. Upon hitting feet first, she controlled her fall with a graceful roll, coming to rest at the far edge of the city wall. Rising, Ly’Tana beckoned to me with a wave of her arm.

Grinning, I followed her example. I ran across the roof to gain some speed, then leaped. Upward and outward, I let my forward drive carry me across the space between roof and wall. While the top of the wall was wide enough for five men to walk abreast, it was not wide enough for me. Like Ly’Tana, I curled my body to roll after impact. Unlike Ly’Tana, I continued to roll to the edge of the stones.

Frantically, I tried to grasp anything to stop myself careening over the edge.

I failed. Caught in its own strong momentum, my body slid over the top of the wall as if on slick ice. I uncurled from the rolled position in the hopes of stopping my slide, but only managed to slow it down. I caught a glimpse of Ly’Tana’s horrified face as I grabbed at the edge of the wall, my body dangling over the side. I finally stopped, the lower half of my body dangling embarrassingly into space.

Hanging half on and half off the high wall, I looked up at Ly’Tana as she hurried over to me.

“Overkill, wouldn’t you say?” I murmured.

Royalty never meant humorless and stoic. I noticed Ly’Tana had a very highly developed sense of humor. Struggling with laughter, Ly’Tana choked and snorted, reaching down a hand to me.

“Here let me help you up.”

I declined with a sheepish grin. “Nay, I reckon I’m halfway down already.”

I let go of the stones, hoping for a softer landing than the city wall turned out to be. It was, but not by much. I landed with a crunch in shrubbery, shattering branches and twigs as I landed on my backside with enough force to jar the teeth in my head. Unharmed other than scratches from the prickly shrubs, I got to my feet and looked up. My shoulder did not take to the fall very well, however, and began to ache in earnest. I rubbed at it absently as I tried to see Ly’Tana in the darkness above.

Her voice called down softly. “Well?”

“Jump. I’ll catch you.”

“Don’t be absurd.”

In a swift move I barely saw, Ly’Tana moved to the left slightly, no doubt to avoid the branches I landed in, and jumped. As before, she controlled her fall with a roll, crashed through dead twigs and leaves, and arrived with an ungraceful thump at the base of a tree.



Chapter 14

Hounds of Hell

“Ow.”

My head spinning from the impact, my wind knocked askew, I floundered awkwardly to a sitting position. Fire lanced through my left ankle, searing hot and sharp to my knee. I could not control the hiss of pain that escaped my teeth and brought Wolf swiftly to his haunches beside me.

“Highness, you are injured?” he asked, his voice still low. “Where?”

“I’m fine,” I gasped, trying to suck in air. Between having the breath knocked from my lungs and the agony slicing its way through my leg, I felt lucky to have even managed those words.

“Don’t be absurd.”

My own words resounding back to haunt me forced witless laughter to bubble up from my gut. Only the lack of air prevented it from erupting.

“Show me.”

His words, though spoken softly and without emphasis, had enough of an edge of command in them. I wordlessly took his hand and guided it to my left ankle. Too late, I remembered who truly held rank here. How did he do that?

With oddly gentle hands for one of his size and profession, he gingerly felt and probed my ankle without taking my boot off. He obviously knew as well as I did that once off, I may not get my boot back on again. I could already feel it pulsing, swelling, within the close confines of the supple goatskin. Sweat broke out on my brow, slowly dripping down the sides of my face, threatening to ooze into my eyes. My hair clung in damp tendrils to my face, and while the night had cooled somewhat, I felt nauseously hot.

“Not broken,” Wolf murmured.

“Good,” I said, preparing to stand up.

I braced my hand against his shoulder, and put weight on my right foot. Until his implacable hand on my hip kept me firmly in place, on my butt, amid the dead leaves, twigs, and loose arrows spilled from my quiver.

“It is still badly sprained, Highness,” he said.

I felt him move the joint back and forth, quite gently, but the slight movement was quite enough to leave me gasping at the sharp pain.

“You cannot walk on that,” Wolf said firmly.

“I have no choice,” I snapped. “Those Sheka-Shek-whatever-hunters will be on us within moments.”

“Of course they will be,” he said, getting to his feet. “But we’ll be on our way before they get here.”

“Then what—” I stammered.

“I’ll carry you.”

At his insistence, I unbuckled my weapons from around my back, stuffed the spilled arrows back into my quiver. Wolf then looped the belt and my bow over his shoulder. His powerful arms scooped me up with as much effort as I might use to pick up a puppy. My breath caught in surprise at the ease in which he did so.

“You cannot carry me all the way,” I protested as he set off at a fast walk through the trees.

“Care to make a wager on that, Highness?” he asked, a faint mischievous smile on his lips. “Perhaps we can arm wrestle over it? You win, you walk.”

Hell and damnation. Men always like to strut their sheer brute strength before the weaker sex. I shut my teeth on any more attempts to dissuade him from carrying me. Resting my arm around his neck, I leaned back into his shoulder and relaxed. His arms were actually quite comfortable, I thought peaceably, his stride long and smooth. He smelled nice too: a clean manly scent, faintly of leather, spices and fresh pine.

Aware of how easily he blushed, I leaned my face close to his and breathed deep.

“You smell nice,” I commented.

Almost total darkness could not hide the swift rush of blood to his face. I almost laughed aloud. Oh, this is just too easy, I thought, delighted.

He glowered, his eyes rolling toward me, his brows lowering into a mild scowl.

I put my arms around his neck. He harrumphed, a sound closer to a man choking than one clearing his throat. Ah, I was having way too much fun with this. Nephrotiti, shame me.

The feather in my hair dangled close to his ear, tickling him. Without making it obvious, he flinched slightly every time it swung too close. I smoothed it and his hair back from his face so I could watch him, his face so close to mine. Another blush crept up his neck into his cheeks. My grin sprouted wings.

“You are adorable when you blush.”

“Excuse me?”

Funny. He suddenly could not look me in the eye.

“Anyone who blushes as easily as you do can’t be all bad,” I said.

The scowl deepened but still could not hide the furious blush on his cheeks. I could feel the heat of them baking off his skin in waves. I chuckled.

“Care to know how many men I’ve killed?” he asked.

I shrugged, still grinning. “How many of them were outside the Arena and in cold blood?”

The world echoed with his silence. Damn, if he didn’t actually flush deeper. I had no idea a human face could turn such a variety of shades of red.

“You are an evil woman, Your Highness,” he grumbled.

“I know,” I replied, kissing him on his bristly cheek. “But you like me anyway.”

This time, Wolf actually laughed. “Aye, Your Highness, I do like you.”

“I like you, too, Wolf.”

He harrumphed again. “Good. Most excellent. Where do we go, Your Highness?”

Ah, I’ll not let you escape into formality. You won’t get off that easily.

“The monastery lies about three leagues north of Soudan,” I said. “Kel’Ratan will meet us there. Where are we now, in relation to the great north gate?”

“Far south. We will have to circle Soudan.”

As though he had been there hundreds of times, Wolf found a small foot trail and speeded up his pace. I glanced up at the stars, noting we headed roughly east by northeast. The trail took us further from the city wall, into trees and undergrowth, wending its way further from the town and potential guards manning the guard posts.

“Where will this trail take us?” I asked.

“If this is the right one, it leads east toward a cliff.”

“I remember it, we camped not far from there when we came here.”

“It’s about five leagues from where we are now. If we can reach it, we might temporarily lose our pursuers.”

“Back there you said there was no way we can mask our scent. Why not?”

“These hounds are too smart and too well trained to be fooled by common tricks. They can pick scents from the very air itself, even from prey downwind of them.”

“That’s impossible.”

I caught a swift glance from those chilling gray eyes with the eerie ring of black, eyes still cold enough to raise goose pimples on my arms. Somehow, his eyes had changed back to their normal color without my noticing. I looked closer in the darkness: his blond locks had magically transferred back to his normal black coloring. Perhaps the distance between him and Rygel caused the spell to fail.

“Are you so sure?”

I lapsed into silence. Wolf moved as swiftly as he could while not jostling me, to spare me as much pain as possible. Inwardly, I cursed my luck to have injured my leg. Despite his speed, we would have travelled much faster had I been able to run beside him. Perhaps the Shekinah Tongu had already reached the south gate and even now set their hounds upon our trail.

“How will the escarpment help us? Descending it will slow us down.”

“It will slow the Tongu down as well,” Wolf answered. “They will be exposed, vulnerable to your arrows.”

“Won’t they just shoot us down with their own bows?”

His teeth gleamed white under the faint light of the stars as he grinned. “Not if they want us alive. I’d wager my jeweled collar, if Rygel hadn’t taken it, that is, your winged friend is out looking for you. We might be able to keep enough distance between us until we can find him, and through him get help from your warriors.”

“Will they attack then?”

“Not openly. But they will not cease until we are taken.”

Wolf ran on, ducking under low-hanging branches, jumping dead trees, crashing through undergrowth, heedless of the noise he made. As the hounds would trail us by scent anyhow, silence would do us little good. I peered into the darkness and the dense forest, hoping to catch a glimpse of our pursuers. The pain in my foot faded to a dull throb. Perhaps I could run now. Wolf shook his head when I mentioned it, refusing to consider the notion, and ran on.

A faint lightening in the sky over the treetops showed me dawn not far away. Birds interrupted the deep stillness with their awakening chirps, greeting the coming daylight. I took heart from the normalcy of the sounds of the forest coming to life, the frightened woman in me hoping that with the coming of dawn, our pursuers would slink away, defeated. The trained warrior in me knew such hopes were amateurish at best.

I speculated we had travelled perhaps three leagues when Wolf stopped to rest and catch his breath. He put me down on a nearby log with as much gentleness as he might show a precious relic.

“Forgive me, Highness,” he said. “I need a moment.”

While his breath came and went evenly, I saw the droop in his eyes that told me he neared exhaustion. I put my foot experimentally to the ground.

“My ankle is better,” I began.

Wolf’s head rose sharply as though, animal-like, he caught a sudden scent. His eyes widened in the dimness, suddenly alert, wary. At the same instant, the birds among the trees shushed their chirps. Eerie silence settled over the forest. Naught stirred, naught breathed, naught moved. Not even the breeze rustled through the treetops. Only the hairs on the back of my neck rose to stand at attention while a chill crawled down my spine.

In an instant, several things happened at once. Wolf snarled, clawing for the hilt of his sword at his back. The snarl from his mouth sounded so utterly wolflike, I half-thought a wolf to be standing near, baring its teeth at me. At the same moment, huge creatures burst from the undergrowth surrounding us and lunged, oddly silent save the noise they made among the thickets. I stumbled to my feet, then immediately found myself slammed hard into the ground. In a tangle of fur and legs, I saw baleful eyes glaring, bristly savage muzzles tied shut with leather thongs. I pushed at them with my hands and feet, feeling their claws rake my body as I fended off heavy bodies covered in thick wiry fur. Hounds.

Shekinah Tongu!

They had tracked us down with their hellish hounds. Huge dogs with gray and brown wiry hair, muzzles tied to prevent them from biting and rending.

They wanted us alive.

Above me, Wolf slew a hound that leaped for his throat, despite its inability to kill. A savage swing of his blade cut its head off, the body falling to the side, twitching, in the dead leaves and brush. Another leaped toward him. He smashed it in the ribs, sending it huffing for breath, limping madly, into the forest for protection.

Huge beasts, the hounds’ weight kept me pinned to the ground. I cursed, flailing about me with my fists, connecting as hard as I could to the hounds’ sensitive ears, chopping at their throats, punching ribs. Despite their tied muzzles, their lips skinned back from savage white fangs, gleaming in the faint light. Weird chuffing noises hissed from their throats.

Wolf seized a hound that worried my throat by the skin over its back, lifting it high into the air. It still struggled, trying to bite his hands, twisting, thrashing; only the thong tying its mouth shut saved Wolf’s hands from a serious mauling. He turned, two fast revolutions, and slung the beast into the trees. Amidst the chaos above and around me, I heard it hit a tree with a solid thunk.

Bleeding from dozens of gashes raked from the hounds’ claws, I fought my way to a sitting position, then awkwardly to my feet. Wolf had possession of my sword and bow, in their belt over his shoulder, but I still had my dagger. I whipped it from its sheath, and instantly plunged it into the side of a hound that leaped for my throat. The hound’s lunge took me back down to my back again, its death throes pinning me to the rocks with its weight. Its body protected me from the hounds still alive, chuffing, clawing ineffectively at their dead mate as they sought to kill me. Despite their inability to savage my flesh with their fangs, their aggression alarmed me. Had their muzzles not been tied shut, I have no doubt both Wolf and I would be dead now. Well, perhaps not Wolf. I shot a swift glance in his direction, seeing him hack his sword through the body of yet another daemon hound. On his feet and armed, he would prevail against almost any opponent.

I made to heave the dead weight of the hound off my body when another body fell upon me, slammed me back down, pinning me once more. This time no hound glared down into my eyes. A human face with a myriad of scars and tattoos that crawled over dark skin in strange patterns hung perilously close to my own. White teeth gleamed in the faint light while black eyes seemed to drink in and swallow what tiny light there was. A hunter.

In a flash, I raised my blade to swiftly stab the Tongu between the ribs and stop his beating heart. He seemed to read my intent before I thought it, for his own hand caught my wrist and twisted sharply. I bit my lip to prevent an outcry of pain, and my knife dropped, harmless, to the ground.

Beyond the Tongu’s evil face, I could catch glimpses of Wolf fighting with sword and dagger against four or five Tongu. Hounds still leaped to bring him down, but were cuffed and whipped aside by more Tongu who stood aside and watched the battle rage.

My right hand immobilized, I brought my left around in a sharp punch to the Tongu’s ear. He hissed in pain, and whacked me a sharp blow in return across my face. I fought on, heedless of his blows, seeking to hurt him badly enough I could roll him off me and get to my feet.

“Stupid bitch,” the Tongu hissed in a hoarse whisper.

Only then did I notice the scars that ran across his throat in twists and loops. Not only did they cut the throats of their hounds, but it appeared they also they maimed their own. The battle above me raged on in near silence, only grunts, hisses, whispers and the ring of metal against metal.

A second Tongu aided his mate by dragging the corpse of the dead hound off me, and together they pinned me to the earth, my hands outstretched to either side. I still tried to kick, earning the attentions of a third pouncing on my legs.

“Fiery bitch,” one over my head hissed.

Wolf’s battle for his own life came into view, and I saw beyond the heads of my attackers Wolf fighting with sword and knife, his moves too swift to see in the near darkness. The Tongu saw them, though, and his blades wounded, but failed to kill, any of his enemies. My ragged hope that he would win out to save us both waned as an opening behind him emerged, an opening a Tongu took full advantage of. The Tongu hit him, hard, with the hilt of a dagger, on the back of his head.

He did not fall. However, his blades dropped in their defense, and the Tongu seized their chance. By sheer numbers, they drove him to the earth. I nearly cried when I saw them tie his hands behind his back, taking his weapons and my bow from him. He lay still, gasping, half-conscious, in the dirt not far from me. Brutal would have his prizes, I thought bitterly, and wondered how well I would die under the torture he no doubt had waiting for me.

“I get her first,” hissed the one who sat astride me.

My mind and body froze at the menace in his words, the intent behind them. I caught a leer in the glint of his eyes in the half-light, read his thoughts. The possibility every female warrior of my race faced when captured by the enemy.

Rape!

Panic set in as they held my body down with their greater strength and tore at my clothes. Nephrotiti, nay! Anything but rape. I could not prevent the scream of sheer terror that ripped through my throat. My panic tasted of sweet hot copper, and my bladder let go. I struggled, wept, thrashed, all for naught. Rough hands tore my leathers from me, every scrap, right down to my boots. Hot rank breath scorched my face, the dim stars above and behind their grunting straining bodies.

A Tongu reeking of old sweat, piss and blood pressed his body to mine, his mates splitting my legs wide open. How many were there? Seven or nine or a hundred, I would suffer their brutal bodies possessing me, hurting, their savage lust tearing me apart. Until now, I had always had steel in my hands when faced with rape.

I could not help it. In panic, I screamed again.

“Bitch.” Another hiss in my face, its breath hot and rank, smelling foul.

Hot flesh probed between my legs. I thrashed and kicked, trying to bite the face so close to my own. A hand clamped down over my mouth, mashing my lips against my teeth, bruising, cutting my face. I tried to bite the stinking hand, but not able to get a grip with my teeth.

An earth-shattering roar, so loud, so savage, so inhuman, suddenly broke the darkness at the same instant the sun’s first rays shot over the horizon. My attackers froze in a distinct tableau, their grunts and hisses silenced. They forgot me, held in thrall by the sound of hell arriving on earth.

A giant rose from the darkness near the earth, a shadow among shadows, a huge god of ancient legend rising with the sun’s power mantling its enormous shoulders. Usa’a’mah himself might have descended to pitch battle against the foes of his worshippers, dropping from heaven, the sun herself shrouding him in light. For surely only a god could stand against such enemies with only courage in his fists.

Silhouetted against the bright light, Wolf raised his arms, breaking like a strand of sea kelp the leather thongs that bound his wrists. With the sun behind him, his shaggy, unkempt hair falling to his shoulders, he appeared like a fallen angel from the underworld. Only his eyes gleamed in the huge, dark shadow he had become. Red eyes. Not gray, not blue, no eerie ring of black. No shred of humanity sparked within their depths. Just the color of fresh blood filled them, the evil red eyes of a daemon straight from the pits of hell. The Wolf I knew, and liked, had vanished. A shaggy devil from the fiery depths of the underworld stood in his place. Another hellish, daemonic roar filled the clearing.

The creature charged my assailants, unarmed save the weapons of his fists and his rage. The Tongu, caught by complete surprise, let go of me to get to their feet and face his onslaught. The Tongu about to rape me had his leather trews about his ankles, and I took the opportunity to kick his feet out from under him. He went down with a loud thud, his face in the dirt, his naked ass high. With a delight savage enough to win me few favors in the afterlife, I kicked him over, onto his back. Lightning quick, before he could move to defend himself, I slammed my foot down into his bare genitals.

He could not scream. His mangled throat could only emit a sharp whistling noise, his face slowly turning purple. Clutching himself, he rolled onto his side in a fetal position, still making that weird, high-pitched screech.

I stepped back, for the moment unable to do him much more harm until I had steel in my hand, seeing the giant Wolf fighting barehanded, one against I do not know how many. The Tongu found it difficult to get past his hands and speed, dodging his incredibly fast blows, looking for an opportunity to hit him with their cudgels. Wolf grabbed one by his swinging club, bringing the Tongu in close enough to seize by the throat. Blood fountained high as the Tongu staggered away, his throat laid open, mangled, his life’s blood pumping, gushing from the savage wound. He fell, gasping, his hands on his throat trying in vain to stem the red flood. The others, not quite as stupid as they looked, approached more warily after that. Quick to learn from the bad example laid, choking on his own blood, before them, they were.

I looked about for a sword, dagger, anything to stab, slash, kill any Tongu I could. Many had their backs foolishly turned to me. Prime killing targets, I thought happily. All I needed now was steel and they would quickly learn that exposing their backs to a vengeful Kel’Hallan bitch was an exercise in stupidity. They had forgotten me, at least for the moment, so intent were they on bringing Wolf back down to the ground without killing him. Hounds leaped and chuffed, their bodies adding to the chaos. No matter how I tried, I could not see a weapon with which I could aid Wolf. Damn it, where was my sword?

“Run!”

The single word roared into my mind, making me stagger with its sheer force and ferocity. I shook my head, confused, and looked again for a weapon. Where was my sword? I needed my sword. Where was it?

“Run!”

The word came again, and this time I recognized Wolf’s voice. I glanced at him, confused, seeing him hit on the ribs with a swinging cudgel as another broke itself over his arm. Yet, no one paid a blind bit of notice to me. This was my chance, a tiny chance for me to survive, a chance that would perhaps never come again.

Instead of finding my steel, panic found me. It did not insinuate. Rather, it hit me with enough force to take away my breath. I tasted its thick coppery flavor, scented its tantalizing odor. If I had anything remaining in my bladder, it might have spilled down my legs.

I bolted like a frightened doe, jumping rocks and stumps and logs, racing through the trees, naked as the day I was born. Coward, my mind screeched. Bloody coward! I have never left a warrior behind, save once, and I swore on Nephrotiti’s altar I never would again. I stopped in my tracks, turned back. Damn you, cease! Cowards run from a fight. A Kel’Hallan rejoices in a fight. My eyes once more searched for my sword, any glint of steel in the tangle of dead leaves, twigs and loose brush.

I stopped my search for steel just as Wolf went down, hit from behind by the hilt of a sword, blood veiling his face. He fell, carried under by the weight of numbers, his eyes once more on me. Not on those who killed him. On me. His teeth gleamed as he smiled.

I saw him carried under by the hacking, beating frenzied mob. They punched him, kicked him, hit him with the hilts of daggers, with cudgels. Unconscious or dead, he went down, his ferocity silenced at last, his courage quenched by their bloodlust.

Thus the Great Wolf, the Champion of Khalid, fell at last.

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

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

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

I ran. I sobbed as I ran.

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

I ran on and on and on.

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

Until I stumbled headlong into a low thick oak tree.

Whichever came first.

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

The Tongu might have gotten Wolf subdued, or even killed him, by now. I shrank from the thought of Wolf dead, torn apart by the savage barbarians and their hounds. I knew Wolf’s chances of survival were small. Yet, because of him, mine were not. I began to run again, this time without the panic as a spur. Glancing around, and at the newly risen sun to get my bearings, I set off the way he and I would have gone had the Tongu not overtaken us. Soon, they would set their beasts on my trail and follow after. This time, I thought grimly, they would not catch me.

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

I set swift, steady pace, a lope I could sustain for hours, if necessary. The sun sent jagged spikes of pain lancing into my still teary eyes, and I wiped my face as I ran. Wolf was dead. Nay, he lived and I would come back with Kel’Ratan and the others and rescue him. Wolf was dead. I would die if he was dead. He had to live. Wolf was dead. Nay, I would return, and kill the Tongu. Wolf was dead.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Tongu.

The hairs on my neck suddenly rose to stiff attention. The squirrel, the birds, the insects and even the sun felt their resident evil. As did my instincts. They were coming. Their dreadful hounds had picked up my scent and even now hunted me. They had subdued, or killed, Wolf, and set off to recapture me. Now there was naught at all, no Wolf, no vengeful daemon, to stand between rape and me. Panic, tasting like hot, sweet copper, flooded my mouth. I began to shake. I had no weapons, an injured leg and no chance at all of defending myself. Bloody hell, I didn’t even have clothes.

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

I could hardly walk. I needed a crutch.

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

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

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

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

Something passed between the sun and me. A bird? Whatever it was flit past the candle of my eye in less than a heartbeat. I glanced up, but saw naught but sun and green. I stopped mid-hobble, scanning what I could see of the sky between the tops of the trees, looking, searching all around for another shadow. Could it be? Come back, come back, damn it.

Two grizzled hounds burst out from the undergrowth a few rods from me. Their lips skinned back from savage white teeth, but once again, in a fleet instant, I saw their muzzles tied shut. Whipping my crutch out from under my arm, I cocked it. Balancing my weight on my good right leg, I swung the crutch, now a heavy club. I had chosen well. Solid oak and still green, it was as hard as iron. The hound, a few strides ahead of its mate, leaped toward me. My club caught the beast squarely on the side of its head. Skull crunched under the impact. I had no time to consider its death, when the other hound also leaped, snarling voicelessly.

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

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

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

Come on, big boy. Let’s dance.

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

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

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

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

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

I conjured saliva into my dry mouth and spit.

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

Darkness filled my sight. Nay. Wait. My eyes, open wide, still contained vision. The darkness filled the forest. Beyond the Tongu’s foul, grinning face, something impossibly huge blocked the sun, casting all into shadow. A deep, resonant sound, never before heard by a living human being, roared into the evil silence. Rage. Hate. Fury. None of those words could describe the daemonic sound that filled the forest. The earth shook under the sheer magnitude of that sound. I jerked my head, tossing my hair from my eyes.

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

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

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

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

—Bar bit deep into the Tongu’s neck.

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

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

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

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

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

When he wheeled about to face me, streaked with thick dark blood over his eagle’s beak, down his feathered mane, his raised right claw oozing gore, my empty bladder loosened. A raw, primitive terror ran through me. The terror a defenseless human felt when faced with a furious predator, a predator that killed easily and with little effort. The red gore, his lifted razor-sharp talons, failed to frighten me. ’Twas his eyes that caused my gut to lurch in sudden panic, caused my throat to close and shut off all breath. His raptor eyes, those daemon eyes, filled with such a lust for blood, for human blood, brought out the primordial fear in me.

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

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

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

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

“What kept you?”

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

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

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

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

Yes.

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

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

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

“Bar?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He did not stop.

Too late, I saw his intent.

“Bar, nay!” I screamed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rygel drew in a sharp breath. “Brutal?”

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

“The Shekinah Tongu.”

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

“Who are the Shekinah Tongu?” he asked.

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

“Hounds of hell,” Rygel snarled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I could not say it. I bowed my head, my hair hanging low to conceal my face and my shame.

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

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

Witraz cursed fluently, his invectives blistering the air.

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

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

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

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

I told my rapt listeners of the ear-splitting roar of rage, of Wolf breaking the leather thongs that bound his hands behind his back, of how he fought the Tongu with naught by his rage and his hands. Choking, I told of his voice in my head, commanding me to run.

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

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

“I ran. Like a coward I ran.” I felt glad my hair hid my face, hid my shame from Rygel, from Kel’Ratan, from my boys. The confession did naught to ease the grief and pain. “I ran and he died. I left him behind. Wolf is dead.”

Rygel jerked away from me, much as I expected him to. “Nay,” he snarled. “Raine is not dead.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He shook his head firmly. “Nay, Highness, he is not. I would know it if he was dead. He’s alive.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why not?”

“I intend to fly.”

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

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

He ran his hand restlessly through his hair. “I have a power you do not, Your Highness.”

“Obviously.”

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

Where Rygel had stood now rested a hawk.

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

It suddenly began to grow in size, to change, its feathers running back into itself. Once more Rygel stood before me, smiling a small sad smile.

“You see, Highness? You cannot go with me.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Me too,” murmured Witraz.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“My life on it.”

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

“How will you bring Wolf back?”

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

“How long?”

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

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

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

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

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

“My lord, is that wise?”

He smiled ruefully. “Nay, it certainly isn’t. I’ll be paying for it dearly later.”

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

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

“Ready, then, Princess?” he asked.

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

“Naught at all. Just listen to me and try not to be afraid.”

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

“She will need room,” he said tersely.

“Room—” I began, but had time for naught else.

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

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

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

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

“Easy, my girl.”

I heard Kel’Ratan’s soothing voice murmur to me, calming my fears. Following his voice, I let his calm wash over me, easing my trembling. Opening my eyes, I found his face on level with mine, his familiar, well-loved and monstrously big face. Nay, that was wrong. I thought hard, gaining control of my fears, remembering now how Rygel turned me into a bird.

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

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

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

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

Turning around again, I still could not see Rygel.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That will cease in time,” Rygel said.

“You heard my thought?”

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

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

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

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

I can do this, I thought.

“Of course you can. Now try it.”

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

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

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

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

Good thing there were not any trees around, I grumbled inwardly. I would no doubt fly straight into one.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But I’m hungry.”

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

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

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

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

“Perhaps he has been punished enough, Princess.”

I saw Rygel swoop nearby, his laughter echoing in my head. “You still need to learn how to land and we must go find Raine.”

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

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

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

“Can Bar not hear us?”

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

“Will he go with us?”

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

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

“Like this.”

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

“I am impressed.”

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

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

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

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

I looked down at the gray-green forest far below, at the huge escarpment running north and south for leagues. It was a vast forest in every direction, no landmarks, no roads, no signs pointing the way. I had no idea where in that vast expanse where to look for Wolf. In my panic aboard Bar’s broad shoulders, I never paid heed to just where on the escarpment we flew from, to perhaps follow my trail back. I began to panic.

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

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

“I know where you mean,” Rygel said.

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

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

I could not help it. I laughed.

My two shadows in my wake, I flew back and forth across what I hoped was my backtrail. To save time, Rygel flew somewhat north and I took the south, crossing each other’s path. Bar circled overhead, occasionally shrieking to get my attention if he saw a place he recognized on his own hunt for me. Below, I saw naught but a green and brown tangle of wood, branches and leaves. My hawk’s vision at its keenest, I saw hundreds of small forest creatures flee from the approach of three sky borne predators. I saw a fox gaze upward, halted in its own hunt, as we flew over. Deer fled in panic at Bar’s immense presence, bounding over logs and thickets, leaping to the west before scattering as he swooped low over their heads.

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

Wait. What was that?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What will you do?”

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

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

Rygel settled silently on a branch at the edge of the clearing. I seized hold of another just above and to the left of him. Frantically, I scanned the group below, looking for Wolf, not seeing him, my fear growing. I could smell the Tongu, the scent of blood and death and evil reeking in my sensitive nostrils. I watched them, squatting in a circle about the fire, chewing meat, apparently from the haunches roasting over the flames. Their rawboned ugly hounds lay nearby, the muzzles freed of the thongs that bound them, cracking bones in their strong jaws.

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

“I expect I forgot to tell you,” Rygel’s still cold but calm voice told me. “They eat their dead.”

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

“There he is.”

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

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

“Aye.”

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

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

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

I had no idea what Rygel intended. Perhaps even he did not know what he would do. Yet, without warning, his arms flew up from his sides, his long sensitive fingers pointing at the onrushing Tongu and their vicious hounds. I felt, rather than heard, a deep resonance, like thunder so distant, a dim vibration I felt rather than heard. I saw a faint shimmer in the very air before my eyes, like summer heat on the distant horizon. I cringed, my hawk instincts screaming for me to fly, to seek the safety of the wild air above me. I sat still, rapt, as Rygel’s magic hit the Tongu.

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

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

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

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

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

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

At his words, the Tongu screeched as loud as their voices allowed them, hissing, a few of them clawing deep fissures in the skin over their faces. They stared, eyes wide and unfocused, sightless, into naught, their hands outstretched. One of the hounds lay on its side, its breath coming and going in deep pants. A few of the others, with more sense than their masters, recognized their handicap and stood still or sat on their haunches. They sniffed the air and panted, tongues lolling.

Lady have mercy, I thought, horrified.

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you sure he’s alive?”

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

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

“How did he know it’s me?”

“Never mind.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Rygel?” I prompted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I cannot kill with magic,” he said. “It is forbidden.”

“Forbidden? By whom?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Shut up, Rygel.”

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

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

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

If he heard me, he gave no sign.

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

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

“Nay,” I insisted, getting restlessly to my feet. “Heal him, cure him. Now.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Tit for tat, I thought coldly.

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

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

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

I happened to glance up at the half-eaten Tongu whose throat Wolf had torn out. This time, I controlled my outraged stomach and gazed, uninterested, at the side of meat that had once been a man.

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

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

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

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

His trance lasted for more than an hour. An hour that passed with agonizing slowness, and in which I grew increasingly uneasy. Despite Bar’s presence and Rygel’s formidable magic, I wanted out of that bloody clearing. Wanted out like last week. I glanced over my shoulder at the now quiescent Tongu. Not desiring Bar’s attention on them any further, they sat silent, their hands scrabbling uselessly in the dirt. Tears still streamed down many cheeks. While I had naught to fear from them, my nerves jangled and jittered. I felt eyes on my skin, watched by something malevolent, an evil presence just beyond the trees. Holy Lady, get us out of here.

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

“I’ve done all I can do,” he said.

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

“Are you all right?”

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

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

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

“How do you feel?”

“Oh. Like I’ve been rode hard, put up wet.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Bar will carry him.”

“Bar will do no such thing.”

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

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

“My ass and your face.”

I could not help it. I giggled.

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

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

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

“Sorry,” Wolf mumbled.

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

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

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

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

“What of them?”

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

“What will happen to them?”

Rygel shrugged, indifferent. “They have a choice.”

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

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

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

The Tongu blanched at his words. “Nay,” said one. “Please do not leave usss here. Please ssslay us cleanly.”

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

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

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

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

“Our cursesss will follow you to hell.”

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

“Bar, hold a moment.”

He stopped, turning his feathered head quizzically. I saw in the fading light that he, too, had tired at last and needed some rest. While he often walked beside my horse, rather than fly, when we travelled, Wolf’s unaccustomed weight had begun to exhaust him. I looked about me, seeing the potential for a small camp. I found plenty of dead wood lying nearby for a fire, and a tiny creek trickled close to hand for water.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Rygel?” I prompted.

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

Naught happened. I sighed.

“Rygel.”

“Oh, right.”

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

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

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

I gathered enough dead wood to see us through the night, but feared remaining that long. Rygel told Kel’Ratan we would be back by dawn. My cousin would begin looking for us if we had not returned by then. In addition, the longer we stayed in the deep forest, the greater the risk. I was not sure of what exactly I feared. The Tongu were blind, helpless, and it would be days before their brothers learned their fate. Yet, my gut told me the sooner we left that particular stretch of forest and Khalid the better.

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

Bar could not approach in stealth. I heard him crashing through the underbrush long before he emerged from the trees with a haunch of meat in his beak. Blessed Bar! I took the meat from him, seeing the blood on his mane feathers and around his beak, knowing he had fed himself before bringing the haunch. I approved wholeheartedly, for without Bar’s strength, we could not get Wolf out.

I spitted the meat and set it to roasting. I noticed that it was beef, rather than venison, he brought. His amused glance told me all I needed to know.

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

He squawked in indignation, making me chuckle once more. I grabbed his bloody, ferocious beak, snapped it shut and kissed it.

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

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

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

I made a gesture not commonly seen in palaces, and went to wake Rygel.

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

“Here. Eat.”

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

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

With nothing left of the haunch save bone and bits of tendon, I sat back against a tree and pillowed Wolf’s head on my lap. Rygel lay next to the fire, already snoring softly. I looked up at Bar, who sat nearby, watching me.

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

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



Chapter 15

Theft of a Slave Girl

I wanted naught more than to sleep away my pain for the next three days, or for the rest of my life. Whichever came first. I resisted Ly’Tana and Rygel’s attempts to get me up by curling into a tighter ball, my arm over my head. I half-listened to their curses, pleas and demands. Only when Rygel threatened to turn me into a lizard did I relent. I suspected the threat was empty, for I had heard them talking and knew Rygel’s reserves of power were very low. Even so, I decided not to test him, for he might have just enough to call upon.

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

“Bloody great lummox,” Rygel growled.

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

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

“That’s it. You got it.”

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

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

“Wolf?”

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

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

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

I woke a short while later to their voices and my name spoken. Try as I might, I could not wrap sleep about me again. I heartily wished they would not talk at all, and immediately quashed that irritation as unjust. They risked their own lives to save my useless hide after all.

“—you care deeply for him.”

“Of course I do,” Ly’Tana snapped, her voice annoyed.

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

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

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

“I ordered you to cease that mind link.”

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

“Then how—”

“Your face, Princess. It confesses everything.”

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

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

Rygel’s voice dropped lower. “I was wrong to despise you. You did naught to earn my hatred. Quite the opposite, in fact. You are worthy of my loyalty. And my love. You have both.”

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

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

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

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

Rygel cleared his throat. “I reckon I should amend that. Raised as the king’s eldest son, I was his heir, until his death. My mother confessed her sin before my coronation. She declared me bastard, begotten by another man a few weeks before her marriage. She would not allow a bastard, even her own child, on the throne.”

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

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

“I roamed various countries for a time, drinking, wenching, achieving naught at all useful. After a year or so, I made my way here. And the rest, as they say, is history.”

“Did Lionel and Brutal know?”

“Of my heritage? Aye.”

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

“The blood of those people I tortured will forever haunt me,” Rygel said. “My hatred for Brutal is naught compared to the hatred I feel for myself. I was so stupid, so bloody stupid—”

“Rygel,” Ly’Tana began.

“Nay, spare me your forgiveness. I deserve none. Had I not believed in Brutal’s innocence when I first met him, had I not fallen in love with a witch…” He barked a coarse laugh. “And to think my heart still loves her, in some small way.”

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

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

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

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

“He does not know how to love,” Rygel said after a time.

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

“All he knows is killing.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Why is this forbidden?”

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

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

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

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

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

“You have killed? With magic?”

“I have.”

“Why? What happened?”

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

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

Her nod of acceptance blurred in the darkness with my vision. “Perhaps it is best, if you do not.”

“Nay,” Rygel murmured. “I will tell you both, you and Raine, together. I just cannot bear to tell it twice.”

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

* * *

Voices. Flaring torches. Hands. Grasping. Lifting me. Carrying me. Ly’Tana’s voice saying, “Be careful with him.” Another voice, I thought it was Kel’Ratan or even Rygel, “He’s bleeding.” The voices blended, merged with one another, mixed into a distant babble devoid of meaning. Perhaps they were the voices of the gods, beyond the stars. I felt more movement, the touch of a cool cloth on my face. There was Ly’Tana’s voice again, swimming up from the depths of the distant babble, “Oh, Wolf.” A warm droplet slid down my cheek amidst the cool moisture. Rygel’s voice clear in my ear, “Princess, I must have room.”

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

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

“He’s awake.”

“Wolf?”

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

“Hey,” I mumbled.

“Hey.”

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

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

“Where are we?” I asked, my throat raw and my voice hoarse. I could see stone walls about us, gray-green moss on the dank rock. A slate floor, with traces of old rushes strewn about. I lay on a pallet of straw, I found, covered in a thick blanket. The source of the wicked snores was none other than Rygel, lying on his back near me, mouth open as his resonating snores continued. While my vision still blurred, I found I could see with both eyes.

“The old Jefe Monastery,” Kel’Ratan replied, glancing around. “We camped here before, and waited here while they went to fetch you back. Rygel said the monks who prayed and farmed here had been slaughtered soon after Theodoric came to the High Priesthood of Usa’a’mah.”

“I remember.”

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

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

She chuckled. “Roll him over.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Shrew.”

“Pig.”

Amusement bubbled up even if the laughter could not erupt. Her hand, warm in mine, squeezed tightly, almost hard enough to hurt. Three Ly’Tanas smiled down at me, with three Kel’Ratans stern faces looking down over her shoulder. Had I wanted to disobey her command, I had neither the will nor the strength for it. Darkness wrapped itself about me and I sank deep into its folds.

* * *

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

The Monastery at Jefe sat amid an orchard, not far from the escarpment and many leagues from Brutal. Lonely yet beautiful, it still held the peace of the gods the monks worshipped before Theodoric turned his priest-soldiers against them, killing most. He had sworn to turn all of the Federation to the worship of Usa’a’mah, regardless of the old laws that allowed free worship. I briefly wondered how the gods of this place felt about his usurping their worshipers. During a brief tour of the place, I found no relics or statues remained. Looters had cleaned it completely. Only rats, birds and an occasional traveler lived here now.

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

Embarrassed, I yanked my gaze back to her face. Her entire presence created a strange heat within me, a feeling I had never known before. She smiled as she approached, the sunlight flashing off her kitten teeth. The only mar to her exotic beauty was a bruise over her left cheekbone, a reminder of the Tongu’s fists.

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

“You are looking well,” she commented after a swift looking-over.

I owned a host of scars, one prominent over my right eye, another slash over my left cheekbone, and a nose that had been broken not once but several times. Perhaps she was only being polite. She smelled of lilac and leather and clean wholesome female. My breath caught as I took up her hand to kiss it.

“As are you, Highness.”

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

Then her expression clouded over, her white kitten teeth biting her lower lip. Her eyes broke from mine to stare at first over the fields, then downwards. Her clean, fresh smelling red-gold hair slithered down cover her shoulders to cascade down her back. I wanted to plunge my hands into their soft strands and pull her face to mine.

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

This startled me. “Apologize, Highness?”

Ly’Tana’s voice dropped, shame bringing a flush to her cheeks, a droop to her shoulders. Her face came up, her hair swinging back, as she gazed across the clean sunlit fields. Her pink tongue emerged to caress the upper lip I so wanted to kiss. For some obscure reason, she liked looking at the distance rather than at me.

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

I almost smiled. Yet, I knew if I did, Ly’Tana would misunderstand the smile, and think I laughed at her. That would break her heart. Instead, I took her hand. I played with it for a moment, turning it over, gently massaging her knuckles while I considered, and cast aside, words to say to her. Still finding the distant horizon more interesting than my face, Ly’Tana kept her head turned away.

“Look at me, Ly’Tana.”

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

“You did not leave me.”

“But I ran—”

“You did as I bade you. Remember?”

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

“Had you not run when I told you, you would have been caught again. I would still have endured the same beating. You would have suffered rape by all of them, repeatedly, until you were nigh unto death itself. And I would have suffered the same.”

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

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

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

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

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

When I lifted her hand to my lips again, I smiled sadly. “You came back. You did not have to. For what am I? I am but a slave. You are royalty. You could have mounted your horse, ridden home and forgotten me and none would have condemned you for it. Yet, you came back. And we are now both free of the Tongu and Brutal.”

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

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

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

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

I whipped my head up, my cheeks already burning. I turned halfway around to look over my shoulder. Rygel and Kel’Ratan stood side by side, watching us. Ly’Tana’s face turned an endearing shade of pink, and I knew my own flamed bright and red. I could feel its roaring heat in my cheeks, my ears. Rygel grinned, cat’s eyes gleaming with humor. Kel’Ratan’s face held naught except careful neutrality. That neutrality warned me more than any scowl. Of course, he’d disapprove of my kissing his royal cousin. That alone signed my death warrant.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I won’t be going with you.”

“What?”

“Not going?”

“Why?”

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

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

“I know.”

“Why?”

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

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

“Of course.”

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

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

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

“Who?” he demanded crossly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Whatever,” I mumbled.

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

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

“I’m going also.”

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

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

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

My respect and admiration for her grew. A slight girl no taller than most men’s shoulders had managed to quell the rebellion of eight warriors and a griffin bigger than a large draft horse with naught more than her eyes and her anger. Gods above and below, why couldn’t she be mine?

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

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

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

“What’s this?” Rygel asked, alarmed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Before I could round on him, he held up his hand, forestalling me. “I will cast a net over us, to hide us from eyes prying by magic. In fact, I already have. If Brutal has magic on his side, they will see naught.”

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

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

I nodded shortly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Too bloody right,” she gritted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who owns her?” Rygel asked me.

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

“A fish oil merchant.”

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

“Adhas.”

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

My brow rose a notch. “How so?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are we ready?” she asked.

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

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

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

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

“Your sister, eh? What’s she like?”

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

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

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

What his answer was, I had no idea. He made a sound like a cross between a chirp and a screech that meant naught to me. I surmised it was a threat of what he’d do to me if I failed in my task. I relaxed his reins, and Rufus shot forward like an arrow from a bow. He overtook Rygel’s black and passed him with ease, catching up to Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan within moments.

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

“He’s the best in Lionel’s stables.”

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

“What’s a Tarbane?”

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

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

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

My brow rose a notch. “Agreed?”

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

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

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

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

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

I sighed. “Blond again?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ack.”

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

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

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

Kel’Ratan snorted, but offered no other comment.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ly’Tana stiffened. I knew she had no clue what the Osimi priestesses would say to bless the man. If she did not give the correct response, the commander might get suspicious, and investigate. If we did not pass the investigation, as we would not, things would soon get very ugly. My tension returned tenfold.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Go, Warrior, and find your peace.”

“Go, Warrior, and find your peace.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You bloody shit!”

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

“Bite my arse!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Bloody time you noticed,” Rygel smirked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“We keep going as we are,” Rygel said. “About a mile down, we head to the left.”

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

I briefly thought of my own childhood, my sisters’ and mine. One lay dead these many years, brutally slain along with our parents on that day, long ago. The other lay but a few miles away. I wondered if she would remember me. Arianne. Will you remember me, sweet Arianne?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Irritated, they started to stand up, lips thinned, mouths opening to tell me off, giving me a glimpse of half-rotten teeth. One even reached for his knife. Then they met my eye and the patch, saw the width of my shoulders, the weapons at my hip. I clenched my fists and leaned over them, giving them a good look at my bare muscles. Their mouths immediately shut tight on whatever they might have said, the one reaching for his blade froze with his fingers just brushing the hilt. In a mad scramble, they jumped away from the table, so fast they knocked over their chairs.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What did I do?” I asked, injured.

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

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

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

Kel’Ratan opened his mouth to retaliate, mustache bristling, until she glared at him. He quailed, his mouth turned down into a quivering bow. He reminded me of a child who had just received a spanking. I caught the ghost of a wink tipped my way before I looked toward the common room, knowing if I kept watching him I would lose control and shame myself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

For she smiled at him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m not afraid of you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Rygel, you too.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Does Adhas treat her well?”

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

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

“Aye,” I said softly. “A slave.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

What could I say? I had naught to say to that. For in her simple, honest, forthright way, she said it all. I shut my teeth on useless words, and I took her slender hand in mine. Her soft yet strong-boned hand inside my scarred, sword-calloused fingers felt so right. Bending, I lifted it to my lips and kissed it. First, the back of her hand, like a courtier. I then turned it over, and kissed her palm, like a lover. Her fingers closed briefly in a small caress of my bristly chin, her eyes shadowed in the dim light of the moon and the weak firelit lamps. I felt them tremble slightly against my skin, as though she were afraid, or ill.

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

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

I knew such could never be. Ly’Tana would be Queen one day, the Queen of an ancient and noble land. Me? I was naught but a slave and an outlaw. Ly’Tana needed more than that. I had naught to offer her, and the bitter pain sank its fangs into my heart. I tasted her sweetness, felt her confusion, knew the doubts in her own heart. The same doubts that mirrored my soul.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Maybe he works here,” Tor offered.

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

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

“Tor, which way?” Rygel asked.

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

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

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

“Just in case.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Naught moved but the light breeze, yet I felt we walked under the watchful gaze of someone or something. I did not draw my sword, not yet, but approached the darkest side of the building one cautious step at a time.

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

“This can’t be good.”

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

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

Rather than melt away and disappear, as I had hoped, the shadow took two steps forward. When it spoke, I nearly jumped. “I knew you would come.”

I muttered choice oaths under my breath for not anticipating this. I knew that gravelly voice. I knew it as surely as I knew my own. That voice had cursed me, shouted at me and taught me for more than a dozen years.

“Cephas.”

I watched Cephas emerge from the deeper darkness, moonlight mantling his broad shoulders, glinting off his bared steel. If he was surprised at my lack of deference, he concealed it. Perhaps he was not even expecting it.

“I have been here for days, waiting for you, watching. I knew that in the end you would come.” His gravelly voice gave no hint of his intention. “I knew you would come for her.”

I cocked my head, sensing something in the air around my former Slave Master, but not sure of what it was. “Why? Do you think to take me back?”

Cephas approached, a few more steps toward me, not with caution, as one would approach an enemy. He walked with the casual manner of two old friends meeting in the street. The tip of his sword remained down, his grip on the hilt relaxed. My confusion deepened, and once more, I heard Rygel’s voice mutter something, a curse maybe, in another tongue.

Out of the shadows, I could clearly see him under the full light of the moon. His thick frosted mustache drooped to his chin, his blue eyes calm and peaceful. Cephas shook his shaggy red and gray head. “Nay. Never that. I would join you, if you will have me.”

Ly’Tana hissed with indrawn breath, and, from the tail of my eye, I saw Kel’Ratan cock his head, as though trying to puzzle out Cephas’s motives. Rygel cursed again, this time in surprise. Amid all this, Cephas continued to approach as if certain I would not attack him, ignoring the reactions of my companions. I studied him, suspicious, yet my instincts sensed his benign intention for they remained quiet.

Now close enough to look into my eyes, he suddenly dropped to his knee before me, presenting his sword across his hands. He lifted it high, palms up, bowing his head.

“All hail His Royal Highness, Prince Raine of Connacht,” he intoned somberly. “By right of blood, he is lawful King of all Connacht, Lord of the Western Marches, heir to the thrones of Glynnedd and Powys. I would swear undying fealty and pledge my life and my blade to my future King and liege lord. May the Holy Seven grace him with victory and peace.”

Gasps of shock rose clear in the near silence of the night. I rocked back on my heels, my own surprise at Cephas’s submission and pronouncement as strong as my companion’s. Gods above and below, how in the bloody hell had he known?

Ly’Tana, her bow now lowered, arrow still nocked, walked forward to stand in front of me, next to Cephas. Unmindful of the potential enemy in him, should he prove to be a threat after all, she stared, openmouthed, up into my face. Rygel, too, slid his sword back into its sheath, and ran his fingers through his thick wheaten hair. His bright cat’s eyes riveted on me, a stare so hard and accusatory, it brought a flush of embarrassment to my cheeks. Even Tor gawped in astonishment, gazing from me to the still-kneeling Cephas, to me again. Kel’Ratan stepped slightly behind me, at my left, now unseen, and thus far unheard. What his reaction might have been remained a mystery. I gathered my scattered wits with an effort.

“Cephas, get up,” I growled, cross. “Stop that.”

He obeyed, sheathing his own blade as he rose to his feet.

“You—” Ly’Tana began. “You—” Her voice stuttered to a halt. Her eyes, wide with shock, still gazed uncomprehending into my face. Rygel, too, still stared, his aristocratic lips thinned into a tight, pale line. I glared at him.

“What?” I demanded crossly. “I told you who I was.”

“Glory,” he muttered, running his hands through his hair again and down his neck. The hard stare crumbled. “I didn’t—” His voice faltered, and he glanced away, his own face crimson in shame. “I didn’t believe you.”

“‘Delusions of grandeur,’ I think you said?”

Rygel gulped and nodded, his eyes on the ground.

“You—” Ly’Tana tried again, still unable to make her mouth work properly.

I eyed her with some humor, and glanced back to Cephas. “How did you know?”

“After you saved me from the lion,” he replied, “I asked myself a question: why would this one slave save the life of his Slave Master? No one else would have risked his very life to save mine. Why? Why you? You had no reason to love me. I began checking into your background. I traced your ownership from the High King on back to when you first came to the Federation…enslaved by the hands of your own uncle.”

“Your uncle?” Rygel asked, his head cocked, puzzled.

I nodded, but gestured for Cephas to continue. I found it strange, yet not so strange, to be bidding others. Almost like my hand fitting into a glove not worn in years, and fitting perfectly. It felt natural, and right, to command. As though my true self, the person I was born to be, only now emerged from hiding. I slid my blade back into its sheath at last.

“I had to keep my silence, my liege,” he said gruffly, apologetically. “Should the other gladiators have found out…they would have made your life a living hell. Had you even survived.”

“Did he know?”

Cephas met my eyes squarely, with courage. “Aye, my liege. Brutal knew.”

I heard Rygel curse, and my own oaths I choked back, unspoken. Brutal knew I was royalty, and yet he would have—

“You outrank me!”

Ly’Tana’s voice pierced the darkness like an arrow shot from a bow, causing both Cephas and me to turn to her in astonishment. Even Rygel ceased studying his boots to eye her in confusion. Her brow furrowed, her green eyes narrowed, she stared hard at me. Like’s Rygel’s, her lips had thinned into a tight slash in the darkness. I heard her breath heave, as though she had run a long distance, or had trouble in her lungs. I could not read her mood. Was it anger? Why, for the love of all the gods would she be angry? I knew next to nothing about women, and the little I did know confused me. I floundered a moment, several responses to her accusation flying through my head, unsure of the safest path around her words and voice.

“Uh, well, I reckon that technically,” I muttered, unsure why that should be so important, “I guess I do.”

I eyed her sidelong, waiting for her fury to descend. Instead, her face smoothed out and she smiled. A calculating, deceptively sweet smile, yet a dangerous smile for all that. Like a green-eyed cat that had just stolen a morsel from her master’s plate. My unease returned, but Rygel coughed into his hand, breaking my dread fascination of that strange feline smile.

“I am so sorry, Raine—er, my prince.”

Rygel bowed fluidly, yet sincerely, a grin breaking over his aristocratic features. “I should have believed you.”

“Of course you should have.” Kel’Ratan broke silence for the first time. “I did.”

“You did?” Ly’Tana ceased that predatory smile to look askance at her cousin, arms akimbo. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

He crossed his arms over his wide chest, gazing down at her with a scowl. “I didn’t think I had to. You should have known Wolf would never lie. All his actions spoke not of a lowly slave, but one of noble birth. Blood always tells, girl. Remember that. He is one bred to honor and valor. In another time or place, I might be second in swearing allegiance to him.”

Kel’Ratan bowed low, a surprisingly gentle smile on his lips as he did so. Awkward, embarrassed, I inclined my head in response.

“He is a leader whom men will gladly follow into hell itself,” Kel’Ratan went on. “You,” he glared at Ly’Tana, who visibly wilted, “should have seen that.”

“I know I should have,” Rygel said, his amber eyes shining in the darkness. Tears? “I will spend my life making up for my doubt in you, my prince.”

My throat suddenly thick, I grasped Rygel’s shoulder. He grinned, grasping my own in return. “Even a bastard prince should recognize a true king.”

“Sire, I must be allowed to speak frankly.”

Cephas took a step toward me, his expression grim in the tight line of his mouth and the deep scowl creasing his thick red brows. His words quieted the others, and they, too, drew closer, waiting on his words. Tor clung to Rygel’s side, his eyes wide with trepidation. The same trepidation I saw on the faces of Ly’Tana, Rygel and Kel’Ratan. Again, I gestured for him to continue, my gut tightening with premonition.

“Brutal found out about your birth only recently,” he went on. “Exactly how, I’m not certain. But he blackmailed the High King into giving you to him, under the guise of a birthday present.”

“Lionel said as much,” I replied. “Before, he, er,” I coughed, glancing surreptitiously at Rygel, who grimaced, “died. He did not say what the blackmail was. I suppose we’ll never know.”

“I know what it was.”

His voice dropping, as though fearing to be overheard in the silent street and in the middle of the night, he said, “Brutal threatened to tell the royal council how he witnessed his grandsire’s murder firsthand, watched his father put poison in the wine of the old High King. To gain the throne.”

“What!” Ly’Tana exploded, her face a mask of outrage.

I guessed such things were unheard of in the Kel’Hallan family line. Here, in the Khalidian cesspool of intrigue and murder, such was common.

“I heard his sire died of mysterious circumstances,” I said, my tone inviting more.

Cephas nodded, agreeing. “That was the tale put about then. Brutal kept silent, waiting, I suppose, for the right moment. Now Brutal has a spy network the envy of any court in the world. He spies primarily on his father and his brothers, but also has spies in the households of most of the nobility.”

“So that’s how he knew things,” Rygel muttered, frowning. “I often wondered where he got the information he did.”

Cephas nodded, again. “That’s how he found out about you, my liege,” he went on. “Lionel kept your birthplace, and rank, a secret, for reasons of his own. While the Council might not have dethroned him, they would have made his life miserable. Not even the High King is above the law. Brutal kept silent all this time, waiting, waiting for the right time to use the information.”

“Why,” Kel’Ratan asked, his voice oddly slow. “Why would Brutal use his best blackmailing opportunity to obtain Wolf, a simple slave, a gladiator? That kind of information, I would think, is of such value he’d save it for something more grand, more—”

“Connacht.”

My voice silenced him. Silenced all of them before they even thought to think the thoughts they might have voiced. I had not realized my voice held a growl in it until Tor slid behind Rygel, hiding in his shadow. Ly’Tana recoiled slightly, her eyes widening, her former anger gone. Kel’Ratan glanced at me sharply, and Rygel’s expression grew the anger that fled Ly’Tana’s face as if by magic.

I tried to soften my voice without much success. The growl remained where it was, low, guttural, threatening. “He wants Connacht.”

“Indeed, sire. He had all but Kel’Halla in his pocket by marrying Her Highness.” Cephas bowed briefly, if respectfully, to Ly’Tana. “But here in his hand was the heir to the most powerful land outside Khalid, Connacht. Quite a jewel in the High King’s crown. He needs Connacht’s heir to lead his armies. You, my liege.”

“But,” Ly’Tana began, confused, glancing from me to Cephas and back to me again, “you would never consent to—to—”

“He badly needed to break you, sire,” Cephas went on quietly. “Break your mind, your spirit. He devised torments unimaginable, first chained in his bed, then later—”

“He would have used me.”

Rygel’s voice cut in, his voice hoarse, his tawny eyes flat. I almost stepped back from the hatred I saw in them, the sheer menace, the awesome power at his disposal. One might pity his enemies, I thought, as Rygel reined in his anger, clamping it down tight. He finally relaxed a fraction, blowing out a gust of sharp breath.

Tor, not much liking Rygel’s fury, slid from Rygel’s shadow and into Ly’Tana’s. The lad had the uncanny ability to read faces and moods, and remain with the one he thought might protect him the best. Being a child of the streets, that instinct probably kept him alive, I suspected.

“My lord Rygel is correct,” Cephas continued. “With his power, you stood no chance. With your mind and spirit broken, your will is not your own, sire. He would set you at the head of his army, and invaded in your name. Connacht would rise in flames for you. Your uncle is hated, hated and despised. The nobles, the people, would rebel against the invaders the instant your presence becomes known. His armies can and would crush the barbarian hordes that control Connacht—”

I cut in, my own voice flat. “How do you know this? My uncle invited those hordes in. He leads them.”

Cephas shook his head fervently, his thick reddish hair flying. “Nay. He is merely their puppet, as you would be Brutal’s puppet. Once, he thought himself their leader, but no more. He hasn’t controlled his own bowels since they took over.”

Ly’Tana burst in. “How do you know all this?” she demanded, her arms akimbo.

“I have my own spies in the palace, Your Highness.”

Her eyes narrowed. What her thoughts were, I had no clue, for Cephas went on doggedly. “He marries you, Your Highness, for in doing so, he becomes your heir. Your father never knows the details of your death, he will believe what your husband’s messengers tell him. Your death in childbirth would probably suffice to convince him. Your people,” he gestured to Kel’Ratan, “would also die, but the Kel’Hallan King would be told they remained in the Federation, enjoying Brutal’s most gracious hospitality. Meanwhile, he planned for you to enjoy as a playmate Prince Raine here. You would bear the son of a gladiator, a slave, and that child would someday take his sire’s place in the arena. After he is born, my liege would then be forced to murder you, while Brutal watched.”

Ly’Tana’s narrow green glare slowly turned from Cephas to me. “You? You would kill me? You knew of this, and said naught?”

Kel’Ratan growled, wordlessly, low in his throat, his own fierce blue eyes hot.

Taken aback by Cephas’s brutal honesty, I scrambled to put my wits, and my tongue, back in some semblance of order. “Um, well, he—that was before I met you—he said—”

She slowly closed the distance between us, her furious eyes spitting emerald fire. I leaned back as far as I dared without actually taking a step away from her fury. Her face upturned to mine, she rapidly waggled her hand back and forth in the tiny space between us. “You and me,” she gritted between clenched teeth, each syllable slow and clear, “we are going to have words.”

“Um,” I said hastily, thanking all the gods above and below that was all she said. “Whatever you say.”

With a final angry snort, she backed to Kel’Ratan’s side, her expression furious and her eyes still glaring.

Poor Tor. With all his potential protectors angry, furious and murderous, he had nowhere else to go. I eyed him sourly as he ducked behind Kel’Ratan. He can hide, I thought.

“Brutal has every available soldier looking for you,” Cephas added. “For both of you, Your Highness.” He bowed again to Ly’Tana. “He must have you both, alive. If your bodies are broken, that’s hardly an issue. He can heal you—” He glanced significantly at Rygel, who scowled. “—and break you later. Nevertheless, he must have you both. Alive. And soon.”

“If Lionel knew of his,” Kel’Ratan gestured toward me with a flip of his hand, “heritage, why did he not he act on it? Didn’t he also want Connacht on his plate?”

Cephas shook his head regretfully. “What Lionel planned, I have no answer. Perhaps he thought to keep Prince Raine for a time, and then pursue a similar plan later. Once he had Kel’Halla’s jewel in his crown.”

I quirked a doubtful brow. “Then why keep me in the dangerous profession as a gladiator? At any moment, I might be killed, and a dead heir is useless.”

Cephas coughed, his eyes anxious. “Um, sire,” he said softly. “He still had your sister.”

I growled. He took a hasty step back, as did Kel’Ratan, Kel’Ratan’s hand dropping to his sword hilt. Only Rygel and Ly’Tana held their ground. Yet, Ly’Tana watched me with worried concern puckering her fair brow, while Rygel’s scowl deepened.

I unclenched my fists and tried to relax. “My sister is as royal as I,” I said softly. “That makes perfect sense. Relax, Cephas. I wouldn’t punish the messenger for the message.”

His brow rose a notch. “I would not have put it past Lionel to marry Broughton to your sister.” He coughed, suddenly remembering who had intended to marry Brutal. “My apologies, Your Highness. Brutal did indeed plan to kill you.”

Ly’Tana waved a negligent hand. “I suspected as much.”

He bowed respectfully to Ly’Tana. “May I add, Your Highness, I do apologize for the abrupt way you learned of your fate, had you married the Crown Prince.”

She flicked a glance at me, a quick glance for all that. Yet, I read that glance correctly. She intended for us to have a very long chat. I bit back a groan.

Ly’Tana merely smiled. On the surface, it appeared a sweet, gentle smile, but the gleam that flickered in the green depths of her eyes made it an extremely dangerous smile. I personally did not care to be on the receiving end of that smile. “I reckon I owe it to my betrothed to return the favor. Should we meet again.”

I gestured to Cephas. “Is there more?”

“Aye, my liege. Brutal managed to kill two of his royal brothers, but the other four have fled, with their retainers and armies.”

I nodded again, catching Kel’Ratan’s interested gaze. “Go on.”

“He has executed hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of folk, most on naught save a suspicion of treason. His carnage has left Soudan in ruins, with much of the population fleeing his wrath. Most of his true enemies have escaped to plot against him.”

Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan glanced at one another. Kel’Ratan shrugged slightly at what appeared to be a silent conversation. “Well, we did want a rebellion. Now we have one.”

Rather than ask for an explanation, I invited Cephas to continue with a lift of my brow.

“High Priest Theodoric, of course, is absolutely loyal, and Theodoric has at his disposal one of his kind.”

Cephas jerked his head in Rygel’s direction. Rygel merely nodded, accepting what we all suspected.

“We already knew,” he replied calmly. “Did you manage to get a name, perhaps?”

“Aye. His name is Ja’Teel.”

Rygel sucked in his breath through his teeth, hissing. Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan moved closer to see him better, Kel’Ratan’s hand on his sword hilt. Tor peeped out from behind Kel’Ratan’s legs, eyes wide, as he stared at Rygel. As though ignorant of Rygel’s power and heritage, until now.

“You know this wizard?” I asked.

“Aye, my prince,” he replied grimly, running his hands restlessly through his hair. “He’s a bad one. We need to get your sister and get out of here. Fast.”

“Is he as powerful as you?”

“No one is as powerful as me,” he snapped. “But he’s very dangerous. I will tell you more of what I know of him, my prince, but now is not the time.”

“Very well.” I wanted Rygel to tell me, but knew he was right. I fisted my hand in anger. Brutal held all the cards, while I floundered about, literally, in the dark.

“Anything else?” I asked Cephas, modulating my voice, which wanted to growl again. “Do you know anything else we should know?”

“Aye.” An evil grin blossomed in Cephas’s craggy face. The faint light glinted off his white teeth. “Since you hit him, well, he hasn’t…well, you know.” A faint tinge of red climbed his cheeks from his mustache as he glanced at Ly’Tana in embarrassment.

“Raped anyone?” she said, her brow arching.

Cephas bowed slightly, his grin fading. “His savagery has increased, however. Along with the public executions, he has privately tortured anyone he suspects of sedition. As many as a score a day. Ja’Teel has taken Rygel’s place as chief torturer. People stream out of Soudan in panicked flocks, escaping Brutal’s madness. This city will go up in flames, and his finger is on the spark.

“There is war here,” Cephas murmured. “I would go with you, if you would have me, sire.”

“There will be war where I go,” I said gently.

He met my gaze squarely. “I know. I will fight with you. And die, if needs be.”

“Then you are welcome.”

Cephas straightened his back, his head rising up proudly. “I would swear allegiance to you now, my liege.”

“Later,” I said, smiling a little. “I am naught but an escaped slave, hardly a prince. If we both survive what is to come, then that will be soon enough.”

“You are my liege, with or without an oath, Your Highness.”

I squeezed his shoulder briefly in acknowledgment. Turning, I snapped my fingers at Rygel, waking him from his angry reverie.

“Rygel. Get rid of my disguise. I want her to recognize me.”

“Will she?”

I shrugged, helpless and impatient now, with the news Cephas brought making me worried. Theodoric’s pet wizard may already know where we were. That brought something else to mind. I turned on him sharply.

“Does Brutal know of my sister?” I demanded.

“Sire, I do not know.”

“Your spies did not tell you?”

“Nay, my liege. On that subject, I heard naught.”

“It would be prudent to assume he does,” Kel’Ratan muttered. “If Lionel knew, and if Cephas found us by staking this place out, then perhaps Brutal also has hidden watchers.”

Rygel made no movement or word, but suddenly my gold locks turned blacker than the night around us.

“How did you leave him?” I asked.

Cephas grinned and shrugged. “Like you, I just up and left.”

“Would he look for you, do you think?”

“As busy as he is with his wars and torments and his search for you, I doubt my absence is naught more than an irritation.”

“Let’s hope not,” Kel’Ratan muttered, stroking his fingers down his thick mustache. “If he suspects you left to join us…well, I think he’ll be more than irritated.”

“Rygel, stay here and watch for your friend,” I said tersely. “If you can locate him by magic, try.”

He nodded shortly, walking a short distance away from the group, his hand on his sword hilt.

“Ly’Tana, I would have you and Kel’Ratan also remain here, on watch.”

She took my hand briefly in her own. “Bring her out safely, Wolf.”

“Good luck,” Kel’Ratan said.

“Cephas.”

With my former Slave Master at my shoulder, I strode boldly across the dark street to the home of Adhas, the fish oil merchant. Oddly, I felt nothing strange about our sudden role reversal, and found it not only right, but also comforting. I had always liked Cephas, and he never mistreated me, or punished me unnecessarily. While I never wished we could be friends, the possibility had been there. We both had known it, felt it.

“Now there would be a fine match, sire,” Cephas said as we walked. “You and Her Highness, that is.”

I jerked my head to stare. He saw my shock and merely grinned.

“After all, she’s no longer betrothed, my liege,” he went on. “And even in my dottering old age, I can see there is something between you two.”

I fetched a deep sigh of resignation and gestured to the stout wood of Adhas’s door. “Would you like to break it down, or shall I?”

“Oh, my liege, I would not dare keep you from such pleasure. Indeed, I should like to see a master at work.”

Grinning, I gave the stout door a quick examination. Like the stone of the tunnel beneath the slaves’ quarters, the door was old. While not as old as the mortar, and certainly not as robust, it had been strong once. A few cracks showed through here and there, the oak aged and shrunk just slightly away from the frame.

“Here goes naught.”

As before, I took a few steps back and then rammed the door with my shoulder with all my weight behind it. It did not break, but rather exploded inward in a shower of splinters and jagged lengths of hewn oak. I kept my balance with little effort and had my sword out before the tumbling remains of the door hit the rushes.

Cephas jumped inside beside me, his own blade bared and leveled. The room we found ourselves in lay dark and full of deep shadows. The moon gave some illumination, and my eyes, already accustomed to the night, saw keenly. A warehouse indeed, barrels stood stacked four and five high, ranked in several rows. To my left sat a counter, with three simple stools before it. I caught a glimpse of smaller crocks stacked neatly on sturdy shelving behind the counter. It looked to be a well-ordered, prosperous place. The place reeked of fish, and I absently wondered how any sane person would live here with the reek. No danger presented itself immediately, but I heard a door slam somewhere overhead.

I trotted to the stairway, just beyond the counter, and rapidly mounted them, Cephas at my heels. I found myself at a narrow hallway that ran both left and right, a few doors that sealed rooms behind them. A faint light illuminated the bottom of a door at the far end of the hall, on my right, and to this door I went. I did not try to lift the latch and check if she had barred it. I just raised my leg and kicked it open.

It fell against the far wall with a resounding crash. As I suspected, she had barred it against us. The stout bar had shattered at my kick, and the broken pieces tumbled to the floor.

Inside the room, a woman with a slender sword stood defiant, ready to defend herself. She was alone. I sheathed my blade and strode inside, taking in everything. Her bedchamber, obviously, it held a large comfortable-looking bed with wool blankets and high pillows; fur rugs covered the bare wooden floor. I scented heavy, expensive perfumes, a cloying heavy aroma that made my eyes water in protest. Underneath, the odor of strong incense wafted, threatening me with a sneeze.

A small lamp stood lit on a table beside the bed, its top littered with trinkets and a few jewels. A stout cup of heavy metal inlaid with semiprecious stones stood next to the lamp, perhaps a nightcap of wine to send her to sleep. Obviously, she was a woman of means. I finally looked at the woman herself.

Tall and slender, she wore a simple dressing gown, her flowing dark hair loose and curling about her shoulders. She stared at me with both fear and courage; the way she handled her sword told me she had some training, but little practice. Her brown eyes held panic on a tight rein as she watched us enter. I could almost see us in her huge eyes—two very large, well-armed and well-muscled men in her private rooms—and watched her already pale complexion grow ghostly.

I took a few strides toward her, ignoring the bared steel pointed at my chest.

“Cooperate, and you may live to see the dawn.”

“What do you want?” Adhas’s voice shrilled with fear. “Take it and go. Leave me in peace.”

I slapped the sword out of her hand, hearing it strike the wall and fall to the floor. Unarmed, she tried to face me with a shred of courage, but wilted beneath my icy stare. She shrank back against the wall, cornered, trapped, unable to either fight or flee. Adhas raised her arms to shield her face, trembling so hard I thought she would fall. I almost felt sorry for her. Almost.

“Please, sir,” Adhas pleaded. “Please don’t hurt me. I will cooperate, I swear I will. Just don’t hurt me. Please.” She began to weep.

No doubt she thought we intended rape. The thought so disgusted me, I almost turned away. I tried to soften my voice, to become less threatening. Yet, when I spoke, my voice held a soft growl, more menacing than ever.

“Your slave girl,” I rumbled. “Where is she?”

Adhas raised tear-stained cheeks to peep up at me. “Yasmina?”

“Call her.”

“What do you want with—” she began, but stopped as I loomed over her, catching her glance once more. She nearly bit her tongue in shutting her teeth.

Turning her face, but keeping her eyes on me, Adhas called, “Yasmina! Come.”

I also turned in the direction Adhas looked to, seeing a small door, closed, that must open into a smaller room. No doubt, the girl stood on the other side, in terror of the invasion in the night, and wanting no part of it. Would she obey the summons? Or would she flee, thinking her mistress would soon be killed? I bet my soul the door would open.

I watched with anxiety and a hungry greed as the door slowly creaked open.

She stood in the doorway, half-hidden behind the threshold. She wore a simple shift that reached mid-thigh, shapeless and filthy. Tangled black hair cascaded down over her shoulders to her thighs, covering most of her face. I saw huge gray-blue eyes peeping through the mass, eyes filled with fear of me, of Cephas behind me, of her mistress. Dirty bare feet stood on the wooden floor, laced with scratches and insect bites. A simple collar of braided leather, so old it appeared stiff and cracked with age, encircled her slender, pale neck.

I caught my breath, for a moment unable to draw another. I drank her in, as a starving man takes food for the first time in days. Her eyes. My father’s eyes. My mother’s sweeping black hair.

“Arianne,” I breathed.

Her head went up, much like a deer scenting danger. “Wha—what do you call me?”

I held my hand out, palm up, inviting her to take it. She looked from my hand to my face, then back again, eyes never still. Her hands delved under the mass of dark hair to cover her mouth, tears standing in those huge gray-blue depths.

“Arianne,” I choked. “I’ve come to fetch you home.”

This time I saw her start, saw the wonder and fear in her eyes, saw her mouth open in astonishment, only half-hidden now by her hands. She glanced from me to her mistress and back again. “What did you say?”

“I’ve come to fetch you home.”

She stepped closer, beyond the shelter of the doorway, staring deep into my face, into my eyes. “I know you. Somehow, I know you.”

“I know you!” Adhas shrieked suddenly. “You’re The Wolf. You killed our King.”

I ignored her, leaving Cephas to mind her as I encouraged the slender girl to come forward. “You know me, Arianne.”

“That name—”

“It’s yours, my sweet Arianne. Your true name. Come.”

I desperately needed her to come to me, for I knew my size, my scars, my menace would frighten her. Should I step toward her, she might see me as a threat and flee. To see her fear me, to cringe or even run away, would drive a dagger into my heart. She must come to me. She must.

She took one tiny step closer. Huge eyes behind their curtain of hair watched me with more curiosity than fear. I wiggled my fingers enticingly, but could not dredge up even the faintest smile. My heart thundered in my chest, my breath short and ragged. Where was the great Wolf now, the champion of champions? Afraid to move even one step for fear of a tiny girl bolting from me. Me, afraid of a small girl-child who stood no higher than my waist, a girl who cast me into the unfamiliar realm of panic. Fearing she would choose to stay in familiar slavery rather than face the world, free, with a strange man. I saw myself through her eyes: a huge man, hulking, scarred and predatory. A man born to kill.

“Those words,” she whispered, taking another step toward me. “I’ve heard that voice, those words, in my dreams.”

She took a second step. Then a third. She closed the distance, taking the hand I offered, her tiny fingers warm within mine. I said nothing, only waited until she stood before me, gazing up into my face. A small trace of fear lingered, but now her face filled with wonder and courage; an unconscious shake of her head sent some of the lank hair back away from her face.

“Raine,” she said softly. “You’re Raine.”

I took her gently into my arms, holding her tight. My voice caught on a sob I could not control. “I am, little cat. I am Raine.”

The nickname from our childhood came unbidden, from within the depths of my soul, a recollection so distant it was almost the memory of a memory. A phantom teased the edges of my mind, a scene in which I called her “little cat” and heard her screech of rage. How she hated me calling her “little cat,” and how I called her by it just to irritate her.

I reckoned she no longer hated it. Her slender arms wrapped themselves around my waist, like small timid animals finding comfort in the warmth and strength. I breathed in the scent of her, smelled the grease in her dirty hair, the odor of sweat and fear, and beneath all the sweet smell of her innocence. Her skin shifted over bones too close to the surface; my hands felt no flesh beneath the thin shift over her back.

Realization dawned over my joy of having her in my arms. Arianne was not just slender. She was emaciated. Her ribs bulged under my fingers, her shoulders scrawny and bony, her breasts nonexistent. I knew then Adhas spent very little of her wealth in feeding her slave. Now I understood Tor’s fear. I held no delusion about how she had been treated in the years she had been with the merchant.

I held her away from me and gently pushed the tangled mass from her brow. I could see her cheekbones pressing up through her pale, sallow skin, saw clearly the hollows of her cheeks. Yet her eyes, those magnificent eyes, held a sweetness, an innocence, a trust, I lost when I was nine years old.

Adhas by now realized our intention was not robbery and rape, but the theft of her slave girl. I heard her stand up, her dressing gown rustling as she straightened it. I felt her gathering her courage, felt her anger rise, scented her fear fall away.

“You know the penalty of stealing a slave,” she snarled from behind my back. “Death. I’m going to report this to the Watch and you’ll be hunted down. You will not escape with her. I will have her back and then you both shall pay.”

I traced one finger down Arianne’s cheek, finally managing to create a small smile for her. She replied with a minute one of her own, her gaze unquestioning. Her fingers curled over my left hand.

With my right, without looking at her, I seized Adhas by the throat. I lifted her struggling, choking, strangling body into the air before turning away from my sister to look into her agonized face. Adhas tried in vain to break my hold on her throat, panicked, wriggling frantically like a landed fish, gasping desperately for air.

“My liege!”

Cephas wrenched himself into my view, trying to put himself between Adhas and me. “I beg you, nay.” His immense hands on my shoulders pushed me roughly, his elbows dug deep into my arms. Yet, his attempts to break my grip shifted me not an inch.

I glanced at his stricken expression as he dropped that tactic and seized my tunic. “Nay, sire, despite all, Adhas is innocent,” he said. “Cruel she may be, but she has done no lasting harm. I know you. Your honor will not permit the blood of an innocent on your hands. If you murder her, there will forever be a pall over everything you do.

“The men you have slain were never murder, but self-defense. Do not stain your honor now, right now, when all you have desired is now at your fingertips.”

“I have no honor.” I scowled at Cephas, seeing him flinch away from me for the very first time in all the years I’d known him. “Honor is for morons.”

I opened my fist. Adhas fell to the floor, gasping for life-giving breath, her hands covering her rapidly bruising throat. Gently shaking loose of Arianne’s timid hand, I once more seized Adhas by her neck, but this time not in a strangling grip. I pinned her to the wall with one hand, gazing deep into her terror-filled eyes.

“You can afford another slave,” I said, low, the growl returning. This time I did not try to modulate it.

I took her metal hanap in my free hand, holding it before her eyes. I turned it this way and that, letting the candlelight flick off the gems like colored lightning. I kept my voice soft, the growl resonating through the room. “Go. Buy another slave at the market. You can afford it. Buy yourself a slave who will serve your needs. But remember one thing.”

I lifted the chalice higher, toward her face, the jewels reflecting their rainbow onto her skin. Her brown teary eyes shifted from my face to the cup, back again, round, and round again. A faint whimper escaped her lips, perhaps a plea half-spoken, a plea for mercy in the face of none.

“Should you decide to starve, or harm, or abuse this slave,” I went on, softly, “remember this small, this one tiny piece of advice. Remember that your slave may be someone’s relative. That relative might be…important.”

I held the cup before her eyes. Her liquid brown gaze followed the cup, gazing raptly into its metal sheen and the glinting gems as though looking into an oracle.

“That relative might be…dangerous.”

I crushed the metal hanap in a quick, tight movement of my hand, feeling the cool wine gush over my fingers. I displayed the crushed remnants before her, dangling it by what was left of its stem. Her huge eyes grew bigger, reflecting back the glowing silver in their dark depths.

A half-heartbeat later, Adhas’s brown eyes rolled back into her head as she collapsed, weightless, in a complete faint. I let her go, feeling slightly ashamed of myself, her dead weight sliding into a boneless heap on the floor. I wiped wine from my hand, seeing Cephas grin.

“You are a very bad man, my liege,” he said, a chuckle escaping his lips. “A very bad man.”

I quirked a brow. “Think she might think twice before abusing her next slave?”

“I’d be surprised if she ever bought a slave again,” he replied. “I think you terrorized her properly.”

“Least of what she deserves.”

I turned back to Arianne, concerned I might have frightened her as well. Instead of showing fear, she gazed down as Adhas’s limp form with a kind of triumph. She looked up to see me watching her, and ducked her head, now shy.

“She was—not kind.”

“Fetch some decent clothes, sweetling,” I said, cupping her chin. “And your belongings.”

“I have none,” she murmured, smoothing her scanty shift. “This is all I have.”

I could not help but growl low in my throat. I forced myself to cease, thinking this time I would frighten her. Rather, she watched me with a curious, interested stare.

“You sound like a wolf.”

“He is a wolf, lassie,” Cephas said, smirking.

I sent him an exasperated scowl, which made him only grin more broadly. “Take your clever mouth and find her some decent clothes. Check that chest.”

“What is his name?” Arianne asked with an almost childlike innocence, her eyes on Cephas as he threw open a cedar chest at the foot of the huge bed and began to rummage through it.

“That’s Cephas. He used to be my Slave Master. Don’t mind him, though, he’s always cranky.”

“Actually, it’s Corwyn,” Cephas said absently, digging through the chest and tossing garments over his shoulder.

I stared. “That’s a name from—”

“Connacht.”

His eyes twinkled at me from under the red-silver brows. “Aye. I be Connachti born. I be the second son of the Earl of Iomaire.”

“I’ll be damned.”

“Let’s hope not. I think these gowns may fit Her Highness.”

Cephas, nay, Corwyn held out a midnight-blue gown laced with silver and sewn with tiny beads of white and gold. Arianne did not take the gown, but stared at him with a slight smile, a faint frown furrowing her pale brow.

“My Highness?” she asked timidly.

“Aye, Your Highness.” Corwyn bowed to her in a smooth fluid motion, his grin surfacing once more. “After all you are my liege’s royal sister. You are Her Royal Highness, Princess Arianne Barjlek, naught but the true-born daughter of King Camlach of Connacht himself.”

“A princess,” she breathed, staring blankly into nothing, as though trying to fathom what that meant. This morning she woke up to slavery, by dark she had family and discovered she was royal. I grinned at her transformation.

“I am a princess.”

“You are indeed, little cat.”

“I want to kick her,” Arianne suddenly snarled, her expression tight with anger.

I noted with interest how her glorious eyes darkened to a steely blue in her fury. Just as my father’s eyes had during his rare but potent rages. She stood over Adhas’s still-unconscious form, her fists clenched, her breath coming hard. I caught Corwyn’s eye and flicked a faint hand signal: wait. He understood, and stood with me for several moments as we watched to see what she would do.

At length, she sighed and turned back to me. “But that would be beneath me,” she said simply.

Corwyn surprised me by dropping to his knee before her. She eyed him warily as he took her tiny hand into his gnarled one and kissed it.

“You are a true Barjlek and a credit to your royal heritage, Your Highness,” he murmured.

Her smile was like the sun rising, clear, bright and strong. She saw from my face my pride in her, and came to me for another embrace. As though she could not get enough hugs.

Once more Corwyn held out the gown to her, and she took it, smoothing her hand over its softness. “I’ve always loved this gown,” she murmured. “I would hold it when she was not looking, just to feel it.”

“Then it’s proper you should wear it,” I said. “You certainly have earned it, from your labors under her.”

Arianne suddenly grinned wickedly up at me. “And a sweet spot of revenge.”

I laughed.

Corwyn shook his shaggy red and gray mane. “She’s your sister, right enough.”

“Go on, little cat, put it on.”

Had I known she held as much modesty as mare in a field, or a bitch in the street, I might not have spoken so blithely. Her obedience was instant, dropping the tattered shift she wore, and standing before us as naked as the day she was born. I choked a gasp of shock before it could erupt and alarm her, and turned my back immediately. Corwyn, stunned momentarily by her lack of modesty, stared for a few heartbeats longer. I growled low in my throat, and he hastily turned his back too, leaving her to some semblance of privacy.

“Well, it appears she requires a bit of teaching, eh, my liege?” he muttered out of the side of his mouth.

I strangled my laughter before it could explode, but unable to stop the snorting noise that effort made. I heard the rustle of clothing cease as Arianne stared at my back.

“Is something wrong?”

“Nay, just clearing my throat.”

The rustling resumed. Corwyn leaned close to my ear.

“Dare I say Lord Rygel should see her,” he murmured. “He is a healer, is he not? I saw some…wounds.”

I nodded. “At the earliest opportunity.”

Deeming it safe to turn around, I did so, and found her looking down at herself and fingering the gown in awe. Given that Arianne stood almost half the size of the sturdy Adhas, she all but drowned in the outfit. Casting about the room, I found a few pins. “Corwyn, did you see any boots and undergarments in that chest?”

“I did, my liege.”

My hands, big and clumsy, worked a poor job of pinning the gown, but at least she would not step on the hem. Corwyn’s hand delved back inside the chest, emerging with a pair of supple doeskin boots and some lacy white underthings. Arianne put them on without revealing too much, but Corwyn averted his head politely. He knelt at her feet, and, acting as her body servant, gently introduced the boots to her bare feet. Arianne blushed at the attention, peeping up at me under the thick fall of her night-black hair.

I took up the other gowns he thought might fit her, and turned as a thudding on the stairs warned of the rapid approach of booted feet. Corwyn rose and drew his blade in a single fluid move, with the ease of a much younger man. I merely waited until Rygel burst through the doorway, amber eyes wild, his wheaten locks blown into disarray.

“My prince,” he gasped. “We need to get out of here, like—”

Arianne did not move or hide as I thought she might with the approach of an armed stranger. She stood her ground and watched Rygel with wide eyes, her hands folded neatly before her. Despite the wild tangles in her hair, and the dirt on her face and hands, Arianne looked undeniably royal. Like a queen in exile.

“—yesterday.” Rygel’s voice trailed off into near silence, his body frozen in mid-stride, his jaw hanging open in almost comical amazement. He stared at her with a kind of hungry intensity, much as I had just a few moments before. I looked at my sister and saw her staring back at Rygel, a strange light in her eyes. In them, I saw the same thirst, the same unabashed intensity. Two strangers, sharing a deep connection that left Corwyn and me far behind, far away in another time, in another place.

They looked at one another as though they’d hungered for the looking since time began.

“Thunderbolt,” Corwyn muttered from behind my left shoulder. “The thunderbolt of the gods.”

I turned my head to eye him quizzically. What was it I said to Rygel in the inn? Love will strike like a bolt of lightning from a clear sky.

Corwyn grimaced and clapped me on the shoulder.

“My liege, you’re in deep trouble now.”

“Tell me about it,” I muttered.

I cleared my throat, but the sound had no effect on either one of them. Corwyn grimaced again, and took from me the clothes I still held, but had forgotten about. He shoved them into a satchel, along with a second pair of boots. He also whisked the trinkets off the table, sending me a mischievous glance.

I cleared my throat again, but once more, neither of them turned to look at me. Each of them stood frozen in a tableau of keen silence, eyes for only each other.

“Rygel.” I barked.

“Huh?”

He tore his eyes from Arianne and looked at me finally. At the same moment, Adhas began to stir on the floor, moaning sounds coming from her slack lips. That broke the spell for Arianne. She shied back, much as a horse might in scenting a strange odor, eyeing the body on the floor warily.

“Rygel, this is my sister, Arianne—”

In a flash, Rygel knelt at her feet, gazing up at her, an almost theatrical adoration in his eyes. Arianne blushed again, allowing him to take her hand and kiss it. His demeanor held very little of the courtier, but instead contained all the sensual actions of a lover. I swallowed a groan.

“What were you in such a rush about?” I asked.

Rygel leaped to his feet, his right hand swiftly hidden, but not so swiftly that he succeeded in concealing he still held Arianne’s hand.

“I think Ja’Teel is nearby,” he said. “If they don’t know we’re here, they will soon. We need to ride and now.”

“See if Adhas has a horse for Arianne.”

Rygel nodded and turned to obey, then hesitated, looking once more at Arianne with a hungering, feverish intensity. I bowed my head, praying for patience to the gods of my homeland.

“Would now be a good time for you?” I inquired. “If not, let me know when you’ll have time.”

This time he blushed. “Right.”

He thundered down the stairs at a gallop. Arianne stared after him, her eyes wide and blue, her blush still riding high on her cheeks. I glanced at Corwyn.

“I assume you have a horse?”

“Aye, my liege. Ready and waiting.”

Adhas lifted her head groggily and looked up at me. Panic filled her brown eyes as she saw me watching her.

“Then get it and let us put this place at our backs.”

“My liege.”

Corwyn followed on Rygel’s heels, still carrying the satchel of clothing stolen from Adhas. I took Arianne’s hand and drew her to me, still staring coldly down at the fish oil merchant. I let her see Arianne, dressed in Adhas’s blue gown, allowing her a good long look at the familial resemblance between us.

“Remember.”

On that quiet word, I turned on my heel and strode from the room, taking my sister with me.

Ly’Tana and Kel’Ratan stood watch over the horses, their backs to me. Closest, Ly’Tana held Rufus’s reins in her fist, her own buckskin standing quiet, his nose at her shoulder. Their alert and ready stance told me Rygel had already informed them of Ja’Teel, and most probably, Brutal’s presence nearby. Walking between the two stallions, Arianne in tow, I touched Ly’Tana’s neck.

She jumped as though I had stabbed her, her hand whipping her sword from its sheath at the same moment she spun, ready for battle. The horses shied uneasily, taking a step to the side. She blinked.

“Damn and blast you,” she nearly shrieked. “What? Don’t you push air in front of you when you move? Give a little warning next time, you’re going to give me a heart seizure.”

I couldn’t help my smile, though I managed, with effort, to not actually chuckle. ’Twas a close finish, though. “Sorry.”

“Didn’t you find her?” she went on, raking her fingers from her hair before sheathing her blade. “What kept you? And what bit him? Rygel. He blew through here, like—”

My hand emerged from behind my back. Her breath caught before she could finish her sentence. Arianne peeped out, past my waist, gazing, curious and shy, up at Ly’Tana. She drew in a sharp breath, unable to stop the delighted grin that spread over her face.

“That’s what bit him,” she muttered.

She stepped forward, looking closer. “Come, child,” she murmured, holding out her hand as I had done. “I’ll not harm you. Why, you’re such a pretty thing, what incredibly beautiful eyes you have.”

Arianne took a tiny step toward her, then another, her pale cheeks dimpling in a smile. Ly’Tana closed the distance, taking my sister’s hands in hers. “What hair,” Ly’Tana murmured, stroking her fingers across Arianne’s brow, raking some of the nasty mass from her tiny face. “I think I’d kill for hair like that.”

I suspected the two girls had just formed an instant, unfathomable, female connection. They shared a bond of sisterhood that I, being male, could never hope to understand or compete with.

Kel’Ratan strode back from his spot, leaving his horse and Rygel’s gelding to mind themselves, to get a better look for himself. I thought Arianne might try to hide at the approach of this new warrior-stranger, but Kel’Ratan might not have existed for all the attention Arianne paid him. She and Ly’Tana had locked eyes.

“I can see the resemblance,” Kel’Ratan said, nodding. “Her eyes are your eyes, same cheekbones, same strong chin. But she’s cute and you, um, well, aren’t.”

“Thanks, Red,” I retorted. “My self-esteem just took quite a hit.”

He shrugged and returned to his guard.

“Arianne,” I said, “this is her Royal Highness, the Princess Ly’Tana, from Kel’Halla.”

Immediately, she tore her hand from mine. Within a step, she dropped into a deep curtsey, the slave prostrating herself before royalty. Ly’Tana seized her by the upper arms and raised her, her kitten teeth flashing in the faint light.

“Nay, sweet girl, you need not bow to me.”

Arianne gazed up at her, the first tears I saw glimmer on her cheeks under the light of the moon. Ly’Tana took her tiny body into her arms and held her close, as though she met a dear friend after a long, long absence.

“We are sisters, you and I,” she crooned, her face drowned under Arianne’s huge mane. “Princesses, both of us, and joined under a common banner.”

I sighed. I always heard rumors that women can make men’s lives as miserable as they pleased. By the sharp green glance I caught, I might now have two females ready to make my life a living hell on earth. Kel’Ratan snickered from his place in front of his bay stallion.

Trotting hooves and human curses caught my attention. In reflex, my hand gripped my hilt, but I didn’t draw. Not with the small, slender bodies of Ly’Tana and Arianne between me and the potential threat. Kel’Ratan’s head turned, as did Ly’Tana’s and Arianne’s, and we all watched as drama unfolded.

Out from behind the warehouse trotted a dappled gray mare, her coat glowing bright under the moon. Her charcoal mane and tail flowed long, a silver chased bridle gracing her fine head. Attracted by the scent and sound of horses, she made her way into the midst of saddled stallions, introducing herself with squeals and sharp kicks.

Too well trained to respond with more than interested stares and sniffs, the Kel’Hallan stallions stood quiet. However, Rufus half-reared in delight, his neck arched proudly. That bloody foot came perilously close to Arianne, damn him.

I seized his bridle and whacked him across the chest with the back of my hand. “Do that again and I’ll be wearing your coat this winter.”

With my action and my threat, Rufus discovered rather quickly that amorous advances toward the female gender were not in his best interest at this time. He kept all four feet on the ground after that, his eyes and ears on me.

Kel’Ratan cursed resoundly and strode to catch her before she wreaked havoc among our mounts. He seized her bridle and led her out from the midst of interested boys, just as Rygel rushed out from behind the building, a saddle clutched in his hands.

“Damn and blast,” he muttered. “She got away from me.”

“Give that to me,” Kel’Ratan snapped. “You obviously can’t control one silly mare. Flaming idiot.”

Rygel, at least, had the decency to flush and look chastened. Kel’Ratan took the saddle from Rygel’s slack hands and competently saddled the now docile gray mare. He quickly tightened the girth, setting the stirrup lengths after a quick glance at Arianne’s legs.

“That’s my cousin, Kel’Ratan,” Ly’Tana said to Arianne, taking her tiny hand. “Don’t let his gruffness fool you. He’s a sop at heart.”

Arianne giggled, and Kel’Ratan snarled wordlessly. Rygel, the object of his fury, stood aside empty-handed, staring at Arianne as though caught in a dream. Oblivious of Kel’Ratan’s anger, his amber eyes filled with an emotion I could not quite fathom. Her observation skills quite high, Ly’Tana quirked her brow at me in silent query. I answered her with a shrug and a quick eye roll.

Movement caught my attention, as Cephas emerged from behind the derelict warehouse across the street, leading a saddled horse. It turned out to be an ugly red roan gelding, and I could not help but marvel at how much man and beast looked alike. Its hooked nose and rawboned legs exactly matched Cephas’s own, while its red hair with strands of white running through coordinated Cephas’s hair and mustache precisely.

“What?” he asked, seeing my amused grin. “I know he’s ugly, but he can run a hundred leagues and still have the energy to kick me.”

As though in answer, and with no warning, the roan pinned his ears and lunged at Rufus. Rufus scrambled backward, nearly falling over himself in his haste to get away from the roan’s threat. He slammed into Kel’Ratan’s bay, who immediately lashed back with pinned ears and bared teeth. Rufus backed away, clearly chastened by the pair, his flanks quivering slightly. The chaos earned another snarl from Kel’Ratan, but the gray mare never moved a muscle, obviously better trained than she first appeared.

“He doesn’t much like anyone,” Cephas commented dryly. “Not people, nor horses. We suit each other rather well.”

I had almost forgotten Tor, who ambled out from behind Adhas’s warehouse with a bundle in his arms.

“Ho, Yasmina,” he said.

Arianne smiled in return. “Ho, Tor. What are you doing here?”

“I helped Rygel and your, um—big brother to find you.” Tor grinned in my direction.

Arianne looked to me, a question in her huge eyes. Ly’Tana, too, watched me closely as I sought to explain. My face flushing under the interested scrutiny of those two females, I shrugged again. Misery, here I come.

“We both had been enslaved together,” I said. “I was sold to a man who trained me to fight, and you—”

My words cut off suddenly, my throat suddenly shutting off my air supply. “You also were sold, and I never saw you again. Corwyn, here, found you—”

“Corwyn?” Ly’Tana asked, interrupting. “I thought his name was Cephas.”

“It is, er, was,” I stammered, my cheeks hot. “His true name is Corwyn. I’ll explain later. He found you for me, and well, after I escaped, I came for you.”

Arianne nodded as though something fell into place for her. “I knew you had been a gladiator. I saw you fight.”

I gaped. “When?”

“Last year, sometime. I did not know, of course, that you were my brother. When I first saw you tonight, I knew you were The Wolf. Then I remembered you. I remembered your eyes. From home, from before, when we were children.”

My eyes, my strange, eerie, cold and inhuman-seeming eyes. Gray eyes ringed in black, the predatory eyes of a natural killer. What kind of wonder is that, that those killer eyes of mine could frighten a warrior into pissing himself, but could also bring forth a memory of a brother she had long forgotten?

“You know,” Rygel interrupted, “I love family reunions as much as anyone, great parties, and such. But if we do not mount up and ride, like, now, we’re all fish bait.”

Kel’Ratan nodded and vaulted into his saddle. “Let’s do it.”

“Tor, what have you got there?” Ly’Tana asked, turning halfway toward Mikk.

“Adhas has some extra breads, cheeses and dried beef in her shed behind her warehouse. I pilfered some, since you have two extra mouths to feed.”

“Two?” I inquired.

“Aye, me and Yasmina—er, or whatever her real name is.”

“Arianne,” Arianne answered, a bit proudly.

“Arianne.” Tor grinned. “I like it.”

Rygel’s head came up like a dog sniffing the wind. “Two? You aren’t coming with us.”

“I am so. I am not staying here. This place is going to boil over like a soup on the stove too long. It’s far too dangerous for a nice lad like me.” He grinned toothily, trying to charm.

Rygel scowled darkly, far from charmed. “That wasn’t part of our agreement.”

“Maybe His Worship will make a new bargain.” He turned that toothy, beguiling grin on me.

My killer’s eyes wanted to roll. “My Worship?”

“Um, Your Worshipfulness?”

“Enough.” I took the reins of the gray mare from Kel’Ratan, holding them over my arm. “We’ll deal with that later. You will ride with Arianne.”

“But,” Arianne spoke timidly, her head bowed to hide her face behind her wealth of hair, “I have never ridden a horse before.”

“I’m sorry, little cat,” I said quietly, brushing her hair back and tilting her chin up with his finger. “We have to ride. Corwyn will lead your horse, so all you need do is hold on.”

I put both hands to either side of her tiny waist and lifted her onto the mare’s saddle. She gripped the thick mane with both hands, trying hard to hide her fear. I covered her hands with my own.

“Remember, little cat,” I murmured, for her ears alone, “you descend from a long, noble line of kings. “You are no less than they, and have their courage and their fire. I believe in you.”

Her smile broke out like the sun emerging from behind thick clouds, and she tossed her midnight hair from her face with a quick movement of her head.

I gently inserted her booted feet into the stirrups, then grabbed Tor before he could flee. Tor yelped in outrage as I planted him behind Arianne.

“Hold on,” I said tersely.

Tor wrapped his small arms around Arianne’s waist, his brown eyes now worried. As though he now had second thoughts about joining us. Kel’Ratan vaulted into his saddle, while Rygel deftly mounted his own black.

Leading the quiet mare over to Corwyn, who already in sat in his saddle, I stopped beside the roan’s neck, looking up at my former Slave Master.

“Corwyn.” I spoke softly, yet I knew they all heard me clearly. “If ever I saved your life, repay me now. Guard my sister.”

Corwyn bowed in his saddle, his blue eyes grave. “To my last drop of blood, sire.”

I handed up the gray mare’s reins to his hand, pausing once more to send a reassuring smile up at Arianne. Then, before Ly’Tana could escape me, I took her gently by the waist and set her in Mikk’s saddle. Taking her hand, I quickly brushed my lips across her knuckles. I felt her shiver, and could only hope ’twas a shiver of delight and not of abhorrence. By her pink cheeks, glowing eyes and kitten teeth showing in a smile, I gathered she liked my attentions. Yet, before she could say a word, I turned away and vaulted into Rufus’s saddle.

Wolves sang under the light of the moon.

Gods above and below.

At the same instant, Rygel cried out, then cursed fluently in his foreign dialect. Slapping both hands over his ears, he cringed in his saddle. Cringed? Did I cringe that way when the wolves howled in my head?

Ly’Tana kicked her buckskin up beside Rufus, her hand on mine. “What’s wrong?”

“Gods!” Rygel yelped. “Make them stop!”

“There’s no stopping them, Rygel,” I replied, aiming for a calm tone. “Once they’re inside, they never leave.”

Kel’Ratan watched in confusion, his mustache bristling, as did Corwyn. Tor looked as though he wished he had never signed on with this mad mob. Only Arianne appeared calm, her gray-blue eyes knowing as she watched me. She, too, heard the wolves. Yet, she among us all, feared them not.

“Will someone tell me what the bloody hell is wrong?” Ly’Tana snapped, her voice harsh.

“You hear them.” Arianne spoke with such a quiet assurance I actually felt comforted. Just for a moment. “Don’t you?”

I nodded. “I do. So, it appears, does Rygel.”

“Who is hearing what?” Ly’Tana all but screamed.

“The wolves,” Arianne answered, her tone uplifted as though everyone knew but her.

“Why the bloody hell am I hearing wolves?” Rygel groaned, clasping not just hands over his ears, but his arms as well. “They’re in my damn head. In my bleeding mind.”

“You share my blood,” I answered, aiming for a light tone but not quite achieving it. “As I now share yours.”

I glanced at a very frustrated and confused Ly’Tana. “That’s how I set fire to the arena that night. Gods above and below, I set fire to the arena with magic. With magic from Rygel’s blood.”

Rygel ceased his cringing, his hands falling away from his ears. “Glory,” he breathed, his tawny eyes wide with near panic. “Gai’tan. By all the gods, gai’tan.”

“What’s a gai’tan?” Ly’Tana asked, now so completely bewildered I thought she might scream or cry.

“Werewolf.”

The word spoken from Arianne’s lips silenced everyone, including the squalling cat a few blocks over.

All eyes turned to her, fastened on her as though she were the oracle of the gods. Yet she watched only me. Our attention on her in another time might have frightened her, but now she ignored their stares as she might ignore buzzing insects. Somehow, she was in her element. I had no idea why or how, but she alone held all the answers. Nor, it appeared, did she intend to explain.

“They’re gone,” Rygel said softly. “Gone out of my head.”

“Mine too,” I said quietly.

I gazed at my sister, looking a question, silently asking her for an explanation. Arianne retreated behind her hair, the slave once more. The oracle vanished.

“Will someone please tell me what is going on,” Ly’Tana almost shrieked.

“Not now,” I said, shaking off the wolves. “We have no time now. Brutal is almost upon us. We must ride. Rygel.”

“My prince.”

“How far away are they?”

“Less than a mile. Perhaps only a few blocks.”

“Which way?”

Rygel jerked his head in the direction we had just come from, toward the Whoring Whale. “They are coming from that direction.”

“How many?”

At this, Rygel shrugged, frowning, his brow furrowed. “That I can’t truly answer. I’m sorry. Perhaps as many as thirty, or as few as ten.”

I nodded. Nudging Rufus forward, I took the lead, with Rygel beside me. A swift glance over my shoulder showed my Ly’Tana, her beautiful, dusky face grim, reining her stallion in just behind me, to my right. I noted her bow, arrow still nocked, back in her left hand, ready to fire at the first hint of an enemy.

Kel’Ratan took my left flank. Cephas brought up the rear with the gray’s reins in his left fist, his bared blade in his right.

We need out of here like last week, I thought, setting the pace at a smooth, mile-eating trot. I guessed we would reach the city gates within an hour or so.

We had no more ridden a few blocks when Arianne cried out.

“Nay! This is wrong.”

I quickly reined in, turning in my saddle to look at her, my brows high. “What do you mean?”

Arianne half-turned around to gaze awkwardly over her shoulder. She gestured with a toss of her chin back the way we had come. “We should go that way. The wolves said danger lies where we are going.”

“The wolves said?” Rygel asked, his voice incredulous.

“Can she be right, Rygel?”

He frowned. “There is a feel of strong magic that way, behind us. I feel some strong power there. Ja’Teel may be setting some trap.”

I rubbed my half-grown beard, indecisive. I hated beards. “I think we need to trust in Rygel’s powers,” I said slowly.

“But—” she began.

“Please, little cat. No more.”

Behind me, I felt Ly’Tana stir, heard her swift intake of breath before she spoke up. I knew she wanted to defend my sister, to speak up for her, to question her further, to gain time. Yet, my urgent need to get us all out of Soudan fast, and safely, quelled my instinct that agreed with Ly’Tana.

I sneaked a quick peek over my shoulder. Arianne’s slave language told me that once she offered the suggestion and been rebutted she would not try again; there would be no more argument from her. Yet, her posture of abject misery explained clearer than words that she knew she was right.

Was she? I’d heard of seers foreseeing the future, who could find what was lost, speak to the dead. People who knew things no mortal beings had any business knowing. But Arianne? Why wolves? Was I also a seer?

With a sudden intensity, my memory of the flash that exploded inside my head at the Royal Crown Inn just before the royal troops entered, searching for me. It gave me enough time to escape, to withdraw, to hide. Was that the Sight? Or just some clever intuition?

People couldn’t foresee the future. Could they? I gnawed my lip, my belly roiling with unease. Rygel’s magic said the menace lay to our rear. Arianne said safety lay to our rear.

Which one was correct?

Ly’Tana urged her horse into a trot, aiming to ride up beside me. “Maybe—” she began.

My attention caught on the tall buildings to either side of the narrow street ahead, with almost nonexistent alleys between them. Shadows darkened their tops and their feet. Only four horses could ride abreast, with almost no room to maneuver should a fight arise. The rooftops held many hiding places and archers could shoot down on us, taking us out with little trouble. “Those buildings. I don’t like the way they look. Prime ambush territory.”

“That’s why I chose it, stupid Wolf.”

An icy hand touched the back of my neck. The hairs there rose stiffly, like the hackles on an angry, frightened dog. Fear traced its leisurely path down my spine. The voice came from everywhere and yet nowhere.

I checked Rufus, my sword out in a blink. Beside me, Ly’Tana raised her bow, her arrow still nocked as she searched for an enemy to shoot. Like us all, she saw naught, only the still darkness, the empty street, the silent buildings.

Ly’Tana raised her bow, searching the rooftops for the enemy I suddenly knew waited for us. “They have to be above us. There could be no place else for them.”

“Hmmm,” the disembodied voice continued conversationally. “What could be more stupid than a pack of wolves?”

I recognized that voice. The last time I heard that voice, he promised me I would share his bed. I, held powerless, enduring the agonizing pain of rape at his hands. He would take me, as others had done before, against my will. He’d break me upon his wheel of torment and savage torture, until I could claim no mind as my own.

Brutal.

As though in answer to my thought, three horsemen suddenly rode out of the darkness ahead, several rods away. They materialized out of the shadows themselves. From behind them emerged Brutal’s army. Where once stood an empty street, horses, riders and Federal troopers now filled it to full capacity.

Magic. Magic had hidden them, had deceived Rygel’s abilities to ferret them out, had led us into this trap. On the rooftops above, on every rooftop within the block, two and three stories up, soldiers appeared as though from nowhere. I dared not count them, but I knew there were not as few as ten, or even as few as thirty. A hundred-plus soldiers waited to take us out. Armed with swords and crossbows, their crossbows cocked and loaded. Bolts pointed down, unerringly down, at us, fingers on the triggers. From that height and angle, we were indeed, as Rygel had put it so elegantly not very long ago, fish bait.

I heard Kel’Ratan to my left stir in his saddle, heard him mutter either a curse or a prayer. Ly’Tana twisted and turned, looking for the best shot, the one shot that might free us from this debacle.

My arms master, long ago, once told me that if you cut off the head of a snake, it could not bite you. Cutting off its head rendered it harmless.

Cut off the head of the snake…

Behind me, Ly’Tana hissed in a breath. She found the shot. The one shot that might yet free us from this trap. I felt her tension, her taut expectancy, her focus. I did not try to think. I melded my thoughts with hers, shared with her her hunter’s instincts, her warrior’s intuition. I saw/sensed her lower her bow and draw the string to her ear.

Cut off the serpent’s head.

Brutal sat on his horse, flanked by the other two shadows, his eyes gleaming slightly in the dark. I knew she took aim on that faint glimmer, that prime target, and loosed her arrow. Killing Brutal might end the standoff before it even began. They could not have known she would have an arrow nocked and ready.

Catch the snake by surprise…

It flew true, past my shoulder, straight toward the King. It had him dead to rights. The new High King would die in his saddle before he even knew what hit him.

Instantly, her arrow struck something harder than it. The wooden shaft shattered, broke into a thousand pieces, the razor-sharp steel head screamed off into the darkness. As its sharp whine faded and dropped, it left in its wake a new deadly stillness.

Shocked, I could only gape in silence as Brutal turned his mild, dead brown eyes on Ly’Tana. Contempt grew in them as he stared deep into her face, marking her. I heard her swallow, hard, unable to help herself, unable to stop this show of weakness, hearing a dry click in her throat

“Oh, now I remember,” he said calmly. “Kel’Hallans.”
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