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To Mom and Dad























From this day forward as
a Guardian of the Realm, I swear fealty to my King, loyalty to his people, and
honor to my family. I swear to stand as a light in darkness for truth, justice,
and freedom. I swear to abide by the laws of the land and not to take extreme
measures against wrongdoers. I am ready to willingly lay down my life for the
lives of my King, his people, and my family.





I am a Guardian of
Archaea.





I am Chosen.





Creed of the Guardians














Prologue





 The Heavy Mallet was busy, as one would expect of the best tavern in
town, but inside hung the sordid atmosphere of those in heavy mourning. Minstrels
were silent, their cheerful, playful songs unvoiced. Merchants who normally
spent a small fortune after a good day of business were stingy with their
crowns and silvers. Bar-wenches, normally flirtatious and giddy, were reserved
and solemn. Where fishermen had once bragged drunkenly to each other over size
of their catches they now huddled in corners, whispering amongst each other in
low, fearful tones. The torches burned low, playing flickering shadows across
the rough-hewn timbered walls and ceilings. Darkness, intensified by hazy wisps
of blue smoke, hung low, both in the room and in the minds of those who
occupied it. 


“And I ask why the Guardians don’t do anything about this
wretched creature!” The outburst wasn’t exceptionally loud, but in the
unusually quiet room, it drew the attention of all within.


“Aye!” A second man agreed, glowering into his ale. “Destroys our livelihoods, it does, while
they be sitting on der hands doing nothin!”


 “Word is,” a merchant spoke up
in low tones, “that the Guardians can’t
kill it.”


 “Guardians can kill anything,” a simple local farmer, well
into his third or fourth pint of the potent local brew, spoke up.


 “Then why is the abomination
still preying on our fishing boats and merchant ships?” The first fisherman
demanded. “Why have they not killed it already?”


 Quiet fell over the room. No one
could answer him.


 “Bah!” A loud voice exclaimed
after the silence became too thick for comfort. The speaker, Niele, was a man
who had obviously spent the majority of his life thus far on a ship, but was
one of the newer trader to venture to Lake Sarovara.
“Ye not me, but women shakin in ye skirts,” he sneered. His face was weathered
and tanned from the days he spent on the water making his livelihood. Scars
from years of working ropes, snare lines, and hooks covered his hands and
forearms. “Why shoul’ we rely on the Guardians t’ take care o’ it?”


 “Because it’s their duty,”
another merchant spoke up sourly. “Not that they’ve been doing a particularly
exceptional job at it,” he added sarcastically before taking a large swallow
from his ale mug.


 Niele,
slammed the butt of his hand onto the table at his knees, causing it to wobble
precariously and his table-partner glared at him in protest after barely
catching his stein from toppling to the floor as his pint of amere mead sloshed
and spilled over onto his hands. He signaled the serving wench for more even as
Niele continued to rant. “Then why sit here like ol women doin’ notin’?” he
demanded..


 “Cause again’ that creature der’es nothin’ we can do!”
The first fisherman argued. 


 “Can’ be tha’ bad,” Niele
protested. “’Ave you womenfolk even tried to kill it?”


 A few of the fishermen looked at
him in disbelief. Tilde, the elderly bar matron, set down her wiping towel and
turned towards Niele, her knarled hands propped on her wide hips and spoke in
her deep gravelly voice. “Ye don’t know, do ye?” 


Niele straightened indignantly. “’Eard plenty of rumors,”
he said stiffly. “’Aven’t heard anything suggestin’ that dis creature is unbeatable.”


 A few fishermen made noises of
derision. “Then you need to pull the oars from your ears,” one spoke up. “I
watched it take two vessels to the bottom. At
the same time.”


 “No creature is big enough to
accomplish such a feat,” Niele scoffed. “Maybe near the sea but dis is Rima for frierk’s sake. Ye all are landlocked.” He took a long swallow of
his ale.


 “We may be landlocked,” a
merchant grumbled, “but that doesn’t mean that the strange creatures that have
been plaguing the road couldn’t also be in the lake.”


 “Let me guess,” Niele said
sarcastically. “Your beloved Guardians ‘aven’t to rid you of dose either, ‘av
they?”


 Muted mutterings echoed lowly
across the tavern. Niele smirked. “Thought so. Tell me,” he began after taking
another long drought of his drink. “When’s the last time the Guardians ever
done somethin worthwhile?”


 “They’ve stopped several
assassination attempts against King Derek,” one of the merchants said bravely.


 “Ye’,” Niele said dryly. “I do
notice dat while they have been more an cap’ble o’
stopping de attacks again’ our Goo’ King Derek, dey failed to save his fat’er
when de lone arrow took his life two years ago.”


“What are ye saying?” The barkeep, who had thus far been
keeping out of the conversation, asked warily.


 “What does it sound like?” Niele
snapped irritably. 


 Men glanced nervously around the
tavern as the barkeep eyed Niele like a rodent infestation he would like to
exterminate. “Sounds to me like ye’re suggesting tha’ the Guardians let King Darin
die,” he said finally. 


 Niele finished his drink.
“Yeah,” he agreed. “Soun’ li’e it does.”


 “Ye…ye can’t be serious?” A
merchant sputtered.


 “Look a’ it this way,” Niele
said as he stood, a bit unsteadily, and fished in his coin purse for enough
crowns to cover his four—or was it six?— drinks. The spirits taking their
effect, Niele concentrated on each word and spoke slowly. “King Derek is young
and impre’sion’ble, King Darin wa’ a goo’ king an’
firm. When was de las’ time de Guardians did anything for us commoners,” he asked, stressing the last
word. 


 “What are ye talking about?” The
barkeep demanded. “The Guardians are always close by and I’ve never had an
issue calling on them when nights get out of hand.”


 “Why should ye have to call dem?” Niele shot back. “Tey’re Guardians. We
shouldna need to hav’ to call tem. Tey should tek care of de problem b’fore it
arises,” he slurred


 “They can’t be everywhere,” a
merchant spoke up.


 “An’ ye’, trouble is ever’where. Ye women rely on your
renowned pro…tec…tors to jump in an’ save te da’ when
ye could solve te pro’lem yerself.” Niele screwed his eyes into narrow slits,
rolled his chin forward and let loose a guttural belch that had been building
for several minutes. 


 “You’re deluded if you think you
can solve that creature out there,” a
local fisherman commented darkly. 


 Niele curled his lip at him.
“Well, when me crew and I return t’morrow mornin’ wit a catch unlike one ye’ve
been able to manage in de last month ye’ll be singing a di’erent tune.”


 “If you return tomorrow,” the local man retorted.


 “Oh, I wi’ return,” Niele boasted. “And when I do, I’ll haul de carcass of
yer monster behind me ship.” Then,
before anyone could get in a last scathing retort he exited the tavern,
slamming the door behind him. 


 Winding and staggering his way
through the dark streets he made his way toward the harbor. The Heavy Mallet had been strategically
situated on top of a small hill near enough to the harbor to attract the
fishermen and dockworkers who made their living there but on a high enough rise
for those patrons to work up an admirable thirst and hunger by the time they
arrived. Below him, Niele could see the dark water of the lake undulating
rhythmically beneath the half-moons that were partially clouded over. Torches
lined the uneven cobblestone road that led from the harbor to the main part of
town, their pitchy smoke noxious in the still night. The flickering flames
danced over the irregular path, casting shadows over the stones and making it difficult
to see where certain stones jutted upward or sank further down than its
neighbors. As a result, Niele’s walk was more uneasy than normal. It probably
didn’t help that he’d quaffed several pints before he’d left the tavern and the
ale was, admittedly, stronger than what was normally served in his home region
of Merdea. 


 Another half a radian found
Niele standing before the prow of his ship, The
Vengeance. His crew had all returned from the brief shore leave he’d
allowed them. Good. He wasn’t a captain who tolerated tardiness in his sailors.



 Barking orders to begin casting
off, he hauled himself up the ladder hanging over the side of his ship. Oof, it
was hard to grow old, he reflected. His body at forty wasn’t as forgiving over
a few drinks and a long voyage from the sea as it had been at twenty. With a grimace, he pulled himself aboard and
stood, feet planted and arms crossed, eyeing the way his men scurried to cast
off. Satisfied that they were doing exactly what he wanted, he turned and
strode to the helm. 


 A radian later, he was
supervising his men as they hauled in nets filled with a scarce scattering of
fish. Scowling at the meager catch, he turned his ship west looking for more
plentiful fishing grounds. As they sailed, they passed one of the uninhabited
islands that sat in the middle of the lake. The cloud cover had since cleared
up with a light, but steady, breeze and the light of the two moons illuminated
a sobering picture.


 The skeletons of approximately
fifteen ships had washed up on the mudflats that surrounded the islands and the
rotting wood glistened in the wan light. The shadows of the wrecks played on
the gently moving water, leaping and darting about like wraiths. His
imagination getting the better of him, Niele could only imagine how many bones
from the remains of those ships’ unfortunate crews had washed up on the shores
of the island. 


 The tableau had a strong effect
on his men. Below him, he could see them pointing to the island and muttering
to each other. An experienced captain, he could see from the way the held
themselves, and the tight motions they employed when they did move, that they
were beginning to become spooked. He needed to do something or risk losing his
crew.


 “Git back to work,” he hollered
down at them, letting some of the anger he was feeling seep into his words. 


 More disturbing than the wrecks
was the fact that his men glanced at each other and back at the island before
moving to obey his order. He frowned,
but before he could act, something dark raced across the prow. A heartbeat
later the still night air was filled with the sound of a man’s terrified scream
before it was abruptly cut off with a heavy splash.



 Niele whipped his head around
frantically, searching for the source of the dark blur. On the deck, his men
began to shout.


 A second scream filled the air
and Niele turned in time to see one of his men fly backward over the ship’s
railing, his panicked cry abruptly cut off by another splash. Another scream
immediately followed the second. 


 By now his men were panicking.
They raced across the deck, swords and knives brandished, searching for their
unseen assailant and shouting curses at the black shedu, a scourge of the underworld responsible for all of
humanity’s suffering when it managed to escape the hellfires,
that was attacking them. For there was nothing else it could be. No
other natural creature could be so invisible, so destructive. A fourth shriek
followed the third as a dark shape snaked through the men on the deck. His two
remaining deckhands scattered like rodents, screaming in terror as they sought
sanctuary somewhere where the dark shape could not reach them. 


 “Stand an’ fight!” Niele
bellowed at his men, yanking his aged and rust marked sword from its fraying
and splitting scabbard. Keeping one hand on the wheel, he held his weapon aloft
defiantly. “Where ar’ ya, creature?” he shouted. “Face me!”


 It attacked him from behind like
the cowardly beast it was. A long supple limb rammed into his back, just above
his kidneys, before wrapping around him like a serpent and yanking him forward
and to the side. Whatever it was, it tightened its embrace as he blindly struck
out at it with his sword. It wasn’t until he hit the water and felt himself
pulled further and further downward by a heavy weight that he realized he had
just fought a battle he had had no hope of winning. The men in the tavern had
been right. It was an admission that came radians too late.


Pain shot
through his body as something sharp penetrated and then; nothing


҉҉҉


Above the
water’s surface, if anyone had had the courage to look, they would have seen The Vengeance listing heavily to port,
her sturdy railings splintered, mast shattered, and her sails shredded. What
couldn’t be seen were the jagged edges of the dark hole near the keel that was
rapidly filling the ship with black water. In less than a quarter of a radian The Vengeance sunk beneath the soft
waves of the lake, another victory for the creature. 
































































The danger with stories


Is you can never tell fact
from fiction


Myth from legend


Truth from elaboration





Recorded history is
chronicled by the victorious


What they leave out


Are often the most
dangerous truths of all





~Prince Jakyn of Rima


circa 2500 years before the Great War











Chapter 1


1st week of Narquelie


Eastern Rima 





 Conscious of the hidden eyes
watching her every move, Kathryn slipped off the outer tunic of her uniform,
letting it collapse into a shapeless pile at her feet. Clad only in the
skintight bodysuit and shirt that was never seen by peasants or nobles alike,
her concentration was wholly on her mission. Kicking off her already unlaced
boots, she started toward the lake’s edge, pulling off her gloves as she
walked. Reaching the water, she let the
tips of her bare toes wander into the cool liquid. A second reflection came to
rest near her own on the water’s surface and she turned to trade them for her
long knives; which Tyler was currently holding out to her. 


 “Are you sure that you don’t
want me to come with you?” he asked for the tenth time that morning, watching
as she secured one knife at her waist and the other over her shoulder. 


 Checking to ensure that her
smaller knives were secure at her waist she replied, “Positive. You’ll be more
useful on shore with Natalie than in the water with me.”


 He didn’t like it. Neither did
Natalie, her other companion for the mission, who was currently glaring at her
from over Tyler’s shoulder.


 “What if you need help?” Natalie
demanded. “We don’t even know how big this thing is.”


 “Big enough,” he grunted, looking out to the
lake.


 As if drawn by his words, the
eyes of the three Guardians swept to the right where the remains of a large
number of smaller fishing boats and a handful of larger barges, two ferries,
and one larger vessel stuck haphazardly up out of the apparently peaceful
water.


 “Ty’s second gift is water,”
Natalie reminded her in a low tone.


 Bringing her gaze back to her
worried companions, Kathryn pushed down her frustration. She didn’t like to be
smothered and, unfortunately, Natalie tended to smother when it came to solo
missions that put one of them in more danger than the others. “Yes,” she
agreed. “Ty’s second gift is water control, but it’s his second gift. Not his primary gift.” She turned to look at Tyler.
“How long can you hold your breath?” she asked.


 He thought about it. “Maybe two
minutes.”


 “And I can hold mine for ten. I
know you want to help, but if you went down there with me you’d end up being
more of a distraction than assistance.”


 “And if you get in trouble?”
Natalie persisted.


 “Then Ty can sense it and come
and help. But only then,” she ordered
emphatically. Watching them carefully she didn’t remove her gaze until she
could see them agree in both word and spirit. Tyler gave in first. Content to
trust Kathryn’s judgment and that she knew what she was doing.


 Natalie took a few seconds
longer. Kathryn could understand the battle. She and Natalie had become close
friends over the last two years and Natalie positively hated the idea of sending Kathryn into a situation they knew little
to nothing about without someone to watch her back. Jumping into unknown
situations wasn’t exactly Kathryn’s cup of tea either. With all of the activity
over the last two years, however, she’d adapted and had learned to accept that
there would be times like this when any information on her target was based on
the words of terrified villagers and fishermen, and that the information they
received would rarely be consistent from one witness to another as rumors took
hold. 


They all had. 


There had been no other choice. 


 Finally, Kathryn saw a grudging
acknowledgement in Natalie’s eyes. Confident now that the older blond wouldn’t
shove Tyler into the water as soon as Kathryn dove beneath the surface, she
waded into the lake. 


 Turning around she waved lightly
to her two companions before diving beneath the surface of the water. As her
momentum carried her through the water, she let herself fall into her gift.
Tiny currents ran past her cheek and left arm as she felt the last of the air
bubbles her dive had generated brush past her. Reaching out into the water with
her senses, she searched for her prey.


 In the two years since King
Darian had been killed, an alarming number of strange creatures had appeared in
Archaea. At first they had been harmless, appearing simply as normal woodland
creatures who had suffered accidents trying to escape from various hunters. And
then things had gotten more serious. Wolves with a bloodlust for human flesh
began attacking shepherds even as their herds grazed nearby. Birds of prey
began to attack children playing in open fields or empty streets. Wild horses
stampeded through farmers’ crops and fields. Even tame horses had begun to
throw their riders with no apparent provocation. On several occasions insects had swarmed and
attacked wandering peasants who had come too close to a nest or food source.


 The people were frightened. No
one went anywhere without some form of protection. Most stayed indoors unless
absolutely necessary. King Derek had charged the Guardian Council with
discovering the origins of the mysterious behavior of these creatures and had
dispatched many of his own personal guards to augment the overwhelmed Guardians
who were suddenly needed beyond what their numbers could handle. 


 Today Kathryn was going in
search of a creature that had invaded Lake Sarovara in eastern Rima. The waterway that began at the lake and
coursed east by south-east through a river system to the Khidamun Sea was a
main thoroughfare for travel and trade. In just a few months, the creature had
wrought so much mayhem and fear it had nearly destroyed the local economy. The
Satyrs, the Guardian family located on the southern side of the lake had tried
for months to rid the lake of the creature but had thus far been unsuccessful.
They had written to the Guardian Council for assistance and the Council had
sent a message to the Dragons. 


 Kathryn had agreed to go
immediately. Amy had wanted to be one of her companions, but David had needed
her, Leia, and Luke to hunt down a new pack of wolves that was rumored to be
harassing the Rima-Asyea border. Of course, the Dragon’s leader had wanted to
be a part of both missions. But Luke was more than capable of handling any
trouble that arose while Leia and Amy were using their gift of animal awareness
and control to try and persuade the creatures to end their hunt. And if nudge
came to shove, Amy wasn’t about to let a bunch of oversized dogs tear her and Leia to pieces. 


 Confident that one team was more
than capable of taking care of itself, David had tried to join the other.
Kathryn had been firm. He wasn’t needed. She, Tyler, and Natalie could handle
it. When he’d protested, she’d pointed out that if any reports from the Council
arrived with new requests, he’d need to be there to assign a new team to handle
it.


 He hadn’t liked it. He never
did. David preferred to be in the center of the action. It always galled him to
send a team to take care of an issue that he couldn’t be a part of.
Intuitively, Kathryn knew that if he was in the middle of a fight or able to
lose himself in an investigation then he couldn’t concentrate on the death of
his father. He’d taken it hard, especially since it followed so closely on the
heels of the whole affair with Lord Tanner.
It was a death that even two years later, he still hadn’t come to peace
with. What made it worse was his victory only weeks
beforehand. He’d saved Kathryn, only to lose his father. 


Kathryn didn’t consider it a fair trade.


 The water carried the image of
dark danger to her. She grimaced. Whatever the thing was, it was at the very
bottom of the lake and despite how long she could hold her breath, she wouldn’t
last if she had to fight it down there. Pausing in the water she contemplated
her options. There weren’t many.


 She needed to persuade it to
come to the surface, where she would be within easy reach of air. Changing
directions, she headed to the surface. As she floated, her head bobbing against
the small waves stirred up by the growing wind, she considered the situation. It
was possible she could draw the creature up if she could find something to act
as bait. But seeing as how two larger ships had passed over the lake just
yesterday without being attacked, there was no guarantee that would work. Of
course the simple explanation for the creature sparing those two ships was that
it had simply still been sated from its earlier destruction of three small
fishing boats, whose captains and crews had paid for their bravery—though some
might call it foolishness— with their lives.


 While David hadn’t given Kathryn
a timeline to follow, she wasn’t keen on the idea of waiting for the creature
to initiate the attack. And since it hadn’t even moved since she’d entered the
water that meant she would have to persuade it. 


 Easy enough.


 Reaching into her gift, Kathryn
created a strong current that ran past her present position all the way to the
creature and back up to the surface. She let it grow until it resembled the
strong currents along the Heltic shoreline where the Guardian school was
located—fast flowing streams that dragged careless unsuspecting fishermen and
swimmers to their deaths. Taking a deep breath, Kathryn dove back under and
into the turbulent flow she had created.


 She felt the pull immediately.
It was similar to the effect of trying to hold onto the reins of a spooked
horse. Only in this situation, Kathryn was going with the pull. She added her
own strokes to speed her arrival. 


 Abruptly the lukewarm water
chilled to a bone-numbing cold. She’d reached the depth in the lake where
sunlight didn’t reach and therefore didn’t warm the water. Her ears began to
ache with the pressure of traveling so deep. Reaching toward her face, she
pinched her nose with one hand and blew through it. The pressure ended and she
continued down. Twice more she had to clear the pressure in her ears before she
reached the lair of the creature. She exited the current and hovered over the
mud bottom, working to keep herself from floating back up to the surface. Maybe
she would ask Natalie to create a shift or shirt that she could stuff rocks
into that would require less of her energy to be spent on simply not floating
to the surface?


 In the darkness she couldn’t see
anything, but the water told her that the creature was there. In her mind, the
water painted a general picture of where the bulk of the creature lay. Reaching
for the knife at her waist, she drew it from its scabbard and swam over to
where the picture in her mind’s eye told her. Gently, she reached down. 


Nothing. 


 She swam a little lower and
reached down again. This time the tips of her fingers brushed against something
whose texture vaguely reminded her of solid lard. Swimming a little lower, she
raised her knife above her head and grasped it in a two handed grip. She
plunged it down, feeling the sudden resistance as the blade encountered the
creature’s body. 


 She was jerked to the side as
the creature reacted to the sudden attack. Keeping her grip on the knife,
Kathryn pushed it down deeper and began to wiggle it back and forth. A wave of displaced
water hurtled against her as the creature jerked again. Pulling out the knife,
Kathryn swam forward and collided with the creature. Without pausing, she
plunged the knife into it again, pulling it from side to side even as she
embedded it deeper into the creature. 


 Something massive struck her
from the side. The force wrenched her grip from the knife and hurtled her away.
By some miracle, she ended up in the current she’d created and she allowed it
to pull her to the surface. But now the water sent her new images, the strange
creature was coming to the surface too.


It was very, very large. 


And very, very angry.


Kathryn had succeeded in provoking the creature. Now she
could only hope that she hadn’t provoked it too much.


 She broke the surface and took a
quick breath. On the shore she could see Natalie and Tyler, watching intently.
Raising one hand, she took in another breath to warn them when the creature
exploded out of the water behind her. 


 A wall of water crashed over
her, nearly filling her lungs with water instead of the air she had been
expecting. She surfaced, coughing and sputtering. Turning around she got her
first good look at the creature—and stared in disbelief. 


 It was a Kraken. She shook her
head, unwilling to believe what her eyes were telling her. Krakens were sea-creatures. They needed the salty
water of the oceans to sustain them. How did this one even get so far inland?
The harbors of Heltic, Cadras, or eastern Almaera were all locations where she
would expect to find a kraken. Somehow this one had traveled all the way,
upstream, deep into Rima. 


 She was still staring in shock
when the kraken turned one black eye on her and raised a tentacle. Whether by
accident or design—she had no idea what the intelligence of the creature might
be— the tentacle it raised happened to be the one with her knife still embedded
right at the base where it joined the main body. The appendage fell toward her
with appalling speed. Kathryn dove down and to the right. The massive limb
missed, but she was still caught in the vortex it created. The whirlwind of
water dragged her down, pummeling her until she was thoroughly disoriented. 


 After the maelstrom died,
Kathryn floated in the water. Calmly she released some of the air she’d been
holding. The bubbles immediately floated toward the surface and Kathryn
followed. Once again she broke the surface. A wave crashed into her followed
immediately by two more. Sputtering, Kathryn glanced back at the creature. It
was pounding its tentacles into the water in a flurry of activity, displaying
its displeasure at her irritating attack. Another wave hurtled toward her and
she closed her eyes and held her breath as it washed over her. 


 Reorienting herself, she swam toward
the creature. Black heavy tendril slammed down into the water a mere meter from
where she was swimming. The resulting wave pushed her toward the shore, only to
be pulled back as a massive plume, generated by another tentacle, slammed into
her. The two waves met and created a second mini vortex that whorled and pulled
her down several meters. She was on her way to the surface when another attack
corkscrewed and slammed into the water. It grazed her left shoulder, sending
her spinning head over heels. Even more disorienting was the constant thunder
that the thrashing melee made each time they hit the water. Sound traveled
through the water in waves and Kathryn could feel each one squeeze her heart as
it traveled through her. The water churned chaotically as several whirlpools
collided around her. 


 Her lungs burning, Kathryn
retreated a safe distance and quickly returned to the surface. Taking deep
breaths she watched the creature closely. If she could determine a pattern, she
might be able to use that knowledge to avoid the massive limbs and get in
close. 


 There. It tended to alternate
using the tentacles on one side and then the other. It wasn’t much, probably
nothing more than a natural way to balance buoyancy, but it was something. She
watched several more rotations, aware now that Natalie and Tyler were shooting
at it from the shore. Several arrows were embedded in the main body of the
creature. Someone, she wasn’t sure who, had managed to shoot an arrow into the
creature’s far eye. Nodding her approval at the excellent shot, she spotted her
opportunity. Lunging forward, she put all her energy into getting to the
creature before another of the deadly whips could come down. 


 She almost made it.
Unfortunately, the side she was approaching from was not on the same side as
the eye Tyler or Natalie had shot out. The creature spotted her and before
Kathryn could get away, one of its tentacles had wrapped itself around her. It
tightened, cutting off her ability to breathe as much as the water had, and
lifted her out of the water. Desperately Kathryn struggled to get to one of her
knives, but a row of suckers thoroughly covered her waist and she couldn’t even
get the tips of her fingers to squeeze between her and the tightening mass. 


 Fine. That meant she would have
to get creative. An arrow slammed into the tentacle holding her. A second
followed before the creature moved it out of the line of fire. The grip around
Kathryn’s waist diminished slightly as the attention of the creature returned
to the figures on the shore. 


 Taking advantage of the
distraction, Kathryn reached deep into her gift and circled water in and around
itself until she had a ‘solid’ water rock at the bottom of the lake. She
propelled it upward with her mind, ordering it to reach massive speeds. 


Her ‘boulder’ hit the creature like a battering ram,
throwing them both up into the air for several moments. The unexpected wave had
startled the kraken and Kathryn felt its grip loosen more. It was all Kathryn
needed. 


 Wriggling higher in its grasp,
she raised herself up enough to reach one of her smaller knives. She drove it
deep into its muscled flesh. Her stomach dropped as the kraken released her and
she fell. She hit the water on her side and gasped as pain ballooned along her
left shoulder, thigh, and abdomen. Gritting her teeth she swam away, getting
caught in several eddies that dragged her down before she was out of range. 


 Her left side throbbing, and her
whole waist feeling like she’d let Natalie lace her corset and then lived in it
for several days, she reconsidered the situation. 


She grimaced. This was not going to be easy. She had to
get in close to the main body if she wanted to deliver a killing bow, but with
its tentacles moving as they were, she wouldn’t be able to get close. 


Unless…


Another approach presented itself to her and since a
frontal assault hadn’t worked she decided to give it a try. Diving back under
the water she swam down for several meters. Then she formed a current to take
her directly beneath the kraken. Once again she summoned a powerful wave from
below, but this time she gave it a slight angle instead of a wave pushing
straight up.


Unsheathing her last long knife she waited for it to hit
her. The sudden impact was worse than her fall into the water, but Kathryn kept
her body rigid and let it propel her into the creature from below. She felt her
knife drive deep into its flesh. Her arms buckled as she shouldered into the
kraken and was pinned to its body by the flowing mass of water that collided
and surged into them. They were both carried by the mini tsunami, flying toward
the beach where Tyler and Natalie had been standing. Belatedly she realized she
should have warned them but it was too late now. She could only hope that they
would get out of the way in time. 


Then her stomach dropped a second time as they fell
toward the beach. They crashed with a force that jarred every single one of
Kathryn’s bones. An immense wave mixed with sand flew in every direction.
Rolling off the creature, Kathryn searched for Natalie and Tyler.


They stood about fifteen meters away, their jaws hanging
open, hanging onto a boulder with death grips as the water gushed and swirled
around their thighs. Kathryn scrambled up the side of the crater that the
creature had made when it had crash landed. Already it was beginning to
recover, she could see its tentacles twitching. 


“Now, Nat!” she yelled as she got out of the line of
fire, trusting the older girl to understand.


Fortunately Natalie did. She dropped the sword she had
just pulled from her scabbard and raised both her hands. Streams of blue flames
burst forth and slammed into the creature. The heat was intense and Kathryn was
tempted to dive back into the water to escape it. 


The creature let out a hair-raising shriek of pain while
snapping is multi-beaked jaw at the fire. Its tentacles flailed wildly as it
tried to escape back into the water. 


After all the work she’d gone through to get it out of the water, there was no way
Kathryn was going to let it escape. Reaching out with her second gift, she
pulled tree branches, roots, and vines from the surrounding forest and wrapped
them around the creature.


It struggled violently, tearing several trees out by
their roots, but in the end it was no match for Natalie’s fire. The forest
debris added to the inferno and a thick cloud of black and white acrid smoke
swirled and darkened the sky. To avoid the intense heat, the Guardians
retreated up the shoreline nearly a hundred paces. The beast grew still. It
would take a radian or two more to leave nothing remaining but smoldering
stains on the sand, but until then it gave off an odor so strong even Kathryn
was having trouble keeping her nausea under control. Her eyes burned and she
tried not to breathe more than was necessary.


Natalie turned to face Kathryn as she approached. “Can we
leave before I disgrace myself in front of our audience?” She motioned with her
eyes to a few villagers standing in awe with their mouths agape some distance
up the shoreline.


Her throat burning from the caustic stench, Kathryn could
only nod. Tyler, who had already picked up Kathryn’s outer tunic and the
weapons she had left behind, waved them forward. Grinning, he presented
Kathryn’s prized fighting knife, mimicking the superior airs and flare he had
no doubt observed of the nobles at court. He had managed to pluck it from the
creature’s carcass before Natalie had completely incinerated it. And she hadn’t
even seen him do it. She deserved several hours on the training mats for that
slip. Nodding her appreciation, after checking to see if he’d cleaned it—he
had—she returned it to its sheath. 


They accepted the thanks of the grateful villagers and
the Satyrs, whom Kathryn had tasked with crowd control, and started home. 


As they camped for the night, Tyler gave Kathryn a medicinal
tea to help reduce the swelling in her left side and ease the burning in her
throat. Night fell and Tyler and Natalie offered to take the first watches
seeing as how Kathryn had taken on the kraken. Rolling over in her blankets,
Kathryn grimaced from the crazy patchwork of bruises and cuts her body had
absorbed during the battle, but she couldn’t help but sigh contentedly. All in
a day’s work in the life of a Dragon.


҉҉҉


The Master was enjoying an evening repast, reading the
latest reports of the abnormal problems that the kingdom seemed to find itself
faced with on a daily basis growing and compounding with each new rising of the
sun, when one of his acolytes appeared at the doorway. The man was pale,
sweating, and unable to hold still for longer than a heartbeat before twitching
or wringing his hands. All indications that he brought news that The Master was
not going to be pleased to hear. “Enter,” he barked.


 “My Liege,” the man skittered
into the room, practically tripping over the hem of his own robe three times in
the four steps it took to bring him close enough to bow in his leader’s
presence.


 “What is it?” The Master
demanded with a quiet viciousness, not in the mood to pander to the man’s
terror. 


 Bowing again, the man held out a
sealed letter, which The Master took. “What else?” The man’s discomfort could
not be explained by a mere unopened letter. Especially since The Master already
knew what was in it. And how he would reply.


 “My Liege, it is my duty to
inform you,” the man began, prostrating himself on the floor until his head
touched the tiles, “that your kraken in eastern Rima has been destroyed.”


 “What?!”
The Master bellowed. The man before him cringed, drawing his head and neck into
his shoulders as if he feared their loss. At the moment it was a legitimate
concern. “How?”


 “The reports are vague, my
Liege,” the servant replied, his voice shaking. “All we know is a team of three
Guardians arrived at the shores of Lake Sarovara a week past and rid the lake
of the creature in a day.”


 “Three?!”
The Master shouted, flabbergasted. “After weeks of two entire Guardian families
failing to eradicate the creature from its roost, a mere three of them managed
it in a day?”


 “That is what has been reported,
my Liege.”


 The Master let lose a long
stream of curses in multiple languages and continued to vent his displeasure
for several minutes before roaring, “Dragons! Those flea-bitten, thrice-cursed,
meddlesome…!” he whirled, snatching up a goblet and hurling it at the wall. It
hit the wall with a loud clamor, the wine splattering on the marble like blood
before running down to the floor. The Master stared at the red splotch on his
formerly pristine white walls and glared, his chest heaving. 


 “My Liege,” the man spoke up
timidly, a miracle considering how afraid he’d been before The Master’s slight
show of temper, lifting his face from the floor, “We don’t know—”


 “It was them!” The Master
interrupted him brusquely. “I guarantee you on the oaths I took to uphold this
order, that the three who killed our weapon will turn out to be of that
particular family!”


 Whatever courage the man had
managed to dig up for that one comment, completely deserted him and he buried
his face back into the cold ground. 


 It was time to do something about those irritatingly
dogged Guardians, the Master decided as he fumed over the loss of one of the
most-costly weapons he had arranged to have deployed. “Send for my scribe,” he
ordered, dismissing the quailing man with a wave of his hand. Bowing low the
messenger scudded away like a frightened rat from the room. 


It was time he utilized his men on the Guardian Council.
It would be an excellent opportunity for them to prove their worth. He was
through with the Dragons’ attempts at investigating his order and the death of
the former king. It was time to put an end to them. 


 “My Liege.” His scribe had
arrived. 


“Take a letter,” he ordered, without turning around, and
then proceeded to detail exactly what actions he wanted his men who whispered
in the Council’s ears to take. If he was fortunate enough, it would be just
enough rope for the Dragons to hang themselves with. But it would have to be
orchestrated very carefully. And even more unfortunately, it would not
immediately eliminate them and given enough time they could probably find a way
to keep themselves in the Council’s good graces as they seem to have in the
past year. 


 But he had something else in
mind that would distract them.


Or better yet, kill them. 


 “Send
copies to our men at the Guardian Council,” he ordered once the scribe had
finished transcribing his words. “And send in Captain Atsidi.”


 A
few minutes later, his captain appeared, bowing. “My Liege sent for me.”


 “Release
it,” The Master said without preamble. 


 The
man went green and then paled. “My Liege you cannot be—


 “I said release it, captain,” The Master growled. 


 Atsidi
swallowed hard. “As The Master wishes,” he replied hoarsely. “Is there a
particular location you would like it released?”


 The
Master thought about it for a moment. “Yes,” he said with a smile. One of the
Dragons had a rather large extended family living in the north eastern region.
If he was lucky, the creature would destroy them and add in an extra layer of
grieving on top of the distraction it would provide. 


“Send it to Almaera.”
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Kathryn waited motionless in the antechamber of the Guardian
Council’s hall. Upon returning to the glade the Dragons called home, David
had pulled her aside and showed her a letter he’d just received embossed with the official seal of the
Council. Kathryn was coming to hate that branched tree. It was an order
for the two of them to report immediately.


“Immediately…” Kathryn had repeated dully. If the Council sent an
order that included the word immediately,
it was expected that the Guardians receiving that order would drop everything,
no matter what. Tired and exhausted from the trip home, which the three
Guardians had made in record time, all she’d wanted to do was fall into bed.


David had studied her for half a heartbeat before turning and
laying the missive on the nearest table in the sitting room. “As far as I’m
concerned. I didn’t read this until tomorrow morning.”


A raised eyebrow has been her only outward sign of relief. And
confusion. Since when did her family leader not jump when the Council ordered
them to? Actually, since when did David really take notice of how any of the
family were faring? For the past two years it had fallen on her to notice when their family was
overly tired, emotionally numb, or running the risk of taking justice too far;
and to step in when no one else would. 


After giving David her report on the kraken, and avoiding Matt who she knew
would turn into a child on an excess of beet sugar if he found out she’d fought
a creature out of the legends, she headed up to her room anxious to fall
asleep. Destiny’s empty perch surprised her for a moment, until she’d
remembered that she’d loaned the bird to Amy for her mission, figuring Destiny would be a great help
searching out the wolf pack since she’d ferreted out a den of them earlier that
year. Matt was still in awe over her bird about that. But then, she
reflected, it didn’t truly take much to awe Matt. When Amy still hadn’t returned
by the time Kathryn had risen the next morning she’d been forced to
leave without her old companion. It left a surprising ache in her chest. This
was the first time since Kathryn had first rescued Destiny that they’d been
apart for a significant amount of time. She could only hope that Destiny wasn’t
driving Amy to consider bird homicide if Destiny was as antsy to get back to
her human as Kathryn was to her. 


It had taken nearly three-weeks
of hard riding before David and Kathryn had arrived the southern coast of the
Khidamun sea. She suspected that David had slowed
their pace deliberately, but at the moment was too tired to fathom why. When they’d arrived, acolytes had been
waiting, their eyes wide while bowing and scraping to accommodate their every
perceived and imagined need. Kathryn was still debating if it was David’s
princely status that had them groveling or the rather notorious reputation of
their family. Fortunately, since they
had arrived late in the evening, or perhaps more accurately extremely early
that morning, they hadn’t been immediately received by the Council and had been
led to quiet, peaceful, beds to gain a few radians of rest. 


Now, however, the stone bench in
the antechamber to the receiving hall was cold, hard, and uncomfortable against
her protesting muscles. As she waited, she flashed back three years to when Lord Geral formally announced
that she, and her now family, had been chosen to be Guardians of the realm.



There were several marked differences between then and now though.
The most glaring difference was that, unlike last time, she was alone. No other
nervous trainees stood whispering amongst themselves nearby, not even the
elderly woman who was responsible for announcing the Council’s visitors was present. 


Since Kat had already given her
report to the assembled Elders there was nothing for her to do but sit and wait
while David gave his own recounting. And wait. And wait. 


She hated waiting.
When the door opened a quarter of a radian later and a voice called for her to
enter she felt tension creep into her neck. Time to face whatever verdict they
had decided upon…and considering the topic, and vehemence, of their
inquisition, she wasn’t feeling optimistic. 


Striding forward with a confidence she didn’t completely feel she
came to a smooth stop a half step behind her family leader who stood facing the
Head Councilmember, waiting patiently for their judgment. 


They didn’t have to wait long. 


“It has been two years since the Dragons have reported learning
about a supposed band of criminals; who, according to your testimony, are out
to destroy our Order,” one of the senior Councilmembers, intoned gravely. Lord
Lyrion, if Kathryn’s memory was serving correctly, paused briefly to look
meaningfully at his fellow councilmembers. She wanted to curse when he spent
the majority of his pause focused on Lord Sevwen and Lady Liliiha who, as the
newest members of the prestigious
group, were more apt to be influenced by his conjecture and allow his
premise to cast doubt into the minds.
“Have you found any new evidence, any at all, to support Lord Tanner’s
dying claims?” He cast what Kathryn would term as a snarl in their direction as
he posited this last bit.


Tramping down her irritation, she forced herself to remain silent
and unresponsive to his needling. That
had been what this whole special trip
to the Council had been about. She and David had just finished informing them
of their family’s efforts to track this elusive band. Making this the third time in one morning that they’d
answered the same karcing question. Fortunately, David answered for the both of
them, reducing the chance of Kathryn displaying her trademark insubordination.
“Not in the last nineteen months, Councilmember.”


Now Lady Liliiha spoke up, her voice smug, “So you have found
nothing?” 


At this, several of the councilmembers exchanged knowing looks.


Kathryn felt a cold, coiling sensation in her stomach as her mind processed the tone of her
voice and the apparent mind-set behind
the questions. They weren’t going to do anything. She stepped forward. “If I
may, respectfully, remind the Chamber,”
she said, her tone just barely respectful, “the Dragons followed many leads
during the first six months of our investigation. Every time we came close to
apprehending a suspect they either disappeared or died under mysterious
circumstances. I would hardly call that nothing.”


“You are not in a position to declare anything, Guardian Kathryn,”
the Chairman Lyrion
replied harshly. “It is my fear that your personal interest in this case is
clouding your judgment.”


It took all of Kathryn’s self-control to rein in her anger. “Personal interest?” She repeated icily.
In her periphery she could see both David and Lord Jasse wince. They were more
than familiar with this tone of voice. It had been her defense mechanism for
years. “Lord Tanner kidnapped me and tried his best to break me…even kill me on
the orders of someone of greater status or position than a Lord of Rima. Tanner
is dead,” she said bluntly. “But the man who controlled him is still out there.
Yes, I do have a personal interest in this case,” at this point in her
testimony Lyrion leaned back, a triumphant look on his face, but before he
could crow his victory she continued, “but only to ensure that no other
Guardian is forced to go through what I went through.”


That
surprised them. “You think that others
will be taken?” Liliiha asked in disbelief. The contemplative looks on the
other councilmember’s faces blatantly revealed to anyone with sense that the
Council had not even considered this
possibility. 


“We don’t know why I was chosen,” Kathryn countered. “What we do
know is that they did not know that I was a Guardian. Tanner hinted during one
of our conversations that a Guardian had revealed to him the possibility that I
was one as well, but from our conversations it was obvious that he doubted his
source. He never revealed why he needed to know if I was a Guardian and what
they were planning afterward once I’d been forced to reveal myself.”


“You never did tell us how you managed to keep your identity
hidden for three days,” another Lady of the Council spoke up. “If he was so
desperate to prove that you were a Guardian, how did you keep your gifts
hidden?”


Suppressing the urge to roll her eyes, and curbing a sarcastic
reply, she simply told them the truth, “I did not use them.”


Mutterings spread amongst those gathered to render judgment regarding the matter. Finally,
Lyrion spoke. “It is only because we have personally witnessed your previously
unseen ability to ignore your gifts that we accept your explanation as truth.”


How
generous, she wanted to growl at them. Fortunately she managed to keep her
tongue in check. 


“Who ordered Tanner to kidnap you?” Lord Forgit, another councilmember demanded.


“I don’t know,” she growled through gritted teeth. How many times
had she answered that particular question? Did they believe her to be so
simple-minded that she would remember if they asked her enough times? “I was
merely told that someone had commanded him to take me.”


“Information which is based only on the testimony of a servant
girl who may or may not have been in the employ of Lord Tanner,” Lyrion
interrupted angrily. 


Kathryn bit her tongue to remind the council that employment did
not automatically equate to loyalty. She
had been in the employ of the Blackwoods but there was certainly no loyalty
toward them on her part.


David stepped forward slightly. “Daniel assured us that the
servant girl was not working for Lord Tanner.”


Lyrion turned a cold smile in his direction. “And your family
member is more experienced in interrogations and truth finding than the Order?” he asked sneeringly. “A
highly remarkable skill for one so unaccomplished.”


Here, David and Kathryn received some unexpected support. “Daniel
is a highly capable mind reader,” Lord Jasse spoke up calmly. “And his
technique is also based, in part, on body motions and tells to assist his conclusions in whether or
not a subject is telling the truth. I have observed him several times and found
his method to be extraordinarily reliable.”


Unfortunately, Lyrion was not convinced. “Be that as it may, Lord
Jasse,” he argued. “This family has taken on too many airs.”


Kathryn couldn’t believe her ears. Airs?


But, somehow, David’s voice was still calm and serene as he asked,
“What airs?”


Lord Lyrion waved a casual hand, though something in his manner
suggested he was disappointed in David’s reasonable response. “Removing your
family from patrol for a week, taking time away from your normal duties to
follow up on every lead, no matter how slim, about this Brotherband, special assignments from the
king and royal guard, extra training…shall I go on?”


David, his face unbelievably
calm, interjected, “It’s Brotherhood.”


“Ah, so you say,” Lyrion replied
in a mocking tone.


Kathryn ground her teeth together to refrain from verbally
lambasting the entire Council. Yes, they had done all those things, but either
with the approval of the Council or within the limits of their assignments.
David had written to the Council to ask permission to take a week off to train
as a family. Which, she wanted to remind the group of old senile idiots, they
had granted! Kathryn had spent every moment while off duty or after completing her chores
searching for answers. But none of the Dragons had ever taken time away from
their assigned patrols to investigate the Brotherhood. As to the special
assignments and extra training, those had come directly from the king and, she
secretly suspected, from Elyon. 


Those extra training sessions had been grueling, even for her. The
fighting masters that the king had sent to their glade were as powerful as the
old legends claimed the Guardians had been. No two training sessions had been
alike and had pushed the Dragons into each developing a specialty. Natalie and
Lindsey had excelled at the espionage lessons, ferreting out guarded
information or drawing correct conclusions from seemingly abstract scraps of
information. Which, given Nat’s doggedness in pursuing answers into Kathryn’s
past, she really couldn’t claim surprise. Surprisingly, Matt, and Tyler had
proved themselves adept at psychological warfare. With personalities at
opposite ends of the spectrum, their ability to accurately predict what
direction a subject needed to be manipulated
and pushed in order to break bordered on eerie. Of course, given Matt’s
natural tendency to push boundaries, she supposed she shouldn’t have been that surprised. Daniel, with his gift to
read emotions and thoughts worked in tandem with Natalie, Lindsey, Matt, and
Tyler. In some situations the two girls would feed Daniel information while the
two boys would tell Daniel where to focus his energy in interrogations. In other situations their
positions would be reversed and Daniel would be the one supplying material.


Given David’s position in the family it was no surprise that he
had gravitated toward tactics and strategy. Luke, with some effort, had also
found a niche in tactics and the two men pitted themselves against each other
in mock battle situations, each trying to outsmart the other. Amy favored horsemanship. She could joust as
well as any knight and spent considerable time and effort honing her ability to
shoot, throw a javelin or knife, and fight with a sword all while perched on
the back of a galloping horse. Interestingly enough, Jenna and Cass found a
specialty in developing new ways to render an enemy irrational using their
combined knowledge of plants,
tubers, weeds, and distillation techniques for creating new potions. Matt
had been on the receiving end of one of their new developments when he had
taken one of his pranks a little too far. The powder that Cass had slipped into
his shirt in retaliation to one
of his mischiefs had left a horribly itchy rash that kept him from
sleeping for two days. David had ended
up banning that particular powder from further family usage after that event.


As Kathryn had predicted three years ago, Elizabeth and Rachel
preferred to talk their way out of potentially deadly situations, using their
ability to argue and use logic to keep them alive. And over the last year or so, Rachel had been making
monthly visits to the library in Kauye significantly adding to her already
overflowing knowledge of history and odd random facts that somehow came in
handy at the right time. Occasionally, Elizabeth joined her on her trips to the
eastern city to investigate ordinances and other philosophical topics to assist
her in whatever argument she was crafting at the time, but for the majority of
the time, Rachel made the trips alone. David had not been happy with the idea
of sending one of their own off alone, far away from help should the need
arise. But when Rachel had argued her case, prepared by Elizabeth, and endorsed
by Kathryn, Natalie, and even Jenna, he’d conceded defeat. Kathryn understood
that Rachel’s desire to visit the library was only partly driven by her love of
learning; it was also her way of taking time for herself. Something that the
rest of the family was slowly learning they needed to incorporate into their
habits lest they lose their minds. Lately though, Rachel had been making more
and more trips to the library, which suggested to Kathryn that something was
wrong. Suppressing a sigh, she made a mental note to ask her friend if she
needed anything the next time they had a quiet moment. 


For her part, Kathryn excelled at being an unseen killer. She
could make her way into any room, glade, or field without her target noticing
her, kill quickly and quietly, and then leave as unobserved as she had come.
She was very pragmatic
about her position in the family. Others, like Jenna, would have been horrified
to realize that she was essentially little more than an assassin for the
Guardians. But Kathryn knew that there were only so many jobs for someone with
her skills. And if one were to be completely honest, she liked the simplicity
of it. Her skills kept her family safe, and that was all that mattered.


Only Leia, timid Leia who couldn’t make a decision without
consulting at least one other person’s opinion on it, hadn’t found her niche.
She’d tried, but her lack of self-image and self-consciousness held her back
from giving each attempt her all. 


With their new skills came numerous requests from the king for the
Dragons to handle certain matters. Kathryn had lost track of the number of
bandits they had either run
down, arrested, or killed and
there were at least two possible bands of Outcasts they had run off. Natalie
and Lindsey had uncovered several spy networks belonging to disgruntled nobles
and had turned the identities of their spies and handlers over to the King’s
Guard. Kathryn and Cass had spent radians refining Cass’s control over her gift
until Kathryn could shoot an arrow at the red-head and Cass could not only stop
the arrow midflight, but also return it to Kathryn’s hand. Together they’d
managed to stop three different assassination attempts, one against the King
himself. Of course it had been Natalie and Lindsey who had uncovered the plot
and it had been Daniel who had discovered where the treacherous archer had
hidden himself. While the rest of the Dragons caused a distraction at the
court, Cass had altered the path of the arrow, preventing it from reaching the
King. Kathryn had sought out the assassin and executed him.


They had grown into a team that none of the other Guardian
families could compare with. Kathryn knew that much. She’d also come to realize
that it wasn’t just her schoolmates who had been afraid of her power. The
Council had feared it as well. Now that she had been on active Guardian status
for three years, she could see how rigid, backward even, some of the ways of
the Guardians were. She and David had changed a lot of that in their family.
Teaching new methods for fighting or gathering intelligence, David had
introduced new tactics that went against every known behavior of the Guardians.
One powerful Guardian with a slightly rebellious streak was a problem, but a
manageable one…but for that rebellious streak to spread to the rest of the
family? The Council felt threatened. 


Understanding hit her like a lightning bolt to the chest, and
seeing as how Natalie had experimented a few times with playing with that
particular fire, Kat actually knew what it felt like; Jenna’s irate lecture
still rung in her ears over the recklessness of such antics. It had been worth
it to see Natalie begin to wield some control over that particular natural
fire. But standing before these…cowards… looking each and every member in the
eyes, she saw it. Behind their
reproving glances, condescending words, and prideful demeanor, fear
lurked. Fear of her family. They feared the drive, devotion, and
single-mindedness of purpose the Dragons had for each other; their powers;
their popularity with the commoners as well as many of the nobles: but most of
all, their unrelenting pursuit of truth.


Out of the corner of her eye she saw Jasse shift slightly in his
chair and wink at her. Then he sent her a guarded look, an expression that she
understood all too clearly. Praying fervently that he was the only mind reader
on the Council she returned her attention to the present. 


“Had there been an actual plot to destroy the Guardians, it would
have been attempted in the last two years,” Lyrion was saying. “It is therefore
our conclusion that the conspiracy was nothing more than Tanner’s last attempt
to spite those who thwarted him.”


Kathryn noticed that he didn’t specifically name the Dragons as
the ones who had thwarted him.


“As such, we order that all investigations into this Brotherhood
shall henceforth be abandoned and all inquiries ceased.”


“And if we don’t?” David asked calmly.


It took all of her self-control not to turn and stare at him in
disbelief. In all the time they’d been working together she’d never known David
to blatantly break any rule or disobey any order given by the Council. That was
her prerogative. For a long moment,
there was silence in the chamber. 


Finally Lyrion spoke. “If you continue to pursue the matter you
will be removed from the Order,” he replied harshly. “There are other issues in
the kingdom more important than a dying man’s last lie.” Lyrion eyed David.
“Such as the murder of your father.”


Beside her, Kathryn felt David stiffen slightly and she resisted
the urge to use her well-honed skills on the man. To think that he had the gall
even to imply that David didn’t care about his father’s murder was
completely disrespectful considering David’s royal lineage, as well as
insulting and infuriating. David had spent as much time trying to
discover the identity of the man who had killed his father as Kathryn had
trying to uncover the Brotherhood. They even had several late night discussions
over the idea that the man who had killed his father was in fact a member of
the Brotherhood. 


David bowed stiffly, his face still a study of utter calm. “As the
Council wishes.” He straightened and left the room as steadily as he had
entered it.


Kathryn’s bow was far more curt,
bordering on rude, and her anger made her stride a little uneven. But she kept
her silence until they had both exited the large domed building that served as
the headquarters for their Order.
“As the council wishes?” she hissed through clenched teeth as she came abreast
of her companion.


“What would you have me say?” he replied wearily. 


The trouble was Kathryn couldn’t think of a suitable reply that
wouldn’t have gotten them kicked out right then and there. “At the least you
could have put them in their place over their insinuation that you don’t care
about your father,” she said after a moment.


He shook his head. “They wouldn’t have listened. Although, from
what I hear, their investigation into that matter is as empty as the one into
the Brotherhood.”


She sighed heavily. “They’re wrong, you know. The Brotherhood is a
threat. One they’re determined to ignore.” She kicked at a pebble with her boot
as they headed toward the gardens.


“Of course they’re going to ignore it,” he said matter-of-factly.
“Acknowledging that there’s a criminal organization with swords that can
withstand the Guardians’ would incite panic and cast doubt into the people’s
mind about the ability of the Guardians to protect them.”


Understanding hit her like lightning. “You knew. You knew that
they were going to order us to cease investigation!”


He hesitated slightly. “I suspected,” he admitted. 


“So what do we do?” she asked, her eyes on the dying sun.


“We do what they’ve told us to do. Keep the peace in our
region…and investigate quietly on our own. Without the Council’s help or
knowledge.”


After they continued several paces
in silence she said quietly, “Some would consider that
treason”.


He glanced at her. “If the Brotherhood is as dangerous as we
believe, it won’t matter. We’ll either be right or we’ll be dead.”

















Chapter
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 The
summons that came only a quarter of a radian after their audience with the
Council wasn’t entirely unexpected. 


 “Before
you do anything rash,” Jasse spoke up the moment David stepped through the
doorway into the small gathering room, “I’d like to point out that not all of
us are idiots.”


 “You
had me fooled,” Kathryn growled, entering on his heels. 


 Lord
Mora, seated on Jasse’s right, allowed his lips to twitch. “Difficult times,
I’m afraid.”


 Kathryn’s
harsh intake of breath told David her words weren’t going to be pleasant. He
was right. “He,” she said coldly,
pointing at David, “lost his father to an assassin’s arrow and narrowly lost
his mother, and your Council just had the gall to accuse him of not caring. And now you dare to sit there and blandly declare
this ‘difficult times’?”


 How
nice of her to remind him. Bad enough the Council had to drag those memories
back to the forefront, but her words had nicely ripped the scab off a barely
healed wound. If he wasn’t careful he would die of blood loss. Hopefully he
would be able to repay a certain brother a punch to his jaw before he met his end at the end of
some brigand’s sword. 


 “She’s
come a long way from the mute little girl we met at Jasmine’s palace, hasn’t
she?” Lord Mora commented, not altogether unaffected by her cold accusations,
David noticed with some amusement. The Council didn’t easily forget what Kathryn was.


 “I
think the name they picked for themselves was highly appropriate,” Jasse said
dryly. “After all, Dragons were rumored to be highly protective of their
nests.”


 “Was
there a reason for this summons besides a commentary on my lieutenant’s
character?” David asked wearily, eager to be done with the whole mess. “Because
if not, there are several problems still facing our region that need our
immediate attention.”


 Lord
Mora snorted. “Oh don’t be so disrespectful of your family. You’ve trained your
teammates to handle anything thrown their way with ample ease in your temporary
absence. I promise a few more radians won’t make a jot of difference in the
near future.”


 “In
the meantime,” Jasse said, waving his hand at the table, “sit down and enjoy
lunch since I’m fairly certain those bigheaded Council members didn’t see to it
you were fed before you reported to them this morning and I’m guessing you
didn’t take much time to eat on your journey here.”


 David
looked at Kat who gave him a bland shrug. Living with Daniel had taught them a
lot about shielding their emotions from a mind reader and both had become adept
at not only hiding their thoughts, but also misdirecting the truth. This time,
however, because lying to a councilmember could have serious repercussions,
they simply shielded.


 Jasse
sighed. “I think I liked it better when you told me what was going on in your head,”
he said with a self-depreciating laugh in David’s direction. 


 He
smirked at his old mentor. “But now the game is more even.”


 “For
you, maybe.”


 A
few servants entered the room bearing trays and set them on the table with
quiet efficiency before departing as silently as they’d entered. “Tell me,”
Lord Mora began as he reached for a leg of roast quail. “What do you think of
Lady Liliiha?”


 Kathryn
arched an eyebrow. “As in a sense of competence or taste in fashion?” she asked conversationally. 


 David
choked on his water and Jasse almost cut his fingers off buttering his roll.
Where had that comment come from?
Fashion? Since when did Kathryn care, or comment, on fashion? They both eyed
the woman sitting at the table as if she’d grown another head.


 “I
was speaking in terms of competence although I would be interested in your
opinion of her sense of fashion, since I’ve been told your own is
rather…unique.”


 Was
David imagining things or was there a twinkle in the older man’s eye? He looked
up and exchanged an identically incredulous look with Jasse. 


Kathryn, meanwhile, shrugged
nonchalantly. “I hardly think one meeting with someone is enough to judge
competency,” she ignored David’s rather loud snort of disbelief and kept
talking, “and our uniforms are rather restrictive when it comes to fashion
although the heavy hand she uses when applying the kohl around her eyes and the
rouge on her lips and cheeks suggests that she feels the need to overcompensate
for something or perhaps she has
a rather odd fascination with raccoons.”


David blinked. What in the
kingdom was Kathryn saying? Raccoons? Then, hearing Lord Mora’s deep chuckle
and he abruptly understood. Ah...it had been Kathryn’s indirect way of
inquiring just how freely they intended to speak. Kathryn was becoming more
devious than he gave her credit for. A by-product of spending
time with Natalie, no doubt. He would, however, recommend that she take
more lessons…for someone who could scare a shedu or ghost,
the woman needed lessons in subtlety.


This time it was Jasse who
snorted while Lord Mora laughed. “Indeed. In any case, let us return to the
original topic. But first, David, secure the room please.”


Glad to have something to focus
on, David created an air barrier that would prevent any sound from leaving or
entering the room. “All clear, sir.”


“Very well. Now, as I was
asking, what is your opinion of Lady Liliiha?”


“She’s a puppy.”


Whatever the two men had been
expecting, that had not been it.
“Come again?” Jasse said in confusion. “A puppy?”


Even David was confused.


“Precisely. A puppy is an animal
that is easily persuaded or led around. She does what she’s told for a reward
or out of fear of reprisal.”


The two councilmembers exchanged
a look. “And just who does she fear
reprisal from?” Jasse asked.


“Or expect a reward from,” Mora
added significantly.


“Lord Lyrion would be the
obvious choice,” David grumbled as he chose some cold cut meats for his plate.
“He dominated the entire interview and there was a lot of exchanging of glances
between him, Lord Sevwen and Lady Liliiha.”


“True,” Kathryn agreed. “But did
you notice the way Lord Sevwen was tapping his fingers during the interview.”


“I was tapping my fingers too,”
Jasse said after a moment. “Maybe the man was just nervous? And it would be
difficult for a man with only a month’s experience as a Councilmember to
influence someone with a
decade’s experience like Lyrion.”


“Perhaps,” she said slowly. “But
there was almost a pattern, a rhythm to it. That’s why I noticed. It was odd.”


“They did seem awfully eager to
tear into us like a rabid wolf pack,” David groused, shooting a look at Jasse.


Suddenly his old mentor looked a
millenia old—and as if he’d been fighting a daily battle for that entire time.
“We might have an explanation for that, at least,” he said wearily. “You won’t
like it though.”


“When have I ever liked your
explanations,” Kathryn said with weary humor. She’d opted for soup instead of the heartier fare and was
absently dipping small pieces of the hard bread served with her meal into the
broth. 


The edges of Jasse’s lips turned
upward. “Touché.” 


 “To
put it bluntly, the Council is divided,” Mora said, sipping on his wine.


 Kathryn
graced him with a rare, amused look. “All due, respect, milord, we already
figured that out.”


 Mora
shook his head. “You don’t understand just how bad it is. Today was a mere
taste of what really goes on…” he trailed off and looked at Lord Jasse who was
currently finding something of utmost interest in his lunch plate. “A new
debate has recently become a topic of…sensitive and intense proportions in the
Council,” Mora finally began again. “And it surrounds your family.”


 Kathryn
and David glanced at each other. That couldn’t be good. 


 “Well?”
Kathryn asked frigidly when both men let the silence drag on.


 Mora
sighed. “You have to understand. The Council is torn. While some of us see your
family as our best asset, the majority see you as our greatest threat.”


 “Threat?”
Even as Kathryn repeated the word the temperature in the room cooled. 


 “You’re
a powerful family,” Jasse spoke up, finally helping out his floundering friend.
“You’re successful in every mission you attempt, you’ve saved the king several
times, and you’re known for…well…”


 “Throwing
convention to the wind,” Mora said, clearing his throat with a cough.


 Kathryn
leaned back in her chair and gave both men a chilling smile. “Let me guess, our
ability to ‘throw convention to the wind’ so to speak is what terrifies you old
stodgy stuck-in-the-past antiques?”


 David
fought to contain a snort. While he knew diplomacy wasn’t exactly her strong
suit, maybe he should ask Elizabeth and Rachel to quietly and gently give her a
few lessons in being tactful? To go along with a few of
Natalie’s lessons in subtlety. 


 “I
suppose that’s one way of putting it,” Mora said with a weak smile. 


 “So
what is the problem?”


 “The
problem is what they’ve proposed as the solution.”


 Kathryn
snorted but David suddenly got a horrible sensation deep in his gut. “Solution?
What exactly could they do to ‘solution-ize a family?”


 “Kathryn,”
Jasse said quietly, “They’ve proposed to break up the Dragons.”


 Even
though a small part of him had been expecting it, David stopped breathing.
Beside him, Kathryn went deadly still.


 “They
what?” she asked calmly. Far more calmly than he had expected of her. In fact,
it was so calmly asked, it was suspicious.


 “They’ve proposed breaking up
the Dragons by placing half of you into families who have lost members with the
rest being dispersed as leaders for new families being formed to replace those
that have recently retired. The only reason they haven’t thus far is
because it takes a unanimous vote to break up a family and both myself and Mora
have voted against it every time it’s been brought up.”


 Kathryn
was silent for a moment, then she looked at David. And
in the space of two heartbeats they both came to a decision.


 It
was a decision that altered his entire perspective and would no doubt alter
every day of his life in the future.


 Turning
back to the two council members, David looked Lord Mora in the eyes. “One of
the founding tenants of the Guardians is the families we are placed into. We
fight, live, and if necessary die together. One of the promises made by the
Council upon the founding of the families to each family is that the family will
not be broken apart for any reason unless specifically requested by the family
itself or it proves to be a danger to itself. You have already given evidence
that we function as a nearly perfect family. We trust each other and work well
together. As such there is no legal, moral, or ethical reason for the Council
to break apart the Dragons. 


 “Should
they do so, we walk away.” He paused
to ensure that his threat was fully understood. And judging by the widening of
their eyes, it was. “If the Council meddles in the relationship of my family in
any way, attempts to persuade or coerce anyone to leave, then we will leave the
Guardians and never return. Our skills and knowledge, that you have so
generously added to with the additional tutors and years of schooling, will pack up and leave. We will
deny the Guardians and find another guild or order to offer our services to.
And I promise you,” he added, “If I walk, then Kathryn walks. And if both of us
walk, the rest of our family will follow. And if the Order thinks to pursue us, think again. With
recent death of my father and near death of my mother, I have been granted the
right to retain my royal status as prince of the realm. Kathryn is the ward of
the Dowager Princess. As such we both
can invoke royal protection for ourselves and anyone we wish to safeguard. I
don’t think the Council wants to take on both my mother and my aunt,” he said
with a smirk.


 Jasse
coughed to hide his own laugh. “No, I daresay they wouldn’t,” he agreed.


 “Then
I would say we understand each other,” David replied conversationally, going back to his lunch.



 “We
do,” Lord Mora agreed. 


 “And
Lord Mora,” David said, not looking up from his meal. “If I ever hear a whisper
of this again, I’ll send a message to the Council they won’t be able to
ignore.”


 That got both men’s attention. And Kathryn’s. “Is that a threat?” Mora asked warily.


 “A
warning,” David said with a shrug. He looked up. “The Council was put in place
to safeguard those actively serving. Not to throw around their power and curtail
the ability of those serving the
Realm. As Guardians we serve the people and ultimately answer to the king, not the Council. If necessary, I
will remind the Council of this fact they seem to have conveniently forgotten.”


 Lord
Mora’s mouth twitched and he leaned back in his chair. “Leadership sits well
with you,” he finally commented. “And for the record, not all of us have
forgotten. We’re simply outnumbered.” He swirled the wine in his goblet before
speaking again. “We’ll pass on your…words to the rest of the Council,” he said
slowly. “And if we hear anything more about…this…we’ll send word.”
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 “Tyler!”
Natalie hissed. “Get of my foot!” In the darkness she couldn’t see him, but their
plan had ended up positioning him to her left and it was her left foot that was
being crushed.


 “What?”
he whispered back.


 “Get.
Off. My. Foot!”


 Shushing
sounds reverberated through the room. Natalie waited a few more seconds and,
when Tyler’s foot still didn’t vacate her own, she yanked hers out from beneath
his.


 There
was the sound of a heavy body hitting the floor along with a muffled yelp. Once
again the room was filled with sounds of the Dragons trying to quiet the
noisemakers.


 Faintly,
Natalie began to hear the whispered movements of hands skimming across the
surface of the floor. Abruptly something grabbed her left calf. She reacted on
instinct, letting out a brief shriek and slapping at whatever had latched on to
her.


 “Quiet!”
Elizabeth hissed harshly.


 “What
was that for?” Tyler’s voice complained after a few seconds.


 “What
were you doing?” she demanded, trying to keep her voice low.


 “Looking
for the table leg.”


 “Well,
you missed.”


 “So
why did you slap me?”


 “It
wasn’t the table’s leg you grabbed.”


 There
was a long pause before Rachel broke the silence. “I can hear you blushing all
the way over here, Tyler.”


 “Shut
up,” he growled.


 “This
isn’t going to work if you two can’t be quiet,” David’s voice came from the
other side of the room. 


 “I
can be quiet,” Natalie groused as she squatted down and gave Tyler a helping
hand up. He grunted, whether in appreciation or derision Natalie wasn’t sure.
But she repositioned herself a good half meter to the right of her original
position just in case his feet wandered again. 


 Silence
fell again. Natalie forced her breathing to become shallow and even, the way
Kathryn had instructed when she had begun to teach them shadow movement. It had
taken months to plan this ambush and it was a miracle that they’d come this far
without discovery. If only they could make it a few more minutes. Hearing footsteps and voices they
readied themselves. The door to the room creaked opened splaying a band of
light across the center of the floor and up the opposite wall. Their quarry stepped inside. The Dragons
sprang.


 “SURPRISE!
HAPPY BIRTHDAY!”


 Jenna,
Daniel, and Amy all jerked backward, their hands reflexively coming to rest on
the knives they wore on their belts. Amy actually stepped back so far that she
ran right into Kathryn, who
lagged slightly behind, almost knocking the smaller girl over. 


 Natalie
gleefully took in the stunned faces of her family as their expressions morphed
into surprise and delight. Laughing they entered the room and accepted the
congratulations from their family. She did notice, with some disappointment,
that the Dragons’ lieutenant didn’t seem all that surprised. “Just once I would
like to pull off a surprise without her knowing,” she muttered. 


 Matt
and Cass reappeared from their foray into the kitchen and returned bearing a
large cake with silver icing and
green lettering. The top of the cake read Happy 19th! The dessert was cut and distributed through
the family. Natalie grabbed two pieces and headed straight for Kathryn.


 “Happy
19th,” she said, handing the younger girl one of the slices she had
grabbed.


 Kathryn
accepted the plate with a smile. “Thanks.”


 “So,”
Natalie began casually, digging her fork into the cake. “How did you know?”


 “Subtle,”
Kathryn laughed as she took a bite.


 “I
spent weeks on this!” Natalie protested. “I deserve to know where our secret
keeping skills went awry.”


 Her
companion just grinned and shook with silent laughter. She swallowed and called
out over the din of multiple conversations. “Cass!”


 The
redhead looked up. Kathryn nodded appreciatively toward the cake which earned her
a smile from the cook. 


 “Hey!”
Matt protested from a corner of the room. “I helped too!”


 “You
licked the bowl after I’d finished icing the cake,” Cass laughed. “I’d hardly
call that helping.”


 “Well,
it made it easier to wash, didn’t it?”


 “If
you wanted to help, you could have washed it for me.”


 “I
was busy making sure the stew didn’t boil over.”


 “So,
you had time to spend fifteen minutes licking every single bowl I used to bake
the cake, but couldn’t take five minutes to wash them?”


 Leaving
the two cooks to their bantering, Natalie returned her attention to Kathryn.
“Come on,” she wheedled. “Just tell me how you found out!”


 Someone
behind them chuckled. Natalie whirled to find David standing behind her, a
plate of cake in his hands. “You should know by now that in this family,
nothing gets past Kathryn,” he told her as he shoveled cake into his mouth. 


 She
glared at him. “Why don’t you seem surprised that she knew?” she asked suspiciously.
“Did you tell her?”


 David
looked at her in horror. “Of course not.”


 At
the same time Kathryn replied. “Yes.”


 “What?!” Natalie shrieked. 


David choked on his cake. “What?
No I didn’t. I did? When?”


“When you told Luke about it.”


David thought back to that
moment. “We were in the barn, alone…there was no one else in there,” he turned
to look at Natalie who was still glaring at him. “I checked—I swear I did.”


“Oh, you did, and you did a good
job at that,” Kathryn assured him.


“Then where were you?”


“You forgot to check the
rafters.”


“The rafters?” David echoed dubiously. 


She nodded and grinned, “You
really should look up more often.”


“What the frierk were you doing
in the rafters?” he wanted to know.


“Climbing.”


David shook his head at her. “What
are we going to do with you?” he asked.


“Take lessons?” Natalie
suggested.


“I was thinking more of sending
her to a master healer to get her head examined,” he grumbled. 


“Gift time!” Lindsey announced
excitedly from across the room and the group swarmed into the massive sitting
room. When they had first
started celebrating birthdays, Natalie had wanted everyone to give each birthday celebratee
gifts, but David had decided that it might be too much. Instead, he had argued, since there were usually multiple birthdays being
celebrated at one time, why not divide the remaining dragons into groups of two
or three family members collaborating on one or two gifts to give to one
person. The birthday “victims” were drawn by lot. It was a plan the rest of the
family had eagerly backed.


Jenna was going to be first.
Luke, Tyler, and Elizabeth had spent weeks scouring the marketplace and David
had a suspicion that he knew what they had been after. Jenna opened her gift
and gave a cry of delight. 


Bundles of spices, herbs, and
other oil-skin wrapped packages
spilled onto Jenna’s lap. He grinned. It was perfect that Tyler had been on the
team to draw Jenna’s name. Tyler and Jenna were the healers in the
Dragons, so he would have known exactly what to get her. While Jenna was their
strongest healer, more importantly she was an herbalist and was always
experimenting with new poultices and salves. From the looks of the package
Luke, Tyler, and Elizabeth had bought out the supplies of every apothecary in the surrounding villages.


“Thank you! Thank you so very much!” Jenna
exclaimed, giving them each a hug. There was also a leather bound notebook at
the bottom. “I love it!”


“It’s so that you can record
what works and what doesn’t,” Elizabeth explained, earning her another hug from
Jenna.


Daniel was next and David was
especially interested in what Matt and Lindsey had come up with. Lindsey shyly
handed over the neatly wrapped package. Daniel gave her a reassuring smile, as
if promising that even if it was a dead rat he would still cherish it.
Thankfully it wasn’t a dead rat, instead it was a new knife sheath, skillfully
tanned and put together— and David could make out some delicate and elaborate tooling decorating the
leather. Daniel thanked Lindsey and Matt heartily.


Amy unwrapped her package next.
Inside were two things. A small leather bound book and
a new quill and ink set. Amy had been taking drawing lessons from Lindsey for about five
months, and according to Kathryn, had gotten quite good.


“Oh good!” Lindsey exclaimed upon
seeing the gift, “now we can move on to ink drawings.”


Amy hugged Cass and Rachel with
a vengeance, and then turned to give Lindsey one.


Kathryn was last. Last year, when Natalie had
learned that Kathryn didn’t know when her birthday was, she’d been aghast. 


“How can you not know!”


“I was an orphan, Natalie,”
Kathryn had reminded her. “I don’t even know for sure that I’m eighteen.”


So Natalie had decided to pick a
day for Kathryn’s birthday. “You were born in the fall,” she announced one day
at supper, halting all other conversations.


Amused, Kathryn had turned to
look at her. “And how do you know that?”


“Yeah, how could you possibly
know that?” Amy had laughed.


Natalie had been unfazed.
“Because of your personality,” she’d replied. “You aren’t a summer child, all
happy and giddy all the time—


“Let me guess,” Luke had
interjected. “You were a summer baby.”


Natalie ignored him and
continued. “You aren’t a spring child with unstable emotions and moods—


“That’s Natalie,” Rachel
had joked.


Natalie rolled her eyes and kept
going. “At first I would have pegged you as a winter child and given our first
year, could you really blame me?”


Kathryn raised an eyebrow. “And
just what makes a winter’s child for
you?”


Natalie had had the grace to
blush. “Cold, unfeeling, brittle, angry…” she trailed off.


Kathryn had shrugged. “You’re
right,” she agreed. “I can’t exactly blame you for that conclusion, can I?”


“So how do you come up with
fall?” David had asked.


“Outwardly cold and brisk, but
still possessing the ability to become as warm as summer or as unpredictable as
spring.”


They had all laughed. “That
practically describes any one of us,” Kathryn had protested.


Natalie had shaken her head. “No
way. Cass is definitely a summer baby and I’d be willing to bet Tyler was born in
the spring.”


“What about me?” Luke had asked.


“Spring.”


“So you’re saying that I’m
unstable?”


“Luke, I’ve been saying that for years,” David had told him with a laugh. 


They’d all laughed and from that
day on it was decided that
Kathryn had been born in the fall. Since Kathryn’s personality had
warmed up toward the Dragons compared to their first years, Natalie had picked
early fall instead of late fall, deciding upon the month of Sulime. She’d let
Kathryn pick the day. Kathryn had picked the 14th. The family hadn’t
missed the significance of the number.


Natalie handed Kathryn a
package. The birthday girl took it warily, “It’s not a court dress is it? she asked.


Everyone laughed, they all knew
about Kathryn’s hatred towards elegant clothing. When they had been first been
called to court a little over two years ago Natalie had learned that her
commander only had one court dress and had taken upon herself, and the rest of
the girls, to alter some of her own clothes to make Kathryn some new dresses.
Kathryn had grudgingly worn the dresses, but much preferred the simple style
she wore as a Guardian.


Natalie smiled and shook her
head, “I promise it’s not a court dress.”


Kathryn looked to David for
confirmation, “It’s not,” he assured her. 


“What you don’t trust me?”
Natalie asked in mock hurt.


Kathryn grinned and shook her head before unwrapping her gift.


When both he and Natalie had drawn Kathryn’s name, David
hadn’t had a clue as to what to give his second-in-command as a gift. It hadn’t
been an easy transition into the family for her, he knew. But she had
made an honest effort and once they’d all learned not to sneak up on her and to
avoid certain topics, she’d progressed quickly. Now, two years later, she could
joke and laugh with all of them with ease, but there were times where David
suspected there were things she kept from them. And while he understood why she
had kept quiet the last two years, stars knew he hadn’t been encouraging her
confidence with his attention everywhere but
his family, it was time he started to chip away at the wall that she used to
keep herself apart. Especially with the Council’s threat hanging over their
heads. 


However Natalie had stepped in
and saved the day with two brilliant ideas. The first item was a beautiful
forest green cloak with large gray and brown patterns splattered across the
fabric. It was reversible with white and gray patterns on the inside.


“It’s for when you’re tracking
or when you have to remain motionless for radians,” Natalie explained, “This
way you won’t get cold. And it’s reversible so you can use it in the snow too!”


“Natalie it’s beautiful,”
Kathryn breathed almost reverently.


“And it’s not a court dress,”
Natalie added brightly. “David picked it out. My gift’s still in the package.”


Kathryn’s abusive past had led
to a childhood without unconditional love and birthdays and winter solstice
without presents. When the Dragon’s had celebrated their first winter solstice
together Kathryn had gotten her first true presents. True Princess Jasmine, the woman who had rescued
her, had given her gifts, but they had been things Kathryn had desperately
needed. The Dragons gave gifts that were useful in a more “normal” life
setting, not in a life lived by a Guardian. It was a way of reminding each other that they
were more than Guardians, they were people too.


Natalie nodded towards the
package and Kathryn lifted out an intricately fashioned silver web. Confused,
Kathryn looked over at Natalie, “What is it?”


“It’s for your hair,” Natalie
replied.


Kathryn looked back at the
object in her hands, “My hair?”


Instead of explaining, Natalie
stood up and deftly used the silver web to arrange Kathryn’s hair into a neat
bun at the nape of her neck. The web tangled its tentacles into the bun,
disappearing into the dark hair like silver veins. The shoots also reached up
Kathryn’s head slightly, ending just above her ears. “I’ve noticed that even
when you wear your hair back, a lot of it still escapes,” Natalie said stepping
back to admire her handiwork, “This will prevent any hair from escaping.”


Kathryn stood and hugged
Natalie, “Thank you.”
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She was a part of the world and yet apart from it. She saw but did not see, she heard but did not
listen. 


She saw herself below, the lone figure standing amidst thousands of fallen.
She could smell the scent of blood mingled with noxious smoke that swirled in the air. She felt an
uncontrollable urge to cough, but found she did not have the strength. Her
muscles ached with an intensity that only came after a desperate fight for
survival.


From her vantage point above she could see she was wounded, blood and
sweat ran down her arm in small rivulets and her neck and chest ached from a
long cut that ran down her body. Her face was covered in blood and the skin on
her left leg was broken where a shard of bone had pierced it. 


She was the only one left alive on the battlefield.


And she was dying. 


Gathering courage she looked down and studied the faces of the fallen.
She recognized many, but how she did she could not say as she certainly could
not put names to any faces. Slowly, she wandered the killing grounds, the faces of the dead staring at
her through open and closed eyes.


She spotted a large
knoll where many of the dead were concentrated in a confused tangle of pierced
and broken bodies. Severed hands, arms, and heads littered the ground. Bloodied
weapons were scattered over the hillock that boasted ravaged command tends and
broken banners. The ground was consecrated by the lives of those who made a
final stand succumbing to the carnage of a superior force. Drawn to the location by an unknown pull she
continued limping towards it. Upon reaching the knoll she felt her soul rent in
two. Staring up at her were the faces of the Dragons. Rachel, Lindsey and
Daniel lay directly at her feet. Lindsey had been killed by an arrow directly
to her heart. Daniel was covered in multiple contusions, abrasions, and burns,
but the killing blow was a knife to the heart. It was as if someone had beaten
him to death and had then tried to burn his body. Rachel’s chest was covered in
blood, the gaping hole of a sword wound standing out starkly where her heart
should be.


Even as she recognized her own family she understood why the other
faces had been familiar. Every single one wore the uniform of a Guardian.


They were all dead.


Backing up frantically, she tried to put as much distance between
herself and the horror of what she was seeing as possible. No, no, no! This
couldn’t be possible! Her feet tripped over an object and sent her sprawling to
the ground, the soil between her fingers oozing with the blood of those around
her. Her eyes landed on the object she’d tripped over and her heart stopped.
She sat there for an eternity, her body frozen…


…Staring at David’s severed head.





Kathryn jerked awake, her breath
coming in desperate gasps, her body trembling. She sat for several long
moments, trying to will the terror of the nightmare to pass, but it clung to
her, suffocating her like a
too-tight corset.


Destiny let out a soft call,
drawing Kathryn’s attention towards the bird. Wearily she swung her trembling
legs over the edge of her bed and shakily moved across the room. She leaned with one arm
against the sill and loosened the barrel latch that held the window closed. The
hinges groaned as she pressed the panes open to let her companion out.


But Destiny didn’t move from her
perch. Glancing curiously at her friend, Kathryn moved to the wash basin and
stared at her reflection in the still water. She looked awful. Her eyes still
dull with sleep, were framed underneath with dark
puffy crescents attesting to her restless night. Her hair was a tangled mess
and she was deathly pale. Numbly she sat down on the high-backed chair that
Tyler had made her and stared at nothing for several minutes. Frowning, she
focused for a moment and lowered the temperature of the standing water until
just above freezing. She leaned forward and cupped her hands in the liquid. The
thermal shock that accompanied a large splash of the ice-cold water to her face
was sufficient in waking her completely, but ineffective in chasing away the lingering remains of the dream.
A numb feeling of detachment still lingered and it was only after employing an
old coping habit, and some more icy water, that she was able to feel again. 


Knowing she would never be able
to fall asleep again she sighed, dressed, and quietly crept downstairs. It was
still at least two radians before sunrise and well before the rest of her shift
usually rose, so she heated water for her tea using her gift rather than firing the cooking stove. 


Destiny stayed close by,
refusing all of Kathryn’s numerous attempts to shoo her outside. Finally,
Kathryn shrugged and let the peculiar bird be. Sitting down, she let the quiet
of the early morning calm her racing heart. 


Half a radian later she heard
the soft sounds of footfalls above and wondered who was up.


Matt most
likely.


When David poked his head into
the kitchen minutes later he looked as surprised to see her as she was to see
him.


“I thought we cured you of this
habit,” he muttered softly as he went to look for the teapot. 


Kathryn rose, retrieved a mug
from the shelf and filled it with water. She heated it with her gift and handed
it to him. “Cured me of what?”


He nodded appreciatively towards
the hot water and sought out the tea he desired, dumping a hefty spoonful of the herb into the a
thin sachet of fabric before gently teasing it into the hot water before
replying, “Your completely ridiculous and unnecessary habit of rising
before the sun.”


“I’m not the only one racing the
sun this morning,” she observed as she sat back down, shooing Destiny off the
table. The bird ruffled her feathers and perched on the chair closest to
Kathryn.


David nodded towards the bird,
“What’s up with her?”


Kathryn shook her head, “I wish I
knew. She absolutely refuses to leave.”


Waving his arm, he urged the bird off the chair. Destiny
fluttered over and perched on a brace that doubled as an oil lamp support,
ruffling her feathers indignantly and looking extremely put out. David
sat down heavily. “What are you doing up so early?” he asked.


“What are you doing up so early?”


“I asked you first.”


“Yes,” Kathryn conceded,
“However this is relatively normal for me, this is eerily abnormal for you.”


“I have I ever told you I hate it
when you use logic.”


“You might have mentioned it
once or twice.”


He sighed. “I really can’t
explain it. I woke suddenly this morning and somehow knew that no matter how
hard I tried, I wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep—like something…bad…is
going to happen.” As he said it, he looked at the remnants of long scratches on her left arm, the
ones she’d told him she’d gotten fighting the kraken. It was as if, in trying
to divine what the future held, those whitish-red lines would part the curtain of the supernatural and
give him the answers he sought. 


Kathryn looked down at her cup.
“That sounds familiar.”


“Woke up suddenly too?”


“Nightmare, actually.”





David sat up straighter, “A
prophetic nightmare?” After her rescue from Lord Tanner, Kathryn had told him
about the vision that had prompted her to send a servant girl to guide them into the seemingly impenetrable
castle. He had been highly impressed but when he had asked Kathryn if she’d had
other visions like that one, she’d told him that that particular vision had
been the first one. Later, Daniel had approached him. Unbeknownst to both him
and Kathryn, Daniel had been just around the corner when they’d been having
that discussion. Even more surprising was the fact that Daniel revealed that
Kathryn had lied. 


“I don’t know what her other
dreams were,” Daniel had told David. “But I can tell you this,
I have no words for terror I felt in her before she lied.” That alone had been
enough to keep David up late at night. If Kathryn was afraid of something, the
rest of the family generally took it as a signal to start running. 


Feeling that her situation was
already touchy enough, David had decided not to push Kathryn and demand to know
why she’d lied to him. Instead, he’d hoped that as she grew more comfortable with
the Dragons she’d come to him. So far she hadn’t. That was one of the truth’s
he was determined to get her to admit. With the Council after them, they
couldn’t afford secrets.


She shook her head, “I don’t
think so—at least I hope not.” She looked up at him, her eyes deadly serious,
“If it is prophetic, it’s not a future I want to be a part of.”


He hesitated before asking,
“What was the dream?”


Kathryn told him, spinning a
tale of bloody battlefields with no victor and the remains of dead Guardians
scattered about, and when she was done, David stared at her in horror. 


“That is a serious dream,” he
said after a few moments.


“I think it’s a warning more
than a future event,” she replied slowly.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, I think something
serious is about to happen and one decision could mean the difference between
life and what I saw in my dream.”


“In other words,” David said
slowly, “You think it’s a possible outcome of the future.”


They were silent for a long
time. Finally, when the sun’s first rays were peeking through the tree
branches, David said, “How about a sparring session?”


“Now?”


“Can you think of a better way
to relax?”


“Sure, swimming,” she replied
easily, trying to hide her growing grin.


He glowered at her, “Now you’re
just being difficult.”


She let her grin break through.
“What if we wake everyone up? You know Natalie, she’s likely to set us on fire
if we wake her up before the sun rises.”


“That’s why her bedroom is on
the opposite side of the house. And if she tried to toss a fireball down on us,
you could just water-cannon it into oblivion.”


Kathryn eyed him. “Water-cannon
it into oblivion?” she echoed. “What’s that? A cannon that shoots water?” 


He nodded. “Exactly. Natalie
shoots a fireball down at us, you propel the water from the river upward, they
meet midair and Matt has something new to pester us about for the next few
days.”


She laughed. “I still can’t
believe you let him build a trebuchet with Natalie.”


David shrugged. “It was either
that or let him develop new explosives with Natalie. I figured the house had a
better chance with the trebuchet.”


Kathryn winced, and then
laughed. “The house would be the first thing to go,” she agreed.


“Precisely.” David sipped his tea
and grinned. “I think Luke almost died of horror when Matt and Natalie asked me
about the explosives.”


“I know I would have.”


“Tyler just stared in disbelief
when I told him.”


“You told Tyler and not me?”


“Well, he and Daniel walked into
the barn right as Luke was reaming me out for consenting to the trebuchet. When
they asked, Luke told them…in the worst light of course.”


“How did Daniel take it?”


“He told me he’d be sleeping in
the woods for the next few weeks.”


She grinned. “Just tell me that
you set some ground rules for this experiment…”


He nodded. “No shooting toward
the house, barn, or training field.” After he took another small mouthful he added, “and it can’t be any
closer than 100 paces to any building, barn, shed, hut, or any other structure made
by intelligent life.” He paused and went on, “and no burning materials.”


As she stood to deposit her cup
in the sink, Kathryn said. “You do realize that they are going to completely
ignore that last rule, right?”


“Which is why I’ve also
suggested to Jenna that she mix up some extra burn cream.”


“You seem to have taken care of
everything.”


“Which will all go to pieces the
second Matt finds a loophole.”


“True.”


“Speaking of burning materials, I’d better get this stove
going.” David partially filled the fire-box and lit some kindling using a flint
that was stowed in the utensil drawer.
After a while, he reached into the wood tote and pulled some chunks of
black rock and tossed them into the firebox. 





“What is that? …Are those rocks? Kathryn motioned with
her chin towards the container. It looked like coal, but from her seat she
couldn’t quite make out what was in his hands.


David rested on his left knee, picked one up with his
hand to study it and spoke without turning. “Daniel calls them fire-rock. It was discovered while falling trees upriver
this summer. Luke and Tyler lined a fire
pit with several black rocks from the area and they found that not only did the
rocks burn, they burned hotter and longer than the dead wood they scrounged
from the surrounding forest”. 


Kathryn raised her eyebrows thinking that David was in on
another joke that Matt had cooked up.


David stood, faced her and noticed her suspicion. “No
really, I wouldn’t have believed it myself until a few days ago. Daniel and
Luke floated a load of them downriver on that small skiff they’ve been working
on. Luke threw a handful in the stove
last night and sure enough they burn. 


Kathryn sat forward in her chair. “That’s amazing,” she
said finally working hard to suppress her grin. Having grown up in Rima, she
was well acquainted with the concept of coal.
David, apparently, was not; no doubt the price of growing up in a palace where
he never had to worry about how to heat a room. The Guardian School employed
magic fire in the winters to keep the rooms cozy…when they weren’t testing the
students by making them heat the
rooms. That had led to more than a few smoky accidents during her time there.
Though, after living with Matt for nigh on three years now, she suspected that
the rate of accidental fires at the school had significantly dropped since he’d
moved in with the Dragons. 


The entire family
was having one on over him, and who was she to deny them their fun? 


“The best part is there is a lot of it just three radians
up river. And it doesn’t have to be cut, split, stacked, or seasoned like
firewood. It’s just lying there in big piles at the base of Owl’s Cliff waiting
to be picked up.” He smiled at her as though he just explained to her the
meaning of life. “So, all you need is a
small starter fire with some kindling.
It’s hard to light by itself so you need to have a fire going and then
you just add some rocks, just a few at… a… time…” David’s lecture faltered and
he could see by Kathryn’s bland expression that her enthusiasm for fire-rock had
stalled. He rubbed his neck, returned to
his seat, and took a sip of tea as Kat turned her head to the window so he
wouldn’t see her trying desperately not to laugh. She really ought to tell him. 


“Do we well them?” David asked suddenly.


Startled, she turned to look at him. “Tell who what?”


“Tell the others that the Council is threatening to
dissolve our family?”


“Only if you want to start a war,” she snorted into her
tea.


‘They need to know,” he argued.


“Do they?” she countered. “Your job is to lead and keep us safe. We follow.”


“Yes, because you
are so good at following,” he
groused. “It’s their lives the Council is mucking around with, they deserve to
know what might happen,” he continued before she could retort.


“As you are our leader, I shall follow appropriately and defer to your judgement,” she said dryly.


He made a face at her before asking, “when should we tell
them?”


“That is your
problem, not mine.”


“Gee thanks.”


“If you think they need to know, why haven’t you told
them already?”


He gave a half-hearted shrug. “They were having too much
fun planning the party…and as you said, I didn’t want to start a war.”


They were silent for a few more
moments before David asked. “How about a session?”


She looked out the window, “I
can’t.”


He spread his hands, “Why not?”


“I have a shift to lead.”


David grinned, amused, “Kathryn,
today’s Luinil.”


She looked so confused it both
worried him and made him want to laugh, “It is?”


“Yes,” he assured her, “It is Luinil.”


“What about today being Luinil?” Amy yawned as she
entered the kitchen. 


“Kathryn forgot what day it
was,” David told her calmly.


Amy raised her hands to the sky,
“Finally!”


“Excuse me?”


Amy turned to look at them,
“Back in school, I was always forgetting what day it was, when a certain paper
was due, or when we had an exam. Kathryn only needed to hear it once and she
remembered.”


“That sounds like her,” David
agreed.


“Would you two like me to step
out of the room while you talk about me?” Kathryn asked wryly. 


“We’re good,” Amy assured her.
She put the kettle over the fire to heat up some water, “By the way David,
yesterday was amazing.”


“Thank Natalie,” he told her. “The celebration was her idea.”


“Yeah, but you had to agree to
it.”


“After that visit to the Council I figured we all needed
a morale boost.” 


Kathryn scowled at the memory of
the meeting as Amy gave them a quizzical look. They hadn’t told the rest of the
family what the summons had been for. Just that the Council had wanted to stick
their collective noses where they didn’t belong. Or at least Kathryn had. David
had been more circumspect. “I still wish
I could have kicked some sense into them.”


“Now that I would pay to see,” David laughed.


When the water in the kettle
began to boil, Amy poured herself a mug and joined David and Kathryn at the
table. “So what are you two doing up so early? Today’s your day to sleep in and
relax.”


They looked at each other. “We
couldn’t sleep,” Kathryn said finally.


Amy looked at them for a minute,
“You know,” she said as she went back to her tea, “I have a distinct feeling
there’s more to it than that…however I also know that if it endangered the rest
of us you would have told me.”


Kathryn didn’t say anything,
keeping her thoughts to herself. 


The day’s shift came, had breakfast, and went. After the group left, David looked over at
Kathyrn. “So, about that training session?” 


҉҉҉


Kathryn waited patiently in the
training field while she waited for David to retrieve his sparring weapons from his room.
Destiny swooped down and joined her.


Idly she stroked the bird’s head
while Destiny soaked up the attention. Once Kathryn had begun making an honest
effort to become one of the family, Destiny had been
on the receiving end of a
lot of attention from the others. At first, Kathryn had been worried that
Destiny would abandon her because of it, but once the initial allure had worn
off, Destiny returned to her old friend. 


 Behind
her, Kathryn could hear the sounds of soft footfalls and carefully quieted
breathing. Quickly she did a head count of the rest of the Dragons. David was
just coming out of the house, his knives and sword in hand. Luke and Matt followed closely—unarmed,
apparently they weren’t interested in a training session. Well, she would
convince them otherwise. Rachel and Jenna she had seen in the sitting room
before she went outside and Leia, she knew, was taking a bath—which left
Natalie as the culprit. 


 In
the time since the Dragons had returned from their hasty rescue at the
Governors castle and Kathryn’s
recovery, the family had persuaded her to instruct them in the art of unseen
movement. 


 For
the past year, Kathryn had instructed, hinted, demonstrated, and gently
corrected her family as they struggled to master the elusive art. At the early
age of six, Kathryn had managed to grasp the fundamentals of unseen movement
without any outside guidance. Now, thirteen years later she was trying to find a way to put those
fundamentals into words.


 Move slowly.


 Freeze, don’t run.


 Use and trust the shadows.


 Stay alert.


 It
was frustrating for her to watch her family struggle with a skill that came as
naturally as breathing to her. 


 Leia,
Elizabeth, and Daniel seemed to be catching on faster than the rest, although
David and Tyler, who had an initial rough start, were doing very well. Natalie, Lindsey, and Rachel, the most
talkative ones of the group, were having the hardest time. 


 David,
Luke and Matt arrived at the field and Kathryn stood. 


 “You
ready to do this?” David asked as he unsheathed his practice sword.


 Kathryn
arched an eyebrow at him, “The question you should be asking is if you are ready?”


 David
grinned and then asked, “You do know that Natalie’s hiding in the bushes behind
you right?”


 “Of
course.”


 “That’s
not fair!” Natalie complained as she extracted herself from the thorny bushes
she had lodged herself in. “How’d you know I was there?”


 Both
David and Kathryn answered at the same time.


 “The
wind.”


 “I
heard you.” Kathryn turned to face the older girl. “If anyone besides a Guardian
calls you out, ignore it until you’re absolutely sure you’ve been noticed and
even then, only admit it if you know they’re gifted with earth, plants, or
wind…and maybe light.”


 “How
can I be sure?”


 “Trust
me, you’ll know the difference when the time comes,” Kathryn assured her.


Natalie gave an exaggerated
pout, but smiled as she moved off to practice some more.


“Shall we get on with it?” David
asked, brandishing his practice sword.


“I’m ready if you are.”


David pounced.


Kathryn avoided him easily, stepping
to the right side and forward. But after two years of intense training with
her, David had expected the move. He was
already turning, ready for the horizontal slash that she had aimed at his neck.
His sword in a closed position on his left side, he raised the tip up and
passed her sword past his body using the flat of his blade. Abruptly the
pressure of her sword against his ceased as she used the momentum he had given
her to complete the wide circle, dropping her blade for a slash just above his knee.



Dropping his center of balance,
David blocked, his sword upright, the edge of her blade scraping against the
flat of his. She drove forward, pushing her sword up his. He moved to step back
only to discover that he couldn’t. As Kathryn had stepped forward to drive her
blade against his, she’d trapped his foot beneath her own. He dropped to the
ground. Normally the fight would be considered over. Kathryn had the high
ground and unless he was a very fast roller, David probably couldn’t avoid her
strikes. So David abandoned the sword for a different tactic. 


As Kathryn stepped forward, he
swept his foot behind hers. It didn’t topple her as he’d wanted it to, but it
unbalanced her enough for him to roll to his feet. 


“Nice,” she commented as she
parried his strike at her midsection.


“I thought so,” he agreed.
Raising his sword up to block her slash at his head. Pulling through, he
chambered for an attack at her neck which she blocked.


They continued trading attacks,
blocks, parries, passes, and the occasional hit with their free hand until a
sharp slap against David’s shoulder brought him out of the moment.


Across from him, Kathryn looked
just as confused. Turning to the right, they saw the rest of the Dragons
standing near the bridge, watching them. Matt was just lowering his sling.


“Did you just hit me with a
rock?” David asked in disbelief.


“Well you didn’t answer when I
rang the lunch bell, so how else could I get your attention? And besides it wasn’t a rock, it was
a clod.”


“A clod?” David glanced over his shoulder a saw there was
some sticky remnants left over from the attack.


Grinning, Matt added, “a dirt
clod…I think. Well, at least it looked like it was mostly dirt.”


David frowned, wrinkled his nose supposing the dirt clod must have come from the approaches
to the stable.


Kathryn glanced up at the sky. “It’s not lunchtime,” she
said, confused.


“Yeah, but Natalie wants to go
into town and we figured we would invite you two along,” Luke explained. “If
you’re done hacking each other to pieces, that is.”


“I have a better idea,” a new
voice interrupted.


Every Dragon whirled on the
newcomer, eyes alert and hands automatically reaching for whatever weapon they
happened to be carrying at the moment. The magic of the glade prevented anyone
who wasn’t gifted from entering the glade and since the Dragon’s didn’t
recognize the voice as one of their own, back early from patrol, it could only
be another Guardian, or someone who was gifted but who had been thrown out of
the Guardians.


They were speechless when they
saw who it was. The man standing before them was neither Guardian nor failed
trainee. On the bridge stood King Derek. 


Taking in their stunned faces he
grinned. “I’m guessing from your expressions that you weren’t expecting me.”


David found his voice first. “Should
we have been expecting you, Lord King?” he asked courteously.


Derek frowned. “Frierk, David,”
he cursed softly. “I may be king, but we’re still brothers and we’re not at
court. Nor is the Council here to keep an eye on you.”


Not having seen his brother
outside of court since his father’s murder, Derek’s exclamation surprised
David. He wasn’t even aware that Derek
had known about the situation between the Dragons and the Council. He wasn’t
sure if he should be comforted or worried that his brother knew about the rift
between his family and the Council. Then again, he was partially the cause.
Even after two years, David was still smarting a little bit from the speed with
which Derek had been crowned. He’d shown up one day at their glade, three
months after Kathryn’s encounter with Tanner, with the Guardian High Council at
his side and announced to all that Darian had been killed and that he had been
crowned king. 


After a moment of shock, David
had felt a wide range of emotions. First had been disbelief, which had been
quickly quashed by the royal coronet sitting on Derek’s brow. Second had been
grief so intense it had almost bent him over. Last had come the fury.


Especially after he had learned that his father had been killed a month before Derek’s visit. 


He and Derek had had choice words over that particular
detail. David had been furious, was still angry, that Derek had kept that
knowledge from him, and the situation had almost come to blows when David had
learned that his father had already been buried. If Darcy hadn’t arrived at
that point and calmed his brothers down…David was willing to bet he would have
actually punched his brother, regardless of the fact that Derek was now his
King. 


Once Darcy had talked some sense into the both of them,
Derek had explained why he hadn’t sent word, saying that he had acted on the
advice of the Guardian Council. If anything David’s anger had deepened. That
the Council would keep the death of his father from him, while sending the word
out to the rest of the Guardian families, made him see red. Ever since,
relations between David and the Council had been strained and they were only
compounded by the fact that the Dragons took David’s side in the issue. 


Ever since Derek’s coronation, the Council had been
sending new orders for missions that they demanded the Dragons undertake, the
same missions that the Order had quoted as evidence for the Dragon’s airs during the last visit to the
school. And with those new missions, the Council had shown itself to be
exceedingly uptight about the way they wanted things done. And whenever things
hadn’t ended the way the Leadership had expressly desired, David usually ended
up receiving a letter that conveyed the Council’s acute disappointment. 


It was only after the fourth of such letters that David
had come to the conclusion that it wasn’t the Governing Body who was assigning
the missions, but rather someone else who was ordering the Council to assign them to the Dragons. Which of course
only made a sore situation worse. The Council did not appreciate others who
took an interest in Guardian affairs.


When David had mentioned his surprise at the stiff-necked
view the Order took on matters to Kathryn she had let out a soft snort
of laughter.


“You never noticed before this?”
she’d asked sarcastically.


Surprised at her reaction, David
had answered warily. “No.”


“Lucky for you.”


“You mean you knew?” 


“I’ve known since the first day
I met them that they were a bunch of stiff-necked want-to-be heroes stuck in
the past of those supposed glory days of the Guardians, reveling in the power
that being a Councilmember gives them.”


After that conversation,
whenever David received new orders, he would review them privately and then
make any changes he deemed necessary to accomplish it. Frankly he was surprised
that the Council hadn’t sent emissaries
to pay his family a visit. The fact that the Dragons always succeeded in
the missions was the only thing that kept the Council from descending on their necks;
which could only mean they were waiting for the Dragons to either fail or
severely overstep their bounds.


When he’d mentioned this idea to
Kathryn, he’d gotten the impression that she’d already come to the conclusions
he’d had, plus more. 


“I’d be willing to bet that our
orders are either coming straight from the King or Elyon,” she’d said one early
morning during one of their sparring matches.


“Elyon?” David had repeated, the
surprise throwing him off and allowing her to score a hit. “Why him?”


She’d scrunched up her face. “I
honestly can’t say why. I just know. In the same way I’m almost positive he’s
the one who arranged for all those instructors to give us extra training.”


David had considered her words.
“You know, I’d never even thought about Elyon, but I think you’re right.”


“Now the question is,” Kathryn
had said, slashing at him, which he managed to block. “Why does he think we’re
going to need all these extra skills?”


It didn’t take David more than a
second to come up with an answer. “Because he thinks we’re going to need them.”


Kathryn had paused at him and
stared at him thoughtfully. “Elyon doesn’t think. He knows.”


The conversation still gave
David shivers. He’d met up with Elyon several more times since his first
meeting in the Governor’s castle and still wasn’t sure what to make of the man.
He suspected that Kathryn had met up with Elyon several times after she’d
returned to the Dragons as well. 


Jerking his mind back to the
present, David found himself uncomfortable with the tension in the glade. Their
King, Derek may be, but David was the leader of the Dragons and after three
years they followed his lead unflinchingly. Even though he’d almost completely
ignored them for two years. 


“Why don’t we go inside?” David
suggested, struggling to maintain an aura of calm. Had Daniel been there, he
would have probably given David a knowing smirk. Such were the problems of
living with a mind reader.


David led the way into the
house, Derek close on his heels and the Dragons not too far behind the King. In
the sitting room, David motioned for his brother to take a seat. Derek settled
himself comfortably in one of the larger, cushioned chairs.


The tension threatened to return
as the rest of the Dragons shifted restlessly on their feet. From the
expression on Derek’s face, David guessed that his brother wanted to discuss
some private matters, but for once David couldn’t think of a way to politely
ask his family to leave without expressively ordering them.


Fortunately, Kathryn took
charge. “Matt,” she said briskly, “Why don’t you see about preparing the midday
meal?” she suggested. 


Matt, who appeared to be having
difficulty with the reality that the King was sitting in his living room,
jerked slightly at the sound of her voice. Knowing that lunch was already prepared, he started to correct her but
abruptly switched directions by the look in her eyes. “Huh? Oh right!” He dashed out of the
room with more enthusiasm than politeness dictated. 


 After
Matt’s rapid departure the rest of the family seemed to get the hint. “Leia,
why don’t we go finish that dress we’ve been working on?” Natalie suggested,
tugging lightly on the brunette’s arm. 


 “I’ll
help,” Rachel spoke up, hurrying after them.


 Luke
scratched his head thoughtfully. “I guess I should get a head start on moving
that hay,” he said slowly.


 Kathryn
poked him in the chest. “You need to
practice your archery.” Even after two years of intense training, Luke still
wasn’t up to Kathryn’s taxing archery standards. And considering his friend’s
intense competitive nature, David hadn’t yet figured out why. 


 Luke
grimaced, but didn’t argue as he left. Jenna and Kathryn disappeared on his
heels, their excuse unvoiced.


 “You
have quite the family,” Derek commented softly once they were alone.


 “They
certainly have their moments,” David agreed, not wanting to reveal too much
about his family, even to his brother. He paused, and then asked, “How is
mother?”


 Derek
sighed heavily. “Coping. She misses father, I can see the pain every day. But
she’s joined my advisory council and is proving to be more adept at this sort
of thing than I am.”


 “Well,
she has had more practice,” David reminded him.


 “True.”
Derek paused and David could see an internal debate warring beneath the
surface. Finally he spoke, parsing
his words carefully. “Father was a good king, but many of the nobles in
his advisory council don’t…” he struggled over the words, “don’t approve of my
ascension.”


 Startled,
David leaned back in his chair. “What do you mean that ‘they don’t approve of your
ascension’? You are…were the Crown
Prince.”


 “They
don’t think that I can rule as well as father.”


 Personally,
David had entertained the same thought more than once in the years past.
Derek’s over-enthusiastic and trusting personality was the opposite of their
father’s firm, constant leadership. Of course voicing his thoughts wouldn’t do
Derek any good at the moment. Instead he said, “You’ll just have to prove them
wrong.”


 Derek
threw up his hands in frustration. “How can I prove them wrong, when they
attempt to thwart all my actions and decrees?”


 “It
can’t be that bad,” David tried to placate.


 Derek eyed him. “I direct you to
the Council’s decision that kept father’s death from you when I expressly asked
them to do the opposite.”


 David
grimaced. “Okay, I’ll give you that one. But surely—”


 “The
advisory council runs itself in circles as they debate my suggestions and the
Guardian Council has politely asked that I leave the affairs of the Guardians
to them—


 “They
WHAT?” David exploded in disbelief.


 Derek
stood up and walked over to the empty fireplace. “They told me to keep my nose
out of their affairs,” he said bluntly. 


 “You
are the King! It’s supposed to be
your business! The whole kingdom is your business!”


 “Well,
that’s what they told me. Politely and politically phrased, of course, but even
I could read between the lines there.”


 David
fumed quietly. This was getting out of hand. The Council’s duty was to report
to the King. They served the King and
his people. “What are you going to do about it?” he asked finally.


 Derek
grimaced. “For the moment, nothing. I will eventually need to bring them back
within their limits, but with this new threat—


 “What
new threat?” None of Natalie’s local dispatches that she’d brief him and
Kathryn on had suggested a new threat emerging.


 “It’s
the whole reason I’m here.”


 David
raised an eyebrow. “You want us to handle it, I’m guessing.”


 “I’d
prefer you didn’t,” Derek admitted
vehemently, taking David by surprise. “But I’ve been told you’re the only ones who have a chance of coming back alive.”


 The
hairs on the back of David’s neck stood up. “The only ones to come back alive?” he repeated. 


 Derek
was silent for a long time. “I hate having to ask this of you, brother. I wish
that I didn’t have to.”


 “Do
I want to ask?”


 “Do
you remember the stories of the Nauro?”


 David
nodded. “The children’s story? Of course. Uncle Damien
told us that story every time we misbehaved.”


 Derek’s
cheek twitched at the memory and then the graveness took over again. “It’s not
a children’s story.”


 Coldness
invaded David’s body. “I see,” he said quietly. 


Actually, David didn’t see. As a child he had been
terrified by the story. His uncle had had the bad habit of gathering his nieces
and nephews together in the sitting room and then spinning and chronicling
lurid tales just before bedtime. Damien took some sort of perverted joy in
terrifying his nieces and nephews with graphic accountings of legends and
myths, particularly those that involved children. Refusing to sleep alone in the dark David
would often secret himself between his sleeping parents in the middle of the
night. While the security of his parents
afforded him some comfort, they couldn’t stop the night terrors. On more than
one occasion, his parents would suddenly wake to David’s thrashing and
screams. Uncle Damien’s Nauro tales
suddenly stopped after a summoning by both the king and queen. 


Derek next to mother and
father held my hands in his. The imperial guards pulled their spears to the
rest position to allow access to the throne. As he entered the Royal hall,
mother stood with both hands on her hips – scowling. Before the usually affable
Damien could get a word in, mother let into him.


 “Damien,
you may be my heart-brother, but don’t think for a moment that I won’t have you
in irons and caged in a dungeon cell before the scullery maids finish cleaning
the breakfast wares.” David noticed the guards, Simane, and Foibic exchanging
quick glances with each other, neither apparently understanding what elicited
the queen’s ire. 


 “After
traumatizing the boys with one of your night time stories, David went missing.
The king had the entire Royal Guard searching for him. Nine radians! It took nine radians to find
him! And do you know where the Prince of Achaea was found? He was found cowed
and whimpering in the back of the cloakroom, the… …Prince… of… Achaea! Hiding
in a cloak…room!”


Despite his mother’s tirade, which in his four-year-old
mind had lasted almost as long as it had taken for the Royal Guard to find him,
Uncle Damien had remained strangely unrepentant.


“There’s more,”
Derek interrupted his thoughts.


 “More?”


 Derek
finally turned from the fireplace. “There’s too much at risk to keep mother and
our sisters at the palace. If we can’t stop this, our lineage needs to be
preserved.”


 “And
just how are you going to preserve it?” David asked, trying to hide his
confusion. Why the frierk was Derek suddenly going on about ‘preserving’ their
line? Was this a second risk? Or the same children’s story risk?


 “I
want you to take them to safety.”


 “Me?”


 “The
Dragons.”


 “If
you’re so against us accepting these missions surely the Council could
recommend a family more experienced than us to take these assignments.”


 “I
wasn’t planning on asking the Council.”


 David
pursed his lips thoughtfully. “For some reason I don’t see this ending well.”


 Derek
barked a laugh. “Don’t worry. I’ll tell the Council about the missions, but
I’ll tell them after you leave. As
King, I have the authority to assign special missions to whichever Guardian or
Guardian families as I deem necessary.”


 “Are
you sure about this? Going behind their backs will only strain things further.”


 “Probably,
but they’ve already tried multiple times to kill the creature that’s plaguing
Almaera and each attempt has failed, and failed quite bloodily I might add. If
you succeed, they can’t take issue with it too much. “I can assign missions to
any family I desire at any time. It’s time I reminded the Council of that fact.
That is my right as King,” he reiterated. David was starting to wonder who his
brother was trying to convince. The Council? Or himself?


 He
studied his brother more carefully. Was it possible that Derek had some marble
in his spine after all? He hadn’t shown much growing up, willing to fly from
one fad to another at court.


 “When
will we leave?”


 “Soon.
I’ve sent for mother and our sisters. They should be here in a radian or so,
and once the rest of your family arrives, I’ll give you the details of the
missions.”


 David
took inventory of his present state. Since he wasn’t on duty, he hadn’t bothered to put on his cirin armor.
But after sparring with Kathryn for a radian, his clothing had become soaked in
sweat and he was becoming more and more aware of an odor emanating from his
side of the room, not entirely sure if it was from his body odor, Matt’s dirt clod, or a combination of both. “With
your permission, I should probably go change so that mother doesn’t have
something to lecture me about before she gets off her horse.”


 Derek
laughed. “She’ll find something anyway.”
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Upstairs, David stripped off his
smelly clothes, sponged himself down, and hastily put on dry ones. He ran some
clean water through his hair and quickly ripped a comb through the tangles. As
he was pulling on his boots he heard the sound of horse hooves and startled
exclamations. 


Racing down the stairs he flung
open the door and hurried out onto the porch. His mother and sisters, dressed
in inconspicuous gray and brown cloaks rode behind a gray figure that struck a
familiar chord in David’s mind. 


Princess Lillian caught sight of
her brother on the porch and dismounted quickly.


“Lillian!” The Queen Mother said
disapprovingly but was cut off by her youngest daughter’s delighted cry.


“David!” she shrieked as she
raced towards her brother. He met her three quarters of the way and wrapped her
in a bear hug.


Princess Roseanna, tired of the
hard riding and being proper, quickly followed her sister, dismounting on her
own, and racing for her brother. The Queen didn’t try to stop her.


The rest of the Dragons, having
heard the exclamations, had raced to the door in time to watch the reunion.


David still had his sisters
enfolded in his arms when they reached them and the Queen was dismounting from
her horse with the assistance of their guide.


Derek took his mother into his
arms. “I am relieved to see you, Mother. Welcome.”


The Queen Mother returned his
embrace. “Thank you. We are relieved to be here.”


David finally released his
sisters and reached for his mother who hugged him fiercely while Derek welcomed
his sisters with a hug and some comforting words.


Finally, King Derek introduced
his mother and sisters to the Dragons.


“Queen Mother may I present the
Dragons, one of the Guardian families of Rima.”


The Dragons all gave a
respectful bow or curtsy. 


Kathryn stepped forward. “We
welcome you, Queen Mother to our humble home. We hope that you, your daughters,
and your guide will be comfortable here.”


At the mention of the gray
hooded guide, the King suddenly exclaimed, “Dear friend, I apologize. I should
not have forgotten you.”


The figure chuckled warmly. “You
did not forget me, Your Majesty, you simply needed to know your family was
safe.”


“Elyon!” 


Both Kathryn and David placed
the voice immediately. He was an enigma that David was still trying to figure
out. For some reason the man, who claimed to be a foreign king and an advisor
to Derek, wanted David to join his kingdom.
David had refused, but couldn’t ignore that the offer had been made and,
according to Elyon, still remained open. It was one of the few things he’d
never told anyone. Even Kathryn. 


Derek frowned, “You know Elyon?”


“Elyon saved my life two years
ago,” Kathryn explained slowly. David fought the urge to raise his eyebrow.
Elyon had done more than that for Kathryn if her stories were to be believed.
From what he’d been able to pull out of her, the man claimed that Kathryn’s
parents were his subjects. And more importantly, still alive. Since Elyon had also made that claim to David, the Dragon’s leader
wasn’t entirely sure that it was a false claim. For her part, his lieutenant
seemed to want to trust him, but stopped short of it every time. 


Suddenly, Roseanna’s eyes
widened. “I know you,” she exclaimed. “You were the one outside my tower in
Sebastian’s castle all those years ago!”


Lillian and the Queen’s eyes
opened wide. “You were?” Lillian asked breathlessly.


Kathryn hesitated but finally
nodded. “Yes, I was.”


“You didn’t tell me David was
part of the team sent to rescue you,” the Queen accused her daughter.


“He made me promise not to.”


Matt frowned at David. “When did
you do that? I never saw you talking to the princess by yourself.”


“One night, when you were all
asleep she woke me up and wanted to talk with me,” David explained.


Lillian was studying the Dragons
closely, looking for familiar faces. Her eyes widened even further. “Lady
Kathryn! That’s how I know you! You’re Aunt Jasmine’s ward!” She looked at
Kathryn closely. “You look…different.”


Kathryn laughed. “Dirt and
homespun cloth tends to do that, Lady Princess.”


Lillian turned to her brother.
“Does Aunt Jasmine know you live with her ward?”


“She knows that we know each
other…” David hedged.


Roseanna poked him in the ribs. “I
wonder if Lady Sharyn knows that she hasn’t any chance at getting with you.”


David grimaced. Until Derek’s
ascension to the throne, Darcy had always been the most sought after member of
the royal family by the noble ladies. It was a pecking order that David had
been perfectly content with. But after his father had died, David’s status had
changed considerably and had been presented to the court early. Unfortunately
for him, a noblewoman named Sharyn was positively determined to catch him in
her talons. It was beginning to annoy David, but as of yet he hadn’t figured
out a way to put the woman off.


Matt laughed. “I hope not. It’s
entertaining to watch him flounder at something for once.”


“Traitor.”


“Why don’t we all go inside?” Kathryn
suggested.


“Yes,” Jenna agreed, “let’s go
inside.”


Matt and Rachel moved to the
kitchen to finish preparing the meal Matt had started earlier and the spread
they created was breathtaking. Tyler had managed to bring down a stag earlier
that week and the group enjoyed venison stew, venison steaks, fish filets,
fresh fruits and nuts.


Everyone complemented the cook
until Matt’s face matched his hair. Once they finished with the fine food,
David gave his mother and sisters a quick tour of the house while the rest of
the Dragons scattered. Derek’s eye followed Kathryn as she made to disappear,
reminding David that his older brother had shown significant interest in his
lieutenant over the last three years, before deciding to join the tour.


“It’s so small,” Roseanna
commented as David showed them the size of their bedrooms.


“We don’t need much, Sana.”


Lillian was practically jumping
up and down. “Where do you practice?” she asked. 


“Practice what?”


“Your
sparring! Archery! All your fighting skills!”


Behind her, Derek sighed. “I
knew that putting a sword in your hands would prove to be a bad idea. Honestly,
Lillian.”


“Oh don’t give me that!” she
exclaimed vehemently. “I have the potential to fight as well as any man, the
swordmaster said so!”


“Women aren’t allowed to compete
or serve in the army,” Derek reminded her. “So why bother learning?”


“The rules should be changed
then,” Lillian shot back. “Women are allowed to serve in the Guardians and
Royal Guard, why not the army?”


“Because the women in the
Guardians and the Royal Guard are gifted.”


“So only women who are gifted
are a man’s equal?” She turned on David. “What do you think?”


David considered his words. “A
woman doesn’t need to be gifted to be a man’s equal, I know of one who’s the
match of any man with both hands tied behind her back, but the issue isn’t
whether a woman is the equal of a man. It’s whether a man can stand by and
watch as women fall in battle.”


“Why is that the issue?” Lillian
demanded.


“Men can’t stomach the idea of
watching a woman die or be tortured,” Kathryn’s voice interrupted. “They’re all
born with the overprotective male ailment.”


The royals turned to find her on
the stairs.


“Interesting observation,” Derek
grinned.


“But true,” she countered before
turning to David. “I apologize for interrupting, but I thought you might want
to know that the others are back.”


“Already?
Their shift isn’t over for several more radians.”


“I sent Destiny to bring them
back.” She looked to the King. “I figured that we probably shouldn’t delay the
King any more than we already have.”


“Destiny?” The queen asked
curiously.


Kathryn let out a quick whistle
and the bird raced up the stairs in a gray blur, coming to rest on her
shoulder. “Destiny.”


“I wish my birds obeyed me like
that,” Derek commented wryly. “What’s your secret?”


“Just spend time with them.”


“And rescue them as a hatchling
and be their only companion for over
five years,” David added dryly.


“You’re just jealous.”


“Of Destiny? No thanks, I enjoy
sleeping in.” As a riposte it wasn’t one of his better ones and the amused
twitch of her lips let him know she recognized the face but was politely
refraining from unleashing her full sarcastic potential on him in front of his
family.
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They gathered in the sitting
room, the newly arrived Dragons looking curiously from David to the rest of the
Royal Family, and waited for the King to begin.


“I have two missions for you,”
he said without preamble. “And unfortunately both must be completed at the same
time.”


David had decided to remain
silent during the presentation. He may have been the leader of the family, but
they were the ones who truly decided what missions they would accept. Not that
they’d ever turned down one, but that was beside the point. 


“Where?” Luke asked.


“One in Heltic and another in
Almaera,” the King replied.


Tyler frowned thoughtfully. “So
we need two separate teams to complete these missions?”


Derek nodded, “I’m afraid so.”


“Splitting up isn’t anything
new,” Kathryn reminded Tyler. “The kraken is only one example of many.”


The healer nodded and returned
his attention to the king.


“Please go on,” David requested, speaking for
the first time. 


“I’ve had… reports of goings on
in Almaera,” Derek continued.


“What kind of reports?” Matt
asked from his lounging position by the unlit fireplace. Only Matt would consider
an ungainly sprawl on the floor fit for royal company. 


“Disturbing reports.”


The read-head frowned. “Define
disturbing.”


“Stories of a horrific creature
part dog, part man, part cat—”


Natalie wrinkled her nose.
“Sounds awful.”


Lindsey elbowed her in the ribs.
“Don’t interrupt the King!”


Derek smiled at Lindsey. “It’s
alright, Lindsey and you’re right Natalie, it does sound awful. But its looks
are nothing compared to the reports of its actions and abilities.”


“We’re going to regret listening
to this, aren’t we?” Daniel asked, no doubt already gleaning the details from
the King’s mind as to where this was going.


“I won’t deny that it gave me
nightmares for days,” The king admitted.


Suddenly aware of who else was
in the room, David turned to glance at his mother. “Are you sure you want to
stay for this?” he asked.


The Queen Mother smiled at him.
“It will be alright,” she assured him, “We already know what’s about to be
revealed to you.”


“This creature,” the King
continued, “Is said to be the nauro.”


Everyone paused at that
pronouncement. According to legend, the Nauro was a creature that was part
wolf, cat, and human. It was said to have the speed and agility of a cat, the
sense of smell and hearing of a dog, the ability to apply basic reason to its attacks
like a human, and had the strength of ten horses. It was said to prefer human
flesh as sustenance and could take down a horse with one swipe of its paw.


But for all the legends and
myths surrounding it there was one thing they all completely lacked: a
description of the creature.


“But that’s a myth!” Luke
protested.


“Myths and legends often
originate from truth,” Elyon inserted quietly.


“In any case,” Derek continued.
“Whether this is simply a wild cat or dog being mistaken for a legend or
another creature entirely, it is terrorizing the southern borders of Almaera.”


“How many has it killed?” Jenna
asked.


“In the three months we’ve been
receiving reports, we’ve confirmed about one hundred fifty kills.”


“One hundred fifty!” Tyler
exclaimed. “That’s fifty people per month, that’s almost two people a day!”


“Is it still killing at this
rate?” Kathryn asked quickly before Tyler could say anything else.


“Praise the stars, no. In the
last fortnight I haven’t heard of any kills.”


“That’s good,” Natalie spoke up.
“Right?”


Tyler frowned, “I’m more worried
as to why it’s stopped so suddenly. Either it’s not hungry, dead—


“Or on the move,” Matt finished
for him. “Though it should still be needing food while it travels just like any
other animal. The reports just must not have reached you yet,” he guessed.


“That’s the conclusion we came
to as well,” Derek agreed.


“Actually,” Rachel interjected.
“If this thing is the fabled Nauro, the legend states that the Nauro feeds like
an insatiable force while it grows and then settles down for an undetermined
period of time before killing again.”


“We don’t know that this is the
nauro,” The king reminded him.


“With all due respect, what else
could it be?” Tyler asked. “Not even
a pack of wolves makes fifty kills in a month.”


“He has a point,” Kathryn
agreed.


“How does the legend say to kill
it?” Leia asked.


“It doesn’t,” Rachel replied
softly. “It’s described as being completely invulnerable.”
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 Silence
filled the room as everyone contemplated the idea of going after a legendary
creature that couldn’t be killed. 


 “There’s
one other thing you should know,” Derek continued. 


 “More
good news?” Matt asked dryly.


 “I’m
afraid that this piece of information will not be taken as good news.” The King
hesitated, and then said, “This creature has already killed seven Guardians.”


 Ominous
silence filled the room after the King’s news.


 “Seven?”
Leia repeated in disbelief.


 The
King nodded, “From what I’ve heard, it attacks the most gifted Guardian attacking
it, ignoring all others until that particular Guardian is dead. Then it turns
to the next, and the next, and the next.”


 “Which
is another of the nauro’s legendary abilities,” Rachel said quietly.


 The
King looked surprised, “Is it?”


 She
nodded, “A nauro is said to be drawn to magic.”


 The
Dragons looked at Kathryn.


 “Why
are you all looking at me?” she asked dangerously.


 “Because
you’re the most gifted of all of us,” Amy replied.


 Kathryn
shook her head. “No I’m not.”


 “Yes,
Kathryn. You are.” Elyon put any argument to rest with his quiet, but firm,
declaration. “Your power surpasses every Guardian alive— for that matter, any
Guardian in the last nine hundred years.”


 Kathryn
stared at him dumbstruck, even David, who had been warned about the extent of
Kathryn’s powers by Lord Jasse, was speechless at Elyon’s statement.


 “How
would you know that?” Jenna finally ventured.


 Elyon
smiled at her. “I am much older than I look.”


 Derek
looked at his younger brother, “I didn’t want to ask this of you, brother. In
fact I tried to ask Darcy’s family, the Skinwalkers,
if they would but they said they weren’t powerful enough to do it.”


 “They
would be a good choice,” David murmured. “They have what, six years of
experience on us?”


 “For
that matter,” Kathryn interjected. “Why haven’t you asked the Guardian Council to assign their most
experienced family to this?”


 Derek
and David exchanged looks and from the contemplative look Kathryn gave him
David knew he would have to explain that at a later date. “The Council has been
trying for several months to kill the creature, but has been largely
unsuccessful,” Derek said slowly. “Elyon has recommended you time and time
again to the Council, but they always sent someone else.”


 “Which
is why you’re here,” Elizabeth said suddenly. “You’re sending us personally.”


 Derek
nodded. “I am. The Council is wasting life and time by digging in their heels
and refusing to listen to outside advice. This creature is killing my people
and if no one else is willing to do anything about it, then it’s time I took
matters into my own hands.”


 “Don’t
you mean our hands?” David asked
dryly. 


 “Oh,
leave your brother alone,” his mother scolded. “You know what he meant.”


 “And
why have you chosen us?” Jenna asked. “We only graduated three years ago.
Surely there are other families that are more suited for the task?”


 “You
may have only graduated three years ago, but your list of accomplishments is
longer than all of the other families,” Derek told them. “In three years you’ve
rescued Roseanna, saved my life several times, uncovered several spy rings,
disposed of several large creatures—including the kraken—and have tracked down
more bandits and outlaws than I can count. Then, to top it all off you rescued
one of your own from a small army, without any casualties on your side, and
discovered the existence of a mysterious Brotherhood who appear to have a
grudge against the Guardians.”


 “Put
that way, we do sound impressive,” Matt agreed cheerfully. Rachel stepped on
his foot. 


 “Elyon
advised me to ask you first,” Derek continued. “In fact he said that you are
the only ones who could do it.”


 “You
have a lot of faith in us,” David said to Elyon.


 “Not
just faith,” Elyon told him, “I have… special knowledge of what this family is capable of. I know you
can do this.”


 “Why?”
Luke demanded. “What makes us so special?”


 “Because you aren’t held back by
tradition. You can think for yourselves, you adapt to each situation. Your
family is becoming more powerful. Your gifts are still developing and growing , and you have yet to see what you are fully capable
of. And you aren’t afraid to defy
the Council and bend the rules.”


 Which is exactly why the Council fears us.


 David
was silent for a long moment, looking into the faces of each of his family. 


Finally he
said, “We’ll accept the mission.”


 Relief
and worry crossed Derek’s face as he nodded his thank you.


 “What’s
the second mission?” Luke asked.


 “Hopefully
easier than the first,” Derek replied.


 “Storming
the capital sounds easier than going after a creature that can’t be killed,”
Tyler grunted.


 The
King inclined his head in agreement. “I concur, Tyler. In any case, I need the
Dragons who aren’t going after the creature to escort my mother and sisters to
a sanctuary located along the western
border of Heltic.


 “Doesn’t
sound too bad,” Luke commented.


Ignoring Luke’s comment, Amy
spoke up, her eyes wide. “Isn’t that where the Hecil Forest is?”


 Again
the King nodded.


 “Wait
a second,” Luke said, recognition dawning. “Hecil Forest, as in the Hecil Forest, the place where no
traveler has ever returned from?”


 “The
very one.”


 David
turned to his brother. “Are you sure the Council didn’t put you up to this?”


 “Unfortunately
this is all my idea. Again, Elyon insists that your family is the only one that
can pull off both of these missions and remain in one piece.”


 “To
the ones traveling through the Hecil Forest,” Elyon spoke up. “I have a map in
my possession that will guide you through the forest.”


 “A
map?” Luke echoed dubiously. “How can there be a map when no one has ever
returned from that place?”


 “No
one in the last five hundred years has returned,” Elyon corrected. “At one time
there was a road traveling through the forest. My map will take you along that path.”


 Luke,
who by now was learning not to argue with Elyon, turned to David and said, “Oh,
why not? Half of us can go get lost in a creepy forest and the others can fight
a creepy creature that can’t be killed.”


 “Sounds
like fun,” Tyler said dryly.


 “My
family has spoken. The Dragons will accept both missions,” David said wryly. I just hope that we live to regret it.


 “I’m
glad to hear it,” Derek replied, “And may the stars watch over you brother. May
they watch over all of you.”


 “We’ll
leave before the week is over.”


 “How
will you divide up your family?” Lillian asked suddenly.


 David
looked around at the familiar faces, “That,” he said quietly, “Is something we
need to discuss amongst ourselves.” 


 Seeing
that the Dragons wished to discuss the matter in private, King Derek shepherded
his mother and sisters into the parlor. Elyon stayed to advise the young
Guardians.


 David
went straight for the jugular. “I’ll lead the mission against the nauro,” he said, claiming what
he believed to be the most dangerous mission for himself. “Luke, I’d like to
have you lead the mission through the Hecil forest.”


 “Your
family will be safe with me,” Luke promised.


 David
nodded, and then turned to Kathryn. “I want you to go with me to Almaera.”


 The significance
of his request was not lost on her. “Using me as bait, oh great leader?”


 David
grimaced. “Maybe, if it comes to that, but when it comes to a fight, I’d like
to keep you where I can easily call on you. This isn’t going to be easy”


 “Killing
a legend? After the kraken, the nauro
should be a walk in the fields,” she said sarcastically.


 “Only
you would think that,” Luke said dryly. He looked at Amy. “Well, if Kathryn’s
going with David, then I’d like you to join me.”


 “Someone
has to protect the Princess’ from your roguish charms,” she said dryly. 


 Luke splayed a hand over his
chest. “You think I’m a rogue? I’m flattered.” 


 “You
would be.”


 David
snorted dryly before looking around. “Anyone have a mission in particular
they’d like to sign up for?” He wasn’t about to force anyone to go on a mission
they didn’t want. Granted their choices weren’t all that appealing: certain
death by unstoppable magical creature or certain death by insane magical
forest.


 Lindsey
spoke up first. “Personally, I’d rather get lost than face a creature that
can’t be killed.”


 “I’m
leaning more towards that option too,” Elizabeth agreed quietly. 


 David
nodded, “Okay, so we’ve got Amy, Luke, Lindsey, and Elizabeth so far going to
the forest. Anyone else?”


 “I’ll
go,” Daniel volunteered.


 Elyon
spoke up, “Rachel and Cass should go on this mission also.”


 David
looked at the two girls. “Are you two okay with that?”


 Both
girls nodded. “That will be fine,” Rachel assured him, an odd look flashing
across her features. 


 “Then
that leaves, me, Kathryn, Tyler, Matt, Leia, Natalie,
and Jenna to go creature hunting.” He turned to Elyon. “Any last minute
advice?”


 Elyon
nodded. “You’ve made excellent choices for your teams. I believe it will serve
both teams very well. I notice that you have put most of your healers on the
trek to face the creature, which shows good judgment. I fear you will not get
out of that mission unscathed.”


 “Good
to know,” Tyler muttered sourly.


 Elyon
turned to Rachel and Cass. “You both do not necessarily have the gift of
healing, but since you
have worked along-side both Jenna and Tyler and that experience, combined with
the information that I
will give to you, shall be
enough to complete the mission.” He turned back to David. “The creature you will
face is ancient and it was designed
to rapidly take out the enemy leadership. In your case, I would advise you to
remember that less is greater.”


 Tyler
frowned. “I don’t suppose you could translate?”


 Elyon
laughed. “If I were to give you all the answers, Tyler, you would have no room
to grow.”


 “How
can we grow if we’re going to die?”


 “You
don’t know that for sure. The meaning will become clear as you carry out your
mission.” 


 “Then
it’s settled,” David looked around at his family. “Each team leaves as soon as
you are able.” He cleared his throat. “Since my team is not escorting anyone I
think it would be best if we left at first light.”


 Even
Kathryn was surprised at his announcement.


“So soon?” Luke asked in dismay.


 Kathryn
nodded reluctantly. “I agree with David. The faster we get to Almaera the
faster we can hunt and kill this creature.” She didn’t sound too thrilled, and
it was the first time David had ever heard wary resignation in her voice before
a mission.


 “Right.
David stood. “Kathryn, Matt, and Jenna, it’ll be normal rising time for you
tomorrow. The rest of us need to make sure we get up when they do.”


 “I
can make sure of that,” Matt assured them.


 “If
you ring that stupid cowbell of yours in my ear you’re going to be starting
this trip missing your eyebrows,” Natalie threatened.


 The
Dragons took their leave of the King and headed upstairs for a restless night.
David and Kathryn spent a few more radians with the King and Elyon.


 King
Derek and Elyon left shortly after nightfall.


 No
one got much sleep that night.


 


 















In Darkness it hunts


In Light it devours


Bred for sole purpose


The destruction of magic


It comes for you
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 David
sighed and leaned against the railing, wishing Kathryn was already up so he
could have someone to punch at without worrying about actually injuring them.
His frustration reflexively tightened his fingers which began to crumple the
paper clutched in his hands. Releasing another pent-up breath, he forced
himself to relax, rolling his head over his shoulders to help ease the tension
currently building there. Was the entire kingdom trying to force him into an
early grave? 


 It
wasn’t enough that the kingdom was crawling with all manner of creatures
seemingly possessed with the unyielding desire to kill every person it came
across with a manic enthusiasm that hadn’t been seen in, well, millennia if the
historical scrolls were correct. Although for all David knew, Rachel could have
been getting her information from the legends and myths of old instead the
historical records. Since she hadn’t been wrong in her conclusions he hadn’t
felt the need to question her sources. Now he was beginning to wonder if he
should have paid closer attention. 


 The
creatures themselves were the least worrisome thing on his mind. The Council
was on a witch-hunt, with the Dragons as their intended victims, and his family
was being run ragged all over the region as they were continuously handed
mission after mission, each more impossible, or suicidal, than the previous
one. While the missions were troubling, they were something he had in his power
to…tweak, so to speak. It was his family that was worrying him the most.


 Over
the last month he’d noticed marked changes in several of them. Leia was
becoming more withdrawn than usual for no reason that David could comprehend.
Luke was driving himself into exhaustion training at all hours of the day. It
had gotten to the point where Kathryn had actually ordered Luke to stop
training before he hurt himself. Up until that point, David hadn’t entirely
believed that Kat knew what the term ‘stop’ even meant in regard to training.
But if Luke was driving himself into the ground then there were no words for
Tyler’s furious, almost haunted, mood swings. Kat and Jenna had been working to
find the cause, and then hopefully a solution but from what Jenna told him, the
best they had been able to come up with was a temporary ‘treatment’. 


David was
ashamed to admit the entire situation was one he had done his best to avoid.
He’d been wrestling with the ghost of his father for the last two years, or
rather his father’s murderer, and while he had taken care with the missions his
family was assigned, he had been keeping himself out of the day-to-day running
of the family.


 At
first it hadn’t been intentional. When news of King Darian’s death had been
personally delivered by his new King…over the past two years the pain had faded
to an ache, but it still throbbed with every heartbeat. In the aftermath, his
family had done their best to help him through it and while their intentions
were well meant, he’d wanted nothing more than to escape and be alone. 


Jenna had been
the one to rescue him. She’d asked him if he’d be willing to gather some more
nighthaven berries since her supply was low. He’d been confused by her request,
Tyler or Kathryn usually foraged for her, but had agreed. It was only when
she’d casually, but firmly, mentioned that she wouldn’t need the berries back
before nightfall that he’d understood what she was offering him. 


He’d spent the
afternoon wandering the forest blindly, not caring where he was headed so long
as his feet were moving and he didn’t have to interact with another living
person. When he returned after dark, his heart had dropped seeing the
silhouette of someone sitting on the porch…no doubt waiting for his return.


Resisting the urge to curse, or punch something, he slowly picked
his way back to the house, trying to determine the best way to cut off a
conversation before it began. As he got closer, the shape coalesced into a
figure he could now recognize and he inhaled in relief. 


When he reached the bottom step, Kat didn’t even look up from the
blade she was oiling. The lantern she was utilizing for light hung from the
hook above her bench and swayed gently in the breeze, making the shadows dance
and jump. Destiny, perched contentedly on the railing, fluffed up her feathers
as he approached, a mannerism he could now recognize
as her asking for a head and neck stroke. While he wasn’t in the mood for
conversation, he stirred himself enough to give the animal a quick, friendly,
caress, before starting to head indoors.


“They’re all waiting for you inside.”


Startled by Kat’s unexpected comment, he tripped. Catching the
railing he righted himself and glanced in her direction. “What?”


His lieutenant brought the blade she was cleaning up to eye level,
tilting it right and left as she eyed it critically. “Luke and Natalie were
worried about you all day…which set everyone else worrying as well.”


Her delivery was so deadpan it almost made him laugh. Almost. “You
certainly don’t seem worried,” he observed, delaying his eventual entry into
the world of his concerned family members. 


Seemingly satisfied with this particular blade, she sheathed it,
picked up a new one, and began to oil it. “You took your sword and a good
number of knives,” she said matter-of-factly. “And you have your magic.”


He snorted. Of course. Trust Kat to think
that way. “Considering your view that emotions cripple and weaken a person, I’m
surprised you weren’t more…” he didn’t exactly want to describe her as
concerned… “uneasy.”


She glanced up at him. “I’ve trained you to the point where even
if you were distracted, your body would remember how to fight long enough for
you to send the wind to call in the rest of us.”


A part of him didn’t doubt it. “You’re probably right,” he sighed,
heading for the door. He wanted to climb into bed and sleep, but first he had
to face the gauntlet of his worried family.


“There’s a better way,” Kat spoke up before he could open the
door.


Frowning, he asked, “a better way to what?”


“Get to your room.”


“Somehow I doubt the front door or the solar window will be any
better.”


Muttering under her breath, she sheathed the blade she’d been
working on and quickly tucked the other various implements of her arsenal back
into its proper place. “Do you want my help to avoid the rest of the family or
not?” she asked, folding her arms over her chest and raising an eyebrow at him.


He wasn’t supposed to be that obvious. “Who said I was trying to—”


“Have you forgotten who you’re talking to?” she asked with a hint of
sarcasm. 


“Right,” he replied. “The queen of avoidance.” She narrowed her eyes at
him, but stayed silent. “Fine,” he said in exasperation. “Yes, I would like to
avoid getting caught up in conversations all night,” he looked at her
pointedly, “including this one.”


“Then follow me.” Moving to the balustrade, she clambered up until she
was balanced on the railing. David noted with some humor that even with the
additional height beneath her, she couldn’t stand and touch the roof. Leaping
up lightly, she caught the edge of the roof and swung herself up and
disappeared into the shadows before he had time to blink. 


Moving to the railing, he climbed up and stretched until he could grasp
the edge. 


“You need to jump in order to get the momentum you need to swing up,”
her voice instructed quietly out of the darkness.


“You’ve done this too many times,” he muttered as he bent his legs and
prepared to jump.


“This isn’t exactly a new skill for us,” she returned tartly.


“It is in this location. And your hearing is too good,” he grumbled as
he uncoiled and jumped. Catching the edge, he swung his legs and torso sideways
while pushing up and forward with his arms. The angle was steeper than he had
expected and his boots scuffled a bit as he sought enough traction to prevent
himself from falling. When he finally found an equilibrium
he turned to find Kathryn and nearly fell off the roof a second time after
discovering her silhouette less than a meter away. 


 “Are you good?” she asked dryly.


 “Now I understand Natalie’s
complaints,” he groused. “You do that on purpose.”


 He couldn’t see her rolling her
eyes, but he imagined it. “Come on,” she said, her shadow gliding its way up to
the roof to where it adjoined with the rest of the house. “Now we climb.”


 He put a hand on the wall,
covered in flat, wooden siding, then turned and gaped at her shadow. “You can’t
be serious. There’s nothing to grab onto here.”


 “The slats are held on by magic
and there’s small gaps in between each that are just wide enough for your
fingers to fit in,” she replied. “It’s easy.” Then she began to climb, her arms
almost directly out in front of her, with her legs directly under her arms
providing the tension necessary to move upward.


 “Easy,” he repeated doubtfully.
“Maybe for someone who’s more squirrel than human.”


 “Hurry up.”


 Grumbling, he forced his fingers
between the slats, it was a tighter fit than Kathryn had implied, and began his
upward journey. It was the most difficult climb of his career; he wasn’t sure
if the difficulty was purely because it was pitch black outside or because he
wasn’t used to scaling a wooden structure. Or a hefty
combination of both. 


 He was so focused on finding the
next set of handholds and not letting his boots slip that he almost missed her
quiet order to “stop”. 


 “What?”


 “You go any higher and you’re
going to hit your head,” she replied. 


 Looking up he thought he could
just make out something solid black above him. “Don’t tell me,” he muttered.
“We need to climb onto that roof too.”


 “It’s either that or we scale
the corners of the house clinging to the walls like forest bugs.”


 “Facing everyone in the house
would have been easier,” he grumbled. 


 “You need the exercise,” she
retorted as she shot away from the wall, caught the roof, and then slithered
over the edge. All with a level of silence that shouldn’t have been humanly
possible. 


 By the time Kathryn had talked
him through how to correctly launch himself away from the wall, time his catch
of the roof edge perfectly so that he still had the momentum to swing up and
over, he was ready to dispel the myth that all Guardians could be master assassins.
“Now what?” he demanded. 


 “Almost there.” She led him over
the roof, walking quietly so as not to alert anyone below, and to one of the
edges catty corner to where they had originated. “Your room is directly below
us.”


 “Don’t tell me I have to swing
down and catch the wall because that isn’t happening.”


 “You leave your window open so
all you need to do is hang over the edge, grasp the window frame and crawl in,”
she replied.


 “Should I be worried that you
can not only find my room in complete darkness while clambering around on the
roof but that you also know I sleep with my window open?”


 “Just move already.”


 His entry wasn’t nearly as
graceful as Kat’s, who followed a heartbeat behind him. “Well that was fun,” he
said sarcastically as he used his magic to light the mirror-light by his bed.
“Next time I might just brave the family.”


 “Whatever you think is best,”
she returned. “Do you have Jenna’s berries?”


 He’d completely forgotten about
them. “Uh, yes.” He unlaced his small traveling satchel from his belt and
handed it to her. “Tell her I hope I got enough.” A small pot on his desk
caught his eye and he moved to investigate. There was a small parchment next to
it, covered in Jenna’s neat handwriting, explaining that the salve would help
heal his knuckles and prevent infection.


 “How did Jenna know?” he
muttered, glancing down at his raw and bleeding knuckles. While in the woods
several of the trees had taken a few hits so that he could vent his frustration
and anger. But the only person he’d seen all day was Kat and she hadn’t had
time to go and tell Jenna about his hands…and that was assuming she’d noticed
before leading him on a merry adventure all over the outside of their house. 


 “Intuition,” Kat suggested before
opening his door and departing, leaving him alone.


 The
memory of that particular adventure made him smile. At the time he hadn’t been
focused much on anything but avoiding his family and, later, not falling to his
death as he attempted to imitate a squirrel. He hadn’t thought much about the
next morning and the lack of the family’s interest in where he’d been all day
or how he’d avoided them the night before. Nor had he paid much attention to
their lack of worry or concern when he continued to spend the next few weeks
wandering the forest, trying to feel…or trying not to feel. When feeling had
become too much, Kat had always been there to spar or wrestle with to expend
his energy. 


 It
wasn’t until a month ago that he’d taken the time, put aside his selfishness
and misery, and put the pieces together. His family hadn’t worried about him
wandering the woods alone because he hadn’t been alone. The night he’d found
Jenna’s salve on his desk he hadn’t been able to figure out how she knew he’d
need it. The answer was simple. Kathryn had told her. 


 Kathryn
had kept an eye on him in the woods. Shadowing him, ensuring that trouble
didn’t find him…or that he didn’t do anything stupid. Kathryn had always been
available to fight with because she had turned over her patrols to someone
else. Luke and Amy had run the family teams and missions until he’d been
mentally and emotionally ready to go on patrol again two months later. For
those two months he’d had a shadow he hadn’t known about. Everyone in his
family had quietly been working in the background and he’d never paid close
enough attention to notice. Jenna and Tyler had kept him well stocked with
herbal tinctures, salves, and poultices to treat whatever scrapes he’d managed
to collect, courtesy of Kathryn. Amy had taken his shifts while Luke took over
Kathryn’s so that she could keep him safe. Daniel had kept Rumer exercised
until David had been able to find comfort in riding his horse again. Cass and
Matt had unobtrusively delivered his meals separately from the family when he
wasn’t feeling ready for company. Matt had kept his weapons cleaned, shined,
and in working order. Everyone had taken turns completing his chores and
freeing up his time to allow him to grieve. They’d done it for weeks, without
complaining or comment and now, looking back, he realized how much he owed them
for helping him through that time. How ashamed he was at his own selfishness
that he hadn’t bothered to notice or thank them for their efforts.


 But
even more frightening was realizing that until the Council had threatened his
family, he hadn’t known that he was still oblivious to his family’s needs. He
wasn’t as focused on his family as he was on finding his father’s killer. And still his family supported him. 


 Despite
the exhaustion, tiredness, frustration with the missions, the petty arguments
that were becoming more and more common between family members, and his
distraction from their growing issues, they had remained loyal to him.


 He
didn’t deserve them or their devotion. In the last two years he had failed them
as a family leader. While he had protected them from the worst of the Council’s
orders, reworking the orders so they were less suicidal or dangerous and he
planned the missions to ensure that they came back alive and in the same condition
that they had left, he had utterly failed to watch over and protect them while
at home or from the continual demands of the Council. 


 They
had been on too many missions too close together. He’d failed to see that the
rising number of injuries was from fatigue, not from the missions being harder.
As family leader he was the only person in a position to address that issue. 


 Glancing
down at the paper in his hands, the one detailing four new missions that the
Council was assigning to his family for immediate attention and that sent his
family far across the region, he knew he had to change. 


 His
family had stood by him through his own personal tragedy. Now it was his turn
to step up. Threatening the Council was merely the first step. From now on, his
family’s welfare came first. 





By dawn every Dragon was up,
even Queen Mother Estelle and her daughters had risen to see the first team
off. Elyon had returned early and was
currently sitting in the living room, out of the way so that the last minute goodbyes
could be said.


 “You
will be safe, won’t you David?” she asked in private.


 “I
will do my best to bring myself and my family back in one piece,” he promised. 


 “I
know you will,” she said, tears coming to her eyes. “I just worry.”


 He
smiled at her. “I honestly can’t tell you not to worry on this one.”


 “Then
I’ll worry and pray for your safe return,” she brought his head down and kissed
his forehead. “Be safe. I lost your father…I can’t lose you.”


 “You
won’t,” he promised.


 Luke
came up to him after his mother had left. “What’s your plan?”


 David
brought out an oiled map. “I plan to travel east, down towards the Rawasi Mountains and then veer northeast towards the Nahar
River.” Fingering the chart, he traced the route as he talked, “I’m hoping to travel
down the river until we pass the Jabal mountains and then continue due north across the Hindi
river and into southern Almaera.” 


 “Sounds
like a good plan,” Luke agreed.


 “Kathryn
said it sounded logical.”


 “Sounds
like something she’d say.” 


David didn’t miss the mourning
in his best friend’s voice. He put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “This
isn’t goodbye Luke. We’ll meet up again.”


 “You
can’t know that.”


 “Elyon
certainly seems to believe we’ll succeed.”


 “And
you trust him?”


 David
thought back through all his encounters with Elyon. The first time he had seen
him with Kathryn by the waterfall where he had miraculously healed the physical
scars from her past. The second time he had met Elyon was when Kathryn had been
grievously wounded by Lord Tanner where, once again, Elyon had saved her life.
Since then Elyon had visited David, and Kathryn he suspected, several
times…content simply to talk and get to know them. “Yes,” he said finally. “I
do.”


 Luke
studied him. “Well then that’s good enough for me.” He spotted Roseanna and
Lillian hovering in the doorway and took his leave.


 Lillian,
exuberant for her age, flung herself into her brother’s arms. “Promise me
you’ll be safe!”


 “I
promise, Lili.”


 She
pulled back from him, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I won’t be able to bear
it if we lose you too!”


 “Well,
I wouldn’t be too thrilled with it myself.”


 “This
isn’t the time for jokes!” she exclaimed.


 He
wiped her tears away with his thumbs. “I disagree. Now is the perfect time.”


 “Why?”


 “So,
that until I come back, your last memory of me will bring a smile to your
face.” He grinned as a small smile peeked through her tears. “Be strong,” he
whispered.


 She
nodded and moved so that her sister could say her farewell. 


 Roseanna
hugged her brother fiercely. “When you appeared at the door to Sebastian’s
quarters and rescued me I couldn’t believe it was you. Now you’re going off on
another rescue where there’s a chance you won’t come back.”


 “Don’t
worry Sanna. We’ve trained for difficult missions. We’ll come back.”


 “You
don’t know that.”


 “I
have faith in my family and their abilities. We’ll make it through this in one
piece.”


 “I
missed you so much every time you and Darcy left to return to the school or
your families. It was like I wasn’t your sister anymore.”


 The
admission caught him off guard like lightning on a clear day. It was no doubt
the same speech that mothers and wives gave their sons and husbands before they
left for a battle they could not win. One of hopelessness.
She didn’t think they would survive. He hugged her tighter. “Oh, Sanna, you’ll
always be my flesh and blood.
Just think of the Dragons as several step-brothers and sisters.”


 “You
promise to come back?”


 He
chuckled. “If I don’t both Mother and Lillian will dig up my body and bring me
back to life just so that they could punish me for not keeping my promise.” He
grinned as she let out a small laugh. “You know they’d do it too.”


 “Promise
me too.”


 “Great,
now I’ll have three women after my head if I don’t return,” he smiled softly at
her when he saw the worry in her face. “I promise, Roseanna, I’ll come home.”


 She
kissed his cheek and went to find her mother and sister so that he could finish
getting ready.


҉҉҉


 “Promise
me that you’ll be careful,” Amy demanded. She was sitting on Kathryn’s bed,
watching her friend finishing her packing and wishing that she wasn’t so close
to being done.


 “Aren’t
I always careful?” Kathryn asked, wincing as she jabbed her scalp with a pin.
She glowered at her reflection in the mirror. 


 “Yes…but—


 “But
what? David and the others will be there and we should be able to figure this
thing out and kill it.”


 “But
it’s already killed seven Guardians and it’s drawn to powerful magic. Elyon
said that you’re the most powerful Guardian to exist in nine hundred years. It
will be drawn to you like a noble to a lost treasure!”


 Kathryn
turned to face her friend, a sarcastic reply on her lips until she saw the
dismay in Amy’s eyes. Sighing, she placed the last pin and leaned against the
washbasin facing her friend. “We don’t have a choice. We have to do this,” she
said quietly. “Yes, the creature may be drawn to my magic, but I also have the
best chance of surviving its attacks,” she reminded Amy. “If I can give the
others the time they need to kill it, then I’ll have done my job.” 


 “And
if it kills you in the process?” Amy asked softly.


 Kathryn
was silent for a long moment. “Then I’ll die so that the Dragons can live on to
kill it and fight another day.”


 Amy
opened her mouth to protest but Kathryn cut her off gently. “We’re Guardians,
Amy. Death is something we face every day. I don’t fear it and I won’t regret
it so long as my sacrifice helps the rest of the Dragons.”


 Amy
bit her lip. Kathryn’s words were almost the exact same oath that they had uttered
before the Council when they had been made Guardians. But Amy could hear
conviction in her friend’s tone that she herself didn’t quite feel. Kathryn
truly meant it. So long as her death helped the Dragons, she wasn’t afraid to
make that sacrifice. Amy searched her own convictions. Yes, she was a Guardian,
and yes, she was more than willing to die in the line of duty. But the prospect
of facing that day spread ice into her veins. “How can you speak of death so
calmly?” she finally asked.


 Kathryn
tipped her head to the side as if considering her words. “Death has been a
constant companion my whole life,” she replied. “First with my aunt and uncle
and then with the Blackwoods, it
seemed as though I faced death every day. It wasn’t like being a
Guardian. There were many days I wondered if my aunt and uncle purposely
starved me in an attempt to kill me or forced me to sleep outside hoping that I
would freeze to death. With the Blackwoods I faced execution first and then the
possibility that Lady Blackwood wouldn’t be able to control her rage and beat
me so badly that my body couldn’t recover. Now I’m a Guardian and I know that
anything could happen on patrol. I might meet an opponent stronger and faster
than my reflexes and training could handle, or it might come as an accident or a fluke.”


 “So
you’re calm because you face death every day?” Amy asked. “That doesn’t make
sense. I face death every day and I still fear it.”


 “I
wouldn’t say that I’m calm about it,” Kathryn said wryly. “I’m just not afraid
to face it. If my time comes, then it comes. There’s nothing I can do to stop
it.”


 “I
still don’t quite understand,” Amy admitted.


 “I’m
not sure you can understand until you face death straight in the face and it
draws blood.”


 “But
you’re already said that as Guardians we face death every day,” Amy argued.


 “We
face the prospect of death every day.
We don’t necessarily feel his hand on our hearts every day. And it certainly
doesn’t get close enough to draw blood.”


 “When
did you feel it?” When did death leave its
mark on you?


 “Tanner.”
Kathryn moved to the foot of her bed and stared out of her small window for
several moments. “When he kidnapped me, I was so sure that I would be able to figure my own way out. Then
he drugged me and threatened to tell the entire court that I was a Guardian,
even if I wasn’t, and I realized that I’d have to trust you and the others to
get me out. When you stormed the castle and I heard the fighting, I was
confident that everything would work out. 


 “And then I felt the cold steel of
his dagger in my body and the pain that welled up surpassed even
the worst of the Blackwoods treatment. Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure that
everything would be all right anymore.” She took a deep breath. “Intense pain
overwhelmed everything, but through it, as the darkness pulled me in, I could
hear David, Luke, and Jenna arrive. I could hear Jenna talking to me, but it
was muffled like it was coming down a long corridor or through a door. I heard
the rest of you arrive and David giving orders, but the words mingled together
so I couldn’t make out exactly what was being said.”


 Amy
frowned. “If you could hear us, then why did it take you so long to return to
consciousness after Jenna finished sewing up your wounds?”


 For
the first time Amy could remember, she saw shame flash across Kathryn’s face.


 “Because
there was another voice and it grew stronger even as yours grew fainter. As the
pain from Jenna’s efforts grew, so did it. And it kept repeating the same
message over and over.” She pursed her lips. “It was so tempting that for a
long time I listened to it eagerly, blocking out the voices of the Dragons. I—I
wanted what it was offering. Had wanted it for months. And the longer I
listened, the deeper into the darkness it drew me.” She stopped speaking and Amy
found herself reeling. 


 Kathryn
had never mentioned this experience to her before, and she doubted that she’d
mentioned it to David or Natalie. So why was she mentioning it now?


 Kathryn
continued, interrupting her thoughts. “Somehow, at some point, I realized that
it wasn’t my time to follow the voice but by the time I realized it, I was in
so deep that I was lost. I couldn’t find the way out. As soon as I made the
decision to reject what the voice was offering, the darkness turned into an
endless maze of corridors. I tried to find my way out but I kept hitting dead
ends or ran myself in circles. I opened door after door, hoping that I could
find a new way out. Instead all I found were nightmares from the past. All the
while, the voice was laughing at me, taunting. Over and over I heard it saying
that the only way out for me was to continue down the path that I’d already
started down.”


 She
turned to look at Amy. “I panicked. I didn’t want to follow the voice, but I
didn’t want to stay trapped in that maze forever. I could feel my chest being
squeezed tighter and tighter. I started to have trouble breathing and my
muscles began to lose their strength. Sweat began to streak down my face and my
skin felt like it had been sunburnt. Somehow I knew that my body was dying and
that if I didn’t find my way back soon, it would be too late.”


 “But
you must have, if you’re back here with us,” Amy replied, her mouth dry. The
things Kathryn had just described fit the symptoms Jenna had been worried about
after she’d sewn up the wound.


 “It
was strange,” Kathryn replied. “Growing desperate and on the verge of complete
panic, I suddenly felt calm. The maze of corridors straightened into one that
led straight. Tiny white lights floated in the center of the corridor and from the
other end of the corridor I heard a whisper telling me to follow the lights. I
hesitated at first, fearing that it was the voice I’d heard earlier trying to
trick me. And then the whisper told me to let go of my fear and trust.” Kathryn
shrugged. “So I did. I followed the lights and the next thing I knew I was
opening my eyes and seeing Jenna and David’s faces above mine.”


 For
a long moment, Amy just stared at her. Her experience was unlike anything Amy
had ever heard about with the Guardians. She knew about the vision that had
prompted Kathryn to send a serving girl to help them enter the castle, but this
experience didn’t sound like it fit that particular category. “What did it
offer you,” she finally asked in a quiet voice.


 Lost
in her own thoughts, Kathryn turned to look at her confused. “I’m sorry?”


 Amy
cleared her throat. “What did the first voice offer you?”


 “It
offered me a way out of the Dragons, an escape,” her friend replied. 


 Amy nodded
silently. She’d suspected as much. That would have been the only thing to hold
such a temptation for her friend at that time in their lives. “How did you know
that the second voice wasn’t the first?”


 Kathryn
gave a half-smile. “It asked me to trust it.”


 “And
that makes sense to you?” Amy certainly didn’t get it.


 “It
probably only would make sense to me,” Her friend admitted. “It has to do with
a conversation I had before the whole affair occurred.”


 Voices
were beginning to sound in the hall along with the rapid advance and retreat of
footsteps. It was time, Amy realized. She stood and hugged her friend. “Well,
I’m glad you found your way back.”


 “We’ll
find our way back this time too, Amy.”


 “You’re
going up against a creature that hasn’t been seen in millennia and that
supposedly can’t be killed.”


“Well, even if the creature
doesn’t actually end up being a
nauro, we’re preparing for the worst. Hand me my bag please.”


 Amy
handed her the satchel. “What if the worst isn’t something you can prepare for?”
she asked softly.


 “Then
we do what Elyon said we do…improvise.”


 “But
what if it kills you before then? You’re the best fighter we’ve got and if it
takes you out first the others don’t stand a chance! If you guys can’t kill it,
what hope do the rest of us have?”


 “Which
is why I’m going to insist on giving everyone steady and rigorous sparring
practice every evening until we reach our destination. Besides, if the creature
hasn’t been seen in millennia, that means that there’s
either a way to kill it or a way to drive it off. We just have to find it.”


 The
two girls checked to make sure that Natalie was up and headed down the stairs.


 “To
be perfectly honest,” Kathryn said quietly, “I’d rather be facing a creature I
can fight than try to find my way through a forest that’s supposedly
carnivorous.”


 Amy
looked horrified, “Carnivorous?”


 “Well,
it could be for all we know.”


 “Thanks
a lot,” Amy said sarcastically.


 Her
friend grinned. “No problem.”


 Amy
left Kathryn’s side to help Natalie look for her second satchel and Kathryn
made her way to the entrance. Standing far down the hall, she watched David’s
farewell to his two sisters.


 “You
have a lovely family,” she said once Roseanna left.


 “I
know.”


 Kathryn
looked out an east window to see the first rays of the sun peeking over the
trees. “Cherish them,” she said quietly. “Because you never know when you might
lose them.”


 “Believe
me,” he said just as quietly. “I do.”


 They
walked in silence to the stables where the horses were saddled and ready to go.
Leading them out into the open area in front of the house they waited for the
rest of their team to join them. 


 They
didn’t need to wait long.


 Knowing
the importance of an early start, Tyler, Leia, and Natalie had been ready in
almost an impossible amount of time. They emerged from the house moments after
Kathryn and David exited the
barn. Leia had just finished her task of placing all the livestock into a deep
sleep and was double checking her saddle. 


 Matt followed soon after with a
large bag no doubt filled with staples and delicious snacks for the
journey. 


 David
leaned close to Kathryn. “Do you think he brought the kitchen with him?” he
whispered.


 Kathryn
grinned. “They’re bribes,” she replied.


 “Bribes?”
David was stunned. “For who?”


 “For
a hungry villager with information or a testy predator determined to hunt us,
who knows? Matt always carries extra food around with him.”


 “How
about bribing Tyler to stop being so pessimistic?” Natalie asked coming up
behind them.


 “I
am not pessimistic!” 


 “Tyler
you couldn’t see a good thought if it hit you in the face!” Natalie replied.


 “I
could too, and I’m not pessimistic, just realistic.”


 “Pessimistic!”


 “Realistic!”


 “Pessimistic!”


 “Realistic!”


 “This
is going to be a long trip,” David groaned as Jenna hurried out of the house, a
satchel rivaling Matt’s thrown over her shoulder.


 “I
could just shoot them now,” Kathryn suggested.


 “Don’t
you dare!” Natalie shrieked. “I have yet to teach you
the art of flirtation.”


 “The
art of WHAT?” Matt sputtered as he
rode up to join them. Tyler and David both jerked their heads around swiftly at
Natalie’s comment.


 “You
can’t be serious,” David said in disbelief.


 “Of
course I am!” Natalie replied, “Whenever a man gives Kathryn the eye, she gives
him her regal glare that sends him scurrying for the nearest corner. It’s got
to stop.”


 “I
do not send them scurrying,” Kathryn protested. “And in any case, I like to be
left alone. They’re nothing but a bunch of cads looking for a good time. In
fact I’d say that they’re worse than tavern drunks!”


 “I
agree.”


 Everyone
turned to see Lillian standing before them a big grin on her face. “You were my hero at
the balls,” she sighed dreamily. “With one look you could scare off all the old
rogues and miscreants and dance only with those who were respectable.”


 David’s
shoulders were shaking with suppressed laughter. Lillian enjoyed attending
court about as much as his second-in-command did, which was to say: not at all,
but both their stations required it, Lillian as a princess and Kathryn as the
ward to Dowager Princess Jasmine. Lillian had learned to hide her dislike of
social functions and could play the air-headed lady flawlessly. David doubted
there were any men outside the royal family who realized just how intelligent the
youngest princess actually was.


 Kathryn
frowned slightly. “I didn’t do such a good job with Lord Tanner,” she replied.


 Lillian
shrugged. “He was already so cold that there was nothing left for your glare to freeze in his
soul,” she said matter-of-factly.


 Kathryn
looked like she was struggling for words, her eyes flitted back and forth and
her mouth pressed itself into a thin line. David didn’t doubt that Kathryn
agreed with Lillian’s assessment, but without knowing how much the princess
knew of the story between them, she didn’t risk saying anything.


 Roseanna,
followed by the rest of the Dragons, joined her sister as Jenna exited the
barn. She handed David a simply wrapped package. “For when you reach your
destination,” she said softly. “From all of us.”


 She
gave similar packages to each team member, repeating her words spoken to David to them.


 Kathryn
eyed the package dubiously. “It’s not a ball gown is it?”


 That
did it. David threw his head back and burst out laughing even as the other
Dragons joined in.


 “Kathryn!”
Natalie wailed. “We’re got to fix this problem!”


 “What
problem?” Kathryn demanded as she thanked Roseanna and tucked the package away
in her traveling satchel.


 “Your
aversion to elegant clothes.”


 “I’m
simply being practical,” Kathryn told her. “I can’t wear elegant clothes around
the house or on patrol so what’s the point of keeping a closet full of them?”


 “See!”
Tyler interjected before Natalie could think up a suitable retort. “She’s just being practical…like
me!”


 “You
aren’t practical you’re a pessimist,” Natalie shot back.


 “Practical!”


 “Enough!”
David said loudly before they could get into this argument again, lowering his
voice he continued, “I swear, if you two are going to do that the whole trip,
I’m going to gag you now.”


 “Tyler
started it,” Natalie pouted.


 “Did
not!”


 “Did
too!”


 “Did!
Not!”


 “Jen,
you don’t happen to have any sedatives in that bag of yours, do you?” David
asked wearily.


 “I’ve
got several,” the healer replied. “You want a fast acting or slow acting one?”


 “Which
do you think?”


 “You
can’t do that!” Natalie cried. “How can we ride if we’re unconscious?”


 “Easy,
we’ll tie you to your horse like a merchant’s wares.”


 Natalie
eyed him for several moments, as if trying to determine if he was actually
serious about knocking her out. Finally determining that he was, she huffed and
settled back on her horse.


 Tyler
reached up to mount Sharsen, one foot in the stirrup. But as soon as he made to
propel himself upward and swing his right leg over the saddle, it shifted with
Tyler’s weight; neatly depositing him in a haphazard sprawl of limbs on the
ground. 


 Natalie,
of course, immediately started giggling. Or maybe it was the expression of
complete bewilderment on Tyler’s face as he stared at his horse and saddle that
set her off. Matt joined her, throwing back his head and laughing loudly until
David was fairly certain he spotted tears. 


 “Sometime
today would be nice, Ty,” David had to speak up to be heard over the laughter
when his friend made no immediate move to remount.


 “Are
you alright?” Jenna asked, hiding a smile.


 Kathryn
arched an eyebrow at the healer. “If he’s not then that means I’ve been going
too easy on him during training.”


 That
set Natalie and Matt off again while Jenna tried unsuccessfully to keep her
grin in check. Even Leia found something of intense interest in the sky above
them, her lips twitching as she tried not to smile.


 Growling,
Tyler hauled himself up and stalked over to where his horse was standing patiently.
Examining the saddle and straps he suddenly let out a thunderous bellow,
“MATT!”


 To
David’s eternal amusement, Matt jumped, before turning a confused face at his
comrade. “What?”


 “You
think this is funny?” Tyler demanded, motioning toward his saddle with one hand
as he resituated it and tightened the straps.


 “Oh,
seeing you dumped on your tuckus was the highlight of my morning,” Matt assured
him. 


 “Don’t
ever loosen my straps again,” Tyler warned.


 “Don’t
what? Ty, I didn’t loosen anything.”


 “Of course
you did,” Tyler argued. “They were fine when I saddled her this morning.”


 “Be
that as it may,” Matt replied patiently. “I
did not touch them.”


 “It
was you,” Tyler replied confidently.


 “It
wasn’t!” Matt protested. “I swear!”


 “No
one else in this family plays pranks on the rest of us,” Tyler reasoned.


 Matt
sat up straighter in his saddle. “Well obviously there is because I did not
touch your saddle.”


 His
saddle back in place and the straps appropriately tightened, Tyler swung
himself, successfully this time, up. “Protest all you want, Matt, I know it was
you. And I will get my revenge.”


 “It
wasn’t me!”


 “And
now it’s time to go,” David said loudly, resisting the temptation to smile and
roll his eyes. “I’d like to get more than a kilometer before nightfall.”


 “I
was ready to leave before Matt messed with my stuff,” Tyler huffed as he guided
Sharsen toward the treeline.


 “It
wasn’t me!” Matt shouted after him,
looking toward the rest of his family for support. When he saw their amused and
skeptical looks he reiterated, “It wasn’t!”


 “Sure,
Matt,” Jenna said calmly as she rode past.


 “Whatever
you say,” Natalie added with a snort, falling into line behind Jenna.


 Matt’s
protest of his innocence carried long after the small group disappeared into the trees. David
glanced at Kathryn. “This is going to be a long trip.”


 She
gave him a look. “What are you complaining about? I’m the one responsible for
corralling them.”


 Her
words made him grin. “Thank the stars for capable lieutenants.”


 His
sisters stepped forward for a last hug, awkward because David was still on
Rumer, saving him from Kat’s irritation.


 While
the goodbyes the night before and earlier that morning had been long and drawn
out, this goodbye was simple, but just as heartfelt. 


 The
Queen Mother came out and kissed her son on the cheek and Elyon exchanged a few
soft words with Kat.


 Then,
David turned his horse towards the magical barrier and nudged Rumer forward,
Kathryn following. In too short of time, they crossed the barrier, leaving
their home, and family, behind.


҉҉҉


 Amy
watched her friend ride off into the forest and a familiar ache settled in her
chest. It was the same ache she had felt when her brother had died. Did that
mean that she was about lose her best friend forever?


 Luke
cleared his throat. “There’s nothing more we can do for them, let’s go inside
and decide on our own plan of attack.”


 The
Queen Mother raised her eyebrows at him. “Plan of attack?”


 “A
figure of speech,” he assured her.


 They
settled in the living room, surprised to find Elyon still waiting patiently for
them. To the remaining Dragons the room suddenly seemed to grow until they felt
like children sitting in a giant’s chair. With only half the family present the
room seemed way, way too large.


 Luke
spoke first. “My Queen, do you happen to know if there have been any threats to
the safety of you or your daughters?”


 Queen
Estelle shook her head. “I’m afraid I can’t answer that question with certainty.
I suspect there might have been, otherwise my son would not believe this
necessary, but I would certainly think that they would…go after my others sons
first.”


 “After
the death of your husband,” Daniel said gently. “I’m sure the Royal Guard won’t
be taking any chances with King Derek. He’ll be impossible to get close to.”


 Lindsey
jumped into the conversation. “And as to your younger sons, well, they’re
Guardians and thus their identities are a secret.”


 “And,”
Rachel continued for her. “As everyone knows, a Guardian can more than take
care of himself. We’ve certainly seen their abilities on the sparring
tournament fields.”


 The
Queen smiled sadly at them. “I fear you’re just trying to cheer me up.”


 Cass
put a gentle hand on the Queen’s arm. “After your loss, I’m afraid very little
would be able to cheer you. We’re simply trying to ease your worry.”


 “Thank
you. In that, you might have succeeded.”


 “Where
exactly are we going?” Lillian asked curiously.


 “I
can answer that,” Elyon replied.
He pulled an old faded map from his outer tunic and spread it out on a table,
motioning the others to gather around it. He pointed to the region of Heltic
where the upper third of the region was completely covered in the Hecil Forest.
“The Hecil forest was once tame, however once the Elves departed it was left to
its own devices and became what it is known as today.”


 “Is it dangerous?” Cass asked.


 “Kathryn
mentioned the idea that it was carnivorous,” Amy murmured quietly, avoiding the
looks of shock and terror that covered the faces of those around her.


 Elyon
chuckled. “Despite Kathryn’s comment, I can assure you that the forest itself
is not carnivorous.”


 Luke
sighed heavily. “Which means that there is something in there that is.”


 Elyon
nodded. “Yes, but that is true in any forest. The Hecil forest is no different. There are predators
and prey just as in the woods that surround your home.”


 “So
what makes this forest different?” Elizabeth asked.


 “At
one time this forest existed only in the Airë Mountains above Heltic. Once the
Elves left it grew at an alarming rate, consuming everything in its path.
Nothing could stop it. The people tried everything from fire, to logging, to
asking plant gifted Guardians to help. It couldn’t be stopped.”


 “Sounds
exciting,” Luke said sarcastically.


 “It
certainly wasn’t a boring time for the people of Heltic, that’s for sure,”
Elyon agreed. He pointed back to the map, “Long ago, the Eridanus river formed the northern most border of the
forest while the Airë Mountains the western border. As you know, the forest has
encroached beyond the Katham and is well into Asyea today and it won’t be long
before it overtakes the Capital. You are
going here,” he pointed to a location directly in the middle of the mountains
and the forest.


 “Of
course,” Daniel muttered. Elizabeth jabbed him with her elbow and he shot her
an annoyed look. 


 “What
exactly are we traveling to?” Amy asked.


 “An
ancient sanctuary that was built by the Elves,” Elyon replied. “Some say that
Elves still keep it while others claim that it is in ruins.”


 “What
do you say?” Lindsey asked.


 “The
Elves would not abandon a sanctuary.” 


 “They
seemed to have abandoned Archae just fine,” Luke groused.


 Elyon
smiled sadly, “Since that is what history teaches that is what you know.”


 Interest
and curiosity in the room spiked, “Are you saying the history we know is
wrong?” Rachel asked. “The Elves didn’t just abandon us?”


 “I’m
saying that there is more than is taught in history.”


 “So,”
Luke looked around the group. “We know where we’re going, the question now
is…how do we get there?”


 Amy
looked at him curiously. “What do you mean how
do we get there?”


 Luke
nodded towards the Royal women. “We can’t just wander the kingdom with the
Queen Mother and Princesses
in tow. If someone is after them we can’t make it easy for them to find us.”


 “I
get it,” Daniel said quickly. “We need a ruse. A cover story.”


 “What
kind of ruse could work for a large band of people traveling together where we
can’t say where we’re going, what our true mission is, and allow us to hide our
identities?” Cass asked in despair.


 Lindsey
and Elizabeth suggested the solution at the same time.


 “You’ve
got to be kidding me!” Daniel groaned.




















Chapter
7





The Master sat on his throne,
one arm propped up on the chair’s arms, his chin firmly planted on his fist.
“You’re sure?” he asked, boredom rife in his tone.


 “Absolutely,
Master.” The man standing before the throne was as nondescript as a person
could get in this kingdom; brown hair, brown eyes, average height, bland face,
with a soft voice that was easy to forget. It was the precise reason that The Master had chosen him for
his particular position. “King Derek departed a sen’night ago, his mother and
sisters accompanied him. He returned alone.”


 “No
one else? No guards? No advisors?”


 “No
one, Master. The King
claimed that he would be meeting up with his escort outside of the palace.”


 Well,
that was certainly strange. With all of the disruptions within the kingdom of
late, The Master imagined
the King’s council would have had an apoplexy over the King’s decision to
travel even a small distance unescorted. Even more surprising was that the weak
willed king had actually traveled alone. “I don’t suppose you got a peak?” he
asked drolly. With this particular follower, that question was entirely
unnecessary. 


 “Aye,
Master. A single man in a
hooded cloak.”


 The
Master fought the urge to stiffen. A single man in a hooded
cloak? There was only one man it could be. Elyon. While the founders of the Brotherhood had passed down the
knowledge of long forgotten magic, it had recently come to The Master’s notice that his
sect wasn’t the only one out there with such destructive knowledge. 


 Initially
when he’d learned of the man,
The Master had sought him out. A man with as much power as this one was
reported to have, would be a formidable weapon in the Brotherhood’s arsenal. In
spite of his efforts, and the efforts of his men over the past two years, they
had never come to within fifty kilometers of the man’s location. He was proving
more elusive to catch than legendary sprites. Although, if The Master had his
way he would soon have power to influence the heavens in his hands. 


 Returning
to the man before him, he asked blandly, “Direction?”


 “South
toward Rima, Master. From there the intent is to send out two separate
parties.” He then proceeded to tell The Master exactly who was in each party
and their final destination. 


 “And
you know this, how?”


 The
droll looking man smiled. “I have ears everywhere, Master.”


 The
Master bared his teeth in pleased smile, but with his face hidden deep in the
shadows cast by his robe’s cowl, the man before him wouldn’t be able to see
more than the white flash of his teeth. “Perfect. Dismissed.”


 His
lackey bowed low, practically touching his nose to the stone floor, before
quietly retreating. The man’s effectiveness, unassuming attitude, and eagerness
to serve were the reasons he was one of only a handful of people who were
allowed to stand in his presence
and for the information he’d just delivered, The Master toyed with the idea of giving him a
bonus.


 Alone,
he sat back in his chair and stared into the fire that burned in the massive
pit in the center of the room. The King and his family had headed south. To Rima.


 Excellent.


 There
was only one destination he could be heading for. The home of
the thrice-cursed Guardian family known as the Dragons. He snorted to
himself. What a pretentious lot,
naming themselves after the most powerful mythical creature ever to be recorded
in legends and lore.


 Although
he would give credit where it was due…the fourteen upstarts were proving to be
one of the most irritating and effective teams the Guardians had ever put together.
He’d lost count of the number of times he’d had to change his plans when one,
or a few, of them sniffed too
close. And that didn’t take into account the number of missions that they had
been forced to abandon due to the high number of his men who died when they
encountered a certain female member of that particular family. She didn’t
forget that it was the Brotherhood that had ordered her kidnapping and it had
been of its members who had nearly killed her—against all orders, but that was
a fact known only to his order. He would give her credit though…she certainly
knew how to hold a grudge. Which meant if he wanted her to fight as a general
in his army, he would have to win her
over. Otherwise the destruction she would rain down upon their heads would make
the last two years look like child’s play.


It was absurd! In the past two years he’d lost
more men and suffered more unprecedented set-backs in time, coin, and resources
than the entirety of the
Brotherhood’s existence since its founding two generations after the Great War.



 They
had to go. 


 That
was the only solution. The Dragons had to be eliminated from the kingdom’s
stage. His fingers tapped incessantly on the throne’s arms. Two years ago, his
men on the Guardian Council reported the beginnings of a rift between the
family and the Council and he’d eagerly taken advantage of it. His men had whispered in the ears
of the Councilmembers, pointing
out how unpredictable and powerful the Dragons were becoming. They were taking
great liberties with their orders or outright ignoring parts of them. In
essence, they were putting themselves and their actions above the Council’s
review. And the Councilmembers ate it up. Now, it was no longer a rift. It was
a canyon a kilometer deep and half again as wide. 


 He
smiled to himself, pleased with that particular victory, but then it faded.
Despite the tension that had sprung up between the Council and the Dragons,
they still played nice. The Council would distribute orders and the Dragons
would pretend to follow them. 


 It
wasn’t until recently, after he’d sent his orders just prior to ordering the
release of his weapon, that he realized that one of his own men had taken the
initiative and had, as part of his scribe’s duties, been quietly directing the
wording and commands of every order that was sent to the Rima family; making
them impossible to follow or just plain suicidal…forcing the Dragon leader,
Prince David, to change the orders as he received them. And when the Prince’s
report of the mission outcome was sent to the Council, the scribe would then
point out how they had pointedly ignored orders and completed the mission
according to their own desires.
And because the majority of the Councilmembers never bothered to read the
entirety of the orders or the report, they were left with the impression of an
increasingly rebellious Guardian family. Something that had
never been seen before in the history of the Order. 


 The
Master almost laughed. His men had taken his order to drive a wedge between the
Dragons and the Council to heart. And it was working beautifully.
Unfortunately, it hadn’t worked fast enough. Despite orders to cease
investigating the Brotherhood, the Dragons still doggedly pursued any lead they
managed to turn over. And they were obscenely good at finding a lead. He knew
that he could put the blame squarely on two individuals’ heads for that:
Natalie and Kathryn. He’d been able to observe them at court events and
couldn’t imagine a more odd pairing. The bubbly blond almost seemed too
animated and airheaded to be a close friend of the aloof and intimidating ward
of the Dowager Princess. But according to his sources, the two were probably the driving force when it came to
acquiring information for their family. 


 Thanks
to their efforts, a year ago he had been forced to relocate to this cave in
Merdea instead of the manor house he and the rest of the Brotherhood had been
using for several generations. Fortunately, everything even remotely indicative
of his plans had been
removed by the time the Guardians had arrived to investigate. But he also had
the advantage of timing. The Council,
irritated with the Dragons’ insistence of the existence of the Brotherhood, had
taken their time dispatching the local family to reconnoiter the area. The
Master and his men had been out of the location with almost a month to
spare. Still. The Master was furious that he’d been forced to relocate from the
ancient seat of the Brotherhood because some of his men couldn’t keep their
mouths shut around two women and their informants.


 A
dozen men had lost their heads when he’d traced the leaks to their
origins. He was still furious. In the
first few months of the relocation his men had tiptoed around him, drawing lots
on who would serve him and bring him news. As not all of them had survived
those encounters, they were right to be anxious in his presence.


 In
order to distract the Dragons from his Brotherhood, he’d been forced to release
some of the…weapons he’d created. And still a few of them had doggedly pursued
him. He would give them points for tenacity; he might have even applauded if
their efforts weren’t so accurate. Finally, seeing that nothing short of the
threat of kingdom-wide destruction would slow them down, he’d sent out his
ultimate weapon.


 A
week went by and nothing happened. Then two and the Council finally got wind of
this pestilence in the northeastern corner of the kingdom. They sent the local
family to deal with it. And received a return report that he hoped had sent icy
fear straight down their spines to settle in their guts. Only one had survived
the encounter and even he only lived long enough to pen the report to the
Council. Another two weeks went by while
the Council sat on their hands and dithered about what to do; arguing about
what the creature could possibly be. At that point The Master had realized that he needed to nudge
things along and had ordered his men to begin whispering rumors that the
creature was the dreaded nauro. 


 And still the Council did nothing more than
send another nearby family to investigate. They too were annihilated. While The Master was already amazed
at the Guardians’ continued existence when they had such backward and ignorant
leadership, he was forced to change his assessment to absolutely astounded that the Order had survived as long as it had. 


 He
had been contemplating how to nudge the stubborn fools to send their best team after the thing when he’d
received word that the King had been notified of the creature massacring his
people and he had subsequently sent a message to the Council demanding to know
what they were doing about it. When he’d read a copy of the Council’s arrogant
and disrespectful response he’d laughed in glee. He’d laughed even louder when
he’d heard of the King’s furious response to the highhandedness of the Council.


 Then
he’d sat back and waited. Waited for one of his men in the castle to bring him
news that the King was finally taking matters into his own hands, entrusting
his youngest brother with the mission while his older brother’s family, still
recovering from the loss of several of their own in the wake of a series of
attacks, was forced to turn down the mission. Of course they would never know
that the attacks on Prince Darcy’s family were aimed to put his family out of
commission for the entirety of the fight with the monster The Master had
unleashed. Even the members he’d ordered killed had been particularly chosen
for their meaning to the majority of the family. Even if he wanted to, Prince
Darcy wouldn’t have the manpower to offer his youngest brother help. 


 It
was unbeatable, drawn to magic, and completely unkillable in their current age.
Sure, the legends claimed that a way to kill it had been found during the Great
War, but the records of those times were gone. Destroyed. It was one of the tasks
the Brotherhood had given themselves over the ages…to hunt down all information
from the Great War pertinent to magic and other…weapons and, after making a
copy of the material for their own secret libraries, to burn it so that future
generations would have no way of protecting themselves when horrors from the
past were brought out of the shadows.


 Oh yes, The Master smiled contentedly as he gazed into the
flames before him. Things were progressing nicely. In a matter of months, the
Dragons would be dead; although he would have to arrange a rescue of two so
they could spread the story of the destruction they just barely survived. 


And he knew just which two he
would save. 


 The ones necessary for the next step in his plan. 


 Standing, The Master strode toward
his private chambers and the scrying bowl it contained. It was time to set the
destruction of the kingdom into motion. Picking up a small bell, he rang it. A
half moment later, the lead guard, The Master would never sully the term
“captain” by addressing this scruffy man by it, appeared; bowing. “I am sending
you and your men out,” he said without preamble, noting that the man had
managed a correct obeisance this time. It would appear that even the most
disagreeable of mongrels could learn new tricks after all. 


 “Our
target?”


 The
Master smiled. As coarse and brutal as Dagnin and his men were, they were
highly effective. The only reason he continued to employ them. “There are two
groups traveling through the kingdom. One to the southwest,
one to the northeast. The one to the north will give you the most
trouble but it is the one to the south I want your best men to go after.”


 “Go
after them simultaneously, My
Lord?”


 “That
is what I just said, wasn’t it?” The Master asked, allowing his voice to cool.


 The
mercenary bowed. “Just ensuring that I understood your directions, Master.” He
rose, hesitated, and then asked, “If the group in the north will be the one
giving us the most trouble, why do you want my best men to go after the
southern one?”


 The
Master let the silence hang for several long moments before standing and moving
to a small table near the back of the room. From it he picked up two gold
cuffs. Striding back to where Dagnin waited, he waved the man to approach.


 “These
will allow you to track your quarry,” he said in a deceptively calm tone as the
other man warily moved closer. When he was close enough, the Master struck,
quick as a snake. Reaching out he snagged the man’s right arm and slapped the
cuff over it, muttering the phrase of magic that would activate the spell
contained within. “Before you leave, send me the man you place in charge of the
north team and I will give him his cuff as well.”


 Dagnin
shouted as the cuff glowed, the edges slowly working their way around his wrist
before meeting and searing into his skin. 


 “The
hotter it gets, the closer you are to your target,” The Master said calmly.
“The colder, the farther away you are.”


 The
mercenary was still staring in shock at his arm, now inflamed by numbing cold from the metal forging
itself to his skin.


 “And
as to why I want your best men heading south,” The Master slowly removed
himself from Dagnin’s presence and returned to this throne, “It is because
there are three women who cannot be allowed to live.” He leaned back against
the throne. “Kill the Dowager Queen and her daughters. They cannot be allowed
to live.”


 “They’re women!” Dagnin
protested, stirring himself for
the first time. “What trouble can they cause?” Then, remembering his place, he
bowed low and added, “Master”

 “Women are more likely to
gain sympathy for their plight,” The Master replied scathingly. “They can produce children and can hide
them away. The line of kings ends with this one.”


 “All
due respect,” Dagnin ground out, not at all sounding respectful, “shouldn’t we
focus on the princes’ first?”


 “Do
you know how many times a woman has slipped through the cracks because it was
believed that the men should be taken care of first?” The Master asked harshly.
“History shows that it is the escaped woman who bears a son to reclaim the
throne that we should be wary of before the current male heir.”


 “But
a man can father a son,” Dagnin protested.


 The
Master resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Yes, a man can get a woman with child. But one
can never be absolutely sure that the
child is his. When a Royal woman
is with child, there is no doubt.” Dagnin appeared to want to continue
the argument so The
Master decided to forcefully end the discussion, but not before another thought
hit him. While he didn’t think that the mercenaries would be capable of taking
out all of the Dragons, there was one in particular he wanted killed. 


It was time for the Dragons to
face a deep, personal loss. Detailing the Guardian he wanted killed, he finished with, “You
have your orders,” his voice as sharp and cold as ice.


 The
man, his last lesson in disobedience and insubordination clearly on his mind,
bowed. “This tracker,” he said quietly, still bowed from the waist. “It will
not fail?”


 “The
blood of the former king was used. Anyone related to him cannot hide from the
magic within that cuff.”


 The
mercenary rose from his bow and left without further comment.


 The
Master stared into the flames before the dais. “Let it begin.”
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First week of
Nenime


Southern Rima.





After a solid fortnight of hard
travel Matt was relieved to see the Rawasi Mountains rising from the horizon
before them. That meant they were nearing the Nahar River. And
the beginning of the second half of their journey. 


 David
turned on Rumer and studied the
rolling landscape around them, searching different quadrants for movement and
cooking fires as well as no doubt testing the strengths and weaknesses of every
inglorious bump and dip in regards to shelter and defensibility. Matt
resisted the urge to shift restlessly in his saddle. After the death of the
former King, Matt—and the rest of the family—had been shocked at how hard it
had appeared to hit their friend. Being a Guardian typically meant that a
trainee did not have close ties to their blood family, but David’s reaction
seemed to refute that. 


On the day that he had slipped
through their fingers to wander alone in the forest, or more accurately Jenna
had announced that she had sent him off alone, Matt had not been the only one
to let out a sigh of relief when Kat had promptly proceeded to tell Luke and
Amy that they were in charge of the shifts and missions until further notice
before leaving the solar and disappearing into the forest after David.


It hadn’t stopped the family
from worrying all day though and when they all found themselves sitting in the
front solar, which coincidentally had a view of the two staircases that led to
the second floor, well, they quietly avoided the awkward subject.


Kat had taken them all by
surprise by appearing in the solar a few radians after dark with a pouch of
nighthaven berries in her hand. She’d taken one look at everyone and had shaken
her head. “He’s still alive,” she had announced dryly. “He’s just grieving.
I’ll keep an eye on him until he’s ready to face the rest of us.” Luke had
started to protest but Kat had shaken her head slowly and cut him off, “He
needs space, right now, Luke. Trust me.” That had been enough to convince
everyone that their family, and its leader, would survive this catastrophe.


David had returned to full
patrol two months later, but he’d been changed. He wasn’t as quick to laugh or
joke as he had been before, even two years later he still seemed closed. He
still took part in missions and fought with the same skill he had before, but
there had been an intense focus on finding his father’s killer. The Dragons had
helped where they could, Natalie and Lindsey had worked hard trying to find a
lead and Daniel had spent some time in the capitol palace to see if he could
glean some information from conspiracies and plots swirling around that place
like a whirlpool. Kat had helped occasionally as well, but her focus had been
on the Brotherhood that had kidnapped and nearly succeeded in killing her.
She’d taken their actions personally and from the doggedness with which she
pursued her goal, Matt was eternally grateful she had not formed any sort of
grudge against his person. Still, their efforts had been to no avail, and they
had gradually been forced to redirect their efforts as the Council had sent more
and more assignments their way. As far as Matt could determine, up until the
Council meeting a few months ago, Kat and David had been the only ones still
actively pursuing answers. Their efforts had dropped off dramatically after the
summons from the Council. 


Finally, David seemed to come to
a decision and nodded to the rest of them. “We’ll stop here tonight,” he said,
calling a halt to the day’s travel.


Matt dismounted eagerly. As much
as he loved riding Alleyn, two
weeks of steady riding was beginning to wear on him. Natalie had already
started her good-natured complaining; he considered it fortuitous that she’d
dispensed with her spoiled and pampered attitude years ago otherwise he might
have succumbed to the temptation to strangle her. And if he didn’t, Kathryn
definitely would. However, if it got past the point of being an amusing
nuisance to an annoying one, he wasn’t above calling on a few of his little friends to visit her in the middle of
the night. His gift had already told him
that a colony of emmets was some distance away, but decided to let them be for
the time being.


He watched as his
companions dismounted. Leia, Jenna, and Natalie moved slowly, stretching and
rubbing their abused muscles to help prevent cramps. The steady cantering with only
four radians of sleep, or less each night was tough, even on a Guardian. The
horses were also weary receiving a short respite when their masters dismounted
each radian to walk with them for twenty minutes. About every six radians they
would stop for a longer rest, unsaddle their horses and let them graze, while
they took in a small meal of dried berries and venison, and roll-tack. 


Roll-tack was a concoction that Matt and Cass worked up
to help sustain the Dragons on longer treks. Despite Natalie’s inquiries,
begging, brow beatings, and numerous attempts at spying out their kitchen
creation, she never determined, nor had they divulged, the ingredients other
than it was bread with other good things.
Whenever Natalie ate the “stuff”
as she called it, she would tear her loaf into small pieces and carefully
examine each bite before consuming it. When asked about her strange behavior
she would grumble something about checking for bugs. Fortunately, because of
Kathryn’s gift, they were able to wash down each meal with ice-cold water.
David was pushing them all hard and Matt couldn’t quite figure out why. If they
continued at this pace, they wouldn’t have the energy to fight the nauro when they finally found
it. 


It hadn’t escaped Matt’s notice that
as the trip had progressed their tireless second-in-command seemed to lose more
and more energy each day. Every night, Matt collapsed gratefully onto his
bedroll, asleep in moments. But Kathryn…she was always awake when he fell
asleep and was usually the one waking him when it was time to continue on. He
was beginning to wonder if she was achieving any sleep at night. It hadn’t
escaped his notice either that she tended to swing from irate, to utterly
unconcerned, or even detached, at the drop of a stone—which had been an
occasional occurrence back home, but were now starting to crop up more and more
frequently. Maybe tonight he would speak to Kathryn and suggest that she advise
their leader to slow the pace down a few notches. They could all use some extra
sleep. 


 “I
thought you were going to have us ride all day and all night,” Natalie groaned, throwing David a sour glare as she
deposited her bedroll on the ground.


 “Don’t
fret, Natalie,” Matt said cheerfully, hiding the fact that his own suspicions
of David’s current traveling pattern were going to push them all over the
edge. “It’s not as bad as it sounds.”


 Natalie
put her head facedown into the folds of her bedroll. “Can someone please hit
him so that I don’t have to?” she asked her voice muffled through the fabric.


 Matt
let his face break out into a grin. Riling her was so easy and fun. And now
that she wasn’t threatening Lacey with a kill-on-sight policy, he felt it was
finally safe to tease her again. His hand went to his pocket where his pet normally
resided. Unfortunately, David had ordered Matt to leave her at home. “You don’t want her to end up as an
appetizer for the nauro, do you?” David had asked when Matt protested. It
was a dirty argument, but the idea of Lacy being eaten by a nightmare out of
the lowest levels of hell had quickly convinced him to leave her back at the
glade.


 Jenna
put a hand on Natalie’s shoulder. “Here Nat, try this herbal rub. It should
help with the soreness.”


Natalie muttered something that
was completely lost in the fabric.


 “What
did you say?” Jenna asked, wincing as Kathryn let out a high whistle. Destiny
soared down and perched herself on Kathryn’s arm. As she sat there she made odd
clicking sounds with her beak that Matt couldn’t quite put words to despite
three years of living with her. It took all of his self-control not to glare at the bird. It wasn’t that
he disliked the animal, but that he suspected she didn’t like him. Even after three years, she still liked to
swoop down occasionally and grab at his hair when she soared overhead. He swore
that the cranky bird had let out a victory trill after successfully retrieving
a small clump from the last haul. And when she perched on Kathryn’s
chair during meals, he would swear that the bird eyed his shirt collar with a
hungry gleam. Which
was why Matt had been spending far too much on the trip looking up to keep tabs
on what, or where, the bird was up to. So far his attempts at
winning her over to a more friendly state of existence had proved fruitless.
Still, he would keep trying. Eventually he’d win her over. He hoped.


 Natalie
brought her head up, her face rivaling some of the red fabrics in her closet.
“I said I can’t reach where I’m sore! And as to the other places, let’s just
say I’ll wait till you all go to bed first.”


 Matt
laughed as bright spots of red appeared on Jenna and Leia’s cheeks. Curious, he
glanced over at Kathryn but she was stroking Destiny and gazing west where the
sun was slowly sinking toward the horizon. If she’d heard the conversation, she
obviously wasn’t affected the same way as the other girls. Matt rather admired
that about her. She wasn’t easily flustered and that trait made it easy for him
to trust her during a fight.


 While
Kathryn appeared unaffected by the conversation, David suddenly cleared his
throat. “Matt, Tyler, why don’t we go find us some food and leave the girls
alone for about a radian?” he suggested.


It took all of Matt’s
concentration not to let the diabolical thoughts running through his mind show
on his face. If David was embarrassed about this, it would give him ammunition
with which to tease his leader for weeks.
“Oh, I don’t know,” he said slowly. “I think we could all use some of Jenna’s
herbal rub.” He stretched dramatically. “My muscles are sore.”


 David
covered his eyes with one hand in a ‘what am I going to do with him?’ motion
while Tyler shot Matt a dark look. “You’re disgusting,” the older boy announced
decidedly.


 “What?”
Matt asked innocently, fighting to hold in a grin.


 “Mount
up, Matt,” David ordered tiredly. “Before I have Tyler throw you onto your
horse.” He turned to the girls. “We’ll be back in radian, hopefully with
something that won’t require us to delve into our dried rations tonight. If you
need us—”


 “We
know,” Natalie butted in exasperatedly. “Just shout and the wind will carry it
to you.” It was one of the first trouble signals they’d ever developed as a
group. Matt couldn’t deny it was handy having someone who could control the air
and wind currents on their side. “Now go get us some food so I don’t have to
eat dried rabbit.”


 “Wait!”
Jenna called, her hand digging in her satchel. Finally she found what she
sought and pulled out a pouch similar to the one she had offered Natalie. “Do
yourselves as well.” 


 She
tossed the pouch to the nearest, who happened to be Tyler. He tipped his head
to her. “Thanks, Jenna.”


 “Do
you guys want Destiny?” Kathryn asked abruptly.


 They
all looked at her in surprise. Finally, David found his voice, “Are you
actually offering the use of Destiny to us?”


 One
side of her mouth twitched upward. “Well, since I know how well each of you
track and hunt, I figured you’d need the help.” 


 “Ouch!”
Matt exclaimed, splaying a hand over his heart. “That’s harsh.”


 “Are
you casting doubt on my hunting ability?” Tyler demanded in a far more
combative tone than was appropriate.


 Everyone
seemed to hold their breath, waiting for Kat’s response to the older boy’s
aggressiveness. 


 Kathryn
ran a critical eye over him for half a heartbeat before calmly saying, “Another
training session tonight.
Find me a radian before nightfall.”


 Her
words had the effect of cold water on a sleeping person, appearing to literally
shake Tyler into recognizing his attitude. He sighed heavily and ran a hand
through his hair and over his face in defeat. “I’m not sure one radian will be enough.” 


 Kathryn
raised an eyebrow. “Who said we’re stopping after sunset?”


 Matt
snorted. Only Kathryn would think nothing of pushing someone who was having
difficulties holding onto his temper for more than a radian after spending so
much of their past few days engaged in grueling travel. “Now that that’s
settled, we return to the question of whether accepting the help of a bird will
deal a death blow to our manly prides?” He wanted to laugh at the groans that
rose up from his companions. Really, it was so easy to rile them it was
hilarious. 


 Tyler
looked at David and shrugged. “Might as well. She’s caught us a boar the last
few times.”


David frowned. “We can’t carry a
whole boar on this trip.” He looked to Kathryn. “Is there any way you can tell
her to keep her targets…smaller?”


 “Ask
Leia, she’s the one who can talk to animals.”


 “Destiny
doesn’t listen to me,” Leia complained. Matt didn’t think Destiny listened to
anyone aside from Kathryn. The bird had a mind almost as stubborn and free as
her human friend’s. 


 “How
about you tell her and I’ll tell her to listen,” Kathryn suggested.


 Leia
reached out and stroked the bird, conveying their wish that she hunt something
along the lines of a rabbit or small deer. Once she was done, Kathryn looked
Destiny in the eyes and said, “Obey.”


 Destiny
ruffled her feathers as if offended and took off.


 “Will
that actually work?” Matt asked curiously. 


 Their
second-in-command shrugged. “I have no idea, I’ve never tried to give Destiny
an order like that before.” Shading her eyes, she studied the rapidly
disappearing dot in the sky. “Better hurry if you want to keep her in your
sights,” she advised as she dropped her hand to unfasten her bedroll from
Lerina’s saddle.


 Tyler
shot her a disgruntled look. “What? You couldn’t ask her to wait for us?”


 “Most
of the time, Destiny doesn’t even wait for me.”


 “No
kidding,” he replied sardonically. Matt fought the urge to frown. The dark mood
that had swallowed up Tyler’s already normal sour countenance for the last six
months wasn’t proving to be a quick fix with Kathryn on the training field. He
wasn’t sure what was wrong with his
friend to make him so combative and angry, but nevertheless he’d made it his
mission to continually try and cheer his teammate up. 


 Unfortunately
thus far his efforts had proven fruitless. Mentally he shrugged it off. It had taken Kathryn almost a
year to break out of her past. He still had seven months left before he reached
that record. 


 “Come
on, guys,” David grunted as he remounted. “Let’s go before we lose her.”


 Cheerfully,
Matt jumped back on his horse ready to go. Tyler was a little slower, grumbling
a little as he went, but by the time they were off, Destiny was still visible
high above.


҉҉҉


“I wish I could have a bath,”
Natalie sighed as she unbraided her hair so that she could brush the dust and
grime away. It was the one thing she hated about traveling. No matter what method one used be it on
foot, horses, or carriages, it was inevitably a dirty affair. Despite her
family’s belief, Natalie didn’t truly mind being dirty so long as she could
clean up before she went to bed. She had a small personal grievance about
crawling under her blankets covered in the dirt and filth she’d accumulated
over the day. 


 Kathryn pointed off to her
right. “There’s a small river that feeds into the Nahar about ten kilometers
from here. If we all went I don’t see why we couldn’t wash up.”


 Natalie
couldn’t suppress the excited squeal that escaped her lips. “I love you!” she
said excitedly as she jumped to her feet. After nearly two weeks of sleeping in
a bedroll that was trapping every bit of dirt she’d worn since beginning their
journey she, and it, desperately needed a wash. 


 “But
what about all our gear?” Leia asked.


 “We’ll
just take it with us,” Natalie replied, repacking her bedroll. “After all, it’s
not like we’ve got a fire going or shelter up.” 


 Leia,
who hadn’t unpacked any of her gear, gingerly remounted, her balance carefully
maintained so that she didn’t put too much pressure on her sore muscles.


 “Speaking
of shelter,” Kathryn said looking up as she finished tying her bedroll back
onto her saddle. “We’re probably going to need them tonight. I have a feeling
it’s going to rain.”


 “Lovely.”
Natalie finished tying her bundles to the saddle and rapidly hauled herself
back onto Terra’s back. “What are you two waiting for?” she cried noticing that
Jenna and Kathryn were still on the ground.


 “I
thought you were sick of horses,” Jenna teased as she remounted, grimacing
against her own aches and pains; clearly
demonstrating that Natalie wasn’t the only one who could use some of
that salve. Kathryn, she noticed a bit enviously, swung into her saddle with a
graceful ease that belied the innumerable radians they’d already spent in the
saddle.


 “Not
if she can get me to a bath,” she declared happily. 


 “The
horses could use a drink as well,” Kathryn agreed as she steered Lerina toward
the river she’d mentioned. 


 While
she knew that Kathryn cared for Lerina, almost as much as she did Destiny,
Natalie couldn’t help but wonder if Kathryn was itching for a bath as badly as
she was. Every morning, Kathryn came downstairs wearing clean and crisply
pressed clothing with her hair pulled back into a neat bun. Natalie had a
sneaking suspicion that the younger girl was as much of a neat freak as she
was. 


 They
covered the distance quickly and
settled on a site dotted with leafy taratine and sprately trees. After
dismounting, they loosened the straps on their horse’s saddles so that
they could graze and drink in comfort. The river, while not nearly as clear or
as clean as the one in their glade, was respectable, and Natalie nodded her
approval. Their first task was to wash their bedrolls and lay them out to dry
in what remained of the afternoon heat. Once that was finished Kathryn was the
first to pull off her outer tunic and leggings, leaving her clad in only a
short black shift.


Natalie was instantly jealous.
“Where did you get a black one from?” she demanded as the younger girl stepped
to the edge of the water without hesitation.


 “I
made it.”


 Natalie
blinked. “You what? But,” she added after a moment, “but you can’t sew!”


 Kathryn
laughed and took a step into the river, the currents swirling around her feet
when they found their usual path blocked. “I can manage a basic stitch, Nat. I
just can’t do anything fancy.”


As she stripped down to her own
shift, Natalie contemplated the idea. Why hadn’t she thought of making a black one? How often had she
complained to herself that white fabric showed every stain, no matter how
slight? Not to mention the black would always hint at her true occupation,
never mind that the black uniforms they wore did not leave room for a shift
beneath the cirin. She could, however, wear it under her dresses or the way
Kathryn preferred; as a protective undertunic over her leggings. It would be her own personal fashion secret! How many society matrons
would swoon if they knew an unwed lady at court wore something other than the acceptable white
undershift? The only way she could possibly shock them more would be to wear
red. 


 “You have quite a collection of
cuts and bruises, Kat,” Jenna observed slowly, her words drawing Natalie out of
her plan. After a breath, Natalie finally saw what Jenna did. An odd assortment
of bruises mottled their friend’s arms and legs, while various cuts and scars
in various stages of healing stood out against her pale skin in bright
slashes of color. 


 They
all had scars and bruises, one couldn’t spend their time fighting bandits and
other criminals and not collect a few mementos, but their lieutenant seemed to
have a larger collection than they did.


 Kat,
already up to her knees in water, glanced down briefly at her arms and legs
before giving a soft snort. “The price for keeping you lot out of trouble and
sufficiently trained to survive another day.” Then, graceful as a waterbird,
she entered the water in a shallow dive. 


 Natalie
almost laughed. That she didn’t doubt. Kathryn’s training sessions were not
Natalie’s favorite part of the day. And lately Kathryn had started letting
herself take more hits during her training sessions. Natalie was still trying
to figure out if it was because she was trying to recondition her body to the
harsh treatment she’d been exposed to as a child or if it was to give the rest
of them a chance to understand what it actually felt like to hit their target.
Eyes narrowed, she took a moment to study Kat more carefully. 


“Look out,” Jenna teased
playfully, mistaking Natalie’s study for fashion critiques, as she inched into
the water. “I sense another major project coming on.”


 “Well
of course!” Natalie exclaimed, smiling brightly to hide her more strategic
minded thoughts. No need for the family to realize that she didn’t spend all
day with her head in the clouds just yet. “Black is a much better choice for
our way of life than white is!” She stepped one foot into the water and
immediately yanked it back out, shrieking, “It’s freezing!”


 Kathryn
laughed. “What did you expect, Nat? It’s a river, not a copper bathing tub.”


 “I
know that,” Natalie snapped, her foot still tingling from the shock. “I just
wasn’t expecting it to be colder than melted snow.”


 “It’s
not that cold,” Jenna protested as she began to swim around slowly. “And the
cold will help your muscles.”


 Gritting her teeth, Natalie
stepped back in where the water was shin deep and bit down on the yelp
that bubbled up in her throat. “If you say so,” she gritted doubtfully, her
eyes closed.


 “Want
me to make it easier for you?” Kathryn asked solicitously. 


 Her
eyes flew open. “No thanks!” she shrieked. Her and Kathryn’s methods of making
it easier were significantly different. She
would have Kathryn heat the temperature until it was bearable. Kathryn would
probably toss her into the center of the river for a full body dunking. And
judging from the smirk on her lieutenant’s face, that was exactly what she’d been planning on doing.


 Taking
a deep steadying breath, she
moved a few paces towards deeper water Closing her
eyes, she mentally braced herself, and then dove in the direction of the dark,
hopefully deepest, section of the river. The icy water stole her breath
the instant her head crashed beyond the surface. Her face and exposed skin
began to tingle as the cool temperature began to dull her senses. Deep in her
core her fire magic flared, protesting the intensity of the cold. It rose,
trying to warm her, but Natalie squashed it back inside its chest. If she let
it loose now while
shivering so badly her whole body vibrated
worse than spindly bamboo in a wind storm, she was likely to boil the
water and her friends. Stroking to
the surface, she took in a deep breath.


 “Nicely
done,” Jenna laughed.


 Natalie’s
teeth were chattering too hard for her to reply. Jenna seemed to understand
because she giggled and said, “give your body a minute to adjust to the low
temperature and you should be fine.”


 It
was a promise Natalie wanted desperately to believe in. At the moment she was
so cold she was having trouble rationalizing the need for a bath in the first
place.


 “This
feels so good,” Leia sighed as she tilted her head back to wet her hair.


 “I…it’s
a l…little c…cold.” Natalie hugged her arms around her.


 “We’re
spoiled by our river,” Jenna replied as she reached for the soap she’d placed
on one of the rocks that jutted out into the current before she’d entered the
water. “If you keep moving you’ll stay warm.”


 “A
b…bath is n…not meant t…to be a…active,” Natalie argued brokenly through her
chattering teeth.


 Kathryn
was already massaging some of Jenna’s homemade soap through her hair, “Natalie
the longer you sit there the more likely you’ll turn blue.”


 “BLUE!” Natalie shrieked and reached for
some of the soap, attempting to pace in the deep water as she rubbed it through
her locks. 


 “Natalie,”
Jenna called out. “Calm down. You’re going to hurt yourself.”


 “I’m
t…t…turning blue!”


 “You’re not turning blue,” Kathryn said
calmly.


 “B…but you said—


 “I said
that the longer someone stands still in cold water they bluer they become.
Which is true. I never said that you
were blue.”


 “You
said you!”


 “I
was using it in the form of the royal you,
meaning somebody rather than a specific person.”


 Natalie
glared at Kathryn. “For someone who…who
hates political maneuvering, you…you’ve missed your tr…tr…true
calling.”


 Kathryn
chuckled. “Nat, I would concentrate on getting done at the same time as the
rest of us or you’re going to be riding back alone.” She finished soaping her
skin and disappeared under the water for one last rinse.


 “That’s
easy for you to say,” Natalie grumped when she surfaced. “You love the water,
its temperature hardly even affects you. I play with fire so I’m freezing.”


 Kathryn
worked her way out of the water. “So take cold baths more often,” she
suggested. “You’ve stopped shivering by the way.”


 Karc
if the woman wasn’t right. Natalie wasn’t fond of Kathryn’s methods, but they
sure worked. She wasn’t shivering. In fact, she wasn’t even cold any more.
Natalie tipped her head back. Maybe now she could enjoy the sensation of the
water cleaning two weeks’ worth of travel from her body. 


 Pulling
out a spare set of tunic and hose, and a small axe, Kathryn moved toward the
small copse of trees that lined the river bank a hundred meters or so down. Not
wanting to attract attention, David had suggested that they avoid wearing their
uniforms for the time being. When Kathryn had asked why, he’d pointed out that
with a cult wanting to destroy the Guardians, it probably wasn’t the smartest
move to travel across the kingdom in full Guardian uniform. She’d conceded his
point. For once. It wasn’t often he out-logic’ed their analytical lieutenant and
Natalie wondered if he counted each a personal victory. Then she remembered
that she had wanted to pull Kat and Jenna aside at some point to ask them if
that they thought that David’s recent change in behavior meant that they were
getting the “old” David back. Later,
she thought as she worked some of the soap through her grimy hair. There’s plenty of time for those discussions
later. Dunking, she worked her fingers through the strands to wash away the
soap and dirt. When she surfaced, her hair fanned out in the water behind her
looking cleaner than it had since they’d left on this mission. 


 “I’ll
scrub your back if you do mine, Nat,” Leia offered, holding out the soap.


It was an offer Natalie wasn’t
about to pass up. “Sure! Jenna do you need any help?” 


 “I’m
fine. I’m pretty much done here, but thanks for the offer.” The blond dunked
herself one last time, but instead of immediately climbing out of the water as
Kathryn had done, she floated gently for a few minutes, watching as Natalie and
Leia finished soaping each other and dunking. 


From the tree line came the sound
of metal rapidly striking something solid. Natalie felt her heart rate jump.
Was Kathryn being attacked by some wild animal? “Kat?” she shouted. “Everything okay?!”


 There
was a brief pause. “Yes. Why?”


 “Because
it sounds like you’re attacking something!”


 Another
pause and then Kathryn’s laughter floated back to them. “Just our firewood for
tonight,” she assured them. “And by now you should be able to hear the
difference between metal striking wood and metal striking a body.”


 Her
worries dispelled, Natalie scrubbed Leia’s back, taking care to massage the
soap deep into the skin. Only Kathryn would assure them all that she was
perfectly fine while chastising them for not taking a moment to analyze the
sounds before leaping to conclusions. It was why Kathryn was second-in-command
and Natalie wasn’t. She must have been crazy to have ever wanted to push Kat
aside to take over the job!


 “Oh,
that feels so good,” Leia murmured. 


 When
Natalie finished, Leia repaid the favor, doing her best to massage her the way
Natalie had done to Leia. While she was massaging, the sound of the axe ceased,
leaving an empty quiet across the landscape.


 Kathryn
emerged from the trees and Natalie wanted to sigh. One day she was going to
sneak into Kat’s room and leave behind a more varied wardrobe. A bundle of wood
was tucked under her arms, her wet shift hanging off of one of the larger
branches. “Jenna can I borrow your comb? I think I lost mine.”


 “Sure,
go ahead.” Jenna climbed out and dug her comb out of her pack, handing it to
Kathryn. Jenna reached to pull on a fresh tunic and then stopped. “Kathryn!”
she exclaimed sharply. Shocked by the sudden outburst from the most laid-back
member of the Dragons, Natalie and Leia stopped what they were doing and stared
at her, wondering what nasty creature had made its presence known to upset her
so badly. 


 Kathryn,
who had just begun to drag the comb through her wet hair dropped it and leapt
to Jenna’s side, her knife appearing in her hand. “What?” 


 “You
weren’t supposed to get dressed yet! We need to use the salve!”


 Kathryn
stared at her in disbelief for several seconds. Finally she said, “Jenna?”


 The
healer glanced up from searching through her pack for the rub. “Yes?”


 “The
next time you give me a heart attack, let it be over a snake or something. Not
because I got dressed.”


 It
took Jenna a few seconds to process the request. Her face reddened slightly.
“Right. Sorry.”


 Kathryn
grinned at her. “No harm done,” she said, walking back over to her original
position and picking the comb up. 


“Kat, did you cut yourself?”
Jenna asked suddenly, pointing to the bleeding scratch on their friend’s
forearm.


Kathryn glanced down at her arm
and grimaced. “Spider,” she said brusquely by way of explanation.


“Care to explain to me how a spider caused a cut on your arm?” Jenna
demanded. 


“I wasn’t watching where I was
going while I was trying to avoid it and ran into a broken branch,” their
friend admitted wryly. “Happy now?”


“At least she didn’t shriek and
almost fall off a cliff this time,” Natalie laughed.


Kat gave her a death glare. “I’m
still mad at you for telling the family that particular secret.”


“It was an accident!”


Even Jenna gave her a disbelieving glance at that one.
Natalie almost laughed. So what if she had spilled the tale of that particular
episode? It had not only helped humanize Kathryn in the eyes of the rest of the
Dragons as she was healing from Tanner’s attack, but it had the added bonus of
Matt playing a joke on her by filling her bed with spiders. David had had to
intervene and she was fairly certain that Matt would never forget the
consequences of putting Kathryn face to face with her worst fear ever again.
Especially since Kathryn had selected Matt as her sparring partner the next
day.


 “When
are you going to use the hair barrette I made for you?” Natalie asked as Leia
joined Kathryn and Jenna on the bank. She was curious what it would look like
against Kathryn’s dark hair. She’d been inspired by the white flower wreath she’d
worn when David had made her his festival princess during their first trip to
the capitol as a family. That was a visit that had made a lasting impression…or
at least the events afterward had.
She’d wanted to add small white and silver flowers to the metal web, but at the
last second had realized that Kathryn would probably appreciate it more if she
kept the lines simple rather than ornate. 


“You mean the hair ornament?” Kathryn asked running the
comb several more times through her hair before beginning to twist it into a
bun. “Probably when I won’t have to go to sleep in the next few radians. I’ll
put it on one of these days, Nat. I promise.” She finished the bun and began
pulling on her boots. “That is,” she added under her breath, “if I can figure out
how.”


 Natalie
sighed and shook her head softly, a wry smile on her face. Of course, for
Kathryn, ornate and overdone was anything other than the leather strap she used
to tie her hair up for everyday patrols.
What they needed was an invitation to court, that way Kathryn could
continue to wear her hair up, but still look feminine and regal while doing it.



Leia examined the hairstyle from
a distance. “Wow,” she said, impressed. “You didn’t even need a mirror.”


 Kathryn
smiled. “I rarely do.”


 “That’s
because you rarely do anything but that hairstyle,” Natalie told her.


 “I’ve
never needed anything else.”


 Unfortunately,
Natalie had a hard time coming up with an argument to refute that logic.
Kathryn was so practical it hurt. And it was hard to come up with a reasonable
argument against practicality in the life they led. 


 Jenna
returned to the river’s edge
carrying the small pouch of ointment. “Here Kathryn, let me do you so
that you can do me.”


 The
two girls found a flat rock and massaged the oil into each other’s skin while
Leia and Natalie floated in the water.


 “Okay,”
Kathryn raised an eyebrow at Natalie. “You’ve had your bath. Come on out.”


 Natalie
gave her a playful pout. “But I don’t want to!”


 “The
boys will be back soon, and we need to get the campsite set up.”


 “That’s
what their strong muscles are for,” Natalie laughed. “They hunt and set up the
tents. I sit and enjoy the benefits of their labor.”


 It
was a good thing Kathryn knew that she was joking, she reflected. Otherwise she
probably would have gotten a lecture and wave of icy water to the face.


 “How
about I give you a massage while I rub the salve in?” Jenna cajoled. 


 Natalie
pretended to think about it for a moment before saying, brightly, “Okay!”


 The massage
was wonderful and the muscle salve did help. Natalie could feel its properties
burning deep into her abused muscles, easing the ache that had become her
constant companion. “You are wonderful,” she told Jenna dreamily. “Have I ever
told you that?”


 Jenna
laughed. “You might have mentioned it before once or twice. Though you were
usually in a catatonic state, much like you are now.” 


 Kathryn
finished with Leia and looked up. “We need to head back now,” she said as she
helped Leia pull on her outer tunic. “It’s almost been the allotted radian.”


 “The
boys will take a little bit longer,” Jenna said confidently. “They’ll probably
take a quick bath like we did and use the oil after they hunt.”


 “Still,
I’d like to have the campsite ready for them when they return,” Kathryn
replied.


 “You
can go on ahead,” Natalie offered as she stood. “We’ll catch up once we’re done
here.”


 “You
just don’t want to set up the tents,” Jenna laughed.


 Natalie
shrugged, “Can’t argue with that.”


 “If
you want help, I can go with you,” Leia offered.


 Kathryn
smiled and laughed. “Don’t worry
Leia. I’ll have the shelters up and the fire ready by the time you get back.”
She tightened the saddle straps, mounted Lerina, and returned to the
campsite.


 Natalie
considered it a personal victory that neither Jenna nor Leia appeared even
slightly guilty at how quickly they’d allowed Kathryn to take on the task of
setting up the camp alone. Kathryn was capable of handling it and could
probably manage it quicker alone than if they offered to help. Their lieutenant
was the most independent person in the Dragons and when it came to simple
chores like setting up the campsite or hunting for food, if she didn’t ask for
your help it meant she didn’t want it or
your company. It had taken months for Natalie to get Kathryn to actually admit
it to her and even longer for her to convince the others that Kathryn wasn’t
offended when they stepped back and let her do all the work. 


 And
by the time they arrived at the campsite nearly a radian later, their temporary home was ready. Lounging in front
of the tents, a scroll in her hands, Kathryn was taking advantage of the dying
light to get in a few minutes of reading. 


Two tents sat in front of a cheerfully crackling fire in
the dim light of sunset. The gray and green tents were designed to blend into
the background and make detection by their enemies less of a possibility,
especially at night.


 Kathryn had laid both tents out
and dug a fire pit directly between the opening flaps of both. She’d adjusted
the distance of the tents until there was about ten paces of open space
between the tents and the pit— no sense in being close enough for a stray spark
to ignite the fabric as they slept. 


 Natalie
knew from experience that setting up the tents wasn’t difficult. The user
simply tied the support rods together and slipped them through the three
sleeves; one at the front, one at the back, and one over the top. And tlåre!
Instant tent! The tent itself was more dome shaped
than a standard triangle shape and once the chords attached to each side were
pulled out and pounded into the dirt, the low tent resembled an inconspicuous
mound of dirt. Now if only Natalie could find a way to transport sheepskins to
sleep on without adding to the load, she would be content to live like this for
a week. At least!


҉҉҉ 


 “Why
do you think Kathryn offered us the use of Destiny?” Matt asked as the boys
rode away from the campsite.


 “Who
knows why Kathryn does anything?” Tyler argued. 


 It
was an argument Matt certainly couldn’t refute. Three years and Matt still had no idea what his lieutenant
was thinking most of the time. He’d given up trying to figure out the puzzle of
Kathryn almost as soon as he’d met her and it was a tactic he’d felt had served
him well. She’d warmed to him initially when they’d become a family…until
Natalie’s campaign had driven a canyon between her and everyone associated with
the Dragons. And after the Blackwood debacle, seeing how the concerned prying
tended to result in a sharp response, physical or verbal, he’d kept his
curiosity firmly leashed. He didn’t fully understand Kat’s need to keep her
thoughts and abilities private—she’d flat out refused to demonstrate shadow
movement to the Council when David had first suggested it once she’d begun
teaching them— but he respected it. 


 David
turned back, shading his eyes with his left hand against the glaring sun. After
a brief moment he chuckled. “Looks like Natalie convinced the others they were
in need of a bath.”


 Tyler
threw a mournful look at him. “Not to bust your ego, Matt, but we need one
worse than they do.”


 “Thanks,
Tyler,” Matt said sarcastically. “My self-image just dropped a few notches.”


 “I’m
just saying it sounds like a good idea.”


 “We’re
supposed to be hunting,” David reminded them as he searched the skies for any
sign of Kathryn’s bird.


 “It
doesn’t seem fair that we get to go work and they get to play,” Tyler
complained with a scowl.


 A
frown flickered across David’s face at the insinuation against the girls. But
before he could rebuke, or whatever he was planning on saying to Tyler, Matt
jumped in. “Knowing Kathryn,” he said cheerfully. “She’ll have her bath and have the campsite ready by the time
we get back.”


 His
leader’s gaze fell on him, and Matt didn’t miss the gratitude in them. Matt
wasn’t the only one who’d become frustrated with Tyler’s black attitude lately,
however as far as he knew, Kat was the only one who’d had any success at taming
it…temporarily at least. David, Matt knew, was at a loss at how to handle the
sudden change in their friend’s mood without crossing lines that couldn’t be
redrawn. He’d come dangerously close with Kathryn—and the whole family knew
it—and wasn’t eager to repeat the experience. “Well,” David added slowly, “If
they’re being considerate enough to take a bath, we might as well too.”


 Matt
supposed that the concession was half a peace offering to soothe Tyler’s
stinging and, apparently, overworked pride and half acceptance that they truly
did stink. He already knew that his
bugs found him more appealing in his current state which revealed a lot about bugs or perhaps, more
specifically, his own condition.


 Tyler
laughed with some of his former humor. “If you think it’s about being
considerate then you don’t know much about girls my friend.”


 A
wry grin broke out on David’s face. “I have two sisters from my parents and
nine from the Dragons,” David reminded them. “I think I have a fairly strong
grasp on how girls operate.”


 “Yeah?”
Matt laughed. “Wait till you fall in love with one. All those theories will die
a faster death than a dung
beetle in Natalie’s room.”


 “And
how would you know?” his friend laughed back. “When were you ever in love to
experience such things?”


 Matt
shrugged. “I didn’t need to be. I have seven older brothers and had the
opportunity to watch the oldest three court their wives. Trust me,” he said
seriously, looking at both Tyler and David, “women are impossible to predict
and cannot be explained by a simple theory.”


 His
companions eyed him dubiously. “I don’t know,” Tyler ruminated, rubbing his
chin. “They seem pretty straight forward to me.”


 “David,
do you have a quill and a scroll?” Matt asked with a grin.


 “No,
why?”


 “Because
I want to write this down and have Tyler sign it so that when he’s courting a
woman who completely bewilders him on all points, I can laugh in his face.”


 “Supportive,
aren’t you?” David coughed,
suppressing a laugh. 


 Tyler merely crossed his arms
over his chest and rolled his eyes at Matt. But before either could respond,
Destiny screeched from high above and plummeted to the earth.


 “You’re kidding
,” Matt exclaimed. “That was fast. I was just outhunted by a tiny bird,
now my ego is truly taking a beating.”


 “She’s not that small.” David spurred his horse into a gallop, Matt and Tyler
following close behind, reigning in once he reached the spot he had seen
Destiny dive-bomb.


 She’d caught a rabbit, and the
bird looked mightily impressed with herself.


 “No need to look so smug,” David
told her as he bagged the animal. “I can do that in my sleep.”


 Destiny
ruffled her feathers and took off again.


 “You
know,” Tyler said slowly as they watched Destiny from the ground. “Since that
bird’s been known to take down an entire wild boar, it might not be wise to
insult her.”


 “I’m
not insulting her, I’m inspiring her.”


 “Inspiring,”
Tyler repeated doubtfully. “Right.”


 “How
long have we been out here?” Matt asked, rolling his left shoulder in an
attempt to relieve the ache that seemed to have taken up permanent residence
there. Despite all of Jenna’s lectures about how different parts of the body
were connected, he still had a hard time reconciling that after a long ride,
his shoulders would be just as sore as his derriere. In his frame of mind, if
it didn’t connect directly with the saddle, it shouldn’t be sore. 


 “Less
than half a radian,” David replied, shading his eyes against the lowering
sphere of the sun. 


 “Why
does it matter, Matt? Do you have a secret rendezvous that you need to get to
that you didn’t tell us about?” their other companion asked snidely. 


 Exasperated,
Matt glared at Tyler. “What bee crawled up your back end?”


 “Why?
Is it one of yours?” his friend shot back. 


 David
frowned at them. “Tyler, enough,” he said firmly.


 “Matt
started it,” the older boy retorted.


 Matt
felt his mouth fall open at the pronouncement. “What?”


 “You’re
acting like a child in the fields asking his parents every radian, “are we done
yet”? And let’s not forget the saddle incident at the beginning of this trip!”


 Finding
that allegory exceedingly unfair and inaccurate, Matt opened his mouth to
suggest his own opinion of Tyler’s actions, not to mention protest his
innocence for the thousandth time, but was cut off by a victorious screech of
Destiny’s.


 The boys turned and watched in
humorous amazement as Destiny chased a migpin right across their path. The migpin, a small deer-like creature with
large front horns was common on the plains, popular with hunters and travelers
even if the meat was a bit gamey. 


 Tyler
took out his bow and brought down the creature with a single shot.


 “Not
bad,” David commented as they rode up to the kill.


 Destiny
screeched at Tyler and took off back towards the campsite. 


 Matt
chuckled. “I think you offended her by taking her kill, Tyler.”


 “Did
you want to let the biggest game we’ve seen since starting this mission get
away?”


 “Not
particularly, but since we are
traveling with the bird, I’m
sure she can wrestle up some more game …or make our lives miserable.”


 “And
I’m sure that Kathryn can keep her under control,” David jumped in. “Come on.
We’ve got enough meat for the group so let’s jump in the river and use that
muscle ointment Jenna gave us.”


 “Sounds good to me,” Matt agreed
already turning his horse toward the river. 


Their horses, in as much need of a break as them, pawed
the ground excitedly as their riders removed the saddles and chaffing blankets
before rubbing their companions down for a few minutes and dislodging the
thorns that had worked their way into the horses’ hides. They secured the
animals with long tethers so that they could graze and water themselves. 


With their mounts tended to, the
boys turned to the fruits of their labor. They gutted, skinned, and cleaned the
meat, storing it in a bag hanging in the water to keep it cool while they
bathed further upstream. The boys enjoyed a good scrub down and dried out in
the sun before taking turns massaging Jenna’s oil into their skin.


 “I
don’t know what she put in this,” David commented as he ran his fingers through
his still wet hair, “But I can feel it working.”


 “So
can I,” Tyler agreed, shaking his head to get the excess water out of his ears.
The combination of a bath and a muscle relaxant seemed to have cleared away his
dark mood, much to the relief of his companions. “Wonder what’s in it.”


 Matt
grinned. “You mean you don’t know? I thought you were a healer too.”


 Tyler
swiped at him with his shirt. “I am, but Jenna’s a healer and an herbalist.”


 Matt,
having easily avoided his friend’s attack, laughed. “So then ask her to teach
you.”


 “I
can’t do that.”


 “Why
not?”


 “Matt,”
David laughed as he pulled on his own shirt, “We’re men and as such there are
several things we cannot do.”


 “Like
what?” Matt demanded. 


 “Cook,
clean, and admit we have no idea where we are going,” David laughed. “Or at
least that’s what my mother and sisters always said about my father, my
brothers, and I.”


 Tyler
grunted. “You didn’t seem to have any problem asking that villager if we were
heading in the right direction earlier today.”


 “I
hate to be predictable.” 


 “Can
we go back yet?” Matt asked. “It’s been over a radian.”


 Tyler
stood and slowly waded down to where they’d hung their dinner. “Might as well
before the meat goes bad.”


 “Thank
you Tyler. Now I’m no longer hungry.”


 “All
the more for me. And I’m still miffed with you over my saddle!”


 Matt
heaved a sigh. “For the last time, Tyler, it wasn’t me!”


 “And
I suppose you are going to try and claim that you also didn’t fill my dagger sheath
with packed dirt or switch the salt and beet sugar containers either!”


 Matt
turned an imploring eye on David. “Tell him I didn’t do it, Cap!”


 David
snorted. “With your track record for causing mayhem? How do I know you didn’t
do it?”


 “Because
I didn’t!”


 “Yeah
sure,” Tyler muttered with a dismissive wave of his hand as he remounted.
“Whatever you say, Matt.” 


 Out
of the corner of his eye, Matt caught David’s amused smirk as he mounted his
horse. He was about to comment when Tyler spoke. “Oh, shut up David,” he
ordered as he turned his horse back in the direction of camp.


 “I
didn’t say anything!”


 They
rode back in friendly bickering to find Matt had indeed been correct. The girls
had managed to get the shelters up and the fire going.


 “What’s
for dinner?” Natalie asked as they rode up, several oiled scrolls situated on
either side of her crossed legs with one open for her perusal. 


 “Rabbit
stew and Migpin steaks,” Matt replied as he dismounted with a flourish.


 “Sounds
delicious,” Jenna said as she took her jar back from Tyler. 


 Matt
quickly set himself to making dinner. While they waited the rest of the Dragons
quickly applied themselves to other activities. Tyler and Jenna found
themselves in a discussion about the medicinal properties of certain herbs, a
discussion which Tyler initiated. Natalie discussed dress fashions and court
gossip while Leia listened on politely.





David sat himself down next to
Kathryn who was reading a book. “How about a round before dinner?” he asked.


 “Aren’t
you tired of eating dirt yet?” she asked without looking up from the scroll.


 “The
longer I can last against you, hopefully the longer I can last against this creature.” And why was she
being so reticent all of a sudden? The family usually had to beg her to leave off
the daily training she’d pounded them into the ground with so many times. “Is
there a reason you suddenly don’t
want to train?” he asked curiously.


 Without
lifting her eyes from her book she replied, “it’s an engaging story.”


 Like your fascination with the Tales of
the Great Wizards of Old that you were
engrossed in during our first trip to the capitol, he resisted the urge to
comment. Personally, he had never encountered a droller book in his life.
“It’ll be hard to engage in your story if I’m sitting here distracting you the
entire time,” he teased lightly. 


 She
sighed and put down her book. “I guess I really can’t argue with that logic.”


 David
stood and offered his hand. As expected, she ignored it and hauled herself up
on her own. A part of him wasn’t entirely sure why he continued to offer his assistance when he knew she wouldn’t
accept; probably the result of the lessons on chivalry his mother had attempted
to hammer into his skull during his rare visits home. The day she accepted
would be for one of two reasons: she was too injured to do it herself or…nope,
that was the only reason he could think of. He waited while she disappeared
into the tent to get her knives. “How long before dinner, Matt?”


 “I
dunno. Half a radian maybe. Why?”


 “I
convinced Kathryn to go another round with me.”


 Matt
shook his head. “You must really like brushing dust off your backside.”


 “Don’t
get too smug, Matt. It’s your turn later tonight.” David watched his friend
grimace as he realized it was true.


 “I
thought she was going to give Tyler a workout instead.”


 “You
should know better than that by now.”


Matt sighed, “You’re right.
She’ll just use me as a warm up to Tyler. Think she’ll go easy on me tonight?”
he asked hopefully.


 “We’re
about to go up against a creature that supposedly can’t be killed,” David
reminded him.


 “Is
that a no?”


 David just stared at him.


 Matt
grunted. “That’s a no. Good luck then. Wear her out for me, Cap.” Soon after
the incident with Lord Tanner, Matt had started calling David, Captain. Eventually Rachel and Elizabeth
had shortened it to Cap. David had been uneasy with the moniker until Kathryn
had pointed out that by calling David Captain, Matt was not only giving his
identity more protection than if he went by Natalie’s suggestion of Dave, but
was also honoring him with a
title associated with command. David had finally relented, but only
under the condition that the rest of the Dragons be given similar new names for
duty and patrol—much to the dismay of the rest of his family. So far his was
the only one that had stuck, much to his
dismay.


 “As
if,” David laughed. “You get her after she’s eaten and refueled.”


 “I
wonder what would happen if I didn’t let her eat until after we sparred?”


 “I’d
beat you in about ten seconds, eat, and then do it again afterwards,” she
replied coming up behind David.


 Matt
sighed again. “I was afraid of that. I’ll call when dinner’s ready.”


 David
led her to a space about fifty paces from the camp. “What should I use?” he
asked motioning towards his sword and fighting knives. She’d directed everyone
to constantly practice with all of their weapons while traveling, but when she
worked with each person individually the training tended to focus specifically
on one weapon. He wondered what she was going to trounce him with tonight. 


 She
shrugged dismissively. “Whatever you’re planning on using against the nauro.”


 Fighting
the urge to frown and ask her what was wrong, he looked at his weapons. “What
if I’m planning on using one, losing it, and then using the others?” It stung
his ego a bit to say it, but realistically he knew that if the myths about the nauro were accurate, he’d be
lucky to finish the fight alive let alone with his sword in his hand. 


 She
sighed. “Then we work with both.”


 “Swords
first.” He brought the weapon up to a ready position.


 “Your
move.” 


 He
moved before she had finished the command lunging in a triple feint attack
aimed first at her legs, she jumped over his blade even as she swiped at his
neck with her knife. Whipping his sword up, he stepped back and to the side to
avoid the first blade and blocked the second as it came in for a strike at his
waist. 


 She
moved past him, stepping on his foot as she moved. Using the locked position of
their blades and his trapped foot, she shoved him backward. Unable to step back
to regain his balance, he crashed into the dirt. He rolled immediately, and as
he did so he blocked a downward sweep of her blade. Completing the roll he made
up back onto his feet, only to go flying down again.


 Cursing
mentally, he rolled again. He’d been so focused on her blades that he’d
forgotten to watch her feet, one of which she’d caught behind his ankle and
yanked. The sudden force had been enough to upset his still not-quite-steady
balance and send him into the dirt again. 


He leapt to his feet and rushed
her, aiming for a strike at her waist. She easily stepped aside and passed his
blade with the flat of hers, using the momentum to add power to her own
strikes. Following the motion her sword had set for his, he moved off to the
right angled his body into a position to deflect her first blade downward even
as he ducked beneath the second.


 She
lunged at him, her first blade coming in for a killing strike at the neck,
while the other aimed at his legs. He leapt backwards and to the right,
deflecting the killing blade with his sword as she passed. Immediately he
realized he’d made a mistake.


He felt the heavy impact of her
foot in the middle of his back and he went sprawling into the dirt…again.
Frantically he tried to roll out of the way only to have both her blades cross
over his neck. She mimed a decapitating stroke.


“You’re dead.”


He coughed, trying to get air
back into his lungs after her kick. “I know.”


She grinned down at him. “You’ve
really got to stop your momentum when you go behind me like that.”


“I know.”


“Switch weapons.”


He did…and lasted only about
half as long as he had with a sword. Kathryn’s preferred style of fighting was
the knives. He much preferred to use his sword. As such, when they had started
this trip, she had insisted that he bring them out in case he would need them.
He asked about her sword and she had assured him that her skills in that area
were adequate. His ego hadn’t been up to another trouncing at the time so he let
it be.


“Dinner!” Matt called. 


Kathryn who had been preparing
for another round stopped and moved towards the camp. “Saved by the dinner
call,” David muttered as he followed her.
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Long after everyone had gone to bed,
Leia sat in front of their fire; the flames giving off just enough light for
her to concentrate on her drawing. When she’d first taken up the hobby after
she’d joined the Dragons, she hadn’t realized just how much she would use it to
hide from her family. 


When she’d first been chosen to
become an active Guardian, Leia could remember nothing but excitement that had
made her toes and fingers tingle with eagerness. She’d vowed that she would
work hard and become a Guardian worthy of the honor that had been bestowed on
her. And then, seeing Elizabeth and Rachel and several of the other girls she
recognized from her classes she’d felt her confidence and excitement slip a
little. Rachel and Elizabeth had been well known at their school for their
ability to talk, argue, or reason anyone into a corner. Leia had been partnered
against Elizabeth for a debate against slavery and had walked out of the room
half a radian later with her head in her hands in utter defeat. And her task
had been to argue why it was better to have outlawed slavery rather than to permit it. 


Rachel was a veritable ocean of knowledge and
information. It was almost as if she could remember everything she’d ever read.
It was a talent that Leia certainly couldn’t compete with; she’d struggled with
the history classes that gave insights into centuries-old blood feuds and
grudges between nobles as well as the anatomy lessons that had taught her where
to strike for a debilitating, rather than a lethal, cut. 


And then she’d seen Jenna in the
crowd. Leia doubted that there was a trainee at the school who hadn’t known who
Jenna was…or someone who hadn’t liked her. The gentle blond was easy going and
always ready with a smile and a kind word when someone came to her with an
injury. Her secondary gift of being familiar with plants and herbs only added
to her success as a healer and confidante. In contrast, Leia was almost
positive that any plant she tried to cultivate died. And her
own gift of healing? Comparing her ability to Jenna’s made Leia want to
weep. 


Soon after, she’d spotted
Natalie and Lindsey, their heads practically touching as they shared some
secret before dissolving into perfect feminine giggles. It hadn’t taken her
half a heartbeat to realize that those two would be the flirtatious beauties of
their family. Natalie’s perfect blond curls, emerald green eyes, and pale skin
would have made her the darling of any court. And she could, when she wanted,
act the part of a kind and courteous noblewoman. Of course she could also embody the negative aspects of court
in the blink of an eye as well. Lindsey had been her opposite with black hair,
deep brown eyes, and warm bronzed skin and had proved to be more
gracious in her personality than Natalie. Leia had found herself squarely in
the unimpressive category with her plain brown hair and brown eyes. Even Cass,
with her red hair and green eyes would garner more attraction with her looks
and welcoming personality than Leia did.


The final, brutal, shot had been
when she’d met Amy and Kathryn. Amy had been a tall, imposing warrior who she’d
seen a few times around the school. An astounding horsewoman
whose gift of familiarity with animals had completely dwarfed Leia’s. She’d stepped naturally into a position of
authority when the situation had called for it. 


And then there was Kathryn. The
woman who made their entire family feel like
incompetent babes. Leia had been terrified of her when they’d first moved into
their glade. The ice storm that had covered Rima their first winter together
had been warmer than Kat’s personality and watching her fight had sent a chill
straight up Leia’s spine. Secretly, Leia had taken one small pleasure in the
fact that their lieutenant’s harsh features, combined with her Spartan standard
of dressing and hairstyle, were not conducive to attractiveness. She was
imposing, certainly, but her face had never inspired beauty. Leia had dared to
hope that there was one person in her
family who she might be considered to be more attractive than. A vain hope, to
be sure, but after measuring herself against everyone else in her family and
finding herself wanting significantly,
it had been all she’d had. Then had come the Queen’s birthday gala. Kat had
proceeded to stun everyone with the knowledge that she was the ward of the
dowager princess Jasmine and when the rumor had come that she’d caught the eye
of the crown prince, Leia hadn’t been able to believe it. She’d looked
impressive enough in the court gowns that Natalie had managed to make for her,
but the night of the first ball, she’d shocked the trousers off everyone in
their family with her stunning beauty by looking exotically appealing in a
dress and a fashionable hairstyle that was several generations out of style.


While every noblewoman in that ballroom had been wearing gowns
with wide, heavy skirts and stiff bodices, jewels dripping from their bodies
like sap from a borotin tree, Kat had appeared in a dress from centuries
past. The lose flowing skirt and bodice that had conformed to her curves,
rather than forcing her to conform to it, stood out like blood against snow.
Even her hairstyle, lose and free instead of carefully constructed, had added
to the image. Suddenly, Kathryn had gone from severe to exotic. It was a marked
change from what Leia was used to.


Sighing, Leia set aside her
drawing and rubbed her forehead, trying to keep the tears from falling. It
wasn’t Kathryn’s fault that she could be just as beautiful as the rest of the
girls in their family and Leia really shouldn’t blame Kat the metamorphosis
they’d all witnessed at court. Nor could her friend help it that her powers had
grown to an astonishing degree. But why did Leia have to feel so…so inadequate
next to her? Next to anyone?


Elyon’s words about their family
echoed in her head. Your family is
becoming more powerful. Your gifts are still developing and growing, you have
yet to see what you are all fully capable of. And you aren’t afraid to defy the
Council and bend the rules.


Leia sat back up with a heavy
sigh and propped her hand on her chin, one hand idly toying with a stick,
sticking its tip into the fire. He’s right, she thought to herself. The school taught us that our gifts would
peak in our early to mid-teens. It’s
supposed to be a rare Guardian whose powers continue developing beyond the age
of eighteen. And it has never been heard
of after reaching one’s twentieth year. At that age the best one could expect
would be to blend the gift with a mastery of one or more fighting skills. The
greatest Guardians are adept at honing and complimenting them together, both
learned and innate abilities. But our gifts have continued to develop. Not just Kathryn’s but all of us. She
corrected her thought after some self-reflection. 


Everybody but me.


A shadow separated itself from
the rest of the shadows surrounding their camp and crossed the distance to sit
across the fire from Leia.


“Do you ever sleep?” she asked
as her new companion sat down. She wasn’t in the mood for company and in an
attempt to convey this, picked up her drawing and charcoal to start again.


“Of course. After I’ve made sure that we’re all safe for the night,” Kat
replied with a slight shrug.


Leia fought the desire to roll
her eyes. Kathryn took her duties as second-in-command so seriously sometimes.
“What does David say about that?”


Kathryn regarded her curiously.
“What does he say about what?”


“You staying up to make sure
we’re safe.”


“He’s given up trying to argue
with me.”


Was it Leia’s imagination or was
there a self-satisfied smirk on Kathryn’s face. “Something tells me that very
few people argue with you, Kat.” There was no mistaking the smirk this time.
Why couldn’t she be more like Kathryn? Confident and fierce enough that no one
would question her.


Some of her thoughts must have
shown on her face because Kathryn said, “You just need to have more confidence,
Leia.”


How, was on the tip of her tongue, but she left it unvoiced.
Destiny swooped down out of the night sky, the wind from her wings causing the
fire’s flames to dance and flicker. The eagle perched herself on Kathryn’s
knee, glaring balefully at Leia over the fire. “I don’t think your bird is
happy with me right now,” Leia ventured after a moment. 


Kathryn huffed a laugh. “She’s
cranky because I told her to obey you when you ordered her not to hunt large
animals. It offended her majestic pride.”


“So then why isn’t she mad at
you?”


Her friend chuckled. “She was
earlier. Destiny never manages to stay mad at me for very long.” She bestowed
an amused glance on her friend along with an affectionate stroke from the
bird’s head to her tail feathers. As she did, Destiny arched and bobbed,
similar to the happy stretch of a cat greedy for attention. “Whenever she gets
mad at me she tries to ignore me,” Kathryn continued, amusement in her voice.
“I’ll turn and look at her and she’ll pointedly present her back to me.”


“Really?” Leia asked, intrigued.
“I’ve never seen her do that.”


“She doesn’t do it often…or I
suppose I don’t annoy her enough to make her do it often. And I’ve discovered a
relatively easy way to tease her out of a bad mood.”


“Oh?”


“Dried rabbit strips.” Kathryn
looked up and grinned. “Natalie may detest rabbit, but it’s one of Destiny’s
favorites and she can never resist the treat for very long.”


Leia smiled at the image of
Kathryn wheedling her bird back into a good mood with rabbit strips while
Natalie, watching from off to the side, wrinkled her nose. For a moment she
wondered what it would be like to own a companion such as Destiny…or even
Matt’s Lacey. But such an exotic animal wasn’t for her, she decided. If I ever decide to choose a companion, I
want a cat. Or maybe a dog.


“It’s late, you should get some
sleep.” Kathryn’s words penetrated her thoughts.


For a moment she thought to
protest, but suddenly she felt exhausted. Even so, as she settled into the tent
she shared with Jenna, the tears she’d held in check earlier slipped out. Will I ever find a place where I belong? 











Chapter
9


Rima: Second Week
of Nenime


The Town of Morien





The town center was jammed full.
People forced their way to the front of the crowd to get a better look.
Children rode atop the shoulders of fathers or brothers to achieve a better
view. All along the way inns, taverns, and hostelries had opened their doors so
that onlookers could squeeze into the upstairs rooms to watch from the windows.
The village leader had declared a festival, a day of fun, for all. Even the
farmers had left their fields to enjoy the excitement.


A traveling troupe of acrobats
and aerialists had stopped to visit the town and pick up some supplies. The
people, in desperate need of some merrymaking and games had offered to trade
supplies for entertainment. The performers, after some persuasion had agreed.


Now, the villagers were watching
as a tall man with black hair stood and announced the first act: a blade
throwing act. 


A pretty young girl with flame
red hair stood in front of a wooden wall smiled and waved at the crowd. Her
short skirt and low top, a color that almost matched the shade of her hair,
were just above scandalous. Mothers, despite the excitement, strove to protect
their young one’s minds. Fathers simply shrugged and said it was the nature of
performers to dress so.


Stepping into the center of the
plaza, a boy whose hair was just a shade darker than the girl’s, but whose
outfit matched hers, held up a stiletto dagger. As he showed the crowd, he spun
around so that everyone could get a good look at it. Suddenly, while his back
was towards the girl, the boy spun on his heel and threw the knife without
having appeared to have aimed.


The crowd cheered their
excitement when the dagger landed but an inch from the still smiling girl’s
right shoulder. The cheering grew when they realized that the girl hadn’t even
flinched.


Another girl, this one with hair
that matched the ringmaster’s and wearing a bright green dress, stepped forward
to hand the boy another stiletto.


He repeats the show and tell
with the crowd, again waiting until his back is facing the girl before throwing
it. This time it hits just above the girl’s left shoulder.


The crowd can’t contain their
excitement as the assistant dressed in green hands the boy a normal throwing
dagger… and then another!


Two daggers!


The multitudes roar with
anticipation urging the knife thrower on as he repeats the performance by
turning his back on the red headed girl. He paused for effect as an expectant
hush filled the square. Faster than lightning he spins and in a blur throws the
weapons and they land, smack, on
either side of her waist. As one, the entire audience sucks in a huge gasp of
air, hardly believing what their eyes have just seen.


Frantic applause and whistles
erupt as once again the green-clad assistant steps forward. When she hands the
knife thrower a battle axe all noise ceases as fast as a flame extinguished from
a small candle in a windstorm.


The performer spins around and
the crowd holds its breath as he nears the throwing mark, but he passes it and
keeps spinning, and spinning…and spinning. On the fourth spin, when he reaches
the mark he pivots around quickly and throws the battle axe with all his might.


It slams into the wall, the full
length of the blade running just inches from the top of the girl’s head. 


The crowd goes wild! Cheering
and applause crashes like thunder on the square as the boy runs across and
helps the girl step forward and they both take a bow.


The host steps forward and calls
for quiet…a feat which takes a moment.


“May I direct your attention
above you!” He calls. “To our sky performers!”


Collectively the crowd follows
his gaze to the sky where three young, and very beautiful, women in yellow
costumes stand waving from the rooftops. 


Earlier that day several thick
ropes had been strung over the village center and now long delicate yellow ribbons
unfurled themselves to gently brush the cobblestones below. 


The three women, their golden
outfits rivaling the sun, step out onto the ropes and seemingly glide in midair
to the center of the square. For a few seconds, they wave and smile to the cheering
crowd when, to the onlooker’s astonishment, all three back-flipped off the
ropes.


As they fall, the girls, to the
villagers complete bewilderment, somehow manage to entangle themselves in the
yellow ribbon and their aerial tumbling comes to an abrupt halt a mere hand
span from death. 


One of the girls had wrapped one
leg in ribbon and now held onto that ribbon with just her foot and one hand as
she leaned forward to wave at the crowd. Another girl had managed to wrap the
ribbon around her waist and she hung as if suspended in water facing downwards,
one hand holding the ribbon just above her back. The third hung upside down as
her entangled feet kept her from hitting the cobblestones.


The crowd is ecstatic, whistling
and waving their caps in appreciation of the amazing display of skill and
agility. 


As one, the acrobats gracefully
untangle themselves and bowed to the crowd. The first girl reaches up, fisting
a length of ribbon in her hand and begins an intricate climb, turning and
somersaulting in the air as she continues up and up and up. She reaches the
square spanning ropes without incident and reaches for it.


Her hand slips.


The crowd gasps as one, several
of the ladies present letting out horrified screams as they watch the performer
plummet to the ground, turning over and over as the ribbon unwound around her
like thread on a spindle. 


Then, abruptly, she was upright,
her fall stopped. Her feet hovering mere finger lengths above the ground as she
waved and smiled to the crowd. It was another heartbeat before they realized
that the fall had simply been a part of the act. 


Now the second and third girls
were climbing, they repeated similar moves to the one the first had displayed
and this time the crowd cheered them on.


After the girls had finished tumbling
at terrifying speeds towards the earth, two concealed trapezes release,
swinging gaily in the bright morning sunshine. The crowd roars in
anticipation…eager to see humans like themselves fly through the air like
birds. 


Two of the girls climb upwards
and sit on the trapezes while the third stands on the shoulders of the knife
thrower. Holding their collective breath, the audience leans inward towards the
square.


Swinging forward, the acrobats
flip themselves off their suspended bar and manage to grab the other girl’s
trapeze.


The crowd roars, their
excitement palpable. The ribbon acrobatics were thrilling, but this? If they
misjudge the location of the bar even for a moment during their midair flips,
there would be nothing to catch them. The risks are higher and everyone present
can taste the thrill. 


The girls swing forward again
but this time, the trapeze artists flip backward until they’re hanging by their
knees. One of the hanging girls grabs the third girl’s hands and pulls her into
the air. They swing back and forth, gathering momentum…until the third girl is
flung towards the other aerialist. 


Her friend catches her and the
crowd cheers again.


The girl is tossed back and
forth several times, often with a somersault or twist in between.


Finally the girls dismount and
stand on solid ground.


The crowd’s roar is deafening.
Men wave their caps excitedly, whistling while women and children applaud as
enthusiastically as if the king had just declared an end to taxes.


Bowing, the three raven-haired
girls make their way out of the square.


The host stands again and
announces the last act…a trick riding act.


Two blond women in red and gold
outfits thunder into the square. Both grab hold of one of the yellow ribbons
left behind by the sky performers and swing off their horses to stand by the
ringmaster. Their horses continuing to run around the square.



As their mounts race by the host
again, both women back flip onto their horses’ backs. One of the women leaps
off her horse and lands on her companion’s horse. Carefully she manages to
stand on her friend’s shoulders, balancing against the horse’s steady gallop. 


The crowd cheers, the men waving
their caps once again while the women carefully eye their sons, knowing that
they would be seeing a rash of new injuries as the boys dared each other to
recreate the stunts on the poor plodding mules and nags their families used to
work the fields and haul their goods to market.


Climbing down the woman assisted
her companion to a standing position and from there the first woman flipped up
and over until she was resting her arms on her friend’s shoulders, her legs
pointing straight up into the air.


Applause roared across the
square.


The first rider back-flipped off
her companion to land lightly on the ground, turning around just in time to
catch the mane of her horse using the momentum to remount as the horse galloped
by. For common farmers and merchants who were used to seeing horses as nothing
more than a manner in which to transport their goods or harvests, the display was
heart-stopping.


Catching up to the other rider,
both women stood up and faced each other. Bending forward they grasped each
other’s hands and lifted one leg into the air above their heads. The horses
completed one whole circuit around the square before they lowered their legs
and stood upright. 


The horses’ hooves clattered
against the stones as the women prepared themselves for their next trick. 


The grand
finale. 


As the horses raced around the square
the women leapt up and dove for the other horse, landing on their hands they
managed perfect handstands as the crowd hollered themselves hoarse.


The performers gathered around
their central host and gave one last bow as the crowd continued clapping and
shouting their approval.


In the heat of the excitement,
no one paid any particular attention to strangers amongst them. Not even
strangers going out of their way to avoid human contact and recognition.
Cloaked strangers whose faces were never seen and whose voices were never
heard.


҉҉҉


“Not bad,” Luke commented as the
group reached their campsite deep in the heart of the woods on the outskirts of
Morien. 


“I must say I had my doubts,”
Daniel admitted. “But so far everything seems to be going well.”


“I agree,” Amy concurred. “No
one seemed to recognize us and I would count that a success.”


Cass giggled, “You’re never
going to be able to get that dye out of your hair, Amy.”


Amy frowned at the older girl,
“Please tell me I’m not going to be blond for the rest of my life.”


“Better than being a red head,”
Lillian spoke up.


“Um,” Cass tugged on her now
jet-black locks. “I used to be a red head.”


“Hiding as circus performers,”
Queen Estelle laughed. “Who would have thought?”


“I like you as a blond, mother,”
Roseanna complimented as she fingered her green performance dress. “Too bad my
hair’s too dark to dye.”


“Yes, but who would expect
royalty to wear costumes you currently are?” Elizabeth laughed looking from
Roseanna’s bright green dress to Lillian’s blood red outfit.


The Queen sighed. “I still can’t
believe I let you talk me it into letting you wear that.”


“As detrimental to the Princess’
character as it may be,” Luke replied, “It’s the perfect disguise. No one would
expect royalty to demean themselves as mere street performers.”


“Today proved that,” Lindsey
agreed.


“Today proved a lot of things,”
Daniel replied. “Our first public performance went by as smoothly as polished
glass and we now know that in some cases we may be able to exchange a
performance for supplies.”


Roseanna turned to her mother,
“Where did you learn to ride like that?” she asked.


Amy turned to the Queen. “I have
to admit I’ve been wondering the same thing,” she confessed. “You were amazing
out there with me, but where in the kingdom did you learn to do that sort of a
thing?”


The Queen laughed softly. “It’s
a fairly closely guarded secret, actually.” Taking a deep breath she continued,
“I wasn’t born into a noble family. My family was actually street performers
and your father met me when he startled my mount and I fell from my horse
during an act. Afterwards, he continued to check up on me, and…well…we fell in
love. His parents were horrified that the heir would demean himself to fall in
love with a street performer and banished my parents’ troupe from the capital.
However, they died before Darian could settle on one of the proper candidates
they were constantly parading before him and the next thing I know the Royal
Guard is thundering into our small camp with the new King himself leading them.
” The Dowager stared off into the distance, her mind no doubt replaying that
life-changing event. “He proposed that evening,” she said finally.


“How romantic,” Lillian sighed
dreamily. But while the youngest princess viewed her mother’s story as one from
the bards, Roseanna looked faintly disturbed that her mother came from such low
origins. 


“How did they hide such a
history?” Rachel asked curiously. 


Queen Estelle laughed. “Jasmine.
She took me into her household and spun a tale that pronounced me the lost
daughter of a nobleman who had only just been found.” She smiled fondly at the
memory. “When Jasmine decides on something, no
one can tell her otherwise.”


“A trait she has passed on to
her protégé,” Luke grumbled. Amy elbowed him in the side and Rachel smacked him
upside the head. “Ow!”


When Lindsey and Elizabeth had
first suggested that they hide the Queen and her daughters in plain sight as
street performers the others had been doubtful.


“Street performers?” Daniel asked incredulously. “You want us to become
street performers?”


“It’s perfect,” Elizabeth replied. “We can travel as a large group and
sort of…appear to wander without any apparent direction at all.”


“The Queen and her daughters would be recognized right away.”


Amy shook her head, “I don’t think so.” She turned to the Queen. “Your
Majesty, how often have you traveled in the last five years?”


“Not very,” the Queen admitted. “I’ve stayed in the Capital and the
surrounding cities mostly.”


“And I’ll bet that when you did travel, you used a covered carriage.”


“That’s right.”


Luke caught on to Amy’s line of thought, “So basically, in the last
five years, the only people who you have personally interacted with are those
of the nobility.”


Queen Estelle grimaced. “When you put it that way, yes.”


“So we can reasonably assume that if we stick to the smaller towns and
villages and, for extra caution, change our appearances as much as possible, we
could probably make this work.”


“It sounds like fun!” Lillian laughed.


Rachel turned to the Queen. “Will you be comfortable traveling as a
performer?”


“If it gets me and my daughters to safety I’m sure I’ll manage,” the
Queen assured her.


Ideas began pouring in. It was decided that Luke and Daniel would
alternate being the ringmaster and the knife-thrower. Lillian and Roseanna
would take turns having knives thrown at them. Lindsey, Rachel, and Elizabeth
would work on an aerialist act and Amy would perform trick riding.


The Queen surprised all of them when she asked Amy if she could join
her act. 





They spent two weeks preparing and polishing their acts. Luke, it
turned out, had a flair for announcing and keeping people’s attention focused
on where the Dragons needed it. 


“You’ve got to stop flinching,” Daniel told Lillian. “I promise I won’t
miss, I mean…I will miss you, I’ll
hit the spot I am aiming for.”


“It’s hard to remember that when you’ve got a battle axe flying towards
your head,” she muttered dryly.


Inside, Lindsey, Elizabeth, Rachel and Cass were sewing costumes from
Natalie’s never ending supply of fabric.


“Are you sure you don’t want to join our act?” Rachel asked Cass.


Cass shuddered. “No thanks. I’ll be content to stay and watch the
campsite while you guys perform.”


“Who chose yellow for our costumes?” Lindsey asked.


“I did,” Elizabeth replied, “It will help us stand out against the
sky.”


“Just what we always wanted to do,” Amy muttered beside them. “Stand
out in a crowd.” She realized what she said and grimaced. “Kathryn’s rubbing
off on me way too much!”


“At least you get a nice butter yellow color,” Roseanna argued as she
took a seat beside them, “I get a color bright enough to make your hair stand
on end.”





“Where do we go next?” Amy asked
Luke as they settled down for the night.


“Trien is about two days ride
from here,” Luke replied as he glanced at the map. “I’m thinking that would be
a good place to put on another show. It’s slightly bigger than Morien, but I
think we can risk it.”


“Trien it is then.”





The show in Trien went as
smoothly as the one in Morien. As did the next and the next.
For over a sen’night they managed to crisscross their way across Rima from town
to town, angling ever so slightly southwest. Creeping their way toward that
small corner of the kingdom that every instinct screamed at them to run from.


҉҉҉


Rachel woke to the sound of the
wind whispering urgently in her ear. Exhausted from over a month of random
travel all over the regions of Rima and southern Asyea, she rolled onto her
side and tried to ignore it. The wind whispered louder. She sighed and opened
herself to whatever it was determined to convey to her.


 Bolting
upright on her sleeping pallet she crawled to the edge of the tent, shaking
Elizabeth awake as she did.


 “Leave
me alone,” Elizabeth groaned sleepily, rolling over onto her side.


 “Wake
up!” Rachel whispered urgently.


 Slowly,
her tentmate sat up. “What?” She muttered sleepily, rubbing her eyes.


 “I
think we’re under attack.”


 Her
statement had more effect on the drowsy girl than a bucket of ice water.
“What?” Elizabeth extricated herself from her blankets and joined Rachel at the
tent-flap. “How can you be sure?” She asked, even as she found her sword and
knives and strapped them to a belt over her sleeping tunic.


 “The
wind told me. They’re on the southern edge of the camp…” she gasped as the wind
conveyed what their mysterious attackers intended, “They’re planning to light
the tents on fire!” Rachel thought frantically. The only person gifted with
water in their group was Cass, but it wasn’t her dominate gift and Rachel had never
seen her use it so she had no idea how strong it really was.


 “What
do we do?” Elizabeth whispered. “I’m not sure Cass can handle the entire camp
on fire.”


 Relieved
as she was that Elizabeth had reached the same conclusion, Rachel was still at
a loss. “We really have no choice, we wake the others.”


 “Is
there a way we can wake them without making our intruders suspicious?”
Elizabeth asked. “They haven’t lit anything on fire yet, so we might have some
time…”


 An
idea popped into Rachel’s head. “Watch me.” Taking a deep breath she let out a
piercing shriek and after a few seconds started jerking the tent around like
she was trying to get away from something. “GET IT AWAY FROM ME!” She shrieked
at the top of her voice. “GET IT AWAY!”


 Elizabeth
watched in stunned amazement as Rachel burst from the tent, jumping erratically
and brushing herself as if a hoard of spiders had crawled into her clothes. 


 Forcing
an expression of shocked incredulity on her face, while choking back a laugh,
Elizabeth leapt out after Rachel. 


 Her
friend was still brushing at her clothes frantically. “GET IT OFF ME!” she
shrieked. “GET IT OFF!”


 By
now the entire camp was awake and Amy raced toward Rachel. Luke practically
brought his tent down on him and Daniel while madly trying to get out into the
open. 


 “What’s
wrong?” Amy demanded, looking Rachel over. “I don’t see anything,” she added as
Rachel kept shrieking and brushing at her clothes. 


 Luke
joined them and the rest of the camp followed. “Rachel!” he shouted. “Stop
moving and tell me what’s going on! What’s on you?”


 Rachel’s
crazy dancing subsided. “Is it gone?”


 “Is what gone?” Amy asked.


 “The
spider!”


 Luke
looked apoplectic. “You woke us up because of a spider!” he shouted.


 Rachel
hung her head as if she was ashamed. “No,” she said quietly. “I woke you
because there’s a group of people to the south planning to set our tents on
fire…and I didn’t want to let them know that I knew they were there.”


Momentarily speechless, Luke
looked like he was struggling to find something to say.


 Amy
stepped forward and laid a hand on Rachel’s shoulder, as if calming her. “It’s
okay, Rachel, I don’t like spiders either, but next time just squash it, or ask
Elizabeth to squash it. You don’t need to yell.” In a lower voice she added, “Everyone
go back to your tents and pretend to go back to sleep, but get ready. Luke,
pretend to be exasperated.”


 It
wasn’t that hard for him to do, Elizabeth reflected, as Luke threw up one hand
in frustration and stalked back to his tent. Daniel followed at a slightly more
cautious pace.


 Everyone
made their way back to their own tents and crawled inside. Rachel donned her
cirin armor, dug her own weapons out from her blankets, and settled down to
wait. However what she was waiting for was not what she expected. 


 She
felt it first, a dull thudding in the ground, and briefly wondered if Matt was
doing his crazy thing with bugs—and then she remembered that Matt was on his
way to Almaera with the others. The thudding grew stronger and stronger.


 “EVERYBODY!
GET. OUT. NOW!”


 Amy’s
shrill order jerked both Rachel and Elizabeth from their confusion and
propelled them out of the tent. “What’s wrong?”


 Everybody
gathered once more in the center of the tents. Amy was shouting orders. “Get
packed. Take only what’s necessary and move west towards those trees.”


 “Amy
what’s going on?” Luke demanded and Elizabeth wasn’t one hundred percent sure
he wasn’t faking his concern.


 “Can’t
you feel it?” Amy shouted as she ran back to her tent. “Stampede.”


 That
single word motivated everyone who wasn’t taking her order seriously to
move—and move quickly.


 “Hurry!
We don’t have much time!” Amy emerged from her tent, carrying nothing but her
pack, shrugging it over her shoulder as she raced toward the woods. In seconds
the rest of the camp was following. They made it with a minute to spare. 


 A
herd of wild horses raced by, a pack of wolves nipping at their legs. 


“Don’t you feel like maybe this was over the
top?” Luke accused Amy.


“It wasn’t me,” Amy snapped. “I
hadn’t even come up with a solution when I felt the ground start to shake.”


“So, how did you know that it
was a stampede?” Elizabeth asked.


“I’ve experienced several
before, I recognized the feel.”


The herd of horses finally ended
and the group slowly made their way back to the now destroyed campsite.


“Well, this stuff is pretty much
useless,” Daniel commented, holding up the ragged remains of one of their
tents.


“Everything’s been destroyed,”
Lindsey said quietly. “If we hadn’t been woken up by Rachel’s…spider episode,
we might not have gotten out of this without injuries.”


Luke and Amy exchanged a glance.
“Would you have felt this as early as you did if Rachel hadn’t woken us up?”
Luke asked.


Amy grimaced, “As tired as I
was? Probably not. Lindsey’s right, we could have been
seriously injured or killed tonight.”


“At least our horses are still
here,” Roseanna pointed out. “We won’t have to travel on foot.”


“That’s the one bright spot of
this whole miserable night,” Luke muttered.


“We might as well start riding
again,” Queen Estelle suggested. “We won’t be getting any more sleep tonight.”


“We may not get any sleep, but
we can’t be sure our navigation will be correct,” Daniel replied. “It’s hard
enough during the day, especially with all the traveling we’ve been doing and
considering how old our map is.”


“You’d think the Council would
have more up-to-date maps to give us,” Rachel groused. “I mean, they have families
patrol these areas for that reason.”


“Do we even know if our original
intruders are still out there?” Elizabeth asked in a low voice.


“They are,” Daniel assured her.
“I can feel them. They’re a good league away, but they’re still keeping an eye
on us.”


“Lovely.”


“At least they can’t hear us,”
Cass offered.


“Which, doesn’t solve our problem,”
Luke replied. “The maps that we were given are horribly out of date, several of
the towns we’ve visited haven’t even been on them. I’ve been relying on Daniel
to let us know if we get close to any large populated areas.”


Queen Estelle frowned. “Surely
you have better maps?”


“That’s just it, the Satyr’s are
an older Guardian family, so you’d think their maps would be extremely up to
date and revised with each new farm that went in, let alone a town. But these
maps are about as helpful as a blank sheet of paper.”


“Have you noticed the mutterings
that have been in the towns we’ve been going through?” Lillian asked suddenly.


“What mutterings?” Elizabeth
asked.


“Well, in every town we’ve gone
through, I keep hearing things about how the Guardians have slacked off or how
they haven’t been seen in a long time.”


Luke and Amy exchanged a look.
“I guess it’s possible to fake some reports to the Council,” Amy said slowly.
“But if there was a serious slacking of a family, there are routine courier
routes that can deliver messages straight to the council. If they’re
dissatisfied with the Guardians, why haven’t the people sent word?”


“A mystery to ponder when we get
back,” Luke announced as he tied his pack to his saddle. “For now I would feel
safer if we stayed on the move, especially without any shelter available to us
and a band of nasties just waiting to hurt us.”


Amy pulled a face and looked at
their royal charges. “You wouldn’t believe it just by listening to him, but
he’s actually a silver-tongued wonder around ladies.”


Lillian and Roseanna giggled,
even Queen Estelle cracked a smile.


“Hey,” Luke protested. “It’s
late, I’m tired, and I just had my room run over by a herd of horses followed
by a pack of marauding wolves. I think I deserve to be a little tonged
tongue-tied, or, um…un-coherent.” 


“Well you’re certainly that,”
Daniel agreed. “I’m not sure that last word was even a real word.”


“I believe that the word he’s
looking for is incoherent, or perhaps
unintelligible would be a better
choice,” Elizabeth offered. 


“I’m apologizing to David and
Kathryn the moment I see them again.” Luke hauled himself up into his saddle.
“For that matter I’m going to beg their ultimate forgiveness and offer to do
their chores for a month. How they put up with us is beyond me.”


“And to think,” Amy said
sweetly, “We’re only a month into this trip.”


“At least we can count on being
home before them. They have to hunt a non-stationary creature. At least our
target stays still.”


“I make a motion to restrict
Luke to grunts and hand motions when he’s this tired,” Daniel said raising his
hand. “Does anyone second my motion?”


Laughing, Lindsey and Rachel
both put up their hands.


Luke glared at them. “This is
mutiny.”


Daniel laughed at him. “No, it’s
self-preservation of our sanity.”


They navigated by the stars,
doing the best they could with faulty maps and the threat of attack looming
overhead. Several radians after midday,
Luke finally called a halt.


“Amy, Lindsey, see if you can
contact a bird or some air-born creature that can find us a secluded grove
where we can rest.”


 Both
girls stretched out with their less dominate gift, looking for a friendly
animal mind to contact. Lindsey finally found a small sparrow that was willing
to take flight and find the group a safe haven. 


 “There’s
a quiet glade about three kilometers from here,” Lindsey reported. “It’s got an
interesting approach that might make it difficult for our pursuers to follow
without revealing themselves.”


 “We’ll
take it. We’re too tired to travel much further.”


 The
group turned their horses toward the woods and followed Lindsey’s directions to
the grove. It was indeed an interesting approach, one that involved squeezing
their horses around large trees and between a large boulder and a rock wall and
riding through a dripping cave before entering the meadow. It was a small glade, barely large enough for
the ten people and their horses, but it would do. It was also surrounded on all
sides by a thick rock wall. 


 As
far as anyone could tell, the path they’d taken in was the only way in and Luke set himself up as the first watch, deciding
that they’d each stand watch for one radian. It wouldn’t do to become trapped
in this tiny glade.





 


 Luke
kept them in the glade for a full two days. Amy and Elizabeth had both argued
against staying in one location for so long with a pursing party nipping at
their heels like a pack of wild dogs. But Luke and Rachel had both argued for
it, saying that they needed the rest and that their pursuers weren’t anywhere
close to the glade. Reluctantly both girls had backed down and agreed to a
stay. A cold water spring bubbled up in one corner of their haven and the group
took the opportunity to refill their waterskins and take inventory of their
remaining supplies. Meanwhile Elizabeth, Rachel, and Lindsey studied the map
rigorously, using their various gifts in an attempt to determine their exact
location. After several radians they came to a decision.


 “We’re
close to the Citta,” Elizabeth announced at twilight as they were all preparing
to sleep.


 Luke
and Amy froze as they unrolled their bedrolls. “You’re sure?” Amy asked.


 Elizabeth
nodded. “Unfortunately. It’s about fifty kilometers to the west.”


 “Then
I suppose that’s where we aim for,” Luke sighed. It’s as good a place as any to
find a village or town to resupply. “Everyone get some sleep. We’ll figure out
where to go tomorrow. 


҉҉҉


“What about Kauye?” Rachel
suggested the next evening during the inevitable discussion of where to wander
to next.


Luke frowned at her. “Kauye?
That’s in the opposite direction that we want to travel.”


“As have Jemne, Rierters, and
Gaurcon,” she pointed out dryly. “You didn’t have a problem with them.”


“Kauye is practically in the
Rawasi Mountains!” Luke argued. “We can’t go any further east without leaving
Rima if we tried.”


“I thought you wanted to appear
like a wandering jongleur troupe?”


“We don’t need to hit Kauye to
do that,” Luke grumbled. “And I’m more than ready to ditch these ridiculous
personas and start feeling normal again.”


Elizabeth glared at him. “As opposed
to what? Someone who earns their living?”


“I think that tracking down
criminals and brigands on a daily basis is more than ‘earning a living’,” Luke
sniped.


“Oh, enough,” Amy said wearily.
“Why do you want to go to Kauye, Rachel?”


“One,” Rachel ticked off on her
fingers, “they are a larger town which will make it easier to disappear into
the crowds when we aren’t performing and need to buy supplies and two, they
have one of the oldest libraries in the kingdom. It is certainly the oldest in
Rima. I want to see if they have any additional information on the Hecil
forest.”


 Lindsey
giggled. “Only you would want to make a long detour to peruse some old books,
Rach,” she teased with a smile.


 “We
are going to need all of the extra information we can get,” Rachel said
seriously. 


 “I
can’t argue with that logic,” Amy sighed. “It’s not a bad idea, Luke.”


 “I’m
still not convinced it’s worth the delay.”


 “Are
you on a timetable that the rest of us are not aware of?” Rachel asked with
asperity. 


 “Well
I would prefer not to still be on this mission a year from now,” he replied
dryly.


 “That
library just might have information that can speed up our journey,” she argued.


 “While
that might be true, I’m not comfortable with exposing the Queen and her
daughters to such a large city,” Luke replied. “I can list four noblemen who
keep manors there without thinking and I’m certain Elizabeth knows of at least
one or two others.”


 Elizabeth
nodded. “I know of at least eight who keep property and manors near or in the
city,” she said apologetically to Rachel.


 “So
the question becomes, is it worth the risk?” Amy said slowly. “We don’t know
that any of the noblemen and their families are currently there, but neither do
we know that you will find the information you hope is there,” she said looking
at Rachel.


 “Knowledge
is power,” Rachel said firmly. “If there is any chance that we can find
information that will help us if not to navigate the Hecil forest then at least
understand its history and its nature, then we need to take it.”


 “You
would say that,” Daniel cut in dryly. She shot him a glare.


 Amy
turned to the Queen. “Do you have an opinion, Your Majesty?”


 “This
is your arena of expertise, not mine,” the Queen said with a slow shake of her
head. “If you do decide the trip is worth the risk, then my daughters and I
will work with you to mitigate the danger of our exposure.”


 “What
if I was the only one who actually went into the city?” Rachel asked.


 Luke
practically exploded. “WHAT? Absolutely not!”


 “Hear
me out,” Rachel pleaded, hands upraised. “There are some towns nearby the city
and Lake Sarovara is easily within a day’s journey. You all can circuit the
less prosperous lake towns and cities while I hunt for information in the Kauye
library. We reduce the danger of the Queen and her daughters being recognized
while still stacking the stones in our favor.”


 “I
don’t like the idea of you going alone,” Amy said quietly before Luke could
interject his own, no doubt loud, opinion of her plan.


 Rachel
shrugged. “I’m going to the library, not the taverns and brothels,” she said
dryly. “I think I’ll be safe enough.”


 “It’s
too dangerous,” Luke declared, crossing his arms over his chest defiantly.


 “I
visit the library in Kauye monthly,
Luke,” Rachel reminded him in exasperation. “And David’s never had a problem
with me making my visits solo.”


 “At
least take someone with you,” Amy pressed. When Rachel started to protest that
she didn’t need back up to visit a library Amy rolled her eyes. “If you don’t,
Luke will have an apoplexy and never let you go.”


 Rachel
hesitated and then sighed. “Fine. Elizabeth, how do you feel about visiting a
library?”


 “I
wouldn’t mind a change of pace,” her friend replied.


 “Actually,”
Cass spoke up. “Would you mind terribly if I went?”


 Rachel
looked taken-aback. “Why?”


 “Despite
what Elyon believes about my ability to heal, I’d like to visit some local
healers and do some research to refresh my knowledge. I didn’t sit with Jenna
nearly enough to make me feel confident about treating any of you.”


 For
a moment Rachel seemed to consider her request and then shrugged. “I don’t
mind. As long as father over there,” she poked her thumb over her shoulder at
Luke, “doesn’t mind.”


 The father in question dropped his head into
his hands. “Fine,” he groaned slowly. “You’ll never stop badgering me until I
say yes.”


 “Well
at least he’s accepted his fate,” Elizabeth said sagely. “That’s the first
step.”


 “However,” Luke began before anyone else
could say anything. “I have some conditions.”


 “Here
we go,” Rachel muttered sourly.


 “And
they are?” Amy spoke up mildly before the thunder and lightning could start. 


 “One,”
he ticked it off on his finger, “you take the quietest gate into and out of the
city. Two, don’t draw any attention to yourselves.” Rachel rolled her eyes and
even Cass gave him a cross look. “Three, make sure when you take rooms you
don’t pay above your station.”


 Just
to annoy him, Rachel spoke up dryly, “Won’t be a problem since I’m planning on traveling
as a woman for hire.”


 Roseanna
shrieked and Lillian gaped at her, but their reactions were nothing compared to
Luke who, as she had been speaking, had gotten up to move around the fire pit,
was so startled by her words that he didn’t
pay attention to where his feet were heading and actually stepped into
the flames. With a startled shout, he yanked his foot out of the fire and
quickly smothered the coals that had stuck to his boots and trousers. Finished,
his clothing still smoking, he straightened and leveled an incredulous glare on
her. She stared innocently back. 


 Elizabeth
broke first, breaking out into peals of laughter, slapping a hand over her
mouth in an unsuccessful attempt to cage her mirth.


 “You
can’t be serious?” Luke finally sputtered.


 “It’s
actually not a bad idea,” Amy commented thoughtfully. 


 Luke
rounded on her. “WHAT?”


 “Do
you know of any other kind of woman who would be allowed to travel without the
protection of a male guardian?” she asked reasonably.


 “HEALERS!”
Luke bellowed, before catching himself and taking a calming breath. “Healers
can travel alone,” he growled, glaring at the women who were enjoying this bit
of humor at his expense. “And nearly every woman who isn’t born into the
nobility has far more freedom than an aristocratic woman.”


 By
now even the Queen had gotten over the shock of Rachel’s words and was hiding a
smile.


 “Very
well,” Rachel sighed. “Cass, I suppose we will be local healers searching for
arcane knowledge and healing spells to assist us in our village roles,” she
decided dramatically.


 “Are
you trying to get us arrested and accused of witchcraft?” Cass asked with an
eye roll. 


 “So
stodgy, I bet the others headed to Almaera are having much more fun.”


 Luke
just groaned. “I would take Matt and Natalie arguing over bugs to this any
day.”


 Amy
patted his shoulder sympathetically. “Sorry, you just have Rachel as a,” she
squinted at their collector of all random and odd knowledge, “woman for hire and Cass as an outlawed
witch and, no doubt, Outcast,” she pronounced.


 Rachel
held in her laugh. At least her comment had gotten him to shut up about how to
sneak about a city unnoticed. If she’d had to listen to him lay
out in excruciating detail every step he expected her to take, she would have
relieved his mouth of his perfectly straight teeth. And it wasn’t just grating
on her. She’d seen both Amy and Daniel fighting the urge to take Luke back to
the training grounds and remind him that they knew how to do their duty. Kat
had seen to that. He just had to trust
them. 


 And
until he did, she would take advantage of every opportunity to either irritate
him, or avoid him. Which was the third reason for wanting to
visit Kauye; the second of which being that she truly did believe there would
be information there that would help them in their journey.  





 











Chapter
10


Sundown


Eastern Cadras,
near the Khidamun Sea


Third week of Neime





“I think I’m getting the hang of
this!” Natalie exclaimed happily as she dismounted without any excess
discomfort.


 “Natalie,
we spent the two weeks sailing down the Nahar,” David reminded her. “We only
took up riding again three radians ago.”


 Kathryn
nodded her agreement. “You’ll be just as sore as usual by the end of tomorrow’s
ride.”


 “Oh,”
Jenna groaned. “Please don’t say that.”


 “At
least we were able to use one of the tributaries off the Nahar to get us
further inland and give our horses a rest.” Matt jumped down from his horse and
gave her an affectionate pat on the neck.


 When
the group had reached the Nahar, all had been in favor of using the river to
carry them downstream instead of crossing on horseback, but had come up empty
as to a solution for their horses. They couldn’t ride in the small canoes and
they certainly wouldn’t simply follow them.


 Leia
had come up with a workable solution. David had estimated they’d be able to use
the river for fourteen days and upon reaching a small village located on the
river’s edge, David had purchased several rickety—never mind that he had
sincerely doubted their ability to float on their own, let alone with his
person in them—canoes from an aging shipwright and with hardly any delay they
had continued on. Each day, one of the group would
ride their horse and lead the others, staying close to the river, while the
others traveled by canoe. It had worked brilliantly. 


 Now
they stood high above the Eastern Khidamun Sea, a wonder only Natalie had laid
eyes on before. 


 “It’s
beautiful!” Jenna exclaimed breathlessly looking out over the gently rolling water.
They stood on a rocky cliff about an arrow’s flight above the waves crashing
onto the rocks below. Strong breezes carried the salty spray up the precipice
and into their faces. 


 Natalie
breathed deeply and sighed. “I love that smell.”


 “It
certainly makes an impression,” David agreed as he watched salt from the spray
begin to coat his Guardian uniform. Hopefully the Cirin would prevent the salt
from stiffening the fabric and hampering his movements. Now that they were
close to their destination, David had ordered the uniforms brought back out.


 He
turned and looked at Kathryn. Her eyes were closed and she appeared to be
listening intently. 


 Walking
over he asked, “Did you just come home?”


 Startled,
she opened her eyes. “What?”


 He
nodded towards the water. “The look on your face, it was like you’d finally
found where you came from.” 


 She
shook her head. “I was listening.”


 “What
did you hear?”


 “I’m
still trying to figure it out.” His face must have betrayed his confusion
because she continued, “How does the wind sound to you?”


 He
listened. “Like it always does. Why?”


 “Whenever
we come to another body of water, it’s like meeting people with another accent
or dialect to me. Waterfalls have a powerful, concentrated voice as if all they
can do is shout their intentions. Small pools, ponds, and lakes use gentler,
more conversational tones. Brooks and streams remind me of Natalie in their
excited enthusiasm that makes you smile even when you don’t feel like it.
Rivers are powerful like waterfalls but without the intensity and focus
concentrated in one place. They have an energy that can’t be contained until
they reach the falls, then their voice changes.”


 He
stared at her. “That’s…incredible. The only difference I’ve ever noticed in the
wind is how loudly or softly it speaks—which is usually determined by the
strength of the wind.”


 Kathryn
nodded. “The wind is a steady element. It’s made up of the exact same thing
every time and it’s caused by the same thing. Water, while it has the same
basic composition, different minerals and particles dissolved in the water
affect the voice.”


 Her
description of the wind wasn’t entirely accurate, but if he attempted to
correct her now, he’d never get an answer so he let it slide. “So what does sea
sound like to you?”


 She
didn’t even hesitate. “Musical.”


 “Musical?”


 She
nodded. “It sounds like a thousand-person choir singing a wordless tune with a
full orchestra accompaniment.”


 “Sounds
impressive.”


 “Jenna
said it was beautiful. I happen to agree, just in more ways than pretty
scenery.”


 His
curiosity got the better of him. “What do you hear from plants?” he asked.


 She
smiled. “Plants and water are like night and day but, like water, their accents
and dialects change with each new region... although some things remain the
same everywhere.”


 “Like
what?”


 “Well,
trees are ancient and wise; their stories are as old as they are. Grass is
always complaining about being stepped on and that they need more water or that
the trees block out the sunlight. Flowers tend to be a bit vain while bushes
and shrubs are sturdy and dependable.”


 He
suddenly wished that he had her gifts. While the wind and light definitely had
their perks, the wordless communication he got from them was nothing like what
she was describing.


 “What
do you hear from light?”


David
paused, not really sure how to answer, “Light is…different,” he finally said.
“It’s not like water, plants, or even the wind. Light whispers its secrets even
at its brightest. It’s the one thing that never seems to vary. Although,” he
added as an afterthought, “Lindsey says that light’s voice changes and varies
for her so maybe it’s just because it’s not my dominant power.”


A frown crossed Kathryn’s face.
“What’s wrong?”


 “If you’re
correct in that assumption, then shouldn’t I hear the same monotone from
plants? Instead I hear just as much variety as I do with water.”


 He
shrugged. “Maybe it depends on the elemental gift? Or it could be that you’re
powerful enough to discern the different variations. Elyon did say—


 She
cut him off sharply. “I know what Elyon said.”


 He
raised his hands and took a step back, surprised by the heat in her voice. As
far as he knew, Lord Jasse’s ridiculous theory that Kathryn was half-Elf—or
even full Elf—had never been revealed to her. Always touchy about her powers,
he should have realized that asking about them was treacherous ground. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to step somewhere I
wasn’t welcome.”


 “No,
I’m sorry,” she said with a grimace. “I didn’t mean to be quite so…” she
searched for a word.


 “Forceful?”


 “We’ll
go with that.” She let out a slow sigh. “I’ve always wanted to be normal. I
hate being reminded that I’m different.”


 David
opened his mouth to reply but a shout from Tyler grabbed his attention. He
turned and cursed himself for not paying closer attention as a band of thugly
looking men emerged from the trees. A
brief visual inspection, taking in their hardened-killer eyes and well-used but
carefully maintained weapons and clothing, drew him to a disheartening
conclusion.


Mercenaries. Stars knew he and his family had faced enough of their
ilk in the last few years to recognize them. But now was quite possibly the
most inconvenient timing in history. 


For a minute nobody moved,
finally the mercenary leader approached and spoke.


 “We’ll
give you one chance to surrender, Guardians. After that we cut you to bits.” He
lifted his sword and David hesitated. It was one of the mysterious, blasted
swords that were able to hold up under the attack of a Guardian’s sword. In
fact, it looked like all the bandits
carried one. Over the past two years, those swords had begun showing up more
and more frequently. Other Guardian families reported encounters with them.
Unfortunately, not all were as fortunate in those encounters as the Dragons had
been with theirs. To David’s knowledge, several Guardians had fallen to the
swords.


 This is not good. David glanced around,
trying to determine all possible scenarios…and every one he came up with ended
badly. Great, we’ll be killed by the
nauro because we’ll have been injured and exhausted by mercenaries, he
thought bitterly. 


 He
unsheathed his sword and prepared to take a step forward but someone laid a
restraining hand on his arm. He looked behind him to see Kathryn, one arm
grasping his elbow, the other facing the ground palm down. “Wait.”


 He
did and his hesitation served to buy them extra time. 


 When
David had drawn his sword, followed by the rest of the Dragons, the mercenaries
had prepared themselves for a fight, expecting their opponents to attack first.
When nothing happened except the drawing of swords they began to feel uneasy.
They had hoped to draw the Guardians into a fight right away, not giving them
time to call on their legendary gifts. Seeing that it looked like the Guardians
were about to call on their powers the leader ordered his men forward.


 “Attack!”


 “Cap,
I hope you have a plan!” Tyler yelled as the bandits began to move forward. 


 “I
don’t but I think Kat does!” He turned to look at Kathryn and was shocked to
the bone to find her standing peacefully beside him, her arms by her sides, her
eyes closed. “Either that or she’s fallen asleep,” he muttered as he prepared
to meet three bandits head on.


 Suddenly,
Kathryn raised her arms, keeping them outstretched, until they were level with
her head. 


 The
attack stalled as the mercenaries stuttered to a clumsy halt, eyes widening in
nervous anticipation as they attempted to divine just what to expect…what
Kathryn’s magical intentions were. 


No one would ever forget what
happened next.


 As
soon as Kathryn’s hands were level with her head, two walls of water thundered
into view as they shot upward out of the sea. They towered above the humans
standing mute on the cliffs like ancient evergreens in a mythical forest. The
previously turquoise water was gray and agitated as if someone had lit a fire
beneath it. Foam and spray hurtled down upon the cliff as if given off by a mad
animal. 


 The
sky suddenly went dark as clouds began to form, blocking out the light from the
sun. David, following Kathryn’s— rather eerie— example, pulled at the air
commanding a stiff wind to blow. Soon the spray and foam felt like needle
pricks as they pounded against bare skin, urged on to greater speeds by the
wind.


 “Get
them!” The mercenary leader, bellowed, finally coming to his
senses and pointing his sword at David and Kathryn before sweeping it in an arc
to encompass the entire party. 


 David
took a step forward to meet them since Kathryn hadn’t even unclipped her bow from
her back in an attempt to defend herself. The rest of the Dragons, now over the
initial surprise, moved to defend their friends.


 There
was never any need. As soon as the bandits stepped forward to attack, Kathryn
defended them all. 


 Bringing
her arms forward slightly, Kathryn used her second gift. As she did, she opened
her eyes and David stepped back in bewilderment and bafflement. Her blue eyes
were silver! Not gray. Silver, shining as luminescent as the moon. 


 He
felt goosebumps rise up that had nothing to do with the wind or the cold
temperature of the water.


 Long
arms of seaweed, ocean spindles, and kelp, the plants of the sea, burst from
the walls of water and wrapped themselves around several bandits like the tentacles
of the kraken that Kathryn had so recently fought. The ensnared bandits were pulled into the
water, their shouts muffled and lost in the roar of the wind and waves.


 Now
all bravado was thrown aside as the remaining mercenaries raced for safety,
stumbling over each other in an attempt to escape. More tendrils shot out from
the water and wrapped themselves around a foot, or an arm, anything it could
grasp onto to gain a foothold before slithering up and around like a predatory
snake preparing to strike. As soon as the foothold was strong enough, the
bandits were dragged, pleading for mercy, back to the water’s edge. 


 At
first, David was worried that Kathryn would simply drown them all before they
could get some questions answered but in the end she spared four.


Four of fifty.


 They
stared at her in horror and terror as she dropped her hands and the walls of
water dropped back into the sea with a giant roar. The clouds dissolved,
allowing the warmth of the sun’s rays to begin drying the foam and spray from
everyone’s clothing. 


 David
released the wind back to a gentle breeze. He turned to face Kathryn, relieved
to see that her eye color was back to normal. “I don’t care what you say, I’m
glad you aren’t normal.” And as soon
as he got her alone, he needed to ask her when, and how, she’d learned to make
clouds appear in less than a minute! According to their instructors at school,
it was impossible for someone not doubly gifted in water and wind to create
clouds, let alone in so little time. 


 “I
am too.” 


 Everyone
turned to face the strange voice. 


 From
the trees emerged another group of men, only these were dressed in Guardian
attire. They continued forward until they reached the Dragons.


 “Why
don’t we take it from here?” suggested the man who had originally spoken.
Immediately the bandits began pleading again, only this time they were begging
the newcomer to rescue them from Kathryn. 


 “They’re
all yours,” David told the apparent leader. A quick glance at Kathryn revealed
her frown but whether it was because she was trying to place the accented, but
familiar voice, or due to his decision he wasn’t sure. 


 Two
other Guardians stepped forward and dragged the mercenaries out of sight. Once
the mercenaries were out of sight, the new Guardians removed their masks. 


 Out
of the corner of his eye, David watched Matt’s jaw drop as Crown Prince Darcy’s
features were revealed. 


 “Come
on, brother,” Darcy encouraged cheerfully. “You’re in the presence of comrades,
there’s no need for secrecy now.”


 For
a brief moment David hesitated; then he reached up and unwound his mask.
Kathryn remained masked…as did the rest of the Dragons. That was interesting.
His family was aware of his parentage and blood family. Yet, when he removed
his mask and Kathryn failed to remove hers, it was her example they followed.
And if he were to be honest, she looked as taut as a fully drawn bow. That
increased his own unease. Was there something out
there that she was sensing with her supernatural forest senses that he wasn’t?
Or did she just not trust Darcy? If it came down to a worse-case scenario, he
was hoping for the latter. He didn’t want to think about the possibility that
something had the ability to hide from the wind and air. After all, the idea
that Kathryn didn’t trust someone wouldn’t exactly be shocking. Or new.


 Darcy
noticed and he nodded at the rest of the Dragons. “Your team is cautious…that
is good.”


 “Far
more than you seem to be,” Kathryn replied tensely before David could speak. Oh
yes, something was bothering her. What he needed to figure out was if it was
something that concerned just her or the rest of the family. 


 The
prince gave her a slight bow. “Perhaps you are right,” he acknowledged as he
began to re-mask himself. “We should wait until we are back at the house.”


 “What
house?” Natalie demanded.


 Darcy
looked confused. “Our house. We will offer you rest and food before continuing
your journey.”


 While
the idea of spending time with his brother appealed to him, David shook his
head. “As much as I appreciate your offer, brother, I’m afraid that we don’t
have time. We must continue on our journey quickly.”


 Darcy
put a hand on his shoulder. “Spend one night with us to refresh yourselves,” he
pleaded. “I can make it worth the delay.”


 “How?”


 Darcy
nodded towards the sea. “We can bypass the Myr Marsh and take you into Almaera
via the sea. Instead of two or three fortnights on horseback we can be there
within a week. Just think about it. You can avoid all the discomfort and vermin
of the swamp this way.” 


Natalie’s eyes grew wide with
hope with that comment.


 David
turned to Kathryn and she shrugged. “It’s your call.”


 He
frowned, not expecting the answer she gave. He trusted her instincts and if she
was sensing danger, he wanted to get his family out of its reach as quickly as
possible. Maybe, if she was leaving the decision wholly up to him, it was
merely her lack of trust in anyone but the Dragons that was putting her on
edge? Finally he nodded. “We’ll accept
your hospitality.”
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 The
Skinwalkers, the Guardian family Darcy was a part of, led the Dragons to their
home. Along the way, two of them broke off from the main body, heading in a
different direction with the surviving mercenaries in tow. The plan was to join
the rest after delivering the brigands to a local sheriff in a nearby town. 


After several radians the main
group arrived at the Skinwalker’s lea. 


Upon seeing their home, Natalie
stopped short. “This is your house?” she squeaked.


 Darcy
turned and frowned at her. “What do you mean, ‘is this our house’?” Now that he was beyond the magical barrier
that protected his home, he’d dropped the accent he used to protect his
identity. 


 Natalie
opened and closed her mouth, unable to come up with a reply.


David rescued her. “I think she’s referring to
the…architectural differences between your house and ours.” And it was quite
the difference. David couldn’t even fathom the concept of living in a house
like Darcy’s day in, day out.


His brother shrugged. “It’s
humble, but we enjoy it.”


David studied the elegant white
marble mansion with glittering columns, six chimneys, and massive glass windows
before them, remembering their Spartan dwelling. “Humble,” he repeated
dubiously. “Right.”


Darcy studied his brother and
then glanced back at the gleaming walls and columns that made up the exterior
of his house. “Is something wrong?”


David shrugged. “Depends on who
you’re asking.” Does the Council know
about this? Or is every other Guardian home but ours this elegant and ours
another of the Council’s slights?


His brother shot him another
confused look before he began to re-unwind his mask. “Your identities are safe
here,” he promised.


 David
unwound his mask and this time the rest of the Dragons followed suit.


 When
Darcy saw that his aunt’s ward, Lady Kathryn, was the same Guardian who wrought
so much terror into the mercenaries he began to laugh. “Ah, Lady Kathryn you
completely fooled me. Never once did it cross my mind that you could be a
Guardian.”


 David
frowned. That shouldn’t be so. Darcy had met the Dragons when he’d stopped
David from strangling Derek over the news of their father’s death. And then he
remembered. Kathryn and Amy had spent the days before and after that fateful
meeting at his aunt’s palace, recuperating from Tanner’s attack. Darcy wouldn’t
have had the opportunity to learn that Lady Kathryn was a Guardian. 


 Kathryn
inclined her head. “Then I’d call that a success.”


 “Indeed.”


 Natalie,
who had no doubt been utilizing her intelligencer skills by memorizing the
faces of the Skinwalkers, suddenly spoke up. “Um, I thought the council tried
not to have families that were made up of just men or just women,” she said
looking around at all the male faces.


 Darcy
nodded sadly, his face and tone serious. “You are correct. We originally had
four women in our family. Unfortunately two were killed by the Nauro and the
other two were killed in the line of duty.”


 At
his brother’s words, David felt the air in his lungs freeze. If he’d ever
harbored any lingering doubt that the creature they were about to face didn’t
exist, it evaporated. While he trusted Derek, his older brother had a tendency
to overstate matters but if Darcy had seen the creature…well, that was as good
as truth to David. 


“So this thing really does
exist,” Leia said softly. David could hear the terror beneath her words and
resisted the urge to offer comfort. Leia was the least confident of any of the
Dragons. He’d brought her on the mission hoping that she’d find some courage.
Unfortunately it seemed to be doing the opposite. She was even more timid now
than she’d been at home. He was surprised she’d even spoken in Darcy’s
presence. It had taken her two weeks to get over the knowledge that David was
the youngest prince.


 “Well,”
Darcy paused. “We didn’t actually see the Nauro kill Elena and Merise,” he
admitted. “But they sported wounds unlike anything a human could create and the
Cirin seemed to be ineffective at stopping the bleeding.”


 “Our
condolences,” David said quietly, thinking about the time they had nearly lost
Kathryn and wondering how he would be able to go on if any of the Dragons died. He knew it was statistically impossible
that his family would make it through their years of service without losing at
least one member, but since the Dragons had already defied the odds by remaining
intact for over three years he could hope. 


 Darcy
eagerly led the Dragons into the house and gave them a tour. What had obviously
once started out as a basic Guardian home had been turned into a mansion worthy
of royalty. Marble staircases and floors highlighted
by beautiful molding and veneers. Huge engraved wooden doors swung open with
only the faintest of squeaks. 


 “Your
home is beautiful.” Jenna gently fingered the molding on the front staircase’s
railing.


 Darcy
smiled at her. “We don’t complain. We’ve added a few of our own touches to make
it more homey but we like it the way it is. I’m
surprised you haven’t added beautiful wood work and carvings to your home since
you’re so close to the ancient forests.”


 David
shook his head, trying to hide his grin. “I’m afraid we’ve kept our living a
bit more Spartan.”


 Natalie
huffed. “After looking at this I think our home is way beyond a bit Spartan don’t you think?”


 “I
like it the way it is,” Matt replied, somewhat coldly. “There’s nothing wrong
with the way we live.” 


David eyed his family, trying to
hide his bafflement. Kathryn being cold and tense was normal, but Matt could
usually be depended on to lighten the mood. The hint of frost in his last comment
wasn’t something David had ever experienced before. Was Kathryn merely rubbing
off on the Dragons or was there an underlying current of danger that his family
was picking up on but that he had failed to notice?


 “I
agree,” Tyler added.


 Natalie
turned to Leia. “What about you? Don’t you think our home needs some more
sprucing up?”


 Leia
hesitated over her choice of words. David held his breath. Would she take a
stand? “I suppose parts of our house could use some sprucing up,” she agreed
slowly.


 David
exhaled in disappointment. Catching Kathryn’s eye, he saw the same
disappointment echoed briefly in her eyes before she turned a bland expression
on her surroundings. Flicking his gaze to the rest of his family he took stock.
Matt appeared relaxed and at ease, but his fingers kept flicking at the ground
and his smile was tight around his eyes. To anyone outside the Dragons the
twitching fingers appeared to be nothing more than nervous energy, but David
had seen Matt in action multiple times…that incessant twitching meant that the
redhead was half a breath away from calling on his beloved bugs should the need
arise. Tyler was also tense, his gaze alternating between the house and a
brief, surreptitious, glance at Kathryn. It didn’t take a genius to see that
Tyler was merely waiting for Kathryn’s order to leap into action. Running his
eyes over the remainder of his family, David found himself flummoxed. Kathryn,
Matt, and Tyler were tense; ready to defend themselves should they be attacked.
But Natalie, Leia, and Jenna were relaxed. Tired… but relaxed. Maybe it was
just the mission? Or maybe, he
reminded himself, it’s because Kat’s been
the one focused on them for the last two years while you’ve been too busy to
care.


 “I
could certainly use a bigger closet.” Natalie was saying, her words penetrating
his swirling thoughts.


 Can’t change the past, he reminded
himself grimly. They’re your focus now so
pay attention. And right now they
need rest.


 “Or
you could just burn some of your clothes,” Tyler suggested. Natalie glared at
him.


 David,
amused at the byplay, turned to Darcy with more pressing matters on his mind.
“Where would you like us to stay?”


 “The
girls can take the empty rooms that used to belong to our girls. As I speak a
few of my brothers are rearranging the living room to give you gentlemen a
private room.”


 “Sounds
good to me.” Matt shouldered his pack and headed back towards the living room.
“Who does the cooking in your family?”


 Darcy
made a face. “Elena used to cook meals for us. Ever since her death, Kereem has
attempted to feed us ashes and rocks.”


 Matt
nodded to himself. “Well, tonight you’ll have an edible meal.”


 “Thank
the stars.”
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 It
was well past midnight but Kathryn couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t shake the
feeling that she was being watched. Ever since the cliffs,
her skin had been crawling; the back of her neck tingling madly. But for
all her attempts to pin down the source of her unease, it remained stubbornly
elusive.


 Sighing,
she rolled out of the bed and slipped into a dark brown tunic and leggings and
then pulled on her boots. If she couldn’t sleep, she might as well explore.
Destiny woke from an enviable restful slumber and perched herself on Kathryn’s
shoulder.


 Moving
silently, with utmost caution, Kathryn stole out of the house. Once outside she
felt better but not nearly enough to convince her to sleep. Reaching deep
inside, she sought out her gift and listened for water.


 A
small sense, merely a taste, made itself aware to her and she followed it, the
sense becoming stronger with each step, each taste becoming more and more
flavorful. 


 The
water she found was nothing like the one near her home in Rima. In fact,
compared to the grandeur of that waterfall, this was merely a small stream. But
it was water, and in it she would seek comfort. Praying that this time
it would provide the release she desperately needed. She’d developed other
methods to cope, but fervently hoped she wouldn’t need them tonight. 


 Sighing
she sat down, pulled off her boots, and let the cool water dance over her feet.
Destiny leapt off her shoulder and perched herself on a tree branch nearby.
Kathryn pulled a tendril of water from the stream, forming it into a ball in
her palm. 


 She
listened as the water told her where it had traveled from and how many times
each particular drop had seen the sea or which drops had been to Cadras, the
region separated from Rima by the Rawasi Mountains, while others had been in
Asyea, the region named after the capital city. Not one drop had seen Rima’s
streams or lakes yet.


 “What
is it telling you?”


 Startled,
Kathryn dropped the water back into the stream. She glanced up and frowned.
“What are you doing out here?” Mentally, she kicked herself in disgust for
letting him get so close without her notice. You’re going up against a creature that can’t be killed, she hissed
at herself. Pay attention or you’re going
to get everyone killed. 


 “I
thought it was obvious,” David replied, taking off his boots and dipping his
own feet in the stream. “I was following you.”


 Kathryn
sat silently for a few moments, appreciating the irony. When she’d returned
from recuperating at Jasmine’s palace and learned of the killing, she’d been at
a loss of how to help him. She wasn’t prone to the same— she used to call them emotional theatrics— as the other girls. So she’d tried to mimic the same
silent support he’d originally given her. For two months she’d followed him
through the woods while he’d grieved the loss of his father without him ever
knowing she was there. When he’d needed to fight someone, since he couldn’t
fight his father’s killer, she’d stepped in. It was a bit cold-blooded of her,
but those sessions had forged him into a much more skilled fighter and his
tromps through the forest had increased his ability to move silently. The humorous
part had been that the entire family had known about her playing ‘bodyguard’
and had kept quiet about it even long after he’d returned to duty. It had only
been after that disastrous encounter with the Council that he had seemed to
realize that those weeks had been abnormal and had realized what had happened. 


 “Can I talk to you a moment?” David asked,
poking his head into her room where she was recording the events of her latest
mission. 


 Glancing up from her narrative
of how she, Tyler, and Natalie had removed the kraken threat she nodded.
“What’s wrong?”


 He frowned at her. “Why does
something have to be wrong?”


 She almost laughed. “You have
that look on your face.”


 “What loo—” he shook his head, “never
mind. I wanted to ask you about something that happened a few years ago.”


 She raised an eyebrow at him.
“How much detail am I going to need to remember?”


 He scoffed. “As if you don’t
have a perfect memory…I wanted to ask you about what happened after my father
died.”


 And here it was. It had only
taken him around two years to figure it out. “What do you mean?”


 He gave her a knowing look. “Do
you want to explain to me how the family never took issue with me wandering
around in the woods alone for weeks?”


 “I told them to leave you
alone.” Which was truth.


 “We both know that as much as
they fear your punishments, that wouldn’t have sufficed to keep them out of my
hair.”


 “What are you suggesting?”


 “That I was never actually alone
during those forest outings…that I had a shadow who never made themselves
known.”


 “That’s an interesting theory.”


 “And,” he continued as if she
hadn’t spoken, “since you are the only one who could follow me without alerting
me to your presence then it had to be you.”


 “And what of your ability to use
the wind to alert you?” she asked mildly when he stared expectantly at her.


 He grimaced. “I might have shut
myself off from the wind during that time,” he admitted.


 She’d suspected as such when he
never gave her any indication that he knew she was there. And that was the
reason that she had continued to
follow him. The oblivious idiot could have gotten himself ambushed while
grieving. “If I had known that then, I would never have allowed you to go out
alone.”


 “But you didn’t,” he persisted.
“You were there every time.”


 “I don’t know what you’re
talking about,” she replied, returning to her scroll.


He’d left soon after, muttering
about how he knew the truth, but she’d never confirmed it. It was her job to
watch his back and keep it quiet so he could focus on other things. Finally,
she dipped her hand back into the water and let another tendril of water curl
around her wrist and settle into a sphere in her palm. “Why?”


 David,
apparently intent on watching the water, missed her question. “I’m sorry?”


 “Why
are you following me?”


 “Because
it’s not a normal thing to be sneaking out of a house into a strange forest in
the middle of the night unarmed. Not to mention it violates every bit of common
sense you have.”


 “You’re
unarmed,” she pointed out, personally agreeing with his last comment. It did go against every grain of common
sense she had. So why was she out here? And why wasn’t she able to sleep? She
was tired…always so tired. And yet as
soon as it came for her to sleep, her mind would not let her achieve it. 


 “I
didn’t want to risk waking the others while I rooted around in the dark for my
sword. And if you were to ask Luke, he’d love to tell you stories where I quite
studiously ignored common sense.”


 “Why
didn’t you use your gift of light and create a small orb or something to use?”


 He
chuckled. “You have no idea how light of a sleeper Tyler is, do you? I’m amazed
I got out of there without him stirring.”


 Destiny
swooped down and sat down next to David, he stroked her absentmindedly. “What
are you doing out here?”


 She
held out her hand, the one with the water resting on her palm. “You asked me
what I heard from it.”


 “Yes
I did,” he agreed, thankfully not commenting on her obvious change of subject. She
was surprised that he hadn’t commented on the fact that he had been able to
sneak up on her. 


 “I
was listening as each drop told me of its travels. Where it had been and how
many times it had seen the sea.”


 “And
what did you learn?”


 “In
a ball of water such as this there are hundreds, even thousands of drops and
yet not one had been to Rima.”


 “That’s
hard to believe.”


 “Not
really when you think about it.”


 He
paused and then nodded in agreement. Archaea was a large kingdom and the amount
of water running through the kingdom in its rivers and streams, stationary in
its ponds and lakes, and the amount of rainfall was astronomical compared to a
few hundred drops of water. 


 “That
was quick thinking at the cliff earlier this evening,” he told her after a few
minutes of silence. 


 “Thank
you.”


 “You
probably saved all of our lives.”


 “You
would have done the same.”


 “Ah,
but I can only control elements that are less fearsome when at their
strongest.”


 She
turned to face him. “What do you mean? Wind is terrifying at high speeds, it can topple trees and displace water. Light can
blind you if it’s bright enough.”


 “True,”
he agreed, “but agitated water is something people tend to fear without knowing
why. And an entire wall of it boiling before you is not something that the
average mercenary is going to want to fight. You saw the way they ran.”


 “Yes,”
she replied, remembering the way the bravery of the bandits had crumbled upon
seeing the wall of angry water.


 “And
as to plants. Well, if agitated water is frightening then agitated plants
reaching out to grab you is positively terrifying. After all, water is known to
get restless, plants are not.”


 She
let out a short laugh. “Again, true.”


 “In
any case, I’m just glad we all made it out of that situation. I honestly don’t
know what I’d do if we lost any of our family.”


 “I
don’t know what I would do either.”


 She
was silent again and he decided to bring the conversation back to his second
question. “What are you doing out here?”


 She
sighed heavily, she would give him points for
persistence. “I couldn’t sleep.”


 “Strange
considering how hard we’ve been traveling these last two weeks,” he commented
slowly.


 He
had no idea how desperately she wished for oblivion most nights, only to reach
for it and find it stubbornly out of her grasp. And if she
were to tell him? He would overreact. And once he did, everyone would
know and then no one would trust her to keep them safe. So she hid her
restlessness behind the guise of keeping watch…to protect them. “I know,” she
agreed, “but for some reason I just couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was
watching me…and I needed—I needed to escape.”


 Now
it was David’s turn to expel a heavy sigh. “Good, I’m not going crazy.”


 “Huh?”


 “I
had the exact same feeling. In fact
it’s the reason I was awake and heard you leave.”


 “You
could not have possibly known that it
was me leaving the house,” she protested. 


 “Who
else could it have been? All the other guys were asleep, Natalie sleeps like a
log, and Jenna and Leia aren’t the type to wander if they have a problem.”


 She
grimaced. “I didn’t realize that I was so predictable.” That was going to have to change. 


 He
laughed and got to his feet. Seeing that she was still troubled by the idea he assured
her, “just in certain situations.” He snagged his boots and shoved them on and
held out a hand. “Come on, we have an early day tomorrow.”


 She
accepted the offered hand and let him help her up, pointedly ignoring the look
of surprise that flashed across his face. Honestly,
she thought a tad bitterly, I can be a
lady when I choose to. Then she
blinked. Where had that thought come
from? Exhaustion. She would put it down to exhaustion. 


He waited while she laced on her
own boots. As she did, she noticed something that raised the hair on the back
of her neck. “David, are you playing with the wind?” She kept her voice low,
but even she heard the unease at the back of her tone.


 He
frowned in confusion. “No. Why?”


 She
nodded to a copse of bushes in front of them. “That bush just moved.”


 He
eyed the plant warily. “There is a slight breeze out tonight,” he said slowly.


“So why is it only moving that one bush?”


Anxiety began to build. Neither
of them were armed and they were several minutes away
from the house. It was not an enviable situation to be in. “What does your
plant sense tell you?” he asked, his hand automatically reaching for the dagger
that wasn’t at his waist.


 She
dropped into her gifts, reaching for the one that connected her to the living
plants around them. As she did, she felt the confusion and horror of the trees
and grasses. They were screaming at her to run. Run before it was too late. A
large shadow brushed by one of the hemlocks, crushing delicate grass beneath
heavy paws.


 It
was too late.
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 “Nauro.” The hoarse whisper was barely audible, but even as
she spoke, David was receiving confirmation from the wind at the same time. It
sent him disjointed pictures that gave physical form to a nightmare. 


 Unarmed,
minutes from help that wasn’t prepared to assist, about to face a creature that
reputedly couldn’t be killed. It wasn’t a situation David would have wished on
Tanner after he had stabbed Kathryn. 


 A
pair of red eyes suddenly appeared two meters above the bushes Kathryn had
indicated. A low growl that sounded like boulders rubbing together broke the
quiet of the small glade.


 “This
is not good,” Kathryn muttered as she took a slight step back and to the right.
In his periphery, David could see that she too had reached for the knife she
normally carried in her belt. At least she was smart enough to bring it along.
Although what good it would do them against the creature he hadn’t the faintest
idea. 


 “Options?”
he asked as the eyes began to move out of the shadows and into the moonlight
where he beheld his worst nightmare.


 Kathryn’s
reply was cut off in a strangled cry. 


A monstrosity of creation stood
before them. Its head was streamlined like that of a cat except for a muzzle
that resembled that of a wild dog, hideous yellow fangs were visible despite
its mouth being closed. Its body was like that of a wild cat, long and lean,
numerous ribs visible through the fur that covered its entire body. A tail,
long and flickering like an agitated cat, swept the ground behind it and ended
in what looked like a dozen sharp protruding bone fragments. Its paws ended in claws longer than David’s
fingers. It walked upright like a human but, judging from the length of its two
front limbs, David was willing to bet it could run on all fours like a dog or
cat. And probably be just as fast too. 


“I’m not sure there are any
options,” Kathryn finally whispered as the creature sniffed the air and let out
a howl hair raising enough to wake the dead.


 David’s
mind raced. They were too far to call for help. Running was probably suicide if
this thing was anything like a cat or dog. 


 Suddenly,
Destiny shot off her perch like an arrow shot from a bow, aiming directly at
the Nauro.


 “Destiny!”
Kathryn cried.


 The
bird paid her no heed as it slammed into the nauro with as much force as she
could muster.


 “RUN!”
David grabbed her hand and they both tore out of the stream bed.


 Behind
them they could hear the howl of something unearthly and the sound of pounding
feet upon the earth. 


 “It’s
right behind us!” Kathryn exclaimed. 


 David
risked a look behind them. She was right. He could clearly see the Nauro behind
them, running on all four paws and gaining quickly. Destiny had given them a
distraction but it hadn’t been nearly long enough. There was no way they could
outrun it.


 “We
can’t outrun it!” Kathryn shouted, echoing his own
thoughts. “What do we do?”


 David
opened his mouth to answer but abruptly a strong force caught him in the back
and sent him flying. Kathryn’s startled shout told him the same had happened to
her.


 He
landed hard on the ground and rolled instinctively back to his feet, preparing
for a second strike.


 There
wasn’t any. 


 Further
to his left he heard Kathryn cry out as well as the Nauro. 


The Nauro is said to be drawn to magic… it goes after the most gifted Guardian attacking it, ignoring all
others until that particular Guardian is dead.


Rachel’s words echoed in his
mind. Concentrating he called light to him and let it explode from his hand
like a sudden flash of lightning.


About twelve meters away Kathryn lay on the
ground, the Nauro standing over her like a victorious hunter. It shrunk away
reflexively from the sudden light.


Which was all the distraction
Kathryn needed. She finished the roll she had begun before the Nauro had found
her and leapt to her feet. 


The creature howled in rage and
bared its teeth. Rows of long, neat needle-like teeth glinted behind the deadly
fangs in David’s light. As the beast
turned its eyes away, the air filled with the strong, sweet scent of nectar,
nearly choking David as it wafted over him.


It swept out its paw at Kathryn
but she ducked and avoided the powerful swipe. Instead it caught a tree and
toppled it to the ground. Gaping, those claws had to be as sharp as helcë, he watched paralyzed as Kat
disappeared behind the tree. 


For a brief second, David
believed that the tree had landed on his friend, but she popped up on the other
side seconds afterwards, racing for the house.
The Nauro leapt after her.


David followed racing to think
of options. 


He watched in horror as Kathryn
stumbled and fell to the ground. 


The Nauro pounced—


He waited for the inevitable,
unable to stop the death of a friend—


The predator was mere meters
from Kathryn when the tree branches on either side of the path bent back and
swept the Nauro back and away. 


David dropped to a running
crouch as the animal flew over his head, howling the whole time. He reached
Kathryn, yanked her to her feet and started running again. 


The sound of pounding feet
alerted him again to the gaining presence of the creature, “Can you hit it
again?” he shouted.


She didn’t respond, in fact she
didn’t appear to have heard him at all. Destiny swooped over the heads and back
towards the creature. David heard the collision of angry bird against irritated
nauro but didn’t stop to look behind him. He heard the struggle as tree
branches broke and trunks crashed to the earth. He still didn’t stop running.


He heard the struggle cease and
wondered if Destiny had managed to scare the creature off. 


With a roar, the Nauro leapt from
a tree behind them and blocked the path to the rear. It roared again, declaring
its annoyance that such insignificant creatures could cause so much trouble.


David seriously wondered if this
could be the end.


Inexplicably a fire lit in the
grass between them and the monster. For the first time that night the Nauro
seemed to hesitate.


“Fan the flames!” Kathryn
shouted. “It’s hesitating due to the fire. Fan the flames!”


David needed no further
encouragement. He called the wind down upon the fire and fed it as much air as
he could. The fire sprang to life like a beast of the netherworld. It leapt
towards the Nauro who moved out of sight, appearing to run away.


David and Kathryn put all their
strength into reaching the glade alive, calling and shouting as they ran. They
would need help to face this creature and even so, David wasn’t positive that
they would survive it.


By the time they reached the
glade where the Skinwalkers house was situated they had succeeded in awakening
the other Guardians.


The Dragons poured from the
house followed by the remaining Skinwalkers.


“What’s going on?” Tyler
shouted, his sword glinting in the light pouring from the house windows.


David and Kathryn collapsed on
the grass, gasping for air.


“It exists,” Kathryn gasped as she
hugged her left shoulder. “Go get your weapons and armor. NOW.”


“What exists?” Darcy demanded as
he and Jenna knelt next to her. Tyler knelt beside David, one eye on the forest
that was beginning to glow from the fire they’d left burning deep within the
trees. Everyone else darted inside the
house to follow Kat’s orders. 


Someone should really go and put it out, David thought
distantly. “The Nauro,” he coughed,
suddenly aware that his back was on fire and his head was pounding in time with
his rapid heartbeat. Two more coughs forced their way out of his chest and each
burned like hellfire. Praying that he hadn’t broken any ribs or torn anything
vital, he forced himself to focus on his family instead of the pain. 


Natalie, returning in record
time with her armor on and weapons bared, paled. “You
saw it?” Several of the Skinwalkers began to emerge from the house. 


“We did more than see it,” David
told her, wincing as Tyler began to probe at his injuries. “It attacked us.”


“You aren’t kidding,” Tyler
muttered as he examined the scratches left in David’s back when the Nauro had
swiped him aside. “Look at these scratches!” 


Seeing the wounds on his back,
Natalie’s chin took on a stubborn tilt and she started yelling at several of
the Skinwalkers, tasking herself and them with standing sentry around the glade
while Tyler and Jenna worked to help David and Kathryn. 


“That would explain why my back
suddenly feels like it is on fire.” He groaned and sat up straighter which only
increased the pain. Right now he really wanted a soft bed and some of Jenna’s
numbing salve. Tomorrow he would give himself a harsh lecture on the stupidity
and recklessness of his actions. 


“What were you thinking?” Jenna
asked angrily. “You couldn’t wait for the rest of us? You had to go challenge
this thing on your own?” 


Or he could receive said lecture
now…


“Challenging it wasn’t part of
the plan, Jen,” Kathryn told her stiffly as the rest of the Skinwalkers and
Dragons emerged from the house. Darcy directed the rest of his family to stand
the perimeter watch and pulled Natalie and the rest of the Dragons inside. 


“Well what was the plan?” The healer demanded as she escorted her into the
house. Tyler hooked one arm under David’s shoulder and practically carried him
into the house. If he wasn’t still reliving the horror of the creature’s sudden
appearance and attack, David would have protested.


“I couldn’t sleep,” Kathryn told
her. 


“So naturally you just had to go outside, alone, unarmed, at
night.”


Matt eyed the healer uneasily.
“Take it easy, Jen. It’s not like they went looking for the nauro. It’s
supposed to be in Almaera, not Cadras.”


She huffed at him as she
deposited Kathryn on one of the couches before hurrying out of the room.


“What’s with her?” Matt asked in
shock. “I’ve never seen her this worked up!”


“She’s worried, Matt,” Natalie
said in an uncharacteristic burst of wisdom as Tyler cut off the remains of
David’s shirt, grimacing at the long gashes that ran down his back.


“What’s to worry about?” Matt
demanded. “As soon as we hit it with one of our blades, the thing should be as
good as dead.”


“The creature can’t be killed,
Matt,” Leia spoke up timidly. 


The red-head scoffed. “You can’t
believe what legends say. Facts are always overblown and exaggerated. Anything
can be killed.”


“I don’t know,” David hissed as
Tyler continued to prod his back. “We hit it with two trees and the thing
didn’t even slow down.” And if the blasted thing didn’t even have the courtesy
to be injured after being pummeled by two trees, what harm could a tiny blade
do to it? 


“You hit it with two trees?” Darcy repeated in disbelief.


“Well, Kathryn did. And it
wasn’t so much the whole tree as it was several of the large branches.” He made
a mental note to ask her about that later. He’d never seen her attempt such a
thing before and wondered if it was a ‘desperate times calls for desperate
measures’ type of reflex or if she’d actually been trying something.


Kathryn started to reply, but
Jenna hurried back into the room with a large cauldron of water and one of her
satchels tossed over her shoulder. “Everyone out!” she ordered.


“But Jen!” Natalie protested.


“No buts! They need to rest and
heal if we’re going to be on our way tomorrow and they aren’t going to get it
if you all stay here.”


Suddenly, Kathryn jerked upright,
one had bracing her ribs. David was comforted to see that he wasn’t the only
one hurting… and ashamed that he felt that way. “David, where’s the creature?”


He dropped into his gift,
searching for it as the wind whipped past trees and around natural
formations. It had focused on them like
Destiny on her prey, yet despite the strong magic that resided in not only the
Guardians but in the magic that protected the glade it hadn’t made an
appearance since they’d arrived at the house. And since it hadn’t coming
roaring into the clearing on their heels, David had let himself relax... which
only added to the lecture he would be giving himself come morning when he could
focus on tearing into his confidence by pointing out every foolhardy thing he’d
done tonight. He could have easily killed his family and Darcy’s family tonight
with his thoughtlessness. And he had no excuses. And even after the fact, it had been Natalie
who had stood up the sentry watch and Kat who had retained enough of her sense
to order everyone to the relative safety of their armor and weapons. 


Matt turned to her. “Why does it
matter, Kat? It’s not here. We’re safe.”


She looked at him. “It had us at
its mercy, Matt. It could have pounced and there would have been nothing we
could have done. Yet it ran off once the grass caught fire. I can’t believe
that it would just leave. Why isn’t it attacking? Especially with so many
gifted Guardians in this place? It’s attracted to magic, not fooled by it, so
the magical barrier should only serve as a draw instead of protection.”


Judging by the looks on
everyone’s faces, they didn’t like that implication. “Tell me the Council has
considered that,” Darcy said quietly. “I can’t believe that they’d leave us in
a magical bubble that would only serve as a trap to lure the creature to us.”


Matt and Tyler exchanged a long
look. “Well, since they don’t believe this creature is a nauro, I doubt they’d
consider the magic protecting you to be your greatest danger,” Tyler said
slowly. “Keep the sentries on duty all night,” he advised. 


“I’ll see to it immediately,”
Darcy nodded in agreement as he headed toward the door.


“It’s traveling north,” David interrupted with
some relief, causing Darcy to pause. At least there wouldn’t be a need to
defend the house within the next few moments.
“But I see your point. Why didn’t it attack when we reached the house?” And why hasn’t it attacked since? And why is
it moving away from us? Will it be coming back? He was faced with too many questions
and they were making his head hurt. Fortunately, a moment later, Tyler
distracted him from the pain in his head by beginning to wash his injuries.
David grimaced and arched his back while sucking in a mouthful of air as Tyler
scrubbed and cleansed the wounds with one of Jenna’s infection-fighting salves.


Halfway through, when the pain
was the worst, Tyler put a sympathetic arm on David’s shoulder, “Sorry, it has to be done.”


“That doesn’t mean I have to
like it,” David gritted out.


“Maybe it can sense the magical
barrier but can’t get past it?” Natalie suggested, getting back to the monster.


Kathryn shook her head, her own
features tight as Jenna and Leia poked and prodded at her wounds. “The creature
is magical. It should be able to get through.”


“A mystery for another time,”
Jenna said firmly as she poured a packet of various herbs into the cauldron.
“Heat this for me, please.”


“Jen,” Tyler started to protest.


“Don’t even think about arguing,
Tyler. The creature isn’t on its way to us, so let’s concentrate on healing.”


David laughed—when it came to
her family’s health, Jenna could be just as intimidating and unmoving as
Kathryn— and then grimaced at the lance of pain that shot through his body.
“Forget about arguing with her Tyler.”


“Now, out!” Jenna shooed the
Dragons and Darcy out the door, eventually capitulating to Tyler’s offer of
help. He washed, this time with Jenna’s special brew, and bound David’s back
while Jenna took care of Kathryn. After they were done, Jenna ordered their two
patients to get some sleep. “And don’t even think
about getting up off those couches before I check on you tomorrow morning,” she
warned before closing the door.


“Destiny?” Kathryn pleaded
before she managed to completely shut it. 


“Let’s just say that she is a
lot better about taking care of herself than you two are. Now go to bed!” Jenna ordered, closing the
door firmly.


After she left, David chuckled.
“If anyone outside our family had witnessed that, they wouldn’t believe that
I’m actually the family leader.” He paused before saying, “I don’t think I’ve
ever seen her that angry before.”


He heard Kathryn exhale. “She
was right to be angry, though.”


“How do you figure that?”


The sound of fabric rustling on
fabric reached his ears as his companion shifted on her couch. “We never should
have gone out in the first place. It was risky and reckless. And as the family
leaders, we should have known better. I should
have known better than to go wandering around an unfamiliar forest alone,
unarmed, at night.”


“We couldn’t have possibly known
that the creature was nearby,” he reminded her. “It was supposed to be in
Almaera.”


“That shouldn’t have mattered,”
she countered. “We knew that this mission was dangerous from the start. We
should have been more alert, more cautious. Not less.”


He couldn’t argue with her on
that. They should have known better.
“Still, we survived, thanks to your quick thinking with the trees and the
grass.”


She was silent for a long time.
“We got lucky,” she said finally. “And it wasn’t through anything I did.”


He frowned in the darkness and
started to rise up on one elbow to face her couch. Halfway up he changed his
mind and laid back down again. “What do you mean that you didn’t have anything
to do with it?” he asked. “I saw the tree branches hit the nauro mid leap and
send it flying back over my head. I saw the grass burst into flames at our
feet.”


“I’m not denying that those
events occurred. I’m saying that I
didn’t cause them.” 


That sick feeling
was back. “Are you sure that you didn’t unconsciously do it?” 


There was the rustle of fabric
and he could only assume that she was shaking her head. “Positive.”


“Then who did? Because it
certainly wasn’t me.”


She was silent for a long
moment. “I don’t know.” 


His thoughts whirling, David
tried to think about who could have possibly saved their lives. But his brain
didn’t want to cooperate. Jenna must have
put a sedative in with the herbs, he thought as his limbs grew heavier. It
was taking tremendous effort just to keep his eyes open. Or were they open? He
tried to reach up and feel, but his arms didn’t respond. 


 Within
a minute he was asleep.  








 


 


 









Chapter
11


Rima


Fourth week of
Yavannië


 Kauye
possessed the oldest library in the region of Rima for one simple reason: it
was the oldest city in Rima. City legend claimed it had been the ancient
capital of the Kingdom of Rima, back before the Great War and the unification
of all the regions to form Archaea. Personally, Cass felt that the inhabitants
had overestimated the age of their city…after all, what city could stand for
several millennia and survive the
most devastating war in history? It was the oldest city in Rima, yes…she just
believed it was closer to half a millennia, maybe three-quarters if one reached
enough.


However, what she couldn’t deny
was that it never failed to take a visitor’s breath away from the first moment
they first glimpsed the outer curtain wall as their horse left the quiet peace
of the woods and stepped into the sunshine soaked plain whose crowning jewel
was the city that sat atop the small rise to the east. Even though she’d
accompanied Rachel once before on one of her sojourns to the city, Cass still
found herself gaping at the scene and desperately wishing that she could paint
and draw like Lindsey and Leia if only to capture the majesty of the ancient
stone walls that allowed only a peek of steeples, chimneys, and newer, taller,
buildings over its protective embrace. Behind the city, like ancient guardians,
towered the Rawasi Mountains. While nowhere near as tall as the Aire Mountains,
their snowcapped peaks and the rolling foothills behind created the most
breathtaking sight Cass had yet to see an equal to. In her estimation, it
dwarfed the capitol city by kilometers.


 “It’s…its
beautiful,” she sighed happily. “I should have insisted on coming more often!
Next time drag Luke here with you…once he sees this place, he’ll understand
your draw to it.” 


 “Unless
it’s a fancy new weapon or flashy tunic guaranteed to catch a lady’s eye, he
probably wouldn’t notice much,” Rachel quipped.


 That
wasn’t entirely fair, Cass supposed. Luke had been working with David on
strategy so he might have noticed the defensive embankments, walls, and towers.
Rachel launched into a description of the various defensive measures that the
city had and as she listened, Cass found herself impressed. The battlements
were thick, well over two meters, and anchored shockingly deep into the
surrounding countryside which would make tunneling under the walls difficult.
Large stone blocks, like a child’s play toy, had been used to build the walls
which would enable the walls to take an extended pounding from battering rams
and cannon balls. 


 It
was also, Rachel lectured on, the oldest city in Archaea known to have
concentric walls. The extra wall and the killing zone between them would have
been more than enough of a deterrent several hundred years ago when the weapons
hadn’t been nearly as powerful as they were today. Of course, nowadays they had
fortresses like the former Duke Sebastian’s who had ordered five—or was it
six?—walls built to keep his stolen princess in his grasp.


 It might have worked, Cass thought
smugly, if anyone besides Kat had been
the one to scale the walls. 


 Kauye
also possessed another relic of an ancient era: a functioning moat. As time had
marched on, and peace had reigned, many of the moats and ditches surrounding
the castles and fortresses and been filled in; unnecessary once the kingdoms
had unified and stopped squabbling with each other. But the citizens of Kauye
were proud of their city and its history and refused to let any of the
governing nobles, and there had been several attempts, fill in their moat. For
a city located on a small rise with no sheer cliffs on impenetrable mountains
behind it, the moat was a necessity for protection…another barrier to prevent
tunneling. 


 Over
the years the city had expanded outward, which had required slight redesigning
and placement of the moat, but overall they locals bragged that their city looked
almost exactly has it had when it was built. Kauye also boasted one very
interesting historical anomaly. “It is the only city ever built that was given
the defensive measures of a castle.”


 “Come
again,” Cass said quizzically.


 “The
old castle of Kauye is almost defenseless,” Rachel explained. “All of the
defenses are in the city, not the
fortress.”


 Cass
frowned. “What kind of idiotic strategy is that? Where would the citizens take
shelter if the walls fell?”


 “According
to the lore, they only fell once, during a war that history has forgotten,”
Rachel replied slowly, “and it took the blackest of magic to make it happen.”


 Cass
shivered. “Do I want to know?”


 Rachel
shrugged. “That particular evil was destroyed millennia before the Great War,
at least that’s how the legends go. I don’t think we need to worry about it
today,” she grinned.


 “I’m
trying to decide if that’s comforting or not.”


 The
city began to loom over them as they drew closer and closer to the walls.
“There’s knowledge here that I haven’t found anywhere else,” Rachel said
quietly. “So many things we have forgotten. Too much lost.”


 “Maybe
someday you can convince the King to appoint you Royal Historian and you can
dedicate the rest of your life to safeguarding what we still have,” Cass
teased.


 A
spark of energy flickered in Rachel’s eye. “If only,” she said after a moment
on a sigh. “Until then, I’m stuck with you lot.”


 “I
feel so appreciated.”


 They
rode through the gates, portcullises raised high and guarded by a pair of bored
looking guards, without issue and suddenly the city sprawled before them.
Winding roads with no apparent pattern behind their placement beside the idea
of joining a point A to a point B in some fashion spider webbed out from the gate
in every direction. Newer buildings, with their smooth whitewashed walls and
delicate windows and shutters, stood out starkly against the darker, rougher,
stone structures that were probably original to the initial building of the
city. Thick glass windows, smokey with color and age, that distorted the view
outside until the entire world appeared warped and bent, glittered in the
sunlight as Rachel and Cass wove their way unerringly through the complex
network of streets.


 “You’ve
been here too many times if your horse doesn’t need you to guide her to the
library,” Cass observed with a laugh as Gaelith made her way through the
streets without pause as her rider pulled a scroll out of her pack and buried
her nose in it.


 “She’s
taking us to the inn I usually stay at,” Rachel replied offhandedly, one of her
fingers tapping absentmindedly on her book. “She loves their oat and carrot
snacks.”


 “Ah,”
Cass smirked. “I can see how that would be something to remember.


 “Mmhmm,”
Rachel agreed distractedly, her attention on the scroll in her lap.


 They
arrived at the inn in short order and their horses were soon stabled and the
matron leading them to their room. From the style of the construction that she
could see, the inn itself had to be several hundred years old, but it was a
cozy room, bright and clean. As old as the city was, Cass had noticed that the
pride the majority of the denizens took in their history was mirrored in the
careful care they took of the city itself. It was a refreshing change from the
constant building and updating of the capitol city and other large, more
modern, cities. There was a life here that couldn’t be duplicated with fresh
whitewash and stenciled trim. 


 “I’m
off to the library,” Rachel announced as soon as the matron returned to her post.
“The main apothecaries are in the west marketplace and there’s a local healer,
who I strongly suspect has a small gift for healing, north of the blacksmith
just past the eastern market.


 Cass
blinked at the directions. The last time she’d been here, she’d only
accompanied Rachel to the library and back, never actually taking the time to
explore the city itself. “I suppose a city as old as this one can’t make
directions easy, can they?”


 “If
you get lost, just ask for directions,” Rachel advised as she left the room.
“The people are a friendly and helpful sort.”


 “Well
that’s certainly a novel idea. City dwellers who are
helpful…”


 Rachel’s
answering laugh floated up from the stairway.
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 It has been too long, Rachel sighed as
she inhaled deeply, stepping out into the buttery sunshine that bathed the
cobblestone streets. Far
too long.


 On
her first visit, she had gone straight to the library and hadn’t emerged until
it had closed well after sunset. She’d asked the head scribe where the nearest
inn of decent quality was and he had directed her to the Wayfarer’s Rest. When she’d purchased her room for the night, she
hadn’t bothered with much more than eating the supper that had been delivered
to her room before crawling into the sheets. The next morning she’d been
delighted to learn that the inn had a beautiful view of the stained glass
windows of the library from where it sat on a small bump, she really couldn’t
classify it as a hill, elevated a floor or two above the surrounding buildings.
It was the biggest building in the southern quarter and her inn had the most
stunning view…and yes, she’d checked. She’d never attempted lodging at a
different inn since. 


 Picking
her way over the uneven cobblestones, Rachel moved as quickly as she dared
without accidentally twisting her ankle. Luke would never let her hear the end of it if she injured herself at a
library. 


 Finally,
she reached the massive wooden doors, carved with intricate scrolling and
inlaid with silver and semi-precious stones. Pulling them open she breathed
deep, inhaling the intoxicating scent of vellum, ink, and old paper. Forget
perfume, if she could find a way to bottle this scent she would never wear
anything else. 


 The
scribe at the admission desk recognized her and waved her through, bypassing
the normal procedure of giving her name, rank—if applicable—, occupation, and
reason for visiting the library. While the scribes had streamlined the process
as much as possible, it was still a delay that Rachel didn’t want and was
grateful to be recognized. 


 She
climbed the staircase to the third floor and paused on the landing to take in
the seemingly endless rows of square shelves containing hundreds upon hundreds
of scrolls and books. And that was only this floor. Two more main floors and a
basement housed so much knowledge that she knew that even if she lived and
worked in the library she would never learn it all.


 It
as a challenge she had eagerly accepted with herself. 


 Veering
off to the right, she wandered through the rows glancing at the small plaques
rendered in perfect calligraphy that specified the general subject of the
information in that section.


 Finally,
she found what she was looking for. The small piece of vellum quietly
proclaimed the goal of this entire enterprise: The Hecil Forest.


 Even
for the largest library in the kingdom, it wasn’t nearly as much information as
she’d hoped to find. Approximately fifty scrolls, seventy if she was being
generous, filled the small niche beneath that vellum rectangle. Sighing, she
grabbed a handful and wound her way through the shelves and scattered tables
until she found one near a window, overlooking the north quadrant of the city. 


 It
was her personal favorite view. While most scholars and scribes preferred the
view to the east, where the Rawasi Mountains dominated the landscape and
provided the most peaceful backdrop for study, Rachel preferred the view over
the city itself. When her mind tired or needed to wander through difficult
concepts, watching the daily bustle of the city and its inhabitants helped her
to focus and relax.


 Sitting
down, she began her search with a quick perusal of the scrolls themselves. Most
people preferred the more modern book format, with pages sewn together that
could be turned as the reader continued through the story. But Rachel felt a
deep connection with the ancient scrolls. There was something about being
forced to slowly unroll and watch as the story, or information, slowly revealed
itself to her that she found immensely satisfying. 


 It
also served a more selfish reason…books were small and contained. One could
have piles and piles of books and still have enough room for a second or third
person to join her at the table. But scrolls? 


 While
she read, Rachel tended to…sprawl was probably the best term for it. In the
space of fifteen minutes, the entire table was covered in half unrolled scrolls
in an organized clutter that Elizabeth had jokingly referred to as “systemized
chaos”.


 Having
finally reviewed everything she’d picked up, Rachel reached for her satchel and
wanted to kick herself when she realized that she’d left it at the inn.
Grumbling to herself, she hiked back down to the main floor and sought out the
scribe at the main desk.


 She
supposed she was fortunate that the library caretakers were familiar with her,
and her occasional episodes of forgetfulness—this wasn’t the first time she’d
forgotten her satchel—and was quickly supplied with loose sheets of paper and a
quill and ink. Thanking them, she made her way back to her table, after
stopping and grabbing another two scrolls, and began to rearrange herself at
the table. It took some effort.


 The
sheets were more cumbersome than her small notebook, and she had to pay careful
attention not to accidentally drip ink on the precious scrolls, but finally,
she was ready to begin reading.


 Picking
up her first choice, she delved into the words of a monk of an old, dead,
religion whose monastery had been swallowed by the expanding forest.


 “There are no words that can describe the
horror, helplessness of watching my brothers as they fell victim to the evil of
the forest. One by one I watched as they went out to fight the unending
onslaught of creatures, no doubt born out of the lowest level of hell, only to
fail to arrest the progress of even one of them.


 These shedus, creatures born of the evil of
a demon, cannot be stopped. Our weapons bounce off their armor as if wooden
children’s toys. They have a taste for human flesh, feasting on my brethren
where they fall.


 Even now, decades later, I can
still hear the crunch of bone and the
squish of soft flesh being torn into.
I can still hear the screams of my brothers as they were devoured alive; still
see them flailing as their bowels were ripped out of them, limbs torn off with
the finesse of a raging wild fire.


 Rachel
paused and forced herself to look out the window. As a Guardian she wasn’t
unused to blood and gore and horrible deaths. But this?
This was carnage on a summit that she’d never climbed. 


 Fire and water, so effective against all
other manner of creature and mankind, only works on select few of these beasts
and effort required to bring them down using these weapons is not worth the
risk.


 His
narrative continued on, describing in detail the horrors he had watched the
creatures inflict on his fellow monks, how they had overwhelmed the monastery
and destroyed it block by block as the forest slowly swallowed the ruins like a
giant snake. 


 I survived… I was the only one of our order
to escape and it cost the lives of the brothers who I had lived with for my entire
life. They sacrificed themselves so that I might bear this tale, this warning. Stay out of the living forest. It is a
creature not unlike those that prowl its shadows. 


 If it comes to your farms and villages, do not fight it, do not attempt to stand firm.
Run. 


 It is your only option.


 Rachel
rolled up the scroll, trying to ignore the chills that were traveling up her
arms and down her spine. She had wanted information…she just hadn’t expected to
start with such a…bloodcurdling testimony. An involuntary shiver worked its way
through her body, causing her to spill some ink as she recorded the monk’s
words on the effectiveness of fire, water, and conventional weapons.


 Hopefully, just maybe, the fact that we have
helcë blades will allow us to kill these creatures, her mind sought out the
only possible advantage her family might have and she grasped onto it like she
was drowning and it was the only thing holding her head above water.


 Sighing,
she moved the monk’s tale to the window sill and picked up the next scroll.


 In the 18th year of King
Fiarin’s, son of the Hammer of the Rima, reign, the Kingdom of Heltic fell
under siege. 


 Frowning,
Rachel searched her memory for any recollection of a King Fiarin. Nothing. In
all her hours of research she had never heard of him. Or this ‘Hammer of Rima’.
Which meant she had no idea when he
had lived…how long ago this had taken place. Suppressing a groan, she trudged
to the basement of the library where the genealogies were painstakingly
recorded and began the arduous process of finding Fiarin and his supposedly
famous father. 


 A
radian and a half later, with the help of a scribe, she made her way back
upstairs, armed with the knowledge that King Fiarin and his father had lived
almost three thousand years ago. Whether or not that information would prove
useful she wouldn’t know unless she found more dates to help build a timeline
of the destruction wreaked by the forest. The monk’s story had used an archaic
religious method of dating that she had asked the scribe in the basement to
decode for her. 


 Reseating
herself, she reached for the scroll that had sent her on that extensive side
trip.


 In the 18th year of King
Fiarin’s, son of the Hammer of Rima, reign, the Kingdom of Heltic fell under
siege. The enemy was not of Rima or Cadras, but of one never seen before. A
forest at the southeastern coast, nestled in the foothills of the Airë
Mountains, began to spread. It moved with the speed of a fast growing vine, new
trees and bushes appearing almost overnight. The wizards and mages tried
everything in their spell craft and magical arsenals to push it back, but the
forest proved invulnerable to their efforts. 


 Most disturbing of all, “As
if a rapidly expanding forest that magic couldn’t harm wasn’t enough,” Rachel
muttered to herself, the forest brought
with it all manner of arcane creatures that not only destroyed everything in
their path, but actively sought out mankind in its hunger. 


 Magic is the only useful weapon against them,
“oh good, these things can die.”
After the monk’s tale, any news that could help them defeat the unknown enemy
was welcome. But it takes several
powerful spells over and over to wear the creature’s armor down and the sheer
number of creatures can easily overwhelm a single mage, even an archmage. Rachel
sighed. “My reassurance just unassured itself…”


 28th year of King FIarin’s, son
of the Hammer of Rima, reign. “Oh stars save me, enough with the accolades
to the dead father,” she grumbled. In
light of the devastation, and inability to gain any ground on the forest and
its inhabitants, King Fiarian ordered all inhabitants in the southeastern
corner of his kingdom to evacuate out of the way of the forest. Until the mages and wizards of the realm could develop a weapon to
halt the progress of the forest and destroy the creatures.


 Ten
years and nothing that had been tried had worked. And given that most kings
wouldn’t surrender ground if their lives depended on it, Rachel couldn’t even
imagine what life must have been like in Heltic at the time. How was it that
Elyon had described it? “Not boring”? 


 She
snorted. Given what she had read, that was the understatement of the era. 


 Nearby,
a throat cleared itself, jerking her out of her thoughts. Looking up, she
caught sight of a familiar scribe. He was grinning at her knowingly.


 “Engaging
story?” he asked mildly.


 She
returned his grin. “If only.” Holding up the scroll she watched as he strode
closer and read the chronicle. After a moment he stepped back and stared at
her. 


 “The
Hecil Forest?”


 “Yes.”


 He
frowned, studying her face intently. “You’ve never displayed an interest in that subject before.”


 She
gave a careless shrug. “Never had a reason to before.”


 In
moments he had put the pieces together. His eyes widened in horror and anger.
“Who in this kingdom has the stones to send my
wife on a suicidal mission to the Hecil Forest?!”
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 Cass
let her feet meander across the cobblestones, not entirely caring where they
took her. The sun was shining and the weather was warm enough to be comfortable
without being sweltering. And if she were honest, she enjoyed the business of a
large city as the residents went about their day; she didn’t mind getting lost
in the bustle of vendors, merchants, and runners as they all wound their way
through the narrow snaking streets. There was nothing more relaxing than being
the small stone that the eddies of a river swirled
around in its hurry to continue on downstream. 


 It
was enjoyable to be able to take her time and peruse the various vendors’ and
hawkers’ wares without needing to be
anywhere, or expected by anybody. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d
enjoyed a leisurely stroll through a marketplace. It was certainly hard to do
so with Natalie bouncing from one stall to the next like a whirlwind, and
leaving a very similar disorder in her wake once she finished examining each
seller’s goods. While Natalie could charm the vendors into giving her the best
prices, Elizabeth, Rachel, and even Leia, when the latter wasn’t feeling
self-conscious, were experts in haggling. 


 As
far as she knew, Kat and Amy didn’t bother and Jenna had connections within the
healers’ circles to get what she needed. Lindsay was more like Cass, preferring
to slowly wander until something caught her eye. 


 Off
to the right, she caught sight of an apothecary shop and slowly began to
meander through the crowds to reach it. She hoped that Rachel was having as an
enjoyable day as she was. Opening the door, she stepped inside. Hopefully the
proprietor of this shop would be more accommodating to her request than the
last two she had visited. The first two had been more than willing to make her
a poultice or salve to expel a toxin or heal an injury, but had balked at
actually teaching Cass basic healing knowledge. She prayed that this one would
be more willing to reveal some of her secrets. 


 “Good
morn, how might I be of service?” the middle aged matron stood next to a
counter, grinding something in her mortar and pestle. 


 Time
to see if the woman bought her story. “Good morn, my husband and I are about to
travel east and I am worried about…well, I know nothing about drawing out
sickness in wounds or expelling poison.”


 “And
you are looking for someone to teach you?” the woman asked slowly.


 Cass
adopted a meek hunch of her shoulders. “Just the basics,” she admitted quietly.
“I don’t want to know everything,” she hurried to add, “just enough to keep us
alive to reach a healer if necessary.”


 “You
have coin?” the woman asked, wiping her hands on her apron as she set aside her
project.


 “Oh,
yes ma’am.”


 “Very
well, follow me. Tell me what you do know.”


 As
she trailed after the woman, Cass began to give a halting recitation of
everything Jenna had ever taught her. 








 “You
can’t be serious!”


 “Of
course I’m serious,” Rachel replied calmly, blowing gently on the tea that
Eachann had made her. “That’s not a subject even I am likely to tease you on.”
Taking a sip, she eyed her husband over the rim of the mug.


 Everything
about him called to her, from his slightly disheveled brown hair to the mischievous
twinkling that normally sparkled in his eyes. At the moment though, that spark
of life was absent and he was furiously pacing the floor of his apartments on
the library’s fourth floor like a cornered wolf. She couldn’t blame him. After
what she’d discovered in her research this afternoon, her own unease had grown
significantly. However her greatest mistake thus far had been to show him the
results of her information hunt. It had taken all her skill to cajole him up to
his quarters instead of tearing out of the city to give the King a scathing
lecture about letting others “…put themselves in danger for his karcking
kingdom instead of finding the stones to do it himself…” Eachann’s
words, not hers.


 “But
why you?”


 She
raised an eyebrow at him. “Most would consider it an honor to be chosen by the
King for any mission.”


 He
gave her a scathing look back. “Most people aren’t my wife!”


 She
really shouldn’t tease him, but he was normally so unflappable, a lot like Kat
if she was being honest, that seeing him so shaken was worrying her. And if teasing him out of his mood
wasn’t working, she was left with logic. “Eachann, no one else can complete this mission.”


 “There
are plenty of other experienced…protectors out there,” he growled. “Why pick your family?”


 “Because
there is no one else the king trusts,” she replied simply, guessing at the
hidden reason behind King Derek’s choice.”


 Eachann
still glowered at her. “If your family leader so much as lets one hair on your head be hurt,” he
threatened.


 Time
for the other half of her bad news. “David isn’t with us,” she told him calmly.
“Neither is Kat.”


 Eachann
exploded. “Your superiors sent you on a dangerous mission without them? What breed of
cowards are they?!”


 There
were a lot of things that Rachel would forgive her husband for; insulting her
family by calling them cowards was not one of them. “They were tasked with a
second mission,” she said coldly. 


 “And
why couldn’t you be on that one!?”


 “Because
it’s more dangerous than this one.”


 “What could possibly be more dangerous than
the HECIL FOREST?!” he bellowed.


 Counting
her blessings that not only were the walls of the library thick, but almost
completely soundproof, Rachel leveled an icy look on him. “Would you rather I
be crisscrossing the kingdom hunting a nauro?” she asked acidly. 


 That stopped him in his tracks, as she’d
known it would. “That’s nothing more than a myth,” he spat in frustration.


 “Apparently
not,” she replied. It’s terrorizing the northwestern regions.” 


 Eachann
leveled a long look at her. “Nothing more than a rabid wolf.”


 She
was already shaking her head. “That theory has already been considered and
discarded. It’s a nauro. King Derek’s description was almost identical to what
I read once.”


 He
was practically quivering with frustration so she sighed, set down her tea and
motioned for him to join her on the sette. He came grudgingly, plonking down
stiffly beside her. “Eachann,” she said softly, tucking her arm under his and
setting her head on his shoulder. “We’ll be okay.”


 “No
one ever comes back from Hecil,” he said stiffly.


 “I
know,” she replied quietly. “But we aren’t going in blind to the dangers, we
have our weapons, and we have a map as well.”


 “A
map won’t protect you from those…those creatures.”


 “That’s
what the weapons and armor are for,” she quipped lightly.


 “Rach…”
he warned.


 Sighing
once more, she burrowed deeper into his warmth. “I know,” she agreed. “I’m
scared,” it was harsh, hearing that secret spoken aloud. “We all are. But we
can’t say no.”


 “Sure
you can,” he growled.


 “No,
we can’t,” she retorted gently. “We all took an oath and we choose when it’s
convenient to follow and when it is too much.”



 “Why
did you have to have power,” he muttered into her hair. “Why couldn’t we have a
normal life? A safe life.”


 “Safe
is overrated,” she said with a smile.


 “But
at least we wouldn’t have to hide marriage and you wouldn’t be throwing
yourself into danger every time I turned around.”


 “I
do not throw myself into danger,” she
protested with asperity. “I follow my leaders and let them throw themselves into danger. I merely get them out of it.”


 Finally,
finally, she teased a chuckle out of
him. 


 “I
wish…” he trailed off, not finishing his thought. It took all of her strength
not to thank him for that small act of kindness.


 When
Luke had demanded to know why Rachel
was so insistent on visiting Kauye, she had only given him the partial truth.
Yes, she was here for research…stars knew they would need all the information
they could get in order to survive. But what she hadn’t told him, or Amy, was
that Kauye held a special place in her heart. 


 Born
in Heltic, Rachel’s parents had migrated to Kauye when she was born. She had
grown up spending her days darting through the serpentine streets with the
neighbor boy dogging her every step before finally returning home, sheepish, to
her parent’s inn to face their half-hearted lectures over her and Eachann’s
antics that the city guard had kept them appraised of. She smiled, remembering
the chaos and trouble they’d gotten themselves into. Eachann actually had a
small affinity for earth, just not nearly enough to qualify for the Guardians.
So while Rachel had been sent to the school in Heltic to learn to control her
powers, Eachann had been tested and given the choice of which apprenticeship he
would prefer.


 Rachel’s
mother had been killed by a drunk patron only a year before she’d been elevated
to active Guardian status and when she’d returned home for the funeral to
discover that her childhood partner-in-crime had apprenticed as a scribe…she
could have been knocked over by a cloud. As soon as they’d seen each other, it
was like the ten years they’d been apart hadn’t even occurred. She’d fallen
into his arms and sobbed out her heartache over the loss of her mother. 


 For
the ten days that she’d been granted a reprieve from the school, she and
Eachann had been inseparable. He had been the one to introduce her to the
library, where he had been taken on, and shown her all of its hidden secrets.
The stories he had spun regarding its history, as well as Kauye’s, had
reignited her love of reading and learning for the simple goal of learning.
When she’d returned to the school, she had missed her friend to the point her
chest had ached. To soothe the loss of both her mother, and her best friend,
she had retreated to the school library and lost herself in the knowledge it
contained.


 When
she’d been chosen for a family, she’d been terrified that the Council would
assign their family to the northeastern tip of Almaera or even the northern
coast of Asyea, where it would take weeks to travel to Rima was her greatest
fear. The eastern coast of Cadras, with the Rawasi Mountains between her and
Kauye would have been the worst torture imaginable. So when she’d found herself
stationed in Rima, albeit as far west as they could humanly go, her relief had
been immeasurable. 


 Still,
it had taken her almost a year to get back to Kauye. Tragically she had
Kathryn’s kidnapping and near death to thank for her reunion with Eachann.
David had sent her and Elizabeth to Kauye to research the possible origins of
the Brotherhood while Kat was recovering and, just like the previous time, it
was as if they hadn’t spent a single radian apart. 


 After
that she’d returned to Kauye as often as she could without aggravating David.
It had started with simple research. Eachann had assisted her in searching for
any reference or hint of the Brotherhood, often working late into the night
after the library had closed. During those long nights, they had gathered up
their material and climbed to his apartments and continued to read over a
shared meal until they fell asleep. Rachel had long since lost count of how
many times she’d woken up on Eachann’s divan, covered in loose sheets of paper,
partially unrolled scrolls, and books sheltering her like a blanket.
Inevitably, Eachann would be passed out on the floor beside her, and no matter
how many times she scolded him for it and told him to seek his own bed the next
time, every morning when she woke up, Eachann was there on the floor.


 Until,
one night, when they’d both partaken of a little too much wine and had
confessed their mutual love for each other. The next morning, Rachel had woken
up in Eachann’s bed with him beside her. It had been the most wondrous feeling
to wake up feeling secure and loved in the arms of the one person she had
trusted, and then loved, her whole life. Or it had until Eachann had woken and
realized what they’d done. He’d been horrified at the knowledge that he’d
dishonored her and had offered for her hand in the next breath. 


 While
the modern woman, the one who Kat, Natalie, and Amy had helped mold, had been
stung at his response—and in some parts fearful that he was only offering for
her because he’d dishonored her, an act that she had eagerly participated
in—the rational part of her mind knew that he truly did love her and it was
only the expectations of society that had him reacting as he had. After a day
of arguing with herself and the expectations of society that she had been
conditioned to obey since birth, versus the independent spirit that had grown
in her since she had become a Guardian, she had agreed. That day, love had
trumped duty. And there wasn’t a day where she had regretted that decision.


 When
she’d returned to the glade, she had taken Elizabeth into her confidence. It
had taken several long radians to bring her friend over to her side of the
argument, but once she had, Elizabeth had extended her aid to help Rachel.


 She’d
accompanied Rachel on the next visit to Kauye when she’d married Eachann, and
afterward when Rachel ran out of excuses to visit Kauye, she would invent a
reason. So far Rachel didn’t think Natalie or Kat even suspected that she
visited Kauye for any reason other than books. 


 And
for a year she’d been content with this back and forth…the secrecy involved.
And she would have remained that way if Cass hadn’t randomly suggested that she
ask King Derek to name her Royal Historian. 


 Her
friend’s innocent, teasing, words had struck deep inside her. Revealing a
desire that she hadn’t realized she had. The desire to have a
steady home, one with children and a warm hearth. Family meals with a
hunting hound at their feet and a fat mouser who prowled the kitchens. Nights
filled with storytelling and dancing with her husband in the low light of the
candles and dying fire while their children snuggled together on the daybead. 


 The
image made her chest hurt and she must have made a noise because Eachann,
reached back to rub her back in steady circles. “Rach?”


 “Just
hold me,” she said softly. While I’m
still here and you can. 


 After
a half a radian of absorbing his warmth, he finally spoke. “How long are you
here?”


 “A
few days at most,” she confessed, wishing it was longer. 


 “Then
we take what we have,” he said steadily. “And await the celebration of your
return.”


 She
smiled into his shoulder. “Will you help me search for information?”


 “Just
try and stop me.”


 “…Without
freaking out?”


 There
was a brief pause. “That’s pushing it.”


 She’d
take what she could get.


҉҉҉


It took a radian of internally lecturing herself before
she managed to extricate herself from Eachann and slowly make her way back to
the room where Cass would no doubt be waiting. When she entered the room she
found Cass not only waiting, but waiting with a hot meal.


“That smells delicious!” she groaned as she sat down in
the chair opposite her friend. 


“I was about to come looking for you,” Cass teased.


“Sorry, lost track of time,” she muttered around a
mouthful of savory bread. “Did you find a healer to help you?” Lifting the lid
on one of the tureens on the tray she was bombarded with the savory aroma of
lamb stew. And it smelled as good as anything Cass or Matt had ever concocted
back home. 


“You know what they say, third time is the charm.” Cass
gave her a sardonic grin. “Do you think Luke would kill us if we stayed three
days or so?”


Rachel huffed. “He could try. Amy would grind his
backside into the dirt.” Tasting the stew she let out a low moan. “Oh that is good.”


“I didn’t realize that perusing old manuscripts and
scrolls all day could work up such an appetite,” her companion laughed.


“It does if you forget to eat.” All she’d had to eat was
that tea…and there had been some physical activity involved as well, so she
technically had worked up an appetite.


“Learn anything interesting?”


“Interesting, yes. Heartening, no.”


“I won’t ask,” Cass said dryly. 


“You’ll definitely sleep better that way,” she agreed as
she began to use the bread to soak up some of the hearty broth. 


“So, three days and then we return to the rendezvous
point?”


“If you write a note I’ll direct the wind to carry it to
Luke and Amy.”


Cass stared at her. “You can do that?”


“Haven’t actually tried yet,” she said slowly. “But it’s
something David and I have been discussing. Might as well give it a shot now.”


Cass wrote the note on a scrap of paper from Rachel’s
satchel. Once she was done, Rachel floated it off her hand and out the open
window, directing the wind to take it to Luke. Reaching out, she scanned the
countryside, hoping to find their family. She followed the wind as it blew
across the grassy plains, around boulders and farms, skimmed the surface of
rivers and ponds, and through copses of trees before finally finding the people
she was looking for. The wind dropped the small piece of paper in front of
Luke’s face. She waited for him to read it, surprise written on his face before
he glanced up at the sky. “Understood.”


As the wind brought his agreement back to her, she
withdrew from her gift. Opening her eyes, she found Cass studying her intently.
“What? Do I have soup on my face?”


“You were silent for a very long time,” Cass said after a
moment. “I was worried about you for a minute.”


“How long is long?”


“Two radians.”


“What?” Cass
nodded and Rachel cocked her head. “No wonder I feel exhausted. It didn’t feel
all that difficult while I was the wind, but now…” she yawned, “I definitely
need sleep.”


“Finish your stew, first,” Cass grinned. “Then you can
face plant into the bed.”


“But it’s cold.”


“It’ll still taste good,” her friend promised. “What did
Luke say?”


“He agreed.”


“As if you would let him come to any other decision,”
Cass said smugly.


Rachel pointed her spoon emphatically in her companion’s
direction. “True.” She finished the stew and gratefully crawled into bed. She
was asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.


҉҉҉


Over the next three days, Cass spent as much time as she
could with the healer who had agreed to teach her while Rachel teamed up with
Eachann to research as much as they could about the Hecil Forest and the nauro.


“Why do you want to know about that creature?” he
demanded when she asked him to start looking for information.


“Because…” she swallowed hard. How did she put into words
that she felt the need to prepare to face that nightmare in the event that her
group survived their mission, but the other group’s did not. Who else would
dare face it? Who else but the remainder of the Dragons would have a reason to
go after it?


He must have seen it on her face because he pulled her
close. “Aw, Rach…I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how this must tear you apart
inside.”


“I don’t want to imagine it, but I do,” she said softly. 


“The influence of too many books,” he diagnosed sagely
and she laughed. “Come on,” he said, leading her up the staircase to the third
floor. “Let’s find these monsters of yours.”


“I thought you didn’t want me to find the monsters.”


“Well I can’t stop you, so I might as help you and give
you your best chance of coming back.”


“Thank you.”


They spent radians huddled over books and scrolls,
pouring over ancient writings and chronicles, dissecting every record, every
hint no matter how small. And with each passing radian, Rachel felt her heart
sinking more. Everything they found on the Hecil forest drew her imagination
down to a new level of hell as threatened by the old religions. For once she
started to believe that they might be onto something.


Yet for all of the information that they found on the
forest, there was nothing on the nauro. Not a whisper, nothing at all. It
disturbed Rachel to discover such an absence of information. Normally there was
something, but aside from one or two
books on ancient legends, which contained maybe a paragraph on the creature,
recorded history was silent.


But as the three days drew to a close there was nothing
she could do about it. Even the information she had gathered, she wished that
she hadn’t. For once she felt that too much knowledge was a bad thing. The
warnings were too vague…the descriptions too detailed without specifics. It
frustrated her to the point of wanting to scream. Was it so hard for the
writers to capture an accurate description of what the creatures looked like
besides “no weapon can harm them”? Or at the very least a detailed description
of what had been tried to keep the forest from continuing it’s growth? 


Instead of something helpful, she had dire warnings and
gory descriptions of the deaths of those who had, apparently, been foolish
enough to attempt to stop it.


“I’m sorry the library couldn’t be of more help,” Eachann
apologized quietly as she prepared to leave for the last time.


“It was always a gamble,” she confessed on a sigh. “But
it was worth it to see you.” Reaching out she pulled him into her embrace for
the last time in…she didn’t know. “I’ll come back,” she whispered when he
sighed into her hair. “I promise.”


“I know you will,” he replied. “I just wish I didn’t have
to watch you leave.”


“I wish I didn’t have to leave either. But we both have
our duties,” she said stoically, pulling away. Giving him a smile, gently
brushing a lock of his brown hair out of his face she said, “take care of the
library for me.”


“Of course.”


One last kiss between them, and then she turned and
walked out of the library. And didn’t look back.


 If Cass noticed her silence
during the ride to meet up with their family, she didn’t comment. And as Rachel
felt that her heart was breaking, she sent her friend a silent thank you. 


 Luke, as expected, was pacing as
he awaited their arrival. “Well?” he demanded once they arrived.


 “It wasn’t as fruitful as I’d
hoped,” she said honestly, “but I did find some useful information.”


 Amy stood and walked over from
where she’d been sitting with Queen Estelle by the fire. “What did you find?”


 Lowering her voice, Rachel said,
“it’s probably best if we keep it between us,” she advised nodding briefly in
the direction of their royal charges.


 “Cass, why don’t you go ahead
and get settled,” Amy suggested. “We’ll talk with Rachel and then come find you
to see how your healing lessons went.”


 Rachel led them out of earshot
and then proceeded to pull out her notebook. “Everything you’ll want to know is
in there,” she said quietly. In the evening light, she watched their faces
morph from interested, to disturbed, to horrified. 


 Amy looked up at Rachel, her
face strained. “Is there any good news?”


 “None of the documents I
searched discussed the impact of helcë on these creatures. I can’t say for certain, but I’m
hoping that our weapons will have some
effect.”


“Sounds to me like what we need is an army of mages,”
Luke grunted. “Too bad they’re in short supply nowadays.”


“Sounds like they were then too,” Amy sighed. “What do we
do?”


Luke rubbed his forehead. “What choice do we have?” Luke
asked. “We continue on.” He eyed her notebook with distaste. “Once the queen
and her daughters go to bed, pass that around so we all have an idea of what
we’re going to be facing. I’ll decide tomorrow if the queen should know or if
it would be kinder to keep her uniformed.”


“Are we still being pursued?” Rachel asked as they began
to walk back to the fire.


“Unfortunately yes,” Amy sighed. “We can manage to lose
them for a period of time, but never for very long. If we stop to camp
anywhere, they get closer. Daniel’s working on trying to figure out how they’re
tracking us.”


“Maybe they have a mercenary version of Kathryn?” Luke
suggested. 


“Stars help us if that’s true.”


“So what now?”


“We head directly west now,” Luke replied. “With these
bandits on our heels, we can’t afford any more delays in getting to the Hecil
Forest. And seeing as how they are actively tracking us, our ruse is pointless
anyway.”


“To the Hecil
Forest we go,” Rachel echoed as she took her seat by the fire. 









Chapter
12


Along the coast of
Cadras


Khidamun Sea


Seven days after
Nauro attack, beginning of first the week of Yavannie





 Natalie leaned her elbows on
the railing. Inhaling deeply, she let the slight sting of the cold, salty air
of the ocean revitalize her before letting it out with a sigh. Oh how she loved
the sea! With decisive motions, knowing that she would probably regret it
later, she untied her hair from its plait. The wind grabbed it immediately,
driving it every which way until Natalie was sure her hair was more knot and
tangle than the elegant curls she was proud of.


Beside her, Jenna giggled. “You are never
going to be able to untangle that,” she warned playfully.


 Natalie
gave another heartfelt sigh. “I don’t care.” And she was mildly surprised to
discover that that was true. Leaving her hair free to the whims of the wind
reminded her of her rambunctious childhood. A childhood that had abruptly come
to an end when she’d been sent to the Guardian school and had been molded into
the person she’d become. 


Contrary to what most of her
family liked to believe, she hadn’t grown up as a pampered, elegant, child of
privilege. She smiled, imagining the shock on her family’s faces if they
learned just how opposite the truth was. She sighed heavily. Yes, the Guardian
school had changed her, and not completely for the better. And it had been such
a slow, insidious process that she’d never even noticed.


 Until she’d been placed. It hadn’t been until she’d been
given her new family, and had taken the time and effort to bond with them, that
she had realized that she hated the person she’d become. She owed Kathryn two
huge debts. The first because she’d forgiven Natalie and shown her incredible
mercy after the way Natalie had treated her when they’d first become a family.
And secondly because Kathryn had beat that spoiled brat right out of her
through their training sessions. It was a transformation that had taken many
sessions but finally, Natalie was reclaiming some of the peace she’d known as a
child. Yet, she knew, that the selfish creature she’d become was still in her,
lashing out when she was tired or frightened. 


 Much
the same, she mused, as Kathryn’s icy demeanor tended to show itself when the
younger girl started to get overwhelmed. Natalie wasn’t the only Dragon who had
quickly learned that if Kathryn started reverting to her old coping habits,
someone needed to step up and help. Or, if they weren’t in the middle of a
mission and there was no obvious trigger, to get out of her way. Despite the
strides Kathryn had made in becoming a true family member, she still spent a
lot of time alone in the forest. No one was sure what their lieutenant did in
the woods, but whatever it was it helped her cope because when she returned
from a respite she was back to her new normal self. Even David had learned to
let Kathryn deal with her demons her own way. 


 And
they all had their demons, Natalie knew. Some worse than
others, but each just as serious. Amy still harbored guilt that she
hadn’t been able to help Kathryn face her past while at school. Why, Natalie
wasn’t sure since Kathryn didn’t let anyone
get close to her during that time. Even Kathryn had said that there had been
nothing that Amy could have done to get her to relive her past. She hadn’t been
ready. Amy also felt responsible for Kathryn’s near-death experience at
Tanner’s hand. If only I’d tried harder
to convince David, she’d confided to Natalie one night. Maybe then we wouldn’t have been so late.
When Natalie had tried to use logic to convince the younger girl that she had
done everything she could and they had arrived as soon as they’d been able, it
hadn’t worked. That led Natalie to believe that there was more guilt hiding in
Amy’s heart. Something that she wasn’t telling anyone.
And Natalie was willing to bet that it had something to do with her powers.
Over the last two years she’d noticed that Amy controlled them as tightly as
Kathryn’s refusal to use her own gifts, something she doubted had to do with
Kathryn’s influence. 


 Then
there was Jenna who, despite all her claims to the contrary, was still broken
from the violation she’d suffered nearly half a decade ago. Natalie could see
it in her eyes when she thought no one was looking and the slight flinches she
gave off when someone other than the Dragons got near her during royal events.
It was where her strong desire to help others heal came from. Natalie had a
secret theory that Jenna’s gifts had switched dominance after the rape. The
healer had once told Amy and Kathryn that her family had known about her gifts
for plants before her healing gift. And since the touch of most healers was
unique to those in pain, it had made Natalie wonder if, during the assault,
something had broken in Jenna’s mind and her healing powers had pushed aside her
gift of plants in order to heal her. It was a theory she’d never revealed to
anyone, she wasn’t sure how it could ever even be tested, but it niggled at the
back of her mind like an itch she couldn’t scratch. 


 As
far as Natalie could tell Matt, Cass, and Daniel were the only ones not
fighting some nightmare from the past. Either that or they were just better at
hiding it. 


 “Hello!
Archaea to Natalie,” a teasing voice cut into her thoughts.


 Blinking,
Natalie turned to Jenna. “What?”


 The
healer smiled weakly. “You weren’t here for quite a while. I was getting
worried.”


 Natalie
frowned. “What do you mean I wasn’t here? I never left this spot.”


 “Physically
maybe,” Jenna said softly. “But your mind was thousands of kilometers away.”


 Natalie
sighed. “Sorry, Jen. Stray thoughts is all.”


 “They
must have been pretty serious,” her friend probed. 


Ah, Jen, Natalie thought bitterly. Why can’t you let someone heal you the way you heal us? “Some of
them,” she conceded. 


 “About
this mission?” Leia asked cautiously from Jenna’s other side, her knuckles
white from where she gripped the railing 


 “No,”
Natalie assured her.


 “Good,”
Jenna butted in emphatically. “Because if it was, I was going to order you to
join Kathryn.”


 Natalie
laughed and let her gaze fall on the starboard side of the ship. Ever since
they’d started sailing, Kathryn had taken the opportunity to swim daily, often
multiple times. Darcy had protested, trying to point
out that Kathryn couldn’t keep up with the ship under her own power. Narrowing
her eyes, Kat had jerked her head in the direction of the railing where a large
column of water suddenly appeared, keeping up with the speed of the ship. “I’ll be fine,” she’d assured the crown
prince briskly as he’d stared at the moving wall of water. He’d then thrown
David a help-me-out-here glare, but
David had sided with Kathryn, much to Darcy’s disapproval. Still, Natalie had
overheard the tail end of the lecture their leader had given their stir-crazy
second-in-command and his order to be cautious and not overexert herself.
Natalie knew that the swims bothered David as much as Darcy, especially when
she stayed in the water for radians at a time. He’d been apoplectic when she’d
stayed in the water the whole day three days into their trip. Kathryn claimed
that it helped her recover her strength and endurance after the nauro attack
but everyone knew the real reason. 


Kathryn loved water and hated
being in confined spaces. And the ship, while large for its purpose, was still
the only dry “land” for kilometers. Their lieutenant had also worked out an
obstacle course for them that worked strength, endurance, speed, agility, and
their gifts all at once. And of course there were the bi-daily sparring
sessions. Since she’d overheard David ask Kathryn to hone everyone’s skills,
she suspected it was Kathryn’s way of appeasing their leader when she refused
to get out of the water the third time he ordered her out. And then, just to
prove her point, Kathryn would grind him into the planks beneath her shoes just
as easily as the rest of them.


 She
felt herself smirking slightly at that. Even wounded and exhausted, Kathryn
could usually still manage to flatten all of them when it came to combat. After
his initial shock, David had acknowledged her mastery, and if they were to be
completely honest, superiority, with
grace and humility. 


 Yes,
those first few times he’d been embarrassed at how easily, and thoroughly,
she’d trounced him. But seeing her do the same thing to the others had eased
the sting.


 Matt
had accepted her superiority with the same cheerfulness and flippant attitude
he always wore. He would be the first to freely admit that his skill was no
match for a woman whose head barely came to his shoulder. At least he would if
women fought publically and they didn’t have to hide their occupation. 


 Daniel
had just asked for extra training sessions so that Kathryn could demonstrate
her skill more thoroughly. Natalie had wanted to smack him for that, but forced
herself to admit that the extra training had definitely proven its worth over
the years. 


 Luke
and Tyler, on the other hand, weren’t as gracious as the others.


 The
first year or so after Kathryn had introduced the training sessions, Tyler had
been more like David and Daniel, resigned that his skill would never match hers
but willing to sport bruises for weeks if it meant that they would have a
better chance against an opponent during a mission. 


 But
that had changed in the last few months and he had begun spending every moment
Kathryn had to spare training with her. Natalie had watched one such session,
just after they’d started, and still shuddered at the memory. 


 The
training sessions had come on the heels of a mission that had involved a
mercenary band that murdered women and children to force their menfolk into
compliance. By the time they’d reached what Natalie and
Lindsey had predicted would be the next village, the brigands were
already entrenched within the wooden walls that theoretically protected the
inhabitants from attacks. Kathryn, Luke, Amy, and Tyler had been given that
mission and they’d succeeded in it, but not before thirteen women and children
had been slaughtered. When they’d returned to the glade, Kathryn’s official
report stated that by the time they had regained control of the village and
finished the fight, not a single mercenary was left breathing. Additionally, at
least six of the outlaw’s swords dissolved away in the same manner as reported
with previous encounters of suspected acolytes of the Brotherhood. Again, the
mysterious property of the swords coincided with the moment of death. Luke and Amy had come home shaken, but all
right. Tyler, however, had been changed. 


 That
mission had triggered something, for suddenly he pushed himself harder than
ever before. He’d grown broody, more so than usual, and angry. No one had known
what to do with him, or what was wrong with him. Finally, he’d begged Kathryn
to spar with him. 


 Natalie huffed. Spar was a generous
term. It would be far more accurate to describe those sessions as let-Tyler-do-his-absolute-best-to-kill-Kathryn
afternoons. Whatever inner beast he’d been wrestling since that mission, he
fully unleashed it during those fights. Natalie guessed that not even David
would have been able to keep up. The beast was too old, too deeply rooted for
someone like David who didn’t possess that level of callousness to handle. But
Kathryn did and it gave her the ability to not only keep herself alive beneath
the onslaught, but to rise above it and push the beast beyond its limits so that
Tyler could temporarily cage it and find a few moments of peace. Whatever that
mission had triggered, the wound it was connected to ran deep and neither Jenna
nor Natalie had been able to bring it to the surface. Jenna had been extremely
concerned at first, but when the fights appeared to be helping Tyler cope,
she’d decided to let it go for the moment.


 Natalie,
however, wasn’t willing to let shedu’s lie. She’d seen what it had done to Kat,
and how it had almost destroyed her, but she had also learned her lesson after
the debacle with trying to get information from Kathryn. A frontal assault was
not going to work. If she was going to get Tyler to face the wound in his
spirit, she would need to be cautious. Kathryn hadn’t been ready to face hers
until they’d stayed at Blackwood Manor as Lord and Lady Blackwood’s guests.
That had been the trigger she’d needed to relive the abuse and relieve that
open wound. Maybe the mission had been Tyler’s trigger? If it was, he certainly
wasn’t ready to talk about it yet. 


 Luke,
on the other hand, was just as driven but for different reasons. Natalie had
known Luke at school, or more accurately, had known his reputation. Nearly
everyone at school had heard of the blond swordsman who could take on nearly
anyone and win. Natalie had been impressed the first time she’d watched him
fight. He’d been paired with a student two years his senior, a man who was not
only more experienced but also bigger and stronger. By all rights, Luke
shouldn’t have been able to beat the man. Battling a regular knight was one
thing, but someone trained in the Guardian way was something else entirely. Yet
Luke had dazzled the crowd and his opponent with his flamboyant flair. He had
toyed with the man, staying just out of reach of the man’s longer reach. His
opponent had shot insults at the younger man, calling him a coward hiding
behind a woman’s skirts. Luke had fired back his own insults, ones that
insulted the older student’s intelligence, or rather lack of it. 


 Every
stroke he avoided he turned into a momentous occasion, taking the opportunity
to pose or show off some aspect of his skill. He was a masterful performer,
Natalie had given him that. He’d played up the crowd, drawing them in until
they waited on baited breath for his every move and cheered when he managed to
survive yet another strike or thrust and return with a blurring attack of his
own. With his good looks and killer smile, Luke had charmed every female
student in the vicinity within moments. Including Natalie.


 Afterwards,
she’d glimpsed him several times around the school, almost always in the
company of a dark haired boy about his own age. Someone Natalie was now very
familiar with seeing as he was her family leader and a royal prince. She felt a
small twinge of regret that she hadn’t been able to catch David’s attention
during their first year—being courted by a prince!—but readily admitted that as
much as she had played it up their first year together as a family, she wasn’t
sure she truly enjoyed the noble life. Kathryn had opened her eyes to too many
negative customs required of the lifestyle. Sure she complained when she
couldn’t wear ball gowns or ride sidesaddle, but one had to keep up appearances
in front of the family. She’d learned to enjoy the small looks of horror and
amused glances that traveled up and down the meal tables whenever she voiced
some ridiculous noble notion. 


 Luke
was from a noble family, she knew that for a fact. Many of the knightly
qualities that were bred into the knighthood could be found in Luke. Loyalty,
honor, honesty, duty, strength, and perseverance, which could be translated as
stubbornness if one was truly honest, were all a part of his character. He was
a good friend to have, she understood why David relied
on him so much. He was the epitome of a chivalrous knight. But he also had
their fatal flaw—ego. 


 When
Kathryn had bested him with barely a backward glance, it had been a severe blow
to his pride. Until then, David and Tyler had been the only ones who stood a
chance at defeating him. Now, thanks to Kathryn’s training, even she could hold
her own against their knight. Luke joked and laughed about it amongst the
family, but it ate at him. Natalie could see it when he sparred, pushing
himself harder and harder each time. She’d briefly wondered why Kathryn hadn’t
partnered him with Tyler during one of their training sessions but quickly
realized that while Luke was driven to be the best, like David, he didn’t
possess the ruthlessness of a cold-blooded killer which was what Tyler needed
to face during those matches. 


 That
was the difference, Natalie realized, between Kathryn and Luke. Luke was driven
to be the best, to constantly prove himself. And he
never felt his skill was good enough…though he hid it well behind his façade of
knightly ego. Kathryn didn’t care what anyone thought of her skill. It was what
it was. It was enough to get the job done and that was all that mattered. She
was at peace with herself, well sort of, and it gave her a strength that Luke
did not have. He was already one of the most skilled swordsmen in their family,
heck in the whole of the Guardian community, but it wasn’t enough for him. He
was driven to be the best. The ultimate fighter.


 Sighing,
Natalie turned and found Jenna and Leia grinning at her expectantly. “What?”
she asked warily. Their grins widened and Jenna’s gaze lit upon something over
her shoulder. Understanding dawned and Natalie spun—then promptly stifled a
shriek. Less than a hand span away, Kathryn was leaning against the railing,
arms crossed over her chest, an amused expression on her face. Water still
streamed from her clothes from her swim, soaking and puddling the deck planks
at her feet. “Do you have to do that?” Natalie complained as her heart rate
began to settle. 


 Kathryn
arched an eyebrow at her. “Do what?”


 “Sneak
up on me like that!”


 Kathryn
laughed. “Trust me, Natalie, I wasn’t sneaking.”


 “She
wasn’t,” Jenna added with a laugh. “You were just too deep into your thoughts
to notice her climbing up over the railing next to you.”


 Natalie
winced. “Oh.”


 Kathryn
speared her with a pointed glance. “Oh is right,” she said firmly. “We may be
in the middle of nowhere on the only ship for kilometers but that doesn’t mean
you can relax your guard.”


 “I
know, I know,” Natalie groused. 


 The
younger girl studied her a moment longer before deciding that her warning had
been taken to heart. She turned her attention to the others. “How are you
feeling Leia?”


 “Fine,”
Leia said weakly. “Or at least I will be once I get off this thing.”


 “You
could always try the obstacle course again to take your mind off the movement
of the ship,” Kathryn suggested.


 Leia
paled at the thought. “N—No, thanks,” she stammered. “I’m not ready to face the
crow’s nest again.”


 Natalie
rolled her eyes. “Ignore her, Leia,” she said. “What you need is a nice
soothing tea that will calm your stomach.” She turned and looked at Jenna
expectantly. 


 “I’ll
make another batch,” Jenna promised, hurrying toward the center of the ship
where the galley was located.


 As
they waited for Jenna to return with the tea, Kathryn took the opportunity to
rest against the railing, eyes closed…which Natalie
found slightly suspicious since their lieutenant never let herself relax while
on a mission. She watched as Kathryn took several slow deep breaths, water
dripping from the hem of her tunic. Then, in one smooth motion, every drop of
water sluiced off her body at once. It hit the deck with a splash, leaving her
completely dry. Natalie felt her mouth drop open. Then the implications of such
a skill hit her and she let out an enthusiastic whoop. “How did you do that?”


 Kathryn
appeared to think about it for a moment. Finally she shrugged and said, “I
didn’t actually expect it to work,” she admitted. “I just…reversed the
attraction of the water from my clothes and pushed it out of the fabric.”


 “That’s
it?”


 Kathryn
laughed at her disappointed tone. “Well, boiling it off didn’t sound like the
best option.”


 Leia’s
eyes widened at the idea, but Natalie laughed. “No,” she agreed. “Probably not.”


 When
Jenna returned a few minutes later carrying a cup of tea and a towel, Natalie
started giggling again. The healer gave her a confused look as she handed Leia
the tea. “Drink it all,” she instructed before turning to hand Kathryn the
towel slung over her arm. In a heartbeat she took in Kathryn’s condition and
frowned. “Weren’t you wet earlier?”


 “Oh,
that was ages ago,” Natalie giggled.


 Jenna
shot her a shut-up look. “I wasn’t gone that
long,” she protested. “What did you do? Have Natalie give you a flame shower?”


 Kathryn
and Natalie grinned. “No, nothing like that,” Kathryn told her. “I was
experimenting with a new… technique.”


 Jenna
took in her dry person and the small pool the size of her own shadow still
soaking into the wood at her feet. “Looks like it worked.”


 “Yes,”
Kathryn tossed her head lightly in Natalie’s direction. “Much to the excitement
of the rest of the family.”


 Jenna
rolled her eyes.


 “Oh,
think Jen,” Natalie said excitedly. “If Kathryn could use this on the rest of
us we would never have to worry about trudging about for radians in wet clothes
after a heavy rainstorm or an accidental dunking!”


 “Can
you do it on a larger scale?” Leia asked suddenly.


 Kat
arched an eyebrow at the suggestion. “You mean like drying all our laundry in
one fell swoop?” she teased dryly.


 Leia
blushed and shook her head. “No, can you reverse the attraction on a larger
scale?”


 Kathryn
cocked her head to the side, considering. “I suppose it’s possible, what did
you have in mind?”


 “Could
you…could you repel water?” the brunette blurted.


 This
time both of Kathryn’s eyebrows winged upward in surprise.


 “I
know your gift gives you an attraction to water, but could you reverse it?”


 By
now they were all staring at the younger girl in complete surprise. Kathryn had
taken on a look of intense contemplation. Their scrutiny made Leia
uncomfortable and she backed down. “It was just an idea,” she apologized.


 “And
a good one,” Jenna said, overcoming her surprise. “Why didn’t anyone consider
that possibility sooner?”


 “Probably
because it was hard enough to control the attraction to begin with,” Natalie
mused. It had taken years of training to learn to control the attraction that
she felt for fire, and that fire felt for her. During childhood, many gifted
children were unable to control the push and pull of the attraction between
themselves and their elements and it tended to result in numerous injuries.
That was what the school taught them to do. Fire was attracted to Natalie, but
it still came at her with all the destructive heat that made it so dangerous.
The instructors at the school had taught her how to manipulate the movement of
the fire so that the flames never reached her body and how to lower the
temperature of the flames around her to keep her body safe from harm. The cirin
helped with that a great deal. Nearly indestructible, it proved very resistant
to fire. White fire, which an experienced fire gifted guardian could call and
maintain was the only flame that readily disintegrated the cirin. Blue flames,
whose temperatures were slightly cooler than white flames, could also hurt the
cirin, but it took a more concentrated effort over a longer period of time. But
to actually repel the flames?


 The
magnetism between the gifted and the element was so strong that merely
controlling it took most of the Guardian’s effort. Was it possible to
manipulate that lure into something else entirely?


 “Let’s
give it a try,” Kat suggested slowly. Distractedly, as if she was still trying
to find the answer to Leia’s puzzle, she stretched her hand out over the
railing. Soon, a column of water about the thickness of her arm grew into
sight. Slipping her fingers into the column, Kathryn let a small amount pool in
her palm. The source dropped away with a sharp slap as Kathryn released it from
her command and the small puddle in her hand swirled into a perfect sphere.


 Slowly,
she brought the index finger of her other hand toward the sphere. Natalie
waited, breathless with excitement. As her friend’s finger neared the water, a
look of almost painful concentration on her face, the water rippled beneath
where the tip hovered and Natalie sucked in an excited breath. 


 Then,
Kathryn’s finger broke the surface and plunged into the water, which swirled
all around it. Natalie felt her shoulders slump in disappointment as she let
out the breath she’d been holding. If anyone could do what no one else in the
Guardians had considered doing it was Kathryn. And she’d failed. 


 Her
friend reached her hand back over the railing and tipped it so that the water
ran off and dropped back into the sea. “It worked a little,” she told them
slowly. “But the attraction was too strong to overwhelm. It,” she struggled for
words to describe what had happened. “It was like the ability was there, but I
couldn’t reach far enough into my gift to make it happen.”


 “But
could you make it work?” Jenna asked breathlessly. Apparently, Natalie wasn’t
the only one excited about this possibility. 


 “Possibly.
But I would have to experiment some more to find out what I need to do to
reverse the attraction. I can move water out of the way with an order, that’s
easy. But repelling…” she trailed off.


 Natalie
wanted to laugh at the look on Kathryn’s face. She may have disliked using her
gifts, but she hated puzzles even more. And Leia had just handed her a mountain
of a puzzle. Knowing Kathryn as she did, Natalie was willing to bet that she would solve it by the
end of the trip. 


 With
a nonchalance that she didn’t feel, Natalie waved for the girls to follow her.
“Come on, let’s see what the boys are up to.” She led them around the bow and
toward the quarterdeck. As they neared, Natalie could see several figures
sparring. Dragon was paired with Skinwalker as the two families engaged in the
age-old dance of proving which family had the superior fighters.


 The
Dragons were more than holding their own, a fact which
sent small shivers of pride up Natalie’s arms. It was one thing to train with
other family members and know what your, and their, limits were. Knights and
mercenaries were a decent standard that could be used to examine their skill on
a day-to-day basis. But nothing matched the challenge of fighting another
Guardian family without the restrictions necessary to hide their identities in
place. 


David, not surprisingly, was
paired with his brother. Natalie took a moment to truly appreciate the fighter
he’d become. Above standard before he left the school, David’s skill had only
increased since becoming an active Guardian. The two brothers had similar
styles and it was fascinating to watch. When he sparred with Luke, David
tailored his technique to end the fight as quickly as possible so as not to get
distracted by his friend’s eccentric sparring personality. But Darcy’s style
was closer to his own; not flashy and to the point. They seemed to adhere to a
‘let’s just get this over with as soon as
possible’ mind frame as compared to Luke’s which was ‘how long can I draw this out and entertain my audience?’ Darcy and David circled each other often,
watching and calculating until they spied an opening and attacked. Either the
unlucky brother who had let down his guard long enough for such an opening to
occur disengaged immediately or they ended up chasing each other around the
quarterdeck for a few turns, trading strikes, parries, and counterstrikes until
one or the other disengaged and the circling resumed. 


In a real fight, Natalie knew,
there would be no disengaging after an opening was discovered, but the decision
to retreat, temporarily, gave the brothers a chance to practice endurance.
Kathryn trained them all to end fights quickly and by expending the least
amount of energy needed to accomplish that end. It was a style that was
perfectly suited to her specialty. But sometimes, a fight lasted longer than
two quick thrusts and a shove. Sometimes it was necessary to circle and study
your opponent before engaging. Of course, Kathryn taught them to study their
opponent before it even reached the point of a fight, but not everyone had
mastered her talent of shadow movement. 


If Natalie had learned anything
over the last few years it was that fighting and duels were not endurance
races. In a real situation, the person who could release the most energy,
harness it and control it, and keep that energy from the excitement flowing to
keep their body moving and their reflexes rapid, usually won. But Guardians
trained for every situation and that was what the boys were doing now. 


And while David had drastically
improved once he’d started attending the training sessions Kat had liked to
hold during their first year, and was continuing to do so, it wasn’t until
after his father’s death that he’d applied himself with a determination that
she hadn’t seen from him before. She cocked her head slightly, remembering the
day David had figured out that he had acquired a bodyguard and tried not to
smile. With all of the missions that the Council had been sending her family
on, “regular patrol” duty had become…less regular. It had been one of the more
regularly occurring nights when everyone had been home, either recently
returned from a mission or enjoying a cancelled evening patrol. Which was,
oddly enough, something that David had started doing more regularly. 


“Elizabeth!” Lindsey shouted angrily as she stormed into the solar, an
object clutched in her hand. “You owe me a new perfume bottle!”


“I’ve told you a thousand times
not to leave your perfume on the lip of the bathing tub!” Elizabeth snapped
back. “It’s not my fault my towel caught it and knocked it to the floor! If you
would pick up after yourself this wouldn’t be an issue!”


“I was on my way back to get it,” Lindsey replied hotly. 


“Took you long enough to remember it,” Elizabeth said sarcastically.


Natalie swore she saw Lindsey turning red. “I couldn’t carry everything
in one load,” she gritted through her teeth, “I told you I had one more thing
to get before you could use the room buuut no, you had to go ahead and use it
before I returned.”


“You didn’t say anything!” Elizabeth protested.


“Yes I did!”


“Well maybe if you didn’t mumble everything…”


“I don’t—” Lindsey started to protest when Daniel cut in.


“If anyone’s interested, I have some interesting news,” he said,
speaking up to be heard.


“Oh yes please,” Matt said eagerly as Tyler and Cass nodded.


“David’s figured out he had a bodyguard for a while.”


Luke started laughing. “Oh really? Took him long enough.”


“He’s going to ask Kat about it right now.”


Jenna eyed him. “I thought you didn’t make a habit of reading our
minds.”


Daniel grinned at her. “I don’t, but it was kind of a loud epiphany
moment for him.”


“Do you think she’ll tell him?” Cass asked.


Natalie scoffed. “No.”


“Why do you say that?” Rachel asked.


“When has Kat ever admitted to being caught in the act of anything?”


“Excellent point.”


Natalie almost laughed again
thinking about the conversation. Kat had maintained that she had no idea about
what David had confronted her with and the rest of the family had followed
suit. They have an interesting relationship, she
reflected, watching him parry and sweep one of his brother’s attacks with a
finesse that Darcy couldn’t quite match. There’s
Kat who will bend the rules to do what’s necessary and David whose honor won’t
allow him to do anything but what he is ordered to do. Somehow they made it
work. 


Next to her, Jenna cheered as
David not only disarmed his brother, but driving himself forward, trapped
Darcy’s foot beneath his own and sent him toppling to the deck in a sprawl. It
was hard to tell from this distance, but it didn’t look like he was even
breathing hard. “He’s gotten better,” Natalie observed. “A lot better.”


“He’d better have after all the
work I put into making those improvements,” Kathryn commented dryly beside her.



Natalie and Cass laughed as they
turned their attention to the last two battles still taking place.


Tyler,
was doing a splendid job of pounding his opponent into the planks. Stars, Natalie giggled. He looks utterly bored! And he did. All
those sessions with Kathryn must have paid off because his opponent, despite
the fierceness of his attack, didn’t even come close to matching the ferocity
and sheer violence of the sparring sessions that had taken place in the Dragons
glade. Tyler was essentially playing with the poor sod. 


Matt, surprisingly, was taking a
few lines from Luke’s scroll and was dazzling his opponent with panache. In
addition, he was keeping up an endless stream of chatter, cracking jokes and
generally working to keep his opponent’s mind occupied and distracted as they
fought. Singularly, it might not have worked, but Matt had apparently learned
Luke’s style well for his rival seemed a little more than off balance to
Natalie. 


“Do you think we should join
in?” Leia asked after a moment.


Natalie gave her a disbelieving
look. “Why would I want to do that?” she laughed.


Leia shifted slightly. “So that
they aren’t the only ones training and can’t gripe about it later?” she
suggested.


“They need the exercise,”
Kathryn grumped. “Besides, I already sparred this morning.”


“You did?” Jenna asked in
dismay. “When? I didn’t give you permission to start sparring already!”


Natalie smirked and Leia giggled
as Kathryn rolled her eyes. “I woke the boys up this morning for some swordplay
a few radians before dawn. It was light sparring, Jen. Don’t worry.”


“Uh, huh.” The healer did not
sound convinced. Not surprising considering her definition of ‘light sparring’
and Kathryn’s no doubt were not the same. 


Leia giggled again. “That’s why
they looked so tired earlier.”


Natalie was feeling as satisfied
as a cat who’d caught her prey, happy that she
hadn’t been the one Kathryn had dragged out of her bumpy hammock to trade blows
with early in the morning. Then an uncomfortable realization set in. “We’re
next, aren’t we?” she asked gloomily.


Kathryn had the audacity to grin
at her. “Maybe.”


Natalie sighed. “I guess I’ll
turn in early then. Have you got any sedatives left Jenna?”


A worried look immediately
crossed the younger girl’s face. “Of course. What’s wrong?”


She shrugged. “I just have a
hard time falling asleep. Haven’t quite gotten used to the rocking and swaying
of the ship, let alone all the creaking,” she admitted. “And if our friend here
is going to drag me out of my hard won sleep before the sun rises, I want to
get as much sleep as possible.”


Kathryn, who, as far as Natalie
could tell, never came to bed until everyone else was asleep and rose before
anyone else woke, sighed deeply while slowly shaking her head. Thankfully Jenna
laughed. “I’ll grab one for you before supper tonight.”


Destiny, who had spent the
entire voyage thus far either on Kathryn’s shoulder or, when Kathryn went below
decks or in the water, up in the crow’s nest, finally decided to join them.
Gracefully swooping down over the heads of the sparring pairs, she tipped her
wings just as she reached the girls, performing an almost three hundred sixty
degree turn before dropping lightly onto Kathryn’s shoulder. 


Leia let out a wishful sigh. “I
wish I could fly.”


Kat smiled at her. “Me too.
Destiny gets to have all the fun.”


Natalie’s stomach growled loud
enough to be heard over the grunts and collision of blades. Jenna and Leia
laughed. “Hungry, Nat?” Jenna teased.


Natalie grinned. “Of course I
am! Do you have any idea how many radians ago breakfast was?!”


“Better tell Matt,” Leia said,
finally controlling her giggles. “He’s the only decent cook we have onboard.”


Easy enough, she reflected.
Taking a deep breath she hollered his name. “Matt!” Her shout echoed across the
deck and continued outward to the sea where it became lost in the waves.
However, the deck was close enough that her words effectively cut through the
combat haze the sparring pairs had entered into. Almost as one they whirled in
her direction, blades raised for trouble. She folded her arms across her chest
and gave them her best I’m amused but
don’t mess with me look. Half a heartbeat later, David and Tyler let out
rueful laughs and lowered their blades. Matt, of course, took a more nonchalant
attitude, resting his practice sword on his shoulder and standing feet spread,
one hand braced on his hip. “You called, milady?” he drawled.


“I’m hungry.” And looking around
she extended her hands to Kat and Leia.
“We’re hungry.”


Even from this distance she
could see him blink, then he laughed. Lifting his sword off his shoulder he
gave his partner a bow. “My apologies, but the fair lady has need of my
services,” he said grandly. 


“She’s not the only one,” Darcy
laughed as he secured the wooden weapon to his belt. “I’m famished!” He slapped
a heavy hand on his brother’s shoulder. “You’ve picked up some new moves since the
last tourney.”


David sighed and eyed his
practice blade. “The question now is, will it be enough?”


“You won’t know until you get
there,” Ricard said sagely. “Until then continue training.”


David snorted while Tyler and
Matt burst out laughing. “There’s no chance of not training,” Matt guffawed, waving a hand in the girls’
direction. “Between our two slave-driving…er,” he hesitated over his word
choice with a glance at Kathryn but she rolled her eyes in her equivalent of a
command to continue, “wonderfully caring and worried about our continued
safety…uh, leaders, we’re constantly training.”


Natalie found herself laughing
over his word choices. “You do realize that flattery will get you nowhere with
them, right?”


“A guy can dream.”


“Is there anything in this dream
of yours about food?” she asked hopefully.


“Possibly,” he drawled lazily.
“It’s a good dream, so naturally there’s good food!”


“What dreams aren’t good?” Darcy
laughed.


Beside her, Kathryn stiffened.
It wasn’t obvious, from their position halfway across the deck, none of the
boys probably caught it, but Natalie did. And that told her a lot. In that
moment, she could guess what drove Kathryn to the woods…and why both she and
David had been sitting downstairs in the dining room talking in the early morning
radians on the day King Derek had dropped by and neatly handed the Dragons two
impossible missions. At least now she had someone to talk them over with.
Before Tanner, Kathryn had kept her nightmares to herself, struggling to deal
with them on her own. Natalie was relieved to see that her friend had learned
to talk with someone about her troubles. Now she just needed to work on the
rest of her family. Ignoring Darcy’s comment she asked, “How can food be good
if it isn’t sitting in front of me waiting to be eaten?”


“Excellent point,” Matt
conceded. “I will now remove myself to the kitchen.”


“Galley,” Darcy corrected
absently.


The redhead waved his hand
loosely at nothing, “Whatever. Is there anything specific my lady requests?”


“Let’s start with something
edible,” the crown prince inserted dryly.


“Done. Anything else?”


Natalie canted her head to the
side and turned so that she could see the rest of the girls. “Any requests?”


“No seafood,” Kathryn and Jenna
ordered at the same time.


Everyone laughed. “Also done,”
Matt said with a chuckle.


Natalie sighed contentedly and
found a railing to lean against. 


Tyler wiped some sweat from his
brow and ran a discerning eye over the girls. “You look like you’ve been
enjoying yourselves,” he observed.


 Natalie
grinned. “I love the sea. It reminds me of home.”


 Jenna
cocked her head to the side. “Where is your home, Natalie?”


The question was one she should
have anticipated, but hadn’t. And it blindsided her. In the three years they
had been a family the topic of their former homes rarely came up. They often
talked about family, but rarely did they bring up where they’d come from. It
hadn’t been important to them, she supposed. Those from the northern regions
had given themselves away by their slow acclimation to the cold weather of Rima
but aside from that, the Dragons had been strangely non-inquisitive. Natalie
knew where everyone was from, she’d made that her
personal mission during their second year as a family. But as far as she knew,
after the debacle with Kathryn’s past, no one had been eager to pry into anyone
else’s business. That and now it no longer seemed to matter. 


 She
knew that she was taking too long to answer when David raised an eyebrow at her
and Tyler gave a discreet cough. Finally she squeaked out, “Almaera.” There, secret’s out. 


 Matt,
who had been turning to leave for the galley, froze in surprise. David pushed
himself away from the bulkhead he’d been leaning against. “Almaera?” His tone
conveyed his interest in the revelation.


 Nodding
mutely, she could almost see his mind working. And considering how much time
he’d spent in the last two years developing a skill for tactics and strategy,
she knew exactly where it was headed.


 Tyler
gave her an evil grin. “I can’t wait to hear you slip into your old accent!”


 For
the first time since joining the Guardian School, Natalie felt herself feeling
self-conscious about returning to her old ways. Oh, if David was thinking what
she thought he was thinking, this trip was going to shock her family to their
knees. 


 “This
is actually very good for us,” David interjected.


 “That’s
what you think,” Natalie warned sarcastically. 


 “Well,
since you’re obviously a native of this region, we can be friends coming to
stay as your guests for a few weeks and no one will wonder why a large party of
nobility is suddenly showing up.”


 Yup,
she’d called it. “You want to stay with my family?”


 Kathryn
nodded her agreement. “It’s the perfect cover.”


 “You want to stay with my family?” Natalie shrieked at Kathryn. Their lieutenant was the last
person Natalie expected to agree with such an arrangement. In fact, she’d been
counting on Kathryn to convince David that the idea was ludicrous. Looked like
she was on her own.


 The
Dragons exchanged looks that varied from curious to worried. “Isn’t that what
Kathryn and David just said?” Tyler asked.


 “You
want to stay with my family?” Laughter bubbled up from her chest and she
couldn’t stop it. The idea of her Guardian family interacting with her blood
family was…well, she didn’t have words to describe it. If they did end up
visiting her family, Natalie could sit back and relax and watch the drama
unfold. It would keep her entertained for weeks.


 “Okay,”
Tyler said slowly as the rest of the group stared in stunned disbelief at her
antics. “I think she’s officially gone over the edge.”


 Natalie
wiped tears from her eyes as she finally stopped hooting in a very un-ladylike
way. She supposed it was only fair to warn them. “If you think I’m crazy Tyler, just wait until you meet
my family. I’m the sane one of the
bunch.”


 Tyler
suddenly looked worried, he slowly turned to David. “On second thought, do we
have a plan B?”


 David
shook his head. “I still think it’s a good idea.”


 “Surely
you’re exaggerating Nat, they can’t be all that bad,” Jenna piped in.


 Matt
suddenly decided that he needed to add to the discussion. “I have a great uncle
who’s as loony as a betsy bug.”


 “You
think it’s a good idea to spend weeks with crazy people?” Tyler exclaimed.


“You do know that craziness is
contagious, right?” Matt asked.


 “No
it’s not,” Jenna asserted.


 Matt
looked at her mournfully. “You’ve never met my family. Poor uncle Sargis,
sometimes he thinks he’s a horse, prancing…and neighing,” Matt muttered, a
distant look in his eyes. Leia and Kathryn eyed him in horror.


Darcy was practically doubled
over he was laughing so hard, tears streaming down his cheeks. “David, your
family is priceless!” 


 “Glad
you think so,” David groused good-naturedly. “Sometimes it feels like I’m the
father of twelve unruly children.” Natalie didn’t doubt that was the case.
Between her and Lindsey’s antics their first year, and her and Matt’s
experiments ever since, he did seem to be constantly faced with choices that
put him between an army and a cliff.


 “With
Kathryn our benevolent mother,” Matt said as he waved his arm theatrically in
Kathryn’s direction. The comparison was an accurate one, but made even more
ironic since Kathryn’s history had deprived her of any maternal care in her
childhood.


 She
raised her eyebrow, amused. “If I’m your mother
you certainly don’t listen very well to my instructions.”


 Matt
winced. “You and that stupid stick.”


 “What
stupid stick?” Darcy asked, his eyes sparking with mischief. 


 Tyler
groaned. “Kathryn’s been teaching us a new technique.” When Kathryn had first
agreed to teach them shadow movement, she’d asked that they keep it a secret
until they could present their proposal for a new training regimen to the
Council. Originally she’d claimed that she didn’t want to get the family’s
hopes up if they’d presented the idea, only to have it fail in the end. Now,
Natalie suspected that Kathryn wanted to keep that particular ability a secret
weapon in their arsenal considering the recent actions of the Council. It was a
statement of the level of trust their family had in her that they hadn’t argued
or questioned her request. Not even David, though to be fair he had raised an
inquisitive eyebrow at the time. 


 “Trying
being the missing word in there,” the Dragon’s lieutenant inserted.


 “Anyway,
whenever we practice she keeps a long stick in her hand, comes up behind us out
of nowhere, and smacks us whenever she randomly feels like it,” Tyler continued
dryly.


 “I
do not!” Kathryn protested. “I only correct you when your technique is off.”


 “Well
every time we practice I end up getting whacked!”


 “That
should tell you something about your technique,” she shot back with a grin.


 “It
would be easier to correct it if you told
me what was wrong!”


 Personally,
Natalie agreed with Tyler. Kathryn had given them about a month of instruction
in how to move stealthily through the forest, but after that she concentrated
all her efforts on seeking them out and introducing them to that stick.


 “I
do tell you, Tyler,” she reminded him seriously. 


 Natalie
burst into laughter. Kathryn was the only one in the kingdom who would consider
a brisk “I see you” before hitting
them with a stick a verbose explanation.


 Tyler
stared at her in disbelief. Finally he shook his head in weary resignation. “No
offense, Kat, but I’m grateful that we’re your only family. This kingdom
couldn’t handle more than one of you.”


 It
only existed for an instant, but in the moment, Natalie caught sight of
something in Kathryn’s eyes. It wasn’t regret or anger, just an uneasy flicker.
And it shot Natalie into alertness in half a second flat. Slanting her gaze
toward David, curious to see if he had noticed Kathryn’s reaction, she felt her
chest constrict as if someone had sat on it. His jaw had tightened minutely and
his own eyes had taken on a hard glint. And then it was gone. Kathryn slapped
her hand teasingly against Tyler’s upper arm and David let out an amused
chuckle. But Natalie had seen it and knew what it meant. Somehow, Kathryn and
David had learned something about
Kathryn’s past. And it was something that they hadn’t shared with the rest of
them. The only questions left were how
long had they known and did they ever plan on sharing with the rest of the
Dragons?


Oblivious to the by-play Natalie
had just observed, Darcy turned a sardonic grin on his brother. “How many times
have you been smacked, little
brother?”


 “Wouldn’t
you like to know,” David returned sarcastically. The moment was broken, the
glimpse that Natalie had been afforded into David and Kathryn’s secret closed
off. But like any good intelligencer, Natalie wasn’t going to forget it. Until
she decided it was time to pursue it, she would let it go. 


 Raising
an eyebrow, Darcy turned to Kathryn. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me?”


 “No.”


 “No?”


 She
shook her head. “I gave up trying to keep track of how many times they needed
to be corrected long ago.”


 He
gaped at her, and then laughed. “Well, that’s an encouraging assessment of
their learning curve.”


 “Our stinging legs and backsides
agree,” Natalie said wryly. She’d quickly learned that, despite all her
fantasies to the contrary, she was not nearly as gifted as Kathryn was in the
technique. After two years she still
hadn’t mastered it and it was driving her nuts.  


 “You
need to learn to stop talking, Natalie,” Kathryn told her. “It’s what gives you
away.”


 “I
still say that your hearing is unnaturally good,” she complained. “It’s not
like I talk when I’m trying to sneak up on someone!”


 Her
friend’s eyes glinted mischievously. “You mutter,” she revealed with a smirk.


 “What?!” Tyler exclaimed in mock outrage. “You can tell her
what her failing is but not me?!”


Natalie felt her mouth drop
open. “What?”


 Kathryn
laughed. “You give your position away every time. At least I know you have the
strictures I’ve taught you memorized.”


 “And
you couldn’t tell me this earlier?!” she demanded as David and the others burst
into laughter.


 Ignoring
Tyler, who was still sputtering, Kathryn shrugged. “I wanted to see if you
would correct it yourself. It’s not that
loud, but it’s still loud enough if you’re listening.”


 “I’m
plugging your ears with cotton and wax the next time we practice,” Natalie
groused. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me!”


 “You
would have figured out your problem eventually. You will too, Tyler,” she added
with a pointed look in his direction. 


 “Or
just kept assuming that your hearing rivals a swam bat’s!”


 “And
hawk’s eyesight,” Matt added. “She can spot anyone no matter how well they
think they’re hidden.”


 Darcy
turned to her, impressed. “Really?”


 “I’m
gifted with good eyesight. There’s nothing special about it.”


 “Says
the woman with eyes like Destiny,” Matt mumbled.


 Kathryn
eyed him for a long moment, an internal debate going on behind her calm
expression. Finally she said, “Your hair is what gives you away.”


“Are you kidding me?!” Tyler
barked an outraged laugh. “You can tell Matt and Natalie but not me?”


 At
the same time, Matt demanded, “What’s wrong with my hair?” 


 Again,
ignoring Tyler—Natalie was starting to feel sorry for the poor guy—Kathryn
replied, “It’s too bright.”


 Matt
covered his hair with his hands in outrage. “You are not dying my hair!”


 Leia
giggled. “We wouldn’t have to dye it, Matt. We’d just make you a hat or
something to wear if you want.”


 Slightly
mollified, Matt turned to look at her. “You’re sure that you don’t have to dye
my hair?”


 “Well…”
Suddenly unsure, Leia turned to look at Kathryn for confirmation.


 Kathryn
nodded. “You’d just have to cover it, Matt.”


 Matt
thought the solution over. “Okay,” he agreed. He grinned at Natalie. “That was
easier than I thought!”


 At least one of us has an easy fix,
Natalie groused. How she was going to stop muttering when she wasn’t even aware
she was doing it she had no idea.


 “Guys,
look at this!” Jenna called, hanging over the starboard railing.


 Leia
wrapped her arms around her stomach, “Please don’t do that!” she begged.
“You’re making me sick just looking at you.”


 David
walked up to stand beside the healer. “What do you see, Jen?”


 “Flying
fish.” She pointed to a silvery blur about sixteen meters from the boat.


 Natalie
and Kathryn arrived on David’s other side in time to watch a trout-like fish
leap out of the water, spread what appeared to be scaly wings, soar for about
seven meters and dive back into the water.


 “I
forgot how beautiful they are,” Natalie sighed as two more soared past the
boat. It truly had been too long since she’d been home. 


 “What’s
that thing past their fins?” Matt asked.


 They
all watched as four fish glided past at nearly eye level. Along with the normal
caudal fin, a long cat-like tail protruded from the caudal region of the fish.
“It looks like a tail,” David replied.


 “An
awfully sharp tail,” Tyler observed, noting the sharp looking barb at the end. 


 Natalie
frowned and took a closer look. Yes, these fish did have what looked like barbs
protruding from the caudal section of their bodies. And that, she knew, wasn’t normal. 


 “Look
at them all,” Leia shouted as several dozen fish began flying around their
small vessel with more and more joining them.


 “What
are these?” David asked his brother. 


 Darcy
shrugged, “I have no idea. I’ve never seen them before and I’ve sailed up and
down this coast dozens of times.”


 “Nat,
do you recognize them?”


 “Well,
they look similar to fish I’ve seen before, but those didn’t have barbs for
tails,” she said, confused.


 David
turned back to the water in time to watch one of the flying fish leap out of
the water aiming for the boat, straight at him. As it flew, its wings unfolded
and it glided toward David’s head as gracefully as Destiny. In the space of
that heartbeat, Natalie saw the fish open its mouth, revealing sharp
needle-like teeth. And those teeth were going to collide with his face if he
didn’t move immediately.


 Before
Natalie could act, Kathryn slapped one hand on his shoulder while hooking one
of her feet behind his foot on the same side. In one motion, she swept his leg
out from under him and yanked him sideways. The combined forces sent him
tumbling to the deck and the fish soared past, right where his head had been,
and landed on the deck with a heavy thud.



Two more fish followed within
seconds, their teeth stuck in the ship’s decking as they tried to wiggle free.
Natalie dropped behind the safety of the railing, only to realize that the
railing was designed to appeal to the eyes of the passengers rather than
protect them. It was held up, not by a solid mass of heavy oak, but by
delicately carved posts that left more than enough room for the fish to fit
through. Skittering backwards as fast as her arms and legs would carry her she
made for the center of the deck, where she would hopefully be out of the reach
of the fish. She wasn’t the only one. Leia, Jenna, and two of the Skinwalkers
were all scrambling away from the ship’s rails as fast as they could.


 “What
in blazes!” David exclaimed as shouts began to echo across the water.


 “They’re
attacking!” Natalie watched as Kathryn braved a closer step to the edge of the
railing. Did that girl have no sense of self-preservation? No one sane would step closer to the chance
of getting twenty or thirty needles imbedded in their faces. But then, Kathryn
had never made the claim of being sane. 


 Natalie
looked around and noticed a fish less than a meter away from her. It wagged its
long tail and the barb on the end shot off toward her. Acting on instinct she
rolled, avoiding the nasty projectile, and noticed a greenish yellow goo
protruding from the tip as it slammed into the wood.


 “Watch
out! They can shoot those barbs off,” she shouted in warning. “And I’ll bet
they’re toxic,” she grumbled to herself.
Clambering to her feet, she looked around wildly for a weapon while dodging two
more incoming fish and three more barbs as they flashed and skipped across the
ship. 


 In
the presence of other Guardians and safely at sea, no one had bothered to wear
their protective Cirin armor or arm themselves. If those barbs were toxic and they weren’t wearing
protective armor things could get ugly really fast. 


 The
sound of cracking wood caught her attention and she looked around to see
Kathryn kicking the delicate railing into long pieces of jagged wood. Hurrying
over, Natalie took two of the impromptu clubs and began swatting at the fish,
both the ones flying toward them and the ones flailing helplessly on the deck.
Kathryn tossed Tyler and Leia some weapons before grabbing two for herself. Matt and Jenna were nowhere to be seen. Not that
Natalie could spend a lot of time looking for them. She was too busy dodging
fish, projectiles, and her own family. She caught sight of the now telltale
sign of a fish getting ready to shoot off its tail. “Leia, go left!” she
warned.


 Leia
pivoted and leapt to the side. The barb missed her and slammed into the deck at
Darcy’s feet. His face took on a rather interesting shade of green at the near
miss. It would have been comical if the situation hadn’t been so serious.


 “What
about me?” David hollered at Kathryn over the shouts and the sounds of thudding
fish bodies.


 “Use
the wind, try to slow them down!” she shouted back, wielding the two wood
pieces in her hands like she would her own knives, batting the fish out of the
air as they flew at her. 


 Natalie
saw the incoming fish, the one aimed straight at his chest, but it was too late
to shout out a warning. Distracted by Kathryn’s order, David didn’t notice the
threat until it was practically on him. Still, he managed to turn to the side
and the teeth grabbed his arm and shoulder instead of his chest. He still
staggered at the pain and Natalie hurried to his side as blood began to run
down his arm. She beat back two other fish who were angling for another bite at
her friend. 


 Tyler
materialized at David’s side. “Hold still!” he ordered and swung his improvised
weapon. The fish flew off of David’s arm, leaving behind a dozen or so bloodied
teeth that glinted in the light. Natalie winced at the sight. Not because of
the gore, stars knew she’d seen three years of blood and injuries since
becoming a Dragon, but because the pain of having a fish ripped from your
shoulder had to hurt. Blood that had
begun a downward trek down David’s arm, reversed direction as he lifted his
hands to call the wind. Like most Guardians, it was easier for David to focus
his gift by using physical motions when he was injured or tired. And as his
hands rose, a vortex encircled the ship. Or at least Natalie assumed there was
one. She wasn’t certain until the fish began to get caught up in it and swirled
around them like odd shaped flower petals caught up in a summer gale. Together,
she and Tyler kept the fish that did make it through, or thrown out of the
vortex, away from David.


 Suddenly
Tyler dropped to the deck, his hands clutching his thigh. 


 “Tyler?!” David shouted in order to be heard above the
windstorm. 


 The
older boy groaned and shifted his hands slightly so that both David and Natalie
could see the barb sticking out of his leg. Horrified, Natalie increased her
efforts to keep the dying assault of fish off of David while also trying to
catch Jenna’s attention. Fortunately the
latter was already being taken care of. As soon as the battle had started,
Jenna’s healer instincts had kicked in and she had kept an eye out for anyone
who dropped or showed signs of being seriously wounded and by the time Natalie
caught her breath to yell for her, she was already reaching Tyler and beginning
her examination. She returned her attention to fighting the fish and hoped that
someone came up with a better solution because the fish were still getting
through David’s barrier. 


 


 Across
the deck, Kathryn swung her impromptu weapon and sent one of the fish that had
been flying at her over the deck and back into the water. Hopefully it had been
dead before it had hit the water otherwise she, or somebody else, would be
smacking it again.


 CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


 The
unexpected noises startled her and she looked over her shoulder. Behind her
stood Matt, a frying pan in each hand, as he batted and swatted fish right and
left. Looking up he saw her astonished expression of disbelief and grinned.


 “They
were handy at the time!” he shouted as another fish came at him. CLANG!
Said fish quickly found itself flattened against the copper pots. 


 Despite
the severity of their situation, Kathryn couldn’t keep a smile from parting her
lips. She swung again and hit two more fish diving at her. After being injured
by the Nauro it felt good to hit something that had some give to it. Really good. 


 “Tyler’s
down!”


 Matt’s
dark shout propelled Kathryn harder as she abandoned a simple defense and actually
moved to attack the flying fish. She could feel David’s wind swirling around
the boat, keeping the majority of the fish away but not succeeding in stopping
all. Time to put up a more effective barrier. 


 “NATALIE!” She bellowed, breaking through
the blonde’s battle haze.


 “What?”


 Kathryn
waved her stick toward the swirling cyclone of fish surrounding them, the
broken and splintering tip dripped fish scales and blood. “Fire!”


 Fortunately,
they had worked together long enough for Natalie to understand. With a brisk
nod, she raised her hands, still clutching her improvised weapons, and sent two
streams of fire exploding from her palms into the wind vortex that David had
created.


 The
beautiful turquoise landscape was swallowed by a fireball of immense proportions.
The heat threatened to ignite the wood of the ship as the oxygen in the wind
fanned the flames that burned without any apparent source of fuel. 


 Kathryn
called up a wall of water to protect the ship from the fire, adding her own
barrier to the two already protecting them. 


Not a single fish made it
through.


 











Chapter
13


Rima


Second week of
Nénarë


Amy was never one to discount her instincts. They’d
served her well over the last few years and serving with the Dragons had only
honed them to a level she’d never thought possible. So when her King had tasked
her family with two missions that appeared completely impossible at first
glance, her instincts had immediately flared up warning “Danger!”. And in the time since they had started
on their mission, that sensation of always being watched and one-step away from
complete and utter disaster had not let up. 


 Straightening her shoulders to
try and ease the ache her rucksack had so graciously bestowed upon her, she
reminded herself to take a quick headcount and make sure everyone was present
and still able to travel. It was what Kathryn would have done after all. How
many times had she seen her friend surreptitiously take stock of the landscape
and their party in one seemingly bored glance? Far too many
to count. David too, although he was a lot less subtle
about it. While Kathryn preferred
to work from the shadows to keep her family in working order, David tended to
face the problem head on. And considering how stubborn and crazy their family
was, it left Amy wondering why Kat was the one who suffered from headaches and
not David. 


 Shaking her head, she turned and
looked first for their royal charges. The Queen had worn the same bland
expression from the start of their mission. A look that was
carefully constructed to hide her fear and loneliness. It couldn’t have
been easy to leave the luxury of the palace and her world of the
courtiers and troubadours to trudge across kilometers of countryside conjuring
acts as a circus performer. She was holding up better than Amy had expected her
to, but she wasn’t a young woman and the stress of the last few years had
certainly stolen some of her vibrancy. 


 Still,
she was holding up better than her eldest daughter. Roseanna was suffering the most
from their journey. An intellectual comparable in character with Rachel and
Elizabeth, the oldest princess was not suited for outdoor adventures. They’d
already had to slow down their pace simply because Sanna, as she preferred to
be called, wasn’t used to spending radians in the saddle. Or walking. Cass and
Rachel spent most evenings trying to ease the pain of Sanna’s blisters and sore
derriere. For all her discomfort though, Amy would credit the princess with
keeping her lips tightly shut and refusing to complain. There was the
occasional snipe at her younger sister, but the majority of the time, Sanna
bore her struggles in silence. 


 Then
there was Lillian. If there was any of their charges that Amy felt she could
identify with it was Lillian. She reminded Amy of what she’d been like when
she’d first arrived at the Guardian school. Fresh, enthusiastic about life,
feeling as if she’d just started the greatest adventure of her life, and more
than a little bit naïve. The image of a young puppy who has just managed to
master walking while discovering that there was an entire world outside the
barn stall it had spent the entirety of its life in thus far was an apt
description of the red haired princess. Kathryn would probably have shaken her
head and ignored Lillian’s antics, but Amy found them a refreshing change from
the depressive moods of her mother and sister. Even now she was chatting
animatedly with Daniel about
what medium made the best bow strings which had stemmed from an earlier
conversation about slings. Amy smiled. Lillian aspired to be the first woman
warrior outside the Guardians and was trying to convince the Dragons to teach
her “a few moves”. And since her mother
hadn’t forbidden it, Rachel and Daniel had humored her and spent a few nights teaching
her some self-defense.


 Amy supposed it could have been
worse. They could have been trapped escorting three royal women who were
Natalie’s twins from their first year. That
would have been torture. She wasn’t entirely sure how or why it happened, but
Natalie’s personality had gone from spoilt brat to a functional and loved
member of the family in the space of a few months. 


 Resisting the temptation to sit
down and refuse to move another meter, she doggedly kept putting one foot in
front of the other. The royal women weren’t the only ones who were tired.
Between constantly worrying about their pursuers, the upcoming dangers of the
Hecil Forest, and the mere stress of just being entrusted to bring the queen
and her daughters safely through a forest that hadn’t been ventured into for
several centuries kept her up late into the night. Suddenly she felt that she
had a decent understanding of why her best friend kept long days and nights.
When the mission was over, Amy was going to be more than ready to hand off the
responsibility of being second-in-command back to Kat. 


 If she
survived long enough. Rachel’s notebook with all of her research into
their ultimate destination had left her with nightmares for the last sen’night.
And she was fairly certain she wasn’t the only one wishing they hadn’t read
Rachel’s notes.


 “Do you smell that?” Rachel
asked suddenly.


 Always alert, Lillian scrunched
up her nose as she took a deep breath. “Smell what?” 


 “Smoke,” Rachel replied
seriously. “And lots of it.”


 “I can’t smell anything,”
Lillian protested. “Well, nothing besides the dirt and pine needles from the
forest we’ve been traveling through and the occasional deposit of animal
droppings we’ve skirted around.”


 “Really, Lillian,” Roseanna said
disapprovingly. 


 “If you would relax and stop
taking yourself so seriously,” the younger sister sniped at the older, “then
this trip wouldn’t be as miserable as you are making it out to be.”


 Deciding to ignore the sisters
bickering, it was becoming a familiar argument, Amy inhaled slowly. “I smell it
too,” she agreed. “Just barely. Farm maybe?”


 “Too much for a simple
farmstead,” Rachel said slowly. “Maybe a town or village?”


 “I’m sure we’ll find out,” Luke
said as he continued to keep the pace. “We’re headed in that direction. Maybe
we’ll get lucky and it will be a town large enough for an inn and we can take
shelter there for the night.”


 “Anything
is better than the camp rations we’ve been eating,” Elizabeth sighed. “I miss
Matt’s cooking.”


 Cass
let out a snort. “I’m right here, you know.”


 “Yes,
yes, you’re wonderful too,” Elizabeth said with a wave of her hand, “but
there’s only so much even you can do to make rations more appetizing.”


 Cass
shrugged defensively. “I can only work with what the forest gives me and I’m not
nearly as proficient in identifying non-poisonous plants as Jenna or Tyler.”


 “No
one is blaming you,” Lindsey said quietly. “We’re simply acknowledging that
there are limits to your culinary skills in the middle of the forest while on the run from mercenaries. Even Matt
would be hard pressed to come up with some of the meals you’ve managed for us.”


 Cass gave her a knowing look.
“You have soothed my bruised ego sufficiently and may dispense with the
flattery now.”


 “Oh good,” Lindsey said with a
grin. “I was running out of things to say.”


 “I’m sure you could appeal to
Rachel or Elizabeth and they would have provided a scroll’s worth.”


 “Not likely,” Elizabeth
grumbled. “I’m too tired.”


 While the Guardians had slowed
the pace for their royal charges, Amy had decided to keep up weapons practice
in the evenings as much as possible and between that, sentry duty at night, and
scouting positions during the day, everyone was starting to feel the effects of
a sen’night hard travel.


 “Legends claim,” Rachel began,
“that back when they were formed, Guardians lead armies and crossed the entire
width of the kingdom monthly. With their soldiers and supplies! Where they
found the coordination, let alone the energy for it, I will never know.”


 “We’re spoiled,” Daniel spoke
up. “When the order was founded, there weren’t that many Guardians and they
were housed in the royal palace and were dispatched as new cases were brought
to the king or magistrate’s attention. Between their duty of guarding the king
and protecting his land, they spent a good majority of their time either on the
road or constantly training for assassination attempts.”


 Luke turned around and looked at
him. “I thought Rachel was our only resident historian, where did you learn all
that?”


 “Some of us actually paid
attention in history, Luke.”


 That drew a few sarcastic snorts
from the group. “Anyway,” Daniel continued, “Because we’re not only assigned a
specific region, but a particular location within that region, Guardians today
aren’t required to travel as often or as hard as they used to. We patrol our
assigned territory and then bed down in a comfortable house each night.
Compared to our predecessors, our lives are luxurious.”


 Elizabeth squinted at him. “Is that
your attempt to make me feel bad about complaining?”


 “No,” Daniel said quickly. “Just
putting things in perspective.”


 “A polite way of saying that
you’re trying to make me feel bad,” she jested.


 “Your protest would indicate
that it worked,” he said with a grin.


 She opened her mouth to protest,
and then closed it. “Oh, shut up,” she said with a good-natured growl. “I don’t
care how horrible the lives of the first Guardians were, if there’s an inn up
ahead and Luke doesn’t let us stop there for the night, I’m going to strangle
him.”


 “You won’t be the only one,”
Rachel agreed.


 “Why me?” Luke muttered. “No one
gives David this much trouble when he makes decisions.”


 “David,” Lindsey laughed. “Has a
very intimidating lieutenant who will assign extra training sessions at any
hint of mutiny.”


 “Amy you need to work on your
intimidation tactics.”


 “Now you’re just being crazy.”


 They continued on,
spending the rest of the early afternoon picking their way through the forest,
following a general path that the local animals wound through the trees,
totally bypassing the main thoroughfare. 


 “Elizabeth,
Daniel, I want you two to scout ahead,” Luke decided as the scent of smoke grew
stronger. “Keep off the road and to the shadows like Kat taught us. If it is a town
or village, see if it has an inn, but don’t approach. Let us know what you
find. We will wait here for you to return.” He glanced at the sun. “If you
aren’t back by sun down I’m sending a rescue party.”


 Elizabeth
raised an eyebrow at him before shaking her head. Daniel just nudged his horse
forward and headed toward the road.


 “What
did I do now?” Luke grumbled at Elizabeth’s retreating back.


 Amy
snorted. “You told them what to
do.”


 “We needed someone to scout the
area ahead and discover if this inn that you are all desperately praying for
actually exists.”


 Amy exchanged a look with Cass
and Lindsey. For all his charisma on the tourney field and his skill with a
sword, there were some things about leadership, Luke hadn’t quite picked up on.
Unfortunately, she didn’t feel comfortable addressing the issues with the queen
and her daughters avidly listening in. “Let’s just hope the inn is there,” she
said finally. “I, for one, am tired of sleeping on roots and rocks.”


 Roseanna groaned. “I’m trying
not to get my hopes up in case we haven’t stumbled upon a nice, civilized
village.”


 Lillian frowned at her.
“Civilized village? What do you mean by that?”


 “One with real streets and that
doesn’t have horse droppings everywhere. And if they didn’t have livestock
wandering about freely, that would be ideal as well.”


 Amy felt an eyebrow raise. Perhaps the eldest princess wasn’t holding up as well
as she pretended.


 “Honestly, Sanna,” Lillian shot
back. “This isn’t a holiday where we have servants seeing to our every need.
And father always said that if you wanted to be a good ruler, you had to mingle
with your people. Just because they don’t live in fancy castles with an army of
servants doesn’t mean a lowly farmer isn’t civilized.”


 Roseanna’s nostril’s flared, but
thankfully, the queen interjected, “Enough,
girls. This bickering will solve nothing and only serves to make you appear
ignorant and childish.”


 Her eldest daughter immediately
lowered her eyes, contrite, “Yes mother.”


 But it took several minutes for the
fire to fade from Lillian’s eyes.


 It was interesting, Amy
reflected, to watch one princess epitomize the image that most common folk had
of royalty and nobility while the other defended them like a tavern wench
accustomed to speaking her mind and not afraid to give her opinions. How could they be so different? 


 Putting
aside the conundrum, she took the opportunity to sit down on a nearby stump and
rest her aching feet. The forest made it difficult to ride the horses through,
and they had spent the majority of the last few days leading their mounts on
foot while those on scouting duty widened or cut a trail. It left a very
obvious path for their pursuers to follow, but Luke had decided that using the
main road with the royal women in their party was too dangerous. Amy felt that
he was being too paranoid and that forcing their way through the forest was
costing them valuable time and anonymity. For someone who spent the majority of
his free time strategizing against David, she felt Luke was making a novice’s
mistake. And when she’d tried to delicately point out her reasoning, Luke had
steadfastly refused to deviate from his decided course of action. Wishing Kat were here to knock some sense into him, she’d retreated
until she could find a way to approach the subject without bruising his ego
again. If he continued like this through the Hecil Forest, she suspected that
things would fall apart on them rather quickly. If the
mercenaries didn’t catch up to them first.


Fortunately,
earlier Daniel had spotted a small hunter’s path that they had been able to
utilize without too much trailblazing. They still hadn’t been able to ride, but
at least they weren’t fighting the foliage and uneven terrain as much as they
previously had been. Cass and Lindsey took Amy’s sitting down as permission to
do so themselves. Lindsey dropped cross-legged to the forest floor without even
bothering to look for a stump or log; after a few moments of unsuccessful
looking, Cass followed suit. The queen had already seated herself on a downed
tree and had situated her daughters on either side of herself. Rachel,
surprisingly, stayed standing, as did Luke.


They sat silently, waiting for their comrades’ return,
too tired or irritable to make conversation. Finally, just before sunset, they heard
the sounds of hoof beats that stopped nearby. Luke, conceding to fatigue,
had braced himself up against a
tree, stood upright his hand immediately falling to his sword. Amy and the
others stood, ready to fight in the event that the
riders were not Daniel and Elizabeth.


Much to everyone’s relief, it was. “Decent sized town
about twenty kilometers ahead,” Daniel reported. “There’s an inn that looks
respectable enough as well as a blacksmith and a local market that we can
restock at tomorrow morning.”


“Good work,” Luke said, his thumb idly rubbing over the
hilt of his sword. “Did it appear as if the inn was full or heavily occupied?”


Elizabeth shook her head. “No. While this does appear to
be a merchant town, from the look of things, I would guess they are in an off
season or their importance in the area is diminishing.”


“Even better.
Okay, Daniel I want you to take Rachel and the queen and her daughters
and head into the village. Concoct some story about being forced to move from
your family homestead or something. The rest of us will have to come up with
some excuse as to why four women are traveling with one man.”


Lillian snickered. “I can think of a reason.”


Roseanna looked scandalized, while her mother frowned at
her. “What have you been reading lately. I’m beginning to see I’ve allowed you too much
freedom in the library.”


“Mother, please, I live in the royal palace. I didn’t
need to read anything.”


The queen obviously knew when she was faced with a battle
she could not win for she dropped the matter. Although if Amy were to
bet, she imagined that the queen would address the subject again once they were safely out of danger.


The first group left and a radian later, Luke and the
rest followed. In the waning light, the road appeared almost silver-gold as the
last rays of the sun hit the packed dirt at just the right angle. By the time
they arrived at the inn, daylight was gone and twilight had settled in
comfortably. Amy let Luke lead them through the town and up to the inn. Like
Daniel had reported, it appeared to be a decent establishment; the windows were
paned with glass which suggested that the proprietors mainly housed well-to-do
merchants and those who could afford to pay for such comforts. Which in and of
itself suggested that the rooms would be just as good as sleeping in their own
rooms. The idea made Amy deliriously happy. Unlike Kat, she was not a fan of doing things the difficult
way just to toughen her
body to hardship.


Inside, she barely
listened to Luke as he asked the innkeeper for three rooms and haggled over the
price for their room and board. In the far corner she spied Daniel and his
charges heartily enjoying a meal that looked like a thick stew with fresh
bread. When a serving girl guided them to a table and placed a few mugs of ale in
front of them with the promise to return shortly with their food, Amy could
barely contain her impatience. When it arrived, the aroma of the venison stew
chock full of savory vegetables with warm crusty bread for dipping almost
proved her undoing.


At the moment she wanted nothing more than to find her
room and sleep for several radians. Hopefully without the cares of being Luke’s
lieutenant flying through her mind every second. That had led to numerous
dreams that she didn’t care to revisit. She quickly finished her meal and bid
the rest of her party “goodnight” before following one of the serving girls
upstairs to her room. She would be sharing it with Cass, but knowing the other
girl, her roommate would be as silent as a wraith when she entered so Amy could
retire without worrying about being woken up in the middle of the night. Buoyed
by that thought, she claimed a bed and gratefully collapsed upon it.
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While she was as tired as anyone else in their party,
Cass was unwilling to find her room until she felt confident that Amy was
deeply asleep. Watching Amy shoulder the burden of second, gave Cass a much
better appreciation for Kat. Since they had undertaken this adventure, Amy
always seemed to be fighting exhaustion and worry as she worked to keep her mind
ahead of any problem they might encounter. No wonder Kat was always tired, on
the brink of collapse. If Amy was any indication, the duty was not one that led
to restful sleep.


As such, she found herself sitting in Luke’s room with
Rachel, Elizabeth, and Daniel enjoying the warmth from a small fire that had
been lit in the hearth. We are fortunate
to have found the one inn within kilometers that is accustomed to accommodating
persnickety merchants who demand some luxuries after a long fortnight on the road,
she reflected as she watched the flames dance and flicker. Personally, she
would have been grateful for anything softer than the rocks she’d been sleeping
on, but add in a fire and a hot meal and she was about to curl up and purr like
a contented cat. Especially now that it had started drizzling outside. While
they’d endured a few early
rainstorms of the year, waking up to a flooded tent or even soggy ground
beneath one’s bedroll was not an experience Cass was willing to put herself
through if it was not necessary. 


“Is there something you want to say, Elizabeth?” Luke’s
voice startled her out of her reverie. Glancing up, she saw Luke and Elizabeth
practically glaring daggers at each other.


“Yes,” the younger girl said bluntly. “There needs to be
a few changes made before we start this mission back up again.”


“What do you mean? We’re doing just fine,” Luke
protested.


“Only by a massive stroke of luck that I, for one, am
not going to put my trust in any longer. Relying on luck as though it is going
to hold throughout the rest of our journey is going to get us all killed.”


“What luck?” he demanded. “Near as I can tell, we’ve been
running from mercenaries or bandits the entire time. Our circus act didn’t fool
anyone.”


“That’s a mystery for another time,” Elizabeth said with
a dismissive wave of her hand. “What we need to talk about is the practical
miracle it has been that our pursuers haven’t
caught up with us.”


“Now what does that mean? We’ve been running ourselves
ragged to stay ahead of them.”


“No, we’ve been running ourselves ragged by forcing our
way through a forest and leaving a very obvious trail behind us that screams
‘we went this way!’” Elizabeth said forcefully. “Would you care to explain why you felt it was necessary for us to
abandon the road for the last few days and slow down our pace to something a
snail can move faster than?”


“It was for our safety,” Luke replied defensively,
crossing his arms over his chest. “If we had stayed on the road, there was a
strong chance that we would have been seen and noticed by other brigands or
given our pursuers ample time to catch up. By leaving the road we gave
ourselves some cover and a place to disappear into should the need arise.”


Rachel huffed from her position by the window, looking as tired as Amy had. “Kat could
disappear into the forest, the rest of us aren’t as skilled in woodcraft. Most
likely we’d trip over some root or rock that would give away our location and
then we’d be running from the bandits while fighting the trees and roots.”


“You underestimate our skill level,” Luke said flatly.
“I’ve seen us practice and we’re getting good. If necessary, we could pull it
off.”


“And what about the queen and her daughters?” Elizabeth
demanded. “They aren’t trained in shadow movement. And it’s not something they
can learn while running through a forest.”


“We all know how to hide signs of our passing,” Luke
reminded them. “That was something they did teach us at school. We could do the
same for them and us.”


“While running for our lives and hacking a path through
the forest?” Rachel challenged. “I don’t think so.” 


“So what would you have us do? Stay on the main road,
visible for every passing farmer or traveler to see and notice?”


“It’s better than leaving a new road through the forest
for the ones who are actively trying to kill us to follow,” she replied
sarcastically. “At least on the road the queen and her daughters can ride off
to safety while we fight.”


“And leave them at the mercy of something up ahead?”


“Well one or two of us would go with them,” Rachel spoke
up in exasperation. “The rest of us could fight and then catch up.”


“So you want to stick to the road? Is that it?”


“For now,” Elizabeth replied. “Soon enough we’re going to
be forging our way through the Hecil Forest. We need to save our strength and
supplies for that half of this mission.”


Luke looked back and forth between them several times,
obviously not liking their suggestions. “I don’t know,” he said slowly.


Rachel countered derisively. “Loosen the reigns, Luke. We aren’t new
recruits. We know how to do our job, so get your head out of your posterior and
listen to our advice.”


Cass almost swore she saw Luke’s cheeks color. “I do
listen to you,” he protested.


“No, you listen and then completely disregard anything we
have to say. You brushed Amy off earlier when she tried to talk to you about
her concerns over taking the forest route and you practically gave Elizabeth
and Daniel step-by-step instructions of how to scout a town. We’ve been…doing this
for three years, Luke. We know how to
do our job.”


Luke bristled. “I was just doing what David does. Why do
you feel the need to complain when I give an order and yet say nothing when
David gives you one?”


“Because you aren’t leading the way he leads,” Elizabeth
said bluntly.


Luke’s mouth dropped open before he regained his
composure and glared at her. “One, I am not
David so I wouldn’t lead the way he leads. Two, I have worked alongside him and
Kathryn the same as all of you and I’m doing my best to handle things in the same manner he does.”


“Yes, and we understand that,” Cass said gently, feeling
the need to speak up before something other than words started flying. “No one
but David is going to lead the way he leads. Same with
Kathryn. But there’s an element to their leadership that is universal
that…well that is missing from what we’ve been following since this mission
began.”


“And what is that?” Luke asked stiffly.


“You’re coddling us,” Rachel replied. “Stop treating us
like children and instead expect us to act like the experienced Guardians we
are.”


“That’s what I’ve been doing!”


“No. You control every action that we take, dictating our
moves and actions without giving us the opportunity to handle things as we see
fit.”


“But that’s how you lead,” Luke said calmly. “You tell
your people what they need to do and they do it.”


 She snorted. “Or you could do
what David does and listen to your team when they feel strongly about
something, take their words to heart, and then let them figure out what they need
to do themselves.”


 “Half the time he ignores us!”


 Rachel and Elizabeth burst out
laughing. “If that’s what you think then you haven’t been paying very close
attention.”


 Luke stopped and faced them, one
hand on his hip. “What does that mean?”


 “It means,” Elizabeth said
slowly, “That while it doesn’t always appear that David listens to us, he
actually spends more time reviewing our opinions and arguments for ways of
doing things than he does dictating our actions.”


 “You’re crazy.”


 “Am I?”


 Elizabeth speared him with a
look. “Have you never noticed that when David gives us assignments he just
tells us what he wants the result to be?”


 “Well we kind of need that
direction in order to complete the mission,” he replied sarcastically.


 She shook her head. “You’re
missing the point,” she said seriously. “He only
tells us what he wants the final result to be. Occasionally he might give us a
few suggestions on how to go about it, but he leaves the actual method of
accomplishing the mission to our discretion.”


 When Luke looked like he wanted
to argue, Daniel spoke up. “Think back to the wolf mission that he sent you,
Leia, and Amy on when he sent Kat, Tyler, and Natalie to fight that kraken.
What were his orders to you?”


 “Stop the wolf pack attacks and
safeguard the villages,” Luke replied immediately.


 “Did he tell you how to stop the wolf packs?”


 “…No.”


 “Did he tell you how to safeguard the villages?”


 “…No.”


 “He
told you what he expected as results and then left it up to the team’s prerogative
to determine the best course of action to complete the mission. I imagine he
did the exact same with Kat, Natalie, and Tyler.”


 “If only because if he tried to
tell Kat how to do her job, she’d roast him over a cooking fire,” Elizabeth
muttered humorously.


 “David leads by letting us think
for ourselves,” Daniel summarized. “Sure there are a few times where he will
tell us exactly how a mission is going to proceed, but that’s extremely rare.
The last time I remember him doing it was that last assassination attempt of
King Derek. And for that mission to succeed each part had to happen at exactly
the right moment so it required a
detailed plan.”


 Luke’s jaw worked back and
forth. “I’ll think on it,” he said slowly.


 Rachel stood from her position
at the window. “That’s all we ask,” she said calmly as she and Elizabeth took
their leave.


 After they left, Cass turned to
Luke. “You know they only said those things because they care, right?”


 “Sounded more to me like they
were interested in pointing out everything I’ve done wrong since this mission
started,” he grumbled.


 “Don’t say that,” she chided.
“Do you think David managed to become as good a leader as he is by not
listening to his friends and teammates?”


 “Well I can’t imagine they
attacked him like they just did me!”


 “No,” Cass agreed with a slight
smile. “I imagine Kat did it for them. We all need someone to point out our
mistakes,” she said quietly. “We’re too blind to our own faults and if we
continue like that then eventually we’ll overreach and fail. Friends and
teammates keep us grounded and aware of not only our strengths but our
shortcomings as well.” Her piece said, she stood and moved to the door. “We ‘attack’ you, Luke, because we care and
we want to see you become a strong leader.”


 “Sometimes,” Daniel added just
before she left, “admitting a weakness is a sign of strength.”


 Trusting that Daniel would help
Luke work through the injuries his pride had taken tonight, Cass found her room
and quietly entered. Amy was sleeping deeply, for once not tossing restlessly
with dreams. She’d been stressed since the beginning of the mission and Cass
worried that it would become too much for her. And their journey had barely
begun. Climbing into bed, she nestled down into the warm blankets. We’re all going to do some growing up on
this trip, she predicted. And it’s
not going to be painless.
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 Her gift woke Amy from a dead
sleep, it’s siren call able to penetrate even the most
exhausted mind. Groggily she opened her eyes and looked around. The fire in
their room had died down to little more than red coals. Surely that wasn’t what
had woken her? 


 And then she smelled it.


 Smoke. Lots of
it.


 Catapulting upright she listened
with both her ears and her gift. Her ears revealed nothing but the silence of
the night, not even the familiar sounds of the forest night animals were
audible. But her gift revealed her worst nightmare. Fire.  


 The inn was on fire.


 Throwing herself out of bed she
moved to where Cass was sleeping. “Wake up!”


 Her companion sat upright,
blinking sleep from her eyes. “Wha’s wrong?” she mumbled. 


 “The inn is on fire!” Amy said,
yanking her boots on and grabbing her satchel. “Get dressed and grab your stuff
now.”


 She hadn’t even finished her
sentence before Cass was bolting out of bed and shoving her feet into her
boots. “Go wake the others,” she said, hurriedly tying the laces. “I’ll meet
you outside.”


 Racing out into the hallway, she
began knocking on doors, shouting, “Wake up! The inn is on fire!” before moving on to
the next. 


 When she reached Luke’s door, he
was already on his way out. “I heard,” he said grimly. “Are you sure?”


 “Yes. You grab the ladies and
I’ll get everyone else out.” Not waiting for his response to her orders, she
continued down the hallway, noticing as she did that heat was beginning to
creep through her boots from beneath the floorboards. “Shasit!” she cursed.
Praying that there was still an open path from the stairs to open air, she continued
waking up disgruntled guests and hurrying them along.


 The innkeeper and his son met
her at the end of the hallway. “Go to the last room on the left,” the older man
ordered. “We can’t get through the main tavern, the whole first floor is
impassable.”


 The heat beneath her boots had
already been clue enough to the first floor’s condition so she didn’t bother
arguing. And with an inferno raging as aggressively as the one her gift was
identifying would be almost impossible for her to control without giving away
her true occupation. The guests herded into the small room while the innkeeper
assisted them through the window. His son led them across the rooftops to where
Luke was waiting on the ground to help them through the final leg of the climb. Amy waited
until everyone from her team was safely out the window before climbing out
herself. 


 What she saw almost made her
lose her balance. It wasn’t just the inn that was on fire. 


It was the entire town. 


“Move along!” the innkeeper shouted at her. Closing her
jaw with a snap, she hurried across
the steaming clay tiles and shimmied down the tree that had been utilized as a
makeshift ladder by the escapees. 


 “Luke,” she said softly when she
hit the ground, “do you think?”


 “Yeah,” he said grimly as he
helped another merchant down. “I do.”


 As she moved to where the rest
of her team was huddled, a woman’s wail stopped her cold. “Someone help me
please! My son is trapped!”


 The words turned her blood to
ice. My son is trapped. They
reverberated around inside her skull until the roar of the fire was nothing but
silence in comparison. 


 “Come on, Mi! I want to play too!”


 “No!
You’re too young!”


 “No
I’m not,” the little boy pouted. “I’m three,” he said defiantly as he held up
four fingers. “Imma big boy, momma says so.”


 “No,
Declan, you can’t play. Go away!”


 In that second, as that decade
old conversation was dredged up into the light, Amy made a decision. Turning on
her heel, she sought out the distraught mother in the crowd.


 The
woman was pointing to another burning inn, this one more engulfed in flames
than the one Amy had just escaped from, begging someone to save her son, her
eyes streaming tears of desperation and hopelessness. Those around her, pushed her away, muttering excuses under their breath.
Reaching out, Amy snagged the woman’s arm. “Where is he?”


 The woman stared at her
incomprehensibly. Amy shook her a little, “Your son, where is he?”


 Finally the woman seemed to
realize that Amy was serious and managed to get out, “third floor, last room on the left. But you
can’t! You will be killed! I can find a farmer or merchant to help!”


 Amy swept her arm around the
burning town and the people hurrying in the direction of the town gates and
safety. “Do you see anyone willing to help?” she asked angrily before she
started running toward the inn. “I’ll find you outside the walls. With your
son.”


 She
wouldn’t let the little boy die. She couldn’t. Digging into her satchel she
pulled out the mask and head covering that went with her uniform and tugged it
on. Reaching the inn, she barely paused before leaping through the door, now
hanging loosely open on its hinges due to warping from the intense heat of the
fire. 


 The heat was unbearable, the
flames moving like river rapids over the ceiling as it consumed the fuel it
needed to feed the conflagration. The walls and furniture were ablaze,
and if she didn’t move quickly so would she. Running across the main room, she
sprinted for the stairs, sensing more than seeing them due to the thick pall of
smoke, ignoring the burning sensations that were beginning to flare up on her body. Digging into
her gift, she ordered the flames near her to pull back. It worked a little, at
least now she was only dealing with superheated air and not the flames
themselves. 


 Halfway up the stairs, one of
the steps crumbled beneath her foot, dropping her. Only her instinctive grab at
the step above kept her from plummeting down to the first floor and the flames
below. But the maneuver cost her. While she managed to stop her descent, the jolt
that came with it against her ribs and shoulders distracted her and the flames,
released from her control, swarmed toward her again. The flames on the stairs
burned as she pulled herself forward and continued on.


 “Why can’t I play Mi? I want to play with you!”


 “No,
Declan, it’s too dangerous!”


 “But
you can protect me!”


 Reaching the second floor she
darted down the hallway to the stairway at the other end and climbed again.
Several of the steps were warped and broken, but she managed to avoid falling again
and successfully reached the third floor. 


 By now her lungs were burning
and her eyes felt as if she’d rubbed a mixture of salt and sand into them. The
uncontrollable urge to cough overtook her and she was forced to brace her hands
on her knees as her body attempted to rid her lungs of the noxious and
superheated air. She couldn’t
stop now, not when she was so close.


 The third floor was less of a
forest of flames, but the flames were growing stronger by the minute. But while
the flames may have been less ferocious, the smoke was thick as a heavy fog.
Hurrying down the corridor, although her shortness of breath made it more like
a drunk trot, she managed to locate the room the woman
had specified. Inside she scanned the room, looking for the boy. She found him
huddled by the bed, eyes closed.


 Squatting down she shook the
boy. He didn’t stir. No! she couldn’t be too late. Not again. 


 It was evening and Amy was practicing controlling her gift. Her parents
had designated the old barn as a safe place for her to practice because it had
been built out of stone and stone didn’t burn. However, in her absence at
school, one of her aunts had decided to use it to store all the furniture she’d
brought from the city when she’d moved in with her sister and brother-in-law.
As such, Amy only made small fires, ones that sat in the palm of her hand. 


 “Amy!”
her mother called. “Time for bed!”


 The
unexpected voice startled her and for a brief moment she lost control. The fire
jumped out of her hand and caught one of the numerous rugs carpeting the floor.
“Oh no!” Horrified, Amy tried to stomp it out, but that only seemed to
encourage the flames to grow bigger. She needed water.


 Darting
to the door, she raced to the well conveniently placed nearby and grabbed the
full bucket sitting next to it; one of the precautions her parents insisted on
when she practiced. Racing back as quickly as she could while hauling the
bucket she stopped in terror when she saw what the small fire had become. Her
small bucket would help nothing in the face of the giant before her. Dropping
the water she turned to leave and find her father when she heard a small voice.



 “Mi!
Help me! I can’t get out!”


 “Declan!”
she screamed. “Where are you?!”


 “Mi!
I’m scared!”


 She
ran into the flames only to be forced back by the heat. “Hold on Declan!” she
screamed. “I’m going to get da!” Turning, she ran for the house, screaming the
entire time, “Da! Da! Da! Come quick! The barn is on fire!”


 She’d
just reached the door when her father burst through. “Amy, what’s going on?”


 Panting
she sobbed, “The barn’s on fire, da, and Declan’s trapped inside!”


 “Lira!
Get the farm hands and start a bucket train!” he shouted into the house. “And
hurry!” He raced down the steps and Amy followed. When they reached the barn, she
was aghast at the amount of flames pouring through the windows and licking the
rooftop.


 “Declan!”
her father bellowed as he reached the barn. “Declan, hold on son, I’m coming!”
He dove into the flames, but like Amy was quickly pushed back by the heat.
“Amy, make me a path!” her father demanded as he prepared to try again.


 “I’m
not strong enough,” she cried. 


 “You
can do it,” he said fiercely. “Now make me a path!”


 Tapping
into her gift, Amy tried to draw the flames back from the door so her father could
enter and find her brother. 


 Amy shook herself out of the
memory and forced herself to focus on the boy before her. Tearing off the mask
and headpiece, she wrapped the boy in the flame resistant fabric before picking
him up and bracing him across her shoulders. When she stepped into the hallway,
the flames were licking their way up through the floor and had begun to trace a
path across the ceiling. She needed to hurry. Halfway down the hallway, the
roof gave way, crashing to the floor several meters in front of her. “Frierk!”
She needed a new way out.


 Hurrying into the nearest room
she ran to the window. Nothing. Crossing the hallway, she reached the window of
that room and caught the faintest hint of a tree further down the building.
Turning around, she didn’t stop moving until she reached the last door on the
right. Outside the window was a tall evergreen. It too was on fire, but not
nearly as consumed as the inn itself. It would have to do.


 When
she reached the window she wasted precious seconds breaking the pane and
clearing the way for her to leave. Then, with the boy still balanced on her
shoulders, she eased herself out the exit she had created. Glass shards cut
through her clothes and skin, but she ignored the sting. If she didn’t move soon, a few cuts would be
the least of her worries. Unluckily, the tree wasn’t close enough for her to
simply step off the window sill and onto a branch. She was going to have to
jump.


 Another wracking cough overtook
her before she could leverage herself in position and it was several seconds
more before she could inhale without being incapacitated. Shifting the boy so
he was draped over one shoulder, she carefully stood and angled herself so her
free arm would be available to catch the tree. Then, breathing deep, she
jumped.


 The collision with the tree was
worse than her fall through the staircase. Her hands screamed and protested,
refusing to maintain a secure grip on the trunk and her feet fumbled with a
foothold on the branches, forcing her to slide down several meters before she
was stopped by a tree branch that was situated directly in the way of her fall.
And with that sudden stop she almost lost the boy and her frantic attempts to
catch him almost sent them both flying out of the tree.


 “Amy!” It was hard to hear the
voice over the roar of the flames, but it penetrated her pain-clouded mind just
enough to catch her attention. Glancing down she saw a black-dressed figure
climbing up to her position. “Give me the boy,” he shouted. “I’ll carry him
down!” It took a moment but she finally placed the voice as Luke. Why was he
here and not hurrying the queen and her daughters to safety?!


 Still, she surrendered her
precious cargo and watched as Luke quickly carried them both down the tree. Her
own injuries forced her to move slower and now that she wasn’t fighting for her
life and the boy’s, they were screaming at her louder than the fire. 


 “We aren’t safe yet,” Luke
shouted when she reached the ground. “The entire town is about to collapse. We
need to get out now.”


 That was a decision she wasn’t
going to argue with. Together, they ran through the town center; or at
least Luke ran, Amy hobbled. He led them through the streets, weaving around burning carts and
well structures, before finally bringing them out a nearby gate. Surprisingly,
there wasn’t anyone waiting outside.


 “Where is everyone?” Amy asked,
her voice as rough as tree bark. 


 “I brought us out the south
gate,” Luke explained. “Everyone is meeting at the east gate.”


 “Oh.”


 “What in blazes persuaded you to
risk life and limb?!” he demanded.


 “No one else was helping,” Amy
wheezed, her eyes watering as the wind changed direction and blew smoke over
their location.


 “So you decided to risk your
life for a stranger when we have other
duties?”


 “I couldn’t leave him to die,”
she said, knowing that Luke wouldn’t understand.


 “Never mind that it almost
killed you to save him,” he muttered, running a critical eye over her. She
could only imagine what she looked like. Without her uniform to protect her
from the flames, she probably desperately needed a healer. 


 “It was the right thing to do,” she said stiffly.


 He blew out a huff of air.
“Fine. We’ll discuss this bout of insanity after you’re healed so I can yell at you and not feel guilty.
For now let’s get this boy back to his mother and you a healer’s
attention.” He led her around the wall,
after retrieving her mask and headpiece and handing it back to her. 


 “Won’t they be suspicious seeing
a single Guardian?” she asked, suddenly realizing that Luke was in his
distinctive armor. While she doubted just how much knowledge Cass and Lindsey
had when it came to the healing arts, she was more than willing to submit to
almost anything if it would numb the pain.


 “I’ll wait for you in the trees,”
he replied, pointing to a grove of thick evergreens. “Don’t take too long,” he
warned her. “Your burns are serious and we need to start treating them as soon
as possible.”


 Wearily, Amy took the boy from
Luke’s arms and slowly picked her way around the last curve in the wall. Almost
immediately she spotted a large crowd of people and prayed that someone would
notice her before she had to cross the entire distance to them. 


 Thankfully someone did. A woman
peeled away from the group and shot toward her crying, “Adien!” 


When the woman reached her, Amy gratefully surrendered
the boy to her arms. “He’s still alive,” she said. “But he needs a healer.”


 “Oh thank you! Thank you!” the
mother sobbed as she cuddled the boy to her chest. 


 Taking advantage of the woman’s
distraction, Amy turned and limped toward the forest, eager to disappear before
the woman and the rest of the townsfolk tried to pin her down with their
questions. She’d only just reached the woods, when Luke stepped out of the
shadows and gently draped one of her arms over his shoulder. The contact of her
raw skin with his uniform made her hiss, but she refused to pull away. She was
too tired to walk on her own.


 “Come on,” Luke said softly.
“There’s a large stream about a kilometer from here. We can treat your burns
there.”


 “I can just use the water from this,” she protested, holding up
her water-skein. “We need to
catch up with the others. Where are they by the way?”


 “I sent them on ahead,” he
explained as he steered her around a fallen tree. “And we’re going to the
stream. No arguments.”


 His voice had taken on a
stubborn tone and she didn’t have the energy to protest further. After what
felt like an eternity, she finally heard the soft murmur of water. In the
moonlight, she could just make out the glint of running water. Luke had
understated the size of the water formation. He set her down on a rock before
pacing upstream for several minutes. When he returned he said, “there’s a deep section just ahead. It should suffice for
what you need.”


 “And what do I need?” she
groaned as he helped her to her feet again. 


 “You are going to strip down to
your shift,” he eyed her askance, “if the fire didn’t destroy it as much as the
rest of your clothing, and then sit neck deep in that water until I get back.”


 “And where are you going?”


 “To see if I can find some herbs
to prevent you from getting sick from this crazy stunt you just pulled.”


 They reached the still portion
of the river and Luke helped unlace her dress and corset since she couldn’t
reach without injuring herself further. When she was wearing nothing but her
shift, Natalie would have a fit of
apoplexy if she saw us Amy thought with some humor, he pointed her to the
water. “In.”


 When her toes first hit the
water she just barely managed to hold in her shriek. “It’s freezing!” she
hissed.


 “It’s not that cold,” he said
calmly. “Get in.”


 Every step that raised the water
level to a new burn sent waves of agony flowing through her. But after a few moments,
but intense burning sensation would fade to throb in time with her heartbeat
before her skin went numb and she could feel nothing but the cocooning embrace
of the water. Luke didn’t leave until he was satisfied the majority of her body
was covered and when he left, he issued one last order before disappearing,
“Don’t get out until I tell you to.”


 If she wasn’t in so much pain,
the burns on her arms, chest, and shoulders were the worst, she would have
laughed at his overbearing “healer” attitude. When the coldness of the water
finally penetrated through the burns, she gave a sigh of relief. Shifting in
the water until she found a solid rock to brace her back and head against, she
relaxed and let her mind wander into empty thoughts. 


She was just starting to doze off when she heard Luke
returning. “Okay, you can get out of the water, but don’t leave the stream.”


“Don’t those two orders contradict each other?”


He made a frustrated sound in his throat. “You’re going
to go back in in a few minutes, but you need to give your skin a break from the
cold water.”


“How do you know so much about healing burns?” she asked
curiously as she leveraged herself onto the rock she’d been leaning against. 


For a long moment, it didn’t look as if he was going to
speak. “I have some experience,” he said finally.


“Experience as in you
were the one who was burned or in treating someone else who was burned?”


“Both,” he replied succinctly.


She eyed him. While she knew his second gift was fire, in
the three years they’d been working together, she’d never seen him seek out
Jenna for burn treatment. As soon as the night air had replaced the water on
her skin, the pain had begun to slowly return. It wasn’t long before her entire
body felt as if it was throbbing in time with each heartbeat. “What are you
doing?” she asked, trying to get her mind off the agony that was pouring
through her. He had seated himself near the riverbed and it looked like he was
crushing some plants on a large flat rock in front of him.


“You’re extremely lucky,” he told her seriously. “The
herbs you need to treat burns don’t grow everywhere. But I found a few askini
plants and some of these,” he held up a handful of green lacy plants littered
with small red flowers. “I also stumbled across a beehive further into the
woods.”


Ah, so he’d found both succulents and the morning fire
flower. She was lucky. And the
beehive was nothing short of a minor miracle. Honey was one of the best
treatments for wounds that she knew of. Even Jenna preferred to use honey and
succulents to treat burns rather than any of her poultices or herbal
concoctions. 


Luke had her get back into the water after he deemed a
suitable amount of time had passed for the numbness to fade from her skin; the
second time was significantly worse than the first and brought tears to her
eyes. After another twenty minutes or so, he ordered her out of the water and
over to where he had prepared the herbs and honey.


“So do you want to explain just what you were thinking
running into that burning building?” he demanded as he gently applied the paste
he’d made of the succulent and morning fire flower to the burns on her legs.


“The boy was trapped,” she hissed as the paste began to
interact with her burned skin, “and no one else was making any move to rescue
him. I had to do something!”


“There was a reason no one was willing to brave that
inn,” he countered angrily. “It was an inferno.
Anyone who would have tried to help the boy would have ended up dead
themselves.”


“I didn’t,” she said stiffly as he moved on to the burns
and blisters on her arms.


“You are gifted with fire,” he replied quietly, but still
fiercely. “And it almost killed
you as well.” After a minute he added, “you’re
very fortunate that none of the burns are charred.”


“I couldn’t leave him to die.”


“You put yourself and our entire mission in jeopardy for
a boy who might not survive the experience,” he said bluntly.


When he applied his herbal remedy to the burn over her
left shoulder blade, she let out a small yelp. “I couldn’t let him die,” she
repeated. Luke would never understand her motivation. But the idea of leaving
that child to die in a fire was a fate she couldn’t bear to contemplate. She
wouldn’t wish such a death on her worst enemy.


Luke moved to stand in front of her. “I understand,” he
said with a huff. “A child in danger pulls at all our heartstrings. But Amy,
children die all the time, you can’t rescue all of them. Risking your life for
one was the height of irresponsibility.”


She stared at him. “When did you become so callous?”


“Realistic,” he countered. “The boy’s own mother left him
to die in the flames.”


“You don’t know that. She could have been downstairs when
the fire started.”


“That’s almost worse. She left her child unattended while
she was downstairs drinking, gambling, or swiving. She didn’t care about his
fate until it was too late, what kind of life is it for a child with a parent
like that?”


Amy gaped at him. “Are you saying that I should have let
the boy die?”


“It might have been more merciful than a life of neglect
or abuse…”


“We’re sworn to protect the people,” she whispered
harshly. “I can’t in good conscious leave a child to die when there is a chance
I could save him.”


Luke’s eyes flashed. “We are sworn to deliver David’s
family to safety,” he replied angrily. “That mission comes first. And your
actions tonight endangered not only the mission but everyone on it.”


She glared at him, tightlipped. Maybe he was right, but
she didn’t regret her actions. She never would. 


Seeing that she wasn’t going to give a contrite apology
for her actions, Luke let out a heavy breath as he reached for the honeycombs
he’d scavenged. “I want your word that you won’t pull a stunt like that again
during this mission,” he said as he began to apply the honey to her injuries.


“I can’t—” she began to protest but he cut her off.


“Your word, Amy. Now.”


“Fine,” she spat angrily. “There’s no need to be so
highhanded about it.”


“There is when my concern is the protection of everyone
in our party,” he countered. “Even if that means protecting you from yourself.”


She didn’t have a reply to that so she remained mute and
utterly still while he finished the task he’d assigned to himself.


Stepping back, he eyed her critically. “It will have to
do for now,” he said finally before wrapping the remaining honeycombs in some
fabric—was that one of his shirts? “I don’t have any extra linen to wrap the
burns, but the honey should help keep infection out for now.”


Not wishing to appear too ungrateful, she managed a
stiff, “thank you,” before moving to pick her dress up.


“Don’t put it back on,” Luke said quickly, reaching to
take the gown from her. “Several of the burns have blisters and I don’t want to
risk the friction from the dress bursting them open.”


“Then what am I supposed to wear?” she asked
incredulously.


“For now? Just your shift.”


She glanced down at her torn and burnt shift in
disbelief. “You can’t be serious!”


“Until I can wrap the burns in linen to protect them, I’m
completely serious. Now come on, we’ve left the others alone for too long.”


"The others can handle themselves,” Amy muttered as
they began to pick their way through the forest. “And can I at least have my
shoes?”


He acquiesced and handed her the boots she’d discarded by
the river. “While I know that the others can handle themselves, we strongly
suspect that the fires were set to draw us out,” he explained. “I don’t want to
leave them alone if that’s the case.”


Unfortunately she’d had the same thought before escaping
from the inn they’d taken shelter in that night. Another thought suddenly
occurred to her. “Where is my satchel?”


“I found it in the streets,” his tone gave the impression
that he felt that that oversight was another of her failings tonight, “I gave
it to Rachel to carry.”


“Did you manage to get our horses out of the barn before
it was destroyed?”


“Daniel managed it, though a few of the townsfolk tried
to relieve him of them during the
chaos. That was another reason I sent them on ahead. Almost everyone in that
town lost everything. Theft was about to become rampant.”


They walked for almost two radians before they met up
with the rest of their party. By that time, Amy was thoroughly miserable. The
paste Luke had made from the succulents and morning fire flower, while it had
initially soothed and perpetuated a cooling effect, its properties were
significantly less effective now. So when they finally walked into the
makeshift campsite where everyone had taken shelter for the remainder of the
night, all she wanted was the opportunity to slip into a deep sleep that erased
the pain.


“You found her!” Cass said in relief when they arrived.
“We were beginning to worry.” Stepping around the fire, she stopped abruptly
once she saw Amy’s lack of proper attire.


“Do you sense any of our pursuers on the wind?” Luke
asked, apparently deciding not to reveal his opinions on Amy’s actions to the
group.


“Not so far,” Rachel replied, sourly. “Why?”


“We’re going to need to stay here for as long as we can.
Amy’s acquired some painful burns.”


Cass hurried over, tsking the entire way. “I can help
with that,” she said as she looked Amy over. “It looks like you treated them
already though,” she commented upon seeing the herbs and honey.


“He dunked me in a river and applied a succulent and
morning fire paste before covering me in honey,” Amy grumbled. 


Across the fire, Rachel snorted. “Well next time, don’t
go rushing into burning buildings then.” Next to her, the Queen and Roseanna
gave Amy sympathetic looks. Lillian was staring at her like she was a hero on
par with the heroines from the stories she’d read in the castle library. 


“Why is Rachel so cranky?” Luke demanded.


“Rachel,” she
said tartly, emphasizing her own name, “is cranky because I was tired and was
finally enjoying a soft bed and restful sleep when someone decided to set the
bed on fire beneath me.” 


“Come on,” Cass said, taking Amy by the hand. “Lindsey
and I prepared some more of the salve. I’m guessing the painkilling properties
have worn off?”


“You’d guess right.”


“Luke do you happen to have any more honey?”


“It’s in my satchel.”


“Perfect.” Cass moved to stand a little behind Amy and
then stopped. “What happened to your hair?!”


“What?” Amy started to turn around, but Cass stopped her.


“No, you don’t want to look,” the older girl said firmly.
“Luke, why didn’t you take care of this mess earlier?”


“I was a little busy making sure she didn’t catch an
infection,” he said tartly.


Cass made a little noise in her throat. “Well, I hope you
don’t find short hair scandalous,” she said, drawing a knife from her belt with
a soft snick. “Lindsey come help me.”


In moments, the two girls managed to shear off all of
Amy’s hair until all she was left with just barely reached her chin. “It will
have to do,” Lindsey finally announced after studying their handiwork.
“Consider yourself lucky that the hair didn’t burn all the way to your scalp.”


“Right now I care more about dulling the pain,” Amy
admitted. “Natalie can worry about my hair for me.”


Across the fire, Elizabeth laughed. “She’s going to have
a fit when she sees you now.”











Chapter
14


Khidamun Sea


Jenna took command as soon as
the fish on the deck were dead. She worked to help the five Skinwalkers and
Tyler who had taken hits from the poisonous barbs during the battle. Tyler,
despite the hallucinations that were beginning to claim his mind, asserted that
her salves cooled the burning and eased the throbbing— none of the Skinwalkers
were in any condition to speak. 


 Kathryn,
David, and Natalie kept up their barriers for nearly a full radian, giving
Jenna time to get the healing process started as well as maintaining a
protective barrier against any surprise attacks while Matt removed the tails of
all the creatures left on board. By dusk no flying fish had ventured near the
ship again. 


 Natalie
surveyed the deck with disgust. “Ugh. They’re disgusting.” She looked,
unsuccessfully, for a path that would take her below deck without having to wade ankle deep through fish carcasses that were beginning
to stink. “Matt! Instead of cutting off their thrice cursed tails, couldn’t you
have just thrown them overboard?”
Beside her, Leia slipped in the blood and water and grabbed Natalie to keep
from falling—both tumbled down into the mess.


 “EWW!!!!!!!!”
Natalie leaped up and tried to brush off the slime that covered her back and
legs and then shrieked again as she realized she was getting it on her bare
hands. Just then, a partially devoured fish carcass landed beside her and she
let out a loud yelp. 


Looking up, she caught sight of
the source. “Destiny, watch it!” she complained. The bird in question was atop
the ship’s foremast and was eagerly pulling the flesh from a second fish that
was tightly secured in her talons. She paused for a moment and looked down at
the blonde human below her with intelligent eyes, considered the situation,
squawked once at the interruption, and then returned to tearing another chunk
of meat from her prey.


“Well, at least someone got her dinner,” Natalie
grumbled to no one in particular.


 The
boys helped get the injured below decks where Jenna could keep an eye on them.
Matt disappeared into the mess to prepare dinner.


 When
Natalie saw barbless tails peeking out of a cooler she shrieked. “Matt, you
aren’t serious!”


 He
turned from the stove he was trying to light, “Serious about what? Making
dinner? You said you were hungry.”


 Natalie
pointed to the fish tail. “You can’t expect us to eat those!”


 Matt
shrugged. “Free food is free food.”


 “But
what if they’re toxic?”


 “Nah.
Something toxic wouldn’t have a poisonous tail to defend itself.”


 Natalie
wasn’t entirely convinced but shrugged and let it go. She purposefully didn’t
remind him about Kathryn and Jenna’s firm request that he not prepare seafood for their afternoon meal. The two girls would make sure he would
remember the next time in their own special ways. Instead, she headed into the
ship to see if Jenna needed any help.


҉҉҉


Up on deck, David and Kathryn
were surveying the remaining fish carcasses and casting wary eyes at the calm
water.


 “You
really should get your shoulder looked at,” Kathryn advised grabbing his
uninjured arm with one of hers and spinning him around so that she could look
at his injury. 


David tried to shrug her off,
but the look she gave him convinced him that he would lose this particular
battle. “Tyler and the others need it
more than I do,” he protested as she began to pick the teeth out of the wound.
A hiss escaped his teeth when one of the teeth she grabbed proved to be impaled
deeper and, judging by the sharp pain that exploded through his arm when she
touched it, was piercing a nerve of some sort. 


 “Be
that as it may, it still needs to be looked at.” 


 Her
hand still rested on the tooth, but mercifully wasn’t moving and therefore
wasn’t causing him any more pain. “Breathe in deeply,” she ordered briskly.
“And then on the count of three let it out. Slowly.”


 He
did as instructed and when he had let out half of his breath, she yanked the
offending object out of his arm. His shout of pain and outrage echoed across
the water as his vision went red, then white. When he could breathe normally
again, he shot her a glare.


 “Better?”
she asked casually.


 “Oh
yes, a throbbing pain that feels too overwhelming to be contained by my arm is
so much better than an occasional sharp sting,” he replied sarcastically.


 “Keep
that attitude up and next time I won’t make the removal so easy,” she warned
calmly.


 “Easy?
You call that easy?”


 “When
you exhale, your body relaxes. Had I pulled the tooth out when you were focused
on what I was doing, the pain would have been much worse.”


 “It
was pretty karcking bad on its own,” he groused, making a mental note to avoid
nerve injuries at all cost in the future. 


 “Oh,
grow a thicker skin,” she replied a little heatedly. “I bet you didn’t even
notice that I got the rest of them out while you were focused on grinding your
teeth into powder.”


 Glancing
down, David was chagrined to see that she was correct. He hadn’t noticed her removing the remaining teeth. “Thanks.”


 She
quickly wrapped his arm in some bandages, hastily torn from the hem of her tunic,
to stem the bleeding that her probing had restarted. 


 “That
still needs to be looked at,” she told him.


 “I’ll
get around to it,” he promised distractedly, surveying the deck. They needed to
get it cleared off as quickly as possible. The last thing they needed was for
the carcasses to start rotting and introduce the possibility of infection. 


 “Now.”



 “Jenna’s
busy.”


 “Then
at least ask Natalie for an infection killing salve,” she ordered, giving him a
push in the direction of the hatch. “You aren’t going to be of any use if
you’re delirious with fever.”


 “Truer
words never spoken,” Jenna said as she materialized to his right. “I’m wasting
precious time in treating everyone else’s injuries by coming to you. Next time
don’t make me seek you out,” she reprimanded him briskly.


Her reminder threw a large
bucket of cold water on his ego. “Sorry, Jen.”


She grumbled at him under her
breath and unwrapped the binding that Kathryn had just placed on his wound. She
frowned at both him and the wound, making David suspect that there was already
something wrong with it. She prodded gently at the edges of his wound and he
refrained from making a snide comment to Kathryn about the correct way to treat
a wound. 


Finally, Jenna delved into the pocket
on her apron and brought out a small satchel. “Cover the wound with this and
then rebind it. If I don’t reapply the salve tonight, I need you to make sure
it happens.” She skewered David with a glare and pointed at Kathryn. “And if
you lie when she asks if you’ve gotten your second treatment—


David held up his hands in
surrender before she finished the threat. “I swear, Jen. I won’t lie.”


“You’d better not,” she groused.
“Because I’ll send Kat up to mete out your punishment.”


 Kathryn
smirked, dipping her fingers into the pouch and smearing the salve over his
wound. David bit his lip against the initial stinging sensation. “How’s Tyler?”


 “He’ll
be all right, and so will the others. The toxin doesn’t appear to be as deadly
as I originally thought.” 


Darcy limped up beside her, fish
teeth glinting in the sunlight from where they were imbedded in his right
thigh. “You can tell that after just
being exposed to the poison a radian ago?” 


 Jenna
frowned at his wound. “Ninety percent of
the deadly toxins in this kingdom behave in a certain manner and this toxin is
nowhere close. Sit down,” she ordered. When he remained standing she grabbed
the nerve in his shoulder and forced him down. Darcy shot him a beleaguered
look which David, after pointedly eyeing his arm and Kathryn, returned. 


 “What
about the other ten percent?” David asked, gritting his teeth as Kathryn
rewound the cloth. “Gently, please,” he complained when her ministrations
became rough. 


 Jenna
paused in picking out teeth from Darcy’s leg and gave him a long stare. “I’m a
healer David. I’d hardly be of any use to you if I didn’t know the signs of the
poisons that didn’t follow the normal pattern.”


 “Of
course.” David let out a brief shout as Kathryn finished tying the cloth,
pulling it tighter than he believed it needed to be. He sent her a quick glare.
She glared back.


 Leia
joined them from down below. “What do we do now?”


 “I
want all of us to change into our uniforms as soon as possible,” David hissed
as the stinging from the salve gradually began increase in intensity. “Stars
Jenna, is the salve supposed to sting like this?” 


 “Of
course it is,” she responded indignantly. “The sting means it is working.”


 Kathryn
shook her head at him and grinned. 


 “Easy
for you to laugh,” he muttered. “You didn’t get injured at all.”


 “Because
I didn’t let myself get distracted,” she replied a tad too smugly for his
taste.


 “Did
you see how many were flying at us?” he asked heatedly. “I couldn’t keep track
of them all.”


 “We’re
about to face a creature out of legend and we can’t handle a few flying fish?”
She shook her head in disgust. “If we allow ourselves to get distracted in a
small battle like this one, how can we expect to face the Nauro?”


 He
wanted to argue, but the karcing woman had a point. They’d both seen how fast
the creature moved. Compared to the Nauro, the flying fish were lazy donkeys
and about as dangerous as pond lillies. The Dragons
should have had no problem facing the fish without injuries. But his shoulder
was partially shredded and Tyler had taken a poisoned barb to his leg. He
didn’t even know if anyone else was injured. Frierk, he needed to fix that immediately. Some leader he was. “Was
anyone else injured?”


 “Just
Tyler and the Skinwalkers. Natalie and Leia have some blisters and wood
splinters in their palms from their weapons, but aside from that no one else
was injured.”


 But
they could have been; David knew it without a doubt. And, as he took a moment
to really look, he could see that Kat wasn’t as uninjured as she had said.
Numerous scratches and puncture marks dotted her clothing. The only difference
between her injuries and his was that his seemed to be more noticeable. He
wondered how hard she’d fight him if he refused to see Jenna again unless she
got her own wounds treated as well. Knowing her, he wouldn’t have the energy to
spare.


Catching her narrowed gaze, he
forced his mind to return to the previous topic they’d been discussing before
his mind had wandered off in a new direction. Something about
very few injuries…and being lucky. Right. They’d been caught off guard
too many times on this mission already. David wasn’t one to believe in luck or
supernatural beings but at the moment he was ready to believe that someone, somewhere had it out for them. “I think we’ll have less trouble if
we arm ourselves with weapons and armor,” he finally said.


 Jenna
stared at him. “I can see how that would help those injured, but why do the
rest of us need to put it on?”


 “To
prevent further accidents from
occurring,” he said darkly. 


 “You
don’t believe that this was a random attack?” Darcy asked, surprised. “They’re
fish, David. Not mercenaries or bandits. For all we know they ate some
poisoned…whatever it is that fish eat.”


 “What’s
the chance that the nauro, a creature that several intelligence reports have
managed to isolate its activities in southern Almaera, suddenly attacks Kathryn
and I at a time when we’re both
unarmed and unprotected in Cadras?” David asked.


 “Slim.”
Since Kathryn hadn’t even hesitated over her answer, David guessed that she’d
already thought this through as well. 


 “I
hadn’t thought of that,” Darcy admitted after a moment. “But still…malicious
fish?”


 “We didn’t wear our armor on the boat because
we didn’t have any enemies on this ship and we deluded ourselves by the fact that we would have a smooth trip between my
wind and Kathryn’s water powers. Yet these fish attack us when no one’s wearing
any protection—taking us completely by surprise. We know that people can have
the gift of animal influence. Who’s to say that someone didn’t take control of
the entire school of fish and order them to attack us.”


 “David’s
right.” The sudden appearance of Leia’s voice into the conversation startled
the group. The shy brunette blushed under their scrutiny but amazingly continued
doggedly on. “It is possible to take control over a multitude of animal minds
if the minds are simple enough.”


 Impressed,
David studied Leia. At the glade she’d gotten a little more vocal about voicing
her opinions, when she had them that is, but outside of their family she never
spoke unless prodded. For her to speak in front of Darcy and the remaining
uninjured Skinwalkers who were standing behind him was a huge leap of courage.
“Did you sense anything during the attack, Leia?” he asked curiously, interested
to know what had prompted her to speak up.


 She
flushed and shook her head. “Sorry, no,” she apologized, her gaze lowering to
the planks. “I was concentrating on not getting hit.”


 “We
all were,” Darcy assured her. “But how do you know that it isn’t just some
disgruntled Guardian candidate who was rejected by the Council who’s utilizing
his gift to make others as miserable as him?” he asked, turning to David.


 “I
don’t,” David admitted. “But I doubt it’s someone holding a grudge against the
Council. They keep close tabs on anyone they reject and at the first sign of
mayhem they act. At the same time, this mission is known only to those of us on
the Lightning and the King so I don’t
know who would know of this mission to create trouble.”


 “Don’t
forget Elyon,” Leia added.


 David
nodded. “Of course, and Elyon. But Elyon isn’t the troublemaker any more than
Darcy is. I think.”


 Darcy
gave him an amused smile. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, brother.”


 “Somebody,”
Kathryn said slowly. “Somebody else has to know.”


 Darcy
still looked doubtful. “Are we sure these aren’t just random acts of nature?”


 “The
Nauro?” she asked pointedly as Matt joined them from below. He smelled strongly
of fish and burnt flesh. David wondered if he was having trouble cooking on the
stove. 


“That’s probably not random,” Darcy conceded.
“After all the Nauro targets strong magic and two powerfully gifted Guardians
together would act as a very strong magnet. However, I have a hard time
believing that these suicidal fish are being controlled by someone who’s out to
get you. That takes a lot of power and concentration, especially if you’re a
long distance away and since I don’t see land or ship anywhere on the horizons
they’d have to be an especially long distance away.”


 Matt
shrugged. “We’ve seen stranger things and these are suspicious times with a
supposed Brotherhood out to destroy the Guardians. What do you think, Leia?
Could someone have influenced the fish to come at us like that?”


 Before
Leia could reiterate her opinion, Darcy’s shocked outburst overwhelmed them
all. “Out to destroy the Guardians? What are you talking about?!”


 David
eyed his brother. “Surely you heard the reports?”


 Darcy’s
eyes were as wide as a sword pommel as he shook his head. “All I’ve heard is
that there is a cult who is interested in making life difficult for the
Guardians as part of a revenge mantra. I’ve never heard anything about
destruction!”


 “Well
you didn’t hear it from us,” Matt told him seriously. “King Derek and the rest
of the Council will have our heads if this gets out.”


 Darcy
whipped his gaze across them all, examining their level of seriousness. “Why
haven’t they told the rest of us?” he asked after finally seeming to determine
that they weren’t playing with him. 


 “Because
it’s really only an assumption at this time,” Kathryn answered. “And the
Council doesn’t exactly wholeheartedly agree with those assumptions. Our
suspicions are based off of Lord Tanner’s dying words and even those were
somewhat cryptic.”


 David
made a face at her. “Like you’d know. You weren’t even conscious at the time.”
And it was a mission he preferred not to think about. They’d almost lost her
before their first year as a family was over. He considered that close call a
personal failure. 


 “You’d
be surprised what I heard,” she replied quietly.


 He
looked at her curiously. “What does that
mean?”


 She
shook her head. “I’ll tell you later.”


 “So,
really, the Guardians don’t have anything,” Darcy stated, returning to the
original topic.


 Matt
nodded his head sadly. “We don’t know anything except that there’s a
Brotherhood and that its members hate Guardians.”


 “Well
that narrows it down to just about every thief and lawbreaker in the kingdom,”
Kathryn said sardonically.


 “And
they have swords that can block a Guardian’s sword,” Leia added timorously.


 Darcy’s
eyes got bigger. “What?! Swords that
can block ours? I didn’t know
that was even possible.”


 “We
didn’t either,” Matt admitted. “Until David met up with one on our first day on
patrol.”


 Darcy
grimaced. “What a welcome.”


 David
nodded. “Aside from that, that’s all we know.” 


Well, aside from the fact that
the swords melted into a puddle of
blood and then disappeared into the ground when their wielder died, but
figuring that Darcy and his family had been through enough with the attacks on
his family and the deaths they had survived—and that the melting property of
the swords wasn’t life threatening—he didn’t feel the need to worry his brother
further. It any case, it was a characteristic that detail-oriented Darcy could
hardly miss if he came across it. 


 “No
identities of the members or leaders?” Darcy asked.


 His
brother shook his head. “If we do, it’s only the Council who knows and they’re
keeping it a closely guarded secret.”


 Leia,
who had been looking around the circle noticed a look
of dawning comprehension on Kathryn’s face. “Kathryn, what is it?” she asked
worriedly. 


 The
rest of the group, turning in time to see the look before Kathryn wiped it from
her face, echoed Leia’s question.


 Kathryn
shook her head slowly, “Nothing’s wrong—I just want to kick myself.”


 “I’m
sure Natalie would be willing to do that for you,” David told her with a grin.
“But why?”


 She
shot him a glare over his first comment, but surprisingly didn’t comment. “It’s
just…when you mentioned our first patrol, Matt…”


 “What
about it?”


 “Well,
the day before I went out into the woods and stumbled upon two men talking
about something that didn’t make any sense to me.”


 “What
did they say?” Jenna asked quickly.


 “I
believe I overheard them talking about Lord Tanner’s induction into the
Brotherhood.” Stunned silence followed her announcement. David felt like she
had just knocked the air out of his lungs. “There’s more,” she told them.


 “How
could there be more?” he finally managed, aware that some heat had crept into
his tone but unable to control it in his present state. 


 He
watched as she took a deep breath and then, looking him directly in the eyes,
said steadily, “I think I overheard the name of the leader.” 


“WHAT?!”
David exploded, his shock overcoming his ability to control his emotions. After
a moment he glanced around their small circle. Darcy, Matt, and Leia looked
just as stunned as he was. Jenna, however, merely appeared thoughtful. 


“I just remembered,” Kathryn returned quickly.
“It was something I completely disregarded since I ended up later killing one
of the two men and never seeing the other again.”


Frantic footsteps sounded on the
stairs below deck. The door burst open and Natalie, followed by a pale Tyler
with a very swollen side, raced onto the deck.


“Where’s the trouble!” Natalie
cried, brandishing her fighting knives.


“Are those blasted fish back?”
Tyler demanded. He’d dragged his sword on deck with him, but it was functioning
more as a cane than a weapon. 


“What are you doing out of bed!”
Jenna shrieked at Tyler.


Matt turned to Kathryn with a
grin on his face. “Ah, family.”


Chaos ensued for several moments
as several people began talking at once. Jenna was shouting at Tyler for being
irresponsible and not lying down. Natalie was shouting about trouble and Matt
was laughing his head off.


Finally, in an attempt to regain
order, David brought his hands to his mouth and let out a piercing whistle. He
noticed with some amusement that they all immediately looked to Kathryn. Even
Destiny, who had perched herself on the mizzenmast during the fight, flew down
and perched herself on her forearm. For her part, Kathryn stared at Destiny in
disbelief. “Traitor,” she muttered to the bird who was
busy canting her head from side to side. “He doesn’t sound anything like me.”


Smothering a smirk that Destiny
actually responded to one of his
commands, however unintentional, David turned to the two newcomers. “Natalie,
There’s no trouble. Tyler, get back in bed. Matt, stop laughing…I think your
fish are burning. Kathryn, explain what you mean when you said that you know
the identity of the leader of the Brotherhood.” He strove to keep his emotions
in check as he gave his last order, but it came out sounding more like he was
chewing gravel. 


“WHAT?” Natalie shrieked.


Tyler looked just as stunned as
Matt, who hadn’t made any move to return to his fish, and Darcy just held his
breath, waiting for the next revelation that would shock his world. 


 Kathryn
took a deep breath. “I didn’t say that I knew his identity. I just know what
two of his men called him.”


 “What?”
David was losing what little patience he had left.


 Kathryn
eyed him the way she used to do when she was annoyed with him. He didn’t care.
She was being deliberately obtuse, it had been years since he’d had to drag
information out of her this way, and he didn’t like it now any more than he had
then. “They called him Daaman. Whether it’s his true name or a code I have no
idea.”


 Darcy
seemed to finally find his voice. “Probably a codename. I know that if I was
the leader of an illegal underground cult that hated Guardians I wouldn’t want
to use my real name.”


 “Darcy’s
probably right,” Tyler agreed. “It wouldn’t be prudent to use one’s real name in
a situation like that.” David glanced back at his friend and discovered that
the older boy’s complexion was frighteningly pale and a sheen
of sweat covered his body, his bare chest glistening in the sunlight like he’d
just been caught in a rainstorm. 


 Jenna
scowled at him. “David and I told you to go back to bed.”


 David
honestly wasn’t sure that Tyler could make it back to his hammock. He trusted
that Jenna knew what she was doing, but despite her claim that the poison
wasn’t bad, Tyler looked awful. 


 “And
miss all the excitement?” The older boy grunted, his
face contorting as he appeared to will his stomach contents to stay down. 


 “She’s
right, Tyler,” Leia spoke up. “You need to conserve your strength for the fight
ahead.”


 A
worried look crossed Tyler’s face. “What fight ahead? Are the fish coming
back?”


 “Hopefully
not,” David replied. “But what with all that’s been happening on this trip, I
wouldn’t count on a leisurely cruise or any respite until we make landfall in
Almaera. And even then we’re probably going to need to be cautious.”


 When
the older boy still refused to budge, Jenna took matters into her own hands.
She grabbed the top of Tyler’s ear and dragged him back down the stairs,
scolding him the entire way. Leia and Natalie followed, struggling to keep from
giggling. Matt finally returned to his fish, unable to hold in his laughter
while Kathryn, David and Darcy remained on deck. 


 Darcy
was shaking his head and smiling. “You’re fortunate, David. Our family had been
together for over five years before the deaths of Elena, Sharee, Jaide, and
Nara— and we never became as close as your family appears to be.”


 “And
here I was, thinking that we needed more time together as a family to bond,”
David replied dryly.


 Darcy
shook his head, “You guys are perfect.”


 David
grinned and turned to Kathryn, all his earlier ire forgotten, “You hear that?
We’re perfect.”


 “Somebody
needs his eyes checked.”


҉҉҉


Withy Tyler, their only other
healer injured, Jenna enlisted Matt to assist her in treating the Skinwalkers. and their fallen comrade. One of them, Rishard, if she
remembered his name correctly, had taken two barbs to his right buttocks. “Matt, he’s never going to fit into his
uniform with this amount of swelling. We’re going to have to relieve some of
the pressure.” 


For whatever reason, Rishard had
suffered a severe reaction to the toxin and the tissue surrounding the wound
had nearly doubled in size. His reaction worried Jenna. If it was bad enough it
could travel to his lungs and throat and cut off his ability to breathe. 


“Cut off his trousers and apply
some of that brown antiseptic potion where the barbs penetrated his skin,” she
instructed while pointing across the table to an already half empty bottle as
she searched through her supplies for something
to counteract the toxin.


 “What!
You want me to do what?” he exclaimed.


 She
answered him quickly with what she knew the others jokingly referred to as her
‘healer’s voice’…the one that brooked no argument, “you heard me, now get to
it.”


 “I
don’t think so, you’re going to have to find someone else to do this job,” he said while pointing at
Rishard’s backside.


 Exasperatedly,
Jenna grabbed a few herbs and a salve she’d once used to treat Elizabeth when
she’d accidentally angered a hive of hornets. “Matt, please! There’s no time to
argue about this. The longer the procedure is put off the worse his condition
gets. I need your help now,” she implored.


 He
sighed and looked at the large mound on the table. Jenna could understand his hesitancy. Just
looking at the…injury made her want
to run back out on the deck and face more of those fish. And she was used to
all manner of blood, gore, and…odd injuries.


“Alright, but you are going to owe me for this.”
He retrieved a dagger from a stowage bin and returned back to his assignment
and while assessing the task he added, “owe me a lot.”


 Relieved
that he had finally agreed without more haggling required on her part, she said
nothing as she prepared an awl by heating the tip in the cooking stove. Matt
removed Rishard’s clothes averting his eyes as much as possible and as a result
it was taking him an inordinately long time to complete this first task.


“Matt would you stop worrying
about offending his modesty and hurry up!” It wasn’t like Rishard was awake to
feel embarrassed…


“I’m not worried about his
modesty! I’m worried I’ll be traumatized if I…take in too much!” he protested
as he incrementally cut at a trouser leg.


 “Matt,
it would go a lot faster if you actually watched what you were doing,” she said
exasperatedly. 


“Why can’t David do this?” Matt
grumbled to himself, but still managed to get Jenna’s patient ready for
treatment.


“Because David’s injured too and
working on our defenses with Kat and Natalie,” Jenna returned tartly.


 


Once Rishard’s backside was
exposed, Matt found it difficult to turn his eyes away from the oddity in front
of him. As hard as he tried to do
otherwise, he found himself gawking. It
was purple and it was huge. It wagged from side to side in rhythm with the
movement of the ship. He had never seen such a disproportionately large buttock
in all his life. Well, at least half of
it was, which made the entire bloated mass both fascinating and
disturbing. “I am going to have nightmares,”
he said to himself.


Rishard chose that moment to
regain consciousness and shifted, causing his rump to jiggle some more. “What? Did you say something?” he grunted in
reply.


Matt shook his head. “No, just
stay put, and…quit doing that.”


“Doing what, I’m just lying
here,” he groused.


“Never mind. Jenna
can we please get this over with?


Jenna gave Matt a determined
look and said, “I’m ready.”


As Jenna probed with the red hot
awl, Rishard jolted and moaned with pain. His movement caused the mass to wobble
like a stampeding cow’s milk sack. Finally satisfied with how to proceed, Jenna
quickly lanced the balloon in several locations.


 Ricard
screamed in pain and bucked on the table. Matt, reacting more out of instinct
than anything else, reached out to hold him down and pressed vigorously on the
swollen mass. While his actions ultimately were what was required at the time
to purge the infection, Matt was in no way prepared for the streams of rust colored fluid and
smelly gas that gushed out of the wound, covering his hands and arms. His eyes
watered from the debilitating stench.


 “That…is
just…nasty, he gasped as his stomach
fought vigorously to expel its limited contents. He then staggered away from
the table and headed topside. “I won’t be able to eat for a week,” he lamented.


 Jenna
cheerfully called after him, “thanks Matt,” as he disappeared up the stairs.


҉҉҉


 Once
twilight had darkened the sky, David set himself and Kathryn up on watch, in
case of another attack, while the rest of their party rested below. As per
David’s earlier instructions, everyone, even the sick, were
dressed in their uniforms.


 As
Jenna had predicted, the order helped speed the recovery of the injured as the
Cirin lent its abilities to healing its wearer. By the end of the evening
watch, Tyler was looking much better and even managed to sit up when David
stopped by to visit and have Jenna reapply the salve to his shoulder—which had
stung just as badly as the first time. When he’d told Jenna, she’d surmised
that the teeth had contained a low level of the toxin found in the tails and
had promptly gone in search of Darcy so she could torture him with her stinging
poultice as well. 


҉҉҉


 Tyler’s
prediction of the fish returning came true after night had fallen. They
glimmered with an iridescent green and blue glow that only served to make them
easier to hit with a sword. Kathryn, after ordering David not to move or use
his magic, had marshaled Matt and Natalie to the main deck. While the two girls
formed another barrier, Matt made short work of the fish remaining on deck,
slashing them with a pair of Kathryn’s sharp knives—why he didn’t use his own,
David hadn’t quite determined— while David watched. Finally willing to admit
that his shoulder was killing him, David left Kathryn and Matt on duty around
midnight so that he could get some sleep. They’d been pestering him all night
to go find his hammock, but he hadn’t wanted to leave them. Recognizing how
useless he’d been when they’d fought off that second attack of fish had finally
prompted him to turn in for the remainder of the night. His exhaustion tore at
him even as he attempted to heave himself into his hammock and as soon as his
head was horizontal he was asleep.


 When
David woke the next morning he quickly ventured up onto the deck—stopping short
at the sudden whiteness of the scene before him. 


 Hundreds
of milling sea-going birds covered the deck, and no doubt the fish, concealing
everything. There was no sign of Matt or Natalie anywhere. 


Kathryn was standing by the
wheel and at his questioning gesture pointed to a pair of odd shaped bird
covered lumps near the foremast. His laughter served to startle the birds, it did not however, prove enough to make them go
away.


 The
sudden sound of Natalie shrieking did. David collapsed to his knees with
laughter as he realized that his two friends had collapsed from exhaustion onto
the deck in the middle of the night and had subsequently provided roosting for
the birds after they had gorged themselves on fish carcasses.


 Matt
startled out of a sound sleep, leapt to his feet—only to find himself in a
hurricane of bird feathers.


 David
was on his knees with tears in his eyes as his three friends struggled against
the frantic birds in a battle they unbelievably seemed to be losing. Natalie was
shooting balls of fire at the birds in frustration and Kathryn was trying her
best to put out the fires with water balls before they hit the confused
creatures. Finally the birds were gone and all that was left were hundreds of
feathers still falling lazily to the deck. Frantic footsteps sounded below
deck. 


 Natalie
pointed one finger at David, threateningly, “Not one word!”











Chapter
15





Northern Coast of
Cadras


Near the Myr Marsh


 


Darcy and his crew readied the
ship to put in to a small local port near the southern end of the Myr Marsh,
claiming the need to restock and gather information—but not before warning the
Dragons that this particular port was known for its reputation as a pirate and
thug haven rather than a respectable trading post. David had eyed his older
brother, asking why in kingdom’s name Darcy
had brought them to one of the few locations in the kingdom that was literally
infested with the sorts of people that probably hated the Guardians more than
the Brotherhood did? Darcy hadn’t even blinked before explaining that aside
from the noble court, he had never found another group of people more
self-serving than bandits and pirates. If they wanted accurate intelligence on
where the nauro was currently roaming, they needed to learn where every selfish
lowlife was being told to avoid.


Kathryn had wholeheartedly
agreed with his reasoning, much to David’s apparent exasperation and Matt’s
everlasting amusement. Lately, Matt seemed to be viewing David and Kathryn has
his radianly source of entertainment, something Leia couldn’t quite understand.
Even more surprising was the way David, and especially Kathryn, appeared to
tolerate his antics. When the redhead had first started watching
their…discussions and adding his own commentary, Leia had half expected Kathryn
to pitch him overboard. Either Kathryn’s patience had grown in the last few
years to extraordinary levels or she somehow found him as amusing as he found
her.


Deciding that having the local inhabitants
learn that the new visitors to their port were Guardians would rate as a
worst-case scenario, David had instructed them all to pose as deckhands and
merchants. At that particular announcement, or rather how apparently obvious it
was, Kathryn turned her eyes upward while slowly shaking her head. Her mild
good humor had lasted until she had learned just what part David and Darcy had
cooked up for her. David was to take on the persona of a minor lord, one
unafraid of brushing elbows with the less-than-respectable, and Jenna was to be
his betrothed; leaving the rest of the women to play the part of
ladies-in-waiting. Much to Natalie’s amusement this had forced Kathryn into a
dress for the duration of the port visit. When Kathryn had protested, Darcy had
informed her with bemusement that the only other potential role she could fill
would be that of a ship’s woman…which would still involve wearing a dress. Only one far less…respectable. Leia had been afraid that
Kathryn would toss the crown prince overboard at that statement. Even David had looked shocked. Kathryn had
glared at Darcy for several long moments before disappearing below decks. After
she’d left, Leia had observed David and his brother exchange heated words, but
hadn’t been close enough to make out exactly what was said. Later, Darcy had announced
that he would take on the role of ship’s captain and had then decided it was
necessary to inform them that he had played said part in this particular port
before and had a rapport with the inhabitants. David had frowned at the idea of
Guardians mingling with the very people they were supposed to be bringing to
justice, but in the end had remained silent. 


A radian later, they’d pulled
into the port. David, along with Jenna and Natalie, had wandered off to find a
local apothecary to replenish Jenna’s healing supplies while Kathryn and
Destiny had disappeared almost as soon as the ship had docked. Tyler was still
below, fighting off the last of the effects of the poison from the flying fish
and Matt was thoroughly enjoying playing deckhand and scrambling through the
rigging like a squirrel.


All of which left Leia alone and
feeling utterly unwanted. She’d offered to go with Jenna and help select the
herbs and ingredients she used in her healing, but Jenna had offered her that
soft, sweet smile before assuring Leia that she could handle the selections,
Natalie would take care of the bartering, and David would be there to ensure
that they made it to their destination and back to the ship whole and in once
piece. Kathryn had left before Leia had even had a chance to ask her if she
wanted assistance…but even if she hadn’t, Leia knew that she wasn’t nearly as
skilled at blending into the background as their lieutenant, who probably
wouldn’t appreciate being saddled with someone to look after while she was scouting.
And seeing the efforts and gymnastics involved, and the desire to keep her neck
in one piece, she wasn’t keen on joining Matt in his forest of ropes tens of
meters above the deck. 


Sighing, she braced her forearms
on the deck railing and looked out over the dock. If Darcy hadn’t warned them
that this particular town was run, and owned, by the people who would as soon
kill you for your purse as help you, Leia would never have guessed so. The
streets, carefully paved with cobblestones, were neatly laid out in what
appeared to be a methodical grid-like fashion. The buildings appeared to follow
the traditional northern style of the first floor being a business with the
second and third serving as living quarters. Well-constructed, the buildings
showed no outward sign of the dilapidation or neglect Leia would have expected
to see in a place such as Darcy had described to them. Even the people
meandering through the streets and entering and exiting the shops appeared as
well kept and hale as their own little town. In fact, considering that the town
was located near the vicinity of a marsh famous for its noxious and cloying
smell, the town looked remarkably clean and organized.


Deciding that the angled roofs
and cobbled streets would be good practice to draw, she reached into the
satchel at her waist to pull out the small leather bound notebook and charcoal
she kept there. Paging through the vellum sheets, she relived their journey
thus far through her sketches. 


The first night they’d left
she’d sketched the small glade they’d used to bed down for the night; later on
she’d sketched the storefront of the bakery in the eastern Rima town of Tarenth
where she and Tyler had overheard whispered rumors of a terror plaguing the
northeastern part of the kingdom. Word of the creature’s deeds, be it actually
a nauro or merely a crazed predator, was spreading. It was then that Leia
realized that things were worse than King Derek had originally led them to
believe. As well as leading her to wonder why
the Council hadn’t done anything? Then she’d wondered if they’d had but that whatever they had done had
resulted in a catastrophic failure.


The idea had sent chills down
her spine, troubling her to the point she hadn’t been able to finish the
sketch. Just remembering the horror, and terror, she’d felt at the time made
her page more quickly through the notebook. She found her sketches from the
campsite where Natalie had wheedled a bath from the nearby river. As she
thumbed through them, she found one of her favorites depicting the Nahar from
the viewpoint in the front of a canoe, with two other canoes before it, along
with the one depicting the three canoes on the river when it was her turn to
lead the horses on land. She’d captured Destiny in flight several times…still
not completely satisfied with the rendering. She just couldn’t get the feathers
to look right. She’d played with shadows and movement, sketching sparring
partners by the light of the fire. Those had been tricky…and most of her
attempts were little more than rapidly drawn lines that gave off vague hints of
shape and movement. The Lightning from various angles and views had used up the
last bit of space. Flipping back a few pages, she lingered on the one where
she’d sketched the breathtaking view of the Khidamun Sea from the towering
cliffs. 


As she gazed at the poorly
captured majesty of the sea on her paper, she realized with a sinking sensation
that she had no empty vellum sheets.
If she wished to draw at any other time during their journey, she was going to
need a new notebook.


Sighing, she glanced upward into
the rigging. She hated the idea of having to ask Matt to abandon his play and
escort her into town, but despite the apparent peaceful appearance of the place
she wasn’t about to trust that the inhabitants wouldn’t assault a woman
wandering around unescorted. If they even allowed their women to move about
unaccompanied. Most northern cities didn’t, and it was a growing trend in the
larger cities of the south as well. What Leia wasn’t sure of was if it had been
brought about due to legitimate concerns over the safety of the women in the
city or if well-to-do merchants were simply aping the mannerisms of nobility to
appear more sophisticated. 


Shaking her head, she glanced up
to try and spot Matt amongst the rigging and sails. Espying movement on the
foremast she moved to the front of the ship—what had Darcy called it again?—and
caught sight of a flash of red-orange against the white sail. She couldn’t keep
the grin off her face. Matt’s bright hair was exceedingly noticeable. No wonder
Kathryn could always spot him when they practiced hidden movement. Raising her
voice, but hoping her words wouldn’t carry far past the ship, she called out,
“Matt!”


A few heartbeats later, his
grinning face peered down at her from the crow’s nest. “Whatcha need?”


“Could you come down, please,”
she asked, unwilling to shout her request to the entire port town.


“Be down in a jiff!” He
clambered under the railing surrounding the lookout and scrambled down the rope
ladder with the ease of someone who had been sailing his whole life. When he
finally had his feet planted on firm deck planks he looked at her, his face red
and chapped from the wind, eyes bright. “You really should try it up there!” he
exclaimed excitedly. “It’s…I can’t think of a word to describe it!”


Leia felt her stomach rebel just
thinking about it. “Lost for words?” she teased lightly, avoiding his
suggestion and hoping that he wouldn’t try to convince her up before she had to
remind him that she had gotten seasick before they’d even left the dock they’d
set out from. “Imagine that.”


“So what doth thy grand lady
needeth?” he asked gallantly, affecting an exaggerated court bow. 


“I ran out of paper for my
notebook,” she began hesitantly. “I was hoping, if you don’t mind, that you would
be able to escort me into town so I can get some more,” she finished in a rush.
Her cheeks felt hot, she hated inconveniencing people and asking them to put
aside what they were doing to help her. Why couldn’t she just be more
independent like Kathryn? She never had to ask for help.


“But of course!” Matt said with
a wide grin. He held out his left arm, “I would be honored to escort such a
grand lady.”


As they crossed the gangplank to
the solidly built dock that would lead them to even more solid earth, Leia
glanced back at the ship. “Will it be okay to leave it?”


“Her,” Matt replied.


“Come again?”


“Ships are always referred to by
the feminine pronoun of her or she.”


And that was Matt. One moment he
could be acting like a two-year-old hell-bent on causing mischief and the next
he was lecturing you with the same dignified demeanor of their history
instructor back at school. “Very well,
will it be okay to leave her?”


“Oh sure. Rishard’s still
onboard and so are Kareem and Hylow.”


“Well we know that, but does
anyone else know that?” she asked tentatively, eyeing the dockworkers and
townspeople strolling by. Up close the inhabitants of the town didn’t look
quite as clean or well-kept as she’d originally believed. 


Matt snorted. “They’d be fools
to attack our ship…or even attempt to steal from it. Apparently Dar…the
captain’s reputation is rather fierce in this area.” 


“Oh.” Leia didn’t put quite the
same amount of trust into Darcy’s supposed reputation that Matt did, but she
supposed if he trusted it then she should as well. 


“Do you know where you need to
go?” Matt asked as they sidestepped a man reeking of strong spirits.


Leia immediately felt guilty.
“No, I’m sorry. I should have figured that out before I asked you to leave the
ship. We can return if you want.”


She made a move to turn back,
but Matt’s arm tightened on hers. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he chided. “I was just
curious if I would be allowed to pop into a few of the more interesting looking
shops or if you wanted to go straight to your shop and back again.”


“Oh.”


Matt glanced down at her and
spoke quietly. “One day, Leia, you will learn to stop blaming yourself for
every little thing that could possibly go wrong and rid yourself of the notion
that you are a bother to us.”


His unexpected kind words stole
the air from her lungs. Did everyone know she felt like that? “I don’t want to
take you away from something you need to be doing,” she offered tentatively.


“Leia, what I need to be doing
is escorting you off that karcing ship so you can stop feeling seasick for five
minutes. If Jenna hadn’t been so anxious to restock her supplies, she would
have come to the same conclusion.”


And there went her assumption
that no one else had seen Jenna’s absentminded dismissal of her. Her cheeks
heating with embarrassment Leia defended their friend and comrade. “She’s had a
lot on her mind…and a lot of patients to work on.”


“Of course, I know that,” he
replied easily. “Poor girl’s probably had less sleep than any of us these last
few days. Although, I did have a rather disturbing dream the other night and
every time I am around Rishard I get the shivers.” 


“You get the what?” Leia asked
with a confused look.


“Oh, never mind,” Matt said with
a twitch of his shoulder. “Anyway she’s tired and strung out which is the only
reason I didn’t step in and say something when they left you behind. Although David should have thought to invite you along. Your
seasickness hasn’t exactly been a secret.”


“He’s had a lot on his mind
too,” Leia exhaled with a sigh. “He’s worried.”


“We all are,” Matt countered. 


“Yes, but we don’t have to worry
about the repercussions from…” she glanced at the people milling around, “…our
benefactors if something goes horribly wrong.”


Matt’s arm tensed under hers
again. “If something goes horribly wrong with this assignment then none of us
will have to worry about repercussions,” he said tightly.


A chill went up Leia’s spine. If something goes horribly wrong, we all
die. That was what Matt wasn’t saying…or trying to say vaguely. As if she
needed another reminder that in a few short weeks her life could be utterly and
completely over. It was also the first indication that Matt truly understood
the seriousness of the mission they had embarked on. “Still,” she responded
quietly. “He has to make all of the decisions that will ultimately throw us in
harm’s way. That can’t be easy for him.”


Matt huffed a laugh. “When is it
ever easy? And he doesn’t make them alone. He has…lieutenant and the rest of
the important and wise people of our company to advise him. And let’s not
forget he’s pretty good at figuring out how to avoid dying.”


Their walk had taken them
further into town, far beyond what Leia had been able to observe from the ship.
Now that they had turned a few corners, the town looked exactly like she had
expected of a bandit haven. For every seedy and run-down business, there were
at least two rathskellers, brothels, taverns, or ale houses in competition for
patrons …and more importantly, their meager coin. “There, I think,” she said,
pointing at a faded sign etched with a very faded quill and what looked like a
scroll. In its decrepit condition it was hard to tell. 


When they entered the
establishment, Leia immediately knew that they were in the right place when she
was assailed by the unmistakable scent of leather, paper, velum, charcoal, and
ink.


“How can I help you, fine lady?”
The man behind the counter was of middle age and thin as a piece of straw. His
appearance was immaculate; from his neatly trimmed haircut and mustache to the
ends of his well-oiled boot tips. The tips of his fingers were stained with ink
and Leia was willing to bet that if she looked close enough, she’d find his
hands rough and calloused from the demands of ingredients used in the making of
the paper favored by royalty and nobility. 


Matt crossed his arms across his
chest, drawling, “I notice the proprietor of this fine establishment isn’t
addressing me as a gentleman.”


The shopkeeper looked down his thin
nose at the redhead. “Sunbleached shirt, frayed seams and poorly patched holes,
breeches half a size too big—no doubt inherited from the unlucky sod who fell
overboard before you signed on—salt residue on everything, and a swagger that
can only come from the air of superiority that all sailors possess,” he intoned
in a bored voice. “You, sir, are
anything but a gentleman.”


“Well you just lost my
business,” Matt quipped sarcastically.


“I’m sure my coffers will
survive,” the shopkeeper said dryly. “Now leave,” he ordered with the forceful
condescension that Leia typically equated with the nobility, before turning his
bland gaze on her. “And how might I help you, milady?”


As much as she wanted to look at
Matt and see if he still thought that they should get the items she needed
here, she resisted the temptation. From what she’d seen just from glancing
around, the quality of this shop’s wares was high enough that she wouldn’t mind
paying a few extra crowns. Drawing herself up for courage, she said, “I need a
leather bound notebook.”


Their host waved a languid hand
to his right. “I keep a selection of pre-made items on the third shelf from the
bottom. If you cannot find one to your satisfaction you can give me your
specifications I can have it ready in a day or so.”


Nodding, Leia moved to the shelf
the man had indicated and began fingering through the selections. Most were far
more elaborate than what she needed, a couple she suspected of having real gold
tooling on the front, but eventually she found a decent sized notebook with a
plain leather cover. 


She stared at it for a moment,
making a small show of sifting through the other notebooks a few more times
before sighing, “I suppose this one will do. How much?”


“Thirteen silver crowns,” the
man replied readily.


Leia held back a snort of
disgust. In the capitol city, a leather bound notebook with silver tooling and
gold leaf edges was fifteen silver crowns. Thankfully, or perhaps unfortunately
given how one looked at the situation, she had been raised in a family with
more children than her father’s paltry income as a farm laborer could ever
feed. As a result, her mother had been forced to make her living haggling and
Leia had learned her mother’s trade well. “Five silver crowns and two coppers,”
she returned.


The man bristled. “My
workmanship is worth more than a paltry five silver crowns,” he protested.


Leia opened the notebook,
leafing through the pages. “The binding was poorly done, the needle and thread
too small for the boring that was used, the pages are not evenly flushed and
some are smaller than the rest.” Her mother had also taught her the fine art of
finding fault in everything. Myself
included, I suppose, she mused quietly as the shopkeeper studied her
intently. She held her ground.


“Eleven silver crowns,” he
offered.


“Six,” she countered. “The
tooling on the front is rough in some areas, and not nearly as elaborate as the
rest.”


“Ten.”


“Eight.”


“Done,” the man agreed, probably
knowing full well that she could easily obtain a notebook like this in the capitol
for six silver crowns and a handful of coppers.


She handed him the money.


“Thank you for your business,
milady. Feel free to return anytime.” He tipped his head in courtesy, but
glared at Matt as he followed her back out into the street.


 Her
companion waited until they’d passed a few storefronts before asking, “So was
there anything actually wrong with the book or were you just haggling?”


 Leia
allowed herself a small grin. “Actually yes, but unless you were an expert you
probably wouldn’t notice. His work really is of excellent quality.”


 “He
just had inflated prices?”


 “Exactly.
I paid only a few crowns more for this than I would have paid in the capitol.
Leneal’s prices are higher,” she added, comparing the local town where the
Dragons bought most of the supplies they couldn’t self-sustain to the
shopkeeper.


 Matt
threw back his head and laughed. “I know who I’m taking with me to the market
next time we need food supplies.”


 “I’m
sure you do just fine on your own,” Leia muttered.


 “Sure,
but David watches every crown that the Council sends like Destiny watches
Lacey. My budget is very small considering I have to feed a rather large group
of us.”


 “Matt,
our food supply is almost entirely self-sustaining,” she reminded him as she
skirted a large puddle in the street.


 “Not
everything, “he protested. “Most of the herbs and spices I use are imported
from other regions. They don’t grow in our blisteringly cold winter climate.”


 “I
suppose you could always ask David to increase your budget?”


 “I tried
that,” Matt said glumly. “He asked if I’d prefer spices or to complete our barn
chores without the proper tools.”


 “Oh.”


 “When
I asked him if that was a trick question, he told Kathryn to throw me into the
river,” Matt laughed.


 “What
did Kathryn do?”


 “She
threw him into the river.”


“She what?” Leia gasped in
disbelief.


“Well, we were standing on the
bridge as she was passing us on the way to practice her archery—although why
she thinks she needs to practice I can’t fathom—and she…well I suppose shoved is more accurate than throwing
him into the river.”


A grin was threatening to break
free of Leia’s control. She could almost see Kathryn reacting that way. “How
did he take it?”


Matt slapped his thigh. “You
should have seen it. She walks by, all casual like, and right as she passed
him, her hand shot out and just pushed him backwards off the bridge. The look
on his face is one I will never forget.”


“Is that why he started
muttering about putting railings on the bridge a few months back?” she asked,
suddenly remembering a few weeks where that idea had suddenly been the most
important thing on David’s agenda.


“Yup,” Matt chortled. “And after
I passed the on story of why he
wanted the railings to Tyler and Luke, they kept coming up with excuses not to
add them.”


“Poor David,” Leia giggled.
“Outmaneuvered by his own family.”


Matt threw her a conspiratorial
grin. “Someone has to keep his head from inflating.”


“And here I thought that was
Kat’s job.”


“I appointed myself her
assistant in the matter.”


“Does she know that?”


“She hasn’t stabbed me yet.”


Leia eyed him. “She came awfully
close after your spider prank.”


Matt frowned and waved a
dismissive hand. “That might have been a slight miscalculation on my part.
Still, there was one bright side to the whole affair.”


“You on your knees begging
Kathryn not to gut you?”


He scoffed. “Absolutely not, that was a tactical strategy employed to
buy me time until Jenna could locate David.”


“If you say so,” Leia demurred.


“That is my claim and I will not
deviate from it.”


“You mentioned a bright side?”


“Well now we all know that
Kathryn can indeed scream.”


Leia couldn’t help it, she
laughed. “It was more like a brief shriek.”


“It was a scream,” Matt
insisted. “She rivaled some of Natalie’s best ones when she finds bugs and dirt
in her room.”


“You’ll notice it didn’t stop
her from deducing who was behind all
the spiders in her bed.”


“And that was the slight miscalculation.”


“You honestly believed that a
woman known for her logical approach to life wouldn’t realize that the veritable
army of spiders in her room weren’t…persuaded there by the one person in the
family with the gift of ‘influencing small creatures’?” she asked, parroting
his words from that sunny day so long ago when they’d spent their first
afternoon as a family together.


“As I said…slight miscalculation.”


“Or,” Leia said, grinning, “You
were so wrapped up in the excitement of pulling over a prank on our indomitable
lieutenant that you neglected to think the consequences through.”


“Maybe,” Matt hedged.


It was as close as she would get
to a confession from him.


Matt steered them the circuitous
route back to the ship, taking the time to venture into a few of the more
respectable—and that was a relative term in this town—shops. When he caught
sight of a smithy with an interesting set of daggers on display, he moved
toward them as eager as a kid after candied fruit. The weapons-maker kept to
the back of the shop, talking in low tones with a trio of rough looking men,
but he observed Matt and Leia’s every movement.


“I didn’t realize you were
looking to add to your collection,” Leia commented as he held up one of the
daggers to the light, examining it for flaws.


“Not necessarily, but it doesn’t
hurt to keep a sharp eye out…you never know when you’re going to run into something
unique or high quality for a decent price.”


“Decent price?” Leia asked
doubtfully. “Here?”


“I can hope.”


“Sure, for eternity.”


He squinted at her before
setting the blade down and moving back into the street. “That was interesting,” he commented once
they’d move down a few storefronts.


“The dagger?” she asked,
confused.


“No, their conversation.”


Leia almost tripped over her
boots. “You were listening in on their conversation?”


“Of course,” Matt looked down at
her. “Weren’t you?”


She felt her face flush. “No.
Why were you listening?”


“When greasy looking men group
together looking lethally serious, I always try to listen in,” Matt explained.
“If the scum of the kingdom are acting concerned, then I figure it’s usually
good to sit up and figure out why.”


It sounded like he was reciting
one of Kathryn’s lessons. And he probably was. Between Kathryn’s natural talent
for eavesdropping and Natalie’s training as an intelligencer, Leia doubted
there was anyone in their family who still harbored secrets that those two
didn’t know about. It made her reflect on just how
much they might know, or suspect, about her secret. She was beginning to wonder
if she preferred it when the two girls were still at odds with each other. “What did you hear?”


“The nauro is making its way in
this direction,” Matt said under his breath.


Matt couldn’t have uttered any
other words to chill her heart faster than those had. “It’s what?” she
whispered.


“Well it’s either here or it’s
already moved on,” Matt said quietly. “They were talking about a number of
people who have either gone missing or whose bodies have been discovered in a
near shredded condition. Sound familiar?”


“Like our creature,” she said,
swallowing thickly.


Matt huffed. “So the good news
is we’re headed in the right direction...”


“And the bad news?”


He gave her a bleak look. “We’re
headed in the right direction.”


Leia shuddered. “From David and
Kathryn’s description, it doesn’t sound like this thing will be easy to kill.”


“We’ll figure something out,”
Matt assured her, sounding surprisingly confident. “We always do.”
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Matt insisted they stop in three
more stores before they made it back to the ship. And in each he learned new
information about their prey. At least someone
was putting Kathryn’s lessons to good use. For her part, Leia couldn’t stop the
sick feeling in her stomach that threatened crippling nausea anytime she even
thought about facing the nauro. David and Kathryn had faced it once already and
the results had terrified her. 


David had been grim, but Leia
had seen that expression on his face before. No, what had terrified her was the
shockingly pale face Kathryn had worn after their encounter and the look of
absolute fear in her eyes. Whatever this thing was, it had knocked the wind out
of their unbeatable lieutenant and that was enough to give Leia a bad feeling
about this particular assignment. By the time they returned to the ship, Leia
was feeling worn out and exhausted and the idea of setting foot back on that
swaying sea-going vessel did nothing to help her stomach. Although when Matt
asked if she’d like to find their midday meal someplace in town, she couldn’t
bring herself to say “yes”. Apparently when it came to choices between her
danger sense and her fear of water, her danger sense was going to win. 


Matt escorted her back onto the
ship, giving her a quick bow before scampering back up into the rigging. Leia
positioned herself near one of the railings, bringing out the sketchbook she
had just purchased and her charcoal. She eyed the drawing stick for a moment
before passing her knife over the tip a few times to sharpen it. Then she set
about her original intent before she’d been forced to make that distracting
trip into town. Forcing her mind off the rolling of the ship, and the resulting
nausea in her belly, she slowly began to draw the port. 


As she worked, noting that one
of the shutters on the nearest tavern’s second story window was hung lower than
the other, she felt the stranglehold her anxiety had on her mind slowly begin
to withdraw, pace by pace…line by line, until she was completely immersed in
the world of shadows, line, and angles. And with it, a strange sense of being
in two places at once. A small part of her was anchored to her task, analyzing
the rooflines and cobblestones before accurately replicating them on the vellum
in her hands. But another part of her, the part released from worry, was free
to examine herself. 


It wasn’t her family’s fault
that she didn’t feel like she fit in. She knew logically that they had done
everything in their power to make her feel welcome, invited, and useful. But
she also noticed the small glances they exchanged when they asked her to make a
decision…and failed. 


It wasn’t that she hadn’t wanted
to make a decision! Truly, if her family wanted her opinion as they so often
claimed to, she was more than happy to give it. 


Providing she had the necessary
information to make said decision.


And that was the problem. The
reason she couldn’t appear to make a decision at the times when her family
wanted her to do so was that she never felt like she had enough information to
come to an informed judgment! How could they expect her to make a choice with
only a handful of briefly stated opinions as their arguments? No, Leia needed
details. She needed to hear both sides of an argument, preferably at great
length. How else could she rightly decide between one option or
another? The key to decision making was in the details and Leia’s family spent
the majority of their time racing from one crazy scheme or mission to another
that they never had the time to sit
and think about what boots to put on let alone the particulars of each choice
that ever presented themselves before them. Someday their inability to weigh
facts properly would catch up with them…and then they would have to face
judgment. 


The law insisted that everyone
was punished equally for the same crimes, but Leia had a problem with the
system. First and foremost because most noblemen, and wealthy merchants of high
standing, could afford to buy their way out of any punishments they were
sentenced to. But also because that method of sentencing did not take into
account the situation of the person who committed the crime did not allow for
second chances. 


Those who were supporters of the
current system claimed that it ensured even treatment for all offenses. But
Leia had yet to see an evenhanded approach taken with nobles or corrupt city
officials. Anyone who could afford to bribe their way out of a hangman’s noose
or the executioner’s block, did so. The poor and
destitute, who weren’t given any chance to better their circumstances, many
with parents and children laid low with illness or injury and unable to work,
received the harshest punishments possible for the crime of simply trying to
survive and keep those they loved alive. 


If that was a fair system, then
Leia wanted no part in it. And she was starting to believe that she was the
only one who could see the injustices that were happening every day. David and
Kathryn spent the majority of their time planning new missions or chasing
outlaws that fully deserved punishment. And whatever free-time Kat found
herself with she spent either training herself, or training the family. Even
more so than before now that Kat and Cass had perfected their teamwork when it
came to stopping assassinations. Natalie, for all her talk of court and
dresses, wasn’t nearly as airheaded and giddy as she pretended. 


As Elizabeth and Rachel’s
diplomatic skills became more prevalent in their daily use, Elizabeth had
proved extremely effective at talking aggressive drunks into compliance; she
had asked if Leia would be willing to switch rooms with Rachel so they could
collaborate on projects more readily. The move hadn’t bothered Leia, so she’d
soon found herself sharing the tower Natalie and Lindsey occupied. As a result,
she was probably one of the only people in the family who knew that the two
girls did not spend their nights giggling over boys and mythical romances.
Anyone who stayed up radians each night pouring over missives and intercepted
reports in order to glean even the smallest tidbit of information to help their
cause couldn’t be as shallow as Natalie made herself out to be. Luke and Amy
spent the majority of their time assisting David and Kathryn and Tyler spent
his days working with Jenna in her healing room when he wasn’t on patrol or
sparring. 


While everyone in her family was
busy discovering what special skill-set they could bring to the family’s
arsenal of tricks and talents, Leia was busy fighting her growing disgust and
hatred for the law that she had sworn an oath to uphold. Each day had brought a
new case of injustice, in her eyes, that made her want
to cry. And she’d been forced, time after time, to watch silently. Every bone
in her body screamed at her to say something…to make a comment and hope and
pray that it would cause her family to stop and think for just one moment. But
the words never made it out of her mouth. Each time they lodged in her throat.
Unvoiced. 


It was a courage she could never
seem to muster. The courage to question everything she’d been taught. She
wasn’t brave enough to stand alone. Kathryn and David would, as would Luke and
Amy. But Leia? Maybe if she’d had a skill that her
family valued like Cass’s telekinesis or Matt’s non-magical tendency to
accidentally set things on fire; and, no matter
how much her family griped about it, they did value the havoc that usually
followed in the redhead’s wake. But every time she tried to find an ability
that she could claim as hers, she always came up empty handed. 


And that was the moment Leia had
a startling revelation. 


She hated being a Guardian. 


Hated it with every fiber of her
being. Oh, she loved her new rough-and-tumble family in a way that she hadn’t
been able to love her blood family. And she treasured her ability to
communicate with animals and help others heal. But putting on the uniform and
having to serve a system she believed was corrupt? No. Not for a heartbeat.


The knowledge was so startling,
she almost dropped her charcoal. The world seemed to narrow and darken as the
implications of what she’d discovered tried to push their way into her mind. 


She hated the Guardians.


She didn’t believe in the oath
she swore or the King’s justice.


So where did that leave her?


Suddenly she was flailing; she
couldn’t get enough air, her head pounding in a loud rhythm with her heart. She
felt herself taking a step back without consciously making that decision. The
notebook she’d braced between her body and the railing tipped precariously
toward the water before sliding and landing with a heavy thump on the deck that echoed in her head. It was accompanied by
the higher clatter of the charcoal before it rolled further down the deck as
the ship swayed with the rhythm of the waves. 


“Hey, you okay?”


The distorted voice came through
muffled and inconstant, as if she’d stuffed her ears with cotton after getting
them boxed. She couldn’t think, her psyche still struggling with the question
of how she could continue to serve if she no longer believed in the cause.


Cool fingers covered her own,
jerking her back, and she was startled to realize that she was gripping her
face with her hands. Prince Darcy’s face swam before hers, a look of intense
concern on his features. “Leia, are you okay?”


His words penetrated clearly
this time and she forced her tongue, thick in her mouth, to answer. “Yes,” she
gasped. “Just…” she struggled to come up with an excuse for her distress. After
all, she could hardly admit to the crown prince what she’d just been thinking.
“…Seasickness,” she finished feebly, trying to add a smile. 


“You sure?” he asked, studying her face as if
he thought she might be lying to him.


Her throat dry, she could only nod.
“Who would have thought such a quick trip on dry land would make it worse?” she
tried to joke.


She’d barely finished speaking
when Matt’s face popped into view over the prince’s shoulder. “Leia, what’s
wrong?”


“Seasickness,” Darcy offered
before she had to speak. “Apparently her quick trip to the bookseller’s brought
it back with a vengeance.”


“Come on, Leia,” Matt said
offering her an arm. “Let’s get you below and some of Jenna’s no-sick tea into
you.”


She didn’t have the energy to
protest, but even if she had the tea did
work; it just didn’t taste all that appetizing. 


Once they were below, Matt
busied himself with making the tea while Leia found herself considering
thoughts best left unformed. Could she leave
the Guardians? Would the Council ever consider releasing a Guardian from their
oath before old age or death claimed them? She’d only ever heard of cases
involving royalty. And one thing was certain, she was definitely not royalty. 









Chapter
16


Rima


Second week of
Nénarë


 The next morning dawned bright
and clear, but heavy in the air hung the cloying odor of ash, smoke, and the
unique tang that fire left in its wake. Cass stretched gingerly as she emerged
from the tent she’d been sharing with Amy. Her friend had spent the night
restlessly, the salves she’d been given unable to completely mask the pain of
the burns she’d received. Not for the first time, Cass wished that Tyler had
joined them. She wasn’t selfish enough to wish that their strongest healer had
accompanied them on their journey, stars knew that those facing the strange
creature would probably desperately need her skills by the end, but not having
anyone gifted in healing in their
party was suddenly looking very short sighted. 


 Luke and Daniel were over by the
fire, sitting on a downed tree, the map spread out between them. Frankly, she was surprised that they
didn’t already have it memorized considering how often they stared at the piece
of parchment. The queen and her daughters were chatting softly by the fire and
from the color on Roseanna’s cheeks and the stubborn set of Lillian’s shoulders
she guessed that the sisters had had another argument. 


 Across the fire, Luke looked up.
“How is she?”


 Cass hesitated. Amy would most
likely insist she was fine when she woke up, the influence of a decade of
Kathryn’s friendship no doubt, but Cass had doubts that their friend would be
able to travel long distances quickly. “It was a bit of a rough night,” she
finally admitted hoping that the vagueness of the answer would be sufficient to
hint that Amy wouldn’t be as fit as she claimed when she woke.


 “Why do all of our women insist
in throwing themselves into suicidal situations,” Luke muttered, returning his
attention to his map. 


 “I take offense at that,”
Lindsey said as she rounded a tree, Elizabeth at her side. “You don’t see me
throwing myself into dangerous situations.”


 “Or Jenna,” Cass added. Their
healer was well known for her ability to stay out of the majority of the action
so she could verbally castigate her patient for their reckless choices while
she patched them up. 


 “That still leaves Kathryn, Amy,
Natalie, Rachel, Elizabeth—


 “Hey!” Elizabeth protested.
“When was the last time you saw me getting into trouble?”


 “The King’s birthday ball last
winter,” Luke returned promptly. “Your…debate with Duke Hallin over the King’s
isolationist policies drew the attention of the entire kriffing court. I’m
pretty sure David got a letter from the Council about that.”


 Elizabeth had the grace to look
chagrined—for approximately two heartbeats. “Duke Hallin is a spineless court
lackey who is afraid to upset the status quo simply because it goes against
tradition,” she said emphatically. “He had no reasonable, logical argument for
his opinions; I was simply pointing that out.”


 Daniel coughed. “Be that as it
may, you drew quite a bit of attention to yourself at that ball,” he said. “If
it wasn’t for the Dowager Princess intervening, you might not have been allowed
back at court for quite some time.”


 “Oh, that’s not fair to
Elizabeth,” the queen spoke up suddenly. “I, for one, found her interaction
with Hallin the best entertainment I’ve had in years and I’m fairly certain my
husband thought so too. We would have insisted she return simply to see who she
lambasted next,” she finished with humor.


 “With all due respect, Your
Majesty, I wasn’t referring to a ban from the palace,” Daniel replied mildly.


 Behind Cass came the sounds of
someone rustling through the tent. Turning around, she eyed Amy as her friend
slowly made her way out of the shelter. She was moving stiffly, and her lips
were tightly compressed, but the stubborn glint in her eye confirmed what Cass
had already suspected; she was going to pretend she wasn’t hurt. 


 Elizabeth stiffened. “The
Council wouldn’t seriously consider exiling me from court simply because I had
a chat with a duke!”


 Rachel, who had thus far
remained silent gave her friend a disbelieving look,
but it was the contemplative look on Daniel’s face that made Cass nervous. “I
think you’re forgetting how vindictive the Council can be,” Rachel was saying.
“After all they did send a warning letter to David about your
behavior.”


 “I still can’t believe they did
that,” Elizabeth said irritably. “And I can’t believe that David didn’t say
anything!”


 “Probably because he knew that
you would stir up an even bigger hornet’s nest the next time you were at court
just to prove a point,” Amy pointed out.


 “I would never!” Elizabeth
protested.


 Rachel burst out laughing. “Oh
yes you would. And you would love every second of it.”


 “Well maybe if David didn’t keep
so many secrets then I wouldn’t have to,” Elizabeth sniffed.


 “He does what he thinks is best
for the family,” Lindsey replied a little heatedly. “Would you want to know
about every scathing letter he receives from the Council?”


 “Yes,” Elizabeth said. “So I can
help him draft an appropriate reply to shut them up.”


 “And
get us into even more trouble,” Rachel commented sardonically. “Sometimes
silence is the best response.”


 “You’ve
been spending too much time with Kathryn,” Elizabeth groused. “Which is
probably where David learned to keep secrets.”


 Amy
snorted, but Daniel was still looking like he was weighing the repercussions of
revealing some earth shattering information against the action of leaving it
unsaid. 


 “Daniel,
why do you look like you’re trying to decide between letting a notorious
bloodthirsty criminal die and saving their life?” Rachel asked over Luke’s
reply to Elizabeth.


 Daniel
sighed. “I’m just trying to decide if now is the best time to tell you guys something.”


 “Is
it going to affect our mission?” Luke quizzed.


 The
other boy paused. “Potentially…but in an indirect way.”


 “Well
that was as clear as a blizzard,” Rachel quipped acridly. 


 “It
might influence our motivation for this mission,” Daniel replied slowly.


 “I’m
already pretty motivated,” Luke grunted. “My best friend entrusted the safety
of his remaining family into my care and if that wasn’t enough, they just
happen to be our queen regent and her two daughters.”


 “I
didn’t realize we elicited such a strong sense of duty from you,” the queen put
in dryly.


 “Er…”
For once Luke looked completely blindsided and Amy let him flounder a bit
before coming to his rescue.


 “What
he means,” she said with a laugh, “is that while we respect your ranks, our primary
concern is that you are David’s family. Your son,” and then looking to each of
the princesses she added, “and brother put aside his own desire to see you safe
to make you proud and choose the more dangerous mission to protect the kingdom.
And by taking Kathryn with him, he’s putting a lot of faith in our ability to
keep you safe. We don’t want to disappoint him.”


 Lillian
gave her a wide smile. “If he trusts you that’s good enough for me! And you’ve
been kind enough to indulge me in my desire to learn how to fight so I already
like you more than the royal guard or any of the nobles I’m forced to socialize
with.”


 Roseanna
frowned at her sister. “Our presence at court is important,” she scolded. “When
we socialize with other nobles, we are working to help forward Derek’s agenda
so that he doesn’t have as much resistance to work around when he meets with
his advisory council.”


 Lillian
stuck her tongue out at her sister. “That is your preferred arena,” she said
pertly. “I hate it.”


 “Girls,
enough,” the queen said in exasperation. “You are both acting like children
instead of the adults you are and I find it shameful.”


 “Yes
mother,” both girls muttered, thoroughly chastened. 


 Behind
them, Rachel gave Cass an amused smirk.


 “Now
what were you saying about this information you were thinking of revealing to
us?” Elizabeth asked Daniel, steering the conversation away from the
embarrassed princesses. When he hesitated, she prompted, “David and his
secrets…”


 Daniel
finally seemed to come to a conclusion. “Do you remember when David and Kat
returned from the last visit to the Council?”


 Elizabeth
snorted. “It’s not every day your family leaders get called to go see the
Council.”


 “Yes,
but do you remember how they were when they returned?”


 “They
seemed normal, just threw themselves into the next mission that came along as
usual.”


 “Mostly
they were normal,” Daniel agreed. “But they were also more on edge.”


 “What
do you mean?” Amy asked.


 “It’s
hard to explain,” Daniel admitted. “I just picked up on some underlying
emotions that I couldn’t quite place. It wasn’t until a few weeks later that I
managed to discover what was causing the odd sensation.”


 Rachel
eyed him. “Sometimes the things you say are really weird, you know that right?”


 “It’s
hard to explain what emotions and thoughts feel like,” he replied slowly. “They
aren’t exactly tangible like fire or wind. Light might be the only element that
comes close to having the same ethereal sense.”


 “How
would you know?” Amy asked with a laugh. “You aren’t gifted with light.”


 “No,
but I’ve talked with both David and Lindsey and what they’ve described sounds
similar to what my gift feels like on occasion.”


 “So
what was the cause?” Luke demanded before any other tangents on the subject
could be explored.


 “The
Council, as you all already know, isn’t the kingdom’s biggest fan of our
family.” Then he added, “to put it politely, the relationship of late can best
be described as confrontational rather than cooperative.”


 “Well
that seems a bit ridiculous,” Lillian burst in. “You’re the most effective
family the kingdom has.”


 “And
you know that how?” her mother asked.


 “Uh…”


 The
queen sighed. “Eavesdropping on private meetings between the King and his advisors
is not polite. I know I taught you better.”


 “No
one tells me anything,” Lillian protested. “How can I help my brother if I
don’t know what’s really going on?”


 The
queen shook her head at her youngest daughter. “Life isn’t the adventure your
epic stories proclaim,” she said quietly. “And one day you’re going to discover
that the hard way.”


 “I
think the loss of my father and near death of my mother ripped the veil from my
eyes…mother.”


 “If
anything I think the opposite happened,” the queen replied. “But we’ve
interrupted poor Daniel enough,” she said firmly when her daughter tried to
protested again. “Please, continue,” she said with a nod at him.


 “As
I was saying,” he said with light humor, “the Council isn’t our biggest fan.
But apparently, they’ve been trying to take it to a completely higher summit.”


 “Do
I dare ask how?” Elizabeth asked frostily.


 “From
what I could glean from a conversation I overheard between David and Kathryn,
they were discussing how to proceed when the Council attempted to reassign us
all to different families.”


 Everyone
was so shocked that had an army descended upon their location no one would have
been able to so much as raise a sword in their own defense. Cass felt her world
narrowing and forced herself to breathe. Reassigned?!
She couldn’t imagine a worse fate. She loved the Dragons. Surely the Council
wasn’t truly considering such a thing?!


 “They what?!” Elizabeth demanded angrily.


 “They
wouldn’t dare!” Rachel protested hotly. “There is no legal justification for
reassigning us! I. AM. NOT. BEING. RESASSIGNED.”


 Daniel
held up his hands. “I’m only telling you what I heard.”


 “Why
didn’t David and Kathryn tell us?” Amy asked hotly. “That was something we all
had the right to be aware of.”


 “From
the sound of it, they were trying to find the right time to tell us,” Daniel
replied. “David didn’t feel it was right to spring that news on us while the
surprise birthday celebrations were being worked on. He wanted us to have a few
days to enjoy ourselves before telling us what the Council intended to do to
our family.”


 “Do
they have a plan?” Elizabeth asked.


 “A
plan?”


 “You
said you overheard them discussing how to proceed should the Council break our
family apart. What was their plan?”


 Daniel
laughed. “Here was the interesting bit. Apparently David actually threatened
the Council if they continued to consider that course of action.”


 Amy,
who had just taken a sip from her wineskin, spewed her drink. “He what?” she asked incredulously. Cass was
having a hard time believing that David would take any overt action as well. He
was usually the one insisting they follow the rules as closely as they could. 


 He
nodded. “He did.”


 “And
they let him live?” Rachel asked as she stood up from the rock she had been
perched on.


 “Well,
it sounds like they were having a light lunch with…” he glanced at the queen
and her daughters before sighing and continuing, “two of the council members
who warned them what the rest of the Council was trying to do. David threatened
them and told them to deliver the
message to the rest of the Council.”


 “What
did he threaten?” Amy asked.


 “That
if they attempted to disband the Dragons, he would walk away from the
Guardians.”


 If
his initial declaration had silenced the campsite, this one turned it into a
charnel. The only thing missing were the grave markers. Luke stared at Daniel.
“He threatened to what?”


 “To
leave the Guardians.”


 “I
can’t believe that,” Luke said, shaking his head. “At school he was afraid of
not being placed…dreaded the idea of spending his life as a royal guard or
worse. He can’t have threatened to walk away!”


 “He
did,” Daniel assured him. “And so did Kathryn.”


 “What?!” Amy yelped.


 “If
David walked, Kathryn walked. That’s how they presented it to the Council.”


 “The
Council would never allow them to leave,” Rachel replied slowly. “They would
destroy them both.”


 Daniel
laughed. “And that was the beauty of the other half of the threat. David’s
royal status, as we are aware, was not revoked due to the uncertain nature of
the royal line at the time of his father’s death.” Cass noted that he tactfully
avoided the raging debate that was centered on how competent the current king
was. They had come across numerous situations while mingling with the noble
court that involved bets on just how long Derek would last as king. “Well, he
used it to threaten the Council, my guess is that they are regretting letting
him retain his rank at the moment, but the gist was that as a royal prince he
could protect anyone who walked away with him and that Kathryn, as Dowager
Princess Jasmine’s ward could offer the same. Additionally he intimated that
the Council wouldn’t want to face the combined wrath of the queen regent and
dowager princess.”


 “And
you got all of that from a single conversation?” Lindsey asked wryly as the
queen laughed. 


 “Well,
when they were discussing it, their memories of the event were in the forefront
of their minds so I peaked.”


 Rachel
snorted. “Sometimes I wonder if David is aware of just how many of his secrets
you are privy to.”


 “Well
if Kathryn walks, so do I,” Amy said, ignoring Rachel’s comment. “I haven’t
spent three years learning to live with you lot to be uprooted and placed
somewhere else.”


 “I
agree,” Lindsey spoke up, startling them. “I don’t want a new family either.”


 “Agreed,”
Rachel said, nodding. 


 “Count
me in,” Elizabeth said emphatically. “You guys can be annoying at times, but I
wouldn’t want to be stuck in a newbie family and go through that process all
over again.”


 “Glad
to know we rate higher than that,” Rachel said sarcastically. 


 “I’m
not following anyone but David and Kat,” Luke said.


 “Me
either,” Cass added, throwing in her lot with her family. It wasn’t that
difficult of a decision, in reality. A family stuck together through the best
times and the worst trials. That was what her parents had taught her and her
loyalty lay with the Dragons, not the Council. 


 Daniel
smiled. “And you just proved the last part of David’s threat.”


 “There
was more?” Luke asked.


 “He
said that if he walked, so would Kathryn and if Kat walked, then the rest of
the family would follow.”


 Silence
fell once again as everyone exchanged wry looks. “He knows us too well,” Amy
snorted. 


 “And
on that note, we need to get moving,” Luke announced as he stood. “We’ve
already spent too much time here as it is.”


 It
only took a quarter radian to break down the camp and store their gear. Cass
dowsed the fire while Rachel and Elizabeth carefully eliminated any obvious
signs of their passage. It wouldn’t hold up under intense scrutiny, but it
would do at a glance. 


 “So
are we going to discuss the events of last night and the potential meaning or
are we going to ignore them?” Rachel asked.


 Luke
arched an eyebrow and rubbed his index finger against his temple. “In a
moment.” Turning around he found who he was seeking. “Amy, I want you to change
into your uniform.”


 “I
can’t be a single Guardian traveling with a pack of normal people,” she
challenged.


 “You
won’t be.”


 “I
didn’t hear you tell anyone else to put their uniform on.”


 “You
won’t be traveling with us.”


 “What?”
Cass exclaimed. “Luke, you can’t split her off from the group after last
night!”


 “I
wasn’t going to,” he replied, a bit of frustration laced in his tone. “I want
her in the uniform because of what happened last night…her armor will help her
heal faster. And since she’d decently competent at the new skill Kat’s been
teaching us, I want her to use that to follow us. She can be our scout while
she’s healing.”


 “You
can’t send her alone,” Cass insisted, crossing her arms. “It’s too dangerous.”


 “Are
you volunteering to go with her?”


 “Yes.”



 “Fine,”
he said with a sigh. “And don’t you argue,” he said, pointing a finger at Amy
who took one look at him and shut her mouth with a glare. “You did this to
yourself last night. You can accept the consequences.”


 The
look she fixed him with was definitely one she learned from Kathryn, but she
didn’t say anything…although the way she worked her jaw told Cass plenty. 


 “Let’s
move out,” Luke said, shouldering his pack.
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 If
there was one thing Lindsey was not a fan of, it was running from an invisible
enemy. And that was precisely what was happening. Even if no one would say it
out loud. Kathryn had trained them all well enough to be aware of the moment
when they went from being the hunters to the prey and the point between
Lindsey’s shoulder blades were tingling with warning. No one was saying
anything about the destruction of the town either. Did no one care about the
lives that had been lost because they had stopped there for the night? Did they
not feel the same crushing guilt that she did? Guardians were supposed to save
people, not cause their deaths. Out of all of them, only Amy had taken the initiative
to help someone and Luke had lambasted her for it. As far as Lindsey was
concerned, Amy was the most heroic out of them all. She hadn’t had the courage
to run into that burning building to save that little boy. And considering the
damage that it had done to Amy, who was gifted with fire, she wasn’t sure she
would be able to find that courage should they ever encounter a similar
situation.


 “How
are you doing?” Daniel’s unexpected question caused her to jerk in her saddle.
When had he dropped back far enough to be parallel with her? Kathryn would have
had her head for that. 


 “Fine
I guess,” she said wearily. “Wishing I didn’t feel like a rabbit being herded
by wolves.”


 “Good
to know I’m not the only one who feels that way,” he said with a weak grin. 


 “At
least we still have our horses so if we need to we can outrun anything that
tries to attack us, yes?”


 “Unless
our attackers are also on horseback,” he countered distractedly.


 She
frowned at him. “If you were trying to cheer me up, that was a step in the
wrong direction.”


 “Sorry,”
he said with a wince. “I wasn’t thinking when I said that.”


 “That
usually only happens when you’re exhausted,” she commented.


 “You’ve
noticed that?”


 “That
you’ve got a loose tongue when you’re tired? You aren’t the only one,” she said
with a soft laugh. 


 “Something
tells me that you and Natalie know all our secrets and weaknesses,” he observed
quietly after a moment.


 “I
think Kat is in a better position to judge us on our weaknesses, but secrets? It’s
quite possible,” she said with a nonchalant shrug. It was partially true.
Natalie learned from her disastrous initial encounter with Kat and had slowly
begun to tailor her intelligence gathering techniques to become subtler. And
that was before the Intelligencer Master had visited their glade and had worked
Natalie into the ground, honing her craft.


 Daniel
snorted. “Oh, I think you and Natalie are well aware of everyone’s weaknesses,”
he replied. “Including our much esteemed leaders’.”


 “Well,
Kathryn’s kind of became obvious when Natalie ‘accidentally’ told that story of
them on the cliff after rescuing Princess Roseanna from Duke Sebastian,”
Lindsey giggled. 


 “And
let’s not forget the prank Matt pulled on her afterward,” Daniel grinned.


 “I’m
fairly certain that they heard her shriek all the way in the capitol city.”


 “I
was in the barn and I heard it clear as day. It was an interesting moment,
learning that Kathryn actually could scream as loud as Natalie if terrified
enough.”


 “The
really interesting part was learning that she could be terrified,” Lindsey smiled.


 “But
I was speaking more in terms of different weaknesses,” he replied.


 “What
do you mean?”


 “Well,
we just discovered that Amy can’t pass up rescuing a child from danger. David’s
weakness is…well… us as the threat
from the Council proved…so now the question is, what is everyone else’s
greatest weakness?”


 “Don’t
you know, being in everyone’s heads?”


 “You
know I agreed not to delve into anyone’s thoughts without their permission,” he
chastised her lightly.


 “Right,
because this family always keeps
their promises,” she said with a smirk.


 He
grinned at her. “Every once in a while I might get a glimpse of things, but I
don’t actually go digging for them.”


 “So what’s
Natalie’s greatest weakness?” he asked cheerfully.


 “Getting
dirty?” she suggested.


 He
laughed. “Quite possibly. But something tells me that she isn’t as prim and
proper as she would have us believe.”


 “Well
I’ve never seen her willingly dig her
hands into mud just to get dirty.”


 “What
about you?”


 “What
about me?”


 “Do
you like getting dirty?”


 “You
mean do I hold myself above dirt and disdain those who toil in it?” she asked
knowingly.


 “That
wasn’t exactly what I meant, but if that’s how you want to take it, sure, I can
work with that.”


 She
shrugged. “I don’t particularly have any desire to get dirty, but I can survive
with dirt under my nails and on my face if needed.”


 “And
what about your greatest fear?” he asked quietly.


 She
shuddered just thinking about it. “Drowning,” she said softly.


 “There
was an awfully strong emotional reaction tied to that word,” he said gently.
“Who did you see drown?”


 Lindsey
exhaled heavily. “That obvious, huh?”


 “Informed
guess,” he hedged.


 “A local
village boy from the town near my parent’s farm,” she replied. “He and a few of
the other village children wanted to go swimming in the lake and he boasted
that he could swim the farthest. He was nine, maybe ten years old. Something
went wrong when he was in the water…looking back I think he developed a severe
leg cramp that prevented him from effectively kicking. He never made it back to
shore.”


 “Accidents
happen,” Daniel said after a minute. “Please tell me that you don’t blame
yourself for not saving him?”


 She
gave him a sad smile. “No, I was five years old at the time and couldn’t swim
myself. I know that there was nothing I could have done to save him. But I’ll
never forget his cries for help or frantic struggles as he tried to stay
afloat.”


 He
grimaced. “That sounds horrifying.”


 “It’s
not my fondest memory.” 


 “I
think I can understand why.”


 “So
what’s your greatest fear,” she said, tearing her mind away from the unpleasant
memory.


 He
turned and stared at the forest ahead of them. “My greatest fear,” he mused.
“That’s a hard one. I used to think the worst fate would be stuck playing the
court politics for the rest of my life, but now? Probably accidentally hurting
one of you guys.”


 “I
think we all have that fear,” she countered.


 “Yes,
but you don’t have the same power I do,” he replied. “I have the ability to go
into your minds and discover your greatest secrets. And my gift is developing,”
he said slowly. 


 “Still?”
she asked, interested. “How?”


 “It’s
hard to explain,” he replied. “I’ll have a series of odd dreams at night and
then the next morning Tyler or Luke will comment on a strange dream they had
that night and it will have been one that I also had.”


 Lindsey
almost stopped walking. “You’re sharing dreams?” she asked incredulously.


 He
nodded. “Either that or I’m invading theirs. Either way, it’s disturbing and I
can’t figure out how to turn the skill off.”


 “Have
you told anyone about this ability?”


 “Not
yet. I wanted to try and establish a level of control before I told David or
Kathryn.”


 “You
need to tell them,” she said firmly. “David needs to know about this and maybe
they’ll be able to come up with something to help you develop control.”


 “You
mean Kathryn will increase my training sessions until I’m too tired to dream?”
he said sarcastically.


 She
giggled. “I don’t think she would, not if she knew it had something to do with
your gift. Look at the work she was able to do with Cass and her gift! Even the
instructors at school weren’t able to conceive the level of control she has now.”


 “Yeah,
but telekinesis can exert a physical influence on the physical world. Telepathy
is very much confined to the mental realm.”


 “Maybe,”
Lindsey agreed. “But telekinesis is also a mental force and if Kat can come up
with ways to help Cass, maybe she can invent new techniques to help you?”


 “Maybe,”
he echoed. “But something tells me she won’t exactly be the first to volunteer
to help a mind reader practice controlling his gift on her.”


 He
had a point, Lindsey reflected. Kat kept her secrets locked within her. Even
Natalie hadn’t managed to discern more than a few and they both suspected they
were “secrets” that Kathryn had let them figure out. “You might be right,” she
said slowly. “But I’m sure you could persuade someone to help while Kathryn coached
you.”


 “Like
you?”


 “Sure,
if you want,” she agreed. 


 He
turned to look at her. “Truly? Usually people shy away from allowing a mind
reader into their heads.”


 She
gave him a bright smile. “Maybe I have nothing to hide?”


 He
laughed. “I’d sooner believe Kat if she said she wanted to become royalty.”


 “You
never know,” Lindsey grinned. “She may harbor a secret desire that not one of
us expects of her.”


 “Kat
has her secrets,” Daniel agreed. “But I sincerely doubt that that is one of them.
Natalie, maybe, but not Kat.”


 She
was about to reply that Natalie wasn’t quite as interested in flirting with
royalty as she led everyone to believe when Daniel suddenly cursed and wheeled
his horse around, drawing his bow and knocking an arrow in the space of a
heartbeat. “Ambush!” he shouted as his arrow arched away from his bow into the
woods. 


 The
return volley was a shocking number of arrows, which thankfully all missed when
Rachel knocked them aside with a strong breeze, and then the woods exploded
with men running out of the treeline, weapons brandished followed by others on
horseback.


 “Elizabeth,
Rachel, take the ladies and go!” Luke bellowed. “We’ll take care of this lot.”


 As
much as they might have criticized Luke and his leadership tactics earlier, no
one spared a breath to argue. Elizabeth dug her heels into her horse and took
off, the queen and her daughters close on her tail with Rachel taking up the
rear guard. Luke followed a few meters before turning around and planting his
horse in the path squarely between the retreating women and the bandits. He
drew his sword and engaged with the first bandit that attempted to get past
him.


 Seeing
that one of them wouldn’t suffice as a blockade, Lindsey urged her own mount
forward to help. Unsheathing her sword, she’d just pulled it free when one of
the men, an ugly, skinny man who was missing three of his teeth, attempted to
pull her out of her saddle. Either he didn’t think she would present that much
of a challenge, or he wasn’t actually very bright, he didn’t even attempt to
block her sword as she lowered it to his neck before drawing it across his
skin. 


 His
eyes widened, hands flying to his throat, the blood running through his
fingers. Well, that was one less bandit to worry about. 


 Two
of the men on horseback made it past Luke. “I’ve got them,” Lindsey shouted,
spurring her horse after them.


 Urging
Calira after the rapidly disappearing raiders, Lindsey sheathed her sword and
drew her bow, aiming for the one on the far right but they disappeared around a
bend in the road before she could line up a decent shot. Grumbling and hoping
that Rachel and Elizabeth had a decent enough head start to keep them out of
range long enough for her to catch up to the men, Lindsey forced herself to
relax her grip on the bow until she rounded the curve. Keeping the tension
throughout would have only stressed her grip and form and increased the
likelihood of her missing the first shot she took. Kat or Amy could have pulled
it off, but Lindsey could not. 


 As soon
as the road straightened, she found herself faced with another curve several
hundred meters ahead that her quarry had already rounded. “Come on, girl,” she
encouraged, “just a little faster.”


 The
trees sped by and Lindsey’s legs were splattered with mud and filthy water when
Calira sped through a series of puddles. Finally, they reached a straight
stretch of the road and Lindsey had the room to shoot. 


 Her
first shot went wide when Calira hit another puddle that was far deeper than it
looked, causing an abrupt change in her horse’s stride, but her second hit one
of the men just below his shoulder blade. Even from eighty meters behind she
could see him jerk upright with the impact and immediately knew that he was as
good as dead. It was only a matter of time. Inconveniently he did not slip over
the side of his horse and collapse accommodatingly to the ground so that
Lindsey would be left with just one bad guy to deal with. 


 “Wonderful,”
she groused to her horse. “He’s either experienced in fighting through pain or
so focused on the chase he doesn’t even notice.” She’d been hoping he wouldn’t
be one of the people who could fight through a punctured lung, but it looked
like luck was not favoring her today. Either that or her arrow had hit a rib
and hadn’t had the force to break through. Which was also possible since her
bow, while having a heavy draw weight, wasn’t the strongest bow in existence.
Luke or Daniel’s bows were more powerful and probably would have generated
enough force for an arrow to puncture a rib from the distance she’d been
shooting from and still pass completely through the body.


 Knocking
another arrow, while steering her horse with her knees, she drew back, aiming
for a spot on his lower back where the instructors at school had illustrated
that there was a very sensitive organ—what had they called it again?—and
released. In the interval between her first and second shots, Calira had gained
on her targets enough to make this shot true. This time the bandit obligingly
slipped out of his saddle and hit the ground. 


 Lindsey
and Calira thundered by without even a glance. The other man needed to be taken
care of before he caught up with Elizabeth and Rachel. 


 Irritatingly,
the man didn’t seem to care, or maybe not notice, the loss of his partner. If
the latter, Lindsey could use that to her advantage but if it was the former it
suggested that he didn’t think she was anything more worrisome than a bug.
Well, time to show him that she was infinitely more troublesome than a blowfly.


 Positioning
another arrow she took aim at a spot on his lower back; seeing as how well it
had worked last time she figured she might as well try it again. When the arrow
struck with a hissing smack she swore
his bellow rattled the trees. Glancing over his shoulder he glared at her
before giving her a cold grin. 


 She
barely had time to process the implications of that sarcastic twisting of his
lips before she kneed Calira to the side, hoping she wasn’t putting herself
straight in the path of whatever was aimed at her back. The arrow nicked her
upper arm. It stung like a swarm of angry bees, but it wasn’t something she
couldn’t grit her teeth and ignore for a radian or so. So long as the blood
didn’t compromise her grip she could still wield a sword or fire her bow. Which she did, catching the irritating man ahead of her on his
horse’s rump. 


 The
poor creature, she really did hate injuring animals because their riders were
on the wrong side of the law, screamed and hauled upward, dropping the
surprised thug onto the ground before bolting off into the forest. She could
hear his creative cursing as she sped by him. Turning over her own shoulder she
had about three seconds to dodge a second arrow aimed at her. Fortunately,
Calira was well trained to respond to her commands and helpfully moved them
both out of the way with two steps. Then Lindsey urged her to the far side of
the road and brought Calira to an instant standstill, ducking a third arrow as
the next two thugs raced by. 


 How
many of these idiots were there? Grumbling again, she and Calira chased after
these two in the much safer position of being behind them. Then they had to go and display some intelligence as
one pulled the same stunt she had, coming to a stop and letting her whiz by
before taking up a position to her rear. Wonderful. Her options were stop the
guy in front of her or let the one behind her turn her into something
resembling Natalie’s pincushions. 


 She
knew what she needed to do, Elizabeth and Rachel needed to keep their focus on
getting to safety, not dividing up so one could take care of a pest while the
other rode ahead. So she continued on, knocking another arrow. However that
didn’t mean she couldn’t distract the guy behind her. 


 Reaching
her awareness outward, she sought out the second bandit’s horse with her minor
gift. He was about as thrilled to be a part of this chase as she was. Good, she
could use that. Dividing her attention between the bow in her hands and the
horse behind her, she released the arrow at the same time she strongly suggested
that the grass a few meters into the woods rivaled a large pale of tasty oats,
his favorite treat.


 She
hit her target in the shoulder and distantly heard the sound of something large
crashing through the underbrush accompanied by a very loud string of curses. At
least she’d succeeded in one of her objectives. Her next arrow caught the man
in his neck. “Well that was lucky,” she muttered. And then promptly changed her
mind about her brand of luck when an arrow pierced the fleshy portion of her
left upper arm. “Freirk that hurts!” She
was going to suggest to Luke that they all put on their uniforms after this to
put a stop to these completely unnecessary injuries. 


 Looking
over her shoulder she saw her last opponent careening toward her. Wheeling
Calira into a one hundred eighty degree turn to a complete standstill she drew
her sword and swiped it across his lower torso as he rode past. There was no
indication from her target whether or not she’d succeeded, but her sword came
back bloody so she knew she’d managed to injure him at least.


 “Come
on girl, we can do this,” she said, persuading Calira to start running again.
“Last one…I hope,” she groused. 


 The
arrow buried in her arm made drawing the bow terribly painful, was it her
imagination or could she actually feel the arrowhead grinding against bone? But
she managed to let off one last arrow that caught the man in his lower back.
“Finally,” she groaned as she lowered the bow, only to hear the sound of
rapidly approaching hoofbeats. Luke and
Daniel need more practice if they’re letting this many get past them, she
griped; a tad unfairly since she didn’t know just how many bandits had
initially swarmed the two men. But the
approaching rider was someone on her side.


 “Nice
shot,” Daniel commented as he drew even with her. “And that looks like it
hurts,” he said nodding at the arrow in her arm.


 “Well
it’s not comfortable,” she said sarcastically, then winced. “Sorry, didn’t mean
to snap at you.”


 “You
took out four bandits on your own and have an arrow in your arm. I think you’re
allowed a little grouchiness.”


 “Kathryn
wouldn’t complain,” she muttered as he examined her arm.


 “Kat’s
not here, and I have a feeling that her version of complaining is simply
getting more irritable than normal. Ready?” he asked, one hand braced on the
shaft and the other on the other side of her arm.


 No,
but she had no other choice. “Do it,” she gritted. Her vision went red and then
white as he punched the arrow fully through her arm, her shriek echoing in the
trees. He promptly broke off the tip and reversed the process. Pulling the
shaft back out hurt even worse and by the time he finished wrapping her arm
with a makeshift bandage she was woozy and wishing for some of Jenna’s numbing
salve and her bed. She hated pain, hated injuries, and hated all of the
restricted movements that accompanied them. Every time she got injured she had
to start back from the beginning and work back up to her original skill level.
It was frustratingly depressing.


 “I’m
afraid I don’t have anything to stop infection or dull the pain,” Daniel
apologized as he examined the wound on her other arm. Looked like she would
have matching bandages on each side. 


 “S’okay,”
she grimaced as he wrapped the cut tightly. “I’m sure Rachel or Cass will have
something.”


 “That
is if we can find them,” Daniel replied.


 She
squinted at him. “Any particular reason we can’t just follow the road?”


 “Did
you notice that there were several forks along the way?”


 Er,
no. No she hadn’t. She’d been too focused on keeping the bandits in her sights.
She was beyond fortunate that they hadn’t split up. “Kat would be disappointed
in me right now,” she sighed. 


 He
gave her a long look. “You took down four bandits while injured. I think she
would be proud.”


 “But—”


 “Stop
beating yourself up, Lin,” Daniel said, shaking his head. “No one’s perfect.
Not even Kat.”


 “She
sure seems like it,” she muttered.


 “Only
because she never tries anything new when someone else is looking,” he grinned.
“She’ll only demonstrate a new technique after she’s mastered it on her own
first. Those first few times when we aren’t looking? She isn’t nearly as
perfect as she likes to appear.”


 It
was a ridiculously accurate assessment of their friend. “True,” she agreed. “So
how do we find everyone? And what happened to Luke?”


 “Cass
and Amy showed up a few minutes after you left so I left them with Luke to
provide you some back up.”


 She
arched an eyebrow at him. “The thought is appreciated, but your timing needs
work.”


 He
laughed. “Noted. In the meantime we might as well continue the way we were
originally headed. Eventually we’ll meet up with someone.”


 “How
can you be sure?”


 “Because
Rachel can call the wind and round us all up once she and Elizabeth get the
queen and her daughters to a safe location while the rest of us scatter and
provide distractions.”


 “That
makes sense to you and me now, but will Rachel think of it later?” she asked.


 “It’s
Rachel,” he laughed. “She usually has some reserve tactic tucked away in her
brain from all the reading she does. And if she doesn’t immediately come up
with anything between her, Elizabeth, and the queen, I’m sure they’ll figure it
out.”


 “Okay,
fine, argument seen and accepted,” Lindsey said, raising her hands in defeat
before the sharp pain reminded her that they were injured. “So what do we do now?”


 “We
continue on,” he said grandly. “Follow me, milady.”
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 Daniel
was right, eventually, a strong breeze began to annoy them and it took them
both all of a minute to figure out it was Rachel trying to herd them in a
specific direction. After all, David had pulled the trick before numerous times
so they were familiar with the odd sensation of being pushed in odd directions
by the wind. 


 “See?
Told you,” Daniel said with a laugh. Lindsey stuck her tongue out at him, which
wasn’t exactly the most mature response, but her arm was hurting too much to
adequately participate in sarcastic banter.


 By the
time they rejoined the others it was full dark and they were the last to arrive
at the dark campsite. 


 “Glad
you could join us,” Elizabeth drawled as they dismounted. “Luke was about ready
to send out search parties for you.”


 “I
was not,” he protested. “Rachel was keeping track of them on the wind so there
was no need for ‘search parties’ as you claim.”


 “Is
everyone okay?” Daniel asked, declining to participate in the good-natured
snarking.


 “A
few minor injuries,” Cass spoke up. “Nothing lethal but they just might slow us
down. You guys?”


 “Lindsey
took an arrow to the arm, she’d probably kill for some numbing salve right
now.”


 She
couldn’t see Cass’s smile in the darkness, but Lindsey imagined it was there
all the same. “Coming right up,” the redhead promised, the sound of her
rummaging in her rucksack for the promised items floated to Lindsey under the
current conversation.


 “I
take it you and Elizabeth managed to get the queen and her daughters to safety
without incident?” Daniel asked Rachel.


 “Mostly,”
she replied. “Three bandits managed to correctly guess our trail and caught up,
but we took care of them quickly enough.”


 “Here
Lin, help me unwrap the bandages and then we should have you feeling good as
new in a few minutes,” Cass’s voice suddenly sounded next to Lindsey.


 “You
are my new best friend,” she groaned, reaching up to untie the cloth covering
the wound that was irritating her the most.


 “How
about you, Luke? How did you fare once I left?”


 “Once
they saw Amy and Cass’s Guardian uniforms they didn’t manage to retain the will
to fight for more than a quarter radian,” Luke said smugly. “Plus Cass executed
a beautiful snap kick right in the face of the man I assume was their leader.”


 “Oh
really?” Daniel sounded impressed.


 “She
broke his nose.” Luke sounded so much like a proud father that Lindsey almost
laughed.


 “It
won’t slow him down for long though,” Cass spoke up as she began to apply the
salve to Lindsey’s arm. 


 By the stars that hurts! Lindsey grit
her teeth and tried to keep quiet as the salve began to sting and burn; a sure
sign that it was healing but painful nonetheless.


 “It
will slow them down enough for us to get ahead of them again,” Luke replied.
“Once we reach the forest, we’ll lose them.”


 “You
sound awfully confident,” Amy commented from somewhere across the campsite.
“How can you be so sure?”


 “Because
only someone who is suicidal would venture into that forest,” he said firmly.
“And as we all know, bandits and mercenaries are some of the most selfish
people in the kingdom.”


 “Unless
we ended up with the ones who honor their contract over the risk to their
lives,” Elizabeth pointed out.


 “Did
they look like those kind to you? Because I don’t think so.
If we were being followed by that particular breed of bandit or mercenary, we
wouldn’t have come out of that last ambush as unscathed as we did. And they
wouldn’t have burnt down a town without making sure of taking out several of us
with it,” he concluded.


 Amy
sighed. “Unfortunately he has a point. We can only hope we’re being followed by
garden-variety thugs and not the type we’d send Kat after to stop. Or something
more sinister.”


 “And
just what would count as something more sinister?”
the queen asked calmly, impressively so for someone who’s life had just been
turned upside down as much as hers had.


 Silence
reigned as Amy hesitated, obviously trying to decide how much to reveal since
they didn’t know just how much the queen or her daughters knew of the
underground cult that was proving so elusive to track. 


 “Oh,”
the queen said after a moment. “I understand. Yes, let’s hope they are the
plain, ugly mercenaries and not that other
problem your order has discovered.”


 “What
other problem?” Lillian asked immediately.


 “It
doesn’t concern you,” her mother said firmly. “So do not pry.”


 Lillian
subsided with some low grumbling, but her sister spoke up, plaintively, “If
we’re in so much danger, why isn’t Kat here with us?” 


 “Because
David needed her with him to hunt down and kill that creature the king warned us
about,” Luke replied resolutely. “Without her, I doubt that they would
succeed…or even survive that mission.”


 That silenced the oldest princess, as
Luke had no doubt intended, Lindsey reflected. “So does anyone know where in the kingdom we are?” she asked
to take some of the attention off Roseanna and her whining. 


 “Further
southeast than we want to be,” Luke said grimly. “But other than that, no. I’ll
consult the map once the sun comes up and use my gift to pinpoint some
landmarks.”


 “Good
enough for me,” Daniel yawned. “Who has first watch?”


 Later
that night as Lindsey was comfortably situated in her bedroll counting the
stars, she overhead Roseanna’s despondent, “I want to go home.” 


A part of her understood the
princess’s desire. Her life was one she no longer recognized and she was no
longer living in a comfortable palace being waited on hand and foot by servants
and sleeping on feather beds. Instead
she was running for her life from brigands, or worse, after being burned out of
a town and sleeping on the hard ground. A part of Lindsey understood, she
really did. 


 But
another part, an unsympathetic part, just wished that the oldest princess would
mature a little or at least try to be a little more stoic like her mother and
sister. 


҉҉҉


 “We
failed,” Dagnin growled. “The Master is not going to be happy.” He stared into
the cookfire, trying to find a way to articulate their failure in a way that wouldn’t end with him losing a limb, or
worse his life. “If you bloody lazy excuses for men hadn’t run like cowards
when those two Guardians showed up, we could have been done with this mess and
enjoying a very wealthy retirement!” he snarled at his men. 


 Twenty-five
men were scattered through the glade around six different campfires. The men
sharing his fire returned his glare with scowls of their own.


 “You
could have warned us that Guardians would show up,” Fraskin accused over his
dinner of squirrel and forest berries that one of the scouts, Dagnin wasn’t
sure who, had scavenged. 


 “You
ignorant rackta,” Dagnin exploded. “They were all bleeding Guardians! All of them but the three we were supposed
to take!”


 If
that was supposed to help the mood, it didn’t. “You mean to tell me,” Grier
snarled, pointing a blackened fingertip at Dagnin, “That we’ve been hunting
Guardians this entire time?”


 “Well
The Master didn’t sent us on a forest hike for our constitutions,” Dagnin shot
back sarcastically. “Who did you think was guarding the royal women?”


 “I
don’t know, the Royal Guard maybe?” Fraskin mocked, the fat from the rabbit he
was eating dribbled down his chin to take up permanent residence in his beard.
From the looks of him, Dagnin suspected that the other man had never been
introduced to a bucket of bath water in his life. 


 “On
a secret mission? Not dressed in the royal colors? When there are other
problems plaguing the rest of the kingdom and the entirety of the king’s
advisory council wringing their hands afraid of assassins?” Dagnin asked
acerbically. “Not likely.”


 “But
the Guardians don’t leave their regions,” the fourth man at their fire
protested. “They patrol their little regions and nothing else.”


 “Have
you not been paying attention to any
of the tavern and ale hall gossip, Vorish?” Dagnin spat. “There is one family
that does. And they are becoming known for their inability to fail.”


 Even
under all the dirt and grime, Dagnin saw Fraskin pale. “We’re hunting the Dragons?! Have you gone mad?”


 “We
go where The Master tells us to go,” Dagnin growled at him. “And he wants these
women. And the only way to get them is to get through the Guardians.”


 “Well
as you so kindly just pointed out,” Vorish said sarcastically, “They don’t
fail, so how are we going to get through them?”


 “If
you women hadn’t run when you saw the two uniformed Guardians we would have been
able to overrun them with numbers earlier,” Dagnin barked. “They were already
tired and we know one of them was severely injured from when we burned that
town down the other night. They were split up and we inflicted some good
injuries on a few of them earlier. It should have been easy!”


 “And
are you conveniently forgetting their rapid healing abilities?” the last man, a
quieter fellow by the name of Harish, asked. 


 “Those
“rapid healing abilities” as you term them are due to their armor, not anything
else,” Dagnin said with confident authority. 


 “And
you know this how?”


 “The
Master told me.”


 “And
how did he obtain this information? Harish pressed, picking a twig out of his
share of the rabbit before taking a significant bite. “The Guardians guard their
secrets like a noble guards his treasure.”


 “The
Master has informants everywhere,” Dagnin replied. “He knows far more than
anyone suspects. How do you think he managed to give us a way to track those
women?”


 Vorish
grunted. “I’m still not convinced that thing
works,” he said, waving at the metal cuff on Dagnin’s wrist.


“It works,” Dagnin growled. “And so long as we
have it, we can’t lose them.”











Chapter
17


Khidamun Sea





 Kathryn
felt like she had just closed her eyes when her hammock suddenly and
unceremoniously dumped her onto the deck. Biting back a curse, she started to
pick herself up when the whole world shifted and she went flying into the hull.
The world shifted once more and she slid back toward her hammock. 


 Reaching
wildly to prevent being slammed into hardened timber once more she grabbed at
anything that was within range. Unfortunately, Matt wasn’t tied down to his own
hammock and his dangling arm was not nearly enough to negate her momentum.
Together they crashed into the hull.


 “What
in blazes?” Matt sputtered as he was rudely woken by the impact of head against
wood. The angry voice of the howling wind all around them tore the words from
his lips, making it difficult for Kathryn to understand him. 


 “Storm!”
Kathryn shouted, trying to find something to hold onto as they slid across the
deck again. 


 Matt
made the same mistake she had and brought David tumbling out of his
hammock. 


 “What
is going on?” David demanded as he was as rudely woken as the other two.


 The
rest of the Dragons woke as the boom of thunder threatened to damage their
hearing. 


 Leia,
with her fear of water, immediately began to panic. “Kathryn, do something!”
she begged as she joined the rest of the group packed against the forward hull.


 “Not
my gift!” Kathryn shouted back. “David, stop this storm!”


 “I’m
not strong enough!” he protested. 


There was a resounding crack from above. The deck above
splintered and shattered as the foremast crashed onto the deck. It was
immediately followed by a swell of water mixed with shards of wood that spilled
and skittered around them. Kathryn could hear it roll across the deck as they
tilted precariously to the left, or what she assumed was the left. When she
didn’t hear its return roll across the deck as the ship shifted, she guessed
that it had gone overboard.


 “You
are going to have to be! We’re going to sink if this keeps up.”


 A
wave crashed over the deck and poured down into the hold where the Dragons were
huddled. Leia panicked at the sudden
surge of water and Kathryn grabbed her hand. “Don’t let go of me,” she ordered.


 Coughing
and sputtering, Leia didn’t have the energy or voice to answer. 


 Darcy
suddenly appeared before them. “You need to come up onto the deck!” he shouted
to be heard above the storm.


 “Above
deck!” Leia shouted back, tears welling in her eyes. “Are you crazy!?”


 “If
the ship goes down, you’ll be trapped down there!” he shouted back. “You need
to get out of there!”


 Kathryn
hauled Leia to her feet. “He’s right!” she shouted.


 Leia
looked sick. “We have to go,” she gulped, “up there?!” She looked up through
the splintered hole the mast had made. Kathryn followed her gaze and understood
her terror. For the first time in her life, Kathryn felt the same fear Leia
did.


 The
water here was wild and uncontrolled. She couldn’t control it because the water
itself wasn’t causing its own feral behavior. The wind was in control…and only
David could control the wind.


 They
staggered up the stairs together, Kathryn holding tight to Leia. When they
reached the deck, the power of the wind astounded her. Never before in her life
had Kathryn experienced a windstorm as bad as the one that threatened to sink
them now, not even the storm that had driven them to Blackwood Manor over two
years ago had been this bad. The wind literally swept both girls off their feet
and they slammed into the railing that surrounded the deck. 


 Kathryn
dug her nails into the wood as a wave swept over them,
Leia tightened her grip on Kathryn’s arm as they fought against the pull of the
water.


 The
wave passed and Kathryn glanced over to where David was. She could see the
strain in his face and posture as he tried to reach into his gift and calm the wind.
He hadn’t been able to calm the storm that had taken them to Blackwood Manor, she wasn’t going to trust that he could calm this
storm.


 Another
savage wave washed over her. Unprepared, Kathryn struggled to keep her hold on
the railing. 


Her grip held.


Leia’s didn’t.


 As
soon as the wave passed, Kathryn searched frantically for Leia. “LEIA!” She
shouted. “LEIA!”


 She
spotted her on the other side of the ship, clinging to the railing with all of
her strength. Another wave washed over
her before she could begin to make her way to the terrified girl. By the time
the wave passed and Kathryn could see again, Leia was no longer by the railing.



 “LEIA!”
Kathryn flew across the deck, aided by the wind, and strained her eyes toward
the water. 


 “WHAT
HAPPENED!” David shouted in her ear as he was
propelled into the railing by another wave.


 Coughing,
Kathryn kept searching. “LEIA’S OVERBOARD!” she shouted as she finally spotted
the girl bobbing on a wave near the stern of the boat. “STOP. THIS. STORM!” 


 Not
wanting to waste another second, which is precisely what would happen if she
told David her plan, she jumped overboard.



 It
was unlike anything she had ever experienced before. The currents below the
surface were as unforgivable as the wind above. They grabbed at her like cold
vines determined to tie her down and disorient her. 


 Her
head broke the surface of the water and her efforts to breathe were rewarded
with a wave in the face, her head snapping back with the force of the hit. It
felt like a punch from an opponent. Startled, Kathryn looked around, finally
spotting a piece of the ship on the top of a cresting wave before it
disappeared. Well, that at least explained the punch. 


 It
was the middle of the night and the moons were clouded over so Kathryn’s
attempts to spot Leia in the water were unsuccessful. Instead she focused
inward and searched the water using her gift. A large struggling mass far
beyond the ship’s stern came into a blurry focus and she closed her eyes and
concentrated. Using her gift as a guide she began to swim toward that mass that
was neither water nor wood. 


 She
struggled against the current, fighting the waves to keep her head above water
to breathe, propelling herself toward her friend. It felt hopeless. For every
ten strokes forward the waves seemed to propel her fifty strokes back. Her arms
and neck were starting to burn, her legs beginning to lose power. If she didn’t
find Leia soon, Kathryn was in danger of drowning herself. 


 A
few seconds later she literally swam into her. Grasping hold, Kathryn pulled
the younger girl toward her. Leia started fighting her immediately. “Leia, it’s
Kathryn! Stop fighting me!” Kathryn ordered as the younger girl’s elbow
collided with her temple. Pain exploded in her head and it momentarily distracted
her from treading water. Coughing and sputtering she struggled to regain some equilibrium in the
water.


 “Do
something!” the drowning girl begged, choking as the ocean forced water down
her throat.


“Hold on!” Kathryn shouted. She struggled to
keep them both above water as wave after wave crashed over them. Gritting her
teeth, Kathryn scanned the water for the ship. She found it two kilometers to
their right. Wonderful. There was no way she could cross that distance
swimming, not with Leia panicking in her arms. She would have to convince the
currents to carry them. But that was going to involve convincing the water to
run in the opposite direction that the storm was propelling it. Why couldn’t it
ever be easy?


Reaching down into her gift she
pulled on the water. It was like trying to move a rock wall by simply pushing
on it. She could feel the water try to respond to her, but the wind’s will was
stronger than her own. In seconds she lost her grip. 


Meanwhile, Leia was continuing
to panic as the water grabbed at them, trying to pull them down. “Leia!”
Kathryn gasped as another elbow connected with her body, this time at her
throat. “Leia, I need you to calm down.”


“We’re going to die!”


Kathryn put some marble into her
voice and shouted above the roaring gale. “No we aren’t! But only if you stop
fighting me and work with me!”


“How?” Leia wailed. “I’m not
gifted with water.”


“You don’t need to be gifted to
help me. I need you to stop fighting so that I can concentrate on getting us
back to the ship.”


“But I’ll drown!”


“Leia! You have to trust me. I’m
not going to let us drown. But I can’t fight you and the storm at the same
time.” Kathryn could already feel the cold of the water sapping her strength.
She felt more than heard the deep breath her companion took. She willed Leia to
find her courage. They couldn’t survive otherwise.


“What do you need me to do?”


“I need you to tread water and
hold yourself out of the water—


Leia stiffened. “But—


“I won’t let go,” Kathryn assured
her. “I just need you to handle your own weight so that I can put more strength
into summoning a current to take us to the ship.”


“We can’t even see the ship,”
Leia whimpered, her words barely audible over the howling wind. Despite her
protest, Kathryn could feel some of the girl’s weight leave hers as Leia began
to tread water more effectively.


“We don’t need to see it,”
Kathryn replied as she reached for her gift again. “I can sense it in the
water.”


If Leia commented, Kathryn
didn’t hear it. She was too busy fighting for their lives. The wind was
powerful, stirring up the water to a level Kathryn hadn’t considered possible.
Had it just been her, she could have dove down below the influence of the wind
and propelled herself back to the ship. But Leia couldn’t hold her breath that
long. So she grabbed a tendril of water and began to bend it to her will. She
started small, pulling on the current until it started to bend around and head
back toward the ship. 


She pushed it on, forcing it to
cut a line between the opposing currents to the ship. It was like trying to
force a stubborn team of horses to move forward, their hooves obstinately
planted in the dirt as they pulled against the reins. In fact, she was willing
to bet that the horses would have required less energy on her part. Finally she
sensed the current reach the ship. 


That was the easy part. Now she
had to convince the current to grow wider and faster until it could carry both her and Leia back to the others. “Leia!” she shouted. “I
need you to hold on and don’t let go!”


“What’s
happening?!” Leia’s terrified shout made Kathryn wince inwardly. There
was nothing else she could do. She had to break her promise to gain the control
she needed.


“I need my hands free,” she
shouted back. “I need you to keep us together.”


“You said that you wouldn’t let
go!”


“I need to in order to control
the currents. Hurry Leia. I’m running out of strength for this.”


She felt the girl’s arms tighten
around her waist and slowly released her own grasp. Splaying her fingers in the
water, she let herself fall into her gift. Normally Kathryn didn’t need
anything more than her mind to control the water, but there were times when
she’d needed to exert excessive amounts of energy to control and influence a
large volume of water. She had found, through trial and error, that by using
her hands she could sense and manipulate the individual components that made up
water, giving her more finite control. Until now she’d never tried to use
excessive force on an extensive volume.


The water fought her with
everything it had. She could almost hear its whispering laugh. You pathetic mortal human. You and your kind have sought for centuries
to tame me. See now how poorly you have failed.


Pathetic human she may have
been, Kathryn still had a stubborn streak as wide as the kingdom she served and
she dove into its depths to fuel her strength. The water pulled, she pushed. It
changed direction and darted off to the right, she pulled it back on course. It
was worse than trying to catch smoke. As soon as she tamed one current, another
would break free.


You must try harder. The voice in her head startled her. It wasn’t
the water and it certainly wasn’t her own. 


Reach deeper, child. There are many layers to your gift.


Abruptly she placed the foreign voice.
It belonged to one of the instructors who had journeyed to the Dragons glade to
continue their education at the bequest of either Elyon or the King. This
particular warrior had been one of the first. His hair had been long and black,
but had unique solid gray bands along the side which had been pulled back into
a half-ponytail. He had come to work with the Dragons on their ability to use
their gifts.


There is great power in this family, he’d said one afternoon after
running them through several rigorous exercises that had left them all sweating
and ready to collapse. Your power will
make you a target for your enemies and a shield for your allies. He’d
looked at them all in turn. In order to
survive, you each must learn the extent of your gifts. Reach beyond what you
believe, what you have been taught. There is more to your gifts than simple
basic control.


The Dragons hadn’t quite
understood what he had been trying to say. The control they exerted over their
gifts certainly hadn’t seemed basic or simple, but as they had run through his
exercises, they’d all been forced to admit that there definitely was something
more. They’d been allowed a scent of something that lay just beyond their reach
and that remained stubbornly elusive despite their attempts to reach further. 


So Kathryn reached down,
plunging her will into herself, trying to force past the barrier that limited
her to basic control. The barrier bent and contorted against her will, but
stubbornly refused to break. She pushed harder. If anything the barrier bent
even less against her will than before. 


She withdrew. By now she’d lost
all control over the currents she’d been bending to her will. Leia was
struggling to keep them both afloat as somehow, during the last few minutes,
Kathryn had stopped treading water.


Quickly, she began to tread
water, discovering that her legs felt like someone had chained tree trunks to
them. They needed to get out of the water and soon. 


Less is more, Elyon’s advice before they had left echoed in her
mind. Forcing her body to continue treading water she mulled over his words.
Less is more. Less is more.


The barrier had resisted her
attempt to push through, had even become stronger as she had increased her
stubbornness. So what if she tried less?


The idea made absolutely no
sense to her. There was no logic behind it aside from the fact that pushing
harder hadn’t worked. But it was the only option she had left. She was too
tired from fighting the ocean to try pushing again.


Closing her eyes, she relaxed
her mind and let herself sink into her gift. This time, while she propelled
herself down to the barrier, she halted herself before it. Slowly she reached
out toward it. The barrier gave slightly under her touch, much like the first
time. Willing herself to relax, Kathryn slowly moved her touch forward. 


It was like pushing through a
cloud. One second there was pressure working against her and then suddenly it
was gone and she fell through the barrier. Suddenly Kathryn knew what it meant
to feel omnipotent. She could feel the ocean currents swirling around them, the
ship, even as far away as the coast. Willing them to propel her and Leia back
toward the ship, she felt weary with relief when the currents immediately
followed her orders. It was still fighting the power of the storm, but now it
wasn’t fighting her. 


No fighting. No pushing or
pulling. Just simple obedience.


No, Kathryn shook her head
mentally. It was more than just obedience. The water actually wanted to do her
will. It wanted to serve her. She’d just never been strong enough to command
it.


Tracking their movements through
the water, she waited until they’d almost reached the ship. She then created a
large wave behind them. “Leia! Tell David to stop the wind!”


“Why me? Why can’t you do it?”
Leia shouted.


“I’m not going with you.”


“WHAT?!”


“Someone needs to control the
water,” Kathryn explained. “If I can keep the water calm. That should give
David the relief he needs to focus and calm the wind.”


Leia didn’t argue, which
probably meant that she thought that Kathryn was crazy. “Keep treading water,”
she ordered. “The wave will carry you to the deck.”


Leia turned and Kathryn couldn’t
mistake the fear in her face for anything else. “But—

 “Trust me, Leia. And tell
David that he needs to relax!” With those words, she released her grip on the
brunette, ignoring the expression of utter bewilderment on Leia’s face over her
last words, and ordered the wave to carry Leia to the ship. Treading water,
Kathryn kept track of the girl’s progress until she could only sense her
intermittently as the waves splashed over the deck. 


Satisfied that Leia was now
safely aboard, Kathryn returned her attention to the water. Dropping into its
depths, she ordered it to calm itself.


It wasn’t quite so easy. The
wind was still powerful and a simple command wasn’t enough to overcome its
will. 


Sighing, Kathryn surfaced and
then dove again. She returned to the barrier and tried to pass through again.
But the barrier hardened against her touch. Panic rose in her throat. If she
couldn’t get through again, she had no chance of calming the water. Frantic,
she began to push on the barrier again.


It was only after she surfaced
again for air that she remembered Elyon’s words. Less is more. 


Taking a deep breath, she forced
her body and mind to relax. She felt herself sinking in more ways than one.
Yes, she was sinking back down into the water, but she was also sinking within
herself. 


She reached the barrier again,
and she forced herself to reach out gently and placed a mental hand against it.
It yielded to her touch and suddenly she passed through.


Reaching out with her mind and
will she ordered the water to cease its wild behavior. Again, she could feel
the water attempt to follow her command, but the wind’s influence was not so
easily overshadowed. 


Growling to herself, she reached
out further and began to bend the water to her will. She forced the individual
drops of water around her to slow down and become still. Then she reached out
further and repeated the process. Again. And again.


It wasn’t like when she had been
fighting against the currents to propel her and Leia back to the ship. Then
she’d been fighting the water itself. Now she was fighting the wind, pitting
its will against her own. Each water droplet that she tamed ceased to fight her,
unlike her earlier battle with the currents. But there were so many. She
surfaced, took several deep breaths, and dove again, spreading her will over
the water. Reaching further and further with each new attempt.


She lost count of the times she
surfaced or how many water drops she bent to her will. All she knew was that if
she didn’t succeed, they would all probably die. 


Drop after drop. 


She blinded herself to pain and
exhaustion and kept her mind focused on her task. Her arms and legs went numb
and she was forced to reserve a small amount of her focus to ensure that she
continued to surface from beneath the waves to breathe. But she kept most of
her attention on the water. Each water droplet she tamed may have stopped
fighting her will, but the wind kept trying to whip them back into a frenzy. She had to keep half of her will on the water
she’d already calmed to keep it calm while the other half struggled against the
wind’s influence. Distantly, in the back of her mind, she registered that she
wasn’t controlling her gift. Her gift was
controlling her. The realization was terrifying to the
point that if her family’s life wasn’t being threatened she would have locked
her gift into the deepest recesses of her soul and never venture there
again. 


Who dares attempt to control my realm?! The deep rumbling echo that
filled her mind startled her so badly she inhaled some of the water she was
attempting to control her with mind. Coughing forcefully to expel the foreign
substance from her lungs, her eyes popped open, but in the darkness she could
see nothing. 


The salt stung her eyes and she
closed them again, this time searching with her gift. It raced across the
ocean’s still wild surface and plunged into its currents, seeking an answer to
her question. Nothing. There was nothing in the water with her. Whatever she’d
thought she’d heard, it was most likely the result of her overworked mind.


And then her gift sent her an
image of the fluid shadow hurtling toward her at impossible speeds. It was
racing up from the deepest part of the ocean, from a depth that no creature
should have been able to survive, and its trajectory aimed it directly at her.


Terror infused her limbs with
panic and she clawed her way toward the surface, her body desperate for air and
her mind equally frantic for the entire thing to be a hallucination. As she
stroked she heard the voice, echo, in her mind again; this time as a low growl
that made the water around her vibrate like a fiddler’s string.


Her head broke the surface and
she drew in a deep breath. Around her the wind still raged and black clouds
still covered the sky. Waves danced with more vigor than drunkards performing a
jig in a tavern during a celebration. Lightning flashed and in the dim light
she could just barely make out the ship’s outline; relieved to see it wasn’t as
far from her position as she’d feared. It took her a moment to realize that she
was already stroking rapidly for the ship. Forcing herself to slow down and
check the water again for the mysterious shadow before she retreated to the
ship, the water gave her about half a second of warning before something large
and scaled wrapped itself around her left leg and yanked her below the surface.
Her shriek of surprise and fear was swallowed by the wind and the waves. 


Into the depths she was pulled;
her struggles useless against whatever creature had caught hold of her. The
pressure made her ears shriek in pain and any attempt she made to relieve the
pressure proved futile. They were moving too deep too quickly. Her energy already
sapped by her attempts to calm the water, she quickly found herself losing
consciousness. 


Then, suddenly, she heard the
sound of water draining away—felt it draining away. Gasping for breath she
attempted to push herself up from her prone position and found that the surface
beneath her wasn’t solid. It bent and fluctuated with her motions; slippery as
a wet fish it gave her fingers and boots no purchase. Finally, she gave up
attempting to stand and settled for lying quietly while her mind endeavored to catch
up with events.


Her memory told her that she was
still deep within the ocean, but her rational mind told her that such a case
was impossible. 


I had forgotten how delicate your inferior race is, the strange
echo rumbled through her head, the vibrations carrying through the surface she
was lying on as well. 


“Wh—” Her attempt at speaking
ending abruptly as wracking coughs overtook her body. Burning, her lungs forced
the water they’d inhaled out. It pooled beneath her hands and then disappeared.


As she coughed, Kathryn was
vaguely aware of the darkness slowly evolving into shadows and from shadows
into a deep green light. In the space of a heartbeat, her eyes took in three
facts. 


Yes. She was still deep beneath the
ocean’s surface. The strange slippery surface wasn’t just below her. It
surrounded her. A distant part of her mind wanted to classify it as a very
large bubble, but she guessed that the term was barely adequate for describing
what she was currently experiencing. Lastly, her “bubble” was transparent. And
it was what lay beyond the walls of her air pocket that threatened to stop her
heart.


Hovering before her was a maw
filled with double rows of teeth as long as she was tall. They were framed by a
long…snout? Muzzle? She wasn’t exactly sure what the correct term for it was,
but it was the size of the Lightning
and covered with scales the size of her torso. Two long tendrils of what looked
like sinew hung from either side of the massive jaw, forming the eye-catching
encore of a scraggly looking beard.


Taking a deep fortifying breath,
she raised her eyes to look above the teeth. Two glowing orbs stared back at
her from their deep-set positions within the monster’s head. Spikes crowned its
head and flowed down its neck. A hood, similar to that of a particular breed of
poisonous snake in Cadras, framed its head. The rest of its body disappeared
into the blackness.


Kathryn felt her mouth drop
open. It couldn’t be. They didn’t exist; nothing more than fodder for myths and
legends.


I assure you, human, the voice rumbled menacingly in her mind. I am no
legend. Who are you and what arrogance led you to presume to take control of my
realm?


“I—I was trying to save my
comrades from the storm,” she managed after a moment.


Pathetic imbecile, the gravelly voice hissed. The wind is your enemy. Not my realm.


Kathryn cleared her throat. “The
wind and air are not my gift.”


Gift? The creature tilted its head as if considering her before a sensation
of absolute loathing crept its way up her skin. I see. You are one of the accursed offspring of those cursed Elves. I
wondered why I smelled their blood in you.


So the race of man wasn’t the
only one that hated the Elves. Interesting. “They were my distant ancestors,”
she agreed, remembering Jasse’s lecture. 


And like your pathetic sires, you believed you could tame the waves
instead of the wind? If the derisive adjectives weren’t enough to make her
heartily dislike her host, his contemptuous tone definitely was.


“My duty was to calm the waves
so my comrade could calm the wind,” she said stiffly, letting some ice creep
into her tone. It probably wasn’t the best tactic to anger a—dare she say it?—dragon, but she was worried about her
family, exhausted from her earlier exertions, and now irritated at the creature
before her.


You have an overinflated opinion of your abilities if that was your
goal.


“I had nothing to lose and
everything to gain.”


The dragon tilted his head
toward the surface in small bobbing motions, abruptly giving Kathryn the
impression that he was sniffing her. Yes, I will concede that your comrades were
better off while your magic was assisting them. Its gaze returned to rest
on her face. You have an unusually strong
gift for a human, it said with a hint of grudging interest. It has been millennia since I have felt
such power. The blood of your wretched ancestors flows strong within your
veins. Too strong.


Kathryn’s jaw had clenched at
the revelation that her family was suffering more since she’d been dragged
several hundred meters…or was it leagues… beneath the surface. “I don’t suppose
you’d release me so that I could return to helping them?” she asked darkly.


Why does it matter if they survive the storm or die? The dragon
asked indifferently. Humans have such
short lifespans… a few years are of little consequence.


If she’d possessed the courage,
and the gift, to do so, she’d have shoved white fire up his nostrils. “We’re on
a mission,” she ground out. “A deadly creature is killing our kind and we’ve
been sent to stop it.”


Oh really? There was no mistaking the amusement in the thought. And just what are you supposed to be
stopping? A wolf? One of those lumbering, clumsy bears?
A mountain cat, perhaps?


“A nauro,” she said icily.


You might as well let your comrades drown, the dragon told her
after a pause. It would be more merciful.


“We’ve been tasked by our King
and his advisor, Elyon,” Kathryn said firmly. “We must try.”


At her words, the dragon went
completely still. Elyon?


She hesitated. “You know him?”


Our paths have crossed before.


From his reluctant tone, Kathryn
guessed those meetings hadn’t ended well for him.


His power is great, the dragon hissed at her. But it is his master who wields the greater power. Not even I can
gainsay him.


“Then you’ll send me back to the
surface so I can help my friends?”


The dragon began to swim back
and forth. If they’d been on land she would have termed it pacing, but in the
water it looked more like an agitated twitch. Elyon! The mental roar pummeled her mind, the echoes lasting far
longer than Kathryn wanted them to. The creature suddenly lunged for her
bubble, teeth bared. You serve Elyon!


“I serve my King,” Kathryn
asserted, her heart racing. “Elyon is his advisor.”


Elyon is no mere advisor, the dragon growled. His power alone outshines every mage and Elf combined. It turned
its malevolent gaze on her. And if he has
tasked you with a mission, even I cannot keep you from it.


“Great,” Kathryn growled,
getting impatient. “So send me back up so I can continue helping my friends.”


You will fail.


“You cannot know that.”


Your magic is strong, but it cannot tame the typhoon that has overtaken
the sea.


“Water obeys my commands,” she
said stiffly.


You are not stronger than the wind, the dragon told her scathingly.



“My job is only to calm the
waves enough for my friend to focus on calming the wind,” she reminded it. 


Very well. I will assist you.


If she hadn’t already been lying
down, she would have fallen over at his words. “First you tell me that we’re better
off drowning and now you want to help me? Forgive me if I don’t believe you.”


Her scaled companion bared his
teeth again. I have no desire to face
Elyon’s wrath if he were to find out that I let you die while on a mission for
him. Calm your storm and be gone from my realm. 


“Gladly.”


I will lend you the strength you need, but no more. As soon as the
storm ends, you will leave.


Fighting the urge to bare her
teeth at the arrogant dragon, Kathryn dropped back into her gift instead of
replying. Once again, she reached out toward the water and began to slowly tame
the ocean. Abruptly she felt the dragon join his strength with hers. It was not
unlike having new life flow into her weary limbs and stimulate her exhausted
mind. Suddenly, her influence increased by over one hundred times her natural
power. Not only could she sense the Lightning
being tossed around by the waves, but she could sense the distant shoreline
that encircled her kingdom on three sides. She could sense the sandy beaches of
Almaera as easily as the rocky shores of Cadras and Heltic and the soaring
cliffs of Merdea and Asyea. Within the ocean itself she could follow the
trenches, plateaus, valleys, and plains along its bottom. Temperature
differences between the waters off Almaera and Heltic were as distinct as if
she was sitting on an invisible line between them. 


Now you truly understand power, the dragon’s voice pushed into her
mind. Be quick about your business,
human. My power will destroy your form if channeled too long.


I have a name you arrogant, overgrown lizard, she thought at it
sourly before she could stop herself.


And why would I care about such an insignificant thing as the
appellation you call yourself by?


It would give you a little more variation than simply human. With
his power buoying hers, she found it much easier to control the water,
especially over greater distances.


It only feels easier, the dragon told her with a sarcastic sniff. It has taken you almost half a day to calm
that tiny portion.


If he’d told her he was a fluffy
rabbit she couldn’t have been more shocked. You
lie.


There is a cost for everything, the dragon told her. With powerful magic that cost is time.
Sometimes it runs faster, and at other times slower. It is almost impossible to
predict which way it will run.


How come I have never felt its effects before?


Your magic wouldn’t be considered a candle compared to mine.


Well, she couldn’t argue that
she hadn’t set herself up for that particular insult. Any other effects I should know about?


If you survive, your body will lose all its strength and shut down.
And he didn’t sound confident that she would live through this.


Tramping down a growl of her
own, she refocused on calming the ocean, trying to work faster. Even with the
dragon’s help, it felt like it took radians. But eventually, she felt the ocean
calm. Above its surface, the wind still howled in fury. It wasn’t as strong as
it had been before, which she hoped meant that David was having some success.


While he fought the wind, she
kept a firm control over the water’s surface, preventing it from presenting
anything but a perfectly smooth face. The dragon may have been lending his
strength to hers, but for all his supposed help, it sure felt like she was the
one stretched over hundreds of kilometers of ocean battling for calm. Her body
felt like it was on fire and her muscles were so tight they felt like rocks. 


Finally, the wind calmed to a
strong breeze. It wasn’t as calm as the water, but there was no danger of the
storm returning. You have attained your
goal, the dragon told her dispassionately; as if she couldn’t sense it for
herself. Return to the surface.


She tapped the sides of her
bubble. “You have to release me first.”


I will have a vow from you first.


“Oh”? Her chest constricted at the thought.


You will tell no one of our meeting.


“I can’t keep this a secret from my family,” she protested.


You are the keeper of many secrets, he told her coldly. Most from your supposed
family. If you cannot keep
mine, I will not release you and you will remain with me until the end of your
lifespan. His mouth opened in what she could only guess was supposed to be
a gruesome smile. Or
until you die from hunger.


Cheery thought. “I will have to
tell my…Captain,” she told him,
unable to come up with a better description for David. “He I can swear to secrecy though.”


The creature reared back with,
as best as Kathryn could figure, a contemplative look. Then after a few moments she received its verdict. That is unacceptable.


“I cannot offer any better.” Technically,
she could probably keep this secret, but after all of the effort she’d put into
becoming one of the family, she’d be karced if she let this dragon get in the
way. David would murder her if he
found out that she met a dragon and hadn’t told him. Besides, she was only
interested in keeping her secrets.
Not someone else’s. 


The dragon’s disapproving growl
reverberated through her mind, almost knocking lose her control over the water.
Then she wondered why she was still maintaining control. If the winds were
calm, the water would be as well. As soon as she released the ocean, her limbs
let out relieved sighs.


Very well, the dragon agreed grudgingly. But if anyone else learns of my existence, I will destroy you the next
time I sense you within my realm.


Crossing her arms over her chest
she said icily, “No one will learn of your existence through me or my friend.
However, I cannot guarantee that someone might not discover you in some ancient
text. A lot of ancient creatures long forgotten are reappearing.”


Leave, the dragon ordered brusquely. Before I change my mind about letting you live. And, it growled in her head, tell Elyon he meddles in dangerous
prophecies.


Before she could reply, the
light surrounding him winked out, her stomach dropped as she felt a rapid surge
towards the surface, and then her bubble abruptly popped. Water rushed in from
every side, battering her. His strength left her as rapidly as he had and
suddenly her limbs went from achy to heavier than tree trunks. Knowing she was
short on air, she stroked for the surface, trying to keep her mind from
panicking over the depth she’d been submerged to. Reaching into her gift, she
used it to help propel herself to the surface.
Advanced instruction at the schools had given her a theoretical knowledge to
exhale as she ascended to prevent a lung rupture, but her air ran out before
she reached the surface and her lungs burned and ached as she attempted to
force her muscles to continue stroking. But with each stroke, the residual
strength the dragon had leant her dissipated until she felt like someone had
dropped a mountain on her. 


Finally, she surfaced, inhaling
deeply in long pulls and gasps as her head broke through the water. Relieved,
she pulled out of her gift. At once her head felt like it had been stuffed with
cotton and smoke, feeling both heavy and light. Then the sensation slowly began
to spread, down her neck and to the rest of her body, adding to the already
present feeling of a mountain sitting on her body. Dimly, she heard the sounds
of two large splashes echo faintly in her hearing. 


 Turning
in the water, she saw the ship floating before her, worried faces peering down
at her. Two heads broke the surface of the water. She recognized them.


 “Matt?
Tyler?” Her voice was rusty and burned as she forced the names out. Her tongue
felt thick in her mouth and a monstrous headache was beginning to swell behind
her eyes. 


 The
two boys swam over to her. “Hey, Kat,” Matt said with a grin that didn’t quite
hide the worry in his face. “You can stop swimming now.”


 Tyler
swam up beside her. “Come on, Kat.” He turned his back to her.


 Confused,
Kathryn looked at them. “What’s that for?”


 Matt
flashed her a smile. “We just figured that after a couple days of treading
water and who knows what else, you might want a lift back to the ship.”


 She
stared at them. “A couple days?” The
dragon had warned her, she just hadn’t believed him. She started to swim toward
the ship, but her joints screamed at her and a throbbing ache settled deep into
her bones. Frowning, she turned to look at her limbs and stopped treading in
shock. Her skin was mottled in color, swollen, and it was starting to feel like
Matt had dumped a whole satchel of spiders over her. At the same time, it felt
like everything was growing numb, she couldn’t feel the water anymore. She
started to sink into the water, and no matter how hard she tried to order her
limbs to move, they remained stubbornly lifeless. Matt lunged for her arm and
pulled her toward him and Tyler.


 “Well,
we think it’s been that long,” he said as he wrapped her arms around Tyler’s
neck. “With all the cloud cover and the excitement it’s a little difficult to
be sure.”


 He
kept up a steady stream of chatter as Tyler swam them back to the ship. “You
gave us quite a scare, you know,” he was saying. “Dumping Leia onboard with the
crazy wave you threw at us and remaining in the water. We were sure you’d
drown. I think David claimed at one point you had.”


 “Nice
to know you guys have such faith in me,” she muttered. She could feel her body
shutting down now that she wasn’t fighting for her life. Her limbs remained
unresponsive and her eyelids were beginning to feel impossibly heavy. Forming
coherent thoughts was a battle on its own and she wasn’t entirely sure that she
was giving voice to them or if she just thought she was. To top it all off, her
lungs were still burning. Every breath was agony. 


 “Well,
when David finally stopped the wind and pushed the clouds away and you didn’t
surface immediately, we began to worry,” Tyler replied, his voice sounding far
away.


 “So
David managed to calm the wind, then?” She wondered if he’d discovered how to
get past the barrier like she had. She would have to ask him later; she
especially wanted to know if he’d experienced any additional help.


 Her
neck had grown weaker and weaker to the point where it would no longer hold her
head up. Lying against Tyler’s back and neck as she was, she felt him nod an
answer to her question.


 “He did,”
Matt agreed as they reached a ladder hanging next to the ship’s hull. “Promptly
passed out after he did, but he calmed it.”


 “Sounds
like a good idea,” Kathryn muttered. It was getting harder to think cohesively.
All she wanted to do was close her eyes, but something in her mind told her to
wait until she got on deck. She felt Tyler shift her weight, preparing to
climb.


 “Wait,
Ty.” She slipped off his back into the water, keeping one hand firmly grasping
the ladder. “I can make it.”


 “Are
you sure?” He eyed her dubiously. 


 “If
not, you can catch me on the way down,” she gave him a weary smile. Exhausted
as she may have been, there was no way in the kingdom that Kathryn would allow
herself to be carried like a helpless court lady up to the deck. If only to
prove to her own pride that her gift hadn’t mastered her. And now was a perfect
opportunity to practice working through pain…to harden herself
to it. 


 “I’ll
just wait down here then,” Matt spoke up cheerfully. “At least until you get
all the way aboard.”


 Replying
would take too much energy, so Kathryn simply concentrated on reaching from one
rung to the next, forcing her arms and legs to hold her weight, ignoring the
searing pain from her joints and the aches that throbbed in time with her
heartbeat each time she grasped and pulled herself up the rope-ladder upward.
Finally, after feeling like she was climbing an endless mountain, the wooden
hull of the ship gave way to an expanse of horizontal planks. 


 Hands
grabbed her and helped her up. Jenna and Natalie hurried over and began
fussing.


 “I’m
fine, Jen,” Kathryn spoke up before Jenna could comment. “Just tired.”


 Jenna
eyed her uncertainly. “Then why do you look like you’re in pain?”


 Kathryn
swayed slightly and she felt someone slip an arm under her shoulder. “My joints
ache,” she managed after a moment to grab some deep breaths. “And everything
else too.”


 “How
deep did you go?” Jenna’s question sounded far away and Kathryn didn’t
understand why that was so important.


 “I
dunno,” she mumbled. “More than one hundred meters for sure.”


 Behind
her she heard the sounds of footfalls on deck. Tyler must have made it up. Or
was it Matt? Natalie squeezed her hand. “Come on, Kat. You can rest now.” She
led her down the steps, hastily repaired with loose boards stretched across the
gaping holes the mast had made when it had broken through the deck. They were
below deck before Kathryn could turn around and gage the true extent of the
damage to the ship. If she’d had the
energy to care, Kathryn would have been embarrassed at the number of times
she’d stumbled across the deck and on the stairs. Only Natalie’s strength kept
her from pitching forward and collapsing before they made it to her
hammock. 


 Natalie
led her to a hammock and helped her into it. Jenna insisted that she drink a
large draught of water mixed with a special elixir to help her dehydration and
overworked muscles. At first Kathryn resisted, but as soon as some of it
whetted her lips she realized just how thirsty she was and downed Jenna’s entire
supply. As soon as she was off her feet and her head on a soft pillow, Kathryn
fell into an exhausted sleep. 


҉҉҉


 She
awoke some time later to excruciating pain. At least, she thought she woke.
Sounds bled into each other, voices speaking over each other until all she
heard was a cacophony of endless noise. When she attempted to open her eyes,
all she saw was a blinding kaleidoscope of lights, colors, and shadows. The
fact that they pulsed and spun only added to her disorientation. Agony
possessed her, washing everything out into white silence as her body convulsed;
attempting to find some position that would relieve her aching muscles and
bones. Why had she wanted to feel pain again? This was unbearable. As the pain
worsened, the noises returned; louder and more forceful. One in particular rose
above the others.


 “Kee.. her still!” 


 “Wha’s…
wro…g… her?!”


 In
addition to the fire coursing through her body, the throbbing aches were made
infinitely worse as her limbs and torso were forced into a horizontal position.



 “I—I’m
not…,” one of the voices bled through the pain. “… Never seen… before.”


 “Jen…something!
She…like she’s…tortured!”


 Torture.
It was a description she agreed with. 


 “Wait!
… something—


 Anything
else the voice said was lost as her body convulsed again and she returned,
briefly, to the white light. When her hearing worked again, she caught the last
part of a dim command.


 “…David.
I…his help.”


 A
new pain reared its ugly head as her blood felt like it was boiling within her.
Every beat of her heart felt like a sword to her chest. What was happening to
her?


 “Bubbles,”
the voice was saying. “There…air bubbles in…blood.”


 “How…fix
it?”


 It
took more energy than she had to focus on the conversation around her. All she wanted
was for her body to shut down so she could sleep again. 


 “Stay…us,
Kat,” a new voice ordered. It sounded familiar…and a part of her knew it was
one she should obey, but couldn’t remember why.


More words were spoken but she gave up
attempting to decipher them, letting her mind fall back into the pain. It
wasn’t quite the same as unconscious oblivion, but as a child she’d learned
that if she accepted the pain, it would eventually numb her to its effects. 


 And
slowly, she did feel herself becoming numb. The pain lessened and the voices
faded and sleep claimed her once again.


҉҉҉


 Someone
was poking her. It was a foreign realization. Her head pounded with one of the
worst headaches she had ever experienced and yet she found the steady light
pressure against her ribcage far more irritating. Keeping her breathing steady
she remained still, mentally calculating the time between the pokes, testing to
see if they were random or more organized. 


 1…2…3…Poke.


 1…2…3…Poke.


 1…2…3…With
her right hand, she reached up and snagged the irritating object before it
could press against her side again. 


 “Guys!
She’s awake!” The excited shout intensified her headache tenfold, sending waves
of agony rippling through her skull. 


 She
braced herself against the pain and was vaguely aware of a growling sound that,
judging from the vibrations at her throat, was coming from her. 


 The
sound of footfalls echoed in her ears and the vibrations hurt just as badly as
the voice had. Grudgingly she forced her eyes to open. 


 Matt
was grinning down at her. “Welcome back, Kat! How’re you feeling?”


 She
didn’t want to think about how she felt. “Matt, go away,” she groaned. Her
whole body felt like someone had set her outside in the sun for a whole day and
then rubbed it raw with a bristle brush. Her throat was even worse. If she
didn’t know any better she would have guessed that someone had taken that
bristle brush and used it on her throat. She would kill for some cool drinking
water; and maybe some of Jenna’s herbal tea while she was at it. She closed her
eyes, trying to fight the headache that refused to dim or leave. And those
complaints didn’t even begin to cover what her bones and muscles were shouting
at her.


 “How
are you feeling, Kat?” Jenna’s calm voice asked her. 


 “I’ve
been better, …and everything itches” she bit out
irritably, while reaching up to scratch
at her shoulders and neck, but abruptly halted the movement when her arms
barked in pain. The seawater she’d swallowed was giving her a serious case of
nausea. If the world didn’t stop swaying, she was in danger of losing what
little she had in her stomach. 


 “What
hurts?” Jenna asked.


 Kathryn
took inventory. Every muscle was tight and loudly protesting their mistreatment
of first being forced to fight the water for…she wasn’t sure how long she’d
been treading water…and then immediately being laid flat for…well, however long
she’d been out. A distant part of her mind told her that she should probably
care how much time had passed but she couldn’t summon the effort. Her throat
and temple throbbed—was that from Leia’s elbow or something else? She couldn’t
remember. The list went on and on. She forced her eyes open again. Jenna had
shouldered Matt out of the way and stood above Kathryn’s hammock. “What doesn’t
hurt is a shorter list.” Mainly because that list was
currently non-existent. 


 Jenna
smiled sympathetically. “I’ll get you some tea if you think that you can keep
it down.”


 Kathryn
grimaced. “That might be problematic. The seawater isn’t sitting so well right
now.”


 “Be
right back.” Jenna disappeared from her line of sight and was replaced with a
very worried Natalie.


 “How
are you feeling?”


 “The
next person who asks me that gets hit.”


 In
the background she could hear Matt laughing. “She’s fine.”


 “Shut
up, Matt!” Natalie snapped. “Go annoy a shark or something.”


 “Relax,
Nat.” Kathryn tried to placate the older blond. She pushed herself up onto her
elbows and had to pause and wait for the dizziness to subside before continuing
to a sitting position.


 “She’s
not fine!” Natalie was saying. “She can barely sit up! And she almost died
yesterday!”


 Halfway
into a sitting position, she froze at Natalie’s words. “I
what?!”


“Why does no one in the family
listen to me?” Jenna groused as she returned with a cup in her hands.


 “You
didn’t tell me that I couldn’t sit up,” Kathryn countered as she accepted the
cup. “And what did Natalie mean that I almost died?”


 “I
didn’t think that you’d be crazy enough to try it.”


 “It’s
Kathryn,” Matt chuckled. “We should know better by now.”


 “Go make
yourself useful and tell David that she’s awake,” Jenna ordered.


 Matt
saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.” He hopped off of the bucket that he had been sitting
on and disappeared up the stairs that led to the deck.


 Kathryn
squinted in the low light. “Are you going to answer my other question or am I
going to have to make it an order?”


Jenna studied her. “How deep did
you go into the ocean to calm it?”


She blinked. “I’m not sure. Why
does it matter?”


“It matters because you
developed an extremely rare condition that I’ve only ever read about once in a
dusty old tome at the back of the Healer’s Library.


As far as Kathryn was concerned,
she didn’t care how rare it was so long as Jenna was able to heal it. Which, apparently, she had. “What was it?”


“There’s no actual term for it,”
Jenna said slowly as she eyed Kathryn’s untouched cup. “There’s only been ten
recorded cases of it and the last one was several centuries ago.”


Abruptly the memory of the
creature who’d been the one to kidnap her to such terrifying depths slammed
into her. If it hadn’t been for Jenna’s quick movement, the cup would have
slipped from her fingers and hit the rough deck. “Centuries you said?” she
asked, clearing her throat. Perhaps she wasn’t the first to encounter the
leviathan? Had he infected her with some ancient disease?


“It’s a hard condition to
acquire,” the healer said dryly, placing the cup back into her hands. “You have
to descend to impossible depths and surface extremely quickly. Most who reach
such depths drown before they reach the surface.”


Kathryn blinked slowly. So…it
wasn’t something the dragon had done to her. She supposed it was comforting
that the crotchety old thing hadn’t infected her out of spite for disturbing
his existence. “I guess I went further than I thought,” she said carefully.


“I’ll say,” Jenna replied with a
snort. “You developed so many air bubbles in your blood, I was afraid we’d
never cure you.”


Bubbles? In
her blood? That was more than a little disconcerting. “How did you cure
me?”


“I had David force a special mix
of air into your lungs while I tried to dissolve the air in your blood.”


“I had no idea such a thing was
possible,” Kathryn said after a moment.


Jenna raised an eyebrow at her.
“Be glad I stumbled across the scroll,” she said succinctly. “Otherwise you
probably would have died.”


So her dragon friend wasn’t
willing to kill her himself, but he’d been more than willing to let her suffer
a condition that was known only to a handful of healers and that was so rarely
seen most didn’t know of its existence let alone its cure. Any potentially
grateful thoughts she might have harbored at the creature for not killing her
evaporated. 


Deciding that she didn’t want to
further contemplate her near demise, she scanned the hold. As far as she could
tell, there didn’t seem to be extensive damage to the ship from the storm.
“What happened to the hole from the mast?” She asked.


 Jenna
waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, Darcy and a couple of the other Skinwalkers
threw some heavy canvas and planks over the top.” She pointed to the untouched
cup in Kathryn’s hands. “Drink.”


 Obediently
Kathryn drank. It wasn’t the most appetizing concoction that Jenna had ever
handed her, but it definitely wasn’t the worst either. “What’s our condition?”
she asked as she took another sip.


 Jenna,
and Natalie who had remained uncharacteristically quiet through Jenna’s
explanation, exchanged a look. “Not good,” Natalie admitted. “We lost our main
mast in the storm and without it we can’t sail. We don’t have oars so we can’t
row on our own power and Darcy’s waiting for the stars to come out to determine
where our exact location is. The storm blew us off course so badly he has no
idea which way is land.”


 Kathryn
huffed. “Wonderful.”


 “David’s
been trying to send breezes out to determine which way leads to solid land, but
without a sail we can’t catch any wind he calls. But he’s still regaining his
strength. I’m not sure he could blow out a candle right now.”


 “And
let me guess,” Kathryn sighed. “We can’t catch the wind without a sail, but we can’t
have a sail without a center mast and with no land to build a center mast from
we’re pretty much stuck in the middle of nowhere.”


 “Depressingly
accurate,” David’s voice cut in before Natalie could respond. 


 Kathryn
turned in time to see him carefully make his way down the stairs. As he
approached she eyed him more critically. His face was haggard and he had a few
days worth of stubble on his cheeks and chin. He looked as exhausted as she
felt. “Is there any good news?” she asked, not missing the intense scrutiny he
subjected her to. The last time she’d seen that look on his face, she’d almost
died at Tanner’s hands. He tended to take it personally when any of the Dragons
managed to injure themselves and she had a feeling she was his new target for concern.
Already his eyes were promising an intense discussion later. 


 He
rubbed his chin. “We didn’t lose anybody during the storm—


 “I’d
call that good news!” Matt exclaimed as he bounded down the stairs, Darcy
following on his heels. “Not to mention that the ship is still floating and in
one piece, relatively speaking.”


 “And
that’s pretty much the good news,” David agreed. “Until another ship comes by,
or we get really inventive, we’re stuck out here.”


 “I’ve
got an idea,” Darcy spoke up. Everyone turned their attention to the Crown
Prince. “What if we hitched a ride?” 


 “Hitched
a ride?” Matt asked curiously. “Hitch a ride from what? Two teams of horses couldn’t pull this rig.”


 Darcy
smiled. “Luckily for us, there are creatures much larger than horses that swim
in these waters.”


 “You
know,” Matt said slowly. “If you said that in a more serious tone, that could
be a very ominous statement.”


 A
collective sigh went around the room. “What?!” Matt
protested. “You can’t deny it!”


 “You
were saying?” David prompted his brother.


 Darcy
grinned. “I love your family.”


 “Someone
should,” Natalie huffed. 


 “Anyway,”
David interjected with a tired voice. “Hitching a ride?”


 Darcy
bit down on another grin. “I put out some calls to the nearest whales,” he
explained. “Hopefully by tonight we’ll find one who’s willing to take us to the
Almaeran coast.”


 “And
if we don’t,” Kathryn spoke up. “I might be able to help.”


 “Oh?”
David turned an interested face in her direction.


 “I
can persuade the currents to give us a push,” she explained. “It won’t be as
fast as sailing under the power of the wind, but it’s better than just sitting
here.”


 David
frowned. “Are you sure you’re strong enough? You almost died yesterday.” 


 She
glared at him. “Like you’re strong enough to summon winds and breezes?” she
asked pointedly, ignoring the dying
half of his statement. Surely they were over-exaggerating her condition. 


 “I’m
not going to be holding on to them for days at a time,” he countered.


 “Neither
will I,” she shot back.


 “So
how are you going to force the currents to propel us?”


 “I
don’t force the water to do anything,” Kathryn bit back. “I ask it.”


 “Enough,”
Jenna interrupted sharply. She stepped between them, eyes flashing. “Honestly,
what’s gotten into you two?”


 Kathryn
was ready with a hot reply when she realized that Jenna was right. The last
time she and David had gotten this snippy with each other was, well, two years
ago. Oh, they’d had their disagreements since then, but not an outright
argument where Kathryn was fighting the desire to rip his throat out. “Sorry,
Jen,” she said. “I think I’m still tired.”


 “You
aren’t the only one,” Jenna groused. She whirled on David. “I specifically
remember asking you to stay horizontal for three days after you woke up. It’s
been two.”


 He
gave her a charming smile. “Really? I could have sworn I waited three days.”


 “More
like three radians,” Tyler muttered.


 Jenna
pointed to a hammock near the one Kathryn was lying in. “Get in or I’ll have Tyler
wrestle you in and tie you down,” she ordered.


 David’s
smile faltered. “Jen—“ 


 “Don’t
Jen me,” she interrupted hotly. “We
need to be at our prime when we finally face this creature and if you continue
to push yourself to the limits and ignore the needs of your body, you aren’t
going to have a chance which means that the rest of us aren’t going to have a
chance. So. Get. In. That. Hammock.”


 David
and the others stared at Jen in surprise. Finally, Tyler took the initiative.
With a grunt he gave David a shove toward the hammock. “You heard the lady.
Bedtime for the captain.”


 David
grimaced at him. “You’re getting to be as bad as Matt.”


“Oh, no one can ever be as bad
as me, Cap,” Matt assured him. 














Chapter 18


Edge of the Hecil
Forest





Amy stared at the scene before
her with an increasing feeling of uneasiness tightening her muscles in
anticipation. Having to abandon their horses because of the density of the
woodland was bad enough, but the stark transition that she beheld only
heightened her anxiety. The forest
before her was unnaturally dark. It was as if the forest absorbed the light of
the sun but could not, or would not
use the light to create the colors normally found in a forest. The branches
were gnarled and twisted like one of the ancient villagers whose limbs had been
deformed from a lifetime of hard work. They reached out toward Amy, the wind
moving them so that they appeared to be waving her away from the danger their
trunks shielded…or beckoning her closer, she wasn’t entirely sure which.


“We have to go in there?” Cass
choked.



Luke nodded. “Welcome to the Hecil Forest, where no traveler has ever returned
from.”


For once, Amy felt the same as
Cass. Every instinct in her body was screaming at her to run in the opposite
direction and never look back. Images of predators and hidden dangers that they
hadn’t been trained to face raced through her mind. She mentally forced herself
to relax. This wasn’t nearly as bad as her imagination was making it out to be.
They had most of the essential supplies and a map. I’ve been spending way too much time around Kathryn, she thought. I’m becoming paranoid. 



“In this case,” Daniel muttered quietly beside her. “I’m thinking that some
paranoia might be a good thing.”



“That doesn’t make me feel any better,” she complained.



“What does the map say?” Daniel asked Luke.



“Yeah,” Luke said slowly as he focused on the forest before them, “About that.”



Uh, oh. The tight feeling had returned.



“I’ve got some good news and some bad news.”



“What’s the good news?” Rachel demanded.



“We’ve reached the Hecil Forest,” Luke told her brightly.



“We can see that for ourselves,” Elizabeth replied darkly. “What’s the bad
news?”



“The bad news is that the map is useless.”



Oh yes, all the bad feelings were back with more on top. Amy stared at Luke,
trying to conceal her horror.



“What do you mean the map is useless?” Cass asked fearfully. 



“The episode with the stampede and then wandering around the countryside for
two days has thrown us off of our route,” Luke explained. “We’re nowhere near the
location where the map says that we should enter.”



“So then why don’t we just follow the forest’s edge until we reach that spot?”
Elizabeth asked.



Before Luke could reply, Daniel swore and spun on his heel, bringing his sword
to bear. The others quickly followed suit. On the crest of the hill behind
them, Amy could just make out the outlines of the bandits who had been dogging
them for the last two days.



“That’s why!” Luke shouted as arrows began to slam into the dirt at their feet.




“Everybody, into the forest!” Amy ordered, ushering their royal charges toward
what she considered the greater danger. Personal feelings aside however, it
offered the best shelter visible in every line of sight. 



“Break into pairs, but stay within shouting distance of the group,” Luke
ordered as he shot a few arrows back at their pursuers. “Head inward, but not
directly.”



Amy paired Lillian with Rachel and sent them in a westward direction. Daniel
and Roseanna she sent north and she and the Queen went south. Cass and
Elizabeth took off after Daniel and Roseanna. Lindsey and Luke followed Lillian
and Rachel. 



Amy was beginning to feel like the whole kingdom was conspiring against their
mission. First their campsite was trampled by horses and wolves, then they’d
gotten lost for two days trying to navigate with faulty maps while bandits were
nipping at their heels like hungry predators, and of course they just had to enter
the forest-of-no-return in a location where their map couldn’t help them, and
now said forest was doing its best to trip them up, knock them down, and in
general try to get them killed. Next time she was going animal hunting
and Kathryn could deal with mythical forests. 


 Finally
she heard Luke shouting, calling for a convergence of the group. Jumping over
downed tree trunks and diverting around stumps of trees that appeared to be
over one thousand years old, Amy and the Queen finally reached the spot where
the others had gathered.


 “So
now what do we do?” Daniel was asking.


 “We
move inward,” Luke replied, studying the landscape around them as if he
expected the bandits to pop up again.


 “But
in which direction?” Rachel asked. “North or south?”


 Luke
paused. “South.”


 Daniel
eyed him. “You sure about that?”


 “As
sure as I can be in this place.”


 Sighing
heavily, Amy waved one hand in front of her. “Lead the way.”
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 Amy
took a step forward and suddenly found herself knee deep in rancid smelling
water. A heartbeat later she realized that Luke and Daniel had her suspended
from her shoulders, keeping her from falling deeper into the fen. “Thanks
guys.” Before her, the water displaced from her entry rippled away until they
disappeared, displacing the solid-looking plant life floating above.


 Luke
glowered at the mire that blocked their way. “Just what we need.”


 “Can
we go around?” Lindsey asked tentatively.


 “I
don’t think so,” Cass spoke up, her brow furrowed in concentration. “I can feel
water for kilometers in every direction.” She looked at Lindsey with a grimace.
“I think we’re stuck going through.”


 “And
I suppose a boat made from a hollowed out tree-trunk from the dead forest is
out of the question?” Roseanna spoke up.


 Daniel
was already shaking his head. “I’m afraid it would take too long. Our pursuers
are persistent.” He looked to Luke. “We have about fifteen minutes before they
arrive.”


 Amy,
still hanging suspended in the water from their grips, said, “Lower me down
slowly, guys. I want to see just how deep this is.”


 She
was chest deep in the water before she felt solid ground beneath her feet.
Attempting to wade out, she discovered that her boots stuck to the ground
beneath the water for a few seconds before they were suddenly freed. Subsequent
steps resulted in the same events. “Okay,” she said turning around. “I think
there’s some kind of mud at the bottom that’s determined to eat my boots, but
it’s not strong enough to rip it from the cirin.”


 Daniel
followed her in with a splash.


 “Thanks,
Daniel,” Amy said sarcastically as her hair dripped with the murky water. “I
needed that.”


 He
grinned sheepishly at her as he and Luke helped the others into the water. 


 “It’s
a good thing Natalie’s not with us,” Luke commented as he dropped into the water
with considerable less splashing than Daniel had.


 “Why’s
that?” Lillian asked curiously.


 “Because
she’d refuse to cross this mire unless she was in a boat so that she wouldn’t
have to get dirty,” Lindsey laughed. 


 “No
offense, Lindsey,” Amy said slowly. “But I’m surprised you aren’t trying to
pull the same antics.”


 Lindsey
gave them a grin. “Spending time with Kathryn crawling through mud and thorn
bushes kind of changes your perspective.”


 “That
it does,” Daniel agreed. 


 “Let’s
get moving, everyone,” Luke said, taking point. “We don’t want to be caught
like this when our friendly bandits arrive.”


 “With
any luck, they’ll lose their weapons. Or better yet, they’ll drown,” Rachel
muttered.


 The
queen chuckled nervously. “If we can stand up, I don’t think that they’ll have
any problems.”


 “You
never know, their weapons are heavier than ours and may weigh them down enough
to take them under,” Elizabeth commented from behind.


 “We
can hope,” Cass agreed.


 Amy
shook her head. “Their scabbards aren’t waterproof, they’ll hold their blades
over their heads as they cross.”


 “Well,
it was an idea,” Rachel sighed.


 “Is
there anything alive in here?”
Roseanna whispered. 


 Elizabeth
turned to look at Cass, whose brow was furrowed in concentration as she worked
to answer that question. The fleeting look of horror that crossed her face told
Elizabeth everything she needed to know. Lie,
she mouthed silently.


 Cass
nodded her understanding. “Nothing out of the ordinary that I can sense,” she
told Roseanna.


 “That’s
a relief,” the princess sighed.


 Cass
and Elizabeth exchanged a look.


 What is it? Elizabeth mouthed.


 Big with teeth, Cass mouthed back.


 Wonderful.
Maybe it would go after the bad guys instead of them.
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By the end of the day, they were
all hot, tired, sweaty, and hungry. And they still hadn’t reached the end of
the swamp. 


“How is it that we can be
half-submerged in water and still sweat like plovers roasting over a fire pit?
And why isn’t the cirin keeping us cool?” Rachel moaned miserably. Not that she expected otherwise, but no one
volunteered a response with some kind of explanation—just a few grunts of
agreement. 


“How big is this thing?”
Elizabeth demanded hotly after a few more minutes. “We’ve been walking all day
and we still haven’t reached solid ground.”


“Technically, the ground under
the swamp is solid ground,” Rachel offered, her tone pert.


Elizabeth glared. “If you’re
going to insist on doing that the whole trip, I may ask Cass to put something
in your food.”


“Enough.” Luke said forcefully, determined
to circumvent an argument before it started. “We’re all tired, snapping at each
other isn’t going to help things.”


“It will make me feel better
until I’m dry again,” Elizabeth retorted peevishly.


“I’m sure that the mire will end
soon enough and after we’re dry and our stomachs full with Cass’s food, we’ll
all feel better,” Queen Estelle commented from behind. 


“As much as I want to be dry and
full again, what I really want is twelve radians of solid sleep,” Lindsey said
wistfully. 


“I second that,” Amy agreed
wearily. 


Luke turned to Daniel. “How
close are our persistent pursuers?”


Daniel gave a wry grin. “The
last time I felt them, they had extricated themselves from the swamp with the
intent to build a boat. As long as we set rotating watches, I don’t see why we
couldn’t make camp once we hit dry land for a day or so.”


“How far does your sense reach?”
Elizabeth asked.


“Pretty far.” He considered for
a few minutes. “A good thirty-seven kilometers at least.”


“This swamp can’t be that big!”
Cass exclaimed.


“No,” Daniel agreed. “But
they’ve gone back to the dark forest to use one of those downed tree trunks to
build their boat, and that’s out of my range.”


“Cass, you sense any dry land
ahead?” Amy asked, trying to keep her exhaustion from creeping into her voice. 


The redhead’s brow furrowed
deeply as she concentrated. If anything, this trip was giving her a crash
course in how to use her minor gift. As Amy watched, Cass’s brow cleared and
her eyes shone with the first excitement they’d seen in radians. “Yes!” She
exclaimed. “It’s faint, but I can feel where the water suddenly stops!”


“Stars be praised,” Rachel
moaned. “How far?”


Cass bit her lip. “Ten
kilometers?” she guessed tentatively. “Maybe less.”


Daniel glanced at the sky.
“It’ll be night by the time we reach the other side.”


Luke shrugged. “How hard can it
be to wade through water in the dark?” he asked. “It’s not like we can see
where we’re placing our feet now while the sun’s up with the water in the way.”


“Not to mention its already as dark as twilight in here,” Rachel muttered.


“What if we run into something?”
Lillian asked tremulously. 


Luke and Amy exchanged a glance.
“We deal with it and move on,” Luke said decisively. “We are reaching dry land
tonight even if it kills us.”


“Oh, please don’t say that,”
Rachel groused. “Something will come and eat us now.”


Daniel regarded her curiously.
“Why do you say that?”


“Law of nature,” she replied.
“Anything that could happen at the wrong moment will, and whatever you don’t
want to happen will.”


“Or, as we say at court,” Queen
Estelle added. “The law of inverses.”


“That’s what that meant?” Roseanna said in disbelief. “I always thought it meant that the ugly man
got the pretty woman and the ugly woman married the handsome man.”


Her mother chuckled. “There’s
that too.”


The following silence was
interrupted by a loud splash. As one, the group whipped around, alert for any
approaching danger. 


Daniel emerged, sputtering, from
the water. “Stupid…log,” he coughed, shaking the water from his hair. They all
stared at him for a few seconds, unwilling to believe that the danger had
passed, until Lindsey started laughing uncontrollably. 


“Daniel, you scared us!”


“Yeah, well, I scared myself,”
he admitted with a sheepish grin. “One minute I’m walking along minding my own
business, and the next something grabs my foot and pulls it under.”


“Something grabbed you?” Cass squeaked as Luke and Amy exchanged a
concerned look.


He quickly shook his head. “No, it
just felt like it. I stepped into a rotting log and it rolled down into a small
hollow in the mire’s bottom, pulling me along with it.” Daniel hadn’t been the
first of their group to experience a dunking or two, but he was the first who
hadn’t let out a startled shout before going under.


“Well, now that my heart’s
stopped racing,” Amy commented dryly, “let’s see about getting to solid ground
tonight.”


They continued on even as
darkness settled over the landscape, hiding their watery surroundings as effectively
as the water hid the ground. At one point, the water became too deep to wade
through and the Dragons and their charges were forced to swim for a good
radian. Or at least what Amy estimated was a radian by the position of the
rising moon. 


As Niea rose and their
surroundings plunged into even deeper blackness, the Dragons began to notice a
strange red glow. 


“Um…is everyone else noticing
this?” Lillian asked hesitantly as she turned her arms over in the darkness,
the light painting her skin a faint blood red. 


“Yeah,” Cass giggled nervously.
“Luke’s hair is the same color as mine now.”


Amy looked to her right and saw
that Luke’s blond hair was indeed a bright red color as the mysterious red aura
permeated the countryside. 


“I think it’s coming from the
water,” Elizabeth said slowly.


Glancing down, Amy could make
out vague rippling shapes that were a brighter red than the aura itself. The
shapes were collected in groups, some within a handbreath away, others several meters. 


“Look!” Roseanna called. “Green
lights!” She pointed off to the distant left where the surface of the water
rippled in grass green colors.


Luke turned to Daniel. “Can you
explain this?”


“Me?”


“Well, Amy hasn’t come out and
told me that the light is being given off by creatures in the water, so my only
other guess is that some kind of plant is doing this.”


Daniel’s brow furrowed as he
reached out. Finally he seemed to come to the same conclusion that Luke had.
“You’re right,” he agreed. “It’s some kind of plant, a cross between moss and
seaweed is the best description I have for it.”


“Cass,” Elizabeth interrupted.
“How close are we to land?”


There was silence for a few
moments as Cass struggled to exert power over the water. “Oh,” she said with
obviously forced casualness. “About ten meters.”


Luke surged forward and stumbled
into the sharp bank that provided a barrier between the end of the swamp and
the highly sought dry land. In the glow of the red light, Amy could see his
face twist into a scowl as his knees ran into hardened mud. “Come on,
everyone!” He called. “Let’s get out of this water.”


They needed no more
encouragement. With Daniel’s help, the boys helped their royal charges out of
the water where they sank gratefully onto the solid earth. Once they were all
on firm ground, Amy gazed around. In the darkness there wasn’t much that she
could see, and the eerie glow of the mysterious water plants didn’t seem to
extend far beyond the boundary of the water. 


“Lindsey, could you give us some
light?” She asked.


“Don’t make it too big!” Luke
cut in. “We don’t want to attract any unwanted attention.”


After a minute, a faint light
was visible in the palm of Lindsey’s hand. “How is that?” She asked
tentatively. 


Amy regarded it carefully. It
wasn’t a bright light, she could hardly see two meters beyond them, but it was
enough to guide their way to a safe campsite. “Perfect.”


Daniel helped the Queen and her
daughters to their feet and they all followed Luke and Lindsey as they searched
for a secluded campsite.


“Is it just me, or is it getting
warm?” Rachel asked suddenly, fanning herself with her hand. 


Amy, who had assumed that the
water running from her hair and forehead was from her last dunking in the
swamp, expanded her senses beyond her assumption. “Yes,” she agreed after a moment. “It’s getting
warmer, and more humid.”


“At least we won’t freeze
tonight,” Cass offered before Elizabeth could complain. 


“We may not freeze,” Lindsey
spoke up. “But we won’t be drying off tonight if the humidity continues to
rise.”


“And it will,” Cass sighed. “I
think it’s going to rain tonight.”


“You think?”


Cass shrugged. “I can’t be sure.
I’m still learning what these twinges with my water gift mean.”


“So, we just find a campsite
with shelter available,” Amy said matter-of-factly. “The rain will be more of a
help than a hindrance for us.”


“How?” Roseanna asked
mournfully. 


“It will wash away our tracks,”
Daniel explained as he helped her over an odd-shaped mound on the ground.


“I don’t suppose you can tell
how hard it’s going to rain?” Luke asked hopefully.


“Sorry. Kathryn might have been
able to, but I can’t.”


“I don’t think that will make a
difference,” Amy assured her as she spotted a bizarrely shaped mound in the
distance. “Lindsey, can you light up that area over there?” She asked, pointing
in the direction of the shape.


Lindsey threw her small orb of
light in the direction Amy had indicated. As it traveled in an arc, Amy could
make out the vague shape of a thick column with a circular roof sitting on top.
“Why don’t we head there,” she suggested. “It looks to be as good a place as
any.”


They surged toward the
possibility of shelter. With a grateful sigh, Elizabeth, Rachel, and the two
princesses sank down onto the ground. “I suppose it’s too dangerous for a warm
fire,” Elizabeth said mournfully as the others clustered around. Lindsey’s
little ball of light had rolled along the surface of the ground until it had
found a small hollow where it now lay nestled. 


Amy bit her lower lip. “I
suppose we could risk it,” she said finally.


Before she, or Luke, could change
their minds, Elizabeth jumped to her feet. “Daniel, I’m recruiting you to help
me gather firewood.”


“Wait!” Lindsey stood up
quickly. “You’ll need to see where you’re going and what you’re gathering. I’ll
go too.”


They wandered off into the
darkness. As they moved further and further away from the campsite, Amy noticed
that the small orb of light that Lindsey had left behind began to dim.
Motioning to the other girls, she pointed toward the dying light. “While we can
still see, why don’t we get a fire pit ready and lay out our bedrolls.”


Rachel and Cass got to their
feet and began to make camp. “At least the ground is soft so we won’t be
sleeping on hard dirt,” Cass commented as she spread her blankets out.


Amy had to agree. The ground
beneath their feet was covered in what felt like thick moss that was
exceptionally soft. After weeks of sleeping on the ground as they traveled all
over Rima, tonight would feel luxurious. 


“Cass, what can you whip up for
us for tonight?” Luke asked as he cleared a space for the fire pit. 


“Probably cold, salted jerky,
and hard biscuits. Unless you prefer roll-tack,” she replied slowly. “I won’t
risk anything more involved until I can see again and I know what’s edible in
this place.”


“Sounds wise,” Queen Estelle
nodded. “We wouldn’t want to run out of supplies in a place like this.”


Their chores completed, and the
light from the orb glowing like a dying ember, there was nothing they could do
but wait for the others to return. After what felt like a lifetime, the ember
began to glow brighter until it shone like a torch. The three wayward Dragons
returned, their arms filled with oddly shaped items.


“Can you believe that this place
has no wood?” Elizabeth exclaimed as she approached and dropped her armload.


“What do you mean no wood?” Luke demanded. “It’s a forest,
it’s filled with wood. It’s made up of wood!”


Daniel shook his head. “There’s
no wood, Luke. There are plenty of other structures that look like this one,
but they aren’t made of wood.”


Luke looked at him doubtfully, then strode over to the column. The others watched as he
placed his hands on it. Bewilderment spread across his face. “It’s… spongy!”


They surged toward the
structure, hands outstretched. As her hands connected with the pillar, Amy felt
the material give beneath her fingers, pillowing slightly between her splayed
fingers. 


“Is it safe?” Lindsey asked
softly, gently poking the pillar with an outstretched finger.


“I think so,” Daniel’s voice
floated to them from the other side of the column. 


“It feels like a mushroom!” Cass
said in wonderment.


“A giant mushroom?” Amy said
doubtfully. “Is that possible?”


“We’re in the Hecil Forest,”
Luke reminded her. “Anything is possible.”


“Except sleep, apparently,”
Elizabeth groused. “Can we figure this out in the morning?”


“Daniel? Any sign of our dogged
pursuers?”


“Nothing that I can sense.”


“And I’m not getting anything
nearby from the wind,” Rachel added. Any other words were drowned out as rain
began to fall heavily. Unlike the forests back home, where the sound of a rainfall
is amplified by the sound of the water hitting tree branches, leaves, and brush
before finally beating into the dirt below, the rainfall around them was quiet
except for the dull thud of the
raindrops connecting with the top of their shelter and the faint whoosh as they met up with the mossy
ground.


“We might as well get some
sleep,” Luke agreed. “We’ll set watches so that if something does come up, we
won’t be taken by surprise.”


“I’ll take first watch,” Daniel
volunteered.


Luke nodded his agreement.
Before he could speak though, Rachel spoke up. “I’ll take third.”


“Weren’t you just complaining
about not getting enough sleep?”


“It’s easier for me to get up
and stay up than it is for me to get up, stand watch, go back to sleep, and
then get up again,” she said testily.


“Alright, see you all in the
morning.”





When Amy woke the next morning
the first thing she was aware of was the oppressive weight of the air on her
chest. The second, after she peeled her
eyes open, was the blinding brightness of the light that assailed her. 


Sitting upright, she rubbed her
eyes, attempting to relieve the spots that danced behind her eyelids.
Cautiously she opened them again. The brightness hadn’t dimmed an iota, but her
eyes slowly adjusted until she could glance around without squinting too badly.
What she saw made her jaw want to drop.


Used to the dark shadows and
gray shapes of the dead forest that they had been traversing these last few
days, the explosion of color that she took in now was an assault on her senses.
Colors, brighter and more pronounced than any she had seen at court covered the
landscape. The mossy substance that covered the ground was a bright shade of
green that made Roseanna’s costume look pale in comparison. At least, the moss
she was sitting on was bright green. Not three meters away to the right, the
mossy substance was a pink that would have matched at least one of the bolts of
fabric in Natalie’s closets, and to the left it was multicolored in bright
yellows and oranges. Letting her gaze travel with the moss, her mind was
dazzled as it continued to change colors randomly as far as she could see. It
was a sharp contrast to the black water of the swamp that she could vaguely
make out in the distance. The colors wove around and amongst other colors, like
thousands of meandering ink-filled rivers of various shades and hues weaving a
giant tapestry into the landscape, heedless of boundaries or obstructions. 


The structure they had taken
refuge under was a blinding blue color with bright yellow veins running through
it. It dimly reminded Amy of fish back in Rima that Matt used to catch and make
for dinner occasionally. Her mouth curled slightly. It probably tasted just as
bad too.


Daniel and the others had
reported that there were other structures like the one they had taken shelter
under last night. Looking around, Amy couldn’t understand why she had seen only
this one or why they hadn’t run into any of the others. There were at least
five within a stone’s throw away and even more beyond that. They varied in
color from purple and orange to black and yellow. There were a few solitary evergreens standing
leaps and bounds above the giant mushroom –like great edifices, but they were
dead and needleless and covered in lichens as brightly colored as the moss below.



“It’s something, isn’t it?”
Rachel commented from beside her.


Still mute in wonder, Amy could
only nod.


Rachel sighed heavily and sat
down. “We definitely aren’t in Rima anymore.”


“We aren’t in Archaea anymore,” Amy gasped. “I’ve
never even heard of anything like this in stories.”


As they watched, smaller
versions of their shelter began to push up from beneath the moss and spread
their caps to absorb the hazy sunlight. 


“No way,” Luke’s groggy voice came from behind them. “There is no way I just
saw that. I’m still asleep.”


Rachel turned to look at him.
“You are as awake as me and Amy,” she assured him. “Welcome to the real Hecil
forest.”


“And here I was hoping that all
we’d have to deal with was one giant dead forest.” He exhaled heavily. “Silly
me.”


Amy nodded. “You should have
known better by now,” she agreed.


“Are the others awake yet?”


Rachel shook her head. “I don’t
think so.”


“Better wake them, we need to
get started. We have a long way to go.”


It was the pungent urine-like odor
that assailed them at first. Despite the
fact that there was little wind, the stench of sour-vinegar grew in intensity
and was coming from a southerly direction.
Then a soft grinding and clicking noise grew louder and steadier.


“What the frierk is that?” Amy
asked Rachel and Lindsey incredulously. Both girls looked at one another with
each other in confusion and concern.


Lindsey was the first to
respond, “I have no idea, …Rachel?”


“Me neither, and it doesn’t
sound friendly,” she admitted with considerable apprehension. She then set off
to stir up the remaining companions still slumbering in their makeshift camp.


Amy had just woken Cass when
Luke began to shout. Dropping the pack she’d picked up, Amy raced over. The
others were clustered around Luke and he was pointing at something a few meters
from his feet. Cautiously, Amy sidled closer.


Her jaw dropped.


Marching in an almost perfect
line before their shelter was a colony of red ants. But not
just any ants. These ants were the size of her hunting knife. Wide as a
medium-sized river, the ribbon of red stretched out to the south as far as she
could see…at least a kilometer. They maintained their order, disciplined by
some primeval instinct, never wavering or breaking ranks. About a hundred meters back the ants were
overwhelming some kind of creature or animal. Amy could see legs being torn
away as it succumbed and writhed in agony to their numbers, writhing in agony
for the last few moments of its life before going still.


It was only after the creature’s
twitching ceased that Luke blurted out the obvious, “We’ve. “We’ve got to get
out of here!” 











Chapter
19


Cadras Coast





It had been three days since the
monstrosity of a typhoon that had nearly sent them all to their deaths. To
Leia’s eternal gratitude, Darcy had managed to limp the ship into a small
natural harbor that Kathryn’s gift had led them to. After days of constant
sickness that had left her too weak and miserable to even consider leaving her
hammock, her feet were now firmly planted on solid ground. 


And she vowed that they were
going to remain that way. David’s orders be karced, there was nothing in the
kingdom that would convince her to set foot on that cursed ship again. Not
after everything that they had been put through on that thing.


At present she was sitting
between Jenna and Natalie on the remains of what had once been a glorious
evergreen; she doubted that David and Tyler could reach around the trunk’s
circumference and grasp the other’s hands. Whatever it had been at the height
of its magnificence it was now a rotting moss covered hulk that was
surprisingly comfortable. In front of them, the men of their adventure were
attempting to grow and shape a new mast for the ship. To say that it wasn’t
going well was an understatement.


Darcy had insisted that the
women should rest after such a harrowing experience. “We gentlemen can handle a
task as small as growing a new mast,” he’d assured them. Kat, who was looking
enviously hale after her escapade, had given him a long, level look before snorting
and disappearing into the woods with Destiny. David had been almost apoplectic
when he returned from scouting the area with Tyler to learn that Kathryn had
wandered off on her own. Again. He’d thrown a warning look at his brother—who
had returned it with a baffled one of his own—before trotting off into the
forest; no doubt determined to bring his independent lieutenant to heel. 


If he’d been planning on forcing
her to return to the makeshift camp with him, then when he returned alone it
was a mission he utterly failed. But because he’d come back wearing an
expression that, while not necessarily happy, was at least content Leia figured
that he’d somehow managed to catch up with Kat and come to an agreement of
sorts. 


Now he was working on the
strategy to get the soon-to-be new mast from the shore to the ship. Or at least
that’s what he was supposed to be doing. At the moment his attention was
solidly locked on Darcy and Rishard as the latter attempted to grow a tree that
would be the proper size for what they needed. And that was the part that
wasn’t going well. For all that Darcy had bragged of Rishard’s talent with
plants, he was having a devil of a time convincing his tree to grow any larger
than a sapling. Leia would admit that Rishard had done well initially, but
after the sapling had reached the height of approximately Tyler’s head it then
stubbornly refused to grow any further. 


“Do you want me to call Kathryn
for help?” David asked, amusement coloring his words. 


Darcy, who was encouraging his
teammate, waved a dismissive hand. “Oh that won’t be necessary,” he assured his
brother. “Rishard can handle it.”


Rishard could not handle it. Not from where Leia was
sitting, and from the concerned looks that Natalie and Jenna shared with her,
she felt it was safe to conclude that the other girls didn’t believe so either.
Matt, who was lounging at Leia’s feet muttered, “He looks like he’s going to
break something.”


Stifling a smile, Leia looked
over at poor Rishard. His tanned face was almost as red as berry wine and his
eyes were so wide she was afraid they would drop out of his skull and roll
around at his feet. As if that wasn’t enough evidence to his strain, his entire
body was as rigid as a plank, hands outstretched as he tried to force the tree
to grow. Tyler was standing nearby, his body language clearly stating that he
thought Rishard was about to break himself in half with his exertions. 


And still the little tree
refused to grow. Until, with a tiny jerk, it began to creep
upward, millimeter by millimeter. Darcy threw a victorious look at
David. “See, I told you he could do it.”


David just shook his head, a
small smirk of laughter on his face. Natalie leaned over until she could
confidently whisper without being overheard. “Five crowns Kathryn’s somewhere nearby
and decided to take pity on poor Rishard and help out a bit.”


“Ten,” Matt upped the bet lazily
from his position. “And she’ll be the one to move that thing to the ship.”


“She really shouldn’t be
exerting herself so much after what happened,” Jenna said, her voice laced with
worry.


Natalie patted Jenna’s arm.
“Don’t worry about Kat, Jen, she knows her limits. Besides, this could hardly
be considered strenuous. That tree is growing slower than grass.”


“She doesn’t know her limits,” Jenna complained. “She just keeps pushing
and pushing and each time I end up having to patch her up.”


Matt tipped his head upward to
look at her; if she’d been wearing a dress, Natalie probably would have shrieked
at him, as it was she merely dropped the handful of flowers she gathered onto
his head. “Isn’t that your job?” he asked Jenna, then
promptly had to spit the flowers and petals that had cascaded from Natalie’s
hands into his open mouth. “Thanks,” he growled sarcastically, wiping his mouth
with his sleeve. In response to his question, Jenna kicked him lightly on the
shoulder. “Ouch! What was that for?”


“My job,” Jenna told him pertly,
“is not to patch you up because you don’t have the sense to stop when you
should.”


“Then what is it?”


“Apparently to heal you after
you’ve faced an opponent and barely survived. But do you stop? Nooo, of course
not! You continue to do battle because in the end you’ve rescued children from
some big ugly troll,” she finished dramatically. 


“My hero!” Natalie swooned,
bringing her hand dramatically to her chest, and then laughed so hard she fell
off the log with a startled yelp. 


“Or when that happens,” Jenna
sighed matter-of-factly. A new eruption of giggles floated up from the ground
as Matt stared at Jenna in disbelief. 


“We’re all nuts,” he concluded
firmly before turning his attention back on the growing tree. That prompted
another round of laughter from Jenna and Natalie as the latter clambered back
onto the log. David and Tyler glanced their way to see what the commotion was
about, but promptly decided that Rishard needed their attention more than their
wacky family members.


Leia smiled and let herself
relax a bit for the first time since she’d set foot on the ship. They were all
safe. In spite of everything this mission had already thrown at them, everyone
was still alive and, if not eager, at least ready to continue forward. Leia
wasn’t sure if that was to be her family’s greatest blessing or it’s cruelest
curse.  


Of course they still hadn’t
finished this particular mission, and afterward she was going to have to come
to a decision on what she wanted to do about her…dilemma. But for the moment it
was good to laugh. She did enjoy living with the Dragons. Certainly they had
their annoying moments, but wasn’t that true of any family? It was going to be
a hard choice deciding between her conscience and the love she had for them. 


“Leia.” The unexpected voice
behind them caught them all by surprise and ended up startling Natalie off the
log. Again. “Would you please stop doing that?!” she complained, her voice
slightly muffled.


Turning, Leia found Kathryn
standing behind her. “Yes?”


Tipping her head, Kat nodded
toward the forest. “Can I talk to you?”


Well that didn’t sound good. “Sure.” Leia slid off her makeshift seat
and followed as Kathryn led them into the shelter of the woods. They kept
walking for a few moments before they came across a small airy glen where
Destiny was waiting for them. Kat immediately lowered herself into a sitting
position in the grass, which was unusual for her. Normally she preferred to sit
on something that gave her an advantage or ensured that she could see
everything and identify any possible threats or dangers. The grass in this
particular glade was tall and when Kathryn sat down, it was as if she
disappeared. 


“Don’t tell me Natalie’s fear of
grass stains on her dresses has worn off on you,” her lieutenant teased.


“No,” Leia replied sitting down,
watching as the grass between her and Kat flattened itself down so that there
was no barrier between them. “I’m just not used to seeing you sit down,” she admitted.


Kat shrugged. “True, but I’ve
already scouted the area and I’m connected with the forest so if something
predatory comes our way, I’ll know.”


Leia smiled. “Of course.” Why
couldn’t she be more like Kat? Their friend was so unflappable it hurt. She
would know what to do about the problem Leia was faced with. “So what did you
want to talk about?”


“I just wanted to make sure
you’re okay.”


That startled Leia. While in the
beginning Kathryn had been as friendly as a mid-winter ice storm, once she’d
begun to allow herself to become part of the family, the Dragons had been
surprised to find she had quite a bit of a mother hen in her. Granted the expression
of that protective nature usually came in more self-defense training and
sparring sessions, but she did occasionally reveal a softer side. When her
family had observed her interacting with the village orphans, especially her
kindred-spirit Dawn, they’d been shocked. She’d been soft, tender, even loving.
But Leia didn’t think she’d ever seen that particular behavior turned toward
anyone in the Dragons. “Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked slowly. 


Her friend arched an eyebrow.
“You’ve spent the last two weeks facing down your biggest fear. And that
doesn’t count the storm that tossed you into the middle of the sea to drown. If
your fear is anything like mine, I can only imagine how that experience would
have been for you.”


It was a surprisingly
sympathetic speech. Not wanting to show weakness or give Kathryn any reason to
doubt her courage, Leia forced herself to smile. “I’ll be fine. It really
wasn’t that bad,” she lied.


Kat pierced her with a knowing
look. “Leia, I was terrified. Frierk,
I was certain we were both going to drown at times. And I love the water. You? I’m fairly certain we’re going to have a hard
time of it convincing you to set foot on that ship once they get the mast
repaired.”


Leia was still stuck on her
friend’s admission. “You were afraid? I don’t believe it,” she said doubtfully.


Kathryn snorted. “Believe it. It
was the first time in my life I was afraid of the water. Before I could never
understand why people feared the sea and drowning,” she paused, looking back
the way they’d come, “I do now.”


“I don’t want to set foot on
that ship again,” Leia admitted, looking down at her lap. She could admit that.
Kathryn had essentially guessed as much.


“I imagine that’s a bit of an
understatement,” Kathryn said dryly. 


Leia shrugged self-consciously. She
really didn’t want to talk about it. The idea of facing the ship again made her
sick.


Kat sighed. “Leia, do you
remember when Matt filled my bed with spiders?”


“I think the whole family
remembers that particular event.”


“I didn’t sleep in that bed for two
weeks after. And even then I burned my old linens.”


“Really?” For some absurd
reason, the knowledge amused Leia. 


“I was not about to get under
blankets that had been inhabited by a hoard of spiders. What
if a few of them had laid eggs!?”


The look of outrage on Kathryn’s
face made her laugh. “You’re so brave, Kat. I’m surprised that spiders even
bother you at all.” When she realized what she’d said she was horrified. She
hadn’t meant to intimate that Kathryn’s fear was silly or absurd, but that’s
what it had sounded like to her. Opening her mouth to apologize, Kathryn cut
her off.


“That’s the interesting thing
about fear,” she said quietly. “It comes at you in ways you don’t expect. And
fear is fear, no matter if it’s spiders or drowning.”


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to
imply—


Kathryn levered herself down to
one elbow. “You’re misunderstanding me,” she said firmly. “Fear may come at us
in different forms, but fear is still fear. It’s still paralyzing and panic
inducing whether you’re looking at a nest of spiders crawling at you or you’re
drowning in the middle of a storm. The point I’m trying to make is that it’s
okay to be afraid.”


“You aren’t paralyzed by yours
though,” Leia muttered. “It doesn’t make you feel sick to your stomach to look
at spiders. You can just step on it and it’s no longer a threat.”


“True, enough for the most
part,” Kathryn agreed. “But it’s taken me a long time to get there. Spiders are
relatively commonplace in the forest so I have to face them every day. But
aside from our river and the few waterfalls that exist within the forest, there
isn’t a large body of water for hundreds of kilometers. You probably have years
between the times you have to face your fear and each time it’s like facing it
anew.”


She didn’t truly want to admit
just how accurate that explanation was, so Leia just shrugged, absently tugging
on the grass near her knees. While a part of her understood that Kathryn was
trying to make her feel better, a larger part just wanted to be left alone in
her misery.


Her friend eyed her for a moment
before asking quietly, “Is there something else bothering you, Leia?”


Leia froze. There was no way Kat
could know. She’d just discovered the truth herself! “Why would you say that?”


“You’ve been melancholy and
distracted for the last week—


“I get seasick,” Leia defended
herself.


“Yes, you do. But when you’re
seasick you pretend that you aren’t until you can’t function anymore. This is
different. It’s more…” her friend paused, obviously trying to put a name to the
emotion. “It’s more like sadness,” she concluded.


Leia struggled with what to say.
She didn’t want to burden Kathryn with her feelings since she knew Kat had many
other things to be worried about. There was also the horrible, lingering fear
that Kat would judge her for even considering abandoning her oath. Her family
already judged her enough, she couldn’t stand for more. But she desperately
needed direction. Anything. And Kathryn…Kathryn knew how to keep secrets. She
knew how to face difficult situations; make impossible choices. “How…” she
began hesitantly. There had to be a way to word this vaguely enough that Kat
wouldn’t immediately know what she was talking about. “How can one reconcile
keeping a promise if it threatens to break your heart?” she asked finally.


To her surprise, Kathryn didn’t
reply immediately as she usually did. Instead she laid
down in the grass and looked up at the sky, one arm tucked under her head. “Was
the promise made before you understood the gravity of the situation?” she asked
after a long moment.


“Yes and no,” Leia said slowly.
“It’s more a case of them initially working together before going their
separate ways.”


“I see.” Kat inhaled deeply, her
face thoughtful. “And there is no way to reconcile them?”


With the way the justice system
was proving to be handled? She would most likely have to leave the Guardians to
protest against the practitioners of the law. “Not without losing everything,”
Leia whispered. 


“And you’re sure of this?” Kat
pressed.


Leia thought about it some more.
Technically, as a lady of the court she did have some influence she could exert
on judges when they sentenced. But she had no lands of her own and was the
youngest ward—how else to explain her presence at court?—of a minor lord so her
actual influence was weaker than a thread. There were some women, usually
widows, of lower social standing who had managed to make a name for themselves
and wield a decent amount of power at court. But it was extremely risky and in
the end it was usually revealed they had a secret backer who had far more
power. There was the possibility that Leia could start voicing opposition to
the way the law was handled, but it would quickly catapult her into a highly
visible place at court and could jeopardize her position with the Guardians.
But wasn’t she considering leaving the Guardians for the same purpose? Not to
mention it would all be for naught if the lawmakers and nobles at court decided
that the subject was no place for a woman. After all, it, much like army
service, was still a male-dominated world. “It’s possible,” she conceded
slowly. “But it would be extremely difficult and risky beyond belief.”


“Well there’s your answer,”
Kathryn replied.


“It is?” Leia was confused. All
she saw were more problems.


“You will have to decide if it’s
worth the risk.”


“And how will that tell me the
answer?”


“Because if you determine that
it isn’t, then it will also tell you which is more important to you. And that
should be your choice.”


“It can’t be easy, can it?” Leia
muttered. 


“The important things in life
aren’t easy,” Kathryn replied. “If they were, they wouldn’t be important.” She
sat up, brushing pollen from the grass from her hair. “You know you can always
come and talk to us, right? You don’t have to suffer in silence.”


Ducking her head, Leia nodded.
“I know.”


“If you’re afraid of judgment or
condescension then don’t. Our family is beyond that. And even if they weren’t,
if someone treated you like Natalie had treated me our first year I’ll—


“Flatten them?” Leia suggested
with half a smile, her eyes still on her lap. Was she this obvious to read?
Everything Kathryn was saying circled around what she’d been wrestling with.


“I’ll teach you how to flatten them,” Kathryn said firmly, as a strong breeze
snaked its way through the glade. She started to say something else, but froze.



“What’s wrong?” Leia asked,
reaching for the dagger at her waist.


Kathryn was as still as a
corpse, eyes wide but staring without actually seeing. Then she exploded into
motion. One hand clamped down on Leia’s wrist as she hauled the both of them
upright before dragging them through the grass at a breakneck pace.


“Kat, what’s going—


“RUN!” Kathryn didn’t expand on
her order any further. She let out a shrill whistle for Destiny as she
continued to drag Leia through the chest high grass. 


Leia struggled to keep up while
having her ability to balance herself compromised with one hand locked tightly
in Kathryn’s grip. When they finally reached the edge of the glade, Kathryn
picked up the pace even more. Destiny flew by overhead, heading back to where
the Guardians had set up their makeshift camp. They barreled out of the forest,
Leia desperately trying to keep on her feet. Somehow Kathryn had enough air to
shout, “SHIP! NOW!”


The Dragons seeing their
second-in-command flying from the woods, face white, and dragging Leia as if
hellhounds were on her heels didn’t take a second breath to consider the order.
Jenna, Natalie, and Matt jumped up and sprinted for the small dinghy they’d
rowed to shore in while David and Tyler each grabbed a Skinwalker close at hand
before heading in that direction as well. 


But apparently no one was moving
fast enough for Kathryn. She’d reached the boat and had practically thrown Leia
inside before turning around to bark, “MOVE!” even as Natalie and Jenna
scrambled inside. David and Darcy were the last to arrive, the crown prince
obviously not understanding the need to move quickly. 


“What is going on?” Darcy
protested as his brother shoved him in before pushing the boat off the beach. 


As if in answer to his question
a shrill scream rent the air. It was the sound of a thousand tortured souls
damned to hellfire forever as was threatened by the old religions. Leia, and
most everyone else in the boat, covered their ears, trying to block out the
sound.


“What is—


Darcy’s question was abruptly
cut off as the boat lurched forward, propelling everyone off the precarious
perch’s they’d found in their haste to get aboard. When she recovered from the
jolt, Leia realized that Kathryn must have used her gift to use the water to
propel them forward for there was no other sign of a force capable of
catapulting the boat as far into the little harbor as it had traveled. As for
the instigator of all this chaos, she was standing at the stern of the boat, an
arrow knocked on her bow. It was lowered, but every muscle screamed that she
was ready to fire at a heartbeat’s notice. 


The piercing scream came again,
closer this time.


“What is that?!” This time Darcy
managed to finish his question. He was looking at Kathryn figuring, no doubt
rightly, that since she was the one who had propelled them all off the beach at
breakneck speed she knew what this…thing was.


But Kathryn didn’t answer. David
did. And it was the answer Leia was already beginning to suspect. “Nauro.”


The rest of the ride back to the
crippled ship was undertaken in silence. When they reached the ladder, they
climbed up as quickly as they could, putting as many on the swinging ladder as
they judged it could hold at a time, plus another. When they were all standing
on the deck Kathryn, who still had an arrow knocked on her undrawn bow, said,
“We’re going to have to make do with the mizzenmast and the mainmast, we aren’t
setting foot back there again.”


“Why not? Kareem asked. “What happened.


“The nauro found us,” Darcy
replied.


“That’s what that horrible
screeching was?” Yaro asked, grimacing. “Stars above it sounded like a
nightmare come to life.”


“Remember your worst nightmare
and then make it worse a hundred times fold, that is the nauro,” Kathryn
replied tersely. “David you’re going to have to help control the wind so that
we get enough force to sail with only the two masts we have left.”


David nodded his agreement, but
Kareem asked, “Why can’t we just put into another harbor further up the coast?”



“Because it has the scent of our
magic,” she replied grimly. “It’s been tracking us, following our progress up
the coasts. Today, it finally caught up.”


“No doubt thanks to that storm,”
Tyler mused. 


“The question now becomes, where do we want to
face it?” David brought up. “If we know it’s tracking us then we can put in
ashore at a location of our choosing knowing that it will soon follow.”


“We still go to the house of my
family,” Natalie announced firmly.


“Nat, I don’t want to put your
family in that kind of danger,” David protested.


“I don’t either, but they’re a
rough old bunch and are probably used to handling cantankerous animals,”
Kathryn snorted at this description but Natalie continued on. “Besides, I think
that there might be something there that might help us?”


“Like what?” Darcy asked.


“A library.”


“How is a room full of books
going to help us kill a creature?” Matt demanded. “Somehow I don’t think
throwing a couple of heavy tomes at its head is going to work.”


“Research,” Leia said, suddenly
understanding what Natalie was leading them toward. 


The older girl nodded at her.
“Exactly. This creature exists in our legends and myths. I’m hoping that there
might be a complete record of the creature somewhere in that library.”


“You’re risking a lot of lives
on a hope,” Darcy observed quietly.


“It’s all we have,” Natalie
returned. “My family never repeated stories of the creature, but I can trace my
lineage back to legends of the Great War where this creature was supposedly
last seen. Maybe, just maybe, there’s something in the library from that era.”


“The Great War never happened,”
Matt protested. “It’s just some old king’s propaganda to justify why he
deserved to move the capitol and build a larger palace.”


“Well, whatever this thing is,
it exists and is unbelievably fast,” Kathryn cut in. “We need all the help we
can get. Even if this turns out to be something else—


Here it was David’s turn to
snort disdainfully. 


Kathryn ignored him, continuing,
“if it is
something else, the library might have a record of something similar that will reveal
what its weaknesses are.”


“I’ll go see about that wind,”
David muttered, moving to the stern of the ship.


“Tyler see if you can help give
this behemoth a shove so he doesn’t have to work so hard.”


“I can try, but you’d be the
better choice for that,” Tyler grunted. “What are you going to be doing?”


Kathryn lifted her loaded bow.
“Watching the shore. For all we know this thing can swim.”


“Oh goody. Just what we need.”
Tyler headed off to join David at the stern and eventually everyone parted
ways. Everyone except Leia. She joined Kathryn at the
shattered railing; although whether more damage had been done by Kathryn
kicking it apart to battle the flying fish or the storm, Leia couldn’t tell.


Attempting to lighten the mood,
Leia quipped, “Well now we know what can convince me to break my vow never to
set foot on a ship again.”


The edge of Kathryn’s mouth
twitched. “Indeed. I’m just sorry it was necessary at all.” Then she tensed,
bringing her bow up to shooting positing.


“What do you see?” Leia asked
after a few heartbeats had passed and Kathryn had not drawn the string, let
alone released an arrow.


“Movement. At the tree line,”
Kathryn muttered. “Do you see it?”


Squinting, Leia studied the
shore intently. As she did she felt the ship begin to slowly move forward as
David angled the wind to catch their remaining sails.


“Loosen your focus,” Kathryn
instructed. “Let the scenery become a mild blur.”


“How does that help?” Leia
asked. “I can’t see anything clearly that way.”


“It creates a solid backdrop for
anything else,” her friend explained. “When you focus on a small part of the
shoreline you miss out on the rest of it and any movement that might be
happening elsewhere. By allowing your gaze to soften and take in the entire
shoreline, you’ll see any movement out of the ordinary.”


Leia followed her instructions,
allowing the world to become a soft haze. Nothing. No movement, no creature
showed itself. Then, just as she was about to give up she saw something. It was
nothing more than the movement of shadow on shadow. But it was fast.


“You saw it,” Kathryn commented,
bringing Leia’s attention back to her.


“How did you know?”


“Because you took a step back
and went white as snow.”


“And you’re sure that it’s the
creature?”


“The image the forest sent was clear
enough, but it was the scent that gave it away.”


“It’s scent?” Leia asked,
remembering the strong breeze that had wafted through the glade right before
Kathryn had dragged her out of it.


“It smells of gredenia.”


“The flower?”


Yes.”


The gredenia flower was native
to the western border of Archaea, growing solely high on the foothills of the
Aire Mountains. It needed a colder climate to survive, its blossoms would never
be able to withstand the summers in northern Cadras and southern Almaera. “How can a horrifying creature out of legend with a reputation
for being an unbeatable killer and unshakable hunter smell like flowers?!”


“I don’t know, but it does.”


“We’re not going to survive
this, are we?” Leia asked morosely. It was a feeling that she hadn’t been able
to shake since they’d left Rima and it was growing stronger with every passing
day.


“We don’t know what the future
holds,” Kathryn replied, her bow lowering once more as the wind began to grow
strong and propel the ship further from shore. Since the creature had shown no
sign of attempting to swim the distance between the shore and the ship she was
relaxing. Slightly. “We’ll do our best. For all we know Natalie’s family
library may hold the key to what we need.”


“I notice that you aren’t saying
that we will survive. Just that we
might.”


“We could die on patrol any day,
Leia,” Kathryn reminded her. “We’re just so used to that particular set of
dangers that we’ve stopped noticing them.” 


“Surely you aren’t suggesting
that we’re going to get used to the idea of being hunted by a nauro?”


“No. But I’m saying we’re in as
much danger now as we were back home. We’re just more aware of it now because
we’re being actively hunted and we know it.”


“Comforting.”


“We all have a reason to fight
to live another day; yours is the choice you are being forced to make.”


“How did you know?” Leia
blurted. With all of the nauro excitement, she’d forgotten about the question
she’d intended to ask before they’d been interrupted. “How did you know to say
those things in the glade?”


“Which things?”


“Deciding to bring the two
choices back in harmony, despite the risk…and the things you said about being
judged.”


“Leia, how do you think I spent
my first year with the Dragons? Every part of me was screaming to leave the
Dragons, and the Guardians, and to go live as a hermit in the mountains. But I
had sworn an oath to serve and protect and I couldn’t do that as a hermit.”


“So how did you merge them?”


“I didn’t. I decided that my
oath was more important that my personal feelings and past. It also helped that
Natalie stopped harassing me. And the trip to Blackwood Manor forced my hand a
bit,” she added with a grimace. 


Well that may have worked for
Kathryn, but Leia didn’t see how it helped her with her dilemma. She didn’t
think her situation would be as easy to resolve. 


If she even
survived long enough.











Epilogue


Hecil Forest





 They
continued on, doing their best to ignore the terror wrapped around their
hearts. Seeing those ants had been a shock, but it had alerted them to the potential
danger that they were about to face. If the ants were that big, stars only knew
how big other creatures were. Amy couldn’t help but suppress a smile as
Kathryn’s fear of spiders came to mind. And then her imagination took over.
While she didn’t fear them as maniacally as her friend did, they certainly
weren’t welcome in her room or anywhere on her body. But if the ants were as
long as her forearm…her mind extrapolated the potential size of spiders living
in this forest and she shivered. She wasn’t looking forward to finding out how
accurate her imagination was. 


 Another
thought hit her. They had recognized the ants as excessively large copies of a
harmless species that they had seen in the north. They could recognize the
magnified versions of the creatures from back home, but this was an ancient
forest. Untouched by the progression and advancement of civilization. What if
the nauro wasn’t the only terror from the kingdom’s ancient past? Her eyes
shuttered closed and it took all her willpower to continue moving forward. It
was heart stopping to recognize the giant versions of the creatures from back
home. But they could recognize them.


 They
knew which were aggressive, poisonous, attacked en mass, or which ones should
just generally be avoided. If there were creatures who had been forgotten
through the ages, and Amy was almost certain that that would prove to be the
case, they wouldn’t recognize the danger until it was too late. Her foot caught
on something and she stumbled. Her eyes flew open, arms automatically reaching
out to brace against the impact.


 Someone
caught her left arm and steadied her. Letting out the breath she’d been
holding, she glanced over. “Thanks, Daniel.”


 He
gave her a smile and a nod. From his quiet manner she guessed that he’d
probably heard some of her thoughts, or at least sensed their direction. 


 At
the head of the group, Luke suddenly stopped. Fear briefly immobilized Amy as
her traitorous mind spun images of wild creatures in their path. Mentally
berating herself and wishing that she could be more fearless, like Kathryn, she
cleared her throat. “What’s wrong, Luke?”


 “You
guys aren’t going to believe this!” His voice held
astonishment and wonder instead of the fear that Amy had been preparing
herself for and the unexpected emotions confused her for a few moments before
she strode past the others and came to stand next to Luke.


 Her
jaw dropped. 


 Below
them sat a valley, nestled protectively between the peaks of two mountain
ranges. It was beautiful. From her vantage point, with the early afternoon
sunlight shining down, Amy saw waterfalls high in the peaks, crashing down
toward the valley. But the water didn’t appear to reach it. A mist hung over
the valley, heavy in some areas and faintly visible as a hazy sheen over others.
Rainbows dotted the valley, shining brightly in the areas near the waterfalls,
but blinking in and out of the mist as the light wind swirled the air droplets
around. Colorful birds darted in and out of the mist, their bright colors
standing out starkly against the misty backdrop. Below them sat a forest. A
forest that, judging by its eye burning colors, was exactly like the one they
had already been traveling through. 


 “It’s
a valley!” Cass exclaimed in wonder. 


 “It’s
beautiful!” Lillian whispered breathlessly. 


 Amy
was forced to agree with the princess. The colors were breathtaking and the
air, while heavy, smelled fresh. Not freshly laundered clothing or neatly
scrubbed floors fresh, but a different fresh. It wasn’t the same scent that
dominated their home whenever Natalie or Lindsey picked fresh flowers in the
spring either. The air smelled tangy and spicy, almost like a kitchen that was
preparing for a feast. Behind the spice, Amy could smell the musky sent of
dirt. It reminded her of tending the garden with Jenna and Kathryn and she
smiled a bittersweet smile. 


 “How
do we get down?” Roseanna asked tentatively. 


 For
the first time, Amy tore her gaze away from the grandeur of the scene to the
view directly beneath her feet. As she did, she experienced a brief moment of
vertigo. While the side of the valley wasn’t perfectly vertical, from her
perspective it looked uncomfortably close to it. Mushrooms and moss covered the
cliff side in a waterfall of colors that blended and swirled together until Amy
felt her eyes crossing. Blinking hard, she glanced upward, trying to clear her
vision.


 “Oh,
this is going to be fun,” Elizabeth sighed. 


 “It
won’t be that bad,” Luke spoke up confidently.


 “What
makes you so sure?” Rachel asked, a bit sarcastically. “Have you looked at the
incline on this thing?”


 “It’s
covered in moss and that stuff is insidious as grass. That should provide us
with the traction and grips we need, provided we go slow, of course.”


 “Oh,
of course,” Rachel echoed with an eye roll at Elizabeth. “Should we break out
the ropes to make guidelines?”


 Amy
watched Luke study the problem before them. Finally, he shook his head. “I
don’t think we’ll need them.”


 She
was tempted to argue, it looked steep enough to require rope-lines and tethers
to her, but didn’t want to question his authority in front of the group. David
had asked Luke to lead his family to
safety, which made him the leader of this mission. The last thing she wanted to
do was question the trust David had put in his friend. She’d watched Kathryn
and David interact enough to see that Kathryn rarely argued with David while on
a mission. She may not have liked some of his decisions, but very rarely had
she contested them. Maybe she had when it was just the two of them, but never
in front of the family unless she thought that his decision endangered them
all. So she just nodded and gingerly reached out with one foot to test the
strength of the moss as she slowly lowered herself down the incline. 
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 That
night, Rachel snuggled into her blankets, trying to quell the queasiness in her
stomach. The giant bugs had answered one question. At least now she knew what
the giant creatures from the scrolls back in Kauye referred to. Although why
none of the chroniclers could be bothered to specify “Beware, giant insects!” she didn’t know. They had spent all day,
tumbling down that steep incline—she’d snapped at Luke at one point, demanding
to know if he valued his opinion over their necks. 


 But
finally, they’d reached the bottom of that muddy cliff and had thankfully not
encountered another bug during the subsequent trek to find a decent spot to
make camp. 


 Only
now Rachel had a much bigger concern than giant bugs and giant fungi. The last
few weeks she’d been tired and irritable and up until this morning she had
believed it had stemmed from the stress of missing her husband and knowing,
without actually knowing, the dangers she was about to face.


 But
this morning something had happened…while something else hadn’t. 


 This
morning, while on the third watch, she’d been violently sick. Thankfully no one
else had been awake yet, and the sound of her retching hadn’t woken them
either. But it had concerned Rachel. She rarely got sick. In fact she couldn’t
remember the last time she’d had anything worse than a runny nose due to cold
weather.


 It
was only as she was getting ready for sleep that she had realized something
else was wrong.


 Combining
all her symptoms; her crankiness, tiredness, increased sense of smell, nausea, and
the absence of her moon-time let her to only one terrifying conclusion.


 She
was pregnant. 

















Glossary





Radian—A unit of time similar to an earth hour





There are 26 radians in one day





The calendar is comprised of thirteen months, each with twenty-eight
days. Once every four years there is an extra day added at the beginning of
each year. It is considered a free day and not a part of the yearly day count.
The twenty-eight days are divided into four weeks.





Two moons are visible in the sky. Firea is the smaller of the
moons, purple in hue, with a three week cycle. Niea is the larger of the moons,
red in color, with a six week cycle.





Days of the week: Lumbar, Nénar, Ambar, Tancol, Carnil, Elemmírë,
Luinil





Months of the Year:





Spring: 


Narvinyë—Dark Moon 


Nárië—Growing Moon 


Cermië—Flower Moon 





Summer:


Urimë—Mead Moon 


Lótessë—Lightning Moon 


Víressë—Honey Moon 





Fall:


Hísimë—Storm Moon 


Narquelië—Blood Moon 


Súlimë—Harvest Moon 





Winter:


Nénimë—Winter Moon 


Yavannië—Frost Moon 


Nénarë—Old Moon 


Airë—New Moon 





There are seven major holidays in each year:


New Year’s Day: First day of Narvinyë


Festival of the Moons: Third day of Cermië


Girl’s Day: Fifth day of Lótessë


Boy’s Day: Seventh day of Hísimë


Festival of Stars: Ninth day of Súlimë


Festival of the Solstice: Thirteenth day of Airë


Day of Cleansing: Twenty-eighth day of Airë
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