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Betrayal’s Price




For some,
rebirth is not a reward.


 


Centuries
ago the gods demanded Ashayna Stonemantle sacrifice her demon-tainted lover.
She did, and then ended her own life, but it didn't fulfill her obligations to
the gods.



Reborn into a new body, Ashayna has no awareness
of her former life until her sentient magic manipulates her into seeking out
Sorntar, Crown Prince of the Phoenix. The majestic and charismatic Sorntar
reveals that she is host to a Larnkin—a spirit creature of vast power. If she
can trust the word of a man who is part avian, he is host to her Larnkin's
other half. When their Larnkins awaken early and force them into an unbreakable
bond, Ashayna and Sorntar are accused of being corrupted by an ancient evil. To
prove their innocence, they must discover what happened in the past to pit
bondmate against bondmate. As the search for the truth draws them closer
together, Ashayna realizes she's falling in love with Sorntar. But before she
can tell him, his tainted Larnkin enslaves him. The gods demand she kill her
beloved, as she did once before, but she will not do it, even if it's the only
thing that will keep her soul safe from his darkness.
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Chapter One


 


Ashayna
shivered at the slow tickle of moisture down her back. The day had dawned
unusually humid for so early in the spring. Still, her discomfort had little to
do with the heat and everything to do with the stomach-souring dread currently tying
her in knots.


 Glancing down
at the tracks she’d been following since dawn, Ashayna frowned. Her anxiety
spiraled up another notch as an unseen force guided her mare around a pile of
deadfall, taking the same path as the tracks. Lupwyns had increased their
raiding in recent days, and she’d seen similar sights on other scouting
missions. At first glance, this set of prints was ordinary enough, but it didn’t
explain why she couldn’t set one foot in any direction but forward. 


Lord-Master
Trensler and his acolytes would be quick to label what forced her onward as ‘demonic
magic’—the darkest of evils. If she had to call it something, she preferred the
name ‘sentience.’ It was somewhat less dire than calling herself demon
possessed. A chill swept down her spine at the thought. Naming it didn’t help
her out of her current predicament, nor did it explain how she’d become
possessed in the first place, or why the sentience was so interested in this
particular lupwyn’s tracks. 


Time to test
fate again. Her stomach twisted as she exerted her
will against the sentience and reined in Swiftrunner. Her mare halted with a
questioning flick of one ear. Ashayna sought a calm place in her mind while she
waited. It didn’t take long for the reaction she had come to anticipate.


Spreading out
like ripples on a pond, waves of hot and cold washed over her, flowing down her
arms all the way to her fingertips while other tendrils reached out for the
rest of her body. Power. Magic. Heresy. It wouldn’t be long before iron
bands of pressure forced her into obedience like it had the last four times she’d
stopped or turned away from the tracks.


“Fine. You want
me to follow these damned tracks?” Ashayna challenged the sentience. “I’ll
follow them.” With a huff she dismounted and glared at the prints. “But my
horse isn’t going to become some lupwyn’s evening meal.”


She started up
the trail, one slow step at a time. With each one, the sentience loosened its
hold by small degrees, much like a snake uncoiling from its lifeless kill. A
shaky breath escaped her. “I am a Stonemantle. I am not afraid of you—whatever
you are. I. Am. Not. Afraid.” She wasn’t certain if she believed herself, and
doubted the sentience believed her either.


Pressing the
heel of her palm against her forehead, she tried to stave off the beginnings of
a headache left over from the rapid departure of so much power. It probably
wouldn’t work, but at least the sentience was content. For now.


Ignoring the
grasping fingers of the wind, she pushed errant strands of hair back from her
face. Much like the wind, the sentience was unpredictable and dangerous–and
just as persistent.


Ahead, the
prints veered off the path, sloping towards where she could hear the soft
rumble of a stream. A hemlock’s expansive branches obscured her view. With a
muttered curse, she ducked under the wet foliage. The stench of rotting
vegetation rose up to swirl through her nostrils. Prickles of anger danced
along her control when her feet slipped from beneath her and she slid to an
ungraceful heap next to the water’s edge.


The sensation
of being herded hadn’t ebbed completely. She gritted her teeth, wanting to
strike out at something, tired of feeling helpless. But fighting, yelling, or
sobbing wouldn’t do her a lick of good. Answers were what she needed most, and
the only way to get those was to continue on the path the sentience chose. She
flexed her fingers to stop their shaking. She just hoped her own personal curse
didn’t get her killed by a lupwyn. Or worse, burned alive. A shudder raced over
her at the thought of the punishment awaiting her at the hands of her own
people, should her demonic possession be revealed—maybe it would be better to
be a lupwyn’s dinner after all.


Hunkered on her
heels she appraised the ground. Ignoring the icy mud and moisture seeping
between her boot laces, she sank ankle deep into the quagmire. The tracks didn’t
disappear into the water; rather, a little ways north of her position, three
sets of tracks now marred the mud.


She crouched
next to the new tracks and skimmed her fingertips along them with a light
touch, afraid the saturated soil would collapse. Embedded alongside the
familiar prints of a lupwyn was a much rarer track. Human-like, the prints had
three elongated forward-facing toes and a thicker, heavier digit at the rear.
Each ended in a deep gouge mark where talons had sunk into the soil.


Sticking a
finger in the icy water she measured the depth. A low whistle escaped when her
fist touch the mud before her finger reached the bottom.


“Damn big
talons.” Though she’d never seen their likeness, she knew these were made by a
phoenix. They fit the sketchy descriptions she’d heard soldiers whisper about
when the acolytes weren’t near.


Was this what
the sentience wanted her to find?


She glanced up,
scanning the stream and its bordering trees. Their branches far enough apart, a
phoenix flying overhead might be able to navigate between them to land safely
in the water.


A phoenix here?


This new
development explained the increased lupwyn patrols she’d been evading. This was
the closest the enemy had ever come to the vast city of River’s Divide. What if
they were mobilizing for an organized attack?


She prowled
along the stream, scanning the ground for more clues. A few steps from where
the phoenix tracks first emerged from the water, something glimmered in the
dappled light filtering through the canopy. Ashayna edged closer until the
mystery resolved itself into a bit of silver and a bright slash of indigo.
Reaching down, she plucked the silver chain from the mud.


An indigo feather
the length of her hand dangled from a silver clasp. Frowning, she stroked a
finger down its silken length. A surprisingly pleasant scent, reminiscent of
heat, spice, and the crisp fresh air of a mountain plateau, tickled her senses.


And it wasn’t
the only thing tickling her senses. An alarmingly familiar mix of heat and cold
was stirring in her blood again, tightening its bands of control. Numbness
spread across her palms. Her fingers tingled with a frosty ache. When she tried
to drop the necklace, her hand wouldn’t obey.


Even as she
backed up the slope to solid ground, the hairs on the back of her neck stood.
Desire rose, so strong it robbed her of her breath. Power radiated out like
tentacles. Not again, she moaned at the sudden rise of the sentience.


Like a hound on
a scent, it flowed below her skin, alternately caressing, and then probing
forcibly at her mental barriers. A second wave of energy crashed against her
shields, buckling them. The sentience invaded her mind. Where fear and desire
had been its favorite tool, it now flooded her with joy. Delight, elation…those
feelings seemed too small, too insignificant to encompass what she felt beneath
her skin, within her mind. Her possession was now complete—every sense was
alive with the feelings, even as she watched it from afar. Almost against her
will, her hands looped the medallion around her neck.


Silvery flames
burst to life along her arms to pool between her hands. It didn’t hurt. Agony
she could have dealt with, this…this new sense of rapture was so much worse.


A cloud
appeared in the air, to hover an arm’s length from her. Faint as smoke, it
thickened, swirling and rolling like fog. Churning and spinning, colors danced
until it had grown in size.


Vivid greens,
muted greys, sun-bleached whites. They formed a stone courtyard adorned with
fountains, statues, and lush foliage. Then darker whorls of indigo mixed with
lustrous browns, coalescing into an exotically handsome man. He was tall,
bronze-skinned, bare-chested, and wore some kind of bright, indigo-colored
cloak. The cloud of magic spun itself larger, revealing more of the man. Oh, it
wasn’t a cloak. He had…wings. Not a man at all, this must be a phoenix. She
glanced at the indigo feather hanging from the necklace, then lifted her gaze
to what—or rather who—might be the source of the feather. While she’d spent a
dumbfounded moment staring down at the feather in her hand, he’d turned, his
back now to her as he looked out over a stone-tiled courtyard. His fingers
tapped against his thigh in clear agitation. From behind, he looked less human.


A stiff breeze
ruffled his crest feathers into disarray and plastered a long, fan-shaped tail
against his calves. He whirled around, whipping his tail out of the way, and
paced in her direction. She focused on his face. His strong brow, well-defined
cheekbones, and firm jaw surpassed human beauty. Still, the intensity of his gaze
would give a wise woman pause. She wasn’t sure if his frown was a normal
fixture or just a reflection of some inner conflict.


Her gaze roamed
his broad shoulders, down the naked expanse of his muscular chest to his waist
where a paneled-leather kilt hung low on his hips. He truly was majestic,
exuding a sense of contained power in his every move.


“Hmm, perhaps I’m
not the wisest of women.”


She sighed,
mentally pushing aside the faint hint of longing. There would be no place for
such feelings. It was war, and those who commanded armies had already decided
their species would be adversaries. “Yes, he’s attractive, but you must have
other reasons for revealing him to me.”


Magic swirled
faster through her blood. “Guess that’s a yes.”


Wincing at the
throb in her head, she concentrated on his image.


He paced in a
semi-circle, his frown deepening as he searched his surroundings. When his gaze
locked onto something in her direction, tension rippled along her spine and
lodged between her shoulder blades. Graceful, predatory he stalked toward her
and swiped the air. Nothing happened. He continued to look perplexed, his
feathered brows furrowing into a frown.


Sweat dampened
her skin in a sudden cold flush; her breath grew shallow. Ashayna scooped a
handful of debris and heaved it at him. It flew through the image and smacked
into a tree trunk behind it. Was it just a vision?


His expression
turned thoughtful. Tilting his head to one side, he closed his eyes. His lips
moved, shaping unknown words. Instantly, the sentience flared in response,
sending a wave of its foreign wanting through her. She clamped her will down,
determined she wouldn’t be enslaved. A rush of power surged through her mind,
expanding out, breaking past her control. For one horrifying moment she felt
her body gathering itself to move closer to the strange window, but blessed and
merciful Creator, something distracted the phoenix from his work. He looked
over his shoulder to someone behind him, just out of Ashayna’s range of view.
The outer edges of the magic window blurred, softening...until, one tendril at
a time, the cloud destabilized and vanished.


With the
disappearance of the window, the wellspring of the sentience’s chaotic magic
slowed, its attacks less focused. Slowly, its chilled touch receded from her
mind and followed her blood vessels back to her heart, where the sentience
coiled in upon itself. She sucked in a surprised breath and flexed her fingers
to restore circulation.


Was the strange
window to some distant place really gone?


Ashayna hugged
herself, cold down to her soul. Shivers started in her arms and fingered their
way down her back. Even her knees shook. A pulse pounded in her head. The ground
heaved uneasily to her eyes.


Woozy, she
slammed a shoulder into a nearby tree for support. Rough bark bit into her
back, grating against her leather vest as she slid to the ground. Pine scent
engulfed her. Her hair snagged in the bark and tangled in the small drops of
pitch leaking out of fissures.


Lowering her
head, she pressed her forehead against her knees. “I’m a Stonemantle, I don’t
cry, I will not disappoint my father. I can deal with this. I will deal
with this.” She inhaled slowly, forcing her breath through her nose and willed
her heart to calm.


Something
nudged against her hip. A strangled sound, half grunt, half yell, burst from
Ashayna’s throat. Swiftrunner shoved at Ashayna a second time, continuing her
quest for one of the few patches of grass struggling to grow in the dense shade.
A shaky laugh escaped her. She shifted her knees and the mare snatched up a
mouthful of greens.


When Ashayna’s
body shivered as her sweat cooled, she reached for the new weight around her
neck. Wind caught at the feather, making it dance on the end of its silver
chain. From the coloring this feather belonged to the phoenix she’d just seen
in her vision. It seemed the sentience was very interested in making his
acquaintance.


She closed her
fist above the delicate clasp and brought her other hand up to stroke the
feather. Its strangely familiar scent wafted around her. Gently she tucked the
feather under her vest, ignoring her first instinct to rip it from her neck.
After all, she might find a use for the necklace at some point, and it seemed
to pacify the sentience.


Swiftrunner
jerked her head up, grass trailing forgotten from her mouth. Her ears riveted
forward as one hoof dug a furrow in the mud.


“What is it,
girl?”


The mare
flicked an ear in Ashayna’s direction, then snapped it back towards the trail.
A shadow the size of a small horse glided between the trunks of two large
evergreens. Her stomach flipped when another twig snapped much closer to her
position. Snuffling sounds to her left set her heart racing.


She stood and
reached for the reins. Her mare nickered, dancing in the mud as Ashayna settled
into the saddle. At her quiet word, Swiftrunner broke into a trot. There was a
sharp bend in the trail ahead, and then a straight level run. They approached
the bend. Twenty paces, ten paces, less than five and she urged the mare into a
canter. She chanced a glance back. Three lupwyns—reminiscent of giant
wolves—loped into the open, abandoning the shelter of the trees for the better
footing of the path. Ashayna bent low to Swiftrunner’s neck and the mare broke
into a ground-eating gallop.











Chapter Two


 


Swiftrunner
picked her way up the ravine’s rock-strewn eastern slope. The difficult ascent
forced the mare to slow, but there was nothing Ashayna could do but grit her
teeth and call encouragement to her mare while silently praying the lupwyns
didn’t catch up. In a cloud of dust and a cascade of small stone fragments, her
mount scrambled over the summit and onto hard-packed lane once more.


The three
lupwyns had yet to cross the rain-swollen river. With luck, the river would
make the wolf-beasts’ crossing as harsh as her mare’s had been. Veering off the
trail and crossing the ravine had been a risk, but her mare’s surefootedness
shaved a candlemark off their journey.


“Thank you,
Swiftrunner.” Her mare pranced in place, ears flattened and nostrils flared,
flanks heaving with each labored breath. Ashayna patted her war steed’s damp
neck. “What is it, girl?”


Swiftrunner
trembled. Fighting the bit, the mare trotted a few strides, then came to a
stiff-legged halt. Ashayna’s instincts screamed a warning. Following the mare’s
gaze, she turned her attention west.


Pasture land
stretched out before her, green with young spring grass. A small flock of sheep
ran towards her, bleating in terror. Well behind the panicked herd, an endless
tide of lupwyns poured out of a distant tree line. Even over the expanse, she
saw each member of this horde was encased in shining plate armor, wore a helm,
and had pole arms strapped to their sides. They ran on all fours, surging
across the field in a wave.


She turned
Swiftrunner east. Fear overrode guilt, and Ashayna dug her boot heels into her
mount’s sides, urging her into a gallop. “Good girl. Let’s not become some
lupwyn’s next meal.”


The few sparse,
windswept trees lining the road offered little cover. No way could the lupwyns
miss seeing them flee. If the beasts shed their heavy armor and weapons, they
could quickly out run her tired mare...


Her last hope
was the old growth forest. If she could reach shelter before the lupwyns ran
them down, Ashayna hoped to lose the wolf-beasts in the forest. At the very
least, thick trees and dense undergrowth would slow the vast army.


Foam dotted
Swiftrunner’s coat, and only Ashayna’s spurs kept the mare at a gallop. The
forest wasn’t far, but as long moments crawled by, a trace of fear clamped her
jaw tight. Thirty horse lengths ahead, the narrow road entered forest once
again.


“That’s a girl!”
Ashayna called encouragement over the wind as she chanced a glance behind. None
of the lupwyns had broken formation to give chase.


Swiftrunner
raced on, the forest drawing nearer, until at last, cool shadows and the
familiar loamy scent surrounded them as old broad-branched trees embraced the
road. While Ashayna no longer saw the vast horde, she could imagine it well
enough.


* * * *


A candlemark
later Ashayna guided Swiftrunner around a sharp turn. Ahead, the path was
unexpectedly blocked by a company of heavy cavalry and horse archers led by her
father. She buried her surprise an instant later.


“Lupwyns,” she
yelled, drawing nearer. “Hundreds of them.”


At Ashayna’s
urging, Swiftrunner came to a stumbling halt in the mud a few horse lengths
away from the leader, her head hanging low, flanks heaving.


“Light’s mercy!
You shouldn’t be here.” Lines of strain showed around her father’s eyes and the
down-turned corners of his mouth. He looked her up and down, his expression
softening a bit. “You’re unharmed?”


“General
Stonemantle.” Ashayna addressed her father, dread heavy in her middle. “I’m
unharmed, but we’ll all be dead by sunset if you don’t get these men out of
this forest. There’s a meadow a quarter league back, we should be able to make
it before the lupwyns reach us.”


“I know which
one you mean. Not the most favorable land. It’ll have to do.” Her father
signaled a nearby captain. “Make for the meadow.” Her father’s words hadn’t
echoed into silence before the captains were mobilizing the men.


“You need a
fresh horse.” Her father issued a few quick orders and a soldier ran off to do
the general’s bidding.


Ashayna
dismounted, handing Swiftrunner’s reins to a groom; her heart breaking as the
tired mare shuffled off, her heaving, foam-covered flanks a testament to her
loyalty. Ashayna’s father glanced at her, his expression somber. Sixty men
against six hundred lupwyn—he left unsaid the harshness of truth. It would be a
slaughter no matter where they fought.


“Months we’ve
been waiting for some hint the lupwyns were going to do something other than
raid.” His toned sharpened with a bitter helplessness he didn’t try to hide. “Now,
in one day’s time, every scout under my command has reported signs of them. We
were coming to investigate when a patrol with prisoners happened upon us. One
prisoner is the lupwyn queen.”


The lupwyn
queen. Shock emptied her mind of all useful thought. “No wonder there’s an army
snapping at my mare’s tail.”


“I sent the
lupwyn and her two phoenix companions ahead of us with half of the light horse
archers.”


Ashayna held
her tongue as her father glanced behind him, back toward human-held lands. Fury
ripped through her—why hadn’t he gone with the queen? Her knuckles tightened on
the reins—she already knew the answer. The heavy cavalry were slower than the
horse archers. He wouldn’t leave his men behind to face the enemy alone.


Fierce pride
stirred in her heart.


“Messengers
confirmed they made it safely to our encampment.”


“That’s
something, at least.” Ashayna watched as another horse was led towards her
father’s charger.


“Dusk is the
fastest of the geldings. Take him. My men and I will hold the lupwyns back long
enough for you to warn Captain Nurrowford.” His voice held such a note of
finality Ashayna’s stomach churned.


* * * *


Dappled
sunlight glinted off the polished surfaces of soldiers’ helmets and hauberks.
The forest looked almost warm, inviting under the glow of late afternoon light.
It might as well have been midwinter by the chill in her soul. Somber gazes,
downcast eyes, and thin-lipped resignation in every direction. A few men adjusted
harnesses and buckles or needlessly checked their weapons. Her throat
tightened. Many good comrades were going to shed blood to stall the lupwyn
army.


Ashayna
unbuckled packs from her new horse and discarded anything resembling useless
weight. While adjusting the gelding’s tack, she listened to her father.


“Take my
written orders, pendant, and ring to Captain Nurrowford.” He handed each to
her. “He will lead in my absence. Make sure he gets the lupwyn queen and her
phoenix companions to River’s Divide and onto a boat as quickly as possible.
Let the lupwyns attempt to run down a boat under full sail.” He hesitated, and
a muscle in his jaw twitched. “There’s a chance if I’m captured alive, the
lupwyns will try to trade me and the surviving men for their queen. Tell
Nurrowford under no circumstance is he to agree to a hostage trade. The threat
to their queen’s life might be the only thing keeping these beasts from
ravaging River’s Divide.” He fisted his hand and brought it against his heart. “Duty
First.”


Ashayna echoed
his gesture and feared her heart would shatter. “Duty First.”


“Ash.” His
voice broke.


Her vision
blurred with tears at his use of her childhood name.


He cleared his
throat and then barked out in a gruff voice, “Survive. Get your mother and sisters
to safety.”


Ashayna ignored
the lump in her throat and burning eyes. She spurred her gelding into a trot.
Once she was several strides away, she indulged in one last look behind. The
sun sank behind the trees, casting long shadows across the meadow and giving her
father’s grey-streaked hair the gold glow of youth once again. He looked alert,
almost energetic, even after a day in the saddle. Out of loyalty and duty, the
men would follow his strong silhouette into death and beyond. She would have
given almost anything to be one of them. Duty, and her father’s command ringing
in her ears, forced her away from the coming battle.


* * * *


Ashayna
maintained her gelding’s pace for over two candlemarks, until a wooden palisade
became visible in the distance. Even sensing there were no lupwyns following,
she still couldn’t relax. She fidgeted while she waited for the guards to open
the encampment’s gate. Those few moments of inactivity allowed her worry and
guilt to creep in. When the gate swung open, Ashayna spurred her mount through.
They trotted by a half-built barracks and a newly-finished healer’s compound,
then angled towards camp’s center, where the largest cluster of tents stood.


Outside her
father’s command tent, Ashayna dismounted and hailed a nearby guard to walk her
horse. In almost the same motion, she waved over the first messenger she
spotted and ordered him to follow. Inside, Ashayna found several senior
officers gathered around a map strewn table. Captain Nurrowford stood with his
back to her, his head bent over a map while an officer briefed him on events.


“Captain.” She
addressed Nurrowford in a somber tone. “I have your orders from General
Stonemantle.”


When he turned,
his haggard expression was serious, more so than she’d ever seen it. Nurrowford
was a few years younger than her father, but time and battles had been less
kind to him. Time had left his cheeks gaunt, almost wasted, and war had given
him a mass of scar tissue, which knotted the skin along his jaw, drawing one
side of his lip down. Most days she never noticed his scars, but today his
countenance reminded her of a skull. Perhaps it was just her imagination.


“What do you
have to report, scout?” Nurrowford held out his hand for the general’s letter.


She handed him
her message satchel. “It’s too late to send help. The general is captured…or
dead.” Her voice sounded hollow to her own ears. The younger officers murmured
in shock and grief. The oldest ones remained silent—they’d already known what
the general’s delay could mean.


“How?” Captain
Nurrowford asked as he broke the seal on the letter.


Thankful for
the years of training she’d received in a military family, she recited all she
knew. “A small group of lupwyns was chasing me. While fleeing I spotted a much
larger mass flowing out of the woods northwest of the city, six hundred strong,
in full plate armor. I wouldn’t have believed the wolf-beasts possessed such
weaponry if I hadn’t seen it myself.”


Nurrowford
digested the contents of the general’s letter with a grunt. “How fast do they
travel?”


“I can’t say.
It depends on how much of a distraction General Stonemantle and his men
created. Even with full body armor, the lupwyns were traveling fast. If my
father hadn’t slowed them, they would already be swarming this camp.”


He swore. “We
march for River’s Divide. We must get to the port city before the lupwyn beasts
do. Ready the men.” In an abrupt motion, he rolled the map and shoved it in a
travel satchel, then handed it to the messenger. “Take the fastest horse, get
this to River’s Divide. Tell the garrison Ashayna’s news.”


The messenger
nodded, then left at a run.


“Captain
Nurrowford, my father wanted me to give you these.” Ashayna handed him her
father’s pendant and ring of office. “He wants the prisoners on a boat and
sailing out to sea within a candlemark’s time. Perhaps, with their queen out of
reach and still in danger, they will hesitate to attack.”


“Doubtful. They’ll
try to force our hand.” After scooping up his sheathed sword from where it hung
on a folding wooden camp chair, he slung it around his waist. He was still
belting it in place as he made his way from the tent, calling out orders. He
glanced sideways at her. “If they take Stonemantle alive, they’ll want to trade
him and his men for their queen.”


“The general
strictly forbade that.”


“Well, he left
me in charge. Poor judgment on his part. I will not allow my commander to be
consumed by the enemy.” Nurrowford’s lips twisted into a lopsided grin.


Ashayna could
have hugged him. Instead, she gave a half-hearted reminder about her father’s
command. “He gave a direct order.”


“Never could
read his hen scratch.” He held up his hand, palm out, to stop any retort. “While
we make ready to ride for River’s Divide, I want you to meet the prisoners.
They told us their names and titles before claiming they’d only talk to a
woman—some religious custom. Find out what they want.”


“Yes, sir.”
Ashayna wished she was as confident as she sounded.


* * * *


Ashayna’s heart
raced and her fingers trembled. Hesitating outside a nondescript tent, like any
other in the encampment, she rested a hand on the lump of the necklace beneath
her vest. Somehow, the morning’s events and this meeting were connected. But
would it be the doom of her people or the revelations she so desperately sought
awaiting her within the tent? No matter how much she wanted to run away, she
would find out why these strangers were here. Catching a lieutenant’s eye, she
jerked her chin towards the entrance.


At his barked
order a set of guards entered the tent. Ashayna followed. Three steps in, her
eyes adjusted to the flickering of oil lamps, but it was the burning metallic
scent of magic, overwhelming in the tent’s confines, which hindered her
concentration. Even breathing through her mouth didn’t help. Her magic awoke,
flooding throughout her body. Not now, please not now.


Perhaps taking
pity, her magic remained, thankfully, below her skin.


She turned her
attention to the strangers where they stood around the tent’s lone table. Two
oil lamps at either end of the long table offered dim illumination. The vision
of the phoenix hadn’t given her perspective to gauge his height, and she was
amazed at the sheer size of the two bronze-skinned, winged beings occupying the
tent. Her head might come to the shorter one’s shoulders.


Both females
were dressed in short robes, ornate sword belts slung across their hips. Gold
and jewels shone in their crests and circled their wrists. The lupwyn was
similarly garbed.


With a start,
Ashayna realized the three strangers were free to roam with no signs of rope or
shackles. She turned to one of the guards with a questioning look.


“It’s their
dark magic.” He made a quick sign to ward off the evil. “One moment they’re
wearing shackles, the next their restraints vanished. Three sets gone without a
trace, milady. Never seen the like in all my days. The captain says not to
provoke them.”


Eying the
prisoners’ height and talons, Ashayna was inclined to agree. The lupwyn could
walk upright like a human, but any other similarities ended there. Her thick
coat of fur, and legs that bent at a strange angle, were markedly non-human,
but her pointed muzzle and large mobile ears completed the wolf look.


Stepping away
from the table, the lupwyn approached. Both sets of guards stationed at Ashayna’s
back circled around in front, swords drawn, and their legs braced apart in
silent challenge.


The lupwyn
queen dropped to all fours, a growl rumbling up from in her chest. Both
phoenixes flanked the lupwyn, their hands on their swords in obvious threat.
Each emitted a rattling hiss, gazes fixing upon the guards with the sharp
intensity of predatory birds.


“Easy.” At
Ashayna’s soothing tone, three sets of eyes narrowed on her again. When she
eased between raised swords, the soldiers grudgingly stepped back and the
prisoners relaxed.


“I am Ashayna
Stonemantle, scout for the River’s Divide garrison.” If these strangers hadn’t
held her peoples’ survival in their hands, diplomacy could have waved in the
wind for all she cared. Instead, she wrestled for a polite tone. “Why did you
come?”


Silence
stretched by. Ashayna fought an urge to scream at them. She dragged in two deep
breaths and prayed for calm. The churning of her own magic gave Ashayna an
idea. It had to be good for something, after all.


She reached
inward, determined to harness her magic. It swirled up from the depths of her
bones. “I like this no better than you, but we must talk.” Ashayna
formed words in her mind while trying to impress upon the magic her wish the
prisoners might hear. “If you can understand, show me in some way.”


The shorter
phoenix bobbed her head, her eyes sparkling with a hint of mirth. “How would
you like to be shown, Stonemantle? My name is Kandarra.”


Rage,
desperation, hatred—Ashayna had expected any of those emotions accompanying the
silent voice. Humor was a surprise. “Very well, since you can understand me,
why are you here?” Ashayna glanced at her father’s soldiers out of the
corner of her eye. She noted the way they shifted, the fear evident in the
pallor of their faces, in the tightening of their fingers on their weapons.


“You command
magic, unlike these others.” The new mind-voice
sounded different, stronger, more disciplined. “I am Marsolwyn, Queen of the
Lupwyns.”


Straightening
to an imposing height, Queen Marsolwyn gestured for Ashayna to take a seat. Her
long, shiny claws tapped out a rhythm against her thigh.


Ashayna
swallowed. There would be no escaping their claws and talons at such a short
distance. Refusing to be intimidated, she held her ground. Whatever their
motives, they might be the only ones who could save her father. After
deliberating for a moment, Ashayna bowed low, as she’d learned as a child.


Power radiated
off them, filling the tent’s narrow confines. She waited. Her magic hummed
louder in her mind. Sweat beaded along her neck, lower back, and under her
arms. Her pounding heart jumped up a notch and her breathing increased.


“You abase
yourself prettily. However, it’s not necessary.” The lupwyn’s voice was deep,
full of rich tones, musical in quality. “Given the strength of your magic, you
must be the one we seek.” She tilted her head to the side at Ashayna’s gasp. “Don’t
fear. Your secret’s still safe. The guards are no longer aware.”


Ashayna froze
in disbelief. With a sickening clarity, she realized the silence was enough of a
warning. She glanced behind. Her heart leapt into her throat.


Of the six
guards who had accompanied her, four still remained upright. They stared off
into shadowed corners of the tent, their faces still as statues. Two other
guards lay where they’d collapsed. A profound sense of dread settled in Ashayna’s
stomach.


“Hmm, they had
a little more resistance to magic than the others.” Marsolwyn gestured to the
two prone guards. “It was easier just to command them to sleep.”


Ashayna
released the breath she’d been holding. The guards’ chests still rose and fell.


“Lady Ashayna,
take a seat.” Queen Marsolwyn gestured again at a chair where it sat tucked up
against a low table.


Ashayna debated
the command. She’d prefer to stand, but to refuse a queen would be a blunder
she couldn’t afford. She bowed, retrieved the chair, and sat down.


“We have come
to speak with you about your magic.” Marsolwyn flicked her pointed ears
forward, towards where other guards waited outside. Satisfied with what she’d
learned, she continued, “What your Priests of the Revealing Light falsely name
demons, we call Larnkins. They are creatures of spirit—an ancient race, not
physical in nature, with no flesh, blood, or bones such as we have. We serve
them as hosts. In return they grant us vast stores of power and knowledge.”


“Spirit
creatures? Only a fool would take you at your word. I would know if I was
possessed by one of your Larnkins.” Ashayna felt a chill, as though someone
with winter frosted hands caressed her. Do they know something of my secret,
or is it pure speculation on their part?


“One day, when
your Larnkin awakens, she’ll convince you of your mistake.”


‘Awakens’ didn’t
sound good. Ashayna narrowed her eyes. What the woman said sounded all too
familiar, yet distrust and old bias threaded doubt through her mind. To believe
the falsehoods could prove deadly. Though, who would deal the death blow was
something she didn’t like to ponder.


“These two are
dear friends of mine. Kandarra and Vinarah are daughters of the phoenix queen.”
Marsolwyn tipped her muzzle to the taller phoenix. “Vinarah shall speak of the
rest.”


Ashayna’s mind
crowded with questions, yet she held her tongue. She would gather what she
could before passing along the information to her father’s men.


The taller
phoenix stepped forward, her hand, with its long talon-tipped fingers, rested
on the table directly in front of Ashayna. Trapped in her chair, Ashayna had
nowhere to go as Vinarah leaned closer, tilting her head one way and then
another. Under the intense scrutiny Ashayna dug her fingernails into the chair’s
arms.


Vinarah took a
half step back, her expression settling into a pensive, unhappy look. “My
mother named me Vinarah, which means ‘The Far Sighted,’ for my ability to see
fragments of what is or what may be. One vision is more persistent than all
others. In it I see a young human woman, taller than many of her race, with
hair of night and bearing a Larnkin of unparalleled power. I have seen this
meeting come to pass, in this tent.” Vinarah paused, perhaps studying Ashayna
for reaction. “It was you I saw. You are one of us. A mage—host to a Larnkin.
You belong with us, not these other humans.”


“You came all
this way because you think I am one of you?” Fear ripped through Ashayna’s
chest. Her heart lurched into a steady pound, as sweat trickled down her back.
She bolted upright, tipping her chair over when its back legs caught on a rug. “I’m
not anything like you. I’ll never betray my people.”


“We are not
asking you to harm your own kind.” The shorter phoenix’s words were accompanied
by a slight curving of her lips. “There can be peace between our races. We
offer to train you, to help protect your people as well as ours. Why would we
come all this way to lie to you?”


“I don’t know.”
Ashayna choked. “But I can’t be who you seek.”


Her magic
stirred fitfully and Ashayna knew her own words were false. She had power. What
they said explained the strange magic living within her. A shiver crawled down
her spine. At the motion, the feather shifted underneath her vest. Its spicy
scent wafted up, reminding her of alarming events from earlier. What lived
within her seemed more sinister than the beings they described.


Ashayna stared
at the oil lamps, their flickering light dancing along tent walls and furniture
alike. Soft breathing was the only sound for many moments, and it occurred to
her the others communicated in a silent language beyond her hearing. Before she
realized what she did, the magic obeyed her unformed wish and she heard the
murmuring undertones of the prisoners. Fragments sharpened into true speech.


“She is the
one.”


“You are
certain?”


“Yes,
however I fear our brother will be less than pleased.”


“On the
contrary, I think he’ll be delighted. What male wouldn’t, seeing his bondmate
wearing his—”


“Kandarra,
what have you done now?”


“Made this
sordid mess a little more interesting. It’ll be fun watching them struggle with
their pride.”


“This is no
time for games.”


“She is
aware!”


As a foreign
power reached out to Ashayna’s mind, she instinctively slammed her shields back
in place. From behind her dubious protection, she could feel where their power
brushed up against her mental barrier. For one moment, their startled thoughts
reached her.


She’d surprised
them. Should she feel elation or dread? Probably dread. Even though Ashayna
hadn’t understood half of what they’d said, it sounded like they’d come a long
way to find her.


“So you say I’m
to become a mage.” While Ashayna admitted to herself her magic problem might be
linked to a Larnkin, she wasn’t ready to confide in total strangers. “Vinarah,
you have seen it, but have you ever been wrong or perhaps mistaken the meaning?”


Vinarah looked
peevish. “The vision is clear. It is exceedingly rare for a human to possess
enough natural magic to be host to a Larnkin. What part of my vision do you
think I have misinterpreted?”


None. Their
words made sense. She did, without a doubt, possess some kind of magic, and it
had a mind of its own. Yet, for all she knew, they had some hand in her
emerging magic—a magic hazardous to her family if an acolyte of the Revealing
Light found out. At the moment, she feared the priesthood more than the
prisoners. “Can you take this Larnkin and place it in another host?”


Kandarra
snorted and shook her head. “If it was such a simple thing, do you think we’d
be here? No, a Larnkin’s choice of host is permanent. We cannot order around
such beings on a whim. They choose us and we honor them with the use of our
bodies.”


“You want me to
come willingly.” Ashayna’s cool statement gained no response, so instead a new
tactic was in order. “What is it worth to you?” A thin shift of muscles along
Kandarra’s jaw told Ashayna she’d hit upon the right trail.


“Isn’t it
clear?” Kandarra was quickly hushed by Queen Marsolwyn before she could reveal
more.


Marsolwyn
tilted her head to one side, gaze fixed. She remained motionless for ten
heartbeats, then her eyes snapped into focus. “Go tell your commanding officer
a delegation will arrive shortly to negotiate for our release. Pray they get
here before my mate does. I hear his warsong carried on the wind. It will not
go well for your people if Ryanth gets here first.”


“Your mate
leads the army of lupwyns? The ones my father was trying to slow?”


“Yes. Perhaps I
should have discussed this with Ryanth, but time was short and I was visiting
in Grey Spires, the phoenix city. While I was there, Vinarah had a vision of
danger to you—from a priest. I didn’t have time to inform Ryanth. Unfortunately,
he’s reacted faster than I anticipated.”


“If your
oversight leads to my father’s death, you’ll never have me or my magic at your
command.” Ashayna couldn’t stand the tent’s confines any longer. Their magic
threatened to steal her breath. She backed away, heading towards the entrance
when she remembered the six guards. “Undo whatever you did to them and don’t
use magic upon a human again. I might come with you peacefully, if my father
still lives.”


“Far be it of
us to control you, Ashayna, but know this. Magic will never be denied—and your
father will join you before this night is over.”


After the
guards awoke, Ashayna fled the tent to seek out Captain Nurrowford.











Chapter Three


 


A stiff
mountain breeze ruffled Sorntar’s feathers as it blew through a courtyard in Grey
Spires. Even a playful wind couldn’t distract him this day. He whirled,
ignoring the slap of both scabbards against his thighs. He paced about the
courtyard, cursing his sisters’ stupidity for getting captured. Fear had been
replaced by chaotic waves of anger when his mother first told him his sisters
were safe. They had gone with Queen Marsolwyn, seeking the humans for some
purpose. His cooling anger left a yawning pit of uncertainty in its wake.
Vinarah had seen something so intense it sent her running off to Marsolwyn. But
what?


Sorntar
concentrated on reining in his apprehension, only to realize he was still on
edge from earlier in the day when his wings had twitched with the sensation of
being watched. He’d even thought he’d detected a faint essence of someone else’s
power.


His Larnkin
hadn’t roused, so he’d put it out of his mind. Now the nagging sensation was
back, worming its way into his mind, setting his teeth on edge.


He wanted to
blame his unease on his newly waking power. But whatever it was, it wasn’t the
same restlessness that had been hampering his concentration for days now as his
Larnkin gathered power. Soon it would wake fully. When it did, it would turn
his well-organized life into a muddle of raw emotions and chaotic magic surges.


When he reached
a waist-high stone wall, he peered down. In the stone-tiled courtyard below, the
wind tugged at the manes and tails of a small herd of santhyrians who waited
with their riders for word from his mother. To their left, a mixed species
group of nervous-eyed apprentices prepared to summon a Gate. Off to one side,
his father conversed with Elder Cymael.


Tension built,
vibrating along his feathers while something tightened in his stomach. He
hesitated to name it dread, although it was close kin. In his arrogance, he had
craved responsibility, had nearly pleaded for it. But now, doubts assaulted
him.


He shook out
his wings to dispel the nervousness before he descended the stairs in two
bounds, his wings and tail spread to ease his landing. His talons barely
touched the bottom step before he stalked to where Summer Flame awaited him.


With a sigh, he
scratched the stallion’s neck, working loose a few hairs from his winter coat
while they waited for the others to be ready. The routine gesture was more for
his own reassurance than performing any function the santhyrian required. Summer
Flame gently nibbled his shoulder in a less-than-subtle reminder.


“Yes, I know,
time for us to be off.” Sorntar edged around his santhyrian friend in time to
see apprentices summoning a Gate. Born of twin columns of fire, the newly
emerging Gate stretched across the courtyard. Its two ends curved and joined at
their uppermost peaks until it blanketed the entire east wall in liquid power,
forming a flaming archway big enough for six santhyrians to walk abreast.


Sorntar was
about to congratulate the apprentices when the Gate flared. A cold, silver
energy arced across its surface. He’d never seen such a sight. A chill radiated
off it in waves, penetrating his shields and sinking below his skin.


Thunder ripped
through the courtyard. A stronger flow of power poured forth from the Gate,
hammering everyone within reach. A young lupwyn apprentice standing too close
yelped and collapsed in the boneless manner of the unconscious.


Sorntar rushed
to her side and arched his wings, trying to absorb more of the magic to prevent
permanent damaged to the youngling. In less than ten heartbeats, the Gate
morphed into a seething monster of brilliance and rage. Pale tendrils flailed
out from its center. One brushed the feathers of his crest, narrowly missing
hitting him in the head. He scooped up the fallen lupwyn and leapt into motion.
He’d barely made it three paces when a burning cold tendril coiled around his
ankle. A strong tug, a sickening blur of motion and he was moving. A breath
later he slammed into the ground with bone jarring force.


Dazed, he
blinked and looked up to see his bodyguards surrounding him. One guard took the
lupwyn from him, while another fought to pull him free of the tendril’s grip.
The Gate pulsed again, then lashed out. It slapped guards and delegation
members aside like hapless dolls. As fast as it had come, the maelstrom of
power ground to a halt. Silence, broken only by soft panting, echoed across the
courtyard.


Sorntar blinked
up at a purpling night sky. Lifting his head, he winced. Pain flashed through
his brain. Almost in the same moment, the Gate tightened its grip on his ankle
and heaved. A renewed surge of panic flooded Sorntar’s body. Then he felt
it—the slow spread of heat through his blood as his Larnkin came to full
awareness. It didn’t fight the Gate, instead surveying the scene, calming and
stabilizing the rogue Gate’s chaotic magic. With a sickening clarity, the Larnkin
gathered itself, power flowing through him like a tidal wave…every ounce of it
focused on the Gate.


* * * *


Ashayna rubbed
at her eyes, but the night-shrouded landscape didn’t come into any better focus
as she led her gelding towards the prisoners. Fear tangled her thoughts. Did
her father still live? How would she cope without him? She needed a plan but
her chaotic thoughts kept distracting her. Silently, she cursed the sentience
in her blood. A Larnkin they called it. The power stirring with newfound intent
in her blood could only be one of those creatures.


Once she had
reported back to Captain Nurrowford with the news that a delegation was on its
way, he had ordered her to ride with their prisoners. Her return route took her
along the river. Wind rustled in last year’s bulrushes and caressed trees,
shivering their leaves. The tranquil beauty of this place would be something
she’d miss, if she lived to miss anything.


She scanned the
area between the river and camp, noting everything seemed ready. Horses were
saddled, riders gathered the few remaining things they would carry with them.
Both foot soldiers and horse archers were already breaking camp. Ashayna would
follow with the prisoners, leaving the heavy cavalry to protect the flanks and
rear.


Her thoughts
were interrupted with the sudden explosion of terror from her gelding. His eyes
rolled in his head, muzzle tightening, teeth bared. Screaming a warning into
the night, her horse reared, hooves pawing at the air. Again and again the
gelding reared, his hooves tearing into the ground as he danced beside her.
Ears flattened, he tossed his head, ripping the reins from Ashayna’s grasp.
With a final snort, he turned, thundering along the trail toward the safety of
the paddock and the other horses who picked up on his distress and shifted and
nickered in restless discontent.


The hilt of her
sword bit into her hand, Ashayna studied a distant line of trees, expecting to
see glints of silver against shadowy trunks as armored lupwyns flooded out of
the darkness. The sound of the men’s voices raised in alarm was the only
indication of danger, of something moving beyond them. Yet her eyes could see
nothing. No army of beasts, no weapons, nothing but the darkness of the night.


Prickles of
power washed over her like rain. Now she knew what had spooked her gelding.
Foreign power sunk below Ashayna’s skin, past blood vessels and muscle, seeping
into her bones. Her own magic flared, eagerly examining this new power.


Barely a hand’s
span above the ground—in a swath wider than several horses riding abreast—the
air rippled, making her queasy. Then, as though a torch had been applied to
pitch, the air exploded into twin columns of fire, each burning with a white,
unnatural light. The force of their creation blew Ashayna’s hair back; wind
whistled through the tents, kicking up a smattering of dust. Two columns of
light bathed the entire camp in a strange illumination, brighter than the full
moons.


Officers
bellowed orders to soldiers, and the dull, metallic sound of weapons being
drawn echoed throughout the camp. Distantly she heard Captain Nurrowford shout
her name, ordering her to fall back, but Ashayna couldn’t take her eyes off the
wall of magic. Ashayna stood enthralled by the spectacle as her Larnkin merged
power with the columns. She gasped at the rush of magic flooding outward. A
small, quiet part of her mind was grateful her magic remained invisible. The
columns’ strange white fire intensified, leaping across empty space, taking the
shape of an arch. Towering over them, it continued to grow, to gather power—until,
with a great resounding clap of thunder, it shuddered, the flames dancing
through the night. Her Larnkin trembled, but continued to feed power to the
arch, wanting, needing something Ashayna did not understand. Falling back a
pace, she shook her head to clear it of the echoing noise and eyed the arch
with greater concern. It looked stronger but less stable, and it continued to
hemorrhage power.


Men shouted,
horses screamed. The air was heavy and thick with the stench of fear, of blind
panic, and of magic. Queen Marsolwyn’s urgent calls rose above the storm. “Run.
The Gate’s gone rogue. Run, now!”


A deep, rending
sound issued from the archway, like the creaking of a falling tree that twisted
and groaned as it broke and began to fall. Ashayna shook free of her Larnkin’s
peculiar desires. Instinct gored her. She turned and ran. A clap of thunder
rumbled across the camp, shaking the ground and heaving her off her feet.


Flashes of
magic, like forked lightning, bombarded the camp. One hit a poplar at the edge
of the paddocks. The tree exploded in a burst of leaves and wood fragments.
Horses screamed and bucked. A few horse archers pursued their mounts, while
others simply tried to keep themselves and their mounts out of harm’s way.
Closer at hand, a group of heavily armored men-at-arms were making their way to
her position.


Another bolt
slammed through the abandoned line of tents, shredding or snapping everything
in its path. The canvas of the nearest tent smoked around the edge of a
substantial hole. By the haze curling out of the interior, it looked like magic
could spawn true fire. Soldiers huddled on the ground, keeping their focus upon
the arch, trying to estimate where the next strike would fall before they began
moving forward again. A new, higher-pitched hum emanated from the arch.


Kandarra
dropped next to Ashayna, her wings flowing over the ground. “You should see
your face.” The phoenix chuckled, her shoulders shaking with the force of her
mirth. “Don’t worry, we’ve managed to protect everyone from the mage blasts
that thing’s throwing, and by the sound of it, the Elders on the other side
seem to be getting it under control.”


Forks of
lightning no longer arched across the camp. Maybe Kandarra was right. “What is
it? What happened?”


“That was a
Gate. And your Larnkin destabilized it by accident. Unless you tried to
assassinate my brother and other members of the delegation?”


“No…no, I
wouldn’t. I swear.” Would they believe her? She hadn’t known there were others
on the other side of the gate. What if those Elementals thought it was an
attack….


“Relax,
Kandarra is teasing.” Marsolwyn hunkered down next to them. “Your Larnkin is a
youngling, just learning her strength. No doubt, she was curious about the Gate,
and when she tried to explore it, lost control. Now hurry, toss your sword
close to the Gate. Later we’ll claim its iron-tainted metal interfered with the
Gate’s magic.”


Ashayna did as
instructed, if somewhat awkwardly. Her blade glittered in the light of the
archway.


Queen Marsolwyn
nodded. “Now move towards the shelter of the tents. I’ll go delay the soldiers.
Kandarra, stay with Ashayna and inform me if her Larnkin misbehaves again.”


Ashayna boiled
with questions, but Marsolwyn had already vanished. With little else to do, she
allowed herself to be led to the nearest tent, the last in a line running along
the curve of the river. The tent had withstood the wild magic with little
damage, only the flag pole was missing.


Near at hand,
soldiers were organizing into ranks. Yet none noticed her standing in the
shadows. She’d bet her favorite dagger Kandarra used magic to hide them.
Exhausted, Ashayna rested her back against one of the tent’s support poles.


The Gate
shuddered once more, and as the fire within the arch vanished, a blur of indigo
was expelled onto the ground a few paces away. With a sharp snap, the Gate
disappeared. The lump on the ground shivered. Massive wings unfolded. Another
phoenix had just joined their midst—somewhat against his wishes, Ashayna would
bet. When he finally gained his feet, he shook his head with a hiss.


Even over the
distance, Ashayna heard his enraged tone. He remained where he was, his talons
flexing in the soft earth, and one hand resting on a hilt of a sword encased in
an ornate scabbard.


No longer
blinded by the Gate’s bright light, she could make out his features. Ashayna
caught her breath, her heart dropping. She’d seen him before. Gems shone in his
longest crest feathers. Gold glittered at his neck and circled his bare biceps
and wrists. His high, finely honed cheekbones and a narrow blade of a nose
reminded Ashayna of a bird of prey. Piercing blue-black raptor’s eyes, several
shades darker than his feathers, surveyed the humans nearest him.


Oh yes, Ashayna
remembered him. The phoenix from her vision. Instantly her Larnkin stirred,
dancing beneath her skin with a warmth as unsettling as it was pleasant.


Something in
her chest tightened until she couldn’t think. A burning sensation unfurled
under her heart, spreading outward to travel down her arms. Heart racing,
breath rasping, she fought both panic and her Larnkin’s grip. Her vision
darkened, folding down to a narrow point. Her body became a vague and distant
thing. Ashayna swallowed, realization hitting with the force of a hammer’s
blow.


Reunite…safety…home.


The wordless
communication, echoing up from some unknown source within her soul, scared her
as nothing else had. Her Larnkin tried to force her to move forward. When force
failed, it swamped her with feelings of peace and contentment. Her hand crept
towards the necklace hidden in her vest without her consent. With an extreme
act of will, she closed her fist and lowered her arm.


“Not this time,”
she told the magic and stomped it back down to where it belonged.


“I’ve heard
awakening Larnkins are temperamental. I think the elders understated the facts
a bit.” Kandarra shook her head, disbelief in her eyes.


“Nice time for
a warning,” Ashayna snapped. She’d forgotten about Kandarra until then.
Embarrassment and fear made her sharp. Kandarra seemed not to have noticed.


“That’s my
brother Sorntar, Crown Prince of the Phoenix.” Kandarra sounded distracted. She
cocked her head, looking puzzled. “He doesn’t look pleased by your Larnkin’s
impatience. In the future, it will be easier if you don’t fight your Larnkin.
Maybe then she’d be more tactful.”


“If I don’t
fight, it will have me throwing myself at his feet.” She gestured at the crown
prince. “I don’t even know what she wants. I don’t care. I’m not going to bow
and scrape to him.” Ashayna wasn’t about to trust Kandarra, or the Larnkin. She
wasn’t even sure if she could trust herself.


Sorntar jerked
his head to one side. Ashayna followed where he looked. Glittering in the torch
light, her sword rested in the grass where Queen Marsolwyn had instructed her
to toss it. Sorntar picked her blade up and studied it, seemingly unconcerned
by soldiers closing in on all sides.


Captain
Nurrowford approached, shouting out orders to hold fire. The order came too
late. A volley of arrows streaked towards Sorntar. The phoenix held his ground,
a frown darkened his expression. An arm’s length from their target, the arrows
ignited and burned to ash. Sorntar narrowed his eyes and focused on the archers
with a deadly intent as he brushed a dusting of ash from his chest.


* * * *


The echo of his
battle cry dying on the wind, Sorntar wrenched control from his Larnkin moments
before it could decimate the enemy. Sword forgotten, his Larnkin focused its
rage on the humans when they rained their arrows down on him. He launched into
the air, desperate to escape their weaponry—and save any form of negotiations.
Two fierce beats of his wings and he landed on an outcropping of rock thrusting
out of the east bank.


Rubbing powdery
ash from his chest, he stared across the distance at the neat rows of tents.
What had affected the Gate so deeply?


Whatever it was
had forced his Larnkin to absorb a vast amount of power, more than he could
safely contain. The wild current of magic stripped away the little control Sorntar
had left.


His twin swords
flashed silver in the darkness as he eased them from their scabbards. Blue
flames blinked into being along their lengths as the blades cleared their
leathers, fiery tongues leaping higher to wrap around his forearms. Living
entities, the fire crept along his body into his wings, his tail, his crest—until
all was ablaze. 


He could feel
his Larnkin stirring again, its instinctual need to protect foremost in its
thoughts.


“Not now.
Please, let me deal with this.” Sorntar struggled
to retain control. “There is no danger to me, be at peace. Sleep.”


After a brief
pause, his Larnkin relinquished its hold. With it resting, Sorntar refocused,
channeling his magic into the ground. The stone under his talons buckled as
fissures formed. Widening cracks spread across the ground, reaching deeper into
the earth with each beat of his twin hearts. The surrounding ground ruptured
and heaved, spitting a plume of molten rock far up into the air.


Humans
screamed, retreating from him. He dragged in a deep breath, inhaling the stink
of their fear. His lips pulled back in a hiss, disgust rearing within him. They’d
been quick to attack when he’d been unprepared. Now, when he was ready to face
them, none wanted to challenge him. Another hiss rumbled in his chest.


To attack
without provocation, and then flee from an opponent...such cowardice.


He shouldn’t be
surprised. Humans were without honor, as the acolytes had proved well enough.


These humans
were no different than the acolytes—suspicious, close-minded, and unreasoning in
their hatred of magic. Fools. If they wouldn’t coexist, then let them damn
themselves. When he returned home, he would report as much to his mother. But
he had a task to complete first. Where were his sisters?


Raising one
hand, he held it suspended above the ground at shoulder level, palm facing down
and allowed his eyes to drift closed. With his fire raging around him, he was
safe from mortal attack.


Below him, the
earth hummed with magic, awaiting his command. With a slow graceful movement,
one that was part show on his part to stoke the humans fear higher, he turned
his palm up. Magic answered his summons, crawling up from the fissures like a
thick blue mist.


With a mental
push, he ordered it to find his sisters.


Settling back
on his rock outcropping, he waited. The human soldiers didn’t advance on his position,
which was for the best.


The next human
to cross his path wasn’t going to enjoy the outcome.


* * * *


The first
tendril of mist reached Ashayna. The surrounding guards held their ground, but
shifted nervously as the blue mist swirled around their boots. She could hear a
few whimpered prayers.


Her magic
reverberated in harmony with the mist. She gasped, then snapped her teeth
together hard enough to creak. A rippling in the magic, like a stone disturbing
the surface of a pond, was the only warning before her shields dropped.


Heat caressed
her, touching something deep within. She yelped and leapt away from the mist.


It pursued,
curling around her ankle to begin a slow ascent up her leg. Swatting at the
mist didn’t scatter it as real mist would; instead it clung to her fingers and
encircled her wrist. Gooseflesh rose where it touched her arms, yet a strange
heat swirled through her blood. A terrified scream locked in her lungs, she
backed up until she collided with tent canvas, tangling with ropes and support
poles.


The substantial
presence of another mind brushed hers...a stranger’s thoughts flooded her mind...his
rage, his worry for his sisters...his realization that Ashayna shared his
thoughts. The flood of anger changed, shifting rapidly to mild shock and then
curiosity.


She was already
off balance when a compelling pull rolled over her.


Unable to
resist, she looked up in time to see Sorntar turn in a swirl of feathers and
blue fire. His talons flexed against his stone perch. Dark eyes searched the
shadows where Ashayna stood. Frozen in place, she waited. Any moment he would
lock eyes with her. Panicked, Ashayna stumbled around the side of the tent, half
running. She succeeded in outpacing the main cloud of thick mist and it
disengaged a bit at a time until the few remaining wisps floated to the ground
and vanished.


With it, the
stranger’s thoughts disappeared. Her arm still felt like something rested upon
it. When she would have rubbed it again, the compelling pull of his power
distracted her.


“Easy,
Ashayna—he’ll not learn of your presence until I wish it.” Marsolwyn gave Ashayna’s shoulder a brief pat. “It’s best if
Sorntar remains unaware of your existence for now. That a human will be joining
our ranks may cause some…tension, and with his Larnkin awakening, Crown Prince
Sorntar is already too dangerous.”


Ashayna rubbed
at her arm while she tried to calm her pounding heart. “Can it get any worse?” She
allowed deliberate sarcasm to seep into her voice. A few guards looked in her
direction. She didn’t care if they thought the pressure had cracked her mind,
and she continued to talk to Marsolwyn out loud. “Oh wait—he’s going to burn
the whole damn camp to the ground along with every human in it. Sound about
right?”


The lupwyn didn’t
deny her accusation. Ashayna sobered, her earlier giddy hysteria a cold lump in
her stomach.


“I’ll not
let it get so far the damage cannot be repaired.” For
once, Queen Marsolwyn’s tone held the appropriate level of seriousness.


Ashayna felt
ill. But the magic didn’t let her wallow in self-pity for long. Another power
rippled along her shields. This wasn’t coming from the crown prince. For a
second time in one night, Ashayna witnessed a Gate being born. This one flashed
into being faster than the first. Before the thunderous echo faded, dozens of
armored lupwyn and phoenix guards spilled out of its broad expanse.


Human soldiers
rushed towards the new arrivals. Opposing sides met in a clash of swords.
Archers fired arrows at the intruders, but, as with the crown prince, their
arrows burned to ashes far short of their targets. More human soldiers pressed
in upon the Elementals.


A brief flash
of green light from an unknown direction swarmed over a large swath of
soldiers. Eyes tearing, Ashayna blinked to clear the white spots blurring her
vision. When she could see again, her gaze locked on the soldiers and her
stomach tightened with dread.


They lay
crumpled on the ground, limbs sprawled at awkward angles. None of them moved.
She couldn’t see if their chests still rose and fell, the distance too great.


“Merciful Creator,”
Ashayna breathed half to herself, her companions forgotten.


After a brief
shocked pause, yelling filled the clearing. Rage and fear sounded in the
soldiers’ voices, but training took hold and her father’s soldiers shook off
their shock, engaging the enemy once more. All along the line there were more
of the green flashes and soldiers continued to fall.


Marsolwyn stepped
into Ashayna’s field of vision, flanking her almost protectively.


Ashayna might
be helpless to stop the spreading violence, but standing within arms’ reach was
someone with the power and authority to put a stop to this useless violence.


“Do something!
This is your fault. If you hadn’t come here none of this would be happening.”


“Don’t worry,
they’re not dead. They’ll just wake up with a headache. And this would have
happened one day soon, with or without our arrival. Don’t fool yourself
otherwise.”


A change in the
pattern of fighting caught Ashayna’s attention, momentarily drawing her gaze
away from Marsolwyn. Soldiers were advancing on Sorntar. A burning, spicy scent
assaulted her nose. More magic was being summoned.


“I will deal
with Sorntar.” Marsolwyn tilted her head in her companions’ direction. “Vinarah,
Kandarra, get to Prince Sorntar’s bodyguards. Prevent them from harming the
humans. Be quick or we’ll never be able to secure peace. Ashayna, go to Captain
Nurrowford. Tell him the Gate going rogue was an accident caused by the
nearness of your sword. Convince him this was not an attack.” Marsolwyn ducked
under the silver flash of bared swords. Running on all fours, she looked like a
dark streak, dodging both soldiers and arrows with ease.


Before Ashayna
could react Vinarah darted at the startled guards, and leapt into the air,
sailing over their swords. Kandarra followed a moment later, heading in a
different direction.


A lieutenant
shouted orders to the scattered cavalry, urging them after the escaping
captives. While the crowd of officers surrounding Captain Nurrowford thinned,
Ashayna used the opportunity to sneak in a private word with him. She had just
reached his location when a fearful, lingering howl filled the air.


It rode upon
the night breeze. Its haunting melody reminded her of a wolf’s homage to the
three moons. First one sang, then a second and third voice joined in, until the
eerie song grew to a deafening pitch, fed by six hundred throats. As quickly as
it had come, the song died. The chaos of battle stilled. Swords and bows lowered
amid the tension gathering like a storm. Soldiers stared out into the
surrounding night. A moment later the darkness was banished by hundreds of
fiery white lights born out of nothing. They hung in the air, bobbing above the
heads of hundreds of armor-clad lupwyns encircling the camp.


The lupwyn army
had arrived.











Chapter Four


 


Silence hung in
the air, heavy and thick, as the last notes of the lupwyns’ song faded away.
Captain Nurrowford stepped into the open, flanked by his senior officers, his
attention on the army.


Seizing her
chance Ashayna slid up next to him. “Captain, I’ve an important message from
Queen Marsolwyn.”


He glanced over
his shoulder at her. “Let it be good news, we’ve need of it at the moment.”


“She says it’s
a misunderstanding. Their Gate went rogue. Their army believes we just tried to
assassinate one of their royals.” Ashayna gestured to where Sorntar perched. “He’s
their crown prince.”


Nurrowford’s
eyes narrowed in understanding, the color bleaching from his face. “The crown
prince thinks we tried to assassinate him?”


Ashayna nodded.


“Bloody gods!” He
stared at Ashayna, his jaw taunt. “We don’t have magic. How can they think we’re
responsible?”


“The lupwyn
queen said I was too close, and the metal of my sword interfered with its
magic.” Ashayna squirmed at her half-truths.


“Do you believe
this lupwyn is telling the truth?”


“I don’t know
why she’d lie.” Ashayna hoped Nurrowford didn’t detect her own lies.


He turned to
the nearest officers. “Send word to every commander. Halt the attack. Keep the
enemy surrounded, but do not engage.” Captain Nurrowford studied Ashayna,
making her uncomfortable. “Let’s hope you’re right.”


A horn blew
three quick blasts and the sounds of battle subsided. Both human and elemental
soldiers stared balefully at each other, though neither side made further
hostile moves.


Captain
Nurrowford surveyed the camp, his look encompassing both stilling chaos and
encircling lupwyn army. Then in a low whisper, one Ashayna didn’t think she was
supposed to hear, he mumbled something suspiciously like ‘lucky to see the
dawn.’


A disturbance
shifted the enemy ranks. Dozens of lupwyns from further back moved forward.
These ones didn’t move with the grace she’d come to expect. At first, she
thought they’d sustained injuries. She blinked as understanding dawned.
Strapped to their backs were rope-bound bundles.


One lupwyn,
shrouded from muzzle to tail-tip in black and gold plate armor, advanced ahead
of the army. Prowling up and down the line, the newcomer scented the breeze. He
let out one short, coughing bark. Ashayna jumped. Nearby, several soldiers
shifted nervously.


An answering
bark came from near where Crown Prince Sorntar sat burning upon his rocky
perch. Squinting, Ashayna could just make out Queen Marsolwyn, half hidden in
shadow outside of Sorntar’s bright circle of fiery light. Even over such a
distance, Ashayna thought she could feel heat radiating off him. The night
breeze’s contrasting chill raised hair on the back of Ashayna’s neck. She
grunted at her own folly. Just her imagination—besides, the distance was too
great. Her eyes lingered, common sense not enough to force her gaze away.


“Is our
prisoner sitting with the…burning…phoenix?”


“Yes. Queen
Marsolwyn went to reason with him.”


Captain
Nurrowford arched a brow, pulling the scars along one side of his face taut. “Think
you could keep me informed in the future?”


“Yes, sir.”
Heat bloomed along Ashayna’s cheeks, grateful he believed her.


The lupwyn
leader stood with his forepaws braced against a lump half hidden in tall grass.
She squinted. It was one of the bundles she’d seen strapped to their backs. The
newcomer bit through both rope and cloth, and then gave the bundle a shove with
his muzzle. The bundle flailed. An arm emerged from the shrouding cloak, trying
to ward off the beast.


The lupwyn
planted his forepaws on the soldier’s hauberk, snarling and snapping at the
cloth-wrapped human. One of the white mage lights drifted closer to both lupwyn
and victim. The hauberk’s motif of three black leaves contrasted against its silver
background.


“Father!” The
word escaped before she could stop it. All along, she’d known this was a
possibility, yet her heart still pounded with panic.


“Easy, Ash.”
Captain Nurrowford rested a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll do what I can to get us
all out of this alive, including your father.” His hand squeezed firmly once,
then let go. Without another word he moved forward.


She followed
the outline of Nurrowford’s broad shoulders as she desperately tried to keep
her mind blank. Worry would invite disaster into her heart. It would weaken her
to the point of uselessness.


All along the
lupwyn army’s front lines, more bundles were unwrapped, revealing more of her
father’s men. They looked scared, disheveled...but whole. For now.


The scent of
magic wafted on the breeze. Ashayna turned to where Queen Marsolwyn stood next
to Crown Prince Sorntar.


“I did not
mean to bring blood upon this ground. For that I beg forgiveness.” Queen Marsolwyn’s mental voice echoed louder than Ashayna
remembered. Several soldiers jumped. A few looked around baffled, while others
made signs against evil. Apparently, their unique method of speech could be
used upon a crowd. Ashayna didn’t want to learn what else magic could do.
Instinct or something else must have guided the soldiers, because rank after
rank, they faced the lupwyn queen.


Marsolwyn
continued. “There is an old tradition among the elemental races, dating back
from a time of chaos before we learned to live in harmony. We used it to settle
grievances between two warring peoples. Each side would choose a champion.
Those two opponents fought in a duel to show their willingness to sacrifice
their freedom for peace. The victor was free to return to his people, but the
loser forfeited his freedom and put himself in his enemy’s keeping. By the laws
of this tradition, both sides must come to a peaceful agreement or anger the
gods.” Marsolwyn paused, her ears flicking forward in Ashayna’s direction. “So
I ask, which one of your followers is brave enough to pay the price of peace?”


Ashayna focused
her thoughts for a private word with Marsolwyn. “I can’t cross swords with
one of your kind. My magic flares if I’m in danger. Your mate plans to answer
the challenge for your people, doesn’t he? By his look, he’ll take this beyond
a bloodless duel. My magic will react accordingly. For the sake of my family,
no human must ever know of my magic. It would not be only me who suffers for
it. Besides, Captain Nurrowford will never allow me to answer this challenge.”


“Don’t worry
over your magic reacting to danger to you. I’ve talked with Sorntar. He’ll
answer the challenge before my mate does. As for you not being able to answer
the challenge—they can’t stop you if they can’t see you. Kandarra will bring
you her mage-cloak so you can approach Sorntar’s location undetected. Once you
reach him, he’ll prevent anyone from interrupting the duel.”


Ashayna flicked
a glance at the phoenix. Sorntar looked just as irate as he had earlier. “How’s
fighting him any better? He looks like he wants blood, too. It’ll be my blood
if he finds out my Larnkin was responsible for his hasty arrival.”


“Ah, Sorntar
is a gentle one. His Larnkin merely has him out of sorts.”


Out of sorts?
Ashayna snorted, gaining a nearby soldier’s attention. She scowled and ignored
his quizzical look. “Fine. So I should fear his Larnkin. It can’t be pleased
with mine.”


“Oh, I
wouldn’t worry.” The thread of laughter in her
voice did little to ease her mind. “His Larnkin is the least of your
concerns, little human.”


* * * *


Sorntar watched
the nervous shifting and scented an underlying odor of panic as the humans
faced a much larger army poised to attack. The subtlest gesture—a flick of an
ear, the raising of a tail, even just a bunching of muscles in the lupwyn king’s
flanks—and lupwyn warriors would surge forward. The king, Ryanth, looked to be
moments away from doing something. Sorntar sighed. It wouldn’t be avoiding
bloodshed—Ryanth’s ears swung forward too eagerly at the mention of duel.
Marsolwyn was right— her mate wasn’t in any kind of mindset for a challenge. He’d
kill the poor human with the first swipe of his claws.


Sorntar
stretched his wings; blue fire hissed and flared in the wind. A number of
humans looked back in his direction, the terror on their faces easy to read
despite the darkness surrounding them. “Humans, I claim Right of Challenge. One
of your numbers nearly caused my death.” A cruel note, residual darkness from
his Larnkin’s anger, echoed in his voice. It surprised Sorntar, but added a
note of danger. The closest humans moved away a few paces. He smiled.


King Ryanth
snarled at him. Sorntar tilted his head in Marsolwyn’s direction, acknowledging
where his ‘decision’ to answer the challenge had originated. Before the lupwyn
could respond, Sorntar threw one of his twin blades out before him. The sword
flew end over end in a graceful burning arc and landed with its blade partly
buried in soft loam. He speared the closest human with a determined look. “One
of you, take up my sword and fight. If you give me even a bit of challenge, I
may go easy on you.”


There were a
great many whispers and much shuffling about as orders were issued and relayed,
but no one stepped forward. Marsolwyn’s plan was flawed. These humans were too
fearful. None of them would answer the challenge, not willingly as was
required.


Frustration
stirred in his gut. This wasn’t where he wanted to be, what he wanted to be
doing, or—more to the point, what his Larnkin wanted him to be doing. Both he
and his Larnkin wanted to solve the mystery of the mind he’d touched. Whoever
she was, her mind had been strong, and her determination to be free of him so powerful
she’d gained her freedom. To the best of his knowledge, the only mage prisoners
were his sisters and Marsolwyn. If not a prisoner, who was the other woman he
found so interesting? Was it she who had interfered with the Gate—nearly
killing him?


Once the challenge
was over, he’d hunt down the woman who stirred his Larnkin’s interest.


He sank back
down on his perch to wait.


* * * *


A tall, slim
figure moved between human soldiers, being careful to squeeze through or weave
around obstacles. As he came closer, Sorntar saw why. A mage-cloak offered
protection against human eyes, but his passage would only go unnoticed if he
avoided running into anyone. To Sorntar’s disappointment, the cloak also
prevented him from learning much about this person.


The evening
breeze carried the newcomer’s scent—pleasant, with a hint of saltiness,
feminine. A female? Here? Sorntar didn’t think humans permitted their women
folk to learn fighting skills. By her ease of movement, a young, confident
opponent faced him.


Within him, his
Larnkin stirred, its emotions a mix of confusion, wanting, and sleepy pleasure.


It was her—the
woman who had touched his mind earlier. It had to be.


A dozen paces
distant, she unclasped the cloak and let it pool around her feet. A ripple of
surprise—and something else—slid through Sorntar’s Larnkin. Eagerness? Despite
never meeting her before, he sensed a familiarity within her.


She moved with
grace, her long strides covering the distance quickly. A pace away from the
sword, she stopped and tucked her braid down the back of her leather vest. The
movement drew his eyes to her gentle curves, that slight softness an alluring
contrast to her otherwise toned body. She was reaching for the sword, the first
tongues of flame licking at her fingers, when another human ran forward,
bellowing threats and curses.


With barely a
thought Sorntar formed a barrier behind the girl, preventing the male from
coming closer.


From behind the
barrier, the officer’s eyes bored into the woman’s back. “Ashayna, this is not
your challenge to answer. Come here at once.” He slapped his thigh, then
pointed at the ground directly in front of him. “That’s an order.”


“It’s too late.
I’ve already answered this challenge.”


“You don’t
understand the risk.”


“Risks—those I
understand completely.” Then much lower, almost under her breath. “More so than
you realize, Captain. Be glad of your ignorance.”


“Ash, don’t do
this. Let one of my men...”


Sorntar added
another layer to his shielding, blocking all outside sound. Much better.


The woman
hesitated for a split second, her trembling fingers poised to grasp the burning
sword. With a sigh, she squared her shoulders and closed her fingers around the
hilt. Her bravery impressed him. Not many humans would touch a magic talisman,
especially not while it burned. She rolled the sword around, her wrist flexing
as she tested the sword’s balance. It cut through the air with a wavering hiss,
blue flames danced along its heated length. Adjusting her single-handed grip to
a two-handed one, she ran through a quick warm up, before she inclined her head
in his direction.


She had to be responsible
for the Gate incident, but why had she attacked? Still, this new revelation
explained why Marsolwyn and his sisters had come. A human with a Larnkin needed
investigating.


For the first
time since he had heard of their capture, the tight knot of unease in his
middle began to uncoil. This human, strangely, calmed him in some unnamed way.
Now, if he could only get through the coming fight without theatrics from his Larnkin.
He stepped off the warm stone and traversed the broken ground.


“I am Sorntar,
Crown Prince of the Phoenix. You honor me by answering my challenge. Might I
ask the name of the one brave enough to do so?” He stopped a bare pace in front
of her and was pleased to see she held her ground without flinching or cowering
back from the heat cast by his fiery wings.


“Ashayna
Stonemantle, scout in the Emperor’s Army. I will do anything to save my father’s
life.” Her voice was pitched low and smooth. She gave him an elegant bow, which
seemed at odds with her leathers, light armor, and weapons.


“Father? I
think there’s an interesting story here.”


“Perhaps after
the duel?” Eyebrow raised, she saluted him with her sword. “And are there any
rules I should be aware of?”


“No killing.
First to bleed loses. Pretty much anything else goes.” He eased back two steps
and arched his wings out behind him. Blue fire hissed and flared as he moved.
The way her eyes widened as she tracked his wings wasn’t lost on him. It wasn’t
fear he saw, though. Perhaps he wasn’t the only one with questions and a large
dose of curiosity. His earlier rage diminished another small notch; still
there, but at least he could think about something other than ripping into
humans with his talons.


Ashayna studied
his wings a moment more, and then relaxed her arms, extending them out before
her with the sword’s tip nearly touching the ground.


Clearly, her
opening was a deception. A brief hint of humor curled in his chest, a smile
ghosting across his lips for a moment. More than willing to be lured into her
trap, Sorntar lunged. Her blade snapped up into position, meeting his and
deflecting the point.


Quicker than he
thought a human could move, Ashayna cut upward at his crest. A bare heartbeat
ahead of her stroke, he whipped his blade up into a defensive position. Moments
flashed by, but her blow never landed. Instead she feinted and reversed her
swing. She swiped at his legs. Sorntar leapt clear of her strike—barely.
Surprised and off balance, he stumbled backward. Ashayna followed him, her
sword’s point uncomfortably close. She crowded him, her nearness preventing him
from using his longer reach and greater strength to full advantage.


Swift, sharp
strikes continued to meet his blade. While each impact didn’t have a devastating
force behind it, she still rained blows down upon him in rapid succession.
Adapting to her style, his blocks grew swifter. Surprise at her skills melted
away as he warmed to the fight, testing her. A human’s stamina wasn’t equal to that
of his kind. He knew her swift agility had a cost—sweat already beaded on her
brow. With a couple brutal moves on his part, he could end this fight before it
had truly began...but finding out just what Ashayna was capable of might prove
more interesting.


Ashayna came at
him again. Their blades met, hilts tangling together. With a grunt he knocked
her sword aside. She kept her grip but stumbled, her momentum carried her to
the side. She slammed into his wing and crashed to the ground. He spun around
to follow her, thinking it a trick. She crouched on the ground, her back turned
to him.


Her voice came
to him muffled. “No rules, right?”


Then in another
surprising burst of speed, she turned and tossed something at him. A small
cloud of dust and pebbles pelted him in the face before he could shield his
eyes. Cursing, he backed away.


He blinked his
watering eyes. The blurry shape of Ashayna lunged forward, sword pointed out
ahead of her. Sorntar braced himself and kicked off of the ground while
flapping his wings to hold himself aloft. With a swish of snapping flames, her
blade’s edge cleaved the air, narrowly missing his feet. He dropped back down
to the ground amid a small storm of blue fire, dust, and a few pieces of
clipped tail feathers. Anger flowed through his blood. No one had marked him in
combat in many seasons, yet this human had—he’d allowed her to maim his tail.


“Flying is
cheating.” A smirk spread across her face. “Sorry about the tail feathers.”


Sorntar
retaliated with a series of slashes and thrusts, driving her back several
paces.


She blocked
each of his strikes, but didn’t waste energy on anything fancy. He inclined his
head at her show of discipline.


“Maybe I’ll
give you a haircut, human.”


She rushed him,
binding their blades together at the hilt, and took him by surprise when she
pushed his blade aside with ease. She slammed her sword hilt into his abdomen.
He grunted. His opponent was stronger than a human should have been. When
Ashayna came in closer, he inhaled a deep breath, scenting her magic.


“Using magic to
strengthen your assault should also be cheating.” When his remarked gained him
a puzzled look, he tried a different tactic. “You’re using magic to make
yourself stronger.”


Her coloring
darkened to an angry red. She lunged at him again. Even though she was fast, he
was prepared for her and moved faster. He hooked his arm through hers, spun her
around until her back was to his front. Reaching forward he closed his hand
around her wrist and applied pressure between the bones until she released her
weapon with a yowl. Once disarmed, he hoisted her into the air until her feet
dangled a hand’s span above the ground.


The enraged
human shouted colorful curses at him—a full half of them he didn’t know the meaning,
the rest rather too clear. Her head slammed back into his chest—she’d likely
been aiming for his chin, but he was too tall. She twisted in his arms, her
legs scrambling for traction. Before she managed to land a painful blow, he
tossed her away from him. She stumbled onto her knees, and then flat out on her
belly as all breath escaped in a sharp hiss. It was no act this time.


He turned his
back upon her and retrieved his other sword.


Footfalls
coming up behind him warned of Ashayna’s move. She certainly had spunk. He
turned his head in time to glimpse her as she threw herself forward, a long
bladed dagger aiming for his thigh. Sorntar spun away. Heat from her knuckles
caressed his skin. The little human had come far too close that time.


Well, it was a fight
to the first blood and neither of them bled yet. With a shrug he tossed a sword
hilt-first to Ashayna. She caught it, a mild look of surprise on her face. Then
she grinned, her white teeth flashed at him. 


“That was
stupid.”


“Perhaps, but
this is the most enjoyable fight I’ve had in ages.”


With a snarl
she closed in on him again, so near he could smell sweat mixed with the scented
soap she used to clean her hair.


He used the
opening to snap a wing out, catching her in the chest. She wheezed and fell back
a step. He followed, his sword tip hovering near hers as they continued to
circle. She darted inside his defense, sword thrust at his middle. Sorntar
twisted barely in time. The hot edge of her weapon brushed his side in one
dangerous line.


Twice she’d
nearly had him. Perhaps he’d been a little too arrogant to fight without armor.
“Charming. Trying to impale me or gut me? You do know this is merely a battle
to first blood.”


“You’re fast.”
Her voice was strained. “Figured you’d get out of the way...only hoped...to
bleed you a little.”


“Not just yet.
Perhaps another time, sweetling.” He’d meant for his words to come out
sarcastic, but they lacked a sharp edge. Though, by the way he had to leap out
of the way as she renewed her assault, his words still annoyed her. He matched
her strike for strike. She was almost a match for him, their blades dancing in
a blur of bright steel and blue flame. But as time slipped by, Ashayna began to
falter. Her sword arm continued weakening despite her magic.


“How can you…not…even
be breathing hard?” Her voice rasped, yet she still managed to infuse it with a
strong note of displeasure.


“Two hearts and
lungs twice the size of yours. Flying requires much strength.”


“That’s hardly
fair,” she grated out between ragged breaths. 


“No. I suppose
it isn’t.” Sorntar rolled his shoulders in a shrug. 


“You’re a
better fighter. End this while I can still stand.”


Ashayna let her
guard slip. His sword tip neatly sliced a shallow cut along her upper arm.
Using his blade’s edge, Sorntar made another cut in his own arm. Then with
steady fingers, he brushed his talons along the cut and mixed it with the
sample of hers. He held his bloody fingers out to her. She dabbed some of the
blood off his talons while giving him a suspicious look.


To show her
there was no bad blood between them, Sorntar raised his talons to his lips and
sampled the cooling liquid. Even before the pleasant coppery taste had fully
registered to his senses, his Larnkin struck. A surge of magic, powerful like a
strong mountain river in spring, caused his wings to tremble as the Larnkin
tried to force his way free.


His Larnkin
scented his bondmate. Fear, spurred by the knowledge that the only thing his Larnkin
needed to temporarily summon its full strength was to link with Ashayna through
the ties of shared blood, helped Sorntar maintain his focus and fight for
control.


With a small
fragment of his consciousness not committed to battling his Larnkin, he noted
her look of revulsion. It lasted a moment, about as long as it took her to
notice his power beginning to crawl up her arm. Her look changed to fear,
followed by anger. He attempted to release her and found he did not have
control of his hand.


He poured every
bit of his will into breaking his Larnkin’s hold. When it fought, he narrowed
his concentration down to a fine point, asserting his will over his obstinate Larnkin.
While they remained frozen in silent battle, magic—with no will to guide it—flared
uncontrolled along his skin, then his fiery magic dripped to the ground. Ashayna
hollered curses and tried to jump out of the power’s reach, but there was no
place for her to go. It encircled them both.


His magic
wouldn’t harm her, but by the rising scent of her fear, Ashayna did not know
she was safe. Her desperation gave him strength enough to break his Larnkin’s
hold. With the magic once more his to command, he reached out and calmed the
burning fire.


His Larnkin
still seethed and churned within him, raging that he dared to deny it its
bondmate. Sorntar drew in a deep breath and waited. The Larnkin’s emotional
bombardment of anger, frustration, and resentment halted, leaving behind a
hollow sensation in his mind. The Larnkin drew in upon itself, curling into a
knot, taking all warmth of its magic with it. Even after it faded, Sorntar
still didn’t relax. Moments crept by. Then he felt it building.


A wave of agony
welled up out of his bones, buckling his knees and dragging a scream from his
throat.











Chapter Five


 


Sensation
slowly crept into Sorntar’s sleep-fogged mind.


Cold. A world without
heat.


A nameless
emptiness churned deep in his core, a ragged hole...a fundamental part of him
was missing.


His mind
snapped to full alertness. Alarm hummed in his veins. He tried to move, but
both arms were lumps of dead weight. He couldn’t even shift them. The rest of his
body was just as unwilling to heed his commands. Something unpleasant had
occurred—a great trauma. But what?


Long moments
passed. A shiver sliced through him. Bone-deep cold saturated his body. His
head throbbed in time to the pounding of his hearts where they lurched unevenly
in his chest. Fear clutched his gut into knots.


His elemental
fire was gone. Its loss left a gaping void in his soul where his Larnkin should
have been. Panic seized him. His Larnkin was gone. What could kill a Larnkin?


He couldn’t survive
without it. The cold—was he already dead? Had he passed into the spirit world?


Before terror
got a stronger foothold, a painful tingling started in his chest and worked its
way out to his arms and down his legs. Feeling slowly returned in its wake.


Surely death
didn’t hurt. Fragmented memories stirred, returning a bit at a time. The human
lands…a rogue Gate…the duel….


His bondmate…a
human bondmate. 


Merciful gods. 


He wasn’t dead.


The cold, the
emptiness…his Larnkin had punished him for his interference. Anger sparked
within Sorntar, washing away some of his confusion. What was he supposed to
have done? Let the fool of a Larnkin take her then and there in front of all,
and burn the camp to the ground during the fiery bonding ceremony?


He groaned and
blinked up at the wooden rafters of an unfamiliar ceiling. Where was he? Woolen
blankets covered him in a heavy mound. Their weight added to the sensations of
entrapment.


Was he a
prisoner? All too likely if he was within one of the humans’ timber buildings.
Sorntar forced his lungs to slow, taking deep calming breaths as he ordered
himself to think.


His Larnkin was
no help. It had left him with so little power; if he was to escape, he’d have
to do it without magic. Panic still lurked at the edges of his consciousness,
but he fought it down. He needed to get free of the humans, find his people.


Feeling
continued to return while he lay and formulated a plan. He had to get mobile,
assess the state of his body. Even without his Larnkin, he was still
formidable. Escape would be infinitely easier if he was flight worthy. But he
couldn’t move his wings yet, not with them trapped under his unresponsive body.


A warm weight
rolled up against him. He grunted in surprise, thoughts scattering when
something snuggled closer. Moist breath puffed against his side. No, not
something—someone. Very definitely someone. An arm curved across his chest and
fingers feathered along his abdomen. Shifting enough to displace the coarse
blankets, he peered down at the bed’s other occupant. She stretched out full
length against him, her legs entangled with his. Everywhere they touched heat
and power flowed into him, the delicious sensation driving away the last of his
lethargy.


She banished
the emptiness within him. His opponent, his bondmate—such a strange mix.


Long dormant
instincts guided his arms around her shoulders and waist. He rolled to his side
and mantled a wing over them. Lifting his head, he scanned the room.


If the smell of
green wood was any indication, the rather primitive building had recently been
constructed. Close-packed, narrow beds lined two walls. A meager light came
from a few oil lamps sitting on tables at either end. Even though numerous beds
lined the walls, it made sense his people would situate her so close. Best not
to anger his already moody Larnkin.


A compelling
pull dragged his gaze back to her.


“Ashayna.” He
rolled the word on his tongue.


Mild surprise
engulfed him. It was already as familiar as his own name. Her eyelashes fluttered
once, but she didn’t awake. Her hair was a mess, mostly unbraided, in need of a
good grooming. The pillow beneath her head had left marks upon her pale cheek,
a smudge of dirt rested on her nose...still, she was pretty for a human. The
memory of her dark eyes, an intense brown with a hint of honey at their iris,
flashed across his thoughts. Of their own accord, his fingers found her hair
and began grooming tangles out of the thick mass. Ashayna drew a deep breath,
mumbling something in her sleep. His eyes dropped to her full lips. Would she
welcome her bondmate even while she slept? His magic flared at the thought,
escaping his control.


Swallowing
hard, Sorntar cursed his own stupidity. What was he thinking? He’d be more
likely to feel the kiss of her knife than her lips yielding to his. He knew
finding one’s bondmate caused emotional havoc, but no one had bothered to tell
him his brain would abandon all logic, or his body would do as it pleased.
Before he could get his magic under control, it flared again. The soft snap of
a spell breaking told him his magic had just obliterated one of his people’s
weaving.


He glanced
around, surprised. Somehow on his first quick survey of the room, he’d missed
the spell that had held the glamour in place. As he watched, a mirrored image
of his sleeping bondmate vanished from the bed opposite. Which was bad enough,
but then his mind reacted too slowly, and the linked glamour suspended over his
own vanished, revealing what was really going on.


He hadn’t yet
gathered his thoughts when the soft scuff of boots against the wood floor
disturbed the silence. Five human guards approached, their expressions
promising trouble. Two in the lead had their hands resting on sword hilts.
Sorntar blinked and three of his bodyguards were blocking his view of the
humans. An angry exchange woke his human bondmate, but for the first time since
the rising of the sun, he was a full heartbeat ahead of disaster and already in
motion. By the time her eyes snapped opened and focused on him, he’d perched
himself innocently on another bed.


Ashayna bolted
upright and scrubbed at her eyes. “Where…what happened?” She focused on him and
her cheeks colored an interesting shade of pink. Then a couple moments later
the becoming blush gave way to anger. “The last thing I remember is you trying
to burn me to death.”


“No, I wouldn’t
hurt you. It was…I lost control…my Larnkin…”


Her expression
softened a notch—not friendly, but less hostile, and in a whisper she said, “My
Larnkin and I don’t get along either.”


He was saved from
having to reply to her unusual comment by the arrival of Kandarra.


Marching up to
both sets of guards, his sister bestowed a charming smile upon the human
soldiers. He’d always envied his sister’s ability to disarm a person with a
simple smile or witty comment, but there was more to this. The air filled with
the sweet, spicy scent of magic, growing stronger as she neared.


Kandarra
greeted Ashayna as she passed and walked to his bedside, carrying a tray with
two stone goblets. “I wonder what you were doing to make your magic flare. I
felt it all the way outside.”


When he
glowered at his sister, her smile grew into a grin.


Glancing behind
Kandarra, he watched Ashayna straighten her clothing and pull on muddy boots
while trying to look at him without staring. Kandarra leaned into his range of
vision. She smiled and looked in the direction he’d been staring so intently.
His human bondmate returned to tying her boots, giving the laces such a violent
tug he marveled they didn’t break.


“See something
you like, brother?”


“Kandarra…” He
delivered his warning without taking his eyes off Ashayna.


“Would I ever
do anything to cause you embarrassment?”


“Yes.”


“Ah, you know
me too well.” Kandarra leaned down and placed a kiss on his forehead. “I
thought it time for some of Vinarah’s brew. The sooner you recover, the sooner
we can leave.” She handed him one of the tall, stone goblets and turned towards
Ashayna.


Ashayna
interrupted whatever Kandarra would have said. “How long have I been asleep?”


“Two days. Just
long enough for tensions to ease a little and for Elder Cymael to draw up a
peace treaty between our peoples,” Kandarra said, then added in a dry tone, “I
supposed it helped that King Ryanth ordered his army to disperse back to their
home territories.”


“I’ve missed
all that? You let me sleep two entire days?”


Kandarra
ignored Ashayna’s concerned statement. “We’ll leave by mid-day.” She studied
their expressions. “You look terrible. Both of you need a good meal and more
rest.”


“Where’s my
father?” A scowl darkened Ashayna’s features.


“He’s well.
Actually, he’s been here when the negotiations allowed.”


“He’s free
then?”


“Of course. We’d
not dishonor the tradition of the duel.” A mischievous expression spread across
his sister’s face. “However, those guards are eyeing each other with a great
deal of distrust again, so no more war games, you two. And brother, keep your
hands to yourself.”


Ashayna made an
unintelligible sound and drew a deep breath to speak, but Kandarra held up a
hand for silence. After handing Ashayna a goblet of herb-infused drink,
Kandarra left at a brisk walk, dodging the next volley of questions.


Ashayna
transferred her glare from Kandarra’s retreating form back to him. Sorntar
hastily sipped at his goblet with the hope she’d find something else of
interest to glower at. She continued to eye her drink with suspicion long after
she watched him sip his.


New energy
flooded his weary body. The slow return of strength to his limbs a welcome
sensation. Had the brew possessed such ability, there would be no need for
healers. No, this new strength came from elsewhere. Summoning his mental
shields, he watched his future bondmate over his goblet’s rim. It seemed nature
had given her instinctual knowledge to share energy with another. By her
guarded look, Sorntar doubted she did it knowingly. He decided not to enlighten
her just yet.


“How do you
feel?” Ashayna asked after she had emptied her goblet in a few quick swallows.
She awaited his response with a stillness that spoke of great discipline.
Behind her stout mental walls he sensed a great number of questions looming. He
wasn’t sure he could hold his silence so long if their positions were reversed.


“Much better,
thank you.” To prove the truth of his words, he stood and walked around,
stretching and loosening stiff flight muscles and aching joints.


He caught her
staring. When she realized he’d noticed, her cheeks took on a pinkish hue,
which she hurriedly tried to hide by turning to straighten the camp bed. A
smile tugged at his lips. He wouldn’t have labeled her as shy.


Curiosity
reared up within him. He knew so little about humans. Maybe with her help he
could learn at least enough to avoid a war with them.


“This is quite
a mess, isn’t it?” Ashayna glanced at him over her shoulder. “Yet, your people
seek peace?”


“Yes, and it’s
good my mother has sent Elder Cymael. She’s a councilor, her specialty is
fixing up other peoples’ mistakes.” Sorntar replied. “Honestly, we never wished
to spill blood, but after the first failed attempt at negotiations with the acolytes
of the Revealing Light, we couldn’t allow your kind to advance unchecked.”


“Too bad this
Cymael wasn’t there the first time our peoples met. Perhaps she could have
convinced the acolytes of the benefits of an alliance, and prevented all this.”


“It wouldn’t
have helped. Once they learned of our magic…” Sorntar shrugged. “I doubt anyone
could have convinced them of our innocence.”


“No, not
likely,” she replied. “There are many myths about magic, but I never paid it
much mind, thinking there was no truth to the rumors, until recently. It has
been feared in the past, but not like it is now. For many years, long before I
was born, acolytes have sought out rumors of magic. Then they encountered your
kind and most senior acolytes took ship back to the empire.”


“We were just
what they were seeking.” A vague note of concern echoed in his voice. The acolytes
must have learned something of importance about his people if they were so
quick to return to their own land with the news. But what had they learned? An
enemy he didn’t understand concerned him.


“I doubt very
much you have anything to fear,” Ashayna countered.


“Good, I don’t
need more enemies when my bondmate’s idea of a greeting is to kidnap me from my
city and then drag me through an unstable Gate.” Sorntar laughed, muscles along
his shoulders and wings relaxing for the first time in several candlemarks. He
didn’t know what it was, but something about his little human bondmate calmed
him. The thought of spending a lifetime with her didn’t seem so terrible to him
at the moment.


“What did you
say?” Her empty goblet clattered to the ground, rolling across the wood planks
of the floor before coming to rest at his feet.


“When your Larnkin
dragged me through the gate, it was very dangerous,” he said, stalling, trying
to figure out what was so shocking about what he’d said.


“That…I wasn’t…it
was an accident.” She pinned him with an intense look. “The other thing you
called me...bondmate? Explain what you meant by that. Now.”


“Bondmates.”
Sorntar paused in confusion, how could she not know something so basic, so
primal? “Surely Vinarah told you. Marsolwyn?”


Ashayna shook
her head, eyes narrow and angry. “They told me I’m host to a Larnkin.”


“Ah,” Sorntar
fought down a surge of panic, trying to think how to begin, “So Vinarah didn’t
tell you? She must have known. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”


“I’m glad you
think something makes sense, because you don’t.” Ashayna ground out her words,
then fell silent. Her lips pursed as if she tasted something unpalatable.


“Vinarah bears
the gift of Far Sight. I believe she saw a vision of us as bondmates. It
explains why she and the others would come here.”


Ashayna looked
at him with greater hostility.


“My sisters did
tell you about Larnkins, did they not?” he asked.


“Yes.”


“One host can
always recognize another.” He stopped to gauge her response. She nodded her
head in an abrupt motion, and he continued. “In the spirit world, two Larnkins
are joined by a powerful bond. When they take hosts in this realm, their
spiritual bond is broken.”


Sorntar
scrutinized Ashayna’s features, trying to read something of her thoughts. She
was shielding herself very well. He didn’t like the disadvantage. Sucking in a
breath, he rushed on. “They live to serve the Light, and guide us. Though I
think they need us as much as we need them. They can’t linger in our world
without a host to act as anchor, and the breaking of their spirit bond, while
damaging, isn’t permanent. It takes them many years to recover after taking a
host, but if they’re strong enough, a Larnkin will seek out its other half and
forge the bond of spirit once again.”


“If this
conversation is heading where I think it is, don’t bother to finish.” Ashayna
held up her hand. “You’re addled. I’m going to see my father. Don’t you dare
bring this rubbish up in front of him.” She walked away, her hips swaying to
the rhythm of her strides.


Sorntar shook
his head. She could run, just not nearly far enough to escape their bond.


No matter how
much she might wish it.


A few moments
later—long enough to let her escape—he followed. Outside he found Elder Cymael
awaiting him with word of the negotiations.


* * * *


After a
candlemark spent with her father, Ashayna had her emotions under control enough
to face Sorntar, she hoped. Alone with her thoughts, she made her way to the
delegates’ pavilion. Around the perimeter another mixed group of her father’s
and Crown Prince Sorntar’s guards eyed each other hostilely. Ashayna brushed
past both sets of guards without pause, entered the tent, and faltered at the
sight of Sorntar.


He stood
surrounded by a small group of elementals. She had done all in her power to
forget his words about Larnkin and bondmates. Dread returned now she was again
in his presence. It had been bad enough when his sisters had told her she was a
mage and her Larnkin had tried to convince her of that. Oh, but this new
knowledge about bondmates was so much worse. To be tied to another to such an
extent bordered on the realm of nightmare. What if there was more to bonding
than just some spiritual Larnkin binding? Was she expected to share his bed?
Was it even possible with a phoenix? Well, if his thoughts headed in that
direction, she’d show him how good she was with a blade.


Sorntar’s
sisters conversed with him, so did the lupwyn queen, and a phoenix with golden
feathers Ashayna had learned was Elder Cymael.


Sorntar looked
between her and her father. Ashayna’s feelings of anxiety tripled. If Sorntar
mentioned anything about Larnkin or bondmates to her father, there would be no
peaceful resolution. Worse, her magic might be laid out for all to see. That
knowledge would prove deadly for her family should an acolyte learn of it.


“Lady Ashayna,
welcome.”


Prince Sorntar’s
greeting came as a shock. His voice sent a strange thrill through her blood.
Was she getting ill? Her magic awakening again?


Sorntar
motioned for her to take a seat at the central table, which occupied most of
the pavilion’s space. She glanced at her father, and he nodded his head before
joining her. After Sorntar took a seat on a stool, Ashayna and the rest of the
delegation followed. She sat with shoulders square and elbows tucked against
her waist, spine rigid. Three copies of the treaty sat upon the table, each waiting
for two final signatures.


Elder Cymael
and General Stonemantle had come to agree that the Elementals would reclaim one
quarter of human occupied lands, and the villagers within those territories
were free to stay or go as they chose, but no acolyte would ever venture upon
Elemental lands uninvited. There were so many details Ashayna had missed while
she’d slept for two days. She couldn’t even focus enough to read the tiny,
flowing script, not with Sorntar watching her through assessing eyes the whole
time.


Sorntar
gathered the papers, gave them another quick look, and then signed his name.
After the ink was dry, he pushed them across the table to her. Under the
sinuous foreign script, which must represent his name or perhaps his title, she
contemplated the first blank line awaiting her signature. Without reading the
treaty, she signed each. It didn’t matter what it said. She knew, no matter the
pretty words they wrote or what they chose to call it, this was the beginning
of her enslavement—her life now belonged to the crown prince.


How would these
magic wielders change her? In a turning of the seasons would she recognize
herself? Would she be like them? To become a mage—to use a gift she doubted and
feared. She glanced up at Sorntar. What of becoming his bondmate? If she was
truthful with herself, bonding worried her more than training to use magic. Did
she have a choice? Would she lose herself to the creature within?


“Then it is
settled,” Cymael said, intruding upon Ashayna’s thoughts. Then the elder stood
and bowed to both General Stonemantle and Crown Prince Sorntar. “May both your
chosen paths in this life know many blessings.”


Her father
ignored the others and faced her. “Ashayna, I’m sorry.” While his voice was
cold, a gruffness in his tone conveyed much more. She heard and understood what
no one else recognized. He wanted to throw duty to the wind and rescue her, but
he didn’t have that luxury.


When the
silence took on a hard-edged quality, Ashayna replied, “Father, I knew what I
was doing when I answered the duel. I knew I couldn’t win, but this way I could
help my people. This is a bloodless way. You taught me well. Now you must let
me go.” She met his intense stare with one of her own. “Duty first.”


Her father
stood unmoving, one hand gripping the signed treaty, the other locked in a
fist. When he moved at last, it was to sigh, a sound full of bitter
helplessness. “Duty first.” He covered the distance in three strides and
reached out, hugging her to him in a fierce grip.


“Take care,
daughter.”


With one last
nod to acknowledge the responsibility she had accepted, he walked out of the
tent. Her father didn’t look back. He was simply and totally gone. The other
officers followed him out. His quick departure hurt, but she understood. A
clean break was better for both of them. Leaning against one of the tent’s
support beams, she slid down its length until she sat in a crouched position.


“I can’t claim
to understand what you’re going through right now,” Sorntar said as he rounded
the table and came to her side, “But I’ll help you as much as you’ll let me.”


 “I don’t need
your help. I certainly don’t want it.”











Chapter Six


 


Ashayna found
herself alone with her nemesis, who seemed unconcerned by the upheaval he had
caused. Sorntar held out a long-fingered hand, expecting her to obey his
unvoiced command to hurry along, no doubt. It was unfair to blame him for
everything, since it looked like he had no more choice than she, but she needed
a scapegoat for her hurt and anger.


Disregarding
his outstretched hand, she straightened and walked from the tent. She halted
when she reached a group of mounted riders gathered between two rows of tents.
The horses stood calmly, almost lazily, accepting both phoenix and lupwyn
without a hint of nervousness. The tallest, a shadow-dark stallion, stood at
least eighteen hands. They had broad, deep chests, well-muscled hindquarters,
and the cleanest legs Ashayna had ever seen. Her sister Sorsha would give a
year of her life just for the honor of riding one of them.


“They’re not
horses. Santhyrians are another of the Elemental races,” Sorntar said from just
behind her.


A new suspicion
grew in her mind. “How did you know what I was thinking?”


“We are
bondmates. Our minds are open to each other—your thoughts easy for me to touch.
It is a natural intimacy between bondmates.” His breath tickled her ear and
caressed her neck. Warmth radiated all along her back.


She fought the
urge to lean into him, and carefully took a step away. When Ashayna looked over
her shoulder, he was looking beyond her, his expression open, unaware he’d been
crowding her space. Unable to bury a spark of anger at his intrusion, she
glared. “Well, don’t do it again. Intimacy isn’t welcome between us.”


He gave her a
sharp nod. “As you wish.”


When he said
nothing else, she followed his lead and looked back to the santhyrians as one
with a flame-bright coat broke away from the group and approached her with a
gentle step. He was the only one without a rider.


The shadow
stallion pawed the ground with a hoof and snorted in challenge to the flame-red
chestnut. Ashayna froze, awaiting an explosion of violence between these two.
Three breaths later, peace still remained undisturbed.


“They’ll not
fight, at least not physically. Shadowdancer just told Summer Flame to hurry
and pick up his mane ornaments—that would be us.” Sorntar laughed. “As you can
guess, Shadowdancer isn’t the most sweet-natured of creatures. However, this
bright one is my oldest and most trusted friend, Summer Flame.” Sorntar rubbed
the stallion’s nose. “We have been together since he was a foal and I a raw
fledgling. Flame, may I introduce Ashayna Stonemantle.”


The big
santhyrian bowed and ‘hailed’ at her shields before speaking.


“Welcome
little human. I offer you my friendship.”


“Thank you,
Summer Flame. I hope we’ll be good friends.” Mild bemusement tugged at her. She
was talking to a horse. Now that wasn’t something she thought to be doing this
afternoon when she’d woke up this morning.


Sharp talons
seized her waist, lifting her through the air in a blur of speed that left her
stomach behind. The world righted itself with a jolt. Ashayna grabbed handfuls
of the stallion’s mane while loosing a string of curses.


“What are…do I
look like a sack of grain?” Ashayna snapped.


“Had I known
there’d be an extra ‘sack of grain’ on the return journey, I might have
requested another santhyrian to join our delegation.” Sorntar mounted behind in
a smooth motion. “But I suppose I can endure riding double if I must.” He used
his weight to shift her slightly ahead. He leaned forward and threaded his arms
under hers to reach a fistful of the santhyrian’s mane.


She scowled at
his dry humor. “I have my own horse,” she added a little desperately. Shifting
farther forward, Ashayna tried to get away from the hum of magic radiating off him
like heat.


“A horse can’t
keep up with a santhyrian.”


Marsolwyn,
astride Shadowdancer, raised her hand and gave the command for the delegation
to move out. Summer Flame surged forward and they cleared the last rows of
tents. The protest Ashayna had at the ready stayed on the tip of her tongue.
Her father and the cavalry stood to either side of the main avenue, and they
were flanked by every soldier, scout, messenger, and stable boy still in the
camp. When they saw her, they stood at attention, showing her an honor she’d
never thought to receive. She swallowed hard—her father had done this. That’s
why he’d left so abruptly.


Ashayna nodded
to her father while bringing one fist to her heart. She couldn’t trust herself
to speak. The santhyrian broke into a gallop, saving her the embarrassment of
breaking down in front of the men.


They’d not even
given her a chance to say goodbye to her mother or sisters, Sorsha and Lamarra.
She swallowed hard and tried to think of other things, like the smoothness of
the santhyrian’s gait. One day, she’d have to find a way to introduce Sorsha to
a santhyrian.


Sorntar
encircled an arm around her waist. Strangely, his touch brought her comfort.
Deeper into the forested hills, Ashayna witnessed just how agile the big
horse-like beasts could be. The santhyrians jumped over fallen branches,
twisted and snaked their way between the broad trunks, and found game trails
Ashayna would have been hard-pressed to spot. But the greatest miracle—they
managed to avoid low hanging branches that would have scraped off a rider.


After a lengthy
uncomfortable silence, Sorntar ventured some questions. “If you don’t mind me
asking, how did you become a scout? I didn’t think humans allowed their females
to partake in a duty where danger was near-constant.”


“I owe my
freedom to luck and a very old superstition,” Ashayna said. “My father has no
sons. His older brother died without siring any either. That would have ended
the direct Stonemantle bloodline. But there is a legend—as long as a
Stonemantle is allied to the Emperor’s bloodline, the empire shall never fall.
Having no male Stonemantle heirs created a problem. The emperor’s advisors came
up with a solution. Long ago a noble- blooded woman could govern her family if
she willingly defended her people. I was trained for battle and named my father’s
heir.”


“You’ll take
General Stonemantle’s place one day? That’s a heavy responsibility for one so
young.”


“No, I’ll never
be a general. My father refused to allow me to join the military. It’s too easy
for a man to lose his heir in the thick of battle. Instead I’m a scout, which
is still too dangerous as far as my father’s concerned. It was scout or
military. He didn’t have a choice. Besides, I don’t take orders well. And
twenty-three is not so young. What about you? You still have nursemaids
following you around.”


Sorntar
chuckled, the rich sound a physical touch along her spine. “I’m twenty-seven,
and will probably still have nursemaids, as you call them, until I reach my
first century. For many immortal races, it’s not age, but training that
dictates how much responsibility we’re given. And I’ve had a lot of training.”
He sobered a moment later. “Back to my original question—since we’ve deprived
your father of his heir, what will he do?”


“Whatever he
must. He’ll continue to strengthen his position, and then he’ll expect me to
charm you into releasing me or escape on my own. If I were to find my way home,
he’d spirit me onto the first boat back to the empire and deny knowing anything
about my whereabouts.”


Sorntar cleared
his throat. “Then why are you telling me this?”


Ashayna smiled,
but felt only despair. “Because we both know I’ll never be free of your people.
I bear a Larnkin. If I returned, I’d die at the hands of an acolyte,
eventually. I planned to leave before the Larnkin could betray me, to run off
into the forest and live or die as fate willed.”


“Grey Spires
will be a grand improvement over starving in a forest,” Sorntar said, and then
tightened his hold on her waist. He sounded upset at the thought of her death.


“Perhaps.” If
only his words were true. “Anyway, tell me something about your city. How long
until we reach it? It must be several days’ ride.” No matter how good a
stallion’s gait, she grimaced at the thought of riding double for any length of
time. The last thing she needed was for the crown prince to realize she was
aware of him.


“My home is on
the opposite side of this land. It would take more than two moon cycles to
travel the distance if we were to ride all the way in a normal manner,” he
explained. “But Summer Flame and Shadowdancer are both powerful mages. They,
and the other santhyrians, will carry the delegation safely through the Wild
Path.”


“Wild Path?”


“It is a place
not of our world; it is a bridge spanning the worlds of living and Spirit. It
does not interfere with an awakening Larnkin like a great weaving for a Gate
would.”


“Can’t I just
walk?” Ashayna murmured to herself, half in jest. 


If Sorntar
heard her mutterings, he chose to ignore her comment. “A santhyrian stallion
can access the Wild Path using one of the permanent archways. You’ll be able to
see one very shortly.”


Summer Flame
slowed to a trot as the trees thinned and opened into a meadow. She would miss
her mare, but hoped to become friends with one of the santhyrians. To have a
mount with such speed and grace would be superb, and they were as intelligent
as she. It would be a true partnership any scout would envy.


“The gods may
have done better had they made me a santhyrian,” Sorntar rumbled.


“Most like.” Ashayna
laughed at his dark tone, then choked to a stop with the realization she’d not
mentioned the bit about the santhyrians aloud. Clenching her jaw, she gathered
her courage to give him a sharp reminder to quit reading her mind but swallowed
the challenge. Summer Flame tossed his head, and halted three paces before a
sun-blanched stone archway. Every instinct within her screamed this would be
the last time she’d see her world.


It was after
midday, and the sun’s light shone at an angle that should have passed through
the open archway to land on her skin with its gentle spring warmth. Instead,
she stood in the shadow of something far more solid. A chill raised hair on her
arms. On the opposite side of the meadow, trees blushed with a hint of young
green leaves. Their hues were muted, misty when viewed through the opening. On
a hunch, she lowered her shields. A power unlike anything she recalled brushed
against her senses, wholly foreign, yet on another level, nagging in its
familiarity. This was not the warm living power Sorntar wielded, but a cold,
scentless, weightless power. It seeped through the yet-unopened archway, much
as a persistent draft will find a way around a loose window closure.


“That you can
feel such power is surprising. I can’t. No phoenix can. We’re of air and fire
and can only work other types of magic a little.” Sorntar’s thoughts invaded
her mind. He continued as if he didn’t notice her slight alarm. “The lupwyns,
being of earth, can sense a santhyrian working spirit magic, some few can even
work it. Those lupwyns able to weave spirit often join the santhyrian ranks. It’s
interesting you can work fire and sense spirit.” His tone hinted it was more
than interesting.


“I would say
alarming.” Ashayna gave a small mental push. Sorntar still didn’t take the
hint, so she raised her mental barriers, forcing him out of her thoughts. 


Sitting
stiffly, she turned her attention back to the archway and whatever the two santhyrian
stallions conjured. She held her breath. Runes carved into the stone began to
glow with white light. As the light intensified it spilled over into the
opening, like the stone bled. With each passing moment, more light poured forth
until it covered the arch’s entire surface. Before the power had been a mere
trickle, now it flowed like a fast moving river. When the light from both sides
merged in the middle, the surface solidified, banishing the view of the meadow.
A blurred view of a mist covered road appeared in its place. In the distance
there was another arch, twin to the one before her.


The power
washed against her shields in one great wave, then smaller ones, until it
drained away. Ashayna looked over her shoulder to silently ask if such a thing
was normal. Sorntar nodded. There was no time to worry in any case. Summer
Flame galloped through the stone archway. A great pressure descended on her
when they passed under the threshold. The strong, silken hairs of Summer Flame’s
mane cut into her palms.


Thick grey mist
shrouded this new world. No sun or sky was visible, yet it lacked the solid
darkness of night. Illumination came from a dense mist churning around the
santhyrians’ legs. There was nothing beyond the road she could distinguish. In
fact, the only discernable object was the archway. She glanced back and saw not
one, but three arches, with nothing to mark one different from the rest. A
sense of dislocation took hold. How did they navigate such a place?


“Where are we?
What is this?” It came out sounding harsh. She couldn’t help it. Some unnamable
thing here put her on edge. A sense of quietness lay thick against her lungs.
She would go mad if forced to stay in this timeless place for long.


“Each archway
leads down a different branch of the Wild Path,” Sorntar explained. “The
pressure you felt when we passed under the arches is a direct result of
distance traveled. You may find transitions between one location and another
uncomfortable the first few times.”


Ashayna let out
her breath in a deep sigh and resorted to magical communication again. At least
he wouldn’t have to go peeking into her thoughts to know what she was thinking.
“In the future, I’d appreciate it if you’d tell me something of the magic
before shoving me through.”


He grunted in
response.


Summer Flame
galloped onward, racing full out to the next arch. None of the santhyrians
missed a stride. After the third such jump, Ashayna relaxed her fingers,
rubbing her palms against her thighs to restore circulation. Shivering, she
realized there was a soul-deep chill to this place.


“Cold?” Sorntar
rubbed some warmth into her arms. She found his touch as unsettling as the grey
mists, just for a different reason.


“I’m fine. It’s
just this place…”


“There’s
nothing to fear.”


“I’m not
afraid.”


Another lengthy
silence descended. When she was able to unclamp her jaw, she glanced over her
shoulder only to be distracted by how close the nearest santhyrian galloped.
All were riding in a tight formation, but she’d thought the nearest santhyrian
ran farther back, for there was no steady sound of hoof striking ground, no
wind rustling in hair or mane, no scent. She realized even
her mount raced forward on silent hooves.


“By what
unnatural magic do we travel upon ground that makes no noise and a cold that
doesn’t fog one’s breath?”


“We’re on a
path sustained by pure magic. There’s no sun, or earth, or time. Here we are
apart from nature and the laws that govern us there. The cold is the chill of spirit
magic.”


Sweat dampened
Ashayna’s palms and under her arms. Why did I ask? Why? She locked her
jaws to prevent more questions. She rode in silence for a time, until a sense
of unease leeched into her mind. It oozed through her pores and ate away at her
calm. Beneath the cold she could feel the discontent, like an unfocused
malice—yet could find no direction for it.


“Blood and
damnation.” She sat up straighter, reaching for the dagger at her belt. She
cursed when her fist closed on empty air. She’d not been given a chance to
gather her weapons before they left camp.


“What do you
sense?” Sorntar’s voice remained calm, but his underlying thoughts held a sharp
alertness.


“I’m not sure.”


Sorntar’s body
twisted behind her as he raised one arm from around her waist and motioned his
flanking guards forward. Two guards forced Marsolwyn and Sorntar’s sisters to
the middle, as three more bodyguards moved to ride a stride ahead. Sorntar
handed her one of his daggers.


She frowned at
the meager defense it could offer, but it was better than no weapon at all.
Besides, even a sword might do precious little against whatever had the hair on
the back of her neck rising to attention.


Distantly, the
first undulating cry split the silence, accented by a series of long, low
growls and snarls. A second call answered the first, and the tone made her ears
ache. A nervous sweat broke out along her back.


“Wardlen!”
Elder Cymael warned. “Run swiftly, santhyrians. We dare not fight them on the
Wild Path.”


Had Sorntar not
forced her to lean closer to the snapping mane, they both would have fallen when
Summer Flame surged forward.


Still, the
cries drew closer. “What’s a wardlen?”


“They’re
unnatural beasts created to patrol the borders of the Banished Land.
It’s unusual they would be inside the Wild Path.” Worry accompanied his
thoughts. “There are wardstones to prevent such things. Something has gone
wrong if wardlens are here. Our greatest danger is if they catch us before we
reach the next archway. The wardlens are the only land-bound creature able to
run down a santhyrian over a short distance.” Sorntar stopped in mid-word to
stare ahead for several seconds. With what sounded like a curse in his native
language, he began shouting orders.


“What’s wrong?”


“They’re ahead
of us. If they reach the next archway before our group, we’ll be forced to battle
our way free. We dare not use magic within the Wild Path. Not that it would
help. These creatures are resistant to many forms of magic.” His voice was
stark. “Don’t try to fight. We’ll only get in each other’s way. Stay low to
Summer Flame’s neck.”


In the
distance, another stone arch marked their way to safety. Closer to their
destination the clinging mist was dissipating. Ashayna could make out the runes
in the stone.


The sound of
the wardlens’ howling had lessened. A quick glance behind showed they were
beginning to fall back, finding their prey too hard to catch. But several of
the santhyrians ran farther back as well.


“Sorntar, the group
is drifting too far apart.”


“I know, but we
are almost there.”


As he spoke,
the rune marks on the stone flared white. A portal began opening.


Freedom was
only a few strides away when a narrow-headed, sinuous beast with slanted eyes
circled around in front of the archway. In body, the beast looked a misbegotten
cross between a mountain cat and one of the large lizards from the deserts far
to the south. Thick scale armor, mottled grey and silver, protected its hide.
For all the creature shouldn’t belong together in one body, it still moved with
speed and a deadly grace. A half a stride behind, another joined it.


“Run them down!
Don’t stop for any reason!” Sorntar’s shout deafened her.


The first beast
fell under Summer Flame’s large hooves. In a blur of speed Sorntar brought his
twin blades to bear against the enemy, beheading one creature and then stabbing
down, splitting open the chest of another. It was brutal, efficient fighting,
with not one move or stroke of blade going to waste. With a savage scream,
Sorntar hacked at the skull of the nearest beast when it lunged at Ashayna.


The first
santhyrian leapt through the archway. Summer Flame was a stride behind when he
stumbled over a wardlen in its death throes. He recovered in another stride,
but the small disruption allowed more of the creatures to block the path.
Summer Flame skidded to a halt and lashed out. His hoof connected with a
creature’s skull, dazing it. Several more wardlens attacked. One of the
lizard-like creatures bumped against Ashayna’s elbow as it struck at Sorntar,
biting down on his exposed thigh.


Sorntar emitted
a short, high-pitched cry. Bring his sword’s pommel to bear, he battered the
beast savagely, but still the beast held on. It growled, deep guttural sounds
as its teeth sank deeper into Sorntar’s flesh. Ashayna stabbed the creature,
driving the dagger deep into the beast’s neck, then she pulled it free with a
sickening squelch. Hot, pulsing blood splattered across her arms. Muscle and
bone mixed with flesh flew with each swipe of the dagger into the wounded
beast. The carcass fell to the ground with a thump. Heart racing, thundering in
her ears she turned to appraise Sorntar’s wounds. 


The raw wound
gushed blood in thick waves, adding more gore to the churned mess under the
santhyrian’s hooves. Summer Flame skidded and leapt to one side, dodging out of
reach of the red-tinged teeth of another of the beasts. The jolt caused more
blood to flow from Sorntar’s wound and soaked, warm and wet, into her leathers.
Reaching back, Ashayna slapped a hand over Sorntar’s wound, applying pressure
and holding the edges together. Sorntar hissed.


Summer Flame
fought his way free of the wardlen and burst through the arch. He spun on his
heels to face his attackers. Ashayna registered the return of color to her
world and the warmth of the sun before being set upon again. The last of the
group rode through the arch, bare paces ahead of a number of wardlens. The
archway blinked shut, cutting a wardlen in half.


Free to fight,
lupwyns dismounted to meet wardlens fang to fang. Low growls and sharp high-pitched
yelps bombarded Ashayna’s ears from all sides; the meaty, wet sound of flesh
tearing, abnormally loud to her battle-honed senses. Phoenixes took to the air,
their powerful wing beats loud as thunder to her ears. Both Vinarah and
Kandarra swooped at the attacking beasts, tearing out great chunks of scales
and flesh. Blood arced through the air, splattering against Ashayna’s hair, the
side of her face, and down one arm. Wiping her cheek on her shoulder, Ashayna’s
gaze locked on Elder Cymael. The phoenix elder plucked a wardlen off the ground
and crushed its skull with her feet.


The battle was
over in several blood-filled heartbeats. As the heat of battle faded, reason
returned. A cold chill tore through Ashayna’s body. Would the elementals have
done this to her father’s people if she hadn’t come with Sorntar? A high-pitched
call—part rage and part keen of hunger—made her sit up straighter. Twisting to
look behind, she met Sorntar’s eyes.


The expression
on his face was nothing human. Eyes dilated until they were two black shining
pools, his nostrils flared to better catch the coppery smell of fresh blood.
His lips parted to emit a soft hiss. Ashayna placed a hand on a
blood-splattered arm and felt the tension of the muscles and blood racing under
his skin with each pulse of his heart. Hearts, she corrected herself.
Reaching deeper with her power, she touched his mind. His Larnkin’s power
flared, but it did not awaken, instead settling deeper asleep now that danger
was past. By what she could determine, Sorntar’s present state was due all to
instinct.


“Sorntar?”


His eyes locked
on the nearest body, he made no response to her question. Grasping his chin,
she forced him to look at her. He eyed her like he had the beast a moment ago.


“Don’t look at
me like that. I’m not food.” She shook him. In response he blinked once, and
then again as his eyes came into focus.


His predatory
expression changed to confusion before being replaced by a haughty look. He
tried to move and pain seeped back into his expression. “Forgive me. I am not
myself.”


The areas
around his eyes and mouth had taken on a greyish hue and the sheen of
perspiration dampened his skin. His breath came in gasps.


“Sorntar, you
need healing now. You’re losing too much blood.” When she dismounted to locate
Vinarah or Kandarra, Sorntar started sliding towards her. She braced him so he
wouldn’t land on his face, and then helped him dismount. Her arms shook from
the strain of helping him while still trying to hold his wound closed. He stood
with his head slumped. Tremors rocked his wings.


“Don’t faint on
me.”


Vinarah arrived
first. The phoenix inspected her brother’s wound with soft sounds of sympathy,
but was less than gentle in cleaning it. Looking to Ashayna, she clarified, “The
wardlen have a venomous bite. It’s not fatal to someone who is host to a Larnkin,
although it is painful and it saps what strength remains to the unfortunate
individual.”


Vinarah
continued her work with an occasional quiet word for Sorntar. He shook his
head.


“Try harder,”
Vinarah instructed.


“I have. It won’t
obey me.” Sorntar’s tone turned defensive.


“What’s wrong?”
Ashayna asked, since neither seemed willing to explain.


“Sorntar’s
protective shields are too strong for me to work my magic through and he doesn’t
have the strength to reach his Larnkin.” She applied a bandage as she
explained. “This will have to do for now. We’re not far from our city, and
fully-trained healers. The santhyrians traveled much farther and faster than
they would under normal circumstances. We’re nearly home.”


“The city can’t
possibly be too close.” Ashayna heard exhaustion in her own reply and Sorntar
was worse off. “I’d prefer not to tax Summer Flame with my added weight, but I
doubt Sorntar’s well enough to ride by himself.”


“I’ll be fine.”


“No you won’t,”
Vinarah countered. “We’ll be picking you off the ground in a few strides.”


Sorntar hissed
at his sister, but Vinarah ignored him. “Ashayna, continue riding double with
my brother. If you’re feeling generous, share power with him like you did in
the healer’s quarters. His Larnkin will not reject your power, and that’ll heal
him faster than anything else.”


“I don’t know
what you’re talking about.”


“No matter, your
Larnkin will do what needs doing.”


Summer Flame
lowered himself to the ground. Ashayna mounted and then help Sorntar into
position. He sat stiffly, making no move to wrap his arms around her waist. She
did it for him, holding his arms in place with one of hers. “Sleep, you’re
exhausted. I won’t let you fall.”


“Thank you.”
Sorntar leaned forward, his sweaty cheek pressing against the bare flesh of her
neck. Painful hitches in his breathing told of his discomfort. His wings hung
limp, dragging the ground as he settled against her. She shifted to ease him
into a more balanced position. He pressed against her back, his arms around her
waist tightening to the point of pain.


“Easy, you’re
safe with me.” 


A half-hesitant
nod, and then warm lips brushed her skin as he murmured a soft, “Thank you.”


After a moment
his hold loosened. Ashayna awkwardly patted his arm until his breathing
deepened into sleep.


Damn, you’re
trusting.


On the heels of
her thought, her Larnkin stirred, magic flowed between them where they touched.
The energy sharing Vinarah spoke of?


With the
wounded tended to, the group moved on. At Cymael’s command, two phoenix
bodyguards took to the air to scout for other possible dangers.


* * * *


The sun had
settled into its western descent by the time the weary travelers came to lands
adjacent to the Elemental City. Here the land was still richly clothed in
forest, but it began to open up, with shafts of the sun’s evening brilliance
penetrating the shadows.


The small
attention to details kept her focused and prevented her from dwelling too long
on the warmth of Sorntar’s skin, his spicy scent, and the strangely pleasant
sensation of sharing power.


When Summer Flame
slowed to a walk, Ashayna looked up to see a different world. Forest gave way
to blue sky and a starkly defined cliff’s edge. Directly across from them
reared a tall mountain range, its deep valleys already cloaked in the shadows
of night. A mantle of trees covered the opposite slopes as heavily as did the
ones on this side. Wind, which had been evident in the forest was greatly
increased at the exposed cliff-face. Strands of dark hair, long escaped from
her braid, whipped across her face and shoulders.


Summer Flame
trotted closer to the cliff’s edge. Ashayna’s breath escaped in a hiss. A sheer
drop greeted her eyes. No gentle rolling slope, just empty sky. The narrow
trail turned sharply to show a stone stairway carved out of the cliff’s craggy
face. Her heart sped, her eyes followed its narrow and twisted descent.
Tightening her grip on Sorntar’s arms, she closed her eyes.


“Ashayna?”
Sorntar asked in a crackling broken voice, so different from his usual mellowed
pitch.


She didn’t
respond. She couldn’t, her heart was in her throat.


He called her
name a second time, his voice more insistent. Why couldn’t he have remained
asleep, oblivious to her shameful fear?


“What’s wrong?”
He didn’t wait for her answer, instead invading her thoughts. “How can one
chosen to be my bondmate be afraid of heights?” His disbelief echoed through
their mental link. “We’ll fly many times throughout our lives. Your fear will
only strengthen if you put this off, and that I can’t suffer in a
bondmate.”


First you
invade my private thoughts. Then you insult me. If you weren’t injured, I’d
knock you on your princely ass, Sorntar Crown Prince of the Phoenix, but you
also saved my life, so I suppose I owe you for that.


“Ashayna,” he
said, his breath brushed her ear. “It’s a familiar, well-marked trail the
santhyrians have traveled many times. They’ll not let us come to harm.”


She shivered.
More than the power of his voice lingered behind the words. The taint of magic
invaded her mind a second time. She resisted, shoving his magic back.


He grasped his
head, rumbling something in his own language. By the pointed looks Sorntar’s
sisters were giving her, it wasn’t flattering. He rallied faster than she wished.


“Look to Grey
Spires, glowing in the twilight, lit from within by thousands of mage globes.
Their light reflects upon the pale silver stone of the exposed rock face. Look
how it illuminates the valley below.” He raised a hand to point Ashayna in the
right direction. Defeated more by the clamor of her curiosity than Sorntar’s
magic-laced voice, she turned her gaze to view what she had already pictured in
her mind. The city rose up out of the mountain like it was born of the stone
itself. Buildings connected to their neighbors by courtyards and irregular
stretches of greenery. The silver-grey ribbons of streams and pools broke up
the smooth grey-blue stone. Many buildings had beautiful ornate facades, each
distinct from its neighbors, but blending in with the overall design. As Summer
Flame picked his way down the path, Ashayna’s eyes followed the city as it
spread out and down.


And farther
down. Her vision swam, breath grew short. The path turned sharply upon itself,
giving her a clear view of empty space. Her heart smashed against her ribcage.


Taking the
coward’s way, Ashayna closed her eyes.











Chapter Seven


 


Mid-way down
the rock-strewn mountain path, Ashayna mastered her fear enough to force her
eyes open a crack. Focusing on Sorntar’s scent and his intense warmth, where he
pressed against her back, helped combat her fear. Something about him soothed
her. Maybe it was the sharing of power Vinarah mentioned—it was like a drug.
Ashayna promised herself she wouldn’t let it happen again, but for now she relaxed
and allowed her Larnkin to continue whatever it was doing.


“Ashayna, thank
you, for helping me earlier and for allowing me to help you now.” Sorntar’s
simple statement did something strange to her heart. It leapt at his simple
statement. She swallowed, uncertain what she could say.


Full dark had
descended by the time they came to a small gate. Even through the fog of
exhaustion, she wondered at the diminutive entrance. She’d expected something
grander. They passed beyond the Grey Spires gate into a tunnel.


Reaching
corridor’s end, she was blinded by a bright light. It wasn’t the golden light
of a natural fire, instead it glowed pure white. She squinted until her vision
cleared. The light came from torches held high above the tree-lined streets by
immense unmoving figures. Each stone statue depicted a different species.


“They’re
magnificent.” She motioned to the statues and craned her neck. The path twisted
again and Summer Flame trotted under the spread wings of a polished onyx
phoenix. Not every statue was the same dark color. Some bore shades of
translucent greens, others brown, and some with a reddish luster.


“They’re old as
the city itself.” Sorntar’s voice formed out of the darkness behind, stronger
now, almost back to his usual mesmerizing tone. “A statue for each member race
of the Elementals.”


Ashayna took in
the line of statues, pretending Sorntar’s nearness didn’t affect her. Some
species she recognized—lupwyn, santhyrian, phoenix—but there were others she
hoped never to meet. One looked to be a winged lupwyn-like creature, another a
dragon out of ancient legend. Her study of the statues ended abruptly when
several ranks of guards surrounded them. She cast Sorntar a questioning look.


“My mother has
sent her Guard to escort us,” Sorntar said, his tone unvaried.


The Guard
circled them and Summer Flame continued on up. A large palace complex reared
above them, blocking her view to the rest of Grey Spires. Soon she would be
within that immense structure, forced to face the king and queen of the phoenix,
and confront her future. A sense of dread, one she’d first felt upon the Wild
Path, returned. No amount of distractions could dispel it. A shiver racked her
body. Exhaustion and fear would have drained away all her warmth long ago if it
wasn’t for Sorntar’s plentiful heat.


Gates opened at
their approach, allowing them entrance to the palace. Summer Flame walked at a
sedate pace through the corridors, his hooves echoing on the polished stone
floors. The dim glow of mage globes revealed beautiful frescoes covering both
walls and ceiling. Most depicted landscapes and wildlife. Some so real, it was
like looking out a window.


Summer Flame
halted in front of large oak doors where four guards stood watch. Sorntar slid
his good leg over the santhyrian’s back and dropped to the floor, where he swayed
until he gained his balance.


Ashayna slid
down beside him and patted the santhyrian in thanks before joining Sorntar at
the doors. They swung inwards, opening smoothly at a guard’s slight touch. She
followed behind Sorntar as he hobbled through the door.


Her first
sighting of councilors and royals surprised her. There were only seven present,
sitting to one side, well away from a pair of imposing formal thrones. The
first creature she studied looked as if some power had fashioned a hybrid
between lupwyn and phoenix. She couldn’t be certain of its gender, but it had
the head, wings, and tail of a bird blended with the body of a lupwyn. Fur and
feathers of a matching shade flowed seamlessly together, to create a surprisingly
handsome-looking specimen.


Now she
regretted blocking Sorntar from her mind. She could benefit from his mind
reading about now. Brushing Sorntar’s arm, she inclined her head in the new
creature’s direction.


“Gryphon.” A smile accompanied his silent reply.


“Thank you.”


While she had
been staring at this new species, two of the phoenixes stood. The other
councilors rose and by some unheard signal they filed out using a side
entrance. The two strangers approached Sorntar, their talons making faint clicking
sounds against the polished stone floor. They did not wear crowns or hold
scepters, nor did they wear great robes of office, but the way these two
carried themselves told Ashayna they were royalty. She recognized that regal
elevation of head, that expectant look in the eye, and the air of assurance
which said ‘I am law, cross me at your peril.’


“Ashayna, this
is my mother, Queen Talnarra and my father, King Kysoran.” Sorntar’s voice held
a cold formality.


Ashayna
wondered at his unease. Surely it wasn’t on her account. They might not have
struck an accord upon first meeting, but he knew much less of her character
than she thought if he worried she would say or do anything to bring shame to
him.


The king nodded
his head at Ashayna, a glint of humor in his dark, reflective eyes. His
night-sky feathers were a shade darker than Sorntar’s. He was also a hand’s
span taller, with paler skin. Though Kysoran lacked Sorntar’s dramatic
handsomeness, there was no mistaking blood. She glanced at the queen to see her
looking her son in the eye. The high cheekbones and a narrow blade of a nose seemed
to be the only traits mother and son shared. Her deep-red wings with their
golden markings contrasted against Sorntar’s indigo plumage.


The queen
cupped her hands above Sorntar’s wound. “There is wardlen poison running
through your veins. Why haven’t you had this healed?”


“Vinarah bound
it closed,” Sorntar replied. “We couldn’t risk using strong magic and drawing
more wardlen to our location. I’ve suffered worse wounds.”


“With your Larnkin
on the edge of waking? I think not.” Queen Talnarra turned so fast her pleated
skirt slapped Sorntar’s shins. She paced away from him before whirling back,
her expression thunderous. “Have you learned nothing about the volatility of Larnkins?
They perceive injury as weakness, and a weakened host as something in need of
protection.” The queen sighed. “And a Larnkin protecting its host is more
dangerous than a wardlen.”


“I am sorry,
mother.” Sorntar bowed awkwardly. “The danger was past. I did not think.”


“Talnarra,
leave the boy alone.” King Kysoran inclined his head in Ashayna’s direction. “There
is another we need to speak with.”


“Kysoran is
right.” Talnarra’s stony expression softened a notch. “Go have this looked at,
we will talk later.” She signaled a guard forward. A lupwyn glided over, barely
ruffling his cloak as he moved. The guard placed his shoulder under Sorntar’s
arm and threaded an arm under his wings. Together they started to make a
shuffling exit. Ashayna didn’t follow. She hadn’t been dismissed and would
remain standing there until her legs turned to stone rather than show weakness
to this queen.


Piercing black
eyes, solemn with ancient knowledge, bored into Ashayna. “You are not injured
and are capable of answering my questions.”


The sharp crack
of a whip would have been gentler than Queen Talnarra’s tone. Ashayna only
squared her shoulders and met the queen’s eyes.


“Ashayna is my
responsibility.” Sorntar shook free of the guard’s hold. “I will stay until you
are finished.”


Queen Talnarra
locked her gaze with Sorntar. Ashayna could hear the sound of their soft
breathing. Neither moved nor spoke, at least not aloud. Then between one blink
and the next, magic-scent filled the room.


“That’s enough
of that.” King Kysoran’s jovial expression faltered for a moment. “Sorntar,
control your Larnkin.”


Sorntar hissed.
His eyes glinting with a predator’s unblinking stare, he stepped between
Ashayna and his parents.


“So very
protective, and you haven’t even known her two days.” Kysoran laughed, the
sound more forced than natural. “Talnarra, let these two find healing and rest,
or else we will have an enraged Larnkin on our hands.”


“It is regrettable
when my mate must remind me of hospitality.” Talnarra’s expression didn’t
soften enough to allow a hint of a smile, though it seemed somewhat less
chilled. “Welcome, Ashayna. It pleases me the gods have destined such a
powerful bondmate for my son.”


Talk of
bondmates soured Ashayna’s stomach, but she scrounged for a polite response. “Thank
you. I will endeavor to learn your ways.” She sneaked a glance at Sorntar.
Intelligence had returned to his eyes, his crest and wings more relaxed. The
tension between her shoulder blades eased as well.


“Ah, she
speaks, and so solemnly. The perfect bondmate for my son. Perhaps you will make
him seem less dower in comparison.” Kysoran’s lips curved, suggesting he wasn’t
finished yet.


Ashayna let the
corners of her mouth creep up the tiniest amount in answer.


Queen Talnarra
cut her mate off before he could start in again. “Cymael kept us informed, but
she didn’t know all the details of what occurred when she was not present.
Later, after you have rested and eaten, you will tell me everything. Now go
have your wound healed properly.”


When Sorntar
took his leave, Ashayna followed.


* * * *


With Ashayna’s
help, Sorntar managed to make slow progress to the healer’s quarters. He looked
down on her dark hair. His bondmate. That thought should have inspired joy.
Instead it haunted him until it eclipsed all else. Ashayna’s mistrust of magic
was so deeply embedded he doubted she would ever completely overcome her fear.
Other things ate at his confidence. Why had his Larnkin flared with such
violence? He could not be certain, but something did not feel right with it.
With a shake of his head, Sorntar gathered his thoughts and acknowledged he
could do nothing else this night with his strength depleted.


At last they
arrived at the healer’s. He fell upon the nearest bed with a groan. Ashayna
stayed close until a healer came to attend him, then she took up a position
along one wall and stared off into space, her posture rigid as if her knees
were incapable of bending. So fierce. The sight made him smile. How long would
it take her to settle into one of the nearby chairs?


The healer, a
gryphon of the Greywaters Clan, removed soiled bandages, inhaling sharply and
clicked his beak when he saw the bite of a wardlen. Sorntar relaxed against the
table while the healer used magic to mend the ugly wound until only a shiny
scar remained. When finished, the healer subjected him to a foul herbal drink.
Sorntar felt the first effects of the drink within moments of swallowing. He
didn’t fight it and slipped into a deep slumber.


* * * *


Waking, Sorntar
blinked blurriness from his sight. Instinct guided his gaze in Ashayna’s
direction. Exhaustion must have overcome her. She slept in a nearby chair.
After testing his leg’s stability and finding it adequate, he went over and
gathered her up. Even under the layers of her clothes and armor, a male would
have to be blind not to realize she was lovely. When she snuggled into his
shoulder, something tightened in his chest. 


He buried his
powerful emotions to mull over later, and followed a familiar corridor in the
semidarkness, only stopping to whisper a few magic-laced words when she nearly
stirred awake. He arrived at the rooms prepared for her. The first chamber was
warm, a fire still burned in the hearth. He continued to the next room with its
human-type bed, complete with pillows and blankets.


He laid her in
her nest, then removed her cloak and boots. Her belt and pants gave him a
little trouble, but he managed without waking her. Sorntar was unlacing her
vest when he noticed a silver chain around her neck. A familiar silver clasp
nestled between the upper swell of her breasts. The lower portion of the
necklace was hidden behind a band of tightly wrapped fabric that flattened her
breasts. Even without seeing her necklace in its entirety, he could remember it
well enough. He’d worn it since he’d crossed into manhood.


Using one
talon, he cut through the restricting cloth. She drew in a deep lungful of air,
and then with a contented sound, rolled onto her side and murmured softly. The
necklace shifted and the feather fluttered down onto the sheet. He sat on the
edge of the bed and touched a fingertip to the silver chain, just to be
certain.


Yes, this was
his courtship gift, same one he’d spent days making when his hormones had first
awoken and declared him mature. Apparently, he hadn’t lost it during weapons
practice like he’d thought.


Ashayna didn’t
have a right to wear it. He hadn’t offered it to her. He should reclaim
it...and yet…it looked right circling his bondmate’s neck.


Unable to
resist, he brushed his hand against her arm. Her skin, warm and silky, so
human, yet not so different compared to a female of his species. He traced a
finger up her arm to the curve of a shoulder, then leisurely back down. She
slurred his name and intertwined her fingers with his, drawing their clasped
hands to rest between the swell of her breasts.


His heart
pounded, blood rushed to his extremities and his wings quivered as they
unfurled. At first he didn’t know what was wrong, and then an intense heat
having nothing to do with his elemental fire flooded his body. He closed his
eyes, surprised by the fierce spike of desire. A tempting image formed on the
backs of his lids. In it Ashayna was still asleep on a bed, but it wasn’t this
one. No, it looked suspiciously like his own.


Reason returned
moments later. What was he doing? Ashayna would pluck him.


After he tugged
his hand free, he tucked blankets up around her shoulders before he retreated.
At the entrance, he looked back, frowning in thought. With sleep gentling her,
she looked delicate, defenseless, in need of protection, though he knew it was
a lie. Ashayna was anything but gentle and defenseless.


“What were the
gods thinking to make us bondmates? We would make better adversaries.” Sorntar
shook his head and closed the door.











Chapter Eight


 


Ashayna awoke
in an unfamiliar room. By the slant of the light, it was late afternoon. Ornate
metal head and foot railings framed a wide bed, and an abundance of silky
covers kept her warm. Too warm, as if the one who’d brought her here was
uncertain of a human’s needs. She lifted the blankets, and her stomach
fluttered with nerves. The only thing she still wore was the strange necklace
with its indigo feather. How had she come to be naked?


She stroked the
feather absently and Sorntar’s warm scent engulfed her. It must belong to him.
She promised herself she’d return it to him soon, if her Larnkin was agreeable.


The last thing
she remembered was half-dragging Sorntar to a healer’s quarters, then falling
into a chair to rest for a few moments. The realization someone had carried her
here, and then undressed her, left an uneasy feeling in her stomach. There was
no possible way someone could carry her without her waking. She frowned. Not
unless someone used magic. And there was one particular someone her Larnkin
trusted.


She continued
to scowl as she got out of bed.


Crown Prince
Sorntar had some explaining to do.


A quick search
of her room revealed clean clothes of an unfamiliar style. After several attempts
to wrap the ankle-length robe securely, she succeeded in dressing. Obviously
designed for someone with wings, it wasn’t particularly modest, allowing an
alarming amount of cool air to caress her exposed back. A knock at the door
interrupted her thoughts.


“Come in,” she
called and was surprised to see Sorntar enter.


“Greetings of
the day.” His tone was pleasant, if a touch neutral as if uncertain of his
welcome. “I thought you might be ready for a bath and some food.”


“How’d you know
I was awake?” she asked with suspicion. More bondmate crap? Was it possible he
could detect if she was awake or asleep?


“Mother left
guards at your door. I asked one of them to let me know when they heard you
stirring.”


“And did a
guard help me out of all my clothing last night?”


“No…” Sorntar
held up his hands defensively. “It’s not what you think. I just wanted to make
you comfortable.”


“I don’t
believe that for a moment. Lucky for you, I’m happy to be alive after all that’s
happened, and I’m feeling forgiving today.”


He looked
completely refreshed. Apparently, he’d recovered from his ordeal. She could use
twice as much sleep and still not look half as good. He even smelled nice. He
caught her looking or read her thoughts, she wasn’t sure which, but a knowing
smile curved his lips. To cover her embarrassment, she motioned towards the
door. “I reek. A bath is a requirement, but you can answer some questions on
the way.” She motioned him forward. Relief flooded her when he led the way
without comment.


Sorntar made
his way through the warren of corridors, his longer legs lending him an ease of
movement Ashayna lacked. She lengthened her stride and came alongside the
phoenix, unanswered questions crowding her mind. Glancing at him out of the
corner of her eye, she studied his features. He continued without notice. She
stared openly.


He made no
comment, so she cleared her throat.


They rounded
another turn in silence.


Coming to a
halt, Ashayna glared at Sorntar’s back. “What’s to become of me?”


He faced her
with a swiftness that flared his robe around him, then he chuckled. “I thought
you’d ambush me with questions before we’d covered a dozen paces.” He gave her
an elegant little bow. “You’ve done better than I would have, had our positions
been reversed.”


“Glad to
entertain you.”


“Sorry. What
would you like to know?”


“What’s my
future going to be?”


“Your future is
what you make of it; being host to a Larnkin doesn’t change that. We’ll talk
more of this later. For now, a bath. Afterward, I’ll answer every question you
can think up. Perhaps we should find some better-fitting clothes first.” He
tugged at the material of her robe. “I’m sorry you didn’t get to collect your possessions.
I feared staying there longer might give our Larnkins another chance to
jeopardize the treaty.”


Ashayna was
still too unsettled to find humor in his chagrined look, but some of the
tension between her shoulders eased. The corridor came to an abrupt end. Three
wide arches—two smaller ones flanking a larger central one—framed a world of
hazy greens accented with flashes of silvery water. More water tumbled over
ledges to fall into swirling pools below, where it churned up great shrouds of
mist.


“Ah, I thought
this was a bath area, not a garden,” she commented.


She followed in
the shadow of Sorntar’s broad wings. A haze rose out of the pools to swirl
around her ankles. Each pool had its own small waterfall. A thick blanket of
greenery functioned as both boundary and screen for added privacy. It was
beautiful.


“You like it?”
he asked with a shy smile while he ducked around a vine covered trellis.


“Yes,” Ashayna
replied. “However, I’m sure I’ll appreciate its beauty far more after I’m
clean.” Rounding a corner, she found a private bathing area, complete with more
vine covered screens.


“You may use
this one. I’ll be near if you require anything.” Sorntar showed her hidden
steps leading down to the water. After an awkward pause, he dipped his head in
another show of respect and then left her on her own. She eyed the numerous
bottles where they sat tucked in baskets along the lip of the pool. After much
sniffing and dabbing of unknown liquids, she found a delicately scented soap
among the exotic perfumed oils and lotions.


The exquisitely
warm water soothed her sore muscles. There was even a place carved out of the pool’s
stone walls to sit and take one’s ease. After scrubbing her body, she gave her
hair two thorough washings. Sitting back, she was determined to enjoy the
neck-deep warm water.


Half a
candlemark later, she dragged her body out of the water’s embrace. After
dressing and combing her hair, she sat down to wait. Another quarter candlemark
crept by. Sorntar still didn’t return.


Deciding she’d
waited long enough, she set out in the direction he’d gone. It wasn’t long
before she heard Sorntar’s voice.


“I’m not in
need of what you offer. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to finish grooming in
peace.”


His voice
sounded slightly strained. Ashayna’s protective instincts roused at his tone.
Her suspicions were confirmed when a seductive laugh echoed across the water of
the bathing pool.


“But, my Prince,
mutual grooming is much more enjoyable than solitary.” An unknown female purred
the words.


Ashayna frowned
as she parted the greenery and made her way to the other pool.


“I’m not
interested.” Annoyance tightened Sorntar’s voice even more.


 Ashayna
emerged from a wall of vines to find Sorntar oiling his feathers. He sat
sideways on a bench, one leg propped on the stone seat and his left wing bent
forward so he could work on the feathers. He glanced up when he saw her. His
expression was bland, but she was certain she saw relief in his eyes.


“When you didn’t
show up, I thought I’d come looking. Am I interrupting?” Ashayna asked.


“Not at all.
Lylantra is leaving.”


Ashayna felt a
prickle of envy while she studied the female phoenix. What would it be like to
have such lovely smooth skin free of training scars, or to have her golden
wings and tail, each feather polished until it glowed under the sun? Or a crest
bedecked with jewels and intricate designs inked on the largest feathers? There
were also symbols painted on her golden body, their details so precise it made
Ashayna’s head hurt just to think of the time involved. A set of armbands
finished the display.


Here was a
female to match Sorntar’s majesty.


The female,
obliviously unconcerned by Ashayna’s arrival, stalked forward until she was
close enough to run her finger down Sorntar’s arm. He hissed at her and slapped
her hand away.


Ashayna tilted
her head in the female’s direction. “If you keep it up, Sorntar’s going to toss
your ass in the pool behind you. And that would do nasty things to all your
hard work.” Ashayna put humor into her voice. “Why, the paint alone must have
taken you hours. I cringe to think what such lovely warm water would do to those
polished feathers.”


 “And you are?”
The golden-feathered female asked, her voice no longer holding even a hint of
her previous seductive tone.


Ashayna,
feeling like a little drab duck, glided by the other female and sat down next
to Sorntar. “I am Ashayna Stonemantle. I also have the dubious distinction of
being Sorntar’s bondmate.”


Sorntar held
out a small pot of oil. Ashayna blinked at it, and then dipped a bit out on her
fingers. After watching how he did it, Ashayna started grooming Sorntar’s wings,
applying a thin layer of oil to each individual feather. Lylantra frowned at
them for many moments, but turned and vanished through the vines.


When she was
gone, Ashayna dropped the pretense of grooming and held out her pot to Sorntar.
He didn’t take it. She tapped him on his shoulder. He stopped preening long
enough to glance in her direction, but still didn’t take the pot.


“You do realize
I was only helping you out, don’t you? I’m not actually interested in…whatever
this is.”


“Mutual
grooming.”


“Ah.” She
shoved the pot of oil at him again.


“I rather like
your clever fingers. I could use the help.”


Sorntar watched
her through his lashes long enough to raise a blush. She started looking for
distractions but was saved hunting by the sound of talons on stone. Lylantra
back for more?


But it wasn’t
the golden female. Kandarra parted the undergrowth and nodded when she spotted
Ashayna. “There you are.” She took in the scene with a knowing smile. “I should
have known. Was it Lylantra I saw leaving? Ran her off, did you? Good.”


Ashayna
groaned. Gossip would spread like a flooded river in spring. Just what she didn’t
need.


“Yes, but it
wasn’t nearly as interesting as you’ll make it sound,” Sorntar said. He
finished oiling a few last feathers, then stood, shaking them in place. “I
still have a couple things to do before the feast tonight. Can you help Ashayna
prepare?”


“Anything for
you, brother.” Kandarra nodded vigorously, eyes merry. “I have so much to tell
Ashayna about being a bondmate, this is perfect.”


Ashayna
furrowed her brows. “I wish people would stop talking about bondmates. I haven’t
done any ‘bonding’ with him, nor do I plan to do any anytime soon,” Ashayna
said, trying to ignore Kandarra’s smirk.


“Very well, I
won’t say anything more while I help you get ready for tonight’s feast.”


* * * *


The great hall
had changed since the last time she’d stood at its empty center. Now its vast
space was filled with the scent of a myriad of strange foods. Within was a
dizzying number of species, each dressed in unfamiliar fabrics, and, if her
eyes were not mistaken, some even boasted iridescent scales. She took in the
scene from her vantage point behind one of Kandarra’s wings.


“Do you plan to
come out of hiding tonight?” Kandarra asked in all seriousness.


“I’m not
hiding.” Ashayna managed to take a half step out from behind Kandarra’s shadow
when a ripping sound heralded the ruin of her borrowed attire. She glanced down
and sighed. The owner of her skirt might be somewhat perturbed to find a small
tear the exact size of Ashayna’s boot toe in the draping hem. Maybe they wouldn’t
notice, since the tear was almost concealed by the skirt’s moss-green and
earth-colored leaf embroidery. The dark green fabric and the lighter colored
needlework lent it a feel of an ancient forest—calm and mysterious. That’s
where her liking of her finery ended. As for its matching top, it wasn’t much
more than a particularly large scarf crisscrossing over her breasts to tie at
the back.


Several table
lengths distant, a flash of indigo blue feathers reminded her of Sorntar and
all the complications he’d brought to her life. The bond laid heaviest on her
mind, for no matter what bonding entailed, it sounded like a threat to her
independence. She grudgingly admitted it frightened her.


While she
mulled over her insecurities, Kandarra wove a path through the crowded hall to
where Sorntar stood with the young Lupwyn warrior Ardalwyn. Kandarra fell in
beside her sibling. Ashayna followed her lead and greeted Ardalwyn first,
leaving Sorntar until last.


Sorntar’s
feathers shone with a radiance that spoke of long hours of work. A large band
made of hammered gold, inlaid with jewels, circled his throat. Matching
armbands formed to his muscular upper arms. What could only be called a paneled
kilt stretched from his waist to his knees. Shorter panels flanked a longer
middle panel. After a moment’s study, it looked similar to a stylized bird’s
tail. Its broad belt matched the golden torque and arm bands.


Ardalwyn said
something in his native tongue and Kandarra smiled. “You’re right. We should
visit with Caltanwyn.”


They excused
themselves rather abruptly, leaving Ashayna alone with Sorntar. An awkward
silence stretched by. After a moment more, she arched an eyebrow at him.


“Yes, I know.”
He sighed. “Subtle of them.” 


She looked
around the room for another distraction, but was saved the dreaded small talk
by Marsolwyn’s arrival. A lupwyn of surpassing grace and dignity stood to
Marsolwyn’s left. Ashayna’s stomach plummeted with dread. The last time she’d
seen this lupwyn, he’d been at a distance, snarling and snapping at her father.


“This is my
mate Ryanth,” Marsolwyn said. Perhaps seeing Ashayna’s look, she amended. “He’s
not going to harm you.”


Ashayna
swallowed hard, but managed to nod her head. She wasn’t really paying attention
to Marsolwyn—not with the male studying her.


“I believe my
mother wishes to see Ashayna,” Sorntar interrupted. “If you’ll forgive us, we
must go.”


Ashayna could
have hugged Sorntar. He led her across the hall, weaving a path around milling
groups of strangers. She pretended not to notice hooded looks or wary glances
as she hurried after Sorntar. When he slowed, she chanced a glance behind.
Marsolwyn had drifted away from her mate to converse with Kandarra, but King
Ryanth had been joined by Vinarah and Lylantra. “Sorntar, does Lylantra
normally spend a lot of time with King Ryanth? If so, I think that’s another
score against him.”


He glanced back
and his expression turned sour. “No, not to my knowledge. Don’t concern
yourself with Lylantra. She’ll forget about the baths soon enough.”


Ashayna wasn’t
so sure. The look Lylantra had cast her wasn’t the passionate jealousy of a
rival. When Ryanth hunched down until his muzzle was close to the phoenix’s
crest and whispered something in her ear, Ashayna’s feeling of misgiving grew.
Lylantra shook her head, and then asked something to Vinarah. Vinarah frowned,
but nodded. All three continued to stare in Ashayna’s direction. She wished
Sorntar would walk faster.


To her relief,
Sorntar quickened his pace as he neared the dais where Queen Talnarra stood to
one side of the massive stone table. It had an air of great age, somber
bearing, and something more. A slight buzz in her mind, like a strange mixture
of sound and feeling, warned Ashayna the table was more than it seemed. It was
also the first time since leaving home the magic sleeping within her had
stirred awake. Ashayna didn’t know if she should be relieved her magic seemed
at peace or worried it had her where it wanted her.


Drawing closer,
Ashayna noticed something strange about the table. For one moment it seemed a
number of softly glowing symbols marked its surface, but when she tried to
study them, they disappeared. No one else seemed to notice the table’s strange
behavior so she held her tongue, but her expression must have given her
surprise away, for Queen Talnarra leaned closer.


“What do you
see?” Talnarra asked.


Ashayna didn’t
wish to be the center of more scrutiny, but with a sigh of resignation she
answered. “Twelve glowing symbols etched into the wood, spaced equal distance
from the others. They remained long enough for me to see their number, then
faded away.”


“A rare gift.
More so than ever, I await the discovery of the nature of your power with great
interest.” The queen watched her in silence a few heartbeats more, then
rejoined the other council members around their crescent shaped table.


With a sense of
growing dread, Ashayna realized Queen Talnarra found her interesting. Now, that
was worrisome.


Sorntar filled
his mother’s place, his expression thoughtful. “I heard what mother said and
what she did not. Only the council member who holds the seat should be able to
see the symbolic representation emblazoned on the wood.”


“I’ll likely
regret this, but what does each symbol represent?”


“They
correspond with the four elements, the four directions and the four seasons.”


“I see I’ve
much to learn before I can understand how unusual I am.” Ashayna laughed.
Sorntar joined in, but his tone sounded forced.


Sorntar named
the council members for her. Some she’d already met: Queen Marsolwyn and King
Ryanth; a santhyrian stallion who resembled Shadowdancer enough to be family;
and Tav, a dour-looking phoenix with a blessedly short name.


“Those two
santhyrians are Shadowdancer’s dame and sire.” He pointed to a bay mare and
darker stallion. “Darkmoon is Stallion King and Windrunner Lead Mare. The lone
female gryphon is Varlalon. She’ll soon be joined by her great-great-grandson.”


Ashayna’s head
began to hurt. Trying to remember all their names was proving to be too much.
She’d be lucky to remember a quarter of what he’d said.


“The woman next
to mother is High Priestess Halnora. She is half human.”


At Sorntar’s
words, Ashayna took a closer look. The one named Halnora did indeed look the
most human of any at the table, although purple-black feathers crowning her
head spoke of phoenix parentage. That a phoenix and a human could beget
children opened a whole new realm of concerns for Ashayna to dwell on.


“Halnora is an
elder, much older than any other present. As High Priestess, she will be
present at our testing. Likely I’ll be assessed by her. My mother will test
you.”


“Tested?”


“A few days
after hosts show signs their Larnkins are waking, they undergo a ceremony to
see which elder will be best suited to act as mentor. I’m told it’s an
uncomfortable experience.”


“Charming.”


“She’s coming.”
Sorntar’s hand settled in the middle of Ashayna’s back, effectively holding her
in place. “Mother probably sent her, and she’ll likely wish to speak with you
about the acolytes. And other things.”


“Do I have time
to bolt for safety?”


He chuckled,
but the humor failed to reach his eyes. “No.”


“I’d settle for
just getting away from all the watchful eyes. I’m tired of being stared at.”


“The gardens
are lovely this time of evening, and Priestess Halnora prefers the outdoors.”


“Any place is
better than here.”











Chapter Nine


 


Sorntar lifted
his head, reveling in a warm spring evening. He hummed softly, more in time to
the wind’s captivating power than the music from his people’s celebration. His
wings twitched with each shift of the breeze, and he looked longingly at the
night sky. With a sigh, he forced his eyes back to the path ahead.


In the
distance, two shadowy figures came into his line of sight before vanishing into
a grove of trees. They soon walked out the other side. Ashayna with her pale
skin outlined by her dark hair was easier to see than Priestess Halnora.


Halnora stopped
a moment to examine something growing near the path, but soon urged Ashayna
along. Sorntar trailed behind, pretending to ponder his thoughts, when in fact
he was too nervous to leave Ashayna alone with the priestess.


While it was worrisome
that she could see the symbols covering the council table, other small things
bothered him as well. Not least of which was his Larnkin’s behavior. His power
was already vast, and what he’d felt Ashayna draw on was not a slight gift
either. Sorntar wanted to say no one had such power, but it was not true. The
Twelve Talismans and their wielders possessed such power and greater.


A shiver slid
down his wings at the upheaval required for the Twelve to be born into the
world. Neither he nor Ashayna carried the mark of those old powerful ones,
blessed or cursed by the Gods. For that he’d be forever grateful. He looked up
and was surprised to find his feet had carried him to where Ashayna waited with
Priestess Halnora.


“I’m glad you
finally decided to join us,” Halnora said. “Ashayna and I have been discussing
some of our histories, the differences in our belief systems.”


The smoky
incense-scent of Halnora’s magic assaulted his nose. He barely registered what
the priestess said. Her weaving circled him, a fluttering at the outer edges of
his awareness—a harmless spell, one used to create images in the air to
accompany a story, but another layer of it tickled at his senses, influencing
his mood, relaxing and opening his mind. He slammed his shields back in place.
Shaking himself free of the remains of the weaving, he eyed Priestess Halnora
warily.


He understood
the benefits of using power, but Halnora’s skills went far beyond what
rudimentary training he possessed. Ashayna’s guarded expression told him she
was aware. He glanced away while he fought a startling urge to mantle his wings
around her—not like she needed his protection. He imagined Ashayna’s Larnkin
equal to any task. When he had his emotions back under control, he asked, “And
what have you learned?”


“That I never
want to face your Great Mother or All Father. Nor do I wish to meet their children,
the Servants of Creation.” Ashayna looked back to Priestess Halnora. “But there
seems to have been some mix-up. Why did the Lady of Fire not create the
phoenix? For that matter, why did the Healer not create the lupwyn race, for
they heal quickly?”


Halnora
rewarded Ashayna with a genuine smile. “Individually, none of us are a threat
to the Servants of Creation. However, if we were to rise against them as a
group, it could affect the balance of creation. Since no parent should ever
have to kill their own young, the Servants arranged it so the one who commands
a particular element was not the parent of the race forged in that element. So
Anashirath, the Lord of healing, is father to the dragons—which are a blending
of reptile and Time—but Dakdamon, Lord of the Mists of Time, would deal with
any dragon uprisings.”


“There has been
an uprising or discord of some kind, hasn’t there?” Ashayna shot her question
out while the Priestess drew a breath. Sorntar cringed at her tone. By a
stronger waft of magic scenting the air, her Larnkin was reacting badly to the
priestess’s weaving. Ashayna needed close watching until she was more at ease.


Halnora nodded
her head. “There has been much discord throughout our long history. We’ll leave
your history lessons for another day. Go now and find your ease.”


The moment of
tension vanished as quickly as it had come. Later Sorntar would ask Ashayna if
there was more to it than just her Larnkin’s restless stirring. He’d received
enough of Halnora’s soul-probing inquiries to doubt the innocence of the
priestess’s simple words.


Ashayna
smoothed her skirt in an offhand way before speaking again. “I’ve seen enough
of your magic that I hope to never meet your ‘parents’.”


Halnora changed
the subject. “Did you find the story familiar in any way?”


Ashayna raised
one eyebrow. “Should it be? I haven’t been here long enough to hear any of your
stories.”


The searing
aroma of rising power invaded Sorntar’s nostrils for a third time. Tension
thickened faster than he could hope to soothe. Priestess Halnora must have
tried to read Ashayna’s power, and his little human bondmate, being equal parts
stubborn and fearful, would consider it an invasion. Which it was, but no fit
of temper would take back what the priestess learned.


He situated
himself between them. With Ashayna at his back, Sorntar faced Halnora. “Priestess,
if you will excuse us. I believe Ashayna has learned enough of our history for
one night. Too much and it will be wasted. Perhaps tomorrow will be soon enough
for her next lesson.” He phrased it calmly and politely. A feat of no little
skill, with him squeezed between two volatile women. Halnora studied him coolly
before nodding her head and walking away.


Ashayna
radiated rage and power all along his back, her magic’s cloying scent enough to
steal his breath. A Larnkin-induced argument brewed in the air between them. He
turned to face her, only to find she’d darted around his other side, heading
for Halnora. If the angry set of Ashayna’s shoulders and the soft glow of power
outlining her hands was any indication, the outcome wouldn’t be good. Sorntar
sprinted after her. Catching up, he wrapped his arms and then wings around her before
slapping a palm over her mouth. Ashayna couldn’t scream. Instead, she clawed at
his forearms and tried to land a few kicks, which tangled in her long skirt.


Her teeth
scraped at his palm.


“With my talons
plastered across your face, biting me would be a bad idea.”


She grunted
something unintelligible. He lifted his palm away to hear her out.


“If you don’t
let me go, one of my kicks will eventually render you infertile, so…”


He covered her
mouth again and started to drag her backward, toward the shelter of some small
trees. Hampered by her long skirt, she wasn’t able to land a solid kick, but
did clamp down onto the meat of his thumb. Sorntar held back a curse.


Priestess
Halnora couldn’t have missed hearing their scuffle, but she only paused once
without looking behind before continuing her unhurried exit. With the elder
gone, Sorntar pried Ashayna’s teeth from his hand then laid his mouth close to
her ear. “No matter how unruly your Larnkin makes you, never allow it to pit
you against any of our elders! Control yourself.”


“Let. Me.
Go.” Ashayna shot him a rage-filled glare.


She tried, and
failed, to tug free of his arms. If Sorntar let her go now, she’d run away and
he’d never be able to soothe the rift between them. He stroked the curve of his
talons along her forearm, begging wordlessly for her to understand.


“Please,
Ashayna, you must listen to me. Please.” He let her go. She didn’t bolt
immediately, instead crossed her arms while continuing to glower at him.


Neither spoke.
Several moments passed, then Ashayna met his gaze. Her shoulders slumped, her
tanned cheeks colored a livid red. “I don’t know why I acted so…I wouldn’t
attack an elder. I wasn’t...” she paused, then tried again. “Perhaps if she had
asked permission to…to do whatever she did, I might have taken it better, but…I
know it doesn’t excuse me for my utter rudeness and absolute lack of diplomacy.”


Ashayna looked
lost. He pitched his voice to be soothing. “I know your short temper isn’t
normal.” She shook her head, but wouldn’t look up at him, so he sought to
explain in a gentler manner. “You will find the time ahead a trying one. When Larnkins
are on the edge of waking, they enter into a dream-like state. We cannot
control our body while we sleep, nor can a Larnkin fully control its actions
during this time. There will be more tense moments in days to come. I will help
you get through them, as you will help me. As for the trigger, Priestess
Halnora sought to read the essence of your Larnkin. Its purpose for being, so
to speak.” He shrugged. “Sadly, elders don’t always worry about niceties. They
are old and powerful. Disrespect them at your peril.”


“I’ll do
better,” she said with a grimace. 


“And I’ll try
to give you more warning in the future. Some elders are more personable than
others.” He offered, “You’re doing quite well.”


Her eyebrows
scrunched together in thought. “Thanks for keeping me out of trouble.” She took
several steps away, only stopping long enough for him to catch up.


Anger spent,
the tension which had been between them all day was gone. He found himself
wishing they had more time to talk, to enjoy the quiet of night, but Ashayna
was exhausted.


The night
breeze ruffled his feathers, a delightful sensation on his skin, cooling the
remains of his nervous energy. He watched clouds pass over the smaller moon’s
disc. Longing to join with the sky in an evening flight was almost
overwhelming. His wings stirred restlessly. With everything that had happened,
he had not known the freedom of flight in many days. Sorntar indulged himself
in one more glance at the inviting sky before leading Ashayna back to the
palace.











Chapter Ten


 


After only
three days, Ashayna already knew weapons practice was going to be her favorite
new lesson. Today’s practice-ring adversaries fought without armor and both
were faster for its lack. Sorntar’s swords bled liquid flame, flickering and
snapping with each strike. He circled his opponent in a tireless dance. Caltanwyn,
the youngest of Marsolwyn’s sons, matched Sorntar’s lethal dance with equal
skill.


Walking around
the practice ring’s perimeter, Ashayna studied their techniques from different
angles, trying to pinpoint strengths and weaknesses. Both had fought other
opponents and couldn’t be fresh, yet neither showed signs of tiring. In a blur
of speed, Caltanwyn raked his claws across Sorntar’s abdomen. The phoenix
danced away from the blow.


Other than a
few welts, Sorntar seemed fine. Ashayna let her eyes roam over him for signs of
injuries, just in case. Sorntar gave Caltanwyn a slight bow then leapt back
into the fray, showing he was still in good form. 


Marsolwyn
joined Ashayna. “Enjoying the duel? Sorntar does have nice form, doesn’t he?”


Heat climbed
Ashayna’s face, her eyes remained locked on their fight. “Yes, what I’ve
learned watching Caltanwyn fight will help improve my fighting style. His
technique differs from Sorntar’s.” She rubbed her arms, appreciating Wardstones
for their ability to block strong magic. Outside the ring, power still pressed
against her skin—soft like fur, but without protection it had stung like a
handful of bees.


“It’s just your
body’s sensitivity to magic, one of the rarer signs a Larnkin is soon to
awaken. Stray magic flares and emotional outbursts are more common symptoms.”
Marsolwyn replied to Ashayna’s unvoiced thoughts.


She regarded
the lupwyn with a frown. “That explanation is more concerning than the
condition. And yes, I’m already familiar with the emotional outbursts.”


“Don’t let it
spoil your enjoyment of the match.”


“Too late.”


The opponents
slashed and thrust at each other with greater speed. Ashayna fisted her hands
with worry. “Are they trying to kill each other? One slip and someone’s going
to lose a limb.”


“Oh, don’t
worry about that,” Marsolwyn replied. “The weapons are warded before a practice
so they can’t actually cut—too messy to clean up. The worst Sorntar will get is
a few bruises. Besides, healers always frown when younglings get hurt in a
strutting contest.” A toothy lupwyn grin accompanied her words.


Ashayna ignored
Marsolwyn’s last comment and focused on the match. After several more rounds,
Caltanwyn knocked one of Sorntar’s swords flying. A moment later, the lupwyn
tripped up the phoenix, and Sorntar joined his sword on the ground, displacing
a small cloud of fine sand.


“I declare the
match won,” Marsolwyn stated.


A sharp pop
issued as the Wardstones released their shield. Sorntar sprang to his feet. The
two opponents bowed, and Caltanwyn gave Sorntar a few pointers. Sorntar exited
the practice ring with his wings clamped tight to his back.


“You’re getting
no pity from me,” Ashayna said. “Now you know how I felt getting whipped in a
duel in front of an entire military camp.”


Sorntar’s
expression relaxed marginally. He fanned his wings in the cool breeze. “We must
return to the palace soon and get cleaned up if we are to make it to the
council chambers a candlemark after noon.”


“Joy. I’d
almost forgotten that bit of fun.”


With luck, the
testing would be over quickly. Maybe they wouldn’t find anything else strange
about her power.


* * * *


Freshly washed,
and after a few bites of food to satisfy her hunger, Ashayna stood in front of
another pair of doors. Here, deep below, the city’s weight pressed down until she
could feel it in her bones.


The four guards—one
silver-feathered phoenix, two grey-furred lupwyns, and a sleek, tan gryphon—stood
with stony expressions. They could have been statues. None moved even enough to
ruffle fur or feathers. They stared ahead with unseeing eyes, barely breathing.
She sent Sorntar a questioning look. “So, now what?”


“I couldn’t
tell you, I’ve never been in the Council’s inner chambers.” Sorntar shrugged.


Ashayna nodded
towards the guards. “Why are they standing there like that?” 


“They see with
more than their eyes. If assassins attempted to hide by any magical means,
those guards would know of it and dispatch the enemy long before they became a
threat.” He laughed at her look of disbelief. “We do have very formidable
enemies. However, you need not worry. We’ll undergo over a century of training
before we are allowed to fight anything truly dangerous, and then only beside
an elder.”


Ashayna’s teeth
snapped together. He’d alluded to their lengthened lifespan before, but it
still came as a shock. “Ah. That should be time enough.”


The doors swung
open, saving her from thinking more on Sorntar’s startling admission. The
gaping maw of darkness effectively hid the passage’s length. Sorntar arched his
wings, sucked in a deep breath, and strode into darkness. She hurried after.


The passageway
came to an end at another set of doors. Sorntar pushed these doors wide and
they emerged into a large six-sided chamber lit with mage globes. At room’s
center a table took up a full third of the floor space. This deep, there were
no windows. In their place, ten great paintings stretched from floor to
ceiling, depicting various species. Each person—or creature, for one showed
what must be a dragon of legend—was holding some weapon or obvious item of
power. Each akin to Sorntar’s flaming swords yet different. The word talisman
settled in her mind. The hair on her arms stood at attention, and the small of her
back was suddenly damp with sweat.


“Ashayna, it’s
incredible.” Sorntar’s voice came in an awed whisper. “These are portraits of
the Twelve Talismans and their Wielders—the greatest workers of magic we have
ever known, created by the gods to be their judgment and vengeance. I’ve heard
tales of them and seen faded images in old scrolls and books. Never, in all my
imaginings, did I believe such paintings existed.”


“Judging and
punishing only the wicked, I hope.”


“Oh, yes. They
are Light’s champions.” Sorntar studied each portrait, his intrigued expression
never wavering. Looking past her to a portrait behind, he narrowed his eyes in
frustration. He motioned to the panels, counting them. His frown deepened.


“Something
wrong?” Her voice echoed eerily back to her before whispering away.


“There are only
ten panels when there should be twelve. Each panel is titled. The leaders are
missing.”


Ashayna turned
in a complete circle as she studied how far apart each set of paintings was
from its neighbors.


“Sorntar, the
doors—there must be panels on their reverse sides.” As she said it, her magic
stirred and a sense of dread assaulted her. She almost spoke out, but before
she gathered together the words, Sorntar raised one hand and with a slight
gesture, both massive doors swung shut with a muffled thump.


The mage globes’
soft light revealed two panels. One was of a human woman holding a sword across
her lap. The other image, that of a male phoenix, had an ornate staff topped by
a silver falcon braced against his hip. Ashayna sucked in a breath. Her eyes
darted between one picture and the other. Sorntar could have posed for the
artist. The other, the human, bore a vague resemblance to her. Coloring was all
wrong—silver-white hair, milk pale skin, eyes the color of frost—yet there was
something familiar. Like looking at a portrait of an ancestor or a mirror into
the underworld, one which showed a ghostly image twin to the living. The chill
in her blood swelled again, climbing up her spine with icy fingers.


“It can’t be.
We can’t possibly be them.” Sorntar’s voice, low and harsh with strain, didn’t
reassure her. He motioned, giving a name to each image. “He was the Judge; she,
the Destroyer.”


“Look again,
look closer, they are not us. See, she has features more refined than mine,
with a more polished look to her skin, and her bones are less heavy set.
The….the Destroyer, she is beautiful as I never will be.” Ashayna evaded his
disbelieving gaze, willing to grasp at anything to explain away the few
unsettling similarities. “Nor is the Judge a replica of you. Your skin tone and
feathers are both darker than his. He is more heavily muscled than you, bulkier
or maybe slightly shorter. These are just paintings. They could resemble any
number of people.” She didn’t believe her own words.


He nodded once
in a quick, jerky motion. After three slow, deep breaths his coloring returned
to a healthier hue. “And we don’t bear the marks of the Twelve, may the God and
Goddess be ever merciful.” He gave Ashayna a shaky smile. “The records say the
Twelve are born with the symbol of their Order above their hearts.”


“You agree we’re
not of the Twelve. I assume that’s a good thing, but just what are these
Twelve?”


“They are the
embodiment of power, young ones.” Priestess Halnora stood behind them, resting
a hand on an ancient, rough-hewn stone table. She took her place among the
other councilors.


Ashayna looked
for a second door and spotted another set of panels ajar. That the entire
council had come in without her hearing, warned her they used subtle magic.
Queen Talnarra raised a hand, and in an elegant gesture, she motioned for them
to come forward. Mage globe light reflected off her obsidian talons when she
reached for a stone goblet.


“You have seen
the portraits; now you understand why we must test your Larnkins.” The queen
held her goblet out to Ashayna. “Once we are certain you are not one of them, your
training as a mage shall begin. And Ashayna, even if you are not chosen to
become one of us, we will not harm you.”


The last words
held no comfort. Even if they didn’t raise a hand against her, there was still
room for much suffering, if her fears about Larnkins proved true. She wanted to
rail at whatever fate had brought her here, but screaming in her head wouldn’t
do her a scrap of good; neither would resisting and having one of the guards
pour liquid down her throat. She approached the goblet tentatively and wrapped
her hands around its sturdy base.


Queen Talnarra
gestured again. “You need only drink a few swallows.”


Ashayna sniffed
the silver liquid. It had a mild, earthy scent. “Tell me how this works.”


“It’s water
taken from sacred pools deep below this chamber. The blessed water nulls the
person’s shielding magic, allowing the Larnkin a route by which it can
temporarily leave its host to form the bond. If you drink only a small amount,
it will disable your ability to shield long enough for us to read your power.”
Queen Talnarra gave Ashayna a studying look. “I know this is strange. We are
asking you to trust us when we will not yet trust you, but this is how it must
be.”


Raising the
goblet to her lips, Ashayna took three swallows then handed it to Sorntar. The
liquid, thicker and warmer than normal water, held a slight metallic tang.


Sorntar watched
her.


She arched a
brow in challenge. He drank quickly and then placed their goblet back on the
table. They waited for a handful of heartbeats. Still nothing happened. Ashayna
hesitated, perhaps the delay was normal, but what if it wasn’t?


“It will not be
long now.” Queen Talnarra’s voice was soft.


As if the queen’s
words were a trigger, the first effects of the liquid slithered through Ashayna’s
blood. A force holding the world at bay bled away. Like trying to hold water in
her hands, her power drained through her fingers, leaving a warm tingle behind.


The others in
the room felt old, powerful, their mage gifts burning along her mental
awareness, almost strong enough to feel with her physical body. Sorntar’s power
flared strongest, calling to her. The compulsion was tempting. Only sheer
stubborn will allowed her to step away.


Sorntar must
have experienced some similar consuming pull for he uttered an almost unheard
cry and stumbled back a half dozen paces.


“We shall
separate you for the testing, to give you peace from the constant demands of
your Larnkin.” The queen gestured for her son to be removed. Priestess Halnora
forced Sorntar towards another corridor. He hesitated. Two other council
members stepped forward to help the priestess.


Ashayna was led
away in another direction by Marsolwyn, followed closely by Queen Talnarra and
King Kysoran. Passing under an archway, she arrived in a new chamber similar to
the one they had just left. This one was lit by a central wood-burning fire. It
gave her some comfort the Elementals didn’t depend entirely on magic.


She took one
deep breath and prayed she would pass this test. After her small request, she
tried to keep her mind free of thoughts.


Marsolwyn
gestured for her to sit on a wide, padded bench close to the fire. “Relax,
Ashayna, it will be over soon. I know you will make a fine mage. This is just a
formality.” She shrugged. “Personally, I believe it’s something they put the
young ones through to teach them humility.”


Ashayna didn’t
find Marsolwyn’s jest amusing. Distracted by the lupwyn, she missed Queen
Talnarra’s approach. The phoenix’s curt command to relax and close her eyes
resonated along Ashayna’s nerves, causing a betraying twitch in her hands.


She closed her
eyes, though no command could make her relax. In the darkness behind her closed
eyes, she waited for some sound or sense of movement to betray the others’
positions. With a soft brush of fingers against her temples, another’s magic
flowed into her mind.


Queen Talnarra
searched with a thorough determination, peeling back the years of Ashayna’s
life one memory at a time. Memories of an increasingly younger self flowed
before her mind’s eye—early adolescence, a seven-year-old girl brandishing her
first sword, a child holding two daggers, a baby’s first cry, the first flutter
of a tiny heart.


Ashayna
shuddered at the invasion. It lasted only moments, but in the short span of
time she was certain Queen Talnarra relived her entire life, learning all there
was to know, even the essence of her soul.


“You are
worthy. One so fierce and steadfast is hard come by. I am proud to welcome you
among us.” Queen Talnarra’s expression softened, her smile even held a hint of
warmth. “It is not as we had feared. You are not the Destroyer born again. Her
power was too great. None of us would have been able to get past her shields,
even with the sacred waters’ aid. Instead, we have been given a bright young
host for a powerful new Larnkin. Likely you are her first host; may you learn
much together in this life.” With a regal nod of her head, Queen Talnarra
turned and walked away.


Marsolwyn
stepped into the space the phoenix had vacated and grasped Ashayna’s arm,
guiding her back along the path. “Come, they will be done with Sorntar shortly.
Once the water’s affect wears off, we can collect him and go find some dinner.”


They’d almost
reached the main chamber when an enraged scream split the silence. In a blur of
motion, Marsolwyn dropped to all fours and ran ahead. Ashayna’s heart surged
into full gallop. Without thinking, she pursued Marsolwyn. The main chamber was
devoid of life, but a glimpse of motion lured her to another passage. Darting
into the new tunnel, Ashayna ran blindly until her eyes adjusted to the dark. Ahead,
a lupwyn guard was running fast, pulling farther away with each stride.


Another scream
echoed off the walls, high pitched and angry—a bird of prey’s cry. Her Larnkin
roused at the sound. Sorntar needed her.


Several paces
in front of her, the guard came to an abrupt halt. She didn’t know what—short
of a wall—would stop his momentum so quickly. He hung in the air a moment, then
suddenly flew backward. She braced herself against the nearest wall as the
hapless guard flew past. He continued until the tunnel forked and he hit a wall
with the grisly sound of flesh meeting stone.


A half breath
later, another winged fury rushed past, this one in complete control of his
momentum. Sorntar ignored her and continued to stalk the fallen guard as if she
wasn’t standing within touching distance. He reached down for the dazed guard.
One hand closed on the lupwyn’s shoulder, the other disappeared in the thick
ruff of fur around his neck.


“Sorntar, no!”


He glanced over
his shoulder, and then back to his victim.


That one short
look was enough to confirm her fears. A killing rage darkened his eyes.


Words from her
first magic lesson, just days old, returned in her moment of need.


One bondmate
couldn’t harm the other. 


For the love of
the gods, let it be true.


Ashayna burst
into motion. She hit him with a full body tackle and drove him off his prey
with a combination of surprise, momentum, and a lot of luck. He stumbled a few
paces, then caught himself and turned towards her. His feathers quivered with
rage. Even his eyes glowed with it. A rumbling hiss issued from his mouth.


She backed
away, retreating toward the more spacious council chambers. If they were going to
fight, she wanted more room.


Sorntar echoed
her motion.


What had they
done to him? Even when he’d been bitten by numerous wardlen, he hadn’t lost
control so badly.


Just as Ashayna
led Sorntar from the dark tunnel and back into the council chambers, a mixed
group of guards and elders arrived. A rising tide of magic burned along the
back of her throat, the pulsing power strong enough to steal her breath.


“The Priestess
overstepped her station.”


Another’s
thoughts invaded Ashayna’s mind. They were not Sorntar’s, but strangely
familiar all the same. Magic’s scorching scent increased another notch. A
sudden lack of moisture in the air warned her Sorntar’s Larnkin was about to
launch an attack.


“Sorntar, no.
No!” Even as she called out to him, she desperately summoned her power and let
it flow outwards to where he stood. When the first wave touched him, it didn’t
calm him like she hoped. Still, it gained his attention, drawing him from his
lethal awareness of the others. It took all her stubborn will to meet his gaze.



“What did they
do to make you strike out at your own kind?” Conviction thickened her voice, though
she kept it devoid of accusation.


“They
assaulted my host, caused him pain, and sought a way to take knowledge from me.” His mental voice, though still harsh, was somewhat calmer, some of
his deadly intensity receded.


“They merely
wished to determine if it would be safe for us to be trained as mages.”


“They
burrowed too deeply, damaged my host.” His offended
growl caused the guards to shift their fighting stances ever so slightly in
readiness.


With hands held
palms up, empty of any weapons, Priestess Halnora stepped between Sorntar and
the guards. “Crown Prince Sorntar, I ask forgiveness for any insult I offered.
Your Larnkin is close to waking. His volatile magic forced me to probe deeper
than was wise, but we needed to find the truth. In the end, I touched the
source of your power and found nothing of darkness.” She bowed until her crest
brushed the floor.


Sorntar pushed
past the priestess.


His gaze locked
onto Ashayna’s. His thoughts touched hers for only a few heartbeats. But it was
long enough to learn they had been bonded once before. To banish any doubts
others may have had about his conviction, he released another wave of power
which dripped off every feather and danced along his skin.


The sight,
though formidable, was one she had seen before. Of greater concern was what he
had revealed to her with his words and thoughts. His allusion, to having known
her Larnkin at some point in the past, contradicted what Queen Talnarra had
said about her possessing a young Larnkin yet to be bonded.


The stranger
wearing Sorntar’s body stepped closer. No one moved to stop him. With his power
raging around him, there was no one who could sense the difference—this wasn’t
about guidance or protecting a host, it was total possession. She shot a
questioning look at Halnora.


“Priestess?”


Halnora glanced
at Ashayna. “Sorntar will not harm you. A newly awakening Larnkin can cause one
to act out of character; even one with a gentle spirit can inflict much damage
if enraged.”


The priestess’s
words confirmed her fears. Even powerful council members were blinded to what
lay in front of them. They could not feel what she felt—that something other
than Sorntar stood before her.


A now-familiar
power reached out to her, like a warm blanket cocooning her from the other
minds in the room.


“Larnkin,
what are you doing?”


“I never
could hide anything from you,” he whispered into
her mind. “But the priestess is correct. I would never harm you. I simply
wish for a private conversation between the two of us.”


“You may not
harm me, but you’re manipulating Sorntar.”


He studied her
with an unblinking stare until Ashayna fought an intense urge to look away. She
focused on his chin instead while she waited for his reply.


“I did not
intend to force Sorntar to do my bidding. The priestess invaded my host while I
slept. I acted in defense. Forgive me. I see now isn’t the time for our talk.” His countenance softened, he took a deep breath, head bowed until
his chin nearly touched his chest. When he looked up again, it was Sorntar
looking back.


When Sorntar’s
gasp of surprise would have betrayed them, Ashayna threw an arm around his
shoulders in a show of support. His wings, combined with his greater height
made for an awkward stance. She managed to stroke his back and murmured
nonsense to him as if he were a skittish horse.


Looking into
Sorntar’s panicked eyes, she sent him her thoughts, “We will talk later
about what happened with your Larnkin. I value my freedom. If you value yours,
say nothing to the others.”


Too shocked to
reply, he only nodded his head.


The phoenix
king approached them. “If my son isn’t going to attack anyone, Talnarra and I
have other matters to attend.”


Sorntar
stiffened at Kysoran’s dry comment.


The queen
stopped a pace from her son and looked him in the eyes. Sharp discomfort
crossed Sorntar’s face. “Your strong reaction at having your mind invaded,
while rare, is not unheard of. You and Ashayna have both passed the test. I
hope in the future you will have an easier path.”


Ashayna wished
for nothing more, though doubted her luck would hold. For now they were safe,
saved by equal parts luck and sheer stubborn will. In the future, she could see
only two options, to bargain with the Larnkin or tell the others. Neither
choice seemed very promising for her continued freedom.


While she was
thinking those unwelcome thoughts, the room emptied, leaving them in the
company of the large portraits. Growing uneasy, Ashayna motioned for Sorntar to
find somewhere else to talk.


Sorntar led
them out of the chamber, using the same dark corridor they had entered from.
This time he conjured a mage globe to light their way. Ashayna wished they had
continued in darkness.


More paintings
of the Twelve covered the walls. Unlike the portraits, these showed the
atrocities of war in vivid color. The first depicted a terrible battle between
an army of light and an army of shadow. The army of light was led by several
figures, their features indistinct. She guessed them to be members of the
Twelve. Opposite them, out of shadows, a towering figure came.


Shadows cloaked
the creature in a suggestion of leathery wings. The artist had been vague on
that, for darkness bled out across the land, threatening to cover the entire
battlefield. Upon the creature’s brow swelled three curving horns. His lips
pulled back in an expression of either pain or pleasure. He wielded a vast
double-bladed battle axe easily five times the height of a man. In the next, he
pressed the army of the Twelve hard. Disaster struck in the third painting. The
Judge had been captured by the Dark One and his talisman, a staff crowned with
the likeness of a falcon, lay broken beneath the Dark One’s clawed feet.


The next panel
showed the Judge chained down upon a slab of rock in a cavern of stone. Ashayna
would have called it a torture scene, had there been some instruments she
recognized.


It showed two
images; one was a phoenix, with a paler form hovering slightly above him. It
took her a moment to realize she was looking at an artist’s rendition of a Larnkin.
A tormented phoenix lay chained to a stone altar with strange runes cut into
his flesh. Saliva dried in Ashayna’s mouth. The Larnkin’s expression showed
pure agony as the Dark One poured power into it. Sorntar moaned softly as if in
pain. She reached blindly for him. After a fumbling attempt, she came in
contact with his side. A layer of sweat slicked his skin. At her touch he
jerked back in surprise, but swiftly locked their fingers together.


Unable to stop,
Ashayna took slow steps forward, dragging Sorntar along behind her. The next
panel continued telling the story in gruesome detail. The army of darkness had
returned to face the Twelve’s army. At the head of the Shadow army rode the one
who had been captured, much changed. Where his feathers had been blue, they
were now inky ebony, and his eyes shone black. But the most startling change
was his skin. Once a dark bronze, it was now milky pale with black tattoos
carved into his skin.


The second to
last panel pictured a haggard Destroyer, as if she had suffered alongside her
bondmate while he was tortured and transformed. The ultimate cost of the bond
became clear to Ashayna. The Destroyer in the painting was one of stoic bearing
and had buried her grief to face the shadowed one in battle. Ashayna could not
even fathom such strength, and she had thought she had seen every kind.


The final panel
showed a horror greater than all others. The Destroyer, her face etched with
pure anguish, held her bondmate to her, her sword buried in his chest. Ashayna’s
throat tightened, but the look of relief he bestowed upon his bondmate in his
final moment twisted at Ashayna’s heart.


“Sacrilege,”
Sorntar choked out the word. “It cannot be true.”


Marsolwyn
rushed into the tunnel, saving Ashayna from having to find words of comfort.
Words she did not have.


“Oh, young ones,
you should not have had to witness those for many, many years. I am so sorry.”
Marsolwyn looked down the length of the tunnel with a stony expression. “Magic
should have hidden these from your sight.”


“It’s a
falsehood placed here to test ones faith, isn’t it?” Sorntar, perhaps thinking
what they saw was some trick, no longer stood hunched over, but had fallen back
on his deep-seated discipline to stand straight, undaunted in the face of
horror. “No one can break our most sacred law. To kill one’s bondmate…I can’t
fathom...the pain of such would destroy a person.”


“It would do
more than destroy a person,” Marsolwyn confirmed. She took a deep breath as if
to fortify herself. “The one called the Destroyer did kill her bondmate. By
such an act, she destroyed herself, body and soul. She had no choice. She could
not match powers with him; to touch her vast magic at all would open her up to
his darkness, to be remade like him. Nor could she take her own life. He would
only heal whatever damage she inflicted on herself. So she stopped him the only
way she knew how. The act destroyed them utterly. Never again will those
ancient two be reborn to lead the Twelve. It happened long ago and is best not
dwelled upon. Besides, most of the council believes two new leaders will be
created, should there ever be need.”


Marsolwyn led
them up higher into the city before continuing. The bright sunshine helped to
dispel some of the despair that had followed them from the lower reaches. “Some
councilors speculated Sorntar was the next leader and when we first noted your
likeness to the Destroyer…but fear not, you are not they. It isn’t so strange
that you should bear a resemblance to those two—power is a trait passed down
through bloodlines. While we don’t know the Destroyer’s bloodline, Sorntar’s is
no mystery. Those ill-fated Leaders of the Twelve did bear children, a girl and
a boy of the same birth. Sorntar and all his siblings are direct descendants of
their line. Sorntar is not the first to bear a close resemblance to the Judge.”
The lupwyn urged them into a brisk walk, like she was trying to guide them away
from their memories of the appalling paintings. Ashayna doubted the ploy would
work on Sorntar.


“Priestess
Halnora, and we of the council, are able to recognize power.” Seeing Sorntar’s
doubtful look Marsolwyn added, “Besides, you lack the Mark of the Twelve.”


“The mark,
Sorntar mentioned that.” Ashayna slowly released the breath she had been
holding, and then glowered at the lupwyn when Marsolwyn laughed at her obvious
sigh of relief.


“I wouldn’t
want to be related, no matter how distantly, to the Destroyer.” Even as she
said it, a small part of her soul respected the Destroyer. For that long-ago
woman had done what was needed to preserve her people. Though respect wasn’t
enough to prevent a shiver running up her spine at what those images told.


* * * *


Queen Marsolwyn
kept them company on their way back to the Great Hall, claiming she didn’t want
Sorntar to challenge anyone else to combat. Ashayna expected the truth was more
complex. Sorntar was like a son to Marsolwyn, and she was unwilling to leave
him so obviously distressed.


Sorntar walked
with his eyes down, shoulders hunched, wings clamped tight to his back. Even
Marsolwyn’s attempts to draw him into conversation had no effect. The lupwyn’s
ears pitched forward and back.


“Sorntar.”
Ashayna said his name gently. “This whole situation could be much, much worse….”


“How so?”


“We could hate
each other.”


He laughed, a
harsh, clipped sound, devoid of humor. “Honestly, how much do you resent me for
bringing you here?”


“I don’t resent
what had to be done. I’m coming to accept, for now, this is where I need to be.
Besides, I’m starting to think of you as a friend.”


“Friends…that
doesn’t sound so terrible.” A faint smile touched his lips, but he returned to
studying the ground.


“What? That’s
the best you could do?” Marsolwyn spoke in Ashayna’s
mind. “I see I’ll have to intercede.”


Marsolwyn
arched her neck in Sorntar’s direction and made a show of sniffing the air. “Ah,
newly-born camaraderie. Embellish that a little and maybe the persistent one
will leave you alone—unless you actually enjoy her courtship.”


“What?” Sorntar
halted, his face twisting with fury. “I…how could you think…Lylantra and
I…..never.”


His appalled
denial made Ashayna grin. While he might not be back to normal, he did sound
less like an old man. Ashayna hesitated a moment before joining in. “See, there
you go. You knew who she meant.”


“This isn’t...she’s
not,” Sorntar stammered. “You were there. You saw.”


“Well, she was
rather persistent—kind of like someone trying to rekindle an old flame.”


Sorntar
inhaled, his nostrils flaring. Ashayna cut him off. “Oh, don’t try to protect
my delicate sensibilities, I grew up living among rows of camp tents and have
heard and seen just about everything. I’ll not be shocked in the least to hear
you’ve got a few lovers stashed around this huge city. Not that it’s any of my
business.”


“I assure you,
I have never suffered such a lapse in judgment as would be required to court
Lylantra. Phoenixes are not like humans…”


“Hmm, ‘courting’
is it?” Ashayna rolled the word in her mouth, pretending to think about its
meaning. Then she laughed and said, “Oh. You’re just shy.”


Over on Sorntar’s
opposite side, Marsolwyn laughed, her entire body shaking with merriment. She
composed herself after a brief struggle. “Oh, he’s not shy, likely just
confused. When Sorntar said a phoenix isn’t like a human, he wasn’t being
evasive. They are not particularly fertile and ritual courtship can last years.
Personally, I think the problem is too much manipulation of their bloodlines by
the Larnkin. For what other creature can actually choose to either lay a clutch
of eggs or give birth and suckle their young?”


“Thank you,
Marsolwyn, for letting me know I’m not shy…just odd. I’m sure Ashayna found
that fascinating.”


While he might
not be back to his normal lilting tones, he sounded less fragile. She was about
to thank Marsolwyn when the smell of food reached her nose. They rounded a
corner and the Great Hall’s doors stood open and welcoming. As far as Ashayna
was concerned, they’d arrived just in time. She didn’t want the conversation to
dive into her own lack of relationships.


 











Chapter Eleven


 


“Some scout I
am.” Ashayna stopped at another branch in the tunnel and frowned down first one
corridor and then the other. After six damn days, including two with Sorntar
acting as guide, she’d felt confident enough to venture around on her own.
Everything had been going well enough, until now, when she’d somehow gotten
turned around in these older tunnels. They all looked identical.


She could have
done without the embarrassment of needing rescuing. With a sigh, Ashayna
squinted down another length of corridor as she debated whether or not to
swallow her pride and just send out the much needed mind-call to Sorntar to
come and rescue her.


There was a
rustle of fabric and the rattle of a sword coming out of its scabbard just
behind her. She spun around in time to see a cloaked and hooded figure step
from an alcove on her left. Battle readiness flooded her body as she sized up
the newcomer. “Don’t suppose you’re my rescuer?”


In answer, the
stranger saluted her with a bare sword.


Ashayna drew
her own while looking around for escape. The stranger was advancing upon her
with obvious menace when the scuff of talons on stone betrayed a second
opponent coming up behind. She whirled right, catching a blow from the broad
side of a sword against her shoulder. Off balance, Ashayna tumbled across the
corridor to collide with the opposite wall. She turned her shoulder into the
hit, but breath still exploded from her lungs, and her vision greyed out.


She cried out,
though not much more than a yelp escaped. Someone grasped her arms, wrenching
them behind her back and shoved her into the shadows. A fist in her stomach
earned them a grunt, but she wouldn’t give them more.


While she was
still bent over, a set of incredibly strong hands grabbed her and held her
captive, effectively subduing her while her other attacker wrapped rope around
her wrists. A mage cloak landed on her shoulders. Its hood was pulled over her
head, and the wards activated before she could think to send Sorntar a mental
warning. A third figure joined the first two and grasped her jaw, nearly
breaking it as he pried it apart and shoved in a gag.


In the
struggle, her hood slipped back. The lupwyn king stood looking down at her with
a deep sorrowful expression, and next to him, Councilor Tav, was a steady
unemotional presence. A punch of dread mixed with betrayal to sour her stomach.


A slight breeze
betrayed the third one coming up beside her. Ashayna twisted to see who else
had judged her to be untrustworthy. A blur of a fist, with talons curled inward
to save her from serious damage, took up her field of vision. Pain exploded in
her head. She knew nothing else.


* * * *


Cold stone,
thick with dust, pressed against her cheek. The coolness soothed the burning
ache of a bruise. Ignoring the urge to sneeze, she blinked, trying to focus but
with little success. The cloak’s hood fell forward over her face, blocking her
line of vision, leaving only a very small sliver of light. She moved, wincing
at the stabbing pain in her skull and rolling waves of nausea in her stomach.
While she lay there willing pain away, the murmur of voices drew closer. A pair
of long-toed feet adorned with finger-length talons stopped a hand span from
her face.


“She’s awake.”
A woman’s voice, which sounded distorted to Ashayna’s ears, increased the
throbbing agony. She knew she was in a bad way if even her ears didn’t want to
function correctly.


Points of pain
burned at each shoulder as talons dug into her flesh. Ashayna was lifted to her
feet. The warmth of her blood soaked into her shirt, but the pain of a few
punctures was nothing compared to the agony pounding in her head. She swallowed
a moan.


“Be gentle.”
The voice sound suspiciously like one she recalled from the night before. After
a moment his name came to her—Councilor Tav. “It is not for us to judge her.
The Oracle will reveal what she hides.”


Tav laid his
hands on either side of Ashayna’s face. She didn’t fight him. It was all she
could do to stand straight and not get sick on his feet.


Heat from his
magic engulfed her, taking away all pain and soothing her churning stomach. “There,”
he said. “That will help.”


The lupwyn king
nodded his head. “Good. At least she’ll be in decent condition to face the
Oracle. Still, I don’t like it. The council has never been divided.”


“You agreed to
this; we all did,” Tav said, his voice softer as if he was moving farther away.
“Bring her.”


A door pushed
open with a scraping hiss, and Ashayna was dragged forward into another room by
the unknown female. Her captor dumped her on the floor. Before Ashayna could
straighten fully, the door closed with a leaden thud. The sound of a lock
sliding home caused a shiver of worry to crawl up her spine.


The hood was
pulled down and Ashayna jerked in surprise, for she thought she was alone, but
both Tav and Ryanth were present. There was no sign of the woman in the dimly
lit room. The only illumination came from a single mage globe hanging at Tav’s
shoulder. Its light chased the shadows back a ways, just far enough so she
could see the wooden bones of an ancient stairwell spiraling up into darkness
above her head. Dust, cobwebs, and the damp stench of mildew and rotted wood
spoke of long abandonment. Any hope of someone stumbling upon them vanished.
Sorntar might not find her body for years. The thought of Sorntar spurred her
Stonemantle stubbornness into action. Straightening her shoulders, she tilted
her chin up. She would not bring shame to Sorntar. Let them see a human could
be equally fearless as any elemental.


The lupwyn
removed her gag and tossed it away with a dark look. “I’m sorry for what we
must do next. As you can guess, we have reason to believe you are something
other than you appear. Talnarra is normally an excellent judge of character,
but in this she has been compromised by her wish to have her son bond to one
who is an equal in power to him. You are exactly what she has hoped for. I fear
she is too willing to trust Halnora’s word in this.”


“Are we talking
about the same Talnarra?” Ashayna’s voice was rough. She wondered how long she
had been unconscious. Hopefully long enough for Sorntar to realize she was
missing. “And you don’t trust the priestess?”


“Let me say I
trust Priestess Halnora to see to the Mother’s concerns first and all other
mortal concerns much later.”


“So you don’t
trust your Goddess, is that not sacrilege?”


“I serve the
Gods to the best of my ability. While I would sacrifice myself for the greater
good, I will not allow danger to come to my family if I can prevent it. And you
have fast become one my mate views like a daughter.”


Ashayna only
grunted in answer, and then glowered at Tav. “What is your noble reason for
dragging me here?” As she waited for his answer, she took in her surroundings,
looking for a route of escape or any places the other woman could hide.


“Tav’s reasons
are the same as mine. The Dead King advised the council to test both you and
Sorntar.”


“The who?”


“The Rulers of
the Dead wield a power both older and greater than any council member. They
guard the gateway between life and the afterlife. Only rarely do they involve
themselves in the living world. Yet they’ve shown an interest in you…” He let
the sentence die.


Ashayna wished
she hadn’t asked.


Tav cleared his
throat and took up where King Ryanth left off. “Some councilors wished for you
and Sorntar to undergo the trial of the Oracle Stone from the start.”


Ashayna would
bet her favorite dagger that Tav was the opposition’s voice.


“Halnora and
the queen persuaded the rest against it, saying the risk of using the Oracle is
too great. However, it is the only way to find out, with absolute certainty, if
you are untainted by darkness.”


Ashayna leveled
her glare at Tav. “Because I’m human, you assume I must be the tainted one?”


The lupwyn
laughed, answering her when Tav remained silent. “No. You’re simply easier to
capture. Had Lylantra been successful in seducing Sorntar, we would’ve used
him, but Sorntar’s instincts and training make him too difficult to capture
when he has his wits about him. We can’t hide this from Queen Talnarra, but
once it’s done…”


“Yes, it can’t
be undone—I figured that out on my own. So, I have Lylantra to thank for that
mother of all headaches.”


King Ryanth’s
ears flicked forward. “She had nothing to do with your capture. She’s presently
away from Grey Spires, running an errand for the council.”


“Fine, I get
it. You have loads of underlings to do your work. What do you expect to learn?”
She glanced between them. “Or do you already have me marked as unclean, and
this way you can prove your superiority over such a weak species. Be done with
it then; I’ve no desire to give you sport.”


“This has
nothing to do with your human blood. The Oracle Stone shows truth to those who
look upon it. It is used to judge the worthiness of a candidate for the throne
or as punishment for a crime. If they hold a dark secret, the revealing of that
truth is plain for others to see.” When Ashayna arched a brow at him, he
clarified. “The Stone carves out clear warning on the flesh of any who carries
even a hint of darkness. It also reveals a person’s greater qualities if they
are qualified to rule.” As he spoke, he tilted his wrist so she could see a
small furless area where a knotted symbol had been branded into his skin. “Should
you, for some reason unknown to us, be able to hide the mark of the Twelve, it
too will be revealed. Then the Rulers of the Dead shall deal with you.”


He cut the rope
binding her wrists, then turned her until she faced a dark stairwell. The sound
of a sword being drawn echoed loud in her ears.


Dark, narrow,
and dank, those stairs did not inspire her to climb, but she took the first
step anyway. The deep groan of old wood stopped her from taking another.
Undecided, she looked over her shoulder at them and took a half step back. A
burning agony seared her feet. Gasping in pain, she jumped up two steps.
Thinking some weaving had been triggered and the steps would burn, she quickly
glanced over her shoulder. Her hunch proved wrong. The stairs were as they had
been before, no signs of flame or scorching sullied the ancient grain.


“Wonderful. How
do I get myself into these situations?”


The stairs had
held when she’d thrown her weight against them, so she supposed they would hold
the rest of the way up. She took the stairs two at a time, hoping to increase
her chances of missing any more nasty surprises. She climbed another couple
dozen steps and nothing happened.


Perhaps the
weavings only activated if one tried to retreat?


The narrow
stairwell grew darker, but not completely black. Some light filtered down from
an immeasurable distance above, and the grey walls glowed faintly. Running a
cautious fingertip against the surface, she felt a gentle wave of power wafting
through the air, like a predator taking her scent. Thoughts of the tower as a
living creature did nothing to ease her nervousness. She continued climbing
until her thigh muscles knotted and sweat ran along her back. She didn’t slow
her pace. Every few steps she would bark out an oath concerning overly obsessed
councilors.


“I hate magic…I
hate Larnkins…I hate…,” she was going to say bondmates, but admitted to herself
she didn’t hate Sorntar.


She leaned
against one wall to rest. Power hummed along her back and she jerked away from
it. Another swirl of power, stronger than the last, drew her attention to the
wall opposite. A shadow began to coalesce in the stone. She bolted up the
stairs, trying to outrun it. The shadow kept pace with her for another dozen
steps, and she finally looked at it. It was a falcon.


“Failure.
Betrayal.” Words echoed softly against the surrounding walls, a haunted sound
sufficient to chill the sweat on her back.


“I think
failure would be bad.” She choked out her reply.


“Failure. You
failed us, all of us.”


Before Ashayna
could reply to the accusation, she glimpsed an object on the next step. She
tripped, nearly falling back down the stairs. “Thrice cursed place!”


Two daggers,
their blood-stained blades crossed, rested on the next step. She made to kick
both daggers down the stairs, only to have the blood pooled underneath them
vanish into the grain of the wood. The daggers misted away moments later.


She took the
next few steps at a run, leaping up stairs until she left that area well
behind. The visions didn’t allow her peace for long. Another shadow formed on
the wall next to her. She didn’t run this time, instead waiting with taut
nerves to see what shape it would take.


A figure
similar in build and height to Ashayna materialized at arm’s reach. She could
have been looking into a mirror. Ashayna stared at her other self. “What do you
want?”


The figure
cradled a sword in her arms as if it were a child, but paid Ashayna’s question
no mind, instead whispering in a broken voice. “Failure. Betrayal. Death.”


No. I don’t
care. This isn’t real. Anger stirred in her again,
but fear proved stronger, driving her into motion again. If she failed the
Tower’s test, so be it. She ran—other shadowy figures never more than a handful
of steps behind.


“Your hands
will be wet with blood again.”


Glancing down,
she noticed her hands looked normal enough, no blood marked them. When she
finally stopped running, she came to a landing. A large heavy door, its dark
wood the color of old blood and its hinges coated in layers of rust, blocked
her path. Rust lay in a thick coating on the otherwise stout latch. Gritty bits
crumbled off into her hand while she worked at loosening the bolt. She grunted
and bared her teeth and finally it gave with a shower of debris and a deep
grating sound. She pushed on the door. “You’re not going to have the bad form
to be as stubborn as the lock, are you?” Grumbling she slammed her shoulder
into the door. It gave slightly with a deep groan. She slammed her body against
the door again, opening a small fissure big enough to fit her fingers in
between the door and its frame. Stale air puffed out the narrow opening.
Whirling away, she spun and delivered a solid kick to the old wood. The door
grated open enough she could squeeze through.


Inside, a small
chamber, no more than a dozen paces wide, was bathed in a bluish light. Much of
its limited space was consumed by a tall, milky crystal pillar. Within the
pillar power pulsed with a firm rhythm. The sound matched the beat of her
heart. She paced the perimeter of the small eerie chamber until her pulse began
to slow and she breathed less harshly.


“I am here,
tell me your judgment. Though, if the ones on the stair are a reflection of
what you think, I am doomed.”


“Not my
thoughts. Yours.”


She snapped to
attention at the half-formed sound, ghostly, like a voice at the edge of dream.
But this one was all too horribly real.


“Shattered
one, the King will aid you, but beware the wardlen’s masters.”


“The king,
which one?”


The neutral
voice continued as if it hadn’t heard.


“Shadows
gather across the waters, darkness rests in hidden hearts. Not all that is dark
is evil, not everything Light will aid the Balance.”


“What rubbish
is that?”


The pillar
flared once, a random flash of power as if offended by her tone.


She gasped, but
the pillar continued.


“Serve
always the Divinity above your own desires. Beware the awakening.”


Another flash
of power made Ashayna’s eyes tear. She shielded them with one arm, while she
continued to squint at the pillar.


“Remember
your duty, remember your past.”


Sorntar was
suddenly before her, his countenance one of rage changing to shock. He coughed
and blood cascaded down his chin. Shuddering, the last of his rage vanished,
his expression softened. He looked at her with such gratitude she couldn’t understand
the horror of what she was seeing.


“Beloved…..” he
choked and retched more blood. There was so much blood. It coated his chest and
her hands where they were wrapped around the hilts of two daggers.


She pulled the
daggers from his chest. They fell from her frozen hands as Sorntar slumped
against her, dead.


A fissure
formed in her soul, a ragged wound not even the gods could heal.


Ashayna
screamed. Twin stabs of agony burned along her palms, freeing her from her
nightmare. She fell backward with a cry and came to rest with one shoulder
braced against the door’s frame. There was no blood. No Sorntar dying by her
hand. It wasn’t real. She began to sob uncontrollably.


The pain of a
rusty hinge digging into the soft flesh behind her shoulder blades finally brought
her back to herself. With a last sniff, she stopped weeping. With a pained
grunt, she straightened to stand on shaking legs. Everything shook, her heart,
her mind, even her insides. She continued to quiver until pain gave way to a
numbing void.


The numbness
spreading from her heart had reached those two smoldering embers. She
hesitated. For a dozen beats of her heart, she stood staring at the pale skin
on the backs of her hands. With a deep breath, she turned them over. Two
symbols were branded there. One was an intricate knot-design, in pale golden
and bronze tones, akin to King Ryanth’s brand. The other held a fading shadow,
similar to the brighter one in design, though this one made her eyes hurt to
focus upon it.


With a slow
deliberate stride—she feared if she moved faster she would fall and never get
up again—she walked to the stairwell and took the first cautious step down.
Nothing happened. No fire. She dragged her weary body back down, uncaring if
her captors waited below.


At the bottom
the door was still shut, but from behind the heavy wood surface, she could hear
angry shouting. It was silenced by a lupwyn’s short growl. By the sounds, she
judged a brief scuffle had ensued. Not waiting to hear more, she pushed the
door open.


“Don’t pick a fight
with me, young one.”


She recognized
King Ryanth’s voice. Ashayna passed through the door and saw Councilor Tav
first. Then she saw the lupwyn king holding Sorntar pinned against a wall.
Though held immobile by the lupwyn, it didn’t stop Sorntar from venting his
anger.


“You had no
right! My mother would never sanction this. You went against council. Let me
go. She could be dying! Should any harm come to her, ally or no I will…”
Sorntar stilled his accusations when he looked over the lupwyn’s shoulder. “Ashayna?”
The one word conveyed his concern.


“Please release
Sorntar.” Her throat thickened with the threat of tears she refused to allow to
fall. King Ryanth released Sorntar, but still stood in front of him, blocking Sorntar
with his greater bulk.


“Show me,” the
lupwyn said.


She shoved her
hands out, nearly under his muzzle, and waited. He studied her hands for long
moments.


Councilor Tav
leaned forward to inspect both palms, then inclined his head to the lupwyn, and
received a short nod. Tav turned back to Ashayna. “Unlace your vest and shirt.”


She’d expected
a number of questions, but that wasn’t one of them. “Not for your asking.”


Tav cleared his
throat and tilted his head in her direction. “We must see if you now show the
Mark. In the past, it has always been above the heart.”


“Perhaps if you
ordered people around less, they’d like you better.” Ashayna balanced on the
balls of her feet, waiting for one of them to make a move. She didn’t care what
happened next, or what they threatened her with. She was exhausted, bruised,
battered, and generally in a foul mood. “The answer’s still no. I think I’d
know if a brand suddenly appeared on my breast. The other burned worse than
embers straight from a fire.” Ashayna followed Tav with her eyes as he stepped
in her direction.


“Get away from
her!” Sorntar’s bellow ended in a raptor’s scream of rage. He smashed an elbow
into King Ryanth’s stomach and launched himself at Tav. Sorntar didn’t reach
his target. Ryanth leaped forward, and, grabbing Sorntar’s wings, flipped him
over onto his back. The lupwyn landed on top.


“Youngling, did
no one ever tell you to respect your elders?” The lupwyn grunted, fending off
Sorntar’s talons.


“Sorntar, stop,”
she said as she pulled at her vest’s laces, and then the linen shirt underneath.


Ryanth stood,
pulling Sorntar up with him, but he retained his grip on the phoenix. Sorntar
remained motionless, watching the others with a blazing fury until she caught
his eye.


“It’s all right,
Sorntar,” she said, and then broke his gaze to glare at the lupwyn while she
held the shirt open wider. “Now, if everything meets your approval, we’ll be
leaving.”


The lupwyn
leaned forward, flicked his gaze over the area once, and then politely nodded
his head. Tav took a step closer, raised his hand and pointed a talon at her
heart.


“If that talon
comes any closer, I’ll break it off.” Ashayna flashed a smile full of teeth.


Tav folded his
talons and bowed his head. “You have passed the test. I am sorry you had to
undergo it, yet it was necessary.”


The lupwyn king
bowed his head as well. “I hope you understand why we needed to do as we did.
If the Twelve were again to roam the land, I would prefer to be prepared for
what would ride the winds of war with them.”


Ryanth released
Sorntar. Her bondmate leaped to her side and mantled his wings around her body.


Tav and Ryanth
bowed again and left.


Sorntar stood
stiffly, wings still mantled around her. He’d turned his head to one side,
giving her some semblance of privacy.


“We need to
talk, but I don’t want to speak of it here,” Ashayna said. She tried to lace
her vest. A task made more difficult by her shaking hands and the tears
overflowing her eyes.


“Ash.” His
inner turmoil resolved, he took her in a stiff embrace.


Fighting back
sobs, she returned his awkward hug. She didn’t know where to put her arms, but
settled for tucking them under his wings where they joined to his back. The
soft feathers tickled and she fought a surprising urge to stroke them. Sorntar’s
posture relaxed, and he pulled her more firmly against his chest. His arms
tightened around her shoulders. He rubbed his cheek against the crown of her
head, and then buried his face in her hair, exhaling warm breath against her
neck. One hand dropped lower to rub the small of her back in slow gentle
circles. “Ash, you’re safe now.”


Locked in the
circle of his arms, with his wings mantled around her, she did feel safe for
the first time in a very long time. And yet, with her ear pressed to his chest,
listening to the throb of his powerful hearts, his hand stroking her back, she
also felt a strange sort of vulnerability, too. His pleasant masculine scent
surrounded her, slowly seeping into her lungs with each breath, and with it
came understanding. She felt feminine within the big phoenix’s arms.


Off balance,
her emotions in a riot, she stiffened.


Sorntar shifted
slightly, but didn’t let her go. “Come, we’ll go somewhere you can rest.” His
voice rumbled over her head, echoing with remnants of his rage, and perhaps
another emotion she wasn’t ready to examine too much. He pulled back enough to
straighten her shirt and then he began to lace her vest back together. Her
breath hitched at the strangely intimate gesture.


When everything
was in place, he tugged her back against his side.


Just this
once, she thought. After all that’s happened, I
can be weak this once. With a sigh, she rested her forehead against his
chest. “I’m not going to run and hide. We should at least put in an appearance
at weapons class.” Talking into his chest was awkward, but she didn’t pull away.
She wasn’t certain she could stand on her own. “They’ll likely believe I got
lost again and you’ve been looking for me this whole time and only now found
me.”


He pushed her
to arm’s length his astute gaze sweeping over her. “I can’t believe I’m saying
this, but you look more recovered now. If you had seen yourself in a mirror…”


“Yes,
it…was…unpleasant.” She remembered the feel of her soul sundering. Her throat
closed tight.


They didn’t
speak again until they’d left the chamber and went out under the sun’s
reassuring warmth. Still, it didn’t come easy, dragging those memories up to
the forefront of her mind, having to explain what she’d seen. He listened with
great patience, never interrupting, even though she could feel his need to
question in more depth. She even warned him about Lylantra. Finally, after she
had told everything, she put her true fear into words “What do you think it all
means? Does it mean what I think it does?”


“That you
killed me in the past? Doubtful. The Tower shows both your greatest fears as
well as your weaknesses. Your greatest fear is failure, to fail in your duty.”
He mulled over his thoughts aloud. “The last great failure the Twelve suffered
is likely the worst thing you could perceive. You feared you were the Destroyer
and could fail like that again. The Tower took your innermost fear and made it
real so you would be forced to overcome it. However, it does not mean we are
those wretched two….besides, you’ve been tested twice. You’re not the
Destroyer.”


His words were
plausible, if put together in desperation on his part. So she told him about
the shadow on the other palm. He had no words of comfort for that.


“You didn’t
fail,” Sorntar said. “That’s enough. Still, I think it wise to learn more about
all this. I don’t know who on the council we can trust, including my parents. My
mother is more likely to withhold information than to share it with us, and we
might find ourselves questioned, thoroughly.” Sorntar fell silent as
they passed another phoenix wearing a messenger’s satchel. When she was out of
hearing range, he continued, “Put it out of your mind if you can. We can worry
later, after we’ve studied some of the ancient writings.”


“I’ll try, but
I doubt I’ll be able to forget there was a third person present and I might not
learn her identity.”


“A troubling
thought,” he agreed. “However, no matter how much I would like to find out who
else means you harm, I think we need to find answers. The library is the best
place to start.”


“But when will
we find time to research this problem? We can’t surround ourselves with books
and go into hiding without causing more suspicion.”


“Five days
hence is one of the scheduled relaxation times, when we are free to do as we
wish. If anyone notices us gone, they will think I’ve taken you hunting or some
such.”


“I’ll try not
to get kidnapped before then.” Ashayna couldn’t shake the nagging fear as she
gazed at him. Deep within her heart, she wondered if what she’d seen could so
readily be explained away.


Sorntar grunted
in answer, obviously not finding her jest particularly humorous.


 











Chapter Twelve


 


The quiet of
night descended, marking the end of another day that seemed long to Sorntar’s
reckoning. Sadly, this night promised to be no more relaxing than the last
three sleepless ones. Since Ashayna’s ordeal with the Oracle Tower, he’d done
all in his power to appear as if nothing was wrong—a difficult feat with his
concentration in shambles. Only luck kept his friends or instructors from
noticing his distracted state. Perhaps they put it off to his awakening Larnkin,
or his infatuation with Ashayna.


There was one
bit of good news. His Larnkin had returned to sleep. Sorntar thanked both the
God and the Goddess for that. Still, all was not peaceful. Hence the reason he
was lurking outside Ashayna’s rooms, perched on a bench, hidden in an alcove
between two pillars.


To anyone
looking down the hall he wasn’t visible. Sorntar hoped no one decided to come
down this particular corridor tonight since he didn’t trust magic under the
circumstances. Besides, it would make it more complicated if he had to explain
he didn’t trust his own Larnkin or the Elders. So he waited and watched,
trusting the shadows to hide him.


Ashayna’s joke
about being kidnapped a second time had him guarding her door each night. While
a second abduction was unlikely, the nagging worry was enough to keep him on
edge. Never again did he want to experience the despair he’d felt when his Larnkin
had tracked her to the Oracle’s Tower.


When he had
first seen Ashayna emerge from the Tower, her face seemed sunken, almost aged,
and her eyes—he shuddered at the memory. They were bruise-dark with horror.
Then with dignity, she’d gathered her pride and straightened to extend her
hands out to the lupwyn, challenging him with a sharp look to say anything.
Seeing what she held out toward King Ryanth, Sorntar had been struck
speechless. Etched into her palm was a leader’s symbol, marking her as a
natural born ruler, pre-ordained to follow that path.


As he had
hoped, Ashayna would become a ruling queen, not just his consort, when he took
the throne in some vague and distant future. His bondmate, his queen, his
equal. Those thoughts had warmed him the last three nights.


The swish of
feathers and clicking of talons against stone announced the immediate arrival
of one of his race. He unsheathed his dagger, idly testing the sharpness of its
tip.


Kandarra
appeared around a branch in the corridor and proceeded directly to Ashayna’s
door. She reached into a satchel slung over one shoulder and pulled out a
ribbon wrapped package. Sorntar sheathed his dagger and slipped up behind his
sister.


“A little late,
isn’t it?”


She dropped her
bundle and spun around in surprise. Expelling a ragged breath, she growled, “Next
time, say something!”


“I did.”
Sorntar challenged her with a look.


“Before you’re
breathing down my neck, idiot.” Kandarra jabbed a finger into his chest to
emphasize her point.


“Insult me
later. What exactly are you doing?”


Kandarra
studied him with a narrow-eyed look. Perhaps taking in his thin-lipped
expression and edgy stance, her demeanor softened. “I was just bringing Ashayna
some Moonbane for her hair.”


“Flowers?” His
hand crept towards his dagger again. “Ashayna asked you for flowers?”


“She didn’t
actually ask for them, but I saw how she admired the way some of us wear them
woven into their manes and crests. I thought since Ashayna no longer needs to
adhere to the restrictions as she did among the humans, she might like some ornaments
for her hair.” She paused, and then added with a liberal dose of sarcasm, “I
also brought some clips and other things if they meet with your approval.”


“Why bring them
now?” he countered.


“Because they
have the loveliest scent of any night blooming flower. They’re newly picked. I
just placed a weaving upon them so they’ll remain fresh for a few days.” His
sister glowered at him a second time for good measure. “With your permission, I’ll
leave them here so she can get them in the morning. I even left a note so she’d
know who they’re from. We wouldn’t want her to come hunting you in revenge if
she mistook them for a love token.”


Sorntar
grunted. He would not feel foolish, not for protecting his bondmate. Idly he
wondered if he should reveal what he knew. Uncertainty stilled his tongue.


“So tell me,
brother, why are you guarding Ashayna’s door?” Her expression shifted to one of
worry. “Has something else happened? A few days ago, when you said Ashayna had
gotten lost, I thought you were hiding something, and then Vinarah was late as
well.”


“You could say
that. Don’t mention it to anyone else. We have it well in hand.”


“Yes, that’s
why you’re encamped in front of Ashayna’s door.” Kandarra arched a feathered
brow at him. “She doesn’t know, does she?”


“No,” he said. “I’m
here in case anyone else may have a grudge against a human with power. You said
Vinarah was late. Which lesson?”


“Weapons, the
one you and Ashayna neglected. Vinarah missed weapons warm-ups and had to
partner with Caltanwyn.” Kandarra smiled. “She told me she had forgotten her
throwing knives and went back for them.”


“Thank you. I’m
sorry if I was abrupt.”


“Hmm, abrupt. I
can think of another word for it.” She hugged him. 


After she
released him, he watched her until she vanished back down the tunnel. Before he
returned to his perch, he gave the flowers one fleeting probe with his power.
They were nothing more than Kandarra claimed.


* * * *


“Remind me to
thank Kandarra for the flowers.”


The sound of
Ashayna’s voice jarred him awake, and the corridor swam into focus. Ashayna
stood in front of him, a wing-length away, watching him. Sorntar couldn’t move
or speak for a full five heartbeats, while his Larnkin slid back deep within,
returning to its slumber. The sensation of his consciousness and the ancient Larnkin
slipping past each other, like two strangers brushing shoulders in a narrow
passage, caused a shudder to ripple down his wings.


He wasn’t sure
which he was more concerned about: that his Larnkin felt the danger to Ashayna
was great enough to warrant close watch, or that it was skilled enough to
control his body while he slept.


“You’ll need to
mask your emotions better if you’re going to be king one day,” Ashayna said,
her expression sympathetic. “Besides, I saw your magic flare before you got it
under control.”


He held his
tongue, not sure how much to tell.


“That’s
something I understand. To lose control. Your life no longer completely your
own. To have magic raging—when a moment before there had been nothing—then gone
again just as suddenly.” Ashayna began to laugh with a sharp-edged quality. “Ha!
You call it Larnkin. Gods, your people even welcome it.” She shook her head and
flicked her braid back over her shoulder. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, your
fear proves you’re the only one with a bit of sense.”


Sorntar
recovered enough to speak. “While there are times being host to a Larnkin can
be uncomfortable, you should not fear them. They are divine, sent by the God
and Goddess to guide us.”


“Don’t say the
words unless you believe them.” She exhaled loudly. “Sorry. I didn’t intend to
get into a debate. What will today’s lessons be? More weapons practice, history
lessons, or the ritual abuse of trying to summon my magic?”


Sorntar
laughed, surprising himself. There was no doubt what Ashayna preferred. “I
believe Caltanwyn wishes to see us in the practice yard again today, our
history lesson will wait another day, but some magic practice is expected.”


“I hate magic.”


* * * *


Ashayna stifled
a yawn. Sorntar glared at her, but she didn’t look up at him, her gaze fixed
upon the ground a hand’s span from where she sat cross-legged. Her jaw flexed
as she fought off another yawn. He might have felt pity for her if he hadn’t
been up the last four nights in a row. Blinking to clear his vision, Sorntar
looked outside the small circle of Wardstones. Most other mentors and apprentices
had retired for the night.


“Concentrate.”


“I am,” Ashayna
snapped.


“On what,
sleeping?”


Her eyebrow
arched up in warning.


He wasn’t
intimidated. Instead he reached out and picked up a blindfold lying between
them. Tossing it at her, she snatched it out of the air. “Try the blindfold
again. You did better with it last time. Without visual distractions, maybe it
will force you to concentrate on communication with your Larnkin.”


“It doesn’t
seem interested in talking,” Ashayna said. “Or maybe it’s just not ready.”


Sorntar sighed.


“I’ll try. That’s
all I can promise.” Ashayna tied the cloth over her eyes.


“Good, now
relax, breathe deep. Reach within.” Sorntar threaded a hint of hypnotic magic
into his words. Echoing his own commands, he closed his eyes and breathed deeply,
matching her. “You can feel your magic, your Larnkin within you. Her spirit
burning clear and bright, near limitless power. Eternal.”


“I…yes, it’s
there. Just out of my reach.”


“She. Your Larnkin
is the female half to mine. You may not know her name, but I doubt she
appreciates being called ‘it,’” Sorntar said. “Ask her to grant you the use of
your power. Focus your intentions so she may understand.”


The air inside
the wardstone shield heated. A peculiar odor reached his nose. The scent of
Elemental Fire was familiar, but there was another magic—like frost on a late
fall morning—one he should never have been able to scent. Spirit Elemental
magic mixed with Elemental Fire. Sorntar snapped his eyes open. Ashayna sat in
the same position as she had been before, only now a pale white fire outlined
her body, not just her hands, her entire body. At their apex, the dancing
flames were blood kissed.


“Sorntar,” she
breathed his name out, no panic marred her voice. “I think I’m actually doing
it.”


“Yes, Ash.”
Sorntar whispered, while trying to maintain his calm. He glanced at the nearest
wardstone. Its crystalline surface pulsed with absorbed power, more than it
could siphon off into its protective shield. The other pillars encircling them
showed the same pulsing power. A stress fracture appeared along the base of
one. “That’s good enough for now. Ground your power. We’ll work on it more
tomorrow.”


Ashayna cocked
her head to one side. “I can’t…it’s not obeying me.” She ripped her blindfold
from her eyes. Ashayna didn’t even look at him, instead her eyes locked on the
fire burning along her arms, and then to the rest of her body. The magic
encircling her flared again. She screamed and bolted upright. Sorntar didn’t
have the luxury to wait and see if she would get it under control.


“Everyone, get
out now,” Sorntar shouted. He sprang to his feet, letting his momentum carry
him forward. Slamming into Ashayna, he overbalanced her and she went stumbling
backwards. They sprawled flat on the ground. While Ashayna was still dazed, he
mantled his wings and tail around her, and summoned his personal shields to
full power. A series of pops from displaced air told him the remaining mentors
were getting their charges out of danger.


The world
exploded around him. A screaming vortex of power washed around them as the
violated wardstones erupted. Crystal shards flew in all directions. Fragments
rained down upon his shield. He held his position, listening for the sounds of
tinkling crystal shards to stop. Ashayna’s warm breaths puffed against his
shoulder, and he tilted his head until he could see her face clearly. It was
ashen, but at least power no longer painted her in shades of white and crimson.


“Ah, guess it’s
settled then. Mother wanted me to find out what you were capable of. Remember
how you could sense the power of the Wild Path? And I said it was odd you could
work Fire and sense Spirit. Mother wanted to know if you could do more than
sense it,” he commented.


Ashayna pushed
at him, trying to get out from under his shrouding wings. He let her shove him
away. Drawing one leg under himself, he sat and surveyed the scene. Most of the
room was damaged, the worst radiating outwards from their own demolished
wardstone circle. An adjacent circle had sustained a lesser amount of damage,
but those pillars were heavily stressed. It was good the mentor and youngling
working there had escaped in time.


On the tail of
that thought, several of his mother’s personal guard arrived, followed closely
by his parents. Sorntar struggled to his feet. By his mother’s dark look, he
guessed this wasn’t how she wished him to find out about his bondmates
capabilities. Ashayna stiffened. He stepped forward until he was shoulder to
shoulder with her.


* * * *


That Sorntar
seemed to think they needed to show a unified front to his mother probably didn’t
bode well for her. Ashayna stood at attention, prepared for a spectacular
dressing down. To her surprise Sorntar took a step ahead of her, shielding her
from Queen Talnarra’s intense gaze.


“Mother,
Ashayna only did what I asked. I pressed her too hard and she lost control.”


“Dramatically,
I see,” Talnarra said, with a glance around at the mess. Her gaze hardened as
she studied Ashayna. “I’ve obviously overestimated my son’s abilities. Neither
of you will practice without an elder in the future.”


“Talnarra, don’t
be so harsh,” Kysoran said. He tilted his head to one side. His crest fluffed
in a motion Ashayna attributed to humor. “You’re secretly pleased, admit it.
Our son’s bondmate is extraordinarily powerful, just like you were hoping for.”


Talnarra’s eyes
narrowed, but she nodded stiffly. “Yes. However it doesn’t mean I’m pleased to
see she’s destroyed half the practice chamber.” She sighed, then continued, “My
mate has a point. I’m expecting too much, too soon, from you both. Go have a
healer check on your Larnkins, and then get some rest. Ashayna, you will be
tired when the thrill of your pounding blood returns to normal. There is a
price for calling on the amount of power you did.”


With that said,
Talnarra and Kysoran withdrew, followed by seven grim-faced guards. Ashayna
knew it wasn’t over as easily as that. No, she was willing to bet the council
would assemble to discuss her little escapade involving fire and spirit magic.


Ashayna winced
as a small throb stabbed into her temples. The price Talnarra mentioned? A
second throb vibrated through her brain. Exhaustion, swift and overpowering as
snow cascading down a mountain side, threatened to engulf her.


She let Sorntar
urge her out of the rubble and towards the healer’s. When they were almost to
their destination, he drew her aside into an alcove.


“After you have
recovered, I want to study in the library.”


By his tone,
Ashayna was willing to bet it was more likely to be researching the history of
a certain twelve talismans, than studying for their lessons.


“Yes, that sounds
prudent.”











Chapter Thirteen


 


Navigating the
library baffled Ashayna. Even the sprawl of the practice grounds and the many
buildings comprising the stable complex was nothing compared to the complexity
of the library’s corridors, stairs, and tightly nested rooms. Mentally cursing
narrow stairs, which reminded her far too much of her time in the Oracle
 Tower, she steeled herself against fear and followed close at Sorntar’s heels.


“The part of
the library we’re headed to is more spacious than this section, nothing like
the Oracle Tower,” he said.


“I didn’t say
anything aloud. And I had my shields in place.” Tilting her chin up to meet his
gaze, she stood with a hand braced on her hip.


A look of mild
embarrassment crossed Sorntar’s features. “Though I’ll admit to trying to peek
into your mind on previous occasions, I didn’t this time. Your Larnkin grows
stronger, and with it, your ability to project your thoughts.” He shrugged, his
wings flaring with the movement. “As our Larnkins recover from the severing of
the bond which occurred when they took us as hosts, our magic will grow in
strength. Increasingly, we will be able to sense what the other thinks and
feels. It has some benefits,” he rushed on, “Only rarely will I intentionally
read your private thoughts.”


“How gallant of
you.” A smile twisted the corner of her lips up at his hasty and very nervous
explanation, spoiling her attempt at anger.


He didn’t say
anything in response, just stood there looking blameless and altogether too
handsome. As she stomped past him, she glanced up to see if he’d caught her
last stray thought.


He flashed a
quick shy smile. Was it her imagination, or did his skin darken with a blush?


Instant warmth
flooded her, twisting low in her belly. A shiver raced down her body and her
breathing hitched. Blood rushed to her cheek at her body’s surprising response
to him.


By the gods,
it was just a smile. Stop acting like a girl at her first flush of maidenhood. Scolding herself didn’t stop the pounding of her heart.


“Curse it,” she
whispered and tromped ahead, uncaring that she lacked the slightest clue where
she was headed.


They moved
deeper into a new section. This one made the first area seem open and spacious.
The small dark corridor had one point in its favor—this deep, with its gloomy
atmosphere, no one was likely to disturb them or ask uncomfortable questions
about her magic. Just when she was searching for something to say to break the
awkward silence, Sorntar pointed down a newer section of tunnel. They arrived
at a large book-lined room with tables and benches at its center.


“We should
start with older scrolls dealing with the Oracle Stone,” Sorntar said. “Nothing
I know or have discovered fully explains what it is.”


“Maybe we
should just go to the other councilors.”


“I’d rather
not. What I know of the Oracle leads me to believe its words are always
truthful, but not easily understood. There is a saying among my people ‘Beware
the untruths and the half-truths, for many have died in deception’s shadow.’  Of
late I have heard what must certainly be half-truths and full evasions by some
elders. Then there is the strength of our Larnkins.”


Sorntar drew
breath to say something else, but instead his brows furrowed and he pressed his
lips tight together. She thought she knew what he’d left unsaid. They weren’t
likely to find a solution to their problems in a book.


* * * *


“How can I
help?” Ashayna fingered a scroll covered in a flowing script, then hunched over
it, her nose a bare hand-span away. She still couldn’t read a word of it.
Bracing her hands against the stone table, she looked up at Sorntar. “What
language is this anyway?”


“A dialect of
ancient lupwyn,” he replied. “I can weave a spell to allow you to know our
languages. It’s a simple spell, very harmless.”


“In case you
haven’t noticed, I don’t do well with magic.”


“Ash, let me
try.”


She sighed and
glanced around the room. Every book was written in a foreign language. Despite
her supposedly vast magic, she couldn’t help Sorntar with this simple task.
Anything would be better than this feeling of worthlessness, even magic. “Fine.
Try if you think it will help.”


Sorntar’s eyes
widened, his lips parting on a surprised breath. Just as quickly, he hid his
astonishment and stepped around the corner of the table, motioning for her to
straighten up. She did and found he’d moved forward at the same time. He
crowded her back against the table’s edge. The bulk of his wings blocked escape
to either side. The table prevented retreat. Their bodies were close enough to
touch. Her breath came shallow, her heart started to race. Ashayna turned her
head away and tried to shield herself. If he read her mind now, he would know
how he affected her. Her heart continued to pound its frantic rhythm.


A warm weight
landed on either side of her hips—the steady grip of his hands. He lifted her
like she weighed nothing and sat her on the edge of the table. When he stepped
between her thighs, she tensed. Too late to stop him, his hands moved to her
shoulders. A rising wave of his magic caressed her a moment before its burning
essence tickled her nose. Sorntar’s familiar scent blanketed her until a
strange mix of panic and desire tightened her stomach.


“Easy, Ash,” he
crooned. “I needed to get within the perimeter of your physical shields. They’re
stronger than plate armor. I felt you summoning them as soon as you agreed to
the spell.”


“I didn’t…I
wasn’t aware.” She might not be aware what her magic was doing, but she was
very much aware of how close Sorntar stood. The broad expanse of his naked
chest nearly begged for her to explore. Her gaze trailed down his chest. Seeing
the hard muscles of his thighs trapped between hers made her heart race. His
spicy scent surrounded her. Liquid heat swirled through her blood, coming to
rest low in her belly as breath sped from her lungs.


Hesitantly, she
traced the outline of one of his primaries. The feather was wider than her hand
and knife-edge rigid. He sighed, the tension in his wings melting away with the
sound. Encouraged by his response, she ran a finger up his feather’s length
until the quill’s shaft disappeared under another layer of feathers. These were
softer, and vanished in turn under a layer of down. Her fingers curved around
his one wing bone, just above where it joined to his back. It was bigger around
than her fingers could span.


Sorntar began a
deep rumbling, not unlike a cat’s purr. Risking a glance up at his face, she
found he had his chin tucked against his chest, his eyes closed, and the
feathers of his crest were half raised.


A tugging at
the end of her braid made her jump, she relaxed when Sorntar began unwinding
the thick coils. His fingers smoothed each strand, removing tangles, the scrape
of his fingers along her scalp raising tiny thrills along her flesh. With each
sweep of his finger, she leaned closer, when he started massaging her temples,
she nearly purred along with him. The last time someone combed her hair had
been during childhood. Those memories paled to Sorntar’s touch.


She released
his wing to stroke his back. Her fingers molded to taut skin, trailing up to
his shoulders. His hands dropped from her hair and took a firm grip on her
hips. He pulled her closer. It still wasn’t close enough. She arched her back
and crushed her breasts to his chest. Her fingers bit into his shoulders.


Hot and moist,
his lips trailed along her jaw, his tongue darting out to lick the sensitive
skin of her neck. With a slow, thorough determination he carefully worked his
way up to nuzzle her ear. Teeth nibbled at the lobe with gentle nips before his
warm lips moved down her throat.


She gasped at
the heat shooting straight to her core. Her blood thundering in her veins, she
arched closer, her hands clinging to his shoulders. Sorntar melted against her
with a groan, then continued his lazy exploration downward until he came in
contact with the delicate silver chain. His cooing changed tones, growing
deeper. He tugged at the chain, attempting to free her necklace from the
confines of her vest.


In truth, it
was his necklace. But he couldn’t have it back. It was the only thing
able to calm her Larnkin. Panicked, she jerked away from Sorntar, but was
halted by his wings crossing behind her back. His cooing stopped. He opened his
eyes a slit. He took her one hand and flattened the fingers against his chest, and
then his eyelashes lowered again.


At least he
wasn’t going to make an issue out of her borrowed necklace. It must hold some
special meaning. If she knew what it was, she was afraid her honor would demand
she give it back to Sorntar. That would likely anger her Larnkin.


Unable to help
herself, her fingers curled in one final caress. “Ah…this isn’t research, nor
is it going to help me read ancient languages.”


“Mutual
grooming,” he rumbled without opening his eyes.


“I’d say it’s a
little more than that…” She put her hand on his chest and pushed. Reluctantly,
he let her go. She put as much distance between them as the room’s narrow
confines allowed. “I think we need to focus on the problem at hand.”


“Problem?” he
asked sleepily.


“Larnkins, Oracle
 Tower…Sorntar, you need to focus.”


He shook out
his feathers and stretched, his eyes sharpening with intelligence. Looking
around, he murmured something about spring and mating instincts. There wasn’t a
hint of embarrassment in his eyes. He picked up the nearest scroll and offered
it to her. “Can you read it now? I cast the weaving before we… digressed.”


She cleared her
throat as she snatched it from his hand. Unrolling it, she looked at the
lettering only to have the words shimmer and blur. Dizziness swamped her. The
scroll slipped from her numb fingers. She stumbled, slamming a hip against the
table. Sorntar pulled her against his chest before she joined the scroll on the
floor. With one strong arm behind her shoulders and the other hooked under her
knees, he lifted her with ease. She gasped in surprise. When the ceiling
stopped spinning, she found herself staring into Sorntar’s intense gaze.


“Are you all right?”
Concern formed little creases along the corners of his mouth.


“I’m fine. You
can put me down. If anyone asks, that wasn’t a swoon.”


Humor glinted
in his eyes. “Of course not.”


“I don’t swoon.
Put me down.”


“My weaving
didn’t take.” He peered down into her eyes. “Would you like me to try a second
time when you’re recovered? Perhaps this one will reinforce the first enough
your magic won’t undo my work so quickly.”


“No!” Ashayna
pushed at his chest until he had to put her down or drop her. “Thank you for
trying, but I think I’ve had a big enough dose of your magic for now.”


“Sorry, my
spell casting abilities are normally better than that. I allowed myself to
become distracted.” He had the grace to look embarrassed and backed off several
steps.


“Happens to the
best of us.” Ashayna straightened her clothing without meeting his gaze. She
just wanted the whole episode behind them. “We have work to do.”


In the end, she
helped Sorntar in whatever way she could. At first gathering certain books he
described, and then later putting away the ones he set aside in rejection. Time
crept by as Sorntar leafed through book after book, unable to find what he
sought. With little else to do, she opted to sit and pretend she wasn’t
studying him.


The feathers of
his crest shifted, and she realized she hadn’t shielded her thoughts well
enough.


“If you get
bored with the…scenery, you can always write a letter to your family.” He didn’t
raise his eyes from the scroll, but she still saw his grin. “There is paper and
supplies in the pack by your feet. We might be able to get a santhyrian to
deliver it for you.”


Ashayna reached
down and rummaged through the pack until she grasped a sheet of paper. She
crumpled it up and sent it sailing through the air. It hit Sorntar squarely in
the chest. “It’s not nice to make fun,” she stated.


“My apologies,
I couldn’t resist.” He tossed the paper back, catching her in the shoulder.


She grunted and
pulled out another sheet of paper. When Sorntar held his hands up in surrender,
she only reached down and grabbed quill and ink. He chuckled, returning to his
research.


Ashayna stared
at the cream-colored paper for some moments, trying to put words to her
experiences among the Elementals. Dipping quill into ink, she started to write.
Words poured fourth onto the page faster than she thought possible. By the end
one letter had become two.


The first one she
addressed to her entire family, the second to Sorsha and Lamarra alone. In it
she wrote everything she couldn’t put in the first.


Ashayna poured
a bit of wax from a candle and sealed the second letter. When she was finished,
she stood and looked in Sorntar’s direction. He was slumped over a stack of
books, sleeping. One hand laid on a partially unrolled scroll. The other rested
on his thigh, close to the hilt of one sword. “Ready to protect me even in your
sleep,” she whispered. Something in her chest tightened. “Ah, you could steal a
woman’s heart without even trying.”


She sank down
and knelt beside him, one hand braced on the bench next to his thigh while the
other caressed his primaries. His wings twitched gently, and she murmured
nonsense to him until the quivering subsided. He leaned toward her touch,
rubbing his cheek against her palm in his sleep. Her heart thumped in her chest,
and once again she didn’t seem able to control her breathing when she touched
him. She ran her fingers through his crest. A compulsion to lean nearer, to
take him in her arms, to press herself against him and forge a closer tie,
flooded her mind. She froze, her fingers buried in his crest. She narrowed her
eyes and forced her hand back to her side. Power swirled through her blood.
Likely it had been building for a while without her realizing. It had been so
long since she’d last felt its manipulation’s, she’d forgotten the danger her Larnkin
represented.


“I think not,”
she said to her magic. Resisting its influence, she turned her attention back
to Sorntar. “I need space. Time to think. To understand what I feel for you.”
Knowing he would want to be informed of her leaving, guilt kicked in her gut. “I
won’t be gone long, I promise.”


She fled the
room. Her throat tightened with emotions she’d kept in check, until now. Thick
carpeting muffled her footsteps. Its somber black and grey pattern matched her
mood. As the corridor descended, she glimpsed other rooms along its length, one
easily the size of the Great Hall. Her Larnkin stirred once, then stilled.
Ashayna halted and waited to see if it was going to cause trouble, but it
returned to sleep.


“Sorntar deserves
better than to get stuck with a stubborn, short-tempered bondmate, who doesn’t
trust or can’t control her magic.” Ashayna directed her statement at her Larnkin.
“Why would you choose me for your host? I’m a human, for mercy’s sake! Even the
elders think you chose badly.”


As she
expected, her Larnkin gave no answer.


The corridor
branched again. This new one easily large enough for ten or more santhyrians to
walk abreast. Curiously, it curved steadily downward in a spiral. She prepared
to turn back when she glanced to the left and caught sight of a dimly
illuminated room. Hair on the back of her neck and along her arms rose. A
thread of power slid over her skin. She sidestepped, drawing closer to one
wall. With her back again solid stone, she treaded closer to study the room for
danger. Entering, she saw a large, stone-topped table—the room’s only
furnishing.


Air, heavy with
a deep sense of sorrow enveloped her. She hastily backed away.


No one
living dwells here. This is a place for the dead.


The thoughts
came unbidden into her mind. If they came from her Larnkin, all the more reason
to leave. Fleeing the room, she broke into a jog for a dozen paces, only to
come to a sudden stop when nothing looked familiar. She glanced back to the
hall. Shadows flirted across the tiles in front of the entrance.


“It’s a trick
of the light, nothing more,” she mumbled to herself.


The subdued
presence from the hall followed her, growing thicker as she stood there.


“And my
imagination.” In her haste to leave, she must have taken the wrong exit. She
went back into the hall and chose the only other door. It led to another
unfamiliar tunnel. Impossible.


Cursing narrow
passageways and untrustworthy magic, she returned to the first tunnel. It had
to be the correct one. Yet both directions led farther down instead of back to
the world above.


“I did not just
get lost again. No, I refuse to believe it.” Ashayna continued her denials
until the sound of talons on stone interrupted her thoughts. She fell silent
and followed the sound. At least whoever she followed likely knew where they
were going. Rounding a bend, she spotted the distant figure of a phoenix. Her
earlier experiences cautioned her against calling out. By the time she reached
the place where the phoenix had been, the mysterious person was gone.


Stale, musty
air lay heavy on her lungs as she descended. Ahead, the path opened onto a vast
room, stretching far into the distance. It must take up a huge section beneath Grey
Spires, and filling it was a garden of stone. A giant tree arched its branches
above her head. Lifelike leaves seemed to have been ruffled by some long ago
wind, then in a blink of an eye frozen in stone. She trailed her fingers over
its realistic bark as she walked by, snorting at her own whimsy. More likely it
was just more intricate artwork, not of magical origins. Whatever its purpose
or origin, she found it rather beautiful, if a bit strange.


Too busy
staring at her surroundings, she didn’t see the stone pedestal until her knee
banged into it. The ancient body lying in state shifted sideways a hand-span
before coming to a stop. She screeched and scrambled back a few paces.


The body, not
much more than a few dried feathers and bits of bone, was encased in armor.
Looking around, she saw more bodies on pedestals tucked in among stone trees.


Her stomach
tightened—these were the dead of a magical race. There was no telling what
ghosts might walk among the stone trees in this cold place.


Closing her
eyes, she calmed her breathing. She shivered once more, but her heart followed
the lead set by her lungs and grudgingly slowed its rapid pace. She was
preparing to retreat the way she had come when something shuffled behind her.
Her heart rattled against her ribs anew. Whirling towards the sound, she saw a
corpse walking towards her. A shout of fear escaped her even as instinct guided
her hand to her sword hilt.


The figure
moved closer. He was not a dead one awakened from its long sleep after all, but
a flesh and blood phoenix painted in shades of ash-grey and charcoal to look
like death.


“I’m sorry.”
Her words fell flat, swallowed by dead air. The stranger made no response. “I
didn’t mean to trespass.”


“You have
disturbed the sleepers in the Garden of Eternity.”


She shivered at
the whisper of his voice along her mind, even though the tone lacked anger or
any other emotion for that matter. This one was absolute tranquility.


“Forgive me.” She responded, narrowing her thoughts down to a focused point. “I
meant no insult. If you point me in the right direction, I’ll be more than happy
to leave.”


Another guard,
a large gryphon, appeared beside the phoenix. A soft buzzing sensation on the
outer edge of Ashayna’s consciousness warned her they communicated mind to mind
for a brief time.


“You are to
come with us.” The phoenix covered the last bit of
distance, now nearly upon her.


“No, I must
return to where Sorntar waits.” She evaded his
talon-tipped grasp and placed another statue between them as she continued to
back up.


“None may
leave once they have entered the sacred cavern.”
The new mind voice belonged to the female gryphon. It held a hint of pity.


“I don’t
think Sorntar would like that.”


“The Dead
King wishes to speak to you. Come willingly or be hunted down. It is your
choice.”


She must have
imagined the pity, for the gryphon’s tone was as unforgiving as a winter ice
storm and twice as cold. Ashayna backed away, retracing her steps. Though, by
the scent of magic permeating the air, these two were formidable. She’d be
lucky to get a hundred paces before they caught her.


The garden of
tombs held a menacing air, laden with urgency and darkness. Movement fluttered
at the corners of her vision. Urged by her Larnkin or her own fear—Ashayna didn’t
stop to ponder which—she turned and fled, as if every skeleton had arisen to
give chase. Luck held and she made it to the morbid garden’s outer edge before
a chilling power raised the hair on her body. It tried to instigate itself into
her heart, creeping past her shields and along her skin. This new power was
akin to the Wild Path’s strange magic, only stronger, so much stronger. A
compulsion grew in her mind and insisted she surrender to that cold eerie
power. She slowed, listening to its silent command. Her Stonemantle
stubbornness, mixed with a liberal dose of fear, wrenched her mind from its
seductive call.


With very
little knowledge, less skill, but plenty of desperation, Ashayna summoned a
shield of protection as she ran. Somewhere behind her one of the guards
summoned power. The hair on her arms rose to attention a moment before the
attack. To her amazement, her shield held against the guard’s first volley, but
she sensed that the other cold power flowing after her, giving chase, was the
true danger. It probed at her shields, learning them, seeking weakness.


Another twenty
paces and she was free of the garden. Continuing to run, she desperately called
to Sorntar. Terror, generated by the presence of what lay behind, helped her
focus her power.


Her Larnkin
flared to life. Its power flowed into her arms and legs, giving her strength.
Ashayna embraced her magic for once. As she ran with renewed speed, the ground
underfoot angled up in a gradual curving spiral. Had she really just found her
way free? Ashayna laughed in giddy relief. Yes, she had. Without slowing, she
risked a glance behind. The corridor was empty, no sign of the guards or the
dread presences. Too late she realized the way ahead wasn’t as empty as behind.
Another phoenix ran towards her. A familiar warm magic brushed her skin,
pushing away the soul-deep cold chasing her. Sorntar’s spicy scent surrounded
her a moment before they collided in a tangle of arms, wings, and legs.
Feathers of indigo blocked her view of the corridor. She scrambled to her feet,
and then helped Sorntar up.


Sorntar pulled
her to him, sheltering her protectively in his wings. “I thought they’d
kidnapped you again.” Ashayna felt his burning power before she saw it. Fire
licked at her arms, but did no harm, so she tightened her hold on his waist.
Odd though the sight was, his magic gave her comfort in a way she couldn’t
explain. She must be more addled than she thought.


“Hurry, we must
get out of here.” Seeing he would balk at her request, she lowered her shields
and shoved all her thoughts of what had occurred at him.


“Tomb guards,”
he said. Without another word, he loosed his hold enough so she could move and
dragged her up the spiral stairs.


The cold
emptiness still pursued them, though her fear lessened now Sorntar was with
her. He, at least, must have some idea of what occurred and possibly a
solution.


Pushing her in
front, he shoved her down another corridor without a word. When they were some
distance from the garden of death, he slowed. “It’s too much, first the Oracle
 Tower and now this. You should not be punished for the fears of others.”
Sorntar’s black look skimmed over her face. His expression softened a notch. “Ashayna,
I give you my word I’ll do everything in my power to keep you from the Dead
Rulers.”


“I know.”


The corridor
came to an end, opening onto a balcony. Such a vast open space shattered her
thoughts. Sorntar grabbed her hand and ran to the edge, dragging her along
behind. Struggling and twisting in his grasp did nothing to slow her advance
towards the pink-tinted sky.


Fear stuck words
of protest in her throat.


“Don’t fight
me,” Sorntar warned while he turned her to face him.


Movement behind
him alerted her to their enemies’ arrival. Ashayna drew breath to warn him, but
he must have sensed them at the same time. Wrapping his arms around her
shoulders, he hoisted her onto the balcony’s railing.


“Put your arms
around my neck, avoid catching my wings.”


She did as
instructed and gripped his hips with her thighs hard enough to leave bruises.
Sorntar hopped up onto the railing and balanced there a moment before launching
them both over the edge. Ashayna screamed as they plummeted, her arms locked
around his neck, her face buried against his chest. Long moments slid by as
they fell. She imagined she could feel the earth approaching from below,
awaiting the right moment to shatter all her bones. Sorntar unfurled his wings
to their fullest. Ashayna’s downward motion stopped so suddenly she was sure
her spine had just kept falling.


Sorntar beat
his wings once, then again, slapping at the air. He grunted, wings laboring to
gain altitude. Slowly, too slowly, he began climbing upwards. Glancing over her
shoulder at the scant distance to the ground, a small yelp escaped her before
she locked her jaws together. Sorntar chuckled in relief and lifted her higher,
placing a supporting hand on her rump. “We’re actually still alive. I wasn’t
sure we were going to pull up in time.” He brushed his lips against her ear. “My
little scout weighs more than I thought she did.”


He could make
bad jokes or place his hands anywhere he liked and she wouldn’t say a word.
Being alive always put her in a better mood.











Chapter Fourteen


 


Sorntar landed
on the Oracle’s Tower and set Ashayna down carefully. He hoped the tower’s
stronger magic would hide them. A fat orange sun vanished behind the lofty
western summit of Dragon’s Ring Mountain, taking with it the illusion of
safety. A gust of wind buffeted them, its scent of recent winter. Even in the
shelter of his wings, Ashayna shivered. “What do they want with me?”


“I don’t know,”
he said, honestly. “Tomb guards have a sacred charge to watch over the dead. No
other living being is allowed within the tombs. You shouldn’t have been able to
find the path by accident. Someone tampered with the shields guarding their
territory to make you a threat they’d eliminate.” He did what he could to calm
his emotions, afraid if he spoke too loudly or dwelled too long on a thought it
would draw unwanted attention. “There are two possible outcomes. They could
hold you hostage as punishment for intruding upon their domain. In which case,
my mother might be able to intervene. However, if the Rulers of the Dead led
you there on purpose, whatever slim hope you had just narrowed by half.” His
mouth turned dry and he swallowed past the lump in his throat.


“What are the
Rulers of the Dead? King Ryanth mentioned them.” Ashayna shifted uneasily and
looked back the way they had come.


“Powerful and
old, there have always been two—a king and a queen. Their office predates this
city, their function never changes. They guard against threats to the Balance.”


“Are they
really…dead?” A visible shudder raced down her body. “The guards are flesh and
blood, but something else down there set my teeth on edge.”


“Yes. Though I
have never seen them in person.”


Her eyes
widened, but otherwise, her expression didn’t reveal the amount of fear their
situation warranted. She’d shut him out like she always did when scared, so he
couldn’t read her thoughts. Like so much of her magic, it might be more
instinctual than actual control. Whatever the reason, it was a disadvantage he
could have done without.


“Ash.” He
placed a hand on her arm, curling his fingers gently around the tense muscle. A
tremor betrayed some of the bone-deep terror she tried to hide.


“There must be
something I can do,” Ashayna pleaded. “I’d do anything to avoid a tomb guard’s
fate.”


“There is one
means. They cannot take you if another holds a previous claim to you, a binding
claim.”


“You mean to
bond.” Her words, while blunt, were free of judgment.


“If we complete
the first phase of bonding, you would be protected. I’m innocent of any wrong
doing. By the laws of my people I can’t be punished, and there is no greater
punishment than to separate a bonded pair.” He placed one hand on her shoulder.
“I know of no other way. I’m sorry.”


In the silence
of the spring evening, with winter’s scent still a fresh memory, a chill
rippled through his body. Full dark had settled and he couldn’t see her
expression. The sound of Ashayna’s ragged breathing brought forth every
protective instinct he possessed. His wings quivered with the need to shelter
her or to fly with her to some distant location, but no place would be safe.


Her voice
reached out of darkness, soft yet certain. “I can’t live in the darkness below
this city. I would rather die.”


Fear struck
deep in his soul. His Larnkin stirred uneasily. “I’ll not let tomb guards or
death take you. Bond with me now, while there’s still time. I’ve conveyed our
danger to my Larnkin and used his strength to create false trails, but if they
search the tower or the area around it…”


By her
turbulent expression, she fought an internal battle. She closed her eyes and
drew a deep breath. “If I must choose between you and the cold presence below
this city, I would choose you.” Ashayna hesitated. “But you deserve better. I’m
flawed in some way. Can’t you feel it?”


Sorntar’s
breath escaped in a hiss of surprise. He’d come to expected Ashayna to be
stubborn, harsh at times, and very, very sure of herself…but this vulnerability
shocked him. “Ash, your Larnkin is young, untrained. You’re not flawed. You may
even find it easier to control your magic once we’re bonded. I’ll be able to
help.”


Ashayna nodded.
Her expression blank, like she was lost in thought over some serious matter.


At her
hesitation, pain twisted his heart. Is bonding with me really so horrible?
Surely I am better than death.


“I’ll bond with
you.”


Even though her
voice lacked any hint of pleasure at the idea, relief swept through his body,
leaving his feeling weak. Once they were bonded, he’d have time to convince her
magic wasn’t all bad. They could find common ground, strengthen their growing
friendship. Maybe she’d even come to love him. At the thought a mix of fear and
excitement flooded his body, causing an involuntary shudder to ripple down his
wings. Silently, he thanked the evening breeze for cooling his nervous sweat.


* * * *


The tower’s
deep-rooted foundation reached many layers into the mountain. A double set of
stairs burrowed down the tower’s center. At their base was a vast cave-like
chamber illuminated by a pale silver glow. It took a moment for Sorntar’s eyes
to adjust in the minimal light, but he caught the reflection of a pool glowing
with power. Like a tree drinking water from a river, the tower drank power
welling up from the magic-laced spring at its base.


Skirting the
pool, he ducked under a stalactite and made for a stone table and bench tucked
into a recess carved from the cavern wall. A mortar and pestle lay beside
several cloth-wrapped bundles. As he began unclasping his arm bands, magic
uncoiled from where it slumbered in his chest, reaching out to his limbs,
pressing him in the direction it wanted him to go. At his Larnkin’s wordless
prompting, Sorntar scooped up one of the packets. The herbs, preserved by
wards, still smelled fresh enough, even though they were many seasons old.


Ashayna came up
behind him, her curiosity nearly palpable. Stepping to one side so she could
watch, he started to pulverize a few pinches of herbs.


“You know what
to do?”


“No, actually, I
don’t. My Larnkin is guiding my hand.” Sorntar shrugged. “It feels rather odd,
to be honest.”


“Thanks, that’s
reassuring,” she snorted, and leaned closer. “Is there anything I can do to
help? Those guards can’t be far away.”


He handed her
the pestle. “Take equal parts of these three herbs.” He pointed to the ones he
wanted. “Grind them into a powder, add water from the pool behind us and make a
wet paste out of it. When that’s done, pour a little into these three pots.” He
grasped one of the stone jars stacked along the table’s edge and pried its lid
open with his talons, then sniffed at the contents. He chose two more. “Take a
small fistful of each and mix it into a different pot of paste.”


She vigorously
started grinding herbs.


Her fierceness
caused a smile to tug at his lips. He smoothed his expression while he glanced
at the chamber’s rear wall. An archway had been cut from the grey-veined
limestone, leaving behind a void darker than the surrounding rock. Even light
from the pool failed to reach beyond the archway. “I need to check on the
Wardstones within the bonding chamber. I’ll only be a moment.”


Summoning a
mage globe, he sent it soaring through the archway. The room beyond was thrown
into dim illumination. Shadows warred with the light, reflecting off the
facetted surfaces of twelve massive Wardstones stretching from floor to
ceiling. Sorntar created three more mage globes and stationed them randomly
around the room. He patrolled the chamber, checking for flaws in the crystal.
Finding none, he returned to Ashayna.


She had
finished her herb paste and watched the palely glowing pool with her hands
fisted at her sides. “If you take much longer preparing, I might lose my nerve.
The scent and feel of that,” she gestured at the pool, “...is unsettling this
close. It’s the same liquid we drank at our testing, isn’t it?”


He nodded. “Only
much more concentrated. We must paint the seven symbols of the Larranyn—the
Servants of Creation—upon our bodies, drink a small amount of the magic blessed
spring water, and then bathe in the pool. Our painted symbols act as gateways
for the Larnkin. It aids their escape.” Tugging at the buckle clinching his
belt together, he shed it and tossed it aside. His kilt joined it on the ground
a moment later.


“What are you
doing?”


Sorntar shifted
his wings out of the way and looked over his shoulder at her. “What? Overcome
with modesty? If you wish to change your mind there’s still time.”


“A fate worse
than death or you.” The light of challenge flashed in her eyes. She raked his
height with her stare. Lingering a moment more, she studied his shoulders and
chest, then dropped her gaze down to his feather-covered loins. “That’s not a
very hard decision.”


He turned from
her, using the ruse of embarrassment to hide his true feelings. However it was
pride, not self-consciousness, which sent waves of warmth radiating throughout
him. His little human’s fiery disposition never failed to amuse him. He hoped
Ashayna trusted him enough to obey when it came time to bond. It could be their
deaths if she argued.


When she began
removing clothing, he walked past without glancing in her direction, trying to
give her at least a semblance of privacy. Coming to a stop at the table, he
picked up a pot of paste and gave it an unneeded stir.


“Now what?”
Ashayna’s tone was abrupt, which spoke of nerves.


“We must paint
the symbols…” He turned to her as he explained to find her standing rigid, her
fists pressed against her hips and eyes locked on his left wing. His eyes
skimmed over her form, and it was more than just simple curiosity at seeing a
naked human. He found her smaller, battle trained body with its supple muscles
and balanced grace interesting. And her curves, which were more bountiful than
what nature graced a female of his species with, he found those strangely appealing,
too. With a greater act of will than he’d thought he’d need, he looked away
from her pert breasts and gently flaring hips. He realized belatedly, she had
stood straight and uneasy under his assessing gaze. At least the feathers
covering his loins hid the evidence of his growing desire from view. Good
thing, too, since her every muscle and locked joint spoke of her need to find
cover. Only sheer stubbornness held her in place. Her fierceness and her beauty
drew him equally. He regretted she’d never offered to instigate courtship. But
she was human and did not know the ways of phoenix relationships; perhaps she
expected him to take the first step.


A blush crawled
up her skin at his appraisal. Sorntar, realizing he’d looked far longer than
was polite, gathered his scattered wits and cleared his throat, trying to find
his tongue. “We must paint the symbols of bonding. There are seven in all, one
to honor each Larranyn.” Sorntar tapped his forehead, area over his hearts,
abdomen, hips, and lastly held out both palms. He didn’t miss how her eyes
tracked his hands. Her skin darkened another shade.


“Just get this
over with…please.”


Her ‘please’
sounded more command than plea. Sorntar spun around, heading back towards the
table with the pretense of retrieving a pot of paint. It was a good excuse to
prevent Ashayna from seeing his grin. He couldn’t seem to help it. The
situation should have demanded his fear in full measure. Instead other emotions
eclipsed his fear. Desire, pride, joy, happiness…. Sorntar shook his head. The
stress must be getting to him.


“What are you
thinking?” she asked. “You slammed your mental shields up so fast it made my
ears ring.”


“Sorry. I think
I’m addled.”


“I could have
told you that.” She snatched the pot from his hand. “Tell me what to do, since
you seem unable to pull yourself together.”


“Here, sit on
the bench.” He motioned to a bench hidden away in another alcove. Ashayna
walked over and sat without a word, her posture just as stiff as when she’d
been standing. “Don’t slap my hand away, even if this tickles. The patterns
must be accurate. Watch as I paint them and then you’ll have to recreate the
same ones on me. Understand?”


She nodded.
Dipping his finger into the paste, he surrendered control to his Larnkin.


Power welled up
within, spilling over into his consciousness. Magic flared, danced along his
skin and among his feathers. Opening his eyes, he watched his hand paint the
first symbol on her forehead, then it glided down to lightly paint the next on
the upper swell of her breast. His Larnkin was all business and moved on to the
next symbol, stroking paint onto her belly. Ashayna trembled at his touch,
clearly not unaffected. He tracked his hand’s movements as it flicked and
slathered damp paste onto her skin, his body winding tighter with each touch.
Suddenly, he wanted to be the one commanding his hand, touching and caressing
her until she shivered with desire as powerful as his.


With the
seventh symbol painted, his Larnkin returned control to Sorntar.


“Your turn,” he
whispered as he looked Ashayna in the eyes.


“I…I’m not sure
I can get them right.”


“Start with my
forehead. That symbol is just a crescent moon. I’ll guide your hand for the
more difficult ones.”


“All right.”
She didn’t sound at all certain, but she scooped a bit of paste and applied it
to his forehead. The dampness felt cold against his hot skin.


She managed the
double diamond shape over his hearts, but her hands started to shake when she
tried to paint the complex knot symbol on his abdomen. He captured her hand and
turned it over, stroking one thumb along her wrist.


“You’re doing
fine.” He kissed the silky skin on the inside of her wrist and then guided her
hand back down to his belly. With his help, she completed the symbol.


They continued
in silence. When she finished the last symbol, he sighed in relief.


Looking down,
he beheld a number of symbols marking his dark skin, painted in shades of smoky
blues, somber greens, and stormy greys. The first to be painted—those over his
hearts and on his abdomen—were already glowing with pale light.


The Larnkin
stretched as it reached to those conduits. The strange motion caused Sorntar
some discomfort. He looked up at Ashayna; from her expression, she wanted to be
elsewhere. His Larnkin shifted again, and Sorntar wondered if he might want to
be elsewhere as well. For once Ashayna had no biting remarks for him.


He retrieved a
goblet from the table before walking to the pool’s edge. It felt heavy in his
hand, a reminder of the importance of what they were about to undertake. He
dipped the goblet below the surface and filled it to brimming. Turning back to
Ashayna, he held it out as he began the ceremonial words of bonding.


“Drink of the
water blessed by the Great Mother and the All Father and be judged by Them. Let
any unworthy of Their gift be exiled from the world of the living.”


Ashayna didn’t
take the goblet, only staring at it with distrust. With a shrug, he drank it
down by half, and then held it out to her in challenge. She snatched it out of
his hand and downed the liquid in three gulps.


A warm
sensation, not altogether unpleasant, radiated outwards from his center. In its
wake all his defenses lay shattered, much faster this time than it had for his
testing. While he was still able to command his legs, he walked out into the
pool. He looked over his shoulder at Ashayna, motioning her forward. She didn’t
look pleased, but followed him out a ways before diving under its surface.


The water
pressed against him. Its embrace warm, yet no longer comforting. He dove under
the surface, kicking and beating his wings. He surfaced on the other side,
breathing heavily.


He waded back
to shore, where Ashayna was just exiting. The liquid fell from him as he
climbed the shore, leaving his skin and feathers dry. The sensation of his Larnkin
pressing against the inside of his skin nearly drove him into the bonding
chamber.


“Sorntar.”
Ashayna called his name, and then breathed out a surprised hiss. “Quit
stalling, I think our Larnkins are getting angry at the delay.”


The Wardstone
chamber awaited them. There were no more preparations to make. Taking three
deep breaths, he cleared his mind and fell into a light trance to regain the
peace he would need for what was to come.


Calm again, he
walked into the chamber, the clicking of his talons a strange contrast to the
soft padding footsteps of human feet.


* * * *


As Ashayna
followed Sorntar, a mix of dread and desire tightened her stomach with each
step. The massive Wardstones reminded her of the Oracle, though these were
mostly dark, with only a random flickering of light in their crystalline
hearts. It gave them the illusion of life, as if they lay dormant, awaiting the
raw power cast off by their bonding to come alive once more. A chill raised the
hairs on her arms and neck.


Sorntar lifted
his arms, his palms facing the rough-hewn ceiling. His wings imitating the
motion, their tips pointed to the shadows above. Power ignited his feathers and
coiled around his body, circling up towards his raised arms. Racing up their
lengths, magic pooled above his open palms, hovering there in an ever-enlarging
sphere.


Without a
doubt, he was the most beautiful creature she’d ever laid eyes on. A small part
of her was awed such a being could be willing to risk death to save her. Her
eyes welled with tears. When had he managed to get past the fortress she’d
built around her emotions?


He tilted back
his head and chanted to the shadows and light above. “We accept the gift the
Great Mother and the All Father have given us. And by Their grace, let no harm
come to us while we serve the Light. Welcome is Their gift.” The muscles of his
arms knotted, and with a violent heave, he sent his magic flying up and out. It
collided with the Wardstones at circle’s edge, setting them aglow with runes. A
deep humming filled the room, increasing in volume as the power intensified.
The sound escalated another octave, making Ashayna cringe with each ear
piercing jab. Instinctively, she wanted to put space between herself and the
bruising noise, but it came from all around. She covered her ears in a vain
attempt to block it.


Sorntar resumed
his incantation to the gods. “We accept the gift of the God and Goddess. By
Their grace, no evil shall touch us while we serve the Light. Welcome is Their
gift. Guide us in our path to wisdom.” Sorntar’s chanting filled the room,
rising and cresting into true song, in a haunting melody no human voice could
match. The loud droning from the Wardstones softened. They wavered, uncertain,
and then matched their tone to Sorntar’s singing.


The breath
stilled in her lungs as his voice wove an enchantment over the ancient
Wardstones. 


“Always we
shall share both defeat and victory. In this life and the next. Let nothing
tear us apart. This we ask.” His voice sailed above the song of the Wardstones.
When the last note echoed to silence, he closed his fists. “Let now two powers
become one.”


A sheet of
magic fire leapt between each of the pillars at circle’s edge, forming a solid
dome of golden light.


Ashayna was
about to ask what was next, when he stiffened. His teeth snapped together with
a click and spasms shook his wings. The symbols painted on his flesh brightened
as magic flooded those gateways. A shimmering pool of magic formed between
them.


Chaotic magic
slowly ordered into something more solid. A shape took form. Its edges misty,
but the transparent suggestion of arched wings, the line of erect crest, and
the broad-shouldered form were the twin to its host.


It looked at
her, a penetrating gaze, like it could see through her skin to something
within, reading what lay at the heart of her soul, her most private thoughts.
She shuddered. It beckoned her nearer with an inviting motion of one graceful
transparent hand. Its expression was blank, unreadable, for which she was
thankful. Seeing either eagerness or impatience on its face would have broken
her nerve.


Ashayna took
halting steps closer. At this distance, the pull of the Larnkin’s power was
almost more than her discipline could handle. Panic caused cold sweat to run
along her back. An arm’s length separated them and still her magic remained
quiet.


“I don’t want
to be locked away, banished to the darkness below this city to serve as a tomb
guard.” She looked past the Larnkin while she spoke. Sorntar sat
half-collapsed, his wings and tail draped the ground around him like a cloak,
but he was alert. His gaze locked on her, Sorntar nodded encouragement.


She dare not
study Sorntar more and returned her attention to the Larnkin. It remained
unchanged. “Please help me,” she begged of the creature standing opposite.


Its posture
still didn’t change, but the magic swirling around it slowed and parted like
mist, and she met its eyes or at least the illusion of eyes. Its cold, foreign soul
looked back. She shivered.


A hint of legs
and a tail became visible before the power shifted and spiraled away like
smoke. Where a moment ago the outline of wings had been sharp, they softened
and blurred, vanishing back into the swirling magic. Ashayna’s hope dwindled.
It seemed Sorntar was wrong, their Larnkins were not yet strong enough to bond.
One minute it was vanishing back into a shapeless blue fog, the next its image
sharpened and it reached to touch the symbol over her heart.


A burning
radiated from where he’d made contact. The unpleasant sensation grew stronger.
She looked down in time to see the Larnkin slide its hand inside her chest.
Something within released, breaking like a dam. Power surged free, pouring out
of the symbols to fill the chamber with radiance. Silver power danced with blue
in bright chaos. Terror held her jaws locked.


She had to look
away or risk being blinded. Time slowed, then stopped or perhaps it sped
forward, she could no longer tell, yet it did not move as it should. The heat
of the bonding raged all around them in a storm of fire and radiance. Magic
continued to hemorrhage from the symbols, until she feared it would strip away
her life, maybe even her soul.


After a length
of time the pressure eased, the wildly swirling magic of both Larnkins no
longer increased unchecked. Ashayna mastered her fear when she realized she
wasn’t dying. Nevertheless, the line of tense muscles running the length of her
shoulders wouldn’t relax.


Ashayna looked
over at Sorntar. He struggled to stand. “It will be over soon,” he said. “The
worst is behind us.” His gentle undertones were a gallant attempt to reassure
her.


Calm returned,
a bit at a time. She managed a glare even with her sweat slicked muscles
shaking with the effort to hold her upright. “I don’t wish to do this again,
ever.”


The Larnkins
separated back into two distinct colors. Her silver one glided back towards her
while Sorntar’s took phoenix shape once again. It looked across the distance at
her and she had the impression it wanted to say something, but exhaustion
overtook it and it returned to a formless mist. After a moment it rushed back
towards its host. Hers did the same. Ashayna braced herself for some new
unpleasantness, but her Larnkin’s return was much easier than its escape. The
magic slid effortlessly back into the symbols, vanishing below her skin.


Time returned
to its proper course. Her magic was once again an uncomfortable but familiar
sense of power deep within. Unable to fend off the bone deep ache of exhaustion
a moment more, Ashayna collapsed and patted a spot on the floor next to her.
Sorntar took a step towards her, swayed, and then his eyes rolled back in his
head. He dropped to the ground with a thump. She crawled to him and pressed her
fingers into his throat. His pulse beat strong and steady.


With a sigh,
she curled her body against his. Her vision darkened around the edge. She was
about to lose consciousness and a brief moment of fear spiked through her at
the thought of what the tomb guards might do if they found them helpless.


Through her
fading vision, she saw magic rise to the surface of Sorntar’s skin. He rolled
to his side and mantled a wing over her. He looked down at her with Sorntar’s
slanted dark eyes, but the shimmering power within held none of his gentle
spirit.


“Fear not, my
beloved. I shall never let the Dead King take what is mine.”


She wanted to
cry out in fear, but even that was beyond her. He gathered her unresisting body
into his arms, kissed her brow and tucked her head under his chin. “Rest now,”
the Larnkin whispered, ruffling her hair with his breath.


Darkness
claimed her.











Chapter Fifteen


 


Silk-soft
feathers brushed her arms and a comforting spicy aroma surrounded her. As her
fingers stroked through blanketing feathers, Ashayna snuggled closer to the
heat source and distinguished the pattern of two distinct heart beats. The deep
vibration of Sorntar’s cooing told her they were safe. Sliding her hand along
his side, she found his arm and intertwined her fingers with his. She nestled
against his firm, muscular chest and pressed her lips in the hollow of his
throat, smiling at the direction her dreaming mind had taken.


He shifted
against her, nudging his knee between her thighs. His lips sought hers, nipping
gently at her lower lip. She returned his kiss, seeking more, needing to be
impossibly close—a part of him, like his Larnkin. His hands skimmed across her
skin in a light touch that heated her blood. Her bones were going to melt. She
didn’t care. After capturing his hand, she guided it to her breast. It was her
dream, after all.


Sorntar froze,
before he pulled away.


What? He wasn’t
allowed to get all shy in her dream.


“Ash, you do
realize you’re not dreaming, don’t you?” Sorntar’s thoughts invaded her dream.


“Really? Damn…we’re
dead?”


“No. We’re very
much alive. And I had no idea my prickly human could be so sweet.” Sorntar’s
breath ruffled her hair, then his lips brushed against her neck. “Are you
courting me?”


She groaned. “Death
would be so much less humiliating.” When she opened her eyes, she looked
around—anywhere but in Sorntar’s direction where he reclined next to her. He
played with a strand of her hair and looked decidedly smug.


“You need not
worry. This will not happen again.” She rushed on. “You have my word. I have no
intention of…courting you.”


“Yet you wear
my courtship gift—my necklace. You seem reluctant to give it back.” He toyed
with the silver chain, the feather a soft caress along her overheated skin. Her
breath hitched.


Ashayna’s mind
blanked. She didn’t know how to respond. “I…I found it the morning I first met
you. My Larnkin was awakening and only the necklace soothed it. I was going to
return it…eventually. I swear I’m not courting you. I don’t even know how it’s
done with a phoenix.”


“Oh.” Sorntar
hesitated before pulling away. “Since we’re going about this backwards, perhaps
it would be best for you to know a little about phoenix courtship anyway so
there’s no confusion.”


Ashayna
grunted, and felt her cheeks flush three different shades of red. And yet he’d
sounded disappointed, like he wanted her to court him—the realization tightened
her belly.


“With my race,
once we’re mated, it is for life and cannot be undone.”


The meaning of
his words slowly penetrated her lust-fogged mind. “So…you’re not….” She gaped
at him. “You’ve never…not once?”


His brows
scrunched together, perplexed, and then he grinned. “I think the word you’re
having difficulty with is mated. I fail to see why that’s so embarrassing. It’s
not a unique condition. It’s complicated with my race. Our urge to mate can
be…withstood. A long courtship ritual is involved. Then there’s the complications
of family bloodlines, fertility, compatibility of Larnkin, the problem of
having a bondmate, or gaining one later in life as sometimes happens.”


“And here I
thought you just didn’t like Lylantra’s aggressiveness, but you’re actually a
prude.” She grinned. “So much for sneaking off to the stables for a quick
tumble in the hay.”


Sorntar scowled
at her look. She chuckled—she couldn’t help it. He looked so offended.


“Is that your
idea of an offer? Need I guard my honor?”


“Offer? I don’t
have designs on your honor! Earth above!” Ashayna growled, feeling heat
climbing her face again.


“And I’m not a
prude.” His grumbled denial shook the bed. “Besides, I am coming to think you
don’t exactly have a great wealth of experience either.” But a sly look came
into his eyes saying he had already confirmed that truth by a previous look in
her thoughts.


Oh shit. The
subject needed to change. Now. She scrounged for something, anything else to
discuss.


A throat being
cleared stopped her line of thought. Ashayna looked up with growing dread.


They were in a
vaguely familiar-looking room. She recognized the healer’s quarters once she
got her mind focused on something other than Sorntar. A lupwyn healer stood by
the door, a bundle of supplies tucked under one arm, his ears poised forward.


Ashayna wanted
to melt into the floor, but settled for tossing her blanket over her head.


After a moment,
Sorntar tapped on her blanket. “It’s alright. He’s gone.”


She stuck her
head back out. It was mid-afternoon or a little later by the slant of light
coming in a row of west facing windows. With the healer gone, she and Sorntar
were the only ones present. At least there wasn’t an entire audience to witness
their exchange.


“The healers
are all close-mouthed. Your secret is safe.”


“How’d we get
here?” Another thought popped into her head, and her mind seemed to snap back
into focus because about a hundred questions were lining up behind the first. “Why
are we here? Between the early, unexpected bond and the incident with the
Oracle Stone, I wouldn’t have been surprised to awake in some cramped dark hole
and told to think on our actions for the next turning of the seasons.”


“You may wish
that had been the case.” Sorntar sat up and swung his legs over the bed’s edge
and began to groom feathers she’d mussed with her exploring. “I’ve already
been….asked a number of questions.”


By the way he
stressed ‘asked’, Ashayna bet there hadn’t been much asking, just a lot of
mental probing by a number of councilors. “Are you all right? Really?”


“Yes. We’ll be
fine after we’ve rested a bit more, and the council finishes with their
questions.” He sighed. “Vinarah was in to visit us already, but you were still
asleep. She informed me the tomb guards were the first to arrive and found us unconscious.
Apparently they then wrapped us in the cloaks of their Order and brought us to
the queen. I’m told it was a volatile bonding. We’re very lucky not to have
sustained permanent damage.”


“How long was I
asleep?”


“Three days.”


“You let me
sleep for three days—is that even possible—while you fended off the council?”
Ashayna was appalled Sorntar had been forced to take the brunt of their
punishment. She wasn’t even sure what he’d had to deal with, but she was
grateful all the same. Just the thought of having complete strangers rifling
through her mind while she was unconscious left her stomach in a tight knot. “I
can’t even begin to repay you for all you’ve done.”


“You’re my
bondmate. It’s my duty to look out for your welfare. Besides, I’ve been awake less
than two days, so don’t thank me yet. I’ve no idea what we underwent while
unconscious. I doubt they needed to ask me any questions at all.” He paused, and
then after some internal struggle, he continued, “They already knew everything,
and honestly, if they found anything dark within us we wouldn’t have
awakened…ever.”


“Oh.”


Ashayna didn’t
care for being senseless and helpless in the arms of tomb guards, and later
before the council, but at least she was still alive, so her situation was
improving. For the first time since she’d awakened, she really looked at
Sorntar. His eyes narrowed against the sunlight looked sunken, giving testament
to his exhaustion.


“Sorntar, you’ve
been brave enough. You should rest.” After smoothing her night robe, she stood
up. Stretching muscles stiff from disuse, she came around the end of the bed to
stand in front of him and met his eyes. When he looked like he was going to rebel,
she crossed her arms over her chest and gave him her best glower. “You need
sleep.”


“Perhaps you’re
right,” he sighed. “I can barely think.” He stretched back out and covered his
eyes with one arm. “Since were now bonded, our Larnkins will need us to stay
close. You’ll still be here when I wake?”


“Yes.”


“I never know
when you’ll decide to go looking for more trouble. You do it with alarming
regularity,” he rumbled, his voice already slurring with sleep. “I should
warn…can’t shield my thoughts…asleep.”


“Can’t shield
your thoughts? Wonderful, that’ll be a treat,” Ashayna mumbled to herself.
Sorntar’s snore told her he was already fast asleep and didn’t hear her,
something she was sickeningly grateful for.


* * * *


On the fifth
day after bonding, Ashayna stretched out on a grass covered slope and tilted
her face towards the sky. She closed her eyes, smiling as the sun’s warmth
relaxed muscles tired from her earlier climb. Her resting place had shed its
snowy covering a moon before, and already spring flowers were blooming—yet
another bit of information she’d gathered from her bondmate’s mind. Sorntar
seldom shielded his thoughts. Ashayna supposed she should feel some guilt, for
she still shielded against him. It didn’t bother her long this day, for the
breeze was warm, the sun glorious in its gentle spring radiance. She could
forget today’s guilt easily enough. If only her first day awake after bonding
was as easy to forget.


Shortly after
waking the first time, she and Sorntar had been asked every question imaginable,
together and then separately, then probed by an army of healers. She’d told the
elders about her incident with the oracle, only to find out Sorntar had already
related her tale. As it was, she received a speech on why elders were assigned
as mentors to rash younglings. That particular speech still stung.


They’d spent
the following days resting and adjusting to the sudden invasion of each other’s
thoughts. Ashayna had done all in her power to make certain others were always
around. She didn’t want to name it cowardice, but being alone with Sorntar made
her self-conscious. And if she was honest with herself, it wasn’t him she
distrusted. She feared she’d seduce him given half a chance. Presently, he
rested with his face pillowed in his arms, his wings extended out to either
side as he sunned himself.


Forcing her
eyes away from her delectable bondmate, Ashayna looked down the slope to where
Summer Flame and Shadowdancer engaged in a mock battle. Winter’s Frost circled
them, nipping at both opponents. When the mare bored of the game, she galloped
up slope to where Ashayna lazed among the soft new grass.


After walking
for a time to cool down, Winter’s Frost lay down next to Ashayna, leaving an
arm’s distance between them. Ashayna chuckled at the mare’s predictability. “Yes,
I know, rub your back.” Still laughing, she vigorously rubbed the sweaty, foam-dappled
coat.


“So Crown
Prince, when do you plan to show Ashayna your true form?” The mare’s mind voice had been narrowed down for a private word
with Sorntar. Ashayna was certain she wasn’t meant to hear.


“Yes, about
that...” Ashayna gave the mare a crooked smile and quirked an eyebrow at
Sorntar.


“You’re
good.” Surprise tinted the mare’s mind voice. “But
perhaps I shouldn’t be so surprised, you and Sorntar are among the greatest in
raw power.”


Sorntar’s cough
drew her attention. “Since Winter’s Frost has broached the topic, I see no
reason for you not to witness the change.”


“Your bird
form?” Ashayna supposed it was his true form. Though, she found it hard to
imagine him looking any other way. There was another reason she’d not pressed
to see him shape shift. If he took his bird form, he’d expect her to fly with
him when he went hunting. Her stomach tightened.


Sorntar faced
up slope, calling to the three waiting there—their guards, or perhaps jailers
might be a more accurate name. Ashayna couldn’t think of a polite term for the
elders shadowing her every step since she first woke up. Priestess Halnora led
the way down the winding trail, followed closely by Winter’s Frost and
Shadowdancer’s sire and dam.


Halnora stopped
before them, her head tilted in Sorntar’s direction. “If you would call on your
Larnkin to shape shift, have caution, for this is the first time you have
called power since bonding. You will find you’re much stronger now.” Halnora
was only cautioning one who was young and new to a strange power, but to
Ashayna the priestess’s warning seemed darker. If a priestess older than
Ashayna’s family line was leery of Sorntar’s power, she decided it was wise to
move farther back.


Sorntar didn’t
show signs of being insulted at their lack of trust in his abilities. Closing
his eyes, he smiled and called power.


His wings
ignited in a shower of fiery sparks. In a blink they spread outward to cover
every feather. A moment more it blazed before it crawled over his entire body.
His familiar form vanished behind a fountain of flames. Ashayna caught her
breath. Then four heartbeats later the fire died down.


The last of the
fire vanished, and she didn’t understand what she was seeing. A vast shadow
engulfed her. She was eye level with two feather-covered legs—legs which ended
in talons large enough to easily encircle her. She stumbled out from under the
shadow. In Sorntar’s place stood a bird three times the height of a tall man.
In her mind the thoughts of her bondmate still felt the same, yet her eyes
could not accept what her mind told her.


“Sorntar?”


He stood
proudly, his wings folded to his body, long tail flared out behind him. He
arched his neck. A crest, as long as she stood tall, crowned his regal head. A
wickedly curved beak, which would inspire fear in even the most stout-hearted
of warriors, descended towards her face.


“It’s still me,
you have nothing to fear.” His speech was clear, even accented as it was with a
heavy musical lilt and an occasional soft hiss.


Ashayna circled
him. Even looking at him from different angles didn’t make him seem any
smaller. Coming to his side, she tentatively traced her finger along the large
primaries of his wing. At her touch he crooned, brushing his hooked beak
against her hair once, before turning his attention back to the sky. His
appearance, a strange combination of raptor and exotic parrot, awed the eye
with its beauty. Though, she had no doubt he was all predator. After a moment
he studied her with an intense look before glancing back at the sky a second
time.


“I suppose you
expect me to fly with you at some point.” Mirth bordering on hysteria boiled up
from where it had long been concealed, escaping in a long peal of laughter,
surprising herself. She continued to chuckle for a few more moments, and then
explained it. “My sisters would never believe this. They know how much I fear
heights.”


“I fail to see
the humor.” Sorntar rumbled over her head.


“I’m thinking
of compromising good sense, which has long told me never to climb to a height I
can’t safely fall from. And for what? A male—a giant bird at that. Lamarra and
Sorsha would laugh for a moon’s cycle if they found out.”


“Should I be
flattered or insulted?” He sobered a moment later and turned one large, dark
eye to study her. “I know you miss your family.”


Ashayna
swallowed hard and nodded.


“I shouldn’t
get your hopes up, but before all this happened, my mother wanted me to return
with a small delegation to River’s Divide and discuss a few issues with your
father. She hoped to solidify peace between our peoples.”


“You mean I
might be able to go home for a visit?” She couldn’t keep the excitement out of
her voice.


“My mother may
not be so eager to let us go now, but I will try. Besides, the treaty
stipulated we must present you to General Stonemantle at least once a year to
show we have treated you well.”


“Thank you,
Sorntar.”


“You’re
welcome.” The feathers of his crest rose a little higher. “But enough talking
on such a lovely day. Come hunt with me.”


Her earlier joy
turned to ash in her mouth.


“Hunting? Now?
I didn’t bring a bow.”


He flexed his
talons, tearing up large chunks of grass and dirt. “I require no other weapons.
You need only fly with me to a rich hunting ground and wait while I hunt. I’ll
not be gone long enough to upset our Larnkins.”


Ashayna saw no
way to escape. She would have to face her fear. If not now, then later, and
later might come at a less opportune time. She sighed as she steeled herself
for this task. “Very well.”


The big phoenix
nodded his head once solemnly and hunched down with one wing lowered to aid her
climb.


She gathered
what remained of her dignity and climbed up, using fistfuls of feathers as hand
holds. Walking on his back was a little like walking on the deck of a boat,
another mode of travel she endured but didn’t enjoy. When she was situated,
with her legs stretched to either side of his neck—which thankfully wasn’t as
wide as the feathers made it look—he swiveled his head to look between her and
his damaged feathers, then back to her.


“Sorry.” She
mumbled by way of apology. Her next words were snatched away as he took to the
air in three hopping leaps. With a few powerful wing beats, the ground fell
away below them.


Ashayna
screamed, uncaring who heard or how far away the sound carried. She screamed as
loud and fast as she could draw breath until her mind was suddenly shrouded by
Sorntar’s. His fierce joy eclipsed fear, burying it under a bombardment of
sensory details. The presence of wind racing along his body, tugging at his
feathers, whistling past his ears. The varying currents twisting all around
him, some chilled and others warmed from the ground below. He sought out a warm
thermal to carry him higher.


The wind
carried odors from far and wide. The briny scent of the ocean, faint and far
away. Closer at hand, the stronger smells of sun-warmed grass, sweet and
pungent. He curled a wing tip to soar toward an escaping thermal, but had to
correct his course as the weight on his back shifted and nearly rolled off.


Ashayna
disengaged from Sorntar’s thoughts with a scream and grasped at fistfuls of
feathers as she slid sideways. Sorntar twisted, rolling to keep her from
overbalancing and falling off. When she was back in place, she burrowed into
his feathers as tight as a tick and she didn’t care if she drew blood. It was
his stupid idea to go hunting.


“Ash, I’m
sorry. I forgot myself,” he said directly into her
mind.


“I’ll
forgive you later…maybe,” she answered in kind,
since the roar of the wind stole the words from her mouth. “I’ll think about
it after my heart and stomach crawl back down to where they belong.” She
rested her head against his feathers, inhaling his spicy scent. She kept
telling herself flying wasn’t as frightening as bonding, or her trial in the
tower of the oracle. That realization allowed her to unclamp her jaws and raise
her head. She didn’t look down, but directly ahead.


The world
around her was a dream of bright blue and pale wispy clouds.


“I guess
this isn’t so bad,” she whispered into his mind.


The farther he
flew, the higher into the mountains they climbed. Taking several deep breaths,
she looked over his shoulder. Looking down should have sent her into another
fit of screaming, but it didn’t; instead, she took in the lovely view of a
green valley far below. It was different now.


“I know this
is out of character for me, but Sorntar, thank you for whatever magic you’re
working.”


“You’re
simply coming to trust me. I’ll make it a short trip. No need to tax your
newfound strength just yet.”


They flew in
silence for the remainder of the journey. As he promised, it was short. A
mental call warned they were about to land. On the heels of Sorntar’s warning,
the ground below rushed up towards them. Landing proved to be worse than take
off. She didn’t stop screaming until Sorntar alighted upon the ground.


Grace deserted
her as she dismounted, stumbling to land in a rough crouch. Happy to have her
feet firmly on the ground, Ashayna didn’t care if Sorntar laughed as she tripped
a half a dozen steps before collapsing. Dew soaking her clothing had never felt
so wonderful.


“With luck, I
should be able to make a kill before our Larnkins complain about the distance,”
he said aloud.


“Sure.” Complex
thoughts were still beyond her.


He took a
hopping step forward and rubbed the curve of his beak against her chest, knocking
her back three paces and driving the breath out of her lungs. A phoenix’s idea
of affection left something to be desired. She rubbed at her aching breast
bone.


“You loved flying,
admit it.” His beak gaped with mirth.


“Love is a big
word.”


He didn’t give
her time to continue the argument. With a series of powerful wing beats, he
took to the air.


She tracked him
as he flew between steep slopes to hide his approach from prey in the valleys
below. He was magnificent. He flew in a smooth glide, harnessing the wind to do
his bidding. She continued to stare long after he was out of sight. Finally,
she looked away to see what she could do to distract herself from the hollow,
empty feeling in her heart.


Kicking loose
pebbles and a few larger stones with the toe of her boot, she cleared a space
to build a fire. Once she had it burning merrily, she sat down to wait. After a
short time, her Larnkin’s first tinge of warning told her she was too far
distant from Sorntar. The first shallow throb was followed by a second and a
third, but true to his word, Sorntar crested the nearest peak, preventing a
fourth stronger pain from manifesting. Ashayna stood up to wait for him.


He carried a
large tri-horn deer in his talons. Even before he landed, his thoughts invaded
hers, and for once she was glad of them.


Sorntar dropped
the carcass, and it landed with a thick smack in front of her. He hopped back
two paces, giving her time to slice a chunk of meat for her own meal. When she
was finished, Sorntar returned to his kill and tore into the meat.


Hunger.
Satisfaction. Blood-taste, warm and metallic.


Staggered by
the sudden assault of his hunger and blood lust, Ashayna floundered, battling
to regain control. Sorntar slammed up a shield. The stream of emotions cut off
so fast she could almost have thought she’d imagined them. She gave him a
questioning look. “I’ve glimpsed much more private thoughts…and you hide these
ones. Why?”


“You’re not
ready.”


“I’m a scout, I’m
sure I’ve seen worse.”


“Strong
emotions are easily shared and one mind can accidentally overpower another. Did
you really want to feast on raw meat?”


“Ah. I’ll be
over here.” She hastily nodded to the sun-warmed rock next to her small cooking
fire. She arranged her midday meal over the fire, and then sat back and watched
Sorntar reduce the deer to bone shards.


After eating,
Sorntar spread his wings slightly and settled on the ground to rest. She
reclined just beyond his shadow to better enjoy the warmth. There they lazed
for many candlemarks, with the breeze blowing in hair and feathers.


When at last
the sun was at the horizon and the breeze had begun to blow cool, Sorntar stood
and stretched. He extended one wing in her direction. She acknowledged his
invitation with a smile and climbed up on his back.











Chapter Sixteen


 


Dark shadows of
a distant tree line marked the end to the Sea of Grass, the great plain where
much of the santhyrian nation resided. For more than four days, grass and more
grass of every shade imaginable had filled Ashayna’s sight as Sorntar sped
through clouds in his immense bird form, his wings slicing through the air,
propelling them towards the eastern horizon.


Six-and–a-half
days ago they had set out from Grey Spires to visit her family. The official
reasons—so Sorntar could show that Ashayna had been treated well and reinforce
the peace treaty. In truth, Ashayna doubted Sorntar’s mother cared about the
Empire. Queen Talnarra wanted them out of the city, saying others, besides
councilors she knew, might wish Ashayna harm. Shadowdancer, Summer Flame and
Winter’s Frost had left a few days earlier to deliver her letters to Lamarra
and Sorsha. Ashayna had made them promise not to tell her family she was coming
for a visit. She wanted it to be a surprise.


The first three
days of flight were full of wonders. Ashayna had never dreamed a forest could
be so beautiful viewed from above, or a waterfall could kick up mist so high it
sparkled among the clouds. Rivers had their own elegance as they snaked across
the land, cutting the landscape into strange designs at their whim. Yet by the
third day she’d been pleased to see the scenery change. The grass plain had
been a new marvel. Great herds of beasts roamed the grass seas, with predators ghosting
along behind. The wind here was a presence. It could be seen ruffling the grass
lightly in a playful manner one moment, then the next whipping it up into
raging motion, so it looked like its namesake.


Now the green
seas were calm, only stirring when Sorntar dipped low in a game to alleviate
boredom. After six days of near constant travel Sorntar, too, must be tiring of
their long journey.


She looked
ahead at the trees. What had been dark shadows moments before, continued to
grow in size until she could see individual branches. Three more forceful beats
of his wings and they were well into the forest.


“How much
longer will you fly?”


“Just a
little ways farther until the first clearing large enough for me to land. I
wish to sleep among the trees tonight.”


She had grown
more familiar with their mental link and could control what thoughts and
emotions she wanted to reveal. Though sometimes, if tired or concentrating on
something else, Sorntar would get much more than she intended.


A sudden shift
in his wings snapped her out of her thoughts. With a slight folding of one
wing, he began to circle lower.


The clearing
stretched out beneath them, flanked on one side by a slow moving stream with
rocky banks. After a few paces, the riverbed looked like it smoothed out into a
beautiful sandy bottom.


“This place has
a likely look to it.” A slight rasp marked some of Sorntar’s words, but
otherwise they were clear.


“That stream
looks lovely. Oh, to be able to take a proper bath again.” She laughed in real
joy at the thought. Twice while traveling across the Sea of Grass
they had been forced to camp where there was no body of water large enough to
bathe in.


The familiar,
jarring motion of landing came as a welcome occurrence. Once Sorntar was on the
ground, Ashayna unhooked herself from the harness and jumped down, landing on
shaking legs. With regret, she realized the long-awaited bath would have to
wait a little longer. Sorntar required help removing his harness, and the tent
and cooking fire needed building, plus, someone had to hunt for tonight’s
dinner. Ashayna sighed as she began stretching the kinks out of stiff muscles.
Flying was faster than riding horseback, but it wasn’t any easier on the body.


After freeing
Sorntar from his packages and harness, she pitched their tent and prepared a
fire ring. While she was arranging stones, she stole a few glances in Sorntar’s
direction, where he stood reducing some tree limbs into manageable sized pieces
for the fire. Sorntar leaned down and closed his beak around the last sizable
chunk of wood. With a crack, the limb shattered into three pieces. He spat out
splinters and vigorously rubbed sap off his beak on a nearby tree. He paused.
Feathers along his head and neck fluffed, his eyes took on a distant look, and
then he curved his head back over his shoulder and began to groom.


After
retrieving her hunting bow, Ashayna went to sit with her back braced against a
tree while she waited for Sorntar to finish grooming. She unwrapped her bow
from its protective oil cloth and strung it with a line of gut. A glance in
Sorntar’s direction showed him still working on the primaries of one wing. He
finished those and started on his chest feathers. He left his tail to last, and,
with a shake that sent a powdery dust flying in every direction, he smoothed
his feathers back into order and approached her. She’d learned on a past
occasion the powder was part of what enabled a phoenix to burn.


“Do you wish to
go hunting now?” His words were uncomfortably loud with his beak less than an
arm’s length away. He made a grab for her braid with his hooked bill, but
missed when she flung it over her shoulder. 


“I’ve been
waiting on you for half a candlemark.” She stood up, pushing his beak out of
her way.


“Excellent. You’re
so very good at scaring game into the open. I don’t know how I hunted before.”


“You had to
work for it, you great lazy bird.”


Ashayna had
known his predator’s bloodlust and thrill for the hunt were greatly increased
since he had taken on his true form, but she still found it odd to think this
giant bird was the same person she had bonded with. There were other
differences besides the obvious: he was much more relaxed, as if the concerns
he had in his hybrid form did not survive the transformation. Within the first
day of travel, she had discovered a playful side to his personality.


“I can’t have
you insulting my hunting skills. I can stalk my prey as well as any lupwyn.”


“Prove it.”


Her reply had
barely left her lips before the intense heat of his Larnkin’s power fanned
along her skin. Ashayna doubted if she would ever get used to the dizzying
effect of seeing his large bird shape melt into the familiar form she loved.
Sorntar took a pace towards her, a spark of amusement brightening his eyes. She
took a half step back, slamming her wooden bow across his chest to stop his
attempt to instigate mutual grooming.


He wrapped his
hands around her bow and tried to tug her closer. She jerked it out of his
grasp. A sour grin graced his lips for a half a breath before his expression
changed to a much more mischievous one. “So, my slow land-bound bondmate, shall
we see which one of us makes a better tracker?”


“While I may
lack wings, I’m not slow. I’ve been tracking game in forests since I was a
child. The forest is my element. We’ll see who’s slow!”


With a shrug
and a grin, Sorntar vanished into the surrounding undergrowth. Ashayna yelled
in mock anger and gave chase. Her eyes adjusted to the gloomy shadows, and she
scanned the forest for movement, seeking his trail. A tree with one fresh
scratch, sap only now beginning to well up, gave away Sorntar’s route.


For the better
part of a candlemark Ashayna followed a small stream down river, scanning game
trails for any recent activity. A rustling ahead revealed an animal’s presence.
Sorntar was too skilled to make such noise, besides she was certain he was
still in the trees somewhere above and to the left. Fitting arrow to bow she
paused with muscles loose, waiting for her unknown prey to move out from behind
cover and make a target of itself. Even Sorntar could not leap down upon it
while it rooted in the underbrush beneath the large oak.


A juvenile
boar, one of last year’s offspring, trotted out into the open. Ashayna drew her
bow in one fleet motion and released. The arrow flew true to its mark, piercing
the pig’s heart even as Sorntar dropped onto its back. Sorntar vented one
scream of anger for missing the kill.


“That’s my
kill, get off.” Ashayna laughed at his glower, while she forced him back with
the tip of her bow.


“I found it
first,” he said in an offended tone.


“Well, my arrow
killed it, so by rights it’s my kill. Now move.” She jabbed him in the ribs to
hurry him along when it looked like he might balk at her command. Reluctance in
every line of his body, he moved a couple paces off. Ashayna drew her knife to
begin butchering the carcass.


“Since you
stole my kill, I’ll need to find another way to alleviate boredom.”


Before she knew
it, her world became one of blue feathers and the taste of last year’s leaves,
as she rolled across the trail. The scent of Sorntar, moist earth, and leaf
litter clogged her nose with each breath. Sorntar still had her arm locked
behind her back when they came to a stop. Breath exploded from her lungs in a
deep wheezing cough.


He leaned in closer.
With his chest pressed to her back and a knee to each side of her hips, he
effectively held her pinned. Ashayna could feel his breath across her ear and
cheek even though she couldn’t turn her head to face him. So, he wanted to
play, did he now? She let tension leak out of her muscles and felt Sorntar’s
guard slip as he, too, relaxed. He shifted and released her arm, his palms
coming to rest flat on the ground, one on each side of her head. Ashayna
smiled, glad Sorntar couldn’t see it. She rolled onto her back and stared up
into his questioning gaze, completely unconcerned that she was still trapped
within a cage of Sorntar’s limbs.


He returned her
gaze, though his expression was mildly perplexed. “Ash, you do know the entire
idea of hand to hand combat is to best your opponent by any means necessary. You’re
not supposed to surrender without a fight. If you’ve already forgotten that much
of your training, Caltanwyn is going to be less than happy.” His eyes, a hand’s
span from hers, were shadowed with uncertainty and a little lust.


“I thought we
might explore some other pursuits.” Finding his hand, she intertwined her
fingers with his and guided him to her breast. She could feel his surprise
vibrating along their bond link. His fingers flexed slightly, but he didn’t
immediately fall for her trap, so she gave him an encouraging smile.


“Training is
about dead last on my list of things I want to do at this exact moment.” Which
was true, Ashayna reasoned.


“There’s
something else you’d prefer?”


“I can think of
a thing or two, actually.” Like eating and sleeping. She smiled as she began to
unlace her shirt. “Besides, you’re rather handsome, in case you haven’t noticed.”
Sorntar leaned closer to catch her words, his eyes locking onto what her
fingers were doing. “And so very gullible.” 


His eyes
widened when he understood. She drove her fist into his belly, and shoved him
off with a powerful kick. Sorntar stumbled backwards. His wings flared out, but
he was unable to catch his balance and landed on his ass. Ashayna bolted to her
feet and stood over him, grinning.


He gave her a
rueful grin as he came to his feet, and then bowed. “You certainly won round
one. Come, give me another chance to redeem myself.”


His impish grin
had her lips curving into a softer smile. Ashayna laughed, motioning Sorntar
forward. He straightened, ready to continue his attack, when a shadow detached
itself from the underbrush.


At first
Ashayna mistook it for another boar. Before her mind could fully understand
what she saw, the wardlen broke cover and launched into Sorntar. They rolled to
the side in a spray of blood and blue feathers accompanied by fierce snarls.


She retrieved
her bow and raised the silver-tipped arrowhead. Cursing their speed, she
continued to track them, waiting for them to slow and give her a chance at a
safe shot. An alarm burned through her mind—she whirled around in time to see
another wardlen leaping for her throat. Of their own accord her hands dropped
her bow. Before it hit the ground, both hands began to burn with a silver fire.
The wardlen, perhaps sensing its danger, tried to twist away, but the smallest
tendril of her power brushed its flank. The creature stiffened, head thrown
back in pain, and it shattered into bits of murky dark mist. The mist hung in
the air for several heartbeats until the breeze blew it apart.


Too shocked to
move, she stared dumbfounded at the place where it had been. If not for another
raptor-like scream of fury from Sorntar, she might have stared at her hands in
disbelief for an entire candlemark. The first wardlen had him pinned down. It
ignored the blazing heat of his burning feathers, looking for other, more
vulnerable, places to rip at.


Heart pounding
in fear for Sorntar, Ashayna leapt into motion. At the wardlen’s side, she
paused to give it time to focus on her, and then raised her still glowing hand
to its flank.


“Die now.”


Her direct
touch was much more effective than the accidental one and the creature vanished
in a bright flash.


* * * *


The sun set as
they made their way back to camp. Sorntar caught sight of the stream through
the trees and decided reporting this to his mother could wait a short time
more. After scanning the surrounding tract of forest thoroughly and finding it
free of any other nasty surprises, he focused on Ashayna.


Judging by her
quiet demeanor and pale complexion, she was still shaken by both the strength
of her Larnkin and the violent dispatch of the wardlens. He didn’t blame her.
As a first showing of power after their bonding, it was rather spectacular. She
still hadn’t spoken, only dragging her share of the boar’s weight as they
walked the last stretch to camp. Finally she drew a deep, shaking breath and
looked in his direction.


“I’m going to
go clean up.” Her voice sounded hollow. He didn’t miss the way she rubbed at the
gooseflesh covering her arms.


He doubted
Ashayna’s upset was purely caused by their brush with death, or having to kill
the wardlen. No, it was something else. Something she wouldn’t be able to wash
away. Magic.


She made for
the stream, but paused and turned to him. “I’ll help you with the boar first.”


“I’ve got it.
Go wash up. I’ll be along shortly.” She nodded her thanks and left him to
finish butchering it. It was a good activity to keep him occupied. Better than
worrying over why there were more wardlens loose, or the ease with which his
bondmate dispatched creatures with a natural resistance to most defensive
magic. No matter what the elders said, or weren’t saying, the evidence was
stacking toward one harrowing conclusion. But there wasn’t anything he could do
about that tonight.


By the time he
finished with the boar, darkness had fallen, and Ashayna was still standing
upon the river’s bank, looking out across its moonlit waters. “When I killed
them with my power it felt right, so very right. Like I was born to dispatch
them. I took joy in it…what am I?” Her voice drifted into silence. Though, the
edge of horror in it still echoed in Sorntar’s ears. She sounded so lost.


“My bondmate.” He
stepped up behind her, encircling her with his arms. From respect and desire,
tenderness grew in his heart. When he started to undress her, she allowed him.
Her outer vest was the first to go, and then he tugged her shirt free from the
waistband of her pants. The buckle of her belt gave him trouble, but at least
she held still while he fought it. Her pants were easier. When she stood before
him in only a shirt, he stopped, taking a moment to discard his own clothing.


After unlacing
the ties of her shirt, he raised her arms and pulled it over her head. Her breasts
glowed pale under the light of the moons, her nipples a dark shadow. His eyes
glided down her flat belly to another patch of shadow between her legs.


While his body warmed
to the sight and scent of her, he wanted to give her comfort, not stir up more
complications between them.


After he
grabbed soap and a rag, he eased into the slow moving water, tugging Ashayna
along behind. The water was cool, but easy enough to suffer. When it reached
his thighs, he stopped and faced Ashayna away from him. He ran the rag over her
shoulders, and then moved down, leaving a trail of suds along her lower back
and over the curve of her butt. He moved down her legs.


When her back
was clean, she turned around at his urging. He washed her graceful neck, then
her breasts, and when he slid the rag lower, Ashayna sighed, relaxing into his
touch.


“I think I’m
jealous of a rag.”


“Sorntar?” With
a shake of her head and a weary little grin, Ashayna broke free of her
depression. She finished washing herself.


As he scrubbed
blood and gore from himself, he kept an eye on Ashayna, watching for signs she
was sliding back towards depression or shock. When he was clean, he dragged
himself out of the water. Guiding Ashayna along ahead of him, they returned to
the fire.


She still didn’t
look like her normal spirited self, so he wrapped her in a blanket and then he
sat down and settled her between his legs. She relaxed against his chest and he
started to groom her hair. Now, if he could only draw her into conversation.


“I was thinking
about how to arrive in the human city, since my flying in would cause
pandemonium.” As he had hoped, she glanced over her shoulder at him with mild
interest. “I think it best if we arrive in disguise. I can cast a weaving over
you to change your hair and features. For myself, I can manage some shape
shifting when needed. Any ideas of what I should pretend to be?”


She thought
about it for a moment before a wan smile touched her lips. “I’d like to see you
as a plain, work-hardened farmer, complete with calluses and bronzed by the
sun.”


“Do I detect
another comment about me being too handsome?” He played along, visibly preening
at the idea, more than willing to take the blunt of one of her pointed barbs if
it would restore some of her confidence.


“Most
certainly. Let me see a work-weary farmer.”


He stood up and
came around in front of her. Immediately he missed the feel of her in his arms.
But he needed to distract her, not himself, so he let his eyes drift closed as
he turned his thoughts inward. The familiar heat of his power flowed out in
small waves, much like when he went from bird to hybrid, though not nearly as
strong. He felt one moment of dislocation as his physical body melted into fire
and another shimmered into being.


The image in
his mind had been of a stranger with pale skin, brown hair, a strong build and
of medium height.


“Yes, that’s
much better, but for the fact none would believe you to be a farmer. Perhaps a
well-off merchant; not rich, mind you, or there would be no need for you to be
here. Nor have I met a rich merchant with a warrior’s build.” She kept her eyes
level with his shoulders. “You need to be taller if I’m to be your daughter. I
can say I get my height from you.” She licked her lips and swallowed nervously.


Sorntar grinned
when her gaze dropped lower. Apparently, he was more of a distraction than he’d
intended. “Is there anything else you would like to criticize?”


“Yes actually,
change your voice. It belongs to nothing human.”


“Very well, let
me try this again.” The second time he called much less power, only the merest
trickle. After delicately picking through Ashayna’s thoughts, he knew he now
had a tall frame, dark hair streaked with grey, and a time-weathered face, but
one still striking. A neatly trimmed beard framed a hard mouth, one he hoped
would put fear into the heart of a lesser merchant.


As if she
couldn’t help herself, her gaze roved to study his new body. Sorntar picked up
another of her thoughts: well-endowed.


“For the love
of everything good, could you please find something to wear?” She jerked her
head to one side. An interesting shade of crimson climbed her cheeks.


He picked up
another blanket and wrapped it around his shoulders, then sat down behind her.


After a few
moments of urging, she relaxed against his chest. “Now what about your voice?”


He didn’t
answer right away. Instead he debated what phrase a merchant might utter. Then
it came to him. He was glad she couldn’t see his wicked grin.


“My lady, might
I interest you in sampling some of my fine wares this beautiful evening?”


Ashayna coughed
and snorted with laughter. When she had herself under control, she peered at
him over her shoulder. “Use that tone on the ladies of the court and they will
be very interested in sampling your merchandise.”


“I trust you’ll
defend my honor.”


When she
grunted in her usual manner, he relaxed, thankful to have been able to distract
her from her worries. Sorntar practiced using his new voice until Ashayna’s
head began to nod and sleep claimed her. Smoothing her hair away from her face,
he stroked his knuckles along her cheek. After he fussed with her blanket, he
settled her more comfortably against his chest and just watched her sleep.


So this is
love. The thought was accompanied by a deep sense
of contentment.


* * * *


In the next
three days of travel, Sorntar practiced being a human at each rest stop and
when they made camp at night. Thankfully, there were no more incidents with the
wardlens. As it was, he did not need to report the incident to his parents. His
mother had contacted him moments after Ashayna had fallen asleep, informing him
they were tracking his progress and were aware of the attack. Only many
carefully chosen words and reassurances to both queen and council had convinced
them he and Ashayna were well able to protect themselves. The Elders had
grudgingly allowed them to continue into human-held territories.


On their eighth
day of flight Sorntar told Ashayna they had crossed into human lands and would
soon catch up with their santhyrian friends. They would land at the next
clearing and walk to where the santhyrians waited.











Chapter Seventeen


 


She was growing
soft.


Or at least her
feet were. Ashayna glanced over her shoulder to see Sorntar, in human form,
struggling up the narrow trail several paces behind. His boot caught on a
protruding tree root. Without his wings to aid his balance, he lacked his usual
grace and stumbled into a tree trunk. Ashayna didn’t laugh at his disgruntled
look. Instead she focused on the weight of her pack and the two bundles under
each arm.


Thankfully they
were almost to their destination. The smell of cooking had been with them for
the last bit of the journey. The path turned suddenly and a clear view of the
camp was visible. It didn’t occur to her tired mind to wonder at santhyrians
making fire and cooking food. She remembered Sorntar had mentioned the
santhyrians had made some friends, human friends…and those same human friends
might find their arrival rather too sudden.


A series of
surprised gasps greeted her moments before a hunting bow was pointed at her
heart by a young woman who frowned with a Stonemantle glare. Ashayna blinked,
then shouted in joy. “Sorsha, you’re here! How?”


“Who are you?” Sorsha’s
voice held no warmth.


“It’s me.”
Ashayna wanted to run across the distance and scoop up her sister in a hug, but
she spotted Lamarra hanging a step behind and she looked uncertain, almost
afraid. Sorsha, on the other hand, didn’t look unsure or fearful. She’d always
been good with a bow and now she held her it leveled at Ashayna’s heart.


Sorntar circled
in front and gestured with one hand. The bow ignited in blue fire and burned to
ash, scattering pale dust upon the ground. Sorsha jumped back with a cry of
surprise, gingerly cradling her blistered fingers with her uninjured hand.


Ashayna
realized what was wrong. Sorntar’s weaving worked very well, apparently. “Sorsha,
Lamarra. It’s alright. It’s me, Ash.” She tried to reassure them, hoping her
voice, which hadn’t been changed, would be enough for them to recognize her.


“Who are you
really?” Lamarra’s face twisted with bewilderment.


“One moment,”
Sorntar said in a stiff voice. “I can clarify the situation.”


Sorsha’s
expression darkened when it settled on Sorntar. “Tell me who you are. Answer
truthfully.”


“Sorntar,” he
said with a regal nod of his head, “Crown Prince of the Phoenix, though not
even my own mother would recognize me in this form.”


On the heels of
Sorntar’s words, Ashayna felt power prickle along her skin. The weaving began
to unravel.


Sorsha stood
frozen, speechless for once. Lamarra took advantage of the rarity. “Ashayna, it
is you, but how?”


Ashayna drew
breath to answer, but Sorsha broke free of her shock and gave a happy cry of recognition.
Before Ashayna could react, she found herself in an iron embrace as her sister
tried to squeeze all air from her lungs.


“Ash, we’ve
missed you so. We got your letters… your santhyrian friends brought them. Why
didn’t you tell us you were coming in person? Never mind that.” Sorsha started
gesturing wildly towards the other side of the tent. “It doesn’t matter why you’re
here. I’m just glad you are. Summer Flame was hurt. Shadowdancer and Winter
Frost went to find Old Mother—they’re not back yet.”


Ashayna’s mind
was awhirl, though she understood the gist of her sister’s words. She’d met Old
Mother and her two grandchildren, Beatrice and Roan, while she’d been scouting.


And for the
better part of seven years Ashayna had been trying to get Old Mother to return
to civilization, but no amount of arguing could change the old woman’s mind.
The elder claimed she couldn’t live in the village where her only son had died.
Ashayna knew there were other reasons for living alone. If Old Mother carried
magic in her blood, then an acolyte would eventually sniff her out. When he
did, Beatrice and Roan would not long outlive their grandmother. Ashayna couldn’t
blame the old woman if she thought the risk of lupwyns was the better choice.
Being torn apart quickly had to be better than smelling one’s skin charring as
the flames melted flesh from bone. Gooseflesh rose on Ashayna’s arms. If
Sorntar hadn’t come into her life when he did, she might have faced a similar
choice.


Apparently, all
her friends knew each other. She’d bet anything Larnkins were involved with
this mess.


“Summer Flame
is hurt?” Worry colored Sorntar’s voice, and he took a step away from Ashayna’s
side for the first time.


Sorsha’s eyes
narrowed as she studied Sorntar. “Ash’s letters mentioned you, but more
importantly she gives you her back. It’s notoriously hard to gain Ash’s
confidence. If she trusts you, so will I. This way.” Sorsha nodded her head
towards a small hut. Ashayna couldn’t see anything over the tall grass, but as
the evening breeze picked up, she detected the coppery taint of blood.


“Summer Flame
was caught in one of Roan’s snares. His left hind leg is badly lacerated.
Beatrice is inside trying to mend it, but she’s still early in her training.
Shadowdancer and Winter Frost split up to go look for Old Mother.”


“I’ll see what
I can do until the others arrive,” Sorntar said.


Sorsha led the
way to the small hut in the center of the clearing. “He’s sheltering inside.
Beatrice fears he’s going into shock from blood loss.”


Sorsha held the
door for them. It was dark inside, only a small fire offered illumination. With
a slight motion of Sorntar’s wrist, a pale mage globe burst into being. The new
light increased in brightness, giving Ashayna’s eyes a chance to grow
accustomed.


Summer Flame
stood with his head hanging down, his eyes dulled by shock and pain. The other
occupant in the tent—a small, blonde girl—jumped to her feet and faced Ashayna,
her expression a mix of surprise and betrayal. “Sorsha! How can you bring a
stranger here?”


Ashayna
realized the girl was addressing her and had mistaken her for her sister in the
dim light.


“I’m Ashayna, Sorsha
and Lamarra’s elder sister. This is Sorntar, my bondmate. He is not human for
all he looks it now.” Ashayna raised her empty hands in a motion of
pacification. “He can help.”


Sorntar moved
to Summer Flame’s side. Beatrice hovered at Sorntar’s elbow, watching him with
misgiving as he examined the santhyrian, but her healer’s training quickly
overrode her doubts as Sorntar ordered her to blend various herbs to strengthen
the santhyrian. Ashayna moved to a safe distance while Sorntar and the girl
attended to Summer Flame.


A slight
tugging sensation under her heart warned her when Sorntar began sharing power
with Summer Flame, but she didn’t feel depleted at all, almost like power was
flowing in from elsewhere as fast as Sorntar was giving it away. Ashayna was
sure Sorntar would find it interesting, but she’d rather their power have some
kind of limit.


Ashayna didn’t
budge from her corner until thundering hooves outside announced the arrival of
the other two santhyrians. The hut’s door shuddered as it was thrown open. An
old woman walked in. She took one look at Sorntar, where he knelt tending to Summer
Flame’s leg, and smiled. “You can stay, and Beatrice; everyone else, out now.”


She had no wish
to challenge the old peasant woman to a battle of words. Old Mother would win.
Ashayna made to follow Sorsha and Lamarra out when Sorntar spoke.


“Go no farther
than the fire. I will join you when I can.” Sorntar didn’t look up, and she
didn’t question him. She just hoped the fire was close enough to pacify their Larnkins.


“Do you need
help?”


“No. Go, be
with your sisters. Old Mother is skilled and I can feed Summer Flame power.”


Ashayna nodded
and left the hut. Outside, Sorsha stood with an arm over Shadowdancer’s neck.
She rubbed his nose with her free hand. The stallion seemed pleased with the
attention. Somehow Ashayna wasn’t surprised those two had become fast friends.


When they saw
Ashayna emerge from the tent, Lamarra and Sorsha both watched her with
disbelief, like they expected her to vanish again at any moment.


“It’s me,
honest.” Ashayna gave them a tentative smile. “Seems we all have much to tell.”


The sun slid
past midday with the full telling of each other’s stories. They were just coming
to the conclusion of Ashayna’s flight when Sorntar emerged from the tent.


“Old Mother
sent me to reassure everyone Summer Flame will be running again soon. She also
said to remind Lamarra and Sorsha of the lateness of the hour…” By Sorntar’s
slight smile, Ashayna bet his wording was phrased nicer than Old Mother’s
version.


“Don’t worry, I
can say we were with the seamstress, getting fitted for tomorrow’s masquerade,”
Lamarra said.


Sorsha, who had
been uncharacteristically quiet, jumped up with a laugh. “You and Ashayna must
come as surprise guests to the party. It will be grand. I’m sure you could
think of some official reason for coming.”


When Sorntar
agreed, Ashayna groaned. Helpless to stop her sisters and Sorntar, she sat back
and listened while they made plans. Once everything was arranged they said
their goodbyes and departed with a promise to meet in the morn.


 











Chapter Eighteen


 


A lattice
covered window opened onto a courtyard garden, allowing light to reflect in
thin bands onto cream-colored walls. Though the room at the back of the inn was
clean and adequately furnished, it was small for one of Sorntar’s height and
his crest brushed the ceiling. At least it was quiet. Ashayna was just beyond
in an adjoining room, preparing for the evening with Lamarra.


Sorntar fanned
out his freshly oiled wings, absorbing the sun’s late-day heat. Silver bands
circled his wrists and ankles, sparkling with jewels of pale blue and deep
indigo, a close match in shade and hue to his plumage. More jewels were clasped
to the three largest feathers in his crest and down the length of his longest
tail feathers. Ashayna had marveled at the design the first time she had seen
him wear the jewels. He hoped it inspired awe in the nobles of society as well.


The soft scuff
of footsteps at the door leading to the other smaller room drew his attention.
A sharp rap followed.


“Are you ready?”
Lamarra called through the door.


“Yes, come.”


Lamarra walked
into the room, followed by Ashayna.


His bondmate
stood with her arms crossed over her chest, a deep frown marring her features.
The slightest current of air ruffled the white feathers affixed to the many
panels of blue silk composing the body of the costume. An elaborate headdress,
like a bejeweled imitation of a bird’s crest, rested on her brow. Wings were
imagined by a long, two-paneled cloak, and pleated fabric formed a stylized
tail. He especially liked how the dress hugged her curves.


“I had it made
for myself,” Lamarra said with a shrug. “But after hearing all Ashayna’s
adventures, I knew she should wear it.”


Sorntar met
Ashayna’s eyes. “The color suits you.”


Ashayna glared
at him defiantly, obviously not in a mood to appreciate his compliment. Before
he could think of a suitable response for her dark look, Lamarra handed him his
cloak and led them from the room without a word. They stopped long enough to
await a carriage’s arrival.


Sorntar stood
outside until the last possible moment and doubted his ability to squeeze into
the small dark compartment. He almost asked to fly, but Lamarra gave him a
scathing look, one which challenged him to deviate from her carefully laid
plans at his peril. Ashayna laughed at his hesitation, and shoved him in the
back. He stumbled into the dark opening.


Within was as
bad as he had imagined. There wasn’t enough room to stand, so he bent at an
awkward angle while he tried unsuccessfully to situate himself. Its narrow
benches looked more like a small ledge, intended for he knew not what. It
certainly wasn’t designed to act as a proper seat. He began to unfurl his wings
to aid his balance and felt the feathers drag unpleasantly against the fabric
covering the walls of the small torture box.


“Problem?”
Ashayna asked in a falsely sweet voice.


“No.” He
answered back just as pleasantly, all the while trying to free his talons from
Lamarra’s hem without drawing attention. After his small victory, he began to
think he might be able to manage until the carriage rolled forward with a
jerking motion. The feathers of his crest had caught in the ceiling window
closure. Another jolt shook the carriage before he could free them and a couple
of his feathers pulled out with a painful twinge.


Ashayna stood
and retrieved two feathers out of the closure, and then sat back down without a
word. With her head down, hiding her expression, she played with the feathers,
stroking them between her fingers. He didn’t need to read her thoughts to know
she was laughing at him.


He perched on
the bench with his wings and tail draped to one side. Even bracing his hands
against the wall and ceiling as best he could, he still feared each rut and
stone the wheel found would throw him to the carriage floor. It was an awkward,
unpleasant ride, but blessedly short. When the door opened, allowing a breeze
in, he barely restrained himself from bolting. With his current luck, he’d
likely trip and land in an undignified heap.


Lamarra exited
first. Ashayna started to follow, but took pity on him and gestured him out
next. He sent her silent thanks as he drew the cloak closer around his
shoulders. Identity hidden as best he could, he turned and offered Ashayna his
arm. She took it with an arched brow.


Two young men
came forward to escort them. Lamarra chased them off with a quiet word. They
backed away with clear looks of bafflement. Before they could question her
unorthodox behavior, she hurried Ashayna and Sorntar forward, stopping once to
hand a paper to a serious-looking man with greying hair and sharp eyes. The
elder read Lamarra’s note once, then a second time before looking to Sorntar
and taking in his incredible height. The man’s skin took on a waxy hue as he
gasped something low and unintelligible. Another sharp word from Lamarra shook
him out of his stupor. With one stern nod, he gathered himself and vanished
within. Sorntar tugged Ashayna forward.


The three
santhyrians flanked them, causing looks of utter surprise on the faces of the
uniformed escorts.


“Last chance to
change our minds,” Ashayna commented dryly. “We could Gate to safety.”


“I didn’t just
endure a ride in that wheeled box for nothing.” His grumbled reply lacked all
humor. He tossed his cloak to one of the startled escorts and guided Ashayna up
the handful of steps and through the door beyond. They arrived just in time to
hear the grey-haired man announce their arrival.


“Lady Lamarra
Stonemantle….” The speaker glanced up to send one long nervous look to someone
at the front of the hall. “And Lady Ashayna Stonemantle, and their honored
guest, Sorntar, Crown Prince of the Phoenix.”


The noise level
within dropped from a noisy babble to complete quiet, the smell of shock so
strong Sorntar could almost taste it. Soon the first soft murmurs broke the
thick silence. They continued to grow in volume and number until he entered the
hall, forcing Ashayna to keep pace.


At the sight of
him, many made sounds of surprise and fear. A few women fainted, dropping where
they stood, while others waved fans almost violently. At least there wasn’t
mass hysteria.


Looking to the
front of the hall, he found Erinic Stonemantle standing with his palms flat
against the stone table, his wintry stare exactly as Sorntar recalled.


Ashayna stepped
between them with arms spread. “Father, Prince Sorntar is here at my request. I
wanted to visit with my family. He was gracious enough to offer me a way.”


The general
lifted one eyebrow. “Why was it necessary for someone as… important…as the
crown prince to come? Does he not have more vital things to attend to?”


“No doubt he
does, but I can hardly grow my own wings and fly back here, now can I?” Her
words grew harsh. “I’ll not have you insulting my guest. If it is your wish to
have us gone, then leave we shall.”


General
Stonemantle moved out from behind the table and joined them. He continued to
stare grimly at his daughter. “I don’t want you to go. Besides, the family
would drive me forth as well.” He gave one gruff laugh and pulled her to him
for a brief hug. He soon broke it off and gazed at Sorntar. “Crown Prince
Sorntar, you are welcome in my home, for you have returned my daughter to me,
even if it is only for a short time. How long will you stay?”


Sorntar was
certain the question was not asked in innocence. He chose his next words with
care. “The council granted Ashayna one moon’s cycle, then we must return.”


Ashayna jumped
in the conversation. “Enough questions for now, father. You can ask them later.
While I’m here perhaps some of the nobles of our empire can socialize with one
of the races that share this land. The santhyrians—those which look remarkably
like horses to our human eyes—are good friends of mine.” Ashayna proceeded to
introduce Sorntar and the three santhyrians to various nobles. After a number
of fear-filled silences and awkward greetings, they made their way to where
Lamarra had joined Sorsha and Lady Stonemantle.


“Sorntar,
beware my mother. No doubt she has plans about marriage. You are, after all, a
prince, one of the highest orders of nobility,” Ashayna said in warning.


Lady
Stonemantle proved surprisingly level-headed, controlling the situation with a
deft hand, taking everything in stride. His bondmate’s description of her was
flawed, by what he could tell. Lady Stonemantle took his arm when he offered
it, without even a brief hesitation. The next few candlemarks were much more
relaxed.


When the
dancing began, he wasn’t surprised or upset none were brave enough to approach
him. On one of the quiet times between dance sets, when the musicians were
refreshing themselves, he took the opportunity to sit with the general and his
wife at their table. “You know I am here on more than Ashayna’s request. I’m
here to find a more permanent solution to our people’s problem.”


“I’m listening,”
the general replied.


“If we are to
share this land without bloodshed, there are only two ways to do that. Become
better acquainted or ignore each other completely. This uneasy truce is not the
answer. The Elementals could welcome open trade and commerce, or to have
nothing else to do with you. You would be bound to stay within these limited
lands, hunting what ventured in from the lands beyond, and you would be
dependent on what your empire could provide to you by ship. All communication
between our races would be completely severed.” He glanced pointedly in Ashayna’s
direction where she stood with Lamarra and Sorsha. “But my mother does favor
forging longer lasting ties.”


The general
held his stony silence. Sorntar sipped at his goblet, his wine warm and spicy
on his tongue. It would be pleasant enough under normal circumstances, but
tonight he was too tense to get any enjoyment from either food or drink.


Lady
Stonemantle leaned forward and gestured for a servant to refill his goblet.
Sorntar focused on her and realized she watched him with more calculation than
did the general. He scrutinized his last words and he remembered Ashayna’s
joking warning.


“Crown Prince
Sorntar, you say we should forge ties and become more closely acquainted or
ignore each other. I will be blunt. Would a treaty sealed by a political
marriage create the needed stability?”


Sorntar froze,
and then continued with more caution. “That would be more complicated than you
might imagine.”


“Is peace not
worth the effort, even if the situation is complicated?” Lady Stonemantle
smiled and looked at a spot beyond his shoulder.


The general
followed his wife’s gaze, his expression thoughtful. Sorntar instinctively
turned and saw Ashayna, Sorsha, and Lamarra partaking in a circle dance with a
number of other women. Ashayna’s expression was blatantly sour. Clearly she’d
been pulled into the dance by her family. He smiled, letting his eyes follow
Ashayna as she moved around the floor. His eyes lingered a moment more before
turning back to Lady Stonemantle.


She gave him a
knowing look. “I fail to see any complications, especially if the two
candidates are chosen from noble bloodlines. The Stonemantle name is old and
has married into the royal line on more than one occasion.”


Sorntar cleared
his throat. “Perhaps a more lasting solution can be found, but I fear we are
getting ahead of ourselves. My elders merely suggested opening trade between
our peoples as a starting point.”


“Go on.” The
general’s body language was friendlier, and his expression had relaxed by a
small degree. If Sorntar wasn’t mistaken, the general found the whole situation
more amusing than stressful.


Sorntar talked
of trade agreements and land until the night was long advanced.


Before Lady
Stonemantle could launch into another conversation about the benefits of a
political marriage, Sorntar stood. “If you will excuse me, it has been a long
night and a tiring journey. Might I encroach upon your hospitality for a place
to rest?”


The general
nodded, calling a servant over to show Sorntar to his rooms. At the servant boy’s
timid approach, Sorntar gave him one quick smile in reassurance. Then,
following behind the boy, Sorntar fled the hall before more questions could be
asked of him, or a marriage contract drawn up. Ashayna would pluck him if she
found out he’d fallen into her mother’s trap so easily. Then she’d start
thinking up worse things when she realized he was contemplating the idea.


 











Chapter Nineteen


 


After her third
jaw-splitting yawn, Sorsha and Lamarra allowed Ashayna to seek her bed. Before
Ashayna retired for the night, she needed to speak with Sorntar to see he was
settled. It had absolutely nothing to do with missing him, she assured herself.


He had retired
long before, pleading exhaustion. Though she would bet her favorite hunting bow
that more than just the curious stares and endless questioning had driven him
from the banquet hall, or any pointed questions her mother could toss his way.
Ashayna sighed. Sorntar was not the only one endlessly questioned. The press of
society, measuring her every move, wasn’t something she had missed in her time
away. And she had given them fuel for their gossip arriving with Sorntar. With
a grimace, Ashayna decided she would rather deal with rogue Elementals.


The hall turned
sharply, forcing her to go around the corner blindly. She cursed the house’s
design that put two rooms side by side, yet still managed to have their doors
open onto different hallways. She doubted there were enough excuses in the
world to save what remained of her reputation if she was caught sneaking into
Sorntar’s quarters.


Thankfully,
Sorsha’s room and her own sleeping quarters were in close enough proximity to
where Sorntar stayed to satisfy their bond’s need for closeness for a short
time.


“Then why am I
wandering the halls at night?” She muttered to herself. “Oh yes, I’m a great
fool.” It was easier to berate herself for foolish notions than face the deep
unease stirring in her middle with chilled tendrils. Whenever she was parted
from Sorntar, something stirred within. Loneliness or a deep aching need, she
wasn’t sure what to call it, but she didn’t like the sensation or the fact she
depended on him to bring her peace.


A pale light
ringed Sorntar’s door. The latch gave under her hand, and the door opened on
its silent, well-oiled hinges. Sorntar stood with his back to the fire. His
stony expression held not even a hint of emotion. Uncertain of her welcome, as
he had been shielding all evening and she hadn’t wished to intrude, Ashayna
gave him a weak smile.


“He wishes to
keep something from you,” Sorntar said and tilted his head sideways to study
her, a slight frown darkening his expression.


“Who?”


“Sorntar.”


Ashayna’s smile
froze. The one standing in front of her spoke with Sorntar’s voice and moved as
he would, but she knew who stood before her. “Larnkin.” To her relief, her
voice remained level. Though she imagined he could read what she did not say.
She feared him.


“I have a name.
You would know it if you ever tried to communicate with me.” His words were
spoken in steady serious tones, akin to how Sorntar spoke but haughtier. “You
have vast power at your command. It wouldn’t hurt for you to practice. Your
life may depend on it.”


He watched her
with an unreadable expression. The cold unease in her middle uncoiled another
tendril. With every muscle at attention she waited, fighting the urge to call
her own power, and knowing it would never be enough, for this one was far
stronger and she had no hope, no possible chance to subdue him.


“You must bear
with me, ancient one.” Ashayna bowed, keeping her eyes downcast in what she
hoped he’d interpret as a gesture of respect. “You say you have a name, one I
should know, but in my defense all I can tell you is the truth. I know nothing
of you and my control over my powers cannot be trusted.”


When the Larnkin
remained silent, she looked at him through her lashes and tried again. “I’ve
never reached out to you on my own for I feared to insult you with my clumsy
use of magic.”


He made a soft
humming sound and raised one elegant eyebrow. “You speak prettily, if not
altogether truthfully, and while you are inept at magic, I have another
concern. You fear me. I cannot have that.”


In a blink, he
was at her side, both her hands clasped in a gentle embrace. He drew them to
his lips. The slight pressure of talons revealed he would accept no argument.
He kissed the back of each in a gallant manner before he turned them over and
brushed his thumbs across both palms. She felt the tingling of magic as the
Oracle Stone’s brand became visible on the one palm. He studied it in silence
for long moments before releasing her.


His thoughts
were shielded and she couldn’t read his expression, so in desperation she
continued with the small talk. “What shall I call you?”


“In the tongue
of my kind, Truth Made Anew: Itharann.”


“Itharann.” She
rolled his name on her lips. “You told me Sorntar wished to keep something from
me. What is so lurid that Sorntar is unwilling to speak of it?”


“Lurid?” He
laughed. “I wouldn’t go so far as that, but then again you might think a
stronger word is in order. Lady Stonemantle has convinced your father a
political marriage between humans and Elementals isn’t as outlandish as he
first thought.”


That was the Larnkin’s
reason for this visit? Ashayna’s mind whirled. It made no sense. “That’s no
surprise. My mother loves games of power. By her logic, one of her daughters,
being of the eldest noble house, should marry an Elemental of suitable
bloodline to forge a lasting peace treaty.”


“A near
accurate guess.”


“And Sorntar,
having been warned, should have expected this and subtly deflected the topic to
safer ground.” Her stomach tensed when Itharann didn’t immediately agree. “He
did explain the complications, I hope.”


“He mentioned
them, but I fear my host was no match for your mother. Sorntar betrayed himself
with a simple look, and she was able to sniff out that he was not opposed to
the idea of marrying you. Survival instincts won out in the end, and Sorntar
removed himself from your mother’s presence before she could have a marriage
contract drawn up.” Itharann chuckled. The warm sound sent a shiver down her
spine.


Pacing helped
to burn away the shock. Sorntar wasn’t against the idea of marriage?


“I’m glad you
find this amusing.” Her temper flared. “Why didn’t he tell me?” She paced
around the room, neither looking at nor expecting Itharann to answer her. “I
could’ve prevented this complication. Now it’s going to be a mess.”


She’d warned
Sorntar not to blunder into her mother’s trap, but it hadn’t occurred to her
Sorntar might willingly sacrifice himself in a marriage contract, and he’d
managed to drag her into the mess with him. What a nightmare.


“Marriage is
such a serious matter, so much more dangerous than bonding.” Itharann’s voice
was tinted with dry humor.


Even the
ancient Larnkin was making fun of her. Ashayna glowered at him, but he ignored
her. “It’s the fact he didn’t tell me. I should be hearing this from Sorntar—in
the form of a heartfelt apology for providing fuel to my mother.”


“Don’t be angry
with Sorntar,” Itharann said as he eyed the bed for a moment and then sat down.
“He’s young and so very confused by you. His desire clouds his judgment. I only
told you because there should be no secrets between bondmates and this one
would cause Sorntar much worry. Now you know and can prevent things from
getting out of hand. This situation is so unimportant it’s barely worthy of
thought.”


“Fine. So
Sorntar is innocent. I’ll forgive him. Now, what about you?”


The Larnkin
gave her a questioning look.


Ashayna frowned
at Itharann, seriously in doubt about his innocence. “If I could figure out a
reason why, I’d say you were trying to cause tension between me and Sorntar.”


Itharann’s
expression turned smug. He reclined on the bed with one arm behind his head,
utterly relaxed. “While we’re debating guilt and innocence, why don’t I show
you just what your oh-so-virtuous bondmate dreams of.” Itharann grabbed her
wrist and pulled her down onto the bed with him. “Enjoy Sorntar’s dream,
beloved.”


One short
muffled scream escaped her before the room faded and fell away. A luxurious
bedroom suffused with soft, golden candlelight took its place. Cool air raised
the hair on her arms. Ashayna glanced down at herself. Clothed in a short cream
nightgown, she might as well have been naked for all the cover her sheer gown
offered.


“Itharann—get
me out of here.”


Silence greeted
her mind call. After several futile attempts to call the Larnkin, she gave up.


The sweet
fragrance of bee’s wax teased her nose. She looked around in more detail.


Candles sat in
glass holders, scattered randomly around the room upon dark walnut book
shelves. Thick carpets of a similar deep earth shade covered the floor while
intricate tapestries hung on the walls, softening the cold stone. Two windows
allowed the moons’ radiance to blend gracefully with golden candlelight. A
large bed stood at room’s center, and at the rear of the bedroom a doorway led
to another chamber.


Taking one
hesitant step after another, she crossed the room and gazed into the second,
steam-filled chamber. A bathing pool surrounded by gauzy drapes took up most of
the floor. It was unoccupied, the waters smooth, but several windows were
propped open, allowing the night breeze to play with the drapes along the back
wall. They fluttered open, giving her flashes of an alcove complete with wide
padded benches. Sorntar reclined on one.


The deep
resonance of his cooing told of his intense enjoyment. A blush burned along her
cheeks, and she looked away. Sorntar deserved privacy, these were his dreams.
She wouldn’t like it if he invaded hers.


He mumbled
something low in a deep throaty voice and her resolve broke. Her gaze snapped
back to the drapes. The night breeze indulged her wickedness and pushed at the
drapes with renewed vigor. Sorntar still reclined on a bench, one freshly oiled
wing spread out drying.


Her heart
thundered in her chest. Unable to resist, Ashayna drew closer. The curtain blew
back, exposing more of his body. Muscles rippled under his dark skin as he shifted
positions and tucked his wing back in place, revealing a cloaked figure she
hadn’t realized was there.


The same breeze
that toyed with the drapes, shifted the woman’s robes by times and flashed
glimpses of her nakedness.


A woman shared
the alcove with him.


Jealousy, hot
and ugly, erupted in Ashayna’s soul.


She took three
steps forward. Then fisting her hands at her side, she forced herself to stop.
It was Sorntar’s dream, which made it none of her damn business.


Damnation, but
she wanted to know the identity of that other female partaking in mutual
grooming with Sorntar.


The mysterious
woman rested one hand on his shoulder and the other braced on his bent knee and
she leaned forward for a kiss.


“Ash,” Sorntar
growled out his partner’s name against her lips.


Anger and
resentment vanished so fast, they left Ashayna weak-kneed and shaking.


Through a veil
of gauzy fabric, she watched her dream self unclasp the cloak and straddle
Sorntar’s powerful thighs. He reached up and drew her face down to his for
another kiss, and this one possessed a smoldering heat that promise to end only
in one way. At his gentle urging, the other Ash shifted farther forward on his
lap, positioning herself over him. Even from a distance, Ashayna saw Sorntar’s
dark lashes flutter shut as he sighed out a deep groan of pleasure.


Ashayna
swallowed hard. Her own breath sped from her lungs in response to that
passionate sound. When her legs threatened to collapse, she forced them to hold
her upright.


“Itharann,
get me out of here.” She yearned to shout at the
manipulative Larnkin, but didn’t want Sorntar to become aware, so settled for
hissing under her breath instead. “Now.”


Itharann chuckled.
“Little scout, you can stay or go as you please. The choice is yours. If you
want to escape, simply show yourself and tell Sorntar the truth. He’ll free you
from his dream.”


“Now? I can’t
go to him now. He’s a little busy.” She furrowed
her eyebrows. “Why are you doing this?”


“Because you
and he both have a flair for making things harder than they need be. You must
stop hiding things from each other and learn the value of trust.”


“There’s got
to be a better way.”


“Perhaps, but
this is more entertaining. By the way, this is Sorntar’s dream about your
wedding night. Your mother’s talk of weddings gave him ideas.”


“Itharann.”


“Yes?”


“You’re an
ass.”


“You might
want to save name calling for later. You’ve got company.” With that he vanished from her mind.


“Where did you
go?” Sorntar’s husky voice washed across her ear. “You were there one moment
and gone the next.”


“I…” she
stammered.


Strong arms
embraced her from behind. He dipped his head and nibbled at her shoulder. With
a deep, heated sigh, Sorntar pressed against her back. She held herself rigid
for a moment until she realized the only way to hide was to be at the center of
attention. If she played it right, Sorntar would never know this was anything
more than a dream. She closed her eyes, sinking into the sensations. The heat
of his body beckoned, and she realized she might not need to act.


She turned in
his arms, and stroked fingers down his chest, over hot, smooth skin and hard
muscle—warm and real, nothing like a dream. He shivered under her touch.


His thick
lashes rose slightly. Passion-darkened eyes regarded her with a look of
desperate hunger.


“Beloved, why
did you leave me? Did I not please you?” His voice was velvet against her
breast bone, stirring heat in her blood to the point where she couldn’t think.
“Or am I simply demanding too much too soon?”


She swallowed
hard, fighting for control. Honor screamed that this was Sorntar’s dream, and
she was invading his privacy. She needed to leave now, or tell the truth. It
was on the tip of her tongue. She looked up into his eyes...and saw his uncertainty
and hunger.


Her resistance
unraveled. “You please me very much. It’s just…I was overwhelmed…and scared.”


“Don’t be.”
Sorntar’s arms encircled her waist. “I’ll always be here for you.”


She rested a
hand on his chest as she leaned up to kiss him. His lips claimed hers. He
tasted of passion and fire and Sorntar. Eager and yet uncertain, he slowly eased
more of his weight against her. With a sigh, she leaned into his embrace,
everything forgotten but the man holding her.


* * * *


Ashayna awoke
with a jerk, the memory of the dream fresh.


“Ah, you’re
awake. Good. I’m tiring and Sorntar will wake soon.”


A hand rubbed
the small of her back in a gentle caress. Sorntar’s Larnkin. Itharann. Heat
swirled through her core as memories returned. Had they actually done those
things, or was it all a dream?


“Dream,”
Itharann confirmed. “And I had no idea you were such a passionate little thing.
What do you think my host would have done if he’d woken with you atop him?
Fully dressed or not, I don’t think it would have mattered. Though,” he said,
sounding thoughtful, “your mother might actually have preferred that outcome,
as she could go ahead and start planning that wedding she’s been sniffing
after.”


Ashayna lifted
her head and gasped when she realized she was straddling Itharann.


“Now, don’t
wiggle. You’ll arouse him again.” Itharann chuckled. “Unless that’s your plan?
If so, I think I’ll just retire from playing chaperon.”


“No.” Ashayna
rolled off him. “Please. He’ll not understand…I…I had no right to invade his
dream like that. It’ll complicate things too much. You shouldn’t have sent me
there.”


“You didn’t
have to join in.”


“What else
could I have done?”


“I honestly
didn’t think you would yield so fast.” Itharann frowned at her. “I’d expected
your stubborn Stonemantle will to overcome a case of lust, and then you and
Sorntar would talk, laugh at the small things pushing you apart and learn to
trust each other. Hum…well, then I did expect you might engage in a little
healthy foreplay.”


“I don’t care
what you thought.” She needed to leave, to think far away from the sight of
Sorntar. She ran her fingers through her hair, then tidied her clothing. It
still felt like the glow of her skin would give away what she’d done. “Sorntar
won’t understand. You will not tell him. You’ve caused me enough problems.” Her
life was spinning out of control. Panic lurked in the shadows of her mind.
Sorntar would want more. He’d want her heart and soul along with her body.


He’d just
proven her body was easy to win over, and her heart was following along in
alarming fashion. But her soul? Ashayna remembered the story of the Destroyer,
uncertain if she had one. A shiver raced up her spine.


The Larnkin’s
expression softened as his amusement fled. “Very well. I’ll keep your secret.
Though I think you’re making a mistake. Secrets tend to breed trouble.”


She couldn’t
tell him the real reason for her fear, so she told a half-truth. “I’m not ready
to take this further. I don’t want to hurt Sorntar, but my rejection would do
just that. I know you think my fear over a wedding is silly compared to the
dangers of bonding early. And yes, it is, but I need to feel like I have at
least a little control over my own fate. Of late, my whole life has whirled out
of control. I can’t deal with anything more right now.”


“Easy, Ash.”
Itharann stroked her hair out of her face. “I protect what’s mine. And Sorntar
isn’t your enemy either. You have nothing to fear from him.”


“But he’ll hate
me for my deception.”


“No he won’t.
Trust me. Go back to your rooms. I’ll stay long enough to clean up.”


Ashayna groaned
in embarrassment, but found her voice. “You’re certain Sorntar won’t know.”


“Not unless you
decide to tell him. In which case, he’ll likely go looking for your mother and
sign that marriage contract before you have a chance to blink. But hate won’t
be one of the things he’s thinking about when he does it.” Itharann chuckled,
his voice warming. “Go. He’ll not know there was more to this than a heated
dream.”


Ashayna didn’t
stay to hear more and fled the room.











 Chapter Twenty 


 


The nineteenth
day of Sorntar’s visit to River’s Divide looked to be as dreary as the first
eighteen days.


Shortly after
waking on the second day of his stay, he’d discovered coastal monsoons had
arrived in the night. Enchanted, he’d watched as the heavy rains painted misty
halos around every object. It had been pretty, before it occurred to him what
such weather would mean to him and his freedom. The rains were too heavy for
pleasure flying or hunting; and, lacking those excuses, he’d been forced to
attend more social events.


After he’d
blundered into revealing his feelings for Ashayna, Lady Stonemantle had taken a
special interest in him, clearly concluding that—wings, feathers, and magic
aside—he was a candidate for a political marriage. On more than one occasion he
had nearly run out of the room to escape Lady Stonemantle’s thinly-veiled
questioning in order to keep the peace. Few in his acquaintance were as
single-mindedly determined to shape a situation to a desired outcome as that
small, tenacious woman. Inevitably she would continue their conversation at
their next meeting. More disturbing was the certainty his Larnkin found it all
very amusing. While Ashayna’s prickliness was part of her character, and he had
come to find her little jibes and snide remarks endearing, he wasn’t so sure he
could tolerate such a personality in his Larnkin.


He suspected
Ashayna had somehow become aware of the situation and was angry at him for
falling into her mother’s trap. There had been many awkward silences between
them of late. As her bondmate, it would have been easy to read her thoughts,
but that would only make her even angrier, so he did nothing and hoped she’d
forgive him soon. He missed the heat growing between them, and he wanted his
fiercely sweet scout back.


Shouting from
the docks drew him from his worry. He scanned the harbor, seeking the cause for
the disturbance. Grey water and grey mist blended into one solid monotone. His
eyes narrowed. Across the distance he could make out a ship limping into port.
As it sailed closer, he noticed its main mast was leaning to one side, its
sails shredded, and a darker shadow marked the ship’s flank.


He turned from
the sight of the dock workers securing the ship, and left the balcony to seek
out Ashayna. It was still early and a quick probe along their bond confirmed
she was asleep. He gave her a gentle push towards wakefulness and watched
through her eyes as she bolted upright. She tangled in her blankets, her
fingers groping for her sword hilt, or whatever weapon would come to hand,
while she looked towards her door for an intruder.


“Ashayna,
peace, I was trying to wake you.”


She groused at
him until he told her about the damaged ship.


“What flag
does it fly?” Her question was tense and angry.


“I do not
recall the motif, though the colors were red, black, and gold.”


“A black
falcon on a red field? Its feathers edged in golden rays of light?” Ashayna’s voice thickened with worry, all traces of sleep gone.


“I’ll look
again.” He returned to the rainy balcony and sought
the ship in the distance. A small trickle of power allowed him to see the flag’s
tattered remains. It was indeed the black falcon of Ashayna’s description.


Before he could
form a response, Ashayna burst into his rooms, still pulling on clothes and
tying laces. She joined him on the balcony to look out over the city and
farther to the port beyond. If her shoulders hunching in frustration was any
indication, her eyes were not sharp enough to see what he saw.


“The flag, what
does it mean?”


“We’re in
trouble. It’s Lord-Master Trensler and his men. We received a message over a
moon’s cycle ago; the Divine Speaker has set loose one of his scent hounds. I
never dreamed he would make the journey in such good time.”


“It looks as if
they nearly didn’t make the crossing at all.”


“If we had only
been so lucky.”


“How bad is
this?”


“You don’t care
for my father’s way of thinking. Now imagine someone a hundred times stricter
in what he believes, with the certainty he serves Divine will.” Ashayna laughed
at his expression.


He was glad
there were no mirrors within sight. Seems he still had something to learn from
his mother when it came to hiding his thoughts. “Then he’ll not care for me or
my kind. Will I be forced to draw my sword against this human?”


“No. His
preferred weapons are words and he has turned lies and deceit into an art.
Beware what you say, and say nothing at all of your people’s beliefs.
Lord-Master Trensler will try to trick you into saying something damning. With
tensions between the acolytes and the Crown being as they are, this could be
all the Divine Speaker needs to justify a rebellion.”


“I’ll be very
careful.” Sorntar reached out and tugged at a snag in Ashayna’s sleep mussed
hair. She glowered at him. Flushing, he pulled his hand back. “You should go before
someone finds you here.”


* * * *


He wasn’t
summoned into General Stonemantle’s presence until mid-morning. When the call
came, it didn’t surprise him to find it would be a private meeting with a few
officials. Sorntar rubbed at the dull ache in his temples. Thankfully, his Larnkin-induced
headache decreased in strength as the nervous guard led him to General
Stonemantle’s private council chambers. Ashayna had arrived ahead of him, and
relayed what she was able to gather from the room of closed-mouthed men. It was
little enough.


One of the ever-present
man servants opened the door at the guard’s polite knock. The murmur of voices
died as Sorntar entered.


This silence
was different than the one that had greeted his arrival at the masquerade many
nights ago. Sorntar knew why. Never had humans seen him dressed in full body
armor, with wing-guards strapped to his wings. He’d tucked his helm under one
arm. Rune spells glowed upon its etched metal surface. He didn’t think he would
be waging war against humans this day, but deemed it wise to look like he was
willing to if they decided to act in a foolish manner.


For once
Ashayna approved of the plan. A show of force was needed to impress Lord-Master
Trensler. He respected strength, she’d said, and it was better to dissuade him
from thoughts of conquest from the very beginning.


Focusing on the
others in the room with him, Sorntar found three men with whom he was not
familiar. One, older than the others, bore himself with a stern dignity
tempered with an indulgent smile. He would have struck Sorntar as the most
charismatic one in the room, if it wasn’t for the dark emotion lurking in his
eyes when he studied Ashayna. Sorntar stopped six paces away from the seated
humans. The stranger—Sorntar assumed this human was Lord-Master Trensler—regarded
him in a studying way.


Whatever the
human saw must have pleased him more than looking upon Ashayna, for Trensler
stood and bowed. “I am honored to meet one of the other races who share this
land, and doubly blessed to meet one of royalty. Never did I dream to meet one
of your people when my ship limped into shore this morning, but here we find
ourselves by Divine Will.”


While General
Stonemantle made introductions, Sorntar studied Trensler. He was tall for a
human, as tall as Ashayna, if of a slighter build. Sorntar didn’t doubt
Trensler would be quick to use his frail-looking appearance to better his ends,
but it was the bitter-scented magic humming around the human that concerned
him. Sorntar sent a tendril of magic towards Ashayna, but the power dissipated
almost at once. A chill descended on him. He resisted the urge to rub his arms.
The sensation passed as fast as it had come, but a twinge of worry still
knotted in his stomach.


“Ashayna.” Sorntar poured more strength into his mental touch.


She glanced in
his direction. “I can barely hear you,” she replied, her mental voice as
clear as always. “What’s wrong?”


“I’m not
sure. There is a magic user here. Can you feel anything?”


“No. I sense
nothing, though Trensler has always set my nerves on edge.”


“Perhaps it’s
my Larnkin. We are still newly bonded and that is a strange time.”


A throat being
cleared drew Sorntar’s attention back to the roomful of humans.


“You speak for
your mother, who is your ruling queen?” Although Lord-Master Trensler spoke in
polite tones, it was impossible to miss his slight disdain on the word queen. “And
your race wishes peace with us, if at all possible?”


“That is
correct in part. Any final decisions will be made by my mother and the council.
I will relay everything of value to them.” Sorntar shook free of the strange
numbness that had taken hold of his Larnkin. His mind clear again, Sorntar
countered with a question of his own. “What brings one of such high position,
if I understand the hierarchy correctly, to our land at such dangerous times?
When you first started out nothing was known of our intentions. Only recently
has a temporary peace been forged. I do not want you to misunderstand my words
or their meaning, but unless I am misinformed, you would have made a very
valuable hostage.”


The Lord-Master
chuckled with warmth—it did not reach his eyes, Sorntar noted—and made
fluttering motions with his hands. “You are correct, had you been able to
capture me I would have made a good hostage, but the spiritual welfare of the
people must come first. I like to think events turned out as they have for a
reason and thus, we should not waste this opportunity.”


* * * *


Another two
candlemark’s worth of questions and tedium passed before Sorntar secured
Lord-Master Trensler’s agreement that a long term peace was desirable. Finally
Trensler stood to take his leave, pleading he had much to see to before full
dark. The Lord-Master held his hand out to Sorntar.


Sorntar looked
upon the gesture with some surprise. He’d become familiar with human gestures
of good parting, but hadn’t expected it from this particular human. Grasping
the wrinkled and aged spotted hand in his, Sorntar felt the human’s chilled
skin begin to warm after a moment. A breath more and a chill began to creep
into Sorntar’s hand. The human released Sorntar before he could react to the
strange sensation.


With relief, he
followed the others as they filed out of the small cramped room. The leader of
the acolytes commanded some unknown power, for it had buzzed along Sorntar’s
skin and against his shields throughout the meeting. And the slight chill
accompanying the handshake, he hadn’t imagined that. This was something his mother
needed to know.


It was time to
return home.


* * * *


The wind tore
at stray pieces of hair long escaped from her braid. Flying on phoenix-back
offered escape she needed after being in the company of Lord-Master Trensler.
Sorntar had been ordered home as soon as his mother found out about Trensler’s
strange magic. Ashayna was more than willing to do anything if it involved
avoiding the Lord-Master. Her initial concern for her family was put at ease
when she’d learned Winter’s Frost, Shadowdancer, and Summer Flame would remain
behind, and within a few days another three elementals would be coming to
continue shaping the human-elemental trade agreement Sorntar had started. If
the elders discovered any danger, they would send Lamarra and Sorsha to join
Old Mother’s family to live under the protection of the santhyrian nation.
Surely six elementals could protect her friends and family.


Sorntar dipped
a wingtip as he chased an escaping thermal. The slight change drew Ashayna back
to the present. Flying also offered another bit of relief. With Sorntar in his
bird form, it was easier to pretend there was nothing between them. She’d kept
her shields up every moment they were together since she’d first joined his
dream. While Sorntar seemed suspicious about something, he hadn’t found out
about the embarrassing dream incident. Realizing where her thoughts headed, she
focused on the landscape instead.


The trees below
were a green blur as Sorntar flew at top speed, maintaining a short distance
above the canopies. While she’d been deep in thought, the city of Grey
  Spires had grown larger in the distance. Soon she’d be home.


Sorntar
stiffened, and Ashayna felt another’s magic touch him. After a moment, she
realized someone was talking with him mind to mind. When the magic ebbed, he
turned his head to watch her out of the corner of his eye.


“Sorntar, what’s
wrong?”


His reply was
slow in coming. “I’ve just received news from my father.”


“Talk to me.”


“He says the
Dead King sent tomb guards to River’s Divide.”


“What? Because
of Trensler?”


“My father
doesn’t know for sure. Sorsha is safe, but Shadowdancer reports one of the tomb
guards took Lamarra.”


Ashayna didn’t
respond to Sorntar’s news. She couldn’t. If she opened her mouth, she’d start
screaming and not stop. This was her fault. If she hadn’t stumbled upon the
Dead King’s domain, he wouldn’t have stolen one of her sisters in her place.











Chapter Twenty-one


 


This time when
they reached the council chambers, Ashayna was careful not to look at any of
the wall paintings. She didn’t want a reminder of the Twelve while she awaited
word of Lamarra.


“It should have
befallen me.” The words were insufficient, unable to describe her soul-deep
shame.


Sorntar ignored
her and walked towards the paneled doors. When he was close enough to touch the
painted surface, he stopped and studied it again. The oddness of his behavior
penetrated Ashayna’s grief.


“Sorntar?” She
joined him next to the picture, awaiting some reply and then understood. “Itharann,
what’s wrong?”


He brushed the
backs of his talons across the Destroyer’s image, caressing the face of the
long dead woman. “I loved her. She was my existence.” His words were somber,
resigned to confessing a long-buried secret. “She never knew of my love. It’s a
rare thing for a Larnkin to love a mortal spirit. My host suspected, but we
were together such a short time in our last life I never told either of them.
Now she’s gone. With her final act of betrayal, when she slid the daggers into
my host’s hearts, she sealed her doom. Ah, she knew the price: to murder your
bondmate is to destroy your soul.” Itharann paused in his retelling, as if the
old memories threatened to take over the present.


Ashayna couldn’t
speak, only listen with growing horror.


“Lord Death was
there that dark day. He couldn’t stop what his brother Dakdamon had caused, but
he was able to salvage some. He gathered together the shards of her soul and
dying Larnkin and carried them back to the Great Mother. In Her mercy, the
Mother reforged her soul, taking away the most painful memories and when
finished she was new again. I no longer knew her…you.”


He glanced at
her, his eyes telling of a vast grief encompassing more than Ashayna
understood. Itharann hesitated, as if he wanted to stop but couldn’t halt his
words. “The Mother kept you close and returned me to the Father to sleep and
heal. You are not the one I loved, but you are what the gods have given me as a
bondmate.” Itharann paused to give her another long-suffering look. “We will
make do, I suppose.”


While he spoke,
she’d put space between them until the passage way was at her back. One hand
rested on her sword’s hilt, the other a dagger.


“You plan to
test the Mother’s mercy a second time?” He followed her as he spoke, a cruel
smile on his lips, the dark light of challenge in his eyes.


“This is what
the Oracle was warning me of. I knew and didn’t wish to believe the truth—I did
nothing,” she whispered with growing horror. “Now you’ve enslaved Sorntar.”


A yelp escaped
her when she collided with a solid surface where there should have been a door.
She studied it a moment. It was a powerful shield, and she hadn’t felt him
calling the power. Holding panic at bay, Ashayna focused and asked another
question to stall him. “And how is it the Elementals haven’t detected your
corruption?”


Her voice
sounded cold, a perfect match for the serene mask she hoped was covering her
expression. The mask was the best her father could teach her. But her insides
fluttered with panic, and it took all her will to stifle a scream when his
power seeped past her shields.


“It is good you
care for the host. It will make what I ask easier for you. I want what any
bondmate would expect: love, loyalty, and respect throughout the long centuries
of our existence. If you will not grant me that, then end this now.” He reached
out and captured her hand—the one with the dagger clasped firmly within it. Without
warning he took her jaw in his free hand and tilted her face up to meet his
eyes. “Such strength and beauty you possess, yet so very traitorous.”


In an iron grip,
which would have broken her jaw if she struggled even a little, he held her
helpless. He reached up and unclasped the brooches holding his robe in place.
Cloth pooled around his waist, leaving his chest bare to her dagger. Her hands
began to shake uncontrollably.


“Go on, drive
it home. It would be better now than later.”


He freed her
jaw and used both hands to draw the dagger’s tip to the skin directly above his
heart. She didn’t know how long they stayed, facing each other, each with a
hand on the dagger. He dragged the point closer, drawing blood, while she
fought to pull it back.


“No! Please … I
can’t, not again. Never again.” Old memories welled up from a deep recess of
her soul. Fragments of images and unfathomable grief flooded her, worse than
the time with the oracle. Images of blood and soul destroying horror.


The dagger fell
to the floor, the clatter of metal on stone a sharp contrast to the stillness.


“I trusted you
couldn’t kill me a second time. It cost you too much the first time, besides
you would have required two daggers to slay me.” His smile could have shattered
stone. “The artist who painted those pictures of our dying moments must not
have been a phoenix, I suppose.” His voice dropped low. Threat laced each word.
“Last time you used both your daggers with great efficiency.”


Ashayna pulled
away with rising fury, fighting her way free of his grasp, uncaring if she was
hurt in the attempt. The struggle left her bruised and battered, but it was
worth every scratch his talons inflicted. Hatred uncoiled in her heart, a slow
insidious movement, threatening to poison the last of her reason. Fighting down
emotions, which would do her no good in the coming battle, she struggled
desperately against her fear and anger until she had regained some composure.


“You can try to
force me to do as you bid or you can destroy me, but I will never willingly
serve you. Why can’t you just leave us in peace? The one who corrupted you is
gone.”


“You ask for
peace?” Itharann laughed as he paced the length of the council table. “We will
never know peace. Why do you think we have been reborn? We are of the Twelve
and have always been born at times of trouble. We do not complain. We lead.” He
gestured to the room around them, the motion encompassing much more. “All this
is here because in the past we have done what must be done, gave of ourselves
until nothing remained. Bled and died for those who followed. Now we are called
on again and we must serve. That part of me has not changed. I plan to rule
both the Twelve and all the Elemental races. You shall aid me. None will stand
against us. None shall harm those loyal to us.”


Ashayna raised
her chin and squared her shoulders. “I won’t kill Sorntar, but I’m not going to
help you conquer whatever lands you please.”


“When you bond
fully with me, we will be one mind. Come.”


Ignoring her
denial, he reached for her arm. She dodged to his left and put the solid weight
of the table between them. She sorted through any number of possible options,
but nothing would stop him long enough for her to get away. Her only hope was
to call for help and occupy him until a councilor or guard came.


She called out
using magic, her mental call strong, buoyed by her desperate need, but another
power swallowed it without a trace, and, with wilting hope, she remembered the
barrier blocking the door.


“No one is
likely to come for some time yet.” His bland admission defeated the small hope
another might come upon them by chance. He continued, unheeding of her
disappointment, “The Dead King may not have planned for it but he has given me
the opportunity I require. Now come.”


Unseen to her
human eyes, a force encircled her body. It settled below her skin with a
sickening sensation. She forced down panic and called on her mage gift. It
responded feebly, only enough to gaze with mage sight. Her shields responded
not at all. Itharann stood blanketed with layers of power—the fluctuating waves
spread out in an ever-increasing circumference around him until it reached the
space where she stood. She could perceive where small threads of power, as
small and insubstantial as spider silk, connected them.


Against her
will her body moved to stand at his side. When Itharann handed back her dagger,
she sheathed it without pause. Even her frown smoothed out to a warmer
expression. Outwardly she may have smiled, but within her mind she screamed
curses at him.


“The human
language is more versatile than I knew. How colorful.” One eyebrow arched up in
an elegant curve. “Curse me as you will, I must control your action for a
little while yet. There are some things I require for our journey. We will be
leaving in a hurry once I put finishing touches on Grey Spires’ defenses. You
see, the Dead King and I do not see eye to eye. We are having a bit of a race,
one to see who can solidify his power base first. Oh, and if you have not
guessed, your mental calls will reach none except me.” His last statement more
an afterthought.


The need to
strike out at him was almost strong enough to break his control. With a supreme
act of will, she fisted her hand at her side. He noticed the movement and
crooned low in his throat. The sound, originally meant to calm, infuriated her
more.


“Relax,
Ashayna.” At his words, her hand uncurled and she followed dutifully behind.


His first
destination was the ancient library. There he sorted through a number of old
scrolls, packing them in warded containers to protect them against the
elements. Next came the kitchens, which proved as quiet as the library. After
those short trips they returned to his private chambers. He assigned her to the
readying of saddle bags, bed rolls, and various other supplies of non-magical
origin.


From a hidden
compartment in the chest, he carefully removed a heavy cloth-lined sack. A
large etched glass vial, corked with a warded stopper, slid out of the sack to
rest in his hand. Although she couldn’t identify the liquid by look alone, she
would bet her sword it was the silver non-water from the sacred springs.
Frustration overcame common sense and she baited him. “Wherever you plan to
take me, the Elementals will follow. They’ll not allow you to escape them.”


He paused in his
examination of the vial for a moment, seeming to think on her statement. With a
gentle care, he placed the vial back in its protective covering before turning
to her.


“They will be
too busy to follow us.” Itharann didn’t slow or turn as he spoke, but continued
out the door, motioning for her to follow. When she didn’t, Itharann returned,
and lifting one elegant hand he gestured her forward. This time his compulsion
dragged her along after him.


“So, what? You’re
running away? Is the ancient Larnkin afraid of the ones he intends to rule?”
Her words poured from a desperate corner of her soul. Ashayna hadn’t expected
him to rise to her bait and was surprised when he responded.


“You confuse
courage with foolishness. I would be a great fool to stay once they learn what
I am. I could win a fight with one or more of the elders, but against the
combined might of the council, even I would not fare well, as yet.”


“Then why are
you here at all? Surely returning was a foolish, dangerous move?”


Itharann
inclined his head in her direction. “You’re correct. As I said earlier, I was
as damaged as you, or nearly so, and have only recently awakened. Until then
Sorntar was in complete control. I only reacted instinctively to dangers to my
host. I’d just recovered enough to control my host when something in the human
lands weakened me. That creature, Lord Trensler, I don’t yet know what he is,
but certainly nothing human. He weakened me, fed from my power. I remember
nothing until I awakened here to find Lamarra kidnapped.”


That explained
more of what the oracle had said. It also reinforced how great a fool she’d
been. Up until this point she could have gone to another for help, but her
pride had stopped her—that, and her fear of magic. Now both she and Sorntar
would pay the price. She wondered if Sorntar was aware of his plight. For his
sake, she hoped he was oblivious.


They met few
others, as Itharann had chosen the least used hallways, but with each person
they passed, her hope suffered another blow. Even guards let him pass, unaware
of what walked the brightly lit halls with them.


By the time
they made their way into the vast gardens circling the castle, the sun stood
far to the west. Its warmth vanished in a heartbeat as she recognized Kandarra
and Vinarah approaching them, calling greetings over the short distance.


Itharann froze
at their approach. He made no outward signs to betray the dark rage Ashayna
could feel seeping from him across their link.


Ashayna didn’t
know what had triggered his rage, but quickly came to understand when she
caught glimpses of what he read from Vinarah’s thoughts. Remembering back to
her ordeal with the Oracle, Ashayna recalled her unknown assailant. The one
image she recalled most clearly was of a fist coming out of the dark with
talons clasped. She had known it had been a phoenix, but it had never once
entered her thoughts Vinarah would turn against her. Ashayna didn’t feel the
bite of betrayal she should, due to Itharann’s greater betrayal.


“Brother, what
news has fallen upon your sharp ears?” Vinarah hailed.


“I know only
what I knew before the Dead King raised his shields. He plans to make Lamarra
the next Dead Queen to increase his power before challenging me. Even though I
am pressed for time, I’ll still deal with you for the role you played in
Ashayna’s abduction and the abuses she suffered while in the Oracle’s Tower.”


Vinarah’s eyes
widened in shock, but it was too late. Itharann raised a hand. A bolt of blue
power rushed out, slamming into Vinarah. Her shields saved her from a quick death,
but in her haste to raise it there were weaknesses even Ashayna could see.


Vinarah fought,
twisting and thrashing against Itharann’s power while Kandarra launched her own
assault. Her first bolt deflected off Itharann’s shields. A second never came.
Itharann wrapped Kandarra in bands of power without taking his eyes from
Vinarah. Ashayna stood immobile, her fury and anguish burning strongly, just
not strong enough to set herself free of his enchantment. With growing panic,
Ashayna realized he was using Vinarah’s own shield to crush her. Vinarah’s
screams, high and eerie, were terrible to hear. Both wings crumpled with wet
pops and sharp snaps.


Ashayna wanted
to retch, but even that was beyond her control. Itharann’s power stretched
Vinarah’s skin tight over her bones, showing a fine tracery of veins beneath.
Tears of blood welled from her eyes and drops of the same covered her lips. The
phoenix tried to rise again only to fall to the ground in an unmoving heap.


Kandarra lay
unconscious upon the ground next to her sibling.


“Please stop.”
Tears flowed down Ashayna’s cheeks. “If ever there is a chance for us to
peacefully coexist, it will be forever destroyed if you kill them.”


She didn’t know
if her plea would have swayed him, for a black streak collided with him. When
the two opponents slowed, she saw Caltanwyn held the advantage. The lupwyn
forced Itharann’s head back until his throat was exposed and lunged for the
life pulsing there. Teeth snapped and flesh parted with a spray of blood.


Fire leapt up,
forcing the lupwyn’s muzzle back. Itharann gathered himself, pushing his
opponent from him with a grunt of exertion. There was a bloody mess where
Itharann’s throat should have been. Screaming, Ashayna ran to him, uncaring if
this was Itharann she helped. She might hate herself later but could not stand
by and watch Sorntar die. In response to her fear, her Larnkin flooded her with
power until her hands pulsed with it. She skidded to a stop within arm’s reach
of Itharann and had to duck when he launched another mage bolt at the lupwyn.
This one knocked Caltanwyn off the path and into the trees at garden’s edge,
nearly twenty paces away.


Itharann
smiled, and Ashayna realized his throat looked almost whole. Then he coughed
and a wave of blood cascaded over his lower lip. He spat and wiped a hand
across his lips


“Perhaps I
do require a little of your power. You were always better at unmaking damage.” He dragged her close and slanted his lips against hers, nipping
almost gently. He began drinking her power like it was water and he was dying
of thirst. Ashayna shivered in disgust and jerked her head to the side.
Itharann grinned, and then looking beyond her shoulder, his expression sobered
and he tossed her behind him. She peered around his broad wings and saw why. Caltanwyn
had recovered.


The scent of
blood and magic filled the air, until it coiled in the back of her throat.
Ashayna stumbled away from the battle and realized she was in command of her
own body. Wasting no time, she picked up her saddlebag, fumbling for the vial
within. The straps tangled in her panic to get it free. Two more tries and she
wrestled the large vial free of her saddlebag.


“Itharann!” She
called, holding the vial aloft. “Leave them, or I’ll destroy this.” She gave
the heavy vial of silver liquid a small shake, making it shimmer with promise.


Surprise and
fury played across his face, and he redoubled his efforts on her shields.
Ashayna defied him, feeding more power into her defenses. Then she turned and
ran, hoping Itharann would follow her instead of killing the lupwyn.


She ran and
only the sound of her own footfalls reached her ears. Either Itharann was far
behind or he hadn’t taken the bait.


A sudden wind
whipping her hair around her head was her only warning. She threw herself to
the ground in a roll as Itharann flew over her position. A strong jerk and a
tearing sound heralded the ruin of her leather outer vest.


With a hiss of
disgust, Itharann discarded the torn bit of leather and winged back over her position.
Ashayna scrambled to her feet and ducked into an alley too narrow for Itharann
to fly through. He landed beside the entrance, dwarfing the narrow opening.


Yes, she liked
those odds much better.


The gradual
rise of the ground between the buildings changed into a sharper ascent, slowing
her passage and making her legs burn. A worried glance behind showed Itharann
still at the alley’s entrance, trying to squeeze his bulky wings into the
alley, his talon’s scrambling for purchase. But with both the ground too smooth
and steep for his talons, and the walls too close for flight, he backed out
again, taking to the sky with an enraged cry.


Her ears
throbbed. Sweat beaded on her brow and soaked her hairline and still she ran.
The alley came to a sudden end. To her left was a large expanse of soft green
pasture. On the right, elegant white stones of the stables glittered steadily
in the late afternoon light.


Itharann dove
out of the sky to land across from her. The backwash of wind from his wings
buffeted her. Dust and gritty bits of gravel hit her face and obscured her
vision. Before she could take a proper fighting stance, he was upon her. Her
world narrowed down to one of blue feathers and the tainted warmth of his
power. He twisted the dagger from her grasp. She delivered a kick to his
crotch. While he was distracted, she aimed a sharp elbow to the belly, and drew
her last dagger. The first blow tangled uselessly in his long primaries. She
wasn’t willing to risk losing her only weapon, so instead she broke away.


She lifted the
crystal vial with one hand, forestalling him from attacking. Giving the vial a
shake, Ashayna held it long enough for him to look from her to the vial and
back again before she smashed it against the door frame. The liquid darkened
the surrounding stone, dripping down to the cobbles below in slow, thick drops.
It reflected golden light from the setting sun for a heartbeat more before
vanishing into a pale mist, sparkling with energy. She watched until the last
of the mist disappeared, then looked to Itharann.


He stood still
and mute, expression unreadable. Even the breeze failed to ruffle his wing and
crest feathers. Only his magic still pulsed around him, its movement seen just
beyond the surface, but the wild rage driving it was gone. He shifted, battle
stance changing to a more relaxed pose. When he spoke, his voice still lacked
warmth, but was calm again. “You have accomplished nothing. Surrender to me and
no more harm need come to anyone this day.”


“We’ll not
complete the bond, that’s accomplishment enough for me.” As she spoke she fed
more power into her shields. She scanned his features for some nuance of his
thoughts. “You’re tired from fighting, aren’t you?”


His expression
gave nothing away.


“Having trouble
controlling Sorntar?”


“A minor
problem,” he acknowledged. “As for you breaking the vial, that’s another
problem easily solved. There are two other springs blessed by the Mother where
we can go to find what is needed.” He brushed at the fragments of glass
shattered across the ground with one foot. “This is replaceable.”


“All I need to
do is hold you off until an elder comes.” She returned his cold stare with one
of her own.


“That could
lead to our deaths, foolish youngling.” Desperation must have lent him
strength. Itharann renewed his attack, stronger than before. Magic crashed
against Ashayna’s shields. With a sound like a scream, her shields buckled. An
echoing throb of pain stabbed into her mind.


She had no will
to fight, even if she had been free to do so. Her heart a leaden weight, she
walked up to stand next to him and watched the herd drawing nearer.











Chapter Twenty-two


 


The individual
members of the santhyrian herd became visible. Ashayna’s throat tightened when she
recognized two members as they detached from their herd mates. Winter’s Frost
and Summer Flame raced forward, not knowing the danger they faced. They covered
the distance in a blur of speed, blending silver pale with lustrous red-brown
as they galloped.


“Don’t harm
them like you did your sisters. I’ll do as you ask. Just don’t make me stand by
helpless again.”


“I shall not
kill them. Besides, I have a use for them.”


In their haste,
both santhyrians came to a skidding halt. Ashayna was surprised to see old sweat
and grime marked their coats.


“Crown
Prince, we came as quickly as we could. Shadowdancer is still on his way with
Sorsha.” Winter’s Frost said.


Fear and dismay
filled Ashayna’s heart. Itharann would torture Sorsha just like Sorntar’s
sisters.


Summer Flame
moved closer to Itharann. In contrast, the pale mare flared her nostrils and
backed away, nearly losing her footing in the slick grass. “Why do you smell
of a weaving of restraint?”


“The Dead King
wants Ashayna. I’ll explain later,” Itharann replied.


“Very well.”


Ashayna
mounted, helpless to deny Itharann’s commands.


Winter’s Frost
rolled an eye in Ashayna’s direction, and while Sorntar mounted, the mare broke
into a reckless gallop with a surge of her powerful hindquarters. Even as she
galloped, Winter’s Frost sent a silent warning to Summer Flame.


Reaching the
crest of a hill, the mare slowed to a trot and looked back. Ashayna couldn’t
look away either. Itharann and the santhyrian engaged in battle. Summer Flame
bucked to disengage his rider while Itharann clung doggedly to his back. Blue
flames erupted along Itharann’s wings. In less than a heartbeat, his power had
spread to the santhyrian stallion. At the contact, it flared, changing color.
No longer blue, it now shone an oily purple-black. The young stallion screamed
and fought to free himself, but the blue-purple mist adhered to him before
vanishing beneath the skin with a flash of power. When it cleared, it left in
its place a series of tattoos. Even over the distance the design of the tattoos
made her eyes hurt. The tattoos shimmered, solidifying into diamond shaped
scales as large as her palm. Two curved horns crowned his head.


The changed
stallion continue to buck a handful of times more before settling to await his
master’s orders. When Itharann straightened from crouching over the stallion’s
neck, he was as changed as the santhyrian. His feathers were darker, nearly
black, his skin a shade paler than milk. He leaned forward to whisper some
command in the stallion’s pricked ears. In a fluid move, both stallion and
rider turned to watch Winter’s Frost and Ashayna. Winter’s Frost broke into a
gallop.


“We must warn
the city and gather help.” Wind threatened to steal Ashayna’s words.


“I have
already tried to cry warning, he blocks me. It echoes back against a powerful
shield.” Winter Frost’s message was cut short as
the ground in front of them opened up. In its place a smooth sided pit awaited
them. The mare gathered her hindquarters beneath her and sailed over the chasm.
She stumbled on landing, but resumed her gallop within three strides.


“Winter’s
Frost, you mustn’t trust me. If he commands me, I must obey him. Itharann hasn’t
commanded me to jump off because the fall would harm me. He requires me whole
for his plans.”


“Then I’d
better not slow down to a speed you can safely jump from.”


The sound of
powerful wings beating the air came too late to warn her. Itharann, faster in
the air than anything a santhyrian could match on the ground, over took them.
He came to a landing several lengths in front of them.


“He thinks I’ll
not risk running him down. After what he did to Summer Flame, I’d risk breaking
all my legs for a chance to avoid such a fate.” The
mare lengthened her stride, pouring every bit of strength into her flight.


Itharann’s
expression changed to surprise and he had to dive out of the way.


“Ashayna,
tell me what has happened. Did he draw on some ancient power, one which was
tainted perhaps? Or is it something else?”


Another glance
behind showed Itharann back astride Summer’s Flame. Both stood still, unmoving,
and Ashayna didn’t like it. He was planning something.


“It’s not new,
this darkness,” Ashayna said, answering the mare’s question. She paused to draw
a deep steadying breath, fighting the wind for the air she needed. “He calls
himself Itharann—he is the Judge, leader of the Twelve. He was corrupted by
darkness long ago.”


The mare lost
her stride, stumbling for two full lengths before finding her footing again. “That’s
not possible. Whatever he said was a lie. The one you speak of died long ago,
killed by Dakdamon when he wouldn’t betray the Twelve. Even if what you say is
true, he wouldn’t be able to hide such a thing. The queen and council would
know. He lies to deceive you into doing as he wishes.”


“It’s him,”
Ashayna said with conviction, “and he didn’t plan to betray the Twelve. He had
no choice.”


“No. If he’s
what you say, he could capture us, and shape us into any tool he required. He
wouldn’t need to chase us down to do it.”


To save having
to shout above the wind, Ashayna spoke to her mind to mind. “He can capture
us. And then he’ll shape us into his tools, like he did to Summer Flame.
Itharann was weakening even before he changed Summer Flame. If we’re lucky, he
can’t have much magic left.”


“Human, you
make no sense.”


“Never mind.
Tell me about the city’s defenses. Itharann was going to do something with
them.”


“Offensive
magic and powerful shields…” If the mare would have
told her more, she never found out. They were almost to Grey Spires’ gates and
possible help. Another thousand paces separated the way when the land heaved
under their feet a second time. Ashayna had only a moment to curse her
bondmate, then she was falling. She slammed into the ground. Earth and bits of
rock rained down all around her as she rolled.


The world
righted itself as she eased onto her back. Looking up, Ashayna saw what had
stopped her roll. A massive crystal pillar reared up towards the sky. The
tingling of her skin warned her moments before magic rushed up the crystal’s
length from some source deep within the earth.


“Get up
human. If you stay there you will die.” Winter’s
Frost screamed into Ashayna’s mind as she trotted out of a cloud of dust and
fine grit. “The city’s defenses have been triggered.”


Itharann hadn’t
revoked his original order for her to ride the santhyrian, so when Winter’s
Frost was even with her, Ashayna vaulted onto her back. Muscles, bruised by the
fall, let her know of the abuse. She looked around to take inventory and to
locate where Itharann had gone. Of him, there was no sign.


More crystal
pillars, sisters to the one in front of them, were rising up all along the
city’s outer walls. Winter’s Frost leaped to the side, narrowly avoiding being
impaled by another of the pillars. The mare wheeled around and ran back the way
she had come. Ashayna clung to Winter Frost’s back and could only watch as the
second ring of crystals rose up faster than the first.


Only by the
grace of Winter’s Frost speed were they able to escape before the last pillar
completed the circle. Within, power surged forth from each ring, forming two
separate domes of energy—the outer starting to contract as the inner expanded.


“That was
too close,” Winter’s Frost said, fear still
sharpening her mental tone.


Ashayna agreed
wholeheartedly.


* * * *


“That should
keep the Dead King busy.” The voice didn’t belong to the mare, but the
beautiful, insidious voice Ashayna dreaded.


The mare froze
in mid-stride. Ashayna feared to look at Itharann and be trapped as the mare
was trapped.


“Ashayna, look
at me.” That voice again. A shiver ran down her spine. Fear became a distant
thing, weak and insignificant. His soothing tone lulled her and she found
herself studying him in detail where he sat upon Summer Flame’s back.


His body was
harsh perfection wrapped in a cloak of midnight wings. Skin, no longer his
usual healthy bronze, was the color of newly fallen snow. His eyes were dark
black pools, chilling with their intense gaze. Intricate tattoos marked his
flesh along the insides of his arms and ran up their lengths before circling
onto his shoulders. His slow smile showed pointed teeth.


The changes
didn’t stop there. Where once his crest was indigo, it was now inky black. Upon
his brow a ridge of bone flared up to meet with his crest feathers. The effect
was not unlike a crown. His wings, too, were different. There were now a number
of sharp bone-like blades in among the longest primaries. For all his deadly
changes, he still possessed a cold beauty, as if the one who shaped him had a
care for the outcome.


“Come, beloved,”
Itharann gestured her closer. “We have somewhere to be.”











Chapter Twenty-three


 


Rage had
sustained Ashayna in the beginning, but was now long exhausted. Even fear—her
companion when she couldn’t maintain rage—had fled. Her mind had grown numb, disconnected
from her own body, unable to muster enough will power to fight against the
creeping lethargy stealing across her body. Ashayna swayed with the rhythm of
Winter Frost’s stride. Her consciousness, her very personality, slipped farther
under the fog of Itharann’s influence with each step. Or perhaps it was just
the soul-weakening cold of the Wild Path—its chill far worse than she
remembered from her first trip through the eerie grey world.


A spark of
Stonemantle stubbornness flared and she roused herself enough to ask, “Where
are you taking me?”


Itharann looked
at her over his shoulder, his expression bland, lacking anything to give away
what he was thinking. After several moments of his unfathomable look, he
returned to watching the path ahead.


“You will find
out soon enough.”


Soon was sooner
than Ashayna would have thought. Another arch loomed up out of the shadows and
mist. An unheard command halted Summer Flame. Itharann leaned close to the
arch, running his talons along the stone. With a surge of power, the arch burst
into life. Itharann urged Summer Flame forward. Stallion and rider vanished through
the arch and Winter’s Frost followed close behind.


Blistering heat
struck Ashayna like a fist, causing her lungs to labor for a moment and sweat
to bead up onto her skin. They had left the tranquil grey world behind for one
filled with intense late afternoon sun and oppressive muggy air. Blinking
against bright light, she raised her hand to shade her eyes and realized she
was in control of her body again.


“Don’t think of
escape. We are far from anyone or anything you know.”


They stood at
the edge of a cliff, overlooking a tree shrouded river delta, surrounded by
tall, craggy mountains. This vegetation was much thicker than she recalled from
the one time she had seen a jungle. That time she had been onboard a ship, some
distance from shore. With each breath she could taste the loamy essence upon
the moisture laden air.


“Where are we?”


“It’s called a
rainforest.” His tone was droll.


“That’s not…,”
she gritted her teeth and strove for calm. “Why bring me here?”


“If I could
have avoided bringing you here, I would have, but, my dear Ash, that is the one
downfall of the bond.” He sighed, and stretched to loosen stiff joints and
ruffle feathers as Sorntar would.


The move caused
a spike of longing to pierce her heart. The strength of her emotions caught her
off guard.


Itharann gazed
upon her with a surprised look. Ashayna realized with a sick sensation in her
middle, she’d just given Itharann a piece of information he could use as a
weapon.


“So it’s not
just lust.” His dark eyes shone in contrast against his pale skin. He gave her
a smile of absolute merriment, stretching the tattoo along his cheek bones. In
another familiar move, he cocked his head to one side, appraising her with a
knowing look before his expression turned serious once again. “The force of
your love, it surprised you, didn’t it? What an interesting situation we find
ourselves in. If we had more time, I’d enjoy exploring our newfound
relationship.”


“If I had my
sword, I’d let you explore it up close.”


“Peace. I didn’t
intend to bait you unduly. For what I must do next, I will need your
cooperation, or at least, it will make what I must do easier. Will you agree to
behave? Or do you prefer to be a prisoner? The choice is yours.”


“Tell me what
you plan, and why you need me to behave. Then I’ll decide what to do.”


“We must make a
flight, a few candlemarks at the most. However, I will be flying fast and cover
a great deal of distance. We will be forced to leave our santhyrian friends
behind and the distance will cause some problems.”


The strain
would be too much, she realized. Itharann must be worried Sorntar would regain
control. Ashayna was careful not to let too much excitement show when she said,
“You won’t be able to control both them and me.” Itharann had plans upon plans.
What she hoped for was probably not something he would overlook in any case,
but she still held hope Sorntar was in there, fighting.


“An over
simplified view of our problem, but yes. Summer Flame will obey my orders, but
the mare is as stubborn as you.”


“You have a
problem.”


“One easily
solved.”


“How so?”


“If Winter’s
Frost is dead, she can’t give away our location.”


“I’ll
cooperate.”


“You agree so
quickly, no stalling, bluffing or bargaining. You surprise me again.”


She only
glowered at him.


Itharann walked
over to Summer Flame and Winter’s Frost and summoned a small amount of power.
After a moment Ashayna realized he’d placed a weaving of restraint over the
mare’s still form. Winter’s Frost neighed once in alarm before settling down to
wait. Her head hung lower, and her eyes clouded with misery.


Ashayna
clenched her jaw to keep silent. When Itharann was a handful of paces distant,
he called his power. Much faster than when Sorntar shifted between his forms,
fire engulfed Itharann and expanded outwards with a rush. The force of it blew
her hair back from her face. Shielding her eyes with one arm, she peered out
from under it to watch.


The fire
dissipated as fast as it had come.


Purple-black
feathers glistened in the jungle heat, with contrasting white barring on his
primaries and tail feathers. More white highlights accented smaller feathers
around his dark eyes and marched up into his vast crest. He would have been beautiful
had she not known what lay at his heart. Hatred rendered even the most
breathtaking beauty revolting


“Come, we must
leave.” He stepped closer, until he towered over her.


“I’ll not be
intimidated, Larnkin. Besides, you must be growing tired of your constant power
games. I said I’d go.”


He surprised
her by taking a handful of hopping steps back until she was out from under his
shadow. A giant beak lowered to chest level and she was looking at her image
reflected in one of his large dark eyes. “The power games, as you call them,
are as much your fault as mine. When you accept your fate and are willing to work
with me, your life will become so much easier.”


Free to move
under her own power, she stepped farther back from him while she continued to stretch
and loosen stiff muscles.


While his eyes
tracked her slightest movement, his massive talons dug up broad tracks of turf.
A slight bob of his head denoted an eagerness to be away. Itharann lowered one
wing.


Without a word,
Ashayna grabbed fistfuls of feathers and pulled herself up. Settling her legs
around the avian’s thick neck, she looked out over the cliff. A vast river cut
its way through the valley below, its silt-brown water flowed smooth and slow.
The wide brown ribbon cut against the green background creating a dramatic
effect. At least from the air she would have something to navigate by. For all
the good it would do her. If it was as Itharann said, and she was far from
everything she knew, there would be little use escaping into the jungle.


“Why am I even
having these thoughts? You know every thought as it goes through my head.”


“Ash, you’re a
survivor and think of escape.” His deep rasping voice was similar to how
Sorntar had sounded in bird form. “A trait I value in a bondmate. Though, how you
always overlook the most obvious obstacle is a mystery to me. You’ve never been
parted from Sorntar for any great length of time since you bonded with him. I
don’t think you totally understand just how horrible separation can be for the
hosts. May you be blessed never to find out.”


Itharann took
to the air in a stomach-lurching leap. The ground dropped quickly away below
them, until the forest looked like a green carpet below and the wide brown river
was no more than a thin line.


* * * *


Flying, while cooler
than walking, was still an uncomfortable way to travel in this sweltering hot
land. The air up higher was less humid, lighter, and the insects she imagined
she could hear buzzing below were absent as well. But those were the only
consolations. Sun scorched her skin, and made her lightheaded with thirst. A
headache was building at an alarming pace, almost as fast as the dark towering
storm clouds to the northeast.


“Do you plan to
fly into a storm? I’d rather not.”


“We are almost
to our destination, though the storm’s outer edge will reach us before then. I’ll
protect you.”


She leveled
another glare at the back of his feathered head and was tempted to yank out his
crest in frustration. “Still not comfortable with flying…would prefer not to do
it in a storm!”


“A distraction
it is then. Look along the slope of the valley to the left of where the
waterfall crashes down into empty air before hitting the next outcropping. Do
you see the spot I mean?”


Curious, and
with nothing better to do, Ashayna looked along the line of slope he described.
Jutting out from a living carpet of green were the remains of some stone work.
It looked to be a wall. Following the bit of old architecture, she found
another crumbling building and more fragments of walls. Itharann flew up and
over another towering ridge of mountains. The bit of stone work she’d been
following vanished under forest, but other stone structures stuck out of the
greenery, here and there, like the scattered bones of a skeleton. The tallest
buildings were accented with crumbling towers.


It was the
remains of an ancient city, long abandoned and reclaimed by nature millennia ago.


“Do you
remember it?”


“Home,” Ashayna
whispered. For long sanity-threatening moments, images of what it had looked
like then, vivid and alive, flooded her mind as her Larnkin stirred to life
briefly. It was larger and more glorious than Grey Spires, a vast place,
dedicated to study and learning.


“Perhaps one
day, should we survive, I’ll come back here to reclaim what was lost. The
Elementals have forgotten this place, thinking it cursed. Forgotten, it has
lain dormant with all its secrets.”


The giant
phoenix circled lower over the city one final time in silence, trapped in his
ancient memories. His wing beats increased, regaining altitude before he
continued farther south, chased by the thunderstorm.


“I need to know
where we’re going. Please.”


Itharann arched
his head to look back at her while they flew. His look was serious, but not as
hostile.


“We go to the
place of our deaths.”


His words left
a rock in her stomach, while kicking her pulse into a faster pace. Taking a
better grip on his feathers, she leaned forward and to the side to meet one of
his large eyes. The clouds and her reflection looked back. “You mean we’re about
to visit the place where we died last time, don’t you?”


“There’s
something I must do there. It’s better seen than told.” His mental tone was
emotionless again. He locked his gaze on the horizon and ignored her further
attempts at communication.


Ashayna
swallowed her frustration and looked beyond his crest to see what he was
looking at.


One mountain,
larger than all its siblings, stretched up into the clouds, in a seemingly
unending wall of stone. Itharann found a thermal and followed the swiftly
rising slope, higher and higher until Ashayna’s lungs began to labor and she
grew lightheaded and heavy-limbed.


Air cooled,
layer by layer until the cold was as uncomfortable as the oppressive heat had
been. Mist from clouds dewed upon her exposed skin. Behind them the storm gave
chase, stretching dark arms of cloud out before it. Thunder boomed louder and
flashes of light raced through the energy-laden air.


Ashayna didn’t
feel comfortable even with Itharann’s assurances he would protect her from the
storm. Something more than the storm was gnawing at her confidence. The air,
the essence of this place felt wrong.


Wrong like the
Dead King’s tomb, wrong like the Wild Path and the Oracle’s Tower…wrong like
the wardlen. She could not name it. Visiting the place of their death could
certainly be enough to cause her to be uneasy.


He broke above
the level of the clouds. The seemingly endless wall of rock did have an end.
The cone of an extinct volcano rose above her head. The crater’s center was
filled with a clear blue lake, so large it could be a fresh water sea. The
surface was still, glass smooth. The storm winds had yet to touch it. Itharann
flew lower, until his shadow vanished under him. The sharp scent of magic
greeted her nose.


The water
looked fresh and was the proper color, but Ashayna certainly wouldn’t drink
from it unless forced. Underlying the scent of magic was the same tainted scent
she had perceived on both Itharann and the wardlen. Fear crawled up her spine.
She wished Itharann would put some distance between them and whatever the lake
was.


She looked
around the steep shore of the unorthodox lake. Greenery had gained a foothold
in shallow fissures, though she saw no grottos or other places where one might
hide something of value. Yet there had to be something she wasn’t seeing for
Itharann to return. He wouldn’t waste time rousing ancient memories for no
purpose.


She was about
to ask what he had come for when he increased his wing beats and spiraled
upward. Overhead the storm darken skies opened up and poured water down upon
them. Ashayna, protected by a shield Itharann had erected, remained safe and
dry.


Splitting her
attention between the dome of rainwater cascading around his shield and the
churning water below, she called to Itharann using their mental link. “What
are you doing?”


“Gathering
strength. Hold on.”


Itharann tucked
his wings and dove. Ashayna screamed and grabbed fistfuls of his feathers. The
walls of the volcano passed in a blur, and the water rushed up at them with a
sickening speed.


“We’re going to
die!”


“Not just yet.”


They hit the
water a moment later, and yet didn’t get wet. Peering out first one eye and
then the other, she looked around to see Itharann’s shield held back the lake’s
great volume of water as they sank deeper. Sank was incorrect she realized.
They sped downward at an unnatural rate. It grew darker, and as it did, the
shield surrounding them began to glow, creating a subtle illumination, enough
to see vague outlines in the water around them. The outlines clarified
themselves into giant rock formations, too intricate and artistic to be
natural. 


The light cast
by Itharann’s shield only illuminated one small bit of each structure, but it
was enough.


They were
sculptures. Images of different Elemental races.


“Ah, I see he
has kept busy. One must do something to alleviate boredom, I suppose.”


“He?” She asked
the question with growing horror.


“Dakdamon’s
prison must be weakening after all these millenniums. This is his doing, as is
the water. Water and time go hand in hand and both are his to command. His
power has found a small breach in his prison and he calls his element to him. I
don’t doubt the storm is his.”


“You still
serve Dakdamon? What of all your talk of serving the balance, about the Twelve
and protecting those who were loyal to you? Lies?” All along she knew he was
dark, tainted by what Dakdamon had done to him, but she also thought he was
free of his old master with an agenda of his own.


She was a fool,
a thrice-cursed fool who deserved whatever happened. But her greatest failing would
cost the world much suffering. She couldn’t fight what the dark monster would
do. She would forget herself. Lose the essence of who and what she was until
she became Dakdamon’s slave. Worse, she’d failed Sorntar. No one would help him
be free of Itharann. Her throat tightened with so many regrets.


“How touching.
However, I won’t let Sorntar be the plaything of my old master. I don’t plan on
turning you over to him either.”


“I’ve had
enough of your lies. We’re here at the demon’s prison. That tells me all I need
to know.”


“We’re here
because I must shed the last of Dakdamon’s taint. You’re the Destroyer. On the
most basic level, your strength is to unmake all forms of magic. You must cast
out every last bit of him within me. Or we’ll never be free.”


Ashayna didn’t
feel any relief at Itharann’s words. He couldn’t be trusted, not when his old
master was near. “I still don’t believe you.”


“It doesn’t
matter.”


As they
descended, Itharann’s shield intensified until the pale luminance resembled
moonlight. A strange glittering accented the darkness. Ashayna squinted until
the oddity came into focus. There were crystals imbedded in the statues.


“They are
reminders of the one he lost long ago, I would guess.” A bird could not shrug,
but his feathers fluffed up then flattened again in a manner she was coming to
translate as the same. “I speak of Lasharra, Lady of Fire, creator of the
stars. Dakdamon’s consort.”


Itharann
leveled out his strange flight until he skimmed the lake’s bottom. Ahead, a maw
of a cavern loomed. Before he reached his destination, a surge of power flared
along Ashayna’s senses. A defensive weaving snapped into place over the
entrance.


“Now what? That
weaving looks decidedly unfriendly.”


Itharann didn’t
bother with a reply. He drew closer to the shield. Nothing happened.


Perhaps it was
designed to keep people out, not to attack the unwary. Itharann released his
mental hold on her and focused all his concentration on the complex spell of
the shield. Power increased another level, and then dissipated in the next
heartbeat.


“Ah.” Itharann’s
uninformative response told her nothing. But surprisingly, he allowed her to
peek into his thoughts.


Ignoring his
arrogance, she sifted through his thoughts until she found something of use, or
he let her find it. The shield was keyed to allow the Twelve within. Itharann
was confident it would allow him through. Ashayna hoped he was wrong. At the
moment she would have been happy to see the shield relieve him of his overconfidence.


Small tendrils
of power coalesced along his crest and wings. They flowed over her arms where
she held tight to the feathers of his neck. Somehow she knew the magic wasn’t
interested in her. After a moment, it leapt from Itharann, crossing the watery
distance to collide with the shield.


A flash of
light nearly blinded Ashayna. The fiery power of the shield expanded to
encompass them. The world tilted and she was jerked forward. Itharann’s
indignant screech echoed in her ears. The world shuddered again, and Ashayna
rolled off Itharann’s back and smacked into the ground. She lay there a moment,
just breathing. Damp began seeping into her clothes.


“That weaving
is woefully misinformed if it thinks you’re an ally,” she said, still lying on
her back. Drops of water splashed her face. They were in a dark tunnel, water
still dripped into a few shallow pools spaced randomly along the floor.
Apparently the tunnel had, until recently, been part of the lake, its floor
still slippery with algae and other marine plants.


“We need to
move.” Itharann hooked her belt with his beak and lifted her with
stomach-lurching speed, then deposited her roughly on her feet.


“I’m not
baggage you witless, controlling, manipulative misbegotten freak! Touch me
again and I’ll…,”


“Do nothing.”
His comment slid into her statement smooth as a dagger. “If you care for your
friend, Winter’s Frost.”


She snapped her
teeth together and whirled away. In her path a spiral-shelled snail the size of
her palm sat like a lump of rock. Ashayna curled her lip and nudged it off to
the side.


The phoenix
called power again. She had seen so much magic since she first meant Sorntar it
should be becoming familiar, but the shift from one form to another was still
spectacular enough to make her breath catch. When Itharann stood before her in
his hybrid form, he motioned for her to walk forward. She stepped around a deep
puddle and nearly fell on her rump when her boot slipped on algae or something
less wholesome. Itharann steadied her with one hand, then he stepped out around
her to walk in front. He motioned for her to stay close. Her usual response—to
do the opposite of what he asked—didn’t flare up. Instead, she followed so
close behind she was in danger of stepping on his tail.


“Give me a
weapon. You have no idea what else is down here.” Fear uncoiled in her stomach.


“There is
nothing living to guard this place. The Twelve would not risk having another
living being guard Dakdamon. You saw how he created the statues. Even bound, he
can still influence things around him.” Itharann looked down his nose at her,
his eyes narrowed in mild annoyance. “Now be quiet, I must concentrate.”


Ashayna
glowered at his back. They walked through the subterranean tunnels with only a
mage globe to light their way. The monotony of the place was beginning to calm
her. Itharann came to a halt as the tunnel opened into a large, rough-walled
chamber. It would look like any large cave, if not for a vast crystal gate
dominating one wall.


Itharann
crooned in admiration. “Beautiful. Such power, skill, and sacrifice this took.
This is a form of Death Magic. Similar to the power binding the Dead King to
this Realm.”


At the mention
of the Dead King, Ashayna’s heart kicked with dread. Lamarra. Another person
she’d failed.


“Did I tell you
why the Dead King took Lamarra? It wasn’t in revenge for trespassing into his
realm.”


No. Please, no.


“There has
always been two, a King and a Queen—linked as close as any bondmates. The Dead
King was seeking his new queen. I don’t believe he’ll need to search any
farther. Power runs in bloodlines, after all.”


“No. Not
Lamarra. Not with that cold thing I sensed down there in the dark.” Ashayna
reached for Itharann’s hand. “Please, help her. I’ll do anything. Surely there’s
still time.”


“I doubt she’s
the new Dead Queen yet, but soon.” Itharann reached out and caressed his
fingers lover-like down her cheek. Ashayna turned her face away. His eyes
narrowed in anger. “If she’s as cold as you, perhaps she’ll enjoy it.”


A wave of rage,
unreasoning and consuming, rolled over Ashayna. She screamed and launched herself
at Itharann. Punching and screaming and howling denials, she summoned her magic
and shoved Itharann with a force greater than human. He fell backward, tripping
over the floor’s uneven surface. She came at him again, colliding with him in a
tangle of arms, wings and legs. Momentum carried them across the chamber, and
they slammed against smooth hard crystal. Power spiked, raising the hair on her
neck. Ashayna tried to roll away from the power burning along her back, but it
held her fast.


Itharann howled
in fear or pain. He struggled to free himself. His talons had caught in the
ties of her vest and one wing was trapped under her weight. The power running
along her back surged, enveloping them both. She didn’t have time to scream as
she was pulled through. Itharann, still attached to her, was helplessly pulled
along behind.


They struggled
to right themselves with many curses and much hissing. Itharann came to his
feet and must have called several mage globes to life, because a moment later
the sharp burning scent of magic filled the air like incense. The chamber,
another cave-like structure, looked identical to the first in shape. Though,
this one was not empty. With a sinking sensation she saw the light didn’t come
from mage globes as she’d first thought. Itharann hadn’t called any to life.


The light’s
source was twelve Wardstones situated at chamber’s center. They looked similar
to the Wardstones where she and Sorntar had completed the first phase of the
bond. Only these ones were much more massive and already pulsing with barely
contained power. Golden light formed a double-domed shield with the energy
cascading between the different pillars, like the one protecting Grey Spires.


She saw
movement behind the shield of light.


“Ah, still at
it. Killing him once wasn’t enough?”


The words
exploded across Ashayna’s mind, crippling her. She fell to her knees and
clasped her head. A deep moan escaped Itharann. She found him in a similar
position.











 Chapter Twenty-four


 


“Forgive me,
little ones. I have forgotten how fragile are the minds of flesh and blood.” A
soothing voice formed out of the darkness. “Accept my aid. I will heal your
minor damages.”


Ashayna’s head
throbbed from the blast of a powerful mindvoice. She forced herself to stand,
but words were beyond her.


Itharann
recovered faster and faced the darkness behind the shield. “I think not,
Dakdamon. I serve my own needs. Not yours.”


The energy
behind the domes shifted, pulling back from the golden light. “Oh, but Ashayna
delivered you past those wards so handily. You should have mentioned it would
be bad to cross them.”


“Had I known my
bondmate would do such a thing, I would have prevented it.”


“The last time
you overlooked her, you got yourself killed, as I recall.” The darkness
chuckled.


“Strange how you
recall everything in perfect detail, both forward and backward in time, and yet
here you are, trapped.” Itharann glanced sideways at Ashayna.


He was
stalling. Blessed Creator, Itharann was waiting for her to do something.


Billowing
darkness pushed against the shield, making it flare brighter. “True. In all
things, except those that directly affect me. A weakness I intend to correct at
some point.”


Ashayna
squinted, trying to see what moved in the shadows beyond the light. There
seemed no solid form but there was movement.


“Ash—that is
what your family calls you, is it not? Why don’t you come closer? I have
knowledge to impart to you.”


“You’re no
family to me. There’s no name by which I’d answer you.” She stepped back
towards the portal, grabbing Itharann by his arm. He allowed her to herd him.


Not a good
sign. At least she and Itharann had a similar agenda. It might not ever happen
again, but in this one desire they were in unison. Her hope of escape died
swiftly. No matter how many steps she took towards the crystal gate, it didn’t
get any closer. She remembered Itharann had mentioned Dakdamon was the god of
time.


“But Ash, we are
family. The Twelve are closer kin to the Larranyn than any of the flesh and
blood you so devoutly serve.”


“Larranyn?”
Ashayna directed the one word at Itharann only to find him staring at the
shield with unseeing eyes. There was no intelligence in his gaze. So fast.
Whatever had happened, it had struck Itharann between one moment and the next.
How could she fight that?


“Has my brother,
Death, taken all your memories? We are Larranyn, Servants of Creation, tools
used to sculpt the universe. The Larnkin are related to us. To call them by
their proper name it would be the Larranyn’s Kin. Kin to the Larranyn. Which
brings me back to you, Ash.”


Itharann jerked
like he had startled awake and began to move, cursing Dakdamon in the ancient
tongue. “I’ll not…serve…you.”


“Don’t
interrupt, Itharann. And you do serve me. Why else would you be here? I
summoned you by planting a thought in your head. Anyway, Ash needs to remember
some important details. If you are disinclined to share, then I will.”


Ashayna shook
her head, crushing the urge to laugh hysterically. It was ludicrous to listen.
Anything he said would be lies, or a truth so warped none but he would understand
the few grains of fact.


“The Wielders
of the Twelve are more closely related to Larnkin than most would ever imagine.
They are more than mere host bodies. Over the centuries a deep blending of
spirits occurred. That is how Itharann came to love a mortal spirit.”


“Loved. No
longer, she is gone.” Itharann interjected with little regard.


“Yes. That is
not in dispute. But Ashayna is now something new and interesting.” The darkness
gathered, deepening in tone and texture, shaping and forming substance and
body.


Ashayna watched
with dread and fascination as the shadows receded to reveal something standing
on two legs. A massive clawed hand caressed the barrier once before withdrawing
into shadows again. Far above her head, two black almond-shaped eyes glimmered
above a flat nose and narrow lips. Farther back, his gaunt cheeks swept into
elongated pointy ears.


The creature
bent down to gaze at them, and Ashayna didn’t care to feel like a bug. Dakdamon
lowered his bulk until he was kneeling. One claw tapped his prison’s stone
floor in a thoughtful manner. Small bursts of magic rose up at each hit. The
light reflected off three horns where they grew out of a boney ridge on his
forehead. It was very similar to the boney crown Itharann possessed. Even their
coloring was similar.


“Itharann’s
shaping took much from me, for he and you and all the Twelve were spirit forged
by the Great Mother and the All Father. He is a different form of leader than
the Twelve have ever had. He is Truth Made Anew. As his name implies, he was re-created
for a new purpose.” Dakdamon shifted again, his dark wings swirled the shadow
and mist inside his prison.


“You wanted him
to lead your armies,” Ashayna stated.


“He was to be
so much more than that. You and he were going to correct a problem for me, a
mistake I made.”


Itharann glared
at Dakdamon with renewed hatred. “How many mistakes have you made, Dakdamon?”


Itharann had
said the Destroyer’s greatest strength was to undo magic. Might it also include
the magic of creatures so powerful they were gods? With hope rising in her
breast, she backed towards the crystal gate a second time.


“Few.” Dakdamon
growled, his response blunt and bitter. “But those on a large scale.”


“Such as the
one that led you to be trapped in this very location?” Itharann countered.


“I was trying
to fix a mistake for the good of all creation. I required the Twelve to do it.”


Ashayna grunted
in disbelief. Her sarcasm got the better of her good judgment, and she added in
a falsely sweet voice, “Sure, and Itharann is my true love.”


Dakdamon
laughed. It was an eerie sound. Surreal. “That is between you and him. I
digress. As I had said earlier, Ashayna is something new and interesting. When
Lord Death gathered together the shattered pieces of your soul and the Larnkin
you host, there was not enough left to make two beings. You are in essence a
hybrid, half mortal soul and half Larnkin spirit, with a few bits of other
biological materials to make you a functioning life form.”


Ashayna shook
her head in denial. It could not be true. She was human. She didn’t believe
him, couldn’t. She was not a Larnkin.


“You see it as
a curse, when you should look upon it as a gift. If I am right, you will be immune
to what threatens everything else in this land.” Shadows shifted again and
Dakdamon melted back into mist, swirling and churning in a slower, less urgent
fashion. “My greatest mistake was created by loneliness and pride. I wished to
emulate the Great Mother and the All Father, to create another being like
myself, but one who would not know heartache. A self-sufficient being,
requiring no second half. That was my first great flaw. It needed no one, not
even its own creator. Still, I protected my abomination from the other
Servants, teaching it to hide its presence from my siblings until it had
consumed enough power to sustain and protect itself. I gave it the means to
hunt and consume Larnkins. The small, weak ones found in low density in the
wilderness. I saw them as nothing more than wasted energy. They had no
ambition, very little consciousness and commanded almost no power individually.
But their numbers were much greater than the more powerful ones with the
ability to take hosts. I taught my creation how to harvest their life-forces
and use their magic for a great purpose.”


“Sacrilege.”
Itharann said, looking ill to his stomach.


“Perhaps, but
what it did next, it did without my sanction. It began to feed on the more
highly evolved Larnkins, those who could work great magic and take hosts, and
then it began taking the highest level of Larnkins—those able to bond in the
mortal realm. I stopped it and trapped it.” The mists inside the golden light
churned with increasing agitation. “I thought to come back to it and rework my
creation, to fix the flaws. I should have killed it.”


“It got away,
didn’t it?” Ashayna thought she already knew the answer.


“It escaped its
prison without my knowing. It hunted, being careful to never cross my path, and
since it was something I had made, nearly a part of me, I couldn’t see the
future regarding it. It hunted, and roamed free of my influence for several
centuries before I returned to my work. By then it was too late. While far from
sharing the same power level as my siblings or I, it had found a way to
circumvent my power. I could not unmake my creation. It was too similar to me and
my power did not harm it. I was done being foolish.” Dakdamon shifted in his
prison. Light flared and danced, nearly blinding in its brilliance.


Ashayna closed
her eyes against the glare, but his voice still filled her mind. “I knew what
it was capable of, what its agenda was. It was only a matter of time before it
consumed all the lesser Larnkins, then the greater. If it did that, it would
have enough power to rival one of the lesser Larranyn—the weaker of my
siblings. Once it consumed a Servant it would be powerful enough to take out
another and another. One day it would come for me. Then the Great Mother and
the All Father. I do not know if it could threaten them. The Servants are as
nothing in power compared to them, but I could not risk it. I intended to
capture the Twelve and send them after it. My plan failed.” Dakdamon’s swirling
shadows intensified again. “Instead I find myself trapped here, with my
creature free to do as it pleases. It has been busy. I detected its power upon
you both.”


Itharann no
longer looked hostile, but intrigued. “Lord Trensler—I couldn’t read him. He
was protected by a humming void of magic”


“What you describe
and what I can read from your mind tells me enough. My creation has found a way
for others to capture and hold its food. I fear the other Servants do not know
of this danger. I taught it to hide too well.”


Ashayna took
another step to the portal. Her heel struck the barrier. Giddy relief swept
through her. For once, her magic was good for something.


“You need not
leave so soon. It has been long since I have had any visitors.” The words were
growled out in a different tone than his confession. While he may have been
intelligent and evil, she also recalled he was broken in some way. He lacked
Lasharra, the Lady of Fire. His other half. Apparently, his better half.


The shields
warding his prison screamed in high-pitched agony and magic sucked up all the
air. Ashayna gasped, a great coughing spasm raked her body. Relief bloomed a
breath later. There was still air to breathe, if somewhat tainted by the burnt
tang of magic.


“Do not mention
her name to me, not even in thought. Trapped I have been, agony and despair I
have suffered.”


Ashayna fought
the anguish, gathering together her scattered reason and looked for an escape.
She crawled towards where Itharann slumped. Then seeing his posture, she backed
away, so as not to be overcome by his flaring power.


“All for the
lack of her!”


“Sorry, so
sorry.” Ashayna chanted, praying the wards holding Dakdamon would withstand his
fit.


Itharann had
fallen to his knees, his face etched in a terrible concentration and his skin
slicked with sweat. His shoulders and wings shuddered under the strain of the
battle of wills. He screamed louder than the wards, then collapsed in a
quivering heap. A spasm shook his wings, his talons tore up chunks of rock from
the cavern floor.


“Free me,
slave,” Dakdamon ordered.


“No…I can’t.” Itharann
shivered, but turned his head to look up at Dakdamon. “I don’t have the power.”


“Death magic.
Do it.”


“No, you need
me. You need the Twelve.” Itharann lurched to his feet, swaying unsteadily as
he fought to break Dakdamon’s hold. Itharann took three dragging steps closer
to the wards before his renewed stubbornness asserted itself and he sank to his
knees.


Itharann’s
resistance only slowed his fate. He couldn’t stop himself from crawling forward
with his head bowed. Sweat ran down his skin and his limbs shook with the
strain of fighting Dakdamon’s compulsion. The wards flared, their essence
changing as they sensed the darkness within Itharann. The magic turned angry
and menacing. Ashayna knew a moment of panic before the wards struck out at
Itharann. He deflected the first blow.


The wards
increased their strength. He repelled the subsequent attacks and began to work
his magic upon a pillar, pitting his strength against ancient magic laid down
millennium ago. The crystal changed color. Thin almost insubstantial lines
began to trace across its surface. The pillar fought back, undoing Itharann’s
damage almost as quick as it had been made. Itharann persisted. Ashayna
realized the wards were not designed to counter an attack from a member of the
Twelve. Eventually, as Itharann gave more of his spirit, the wards would
weaken. Perhaps in a day, perhaps after years, but it would happen.


“Itharann,
fight him. We’ll all die if you sacrifice yourself.”


Itharann’s
thunderous look said he was enraged to be used by Dakdamon, but was helpless to
fight. In a moment of clarity, Ashayna understood he needed something besides
duty to fight for.


“Itharann,
fight—or Sorntar and I will die with you. As much as you show disdain for your
host, I know you still care for him. He’s a part of you, integral to you. And I
know you loved her, the one I was created from. I’m not her, but if you loved
her as completely as you say, you’ll fight to save what remains. Together, the
three of us can defeat Dakdamon.”


He met her
gaze, his expression torturous. Her words had penetrated.


“Sorntar, now.”
She poured all her magic into him.


Itharann loosed
a howl of pain as Sorntar broke the Larnkin free from Dakdamon’s control.


The wardstone
lashed out, a currant of power slammed into Sorntar’s chest. He flew backwards
and struck the cavern wall with a bone jarring thump, then slumped against the
stone floor. His head turned in her direction and she met his gaze. Sorntar’s
spirit looked out.


He tried to
communicate something to her across the silence.


Ashayna didn’t
need to be told twice, and bolted into motion. Reaching down, she grasped his
unresisting body and dragged him to the portal.


“Now, get us
out of…,” his rattling breath failed for a moment and he was unable to finish
his sentence.


She cradled
Sorntar in her arms and looked back over the distance to where Dakdamon stood
watching. He was no longer mist and shadow. Now he stood on two feet, massive
talons tearing up the stone under his feet. Ashayna didn’t want to stay and see
more. Calling her power, she willed strength into her muscles and lifted
Sorntar’s limp body until he was draped over her shoulder. His wings and tail
dragged along the ground, threatening to trip her up. She made her way over to
the crystal gate. Under her hand it warmed, and then the shield flared once.
Blinking, she found they were back in the first chamber. Thank the gods.


Scrambling to
her feet, she adjusted Sorntar’s weight. She needed to get him away from
Dakdamon. There was no telling how far Dakdamon could project his influence. If
the stone figures submerged in the lake were any indication, then perhaps
farther than she could hope to get before Itharann awoke and took command of
Sorntar again.


She made her
way back up the slippery tunnel. Losing her footing, she went down hard.
Unfortunately for Sorntar, he broke her fall. A gasp of pain alerted her to the
fact he had regained consciousness. Pausing in front of the shield holding back
the lake water, she helped Sorntar slump against an algae-coated boulder.


“I don’t know
what to do. Please, Sorntar, I need your help.”


“You can…do
this,” his whispered reply was barely audible. “You are…the Destroyer. Shields
are your gift. Your power…to undo damage.”


He fell silent
and his head lolled to one side. She collapsed next to him, searching his
throat for a pulse. It was there, a shallow but regular rhythm.


“I can do this.
I must do this.” She chanted the words as she gathered magic to strengthen her
muscles. With a grunt, she lifted Sorntar back over her shoulder. He was a hard
carry, long and lanky, even his wings threatened to trip her up. She stood a
moment before summoning a shield around her. Willing it to be solid, completely
watertight with a generous quantity of air, she took a firmer hold of Sorntar’s
legs and stepped free of the tunnel’s ledge, out into the green depths of the
lake.


A great
pressure descended on her mind. She fought panic and concentrated on
maintaining the life-giving bubble. The sense of pressure decreased after a
while, replaced by one of drifting. The strange life raft bobbed from side to
side as it rose. Their speed increased, carrying them towards their destination
faster by the heartbeat. She steeled herself for their eventual surfacing.


The surface was
dark, not light. What had happened to the day? It hadn’t seemed like they had
been down in Dakdamon’s prison for more than a candlemark. Then in the next
breath, she remembered a turbulent thunderstorm had been chasing them. The
surface would offer them no more safety than the lake.


Sorntar
struggled feebly and she lowered him to the pale glowing floor of her shield.
His eyes tried to focus on her, but blood from a cut on his forehead dripped
into his eyes. She linked with him and his thoughts came to her. She felt his
determination to remain lucid in what could be their last moments together. “Oh,
Sorntar, I’m so sorry.”


He smiled
weakly and formed an image in her thoughts, a possible escape. The complexity
of his plan boggled her mind, and likely required magical strength she lacked.
The effort to maintain the shield while calling a gate into being was beyond
anything she had attempted in practice.


“And under the
surface of a magic-summoned lake, with the father of all demons practically
under my feet.”


“Ash, my
bondmate, it is not so grim.” Sorntar’s thoughts
were as weak as his physical body and Ashayna leaned closer out of instinct,
even though it would do nothing to aid her hearing. “You have power. Focus
your will, it will do your bidding.”


“What of him?”
Ashayna pointed down, beyond her feet, to the dark reaches of the lake bottom.


“If he could
stop you, he’d already have done it. All he can do is hope he’s planted enough
self-doubt to cripple...”


“He succeeded.
I can’t do this.”


“You can.
Summon power…direct it to form a gate. Should we survive, heal me. He broke
something inside.” His thoughts becoming more and
more disjointed.


Tears rolled
down her cheeks, feeling abnormally hot against her cold skin.


“It’s all
right, Ash.”


“No, it’s not!
I’m not all right with you dying here in this place!” She grasped his face in
her hands and tilted his head back to look into his eyes. “I’m not all right
with anything that monster said or did. I’ll get us out of here, I promise.”


“Gate…to
santhyrians,” Sorntar said. His eyes drifted shut and she thought he’d lost
consciousness. Then his mind brushed against hers. “You can do this, my
beloved.”


She nodded,
tears spilling down to splatter on his face. Ashayna held him tighter and
gathered the last of her power. Rage for the injustices Sorntar had suffered
fueled her strength. Magic arced and snapped out from her body and coalesced
directly in front of her bubble. The gate took shape, fluctuating and flaring
as she fought to control it and maintain her shield. She thought her mind would
split in two. She held on until the gate formed then willed her bubble through
the gate.


The darkness of
lake and storm vanished. Power teetered unsteadily on the edge of escaping her
control. The shield failed with a popping sound, and her stomach plummeted as
she fell half a body length to the ground. She lay there, stunned. The grass
under her cheek prickled and when she turned her head, her cheek brushed
feathers. Mildly astonished, she looked around.


 Summer Flame
stood looking down at them, with Winter’s Frost only a few paces farther off. 











Chapter Twenty-five


 


Sucking in a
breath, Ashayna inhaled a lungful of powdery dirt. A racking cough assaulted
her, causing a sharp pain to lance through her side. Her vision blurred, fading
in and out of focus until her eyes remembered how to work together.


Winter’s Frost
stood over Sorntar with her head bowed. A pale healing magic flooded the area
around them. Earlier discomfort forgotten, Ashayna struggled to her feet and
then ducked under Winter Frost’s neck to kneel next to Sorntar. Ashayna kept
her hands at her sides, afraid if she said or did anything it would distract
the mare and do Sorntar greater harm. A quick survey of the immediate area
showed Summer Flame nosing through a pack. Using his teeth, he pulled out an oil
wrapped package. After tossing the packet next to her, he retrieved a water
satchel and dropped it in her lap.


“Eat, drink,
and regain some strength,” Summer Flame said. He
bobbed his head at Sorntar. “We can keep him alive for a short time, but
Itharann is hemorrhaging magic. He is beyond our abilities to fix…you must find
the resources within yourself to heal him or you will both die.”


Ashayna looked
back to Sorntar. His skin was as wax, worse than with the wardlen’s bite. He’d
reverted back to himself at some point. Itharann must be close to death if he’d
surrendered control to Sorntar so completely.


“Ashayna,
don’t just stand there looking dim as a new foal. Do something.” Winter’s Frost swiveled an eye in Ashayna’s direction. She pawed
the earth with a hoof and snorted. “When Summer Flame said we could keep
Sorntar alive, he meant we could give Sorntar more time by sacrificing
ourselves. I’ll give my life to protect my friends, but I’d prefer to find
another alternative, all the same.”


“Tell me what
to do,” Ashayna pleaded.


“What
happened to Sorntar is beyond our understanding,”
the mare replied.


Ashayna sighed,
and closed her eyes. She laid her hand flat on Sorntar’s chest. The faint
rhythm of his two hearts gave her some hope. If she could lend him some of her
strength, as the santhyrians had been doing, perhaps he could heal himself.
Filling her lungs with deep steadying breaths, she willed her magic to respond.


It came to her
command like a loyal war steed. Magic swelled, hurtling itself up through her
body before breaking through the inadequate barrier of her skin, where it
awaited her command. If only she knew what to do with it.


If she was to
believe Dakdamon, she wasn’t even human, but some unnatural hybrid—the remains
of a Larnkin married with the bits of her shattered soul. It explained so many
strange occurrences.


She shook her
head in denial. “I’m not that. I’m Ashayna Stonemantle. A human woman, not some
monstrosity brought about by the games of gods!”


“Not
monstrosity…my beloved,” Sorntar sighed out the words.


While she’d
ranted denials, her magic had gone ahead and blanketed him. His injures
remained unhealed, but he was awake and looked at her with such love it made
her squirm.


“Please tell me
how to help,” she begged. “How can I save you?”


“Trust
instincts,” he whispered. The effort to keep his eyes open proved too much and
his lashes drooped shut again.


Ashayna lay
down next to him, curling her body around his. With a whispered prayer to the
Great Mother, she closed her eyes. For the length of ten heartbeats nothing
happened. Then something within her awoke, remembering what it felt like to
expand her senses free of her body. She became aware of magic leaking from
Sorntar, as Itharann slipped closer to death. Following his escaping magic, she
navigated the dark below the ground, hunting and gathering the essence of
Itharann as she went. Finally, when she held every scrap she could find, she
flowed back up the current of magic leaking from him, gathering it to her as
she returned.


She flowed into
Sorntar, and ran head-on into Itharann. He had folded himself down into a
tightly bound ball of energy, but it did little to stop his life force escaping
from the ragged hole she felt in his spirit. Ashayna pondered her options a
moment. Then with a mental shrug, she shoved all the power back at Itharann. He
twisted and coiled, a rolling mass of magic.


“Hurts, does it
now?” But she didn’t stop force-feeding him. Willing or not, he absorbed the
power back into himself, gaining strength with each passing moment.


She continued
until she’d returned his magic, then started sharing hers. He uncoiled and
stretched within Sorntar, causing his wings to shift and his limbs to twitch. She
could feel him growing in power and was glad she couldn’t ‘see’ how he
controlled the host. The damage inflicted by Dakdamon showed like an eroded
riverbank, dark against surrounding healthy energy and diverting it from its
natural flow. For now, feeding him kept the tide of power flowing into him, but
as soon as she stopped it started rushing out.


“Curse it,” she
growled. “What am I supposed to do now? Stay like this for an eternity?”


Itharann
continued expanding out around her. She didn’t like being surrounded—even in
her mind—and pulled away.


“You need to
mend the torn parts, or else all your loving work will be for nothing.”
Itharann chuckled.


 Humor on his
part must mean she was doing something right. “Some suggestions would be nice.”


“You’re doing
fine.”


“Bastard.”
Since she lacked a body, she couldn’t even glower at him properly.


“Well, since
you don’t require my help, I’ll just busy myself elsewhere,” Itharann informed
her a moment before he began a weaving.


She didn’t know
what spell he wove, but by the feel of the fine thread-like strands of power he
spun around her, it wasn’t good for her continued freedom. “Never did like
spiders. Or double crossing, misbegotten, manipulative…,” She paused. He’d
given her an idea. She drew her swirling power to rein and began to spin it out
like spider silk. When she had a length of it, she concentrated on the rift.


“I really have
no idea what I’m doing, but you seem altogether too relaxed, so I must be on
the correct path. I hope I give you a good scar, at the very least.” Taking the
length of magic thread, she began ‘sewing’ Itharann’s rift shut. Slowly, the
power flowing from the wound choked off until only a little leaked between the
sutures.


“Thank you, my
bondmate. It’s appreciated.” Itharann purred. She felt him strengthen his
weaving another notch.


“Whatever you’re
doing, it better not be preparing for some unnatural Larnkin mating ritual or I’ll
gut you and let you bleed out again.”


Surprisingly,
Itharann didn’t come after her, but let her slip from his magic’s grasp and she
found herself back in her body. She collected her wits and shook the last of
the magic webbing from her mind.


Indigo-colored
wings blocked out a good portion of the light and strong arms held her close.
She stiffened. “Let me go. You can pretend to be Sorntar all you want, but I
know it’s you.” 


 “Rest,” he
said. “Sleep now.”


Ashayna tried
to fight his compulsion, but her magic didn’t consider Itharann’s weaving a
direct attack. Her eyelids grew heavy and she succumbed to his command.











Chapter Twenty-six


 


Ashayna awoke
to the swaying motions of a santhyrian’s walking gait and realized she was
astride Winter’s Frost. Rubbing her eyes, Ashayna looked around. Night had
passed her by while she slept, but apparently Itharann had made use of the time
and they had traveled a good distance from where she’d fallen asleep. There
were still mountains in the far distance, though the air no longer held the
humid jungle quality. She recognized some species of trees dotting the
landscape around a small mist-covered lake. It shone bright in the morning
light and its source seemed to be a small, picturesque spring. A large redwood,
covered in soft green of leaves, shaded the spring’s headwater. The tree swayed
slightly in the breeze. The tranquility of the place was at odds with the
horror of seeing Sorntar in his changed form. In the grey light of the Wild
Path and later in Dakdamon’s prison, she had been able to forget the extent of
Sorntar’s changes. Now, under bright morning light, she saw again the harsh
changes.


Itharann stood
at water’s edge and relaxed his shoulders. Until then she’d been unaware of his
tension. Ashayna took note of it, promising herself she would not overlook
anything else she might use as a weapon against him. His slow smile revealed
pointed fangs. The teeth unnerved her more than some of the other changes. What
purpose would those serve? Nothing good.


“Perhaps after
we achieve the next stage of our bonding, we will explore the uses for my
fangs.” His voice was a low purr. “We can learn together.”


“May the Mother
shrivel your manhood.” Her voice came out a rusty crackle. She cleared her
throat and gave him a chilly smile. “And if you try anything, I’ll make a
necklace out of your teeth.”


His short laugh
echoed across the water, disturbing a pair of water fowl. When the panicked
flapping of bird wings diminished, the area around the lake returned to its
earlier peaceful state.


He didn’t allow
her to reply, instead sealing her mouth shut with another weaving. She didn’t
fight him. Knowing he planned to force the bond, she conserved all her strength
for later. She couldn’t afford to let herself think of him as noble and gentle
Sorntar. Itharann had granted her a favor by changing his appearance.


Summer Flame
wandered a little ways off at Itharann’s signal. To hold Winter’s Frost, he
wove a halter of power and tied her to a nearby tree. After Itharann secured
the mare, he allowed Ashayna to dismount. She grimaced. Though free to move,
she was still helpless.


Despair was
stirring in her heart when a familiar and beloved mind touched hers. 


“Ashayna?”


He whispered
her name into her thoughts. Faint at first, then his voice grew stronger.


“Ashayna,
can you hear me?”


Yes, she heard
him, but didn’t want to believe. Surely this was another of Itharann’s tricks. “Sorntar?”
Ashayna asked, unable to resist even if it was another trick.


“Yes,
beloved. When you healed what was broken within Itharann, you changed
something. I’m not sure what, exactly, but when he’s focused on other things,
he can’t block me from speaking to you. And his memories are open to my invasion.
I know everything about him, his weaknesses and his wants. This lake, it’s
sacred to the Mother, and even Dakdamon can’t influence Itharann here.”


Ashayna’s heart
lightened at the sound of Sorntar’s mindvoice. If this was another trick, she
didn’t think she cared. She opened what remained of her defenses to him,
welcoming him into her mind. It was as close to an embrace as she could manage.
“Do you have a plan?”


“More of a
desperate last hope. The Elementals must now know of the darkness within Itharann’s
soul. They’ll seek to destroy him. I don’t want to die, but I think there is
more at risk than personal survival. I believe the Great Mother and the All
Father have sent us back to fix Dakdamon’s mistake. For that, we need to be
whole. Only the Destroyer can undo the damage Dakdamon did to Itharann. You
will not get a second chance. Dakdamon’s grip on Itharann grows with each day.”


Ashayna sighed
with despair. Sorntar asked the impossible. “How am I supposed to accomplish
this?”


“After what
Dakdamon did to him, Itharann no longer trusts anyone, not even me. But when
you healed him, you flooded his soul with the essence of his lost love’s power.
He remembers the strength of his love for her—for you. I think you’ll be able
to reach a part of him not even Dakdamon has touched. During the bonding
ritual, he’ll be vulnerable to your magic. That’s your chance.”


“You want me
to seduce him while we are in the midst of the bonding ritual? Are you out of
your mind?”


“When you
put it that way, yes, I do sound crazy. And no, I don’t mean seduce him
physically. You need to persuade him into releasing all control to you, so you
can use your magic upon him. What do we have to lose? Itharann is winning.”


“If I do
manage to seduce an ancient Larnkin, what do I do then? I doubt Itharann will
just let me go poking around in his soul.”


“You’re the
Destroyer.” Sorntar’s voice faded, then rallied
again. “You have great destructive powers, but also the power to unmake, the
power to purify. You must unmake Dakdamon’s work. Sever the connection between
Itharann and the God of Mists and Time. Then forge a stronger bond of love with
Itharann yourself.”


“But I don’t
love Itharann.”


“Are you so
sure of that? You are half Larnkin, and your Larnkin-half loved Itharann. Look
within yourself.”


“I don’t
know how to reach that part of me, if it even still exists.”


“You must
trust yourself…and your magic,” Sorntar said, his
mindvoice sounding stressed. “I can’t maintain the link… I’ll try to help
you when the time comes.”


“Sorntar…I
love you.” But he’d already vanished from her
thoughts. She cursed mentally. Like so many times in her life, she’d missed
another opportunity. Next time she was with Sorntar, she’d show him how much
she loved him. If she was given another chance.


While she’d conversed
with Sorntar, Itharann had returned from surveying the lake. She immediately
detected a flaw in Sorntar’s plan. Itharann’s thoughts brushed hers.


He held out a
hand and beckoned her forward. “What are you hiding from me, my little scout?”


No point in
wasting energy on a lie. “Sorntar thought if I seduced you, I might gain your
trust and heal you. I told him I’ve never heard such a crazy idea.”


Itharann’s
somber expression transformed, his eyes lighting with laughter. “Indeed.”


She arched an eyebrow,
expecting a darker reaction. Anger at the very least.


“It doesn’t
matter what Sorntar whispered into your head while I was busy elsewhere. I will
get what I want in the end. Though, perhaps I should let you seduce me. I might
enjoy it.” Itharann watched her with an unreadable looked for a moment and then
moved on to the next chore of grinding herbs and pigments into a paste.


He sorted
through several packets containing the dry ingredients needed for creating the
paint. Faster than she wished, he had them ready.


“We’ve wasted
enough time. Take off your clothes.” Power laced his words.


Seeing no point
in fighting, Ashayna obeyed, stripping with cold haste. Naked, the breeze lifted
goose flesh on her skin.


“That’s a poor
way to seduce a man. If you’re serious about it, take it slow, reveal a little
at a time. Make him wait for it.”


Ashayna
snorted. “I’ll remember your advice when Sorntar’s back in control.” A small
part of her mind wondered at the foolishness of baiting a Larnkin, but her fear
was gone, replaced by new purpose.


Itharann’s
smile stretched further. He picked up one of the pots and dipped a finger in
the paste, and then motioned her closer.


After a brief
silent debate, Ashayna came and allowed him to begin painting her body with the
foreign symbols. If his fingers lingered on her skin longer than was necessary,
she didn’t say anything. But she thought about what Sorntar had said. Was it
possible? Did she have it in her? Did it matter? No. They were both doomed if
she didn’t try.


When Itharann
would have painted the symbols on his own body, she took the pot from him.


“Eager?”


“Perhaps, but I’m
not sure if I remember them all. I was a little distracted last time.”


“Go on. I’ll
guide you if you should falter.”


She held her
silence, and kept her touch a light caress. Was it her imagination, or did he
shiver when her fingers glided across his flesh? Maybe, maybe not, but he did
close his eyes and sighed like it was the first time he’d relaxed in all his
life. He gave nothing else away.


When finished,
he ordered her to the lake. Ashayna reached water’s edge and stopped. A soft
rustle of feathers announced Itharann had joined her on the bank. He commanded
her to face him while he stood gazing out onto the smooth surface of the lake.


After he let
her look her fill, he grinned and motioned for her to enter the water. Her body
obeyed his command. Her magic didn’t stir at all. No memories. Nothing. With a
growing sense of defeat, she walked out into the lake. She was going to fail
Sorntar again.


The tepid water
had an earthy smell, but underlying it was the sharper scent of the magic
non-water she remembered from their first bonding. She kept walking deeper
until she feared Itharann planned to make her walk to its very middle.


He didn’t order
her to halt until the water reached her chin. She stopped, but before relief
had fully registered, her body dove under the surface. She swam with her arms
arched over her head, legs kicking, slicing through the water. Need for air
burned in her lungs. Curving back up towards light and air, she surfaced next
to Itharann and dragged in lungful after lungful of air. Fresh air had never
tasted so good.


Itharann took a
step forward, his gaze roaming over her in a way that raised a blush to her
face. He seemed to struggle with some internal decision, but after no more than
a few heartbeats his expression softened and he reached out and smoothed a lock
of her hair behind her ear. Leaning into her, he placed his hands on her
shoulders and stroked his lips against hers in a gentle kiss.


Even with
everything Sorntar had told her, she stiffened, surprised by Itharann’s
tenderness.


“I won’t hurt
you.” His lips stretched into a sorrowful smile, showing his fangs. He caressed
her collarbone. “I’m capable of gentleness.”


He bent for another
kiss, his warm breath causing her skin to tingle. He cupped her breast, the
weight of his hand soothing and arousing.


Her heart,
mind, and body were all at war. In her heart, she only wanted Sorntar, her mind
was willing to do anything to win him back, while her body was content with
Itharann’s attentions.


Warm lips
nipped at the underside of her jaw, and then he froze. Itharann loosed a curse.


“What’s wrong?”


“My host needs
to be put in his place.” Itharann’s expression darkened with anger. “If Sorntar
continues fighting me in the future, he’ll get us all killed.”


“Wait. Sorntar
doesn’t want this?” She pushed at his chest, trying to break free of his
embrace. “Please don’t do this. I’ll do as you ask in the future, but please
don’t force him.”


He pulled her
closer and buried his face in her hair. His fingers tugged at the damp strands.


“Itharann,
please no. It will destroy him.”


“Why should we
stop? We both want this. Sorntar isn’t gentle and innocent like you think…you’ve
been in his dreams. He’s wanted you almost since the first moment he saw you.
Oh, yes, he’ll rage and fight at first, not because he’s trying to be noble,
but because he wants to be with you first. Which is foolish. We share one body.
Regardless, in the end he’ll like it. You’re bondmates, after all. Come, kiss
your beloved Sorntar.”


Ashayna fought
his compulsion. She won for the first handful of heartbeats, but Itharann urged
her closer with the flick of a finger and she couldn’t fight his command. Her
hands settled on his shoulders, caressing his hard muscles before stretching up
on her toes and laying a kiss along one cheek.


“You didn’t
specify where.”


Itharann
chuckled, “I’ll be more specific in the future. Come kiss your bondmate with
passion. Sorntar will…” Itharann froze, making a helpless choking noise. His
limbs shook and his talons curled into his palms with such force blood dripped
into the lake, tinting the water a pale pink. Ashayna felt the weavings holding
her give way.


“Run.” An
earsplitting scream echoed on the heels of his one word.


Ashayna would
recognize Sorntar’s raptor scream of rage anywhere.


No matter how
sensible his words, she would not leave him alone to deal with Itharann’s
wrath. Ashayna slipped up behind Sorntar and embraced him.


“I can’t hold
him off. Run.”


Her magic came
at her call, filling her with power and a sense of peace. This was right,
holding her bondmate close to her heart, safe within a cocoon of her power. “Easy,
love, I’m here,” she said, echoing words he’d uttered to her when they’d made
love in a dream. “I’ll always be here for you.”


Grief and
helplessness shadowed his features. “I love you.”


“I know.” She
lifted his face to hers, kissing him, conveying through her touch how much she
loved him. The brief caress was over too soon. She cleared her mind, opening
herself to her magic. Power hummed louder, whirling through her blood and up to
the surface of her skin. Another wave crested, rising from the symbols painted
on her body. Magic swirled around her. “Itharann, you’ve made Sorntar suffer
enough. I’ll bond with you if you promise not to hurt him more.”


She took his
hand and led him to shore. Sorntar or Itharann followed. She wasn’t sure which one
was in command. It no longer mattered. Time for fear and uncertainty was over.


As she made her
journey to the shore, she embarked on another parallel voyage. Searching her
memories, Ashayna returned to her time with the Oracle Stone. When her mind
shied away from those dark soul-destroying memories, she fisted her hands and
fought onward. Deeper she flew, down the dark pathway of her rebirth, further
back to the black void of death and beyond into the last moments of her life.
Itharann whimpered in her mind, a sound of horror she’d carry with her always.


Chaos swirled
like storm winds, threatening to shred her mended soul, and then Sorntar’s mind
touched hers, soothing, strengthening.


Farther, she
needed to go back farther. She pushed onward.


Light invaded
the shadows, and they faded like fog before the sun. She broke free of the dark
memories of her bondmate’s capture and subsequent change. Grief and horror gave
way to happiness as fragments of older memories swirled by faster.


The joy of life
with her beloved. The weight of a child in her arms. She loved Sorntar, but not
just him. She loved his Larnkin too. More memories surfaced. Itharann, before
he became Truth Made Anew. Even then she’d known how rare it was for a Larnkin
to love a mortal spirit. His steady presence was always there to guide and
protect both his host and his bondmate. He loved her. He’d never admitted it to
her. He hadn’t needed to. Their souls had mated over their many lifetimes. She
knew his spirit as well as her own.


“She loved
me.” Itharann’s voice whispered across her
thoughts, his tone fragile, disbelief mixed with awe. “And she knew of my
love?”


“Yes,
Itharann,” Ashayna and Sorntar whispered together.


“I...I am…so
sorry.” His thoughts slipped away from her as he
withdrew into himself.


The world of
ancient memories, of a life lived long ago, faded. Itharann stood before her,
his mouth parted in shock. He struggled to speak, but she placed a finger over
his lips. He bowed his head, dropping to his knees in the wet sand. New grief
washed his face with tears.


When he pressed
his head against her stomach, Ashayna stroked his crest, running her fingers
through his soft feathers. “Come home now and heal. Come to me.” She took a
step back. Then held out her hand, gesturing for him to come to her. Power
accompanied her simple gesture and Itharann nodded.


He remained on
the ground, but closed his eyes. Faint at first, magic glowed upon the surface
of his skin, and then it intensified, pooling around the gates painted on
Sorntar’s skin. More magic surged from the gates and flowed to her, into her,
answering her call.


As she absorbed
Itharann into her body, her own magic flared. Power of the Destroyer filled
her, flowing across Itharann. He didn’t fight her. Instead, huddling closer to
her spirit, seeking what remained of his other half.


When Ashayna
looked inside herself, she found Itharann. Darkness, and the soul-deep bruises
left by Dakdamon, tainted his beautiful spirit. Angered by the fact anyone, be
it god or demon, would dare enslave her beloved, she caressed the shadows
marring Itharann with a feather-light touch. The power inherent to the
Destroyer answered her need, brushing away what didn’t belong. She did not know
how long she chased the streaks of darkness on his soul, but she didn’t quit
until she had them all. Once finished, his spirit shone silver-blue to her mage
sight.


They remained
silent, merely watching each other for a long time from within the depths of
her mind. Then at last, Itharann inclined his head in her direction. “Thank
you, my beloved.” He began to fade.


When she opened
her eyes and looked upon the physical world, the glow of Itharann’s power was
sweeping away from her, flowing back to where Sorntar lay collapsed on the
ground.


“Sorntar!” She
launched herself across the distance, and was almost within touching distance
when his body began to shimmer. Itharann’s purple-black feathers vanished,
leaving Sorntar as he had been before his possession. As she stared at his
indigo-blue feathers and deep bronze skin, hope rekindled in her heart.


Had she really
healed Sorntar?


Nothing in her
life had been easy. This could be another of Itharann’s tricks. She’d wait for
her bondmate to awaken and judge for herself.


Water lapping
against the shore, and the cries of distant birds soothed her. Once again the
lake held the peaceful stillness it possessed before they had called a storm of
magic to its shores. It was not unlike her life, she reflected. A storm of
magic had descended upon her life and left it in turmoil. No amount of wishing
would take back what the storm had caused, nor would any amount of self-pity on
her part return her life to what it had been before. Moving stiffly, she walked
back to their small camp, and retrieved two blankets. One she wrapped around
herself and the other she tucked with care around Sorntar. Then she lay back to
watch the sky. Doing anything else seemed too dangerous for her fragile sense
of peace to withstand.


* * * *


A moan of pain
alerted Ashayna to the fact Sorntar had regained consciousness. His eyes opened
the smallest slit, then hastily closed again. A moment later, he threw an arm
over his head to shield his eyes from the worst of the late afternoon light.
Such a simple mortal gesture was not something an ancient Larnkin was likely to
make. And as easily as that, the dam holding her emotions at bay crumbled.
Ashayna threw her arms around Sorntar. Burying her face in the curve of his
neck, she cried, deep body-quaking sobs she couldn’t control.


“Ashayna? What happened?”
Sorntar’s voice came out groggy. Struggling to a sitting position, he took in
their location with a bewildered expression, clearly trying to piece together
what events had led him there and failing. He wrapped his arms around her
shoulders. “Ash, talk to me. Are you hurt?”


She attempted
to find her voice only to feel her control slip and tears welled up in her eyes
again. Refusing to meet his gaze, she hid her face in the feathers of his
crest. They held each other in silence. Ashayna rubbed her wet cheek against
his shoulder, leaving traces of dampness, but she didn’t care. His skin was
warm against her body. She molded her hands to his shoulders, then stroked them
down his back until she caressed the sensitive place where his wings merged
with his body. The deep rumble of his cooing broke the silence. Encouraged, she
brushed gentle kisses along his neck and lightly stroked her fingertips down
his chest, the thundering of his hearts a reassurance he was still alive and
this wasn’t a dream. She smiled while her tears continued to fall.


“Hmm…while this
is exceedingly pleasant, it does mean we need to have our talk about phoenix
mating customs, courtship, and protecting my honor again,” he said in even
tones. 


She froze in
shock. One of her hands had strayed under his blanket to caress the feathers
shielding his groin. A fiery blush crawled up her neck and face. “Sorntar…I’m
sorry.” She jerked away. As she did, Ashayna got a good look at his face.


Humor glinted
in his eyes and his lips pulled up at the corners. He laughed. “Ash, forgive my
poor sense of humor, it was badly done. But I didn’t know how else to stop your
tears.” His thumbs brushed along her hot, damp cheeks.


She punched his
shoulder and stood up. “Idiot,” she ground out without rancor, since he was
trying to stem her tears. She watched him through lowered lashes before
offering him a hand up.


He studied her
outstretched hand, as if it was something miraculous. With a shy smile, he took
her hand in a firm grip. She pulled him to his feet and they stood staring at
each other. 


“Ashayna, all
humor aside, I don’t remember everything that happened when I was controlled by
Itharann. Did he…did I hurt you?” Dread thickened his voice. “Were there other
times when I didn’t fight?”


She sighed in
relief. That, at least, she could answer without causing him more guilt. “No,
Sorntar, he didn’t harm me. Anger and fear he caused in plenty, but no
permanent damage.”


“There is more
you’re not telling me. I harmed others. I remember flashes. I’ve harmed several
others, haven’t I?”


“Neither you
nor Itharann harmed anyone. Dakdamon did. Remember that before you let guilt
eat away at you.” Ashayna put steely certainty in her voice, determined he
would understand. “And if you’ll remember, it was your words to me that gave me
strength to find a peaceful spot in my own soul and heal Itharann. Thank you
for that.”


He nodded once
in a somber way, acknowledging what she said even if he didn’t entirely believe
it. “I wasn’t sure it would work, but Itharann is as he should be....”


Leaning
forward, Ashayna silenced him with a kiss. She pressed against him, nuzzling
the underside of his jaw. “Do you remember a certain dream the first night you
slept in River’s Divide?”


Sorntar
stiffened in her arms. She smiled against his neck.


“Yes.” There
was heat in his voice. “You were aware of my dream?”


“I was a part
of it. And Sorntar—I liked it.”


Again, her
fingers found that spot just below where his wings joined his back and stroked
with a rhythmic pressure. The vibration of his cooing broke over her like a
wave of heat, and she smiled at the sensation. His fingers curled around the
nape of her neck, shifting her slowly closer. With a soft rustling, her world
became a familiar indigo blue. Feathers caressed her bare arms. Breath caught
in her throat.


He bent down
and brought their lips together, a feather-light touch, the ghost of a kiss.
She wanted more, needed more. But he held her face framed between his hands and
continued to brush his lips along her cheeks, her brows, and her forehead in a
slow meandering trail. He took his time until she grew frustrated and turned
her head, capturing his lips in a demanding kiss.


Fingers tangled
in her hair, Sorntar returned her kiss, his lips sweeping across hers. When she
opened her mouth for him, his reaction was strong and fierce. There was an edge
of aggression in how he dragged her against his hips, so close she could feel his
heat along the length of her abdomen.


“Are you sure
about this?” he asked, his tone gentling. “You’re so much smaller, I don’t want
to hurt you.”


She groaned and
nipped at his throat, just under his jaw. “You won’t.” She tugged and pushed at
his blanket, cursing it for preventing her from brushing her heated skin
against his. She didn’t stop until it was down around his waist and she could
lay her hands on the firm muscles of his chest. “I want you too much.”


His smile
turned predatory. With no more warning, he pressed her back against the ground
and parted her blanket. Warm fingers brushed across her sensitive breasts.
Shifting his weight, he nudged her knees apart farther and reached down between
them, his fingers teasing at her mercilessly while his mouth closed over a
nipple.


His gentle
assault dragged a moan from her. Flames hotter than Sorntar’s elemental fire
licked at her belly. If he didn’t do something soon, she was going to burn.


A deep,
masculine chuckle caressed her overheated skin.


“Sorntar,
please...”


In answer, he started
a sensuous glide against her, until her hips bucked with need. Heat swirled up
from her core, hot, tingling. Desperate now, she arched her back, her body
demanding something instinct and her magic said only Sorntar could fulfill. She
growled his name in growing frustration, but he seemed content to merely stroke
and tease her until she was gripped by a mindless, raging need. Then finally he
glided into her, filling and stretching her one slow bit at a time. And at last
they were one.


“Ash, my
beloved,” he whispered, his breath warm against her neck, his thoughts leaving
no doubt of his love.


* * * *


After they were
both sated and their sweat had begun to dry, Sorntar stroked a finger along the
upper swell of her breast. “This is new.”


She tracked his
finger. A faint mark darkened her skin, growing as she watched, forming a
knot-like pattern composed of many individual colored threads. It reminded her
of a tattoo. Sorntar was running fingertips across his own chest now, too. He
had a matching pattern.


“It’s the mark,”
he said, his tone neither worried nor surprised.


“The one
denoting members of the Twelve?” she asked sleepily.


“Yes.” His
voice sounded stronger, renewed. “We’re healed, blessed by both the Great
Mother and the All Father.”


Ashayna stroked
her tattoo and marveled. “Does it mean we can go home?”


“Yes.”


Ashayna got to
her feet and mulled over his words for a moment while she arranged her blanket
into a dress. She didn’t want to think about the real world at the moment, not
when Sorntar’s scent still coated her like the finest perfume, but it didn’t
look like she had a choice in the matter. “What about the creature Dakdamon
created?”


He stood up and
stretched. “One problem at a time. The other members of the Twelve will find
their way to us.”


“What about
Lamarra?” she asked around the tight knot in her throat. “The Dead King still
has her.”


“We will find
her and together we will face what comes.”


“With Itharann’s
help?”


“Yes, the three
of us together,” Sorntar agreed, drawing her forward until Ashayna stood
looking up at him.


She studied his
face for some moments, then reached up to stroke his jaw, just to reassure
herself he was real. “There is something I’ve wanted to say to you for a long
time now—should have said before.”


He leaned into
her and rested his chin against the top of her head. “Some things don’t need to
be said. They are understood.”


“Yes, but it’s
still nice to hear it, I imagine.” She nipped his shoulder in a playful kiss. “Some
emotions are so powerful words can’t describe them. That is how it is for me. I
lack the words to even begin to convey how much I love you.”


“Ash. While you
might be lacking in words, your actions speak clearly.” He caressed her bare
arms, and then curving a wing around her shoulder, he tucked her against his
side. “And I plan for my actions to speak as clearly as yours, for the rest of
our lives. Hum, I think we need more practice.”


A chuckle
bubbled up within her. “First, I need to thank your god and goddess for
bringing us together.” 


As she took in
the beauty of their quite glade, she sent a silent prayer to the gods. She
stayed like that, her body touching his, until the shadows stretched out long
behind them. And for the first time Ashayna could remember, she felt whole.
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