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When unforeseen
circumstances force natural enemies to become allies, something far more
enduring than animosity is born—friendship.


 


Beatrice, a young
healer living on the outskirts of the human port settlement of River’s Divide,
simply wishes to hide herself from the searching eyes of the Priesthood of the
Revealing Light. The last thing she wants ‘revealed’ is that she is host to a
Larnkin—a spirit creature of vast and forbidden magic.


 


Her already
complicated life grows more perilous when a lupwyn scout stumbles into a trap
set by the priesthood. If she sits back and does nothing, the wolf-like
shapeshifter will be drained dry by the priests until he is an empty, soulless
slave. As a healer, that isn’t something she will allow. But lupwyns have no
love for the newly arrived humans.


 


For the sake of
mutual survival, Beatrice hopes this lupwyn can see beyond the hatred caused by
two warring peoples. If not, she might die at the hands of the male she is
trying to save.
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Chapter One


 


 


 


All around him,
the sights, sounds, and smells of the forest formed a picture in his mind as
his Larnkin studied and catalogued everything in their immediate surroundings.
Which was good, Silverblade supposed. In this form, with his normally
formidable lupwyn senses dulled to the limited range of a human’s, he might as
well have been half-blind.


Even in the moon
cycles since he’d first taken this mission, he’d never really gotten used to
playing at human. Strangely, the Larnkin he was host to seemed to enjoy this
new human form, or perhaps there was something else about his present mission
the spirit creature found fascinating. Even though he and his Larnkin had been
partnered since Silverblade’s birth, he still couldn’t really say he knew the
mind of the spirit creature. Or why it found this particular scouting mission
so interesting.


Although he had a
theory. If the Larnkin had been a mortal man, he’d have been tempted to say it
was enamored of a certain healer Silverblade had discovered on this mission. He
grinned to himself, finding humor in the thought of his ancient Larnkin
infatuated with a human female.


“So, Old Man, if
I find out you have me skulking around this forest in human form to court a
girl, Queen Marsolwyn and the pack elders are going to be less than impressed.”


As expected, he
didn’t get a response from the creature.


It wasn’t like
the stubborn, close-minded Larnkin would have shared the information with his
host anyway. Silverblade’s, like most Larnkins, seemed to want his host to grow
and learn through life experiences.


Sometimes it
would simply be nice to be told a piece of valuable information instead of accidentally
stumbling upon it one’s self.


“Old Man, if
she’s too young for me—which she certainly is—she’s far too young for you,”
Silverblade muttered to himself. “Besides, I’m not hunting for a mate. The only
thing I’m presently interested in is friendship and possibly mentoring her.”


His Larnkin
didn’t so much as stir in response to Silverblade’s words.


Sighing
dejectedly, he stared straight ahead through his mare’s pointed ears. The mare
knew this path well. They’d ridden it enough times. Even the mare’s senses were
greater than his in his present form.


She likely
already knew if the human family who lived in the tiny homestead just ahead was
within its four walls or out hunting in the forest. While he would travel
faster on his own four feet and his senses were certainly sharper in that form,
he couldn’t approach the humans in his true form.


And he wasn’t
about to use his Larnkin’s magic to inquire about her location, either.
Larnkins weren’t always subtle about things they were ‘interested’ in, and his
simple inquiry about the human family might lead his Larnkin to transport
Silverblade there.


That would cause
a few tense moments, not to mention destroy his disguise.


One day soon he
would reveal his true nature to these humans—just not until after he’d had a
chance to explain a few details to them. That event would likely require some
delicacy on his part.


They didn’t know
he was a lupwyn scout spying on the humans of the Empire. They thought him a
simple human trapper who frequented the same track of forest they lived in. In
the guise of a trapper, he’d approached them, studying them to better
understand the humans. He’d soon come to learn that Old Mother and her two
grandchildren were not what he’d come to expect.


They were
likable, not so different from his own people. They simply wanted to live in
peace, unmolested by the human priesthood.


Had he not been
under strict orders forbidding him from sharing knowledge with humans, he might
have confided in this strange, human family sooner. But even with the infant peace
treaty in effect, Marsolwyn, Queen of the Lupwyns, had judged all humans to be
destructive and untrustworthy as of yet. They’d proven themselves the enemy too
many times in the past for it to be otherwise.


Still, an
internal debate he’d had many times before rose up in his soul. While there
might still be a war brewing on the not-too-distant horizon, and the humans
were guilty of invading his people’s territory, he couldn’t label all humans as
the enemy.


Against orders,
and probably his own better judgement, he’d struck up a friendship with the
healer Beatrice. She lived with her grandmother—a wise woman known only as Old
Mother—and a younger brother by the name of Roan. All three humans had proven
level-headed and trustworthy. He’d seen from the first days of his study that
these humans did not possess the prejudice exhibited by many of their kind.


In truth it was
impossible to think of them as the enemy and lump them in with the rest of the
magic-fearing humans. For Beatrice and her family were hiding out in the forest
as far from the settlement of River’s Divide as they could get and still
technically be on human lands.


The first time he
had met them, the reason for their own subterfuge became evident. Old Mother
was rich with magic. So too were her grandchildren, Beatrice and Roan. Each was
host to a Larnkin.


 Beatrice, the
most powerful of the three, was a healer just coming into her full power as her
Larnkin started to rouse.


Therein lay the
crux of his present problem and likely the true reason for his Larnkin’s
newfound interest in the girl.


Healers were
protected above all else. So even though his mission demanded one thing of him,
every other speck of his being demanded he offer protection to this small
family and see where his fledgling friendship with the young healer would lead.
He loved his life as a scout, and he loved his pack as well, but his mother’s
blood still called him to become more than he was now.


He frowned in
thought. Once his present mission was finished, there might be a way to offer
the human woman and her family protection without him violating one of his
Queen’s edicts. An apprentice could be of any species and would fall under
their mentor’s cloak of protection.


While he’d never
really entertained the idea in the past, he was certainly old enough to take on
an apprentice. His mother had been nagging him about it for the last century.
She would certainly be thrilled if he was to return to Grey Spires with a new
apprentice to train.


Power woke in his
chest and Silverblade’s heart lurched, then began to pound in surprise as his
Larnkin continued to stir within him. It unfurled from where it slept in a
tight knot under his heart, stretching and flooding his body with power. Amid
the mad rampage of emotions rushing through his mind and body, two became
discernable over all others—excitement and happiness.


Well, then.
Apparently his Larnkin agreed with his plan to mentor the young healer. That
would make his plan easier to justify to his elders.


Once his current
mission was finished, he had planned to tell the three humans the truth—orders
be damned—and offer them a home among his family pack, where they would be safe.
Any punishment would then have landed on his shoulders, not theirs.


He’d only made
his decision a few days past, but his Larnkin’s clear wish to make the human
his apprentice gave Silverblade an even more sound reason for bringing the
humans into his pack.


But just this
morning, before he had time to act upon his plan, his orders had changed.


Instead of
continuing to spy upon the human soldiers patrolling the disputed lands, he was
to meet with a delegation of elders sent to the human lands to study the
acolytes—priests that reportedly possess some dark power none of the elders
understood.


Seemingly, Lord
Master Trensler—the leader of the acolytes—possessed some power that had a
draining effect on other magic-wielders. What exactly his power was, no one
knew. The delegation was sent to find out that information. And since
Silverblade was the closest scout in the area, and was already familiar with
the humans and the port city of River’s Divide, he had been given the
assignment of leading the delegation of elders into the humans’ port settlement
in secret.


There the elders
would study the acolytes from a distance, disguised as humans.


That was the one
reason Silverblade still held onto his human form. While it would’ve been
faster to run on his own four feet instead of riding the placid mare he used as
part of his trapper’s disguise, he was not so skilled at shapeshifting that he
could switch between forms too many times in the same day.


From the mental
tone that had accompanied his orders, he imagined the Elementals would want to
infiltrate River’s Divide this day. Hence his human form and the placid mare.


He would soon rendezvous
with the elders, but his present course led right past Old Mother’s hut. He
could not stay long and didn’t have time to explain himself, or even reveal
that he was lupwyn, but he would warn them that he had heard rumors the priests
were on the hunt—that they were even now on their way.


From what he knew
of Old Mother, it wouldn’t take much to convince her. She was a shrewd woman
and had been avoiding the acolytes all her life.


He soon reached
the bit of cleared land that grew crops and the herbal plants Old Mother used
for her healing. It had been some days since he’d last been this way, but the
fertile land looked as it should, the small young plants forming green rows
against the dark loam. He studied the land, trying and failing to find what
disturbed him.


His Larnkin
roused again, stirring with interest. Silverblade felt his magic flare as it studied
the area. Still he sensed no danger and allowed the mare to continue toward the
hut. As they drew closer, his Larnkin pinpointed what was bothering him.


The scents of
habitation were fading; he could detect that much in his human form. There’d
been no cooking fire for at least three days and even his dull human senses
could tell him the place had been abandoned.


He halted the
mare in front of the hut and swiftly dismounted. Inside, he spotted signs that
the occupants had packed quickly. His Larnkin stirred worriedly within his
chest, the spirit creature making its unhappiness known, something it rarely
did.


Silverblade
rubbed his chest in a half-conscious manner, as if that would soothe it.


It didn’t.


Thankfully, there
were no signs of struggle, nor had the place been ransacked. They had left
voluntarily. Perhaps Old Mother had sensed danger and she’d packed up and
relocated before it could find her grandchildren.


He left the hut
and his Larnkin expanded his senses, seeking the direction the humans had gone.
It took the Larnkin some moments to find the trail. It had been expertly hidden
from view by both mundane and magic means.


His Larnkin
stirred again, and the urge to follow the healer’s trail doubled. Silverblade
grinned at his Larnkin’s less-than-subtle showing of interest.


“Yes, yes, Old Man.
We will follow the young healer later and make her our apprentice. But first,
we have another mission to complete.” His Larnkin stirred  excitedly for a
moment more before settling down to wait. It was somewhat disconcerting to have
a Larnkin come to consciousness so clearly. They usually didn’t show such an
interest in the mortal world. But he was secretly pleased. It was always
beneficial when both host and Larnkin agreed upon a chosen path.


Once his new
mission was over, he would seek out Beatrice and her family’s back trail and
follow them to be sure they were safe. If his elders reassigned him again, or
his mother had another quest for him, he would instruct a few of his pack
members to seek out Beatrice and her family and see them safely to Elemental
lands.


But for now he
had another task to perform. With one more glance around the small homestead,
he mounted his mare and sent her on down the trail they’d been following since
morning. In the wordless way of Larnkins, his communicated the location of the
delegation members in a series of emotional sensations and physical sights and
sounds, forming a vision in his mind’s eye. They were less than two candlemarks
ahead.


 


 











Chapter Two


 


 


Beatrice propped
her longbow against a tree trunk and surveyed her work. Even studying the
forest trail where the wagon had recently been over with a critical eye, the
signs of its passage weren’t obvious. But then again, they shouldn’t be. She’d
just spent the better part of three candlemarks hiding all signs of her
family’s passage.


The absolute last
thing her family needed was for a patrol from River’s Divide to pick up their
back trail. Or worse—acolytes. She’d been diligently hiding the wagon’s trail
for the past three days since the Stonemantle sisters had first warned her
grandmother about the newly arrived ship carrying Lord Master Trensler and his
acolytes.


Beatrice didn’t
know the oldest sister as well as Sorsha, who was of an age with her. Yet
Ashayna was a scout in General Stonemantle’s army and seemed like one of the
most unflappable people in Beatrice’s acquaintance. That a seasoned scout
feared the acolytes was enough to get Old Mother packing. Still, Beatrice was
somewhat surprised by Old Mother’s swift agreement to the sisters’ offer.


The offer itself
was… unusual.


It wasn’t every
day that one was invited to go live among the ‘enemy’ because it was safer.


Beatrice wondered
if her grandmother might have had a vision. Whatever the case, Beatrice and her
family were now on their way to live with Sorsha’s santhyrian allies.


It didn’t
surprise Beatrice that the youngest Stonemantle sister would align herself with
the horse-like santhyrians. Sorsha had always had a way with horses—and for all
their magic, santhyrians did resemble large horses. When the Stonemantle
sisters had visited last, they’d been accompanied by three santhyrians and the
Crown Prince of the Phoenix.


It had been an
odd experience.


All her life,
she’d been conditioned to hide her magic or risk being caught by an acolyte. To
trust someone outside her immediate family with the knowledge was to court
betrayal and a horrible death by fire.


But the
santhyrians and the phoenix prince had known that she was a healer at first
glance, and they hadn’t cared. They’d seemed to consider her one of them, as if
it didn’t matter that she was one of the ‘enemy’. It had been a novel sensation
to not need to hide a part of herself.


For once, she’d
glimpsed what it was like to belong.


Beatrice had
foolishly looked forward to journeying to a new home with the Stonemantle
sisters, thinking it would be nice to be safe for once.


And then four
days ago, the sisters hadn’t met them at the agreed-upon location. Even then,
Beatrice had held out hope.


Old Mother hadn’t
been so trusting and had hitched the pair of old geldings to the wagon and
ordered them in. They’d already packed what possessions would fit in the wagon
and left everything else behind. Stonemantle sisters or no, Old Mother had
decided to take her chances with the lupwyn raiders and other Elementals in the
world beyond the human-held lands. Better a chance at survival out in the wilds
than certain death at the hands of the acolytes.


Her grandmother
had said that the sisters were cunning; if they’d found trouble, they’d likely
find their way free again.


Beatrice agreed,
although her heart had been heavy with doubt.


Then, less than a
day out, they’d heard the sound of horses approaching on the trail ahead.
Before they’d had a chance to hide themselves and the wagon, Sorsha’s mare,
Shadegrove, and Lamarra’s gelding came trotting down the road.


Both horses had
been un-tacked with no injuries to show they’d gotten their saddles off the
hard way. So it looked like the two horses had been ridden out far beyond the
human lands and then turned loose to find their way back to River’s Divide on
their own.


Which suggested
that perhaps the sisters had managed to meet up with their santhyrian allies
after all. Just not where they were supposed to.


After quickly
examining the horses, Old Mother had declared that no acolytes had been near
them. Beyond that, they didn’t know what had become of their friends.


Old Mother, never
one to turn away one of fate’s gifts, kept the horses. Roan, the better rider,
took the fractious Shadegrove as his mount, while Beatrice had adopted
Lamarra’s big-barreled, placid gelding.


In the following
three days, Beatrice and her newly adopted mount doubled back to scout along
the wagon’s back trail to hide the signs of their passage and to alert Old
Mother and Roan if she discovered anyone following.


So far, she’d
found nothing.


Absolutely
nothing.


So why had her
magic been stirring uneasily all morning when she sensed no danger nearby? The
only other reason her magic stirred awake was if a person needed healing. But
she sensed no one in need of that skill, either.


It was beyond
frustrating. It had begun earlier that morning as a nagging sensation, but it
had been growing all day. Until now, it was all she could do not to gallop her
gelding back the way she’d come and ruin all the hard work she’d done to hide
their trail.


It didn’t help
that cold sweat covered her body or that a sour fear was brewing in her
stomach.


If there was
someone back there that needed her healing, she would have gone in a heartbeat.
But the power stirring awake was not her healing power.


No, it was
nothing so innocent.


There was a dark
twin to her healer’s magic which slumbered within her soul.


A power so
fearsome, so evil, even an acolyte couldn’t withstand it.


And that power
was rousing, its attention focusing on something back toward the human
settlement of River’s Divide.


Beatrice shuddered
and turned her gelding to follow the wagon.


Whoever, or
whatever, had roused her dark magic was not something she wished to encounter.


 


 











Chapter Three


 


 


 


His mare’s ears
perked and even Silverblade, with his dull human senses, could hear the sound
of hooves on hard-packed ground.


Somewhere not too
far ahead, the group of elders, guards and their horse-like santhyrian allies
rode the same trail as him, likely keeping to a slow pace to allow his mortal
mare to catch up. The santhyrians were normally much swifter than a
domesticated horse. And his mare was not a swift creature by even horse
standards—but she was silent and well-trained. It was the one reason he’d
bought this horse. He’d acquired her on one of his earlier ventures into the
human settlement of River’s Divide. As a trapper, he needed a horse to help
carry his furs, but as a scout, he’d looked over each horse closely for the one
with the calmest disposition. This mare had shown herself to be the most
level-headed, even when he had gotten close enough that she could catch his
lupwyn scent.


In the days since
they’d first become partners, she’d shown great skill at navigating the narrow
and twisting forest trails. Mild pride kindled in his heart. She was nearly as
silent and sure-footed as any of his fellow lupwyn scouts. 


Eventually his
mare caught up to the others, and he could now catch glimpses of the last
riders in line through the trees.


It was mildly
rewarding—and childish, perhaps—to know he could track even the elders of this
group without them knowing he was so close on their trail.


His magic flowed
around both his mount and their surroundings, dulling their scents and even
hiding the faint thump of their heartbeats from anyone who might have sharp
enough natural senses to detect such.


Not that he could
take all the credit. His Larnkin had a special knack for hiding that which it
didn’t want known or located. Silverblade’s lips stretched back from his teeth
in a grin. He was nearly upon the last rider in line.


“I assume once
you’re done stalking us like a starving wolf in mid-winter, you’ll come join
me. It’s been five moon cycles since I last saw you in person.”


His mother’s mind
voice flowed across his thoughts, and his grin widened at her humor.


“Mother!” Silverblade squeezed his legs against his mare’s barrel to urge her
into moving faster and dropped his attempt at stealth. “I never could hide
from you. As a child, it used to frustrate me no end.”


“Hmmm, is that
why you followed a lupwyn scout’s life path? I always thought you simply
rebelled at the idea of embracing your phoenix heritage.”


Silverblade
chuckled at his mother’s astuteness and her flippant tone. It was a long-running
joke between them that she despaired his choice of following in the ways of his
father’s people.


It was all
outward pomp and bustle on her part. She loved him and his father, and spent much
of her time among the lupwyn nation.


In truth, he
didn’t hate his phoenix side, he simply didn’t relate to it as much as his
lupwyn form. Flying in bird or hybrid form was something he partook in from
time to time to appease his mother, but he didn’t really love it. His lupwyn
heritage was too strong, preferring to have at least two feet on the ground.


And the call of
the wind and the lazy summer thermals never spoke to his heart as strongly as
the need to run through the soothing, dark forests. His mother knew it was so,
and it didn’t really come as a surprise to her either. Most offspring that were
of mixed heritage took after one parent more than the other, depending on the
blending.


Out of all the
different Elemental races, the lupwyn bloodlines usually proved the most
dominant when mixed with another species. His mother had come to terms with his
choice a long time ago. But she still sent the occasional barb his way.


Silverblade
guided his mare closer to the group of visiting Elementals and then dropped his
cloaking magic. Several of the guards acknowledged his sudden appearance with
calm nods. They might not have known he was so close, but clearly they had been
informed of his coming.


After returning
their companionable nods, he turned his attention to his mother.


“Hmmm. You can’t
seem to bother taking on phoenix form, but you’ll do human?” She sighed and
then grinned at him, holding her arms open for a hug.


Silverblade
guided his mare close to his mother’s santhyrian mount and managed a quick,
somewhat awkward hug. His mare tolerated the santhyrian, but the stallion mage
Cymael was riding snorted with disdain.


“Mother, it’s
good to see you, even if the reason behind it isn’t.”


“It’s always good
to see you too.” His mother looked him over. “At least you make a fine enough
looking human, I suppose.” Cymael arched a brow at him. “As majestic as your
lupwyn form is, it would be nice to see you as a phoenix once in a while when
you come to Grey Spires next. But I digress. Once this present mission is over,
you’ll need to return to the pack and deal with leadership issues there. Maybe
once that’s dealt with, you’ll find an opportunity to pass that stellar
heritage on to the next generation.” His mother huffed softly at his stricken
look, her cream-colored crest feathers rising slightly in humor. “I want to see
some grandchildren one of these centuries before my Larnkin decides it is time
to return to the Spirit Realm.”


He could feel his
early surprise melting away to mild annoyance. This was an old argument. “Now
is hardly the time to worry about such things.”


For the most
part, the different races composing the Elementals shared many beliefs and
values. But some things, like instincts, were too ingrained within the species
and could not be overruled. 


Such as a
phoenix’s mating instinct. That was something that could not be simply ignored.
Like the dragons and gryphons, phoenix mated for life. Unfortunately, other
species such as lupwyns or santhyrians had much more freedom to change life
partners as sometimes happened.


Silverblade had
learned that very painful life lesson half a century before.


While he wouldn’t
mind having his own youngling to raise, that was a little difficult without a
mate and there was no way he was ready to risk that kind of pain a second time.
If his mother wanted grandchildren so badly, she and his father could just
beget another youngling themselves!


Silverblade
wasn’t so foolish as to tell his mother that.


“Your father says
the pack is entering another fertility cycle. It’s likely why he wants you to
return and take up your place as pack leader and put down any dissension among
the other members while he’s at Grey Spires. You might even find another—”


“No.” The word
came out more sharply than Silverblade intended, so he softened his voice a
touch. “Once was enough lesson for me.”


His mother
sighed, but wisely didn’t press him. She knew well his history.


He swiftly sought
another topic of conversation. There was one thing he should mention before the
current mission sidetracked him. “It will be good to spend time with you,
father, and the rest of the pack again.” He simply would not be seeking a new
mate, and considering what they were just talking about, he hesitated to bring
up the next topic.


However, it was
too important to avoid simply because he didn’t want to give his mother more
fuel.


“When I first
started scouting this area, I found a young human woman and her family living
deep in the woods. What’s more interesting is that they all possess Larnkins.”
Until recently, he’d thought that those powerful, immortal creatures of the
spirit realm only took Elementals as hosts. That was, perhaps, a tad arrogant
on his people’s part to believe such.


Yet it was
understandable, too. For his spying had only reinforced what the elders had
already suspected. Most humans were taught to hate and fear magic; that anyone
with even the humblest of gifts was evil and should be hunted down so they
could not ‘corrupt’ others. The only corruption Silverblade had ever witnessed
was rooted in the acolytes’ core teachings.


“Larnkins?” his
mother said, a hint of surprise reflected in her voice that wasn’t mirrored on
her tranquil features, her diplomat’s mask falling into place.


“Yes. And when I
return to the pack, I’d like to bring this family with me. They have been
hiding from the human priests for years. Among them is a female with a very
powerful Larnkin. My own led me to them, and he has since made it clear that
these humans are under his protection.”


His mother tilted
her head, studying him, no doubt trying to read his thoughts. But for once, he
had his mental shields firmly in place.


“This female, how
old would you say she is?”


Silverblade
paused and mulled that over. He knew she was young compared to a centuries-old Elemental
like him, but she was human and he’d seen many humans younger than her with
babes already at the breast. “Were I to guess, I’d say twenty.”


“Hmmm,” his
mother said, her thoughtful expression morphing into calculation. “She would be
of an age with the Stonemantle sisters then.”


He supposed that
was so. Being a scout, he knew of the human general and his three daughters. It
had been a necessity to learn as much as possible about their enemies.


As it had turned
out, the Stonemantle sisters weren’t the enemy. At least the oldest wasn’t.
She’d turned out to be the bondmate of the Crown Prince of the Phoenix.


But what that had
to do with the three humans he’d found, he didn’t know.


“They must all
have been born here. I would need to know that for sure to confirm my theory,
but if they were born here and the Larnkins of this land took them as hosts,
then that means they are our allies,” his mother said. “You did well to find
and protect them. Once you complete your current mission, I would like you to
bring this family to Grey Spires.”


“That was my
plan,” he agreed with a nod.


“And you say your
Larnkin showed interest in this one’s mentoring?”


Those weren’t his
exact words, but by the way his mother’s crest rose slightly, he sensed another
humorous barb at his expense was likely incoming.


“You most
certainly should tutor this young one, and if something comes of it after a
century or two, all the better.”


Now his mother
wanted him to take a human mate? A species equally as promiscuous as a lupwyn,
if not more so?


He was just
drawing breath to say as much when the first agonized scream reached his ears.


The terrible
sound battered his senses, and then chaos broke loose as the undeniable shapes
of two dozen robed acolytes emerged from the surrounding forest.


Ambush, he
realized. But before Silverblade had time to draw his sword, a delicately
textured net dropped down upon him.


Wherever those
delicate threads touched, a hot, fierce burning flared up. The heat and pain
lasted moments and then the heat faded, changing to a numbing cold. His mare
squealed in terror and then collapsed underneath him. Trapped by the net, he
went down with her.


He had no idea
what was happening. His Larnkin flared in panic, but the strange nets simply
absorbed whatever spell his Larnkin launched at it.


Worse, his limbs
were growing heavy, the strange, numbing cold somehow draining away his life
energy along with his magic. And even as fine as the netting was, he still
couldn’t break or shred any of the threads. He attempted to call on his lupwyn
form, but even that was beyond him.


Trapped in a
human body without his natural weapons or his magic, he could only struggle
uselessly and listen to those around him fighting for their lives and losing.


Somewhere close
by, he heard his mother’s enraged raptor’s scream and a moment later, her fire
magic blasted just over his head. Some of the flames caught a portion of the
net trapping him and burned it to ash. Seeing that, he renewed his struggle to
free himself from the net.


He’d managed to
free his upper body when an acolyte stepped into his line of sight and leveled
a crossbow at Silverblade’s chest.


 


 


 











Chapter Four


 


 


Beatrice managed
another quarter candlemark of travel, her alarm and fear growing with each
stride the horse took. Her dark magic seemed not to care and continued to
gather itself.


Nothing she did
calmed the magic. She didn’t understand what was happening. In the past, that
dark magic only roused when she was in danger. Yet her healing magic told her
there was no living creature close enough to be a threat to her life.


So why the sudden
stirring of her dark power? It hadn’t bothered to stir awake in years, not since
she’d actively started avoiding acolytes at all costs. She sent her healer’s
magic outward, searching the area in a half day’s ride around her once again
and still she sensed no acolytes near.


Beyond her
control, her dark magic continued to rise within her. It wasn’t yet visible to
the naked eye, and she didn’t think it was a threat to the gelding she rode,
but she could feel the dark power waking. For the first time in her life, that
power had a consciousness to it—a will.


Like a beast that
had long been hibernating and had come to awareness at last, it shook itself
fully awake and looked out through her eyes, and then used her own healer’s
magic to scan the area. With that dark power behind it, buoying her healer’s
magic as its fearsome strength, her reach was so much farther.


It stretched its
waking consciousness back along the trail, hunting for something far from her
present location—all the way back to River’s Divide.


There was
something there it wanted, something or someone it was interested in.


Perhaps ‘concerned
for’ was a better term.


Yes. The
knowledge was suddenly clear in her mind. Just a vague, nagging notion one
moment and then absolute certainty the next. She didn’t have long to worry over
the strangeness of her magic or its willfulness. She was needed elsewhere.
Almost against her will, she found herself reining the gelding around until
they faced the trail behind them.


The dark power
did not share more details. Beatrice desperately wanted to know more, but in
the end she couldn’t resist its urging, and she squeezed her legs around the
gelding’s barrel to hurry him into a trot.


In all likelihood,
she was about to ride into a pack of acolytes, but her fool of a Larnkin wasn’t
giving her a choice.


 


*****


 


Darkness was
falling, the shadows among the trees growing longer. Ahead Silverblade heard
the rushing of rapids over the sounds of his own passage and the blood pounding
in his ears. The crossbow bolt buried in his shoulder grated against bone and
the blazing pain caused his vision to go stark white with each step. He forced
himself to focus on their surroundings, not each and every agony inflicted upon
his body by the acolytes.


He and his mother
had escaped the acolytes. For now. But they wouldn’t remain free for long if he
didn’t focus.


He blinked his
snowy vision clear and looked around.


Yes. He knew this
area, had camped by the falls several times and set traps.


The river was
near.


They were never
going to make it. Silverblade knew it. Likely his mother knew it as well, but
still they ran, the underbrush snatching at them. Neither of them tried to hide
their trail. It would not matter if they had. The predators tracking them had
senses beyond the physical.


Some unknown
distance behind, the remaining acolytes still followed them.


Silverblade
darted around a tree in his path. His mother stumbled and slammed into it. He
doubled back for her just as she righted herself. Together they continued their
desperate run toward the river.


A phoenix might
be faster than a human, but they were still awkward on the ground. If he could
only shapeshift, he could outrun the acolytes. He’d even be able to carry the
phoenix on his back as he fled. But his Larnkin was still stunned and reeling
from whatever the acolytes had tossed at them.


He could still
feel the cold numbing chill from the acolytes’ strange net traps as if he was
still trapped underneath them. From what his Larnkin had gathered before it was
crippled, it looked like the elders and their guards had walked right into the
nets as if they hadn’t seen them. Or perhaps, couldn’t see them.


Not that
Silverblade had fared any better. Even with the screams giving him a few
moments’ warning, he hadn’t sensed those deceptively delicate nets about to
drop down onto his shoulders. Maybe had he not been idly chatting with his
mother, he might have seen what was coming, somehow prevented the tragedy from
unfolding. If he’d been doing his duty and actively scouting for dangers…?


Looking back, he
wasn’t sure if it would have made a difference. He’d never run across something
that had no scent, taste, or hum of power to it before. All life—all magic had
an essence, some form of taste or smell. But not these power-sapping traps the
acolytes had created. They were nothing—a void neither he nor his Larnkin had
sensed.


Cymael stumbled a
second time, but continued toward the river. A crossbow bolt still poked out of
her back, high up near her shoulder blade. Another had shattered her one wing
bone and the soft, cream-colored feathers were now drenched in bright blood,
her useless wing dragging behind. They didn’t even have time to secure it to
her back. If they slowed for even a moment, they were both dead.


Had their
physical ailments been the only factor working against them, he might hold more
hope of escape, but even though they were free of the nets, their magic
continued to bleed out as if they were even now caught in those deadly,
gossamer threads.


Cymael was the
most powerful elder in the group. Her fire magic seemed the only thing able to
kill the acolytes and burn through the net traps. But even she’d been too late
to save the first group caught in the nets—their screams still echoed in his
mind.


Ahead of him,
Cymael stumbled a third time and fell heavily onto her knees.


“Mother!”
Silverblade didn’t bite back the instinctive call, worry for his mother
overcoming centuries of training in a moment.


Again he sought
his lupwyn form even as he reached for her.


Not even a drop
of magic answered his call. Only a deathless cold emanated from that spot in
his chest, next to his heart, where his Larnkin used to dwell. His own injuries
ached and burned and bled. Rage was the only thing keeping him moving.


He gripped his
mother’s arm and dragged her back to her feet. “Mother, you must come. The
river is only a little ways farther. If we reach it first, we may be able to
lose the acolytes.”


Silverblade didn’t
actually believe that, but the hope might be enough to keep his mother on her
feet a little while longer. Her normally rich, brown skin was ashen, a fine dew
of sweat covered her skin, and she coughed, blood splattering her lower lip.
Shock and exhaustion were clear in her trembling limbs, but she staggered in
the direction he indicated.


They managed
another quarter candlemark of desperate, painful travel before he heard the
sound of horses coming up behind them. He continued to half-carry, half-drag his
mother towards the river. For all her height, she was slightly built, like all
of her species. She topped him by more than a head, but weighed only half his
mass. If she fell again, he’d carry her to the river, his own injuries be
damned.


Better they die
in the river’s embrace than feed whatever dark power these acolytes served.


Cymael lost her
footing again, the force dragging her from his side. She lay on the ground,
grey-skinned and panting with exhaustion. She no longer struggled to get back
up. Silverblade stood over her protectively. He just needed a moment to catch
his breath, gather his remaining strength, and then he’d carry her to the
river. The slow drip of his blood, tiny plops hitting the dirt and leaf litter
at too-frequent intervals alerted him that he didn’t have much time left if he
intended to make it to the river. His worst wound was the crossbow bolt still
embedded in his shoulder. Tearing it out would only make the wound bleed
faster, draining him even more—so he left it even though his fingers twitched
with the need to just rip it from his flesh.


“Silverblade.”
Cymael’s voice shook. He knelt beside her and she reached out to touch his
face. “Go. Go now. There’s nothing you can do. My Larnkin is dead. I will
follow it into the afterlife within heartbeats. Please, go. I must know that
you survived. Go to Grey Spires. Your father is there, tell him and the others
what we found here. I need to know that you live on in the world.”


“Mother, no.”
Silverblade begged. He hadn’t been a child in centuries, but his mother was an
elder—powerful, old, a part of his existence. She couldn’t die. It was not
possible.


Cymael reached
for him with trembling, blood spattered hands and cupped his face. “A child is
always a mother’s baby. Always, my beautiful boy. Promise me you’ll escape our
pursuers and live for me.”


He doubted that
was possible, but sometimes lies served the greater good. “Mother, I won’t let
the acolytes have me. I promise.”


She sighed softly
and then her fingers went lax against his cheeks and only his own hands kept
them cupped against his face.


“Mother?”


Her eyes were
still open, looking up at the sky, at the bright orange and pink clouds high up,
reflecting the sinking sun. Her spirit would already be flying up toward that
light, to sit up among the stars until he one day joined her there.


With a soft whine
of pain, he placed his fingers over her eyes and gently closed their lids. With
a prayer to speed her soul to the next life, he bent and gave his mother one
last kiss upon her forehead.


“Such a waste.”


The cold voice
came from somewhere behind him.


“The Divine
Speaker wanted to study her power. It had such a rich essence to it.
Fortunately, we still have you.”


Silverblade stood
slowly—it was all he could manage. Already he felt the acolytes beginning to
feed upon his critically weakened Larnkin. Even just standing would be beyond
him soon, but pride kept him on his feet. He wouldn’t tarnish his mother’s
memory by being weak, either in mind or body.


He would do whatever
he had to in order to keep his word, to not let the acolytes have him.


They still hadn’t
completely surrounded him. At his back, the fast-flowing spring-fattened river
offered an escape. It wasn’t one he’d take if he was given a choice, but he was
dead either way. The river just might allow his soul to escape to the
afterlife. But if the acolytes got to him first, he wasn’t sure if he’d long
have a soul at all.


He eased back
toward the river, casting one more look at his mother’s body. Pain lanced through
him. He wouldn’t break his last promise to her. The acolytes wouldn’t have the
satisfaction of draining him dry. Another step carried him that much closer to
the river. Than another. Almost there.


The acolyte
spurred his horse forward and suddenly, three more were flanking Silverblade on
both sides. He hadn’t even known they were there.


Knowing he was
out of time, he turned and willed his body into a run. He managed a dozen paces
before a horse’s shoulder slammed into him, knocking him off his feet and into
a patch of underbrush.


He landed hard. A
stout branch to the midriff drove the breath from his lungs.


Grunting in pain,
he rolled to his side, all his other wounds screaming with the movement.


Nothing was
broken, thankfully. Yet neither did he have the strength to move as more of his
magic was devoured by the surrounding acolytes.


One of the enemy
grabbed his ankle and dragged him out into the open. The second one to arrive
captured his opposite ankle and together they hauled him toward where their
leader still sat his horse and patiently waited for them to bring him his
trophy. Silverblade now knew what a felled deer felt when the huntsmen approached
to finish it.


This one wasn’t
Trensler. He wasn’t old enough. Two days ago, Silverblade had seen Lord Master
Trensler from a distance as the leader of the human priests was disembarking
from a ship in the harbor.


The leader of
this particular group might not be Trensler, but that didn’t make him any less
dangerous. Silverblade didn’t know this one’s name and he wasn’t likely to live
long enough to learn it. Not that it really mattered. Without his Larnkin’s
power, he had no way to communicate with his people over a distance.


He didn’t have
any hope of winning a fight against these acolytes either, not in his present
state. At best, he’d consider it a mercy if he escaped to the river and died
well away from the priests. But he was beginning to doubt his ability to
accomplish even that. He was also beginning to doubt if death was an escape from
ones such as these.


Of the two priests
dragging him from the underbrush, the one on the right clearly had his neck
snapped, while the priest on his left had an Elemental’s blade run through his
belly. The wounds were mortal, but didn’t seem to bother the priests. They were
already dead.


And still they
served their dark master.


If death could
not defeat them, what hope did his people have?


But fire could
destroy them. His mother had proved that.


He didn’t share
his mother’s strength of fire magic, taking after his lupwyn father. But even
so, had he, or the other Elementals, had some advanced warning about the
acolytes’ specific powers, he or others of his kind might have been able to
strike more efficiently at this new enemy. Perhaps even landing a crippling
blow before the acolytes could bring to bear whatever dark power they wielded.


There was one ray
of light in this defeat. At least none of his pack were close enough to attempt
a rescue and get enslaved themselves. Unfortunately, the great distance also
meant he had no way to pass the critical information about the acolytes on to
his people or any other Elemental before he died. Or worse, was enslaved.


While Silverblade
was mentally running through alternate scenarios, the leader stepped down from
his horse and approached.


“Ah, I see I won’t
have long to study you, either. I hadn’t thought the Elementals were so
fragile. Alas, I’ll remember that for next time my master wishes to fill his
ranks with stronger servants.”


Silverblade’s
enemy knelt next to him and studied him for a moment. “You look human, but
obviously are not one of our short-lived kind.” He pointed to Cymael’s body
next. “I heard you call this one mother. You are a mixed breed?”


Silverblade
didn’t know why his enemies cared and just wanted to say to get on with it.
Closing his eyes, he willed his body to remain relaxed and conserve what
strength he had left.


The acolyte
walked a half-circle around him. “Come now, what species was your father? My
master thinks there might be promise in breeding hybrids. Hybrids are often
stronger than either parent if you pick the bloodlines well.” The acolyte
chuckled. “Personally, I think the Divine Speaker may also have an eye for
beauty. Your mother was certainly a stunning specimen.”


Rage ignited in
his soul, rushing to fill the numb void that had been growing in his chest.
With the new heat of rage chasing away the chill for a few brief seconds, he
snarled in wrath at the acolyte. But that was about all he could do, his body
too weakened by blood loss and the acolytes’ feeding to do more than quiver.


Silverblade’s
attention shifted from what the acolyte was saying to a new, strange sensation
crawling along his body, sending nerve endings dancing and flaring in pain.


Now what?


His rage was hard
to hold onto as more of the unknown power flooded his body, distracting him.


At first he
assumed this was some new power of the acolyte’s, but strangely, the feel of
being fed upon diminished, masked by the new power.


Or he was growing
numb to the sickening sensation of the feeding and this new power was just some
other trick in the priest’s arsenal. Without his Larnkin to interpret this new
strangeness, he didn’t trust himself or his senses, not with them fading in and
out, like he’d drunk the heady wine of the spring rite festival.


“Strange,” the
acolyte said as he leaned down. “You just vanished from my mind. What is it you
do, Elemental?”


Silverblade
didn’t know what the acolyte was referring to but he felt a stirring in the air
and ground around him. He didn’t have enough power left to light a candle or
make the grass shiver in a conjured breeze. He certainly couldn’t make the
ground shake. If he still had power over that element, he’d have ordered the
earth to open below their feet and entomb them all.


The tingling
sensation changed to a warmth, as a new power kindled in his chest. At first
Silverblade mistook it as the last of his flaring rage. But no, this wasn’t
emotion, this was magic, and not the cold, sucking power of the acolytes.


He didn’t know
what it was, but it couldn’t be worse than what the acolytes were about to do
to him. It almost felt like another Elemental was trying to help him. But it
didn’t feel like one of the other lupwyn scouts, and he knew of no other Elemental
in the area. Opening himself to that power, he embraced it, studying it.


If he had the
power, he would have warned away the other from trying to help. Surely the
acolytes would now be able to track another meal.


Silverblade
decided he wasn’t going to let that happen. Whoever was trying to help him
didn’t deserve to have the acolytes sniff out his or her back trail simply for
trying to help. With a savage twist and the last of his lupwyn agility, he
reared up and snapped the neck of the acolyte on the right, and then kicked out
to shatter his nearest knee. The injury wouldn’t kill the acolytes, since this
Divine Speaker seemed able to reanimate his servants. But from what Silverblade
had already noted, the same monstrous magic couldn’t heal, couldn’t unmake
damage to its servants.


Let it see how
well it would command servants with no useable joints. He kicked out at a third
acolyte, catching this one in the hip. The wet sound of snapping bone and
cartilage was his reward. He rolled to his feet and staggered toward a tree,
balancing there for a moment while he gathered his bearings. Ah, there was the
river.


And directly in
his path to a likely watery grave stood the leader of the acolytes.


Silverblade’s
hands closed into fists and he wished for a lupwyn’s lethal claws. Instead, all
that answered his desperation was that other foreign power. It continued to
flow into him even as the acolytes fed.


“You cannot
escape, and even the river will not free you,” the acolyte said. “Come, stop
fighting. Surrender. You will lose in the end anyway. If you give in now, you
may join us and preserve your soul.”


Silverblade knew
a lie when one was spoken. If he surrendered to this acolyte, he wouldn’t have
either life or soul. Death he didn’t fear, but to have his soul tainted or
changed or destroyed—that inspired true dreaded.


He shook his head
to try to clear the ringing and the noise. The burning in his breast
intensified as the foreign power continued to flow into him.


Before there was
only despair, but now, with that other power gathering in his bones, hope
rekindled in his heart. That other power was a healer’s magic. Now that he was
marginally stronger, he could sense its soothing, green essence even over the
taint of the acolytes’ chilled magic.


There was a
powerful healer nearby and the fool was trying to help him.


Unfortunately, he
only knew of one healer within a moon cycle’s travel of his present location,
and there was no way he wanted that young, untrained female anywhere near these
monsters. He wouldn’t be responsible for Beatrice’s death.


If he could only
shapeshift back into his lupwyn form, he’d be able to outrun these acolytes. He
just needed to stall them a little longer for his Larnkin to gather power and change.


After dismounting
from his horse, the acolyte’s leader came to stand at Silverblade’s side and
looked down at him.


The creature that
had once been human held out his hand. “Come, my master prefers living
servants. Death has the unfortunate consequence of dulling the mind.”


Silverblade supposed
it would. He glanced at the acolyte’s outstretched hand, wondering if he could
shapeshift yet. Whatever the young healer was doing, his Larnkin was growing in
strength. He could even sense some of its emotions. The clearest was terror.
More advanced communications were still beyond them.


But Silverblade
didn’t need words. He knew that it was his doom offering a helping hand up
without needing his Larnkin to confirm it.


“Will you not
serve? My master’s offer is for a limited time.”


“Serve or be
consumed?” Silverblade challenged. “Someone needs to tell your master he
doesn’t inspire confidence.”


The acolyte
flashed a smile. “No, I don’t suppose he does. I wasn’t even offered a choice,
you know.” Again, the hint of a smile. He crouched down next to him. “I’m
called Acolyte Brennan Ironsmith, by the way. And you are?”


“Not your friend,
comrade. Or servant,” Silverblade said, his voice raising with each word. “You
killed my mother. I will never serve your master!”


He lunged for the
acolyte’s throat. The power which usually made his shift fast and painless was
sluggish to respond, but claws sprang from his fingers and fangs lengthened in
his mouth as his body began its change. He would gut his enemy, his mother’s
murderer.


Rage and the need
for vengeance fueled his strike, giving his weakened body strength once more.
Warm blood coated his fingers, but he’d barely registered the sticky substance
before two acolytes were dragging him from his prey.


His head cracked
against the ground, slamming against an exposed tree root hard enough to blur
his vision. He gritted his teeth and bit back a groan.


These creatures would
not see his pain or his grief. Had he a choice, he’d show them no weakness
at all, but whatever dark power allowed them to feed upon his Larnkin had left
him weak as a day-old pup.


And he was
certain he was going to die.


 











Chapter Five


 


 


 


Beatrice followed
the tug of her magic back towards the human-held lands of River’s Divide. Her
gelding plodded along at the same slow pace, even though every instinct cried out
for her to go faster. Worse, the horse must have picked up on her nervousness,
because he kept slowing and trying to turn, clearly wanting to join his herd
mates back at the wagon.


She would have
let him too, if her healer’s magic hadn’t been spurring her onward.


Somewhere, about
a day’s ride back towards River’s Divide, there was a magic-wielder who needed
her help. The closer she got, the more details her magic was able to discern.


The Elemental was
a lupwyn male, and he was hurt both emotionally and physically. He’d been in
the company of others, but she felt as if each of those other lives had been
snuffed out. She shared his impotent fury.


Logically, she
knew she couldn’t do anything to save the other poor lupwyn—the distance was
too great. But her magic demanded she try. Besides, no one should die alone
surrounded by enemies.


The consciousness
behind her magic—her Larnkin, if she was to name it properly—reached out to the
lupwyn and instigated some kind of powerful link. Her awareness of the lupwyn
and his surroundings magnified tenfold. His pain, both physical and emotional,
flooded into her.


Her Larnkin
seemed to note both as if sympathizing with the lupwyn, but merely reached
deeper into the host until Beatrice sensed the second Larnkin. This one was
greatly damaged—he was dying and that knowledge invoked a fierce response in
her own.


Rage. Rage and
the need to heal that other Larnkin raced through her body.


The Larnkin did
not communicate verbally, instead a burst of emotions and ancient memories were
exchanged.


Beatrice only
caught the briefest hint of their strange exchange, but even so, she sensed the
Larnkin she was host to somehow knew that other, dying Larnkin. He was
important to hers in some unnamed way.


With a new
desperation, her own Larnkin fed power to that other one through the newly
formed link. A flood of magic, like a raging river in the spring, rushed down
the new link to aid the lupwyn’s Larnkin.


Beatrice made no
claim of knowing what her Larnkin actually hoped to accomplish, but from what
she could sense, the magic she fed the other Larnkin was being drawn away by
the acolytes, too.


“I know you wish
to aid him,” Beatrice said aloud, hoping to reason with hers. “But you’re
merely feeding the acolytes more power.”


As if in answer
to the vocalization of her thoughts, her magic flared suddenly and a
breathtaking pain burned across her chest.


The intense heat
centered over her heart. She hissed in equal parts fear and pain.
Instinctively, she slapped one hand over her heart in a useless motion of
self-protection.


Her skin felt hot,
even through her clothing. Was this punishment for questioning her Larnkin or
some new, dark magic the acolytes mastered?


Grunting in pain,
her heart racing with nervousness and reaction, she peeled back her vest and
glanced down at the creamy skin of her breast. There was now an intricate,
tattoo-like mark stamped upon the skin over her heart, and the strange symbol
glowed to her mage sight.


The sight didn’t
reassure her or answer her earlier question, and she had the overwhelming desire
to turn her horse and gallop back toward her family.


Chastising
herself, she drew a shaky breath and ordered her quivering stomach to calm.
Foolish panic had never done anything to keep her alive.


Well, she wasn’t
dead and there wasn’t the drain on her magic like she would have expected from
an acolyte’s feeding, so this was something else. Dangerous, perhaps? Actually,
it most certainly was. Anything she didn’t know or understand was instantly
dangerous.


The heat and pain
slowly ebbed and her shocked mind began to work.


Whatever the mark
was, it was clearly a working of higher magic. She just didn’t know if it was
caused by her healing magic or some power the lupwyn possessed. But she was
relatively certain it wasn’t something darker brought about by the acolytes’
twisted power. Her own magic didn’t consider it a threat.


And she knew well
what the flip-side of her healing gift did to anything it considered a threat
to her.


At the moment,
she didn’t have time to worry about this new oddity.


She could feel
the lupwyn growing weaker, his Larnkin being drained of its life force. Her own
healing power redoubled its efforts and she poured more of herself into the
healing.


She might have
been tempted to quit had her Larnkin allowed that. And yet, this lupwyn felt
familiar to her now that she was more closely linked to him. As unlikely as it
might seem, she was sure this was the same male who patrolled her lands,
watching for any signs of human patrols encroaching upon lupwyn lands.


She’d never seen
him up close. He’d rarely been more than a shadow among the trees, but her
magic had acknowledged his presence and tracked his whereabouts.


For his part, he
never threatened any of her family.


Old Mother had
said he was a neighbor and to treat him with respect and he would do the same.


Somehow, she knew
the lupwyn being attacked by the acolytes was this neighbor, and her heart went
out to him.


Perhaps it was
her empathy or that her Larnkin was making some headway, but she found herself
suddenly in his mind, sharing his anguish and slow death.


 


*****


 


The burning in
his chest intensified to the point Silverblade began to wonder if he wasn’t
about to burst into flames. Not that he could do anything to prevent it. He
might even welcome it, if it would give him a swifter death than what the acolytes
had planned.


“Fight if you
must, lupwyn, but in the end you will do as I say,” Ironsmith said as he dabbed
at the ragged claw marks that followed a bloody track from his right shoulder,
down across his collar bone and halfway to his waist.


The damage was
substantial and bled profusely, but the strike hadn’t landed where Silverblade
wanted. He’d been aiming for the acolyte’s throat. So much for dying surrounded
by silence. Now, he’d still have to listen to Ironsmith’s reasoning tones as
they drained him dry and turned him into a soulless husk.


Over all the pain
and anguish, the fiery magic continued to burn in his chest, going to war with
the cold, sucking power of the acolytes. But there was another power as well,
until he had trouble distinguishing them all. Frowning in concentration, he was
able to differentiate between the three distinct powers. The acolytes’ magic
was cold and lifeless. At war within was another power: dark, deadly, and
predatory. And dancing and weaving through and around the other magics at war
within him was a green, soothing magic—a healer’s power. She still hadn’t given
up. He almost wished she would. His poor, battered body couldn’t take much more.


As he lay there
and panted, his lethargic senses sorted through everything and it occurred to
him that the green power alone was sustaining him. If not for that, he was
certain one of the other powers presently at war for possession of his body
would have killed him by now.


He almost wanted
to curse the fool of a girl for prolonging his torture. While at the same time,
another part of him was thankful to have another being with him at the end. A
lupwyn was never meant to be alone and she was proving better company than the
acolytes. But he wouldn’t be responsible for leading them to the defenseless
healer.


“Young
healer,” he called out along the magic that linked
them, “You need to run as far and as fast as you can. Go in any direction
that isn’t toward me. You cannot save me. You’ll only lead the acolytes to your
location.”


 


*****


 


The lupwyn was
able to communicate with her.


Surprise engulfed
her mind. Beatrice had never been able to link her mind to a stranger’s
before—not that she’d ever tried. The only others she’d ever managed to speak
mind-to-mind with was Old Mother and Roan, and only then because they were
family. She hadn’t even been able to reach her friends, the Stonemantle
sisters.


But this lupwyn
she could touch easily, and that gift seemed to flow both ways as more of his
thoughts and emotions entered her mind.


He thought her
young, not much more than a child. Although she could feel his age, and
compared to him she was young. But then, so would any human seem in comparison
to this lupwyn.


She learned more
about him with each passing moment. One of the companions had been his mother.
There had been other acquaintances among the casualties as well. But that one
had been the hardest, watching the light go out of his mother’s eyes and being
helpless to prevent it.


Beatrice knew he
wouldn’t long outlive his mother if she didn’t do something. So she did the
only thing she could over the distance, she shared more of her magic and
strength with him.


All the while,
the new mark on her breast continued to throb and burn as more of its foreign
magic and power flowed into her from some other source. Whatever it was, her
own magic didn’t consider it a threat. Her Larnkin may actually have been
drawing on power from elsewhere.


She didn’t know
where ‘elsewhere’ was, but if it helped her save a life, she’d accept it and
deal with any consequences later.


 


*****


 


Another mind
brushed along his and he felt the healer’s thoughts and emotions. Young—very
young—and female. It confirmed his earlier suspicions. The healer helping him
was Beatrice.


“Not so young
as all that, lupwyn.” Her reply held a hint of
exasperation. “And you know my name, so you’re ahead of me on that one. You
can explain how later, after we figure out how to get you away from this group
of acolytes.”


Other thoughts
and emotions were shared across their newly forged link, and he glimpsed her
deep hatred for the acolytes. It only made him want her to flee faster and farther.


Silverblade
wasn’t about to allow some young innocent to sacrifice herself just for him.


“Stop sharing
your magic!” he barked along their link. “Go!
Flee! The acolytes will come for you next.”


Another wave of
exasperation washed down the link and into his mind. “What makes you think I
can control this? I can’t, if you must know. So I suggest you get yourself away
from them. You’re a lupwyn. You can outrun them. Follow this link and I’ll get
you further from them and see what I can do to heal you.”


“Noble
sentiment, but I can’t run. I can’t shapeshift. I can’t even stand.” Admitting such burned his pride but it was true.


“Hmmm. Let me
think for a moment.”


 











Chapter Six


 


 


 


Beatrice felt
numb, her body a distant thing. In a detached, almost bemused way that had her
wondering if she was somehow going into shock because he was. But they had both
bickered back and forth with equally sharp intelligence, so this distance she
felt from her own body must have been her Larnkin’s doing.


The unusual mode
of mental conversation was almost becoming natural. In the end, she realized he
couldn’t escape without help.


She knew what she
must do.


From an early age,
she’d known she had power; that she wasn’t like other children. She could heal
many things and always felt renewed when she did, but there was another side to
her power. A dark, draining magic which took everything she had to control and
contain, for it always wanted to escape.


Only once before
had she lost control of that power and nearly been consumed by it. She feared
it almost as much as she feared the acolytes. Almost. But the acolytes had
proven themselves a much more monstrous evil.


The power within
her soul was an intelligence that slumbered within her. Only recently had she
started calling it Larnkin. But naming it didn’t mean she understood it any
better or controlled it.


In her heart she
knew her own power wasn’t evil. It wasn’t that she gained any benefit from it.
Perhaps it was merely her inability to control it that made it dangerous.


If the lupwyn had
any chance at survival, then this time she would have to control the power, not
be controlled by it.


She guided her mount
off the road into a small clearing where she dismounted and tied the gelding on
a long enough rope that he could graze. Then, her thoughts turning to what she
must do, she moved a little ways distant so as not to disturb the horse when
she unleashed her magic.


If her own magic
slipped her control, she doubted the horse was a safe distance away, but she
was out of time. Or more to the point, the lupwyn was.


Kneeling,
Beatrice closed her eyes and sought out the link to the male in question. He
was there, his mind still sharp, but his body weakening as the acolytes fed.


Her healer’s mind
noted that the host body showed signs of going into shock as the damage to the
Larnkin increased.


Looking beyond
their patient, to the others surrounding him, together they examined the
acolytes.


She didn’t like
what she found.


Anger flashed
through her soul and Beatrice felt the Larnkin’s growing rage. It reached out
to the lupwyn and shared a greater flow of magic with the victim.


The lupwyn
twitched and grunted in pain, but her Larnkin was unmoved by either hosts’
pain, all its—her, for Beatrice sensed this Larnkin was female—attention was
focused on strengthening the other Larnkin.


Beatrice agreed
with her assessment. Pain was better than death.


Her Larnkin
shoved more power at the poor lupwyn. For the first time, Beatrice sensed they
were winning, the power was flowing into the lupwyn faster than the acolytes
could suck it away again.


Power continued
to build.


Beatrice, her own
senses growing distant, suddenly saw what the lupwyn did.


 


*****


 


Acolyte Ironsmith
was weaving his way back into Silverblade’s line of sight. Well actually, the
acolyte wasn’t weaving, that was Silverblade’s vision.


The acolyte
continued to his side in a slow, painful-looking shuffle.


“Elemental, that
was foolish.” He narrowed his eyes at Silverblade. “Why don’t any of your kind
ever just agree to the terms? Why do they all choose death—horrible death? You
cannot win and will be enslaved in the end anyways.”


The acolyte
seemed truly perplexed and mildly grieved by the realization.


“It’s such a
waste.” He shook his head and then reached out to tap Silverblade’s chest. A
dagger had appeared in the acolyte’s fist and he expected to feel the sharp
stab at any moment.


The expected pain
didn’t manifest.


He eyed the
acolyte as Ironsmith began to cut away his weapon harness and leather vest. The
cotton shirt underneath was dealt with next.


“What is this?”
Ironsmith asked and tapped his dagger’s hilt against Silverblade’s chest. “I’ve
never seen one of these before. It’s rich with magic, but a kind foreign to my
master. Although, it glows to my mage sight.”


Silverblade
glanced down at his chest. The skin over his heart had been branded. The mark
still glowed with potent magic as the acolyte said. He had no better idea as to
what it was than the acolyte did. The mark certainly hadn’t been there this
morning when he’d bathed.


“I have one
forming, too,” the healer added, concern marking
her voice with little inflections of fear. “I don’t know what it is, but I
think our fates are linked. I also think these marks are about to do something
drastic. If you want to live, I suggest you be ready to run.”


Hope rekindled in
Silverblade’s chest, and it kept pace with the fierce power now spreading out
from that mark, flowing to every corner of his body and soul.


The acolyte
tapped Silverblade on the chest with his dagger’s hilt a second time. “You
don’t have to tell me. There are other ways.”


Ironsmith brushed
back the long sleeve of his robe and exposed a thick, black, metal band encircling
his wrist. A dark red stone was mounted to the band.


It may have
fooled a few onlookers into thinking it was a bracelet or some other
decoration, but Silverblade saw it truly for what it was.


A slave shackle.


Ironsmith pressed
the unnaturally cold metal against Silverblade’s chest, just below the glowing
mage mark.


Immediately, some
of the power swirling in Silverblade’s body was sucked into the black metal.
Ironsmith’s brows knit together and then his eyes grew large and he threw
himself back and to the side.


The two other
acolytes holding Silverblade down were not so lucky and he witnessed the
magic’s destructive force that he’d only sensed before. Power arced out of the
mark on his chest and lashed at every acolyte within reach.


Whatever it touched—be
it rock, tree, or acolyte—blew apart in a cascade of burning shadow and ash.


Silverblade lay
there in shocked disbelief as bits of the gray ash rained down upon him.
Cautiously, he looked around. He’d half-expected to see the forest leveled,
destruction a wide pattern around him. But the nearest tree, only a few body
lengths away, showed no signs of the potent magic’s attack.


However, the
ground in a body length’s diameter around him, was now barren and scorched.


He rolled to his
side, scanning the area. While the foreign fire magic—or whatever it was—had
destroyed the nearest acolytes, several were still picking themselves up off
the ground. Distantly, he could still hear their horses’ hoof beats as they
fled.


Silverblade
didn’t know how many of those horses still possessed riders, but he wasn’t
going to wait around for them to come back and find out first-hand.


Heaving himself
to his feet, he lurched almost drunkenly, but soon found his footing. His
battered body screamed about its many abuses, but he forced himself to take in
the scene with more detail and soon spotted Acolyte Ironsmith. His enemy still
lived. Although he looked to have some severe burns covering a third of his
body, which likely would have killed a human, but he doubted the acolyte could
be considered human any longer.


A quick inventory
of his own wounds showed he was in no shape to finish off the remaining
acolytes. Silverblade also realized he was stuck mid-shift—half-human and
half-lupwyn. But by Light’s mercy, he was alive and not yet enslaved.


And he could
still run, if only on two legs instead of four.


Barely conscious
of the direction he fled, he started away from the acolytes and the carnage
they had caused and headed towards the healer.


 











Chapter Seven


 


 


 


As Beatrice expected,
her death magic had obliterated all that it touched. The nearest acolytes had
crumbled, their skin disintegrating and flaking away to nothing. Blood had
misted away as cartilage and bone crumbled to powder. Even the fibers of their
robes had returned to the earth to nourish new life.


As hideous as her
dark power was to behold, it had left nothing for the acolytes’ master to latch
upon and control.


For his part, the
lupwyn took advantage of the distraction and escaped into the forest. The link
between them was weakening, but she could still feel his aches and pains of
both physical and mental variety.


She could no
longer speak to him mind-to-mind—her death magic having damaged the link
between them—but she followed his progress. One part of her mind said it was
too slow, that the remaining acolytes would still catch him. Another part of
her consciousness belonging solely to her Larnkin whispered that if the
acolytes continued to pursue this lupwyn, she’d reduce their bodies back to
base elements.


Beatrice would
have been concerned by her Larnkin’s bloodthirsty essence, but the cost of
using the death magic was creeping up on her body. The cold, the stabbing pain
in every muscle and joint, the nausea and the drumbeat taking up residence in
her head would soon render her useless.


She forced
herself back to her feet and made a relatively straight line to the gelding. Once
there she removed his tack and pulled out a heavy blanket from one of the
saddlebags and then bundling it around her shoulders, she laid down and curled
onto her side.


Her vision grew
dark as she slipped into unconsciousness.


 


*****


 


Cold, damp grass was
a poor pillow, Beatrice decided as she sat up. Looking around, she quickly
spotted the gelding still grazing in the small area his lead allowed him to
reach.


The unnatural
cold, nausea, and bone-deep pain were not gone, but diminished enough that she
could function. Unfortunately, they were now kept company by the more mundane
aches and pains caused by sleeping on the bare ground for a few candlemarks. A
glance at the sky showed the sun had continued its track west, and it was now
mid-afternoon. Beatrice stood and hurriedly refolded the blanket and shoved it
back in the saddlebag.


While she sought
out the lupwyn with her healer’s senses, she tacked up the gelding. By the time
the horse was ready, she had a location on the lupwyn.


To her surprise,
he was only a candlemark’s walk to the south of her position. He’d made
surprisingly good time considering the condition he’d been in when he’d started
out. Now he seemed to be unconscious. Likely a result of pushing himself too
hard escaping the acolytes.


She tipped the
gelding’s nose in the direction of the lupwyn. It didn’t matter what condition
he was in. As long as he had a heartbeat, she could fix him.











Chapter Eight


 


Beatrice followed
where her magic led. At long last, she finally reached a small glade. This
particular one wasn’t easy to find, well away from any paths or game trails.
But there was a small stream nearby and near its bank, the rather large body of
the lupwyn lay sprawled just above the water line.


Reaching his
side, she continued to scan for danger, but saw nothing and her healer’s magic which
allowed her to ‘feel’ other living beings near, told her there were no living
creatures nearby more dangerous than a deer, a warren of rabbits, and a few
chattering squirrels.


Even if there had
been other dangers close by, she would still have helped him since he was
wounded and in desperate need of aid.


From this angle,
it looked like a wolf had collapsed after taking a drink from the stream,
though she knew he was a lupwyn.


She’d never seen
one up close, but she’d spotted this one in the distance a few times, or more
likely he had allowed her to see him. She knew he was a male because her magic
shared such details with her, and she always thought he was the same one—likely
a scout on patrol. He never attacked or came closer, and she never felt
threatened by him, so they’d always just allowed each other to ghost through
their territories. 


As Beatrice got
closer to the fallen male, she saw he didn’t share a resemblance with the one
she’d seen a few times at a distance. This one looked far more human.


He didn’t move at
her approach. Her Larnkin confirmed he was still unconscious. From what she
could tell, he had collapsed at the edge of a small stream, driven there
by dehydration, but after he’d quenched his thirst, he had lost the battle
against exhaustion and blood loss.


Well, Beatrice reflected, at least having water close at hand would
make cleaning him up an easier task.


Casting a look
around the small clearing, she mentally mapped out the highest and driest area
where she would need to construct temporary shelter and light a fire.


If she had a
choice, she’d forgo the fire, but she would need one to sterilize her equipment
and keep the lupwyn warm. Body heat and blankets alone wouldn’t do much.


She approached
the lupwyn and allowed her healing magic to flow over him. It studied and
catalogued the myriad of his wounds. Those that were internal or deep tissue,
her magic already began to heal. The cuts, abrasions, and deep, penetrating
wounds would need to be cleaned before her power healed the male.


However, all the
lesser wounds would have to wait until she pulled the crossbow bolt out of his
shoulder. She mentally winced. It looked like it had been driven deeper by a
fall, and the metal tip might already have punched through the front of his
shoulder, which would make it easier to remove, but messier than if she’d been
able to do it herself. Regardless, she would deal with that first.


Returning to her gelding,
she removed his tack and went about building a fire. While she did that, her
healer’s magic strengthened the lupwyn and kept him alive as she prepared what
supplies she had with her.


Ideally, she wished
she had a full complement of her herbs and tools, but she only had her small
travel bag. That would just have to do until she and the lupwyn caught up with Old
Mother and the wagon.


 


*****


 


Less than half a
candlemark later, the fire was built, water was heating, and her medical tools
were sanitizing next to the fire.


“Well,” she said
to the prone lupwyn, “let’s see if I can get you patched up and on your way
before the acolytes track us down.”


While she hadn’t
sensed any acolytes near after the remaining members had gone back to River’s
Divide, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t return with greater numbers and even
deadlier magic at their command.


She just hoped
she and the lupwyn were long gone by the time the acolytes found this camp.


Giving the lupwyn
one more look over, she used her magic to sense the wounds her eyes could not
discern under his fur. The healing magic had been doing its work and her
patient was growing stronger. Better remove the bolt before the poor bastard
woke up. She could study him and satisfy her curiosity later, after the worst
of his wounds were cleaned and bandaged.


After bathing the
entire area with a warm, cleansing solution to kill foreign invaders and slow
blood loss, she pressed her left hand upon his shoulder, splaying her fingers
around the crossbow bolt’s shaft. With her right, she removed bits of fabric
from around the entry point.


Next she palmed
her sharpest blade, gripped the bolt’s shaft, and sliced it off close to his
flesh.


Shifting his
considerable deadweight wasn’t easy, but she managed to prop him on his side.
As she had expected, the crossbow bolt’s head was already poking through his
flesh. Once she got a good grip on the iron tip, she whispered an apology and
pulled it free of his flesh with steady pressure.


The lupwyn jerked
awake, his deep sound of pain shattering the silence. It was more of a growl
than shout, and the menacing tones made her heart lurch. But she continued to
work, swiftly packing a bit of clean cloth against the wound to slow the blood
flow while her other hand reached for the cleansing solution.


He blinked,
confusion clear in his dazed expression and unfocused eyes. She opened her
mouth to whisper soothing words but he reacted faster, lunging at her. His
fingers with their sharp claws closed around her wrist, digging into the flesh
in a punishing grip. He might look half-human, but he was beastly strong. The
bones of her wrist ground together. His lips parted in a snarl, showing great
white fangs.


Yet he did not
draw blood when he could have broken her skin easily, which she hoped meant he
wasn’t going to snap her wrist or tear out her throat.


Beatrice held
perfectly still and met his gaze. His eyes focused on her face, but his fangs
were still showing between his lips, which wasn’t the most reassuring sight.


“Easy.” It was a
miracle her voice remained calm. “I’m only trying to help. The arrow in your
shoulder had to come out. I need to finish, clean your wounds, and patch you up
before you bleed out or the acolytes find us. Let me finish. Let me help you.”


“Not an acolyte?”
His voice was deep and almost gravelly, but she could understand his words. He
had the wherewithal to speak her language, which she took as a positive sign.


“No. They are my
bitterest rivals. I won’t let them have you, you are my patient now.”


He grunted and
studied her, dragging her closer until they were nose to nose.


“Beatrice? The
human healer.” His eyes closed and his lips parted as he began to pant with
pain. “I won’t be responsible for your death. Go.”


He pushed at her,
perhaps trying to drive her off, but he was too weak, his burst of adrenaline-fueled
strength likely fading. She patted him gently on his uninjured shoulder with
her free hand.


“I won’t go. Nor
are you responsible for any part of my path. If death finds me, then that is
fate, not something you brought about.”


He hissed out
something in his own language. The words were foreign, but the annoyance was
clear. When she still didn’t extract herself from his weakening grip, he
cleared his throat and spit out the words in her language. “Leave me. If you
stay here, we’ll both feed the acolytes’ mad hunger.”


His fingers
loosened and slid free of her wrist. When she glanced down, it was to see what
her healing magic had already told her. He’d passed out again.


It was probably
for the best.


Beatrice reached
for the cleaning rag and the bowl of heated, herb-laced water. What he said
might be logical and she probably should run, but she’d told him the truth as
well.


He was her
patient now and in the vast order of things, it made him hers until she’d
healed him enough that he could rejoin his own people.


She’d just have
to convince the stubborn male of that fact once he woke up.


 











Chapter Nine


 


 


 


It was several
candlemarks later by the time she finished cleaning and stitching his wounds.
All that time, she’d been sharing power with him and he was definitely
stronger. So too was she by the strange quirk of her healing magic.


When she’d
finished bathing the worst of the blood and dirt from him, she’d dragged his
heavy body across the grass on the blanket and situated him next to the fire.
While the stew she’d made from her supplies cooked, she lashed together some
stout branches and rigged them together as a temporary shelter for them.
Tightly woven evergreen boughs created the covering and would divert most of
the rain that was threatening.


She hoped it was
a good strong storm to help wash away the lupwyn’s tracks. Besides, a powerful
storm might swell the streams and rivers enough to slow the acolytes.


Anything that slowed
the acolytes was a blessing. Even getting soaked to the skin by a torrential spring
rains was a blessing she’d welcome.


One more quick
glance around confirmed that she’d done everything she could for the moment. Pouring
herself a cup of tea, she sat back and just studied the lupwyn while she sipped
at her hot drink.


Earlier, while
she’d healed him, she dealt with his individual injuries and studied him with
her mage sight—looking within him more than looking at him. For the first time,
she studied the lupwyn as a whole and what a strange package he was.


He’d said he was
unable to take on lupwyn form, so this present blend of human features and
lupwyn-like characteristics must be some accident that left him halfway between
his human disguise and true form.


After she’d
cleaned some of the blood from his face, she’d been quick to recognize the
‘human’ trapper. Up until now, she hadn’t had time to think on that or what it
meant. Had he been studying them so he could perfect his human form? Or was it
for a darker reason? Had he been studying them because he suspected their
natural magic as being similar to what the acolytes’ possessed?


A great many
questions whirled around in her mind, and the fastest way to answer them would
be to simply ask him. So she would, once he woke. For now, she’d simply study
him until she had satisfied her curiosity.


Her Larnkin was also
clearly interested in this lupwyn’s well-being.


Beatrice reached
out and her magic flared as she gently brushed her fingers over a bruise near
his temple. After that slight touch, the bruise faded.


For all he
was…different, her healing power said his body was viable. He could survive in
this form if he had to.


And he wasn’t
hideous to look upon, only different. He still possessed a thick pelt of fur, long
pointed ears, and a thick ruff-like covering on the back of his head and neck,
but the appendage of greatest note was his great bushy tail. If asked, she’d
have to guiltily admit that she petted it out of sheer curiosity. It had been as
soft and as thick as it appeared.


Except for the
tail and the ears, the rest of his body was surprisingly human. His shoulders
and chest were a little broader and thicker through than a human of the same
build, as were his muscular hips and thighs. Even his calves were about three times
the circumference of one of hers, although she was tiny even by human
standards.


This creature was
a solid wall of muscle, sturdy bones, and sharp fangs and claws. When she’d
flipped him over to wash the front she’d found him built much like a human
male, right down to nipples, a belly-button, and genitalia that looked like
what would be found on the human male of corresponding build.


The pelt that
covered part of his back and shoulders only continued around his sides a little
ways, leaving most of his front hairless. Two strips of fur did wrap around
from behind and curved over his hips.


Likely had he
continued with this shift, the fur from his back would have just spread around
in front and eventually covered him completely in a thick pelt.


Idly she stroked
her fingers through the ruff of fur where it started from a peak on his
forehead and swept back along the curve of his skull, before cascading down his
back rather like a human with a really thick head of hair. It was softer than
she’d expected. 


She grinned,
thinking she wouldn’t have minded having his beautiful hair. And come to think of
it, there had been a winter or two when she would not have minded the added
warmth of a fur pelt herself.


Somehow she
doubted it would be quite so wondrous in the heat of summer though. But now,
with the nights still cool and winter not so long ago, she could envy the
lupwyn his pelt.


What would he think
of his new form? Her healing magic had gone a long way to helping heal his
physical wounds, but as for his mental and spiritual ones, not even her
formidable Larnkin had been able to touch them.


His was still
greatly damaged by the acolytes’ feeding. She suspected it would take entire
moon cycles for it to fully recover, if it ever did.


Although it was
too early to say for sure, and she knew almost nothing about Larnkins even
though she’d been host to one since birth, she secretly hoped this lupwyn would
stick around long enough to share some information with her.


It was likely too
much to expect for him to volunteer to be her personal guide. She cast a
speculative glance back at the sleeping lupwyn. Maybe once he was well enough
he could get word to his people and ask about the fate of the Stonemantle
sisters.


She only hoped if
he was able to get word to his people and they did know of the sisters’ fate,
that they were alive and well.


From the little
she’d learned from the sisters, she knew Elementals like the horse-like
santhyrians and the lupwyns coexisted in some mutually beneficial arrangement
that dated back centuries. She hoped that made this one more likely to accept
her.


Beatrice found it
fascinating that several different species all managed to live together in
harmony, somehow linked together by their Larnkins.


She snorted in
humor. Humans couldn’t even tolerate each other.


Still, a
foolishly hopeful part of her heart rather wished this lupwyn would look at
her, and the Larnkin she hosted, and consider her a part of the magical
community. Not once in her life had she belonged anywhere.


Only Old Mother
and her brother Roan were anything like her, and even then she sensed her power
was something that would someday alienate her from them as well.


Beatrice knew
well that she might never belong, but she’d settle for a place to build a home
safe from the threat of acolytes and the danger of constantly being hunted.


She eyed the
lupwyn with mild calculation. Maybe she could convince him to allow her and her
family to travel with him for a time.


 











Chapter Ten


 


 


 


Silverblade came
awake slowly, hoping all the horrors in his mind were nothing more than a
terrible nightmare. Yet he knew everything that had just happened was all too
real.


His mother.


The acolytes had
taken his mother from him. Grief and rage spun across his soul until they solidified
into one tightly woven need for revenge. If he was alive—which the dull ache of
his body suggested he was—then revenge was still possible. He would find the
acolytes and he would make them pay for what they had done.


But first, he
would need to remain out of the acolytes’ reach until he healed. 


He already knew a
bit about where he was and who he was with, his sleeping mind having sensed and
catalogued those key pieces of information. But now he groggily took in more
details of his surroundings and found himself tucked in a blanket. A fire
burned brightly nearby with what smelled like rabbit stew suspended over the
low flames. A female human sat across from where he lay—Beatrice. She stirred
the stew and added a sprinkle of some herb as he watched.


More details of
his new situation seeped into his foggy mind. He had been healed—at least
physically. He couldn’t reach his Larnkin or call his magic. By the dual
sensations of feeling the fur along his back and the blanket brushing against
his naked, furless front, he knew he was trapped between forms. Just like an
overeager adolescent trying his hand at shapeshifting for the first time
without the guidance of an elder.


But there were
worse things than being trapped between forms. Like not knowing his present
location in relation to the acolytes. Or having dragged the young healer into
this mess.


Beatrice was
brave, kind-hearted, and wasn’t the type to blame him should the acolytes find
them, but he would blame himself. He needed to find a way to get the human
safely away from the acolytes and then find his people and report what he’d
learned about the enemy. 


“Since you’re
awake, lupwyn, I have some questions for you. And by the way, what’s your real
name?”


Beatrice stared
at him, her expression calm and thoughtful, not filled with fear or revulsion.
That was a good sign, wasn’t it? But he didn’t respond to her question, not
knowing what to say to her. Even being trapped between forms probably wasn’t
enough to confuse her as to who he was. His human features were probably still
similar enough to his trapper disguise that Beatrice wouldn’t mistake who he
was.


After giving the
stew one more stir, Beatrice sat cross-legged and rested her hands on her
knees. Her body language said she’d wait all day for him to speak if she had
to.


He sat up slowly,
mirroring her position. “My birth name is Silverblade.”


 “I’m Beatrice,
but you already knew that.” The human smiled, a merry light in her eyes. “When we
first met and you introduced yourself as Janinson, a trapper fresh from the
Empire, I knew you lied. I always thought your name was fictitious. Old Mother
and I just assumed you were hiding from the acolytes, same as us. It never
occurred to me that your power ran so deep as to hide your true nature.”


“I never intended
to deceive you, but I had my orders.”


She tilted her
head at him, that thoughtful look back in her gaze, and he wondered which
direction her thoughts flowed in.


“I know. I never
sensed deceit in you. It’s why I trusted you when you still pretended to be a
trapper—why I still trust you.” She began unlacing her shirt’s ties, peeled
back the fabric to expose a portion of her breasts, and tapped the mage mark
emblazoned upon her flesh. “What is this? You have one, so you must know what
it is.”


Silverblade loved
her sensibility. With her, there was never any time wasted on worries or
foolish debates. No, she always saw situations clearly, dealing with immediate
threats first and shoving aside all else.


“Oh, yes,” she
said as if reading his thoughts. “A foreign mark suddenly appearing on my
breast is something of greater concern than a trusted friend who has hidden a
secret because he was under orders.”


Hmmm, just how
deep had her healing power allowed her to ‘read’ him? He didn’t give voice to
his question, afraid she’d think him ungrateful for all she’d done.


In fact, he was
humbled that she still trusted him in spite of his own not-so-mild deception.
And the friendship she spoke of did come as a bit of a surprise. While he’d
struck up a friendship with her family, most of his attention had been focused
on teaching the boy, Roan, a few hunting tricks and the like. Some evenings
after a successful hunt, he and the boy would return to the hut where Old
Mother and Beatrice already had a cooking fire going.


Those evenings of
a shared meal were far enough apart, he hadn’t actually thought much of them.
One simply helped one’s pack.


But seeing the
sincere trust in Beatrice’s pale grey-blue eyes, he realized she, who had never
had proper pack interaction, might place greater importance on even the
smallest encounters. Whatever the cause, he was glad the young healer did not
fear him.


Unfortunately,
while he knew the symbol on her breast was a mage mark of some kind, he didn’t
know who or what had put it there. Although he had a few unsettling ideas. In
his youth, he’d studied in Grey Spires and his mentors had drilled in many
history lessons.


But there was a
darker possibility as well. His history lesson had not mentioned anyone or
anything with powers like the acolytes could summon. He could not rule out that
these marks were not something placed there by the acolytes.


One thing he did
know was that the acolytes could conscript new, unwilling hosts. It was
possible she was one and didn’t even know it.


He glanced down
at his own chest. And if that was the case, wouldn’t that then mean he himself
was also a new host for whatever dark magic controlled the acolytes? Shuddering
at that thought, he didn’t want it to be true. And while he didn’t feel evil,
that didn’t mean there wasn’t some dark spark already growing within.


As much as he
didn’t want to drag Beatrice into this mess, now that she was clearly hip-deep
in it, he felt a kinship growing between them. It was fast, and would be
unnatural for any species outside of a lupwyn’s heritage. But lupwyns were pack
animals and once they were in the company of another for long enough to grow to
trust them, they swiftly began the process of assimilating them into the pack.


And he’d been
away from his pack for long enough that his biology was looking to form pack
bonds with any trustworthy creature. His scout’s discipline, honed through
centuries of training, in combination with his far more skeptical phoenix side
was likely the only reason his lupwyn magic hadn’t already managed to form the
bonds with Beatrice and her family.


Despite this
natural skepticism, it was his phoenix bloodline which urged him to tell her
what he knew of mage marks in general and where he suspected these ones in
particular may have originated. That way he could see how she reacted and study
her more. 


“Throughout
history, there have been occurrences where the gods, ancient Larnkins, and
oracles marked those with power as their chosen.” He paused at length and then
sighed, thinking how to phrase his next words without scaring the youngling.
With a mental shrug, he decided it best just to spit it out. Beatrice seemed
mature in spirit even if she was still young in body. She had the right to know
the dangers. “Not all brands denote ones who serve the Light.”


The female
glanced down at her mark and ran one finger along the complex series of swirls
and knots that composed the elegant design. Her expression darkened. “I have
been blessed not to have come in direct contact with an acolyte in many years.
I’ve only felt their presence distantly. So I cannot say with certainty that
this power isn’t something of their conjuring.”


“I have not been
so fortunate and know well the feel of an acolyte’s soul-numbing power.”
Silverblade ran a claw-tipped finger over his own brand, unease stirring within
again. “But I cannot rule out that they have more powers at their command. They
are an enemy we have not faced before.”


Beatrice nodded,
and then continued. “You may be correct. However, I do not think my magic would
allow an acolyte to mark me without a terrible fight. And if it is any comfort,
when I was healing you, my magic left no remaining trace of the acolytes’ dark
power. I even think your Larnkin, although damaged now, will recover fully in a
couple moon cycles under my care.”


Remembering back
to how her Larnkin had reached across a great distance and obliterated the
acolytes surrounding him with one swift, decisive strike, he had to agree with
Beatrice on that point. Whatever her power, it was greater and more terrible
than what a handful of acolytes could wield.


“Regardless, whether
I have been marked in some way by the acolytes or not, I must still find a way
to report what I’ve learned to my elders, and quickly.”


“My family and I
are friends with the Stonemantle sisters. I do not know if you are familiar
with them, but the eldest sister is the newly made bondmate of the Crown Prince
of the Phoenix, and she told us we should leave the human lands and that we
would be welcome among the santhyrian herd.” Beatrice looked up at him, gaze
questioning. “If the santhyrian herd is closer than your pack, perhaps it would
be wise to allow our paths to run together for a few days. At least until we
are safely beyond the acolytes’ reach? Once among santhyrian allies, surely
they will be able to get a message to your pack. For as long as we travel
together, my magic will continue to work at healing you.”


Her offer
elicited an unseemly surge of relief in his lupwyn soul. Not trusting his voice
to hide even half the relief he felt, he kept his lips firmly sealed and stared
at the fire. Perhaps this new weakness was just a result of the acolytes’
feeding and the subsequent severing of his pack bonds.


He’d already
recovered much of his physical strength. Perhaps if he stayed with Beatrice,
his magical strength would return too and with it, his pack bonds. Still, the
logical and responsible part of his mind knew he should send her on, while he
stayed behind and laid false trails for the acolytes to follow. Yet, if he
stayed with Beatrice instead of luring the acolytes off in another direction,
his own mission had a much better chance at success. And, if he could learn
more about Beatrice’s magic, they might be able to harness it into an even
deadlier weapon to use against the acolytes. But that could not be accomplished
without endangering the young healer.


While he’d been
at war with his own emotions, Beatrice had filled a bowl with stew and was now
holding it out to him. He stared at her simple offering, but knew if he reached
out for her, he would be accepting far more than a mundane meal.


 











Chapter Eleven


 


 


 


Beatrice held her
breath as she waited for him to take up her offer of friendship. He tilted his
head at her, a questioning look in his eyes.


“Do you not fear
me even a little? I thought humans feared the Elemental races.”


“I am not on
speaking terms with most of humanity.” She grinned. Here was a question she
could answer truthfully for the first time in her life and not fear the fire
and the stake. “Most humans are taught to fear magic as the greatest of evils.
I am different, and know magic itself isn’t evil. I am mage-born, but have only
ever used my magic to heal those in need. I’ve found my magic can make a person
forget. It’s a handy ability.” Waving at him, she clarified. “Not that I would
try that with you, as you are mage-born as well, and I feel that my secret is
safe in your keeping.”


Silverblade
snorted with bitterness. “No, you do not have to fear me telling an acolyte
about your magic.”


“And you are
kind.”


His one ear
flicked in her direction and she could see her admission surprised him a touch.
His look said, ‘She doesn’t even know me. Why does the foolish human think I’m
kind?’


“Ah,” she said
when his one eyebrow arched up in question. “You think I’m not able to judge
the heart of a neighbor I sat across from while enjoying a meal we shared? I
assure you, my magic is capable of studying a person and judging them worthy of
my trust.”


She held the bowl
of stew out to him once again and he took it and then the spoon she handed him.
Once he started to eat, she scooped up a bowl for herself. They ate in
companionable silence, even though she had many more questions she wanted to
ask. There was a tension to the silence, and she could only imagine what was
going through his head. Probably still trying to determine if she could be
trusted. There was nothing she could say to reassure him, only time could aid
him in that. Though she hoped they might become friends in truth.


It would be nice
to have someone to talk to besides her brother and grandmother on the long
journey. That he was a lupwyn and likely knew the fastest way to make the
journey was an added benefit. But that wasn’t why she’d healed him.


When she’d
compared him to a neighbor, it was true.


She frowned in
thought. A very close-mouthed neighbor.


 


*****


 


Beatrice was just
finishing her own stew when Silverblade set his bowl down and picked up the cup
of tea she’d slid his way earlier. He sipped it and then looked over the rim at
her.


“Thank you for
healing me and for the shared meal.”


“You’re welcome.”


He fell silent
again and she figured one sentence was about all she’d get out of him for
another candlemark.


But he surprised
her. “I am familiar with the Stonemantle name, though I have not met the Crown
Prince’s bondmate in person.”


Beatrice debated
what to say to keep the lupwyn talking. “I cannot claim close friendship with
Ashayna Stonemantle like I can her two younger sisters. Ashayna has always been
aloof and fearful of magic.”


The lupwyn
grunted and shifted positions to sit cross-legged. This position freed his tail
and her eyes were drawn to where it poked out of the blanket. She noted the
lupwyn didn’t seem to care that he was completely naked. A sneaking suspicion
nagged at her thoughts that he only kept the blanket across his lap for her
sake. As a healer, she wasn’t a modest type, but she was still secretly pleased
he covered up. It allowed her to study the rest of his body without feeling
like she was ogling him.


Hers was a purely
medical interest of course.


Although she was
woman enough to notice his wide shoulders, heavily muscled upper body, and the
shadows and light contrasting his abdomen. Hmmm…the other, less human parts
might take a little adjusting to, but there was nothing about him that made her
want to jump up and run away. And what human features remained were still those
she’d known when he pretended to be a trapper.


She’d always had
a difficult time determining his age. His appearance made him seem like her
contemporary, but his demeanor suggested he was far older. Regardless, she’d
secretly always thought him striking. There was just something about the
combination of his striking blue eyes, defined cheek bones, and that way his
eyebrows arched just slightly in amusement that she found fascinating. She’d often
stared at him far too often when he’d come to share their fire in the guise of
a trapper. He’d even appeared in a few of her dreams.


He sighed again,
causing the fire’s light and the night shadows to dance across his muscles.


“I think your
earlier words about us staying together for a time are wise. I will travel with
you until our paths must part. At the very least, I can see you safely to
lupwyn territory for your aid in healing me.”


“You haven’t
mentioned what happened to you in detail. I know what I saw once we’d merged,
but before that I could only sense your great pain.” She softened her voice. “I
can still feel it, a pain my healing magic can do nothing for, but perhaps my
friendship can. If you need to speak of it, I am here. And if you are not ready
to share your pain just yet, that is okay as well.”


“It is not a good
story and since you’ve known of the acolytes longer than I have, I expect the
outcome of this tale will not be new to you.” He huffed, picked up the fire’s
stir stick, and gave the logs a couple pokes. “Two days ago, Sorntar, the Crown
Prince of the Phoenix, and Shadowdancer, the santhyrian ambassador, reported
that the acolytes possessed some foreign power that allowed them to drain a
Larnkin. Since I know more about River’s Divide than any other Elemental, I was
reassigned to accompany the delegation sent to study Lord Master Trensler and
his other acolytes.”


“Trensler. I
can’t say what he is. But I’ve known since I was a child that he is pure evil.”
Beatrice allowed her eyes to wander to the fire again, giving Silverblade a
moment to decide if he wished to talk about his ordeal or not.


Perhaps if she
told him more about herself, he would open up and share some of that terrible
pain she felt churning beneath his control. It still bled profusely, his grief
welling up and washing against her senses. Outwardly, he showed nothing.


He hadn’t said he
was the only one to escape, but he didn’t need to. Survivor’s guilt was stamped
firmly upon his spirit. Her heart flared in sympathy. He’d lost someone close
to him, someone he loved?


Ah. He very well
may have had a mate who had been accompanying the delegation.


Pain shared was
pain lessened.


“Acolytes
murdered my parents,” Beatrice began. “They would have murdered my brother and
me, too, if it hadn’t been for the quick thinking of my grandmother.”


Even as she
watched the fire, the lupwyn’s sudden distress was so great she knew without
seeing it that his expression had just hardened and the earlier grief morphed
into rage.


“Then we have
that in common.” Silverblade’s voice sent chills down her spine. “For the
acolytes killed my mother as well.”


Her breath
stilling in her lungs, she met his gaze. The pain there caused an old ache in
her heart to flare in sympathy. The acolytes and their master had much to atone
for. While it was unlikely she herself could do much to banish them from this
world, perhaps Silverblade and his people could.


In that moment,
she felt her life’s path change, a subtle shifting in her soul. “I am a humble
healer. My knowledge of magic is limited and based upon what my grandmother
learned from hers. If my gifts can aid you in some way, I share them gladly.”
She glanced back at the fire where it was greedily eating away at the most
recent piece of wood she’d added. If something wasn’t done to stop them, the
acolytes would be a raging fire sweeping across the world, leaving nothing but
ash and barren rock behind. “The acolytes must be stopped no matter the cost.”


“Yes.”
Silverblade made a low, rumbling growl. “The acolytes cannot be allowed to
continue as they have. I will take you up on your offer.”


Beatrice smiled
and held out her hand to the lupwyn. “To old friendships renewed and new
alliances.”


She was secretly
pleased when he leaned forward and grasped her hand in his.


A weight lifted
off her chest the moment their skin touched. It was as if she was glimpsing an
elusive dream for a few precious heartbeats. There was a promise of belonging
in that simple touch.


“We will need to
make plans and be ready to move quickly once you are healed enough to move.”
She stood and dusted off the non-existent dirt from her skirt. “We can’t just
make straight for my grandmother and Roan, either. We will lead the acolytes
right to them.”


The lupwyn
shrugged off the blanket she’d draped over him while he’d slept and instead
secured it around his waist. Beatrice bit back a grin. She’d already seen
everything there was to see, but she liked his willingness to adapt. She
promised to be just as accepting and accommodating of his culture’s ways.


He took a stick
from the fire and began to scratch out the beginnings of a rudimentary map next
to the cooking fire. She stood and joined him, standing at his right shoulder
as he scratched more details into the dirt.


“Do you recognize
what I’m drawing?” He glanced over his shoulder at her.


She craned her
neck up at him and then down at what he was drawing, trying very hard not to
notice the bushy tail sticking out where the skirt-blanket split at the back.
Obviously he didn’t like the feel of the blanket trapping his tail.


“Yes,” she said
and pointed to one line representing a river. “That’s where the river splits
and goes around River’s Divide, the port city.” She pointed again. “That’s the
coast, and these are the main fields in the outer villages where the workers
live. Here is where my grandmother’s hut is.” Beatrice felt a flicker of pain
at all they had to leave behind. It wasn’t like they’d had a lot to begin with.
“This is where we are, and here’s where the acolytes attacked you a day ago.”


Silverblade
nodded, looking pleased she had such a good grasp of the lands surrounding
them. “Do you know where your grandmother and brother are likely to be?”


Beatrice squinted
at the dirt map and then took the stick from Silverblade. She drew a few more
lines expanding his map. “This is where I left them, but they will most likely
be here now. They know to continue on and not double back to look for me. Old
Mother and I discussed what to do if I ever sensed acolytes near and couldn’t
immediately rejoin the wagon for any reason. Once we are further from the
acolytes, I’ll contact my grandmother to let her know I am well. I don’t want
to risk doing so with us still so close to the acolyte-controlled lands.”


“Wise,”
Silverblade said with a nod of agreement. “Once we are further away, you can
contact them and let them know that we will lead the acolytes away and then cut
across country once we’re sure we’ve lost any that might be following us. I see
you have a horse. Even if we ride double, we’ll be able to travel much more
quickly than the wagon.” He frowned at his hands and Beatrice would bet he was
thinking that he’d travel even faster as a full-blooded lupwyn. But he didn’t
voice his thoughts and neither did she.


Together, they
continued to make plans, Silverblade saying that he wanted her to know the
fastest way to lupwyn and santhyrian territories, should something befall him.
She was pleased with the easy camaraderie that bloomed between them. In may
have been, in part, because the lupwyn’s calm efficiency let her focus her
attention fully on the task of memorizing the crude map. Efficiency and
patience—two characteristics she found…appealing.


If all Elementals
were as easy to coexist with as Silverblade, Beatrice imagined she would get
along with the magic-wielders just fine.


 











Chapter Twelve


 


 


 


One part of his
logical mind questioned his own motives in regards to the human. What right did
he have dragging this fragile youngling into his problems? Even after studying
humans for many moon cycles, he couldn’t claim to fully understand them.
Although he thought he’d learned enough to judge Beatrice’s motives. Even
though she was still far too young and trusting, she would be a loyal ally in
his quest to destroy the acolytes.


And she possessed
a formidable power that not even the acolytes could withstand.


As unhappy as the
realization was, he needed that power. 


His mother would
have taken him to task for even thinking about doing something as morally
corrupt as to use the untrained youngling’s power for his own personal
vendetta. He knew this, and it twisted his heart just thinking about it.


And yet, another
part of his mind said the acolytes didn’t care how young one was, anyone with
magic was prey to them. This human—young though he’d guess her to be—still
deserved a chance to fight for her future and her life, and who was he to say
she was too young to make her own decisions. To judge by her attitude and confidence,
she’d been making her own choices for years. If she wanted to help, it was not
his place to tell her no.


These unsettling,
near-polar opposite needs swirled around inside the chaos that was his heart.
Huffing unhappily, he decided that for now, he would take whatever help she
offered and then see her safely out of this mess as soon as possible.


Decision made, he
turned to the next problem. This one was of a more immediate concern.
Silverblade’s Larnkin was still very weak even after Beatrice had attempted to
heal him. 


He hadn’t
considered himself a prideful male, but he found himself reluctant to admit he
needed more of her power. If she’d been a lupwyn, her pack instincts would have
guided her to curl up next to him and their closeness would have strengthened
his injured Larnkin. But even if Beatrice had a similar power, she was human,
and they were…odd about such things.


Yet Beatrice
shared very few traits with her fellow humans. At least from what he’d gleaned
of her personality so far. His gaze slid sidelong toward her, calculating. Dare
he try?


Mentally and
emotionally, he knew he needed the contact with another being. Lupwyns were
never truly alone. Even when he’d been physically separated while he scouted
and spied, he still had the mental closeness of his pack bonds.


The simple fact
was that he’d heal faster with another body close to his. But if he tried to
instigate the physical contact natural between lupwyns, she’d probably assume
he wished to mate.


Again,
Silverblade glanced over at the human. The female was sitting and staring into
the fire. The silence was a companionable one, not filled with tension, so he
was content to just sit with her for a time.


She made more tea
and set the metal kettle between them, close enough to the small fire to keep
it warm and then she glanced up at him. “We should be moving on soon, every
moment we stay here increases the risk that the acolytes will find us.”


He happened to
agree with her words. Unfortunately, he was still as weak as a two-day-old pup.
He wasn’t certain if he could manage much more than a slow walk for a
candlemark before he would need to rest again.


Beatrice had
already proven herself surprisingly attentive for a human, so he wasn’t
surprised when she glanced sideways at him, her eyes narrowing. A moment later,
her magic flowed over him.


“There is
something else I can do to speed up your recovery, isn’t there?”


Yes, he thought silently, but I somehow doubt you are ready to be
brought into the pack. Instead he said, “My Larnkin is still weak, even
with the healing and the power-sharing you did earlier. I do not wish to
overtax your Larnkin, but if it would not be an inconvenience, mine would
benefit from more shared power.”


There. He’d said
it. It was neither a lie nor a whole truth, but it was a truth.


Beatrice didn’t
respond with words. Instead she stood up, came around the fire, and then she
sat next to him, close enough that their knees brushed where they sat
cross-legged. With no hesitation at the sight of his large claws, Beatrice
reached out and took his hand in both of hers. In the next moment, her mellow
power raced over his skin and vanished into his body.


It wasn’t the
asking or needing help that made him uncomfortable, it was this—Beatrice’s
absolute willingness to share of herself. As he closed his eyes and breathed in
her scent along with her power, he knew she would be sharing more than just her
power with him in the future.


She was already
sharing something more personal than just power; she was selflessly giving him
a piece of herself and it fit perfectly—smoothly—into the hole where the pack
bonds used to be. It was all he could do to not tuck his head under her chin
and curl into her welcoming mind and body.


The logical part
of his mind knew his pack bonds weren’t really gone, that they would regenerate
once he reunited with his pack in the coming days.


But in the
meantime, she was filling that gnawing hole in his middle, that craving which
had nothing to do with food or mating, but was as important to him as
breathing. As more of the healer’s power flowed into him, he knew her physical
proximity would sustain him until he reunited with his pack.


But once he was,
would he give her up?


Somehow, he
didn’t think he would.


 











Chapter Thirteen


 


 


 


Silverblade had
dozed for a time after Beatrice had shared more power with him, but now he was
awake again, dressed in his newly cleaned—but still stained—buckskin breeches
and Beatrice’s cloak. His breeches and boots were the only items of his to have
survived both the acolytes and Beatrice’s healing.


Sipping at
another cup of the seemingly endless supply of herbal tea Beatrice made him
drink, he sat and watched with interest as she packed away her few supplies and
then went to pick up a large evergreen branch she’d cut from a tree earlier.


When he’d offered
to pack her supplies, she’d leveled him with such a look, he simply sat back
down and watched. And if he was being honest, he’d always found her easy to
watch. She moved with grace. Even mundane tasks were somehow transformed into a
kind of graceful dance when she did them.


She was in tune
with the rhythms of the earth. Aware of them, she flowed with them instead of
against them. Her passage through the forest and meadow didn’t once disturb the
tall grass. Silent, graceful, a beautiful predator for all that she was a
healer.


Living with the
land—it was a skill few humans mastered.


While he’d been
daydreaming, she had proceeded to wipe away almost all signs there had been a
camp here.


The hard ground
aided her in her endeavor. Had the ground been soft, she’d never have been able
to hide the gelding’s tracks.


After a few
sweeps of the evergreen bough broom, the leaf litter scattered into random
patterns and hid the location of the cooking fire at first glance.


Of course, if one
looked with more than one’s eyes, there were other telltale signs, like the
scorched earth and wet ash scent of the old fire. But most humans didn’t have
well-developed senses and probably wouldn’t be able to find this camp by sight
alone, not unless they were actively hunting for one.


Which the
acolytes likely would be once they regrouped. Whatever the mark on his chest
was, it certainly had captured the acolyte leader’s attention.


There was an even
more disturbing thought: acolytes might not hunt by sight, or any natural sense
at all.


The Elementals
just didn’t know enough about them and clearly capturing one and keeping it
alive to study would pose a problem. And an acolyte didn’t need physical touch
to feed, one just had to be in close proximity to a magic-wielder.


Still, there had
to be a way to capture one for study. Perhaps if the Elementals took turns,
then no one Larnkin would need to sacrifice too much power to learn what they
needed.


The idea had
merit. He would mention it to an elder once he reached his people and reported
what he learned.


When Silverblade
glanced back at the healer, he found her trying to coax the gelding closer to
him. It was clear the gelding was almost as placid as his own mare had been.
Equally clear was that the horse thought Beatrice asked too much this time.


When Beatrice
persuaded the gelding to approach Silverblade’s position, the horse would allow
himself to be led for a step or two and then he’d halt, plant his feet, and
refuse to move so much as a muscle in the stubborn way all draft horses had.


Silverblade had
experienced it firsthand a time or two himself with his own mare. His battered
heart would have throbbed with yet more pain at the mare’s cruel death, but he
was numb now to new pain, his own mother’s loss feeling like a piece of his
soul had made the journey with her. The acolytes had much to atone for, and he
planned to be the one to collect it from them. Mentally he added his mare at
the bottom of the list. Before he passed from this life, he would make sure
even his mare would be avenged. There were hundreds, if not thousands of
acolytes after all. He’d see every last one dead.


“Oh, come on! You
great, obstinate horse,” Beatrice muttered as she attempted to coax the gelding
a couple steps closer.


With mild
amusement, he watched Beatrice and the gelding from where he sat on the ground.
The horse would lift a hoof, flare his nostrils, presumably catch Silverblade’s
underlying lupwyn scent and then snort loudly and stomp his hoof back to the
ground.


Beatrice echoed
the gelding’s snort with her own huff of impatience. “The wolf isn’t half as
scary as what will soon be following our trail.”


Silverblade
wasn’t thrilled to be likened to a wolf, but he let it pass. Humans had likely
called his kind far worse, and Beatrice had not uttered it maliciously. He’d
enlighten her later and ask if she liked to be called little ape.


She was a tiny
little thing compared to the mountain of a horse. Even though she looked
ridiculous trying to coax the horse to come and sniff his hand, he held his silence
and waited. There wasn’t really a faster way to obtain the horse’s willingness.
Silverblade continued to sit cross-legged on the ground, doing his best to look
uninterested and as non-predatory as possible.


Eventually, the
gelding shuffled over and sniffed Silverblade’s hair.


“Good boy!”


The gelding
twitched at Beatrice’s loud exclamation. Silverblade could relate—his own ears
were still twitching from those two sharp words.


He slowly
uncurled from his sitting position, but didn’t look directly at the horse. The
horse still pinned his ears and snorted in short, nervous blows when
Silverblade slowly reached out and patted the powerfully muscled neck.


 


*****


 


It took another
candlemark’s worth of coaxing, but at last the gelding suffered Silverblade to
toss a leg over his back. After some nervous sidestepping, he obeyed his new
rider’s commands and stood so Beatrice could hand up her pack.


By mutual
agreement, they had decided it would be easier to ride bareback, the saddle
being too small for one of Silverblade’s size. Nor was the saddle designed for
a second rider to sit behind the cantle.


Once he had their
bag of supplies resting over his thighs, he leaned down and held a hand out for
Beatrice. Again, her lack of hesitation warmed him. The black claws that tipped
each of his fingers—while not as large or as deadly as they’d be if he was full
lupwyn—were still probably more than intimidating enough for a human used to
blunt nails.


“It would
probably be easier if I rode behind,” she said as she eyed the back of the
horse.


Silverblade
brushed back the concealing fabric of the cloak to reveal his tail. “I would
prefer not to have things touching my tail. We’re a bit sensitive about that.”


Beatrice glanced
at the tail with a startled look, her expression saying she’d forgotten about
that appendage until that moment. Then she grinned. “Hmmm, I think I can
probably resist the urge to pet it. However…temptations. Perhaps it’s better I
ride in the front.”


Her dower
expression lasted but a moment and then she broke out in honest, deep belly
laughs. It took a moment, but then he understood the reason for her humor.


They’d both been
through a great deal—both physically and emotionally—in the last day. And
likely further hardships awaited them in the future. Yet here he was, whining
about something touching his tail.


Her laughter had
brought a smile to his lips for the first time that day. “I’m sorry. I was
simply thinking about both our comforts during the day’s ride ahead. I did not
mean to imply…”


She cut him off.
“Do not worry. Simply help me up and we will be on our way.”


He nodded, but
caught the merry look in her eyes and he had a sneaking suspicion she may
already have taken liberties with his tail. His grin grew wider. He had a
feeling once they became mentor and novice, he was going to have trouble
maintaining a proper distance between them.


He noticed she
weighed almost nothing as he hoisted her up onto the horse’s back. After she
tossed a leg over the gelding’s neck, she settled in place and he adjusted the
cloak to cover them both from the few sprinkles of rain that were already
starting to fall from the sky.


Mentally, he made
note to make sure she ate more once they were among his pack where food was
plentiful.


At his urging,
the gelding started off down the trail at a trot. They’d been riding no more
than half a candlemark when the sky opened up and rain fell upon them in
earnest.


He’d been in
enough rainstorms to know getting wet wouldn’t harm him in the least, but
adjusting the cloak around them both gave him the excuse to huddle closer to
her and share in her warm healing magic.


Even when she
wasn’t actively healing him, he still benefited from her closeness. No lupwyn,
pack animals that they were, liked being alone. He’d grown tolerant of it over
time, but he didn’t like it. Besides, Beatrice smelled nice for a human—her
magic had a sweet, woodsy, almost herbal essence to it.


It still wasn’t a
replacement for his pack bonds—not yet, but whatever was between them was
growing stronger and he felt her thoughts drifting at the edges of his
consciousness. If he’d been stronger, he was certain they would have come
clearly to him.


A new and
profound thought entered his own mind and would not leave. Just what were their
Larnkins to each other? Was he even now riding with his arm wrapped around his
future bondmate’s waist? The thought stilled the breath in his lungs and all
thoughts ground to a halt even as his heart lurched with excitement. While
bondmates were rare among lupwyns, he was half-phoenix, and there were greater
occurrences of bondmates between the fire Elementals.


He very much
wished his Larnkin was capable of communicating at that moment, but it would
likely be days or even moon cycles before his Larnkin recovered from the damage
the acolytes had inflicted upon him.


“So…” Her voice
flowed over him and drew him from his thoughts. “I know you’re old. I can feel
that much. But how old, exactly?”


She was making
idle talk, he realized. When he drew in a deep breath, he knew why. Her scent
now held a spicy essence to it—fear. It overlaid her normal warm, herbal scent.
Did she fear him? Or was it the thought of the acolytes some unknown distance
behind?


He couldn’t do
anything about the acolytes, but he could help ease any fears she might have of
him.


“Old?” He grunted.
“You make it sound like I’m halfway to the grave.”


“Well, how long
do lupwyns live?”


“I’m five hundred
and forty-nine years old.”


She drew in a
sharp breath, but didn’t interrupt.


“As a lupwyn
counts seasons, I’m not even middle-aged. Although, unlike dragons and phoenix,
lupwyns are merely long-lived, not immortal. It can vary a great deal depending
on the strength of one’s Larnkin. A particularly strong Larnkin can and often
will extend its host’s life beyond the normal span.”


“So you could
live to see a thousand years?”


“Yes, easily,
even if I was a full-blooded lupwyn.”


“You’re not?”


“No.” Silverblade
gave a little shrug of his shoulders “I take after my mother to such a degree
I’m able to shapeshift to other forms. My mother is…” He fell silent, his
throat suddenly tight enough to choke off his words. It took three deep breaths
before he’d mastered his emotions enough to spit out the words. “My mother was
a full-blooded phoenix.”


“Silverblade, I
am sorry for your loss.” She stroked his arm where he’d wrapped it around her
waist.


As am I, he thought in the recesses of his mind.


But even there he
wasn’t entirely alone, and her sympathy flowed into him at the touch. If it was
possible, his heartache worsened, but he found comfort in Beatrice’s warm caring
as well. For all that she wasn’t pack, she acted very similar to how a fellow
pack member would in the same instance.


He leaned forward
and pressed his nose into her hair. Eyes closing, he just breathed in her
scent, thinking of nothing, merely existing for a few beats of his heart, and
Beatrice allowed him those few precious moments.


At last, he felt
her draw in a breath and he knew she had something else to say.


“I can do nothing
for your pain, but I do promise to help you eradicate her murderers. You have
my word.”


He nodded to
acknowledge her.


Again he knew he
should see to her safety before he embarked upon his revenge. She was too young
to be bloodied in the battle that was sure to claim the land in the days or
moon cycles to come.


 


*****


 


They’d continued
in silence long into the afternoon. Throughout the day, Beatrice had been
expanding her magic out into the world around them—hunting for signs of
acolytes. He in turn had used his own dulled senses to track more mundane
dangers that shared the forest with them.


He sensed a bear,
a small pack of wolves, and once, one of the large forest cats had padded
alongside parallel to the trail. However, once the other predators caught a
whiff of his underlying lupwyn sent, they soon ghosted back into the
surrounding trees, wanting nothing to do with a human-looking creature with the
scent of a lupwyn.


Silverblade
grunted.


Not that he was
feeling particularly predatory at the moment. Exhaustion weighed down his body,
making every limb feel heavy and uncoordinated. The myriad of his injuries had
been healed but there was still a dull, bone-deep ache in his shoulder where
one of the crossbow bolts had struck him.


Beatrice patted
his forearm again. “There’s a clearing about a candlemark’s ride ahead. There’s
also a stream for fresh water and it’s deep enough to bathe in, too. We should
stop there for the night. Honestly, I’d like to put more distance between us
and the acolytes, but the gelding could use a rest.” She paused and looked over
her shoulder at him. “And so too could I.”


Silverblade
nodded in agreement on all accounts. No doubt the gelding would make better
time with just one rider. If he’d been able to resume his lupwyn form, he
wouldn’t have been such a burden. Unfortunately, once he did, he’d no longer
have an excuse to hold Beatrice close either.


And with this
day’s ride had come the somewhat disturbing realization he’d missed how
pleasant it could be to hold a female in his arms. Now there was a dangerous
thought. He almost wanted to shove it back from whatever dark corner of his
mind it had crawled out of—almost, but not quite.


For the present
time, he would take what she offered, and if he enjoyed it a little more than
was called for…well, there was no one to know or judge except his own
consciousness.


He leaned a bit
closer until her hair brushed his face and then he inhaled another deep breath.
Beatrice’s scent filled his lungs and a contented smile curved his lips.


 











Chapter Fourteen


 


 


 


In less than a
candlemark, the gelding finally plodded into the clearing, the horse clearly as
tired as his riders. The horse came to a halt, Silverblade sitting unmoving on
his back behind Beatrice. Her own exhaustion was such that she would simply
have fallen asleep on the horse then and there had Silverblade not chosen that
moment to grunt something under his breath.


She didn’t catch
the words, but thought they were spoken in lupwyn. Before she could ask, he
dismounted and then reached up for her. He lifted her off the gelding’s tall
back and placed her lightly on her feet. Again she was reminded how much
stronger lupwyns were than humans.


Another time, the
show of strength might have caused the thrill of alarm. But she was too damn
exhausted to care. Besides, riding double on the gelding for most of the day would
have calmed even the most timid of maiden’s fears. And Beatrice had never
suffered from that affliction.


But there was
more to this exhaustion than simply an overworked body. She’d never performed
such a deep, prolonged healing before. It had done something to her magic. Even
now, when they were not in close proximity, she could still sense his thoughts
and emotions as if they flowed between them in an unseen current.


He hadn’t alluded
to such, but she imagined he could sense her thoughts and emotions, even with
his damaged Larnkin. She didn’t quite know what to think of that or, more to
the point, what he thought of her. His thoughts came to her more as emotions
and impressions, rather than words that she could hear clearly.


Silverblade
tapped her shoulder to catch her attention. She glanced at him and watched his
ears swing forward and his lips part. Catching a glimpse of fangs, she barely
registered that it was a smile, the first smile she’d seen him make.


“The scent of
rabbit is heavy here,” he said as he handed the saddlebags to her. “You can
build a small fire ring and get the fire started while I hunt. I’ll be back
momentarily.”


“At least let me
look at your healing wounds before you go tearing through the forest.” Beatrice
rested her fists on her hips and frowned at him.


“Lupwyns heal
quickly. Even without my Larnkin’s aid, I am well on the path to recovery.”


Well, that was a
lie if she’d ever heard one. By the time she drew breath to call him out on it,
he’d already vanished back into the forest.


Beatrice was a
touch in awe of his grace and speed. She had not thought anything on two legs could
move so fast or silently. The poor rabbits didn’t stand a chance. With a shake
of her head, she went about collecting stones for a fire ring.


 


*****


 


Returning from a
successful hunting trip with rabbits in hand, Silverblade paused at the edge of
the trees before walking into the clearing. He didn’t call out or make other
noise, yet still Beatrice seemed able to sense his return and she waved him
over.


Her magic must
have granted her senses sharper than a normal human’s. Mild disappointment
unfolded in his gut that he’d been unable to approach her without being
detected. Secretly, he’d wanted to watch her for a time.


With a mental
shrug, he stepped out of the shadowy tree line and made his way to the fire.
When he reached her side and placed the skinned and gutted rabbits on a flat
rock next to the fire, she looked up from coaxing it larger with twigs and
dried moss and smiled at him in greeting. Her strangely pale skin had a pink
tint high on her cheekbones, and strands of her pale gold hair had plastered
itself to her cheeks.


He’d been among
humans long enough to know this one would be considered pretty, or perhaps even
beautiful, and he found her pleasing to look upon. That shouldn’t even be
entering his thoughts, he admitted a touch guiltily. Although perhaps he could
blame his phoenix heritage for any hint of attraction he might feel. That
species seemed to enjoy mixing their bloodlines, his own existence being a
prime example.


The possibility
of physical attraction didn’t really disturb him—he’d learned his lesson and
wouldn’t be making that mistake again. However, there might be another, more concerning
reason he’d always been drawn to her and her family.


He absently
rubbed at the tattoo branding his chest. For good or ill, he would bet the mage
mark was somehow behind his growing fascination with this human.


Beatrice’s eyes
tracked his movements with interest as he rubbed at the mark. “You know
something about the marks. Are you ever going to tell me about them?” There was
no accusation in her voice, just curiosity.


He made a
non-committal sound in the back of his throat and left her by the fire to go
wash the blood from his hands. He’d used his claws to dress the rabbits since
he hadn’t taken a knife with him. He took his time washing away the blood
before returning to Beatrice’s side.


Yes, he’d been
avoiding answering her about the mage mark, he admitted a bit guiltily.


She spit the
rabbits without further comment and then situated them next to the fire while
she waited for the flames to die down a bit first. That done, she studied him
intently, one of her endless cups of tea held out before her. She gave it a
little shake for emphasis.


Taking the
offered tea, he sat next to her and dredged up all he knew about mage marks and
just what these ones might ‘mark.’ Considering what he’d learned about the
acolytes, these ones might actually be in reaction to the acolytes’ arrival.
Acolyte Ironsmith had been interested in them and acted like he didn’t know
what it was when he’d seen Silverblade’s mark.


The more he
thought about it, the more likely that was. Throughout history, there were
instances when Darkness threatened to tip the balance of the world and Light
responded to mend what was broken.


And sometimes
Light sent its greatest champions, the Twelve Talismans and their wielders, to
defeat the Dark.


The acolytes
certainly filled the role of dark conquerors. Silverblade had a little more
trouble picturing himself as one of Light’s great champions. However, Beatrice
seemed a much more likely possibility? Perhaps his role was to protect her?


His lips curved
down unhappily at the realization he didn’t know much about the Twelve. As a
child, he’d studied under his mother at the Elementals’ capital city of Grey
Spires. So he knew the basic histories like any Grey Spire-raised youngling.


But at the time,
those histories had seemed so long ago as to be unimportant. More like fancy
legends used by his mother and the other mentors to spice up long, dry history
lessons. Ones of such power no longer existed, he’d been certain. Besides,
playing outside in the practice ring and sparring with other youngsters had
held more appeal to him at that age.


As he’d grown
older, his lupwyn bloodlines had won out and he’d felt the call of the pack,
the endless bounty of the shadowy forests and the wide open grassland calling
to him much louder than his mother’s heritage. In the end, he’d traded the
grandeur of Grey Spires for the calm darkness of the forest. 


His mother had
seen it, and together they’d come to live with his father’s pack. There was
much traveling between Grey Spires and the lupwyn nation, for Cymael was a
councilor and had many responsibilities, but Gates made for swift travel,
faster even than flight.


So he spent the
remainder of his adolescence—and the customary hundred years of
mentorship—among the lupwyn nation and Grey Spires. As a result, he was much
more widely traveled than many lupwyns, and he’d learned and seen things far
beyond his years. That was how he knew anything at all about the artifacts
known as the Twelve Talismans.


Again,
Silverblade rubbed at the mark on his chest, his frown deepening. Yes, he knew
a little about the Twelve Talismans. But not as much as he needed. Just enough
to spawn fear in his heart.


“If you glower
any harder, you’re going to set the rabbits on fire from that look alone.”


His gaze jerked
from the fire to Beatrice, where she’d come and sat next to him.


“Care to talk
about what’s bothering you?”


He hunched his
shoulders and grunted an answer.


“Oh, so no then.”
She grinned and returned to tending the fire and the rabbits cooking over it.


While she’d
claimed not to know anything about magic, and he believed her, she certainly
was powerful and her Larnkin was clearly an old one.


But just how old?
Was Beatrice harboring one of the ancient Larnkins which had once been linked
to the Twelve Talismans?


 











Chapter Fifteen


 


 


 


While Beatrice
might not know anything, it didn’t mean her Larnkin was ignorant.


Finding a way to
communicate might be a challenge, though. When a Larnkin left the Spirit Realm
to take a host, it was weakened by the transition between spirit and mortal
flesh. The elders claimed if one half of a Larnkin pairing left the spirit
realm and took a host but the second Larnkin remained behind, then the
subsequent separation was damaging and it might be years or even centuries
before a Larnkin truly awoke after taking a host.


Silverblade’s own
had only stirred to consciousness after his second century. But in the last few
months, since first taking on the mission to spy on the humans, he’d felt its
interest in the world around him sharpen.


At the time, he
just thought his Larnkin was reacting to what it might consider danger to its
host. Now it was clear his Larnkin had been reacting to Beatrice. Was he, even
now, sitting across from his Larnkin’s other half? Bondmates. Could they really
be bondmates?


It was impossible
to know for sure until his Larnkin recovered enough to enlighten him. Curse the
damn acolytes. And what if his Larnkin was now too damaged to form the bond in
this lifetime? He chewed on that unhappy thought and scowled.


The next question
was if he should share his suspicions with her. He had nothing to go on other
than a gut feeling, and with his Larnkin damaged and un-communicative, he had
no way of knowing for sure.


There was also
the possibility that she was one of the members of the Twelve.


He grabbed a
couple more sticks, snapped them savagely, and fed them to the fire. If only
his troubles and concerns could be so easily reduced to ash.


“Ummm…” Beatrice
drawled. “Embers cook more evenly than vigorous flames.”


Silverblade felt
heat rush to his face in that annoying habit human bodies had. He grunted
again. Beatrice was correct. He’d cooked enough meals over a simple cook fire
to know it.


“Just tell me
what’s weighing so heavily on your mind.” She shrugged. “You’ll likely feel
better afterward.”


With a sigh, he
ran through possible half-truths to tell her. After three heartbeats, he
settled on the most plausible. “I’m reasonably certain now that acolytes have
had a taste of my Larnkin, they will continue to hunt me. I can’t rule out the
possibility that they may be able to track me wherever I go.”


Her brows folding
down into a scowl, she planted her hands on her hips. “While that’s a
legitimate concern, it’s also a lie. I’d like the basic respect of hearing the
truth, not a falsehood uttered out of some misguided sense that you need to
protect me.”


Damnit! He wasn’t
accustomed to being read so easily. Silverblade tilted his head to look her in
the eyes. He drew a deep breath, released it, then dragged in another. Oh, by
all the Light, perhaps he should just share his suspicions. They might help
Beatrice protect herself from the acolytes if they managed to track
Silverblade’s trail. Either that, or sharing his suspicions might be enough to
scare the young woman into leaving him and making her way back to her
grandmother. If Beatrice decided she wished to leave, he would certainly see
her to safety.


He wouldn’t tie
her to him, either with pack bonds or the possibility of them being bondmates.


“Well?” She
arched an eyebrow at him while she awaited his answer.


“Since you say
you don’t know much about the being you are host to, I imagine your Larnkin hasn’t
actually communicated to you directly.” An elusive calmness settled over him
now that he was talking. Ah, so perhaps his unease was because his own Larnkin
wanted him to share knowledge with Beatrice, but he was too damaged and weak to
make his desires known.


“They can
communicate with words?”


“Yes, when they
awaken fully.” Along with his words, tension flowed out of his body. The more
he told her, the more he relaxed. “Larnkins are powerful creatures of magic
that dwell in the spirit world for most of their existence. In truth, they are
neither male nor female. Although once they take hosts, they seem to mirror the
host’s gender.”


“Interesting. So
mine thinks of herself as female because I am female?”


“It’s more
complicated than that, but yes, basically.” He smiled at her look of
concentration. Beatrice was a blank slate just looking for knowledge to absorb.
“While they dwell within the spirit world, each Larnkin has a soulmate. They
are linked so closely as to be one being. When they leave the spirit realm to
journey here and take a host, the two beings must sever their eternal ties for
a while. This causes great damage, but one that heals over time. Once the
Larnkin is strong enough, it awakens and can communicate with its host in more
complex ways. Until that point, the most a host usually senses is a few
emotions and vague images.”


“If it causes the
Larnkin damage to take a host,” Beatrice questioned, her brow knitting with
thought, “why ever would they bother? What do they gain?”


Silverblade
acknowledged her question with a nod. “That question has arisen many times in
the history of the Elementals. I think the truth is that they like to meddle in
the lives of mortals, but it is also true that Larnkins cannot affect events in
this realm without a host to act as anchor. It is their nature to protect and
guide.”


Beatrice tilted
her head and raised an eyebrow at him and then, with the light of new animation
in her eyes, she asked, “Are you saying they take hosts simply so they can
manipulate events in this world?”


A short bark of
laughter escaped him. “Yes, that is also a common opinion among the Elementals.”


“So while they
may be manipulative, they are essentially good?” Beatrice poked at the fire as
if she was unaware of what she was doing. “I am glad such power is benevolent.”


“Benevolent
implies a type of kindness or caring. And while most Larnkins love their hosts,
there are Larnkins with such vast power and ancient knowledge that normal
Elementals view them as demigods.” Silverblade paused again, wondering how to
explain his understanding of the Twelve Talismans to her. “Light has many
champions with which to fight Darkness. But the greatest of Light’s champions
are beings who have simply come to be known as the Twelve. Those twelve beings
are reborn in times of trouble to take up their talismans and defeat the
darkness.”


He paused,
debating how much to tell the human.


“Go on.”


With a sigh, he
continued. “Long, long ago, the All Father and the Great Mother created twelve
souls. Upon them, they endowed great knowledge and magic, enough to destroy any
evil that should walk upon the earth. These twelve souls were powerful in and
of themselves, but the gods granted them another gift. For each was given an
artifact of power to strengthen and guide them. These Talismans would endure
throughout the ages, gathering knowledge and protecting it, so that when the
Twelve’s mortal wielders were reborn, these Talismans would bestow their
memories and knowledge upon their flesh and blood wielders.”


“That
is…interesting.” Beatrice continued to sip at her tea, but he was certain she
wasn’t even tasting it on her tongue. Her expression said her mind was leagues
distant.


 “Interesting?
Yes. Benevolent? Perhaps not. Those ancient beings were born with the power,
knowledge, and fortitude to do what was necessary. Yes, they were good. They
served the Light. Yet if the histories are to be believed, many of them
possessed powers so terrible, so awe-inspiring, that nothing about it would be
what I would call benevolent.”


“And yet, even
with these fearsome powers, you would not consider them evil or tainted in some
way?”


Ah. He knew what
Beatrice was asking without asking it. “No.”


“That is good,”
Beatrice whispered as she looked down at her own hands. And then, showing her
uncanny insight and her ability to read him so easily, she continued. “But this
is more than just an idle history lesson isn’t it?”


“Yes,”
Silverblade agreed, but didn’t elaborate.


Beatrice refilled
her tea and watched him intently over the rim. She did not interrupt him and
seemed willing to wait for him to grapple with what to tell her. 


When Beatrice
offered to refill his cup with more steaming tea, he accepted it. Sipping from
the heavy stoneware cup allowed him a moment to decide what he wanted to tell
her. He had already come this far, he might as well tell her the rest.


“The Twelve were
created to vanquish darkness and they did so without fail for uncounted
millennia. It wasn’t until one of the great servants of creation—the tools the
gods used to create the universe—turned against them, that the Twelve first
tasted defeat. Dakdamon the God of Mists and Time, rose up and created his own
dark army, seeking to enslave all the Elemental races. He had wanted the Twelve
to ride at the head of his great army as his generals. He nearly succeeded.”


“These were the
beings with near god-like power? And this Dakdamon nearly defeated them…his
power…” Beatrice let the sentence die, but she met Silverblade’s gaze, her look
saying the rest.


“A bloody battle
ensued, both sides warred for days. When the battle was over, the great demon
Dakdamon had been overthrown, imprisoned in weavings of magic so powerful, so
primal, he would remain trapped for eternity. The Twelve Talismans were
victorious that day, but they’d suffered great personal cost. Their leaders had
been slain, the Falcon’s Staff shattered, and the remaining Twelve left to pick
up the pieces. It is said that the Twelve are reborn in times of need to battle
the Darkness.”


Beatrice started
choking on her tea. He thumped her on the back a couple times until she could
speak.


She narrowed her
eyes at him. “Well? Where, by the gods, are they? The land has been overrun
with acolytes. How much ‘darker’ does it need to get for these Twelve to put in
an appearance?”


Silverblade brought
one hand to rest against the tattoo on his own chest and then reached out and
placed his palm against the corresponding one on Beatrice’s.


She looked at
him, her mouth dropping open as her eyes widened with shock. But she soon
regained her composure. “You think we’re members of this Twelve?”


Silverblade
huffed. “Well I certainly hope so. Otherwise, the next most-likely conclusion
is that these marks belong to the acolytes. And if that’s the case, I imagine
we are presently touching our doom.”


“I have always
known I was different. My power too great, always just simmering below the
surface, waiting for me to give in, to show weakness. But even then, I could
not believe myself evil. Until I’m proven absolutely wrong, I will continue to
believe in myself and my magic. What you have told me of the Twelve is actually
a relief. If I am one of them, at least my magic serves the Light—even if it is
terrible to behold. Besides, my Larnkin hates the acolytes with a passion to
match my own. I’m reasonably certain I am not an acolyte’s pawn.”


Silverblade
decided he liked her reasoning, and until he had a chance to meet up with the
elders, get examined in detail, and learn what the mark truly was, he’d choose
to believe as Beatrice did. As unsettling as it would be to be members of the
Twelve, it would be far worse to be on the path to becoming an acolyte.


They sat for a
long time in silence. When the rabbits were finally cooked, he removed them
from the fire and held out one to Beatrice. She chewed distractedly on the
offering with very little appetite. Silverblade could understand. But he forced
himself to eat anyways and after a time, so too did Beatrice.


 


*****


 


Long after their
meal was done, they continued to sit and stare at the fire. Beatrice was
content to remain silent. Exhaustion had crept into her body and mind while
they ate. Her lids were already growing heavy but she did not want to sleep,
not with the acolytes out there somewhere still searching for them. She truly
hoped both she and Silverblade were members of this Twelve he mentioned.


If they were,
they would both have a chance to deliver vengeance upon the heads of the
acolytes. Her parents had already waited too long to be avenged. Perhaps in the
coming days, she would have the chance she’d been waiting a lifetime for.


Her magic stirred
then, her Larnkin rousing. Beatrice’s mind was flooded by a warm, eager power
as if the Larnkin was telling her that she wouldn’t have to wait too much
longer after all.


Silverblade
shifted where he sat, at last putting down his cup of tea. “We should rest.
Sleep while we’re able. Tomorrow is going to be a long day and we will have to
keep moving until sunset. We can’t risk resting in the middle of the day and
giving the acolytes a chance to gain ground upon us.”


Beatrice nodded,
seeing the wisdom of his thinking. She unpacked her blanket, thinking to share
it with Silverblade since he had none of his own, but by the time she retrieved
it and turned back to the fire, it was to find he’d already curled up on the
opposite side of the fire. The subtle change of positions was enough to signal
her that while he would keep her with him, he did not consider her one of his
pack. He would rather sleep alone than share a blanket with her.


Hmmm. Well, she
was not so emotional as to be upset by his sudden aloofness. Although she had
hoped he might trust her as a friend after what he’d revealed about the Twelve.


She arranged her
sleeping mat on the ground and then cast one more glance in the lupwyn’s
direction.


Damn it. Truth be
told, his rebuff did sting a bit. But she’d always been set apart by her
power, this was nothing new.


Laying down, she
tugged the blanket up around her shoulders and then closed her eyes. Sleep was
slow in coming. Before it did, she thought back to what Silverblade had said
about the Twelve and how they existed to destroy evil and chase back the
darkness. 


“Yes,” she
whispered so softly that she didn’t even wake the sleeping lupwyn, “I can
believe that I exist solely to destroy the acolytes.”


 











Chapter Sixteen


 


 


 


The next three
days were much the same as that first afternoon. Beatrice and Silverblade rode
double for most of the day, occasionally dismounting and walking alongside the
gelding to give him a rest. The gelding had grown accustomed to Silverblade’s lupwyn
scent and they no longer had to expend an exorbitant amount of time
reacquainting the horse to his wolf-like scent each morning.


She and
Silverblade fell into a familiar routine. In the evenings when they stopped for
the night, Beatrice would prepare their small camp, building a fire while
Silverblade hunted. He’d proven far faster at finding an easy meal and often
returned with some prey skinned and ready for the fire in the time it would
have taken her to simply track down the prey. After the meal, they would take
turns keeping watch while the other slept. Come each dawn, they would break
camp in companionable silence.


There were no
signs that the acolytes trailed them, but neither did they want to give their
enemies a chance to catch up, so they kept to their brisk pace.


“I would give
almost anything for a santhyrian steed about now.”


Silverblade’s
gruff voice startled her out of her thoughts and she turned her head enough to
glance at him.


“Are they really
so much faster than a horse? And I mean a normal horse, not this slow plodder.”
At her question, his eyes slid from where he’d been scanning their
surroundings, to meet hers.


Up close, his
eyes still stunned her, even after days of seeing them. The huge, black pupils
contrasted against the ice-blue irises and both were ringed with yet another
darker shade of blue. Those eyes would be striking on any creature, but against
his darker skin, they practically glowed.


It took her a
moment to realize he was talking.


“It’s not so
strange that two nomadic species would ally themselves together. Yes, lupwyns
are predators and santhyrians are herbivores, but both species accept the
other’s differences.”


And apparently
he’d already answered her question about how santhyrians compared to horses and
then he’d moved on to the next topic.


“Have you even
been listening to me?”


She felt a blush
heat her cheeks at being caught. “No,” she answered truthfully.


He muttered
something under his breath in his own language. “If you want to become an
apprentice, you’re going to have to learn how to listen. It is required for
mentors to talk to their apprentices…”


“I’m sorry. It’s
just I was distracted.”


“By what?” He
looked away and started scanning their surroundings again. “Do you sense danger
near?”


“No. It’s not
that type of distraction.”


“Then what?” he
asked, meeting her gaze with his questioning one.


“Your eyes.” She
cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. I was distracted by them.”


He jerked like
she’d physically slapped him and averted his gaze, mumbling a hasty, “I’m
sorry. I know I must look strange to you. My intentions are not to frighten
you, but sometimes I forget how unusual I am now.”


“Oh.” Beatrice
looked over her shoulder at him again. It took a few moments but she finally
caught his gaze with hers. “Your eyes are beautiful. It’s not fear that
distracts me.”


His eyes widened
slightly in surprise and before he could look away, she clarified. “You are
different, yes. But you are still breathtaking—handsome, even.”


“Well then.” The
tip of one fang flashed as he grinned at her. “I suppose you should consider
yourself lucky not to have to look at an ugly mentor for the next century.”


A betraying heat
marched up her face, but she kept her expression serious. “I am honored just to
have a mentor. Although, I spoke the truth. You are not ugly.”


As she watched,
one corner of his lip curled up in a smile. “Even though I should be old enough
not to care, thank you. No matter one’s age, a male always likes to hear a
beautiful female tell him he is handsome.”


After that,
Silverblade had continued his explanation about how although santhyrians shared
a physical appearance with their equine relatives, in every other regard, they
were something else entirely. A proud, fierce people—warriors in their own way.
As likely to run towards danger as to flee from it.


But Beatrice’s
mind was still focused back on his earlier words. Beautiful female. It wasn’t
the first time a man had called her that, but it was the first time she cared.
She had to bite back the stupid grin that kept trying to spread across her
lips.


 











Chapter Seventeen


 


 


 


Mid-afternoon
light slanted through the tree canopy overhead, casting the game trail they
were following in dense shade. Only the occasional bit of dappled light managed
to penetrate the thick branches overhead. It was hard to pinpoint the exact
time without seeing the sun in the sky, but Beatrice guessed they still had
several candlemarks before the sun sank below the horizon.


Closer to
evening, they would start looking for a suitable place to make camp. She’d noted
some time ago that the lupwyn was less choosy than she in regards to campsites.
Any bit of flat ground seemed to serve him well enough. She preferred a few
more amenities. Shelter, a cooking fire, a brook or stream deep enough to wash
in.


By her estimate,
they still had five candlemarks before they would make camp for the night. In
truth, Beatrice was already drowsing, the sway of the horse’s gait almost
enough to put her to sleep.


“Sleep if you’re
tired.” To add emphasis to his words, Silverblade’s strong arm tightened around
her waist, a silent promise that he would not let her fall.


For his part, the
gelding was a reasonable, levelheaded creature so it was probably safe to close
her eyes for a little while.


She was doing
just that when her Larnkin stirred. A chilled magic that had nothing to do with
her healing power uncoiled from where it had lain dormant since the last time
it had sensed acolytes attacking Silverblade.


Her exhaustion
forgotten, Beatrice jerked to attention and summoned her healer’s magic to scan
their surroundings. She sensed nothing. Heart pounding, she ‘looked’ again,
expanding her magic farther.


She still sensed
nothing. Absolutely nothing. That in itself confirmed what had awoken her death
magic.


Silverblade sat
ramrod straight behind her. “What do you sense?”


“Nothing,” she
whispered with growing panic. “I sense nothing in all directions. Only the
acolytes’ strange magic feels like this. It’s how I’m able to track them.
Acolytes feel like a lack of magic and life energy. They’re a void, a hole in
the fabric of the world. But instead of it being localized to each acolyte,
this is everywhere.”


“A trap,”
Silverblade said, voicing her own thoughts.


“It has to be.
But how?” Her healer’s magic had always warned her before when an acolyte was
near.


“The net traps,
like what the delegation encountered. None of us sensed those cursed things
until they dropped down upon us all.”


“But how did they
get the nets in place without my magic sensing the acolytes themselves? They
had to have placed them around us.”


“Perhaps this
trap wasn’t meant for us specifically. Lupwyn scouts patrol these lands. This
could easily have been set days ago, its magic dormant until a magic wielder
stumbled into it and ‘sprung’ the trap, triggering the magic.”


Silverblade’s
words were not reassuring, but another, even more unpleasant thought surfaced.
“Even if we escape this one, there could be more.”


“There could be.”
Silverblade urged the horse back into a trot. “Worry about escaping this one
first. Last time, only fire magic had much of an effect upon the spell nets. I
think because the fire magic was able to destroy the mundane nets used to
anchor the acolytes’ magic. I don’t have fire magic, but regular fire might
work just as well.”


“I think it
likely that this trap might have a way to alert its makers once it’s sprung. We
may not have much time before the ‘trappers’ come to see what they’ve snared.”


“You might be
correct. All the more reason to find the outer edge of this trap quickly.”


 











Chapter Eighteen


 


 


 


An ominous
silence had settled over the forest. Silverblade hadn’t heard another creature
since Beatrice’s first alarm warned them about the acolytes’ trap. Lacking
anything else to hone in upon, his senses focused on the clomp of the gelding’s
hooves against the hard packed dirt, and the sound of Beatrice’s slow, steady
heartbeat.


Those sounds
soothed him and chased away dark memories about the last time he’d stumbled
into an acolyte’s trap.


Beatrice’s
formidable death magic continued to build, rising up above her skin. It bled
across the space between them and began to crawl along his body where they
touched. Had there not been acolytes nearby, he was sure the sight would have
caused some concern, but his own weakened Larnkin seemed to draw strength from
it.


Besides, in the
distance he could now hear the sounds of a large group of approaching riders.
That knowledge was much more disturbing than having Beatrice’s death magic
crawling across his skin.


Unable to help
himself, he glanced behind, even knowing the riders were still too far away to
even catch a glimpse of through the trees.


“You hear
something, don’t you?” Beatrice asked.


“Acolytes.”


When Beatrice
started to fumble at her belt to free her crossbow, he placed his hand over
hers. “No, there are too many to fight. You’ll need to use your magic and kill
them from afar. We can’t let them get close enough to feed.”


“But I can’t feel
them. I can’t target them if I can’t feel them. Something has changed. Maybe
because we’re still inside the net trap. I don’t know, but I don’t think my
magic will be as effective if I can’t pinpoint a target.”


That was the most
disturbing thing he’d heard all day.


In the past, he
knew she’d always felt the acolytes coming. That was how she and her family had
managed to survive this long. Had the acolytes found a way to hide themselves
from Beatrice’s formidable magic? If so, that made them an even more dangerous
foe.


“Silverblade, I
fear the acolytes may already have found a way to adapt to my power.” Her words
confirmed his own fears.


By mutual
consent, they continued forward, looking for the edge of the spell nets. They
had to reach it and then find a way past before the acolytes found them.


Silverblade
didn’t push the gelding into a gallop, though. Accidentally running right into
the acolytes wouldn’t help their situation. Even if the acolytes were adapting,
Silverblade doubted they could completely hide their presence.


He strained each
of his dulled senses, hoping to hear some betraying sound or see a flash of
movement through the trees that would reveal if there were acolytes ahead of
them as well.


Beatrice tapped
his arm where he had it wrapped around her waist. When she knew she had his
attention, she pointed to an area of forest just left of the game trail they
were following.


He saw it. A
shimmering through the trees. Grey and silver light. But there was nothing pure
about the source. Already he could feel the magic draining from his Larnkin.


“I can feel that
thing plucking and pulling at my magic,” Beatrice said with horror thick in her
voice.


He had to agree.
But just then the wind shifted and suddenly Silverblade caught a scent—a dry,
lifeless odor, almost like an ancient corpse. Yes, that’s what the acolytes’
scent was akin to. If he could smell that in this form, that meant they were
too damn close.


“Hurry. Take your
pack and get the fire-starting supplies. I’ll gather kindling. We need to set
fire to the spell nets. Quickly now.” Silverblade dismounted and then lifted
Beatrice from the gelding’s back.


He shoved her
pack towards her before he darted to the side of the path and started scooping
up all the dried leaves and twigs he could find. From the corner of his eye, he
saw her tear into her pack and upend the contents on the ground. From that
pile, she grabbed the fire striker stones and raced toward the nearest section
of spell net.


Silverblade was
only a few paces behind her, fistfuls of kindling in each hand.


They arrived at
the net at the same time. Beatrice grabbed one of the fistfuls of kindling and
positioned it at the base of the net. A few well-aimed strikes of her fire
stones and she soon had a small trail of smoke rising from the kindling.


Dropping to his
knees a few paces farther down the net, he packed another ball of kindling
against the net. When he looked up, Beatrice was already tossing him her
stones.


In a matter of
heartbeats, he soon had another tiny fire starting to burn.


Beatrice was
already racing past him to gather more kindling and twigs.


This close to the
spell net, he could feel his magic draining away far more quickly than it had
at a distance.


He was working on
his third fire when Beatrice shouted and snatched up her crossbow.


“Here they come!”


Silverblade
tossed his armful of sticks on the nearest fire and bolted to the healer’s
side.


“There are too
many,” Beatrice said as she inserted a bolt into her crossbow. “But for what
good it will do, there are two hunting knives in the pack. The metal blades
might be better than trying to dismember the acolytes with your claws, although
they’ll be able to feed no matter what we do.”


He grunted
agreement and then snatched up the two knives from the pile of supplies she’d
upended on the ground earlier. 


“I’ll try to make
each crossbow bolt count. But use the knives on anything that gets past me.”


“How good are
you?”


Beatrice grinned.
“I can hit a squirrel running through the tree canopy.”


“Good. Aim for
their knee or hip joints. The acolytes don’t stay dead, but they can’t heal
damage either. It will be the best way to slow them,” Silverblade said as he
stood shoulder to shoulder with Beatrice and watched the mounted acolytes
charge toward them.


Behind him, the
fires crackled and hissed as they ate into the spell net and the flow of magic
being dragged from his Larnkin slowed somewhat. A small spark of hope grew in his
heart. 


“Now that you can
see them, can you command your magic to destroy them like you did before?”


“I don’t know.
That was all my Larnkin’s doing. I don’t know if I can control it.” Beatrice
shuddered. “Before the acolytes attacked you, I’d only ever used that power
once before. And that time, it used me. I don’t think it’s something I can
control.”


Silverblade knew
she feared her magic. He wasn’t a fool. He feared it, too. Never had he sensed
such until he’d met her. But the acolytes were more fearsome still. And in
this, this one desperate time, he knew they would need Beatrice’s deadly magic
if they were going to survive.


More acolytes on
horseback came charging out from the shadows of the forest onto the game trail.


Whatever doubts Beatrice
might harbor about her magic, her aim was true and she unhorsed her first
target with a well-aimed bolt to the acolyte’s hip.


Most of
Beatrice’s bolts found targets, but more acolytes appeared, galloping into the
battle with no concern for their well-being. But that didn’t really come as a
surprise. The acolytes’ master had proven time and again that it cared nothing
for its tools.


Silverblade
spotted something of interest. None of these acolytes were familiar. This
wasn’t the same group as Ironsmith commanded. That was a blessing, he supposed.
It meant that those particular acolytes hadn’t somehow managed to catch up.


If he and
Beatrice were able to gain the upper hand, they might be able to escape this
group too—or at least one of them might. He glanced at the healer and allowed
himself to drink in her fierce beauty.


He only had a
moment, but it was enough. She held the secret to defeating the acolytes within
her. Even if she hadn’t, he still would have come to the same conclusion.


For her survival,
he would lay down his own life.


And once he
became an acolyte like these other poor bastards, he trusted Beatrice’s death
magic to one day set him free from that curse, too.


He trusted the
healer with his life and death. It was that simple. 


With that thought
blazing in his mind, he took aim at the nearest acolyte and flung the knife
with all the strength in his arm. He didn’t wait to see the acolyte fall,
instead turning toward Beatrice. 


 “There are too
many. We’re not both going to make it out.” Silverblade started to shove her
back toward the spell net, where the fires were even now growing bigger.


“What? Wait! What
are you doing?” Beatrice fought to free herself, but he was stronger and
continued to guide her back toward the small but growing hole in the net. 


“As soon as the
fire burns a big enough hole, run through it and keep on running until you’re
far enough away or the nets have suffered enough damage you can target the
acolytes. Kill as many of them as you can. Don’t come back for me. Go,” Silverblade
roared over the sound of the horses’ powerful hooves churning across the
ground. “Find others of my kind. Tell them what I’ve learned. Tell them that
you were pack to me.”


 











Chapter Nineteen


 


 


 


Beatrice watched,
helpless to stop Silverblade as he bolted forward, his powerful long-legged
strides carrying him across the distance faster than she could think.


He lunged at the
nearest horse and rider, driving them both sideways. The acolyte lost his seat
and fell to the ground where the panicked horse trampled him. The horse
continued its terrified bucking, thinking a wolf was on its back now.


For his part,
Silverblade seemed unconcerned and just clung to it. When another acolyte
spurred his horse toward the lupwyn, Silverblade launched himself at him, landing
behind the acolyte. Beatrice spotted a flash of silver and then the hunting
knife in the lupwyn’s hand severed the acolyte’s neck.


More acolytes
converged upon the lupwyn scout’s location, clearly planning to overwhelm him
with numbers. Beatrice freed another bolt from the dwindling supply tucked into
her harness’s belt and fitted it into the crossbow. Taking aim, she studied the
acolytes and their locations and then glanced over her shoulder at the burning
spell net behind her.


The fire was
doing its work and flames now crawled along the rope, eating through the thick
fibers. She jerked her gaze back to the fighting. Perhaps if she opened up a
path, Silverblade could fight his way free? Firing her crossbow, she toppled
another acolyte from his mount before he could reach Silverblade.


That brief
flicker of hope was extinguished a moment later as two other acolytes filled
the hole she’d made in the ranks but a moment before. She grabbed her
second-to-last bolt and readied the crossbow, but didn’t pick out a target.
These last two had to count, because she couldn’t leave Silverblade behind to
be fed upon by the acolytes, or worse.


Besides, she
would not leave another to die in her place.


On a logical
level, she knew one of them had to escape to warn the other magic-wielders that
the acolytes were far more deadly than any of them had envisioned. The acolytes
were showing new powers she’d been unaware they possessed. Someone with a
chance to defeat the acolytes needed to know that information.


“Wait,” the order
was barked out by a hooded figure waiting at one side of the battle.


If she was to
guess, it was the leader of this particular group. She did not recognize the
voice, so knew it wasn’t Acolyte Ironsmith, nor was it Lord Master Trensler.
She counted her blessings. This one might not know of her death magic. She’d
take any advantage she could get.


“Our master wants
all Elementals captured alive for study. You may feed upon him, but do not kill
him. Restrain him and we will return to River’s Divide.” The leader gestured
toward Beatrice where she still stood before the burning spell net. “Our master
wants that human as well.”


Three acolytes
broke away from the fight with Silverblade and started in Beatrice’s direction.
She leveled her crossbow at the nearest one but dwelled a moment on what the
leader had said. So the acolytes were studying the Larnkins’ individual power?
They weren’t just feeding or making new slaves out of their victims. As if the
first two options weren’t worrisome enough, the acolytes were learning from the
Larnkins as they killed them. Charming.


Beatrice did not
plan to feed them. Nor did she plan to give them knowledge of her own deadly
power or her healing gifts.


Behind her, a
large chunk of the spell net dropped to the ground, the hole enlarging quickly.
A breeze rushed in, making the fire flicker and snap, but the fresher air
fanned the heat of rage rising within her.


The cursed
acolytes would not have Silverblade.


Logic no longer
lived in her soul, only passion, rage, and the awakening death magic.


As the fire
burned away more of the net, the weakness swamping her body ebbed and her magic
flared colder, expanding out from her body. It lashed out as it had once
before, but it didn’t attack the acolytes. Instead, it exploded outward and
rushed toward the damaged spell net.


Even as the spell
net blew apart in a thousand disintegrating bits of decaying fabric, the seven
remaining acolytes overpowered the lupwyn, taking Silverblade to the ground
while he was still astride the panicked horse. As a group, they toppled
sideways, but Silverblade managed to twist free at the last moment and avoided
getting pinned under the horse.


But he didn’t
escape the acolytes and moments later, he was surrounded again. He still
fought, his lethal claws shredding his enemies. Yet even she could see he was
weakening, his strikes no longer as swift or strong.


She’d seen
enough.


The three
acolytes assigned to capture her continued their approach until they stood in a
semi-circle before her. Beatrice held her arms out wide, daring them closer.


One acolyte
reached for her, his cold, dead fingers closing over her wrist. When he began
to feed, she reached out with her power, deep into the mind of the acolyte and
beyond it to the creature that controlled it.


“You wish to
study me? Then go ahead—learn the nature of your doom.”


Her power
unfolded within her, a great wave rushing out and her Larnkin back-handed the
acolyte who dared to touch her. Before he’d fully disintegrated, her Larnkin
was already unleashing her rage upon the next two nearest acolytes.


Seeing three of
his puppets destroyed, the acolytes’ master must have ordered the rest of them
to converge on her, for suddenly all the acolytes had abandoned the lupwyn to
rush towards her instead.


Her healer’s
magic roused for a moment amid the swirling chaos of cold death to study the
lupwyn. Silverblade was gravely wounded but breathing. As long as he was
breathing, he was fixable. Beatrice didn’t have time to feel relief, though.
The acolytes were nearly upon her.


Yes, she needed
to destroy them. But to do so, she’d have to unleash the full force of her dark
power, and that power might prove just as devastating to this land as the
acolytes themselves. Her power had nearly slipped her control once before, but
that time her Larnkin still slumbered. This time her Larnkin was awake, aware,
and wanted to destroy.


While it might be
the only way to destroy the acolytes and save Silverblade, she still fought for
control, knowing that this mad, ravaging power that was the opposite of life
wanted to consume everything around her. And leave nothing alive.


Very well, then.
The acolytes had forced her hand. It was on their heads.


Her heart
pounding, she turned her head and met Silverblade’s eyes. He’d managed to prop
himself up against a tree. He was so very weak, his pack bonds and Larnkin
shredded by what the acolytes had done.


She did not know
if her power would protect him as it had before, or if he would be destroyed
along with the acolytes. Possibly even along with herself.


But it was
necessary.


He nodded his
head ever so slightly, his eyes telling her he didn’t regret their meeting.


With a sigh,
Beatrice closed her eyes and surrendered to that darkness in her own soul.


 











Chapter Twenty


 


 


 


Silverblade sat
with his back propped against a tree trunk. He refused to slump to the ground
or surrender to his pain and exhaustion. Yet standing was presently beyond him.
He’d try again in a moment.


Moments were
probably all he had left. His Larnkin was dying, but he’d live long enough to see
Beatrice destroy these acolytes. It warmed his chilled soul to know she’d live.


When Beatrice
closed her eyes and her expression turned calm, he knew he wouldn’t have long
to wait. Her power expanded outward from her body in a rush. He could actually
see her magic—his own was gone, but his physical sight could see the
destructive wave at work. It rushed toward him, destroying acolytes in the
blink of an eye.


When it touched
him, a chill similar to what the acolytes wielded covered his skin, but this
chill penetrated deeper, changing. Between one heartbeat and the next, it
morphed from a cold chill to a fiery heat. Purifying fire raced over him,
leaving him if not untouched, at least not destroyed like the acolytes.


His senses
sharpened, strength and feeling slowly returned to his body. Other things sank
in. The remaining acolytes fled. They didn’t get far, their skin melting from
bone. Muscle and blood misted away, their bodies a mere drift of ash upon the
breeze.


Even after the
last acolyte was dead, the death magic continued its spread outward into the
surrounding forest.


He’d been certain
there were no more acolytes out there. Perhaps he’d been wrong. His mind
drifted for a time, his body miraculously growing stronger again. He was just
thinking how nice it would be to sleep for half a day when Beatrice’s magic
whipped out and latched onto him like a snake coiling around its prey. A moment
later, that power was dragging him toward her.


His head struck a
knotted root or some other rocky protrusion, and his already graying vision
blackened completely for a few heartbeats. When his senses returned, he was
sprawled in front of Beatrice.


She was kneeling
beside him, her head bowed and her shoulders shaking. Silver-gray and
flame-like, her magic still flowed away from her in ever-increasing waves.


The power
cascaded over his body, rushing past, reminding him of a raging river. By some
miracle or intent on her Larnkin’s part, he was spared the worst of its
destructive magic. Even so, he could feel where her power plucked at his
dwindling reserves, stripping more away. For some reason, her magic focused on
his pack bonds, tearing into them.


It was worrying,
but at least he was alive to worry.


Forcing himself
to sit, he looked around. There were no more acolytes, yet Beatrice still sent
her power out into the forest. Was she destroying the rest of the spell net? It
was probably wise to destroy all traces of the acolytes so the corruption
couldn’t spread, but surely that could wait until they were both rested.


“Beatrice.
Enough.” He reached out and brushed her hair back over her shoulder and uttered
a surprised sound before he could repress it.


Her once-lush
golden hair was now brittle, the texture like straw. When he pushed more hair
gently out of the way, he saw the true cost of her magic.


Beatrice’s face
had taken on a gaunt, hollowed look, the skin tight over her high cheek bones.
Veins stood out blue against her pale skin. Worst of all were her eyes. They
were coated with the white glaze of death. Reaching out, he touched her then,
his fingers stroking the cold flesh of her forehead and temple. Had he not seen
the tears sliding down her face or the rise and fall of her chest, he would
have thought her dead. He was still deeply struck by horror—never had he seen
such lethal, hideous power—but her tears roused sympathy.


“Beatrice, it
will be all right.” He pulled her unresisting form against him and whispered
soothing nothings in her ear.


Her power reached
into him, dragging a good portion of energy from him. Adrenaline raced through
his blood and his heart continued its mad pounding inside his chest. But
Beatrice needed a mentor, so he pushed his own fear away even as she continued
to harvest power from him. Considering what the acolytes had already took, he should
be dead.


He couldn’t claim
to know what she was doing, but it wasn’t killing him. So either her Larnkin
wanted or needed him alive.


When the remains
of his pack bonds that she’d severed earlier flared to life, he started to
understand. Her Larnkin needed to feed. His own agreed. Together, the two
Larnkins were using the links which had once tied him to his pack to share
power, drawing strength from each other and then returning it purified and
magnified.


Strength slowly
returned to his body.


He was just
processing that not-so-small miracle when Beatrice sealed her lips against his
and kissed him. Shock slowed his mind and at first he didn’t react, but after a
few moments of her soft assault, other instincts rose within him and he
returned her kiss. Her lips began to warm against him, her skin heated back to
a natural temperature. His own Larnkin stirred awake and communicated in his
silent way, commanding hers to stop, telling her that it was safe, the acolytes
were destroyed, to rest now.


Slowly the flow
of death magic ebbed.


When she broke
away at last, he noticed her eyes were no longer that disconcerting, milky hue.
They were her normal gray-blue again. Likewise, her hair and creamy skin had
returned to what they’d been before she’d called her death magic.


Beatrice touched
her lips and ducked her head, murmuring apologies.


For what? The
kiss? For destroying all the acolytes? Or for her Larnkin somehow feeding from
him, but giving back the strength tenfold?


“Easy,” he
whispered. “There is nothing to apologize for. Your Larnkin did what she had to
do to save us.” He continued to stroke her hair and then her cheeks.


She didn’t shove
his hands away, so he pulled her back into his lap and nuzzled his face against
her shoulder, comforting her like he would a fellow lupwyn. When she wrapped
her arms around his neck and started to sob, he knew he’d done the correct
thing. Clearly in the past, Beatrice had only herself to rely upon, but her
power was too great, too fierce for her to master alone.


Was her Larnkin
even intended to work alone? His gut told him no. That power was too great for
one host body to sustain. Somehow their Larnkins shared a link, their powers
complimenting each other, allowing Beatrice’s to draw fuel from more than one
host. 


He dragged his
fingers along her sides and then down her back, rhythmic strokes he hoped would
soothe her emotional and physical trauma. Sensing Beatrice would’ve pulled
away, he locked his arms around her and trapped her in his embrace. She
continued to shake with cold or some other form of misery, as if her body was
going into shock from all the resources her Larnkin had stripped to fuel her
magic.


Ah, a piece of
the puzzle fell into place. Her death magic used her own body as fuel, but
somehow, when they were together, their two Larnkins could link through the
conduits created by his pack bonds and share power, alleviating the worst of
Beatrice’s physical symptoms. What he’d first taken for an attack upon his pack
bonds was actually her Larnkin’s attempt to seek help.


His pulse raced
anew as another thought occurred.


Just what would
she be capable of doing with an entire lupwyn pack adding their strength?


Perhaps it was
for the best his pack bonds had been damaged by the acolytes. There was no
telling how far her death magic would have spread with an entire pack to fuel
it before she’d reined it back in.


Her power was a
great weapon against the acolytes, but it was far too dangerous to use until
she’d learned control.


 “Life and death
and balance,” she whispered drawing him from his own thoughts.


“Balance?” he
asked.


“Life and death.
They are the two sides of my power. Healing others has always strengthened me.
But the death magic feeds from my body, draining it of all life, aging me,
perhaps even tapping into my soul.”


She shuddered
again in horror. And he felt a little horrified on her behalf.


“But you somehow
balanced the two powers within me. I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to take from you
without your permission.”


“Larnkins don’t
always ask permission. Certainly not when their hosts are at risk.” He leaned
back so there was enough room between them that he could tuck his finger under
her jaw and tilt her head back. When she met his eyes, he continued. “We
survived. The acolytes are dead. We will get through this together. I had
planned to mentor you myself, but now I think we will need someone to mentor us
both. When we make it back to my people, I’ll speak with the elders. They will
assign us to an ancient. We may have to go to the city of Grey Spires to be
trained.” He reached up and dragged a few strands of her bangs from her sweaty
forehead. “But I promise we will find the help you need.”


Beatrice nodded
her head and then buried her face against his shoulder again.


Not knowing what
else to do for her, he settled her more comfortably in his lap and shared his
body heat with her while whispering soothing words, things like how much he
respected her for her bravery and her selflessness. And if he sounded a touch
like a love-struck fool, he did not care. The woman in his arms needed to hear
them. He sensed the great ache in her soul stemmed from the fact that she had
never belonged anywhere or to anyone. She was an outcast among her own people.


Well, from this
point forward, he’d do all in his power to make sure she knew she belonged.


“Rest easy,
little healer,” he whispered. “You are pack to me, and as long as my heart
still beats, you will always have a place to call home.”


 











Chapter Twenty-One


 


 


 


Silverblade
jerked awake and quickly glanced around, taking in his surroundings. It was
morning again. The forest was as it had been before, only broken underbrush and
the hoof prints of horses showed where a battle had taken place. While the
forest was still silent, it was no longer ominous. As he watched, a squirrel
scurried down a tree trunk to start foraging in the underbrush and a few of the
braver songbirds had already made their way back to this part of the forest.


While his body
was telling him it would have liked another day or two of sleep, his mind
sharpened. There was no damned way he was staying in this spot. As he watched,
a breeze rustled a clump of grass just a body-length away and kicked up a small
cloud of ash. All that remained of the acolytes.


He rolled to his
knees. Everything seemed in good order, if a little stiff and sore from
battling the acolytes. After scanning the clearing one more time, he scooped
the still-sleeping human up in his arms and stood. She shifted and mumbled
something uneasily, but didn’t wake. Good. If she was awake, she’d likely
demand to walk and he could move faster carrying her.


She felt lighter
than he remembered, as if using her magic had burned away some of her mass. He
glanced down and studied her again. It was just fanciful thoughts on his part.
After a good scrubbing, she would look much the same as she always had.


Perhaps it was he
who was stronger?


It wasn’t likely
to last. Whatever their Larnkins had done to save them, it had also severed his
link to his pack. Without the pack bonds, he would weaken and die. As soon as
Beatrice realized that, she would act to reestablish the bonds permanently.


And there was
only one way to do that without his pack.


Becoming mates
was a complication he wished to avoid.


With a new sense
of urgency, he left the scene of battle behind and struck out in the direction
they had originally been heading. When he came upon exceptionally large hoof
prints, he grinned. It seemed likely their horse had survived and, wise
creature that he was, had fled away from the battle.


Ahead, he knew
there was a river and good grazing along its banks. With luck, the horse would
follow the scent of water.


He kept up a
brisk pace for well over a candlemark, determined to eventually catch up with
the gelding. It was likely wishful thinking on his part, but they’d lost all
their supplies, so he hoped they could at least find the horse for Beatrice to
ride. The faster they could reach his people, the better.


Silverblade
glanced down at Beatrice. While he could survive in the forest with nothing but
his claws and the fur on his back as it were, humans were a much more fragile
species. He didn’t like the idea of trying to keep the human alive when they
ventured into the mountains.


He had another
reason for making for the river. One of his stashes was hidden in a cave behind
a small waterfall there. If the acolytes hadn’t found it—which he couldn’t be
sure they hadn’t, since the spell net trap had been uncomfortably close—he
could use those supplies to keep Beatrice alive.


It was possible
they’d somehow found his stash, determined it belonged to a magic wielder, and
had set their trap nearby hoping to catch the owner. Well, if those supplies
had been destroyed, he’d just find another way to keep the healer alive.


While he’d been
mulling over his options, Beatrice awoke and started to struggle in his arms.


“Easy, it’s me.
Silverblade.”


She raised her
head. First looking at him and then her surroundings. “Put me down. I can
walk.”


“I’m faster on
foot. Speed is of the utmost importance at the moment.” For three whole beats
of his heart, he thought she would deny his words.


But then she
surprised him and wrapped her arms around behind his neck. “You’re likely
right, but you’d move even faster without me.”


Silverblade
didn’t even bother to dignify her words with a response. 


He carried her
for most of the morning, stopping to rest around midday for a candlemark and
then starting out again. He kept his brisk pace for most of the day.


It was close to
evening by the time he smelled the river, and he heard it long before he saw
it. If not for the dull roar of the river rapids, he might have heard the
sounds of a horse grazing before he practically tripped over the gelding.


The big, placid
gelding merely flicked an ear in their direction as he grazed. Occasionally, he
swatted a fly before taking another slow step forward. The horse’s body
language told him there were no predators here that he needed to worry about.


“Well, I suppose
it’s good to see you,” he commented to the horse. “You couldn’t have waited for
us? We’ve only been following you all day.”


He put Beatrice
down, went over to the horse, and looked him over. “Damn. The horse is lame,
his right hind hoof is hot. Come have a look.”


Beatrice examined
the gelding and found what Silverblade pointed out. She sent her healer’s magic
to work upon it, but already knew it wouldn’t be a quick fix. “It’s an abscess.
Just about any other kind of injury would have been better. I can heal open
wounds, cuts, bruises anything along those lines swiftly. But this is an
infection inside the hoof and without a sharp farrier knife I can’t cut my way
to the infection to allow it to drain. I can still heal it, but not as quickly
as if I had the proper tools.”


“Do what you can.
He can rest tonight and we’ll see how he is tomorrow.”


Beatrice nodded
but was already working on the gelding. After a quarter candlemark of intensive
healing she straightened. “There. I’ve killed off the infection. That should
help with the pain. But it will take at least a day to heal fully even with my
magic’s aid.”


After gently patting
the horse, she turned to study the area around them. “Where are we?”


“If we were
riding, we’d only be a few candlemarks from the waterfall where my supplies are
stored, but the light’s fading, and the gelding needs to rest, so we’ll have to
stop here for the night.”


“I’ll start
gathering firewood and get a cooking fire going if you want to see if you can
round up something to eat.” She glanced sidelong at his claws. “We lost the
hunting knives. Will that be a problem?”


“No. But don’t go
far from the river and keep an eye on the horse. I don’t want to lose the
gelding again.”


Beatrice nodded
in agreement. “I’ll see if I can fashion a lead and reins out of some vines. It
won’t be pretty, but it might be better than nothing.”


Silverblade
glanced at the setting sun. He wasn’t concerned about catching dinner or
cooking it, and if they followed the river, water wouldn’t be a problem. But
the nights were still cold and blankets were not something the forest could
provide.


He only hoped
that his supplies stash was intact or that his own people managed to find him
before he and Beatrice had to make the mountain crossing. The mountain passes
were not likely to see snow this late into the spring, but that wasn’t to say
it wasn’t possible.


With that unhappy
thought, he went in search of dinner.


 


*****


 


Beatrice jerked
awake and bolted upright, panic making her heart pound, but slowly the
nightmares fell away. She was alive. A glance around showed that she was lying
next to a fire and the big gelding was grazing a short distance away.


Something else
became immediately apparent. Her front was warm where she faced the fire, but
her back was cold and she was in desperate need of a bath. She sat up and contemplated
the stream. Unfortunately, it looked anything but warm. It wouldn’t be the
first time she’d bathed in ice-cold water. But she was also hungry and peered
around hopefully, then reaching out with her healer’s gifts, she searched for
Silverblade.


Her magic soon
located him, and after a moment she knew he was returning to her. If she
hurried, she’d have time for a quick scrub in the river. She didn’t have soap,
but the river had a sandy bottom and she was likely to come out cleaner than
she went in. Anything was an improvement over her present condition.


 


*****


 


Beatrice sat
close to the fire, warming herself after her dip in the river, and stared into
the flames. As always, she found their slow flicker mesmerizing. When
Silverblade returned, she looked up and smiled a greeting at him, then stood.
He had dinner with him. Rabbits again, but she didn’t care. She was so hungry,
she was almost tempted to eat them raw.


“Here, let me
help you with those.”


As if he
understood her last thought, he grunted in obvious amusement.


Together, they
set about building a small cooking spit for the rabbits. The task wasn’t as
easy as normal. They had to find some long-dried grass to tie the twigs
together with and they didn’t have a blade to cut the branches down to size,
but they managed. While the rabbits were cooking over the fire, they sat and
watched in relative silence, neither of them mentioning the battle with the
acolytes or her terrible magic. For which Beatrice was grateful.


But even that
thought was enough to remind her of all that had happened. Her mind still
didn’t want to process it, was in fact trying to block it, but the memories
wouldn’t stop unfolding.


She had murdered.
Yes, it was necessary, and perhaps in a way she was freeing those acolytes from
their dark master. The thought gave her little comfort, for it wasn’t only the
acolytes. Her magic had slain many an innocent forest dweller, too.


She was supposed
to be a healer, not a death dealer.


Tucking her head
against her knees, she used the ruse of trying to stay warm to hide the slow
trickle of tears down her face. Silverblade respected strength and she didn’t
want the lupwyn to see her as weak.


“Beatrice?”


She didn’t
respond, silently wishing him to go back to tending the fire.


Instead he
settled next to her, hip to hip, and placed an arm around her shoulders. He
dragged her closer until her face was pressed against his chest. He nuzzled her
hair.


“It’s all right
to cry. Taking a life is never easy, even if it is required so the vast
majority can survive. But it does not mean it makes it any easier to kill. I
imagine it is especially hard for one who is a healer.”


His voice rumbled
over her head, deep and soothing. Something she could listen to for endless
candlemarks, she decided.


“Beatrice, there
is no weakness in tears. It takes far more strength to show compassion than it
does to distance oneself from one’s emotions.”


She nodded
against his shoulder, running her finger along his back, finding it strangely
comforting.


Still, she wasn’t
expecting it when Silverblade’s other arm went underneath her knees and scooped
her up into his lap. Before she had a chance to protest, his large fingers with
their deadly claws were delicately tipping her chin up so she was looking into
his two-toned eyes. His ears came forward, the expression on his face gentle
and full of compassion.


He rubbed the
back of one finger along her cheek and picked up one, shimmering tear.


“I can say with
authority that these are strictly tears of strength. Nothing to be ashamed of.”


“If you say so.”


“I do.” 


 











Chapter Twenty-Two


 


 


 


After a time,
Beatrice relaxed, simply enjoying Silverblade’s acceptance. She found his
warmth, strength, and compassion almost addictive. In her defense, it had been
something she’d craved long before she’d met him. With him, it seemed possible
that she might have finally found the one thing she’d searched all her life
for.


He didn’t need to
know that, though. Once she was strong, she could wean herself off his
addictive compassion. She would be strong later.


Her eyes drifted
closed again, her tears drying as the shivers racking her body slowly subsided.
Something else registered. Silverblade’s gentle touch. The entire time she’d
sobbed on his shoulder, he’d been gently touching her—soothing caresses which stroked
along her hair or just a light touch running down her arms.


It was almost
ritualistic. And he had called her his pack. Was this a lupwyn social custom?
Likely.


Well, she had
promised herself to be open and adaptive to his culture. Slowly, she mirrored
his actions. Her fingers skirted up his sides and then around to the fur
running down his spine.


He shivered at
her touch and, growing braver, she brought her hands up and around to curve
over his powerful shoulders. From there, she worked her palms against smooth
skin and tense muscle, applying just enough pressure to release the knots of
tension she found there.


Silverblade
breathed out something in his native language and switched his own delicate
caresses to better match hers.


Something clicked
into place. Lupwyns communicated with much more than their voices. They must
also communicate with their bodies, much like wild wolves. She’d bet this had
something to do with strengthening social bonds between pack members. As
foreign as it was to her human-raised morals, it was exceedingly pleasant.


She did not think
it was sexual for him. In actual fact, she was sure it wasn’t. She was sitting
on his lap. If there was anything to notice, she would’ve noticed. That
realization allowed her to set aside her own hesitation and insecurity.


After a time, she
scooted off his lap, stood, and came around behind him where she continued her
work.


Once she’d worked
out every knot of tension she’d found in his shoulders and neck, she moved down
his spine, her fingers finding each little bump and hollow until she came to his
tail. She stopped there. The sensation of fur against her fingers was a bit
odd, but disregarding that difference, he felt like a man. Although, the idea
of running her fingers through the fluffy fur of his tail brought a smile to
her face. She didn’t give in to the urge though. He’d said his tail was sensitive.


She flattened her
hands against the small of his back instead, kneading his flesh.


Besides, he was
keeping his touch above the waist. It was possible that the tail was an
erogenous zone for the lupwyn species. The last thing she wanted to do was
destroy this perfect moment of peace by putting her hands somewhere they
weren’t welcome.


 


*****


 


Silverblade
swallowed almost convulsively. It was a good thing she didn’t continue on to
his tail. As it was, the feel of her fingers skating down his back was enough
to make his ears droop with pleasure. And her small but strong fingers kneading
his lower back—that was almost enough to make another body part stand at
attention. 


When he’d first
pulled her into his lap, he’d been ruled by instinct. What had started as a
need to give comfort had changed into a need to take comfort as well.


For the first
time in his life, he found himself completely cut off from his pack. Even when
he’d been spying on the humans, he’d still been bound by the magic which flowed
between all pack members and he’d never been alone.


Until the
acolytes had damaged his pack bonds and Beatrice’s magic had finished tearing
those links apart along with the nearby acolytes. He didn’t know if it was
accidental or intentional on her part, but he wasn’t as upset about it as he
should be.


Now he craved
Beatrice’s magic, willing—needing—her to forge the pack ties with him.


If he was honest
with himself, he’d wanted to make Beatrice pack for days now. The most common
way to instigate pack bonds was through touch, usually some form of mutual
grooming. But that way took months, years even. There was another, faster, way.
“I should not even be thinking about that!”


But somehow, the
human healer had picked up on his thoughts or his need, and now she mirrored
his actions, giving him what he craved.


Had her Larnkin
not severed his bonds to his pack, he would have ignored what he felt for
Beatrice, giving her the time she needed to find her place in his pack. It
wasn’t sexual for him, not yet.


Beatrice moved
again, rising from where she sat behind him to circle around in front and
settling back into his lap, where she started to work her skillful massage
slowly down his chest. His eyes drifted closed and he was certain his
expression probably betrayed how much he enjoyed her touch.


Apparently a
skilled healer knew things others did not. He sighed deeply and the last of his
tension flowed away. It was probably good that he was sitting down. He doubted
he could remain upright with the way all his muscles were melting into a
useless, quivering mass.


After a time,
which seemed all too short to Silverblade, Beatrice finished her massage.


“Hmmm, you seem
to enjoy that. Was it a fair imitation of lupwyn social bonding?”


“Yes.” The word
came out slurred.


“So I’m not
overstepping any kind of custom?”


“No.” Was complex
speech truly beyond him? Yes, he feared it was.


“Good,” Beatrice
said, exhaustion creeping into her voice. She curled into him, her head coming
to rest on his chest, just below his chin. “If I did this with a human man,
he’d get the wrong idea.”


Wrong idea?
Silverblade wrapped his arms around her shoulders to hold her secure against
him. A lazy grin tugged at his lips. A male human might not be the only one
getting the wrong idea, holding this lovely armful.


No, while this
wasn’t sexual for him, it could’ve been, had his heart been free to love. He’d
already learned this painful lesson—hadn’t he?


His heart had been
bruised and battered once in this life, nearly torn from his chest by the woman
he had loved. That time, he thought she loved him enough in return to be
faithful. He’d been wrong.


Now, even though
his lupwyn soul craved something more, his phoenix heart wasn’t free to love
again. No attempt was worth that kind of pain. So his vow remained. It had to.


Which brought his
circular reasoning back to Beatrice. What if she wanted something more from him
one day? What if she thought he was offering more?


It wasn’t fair to
her, and she was so young. She was also human, not lupwyn. While she seemed
accepting of him and lupwyn ways, that did not mean she knew this wasn’t more
than social bonds. He would not lead her on. He doubted she knew her own heart
yet. And living with her grandmother and her younger brother, he wondered if
she had ever loved deeply in this lifetime. He did not want to be the first
male to capture her heart and then crush it when he couldn’t return that love.


Besides, he’d
never felt his age until now. To immortals, physical age meant little. But next
to her, he felt…old.


While he had been
wandering down the corridors of his mind, he realized that at some point,
Beatrice’s fingers had dropped away from where they’d been tracing a line along
his pectoral muscle. Her head was slumped forward in slumber.


More than mild
disappointment flooded through him when he realized she’d fallen asleep.


Had it been left
to him, he’d likely have taken this slightly further, probably further than was
wise, considering his present thoughts and the hollow ache of his severed pack
bonds. Still, minor disappointment and discomfort flowed through him.


“Old Man,” Silverblade directed the thought at his dormant Larnkin. “Now I
know how you feel.”


In the next
breath, he chided himself for being foolish. He was old enough to deal with disappointments.
Besides, soon he’d be with his pack again, if the acolytes didn’t catch up to
him first. Once among his pack, they would heal him. It would be better that
way. There’d be no risk to either his or Beatrice’s heart.


Silverblade
grunted unhappily and then rubbed his face against her hair, dragging in her scent.
Damn, she was already taking on the overtones of pack.


 











Chapter Twenty-Three


 


 


 


The sounds of the
first birds stirring in the trees dragged Beatrice closer to consciousness.
Warmth cocooned her, warding off the chilled morning air. Instinctively, she
knew she should get up; that their lives likely depended on them moving
quickly. But she also felt Silverblade’s warmth surround her, and a part of her
spirit mourned the thought of leaving that just yet.


“Well, get up,
you stupid girl,” she thought to herself. “Unless
you want the acolytes to catch up.”


Her mind’s
logical words still had a hard time driving her body into action, but at last
she sat up, feeling her lupwyn scout’s arms drop away from her. They were both
curled up next to the fire’s cooling ashes.


As her eyes grew
accustomed to the pre-dawn light, she made out the form of the sleeping lupwyn.
Obviously, he’d stayed close throughout the night to keep her warm. His concern
was touching. But she’d already known that when he’d held her throughout her
crying spree.


If they survived
this, she hoped he’d let her stay with him. Briefly, she wondered if his pack
would actually welcome her, a human.


“Silverblade,”
she called softly, tapping him gently on the chest.


He cracked open
his eyes as his fur-tufted ears swung forward out of his thick mane. After a
moment, his ears tucked themselves back against his head, almost vanishing into
the ruff. The bright, blue orbs with their darker shade of blue and black
focused on her for a moment before he heaved himself up into a sitting
position.


Then, catching
her by surprise, he started to rub his face against hers. He nosed her hair out
of his way and worked his way down to her neck, rubbing and nuzzling the entire
time.


The strange
rubbing behavior—was he scent-marking her?—continued for a moment more, until
he ended with his face tucked against her neck and she felt the warm dampness
of his tongue stroke across her jugular.


“Blade?” She
shortened his name into one squeaked word. 


Silverblade
expelled a warm breath that raised gooseflesh all along her skin. Then she
heard his voice rumble something else in his own language. He cleared his
throat and chuckled under his breath.


After a moment,
she recovered her composure and tried again. “Are you scent-marking me?”


“Yes,” he said,
sounding slightly guilty. “It’s a traditional greeting between pack members.
I’m sorry, I should not have…”


“You would greet
all pack members like that?”


“Well…no…but if
I’d been away a long time, it wouldn’t be unusual to show affection to—”


She cut him off.
“It’s all right. I may not be lupwyn, but my healer’s magic helps me understand
what other species need to survive. You need this.”


“Ah…thank you for
your…understanding.” Silverblade shifted away from her and then stood, where he
stretched and limbered up his stiff muscles for a moment before reaching down
for her.


When Beatrice was
back on her feet, she began self-consciously brushing at her clothing until
stray bits of leaf litter fluttered back down to the ground. Unfortunately, the
sweat and blood stains were not so easily gotten rid of. She needed a real bath
and clean clothes, or at least soap to wash these ones.


If their
continued existence wasn’t still in question, she would have visited the river
long enough to rinse out her skirt and blouse and give her body and hair a good
scrubbing. Then she remembered she’d lost her pack containing her small bar of
soap. She sigh dejectedly.


At least the
soaproot plant was common in these parts and often grew near bogs. At the next
stop she’d keep an eye open for the plant and harvest a few roots.


In the meantime,
she could only hope she didn’t offend the lupwyn’s nose. She had a sneaking
suspicion his senses were probably much sharper than hers, even though he
complained of them being dulled.


While she had
been picking bits of grass and leaves from herself, Silverblade had gone over
to the cooking fire and dug around underneath the ashes and pulled out a
leaf-wrapped bundle. The outer leaves were darkened and burnt and quickly
flaked away, exposing some kind of short, thick tuber. When she raised an
eyebrow at him, he shrugged.


“When I was
hunting for rabbits last night, I spotted some of these growing near where the
rabbits made their burrows.” Silverblade shrugged again. “The plant’s name
loosely translates as Desperate Traveler. It’s aptly named, for you have to be
desperate to eat it. It’s chewy and possesses a flavor that’s a cross between
cooking ashes, tree bark, and deer piss. But it’s full of nutrients and will
fill an empty belly.”


Not wanting to
offend him, she accepted the offered food. After a cautious sniff, she took a
bite, contorted her face, chewed some more, wrinkled up her nose, and bolted to
the river for a drink.


She heard the
lupwyn’s laughter float to her over the sound of the river.


“I did warn you.”


When she’d
managed to wash her mouthful down, she looked over her shoulder at him to see
him gnawing on his share.


“Hmmm…the warning
wasn’t much help. Maybe if you said it would taste like two-year-old shit
fermented in mead.”


“Have you
actually tasted…?”


“No!” She started
to laugh. “Have you tasted deer piss?”


“Hmmm, not
intentionally.”


Beatrice
processed that for a moment and then started to laugh. “Hunting?”


“Unfortunate
accident. I was much younger then.”


“Did you win in
the end?”


“I let the doe
escape for valiant effort.”


Beatrice
continued to laugh, but in the end did take another bite of her root and choked
it down. He was right. They needed the food. It was going to be another long
day of walking. Her healer’s magic had made quick work on the gelding’s hoof
abscess, but it would still be sore today and she didn’t want to risk a flare
up.


When they
finished what passed for their breakfast, Beatrice coaxed the gelding from
where he was grazing and together, the three of them continued in the direction
they’d been going for days. She just hoped they didn’t run into any more
acolytes on their journey.
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By Silverblade’s
judgment, they had made fairly good time considering they were on foot, the
gelding still not being sound enough to ride. They walked all morning, only
stopping for a quick meal of toasted Desperate Traveler root at mid-day. He
didn’t take time to hunt. It was more important to keep moving as fast as
possible.


He cast a
sidelong glance at the human, knowing she had a short stride and had to work
harder to keep up with him. She probably couldn’t maintain this pace for much
longer. But he was impressed by her fortitude, her tenacious will to live. She
traveled without complaint or even a weary sigh. He might not know much about
Beatrice’s life before he met her, but he knew it couldn’t have been easy.


Living in the
shadow of the acolytes, the knowledge that the threat of exposure was always a
possibility must have haunted the edges of her consciousness. But instead of
breaking her or making her a fearfully, neurotic creature, it had forged hers
into a soul of steel. She had the heart of a warrior.


Unfortunately, he
was feeling far from warrior-like himself today.


For the past few
days, while they had been riding double, the physical closeness had been enough
to temporarily replace his severed pack bonds. But then, the gelding had gone
lame and now they were walking beside him to be safe. Which was all well and
good for the gelding, but Silverblade now grew weaker.


He would have to
broach the topic with her about sharing power with him again soon. But he
didn’t want to lose travel time because of it, so he would wait until they made
camp for the night. He’d just damn-well endure.


 


*****


 


Beatrice stumbled
over a protruding root, her boot toe catching when she didn’t step high enough.
Cursing, she regained her balance and continued on, plodding alongside the
gelding. Silverblade, stoic as always, continued silently on the horse’s other
side.


She was
foot-sore, sweaty, hungry, and thirsty, not to mention dirty as a pig.
Actually, she had a sneaking suspicion a pig might smell better than she did at
the moment. But the knowledge that the acolytes could even now be somewhere
behind them on their trail would keep her to this pace for several candlemarks
more. Better to be exhausted and possessing a few new blisters than to be
sucked dry by an acolyte or have to call upon her death magic again. There was
no way she was ready for that again so soon.


“There is a small
rise in the land ahead, where the river cuts through the landscape and creates
a small waterfall. If the acolytes haven’t already found it, there should be a
small stash of supplies we can use. If we see no signs that the acolytes have
been there, we’ll make camp for the night before making the next leg of the
journey.”


“Are you sure we
should be stopping for the night already? We still have candlemarks more of
daylight. We could just grab the supplies and keep going.”


 


*****


 


Silverblade knew
she was right, and they should travel further this day, but if he did he
was afraid he might collapse somewhere on the trail, and that wouldn’t help
Beatrice in the least.


Lethargy creeped
across his body, with it came a new chill. Worse, his vision was doing strange
things. He was pretty sure his body was going into shock, even though he didn’t
have a physical wound to show.


The severed pack
bonds were leeching magic from his Larnkin—those conduits were open, almost
like a sliced vein. To judge by his body’s present state of weakness, it was
worse than he thought. This might not be something even sharing power with
Beatrice could fix.


At first, he’d
thought he would keep it secret from Beatrice, not wanting to burden her with
more stress, or have her decide she might be able to fix his problem by forging
pack bonds with him during a night of lovemaking.


She hadn’t
figured that one out yet, thankfully. But she was pragmatic and if her Larnkin
suggested that it was in the best interest of mutual survival, he was certain
the human might try to forge the bonds that way.


And if he was
honest, in a few more candlemarks he might be more than willing. But how would
he survive with his heart intact if one day she decided to leave him?


Oh, by the Light,
why were phoenixes and lupwyns allowed to beget children? It certainly wasn’t
fair to the offspring. His mind continued to whirl uselessly. Perhaps if he got
through the day, then each night, if he slept with her tucked next to him, her
healer’s magic might strengthen him enough to make it through the next day.


With luck,
another fortnight’s worth of travel would put them in lupwyn territory and
there they would quickly be discovered by scouts.


The scouts could
alert his home pack to his danger and another Elemental could bring them by
Gate to his location. Once among his home pack, they could heal him. But if he
was to judge how weak he was today, he might not even be able to travel another
three days, let alone the fortnight required.


He glanced
sidelong at Beatrice only to find her studying him with narrow eyes.


“What are you not
telling me?” Beatrice said as she circled around the gelding and came over to
Silverblade.


She scanned him
with her magic. Its warm essence flowed over him, and his Larnkin flared
eagerly to absorb that small bit of power.


Her eyes widened
slightly, then she frowned. “You have less magic than you did this morning.
It’s not a lethal draining yet, but it shouldn’t be happening at all. I sense
no acolytes nearby or following in the distance, and I’ve been hunting for them
all day. I would know.”


“So that’s why
she hadn’t noticed my problem sooner,” Silverblade
thought to himself. Aloud he added, “I had not wanted to burden you with more
knowledge. And before, when we were riding double, I was fine.”


“Fine? A lie is
always more of a burden than the truth.” Beatrice reached out and tapped a
finger against his chest. “My magic will ferret out the truth before too long,
but I would rather spend that time fixing whatever is wrong. So if you know,
just spit it out and stop wasting time.”


She was right.
This wasn’t something he could hide from her.


“You already know
that lupwyns are creatures of a pack. We form tight-knit communities who rely
upon each other. We hunt together. We play together. We raise our young
together. But the pack is more than family. When a Larnkin takes a lupwyn for a
host, the nature of the magic is slightly different than among other species. Instead
of forming a primary link with a single bondmate, which is almost unheard of
among lupwyns, it is far more common for the individual Larnkins to form lesser
bonds between an entire pack. While each individual Larnkin might be less
powerful, any member can call upon the power of the entire pack when needed.”


“Interesting.
I’ve heard you talk of your pack, but even then I assumed you were just
speaking of the physical family. But there’s a magical or almost spiritual
component to it as well, isn’t there.”


“Yes.”
Silverblade accompanied the word with a nod, again surprised at Beatrice’s
ability to come to conclusions quickly.


“I know very
little about Larnkin bonding, but when Ashayna Stonemantle was visiting with
her sisters, I learned a few things of interest about Larnkin bondmates. It’s
true that Ashayna is much stronger now that she’s bonded with her phoenix
prince, however my healer’s magic also told me they had a great weakness. One
cannot live long without the other, and physical separation between bondmates
causes anguish between hosts.”


Beatrice circled
him while she was deep in thought. “Am I correct in assuming that the bonds
between Larnkins in the same pack works on a similar level? But if that is
true, how were you able to act as a spy for so long? I didn’t know the trapper
and the lupwyn scout were one and the same, but I sensed you scouting the
forest near my home for many months as you studied the humans of River’s
Divide. Yet only rarely did I feel the presence of another lupwyn within your
territory.”


Silverblade
hesitated, hunting up words to explain it to someone who was non-pack. “Under
normal circumstances, well-established pack bonds are not stressed by the pack
member’s dispersal. After all, the pack still needs to hunt even when the young
are too little to follow. The first Larnkins to take lupwyns as hosts seemed to
have understood that and adapted their magic to suit the needs of my species.”


Beatrice frowned.
“So something happened to your bond with the pack when you were attacked and I
healed you?”


“Yes. But it is
not permanent. Once I return to my pack, I will be able to re-establish the
bonds.” And if I keep you close, I won’t have to worry about mating Autumn
Shadow to form them.


Beatrice stopped
before him and then rested a hand on his chest and bowed her head. Her power
raced over him and his Larnkin awoke, almost purring with happiness before he
began to drink up the power she offered. Another unhappy realization struck. If
his Larnkin grew strong enough from Beatrice’s feedings before they made if
back to lupwyn territory, it might not be a lupwyn mate he need fear.


“Care to
elaborate?”


Damn, Beatrice
was studying him with narrowed eyes. How much had she already picked up from
his body language?


“When the
acolytes fed upon my Larnkin, they didn’t just injure him, they also harmed my
pack bonds. The first time those bonds were just damaged, but the second time
was worse.”


“Ah.” Beatrice’s
expression turned thoughtful and then a little unhappy. “My healer’s magic felt
those bonds you speak of; at the time, I did not know what they were or why my
Larnkin severed them, but I did feel her do it. But now that I know what they
were, it makes no sense. Why would my Larnkin try to harm you in this way? She
has only ever tried to help.”


Silverblade
didn’t answer her right away, not wanting to go down the path this conversation
was heading, but Beatrice at least deserved to know the truth.


“I believe your
Larnkin was trying to help. My bonds to my pack were too damaged to heal and I
think she was trying to replace them with new pack bonds between us. However,
you and she were both too weak to complete the task.” Telling her even that
much caused a great sense of unease within his heart. “My pack bonds were so
damaged that if your Larnkin hadn’t severed them completely, my Larnkin may
have bled out like a severed artery.”


“How long can you
survive without the pack bonds?”


“As long as you
continue to share power with my Larnkin each night, I will survive long enough
to return to my pack and restore those links.”


“That was an
answer, but not to the question I asked.”


Silverblade
shrugged. “I don’t know how long a lupwyn can live once pack bonds are severed.
It has never happened in my memory. Nor have I heard tell of such in the
stories passed down from the elders.”


“Well, the
acolytes are new to this land, so perhaps that isn’t so surprising.” Beatrice
tilted her head to study him, but he knew she wasn’t seeing him with her eyes.


She continued to
circle and again he felt her power, the soothing balm of her healing magic
flowing across him, and he hungrily drank of that power, absorbing her concern
and sympathy along with it.


But it was not
enough. It simply whetted his appetite. He fisted his hands so he wouldn’t drag
her into his arms. The temptation to bask in her warm, nourishing magic was
that great.


“Tell me more
about how these pack bonds are formed.”


Beatrice’s
gray-blue eyes met his. Trapped, he couldn’t look away—and he didn’t want to.
“There are places on the body that act as conduits for the Larnkin. If it
helps, think of them as gateways through which those spirit creatures can
directly touch another of their kind in the physical world.”


At his words,
Beatrice reached out, her fingertips hovering less than a hand-span from his
body but did not touch him. 


Shifting closer
until Beatrice’s fingertips brushed his chest, Silverblade guided them up to
his throat. “There are seven gateways in total. During the Bonding Ceremony,
where sacred symbols are painted upon their hosts’ bodies, a Larnkin can use
the gateways to escape a host for a short time and forge their spirit bond with
another of its kind. When that occurs, the two hosts become bondmates for life,
like Ashayna and Crown Prince Sorntar.”


Beatrice caressed
his throat with a slow thoroughness that tested his concentration.


What was I
saying? Ah, yes. Pack bonds. Why then am I telling her about bondmates and the
great fiery bonding ceremonies? It didn’t relate to
the way lupwyn pack bonds were formed, but he knew in the deepest, most secret
part of his phoenix heart, he wanted her as his bondmate. 


“From what I
understand so far, pack bonds are similar, but not as powerful as the link
shared between bondmates, yes?” 


The heat of her
healing magic intensified and his eyelids drifted closed in pleasure.


He swallowed
hard, but saw no reason not to tell her the truth. The more she understood
about pack bonds, the more she’d be able to help.


“Pack bonds are
formed over time. From the moment a lupwyn is born into his pack, he becomes
familiar with pack magic—the combined power of all Larnkins within that pack.
Power is shared freely between all within the group. It’s as natural to us as
breathing. And to be truthful, we are unaware of it for the most part. Only
when one is injured or in need of some other kind of help, do we feel our magic
flaring to life to aid that member. One advantage of pack bonds over bondmates
is that lupwyn magic can be shared over a great distance. That is why I was
able to act as a spy.”


When she was
silent for a time, he opened his eyes.


Beatrice stood
before him, her gaze unseeing and distant, as if she mulled over some other
question she wasn’t sure how to voice. At last she blinked and looked at him.
“But surely there must be other ways to form these pack bonds. Not all members
can be born into it. Some others must come from the outside. Mates, lone
wolves, new members drifting in from other packs. I’m sorry if comparing you to
a wolf is insulting, but you must admit your species shares some social
similarities. And all life needs diversity to survive and to avoid inbreeding.
It is only logical for there to be a way for others not born into it to become
pack.”


The human was
correct on all counts. While many pack members were born into it, outsiders
joined because they were mates. The act of mating almost always established new
pack bonds. But he respected her too much to allow that to happen. She was a
kindred spirit, as well as being selfless and compassionate. And young, too
damn young. She deserved the chance to learn her own heart first. In a hundred
or so years, if she was certain of her interest in him, he would see where their
relationship might go. He would not allow desperation on his part to rule a
decision they both might regret later.


“Are you going to
answer my question?” Beatrice’s thoughtful expression had taken on a hint of
annoyance. “And don’t bother lying to protect me.”


He sighed. “Yes,
you are right. When other members seek to join the pack, it is usually because
they are mates. Mating re-aligns the pack bonds, harmonizing them until the new
member is absorbed into the pack.”


“So you will die
if your pack bonds are not re-forged? And the simplest, fastest, and easiest
way to forge those bonds are through mating? I know we do not know each other
very well, but I will not stand aside and allow you to die when there is a way
I could heal you.” Her chin tipped up slightly. “I’m no weeping maiden, and
your form isn’t unpleasant to look upon. If you find me pleasing enough, I
don’t see why we shouldn’t try to restore your bonds.”


Her expression
had turned fierce and defiant, challenging him to so much as utter something
about self-sacrifice.


“I am flattered
by your offer. If the choice was a life with you or death, I’m reasonable and
selfish enough to choose you. And while our mission is of the utmost
importance, the situation isn’t desperate for me yet. As long as we are able to
share power for a few candlemarks each night, that should satisfy my Larnkin’s
need.”


Her lips parted
in a look of surprise. “By the Light. You’re not attracted to me, not even a
little bit, are you?” She started to laugh. “Here I’ve been propositioning you,
and you’re actually utterly appalled. Of course you’re not interested. I’m
human and you’re not.”


While it would
certainly be easier to let her think that, he found he couldn’t bring himself
to lie to her.


“That is not
exactly true.” Rubbing at his chin, he fought a sheepish smile. “You forget,
I’m half-phoenix and that species has a softness for humans. At least I think
that’s why I’ve been fighting off an attraction to you for some months now.
However, I am not free to act upon it.”


“Ah. I’m glad you
don’t think I’m hideous.” A soft smile spread across her lips and merriment
flashed in her eyes. “Perhaps, as you say, the situation isn’t perilous just
yet. We will continue as we have, sharing power like before, and I will monitor
you. If you are correct, then in half a moon cycle you should be back among
your people, and they will be able to heal you properly without us having to…form
a more physical union.”


He didn’t miss
the delightful red hue her cheeks turned. Perhaps the little healer wasn’t as
worldly as she made herself sound. “Not that it matters. I will not
be the one to find that out,” he reminded himself sternly.


Still, he feared
he’d succumb far too easily if Beatrice decided it was too dangerous for him to
remain un-mated. Worse, he was starting to wonder why that would be such an
unfortunate event.


To get his own
mind on something else, he changed the topic. “We will stop just ahead for the
night. I imagine we could both use the longer rest. In another day, the gelding
should be well enough to start riding again.”


She nodded her
agreement and sighed softly. “I would love a bath with real soap. I’d be
willing to kill a few acolytes to get it, too.”


Silverblade
huffed out a short, humorless bark of laughter. “Let’s hope that isn’t
necessary. All I feel like battling is sleep, and that only until I’ve filled
my belly. At which point, I’m not even going to want to battle that.”


Beatrice nodded
her agreement.


 











Chapter Twenty-Five


 


 


 


When they at last
walked into their new camp, Beatrice quickly studied it and started picking out
all the amenities Silverblade mentioned. She grinned. Here the river crashed
over a series of small waterfalls and down into a rocky ravine. At the foot of the
small cliff, the river widened into a pool deep enough for swimming. Which also
meant it was the first time in days she’d be able to partake in the
much-looked-forward-to bath. A gently sloping bank comprised of sand and round
river rocks would make for an easy entrance.


Mist rose up from
the falls, slicking the rocks on either side of the river in a wide area along
both banks. She eyed the nearest foliage, hoping to see some of the familiar
and coveted soapwort leaves. Later, she’d take a closer look.


“I’ll start
gathering river rocks to make a fire ring and see if I can find some dry wood
and kindling.” She studied the mist being kicked up by the falls for a moment.
“Although I might have to go farther afield for that.”


Silverblade
pointed out a game trail. “The thicker tree canopy protects the undergrowth.
Start there and I’ll retrieve my stash of supplies from the cave behind the
falls.”


Beatrice started
towards the game trail he’d pointed out, but stopped to watch as he leapt from
one outcropping to the next, hauling himself up the ravine wall as if it was
nothing. Just as swiftly, he navigated the slick rocks closer to the falls. As
she watched, he dragged himself up onto a narrow ledge and then vanished into a
dark crevice just to the right of the main flow.


She was impressed
by his agility. Not to mention it was a subtle demonstration of his strength.


While she
distractedly gathered a few pieces of somewhat-dry wood for the fire, she kept
one eye on the dark entrance to the crevice. Before she had time to even
collect a handful of twigs, Silverblade was already at the entrance and then making
his way back down, leaping from ledge to ledge to land in a crouch at the base.


Slung over his
shoulder was a large, leather satchel almost as big as she was. She eyed the
satchel with its intricate beadwork, giving it more attention than she applied
to her current task. Fighting the temptation to throw the few twigs she’d
collected down next to the fire and race to Silverblade’s side, she instead
gathered a few more pieces and piled them near the fire ring. Besides, if she
wanted to prove that she was mature enough for him to trust with his life, she
couldn’t completely discard her last few shreds of dignity like an overly
excited child at the sight of presents.


After venturing
once more to the tree line, she gathered another armful of wood and then made
her way back to camp, all the time casting not-so-innocent looks at his
satchel.


 “The
preservation spells are still active,” Silverblade said and patted the ground
next to him.


Once she made her
way around the stone cooking ring, she peered over his shoulder for a moment
and then sat cross-legged next to him. He worked loose the buckle and when he
tossed back the flap, she saw that it had a drawstring drawn tight at the neck.
He untied that layer of protection and she noticed there was another one below.
The third one was not so ordinary. Her healer’s gift told her it was magic
woven to protect the contents inside. She studied what he’d called a
preservation spell. Interesting. She’d bet she could create something similar
with a little practice and perhaps guidance from him.


Her excitement
started to rise a second time. There might be some kind of foodstuff lurking
within the big satchel. Tea would be nice. So would some dried fruits or nuts.
And if it wasn’t food, she desperately hoped for a change of clothing or
blankets.


He pulled out
several packages wrapped in a strange, smooth fabric—she’d never seen anything
like it. Again, her healer’s magic analyzed it. After a moment’s study, she
recognized it as not fabric at all. Instead, some kind of corporeal magic with
actual weight and substance had been woven fiber by fiber and formed into a
cloth.


When he unfolded
the edges and revealed the contents, she nearly leapt upon him. Grinning like a
fool, she took the offered item. It was some kind of trail ration shaped into
four little brown cakes. Each one about the size of her palm. They looked
nourishing and smelled divine. She broke off a piece and popped it in her mouth.
And then had to fight to keep from shoving the rest in after.


Silverblade
chewed on his own small cake. He finished his and then refolded the fabric back
over the remaining cakes neatly. Sighing happily, she finished hers and then
licked up the last of the crumbs.


 “We can have
more later,” Silverblade explained as he pulled more items from the satchel.


He handed her a
large blanket. It was made of some soft, tightly woven fiber; the quality quite
superb. Guiltily, she realized the lupwyns were far more advanced than she’d
thought. The blanket’s colorful, geometric patterns were striking and pleasing
to the eye.


Never had she
owned anything half as nice. Once or twice, when she’d been taking some of Old
Mother’s herbs to market, she’d peeked through the windows of some of the more
expensive stores where the noblewomen shopped, but even then she’d be surprised
if the blankets there had been as soft as the one she now stroked.


An unhappy
realization occurred to her.


Silverblade
halted his hunt through the satchel and glanced at her, his nostrils flaring as
if he was reading her scent. “What’s wrong? Something angers you.”


She didn’t answer
him right away, too tied up in a moment of self-loathing, but after a time she
sighed and told him the truth. “Once I actually met you I learned my view of
the lupwyn species was somewhat…incorrect. But until this exact moment I didn’t
realize I’m as guilty as the rest of humanity—judging and making assumptions
without facts to support them. I looked upon the lupwyns’ wolf-like appearance
and came to an unfounded assumption that your kind was a race of simple forest
dwellers, living off the land like primitive nomads. Yes, I know your kind
possesses far more magic and live much longer than humans, but I think I only
now came to the understanding that your race is just as advanced, or more so,
than the one I was born to.”


Silverblade
rubbed his face. No doubt in an attempt to hide his smile, but she still saw
it. “I’m not sure advanced is what I’d call my race. Our society is a simple
one that hasn’t changed in thousands upon thousands of years. We are satisfied with
what we have achieved. My father and I once debated this topic. He believes
humans, although a younger race, have a greater potential for exploration. He
said if your race doesn’t destroy itself first, it might one day explore the
other worlds out among the stars.”


“There are other
worlds?” Beatrice had never thought much about it, but found the thought an
intriguing one.


“The oldest
Larnkins have great knowledge of how the universe works. As for lupwyns, I can
see how you and your kind might come to believe as you have about us. The most
a human is likely to encounter would be a lupwyn scout on patrol, like me. And
I can say that I, for one, do not bother with fancy weapons, armor, or
elaborate clothing. It would be impractical. A scout must travel light and
fast.”


Of course they
would. Her own ignorance and arrogance angered her. She just hoped she’d never
made Silverblade feel inferior because of her misplaced presumptions.


When he took the
blanket from her and would have placed it around her shoulders, she jumped up
and darted out from underneath his hands. “Oh no you don’t. I will not foul
that lovely blanket with my far-from-clean person. A bath is my first priority
after I get the cook fire going.”


Silverblade
laughed. “I understand. I’m none too fresh either. However, I’ll see what I can
hunt up to go into a stew. There are some herbs, salt, and tubers in my
supplies.”


He turned and
started off toward the forest but she called after him. “You don’t by chance
have some kind of soap in there, do you?”


Glancing over his
shoulder at her, he flashed her a grin and a hint of fang. “Yes. But save me
some too, unless you like the aroma of sweaty wolf.”


Beatrice took that
as permission and started to dig around in the bag. A few moments later, she
whooped in delight and extracted her hand from the satchel, a hard, fist-sized,
balsam-scented package clutched in her fingers. 


When she
unwrapped her newfound treasure, she looked at the large lump of soap with a
huge grin. “The gods are ever merciful.”


And somehow, she
imagined Silverblade would appreciate it more if she was clean when she seduced
him later.


She made her way
over to the stream and then looked up towards the setting sun. There’d be
enough time to wash her clothing now and have it dry by the time she needed it
again in the morning.


Not that Beatrice
hadn’t worn damp clothes before. But dry ones were always nicer.











Chapter Twenty-Six


 


 


 


Silverblade
returned to their small camp to find the cook fire burning and the rest of the
supplies out and ready for use. A kettle already sat near the fire warming, and
next to it his spare cooking pot already had steam rolling from the top. At
least the small ball of soap hadn’t made Beatrice completely abandon all
reason.


His ears
pinpointed her location. She was at the river’s edge scrubbing her clothing in
the shallow water. While he used one of his spare knives from the satchel to
cube the meat for the stew—rabbit again—he cast about for something else to do
after he finished his present task.


Regrettably,
Beatrice was too efficient and had all the other small tasks completed.


Still, he held
back, poking at the fire and feeding it a few more twigs while he cast stealthy
glances in Beatrice’s direction. As it was, he should be joining her by the
river, for he certainly needed a bath and the fire did not need tending. The
stew would take a good candlemark or two before it was ready.


Curse it. So much
for hanging back and watching. It wasn’t modesty or cowardice; he was lupwyn.
He didn’t suffer from either of those afflictions. But after her earlier line
of questioning about the pack bonds and what would happen to him if they were
separated, he had a good idea that she planned to revisit that unfinished
conversation about what would happen to him if he got separated from her. He
didn’t want to be caught off-guard, so he studied her. At least that’s what he
kept telling himself.


‘I’m not
interested in her.’


His Larnkin
stirred awake for the first time in days and looked out through his eyes. ‘Then
why are you afraid?’


He jerked in
surprise and looked around.


Had he really
just heard his Larnkin? Apparently. He drew in a sharp breath at his Larnkin’s
thoughts as a new restlessness rose within him. This wasn’t caused solely by
his rising magic flowing through his body.


Silverblade
blinked in surprise to find himself now standing halfway between the campfire
and the river. Turning his thoughts inward, he sought out his Larnkin. ‘Old Man,
listen to me this one time: I’m not interested in a mate.’


The last thing he
needed was a second mate to betray him like his first.


He closed his
eyes for a moment, but his ears picked up the sound of splashing and his
Larnkin seemed to urge him toward it. Silverblade fought to stay rooted to the
spot, unwilling to trust either his own or his Larnkin’s wish to be near
Beatrice.


‘You chose
poorly last time. Your heart is safe with the Healer.’


His own heart had
been whispering that to him for days now, but he’d ignored it. Dare he trust
his Larnkin in this? Regardless if it was wise or not, he very much wanted to
believe his Larnkin’s words and act upon them.


Undecided, he
stood staring at the ground, looking at his own boot toes. He only had to
unlace them, take a few quick steps, and join Beatrice in the river and see
which way things progressed.


There was a great
splash, some thrashing followed by sputtering and then clear, high laughter.


“Blade!” Beatrice
called him by that shortened name she was fond of.


At first he’d
found it too personal, but now he liked it for that very reason. And she used
it almost like an endearment.


“Blade? Be
careful of the stones at the side of the falls. They’re very slippery.”


Curiosity, that
most insidious of emotions, once again overcame his better judgment. He cracked
open an eye and peered towards the river.


She wasn’t where
she’d been when he’d first returned. At some point she’d made her way over to
the left side of the falls where the water wasn’t such a torrent. She’d taken
the ball of soap with her and was working it into her hair while she sat on one
of the boulders at the bottom of the falls.


He tried to study
her with an indifferent eye. And failed. She was beautiful. While she did
appear small and delicate compared to him, her full breasts, trim waist that
flared out into a wide pelvis, and well-fleshed hips said she was in her prime.
And if that hadn’t been enough to judge by, her long legs and muscular thighs
also spoke of her good health. She was not sickly or starving. Clearly, even if
he’d been unable to provide for her, she had the skills to find what she needed
to survive. She’d been doing just that for years before he’d first met her.
Likely, she could do so again if something happened to him. Although it
saddened him to think she would be all alone. He didn’t like the idea of her
having to fend for herself. If he had his way, she’d never have to rely solely
on her own skills again.


Beatrice tossed
her wet hair out of her face and glanced up at him. “The water’s not going to
get any warmer and neither is the evening. You’re welcome to join me. Unless
it’s taboo or you’d prefer to stare at your boots for the rest of the night.”


He huffed at her
humorous jab and stomped over to the river’s bank. “That’s actually funny
coming from a human.”


Reaching down, he
unlaced his boots and kicked them off. His belt came next and then he freed his
tail as he shimmied out of his pants. Being able to shapeshift again one day
soon would be nice, too.


But he merely
shook out his tail to fluff it up and waded into the river. This close to the
small waterfall the bank was lined with round river stones instead of mud. They
were slippery and he didn’t relish the thought of slipping in with one great
splash, since the water was as cold as she’d promised. He gingerly made his way
deeper.


So he couldn’t
possibly betray his confusion more than he already had, he dunked under the
surface and swam the rest of the way to the ledge where Beatrice sat. Once he
reached her side, he hauled himself up through the falling water and copious
spray onto the ledge next to her.


“It’s a bit loud,
but I figured it would get me clean,” she shouted over the roar of the water.
She pointed and grinned to reinforce her meaning as she handed him the soap and
rag. He took them without comment, since he’d been so addled as to forget his
own bit of cloth.


“Thank you,” he
mouthed back and began to wash vigorously.


Getting truly
clean for the first time in days did border on the divine. After several
soapings, he turned his face up into the water and then quickly choked and
sputtered.


“Are you all
right?” she asked between bouts of laughter and strong thumps to his back.


“Yes,” he said,
chagrinned by the mishap.


Beatrice slapped
his shoulder. “Turn around and I’ll scrub your back for you. It’ll be faster
and easier for me to reach.”


Un-uh.


But unable to
resist, he turned and knelt down in front of her, presenting his back. She was
all business at first, which surprised him. He’d thought for sure she was
angling to make this an intimate time between them. Perhaps he’d been reading
her wrong all evening. He sighed and began to relax.


It was rather
nice.


“I’m curious,” Beatrice said and her voice was suddenly in his mind. “Can you
hear me when I speak this way?”


“Yes,” he
replied in kind, surprised he could. He hadn’t had the ability since that first
acolyte attack and Beatrice had spoken to him across the distance. It meant his
Larnkin was recovering and that was a cause for celebration. “We call it
mind speech.”


“That’s an
accurate name. I wasn’t sure if you’d be able to hear me yet. It’s good. I had
hoped this might help.”


“This?”


“Yes. I
figured there had to be some middle ground between feeding your Larnkin the
power he needs and me becoming your mate. After studying what remained of your
pack bonds, I came up with a theory I wanted to test.” She reached around in front of him, grasping the ball of soap where
he’d dropped it when he nearly drowned himself in the spray from the waterfall.
His senses sharpened, honing in on her every move, the way her every breath caressed
his wet skin.


“You said you
had a theory?” he prompted.


“Yes, I don’t
think the actual physical act of mating is what forges the pack bonds. I think
it’s the intimacy. I think intimacy without the actual physical joining might
work just as well.” Her voice dropped. “I’d like to test my theory, if
you’ll allow.”


What she said
might be true. But he wasn’t sure if it mattered. One way sounded as dangerous
to his heart as the other.


Ah. By the Light,
he was certain he was already falling in love with the healer. And if he let
this progress as both his Larnkin and phoenix heart wanted?


Likely complete
and total devastation of his wellbeing.


Still, he wasn’t
strong enough to leave. Closing his eyes, he tucked his chin to his chest and
simply enjoyed her touch as she slowly worked out the knots of tension. And, in
a small part of his heart where he allowed himself to dream, he wondered how
different his life would have been had he met Beatrice first.


His Larnkin must
have liked his line of thinking, for suddenly he saw Beatrice with his child at
her breast, the rest of his pack arrayed around them. In his Larnkin’s fantasy,
Beatrice was the alpha female, the rest of the pack’s young gathered around
her, growing strong off her magic.


He’d always
wanted young and Beatrice would be a good mother. His Larnkin knew his heart
all too well.


‘Nice try, Old
Man. However, your ancient wisdom would be put to better use figuring out how
to destroy the acolytes.’


Before his
meddling Larnkin could get other ideas, Silverblade stood suddenly and then
leapt from the rocky ledge and started to swim toward the bank. 


 


*****


 


Earlier Beatrice
had felt when Silverblade relaxed at last, the tension flowing out from under
her hands as she’d worked. She’d thought she was making some headway when he’d
suddenly bolted from her side and made for shore. She would have been insulted,
except his Larnkin had shared the vision with her. Surprise had stolen her
voice and she could only stare at Silverblade in mute silence as he emerged
onshore and walked to the fire and attended to the stew cooking over the
embers. 


The vision didn’t
clarify what was going on in his mind, but she was certain he’d been greatly
conflicted by what he’d seen.


She didn’t want
to force him into a situation he was uncomfortable with, but he also meant too
much to her. She couldn’t not try to heal him. Mind, body, heart, and
Larnkin, he’d sustained injuries. And she needed to help him heal.


But first, she’d
need to get him to open up, to trust her.


 











Chapter Twenty-Seven


 


Brave. Really
brave, Silverblade berated himself. He’d just
tucked his tail between his ass cheeks and run from a female for the first time
in his life. Well, he hadn’t actually tucked his tail, it was too waterlogged
and heavy. It had hung straight like a drowned squirrel’s as he’d fled. He
huffed unhappily, disgruntled by his clear showing of cowardice.


Sitting with his
back to the fire, he used its heat to dry the thick ruff that grew from his
scalp and cascaded over his shoulders. Beatrice had emerged from the river
shortly after he’d fled. She hadn’t said anything, but he didn’t miss the look
of sympathy she cast his way.


Now Beatrice sat
with the blanket pulled tightly around her shoulders and leaned forward closer
to the fire while she squeezed the excess water out of her thick mass of hair.


 To keep his tail
out of the fire, he’d curled it around in front. The fire’s proximity gave him
an excuse to keep his tail across his lap and hide what Beatrice’s touch or his
damned meddling Larnkin had done to his body.


“I think the stew
is almost ready,” he said, needing to say something to break the uncomfortable
silence.


Once Beatrice had
the majority of the water wrung out of her hair, she glanced sideways at him.
He met her gaze and then quickly looked away.


Gods. I’m such
a coward.


But he didn’t
want to contemplate even half the number of questions he saw hovering in their
gray-blue depths.


If she asked
them, he would answer them truthfully. But he was in no mood to expose his soul
to another if it wasn’t required. He was tired and hungry.


“We should share
the blanket, there’s only one. I don’t mind.”


Silverblade hid a
grin. Well, that was obvious. Clearly she was still thinking of a way to reopen
the topic of his severed pack bonds.


“Keep it for
now,” he said, gesturing at the blanket. “The fur along my spine is still damp,
no point getting the blanket damp as well.”


Beatrice only
nodded, not seeming upset or put off by his answer.


He scooped out a
bowl of stew and handed it to her. She took it with a soft “thank you” and then
settled next to him. Nibbling at his own too-hot bowlful, he studied her and
still, her next words caught him by surprise.


“Are you going to
tell me what had you bolting away back there at the waterfall? I know it wasn’t
some misguided attempt to protect my modesty.”


“Yes. No.” He
didn’t elaborate. Instead he leaned forward and grabbed his satchel. After
digging around for a moment, he pulled out his grooming brush and patted the
ground directly in front of him. Sighing, he said, “I’ll groom your hair while
I explain.”


Beatrice studied
him in silence for a moment, but in the end crawled over and sat cross-legged
before him, presenting him with her back.


He ran the brush
through the same section of her hair several times before he started to speak.
“You are aware that I am both phoenix and lupwyn, but you may not know that
those two sides do not always live in harmony.”


He hit a snag in
her hair and gently teased it out before continuing. “Lupwyns are very much
bound to the pack, and live and love freely within it. Because of that, some
lupwyns will take different mates over the course of their lives. That is
natural, normal and accepted. However, I’m also half-phoenix, and that race
mates but once. And normally only after years of courtship.”


Beatrice glanced
over her shoulder at him. “No wonder you are conflicted.”


“Yes. Your words
are true.” He started to laugh and tension melted away. “Never has there been
born a creature more conflicted than I.” Laughter bubbled up within him,
catching him by surprise. “My body’s natural rhythms are like those of any
lupwyn and I share a fertility cycle with my pack. So yes, my body is all too
willing. But my heart is solely phoenix.”


“Ah.”


It was one single
word. Yet he heard a world of understanding within it.


“Blade, I’m so
sorry. I’ve been making things worse not better, haven’t I?”


“No. Everything
you’ve done has helped me in some way. And while I find your touch pleasant,
I’m not ready to risk my heart again.” His words weren’t entirely true. He
wanted to give his heart to Beatrice. If there was some certainty she would
remain loyal…


“Again?” she
prompted gently.


He sighed, but
decided to tell her what she needed to know if she was going to remain in his
life after the current crisis was over.


“We call the
complete turning of the seasons a cycle. Four seasons in each cycle.”


Beatrice nodded.
“A cycle equals a year. I understand.”


“My pack enters
its fertility time every twenty-five years. Each fertility period lasts three
years. Those are the times the unmated most often find their mates. Being
half-phoenix, I would usually return to Grey Spires to study during that time
to avoid any regrettable complications. Being farther from my pack and surrounded
by a city of prudish phoenix always doused a case of lust pretty quickly.”


Beatrice giggled
and then slapped her hand over her mouth.


“Afterward, I
would return to the pack. This suited me well enough for many, many years.
Eventually, a female from a neighboring pack who had been visiting with mine
for several years expressed interest in joining. Her name was Autumn Shadow.”
He paused and was somewhat surprised to see he’d discarded the brush and was
running his fingers through Beatrice’s hair instead. “A friendship had grown up
between us and we got on well together. Also, we were both alphas, and I knew I
would one day have to lead my pack during my father’s absences. I thought she’d
make a good co-leader. Fifty years ago, when the pack entered its fertility
cycle, she convinced me to stay. I did.”


Silverblade
stopped brushing her hair with his fingers and looked down at his hands. “I
can’t tell you how much I wish I had gone to Grey Spires instead.”


Beatrice turned
around and reached for his hands. She entwined their fingers together. “I don’t
know what happened, but I can feel your pain. If you don’t wish to say more,
I’ll understand. I know nothing I say can soothe that old pain, but for what
it’s worth, I value you. I value our friendship and I’ll never compromise you
now that I know.”


“I believe you.”
And he realized he did. Something within him eased and telling the rest became
easier. “We were happy that first year and then the humans landed on our
shores. Because of my phoenix heritage, I was a skilled shapeshifter able to
take full bird form or the human-looking hybrid form many phoenix prefer. I
could fly vast distances quickly in either shape. The elders asked that I
become a scout. I did and soon learned I loved it.”


Deciding Beatrice
wasn’t close enough, he tightened his grip on her hand and tugged her closer.


Resisting, she
raised her eyebrow in question.


“I’m cold,” he
said with a shrug. It was true, even if that wasn’t what first made him tug
Beatrice closer. “And we should bed down for the night. Tomorrow will be here
before we know it.”


“Ah,” she said
with an unreadable look. “Of course.”


She started to
unwind the blanket to make a poor man’s sleeping pallet. He’d forgotten she was
naked underneath, but he honestly didn’t mind that oversight. Shared body heat would
keep them both warmer.


Arranging the
blanket, she draped a large part on the ground and then crawled in, tucking a
bit of excess under her feet. Once she was situated, she held up the open edge
and motioned him in. Talk of his ex-mate had killed any lust he was feeling, so
at least when he joined her, he didn’t worry about making Beatrice feel any
more awkward than necessary.


He settled next
to her, close enough that their thighs were touching and looked up into the
star filled sky. With an artful flip, she draped the other half of the blanket up
around his neck.


While she was
still folding and fussing with the blanket, he reached an arm around her
shoulders and drew her into his side. Tentatively, she rested one arm across
his chest and when he made no move to shift it away, she tucked her head
against his shoulder.


Warm, full, and
with Beatrice tucked against him, he felt sleep creeping up on him, but it
would be better to just finish the story and put it all behind him. He rolled
onto his side, facing her.


“My first
scouting missions kept me away from the pack for seasons on end and one spring,
I was late returning to my pack. The second year of the pack’s three-year
fertility cycle had begun a moon before, so I was very much looking forward to
seeing Autumn Shadow again.”


He felt Beatrice
stiffen and when he looked down it was to see her gazing back at him with a
fierce expression. Yes, he’d bet she’d figured out where his tale was going.


“I flew back in
phoenix form. It was faster. However, the pack also wouldn’t have sensed me
coming in that form. So I didn’t think it strange that Autumn Shadow didn’t
come to greet me. If I’d been thinking with my head instead of another body
part, I might have figured out sooner she was preoccupied with another male.”


“Oh, Blade, I am
so sorry.” The fire cast her features in its warm light, and he could see the
glimmering of unshed tears.


“Not half as
sorry as that other male. When I found Autumn Shadow rutting with her beta, I
snapped and shifted back to phoenix form. It was the first and only time fire
magic came to me easily.” He sighed and glanced up at the sky, remembering all
his mother’s lessons and warnings about the most temperamental of elements. “I
didn’t actually mean to harm them, but my fire magic slipped my control.”


He felt a soft
touch along his jaw as Beatrice turned his head toward her. Softly, she asked,
“Did you kill them?”


“No. However, the
beta still bears the scars from my rage. You’ll find him the easiest to
recognize. He’s now missing the tip of his tail.”


Beatrice’s one
eyebrow had vanished into her bangs. “He’s still part of your pack?”


“Yes. When I came
to my senses, I realized he was merely trying to…serve his alpha.” Silverblade shifted
closer so he could rub his face along the elegant curve of her neck. Strange
how telling someone what happened took the old ache away. “I was alpha back
then, too, and it was my right to kill a beta that challenged me, but I’d
always been fond of him so I just stripped him of his name for a season.
Strangely, he kept the name Beta as his own and Autumn Shadow kept her Beta.”


Beatrice opened her
mouth and then snapped it closed again.


But he could
still see her unvoiced question written upon her face. “Autumn Shadow either
thought to make me jealous enough to start a dominance fight, or, now that I
can look back with clarity, I think she hoped I would accept Beta as our
third.”


“Third?” Beatrice
blurted out and then snapped her teeth together and flushed with embarrassment.


He chuckled as
her creamy skin continued to darken in what he could only assume was a becoming
shade of pink. Almost, he wished for daylight. “You can snuggle up next to me
naked as the day you were born, but the mention of a third mate makes you turn
redder than the fire’s embers? Did I not tell you about lupwyns living and
loving freely? Sometimes that means more than one mate. Yet Autumn Shadow
overlooked that a phoenix mates for life. One mate.”


A sudden flash of
pain crossed her expression and she hastily looked down.


“Beatrice? What
did I say?” Ah. But a moment later, he thought he knew.


Her next softly
spoken words confirmed it. “So that’s why you bolted from me at the waterfalls.
You’re already mated. Even if she was unfaithful, you’re half-phoenix and
you’re not free to love again. I should have realized sooner that you may have
had a mate.”


Hmmm, if that
realization caused her pain, it could only mean his delightful little healer
did have feelings for him. That thought pleased him far more than it should.


“If someone had
said that to me even last winter, I probably would have agreed with it without
much thought. But now I know it isn’t true.” He nuzzled the side of her neck,
inhaling her scent.


“I don’t
understand.” 


It took him a
moment to formulate a reply. “While Autumn Shadow and I did mate, I’m now
coming to think we weren’t true mates as a phoenix would judge things. What I
felt for her was lust. Nothing compared to the depths of my feelings for you
already. That’s why I fled from you earlier. While I do not think my phoenix
heart was involved when I first mated as a lupwyn, I think it’s waking now, for
you.”


Beatrice’s look,
equal parts uncertain and hopeful, did something to his heart and he wanted to
reassure her. “I know my Larnkin never did like my first choice.”


“He was probably
trying to protect you.”


“Yes.” Silverblade
stroked a finger along her parted lips. “Whereas you, he likes a great deal. As
do I. He also said I could trust you.”


“Then…why did you
bolt at the waterfall.”


“Cowardice.”


“Ah…”


“I know how it
hurt when only my lupwyn heart was involved. Yet with you it feels like I’ve
known you all my life. I fear my phoenix heart has awakened and has already
chosen you. In reality, I barely know you but I think I’ve fallen in love—that
terrifies me more than a little. You’re also human and don’t know the way of
phoenix courtship.”


Beatrice was
silent for a long time and it was his turn to squirm uncomfortably.


“I was born
human. I can do nothing about that physically, but I am equally certain my
heart and soul are loyal. If we were ever to become mates, I would be loyal to
you and would never do anything to harm you. And if you grant me permission, I
will court you for however long is customary for phoenix to prove it.”


He grinned. “A
hundred years is customary unless the phoenix are also bondmates,” he said and saw
no reason to withhold his other theory. “I think are Larnkins might become
bondmates in time.”


“A hundred years?
Bondmates?”


“Phoenix are
cautious with their hearts.”


“You’re
half-lupwyn.”


“Yes? Your
point?”


Beatrice licked
her lower lip and he found it far too fascinating. “I was hoping to have
children before I’m a hundred.”


“You’re host to a
powerful Larnkin. You’re likely immortal.”


She muttered
something unladylike under her breath. “What if we are these bondmates?”


“It may also take
years for my Larnkin to recover and forge the spirit link between our two
Larnkins.”


“So it will
likely be a number of years either way? But you will allow me to court you and
gain your trust?” 


“Yes, but never
fear, my beautiful little healer, I doubt I’ll make one hundred days let alone
one hundred years of courtship. Although, I’d still like my hundred days.”


“Only a hundred
days? That few?” Beatrice laughed, the sound so full of delight it made his
pulse race. “So do I have your permission to start this courtship now?”


“Yes.” His lips
pulled back in a grin. “I think I’ll enjoy your courtship.”


And Beatrice,
true to her word, began right then even though they were both tired from the
long day. More than content, he basked in the combination of the fire’s heat
and Beatrice’s small hands as they lightly stroked his chest. Her touch was
tentative at first, but quickly grew more confident as she explored.


He resisted the
urge to drag her closer for a kiss. Trust might be something that normally was
built over time, but he already trusted her with his life. Her enthusiasm and
easy acceptance made trusting her with his heart just as easy. However, now was
hardly the time to get carried away.


But once this
business of ridding the land of acolytes was complete and peace once more
flowed across the land, he decided he would make sure Beatrice had as many
children by him as he could give her. It didn’t matter to him if this courtship
lasted a hundred days or a hundred years, he’d still eagerly await Beatrice. 


 











Chapter Twenty-Eight


 


 


 


When they set out
again the next morning, Silverblade was glad to see the easy camaraderie
between them had survived the previous night’s events where he’d had to stop
her after a few heated caresses. He’d claimed they both needed to
sleep—alone—so they would be rested up come morning. Which was true. Last night
had been a lovely, sweet distraction that had the benefit of strengthening his
Larnkin, but now the mission came first.


They were in a
battle for their lives and his personal wishes and needs must come second. And
unfortunately, so too must Beatrice’s. Though he hadn’t told her in so many
words. He did not want to hurt her.


Now, they were
riding double again, the big draft gelding having recovered. The forest was
quiet. His senses found the cause a few moments later when the wind shifted and
carried the scent of a big cat to him. He did not fear it. This one was moving
away, its scent growing weaker by the moment. It was wise enough to avoid
tangling with a lupwyn.


But still, it was
a relief to know the forest around him was hushed because of a hunting cat and
not a group of acolytes.


“Silverblade?”
Beatrice’s voice held unnatural tension. “I sense something. Magic. But it’s a
kind unfamiliar to me.”


His Larnkin
roused but went still inside him again after three heartbeats.


Did that mean
there was no threat? Or that his Larnkin was just too weak to sense it?
Silently cursing his new magical infirmity, he stretched his physical senses as
far as they would go. It wasn’t enough to pick up whatever she sensed. 


Something else
occurred to him then. Just because he couldn’t sense the power didn’t mean she
couldn’t describe it to him or destroy it if it proved a danger.


“Describe the
feel of the power.”


Beatrice glanced
over her shoulder at him, her brows furrowing in thought.


“It feels like
heat, and a deep resentfulness. A wild power that does not want to be
controlled. If I was to guess, I would say it is some kind of fire magic. But
far stronger than any I have ever encountered.”


And just like
that, Silverblade decided she described a Gate perfectly. Gate magic was a type
of fire magic that usually only a phoenix could control. 


His mother had
tried to teach him, but even being half-phoenix himself hadn’t been enough.
He’d never mastered the control needed to form a Gate. Not one that was stable
enough to safely carry travelers from one place to another.


The memory of his
mother’s training reignited the pain he’d shoved to the side over the past
several days. So much so that now, it almost seemed unreal. It didn’t seem
possible that she was gone. But she was. And she would never walk out of
another Gate to come visit him again. Bitterness engulfed him. She would be
avenged once all the acolytes were dead.


To Beatrice he
said, “I think it’s likely a Gate. To the best of my knowledge, that is power
the acolytes have yet to steal. It must be one of the Elementals. Perhaps even
a rescue group searching for us. They will already know something went wrong
when the delegation did not report in.” Silverblade looked around again,
studying the forest, desperately willing his senses to sharpen. “Can you tell
the direction of the disturbance?”


Again, Beatrice
furrowed her brows as she looked around, clearly trying to pinpoint the
direction of the power.


“It is too
broad—too powerful. It’s sending ripples out in all directions. Hmmm…wait… the
greatest concentration seems to be coming from the northeast of us. There.” She
pointed in the direction.


Silverblade urged
the gelding towards that location.


“We’re almost
upon it.” Beatrice’s voice sounded calm, but he could feel the tension in her
body.


He couldn’t fault
her for being edgy, not after everything that had befallen them. While he was
reasonably confident that what was going to come through the Gate was friend
not foe, he halted the gelding at the edge of the tree line as a precaution.


Looking out
between the trees, he witnessed the beginnings of a Gate forming. Already two
tall pillars of flame danced at the center of the clearing. Ropes of fire magic
coiled in upon themselves. Arching up from the ground, they shimmered in reds
and golds, almost like true fire. But it swiftly changed to green and then an
icy blue-white, destroying any illusion that this was simple fire.


The willful elemental
magic fought, unwilling to be controlled. Even so, it was soon forced into
obedience by those on the other side. The magic shifted again. Calming slowly,
the individual flames merged into each other until two smooth columns of power
stretched towards the sky. When they were three times the height of a man, the
two columns arched inward until they touched, forming one solid structure.


Filaments of magic
darted out from the insides of the pillars, shooting towards the middle,
forming a wall of power. And then with a deep, droning tone, the silvery fire
within the archway vanished, leaving a view to another location.


Silverblade still
kept the gelding hidden in the trees as he waited for the Gate creators to appear.
Heartbeats later, a group of santhyrians galloped through. Flanking them were
several heavily armored lupwyns.


More lupwyns and
phoenix guards rode through the Gate, with both magical and non-magical weapons
in hand, ready for whatever they’d find on this side.


Silverblade
recognized the phoenix in the lead. It was Councilor Tav, a phoenix elder. He
was also brother to the lupwyn queen and not known for his friendly, open
demeanor at the best of times. At the moment, his expression was downright
fierce. Silverblade couldn’t be happier to see that dour expression.


The rest of the
group emerged from the Gate. Fanning out, they sought signs of danger. Or, he
realized, seeking them. Silverblade hadn’t even had time to urge the gelding
forward out of hiding, before the first of the lupwyns had pinpointed him.


They called a
warning to Councilor Tav, and did not rush forward in the traditional lupwyn
greeting as Silverblade had half-expected.


Then he realized
why.


While the
Elementals might not know what the acolytes were, they knew they were
dangerous. The more powerful Larnkins had likely felt the death of the delegation
members sent to learn what the acolytes were. That Silverblade was the lone
survivor of the group made him suspect.


He didn’t blame
them. It was wise. Perhaps the other Elementals had learned more about the
acolytes while he and Beatrice had been running for their lives.


Councilor Tav
held up a hand, halting the rest of his group. The other santhyrians and
lupwyns flanked him and Beatrice as they emerged from the forest.


“Easy,” he
called, not wanting them to strike out. “I have news of the acolytes.”


“I imagine you
do,” the Councilor said, studying Beatrice in a way that Silverblade didn’t
like. His sense of unease grew when the Councilor raised his hand and gestured
at the human. The other Elementals with him, some carrying bows and arrows,
pointed them at the healer.


“Tell the human
to dismount and wait over there.” Councilor Tav gestured to his right, a spot
about ten horse-lengths from Silverblade’s location. From the way the other
Elementals’ gazes trained on Beatrice, Silverblade’s earlier unease for her
safety changed to fear for her life.


Beatrice tossed a
leg over the horse’s neck and dropped to the ground next to his shoulder.
Silverblade dismounted, raising his hands in surrender while at the same time
putting himself bodily between Beatrice and the other Elementals.


“She’s not the
enemy. She’s an innocent human. A healer who helped save me from the acolytes.
They would have fed from her and then killed her as readily as any of us.”


“Whatever dark
power the acolytes serve uses humans as slaves.” Councilor Tav jerked his chin
at Silverblade and then pointed again at the spot where he had commanded the
human to wait. “If you do not do as I say, I will burn her to ash myself!”


Snarling at the
Councilor, Silverblade shoved Beatrice back in the direction they’d just come.


“Wait,” Beatrice
cried. “Don’t harm Silverblade. I’m not an acolyte. I mean you no harm. I only
wished to help him.”


Councilor Tav
tilted his head, inclining it in Beatrice’s direction. “We’ll decide that in a
moment. In the meantime—over there, now.” Again he pointed out the spot from
earlier using one talon-tipped finger.


Beatrice moved
out from behind Silverblade and over to the spot directed.


Tav turned his
attention to Silverblade, studying him with a critical eye. “What happened to
you?”


Seeing no reason
to lie to the Councilor, Silverblade answered. “I ran afoul of the acolytes.
The delegation was just approaching the outskirts of River’s Divide when we
tripped some kind of magic-enhanced net trap set by the acolytes. Once trapped,
the acolytes ambushed us.” Silverblade shuddered in remembered horror. “When I
and the other guards were weakened, acolytes with crossbows and swords set upon
us. Without our defensive magic and no time to rally, we couldn’t stop them as
they began to feed. They didn’t even have to be within touching distance of
us.”


He hadn’t wanted
to remember what had happened, but it was all there in the back of his mind,
waiting when he closed his eyes. Silverblade drew a deep, calming breath and he
found a still moment among the chaos of emotions to say what needed to be said.


“The full-blooded
phoenix were the only ones able to fight, their fire magic able to burn away
the nets. But even they could not stop the acolytes from feeding, nor were they
impervious to arrows. One by one, all the members of the expedition were
overcome. My mother…” He cleared his throat but the tight knot would not ease.
“Elder Cymael was able to burn the closest acolytes to ash. She dragged me out
from under one of the nets and together we fled.”


Beatrice shifted
in place. Like she wanted to comfort him, but thought better of it when the
guards with their bows made their own slight realignments.


Silverblade
looked down at his hands. They’d curled into fists, his claws drawing blood. He
forced his fists to unclench. Attacking their rescuers wouldn’t help defeat the
acolytes. “We had both taken substantial injuries. My mother had a broken wing,
the joint destroyed by a lucky shot from an acolyte’s crossbow. She wasn’t able
to fly. She was barely able to run.”


“Why did you not simply
call for help?”


From the corner
of his eye, he studied Beatrice. Her expression turned thunderous and she
squared her shoulders and she planted her fists on her hips, her body language
practically screaming her belligerence. If he didn’t do something soon, she was
going to march back over to them and draw Councilor Tav’s attention back to
her. Which was the last place Silverblade wanted it.


He did not trust
this particular councilor to have Beatrice’s well-being in mind.


His mother had
shared a little-known secret with him. Councilor Tav and Silverblade’s own
liege, King Ryanth, had gone behind the Council’s back and forced Ashayna
Stonemantle to confront an Oracle Stone. If the Crown Prince of the Phoenix’s
bondmate wasn’t safe from the likes of Councilor Tav, he didn’t hold much hope
that Beatrice would fare any better.


As it was,
Sorntar’s mother had been furious with the Councilor, but the Elder had been
unfazed. After all, he’d claimed he was seeing to the protection of all the
Elemental races. But if the councilor had no concerns about endangering the
Crown Prince’s bondmate, Silverblade imagined he would lose no sleep over
placing Beatrice in the presence of danger either. After all, for all he knew Beatrice
was simply a human. With no protection, certainly no one of royal blood to
protect her.


Had his mother
still lived, she might have been able to protect Beatrice from the other
councilors to some extent.


Silverblade
continued, shoving his own personal grief aside. There’d be time for that
later. For now, he simply had to protect the human from this particular elder.
“The acolytes had taken us by surprise, and by the time we were able to think
to call for help, our Larnkins were already damaged too greatly. My mother and
I tried to escape through the forest, but the acolytes trailed us like
bloodhounds. Truthfully, we were easy prey. We were both injured and had broken
a trail even a child could’ve followed.”


Silverblade
swallowed hard.


“Go on,” Councilor
Tav barked, clearly losing patience. Again his gaze tracked over to the human.


“My mother’s
Larnkin was weaker than mine. She’d expended a great deal of her power trying
to save us from the acolytes. She collapsed on the trail. I was unable to
protect her. In truth, I would have died there with her had Beatrice not felt
my plight.”


Silverblade took
a deep breath and released it slowly, still staring at the ground. “I was in
human form when I met up with the expedition. If I’d been lupwyn, perhaps
things would’ve turned out differently, perhaps I would have been able to get
my mother to safety. But I was not. I was human. Utterly helpless without my
magic or my lupwyn strength and speed. The acolytes soon hunted us down. It was
not Lord Master Trensler himself who hunted us, but one of his underlings. An
acolyte by the name of Ironsmith. I had never seen him anywhere in River’s
Divide before. I am certain he came on the boat with Trensler.”


“We know little
of Trensler. Only what the Crown Prince of the Phoenix could tell us,”
Councilor Tav said. “But from the little we know, we know he is evil. Had
Trensler been there, I doubt you would still be here talking to me.”


“It wouldn’t have
mattered if Trensler was there or not.” Silverblade said. “Even Lord Master
Trensler’s second in command, if that’s what he was, was more than enough to
deal with me. I would’ve died then. Sucked dry or enslaved by the acolytes had
it not been for Beatrice.”


Silverblade knew
that he had to tell the rest, but it would also draw the councilor’s attention
back to the human female.


“I think this is
where you explain to me why you are traveling with a human, and how you ended
up in your present predicament.” Councilor Tav looked Silverblade over,
studying him from the tips of his ears, all the way down to the claws on his
feet, and every inch of human-looking skin in between.


Until that exact
moment, Silverblade had been growing comfortable with his new form—Beatrice had
never made him feel inferior for being trapped between forms. But the arrogant
council member roused those earlier feelings of inadequacy. For the first time,
he was uncomfortable with others seeing him this way. He glanced towards the
other lupwyns. Did they see him as inferior now as well?


The logical side
of his mind knew he was still himself. It shouldn’t matter that he was
presently trapped between forms. Once his Larnkin healed and resumed his true
form, he’d be back to normal. Besides, it could’ve been so much worse. At least
he could still fight when needed, and Beatrice assured him he wasn’t hideously
ugly.


Then with a huff
at his own frivolous thoughts, for he was certainly old enough to know better
than to worry about physical appearances, he shoved aside what the arrogant
council member had implied. He was alive. That’s all that really mattered. And
as long as he drew breath, there was still a chance that he would destroy his
enemies. Ridding the world of the acolyte parasites would go a long way in
soothing his pride.


He didn’t dare
show any of these thoughts to the elder. This particular council member was old
and powerful and worse, even though he was a phoenix, he was the half-brother
to the lupwyn queen. They were known to share a close relationship. If the
Councilor took his suspicions to the lupwyn queen and the other ruling
councilors, Silverblade couldn’t trust he’d be able to protect Beatrice if they
decided she was in league with the acolytes.


At that exact
moment, Silverblade knew Beatrice’s future may very well rely upon his next
words being able to convince the councilor that she wasn’t evil and didn’t
serve the acolytes.


That might only
be the first hurdle to overcome. Councilor Tav was one of the greatest of the
healers, and it was entirely possible once he realized just how strong Beatrice
was, he would become her mentor.


Silverblade
winced on Beatrice’s behalf. This phoenix wasn’t one he’d have picked to become
her primary mentor. But if they both survived the coming battle with the
acolytes, there was a good chance the greatest of the Elemental healers would
be partnered with the most powerful of the youngsters.


 He would have to
select his words and arguments with care if he wished to remain in this
Councilor’s good graces for Beatrice’s sake.


But that would
all be a moot point if Councilor Tav tried to kill Beatrice outright, thinking
her a servant of the acolytes or some other dark master. Silverblade had seen
the flipside of her healing magic, and that was certainly on the darker
spectrum of power.


Tav turned his
gaze back toward Beatrice, and Silverblade felt when the Councilor lost his
patience and started hunting his own answers. The heat of rising fire magic
flowing out from the phoenix was warning enough. 


Rushing into the
rest of the story, he said, “The human is a young, untrained healer. She and
her family have been hiding from the acolytes for years. During my scouting
mission, I studied Beatrice and her family. They are not the enemy. If you
don’t believe me, her family is known to the Stonemantle sisters. Beatrice is
friends with the younger two, and the oldest sister—Ashayna—trusts her. If you
don’t believe me, ask her. Surely the phoenix prince’s bondmate is trustworthy?”


“Yes,” Tav said
with a narrowing of his eyes. “I am here by the command of Prince Sorntar and
Ashayna.”


While his
expression was no longer quite so hostile, there was now an element of
calculation in his look and somehow, Silverblade found that more terrifying.
There’d also been a slight hesitation when he’d said the names of the prince
and his bondmate. He wondered what that was about. 


“Then I am
certain Ashayna Stonemantle would be unhappy to hear if Beatrice was not shown
proper hospitality by the Elementals.”


“I was sent to
retrieve you.” He speared Silverblade with a look that would have had a
youngling pissing themselves in fear. “I received no orders regarding her. But
do tell me more about this healer.” Councilor Tav walked away from Silverblade
to study Beatrice at closer range. Silverblade didn’t know what spell the
Councilor weaved, or the intent behind it, but it was powerful and he imagined
it would be unpleasant to be on the receiving end.


Before he’d
consciously thought about it, he was pacing the Councilor, not so subtly trying
to get between the two healers. He made a pacifying gesture when flames leapt
to life between Tav’s fingers. “She is human, but a healer—young and untrained.
She only wished to help me. When I was being attacked by the acolytes, somehow
we linked, her power strengthening me even as the acolytes fed. It may have
been desperation on my Larnkin’s part, he may have been the one to establish
the link.” He knew that was a pure lie on his part. He only hoped the Councilor
could not sniff that out. To have Tav realize Beatrice’s own Larnkin had sensed
him over that great distance and reached out to save him would further raise
the Councilor’s suspicions.


Councilor Tav
barked out a humorous laugh, his feathered brows arching nearly halfway up his
forehead. The feathers of his crest fluffed slightly before flattening,
betraying some of the phoenix’s thoughts.


The Councilor
knew he was being lied to. Sweat began to trickle down Silverblade’s back.


 











Chapter Twenty-Nine


 


 


 


The two males
talked above her head, so Beatrice let the conversation flow around her, her
attention and healer’s magic studying the phoenix with interest. In body,
Councilor Tav was human shaped, his facial features were similar to one of her
kind, but he was much taller—actually—he was taller than even the phoenix crown
prince had been, and his feathers were a paler blue. He had the same massive
wings which rose up from behind his shoulders, a tall crest, and a wide wedge
shaped tail. A simple skirt-like garment seemed to be the fashion of choice
among the phoenix. It left a lot of lovely bronze-toned skin exposed.


Glancing sideways
to Silverblade, she wondered what his phoenix form would look like.


But while she’d
been studying them, they’d taken what should have been a few tense heartbeats
and turned it into something full of hostility that promised bloodshed within
moments.


Sighing, she unfolded
her arms and then cleared her throat. “Oh for all that’s good, would you two
males stop posturing and strutting? We don’t have time for this foolishness.”


The councilor was
silent, clearly taken aback. Silverblade’s look said he had never seen him
speechless before.


“The acolytes
could even now be hunting us down,” Beatrice snapped. “Yes, I’m a healer. Yes,
I’m a human with power. And, yes, I know that worries you. But that does not
change the fact that when I sensed Silverblade being attacked by the acolytes,
I acted to save him. I did not know him personally, but I knew he was the
lupwyn scout who patrolled the forest near my grandmother’s hut. So even then I
considered him my neighbor, and neighbors help neighbors. I reached out to him
with my healer’s power and tried to strengthen him long enough that he could
get away from the acolytes.”


“A hedge witch
would stand no chance against these acolytes—not according to what others have
told me.”


“Hedge witch?”
She sniffed disdainfully, quickly losing any respect she might still have
possessed for the elder. “I make no claim to great magic or great knowledge.
Everything I know, I’ve learned through trial and error and instinct.”


“Still,” Tav said
with a deepening glower. “Nothing you did to heal Silverblade would have worked
against the acolytes. They would have just kept on draining him. No, I think it
much more likely they let him escape and you ‘rescued’ him only so you could
lead the acolytes to the rest of the magic wielders.”


 “Hmmm, you don’t
listen very well, Elder.”


She spotted when Silverblade
winced at her tone, but she didn’t care. Clearly the elder was intentionally
seeking to get some kind of a rise out of her.


When Tav would
have said something more, she cut him off. “Had you let me finish, I would have
told you that I tried to make Silverblade strong enough that he could escape
the acolytes, but it didn’t work. He was too weak and as you pointed out, it
didn’t matter how much power I poured into him, the acolytes just drained it
away. So my Larnkin killed the acolytes instead.”


“That’s not
possible…unless… No. You couldn’t be…” His eyes widened slightly. “No. Another
human couldn’t possibly be…”


*****


Silverblade
watched as Councilor Tav’s expression changed from assured certainty to
something far less so as he divided his attention between them. Seeing them in
a new light? Perhaps.


Overcoming
whatever doubt had assaulted him, the councilor continued, “You are correct,
young healer. We have wasted too much time. There is a great awakening power in
the world again and I have been instructed to bring you to them. They will be
the ones to decide if you serve the acolytes, not me.”


Silverblade’s
ears perked. If Tav had meant the other Elders of the Council, he would have
said as much.


Could that mean
he was referring to another, older group of magic wielders? He was just drawing
breath to question Tav’s words when Beatrice beat him to it.


“Oh, stop
speaking in riddles,” she said. “Do you mean the Twelve? If so, spit it out.
The acolytes could even now be getting closer, and I for one do not want them
to have another chance to enslave either Silverblade or myself.”


Beatrice marched
back to Silverblade’s side and stood with her hands fisted on her hips. The
elder’s expression had changed to disbelief, but Beatrice ignored it and rushed
onward with her rant.


“I’ve been
face-to-face with the acolytes and if this ‘great awakening power’ you speak of
just happens to be the Twelve Talismans and their mortal wielders Silverblade
told me about, I think you’re putting too much faith in them.”


Tav smiled
coldly. “Then perhaps you should tell the Falcon Staff that yourself. It was
that talisman which alerted us to Silverblade’s survival and ordered him
brought before the other members of the Twelve.”


Beatrice,
sounding unfazed by Tav’s declaration about the Twelve, continued. “Ah, so if
you have received orders from the Twelve, you must have seen them up close.
Silverblade tells me that the flesh-and-blood members of the Twelve are usually
marked by an intricate tattoo.” 


Again Tav’s eyes
narrowed upon Silverblade. “What information did you share with her about the
Twelve?”


Silverblade drew
himself up straight. “Now you are implying I would—”


Beatrice cut him
off. “By chance, does this mark look anything like what the other members
wear?” She swiftly unlaced her outer vest and the cotton shirt underneath, then
she pulled it down enough to reveal the upper swell of her breast and the
tattoo-like symbol glimmering there.


She arched her
brow in question as the Councilor dipped into a grand sweeping bow. There he
stayed, kneeling before her. A heartbeat behind, the rest of those under Tav’s
command followed his example.


“Hmmm, I assume
that’s a yes?” Beatrice said as she rocked forward to look down at the
councilor, then she folded her hands primly in front of her and waited.


Even without any
words to confirm Silverblade’s earlier suspicions, the actions were enough to
tell him the mark was what he thought it was.


Equal parts
terror and relief thrilled through his soul. So he and Beatrice were both
members of the Twelve. His life, already complex, was looking to get that much
more complicated. But at least they weren’t unknowing slaves to the acolytes.


“While the deep
bow and the silence tells me lots,” Beatrice tapped the Elder on his shoulder
with a fair bit of force, “it doesn’t tell me what I want to know.” 


When the
councilor looked up at her, she smiled. Although Silverblade would not call
that smile friendly. It was more a flash of fang, a bearing of teeth, an alpha
flexing her right to rule.


“Silverblade
mentioned a bit about the Twelve Talismans and that their wielders are born in
times of war. Well, the acolytes have certainly declared war. Am I to assume
Silverblade and I are both members of this Twelve?”


Councilor Tav
turned at the mention of Silverblade’s name. An unvoiced question entered his
expression, so Silverblade unlaced his own shirt so the others could see. 


“I had both hoped
and feared that’s what this mark was. The alternative being that it was a mark
placed upon me by an acolyte.” Silverblade couldn’t hide his shudder.


Councilor Tav
huffed, and then came to his feet. “Well at least it’s good to see that not all
the wielders are children.”


“Children?”
Silverblade prompted with growing dread.


“Crown Prince
Sorntar and Ashayna Stonemantle are the leaders, but even if you added their
ages together it wouldn’t put them at half a century. Ashayna’s youngest sister
is also a member, so too is the stallion mage, Shadowdancer. At least he’s not
a child, but even then, I certainly wouldn’t have heaped this kind of
responsibility on him.”


Silverblade
didn’t know any of the other members personally, but it couldn’t be as bad as
the elder made it out to be. For a moment, he’d visualized himself having to
lead his pack and raise twelve god-blessed infants. But the individuals Tav
named were at least Beatrice’s age or older.


“I imagine the
third Stonemantle sister, the one taken by the Dead King, is also somehow
linked to the Twelve,” Tav added, almost as an afterthought.


“What?” Beatrice
interrupted. “Someone has kidnapped Lamarra?”


“The younger two
Stonemantle sisters had a run-in with the acolytes. Shadowdancer and Sorsha
were able to escape using their own magic, but tomb guards from the catacombs
below Grey Spires snatched Lamarra before the acolytes could get her. I can
only assume the Dead King is protecting her because she is one of power as
well.”


“Has no one
attempted to communicate with the Dead King?” Silverblade asked.


“Attempts are
impossible at the moment. The Dead King triggered the city’s defensive shields
and now no one can get in or out. The only communication possible is primitive
hand signs through the crystalline shield. No one seems to be hurt, but your
father and a few of the other council members are trapped inside.”


Then his father
wouldn’t know about Cymael. Silverblade’s heart twisted with fresh pain, but it
was for the best; he could tell his father himself.


“Who, by the
Light or the Dark, is the Dead King?” Beatrice asked, her sharp tone clearly
showing her patience was at an end.


“He is another
being who serves the Light,” the Councilor explained. “But to give you the full
history would take more time than we have at the moment. If you will both agree
to come with me, we will return to the other members of the Twelve, and they
will explain what they know to you.”


“Of course,”
Beatrice said. “But I need to know one thing. My grandmother, younger brother
and I were making our way further from the human-controlled lands when the
acolytes attacked Silverblade. I went back to aid him and told my family to go
on without me, that I’d travel faster than the wagon and would catch up. But
once the acolytes had our scent, Silverblade and I couldn’t follow my family or
we’d risk leading the acolytes right to them. I was hoping once we found other
Elementals, they might be able to help me find them. Please, if you know
anything, tell me.”


Councilor Tav
nodded his head. “We found the ones you speak of three days ago. Once we deemed
they were not servants of the acolytes, I ordered them onto the backs of the
swiftest santhyrians. They are even now deep in santhyrian territory, far from
the acolytes. If there is time, once you have met with the other members of the
Twelve, you will be reunited with your family. But know they are safe and well
looked after. And with the gods’ blessing, once we have defeated these
acolytes, they will be allowed to go anywhere they wish. But we have greater
concerns to attend to first.”


Silverblade could
not fault the Councilor’s reasoning. If they did not find a way to neutralize
the acolyte threat, no one would be safe.


“If you are
ready,” Tav said and glanced around, likely noting their lack of supplies, “I
would prefer to return you to the other members of the Twelve as soon as
possible.”


He nodded his
agreement and the elder again called one of the mighty Gates into being.
Silverblade’s mind was focused on other thoughts. He’d lived five and a half
centuries as a simple lupwyn scout and sometimes-pack leader, but now fate was
asking him to become something else entirely.


If he was honest,
he was not happy about that, but if it allowed him to defeat the acolytes, he
would embrace whatever personal sacrifices were required. He just hoped when it
was over he could return to his pack with Beatrice at his side.


He glanced at her
and held out his hand. Wordlessly, she took it and entwined her fingers with
his and then together they followed the others toward the Gate.


He tugged her
closer to his side and explained, “The Gate is a powerful working of magic. It
allows the users to travel great distances in a heartbeat. Some Elementals find
Gate travel unpleasant. The potent, barely contained magic needed to form a
Gate can be unsettling for both hosts and Larnkins. Newly awakened Larnkins are
especially sensitive. Normally one as young as you would not be allowed to
travel via a Gate, but the acolytes are far more fearsome than anything a Gate
might do to your Larnkin. Do not fear. I will be with you every step of the
way. And then, we will be among my pack.”


 











Chapter Thirty


 


 


 


Curious about the
Gate, Beatrice let her own magic unfold enough to study it. It was nothing like
her green healing magic, nor was it cold and barren like her death magic. This
foreign power was wild and joyous, barely contained.


She dragged in a
deep breath, taking in its hot scent. There was almost a spiciness to it and a
fragrance not unlike sandalwood. She’d noticed it upon the phoenix elder. At
first she’d just assumed it was some kind of scented oil, but now she wondered
if it was a fire Elemental’s natural scent.


Even from here
she could feel the heat cast off from the Gate as the fire magic danced and
flared in the breeze. On impulse, Beatrice reached out towards the fire—not
close enough to burn, but close enough to better feel its heat.


“Careful,”
Silverblade said. “The magic is controlled, but it is still fire magic. It can
burn anyone who is not a fire mage if it slips its creator’s control.”


“My healer’s
magic told me as much. I was simply curious, and…” She glanced around,
hesitation clear in her voice. “It’s just that I’ve never seen so much magic
displayed so openly before. I always had to hide my magic. This will take some
getting used to.”


Silverblade
chuckled. “I have a feeling being members of the Twelve will take some ‘getting
used to’ as well.”


The guards had
formed up around them and the ones in the lead were just readying to pass
through the Gate. On the other side, she could see a large, open prairie where
wind played among the tall grasses. When the first of the guards crossed over,
they acted no differently than if they’d just walked through a door. Yet to her
magic’s senses, one moment they were there and the next they were gone, her
magic no longer able to feel them for two heartbeats. And then just as suddenly
as they’d vanished, they returned to her magic ‘sight,’ but their life forces
now felt muted and distant.


Beatrice
instinctively held her breath and closed her eyes as she passed through the
Gate.


Not surprising,
she felt its heat press in upon her skin and her hair lifted off her shoulders,
as if blown by some unnatural breeze. But other than a slight uncomfortable
stirring of her Larnkin, she had no other ill effects.


She opened her
eyes. Even though she’d expected it, gone was the shadowed forest, replaced by
tall meadow grasses and the endless sweep of the vast sky. She drew a shocked
breath as her eyes took in the sight of what must be a tall ridge of mountains.
Never in her life had she seen such a majestic sight. As she watched, the sun
sank down behind the tallest peak.


It would be full
dark soon, but for now there was enough light that when she managed to tear her
eyes away from the mountains, she could still make out the vast prairie with
its softly stirring grasses. Midway between her position and the breathtaking
mountains, there was what looked like a small city of tents.


A breeze stirred
decorative fringes and tassels on some of the tents, making them glow in the
last light of the day. The breeze continued to play with colorful flags and
tapestries hung between the tents. Even the walls of the tents themselves were
ornate and woven with intricate geometric patterns she could make out over the
distance.


A vast herd of
horses—or more likely they were the horse-like santhyrians—grazed along the
edge of the tent city. Others shapes—the dark-furred lupwyns—flowed in and out
of the camp on their own errands.


“My pack is
here,” Silverblade said, joy entering his voice. He surprised her then,
wrapping one arm around her shoulders and dragging her close enough that he was
able to bend down and plant a kiss upon her lips. “And once we figure out how
to free my father from Grey Spires, he will join us here. You will like him.”


She just hoped Silverblade’s
father and the rest of his pack liked her once they got to know her. Though,
there was one pack member who might not be excited to meet her.


And Beatrice
would be lying to herself if she didn’t admit the thought of meeting Autumn
Shadow made her uneasy. Knowing Silverblade was once mated to another and
meeting that mate face to face were two very different things indeed.


With the small
part of her mind not studying the tent city ahead, she felt the Gate close in
upon itself and vanish.


What a strange
world she was about to enter.


 


*****


 


When they at last
reached the outskirts of the tent city, Silverblade’s pack came rushing out to
greet him. Or at least some of his pack. Beatrice realized the first wave of
the yapping and barking lupwyns were in fact only half the size of the
dark-furred behemoths she’d seen patrolling River’s Divide.


These were in
fact juveniles, or pups even. It occurred to her she didn’t even know what a
lupwyn child was called, and again her ignorance gave her pause. She didn’t
have long to dwell on her own doubts though, for within heartbeats, the first
and fastest of the lupwyn pups had already reached their side.


A small, round
ball of fur no higher than her knee threw itself at Silverblade, squealing in
delight when he bent down to pick it up. While her eyes could not discern a
gender, her healing power came to her rescue again, telling her this was a
small female. Probably no more than a year old. A second and third arrived,
circling cautiously, studying her. They would advance upon her and then drop
down into a crouch, almost like they were stalking her. When she looked
directly at them, they would dart away again and then she realized they were
being playful.


When she went
down to one knee and held a hand out in invitation, the bravest of them
approached and gave her hand a quick sniff, then a lick. Before she knew what
was happening, seven lupwyn pups all pounced on her at once, driving her back.
She fell on the ground and proceeded to be mauled by playful younglings.


“Away with you,”
Silverblade said, reaching down to haul Beatrice up by the hand. “Are you all
right?”


“Yes, I’m fine.”
Beatrice brushed the grass and wrinkles from her skirt and then looked around.
The young lupwyns had obediently lined up along one side, waiting for
Silverblade’s next order. “They are adorable.”


The tiny female
pup nuzzled and licked at his face, nipping his chin almost playfully.
Something occurred to Beatrice. She’d never asked Silverblade if he had any
children. She knew he was over five hundred years old and he’d once had a mate.
With a long-lived race like the lupwyns, there was no telling how long one of
their offspring might take to mature. Were any of these little ones his? How
had she not thought to ask?


If he had
fathered young and she became his mate, would she be expected to help raise
them? Did she want to? Would she be allowed? Or would their birth mother be
territorial?


She eyed the
youngsters. Goddess! What if a single lupwyn female gave birth to multiple babies
at a time, like wolves? Were these juveniles all his?


It was an
unsettling notion. One part of her heart wanted to know the answer, while the
other half wished to remain ignorant. In the end, the need to know won the
battle.


“Is she yours?”
Beatrice asked as she indicated the tiny pup still in Silverblade’s arms.


“All young belong
to the pack, it does not matter who sired or birthed them. While lupwyns are
more fertile than phoenix, we are less so than the humans are. Our fertility
cycle is tied to the power of our pack bonds and the Larnkins we are host to.
You’ve just happened to meet my pack during one of our fertility cycles, when
we have an abundance of pups. As such, every member of the pack helps to rear
the young. That is the lupwyn way.”


Beatrice noted he
neither confirmed nor denied that he’d sired any, and she could only take that
to mean he had. Even if he could not openly claim any of them as his own.


He must’ve seen
her questioning expression, for with a flash of teeth and pointed fang, he
grinned. “I have not had the honor of helping to bring a life into this world.
But one day, I hope we will be able to bring many into the world.”


An intense wave
of relief rushed through her body at learning he didn’t yet have any young, and
warmth followed fast on its heels at knowing he wanted to have some with her. It
probably shouldn’t have mattered as all children were special no matter who
birthed them, but if Silverblade was to sire young one day, a selfish part of
her soul wanted it to be with her.


Councilor Tav
joined them, huffing at Silverblade’s remark. “You can explain the finer points
of the lupwyn culture later. For now, we have more important things to talk
about. I have informed my sister that you have been found and that you are
members of the Twelve. She and her mate will be here shortly. The other members
of the Twelve already discovered have already arrived. Come morning many of the
Council will be here, too. Were I you, I would walk among your pack this night
and allow them to heal you. You will need to be at full strength for what we
must do soon.


Silverblade
grunted an answer, likely agreeing. Beatrice wondered what she was supposed to
be doing while Silverblade was being healed by his pack; she could not read
minds but she could read intent, and Councilor Tav had implied that she would
not be with the pack. He did not leave her in doubt for long, though.


Tav turned his
attention to her. “Tonight, you and I will have a long conversation about the
history of the Twelve and the nature of your healer’s gifts.”


Beatrice felt
dismayed, but kept her face neutral. “Thank you. I am honored. Your guidance is
greatly appreciated.”


 











Chapter Thirty-One


 


 


 


Tav hadn’t even
led Beatrice and Silverblade past the first row of tents before other members
of the pack made their way to them. Instinctively, she moved closer to
Councilor Tav to allow Silverblade’s family room to greet him.


Walking among
lupwyns in their true form was not for the faint of heart. A tall human might
come to their shoulders. It wasn’t merely the height. They were broad and
muscularly built, males and females both. Actually, when she looked, she didn’t
see much of a size difference between the genders. While the lupwyns could walk
upright in a motion similar to a human’s gait, and they wore clothing and armor
and carried weapons, that was where physical similarities ended.


Those rare times
she’d managed to catch a glimpse of Silverblade in his lupwyn form when he’d
been scouting, he’d always been running on four feet and looked very wolf-like.
But those times hadn’t been enough to truly understand.


There was very
little that was familiar in their narrow, angular faces with those big slanted
eyes, long muzzles and mobile wide-set ears. Every handspan of their massive
bodies was covered in thick fur. One other eye-catching characteristic was the
way their tails swayed back and forth as they walked. Silverblade’s didn’t.
Perhaps he couldn’t because he was stuck between forms.


Beatrice started
to understand why he saw himself as crippled. She didn’t agree—but did
understand.


While she’d been
studying them, more individuals had drifted in, calling greetings in a deep,
guttural language that, for all its harsh tones, still had a flowing kind of
beauty to it. More lupwyns arrived and licked or rubbed against whichever body
part was close. She witnessed some of the scent marking Silverblade exhibited
in the mornings.


But when he
continued forward, the others fell back or parted to allow him passage without
having to fight his way through. She was certain she was seeing respect for a
pack alpha. Then something else occurred to her. Was she supposed to bow to his
dominant status to show her respect in some way? Perhaps lupwyns only did these
things around other pack members, and non-pack were excluded.


Maybe Silverblade
didn’t even consider her an equal?


That hurt a bit
but she wasn’t so emotionally fragile that she’d bruise from it. Turning her
attention to more neutral thoughts, she studied the slight bouncing gait of the
surrounding lupwyns and came to understand the reason for the movement. Their
legs bent at a strange angle. Her healer’s magic noted a few other physical
differences between lupwyn and human body structure. But they were natural
shape shifters so that was to be expected.


Another
interesting difference became more obvious. Those that walked upright wore
clothing and armor, whereas those on four legs didn’t always seem to.


At some point
Silverblade had stopped walking while she’d studied his pack. Now he stood
looking back at her. He didn’t say anything, instead silently waiting for her
to catch up. She noticed then that she’d fallen behind the others until she was
near the back. She continued forward, slowly easing her way between the other
lupwyns. She kept her chin tucked and pretended to watch where she stepped. She
halted with a fair distance still between them and he suddenly shot out his arm
and dragged her against his side.


“I see you have a
question. Don’t ever be afraid to ask.” His statement came out sounding distracted
as he tucked a stray bit of hair behind her one ear. “Clothing and weapon
harnesses impede movement and just feel uncomfortable when one runs on all
fours. Sometimes it is required anyway, but we tend to avoid restrictive items
when we are just hunting or playing.”


Glancing
sideways, she smiled softly. “Can you read my mind so easily?”


“No, but
sometimes your expression is so earnest, it’s easy.” He nuzzled her, his lips
caressing her cheek. “And no more distancing yourself from me. Yes, I was and
still am an alpha. That demands my pack’s obedience. But you are still free to
choose.”


“Choose?”


“To remain as you
are—one of the Twelve, respected and honored for that alone. Or to choose to
become part of my pack and accept me as your alpha.” Silverblade stroked her
hair behind her ear and she felt his lips brush against it as he spoke. “My
preference would be to see you become pack, but I will honor any decision you
make.”


Now that was a
dangerous and yet intriguing choice.


“This human is
one of the Twelve?” A voice with feminine tones reached between her and
Silverblade, stealing the warmth that had been intensifying between them.


Looking over his
shoulder, Beatrice’s eyes locked with those belonging to a giant of a female.
The newcomer was equal in height to Silverblade and only marginally narrower
through the chest and shoulders.


Silverblade
stiffened as he turned to face the female. “Yes, and her name is Beatrice. As
you pointed out, she is a member of the Twelve. You will show her the same
respect that would be granted me. Beatrice, this is Autumn Shadow, alpha and
co-ruler of Highwater’s Pack.”


It wasn’t quite
hostility she saw in Autumn Shadow’s gaze, but there was some calculation or
perhaps frustration, almost like she looked upon Beatrice as a minor annoyance.
Or yet another problem the female would have to deal with in a day already
filled with them.


Autumn Shadow
came forward and greeted Silverblade as some of the other pack members had, but
to Beatrice’s way of thinking it was way too long and intimate. Though
Silverblade didn’t shove her aside, so this must be normal.


Breaking away at
last, Autumn Shadow looked him over. “Highwater Pack is honored to have one of
the Twelve as our alpha male. Come, I will show you where the other members
wait.” She started away, heading deeper into the camp.


“The pack should
be doubly honored, then.” Silverblade’s raised voice held a cold bite to it.
“Beatrice is pack to me.”


“Have you fallen
in love?” She asked, sounding both curious and dubious.


A growl escaped
him. “If I have, it’s no concern of yours.” 


“Ah, but it is.
When your pack bonds were severed, we thought you dead and we mourned your
loss. Then members of the Twelve arrived with the phoenix prince’s Talisman. The
Falcon Staff claimed that your pack bonds had merely been severed, but that you
still lived. Your pack bonds must be restored, and quickly. I’ll let your new
leaders explain.”


Autumn Shadow
started off again, presumably leading them toward Ashayna Stonemantle and
Prince Sorntar. Beatrice’s own curiosity was roused by the lupwyn’s words.


“You know
something. Tell me what you know!” Silverblade shouted and started after Autumn
Shadow’s receding form.


Beatrice knew she
couldn’t possibly keep up to them without running, so didn’t even try. Councilor
Tav soon took the spot Silverblade had vacated. Although she appreciated having
another to walk with in this strange city of tents, Tav wasn’t exactly a
reassuring companion.


 


*****


 


Beatrice and the
councilor eventually caught up to Silverblade and Autumn Shadow. The two
lupwyns stood outside a pavilion that was four times as large as the others around
it. It wasn’t the large tent which made Beatrice slow her steps though. The two
lupwyns were waging what sounded like a vigorous argument. She couldn’t be
certain of the topic since they were speaking in the lupwyn tongue, but it
wasn’t a great stretch of the imagination to assume it had something to do with
her.


The tent flap was
pulled back and a tall phoenix with indigo plumage stepped out and looked at
the two snarling lupwyns. The crown prince’s expression showed mild curiosity,
but he seemed to decide it wiser not to get involved and turned in Councilor
Tav and Beatrice’s direction. He called a greeting to the councilor and then
his eyes landed on Beatrice and merriment lighted his face.


His long-legged
strides carried him forward quickly and he clasped both her shoulders. “Welcome
to the Twelve, little sister. It is a joyous occasion to greet another of our
number.” The honest warmth of his greeting negated any awkwardness she might
have felt at having a royal greet her in such a way.


Just behind the
phoenix prince the tent flap was tossed back a second time and Ashayna
Stonemantle emerged. Her eyes landed on Beatrice and she smiled. “It’s good to
see you survived your run in with the—”


The eldest
Stonemantle sister was cut off by a loud exclamation from inside the tent.


There was a minor
scuffle inside by the sound of it. “Shift over, I can’t squeeze through there.”
Another exclamation was followed by, “Ah. Get off my foot!”


The tent flap
snapped back a third time and the youngest of the Stonemantle sisters emerged.
She looked around, spotted Beatrice, and then ran, limping, over to her side.


Before Beatrice
had a chance to brace herself, the taller and stronger woman nearly knocked her
to the ground with an exuberant hug.


“I’m so relieved
those cursed acolytes didn’t get you or your grandmother and brother.” Sorsha
wrapped an arm around her and started to drag her bodily toward the tent. “It’s
about time we had some more good news. Ever since we mended the shattered
Falcon Staff all she’s spewed is dire news and dark tidings.”


“It’s good to see
you, too,” Beatrice said and smiled even though she’d didn’t know what her
friend was talking about. Relief washed over her body. There had been times she
wasn’t sure if she would ever see her friend again.


Sorsha slung an
arm around her shoulder. “Come. There’s much you and the lupwyn need to be
told.” The taller girl looked over to where Silverblade and Autumn Shadow had
finally stopped arguing to watch the spectacle that was the youngest
Stonemantle sister.


Silverblade
rejoined Beatrice and she thought he was going to apologize for leaving her
behind but Sorsha suddenly leaned back, craned her neck to look around Beatrice
to where Silverblade was standing on her other side.


Sorsha laughed,
directing her next comment at the lupwyn. “Ah, you’re the trapper that was
courting Beatrice. I thought there was something odd about you that one time we
met. The Falcon Staff only said that a lupwyn and another human had joined our
ranks. It wasn’t until Councilor Tav sent a message on ahead, that we learned
the human was Beatrice.”


Silverblade bowed
his head. “The Falcon Staff has my thanks. I’d not wish a third encounter with
the acolytes.”


“Persistent
bastards.” Sorsha agreed. She eyed Silverblade, taking in his altered form.
“Looks like you ran afoul of some powerful magic? Don’t worry, you should see
what one of the Oracle towers did to Shadowdancer and I.” Sorsha waved one
hand, gesturing back toward the tent.


When Beatrice
followed where the other woman pointed, it was all she could do not to gasp.
She’d seen many strange things in the last days. She’d met lupwyns, phoenix,
and santhyrians, but she couldn’t place what species she was looking at now.
Santhyrian partly? From the withers down, the male had the horse-like body of a
santhyrian, but merging seamlessly with the santhyrian part was a powerfully
built human upper body. Her healer’s magic wanted to immediately start a study
of him, but Beatrice reined it back, not wanting to insult Shadowdancer.


In truth he looked
like one of the creatures spoken of in legends back in her homeland. It took
her a moment to dredge up the name. Ah, yes. Centaur. Shadowdancer now looked
like a centaur.


“You met
Shadowdancer briefly when Prince Sorntar brought Ashayna back to River’s Divide
for a visit. This was the price we had to pay for the Oracle’s help. It’s a
price I’m now more than happy I paid. The Oracle’s magic allowed us to recover
the Falcon Staff before acolytes could find and consume her. It also saved my
life and gifted me with the ability to shapeshift.” Sorsha leaned forward and
added in a whisper. “He’s a little put out, because he hasn’t recovered enough
to shapeshift yet himself and finds it…frustrating.”


“My ears work
just fine, though,” Shadowdancer said in a bland voice.


Ashayna stepped
forward then. “We have many stories to share, but those will have to wait for
later. We have greater concerns that require our attention. The Falcon Staff
has warned that the acolytes’ master has plans for the people of River’s Divide.”


 











Chapter Thirty-Two


 


 


 


Beatrice shifted
in her chair restlessly. It wasn’t that the chair was uncomfortable, but if she
couldn’t get up and stretch her legs she was going to lose all feeling in them.
Candlemarks of sitting tended to do that.


They’d shared a
great deal of the history of the Twelve with her. More than she could possibly
remember, but to be honest she was more interested in the current dangers than
in the origins of the Twelve. The important bit was that the Twelve were reborn
in times of trouble to restore balance and destroy evil.


It was clear
they’d been reborn this time to deal with the acolytes.


And as each
individual member merged their magic with the others, the entire group became
far stronger.


Presently Crown
Prince Sorntar was using mind speech to relay what they discussed with his
parents who were even now mustering an army with the help of the lupwyn rulers.
By tomorrow morning, they would arrive by Gate with an army of Elementals at
their heels.


While she waited
for the phoenix to finish his report to his elders, Beatrice allowed her eyes
to wander. Luxurious tapestries formed the inside ‘walls’ of the pavilion.
Thick, plush carpets lined the floor and ornate wood furniture that matched the
table she sat at gave it the feel of a royal suite. Clearly, even though both
santhyrians and lupwyns were nomadic peoples, they liked their creature
comforts.


Her eyes wandered
to the right where Silverblade had seated himself. On his other side sat Autumn
Shadow. Ashayna, Councilor Tav, and Sorsha were seated across from them. With
Shadowdancer standing at the one end of the table and Sorntar at the other.


Sorntar stood
with his head bowed, unmoving as he communicated with the Council of Elders
over a vast distance Beatrice couldn’t really comprehend. While the phoenix
might not have moved so much as a feather, the same couldn’t be said of the
Falcon Staff he held in one hand.


The talisman was
as tall as Prince Sorntar, its shaft made out of a glossy dark wood. Spaced at
even hand spans apart were wide gold rings that glowed to her mage sight. Some
ancient language she did not know was etched into the bands, likely telling
something of importance. But that wasn’t what kept her gaze wandering back to
the staff.


It was the
staff’s namesake, a life-sized falcon made of gold that had her studying it.


The jeweled eyes
caught the light cast by the mage globes where they floated near the pavilion’s
high ceiling. Depending on how the falcon moved, a rainbow of colors would
reflect across the table’s polished surface.


Made of metal and
magic, the falcon was clearly spell work of the highest order. It fit with her
idea of what a talisman should be. What came as a surprise was the very real
spirit housed within the talisman. Her healer’s magic told her this being was
ancient, powerful and wise, but totally foreign at the same time.


As if sensing her
regard, the falcon stopped preening her metal feathers and fluffed them once
before settling them back in place and turning her sharp gaze upon Beatrice.


Disconcerted,
Beatrice looked away.


Out of the corner
of her eye she spotted Sorntar look up and give his feathered crest a little
fluff not unlike the staff had moments ago.


“My mother will
continue to gather the army and be ready to move it into place at our order.
She’s leaving it up to us to best decide how to get to General Stonemantle and
determine if he or his senior officers have been corrupted by the acolytes or
not. If he is not tainted, she would like to include him.”


Ashayna nodded.
“He is astute and never has trusted the acolytes. If we give him solid evidence
that they are slaves to a demon, he will do everything in his power to
eradicate the danger that has taken root in River’s Divide.”


Silverblade
leaned forward. “We can’t blindly assume he is untouched by the acolytes. More
of them have been arriving by ship. Their numbers may now be enough that they
grow bold enough to start making slaves of others that are not acolytes.”


The Falcon
Staff’s strange, hollow voice echoed softly around the tent. “That is why the
Hunter and the Healer will shortly return to the city of River’s Divide in
their disguises of herb witch and trapper. Together you stand the best chance
to learn if General Stonemantle can still be trusted.”


“I serve the
Twelve gladly,” Silverblade said, but his expression turned guarded. “However,
I will need time. My Larnkin is recovering thanks to Beatrice’s care, but I am
still unable to shapeshift.”


From his other
side, Autumn Shadow addressed the table. “Your pack bonds must be restored
before such a dangerous undertaking.”


“It would be
best, but there is not enough time, not if Beatrice and I are expected to leave
on our mission within a few days. Besides, the strength of the pack is not what
will be needed during this mission. Stealth, not strength, will serve us
better.”


“Truth,” the
Falcon Staff agreed and Beatrice felt Silverblade relax beside her.


He’d been tense
all day, ever since he’d had that argument with Autumn Shadow.


The female lupwyn
looked toward the Falcon Staff. “Did I misunderstand what you asked of me last
night, then?”


“You did not.”


“I still don’t
understand.”


That made two of
them Beatrice decided.


Beside her,
Silverblade stiffened again.


The Falcon Staff
shifted on her perch and looked between Beatrice and Silverblade. “Autumn
Shadow explained this to Silverblade earlier, but he has been remiss in sharing
it with you.”


“None of you have
given me time,” Silverblade said bitterly. “I would prefer to explain this to
Beatrice alone, if you would give us a moment.”


“No,” the Falcon
Staff replied. “Circumstance has not dealt you a pleasant task, but you will do
what you must. The acolytes’ master has given us no time to worry over bruised
feelings.” Jeweled eyes locked upon Beatrice’s then. “For the first time, the Hunter
has been separated from his pack. That has never happened before. As his title
implies, his greatest power is to find what is lost. In this case we need him
to find the other Talismans, but like all lupwyns, his power is tied to his
pack. Once his pack ties are restored, his power will flow down the links to
each member of his pack. While the Hunter may only be able to be one place at a
time, if he orders members of his pack to disperse and use his power to seek
the lost Talismans, his reach will greatly increase.”


“I can see how
that power will be greatly needed, and I understand why we don’t have much
time, but surely if Silverblade and I are allowed to heal his pack bonds…”


“No.” The metal
falcon hopped from her perch and walked across the table. “If you and
Silverblade mate, he will be bonded to you instead of his pack. I am sorry. I
know this will be difficult for you both since the Healer and the Hunter have
always been mates in the past. But this lifetime we are all at a disadvantage
and are required to make sacrifices. After he has forged new bonds with Autumn
Shadow, he will again be alpha of his pack and be free to resume his
relationship with you without risk. I am sorry. Long, long, long ago, I was
once flesh and blood. I still remember the pain of heartache.”


The Falcon Staff
gave a little bob of her head and then flew back to her perch. Sorntar shifted
uneasily as if he didn’t know what to say into the silence.


Beatrice couldn’t
speak past the lump lodged in her throat, and Silverblade was a silent, angry
presence at her side.


Of course he had
to forge new pack bonds. It would take every advantage they could get to defeat
the acolytes. What the staff had said was purely logical. Why then were tears
gathering along her lashes? Oh, yes, because as much as she was this Healer and
wielder of some great and horrible power, she was still a woman, with a heart
made of flesh and blood, not cold unfeeling rock.


Sorsha stood,
slowly looking between Beatrice and Silverblade. “What did the Falcon Staff
just say? Tell me I misunderstood that whole speech, because….because….well
damn it all to the dark! That’s not fair. I think that’s worse than what the
Oracle demanded.”


Beatrice wouldn’t
look up to meet Sorsha’s gaze, but she caught movement as Ashayna placed a hand
on her sister’s shoulder to silence her. “I don’t like it either, but it
probably won’t be the last time one of us has to do something we’d rather not.”


Silverblade sat,
rigid and silent, but Beatrice could feel the turmoil in his body. If she could
do something to make this easier for him, she would. At least they wouldn’t
both have to be in emotional distress.


Autumn Shadow
pushed back her chair and stood slowly. “It is almost nightfall, I will call
together the adults and we will hunt and sing to the night’s beauty. Come join
me when you’re ready. But know I take no joy in this either, I’ve come to love
Beta in the years you’ve been away scouting.”


With that she
left. Silverblade still hadn’t moved or spoken.


After another
long, awkward silence, Councilor Tav stood and made his exit. Shadowdancer held
out his hand for Sorsha and they started away, clearly intending to give
Beatrice and Silverblade some privacy.


Sorntar held his
ground, a stubborn look on his face as if he was going to say something.


“Do not.”
Silverblade said, locking his gaze with the phoenix prince’s. “It is one night.
I’ll survive it.”


Her lupwyn turned
to her at last and took her face in his hands. “You live in my heart already.
None other can come close to touching that love or besmirching its purity. Come
morning, I will be yours alone again, and if you’ll still have me, we can put
this night far from our memories.”


Tears flowed down
her cheeks and her throat still had a lump in it that made speaking difficult,
but she would not let him go without knowing she would not hold this night
against him in the least. “Of course I’ll still have you. I love you. This is a
duty you’re required to perform for the good of all. It changes nothing between
us.”


Silverblade
pressed a kiss to her forehead and then he stood, spun on his heels, and
hurried from the tent.


Beatrice watched
him go and thought by the pain in her chest, he must have ripped her heart out
and taken it with him.


She didn’t want
to think or move and she most certainly didn’t want the others’ sympathy. She
wanted to be left alone. But more than that she wanted Sorntar to stop pacing.


“I don’t care
what my Talisman said, Silverblade is half phoenix,” Sorntar said with a frown
directed at Beatrice. “This will harm him in ways only a fellow phoenix would
understand.”


“Sorntar,”
Ashayna tried to silence her bondmate but he wasn’t listing.


“What the Staff
askes of him is unnatural.”


“Sorntar!”


“And Silverblade
has clearly already given Beatrice his heart.”


“You’re not
helping.” Sorsha joined her sister to try to reason with the phoenix.


Sorntar ignored
the sisters and said to Beatrice, “You should just challenge Autumn Shadow,
become pack alpha in her place.”


Sorsha looked up
at the phoenix suddenly. “What? If that was possible, why did Silverblade not
suggest it?”


Smiling, Sorntar
came back to the table. “Because he’s protective of Beatrice. He wouldn’t risk
her getting mortally injured in a dominance fight.”


“You’re both
unhinged,” Ashayna muttered. “But let’s say for a moment you aren’t. How will
that help?”


“If she defeats
Autumn Shadow, she can take the pack bonds by force. Once Beatrice is Pack
Alpha, all she needs to do is bring Silverblade back into the pack the same way
Autumn Shadow would have…”


“She’ll never
survive a dominance fight with a lupwyn.” Ashayna’s tones sharpened with
annoyance and then she changed tactics. “Come Beatrice, I’ll show you where you
can sleep tonight.”


Beatrice stood
but not to follow Ashayna. Instead she met Sorntar’s gaze. “Tell me more.”
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As Autumn Shadow
had promised, she had called the pack together for a hunt, which in turn would
lead to other social activities since they were in a fertility cycle. Already
excitement for a group hunt was building within the pack, howls and barking
echoed through the camp.


Santhyrians
raised their heads from grazing or whatever other task they were performing to
watch. After a few moments they grew bored again and returned to their tasks.
With a heavy heart, Silverblade reached the edge of the camp and wandered into
the grass with no real destination in mind. Autumn Shadow would track him by
scent once she and the pack returned from the hunt.


He didn’t plan on
returning to the camp until…afterward. There was no way he wanted Beatrice to
experience firsthand the pain of accidentally seeing the one she loved with
another. That he would spare her at least. He only wished he could spare
himself. Oh, once the pack members started to love each other, he wouldn’t be
immune to the magic and lust rising within the other lupwyns.


Looking down at
his mostly human body, a new thought occurred and he started to chuckle.
Perhaps he wouldn’t be affected by the other lupwyns in this form. Then they’d
just have to wait for the pack bond to form naturally over time. Of course, if
that was the case, he and Beatrice couldn’t be together during that time for
fear of forming a single link with her.


He growled.


Beatrice should
be here with him. That’s all there was to it. The Twelve, duty and acolytes be
damned. Back at the pavilion when he’d forbidden Sorntar from saying anything
to Beatrice, he’d been so close to holding his tongue and letting the other
phoenix speak his mind. But he still wouldn’t have wanted his beloved to risk
herself in a leadership fight even though there had been a few stray thoughts
that kept flashing through his mind this day.


In them she
always came and claimed him as hers.


He would have
blamed his Larnkin for them, but Silverblade was pretty sure these ones came
from his own heart’s desires.


Lupwyn courtship
involved both parties displaying their interest in combat and posturing. But
Beatrice was human.


Snarling softly,
he broke into a run, putting more space between himself and the camp before he
did something stupid like return to her side.


 


*****


 


Four candlemarks
earlier, the first of the lupwyns had returned with a deer. It was now cooking
over a fire in the central fire pit. Other lupwyns were now starting to race
into camp, yelping and greeting the youngsters who had remained behind in the
care of their santhyrian nursemaids.


Beatrice waited
by the fire pit, its fuel now reduced to glowing embers and a few stray flames.
Prince Sorntar had started it himself while he explained his plan. She also
wore a long mage cloak he’d given her. It covered her from head to toe and
would keep her warm once she left the fire and ventured out into the plains


More and more
lupwyns arrived out of the tall grass to join the others near the fire where
the deer was almost cooked. Other types of food and drink appeared and so too
did small drums and other musical instruments she did not recognize. But none
of that held any interest. Only Autumn Shadow interested her at this exact
moment. The female hadn’t arrived yet, but Sorntar had informed her an alpha
always returned to begin the feast by taking the first portion. Once the pack
had fed and the youngsters were put to bed the rest of the pack would ghost
away into the night to sing to the moon and partake in other activities.


At last she
spotted her prey returning. When the other female approached the central fire
pit, Beatrice unsheathed the small knife she’d been holding all evening.
Discarding the sheath, she tossed it to the ground and stepped directly in
front of Autumn Shadow and then just as quickly turned her back on the alpha
and made her unhurried way to the cooking deer.


Once there, she
sliced off a piece and blew on it to cool it and started back toward the
baffled alpha. When she was a few steps away she met the other’s gaze and
slowly took one delicate bite. She chewed that and nibbled on another piece
while she continued to stalk toward the other female. When she was almost upon
the other’s location, she made certain to snap the edge of her cloak so it
deliberately hit Autumn Shadow’s leg as she passed.


As she’d both
hoped and expected, the alpha growled out something low and dangerous-sounding
in her own language. To add to the insult, Beatrice continued on her way
without acknowledging the female.


Behind her she
heard Autumn Shadow turn and follow. Good. If this all went terribly wrong, she
didn’t want to be responsible for killing half the pack. She continued out of
the camp and over to a small rise in the land where a lone tree grew. It was
sickly and old, rot already working away at its trunk. But the tree suited her
purposes just fine.


Autumn Shadow was
still trailing her, and behind the alpha the rest of the pack had started to
follow, likely curious to watch the spectacle of a tiny human woman challenging
their alpha.


Beatrice arrived
at her chosen tree and leaned against it while she waited.


“Challenging me
is remarkably foolish, human. You can’t hope to win a fight against me.”
Sighing, Autumn Shadow, added, “I’ll not harm you if you submit to me now.”


“I promise the
same. You should also know I promised that I would be loyal to Silverblade and
guard his heart—I view this challenge as part of that. And I don’t break my
vows.”


“Fine, but you’re
going to have some bites and bruises come morning.” Autumn Shadow stalked
forward and shifted to all fours. Giving herself a full body shake, she
stretched and limbered up in a showing of strength.


Smiling coldly,
Beatrice tossed back the mage cloak, revealing her body clothed in nothing but
the dark flames of her death magic.


“A challenge is
strength,” Autumn Shadow said with the first flush of fear entering her voice.
“Magic is forbidden.”


“No one told me
that detail.” She shrugged. “This will be more an execution than a challenge, I
suppose.”


Freeing one arm
from the billowing cloak, she reached out and caressed the long, waist high
grass as she walked. When the dark flames of her magic touched it, the grass
crumpled and disintegrated. Gone in the blink of an eye.


Autumn Shadow
continued to circle her slowly, but Beatrice could see the fear in her eyes
now. “I am only doing as the Falcon Staff asked. I do not even desire
Silverblade anymore.”


Beatrice’s
healer’s magic studied her opponent’s physical responses and realized her words
were true. “Then I’m doing you a favor.”


“By challenging
me to be alpha?” The lupwyn snarled and started forward but halted when
Beatrice made an off-handed gesture. Her death magic raced across the distance
and collided with the already dying tree. Her power sped up the process a
thousand-fold and like the grass before it, the tree crumbled and vanished.


“Silverblade
chose me,” Beatrice continued in a calm voice. “And I him. It has always been
so. By the dawn I will be alpha and he will be my mate again.”


Walking forward,
she sent her healer’s magic into the lupwyn and sought a particular cluster of
nerves. They flared brightly to her mage sight and with a thought she ordered
them to go dark. Back legs folding under her, the startled lupwyn collapsed to
her side helpless.


“I don’t want
your death. And I don’t really want to be alpha, but no one asked what I or
Silverblade wanted. The thought of not having a choice is distasteful to me, so
I am going to give you one. You can choose to submit and go free unharmed, or
you can be hardheaded about this and my healer’s magic will dig out the secret
of how the alpha’s pack bonds work.”


“I submit.”


Beatrice smiled
as she swallowed back both her death magic and her healing power.


“Well, Sorntar
was correct. He said you would submit.” She knelt next to the lupwyn. “The
feeling will return in your legs shortly. While we wait, why don’t we start
transferring those pack bonds?”


 


*****


 


Silverblade heard
the excited howls of his pack drawing nearer. They had his scent and would be
upon him shortly. He’d almost managed to push away the deep ache in his heart
and find a few moments of peace once he’d found this little patch of mossy
ground, sheltered by a river on one side and a ridge of rock on the other. A
large willow grew off to one side. Now that his pack had found him, bitterness
returned.


He turned to face
the first of the lupwyns. Several had stopped before they intruded upon his
territory, but Autumn Shadow continued on as he’d expected. What he wasn’t
expecting was the cloaked rider upon her back. When the other lupwyn halted and
allowed her rider to dismount, Silverblade caught Beatrice’s scent.


“What do you
think you’re doing bringing Beatrice here!” he snarled, rage igniting in his
soul.


“Obeying her new
alpha’s command,” Beatrice said in a calm voice as she lowered the hood of her
cloak. “You may go now.”


He’d thought the
words directed at him at first until Autumn Shadow and the other lupwyns all
ran off into the forest with excited howls.


Shocked
speechless, he could only look at Beatrice in silence.


Hope curled in
his chest and he took a step closer.


“How?”


“Sorntar
explained everything about how an outsider could become alpha by winning a
challenge against another alpha and forcibly taking their pack bonds. When I
asked why you didn’t simply do that, he told me it was because the pack had no
alpha male for you to challenge. So that left it to me. I knew I couldn’t beat
her in a fair fight so I tricked her into an unfair one. Not one of my prouder
moments,” Beatrice said with an unapologetic shrug and parted the cloak to show
him the pale, glowing lines of the pack bonds upon her naked flesh.


Silverblade
thought them the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen and reached out to trace
his fingers along one of the lines on her skin.


“Stop.” Giggling,
she covered his hand with hers. “That tickles.”


“Then I think I
shall spend half the night touching them just to hear that lovely sound again.”


“They are rather
noticeable aren’t they? Prince Sorntar and Councilor Tav assured me the silver
glow will fade once my body finishes accepting them.” She frowned. “This is not
how I would have…. that is … I know I must still bring you into the pack
tonight and this isn’t how you wanted it to be, but I couldn’t allow another to
do it. Because you are mine.”


“Yes, from the
moment I first found you digging in the garden outside Old Mother’s hut.” He
reached out and dragged her closer so he could run his jaw along hers and then
bury his nose in that favorite spot where the graceful curve of her neck joined
her shoulder.


Hmmm, her scent
was her own but now mixed with pack. It was lovely. He nipped and flicked his
tongue along her jaw while toying with the clasp holding the cloak in place. In
the end, he decided to leave it for now. The glimpses of her skin when she
moved were like little rewards for all he’d endured in the last few days. He pressed
his lips to her throat where her pulse pounded just below the skin.


“What are you
doing?” Her voice came out a startled squeak.


“Submitting.”


“I don’t want
that.”


He was sure he
detected a tiny lie in her voice.


Nuzzling his way
to her other shoulder, he bit gently as he slipped his hands under her cloak to
rest on her hips. He kissed his way up the curve of her neck and nosed aside
her hair until his lips brushed her ear. “That would be a lie. But I can be
more dominant if you’d like.”


To prove his
words he pulled her closer and sealed their lips.


After a time she
broke away to breathe and then cupped his face in her hands. “I don’t care if
you are dominant or submissive, I only care if you’re willing.”


“I’m very
willing. Never fear that.” He stepped back but kept their fingers entwined, and
slowly dragged her back to a spot where a soft patch of moss and ferns could
act as a bed. Once there, he used his other hand to free himself from his
clothing.


That was done, he
reached for the clasp holding on her cloak and it started to slide from her
shoulders. Even distracted with watching her body revealed to his gaze, he
managed to catch the cloak. With a twist, he spread it out on the ground and
then sat on his haunches.


Beatrice blinked
at him, but when he held out his hand and told her to come, she did and settled
on the ground in front of him. When he leaned forward to kiss her, she crawled
onto his lap, her legs settling to either side of his naturally.


“How do I bond
you to your pack?”


“Touch, warmth,
love making. The longer we are together, the stronger the bonds grow. I can
already feel my bonds flaring with new life, reaching for you.”


“Ah, that doesn’t
sound so difficult.”


“No,” he agreed and
returned to kissing her.


After a
candlemark filled with many slow, lingering caresses Silverblade knew the
moment Beatrice’s patience ran out for she uttered a sound of frustration.
Breaking away from his kiss, she looked him in the eye and raised herself just
enough so their bodies aligned. He accepted her silent invitation and with one
slow thrust he was home for the first time in centuries.


“My Healer, I
have missed you,” he whispered against her throat as he started to move.


Beatrice hugged
him with a fierce strength like she was afraid he’d disappear.


“You’ll never
lose me. We’re pack now.”


And it was true.


 


*****


 


An unknown number
of candlemarks later, Beatrice snuggled against him for warmth. One hand
explored his chest, her fingers stroking along each rib, across his abdomen,
even dipping into the hollow of his bellybutton until she was familiar with
every part of his body.


“Mmm, that’s
nice.” Silverblade rumbled.


She playfully
dragged her fingers lower and he hissed softly. “That’s nicer. Keep that up and
I’ll be ready again.”


“You will, will
you?” She sat up just enough that she could lean down and press kisses to his
jaw and lips.


“Yes. Most
certainly.” Smiling lazily, he added. “You might not want to miss your last few
opportunities. Because come dawn, we are going to be starting new. I still
expect my hundred days of courtship, after all.”


“You actually
think you’ll be able to fast for a hundred days after this?” Beatrice wasn’t
sure if she would.


“Perhaps not, but
it will be fun to see how long we last before we give in.”


“Sounds like an
interesting challenge,” she said with a grin.


“Yes.” But the
bright spark of humor in his eyes vanished and his expression turned serious.
Then just as suddenly, he kissed her more fiercely than he ever had before.


Panting and
breathless when he finally broke away, she just blinked down at him.


“I’m glad we’ve
had this night. In three days we will likely be fighting acolytes again and
neither of us can say for sure if we will survive. I will hold the memory of
this night close to my heart.”


“They’ll give us
three days? I thought we’d have to be ready to leave in the morning.”


He stroked one of
the pale lines of the pack bonds. “You will need time to get used to these.
After that, even though your body will adjust to them in a few days, it will
take many moon cycles before you master them.”


“Even if I
haven’t had time to master this before we must face the acolytes, it’s still
good the Hunter will have his pack.”


“I can already
feel them. It is different now, stronger. And I will guide and teach you how to
control the magic of the pack. But not this night,” he said and rolled on top
of her.


Beatrice decided
she liked Silverblade’s way of mentoring. She planned to experience more of it
this night.


All too soon,
they would have to take the battle to the acolytes and once that occurred,
their fates and futures were no longer certain. But there was still one
certainty that remained resolute—she wouldn’t let the acolytes have her mate.
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When Beatrice had
first fled from the port settlement of River’s Divide, she never thought she’d
be coming back. Truthfully, it was the last place she wanted to be, and that
thought was reinforced by the sight of a group of acolytes riding out of the
gates and on down a road leading away from the city.


Well, she
supposed fewer acolytes within the city walls could only be a good thing.


She and
Silverblade had arrived in the middle of the night. The first part of the
journey had been by Gate and the second part was completed with the help of
fleet-footed santhyrians. Several members of Silverblade’s pack had made the
journey with them. His pack members and the santhyrians would fall back to wait
with the other members of the Twelve and the Elemental army. And every last
member was armed with longbows and fire arrows.


But the plan
concocted by the council of elders and members of the Twelve depended on
secrecy. The Elementals did not want to cause open war between themselves and
the humans simply to exterminate the acolytes. But first, they would have to
set up a secret meeting with General Stonemantle without the acolytes getting
wind of it.


Both Stonemantle
sisters agreed that their father was wise and likely already suspected the
acolytes of having some agenda. The difficulty would be reaching him. There was
also the risk that he’d already been compromised. That’s why Beatrice and
Silverblade found themselves at the outskirts of River’s Divide.


Of all the
members of the Twelve, she and Silverblade were the best suited for this mission.
Beatrice was known to the residents of River’s Divide and would not draw
suspicion. Neither would Silverblade in his guise as a trapper. The great risk
was if the surviving acolytes from the earlier attack recognized either
Silverblade or herself. But she’d been avoiding acolytes all her life and was
confident she could outwit them for one more day to complete their mission.


Once they were
within the city’s defenses, their plan hinged on finding Captain Nurrowford and
determining if he was already corrupted by the acolytes or was still himself.
If he was deemed trustworthy, they would be forced to rely upon him to get the
letters written by the Stonemantle sisters to the general since there was no
way a simple trapper or herb witch would have reason to speak with the
commander of River’s Divide in person. They would also have to trust that when
the general got the letters, he would act upon what he read.


The plan had
seemed feasible three days ago when it was thought out. Now, from their present
position overlooking the gentle green hills surrounding River’s Divide, their
plan seemed like a monumental task, rife with danger.


The only point of
reassurance that Beatrice drew from the mission was that many of the acolytes
seemed to have already left the city, likely hunting for Elementals to feed
their master’s dark hunger.


However, Beatrice
wasn’t so stupid as to assume all the acolytes had left the city. There would
be some left behind to watch over the humans and likely study General
Stonemantle.


First they would
have to sneak into River’s Divide and find Captain Nurrowford. And she dearly
hoped she would not have to call upon her death magic and test her control in
such a populated area. Silverblade had been correct. The pack bonds gave her
far greater strength and endurance than she had before, but she couldn’t claim
to even have a rudimentary understanding or control over them yet.


Killing acolytes
was one thing. They were already dead, but there were a great many innocent
souls living in River’s Divide and she didn’t want to be responsible for
snuffing out those lives.


Silverblade
shifted beside her, adjusting his large pack with its cargo of pelts into a
more comfortable position. Beatrice carried a slightly smaller version, but it
still felt like it weighed twice her own weight. If the gate guards asked,
Silverblade would say his mare had gone lame and Old Mother had sent her
granddaughter to help so he wouldn’t miss market day.


“I still can’t
believe we’re going back there,” she said. “What if the guards get suspicious?”


Silverblade
laughed. “The guards are male. If I let slip that Old Mother loaned you to me
for the day to learn a trapper’s trade as well as other things,” His last word
was dripping with innuendo. “The guards will be so busy conjuring up what you
look like naked, they won’t be thinking with their brains or looking for any
deception.”


“Another time, I
would find that disturbing.”


“So would I.”
Silverblade leaned down for a quick kiss. “And I would normally be quick to
persuade a male to find another female to fantasize about.” 


She touched her
lips and felt a shy smile spread across her face. “We should go. The city gate
will open for the day soon.”


Silverblade
squeezed her hand before releasing it. His blunt nails reminded her he was fully
human today. She’d grown so used to him in his hybrid form that the strange mix
of human and lupwyn characteristics had become the ‘normal’ Silverblade to her.
Over the last few days, she’d also seen him shift into his full lupwyn form.
And now here he was as she had first known him, the human trapper.


Out of all his
forms, she had the most difficulty dealing with Silverblade as a human. One
part of her mind wanted to warn against danger, for all humans meant danger to
her. There was no rationale behind it, but then again, fear often wasn’t
rational.


She snorted at
her own foolishness. Silverblade was her beloved no matter what form he wore.


With that thought
to warm her, they made their way down the road. They were soon joined by other
farmers and villagers making their way to the city on market day.


 


*****


 


They made it to
the gate without incident and when Silverblade joked about his new ‘helper,’
the gate guards had merely smiled knowingly and waved them on through.


Together they
continued on to the marketplace where Silverblade spoke with the town official
to rent his usual booth. It was located right next to a known toymaker that
Nurrowford often frequented looking for some new trinket or ribbon for one of
his five children.


After making
their way to their booth, she helped Silverblade unpack his pelts, laying them
out on the table to show their quality and his fine tanning skills. She was
also surprised to see him unroll small, lifelike carvings of animals and people
and lay them out next to his furs.


A number of
people were already visiting his booth. Apparently he was well known for his
skill.


While Beatrice
found the whole endeavor nerve-wracking and difficult to focus on their
patrons, she did manage to keep scanning for acolytes and Captain Nurrowford.


The real danger
would begin the moment she passed the letter to Nurrowford. Beatrice was
confident she would be able to recognize if he’d been corrupted by acolytes,
but she had no way of knowing if the general was compromised until she met him.


Once the letter
had been delivered, Silverblade and Beatrice would continue to sell their wares
at the market, pretending to be nothing more than what they appeared. There
they would await word from Captain Nurrowford and hopefully he would find a way
to get them to General Stonemantle in secret.


 











Chapter Thirty-Five


 


 


 


Beatrice was just
tying up a purchase for a local dressmaker when she caught movement out of the
corner of her eye. Captain Nurrowford stood at the booth next to them, his
long, lanky form casting a shadow across their table. She knew his appearance
from previous market days. Even if she hadn’t, he’d be easy to pick out in a
crowd.


A particularly
nasty scar twisted its way down from his eyebrow to his chin and it managed to
pull all the skin on one side of his face toward a central, knotted mass of
scar tissue. Her magic had always wanted to heal that wax-like pitted and
rumpled skin.


But from what she
knew of the man, his outward appearance did not reflect what was inside. He was
known to be a fair and honest man.


When Nurrowford
was almost finished with his purchase at the next booth over, she allowed her
magic to flare and study him, searching for signs of acolyte corruption. She
continued to study him even as she handed her package to the dressmaker. The
woman handed her a small copper coin. Beatrice slipped it into her coin purse
while at the same time easing out Ashayna Stonemantle’s letter.


Captain
Nurrowford purchased a small wooden toy sword, commenting that his youngest had
managed to break the one he’d only bought the week before. Nurrowford walked
on, ignoring the fur pelts, but pausing when Silverblade put out another carved
figurine.


Nurrowford put
down his other purchases to study the small carved horse. Beatrice had a
suspicion it wasn’t actually a carving of a horse, but one of the horse-like
santhyrians.


He mumbled
something under his breath. “My daughter already has a herd of these. But she’s
always asking for just one more.”


Captain
Nurrowford chuckled good-naturedly and pulled out another small coin and handed
it to Silverblade. While Silverblade was wrapping the tiny wooden figure in a
bit of cloth, Nurrowford picked up his other purchases. Beatrice saw her
chance.


“Sir,” she said
as she pretended to pick the letter up off the table where his purchases had
sat a moment before. “You forgot this.”


She tilted the
letter in his direction at an angle so he couldn’t miss seeing his name and
hopefully recognize the handwriting. Surprise registered on his face for less
than a heartbeat, and then he schooled his features back into calm
indifference, taking the letter from her hand with a polite thank you.


And just like
that he took his leave, slowly making his way through the rest of the market.
Outwardly, he did not seem to hurry, but anyone studying him closely would see
that he was no longer paying attention to the various items on the tables.


After a
quarter-candlemark, he pushed his way through the throngs of people coming to
the market and headed deeper into River’s Divide—in the general direction of
the Stonemantle residence. They could only hope that General Stonemantle would
get the letter and act upon it.


Since there was
nothing else they could do on that front, they continued to sell their wares.


Later, news
reached her ears about some excitement at the docks. A ship had just sailed in.
Gossip spread and before long, they heard that there were acolytes aboard the
ship in the company of the temple soldiers that served them back in the empire.


She and
Silverblade exchanged a glance at the dire news. But there was nothing they
could do at the moment.


If they left now,
they would draw unwanted attention, and there was no guarantee they would get
another opportunity like this. There was nothing to do except sit, wait, and
worry.
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It was close to
the midday meal and much of the market’s traffic had already thinned. Beatrice
eyed the few remaining pelts. Once they were gone, they would have to pack up
and leave or draw unwanted attention. Beatrice was handing the second to last
of Silverblade’s carvings to a wool merchant when a soldier came up behind him.


Once the wool
merchant hurried off with his purchase, the soldier stepped forward and eyed
the lone carving still on the table.


“You’re the one
that sold the horse carving to Captain Nurrowford this morning?”


“Yes.”
Silverblade nodded politely in acknowledgement.


“My general
happened to see it and commented on the skill. His wife’s name day is
approaching, and he wants one done for her. If you will come with me, it will
be worth your time.”


The soldier
delivered the line with the bored indifference of someone who expected instant
compliance. Silverblade was quick to agree. Together, he and Beatrice packed up
their few remaining items in an efficient fashion, and then followed after the
soldier.


It didn’t slip
past Beatrice’s notice that the soldier took them down little-used side routes,
footpaths, and alleys. Before she knew it, they had come upon the back entrance
of the great Stonemantle residence.


Once they were
inside, he continued to lead them down seldom-traversed hallways. Beatrice told
herself it was a good sign that the general wanted to keep their arrival a
secret. If the general served the acolytes, she doubted they would have cared
if anyone noticed her and Silverblade’s arrival or not.


A glimmer of hope
kindled in her heart. They may just make a success of this mission after all.
If they could get General Stonemantle and the garrison on their side, it would
limit the casualties when it was time to eliminate the acolytes from River’s
Divide.


For her part,
Beatrice kept her eyes downcast, trying to appear cowed and uncomfortable in
her present environment. But in fact, she was seeing with more than her
eyes—her other senses sharpened, her magic studying the area around her. So
far, she sensed no acolytes in the immediate vicinity.


After traveling
down a few more remote corridors and up several flights of back stairs, where
they only saw the occasional servant, she and Silverblade—in the company of the
nameless soldier—arrived at a large, wooden door. A dozen soldiers guarded the
hall and set her pulse to pounding.


Inside she sensed
more soldiers, but no acolytes. At least that was one bit of good news.


The second piece
of good news came in the fact that she sensed no corruption upon any of the
soldiers here.


When the soldier
who had led them here opened the door and ushered them inside, Silverblade took
the lead—protecting her, she realized with a bit of annoyance. Had they been
about to walk into a room full of acolytes, which her magic told her they were
not, she would have been the one best-suited for dealing with them.


But that was an
argument that would have to wait for later.


Once they stepped
inside the room, the door closed behind them with a soft click. A man sat at a
large, oak desk. He looked up at their arrival and then back at the letter
Captain Nurrowford had given him. After a moment, he stood slowly. The other
soldiers in the room, seven by her count, stood a little straighter. If that was
possible. They were already standing at attention with their weapons at the
ready.


“Who are you? And
where are my daughters?” General Stonemantle’s words were not a question, they
were a demand.


Silverblade
glanced over at Beatrice, and she caught his barely discernible nod. It was the
signal to fish out the second set of letters from the pocket in her skirt.


At Beatrice’s
sudden movement, the guards standing around the room leveled crossbows at her.
She froze with her hand in her pocket, her fingers touching the letter, but she
dared not move. Her death magic was fast, but she didn’t know if it could
strike fast enough to save her life this time.


“I have a good
idea what you are and I know what the Elementals are capable of. My occupation
has granted me details that will haunt my nightmares for years to come, so I
know how powerful your kind is. But I do not care. If you do not tell me where
my daughters are, I will see how dangerous you are with crossbow bolts lodged
in your skull.


“Well,
considering that I am a human, how about I just give you the letter that
Ashayna gave me?” Beatrice jerked her chin down, indicating the hand in her
pocket. “The letter is in my skirt. May I remove it without getting a bunch of
crossbow bolts to the skull?”


“Proceed.” General
Stonemantle narrowed his eyes, his frown deepening, but he seemed logical and
reasoning.


Beatrice removed
the letter and then held her hands before her—palms up, to show that she was
without other weapons—the letter balanced in her open hand. She reached forward
slowly and placed the letter for General Stonemantle on the table. That done,
she eased back to stand beside Silverblade. She held her arms away from her
sides the whole time.


The guards
relaxed marginally when General Stonemantle cracked the seal on the letter and
began to read. Ashayna had written a lengthy letter, conveying everything they
knew of the acolytes and the dark master they served. Beatrice only hoped his
eldest daughter’s words were enough to convince the general that the acolytes were
a threat that needed to be dealt with quickly.


After long
moments of disquiet and uncertainty, the general finally set down the letter.
He studied Beatrice and then Silverblade, his eyes sliding back to her. “So you
say you are human. I remember my youngest mentioning a peasant girl who lived
in the forest. Beatrice, is it?”


She nodded,
surprised he knew her name.


“But somehow, I
doubt very much that you are human.” The general turned his attention back to
Silverblade. “I’ll ask again, who and what are you?”
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With a somewhat
unhappy sigh, Silverblade realized he couldn’t maintain his disguise and gain
General Stonemantle’s trust at the same time.


“I’m a lupwyn
scout by the name of Silverblade. I was tasked with infiltrating the human
lands to study and watch. And more importantly, to see if you are a threat to
the lupwyn nation. I had just concluded that humans were indeed not the threat
we’d first thought, and then I had the misfortune to meet my first acolyte. My
opinion changed. The acolytes are a great threat, but not just to lupwyns—they
threaten all life. Perhaps humans most of all, since what the acolytes
serve seems to prefer human slaves.”


The general
grunted unhappily, bringing one finger down to tap heavily upon the letter
where it sat in the center of his desk. “This, written in my eldest daughter’s
own hand, tells me many disturbing things. And while it also beseeches me to
aid you, I will not lift one finger to help you until you tell me what has
become of my daughters. The letter says very little about them.”


Silverblade
nodded. He hadn’t actually read the letter, but what the general said was
probably true. From what he gleaned in the short time he’d known Ashayna, she
seemed a capable leader, but wasn’t one to share details or anything too
personal in nature. Her personal shields were a fortress. It might take a
lifetime to be able to read her with any accuracy, Silverblade reflected.


But General
Stonemantle had known Ashayna for a lifetime, and clearly he’d picked up
something in the letter that perhaps she hadn’t intended.


“Ashayna’s letter
mentions her own safety and that of my youngest, but it’s suspiciously vague in
regards to Lamarra. That my oldest and youngest would leave without a word to
me doesn’t come as a complete surprise. I raised them to be independent, loyal,
and willing to do what must be done.” The general thumped his fist against the
wooden desk top. “But Lamarra, my middle child, she is her mother’s daughter.
She would not leave on some lark or at the behest of some magic wielder simply
for the sake of a quest. Do not get me wrong. She is brave, but she has the
soul of a leader and knows well the importance of communication.”


The general stood
and walked around the edge of his desk. He stood before Beatrice and frowned
down at her.


“That Lamarra has
not tried to communicate tells me she cannot. And if she cannot, than it is
likely because she is a prisoner.”


The general’s
expression challenged her to tell him that he was wrong. Although she sensed
that he very much wanted to be wrong on this. But from what she had learned
from Silverblade, the general was not wrong—Lamarra was a prisoner.


Ashayna had
specifically said not to mention it to the general, but now that he had asked,
Beatrice did not know how she could lie to him without him knowing it. So she
told a half-truth.


“I cannot tell
you what has become of Lamarra. I doubt the Crown Prince of the Phoenix or the
Council of Elders could tell you either. From what I have gathered, there is a
powerful creature of spirit that protects the Elemental city from all things of
darkness. It sensed danger to the Stonemantle sisters. While the oldest and the
youngest had their own protectors, I think this guardian of the city sensed
that Lamarra was the most vulnerable of the three and he took it upon himself
to protect Lamarra.”


That wasn’t
exactly a lie, Beatrice decided. She just hoped the general bought it.


“Well that’s certainly
a fanciful tale thick with lies and evasions, but perhaps with a hint of truth
as well.” The general sighed and crossed his arms, his expression turning
somewhat less stony. “I suppose if I ever want to see any of my daughters
again, I will have to hear you out. The letter says that you will explain the
plan in more detail.”


 


*****


 


Beatrice listened
as Silverblade explained to the general what his daughters and the Council of
Elders had learned about the acolytes, and, more importantly to her way of
thinking, what it would take to kill them.


General
Stonemantle muttered something under his breath and then said more clearly, “I
never did like Lord Master Trensler or his silent, dead-eyed acolytes. Never
trusted them either, but I also lacked proof of their duplicity against the
Emperor.”


Again the general
walked a circuit around his big oak desk, frowning and mumbling to himself as
he moved.


At last he looked
back at Beatrice and Silverblade. “But enslaving and creating his own army is
certainly an act of aggression. One neither I, nor the Emperor, will tolerate.
I will meet with Crown Prince Sorntar. But without proof that the acolytes are
what you claim, I cannot risk going against them. We will leave under the cover
of darkness.” The general looked out the window, his expression far from
peaceful. “In the meantime, we have candlemarks before then. You can tell me
everything you know about the acolytes. I sense there are many things not
mentioned in this letter.”


As the general
had said, they had many candlemarks before they could slip back into the forest
unnoticed. In that time, he ordered a meal brought in, and in between bites of
food and sips of hot tea, Beatrice explained the nature of the acolytes’
fearsome power. She went on to say that while there were few types of magic
that could destroy the acolytes, there were some simpler, but effective ways of
destroying them, such as arrows and burning oil.


Throughout their
conversation, the general scribbled details into missives for his senior
officers, and Beatrice could only assume he was quietly readying his men.
Perhaps in the coming days, they would finally be able to deliver a crushing
blow to the acolytes.


When nightfall
came, General Stonemantle had Captain Nurrowford escort them in secret out of
River’s Divide. Once they were outside of the city proper, they parted ways.
Silverblade and Beatrice continued on to the forest where, in the dark shadows,
several members of Silverblade’s pack awaited them in the company of two
santhyrians. It wasn’t until they were well away from River’s Divide that the
tight knot of tension lodged firmly between Beatrice’s shoulder blades relaxed.


Once they
returned to where the Elemental council waited, they would share the news with
the Stonemantle sisters. A fierce grin spread across Beatrice’s face. With luck
and a great bit of death magic, she might live to witness the acolytes’
destruction. Or at least witness them getting run off these shores.


Although, she
knew that even if they won this battle, they would still have to find a way to
destroy Lord Master Trensler’s dark master and the rest of the acolytes still
holding power over the mainland and the Emperor.


But victory in
war came one battle at a time. There was no way Beatrice was going to let them
lose this one.


 











Chapter Thirty-Eight


 


 


 


Little more than
four candlemarks later, Silverblade found himself standing next to Beatrice
while they awaited orders. He had resumed his lupwyn form, wanting sharper
senses for what was soon to come. Almost as tall as a phoenix, he towered over
Beatrice. But she didn’t seem to care and had tucked herself against his side.
Overhead, the moon was high and darkness still ruled. To the east, the slight
fading of stars promised dawn was approaching.


Thanks to the
swiftness of their two santhyrian mounts, they had made the journey back to the
Elementals, reported what they’d learned of the general, and still had time to
return to the pre-agreed upon destination.


The destination
had been chosen by Ashayna Stonemantle. She’d said it was far enough from
River’s Divide that they could meet in secret, but not so far that the general
couldn’t make the trip and be back in the city by dawn.


Silverblade
glanced around the open plain, flanked on one side by a vast river. He knew
this was the location where the human garrison had once made their armed camp.
It was also the place where Ashayna Stonemantle had first met her bondmate.


His eyes drifted
over to the two where they stood conversing with the Elemental council. He was
presently in his full lupwyn form and could hear every word of their
conversation, but he wasn’t really paying attention to their words.


Silverblade found
it difficult to believe that so much responsibility had been heaped upon these
two younglings. Neither of them were much older than Beatrice. Although, he
supposed, since they were the leaders of the Twelve, and had been reborn
countless times, they likely had lifetimes of experience. Still, when someone
didn’t remember their past lives, did that really count?


Frowning,
Silverblade considered what Councilor Tav had said about the leaders being too
young. Perhaps, but who was he to judge the gods and fate? So far, these
younglings seemed to be doing a fine job. In truth, he didn’t envy them having
to deal with the elders. His own mother had been a councilwoman for centuries,
and there had been times that he had not understood her reasoning. As much as
he’d loved her, it was still the truth.


Even though
Silverblade was an alpha, he’d always preferred the role of soldier over that
of leader. In this, he was content to sit back, take orders, and protect the
young ones when it was required.


By Ashayna’s
fierce expression, it looked like the leaders of the Twelve might need his
protection sooner rather than later. He gently bumped his muzzle against
Beatrice’s shoulder and indicated she should follow.


“I think I’d like
some armor first,” Beatrice said and patted his armor-covered chest. “Looks
like they’re flinging verbal spears at each other.”


“You can hide
behind me if you like.”


“Hah! You just
want me to stroke your tail. Nice try.”


“Perhaps not
now,” he said with a bark of laughter.


He glimpsed the
white flash of her teeth in the dim light and then she was off, heading towards
their leaders.


By the time they
reached them, he’d managed to fight back his laughter, and was just in time to
hear the tail end of Ashayna’s conversation. It became apparent why her body
language shouted her rage.


“You will not
threaten my father!” Ashayna turned to her bondmate, one eyebrow arched high.
“You! Deal with your mother.”


With that,
Ashayna stormed away, heading in the direction of her sister. Silverblade and
Beatrice sidestepped to allow the enraged human past.


“You still
believe her father may be an accomplice to the acolytes? Even after what
Beatrice and I reported?” Silverblade asked the Queen of the Phoenix.


Queen Talnarra
arched one elegant, feathered eyebrow, the crimson feathers of her crest rising
and falling just enough to betray her annoyance at his questioning. “Yes.
Caution is best in this situation. The acolytes are a clever and deceitful
enemy. Sensing and tracking their whereabouts has proven…difficult. Even you, a
member of the Twelve, did not sense the ambush that killed your mother. The
safeguards I have suggested will remain in place. Our most skilled archers will
remain on the other side of the river, and should General Stonemantle prove
false, he will die with the rest of the humans.”


Silverblade
stopped listening. Had the pompous, jewel-encrusted, so-very-superior ancient relic
just blamed him for his mother’s death? A growl built in his chest and his own
rage flared to life. So too did his pack bonds, and the surrounding forest was
soon filled with the haunting sound of a lupwyn hunting call.


Small, warm
fingers closed around his wrist and power flowed through him. At that delicate
touch, his and his pack’s rage was extinguished by soothing healer’s magic. One
gentle, unstoppable wave spread out from where Beatrice touched his wrist. He
huffed, but couldn’t muster up the rage again, not when she was pressed against
his side. Leaning down, he nuzzled her hair and inhaled her scent. In his full
lupwyn form, his mate’s scent was richer and fuller and had the ability to calm
him.


Slowly, reason
returned.


His judgement of
Queen Talnarra was unchanged, but he did understand her reason for not trusting
the human general or his men. But her attitude still left much to be desired.
Perhaps she wasn’t usually this abrasive? After all, she had just been locked
out of her own city by the Dead King.


That one of the
greatest workers of magic in the known world was fortifying his city to such an
extreme that nothing was permitted to come or go, perhaps not even the Twelve,
worried Silverblade on a whole new level. His displeasure with Sorntar’s mother
was a trifling thing in comparison.


Sighing
unhappily, he knew if the worst came to pass, and the acolytes had already
corrupted every creature in River’s Divide, he would protect and support
Beatrice while she did whatever was required for the greater good.


He glanced down
at his beloved to behold her practicing a magic almost as fearsome as what the
acolytes possessed. Apparently, she’d picked up on his thoughts and was in
agreement.


Beatrice looked
down at her palm with fierce concentration. Between her splayed fingers a dark,
shadowy magic danced. It flitted and fluttered like a living creature between
each of her fingers. She flicked her wrist and the magic jumped from one hand
to the other. Then, with a soft hiss of exhaled breath, she closed her fingers
upon it and the dark power blinked out of existence.


In the few days
since Beatrice had joined the pack and studied under the tutelage of Councilor
Tav, she had gained a better understanding and control of her fearsome power.
Yet still, late at night, she would whisper her fears to Silverblade and tell
him about her haunted dreams.


He tried to
reassure her, telling her it was simply a power, like a raging forest fire.
Dangerous and capable of great destruction, but not inherently evil. In the
coming moon cycles, Silverblade knew they would need her power, and Beatrice
would have to be comfortable enough with it not to hesitate.


He would guide
her and together with his pack, they would feed her the power she needed to
fuel that magic.


“It’s actually
becoming easier to summon and control with practice and the pack’s added
support.” Beatrice looked up at him and grinned. “Have I ever said thank you
for coming into my life?”


Beatrice
stretched up on her toes, and leaned forward to press a kiss against his
fur-covered cheek, and then another along the side of his muzzle before she
dropped back down onto her heels. Not yet completely trusting Beatrice’s easy
acceptance of his true form, he still hesitated to return her affections.
Although, even if she wasn’t as adjusted to his alternate forms as she
pretended, at least it gave him hope that she would come to accept him in all
his variations in time. For which he was glad. While he would take on human
form for her sake, he hadn’t looked forward to the idea of becoming human for
the rest of his long life.


There was nothing
quite as relaxing as being in one’s own skin. Even the thought of an army of
acolytes camped less than a day away couldn’t dampen his pleasure at Beatrice’s
affections.


His thoughts were
just starting to venture down the trail of pleasant memories when Autumn Shadow
came pelting into the camp. She and a few of the swiftest of their pack had
remained behind in the forests and fields near River’s Divide to track General
Stonemantle’s movements.


She skirted
around the clump of elders and councilors and made straight for Silverblade and
Beatrice. Once she reached them, she shifted, her four-legged full wolf form
vanishing to be replaced by her two-legged lupwyn one. With a slight ducking of
her head, first to him and then to Beatrice, she acknowledged them as her
alphas and then with an efficiency he’d always admired, she started into her
report.


“General
Stonemantle is leading a small army this way. There are also a number of
acolytes with them.”


Her words settled
like a stone in Silverblade’s stomach. He would’ve sworn that the general had
been uncorrupted, honestly wanting to work with the Elementals to rid his city
of the acolytes.


Scowling darkly,
he concluded that any number of things could have happened in the seven
candlemarks since he’d last laid eyes on the man. A shipload of acolytes had
just started coming into the harbor a few short candlemarks before he and
Beatrice had left. He supposed it was too much to ask for their plan to proceed
without challenge.


The coming battle
would have gone so much smoother if they’d had the element of surprise. But
Silverblade had learned to adapt. In a war with the acolytes, it was adapt or
die.


“Come,” he said,
gesturing both Beatrice and Autumn Shadow in the direction of the elders. Once
there, Autumn Shadow divulged the rest of her report.


Unfortunately, it
sounded like the general had emptied the garrison and every soldier within
River’s Divide was presently marching toward this location.


 


*****


 


By the time the
vanguard of the human army was near the agreed upon meeting point, the majority
of the Elementals present had taken to the air or vanished into the underbrush
at the edge of the forest like ghosts. There they would wait, hidden from the
humans’ senses. Silverblade doubted if they’d go undetected by the acolytes.


Not that it
mattered. They were ready this time and the acolytes would find that the
Elementals were equally deadly enemies.


For his part,
Silverblade waited in the open at the edge of the river with the rest of the
Twelve.


They were the
bait.


Having to sit and
wait for his enemies to attack first went against every instinct he possessed.
Lupwyns were masters of the hunt—dark shadows, sharp teeth, glowing eyes among
the trees, not bait laid out in the open. Silverblade gave a disgruntled huff
of annoyance.


Beatrice turned
toward him, her one eyebrow arched. “You might as well get used to the feeling
for the next candlemark or so. Human armies move very slowly. And until the
rest of the acolytes are within striking distance, we’ll have to keep the
vanguard distracted. You get to be bait just like the rest of us.”


Silverblade
wasn’t given the chance to reply. Just then, General Stonemantle entered the
clearing, a surprisingly small group of riders following behind.


This group must
have ridden ahead of the main army. To disguise their approach with the hope of
catching the Elementals unaware? Likely. The acolytes seemed to like
bloodbaths.


Silverblade
planned to give them one. By the end of this day, his mother would be avenged
and he would allow himself to mourn at last. But not just yet.


If he had to sit
and wait, acting like glorified bait to allow the acolytes to get close enough
so Beatrice and Ashayna could use their powers to devastating effect, he would
exercise patience.


The leaders of
the Twelve, the councilors, and both the lupwyn and phoenix queens had hammered
out a battle plan. As the leaders of the Twelve, Ashayna and Crown Prince
Sorntar would hunt out Lord Master Trensler and neutralize him. If the acolyte
leader was actually on the field of battle. Silverblade had his doubts. There
had been no word of Trensler’s exact whereabouts for days now.


Regardless,
Silverblade had his own target. He’d flat-out told the others that Ironsmith
was his. Beatrice had agreed graciously to let him have that particular
acolyte, as long as the others left her some acolytes to destroy.


Later, he and
Beatrice had spoken of this amongst themselves. If General Stonemantle had to
be dealt with, one or both of them together would see to it. They would spare
the general’s daughters that task. Beatrice would execute and he would run
interference should either of the Stonemantle sisters try to interfere out of
love for their father.


He hoped it didn’t
come to that, but knew it likely already had since the general was riding
toward them in the company of acolytes.


 


*****


 


At last, a small
group of a dozen soldiers on horseback arrived. General Stonemantle rode in the
lead, but Silverblade could sense the acolytes behind him. He narrowed his gaze
and expanded his senses, seeking Acolyte Ironsmith’s scent.


Ah. His prey was
presently riding third in line, if he wasn’t mistaken. Good.


They stopped at
the edge of the clearing and took in the sight of Silverblade and the others
waiting by the river. General Stonemantle urged his mount back into motion
after a moment, seeming calm, his expression giving nothing away. Surprisingly,
there was no hint of deceit upon his scent. Silverblade reached deeper, but still
couldn’t detect the acolytes’ taint upon this human. Uncertainty fluttered at
the edge of his mind.


And where was
Captain Nurrowford?


Was the general
still in possession of his free will? But that made no sense. The only
certainty was that there was some treachery afoot. But was it one of the
general’s devising or the acolytes’ master?


He glanced
sideways at Beatrice to see her scrunch her brows together. After a moment, she
looked up at him questioningly. He didn’t have the answer, either. He gave her
the slightest shake of his head.


They would wait
for the acolytes.


The general, his
senior officers, and their military escort left their horses at the tree line
and made their way over to the river bank where the Elementals waited.


When he reached
them, he looked Crown Prince Sorntar up and down. “In truth, I don’t care which
magic wielders control these lands. Be it acolytes or Elementals, it matters
little to me. All I care about is getting my daughters back. Surrender them to
me peacefully and we will leave you in peace. The acolytes have agreed to abide
by the terms you set out in the peace treaty between River’s Divide and the
Elementals.”


This particular
turn of events was not one Silverblade had visualized. Yet he thought the
general was intelligent enough to know and recognize the danger that the
acolytes represented—not just to the Elementals, but to the humans as well.


Apparently, he’d
been wrong. It wasn’t the first time.


 











Chapter Thirty-Nine


 


 


 


Beatrice held her
breath and called on her death magic. Tendrils of black magic flickered to life
between her fingers. Barely noticeable to the naked eye, they crawled across
the back of her hand and snaked around her wrist, slowly creeping higher up her
arm.


She watched and
waited, surprised by General Stonemantle’s betrayal. Silverblade’s one look had
said he didn’t trust it, either. Her healer’s magic flickered to life, mixing
in with the death magic. Now that she’d bonded with the pack, something had
snapped into place inside her and she now possessed a better mastery of her
magic. The two powers complemented each other instead of fighting for control
of her body. Her physical senses flared stronger along with her magic.


Scanning General
Stonemantle a second time, she still did not see any obvious taint from the
acolytes. There was something more at play here. She’d also noted one key
player was missing—Lord Master Trensler.


While she’d been
studying General Stonemantle and his small group of soldiers, the rest of the
vanguard arrived, making their way through the forest where they spread out.
Likely thinking they were flanking her own small group.


Her own Larnkin
felt tension run through the other Elementals. The lupwyns and the santhyrians
in the woods remained hidden, but ready. Phoenix, high up in the canopy, awaited
the signal to attack.


‘Soon,’ her magic whispered to the other Larnkins. ‘It will be soon.’



As a collective
group, the Larnkins that slumbered within the other Elementals roused at her
call. Preparing for battle.


Her pack began
sharing their united power with her.


A river of magic
flowed from her, her dual powers hunting out the location of each of her
enemies. When her magic came in contact with the first of the acolytes, it was
absorbed by a dark red stone mounted in a bracelet that circled the acolyte’s
wrist.


Ah. There was
something interesting to study there.


The black metal
of the bracelet bit like frost along her senses. She allowed more of her power
to be absorbed by the acolyte. It wasn’t wasted.


Those red stones
were how the acolytes’ master fed and as such, it was a link to that creature.
She might just have found a way to track it. Filing that information away for
later study, she turned her attention back to the general and his advisors.


“Surrender my
daughters to me, and we can avoid a great deal of unpleasantness,” General
Stonemantle said. He was still calm, but she heard an edge of impatience
creeping into his voice.


Pushing past the
other Elementals, Sorsha, the youngest of the Stonemantle sisters stormed
forward, armed with a longbow with one of her lethal fire arrows already
notched. “How could you betray us like this? I’ll kill you myself!”


Sorsha’s
bondmate, the stallion mage Shadowdancer, was in his centaur form and he
trotted forward with his own longbow at the ready. His massive size dwarfed
everyone else around him and the soldiers standing beside the general shifted
nervously, hands tightening on their weapons. 


Before the leader
of the Twelve acted to soothe the heated situation, Silverblade skirted around
the others with the silent stealth of his kind, and placed a large, restraining
hand on the Sorsha.


“Wait,” he
cautioned. “Let us hear him out first.”


She and
Silverblade had already discussed what to do with General Stonemantle if they
thought he had been corrupted by the acolytes. Thus Beatrice knew Silverblade
was prepared to kill anyone that the acolytes had corrupted, even the general.


So why was he
suddenly willing to hear out the general?


“There is
something not right about this situation,”
Silverblade whispered into her mind. “I think the clever tactician has
something planned.”


To the general he
said, “Go on, human. Explain to your daughters why you’re ready to throw them
to the acolytes.”


Beatrice noted General
Stonemantle didn’t dignify Silverblade’s remark with an answer. He didn’t even
look at the lupwyn.


“They are your
daughters. If you claim to care for them at all, you will not surrender them to
the acolytes.”


“I do not have to
explain myself to you, beast!” The general turned his attention back to the
Phoenix Prince and continued. “In the past, you’ve proven more sensible than
the others of your kind. Hand over my daughters and the peace treaty will
remain intact.”


The human had
just stressed the words ‘peace treaty.’ Why? And yet, almost in the same
breath, he’d insulted every Elemental present.


Beatrice frowned
in thought, paying attention to the general for the first time. This behavior
was nothing like his reputation as a brilliant military tactician.


Sorntar shook his
head. “That will not be possible, I’m afraid.”


“Then I will
recover my daughters after every last Elemental is dead.”


General
Stonemantle turned his horse and galloped back toward his army, which was even
now splitting to allow a new group of horsemen passage. These were not horse
archers or even heavily armed cavalrymen. They were acolytes accompanied by
their soldier slaves.


General
Stonemantle addressed Acolyte Ironsmith. “I want my daughters unharmed. I don’t
care what happens to their companions.”


With a bow of his
head, he acknowledged the general’s words. “Do not worry. I will see that you
and your daughters are reunited.”


With that, the
acolyte spurred his horse into motion, his own smaller army of lethal acolytes
rode close on his heels. Just as he was about level with the general,
Beatrice’s Larnkin directed her attention toward the forest once more. Captain
Nurrowford rode out into the open, raised his longbow, and loosed the arrow in
one smooth motion.


A moment later,
Ironsmith lurched in his saddle, almost unseated by the sudden, unexpected
jolt. When he turned to face the general, Beatrice spotted where the shaft of
the arrow had gone right through his chest and the arrowhead now protruded just
to the left of his sternum.


Given the
location, it should have been a killing blow, if the target had been human. The
acolyte merely attempted to break off the arrowhead, but it was too slick. When
he came to the same conclusion, he allowed his hand to drop back to his side
and calmly studied the general. “You should have used fire.”


“I needed proof.
This worked better.” General Stonemantle increased his volume so everyone
present could hear. “I had suspected for some time that you and your acolyte
kin didn’t have our peoples’ welfare in mind, but it wasn’t until a human girl
and a lupwyn scout—two who should have been enemies—came to me and told me of a
greater danger. I knew I needed some evidence to take back to my Emperor.” The
general tilted his head and gave the acolyte a cold smile. “I have enough
evidence to satisfy.”


“You picked the
wrong side, General. But what I find most interesting is that neither I nor my
master sensed your treacherous plan. How is that?”


“Who said this
was my plan?” The general drew his sword. “Acolyte Ironsmith, by the
power bestowed upon me by the Emperor, I charge you and your fellow acolytes
with treason of the highest order.”


The acolyte
raised an eyebrow, as if finding the whole conversation humorous. The general
did not care and continued on. “The Emperor does not allow lords, governors,
town councils, or cult leaders to gather armies on his lands. And from what I
have seen firsthand, you and the other acolytes under Lord Master Trensler’s
command have been doing just that. Furthermore, you are in violation of the
treaty signed between River’s Divide and the ruling council of the Elementals. And
lastly, even if I was not bound by my vow to the Emperor, I would still see
every last one of your kind dispatched for the good of all.”


The general made
a slicing motion through the air, giving the order to attack.


Garrison soldiers
led by Captain Nurrowford led the charge, swiftly meeting the acolytes’
soldiers in a clash of steel, punctuated by the grunts and screams of dying
men. Or at least the human men were dying. The acolytes were silent. No matter
how terrible the wounds dealt them, they did not go down.


The human
soldiers were no match for the undead acolytes, but they weren’t alone in the
fight. Wordlessly, Crown Prince Sorntar took to the air as fire magic erupted
around him in a whirling cloud. In a dive almost too quick to follow, he dipped
down toward the group of acolytes, his fire magic preceding him.


In a blink, three
acolytes were ash, their metal bracelets with the red stones had been purified
in fire until all that remained was molten lumps of ore. Beatrice’s healing
magic danced over those steaming lumps, but found no taint of acolytes upon
them.


Taking that as a
signal, all the other Elementals attacked in unison. Several members of
Silverblade’s pack raced from their hiding places among the thick reeds along
the river bank to join them.


“Feel free to
kill as many of the other acolytes as you wish,” Silverblade said as he grinned
back at Beatrice. “But Ironsmith is mine.”


“He’s already on
the far side of the battle, trying to make for the forest, I believe.” Beatrice
gestured in the general direction she’d last sensed him. “Take the pack and go
after him. I’ll only slow you down and we can’t let him escape.”


Silverblade
growled unhappily. “Fine. But some of the pack will stay with you.”


She nodded her
agreement and then, flanked by three members of her new pack, she stepped away
from Silverblade. With equal parts focused will and sharpened rage, she lashed
out at the nearest acolyte. Tendrils of death magic flowed away from her body,
darting between and around the other Elementals and the human soldiers of
River’s Divide until it found its first target.


When he crumpled
to the ground, she picked her next target. Two more fell to her death magic
before she took a moment to see how the others were faring.


She felt
Silverblade’s intense stare for a moment and then looked back in time to see
him give a nod of respect before he darted away with several members of the
pack barking and snarling at his heels.


Near at hand,
another power caught her attention and she looked away from Silverblade’s
departing form to witness the effects of another power as fearsome as her own.
Perhaps more so. While her power took a few heartbeats to destroy a victim,
what she saw Ashayna Stonemantle wield took even less time. When that bright,
silvery power touched one of the enemy, they blew apart—nothing more than
whirling specs of light and ash.


Beatrice tore her
eyes away from what the other woman was doing and turned her attention back to
her own targets. The first of the lupwyns from the forest were now in the mix,
adding an even more chaotic element to the battle field.


As she watched,
one of the lupwyn warriors got cornered between two acolytes. He fought them,
but she could feel when they started to feed.


“I don’t think
so,” she whispered under her breath and set her death magic upon the acolyte.


While she’d been
busy destroying another acolyte that had stumbled into her path, a hail of fire
arrows from across the river took out a few more.


Beatrice admired
their skill for a moment before she was once again attending to her own
problems as more acolytes started to close in on her location, drawn by her
fierce power.


More lupwyns
raced through the battlefield—nothing more than dark shadows in the tall
grass—but wasn’t tracking them with the naked eye. Though it was soon apparent
where they were as the acolytes’ horses were taken down with brutal efficiency
and the riders dragged from their backs.


Three more
acolytes were suddenly upon Beatrice, but Prince Sorntar darted out of the sky
and lashed out at them with fire, and then was gone again just as quickly.


Even as the
acolytes burned, she felt them feeding upon the magic flames, but it didn’t
save them and the flames soon devoured their bodies. With no host to house it,
the dark power that had been reanimating their bodies dissipated in the
sunlight.


After dispatching
another acolyte in her path, she looked around, taking in the carnage of the
battle. Clearly the Elementals and soldiers of River’s Divide had the upper
hand. Though their side was not without casualties. Directly in her path, a
female lupwyn lay sprawled beside a dying santhyrian. It wasn’t Autumn Shadow,
but another member of her new pack. It took her a moment to remember this one’s
name. Ah, River Finder. Beatrice did not have to look at her chest to see if it
still rose and fell—her healing magic told her there was no life left in that
body. The lupwyn’s spirit had already fled. She said a silent prayer to speed
her soul to the afterlife.


While Beatrice
had been focused upon the dead lupwyn, the battle had shifted closer to the
forest. Likely, the remaining acolytes were trying to escape and vanish between
the trees. Beatrice followed, still seeking Silverblade. As she walked, she
found other bodies—some were human, some were acolytes.


Directly in her
path, a phoenix woman was sprawled on her back, wings outstretched to either
side, and her face twisted with horror as an acolyte knelt on her chest.
Beatrice reached out with her magic and, forming a lance made of pure power,
separated the acolyte’s head from his body. Even as the head dropped away, the
acolyte’s dark master continued to feed from the phoenix. With a hiss of
disgust, she slammed the acolyte with another blast of her power.


“Stay with the phoenix,”
she ordered two of her pack. They obeyed without complaint and went over to the
phoenix. A look of horror on her face, the phoenix scrambled away from where
the acolyte’s head still sat.


Before Beatrice
had a chance to act, the phoenix blasted the head with what was probably the
last of her strength. But it was enough, and the offending item vanished in a
ball of fire and ash. 


Councilor Tav
arrived and attended to the other’s injuries, so Beatrice continued her search
for Silverblade. 


She was just
reaching out with her healer’s magic to locate Silverblade when the Mark of the
Twelve flared to life. Suddenly she was seeing another location. The dark
shadows of the forest. Acolytes hidden among them.


Silverblade fighting
for his life in a battle against Acolyte Ironsmith.


Her pack bonds
flared and then dimmed, and she knew that he and other members of their pack
had just been caught in the dreaded net traps.


Somehow, they had
come full circle.


But this time,
Silverblade was not going to face the enemy alone. Beatrice sent out a mental
call to every other pack member and started to run.


“Silverblade,
we’re coming!”


 











Chapter Forty


 


 


 


The sounds of the
battle grew more distant the further into the forest Silverblade tracked
Ironsmith. He did not like the idea of leaving Beatrice back at the battle, but
he’d left enough of the pack with her that she’d be safe. Besides, her power made
her far from helpless.


He could not let
Ironsmith escape him again. That one had to pay for all the atrocities he’d
committed. His mother must be avenged this day.


The sound of
fleeing horses grew louder as he ran on all fours in full lupwyn form. He’d
secured his longbow and fire arrows against his back so he could run. It was a
risk, but he didn’t have a choice. Besides, it wouldn’t take him more than a
moment to shift back and have an arrow nocked.


Leaping over a
bunch of deadfall, he found the game trail he’d been following earlier, before
he’d cut across country. He darted around a tree and ahead, he spotted the last
horse in line. By its scent, he knew the rider was an acolyte, just not the one
he sought. But Ironsmith was with them, somewhere farther ahead.


He surged forward,
so too did the three other pack members still running at his tail. When he was
upon the last horse in line, Silverblade lunged, taking down both horse and
rider. He snapped the acolyte’s neck and broke both legs before continuing the
chase. He could double-back and burn the body later, after he’d dealt with
Ironsmith.


Silverblade
trailed his prey, soon catching up to the ones in the lead. He was just about
to take down the next horse and rider, when the game trail opened up onto a larger
stretch of meadow. He realized his mistake almost too late. But he still
managed to throw himself to the side, slamming painfully into a tree to save
himself from getting impaled by arrows. He darted around the tree, keeping
trees between himself and the acolytes with crossbows.


The acolytes,
having realized they were being followed, had dismounted to increase their
chances of catching him unawares with their weapons. They were smart enough to
know they couldn’t outrun a lupwyn. Not on mortal horses—even ones strengthened
by dark magic.


Silverblade and
his pack members—one of which was Autumn Shadow—stalked through the trees,
circling a wide berth around the acolytes. From what he could see from his
vantage point, there were nine acolytes. Not all of them had crossbows, but the
ones that didn’t had swords. Not that acolytes needed physical weapons to make
them deadly opponents. Silverblade didn’t like those odds, but he didn’t have a
choice, either. If they didn’t stop Ironsmith now, he might actually escape the
battle. They’d proven themselves to be good at hiding before.


“I’ll go wide and
come around behind them,” Autumn Shadow said as she started away from him.
“Once I take down one, the others will be distracted and you can finish them
off.”


It was a sound
plan, but instinct said it was too obvious. “Wait,” he started to say just as a
silver net dropped out of the trees to land on the female.


She snarled and
thrashed, trying to free herself, but Silverblade knew how futile it would be.
He and the other pack members watched and waited, looking for more traps, but
he didn’t see any.


That didn’t mean
there weren’t. But the acolytes were coming closer—he could feel as they
started to feed.


“Help her,” he
ordered Beta and Plains Hunter. He’d have to keep the acolytes busy while the
other two helped Autumn Shadow.


Circling around
behind the acolytes, he burst out of the underbrush and charged, catching the
closest acolyte by surprise. Using teeth and claws, he destroyed the crossbow,
and then swiftly disabled this acolyte like the others before him.


Discarding his
latest enemy, Silverblade lunged again, this time trying for Ironsmith. The
acolyte was too fast, his poised sword slashing at Silverblade’s middle. He
missed getting eviscerated by a hand-span. Changing tactics, Silverblade lunged
and rolled to the side. When he came up behind a tree, he put it between
himself and the acolytes.


Unslinging his
longbow, he stepped around the tree and nocked the arrow at the exact moment a
tangle of ropes dropped over his head and shoulders, snagging the bow and
fouling his shot. The combined weight and draining magic of the spell net
buckled his legs under him, and he fell forward onto his hands and knees. No,
not again!


Across from him,
he watched as Plains Hunter broke away from Beta and Autumn Shadow, racing to
his aid. The male only made it halfway before an acolyte’s spelled crossbow
bolt slammed into his side. Plains Hunter staggered a few more strides and then
collapsed. Dead. It had been a heart-shot.


Silverblade howled
his rage and grief and fought against the net trapping him, but it was as if
the net had sealed itself to the ground.


A shadow fell
across Silverblade as Ironsmith knelt next to him.


“Ah, it’s nice to
see that the only prey to ever have escaped me has returned to give me a chance
to fix that mistake.”


 


*****


 


Beatrice clung to
the back of the lupwyn she was riding. The male was unknown to her and not of
her pack, but he was a massive creature—nearly the size of a santhyrian, only
heavier-set. When he’d come alongside her and his thoughts had flowed into
hers, she’d seen that he wanted her to leap up on his back.


Without a
moment’s hesitation she had.


She’d been
running so hard up to that point, she’d thought her lungs would bleed or her
heart would burst, and that would be all right as long as she reached
Silverblade in time. With the pack’s help, she could heal anything. And with
this stranger’s help, she might just make it to Silverblade in time to save
him.


To either side,
the trees were nothing more than shadowy blurs as she and her new friend sped
through the forest. Her magic told her she was getting closer to Silverblade
with each beat of her heart. It also told her he was being fed upon by acolytes
again.


At last, they
burst into a small clearing, one filled with too many acolytes.


Off to one side,
Ironsmith knelt next to Silverblade, who was caught in one of those cursed
spell nets as she’d expected. She leaped from the lupwyn stranger and landed
hard on her hands and knees.


Even as she was
scrambling to her feet, she called on her death magic. Before she’d even locked
eyes on the first target, she lashed out at the acolyte with her power. A
second and a third died just as quickly as her rage mounted.


The acolytes
needed to die. Now. All of them. She was tired of them hurting the ones she
loved.


The stranger who
had carried her here reared up and drew two swords, the bright blades flashing
in the dim light filtering through the tree canopy.


More members of
her new pack arrived. Some attacked the acolytes, while others worked to free
the trapped Autumn Shadow.


With twin flashes
of silver, she saw the stranger’s two blades cut through the air, weaving a
wicked pattern that the acolytes could not counter. Another of the acolytes
fell, his leg severed below the knees.


It opened up a
path between her and Silverblade. She ran, her death magic striking out at any
acolyte that came too close.


From the corner
of her eye, she noted when more members of the pack flooded into the clearing
and started to pull down the remaining acolytes. Ahead, Ironsmith turned his
back on Silverblade and began picking off members of the pack.


Beatrice heard
Silverblade’s growl even over the sounds of battle.


Her death magic
was already flowing toward Ironsmith when she redirected it to Silverblade’s
location instead. She had promised her mate that he would have Ironsmith.


Her death magic
curled around the net trapping Silverblade and made short work of the
individual rope fibers.


Ironsmith was
just pointing his loaded crossbow at her heart when she looked back at him.


 


 


*****


 


Silverblade felt
the ropes trapping him start to fray, but he also saw Ironsmith aiming his next
bolt at Beatrice’s heart. He did not think. Rage simply ignited and a phoenix’s
fire magic came to his call, even while he was still in full lupwyn form. The
ropes burned to ash and he surged to his feet to direct the next blast of magic
at the crossbow in the acolyte’s hands.


Both the crossbow
and the hand holding it vanished in a ball of fire and ash.


Ironsmith
staggered back, surprise etched on his face.


While he was
still off-guard, another lupwyn—the one Beatrice had been riding when she’d
first entered the clearing—grabbed Ironsmith by the throat and slammed him
against a tree. The acolyte had to be feeding off the other male, but the
newcomer showed no discomfort.


“He’s mine to
kill!” Silverblade shouted as the fire magic continued to build within him. The
symbol of the Twelve branded on his chest began to throb as if it was
sympathizing with the fire magic. “If you kill him, I’m going to beat you.”


“Ah, I was just
going to hold him for you so he doesn’t slither away.” Humor glinted in the
newcomer’s eyes as he continued to strangle the acolyte. “It’s not like he can
really die this way, correct? I’ll leave the killing for someone else. Mother
doesn’t think I’m old enough for all this  yet.”


It took him a
moment to recognize the new male, but he did after a moment. Later he might
regret threatening to beat the Lupwyn Queen’s youngest son, Prince Caltanwyn,
but at the moment, the magic within him was swelling to new levels. It felt
almost as if…


Silverblade
lunged away from the other two as he underwent an uncontrolled shift. Flames
danced along his skin, but did him no harm even as his fur vanished. All along
his back, a new pressure built and with another wave of heat and Elemental
fire, wings emerged from his back. A moment later, he knew he had a matching
tail and long, upright crest. By design or accident, his Larnkin had stopped
short of shifting to full bird form and he still possessed his human body.
Which was good. He wanted to wring the life out of Ironsmith with his bare
hands. Or perhaps carve out his heart, He flexed his talon-tipped fingers. Both
methods held appeal.


“Silverblade, are
you all right?” Beatrice asked as she came up behind him.


He heard her
pause and then start walking again as the fire coating his feathers died down
and extinguished itself after another moment.


“I’m fine.”


“Hmmm, you’re a
phoenix. And I can feel that your Larnkin exhausted itself to accomplish that.”
There was a question in there somewhere, he knew. But Silverblade was too tired
to dig for the answer. All he wanted was to finish Ironsmith. He turned to look
for his prey.


“You look like
your mother,” Prince Caltanwyn added, still holding Ironsmith pinned to the
tree.


“I am my mother’s
son. And that bastard killed her.”


“If you’re going
to blast this one with Elemental fire, mind if I move first?” Caltanwyn
unsheathed one of his swords and stabbed Ironsmith with it, pinning him to the
tree, and stepped back.


Ironsmith coughed
blood and then spat. “You can kill me, but Lord Master Trensler is even now
seeking a way into the domain of the one you call the Dead King. You won this
battle, but just lost the war.”


Beatrice stepped
forward. “What are you talking about?”


Ironsmith gripped
the hilt of the sword and pulled it free. Off-balance, he staggered forward
toward where Beatrice and Caltanwyn stood. The lupwyn prince snarled, ready to
attack the acolyte again.


“Don’t kill him
yet!” Beatrice shouted. “We need to know what he knows.”


“Perhaps,”
Silverblade said as he summoned a tiny flame of Elemental fire to dance between
his spread fingers. The tiny blue flames curled around and crawled up onto his
open palm. With a disdainful flick of his wrist, he sent it flying toward the
acolyte. A moment after it struck, Ironsmith vanished in a wall of purifying
flames. In the eerie way of the acolytes, he made no sound as he died. “But he
threatened my mate. Besides, anything he told us would have been a lie.”


Silverblade
simply stood and stared at the place Ironsmith had been. It was done. Over. Yet
he felt nothing. And then Beatrice stepped up to him and wrapped her arms
around his waist, and he knew he would be all right.


Grief could come,
he knew and Beatrice would soothe the ache, making it bearable.


“You’re too
damnably tall.” Beatrice hissed under her breath. “I was going to kiss you, but
I can’t reach. You’re even taller as a phoenix than you are as a lupwyn.”


Silverblade reached
down to hoist her up and Beatrice obliged him by wrapping her legs around his
hips. Her lips pressed against his and he was more than willing to be
distracted for a while.


Caltanwyn cleared
his throat.


With a sigh,
Beatrice broke the kiss, but he still felt her lips ghosting against his as she
said, “It’s over. We won.”


“This battle,”
Silverblade said. “But if Ironsmith’s last words are to be believed we have a
big problem. If Lord Master Trensler has already managed to invade the Dead
King’s domain, we will have to act quickly.”


“We will deal
with that tomorrow, if it has indeed come to pass. Besides, the Twelve are
coming together. More will likely make their way to us.”


Caltanwyn cleared
his throat. “About that. One more has come to join your ranks.”


When Silverblade
looked at the much-younger lupwyn, it was in time to see him discard his armor
and the padding underneath, exposing his chest. One of the symbols of the
Twelve had burned away his fur, leaving behind the shimmering mage mark.


Silverblade
laughed and gave Beatrice another swift kiss. “I see your words are already
coming to pass. Tomorrow, we will see where Lord Master Trensler really is.
Tonight, we will lick our wounds and rest.”


By the lack of
fighting sounds in the distance, they knew the battle was over by the river as
well. But there would still be much that would need their attention, not the
least of which would be the uneasy truce with the humans of River’s Divide.
Silverblade decided in that instant, politics was the job of leaders. Ashayna
and Sorntar could deal with that mess. If it looked like the younglings needed
help dealing with the humans, Silverblade would offer it, but if not, he was
more than happy to sit back and simply be a soldier. He was no diplomat.


Glancing sideways
at Beatrice, where her death magic still flickered about her and the pack bonds
glowed silver-bright upon her body, he decided she didn’t look very diplomatic
at the moment, either.


“Come,” he said.
“We should go see if our leaders require anything of us. And we will introduce
the newest member to them as well.”


 


*****


 


When they emerged
from the forest, it was as they expected. The battle was over and the last of
the acolyte bodies were being disposed of by Ashayna Stonemantle. She used the
fierce, fiery power of the destroyer, saying she didn’t trust the acolytes’
master not to try and resurrect his minions out of the dust.


When she was
finished, there wasn’t even ash. With the battlefield purified and the land rid
of the last traces of acolytes, she turned and walked to her father. She seemed
hesitant until he reached out and took her in a rib-cracking hug.


From what
Silverblade understood, humans had very little knowledge of true magic, only
the lies the acolytes had told them.


So it was
reasonable to assume that even the seemingly stoic Ashayna Stonemantle had
dreaded telling her father about her magic. It might take the humans a long
time before they trusted those with magic, but one father accepting the magic
of his daughters was a start. Perhaps one day, Beatrice would be able to walk
freely among her people again, too.


“My ‘people’
accept me just fine,” Beatrice said as she gestured at the pack surrounding
them. “Although, maybe they are used to more variety, since their alpha is
half-phoenix.” She grinned and stroked a hand up under his wings. He felt her
healer’s magic running over him again, learning his new body. She clearly
delighted in his ability to change his shape.


Her fingers found
the wing joints on his back and began to explore. Perhaps he should tell her
that was an erogenous zone for the phoenix.


Hmmm, or perhaps
he wouldn’t. Just yet.


 











Chapter Forty-One


 


 


 


In the days
following the battle with the acolytes, an uneasy peace fell over the port city
of River’s Divide. General Stonemantle, his senior advisors, and city officials
met at the outskirts of the city and there treated with the kings and queens of
both the lupwyns and the phoenix, the Council of Elementals, and the Leaders of
the Twelve.


Silverblade was content
to stand at the back of the tent with the stallion mage, Shadowdancer, and his
herd mistress, Sorsha Stonemantle. Beatrice and Caltanwyn were on his other
side, and both seemed bored out of their minds. He couldn’t blame them for
yawning and fidgeting—politics and treaties were not his favorite pastime,
either.


Beatrice started
to run her fingers in his feathers again. The night before, he’d taught her
about feather care and mutual grooming, although it was purely the grooming
part he’d been interested in. Besides, she was being subtle and he doubted if
any of the humans would notice.


Occasionally, one
of the human advisors or city officials would glance toward the back of the
tent, but their eyes would slide past him and land on the stallion mage. Beatrice
had explained that long ago, the people of the empire once worshiped a
mythological creature called a centaur. The stallion mage looked very much like
one of those creatures.


It suited him
well enough if the humans wanted to stare at Shadowdancer instead of him.
Although, by the stallion’s darkening expression, he was getting tired of all
the stares.


Silverblade was
just settling in for a long wait made tolerant by Beatrice playing with his
feathers, when there was a commotion outside the large tent. It sounded like a
company of horses.


A female voice
full of authority rang out. “Where are my daughters?”


There was a
greater commotion outside as guards shifted and changed locations, and he was
certain he heard a sharp, ‘get out of my way’ followed by a, ‘now, you idiot!’


“Lady
Stonemantle, if you will give us but a moment…” a human guard said.


“No, I won’t give
you a moment.”


The tent flap was
thrown aside and a woman, just beginning to show the markers of time in her
hair, came storming in. She was immaculately groomed, hardly a hair out of
place. If he hadn’t heard the horses with his own ears, he would’ve assumed
she’d been in the camp for some time, for she looked nothing like a woman who
had just galloped from River’s Divide for this meeting.


She covered half
the distance to the table, halted sharply, and scanned all the faces of those
present within the tent.


“Well, there’s
two of them, at least.”


Lady Stonemantle
made straight for her daughters, undaunted by the number of nonhumans in the
room. After looking them both over, she gathered them in her arms for a swift
embrace and then turned her attention back to the Crown Prince of the Phoenix,
likely because he was the one person of authority on the side of the Elementals
that she’d already met.


“I thank you for
bringing two of my daughters back safely, but there seems to be one missing,”
Lady Stonemantle said with a tilt of her head. Her sharp gaze warned the others
in the room to speak only the truth, or risk a mother’s rage.


Silverblade was
pleased that he was not in any way related to this matriarch. He had met
Beatrice’s grandmother several times during his scouting mission, and Old
Mother, while gruff, was also plainly spoken. There was no political intrigue
or doubletalk to worry about.


No, he did not
envy the Crown Prince of the Phoenix inheriting Lady Stonemantle as a second
mother. But then again, perhaps Lady Stonemantle would seem pleasant compared
to the prince’s own mother, Queen Talnarra of the Phoenix.


Ashayna
Stonemantle looked less than happy and explained that Lamarra was still back in
the Elemental city of Grey Spires, under the protection of another. When Lady
Stonemantle’s eyes narrowed, Prince Sorntar jumped in to smooth things over as
much as possible.


Silverblade
wasn’t really listening any more. At least they both still had mothers. Pain
lanced through his heart, fresh grief welling up within his soul, threatening
to choke him. After a few deep breaths, he managed to master his emotions
enough not to betray them outwardly. Even killing Acolyte Ironsmith had done
little to dull the pain. He hadn’t expected that it would, but he’d still
hoped.


He took some
comfort in the fact that his own mother’s bravery and strength had allowed him
to escape, to find Beatrice, and to warn the others of the danger the acolytes
represented. In that way, he knew his mother’s sacrifice had saved many more
lives.


A delicate hand
intertwined with his, and Beatrice turned to him, bumping her shoulder into his
side gently. “We did well. Success would not have been possible had your mother
not gotten you free of the acolytes’ nets that first time, which in turn
allowed you to find me. I fully believe it was her spirit which kept you going
that day. Your body and Larnkin were very weak. By rights, you shouldn’t have
survived long enough to reach me, but you did.”


She paused and
tugged at his arm until he started to follow her. Together they snuck out the
back of the tent, leaving the leaders to hammer out the treaty. She headed to
the river. All signs of the battle had been erased. Other Elementals had been
responsible for that bit of magic.


“I always thought
it was the mage mark that saved us,” Beatrice continued when they were far
enough away not to be overheard by anyone else. “But it never reacted like that
again the other times we ran into acolytes. I think that first time was the
result of your mother’s spirit protecting you, one last gift to her son.”


He ran a finger
along the intricate mark, feeling the slow pound of his two phoenix hearts
underneath. “I like that thought.”


“After this
present drama is finished, we will discuss other personal things, attend to
pack business, and together, teach the pack to sing your mother’s memory to the
moons.”


Beatrice had
already absorbed much knowledge of his people through her pack bond. “That
would be a nice tribute. Once we free my father from Grey Spires, and I have
shared with him everything about what happened to my mother, I will share what
you said as well. I think my father will like your idea for a tribute. Thank
you.”


 


*****


 


After many
candlemarks of debating, the Elementals and the humans eventually worked out an
agreement. They would forge another treaty with the people of River’s Divide—a
marriage treaty where Ashayna and Sorntar would be wed in the way of human
tradition. Silverblade thought it sounded like a sideshow to soothe the humans
and explain why there were so many Elementals within River’s Divide. No one
wanted the city’s populous to learn that the treaty was really the beginning of
a strategic plan for war against the acolytes back across the ocean.


The Elementals
had decided they could not risk allowing the festering infection that was the
acolytes to grow stronger and General Stonemantle agreed. But that would be
days of planning and first they needed to find out what had befallen Lamarra.


Silverblade
didn’t think the others would like what they’d found. So far, fate or the gods
had been tossing pairs of the Twelve together. If he followed that line of
reasoning, it led to the fact that Lamarra was the Dead King’s match. And if
he’d chosen a Dead Queen, they were likely already too late to save her. And
were he the Dead King, Silverblade thought he’d understand if he would fight to
keep his queen.


Looking down at
Beatrice, he knew if anyone tried to separate them, he would hunt down those
foolish enough to do so. He planned to keep Beatrice for the rest of his life.


Besides, she had
another ninety-seven days of courtship to complete. And he was very much
looking forward to each and every one of those days.


Beatrice started
to laugh, clearly reading his mind again. Not that he ever tried to block her.
He liked having her there—a part of his heart, mind, and soul.


“My beloved Silverblade.
I would court you for a century if that was what it would take to earn your
trust.” Beatrice stretched up on her toes and planted a kiss on his mage mark.


He lifted her
higher and when her fingers found their way into his crest, he started to coo
in the embarrassing habit phoenix had. He nuzzled her jaw, placing kisses
there. “Hmmm, I’m pretty sure my weak-willed lupwyn soul will succumb in less
than one hundred days. I’d never survive a century.”


“Good. Because a
century of phoenix courtship likely would drive me to take up some kind of
blood sport out of pure frustration.” She pressed another kiss to his cheek and
then her expression turned serious once more. “I suppose I should start
learning how to master my pack bonds soon. The other eleven Talismans are still
lost out in the world somewhere and we need to find them before we can strike
at the acolytes across the ocean.”


“Tomorrow. We can
start your training tomorrow. Tonight, I have other plans.” Silverblade grinned
and decided it looked to be a fine evening for courtship.


 


 


The
End
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