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FIREBLOOD

(A LEGEND OF THE WHITE DRAGON NOVEL)

 


A legend exists among the tribes of the Caveshi
Plains, a legend of horses blessed by the Creators for their
service in a war against a terrible Darkness. Thousands of years
later, the servants of Darkness have returned and prepare to
reawaken their master. The horses remain in hiding, except for
one.

 


Alo is a special stallion and his rider, Ayali, knows
it; but when Alo insists on rescuing a strange man fallen in a
dragon attack, no one understands the horse's purpose. Ayali's only
clue is the magic she feels within the man. Over time, her
abilities have weakened. Without magic, she cannot fulfill the
expectations of her family and her tribe in becoming the next
priestess. Ayali desires to gain that knowledge from the stranger,
but with his memories gone, he can tell her nothing.

 

To fulfill her destiny, Ayali must face a growing
darkness within her before it consumes their world and destroys her
life. Alo may hold the key to her redemption but will he reveal his
secrets before it's too late?
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Introduction

 


It is said in the legends of the Caveshi
that at the beginning of time, the Creators battled a great
Darkness. In their final battle, they rode special horses, which
they blessed for serving them. After they defeated their enemy,
these horses were turned free. No mortal can touch them. Their
gifts are a mystery. They are the Ferdrai, the Blessed of
the Creators.

Their existence has passed into legend, but
sometimes, at the edge of dawn or dusk, when the sun glares, you
catch a glimpse of movement. If you are fast enough, you may catch
the toss of a mane or the flick of a tail. They are real, but they
are elusive.

It is said they will recognize the children
of the Light, the mortal descendants of the Creators, the sacred
Majera.

It is also said that the Darkness will
return to destroy the world. The Ferdrai helped save it
once. Will their descendants recognize the descendants of their
masters? Will they return when they are needed?

 


 


~ Opati

elder priestess of the Neni'ohi Caveshi

____________________
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The dragon roared and strode forward. Its
sinewy body covered the ground on two strong hind limbs with
claw-tipped wings for balance of its front. The long tail flicked
with the beast's agitation. Yellow eyes regarded them with
insatiable hunger for the Rivon Cavalry in line before it.

From a distant position, Ayali watched the
battle.

She lay on her belly next to her father,
Taima, the leader of their interception group.

Her mother, Nori, had sent her with him for
protection, although why, she didn't understand. She might be a
capable warrior, but so was her father. Like her mother, Ayali
might have inherited the telltale blue eyes of the Lumathir,
but unlike her mother, her abilities to use magic were weak. Her
father would have been better off bringing her mother, a full
priestess, than his daughter, who could barely use magic, despite
all the training. Fully trained priestesses made strange decisions
sometimes, but their wisdom was not to be questioned.

The fair-complexioned stranger riding the
dappled gray stared transfixed by the angry red beast. His gear
didn't match that of the Rivon. Rather, his blue tunic bore a
rearing white horse with five stars around it. The Rivon wore
leather chest plates with only a white horse standing proud.

"Nai!" Prince Narkov Farolkavin,
firstborn son of the Sovereign of Rivonia, let his horse loose with
three hundred cavalry soldiers accompanying him.

The stranger followed his host's lead and
let his gray run. The stallion needed no urging and stretched his
nose out. Narkov's chestnut slipped back. Struggling against his
horse's panicked run, the stranger guided his stallion nearer to
the prince.

"That one is different." Ayali pointed at
the golden-haired stranger. She didn't mean his pale complexion
either. Something radiated from him, touching her at her core.

Why would one of the northern people from
across the sea be riding with Farolkavin's heir outside the capital
city of Chavali?

"He is one of them."

Her father's stern reminder shoved aside but
not out of mind her curiosity of the stranger. Despite the harsh
tone, she couldn't shake the odd feeling about the stranger and his
horse.

The almost white stallion acted as
intelligent as her mother's old stallion, Alo, who had no equal.
Kassar's greed and desire of the stallion had inflamed the
Caveshan-Rivon conflict in her mother's eighteenth summer. Not even
the sons and daughters of Alo the Rivon had stolen from their
warriors had satisfied the Sovereign.

The horse ridden by the stranger resembled
many of those halfblood Ferdrai lost to Rivon greed. It
must be.

The cavalry soldiers spread as a spray of
fire chased their tails.

Another roar erupted from the red dragon and
it flapped semi-transparent leathery wings and took to the air.

The shadow of its enormous size drifted over
the riders. The gray stallion swerved from the shadow. After
searching around him, the stranger fixed on Narkov, who raced away
from him with the cavalry scattered.

The dragon roared and the squeals of horses
and cries of men followed as it landed amid a tight group of
soldiers. The pile of bodies beneath the claws of the grounded red
beast revolted Ayali. Her stomach twisted and she looked away,
struggling to keep her food down. Never had she seen such carnage,
not even at the hands of the Rivon.

Further squeals from the horses choked her.
Blessed Trinity have mercy. She swallowed the lump in her
throat and turned back to see if the stranger had survived.

The gray stallion ran full out, but the
stranger guided him back toward Narkov. The remaining soldiers
followed.

The yellow eyes of the beast fixed on
him.

Her heart raced in his chest. No!
Run! Her breath caught in her throat, her fingers digging into
the grass and soil beneath her. The red dragon had picked him as
its next target. Her spirit carried her with the stranger as if she
could help him escape.

He turned the gray away and urged the horse
faster. The stallion's legs pounded the earth beneath them, his
nose stretched ahead. The wind whipped gray mane against the
stranger's face.

The red beast flapped into the air, its eyes
fixed on the pair. They'd never make it. She almost couldn't watch,
but had to. She couldn't look away.

Pulling hard on the right rein, he steered
the stallion's race into an arc. Quick maneuvers were impossible at
their speed, unless he could collect the stallion within a couple
strides.

The wyvern stayed with them, gaining fast.
Not three horse lengths behind, the dragon folded its wings, its
jaws opening.

Ayali stared, not daring to blink.

Those open jaws hovered a breath behind the
stranger.

The horse and rider tumbled to the ground,
narrowly avoiding the snap of the dragon's jaws. While the rider
rolled for a short distance and fell still, the horse struggled to
its feet. Despite that it favored its right foreleg, the horse rose
up between the dragon and the fallen rider.

Such loyalty can only be. No ordinary
horse would stay, but no pureblood Ferdrai would allow
bridle or saddle.

While the red dragon roared its damnation,
the horse reared up and struck out at it. Frustration raged in the
large yellow eyes of the beast.

"That one is special."

At Nodin's words, a hint of a smile touched
Ayali's lips. Her younger brother knew the story of their mother's
and Alo's partnership as well as any in the tribe. That same
loyalty showed in the stranger's horse. He might not have any hint
of magic, but Nodin had an intuitive sense that rivaled her
connection with magic.

When the jaw of pointed teeth snapped at the
horse and caught it by the neck, her stomach twisted. Ayali wished
it had survived, but the dragon ended its squeal of pain. May
the Trinity guide you home.

The dragon tore the horse's head and neck
from its body and swallowed it, before taking to the air. It chased
the cavalry that had run back to the northwest, in the direction of
Chavali, Rivonia's capital city. It wasn't hungry but chasing for
sport.

The carnage left upon the hills sickened
Ayali.

As if understanding that the threat was
gone, the white stallion came up behind them. His presence shone as
brilliant in Ayali's second sight as the beast had been dark.
Despite her trouble using her magic, she could always
feel it around her.

She looked over her shoulder at the proud,
unbridled grace of the stallion's pose. His ears nearly touched at
the tips, perched on the top of an arched neck that blended
perfectly at the withers to a strong, round back. Gray-edged
nostrils flared, taking in the scent that blew from the
battleground.

Do you understand?

The horse had demonstrated many times his
uncanny intelligence in aiding her mother. At the age of
twenty-eight summers and still strong and healthy far beyond the
age of any ordinary horse, he had enough experience to understand
this. Had that been why her mother had suggested Ayali take the
stallion to accompany the group?

Or had it been because Alo's power had
helped her mother access hers as a young woman and she hoped the
same for Ayali?

Alo pawed at the ground and let out a
resounding call.

A glance at her father's face made her
wince. He knew the stallion's powers, but by the tightening of his
cheek and the narrowing of his eyes, she realized he wasn't happy
with the noise.

Nothing stirred in the distance,
however.

A scrape of hoof on her bare shin drew her
attention again to Alo. The blue and red beads in her black hair
clicked with her movement. Alo lowered his head and nuzzled the
leather ties of her shoes.

"Fine. Let's go."

As she rose to a sitting position, a firm
hand grasped her arm. Ayali turned to her father's face. She
answered his unspoken concerns with a smile. "He'd let us know if
danger lingered."

With a nod, he released her arm. "We all
go."

Needing no further command, the others
followed Taima to their feet. Ayali stood beside Alo and grasped a
shank of the long mane as the last warrior stood.

With the flexibility of her youth, she threw
her bare leg over his broad back. The others walked to their
horses, which had stayed away from the crest of the hill in a
group. As the warriors respected her father, so to the horses
seemed to follow Alo's will.

With a shift of her weight and a touch of
his neck, Ayali asked Alo to wait. The warriors swung into their
saddles and picked up their reins.

Ayali touched her legs to Alo, the only cue
he needed to move on. Together, they led the group to the gory mess
left by the dragon.

Horses lay dead and injured. Their riders
had been less fortunate. Most had been crushed by the winged beast
or their own horses.

Ayali's attention focused on the corpse of
the gray stallion and his fallen rider. Alo stopped next to them
and lowered his muzzle to the man's golden hair. When he nibbled
her toes, Ayali patted his neck.

"He's dead too."

At her words, Alo took a hold of the leather
of her shoes, narrowly missing her toes with his teeth, and
tugged.

With a grimace, Ayali realized what he tried
to tell her—he wanted her to dismount. As she had long ago learned
to listen to his unspoken ways, she leaned sideways to look him in
the eye. "You can be a real pain sometimes."

Despite her aversion of the gory body of the
horse nearby, she slid from Alo's back. She knelt by the stranger
with the golden hair as Alo shoved his muzzle against the man's
shoulder.

Then Ayali saw it—the rise and fall of his
back.

"He's alive!" When she turned to Alo, he
watched the man with his ears forward in expectation.

Ayali rose to her feet and tried to catch
the eyes of her father. However, he faced away from her, examining
a gouge in the earth left by the dragon's claws.

"Epaiyi!" she called.

He turned to her at the formal title. The
braids of hair slapped against his neck with his sudden
movement.

"This one's alive!"

Taima turned his chestnut with the white
legs and sides. In a few seconds, he stopped the horse before Ayali
and swung from the saddle. He knelt beside the man who lay
facedown. "He's unconscious."

"Shouldn't we take him with us?"

Cold brown Caveshi eyes turned up to her in
answer. "He was with the enemy, Ayali. Do not forget that. He's not
welcome."

"We can't leave him for the scavengers."
Ayali frowned as she said the words, uncertain why she felt the
need to protect the man. Had it been his presence? She wished to
learn why he had earned the loyalty of the horse and why she sensed
a connection to the same power she learned to control. Still,
something else she dared not acknowledge lingered at the edge of
truth.

Her father stood up and gazed down at her
with a scolding frown he wore too well. "You're old enough to
understand. Leave him."

She knew better than to argue with her
father, but she didn't have to. Alo shoved his nose against her
father's chest. Taima wouldn't argue with the horse, if she could
trust her mother's stories and what she had often seen with her own
eyes.

When he pushed Alo away, the stallion pinned
his ears flat to his neck and bared his teeth in threat. Taima
stayed his ground, but the horse had other ideas. He used his head
to shove the man off balance. Taima stumbled over the stranger and
fell on his butt.

"Napi ilkia!"

The curse would have brought a fight to the
death from any warrior, but Alo wasn't human.

Instead, the horse ignored him and nuzzled
Ayali's hand, then the stranger's torn sleeve.

Her father climbed to his feet as Nodin rode
up.

"Tie him, but we can spare no horses!" Her
father stomped away to his horse and swung his leg up. With one
dark glower, he turned to finish his examination of the
carnage.

"You know better than to argue," Nodin
said.

Ayali winced. She had argued herself out of
a marriage to the son of a priestess of another tribe, a man who
possessed the gift of the Majera as she. Her father had been upset
afterwards. Or was it disappointment? In either case, he had been
unhappy with her, as he was now.

"Help me, please?" she asked her
brother.

"Who will carry him?"

With a smile creeping out, Ayali turned to
Alo. "I think he wants to."

Nodin shrugged. "He's never been wrong."

She patted the white neck. Alo had always
been right in his instincts. At least, she hoped he never was
wrong.

____________________
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Ayali laid a wet cloth over the stranger's
purpling forehead. He had bruised his face in his tumble and broken
his arm.

While Ayali tended the stranger's cuts and
scrapes, her mother tended his arm.

It had taken until past sunset to reach the
camp, with the stranger's added burden keeping them to a walking
pace. By then, the stranger's face had swollen and a section on the
left side of his forehead and cheek had turned into a purple
blotch.

Her father had said nothing to her since
returning, but her mother had smoothed things out. Nori had only to
see the stranger laying across Alo's back and the care with which
the stallion stepped to realize what it meant. She offered her
assistance as if the stranger were one of their own.

With Nodin and her mother helping Ayali,
they had carried him into their family tent. Her mother had spread
blankets out on the hardpacked dirt and rolled another for under
his head.

Working together, they had undressed his
upper body from the odd clothes he wore, a sleeveless leather cover
that laced up tight over a loose garment. The embroidery on the
leather had been done with greater skill than the best Caveshi. Her
mother said she had seen such clothes on foreigners of his kind in
Chavali, but only those who stayed at Moravay Palace as guests of
the sovereign.

"He will sleep, but I know not how long,"
Nori said as she examined the arm. "You say he fell?"

Ayali set the cold, wet cloth on his swollen
cheek with its rough stubble of an emerging beard. "He tried to
escape the dragon chasing him, and his horse stumbled."

Nori nodded her head but focused her
attention on the arm. "Near the wrist. I need a splint. Must have
tried to break his fall with his hands."

While her mother stood and searched to find
what she needed, Ayali looked down at the stranger. The stubble on
his jaw made him look older than he had when she first found him.
How old was he? Could he use magic? Or had she been wrong?

"Mashea, can you not heal him? You've
done it before with magic."

"No, Ayali."

"But—"

Nori turned, stopping her objections. "Time
is the best healer for these wounds."

Before she could object, the flap of the
tent opened. She turned and cringed.

Taima looked in, vexation across his face.
"Why are his wrists unbound? He'll wake and escape. We have
questions for him."

Before Ayali could speak up, her mother
stepped between them. "He'll go nowhere; his arm is broken and he's
unconscious still. I had to untie him so I can tend the
wounds."

The anger on her father's face looked from
the stranger to Nori, but he said nothing. Without a word, he
whirled and stormed off.

"He hates me." Ayali choked on the
words.

Her mother turned with a gentle smile. "No.
He loves you, or he wouldn't be angry. Don't think that he hates
you."

"He's mad because of me." That much her
mother couldn't deny. Ayali could never please her father.

Nori shook her head and exited the tent
without a word.

Alone with the stranger, Ayali brushed away
the layers of golden blonde hair that barely covered his ears. Who
was he? His features matched nothing she had seen in her
experience. He had not the slenderness of the Rivon or the sinewy
build of the Caveshi. Rather, he had a strong jaw and thick strong
arms attached to shoulders broader than any man she had seen. And
he had the pale skin of the northern men.

Her mother and father had described them
from their escapades into Chavali in their younger years, when her
mother rode Alo and fought as a warrior; before the first child
came, Ayali's older brother Sakima.

Running her hands down his shoulder and arm,
she realized how thick with muscle they were. Were all men of the
north like this?

He had worn a saber, or what the Rivon
called a sword, belted to his waist, a long, unwieldy blade. She
found it cumbersome and tiring to swing, unlike her knife. Perhaps
that was how he had built such muscle.

Ayali smiled as a thought ran through her
mind. It'd be a sure bet you're stronger than anyone here.
She would enjoy watching a match of strength.

At the sound of voices outside, she pulled
the blanket over him.

Her mother entered alone with the leather
straps and sticks she needed to splint his wrist. She frowned as
she knelt next to the injury. "As soon as he's conscious, I must
question him."

Ayali nodded. She had expected that. Better
her mother than her father, who had no patience for the Rivon and
their allies.

In the silence of the tent, her mother
worked. Ayali helped to support the arm while her mother wrapped
the finger-thick sticks into place, so he couldn't move the wrist
but could still use his fingers.

"When we're finished, the elders would like
you to join them."

Ayali stared at her mother, who finished
tying the strap in place. Her heart thumped against her chest. Had
she done something wrong by showing mercy on the stranger that the
elders wished to judge her for it?

"Relax." The warm smile on her mother's face
soothed away some of the anxieties creeping into Ayali's mind.
"They only wish to know more, to be better prepared when he
awakens."

Ayali grimaced. "Are you sure?"

"You trusted Alo. They respect the
Ferdrai. They want to know what you saw, what you felt. You
are my child, gifted with the same power. You must have seen
something in the magic. Tell them everything." Nori stroked Ayali's
beaded hair as she had many times in her young life. "You're an
adult member of this tribe and a priestess in training. They'll
stand by you."

The calm of her mother's voice and touch, as
well as the vivid colors of magic around her provided some comfort.
An adult, yes. A fully trained priestess, no. But she had listened
to the magic.

"They're waiting for you," her mother said.
"I'll stay with him, and Nodin stands guard outside."

Ayali gave the stranger one last look and
exited the family tent with its warm fire.

Outside in the cool night, she shivered from
her bare arms and legs. In the distance, a mare whinnied to her
foal. Alo was out there, somewhere, with his herd. He hadn't given
up his duties as the lead stallion, despite his affinity for their
family.

All this because of him. Had he not insisted
they bring the strange man back to the tribe, they wouldn't have
this trouble. She hoped he was right.

Ayali reached through the forces of magic to
touch the brightness of his presence.

A reverberating call cut through the dark,
moonless night. She recognized the depth of that voice; like every
human, each horse had its own voice. Alo had heard her and sent his
support.

With a smile, she peered through the dark
between tents in the direction of his call. "Thanks, Alo."

Ayali glanced aside at a smile on Nodin's
face and walked away beneath the canopy of stars with renewed
confidence. The well-worn ground outside the family tent gave way
to the trampled grass of the Sehe'an's summer camp. In a moon cycle
they would pack up and move south, to the lands where rain fell
aplenty in winter, a journey made every five autumns to visit their
sister tribes after the convocation of tribes at the sacred
gathering place.

On her short walk, her thoughts shifted to
the coming of the cooler season. Although the Chajapah River never
froze, the grains wouldn't grow. Already, the season changed. If
the stranger came from the north, he must have been accustomed to
worse than she had seen.

Lost in her thoughts, she arrived at the
large council tent near the center of their camp in less time than
she expected. From inside, a single voice drifted out, one of the
warriors who had accompanied them.

Through the open flap, she saw him standing
in the center of a sea of faces. The elders sat on one side of the
circle, listening intently from either side of the age-lined face
of Epaiyishel Dopata, the old leader. The intricate work of
his beaded chestplate stood out from the basic clothes of the other
four.

Her heart leapt into her throat. They had
opened the meeting to anyone and it seemed half the tribe had
turned out to hear of the incident with the dragon.

Ayali clenched her teeth and balled her
fingers into fists at her sides to keep from fidgeting. She had to
go, whether she wished to speak in front of everyone or not.

The knowing eyes of Dopata flicked to her
and he gave a nod before returning his attention to the one
currently speaking. He awaited her.

Ayali took a deep breath and forced her feet
forward. When she reached the back rows of observers, she halted.
However, Dopata motioned her forward. She stepped around friends
and family crowded together.

Raga watched her, hesitating for a moment in
his story. From his description, Ayali knew he was at the end.

When she reached the free space in the
center, she noticed a friend of hers and sidled close to her. Raga
concluded his story as she sat down close to Fenahi. Her friend
nodded in silent acknowledgement.

"We thank you," said one of the elders, an
old man named Seno, her grandfather. After Dopata, Seno was the
next most respected individual, kind and fair in his judgments but
keen in his observations.

Raga found a place near the front and
sat.

"One more have we to hear, then we will make
our judgment. Ayali." The depths of wisdom in Dopata's eyes invited
her forward.

Her face burned hot at being called to
speak, but Ayali stood before the council. Her mother's words ran
through her mind, calming her heart from its race.

Seno smiled in a way that reassured her of
their good intentions. The council was fair, she read in that
gentle expression, and she had seen it in the wisdom of their
decisions; but she had never stood before them. It could also have
helped that her grandfather was much gentler than her father, at
least with her and her brothers.

"The others say impressive things about the
stranger and Alo's reaction. Tell us what you saw. Why did you show
mercy on the stranger who rode with the enemy?"

With a deep breath, Ayali told them what she
saw. She told them about the gray horse that had shown courage to
protect its rider and the energy she felt in connection to him. She
also described Alo's insistence. The more she spoke, the easier the
story flowed.

They asked no questions for details but
nodded as they listened.

When she finished, Seno thanked her as he
had Raga.

"Now, all have spoken," Dopata said. "You
heard the stories. Go now. We will make our decision about the
stranger."

He looked directly at Ayali when he added,
"We'll send for you when we reach agreement."

Ayali nodded and rose to leave with the
others. A few paces from the tent, she paused and turned back as a
couple of warriors closed the tent from outside eyes.

That was easy...too
easy. A new worry shot into her. Had she told them enough? What
had the others said? What if they decided the stranger should be
secured or worse—sent back? What would they decide to do with
him?

Ayali hurried to her family tent, needing to
distract herself tending the wounds of the stranger. While logic
screamed to return the man to the Rivon, another part of her was
curious about him. She wanted to know more.

____________________
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Pain tingled through him, starting at his
head, which pounded as if it would explode. When he tried to move
his hand to it, his arm ached with a pain that sent everything
spinning. His stomach twisted with nausea. He rolled onto his side,
wincing at the incredible stabbing in his right wrist and the side
of his face.

What happened to him?

He opened his eyes, but found his left eye
swollen almost shut. From his right eye, he made out blurs of
color.

"Ayali! Api gahano."

He frowned at the strange voice and the fact
that he couldn't understand. He blinked to clear the unfocused
blurs of his vision but recognized nothing.

What was familiar?

Where was he?

Who was he?

He tried to push himself up with his good
hand, but his head was too heavy.

"Vi. Uwe ki'al ahe."

He wanted to sit up and see them. Whoever
they were. But when he sat with his back humped over in an effort
to lift the massive weight that was his head, multiple hands
pressed him back to the ground.

"Uwe nego. Hatanko bega ahe."

As he lay back down, the pounding in his
head subsided. He rested with his eyes closed until the vertigo
passed again. He opened his eyes, and two shapes moved over him,
shapes that slowly gained definition and transformed into
faces.

{"Who are you?"} The dryness of his mouth
allowed only a whisper of his voice.

After a pause, they exchanged a flurry of
words too fast to comprehend as more than sounds, especially since
he knew not what they said.

The faces came into focus. Two women gazed
down on him.

Women?

They brought something close to his face.
Wetness trickled down his cheek—water. He opened his dry mouth to
welcome the cool refreshment, which distracted him from the
pain.

He gulped it down, each swallow intensifying
his awareness of thirst.

When he had enough, he lifted his pain-free
hand to brush away the source. {"Enough. Thank you."}

The woman on his left smiled and set the
pouch aside. He noted the smooth tightness of her dark skin and
realized she was younger than the other.

"Hi'op se'a ahe?"

He frowned. From her tone he understood that
she had asked him a question. However, she spoke a language he
couldn't understand.

{"Where am I?"}

The woman on the right looked down a moment
and moved her lips as if practicing sounds. A couple seconds later,
she leaned over and asked, ["Who are you?"]

He blinked and stared into the blue of her
eyes. Although the language wasn't the one he spoke with ease, he
understood her. In reply, he shook his head. Not a good idea—the
slightest movement brought back the throbbing. He winced and put
his good hand to his head as if he could stop the pain.

["You fell,"] the woman said slowly. ["Your
horse fell. Your head hit ground. Day slept you. Broke your wrist.
We healed you. You...ge'antam?"]

Guessing at what she asked, he nodded,
moving his head as little as possible to respond. ["Who are you?"]
he asked.

The woman glanced away, then to the other.
He followed her gaze to the bare-armed, younger woman, who
nodded.

["I called Nori. She called Ayali. Your life
saved she."]

He smiled at Ayali in spite of the dull ache
in his cheek. ["Thank you."]

After a moment, she flashed a quick smile.
By the hesitation on her face he knew she hadn't understood the
words.

"Api owan, 'Tiowankashe i'mo'," Nori
said.

At that, the young woman's smile grew.
"E'uat'ahai."

["She says, 'Service blessed.'"] With
formalities aside, the smile dropped from Nori's face. ["The others
want know why you ride with enemy. They have questions."]

He frowned. Enemy? Rode with them? What had
happened to him? Who had questions? ["I know nothing. Tell me who I
am."]

At that, the woman sat back. If her dark
complexion couldn't pale, a miracle happened.

"Yipai owan api?" the younger woman
asked.

"Api hepahi vioshana." She shook her
head. "vi' doshan ogai api."

The younger woman looked at him with the
same disappointment that he heard in the older woman's voice.
However, he thought he recognized a glint of relief in her face. He
could have been mistaken, but was she glad that he couldn't
remember?

"Nori. Ayali."

Both women turned to the deep, authoritative
voice that snapped their names.

He followed their gazes.

A tall man stood with the light of day
behind him where the dark fabric had been. He wore his black hair
tied with leather straps from top to bottom in two long tails, one
over each shoulder of a light, sleeveless top decorated with
stitching and beadwork with leggings below that. An ivory handle
jutted out of a leather sheath at his waist.

The look on the man's face hardened when his
dark eyes fixed on the stranger, and the man stepped into the
tent.

Nori stood up, the beads in her long, black
hair clicking faintly, and stepped between them, her hands to his
chest blocking him. She whispered something to the man. He studied
her, his hands on her shoulders, and muttered something back.

Nori nodded. The man pushed her aside with a
surprising gentleness.

"Epaiyi…" Ayali said. A stern look
from the man silenced her.

"Api owien Rivon."

The man looked back at Nori, who remained
standing, then to the stranger. ["Understand you can? Your life we
decide will."]

["Yes."]

"Taima—" Nori said.

The man turned to her and spoke too low to
hear. When Nori put a hand to his clean-shaven face, the man
smiled. Ah! Now, it made sense.

While the two exchanged words, he closed his
eyes with a sigh. Nori and this Taima, if that was his name, were a
couple. Something inside him said Taima would be watching him
closely, not just for the reasons the man gave him with his
words.

Just as well. He wanted answers, to return
to whatever home where he belonged.

When a cold wetness touched the left side of
his face, he looked up at Ayali. She laid a cold cloth on his
cheek. Why had she rescued him? What had happened to him?

He wished he could speak to her directly,
but it would have to wait, unless Nori could translate for him.

As Ayali dipped the cloth into a basin of
water and wrung it out, Nori and Taima finished their discussion.
After a long, dark stare, the man exited the tent.

Nori rejoined them, her expression downcast.
She avoided his eyes by examining the splint on his wrist.

After a long silence, Ayali spoke up.
"Vipai Epaiyi owien?"

Nori let her breath out and looked up.
"Narkov adage nawi setant ke'ia nagawehoshe avi weha'eshashe."
She paused and focused on him. Her throat flashed with a swallow.
By her hesitation he knew it wasn't good news.

["The others—some others—say risk are you to
stay. They… send you back when healed. Many days back to Sovereign.
Dragons may return. They afraid are that you bring dragons to us. I
said you need much time, not ready until after market."]

Who was this sovereign? Where would they
send him back? What were these dragons? And ["What is
'market'?"]

["Tribes gather for convocation. All meet at
market to trade, before finish travel to winter camp. This year to
travel."]

So much to consider at once. The
information stirred up questions with no immediate answers. The
frustration topped his annoyance with not knowing any of his
past.

When light streamed into the tent, all eyes
turned to the intruder. "Moe madahe leko'ai ne mehan
aha."

Nori and Ayali smiled as the young man
handed them large flat-bottomed bowls of food.
"Tiowankashe," they both responded.

An expression of thanks? It stuck in his
mind.

"Avi apo?" the young man asked.

Nori took the third bowl and thanked the
young man, who flashed a smile and departed from the tent.

When the young man was gone, Nori returned
her attention to him. ["Can you eat?"]

He strained to pull his head up to check the
contents of the bowl. A strip of cooked venison lay next to some
sort of yellow grain and an odd green plant cut into short strips.
Although he knew not whether he even liked such foods, his stomach
grumbled its demands. He needed to eat. He reached out with his
good hand to take the bowl, but Nori set the food aside.

"I'reto mie?" As she extended a hand
beneath his head, Ayali did the same from her side.

Uncertain but curious of what they planned,
he let them do as they wished. They pulled him up to sit. Despite
the slowness with which they helped him sit up, his head still
throbbed. He winced but waved off any further help. ["I am
fine."]

["Eat. You feel much good will."] Nori
handed him the waterskin they had used earlier and climbed to her
feet with her bowl in one hand. She waved Ayali to join her.

When they both stood over him, she said,
["Eat and rest. We let no one disturb you."]

["Thank you for your kindness."]

Nori translated his words and both smiled at
him before leaving him alone in the tent.

As long as he sat still, the throbbing
stayed to a minimum. He ate everything they gave him, including the
bland greens, which satisfied his stomach.

While upright, he examined the interior of
the tent around him, but it contained few personal items, none of
which triggered any memories. Animal pelts covered the ground in
places, although he noticed they had placed a blanket beneath him.
The blanket covering him bore intricate woven patterns of squares
and triangles of reds and tan.

Strange items hung from the poles supporting
the tent, including the center pole. Other blankets lay rolled up
along with some sort of reed mats and basic utensils.

Through the tent flowed a gentle breeze
carrying the perfume of flowers. With it came a variety of voices
from outside speaking the same strange but gentle language that he
couldn't understand.

He felt something else in the loneliness,
something he could only compare to the warmth of light. Like an
inner glow to banish darkness, it brought a contented feeling and a
smile. Despite the harshness and warning of Taima, he knew these
people valued the gifts of land and life.

He wished he could leave the tent and see
more, but common sense told him to stay. Until his head settled, he
could not go far. If sitting up was difficult, standing would be
futile.

Hopefully the women would return soon. He
needed answers. Questions swam in his head; topmost of them was
where he was and how he had gotten there.

____________________
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After eating with her mother, Ayali excused
herself to check the horses. She needed to see Alo. Although he
couldn't speak, she had to ask him why he had insisted on bringing
the stranger. At least he could listen. She knew he understood.

Also, the elders had decided last night to
question the stranger when he could at least walk and speak. He
could speak, but he spoke in a tongue none of them had heard
before. Luckily, he also spoke Rivon quite well, or so her mother
had said. That wouldn't put him in the best graces of the others,
but her mother and father could communicate with him. They had
learned Rivon in their adventures when they were younger.

The elders had decided that the stranger
hadn't lured the dragon. He couldn't have brought such darkness
into their lands. From her description and an in depth examination
of his spirit by Shenal—her grandmother and chief priestess—they
learned he was Lumathir, a child of Light. While he was
human as anyone, Shenal claimed that a strong connection to the
Light flickered within him that would not allow him to
intentionally cause harm.

The elders accepted her word and so had
ordered that he be cared for as if he had come from one of their
allies.

Many of the warriors who had fought the
Rivon in the last thirty summers found no comfort in the orders,
but they respected the decision. With many summers and experiences
behind them, the wisdom of the elders rarely proved wrong.

Much like Alo.

As the sun slid to the horizon, the horses
moved closer to the camp and the security of forty family tents of
various colors and embroidered designs. Alo grazed at the edge of
the herd opposite the warriors who stood watch.

When Ayali approached, the white stallion
lifted his head, ears pricked forward at the top of the thick,
crested neck. He let out a deep nicker and approached her.

Ayali smiled at the way the setting sun made
his coat glow, despite the tell-tale signs of his rolling in the
dirt that dusted it.

When they met, Alo lowered his head and
nuzzled her hand for treats. When he discovered nothing, his rough
tongue scoured across her palm. She knew not what he tasted, but
let him lick.

With her other hand, Ayali reorganized his
split forelock into one long section of hair down the center of his
face almost to his nostrils. The rest of his long mane she adjusted
so the loose pieces all lay on one side of his thick neck.

When Alo finished with whatever he had
enjoyed on her hand, he shook his head and threw everything back to
disarray.

"Fine. I'll leave it alone." Ayali sighed
and stroked the soft coat along the crest of his neck and shoulder.
"What do you think, old man? Why did you want the stranger brought
back here?"

Alo lifted his head, ears forward, watching
the activities of the camp. Some of the children laughed and raced
around the various family tents.

"Ignore me, will you?"

For a second, one of the gray-tipped ears
swiveled back toward her. A few seconds later, he dropped his head
to graze.

Ayali let out a sigh and laid her head
against his ribs, listening to the tearing of grass and the
gurgling sounds of his belly.

In the quiet of the time before sunset, she
found the place within her where the magic resided. It shone
brighter than when she was alone; it always did in contact with
Alo. Somehow the Ferdrai could enhance the abilities of the
descendants of the Trinity of Majera.

Her mother had found her true power while in
battle astride Alo as a young woman. He had shown her the way.

Ayali had yet to find her true power. It
frustrated her when she strained to use it, and she tired quickly
of simple tasks like lighting a fire or moving an object. Her
grandmother, the elder priestess, had taught her the language of
the Trinity and the ways of the Lumathir of the far city of
Narethal. However, Ayali had not the strength of her mother or
grandmother. Alo had not given her more as he had for her
mother.

"What's wrong with me?" she asked to no one
in particular as his tail snapped her like a whip.

Alo lifted his head to bite at a fly on his
opposite shoulder and resumed his grazing.

At least you listen, if you can't
answer. Part of her was glad he couldn't tell her, especially
when she doubted she wanted an answer.

She wished she could be like her brothers
without any signs of being able to use magic. However, she wouldn't
be able to ride Alo, since he had never permitted them on his back.
For that she was grateful.

Ayali gazed over the wide back to the hills
sprinkled with flowers vanishing into the horizon.

Alo had let the stranger on his back, but
would he also let him ride?

Curiosity flashed images before her. They
merged with memories of the stranger's gray stallion.

Through the grass waving in the breeze, she
saw something else. A vision as real as the sunset superimposed
over the hills. The stranger sat upon a galloping gray horse
without restraint, leading a herd of horses ranging from black
suckling foals to white mares and stallions covering the land to
the horizon. In greater numbers than all the peoples of the
Caveshan Plains they thundered across the land.

Her heart caught in her throat.

Alo lifted his head to stare into the
distance as the vision faded.

Ayali blinked away the images and wiped the
moisture that had accumulated in her eyes. A soft nicker and the
tickle of whiskers on her upper arm chased away the rush of emotion
and pulled a smile to her lips.

"I haven't ignored you." She rubbed his
forehead and gazed into the soft, brown eyes.

As if nothing had happened, Alo returned to
his grazing. What had she seen? Had it been the Ferdrai? A
vision or a dream of hope?

Did Alo know? The questions burned in her
mind but he stepped away while tearing at the grass. At times Alo
showed signs of an intelligence far superior to other horses, but
most of the time he acted like no more than an ordinary animal. Was
there more to his choosing to save the stranger than seeing the
gift of Light in him?

Had she truly had a vision of the
Ferdrai or was it a daydream?

Until she knew more, she would keep it to
herself.

Ayali stepped back from the stallion. When
one of the larger foals nibbled on her shirt, she pried the teeth
away and scratched the muscular back. The bay filly stretched her
nose out in pleasure until Ayali stopped. With a snort, the filly
tossed her head and pretended to spook at something only she could
see, kicking her heels out at whatever imaginary predator chased
her.

Ayali giggled at the antics, forgetting for
a moment the troubles of the last couple of days. A trip to the
horses had been exactly what she needed to lift her spirits.

"Ayali."

She turned at the familiar voice. Her
brother Nodin strode toward her, a crooked smile on his face.
Suspicion gnawed at her thoughts.

He stopped a stride away. "Epaiyi
says you still have unfinished work."

Confusion furrowed her brow, until she
recalled the task she had left undone. The river fed a large grove
of fruit trees upstream from their camp. She hadn't returned to
finish picking the ripened apples, plums, and myriad berries. A
couple of her married friends had been assigned with her to the
job. Apparently Nashi and Alin hadn't finished either.

"I'll return to the grove tomorrow." As much
as she wished to speak with the stranger, she had duties to her
people, which included gathering food in preparation for the
upcoming journey. Her friends had the excuse of tending to their
children. She had nothing else that gave her a reason to be
elsewhere, not even the rank of priestess, but she wished to learn
more about the stranger as soon as possible.

When Nodin failed to leave after passing on
the message, she frowned.

A conspiratorial smile crept up his face.
"The stranger asked for you."

"He did?"

"According to mother. She speaks with him
now. I think she'd like you there to answer his questions."

His tone suggested more, which infuriated
her. Ayali narrowed her eyes in a scowl as his smile grew.

"Alo chose to save him. I did nothing." She
stomped away.

He followed but not fast enough to keep up.
However, she heard him mutter, "Nothing at all."

Although she liked Nodin better of her two
brothers, his teasing sometimes went too far.

When she reached their tent, voices from
within stopped her. She recognized the stranger and her mother
conversing in the Rivon language. Pushing Nodin's suggestion from
her thoughts, Ayali ducked inside.

Both turned to her.

The stranger smiled, or at least attempted
to. The swelling on the bruised side of his head prevented him from
using any fine control. She noticed he wore his shirt now, the one
her mother had cleaned.

He said something as she joined her
mother.

"I don't know who I am," Nori translated.
"But I'm told that you know what happened. Please tell me."

Ayali described watching the Rivon cavalry
riding toward them when the dragon appeared. She paused
occasionally to let her mother translate. Although Nori could speak
Rivon, more than fifteen summers had passed since she last used it.
She had some trouble, but managed to convey the meaning, or so
Ayali assumed by the attentive gaze of the stranger.

When she finished, he asked a question.
"What will happen to me?"

Ayali and her mother exchanged looks and
shrugged. The elders wouldn't discuss it again until after he was
well enough to move around on his own.

Although Ayali couldn't understand Rivon,
she guessed that her mother probably told him of their
decision.

He dropped his eyes and was silent for a
while. When he spoke, her mother answered his questions without
translating.

Ayali sat and listened, wishing she could
understand Rivon. Afterwards, she took a cue from her mother, who
stood up to leave.

The stranger smiled and said a word she had
heard him express before. In a hesitant voice, he also said,
"Tio…wankashe?"

Ayali smiled, pleased that he would thank
them in their own language. For someone who had no memory of his
life, he learned fast.

When Ayali exited the tent with her mother,
the stars in the sky sparkled, although a section of clouds blotted
out some of them.

"We will have rain tonight," Nori said. A
cool wind flapped at the tent fabric.

Ayali shivered, wishing she had grabbed a
blanket. With the coming of dusk, the day had ended. The evening
activities would begin, music and dancing and stories to distract
her from thinking about the vision and the questions she wanted to
ask.

At a warm touch on her shoulder, Ayali
turned to her mother.

"Before then, we'll enjoy ourselves," her
mother said.

Ayali smiled and walked with her to the open
fire in the center of the camp.

At least the stranger wouldn't be strong
enough to go anywhere for a while, perhaps another moon cycle.
Hopefully she could find out more about her vision in that time. If
she was lucky, he would end up traveling with them to the winter
camp. That would give her more time to learn about him and satisfy
her curiosity.

____________________
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Seven days passed and the swelling was down
to nothing. The pain of his broken wrist still bothered him, but
the splint stayed secure and prevented him from moving the joint. A
few moon cycles would pass before he fully healed, according to
Nori.

He stepped outside the tent of the
priestesses, clean-shaven and full. He marveled at the activity of
the people around him. A few paused to stare before continuing on
their business, but no one made any threatening moves.

The family had left the tent in early dawn,
their activities rousing him enough to realize they left, but they
had let him sleep. He awoke to a plate of flatbread and fruit.

Now, he stood outside in the warmth of the
rising sun over the chilly land.

The sounds and smells of the tribe
surrounded him as they had while he recuperated inside. Dogs chased
children or followed women working outside. Everyone worked, he
noticed, except the very young children. However, even they took
turns grooming the horses picketed outside most of the family
tents, the mankaiyashe as Nori had told him. Although he
knew not why, he found their whole lifestyle strange. Without any
memories of what he had left, he had nothing to compare, but it
struck him as gentler and simpler than he expected.

In the distance, the mares and foals grazed.
The stallion Nori had described, the same Ayali had said she rode
the day she saw him attacked, watched over the herd from a
distance. He wanted to see this special horse, which Nori had told
him she raised from an orphan colt, up close. This horse that
wouldn't yield to bridle nor saddle. The same horse admired by the
Rivon enough to inflame a conflict more than twenty years ago that
continued to this day.

He had ridden with the Rivon prince Narkov,
Nori had said. He knew not why, particularly if the Rivon were as
selfish as he understood from Taima's descriptions. Until he
learned more, he wouldn't return. He wished to be prepared when the
day came.

"Ashi."

He turned, knowing they meant him. In their
last few encounters, Taima had often referred to him by
Ashigiba, which they told him meant "yellow mane", but most
had cut it down to simply Ashi. Without any other name, he
could accept that one, at least temporarily.

One of the young men stood nearby, his long
hair wrapped in several tails with leather straps. One of Nori's
sons, he recalled, although the name escaped him for the
moment.

The sharp, brown eyes studied Ashi as if
uncertain how to act.

Ashi held his hands up, palms outward, in
conciliation, or at least his left palm, since his right was
bound.

"Awiani mie," the man said with a
firmness that allowed no room for argument. He stepped forward,
gesturing for Ashi to follow next to him.

Not wanting to upset the man, Ashi followed
him through the camp. Of course they wouldn't leave him alone, he
realized. From the tone Taima used to address him and what they had
told him of how they found him, he expected they trusted him
little.

They walked among the people without bother.
Several of the younger women smiled as they passed, and a few of
the older boys asked questions of his escort, but no one
interfered. If Ashi wanted, he could escape at any time, but
curiosity and a lack of familiarity with the area, on top of his
injured and splinted wrist, kept him bound to the camp. They had
only treated him well.

They stopped at a large, tan colored tent
bearing a pattern of stitching that resembled a group of men around
a central figure. In another place on the large tent a man and a
woman stood on either side of a taller, obscure figure with stars
around them.

Through the open flap, he recognized Nori's
face. The man with him pointed inside. "Nawi e'aifasho
ahi."

Ashi frowned but understood by the gesture
and Nori's motion from inside that he was expected to enter. He
ducked inside.

A line of five older men sat in an arc on
the opposite side of a clear, central area. The center man wore a
fancy chestplate separating him from the others, who wore plain or
beaded shirts with various necklaces. Nori had described the
council to him. The center man was their leader, Dopata.

The elders watched Ashi without
reaction.

["They are our elders,"] Nori said as he sat
next to her. ["They heard from many that find you. Now they want
hear from you."]

He nodded, recalling what she had told him
about having to face the elders. ["Did you tell them I can't
remember?"]

She nodded, her beads clicking softly in her
hair. ["They pass judgment after talk to you, decide to help you
will, maybe end conflict with Sovereign."]

["I'll do what I can, but I know no
Sovereign."]

A grimace twisted her lips for a moment but
she erased it before turning to the council.

The man with the chestplate spoke first.

Nori interpreted when he paused. ["He says
you look better than he expect. You tell them what remember."]

Ashi shook his head and shrugged, meeting
the gaze of the elders without flinching. He had nothing to hide
and no reason to lie.

["Nothing. I remember nothing before waking
with you and Ayali tending my wounds. I know not how I was injured,
nor where I come from, nor my name. I know not my past."]

They waited while Nori translated, nodding
without any hint of approval or disapproval on their weathered
faces. After she finished, they spoke to each other.

In the days since he had awakened, he had
stayed mostly inside the tent of Nori and Taima but had heard
enough of their language to recognize repeated words. The term
ashigiba came up a few times along with glances his way. He
also recognized Ayali's name in their conversation and the name
Alo, which he knew to be the stallion they revered. Why was a horse
so important? Why did it stir feelings of longing within him?

When they finished their discussion, the man
seated to the right of the center spoke. He asked a question.

["Want you to return to Sovereign
Farolkavin?"]

Ashi glanced aside at Nori. Were they
offering him a choice? He stared, puzzled by their generosity. From
what he had heard of the battles between the Rivon and the Caveshi
from Taima, he had assumed he would be considered a prisoner.

["I have a choice?"]

["Many days they discuss this. You are not
part of war. Journey is many days to Chavali and dragons may
attack. You may stay until better, but to southern camp we leave in
moon cycle; long journey south, farther from Chavali."]

Ashi looked from her to the waiting elders,
who sat with quiet patience. If he returned to this sovereign,
perhaps his memories would return. However, from the stories he had
been told of the man, he wasn't certain that he liked that option.
He also feared a return of whatever beasts had attacked him;
Taima's words had indicated he was lucky to be alive. And his
memories might not return as he hoped, no matter his circumstances.
In that case, he preferred the Caveshi.

Despite Taima's initial animosity toward
him, Ashi liked these people. He wanted to learn more, and he
wanted to be strong enough to fight if he faced one of the dragons
again.

["You have much to consider."]

Something in Nori's eyes made him frown. He
couldn't identify what he saw, but suspected she hid something or
had more to say. If he understood her meaning, he knew his
answer.

["I need time to think."]

She smiled, obviously pleased by his answer.
After she translated his words, Dopata nodded and said a few
words.

["You leave may anytime, but you alone if
stay after we leave."]

He almost chuckled at the response. Either
their leader had a sense of humor or meant it in all seriousness.
No matter the case, Ashi replied in their language, "Many
thanks."

The elders smiled and rose.

Nori stood up with them and pulled Ashi's
arm in an indication that he should show the same respects. He
stood with her and watched them leave.

In the empty tent, she said, ["You have
wisdom."]

He followed her out, where she said
something to her son. He looked at Ashi with a hint of suspicion,
like his father, in his eyes.

["If you stay, you must work,"] she said
with a glance to his right arm. ["We need all to help, but not to
hurt wrist again. Sakima give you easy task will."]

Ashi looked from her to the warrior and
shrugged. Why not? At least it might keep him occupied or perhaps
might even loosen some memories. He wished he could remember
something, anything.

After a quick word to Sakima, Nori excused
herself. Sakima, who stood a bit shorter than Ashi hut a hair
taller than his brother, motioned him to follow.
"Awiani."

Ashi walked next to the man, but his eyes
scanned the tents of the tribe and the activities. He wanted to
know who he was. What was his home like? They said he had come from
the north. What were the people like there? Did he have friends,
family? What had he left behind?

Despite his confusion, he liked this place
enough to stay, at least for a while; long enough to consider the
elders' offer. By the time the tribe left for their convocation and
market he might know something about himself, or at least he
hoped.

Sakima led him to a plot where half a dozen
young boys and girls and a couple of older women in colorful
dresses dug holes in the ground; or, rather, dug up roots from the
ground. At their approach, one of the two women, her long gray hair
braided back with a variety of decorative beads, met with the
warrior.

Ashi tried listening to Sakima's words but
couldn't follow the strange tongue. Rather than continuing with the
futile effort, he watched the children.

They looked up and waved at him but at a
word from the other woman, returned to their digging using tools
made of some strange bone-like material. The word "antlers" popped
into his head and he frowned.

While he puzzled about the images of
antlered creatures springing into the air with grace and speed on
four long, scrawny legs, Ashi never heard Sakima's call.

A nudge on his shoulder shattered the odd
visions. "Ashigiba."

Ashi blinked and turned to the warrior.

"Nakaia'lashi...eh...Lashi." Sakima
pointed to the old woman.

She put a hand to her chest and smiled.
"Lashi itanke'o shi ohine ai'ana."

Ashi smiled and bowed his head, not sure
what to say. Was Lashi her name or a greeting of some sort or
perhaps a title? When Sakima nudged him in the ribs with his elbow,
Ashi turned to him.

The warrior leaned near and in a low voice
said, "Ahe e'uate mie." He flicked his eyes to the old woman
and put his palm up in a gesture indicating the woman.

When he failed to respond, Sakima
straightened and spoke in a slower voice to Ashi. "Ahe e'uate
mie."

Was he supposed to repeat the phrase?

When the two watched him in silence, he
spoke the words.

The old woman smiled. The endless cracks in
the leathery skin of her face lengthened and smoothed out with the
gesture.

Upon glancing aside at Sakima, he caught a
nod.

Sakima and the woman exchanged a few more
words, with the warrior pointing to the splint on Ashi's wrist. The
old woman nodded.

After the brief exchange, the woman excused
Sakima. From the dropping of his eyes the warrior gave her, Ashi
realized she held some authority.

He stood alone with the old woman, who put a
wrinkled hand out toward the patch of holes and freshly turned soil
in which the children worked.

"Ashigiba. Mio Tiowankashe i'reto ga'aihi ti
hata."

Although he had no idea what she said, he
guessed by the expression of thanks that she appreciated his
help.

The children giggled as she handed him a
wooden rod with a stone carved flat stuck in the end and wrapped at
the connection with rawhide. The woman explained in her language
and made gestures with her hands.

When he dug at the earth, a couple of the
children came up and spoke to him in words too fast. He smiled in
amusement at how they helped him.

The girl on his right, her black hair
hanging in two braids, pushed the blade tool deep into the dirt
around a plant of wide leaves and pulled back. She did it a couple
more times until he uncovered a large, thick root.

"Ga'aihi," the boy said from his left
and stuck his dirty fingers deep into the soil to pull out the
root. He brushed the dirt off the fine root hairs of the white
tubor and held it toward Ashi. "Ga'aihi," he repeated and
waited.

Ashi smirked and repeated the word. If he
understood correctly, the word referred to the root they had helped
him dig up. Now it made sense.

The boy smiled brightly and nodded. In a
quieter voice, he repeated the word and tossed the root onto a pile
of them.

Understanding now what they intended him to
help with, Ashi dug up the next in a line with the two children
watching. The older women smiled and whispered to each other.
Although the heat of the day brought sweat to his brow and down his
back, Ashi enjoyed the simple task. Being out in the warm sun
fulfilled him more than the cooler shadows of the tent.

Occasionally a couple of the children would
start a song or giggle at something one of them said or did. At
times like that, he realized how much he was an outsider and wished
he understood their jokes.

As the day wore on, one of the older girls
brought a skin of water out to them. The cold water cooled him from
the inside, but he wished for a swim in the river, which trickled
past so near that he gazed at the cool water.

As if reading his thoughts, the horses
splashed into the river, their muzzles down. A few laid down in the
shallow edge and rolled until water dripped from every part of
them. Horses of all ages and colors paused to drink before
splashing out on the opposite bank.

The white stallion, however, stood watch.
Not just watch, as he realized, but watching him. Was that Alo?
Nori had mentioned that the stallion Ayali had ridden when they
found him had shown a special curiosity about him.

The magnificent horse looked familiar, but
he couldn't be. Ashi had set foot outside the family's tent for the
first time that morning. He had heard descriptions of Alo but had
never set eyes on him, at least not from that close.

"Ashigiba."

The name roused him from his confusion. He
turned and recognized a look of concern on the old woman's face.
She turned to the horses.

"Alo."

Ashi returned his eyes to the white
stallion, relieved to know he was right. The stallion nickered to
one of the mares passing close to him and followed after her. Her
black colt trotted at her side.

Something intelligent and kind had touched
him while caught in the stallion's gaze. As sure as the sun dipped
from its pinnacle in the sky, he swore it. What was it about the
stallion that he had felt?

Perhaps later he could ask Nori about her
horse.

In the meantime, Lashi directed the
children, who responded by loading the harvest of the large, white
roots into baskets piled nearby.

When his stomach grumbled, he understood why
they quit, despite the arcs of sunlight left in the day. He helped
load the baskets with his good hand as a thought crossed his
mind.

Where had Ayali and Nori gone?

____________________
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Her mother said little about the stranger
since joining her. Ayali wanted to ask what the elders had said in
their brief meeting, but dared not for fear of attracting unwanted
attention. She was curious, nothing else, but her friends and
brothers teased her about her interest in the stranger.

Instead of letting her curiosity eat away at
her mind, she watched her grandmother carefully. Shenal wove an
intricate pattern of dyed reeds into her basket. The harvest had
begun, and before they finished, they would need many new baskets
to replace the old ones or those they had sold or traded. Ayali
hoped to master the skill like her grandmother and the other older
women of the tribe, just as she hoped one day to master the power
of the Lumathir inside her.

The thoughts agitated her. Ayali fumbled
with the reeds, her mind lost on her frustrations. Before she
realized, strong hands settled over hers and tightened until she
couldn't move her fingers.

Ayali looked up to the face of her
mother.

Nori made a good priestess; she wore a face
as gentle as a mother should have for her child but as stern as any
leader bearing the burden of respect.

"You should practice your lessons. Recite
the Legend of Narethal...in the tongue of the Majera."

Ayali frowned and looked from her mother to
her grandmother. With a face of unblemished beauty, Shenal smiled
and dropped her eyes to the colorful basket she had almost
completed. Ayali would find no mercy there.

Reciting the story of the city in which the
priestesses of the Lumathir lived would take a good arc of
the sun, if not more. Telling it in the language of the Creators,
the name the priestesses used when referring to the Trinity of
Majera, would take longer. She had trouble speaking Gairdran; some
of the sounds were difficult for her to form, like their
pronunciation of Narethal and Lumathir.

"Practice, Ayali."

With a heavy sigh, she did as her mother
suggested. The words came slow and hesitant at first, starting with
the formation of the city. The Ancients had used a magic unlike
anyone had known since. They commanded rock to flow like water to
form graceful arches and noble pillars and just as simply commanded
it to solidify in place.

The words came easier as Ayali told of the
deeds of the Ancients and the coming of terrible wolfmen that
almost defeated them. Only the m'athêrred rî Lûmea—known
also as the Lumathir or magi—had the power to stop them.

In a few places, Nori corrected her, but
mostly she listened while weaving her baskets. The words flowed as
Ayali continued through the abandonment of Narethal for reasons not
understood to this day. However, the Lumathir had made it
their home four thousand summers ago. To this day, they trained
there to use their gifts from the Trinity.

When Ayali finished, the sun had fallen from
its peak in the sky. Only her mother and grandmother smiled. The
other four women shrugged and whispered among themselves. They had
not been taught the sacred language.

"You have mastered the tongue," Shenal said.
A variety of baskets circled her.

"And remembered your history."

"What has that to do with learning to use
magic? How will that help me?" Ayali knew the answer before she
asked the question, as she had asked it on several occasions. She
had come to realize that understanding the history and the language
were part of being a priestess. However, the core lay in the powers
of her heritage. She hoped that each time she asked, she might find
a clue to unlocking the full potential she knew resided in her.

Her mother put a hand on her shoulder, a
gentle smile on her face when Ayali turned to her.

"When the time is right, the power will
come."

"As it did for you?"

The Ferdrai had helped to open Nori
to her latent powers. The same hadn't yet happened for Ayali. Alo
hadn't helped her and she doubted he ever would.

"Give it time."

Pain thrust like a knife through Ayali's
emotions, bleeding her frustration. She threw aside the
half-finished basket she had worked on.

"I have waited nineteen summers. I won't
grow younger giving it more time." Grimacing, she shook her head.
"I may never have your level of magic."

When she stood, a touch on her bare leg made
her look down at the pleading on her mother's face.

"Never give up, Ayali."

With a nod, Ayali turned and strode away,
uncertain where to go. She knew only that she wished to be alone.
Her mother's calm diffused the storm that had threatened to explode
within her.

At least they respected her enough to leave
her alone. She needed some time to escape the expectations
burdening her. Perhaps things might have turned out better had her
mother sent her to Narethal as she had done with her younger
sister, Nasi. Then she would have learned in the strict ways of the
true Lumathir, not informally with her grandmother and
mother.

Ayali stopped at the riverbank, listening to
the song of the prairie. A black and white bird ran from her along
the ground, its broken call piercing the air. Foals ready for
weaning and trading at the market whinnied from their dams' sides
on the other side of the river. Wind brushed through the grass at
her feet and rustled the leaves of the trees along the river bank a
few steps away.

She added her own sound in a heavy sigh and
folded her legs beneath her to sit in the shade of the trees. The
shallow river flowed past, trickling over a few large rocks around
which eddies swirled to disrupt its current. She studied the calm
waters along the sandy shore on the opposite side and the ripple
effect left in the sand. Many songs had been sung of the gentle
Chajapah River and its life-giving waters. They praised the Trinity
for providing the riches of the plains to sustain them.

The Trinity.

Ayali grimaced. If the Creators had gifted
her ancestors with their power, why couldn't she use it like her
mother? Why could she feel a connection to that power in the
stranger stronger than her own? Could he use it?

The idea burned inside her with jealousy to
think that a stranger who had lost his memories might have easier
access to the power she had grown up learning.

"It's unfair," she muttered while pulling
blades of grass out and tearing them into pieces.

"Ayali?"

She jumped at the voice. Her heart thumped
against her chest. How had he found her? Where had he come from?
She knew from her grandmother that magic could be used to make
things invisible, but how had he done it? As far as she had seen,
no one had been near when she sat down, much less him.

Or had she been that distracted?

Still frozen by the shock, Ayali made no
move to turn. Instead of waiting for her, he sat down beside her.
She couldn't look at him, nor could she understand the words he
spoke.

If only she could understand him! She had so
many questions she wanted to ask but dared not in the presence of
the others.

The surprise of his presence faded as he
spoke the nonsense words of his tongue.

When she could take no more of the jumble,
she shook her head and waved her hands in the air. "Silence,
Ashigiba."

He quit talking and looked at her with calm
confusion on his face. Although he understood nothing of the
command, he recognized the name they had given him.

The understanding bloomed into other ideas.
Perhaps the lack of understanding each other's language, or even
her lack of understanding the Rivon tongue, had no bearing on
communication. He had learned a couple words of Caveshi. Perhaps he
could learn more.

Ayali studied his face, not a particularly
handsome face by Caveshi standards, but not unattractive. In his
expression she read confidence and patience. He had the look of
someone of great wisdom, which followed from knowledge and
learning. She could only imagine what he knew but didn't know he
knew.

It might work, she realized as a new
excitement filled her. She would teach him Caveshi, and she would
have the answers she sought.

Ayali decided to test him. She held up her
hand and pointed at it with the other. "Wahe."

At the frown on his face, she switched hands
and repeated the word. This time he repeated it.

A smile crept out with the encouragement of
his trial. Ayali grabbed his good wrist and pulled his fingers
open. Pointing at his hand, she repeated the word. When she curled
and uncurled his fingers, he said the word.

"Du." Yes, he had said it right!
Ayali turned to face him and held up both of her hands.
"Waheshe," she said.

He flexed his fingers on both of his hands,
or as much as the splint and soreness of his injured wrist allowed
him, and used the word for more than one hand.

Her heart raced with excitement and his
enthusiasm showed in his smile. They moved onto other objects. She
taught him words for anything around them—the sun, the sky, the
horses, the river, anything he could comprehend—which he picked up
quicker than she would have expected.

By the time her mother came, the stranger
had learned the Caveshi words for more than a dozen objects around
them. Ayali had forgotten her problems with the short time spent
with him.

"Ayali, time for dinner. Bring him along." A
light glinted from her mother's eyes before she turned and headed
to the camp.

Ayali put her fingertips to her mouth and
made a motion like eating to try to show him what her mother had
said. "Leko'ai."

Without any further prompting, he repeated
the word for food.

He put a hand to his middle with a grimace
and said some words in his strange tongue with a nod.

She forced a smile to humor him and waved
him along with her, using the word meaning "to follow".

As they walked, he pointed at different
objects and she said the words for each. He repeated every word
several times. A few words he mispronounced and she corrected. They
continued through the camp and activities of the late summer
evening, past people who looked up from their work.

By the time they arrived at her family's
tent, he had added another ten or twelve words to his
vocabulary.

A start, she thought with some
relief. At the pace he learned, he would have a fair vocabulary
built up by the end of harvest.

During the meal with her family, the
stranger listened to the conversation more intently than she had
ever noticed of him before. He said nothing unless asked in Rivon,
and then responded in the same language. However, since he still
remembered nothing, he had nothing to add to his story.

After the late meal, Ayali sat with her
grandmother to work on using her magic, but she couldn't
concentrate. She thought of the stranger and teaching him her
language so she could speak to him without her mother or father
translating.

Her father had taken Ashi out of the tent
with him into the quiet night, no doubt with the hopes that he
might remember something. Ashi had been as cooperative as anyone
raised in the tribe but her father still distrusted him.

"You are too distracted."

Ayali snapped back to attention at her
grandmother's curt statement.

"She has had a long day, Mashea."

Ayali looked at her mother, certain she had
an ulterior motive for her words.

Nori only glanced to her before setting her
eyes on Shenal. "You have taught her all that you taught me."

"A lifetime is not enough," Shenal said and
shook her head. "But perhaps tonight you should rest, Ayali." Her
grandmother smiled. "Tomorrow will be a long day as will many
tomorrows until the harvest is done."

Ayali breathed a sigh of relief. "Many
thanks, Mashea'we."

"Ayali."

She turned to her mother, who sewed a new
dress for herself.

"Remember that magic has many uses. Not only
can it be used as a weapon or shield, but also as a tool. Practice
when you can, especially with these dragons released from their
slumber."

Ayali grimaced as a cold shiver raced down
her spine. Dragons. They had caused the stranger's memory loss and
brought him to them. In some ways she was grateful, but she knew
from her grandmother's warning that these dragons were a bad sign.
Shenal had warned that the return of this Red Clan meant the
Darklord—their master—would return as well. No one would be spared
when that day came.

With such thoughts in her head, Ayali had
trouble resting that night. Not even the return of her father and
the stranger stole away her fears; the last thoughts before trying
to sleep compounded with each passing moment until dawn.

____________________
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In the cool air and faint light of dawn,
Ashi awoke to the sound of soft movement around him. For a change,
he woke with the family instead of after they had all left to their
duties for the day.

When he rolled from his side to his back, he
pushed with his right hand without thinking. Big mistake. Pain shot
through his arm to his shoulder. He scrunched his face and sucked
in his breath.

Holding the throbbing hand to his chest, he
laid still on his blanket and waited for it to fade. The soft
shuffle of feet stopped next to him.

["Take deep breath."]

The gentle voice of Nori pulled his eyes
open to her face in the gray light.

["Deep breaths."] She stood up and walked
away.

Ashi followed her instructions while
watching the others. Nodin glanced his way while rolling his
sleeping blanket. Taima must have left already since he was gone,
and Sakima slept in the tent of his wife's family.

Shenal set a bowl of food next to him.
"Eat." Using mostly words he couldn't understand, since his lessons
began only four days ago, she said something else about work.

He smiled and sat up. Ayali's lessons
helped. He had understood at least enough to infer the meaning the
elder priestess intended. "Many thanks."

Shenal smiled and gave a nod, before leaving
the tent with Nori and Nodin.

When the pain had faded, Ashi sat up. His
eyes scanned the tent, but they had left him alone; no sign of
Ayali. Where had she gone? He looked forward to more language
lessons.

Not until then did he realize how
disappointed he was to have missed her. Part of him enjoyed her
company. No one else had offered to help him understand the tribe
as she had, not even Nori with her wisdom and patience.

Ayali's strong will reminded him of someone,
but he saw only the face of a woman without a name.

He shoved the face from his mind and
shoveled the bland mash into his mouth, partly to hurry and start
the day but mostly to choke it down and fill his empty stomach.
Afterwards, he rolled his blanket and exited the tent.

The cool morning air invigorated him. A
crack of sun pierced the far horizon. It warmed his face as the now
familiar dawn activities warmed his insides.

"Ashigiba."

He turned as Nori excused herself from
another conversation and hurried to his side. ["I have new task
today. This way."]

When she motioned for him to follow, Ashi
walked with the priestess. One question burned in his mind. ["Where
is Ayali?"]

["She is busy."]

When Nori offered no further explanation, he
let the matter drop. Eighteen days had passed since he had first
awakened in their care. In that time, Ashi had come to know the
priestess enough to understand that she intended to end the line of
conversation at that. Although curiosity, or worry, itched on his
mind to know more, he let the questions drop.

If he wished to stay until the end of
harvest, which approached faster than he had anticipated, he had to
work. The odd thing was that he enjoyed the work. The interaction
with other members of the tribe in many ways brought him closer but
in other ways reinforced how different he was; yet the more time he
spent with them, the more comfortable he grew.

Most, especially the children, offered their
help at every chance; because of the injury, he supposed, but
likely out of curiosity as well.

The elders hadn't asked for his decision
yet, but he knew it would come soon. Would he stay with them or
would he wish to return to the Rivon?

The terrible beast that had attacked him
hadn't appeared again. Perhaps it had decided the tribe wasn't
worth attacking. That thought had crossed his mind many times.
Perhaps he would be safest staying with them, if for no other
reason—or at least no other reason he wished to explain.

Nori led him through the camp to a group of
warriors he recognized by face, although he had never spoken to
them. They wore their black hair in various cuts and styles. The
leggings bore marks in differing patterns while some wore shirts
and others were bare-chested.

They handled a long, shimmering metal blade
with awkward two-handed movements. It must have been a new weapon
they had come across.

When Nori led him to the group, they ceased
their activities and quieted. Nori spoke to them in their
language.

The warrior holding the weapon stepped
forward and held it by the crossbar in two hands with the blade
pointed down and the handle up.

Ashi frowned and looked to Nori in
question.

She gave a slight nod. ["Take it. It
is...your."]

["Mine?"]

"Yes."

He blinked and reached out for the pommel.
When Ashi lifted the blade, the warrior stepped back. He turned it
point up, wondering why the others had so much trouble handling it.
He had no trouble, but he would have preferred to hold it in his
right hand.

The polished blade reflected the dazzling
rays of the morning light as he turned it. This had been his
weapon? How had he used it?

["I not know gone. Learned from Nodin he
took it."] She paused, her lips moving as if trying to form a word.
After a few seconds, she focused on him again.

"Ishanto." She frowned and shook her
head. ["He wanted to explore it."]

Understanding she might mean curiosity, he
nodded, glad to add another word to his growing vocabulary. He
should be mad, but he hadn't even known it was his until then.

On a whim, he swung the blade in a move that
came to him. The warriors stared in awe as the blade arced and
jabbed at thin air, feeling to him as natural as an extension of
his arm.

Looks of amazement and whispers spread
through the circle of warriors. One asked a question of Nori and
she translated for him.

["They wish you show them to use. Rivon
carry lighter swords. They wish skill too."]

["I never knew I could do that."]

["Help memory."]

["Maybe. I see no harm, in any case."]

Nori smiled and bowed her head to the
warriors.

As Ashi swung the blade, a sword—the word
carried with it a sense of familiarity and nobility—something
guided his hand. He stepped, thrust, and parried against an
invisible foe in a whirlwind of patterns he couldn't remember if he
tried. When he held the blade, the movements carried him without
any thought, despite the brief hesitations of having to adjust for
using his left hand.

This was his weapon. He paused to
catch his breath and flexed the fingers of his right hand, wishing
they could grasp the pommel.

When one of the warriors stepped forward,
Ashi watched. The man wore his black hair loose over his shoulders.
A scar of four parallel lines marked his bare left shoulder. He put
a hand to his chest. "Mehvu," he said.

Ashi frowned, uncertain what he meant. The
warrior waited, his eyes on the sword.

["Name is Mehvu,"] Nori said.

When the man said something, Ashi turned to
Nori to translate. ["Wants you show how did that."]

How could he? He had simply reacted to
something inside him that guided his hands. It had flowed as
natural as instinct when he couldn't remember how he had learned
the skill.

Ashi shrugged and laid the sword across his
open palms.

Mehvu grasped the pommel with two hands. His
arms tightened with the strain of the weight. Ashi positioned his
hands as if holding the pommel himself and took a defensive stance.
Mehvu imitated him.

["Good. Now this—"] Ashi shifted his hands
in a three-step movement with the slowness of a novice but the
smoothness of a master.

Mehvu watched. When Ashi reset his stance,
the warrior copied in rigid imitation.

As soon as Mehvu learned the movement,
another wished to try. With Nori translating their questions and
his answers, the sword passed from hand to hand. Ashi showed them
all he could within the limits of his memory loss.

By the warmth of midday, they had each had a
couple turns with the sword and had opened up with more questions
than he was prepared to answer. Nori's translations helped,
although he wished they might help him learn what they meant. At
least from his lessons with Ayali and Nori's translations, he
understood ideas in some of the words or phrases they repeated.

When his stomach grumbled an objection to
its emptiness, he excused himself.

Mehvu caught him with a hand on his
shoulder.

He said something and handed the sword
scabbard to Ashi. With a smile, he nodded and turned away.

Nori came to his side. ["Did good. He teach
you after eat to fight as Caveshi."]

"Oh." Ashi forced a smile, curling and
flexing the fingers of his sore hand. What good would he be
fighting with a dagger when he couldn't use his good hand?

["Try? Both hands be good."]

Equally capable with either hand? He
supposed it might be possible, but he would have to work hard to
achieve it. Every task he tried to perform with his left hand left
him fumbling from a lack of coordination.

Perhaps next time he met one of the dragon
creatures, he might fight more effectively. Or he could be hoping
for too much.

Nori walked in silence beside him to their
tent. Shenal prepared their plates outside in the heat. Ashi had
come to appreciate the simplicity of the meals and the closeness of
the family groups. Each day had brought something new, although he
wished for his memories to return so he understood more.

While he ate, Nori spoke to the elder
priestess. He recognized his given name and some of the words
regarding the work with the sword, but most of it he couldn't yet
understand. Rather than foster his confusion, he turned his
attention elsewhere.

From his study of the camp, all families had
gathered for the midday meal. Ayali normally returned as well, but
this day she made no appearance.

Where had she gone?

Perhaps she would tell him later, if she
returned later.

Despite the food that filled his stomach, it
twisted at the thought of something happening to her. Yet, when he
looked to Nori and Shenal, neither displayed any of the worry he
would have expected.

He wished he could feel the same. Ayali had
never been gone all day since he had awakened. In silence, he
prayed to the Trinity for her safe return. At least learning the
Caveshi style of fighting might distract him from his growing
concern.

____________________
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The late summer sun beat down on Ayali from
its midday crest. A light breeze cooled the sweat she swiped across
her forehead. Despite the chill of approaching winter, Alo's body
heat warmed her more than she needed. She found relief in a few
trees to sit under and eat the meal her mother had packed.

Afterwards, Ayali stretched out in the tall
grass and closed her eyes. She had been riding all morning. Alo's
long strides had carried them miles away from their home to a
distance that would have taken any other horse a day to reach. That
was why her father had sent her alone—because he knew she and Alo
would cover greater distance alone and anyone else would slow her
down. Alone they could outrun any enemy and hasten back with any
warnings long before the enemy.

But today she wondered if he had other
reasons. Her father had made it no secret that while he tolerated
the stranger in their tent, he wished to keep the man from getting
comfortable and did not want Ayali close to him.

She had heard through her mother that the
elders had offered Ashi a choice. However, her father had no love
for the Rivon or any of their allies. He wanted the man to leave
and had said as much.

Ayali sighed.

Her father had joined her adventurous mother
during their early seasons together into the Rivon capitol,
initially as undercover scouts, and later as emissaries. He had
told her stories of the repression of slaves and women by the Rivon
and their bloodthirsty religion. Her mother had described the
lifestyle in less dramatic ways, but also found their religious
sacrifices unnerving.

Ten or even five summers ago she might have
argued with her father or dishonored him by asking to join another
family over the current situation. However, she had grown past that
stage and into the cooler-headed understanding of adulthood. She
understood his reasons but at the same time didn't agree with
him.

The thoughts had played in her head all
morning and a logical answer escaped her. Her mother and the elders
knew about Ashigiba's connection to the Light, but they had no
curiosity concerning it.

She hadn't told them about her vision of him
on the Ferdrai. Until she understood the meaning, she
wouldn't reveal that to anyone.

The scent of green grass blew warm across
her face. Ayali smiled from the tickle of whiskers that brushed her
forehead. She reached up and put her hands on the horse's
cheeks.

Alo blew hot air on her face and nuzzled her
hair. A moment later, he moved out of her reach and ripped at the
grass next to her.

Ayali turned her head and watched the white
stallion.

"Rest, boy. The hottest travel is yet to
come." She dreaded riding in the afternoons, especially bareback,
but at least the layer of sweat between her bare legs and Alo's
coat helped her stick to him.

Following her own advice, Ayali closed her
eyes. By focusing on the ripping of Alo's grazing nearby, she kept
other thoughts away. Birds twittered in the branches above while
the gentle breeze hushed through the grass and leaves. Clover and
cone flowers perfumed the air brushing past her.

It all faded to the background as she fell
away from the world. Images materialized out of a haze muffling her
senses. In her core the Light expanded, filling her with warmth
like her mother's embrace. The sun couldn't match its intensity.
Through it, she felt a wholeness that bound her to the world. As if
she touched everything and nothing, it filled her.

Then she saw herself lying in the grass, but
not as she would expect to see. The trees radiated colors in waves
while she laid in the grass as a bright spot in the shade. Currents
of air caught beneath giant, leathery wings and an intense heat
burned from within.

Like it had come, the Light faded. The noise
of the birds resumed.

Alo's piercing whinny shattered what
impressions lingered.

Ayali opened her eyes and searched the topaz
sky. A dark, serpentine shape with what must have been large wings
formed a cross high above. She sat up and watched it continue into
the horizon.

For a moment she feared the dragon that had
chased the Rivon army had returned, but only for a moment.
Certainty rang through her mind that this wasn't one of them but
something else.

The images it had shared haunted her—the
brilliance of the Light, the vibrant colors, the connection to what
must have been the creature's mind. None of it fit with the vile,
stagnant darkness that had twisted around the red dragon. This one
was different—a dragon of Light. But they had left the
world...hadn't they?

She would have to ask her mother what it
meant.

The tickle of Alo's whiskers on her shoulder
brought a smile out. "I'm glad you stayed."

He shoved his muzzle against her chest.

Ayali grabbed her small waterskin from the
grass and slipped the strap over her shoulder.

"Fine. We'll be off." She climbed to her
feet.

After a last look in the direction the
dragon had headed, she grabbed a shank of Alo's mane and swung her
leg over his broad back. It had been real. It must have been, but
it all felt like a dream.

Alo nuzzled her toes, pulling her back to
what she knew was reality.

"Enough, old man. We have a ride to complete
by sun fall."

At least she had rested. Already sweat
beaded on her forehead from Alo's heat beneath her and the sun
above her. The short respite after the jerked meat and bread washed
down with mildly cool water had helped revive her energy.

Ayali touched her heels to the horse's side,
directing him away from the refreshing shade of the trees. With the
lightest touch, Alo responded to her cues and picked up a
ground-covering trot.

They rode over rolling hills and jagged,
rocky peaks, past trickling streams, and through patches of
flowers. The peace of their ride blew away her concerns with the
passing breeze.

For most of the afternoon, they saw nothing
of consequence. Another quiet day would be all she had to
report.

They arched inward along their circular path
to head back, the sun sloping to the horizon but still hanging high
with many arcs from setting.

Ayali leaned forward and gripped Alo's white
mane for security as he climbed a steep hill. At the pinnacle, he
leveled and halted, his ears pricked forward at the scene
ahead.

Rivon soldiers scoured the sight of the
massacre. Many led their horses while studying what remained of the
corpses littering the field. Others held the reins of several
horses hitched to large wagons. Those not leading horses carried
the remains left by scavengers to a pile. The stench of death
carried on the breeze.

Ayali put a hand to her middle as it
lurched. The carcass of the stranger's headless mount had been
picked over, based on the white ribs arching out from the sunken,
gray hide. The saddle and tack remained untouched.

How had she come to this? She had avoided
riding this far out since the attack. The coincidence of passing
through this area without realizing baffled her. She knew the
territory with equal precision as she did every nuance of Alo's
shifts in balance beneath her.

Had Alo brought them here? She wouldn't
doubt he made a conscious decision to pass this way. He could have
since she had paid little attention to their surroundings other
than to head home. But why?

One of the men, his helm gleaming with
polished perfection, fixed his eyes on her. The metallic white
horse reflected the sunlight from his broad chest and a crimson
cape hung down his back and across his horse's hindquarters.

Narkov! He had returned.

Ayali pressed her heels to Alo's sides, but
the stallion only flicked an ear back. When she tried again, he
tossed his head and pinned his ears to his neck.

"What are you doing?" Now was not the time
for him to play his games. "Let's go, Alo. Please." Despite her
begging and kicking, the stallion stood his ground.

The prince galloped to them and slowed his
chestnut horse.

Alo pinned his ears flat to his neck and
stretched his muzzle, his bared his teeth at the pair in
warning.

The visitors kept their distance.

"You have no business here, woman!" Narkov
said in perfect Caveshi.

"This is Sehe'an territory. You intrude on
our lands."

The Rivon prince scowled. Before he could
speak, Alo snapped his teeth at the chestnut horse.

Narkov jerked his horse away from the
stallion's threat and glared at him.

"Yes, my father warned of your charms, but I
haven't come for you...this time." His last words to Alo hissed
through Ayali's spirit like a serpent seeking a vulnerable place to
strike.

Alo had fought Narkov's father, Kassar
Farolkavin, when he tried to take Alo from the Sehe'an Caveshi
almost twenty-four summers ago. Ayali would fight as hard as her
mother to keep Alo from being taken by Narkov now.

"Leave now, woman. This is none of your
business. We'll deal with your people another time." He
straightened in the saddle and held his horse still. "Go. Go to
your leaders and warn them; I will return for your offerings of
loyalty."

Ayali scowled and touched her heels to
Alo.

This time, the stallion obeyed and turned
away.

She kicked him into a gallop, wishing as
much distance as possible between her and the heir of Rivonia.
Just as well, she thought as they reached the hill from
which they had watched the events unfold. Had she stayed, she
probably would have told Narkov about the man they recovered. That
would have led to the Rivon riding into their camp to retrieve
him.

She couldn't let that happen.

But if she reported this to her father, the
elders might delay their packing for the journey to wait for the
Rivon to retrieve Ashigiba. She would lose her opportunity to learn
about his connection to the Ferdrai, and her people would
have to sacrifice much of their belongings and harvest to satisfy
the greed of the Rivon prince. For once she would appreciate
keeping what extra food they harvested with her people.

No, all would be better off if she said
nothing. Better that she kept it to herself and helped speed up the
harvest. The sooner they left, the more comfortable she would
be.

Ayali shifted her weight, the cue to ask Alo
to stop, and took a last glance back at the activity behind
her.

Narkov sat atop his horse facing her,
watching to be sure she left. If he wished it, she wouldn't deny
him the privilege of seeing her disappear. She had no power to
challenge him, nor did she wish to risk the chance that he might
discover Ashigiba among them.

Fixing her eyes toward home, she pressed her
heels to Alo's sides.

He picked up a spirited gallop, his head up
and ears forward. Any other time, Ayali would have smiled with the
excitement radiated by the stallion. However, her encounter with
Prince Narkov Farolkavin tainted the freedom that should have
filled her.

Since before Kassar's demand to possess Alo,
the Rivon had brought conflict to the Caveshan Plains. The Rivon
tribes lived on the coastal areas and traded with lands beyond the
Darnasian Sea. Much of what they traded was stolen from the tribes
of the Plains as duties and loyalty offerings, which they claimed
prevented them from bringing all-out war. None of the tribes and
smaller bands wished to risk facing the full army of Rivonia.
Through diplomatic ties and careful negotiations, the tribes of the
Plains had avoided all but a few minor skirmishes. Ayali wished to
keep relations stable.

She would say nothing to anyone and hoped
they slipped away to winter camp in the lake country to the
southwest. A few of the tribes native to that region welcomed their
visit every five years after the convocation.

The sun sank toward the horizon, leaving
long shadows across the land as Alo walked up the last large hill
between the battlefield and home. The wind had died to nothing not
long before they spied the colorful tents of the Sehe'an in the
distance.

Ayali smiled as Alo stopped at the crest of
the hill. Beneath her, he let out a deep bass call to the herd
between them and the camp. It vibrated up through her body with the
strength behind it.

Horse heads shot up from their grazing.
Multiple calls responded. Alo's muscles tensed with his desire to
join the herd. As its leader he had all rights to join his mares
and foals. Despite his ears pricked forward so they nearly touched
at the tips and his head held high with his excitement, he let her
guide him into a floating trot.

Some of the mares trotted to greet him, and
he nickered softly to them but continued forward. In his
twenty-eight summers as her mother's horse and hers, Alo had always
put their needs first. By now he knew that the time to join his
herd would be soon, after she returned home.

Ayali patted his neck as he slowed to a walk
at the river and splashed across. The spray of the river cooled her
legs, which stuck to the stallion's hide with his sweat.

Friends and relatives looked up and greeted
her as she passed through the camp. The night's posted warhorses
stood picketed outside each tent with routine patience. Alo stepped
carefully amid the games of young children and left the other
horses alone.

Memories floated back from the past of
playing games with her brothers around the legs of the stallion.
More than a few times, she would dart through his legs to escape
her older brother, Sakima.

So long ago, she mused. The images
faded again to their fond place in her mind.

When her eyes set on Ashigiba seated outside
their tent with her younger brother and father, regret shattered
the reverie. The man remembered nothing of his past, not even any
memories of his childhood. Had he any brothers or sisters, he had
lost them and any fond memories with them.

She pitied him for that and wished she could
imagine only a hard person, as her father wished him to be. Her
situation would be easier if she could think of him as an
enemy.

When he spotted her, her father stood up and
waited.

Ayali took a deep breath. Her words had to
convince her father. She hated lying, but refused to accept the
alternative. She could only hope her father never discovered the
truth.

Upon reaching them, Ayali slid from Alo's
back. Her legs ached from the long day of riding. Twining her
fingers in Alo's thick mane, she used him to keep her balance.
Standing on solid ground made her legs quiver.

Nodin stepped forward and offered his arm.
She accepted her brother's help and found a place to sit with their
group. Her muscles ached with relief. Too much time had passed
since she had spent all day riding.

Behind her, her father whispered words to
Alo.

She twisted around and caught the dark eyes
of the stallion. They touched her spirit with understanding and
grief.

Ayali frowned, but he turned and cantered
away before she could be sure if she had imagined the feelings.

Alo ignored Nodin's little brown and white
gelding and her father's leggy gray standing together near their
tent. He had never bothered the horses kept near the family tents
at night, although he did wander through the camp on occasion.

"Here." Nodin guided her to his grass mat.
"Sit. Mashea'we will bring your food out."

Ayali smiled from the relief flowing through
her muscles when she sat and let out a heavy sigh.

"I expected you back sooner."

She looked to her father and the lines of
concern on his face.

"I rode light coming home."

In the silence, Ashigiba said something she
couldn't understand.

"He asks how your ride was."

The look on her father's face told her that
Ashigiba wasn't the only one curious.

"Nothing worth discussing, but—" She had
almost forgotten the dragon. "I saw another dragon. This one was
different."

Her father stiffened. "How did you
survive?"

"It flew past. I suppose I wasn't enough for
it."

"You must tell Shenal. She'll know what this
means."

"Yes, Epaiyi." Ayali pursed her lips
and glanced away from her father to the pale-skinned Ashigiba. He
had darkened in the days since his visit with the elders, since he
had started working outside. His hair had lightened to a yellow
brighter than gold. Would his hair continue to fade to white ?

Ashigiba flashed a smile to her, his blue
eyes sparkling with mischief. What had he in mind? Did he wish to
continue their language lessons?

She hoped so.

Ayali turned to her father on her other
side. If he left, she would have time to speak with Ashigiba alone,
perhaps ask him if he remembered anything more, although she
doubted he would understand. However, from the look on her father's
face, he had no intention of leaving. This close to dark, she knew
he would stay near the tent.

"You came from the north," Taima said. "Did
you pass the field of death?"

She tried to suppress a grimace and glanced
down to hide her failure.

"The carcasses feed the scavengers."

When he replied, he spoke in a somber voice.
"I expected that. Did you see anything else?"

"No." Ayali shook her head. A knot tightened
in her chest.

"Good. Perhaps Narkov won't bother us this
season."

His answer surprised her, but she masked it
with relief. She had passed the lie as truth and couldn't go
back.

In the brief silence, Ayali caught the eyes
of Ashigiba on her.

"He has been asking for you."

Heat rose to her cheeks. "He has?"

Her father's eyebrows lifted with
curiosity.

Nodin nudged her in the ribs. "You need
confirmation? He is pleased to see you safe."

Ayali forced a smile to Ashigiba, flustered
by his caring. Her father had to be wrong about him if he cared
enough to worry about her.

"I was never in danger."

"Dragons?" Her father's lip twisted in
doubt.

"Except that."

"Speak to your grandmother." He stood
up.

Shenal leaned over with a bowl of food for
her. "Eat, Ayali, and rest. You had a busy day, it seems." After
taking the seat vacated by Taima, Shenal let out a sigh. "Tell me
about what happened with the dragon."

Ayali smiled, realizing that Shenal had
likely heard through the thin material of their tent. Unlike the
short version she had told her father, she described the full
vision to her grandmother. She told the elder priestess about the
connection and the view from high above with the hopes that her
grandmother would explain it.

When she finished, her grandmother
smiled.

"The dragons of Light have returned. They
won't allow the Red Clan to threaten us further."

"But I thought they had passed on to another
realm."

Shenal sighed, her eyes roaming past the
evening activities of other families around them.

"They were never gone. I thought you
understood from the stories you've recited. I'll tell you more when
your friend looks not so lost."

Ayali turned aside to the questioning look
on Ashigiba's face. He said something in his strange language, a
question by the lift of his voice at the end. Perhaps her
grandmother was right that now was not a good time.

"It's not important now." Shenal smiled and
turned to Ayali. "Besides, your mother should know as well.
Tomorrow I'll tell you what I know."

Ayali pursed her lips, respecting her
grandmother's words but longing to find out more. "Tomorrow,
Mashea'we."

When Shenal shifted to stand, Ayali jumped
to her side and helped her up. Despite her grandmother's
unblemished beauty, she appreciated the respect. Younger members of
the family were expected to help their elders, especially a priest
or priestess of the Light. Even if her grandmother didn't need it,
Ayali owed her the same respect due any elder.

"Many thanks, my child." Shenal ducked into
the tent.

Most likely the elder priestess wished to
meditate on the news, something she was fond of doing. Her training
in Narethal as a young woman had made her a powerful protector of
their tribe. Perhaps if her mother had sent Ayali with her sister
for the formal training, she would understand all these things and
be better able to use her powers.

Until dawn, Ayali thought. Whether
she would sleep or not in her anxiety to hear her grandmother's
story would wait to be seen. Apparently, she hadn't learned all the
old legends yet.

"Ayali."

She turned to the man, now arm's length
away.

He moved his lips as if deciding what to say
and shook his head with a furrowed brow. "Say...words."

With a smile that he would make the attempt,
she curled her finger and motioned him to follow her from the tent
so they wouldn't disturb her grandmother. Continuing his lessons
would help her learn more about him and distract her from the
impatience of hearing a new story from her grandmother.

"Follow me."

____________________
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Late into the night Ayali laid awake
wondering what her grandmother would say. She thought she knew all
the legends of the Lumathir. Her grandmother had made her
recite many about the dragons and the First Race and the story of
the dreaded black dragon. What had she missed?

The answer plagued her.

After all her family, including Ashigiba,
had fallen asleep and only the occasional sounds of animals
disturbed the quiet her mind finally quieted.

She woke up to the call of her name. Her
mother knelt next to her, the outline of her features visible in
the wan light before dawn.

"Wake and rise."

After a glance aside to the dark shape of
her grandmother rolling away her woven grass mat, Ayali yawned and
stretched. Day had come too early. But not being able to fall
asleep because of her grandmother's promise to tell her about the
dragons had made it worse.

She moved quietly so as not to awaken
Ashigiba. He needed to rest yet to help his wrist heal. Even her
father afforded him that courtesy each morning.

The evening before had been peaceful, her
conversation with him clearer as he picked up more words and
phrases. He learned much faster than she would have expected. Was
it a special gift or was it normal for the people of the north to
possess such talents?

"Ayali." Her mother's whisper reached her
softer than the distant rumble of thunder. Either a storm had
passed or one approached. By the smell of rain she guessed it had
recently passed.

She marveled that she had slept through it
when she thought she had been awake. At some point she must have
slept.

When her mother's shape waved to her, she
followed outside.

Ayali shivered in the chill air as each step
outside squished in mud. She grimaced from the thought of it
seeping into her thin leather shoes as her mother closed the flap
of their tent. The beads in her mother's hair clicked with the
ruffle of the wind.

"Mother told me what you saw yesterday."
Nori stood beside Ayali facing the eastern sky. It lightened in hue
in preparation for the rising of the sun. "She promised to tell us
the stories of the Lumathir later."

Ayali's heart sank at the intolerable wait
but she held her tongue.

"Until she's ready, I think it best if you
join me gathering the last of the herbs. The search will keep you
busy."

Ayali nodded. Her mother was right.
Searching for herbs would occupy her mind, especially since they
had picked most of their plantings and only a few wild varieties
remained. The search would be tedious but a great distraction.

* * *

The day grew warm, although the wind blew
chill enough that Ayali retrieved her long-sleeved fur jacket. Why
could it not have cooled before her long ride?

The Creators find humor in this, I
think. She shook away the thought in disdain. Her grandmother
would admonish her for such musings, however lighthearted.

How she wished her grandmother would be
ready to tell her what she wanted to hear last night! Despite the
work assigned by her mother, Ayali almost wished she had joined the
hunters that day. The methodical search through the prairie grasses
for the rare plants they needed didn't distract her enough.

The rest of the day passed slowly for her,
although she managed a good basketful of wilting flowers and leaves
of various mature herbs. With the seeds from the flowers, her
mother could plant more come spring or use them for trade.

Ayali tried to occupy her mind with other
tasks while she worked. Near the time for the late meal, Ayali
followed her mother to their tent and helped her separate the seeds
outside. At least if they lost any, the plants would grow near
their tent in the next season.

While they worked, the small group of
hunters returned. Ayali turned at the cheers and calls rising
behind her. The hunters led their horses beside them, several men
bearing three large elna with the dainty legs tied to poles so the
muscular bodies hung down almost to the ground. The tan bellies
darkened to brown on their backs and down the tops of their necks
and tapered heads racked with antlers. Two men to a carcass carried
an elna between them when four men might have fared better. They
carried the elna as high as possible, preserving the quality of the
hides.

The seven men marched through the camp to
the center, where families gathered to greet them. Had they found
any more of the antlered creatures, they would have had to leave
them or find other means to bear them home. Three of the animals
would feed everyone for two nights, perhaps more by the size of
them—full grown adult males.

The hunting along the journey to the market
usually yielded greater results. The path they followed paralleled
the migration of herds of various creatures.

The women set to work on the elna
carcasses.

Ayali worked on the plants, glad she could
avoid the bloody mess and the dogs trying to steal snatches of meat
or bones. She guessed they would roast much of the fresh meat and
preserve the rest for the journey. A different group of hunters
would go out tomorrow and the day after, as they did each day but
always returned within three. What could not be eaten or used
immediately was always cured to last.

Her mouth watered at the thought of fresh
elna for a change from the jerked meat since the last good
kill.

* * *

The shadows stretched long by the time Ayali
finished her work. Thinking about the camaraderie of the expected
gathering of the tribe distracted her better than anything had that
day. She looked forward to music, which had already started by the
notes whistling from a couple of flutes.

She was already there in her imagination.
The fire crackled, its flames dancing from the pit. Those same
flames licked at meat cooking on slabs of rock along the edge of
the pit. The smell of fresh spices mingled with the smoke of the
fire.

Ayali's stomach gurgled for her to hurry.
After tying up the last of the leaves to dry inside their tent, she
untied the straps holding her hair off her shoulders. It cascaded
down her back in a straight flow of black. The few strands in which
she had tied the blue and red beads hanging midway down the length
of her hair she left alone. They clicked together until her hair
settled in place.

She looked to her mother, who made a few
adjustments to the seed bags they had filled.

"I'll be there soon," Nori said. "Someone
needs to explain to Ashigiba."

Ashigiba! She had forgotten about him. Where
had he gone? Now that she thought of him, Ayali realized that she
hadn't seen him all day.

Nori paused in her work. "You look
worried."

"He doesn't understand."

A gentle quality touched her mother's smile
and she set her hands on Ayali's shoulders. "He is with your
brother and his friends. They wished to learn his sword handling,
to prepare for when Narkov returns. I'm sure they're waiting for
us."

Ayali took a deep breath to loosen the
tension from hearing the prince's name. She had hoped to forget
yesterday and the small voice scolding her for the lie.

"Go now. Enjoy yourself."

Ayali smiled to her mother and hurried out
into the starlit night.

The steady beat of drums and airy notes of
reed flutes drew her closer to the firelit faces. The silhouettes
of people seated in rings around the fire blocked some of the
light.

She hurried toward the fire and the music
and voices. The dancing had already begun as the hunters sang of
their success. By the place in the song she knew they had yet to
reach the best part.

Ayali joined the crowd of onlookers,
scanning the faces for Ashigiba, her father, and her brother. She
found them in the glow of the fire.

They sat together near one of the hunters,
who had spread themselves around the inner ring of observers and
took turns singing. Ashigiba sat entranced by the dancers, an empty
bowl on his lap.

She watched from the outer edge of the
seated crowds, content to wait. By not disturbing the spell they
wove with their tale, she showed her respect for the Song of the
Hunt.

When they finished, the music stopped and
the crowd cheered. She had arrived just in time. The meat sizzled
on the rock slabs set around the edge of the firepit, brown with
black-charred edges. Clay bowls of various concoctions and baskets
of fresh vegetables and fruits and breads passed among the people.
The feast had begun.

Ayali squeezed through the crowd to join her
father and brother. Ashigiba looked up and slid over for her to
join him.

"He asks too many questions." Her father
said the words with a tone of exasperation.

Ayali pressed her lips together to hide her
smile and sat down on the grass between Ashigiba and Nodin.

"I...glad you..." The man looked away as if
uncertain of the right word.

She ducked her face to hide the chuckle of
amusement and surprise. He had improved more than she expected in
the last two days to put such a simple sentence together.

Behind her, Nodin reached across. The two
leaned toward each other and Nodin murmured to Ashigiba.

After they sat up, Ashigiba finished his
statement. "I glad you here."

Ayali met his eyes and nodded.

He returned her smile with a breath as if
relieved. Had he been afraid to say it, or afraid of saying the
wrong thing? Whatever his reason, his skills impressed her.

"You speak well."

"Many thanks."

Before she could say anything, a bowl was
passed to her along with a basket. Ayali took a few of the small
plums for herself and handed the basket to Ashigiba. He took a
couple and passed it on. Soon more food came to them and the older
children passed out the cooked meat.

The crowd ate amid the buzz of
conversations. Ayali tried to speak to the man but he shook his
head and frowned. Rather than ask her father for help translating,
she waved away the items as unimportant. Since they couldn't talk,
she listened to people around her.

When Shenal stepped forward, the
conversations quieted. Soon only the crackling of the fire and the
occasional shuffle of movement disturbed the still of the night.
Her essence brightened in Ayali's second sight. Shenal touched the
magic inside her.

At last!

A crimson shawl covered her grandmother's
shoulders. Another tied at her waist fastened her dark blue dress
in place over slender hips. She raised her arms and the smoke of
the fire collected above the pit into a cloud of different
colors.

"In the Darkness before time, Light and
Darkness formed our world."

The smoke coalesced into spheres that
circled a glowing ball of immense proportions.

"To shape and guard this world, Light made
the Majera, the Creator.

"But Darkness in its realm of Chaos grew
jealous. His sister had not asked permission. In retribution, it
formed a being of death and destruction, a Darklord to undo the
work of the Majera."

Ayali watched as more smoke added to one of
the spheres. The others faded into the night as the one grew. A
crescent of sun shimmered over the horizon of the world but a dark
cloud moved in and blocked it out. She had heard this story told
many times but never tired of it. It was sacred, the birth of their
world, Gairdra. Her grandmother shared it every year to remind them
of their origins.

When Shenal paused, Nori joined them,
sitting on the grass near Ayali and Ashigiba. She looked at the man
and translated quietly. He nodded, his eyes on the images formed in
smoke.

"Frustrated with this, the Light shattered
the Majera into three—one man, one woman, and the Unnamed Spirit
that binds them—each different but strong in their own way."

The light in the image flared and shattered.
From the three pieces, the shape of a man and the shape of a woman
formed while the third spiraled around them.

"Brother and sister brought life to the
world in the form of dragons. Soon they made other creatures,
always male and female for each species. The elements they left to
the Spirit.

"The world flourished, but the Darklord
brought pestilence, plague, and famine."

The images changed, forming a four legged
dragon with wings, different than what Ayali had seen the day they
rescued Ashigiba.

She sat straighter, watching the smoke make
more dragons. They changed color to gold and blue and all shades of
green. She loved hearing about the dragons.

The tribe sat in quiet awe of her story and
the pictures.

"To these noble creatures, they granted
knowledge and wisdom, immunity from disease, and the most powerful
of magic. With it the dragons battled the Darklord beside the
Trinity. They almost defeated him, but always he retreated before
they succeeded.

"To help the dragons, the Trinity created
another creature as wise and powerful as the dragons but in the
image of their chosen forms."

The battle that had played out in smoke
transformed into men and women.

"The first humans—without flaw, beautiful,
kind, wise, and possessing a gift of magic to complement the
dragons. They joined the dragons in the battle to banish the
Darklord.

"It was this time that the Darklord
experimented with the dragons. He could not make his own so he sent
his demons to steal eggs from the dragons. These he bathed in the
forces of Chaos. Borne of Light but twisted to his will, they
changed."

An image of a four-legged dragon transformed
into one with claws on its wings standing on hind legs. The calm
expression changed into one of fierce rage.

"Thus was the Red Clan born."

Shenal looked across the fire at Ashigiba.
Her eyes passed over Ayali and Nori in her pause before refocusing
on the flames.

"The Great War for domination over Gairdra
grew and much of the world was destroyed. The numbers of humans
dwindled, so the Trinity created another race.

"But the Darklord foresaw their work and
tainted their creation. Into the Second Race he added the desire to
dominate rather than serve, the lust for power and control. The
Trinity had not finished when they discovered the flaw. In
completing their creation, they gave no link to magic. They also
limited the lives of the Second Race to reduce the threats they
might pose.

"The Second Race grew in numbers faster than
the First and fought with a ferociousness the First couldn't match.
The Darklord couldn't contain them. Thus it came that the Trinity
took their advantage. But somewhere in that time, the woman gave
birth to a child, the first of the Lumathir, the ones known
also as the magi.

"For their final battle against the
Darklord, the Trinity chose their mounts from the best of the
horses. These they blessed with gifts to aid their fight and called
them Ferdrai."

Ayali smiled. The translation of
Ferdrai, from the language known as Gairdran, meant
"Blessed". However, legends had stated they possessed magical
qualities and thus had fire in their blood. Any creature or person
able to use magic was also known as a Fireblood, including the
horses.

Somewhere near, Ayali thought she felt a
familiar presence. Did Alo understand that they spoke of his
ancestors?

She twisted around, scanning the back lines
of onlookers. In the shadows she saw the familiar white face of the
stallion looking on. With a smile, she turned around. He knew, or
the fire had attracted his attention.

"Astride their mounts, one mare and one
stallion, the Majera rode into battle. The two races of men rode
the backs of dragons. Together with the descendants of the Majera,
they fought the Darklord and his multitude of vile creations. This
time he didn't escape. They trapped many of his demons, and at last
trapped him. Combining their powers, they extinguished his darkness
and sought to return it to the void from which it came."

An image of blackness surrounded by light
shrank and snuffed out like a candle flame so only the light shone
brightly. In her pause, she reformed the smoke into an egg-shape
with an object glowing inside as if the shell was transparent. The
form resembled a curled creature like the Red Clan.

"No one suspected he had escaped, and the
forces of Light hunted down those of the Darklord and destroyed
them. Some they chased into exile.

"Soon after, the black dragon was born from
one of their eggs. Meaner than the others and possessing a cunning
intelligence none could match, the black dragon dominated her race.
She led them to terrible deeds.

"The dragons of Light took up their roles as
protectors to defeat this new foe and a new war almost destroyed
this world. They couldn't defeat her and the Red Clan under her
leadership."

The images in smoke formed into the two
races of dragons battling one another. Nori spoke in a hushed voice
to Ashigiba, explaining in Rivon what Shenal said. When she paused,
Shenal waved her hand and the fire flared to engulf the
dragons.

A new image formed, a Light, this time not
of the smoke of the fire but much like the Light Ayali had felt in
her connection with the dragon yesterday.

"In an effort to match the horrors of the
black dragon, the Trinity gave to one dragon egg all the power of
Light. When the white dragon was born, all their hopes poured into
him. The Unnamed Majera taught him to use his power. In a realm
where Darkness never set foot, he thrived on the teachings of his
master.

"He grew wise and strong and beloved, for
the world had descended into despair and men fought one another.
Some think the white dragon was not yet ready, but he couldn't
wait. The white dragon faced his foe but didn't destroy her.
Instead—"

The black and white dragons battled in the
air, spewing flames at one another and snapping with their jaws.
They battled with magic until both backed away. While Shenal
finished her statement, the black transformed.

"—He transformed his enemy. He exiled her to
human form, the form she most hated, since he was unable to defeat
her. It is assumed she was the Darklord who had forgotten his name;
a powerful and terrible name forbidden to be spoken for fear that
he will reawaken to take his place once more.

"From that day she swore her revenge on the
white dragon. It drove her mad to live as one of us. She still had
her power, however, and used it."

The dark woman of smoke sat atop a flying
dragon of the Red Clan. Smoke-formed wings flapped but the dragon
went nowhere.

"After many small fights between the two
dragon races, both sides came together. In one great battle, the
woman led all her clan against the Dragons of Light and the white
dragon. The last of the Great Magi joined them."

Hundreds of small dragons faced each other
in the air. Ayali caught her breath, despite knowing what came
next.

"The magi cast his spell, aided by the power
of the white dragon. The woman fled the battle before the magic
trapped her with her clan. But she thought magic could kill her
dragons. However, they fell into a deep slumber and were hidden
from her."

But they must have awakened! Ayali
wanted to shout her objections but a stern look from her mother
made her bite her tongue. How many had awakened? By the images her
grandmother had made, more than a hundred must have slept.

"She discovered the darkness lingering in
the hearts of men and tempted them to her bidding. The last of the
Great Magi she lured into her trap to kill the white dragon."

In the smoke, the woman circled a
gray-haired man of pale complexion with seductive touches. She
faded away as the man turned toward a cave forming behind him from
the smoke. Inside the cave could be seen a white dragon head.
Another man of pale complexion dressed in armor coalesced beside
the old man.

"Caught in her spell, the mage formed a plan
to kill the white dragon. With a warrior of the northern people at
his side, he cast a spell over the sleeping dragon. The warrior
completed the work by killing the hope of the world."

The armored man thrust a sword into the
dragon's head. A wave of power flashed through the scene, erasing
it. The smoke of the dying fire formed into another scene. This
time the old man bent over before a hillside buried in rubble.

"The shock of the dragon's death broke the
spell on him and the mage wept with despair. The spirit of the
white dragon appeared before him and granted him immortality. He
assigned the mage to watch for the day when one was chosen to carry
his spirit and open a door to return to the world of the
living."

Shenal paused and let the smoke images fade
away. The quiet of the night enveloped the tribe. That was it.
Ayali had heard it all before. What had her grandmother promised to
tell her?

"We have proof that the Red Clan has
awakened." She fixed her blue eyes on Ashigiba and all turned to
him.

Although the man sat with grace and respect,
Ayali caught a glance from him that told her he would rather be
elsewhere. She would agree with him.

"But the Dragons of Light know this. They
have made their appearance in our world, returned from many
thousands of summers of hiding. Ayali has seen them."

This time all eyes turned to her. Ayali
tried to smile but heat rushed through her at the unwanted
attention. Murmurs circulated.

She had her answer, though.

"They will not allow the Red Clan to destroy
this world again."

"What about the Darklord? Can he
return?"

After a somber pause, Shenal shook her head.
"I cannot answer with certainty. He may discover his true self or
he may live in forgotten memories in the woman known as
Lusiradrol."

Ayali peered aside at Ashigiba. He frowned,
his eyes fixed on her grandmother.

"Pray she never discovers the truth."

"When will the white dragon return?"

Shenal turned to the new speaker and smiled.
Ayali had heard the prophecy of the white dragon many times in her
lessons. But until she had seen the beast that attacked the
stranger, she had never seen a real dragon, nor had she ever
expected to. Now she understood what it meant. Legends had
awakened, and the prophecy would likely come to pass.

The thought sent a chill down her spine.

"He will return when he is needed. That is
all I know." With that, Shenal stepped from the circle and walked
away, leaving many questions unanswered. Ayali watched her go,
realizing that she had passed a warning to the others by explaining
the dragon sightings and attack.

Ayali would sleep no better knowing the
dangers of awakened legends. But now she understood what the
sightings meant—the white dragon would return to banish his enemy,
the Darklord, forever.

____________________
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For the last five days, something bothered
Ashi. The story told by Ayali's grandmother sounded familiar, but
he knew not why. Shenal had helped him meditate on the story but he
couldn't find the answer. He hoped it time it would come back.

Until then, he was assigned light duties to
occupy his days. He helped with the harvest and preparations for
the journey to the Crossroads of Naprate, where the tribes gathered
to trade at their market and hold their convocation of leaders. It
helped the frustrations subside, until evening. In the quiet hours
before sleeping, his thoughts continued to circle around the
story.

The healing of his wrist provided small
consolation to the empty place in his mind where he had lost all of
his past before waking among the Caveshi. His wrist still hurt when
he tried to move it, but at least he could use his fingers for
light tasks without discomfort.

With the harvest near completion, he faced a
choice. He hadn't considered it, choosing instead to apply his
focus to learning the culture and language of the tribe. Now he
wondered whether he wished to return to the Rivon or stay with the
Caveshi until he was fully healed.

Nori had chastised Nodin and his friends the
day before for challenging him with a bow and arrow. Ashi had
gladly accepted and met their challenge, despite the pain of
pulling on the bowstring. Nori had admonished the young men with
harsh words, and him with a softer tone.

He paused in his work of making sure all the
small bags of ground herbs and seeds were tied tight. Lifting his
injured wrist with the splint up, he curled and stretched his
fingers. Not until he turned his palm upward did he grimace from
the pain.

Ashi took a deep breath and let it out,
relaxing his hand into a natural position. The pain faded but left
an answer in its place. He couldn't protect himself if something
attacked him, be it dragon or some other natural predator. However,
by returning, the Rivon could tell him his past or at least part of
it. Why had he been with them? Where had he come from?

He put his good hand to his head and sighed.
His head. Why did he know some things but not remember why?

Why did Shenal's story sound so familiar and
touch emotions in him of concern and fear? What element was
missing? He wished he could remember.

He wished to Goddess he could remember.

Ashi sat back, his head in his hand. As much
as he might think the Rivon could help him, something inside said a
piece of the puzzle lay with this tribe.

"Ashigiba? Is piotishana wrong?"

Startled, he jerked around at the voice. A
frown creased Ayali's face as she set down a tight bundle of
leather straps. She freed her arms of the load and knelt down
beside him.

Ashi studied the concern on her face. She
reached a hand to his forehead, but he pulled back and gently
grabbed her wrist.

"No." He paused to consider the right words
and pushed her hand aside. "Not sick. I am...head...bothered."

The lines in her forehead deepened and she
pulled her hand away.

"Sima'ye?" As she had done with many
words and phrases in their lessons, she made a show of trying to
demonstrate the meaning. She pouted and rubbed the sides of her
head. After a moment, she slammed a fist into her other palm, a
scowl on her face.

If she meant tired and upset, she made a
good show. However, he had hoped to express frustration. With the
limits of his lessons, he knew not if she understood.

Hoping she did, he nodded and repeated the
word. Until he heard it in different context, it would have to
suffice.

"I see it on your face but eawi not.
I hishu pentahi sima'ye in your wegoho."

Ashi flashed a quick smile in gratitude of
her empathy, although he couldn't understand some of her words.
Many of the people had shown the same level of understanding and
sympathy for his situation.

But Ayali had taken a higher level of
interest in him, or so it seemed by her attention. He had grown to
like it and enjoyed their time together. He hated to think that he
imagined it or that it only came because her mother and grandmother
requested that she help him.

In the moment the thoughts passed through
his mind, an awkward silence settled between them. In the growing
seconds, his mind stumbled over words to say.

"I...finish."

Ayali's smile broke through the tension.

"Yes. I have much work aiwane." She
stood up and hesitated. "You are well?"

He nodded and smiled in reassurance. With a
second thought, he held up his injured wrist. "Work is difficult."
He had trouble finding the words to explain that the wrist made the
work difficult, but hopefully she would understand.

"It will heal." Without any further comment,
she bent over and grabbed a few straps from her pile. After a quick
smile, she exited the tent.

Ashi sighed and turned back to the leather
bag.

"Ashi!"

He turned at the deep voice as Nodin peeked
his head inside.

"Here you are. The elders manna'e to
speak to you."

His blood ran cold at the mention of the
elders, until he realized he had made his decision. Ashi took a
deep breath to ease his mind and stood up. The only obstacle to his
choice would be Taima.

Nodin walked with him past the bundles of
packed items stacked outside all the tents. Many of the horses
stood picketed outside the tents, at least three for each. He
recognized most of the horses from his time in the camp. Out of
curiosity he scanned the loose horses, most of them mares fattened
on summer grasses with suckling foals. His eyes found no sign of
Alo.

"What feelings have you for Ayali?"

Ashi stopped short at the unexpected
question. He turned to Nodin, who wore a calm expression with a
hint of amusement in his dark eyes.

"What?" Had he heard right?

"More interest in you she has than any
other."

When his head caught up, Ashi blinked and
took a careful step forward. He was curious about Ayali and perhaps
had grown to like her attention, but nothing more. He hadn't
considered any other possibilities. What if he had a wife? Maybe he
should return to the Rivon Sovereign to find out.

"You look ill, Ashi."

A twisted smile emerged that Ashi quickly
suppressed. He wished he could ignore possibilities of his past
life from before he forgot. However, Nodin's question had brought
up the likelihood that he had left someone important behind. In
fact, he now had a feeling he had not had before, that he
had left someone behind, someone who had been close to
him.

"Rude was it to ask." Nodin stopped at the
tent of the elders. "It's not important." He motioned for Ashi to
enter but made no move to join him.

Ashi took a deep breath and pulled away the
flap that covered the entrance. Only one man sat in the tent, and
then among bundles of furs rolled up and tied in preparation for
travel. His gray hair encircled his head in several wrapped
strands.

Dopata's smile chased away the deep lines of
his age. He extended his arm toward a place opposite him.

Where was Nori?

"Ashigiba. They say you learn Caveshi."

"Yes, Epaiyishel." Surprise flustered
him but he used the moment of uncertainty to sit comfortably where
Dopata had indicated.

"The priestesses are kind. Warriors
aiwane say good words," Dopata said.

His dark, intelligent eyes met Ashi's with a
soft light that dispelled Ashi's apprehension. Ashi took a deep
breath and relaxed before he realized he had been tense.

"Many thanks have I to all."

"It is a service blessed by the Trinity. No
injury have you caused. We are glad to help you. Remember you
fehoshana?"

"Fehoshana?" Ashi repeated the
question in his head.

"Fehoshana. Piotishana."

He frowned, wishing Nori had joined them to
translate. Only one answer came to him regarding anything he might
remember.

"I have no memory." At least he could say
that much in all honesty.

Dopata nodded, his smile falling with his
eyes. After a short silence, he looked up. "I understand. Desire
you to return to Rivonia?"

"I desire my memory, my past; but I fear the
dragons." Whether he had left someone behind or not, he dared not
risk facing a dragon when he couldn't defend himself.

Dopata nodded, his eyebrows raised. Ashi
read the expression as one of agreement with logical reasons.

"I have no...weapon?" Not the right word.
How did he express defense? "I cannot fight." He held up his
splinted wrist.

"This isn't completely true. I watched you."
Dopata took a deep breath and let it out slowly, his eyes focusing
on something behind Ashi. "You learn fast but anu'aho is
needed to heal."

Rest? Time? Care? Learning their language
could be as frustrating as waiting for his wrist to heal. Besides
vocabulary, the sentence structure was also different than the
language he found most familiar.

"You must be ma'aigo to yourself. You
are welcome hapawi us. Or stay here."

A wry smile crept out at Dopata's sprinkle
of humor.

"Maybe Rivon will come, or not." Dopata
shrugged. "Their mokashe'a I know not."

"Dragons I wish not to see."

At the sound of steps and a brightening of
the light inside the tent, Ashi twisted.

Nori stepped in and bowed her head.
"Epaiyishel. Ashigiba. Your e'asheli I faiya."
She stood up and translated. ["I beg your forgiveness, Ashigiba. I
worked at the river and could not be here immediately at the
summons."]

Relieved to understand and that she came, he
smiled. ["Please, join us."]

Nori took a place aside but between him and
Dopata.

"He understands much, Priestess; but holes
has he in our language. My thanks have you for hapawi
us."

With Nori present, Dopata's spoke at a
normal speed, not the slower pace he had used with Ashi alone.
Although Ashi understood much of what the leader said, at least a
third escaped his comprehension.

When Dopata finished, Nori turned to Ashi.
["Many days you he gave to consider his proposal. He says Ayali's
dragon vision is good sign. No one stay. All go on long journey.
You alone if stay will."]

Ashi looked from one to the other as
something fought to escape into his conscious mind at the words
"dragon vision".

["I know someone else who—"] He sat up
stiff, his gaze fixed on Nori's blue eyes, the blue of the
Lumathir. His heart pounded in excitement. ["I remember something!
My sister had dragon visions."]

Nori turned to Dopata and translated his
outburst. The elder merely lifted an eyebrow. He gave a nod and
Nori turned back to Ashi.

["What remember you?"]

Frustrated by his limited memory, he shook
his head.

["My sister's white hair and dragons, and
somewhere the story of the white dragon."]

No more came to him, but it was something.
It also explained why Shenal’s story at the feast had bothered him.
The door to his past had opened a crack and closed, reluctant to
allow him to see its full contents. One of these days he would
force it open and remember everything. This proved the memories
were there, just out of his reach.

["Strong is your sister? Very old?"]

"No. Younger." He frowned at a vision of a
gentle face he had seen many times but hidden behind a veil. A
child, a young woman—the faces merged in a confused mess. ["I
remember no more."]

Nori lowered her eyes, disappointment
dropping her shoulders and her smile.

In the silence of her contemplation, Dopata
spoke up. "What more remember you?"

Ashi shook his head, pressing his lips
together. He met the elder's gaze. "No more memories."

["They return will."] Nori paused and
glanced aside at Dopata before asking, ["Wish you travel with
Sehe'an?"]

In the heartbeat of the moment, indecision
took him. He wished to return and learn of his past with all the
certainty that the sovereign could tell him. However, they had
offered no one to guide him and he feared the journey alone. He
knew nothing of his way.

He would be safer staying with the Sehe’an
until spring, when, as Ayali had assured him, they would return to
this place. His wrist would be mended also by then. The Rivon
wouldn't disappear. They could wait.

He nodded his confirmation, avoiding their
gazes lest they see his hesitations.

["Yes, unless you can spare someone to take
me back. I’d be lost alone."]

Nori looked to Dopata in question and
translated.

He met her eyes for several seconds before
turning to Ashi. "All are eawai."

Disappointment sank his shoulders. On some
level he found relief, but he also desired a faster resolution to
remembering what he had forgotten and that might lie with the
Rivon.

"Many thanks, Epaiyishel."

Dopata smiled. Nori translated his
words.

["Winter passes short. Four moon cycles only
in lake lands south and west from here. Strong you be will. Healed
when here again."]

["I offer my service until then."] He nodded
and bowed his head to the elder’s kindness.

With a last word, Dopata excused him and
Nori.

Ashi left the tent with a restlessness but
at the same time a contentment inside him. He would miss the
Sehe’an when he left. In the meantime, he would take advantage of
that time and learn what he could. From what Taima and Nori had
told him, the people he had ridden with when the dragon attacked
had forced the Caveshi to comply with serving them. The Rivon
sounded harsh and cold in their dealings with the Caveshi. Perhaps
if the Rivon trusted him, he might be able to forge a peace between
them.

____________________


 11

 


 


 


The days since her encounter with Prince
Narkov Farolkavin passed none too quickly for Ayali. The Sehe'an
completed their harvest in less time than she expected. Every day
she worried that Narkov would intrude on their camp. When the tribe
loaded most of the horses with their belongings and started south
to the Crossroads, she still couldn't calm herself. What if the
prince decided to follow them to obtain his "offering"?

What would her family think if they
discovered she had lied? She hated lying, but she had to keep the
secret. Too much time had passed to reveal it now. Perhaps when
they reached the sister camp, she would tell them. Then they would
be too far from the coast to worry about Narkov.

From Alo’s back Ayali glanced around at the
mares bearing the rolled up covers for their tents. Their foals
walked at their sides with their heads just as low as their dams
after only two days of travel. They would be tired enough by the
time they reached the market to stand quietly for traders to
inspect.

Since her mother had given up her duties to
Ayali, she walked with Shenal and Ashigiba. Taima and Nodin rode
with the herd, keeping the young, unbroken horses together for the
journey. Ayali rode in the middle of the procession. The loose
horses followed Alo and the others without question.

Many of the warriors rode, alternating
duties when they stopped for rest and food a couple times during
the day. They switched, like Ayali, from riding to walking to give
their mounts rest.

Any tribal member who walked led horses
burdened with supplies ranging from food and a few personal items
to the rolled tents. The children often rode, while the infants and
toddlers rode in packs on the backs of family members. The elders
rode when they could, and those who couldn't walk or ride were
strapped on travois secured to saddled horses.

All her life the Sehe’an had made the
regular journey to and from their lands. In a day or two they would
likely join with another tribe or two from the region also on their
way to warmer areas for the winter. She usually enjoyed the visit
with her distant cousins of the Tahori and her friends of the
Nochala Cohante, but this year she would prefer to see no one.
Ashigiba would bring more attention to them than she desired. The
others would want to know everything about him. Although it was
necessary to inform them of what the Sehe'an had discovered, she
would prefer not to share him with others, mostly in fear that they
would discover what he knew before she did.

Throughout the day, Ayali fretted over ways
that news might reach the sovereign of the stranger with them. When
the scouts returned with nothing to report, she breathed a sigh of
relief.

By the time she laid down, her mind had
numbed enough to rest with her weary body. No one said much, tired
from the many hills they had covered that day.

The next day she let Alo walk free while she
accompanied her family. From talking with Ashigiba, she found that
her mother had helped expand his language skills. He asked
questions about the other tribes in the region and about the
convocation and market where they headed as well as the lake camp.
She answered everything, glad for the conversation to keep her mind
busy. On occasion, her mother explained in Rivon something that
confused him.

The next day she rode Alo, but would have
preferred to walk with Ashigiba. The conversation had eased her
mind and reminded her of the excitement of the marketplace.

Ayali looked forward to the many traders and
their wares from crafts to exotic foods to animals and cloth.
Despite her hesitations, she had promised to show Ashigiba the
splendor of the city that sprang out of the prairie throughout the
summer and fall for trade among representatives of each tribe. But
it blossomed on convocation years when whole tribes came together.
Most of the tribes of the Caveshan Plains gathered to trade. In the
process, new friendships formed and stories were shared. Craftsmen
demonstrated their talents, and contests of skill and endurance
took place.

As usual, the Sehe’an would bring horses to
trade. Because of the rumors of Alo as one of the
Ferdrai—borne in truth but never confirmed of his status—all
the tribes valued the Sehe'an horses above any others. They made
offerings to Alo of many kinds, although much of it was distributed
throughout the Sehe'an tribe. They considered his presence a
blessing. He seemed to enjoy the attention, standing proud and
alert but always gentle and calm among the admirers.

During the hustle and commotion of the
market, all the tribal priests and priestesses—the Lumea
Vanor—would gather while the elders and other leaders met.
Ayali would join her mother and grandmother in their convocation.
She expected they would ask about the dragons and share their
experiences. Perhaps Ashigiba would be invited to join.

The thought stole away her excitement. She
looked to where his presence brightened in her second sight. As if
she had called his name, he turned and smiled. Ayali forced a smile
to hide her dread of losing him before she could learn what her
vision meant.

One way or another, news would reach
Sovereign Farolkavin and he would send an escort for Ashigiba. She
could foresee no other conclusion. The question now became when.
How much time had she to spend with him?

In some strange way, the inevitability of
the outcome relieved her of her worry. At least she could prepare
for the day when the sovereign came and help Ashigiba remember more
before then. He had told her about the memory of a sister, which
had come to him during his visit with Dopata. Perhaps Ayali could
help him remember enough to tell her what he knew about magic.
Although the chances were slim, he might know something her
grandmother didn't.

With her mind cleared of the tangle, Ayali
considered what she could do to help speed up the recovery of
Ashigiba’s memories.

The pressure in her head lightened.

Once the tribe settled down to rest for the
night, Ayali sat with him. They talked in low voices in a place
near her family but far enough to allow some privacy.

The night bore a chilly warning of what
would come.

Ayali pulled her blanket over her shoulders,
despite her leather jacket tied up the front. She laid her head on
her bent knees and picked at the beads sewn into the side of her
leggings. "How do you feel?"

"I am healing."

She smiled, gazing off to where Alo’s
ghostly shape shimmered under the moonlight at the edge of the
camp. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of his kind had galloped through
her vision.

"Your memories?"

"Pieces that...make no sense." The shuffle
of fabric from his strange clothes accompanied his lying back on
his blanket.

Ayali lifted her head to look back at his
dark shape. He lay with his hands behind his head.

"It will come," she said. "You are
Lumathir. Focus on the inner Light. Let it guide you."

"You said that you felt...power in me, but
no one explains what it means." By the glint of moonlight on his
eyes, he stared at her.

"You heard grandmother's story?"

"Yes." He looked up at the stars.
"Descendants of the Trinity? The Creators? Would that not make us
gods?"

Such a suggestion would be considered
blasphemous as a warning of darker tendencies. However, in his
situation she couldn't fault him. He remembered nothing, so how
could he remember not to think that way?

"No. The Trinity are immortal. We're not,
although their power is open to us. It only delays aging;
grandmother is over a hundred summers, but she won't live
forever."

"A hundred?" He gasped. "She shouldn't be
alive."

"True." Ayali peered through the moonlit
night at the lumps that were her family sitting up and talking.
"But she trained at Narethal, the home of the Lumathir, for
forty-two summers before returning to the tribe. She is a strong
priestess, a true mage."

The last words stuck in her throat and came
out with reluctance. She would never be as powerful as her
grandmother.

After a pause, Ashigiba spoke in a low
voice. "You are a priestess."

Ayali shook her head with her eyes closed to
hold back the anger and frustration seeking to escape in tears.

"I am weak. I trained all my life but don't
have the power I need to be a true priestess. I'll always be a
child of Light but not a priestess." Saying it made it real,
something she had been unwilling to admit to herself, much less to
anyone else. Why would she say it to him?

It cut through her soul to face the truth,
but she couldn't deny it.

"I'm sorry."

Ayali shook her head. He wasn't to blame for
her limitations.

Warm hands touched her shoulders, but she
pushed him away and wiped her eyes. While something inside her
wished to find comfort in his touch, a pang of guilt ached from
it.

"I'm fine. Don't worry, but...don't speak of
it again."

"If you wish."

"I do." She cleared her throat and looked up
at the stars. Her mother had told her that each star she saw was an
ancestor looking down and watching over them at night. How
disappointed they must have been in her.

"How do you use the power of the Trinity? If
I am Lumathir, how do I use the power?"

"You must talk to Mashea'we about
that." Ayali said nothing more about the subject. Shenal had the
power and would best be able to teach him, if she trusted him.

It had been taught to Ayali that after the
fall of the Darklord, the magi turned on the First Race. Since that
time, the magi had been trained through methods that instilled a
sense of humility and honor in the service they provided. The
corruption of the Second Race, their race, could twist any good
intentions he might have into selfishness and greed. She wouldn't
take that responsibility upon herself.

Their conversation trickled down to nothing
as they tired. Ayali laid close to her family and closed her eyes.
Tomorrow would come too soon and they still had at least ten days
until they reached the Crossroads of Naprate.

____________________
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Ashi marveled at the pillars and steps of
the ancient buildings now crumbled and eroded. Statues that must
have been magnificent in their day lay toppled and
weather-worn.

A faint current of energy flowed around him
with the gentle breeze. The place they passed whispered with the
ghosts of the past. In the seven days since they had set out from
the main camp, he had seen little of anything but hills, grass,
trees, and the river.

"What is this?"

Shenal turned aside to him. The mare on her
other side paid no mind to the ruins on their left, but walked with
her burden on her back and a large colt at her side.

"It is a past that faded long ago. In
another age it was a city, a time before the dragons
disappeared."

Something familiar touched him inside. He
stared at the vast ruins of stone overgrown with brush and grass.
He couldn't have visited the place before, so how could he feel as
if he had been here?

"You feel the power?"

"What power?" Ashi turned back to Shenal,
whose eyes stared past him to the ruins.

"Some say the city is cursed. Those who say
such words know not the history. This place is touched by the power
of the First Race. Even after thousands of summers, the power still
lingers in all they touched. You feel it...yes?"

He nodded, having no other explanation.

"This place is blessed by their presence but
cursed by their absence. It is the place of the dead, sacred to
Caveshi. Let not curiosity take you to disturb them." Her stern
reproach made him flinch.

Nevertheless, her blue eyes softened as she
walked next to him. "You are affected by your heritage. No
Lumathir may pass by unaffected. It is our burden."

"Our burden?"

"Yes. The magic flows all around us. You
feel the change here where it is strong." She paused. "You
understood my story?"

"About the Darklord and the Trinity?"

"Yes. Do you remember what created the
Majera?"

"Light."

"Good. You listened. The Majera was also
split by the Light into what we call the Trinity—the woman
Tahronen, the man Haiberuk, and the Unnamed One. They are beings of
its sentience. They are pure Light."

He frowned, uncertain of her purpose for
telling him.

"You will understand. Now, when Tahronen
gave birth to the magi, they inherited from her the ability to use
the power of the Light."

"Magic."

Shenal nodded, her smile brightening on a
face much younger than he would have expected for one her age.

"You learn fast. But beware magic. The
Darklord has his own magic. It's not only the power of the Majera
but also the dark power that opposes them. Magic has two sides.

"Because we are the Second Race, we have the
potential for causing harm. The power of Light in us can be tainted
and turned dark. If we use it for selfish reasons, for gaining
power over others, the Darklord has won. His purpose is the death
of all living creatures and the destruction of this world. He will
use anyone to achieve that, including us.

"So, beware, Ashigiba, that you keep your
intentions pure."

He nodded and looked aside at the ancient
city. The priestess's words sank deep into his thoughts. Her
warning cast a shadow over the awareness he had discovered,
although he knew not how to use the power of Light. Had he known
before his memory loss? He hadn't forgotten his other skills.

Curiosity drew his eyes back to her. "I feel
the power but know not how to use it. I know my mother was
Lumathir, but I feel she never taught me."

In his mind, an image appeared of a woman of
golden hair and slender build, radiating confidence like the sun
radiates light but bearing a sorrow he could not understand.

Shenal took a deep breath, her face neutral.
"It is possible. Stories we have of our kind in other places. Not
all know of their powers." She looked ahead to the many other
families and horses burdened with belongings. "That is unfortunate.
They have higher potential for misusing their powers."

"Could they be too weak to be considered a
threat?"

After a glance in the direction in which
Ayali rode Alo behind the loose horses, Shenal nodded her head.

"That may be, but I cannot say. If it's
true, why are you not trained?"

Was she asking to see if he remembered or
for some other reason?

"Are you not as strong as I see in you, as
Ayali and Alo saw when they rescued you? Was it thought
unnecessary?" She shrugged. "I cannot say."

"Will you teach me?"

A smile crept up the elder priestess's lips,
and she turned her blue eyes back on him.

"It's not my decision."

Not her decision?

"Whose- Who must decide?"

"Pray for guidance. Only the Trinity may
grant your request. When they feel you're ready, they'll give you a
sign. Then, I will teach you."

Her words stunned him. How would the Trinity
tell him he was ready to learn magic, a force he already possessed?
Why did he have to wait and how long would it take?

"Patience. You're young. You have much time
to wait."

Time, he thought, to wait for his memory to
return.

He turned away as a sly grin crept out. As
much as he respected the priestess, her wisdom was transparent to
him. She probably hoped he would forget their conversation or
remember why he wasn't trained. What did she consider a sign from
the Trinity and how would he know it when he saw it? Was such a
thing possible?

The rest of the day, he watched for a sign,
although he found his eyes wandering to Ayali on the white
stallion. She had told him she was weak, something he could see
hurt her to admit. The pain in her expression when she said she
would never be a true priestess bothered him. He wished he could
make it go away, but she wouldn't allow it. If he knew how, he
would give her the power she needed to realize that dream.

In the meantime, he hoped for more time with
her. When it came time to rest for the night, she invited him near,
but she never let him sit too close. He enjoyed the simple games
and stories of her family but wished they had more time together as
a few nights before, without her family present.

When all grew too weary for talk, they laid
down to sleep. Ayali left for her turn to watch and guard the
horses. Ashi watched her as long as he could, but the fatigue of
their journey weighed down his eyelids.

That night he dreamt of a beautiful city of
stone. Colorful gardens and artificial waterfalls decorated the
monument on the prairie. Fields several times larger than the city
surrounded it. People walked through the streets, singing together
in a ceremony of life. Their gentle beauty was unmatched as a
group. The plants grew before his eyes, forming into structures
that complemented the permanence of the stonework.

The scene faded and never returned to his
thoughts. Instead his dreams showed him images that stirred
feelings of familiarity but which he couldn't identify. As the
images faded, he heard a name called: "Phelan!"

"Ashigiba. Rise...Ashigiba!"

The last of the images faded. He opened his
eyes to Shenal staring off into the distance, her features clear in
the coming of dawn.

"Hasten," she said. "Riders have spotted
another group approaching. Take this." She set a small bowl of food
next to him, much the same as he had eaten most mornings.

Ashi stretched before sitting up. He had
fallen asleep not long ago it seemed and dawn came already. Before
he could ask any questions of Shenal, she rushed away. By the
activities of packing and the whinnying of horses, he realized the
tribe had been awake a while. Many of the horses stood with their
burdens secured to them. If he had learned one thing of the
Caveshi, they were efficient.

While he ate, he rolled the blanket on which
he slept and tied it in a bundle. He grabbed his sword in the
grass, the only link to his past, and stood with it in his hands
ready to fight any threat.

The sun sliced over the horizon, sending out
rays of red and orange across the clouds that almost touched
it.

The light refreshed him and made him smile
in its warmth. Despite not knowing his past, the present inspired
him to continue.

He belted on the sword as he had many times
since learning of it. Its weight at his hip comforted him in a way
nothing else had. He hadn't lost himself, and his memories returned
in small pieces that he had made some sense of. Although it would
take a while to remember everything, he could wait.

A cry went out from the distant hills as a
rider charged into the activities. Alo's white body glowing in the
early light with Ayali on his back met the other horse and rider.
From his distance and their position, Ashi couldn't see the
reaction.

Ayali turned from the scout and both
galloped away with Ayali riding past Ashi.

He frowned, wondering if friend or foe
caused the disturbance. Shenal had mentioned another group but said
nothing of their status, but, as he noticed with the others, they
continued their preparations to start again that day as if nothing
was amiss. Had he missed something?

"Worry not. It's the Roshawe Caveshi from
the west."

He turned to Nori as she took his blanket
and secured it to a buckskin mare bearing other personal items of
the family. The bay colt at her side nibbled at his shirt. He
reached out to stroke the white star on its forehead, and the small
muzzle reached up and found his fingers.

"They're like children, and they are also
our children. Beware your fingers."

He smirked and pulled his fingers from the
nibbling teeth to stroke the neck of the leggy colt. "You're a big
guy." The sleek colt sniffed at his sword as he laid an arm over
its neck. With the youngster busied, he returned his attention to
Nori.

"Who are the Roshawe?"

She finished tying his sleeping blanket,
which was theirs but lent to him, and glanced over the mare's neck.
Her eyes looked out to where the rider had come and gone.

"Some are relatives, others friends. That
they have found us now means we will have greater protection."

"Protection? From what?" He had never heard
talk of any threats to the tribe.

Nori took up the mare's lead and turned to
him. "Many threats. Animals mostly, but worse—our own kind. The
Rivon have been known to travel this far and farther; and not all
tribes are friendly. Caveshi cover most of the territory, but
others seek to claim it."

He should have realized but had chosen to
ignore the possibilities.

Tiny whiskers tickled his fingers before
fuzzy lips scratched across them. He pulled his hand away from the
curious mouth of the colt before it clamped sharp teeth on his
fingers.

"He likes you."

Ashi rubbed the colt's mane up to his ears,
but the youngster ducked away and turned to its mother. The probing
muzzle ducked under her flanks.

"That's where that mouth belongs." The mare
disagreed with a swish of her tail and a nip on the colt's
flanks.

"How is your wrist today?"

He lifted his right hand up and turned it. A
few days had passed since he last thought of it. Now that he did,
he realized it bothered him less than he expected.

"Improving."

Nori smiled and lifted her eyes to stare
past him. "Good. Soon you will be riding with the warriors."

Ashi followed her eyes and twisted around.
Taima trotted up on his chestnut pinto.

"The herd riders are ready. The Roshawe will
join us on the road. Is he ready?"

At the tone of her husband's voice, Ashi
bristled. Despite his instincts to snap out a retort, he held his
tongue.

"We are ready." Nori's gentle voice eased
his tension.

Taima's dark eyes scrutinized him a moment.
He gave a curt nod to Ashi and turned his horse away.

"Don't mind him." Nori led the mare in the
direction the others headed.

Ashi jogged to her side.

"He is the only remaining son of Seno. Both
Gahiya and Tenane were killed long ago in battle with the army of
Sovereign Farolkavin. He trusts no one who is a friend of the
Rivon."

"Including me." Now he understood the
animosity from Taima. He only wished someone had told him sooner.
But would it have made a difference?

Probably not, he sighed. The only
result was to help him understand Taima's coldness toward him when
they met and perhaps why he often avoided him.

"How do you feel about me? What do
the others think?"

Nori followed the path of the tribe, her
eyes forward to the south. "I know what I feel through magic, but I
suspect that's not the answer you seek. I trust you because Alo
trusts you. The others…are curious."

While he contemplated her words, Shenal
joined them. Like most of the days on their journey, they said
little. However, when they talked, he absorbed more knowledge and
language. Shenal and Nori taught him more about the Trinity and the
ceremonies of their people that he had yet to observe.

When the Roshawe joined them, the parties
mingled very little. He had expected more for some reason, but they
traveled with a purpose.

At sunset, that changed.

____________________


 13

 


 


 


"Too fast you moved." Lohama smiled, his
face shadowed by the large fire burning in the darkness. "We
thought never to catch you, until we decided to start early and
continue late many days. We're tired."

From her position in the shadows a ways
behind the elders, Ayali listened to the story of the Roshawe.
Their hunters had encountered a large herd of mehlare, a slightly
smaller animal similar to the small-horse-sized elna. They had
brought many to the fire, but she enjoyed the story more than the
meat that fed them all.

"Ayali."

She turned at the voice from the shadows of
the night, restraining herself from a grimace. Instead, she tried
to smile, a futile attempt since she wished Kahai to leave her
alone. Every time they met, he clung to her like a mosquito sucking
out her patience.

She turned to him as he sat next to her on
the grass, his blue eyes dark by the shadows of the fire.

Ever since her parents had suggested she
consider him as a possible husband, he had used it as an excuse to
be near her. If anyone else gave her such attention, she would be
flattered. But not with Kahai.

"I'm glad to see you again."

She flashed a smile and turned away. Where
was her mother? Had she arranged this?

Another idea brightened her mood, but she
had to find Ashigiba. If he would agree to play the part, she might
disinterest Kahai for good, priest or not.

"I visited with my cousin in early summer,
but you were out."

Thank the Trinity for that! She must have
been out riding their lands at the time.

He brushed back a few short strands of hair
from his face, the rest loose down the back with his sides tied
back. In his hair clicked the blue and silver beads of the Lumea
Vanor, the tribal priest. She wore blue and red in her hair,
not yet having achieved the skills of a full priestess.

"Who is that?"

Ayali looked up as several of the Roshawe
voiced the same question. Conversations quieted until only the
crackling of the fire broke the silence of the night.

Ashigiba stepped into the light with her
grandmother. Besides his strange clothes, his pale skin and yellow
hair stood out from the crowd of dark-skinned Caveshi and their
beadwork.

Relief poured into Ayali. When he met her
eyes, she smiled.

"A northern man. Is he a priest?"

Ayali's smile stretched. Kahai could wonder
all he wanted.

Her grandmother stepped with Ashigiba
through the crowd until he sat on Ayali's other side. Shenal joined
Kahai's mother, who sat with the leaders of their tribe and those
of the Sehe'an and whispers rose again.

Ashigiba leaned towards Ayali and spoke in a
low voice. "She thought it best if I stayed out of sight for a
while."

"I see why."

Forgetting his courtesies, Kahai leaned
around in front of Ayali. "Who are you to sit so close to my
wife?"

Without looking at him, Ayali lifted her arm
and pushed him away from her line of sight.

"I am not your wife, Kahai, nor will
I be."

"Who is this stranger, Ayali?"

She gritted her teeth and took a deep breath
to cool the fire of frustration rising in her. He had no right to
take such a demanding tone with her.

"He is a guest of our family. Go find
someone else to insult."

When Ashigiba leaned close with his hand
resting on the ground behind her, she turned in surprise. A cool
smile spread across his face and he turned so she caught his wink.
Her surprise melted with that instant of understanding. He had
almost read her mind. Subtle but evident, he played the part.

"I see." Kahai's eyes narrowed on Ashigiba,
the threat in his voice clear. "A guest. You would choose a
foreigner over your own kind?"

Ayali rolled her eyes. When would it sink in
that she had no interest in him? Another three summers? A
lifetime?

"If you don't like it, sit somewhere else. I
didn't invite you to sit by me."

The shadows from the fire turned the menace
on the young priest's face darker. He said nothing but stood and
walked to the far side of the gathering.

When he was out of earshot, Ayali turned to
Ashigiba. "Many thanks for that. You arrived at the right
time."

"You looked miserable."

"It's been this way since my sixteenth
summer. My parents suggested I give him a chance."

"Doesn't accept the word 'No', I see."

She looked up, but his eyes fixed on the
elders as Shenal told them about the circumstances of his
arrival.

"I must agree; it is difficult."

She frowned at his comment, but he said
nothing more nor looked down on her. Had he another meaning? She
kept the question to herself but pondered the meaning behind it,
forgetting how close he sat.

Many listened to her grandmother. Shenal
asked about any dragon sightings by the Roshawe.

Lohama shook his head. "We heard other
stories recently but haven't seen these creatures. I praise the
Trinity for protecting us from this terror."

"Not only harm came of it." Shenal's eyes
looked past them to Ashigiba. She motioned him forward.

He made no move. Ayali nudged him in the
ribs.

"Mashea'we wishes you to join the
council."

"Huh? Oh." He stood and approached them.
Just outside the tight-seated group, he bowed, a gesture Ayali had
seen only the Rivon soldiers use. He hadn't bowed before either.
Had he thought of the action or was it an automatic response? Could
it mean his memories returned to him that he used such
behaviors?

Her heart raced at the hopes. If his
memories returned, he could tell her about his training, his
reasons for riding with Narkov, and his life before meeting
them.

"Our guest is a result of a dragon attack,"
Shenal said.

"He survived?" Kahai's mother, Fahan,
blinked in surprise.

Shenal nodded, a neutral expression on her
face.

"Not without injury," one of the other
elders said. Ashigiba still wore the splint.

"The worst is not in what you see." Shenal
paused and motioned him closer. "He lost himself. Until his
memories return and his arm heals, he will stay with us."

The elders of the Sehe'an nodded but said
nothing.

Lohama scrutinized Ashigiba by the light of
the fire.

"He is of the northern men. Came by way of
Rivonia." The spite in the man's tongue burned like acid.

Ayali winced, aching with pity for her
friend. Ashigiba had done nothing to harm them, except to ride with
their enemy.

The men exchanged bitter words about the
greedy Rivon sovereign and his people, but their hatred was
directed at Ashigiba.

"You brought danger to us, stranger," one of
the younger Roshawe said.

As if stung, Ayali jumped up and rushed to
Ashigiba's side. "This danger existed already. His was fated to be
touched by it; nothing more."

The accuser grumbled.

"It's enough to know that the legends of old
are real." Dopata's wisdom cooled their tempers. "Ashigiba's
presence is proof that we must be cautious." He turned to the
yellow-haired man. "We thank you for the warning you carry."

In return, Ashigiba bowed his head. "I am
blessed by your wisdom, Epaiyishel."

A smile struggled against Ayali's desire to
hide her pride in his showing the proper respect. He had learned
fast the more basic customs and added greater respect.

"Go now. Rest. We have far to travel."

Taking Dopata's cue, Ayali directed Ashigiba
away from them. While heading toward her family's pile of
belongings, she glanced around for any interference from Kahai, but
the young priest had left. She hoped he finally understood that she
would never desire his company.

"You did well," she said.

"Dopata is a fair man."

"Yes, he is." They walked a ways in silence,
until they saw by the light of the crescent moon their blankets
lying in a pile where they had left them. She would sleep well that
night, after finally turning away Kahai's advances.

"I worry about this Kahai. I'm afraid I made
an enemy of him."

"One who can use magic is a powerful enemy,
but he's trained as a priest. To use his power in jealousy would
be...unforgivable." She shuddered and unrolled her blanket.

He knelt in the grass and unrolled his own
blanket. Before lying down, he unbelted the sword he wore, the one
that they had found on him. It seemed a lifetime ago.

"It could happen."

"Let us hope he controls his emotions."
Ayali laid back on her blanket and looked up at the
silver-highlighted shadows of clouds drifting across the stars. She
wished to think of better things than a jealous Kahai.

"At least I have three priestesses around
me." Arm's length away, he laid back with a sigh.

She smiled and rolled over, away from him.
He had at least two priestesses to protect him. The rest was
overconfidence.

"Sleep well, Ashigiba."

"Pleasant dreams, Ayali."

* * *

The next day they traveled without meeting
any of the other three tribes from the northern plains.

Although she feared Kahai bothering her,
Ayali walked, letting Alo keep his loose mares together on his own.
He knew the routine.

Despite her fears about Kahai, he kept his
distance. Ayali spoke occasionally to her grandmother and Ashigiba,
but the energy to keep moving drained quickly with talk. Her mother
had opted to ride with her father and the other scouts that day, so
did not interfere.

Ayali expected to reach the crossroads in
eight days, if she counted right and they had kept a good pace.

However, a chill wind picked up by midday
and clouds piled up in the southwestern sky. As the storm grew, the
elders directed them to the woods along that part of the river. The
trees grew far enough apart for them to lead the horses through the
waist-high grass but close enough that their boughs would provide
some shelter. The wind rustled through the leaves and grasses,
chasing away the insects that liked to swarm in the usually still
air.

When the rumbling of thunder sharpened into
cracks, the first droplets started.

Like many of the others, Ayali walked with
her head tilted. The drops grew larger with the coming of the full
storm and stung when they hit. The horses walked with their heads
low, many stealing mouthfuls of grass along the way.

After covering some ground in the rain, they
reached the end of the storm, but not before everything was soaked.
They would have to dry out the blankets before they could be used
in the night. Their clothes would dry as they walked. Their food
was sealed in tightly woven baskets protected by Shenal's
spells.

When the sun came out, they hurried from the
trees and the insects harassing them. The thunder faded as the
clouds moved off into the distance.

"Ayali!"

She blinked at the sight of her mother
riding a gray horse, Nodin's favorite, bareback at a full gallop
towards them. A sense of wariness pounded in her chest.

Alo raced at Nori's side, nose stretched
ahead but teeth bared aside at the gelding. As Nori slowed her
mount, the stallion's head lifted and his ears pricked forward. He
nickered and halted before Ayali, his nostrils flared with the rush
of his breathing.

"Hurry! Another dragon has been seen."

She glanced aside at Ashigiba and her
grandmother. Why her? Wouldn't Shenal's magic prove more
useful?

Her grandmother looked from her to Nori and
led the buckskin mare away after the others. She had no intention
of going.

Rather, her grandmother would protect the
tribe.

Ayali grabbed a shank of Alo's white mane
and paused.

Ashigiba watched her with a longing, she
guessed, for revenge on the kind that had caused his troubles.

"They won't find us as easy as the Rivon,"
she said and swung her leg over Alo's broad back. "Stay with
Mashea'we."

Before he could say anything, she turned Alo
and took off with her mother. A glance back reassured her that
Ashigiba followed her grandmother. The priestess's power would
protect them, or at least she hoped.

She and her mother rode at a gallop over the
hills, Kahai and his three sisters ahead of them, until they left
sight of the caravan. Over another hill they raced until Kahai and
his sisters pulled up their mounts.

The dragon swooped down on another group,
the Tahori by the patterns on their clothing. A stream of fire
blazed from the red beast's mouth. Ayali stared in wide-eyed
astonishment. The fire consumed several of the horses and women
with infants. Her stomach wretched but she kept her food down.

"What can we do?"

The same twisting of magic she felt from the
red dragon that had attacked the Rivon touched her again. Its power
was enormous. How could they fight that?

Nori touched her horse, which stood calm
from the magic she used, and reached out on either side. "We must
join our magic. Ayali, whatever happens, trust Alo."

She nodded and swallowed her fear as the red
beast landed hard on the burning pillars screaming in agony. It
dipped its head for one of the victims.

"Open yourselves to me!"

Although she doubted her own abilities,
Ayali obeyed her mother. The flow of magic from the others engulfed
her, but a touch of darkness entered the mix.

Kahai, she thought for a moment.
Another power overcame it, a strong Light she recognized.

Alarmed by the prospect of who possessed
such strength, Ayali scanned the prairie. From behind them,
Ashigiba rode up on her father's horse. "Ashigiba!"

____________________
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Ashi held his injured right hand to his
chest and used his left hand on the reins. Riding came naturally to
him, but Shenal had cautioned against anything rough with I'ane.
The gray slowed to join the others before he reacted.

Ayali's surprise couldn't match his own at
the view on the flat plain below the hill. Seeing the red dragon
engorging itself amid the smoking grass triggered a vision in his
head. Instead of plain-clothed people, he saw uniformed men bearing
the image of a white horse on their chestplates. A red dragon like
this one chased them down.

The image shifted and a red dragon set
magnificent spires ablaze. People screamed and ran through
courtyards and gardens of grand design highlighted by different
colors of marble and gold.

He heard himself shouting, ["Bring it
down! They're vulnerable on the ground!"] Next to him a helmed
soldier called orders for grapples and nets. After losing half a
dozen men, the soldiers lured the beast to the ground and trapped
it.

Above the roar of the beast and a sibilant
voice taunting him in his head, he shouted to them to tie its head.
He heard his calls to stab it in the place behind its eye where the
scales were smooth, the only vulnerable place in the hard, natural
armor these beasts wore.

The image faded with the shouts and screams
of the Rivon soldiers, but the terror of the other tribe filled the
quieting of the fading vision.

"What can I do?"

"Open your heart. Relinquish your power to
me; I can protect these people."

He would gladly do as Nori asked if he knew
how. Shenal had taught him nothing about using magic.

Something else popped into his head,
negating his interpretation of her intentions. He would have to do
it as in the memory.

"Magic cannot kill a dragon, but I know what
can."

All eyes turned to him. He only had one
chance. "Can you hold it down?"

She fixed her eyes on him. "You can kill
it?"

"Not alone. I know they are...weak, their
weakness."

"Hurry, before it rises." Nori turned to the
others. "I need your power."

Ashi shifted his reins to his right hand and
drew his sword with his left. The long blade gleamed in the
sun.

"This is all I need." He hoped his idea
worked, or he wouldn't survive for a third encounter.

"Open yourselves," Nori said.

The buildup of their combined power
brightened around him, something he hadn't noticed before. Nori
stared unblinking at the dragon, which fell to the ground. It
struggled against the invisible hold of magic but failed. Black
smoke rushed from its nostrils and a yellow eye swiveled toward
them.

In a strained voice, Nori said, "Hurry! I
can't...hold it...for long."

Swallowing his fear, he gave a nod and urged
his horse to the infernal beast. Despite the terrible size of the
dragon and the smoke of the dying grass fire, the horse he rode
showed no fear. He hadn't expected it, but the gelding carried him
to within easy reach of the dragon's jaws full of sharp,
blood-stained teeth.

Alo's son, he thought, almost wishing
he had ridden a horse that was afraid. Nori had mentioned the
stallion possessed a magical gift and courage in the midst of
danger that put the mightiest warriors to shame. Some of that must
have passed to his get.

The red-scaled tail lashed side to side,
barely missing the horse as it jumped out of the way. Ashi tipped
in the saddle but kept his balance. The wings of the dragon shifted
but stayed on the ground as if weighed beneath heavy stones. Ashi
glanced back at Nori. She strained.

He had to act fast.

Ashi jumped out of the saddle, avoiding eye
contact with the nearest of the large yellow eyes. The darkness
about the dragon overwhelmed him when he let go of the horse. Or
was it his fear? Too busy to consider that whatever power the horse
had had protected him, he let the gelding go as he staggered a
moment and blinked.

{You dare! You will die with me,} a
menacing voice in his head hissed in the language he hadn't spoken
in more than a moon cycle. {If I cannot defeat you
myssself.} The dragon's nostrils flared, releasing bouts of
acrid smoke as it strained against the magic holding it.

His courage faded in the face of the threat
before him, leaving him trembling. A strange force surrounded him,
stifling him in its abyss of emptiness. He couldn't fight it, nor
did it allow him to, but stole his desire to stand against it. He
fell into a blackness from which there seemed no escape.

The dragon's wings shifted as it pushed
against the ground with the small claws at the top joints, while
its head held fast to the ground.

"Ashigiba!"

The panicked voice pulled him back to the
situation as the rough-scaled head longer than his height lifted
from the ground.

{You will tassste good, brave warrior.}

The threat loomed over him, ready to strike,
and a blur of blue-green passed by. In the moment between beats, a
gust of wind knocked him to the ground. At the next beat of his
heart, the red dragon had vanished.

Ashi caught his breath and followed the blur
of colors, stunned and shaken by the close call. While he had
considered the red dragon as large as a hill, the blue-green dragon
that carried it in its jaws must have been twice as large.

"Ashigiba!"

He turned to Alo carrying Ayali on swift
legs toward him. Before the stallion slid to a stop on the ash, she
slipped from his back, running as her feet hit the ground. She
rushed against him, her arms holding tight, igniting a longing
within him.

"You should have killed it. We couldn't hold
it for long." Her arms loosened and she fell limp. Ashi lifted her
and she blinked glazed eyes.

Ayali. Ayali? A new wave of panic
pressed upon his heart. "What's wrong."

"I gave all my strength to mother. I need
time to rest." Ayali shook her head and stood up.

"What happened?"

The stern voice of the priestess snapped his
attention back to the situation. Distracted by Ayali, he never
noticed the others approach. He glanced in the direction the
dragons had flown.

The blue-green dragon flew high above,
alone. At the thud of the body of the red dragon landing in the
distance, faint vibrations trembled through the ground.

"I couldn't move. I felt...I fell into
nothing." He hadn't saved them as he had planned.

"You stood but I too felt the darkness.
These dragons have strong magic, as is told, but I expected nothing
like this." Nori rode up next to him and handed him the reins of
the gray horse he had ridden.

"Twice you faced these dragons and twice you
survived. Ashigiba is a weak name for one of bold heart. We will
perform the ceremony of passage for the dead; and, tomorrow night
you will have a new name."

Uncertain how to respond, he glanced down at
Ayali, who leaned on him for support. She looked up with glazed
eyes that crept closed. The others behind Nori blinked to fight off
sleep, although Kahai managed to scowl.

He faced another truth about the magic
Shenal had described—its use exhausted the bearer.

He would keep that in mind.

The rest of the tribe that had been attacked
approached.

"Return to mother—Shenal—and tell her of
events."

"What of her?" He strained to keep Ayali on
her feet.

"Help her to mount. Alo will carry her."

Although he could have argued that Ayali
would fall off in her state, Nori was her mother. He hoped Ayali
could keep her balance on a moving horse when she couldn't stand
without support. From his time with them, he had come to trust
Nori's judgment, but in this matter he had his doubts.
Nevertheless, he did as she ordered.

As soon as Ayali touched the white stallion,
she opened her eyes and smiled.

"Many thanks, Dragonheart." He helped her to
the stallion's back, where she sat more alert than she had been a
moment ago.

Alo turned his head and sniffed at Ashi's
hand, which he lifted to the stallion's face.

"Take care of her."

Alo tossed his head, throwing off the hand,
and pawed with impatience.

"Let's go," Ayali said with a pat to the
stallion's neck.

"Go. We will clean up."

Ashi nodded to Nori and mounted I'ane, Glad
to leave the gathering crowd with too many eyes on him, he followed
Ayali. What name would they give him, he wondered.

He would find out soon enough.

And he had just started to accept
Ashigiba.

* * *

That night, one central fire blazed on the
plains. From a distance, he listened and watched. Despite tales of
his heroism and the respect of the tribes, he was an outsider. He
couldn't escape that, especially when he felt as if he belonged
somewhere else.

From the shadows of the night, he observed
Shenal, Fahan, and the old priest of the Tahori perform the rituals
of passage for the dead. Their words spoke of honor and the
sacrifices the victims of the dragon had made so that others could
escape. The surviving family members called to the Trinity to
accept them in the places reserved for them among the dead that
they might guide the living like those who had gone before.

Words of a more personal nature were also
spoken, but Ashi couldn't listen. He had known none of the people.
In his mind, the events of earlier that day repeated. The dragon
had spoken to him, taunting him as the dragon had in Moravay
Palace.

Ashi stiffened.

"Moravay." Each day more and more of his
memories returned, but never enough to answer his questions. The
frustration maddened him. He wanted to know who he was and why he
was there. What or who had he left behind?

The ceremonies continued into the night.
When he could keep his eyes open no longer, he laid down on his
blanket. Sleep overtook him without warning.

When he woke the next day, the sun had
already climbed into the clear sky before he realized no one had
risen. He sat up and gazed out on the vast spread of sleeping
bodies and supplies.

The horses grazed among the people, which
numbered somewhere around a thousand, if Nori had told him right.
Three tribes now would travel to the crossroads where they held
their trading market.

Memories of the day before floated back to
him. Ashi watched them repeat in the glare of the sun, remembering
the darkness. How could he have escaped it? What could he have
done?

What had happened to the blue-green dragon?
Was it the same Ayali had described in her vision?

The events raised questions he wanted
answered.

While he thought about the events, other
people awoke and rose. They prepared meals and ate in somber quiet.
Even Ayali's family said little all morning. He dared not break the
spell and kept quiet.

At midday, though, everything changed.
Several groups of hunters rode out while the tribes intermingled.
Spirits lifted to what they had been before the dragon attack, as
if the terrible events had never occurred.

They watched him wherever he went and
greeted him. Everyone who passed him placed their cupped right hand
across their left breast and lifted their hand to him before
passing.

"It is a sign of respect."

He turned as Ayali stopped next to him.

"They give you their spirits to protect
them. None can receive a higher honor, Dragaweho, the Dragon
Warrior. That will be the name you take tonight."

As unexpected as she had appeared, she
turned to leave.

"Wait!" He jumped to catch her arm before
she rushed away.

Ayali turned and looked at his hand on her
wrist.

"Please. Ayali...How are you?"

She met his eyes and smiled. "I am well. Go.
Meditate now. Prepare yourself for the ceremony."

"How?"

When she pulled her hand away, he let
go.

"Focus on the heart of your actions
yesterday." She left without any further explanation or sign of
what part of him hoped she really meant.

The heart of his actions? He watched her
leave, unsure if he had understood her correctly. At best, he
guessed she meant what had motivated him to face the dragon. He
hadn't considered it at the time, but the suggestion intrigued him.
What had motivated him? What had he felt?

Good questions. He wished he knew the
answers. Perhaps a meditation would help, in more ways than Ayali
suggested.

Ashi took his blanket to where he could be
alone at the edge of the large camp and sat down facing away. For
the rest of the day, he relived the moments of the day before,
slowing them down to consider every nuance of emotion and
action.

After replaying the scene in his head
countless times, it blurred together until all he knew were the
shadows of what had been. In that he found the answer he sought.
The dragon's spell of darkness, the horse's protection over him,
the memories of what to do, the feeling inside him...

That feeling. That had been it. It called to
him like it had before, the same tingling throughout his body. But
before that was the curiosity, the concern; a concern for those he
had grown to care about, a concern for everyone but especially for
Ayali. He had wished her to survive but knowing she wasn't very
strong in magic worried him. He'd wanted to protect her.

A warm breeze blew against his cheek. The
scent of green pastures carried unusually strong on it.

A glimmer of brightness shone where he
hadn't noticed previously the intense combined power of the
priestesses and priest. Now that he knew what it was, he recognized
it, even if this was different, more subdued.

He twisted his body and gazed up at the
white stallion. Alo stuck his muzzle into Ashi's hands, his lips
moving in search of something. Finding nothing, the horse shoved
his nose in Ashi's chest.

"Time grows short."

When Nori stepped into view from behind the
stallion, he climbed to his feet.

"You must know a few things about the naming
ceremony."

She told him of what would happen and what
was expected of him in taking the name Dragon Warrior. Although he
would rather not have to learn to accept a new name nor trouble
with such rituals, Nori insisted. She refused to let him back out,
even when he tried to be polite about it.

"You would dishonor the Tahori to refuse,"
she said. Her eyes fixed on him with a look that allowed no
argument.

When she said it that way, he couldn't
escape this fate.

"This is a great honor."

He sighed and followed Nori back to the
family for the evening meal. Taima waited but said nothing. When he
looked to Ayali, Ashi hoped she would say something, but she ate
her meal in silence. He had meditated as she had suggested.

As he looked on her in that quiet time, his
heart beat faster. The orange glow of the setting sun cast a halo
about her that could have been the power inside her burning her in
its flame. He couldn't deny his attraction to her, the reason he
had acted, but a voice of caution whispered that someone waited for
him to return.

Still, he hoped she felt something of the
same for him. She had seemed to when she rushed to him after he
faced the dragon.

After they finished eating, Shenal and Ayali
accompanied him to a gathering near the center of the camp. The
large fire in the center lit up the deepening night as the last
light of day faded. The people parted before Shenal while Ayali
brought up the rear.

Shenal led him to the clearing around the
fire. She raised her hands and the whispers silenced. "We are all
grieved by the loss of friends and family to the dragon…but we
trust the Trinity to preserve their spirits and keep them.

"Just as the Trinity sent to us a warrior of
virtue. We are all blessed by his presence with us. His courage
saved all of us here. By the dragon he came to us and so saved
us."

She lowered her arms and turned to an old
man whose gray hair carried several strings of beads. He wore
necklaces of various beads made from stone and the teeth of what
must have been a large predator. Leaning on a wooden staff bearing
strings of shells and beads jingling with each movement, he hobbled
forward. From his blue eyes shone a depth of peace and
understanding Ashi had seen in no other person. This man was a
priest, a very old one. Ashi assumed he was Tahori since this was
the first time he had seen the priest.

Shenal stepped away and lowered her eyes as
the old man passed her.

"Vanor Nakai, may your wisdom guide
us and your power nurture us."

In the firelight, Ashi noticed that while
most people watched with expressions of awe, Kahai glared at him.
The young priest would never accept him, even while the rest of the
tribes did, and his eyes could have frozen Ashi where he sat.

Nakai stopped before Ashi, who focused on
the old priest. The man's eyes bore through his soul, or so it
seemed.

"You are a friend of Caveshi and Tahori, of
all who fight the darkness." Without asking, he lifted Ashi's shirt
to expose his bare chest. A boy approached with a bowl of red
paint.

"Remove your shirt."

With a glance at Nori, who nodded her head
slightly, Ashi did as the priest requested. She had explained this
part to him, of how he would receive his mark, a sign of his true
spirit. He handed his plain, long-sleeved shirt to Shenal to hold
it.

Nakai dipped his thumb into the paint.

"Yesterday," Nakai said, drawing a "V" on
Ashi's chest, "you risked your life to save others. No other has
chosen to battle a dragon." He paused and added more lines to form
wings like a dragon's across Ashi's chest and shoulders.

"Your true name was revealed in your
actions. You're not just Yellow Mane but Dragon Warrior." He
finished his simple outline of a red dragon and stepped back.

Despite his unease of standing topless
before the large crowd, Phelan smiled with new pride. He had
stood before a dragon intending to eat him. Although he had failed
at his task, he had acted out of the desire to protect these good
people. He was proud of that.

"All will hear your name and respect
it."

Shenal gave a nod, her cue to what he should
do next.

Raising his voice so all could hear, he
called out, "I am Dragon Warrior! My spirit is fierce! My heart is
pure! My life I give to serve!"

Around him, the crowd chanted the name.
"Dragaweho! Dragaweho! Dragaweho..." After several rounds of
chanting, a drum pounded fast and the crowd silenced.

"Wear your name with honor." Without another
word, Nakai hobbled out of the circle.

Shenal handed his shirt back as the drums
and flutes started playing.

Ashi thanked her and slipped his shirt back
on to keep out the coming chill of night. People relaxed and
started dancing around the fire, pulling him along and showing him
the steps.

The ceremony had been simple enough, but the
celebration was more than he had expected. The people celebrated as
if they knew only glory in the events that had led to his new name.
It surprised him but didn't steal from his enjoyment.

For a while, Ayali joined in with him,
smiling and laughing more than he had seen of her but more like
what he wished to see. They celebrated into the night until the
elders warned of continuing their journey at sunrise.

Ashi conceded to rest, but for a long time
he lay in the quiet under the moonless night. His head reeled with
exaltation. The ceremony had been quick but the merriment had gone
to his head. He could have stayed up all night.

But they would reach the marketplace
soon.

Once his mind finally lulled into a state of
rest, he realized he had gained something that night. For the first
time, he no longer felt like an outsider. They had accepted him as
one of their own. That honored him more than the name.

____________________
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At the summit of the hill Draga swore he
imagined it. In the far distance, a field of exotic flowers spread
over the land in full bloom. Those prairie flowers of such enormous
size were artificial, the tents of one of the Cohante tribes
calling the region their home, if he remembered Ayali's description
correctly.

Not far over the hill was the Crossroads of
Naprate and the market where all the tribes congregated. He
wondered what it would be like. Based on Ayali's descriptions, it
sounded impressive.

A few arcs of the sun would pass before they
neared the Cohante camp.

"We're almost there." Excitement squeaked
from Ayali's voice.

He chuckled at her childish glee. Since
before they had left the Caveshi lands to the north, she had spoken
of little else.

She turned to him, a glimmer in her blue
eyes that stirred visions of the child he knew to be his sister
anticipating a visit by their father's distant cousin, Lord Almont.
The man always brought Istaria lavish gifts. He had been someone of
importance.

"Yes!" Ayali's grin beamed, unaware of the
memories flicking on and off in his head.

Since the dragon attack, which had only
delayed them two days, they had traveled for seven more days to
reach this point. He guessed that by sunset they would reach the
outskirts of the marketplace. From what Ayali had told him,
thousands of people would be there, including relatives and friends
she saw only once a year, in the years she joined their
representatives to the market.

He looked forward to meeting them, as well
as seeing all the sights Ayali had told him about, if he had
time.

Nori and Shenal had invited him to join them
at their meeting with all the priests and priestesses of the
different tribes who gathered. His story would be told once more,
so he would have to relive the moment he couldn't remember and
answer questions to which he had no answers. Although his memory
returned in pieces and some now made sense, he couldn't tell the
Caveshi what they wanted, much less others, even if he wanted
to.

Only time would reveal those secrets.

They continued traveling through the day. A
rider met their scouts ahead of the group. After a brief exchange,
the other rider galloped ahead to the Cohante camp. If they hadn't
seen their large caravan, they would know soon that three more
tribes from the north approached.

By the time they reached the outskirts of
the camp, families had gathered. The three tribes passed by with
well-wishes and greetings. Ayali steered Draga away from them, a
relief to him since he cared not to invite curiosity.

Soon, the Cohante camp was behind them. They
climbed a low hill before a wide, flat valley full of horses and
riders. On the next hill, an impressive sight spread upon its wide
summit. The variety of tents and activity could only be the
crossroads city.

"That's Naprate?" Draga stopped to take in
the scene while others continued around him.

From their position, the paths spraying out
from the city toward them could have been flower petals. Several
large tents surrounded a crumbled ruin. From that point outward,
people crowded through lines of small stands or pens of animals.
The crowds thinned as the city spread out down into the valley.

Ayali nodded, biting her lip. "Have you seen
anything like it before?"

"Somewhere else." Another city, one of stone
and wood with metallic accents flashed into his head. The scene of
the dragon attacking merged into a view of a coastal city of
magnificent architecture in all its opulent detail.

"Chavali, I would guess."

Both of them turned to Nori, who stood to
the side with her buckskin mare.

"The Rivon may be greedy but they are
talented artists," she said.

"Theirs is permanent. Ours is not."

"I won't argue about it, Ayali." Nori smiled
and motioned them forward. "Come, both of you."

At the edges camped the tribes. Whole herds
of horses were picketed in groups near each camp. Other animals
grazed freely with more than a hundred riders keeping them
separated.

His eyes fixed on the city on the prairie as
images of other places superimposed over his vision. The memories
of different places flashed by in rapid succession. Some of them
popped up with names. One memory especially stirred feelings of
warmth and longing. The spires of an impressive palace reminiscent
of the Rivon city reached to the sky. The name Setheadroc
burned into his thoughts. That image lingered until Ayali poked him
in the ribs.

He turned to her, blinking away the memory
to focus on her face.

"I asked you what you thought."

"Oh." He frowned and looked to the market
city again. This time he focused on the city before him rather than
those in his piecemeal memories. "I remembered other places. I
think one was home." The emotions tied to the name
Setheadroc could only mean he had lived there longest.

"Were they like this?

"No. Nothing like this." Although his words
were honest, he refrained from comparing her market to the
inspiring vistas he remembered, wishing not to offend her. Naprate
held nothing to the places he had seen. He must have traveled a
great deal to see so many different styles of cities of impressive
beauty.

They continued down the slope of the hill.
At their approach, several of the riders watching over the grazing
herds met with riders from their group. After a few words, the
other riders chased their herds away to open a path through which
the large group could travel. Ayali stayed with Draga near the
center of their large procession.

At an unseen cue, the three tribes separated
and found places close to others at the nearest edge of the
makeshift city.

Draga helped unpack the horses as much as
his wrist allowed. Although it mended enough to perform light
tasks, it still ached if he pushed too hard. Even Taima insisted he
not re-injure himself. Whether out of concern or the desire for him
to leave, Draga dared not ask.

The Sehe'an Caveshi quickly organized their
belongings into a tight group. Many of them set to work raising
their temporary camp while others, including Ayali, mounted their
best horses.

"She is expected to lead our elders to the
council tent," Nori said while arranging their family's belongings
on the ground next to the poles and canvas of their tent.

Taima and Nodin had taken the mares and
foals out for grazing with the horses and a dozen other riders. The
children ran free amid the activities of the adults.

Draga helped the priestess. While he wished
he could have joined Ayali, to see this city she prized, staying
behind where he wouldn't attract too much attention relieved him.
There would be plenty of time for sight-seeing later, he guessed.
Besides, the priestesses had always interceded on his behalf and
directed him where he needed to be. He trusted them to know what
would be best among so many people.

By the time Ayali returned, the sun touched
the dusk horizon. The tribe had piled their belongings close
together with a central fire pit for everyone to share. Meals would
be communal rather than by individual families.

He glanced up at the sound of children.

A small group of them trailed behind Alo
with baskets of food and other items. They giggled and whispered as
they followed Ayali and the horse straight to him.

Draga finished untying their blankets in
preparation for the evening and climbed to his feet. "You gained a
new family."

"Not quite." Ayali smirked and halted
Alo.

The children fell silent when they set their
eyes on Draga.

Ayali twisted to see where they came up
around Alo and stopped to stare. "He's a friend."

"Uh...Hello."

A little boy no older than six stepped
forward bearing a beaded strap in his hands. He wore a simple tan
shirt, his hair wrapped in a leather band to form a short tail
along his neck.

"Who are you?"

A warmth not caused by the autumn sun rose
to Draga's face. He glanced at Ayali as she slipped from Alo's
back, but she only smiled.

"I...uh...They call me Dragon Warrior."

The boy's eyes widened. The others whispered
behind him.

A girl of about the same age directed her
words at him. "My mom said that dragons were made up for
stories."

"Did you really see one?" an older boy
asked. He set his loaded basket on the ground and stepped up to
Draga. The top of the boy's head came to below Draga's chest.

"He fought two dragons."

Draga turned to Ayali, who stood watching
with a gleam of amusement in her eyes. She made him sound
superhuman.

"Two dragons!" The boy gazed up in
wonderment.

Draga knelt down to his level. "Two dragons
but different places."

"And you lived?"

"Of course." The innocence of these children
dispelled much of his hesitation about interacting with others. He
smiled at their simple wonder.

"Two dragons." The boy turned to his
friends. "Did you hear that?"

The kids set their baskets on the ground and
talked about what it must have been like. Many expressed their
eagerness to tell others.

Draga stood and glanced aside to Ayali, who
ran her hand down Alo's glistening white coat. She shrugged.

One of the older girls knelt in respect to
Alo. "You honor us with your presence."

He sniffed her hair for a moment, then
dropping his head to sniff the offerings and plunging his nose in a
basket of fruit, where he crunched his teeth into one.

The others imitated the girl in rushed
motions that ended when they jumped to their feet and ran off.
Their voices carried far in the still of the creeping dusk as they
spoke of dragons and fighting them.

"You made an impression."

"Should I not?"

Ayali shrugged, her eyes on the children now
vanished amid the adults.

"All of the city will know by sunrise."

"Is that bad?" By the gleam in her eyes, he
guessed he had done nothing wrong but wanted confirmation.

Ayali turned away from Alo, who crunched on
apples and other sweet fruits in the basket.

"They would find out soon enough. By now,
the elders have told the other leaders about the dragons."

When she glanced around, Draga followed her
eyes. Although no one of the three tribes paid them any attention,
a few strangers walking through the camps stopped and stared.

"I'm glad night will be here soon."

He nodded his agreement and helped Ayali
move the baskets out of Alo's reach. Although the offerings were
meant for him, Ayali insisted that too much of a tasty treat had
made him sick in previous seasons.

That night, she kept Draga awake talking
about the exciting activities she had seen in her brief passage.
Draga smiled, eager to see for himself the sights she
described.

Only when Nori warned them that they had a
long day with the Lumea Vanor did Ayali consent to rest.

____________________
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They woke in the quiet before dawn's first
light.

Ayali yawned and stretched, wishing for a
little more time and a warmer morning. She had hardly slept all
night, alternating from her excitement about the market to her
worries about the convocation. Except for a strange dream in which
she rode Alo over an endless surface of water, she swore her mind
hadn't settled down enough for sleep.

"Draga."

Her mother's whisper roused her from what
remained of sleep to where Nori hunched over the sleeping figure.
He stirred and rolled over.

"Wake up. Eat this quickly."

He sighed but sat up. Her mother stood and
came to her.

"Eat, Ayali. Mashea wishes to pass
through the city before the crowds gather. He will attract too much
attention." Nori left a plate of food next to her and left.

Dragaweho, or Ashigiba as she still thought
of him, looked at her. He ate the food her mother had left him. The
sky behind him brightened with the coming of the new day.

Ayali hurried to eat, listening for any
signs of others waking. Luckily, no one seemed awake for the day.
They slept off the excitement of the day before and the fatigue of
the long journey.

After they both finished, she and Draga
rolled their blankets and joined her mother and grandmother. Shenal
led them through the empty streets, which would fill before the sun
peeked over the horizon. Ayali searched the small booths that would
overflow soon with traders and their wares.

It all surrounded the two central reasons
for the gathering.

The tent of the Lumea Vanor and the
tent of the tribal leaders spread over the middle of the temporary
city. Near the crumbled ruins of what once must have been a
magnificent tower, the two meetings took place.

One level and part of a second remained of
the tower, exposing the well in the center and several rooms around
it to the elements. The rounded structure rose above them, its
smooth walls broken in places where something had destroyed it. The
few of the adorning statues at the top of the first level—horses in
proud poses—were missing parts or had been beaten by the elements.
One of the statues of the second level remained, what looked like
an elna leaping gracefully out from the building.

Since she first saw it as a child, Ayali had
let her imagination complete the rest. Each time showed her
something different.

Shenal led them around the wide base to the
tent of the Lumea Vanor.

Ayali glanced aside at Draga, whose eyes
never left the ruins.

"What is this place?" he asked in a low
voice.

"Legends tell us it was one of the
watchtowers of the First Race." Ayali reached out to touch the
seamless stone and brushed her fingertips along its surface, unable
to resist the lure of the magic. It tingled through her fingertips
and she smiled. "They left much behind."

"Including their magic. That's why the
tribes meet here. Their ways inspire us," Shenal said. The
lightening of the sky to pale blue showed her waiting at an open
flap of the dark tent. "Inside, now. The others will arrive
soon."

Ayali glanced aside at Draga, whose brow
furrowed with unspoken questions. Following her mother, she ducked
inside the dark interior lit only by an open hole in the center of
the tent.

Just as she remembered her first time five
summers ago, when her mother had first invited her to join them,
different style mats formed a circle several paces in from the
exterior. On these the priests and priestesses would sit. Behind
them would sit those like her, those in training. Those who had no
connection to the Light were forbidden from setting foot
inside.

Shenal and Nori took their places next to
each other. Ayali directed Draga to join her behind them. He said
nothing, but her grandmother suggested they meditate until the
others arrived and try to ignore any comments.

After a short time in the peace and quiet of
the tent, footsteps stopped inside the flap. They entered amid the
whisper of questions.

Disturbed from her meditations, Ayali
watched the others arrive. Their eyes fixed on Dragaweho in their
curiosity, while he studied the men and women who entered.

When Fahan entered with Kahai and his three
sisters behind him, Ayali tensed. His contempt fixed on the
yellow-haired Draga.

The squeeze on her fingers pulled her eyes
away. She looked down to the hand clasped around hers and followed
the long-sleeved arm up to a capricious smile on Draga's face. Heat
rose to her cheeks and her heart thumped against her chest.

When his eyes looked past her, she turned.
Kahai sat behind his mother without another glance to them.

Ayali breathed easier and pulled her hand
away. How long could they continue the charade?

"Thanks," she whispered aside to him.

He shrugged.

Nori peered back at them with a warning
look. The whispers of curiosity about him already circulated.
Although her mother couldn't have known what had happened, Ayali
knew others had noticed.

In silence they waited for the full
assembly. Four places between the center four pillars filled last
with Nakai bringing up the tail end. The eldest four from all the
tribes—Caveshi, Cohante, Tahori, and others—had each lived longer
than five hundred summers, a rare feat even for the strongest of
them but one granting these elders, the Shanke, the honor of
authority. The wisdom of their summers presided over the
assemblage.

Nakai joined the other Shanke,
standing with his eyes to the opening above. They chanted the
prayer for the Trinity, their powers combining to form an orb of
light between them that rose over their heads and hovered
there.

The light chased away all the shadows and
exposed the hundred or more faces around Ayali. Although she knew
what to expect, the ceremony filled her with awe and humility in
the presence of such a gathering of magic.

Draga scanned the faces around him, some
tattooed in simple designs, like the Senaho, but most clear and
bright. He said nothing, but the wonder in his eyes made Ayali
smile.

When only the sounds of the market outside
intruded on the silence within, Okaiya of the Sagra Senaho band
spoke. His silvery gray hair hung in odd lines as if someone had
decided to chop out chunks, but the style was common with the
tribes of the eastern central and southern regions. His coarse
voice grated with the efforts of his age in Caveshi, the language
of more than two-thirds of those gathered.

"In the last four days we have meditated and
prayed. Many faces joined us. Today the Sehe'an with the Tahori and
the Roshawe sit with us. We welcome them and our brother Nakai." He
turned to Nakai beside him.

Nakai leaned on his staff, his eyes sweeping
over the crowds, until they found Draga.

Next to Ayali, Draga rose, his eyes fixed on
the elder without blinking. Ayali grimaced at the flow of magic
directed at him. Although she couldn't use it well herself, she
felt Nakai's strong urge to stand directed at Draga.

Murmurs intruded on the gathering.

"I call on you," Nakai said, "to see what
fate has brought us. Rumors you've heard. Heed no truth but what
you see before you…

"This man has faced the Red Clan twice. He
wears the name Dragon Warrior with pride for his bravery in
defending our people. But that's not the beginning."

The magic lifted and Draga blinked, his fair
skin turning red as he looked around him.

"Shenal," Nakai said.

She stood and faced the crowd with
confidence.

"Tell us of the first attack."

Without hesitation, she obeyed.

Ayali listened once more to the story as she
had told it. In her mind, she saw the Rivon cavalry and the man
next to her on the gray horse. The red dragon chased them. Why had
it specifically attacked Draga? Why had it chased the Rivon back
north? What was its purpose? How had it awakened from legends?

Shenal spoke only the facts, leaving out any
speculations of her own, except in the end. She offered to them
questions of what could have awakened the Red Clan and what purpose
Alo might have had for saving Draga.

"The Light guides us in unforeseen ways,"
said Achopali, the Senaho priestess among the four elders. Like the
others, her leathery skin bore the deep lines of her age. "We are
not to judge or guess but to accept."

When Shenal sat, Draga also sat. The color
drained away and he breathed a sigh of relief.

"A path you must walk, Dragaweho."
Achopali's blue eyes sparkled with the depths of her power. "Where
it leads we cannot tell you. You must see it to the end."

He frowned and looked aside at Ayali. What
did she expect from him?

"You were brought to us for a reason that
will reveal itself in time," Nakai said.

While the four Shanke discussed the
Red Clan and the possibilities, Ayali remembered her vision. Had he
been sent to find the Ferdrai to help defend the tribes
against the Red Clan? How? Many had tried and all had failed. How
would he make a difference?

Or did some other purpose await him?

She would never know until that purpose
revealed itself. She knew some priests and priestesses had the
ability to glimpse the future; but they said nothing. Her
grandmother had warned that the only thing that changed by knowing
one's destiny was the journey they took to reach it. If something
terrible awaited, a person might try to avoid it but in turn would
miss out on many wonderful opportunities along the way, and likely
still arrive at the same destination.

Lost in her thoughts, Ayali missed half of
what was said.

At midday, they recessed to eat. The elders
extinguished the light and the tent emptied. Several of the
Lumea Vanor stayed behind to meditate on the discussion.

Ayali joined her family and Draga at their
camp, her questions sliding aside with the distractions of the
city. Later, after they were dismissed for the day, she would show
Draga through the city, or at least as much of it as they could
before night came.

They said nothing about the discussions.
Most of what was said among the Lumea Vanor was forbidden
outside of the gathering until each priest or priestess felt it
necessary for their tribes to know. In that wisdom, they trusted
the Light to guide them.

When they returned, Nakai greeted them
outside. He nodded to each of the women.

Ayali turned when she realized Draga didn't
follow her inside. Nakai spoke to him too low for her to hear what
he said, but he smiled and patted Draga's shoulder.

Draga nodded and ducked inside the tent.

Ayali mouthed a question but he only smiled
and followed the priestesses.

Once they sat in their places, he leaned
close to her and whispered, "He said I bring hope."

Relieved of her burning curiosity, Ayali
sighed. "What does that mean?" She muttered the statement more to
herself than as a response, puzzled by the possibilities. Had Nakai
gazed into the future?

"Better than being accused of bringing
disaster."

She nodded, glad that the rumors of his
bringing the Red Clan to them had died in earlier discussions.

After the tent filled, the Shanke
took their places. With sufficient sun slanting through the opening
in the top of the tent, they sat without conjuring an orb of
Light.

Silence filled the tent, allowing the sounds
of the wind ruffling the fabric to mix with the blend of voices
outside.

Inside her, Ayali felt the connection of the
elders like the brush of a feather. They reached out through the
magic. She allowed the touch to pass through her, glad she
possessed at least enough magic to feel it.

They proceeded into the history Shenal had
told in her story, but focused on the legend of the Ferdrai.
Although no one said it, they all knew Alo was one. Where he had
come from, none of them knew except that Nori had found him
orphaned as a colt and raised him.

"We know not that they will wish to serve,"
one of the others said.

"It is in their blood." Achopali looked past
Nakai seated opposite her to the shadowed faces of the crowd. "They
are creatures of magic, beings of Light, as we are."

"Others have tried to find them and failed.
It is only by fate that any are ever seen, or we would think them
gone from this world."

Ayali searched for the source of the
familiar voice, a friend she hadn't seen since last spring if she
was right, but she couldn't discern through the shadows.

"They will find us," Nakai said. "Like the
dragons of old, they know what we do not."

The dragons, Ayali thought. That was what
they should discuss. The true dragons helped to protect them from
the Red Clan but they couldn't always know when they were
needed.

Draga, however, at least knew how to kill
them. That information the other warriors should know. He had said
magic couldn't kill a dragon, but a spear could. None of their
stories told of how the warriors of old had slain such beasts.

But that was something for their leaders,
not the Vanor.

"The Ferdrai may never come. We must
accept this fact and move on with what we have."

Ayali suppressed a yawn of boredom. In
curiosity, she touched the flow of magic around her, reaching out
beyond the colors of people. She closed her eyes and let her
presence slide away in search of the familiar and calming presence
of Alo.

The gentle shifting of magic around him
always called to her when she applied even a small probe. He grazed
far away but she found him. The soothing touch of his presence
chased away her boredom.

She saw the horses around him, distorted
through his eyes. He grazed close to the buckskin mare her mother
favored. The bay colt was gone, likely taken to a new home, but the
mare stayed calm with him near. He always seemed to understand what
was needed of him. How?

A strange sensation passed through her, a
warmth that assured her all was well while gently pushing her
away.

Ayali frowned and withdrew her connection.
When she opened her eyes, Draga smiled aside at her but said
nothing.

Through the rest of the discussion, Ayali
thought only of that brief moment with Alo. Only when the
Shanke called for meditation on the subject did she put it
aside. Too many questions floated in her mind to let it steal her
attention.

Besides, the end of the session for the day
would soon come.

Then she would show Draga exactly why she
had been eager to reach the market.

____________________
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Draga studied the painted rocks on the woven
mat. Green, black, red, and white stones moved by rules on a base
of small triangles of those same colors patterned in a large
circle. The object was to clear the board of all other players by
jumping their pieces in turns. Each player started with five
pieces.

He had two left.

Three young boys awaited his move.

Ayali stood behind him, advising him of
rules and strategies in this game they called gai'shialo. It
took all his concentration and he had lost three out of four games
already, but he now understood it better. Nevertheless, he was
losing again.

At least it took his mind off the meeting of
the Lumea Vanor yesterday and the strange sensations of
magic.

Ayali had shown him the fun of the market.
Dancers in colorful costumes of beads, shells, shawls, and even
feathers drew large crowds, some of whom joined in the merriment
played by various simple instruments. The music and dancing
entranced him but even Ayali couldn't convince him to try the
steps. Instead, he watched the stories of the dancers unfold.

Several people had offered what she
described as more than fair trade for his sword, but he couldn't
part with it. It meant something to him. Had it been a gift or an
heirloom? Whether a true memory or not, he believed it had been
passed to him by his father. Whatever the circumstances of his
obtaining the sword, he refused to give it up. Nothing else of his
past remained to him.

Despite the offers and the polite questions
when Ayali introduced him to others, he enjoyed the market. Men and
women showed off their crafts and skills. Children roamed freely,
often underfoot in games with balls or sticks. Warriors showed off
their skills in games on foot and horseback. The fighting games
stirred up memories in him, people and situations in which he had
trained.

Some of the older boys he met in their first
wander through the market had returned as promised to teach him
gai'shialo. Now he understood their eagerness—to defeat him
in a game they were sure to win.

"Not there."

He looked up to where Ayali peered over his
shoulder. Her eyes met his.

"Trust me."

He shrugged and withdrew his hand from the
piece, uncertain what she had seen. In the last few minutes he had
searched every possible play and with only two pieces remaining
could see nothing else. What did she see?

"Here." Ayali pointed to a green space, his
color, where his piece couldn't be taken, and it meant jumping and
taking two other pieces.

"Maybe you should be playing this."

"You'll learn." From her position kneeling
beside him, she patted his shoulder.

Her hand rested on his shoulder while he
made the move, granting him assurance.

Akiteo frowned as Draga took his white piece
off the playing mat.

"Next game she says nothing," Oshaga said,
watching his red piece vanish.

Draga glanced aside at Ayali, and caught a
glimmer of pride in her eyes. He leaned close and whispered in her
ear. "You're enjoying this."

Her smile beamed at the two who had
complained.

"Serves you right for overwhelming someone
with little understanding of the game."

Recognizing the voice, Draga looked up to
find the source.

Nakai's smile pulled away the deep lines of
his leathery skin.

"You do well to keep Ayali at your side
against these three, Draga. They don't play fair with strangers."
The old priest passed a harsh look over each boy and they
withered.

"We were only teaching him strategy," Fehowe
said.

Nakai peered down with a knowing glint in
his eyes that made the boy drop his head in shame. When he looked
to Draga, the priest reached out a hand.

"Walk with me; you too, Ayali."

Curious about what Nakai had to say, Draga
obeyed with Ayali beside him, leaving the game and the three boys
behind. The small gathering of children who had watched parted
before them.

They made their way through the crowds in
the market, greeting many faces he now recognized in passing.

"You enjoy your time here?"

Draga nodded and glanced past the priest at
Ayali, who said nothing.

"Tell me what you feel."

"What I feel?"

"Yes." Nakai smiled, leading them past the
many groups of people sitting and talking. "What do you feel
inside; not the emotions of meeting people and learning about them.
Tell me what it is that keeps you with us."

Draga frowned, uncertain what the priest
sought for an answer. Why would he ask such a question?

"You're not judged by your feelings. Your
intents, maybe; actions, yes. But not your emotions."

Draga searched the thinning crowds around
them as they approached the outskirts of the city. Long shadows
stretched into the valley where the Sehe'an and Tahori had settled.
Soon the sun would fall behind the hilltop.

What did he feel? He knew why he stayed with
the Caveshi. He stayed for the security of having others around if
danger came, especially while his wrist healed. He stayed because
he was not yet sure that he wanted to return to the Rivon.

And he stayed because he felt a connection
with the people, especially Ayali. Something inside him wouldn't
let him leave.

"I feel..." Draga hesitated, uncertain how
to describe it. "I feel a...connection, a...a purpose. It feels
like a will not my own that begs me to stay, for now."

Nakai nodded, his gaze fixed on something in
the distance; whether the horses or the land or something farther,
Draga couldn't say.

"You feel it but do not understand. The
Light calls us to its will. Through it we are granted the powers of
the Trinity." As they neared the camp of the Sehe'an, Nakai sighed.
"Some stand in the shadows. You will not know them from those who
turn their faces to the Light, but do not follow their ways."

Confused and focused on the riddle, Draga
failed to notice who approached.

"You missed an interesting discussion today,
again, Ayali."

The voice snapped Draga from his thoughts.
Kahai stopped before Ayali, ignoring him or trying to.

"Kahai," the priest said. "Tell me what you
found most interesting." He put a hand to the boy's back and turned
him away, asking questions in spite of the boy's glances back to
Ayali.

Draga breathed easier. Something bothered
him about the young priest. Perhaps because Kahai liked to assume
Ayali would marry him. She had already told Draga she never would,
that their parents had only suggested it.

"Does he—Nakai—know how you
feel?"

Ayali's blue eyes sparkled with her
grin.

"I see." Draga chuckled and shook his
head.

"He knew from the beginning. Everyone knows.
Kahai is the only one who chooses to ignore the truth." She started
toward her family, who had gathered near their belongings. "I think
to him it is like gai'shialo. One day he thinks he'll beat
me and I'll have nothing left to play against him."

Draga chuckled, following her to the family
he had come to know so well that he almost felt he belonged with
them. Except for the memories of his mother and sister, he could
have.

Family, he thought at sight of them
together. Seeing Nori and Taima with Nodin and Shenal sitting and
smiling as they chatted over a warm meal stirred up images of grand
halls and corridors of stonework of intricate designs. Cold,
lifeless stones.

Had his life lacked this warmth? Had that
been why he left home?

What of the visions of a woman of flaming
red hair? Who was she? In his dreams—or memories—she struck him
with a wicked wit and a sharp sword.

Despite the longings to join the people of
his memories, the warmth and openness of Ayali's family surrounded
him with a warmth that his broken memories lacked.

"You're lucky Nakai found you." Nori held
out a plate of food to each of them. "These two begged for your
portions."

Draga took the plate offered him and sat
down near a pile of baskets. Ayali joined him.

"You enjoyed the market today?"

Hurrying to swallow the bite of flatbread he
had taken, Draga nodded in response to Shenal's question.

"Did we miss anything important?" Ayali
asked.

The elder priestess shrugged, busy laying
out her mat and blankets in preparation for rest. "Little more than
what you heard the first day." She sat down near the small fire,
her eyes on the horizon and the first stars.

Draga smiled at Shenal's simple dismissal.
Like her, he stared out at the approaching night. While the rest of
the family took their places, he and Ayali ate.

In the distance the mournful song of a flute
blew. In response, a more uplifting tune started somewhere else.
The chirping of night insects added to the music.

The peace of the prairie had secured a place
in his soul that nothing else in his returning memories could
match.

____________________
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One of the last to arrive and to leave.

Ayali sighed away the thought, watching
another tribe move off to the south. Only a few remained. They had
arrived only four days before all the trade and meetings closed.
Usually the market stayed open longer, but in convocation years,
the tribes moved on quickly.

One bright spot shone before her; Kahai
would leave with the rest of the Roshawe Caveshi, although they
wouldn't be far enough. The Roshawe's southern camp was only five
days journey from the Sehe'an's.

Kahai hadn't bothered them since Nakai led
him away. He had not a chance to return that night. Had the elder
priest been speaking about Kahai as a warning?

Like the other Lumea Vanor, the young
priest had been summoned to observe the final rites of the
convocation, which she had been excused from attending. In that
respect Ayali was glad she wasn't a full priestess with the
expectations of the position.

Instead, she had spent the day packing up
the new items they had gained from trading the horses and her
mother's medicines and teas.

She packed alone. Her brother had taken
Draga with them, leaving her to worry what Nodin and his friends
might ask of him. Although his wrist had mostly healed, if they
asked too much he could re-injure it. It needed more time before he
could use it for anything more than light work, which could take
another moon cycle according to her mother.

He should have stayed to help her; that was
light work compared to what her brother might ask of him.

For the countless time, Ayali lifted her
eyes from the wrapped bundles and baskets piled neatly before her.
Around her, other families made the same preparations. By the end
of the day they would be ready to leave. Above her, light clouds
covered the sky, but the disk of sun visible through them descended
from its zenith.

From the direction of the ruins came her
mother and grandmother. Not far behind walked Draga with Nodin and
some of his friends, and a few young women.

Her blood boiled.

What had they been doing all day while she
worked? What were they doing with a group of girls fawning over
them?

Ayali turned away to hide the fury storming
through her. Nodin would have a lot to answer to for this insult.
And Draga...

Seeing him smiling and laughing with those
girls turned her insides into a tangled, burning mess.

With more force than necessary, she
tightened ropes around a few bundles.

Their laughter fed her temper into a
conflagration. She clenched her jaw on the desire to strangle
Nodin.

Sooner than she expected, the crunch of
their steps reached her from behind. Draga and Nodin bid farewell
to the girls and his friends.

"Ayali!"

She tensed at Draga's voice but realized it
in time to let out her breath. Rather than turning to face them in
her anger, she continued her work. Neither her mother nor
grandmother said anything.

The nearness of a body hovered behind her.
The soft rustle of fabric and the shortening of the shadow told her
the person squatted.

"Ayali."

Although she knew Draga spoke to her, she
said nothing, too upset yet to speak without exposing her
feelings.

"What's wrong?"

She slammed one of the blankets onto the
ground. The beads in her hair clicked together from the force of
her movements.

"Oh."

At the wary tone of his voice, her anger
melted away, and she paused in her work. Her shoulders slumped, and
she took a deep breath.

"Should I leave?"

Ayali twisted around. What had caused such
caustic jealousy? Was it jealousy of Draga around other girls?

Ridiculous!

She never expected such a reaction from
herself, although she should have expected the incident. Or had it
simply been her jealousy that while she worked hard they
played?

"I can go"

Ayali dropped her eyes and turned back to
the packing. She fingered a corner of fabric. "No...I'm fine."

"That's good," Draga said.

In the silence between them, she played with
the last knot she had tied in her haste, untying and retying it
properly.

"Could you use some help?"

His words washed away the soreness inside
her, leaving a smile.

"Yes. That's more than Nodin would offer."
Her brother was good at dodging basic work when he wanted. She
liked him better than Sakima, who took everything as serious as
their father, but he could be annoyingly lazy.

Without further comment, Dragaweho provided
whatever assistance she needed to complete the packing of their
supplies and belongings.

By the time they finished, she had almost
forgotten the bitterness inside her. The sun sank to the horizon,
and she laughed about the incident that had led to Draga and Nodin
returning with the group of girls.

She should have expected it of her brother.
He had used the story of Draga's bravery and his association with
him to impress the young girls. Draga assured her he had only
played along for Nodin's benefit and that the whole thing had
simply amused him.

Despite the better humor, she laid down to
sleep feeling guilty about her reaction. What right did she have to
dictate his activities?

For that matter, she should have told her
father about Narkov's visit. Draga might have chosen to stay. At
least, he might have if she was willing to tell him of her vision;
but she could not. She wasn't ready for that responsibility. Her
grandmother had warned her about playing with premonitions.

Ayali sighed and pushed the thoughts away.
As long as Draga stayed with them, she could see if the vision was
real.

____________________
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Before the sun rose, the tribe packed all
the horses and started on the trek to their sister camp.

Ayali rode Alo, her attention focused on the
land around them for the threats she had heard stories about.

Along the journey, a mare occasionally
nickered with a tone of hope. The call to her long gone weaned foal
set off calls from other mares until the moment passed. By the time
they reached the region where they would live out the colder
season, the horses would forget about last summer's foals as their
bellies swelled with new life.

They traveled as they had from the summer
camp to Naprate, but this time with only the Roshawe. The tribes
split for their separate lands to where they were welcome by those
who stayed year-round. They carried with them the items traded at
the market, some meant for trade and some as gratuity to their
hosts.

For most of the days they traveled, Ayali's
father asked her to ride.

All through the second and third days since
leaving Naprate, rain drizzled down on them. The cold rain made her
dig out her leggings like the others, although it took no time for
the rain to seep through. At least Alo kept her warm.

She welcomed the return of the sun's warmth,
but she also grew more cautious.

After the market, thieves liked to make an
appearance.

Through the deep, tree-filled valleys
between rocky, jagged hilltops, a light, unnatural fog crept up. A
chill touched her soul that Alo's warmth couldn't chase away.

The back of her neck prickled. She turned to
her mother, who walked at the edge of the caravan with Draga beside
her. Nori frowned and pointed ahead, toward Taima, who led the
procession.

Pressing her heels into Alo's sides, she
asked the stallion for a canter. He obliged with more speed than
necessary.

Already the two Caveshi bands drew into a
tighter formation.

"Epaiyi!"

Taima twisted in the saddle when she caught
up to him and sat back to slow Alo.

Her heart pounded, the stories of the older
members of their tribe flashing through her imagination. Her
grandmother had warned of a band of nomads, dark magi who preyed
upon the other tribes using magic to instill fear and sneak upon
them. This was no dragon attack. It could only be the band known as
the Horash.

"Horash!" she said.

He nodded, a grave look on his face as he
turned I'ane. His dark eyes scanned their surroundings.

"Sakima! Mai'ohe!" He pointed toward the
slow-moving fog creeping up on the tail end of their procession.
The two warriors loosed their horses into a run towards it, calling
out a warning.

Her father turned to Ayali with a grim
smile. "Good eyes."

Had it been other circumstances, she would
have smiled with the warmth of his praise. Her father gave it only
when deserved.

She stayed by him, ready for his orders. The
two warriors he sent out rounded on the procession, which halted at
the front and waited for the others to join them into a tighter
formation. They raced around the group, passing on the message to
the other riders, who sprang into action.

"Join your mother and stay there."

Ayali looked to her father in surprise,
ready to argue but biting her tongue. She had never fought such an
enemy.

"Go now." His tone left no room for
argument.

Ayali did as commanded, cuing Alo into a run
that stopped in seconds next to her mother and Draga.

"Horash?" her mother asked.

Ayali nodded. Alo lowered his head to sniff
the buckskin mare Nori led.

Draga's brows furrowed. "What are
Horash?"

After a quick glance at her mother, who
nodded but said nothing, Ayali explained: "They are the worst of
our enemies, rogues who mutilate their own bodies with piercings
and cover themselves in hideous tattoos to intimidate their victims
and satisfy their gods. They create such a mist—" She pointed
toward the cloud now overtaking the tail end of the long
procession. "—to hide their attack."

"Dark magic." Nori didn't look up but tied
the mare's lead safely around its neck.

"In my life, I faced attacks only once.
Mashea and Mashea'we defended us against their magi
and turned them away, but not before several Caveshi died." Ayali
shuddered at the distant memories, the last from their last visit
to the sister camp five summers ago. "I hoped never to see another
attack. They are few but vicious."

"What can I do?"

Ayali blinked, surprised that he would
suggest such a thing.

"Stay here," Nori said. "You don't know how
they think and you're not strong enough to fight." With that she
hurried to where Shenal and Fahan spoke. Kahai and his sisters
waited with them.

"What will they do?" Draga asked, watching
them.

"Dispel the dark magic so our warriors can
fight."

While the numbers of warriors multiplied as
more joined those able to fight, the seven Lumea Vanor of
the two bands joined hands.

Ayali looked from them to the fog. It
dissipated before her eyes. Not far from their group, a mass of
horrible faces rode into view where the fog had been.

"Those are Horash," Ayali said.

The dark riders realized they had lost the
element of surprise. They howled in fury and thundered forward, but
the Caveshi warriors met their attack.

The fog continued to fade but the numbers of
Horash increased.

Ayali frowned. She had never seen so many at
once. This was unusual. She wished her father hadn't ordered her to
stay. He needed all the help they could get.

Some of the Horash circumvented the warriors
and headed for the rest of the group, toward the women, children,
and elders.

Five faces painted into skulls bore down on
them.

"We have to fight." Draga pulled his sword
and held it two-handed before him.

Alo pinned his ears at the handful charging
them.

Uncertain about Draga's ability but
realizing they had little choice, Ayali said nothing and pulled her
knife. She wished she had more with which to defend herself. While
she couldn't call forth the power of magic, she had trained to
fight as most young women of the Caveshi did, with her hands.

The hideous figures bore down on them at a
full gallop.

Before she could think of reacting, Draga
charged them.

"Draga!"

He ignored her and ran at them. Ayali
touched her heels to Alo, who surged forth and overtook Draga on
foot.

Together, they sliced through the five
riders. While Ayali swung her knife at the nearest on her right,
Alo let loose with a kick at his horse without losing stride.

The stallion slid to a stop and rolled back
on his haunches to come around for another attack. Ayali caught her
breath, gripping with her legs and trying to anticipate Alo's next
move or risk losing her seat.

The middle rider held back while the new
leader met Draga full-gallop. The Horash thrust his spear at the
man, but with a deftness that surprised Ayali, Draga avoided the
blow.

She and Alo caught up in time to see his
skill with the sword in action. He moved with a swiftness she would
never have expected for the clumsiness of his sword.

The spotted horse fell to its knees, sending
the rider into the dirt.

Ayali rode past, missing the rest but
confident now in Draga's abilities. The other four looped to form a
circle around her. They cantered around, joined by the one she had
attacked.

Alo shifted beneath her, baring his teeth at
any that came too close and swishing his tail in annoyance.

Like those she remembered, the Horash
surrounding them had shaved at least half their heads, some of them
fully. They wore bands of stones, claws, and teeth around their
upper arms. The face painting and tattoos obscured their
expressions.

One of them started chanting and the others
joined in.

Outside their circle, Draga approached
slowly. The other Horash lay still in the grass. His horse stood on
three legs with the left fore held off the ground dripping blood
from a deep gash.

Before Draga could reach them, three others
attacked him.

Two more joined the circle around her.

What did they hope to achieve? Alo was
undefeated, even against twenty opponents at a time.

As the chanting rose, so too a chill crept
into her heart. She clutched Alo's mane, recognizing the magic they
used on her.

"Alo." She gasped, her breath caught in her
chest, and tried to find the Light inside to deflect the spell.

Ayali laid her head on the stallion's neck,
afraid of passing out. A strange fog jumbled her thoughts, stealing
her concentration.

"Ayali!"

Why did her mother not help her?

She opened her eyes, choking for air. Fuzzy
shapes moved around her.

"Ayali! I'm coming!"

"Draga." The name never left her lips. Her
head spun. All thoughts except staying conscious escaped her.

A horrible shriek penetrated the darkness.
Air rushed back into her lungs.

Hazy figures took on clearer form.

Ayali lifted her head and swallowed. After a
moment to regain her senses, she remembered where she was.
"Draga."

He spun and ducked, swinging his sword at
the Horash in a lethal dance. Distracted by his attack, they
dropped their magical attack on her.

Ayali remembered.

Focusing inside on the Light, she called it
forth. It brightened inside her, more powerful than she had ever
used. She realized then that it was more than her own power, but
whose? At first she assumed it came from Alo, but she knew how the
magic flowed around him. This was different.

For a moment, she met Draga's eyes. Could it
be?

He ducked a swing at his head of something
that glinted in the sun.

Ayali pushed aside her curiosity and took
advantage of the magic at her disposal.

Smiling, she directed the magic at the
Horash around her. The Horash and their horses in the path of her
magic froze in place, but it wouldn't last.

"Now, Alo."

Without any other cue, he whirled and kicked
out high at each of the two she had frozen. The contact of his
hooves on the riders jarred through her seat while his actions
threw her forward and back, but she held on. Despite the fatigue of
using magic, the exhilaration of what she had accomplished kept her
alert.

The other Horash fled, except one. He rode
out of range of her and Draga and stopped. Caveshi warriors who had
broken from the battle caught those escaping and chased them away.
They would kill only when necessary.

The Horash who stopped scowled at her and
spat something in his own tongue. In stilted Caveshi, he said, "You
live short life, Fireblood," and raced away after the others.

Tension and the rush of her achievement
drained away, leaving her tired.

For the first time in her life she had used
magic effectively, although someone had helped her; whether Alo or
Draga, she couldn't be sure. Nothing had ever felt so good.

Only the last words of the Horash
overshadowed that victory.

____________________
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As the elder priestess, Shenal performed the
ritual of passage for the dead. The tribes had carried their few
dead away from the battlefield, leaving the Horash the respect to
do the same, if they cared.

Draga stood back from the pyre, listening to
the stories told of each of the four warriors and one child. Unlike
the last time he had seen this sacred ceremony, he now observed it
with the others. Something had changed in him. He knew these
people, was a part of them. No longer did he feel apart, an
outsider. He fought for them and would die beside them.

He felt their losses.

Just as he felt other losses, echoes it
seemed of another life.

The pyre reached to the stars above, like
another in a forest clearing. Bodies burned. His guards, men of
fair skin like him, observed the solemnity of the moment. Flames
claimed the bodies of the innocent lives lost by the hands of
Tyrkam's raiders. They had no time to bury them properly, to return
them to the soil.

He blinked at the images. My guards?
Why would he have had guards? Had it been that dangerous? Who was
Tyrkam, the man whose name left a bitter taste in his mouth?

Through the crackle of fire, he stepped back
into the world of his memories. Before him, the pyre burned. Around
him stood uniformed guards wearing blue tunics bearing a white
horse and five stars, the same design as that on the leather
waistcoat he had worn when he first awoke among the Caveshi.

{"M'lord, surely this will call the bandits
to us."}

{"I will not leave these people for the
wolves or the crows!"} He heard himself reply to the guard in
the same rough language and held up something cold and hard, a
sword. {"If they return, we will defeat them. This proof is all
we need to upset the king to act."}

Draga put a hand to his head and blinked.
The images and the shadow of anger and frustration faded, but it
left a new frustration in its place.

"Draga?"

He turned aside to Ayali. Firelight made
shadows dance over her features. The lightness of her hand on his
forehead and cheeks untangled the knot of frustration from his
efforts to remember his past.

"Are you ill?"

"I was...remembering. Something like this
happened that upset me. I know not what it means." No matter how
much he tried to link the memory to others, he could not. The
pieces had their own plan, it seemed.

During the fight with the Horash, he had
recalled images of other battles, but with men whose main goal had
been his death. He wished he knew why the sword-bearing attackers
in his memories had been so intent on him.

"Come." Ayali took his hand and led him to
the back of the crowd. The wife of one of the dead warriors
continued her story of how he had won her affection.

Ayali led Draga to a small ledge of dirt
forming a natural seat.

"Sit. Rest. Yesterday was hard for all of
us."

To his delight, she sat next to him on the
small ledge, but she said nothing for a long time. The words of the
families reached him, but he heard very little over the beating of
his heart.

She sat next to him, her warmth soothing his
concerns about returning to his past and the horrors he might find.
His heart beat faster at the thought and he tried to calm it with
deep breaths. In the pit of his stomach, butterflies fluttered.

Ayali watched the fire. Draga watched her,
his tongue stuck.

"I relive yesterday in my mind." Her low
voice barely pierced the air. "The moment before I used magic...It
wasn't mine. It came from somewhere else, like someone giving me
their strength."

She looked up at him, the faint light of the
pyre highlighting her features, but shadowing it too much to read
her emotions.

"You and Alo were the only two close enough
to make that happen. I would have recognized Alo's touch."

He blinked. "What? Do you think I—?" Draga
shook his head. "It had to be Alo. I know nothing of how to use
magic. How could I?"

"Did you feel anything?"

Why did they always talk about feeling
things? Why was it never hearing or seeing?

"I drew on a power greater than mine, Draga.
Whether you helped on purpose or not, I need to know."

"Why?"

She shrugged. "If you did, Mashea'we
should know. You asked once about learning to use magic. That time
may have come."

Her words should have thrilled him. At the
moment, he could have cared less about magic. His thoughts focused
only on her and the pleasure of being close.

But he had been close to another woman, or
almost. He was sure of that, although whatever feelings he had for
the woman of his memories had faded. That he never remembered being
close to her but fought her instead contradicted the possibility
that he had had a relationship with her, but it couldn't have been
good.

That thought crashed like a wall between him
and Ayali. He let out a deep sigh and forced himself to think of
yesterday.

"I did feel something happen yesterday. I
remember feeling a cold inside me. I...wanted to make it go away
and found a place inside where I had always felt a reserve of
strength. It made that cold go away, but I felt weaker. I had to
fight, despite the weariness."

"Many thanks, from all of us, for what you
did. I could not have done it without you." In her voice he thought
he heard a note of disappointment. She paused, her eyes fixed on
the pyre and the crowds around it. "I'm glad you're with us."

His heart leapt into his throat, stealing
his voice. She turned to him, a smile clear in the weak light. His
mouth went dry. He knew what he wanted then and there but
hesitated.

Ayali dropped her eyes suddenly and leaned
away. "I wanted you to know that."

"I appreciate the thought."

Somewhere behind them, the grass rustled
from movement.

Ayali jumped to her feet.

The sound of footsteps rushed away.

She scrambled over the slope of the hill
behind them. Her shape stood at the top. Draga climbed up to join
her.

"Kahai." The name muttered under her breath
as a curse. "He will never leave me alone." She let out a sigh and
descended the slope toward the crowds. "I will rejoice when the
Roshawe leave us."

Draga nodded, following her back to the
ceremony.

* * *

Three days later, the Roshawe parted from
the Sehe'an. Draga noticed Ayali smiling more, although Kahai had
said nothing to her when he was around.

Soon after, they reached the region known as
Mitanoda, where three large lakes surrounded an area of
smaller lakes. Ayali had told him about it with a lack of
enthusiasm.

The region carved a large area out of the
eastern Caveshan Plains where most of the tribes of the north and
central regions visited after the large convocations.

The weather in the area was ideal, but she
hated the thick trees. She told him that for the four moon cycles
they lived there every five years, she longed for the open prairie.
The tribe had always made the journey and they always would. She
wouldn't argue with tradition.

Just as she didn't argue against riding Alo
every day since the attack by the Horash.

"This land is strong under the Caveshi,"
Nori said. She walked with Draga, who took turns leading the mare
with their blankets and personal items. She hadn't questioned him
using his right hand, which gave him little trouble with light
tasks. He had used it, along with his left hand, to carry his sword
against the Horash.

Ayali rode Alo a distance away, on the alert
for trouble and not paying any attention to them.

"No enemy dares disturb us here."

"What of the Horash?"

Nori shook her head, the blue and silver
beads clicking softly. "Not now. We are too many."

"They called Ayali 'Fireblood'."

"You're sure they spoke to Ayali?"

Having caught only part of the curse spoken
by the retreating Horash, he wondered if he had heard right. It had
to be, though. Who else would he have been speaking to?

"Yes. What does it mean?"

"It means a person uses magic. Most tribes
reserve the name for the Ferdrai. The Horash use it to speak
of all magic users, including their own. They refuse to acknowledge
the Trinity and the gifts of our heritage from them. They use their
powers to serve the Darklord. Calling a mage or Lumathir by
the proper term diminishes their position."

He thought about it a moment before
understanding struck. "Because it would mean acknowledging a
different source of power."

"Exactly."

"Then they use it as a—" He paused,
struggling to find the right word.

"As a blasphemy. Yes. They refuse to
acknowledge the power of the Trinity. They believe their deities,
particularly the Darklord, to be the true rulers of the world."

"If they serve the Darklord and the dragons
serve the Darklord, does that mean they work together?"

Although he had spoken his thoughts out loud
more for his ears than hers, Nori stepped into his path, halting
him. "What did you say?"

Puzzled by the alarm on her face, he
frowned. "I was...thinking out loud that it might be possible for
them to be allies."

She stepped aside and urged him to keep
walking.

"Did I say something wrong?"

Nori caught Taima's eyes and waved him over.
The disapproving look on her husband's face hardened when he slowed
his pinto to walk beside them.

"What is it?" His eyes flicked to Draga
before fixing on Nori.

She turned to Draga. "Tell him what you told
me." When he hesitated, she nudged him in the shoulder. "What you
said about the Horash and the dragons; tell him."

"I... "

Taima's expression darkened, his eyes
narrowing with suspicion.

"It was logic. That's all. I thought maybe
the Horash and the dragons might work together since they both
serve this Darklord you speak of."

Taima's dark eyes studied him for what
seemed an eternity. Without another word, he galloped away.

Draga frowned. What had he said? "What's
going on?"

"We have never considered the possibility.
We are too close to the grass to see the path. But in no time
before have the true servants of the Darklord revealed themselves."
Nori looked up, a wan smile on her face. "You show wisdom,
Dragaweho."

From what he had come to know about Nori, he
was sure he didn't appreciate the look on her face. He suspected
she had further plans. He said nothing, though, but watched Taima,
who had run ahead to speak with one of the elders riding on a
travois.

Taima glanced back a few times during his
conversation before falling away. He returned to Draga and Nori.
"The Horash are too weak, but we can do nothing if the dragons ally
with them. You will learn to fight if you stay." The last part, he
said with a frown to Draga.

"I will do my part."

Taima snorted and rode away to take up his
post once more.

____________________
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Kneeling with the waterskin dipped into the
water, Ayali gazed out over Mopanto Lake, one of the smaller lakes
of the region but well-stocked with an abundance of fish. Behind
her, the commotion of the tribe setting up the tents and organizing
their lives rose into the still air.

Beneath the shade of an abundance of trees,
they would live for four moon cycles. Part of her wished they
stayed through the wettest period in the north, but with Narkov
waiting to take Draga away from her, she was glad for this extra
time.

Yet she looked forward to the day they
returned to the summer camp, the place she thought of as home.

Ayali finished filling the two waterskins
and returned with them to where her family worked at spreading the
fabric of their tent over the skeleton of poles for their
mankaiya. Draga helped with the efforts. A couple of lines
hung loose and the heavy cover made small progress.

"Ayali—"

Before her brother could finish his
statement, she grabbed one of the free lines and sat down against
the weight of the cover. With five people—Draga, herself, Nodin,
and both her parents—they made quick work of securing the fabric
cover of their tent.

They set up their home as it had been on the
plains, laying animal furs and reed mats on the floor inside,
hanging decorations, and organizing the insides as they liked. By
the time they finished, the sun dipped into the far shore across
the lake.

Ayali excused herself to check on Alo and
the horses. On the way out the door flap, she halted. A group of
the younger men, Nodin's friends, stopped before her.

"Is Nodin here?"

"Yes!" Her brother called from behind
her.

Ayali stepped out of his way.

"Bring Draga with you."

Her curiosity piqued, Ayali watched from a
few steps back. Her brother had taken a great interest in Draga
since the last dragon attack. In Naprate, he had used Draga's
foreignness and bravery to impress the girls. What did his friends
want with him?

Draga stepped from the tent and smiled.
Nodin's friends greeted him as they did any of their group, rather
than as an outsider. When he caught her eyes on him, Draga tipped
his head in a small nod.

If you wish. Apparently he felt he
could take care of himself. At least his wrist healed well,
although she worried what kinds of activities Nodin and his friends
might have planned. If Draga rebroke that wrist, she would...

She didn't know what she would do, but she
would not be happy, especially with her brother.

To distract herself from them leaving, she
tracked Alo through his magic presence. The horses grazed a ways
off, probably in the clearing along a hidden outlet of the lake, or
at least near it.

Ayali left the sounds of the tribe behind to
find the horses. To her right, the sun cast an orange beam across
the glassy surface of the water. She walked along the sandy
shoreline, relieved when nothing but silence surrounded her.

Although she normally took refuge in time
alone, she now wished Draga had accompanied her. She found herself
longing for his company and arranging to be near him, yet when they
were alone together, something stopped her from her true desires.
Part of it was her guilt about lying to her father and Draga.

The rest was uncertainty. She had never
experienced such feelings nor did she wish to hope for something
that might not be. Would he leave her when his memory returned?

Ayali shook the thought away and quickened
her pace up an embankment. On the other side grazed the horses.
Some stood in the cool waters knee-deep, their muzzles dipped into
the water for a long drink. Alo stood on a small cliff on the
opposite side of the outlet.

At her approach, he whinnied and trotted
through the herd, splashed across the narrow stream flowing into
the trees, and broke into a canter on the nearest side. All the
way, he held his head up, ears pricked forward.

"Glad for the rest?" When he stopped before
her, she moved up to his shoulder and wrapped her arms around his
neck. Alo nuzzled her back in answer. "Me too."

Next to Alo, her guilt and misgivings melted
away to nothing. At least for the moment, she was free.

Free to think.

She thought of the vision. It hadn't yet
come true. Would it? Or did she hope for nothing?

"You may be the only Ferdrai we will
ever know."

He bent his head around to sniff her
shoulder. The whiskers of his muzzle tickled her and she turned
around to stroke his face. Gentle brown eyes gazed back at her.

"Was it a vision or foolish hope?" Ayali
sighed and looked out across the lake. "Am I wishing for the others
to come out of a need to prove myself or because I know they would
help us fight the darkness? I don't know, Alo."

He dropped his head to the grass and tore at
the thick blades.

"You could care less."

Alo lifted his head just high enough to
clear it from the grass, his mouth full.

She shook her head and patted his neck. "You
would never tell me if you knew."

He blinked at her and dropped his head
again.

"All right. You win. Keep your secrets. But
don't expect extra treats." Alo lifted his head to nuzzle her hands
in search of something. She shook her head. "I know; you hear only
what you want."

Despite her flippant tone, she wondered if
he did understand her. His true intelligence had never been
tested. What did Alo know? What were the gifts of the
Ferdrai?

"Who are you?"

He shook his neck, white mane slapping
against it and falling asunder, and resumed his grazing.

"You never told mother either."

As if to say the conversation was done, he
turned and walked back to the mares.

Ayali shook her head and watched. When the
horses settled to grazing on the long grasses near the mud and rock
banks, she turned back to the camp.

It would be dark soon. Besides, the tribe
would gather together around a central fire for stories and music
to celebrate their arrival at the winter camp.

Because of the multiple attacks, this had
been the worst year they had suffered since the height of their
conflict with the Rivon when she was only a child. The stories
would remember those who had fallen and celebrate those who had
shown great courage, Draga among them.

The fire would also announce their arrival
to the Onahe'an. Within a few days, the other Caveshi would send a
group to welcome them back. Her cousins would be surprised.

____________________
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From the scare of a dream, Draga started
awake. Sweat chilled through his clothes and his heart pounded in
his chest. The chirrup of insects rose from outside, while Taima's
familiar light snores continued from nearby.

What had awakened him?

He rolled onto his side, wishing for the
comfort of a bed. He remembered sleeping on a soft bed in a cold
room, snuggled beneath layers of heavy blankets.

But he hadn't dreamed of that. It had been
real, a memory.

Rather, he had seen something frightening,
but the memory slipped away with waking.

Frustrated, Draga closed his eyes. Whatever
danger had seemed real enough to wake him had passed, but he had
wakened too much to sleep.

Images, scenes of another life, passed
through his mind. As with the rest of his memories, they felt
foreign yet familiar at the same time. They made more sense to him
with each passing day.

As he drifted into dreams, he heard a
woman's voice, gentle but stern. {"Phelan, my son."} Relief
poured from her voice.

The door to his memories opened further.

* * *

When he awoke from the melee of images and
dreams, Draga wondered for a moment where he was. He had drifted
back to sleep after the scare in the night, but his dreams had
taken him to another place. He saw his sister, her hair glistening
like the stars and her face veiled. She and the red-haired girl had
tackled him for the ball he stole from them. He laughed and teased
them, until the queen interceded, her austere demeanor unmistakable
along with the dainty crown she wore on her head of golden hair.
She had scolded him using his full name.

Phelan blinked and gazed around the tent.
His name. His real name was Phelan; Phelan Isolder, prince of
Cavatar, heir to the throne. He had pieced that much together from
the jumbled memories. Until he knew why he had left home, he didn't
yet wish to return.

"You're awake."

He turned to Nori, her smile as pleasant as
always. The Caveshi had helped him to recover from an attack he
still couldn't remember.

With a glance around, he realized she alone
remained in the tent, weaving a design on the rack she had set up;
another blanket by the looks of it.

"I wondered if you would join us today." She
returned her attention to the strands of fabric secured before her.
Without looking back, she asked, "How is your wrist?"

He looked down, turning over the splinted
wrist and clenching and unclenching his fingers. "I feel no pain. I
have used it with some discomfort, but that couldn't be helped when
fighting the Horash."

"I thought as much." Nori dropped her thread
and stood. She had cared for his wrist, checking it and rewrapping
the leather strap on occasion to keep it tight.

Now, she stepped to his outstretched hand
and untied the strap once more.

"You will be able to move it without the
sticks, but I warn you, Draga—" She looked up, her blue eyes
holding him in her gaze. "—NO straining it."

"Yes, mother."

She paused to study him for a moment, and a
slight smile crept up her dark-complexioned face. Saying nothing,
she unwrapped his wrist. The thick sticks she had wrapped around it
fell to the ground. She then wrapped his wrist and palm in the
leather strap to keep it stiff while allowing some movement.

The wrapping stirred up other memories. This
time, he saw himself preparing to train. He had wrapped both wrists
to protect them from cuts and bruises. Kaillen was harsh on him,
though lightened up on his own daughter, something Phelan had been
jealous of for many years; until he realized one day how beautiful
she had grown. He couldn't remember her name, but he saw the face
of the red-haired woman that haunted him, the same flaming hair as
Kaillen.

Phelan frowned as Nori finished securing the
leather wrap.

"Done. You may go now. Dopata and Taima
await you in the council tent."

"Of course." What did they wish of him now?
After coming this far and his wrist finally healed enough to bend,
would they demand he leave? Dopata had never warned him, or had
Taima said something to change his mind?

Phelan stepped out of the tent as Nori
settled down on her mat to continue her work.

Clouds cast a gray light over the morning,
but they failed to stop the people from enjoying the day. Children
giggled somewhere through the trees to his left. The voices of men
reached him from the direction of the lake. Other voices drifted
through the trees mixed with laughter.

The tribe rested in good spirits after their
long journey. He would rest too if he could. He was curious,
however, to meet the Onahe'an Caveshi Ayali had mentioned. If she
guessed right, they would arrive within a few days. They didn't
attend the convocations as a tribe but sent representatives. Ayali
had described their earthen homes to him but he doubted his image
fit the truth. He hoped to see them for himself one day.

Now that he considered his conversation with
Ayali, he wondered where she had gone. He missed her company. On
his way to the council tent, he could have used some company to
distract his mind from wondering what Dopata wanted.

A couple days had passed since all the tents
had been set up. He knew where the council tent stood.

Just outside the closed flap, he paused.

"He will return when he chooses." Dopata
spoke in a calm, measured voice.

"I don't trust him, Epaiyishel."
Taima's words grated with barely restrained frustration.

"Your argument about trust has been settled.
Dragaweho has faced dangers most would run from. He acted to
preserve life without consideration of his own. Words fall short of
actions." Dopata paused and in a lighter tone, said, "You also
praised his actions, if I remember correctly."

Phelan smiled. He never expected Taima to
say anything good about him, to his face or behind his back. That
the warrior had praised his actions to others lifted his spirits.
So, why did Taima not trust him?

"He has great courage, but his purpose is
hidden. What if the Rivon plotted with the dragons? Perhaps it was
staged so he could win our trust."

"Did you lie when you told your story?"

A pause followed Dopata's question. Phelan
could see in his imagination the sparkle in the leader's eyes.

"No, Epaiyishel."

"Then tell me why you now change your mind."
Dopata spoke with a kind and encouraging voice, absent of any hint
of pre-judgment.

"I feel it. He would do better
returning to the Rivon as soon as he's well enough for travel."

The conversation paused. Phelan contemplated
interrupting, but the moment he reached for the corner of the flap,
Taima spoke.

"I know his purpose is to steal Ayali. Kahai
has seen them together. He has enchanted her."

His heart caught in his throat, Phelan
dropped his arm and listened. Kahai. He recalled the evening
Ayali sat down next to him to talk. They had heard someone run
off.

"She has acted different since his arrival.
His influence on her grows each day. I will not allow him to take
her from us. She must take her place as priestess! I want him gone,
that she'll forget him and think first of her people."

The revelation stunned Phelan. What purpose
would taking Ayali away from the Sehe'an serve him? When had he
decided to take Ayali anywhere?

He knew what purpose sending him away would
have. Kahai had a lot coming if he thought he would win Ayali's
affections by chasing Phelan Isolder away. No; he would hang on. He
would argue until he was blue in the face.

No one would force him away from Ayali. He
wanted to be with her. His spirit sang in her presence, while his
insides fluttered and his heart raced. He loved the feeling of
being close to her; he loved her.

No one could force him to feel any
different. He only wished to know if she felt the same.

Too angry to reason, he threw the flap aside
and stepped in. Both men ceased their discussion and turned.

Dopata smiled, but Taima stood with a glare,
his arms crossed.

"Welcome, Draga."

Remembering he had overhead by accident,
Phelan recovered in time to return the smile to Dopata. "I am
blessed by your presence, Epaiyishel." He looked to Taima,
his eyes lingering longer than an innocent glance, and back to
Dopata. "Nori said you wished to see me."

"Yes." Dopata's wizened eyes fixed on him.
"Your wrist is mended?"

Phelan held up the wrapped hand and moved
his fingers and wrist as he could. "Mostly. Nori removed the splint
this morning but warned me not to strain it."

"I see." Dopata's eyes slid toward Taima and
back. "You're not yet ready for hard work."

Meaning, Phelan knew, he wasn't ready for
traveling on his own. He kept the thought to himself.

"I trust her opinion," Dopata said.

"She knows much about healing." Taima spoke
with pride.

Dopata looked from Taima to Phelan. "If
you're not healed, then I expect you'll stay with us many more
days?"

Phelan barely restrained his anger about
Taima's wish to see him gone and away from Ayali. "I wish to stay,
if you would have me."

"Then you may stay."

From the corner of his eyes, Phelan caught
the menace that flashed across Taima's face.

"Many thanks, Epaiyishel." He paused
but neither man moved. "Was there something else you wished to
ask?"

Dopata glanced to Taima, who wore a look of
contempt on his face but said nothing. "Do you remember anything
more?"

"Pieces; disjointed pieces." Phelan shrugged
and pursed his lips for a moment before adding, "Nothing of any
sense."

Dopata gave a nod. "I hope it returns to
you."

"Yes." Taima's agreement surprised Phelan
but the glint of hope in the warrior's eyes told him the man only
wished his memories to return so he, Phelan, could leave them.

"Many thanks to you for your hospitality."
Phelan bowed, a habit as a sign of respect that had returned along
the road to Naprate.

Dopata's smile spread further, stretching
the leathery skin of his face. "We are done, Dragaweho."

Phelan backed out, glad to leave Taima.
Dopata had always shown a kind understanding to his situation.
Taima had never taken to him, although Phelan liked to think
Ayali's father had at least warmed up to him some.

Apparently not. Because of Kahai, he
reminded himself. His insides burned at the thought but cooled as
he realized that the young priest was days away from them now and
couldn't interfere in his time with Ayali.

His temper cooled, Phelan sighed away the
last of his anger. Keeping busy would keep his mind off the matter.
Shenal had given him some simple daily chores while he stayed with
them. With the sun peering through breaks in the clouds overhead,
he worked on those tasks the rest of the day.

In the days following, Shenal and Nori
assigned him light duties from helping cook to carrying messages to
making tools, replacing those that broke.

Shortly after midday on the fifth day since
his meeting with Dopata and Taima, Phelan met the Onahe'an Caveshi,
or at least those of the group who visited. As with meeting the
other tribes, their attention and questions focused on him—where
was he from, what was he doing there, what would happen next.

They stayed several days before leaving with
goods the Sehe'an had traded at the market. Before they left, they
also paid their respects to Alo and left a basket of treats they
had made special for him.

The stallion almost took Ayali's hand when
she presented the molasses bites.

Phelan stood next to the stallion, stroking
his neck as Alo chewed the treats. When Alo sniffed at him in
search of more, he held his hands out for inspection. "Sorry, none
here."

Rather than nuzzle him, Alo gazed at him.
Something gentle but foreboding reached Phelan. He had the
impression that the white stallion knew something. Alo had chosen
to save him. Why? What did he want?

Perhaps someday the stallion would reveal
his secrets.

____________________
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The days passed in their routine. Ayali
performed her duty watching over the horses or patrolling the
borders of the land, which was much smaller in this region, but
still gave her time alone that she needed. Not only did the lakes
limit the amount of dry land to cover, but the steep hills and
number of bands who shared the region for the time made it
impossible to go far without sight of curls of smoke rising in the
distance.

Other days, her grandmother and mother
assigned her to work closer to the family, which often resulted in
lessons. She knew the most important of the old legends, or at
least her grandmother had assured her of that. She was fluent in
the language of the Creators. And she continued her lessons using
magic. Despite all that, she couldn't perform anything like she had
against the Horash.

"How did it feel?" Shenal never looked up
from her work but continued adding details of the dragon attack to
the cured hide. Others had painted their own impressions of the
attack in which Dragaweho had earned his name, but none would be
regarded as highly as that by the Lumea Vanor, not only for
its artistic value but also for the sacred power believed to guide
her hand.

Ayali blinked from her daze of watching her
grandmother's work. She could only hope for such skill in her
craft; but she supposed that by the time she also reached a hundred
eleven summers, she would have painted enough scenes to show the
same skill. "I...remember a power greater than mine opening to me,
but it didn't feel like Alo."

"No less than two Horash priests attacked
you. It's possible you touched their power." Shenal paused, her
fine-tipped horsehair brush held several inches from the hide.

"I don't think it was them. This had none of
their malevolence. It was purer."

A thin smile played on Shenal's face. She
continued her work on the details of the nearest figures, that of
the dragon, which filled an entire quarter of the scene, and Draga,
who faced the dragon from I'ane's back. She painted no hint of the
blue dragon that had saved them.

"Purer you say? What other source than Alo?"
Shenal asked.

"Why ask questions to which you already know
the answer, Mashea'we?"

"Do I? More important—Do you?" Shenal
twisted around for a moment to meet Ayali's eyes. In that look,
Ayali saw reflected in the blue of her grandmother's eyes the same
thought that she had pondered since the attack. "Is it
possible?"

"With magic, many things are possible."
Shenal returned to her painting.

"But is it possible that he opened
himself to me?"

"Yes, although it is also possible he didn't
know."

"Oh." Ayali had hoped that Draga had given
her his power on purpose. Realizing he may not have known what he
did stole some of her hope of him sacrificing his power because he
cared for her.

"He isn't trained, Ayali. I don't have an
answer. Why not ask Draga yourself?"

Her insides fluttered at the thought. She
had asked, but he had been unwilling to admit anything or
misunderstood. If she tried again and he understood, he might say
he didn't know, or worse, that he had never intended to give his
power to her. And what if it hadn't been him?

Ayali wanted it to be Draga and she wanted
to believe he cared for her. As much as she desired to know, she
was afraid to learn the truth if she was wrong.

The soft brushing of each stroke her
grandmother made on the stretched hide paused, and her grandmother
watched Ayali closely. Heat rose to Ayali's cheeks. She tried to
hide it by looking away to the beads she sewed to a new shirt her
mother had made for Draga. Her job was to decorate it with an image
that would draw respect from others. On the back of it she worked
on sewing on beads in the design of the red dragon with its wings
out and its mouth open in preparation to strike.

She forgot for a second what she had been
doing and realized she had made a few stitches without the
beads.

Without a word, her grandmother continued
her painting.

Ayali frowned but added the beads over her
stitches to continue where she left off. What if her grandmother
suspected? She couldn't draw attention to her confused feelings. To
change the subject she asked, "Are visions common among the
Lumathir?"

"Few speak of them, though they are more
common—I believe—than many will admit."

"Tell me again why you don't trust
them."

Without missing a stroke of her brush,
Shenal said, "Seeing the future tells you nothing but what is at
that time. You know not how you arrived there, so it cannot be
avoided. Visions may be past, present, or future, Ayali. You cannot
tell, except through careful meditation, one from the other. I
taught you this when you were younger." Her grandmother turned to
her, a glint of suspicion in her eyes. "What have you seen?"

"N- Nothing!" Heat rose up Ayali's back, up
to her face. "I..." She sighed. "I would prefer not to talk about
Dragaweho."

"I see. Then Kahai perhaps."

Ayali grimaced and spoke in a tart voice.
"Definitely not him!"

Her grandmother chuckled. They all knew how
Ayali felt about Kahai but even her grandmother wasn't above a
little teasing.

Uncertain what to say, Ayali let silence
surround them. Shenal said nothing to force her to talk, relieving
Ayali of her discomfort with certain subjects.

* * *

In a couple days, Ayali finished the shirt
but held back presenting it to Draga. Whenever she saw him, she
wanted to ask again about the magic she used in the Horash attack
but doubt held her back. Instead, she directed their conversations
to mundane topics.

A few days after finishing the shirt, she
found Draga with her father and a group of the older warriors. They
continued his lessons in Caveshi fighting that Mehvu and some of
the younger men had begun.

Ayali carried a basket of various fruits she
had picked from the grove nearby. As she passed near the small
group, she had to look twice to confirm that her father stood among
them. When had he taken such an interest in Draga? She thought he
disliked him.

She watched a couple of the others show
Draga how to fight with a Caveshi dagger, a simple but deadly
weapon less cumbersome than the swords carried by the Rivon.
Although worried about his wrist, she held her tongue. The older
warriors understood the risks and fought with less roughness than
they normally would have.

Each man took their turns besting the
yellow-haired man and brought their dagger to his throat.

Draga's eyes flashed toward her as the last
man released him. He grinned, but it faded and his eyes glazed as
if he looked through her.

Her father turned, his face darkening, and
pulled his dagger in a challenge to Draga.

"I am ready." Draga's stance changed, as if
he understood something he hadn't previously.

Taima, his side-braids dangling over his
shoulders, attacked first.

Draga deflected the initial attack, but
Taima turned on him quicker than he must have expected. Draga moved
too slow to avoid her father's honed reflexes, and the handle of
the dagger brushed against his ribs. Draga caught Taima's arm so
the force of her father's energy was redirected into the
ground.

Taima fell to his knees and rolled around to
stand a step farther away.

Ayali blinked at the sudden change in
Draga's skills. The others stared in wonder. What had changed?

Before she knew it, Draga had sent her
father sprawling to the ground face first and dropped to Taima's
back with the dagger to the side of his neck. Both breathed
hard.

"You learn fast, Ashigiba."

"Others said the same." Draga tossed the
bone-handled dagger into the ground at the feet of one of the men
standing nearby. He said nothing about Taima's dishonor of using
the lesser name.

He stood up from her father and offered a
hand as Taima rolled over. Her father accepted Draga's hand, but
the look in his eyes could have killed as smoothly as the dagger,
and for a moment Ayali thought he would do something.

Her father was a man of honor, though, and
let Draga pull him to his feet. The moment he stood, he released
the pale man's hand with such abruptness she might have thought
Draga had stung him.

"You saved that for me."

"No, Epaiyi." Draga shook his head.
"I remembered my training."

"Convenient." Taima dusted himself and
turned away. He fixed Ayali with a withering scowl.

What? She mouthed the word, but he
looked away. She had nothing to do with their fight.

"What training?" one of the others
asked.

Draga turned to him. "To defend myself, to
fight. The land of my home is more dangerous than yours."

Her father stiffened. "You remember?"

"Pieces only. But the training was made into
an instinct. I've not fought with anything smaller than my sword in
a long time."

"This just came back now, when we
fought?"

"A familiar situation opened that door."
Draga glanced up to Ayali.

When her father followed his eyes to her,
Ayali swallowed. What did she do?

"Not her, but everything. It
just...fit."

A look from her father told her she should
leave. She obeyed and hurried away with her basket.

Before the trees blocked her view, she
turned around and watched. Draga demonstrated whatever he described
to them—she could no longer hear their words. What did he remember?
How much did he know of his past?

Was it enough that he wouldn't have to
rejoin the Rivon for a full recovery?

Her heart skipped a beat at the idea.

But would he stay when he knew who he was?
Would he stay to make her vision a reality?

____________________
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More than a moon cycle had passed since they
settled in Mitanoda, almost three since he had broken his wrist.
Phelan now used it without pain, although the muscles were weak
yet. He could now wield his sword in the hand he favored without
fear of Nori or Ayali admonishing him, even if he couldn't yet hold
it with the same ease as his left hand.

Mehvu, Nodin, even Sakima and a few others
asked for more lessons now when they saw him using his free time to
practice against imaginary enemies.

When not teaching, he was learning. They
took him out riding when they patrolled the land around the camp.
Being in the saddle revived his spirits, but the small group he
rode with also took him away from curious gazes to practice
fighting him. They said he fought from horseback much like the
Rivon.

He took the compliment with mixed emotions
and said nothing. He remembered the relationship that Rivonia had
with Cavatar, but wished not to arouse suspicions among the
Caveshi.

Rather, he wished for time alone with Ayali.
It never came; when he was free, she was not. Her family kept her
busy, or Alo did.

Only at night, when all were sleeping, did
he see her at rest. His feelings as he watched her asleep on the
other side, as far as she could be from him under the same tent,
kept him awake.

After a few restless nights, he awoke to
Nori prodding him. "Draga."

He blinked heavy eyes and looked up at her
face leaning over him. She smiled, stood, and walked away. Morning
came too soon.

Strange dreams faded as he stretched his
arms and legs and checked where Ayali slept. Her blankets and mat
lay neatly rolled in the dim light before dawn. He sat up and
yawned.

The tent was empty of the family, except for
Nori.

"Here. Eat." Nori set a round loaf of
flatbread next to him with a small fabric pouch. "The rest is for
later."

He loosened the leather strap and peeked in
the pouch—more bread and some tubors and dried venison. "Later? I
thought it was Ayali's turn to patrol today." Nori only gave him a
pouch of food when he would be gone all day. Had another group
decided to take him out today? He had ridden with Nodin and two
others yesterday. Since they rotated duties, he had expected to
stay in the camp that day, where Taima could keep a watchful eye on
him.

The thought made him cringe. Ever since he
bested the warrior in a mock fight, Taima had shown greater
distrust.

"It is Ayali's turn." Nori met his eyes for
a second before leaving him. In that moment, he saw a twinkle in
her eyes but her slight smile said even more.

His heart thumped against his chest and all
traces of tiredness vanished. Was he to ride with Ayali?

Blessed Trinity! Finally, time alone
with her and no family watching over his shoulder. A chance to
talk, maybe about what weighed on his mind, or rather his
heart.

Phelan rolled off his mat and quickly folded
his blanket the long way before rolling it up and stuffing it to
the side. Anxious to find Ayali, he secured the pouch to his belt
on the hip opposite his sword and carried the bread in his hands to
eat as he walked.

"Eat first."

He halted before the tent flap and turned,
the bread in his teeth.

Nori chuckled. "You're no better than Nodin.
The sun is just risen. You have time to eat, Draga."

Without taking a bite, he shrugged and
pushed aside the flap of the tent. Sunlight glared through the
trees on a brisk morning. He lifted a hand to shade his eyes.

Something moved to block the sun for
him.

Before he realized, something yanked at the
bread in his mouth. With his arm still up, he frowned as Alo made
quick work of shaking away what he couldn't pull into his
mouth.

"Here."

A tap on his shoulders drew his attention to
another round loaf from Nori behind him. "I did warn you to eat
before leaving."

Before Alo finished the first loaf, Phelan
took a good bite of the second.

"Here." Ayali's voice.

A set of reins landed in his hand.

"You can ride I'ane today."

He looked from Taima's gray gelding to Alo,
whose muzzle stretched towards the second loaf he hid behind his
back. His eyes moved to the figure outlined in a halo of sunlight
on the stallion's back. Magnificent could hardly describe the
beauty before him.

"Mount up. You'll have to eat while we
ride."

Smiling, he flipped the reins over I'ane's
neck and mounted.

"Draga. Don't forget this." Nori held up a
full waterskin.

He took it and put one arm through the strap
so it crossed his chest with the full skin sloshing at his hip.
"Many thanks."

She smiled and waved them both off. "Be
safe, both of you."

Phelan followed Ayali and Alo around the
camp. He hurried to eat his breakfast and washed down the last bite
with a few gulps from the waterskin.

After the noise of the camp faded behind
them, Phelan turned to Ayali. "I'm surprised by your father's
generosity." This was the last thing he would have expected from
Taima. I'ane was one of his two favorite mounts.

"He...feels we are best able to handle any
threat. Don't mistake his personal feelings for bad judgment,
Draga." She let out a deep sigh and looked away. "Trust is not
something he gives freely."

"I...understand." In the same situation as
Taima, Phelan supposed he might not trust someone who rode with the
enemy.

In fact, his father had done the same, but
with good reason. In his memories, Phelan heard his father's voice
when he asked about his sister's absence after returning from
Marmath. Soldiers from Tyrkam's army had attacked his sister's
carriage on her way to be married. Calli hadn't the strength to
protect her, although as Kaillen's daughter she possessed the
skill, like the flaming red hair she had inherited from her
father.

No, he wouldn't trust someone allied with
his enemy. "My father was the same."

Ayali turned to him, her eyes sparkling.
"You remember?"

"A little more each day. Our land was also
at war."

She said nothing, but the expression on her
face anticipated more.

Phelan took a deep breath. "Some warlord who
rose to power. I don't know where he was from. I doubt anyone knew
but him. He stole our territory, sent his soldiers to plunder and
kill. He ordered my sister taken,"

"That's horrible."

"Tyrkam is that kind of man."

After a long pause of silence but for the
shushing of the horses' feet through the tall grass, he turned to
her. Ayali wore a frown, her eyes on the hill before them. Phelan
said nothing but leaned forward in the saddle as she leaned over
Alo's neck with her fingers twined through his long white mane to
ascend the steep slope.

At the top of the familiar summit, the
highest within sight of the camp, they stopped.

"I'ane is a good horse for you." She smiled,
all traces of whatever had bothered her faded away. "You rode a
horse much like him when the dragon attacked you. After you fell,
he tried to defend you but was eaten."

Images flashed through Phelan's mind, broken
pieces of different places and occasions but all while mounted on a
gray stallion. Like shards of ice melting into a pool they flowed
together to form a whole picture.

"Baron." His insides twisted with the
realization. His most trusted horse, the pride of their stable, was
gone. Baron had been his best friend when they traveled and always
guided him to safety.

"He must have had Ferdrai blood to
face a dragon."

Phelan shrugged and looked away. If Baron
had such bloodlines, he never knew. He remembered raising him from
a mare given to him for his birthday by Sovereign Farolkavin.

He cleared his throat, fighting back the
tears burning his eyes. The horse and he had grown up together and
endured much. Baron had always been there and never let him
down.

A shadow moved across the sky on the distant
horizon, or was it only a blur from the moisture in his eyes?

"Are there other horses like him in your
land?"

He blinked to clear his eyes before Ayali
noticed. "If there are, I've never heard of them." He cleared his
throat again and swallowed the lump. The shadow stayed along the
horizon, moving slowly until it faded from sight.

Phelan took a deep breath and turned to
Ayali. She turned Alo away from the camp and over the rocky ground
that gently declined.

"Tell me about the Ferdrai, more than
what Shenal said in her story or what Nori told me about finding
Alo."

Her voice filled with enthusiasm when she
spoke. "The Majera named them Ferdrai, which means 'blessed'
in their language. We also call them Fireblood because they're
creatures of the Trinity but not descendants like us. It would be
inappropriate to call them any other name but those, but
Ferdrai is more respectful."

"Why are they blessed?"

She shrugged. At Alo's abrupt halt, she
tilted forward over his neck but kept her seat. He looked aside at
Phelan, the nearest ear cocked toward him. In his soft brown eyes,
Phelan saw a glimmer of intelligence beyond that of an ordinary
horse.

Had the horse spoken in words, the meaning
could have been no clearer. "I knew that much already."

"What?" Ayali leaned over to study the
stallion's face. Alo shook his head and turned forward. "Oh. That.
Mother knew when she found him. One second he's an ordinary horse;
the next he reacts like a person." She patted his neck as he
continued forward.

"What else can he do?"

"He has his own magic."

When she said no more, he watched her. Ayali
bit her lip, the look in her eyes staring into something only she
could see.

"Do you remember during the Horash attack
when I was surrounded?"

He blinked. Where did this come from? Had
they not already discussed this?

"Yeah...Why?"

"What...What happened?"

Phelan frowned, searching his memory for the
event in question. He remembered the deathly faces surrounding
Ayali. His fear of harm to her drove him to attack the ring of
riders. Their chant did something, though. She gasped for air and
bent over Alo's neck. The stallion made attempts to bite and kick
any that came too close but seemed to understand that Ayali was
close to falling off his back and stood as still as possible. While
the men with their horrific painted faces were distracted, Phelan
attacked. It must have distracted them, because Ayali regained her
strength.

"I saw you choking while they chanted. I
suppose it was magic. Now that I think about it, I felt a shadow;
but I pushed it aside. It reminded me of what happened with the
dragon, but I couldn't let it overpower me this time. I had to do
something. No one else came to help. So, I attacked. As soon as you
recovered, I saw you attack them with magic."

"I see." A deprecating smile spread over her
face.

"That's all the more I remember. Was there
something else?"

"No. No. Parts of it are unclear to me while
I was under their spell. I just wanted to clarify."

He frowned but could think of nothing
more.

After a long silence, she warned him of a
canter. He let I'ane free to canter next to Alo. They rode in
silence in an arc that circled the camp now in the distance. The
sun climbed to its pinnacle in the sky and the horses broke out
with sweat.

Keeping to a course that circumvented the
Sehe'an winter territory, they alternated gaits up and down the
myriad hills and around mires and tight copses of trees.

At a narrow stream, Ayali suggested they
rest. Phelan agreed; his stomach grumbled its sentiment. He tied
I'ane's reins around the horse's neck to avoid them being stepped
on and turned the gelding loose to graze with Alo, while he and
Ayali found a place in the grass and settled down to rest.

"Alo will be sure he doesn't run off, but
we've no worry with I'ane," she said as the two horses wandered
off, their noses to the grass.

Finally! He could be alone, close to
Ayali. After what he had overheard, he had to wonder why Taima had
allowed him to join Ayali. Something didn't fit, but he wouldn't
waste the opportunity to spend time with her. This was the
opportunity he had longed for.

They sat in the grass where they could watch
the horses. Ayali opened her pouch as he did his. The jerked meat
and dried fruits satisfied his stomach with the cool water from the
skin he carried. While he ate, he watched Ayali. What could he say?
Now was the best time to tell her what he felt, or perhaps to show
her; but did she feel the same? What if he offended her?

He had observed many customs while staying
with the Caveshi, but never the courting rituals. He recalled those
of his home, and with them the guilt of having promised his heart
to another. But he had waited too long, convincing himself that his
sister's personal attendant wasn't worthy of being the next queen,
and she had left him. Calli had left to seek his sister's rescue
and hadn't returned. Although he still had lingering feelings for
her, his heart had changed.

He studied Ayali's face as she ate. The
strands of hair with the beads were braided back tightly in a
single long tail, exposing a long, delicate neck and the dark
complexion and rounded features of her Caveshi heritage. The blue
eyes stood out as unusual.

She turned those eyes on him, her dark
cheeks reddening. "What is it?"

Heat rose to his face and he smiled
awkwardly and avoided her gaze. "I—ah—was admiring the view."

She turned away toward the hills and valleys
alternating into the distance where the land met the sky.

That was close. She had misunderstood.

"It is amazing, but I miss the
prairie view." She tied up her pouch with just a few pieces left in
it. After securing it to her belt at her slender waist, she
stretched her legs and leaned back on her hands, her face to the
sky.

With his heart pounding in his chest, he
watched her. What could he say? How could he tell her that he
wanted to be closer to her? It had never been difficult with other
women. Why her?

Phelan slid closer. She turned and smiled,
but the next moment looked away to where the two horses grazed on
the lush grass along the stream.

The distant rumble of horses running carried
on the light breeze. He followed the sound with his eyes, afraid of
what it meant. With him so close to what he desired, now was the
worst time for someone to interrupt.

What came up the hill choked his breath in
his throat.

"Ay-Ayali."

She followed his gaze and gasped.
"Epaiyi!" Her face paled of color.

Taima and one of the other warriors, a close
friend of his, slowed as they reached the summit. Their horses
breathed hard with sweat moist on their chests and flanks.

Phelan scrambled to his feet with Ayali.

"Return home." The harshness of his tone and
the fire in his gaze made Phelan wince. Taima skewered him in his
glare.

"But—"

"Now! We will speak later."

Alo and I'ane joined them, greeting the
newcomers in curiosity. Alo pinned his ears at them, but Ayali led
him away and mounted.

Phelan grabbed I'ane's reins and
straightened them before mounting.

"You will not disobey me again. I'll
question your mother when I return."

Ayali's shoulders drooped and she turned Alo
in the direction of the camp. Phelan followed, but as he crossed
Taima's path, he caught the full brunt of his anger in his scowl.
Now he knew her father had not approved his riding with her.

* * *

"I apologize," Nori said and handed him a
clay bowl of hot soup. The sinking sun left the tent dark, except
for the lone candle she had lit, which hid her expression in
flickering shadows. "I hadn't anticipated my husband asking for
you, but neither would I lie to him."

Phelan drank the bland broth as she sat down
opposite him. He and Ayali had returned a couple arcs after midday,
but she had taken her leave to tend the horses. Although he had
offered to help, she excused him, almost insistent that he not be
seen with her.

"I told him it was my fault." She sighed and
set her bowl aside to focus on him. "I know he doesn't like you,
but he doesn't see as I see. I told you my feelings when you asked,
but I think you know his feelings about you. I also know how you
feel about Ayali."

Phelan choked and coughed to clear the
swallow that went down wrong. After a few seconds, he regained his
breath. "What?"

She smiled. "You're the first person she's
not turned away. I would see her happy, no matter the cost."

His mind caught up with him. He fixed his
eyes on her, seeing for the first time what she intended. That left
one other question. "Did Ayali know about Taima's disapproval?"

"Yes."

If Ayali knew that her father was opposed to
them spending any time together but had told him Taima had
suggested he ride I'ane... "She lied to me." Granted, she lied to
keep him from worrying about Taima, but she should have trusted him
with the truth. He would likely still have gone, but would have
been more cautious.

"I'm sorry. I should have said something
before you left. It is as much my fault." Nori picked up her soup
and drank from the bowl without any further comment.

"No. You said nothing. Ayali lied when I
asked." Phelan drank the broth in his own bowl, uneasy with the
fact that Ayali had flat out lied to him while her mother accepted
it. When Nori offered a few greens to help scrape out the bottom of
his bowl, he took them, glad for the complementary taste and the
more filling solids.

While he finished the last few bites, Shenal
joined them with Ayali behind her.

"I heard an interesting story today." The
elder priestess glanced to Nori. "Your husband couldn't find his
best horse and thought he was stolen." Knowing eyes turned to
Phelan as Ayali sat down next to her mother with her eyes down.

"I told him I saw Ayali take him. When he
asked why, I said that I saw Dragaweho riding him alongside Ayali
and Alo. Now my granddaughter admits that she was wrong not to ask
her father but wishes also to say something to you, Draga."

He watched Ayali, hoping for a hint of the
same brightness he had seen earlier. She hid her face, however, and
wouldn't look up, even when she spoke. "I was wrong to lead you to
trouble. I ask your forgiveness, Dragaweho."

Both Shenal and Nori looked up at him, a
calm expectation across their faces. He hoped Ayali would also look
up to see that he wasn't angry at her, but she kept her face down
in shame.

"I give forgiveness, Ayali; but I ask that
next time you trust me."

She peered up at him from the tops of her
eyes, lifting her head a fraction. "I am humbled," she said in a
low voice.

"Now, I suggest you meditate, kapi.
Your father won't take this lightly."

Ayali grimaced at Shenal's words and
rose.

Phelan pitied her. Taima was a man of few
words, but his silence was deadly. He was a strong, proud warrior
and a stern father. He would make a good leader someday, perhaps to
take the place of Dopata. Phelan saw that happening without
fail.

Although he wished to comfort Ayali, that
would be the worst thing he could do. Instead, he watched her
leave, wishing he could give his strength to her.

____________________
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"Focus, Ayali."

The gentle voice of Mashea'we
couldn't ease her frustration.

Ayali took a deep breath, adjusted her
crossed legs, and relaxed her shoulders. She sat still, her eyes
fixed on the gentle waves of water on the lake shore.

"Open yourself to the Light. Picture the
water cresting upwards."

She tried as her grandmother commanded and
found the source of magic inside her, but it was weaker than she
remembered. What had happened to that confidence and open
connection she had felt when she attacked the Horash?

Had it been Draga? Could he not remember
when she had asked him or had he been unwilling to admit he had
helped her? Did he even care?

Ayali blinked to clear the burning in her
eyes. She had wronged him and her father, twice now. What was wrong
with her? Why couldn't she trust them? Would either one ever trust
her again?

The thought ripped a painful gash through
her heart. What had she done?

"I can't do it," she said and jumped to her
feet. Unable to face her grandmother, she hurried away in shame. At
the first tree she passed, she put a hand out for balance. Tears
threatened to drizzle out, as they had in odd moments since her
father had returned after finishing her scouting round that night
to reprimand her.

Many days had passed since then and she
couldn't look either man in the eye without the guilt returning.
Draga acted as if nothing bothered him, but her father still held
the incident against her; she saw it in his eyes and heard it grate
in his voice.

Soft steps halted behind her. "You can't or
you won't."

Ayali sniffed back the tears and swallowed
the lump in her throat. After a quick swipe of her eyes, she turned
to her grandmother. "I can't. I never could use magic like
mother."

Shenal took a step closer and brushed loose
strands of hair from Ayali's face. Her grandmother's fingers
caressed her cheek with a reassurance that poured strength back
into Ayali.

"You have it in you, but you must
believe."

"How can I believe in myself anymore? You
know what I've done."

When her grandmother pulled her close with
an arm around her shoulders, Ayali laid her head on Shenal's
shoulder. Her grandmother never judged her, but Ayali knew she had
disappointed her also.

"Perhaps the answer lies elsewhere. Forget
using magic. You must find yourself." Shenal kissed her forehead
and squeezed her arm around Ayali's shoulders before releasing her.
"Tomorrow I will walk with you on the spirit quest."

Ayali looked away to hide her grimace. She
had never walked the spirit quest, but her mother had told her
about it. It was a journey into one's own heart, facing the beasts
within and reliving memories; stripping away layers of experiences
until one was left with nothing but themselves, naked unto
themselves and their guide. She hid some things she wasn't proud
of. What would her grandmother think when she saw those
memories?

Her father's disappointment had been painful
enough. Ayali couldn't face the same in her grandmother.

"Rest, child," Shenal said. "You must build
your strength. Once the spirit quest begins, it won't end until you
find the truth."

Forcing a smile, Ayali turned to her
grandmother. "I am honored by your guidance, Mashea'we." She
hurried away to escape facing the person she respected more than
any other, afraid of seeing any hint of disappointment or emotional
injury on her face.

She dreaded tomorrow.

* * *

The night passed too long for Ayali.
Restless dreams haunted what sleep would come. In one she saw
herself surrounded by Horash with no escape. In another she saw
Draga turn his back and walk away and no matter how fast she chased
him, the distance increased until he disappeared. Her grandmother
also made an appearance in her dreams but only to tell her she
would never be a priestess.

Ayali woke from each with a troubled mind
before falling back to sleep to move onto the next.

By morning, she dreaded the spirit quest.
After the men left, her mother gave Nodin strict orders not to
allow anyone to disturb them for any reason. Ayali waited while her
mother and grandmother prepared a tea to help free her mind.

In the quiet of the family tent, they sat
together, her grandmother facing her and her mother kneeling close
by. Nori handed Ayali the cup with its warm tea.

Ayali lifted it to her nose. She had never
smelled the mixture of herbs before. When she took a sip, a cool
touch of mint splashed over her tongue, but the after taste made
her gag.

"Drink it all."

Ayali grimaced but obeyed her mother. She
gulped the tea to get it over with. The mint washed down easily but
as soon as she emptied the cup, the taste in her mouth gagged her
almost into vomiting.

Firm hands steadied her shoulders, and her
mother's face hovered over her.

"Sorry. I tried to mask the taste."

"You'll feel the effects soon. Nori."

At her grandmother's command, Nori sat down
beside Ayali, close enough to reach for her but not so close that
they touched, while her grandmother stretched her hands
forward.

"Take my hands, child."

Ayali reached forward and grabbed the hands
offered to her. Shenal wrapped her fingers around Ayali's wrists,
holding her hands secure.

Warmth flowed up Ayali's arms and her head
grew fuzzy. The warming numbness tingled through her extremities.
The room around her spun, nauseating her.

"Close your eyes."

She obeyed her grandmother, but her head
still spun. Before she thought she would fall over from the
dizziness, lightness overcame her. She felt herself floating, free
of any other sensation.

Look back. The gentle command
accompanied the bright warmth of her grandmother's center. She
recognized the Light from her many lessons with Shenal.

Face your fear, child.

Although she wished to float free of her
emotions, Ayali followed the command. The morning of her ride with
Draga passed through her, the anxiety of what she planned
stretching her thin. She knew the risks but saddled I'ane. Her
mother said nothing, a relief. Her discussion with Draga flashed
past, flowing with her emotions of hope to disappointment and a
nagging fear of her father beneath it all.

Look back further.

The scene faded away, replaced by others.
She watched them all in reverse order, each explaining what came
before. Each one disappointed her. But her failings in using magic
decreased the further back she looked. Her successes increased as
she traveled backwards in her memories.

She saw many things she had forgotten. Many
times she made excuses for her bad judgment. In the end of each
turn in her life her father had expressed his disappointment. Her
mother had too but to a lesser degree. Many times she saw Alo
standing patiently while she wept into his coat and mane. It seemed
as if only he ever understood how she felt.

With her grandmother guiding her, Ayali
traveled backwards through times of turmoil and confusion.

After seeing the things she wished not to, a
scene came into focus from her childhood. She laid on her mat,
pretending to sleep. Her parents talked in quiet voices. "With
Nasi gone, Ayali is our best hope," her father said.

"She always was. Nasi has never shown the
talents Ayali has." Her mother sighed.

"I know she won't disappoint us."

Those words crushed Ayali's heart. She had
disappointed her parents many times throughout the summers. Worse
than that was her steady decrease in the talent that they said was
stronger in her.

I'm sorry I didn't turn out like you
hoped.

Nonsense!

Ayali jerked, clearing the vision away. In
its place stood her grandmother.

You have only lost your trust in the
Light. Somewhere in all these events you started to doubt
yourself. That is why you fail. That is what you must
find—trust. That is the reason you avoid the truth. Why you let it
go is not easy to answer; it is a process, not a single
act.

Upon her grandmother's touch, her body grew
heavy.

Come back now. Your journey here is done,
but it must continue elsewhere.

Her head spun like mad but slowed as other
sensations entered her awareness. The ache in her muscles told her
she had been sitting much longer than she expected.

A whiff of incense reached her nose. Ayali
opened her eyes. Her head cleared with her vision, gaining
awareness of the gentle patter of rain over the silence of the
tent.

Her grandmother smiled and released her
hands. "You did well for your first time."

"I am humbled, Mashea'we, by your
wisdom, but I have far to go to find the answers I need." She
inhaled a deep breath, realizing to her relief that she had skipped
the incident with Narkov. Why had that not been shown to her? Was
it because no one had discovered her lie, that her father hadn't
expressed his feelings of disappointment because he didn't
know?

Whatever the reason, at least that couldn't
happen. Hopefully, they would never learn that truth.

"Are they finished yet?" The voice carried
through the fabric of the tent, muffled but clear.

Nori rose and crossed to the opening, where
she pulled the flap back andlet in the gray light of the cloudy
day.

"I am lifted by your presence."

"You bless mine, Moraia. Please, come in."
Nori stepped back to give the intruder space.

Ayali focused on her. What was Kahai's
second sister doing there? She fought to hide a grimace, fearing he
would follow Moraia into the tent.

It never happened. Moraia excused whoever
else had joined her and entered alone. At her mother's welcome, she
sat down with them. Her blue eyes fixed on Ayali, lines of worry
deepening over her brow. "Now I am worried."

"Why?" Nori asked.

Moraia looked to her and to Shenal and back
to Ayali.

"Kahai said he was leaving to visit
you."

"Me?" As realization struck, Ayali frowned,
her shoulders slumped. "Why can't he listen?"

"I told him not to go. Mother
insisted he give up. We know it's not your fault, Ayali; but he
swears he loves you."

Loved her? He tried to control her. There
was no love in that.

"He left home?" Shenal asked. "Did he travel
alone?"

"That's why we're worried. He left as soon
as we set up our camp. That was more than a full moon cycle ago.
With those dragons awake, we're afraid—" She broke off, choking
down tears.

Shenal nodded. "You came with others?"

"Yes, Mashea'we. I respect the
legends. Half the tribe volunteered, but father picked ten of the
best."

"He's not here." Nori's quiet voice
strangled all sound from the tent. "I wish I could say
otherwise."

The girl tried to hold her composure, but
her lip quivered. "Brother."

Nori put an arm around Moraia's shoulders,
and the girl loosed her tears, burying her face in her hands.

Ayali swallowed. When her grandmother's eyes
met hers, she turned away. Why was Kahai such a fool? Why did he
try so hard to impress her?

Why couldn't he have stayed where it was
safest, with his family?

"Stay with us as long as you wish." Nori's
soft words seemed to calm the girl.

"I— should return," Moraia choked. "Mother
should— know. Five days—here; five back."

"I understand. At least wait until morning,"
Ayali said.

"Many thanks, to you." Moraia looked to
Ayali through teary eyes and tried to smile.

Ayali smiled for her, glad that she wasn't
to blame for this, although in a small way she was.

After the revelations of the spirit quest,
what was one more burden?

____________________
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In the time he had free, Phelan took
pleasure in the simple grooming of the stallion. Alo stood quietly
in apparent appreciation of the vigorous brushing.

Fond memories of Baron haunted Phelan, but
something about Alo helped to ease the pain in his heart.

It also helped to forget the visit by
Kahai's sister some days ago. She and her escort had stayed only
one night, and then only because they needed to rest. Moraia had
insisted that they return with haste to the Roshawe. A ceremony
would be held for the vanished priest. He had found Kahai annoying
as Ayali had, but even she had changed with the news. She almost
seemed to regret the loss.

Phelan brushed Alo's back with long, deep
strokes, lost in the focus of cleaning out the dirt from the
horse's hide. Despite the flies, the stallion stood still.

"Perhaps you should be his keeper."

Startled, Phelan lost his grip on the brush
and sent it tumbling to the ground. He whirled as Ayali stopped at
the stallion's head.

"He enjoys your care."

Phelan shrugged and bent down to retrieve
the brush, and Alo wandered away to join the mares.

"That's debatable." He straightened as Ayali
stepped up close beside him. His throat dried and his tongue
refused to function. She stood close, her eyes studying him. Heat
rose to his face.

"I owe you apologies, Draga, for the trouble
I caused. I lied to you. I was wrong not to trust you."

His breath gushed out in relief. "Worry not.
I already told you." The guilt must have been overwhelming; she had
apologized every day since the incident.

"But I feel horrible. Father wanted a reason
to hate you, and I gave him one." She dropped her eyes.

"He never liked me. I...accept it."

"I made it worse."

"No. I did, or he thinks I will." He blinked
away the confusion in his head and the memory of what he had
overhead.

"Because of me."

"It's not you!" Frustrated by her
lack of faith, he gripped her shoulders and bent down to meet her
gaze that she refused to give him. "I...overheard him tell Dopata.
He dislikes me because—" Phelan hesitated. The truth sounded like
Taima's feelings toward him were her fault.

She waited, searching his face. Phelan
pursed his lips, seeking the right way to say it. He gently
massaged her shoulders, finding an escape of explaining himself in
the soft flesh beneath his touch.

"Because he's afraid— Afraid I might betray
the tribe to the Rivon." At least it was a partial truth. He simply
neglected to explain the details.

"You wouldn't. Would you?"

"No!" He dropped his arms and stood straight
to gaze over the top of her head at the camp among the trees. "No.
I like it here, with the tribe; but I have responsibilities
elsewhere."

"To the Rivon?"

He looked down and realized he hadn't told
her. "To Cavatar. I know who I am, Ayali. I am Phelan Isolder, son
of Alric Isolder and the future king of Cavatar. I must consider
what is best for my people. Someday I will have to return
but I'll need Rivonia's armies to aid me."

"To fight Tyrkam," she said in a melancholy
tone.

"Yes."

She turned her back to him, leaving him
speechless. "But you wouldn't make war on us?"

"No. We have nothing against the Caveshi or
any of the tribes here."

"Yet you support the Rivon."

He bristled at the harshness of her tone.
What could he say? He had never personally support the Rivon, yet
as a land Cavatar did. What would he do when he returned? Cavatar
needed Rivonia as an ally for all the support they could offer.

"We never knew. Now I do." Drawn by her
willingness to let him be close and his need to make her
understand, he set his hands on her shoulders again. "I want
nothing to happen to the tribe, or to you. Perhaps the sovereign
will listen to me. I can try to make him understand, to reason with
him that it is better to have the tribes as allies rather than
enemies; to make peace."

Ayali looked over her shoulder and followed
with the rest of her body to face him. Hope alighted on her face.
"You would do that?"

His heart pounded in his chest. She stood
closer than she had since that night Kahai overheard them, and this
time she stayed. Only with Calli had he ever felt such emotions,
but this was something more.

"Would he listen?" she asked, more to
herself than him. "Would Epaiyi listen? Could there finally
be peace?"

"Anything is possible." Even between
them.

Ayali smiled, the tension fading from her
shoulders. She set her hands on his cheeks and locked his eyes with
hers. "Promise me it will be. Promise you will make this dream
real. Tell me you can make it happen, Phelan Isolder of
Cavatar."

He studied her face, seeing the grim
determination but also the invitation. The longing to hold her
close burned inside him. Phelan dropped his hands to her back and
pulled her body against him. Ayali never fought, but her hands fell
to his chest as if she intended to push away.

"Promise me." Her voice trembled with
hesitation and she pressed her hands into his chest as he feared.
"Please."

"I will make Farolkavin listen."

She trembled in his arms as had so many
others who had never known the touch of a man. Like those others in
his past he knew what she wanted but was afraid to express. Ayali
clutched his shirt in her fingers.

"Alo! Let me pass."

Phelan turned. Sakima glared at the
stallion, who bared his teeth and moved to intercept him. Not now!
Any time but that moment.

Ayali pulled back from Phelan's arms, her
face flushed. "Alo! Let him pass."

The stallion turned.

His eyes fixed on Alo, Sakima took a wide
radius around and hurried toward them. His scowl fixed on
Phelan.

"Don't touch my sister!" When he swung his
arm in a punch, Phelan ducked.

"Sakima! Stop it!"

Sakima rammed Phelan with his body, pinning
his arms to his sides in a tight grip. Phelan wrestled one of his
hands free and grabbed Sakima's shirt to keep his balance, but
Sakima had the advantage and slammed him to the ground.

Lights flashed in his vision. Phelan
recovered quickly, and saw Ayali pounding on her brother.

"Get off! He did nothing wrong."

"No!"

Phelan wrestled his other arm free but the
warrior was faster and pummeled him. He took a hard punch to the
left cheek before making contact with his own fist.

Sakima fell to the side.

Phelan rolled from under him and climbed to
his knees.

"Stop it!"

Sakima ignored Ayali's cries and sprang at
Phelan. They wrestled in the grass amid Ayali's shouts to stop.
Phelan did all he could to keep her brother from finding an
opening. He didn't want to hurt her brother but would if he
couldn't get away.

"I won't let you take her!" Sakima clobbed
Phelan with his elbow, the only maneuver he could manage.

"Get off him!"

Through the melee, Phelan caught a glimpse
of Ayali pulling at her brother's arm.

"Let go, Ayali! You're too young to
understand."

"No! You have no right telling me how to
live my life."

In a moment that could have been an
eternity, Phelan heard Calli saying almost the exact same thing
when he tried to stop her from leaving.

"Ho! Sakima, what's going on?"

Phelan wiggled away, spotting Nodin jogging
up.

"Help me," Ayali said to her other
brother.

Together, they pulled Sakima to his
feet.

Phelan struggled, his face aching from the
punches. Sakima writhed in their arms.

"Alo, help us!" Ayali's hands slipped from
her brother's struggles.

Obeying her call, the stallion stepped
between Phelan and the others. Over the muscular back, he saw
Sakima give up his struggles.

"You keep your hands off her, Draga! You
won't always have Alo to help you."

"He will as long as I'm here." Ayali's eyes
blazed with anger at her brother.

"Father will hear about this. He's not one
of us, Ayali." Glaring at Phelan, he said, "She will marry a
Caveshi man, outsider!"

"You can't control my life!"

"You risk the honor of this tribe.
Epaiyi won't allow this!"

Alo pinned his ears and bared his teeth at
Sakima, who backed off. He threw off Nodin's arm and marched
away.

Alo dropped his head as if nothing had
happened and tore at the grass with his teeth.

"What happened?" Nodin looked across at
Phelan.

"He..."

Ayali hesitated and looked at Phelan, her
gaze pleading for help. He shrugged, uncertain what he could say.
He had done nothing wrong, unless holding her close with the desire
to kiss her counted as an offense. In Taima's eyes, it would.

Finally, she let out a deep breath. "He saw
us together."

Nodin waited without a reaction.

"Holding each other," she added.

"Blessed Trinity!" Nodin put a hand to her
forehead. "Are you ill?"

Ayali knocked his hand away. "No!"

He smiled, peering aside at Phelan. "About
time you two did something about it."

"What?" Ayali blinked.

"We took bets in Naprate."

"WHAT?"

Phelan circled around Alo to join them. "You
took bets on us?"

"Of course." Nodin looked from one to the
other. "You don't think— You didn't realize how obvious you were,
trying to ignore it all this time."

Phelan met Ayali's eyes and frowned. She
shrugged and reached out a hand. He took it in his and sidled close
to her.

"I told them you wouldn't hold out until
spring. Time to collect."

"Wait, Nodin." Before he could get away,
Ayali caught his arm. "Don't tell anyone until we speak to
father."

After a moment of indecision, he nodded and
kissed her forehead. "May the Creators bless you, sister."

She grimaced and watched him follow after
Sakima.

"We'd better hurry. Father is out today, but
mother will soon know." She let go of Phelan's hand and jogged
toward the camp.

Phelan nodded and followed her through the
trees. He had hoped to avoid such a spectacle and the eventual
confrontation with Taima, but he hadn't anticipated Sakima's
interference. Had Taima asked him to watch?

He should have known better. Sakima obeyed
his father without wavering, although he might as well have acted
on his own. In either case, Sakima was loyal to their father,
putting the tribe's needs above even his sister's.

At the family's tent, Nori waited outside
for them. Nodin stood beside her, barely holding back a grin.

Nori looked around at them, suspicion
narrowing her eyes.

"What happened?" Her eyes fixed on Nodin as
if expecting trouble. He must not have told her yet.

He shook his head and turned to Phelan.
Nori's eyes followed. Ayali simply shrugged.

"Father's not going to be happy," Nodin
said.

Nori's eyebrows lifted. "Inside, both of
you." She turned to Nodin.

"I know—don't let anyone in," he said before
she could open her mouth.

"Good." She directed Ayali and Phelan inside
while holding the flap open. After following them, she closed the
tent behind her.

"Tell me what happened." She grabbed a cloth
and dipped it into a bowl of water nearby.

"Sakima saw us...together. He attacked
Draga. Mother, he has no right to control my life!"

Nori handed Phelan the cold, wet cloth and
sat down. "No, he doesn't." She motioned for them to join her.

Phelan sat next to Ayali facing her mother
and held the cold compress to his cheek. Nori fixed her eyes on
him, a sadness on her face he hadn't expected from what she had
told him earlier about being happy for her daughter.

" I have all faith in your sincerity, but
you must understand…my husband and I once fought together against
the Rivon. We turned the sovereign away many times, until Kassar
Farolkavin realized he could not stifle the spirit of the Caveshi.
With our combined powers, mother and I always protected the tribe.
He wanted Alo back then to add to his collection of treasures, but
you've realized by now that Alo makes his own decisions. He would
never allow us to fail.

"You—" She fixed a firm stare on Phelan.
"—rode with the Rivon, Kassar's son Narkov. Taima has fought hard
against Rivon forces stealing colts and good war horses in
retribution, sneaking them at night or behind our backs while we're
busy fighting. Your horse, from Ayali's observations, was a
descendant of those he took, a descendant of Alo.

"We suspected from the beginning that Ayali
had feelings. You hid nothing also. She's the last in a line of
priestesses strong enough to repel the Rivon. Taima fears you'll
take her away from us, or turn her. He suspects this is all a
trick, elaborate and daring though it may be."

"A trick?" Phelan frowned as the full
understanding merged in his mind. "He thinks the dragon attack was
planned. That I was attacked on purpose to...what—to win Ayali's
affections and convince her to leave her people?"

He sat straighter and answered his
questions. "To weaken your magic defenses against him."

Nori dropped her shoulders and closed her
eyes. "Yes."

"Insane nonsense. Why would I risk my
life—"

"Calm, Draga. I believe you. I have many
times had to recite the legends of the Red Clan and their leader
for mother. They obey no one but their mistress, save the Darklord
that made them. Kassar could no more bargain with them than I.

"Taima, however, has seen too much suffering
at Rivon hands to trust the legends."

Phelan took a deep breath, calming his
frustrations. "His brothers."

"What will happen to Draga?"

Nori smiled at Ayali. "I will speak with
Taima, try to reason with him. I'm glad you finally made a choice,
Ayali."

____________________
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Her father stormed into the tent, Sakima at
his heals. Ayali cringed, but her mother rose to her feet and
stepped before Taima.

Her father's glare didn't fix on Draga as
she had expected. Instead, his eyes focused on her, cold and
brutally accusing in a way that made her want to hide. Her cheeks
warmed with the rising anxiety inside her.

The thunder of many horses halted
outside.

Her mother put a hand up to her father's
chest. "Calm, my love."

He turned to Nori, the muscles in his jaw
twitching like his lip. Taima struggled to control his temper. He
hated her. She was right. Her grandmother couldn't deny it this
time.

Sakima stood back, his arms crossed and a
smoldering scowl on his face directed at Draga.

What had he told their father?

"Narkov is here," Taima said in a soft
voice.

Ayali stiffened and her blood ran cold. How
had this happened? Why?

"He's promised to leave in peace if the one
called Phelan Isolder is returned unharmed." Taima looked to Draga.
"The one known as Dragaweho."

"How does he know?" Nori asked.

Next to Ayali, Draga stood up, his eyes on
the dim light spilling through the opened flap and a bitter scowl
on his face. "Kahai."

Through the opening stepped Prince Narkov
and two of his guards with Kahai a right behind.

Ayali jumped to her feet. Anger coursed
through her like acid, dissolving any regrets she had felt in
thinking he had died on his way to see her. Narkov fixed a dark
scowl on her that silenced her voice before she thought to curse
them.

The Rivon heir said something in his strange
language to Draga, who responded in the same language. Narkov
smiled and looked to Taima and Nori.

"No price will be taken since he is as you
said."

Her father looked pleased and nodded. Ayali
stood in stunned silence. How could they send Draga away with the
Rivon now?

"Because this one called Kahai has
cooperated, we will oversee the girl's mistake."

When all eyes turned to her, the warmth rose
from deep within to Ayali's face. Her mistake had come back to
haunt her. Narkov brought the reminder of the wrong she had
committed.

"Mistake?" Draga asked, glancing aside at
her.

"Not long after the attack, we returned to
take home the bodies remaining," Narkov said. "You weren't among
them, but I saw you fall. I assumed you were taken by the beast.
That one we encountered on the white stallion." Narkov pointed at
her. "She said they found no survivors."

"Is this true?"

Ayali peered up in shame at her mother and
nodded. The lie crashed around her with her world. They would all
hate her now.

"I'm disappointed."

Silence converged on Ayali, choking her. She
wanted to flee, to run away, but she knew it would catch up with
her.

"So am I."

Draga's voice hit her like a chill wind. She
winced as if slapped. Tears welled up to cool the burning of her
eyes.

After several seconds, Narkov broke the
silence. "You're fit to travel, my lord?"

"Yes. But I need a moment."

Draga's eyes burned through her. Ayali
fought back the tears of what she feared most.

"Very well." The clank of metal and shuffle
of feet faded out the tent.

"We'll be outside," Nori said.

Ayali looked up, watching the rest leave.
She stood alone with Draga, Phelan Isolder of Cavatar. The dread of
losing him stuck hard in her throat.

"Why?" he asked. "Why did you not tell
me?"

She shrugged, unable to speak with the lump
in her throat.

"I trusted you, Ayali." Disappointment
seeped from his voice. It tightened like a noose around her
heart.

"I— I didn't want you to go."

"You want me not to go or you want me not to
leave you?"

The room chilled around her. She had never
heard him speak with such menace.

"So you took away my choice? Didn't you
trust that I might wish to stay?"

Ayali cowered, tears cooling her cheeks. The
last thing she wanted was Draga mad at her. It broke her heart.

"Do you think so little of me, like a child
who knows nothing and cannot make the right choices but must be led
by the hand?" He stopped before her, a blurry shape through the
moisture in her eyes. His words stabbed her heart, bleeding her of
all the joy she had felt being close to him. His anger hurt.

He had to listen, though. She loved him.
"I'm sorry. I wronged you."

"I'm sorry too. I let myself love you, when
I was uncertain if I already had someone waiting for me to return.
You took away that choice, Ayali! I know now that's not the case.
But what if I had a family depending on me? What if loved ones
longed for my return? You would have denied them their hope."

His words stabbed through her, and he had
every right to be angry. "I know."

"You know. Then why did you not tell me? All
this time, you could have said something."

She wiped her eyes and saw him shake his
head.

"I'm sorry. I think it best if I leave now,
before you cause any more pain."

When he headed for the tent flap, she
swallowed the lump in her throat to whisper, "I do love you."

Draga said nothing but paused a moment. He
took a deep breath and let it out slowly, unsteadily. "Good bye,
Ayali. I'll do what I can to keep peace. I will hold that
promise."

When he vanished, leaving her alone, Ayali's
knees gave out. She fell to the ground and the tears flowed in an
endless stream.

What had she done? Where she had hoped to
keep Draga, she had driven him away. If Kahai hadn't gone to the
Rivon and told them, the vision might have come true, and she might
have finally found a husband she loved.

The fact was that she had lied to her family
and to Draga about his option to leave because of her selfishness.
She wanted the vision of him leading the Ferdrai to come
true. More than that, she had felt something from the first moment
she saw him, something more than just the power of Light. For a
long time she had been unable to admit it to herself, much less to
him but all that had changed as she came to accept her
feelings.

She had made a mess of everything. No one
would trust her again. She would never become a priestess, nor did
she want to. Her heart ached with such grief that she couldn't bear
it.

When gentle arms wrapped around her, Ayali
couldn't look to the one she knew they belonged to.

"Come, child." Her grandmother's gentle
voice broke through the tangle of emotions.

Ayali let her pull her near and buried her
face in her grandmother's shoulder.

"You made a mistake. You'll live and the
pain will fade with time."

"I have...shamed my...family and— and the
tribe." She choked on her words.

"Yes, but you can make that up in time."

Ayali sobbed harder, unable to fight the
pain and not sure she wanted to. After what she had done, she
deserved no mercy.

"You've learned a hard lesson. Will you do
it again?"

Shaking her head, Ayali said, "N—No."

"Good."

"I don't d— deserve to be...a
priestess."

Her grandmother rubbed her back in soothing
motions. The sobs lessened with the sympathy from one she respected
so much. Why was her grandmother not angry with her like the
others?

"You'll be far wiser than those who make no
mistakes, child. That you feel such remorse says you know what is
right in your heart. Your judgment will be better in the
future."

Ayali smiled and sat back to wipe her eyes,
still sniffling away the last of her tears. "I'll never be half
what you are, grandmother."

Shenal smiled, a sparkle in her eyes. "No.
You will be more."

____________________
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["You have no idea how relieved we are to
find you well, my lord,"] Narkov said.

Phelan forced a smile as he checked the
girth around the horse, which one of the soldiers had brought for
him, one of the spare horses with the Rivon. The Rivon language
came back easily for him, but it now sounded rough and sharp
compared to the Caveshi language he had grown accustomed to
hearing.

A crowd gathered around them. He finished
his adjustments and looked around at all the faces he had accepted
as friends, people who cared for his well-being. They parted to
make room for a line of elders led by Epaiyishel Dopata. The
old man stopped before him.

"You would leave so soon, Dragaweho?"

"It is for the best, Epaiyishel."

Dopata nodded, an understanding smile on his
age-creased face as his eyes passed over Narkov and the other
Rivon. "Go with the blessings of the Trinity."

Phelan looked to the others, including Seno,
who tipped their heads to him.

"Take this."

He spun around. Nori held out a blanket, the
one she had loaned to him during his time with them. She had made
it herself, a background of blue with diamonds and squares of red
and black. He looked to the rolled bundle, wishing he had more time
to decide, but Narkov had made his position clear.

Although Taima stood by her with a satisfied
smirk tugging at his lips, Phelan embraced Nori with the blanket
between them. While he had her close, he whispered in her ear, "I
will miss you, all of you. I'm sorry this had to happen."

When he stood back with the bundle in his
arms, she winked. Hopefully she would pass on the message to the
one that mattered most.

Phelan turned around, studying the faces.
One he despised most stood at the back out of his reach. For the
best, since he might have been happier never having seen the Rivon
again or Kahai for that matter.

"Many thanks, for all you've done," Phelan
said in a voice so all could hear.

"It won't be as much fun." Nodin stepped
forward and opened his arms.

Phelan accepted the gesture and embraced
briefly. As he, Phelan, had whispered to Nori, Nodin now whispered
to him. "I'll always consider you a brother."

They parted and Phelan felt a part of him
break away. He would miss each of them, even Taima, in spite of his
grudge.

With nothing left to say, he mounted the bay
horse. The leather squeaked with the shift of his weight in the
saddle.

["Let us go now."] Narkov shifted in his
saddle and glanced around, looking uncomfortable among so many
Caveshi.

Phelan's horse followed the rest of the
group without any cue from him. The crowd behind him said nothing,
but he glanced back in the hopes that Ayali might join them. One
last look was all he wished for; but it didn't come. She never
appeared. He had broken her heart, but it would mend in time. Like
her, he had a duty to his land, a duty to protect it from a
dangerous man. She would understand and find someone else to
love.

They rode through the trees a short distance
when a commotion rose from behind.

["Trouble."]

Phelan pulled up his horse and twisted in
the saddle to look back at the crowd near Nori's and Taima's tent.
Nodin grabbed Kahai by the shirt and drew back his fist. Phelan
stopped his horse to watch.

["My lord, is something wrong?"]

Ayali emerged and grabbed her brother's arm,
and his heart gave a small jump. He would miss her, but he couldn't
trust her, and she had hurt him by taking advantage of him while he
was vulnerable with his loss of memory and wrist injury. Time apart
would be best for them, and would heal the small wound in his
heart, as it had when Calli left.

When Ayali clubbed Kahai in the face with
her fist, he couldn't help but to smile. The little sneak got what
he deserved. Ayali had every right to be upset with him.

["What is it?"]

["Nothing."] Phelan turned his horse around,
a satisfied smirk on his face. He would remember that image for a
long time to come.

He rode with Narkov and his escort beyond
the Caveshi camp to where a line of soldiers crested the ridge,
their uniforms perfect in the late-day sun. The only way he could
have distinguished one from another was by the color of each
horse.

["You made good time."] Kahai hadn't been
gone long.

Narkov shrugged, his armor squeaking with
the movement. ["The boy made good time. We hurried as fast as we
could when we heard you were alive."]

["Yeah."] He looked back at the place that
had been his home, people who had been his for a short time, and
sighed. He almost wished they hadn't, but if they were going to
come, that was the right moment for it, before he committed himself
to Ayali.

["Soon, we'll reach Chavali. Father already
makes plans to send help to Cavatar."]

With a nod, Phelan turned forward, away from
the Caveshi winter camp. "I do love you." Ayali's voice
echoed in his head. "I love you too," he whispered.

* * *

After only four days, they passed the ruins
of Naprate, now deserted. The crumbled watchtower stuck out of the
hilltop, a grotesque deformity among the yellowed prairie
grass.

When he rode near the tower, a gentle wave
of strength passed through him. The power of the Ancients pulsed
from their creation.

["I hear their market is quite
spectacular."]

Phelan smiled, remembering the temporary
city that had sprung out of the prairie. He saw the tents and pens
of horses, the three boys who had taught him to play
gai'shialo. Acrobats danced through the streets while
horsemen thundered through the widest alleyway and demonstrated
maneuvers on horseback he had never before witnessed.

["That doesn't begin to describe it."]

Narkov's dark eyes lit up. ["Tell me."]

Glad for a chance to take his mind off
Ayali, Phelan told the prince about the spectacular sights he had
seen. The soldiers around them rode closer, he noticed. He told
them about the amazing feats and the games and trading but left out
the meeting of the Lumathir. He had pledged to say nothing
to outsiders and would keep that vow.

["I never knew they organized such a
meeting. All the tribes, you say?"]

["Except the Horash."]

Narkov frowned. ["I've heard stories.
Vicious brutes. Some call them death makers. Rumors say they serve
some shadow of darkness."]

["That's what the Caveshi say. We had to
fight them."]

Narkov's eyes widened. ["How do they fight?
Men fear them, say they are ghosts."]

Phelan snorted and turned to the prince.
["Ghosts? Their magi would make their enemies believe that, but
they bleed red like you and I."]

["Are they as savage as rumors say?"]

["I know not the rumors, but they are
cunning. Hope never to meet them."]

["How did the tribe survive?"]

["They've fought the Horash before."]

["What magic do they use? We should be
prepared."]

["The Horash hide their numbers in a fog
they conjure. The Caveshi priestesses made it vanish. But the
Horash also use magic to kill."]

At the memory of the attack and how the
Horash had weakened Ayali with their chant, he frowned. She had
asked him about his memory of the attack, twice. Had she wanted him
to admit something? If so, then what? He had told her all he
remembered, except the part about feeling his energy drain, a
connection that brightened inside him. Was that the power Shenal
had described and was it what Ayali had hoped to hear?

Why?

["Interesting. Perhaps father should
consider sending magi with us."]

Phelan nodded, lost in his thoughts.

They rode through territory barren of all
but wild life. When they spotted a large herd of elna, Narkov sent
a dozen soldiers to hunt. Phelan watched with his host, amazed at
the precision with which they brought down several of the large
ungulates.

That night they feasted on the meat, leaving
the rest of the carcasses for scavengers. Phelan recalled how the
Caveshi had used all the parts, wasting nothing, but the Rivon
hadn't the time nor the need for anything but the meat.

With a couple days worth of the meat
weighing their bags, they continued on. Narkov told him stories
from before he had disappeared, stories that triggered his
memories.

The more he recalled of his life, the more
he wished he could have stayed with the Caveshi. Troubles awaited
him.

He almost wished he could forget Phelan
Isolder and just be Dragaweho.

* * *

On the twentieth night since his unexpected
departure from the Sehe'an camp, Phelan dreamed of a hill in the
sky. Wings sprouted from it with a head and tail forming a
cross.

The dragon passed before the moon, its
serpentine form silent in the night.

He reached down to his sword and realized
that any weapon would be insufficient against such a beast. "I am
here! If you will take me, do it now!"

The dragon dove at him. Four stout limbs
reached down to the ground in a gentle landing.

"I take not life nor limb to eat

but bring fair news for you to treat.

Your sister I am aware

soon the child of hope will bear.

Your mother the Lumathir trains

to fight as you the Red Clan's pains.

 


"With them is not your place to find

but on this land you would leave behind.

Fate I see has chosen you

to take a role of something new."

Phelan stood frozen, puzzled by the dragon's
words. The red beast hadn't spoken in riddles, nor given him news
or advice as this one did. In the gloom of the night, the moon
shown down on a blue mountain. "Why do you help me?"

Curls of smoke puffed from flared nostrils
on a head that dropped to the ground. Gentle, blue eyes blinked at
him, not the menacing yellow of the red dragons.

"Question not the message source

but use your power with all force

to rival those who darkness sends

and with all others make amends."

The head lifted from the ground and the
great wings flapped the air into a violent wind.

Phelan hid his face and leaned into the
buffeting gale. "I understand none of this!" The force of the
dragon's wings chased away his words.

"In time the truth grows bright

but not until day turns to night."

Riddles! What was it all about?

Phelan opened his eyes and looked up at the
starry sky. The soldiers snored around him, except for the steady
clink of metal from those who took the current watch.

A dark shape passed overhead. He rubbed his
eyes and looked again. It crossed the moon, the silhouette making
him cringe. Had he dreamed the conversation?

"To you only these words I send

that needed advice your way wends."

The voice in his head disappeared, and the
dragon faded into the night. What did it mean?

____________________
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Ayali rolled over on her mat and adjusted
her blankets. Her brother's soft snoring broke the quiet of the
night not far away.

Not yet had a moon cycle passed, and time
had yet to heal her emotional wound as her grandmother and mother
suggested. Ayali ached to see Draga ride through the camp at any
moment. Not even giving Kahai a bruise that he wore home had
alleviated her pain.

To think she had grieved for him! If she
ever saw Kahai again, it would be too soon. Unfortunately, that
would happen in a moon cycle or two, as all the tribes gathered for
the spring market on their journey back to their normal camp. If he
knew what was good for him, he would stay away from her.

Kahai had hated Draga from the beginning.
Perhaps he had seen what the others had seen between them, the
fondness that they hadn't admitted to themselves, or at least she
hadn't. Draga had been right to wait until he remembered more.
Since his departure, she realized that the real reason she lied was
to keep him with her, because of the attraction she had always
felt.

But she had been afraid. None of the men who
had sought her affections had triggered such a feeling in her as
Draga.

Now, he was gone, probably for good, and she
would be left without finding a husband, because no one would be
equal to Dragaweho.

Ayali sighed and tried to forget everything.
The same thoughts had rummaged through her head every night since
he left.

Thoughts blurred to the edge of dreams,
until voices roused her from the semi-sleep she had attained. They
whispered in the dark.

"—She misses him?"

"And how long would it have taken before he
left anyway, and probably took her with him?" The cold tone,
despite the whisper, belonged to her father. The other had to be
her mother.

Ayali laid still, pretending to sleep.

"As long as she's happy, I don't see why
that's a problem."

"It's a problem to us all. She needs to
think of her people first."

Her mother huffed softly. "This is your
daughter, not your father. If Draga had married her and taken her
away to his home, I would be happy, because she would be
happy."

"Who would replace you?"

"Am I going somewhere?"

"No, but yours is the only line of magi. If
something happened—"

"I hope you say you'd be sad."

Her father never responded but the rustle of
cloth told her he shifted his position.

"If Kahai had done nothing, no one would
have known and they would be happy. Yes, she should have told you
the truth; but sometimes not saying anything is better for us than
hearing the truth."

"You would lie to me?"

"In her place, probably." A gentle sigh
escaped her mother. Ayali imagined her father brooding over those
words. The fact that her mother sided with her, or at least
understood why she had lied, relieved her from some of the
guilt.

"There was a time when you would never have
asked such a silly question." A pause, then, "Don't look at me like
that. I've never lied to you. You can ask mother."

Although the tent was dark, her mother knew
her father inside out. Ayali smiled and tried to ignore the rest of
their conversation. Perhaps the situation wasn't as grim as she had
imagined; she wished, though, that her mother would tell her such
things to her face.

____________________
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After more than a moon cycle, they rode into
Chavali. Seeing the city brought back the memories of the last time
Phelan had set eyes on the spiraling pillars and columns supporting
arches upon arches. Rivon architects had designed and built the
palace of Setheadroc more than four hundred years ago, just as they
had built their capital city hundreds of years before that.

How was he going to change what had stood
for so long? How would he bring peace?

The horse's hooves clopped on stone-lined
streets. He rode next to Narkov, who sat up tall and proud in the
spotlight of the citizens. People scrambled out of their path in a
line to the palace on the coast.

He should have been riding Baron. Phelan
looked down at the bay horse beneath him and sighed. The gray
stallion had been his friend. A descendant of Alo, he remembered
Ayali telling him, one of the Ferdrai.

He remembered the last sight of his horse
rearing up between him and the red dragon that had attacked him.
Baron had been loyal to the end. He would never forget that, now
that he remembered. Life wouldn't be the same. Since leaving the
Caveshi, life had drained away into emptiness. Without Baron, he
could live. Without Ayali, he carried a hole in his heart.

["You look ill of late, Lord Isolder.
Perhaps you should visit the healers."]

Phelan turned to Narkov, blinking away his
last thoughts. ["I bear many burdens on my mind. Nothing
else."]

["Your land will be rescued. The fiend,
Tyrkam, won't hang onto power."]

A weak smile touched Phelan's lips. Tyrkam.
He had almost forgotten about freeing Cavatar from the warlord. Too
many emotional considerations had interrupted his life to think of
the duty he carried for his homeland. He needed Rivonia's
assistance to defeat the invaders. That was why he had come.

How was he going to justify an alliance with
the Caveshi, Cohante, Tahori, and other tribes of the plains?
Cavatar needed Rivonia more than ever, but their wealth came from
stealing. Rivonia stole from the tribes what they had no right to
claim. Baron had come to him as a result of their greed.

Phelan looked up to the spires of Moravay
Palace. Many times in his life he had played the part of ambassador
for Cavatar. Now he found himself caught in between. While he
realized the needs of the people of Cavatar, he also wished to
fulfill a promise to the people he had never known, the enemies of
his allies.

Had the dragon never attacked, he would have
known no different; but he couldn't change the past. He knew
different, and that was what gave him hesitations.

They rode into the courtyard with its hedges
and carvings circling a fountain and steps, which curved out from
the front doors. Banners waved behind the statues in the deep
colors of the sovereign's family. Servants rushed forward to take
their horses as soon as they stopped near the fountain.

Phelan gladly stepped down from the saddle.
After the hard riding they had done to hurry back, he would be glad
for a rest.

The soldiers lined up behind them, their
steps in unison as they accompanied Phelan and Narkov into the
palace. Phelan scanned the riches around him and the confinement of
the high outer wall encircling the palace, as much for protection
from invaders as from the sea.

Ayali would hate this place. She had
hated the area of Mitanoda simply because of the clustering of
trees and steep hills. Rather, she preferred the open prairies with
its gentle hills, where one could see far to the horizon.

If she would hate this, Setheadroc would be
no better. That thought pulled the smile away. Why was he even
considering such ideas?

He hadn't been able to escape them since
leaving her. Despite the lies she had told, he wanted her more than
he had ever wanted Calli. He felt a connection unlike anything he
had ever experienced. Ayali was a part of him, inside him so that
every breath he took was hers and every heartbeat theirs
together.

But he had to put her behind him. She had a
duty to her people and he to his. The two were not inclusive.

Servants in light robes pulled the double
doors open. Phelan strode past them abreast with the heir of
Rivonia, himself the heir of Cavatar if they could reclaim it. The
entrance hall exuded the wealth of Rivonia in the fancy pattern of
colored rock tiles on the floor and the columns at both sides and
ahead, through which he saw the grand hall with its upper balcony
arching around. As they strode forward, he caught sight of several
of the sovereign's daughters and wives descending one of the two
wide staircases.

Long ago, he had attended the nightly
feasts, only to retire to the portico outside that upper level that
overlooked the shore far below the protective wall. He had looked
out towards home and Calli, his thoughts on a fight with his father
about choosing a wife from one of the sovereign's twenty-one
daughters. Only to satisfy his father and the legacy of his family
name had he agreed.

["Lord Isolder, we are glad to see you
well."] The sovereign's first wife, the one with the greatest
authority, smiled and brushed aside the deep green veil over her
ebony hair. Next to her stood one of the daughters, Sarpi, the one
he had agreed to take as his wife when he returned.

["I appreciate your words, Lady Irishel."]
Phelan forced a smile to cover his grimace. Despite their beauty
with their charcoal black hair, sparkling hair pieces, and
revealing clothes, these women didn't interest him. He couldn't
fool his emotions as he once did.

Sarpi moved to his left side and a step
behind him, the proper position for a Rivon woman to take. She was
obedient, too obedient. He preferred women with a mind of their
own, who could stir his passions with their own fiery spirit.

["My husband awaits you, but you have
traveled far and endured much. Sarpi will see to your needs."]

["Thank you."] When he bowed his head to
her, the lady looked horror struck, and he remembered. These women
were not to be treated as equals. Despite their culture, the first
wife's expression showed a hint of satisfaction.

["You have spent too much time with the
Caveshi, Lord Isolder."]

Phelan turned to Narkov, whose smile
betrayed his amusement.

["Nevermind. I will see you later, after we
are both rested and bathed."] At that, two of the women with
Irishel stepped forward and followed Narkov; the prince's current
wives, Phelan recalled.

He followed the young prince out of the hall
but split at a fork and took a different route through the palace.
The walls upon walls made him feel like a prisoner, rather than a
guest. Perhaps he was a prisoner, to his duty more than anything, a
prisoner of his heritage as an Isolder.

* * *

After a bath overseen by Sarpi, whose only
control lay in making sure none of the servants dissatisfied him,
Phelan lay down on a soft mattress. He welcomed the comfort after
several moon cycles laying on the hard ground, but it felt wrong
and he couldn't sleep.

After a long rest, the servants returned to
help him change from his robe into an extra set of clothes he had
left behind. Through the large windows, the setting sun blazed
across his room with its many fine draperies. The room was large
enough to fit at least two mankaiyashe within it, yet he
shared it with no one. The marked contrast in amenities and comfort
sparked his anger.

He would speak with the sovereign.

Sooner than he expected, one of the servants
entered. The boy bowed low. ["I am to escort you to the dinner with
our master."]

Phelan slid from the bed and straightened
his tunic. Without a word, the boy turned and walked away. Phelan
followed, eager to discuss the possibility of peace between the
Rivon and the Caveshi.

The servant led him through corridors of
intricate carvings and detailed artwork. Phelan remembered his stay
before the dragon attack. The last of his memories drifted back
from a dream. He had been a different person then. His experiences
had changed him; he liked to think for the better.

The boy stopped at a doorway from which
pleasant music floated out with laughter and voices of merriment,
and Phelan stepped forward.

The sovereign, his twelve wives, and Narkov
and his two wives mingled in the room. Among them, visiting
dignitaries from other lands shared in the comforts and
jocularity.

With his narrow mustache and only a trim
design of black hair upon his jaw, Kassar Farolkavin caught his eye
and waved him over. In his most ornate robes of state, the
sovereign stood with an air of undeniable authority.

["Lord Isolder, I welcome your return. Much
has happened since we thought you taken in the belly of one of
those red beasts."] The sovereign took him aside from the crowds
and lowered his voice. ["We outwitted another attack on the city
not long ago. But of best news to you, word has reached us that
your sister and the Lady Isolder escaped Tyrkam's clutches, though
their whereabouts are unknown."]

Phelan smiled in relief. His father had been
killed in Tyrkam's overnight siege of Setheadroc cycles ago, but
the warlord had held the queen for information. This confirmed the
dream he had a moon cycle ago. But if this was true, then what of
the rest of the dragon's words?

["After the planting season, my men will
gather at the harbors and send aid to free your land. Tyrkam won't
last long as overlord."]

When Narkov looked their way, Phelan
acknowledged him with a nod; but Narkov quickly looked away.

Farolkavin set his hand firmly on Phelan's
shoulder and led him further into a corner. ["He has paid his price
for shaming me by abandoning you. Please think nothing more of it.
He brought you home; away from the savages of the plains. In that
he has made his penance."]

Phelan clamped his jaw to hide his scowl. He
wanted to say that the Caveshi were not savages, but tact held his
tongue. Now wasn't the time to discuss the issues of the different
cultures.

["I apologize for any harm the Caveshi
caused you."]

["Then your apology is for naught, my lord.
They are good people."]

Farolkavin lifted his brow in surprise.
["That's not what others have said."]

["Then they misjudged."]

["We can discuss this later."]

The abrupt end that the sovereign cut into
their conversation stirred his defiance, but Phelan bit his tongue
and followed the sovereign's calculating eyes to where servants
carried in trays of food. He joined the guests and family in taking
their places on the floor cushions around a low table, where the
servants set the trays. During the meal, he answered questions
about what happened to him and how he survived. He took pleasure in
seeing their amazement when he told them of the kindness he was
shown.

Afterwards, the sovereign excused the others
so he could sit alone with Phelan while the servants cleaned.

Farolkavin watched him with the look of a
man whose mind always works. The cool, calculating eyes never
blinked.

["Tell me the truth of these Caveshi. What
really happened?"] Before Phelan could answer his question,
Farolkavin passed a hand over his mustache and said, ["Did I tell
you how many of my finest cavalry they killed?"]

Curious, Phelan said nothing. Farolkavin
seemed inclined to tell his side, no matter the opinions of
others.

["The first time I laid eyes on him, I knew
he should be mine. That stallion has an air of confidence and
regality you will find nowhere else. He should be mine. I knew it
then and I still hold claim on him. They refused to grant me my
right of any gift of ascendancy I chose. Their witches, those women
they call priestesses, have enchanted him."]

Phelan raised his eyebrow. Apparently
Farolkavin misunderstood. ["It is the other way around, my lord.
Alo is the one who holds the enchantments over those he
chooses."]

Farolkavin grunted. ["For more than twenty
years I struggled to claim him. Always their priestesses interfere
through their magic. Now the daughter claims him. He will die soon
and I'll have no pleasure in possessing such a fine animal."]

["Is Alo the only reason you dislike
them?"]

["No. The tribes don't acknowledge Rivon
rule. This land is ours. We fight for it, die for it. I won't let
any other group lay claim to the resources that are rightly ours."]
He fixed Phelan with a hard stare. ["Just as your ancestors fought
mine from your land. You should know your history, Lord
Isolder."]

Phelan lifted his chalice to his lips for a
sip of wine, and to hide the frown.

["The tribes claim the richest land as
theirs but do little to nurture it to serve their people. We need
the land for crops, for our livestock. We can't sit by while it
lays idle. They would do better for themselves to use it as it was
meant, to support their own growth. Instead, they squander the
riches and suffer. Why shouldn't we take what we need?"]

Those calculating eyes regarded Phelan
carefully. ["Have they twisted your mind?"]

["I saw through unbiased eyes. You might say
they opened them. I saw the gentle side of a people I never knew
existed. They are wise, my lord, and willing to cooperate, if you
would show them mercy."]

["Mercy?"] Farolkavin snorted and took a
gulp of his wine. ["Tell that to the men their priestesses have
killed with their magic. Tell that to the wives and children of the
dead men their warriors have slaughtered. I will show them mercy
when they lay down their weapons."]

Anger boiled up inside at the sovereign's
words. Phelan slammed his drink onto the table, splashing wine out,
and sat up straight. ["They fight to defend themselves! Do they not
have the right to survive as your people do? They have no more
desire to fight than anyone. It's peace they want, and to be left
to their way of life, a gentle, loving way, IF you would give them
a chance!"]

Farolkavin gazed at him, a cold scowl on his
face and his back rigid. For an eternity he said nothing, nor
blinked.

Phelan wondered if he had gone too far.
Never in all his ambassadorial duties for his father had he argued
so recklessly. The sovereign would be right to withdraw his
support.

Slowly, Farolkavin lowered his chalice and
set it on the table without a sound. ["You speak as one of them.
The priestess Nori and her protector made many similar arguments
twenty years ago, when they were caught in my city."]

Nori had told him many stories of her
clashes with the Rivon. Their travel on the road to Naprate had
been filled with those stories and more, but she had never
mentioned being captured.

["As I said, I saw things from their side."]
Or did this concern his lingering feelings for Ayali?

Phelan dropped his eyes and sighed. The
emptiness grew almost unbearable every day; but if she had lied to
him twice, how could he trust that she would be true in the future?
Where did it stop?

["You will see the truth soon enough.
They've shown only their favorable side, but that won't last."]

The sovereign's words surprised Phelan, as
he had lived among the Caveshi for many moon cycles during which
they could have harmed him at any time but didn't.

He looked up as Farolkavin took a long drink
and set his chalice aside. Despite the icy glint in his eyes, his
face softened from its look of hatred. ["Tell me what you know of
the stallion. He must be slow in his age and easy to catch. I would
like him for one season with my mares before he passes."]

["He may be old, your highness, but far from
the grave."] The change of subject drew him from his misery. Phelan
told his host of the stallion's peculiar nature, but said nothing
of the power of magic he possessed. Whether the sovereign knew
already or not, he had never seen, but he wished to give the man no
more reason to seek the horse's possession.

The conversation soon shifted to his time
with the Caveshi, but in a calm manner. The sovereign listened with
few interruptions, negating nothing but waiting, Phelan guessed,
for an opportune time to argue.

It never came. Instead, the sovereign
clapped for a servant to fetch his wives.

When they returned, he excused himself to
bed. Realizing how late the day had grown, Phelan returned to his
own bed. Tomorrow he could try again to speak to the sovereign
about the Caveshi. He hoped he could change Farolkavin's mind
before he had to leave.

____________________
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Ayali strained to control the colors of
magic, but they slipped away like water through her fingers. During
the Horash attack, she had controlled the power with an ease she
had never before nor since attained. Since Draga left, she had lost
her focus and her use of magic waned to less than it had been.

With sweat trickling down her back, she
gasped for breath. "I can't do it."

"You can." Shenal shook her head. "Let go of
your doubts. You faced your shame. You bear the Light within
you."

Ayali reached inside, knowing her
grandmother was right. Nevertheless, her shame and sorrow from
missing Draga conspired against her. Her mother said time would
heal her emotional wounds, but a moon cycle hadn't been enough. She
missed him.

"I can't!" Ayali jumped to her feet and ran
from the tent before Shenal said anything else, her feet crunching
over the trampled grass. She wished to hear none of the
encouragement. She had failed everyone, but most important, she had
failed herself. How could she hope to become a priestess when she
had given into the darker side of her nature, the selfishness and
greed?

Trying not to hurry too much and attract
curious gazes, she walked fast through the trees to where the
horses grazed. When she emerged from the trees to the clearing, Alo
lifted his head and whinnied. In a show of support, he trotted to
her.

Ayali smiled at the simple gesture. Did he
understand what she had done? If so, he had never shown any change
in behavior. As usual, he put his muzzle down to sniff her
hands.

"Sorry, old man. No treats." She stroked the
white head, until it jerked up, his eyes gazing past her.

Ayali turned.

Shenal stepped from the trees. "I thought
you might come here."

Ayali turned back to Alo, but he dropped his
head to graze.

"You're more like your mother than you
know." She put a hand to Alo's white coat. "His power is strong,
but yours is stronger."

"Stronger? I doubt that."

"That is why you fail. That doubt will hold
you back."

With her fingers in Alo's mane, Ayali
considered her grandmother's words. Was it possible she restrained
herself? How? She strained with all her strength to direct the
magic.

Her grandmother had to be wrong this
time.

"Come back and try again. True failure is
giving up."

Ayali grimaced. She wanted to succeed, but
what was the point of continuing with a futile effort?

At least she could pacify her mother and
grandmother, if not herself.

"I'll try again." With a parting pat to Alo,
she walked with her grandmother back through the trees and the camp
to their tent.

Her mother waited inside in the same place
she had left her.

"I'm glad to see you return."

Ayali took her place next to her mother,
while her grandmother sat opposite.

"Whatever you believe, Ayali, I know you can
do this."

She had expected as much from her mother,
who had gone through similar frustrations before finding her power.
Ayali took a deep breath and tried to calm her mind. Emotions
bubbled and brewed inside her, but always just below the surface.
They threatened to boil over with the slightest provocation.

"Open yourself. Look inside. The Light is
there, Ayali."

With a nod, Ayali breathed deeply to clear
her head. All the turmoil entangled her, but her grandmother and
mother were right. How could she feel the Light around her, in
others, and use it against the Horash if she didn't have it in
her?

It shone from within, muted but present. It
had always lingered inside her, ready but difficult to direct. Yet
it had flowed so easily when Draga helped her without knowing.

That thought threatened to close the weak
connection she attained. She pushed it aside, but the Light she
found dimmed. What happened?

A gasp pulled her from the effort, but sleep
tempted her eyes to stay closed. Ayali fought the weakness creeping
through her limbs like a cold death.

"Nekreth!"

She jolted awake at the word. A horrible
shadow loomed above them. She discerned a winged shape without legs
but whose form shifted as if made of smoke. Her grandmother had
described the demons of the Darklord to her, but she never expected
to face one. Now she understood the fading of the Light within
her—it fed on life.

At the sudden brightness on either side of
her, Ayali covered her eyes. An ear-splitting shriek filled the
air. She closed her eyes and covered her ears, but the demon's call
pierced through her.

In seconds, it vanished, along with the
Light and its comforting warmth. Ayali caught her breath, not
realizing she had held it. Her limbs tingled with renewed
warmth.

Next to her, both her mother and grandmother
breathed heavily.

She opened her eyes. "What happened?"

"The demons have awakened. Soon, their
master will return. A new war is starting, one like this world has
not seen in thousands of summers." Shenal adjusted her seat and
fixed her eyes on Ayali. "You must learn to access the
Light. It is the only way to defeat these creatures. The dragons
were only the beginning."

"If what you say is true, shouldn't we
inform all the tribes?" Nori frowned. "What of the Rivon?"

The thought of saving the Rivon sickened
Ayali, except that Draga was with them. She could never forgive
herself if he suffered because she could have done something but
didn't. Besides, he had promised he would help to create peace
between the Rivon and the tribes of the Caveshan Plains. Whether he
still cared for her or not couldn't be considered. The Trinity
valued life.

"All must join together. The Rivon must be
informed of this threat."

"He promised to help bring peace."

Their eyes fixed on Ayali. She swallowed the
lump of emotions in her throat. "Draga said he would make the
sovereign understand."

"I hope you're right. We've no hope to fight
these armies of the Darklord alone. The differences between our
peoples can only weaken us." Her grandmother's expression tightened
into a worried frown that Ayali could never remember seeing before
then.

"We must inform the elders," Nori said.

____________________


 32

 


 


 


Sweat poured into his eyes and Phelan
breathed hard in the humid air of the coast. The weapon master's
curved blade pressed into his chest. He had lost practice in his
time away. He regretted nothing, but for the breaking of his wrist,
which had healed fully thanks to Nori's ministrations.

A slow clapping acted as a signal for the
bare-chested man to stand down. He bowed to Phelan without a word
and straightened into an attentive pose, ready for a word to begin
again.

Phelan swiped the moisture from his brow
with the loose sleeve of his blouse and turned to the source of the
clapping, which ceased. He sheathed his sword and took a step to
the newcomers.

["You improve daily."] The sovereign
approached with two of his sons, Kansar and Ramov. He waved a
servant forward with a cloth over his arm and a small basin of
water held before him.

["Thank you, your highness."] Phelan
splashed water on his face and dried it with the cloth. The cold of
the fresh water cooled him. ["I have the skills of your masters to
thank."]

["They hold nothing back."] Farolkavin
stopped before him, his dark green robes over the tunic tied at his
trim waist with a gold sash. His dark eyes gazed past Phelan, who
turned to see the weapon master bow and stride away.

["I appreciate the challenge."] He laid the
towel over the servant's arm, a cue for the man to leave them.

The sovereign's eyes followed the servant
until he vanished inside the palace. ["I would like to know more
about your time as a prisoner of the Caveshi."]

["I was no prisoner."] In spite of his
efforts to hide it, a touch of anger burned in his voice. Why did
the sovereign assume the worst of the Caveshi when he had been the
one to wrong them?

["So you say. No doubt their enchantments
still hold you."]

Phelan bristled; his fingers tightened
around the pommel of his sword in its sheath at his waist.

["But tell us what you know. I would have my
sons learn of their ways for future dealings."]

Dealings, Phelan knew, that would involve
further stealing and killing. Or perhaps he could use this as an
opportunity to make them see his view.

["They honor tradition and a simple
life."]

["Come now. Out with the truth. You're among
friends."]

["This is the truth. I was free to walk
among them. They showed me their ways and healed my broken wrist
and my head."] And broke his heart. He had loved many women, but
never truly loved. Ayali was different, in spite of her faults.

["I was known as the dragon warrior."] He
still considered himself Dragaweho. His heart had changed in his
short time with the Caveshi. He had never felt as free; free from
his responsibilities and the trappings that came with it, free to
enjoy life.

["Yes, my son claimed you faced death by
their attack. He won't soon forget the responsibilities of a
host."] The sovereign's eyes flicked to each of the younger sons,
who made no move; although the younger, Ramov, swallowed.
Apparently, the sovereign was not a man of subtlety when it came to
punishment.

["They said...They said Baron was a
descendant of Alo."]

Farolkavin nodded. A delighted but sinister
smile touched his lips. ["Twice over, through the mare, a daughter
of that stallion, and the prize stallion of my stolen treasures, a
son...They have a good eye to recognize his get."]

["He stood between the dragon and me."]
Phelan paused, debating whether to tell the sovereign the truth or
not of why he would never possess Alo. In the end, he decided to
take the risk of ridicule. ["They say Alo is Ferdrai.
Indeed, I have seen he is more than any ordinary horse."]

["One of the Blessed of the Creators? I find
that unlikely."]

["Nevertheless, you must admit he is
unusually intelligent."]

["Is he?"] Farolkavin muttered the question
with a distracted tone in his voice. A second later, he shook away
whatever thoughts had bothered him. ["I have seen horses of uncanny
intelligence, Lord Isolder, and none had any relation to that
stallion. The Ferdrai are myth, bedtime stories told to
children to ease their troubled dreams."]

At least he had tried. ["The stallion
decides who he allows on his back, and then only those linked to
the Light, magic-users."]

["Magic-users? So they have enchanted
the stallion, as I suspected."]

["You're wrong. Alo—"]

["Is useless to me!"]

Phelan backed down, but met the sovereign's
hard gaze without flinching.

["What you say explains many experiences I
have had. I will accept that the stallion will be possessed by no
one but the witches of that tribe…What else can you tell me?"]

["That we are in grave danger. They say the
red wyverns are a sign that the Darklord will return to this world
to bring death to all men. If we don't unite now, he'll destroy us
all one-by-one."]

Farolkavin stood unmoved, listening it
seemed without interruption.

["The white dragon...is the hope we have."]
The tome in the library of Setheadroc Palace explained the entire
history and the prophecy of the white dragon's return. His father
had pointed it out to him as a possible reason for Tyrkam's actions
against Cavatar. Not until he considered Shenal's story upon the
return of his memories had it made sense.

["Our legends speak of the white dragon
also. We have something in common."]

["Something."] That was better than nothing.
Maybe it would be enough to find some common ground.

The revelation cooled the conversation back
to reason. Phelan discussed the legends of the Caveshi with the
sovereign. They wandered the gardens with the younger sons
following and listening.

By the time they circled around to the
palace, Phelan thought the sovereign spoke without criticism. At
least, he heard none from the man. He hoped it would prove a good
sign of changing the sovereign's opinion of the Caveshi. A
little at a time…

["You had a long recovery among them. I
suppose I should appreciate that they did you no harm, but I don't
forget past wrongs, nor do I forgive easily."] Farolkavin passed a
hand over his chin.

["But we have more pressing matters to
attend, namely that of your land and this Tyrkam. Recent news has
reached us of his plan to capture Candro at any cost. I cannot
allow that city to fall. It is the nearest port and the currents
carry our ships right to it. If Tyrkam captures the city, our ships
will have to turn back or travel a hundred miles north to deliver
goods for trade. We must make plans."]

Phelan nodded. Even he couldn't deny the
sovereign's words. Candro was the entry for any support from
Rivonia, the only safe harbor for at least fifty miles in any
direction. He followed his host indoors, forcing thoughts of Ayali
and her tribe aside to focus on his land, his people.

____________________
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After a long day of planning, Phelan stood
on the balcony of his dark room under the starry, moonless night.
His thoughts, like his eyes, reached toward the prairies beyond the
city walls in the distance. Time hadn't healed his heart. He had to
see Ayali again, to tell her what he felt. She had admitted to
loving him. He had to believe that she had learned her lesson, that
she would never lie to him.

His place was with her. His heart told him
that much. He could no longer deny it.

But he bore a heavy burden, the
responsibility to save his people. The sovereign had been a
supportive ally, more than Phelan could have hoped. He had offered
a fleet of his best ships to carry five thousand soldiers to
Cavatar. The ships and the men would be ready in less than a moon
cycle. In the meantime, Farolkavin had sent word on one of the
merchant ships carrying supplies to General Gheorwen, commander of
the legion in the southeastern province of which Candro was the
capitol.

With the coming of spring, Tyrkam would send
unaccountable numbers of his soldiers to take the city. Candro was
a valuable city, for trade and travel.

Phelan wouldn't be leaving on the ships, no
matter what choice he made. Instead, he would coordinate with
Farolkavin where he was safest and out of Tyrkam's reach.

The bushes below rustled in the dark. Phelan
peered down with caution, afraid an assassin might have arrived.
Tyrkam had used them in the past to complete tasks in which his men
had failed. In this case, the last of the Isolder family—him—still
posed a threat.

The hooded figure made no move to climb up,
nor to attack. Instead, it tossed a stone up to another balcony two
rooms away. Phelan stepped back into the shadows of the archway
into his room. A second figure joined the first. The faint whisper
of unintelligible, hushed voices reached him.

When a slender figure appeared on the
balcony, he watched in amazement. The girl rushed back inside. The
two figures below ran toward the back terrace overlooking the
sea.

Curious, Phelan retreated into his room,
intent on following. He passed the elaborate room by the light of
the single lantern he kept lit, but paused at the door with his
hands on the door handle. The patter of feet echoed through the
hall outside his room.

With his ear to the door, he heard hushed
voices—more than one—passing his room.

["Quiet! You'll alert the guards."]

["Look who's talking."]

The voices silenced.

After a couple seconds, Phelan opened his
door.

In the dim light of only a few lamps in the
courtyard beyond the columns, he made out two figures hustling down
the corridor. Their curved figures confirmed what he had suspected
by the voices. By the sparkles from gems on their heads when they
passed through the light, he guessed Farolkavin's daughters.

What were they up to?

Phelan closed his door and followed. They
were careful and hid from the sentries, sneaking around them toward
the back of the palace and heading for the cloaked figures he had
seen. Did they plot against their father or him, or someone else in
the palace?

He would alert the guards if he knew, but
the insult of such accusations would dishonor him and his host. He
had to be certain before he said anything.

Near the open doorway to the portico, he hid
behind a pillar. The patter of the girls' steps quickened. He
peered around the column and stared in surprise.

The two strangers had dropped their hoods
and the girls jumped into their arms. A flurry of hushed voices
carried to him. If he heard, someone else would, but the private
lives of the sovereign's daughters would dishonor their father and
their family. Rivon women were forbidden from choosing their
husbands. The family chose.

A tradition Phelan had argued against with
his own father. He had never approved of their father's request to
marry Istaria to a noble husband. It had been cancelled after her
abduction.

Phelan had argued against his father's
insistence that he choose a noble woman rather than Calli. At the
time he had thought himself in love with his sister's closest
friend and personal attendant, but he had always held back. Now he
understood that fate had another purpose for him.

The sovereign's daughters deserved to be
happy, to choose for themselves, but in their society, love was
expected to come later. Phelan abhorred such practices.

The thought reminded him of Taima and what
he had said. Ayali's father wanted her to choose a man from their
society, afraid that Draga would take her away from the tribe which
needed her.

Her people needed her, just as his needed
him; but his sister could take his place when peace came, or
another could. The only reason he was expected to replace Alric
Isolder was to continue tradition. Since the first Isolder had
united Cavatar against the Rivon invasion almost a thousand years
ago, their family had handed the title down through the
generations.

He hadn't chosen his role but had been
groomed to fit it. Just as Farolkavin's daughters, his heart longed
to be free, to break tradition.

The tromping of boots alerted him to the
approach of multiple guards. He straightened and jumped toward an
alcove to hide.

Outside, the girls warned the men to
leave.

["Stop there!"] The harsh voice came from
outside.

When the guards inside disappeared from
sight, Phelan stepped out of his hiding.

Farolkavin marched towards the portico, his
purpose clear in each stride leaving his robe billowing like the
tail of a demon behind him. ["This time I caught you. Your dishonor
will not go unpunished."]

Phelan grimaced and joined the sovereign
among the ring of guards around the four. The girls stood next to
the young men. Love had lured them out of their room.

["What will you do?"] Phelan asked.

Farolkavin turned suddenly. The surprise on
his face hardened into anger. ["They have dishonored this family
with their harlotry. As a father, it is my duty to restore that
honor."]

["By beating them?"]

["They will be chained in public for three
days without food or drink. They will be treated no different than
any other woman under my rule."]

["Ridiculous! How can you punish them for
falling in love?"]

["This is not your affair. Return to your
room, Lord Isolder."]

["I cannot allow this. People must be free
to choose how they wish to live and whom they wish to love."]

["Your ways are not ours."]

["No."] Phelan shook his head, his argument
fading to the authority of the sovereign. ["Your ways are not mine.
I would choose the Caveshi ways over this."]

Farolkavin straightened, a look of
consternation on his face.

The tap of steps stopped behind them.

["Perhaps a compromise to keep the peace. It
would serve none of us to break the alliance."]

Phelan turned as Narkov stepped through the
space between guards.

["Let them marry these men, but they will
forfeit all claims to this family and its support."] Narkov looked
from his sisters to Phelan and to his father.

Phelan nodded. They could be happy—he
hoped—with that. The suggestion shone a light on what had bothered
him since leaving Ayali. It gave him the answer he needed.

["No dishonor. No support. Simply removed
from the family."] Narkov watched his father, as the four did.

["I will consider it. Naiyel. Kiman. Return
to your room at once. Guards, escort these men to a cell. I will
decide their fate for trespassing in the morning."]

When the girls failed to move, Narkov took
their arms and led them away. Not until they vanished did the
sovereign signal the guards to march the men away.

Phelan watched them go, curious what
Farolkavin would decide. ["Narkov is wise."]

["Young and foolish,"] Farolkavin said.
["But his compromise is acceptable."] He marched away without
another word.

Phelan shook his head and returned to his
room. His purpose now shone clear to him. He couldn't accept a
bride for whom he had no love. Only Ayali would satisfy his heart.
He would return to her.

* * *

["You're sure this is what you wish?"]
Farolkavin carried himself with an air of authority, each stride
clapping on the floor with purpose.

Next to him, Phelan followed to the holding
area where the two young men awaited the sovereign's decision of
their fates from the night before.

["My memories are restored, but my heart has
changed."]

["You have a duty, Lord Isolder, to your
people. I thought you would never abandon them."]

Phelan grimaced. How could he justify
forsaking the responsibilities he bore for thousands for the love
of one woman? ["I wouldn't abandon them, as you say. But I feel my
place is with the Caveshi."]

["Your father would be disappointed."]

Phelan swallowed and nodded. In the letter
from Tyrkam ordering Farolkavin to hand over Phelan to him, Tyrkam
had mentioned the death of the king. ["I know, but this is my
calling. I must see it through."]

["What of our plans?"]

["I'll stay until the ships leave."]
Although he longed to return to Ayali, he couldn't leave without
seeing the implementation of their plans to defeat Tyrkam. ["Tyrkam
has caused too much grief to my family and the people of
Cavatar."]

["The grief he has brought extends beyond
your home. Kansar will see that he is brought to justice."]

Phelan turned to the sovereign, a frown
deepening with his puzzlement. ["What has he done now?"] Had he
sent another letter boasting of the latest conquest?

Farolkavin stopped and faced him. ["Not now,
but long ago. After reviewing his letter demanding that you be
turned over to him, I realized why it sounded familiar. A Cohante
man once caused me great hardship. More than twenty years ago, his
tribe attacked a convoy of Rivon citizens crossing through their
territory. In retribution, we attacked them. I refused to apologize
for culling a threat to my people.]

["He and several of the surviving warriors
organized the aid of their allies—one of the Caveshi tribes—and
their mage to attack the palace. Tirkaima entered the room of the
daughters I had then and slaughtered them. After threatening to
complete the destruction of my family in exchange for his, he
narrowly escaped with a few others. We rounded up those we could
capture and executed them. He was never seen nor heard from
again.]

["He is a bitter man without honor. What
rumors I have heard of this Tyrkam fit with what I know of
Tirkaima."]

["You think Tyrkam is this warrior?"] The
connection sounded farfetched to Phelan, and he wondered what
details the sovereign left out. What he knew of the Cohante, they
weren't aggressive people. Why would they have attacked a convoy?
Not only that, but it sounded as if the sovereign had led an attack
on women and children, innocent lives. What proud man would not
seek vengeance?

Farolkavin tightened the sash about his
waist. ["I suspect. What better way to destroy your enemy than by
conquering their strongest ally? He hates me enough to see me dead
at any cost. That is why I won't let Cavatar fall."]

Phelan nodded in solemn agreement. Now he
understood why Farolkavin hated the Caveshi so deeply, but the
stories Nori had told went back several years before this. It
couldn't have been the Sehe'an who had helped them. He refused to
accept that.

["My dispute with the Sehe'an doesn't
involve him. I see it on your face."]

Phelan followed the sovereign, who continued
to the open throne room. There the two men stood in chains amid an
escort of not less than a dozen guards. Farolkavin took his seat on
the ornate throne, while Phelan stayed near the archway at the side
of the room.

He heard little of the sovereign's words.
Instead, his mind worked on the story and what the truth might have
been. Farolkavin, like anyone, colored the truth in their favor,
particularly since he already had a grudge against the tribes of
the plains. Had he not spent time with the Caveshi, Phelan would be
inclined to take the sovereign's side, but his experience had shown
him the other side.

Now he understood why peace had proven so
difficult.

Nevertheless, he would continue his efforts.
Before he returned to Ayali, he would fulfill his promise.

____________________
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From the small hilltop near the lake, Ayali
watched the herd graze. The mares fattened on the lush grass, their
bellies wide with the coming of spring. In just two moon cycles,
they would begin foaling, a new crop of Alo's offspring. The time
to return to the main camp had come.

Unconcerned by the burden of the mares, Alo
grazed near her, one ear flicking toward her on occasion. He
watched her, in spite of the lazy attitude.

Since Draga had left with the Rivon, Alo had
stayed closer to her; unless she imagined the change in behavior.
Perhaps she was the one who stayed closer to him.

"What do you think?" Ayali wondered
aloud.

Alo's head shot up and he turned with his
ears forward, his gaze fixed on something beyond her.

Ayali turned to see what had attracted his
attention.

A group of young men approached, braided
leather bridles hanging over their shoulders. They were the ones
chosen to carry the message to their neighbors.

At the meeting the night before, she had
listened to her grandmother describe the horrible nekrethe, among
other of the vile creations of the mythical Darklord. The
abominations were a part of him, a part of the Chaos, and sought
only to destroy life and bring fear.

Without arguing, the elders had agreed to
send riders to inform their neighboring bands, hopefully before
they left for Naprate and the spring market. The other tribes would
be responsible for sending messengers to those beyond. It would
take time for the warning to spread, but with speed, most of them
would know of the awakened monsters from the legends.

Ayali couldn't fathom how they would fight
such foes. From what her grandmother had said, the teachings of the
Lumathir warned of mortal creatures just as dangerous. The
Rivon would be nothing compared to what would come. The elders had
agreed that they needed an alliance with the Rivon, but they could
do nothing except call for a spring meeting of the tribal leaders.
The Sehe'an couldn't act alone in such matters.

The men quieted when they saw her. Nodin
walked with them. When had he decided to go?

"You're not going alone, are you?" They
would be riding separately. The thought of something happening to
him knotted her stomach.

He broke from the group to join her as Alo
stepped closer to sniff his hands. "We'll ride in pairs...I think I
should worry about you more, sister."

"I'm fine."

"Are you?" Nodin searched her eyes, until
she had to look away from him searching her soul. "You promise to
stay here?"

"Yes." Exasperation carried her voice, but
in her heart she worried about her brother.

"Can I trust you to that?"

She bit her tongue on a retort, realizing
what he meant. Shame warmed her cheeks, along with anger.

"You lost him because you couldn't speak the
truth. I would hope not to lose you, especially while I'm
gone."

His eyes searched her face, but she couldn't
meet them. The truth hurt and she couldn't bear him to see it.
Instead, she reached up and embraced him.

Nodin hugged her tight. They had always been
close. If she lost him, her heart would sink into despair after the
loss also of Draga. "Ride fast. Come back to us."

"I will do my duty. You must to." He let go
and she looked up, the shame melting away. "No matter what, I want
you to promise no more lies, Ayali."

She nodded. Only the truth would free her of
the burden she bore; she had learned that much from her
mistakes.

"For me?"

"Yes. For my little brother."

Nodin chuckled and gave her another quick
hug before leaving. A few steps away, he turned back. "I'll be
brave, like Draga, if those dragons come again!"

She shook her head, realizing he joked but
aching inside at the mention of the man she longed for. "You'll be
the last if you drag your feet." In spite of her teasing, she
couldn't lift the cloud from her heart. She wished not to think of
harm coming to her brother, but in light of recent events, it could
happen. Dragons, Horash, demons. The dangers in their world had
multiplied. Her sense of security faded with each new attack.

* * *

After a hasty departure of her brother and
the others, Ayali busied herself helping her mother to gather the
plants for her medicines. She had learned the language of the
Creators. She knew how to see the colors of magic, even if she
failed at using them. She understood the responsibilities of a
priestess.

As the daughter of Nori, she was also
expected to learn the healing arts, treating wounds and illness.
Nori had learned that from her grandfather, not her mother. It
involved no magic, but an understanding of the human body and the
effects of different herbs and plants.

Whether because of Ayali's lack of magic or
a need to prove herself, she matched her mother as a healer.
Draga's broken wrist had been the only area in which she had been
lacking knowledge. Broken bones made her uncomfortable.

But herbs and plants she understood. Even
the algae and plants growing in the lakes had their purposes. Ayali
enjoyed the cool of the water when she swam out for the few plants
in the depths where the fish liked to hide.

Her mother had asked that of her after they
watched Nodin leave.

Ayali now stood in the shallow waters,
picking the plants swaying with the currents and tickling her
ankles.

A heavy splash told her someone approached.
Several more followed, along with heavy breathing and a tickle on
her bare arm that she recognized as whiskers.

Smiling, she turned to Alo, who had waded
knee-deep into the lake behind her. "Come to help?"

He sniffed at the wet plants in the basket
hanging from her arm. At the movement of his muzzle, she pulled it
away from his reach.

"None of that. Mother needs them."

He acted disinterested and stepped up beside
her, barely missing her bare feet with his hooves in the murk he
stirred up. He gazed out over the lake at the shore on the far
side, his ears up but his head low, a look of mild curiosity but
not alertness.

Ayali put her free hand across his round
back and stared ahead. Without his acute senses, she could only
wonder what attracted his attention.

Somewhere in the shimmer of the sun on the
water, she saw more. Rather than a lake, she stood in the grass,
the prairie vast around her filled with horses like those from her
vision. She saw Draga mounted on a white stallion like Alo, or
maybe it was Alo; she couldn't tell. He did more than ride but said
words she couldn't understand, his eyes on her deep with worry.

Ayali frowned. She had expected memories of
her vision long ago, but others materialized of the Ferdrai,
women, and men. She turned her head and saw what worried the Draga
in this vision. Her heart jumped into her throat.

Wolfmen, just as her grandmother had
described but more hideous than she imagined, growled and snarled.
Straps crossed their broad, blue-black pelted chests, their eyes
vicious with bloodlust. They looked like men but with wolflike
faces and legs on which they stood erect. Wolf ears rose from the
black hair on their heads. This wasn't her imagination.

Another vision?

Ayali stared at the scene playing out. Not
only did Draga lead the Lumathir astride the Ferdrai,
but men of the north joined them to swell to numbers beyond her
ability to count. A large shadow passed by.

She looked up at the sky full of dragons of
all different colors. Large blue, green, and gold dragons battled
the smaller Red Clan.

Was it possible? Would this happen?

Ayali blinked, but couldn't escape the
vision. Magic brightened within her and around her. The scene
washed from her sight amid the brilliant Light.

She stood alone in the lake, her basket
drifting away. Reality snapped back to her, and she waded after the
plants she had already picked. A glance back showed Alo splashing
through the water to the shore, where he nickered to his mares and
galloped away.

"Thanks." Ayali grumbled as she reached the
basket. Had he shown her a vision of what would be or what
could be? Had it been Alo who brought the vision or had it
been her own connection to the Light showing her this
possibility?

Either way, it stressed the importance of
finding the Ferdrai herd. All those of fireblood would be
needed in this war her grandmother warned about.

How would they find the Ferdrai?

"Show me that much." She lifted the basket
from the waist-deep water and turned back to the shore. Alo had
vanished. She hated when he did that.

In the vision she had seen Draga and the
Ferdrai again. Would he return to them, to her?

Ayali sighed and returned to where she had
left off picking the water plants for her mother's medicines. One
day she might understand the white stallion.
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Several days after leaving the winter camp,
the Sehe'an met up with the Roshawe for the last few days journey
to Naprate

Kahai kept his distance from Ayali with good
reason. She had almost forgotten his part in Draga's leaving,
except for the pain and anger that flared again when she saw him.
Her fist to his jaw that day he had shown up with the Rivon had
been enough to warn him to stay away. Although he still looked at
her on occasion, he dared not come within arm's reach.

That evening, Fahan mentioned an attack in
which a scout was carried off by one of the dragons.

Shenal said what no one dared: "The Red Clan
feed their young."

Silence consumed the night. Only the crackle
of the fire broke the quiet.

"It is to be expected." Firelight shadowed
Dopata's face.

Ayali stared into the fire, resting her chin
on her knees, which she had pulled to her chest. A chill passed
through her at the thought and she wished Draga was there to hold
her.

Had she not lied to him, he might be.

Or, as she consoled her troubled heart, he
might have left anyway.

"Tell us more of the demon you
encountered."

Ayali looked up at Fahan's face. This was
the first that anyone had ventured to ask about the nekreth attack.
Nodin and the others had returned before they left the lake camp
but had said little about their encounters.

"Your messengers said a nekreth attacked
you. What can we do?"

"It cannot be killed. Only the Light can
hurt it and chase it away, yet it is that power for which it
hungers most. It will feed on life, but those of us who are
stronger because of the Light we inherited from the Majera are more
satisfying. They are a part of the Darklord, made to counter the
power of the m'athêrred rî Lûmea."

"How do we defeat them?" one of the others
asked.

Shenal shook her head. "We can't."

"Then we won't survive."

"I said 'We cannot.' I said nothing about
dying. It left us because of the combined attack of Light from Nori
and I. Likely it ran elsewhere for feeding, perhaps across the
sea."

Ayali listened like the others without
saying a word. Of all the Lumathir present, her grandmother
was the only one who had the formal training. The others had
learned from parents and grandparents through generations. Few ever
returned from Narethal once they left for formal training. Shenal
possessed the knowledge of the ancient stories from her studies,
from before she had returned to take her mother's place. Aside from
the elder Shanke, she was the only one who knew the legends
in full among the few bands with which they regularly
associated.

"Let us hope it doesn't return," Kahai
said.

The others mumbled their agreement and fell
silent once more.

At the return of conversation, they said
nothing more about the demon, nor of Draga. Ayali held no doubts
that Kahai had explained what he had done. She hoped his own people
chastised him for his betrayal because of his jealousy.

Ayali laid down that night to a restful
sleep. No one said anything of the events that led to Draga's
departure nor did Kahai dare to bother her, but Nodin had warned
him away and slept close.

* * *

Within a couple days, they reached Naprate.
The city once more sprang up on the hilltop surrounding the fallen
tower of the Ancients. The tribes settled into the available space.
Unlike the last market, Ayali found little cheer in the activities,
which seemed unusually subdued.

The morning after their arrival, Ayali
accompanied her mother and grandmother to the convocation. What
would the Shanke say about the nekreth, she wondered as they
made their way through the awakening city.

Nakai greeted them outside the large, dark
tent of the Lûmea Vanor, his eyes regarding them with
interest. The lines on his aged face deepened. "Where is
Dragaweho?"

"He returned to the Rivon." Nori glanced
aside to Ayali, drawing Nakai's gaze.

Ayali warmed from the attention and hurried
inside with her grandmother. The least thing she wished was to
explain what had happened, especially her deceit. She couldn't face
Nakai in her shame.

Inside the dark tent, Shenal took her place
with Nori in the circle half full with familiar faces. Ayali sat
behind them, quiet and observant. Whispers floated around the room
as Nakai took his place in the inner square with one of the other
four Shanke already seated.

"Where is your friend?"

Ayali turned aside to Sagaisola, one of her
friends from the Nochala Cohante. "He returned to his people." Or
at least she guessed that he would return to his people, allies of
the Rivon.

"Oh. I thought..."

Ayali shrugged away the rest of Sagai's
statement. At the moment, she couldn't bear to hear what she had
lost. "He remembered that he had other responsibilities."

"I see."

She forced a smile. "It's for the best."

"Is it?" Sagai turned away, leaving Ayali to
wonder if her friend knew as Nodin had.

She shook the thought away and focused on
meditating to find the Light. It resided in her as it did all those
in attendance. It surrounded her from the connection of those
around her.

Ayali found peace in that, erasing her human
desires with the warmth of the Light filling her. For a while, she
forgot about Draga and her faults and let the magic flow
freely.

When the magic flared, she caught her breath
and opened her eyes. The four Shanke sat in the center of
the gathering. A ball of light shone over everyone in the tent.

Pulled back to reality, Ayali listened to
and watched the normal proceedings. Her mind wandered from
discussions of what the different tribes had experienced over the
colder moon cycles, until Shenal spoke up about the nekreth attack,
spurring a debate about the coming of the Darklord. Some believed
she had a bad dream, but most took her side. The Shanke
added little to her knowledge of the demons and the foreboding
signs.

Until one of the priests from an eastern
tribe said something that flashed Ayali back to the last vision
with Alo. He described the wolfmen she had seen exactly as she saw
them.

"Pictures in the Ancient writings of
Narethal describe these beasts as the C'Lupuc."

Shenal nodded at Achopali's words. Perhaps
the time had come for Ayali to discuss her visions with her
grandmother.

"Three of the seven vilest creations have
reappeared in recent cycles. Then the Darklord will soon return, if
he has not already." Nakai's words generated whispers through the
gathering. "The Red Clan, the nekrethe, and the C'Lupuc. Others
will follow, those not disposed of by the last Great Mage or the
Ancients."

"What will we do?"

The question started a new debate about the
future of the world and the need for the m'athêrred rî Lûmea
to fulfill their destiny. Some argued that the warriors of their
tribes trained to fight, but the Shanke and elder
Vanor countered that these were creatures of magic. They
said the Lumathir were also warriors, but of a different
kind.

The discussion turned to the
Ferdrai.

"We need them, now more than ever," one of
the crowd stated. The priest stood and fixed his gaze on Nori and
Shenal. "Surely, the Sehe'an can tell us how to find them."

All voices silenced and all eyes turned to
them. No one had ever dared admit the truth about Alo's abilities
for fear of losing him.

"It's not that easy," Shenal said. "Alo was
found alone, an orphan. We know not where his herd has gone."

"We have his offspring," another said.

"But only the pureblood Ferdrai have
the full powers the Creators bestowed, and the knowledge."

The debate continued among the convocation.
Ayali listened attentively. It heated to points she recognized as
jealousy of the Sehe'an's claim to Alo.

"No one owns him!" Her mother's face was
livid. Nori stood, ending the flurry of arguments. "He chooses, not
us. He stays with us in his own interests. I don't know his mind,
nor do I pretend to; but I found him. I raised him."

"We understand." The quiet voice of Se'ante,
one of the four Shanke, cooled the fire of Nori's words. "We
have known for a long time the truth but until now said nothing. It
is our own fault that we have wasted this time when we could have
searched for the others."

Nori sat once more, the color of her cheeks
restored to their normal light brown.

"No one seeks to take him from you, but if
you know any way to communicate our needs, we ask that you do
so."

Nori shook her head. "I have tried. He
either understands nothing or I'm not asking the right way."

"Or he has his own purposes for denying your
request." Shenal glanced over her shoulder at Ayali. What did she
have to do with this? "The Ferdrai are gifted in many ways.
Alo is intelligent enough to decide for himself what path is right.
Perhaps when he feels we are worthy, he will choose to help
us."

"We may fall to these monsters before that
happens."

"We cannot force the Ferdrai to
accept us." Nakai's voice quieted the arguments. "We must do what
we can without them."

Like cool water in a boiling pot, his voice
calmed the rising anxiety. His words excused the conversation from
Alo and his kind, turning instead to lessons on countering the
magic of the Darklord's creations.

By the time the convocation ended for the
night, the city outside had quieted to its usual evening buzz.
Ayali followed her mother and grandmother back to their camp. The
three of them said very little. Ayali guessed they wished not to
say anything aloud that might alarm the people. Each of the tribal
leaders would take that responsibility and in the end seek the
advice of the Lumathir.

At their family's belongings, Nodin and
Taima sat talking about the rumors circulating.

Nori sat down next to Taima. "You
heard?"

"First your demon, now some wolfmen from the
east."

Ayali recognized the tight lines of worry on
her father's face as he pulled her mother close. She sat down away
from her parents, wondering if Draga knew of this new danger and
hoping he was safe. Nodin glanced back at her in question. She
flashed a smile and dropped her eyes.

"Rumors say only a couple were spotted and
vanished. Perhaps they were sun spots," Nodin said.

"As the nekreth?" Shenal returned to her
work throwing together a quick meal.

"Oh." Nodin dropped his eyes and his
argument.

The depressing air hanging over her family
and the camp pressed on Ayali. The memory of her vision returned of
the Ferdrai, their only hope, along with the men of the
north. But was it a vision or her desires that Draga would return
to her? Hopefully her grandmother could tell her.

"Let me help you, Mashea'we." Ayali
rose to her feet and jogged to catch up to her grandmother heading
toward the Cai'ishna River.

"Thank you."

Ayali took the waterskins from Shenal's
shoulders. "Nodin should have had this done already."

"Yes, but I couldn't wait for him to realize
we had no water. We would go thirsty the rest of the night." Shenal
turned and winked at her.

Ayali smiled at the small joke. Her brother
had little sense of what work meant. Instead, he preferred to
cavort with his friends and practice the skills of a warrior. And
during market, he ignored everything he should be doing to impress
the women. He had used Draga's reputation at the last market. She
had to wonder how he fared this time.

"He is young, as are you." When her
grandmother looked at her, Ayali saw the love that had always been
there. "You may burden yourself with the water, but let not your
feelings do the same."

Ayali nodded, considering how to ask about
the visions. That subject had been the only burden she bore since
the convocation.

"I think..." Ayali hesitated. How could she
say it? "I'm sure Alo knows what we need...and I'm certain he'll
help us find the others."

Shenal looked aside at her, a look in her
eyes that said she waited for more.

"I had a vision, Mashea'we; a vision
of an army of wolfmen, but the Ferdrai bore us alongside men
of the north."

A gentle smile played on her grandmother's
lips as they reached the shores of the shallow river. "When did
this happen?"

"At the lake camp. Alo came to me in the
lake, but he left when it faded."

"I see." Shenal took one of the skins from
Ayali's shoulders and knelt down. "Then he knows what must be
done."

"Why does he wait?" Ayali knelt with the
second waterskin and untied and dipped it in the current of cool,
clear water. Air gurgled out as the water rushed in.

"I cannot say. He has his reasons."

"I also saw...Draga."

At that, her grandmother met her eyes,
studying her.

Ayali saw her own doubts reflected in those
blue eyes. "He rode with us."

"Did he? This sounds more like a dream than
a true vision."

"But this was before we knew of the C'Lupuc.
I saw them."

"Perhaps. Be wary of such visions, Ayali.
You cannot depend on them for comfort."

Ayali nodded and tied off the waterskin. She
had expected such words from her grandmother, but hearing them
proved more difficult than she anticipated. Nevertheless, the
vision gave her hope.

They lifted the bulging skins from the
trickling river and started back to the family.

"Only time will show us whether this vision
is true or not."

____________________
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The market ended in a few days. Less trading
took place because it was more of an emergency meeting than a
market, and the daily convocations of the Lumathir were no
less hotly debated. No one wished to face the new threat from the
east alone, and everyone desired finding the Ferdrai.
Answers were few, and they ended by only sharing information.

The tribes that traveled between different
territories also sought to return to their homelands and settle
down. The thought of the home camp quickened their pace. The
Sehe'an reached their location—marked by the hardpacked circles of
dirt surrounding the thick, stripped trunks of the center poles of
the family tents surrounded by a outlines of thinner poles—within
sixteen days.

Alo chased the loose horses to their
favorite grazing near the river, his steps springy and playful like
a young colt. When he came to a stop with his head and tail high
and let out a loud snort, Ayali chuckled.

"This is his home." Next to her, Nori
smiled. "He knows it. Nothing the others say can change that."

Ayali followed her mother, who led her
buckskin mare across the prairie with the others. Her grandmother
led another horse with several children. Travois attached to horses
were used to bear the elderly, infirmed, and children who couldn't
walk or ride. For the large meetings every five summers, no one
stayed behind.

They arrived at the location of their family
tent amid. Not only did they know the familiar location amid the
others, but they saw horsehair braid decorated with the silver and
blue beads of their heritage tied near the top of the thick pole.
From it hung feathers and leather straps decorated with figures
carved in bone. A similar charm marked the center pole at their
camp location in Mitanoda.

Laughter and cheer filled the air as
families unpacked and turned the horses loose. Ayali helped unroll
the fabric with her mother and father and brother, while her
grandmother prepared the evening meal. Other families worked at the
same tasks.

By the setting sun, they finished securing
the embroidered cover to the poles and sat down to eat. Half a day
back and they could sleep protected from the elements. By the chill
in the air and the starless sky, they would need it.

That night, Ayali slept better than she had
in a long while. She was home.

* * *

The next few days saw a blur of activity.
Families set up their tents as they had been. Hunting parties went
out to find the herds. The women and children worked their gardens.
Scouts rode out each day to survey their lands. In all their time,
no dragons attacked. Security returned with the familiar routines
and lack of threats.

By the fifth day, Ayali took Alo out for
their turn to ride the fringes of their territory. The wind rose by
midday with clouds piling high in the northwest. The first
thunderstorm of their return would arrive later. She would be sure
to return before then.

For the first time in cycles, she saw it.
The moving cross of the dragon's form emerged from the clouds but
disappeared among them within seconds. She waited but saw nothing
more. Either she had imagined it, or the dragon hadn't seen her.
Perhaps the reason they had seen no more of the Red Clan was due to
the protection of the true dragons.

The sighting occupied her thoughts
throughout the rest of their ride. They returned to the camp as
thunder rumbled in the distance. The clouds loomed dark over them,
creeping ever closer.

Ayali rode into the camp ready for a full
meal and a chance to rest. She halted at the sight of two strange
horses outside their family tent. The patterns on the blankets
beneath the saddles bore a striking familiarity that wrenched her
stomach.

Not again.

She slid off Alo, her anger rising with each
step closer to their family tent. At the open flap, she hesitated
but couldn't see into the darker interior, until she ducked inside,
certain of who had come to visit.

"Welcome home." Something in her brother's
voice put her on edge before her eyes made out the two figures
seated with her mother near the center.

Moraia and Kahai looked up at her.

Before she could turn, firm hands settled on
her shoulders and steered her towards her mother. She sat down
beside her mother and her father stepped aside.

"You will listen."

She grimaced at the authority in her
father's voice and joined her mother facing their guests. Had they
all conspired to make her day miserable?

"We haven't come to cause further
irritation," Moraia said, her eyes on Kahai next to her.

He looked forward but wouldn't meet Ayali's
glare. Good for him. He should be ashamed. Her emotions couldn't
yet let go of the grief he had brought through his actions.

"My brother has come to end the
dispute."

All eyes turned to Kahai, who sat up
straighter with a hint of pride. For a moment, Ayali thought he
would say nothing. She saw how this action grated on him. If he
wasn't sincere, why should she forgive him? He was no more ready to
ask for it than she was ready to give it.

"When I sought the Rivon, I did so to save
everyone trouble later. It wasn't my intention to hurt you, Ayali.
I did nothing until I learned that you had no relationship with
Dragaweho. I'm sorry that my actions offended you."

Her anger simmered hotter. That was an
apology? She heard nothing in his words or his voice to reflect
that he was truly sorry for what he had done. He had taken away the
one man who meant something to her.

All eyes turned to her, but not even her
father's stern gaze could smother the fire burning inside her.

"Your actions were directed by your
jealousy, otherwise you would have told your family where you went
instead of making them believe you might be injured or dead." She
shook her head, her eyes narrowed, and had the satisfaction of
seeing him flinch. "You might not have wanted to offend me, but you
intended to take him away from me. I can't forgive you for
this!"

No one said a word. She was a woman with the
right to choose for herself, and they respected that. Even her
father, who had disapproved of Draga from the start, respected her
feelings and her decision in this matter by saying nothing.

"Then Kahai will stay until he has earned
your forgiveness, Ayali." Moraia's voice reflected the exasperation
Ayali expected of someone dealing with a brother like Kahai.

"You're welcome here," Nori said.

She had expected Mahage, the penance
offering but didn't want it. Ayali balled her fingers into tight
fists to relieve the pressure building inside her. From the hint of
a smile on Kahai's face, this was exactly what he had wanted. He
could think this gave him an opportunity to spend time close to
her, but she wouldn't make it easy.

If he wanted to earn her forgiveness, then
so be it.

* * *

The next day, Moraia left, accompanied by
the two warriors who had come with them. Kahai stayed behind, his
sleeping mat in the family tent across from Ayali's. Having him
stay so close grated on her patience. She couldn't tolerate seeing
him, much less sharing the same tent with him.

But it allowed her to find him without
trouble to assign him tasks. He never complained at the most
tedious, nor did he look her in the eye; to be expected of someone
going through the Mahage. Once forgiveness was granted, if
she found it in herself, he would have permission to meet her eyes
again. Until then such an act signaled defiance and insincerity.
But the master of the Mahage couldn't demand unreasonable
sacrifices or actions either.

Nevertheless, she gave him a list of chores
she expected him to complete. Kahai obeyed without question. Her
parents acted as moderators but nothing she asked of him caused
them to interfere.

The next few days, she watched him go about
his chores without objection. In his free time, he sat on the
river's bank or outside the family tent and practiced his magic.
She tried to ignore him, but her grandmother encouraged her to
learn. As with her other lessons, Ayali had difficulty using the
magic. Seeing Kahai's power in action served only to remind her of
how far she fell behind.

She hated all he stood for.

____________________
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By the seventh day, Ayali could at least
tolerate Kahai's presence without a rise in anger. That day she saw
little of him since she rode out alone on Alo to serve her duty
scouting their territory.

At the western edge of their territory, she
spied a lone rider in the distance and sat back to stop Alo.

The stallion stared at the figure, his head
held high and his ears pricked. The Roshawe lived in the west. Had
Moraia returned or sent someone else to take Kahai back?

She could only hope.

Curious, Ayali touched her heels to Alo. He
needed little encouragement and picked up a canter.

The rider vanished and reappeared a couple
times as they descended and crested the rolling hills. When they
drew closer, Ayali made out the strange green robes of the rider
covering a flaming red chestnut horse. Was it a dress or something
else? Whatever the rider wore, it covered all of them. If it was a
dress, then the rider would be a woman.

Alo's ground-covering strides brought them
to the last hilltop from the one the rider descended. There he
stopped and watched, his nostrils flared and eyes fixed on the
approaching rider. From the short distance, Ayali recognized the
features of a woman. She wore her hair pulled back in a single
braid that bounced against her back with her horse's trot.

The woman stopped a stride away from them,
her horse covered in sweat. In her black hair, she wore the blue
and silver beads of the Lumathir.

"I must speak to Nori." The woman's blue
eyes fixed on Alo for a moment with a smile, before she looked up
again at Ayali. The expression melted into surprise.

"Who are you?" Ayali asked.

"Her sister."

Ayali blinked. Her breath froze for a
moment. Mavahe hadn't visited since Ayali was a small child. Ayali
couldn't remember what her aunt looked like. What would her aunt be
doing all the way here? Why had she left Narethal?

"You found no other Ferdrai but
Alo?"

Ayali shook her head, still too stunned to
speak.

"He knows how to find them."

"He does?" She stroked the white neck, but
Alo made no move, as if he understood nothing of what they
said.

"I'll explain later." Before Ayali thought
to head home, Mavahe rode past them with Alo following without any
guidance. For a change, he made no move toward the other horse.
Rather, he showed a particular interest, the same interest he took
with his mares.

"Why are you here?" Ayali rode next to her
aunt, studying her features. She and her mother looked nothing
alike. Mavahe more closely resembled Shenal than Nori.

"I'll tell everyone. How are you? Last time
I was home, you stood only waist high."

Ayali told her about the incidents with the
dragons and Draga and the nekreth. The story took most of the
journey back to camp while walking the horses. The colored tents
rose in the distance like a rainbow garden of flowers by the time
she finished.

"She knew how to fight it?"

"Should she not have?"

"I'm...surprised. We knew of its weakness
from our teachings, but no one had dared call on the power until—"
Mavahe shook her head. "It's not important. Nasi is doing
well."

Ayali blinked at the abrupt change of topic.
She had seen nothing of her sister since Mavahe's last visit, when
her aunt took her sister back to Narethal with her. She hardly knew
her as a sister. "Why did she not come?"

"She is busy but will visit soon." A smile
crossed Mavahe's face.

"Tell me about Narethal." Ayali listened to
her aunt's stories of the training and studies she had undergone
all but the first few summers of her life. The tales carried them
into the camp, where people paused in their chores to stare.

At their family tent, Shenal stood over a
small pot over the fire pit. She stepped back, her eyes wide with
shock.

Mavahe slid off the chestnut mare and
adjusted her green robes. Shenal regained her senses, a broad smile
spreading across her face.

"Nori!" Shenal called.

From Alo's back, Ayali watched. Her mother
emerged from inside the tent and looked out. Surprise alighted, a
second later blinked away to radiant joy and she rushed to embrace
her sister. Ayali smiled and slid off Alo.

"What are you doing here? Did something
happen?"

Mavahe waved Nori's questions away. "Later.
I have news that cannot wait. Ayali." She looked back and motioned
her forward. "Join us inside. As Alo's rider, you should know
too."

Ayali followed them into the tent, where
Kahai opened his eyes from his meditations.

"You have a guest?"

"Kahai is here from the Roshawe serving
Mahage to Ayali." Shenal looked back at Ayali with a lift of
her brow.

"I see. And he is also Lumathir."

Kahai bowed his head in a brief nod, the
beaded strands in his loose hair clicking together.

"Join us. The news I have concerns all
tribes." Mavahe took a seat on the ground near Kahai and waited for
the others to settle down in a circle near them. "I rode hard from
Narethal to bring good and bad news."

Ayali waited for the others to take their
places. As the last to take a place, she ended up next to Kahai.
Several days ago, the idea would have repulsed her. Now it caused
her only a minor annoyance.

"The time has come. We of the council were
blessed by a visit from the Creator, Tahronen." Mavahe's face lit
up with the news. "She came to warn us that the Darklord is free,
but to tell us the white dragon has been reborn in human form. The
greatest fight of this world is here."

Shenal nodded. "That we have seen. The Red
Clan came. More recently the nekreth. We have heard stories of the
C'Lupuc. If the white dragon has returned, we have hope. Indeed,
this is good and bad news you bring us."

"There is more. I spoke with the Creator
alone, Mashea. She said Alo knows how to find the others,
the Ferdrai." Mavahe's eyes flicked from Nori to Ayali and
back.

"Did she say how to ask?"

Ayali caught her mother's questioning glance
and shrugged. She had less idea than her mother.

Nori turned back to Mavahe.

"She only said he would know how to find
them if you ask."

"I've tried." Nori shook her head, her lips
pursed. Silence surrounded them for a long while before she spoke
again.

"We discussed this at the spring
convocation. He has chosen not to help us."

"You must try again. She said it is the only
way to find them."

Nori shook her head. "I asked in many ways,
but he chooses not to answer."

"Then I know not what to do."

After a pause, the conversation diverged
into a lengthy discussion about Mavahe's miraculous visit with the
Creator. Afterwards they ended the meeting with a prayer for
further guidance. The three elder priestesses broke off to complete
the evening chores, leaving Ayali and Kahai to their own.

Ayali laid down on her sleeping mat, feeling
that the answer lay within her grasp. Why wouldn't Alo help them?
He had served her mother all his life, and served her since her
mother quit riding him when she was pregnant with Nodin. Soon
after, he had taken an interest in her, Ayali, and accepted her as
his rider.

She frowned as the picture grew clearer. Was
that it? Was it her? It couldn't be so simple.

She had to know.

In the quiet of the evening, Ayali stood up
and headed for the open flap of the tent.

"How may I serve you?"

She halted in the middle of ducking her head
and turned to Kahai. "Stay here."

"Where are you going?" He jumped to his
feet, ready—no doubt—to accompany here.

"I'll be back soon. I just want to check on
something...alone."

His jaw muscles flexed with the clenching of
his teeth, but he sat down again, a look of bitter defeat on his
face.

At least he obeyed.

Ayali slipped out the dim tent into the long
shadows of sunset. Her family sat around the fire outside talking
with Mavahe, but no one said anything or seemed to notice her
leaving.

Reaching out through her connection to the
Light, she found Alo's familiar presence closer than she had
expected. Ayali followed the flow of power to where he grazed near
the edge of the camp with the mares. The first new foal of the
season spread out on its side in the grass nearby. Its mother stood
over it with her head low and one hind leg cocked in a resting
position.

Half Ferdrai wouldn't suffice, the
others had said. They had to find the pure blood herd for an
alliance against the darkness.

At her approach, Alo lifted his head and
nickered. He met her part way and sniffed her hands.

"Sorry; nothing. I came only to ask you a
question."

He held his head by her chest while she
stroked his face. One ear flicked back toward the herd while the
other stayed forward, listening to her.

"We need the others, Alo. Mavahe said
Tahronen told her you knew. Can you—" She paused, feeling strange
about asking him as if he understood. It wouldn't surprise her if
he did, but she had her doubts. "Can you help us find them, the
others like you, the ones we call Ferdrai?"

Both ears pointed forward at her for a
moment, before he lifted his head high to watch something. In that
moment, his presence in the magic flared, although his appearance
never changed. The next second, he whirled from her with a snort
and trotted a few steps away before settling down to graze.

Ayali sighed. "I thought so. Keep your
secrets, old man." She shook her head and headed back to the
tent.

Outside, Kahai sat with her family. He
looked up as her mother did with a knowing smile. Without a word,
Ayali sat down and listened to the conversation. She could do
nothing else, but at least she had tried to talk to Alo.

* * *

The next morning came on the heels of a
thunderstorm that left puddles throughout the camp. Ayali awoke to
see Kahai walking away from her to his side of the tent. A plate of
food sat on the ground beside her. She sat up and ate quickly,
ready to begin a new day.

As usual, she gave Kahai some of her chores.
He performed the tasks without complaint and she worked elsewhere,
away from him, realizing that her repulsion had faded. At least she
could tolerate him, or perhaps that came because he didn't try so
hard to impress her.

After the evening meal, Ayali wandered out
to the horses. How would Alo react if she asked again? Her
grandmother always said asking was free, but answers came with a
price.

The herd grazed on the opposite side of the
river. The new filly romped around her dam, whose tail flicked
idly. Several gray mares, some of Alo's first offspring since his
taking over the herd, grazed among the rest, their bellies bulging
with the impending births. Amid all the horses, Ayali saw no sign
of the white stallion. He couldn't have wandered far; he never left
his mares except to come to her family.

She reached out through the magic for his
presence, the unique point of Light she knew so well that she could
find him without effort.

She couldn't find him.

"Alo." She muttered the name. Fear crept up
inside her. Had the Rivon sneaked into camp during the night and
snatched him? Alo would never have gone quietly. "Where are
you?"

Ayali shaded her eyes and scanned the hills
around them for a sign of the white mane and tail and reached out
further through the flow of magic surrounding them. Somewhere amid
the gentle Light generated by the life of the prairie, she felt his
presence.

But he was too far to reach on foot. Why had
he left? He never left his mares, especially this time of year.

Had he left them to return to the
others?

Ayali's mouth went dry at the thought. She
had to find him, to bring him home. They needed him. Now wasn't the
time for him to run away.

If she hoped to catch up to him, she had to
leave immediately, perhaps even travel overnight. Only one horse
could hope to catch him.

She would have to take I'ane. Ayali hurried
back through the camp. If she would be traveling at night, she
would need supplies. Hopefully a couple days of food would be all
she needed.

Outside the family tent, her brother and
father sat outside with Kahai. They looked up when she reached the
tent. She hesitated when she saw them, uncertain what to say.

She couldn't lie, despite the feeling that
Alo's disappearance had something to do with her question to him
about the Ferdrai.

Her father frowned. "Something's wrong."

Ayali grimaced but nodded. Her father stood,
his eyes on her in question.

She hated that look. "Alo's gone."

"What?" Nodin jumped to his feet,
alarmed.

"I can feel him, but I need I'ane to catch
up."

"Take him." Taima motioned to the gelding
standing tied by the tent in case her father needed him in the
night. Every warrior had at least two good horses, one always
available in the day and one close at hand for nighttime
emergencies.

Before she could make a move, her father
grabbed his saddle.

"I won't need it."

Taima paused and set the saddle down. She
would travel faster without the extra weight, and she was used to
riding without it.

"I will."

They all turned to Kahai, who joined
them.

"Stay here. I can travel faster alone." And
that wasn't a lie.

"It's my duty."

"Not this time." Before he could object,
Ayali ducked into the tent, where her mother sat in meditation.

"I heard," Nori said, her eyes open.

Ayali rushed past her to their baskets of
food supplies. She grabbed a satchel and knelt down to toss in
fruit and meat. "Then I won't have to explain it again."

"No. But I would like to know why he
left."

"I'm not sure. I—" Ayali hesitated. Alo was
her mother's horse. How would Nori feel if her daughter had been
the reason he left? Ayali couldn't lie about it, though. "I asked
him if he would help find the others, but that was last night."

Her mother's lips curved up into a gentle
smile. "Don't underestimate him, Ayali. He's waiting for you, or he
would be beyond our limits of magic by now."

Yes, he would be. She had no reason to
panic.

Ayali relaxed and stuffed extra food into
the satchel. She tied it shut and grabbed a waterskin, slipping
both over her shoulder to hang at her hip.

When Ayali was ready to leave, her mother
stood in her way. "Come back soon."

"I will." Ayali embraced her mother,
relieved that she didn't blame her for Alo's disappearance. "I'll
bring him back." Whatever the cost. It would be her service to the
tribe.

"If that is his will."

They parted and Ayali stepped out into the
evening. The sun lingered as a sliver on the horizon.

Her father handed her I'ane's lead and
offered her a hand up. With the supplies weighing her down, she
couldn't swing up as she usually did. A saddle would have helped,
but she preferred riding without.

"I should ride with you."

Ayali looked down at Kahai's brooding
expression while gathering the leadline in her hand. "This is my
journey. Alo is waiting for me. I must do this alone."

"Be careful," Nodin said.

Ayali smiled and passed a last look over her
family before turning the gray gelding to follow the trail of Alo's
presence in the magic.

____________________
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The commotion on the docks buzzed around him
with the steady thunk of wood planks and whistles and the general
cacophony of men loading supplies on the large Rivon battleships.
Phelan stood amid the turmoil, wishing he could hurry the
preparations so he could return to Ayali that much sooner.

He had observed the peasant weddings of
Naiyel and Kiman and their dismissal from the palace. Watching them
had pained his heart, making him long for Ayali. That time would
come soon, but not soon enough. Already he had been gone for more
than three moon cycles. When the fleet set sail, he would also
depart, but south towards the Caveshi territory.

["Lord Isolder, we are short ten crates of
torlis root."]

Phelan shook away his anxieties and focused
on the situation. The least he could do to aid in the hastening of
preparations was to assist with them. Although he couldn't write
Rivon, he could at least relay the numbers to the scribes on the
shore supervising the loading of more than a hundred ships.

His heavy steps clunked on the wooden dock,
but they blended with those of all the men around him. He wove his
way through the melee to where Kansar stood over the seated scribe,
his lips moving with words Phelan couldn't hear over the noise.

The dark eyes of the sovereign's second son
fixed on him. He had a harder look to him than Narkov. Phelan saw
more of Kassar Farolkavin in Kansar than in his older brother, but
given that, he hoped Narkov inherited the role of sovereign as was
his place. Perhaps with his sense of justice, peace might come to
Rivonia.

Phelan reached the scribe amid the flurry of
activity, which had started five days ago. The last of the fleet
would be ready in another day.

["They're short ten crates of torlis root,"]
he said.

The scribe made a note in his logbook.

["It's not essential. They can spare the
room for men. The voyage is ten days at most, four with best wind
and currents.] Kansar grabbed a free man and passed on the message
to spread the remaining supplies among the last group of ships
berthed. He gave orders to the scribe to order the same with other
items, unless something essential fell short of half a moon cycle's
supply.

The second son ran a tight shift, Phelan
observed. Kansar also had the most experience at sea.

They had sent word to Candro on one of the
last merchant vessels leaving Chavali. Since those had left some
eleven or twelve days ago, they should have reached the port city.
General Gheorwen would know to expect the Rivon fleet soon.

Phelan excused himself and returned to his
post, where he assisted with some of the loading, if for no other
reason than to keep himself distracted.

By dinner time, he worked out some of the
stress building over the last few days and joined his hosts at the
table. Between his concerns for Cavatar and his desire to return to
Ayali, he had grown tense. The physical labor had relieved some of
that, but it had also made his muscles ache.

From the lines of Farolkavin's face wearing
deeper than Phelan had ever seen them, something bothered his host
also. Perhaps he had caused the sovereign's tension, by saying he
would return to the Caveshi. The sovereign knew that day would be
soon. Not even the gentle music played by a trio in the corner
could soften the hard lines of worry.

Farolkavin said little to him during the
meal, and nothing about the Caveshi. Rather, talk among the guests
hinted of some new threat. Phelan listened, but none of them were
inclined to discuss much detail.

Not until afterwards, after the sovereign
excused himself from his guests did Phelan dare to inquire. He
followed Farolkavin out to the courtyard behind the palace. Beneath
scattered clouds obscuring the stars, Farolkavin stopped at the
rail at the top of the wall overlooking the sea.

A few steps behind the man, Phelan stopped.
For several long minutes, he debated saying something, but knew not
what.

["You risk your life by leaving us."]

Phelan blinked. Was Farolkavin talking to
him?

["Come. Join me, Lord Isolder. I hoped to
speak to you alone."] He turned to Phelan, a grim frown on his
face. ["You looked like you wished to talk all evening."]

Phelan stepped to the wall. The waves
crashed far below with the high tide. ["I will leave soon."]

["Yes. I anticipate that. Narkov will
accompany you."]

["An escort?"]

["I wouldn't have you travel alone. Until
you reach your destination, I'm still your host. That service I
will fulfill, as I pledged my allegiance upon your fourteenth
birthday. I wouldn't have something attack you while that oath
lingers."] The conviction in his voice hardened. ["And Narkov knows
my wishes. He'll speak for me."] Farolkavin clasped his hands
behind his back and gazed out to sea, standing silent for several
seconds.

Phelan watched him, expecting more. In his
time as a guest, he had come to learn some things about Farolkavin
and many of the household members. One thing he knew was that
Faolkavin was a man of honor and passion for his beliefs.

["These are evil times. I received a message
from the east. A new enemy has emerged, one all men will fear. They
have overrun our cities and taken our ships. I fear they will reach
Candro long before us. Kansar knows he may find it in ruins."]

Phelan stiffened. ["A new enemy?"]

["Evil creatures, neither man nor wolf but
both. That's how they were described. They're reported to kill all
with no regard to age or tribe. Women, children, the infirmed,
elders—all are slaughtered without remorse."]

His heart froze. Ayali! He had to
reach her. The thought of her under attack stabbed his heart.
Phelan leaned over the cold stone, gazing out over the sea but
seeing instead images of bloody bodies.

["I wished not to alarm anyone, but they're
headed this way. It seems their only desire is to extinguish our
kind from this land."] The rustle of the sovereign's robes drew
Phelan's eyes to him.

Dark Rivon eyes bored into his with a
pleading expression. ["I cannot afford to fight the Caveshi. I am a
proud man, Lord Isolder, but not a foolish one. All my life I
fought to bring prosperity to my people and will continue to do
so…but I'm not above forging new alliances."]

Phelan straightened. Was the sovereign
saying what he hoped he was saying? Had Farolkavin finally seen
reason?

["This new threat has made me aware that we
cannot fight alone. I ask that you mediate an alliance between the
leaders of the plains tribes and Narkov, as my representative.
We—men—cannot afford to lose this fight."]

A smile spread across Phelan's face, despite
the dismal news. This was a start. Farolkavin had his own reasons,
but it might finally end the conflict by working together against a
common enemy. Whether such an alliance would last after the threat
was gone would be another matter.

For a while, peace had a chance.

["I would be honored to assist."] Enthusiasm
spilled from Phelan's heart and into his voice. He could return to
Ayali with his promise fulfilled. ["We'll leave at first
light."]

["So soon?"] A hint of mild curiosity lifted
the sovereign's heavy brows. ["Have I not been a good host that you
seek to return with such haste?"]

["No. No, my lord. You have been most
generous. But I—"] Phelan swallowed, uncertain how Farolkavin might
take the truth. ["I left someone I cared for. She shared my
feelings."]

["But you returned with Narkov."]

["To spare them his wrath. He threatened
their safety."]

["Yes. When the young priest informed us
that you lived, we assumed you were a prisoner. Now, I see why your
heart lies with them."] Farolkavin wagged his finger. ["Many cycles
have passed, young lord. She may already have a husband. If
you go, my daughters won't be held waiting for you to return."]

["I understand."]

Farolkavin frowned.

A wry grin crept up Phelan's face. He knew
Ayali's history. Nori had said as much—he was the first man she
hadn't turned away. ["Somehow, I think she'll be waiting."] She
must be. He couldn't bear to consider the alternatives.

Farolkavin eyed him with doubt, but in the
end grunted and turned back to the sea. ["Believe what you will.
Once you're with them, my oath to protect you ends."]

["Worry no more for me."] Phelan smiled with
mixed feelings, although the thought of seeing Ayali soon surpassed
the dread of facing a new enemy or even the dragons. With her was
where he belonged.

* * *

The next morning, Phelan stopped at the
first hill outside Chavali's walls and looked back. He left his
duties as the heir of Cavatar's rule behind, something he would
never have imagined a year before. All his life, he had been
groomed for that role. Now, he walked away from it, although not
completely. He still felt the weight of responsibility.

["You regret your decision already?"]

He turned to Narkov, who reined his horse
next to him. ["No. I regret that I'll not be leading the ships to
Candro. But I've left something undone here that calls to me much
stronger."]

Narkov gave him a nod with a hint of a smile
and turned his horse away. Phelan followed, his thoughts of Cavatar
dropping away with each moment.

With so few of them—him, Narkov, and a small
entourage—they rode hard with the hopes of avoiding danger. What
should have taken seven days at a reasonable pace took only
four.

Upon passing the area where the dragon had
attacked, Phelan saw it all happen, even in the twilight. He
remembered the attack and his fall. He remembered blacking out,
then waking with Ayali and Nori taking care of him.

["It started here."]

Phelan turned to Narkov, who stopped amid
the bones of horses now rotted away and cleaned by scavengers. The
prince scanned the scene with a grim look.

["She lied to me when we returned."]

Phelan nodded. Narkov had told him what
happened. Although he knew not why Ayali had lied to keep Narkov
from taking him back sooner, in some ways he was glad. The extra
time he had spent learning about the Caveshi's simple ways had
helped him to understand them. It had put him in a place where he
could help to resolve the conflict with the Rivon.

He hoped Ayali had learned her lesson by his
leaving.

____________________
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Ayali gazed out on the open prairie while
I'ane took a moment of rest to snatch a few bites of grass. After
four days, the limit of what she had expected, she wondered if Alo
led her onward. She spied his silhouette several times, and he
always disappeared from her vision. She had packed food for eight
days and stretched it out, but it wouldn't last long. Another day
and she would have to turn home or risk starvation, unless she came
upon another tribe within the next few days.

What did Alo want? Where was he leading
her?

Not only did Alo's intentions mystify her,
but she thought someone followed her. A couple times she looked
back, only to spy movement that vanished.

She would have to be cautious. If she rode
Alo, she would trust him to wake her in the event of trouble.
However, she rode I'ane. Several times a night she woke up alert,
only to discover his whiskers tickling her cheek or bare legs.

Determined to stay after Alo as long as she
could, Ayali pulled I'ane's head up. With a squeeze of her legs,
she started the gelding forward again.

"One more day, Alo." By tomorrow evening,
she would have to contemplate turning back for home.

She rode until sunset, when she slid off the
gelding to the warm grass. After a quick meal, she laid back.

From her bed of grass, Ayali stared up at
the stars overhead. Nearby, I'ane grazed; the tearing of grass and
the occasional swish of his tail alerted her to his location in the
still of the night.

Alo had shown himself again, taunting her it
seemed. If he didn't let her catch up this time tomorrow, she would
prepare to turn home. She didn't want to, but her supplies were
stretched thin.

The chirrup of insects and the sounds of
animals in the nearby cluster of trees lulled her to sleep. At
least she could get some rest and forget about her worries for a
night.

* * *

From the darkness a familiar voice invaded
her sleep. "Leave her!"

A deafening roar pulled her from the lull.
Ayali blinked, aware of the cool of the night. The scent of decayed
flesh hung heavy in the still air. Through the fatigue of too many
nights of restless sleep, she made out the silhouette of something
large.

The snort of a horse and shuffle of hooves
on grass roused her further.

"I won't let you have her!"

The radiance of power surrounding her made
her gasp.

A second later, the squeal of a horse ended
abruptly, followed by a gut-wrenching gurgle and crunch.

A menacing voice entered her head with the
shadow of dark powers. "Run if you wisssh. You will tassste
better than thisss one."

A low growl rumbled in the moonless night,
accelerating her heart so she sat up at full alert to the danger.
The sickening crunch of bones made her empty stomach churn. She
curled over on the cool grass and closed her eyes. Although she
couldn't see it, the twisted presence of the dragon hovered over
her. What was the use of running?

A gust of cool air slammed down on her with
the flap of giant wings. Ayali covered her head with her arms and
wished the dragon made a quick end of it.

Instead, it flapped harder, buffeting her
with the wind of its liftoff. Ayali dared to peer upward. The
dragon angled upwards, its silhouette clear against the backdrop of
starry sky.

She waited for it to return, perhaps to land
on her, but it continued its ascent.

In the sky above, against the backdrop of
stars and wan light of a waning moon, another shadow at least twice
as large as the first dove on it. The larger dragon took chase of
the first and their dark shadows vanished into the night.

Ayali closed her eyes, shaking with fright,
and wiped the tears away. For a long time she stayed curled up,
trying to make sense of what had happened. A thread of despair wove
its way through her emotions. Someone had defended her and lost.
How could she have slept through the dragon's approach? Was she
that weak in her power that she could sense none of the
darkness?

Although she wished to know what happened,
she dared not open her eyes. The danger was gone and the quiet of
the night gave way to the return of insects and nocturnal
creatures. She had survived. But who had died?

Or was this all a dream? She dared not look
to find out. Instead, she lay still with her eyes closed, wishing
to fall back to sleep and forget the stifling silence.

Her pulse slowed with the fading of her fear
and the return of exhaustion. Her mind scrambled the sounds into
dreams. From there, sleep stole her away.

* * *

The warmth of the sun woke her to a new day.
Ayali stretched on the grass.

Images returned to her with the morning
light. In the dark of night, something had happened, unless she had
dreamt the events. Reluctant to see that it had been real, she
hesitated before sitting up.

Her empty stomach demanded food. Ayali sat
up from the ground and dared to open her eyes.

The bloodstained earth nearly made her
vomit. A saddle with the head of a red horse lay in the grass
nearby.

She closed her eyes, her hand over her
mouth. It had been real. Somebody had found her in time to save her
life, or at least to distract the dragon which had found her. Most
likely the dragon had seen I'ane as a satisfying meal.

At thought of the horse, she searched her
surroundings. The prairie could be a desolate place. She saw no
sign of the gelding and guessed that the dragon had found him
first. Between her exhaustion and his lack of checking on her, she
had slept soundly.

Ayali grabbed her satchel of food and the
half-full waterskin from the grass beside her and stood up. She
couldn't sit there and eat, not with half a bloody horse laying two
body lengths away. Not only did the sight nauseate her, but the
smell made her stomach tighten.

She swallowed the lump of disgust in her
throat and took one last look. Despite the blood splattered on it,
she recognized the blanket pattern and froze in shock. The red body
of the horse she recognized. It couldn't be!

"Kahai." Had he given his life to protect
her?

Her insides twisted at the thought. He must
have followed her thinking she would need his help. Whether out of
pride because of the Mahage or his determination to impress
her, he had disobeyed her order to stay behind.

Now he had been taken by the dragon.

"You fool, Kahai. Why didn't you listen to
me?" She should have been the only victim last night.

Her eyes burned with the realization. He
must have possessed enough true concern to risk his life as he had.
And she had thought of him as a pest too full of pride.

Instead he had proven himself more worthy
than her.

Tears flowed with the sobs, choking her on
her regrets. His death was her fault. Had she forgiven him sooner,
he would have gone home without knowing of her journey to find Alo.
He would have lived.

While his jealousy had led to his betrayal,
her own selfishness had caused her to withhold her forgiveness. At
least his actions hadn't led to death. But hers had.

What lay in the grass attracting flies was
all that remained of him. The dragon had left no body for his
family to properly honor in the death ceremony.

"Kahai." She bowed her head and closed her
eyes. In a whisper, she said, "I release you."

The tears erupted into full sobs of pain.
Ayali staggered back and knelt in the grass under the weight of
what she had caused. The eyes of the horse gazed unfocused at her.
In them she saw her life as others must have seen it—an empty
shell.

She had tried to live up to expectations,
each time failing because she didn't believe in herself. From the
moment her father had expressed his hope in her abilities, the
burden had been too much. She didn't want to carry it. She didn't
want the responsibility.

She didn't want to be Lumathir. She
wasn't worthy of the heritage of her ancestors. This incident
proved it. A true priestess would not have let selfishness
interfere with her duties to the people. But she had, through her
lying and her desire to possess Draga, and her withholding of
forgiveness to Kahai. It all proved she had failed, failed her
family and her tribe. She had wronged Kahai and his family and
those who depended on him. She had wronged Draga.

Ayali sat back on her knees and tipped her
head back to the clear sky. The wind brushed her face, cooling the
tears on her cheeks.

"What do you want from me?" What did the
Trinity expect? What purpose had they set for her?

Shaken by the loss and the revelations of
her misery, she buried her face in her hands. Her life had no
purpose. All that she thought she wanted blew away with the
dragon's flight. Now, she risked her own life, alone and
horseless.

"Alo. Why did you leave?" she whimpered. Had
he stayed, none of this would have happened.

She needed help.

She needed guidance.

She needed the Trinity. "Where are you? How
can I change this?" The questions poured from inside her, but no
answers came. The revelations left her empty as the dragon attack
had left her alone.

She could blame no one for what happened to
her. She had brought it all upon herself. She couldn't escape that
epiphany. She no longer sought to run from it but to accept it.

Whether she liked it or not, she was
Lumathir, with the responsibilities it entailed. The only
way to escape it was in death. Kahai had given her a second chance
to prove she was worthy. Although she wished to end all the
suffering, she would honor his death by living and making penance
to those she had wronged.

Determined to find Alo, she wiped her eyes
and stood. Ayali choked on the sobs and suppressed them to the best
of her abilities, but her emotions overflowed. All the hurt in her
life and the weight of living up to the expectations of those
around her conspired against her best efforts. The tears flowed,
but she managed to guide her feet from the dead horse and into the
direction she had last seen Alo.

She would not fail again. She would find
Alo.

____________________
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The clear sky could have been a blessing on
this journey. Phelan smiled and took a deep breath to calm the
jitters inside him. He glanced aside at the Rivon prince, who wore
a face of tense lines. Narkov looked up at him and blinked as if
from a daydream.

["You're certain this is what you
wish?"]

Phelan nodded. ["More than anything."]

They had set out at daybreak an arc ago.
Phelan figured they would arrive at the camp of the Sehe'an well
before midday.

He would see Ayali again, and he would say
what he should have said instead of leaving. One good thing had
come of having returned to Chavali—at least he had been able to put
Cavatar's affairs in order.

["Then peace is inevitable."] For the first
time that morning, Nakov smiled.

In his time with the sovereign and his
family, Phelan had come to think of the heir of the throne of
Rivonia as a good friend. They had each inherited a noble
birthright with the responsibilities of ruling a kingdom and each
were intended to be allies. In that they had found a common ground.
And Phelan liked to consider that he effected a change in Narkov's
position, if not also his father's position, on the Caveshi and the
tribes of the plains. Narkov had been more willing to compromise,
even with his sisters.

Phelan now hoped that Narkov stuck to his
word about peace. But what sacrifices would that entail?

Tired and lost in their individual thoughts,
they rode most of the way in silence.

When they spied the Caveshi camp in the
distance, Phelan swore the air thickened so he couldn't breathe.
Part of him expected to see Ayali on Alo ready to greet them. The
other part reasoned that she might be occupied with her studies as
a priestess.

When a dozen warriors raced out to them,
Phelan asked Narkov to stop and wait. Continuing would be seen as
an act of aggression, the last thing he wished in the company of
the enemy of the Caveshi.

The men of the Caveshi slowed their mounts
several strides away and stopped. Taima rode his pinto forward from
the group, a frown on his face.

"Why have you returned?"

Phelan rode forward to meet him. He should
have expected as much. Ayali's father had never trusted him because
he had ridden with the Rivon. Returning with them made things
worse.

"Why have you brought this one with
you?"

"I've come to bring peace, as I promised to
Ayali. I would consider it a...wedding gift."

The frown on Taima's face darkened into a
scowl. "They're not welcome here."

"Narkov is willing to listen. He wishes to
meet with Dopata to discuss terms of an alliance. If you truly wish
the best for your people, you will let him pass."

Taima studied him before gazing beyond to
the Rivon behind him. The brush of steps through grass told him
that Narkov rode up from behind.

"I am the heir of Rivonia. I am the voice of
the sovereign and the one who will be. I come in peace to seek
peace on behalf of Rivonia."

Surprised by the prince's fluency in
Caveshi, Phelan looked aside. Narkov's eyes never left Taima.
Phelan turned back and Taima glanced at him. Behind the cold eyes,
the words of the prince worked in his mind.

"Come." Taima turned his horse and motioned
to the warriors accompanying him. They rode aside, leaving an open
path.

Phelan glanced aside and met Narkov's eyes
for a moment. Agreement passed, along with relief on his host's
face, if he wasn't mistaken. Together, and with the soldiers behind
them, they followed Taima. Phelan recognized the faces of the
Caveshi men. A couple smiled or grimaced when he caught their
eyes.

As he neared the camp, he caught sight of
the horses grazing near the river, but saw no sign of the white
stallion nor Ayali. Perhaps she rode the perimeter. She would
return later.

They followed Taima through the familiar
tents and the faces looked up. A couple times, he heard his Caveshi
name uttered. When he spied Nori and Shenal with another woman
outside their tent, his heart skipped a beat. The look on their
faces, however, disheartened him. Nori looked pale and distraught,
the same look he remembered on his mother when he had returned
after his sister's abduction. Had something happened to Ayali?

He longed to ride to them and ask about her,
but his duty to his host overrode his emotions. Nevertheless, his
dread increased each second so he struggled not to tear himself
away.

Taima led them to the central tent where the
elders deliberated and turned to face them. "Wait here."

His eyes lingered on Phelan until he passed,
but he continued past the tent and disappeared around it. Phelan
stared after him. Ayali's father had said nothing when he mentioned
bringing peace as a wedding gift. It relieved him, until he caught
the look on Nori's face when she looked up. His worry deepened
every second, which seemed an eternity.

Taima returned on foot with Dopata and Seno.
That the two came instead of Dopata alone didn't surprise
Phelan—Taima often preferred the advice of his father. They only
left out a few of the other elders. For now, the two would
suffice.

Phelan dismounted with Narkov following his
lead.

The lines of Dopata's face smoothed with a
smile. "Dragaweho, you returned." The old man's eyes flicked past
him to the Rivon but the smile never faded. "And you bring
guests."

"I come to seek an alliance with the
Caveshi."

At Narkov's words, Dopata's eyes widened a
moment before his smile followed. "Guests with a valuable gift.
Please join me inside. Your guards are welcome too."

"Many thanks, Epayishel," Phelan
said.

Dopata stepped close to him and put a hand
on his shoulder. "This isn't your concern. You are needed
elsewhere." He added the last part in a low voice and twisted
around.

Phelan followed the leader's eyes and caught
sight of Nori hurrying towards them, her calf-length dress swishing
with each step.

["Go on. This is why you came. This meeting
is between us and the Caveshi,"] Narkov said.

"It is my concern." Phelan spoke
Caveshi, not wishing to give them any suspicions, and wished Narkov
would do the same. They had nothing to hide. "This was my
promise."

"But you no longer represent any land,
Phelan Isolder. Leave this to the leaders."

Phelan couldn't argue against that nor did
he wish to. He nodded his agreement and rushed away to join Nori.
When he passed Taima, the warrior made no move to stop him.

"I'm glad you returned." Nori grabbed his
arm and led him away to their tent.

"Where's Ayali?"

"It's a long story. Much has happened since
you left. We will tell you everything inside."

He frowned. The tone of Nori's voice and her
choice of words made his heart sink. Now he knew something
had happened to Ayali.

He quickened his steps to the tent, where
Shenal and the strange woman both stood. Nori dropped her hold and
hurried along next to him.

"My sister of the Lumathir in
Narethal." Nori motioned to the strange woman, who flashed a smile.
"Mavahe."

They had told him of Narethal and the
training. Shenal had received her training there.

"Phelan Isolder, former prince of
Cavatar. Or Dragaweho."

"I have heard much about you."

"It's best to discuss these matters inside."
Shenal pulled the flap open and waited. "What you will hear is not
for all."

As the elder priestess suggested, they
entered the tent and sat down. Phelan listened to Nori and Shenal
describe events since he left, including the revelation about the
C'Lupuc. He said nothing about Narkov's purpose for the alliance.
The elders would reveal that when the time came. Besides, such
matters were not his to discuss.

Mavahe told him of the visit by Tahronen,
the mother of their kind—the m'athêrred rî Lûmea—and the
reason for their gifts. The news surprised him, that one of the
Majera would make an appearance. He had considered the legends
extensions of reality, not truth.

Mavahe finished with the revelation about
the Ferdrai and Tahronen's suggestion of using Alo to find
them.

"I know she asked him, as I did," Nori said.
"I can only hope he left to find them and wanted Ayali to follow.
In some ways I must admit my own jealousy, but this is her task.
Alo chose her for a reason."

"Kahai followed, despite our advice against
it." Shenal shook her head, the beads in her black hair clicking
softly. "Alo waited for her, not him, but Kahai wouldn't listen to
us. He left when we were away and could not stop him."

Phelan bristled at the thought of Kahai with
Ayali. From what they had told him of the penitential rite of the
Mahage—a way of saving honor when one wronged another—he
understood that Kahai would have done anything for Ayali. The
family had overseen their activities in the camp, but alone
anything could happen. He didn't trust Kahai.

"I'm going after them." He couldn't let
Kahai take her from him, or harm her. The hatred he remembered in
the young priest's eyes hinted that Kahai would do all he could to
make sure she was his in the end.

"That's not proper," Mavahe said

"In this case, it is." Shenal looked from
Mavahe to Nori. "Draga was sent for a reason. I believe Alo knows
that reason. He is the one who insisted Draga be saved."

"I'll leave immediately. Show me the
direction they went."

"Can you track them?" Hope rang in Nori's
voice and he realized he had come at this crucial time for a reason
determined by something greater. She couldn't follow her daughter
on a journey Alo had intended only Ayali take, as much as she
longed to go. And she had responsibilities here.

But he had been chosen by Alo. Shenal had
stated that clearly. The stallion would accept him.

Phelan shook his head with a slight
grimace.

"I can help."

He looked at Mavahe in surprise and doubt.
She had the blue eyes and the beads in her hair, but even Nori had
her limits.

"I can find hers and Alo's presences. I was
one of the most adept at Narethal."

"Go." Shenal looked from one to the other.
"It's the only way. I wouldn't have Taima scowling at me if Nori
left. He's done all he can to hold her back since Ayali left."

Phelan smiled at Nori. He found it hard to
believe that she would rush out after Ayali. She had always kept a
cool head. Besides, she looked too young to be Ayali's mother.
Beneath that calm exterior, however, lied the heart of a mother who
worried about her children. He saw that in her face now.

"All right." He nodded and stood. "We leave
now."

While the women packed supplies for many
days of riding, Phelan stepped outside. His eyes passed over the
activities and familiar faces of the Sehe'an camp. When he spied
Taima marching towards him, his insides hardened like a barrier to
the storm he expected.

The sinewy arms of the warrior tensed.
Phelan steeled himself to react quickly if necessary. They had
fought before. Taima should remember how he had taken him down.

Rather than attack, he stopped an arm's
length away. The side-braids swung against his chest with the force
of his movements while the back hung loose. "I know why you came
back. You won't take her!"

"I have no intention of taking Ayali
anywhere."

The dark Caveshi cheeks flexed with the
clenching of Taima's jaw. "You said you brought the Rivon to
negotiate peace as—"

"A wedding gift. Yes. I said nothing about
taking her away."

Fighting now to keep his scowl, Taima
straightened.

"He will honor the traditions."

Phelan twisted around; Nori stepped up
beside him, her smile struggling against the lines of worry. "I
heard what you said, and I will hold you to that."

"I would expect nothing less," Phelan
said.

Nori turned to her husband. "He is
honorable. Bringing Narkov Farolkavin to negotiate fulfills the
promise he made to Ayali before he left."

Taima looked from one to the other. Although
Nori had made her decision, his word held the final weight of
consideration.

Without the father's approval, Phelan knew
he might as well return with Narkov. The reason the husbands joined
their wives' families was to insure the new wife was treated with
respect and dignity. Phelan had come to understand that well. Taima
worried that he, an outsider, couldn't accept such oversight,
especially his.

"Bring her back alive, and I'll consider
your proposal." After a glance at Nori, he fixed Phelan with a look
that Phelan saw through—Taima cared for his daughter in spite of
the façade of toughness.

"I will."

With a slight nod, Taima strode past
them.

"I'll work on him while you're gone." Nori
motioned him forward as Mavahe came up on his other side. "Bring
her back alive; that's all I ask. She's not been gone long, but I
worry about the dangers she faces alone."

"Me too."

Phelan helped saddle two fresh horses and
pack their supplies. Long journeys across the continent of Ayrule
had taught him the skills he needed for this.

Shenal and Nori saw them off with a
blessing. Mavahe guided him in the direction of travel and they
left the camp behind.

____________________
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Two days passed since she left Kahai's dead
horse behind. Ayali wandered the prairie on sore feet. Although she
could faintly touch Alo's presence, he had yet to show himself
since that day.

Unless she happened upon the Roshawe or
another tribe, she could easily starve. She had nothing to hunt
with, and berries and fruits were far from ripe. Even less were the
brush and trees of the type to produce edible foods. Most of the
scattered trees were good for wood only.

Why had this happened? Was it the will of
the Creators to make her suffer? She probably deserved it for all
the wrongs she had committed.

The last two days she had spent pondering
her purpose. Although she came to no conclusions, the time alone
with nothing else to occupy her mind had accomplished one thing
that had always eluded it. It cleared her head, her heart, and her
soul. The death of Kahai and the loss of everything she had clung
to had left her with nothing. She had been forced to look at
herself and examine her life.

She didn't like what she saw, but now she
knew what to change, if she lived through this. She understood the
Spirit Quest she had taken with her grandmother and its
purpose.

Ayali understood that she had failed herself
by not trusting in herself. She had never known the real person
inside. Instead, she had tried to fit the mold others had carved
for her.

Now, she faced the real her. She was closer
to who she was. In that she found comfort. All the burdens fell
from her shoulders, leaving her with a new sense of peace she had
never known before.

Whatever happened to her, she would accept
it without remorse. At least she knew who she really was
inside.

As the sun dipped down to the horizon, Ayali
found a grove of trees and settled down for the night. Earlier in
the day, she had filled her empty waterskin when she crossed a
shallow stream. Although she had used it sparingly, she risked a
filling drink after walking in the heat of the afternoon.

Nearby, Alo's presence shone bright and
strong, stronger than she expected. He had stayed closer than
before the attack, never leaving her too far behind. Perhaps he
would lead her to safety, rather than let her perish in the wide
open emptiness.

Trusting him had always been easier than
trusting herself.

Weary from the long day of travel, she
stretched out on the cool grass. Before she closed her eyes, Ayali
noticed a strange shadow stealing over the orange-tinted hills. The
shadow broke into two pieces of equal size and spread apart.
Curious, she sat up and watched. Had the nekreth returned?

No, she realized. The shadows walked like
men on two legs.

Had someone come for her?

Her instincts screamed a shrill "NO!" The
forces of magic twisted around them, as if the void struggled to
envelope them in its darkness. She had never felt such a presence
before. The faint barking sound reaching her ears from their
direction made her wonder if they brought dogs, but nothing else
moved in the grass.

Tired yet, but alert to the threat, she sat
still. They might not have seen her. If she didn't move, perhaps
they would pass by without realizing.

She sank low but peered through the spears
of tall grass. One of the figures made its way directly toward
her.

Once the sun descended, the contrast of
shadows melted away.

She gasped at the hideous face with what
appeared to be the snout of a dog and ears that poked out the top
of a head of black hair. Bandoliers bearing white bones hung across
the broad chest. She had seen them before—in her vision.

Her heart raced as he stalked closer. By his
demeanor, he was stalking. That could only mean that they intended
to hunt her.

Ayali swallowed, wishing she was wrong, but
knew otherwise. She would have to face these creatures, these
C'Lupuc, alone.

She glanced about but caught no sign of the
second. The first pulled a jagged knife from somewhere. A feral
snarl curled his lips back.

Ayali jumped to her feet and pulled her own
dagger. The C'Lupuc stood a whole head and shoulders and chest,
taller than her, his blue-black pelt covering his entire body. Only
a leather cloth hung around his loins in a minimum of covering.

Through the magic, she found both, but the
other waited. For the moment, she could focus on the one, but they
probably thought she would be no threat. They were probably
right.

Her attacker pounced on her. Despite his
swiftness, her trained instincts swung her out of his reach.

Ayali found herself standing beyond reach,
but he made up for that with a giant step towards her. She ducked
the swing of his arm and rolled away and back to her feet. He
followed.

Before she could avoid the lunge of the
massive wolfman, pain stung her left shoulder. She sucked air
through her teeth and barely avoided another lunge.

The C'Lupuc barked at her, a glint of
satisfaction in his dark eyes. He paused as if waiting for her.

Ayali glanced at the blood trickling down
her bare arm, but only for a second.

The C'Lupuc barked sharper than before.

"You want me to fight? Is that it?" She
clenched her teeth on the pain and adjusted her grip on the handle
of her dagger.

He snarled and brought his fist down, but
before she could react, the hand with the blade swiped upwards.

Ayali barely missed both and fell on her
back. Her attacker pounced.

Instinct told her to put her hands up to
defend herself, but something else guided the power from inside
her. It flowed freely through her. In that fraction of a second,
she reacted with her desire to destroy him before he could kill
her.

Ayali watched the power burst from her into
the wolfman in the air above her. The gleam of bloodlust switched
to surprise a moment later as the energy sliced through his chest
and knocked him away.

Her breath came in short gasps; sweat beaded
on her forehead.

Ayali laid still, uncertain of what had just
happened. She knew but couldn't believe. She had used magic!

But it drained her energy.

And the fight wasn't over.

Another snarl emanated from nearby.

Ayali sat up. The body of her first attacker
laid ten feet away, a gaping hole in his chest.

The rustle of grass warned her of the attack
from behind.

Ayali whirled around and up to her feet in
time to avoid a knife in her back. If she could use the power
again, she could end this quickly.

Using what her grandmother had taught her,
she found the source of Light inside her. Before she could direct
it, the C'Lupuc attacked again. She avoided his knife, but the
sting of his claws raked across her back.

Ayali screamed and fell forward. Now or
never. She landed on her knees and whirled.

The magic flowed freely but weaker through
her. Nevertheless, she found her target and loosed the power. The
C'Lupuc gagged and stumbled back. He fell to the ground, a bloody
gouge across his chest exposing bone and organs.

The use of magic tired her as she never
expected. Still on her knees, Ayali fell forward onto her hands,
gasping for breath and fighting the pain in her back and shoulder.
She had used too much power at one time and couldn't fight the
sleep dragging her to the ground.

Before the darkness took her, she smiled in
satisfaction. She had finally achieved the use of magic.

____________________
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Phelan followed Mavahe's lead for the fourth
day. They rode hard, but the hardy horses of the Sehe'an gave them
no reason to slow down. Each day brought him closer to Ayali, but
he worried that she had encountered some unforeseen danger. Each
day he hoped she would ride into view. His disappointment deepened
when she failed to show.

He knew they couldn't miss her. Mavahe
guided them through the forces of magic, the same forces he had
vaguely touched when passing the ruins on the plains and the
crumbled tower of Naprate. He wished he could feel what Mavahe
felt, if just for the assurance that Ayali was well.

"Her essence is weak," Mavahe said.

"Is she hurt?"

She shook her head. "I don't know, but we're
close."

He kicked the brown and white gelding into a
run to the east, the direction Mavahe pointed them. He had to
hurry, to know that she was all right.

"Wait!" Mavahe galloped up beside him.
"She's not alone. There's a massive power surrounding her, like a
spell. I don't know what it is."

He reined in the gelding. She mirrored him,
keeping beside him. If she felt magic, that should be a good thing.
Why was she concerned? The Light was good; or so he thought. The
dragons had sucked him into darkness, a memory that made him
shudder.

"If it's the power of Light, shouldn't we be
glad?"

"Not necessarily. You have much to
understand about magic."

"Understanding or not, I have to see her. If
it is danger, then she needs help."

Before Mavahe could object, Phelan loosed
the gelding into a full-out gallop. The horse tore across the
prairie with him hunched over its neck.

Ayali. His heart skipped a beat to
learn how close he was.

Over a small hill and up a larger one, he
raced. The gelding slowed going up, until they reached the summit
and stopped. From their vantage they saw far around them. What he
saw stole his breath away.

"Blessed Trinity!"

Phelan blinked, not realizing until then
that Mavahe had stayed with him.

"I've never seen so many horses!" Mavahe
said. The herd filled the prairie almost to each horizon beyond
their hill. Black suckling foals, white mares and stallions, and
all shades of gray in between covered the landscape.

"Are they—"

"They must be."

Amid the sea of horses lay three figures in
the grass. One of them caught his eyes for the same color skin as
Mavahe, though she laid face down. Emotions welled up inside him at
the red streaks across the body. Phelan urged his mount down the
incline towards the figure, silently begging all the way that she
was alive. A white horse lay in the grass next to her, its
light-gray muzzle near the black of her hair.

Carrion birds picked at the other two
bodies.

At their approach, the nearest horses jerked
their heads up. Young foals ran to their dams' sides while the
mares stared with mild interest, their heads up but not at the
highest point. The young gray horses watched, nostrils flared and
ears pricked, but made no move to flee.

His mount slowed to a stop a stride from the
group. The gelding snorted and fought his control. Unwilling to
spend the time negotiating, Phelan swung out of the saddle and ran
through the herd without the horse. As he had come to expect with
Alo, they showed no signs of fear. Rather, he felt a question in
his mind, a question without words and more of a simple curiosity.
It grew stronger as others looked up.

Mavahe shouted something from behind but he
heard none of it. His attention focused on the human in the grass
and the white horse next to her that lifted its head to watch
him.

Phelan stopped and knelt down. He brushed
away the braids and beads from the face he had longed to see. Her
back rose and fell in a steady but slow rhythm. Thank the
Trinity.

The horse next to her stretched out his
front legs and pulled up to all four. It shook its head, white mane
slapping over both sides of his neck.

"Alo?"

The stallion shoved his muzzle into Phelan's
chest.

With a smile, Phelan stroked the stallion's
long face. When Alo dropped his muzzle to Ayali to sniff her face
and wounds, Phelan noticed the puffiness and discoloration of what
looked like a claw mark angled across her back. From his
experience, it appeared to be infected. He had nothing with him to
treat it.

Phelan turned to find Mavahe. He could only
hope she knew what to do like her mother, the healer. She rode
through the herd, leading his mount, who swerved from the approach
of curious youngsters.

"She's wounded."

"Yes. I saw it from the hill. From the
scene, she was attacked by two C'Lupuc scouts. At least she's
alive." Mavahe reached him and dismounted.

She knelt down next to him and pulled away
the torn leather strips of Ayali's sleeveless top.

"It's infected." She looked up at the
stallion standing over them. "Alo?"

He dropped his head so his muzzle hovered
above Ayali's back.

Phelan watched with a frown. Rather than
find something to rinse the wound, Mavahe put a hand to Alo's cheek
and leaned close to his face.

"Help me?" she whispered to the stallion.
With her other hand, she reached down and touched Ayali's back. The
three stood quiet, not a sound nor move indicating anything
happened.

Until a spike of power passed through him.
Phelan gasped, but it passed as quickly as it had risen. What had
it been?

Mavahe sat back in the grass, a hand to her
head.

"Are you all right?" He made a move to help
her, but she waved him away.

"I'll be fine." She stood up with unusual
care. "Take care of her. I want to check on the other bodies."

She didn't have to tell him. He would have
taken care of Ayali no matter what she said.

The result of her magic shocked him. The
discoloration was gone, as was the crusted flesh. Instead, only a
scab of blood remained where the wound had been. When he picked at
it, it pulled away from her smooth skin. Even the deep cut across
her shoulder had sealed shut.

Phelan brushed away the scabs and rolled her
onto her back, before removing his waterskin and putting it to her
lips.

At the trickle of water, she reached for the
waterskin and drank heartily. All his worries drained away.

"Ayali." He brushed loose strands of black
hair from her face and waited for her to finish drinking.

Alo offered his own greeting with a muzzle
of whiskers that made her scrunch her face. She brushed him aside
amid Phelan's chuckle.

Blue eyes looked up at him, her forehead
wrinkled in confusion. She reached up a hand to his face. "Have I
died?"

"No." He took her hand in his and kissed the
back.

Ayali used his grip as leverage and pulled
herself up to a sitting position, her eyes never leaving him. "This
is a dream."

"No." Phelan shook his head, waiting for her
to accept reality. He had waited so long to see her again.

"This is real? You came back? I thought—I
thought you were upset."

"I was." With a wry smile fighting its way
out, he adjusted his position to keep his legs from falling asleep.
The blush of her cheeks pulled his smile tighter. "But I understand
why you lied."

"You do?"

He leaned close and paused a moment before
leaning forward to kiss her. Although he had kissed many other
women, this was different. The depth of his feelings made those few
seconds the most profound in his experience.

When they parted, she smiled but her eyes
glazed with the threat of tears. "I'll never hurt you again. I
promise."

Phelan wrapped his arms around her and
pulled her close to him to ease the tears he saw coming.

A moment later, she pushed away and stared
around her, shock painted over her face. "The Ferdrai." She
looked up at Alo standing over them. "You brought them."

If a horse could smile, Phelan swore Alo
had. Or perhaps it was the sparkle in his eyes, the knowing look
Phelan had come to expect from the horse.

"Were they not here before?"

"No. I followed Alo when the C'Lupuc
attacked." She studied her hands, turning them over before her. "I
used magic. It came so easily, and I..."

Ayali searched around them and climbed to
her feet. Her eyes fixed on the bodies the horses avoided with a
wide radius. Mavahe stood over one of them. "I killed them. I had
to. They would have killed me."

"I thought Kahai was here to help you."

Her eyes dropped. In a low voice, she said,
"No. The dragon took him."

A dragon too?

Uncertain what to say, Phelan stood silent.
From what he saw and what she said, her journey to find Alo had
brought her further hardships. He had only wanted Kahai to leave
him and Ayali in peace, not to die. "I'm sorry."

She turned and buried her face in his chest.
"He gave his life to protect me. It was my fault; I should have
given my forgiveness before that."

"It's not your fault. He left against the
wishes of your family. He made the decision, Ayali. You
cannot be responsible for that."

"Then why do I feel so awful?"

"Because you care." He held her tight,
wishing he could make her feel better.

For a long while, they stood together, her
body feeling small in his arms. She sniffed and said, "I'm glad you
returned."

"I couldn't stay away."

Ayali pulled away, her face pleading with
him. "Will you stay?"

"That's up to your father."

She grimaced and dropped her eyes.

"That depends on bringing you back."

"We would do well to hurry with news of
these scouts," Mavahe said.

Both of them turned to her as she
approached.

"The stories I learned in my training warn
of their kind. I hope the Rivon are sincere in their desire for an
alliance, Draga. Alone, none of us can hope to fight them."

"An alliance with the Rivon?" Ayali
asked.

He looked down at her. "These C'Lupuc have
attacked their people also. They leave no one alive. The sovereign
knows he cannot defeat them alone. He sent Narkov to negotiate
peace. I know none of the details."

"We'll know when we return." The urgency in
Mavahe's voice drew their attention to her once more. One of the
younger horses with gray points on its face and legs joined
her.

Another shoved its nose against Phelan. He
turned and stared into the soft brown eye of the horse with a
feeling that he should mount. "I think they've decided who will
carry us."

"The herd is moving," Ayali said.

Indeed it was. The flow of horses headed
west, the direction of home, except for the three who stood by
them. Several of the younger horses crowded the saddle horses,
herding them.

"Let's go."

He smiled at the vigor in Ayali's statement.
She made mounting look easy when she threw her leg up and slipped
onto Alo's back. Phelan and Mavahe looked at each other in
question. Neither of them had such agility.

Instead, they led their mounts to a large
rock from which they could climb onto each horse's back.

Phelan settled onto the bare, round back of
the young stallion, uncertainty stirring inside him. How was he to
control the horse? He had never ridden like this, but something
inside him said to trust the animal.

Ayali must have noticed. She rode up next to
him with a smile. "You'll get used to it."

He relaxed and let the young stallion follow
Alo and Ayali. Mavahe joined them on her mount. Together, they
galloped to the head of the large herd.

____________________
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By the speed of the Ferdrai, they
reached sight of the Sehe'an camp in little more than a day. Home
had never looked so welcome.

Ayali sat back in a request for Alo to halt,
her thoughts flashing back to her journey, and she realized her
first vision had come true, except the herd had kept up a slower
pace than their rush to return. The young foals and mares ready to
foal couldn't handle the travel as easily as the young horses. She
hoped the second vision would never come true, but felt sure it
would. That meant that somewhere down the road, the men of the
north would join them in a great battle against the forces of the
Darklord. An alliance with the Rivon was just the start.

"Are you ready for the questions?"

Ayali turned aside at Draga and nodded. She
had come to accept that Kahai's death wasn't her fault. Before they
fell asleep last night, Draga had held her and explained that she
could have done nothing to stop Kahai, who had protected her out of
virtue and honor, something he hadn't previously shown. She now saw
that Kahai did what he did as a means to truly make amends.

However difficult the story of her journey
would prove in telling, she would have to tell it at some point,
even if only to Kahai's family.

"I am ready," Ayali said and touched Alo's
sides with her heels. The stallion picked up a lively trot with his
head high. He knew he was home.

Mavahe and Draga followed close behind.

By the time they reached the edge of camp,
Rivon soldiers ran side by side with Caveshi warriors to meet them.
Ayali continued forward as they parted aside, and rode to her
family's tent, where her mother and father waited.

The hard lines of her father's face
twitched, his eyes fixed on her. A second later, his attention
focused on someone behind her—Draga.

"You brought her home safe."

"I did."

Ayali twisted around. Draga slipped off the
young stallion and walked up beside her leg, but his eyes never
leaving her father. The tension between them hung heavy in the air.
No one dared interrupt.

"I will consider your proposal," her father
said.

The tension melted, but it might have had
something to do with the gentle squeeze around her ankle. She
relaxed and slid off Alo next to Draga.

The presence of others accumulated behind
them. Ayali glanced back at the curious faces gathered to watch.
Uncomfortable with the audience, she poked Draga in the ribs to
move forward. They stepped clear of the horses and joined her
parents to speak quietly.

"You found the Ferdrai?" Nori's eyes
stared past them.

The three horses still stood where they had
dismounted. "They found me."

"Are there more?"

"They will come," Ayali said.

Her mother's hands probed her face and
followed to her back, where she stopped. "What happened to
you?"

"What is it?" Taima's cold eyes flashed to
Draga.

"I was attacked by two C'Lupuc."

"This close to our lands?"

"Scouts, most likely," Draga said. "But they
won't be returning to their home. She took care of them."

"Others will come."

Ayali turned with Draga to the new voice.
Narkov in his fancy chestplate with the white horse on it marched
through the crowds. "They have taken several of our cities, like a
pestilence; thousands of them, an army."

Behind him came the elders.

"An alliance we have made." Dopata looked
from Ayali to Draga. "Only together will we be strong. We are all
human, regardless of beliefs. If for no other reason, the desire to
survive the dark times to come unites us."

Dopata stepped forward, his eyes alight with
the smile smoothing his creased face. "You brought us hope, Ayali."
Those same eyes peered back at the proud horses standing
unconcerned and given a generous radius from the crowding of the
tribe around them.

"Hope will sustain us."

She smiled at the sentiment. Despite having
discovered her flaw in wishing to satisfy the expectations placed
on her shoulders, this time, she had already fulfilled and
surpassed anyone's expectations. For once in her life, she knew the
satisfaction of achieving more than others had expected of her. It
gave her confidence.

"Will there be a wedding?"

Ayali blinked, her face warming at Dopata's
direct question. She looked up at Draga, but his eyes watched her
father.

Taima's cheeks twitched. She recognized the
conflict of emotions struggling for control within him. His eyes
shifted from each of them to Dopata and back. After several
seconds, his shoulders dropped.

"You have my permission," he said in a low
voice.

A wry smile crooked up Shenal's face. "The
gift is acceptable. With no family to give permission, Draga may
choose."

A caress on her good shoulder sent a shiver
of anticipation through Ayali. She knew his answer.

"You know my choice."

"And what is your gift, Ayali?"

Her gift? She hadn't—

She had. She had made the shirt. She had
already given him her wedding gift, although at the time she had
not yet acknowledged her feelings. "My gift was given long ago—a
shirt to display his rite of acceptance among the tribes."

"Very well. The concluding ceremony will
take place tomorrow. You will follow the rituals of the Caveshi if
this marriage is to be accepted by the others."

* * *

Ayali woke the next morning to her mother's
smile as she set a plate of food next to her. Ayali ate what she
could; her stomach refused to let her eat much. By midday, she
would be a married woman. Before Draga, she hadn't wished to settle
down with a man, but he had changed everything. She would wear the
title of wife with pride.

Draga had stayed with the Rivon, since he
had no family among the tribe...yet. He would join her family soon.
From that night on, he would sleep in their tent, a part of their
family for the rest of his life, and hers.

Her mother had never had a problem with
Draga.

Her father had given in only with
reluctance.

In spite of the losses and hardships Ayali
had faced, she knew that she and Draga—or Phelan as the Rivon
called him—would weather any storm. They had faced difficulties
already that had almost torn them apart.

That morning, her mother and aunt both set
to work giving her a sponge-bath with water her grandmother had
warmed over a fire. They took their time, singing the traditional
songs meant to bless the couple. The bathing served two
purposes—practical and symbolic. Not only did it help relax Ayali
while they scrubbed away the dirt and grit of her ordeal; but it
also represented washing away her old life in preparation to start
a new life so nothing would stand between them.

* * *

"It will be good to have you a part of our
family."

Phelan looked up at Nodin, who brought
another basin of warm water. In the Rivon tent, only the two of
them and Narkov were present. Nodin had explained what was expected
of him as a husband rather than a guest. His life wouldn't be one
of servants tending his every need; but he had adjusted already to
a life much harder.

"You will be watched closely, of course."
Nodin set the bucket-sized basin on the ground before him. "Don't
give father any reason to cancel your marriage. You will join our
family as any husband joins their wife's family. Fathers and
mothers have the right to oversee a young couple and be sure the
new husband respects his wife."

Phelan fought back a grimace as he dipped
his cloth in the warm water. "Cancel a marriage?"

Nodin stepped back opposite Narkov. Phelan
glanced up at a coy smile on the prince's face. The two cultures
had less in common than he had thought, but at least they had come
to an agreement for peace.

"But I think father is happy just to see her
married." Nodin winked and Phelan smiled. The old warrior cared
enough for his daughter to see her happy, in spite of his personal
feelings for the man she chose.

Phelan wouldn't disappoint him, although he
suspected Taima wouldn't be easy to please.

* * *

The sun shone bright when Ayali stepped out
of the tent, her long, black hair flowing neatly down her back with
beaded strands throughout. Her grandmother had replaced the red
beads in her hair with the silver, so that she now wore the silver
and blue of the Lumea Vanor for demonstrating her newfound
proficiency the day before. The new beads clicked softly when she
ducked through the flap and stood amid the faces.

They kept a path clear for her to the center
of the camp near the firepit, where her grandmother stood with her
father and several of the elders. Ayali walked to the elder
priestess with Nori and Mavahe behind her. Each step made her
insides flutter a little more, until her knees almost gave out at
the sight of Draga. He wore the shirt she had beaded with the
outline of a dragon. Narkov and Nodin trailed behind him.

They met before her grandmother, and Ayali
took his hands in hers.

"A new day begins for you both," Shenal
said. "You have endured more pain than most who reach this
point."

Ayali listened with Draga as her grandmother
told the story of all that had happened to them. Hearing it told in
such a way awed her, but she also learned some things about Draga
that she had never known. He must have told her grandmother about
his life as a prince, which he had given up for her. Both of them
had made sacrifices to be together.

"Remember what you have endured so those
lessons guide you through the difficulties that will come." Shenal
spread her hands and closed her eyes. In the language of the
Creators, she spoke a blessing. Afterwards, she said it again in
Caveshi so that all could understand:

"When the Light divided the Majera, it made
man and woman and the spirit. In their image we are created. Like
them, we always seek to be made whole by joining together. May
their will guide you and the spirit bind you in the Light of their
being."

A whisper from behind gave way to surprised
comments from the rest of the tribe. Shenal dropped her hands and
opened her eyes to gaze past them.

Ayali turned around as Alo approached
through the parting crowd. The other two young horses that Draga
and Mavahe had ridden back, a young mare and stallion, followed
behind him. The three stopped behind Ayali and Draga. Alo took a
step towards them, his soft eyes beneath the thick forelock taking
in each. Whatever he thought, she could only fathom. However, when
he turned back to each of the horses following, they acted as if he
had given them an order and moved up beside them.

The mare nuzzled Ayali's shoulder while the
stallion nickered to Draga like an old friend.

Alo lifted his head, his ears pricked
forward, and gave a soft nicker. A second later, he whirled and
raced away. The two horses lifted their heads high, ears
pricked.

Everyone turned to watch the white stallion.
He galloped toward the river but stopped before it and let out a
bugling call.

From the distance, whinnies carried to
them.

Ayali stepped close to Draga, whose arm
around her waist granted her a sense of security.

From the distant hill past the river poured
a sea of horses, including two still wearing saddles.

They had allies in the fight against the
darkness, and a new hope.

____________________
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