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Stripped Lords of the Way

Cyrille pulled his horse to a stop as they reached the top of the pass. Not a high pass, not like some that they'd been through further north. Or south by the coast for that matter. Bustos Pass was well below the tree line, a gentle incline that his horse had steadily trotted up with no objections at all.

Rather a rare occurrence there. Sunshine had a good gait with amazing endurance but she started at every branch blown by the wind and every mouse that scampered across the road. Lovely gait, though, so Cyrille put up with her nervousness.

If he could just cross Sunshine's endurance with Xun's pony's stolid temperament he'd have the perfect horse.

"Problem?" Akuchi asked as he came to a stop next to Cyrille.

"Oddly, no," Cyrille said. He patted Sunshine's neck, expecting a start and stamping feet because as much as she loved being brushed, she was always stunned to get pats.

Nothing.

Xun and Garnett both grunted behind Cyrille while Akuchi stared. When Cyrille patted Sunshine's neck again she only flicked an ear at him and snorted, staring ahead at the gently blowing grass and short pine trees that lined the sides of the road.

Calmly stared. Not fearfully stared. Not snorting and ear swiveling, stomping her feet and swishing her tail as she saw threats where there were not threats.

"All right, something is hell and gone wrong," Xun said. "That horse has never been this calm before."

"I know," Garnett said as he tapped his tattoos and then shook his head. "I don't see any spells on her. Nor anything in the area that would make me believe she's being influenced somehow."

"Has she ever done this before?" Akuchi asked as he reached over to pat Sunshine's neck very, very hesitantly. So hesitantly that his horse, appropriately named Blackie, started fidgeting and snorting.

Nothing. Not even an ear flick.

"Um."

Cyrille stared at her, abruptly wishing that he could be anywhere else but on her back. Because Xun was completely right. Something was horrendously wrong and he had no idea what it could be. She'd always been fearful, twitchy, reluctant to stand still and eager to run away from every single threat in the world.

Well, not always.

"Actually," Cyrille said, scanning ahead in the pass, not that he could see much past the pines and the curve of the road around the bulk of the mountain, "when I bought her initially she was very calm. Confident, even. She was bred and trained by a Lord of the Way."

Xun hummed behind him, kicking her pony into a slow walk. The instant Xun started moving, Sunshine started into as quick of a walk as he'd ever gotten out of her. She fought him, not wanting to follow the path. Instead, Sunshine tried to ride straight into the forest, up the hillside along a little deer path that Cyrille hadn't noticed until Sunshine put her nose right down it.

"Huh," Xun said. "You guys up to a side trip? If there's a Lord of the Way around it might help us get some information on the problems up in the high mountains."

Cyrille patted Sunshine's neck and shuddered when she didn't respond. "I don't believe she'd going to let me go anywhere else. There are very few Lords of the Way left anymore. It's not a skill widely taught."

"I'm willing," Akuchi said. "With Keanu training with the God of the Sun, we're rather limited on what we can learn in advance."

"Let's go," Garnett sighed, glaring at them all and shaking his head. "We're going to get lost but if you're all determined to do it we might as well get it over with."

The hillside was gentle at first, rolling upwards, pine trees looming over their heads. Not much in the way of undergrowth away from the road. The canopy of long-needled pines overhead blocked out the sun the shrubbery would need.

Sunshine seemed to know exactly where she was going. Her hooves crunched quietly into the thick layer of shed needles. Instead of shying at the unfamiliar noise, Sunshine ignored it and kept her ears pricked forward as if she was listening to something only she could hear.

She might be.

Cyrille had never spent much time learning about the Lords of the Way. They rarely came to the Capital and, as a prince, Cyrille wouldn't interact with them anyway. Despite the title, Lords of the Way weren't nobility. It was an ancient title, a trade or maybe a gift, from long before the Empire was ever born.

Still, he was somewhat astonished when Sunshine carried him into a tiny village tucked at the point where the gently rolling hills arched skyward into towering mountain peaks. It wasn't much of a village, six houses, a few small shacks that appeared to be used for smoking meat, and a very large corral full of happy looking horses.

All of which looked at Cyrille as he rode up.

No, not at him.

At Sunshine.

Who nickered and perked up her ears while looking around for someone. Cyrille patted her neck and then chuckled at the annoyed ear flick Sunshine gave him. He grinned and scratched the side of her neck, finally capturing her attention.

"I would love to know who you're looking for, Sunshine," Cyrille said to her, assuming from the ferocious glower on Garnett's face and Xun's narrow-eyed stare at the buildings that there were people here, too.

"You could ask her," a man said from the closest building.

Tall, too thin in direct contrast to the plump, happy horses, the man had a terrible scar snaking down his cheek and across the line of his neck. The blade, whatever it was, must have just missed killing him both by cutting the jugular and by severing his windpipe. Cyrille nodded to him, smiling.

"Well, I would if I had the ability to," Cyrille said. "Sadly, that's not one of my skills. None of us ever learned horses' language. Just enough body language to know if they're upset or happy or what have you. I'm Cyrille. These are my friends and this," he scratched Sunshine's neck and grinned as she nickered happily at him, "is Sunshine."

The man frowned. When he cocked his head, Sunshine nickered at him, ears well forward and demeanor absolutely eager. To his surprise, the man scowled at Cyrille.

"You could use her whole name," the man huffed. "She's fond of you but you're entirely too familiar with royalty. It's not proper unless you're royalty, too."
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Sixteen men, all adults, all dreadfully scarred. Cyrille wasn't entirely sure what to make of the little town. Towns without women and children rarely lasted as long as this one obviously had. Limbani Roche, who still didn't believe that Cyrille actually was royalty, the cousin of the High King, had introduced them all as 'rather rude strangers riding Sunshine Dancing on Water, daughter of Thunder Over Mountains, daughter of Hooves Pounding Grass Flat'.

Which, apparently, was as big of a deal to these men as Cyrille being introduced as Prince Cyrille Notariano, Second Son of the Third Son of the Conqueror of Lands.

Arya Stenberg, the oldest one of the men there, had raised an eyebrow at Cyrille's proper introduction. He'd not been impressed, exactly, but he had at least given Cyrille a semi-respectful nod. They were all standing by the corral, not inside, because apparently none of the residents of town were at all interested in their staying.

"I still want to know how you came to ride her," Limbani Roche grumbled.

"I told you," Cyrille said for the fourth time. "A Lord of the Way by the name of Rudo Pavlov came to the Capital. He didn't appear to be selling horses. In fact, he was rather rude about it not selling them. But he insisted that I take Sunshine and was downright rude about making sure that a young lady at court take a stallion at least three hands too tall for her. She did, in fact, grow into him. She's a bit over six feet tall now. And one of the more intimidating riders Court has ever seen."

Limbani frowned at him. So did Arya.

"What exactly did this 'Rudo' look like?" Arya asked.

"About five foot ten inches, tall and slender, but heavily muscled," Cyrille said. "I was rather young at the time, not yet fourteen, so he looked to me like the most impressive man the world had ever seen. He had a rather ugly scar on his forehead, cutting across his right eyebrow. The knife must have just missed his eye. I think he may have been deaf in that ear though I can't be sure. He could simply have decided not to answer questions put to him by those brave enough to confront a Lord of the Way."

It had been quite nerve-wracking to encounter Rudo. Cyrille had been small and plump for his age, prone to spending all his time reading. He'd not yet made his trip up to the Silent Winter to spend a year among the evil books imprisoned there. Frankly, Cyrille hadn't had the slightest idea of what to do with a horse when Rudo pushed Sunshine's reins into his hands.

The description made Limbani scowl but Arya's eyes went wide as if he knew Rudo. Interesting. And unexpected. Not that either of them explained what about Rudo's description upset them.

Garnett growled. "What does it matter? Sunshine is Cyrille's horse. They've been together for over a decade. Whatever problems you have are irrelevant."

"You don't understand," Limbani snapped back at him with enough ire that Garnett's hands curled into fists. "A horse like that doesn't belong with someone like him! Pampered little brat with no idea what she can do? It's ridiculous!"

"If all you do is ride her once in a while," Arya agreed with a sigh as he clamped one hand around Limbani's wrist to keep him from going at Garnett, "then I'd agree."

"Mmm, not really," Cyrille said, scratching Sunshine's cheek and laughing when she started nibbling his hair. "We're adventurers, you see. We're on our way up to the high mountains to deal with the orcs that were reported to be attacking people."

Cyrille lifted his chin as Limbani's mouth dropped open and Arya released his wrist. It was true. They didn't want to believe it? Well, that was their problem as Xun would
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