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Kasiel soared high over the Crimson Break, using his Feral ability to look out through the eyes of a sandhawk. It was one of two raptors he had started working with consistently over the last couple of months. He finished investigating Sarket’s military company from above. They had gathered on the far side of a plateau south of an enormous black Vanrian watchtower, preparing for an attack. The same watchtower the company Kasiel had arrived with was now camped alongside. With the sandhawk’s superior distance vision, he could scout out the Sarketi force’s numbers and armaments while keeping the raptor out of range of their arrows. The enemy knew he could use birds this way now, which made the blameless creatures popular targets for their archers.

With the scouting run complete, he turned the raptor out over the plateau, coasting on wind currents. The war-torn desert landscape glowed with rich reds and golds in the late afternoon sunshine. This place, an area typically associated with conflict and death, became beautiful in that light.

“We need to talk about my cousin.” Jethan’s voice startled him from his musing.

Falling back behind his own eyes, Kasiel encouraged the raptor to return to him and glanced over at his tehnaak. “Is now really the time for this conversation?”

“Why not? You weren’t scouting anymore. I could tell by that contented smile you always get when you’re just flying along for fun. And we’re well away from Etrion and the source of the problem. Seems like the perfect time.”

Kasiel held up his arm, giving the returning raptor a perch upon which to land. He frowned at Jethan as the bird’s talons dug into the leather gauntlet he wore for that purpose. “Velara isn’t a problem.”

“Isn’t she? If my aunt finds out that you two are sleeping together on a somewhat regular basis, she might just have you beheaded.” He gave a meaningful glance toward Kasiel’s groin. “Or be-something-elsed.”

Kasiel chuckled. “You always have a way with words, tehnaak.”

He launched the raptor again, sending it toward camp while he walked to where his kanodrak, Niskenya, waited near Jethan’s carefully controlled mount. The horse was getting used to the massive, vaguely feline predator, given how often they rode together, but it was easy enough to keep a light mental leash on the animal as a precaution.

Jethan walked with him. “Kas, I don’t want to see either of you hurt.”

Kasiel blew out a heavy exhale, his elation from the flight fading. “Does it matter that we love each other?”

Jethan swung up into the saddle, the unwanted sympathy of his gaze falling on Kasiel once he settled in the seat. “Not to the khevarin or any of the suitors lining up to try for Vel’s hand.”

“We can talk about this later.”

Jethan frowned at him. “A succinct way of saying you’re going to ignore my concerns and keep doing what you’re doing.”

Kasiel swung up on Niskenya, her silver-gray scaled hide smooth under the hand he placed on her shoulder. The kanodrak’s view on the subject was simple. She was an alpha of her species. As the Feral bonded to her, he should have similar privileges, at least as far as she was concerned. That meant his choice of mates and the freedom to pursue whatever he wanted to do, among other things. The finer details of human social structure were inconsequential to her. The more time he spent connected to her, the harder it was to remember what rules he was supposed to be following and why.

“We’ll talk about it later,” he restated.

“Sure, we will.” The roll of Jethan’s eyes said he didn’t believe that. “What are your thoughts on our new friends from Sarket hiding behind that plateau?”

Kasiel gave his tehnaak an appreciative glance before answering. “I think I have an idea of how to welcome them.”

* * *
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As dusk started sinking over the Break, Darro woke Kasiel and Jethan from a quick nap. They grabbed some food before heading out again. The entire unit came with them this time, setting up a small camp with no fire on the plateau. Niskenya settled on ground that still radiated warmth from the day, curling around Kasiel to give him something to lean against. Jethan sat cross-legged close by in case he needed anything. The rest of the unit took shifts standing watch, most in their spirit sibling pairings; Kince and Darro, Merrin and Avris, and newly bonded Tath and Nerith. Wedro and Etris remained unpaired and Kasiel wasn’t sure if they ever would be, at least with one another. They had their similarities, but those were all things they somehow seemed to find annoying in each other. Their differences, like Etris’s Speaker ability, also led to friction between them.

In truth, Merrin seemed to be the only one Wedro really connected with since his tehnaak’s death, though there didn’t appear to be a romantic element there, as with Darro and Tath.

Kasiel’s gaze drifted to Nerith, recalling in vivid detail the intimate moments they had shared. How often did romance blossom within units like this one? Given all the time they spent together and how stressful missions could be, he suspected it happened with some regularity.

Nerith met his eyes, and Kasiel realized he had been staring at her for at least a minute, noticing how light from the sliver of moon gave a soft glow to her silvery hair. He pulled his gaze away. He had made his choice. It wasn’t fair to Nerith or Velara to let his mind wander.

Closing his eyes, Kasiel turned his focus to his beasts and the creatures of the desert, where it belonged. He started by moving a few small songbirds into the Sarketi camp near the command tent while there was still enough light for them to be seen. Then he waited, watching and listening. As expected, it wasn’t long before someone came asking after the general.

Once summoned, the general, a stern-looking man with chestnut hair and a well-trimmed beard that showed hints of gray, emerged and scanned the area. The soldier who asked for him had barely started speaking when the general’s dark eyes lit upon the songbird perched on a rack of weapons, demonstrating that he at least had perceptiveness worthy of his rank. He snapped a hand up to silence the other man.

“How long has that bird been there?”

“What bird, General?” The soldier and the two guards standing outside the tent followed the direction of the general’s gaze.

“You thrice-cursed idiots! I told you to keep this place clear of wildlife. That includes the avian variety.” The general produced a dagger from somewhere, throwing it with shocking speed, but the bird was faster, flitting quickly up out of the way.

Kasiel grinned.

Next to his physical self, Jethan asked, “How’s it going?”

“Just saying hello,” Kasiel answered.

While continuing to watch through the eyes of the bird, he reached out to a pack of desert dogs, drawing them toward the Sarketi camp. When the dogs were close enough, he set them to howling. The general fell silent, him and the men he had been reprimanding turning to stare out into the deepening darkness. Throughout the camp, conversations faltered.

“Look at the horses,” a soldier next to the general whispered.

Kasiel had reached out to their horses, making them all turn and stare at the central tent, rather than out toward the noise of the predators as they normally would.

“Shit,” the general muttered under his breath.

“It’s him, isn’t it?” one guard asked. “The Warden’s son is here.”

The general turned on the men with him. “Are you soldiers or children?” he shouted. “If you’re soldiers, I expect you to get back to your duties or get some sleep. We march on the tower at dawn.”

Kasiel moved the wild dogs to the southern edge of the enemy camp to continue their chorus. Then he brought some of his tethdraks out as full dark fell over the landscape, guiding them to different points around the enemy camp and encouraging them to call out to each other periodically with their distinctive shrieks and clicks. Soon the Sarketi soldiers were all staring out at the darkness, meals and conversations forgotten, many of them flinching whenever a shriek broke through the night. They whispered to each other. Some kept their volumes up, trying to sound brave, but he could hear the tremor in their voices through the ears of his beasts.

Kasiel smiled and settled in for a long night of tormenting their enemies. Laying her naturally armored head on her paws next to him, Niskenya purred.

After a few hours of strategically moving beasts around the camp, getting them to make noise whenever the enemy soldiers started to relax again, Kasiel felt Niskenya perk up. His cliff cat Irith did as well, letting out a low growl where he lay stretched at Kasiel’s feet, one front paw draped possessively over Jethan’s leg. Kasiel drew back some of his ability, investing in Irith to hear what had gotten his and Niskenya’s attention. A few seconds later, he caught the faint sound of something moving at the edge of the cliff near where they were sitting. 

At his prompting, Irith extended his claws, getting Jethan’s attention with a slight prick of those sharp points against his leg. Jethan opened his eyes, looking into the cliff cat’s bright blue ones. He sat silent for a few seconds until the faint sound of something shifting caught his attention, then gave a slight nod.

Irith stood, padding silently into the stunted, thorny brush nearby. Jethan, his movements careful and quiet, took his sword and went around in the opposite direction. He gave a subtle gesture toward the cliff with one finger by his leg to Merrin, who stood watch a short distance away. Kasiel lost track of them after that, turning his efforts back to managing his psychological assault on the company from Sarket. It wasn’t until a few minutes later, when he heard the soft creak of a bow being drawn, that he pulled his attention back to his current location again.

Someone cried out. An arrow whizzed past a few feet in front of Kasiel, making his heart jump in his chest. He glanced toward the bushes at the cliff’s edge. Jethan and Merrin emerged after a few seconds, alternately leading and dragging a Sarketi scout between them. The young man had blood running from a split lip and a minor cut above one eye. Jethan was holding a Sarketi shortbow in his free hand. Irith came out of the brush behind them, ears perked and looking quite pleased.

Niskenya raised her head, snarling as they shoved the scout to his knees in front of Kasiel. The youth cringed away from the big predator, his breath coming in quick, panicked gasps.

Jethan gestured to their captive. “What would you like done with him?”

Kasiel struggled to maintain his awareness of the many beasts he was controlling while dealing with the current situation, but he succeeded at faking a reasonable level of composure. “You were after me?”

“Who else would I be after? Mind-crafter freak,” the man hissed, showing some courage until Niskenya growled again, at which point he almost fell into Merrin trying to shy away from the kanodrak.

“Kill him?” Jethan asked, his tone deceptively casual.

“Oh, can we please?” Merrin infused convincing enthusiasm into her voice.

The Sarketi scout twisted away from her now, then from Jethan, looking every bit like a cornered animal about to panic. Irith stepped close behind him and growled. The youth tried to lunge to his feet, catching himself on his hands inches from Niskenya’s face when Jethan swept his legs out from under him. He froze, trembling as the kanodrak stood and snarled, her nose nearly touching his head.

“Tie him up and keep him quiet for now. We’ll decide what to do with him in the morning. Maybe Niske can eat him.” Kasiel closed his eyes, returning to the collection of beasts he had gathered almost before he finished speaking. Some part of him was distantly aware of the protests of the frightened youth as they took him away.

When the first hints of dawn crept over the desert, Kasiel watched several groups of Sarketi soldiers sneak away toward the south. He let them leave, struggling to hold on to his focus through a rapidly worsening headache. When there was adequate light for them to be seen, he urged his tethdraks and the other beasts back from the camp, silencing the noise that had plagued the enemy soldiers through the night.

A few other units in the Vanrian company joined them on the plateau. Darro and the rest of Kasiel’s unit mounted up and rode back down with them, heading out around the plateau. They took the Sarketi scout, throwing a cloak over him to keep his presence hidden in their ranks. Irith and Niskenya stayed with Kasiel. As the others departed, he and the two beasts moved closer to the southern edge of the plateau. Using only a raptor now, he watched the slightly reduced Sarketi company pull together to make their march north. They had barely gotten into formation when a warning blared from a horn one of the Sarketi scouts carried.

The Vanrian force, with Darro and Kince in the lead, came into view along the side of the plateau. Sarket’s general, his mouth set in a grim line, led his company out to meet them. The two sides stopped about ten yards apart. Sarket still had a greater number of soldiers, even after some defections, but that only gave them the advantage if they didn’t count the combat ability of the tethdraks now emerging from the surrounding landscape, their reddish-brown scales allowing them to remain hidden until Kasiel was ready for them to be seen. As he guided them out around the enemy company, he had the raptor shriek a warning to Kince, then landed on the arm the man held out. The perch gave him a nice vantage through which to watch the rising fear in the eyes of the Sarketi soldiers as the tethdraks made their presence known.

“It looks as if your company shrank in the night, General,” Darro called out.

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Where’s your captain?”

“Our ahninveth?” Darro corrected with a bitter smile. “He is exactly where he needs to be. Out of your reach, but close enough to manage these beasts.”

Kasiel drew two packs of wild dogs out into the open on the flanks of the Sarketi company. As he did so, he moved through the enemy horses, making them stand statue still, heads lifting to look toward the top of the plateau. Then he urged Niskenya to the cliff’s edge, having her stand where they could see the kanodrak with him on her back, well out of range of their arrows. Several enemy soldiers started trying to pull their horse’s heads down, but the animals wouldn’t respond.

Through the raptor, Kasiel could see fear in the general’s hazel eyes as he stared up at the distant figure on the plateau. Now to see if his plan worked and all that effort throughout the night was worth it.

“I have orders to allow you and your soldiers to leave here unharmed if you agree to ride directly south out of the Break,” Darro said, a cutting edge in his tone. “An extremely generous offer, considering our tethdraks alone could decimate your company.”

“There are other fronts we can attack on.” The general glowered up at Kasiel when he couldn’t get his horse to lower its head. “The Warden’s son can’t be everywhere at once.”

From the raptor’s vantage on Kince’s arm, Kasiel could see the wicked smirk that curved Darro’s lips. “Is that your final answer?”

Was this the right thing to do? The Vanrian company was primed to fight. The tethdraks wanted it too, bloodlust resonating through them. But just because combat was what they were all trained for – what they expected – didn’t make it the best option. How would more killing bring them any closer to ending the war? His unit was his family. He would rather see them struggling to find their place in a peaceful Vanris than lying dead on a battlefield.

The Sarketi general’s hand moved toward his blade. Kasiel’s answering rise in tension sent a ripple of growls through the tethdraks and desert dogs. He felt Niskenya’s muscles tighten as she prepared to move. The man’s gaze swept over the snarling beasts partially surrounding his company. His hand sank away from the weapon.

“Tell your ahninveth we accept his offer... this time.”

Kince smirked at the raptor. “He already knows.”

Proving the point, Kasiel urged the tethdraks and desert dogs to back away, giving the Sarketi company room to retreat. Then he relinquished control of their horses.

“Until next time.” Darro inclined his head to the general.

“Oh, General,” Avris called out, reaching down to cut the bonds off the youth she and Merrin had kept obscured with their horses. “I think this is yours.” The Sarketi scout wove his way quickly through the Vanrian force back to his company. “Gutsy little calloch. You might want to promote him.”

The general only scowled at them while one of his soldiers gave the scout a hand up on the back of his mount.

Kasiel gripped Niskenya’s saddle. Pain speared through his head now, making his stomach turn. When the Sarketi general ordered his company to retreat, Kasiel moved the desert dogs out and set them free. He held the tethdraks in place until after the enemy soldiers were on their way and the Vanrian company began pulling back. Then he called the reptilian beasts to him and urged Niskenya away from the cliff face to where he could dismount and throw up in privacy.

The pain got worse, continuing to spike out of control. By the time his unit reached him, he was kneeling in the dirt next to his own vomit, clinging to the stirrup of his distressed kanodrak’s saddle to keep from falling over. Nerith and Tath rushed to his side, helping him to his feet and moving him away from the rejected contents of his stomach.

“You overdid it, didn’t you?” Tath asked, going to dig through her packs after Jethan took her place, helping Nerith guide him to a seat on a nearby rock.

Kasiel closed his eyes to the pain, straining to maintain a visual link with the raptor he had watching the enemy company to be sure they departed as expected. “I didn’t know that was possible.”

“It depends on how strong your ability is.” Nerith rested a hand on his arm as she reached out to accept the flask Tath brought over. She opened it and held it up to his lips. “Drink this. It should take the edge off and ease some of the nausea.”

When he squinted his eyes open, Tath was scowling at him, her hands on her hips. “You’ve been running a substantial number of beasts for over twenty-four hours without a break. You need to rest, Kas. You aren’t invincible.”

Irith pushed between Nerith and Jethan, coming up to headbutt Kasiel affectionately in the face hard enough that it almost knocked him down. He wrapped an arm over the big cliff cat’s shoulders to steady himself.

“Thanks, Break-blasted brute,” he muttered, grimacing at the persistent ache in his head.

Niskenya came up behind Tath, one of her elongated upper canines almost touching the healer’s shoulder. She made a distressed grumble deep in her throat.

Tath startled and stepped to the side. She gestured to the massive predator. “See, Niske agrees with me. Kenna’s at the watchtower. She can manage the tethdraks while they’re idle and give you a chance for some proper sleep.”

He shook his head, keeping the motion slow and small to avoid aggravating the pounding in his skull. “That isn’t necessary.”

Nerith’s lavender eyes flashed. “Do you want to keep this headache?”

Kasiel considered her. She was always the most beautiful when her fierce side came out.

Nerith averted her gaze, and he cringed inwardly. They weren’t a couple anymore. He couldn’t keep looking at her that way. This was what he had been afraid might happen when he agreed to have her stay in the unit as Tath’s tehnaak, but she was someone he trusted and an excellent healer. He was going to have to adjust to the idea that their relationship was different now. Preferably before he drove her out of his unit with his inappropriate glances.

His head throbbed. Turning away from Nerith, he found Jethan staring at him with a look that would accept no more arguments. “All right. Let’s go find Kenna.”

Jethan nodded approval and came to help Kasiel to his feet.
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Kasiel woke sometime later to the sound of people talking in the adjacent room. The inveth of the watchtower guards had offered him her private quarters as a place to rest in appreciation for his unusual routing of the enemy force. The individual he could hear speaking now was another tower guard whose voice he vaguely recognized, though he didn’t know the man’s name.

“I don’t understand why Dhomen Nevias put him in charge of this. All he did was drive them off. Now another Vanrian company will end up fighting them somewhere else.”

“Watch your tone, friend. You’re talking about my ahninveth.” It was Darro who responded, a dark edge of warning deepening his voice. “Besides, we don’t yet know how this will play out in...” Darro trailed off as footsteps entered the room. “Dhomen Nevias,” he greeted.

“Inveth Darro,” she greeted in turn. “If anyone wishes to question why I put Ahninveth Kasiel in charge, you can tell them it is because his goals currently align with Khevarin Seylin’s. That’s all you really need to know. If you must have more, I can say that, like many of us, he wants to bring an end to this war to protect the people he cares about. By intimidating the Sarket company into retreating, he reminded them we have the power to inflict catastrophic losses on their troops, but also put forth a clear message that we are open to solving our issues peacefully. Should their leadership answer that with more aggression, then we may have to respond in kind. From this point forward, however, any time they suffer substantial losses at our hands, they’ll have to reconsider what happened here, in conjunction with the loss of their Delaphinian allies, and perhaps wonder if it might be time to consider other options. I could not be more pleased with today’s outcome had I orchestrated it myself.”

The guard was silent.

“What of Fallend?” Darro asked, leaving Kasiel no time to bask in her approval. “Any sign of them following in Delaphine’s footsteps?”

“That information is privileged, Inveth.”

Though her reply was unhelpful, Kasiel caught a hint of lift in her tone that suggested things on that front might be progressing favorably. Odd as it was, the idea of Fallend joining their alliance was immensely comforting. Though most everyone he had been close to in Fernwallow was dead now, a couple of them thankfully so, a nostalgic connection to the village where he had grown up lingered deep within him. Knowing that Professor Edmund Danovan – the man who raised him in isolation while keeping secret his role in the death of Kasiel’s mother and the cutting of his ears – was dead helped erase some of the bitterness that colored memories of his childhood in the far southern kingdom. Now he could look back at the happier ones and appreciate them for what they were. He could remember Danica the way she deserved to be remembered, rather than as he last saw her, standing defeated at her execution.

Someone knocked on the door. “Are you awake, Ahninveth Kasiel?”

“I am now,” he answered, trying to sound groggy. “Come in, Dhomen Nevias.” He sat up as she opened the door.

“I apologize for waking...” Her eyes narrowed when she looked at him. The scar running from above her eyebrow, through the curved line of symbols tattooed under that eye, and down to her jawline, added severity to her appearance. A look enhanced by the braids of red hair worked tight against her scalp above her pointed ears. “You were already awake, weren’t you?”

Kasiel chuckled. He had worked with Nevias enough to respect her as a military leader, and knowing she was his ahndhomen Adnar’s tehnaak was gradually leading to an almost familial fondness for her. “Only just.”

Warmth infused the smile that broke across her lips, making it apparent that developing affection wasn’t one-sided. “How is your head?”

“Better.”

“Good.” She shut the door behind her. “Our scouts confirmed that Sarket’s company retreated across their border. Their forces further west along Vanris’s border are pulling back as well after some decisive victories on our side. Whether they intend to regroup and try again or reconsider their assault is unclear, but I’m encouraged. A few of the other Vanrian companies will stay along the border to keep an eye on things. Our company is heading out for Etrion within the hour. There are concerns that Sarket’s withdrawal here could herald an attack on a different front.”

“Delaphine?”

She nodded. “The khevarin wants some of our best units available in case we need to assist our new allies. That means we need to get your unit back there.”

It was still disconcerting to be a prized military asset. It often felt as if he were experiencing the world through someone else’s eyes. This wasn’t who Edmund raised him to be. In fact, Edmund raised him to be exactly the opposite. Docile. Quiet. Accepting. But here he was, leading one of the most valued units in Vanris’s army. Would it ever feel like anything other than a strange dream?

The important thing now was that they had succeeded here and were returning to Etrion. Back to the city he called home and the woman he loved. A place where the people he cared about would be safe for a time, as fleeting as that time might be.

He got up and started pulling on his jacket. “How many others are upset with how I handled things?”

“There will always be people who object to how you do things or who think they could have done better. Casting judgment on the decisions of others is easy. Leading is not. The best advice I can give you is to accept criticism when it is due to you and always be confident in your choices.” She reached for the door, pausing with her hand on the lever. “In this instance, for every bloodthirsty soldier who believes fighting was the only answer this morning, there are ten more who are grateful not to be picking up the bodies of friends or lying among the dead right now.”

Her words resonating within him, Kasiel gave a solemn nod and followed her out.

She wasn’t wrong. After they struck out for the southern capital of Vanris, he got the odd scowl from some members of their company. What he got far more of were expressions of appreciation and admiration that, while often couched in the jocular and irreverent manner of soldiers, carried the weight of sincerity. He even overheard a few soldiers telling some of his companions how fortunate they were to serve in his unit. It was a dramatic change from his former status as the hated and mistrusted earless southerner they saw him as when he first arrived in Vanris. Plenty of people still doubted and disliked him, but if he didn’t mess this up, their numbers would continue to dwindle. The best way to do that was to keep trusting and supporting the ones who helped him get to this point. Jethan foremost among them.

It took two days to reach the military city of Etrion with its towering black walls. Upon arrival, Kasiel dropped Niskenya, Irith, and the tethdraks off at their enclosures for some well-earned rest. Then he joined Dhomen Nevias and his unit to go before Khevarin Seylin, ruler of Vanris, and Jethan’s aunt. They met in the familiar circular room with its curved dais at the back, upon which stood a long, curved table. For once, Kasiel’s father, Dhomvalen Arhk Cavenos, wasn’t there. In his absence, a larger number of the khevarin’s personal guards stood watch around the room next to the black stone walls. Ahndhomen Adnar, Kasiel’s commanding officer and Nevias’s tehnaak, sat at one end of the table, his tethdrak alongside him. Dhomen Branith, head of the city guard, also occupied a seat along with the Evoker, Ahndhomen Setera.

His father’s absence wasn’t the only anomaly in this council. Khesran Velara, now first in line for the throne, sat behind the table, the faintest glimmer of pleasure lighting her silver eyes when he walked in. Kasiel did his best not to react to her presence or even look at her for longer than might be considered appropriate.

She had two braids worked into her dark, blood-red hair along one side of her head, exposing a pointed ear adorned with two jeweled, black metal ear cuffs and one of the claw-shaped earrings her younger brother had gifted her, with a blood-red gemstone dangling from the point of the claw. The faint white tattooed symbols of her ke’hanoath, bordered in a thin line of silver, formed a permanent tiara upon her brow. The scars that made a sideways V on her cheek, the longest reaching across the bridge of her nose, were partially obscured by her hair, left loose on that side. Those on her neck, from that same attack in Norvask, were visible where they reached partway across her throat.

Kasiel and his unit knelt before the khevarin. She wore a draping, pearlescent gown, the flickering light from sconces around the room and the crystalline chandelier overhead dancing orange and gold over the shimmering surface. Her long white-blond hair was woven through with thin silver strands that connected to a silver and dark metal tiara resting on her head. With her pale blue eyes gazing down at them, the delicate silver lines of her ke’hanoath curving beneath them on her cheekbones, she was the perfect image of icy refinement.

“Dhomen Nevias, you return to us much sooner than expected.” Her soft voice cut through the room like a blade.

“Yes, Majesty.” Nevias bowed her head in a gesture of respect.

“Report to us the outcome of your mission.”

Nevias proceeded to describe the events at the watchtower. Partway through her telling, Kasiel was aware of the khevarin’s gaze shifting to him, picking him apart. When Nevias finished, Seylin gestured for them to rise, her long silver nails gleaming like tiny daggers in the light.

“Ahninveth Kasiel,” she began once they were all standing, “it seems you have earned our favor yet again with your actions. It is rare for such an encounter to end with no bloodshed. Why did you choose this approach for dealing with Sarket’s force?”

“I saw no need to risk Vanrian soldiers when I could undermine the confidence of our enemies and route them without fighting, Majesty.”

“And your unit supported you in this?”

“In full,” Jethan answered.

She was silent for a moment as she scanned the others. Her head moved in the slightest of nods when her gaze finally returned to him. “This defeat will linger in their minds as they struggle to hold ground against us. It is well done, Ahninveth. You and your unit may rest and recover from your travels. Vanris will have need of you again soon.”

“Majesty.”

Kasiel sank into a partial bow, his gaze meeting Velara’s as he straightened, her faint smile sending a shock of unexpected vitality through him.

The unit departed together, their military formation and decorum dissolving the minute they stepped out into the hall.

Avris grinned at Kasiel. “You know, I’m relatively certain the khevarin didn’t know who most of us were before we saved you, country boy. Now she sees us regularly.”

“Isn’t that the truth.” Jethan sounded put upon. “I could get away with a lot more before you made us so popular.”

Kasiel laughed and shoulder-bumped his tehnaak. “Don’t pretend you don’t like it. Besides, we all got here together.”

“Is this where it gets emotional?” Wedro asked. “Because I think that’s my cue to leave.”

“Horse shit.” Merrin threw an arm around his shoulders. “You’re going to clean up and meet us at The Twisted Vine, where we’ll all get drunk and profess our undying love for each other.”

“Hmm. I can drown myself in mead, but I’ll have to put up with you callochs...”

Kince barked a laugh. “Like you wouldn’t spend an hour with your worst enemy for a few mugs of Vanrian Black Mead.”

“Well, if that’s what we’re drinking...” Wedro smirked, the expression exaggerating the divot in his upper lip from the scar that ran down his face. A disfigurement acquired on the mission his tehnaak, Chander, was killed on. Kasiel suspected the emotional wounds from that experience were a lot more severe than the visible ones, though they were showing signs of healing.

“Come on, you callochs.” Darro slid an arm over Tath’s shoulders. “Let’s get going. The sooner we rinse off this grime, the sooner we can crack a stone and celebrate coming home with the same number of scars we left with, thanks to our clever Feral leader.”

“That’s something worth celebrating,” Tath added, casting a quick smile at Nerith before she nestled in the crook of Darro’s arm.

Once they agreed upon a time, they parted ways, going to clean up in their own homes, or rooms in the palace in his and Jethan’s case. It felt good to scrub the grit of travel from his hair and body and put on fresh clothes from the well-stocked wardrobe. Once dressed, he stopped in front of the mirror and considered the man looking back at him. His red hair had gotten even longer, two braids against his scalp revealing the tattoo on his cheek and the ear on that side with its pointed top cut off.

A little over a year ago, he was still hiding his cut ears from the people of Fernwallow, so they wouldn’t know he was Vanrian. He continued to keep them covered here until the khevarin gifted him a set of decorative dark metal ear cuffs designed to symbolically replace the missing portion of his ears. Since he started wearing those in battle and at formal occasions, he also stopped objecting to having his hair braided back in the Vanrian style. Somewhere in the last few months, he had grown accustomed to having one, or both ears exposed, even when he wasn’t wearing the cuffs.

Yes, his ears ended in scars. Many people here had scars. Velara, Wedro, and Nevias all had scars they couldn’t conceal. He and Nerith even had similar ones on the same cheek. He was through hiding his scars. They weren’t his shame. They were Edmund’s and Garrick’s, and those two were dead now.

Slipping the dark metal dagger his father had given him in the sheath at his belt, Kasiel left the palace to join his unit.

A few hours later, he and Jethan made their way back, stumbling only a little. It was still early evening, but weariness from days of travel and the fact that Jethan was expecting to meet up with Velara’s tehnaak, Keyla, kept them from staying out as late as they might have.

“Don’t have too much fun,” Kasiel called after Jethan as his tehnaak turned off down the hallway to his rooms.

Jethan turned around, walking backwards for a few strides. “Is that really possible?”

Recalling the time he had found Jethan thrown in the deeps after an evening with a young lady, he could only smile and shake his head. “For you, Jeth, I’m pretty sure it is.”

“I disagree.” Jethan laughed and turned around, raising a hand to wave back at Kasiel. “Goodnight, tehnaak.”

Kasiel was already taking off the belt and dagger when he walked through the door into his sitting room. He stopped immediately, catching the scent of spicy sweetness in the air before he noticed the figure standing near the fireplace, dimly lit by a single burning candle. Her silver eyes gleaming with pleasure at surprising him.

Kasiel smiled, tossing his belt onto a chair, and crossed the room with a few long strides, lifting her into his arms and claiming her lips in an ardent kiss. Velara matched his passion, sliding her hands under his shirt when he set her down and breaking the kiss long enough to pull it off. Within minutes, a trail of their clothing led to the bed and Kasiel eased her onto the covers, slowing the pace as he kissed his way down her neck.

“I’m not this patient,” she breathed, letting out a soft moan when he brushed his fingers along the curve of her waist and inward.

He moved up for a moment to meet her eyes and grinned. “You will be.” Then he resumed trailing kisses down her torso.

Later, when they had burned through their initial passion, she lay pressed against him, her head resting on his shoulder as she traced a finger across the long scar over his heart where Edmund had almost ended him.

“Vel.”

Her hand stopped moving. “Oh dear.”

He shifted to look at her when she rolled onto her back. “What?”

“You’re thinking something, and I feel a lecture brewing.” She glanced up at him, lips pursing in the start of a pout.

“How are you here? You should be in your room with guards standing watch.”

“I Charmed them to think their shift was over and they wanted to get some sleep.”

He pushed up on his elbow. “And went wandering around the palace alone?”

She frowned at him. “Yes. I live here now. I should be able to walk the halls by myself.”

He reached out, moving her hair from her face, intentionally brushing his fingers over the scars on her cheek. She flinched away. “You’ve barely survived two assassination attempts already. Please don’t make an easy target of yourself.”

She sat up, and he struggled for a moment to focus on her words and not the shape of her naked body. “In Trenath and Norvask, not here. Besides, I’m no longer being married off to a foreign prince.”

“True, but you shouldn’t be sending your guards away. You could have sent me a message like you usually do.”

“I wanted to surprise you.”

The genuine disappointment in her eyes twisted something in his chest. “The fact that you love me always surprises me.” Her expression softened in response to his words, and he leaned in to kiss her.

She looked him over when he drew away to sit beside her. “No new injures this time?”

“Not this time. Any good suitors?” He tried to sound teasing, though the prospect of her being married off was something he didn’t find even a little humorous.

“Oh, a few that were tolerable.” She ran one finger along his collarbone to the chain of his ke’hanoath, then followed that down to the symbol over his breastbone. “None that hold a candle to my Feral soldier.”

He caught her hand and kissed it before settling it on the sheets between them, clasped in his. “What happens when your mother loses patience and picks one for you?”

She pulled her hand free and crawled over to straddle him. The position alone was unfairly distracting. “We run away together.” Her tone was playful, but something in her expression hinted at poorly concealed sorrow.

He rested his hands on her waist and met her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

Her gaze sank to his chest. “Nothing.”

“Too late. I can see it in your face.” He caught the glimmer of tears threatening in the corners of her eyes and moved her off to sit beside him again.

She rested her head against his shoulder. “They all stare, Kas.”

“At the scars?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Are you sure they aren’t just staring because you’re beautiful?”

“Don’t patronize me. I can tell the difference.”

He slid his arm around her, pulling her closer, and pressed his lips to her head. “Anyone who sees only your scars may as well be blind. You were beautiful before, and you are even more beautiful now.”

“Don’t lie to me,” she snapped, pulling away.

“I’m not, Vel. The more I get to know you, the more beautiful you are. Your scars are such a small part of you, and the honest truth is that I barely see them.”

She turned sideways, placing her legs across his. “Is it any wonder that I can’t find a suitor? No one will ever be as perfect for me as you are.”

He met her eyes. Jethan was right, this couldn’t continue much longer. They were living a dream, one they would both have to wake up from soon. If her brother hadn’t removed himself as heir by trying to have her assassinated, they might have had a chance, slim though it was even then. Now she was heir to the Vanrian throne. This relationship was never going to end the way they both wanted it to, but maybe, for a little longer...

Velara leaned toward him, sliding her fingers into his hair, and he met her kiss. His hands settled at her waist, and he pulled her against him. Opening her mouth to his questing tongue, she deepened the kiss, moving to straddle him again, and this time, his body was ready for her. As she sank onto him, his worries faded from his mind.
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Velara snuck back to her rooms after that second coupling. Kasiel had followed her far enough to watch and make sure she made it there safely, then returned to his bed and drifted to sleep amidst the scent of their lovemaking.

Pounding on the door woke him with a start early the next morning.

He snatched up the black robe draped over a chair beside his bed and went to see who was there. Three guards stood outside. They wore dark metal armor like all the palace guards, with a stylized kanodrak engraved on the sides of their helms, but something in the exquisite make of the black and purple gambesons they wore underneath made his gut coil into knots. These were Seylin’s personal guards.

“Your presence is required,” the woman on the far right said.

“May I take a minute to put on some clothes?”

She responded with a curt nod.

“Has something happened?” he asked, raising his voice as he went to his wardrobe and pulled out clothes suitable for an impromptu audience with the khevarin.

The silence that met his question did nothing to ease the dancing of his nerves. He slipped into the bathing room, using a sponge at the basin to wash away any lingering aroma of his nocturnal activities with Velara. When he came out, an attendant was setting a covered platter of food on his table. She offered him a silent bow before hurrying back out between the guards.

Kasiel grabbed his belt with the dagger on it and the woman lowered her spear point in threat.

“You will bring no weapons, Ahninveth Kasiel.”

Nerves now screaming, he set the belt down and walked out. The woman took the lead. The other two, unnervingly, fell in behind him, as if intending to ensure he didn’t try to run. They escorted him down a hall he had never taken within the depths of the private quarters. Guards stood at attention at intervals along the polished black stone walls. The swirling black and light gray marble floor had subtle lines of silver and purple woven through it, illuminated by sconces every eight feet.

A set of dark-stained double doors at the end had an elaborate depiction of a roaring kanodrak carved across them. The image made him think of Niskenya, and he almost reached out to her. She was ever-present in his mind, but the intensity of their connection varied. Right now, it felt as if she were still asleep or perhaps just resting after a kill. Whatever was happening here, it might be better not to draw her in. Upsetting her would gain neither of them anything, since she couldn’t help him when he was deep in the heart of the palace.

The guards outside the doors opened them to admit Kasiel, revealing an elegant sitting area with several white chairs and couches arranged before a stone fireplace nearly large enough for him to slide his bed into. A long painting above it depicted a field of yellow, purple, and pink wildflowers with an enormous mountain looming in the distance beyond a thick forest. A scene from the Vanrian homeland before a chain of volcanic eruptions rendered it uninhabitable.

The khevarin stood with her back to him alongside a long, elegant side table upon which a set of crystalline goblets and matching carafe were arranged. She wore a full-length black and silver dress with a simpler cut than those he usually saw her in. Her silver nails tapped the side of the carafe, making a soft chiming sound.

When the door closed behind Kasiel and the guards, the sudden prick of two spear points against his neck forced his chin up, and he froze. The taste of metal filled his mouth, and he barely stopped the instinctive call to Niskenya and Irith. The third guard came to stand to one side in front of him, staring at him with a cold intensity. 

Seylin turned to face him, deadly fury lighting her eyes. “How far have you taken things with my daughter?”

His chest constricted, a chill sweeping down from the spear points pricking his neck and out through his arms. Lying would make it worse. There were ways they could find the truth, and one of her guards was almost certainly an Evoker, most likely the man currently staring death at him.

Seylin glanced at the guard in front of him. When the man nodded, her eyes narrowed. That definitively answered the question of whether he was an Evoker, at least. She approached and pushed the point of one long, tapered fingernail under Kasiel’s chin, forcing his head up a little more. The spears pressed forward enough that the tips punctured the surface of his skin. He forced himself not to react, knowing the smallest movement could lead to greater injury.

“I should have you put to death for this,” she hissed.

It was the first time Kasiel had seen so significant a break in her careful composure. It wasn’t something he ever wanted to see again. “I’d rather you didn’t,” he said, forced to speak through clenched teeth with those three points digging in beneath his jaw.

Her fingernail pressed in harder, and the spears did the same, as if they all shared one mind. He sucked in a breath with the sudden sharp pain, feeling a trickle of warm blood run down both sides of his neck from the points of the spears. Next time, he was going to listen to his tehnaak. Assuming there was a next time.

“Is this a game to you?” Seylin demanded.

“No,” he swallowed. “I love your daughter, Majesty. I would love her regardless of who she was.”

“You are a fool if you think love is relevant here, Ahninveth.” She took her fingernail away and wandered to the side table, setting her hands on the edge. The spears eased back a fraction. “Unfortunately, I cannot have you executed. You have become a hero to my people, and we need you in our army now more than ever. Not to mention, Dhomvalen Arhk seems to have actually grown fond of you.”

“There is another option,” Kasiel ventured.

Her sharp gaze snapped back to him and Kasiel caught his breath when the spears pressed in again.

“You may be a hero in this country and the dhomvalen’s son, but you are still an earless boy raised by our enemies. There is no circumstance under which you could ever be an appropriate suitor for my daughter.”

Kasiel immediately focused his thoughts on his night with Velara. The taste of her lips, the feel of their bodies joined, moving together, sweating, moaning, anything to avoid wondering why his father had lied to him about Seylin considering him a match for Velara. The Evoker, suddenly bombarded with images of the khevarin’s daughter naked and locked in a passionate embrace, cleared his throat uncomfortably, his cheeks coloring.

Seylin glanced at the man and scowled. “Get out of his head,” she snapped. “We have the information we were looking for.” At a brisk wave of her hand, the spears also moved away.

Kasiel let out a shaky breath.

Seylin straightened, her regal composure returning. “We are sending your unit to Delaphine with Dhomen Nevias’s company. Your father and Dhomen Aleren are there now, meeting with representatives from Fallend. You will report to them first. Afterwards, you will be deployed along Delaphine’s western border, where you will help defend our allies against attacks from Sarket. You depart tomorrow morning. Until you are gone, Khesran Velara will remain confined to her quarters. You are to make no attempt to reach out to her. By the time you have returned from Delaphine, assuming you survive the fighting, she will be engaged and perhaps wed to a proper suitor. If we find that you have spoken to anyone else about your illicit relationship with our daughter, not even your father will be able to save you from execution. Do you understand?”

If only he could believe he had done nothing wrong, he might argue with her, but he couldn’t. He was what she said, an earless boy raised in the south. A past he had no control over. One that no amount of heroics would erase. He had no right to Velara’s hand, and certainly no right to her body, even if she had chosen to give it to him. As the heir to the Vanrian throne, that had never really been her choice to make.

His throat tightened, and he lowered his gaze. “Yes, Majesty.”

“Excellent. If you perform well, you may eventually find your way back into our favor. Now, get out of our sight.”

The guards stepped aside, clearing his path to the door, so Kasiel spun on the ball of one foot and strode from the room. When he turned down the hall his personal chambers were in, he found Jethan walking away from his door. For an instant, his tehnaak smiled, then the expression faltered.

His gaze sank to Kasiel’s neck, and his brow furrowed. “What happened?”

Kasiel wiped his neck, not surprised when his fingers came away smeared with red. He grimaced at the blood, then gestured silently toward his rooms. Jethan led the way. As soon as they were inside, Kasiel threw the bolt on the door and told his tehnaak what had happened with the khevarin while he cleaned the blood off his neck at the basin in the bathing room. Once he was done, he eyed the small wounds. On the one side, at least, his hair would cover it.

“You should have stuck with Nerith,” Jethan muttered as they walked back out to his sitting room.

Kasiel gave him a hard look.

“Sorry. Not helpful.”

“Not even a little.” He picked up a stoneglass bottle sitting on the table and poured some Vanrian Black Mead for himself and his tehnaak. As he passed the mug to Jethan, he met his eyes. “Something else bothers me about all of this.”

“Something other than my aunt threatening to have you executed?”

Kasiel breathed a humorless laugh. “Yes. On our way back from Doran the first time, when we were bringing Velara here, my father told me Seylin had considered matching me with her daughter prior to the alliance proposal with Delaphine. I’m not sure I would have ever considered crossing the line with her if it hadn’t been for him putting that thought in my head. But my encounter with your aunt just now made it abundantly clear that she has never considered me an acceptable match for her daughter.”

Jethan leaned forward in his seat. “You think your father wanted you to get involved with her?”

“I don’t know, but he said something else that made me wonder the night she was made Seylin’s official heir. He told me I had become the symbol of Vanris’s might, and that, with very little effort, I could win the heart of this country. I can’t help wondering if he’s manipulating me to some end, though I don’t have a clue what that end might be.”

Jethan sat back and took a long drink of his mead before responding. “I feel like there’s something to this, but right now, regardless of your father’s intentions, my aunt is taking matters into her own hands, and there isn’t much we can do about it.”

Kasiel glanced at Jethan over the top of his mug. “I appreciate you not saying I told you so, but I’m pretty sure you don’t mind her ending my relationship with Vel.”

“Let’s be honest, you sleeping with my cousin has been awkward for me, but mostly I was worried about what was going to happen when my aunt found out. It actually went better than I expected.” He leaned forward again, setting his mug on the table. “I know you love her, and I know she feels the same about you. This won’t be easy for either of you. All I can say is that I am here for you, tehnaak. I will continue to be here for you no matter how I feel about your choices, but when the khevarin decides your relationship is over, it’s over.”

The urge to scream out his rage welled up inside him, but it wasn’t just him. It was Niskenya and Irith reacting to the distress he was struggling to keep hidden. Jethan was right, again. The khevarin got the last word. Her daughter. Her country. Opposing that would bring his life to an abrupt end, and yet, he still wanted to fight it. Niskenya encouraged him to fight it.

“Do you think Merrin’s busy?”

A smirk curved Jethan’s lips. “Feel like sparring, do you?”

“You have no idea.”

Jethan finished his mead, then stood. “Well, if we can’t find her, I’m happy to stand in as long as you don’t let Niskenya help.”

Kasiel forced a smile. “We’ll see.”

A short time later, Merrin stood at the edge of the sparring ring, leaning on the railing along with Jethan, Wedro, and Avris. Irith lay inside the rail at their feet. Kasiel faced off against Dhomen Farren. The combat instructor, who had been there when they arrived, had immediately challenged him to a match. The fire burning in his eyes went well with the aggressive, sharp red lines of the ke’hanoath climbing up his neck. That expression made Kasiel wary, because it felt like a reflection of the anger he was barely keeping contained. If they were both trying to burn off their tempers, it could get out of hand quickly.

“So, south into Pandrean Alliance territory again?” Avris was asking.

“The Pandrean Alliance is dead,” Wedro corrected.

“It’s wounded and limping,” Farren countered, his gaze never wavering from Kasiel.

Kasiel adjusted his grip on the practice sword. “You don’t think Delaphine will withdraw from the alliance with Vanris, do you?”

“I think they fear us more than they fear Sarket right now, but I’m willing to bet Sarket will try to tip that balance. One thing we have in our favor is that Delaphine and Sarket worked together long enough that many Sarketi soldiers have friends and family across those lines and may hesitate at being ordered to attack their own.” He stared at Kasiel, eyes narrowing. “What do you think, Cavenos?”

“I think negotiations with Fallend, even though their military isn’t as strong, will play a significant role in how stable our alliance with Delaphine is. We lost the advantage of a political marriage with Prince Elijah’s death, but Fallend’s support could boost Delaphine’s confidence.”

He lunged when he finished speaking, attempting to catch Farren by surprise. The dhomen deflected his strike as if he had been waiting for it and barely missed a blow to Kasiel’s arm as he darted back out of reach.

“You’ve developed more of a head for political strategy, but your combat skills could still use some work,” Farren said, a savage hunger in his grin.

Too bad that made no difference in his standing with the khevarin. Then again, it wasn’t his abilities Seylin objected to; it was his past and his disfigurement. Things he couldn’t fix.

Anger swelled in him, and he felt Niskenya stirring in his mind. He attempted to push back against her – he wanted to win this fight alone – but she patiently and effortlessly moved past his resistance. Then she settled, passing a sense of calm and focus through to him, smothering his anger.

Kasiel took a deep breath. The kanodrak knew what she was doing. Attacking with his rage was going to get him hurt. What she didn’t understand was that he wanted to feel pain. Physical pain. The kind of pain he knew would heal in time. Velara hung in the back of his mind, the woman he loved who he was now being ordered to abandon. He had been forced to do that to Nerith once, leaving her to face her father alone in Doran. An incident that opened the door to several arguably poor decisions. His life didn’t belong to him. Vanris owned him. The people, the khevarin, and his father.

Fury burst through Niskenya’s comforting, and he lunged at Farren. Their eyes met, and the dhomen smiled as he swapped his sword to his left hand. Kasiel came in fast and strong. Niskenya withdrew. They exchanged a flurry of attacks, blocking and dodging each other’s strikes. Then Kasiel hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind out of him. He wasn’t even sure where the blow that downed him had come from, but his sword lay several feet away and pain radiated through his chest.

Farren held a hand down to him. “That’s what I was waiting for.”

Kasiel drew a strained breath and accepted the offered assistance, letting the other man pull him up. A slow clap behind him drew his attention, and he turned to see the Feral kanodrak rider, Jhanik, leaning on the rail with his tehnaak, Keryk, and his tethdrak flanking him. The man’s light blond hair was freshly shaved on both sides, showing off the symbols of his ke’hanoath tattooed on his scalp. His strong jaw lifted slightly, so he looked down his nose at them.

Kasiel drew in another breath, his diaphragm slowly relaxing, then faced the man. “When did you get in?”

“About an hour ago. Apparently, we’ll be riding back out tomorrow with Dhomen Nevias. As much as I would love to watch Dhomen Farren beat the horse shit out of you some more, I have another reason for seeking you out.”

Something in his tone sent a ripple of unease through Kasiel. Reaching out with his ability, he tried to reconnect with Niskenya and met up with a wall of silence. It didn’t surprise him she was angry. He had cast her aside for the sake of his temper. That would need to be addressed right away. He strode over to Jhanik, aware of his companions and Irith heading around the outside to join them.

“What is it?”

“I’ve been told Khevarin Seylin wants the kanodraks to remain here this time. I was hoping the son of the dhomvalen might have enough influence to change her mind.”

Kasiel’s gut clenched, twisting like a nest of snakes. Seylin was punishing him. Of that, he had no doubt. Trying to take away his greatest strength and foundation as a Feral, and one of his most valued companions. He couldn’t imagine not feeling Niskenya’s presence in his mind for months on end. Not to mention that he was a far more effective fighter with her instincts guiding him.

The wall of silence in his mind shattered and Niskenya surged in, protective fury flowing out from her. Kasiel smirked to himself. So, she had still been there, lurking. Leave it to the kanodrak to find a way to hide herself in his own head.

“The khevarin may not be as inclined to listen to me with my father out of the city,” he said, seeing no need to mention that she would rather watch him lose his head right now than give him anything he wanted. “We might have better luck if we start with someone who understands why this is a bad idea.”

“Ahndhomen Adnar.”

Kasiel nodded. A hand came to rest on his shoulder, and he turned to see Avris standing there.

“You don’t need us for this, but we’ll see you at The Twisted Vine later, right?”

He met her pale green eyes for a moment, trying to get past her guarded look, but she was always one to keep her inner thoughts to herself. “We’ll be there. We only get one more night in the city. Might as well enjoy it.”

“Good.” She turned to Wedro and Merrin. “Come on, kids, let’s go cause trouble elsewhere.”

Merrin shook her head, a crooked smile touching her lips as she glanced at Farren. The combat instructor nodded and beckoned her over with an ominous curl of his fingers.

“Or maybe we’ll stay here a while longer.” Avris shook her head at her tehnaak, though a fond smile curved her lips.

Kasiel almost wanted to stay and watch. Merrin was the best fighter in his unit. If anyone could give Farren a real challenge, she was the one. But he and Jhanik had a problem to deal with.

“Good luck, Dhomen Farren,” he called, ducking out of the practice ring. Then, with Jethan and Irith by his side, he joined Jhanik’s trio to go speak to Adnar.
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They were entering the building that overlooked the tethdrak enclosure when an earsplitting series of roars shook everything in the structure. Kasiel could feel the surge of rage that flowed through Niskenya as she put her powerful lungs behind voicing her opinion on the khevarin’s decision. She wasn’t the only one causing a scene. Jhanik’s kanodrak, Arkos, and some of the others lent their awesome voices to her protest, making a racket that the entire city would hear.

A guard hurrying out almost ran into them on their way through the door. She made as if to dart past, then stopped as she registered who they were.

“Ahninveth Kasiel. Ahninveth Jhanik. Ahndhomen Adnar needs you both in the kanodrak enclosure immediately.”

Kasiel smiled. “Does he now? Whatever for?”

Jhanik smirked and Jethan pressed his lips together to suppress a grin.

The guard scowled at him as another chorus of roars rang out and gestured firmly toward the source of the racket. Jhanik’s tethdrak shifted his feet, uneasy with the uproar from predators even more deadly than it. Irith’s hackles went up and the cliff cat sank into a defensive posture.

Kasiel set a hand on the cat’s shoulders, sending a sense of comfort across to him. “Oh, that. We’ll head down now.”

“Thank you.” She gave a sour smirk and stepped out of their way, apparently not amused by his flippancy.

When they arrived at the base of the lift in front of the tethdrak canyon habitat, several of the beasts were running around, expressing distress at the commotion in the next canyon with a barrage of nervous clicks and shrieks. Jhanik and Kasiel left their tehnaaks and companions there and continued through the tunnel to the kanodrak habitat.

Kasiel rarely saw more than one kanodrak in the front at a time. They were solitary creatures outside of mating, rarely interacting unless their bonded companions brought them together on missions, as had happened more than once with Niskenya and Arkos. Today, their two kanodraks were both up near the bars with all six of the other vaguely feline beasts within sight, stalking about and growling in response to the irritation Niskenya and Arkos were feeding into them.

When he entered the front area, Niskenya made a chuffing noise in her chest and padded to the bars. Arkos approached as well, his attention on Jhanik, though the big male lurked off to one side, leaving Niskenya plenty of space. Like his kanodrak, Jhanik remained a few steps behind, deferring to the whims of the matriarch of the group. Kasiel walked directly to the gate, aware of Adnar emerging from a door in the canyon wall and striding out in a swift interception course.

“Ahninveth Kasiel, what is the meaning of the unrest your kanodrak is provoking?”

Kasiel inclined his head to the ahndhomen, then he closed the last couple of feet to the bars and held a hand through to Niskenya. She stilled, pressing her forehead to his palm, her sides heaving with the effort of her raging. After a few seconds, he backed away and faced Adnar. “I believe Niske and Arkos are expressing their displeasure with the khevarin’s plan to send us to Delaphine without them, sir.”

Backing his words, Niskenya reared up, slamming her front paws into two of the bars. Dust rose from a growing crack in the stone at the base of one bar. A new fracture in the rock overhang was also spreading between the tops of the bars. This was clearly not the first time she had struck them today.

Adnar’s gaze took in those same concerning developments, his expression darkening. “I understand Khevarin Seylin’s concerns...” He trailed off at the furrowing of Kasiel’s brow, eyes narrowing a fraction. “Or perhaps I don’t. Either way, I am not sure it’s wise to send you both into the field without them.”

“I agree. We could be gone for some time, sir. We will almost certainly be in combat situations. What sense is there in sending Feral kanodrak riders out on a possibly extended campaign without their strongest assets?” He glanced at Niskenya. “Assuming those assets will even agree to stay behind.”

“I get the feeling there is more to this than I am aware of, but sending kanodrak riders to support our allies without their kanodraks not only makes no sense but is also an unnecessary risk of valuable resources.” For once, Kasiel didn’t mind being reduced to a valuable resource, so long as the Feral ahndhomen was on their side. “Let’s speak with her. I am sure the khevarin will see reason.” Adnar started walking toward the exit tunnel, Jhanik quickly falling into step behind him. They stopped and turned back when Kasiel didn’t follow. Adnar’s brows pinched. “What are you not telling me, Ahninveth?”

“Apologies, Ahndhomen. Khevarin Seylin is upset with me right now. You’re apt to have more success without me there, but you might wish to point out that Niskenya has no intention of letting me leave without her.” He glanced up at the crack in the overhang for emphasis.

Jhanik breathed a laugh. “You’re something else, Cavenos.”

“Don’t encourage him.” Adnar gave the other Feral a sharp look. “Does your kanodrak feel the same?”

Jhanik met Kasiel’s eyes. They both knew his connection with Arkos wasn’t nearly as strong. They both also knew that he had no interest in deploying without the beast. He faced Adnar. “Yes, sir. I’m afraid Arkos stands with Niske on this.”

Adnar eyed the two kanodraks for a moment, his jaw clenched. Then he nodded, his gaze locking with Kasiel’s. He was aware of which bonded pair was at the heart of this disturbance. Niskenya was the alpha in the enclosure. She almost always got her way. “I will fight to see that you are not separated from them for this
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