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White Death

 Chapter One






Under the rabbit pelts and within the
shelter of my arms, Tuatha shivered violently.






Too wolfish to
whine, he expressed his suffering with his pleading eyes turned up
to meet mine through the blinding snow. White dusted the dark fur
around his eyes, his muzzle and his cheeks, giving him the
appearance of a wizened and wrinkled old man.

He wanted what we all craved: a camp with
hot fires and warm tents, shelter from the howling gale pouring
down from the menacing peaks high above. Unfortunately, stopping
wasn’t a viable option. The pass leading higher and higher into the
mountains had narrowed into a deadly canyon. We rode single file
along a bare cliff-face, a path wide enough for a single horse and
rider. At a careful walk, each horse planted his feet into the
prints of the one ahead.

If the lethal canyon with its sheer drop
wasn’t bad enough, a winter blizzard struck the mountains with wind
gusts hard enough to topple a horse and rider into the choked trees
and cracked rocks several hundred rods below. Too often Mikk slowed
his pace to brace himself against the powerful currents that
threatened to send all three of us to our deaths. I rode, my hand
frozen on my reins and my heart thudding in my chest, peering
through the whiteout at the greyish-black spot that was Kel’Ratan’s
stallion’s tail.

“You don’t have much farther,” Bar
said, flying high above the storm. “I scouted the canyon
earlier. It’s about a mile long and you’re halfway
through.”

“I hope you’re right,” I answered, my
teeth chattering too hard to speak aloud. “Is the storm letting
up a bit? From your point of view?”

“I haven’t seen an end yet.”

Despite the leather covering my lower face,
my breath frosted the fur of my hood. Ice clung to my eyes and
crusted my jacket; my feet felt like wooden blocks in my stirrups.
Mikk’s mane lay buried under a coating of white, his breath
steaming as he snorted snow from his nostrils. How far was a
half-mile? On level ground, a horse could traverse it within
minutes, even at a walk. Surely we’d be through this and on the
other side shortly.

I couldn’t see Rygel and Shardon ahead of
Kel’Ratan leading the way through the canyon, though I tried to
peer into the sideways blowing snow. An occasional drop in the wind
permitted me a swift glimpse of Kel’Ratan’s back and Rygel’s black
cloak he wore over his fur jacket. Shardon’s silver coat utterly
vanished in the swirling murk.

This is lunacy. Maybe we should
stop and wait it out where we are.

“No,” Bar answered. “You keep
going and you stay on that horse no matter what.”

“If we shelter behind the horses, we can
stay warm enough until it blows over.”

“You’ll freeze to death,” Bar
snapped. “Don’t stop.”

“Where are the wolves?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care.”

I made the mistake of turning my head to
look over my shoulder, hoping to see Digger or Thunder at Mikk’s
flank. All I received for my efforts was a blast of icy snow forced
by the howling wind into my hood. A half-hearted swipe of my mitten
across my eyes cleared some of my vision, but tiny icicles formed
on my eyelashes. Tuatha’s anxious whine reached my ears over the
noise, but, as usual, I’d no idea what he said.

I fretted over the absence of the wolves.
They’d all been there at the start of this mad journey into the
canyon, when the snow first fell in large, swirling flakes. Did
they trail behind, in single file as we did, following in our
tracks? Surely they didn’t hare off on a hunting expedition. I
could ask Tuatha had I understood his language. Trying to
communicate in a winter gale like this one was as useless as
chewing rocks for sustenance.

The wind screamed again, a thick guttural
cry that ended on a high piercing note. Terror seeped into my
veins, freezing my gut. That’s not the wind. That was the
panicked shriek of a stricken mule. Those animals carried our very
survival on their backs–food, heavy tents, extra hides, and the
charcoal we used to stay warm at night when the winter mountain
temperatures dropped below killing levels. Losing even one mule and
pack could mean death for us all.

I didn’t think–not even twice. Off Mikk in a
flash, I braced myself against the terrible wind and ran past the
line of horses. I heard my name yelled, but from whose throat I’d
no clue. I didn’t care or hesitate. The swirling snow parted enough
for me to see the shadow of a rearing horse. But whose horse? The
mule screamed again, closer now. On I ran, the frozen mountain air
striking my mouth and lungs with all the force of a hammer. My
boots slipped on the ice coated rocks of the canyon, and twice I
nearly fell.

At the far end of our train, the last mule
bucked and plunged, its heavy pack loose within its binding ropes.
The horse connected to it reared. If I didn’t stop them, all three
would go over the edge. Close enough to see through the whiteout, I
recognized Tor trying frantically to rein in his pale mare. Despite
the strides he’s made as a warrior, his riding skills were yet in
their infancy. He couldn’t control both horse and mule in this
dicey situation.

“Tor!” I yelled at the same instant a
ripping snarl rose from the rocks above me.

I wheeled around, reaching for my sword, and
came face to face with the reason for the mare’s and mule’s panic.
A lion, young and with a half-grown mane, crouched amid the tumbled
boulders that marked the high pass. Perhaps starvation forced it to
attack against almost impossible odds, thinking the mule the
easiest target. Only desperation could drive it into a conflict
with humans in the midst of this terrible blizzard.

“Go,” I screamed at Tor, not daring to turn
my back on the lion. “Get away.”

My leather mittens didn’t fit right around
the hilt of my sword, but I pointed it at the lion anyway. I hoped
the confrontation would intimidate the beast enough into flight;
that it would recognize its need to gain a meal wasn’t worth a
fight with a human. Or wolves. Where were the wolves,
anyway? Why would a lion dare attack and horse and mule train
with the sounds and scents of our enormous wolf pack all
around?

“Thunder,” I yelled. “Shadow!”

Behind me, Tor sent his horse clattering up
the narrow pass, dragging the reluctant mule behind him. I dared a
swift glance away from the lion to see him safely away with the
precious pack, though sagging dangerously, still clinging to the
mule’s saddle. Safe, all of them, and clear of the lion and its
menace. The mule’s rear quarters vanished into the blizzard and
left me alone with a starving lion.

Cheated of its prize, the lion snarled
again, its round ears flat against its head. It coiled itself into
launch position, clearing thinking I made a very satisfying
substitute for haunch of mule. For I, smaller than it was, appeared
helpless and vulnerable; separated from the herd. No doubt, it had
no idea my sword held any danger to its life. I hoped I’d be
proving the beast quite wrong.

It tensed. I braced myself, reading its
intent to spring, down and out, its fangs reaching for my throat as
its claws ripped open my guts. Come on, I breathed, my own
body crouched and ready. Let’s dance.

The lion leaped, just as I expected it
would. Just as I planned, my sword slid deep between its ribs and
into its beating heart. I may have killed it, but it still thought
it held the upper paw. I swung my head sharply sideways. Its fangs
missed my throat and buried themselves deep into my jacket over my
right shoulder. Front claws raked my coat into ribbons while its
hind claws ripped into my legs.

Helpless, I fell backward with the lion’s
heavy weight on top of me. It still hadn’t realized it was dead.
Growls filled my ears as the lion tore into my thick hide jacket.
My sword, still buried deep, kept most of the beast’s blood still
inside it’s body. Once I pulled it out, the heart’s purple blood
would gush in torrents. But its weight pinned my arm across my
chest, leaving me unable to yank my sword from it and complete the
kill. It bled to death, internally, its heart speared though. Its
brain still thought it lived, and it struggled to kill and survive.
As a result, my jacket and pants received a new onslaught from four
sets of wicked claws. I felt my bones creak under the pressure of
those deadly fangs.

“Ly’Tana!” Bar screamed. “I’m
coming.”

Don’t, I tried to reply. The storm
will kill you.

But my words didn’t form with any cohesive
thought. Nor were they conveyed to their target. A deep rumbling
resounded throughout the canyon. Above the howling blizzard, I
heard a noise resembling the roar Rygel used while in his dragon
form. Under my back, the granite pass vibrated, breaking the ice
covering the rocks into slivers. What the–

Behind the lion’s huge shoulders, I watched
as the canyon shook in the same fashion when a cat breaks the rat’s
neck. At first I thought it an earthquake, the same that nearly
killed me at the river. But its similarities ended there. A wall of
snow cascaded down from the high peak above and born down upon me
with a hundred times the power of the river.

Avalanche.

I had time for one brief thought–I’m
dead–before it hit.

As helpless as a cork on the tide, I tumbled
ass over crown, the lion’s jaws still locked onto my shoulder. The
full force of the ice and snow snapped the lion’s back and finished
what I’d started. My thoughts as out of control as our bodies, I’d
no ability to appreciate that the lion took the brunt of the
avalanche and saved my life. Tons of snow speeding downhill faster
than Shardon’s best gallop took me with it, my body now atop the
dead lion’s. Skidding along, I rode it as a child might a sled,
bumping over rocks; both live and dead trees were smashed into
kindling under the white assault.

The lion hit the group of tallish rocks
first. With the unrivaled force of the avalanche behind it, it
flipped up and over, casting me with it, over the tops. I hit the
snow hard, on my back, my breath gone. The lion’s corpse, broken
and smashed, fell atop me, my sword still caught within its chest.
Still rumbling with a guttural roar, the tide of snow, ice, busted
trees and stones washed over and around the rock pile, burying me
and the dead cat under it. Pinned, crushed under the weight of a
hillside, I gasped for breath, snow filling my eyes, ears, nose and
mouth.

The mountain vibrated under me, the
avalanche cascading down into the river far below. It no longer
took me with it, carrying me along to drop me into the rocky gorge.
I felt more and more snow and debris piled high over my sheltering
rocks, entombing me further from the light and the air. Crushed,
imprisoned in my icy grave, I struggled to find some breath, any
breath at all, to fill my lungs. Desperate, I freed my left arm
from beneath the lion and brushed snow and ice from my face. My
right still lay trapped with my hand caught between the hilt and
the dead cat.

Long moments, an eternity for me, passed
before the vibration and the distant rumbling died away. Coughing,
snorting, my mitten cleared some ice from my face and I drew in a
ragged breath. Ah, much better. Though I saw nothing, I knew
my chin lay against the lion’s tawny shoulder and its big head
sheltered my face from the tons of snow from above. A precious
air pocket, I gathered, breathing in slowly, shallowly. I don’t
want to use it all within minutes. For minutes might be all I
had.

Oddly enough, I felt–warm. I stifled
a giggle when I realized why. The corpse, broken open in the
avalanche’s grip, spilled warm blood all over my torso and upper
legs. Damn, but didn’t that lion come in handy. Just because its
dead didn’t mean it wasn’t useful. Bugger saved my life not once
but twice.

“Ly’Tana!” screamed Bar.

“I’m here,” I replied. “But I
don’t know where here is.”

“I’m flying over the slide but I can’t find
you.”

“Don’t. You’ll kill yourself. In that
wind.”

“I don’t care. Yell. Make some noise.”

I didn’t have the breath. I dared not waste
what little air I had in yelling. “I can’t. Where are the
others? Kel’Ratan? Rygel?”

“Coming, but they’re floundering in all that
loose snow. Can’t you hear them?”

“No, I can’t. Where’s Thunder? Digger?”

Bar paused, perhaps looking around, scoping
through the blizzard for my wolf friends. “I think–yes, I see
them! All of them, they’re able to get across the slide better than
the humans.”

“Tell them–“

Bar couldn’t tell them anything. He didn’t
speak wolf and they didn’t speak griffin. How then could I
communicate on how to find me? For if they didn’t dig me out within
a few minutes, I’d suffocate. Already my air pocket grew smaller,
the air staler. My head spun slightly, informing me that the air I
breathed turned noxious. I breathed in my own exhales, which would
kill me very quickly. How then–

Silverruff.

He screamed my name when Rygel attacked me
in the desert. I heard him. In that moment, we shared a mind link.
However brief it lasted, it was there and real. Perhaps it’s
threads hadn’t vanished entirely. If I heard him, then maybe if I
screamed loud enough, he might hear me.

“Search for the scent of blood,” I
called with every fiber of my mental strength, Silverruff’s image
captured within my mind’s eye. “Seek blood. Find me.”

Exhausted, dizzy and nauseous, I rested my
head against an ice clod and shut my eyes. Although not exactly in
pain, my body felt bent and sprung in a hundred places. The lion’s
blood cooled more quickly than I liked and shivers racked me as
though sending tiny bolts of lightning though my skin. If
Silverruff hadn’t heard me, I’d die within a few minutes. I’d
never know when I died. I’ll simply go to sleep and not wake
up.

Sleep taunted me, beckoning with dark hands.
How could I refused such an invitation? I really am very
tired. I’ll sleep for just a minute or two. No real harm in
that, I reasoned. I need the strength a short nap will bring
me. I drifted on a tide of poisoned air and false warmth.

“Stay awake, dammit!” Bar snapped
inside my head. “Don’t you dare go to sleep.”

I jolted awake, and rubbed my frozen left
mitten over my face. Bar was right. If I slept, I’d die.

“Did Silverruff hear me?”

“I don’t know,” Bar answered, his
tone slow. “I see them, they’re still nosing around the
avalanche slide. They’re searching, but the deep snow is hampering
them.”

“Talk to me,” I said. “Tell me
what’s happening. It’ll help me stay awake.”

“They’ve scattered in a wide area,”
Bar replied. “I can’t circle, the wind is too strong, but I fly
back and forth.”

“Where are my boys?”

“I can see only Kel’Ratan, Rygel and Alun.
They’re waist deep, moving too slowly. But they can go downhill
easier than uphill, and they’re poking with long sticks. The others
might also be searching, but I can’t see them.”

“They hope to hit me.”

“Right. Can’t you tell me how far you
slid?”

I thought for a moment. “No. It happened
too fast. But I hit some big rocks. Maybe they stick up higher than
the snow.”

For a long moment, I heard only silence.
Then Bar’s dubious voice resounded in my head. “I’m seeing
nothing yet. But–“

“But?”

“The wolves. They’re running in a group.
Like they caught a scent–“

“The scent of blood.”

“Yes! They’re digging. And so am I.”

Bar’s voice dropped from within my head.
Though all I heard was the tiny creaks and hissing of the snow and
ice that buried me alive, I relaxed. They found me. I’m
saved. Drifting once more, I sought the deadly embrace of
sleep.

“No!” Bar screeched, his mental voice
jarring me awake. “Even if we found the right place, it’ll take
too long to dig you out. Stay with me, girl. Don’t you dare
sleep.”

“I’m so tired,” I replied, feeling
drained and utterly spent. “Can’t I rest, for a minute?”

“I’m not losing you to some egotistical,
lunatic god out for his own entertainments. You die, I die. Want my
death on your conscience?”

I roused instantly. “God?”

“This is Usa’a’mah’s devising, I’ll warrant.
Put me in a closed room with him. Please. An hour is all I
need.”

I stifled a chuckle. “I’d pay good gold
to see that.”

“Then stay awake and stay alive.”

“What would you do?”

“With that fat, dumb and happy bastard?”

“Uh, huh.”

“Get medieval on his divine ass. Wrap his
entrails on a spindle and crank. Turn his face inside out so he can
see his guts spinning and then for good measure crush every bone in
his body and watch him piece them together again like a super
jigsaw puzzle.”

“You’re so cute when you’re vindictive.”

“Cute my furry butt. Can you hear us?”

I couldn’t cock my head, but I did listen
intently. Was that scratching I heard, from high above? Or was it
merely the snow settling? “I–I’m not sure.”

“These wolves got frantic all of a sudden,
digging like crazy. I can smell blood, but it’s not yours.”

“From the lion.”

“Lion? What–we’ve dug a crater the size of a
barn, but these smashed trees keep getting in the way.”

“Are Kel’Ratan and Rygel–what are they
doing?”

“Digging also. All of us except Arianne,
Yuri, Yuras and Tor. I expect they’re minding the horses.”

“I still can’t hear anything.”

My mind grew muzzy, and I drifted despite
Bar’s voice in my head demanding I remain awake. Raine wandered
into my vision, carrying his head in his hands. His weird eyes
winked at me as he smiled and said, “Hullo, luv.” I bolted awake,
jarring my face against the lion’s open mouth, my heart beating
thickly in my chest. “Bar?”

“Hang on, girl. We’ve dug down almost eight
feet, and I can smell you now. Stay with me just a few more
minutes.”

“I don’t feel so good.”

“I know, baby, don’t give up on me. I
haven’t worked all these years to keep you alive to lose you to
that monster.”

Despite his encouragement, unconsciousness
hovered in the wings. Though I tried to fight it off, it crept in,
on stealthy paws, to carry me down into its cold embrace. Raine,
his belly gaping wide in a red grin, poked at the bushes with his
sword. “I lost my guts,” he said, his tone conversational. “Can you
help me find them?”

Raine, I tried to say.

He glanced up. “Oh, I’m dead, my love.
Didn’t you know? Sorry and all that, but I did my best.”

You can’t be dead. I have to find you.

“Oh, there they are.”

Raine lifted a bloody mass of entrails from
the ground and casually stuffed them into his belly, dirt and twigs
added. “No worries, got them back. Carry on, I’ll see you
soon.”

Where? I cried as he turned to walk
away, sword in hand and trailing filthy intestine. He turned back,
frowning slightly. “In hell, of course. I’m dead and you’re rather
tardy, luv, though I meant no criticism.”

I don’t want to die.

Raine sighed, clearly put upon. A scar on
his cheek grew in size and strength, ripping his face from his eye
to his chin in a gaping rent. No blood oozed from the terrible
wound, though the small scar over his eye bled profusely. “Much too
late for that, dear. You’re as dead as I.”

My soul, racked with the sobs I couldn’t
voice, broke apart, in agony. Raine is dead. I want to die. I
need to be with him.

Sudden light pierced the fog within my
brain. Shadowy figures moved amid its white rays–ethereal phantoms
shrouded in brightness. What were they? Who were they? Ghosts in
truth? Perhaps the spirits of my ancestors arrived to escort me to
the other side? Of course. I’m dead, and Raine is dead. They
came to take me to him. Joy filled my aching heart, banishing all
fears and earthly worries. The dead had no further need of those
petty concerns the living struggled with–pain, fear, hatred,
revenge, happiness or quite simply all the successes or failures
life had to offer. All that faded into unimportance. Death–the
ultimate freedom.

“I see her!”

“Where’d that effing lion come from?”

“Bar, grab that tree trunk. No, that one,
dammit, can’t you see its pinning her down?”

“Ly’Tana!”

Voices spoke as though from a long distance
away. I almost recognized them as they seemed familiar, but I tuned
them out. On the black tide, I walked into the light. Raine was in
the light. I knew it, I felt it. With Raine, I’d no reason to fear.
Great love, true love, transcended all human frailties or
strengths. Within the light, all that remained of our earthly
bodies was joy. Deep inside its warmth, all would be made well and
whole again. I reached my hand toward that light– desperate,
craving it, needing it.

“Rygel, do something. We’re losing her.”

“She’s too white, too pale. Her lips are
blue.”

“I know, dammit, she’s been without air too
long. Little Bull, Silverruff, drag that bloody corpse off her, I
don’t care how, just get it out.”

Hands, warm hands, touched me. They lifted
me, carrying me, hurrying me toward the light. I’m ready.
Take me to my love.

“Oh, you aren’t getting off that easy,” a
deep voice in my ear growled.

Though I knew that voice, the name attached
to it escaped me. I dismissed it, and continued my journey toward
the light. Raine waved from within its bright folds, welcoming me.
I’m home.

“Not on my watch, you don’t,” the obstinate
voice snapped. “You don’t die until I say you die.”

White-hot fire suddenly coursed through me.
I arched my back as spasm after spasm ripped through my body. Sheet
lightning lanced through the blackness surrounding my mind,
sparking lights colored greens, golds, yellows and reds behind my
eyes. I groaned. The light I reached for receded rapidly, taking
Raine with it.

No!

Like a star, it gleamed with a tiny pinprick
of light and as distant before it vanished. I tried to scream, to
run, to find it, to find Raine. Raine was behind the light, he was
dead, I can’t live without him, we’re both dead and we’ll live
forever, together. Without the light, blackness descended. I
stumbled on, calling, hopeless, searching for Raine, lost within a
deep, dark wilderness. Alone. Forsaken.

A voice whispered in the darkness. As light
and soft as a summer breeze soughing across the heather, it
breathed my name. I hesitated, turning around, searching for the
source of the voice. I heard the softest rustle, as though a tiny
bird, a dove perhaps, winged by just out of earshot. From the
corner of my eye, I saw something flutter. When I turned to see it
fully, it wasn’t there. I knew I wasn’t alone, yet, oddly, I felt
no fear. Whatever the presence was, I knew it meant me no harm.

The faintest of touches caressed my cheek.
When I spun around, I saw nothing. Again, I felt a finger, a hand,
alight upon my hair. Again, I turned, searching for the source and
found nobody. Come out, I tried to say. Please. The
dark flutter brushed past the corner of my eye. When I turned, it
was gone. Seeking, walking forward where I remembered the light had
glowed, I held my arms out. Half-hoping, half-fearing I’d stumble
into something, I wandered on.

Something moved in the darkness at the
furthest edge of my vision. When I walked toward it, the
feather-touch stroked my brow. I spun again, searching, peering
into the absolute darkness.

“It’s not your time, Beloved,” the voice
murmured from the depths. “Go home, child.”

“But–I’m home now,” I tried to reply, but no
words fell past my lips.

“It’s not your time.”

“No–”

“Your work is not yet finished.”

The fire surged through my body again,
yanking me back from the brink. I gasped, feeling both bone-chilled
cold and hotter than the flames of hell. Voices babbled,
incoherent, as bright light pierced my closed eyes. One voice
drowned them all, as a shadow loomed over me, dimming the
light.

“It’s not your time,” it said.

Let me go, I tried to say, struggling
against the grip that held me down, held me to the life I no longer
wanted. Raine was dead. Please, let me go.

“Wake up, Ly’Tana,” the voice said. “It’s
not your time.”

Strong arms lifted me, holding me tight, the
babble of voices slowing, quieting. I blinked rapidly against the
harsh light, against the snow that blew into them. My starved lungs
drew in ragged gasps. The fire abruptly departed, leaving me ice
cold and shivering. Rygel, sweat trickling down his cheek despite
the harsh wind and chill of the howling blizzard, quirked his upper
lip in a smile. His face, framed by his hood and the wild mane of
hair that escaped it, gradually lost the pale nimbus I associated
with his healing.

Glancing about, I discovered I lay within
the shelter of Kel’Ratan’s arms. Bar peered anxiously down from
beyond Rygel’s head, snow wreathing his mane. “Glad to have you
back,” he rumbled. “That egotistical wizard does have his
uses.”

I’d no energy with which to reply. Through
eyes that wanted to shut, I forced them open and took in the
worried expressions of Witraz and Alun, discovered Rannon’s hand at
my throat assessing my beating pulse. Left and Right shifted from
foot to foot at Kel’Ratan’s shoulders, no doubt wanting to take me
from him. After all, they were my bodyguards.

I glanced down. Silverruff gazed up, his
grinning muzzle on level with my hip. I lowered my hand to him,
trying in a vague way to tickle his jaw as I used to. His tail
fanned the snow and he woofed, his breathing turning the icy air to
steam.

“He said he heard you,” Rygel
translated.

Turning my face in a short circle, I noted
all the wolves dancing, tails wagging furiously, leaping about in
an effort to get past the humans and offer to warm my face with
their busy tongues. Thunder pushed past Silverruff and did just
that, his love washing more than just my face.

“Kip deserves the most credit,” Kel’Ratan
said, his voice thick as he turned his body so that I might view
Kip sitting on his haunches, impatiently awaiting his turn to greet
me. “Silverruff told them to search for blood, but it’s Kip’s
splendid nose that found it.”

I turned my face into my cousin’s shoulder.
I didn’t want to feel gratitude. If Kip hadn’t discovered my
whereabouts, then I’d be dead now. Raine was dead. I should be with
him.

I felt Kel’Ratan’s and Rygel’s sudden
concern fall amidst the silence within the terrible gale.

“Ly’Tana?” Bar asked. “What is
it?”

“Princess?” Rygel said at the same time.
“You’re alive. You’re going to be fine.”

I didn’t turn my face from Kel’Ratan’s
elk-hide jacket. “Raine is dead,” I whispered.

“What?”

“What did she say?”

Though the blizzard had eased in its
previous fury, the sharp wind sucked my words from Kel’Ratan’s
shoulder and whipped them away. Silverruff, whose hearing no amount
of wind could stifle, growled.

“He says she said Raine is dead.”

“Dead? Blimey!”

Rygel’s cold hand, bare of covering, gently
turned my face toward him. “Princess? Where’d you get that
idea?”

My mind cringed from the vision, for the
vision I’d witnessed was true. Just as Raine foresaw his own death
in a dream, I saw it for myself. Somehow, we both shared the sight,
the ability to foretell the future. Arianne had it. I didn’t
predict it, but I knew my inner sight spoke the truth. Yet, I dared
not glance into Rygel’s grinning face.

“Princess,” Rygel said, his voice soft yet
heard clearly over the gale-force wind. “Raine isn’t dead.”

I pulled my chin from his grip. “He’s dead
and I want to be dead, too.”

“Sucks to be you, eh?” Bar snapped
within my head. “You’re not going to die, not for a long while.
That idiot gai’tan you love won’t die, either. Unless I kill
him.”

“Princess, look at me. Please.”

Rygel’s voice forced me to gaze, helpless,
into his amber eyes. “I can feel Raine,” he said, snow dusting his
eyebrows and the new growth of beard on his jaws. “He’s but a day
or so away from this canyon, and in good health. He’s my brother,
Princess, and I’d know if he was dead. He’s not.”

While I didn’t exactly disbelieve him, I
didn’t believe him, either. Too tired and cold to argue, I huddled
against the wind’s chill and longed for a hot fire and a warm bed.
I ached all over, and my head thumped sharply in concert with my
beating pulse. Rygel may have dragged my ass from beyond death’s
barrier, but I wasn’t entirely healed.

“What now?” Witraz asked, standing
waist-deep in white powder.

From the shelter of Kel’Ratan’s arms, I
glanced around. The furious digging to free me from the avalanche
lay strewn about in piles of snow, ice, splintered trees and bared
rocks. The lion’s corpse lay at the bottom of a huge pit, a new
dusting of snow covering its tawny fur and death-bared fangs. Its
dark blood stained the once pristine snow beneath it, with a bare
spot where I once lay. The whiteout would soon bury all traces of
it, frozen in its grave until the spring thaw.

Observing the direction of my gaze, Alun
returned to the hole and retrieved my sword from the lion’s body.
He cleaned my bloody blade on its scraggly mane before climbing
from the pit with my blade clutched in his fist. He offered me a
quick smile. Or at least what I thought was a smile, rapidly
glimpsed through the slashing white.

“This bloody trap may well kill all of us,”
Kel’Ratan rumbled, taking a staggering step forward, uphill.

The single step was all it took. He
floundered past his hips in loose snow before brought to a
frustrated and furious halt. Witraz managed another step forward as
Shadow reared back to leap–and buried himself headfirst into a soft
drift. Snarling his curses, he shook snow from his face and ears
before making another try. He managed four whole feet. The smallest
wolf present, Kip all but drowned as he tried to swim his way
through the mess.

Frantic need and a downhill slope permitted
humans and wolves to flounder through the avalanche to find me.
However, during my rescue, the blizzard handily dumped another two
to three inches on top of the avalanche. With too much snow and the
hill too steep to climb, it appeared Kel’Ratan’s prediction may
well come true. We certainly couldn’t wait until spring, when the
snows melted, to climb back up.

Up appeared impossible. Down–deadly. Only
the steep drop into the narrow gorge below lay scant rods from the
pit and us. My already dry mouth felt as though I’d swallowed sand
when I realized how close I’d come to careening violently over its
edge, and into the broken rocks and dead trees hundreds of rods
below.

“Cheery thought,” Bar said, shaking
loose snow from his wings and mane. “Not so good for you, but I
plan to make use of that drop.”

Swimming through the drifts, Bar spread his
wings and leaped into the gorge. Often lazy, Bar made use of many
castle parapets in this fashion, dropping into the air from a
height. Thus, seeing him vanish into the murk over the edge of a
cliff didn’t bother me a bit. Nor was I surprised to see him wing
up and out, permitting the howling wind to push him along.

“I am highly insulted by that thought in
your head,” he said, swinging up and over, the swirling snow
making him all but invisible. “I’m not lazy.”

“Lazy is as lazy does,” I
replied.

“Bite me.”

Before I could launch an invective that
included his lack of anything remotely resembling intelligence and
an acerbic comment that a moth could outfly him on his best day, a
shout from high above interrupted me. Glancing up when Kel’Ratan
turned in that direction, I recognized Yuri waving his arms over
his head and Yuras cupped his mittens over his mouth to better
project his yelling. “Catch the ropes!”

Ropes? Of course. Tie one end to a
pommel and let the horse drag us up the hill. Dead easy, I
thought as Yuras threw the rope down, and watched as it hit the
snowfall. Except one small problem remained–

“Too short,” Kel’Ratan said grimly.

The end of the rope landed a good five rods
short of Yuras’s goal. The second line thrown by Yuri didn’t come
close to us, and lay half-buried in white like a taunt. None of us
could reach those tempting cables. And if we could, then
what? I asked myself, eyeing the steep hill filled with broken
trees and rocks amid the slivered ice and snow. Tie the end around
out waists while a horse dragged us through all that? Perhaps that
wasn’t such a good plan, after all. Kel’Ratan reached the same
conclusion.

“Rygel,” Kel’Ratan said, his tone suddenly
urgent. “Go dragon. Melt the snow.”

“Nice thought, m’lord,” Witraz said from
behind us. “But unfortunately, that won’t work, either.”

“Why?”

Kel’Ratan spun around. We both stared at
Rygel, unconscious, lying face-down on the icepack as Little Bull
licked what little skin he could, whining with anxiety. Rannon
lifted him, turning him over, until his shoulders rested against a
splintered log at the edge of the pit. Rygel’s head lay back
against the bark, his skin a waxy pale. I bit my lip. I didn’t like
his color. We needed to get him out of this cold wind and ice
before much longer or Rygel would die.

“He brought her back from death itself,”
Alun said, his tone soft. “It was almost too much.”

Damn you, Rygel. You shouldn’t
have done it. I was happy being dead. I was home.

“Enough,” Bar groused. “You’re
alive. Deal with it.”

“Shut your mouth,” I snapped.
“Stay out of my head.”

Before he uttered a caustic riposte, a
strange sound filled the gulch and the canyon. Wolves ceased
snarling bitterly at one another as they floundered helpless in the
deep ice and fresh snowfall. Witraz and Rannon shot alarmed glances
at one another, and Kel’Ratan clutched me closer to him as he
turned once more to face uphill. We both stared up in
astonishment.

Arianne, her hood thrown back from her
midnight hair, stood amid the howling blizzard with her bare hands
stretched up over her head. Her voice, magnified by the sheer walls
of the gorge, drowned the roar of the winds. Raised in song, her
beautiful resonance calmed the tempest. The wind died to a whisper
as the snow fell in thick flakes from the peaks high above and
drifted like tiny feathers to the snowpack.

“Glory,” Witraz muttered, uneasy.
Kel’Ratan’s hands tightened into painful grips around my waist and
legs, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from the sight high above me.

Arianne’s voice, her song, took on a
stronger note. She threw her bare hands toward the grey sky.

The sky answered.

Light enveloped the canyon. Suddenly blind,
I blinked tears from my eyes and squinted into the sheer white.
Shadows moved within its depths, dancing, mesmerizing. Like the
heat from the desert, the wind reversed itself. Now blowing down
from the sky, its blast of warm, no, hot, air, cascaded down
and sent every wolf and human into panting. I wanted to skin out of
these protective hides like yesterday, and Kel’Ratan’s skin changed
from pale ocher to beet red within a few seconds.

“She’s a goddess,” I heard Witraz mutter. “I
knew it. A goddess incarnate.”

While I wasn’t so certain Arianne qualified
for goddess material, I knew she had power. Power drawn, perhaps,
from her divine blood. The blood she shared with Raine, the blood
of Darius. Divine or not, she wielded her power as I wielded my
sword. Under Kel’Ratan’s boots, under the paws of the wolves, the
snow melted. In thick gurgling streams it ran down the steep
incline and over the edge of the gorge. Like a waterfall, snowmelt
sluiced past our boots and paws and fell far below. Within mere
moments, the huge avalanche and new snow ran into small streamlets,
poured over the rocky ledge and vanished.

It left behind a thick viscous mud, broken
trees and rocks. Rannon, Shadow at his heel, slipped and slid his
way upward until he grasped the end of Yuras’s rope. “Who’s
first?”











***






“Hallucinations are not visions,”
Rygel explained, his tone expressing his weariness far more than
the rounded set of his shoulders or the pallor of his cheeks.

He wasn’t the only one exhausted. From
myself on down to Kip, humans, horses and wolves all felt the toll
the ordeal had taken. Bar drowsed under his warming elk hides
between the fires, while Shardon’s eyes slid shut as he stood,
hip-shot and head down as he, too, found sleep. Despite the healing
Rygel poured into me, my body still ached as though I’d been
twisted like a wrung dish-rag.

Under Arianne’s song, and power, the
blizzard slunk away. Though the clouds rolled over and consumed her
light, the blizzard failed to return and plague us. The mud we
struggled through froze if not immediately, then quite quickly. We
walked, with the help of Yuri and Yuras’s ropes, up the steep
incline and to our horses. The wolves all but galloped joyfully up
to the trail above and grinned down with tails high and
wagging.

By then, Bar wasn’t the only one who
suggested Usa’a’mah was behind the storm, the lion, and the
avalanche in yet another attempt to kill me. Yet, none spoke of the
miracle that saved not just me, but almost everyone present.
Kel’Ratan lifted me to his saddle and, with Mikk following, walked
both horses the remaining distance through the canyon and into the
shelter of the hills. Darkness fell with a thump, hiding the
fingers that made the signs against strong enchantment. For we
were, all of us, under a great spell wrought by none other than our
slave, Arianne. As the dark clouds blew past the mountain peaks and
left the bright stars to shine down through the bitterly cold night
air, no eye but slid sidelong toward the tiny girl performing her
camp chores.

Though warmed by blazing fires and the
presence of Digger and Thunder all but burying me under their
weight, I still shivered. I couldn’t be warm enough. Arianne, the
slave again and refusing to speak of what she’d done, warmed spiced
wine in cups and skins, carrying all around to the warriors who
worked to free me from the avalanche. Kel’Ratan, his heavy arm over
my shoulder, drank deep while encouraging me to follow suit.
Despite the hot wine, the shivers refused to dissipate.

“Then what are they?” Tor asked, fresher
than the rest. Though he didn’t help dig me from the snow, he, Yuri
and Yuras set up camp and fed us as everyone else drooped with
weariness and sore muscles. That alone earned Tor the right to feel
tired, but he didn’t appear so.

“Hallucinations are tricks of the mind,”
Rygel answered, his own voice broken and slow. “Visions come from
the sight, or foresight, if you will. Not at all the same
thing.”

While the sight of Raine stuffing his
innards into his belly seemed real enough, I now realized how right
he was. I expect that when one lay dying, one’s brain might not
function properly. And though, like Arianne, I refused to speak of
the experience, I knew I’d crossed death’s barrier and had come
back. Though it seemed the ghost of a distant memory, I recalled
searching for the presence that spoke from the darkness–‘it’s
not your time, Beloved’–and listening to that soft voice
echoing within my soul.

How long before it becomes my time?
Usa’a’mah failed yet again in his quest to kill me. How long before
he triumphs? How many times can the other deities interfere with
his blood-lust before he wins? I’m dead. It’s only a
matter of time.

“Where were the wolves?” I asked, trying to
suppress another shiver. “Before the avalanche hit.”

Rygel glanced down at Little Bull, sprawled
half across his legs. “Him and Thunder,” he said, his voice low.
“The biggest wolves can, at times, be the weakest.”

Though I couldn’t straighten and escape from
Kel’Ratan’s arm, I brushed my hair from my eyes. A croak emerged
from my throat. “What?”

“When we entered the canyon and the blizzard
hit,” Rygel said, stroking his friend’s ears, “the wolves trailed
us across an ice sheet. Shardon led us around it, but the pack
thought nothing of scampering straight across. Thunder and Little
Bull fell into a crevice.”

My hand crept down Thunder’s heavy neck,
past his ears to his muzzle. His warm tongue licked my fingers as
tears trailed down my cheek.

“Arianne and I both felt their panic,” Rygel
continued, his voice barely heard over the fires voraciously
devouring wood. “But there wasn’t a damn thing we could do. We
couldn’t turn around. We couldn’t help. Between the canyon and the
blizzard, all we could do was move forward and pray.”

“Silverruff ordered the others to dig up
long sticks,” Arianne said, filling my cup to the brim with hot
wine. “Thunder and Little Bull held onto the ice with just their
paws, but their weight–”

“Their tremendous weight almost dragged them
down,” Rygel went on, his tone heavy. “Silverruff, Shadow, Nahar
and Black Tongue–the biggest wolves left–held the sticks down for
Thunder and Little Bull to bite into. They pulled them up,
but–”

“It almost wasn’t enough.”

Arianne paused in her service to gaze at
Little Bull, nearly asleep on Rygel’s crossed legs. I suspected
Rygel had no feeling left below his thighs. “Warrior Dog and Digger
grabbed Thunder and tried to pull him to safety. Lightfoot and Dire
bit into Little Bull’s ruff and kept him from sliding back while
White Fang, Scatters Them, Joker and Kip tossed more sticks across
the cavern and raised them under Thunder and Little Bull’s
rumps.”

Rygel managed a small smile. “It took a
dozen smart wolves to rescue two dumb asses.”

Little Bull rumbled sleepily, his upper lip
curled to reveal a white incisor. Rygel chuckled. “Shut up and go
to sleep.”

Thunder sighed, settling himself into a
tight ball while Digger growled under his breath. I didn’t know
what he said, but I didn’t care. Usa’a’mah almost killed two of my
friends in his quest to slaughter me. Bitter rage rose as far as my
throat and got no further. Vowing vengeance against the dark god of
war was useless. My protectors protected me, and only me.
Those with me took their chances.

Unless I took steps to change that.

 But
how?

Busted


Chapter Two


“You know what you have to do.”


“I can’t,” I
snapped, my fangs biting on nothing but cold air. “He’s my friend,
I can’t kill him, I can’t–”

I heard Tashira groan on his ledge, scented
his warm blood on the air when I paced close to the canyon’s edge.
Panic teased the edge of my mind. Wind Spirit couldn’t possibly
have survived the damage done to her by the Tongu and Brutal’s
soldiers. Tashira’s injuries, while bad enough, weren’t immediately
life-threatening. I could fix him, heal him, if he weren’t on that
rock ledge fifty feet down. Darkhan peered over the edge, his ears
perked. I thought he might say something, but he remained silent,
staring thoughtfully downward.

“Calm down and listen. Use you magic.”

“Magic, right, stop his heart, sure I know
that, don’t you bloody understand I bloody CAN’T?”

Like a boulder dropping on my head, the
answer hit me.

Magic. Of course.

“There’s nothing you can do,” Ghost
ventured, no doubt thinking Tashira’s days were over.

I ignored her; a new memory popped into my
thick, idiotic skull and the soup I once called a brain. In my
mind’s eye, the half-forgotten memory of Rygel transporting
Kel’Ratan and Corwyn out of Ja’Teel’s hands rose to the surface. In
a blink, Ja’Teel lost his prizes as Rygel laughed. He took them
right out from under Ja’Teel’s effing pointed nose. He hid
them where Ja’Teel couldn’t find them. He transported them with his
magic.

I ran to the edge and looked down. “Tashira!
Don’t give up on me now, you hear?”

“Don’t be an ass,” Tashira replied weakly.
“Find the guts and do it. Don’t worry, you’re already
forgiven.”

“You keep remembering that.”

I backed away, now caught in the panic
again. How do I do it? How do I take him off the ledge and
somewhere safe. Somewhere safe–

Darkhan and Ghost looked on, fangs bitten
into protruding tongues as they eyed me with worry and fear. No
doubt I’d gone mad. Perhaps I had, but by Darius’s tail this
insanity would save Tashira’s life.

Casting about frantically, I spied a patch
of scrub oak not too far away, its snow soft and deep. Reaching
back into the soup, I recalled how I cleverly transported my body
three days travel to the north the morning after Elder’s little
party. I’d willed my body far north by simply thinking of it and
making it happen. If I willed my body to move north–

Clenching my will, I pictured Tashira lying
beneath the thicket, on his side, alive. I shut my eyes to better
visualize it, and clenched my jaws.

I called on my will. And the magic from
Rygel’s blood. Tashira, lying under the scrub oak–

I felt a pulling sensation, as though
invisible strings tugged, hard, on my brain and my strength. I
didn’t feel exactly weakened, yet I knew something had gone out of
me and failed to return. I still breathed, felt no pain, and
appeared as I ever had on my feet with my jaws clenched and my eyes
squeezed shut. What–

Tashira groaned again. This time his voice
came from behind me.

Instantly I wheeled, my heart outracing my
wits. Tashira thrashed under the thicket, on his side, his head and
neck up as he tried to rise. His heavy tail flopped in the snow as
his great head bent over his shoulder. His pain too much, he lay
flat again, snorting with deep gasping breaths.

His right foreleg, bent at unnatural angle
beneath his knee, lay extended away from his shoulder. The bone had
burst through his dark skin, bleeding slowly onto the pristine
snow. The sharp edge of broken bone stuck at a ridiculous angle,
pointing toward the sun’s muted light. Bright red blood oozed from
many rips and tears in his silky black hide, its stain starkly
poignant as swirling snow melted and tiny bits of steam rose into
the misty air before vanishing.

“Well done,” said Darius.

“Save it,” I muttered, scrambling, gathering
my paws under me.

I raced the short distance to him, my two
shadows at my side. I skidded to a halt a few feet away, a spray of
fine snow whipped up into the mist from my paws. Darkhan and Ghost
flanked me, one to either side in a protective formation, a rod
from and behind me. They both turned to face outward, ears slanted
to catch every sound yet watched for any danger that might threaten
our rear.

My paws stepping lightly, cautiously, I
sniffed his hot blood, listened to his pulse racing though his
veins, felt his terror and agony. “Tashira?”

His dark eye opened and rolled toward me.
“Raine, you fool. Aren’t you a one?”

“I’m the Big Dog, remember?”

“I–I should know not to–to underestimate
you.”

“You got that right, brother,” I said, my
paw on his neck. “Now lay still, quit thrashing.”

“Gods,” he moaned, his head falling back. “I
never knew a busted leg co–could hurt so much.”

“I’m going to take care of the pain right
now,” I said, glancing around for my companions.

Darkhan and Ghost stood just behind me,
unwilling to disturb either me or Tashira. My quick glance brought
them forward to my side.

“I need you two to gather wood,” I said.
“Quickly. We need fires, as many as three of them. Dig dead wood
out of the snow and begin piling.”

“Um, Big Dog?” Darkhan ventured, his
confusion clear.

I growled low in my throat, trying to stifle
my impatience. Ghost cowered, her eyes anxious and her ears flat to
her skull. “I must be human in order to set his leg. Without fires
I’ll freeze to death. Now go.”

Instantly, the newly-matched pair sprang
from my side and loped to obey me. Wood abounded in the close
vicinity and was buried under very little snow. Gripping with their
strong jaws, they carried heavy sticks and small logs to start
their piles near Tashira’s prone body.

“So the op–opposable thumbs come out,”
Tashira said, his head lifting slightly to look at me.

I nuzzled his cheek. “I’ve had numerous
bones set in my time. I know how it’s done.”

“What–”

He coughed, his nostrils flaring red. Sweat
ran in steady rivulets down from his ears to dampen his eye sockets
and stream down his jaw. “What can you do for the, you know, the
pain?”

“I’m going to send you to sleep,” I said, my
voice soothing. “In a moment, you won’t be feeling a thing.”

“Oh, good.” His head sank back down. “I’ve
always been such a baby about pain.”

“You’re a proper wimp,” I said. “Now shut
your eyes.”

He obeyed. I used my contact with his neck
to force my will on him. My power surged into his body, dropping
him swiftly and completely into unconsciousness. Tashira relaxed,
limp, boneless, captured by my power and cast into deep, deep
slumber.

Breathing a sigh that, at least for now, he
wasn’t in agony, I looked about for Darkhan and Ghost. Next to me,
a good-sized pile had grown with Ghost dropping not one but two
heavy sticks onto it.

“You go, girl,” I commented.

She wagged her tail at my compliment and
dashed away to find more. Darkhan began a new pile to my other side
with the two heavy sticks he carried.

Using the time they required to bring in the
wood, I sat and pondered Tashira’s leg. Sudden contact with the
cliff face sent his bone back upon itself, forcing it up and out.
With the right amount of pressure, I could snap it back
in place. I’d need both hands and every ounce of strength I
owned to do it, however. Tashira’s leg was huge. I scraped snow
over the horrid break, knowing the resulting swelling would make my
job more difficult. The snow might keep the swelling down.

“You may also have to call on your
magic.”

“I know.”

Walking about his silent, prone body, I
sought out his other injuries. His various deep cuts and gashes
still oozed blood, sluggish, yet looked clean. Those I could heal
with little worry of infection. Other possible fractured bones had
me plenty worried. His left hind leg looked a mess; it appeared as
though it had gone through a meat grinder. I just prayed the bone
was intact.

“You’ll find them when you go into your
trance.”

“Hope so,” I muttered.

Now two decent piles of dead sticks and logs
sat about a rod apart from each other, as close to Tashira as
possible without the fear of setting him ablaze. Darkhan dropped
another stumpy log between them, and Ghost added two more. Once
that grew high enough, I’d have licking flames on three sides of
me.

“It’s now or never, I reckon,” I
muttered.

Calling on my fire, I sent it hurtling into
the wood. Even wet with snow, the flames gripped and caught, the
conflagrations growing. Heat boiled off, making me pant, thick,
dark smoke roiling up into the late afternoon sky.

I thought the fire might spook Ghost,
unaccustomed as she was to humans and fire. But she ducked under
the reaching flames to drop another log onto the pile I hadn’t yet
lit. Galloping off, white tail waving, she passed Darkhan by. He
dragged a rod long piece of heavy wood, creating a long scuff mark
through the already churned snow. Heaving it onto the pile, he
grinned at me before dashing off after more.

Before changing forms, I sat for a moment
amid the fire-induced snow melt, gazing up at the great northern
range. The snowfall ceased and the grey mist cleared away for a
time. The late sun set to the right of the barren peaks, casting
their pale shoulders into shades of pink and gold, their bulk still
a distant hazy shale-blue color. I stared up to the highest peak,
the spot where Darius’ beacon in my soul emanated.

“I know your powers are limited,” I
said. “And I sure hate to ask you for a favor.”

“What can I do?”

“Send a little divine intervention my
way?”

“Of course. And I won’t be the only
one.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m not the only one who is fond of
you.”

Well, that last comment screwed with my head
just a bit, but I set it aside and did my best to ignore it. I felt
nervous, despite my knowledge on how to heal, my new confidence in
my powers. I’d healed myself, I’d healed Feria. Healing Tashira
should be . . . what? Easy? I didn’t know. I felt intimidated,
staring down at the protruding bone. His leg looked so damn
big. What if I didn’t have the strength to set it?

“You do. Go on now, just do it.”

I sighed. Just do it.

Sending my will inward rather than outward
brought me back into my human form. Despite the roaring bonfires,
the mountain winter chill hit me hard enough to take my breath
away. Shivering, I rubbed my bare arms and turned to start the fire
behind me.

Ghost stared in fascinated awe, twin
branches hanging from her jaws.

“Oops,” I said, half laughing. “I didn’t
mean to startle you.”

She wagged her tail, dropping her load onto
the pile before coming to me. “I knew you had a human self, too,”
she said softly, entering the circle of my arms. “I just–sort
of–forgot.”

I hugged her close, running my hands through
her ruff, caressing her ears, her face. Lifting her muzzle, she
licked the icicles half-formed on my beard stubble, her breath
warming my face.

Over my shoulder, she glanced at Tashira’s
slumbering form. “Can you really heal him?” she asked softly. “With
your divinity?”

“With my–” I choked.

“Leave it.”

Darius was right. Now wasn’t the time to
explain to her the difference between magic and a god’s powers. One
I had and the other I didn’t. She might disbelieve me anyway,
hearing only what she wanted to hear. She believed I was Darius’
son and a god in my own right. One day, I’d set her straight. But
that time wasn’t now.

“I hope so, little girl,” I murmured,
stroking her fur. “I hope so.”

I tossed my chin at a struggling Darkhan,
swiftly changing the subject. “You like him, then?”

She turned her head to gaze past my arm. “I
do. He’s everything I’ve always dreamed of: big, strong, handsome,
brave, loyal to his pack leader.” Ghost sighed, forcing me to
conceal a grin. “He has such a good heart.”

“That he does.”

“Do you think he likes me?”

Her soft eyes swiveled my way, entreating,
fearing my answer yet craving it. She had to know–one way or
the other. Her soul burned in those soft orbs, her heart in her
throat. She faced the same question every adolescent I ever knew
faced. Does he love me? What if I told her he may like her
as a friend but could never love her as a mate should? I think, no
I knew, she’d slink into the woods, silent, a true ghost–and
die of a broken heart.

Her muzzle rested on her shoulder, watching
as Darkhan heaved another massive log on the fire and loped away
into the gathering darkness. My finger on her jaw, I turned her to
face me. I gazed deep into her anguished and hopeful brown eyes.
“He adores you.”

Ghost didn’t wag just her tail. Her entire
body wiggled and squirmed with happiness, her busy tongue licking
every inch of my neck and face she could reach. I held her back,
laughing, turning my head to avoid being wet completely. My bare
skin in the bitter cold wouldn’t take too kindly to it. “Go on,
now,” I said. “Keep the wood coming, little girl.”

With a final lick to my ear and more
wiggling, Ghost dashed off. After a playful leap toward a burdened
Darkhan, she galloped past him and into the woods.

Chuckling, I set the pile behind me alight.
It whooshed up into fierce flame, igniting immediately and setting
Darkhan back onto his haunches. He dropped his load near my hand so
I could toss it onto the conflagration.

“Can I help?” he asked, his ears pointed
toward Tashira’s sleeping body.

I shook my head. “I need more wood, truly,
to keep the fires going for most of the night. Even after I heal
him, Tashira will need to be kept warm. He might freeze to death,
lying there in the snow and ice until he wakes.”

“We’ll keep bringing the wood, then,”
Darkhan said. “Count on us.”

“Thanks,” I said, as he departed on swift
legs, leaving me alone to face a daunting task.

“You know what to do.”

“I know.”

Dusk crept in on silent cat paws as I spoke
to Darius and Ghost, casting all into shadow. The leaping flames
lit up Tashira and his wounds with enough light to see by. For the
time being, all I needed to see was the horror of his right front
leg. Between his body warmth and the flames’ heat, the snow I
tossed on the break had melted. However, the swelling remained
minimal. So far.

Seizing his fetlock, I adjusted the break
slightly. The splintered bone moved with sickening ease, yet
offered me hope. If I had the strength, I’d slide the up-tilted
bone back under its mate and meld the pair together again. It would
take strength and courage–if I had enough of both.

Taking a moment, I caressed Tashira’s silken
muzzle. Even in his unconscious state, he may yet feel both my hand
and my love coursing over him, washing him, offering him strength.
How could this mouthy, fun-loving, arrogant creature have delved so
deeply into my heart? Damn him. Damn him. Why couldn’t he
have gone home as I told him to?

“I’m the fool, eh?” I asked
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