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best in each other.
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One

The Search
Begins



Stunned, I watched Raine
wink out of existence.

Istaggered, unable to feel my feet under me. He left me. Just
like that. He left me. Cold settled into my bones, deepened into an
ache in my heart. He left
me. I couldn’t stop the numbing refrain
inside my head. He left. He left us all. He left me. Without a backward
glance he left me.

My anger drained away, leaving
behind a hollow gourd where my heart used to be. I felt no fear, no
hate, nor love. I felt nothing but the pain that centered itself in
my chest and spread its evil fingers through my body.
He left me.

Rygel’s bitter cursing broke through
my mental tail-chasing at last. Tuatha’s anguished screams overrode
the hurt and angry growls of the wolves, the confused mutters of my
boys. In a daze, I turned around, still trying to find my balance.
Arianne slumped to the ground, sobbing, clutching the howling pup
to her thin chest. Her midnight hair concealed them both. Her wolf,
Darkhan, hovered close, his anxiety clear in his slack ears and
lowered tail.

Wolves prowled about the dead camp,
hackles raised, while no few snarled at one another. Silverruff
growled continually, his ears flat to his head. I had no idea what
they were saying and Rygel was too busy cursing and Arianne too
busy crying to translate.

“That stupid fool,” Rygel snarled.
“I’ll kill him when I find him.”

Numb, I lifted my eyes from the
distraught Arianne and Tuatha. “What?”

“I’m going to kick his furry black
ass,” Tashira snorted, his ears also flat, his thick tail sweeping
from side to side.

“Good luck with that,” Shardon said.
“He still has very big teeth.”

Whirling, Tashira lashed out with his
hind leg, kicking his silver brother on the shoulder with one very
large hoof.

“What the hell?” Shardon exclaimed,
leaping sideways, away from Tashira’s wrath.

“Just shut up!” Tashira commanded.
“I’m sick of your stupid comments about his teeth. When I find him,
he’ll be one sorry wolf.”

“I’m just – ”

“Shut your bloody mouth.”

Turning his back, Tashira stalked
away. No one, wolf or human, dared remain in his path. Snorting his
fury, Tashira stormed up and down at the clearing’s edge, venting
his anger on the hapless earth with his hooves.

“That’s if he hasn’t already killed
himself,” Rygel added through his curses, running his hands through
his wheaten locks and blowing out his breath in a sharp
gust.

His words melted away some of the
numbness from my soul. “What do you mean?”

He ceased swearing, and turned toward
me, his blood-shot eyes bleak. His hands rose to run through his
hair, but dropped to hook his thumbs through his sword belt.
“Wizards don’t transport themselves to a place they’ve never been
before. How can you know where you’re going?”

Horror dawned inside my thick skull.
“Oh, gods – ”

“He could have transported himself
into the air a few feet beyond a cliff,” Rygel continued grimly,
imitating Tashira and pacing up and down. “Or into solid rock. He
took off, blind, literally.”

Grief erased the remaining
shock from my brain and soul. What have I done? He knew he went to
his death and I hurled my hatred into his face. Raine, Raine, forgive me. Oh, Lady
what have I done –

“What about your bond?” Corwyn asked,
striding forward, his blue eyes under lowered brows filled not with
anger, but fear. “Can you feel him? Is he alive?”

Rygel stopped pacing and frowned.
Shutting his eyes, he concentrated. I ceased to breathe, watching
him. The wolves ceased their snarls at one another. Tashira paused
mid-step to gaze at Rygel, his huge brown eyes dark red with anger.
I think we all stared at him with hope, with grief, with
desperation.

At last, Rygel fetched a deep breath
and nodded. “He’s alive, but very far away. He’s at least several
days ride to the north.”

Tashira continued his furious pacing.
Arianne’s sobs subsided into coughs and hiccups, but Tuatha’s grief
did not. He no longer screamed, but his whimpering cries echoed the
grief and guilt I felt.

Silverruff growled at Rygel. Rygel
nodded in response. “Yes, I will.”

My head rose. Something in his firm
tone warned me. “You will? You will what? What did he
say?”

“He asked if I was going after him. I
am.”

“Despite your oath?”

Rygel smiled grimly. “I am already
condemned, cursed. What’s a broken word in the face of
that?”

Thunder growled in the distance. The
breeze picked up, lowering the warm temperature of the sunny
morning. I paid little attention, though, as I stalked around the
clearing, my hand on my sword hilt. New will forged like iron in my
heart, expelling the grief, as I gazed into the eyes of my
warriors.

“You all,” I began slowly, choosing my
words carefully, “have sworn your oaths to me.”

Around me, all activity halted. Witraz
ceased stroking his piebald’s face, the laughing wolf, who no
longer laughed, at his feet. Alun, caught amid the necessary
packing of his saddlebags, dropped them to the ground beside his
saddle. Rannon, Left and Right wandered closer to me, as though
instinctively knowing what I was about to say, their hands on their
hilts. Kel’Ratan scowled, smoothing his mustache with his
fingers.

While I did not look at the wolves, or
Bar, or the Tarbane, I felt their eyes on me. My boys, as one man
in strict military formation, stepped forward in a line without
glancing at one another. At disciplined attention, they stood stiff
and expressionless, backs ramrod straight, their eyes blank. Tor
stood between Yuri and Yuras, his head not even reaching their
burly shoulders, imitating their stance. Like them, he stood as
though he’d had the disciplined preparation the others did, his
brown eyes staring, not at me, but past. Like any well-trained
soldier, he awaited his marching orders.

Corwyn, his hand on his sword hilt,
stood protectively over Arianne, yet his fierce blue eyes watched
me with approval. Something sank into Kel’Ratan’s head, for his
scowl deepened, and he ceased his rhythmic stroking. I heard him
step closer to my back, sensed his rising suspicion, but I ignored
him.

“You all know I’m not good with
speeches,” I continued on, slowly pacing back and forth before
them. “So I’ll say this straight and simply. I free you from your
bonds of loyalty. You no longer owe me your allegiance.”

Kel’Ratan choked, strangling. “What –
“

I paid him no heed. “You know where
I’m going and why. You’re all free to go home, swear your loyalty
to my father. I’d not ask any of you to accompany me. Though if you
do, I’d welcome you with open arms. I go with Rygel.”

I glanced around at the dozen or so
wolves. “And with them, should they so choose.”

Barks, growls and snarls greeted my
words. Ears perked as tails wagged, the huge pack ringed me round.
I glanced from one to another, stepping around to view those at my
back, lowering my hands so they might sniff, lick and wag over
them. Had I not previously understood their intelligence, loyalty
and sweet natures, I might have feared for my safety. Any one of
them might kill me with little effort, yet I felt no fear. They
loved Raine and I was Raine’s mate.

Rygel smiled slightly as he
translated. “They’re going.”

Thunder cracked again, closer
this time. The freshening breeze whipped my hair into my eyes.
Impatiently, I swept it back, glancing up at the tree branches
tossing about, their leaves whipped by the wind. A bank of dark
grey clouds darkened the blue skyline just over the treetops. A
bloody storm coming. Just what we
need, I thought sourly.

Arianne rose awkwardly to her feet,
the now silent Tuatha in her arms.

“I’m coming, too,” announced Tashira,
trotting back to the group.

“Where Rygel goes,” Shardon said. “I
go.”

Kel’Ratan freed his voice and
his anger. “Ly’Tana! You will not. He made it quite clear he
doesn’t want us, nor does he need us. We – you, the warriors and
me, are going home.”

I faced him calmly. “You don’t have a
say in this.”

He leaned toward me, threatening, his
finger raised to point into my face. “Don’t I?”

“You don’t.”

“You’ve a choice,” he ground out,
spittle slicking his teeth. “Come home with me now –”

While his blue eyes glared down into
mine, his finger left me and pointed to my boys. He smiled grimly,
his words now soft. “–or don’t. If you choose not to come
willingly, I’ll have them tie you to your horse and take you back
to Kel’Halla in chains.”

I smiled at my furious cousin. “No.
They won’t.”

He straightened, a tiny, evil smile
playing about his mustache. “That’s how you want to play, then, eh?
Witraz, get some rope. Rannon and Alun, take her.”

In the heavy silence, no one spoke,
shuffled their feet, coughed, sniffed, nor scratched an itch. The
wolves tensed, hackles raised along spines, as they stood quiet,
waiting. Waiting for a leader to emerge whom they’d follow. Only
the growling thunder, closer yet, echoed through the
clearing.

Kel’Ratan glanced up, away from my
face. He looked around at the warriors who neglected to obey his
orders.

“Did you hear what I said?” he
demanded.

Witraz nodded. “We heard you, m’lord
Duke.”

“Well?”

Now Witraz glanced at his companions,
his fellow warriors, taking courage from their unspoken support. He
took a deep breath and met Kel’Ratan’s glower fully. “We don’t
answer to you. M’lord.”

“What?!” Kel’Ratan all but
screamed.

“Had Her Highness not released us from
our vows,” Witraz went on quietly, “we still would go where she
goes. Our oaths were to her, m’lord, begging your pardon, not
you.”

“Released or not,” said Alun. “I go
with her. The Prince saved her life, her honor, kept her out of
Brutal’s vicious hands.”

Alun paused, glancing around the camp,
his brother warriors, before finally looking back at my furious
cousin. “In saving Her Highness, he saved Kel’Halla from certain
ruin. Had she released me and chosen to go home with you, I’d still
follow after him. He’s deserving of my loyalty and my
life.”

Rannon stepped forward and bowed low.
“I don’t wish your enmity, m’lord Duke,” he said quietly. “I pray
for your understanding and forgiveness. I’m not released from my
bonds of fealty despite her words. I’ll go with her. And follow
him.”

I knew what Left and Right would do.
Only death would part them from going wherever I went. As one, they
snapped identical salutes to Kel’Ratan and, at stiff attention,
stalked to stand at my back.

That left Yuri and Yuras. While they
didn’t act in unison like Left and Right, they both nodded slowly,
blue eyes both sad and grim at the same time. “Alun spoke the words
of my heart,” Yuri said quietly. “I refuse her release. I’m still
sworn to her and I will ride with her. Even unto hell.”

“Prince Raine needs us,” said Yuras.
“He just doesn’t know it.”

Kel’Ratan swung back around to me.
“What about your oath?” he sneered. “You swore your fealty, your
obedience, to him. Will you damn yourself by
foreswearing?”

I smiled. “I will, if it saves his
life.”

Kel’Ratan straightened slowly and
grinned, an evil, sardonic grin that told me he held an ace up his
sleeve. “We’ll see about that.”

He raised his eyes and looked beyond
my head. “Bar. You at least have some brains. You’ll help me keep
her alive.”

I stiffened. His calling on Bar caught
me by surprise. I refused to let that show in my face, however. I
didn’t turn to see Bar’s reaction, but stood facing my cousin, my
smile still frozen in place. Of anyone present, Bar alone could
force me home to Kel’Halla. I mentally bit my knuckle. If Bar sided
with Kel’Ratan….

Feathers ruffled as Bar shook his
mane. He chirped in a good-humored way.

Dull red, the color of old bricks,
suffused Kel’Ratan face. He needed no translation. My huge
bodyguard, who, under any circumstances, never permitted me to act
rashly. In this, at least, Bar trusted me. I didn’t let any triumph
show, for I felt none. Raine was right: we most probably rode to
our deaths. But I’ll be damned before I let him die
alone.

“Damn you,” Kel’Ratan growled,
humiliated, his face suffused with hot blood. “You’ll come with me
now.”

He seized my arm.

Beside me, Silverruff growled low in
his chest.

“He’s warning you not to touch her,”
Rygel translated.

Kel’Ratan glared down at the huge
wolf. “I’ll not have some beast tell me what I will or will not do.
She rides home with me. The rest of you can go to hell.”

“We intend to,” Rygel replied amiably,
thumbs hooked in his belt. “While I love you, Kel’Ratan, as I would
my brother, you’ll release her. Or by all I hold holy there will be
blood.”

Kel’Ratan sensibly had grabbed me with
his left hand. With his right, he drew steel. His teeth bared in a
demented grin. “Are you threatening me, bastard?”

“Too bloody right, I’m threatening
you.”

“Hold, all of you. This is
ridiculous.”

Corwyn’s voice, all but
drowned out by an explosion of thunder, froze both Kel’Ratan and
Rygel in their tracks. Not far away, deep in the forest, the
barking crack of lightning striking a tree echoed crazily.
Instinctively, I spun around, as Kel’Ratan released my arm.
Crikey, that was close. I swept my hair from my face, sizing up the still-blue sky
and melding it with the oncoming storm. Too early in the morning for this type of weather,
I thought, biting my fingernail.

“Come with me,” said Corwyn, seizing
Kel’Ratan by the collar.

“What?” Kel’Ratan asked, confused.
“Where?”

“Over here. Come on.”

Whatever Corwyn said to Kel’Ratan, it
worked. The tension left his body. He shoved his sword back into
its sheath and he combed his mustache with his free hand.
Kel’Ratan-talk for: ‘I’m listening’.

“The gods must have an interesting
sense of humor,” Witraz muttered, offering me a half-salute as he
returned to his piebald. He tripped over the big silver wolf, who
laughed as Witraz cursed under his breath. Still shaking his head
and muttering, he finished his task of tying his saddlebags to his
stallion’s saddle.

“What do you mean?”

He jerked his thumb at the oncoming
storm. “Effing last thing we need.”

“A storm that blew up awful bloody
fast,” Rygel said, his amber eyes narrowed as he watched the
sky.

“We were due.” Alun shrugged. “Our
incredible luck with the fair weather had to end sooner or
later.”

I followed Rygel’s intent stare. Huge
white and dark grey thunderheads billowed up over the top of the
forest, growing larger by the minute. Lightning stabbed down, its
resulting explosion of thunder almost instantaneous. The storm was
closer than it looked.

“We may want to consider finding some
shelter,” Witraz advised.

Tor stumbled to my side, a shy
grin revealing his even white teeth. “I have no sword to pledge to
you, Your Highness,” he said, his brown eyes bright. “But I’m still
your man. I will follow you, too. For his sake.”

I smiled. Damn it, did his voice sound
deeper? Resisting the temptation to tousle his curly hair, for that
would demean his new-found manhood in his own eyes, I gripped his
shoulder. The new muscles under my hand surprised me. Tor would
someday be a warrior to be reckoned with.

“So shall you be,” I replied, kissing
him on the brow. “Keep up with your archery. Somehow we’ll find you
a sword.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

His grin endearing, he bent swiftly to
take my hand and kiss it. Like Witraz, Yuri, Yuras and the twins,
Tor returned to his grey horse to finish saddling her.

“That might not have been such a good
idea, Princess,” Rygel said.

“Why?”

He grimaced, glancing at a forlorn
Arianne, Tuatha still overflowing her arms. In the confrontation
with Kel’Ratan, I’d almost forgotten them both. “I’m thinking Tor
should stay here with Arianne. With one or two of your
warriors.”

He jerked his head toward the distant
mountains. “That’s no place for the young nor the weak.”

“No!” Arianne shrieked, spilling
Tuatha into a disorganized heap on the ground. “You’ll never leave
me behind!”

“Arianne –”

“You can’t stop me from
going.”

Rygel glanced helplessly to
me.

I shrugged. “It’ll kill her to stay
behind. Tor, also.”

I smiled wryly. “Besides, I just freed
them from their vows of fealty,” I said. “My boys are under no oath
to obey me now, so how can I command any to stay? Tor, Arianne and
Tuatha come along.”

Rygel sighed, looked down into the
furious, yet glorious eyes of his tiny beloved. “By your command,
Princess.”

Blinding lightning struck the forest,
not far from the clearing. Thunder cracked sharply overhead. I
couldn’t stop the reflexive duck I made, nor did Rygel and Witraz.
No few wolves yelped, leaping to the side. Tor’s mare spooked,
knocking Tor to the ground.

“That was close,” Rygel
muttered.

“Too close,” muttered Witraz. “I think
we should ride like hell.”

Corwyn and Kel’Ratan walked back
toward us. Corwyn had his arm companionably around my cousin’s
shoulders, his mouth half-smiling. Kel’Ratan’s eyes rested on me,
though his face remained red. With an embarrassed flush this time,
not fury.

Sheet lightning filled the blue sky.
Under its accompanying sharp crack of thunder, I and no few others
yelped in fear. I swear I felt the impact tremor through the
ground, but knew that was impossible. Bar screeched, his wings half
furled, his raptor eyes on the rapidly approaching storm. I rubbed
my arms, my fingers tripping over my armbands, gooseflesh rising
along my skin.

“That storm isn’t natural,” Rygel said
slowly.

Silverruff growled.

“I don’t know,” Rygel answered
absently.

Suddenly, his yellow eyes
widened in horror. “Gods above and below,” he muttered, using
Raine’s favorite epithet. “Oh, shit. Shit.
Shiiiiit!”

“Rygel, what – “ I began.

Like a steel vise, his grip on my arm
clamped down painfully. Dragging me with him, he bolted toward the
Tarbane brothers. I ran alongside him, keeping up with his long
legs as best I could.

“Quick,” he demanded. “Which one of
you is the fastest?”

“I am,” said Shardon.

“He is,” said Tashira in the same
breath.

Seizing me about the waist, Rygel
threw me onto Shardon’s bare back. Such was the force Rygel used, I
grabbed Shardon’s thick silver mane to prevent myself from sliding
down his other side. Scooting back where I belonged, behind his
withers, I swept my hair from my face. Astonished by Rygel’s mad
behavior, all I could do was gape down at him.

“Run, my friend,” Rygel said, taking
Shardon by the jaw. “Keep her safe, for all our sakes.”

“Rygel – “ Shardon began.

“Outrun the lightning,” Rygel gasped,
smacking him on the rump. “Run like hell.”

Shardon wheeled, half-rearing, shaking
his head. Breaking into a fast gallop, he headed north, away from
the approaching storm. Having no reins, I pulled back on his mane,
begging him to stop. “Shardon, no, wait.”

Plunging to a halt, he reared
again.

I looked back. “What about you?” I
cried. “Come with us.”

“Go!” Rygel screamed, running after us
and punching his fist into the air. “It’s not after us. Shardon,
run!”

“Hang on,” Shardon ordered tersely.
“Let Shardon show you the real meaning of speed.”

I clamped down with my legs a split
second before his lunging gallop all but tossed me over his rump.
Like a limpet, I clung desperately to his mane. His body being so
much larger than Mikk’s, my legs could hardly reach far enough
around his barrel to hold me in place. Rather than pursue that
course, I leaned forward, keeping my body closer to his massive
neck. I wrapped not just my hands into his flying mane, but my arms
as well. His speed blew that very life-saving mane into my face,
whipping tears into my eyes. By ducking my head, I sent it past my
shoulder.

My eyes cleared. Not that it did me
much good, however. The terrain flew past so quickly it blurred. Or
was it the wind whipping tears into my eyes? I blinked them away.
If I thought Tashira had run fast when we escaped Brutal’s magical
trap, Shardon outstripped him by a wide margin. Bar at his fastest
speed hadn’t a hope of catching up. An arrow in flight? Oh,
please.

The hills rose steeply, grew ever
rockier with sparse shrubs and scrub oak thickets dotting the
hillside in patches. We startled a small herd of deer that had no
time to leap out of his path before Shardon cleared an antlered
buck in an effortless jump.

“Check behind us,” he said.

I risked a glance over my shoulder. My
jaw dropped. I swallowed hard, trying to drum up something sensible
to say.

“Lady have mercy,” I
whispered.

“I suspect we’ll need her mercy before
long,” Shardon replied, his tone dry.

Keeping an eye on the storm, I shot
glances over my shoulder. The dark clouds kept pace. A huge bank of
near black fog enveloped the hills behind us. Lightning stabbed
down in an almost continual rain of blinding flashes. Given
Shardon’s great speed and the wind in my ears, I hadn’t heard the
thunder. Like a hand, the swirling cloud bank reached out, a mere
thirty rods behind us, and cast its lightning. The bolt struck the
ground just behind Shardon’s massive hind legs.

“Got a good grip?” Shardon
asked.

“I jolly hope so.”

“Me, too.”

He jumped and dodged. He leaped left,
right, up, down, sliding like a serpent before leaping like a
nimble cat up and out, then lunging sideways. No horse on earth
could ever match his athletic prowess. As his front hooves left the
ground in an incredible leap, his hind legs twisted, bucking,
driving him to either the right or the left. Glad to have his mane
wrapped securely around my arms, I hugged tight to his neck, still
shooting rapid-fire glances behind us.

“It’s getting closer.”

“Bah.” He snorted. “I’m just getting
warmed up.”

As though reading the evil mind behind
the clouds, the lightning, Shardon leaped and twisted, jumping
safely out of the way. Each bolt struck the ground where he should
have been, not where he was. As sinuous as a snake, as light on his
feet as a dancer, Shardon evaded the strikes as easily as I might
stroll through a rose garden and avoid the thorns.

“What wants you dead?” he asked, as
casually as though we stood around the campfire talking, all the
while taking yet another snaking leap that outsmarted the
lightning. “Or perhaps it’s truly a ‘who’.”

“I’ve no idea,” I gasped,
shutting my eyes. I’m
dead, I thought, haphazard.

“Odd. I’d think you’d have some
idea.”

“If I knew, I’d tell
you.” Lady, make him jump aside.
Please.

I peeked again at the death that
awaited us, a dangerously short distance ahead.

“I can keep a secret.”

I shut my eyes. “I know.”

Turn aside, you silver
fool.

I soooo did not want to watch as we
descended into the arms of death.

Shardon leaped and dodged the
lightning, yet maintained his steady course. He ran straight ahead
carrying me into Tarbane suicide. I opened an eye and peeped past
his perked ears. Surely he sees it? Did he
have a set of wings hidden somewhere he can pull out and use to
fly? Why doesn’t he veer aside? “Uh,
Shardon?”

“Yes, dear?”

“Do you see that, er –“

“Ravine?”

“I think they call those that size
canyons.”

He snorted. “Ravine, canyon, what’s
the diff?”

I shut my eyes.
The boy has a death wish. Of course. Sentenced to spend the
next three years with Rygel who wouldn’t? Why did he have to take
me with him?

“Ly’Tana?” Shardon asked. “You still
with me, girl?”

“Yes,” I squeaked through numb
lips.

Now, had he even wanted to,
his speed far too great, Shardon had no time to stop. Nor with the
surrounding sharp rocks strew about at close quarters could he
dodge safely among them. We’re both dead. Lady, lady, receive my soul….

Lightning struck the earth and rocks
behind his heels the instant his heels left the ground. He leapt
into the sky, airborne. He leaped out into empty space.

Not flying on Bar’s back, nor the wind
in my feathers, compared to the sheer power of Shardon’s flight. Up
he leaped. Straight toward the sky he hurdled. His massive muscles
bulged with the effort to fly without wings. I opened my mouth
–

- and screamed.

“Ly’Tana, please,” he snorted, pained.
“My ears, they’re rather sensitive.”

Bar at least had wings when he
launched himself off the top of the escarpment. Previously, I had
the wings, the feathers, the light hawk body to keep me airborne
when I flew. Shardon was a solid mass without wings, without
feathers, owning no such talents for flying without either. I knew
there was nothing on earth that might keep him airborne.

Opening my eyes a fraction, I glanced
down. His huge, indestructible hooves folded tight against his
silver chest as he blasted out and up, into the blue distant sky.
The rocky wall, glimpsed from between his flattened ears, appeared
a league away. Perhaps two, in my morbid fascination. Far, very
far, below, the churning white river that cut the canyon’s walls
from the mountains roared and echoed in the dim distance. My belly
lurched. There’s no way he can leap across and keep us both alive.
No way.

I waited with shut jaws and no breath
for his huge body to fall, free and loose, into the waiting rapids
below. Not even a Tarbane can leap a distance that far. When Bar
plunged off the escarpment with me, naked and panicked, on his
back, his colossal wings kept us both aloft and alive. Bar
outweighed Shardon by perhaps two tons, but Bar’s wings made all
the difference. He couldn’t fly with me on his back, weighing him
down, but he could soar, and did, to the safety of the
ground.

Shardon didn’t have wings. His weight
alone should have dropped him into the abyss. I glanced down, my
throat dropping into my belly. Empty space below no longer
frightened me. But empty space below with no wings scared me silly.
The horrid rocks and rushing river greeted us with open arms,
welcoming us into its watery, cold embrace.

The lower half of my body swung out
into empty space. My legs hung loose, flopping against his rump
like twin sacks. Only my arms wrapped in his mane kept me with him.
Above me, past his silver head and flattened ears, I observed a
single white cloud in the clear blue depths. That blue sky Shardon
flew towards, striving to reach.

Lightning struck the granite canyon
beneath us. Its thunder reverberated the air and the very rock
Shardon leaped from, making my teeth itch. My hair rose on my arms,
legs and nape, spreading the alarm that electricity rode the
air.

“Too bad,” Shardon said, continuing
our conversation as though he ambled through a meadow and leaping a
canyon a half-mile wide. “Knowing one’s enemy helps you defeat
him.”

“Um,” I replied, knowing how silly
that word sounded. Since it would most probably be the last word I
spoke in this life.

Shardon didn’t fall. Instead,
his back arched, his hind legs stretched out long behind him. My
eyes, still blurred with wind-driven tears, saw the far edge of the
rocky canyon hove into view. Too
far, I half-thought. Nope. Can’t make it. My hands ached
from the death grip that kept me with him. I couldn’t feel my arms.
They were still there, at least, as I could see them, buried in the
thick ropes of Shardon’s silver mane. My lower body hung out into
empty space, floating. It followed the rest of me only because it
was attached. Bloody
hell, I thought, abstracted, my brain
useless, I hope my sword is still
there.

“Know what I think?” he asked, the
near-silent wind in my ears made his voice painfully
loud.

“Uh,” I replied.

A bolt struck the canyon wall
Shardon vied for, hissing past his massive shoulder to knock
several granite boulders loose to fall into the river far
below. Trying to quarry that rock stroke
after stroke? I thought, inane. That’s
like hammering a sculpture into the side of a mountain.

“Somewhere, somehow,” Shardon
continued conversationally, “you annoyed a god.”

I blinked. Suddenly, the rugged,
monster-hewn canyon edge appeared beneath Shardon’s front hooves.
Like a miracle, his front legs extended to meet it. In a burst of
granite pebbles and rock dust, Shardon hit Mother Earth. Goddess be
praised, he reached the far side. My lower body sat astride massive
shoulders once more, my legs gripped his ribs as my hands refused
to loosen their entanglement with his heavy mane. His hooves
scrambled for purchase on the solid rock of the canyon, his hind
legs breaking off bits as he clawed for every inch of solid ground.
Reaching his incredible speed once more, he lunged forward. I took
a much-needed breath –

Lightning struck the cliff’s edge just
as we leapt from it, galloping hard. The explosion sent jagged
granite pieces hurtling faster than Shardon, tiny and small stones
striking me in the back and legs. My ears all but shattered under
the roaring clap of thunder and the detonation of the canyon edge
splitting apart. I didn’t glance directly at the lightning, but its
brilliance flowed past me and vanished.

I shot a swift look behind us. Thunder
growled in my ears, but the dark, almost black, cloud recoiled upon
itself. On the far side of the massive canyon, across the rapidly
rushing river, it gave up the chase. Lightning continued to flash
within its depths, but Shardon’s tremendous speed rapidly left the
angry cloud, or god, behind. Clear, dazzling sunlight shone down,
all the brighter after I’d seen the darkness.

His headlong gallop slowed to a trot
and finally to a walk. Shardon stopped. His head turned. One amused
brown eye amid a cascade of silver forelock fell upon my wretched
form. Somehow, not quite sure how I managed it, I remembered to
breathe. I sucked air into my lungs. Tiny black dots danced
maliciously in my eyes.

“You still there?” he asked,
amused.

“Um,” I said.

“So you said before,” he commented.
“Do you have anything original to add?”

Weakly, blearily, I tried to
straighten. My arms, wrapped in the silken steel of his mane,
trapped me in a forward leaning position. My head swirling in a
crazed daze, I tried to disentangle myself from its clutches. At
last shaking myself loose, I sat up, pushing my own locks from my
face. I looked around.

“Where are we?”

Shardon glanced about; his head and
ears turning this way and that. “No idea.”

In panic, I spun on his back, seeking
the deadly storm that sought my life. Was it returning? The dark
clouds had vanished beyond the far distant treetops. We beat it. It
was in full, dishonorable, retreat. Whatever, whoever, it was, we
beat it. My heart soared in triumph.

“I wouldn’t be so happy, if I were
you,” Shardon said, turning around to walk back the way we came.
“It’s probably mad as hell you escaped and is planning yet another
attack, even now.”

I couldn’t help but notice: he
galloped faster than sound, outran lightning, flown without wings,
yet he hadn’t even broken a sweat. Some folk are so lucky. I myself
was drenched in it.

“You’re right, of course,” I said, at
last finding my voice. “I just don’t know who.”

“Whom have you irritated
lately?”

“You mean besides Raine and Rygel and
all my people?”

I caught the amused gleam in his eye
as he turned his head once more. “Right.”

I thought about it before drawing a
blank. “Only Brutal.”

“Does he have this kind of
power?”

“Not bloody likely.”

Perhaps Rygel, claiming to be the best
of the best, might create such a storm. Thus, it was impossible to
imagine Ja’Teel doing so. As a magician, as a man, he wasn’t even
in Rygel’s class.

“You should really find out who wants
you dead,” Shardon offered helpfully.

“Raine and Rygel were on that very
errand,” I answered, relaxing. I sucked in a deep draught of cool
air, my sweat drying on my skin. “When they found you.”

“Ah. I did wonder what brought them
there.”

“They hoped to find a
priest.”

“Just any priest?

“No. Monks who speak to all the gods,
not just those worshipped in their locale.”

“Makes sense, I suppose.”

Decidedly happy that Shardon turned
east and discovered a route that took us down to the river rather
than leap the canyon again, I glanced up at the sheer rock cliffs
that we’d flown over only mere minutes before. Though the ground
fell steeply, I clung to his mane as he loped downhill, leaping
deadfall and rocks. As Shardon surged into the cold, churning
rapids, I gasped. The shocking cold water chilled me to the bone as
the rushing flood drenched me from head to toe. Like the storm,
Shardon shrugged off its attempts to take him down, and wading deep
into the chilly, rock-strewn stream. My teeth chattering and my
feet numb, I shivered as he cantered up the far side of the
canyon.

“Shardon?”

“Ly’Tana?”

“I know you just saved my life and
all,” I said, brushing my saturated hair into some semblance of
order and controlling my shakes. The sun’s warmth felt like a warm
blanket across my shoulders and back. “Of course, I do thank you
for it.”

“You’re most welcome,” he replied,
amused.

I adjusted my sword, which had
accompanied me on that wild ride after all, I felt grateful to
notice. “I do have one tiny question, however.”

“I thought you were leading up to
something.”

“How did you do that?”

I caught a quick glimpse of liquid
brown beneath the tangle of silver forelock. “Do what?”

“Um,” I made myself more comfortable
on his bare back, finding a nice curve behind his withers. My legs
hugged a niche behind his bulging shoulder muscles.

“Pray drop that word from your
vocabulary,” he advised, breaking into a trot. “It makes you sound
at best an idiot and at worst senile.”

I twisted my lips to refrain from
repeating it as I fought for the right words. I rolled my eyes
sideways and up, searching my scattered brain. “You just flew
across a canyon.”

“I think there’s a question in there
somewhere.”

“You leaped a span of a half-mile. At
least.”

“You’re remarkably observant, for a
human.”

“A bleeding canyon.”

“You were there, weren’t
you?”

At last, I broke into a laugh. “How in
the bloody hell did you just leap a frigging, bleeding canyon?” I
screamed, throwing back my head, laughing wildly.

“It was more of a ravine,
really.”

“Oh, I know,” I said, waving my arms.
“I know now. Your mama was an eagle.”

“Leave my mother out of
this.”

“Then you have invisible wings.” I
giggled, leaning forward, my hands on his withers. “I love wings.
Oh, please, Shardon, show me your wings.”

“Are you daft?”

“Yes,” I cried, throwing my arms into
the air, still seized by the insane laughter. “I am at that. I’m
crazy. I’m alive. Oh, by all that’s holy, I’m alive.”

Shardon broke into a gallop, leaping
scrub thickets and rocks with an effortless grace. His stride was
so smooth, so incredibly fluid, I stilled my wild laughter. I shut
my eyes to better feel the force, the power, the incredible
smoothness. I didn’t ride a living creature. A creature made up of
bones and muscle and lungs and heart and brains and blood and a
clever attitude: I rode a cloud. I rode silver
lightning.

I had no trouble keeping my seat, even
without tightening my legs or grasping his mane. I raised my hands
over my head, feeling the wind in my hair, my body loose and
relaxed and moving with him as though we were not two creatures.
No, not two separate creatures, I felt. One creature. A centaur. A
single creature molded together from two.

Cold reality sobered me. I scrubbed my
face with my hands, running them through my hair, opening my eyes.
Shardon and Rygel belonged together. We’d return to the others,
safe and whole. Rygel would saddle Shardon up and I’d mount Mikk.
While I loved Mikk with all my heart, he could never be a
Tarbane.

“Ly’Tana?” Shardon asked,
puzzled.

He mustn’t know. I must hide
from his acute perception that I envied his partnership with Rygel.
None would know my shame: how I craved a Tarbane of my own. I could
never, will never, be satisfied with anything less.

“Just tell me,” I said, aiming for a
bright tone. “How did you leap a bloody canyon?”

He didn’t know. His Tarbane perception
hadn’t delved into the secret I’ll hold closer than any other. His
tone sounded amused as he once more turned to eye me over his
shoulder through his forelock. “Easy once you know how.”

I snorted, gazing around to get my
bearings. In those few crazy minutes, we must have galloped at
least ten leagues. Outside of his rock-climbing and ravine-leaping,
Shardon had carried me roughly northwest and across a low-lying
stretch of stony mountains. We’d have to cross this very area on
our search for Raine.

“He loves you,” Shardon said
suddenly.

“Who? Raine?”

“Him too,” he answered, “but I was
speaking of Kel’Ratan. He’s frightened silly he’ll lose you. That
you’ll get yourself killed.”

I sighed. “I know. I can’t handle his
smothering.”

“He feels he’s got nothing else in
this life to live for.”

“He lives for me? Surely
not.”

Shardon’s silence answered
me.

I still strove to deny him.
“You have to be
mistaken. He has Kel’Halla to live for. If I die, he’s
King.”

“Just cut him some slack?” Shardon
asked. “Can you do that much? All he’s doing is trying to protect
you.”

I controlled the urge to pout with an
effort. “Very well.”

“We’ll discuss Raine another
time.”

Once more my guilt rose to nudge me in
the ribs. “That won’t be necessary.”

I caught a humorous glint in the eye
he swiveled toward me. “We’ll see.”

His stride lengthened, quickened. The
downhill slopes gave him more weight as he upped his speed from
horse levels to those of a Tarbane.

“We best hurry back,” he said.
“They’ll all be worried. They’ll think I failed in my
task.”

“Task?”

“The one Rygel set me to,” he said.
“To keep you safe.”

My heart sank. He saved my life, yes,
but he saved it because Rygel asked him to. I shouldn’t have been
surprised. Neither Shardon nor Tashira owed me any kind of loyalty,
or even love. Rygel and Raine saved their lives, their honor. Of
course he’d adore Rygel, though I’d not classify Rygel as
‘adorable’. They owed me nothing at all. I fought against the
rising disappointment, the hurt. Ah, well –

“You misunderstand, dear one,” he
said, amusement coloring his tone. “I didn’t agree just because
Rygel told me to. I acted under my own volition. You’re my friend,
I’d not see you harmed.”

Damn and blast. He had no need to
glance into my heart to see my every thought, my every fear, my
every desire. Doubtless, he felt it through his very skin I sat
upon. In the same instant, I knew I failed in my own task I set for
myself.

I failed to keep my secret my
own.

Shardon already knew.

***

“Bar,” I called, waving my arms. “Over
here.”

Gathering his attention was
unnecessary, since he’d already sighted us. I held tight to his
silver mane just as Shardon galloped at a full Tarbane run back
toward camp and our people. Between the sunshine and the wind of
Shardon’s passing, my clothes and had dried to mere damp, though I
knew I looked a sight. I glimpsed Bar flying toward us, just over
the treetops. His welcoming shriek held no little relief as he blew
past us, his eagle head turned downward. With Shardon running at
full, Bar needed to bank and wheel, his massive wings carrying him
up and over, his long lion hindquarters trailing behind.

His anxiety gave him speed, for he
overtook us, calling his worry and subsequent joy at finding me
alive and, relatively speaking, unharmed. I myself felt only
weariness. My body and mind ached, as though I had carried Shardon,
not the other way around.

“Go tell the others we’re on our way,”
I said to him, looking up into his down-angled face, his eagle’s
eyes.

“No need,” said Shardon. “There they
are.”

I looked down and forward, past his
whipping mane and perked ears.

On his bay stallion, Kel’Ratan
out-galloped my warriors, wolves and a blonde wizard aboard a jet
black Tarbane. He rode at the forefront, bending low over his
horse’s blowing mane to cut the wind; his mount jumping, or
dodging, rocks and clumps of scrub oak. Shardon slowed, his
quarters bunching under him as he slid to a sharp stop to await my
cousin’s charge.

Kel’Ratan’s bay slewed to a halt
beside us, his front hooves still striding forward as his hind
hooves slid several feet, leaving long skid marks in the stony
soil. Even before the bay slid to a stop, Kel’Ratan flung himself
from the saddle.

“Lady, Lady, thank you, goddess
above,” he gasped, sweeping me off Shardon’s back with one
hugely-muscled arm. My hair swept over my head, curtaining both of
us as he hugged me tight to his chest, all but sobbing with relief.
Tears burned behind my closed eyelids, my face pressed close to his
leather vest.

“Goddess be praised, I thought I lost
you,” he blurted, his mustache tickling my neck.

My breath caught, not just on my own
closing throat but because his heavily muscled arms squeezed that
much tighter.

“I’d never forgive myself,” he choked,
his breath hot against my skin, “if you had died, and my anger the
last you heard from me in this life – “

My own guilt rose, not to nudge me in
the ribs, but to swamp me. ‘You would send me to my death this
way?’ Raine had asked, his last words to me echoing in my
soul.

Tears didn’t burn any longer:
they rolled unheeded down my face, stained his leather. I choked on
my silent sobs. Raine left with my hate, my anger in his ears. He
may very well die without ever hearing kind words, a voice spoken
in love ever again. Lady, lady, will he
ever forgive me? Will you? How could I have ever been so
stupid?

“How could I have been so
stupid?”

Kel’Ratan’s words, reverberating the
grief in my own heart, only served to bring on more
tears.

“Raine,” I sobbed on a sharp exhale of
tears. “Please forgive me, I’m so sorry.”

“We’ll find him,” Kel’Ratan murmured
hoarsely, his breath hot in my ears, on my cheek. “Together, we’ll
go find him. Hush now, we’ll find him. I promise.”

My sobs drained off to a few coughs
and sniffles, though I dared not raise my face from his vest, from
the strong masculine odor of him, from his strength, from his love.
Kel’Ratan, my brother, my kin, my best friend. He was the older
version of the youngster who, at my cradle, bathed his sword in his
own blood to swear a sacred oath. He spoke a pledge to protect me,
always.

I always wanted to love a man like
him. No previous suitor had ever come close to meeting the high
standards I’d set: a man of Kel’Ratan’s caliber and nothing less.
Yet, Raine went far and further than I had ever dared hope. My love
for him crossed all boundaries, and I cared not that my father
would never approve. Past loves, by comparison, had been left
gasping in the dirt. Neither Kael nor Breen were in Raine’s
class.

The others ringed us around, still
mounted on their horses. I heard murmured comments of relief from
my boys, mournful sniffles from Arianne, the low barks and growls
of the wolves as they spoke their incomprehensible language amongst
themselves. Bar swept in to land just beyond, his feathers ruffling
as he furled his wings across his shoulders.

“Forgive me?” Kel’Ratan murmured
against the side of my head. “I don’t know what came over me. I was
stupid.”

“You were just being you,” I husked
against his leather vest.

His chest vibrated with his chuckle.
“Yes. I reckon so. Am I forgiven?”

“Don’t be silly. There’s nothing to
forgive.”

Kel’Ratan dropped his arms from around
me, allowing me to finally brush my hair from my face and look
around. His arm still lay possessively across my shoulder. I swiped
my face with my hands and tried for a bright smile.

“Well,” I said, “that was an adventure
and a half. I’ll tell you about it as we ride.” I glanced at the
sun, now halfway to its zenith. “We’re getting enough of a late
start as it is.”

Rygel slid down from Tashira’s massive
back, and unbuckled his girth. “Princess, there’s a slight change
in plan.”

I rubbed Shardon’s muzzle before
kissing him on his soft nose. His bright brown eye gleamed with
amusement behind the thick fall of his silver forelock, but he
didn’t speak. “Thank you,” I murmured, for his ears
alone.

His upper lip twitched, as though
wanting to offer an acerbic comment. To my great relief, he kept it
behind his teeth.

“I’m not sure I want to hear this,” I
said, ducking under equine necks as I sought for and found Mikk,
his reins in Alun’s fist. Great wolves sat or stood throughout the
group, comfortable among the strong legs and hard hooves of our
mounts. Arianne was still in charge of young Tuatha, who hung in
his sack from her saddlebow. I took a moment to rub his ears and
kiss his little muzzle as I passed by, smiling up at Arianne on her
big Rufus. Tuatha whined something, but Arianne, caught up in her
own misery, failed as a translator. How does one learn to speak
wolf?

Silverruff and a smaller grey and
brown wolf, Kip I think his name was, sat next to Mikk. Both tails
thumped the ground as I approached. I didn’t know if they liked
human affection or not, but I’d seen the familiar way Raine had
handled Silverruff. I caressed the big wolf’s ears, cupping his
muzzle with my hands to look down into his warm brown
eyes.

“Hey, fellows,” I murmured, fondling
Kip’s ears as well.

Silverruff had only to bend his huge
head upward slightly to offer my neck a sloppy lick. I kissed his
cheek and Kip’s furry brow before seizing a handful of Mikk’s thick
black mane and vaulting into my saddle. Alun tossed me my reins. I
glanced finally at Rygel.

“What’s your new plan?” I asked.
“Though I’m not sure I’m going to like it.”

“You don’t have much choice,” Rygel
said, tightening his saddle on Shardon’s broad back.

I scowled. “Didn’t we already have
this discussion?”

He glanced at me over his shoulder.
“We’re going find out what is trying to kill you.”

My scowl fell apart. “We must follow
Raine.”

Rygel turned around fully, his
bridle dangling from his hand. His amber eyes gazed at me with real
worry, his wheaten hair looked horribly snarled, as though he had
continually raked his fingers through it. “Listen, Princess,” he
said, his voice soft yet hardened with steel. “We know where Raine
is headed. We know when he has to be there. We’ll find him. But we
must get some answers, like, yesterday. Before it, whatever
it is, finally
succeeds in killing you.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but
Shardon spoke first. “It’s a god. It has to be.”

“Probably,” Corwyn agreed. “But which
one?”

“It can’t be Nephrotiti,” Kel’Ratan
said quickly, firmly, swinging into his saddle.

“Maybe she offended Osimi?” Rannon
offered. “You know, all those priestess outfits.”

Rygel eyed me with speculation before
shaking his head. “We must get ahead of this thing. If we don’t,
sooner or later, it’ll succeed in its mission.”

“So what’s your idea?” I asked in a
small voice.

Rygel paused in his task of bridling
Shardon to wave his slender hand north by northwest. “We ride into
more populated areas, towns and the like. Surely there we can find
the Huhtamaki temple we seek.”

“Aren’t the northern Mesaan tribes
that way as well, m’lord?” Witraz asked. “They don’t much care for
trespassers.”

“Would you rather Her Highness be
killed by a mountain falling on her?”

Witraz grimaced. “Don’t be
ridiculous.”

“Funny,” Kel’Ratan said, his blue eyes
thoughtful as he eyed me. “That storm blew up the minute Prince
Raine departed.”

Rygel completed his task of bridling
Shardon, and rubbed his face affectionately for a moment. He turned
around, his expression on his aristocratic features bleak. “That
occurred to me,” he said slowly. “And it’s not funny at
all.”

Kel’Ratan slung his sword belt across
his back, his bay stallion sidling with impatience to be off. The
wolf named Shadow leaped out of the way of his huge hooves. “As
though whoever it is learned that Raine could thwart
it.”

I eyed Shardon sidelong. “Now it’s
learned not to underestimate the Tarbane,” I murmured.

Rygel mounted Shardon in one
fluid move. “This is why we must not fail to stop it somehow. Whoever
your enemy may be.”

“As much as I hate to admit it, you’re
right,” I sighed. “Lead on, Sir Wizard.”

Free of saddle and bridle,
Tashira touched noses with Shardon for a long moment.
What’s this? I watched
them communicate in the silent Tarbane way with a feeling of
trepidation. Something was amiss. No one spoke, and few watched the
brothers as I did. I strongly suspected I was the only one outside
the loop. Hell and damnation, even the wolves knew. They waited in
silence, watching the brothers with ears perked and eyes bright. My
gut clenched.

At last, Shardon blew down his nose
and turned his head away, blinking. Tashira shook his mane and
looked around at the waiting, expectant eyes.

“Well, folks,” he said at last, “it’s
been real. I hate long goodbyes, so let’s not get all mushy, all
right?”

“Tashira – “ I began.

His great soft eyes fell on me. “It
was inevitable, Ly’Tana,” he said. “And you know it.”

My gut turned to ice. “No, it
isn’t.”

He pawed the ground with one great
hoof. “I’m going after him,” he said, his tone quiet but
firm.

“Please stay with us.”

“Not a chance.”

I opened my mouth but he shook his
head. “You don’t need me in your search for answers,
Ly’Tana.”

Tears threatened my eyes once more,
but I refused to let them fall. “I think I understand.”

I didn’t, but it’s what they all
expected me to say. Tashira looked at me as though he read my mind.
I suddenly hated the famous Tarbane perception. A person’s secrets
should remain their own and not available for the viewing of
others. Even if the Tarbane kept those secrets to the
grave.

“Not to worry,” Tashira said brightly,
as though hearing my thoughts. “With Shardon and his mouth around,
you won’t even miss me.”

“We won’t,” Shardon answered. “Get out
of here. You’re holding up progress.”

Tashira aimed a playful nip at
Shardon’s neck and trotted out of the circle of horses and wolves.
He turned back, his tail sweeping the grass. “Behave yourselves,
wolfies,” he said. “Look after her, or Raine’ll magic you into a
pack of turnips.”

Silverruff woofed. I wished I knew
what he said, but suspected it a grave insult.

“Your mama,” Tashira replied, dancing
on his toes.

Silverruff snarled.

“You’ll have to catch me
first.”

Spinning in a tight whirl, he charged
north, bucking, his mane and tail caught high in the sun-swept
breeze. “See you all in hell,” he called back over his
shoulder.

Within moments, he galloped
out of sight, the tall grassy hills swallowing him whole. I
hardened my heart when it wanted to ache. He’d probably only get in the way, I
thought, and I certainly didn’t want him peeping into my very soul
every time he looked at me. I sighed, blowing my hair off my
brow. And, I
thought with almost sincere logic, Raine
needed him and Tashira knew it.

As though suddenly called by a
whistle, the fifteen wolves melted out from under the hooves of our
horses. My jaw slackened. Were they leaving us, too? They said
they’d stay – had they changed their minds?

Several rods away, they
stopped, ringing Silverruff around. Though obviously unable to
understand them, I listened as hard as I could. Someday, I thought,
I’ll learn their language of barks, growls and
sharp whines. How hard can it be to learn wolf-talk?

“What’s up with them?” I asked the air
in general.

Rygel sat back in his saddle, his
boots free of stirrups, and crossed his arms. “They’re deciding on
whether or not to go with us.”

I shut my teeth, thinking that of
course they’d leave. Right now, we were unable to search for Raine.
Why would they not follow on Tashira’s heels and scamper north? The
answer seemed obvious: they, too, would break their oaths and go
after him in the hopes of keeping him alive and aiding him in his
battle. They don’t need us, nor we them.

“That’s not true,” Arianne said,
stroking Tuatha’s drooping ears.

Before I rounded on her, irritated
that she read my thoughts, Rygel spoke softly. “Might we give them
a few moments, Princess? They’re as torn as we are.”

I bit off an acid comment, then
sighed. What was a few more minutes? Raine was days ahead to the
north, if Rygel’s bond were any judge. We had time and needed more,
dammit.

My gaze chanced upon Corwyn, the only
remaining question mark. He stood a short distance away from me,
absently scratching his roan’s chin. Among us all, he showed the
least amount of affection toward his horse, as though the beast
were simply that: a beast of burden. The ugly gelding seemed to
enjoy the attention, his ears set back and his eyes half-closed in
equine bliss. For once, he didn’t seem interested in biting
anyone.

Corwyn’s craggy features appeared
chiseled from stone, his red and silver brows lowered over his blue
eyes. He gazed north, where his chosen master and liege lord now
travelled. I didn’t have to see the turmoil on his face to know it
ran rampant in his soul. I read it in his tense posture, in the
occasional flicking glance toward Arianne. I knew only Raine’s
request, in what seemed a lifetime ago, kept Corwyn with us. Like
the wolves, Corwyn’s allegiance lay with Raine, not me.

“We’ll keep her safe,” I
said.

I startled him, for he jumped ever so
slightly and glanced around and up at me.

“Your Highness?” He coughed,
harrumphed and started again. “Yes, Your Highness?”

I nodded my head toward Arianne, who
sat her stallion watching the wolves and biting her lip. “We’ll
look after her. Go to him.”

Corwyn actually smiled, a sad, rather
sweet smile. “Though I wish that with all my heart,” he murmured,
stroking his roan’s face. “I cannot. He commanded me to protect
her, and I’ll obey.”

His eyes lifted to the northern
horizon, the distant, snow-capped peaks. In a pensive, thoughtful
tone, he went on, though I barely heard his voice. “If he is indeed
right and he dies in this mad caper, she’s the last.”

Corwyn brought his eyes up to mine
again. “It’s what he’d want me to do. See her onto the throne as
the rightful Queen of Connacht.”

“He’s not going to die.”

Still smiling, Corwyn left his gelding
to munch grass, the roan’s reins pooling around his head, and
walked the few strides to Mikk. Taking my hand to his lips, he
kissed it, as a vassal to his liege. “Ever so hopeful,” he
murmured, his breath warm against my skin. “Ever so determined.
You, a tiny creature I could break with one hand, hold more courage
and devotion than a thousand men. As beautiful as a spring dawn,
yet stronger than tempered steel, you, my queen, are a fit mate for
him. With you at his side, he’d rule the world.”

“Corwyn – “

His blue eyes soft, warm, he murmured
in a voice so low that only I heard. “Without tempting fate, or the
good gods, I salute you as the Queen of Connacht.”

“If we marry, Corwyn. That’s a very
huge if.”

He suddenly knelt at Mikk’s feet, his
red and grey head bowed.

“Should he survive, as you say,” he
went on quietly, “you’ll marry him, I know it. I’ll always be your
loyal vassal. He may be the first in my allegiance, but you’ll ever
be the first in my heart.”

What could I say to that? Nothing.
Nothing I could say in the face of such words, such
devotion.

He didn’t seem to mind that I didn’t
speak. Smiling, he rose from his knees and with a final salute,
Kel’Hallan fashion, he took up his horse’s reins. No one at all
appeared to have witnessed our conversation, and deep down I felt
glad. What he just said and did was too personal, too important, to
be witnessed by anyone, even my loyal boys.

He walked a short distance away, his
horse at his side, and my heart in new turmoil. I nudged Mikk back
around to our previous position. I watched the wolves converse and
bit my nails. None seemed to have noticed I’d left the group for a
few moments.

“Stop that.”

I forced my fingers down from my mouth
and scowled at Kel’Ratan. “Have you checked the
supplies?”

“Packed and ready.”

“Water?”

“Plenty.”

“Is the fire out?”

Kel’Ratan cocked his leg over his
pommel. “Who cares.”

“No sense in setting the mountains
afire.”

He glanced aside at the dead hearth
and its ring of blackened stones. “Right.”

This is ridiculous,
I thought impatiently, running my hand through my
hair. What did we need wolves for
anyway? I thought, lifting my fingers to
my mouth and savagely biting my lower lip instead. We’re perfectly
capable of finding a monk to explain this entire divine mess I
landed in and instruct me on fixing it. Thus safe from holy
retribution, we’ll ride hell bent for leather northward.

Let’s go, I thought, straightening in my saddle. Mikk’s head came up,
expectant.

“We’re off. Kel’Ratan –” I
began, but my order to ride out and leave the wolves to their own
devices was interrupted. The entire pack broke apart and loped
back. They ran in a furry wave under and amongst our mounts, tails
waving and tongues lolling. Just to say
goodbye, I thought, but hoping for the
opposite.

At my stirrup, Silverruff woofed at
me, his ears perked. Did he just ask a question? Rygel swung around
and Arianne looked up.

“Of course you’re welcome,” Rygel
replied quickly.

Arianne smiled at last, Darkhan
grinning up at her from beside her flashy stallion’s great
hooves.

“What did he say?” I asked.

“He asked if they could join us,”
Rygel translated, putting his boots where they belonged, in his
stirrups. “They decided they could help Raine best by staying and
protecting us, for him.”

“Oh,” I replied in a small voice. I
had so expected them to depart, their wish to stay with us caught
me flat-footed. “Of course.”

I cleared my throat and managed a
smile for Silverruff, who grinned up at me. “You may come to regret
it, you know. We’re a rather sloppy lot.”

Silverruff rumbled, his tail wagging
furiously.

“Let’s get on,” Kel’Ratan said
briskly, uncocking his leg from his pommel. “Witraz, you’re the
vanguard, with Alun. “Yuri – “

“Perhaps a suggestion?” Rygel offered,
gesturing toward the waiting warriors.

Kel’Ratan swiveled in his saddle to
eye him with no small surprise. “Um, well, of course,” he answered,
his airy gesture encouraging Rygel to continue.

“What if we sent pairs out as scouts,”
Rygel said, looking around and quirking a brow at me. “But with one
man, and one wolf. We’d have eyes not just watching but ears
listening for trouble and noses scenting it out.”

Kel’Ratan eyed the wolves with sudden
speculation. “Hmmm,” he began, scratching his nose.

We had fifteen huge wolves with us. I,
too, glanced around, noting the tails fanning the air, the
expectant postures of the huge beasts, the bright eyes. They
certainly liked the idea.

“We could expand our guard,” I offered
thoughtfully. “Send a man and a wolf on our flanks,
too.”

Kel’Ratan nodded, but before he could
speak Witraz nudged his piebald forward. He suddenly lifted his
hands in a ‘t’, his single eye staring at Silverruff, sitting on
his haunches beside Mikk. The wolf’s head came up well past my
stirrup.

“Whoa, whoa, wait, time out,” he said,
his light brown hair swinging. “We need to rethink
this.”

“What’s your problem, Witraz?”
Kel’Ratan snapped.

“They’re – “ Witraz broke off, his one
blue eye wide in consternation as he looked once more at the dozen
very large wolves. “They’re – wolves.”

“The boy is observant,” Rygel said,
his tone mild.

“But what if they get hungry and eat
our horses?”

The big silver-grey wolf, who spent
the previous night on his back with all four paws in the air,
advanced on Witraz’s piebald stallion. He walked forward,
stiff-legged, stalking, his ears flat and his tail held stiffly out
behind him. He appeared the very picture of a wolf on the hunt. He
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