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 A CENTAUR’S SOLSTICE
WISH

 


When making wishes on the Hunter’s
star...

 


It will take more than wishes to improve
Sedgewick Icetrotter’s Solstice. After being sent to the infirmary,
again, for dislocating his shoulder while stringing his bow, he
figures he’s got a snowball’s chance in hell to impress the centaur
he loves. Until Corporal Ronin Creekjumper brings in two injured
centaurs suffering from unusual insect bites, and Sedgewick knows
how to treat them.

 


Ronin can’t believe his good luck when
Sedgewick saves his men. It also gives him a chance to do more than
light candles for his injured friend. Ronin takes the chance and
invites Sedgewick to spend the Solistice holiday together. Just the
two of them.

 


And a pack of hungry dire wolves who’d like
to put Sedgewick on the menu. Who says Solstice can’t be
exciting?
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 Chapter One

 


 


Sedgewick stirred
awake as the lilting sounds of someone singing filtered into his
awareness. He scrubbed his face with his good hand and searched the
clinic's confines for the source. The soft radiance from lanterns
in around the room gilded the beds and couches set out for the
injured. Like me. Dislocating a shoulder while stringing my
bow. He grimaced in disgust. I’m a pathetic archer.

The singing
continued, a woman's voice, and he listened for a while, the melody
both sweet and plaintive. The lyrics spoke of coming home for
'Christmas', whatever that was, and the tune made him wish for
things he hadn't thought of in months. Okay, not completely
accurate. No, more like days.

Sedgewick rolled to
his hooves and rearranged the sling holding his left arm. The
shoulder still ached like he'd been stabbed, but at least standing
up and walking no longer hurt. He stretched gingerly, extending
each hind leg then each foreleg before walking into the community
hall. Mare Bethany McMacken, the Master Healer of the Cedarfell
herd moved from window to window, stringing garlands of pine
boughs. She tied them to each post with red ribbons, singing more
about snow and holidays.

Sedgewick stopped and
watched her progress, his heart swelling with both joy and sorrow
at her singing. She'd found her mate, her love, and her calling
despite the disadvantage of being human. Until she'd come through
the rift in the dryad lands, he'd never seen a human and always
thought them fictional creatures. But she'd not only proved real,
she managed to become one of their best healers and a valued member
of the herd in spite of her strangeness.

He envied her. I'm
still strange even though I'm a centaur.

He wanted to find his
mate, his love, and his purpose, but he couldn't seem to make
anything work. He made a lousy warrior, had very little skill at
weapon maintenance, and the one person he loved appeared well
beyond his reach. So far out he may as well be in a different
world. But therein lay the problem. While he hadn't made any
overtures toward anyone, he'd never found any mares who caught his
eye. A mare would be far easier.

He leaned against the
windowsill with his good arm and stared out at the wintery night
and the softly falling snow. The other members of the original
cohort were out there on patrol, shivering their tails off. He
liked mares, thought of them as good friends and members of the
community, but none of them had ever made him burn with need.

Not like Ronin.

Corporal Ronin
Creekjumper with his dark skin, fierce blue eyes, and his dark
auburn hair worn long in a thick braid down his back. Sedgewick
shivered. The man epitomized beauty with broad shoulders framing a
heavily-muscled hairy chest and belly. Sedgewick had often
fantasized about Ronin while bathing or tending his herb garden,
often getting lost in the daydream to the detriment of his time
management. He'd tried to emulate the corporal with his easy
strength and agility, but he possessed no soldiering skills, hence
why he'd dislocated his shoulder when stringing a bow.

The last thing he'd
seen before the pain fogged his sight was Ronin's white
appaloosa-blanketed hindquarters as the man turned away from him in
disgust. Sedgewick leaned his forehead against the glass as shame
washed over him again. No more disgusted than I was,
Ronin.

"Hey, Sedgewick. How
are you feeling tonight?"

Bethany stopped
beside his window and gave him a warm smile.

"I'm feeling better
tonight, Master Healer. Thank you."

"Oh, you can call me
Bethany. It's Christmas Eve. No need to stand on ceremony tonight."
She tilted her head with a small frown. "Are you having trouble
sleeping? Is the pain bothering you?"

"No, Ma—Bethany." He
grimaced at his slip. "I heard you singing."

"Oh, I'm sorry. I
didn't realize it had been that loud. I just get into the spirit of
the season and lose track of where I am." She shook her head. "I
should remember to be quieter."

"No, no, it was
beautiful. Peaceful and yet wistful. Are the songs from your
home?"

"The Christmas tunes?
Yes. Things we used to sing as kids. We'd go caroling from house to
house when my mother—my dam was alive." The Master Healer smiled as
she set a lit candle down on the windowsill. "It was damn cold, but
the singing kept us warm and there was always hot cider or cocoa
waiting for us when we got home."

"That sounds like a
pleasant memory." He grimaced as his shoulder twinged. "Full of
magic."

"It's a magical time
of year."

Sedgewick snorted and
shook his head. "Not magical, just harder. Colder. Darker."

"That's why we have
candles and cheery fires, and after the solstice, the days get
longer again." Bethany gave him an understanding smile. "But it can
be a lonely time without loved ones." She sighed a little. "I miss
my brother most of all."

Sedgewick heard the
sorrow in her voice. "Has your brother returned to the
Goddess?"

"What? Oh, no. At
least, not that I've heard." She shook her head. "I just don't get
to see him much, and now, not at all."

"Why is that, Master
Healer?"

"He's a soldier, a
fairly elite one, and he's always off saving the world. It's
impossible to know if he'll be home for Christmas, and most of the
time he's deployed somewhere exotic." She snorted with amusement.
"The lucky jerk usually gets to go somewhere warm in the southern
hemisphere.” But her smile fell away. “Unfortunately, he doesn't
get to have fun there. He's a sniper." She paused. "Do you know
what a sniper is?"

Sedgewick frowned and
shook his head. "I'm not familiar with the term."

Bethany bit her
bottom lip in thought. "He's really sneaky and quiet, and usually
takes the enemy out by long range...bow shots. He's too far away
for them to see him."

"That doesn't seem
like an honorable way to fight."

Bethany nodded. "No,
but it's a good way to keep his team safe and to facilitate rescue
operations. He's their backup." She smiled a little. "Still, I send
prayers up each year to keep him safe. I'm his backup."

"It's good to have
brothers-in-arms, or sisters as the case may be, who have your
back." Sedgewick turned his gaze out to the snowy night. "I often
wish to have such companions."

Bethany raised an
eyebrow. "You don't have that now in your cohort?"

Sedgewick shook his
head and glowered. "No. I'm a terrible soldier and the other men
know it. This injury just confirms it. So I'll just have to go on
wishing."

"Where I grew up
there's this belief that at this time of year, magic really happens
for those who don't have any." She waved the hand glowing with her
healing magic. "I didn't always have this ability, so I don't
count. But the saying goes if you make a Christmas wish, the magic
of the season makes it come true."

Sedgewick snorted.
"You think the Goddess Epona will grant my wishes just because it's
snowing outside?"

Bethany gave him a
secret smile and shrugged. "I don't know, Sedgewick, but the energy
at this time of year is different, more magical and mysterious. I'm
sure you can feel it when the land goes to bed under a blanket of
snow. But I do know that miracles are known to happen around this
time of year. Too many stories about it to ignore."

She winked as she
patted his human shoulder and continued lighting fragrant candles
around the room despite the lanterns. Sedgewick turned back to the
window and considered what she'd said. The snow had slowed and the
clouds cleared a piece of sky. The Hunter's Point, the brightest
northern-most star, glowed from its little patch of clear sky like
a beacon to all those below. He stared up at it, wondering if
Bethany knew more than he about the magic of the world than
him.

She certainly uses it
more regularly.

He sighed and
straightened his shoulders as he faced the window, mentally shaking
his head at his whimsy, but still incapable of not trying.

Sweetest Epona,
Goddess of all the Herds, please hear my prayer. Please let me find
my heart's desire tonight. He paused, trying to visualize what
that would be. He closed his eyes, imagining himself working on
something with great skill and proficiency, enough to garner
admiration for his abilities from the community. At the last second
as his mind's eyes swung around the crowd, Ronin appeared beside
him and wrapped a burly arm around Sedgewick's shoulders, squeezing
in a proprietary manner. Oh, yes, please.

He opened his eyes
and the Hunter's Point winked at him. At least he thought it did,
though stars sparkled all the time. I'm just imagining
things. He swung his gaze











cover.jpg
)

SIOBHAN"MUIR





