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Chapter One

She-Wolf











I woke, drenched in sweat, gasping, dragging
in lungfuls of sweet night air, wheezing, the scream snagged in my
throat—






I grabbed for my neck with numb, human,
fingers. Skin, not fur, met their panicked grasp. I breathed in
through a nose not a muzzle. I touched human flesh where a slave’s
collar had once lain, not a wolf’s thick ruff.

Relief poured through me like a torrential
river.

I was a human, not a wolf.

I was alive and breathing, not dead from a
shattered neck on cold stone.

In panic, I looked down at myself, ran my
hands down my chest, over my tunic. No fur, no paws, no tail. The
teeth in my mouth were not the long, deadly fangs of a wolf.

My ragged breathing slowed as I glanced
around, taking in my bearings, calming myself.

The fire burned down low. Around me, huddled
in blankets amid its faint glow, the Kel’Hallans snorted, mumbled
and tossed in their sleep. I turned my head, my neck joints
creaking loud in the silence. Ly’Tana lay beside me, snoring
softly, her arm curled under her head.

She’s going to wake with a throbbing
arm, I thought, haphazard.

Behind me, Arianne’s light breathing emerged
from the small tent. Rygel’s silent form lay next to it, his head
on his saddle, his body wrapped tightly in his blanket.

Sweat still streamed from my head down my
face. With a shaking hand, I wiped it away, trying to calm the
tempest within me with deep, ragged breaths. My throat still ached
from the dream/memory of being choked to death by an unseen
force.

That was no dream, I thought, rising to my
feet.

That was a vision, in truth.

I just witnessed my own death.

My knees tried to give out and collapse me
into the fire. I locked them until they agreed to obey me, all the
while practicing my breathing. Ah, the sweet sensation of dragging
in one life-offering breath after another. I relished it as a
starved man relishes a rare cut of hot beef.

When the world steadied, my knees
cooperated, with the rivers of sweat reducing themselves to
streamlets, I walked to the edge of the forest. My trembling forced
me to walk slowly, however.

I glanced up at the stars. They shone down
brightly, like the fires of heaven, their movement across the black
sky measured and steady. By them, I gauged the time: after
midnight, but several hours till dawn. Witraz stood the late
watch.

Through the thin trees, I saw him, dim
against the faint moonlight. He stared out into the night, his back
to the fire’s coals and me, his single eye alive to the night. He
hadn’t noticed my sudden awakening into a blind panic.

Ah, good. My nightmarish vision was
discreet, at least. I felt some surprise that I hadn’t woken
everyone in camp. Not even Bar stirred from his nest behind the
small white tent.

The cool, still night air felt good against
my hot neck and face as I stepped silently through the scrub oak,
the brambles, among the rocks and the trees. A hunting fox bolted
from me, when my silent step brought me within a hair of treading
on his brush. A horned owl observed my passage, her wide eyes
meeting mine as she stared down and I stared up. She clicked her
beak several times as though in disapproval.

Finding a large rock to sit on, I eased
myself down. With the forest this thin, I looked up and see plenty
of stars through the branches. I ran my hands through my oily hair,
lank with damp sweat, then down the back of my neck to my face.

Never before had I feared my death. After
facing it time and again in the arena, I knew it might come at any
moment. Sometime, somewhere, I’d make a mistake and an opponent
would plunge a blade into my chest.

Once upon a time, I craved it more than
anything, wanted to die so badly I tasted its sweetness on my
tongue, felt its seduction along my skin. I desired its inviting
freedom from slavery as an alcoholic hankers for his wine. Death,
then, was an old friend, waiting to greet me with a warm embrace
and a lover’s kiss.

That was until Rygel came along and offered
me hope.

Hope. I choked back a laugh. Or was it truly
a sob?

A clean death in the arena would have spared
me a long, agonizing death by strangulation.

I’ll be a wolf when I die.

I remember my fangs, snapping and biting
deep into whatever killed me. I remember my paws, catching and
sliding off the stone floor of a cavern. The hands, if they had
been hands, delving deep into the very thick, protective ruff
around my vulnerable throat.

I shuddered, my breath caught in my chest. I
hugged my arms around myself, my flesh pimpled cold despite the hot
summer night. That was an unclean death, a dog’s death. I’d die
like an animal in a cage.

I’d die a wolf.

I straightened. Gods above and below, if
I become a wolf I’ll die. Horribly. I closed my arms over my
torso and bent over them, my gut churning as though to hurl up my
dinner at roughly the speed of sound.

My skin broke out in gooseflesh. My chest
tightened, my throat burned, my breath came and went in quick,
harsh pants. Gods, all I had to do was remember the vision and it
brought out a flurry of the shakes.

Why did this come to me? Why did the gods
pick me for this cosmic jest? Oh, hey, let’s make this guy a
werewolf and watch him stumble about trying to figure out who he
is. Ha ha ha. Let’s make him die an animal. Grab a snack and
watch.

I sobered, slowing my harsh gasps, regaining
some semblance of gladiator control. Maybe it won’t happen. Rygel’s
wrong, the wolves are wrong, my gut’s wrong. Gai’tan? Werewolves?
Chosen? It’s all so—so ridiculous. Me, how can I be a creature that
couldn’t possibly exist?

I released my upper body, flexed my arms,
and tried to relax. I forced the vision away, called it a nightmare
and found a laugh at myself. It’s all nonsense, really. Werewolves
don’t exist.

“You never knew there were
griffins, either.”

I stared wildly about, thinking someone
spoke aloud, perhaps from behind the trees. I spun around, facing
this way and that, trying to see everywhere at once. My night
vision at its peak, no shadow remained undiscovered. No one from
camp had awakened and followed to torment me. No strangers stared
at me from behind a thick oak clump.

I was quite alone.

Perhaps I imagined the voice. Shaking, I
returned to my task of watching the stars, pondering life’s
imponderables. Maybe if I never turned myself into the werewolf
that didn’t exist, my fate might be averted. While I thought that
possible, my gut knew I hoped in vain. Somewhere, somehow, somewhy,
I’d die a wolf.

Whether I willed it or not, I was also a
wolf.

“You’d best learn to accept
it, my son.”

The words came from everywhere and yet
nowhere. Not in my ears, certainly. In my mind? Was there someone
else in my head besides me?

Scared silly, I wheeled around, my steel in
my hand.

“Show yourself,” I grated
hoarsely.

Nothing answered save the light breeze
rustling through the forest leaves, the faint sounds of night
creatures stalking through the trees, sleeping birds rustling
amidst their branches.

I listened hard, with all the strength of my
hearing. Faintly, I heard the snores of my companions, not so very
distant. I listened to the sound of what sounded like deer munching
on leaves and grass. A rodent died in the jaws of a fox, my keem
hearing eavesdropping on the crunching sound of tiny bones. All the
noises one might hear in a forest at night.

My heart slowed a fraction. I returned my
blade to its sheath. I drew in a ragged breath, not realizing I’d
held it for those long moments. Come on, boy. Chill out.

I wiped sweat from my brow. “Leave me alone,
whoever you are,” I muttered thickly. “I want no part of it.”

“We don’t always get what
we want.”

That had to be my imagination. Of course it
was. I chuckled, working spit into my dry mouth. Or mayhap I’m mad
as a privy-bound rat. Unheard voices don’t come to the sensible and
sane.

I nodded wisely to myself. I’ve done lost my
bloody mind. That’s all. This vision of my own death, the talk of
gai’tan and werewolves merely screwed up my sense of reality.
That’s all. It happened to the best of us.






***






Sitting beside the fire after eating hardly
any food at all, I stared into the flickering flames. With the
exception of Alun, who drew first watch, all of us sat around the
fire in moods varying from indolence to sharp irritation. The
latter, from Arianne, Rygel and to some extent Kel’Ratan, was
directed at me. Ly’Tana seemed not to mind that I hadn’t spoken
much that day and ate even less, she offered me silent and strong
support with warm glances from her emerald eyes.

A short distance away, Alun stood with his
back to the flames, so the light couldn’t impede his night vision.
Ly’Tana, her hand in mine, sat beside me, Kel’Ratan opposite.
Flanked by Rannon and Witraz, Kel’Ratan suddenly yawned. His
irritation deflated like a loose bladder. Bar lay drowsing behind
us, so close I wondered absently if he’d mind if I used him for a
pillow.

Tor stood up from his spot beside the fire,
arms akimbo. “You promised,” he complained.

“Right now?” Yuri yawned.
“It’s late.”

“What did you promise him?”
Ly’Tana asked.

“He wants to learn to
fight, Your Highness,” Yuras answered.

“They promised a long time
ago,” Tor continued, aggrieved. “But they never do.”

Yuri voiced his hot protest. “We’ve been
busy.”

“Show him a few things,”
she said, waving her hand. “It’ll keep him happy.”

With twin sighs, the brawny, blonde warriors
stood up. Tor’s delighted grin put the fire to shame for its
brilliance. Just outside the firelight, the boys drew their
weapons. Yuri gave Tor his sword. A faint grin found my mouth,
without my permission, as the tip hit the ground. The smallish Tor
couldn’t lift it.

“Here,” Corwyn said,
getting up from his place next to Witraz. “I’ve something that
might help.”

He disappeared into the darkness beyond the
firelight for a moment, reappearing with a plain wooden sword. “I
don’t know why I packed that,” he said gruffly. “I reckon I thought
it might be of some use.”

Why did he suddenly look at me?

Ly’Tana snickered, nudging my ribs. Damn it
all. Corwyn returned to his place, his blue eyes as wide and
innocent as Rygel’s. Damn him.

“Raise your blade,” Yuri
said. “No, higher. That’s it.”

As the lesson began, I caught sight of a
shadow moving slowly toward us. My heart beat a rapid tattoo
against my chest wall as a huge, shaggy mass, silhouetted against
the darker shade of the forest, crept nearer.

It paused a moment. Twin green eyes glowed
like lamps under the fire’s light. Whatever it was, it passed Alun
by without his raising the alarm.

Frozen, I watched as it hitched slowly
closer. My alert face, my fixed stare alarmed the others. Ly’Tana
dropped my hand to seize her sword. Gasps and curses abounded as
the warriors rolled to their feet.

“Don’t move!” I
barked.

I’d no idea why I spoke thus. The words came
from swift instinct, from a source deep within my soul. Its fuzzy
outline gave no indication of what the creature was or what its
intentions were. Without knowing what I knew, I knew they must not
harm it.

My gut said something important was at
stake, and that harming the creature was the worst kind of
disaster.

My royal blood, my size, my voice of
authority, had their uses. The Kel’Hallans relaxed their bodies,
but their hands still hovered over weapons. They remained in place,
yet ready to fight should the need arise. Always ready for a
battle, they were, but I knew this was a contest they stood no
chance of winning.

At the commotion, Alun raced back from his
post, his sword in his hand. At my sharp gesture, he stopped,
staring at the silent shadow. He stood, silent, obedient to my
command to remain still.

Rygel came to his knees, prepared to push
Arianne behind him, to shield her. Corwyn, too, hovered over her,
protective, alert. Kel’Ratan rolled to his feet, hunkered low, his
sword already in his hand. Ly’Tana knelt in the dirt, her hand on
her hilt, her slender jaw clenched. Behind us, Bar rose to all four
feet, his wings half-furled. I half-listened as his tail lashed
from side to side, raking the brush. Yet he, too, obeyed me and
stood fast.

Of all of us, Arianne alone hadn’t moved a
muscle, hadn’t eyed the creature with alarm or fear or concern. She
watched with her magnificent eyes wide, curious . . . teary.
Unbelievably, she smiled, a small, tremulous smile, her teeth
gleaming in the faint light.

The shadow lurched closer.

From the edge of the trees, it circled, just
out of the firelight. Left and Right sat in obedience to my harsh
command, yet twisted around on their haunches to keep it in sight.
It moved behind Kel’Ratan, still indistinct, green eyes glowing
like twin evil lamps. He turned to watch it come, his sword pointed
toward it.

It moved forward again, slowly, now behind
Witraz. As it came toward him on his blind side, he spun and knelt
in the dirt, facing it, his weapon close to hand.

I was next. The shape paused, eyes glowed
that eerie, strange green. Something fanned the air behind it. I
half-noted a faint shadow blurring, moving back and forth, before
the low throaty whine reached my ears.

“Lady have mercy,” Ly’Tana
whispered.

She spoke for me, as I was incapable of
speech.

The huge, shaggy, silver-grey wolf limped
closer, into the firelight. She ignored the insignificant humans
who sat in thrall. She paid little heed to the armed warriors who
might rise up and kill her out of hand.

Her eyes, calm, amber-brown, no longer
glowing green fire, rested on me. Her right front leg couldn’t hold
her weight. Thus she limped forward on her remaining three limbs.
Her wagging tail still fanned the night behind her massive
shoulders. Something dangled from her mouth. With the darkness and
shadows moving as though alive from the dancing fire, I couldn’t
tell what it was. A dark ball, it hung, curled, from the she-wolf’s
jaws.

She crept closer.

Another low plea emerged from the grievously
injured wolf.

Suddenly, with no warning, tears choked my
throat. A wedge of raw emotion seized me in its merciless grip. I
wanted to howl. The urge to howl, to throw back my head and howl to
the moon, to run on four legs, my pack behind me—

I did none of these things.

I sat, frozen, unable to breathe, as the
she-wolf laid her pup in my lap.

Now with the firelight upon her, I saw the
damage done to her body. Her right front leg looked broken, from
the impossible angle her shoulder exhibited. Blackened, dried blood
crusted her ribs and spine, and dripped down her hind legs. Her
wealth of grey fur lay matted and filthy against her scrawny, thin
body. Starved, gaunt, dead on her paws, I half-wondered how she
still lived.

Her eyes—

Her wise and knowing eyes glowed bright and
happy as she gazed deep into mine. I saw/felt her agony, saw/felt
how she shoved her pain behind her peace and tranquility. She
discovered both, and safety for her son. Now that she’d found
me.

I knew without knowing.

She lurched on three legs, her son in her
mouth, for leagues. She followed like a scent on the wind my
presence, a bright beacon deep within her soul. Onward she limped,
nursing her son only when necessary, ravaged by pain and a deep
longing. Trailing the only prey she’d never kill.

Her long, wet, warm tongue lapped my cheek,
dried the tears I hadn’t known had fallen.

Turning away from me, she staggered toward
Arianne. Heedless of Rygel, who scrambled hastily out of her way,
she lay down. Her head rested in Arianne’s lap, her enormous furry,
bloody, frame dwarfing my tiny sister’s body.

With a deep sigh, the sigh of someone coming
home after a long absence, the she-wolf rested. Her agony retreated
for a time, granting her a respite from its strident voice. My
presence before her quelled her pain into naught much more than a
nuisance.

Her lively, intelligent, peace-filled eyes,
still lay on mine.

“The poor thing,” Ly’Tana
murmured. “What happened to her?”

“The storm,” Arianne
answered sadly. Her hands stroked the wolf’s ears, down her neck,
burrowed like mice into the long lengths of her silver-grey fur.
Like a blanket, her midnight hair cascaded forward to enclose the
wolf behind its heavy curtain. Rygel, in order to see, brushed it
over her shoulder to flow down her back.

The she-wolf sighed again, in
contentment.

“They denned in a small
cave,” Arianne continued, sniffing back her tears. “She and her
mate. They felt safe there despite many of their brothers fleeing
the storm’s wrath. They remained, confident in their security. They
guessed in error. Their den collapsed. Her mate was killed by
falling rocks.”

Arianne’s tiny hand gestured toward the
sleeping pup in my lap. “They are both old, their pack long gone.
This is their only whelp, their final son. She protected him with
her body from the collapse. Now she is broken and dying.”

“Rygel?” Ly’Tana cried, her
tears falling. “Can’t you heal her? Save her?”

Rygel, who’d drawn his legs under him once
the she-wolf showed no indication of hostility, rose as far as his
knees. “Of course, I should’ve—”

Snapping her eyes from me, she twisted her
neck to glower at Rygel, her eyes glowing a deep red. The she-wolf
lifted her head from Arianne’s lap and snarled. Her deep-throated
rumble started in her huge chest and radiated outward. The
firelight gleamed on her exposed fangs. I noticed despite her
advanced age they were the length of my hand, very white and very
sharp.

Rygel froze. He may be the world’s most
powerful wizard. He might change himself into the world’s most
dangerous animal. But right now he feared an old, dying and lame
wolf half-lying on the lap of a scrawny girl.

Her once mild eyes slanted with evil intent,
the wolf issued her decree. We stupid humans may not’ve understood
wolf speech, but her meaning was clear: Rygel touch her, Rygel
die.

As Rygel sat back down, hands raised, her
snarling subsided. The failing she-wolf relaxed once more under
Arianne’s hands.

“She’s dying,” Arianne
said, her tears streaming down her pale cheeks. “It’s her time to
go. She wants to be with her mate.”

“But,” Ly’Tana began,
helpless, bewildered. “Her mate is dead.”

“Wolves mate for life. He’s
dead and she’ll join him in the afterlife.”

“Wolves have an afterlife?”
Kel’Ratan asked, clearly baffled.

Arianne once more translated. “She is old.
She wishes for peace and rest from toil. She’s been reborn many
times and she’s weary.”

The wolf’s head lifted from her lap, her
eyes fixed on me. She licked her muzzle with a long pink tongue
around her greyed muzzle and white whiskers. Low whines mixed with
growls emerged in a language I understood without knowing how or
why.

“She has faith in The
Chosen One,” Arianne translated, her small arms wrapped about the
old wolf’s great shaggy neck. She rested her cheek upon the old
one’s head. “He will save them all.”

The she-wolf gently shook her off, and
tenderly swiped Arianne’s cheek, kissing away her tears with her
warm tongue. I knew she thanked my sister for her translation and
blessed her at the same time. Gently removing herself from
Arianne’s arms, the great wolf stood. Her tail waved gently back
and forth behind her.

Arianne dropped her arms to her lap. “Good
bye, my brave sister,” she whispered. “Fare thee well on thy
journey.”

The she-wolf stumbled over to me. For a long
moment she licked her pup, her son, who slept in my lap.

He stirred, whimpering, a faint whining on
the air. He knew she was leaving him, realized she was never coming
back. He struggled, putting weak legs under him, to follow her. He
cried out, in protest, a sharp shrill cry of pain. Then he dropped
back, helpless, within my crossed legs.

His tiny pink tongue met her huge one as she
licked his dark, fuzzy face. Whether she spoke to him or not, I’d
no clue. Yet, something seemed to pass between them. He quieted,
his small face raised to hers as she washed him with her love. At
last, under her warm nurturing, he collapsed, and slept.

Lifting her face to mine, the she-wolf’s wet
tongue caressed my face. She rested her muzzle on my shoulder. I
might’ve shut out her brethren in the hills, but I couldn’t shut
her out. I couldn’t bear to. She needed me as much as I needed
her.

Like Arianne, I stroked her ears with my
hand, drawing as much comfort from her strong presence as I
offered. I felt her pain, sensed her grief at leaving her son, and
wondered at her joy for her reunion with her life-long mate. I
rejoiced at her freedom, yet grieved her wisdom would leave this
world. Her loss rendered me lost without her.

She withdrew, sat back on her haunches, and
gazed at me. Her right paw hovered midway between the ground and
her broken shoulder. Sorrow warred joy in those intelligent
amber-brown depths.

“Don’t leave me, wise
mother,” I murmured, grief multiplying in my soul.

“I must, dear
heart,” she replied. “I grieve for him. I need to be with
him. My time here has ended.”

I don’t know how I heard her. Not within my
ears or my mind. It seemed that all I had to do was look at her and
I knew what she said. I also knew I didn’t want her to go.

“I need you.”

“One will come to guide
you.”

“I’m afraid.”

“Fear not, my son. For you
are the best of us.”

Her tail gently stirred the dust as she
glanced around at the humans still held in thrall. She gazed long
at Arianne, weeping within the folds of Rygel’s arms. She looked
long at her sleeping son in my lap. She raised her muzzle finally,
her deep eyes bright, contented, as they gazed into mine.
“Chosen One, you’ll do well.”

“But I’ll die.”

Her intelligent eyes never wavered. “We
all die, my son.”

“But—”

“Death isn’t to be feared.
It’s but another path our paws must follow”.

“I’m afraid.”

“Have faith, Chosen One.
Should you die, your death will not be in vain.”

“Wise mother—”

“I must go.”

She glanced once more at the pup in my lap,
then at me. “He’s your son now, my dear.”

“Mother, no—”

“He’ll do well by
you,” her eyes said. “And you by he.”

Her tail lashed the darkness once more, a
feral grin widening her jaws.

“We’ll meet again, one day.
In a place far better than this.”

Turning away, she stumbled back into the
darkness. Limping, alone and in unbelievable pain, she walked, her
head proud. She turned her back from the light, away from love and
warmth and companionship. Away from the child she died to protect.
She brought her lone offspring to the only one she could trust to
keep him safe.

Me.

The sound of her paws in the forest died
away.

I choked back my tears as Arianne’s, and now
Ly’Tana’s, fell freely down their respective cheeks. Even Kel’Ratan
scrubbed his face as though trying to will away strong emotion. I
witnessed no few fingers making the sign against strong enchantment
beneath the fire’s shadows.

My hand stroked the wolf pup in my lap.
Despite the darkness and dancing firelight, I noted his dark grey,
almost black, fur. At perhaps a month old, he was also very big. He
filled my lap from knee to knee. I remembered hound pups at his age
were a third his size. Huge wolfhounds as adults weighed more than
two hundred pounds. For a pup just past the age of opening his
eyes, he was huge. His mother was massive, bigger than a large
pony. I wondered absently how big his sire was.

Lifting his limp, warm body from my lap, I
raised him to my face. Ears that would one day perk upright lay
folded against his head. So young, his eyes had barely opened, his
tiny muzzle nothing but a stub of dark grey tipped with glossy
black.

Yet, somehow, incredibly, his eyes opened a
fraction. His pink tongue emerged to lick his black nose, to
further catch my scent. He whined, a faint scree against my
sensitive hearing, a delicate protest at this rough treatment. Deep
blue eyes stared into mine. Eyes the color of twin sapphires gazed
back at me with calm courage and love. His hind legs curled into a
ball, his tail tucked tightly against his belly, he struggled not
to escape me but to draw closer to my hands that held him
captive.

Within my mind, I heard him speak a word
that rebounded within my soul.

Father.







Chapter
Two

A Close
Encounter of the Brutal Kind



“I need milk,” Raine
muttered.


I trotted Mikk beside him as he rode
carelessly, his leg cocked negligently over his pommel. He cradled
the crying pup in his lap, offering it his fingers in lieu of food.
Across, on the other side of Raine’s bay, Kel’Ratan eyed me
fiercely, his mustache bristling. I glanced to my left. Witraz also
eyed me with speculation in his one blue eye.

“Don’t look at me, boys,” I
murmured. “I may have the equipment, but they don’t exactly work
like that.”

I glanced back down the line of horses and
riders, seeing many eye Arianne sidelong.

“Don’t look at her either,”
I called, cross.

Dawn an hour behind us, we’d broken camp
quickly, efficiently. We rode out with the new sun warming our
backs, our shadows long before us. The pup had slept the entire
night within the shelter of Raine’s massive arms. Come the dawn, he
woke with an empty belly and a powerful set of lungs. Raine took in
the helpless baby with absolutely no knowledge on what to feed him.
I couldn’t contribute much help, for my infant expertise went to
foals not whelps. Though he said nothing, I knew he worried plenty
by the tense set of his massive shoulders. When a parent failed to
feed his child . . . .

“I may have an answer,”
Rygel said, nudging his black into a rolling canter alongside Raine
and his tiny charge. “I mixed some dried beef with water into a
soft mush. Feed him that.”

“He needs milk,” Raine
answered, exasperated.

“My prince, trust me,”
Rygel replied, his tone assured. “He can do without milk as long as
he has nourishment. I added a few odds and ends to it, so he has
the right stuff in his belly.”

Grumbling under his breath, Raine accepted
the small leather bag Rygel handed across to him. The tiny pup
wanted to refuse the brown sludge that Raine offered to his lips,
his hungry whining pleas loud over the sound of thirteen thundering
sets of hooves. I myself might have refused it, even had I been
starved unto death. It looked awful.

Raine scowled at Rygel. “He won’t take
it.”

“Keep trying,” Rygel urged.
“He’ll get used to it.”

Forcing the pup’s small jaws open, Raine
placed a tiny fragment on his tongue. The pup swallowed, licked his
nose and whined.

“Again,” Rygel
ordered.

Raine repeated the procedure. Within
moments, the pup eagerly grabbed at all the fingerfuls of mushed
meat Raine offered. When he obviously could eat no more, Raine
handed the empty leather bag back to Rygel.

“My thanks,” he murmured,
his eyes full of wolf pup.

Curled into a ball of fuzzy dark grey fur,
the pup slept, sheltered between the curve of Raine’s enormous leg
and the fur-covered saddle.

“I don’t get it,” Kel’Ratan
complained. “Why did she come to you?”

“He’s a wolf, silly,” Tor
answered brightly, from behind us. “The wolves know their
own.”

Corwyn cuffed him sharply upside his
head.

“Ow,” Tor yelped, rubbing
his tousled curls. “What did I say? It’s true enough.”

“He’s right,” Rygel
commented.

Deftly ignoring Raine’s scowl, Rygel
gestured toward the sleeping pup. “How did she know? If that isn’t
proof enough for you, then you’re as bull-headed a man as I’ve ever
met.”

Raine’s scowl deepened. Yet, his behavior
piqued my own curiosity. “You mean, she followed him because he’s
gai’tan?” I asked.

Raine’s nasty glower turned toward me, but I
ignored him as much as Rygel had.

“Exactly.”

“But,” Kel’Ratan said
slowly, eyeing each of us in turn. “Why’d a dying wolf bring her
whelp to him? So, he shares the wolf soul. To my mind, that’s not
enough of a kinship. I think there’s something more to play with
here.”

Rygel looked thoughtful. Raine ceased his
narrowed, angry frown, but refused to look anywhere but straight
ahead between his stallion’s ears. If he knew what that kinship was
exactly, he certainly wasn’t willing to admit it. Kel’Ratan’s words
made some kind of sense. He could maybe change himself into a wolf,
if he was indeed gai’tan, but what would cause that old girl to
trust him with her baby?

Taking charge of her grey mare, with Tor
riding pillion behind her, Arianne pushed her way up to ride beside
her brother. I reined Mikk to the side, to allow the pair, plus
Tor, to ride together.

“Here,” she said, pushing
cloth into his hands.

Surprised, Raine accepted the gift, but his
quirked brow silently requested an explanation.

Impatient, Arianne tossed her midnight hair
from her face and into Tor’s. I grinned as Tor fought free of the
heavy mass.

“Carry him in it,” Arianne
clarified, gesturing toward the pup. “I made it from one of those
gowns Corwyn stole. One day, you’ll need your hands free. Hang him
from around your neck, or your saddle. He’ll be comfortable. And
safe.”

Opening it, Raine displayed the heavy cloth
bag, a thick black cord looped through its netted mouth. He
fingered the slender rope. His eerie icy eyes travelled to her
wealth of midnight hair.

I, too, reached out, and fingered it. Human
hair, all right. She braided it thick, tight and as tough as
leather. I had to admire her ingenuity, and courage. Nor could I
see where she had cut it from. She had so much, I knew she’d never
miss it.

“Thank you, little cat,”
Raine said, leaning from his saddle to kiss her cheek.

Suddenly shy, she withdrew behind her
midnight hair, freeing Tor from its grip. The grey mare slowed as
Arianne reined her back, behind her huge brother. Corwyn, far
behind, trotted his roan forward to once again guard Raine’s royal
sister.

In the days she’d been with us, I noticed
her horsemanship had improved by leaps and bounds. Corwyn no longer
lead the beast. Perhaps, as time allowed, I’d offer her basic
lessons of riding and horsemanship. Though she knew enough to guide
the mare, she flopped in the saddle like a loose sack.

Tor exhibited a great deal more promise and
I vowed that Yuri and Yuras would tutor him in horsemanship as well
as weapons. Neither of them could learn much as long as they rode
double. Sooner or later, we must obtain another horse.

Raine tenderly picked up the pup, and
inserted him into the bag. The dark grey whelp never noticed his
change in location, sleeping, oblivious to it all. Raine hung the
cord about his neck, the bag lying against his chest. The wolf’s
head stuck out, an almost comical sight, his neck limp with his
slumber. I know I grinned, nor was I the only one.

“Not a good place if we
have to fight,” Kel’Ratan said.

Raine shrugged. “In a fight, no place is
safe. But until then, I think we should quicken our pace.”

He returned his leg to a more normal sitting
position whilst in a saddle, his boot once more in his stirrup.
Slewing around, he gestured to Rannon. With a half salute, Rannon
cantered his horse up the line.

“You’re our scout,” Raine
said. “Ride ahead, report on anything you see. Enemies, hazards,
whatever you think might be important.”

Rannon saluted again and without a glance
toward me for permission, galloped his horse out of sight. He
summoned Alun next.

“You report on our rear,”
Raine said. “Hold back a mile or so and keep watch on our back
trail.”

With his own salute, Alun reined his horse
around. He galloped off in the opposite direction.

“Yuri and Yuras, you’re the
rear guard.”

With twin bows, they also reined back,
holding their impatient chestnuts until we rode away.

“Left and Right, you’re the
vanguard.”

Twin scowls met his command. I held my
breath, knowing they despised being away from me. Would they refuse
him, as they, in truth, were not sworn to him? Perhaps Raine had
overstepped his bounds and the twins knew it. Technically, none of
my people were under any obligation to obey him at all. That they
did as quickly and easily as they obeyed me told me a great deal of
how much they respected his leadership skills.

Raine’s own scowl darkened. “Just do it,” he
barked.

They didn’t salute, but they did as he
commanded. Spurring their twin black stallions, they galloped to
the front and stayed there. I suppressed a giggle. Kel’Ratan shook
his red head in a combination of admiration and resignation.

“What about me?” Witraz
asked, nudging his piebald into a canter. “What should I
do?”

Raine eyed him slowly up and down, his
expression neutral. “What good are you?” he drawled, his voice
deceptively bland. “You’re half blind.”

I snorted, choking, trying to rein in my
laughter and only succeeded in burning my throat. Kel’Ratan didn’t
try to suppress his and Tor howled. Witraz glared, his one eye
sparking blue fire.

“Ha ha,” he snapped. “That
wasn’t funny. He’s not funny at all.”

“I thought it was,” Corwyn
commented mildly.

“Me too,” said
Rygel.

Witraz scowled at them. “Go on. Laugh it up,
jackasses. Your turn will come.”

He reined his horse in behind Corwyn and
Arianne, still sulking. When I looked his way, Raine winked, a
lightning fast wink with the barest twitch of his cheek.

“Oh, all right,” Raine said
gruffly. “If you need to do something, ride up to the top of the
nearest hill and parallel us. We need some eyes—” He choked,
half-laughing. “—er, one eye on anything that moves. Got
it?”

“Your Highness.” Witraz
bowed formally in the saddle, concealing his grin. Reining his
piebald about, he galloped away to our left, the south, and
vanished.

“I’m thinking a little
speed is in order,” Raine said, a faint grin etching his handsome
features.

“I agree, m’lord,” I
murmured.

The gently rolling hills, bright green with
long grass waving gently with the light breeze, were any horseman’s
dream. Easy to gallop across with few steep slopes to tire a
working horse, they offered not just a smooth ride, but lush
grazing and fresh, clear streams. Much like Kel’Halla, come to
think.

Following his lead, I nudged Mikk into a
smooth gallop, Kel’Ratan and his bay to my left and Rygel and the
others following close behind. I glanced up. Bar winged overhead,
sometimes breaking away to fly high and scout around before coming
back to chirp his reports down. Nothing to worry about. Brutal and
his pets still floundered in the remnants of Usa’a’mah’s temper
tantrum and the Tongu’s mutts could never hope to keep up on
foot.

Rygel’s abrupt voice broke through the
peaceful reveries I found myself in, and I squashed the sudden urge
to tell him to shut up. “Why did she pick you?” he asked. “Surely
you know.”

I glanced across at Raine, the object of his
questions. He thinned his handsome lips into a white line and
refused to answer.

“Other gai’tan have lived
and died without she-wolves plopping their babies in their laps,”
Rygel went on. “But she trusted you with hers. Why?”

Raine’s eyes flattened, the chilling icy
stare I disliked so much returned to his eyes. Shut up, Rygel, I
wanted to say. Leave him be. I wanted peace in the beautiful day,
to be alive and on horseback among friends, with a good man at my
side. Just shut the bloody hell up.

Rygel ignored my mental command and plowed
on. “What makes you so special?”

Raine refused to even acknowledge Rygel
spoke. Yet, I felt his anger emanating from him in waves. The dark
pup in question mewled, stirring restlessly in the cloth bag
against his chest. Raine’s right hand rose to calm his newest
charge, to comfort, to soothe. Under his palm, the whelp resumed
his slumber, albeit with a bit more restlessness than before.

“Because he’s the Chosen
One,” Arianne said.

That did it. Rygel, Kel’Ratan, Corwyn and
even Tor fired question after question at him. What do you mean,
Chosen One? What is the Chosen One? How did you become the Chosen
One? Questions he, least of all, had answers to. I felt his rising
panic, sensed that if they didn’t cease and desist with the rapid
fire questions, he’d bolt. Kick his horse into a dead run and
outdistance us all. I daresay I didn’t blame him. Whatever the
Chosen One was or is, he didn’t ask for that particular assignment.
The fact that he was scared him to his bones. Someone had to do
something.

That someone was me.

I took his hand.

I stole his hand from the pup’s head and
squeezed hard. He glanced over at me, the chill in his weird, cold
eyes departed and naked fear stood forth. Whatever or whomever the
Chosen One was, he wanted nothing at all to do with the position.
He didn’t need questions he had no answer for. He needed someone to
calmly take his hand and say—

“’Twill be all
right.”

The gratitude that filled those strange icy
grey eyes warmed my heart. The panic in them vanished. The rapidly
voiced questions fired at him might have drifted past, unheard, for
all the attention we paid them. I saw nothing but his anguished
eyes, felt nothing but his fear, sensed nothing but his
uncertainty. He ignored those about us and saw only me.

For my part, all I wanted was for him to
gaze deep into my own eyes, raise my hand to his lips and say—

“You are the most precious
creature on earth.”

I melted. I may have been in my saddle, on
my horse, but right then I melted like so much butter over an open
flame. I felt my heart ooze slowly down my breast, over my
quivering belly, and pool in my lap. Messy, of course, but it felt
oh so wonderful. His eyes held me captive, his prisoner, a slave to
his will. Had he commanded it of me just then, I would have slain
myself at his bidding. Damn, my father better reconsider his
decree. No one should keep me from the man I want. I want this
man.

We might have ridden thus to the end of the
earth and toppled over its edge, staring deep into each other’s
eyes, had Rygel not broken the spell with his obnoxious demand.

“Are you even
listening?”

Raine might have curbed his anger, but I’d
no such compunction. I whirled on Rygel with my hand raised to
knock him flat off his horse.

“That’s bloody enough,” I
snarled.

Rygel’s mouth dropped. His amber eyes
bulged. His throat worked as though trying to speak but not a
syllable emerged. He slowed his gelding, fell into line behind me
and shut his mouth. Kel’Ratan opened his, then snapped it closed
when I spun toward him. Corwyn blanched, finding his reins suddenly
fascinating. Tor hid behind Arianne’s hair. Arianne alone matched
me angry stare for angry stare with the same courage and stubborn
tenacity of her brother. She tried to cower me with her blazing
grey-blue eyes and will alone.

“You know not what you do,”
she grated. “He must accept what he is or all is lost.”

“Why?” I demanded,
undaunted. “You seem to have all the answers, but you say precious
little. Until you, little sister, come clean, you’ll leave him
be.”

“It’s not for me to tell
him.”

“Then who is?”

An intractable mule had nothing on tiny
Arianne when it came to sheer stubbornness. Her mouth thinned into
a tight white line, her hands on her reins clenched into tight
little fists. If she had long ears, they’d no doubt be pinned flat.
I flipped my hand at her in disgust and turned away.

Silenced, Arianne still glared, but as long
as she glared without speaking, I didn’t much care. I tried to find
the peace and companionship I had with Raine until a moment ago,
but that, too, departed on swift hooves. Raine refused to speak,
and found the scenery much more interesting than my face. I sighed,
looked toward the green horizon, and kept my hands to myself.

We rode on in sullen silence, the lot of us,
the joy having disappeared from my morning. We trotted and loped
for several leagues, the sun chasing us across the gentle green
valleys and thickets of trees of the graceful Plains of Navak. The
light breeze rippled the long grass, creating from the stalks a
silver-grey undulating wave. Mikk’s legs disturbed honey bees, busy
gathering the sweet nectar of the abundant flowers fountaining
their incredibly fragrant scents into the air. Brown rabbits fled,
their white tails flashing dire warnings as they bolted from our
hooves and our presence. Thickets of dogwood and hazel cradled the
nests of sparrows, starlings and tiny wrens, who shrieked in panic
as we brushed past them. Daisies, primroses, buttercups, wild lilac
and even wilder roses blossomed amid the endless green and silver
plains.

We might have been the last people on earth,
for all evidence of civilization we saw. No villages, no farms, no
tilled land, no stock grazing on the obviously fertile landscape.
Had I felt like talking, I might have asked Rygel or Kel’Ratan why
such beautiful, lush land wasn’t tended. If this place was haunted
as Kel’Ratan said, the ghosts must surely be lazy, for none put in
an appearance.

I didn’t feel curious enough to break the
morose mood. When a shallow stream emerged from the bottom of a
slope with a thick stretch of forest off to the west, I knew we
should stop and rest the horses.

Before I could speak, however, Raine raised
his clenched right fist and called a halt.

“Time for a break,” he
said, his voice hollow.

Left and Right wheeled their horses and
trotted back to us, Yuri and Yuras rejoining us from the rear. Alun
would catch up shortly, I guessed, sliding down from Mikk’s saddle.
Bar blew in from another of his scouting flights and landed on the
grass near me. He folded his wings neatly across his back, his lion
tail swinging from side to side. He immediately sensed the discord,
and eyed me sharply with a concerned chirp. I merely shook my
head.

“Go fetch Rannon, would
you?” I asked. “And Witraz? He rode south.”

He squawked amiably, but remained
earthbound, his raptor eyes questioning. I tried for a smile.

“No worries,” I said
brightly. “It’s all good.”

He hissed. I doubt it.

Wrapping my arms around his huge savage
beak, I kissed it. Holding it shut, I gazed up into his fierce
eagle’s eyes.

“Have I told you lately
that I love you?”

A muffled chirp emerged, his fierce eyes
lightening a little in their fierceness.

“Well, consider yourself on
notice. And go get Rannon before he gets too far ahead.”

With another worried hiss, Bar launched
himself into the air. The warm thermals rising from the long grass
lifted his wings. With his front legs tucked beneath him and his
leonine hind legs and tail streaming out behind him, he flew up and
past me. Eagle’s raptor eyes peered down behind his huge savage
beak. His graceful bank over my head soothed my troubled spirit, as
it always did, and I watched him until he was but a dark speck on
the horizon.

“—are you
certain?”

Bringing my eyes back to earth, I found the
others had dismounted and my boys led horses to the water. Alun had
taken Mikk from me without my noticing.

Raine, side by side with Rygel, walked
toward me, the pup in his hands. His icy grey eyes with that weird
ring now held a shadow behind them, a strange pall that hadn’t been
there before. Unease came to call when I saw that shadow, feeling
its menace, its unwholesomeness. The dark ball of fur squirmed
restlessly in his grip, impatient mewling emerging from his tiny
fuzzy muzzle.

Rygel’s aristocratic face frowned, his hand
running through his wheaten locks.

“What’s wrong?” I
asked.

“Rygel says Ja’Teel is up
to something.”

“You can hear him?” I
asked, remembering what Rygel said about magical
clatter.

He nodded. “I’m going to ride a short
distance away.”

His long slender hand pointed toward the
small forest to the west. “I need some quiet, some privacy, to put
myself into a trance. I might get some clarification on what he’s
doing.”

“Would you mind terribly
feeding him?” Raine asked, holding the pup out to me. “Someone
should guard his back.”

“Of course.”

The pup was heavier than he looked. If his
dam was bigger than a small horse, how big would he grow? He was
already larger by several pounds than any mastiff pup I’d ever seen
at his age. He accepted the transfer to my arms with a grunt and a
burp, licking his tiny black nose with an even tinier pink tongue.
Taking in my scent, I gathered with some amusement. I looked up at
Raine, his smile genuine as he gazed down at us.

“What are you going to name
him?” I asked.

“Damned if I know,” he
replied with a sigh.

“That’s not a very good
name,” I chided gently.

This time his laugh held real mirth and I
grinned. Rygel handed me the bag of mushed meat.

“We won’t be long,” he
said, over his shoulder as the pair strode rapidly to their horses
and vaulted up. Within moments, they galloped away and vanished
into the trees.

“All right, big fellow,” I
said, sitting down with my legs crossed and setting him in my lap.
My knees promptly went numb. “I reckon a growing boy needs some
meat on his bones.”

His tiny tail wagged in excitement as he
scented his second breakfast. He eagerly gobbled the small scoop of
brown sludge off my finger, his needle teeth scraping my skin.

“Can I help?”

I glanced up to see Arianne, her flare of
temper gone and her sweet small face smiling with unconscious
delight as she looked down at the fuzzy creature in my lap. If it
meant a truce and a lightening of hostilities, I was all for it.
Corwyn, as usual, stood nearby, his thumbs hooked through his
swordbelt. While he didn’t exactly smile, his craggy features
lightened a fraction as he eyed the pup over-spilling my arms.

“Of course,” I said. I
handed Arianne the leather bag. “I’ll hold him and you feed
him.”

Sitting beside me, Arianne dug more mush
from the bag and held it to the hungry wolf. He gobbled it down and
licked her fingers. She giggled.

“He’s so cute,” she
cooed.

I laughed. “He is that.”

I cuddled him a moment, breathing in the
fresh, clean canine smell of him, feeling his soft fur against my
face. No wonder Raine was entranced. This pup was adorable.

“What is it about women and
babies,” Kel’Ratan grumbled, watching us from a pace away as his
bay stallion hungrily tore at the rich grass beside him.

“They turn women into
mothering lunatics,” Corwyn replied, shocking me.

The man actually had a sense of humor. Who’d
have thought?

I tried to frown but giggled instead. “How
can you resist such a beautiful baby?” I asked, holding the pup out
to them. He squirmed and whined, wanting his mush, not the
admiration of stoic warriors.

Kel’Ratan’s bay stallion ceased his grazing
and reached out his big head to sniff the newcomer, his liquid
brown eyes curious. The wolf wiggled and whined, his sharp cries
cutting the quiet air. Kel’Ratan’s bay wasn’t much impressed. His
derisive snort blew puppy fur back and flattened ears not yet
strong enough to perk upright. Then he went back to the important
business of getting as much grass into his belly as possible.

“We’ll see about that,”
Arianne pouted, shoving the stallion’s head away. “Begone with
you.”

I held the plump pup before my face, gazing
into the half-opened blue eyes, flat ears and stump muzzle. “Ignore
them,” I said to him. “You’re the cutest thing ever and they’re
idiots.”

“What’s so cute?” Kel’Ratan
demanded.

I turned the pup around. “This is cute.”

“It’s a wolf and it’ll
probably grow up to eat your horse.”

I nuzzled the baby’s warm black nose with my
own. “He wouldn’t do that, would you, you adorable creature?”

He squirmed in my grip, more concerned with
matters pertaining to his still empty belly than his cuteness.
Kel’Ratan snorted, sounding very much like his horse, and turned
away.

I put the wiggling pup back in my lap where
he eagerly consumed everything in the bag Rygel provided and
Arianne offered.

Arianne delved into the depths of its
emptiness and looked at me, worried. “I certainly hope there’s more
where that came from.”

Bar winged in to land beside me, his
colossal wings shading me, Arianne and the pup from the late summer
sun. Sitting back on his haunches and folding his wings, he peered
down. Two women sitting on our butts in the grass with a wolf pup
between us. His beak parted slightly, and his ears perked forward,
curious, he bent his feathered to better see the newcomer.

“Isn’t he sweet?” I
asked.

Bar reared back, his yellow eyes blazing.
Say what?

“You’re just jealous.” I
sniffed. “He’s not even mine.”

Rannon cantered up, his horse lathered.
“Nothing to report, Your Highness,” he said. “For miles ahead,
nothing but the same landscape. Hills, some forest and lots of
grasslands. No people, no villages. No royal troops, either.”

Witraz hadn’t yet ridden in. I twisted my
neck painfully to look up into Bar’s hot eyes. “Where’s
Witraz?”

He chirped and clicked sharply several
times. Turning, he dug his beak into a fierce itch on his
spine.

“He needs to rest his horse
sometime,” I replied, cuddling the wolf pup.

“Where is he?” Kel’Ratan
asked.

I jerked my chin southward. “He’s staying up
there for now.”

“What’s to look at?” he
grumbled. “Nobody around for a hundred leagues in any
direction.”

Other than Brutal and the Tongu, too far
away to be a nuisance, he was right. No people seemed to live in
this beautiful green land. I glanced around at the silvery-grey
grass bending beneath the soft sough of the breeze, the long
rolling hills dotted with wild flowers and dogwood patches. A lush
land ripe for the cultivating, I thought. Humans should be crawling
all over the place.

A worm of unease squirmed into my gut and
set up housekeeping adjacent to the worry over Raine. Why would
there not be people working this obviously fertile and graceful
land? With water aplenty, the long grass ripe for grazing cattle,
sheep, goats or any other domesticated creature that liked green
things, I saw no reason why there were no villages, no farmers, no
herders. Were we trespassing on someone’s territory? Inwardly, I
guessed that we indeed violated someone’s border, and we may even
now be watched. Who did the vast haunted Plains belong to?

I stood up, awkward under the weight of the
whelp, and made a half-assed effort at dusting grass stems from my
leathers. The now drowsy pup filled my arms, held close to my chest
and weighed me down. I gazed about me, seeing only empty green
hills, thick forests inhabited by watching eyes, gently rolling
hills that should be razed flat. I may not have owned the sight,
but I knew wrongness when it slapped me across the cheek. This is
very strange.

In front of me, a shadow rose.

Like dark, oily smoke, a man-shaped darkness
with pale eyes erupted from the tall grass. Towering over me, it
blocked the sun, casting me into deep dimness. Long arms reached
outward from its body. I recoiled, instinctively twisting to keep
my body between the shadow and the baby in my arms.

In that instant, several things happened at
once.

Kel’Ratan lunged toward me, cursing,
thrusting his burly form between it and me. Corwyn fell across a
startled Arianne, flattening her, his body shielding hers. Bar
screeched, his wings unfurling as he lunged toward the intruder,
his talons out to cut it down. I dropped the pup at my feet, dimly
hoping he wasn’t hurt as I whipped my sword from my sheath. I heard
his frightened yelp as though from a dark distance.

The shadow ignored me. Its arms, if they
were arms, reached out and pointed toward Kel’Ratan and Corwyn.
Kel’Ratan froze, his mouth working, his eyes bulging in his head.
His hands tried to grasp his throat. Beneath his clawing fingers, I
saw the flesh over his throat indented as though clutched by
invisible fingers. His mouth, drawn down, fought to get life-giving
breath into his lungs.

Arianne screamed.

Corwyn, on his knees, also gasped, trying in
vain to tear the invisible hands from his throat. He struggled,
Arianne raking her fingers across nothing as she, too tried, to
grasp what wasn’t there to grasp. Deep bruising popped up under
Corwyn’s flesh as blood vessels burst.

I swore, violent words dropping from my
lips. I slashed my sword at the man-shape, hoping to cut it down in
its tracks.

My sword went through it as though through
thick smoke.

Ja’Teel’s deep chuckle answered my efforts.
“Stupid bitch,” he said, his shape’s pale eyes turning toward
me.

Bar’s huge body knocked me flat on my back,
his lion hind foot almost crushing the wolf whelp. Standing over
me, his huge winged form protecting mine, Bar slashed through the
shape with his talons. Like my sword, his claws caught on nothing.
He tried to bite down on it, with the same result. His beak hit no
flesh, nor did it cut into the oily shadow.

Screeching in fury, seeing that nothing he
did harmed the intruder, Bar backed away, dragging me with him.
Caught on his talon, the pup was dragged along with me, albeit
unintentionally. I appreciated the save, however.

“You can’t stop me,”
Ja’Teel sneered. “I’m not really here.”

Kel’Ratan’s face rapidly turned blue. His
strength failed, his hands ceased to tear Ja’Teel’s grip from his
throat. His body sagged, only the invisible hand kept him up.
Corwyn looked dead, his body flagging, his flesh drained of all
blood, his eyes beginning to glaze over in that obvious sign he’d
passed into the next world.

Help! I needed help.

“Rygel!” I
screamed.

“He can’t hear you, silly
bitch,” Ja’Teel mocked. “They’ll be dead in seconds.”

Maybe, maybe the mind link still worked, I
thought frantically. Oh, Holy Lady, make him hear me, make him hear
me. Please make him hear me.

Inside my head, my body trapped under Bar’s
furious protection, I sent my mental scream outward. “Rygel! Help
us!”

“Princess, what’s
wrong?”

Instantly, before I could gasp, Rygel popped
into existence.

I tried to sit up, to scramble out from
under Bar’s body, but he pushed me back, hissing, his talons
sprawled across my chest. His long tufted tail lashed back and
forth, but should Ja’Teel’s magic seek me out, it would find Bar
first.

“Ah, Rygel,” Ja’Teel
drawled as Rygel, in a frantic move, also tried to tackle the
smoke-shadow and fell through it to the ground. “You know, there’s
nothing you can do to stop me. Look, they’re already
dead.”

My eyes whipped to Kel’Ratan at the same
time Arianne shrieked again. His body slumped, his hair hanging
over his face, hiding it. Kel’Ratan was too strong, I thought
wildly, nothing can kill him, not even an arrow to his chest. Yet,
the limp sway of his hands across the dirt and grass, the
lifelessness of his body bespoke my worst fears. Ja’Teel killed
him, after all.

I couldn’t help it, like a little girl, I
screamed his name. He failed to answer, lift his head, berate me
for my foolishness. Kel’Ratan!

Corwyn lay limp, on his face in the grass,
Arianne weeping over him. Her hair concealed whether Ja’Teel’s
magic still had him by the throat. By his unresponsiveness, Ja’Teel
just killed him, too. I sagged back, unbelieving. In one swift
move, Ja’Teel killed two strong men. How could he? How could the
gods let this happen?

I lifted my head, my face streaming tears,
my hair in my face as Rygel spoke.

“I can’t stop you,” Rygel
hissed through his teeth, rising from his knees. “But I can take
them out of the equation.”

Before I could draw another breath, both
Kel’Ratan and Corwyn vanished.

I choked, my own fingers at my throat,
casting about for them, frantic. Where were they? Kel’Ratan!
Corwyn! Kel’Ratan!

Ja’Teel snarled. “What—impossible!”

Rygel, on his feet, brushed his hair from
his eyes and smiled grimly. “I translocated them out from under
you, cousin. Good luck in finding them.”

“You’re too late, anyway,”
Ja’Teel snapped, his pale eyes sweeping the area. “They’re
dead.”

“Oh, they’re quite alive,”
Rygel said, brushing grass from his tunic. “I didn’t give you
enough time. Right now they’re sore, but breathing.”

Lady, lady, please make it so, I prayed, on
my own knees under Bar’s body, watching the confrontation between
the two twins unfold. Please let him be right.

Galloping hooves heralded the arrival of
Raine and the two horses. He flung himself from his saddle, his
sword already spinning in his fist, its high-pitched song stinging
my ears. He charged in
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