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Laughter pealed across the outer court yard. The trilling sound hard for Argan to miss. His fellow Warlord, Balal, chased after the Raasa woman he’d recently taken as his mate. Assa squealed again when Balal caught up with her. She raised her hands in a surrendering gesture, shaking her dark head back and forth while smiling. Apparently his friend was not in a forgiving mood, because Balal scooped the pretty Raasa in his arms and carried her toward the stairs of their home. More feminine laughter ensued joined by the deep tones of Balal’s chuckle.

Pain flared in Argan’s heart as he turned away from the sight. The ache in his chest was a familiar one. Of late, the sharp pains became routine when he witnessed his friends and their obvious love for the women in their lives. Before betrayal and treachery changed his life, Argan believed he would find a nice woman from Kaban and make her his bride. In the natural order of things, he would have liked an heir or two. A youngling to raise as a strong warrior. Now he wasn’t sure if that was in his future.

A sharp cry pierced the morning air, causing Argan to turn back around. With a crying Arane in her arms, Mikayla held the door open for Balal. Once the couple entered, Mikayla came down the stone stairs, a harried expression on her face. Argan froze and stepped back only to note in relief that she headed straight for his Overlord.

Vaan of course glanced over his shoulder the moment he heard his youngling’s cry. Arane’s golden face flushed red and her arms immediately extended upward when her father came into view. The Overlord waved his hand in Argan’s direction to continue to supervise the training session with the Warlords.

Argan inclined his head and signaled the staring men to resume their sword play. Only four of the six present turned away to lift their swords in mock battle. The other two continued to observe the action taking place only feet from Argan.

“It’s time you came in, Vaan.” Mikayla spoke lightly but the glare in her diamond-shaped green eyes threatened war if her mate refused.

Knowing when to fight and when to regroup, his Overlord chose wisely and reached for the crying youngling in Mikayla’s arms. His daughter quieted instantly and planted her dark head of curls on her father’s shoulder.

In the past, Argan would have mocked Vaan for giving in so easily to the petite woman standing before him. Mikayla was Su-Su to the Raasa compound where Argan and his fellow Warlords had made their home. Because of her help, their homeland of Kaban once again fell under Vaan’s rule. Instead of mockery, Argan now envied his Overlord.

Argan accepted that the Blessed One had a plan for them for surely it was not believable that a group of Warlords could be poisoned and sleep for three years in a hidden cave. But it was truth and Argan as well as his brethren could speak to what had happened to them.

“Mikayla, you know it is not good to interrupt when I am training my Warlords.” Vaan patted the little ones back as he admonished the woman shooting daggers his way.

“She cries when she hasn’t seen you for the day. This morning you left before she woke.”

To Argan’s surprise, Vaan’s lips curled up in a smile. All knew that the feisty girl favored her father most heavily. Her birth sister was of a calmer nature and easily pleased.

“Then I shall make amends and spend time with her at the mid-day meal.”

Mikayla snorted, tucking an errant lock of black hair behind her ear. “You will make amends now. I’m going to feed Erana who is patiently waiting.” And with that, the slim Raasa turned and marched back across the compound, up the stairs and into their home without a backward look.

Argan glanced around, noting the smiles on everyone’s face. All heard the argument and none expected a different end. Vaan however frowned at each of them and the training Warlords suddenly found an interest in sparring with one another.

“You have no words for me?”

Argan quirked a brow at Vaan’s question. “No.”

Vaan studied him intently, yet Argan refused to shift on his feet. They’d been friends too long for him to be unnerved by a silence that intimidated many.

“You are not quite yourself, Argan.” Vaan shifted the youngling in his arm, her small butt propped by his elbow as she snuggled closer. There was a softness in the black eyes that looked down at the youngling before pinning Argan again with a hard stare.

He held his breath and tried to slow his racing heart under Vaan’s intense scrutiny. Folding his arms across his chest, Argan assumed a relaxed stance. His gut warned that he would not like what Vaan said next.

“Do you ever think of love, my friend?”

And just like that, Argan found himself unable to move and unable to look away. The metallic sound of swords against swords faded as he focused on the heart of his discontent. Love was not something a Kabanian warrior strived for. Women were to get youngling. A good match made for a peaceful one but if the woman proved too troublesome, the relationship could be dissolved easily.

Watching Vaan with Mikayla and now Balal with Assa, Argan questioned all that had once been clear to him. Knowing the happiness his friends shared with their mates, seeing the smiles on their faces each morning tide, Argan realized he’d changed as to what he wanted from a woman.

“Is the question a hard one?”

Argan blinked and Vaan’s humorous expression faded.

“Tell me truth, Argan. Is all well?”

Argan countered with a question of his own. “Do you not worry when you sleep beside her at night?” A Kabanian warrior did not sleep with the woman he chose as his own. Trust was not easily given and rarely to a woman for they were fickle creatures.

“No, it is the Raasa way.” Argan waited and as he expected, Vaan had more to say. “I believe the closeness I share with Mikayla is better because I’m at her side each night. She lays with me safe in my arms. I can not explain how that feels. Her trust in me is absolute and mine for her.”

Argan nodded. His Overlord had the right of it; his words did not explain. It was hard to believe the most feared warrior of all time, the Overlord himself, had easily thrown away one of the stronger norms of their culture without hesitation. Balal was doing the same and observing both became a habit Argan couldn’t break. Slowly, he was beginning to crave something he didn’t fully understand.
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“I need you to go to Kaban on my behalf.”

Argan paused in eating the evening meal. The clank of dishes and loud talk in the hall almost drowned out Vaan’s words. Vaan’s brother Saran held the lands of their home with a firm fist though minor skirmishes broke out. “Is there trouble?”

“The Councilors seek to meddle.”

Argan rolled his eyes and reached for another piece of the roasted meat on the colorful trays set on the table. Raasa usually ate fruits and vegetables but thankfully adjusted the meals to include plenty of meat for the Warlords who now lived among them. “What is so different about the Councilors’ behavior this time?”

“I fear they need to hear the words from me since they send letters and try to go around Saran with their actions.”

Almost a year ago the Council made of five Kabanians sought to pressure Vaan and his men to return to Kaban. Argan eyed the overflowing dining hall. Warlords and Raasa ate side by side. Talk varied in subject and occasional voices increased in tone but the camaraderie was not feigned. None of them desired to return to their former homeland.

“You plan to ride to Kaban with me?” Argan’s gaze sought Mikayla even as he asked.

She stood a few seat down leaning over Kavan’s shoulder. The Warlord held a bouncing Erana on his lap. Or mayhap Arane. It was hard to tell when both smiled and laughed as they now did. The youngling were identical in looks but not in temperament.

Assa sat close to Balal as she kissed the other youngling, causing giggles to erupt from the little one.

Vaan followed his stare and murmured, “No. I do not believe it is to that point and if I run every time the Council call, they will think me pliable to their ways.”

“Then what would you have of me?” Belly full, Argan pushed his plate to the side.

“You will speak for the Overlord and let them know that Saran has the right of it. If they continue their plotting, I will end all contact with them and only communicate through my brother.”

“Think you they will listen?” Argan didn’t have as many dealings with the Council members as Vaan did but he was well versed in the games they played.

Vaan tipped his head in Argan’s direction. “You are the Death Dealer. They had better listen.”

The name was one given to Argan many years ago when he battled at Vaan’s side. They both fell to the darkness of Fenal, an uncontrollable rage, in battle that gave them the strength of many. For Argan, the rage was worse and harder to come back from. The red haze covered his vision and enabled him to kill ruthlessly and with a swiftness that sent fear through their enemies’ hearts. Through the years when Vaan wanted to quell resistance, he sent Argan along with a contingent of warriors and the fields would bleed red.

“How soon do you need me to leave?” Argan had nothing important to hold him here and relished the idea of a fight even if it was one without the feel of his sword in hand.

“Morning tide is soon enough. I have also spoken with Saran in regards to training three of his best warriors. He believes they will make good Warlords.”

Argan nodded. It was good that they began approving warriors to Warlord status again. During the former Warlord Thenl’s attempt to rule, many under Vaan’s command had lost their life. “It shall be as you command.”

“Take Ramar with you. I do not worry that there will be trouble on this trip but it is wise to be prepared.”

Rising to his feet, Argan mentally began to compile a list of all he would need on the journey. Vaan clapped a firm hand on his shoulder halting his departure. Argan leaned back for further instruction.

Vaan’s grip tightened. “You will have a care, yes?”

Argan curled his upper lip. “Do not worry, Noan. I will be fine.”

At the slurring reference of a Raasa male child caregiver, Vaan used his hold to shove him hard. Argan tripped over his feet, even as Vaan growled and jumped from his seat. They went crashing to the floor in a tangle of limbs.

Argan grunted when Vaan’s fist slammed into his cheek but quickly sent his own plowing into his friend’s belly. Vaan rolled, straddling Argan and pummeled his mid-section. Despite the pain, it was easy enough to use his legs in a slicing motion and throw Vaan to the side.

Without taking a breath, Argan surged forward, striking Vaan across the face and had the satisfaction of watching blood spurt from his Overlord’s mouth. Vaan licked his bottom lip and a slow smile curved his mouth. Heart racing, Argan braced his weight, prepared for the next move but still wheezed when his back hit the hard, stone floor as Vaan tossed him over his head. Pain exploded in his chest as his lungs seized.

Vaan took advantage of his attempts to catch his breath and pulled Argan’s arm up sharply in a brutal hold that threatened to snap the limb. Argan jerked his knee upward, hitting his target when he made contact with Vaan’s toqa. His Overload paled with a curse and toppled over. Argan grinned, reversing their position. For once he planned to win this bout.

It would have been a good match, potentially one in which Argan would have emerged the victor, if Mikayla had not screamed. Unaware of the danger she placed herself in, she raced toward them and bent over to help her mate to his feet as Argan cocked his fist back to punch his best friend.

Proving he was still a warrior worthy to rule Kaban, Vaan rolled away from the blow wrapping both arms around his mate as he tucked her between his body and the floor. Argan realized Mikayla’s proximity  a second too late and tried to pull back from the downward swing but his reflexes weren’t quick enough, leaving him with bruised knuckles as his fist rammed harmlessly into the stone floor.

Argan winced as the skin split and blood ran between his fingers. Holding his side, he rose to his feet, eyes on the pair he vowed to protect with his life.

Vaan stood with Mikayla in his arms, the silence in the dining hall deafening. Several Warlords stood on their feet, eyes anxious.

“Is she well?” Argan asked as his breath dragged from his chest in fear and worry.

With short steps, he reached their side. Vaan growled under his breath, head bowed and shoulders shaking. Argan didn’t blame him. After the dangerous birthing she’d gone through, neither of them ever wanted to see Mikayla brought low again. Watching Vaan grieve during that time almost made Argan reconsider his feelings on loving a woman to such an extent his world revolved around her. Almost.

“I’m fine, Argan.” Mikayla answered, though she never took her eyes off of Vaan as she ran a soothing hand through his loose, black hair. Ever so often her fingers paused in the stroking and Argan noted how his Overlord tensed when she did this only to relax when the touch continued.

“You will not do such again, Mikayla.”

Vaan’s low warning sent a shiver down Argan’s back. His friend lifted his head and true torment reflected in their black depths.

Mikayla hummed and pressed her body alongside Vaan’s. Her hands drifted to his shoulders as she murmured in his ear. Because Argan stood so close, he heard the words she spoke.

“Nothing will happen to me. I’m fine.”

“More drink,” Ramar announced, raising his mug. The announcement was soon picked up by their brethren and the Raasa servants ran to refill the empty pitchers with cider.

The tension filled moment dissipated and conversations resumed. When Argan turned from the hugging couple, he faced Balal and Kavan, each holding a youngling in their arms. Seeing Vaan was still occupied with Mikayla, Balal nodded and returned to his seat where Assa immediately reached up to tug on his shoulder-length tail and kiss his cheek. Though Balal flushed red, he accepted the affection with a smile.

Kavan tipped his head to the side. “It is still new for us, yes?”

Argan pretended to misunderstand. “Speak clearly, Kavan.”

“The love. They make it look easy.”

Argan grunted for he had no answer and had no intention of discussing his recent thoughts and unsettled feelings with his fellow Warlord until he could wrap his mind around it.
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Argan knew himself to be a Warlord many feared. He had little room to suffer fools which made his current situation over the last two days intolerable. Glancing at the man before him in heavy robes of red, Argan resisted the urge to strangle him. Resisted the urge to challenge the Councilor who refused to listen to reason. Ever did the members of the Council argue over his Overlord’s rule and he could see now why Saran had requested Vaan’s assistance.

Sellic was particularly vocal as he stood in front of the meeting room complaining of the latest concern with matters in Kaban.

“What does the Overlord plan to do about this?” Sellic turned in Argan’s direction and pinned him with a narrow-eyed stare.

Argan remained slouched in his seat, legs stretched before him in the guise of unconcern despite the rolling sensation of illness in his stomach that had nothing to do with the current conversation.

“The Overlord has stated his position. Warlord Saran is here to handle the day to day task of ruling Kaban. Only if there is a major issue will he bother to interfere.” And the Council’s desire to press the Desani for permission to enter into their lands did not rate as a major issue.

Sellic sputtered, dark eyes blinking but it was Councilor Raiden, head of the Council, who spoke from his seat at the end of the long, wooden table where they all sat with the exception of Sellic, who believed standing gave him a position of power in the room. “I believe Warlord Argan and Warlord Saran have been very clear, Sellic.”

“B-but the treaty. It is in place and we should be allowed to go where we will on Raasa or Desani land.”

Argan would have laughed at Sellic’s cocky ignorance if he wasn’t battling the urge to lose the contents of his stomach. The illness from the night before had not abated. Sweat trickled down the back of his neck, causing an itching sensation. Perhaps the rich foods of his homeland agreed with him no longer. Whatever the case, Argan could not wait to return to Raasa.

Holding back a groan of impatience, Argan forced himself to sit up in his seat. “To what purpose, Councilor Sellic? What draw is there for you in Desani or Raasa for that matter?”

Sellic flushed and Argan didn’t like the sharp look he darted around the room before snapping, “It is known that Overlord Galip has a soft spot for the Su-Su he lives with but how can we trust King Tarik after all that has happened? He could vow vengeance against Kaban for Thenl’s role in the Queen’s circumstances.”

Argan managed not to roll his eyes. “The treaty states that the people of Desani, Raasa and Kaban shall not make war against one another without grave consequence. The King would not have signed the treaty if his thoughts still focused on revenge.”

His clarification did nothing to appease Sellic and the loud Councilor stormed from the room without another word to any.

“I apologize.” Raiden shook his dark head, lips turned down.

Showing no restraint, Saran chuckled. “It would seem this meeting has reached its natural conclusion.”

While the other remaining Councilors at the table frowned, Raiden continued. “The Council is at a turning point. It will take time for all to adjust to this new way of thinking.”

Argan inclined his head in acknowledgement, though he did not sympathize with the Council members. Too long they had been allowed to run without guidance during the time of the deep sleep when Vaan and his top Warlords including Argan were almost murdered. A treaty existed now despite all attempts to stall it and the opportunity for peace was too important to ignore.

“If all is settled, I will move forward with the plan to return to Raasa today along with the three warriors Saran has selected to train under the Overlord.”

Argan and the other Warlords living in Raasa would train them for several weeks and they would return to Kaban bearing their new status as Warlords. It was an honor that many warriors in Kaban coveted. Once the practice started again, Argan was sure warriors would line up to serve next in Raasa for the privilege.

“Unless there is more, I believe Warlord Argan can make haste in leaving.” Saran paused to see if the Councilors would protest.

They did not.

Hiding his relief, Argan kept rigid control of his expression until he exited the room. Once he reached the main hall, his shoulders slumped and he wiped a forearm across his wet brow.

“Are you well, Argan?” Saran’s question pounded in Argan’s ears as he approached from behind and Argan stumbled forward. Placing a palm flat on the nearby wall, Argan caught his balance.

“Argan!” Saran stepped closer.

Argan turned and leaned his back against the stone wall, needing the solid support. Forcing himself to straighten to his full height, he drew his lips into a firm line. If only the floor would hold steady. “There is no need for worry, Saran. Have the others meet me in the outer yard.”

“Of course.” Saran paused and Argan waved his hand, giving him leave to speak.

Saran drew a deep breath and his eyes darkened. “There is more to the reason I called for Vaan. Many have settled back into the ways of honor and accept Vaan as Overlord but rumors abound of a rebel band of warriors who strike out against the smaller villages.”

Argan blinked and tried to focus on Saran’s wavering form. The man bore a disturbing resemblance to his brother. They shared the same dark eyes and hair of a Kabanian but it was more. The sharpness in their gaze, the determined set of the shoulders, all reminded Argan of his best friend.

“What more have you on these warriors?”

A harsh sigh escaped and Saran thrust his hand through the loose hair about his shoulders. “They are Kabanian for sure. Warriors not Warlords. I believe they are old supporters of Thenl but have no names for you as of yet. Vaan’s reach is far and there are many who make their home between Kaban and the distant villages.”

“Have they killed?” If the attacks bore any resemblance to that of Anane and the other villages it could reveal the true identity of the warriors responsible for those deaths in the past.

“No. So far they raid and steal. I would consider it the harmless action of warriors adrift but the treaty is still new and my concern is great for their actions if the attacks spread beyond the borders.”

If such occurred in Raasa or Desani, there would be no holding Vaan or King Tarik back. Especially with the Queen close to the birth of her child.

“In this you are right. Send a messenger to the Raasa holding if you discover more.”

Saran tipped his head. “As you say.”

Argan turned, then thought better and faced the younger Warlord once more. “Saran, a word.”

Saran gave him his full attention, brows pulled low in a frown. “Yes, Argan?”

“Do not let the Council pull your brother between your disputes with them again. The Overlord trusts you and it is why he placed you here. If you are not firm this will never end. They will run amok and always use him to keep you off balance.”

Saran studied Argan’s expression a moment longer before nodding. “You speak truth. Give Vaan my thanks for your wisdom.”

Steps shaky, Argan walked away. He ignored the concerned frown on Saran’s face and kept a steady pace down the corridor. The hustle and bustle of the servants going about their myriad of tasks in his former home played like the buzz of insects in his ears. His skin crawled from the close proximity of the crowd but he managed to keep from hunching over in pain through will alone.

Ramar hailed him from the front door. “I will meet you outside.”

Crossing the threshold, Argan blinked against the glaring sun. He had hoped the air would revive him but the wave of dizziness disproved the notion. For a moment the blue-gray sky swirled around him.

“Greetings, Warlord Argan.”

Argan carefully turned his head to the side, hoping to avoid the sensation of moving. The stable master held the leads to the hapfe, Falal, which Argan rode into the Kaban stronghold. 

“Greetings.” Did his words slur? He could not portray weakness before others. Now more than ever since Vaan’s return from the dead had angered a few of those who had hoped to rule in his stead.

Argan squinted against the mid-day sun. Was it him or did it seem to burn brighter? Hotter than the heat of Raasa? At least his view of the stable master’s face held steady.

Daviel wore a huge grin on his tan features as Falal licked his face and tossed his black mane. “The Raasa do a good job with their hapfes. Always a pleasure to have them in the stables. Helps keep the others in order.”

At this, Argan managed a grin. Mikayla would be pleased to hear this. She babied the riding animals almost more than she babied her youngling. Almost. The youngling had their parents enthralled.

“Wessel has a way with them.” Argan named the stable master in Raasa.

Daviel leaned closer to Argan and whispered, “Is it truth the Overlord’s mate helps deliver the hapfe young?”

The question contained a note of incredulity and Argan understood why. Kabanian women did not do labor other than household chores. They followed the expectations a warrior set before them and never complained. Mikayla was as different in mannerisms as she was in looks.

“When possible, Mikayla prefers to be present at the birth.” As Su-Su to the Raasa compound, her word was law. After losing her parents at a young age, Mikayla had an extremely close relationship with her servants. The stable master, Wessel, was one of many considered to be a favorite.

Daviel shook his head as a light breeze lifted the tuffs of his short, dark hair. “My bride was curious. I will share the truth of your words with her. I cannot imagine the Overlord allows it but theirs is rumored to be a good match.”

Argan gathered the leads in his hands and mounted Falal. “It is a good match, Daviel.” Though he had not originally thought such, it pleased Argan that his best friend had found someone who loved and cared for him as Mikayla did.

Ramar cantered over, already mounted on his hapfe. The animal hopped from one powerful hind leg to the other in agitation before settling down. Ramar ran a hand over the short foreleg and Candor grunted in pleasure. Daviel had the right of it. Mikayla’s hapfe were the most affectionate creatures Argan had ever come across or ridden.

Pounding footsteps interrupted his thoughts and Argan caught sight of the three warriors walking toward them with long strides. Wiping all expression from his face, he gave each of them his most harsh frown. The frown of the Warlord known as Death Dealer. All but one faltered before continuing.

Good. It was best they learn early the way of a Warlord. Their training would not be easy and Argan planned to have the other Warlords ensure these warriors returned to Kaban better for the time spent away.

Daviel bowed low. “Convey my appreciation to your Lady, Warlord.”

“Done.” His stomach lurched but Argan clamped his lips together. 

More hapfe arrived, led by young Kabanian males. Argan waited for the warriors to take their seat.

Saran, who had accompanied the warriors, strode directly toward Argan. His brow creased. “You do not look well, friend. Are you up for the journey to Raasa? Ever are you welcome to stay.”

Argan wanted to go home. The sooner the better so he shook his head and lied, “All is well, Saran.”

The Warlord nodded his reluctant acceptance of the answer. “You will tell Mikayla that I shall visit in a few weeks time to see the youngling.”

Despite his illness, Argan grinned. Arane and Erana were loved by all who spent time among the youngling. “She will hold you to your words.”

Saran laughed for all knew Mikayla had a way about her and it was easy to see why their Overlord gave in to her often. Firm pressure from his knees signaled Falal and the animal responded instantly. The journey would have been one of pleasure if only Argan’s stomach would cease its infernal ache.
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Argan almost made it. For the first leg of the ride, he’d forced himself to stay upright on the hapfe through sheer determination. After that, he counted on instinct and a well trained Falal. But no longer. The vision of the warriors riding with him blurred before his body swayed in the saddle and Argan hit the cold, hard ground.

Ramar called out, “Argan!”

He wanted to answer but could not. Falal’s moist tongue dragged across Argan’s cheek and even that cooling sensation offered but a moment of relief. Muscles strained as Argan tried yet failed to gain his feet. His body trembled as weak as a newly birthed youngling.

Rough hands fumbled and managed to roll him onto his back. The sudden motion proved too much. Sweating and heaving, Argan crawled to his hands and knees while snarling, “Move!”

Samil, one of the new warriors, jumped back in time as Argan spilled his guts on the dry grass. His stomach clenched and released as he finally gave in to the pull of the illness. Wave after wave of unimaginable pain shifted through his trembling frame. “Blessed One,” Argan gasped during a break in the spasms.

“Warlord Argan?”

The spasms began anew, preventing him from responding to Ramar’s inquiry.

The warriors spoke amongst themselves in urgent whispers, his Warlord brethren Ramar the loudest.

Argan paid them no heed. Sickness poured from him until he was left shaking on all fours. It took all of his strength to keep from falling forward onto the ground. This was more than a momentary illness. Panting, with a shortness of breath that could not be described, Argan glimpsed the panic on Ramar’s face.

Argan swallowed thickly, ignoring the sour taste in his mouth. With a mighty push, he turned his body to the side before collapsing. His face slammed into the ground again, head bouncing.

He needed to give orders. Make a plan. Thoughts flowed through his mind one after another. Then the raging inferno took a hold of his body and Argan’s last thought before darkness consumed him was that Vaan would not be pleased with his delay if it caused Mikayla to worry.
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Puffs of air escaped her parted lips as Shaina leaped from one boulder to the next. Loud grunts ahead warned that the Gornan she and her men tracked were not far ahead.

“Hettle,” she cursed as her feet skipped and slid down the rocky incline, kicking up red dust on the trail.

Justan glanced back and hesitated, blue eyes alight.

“Don’t,” she growled. If the others considered her a weakness, Shaina wouldn’t stand a chance resisting Ivak’s attempts to rest her rule away.

Lips firm, he nodded abruptly and increased his pace down the slope. Fortunately, the other three men with them missed the byplay. Shaina planned to speak with Justan again when they reached home tonight. If he doubted her, others would as well.

The Queen of the Olak’din needed to be strong and worthy. A soft female wanting to be pampered would not suffice.

Shaina put on a burst of speed, her long limbs eating up the distance until she ran beside all of the men. From the corner of her eye, she caught Justan’s pleased smile. Shaina bit back her own. Why hadn’t the goddess Helsa given her feelings of love for the young warrior instead of deep friendship? Theirs would have been a strong bond.

Overhanging branches slapped at her arms but a subtle shift in her body weight eliminated the problem. She trained for situations like this and after years of chasing Gornan, a few scratches were nothing.

“Not far now, my lady.”

Shaina didn’t need Karn’s announcement. Grunts and the clang of steel could be heard up ahead. Had the pod of Gornan they hunted stumbled on others?

Bursting through the clearing where the trees ended at the edge of the divide, Shaina jerked to a halt. Her warriors gathered behind her to observe the battle taking place below.

Never had she witnessed such a worthy display of fighting. Her warriors fought and trained with an intensity that made their reactions in a fight instinctive. But this was different. Pure brute strength.

The four men dressed in simple black leather pants and cross chest harnesses fought with mindless ferocity. A bluish green sheen covered their torsos. Swords slashed through the air with the intent to maim. Any other opponent
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