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Chapter One


Decision


 


 


Even with the thick
planking and insulation between the rooms, Tory Kalich could hear the baby
crying. Or maybe it was just her own natural mothering instinct that caused her
ears to pick up on the muffled, tiny wailing that was almost too soft to be
heard at this distance.


She listened as hard as
she could. It wasn’t long before the crying stopped. Atty had gone to care for
her son.


Silence returned to the
bedroom like an unobtrusive guest. Tory continued to lie by her husband’s solid
warmth, and listened to the night sounds. Through the partially open window on
the other side of the room, she could hear an owl screech as it hunted.
Crickets chirped in rhythm. Every now and then, a firefly blinked for his mate,
and she replied. Otherwise it was totally still. Quiet in that soothing,
comfortable way.


Fortune snorted softly and
rolled onto his back. Tory reached over and gently put her hand on his
shoulder. She didn’t want to think back on the agony of the past few months
when she had thought he was dead, killed by the Bloods at Bearinger. The memory
was still too recent and too damn painful.


Which was why she guessed
she was awake. Shreds of those nightmarish days and nights sometimes crept back
into her subconscious, and she would wake up shivering, panting from the
crushing weight on her chest, her nose running and her eyes puffy from crying.


Tonight she’d had another
one of those moments. She couldn’t remember exactly what she had been dreaming,
but she knew it had to be one of the bad ones. And when she’d jerked up into a
sitting position in bed, that was when she’d heard little Mattox’s wail of
hunger.


“Fortune?” She gave his
arm a nudge.


“Mmm?”


“Wake up, Fortune.”


She was rewarded with one
open eye. She knew he was using his hunter’s instincts to see if there was any
potential danger, but since nothing appeared to be amiss, he fluffed his pillow
and shoved it under his cheek, closing the eye. “What?”


“It’s time we went home,”
she announced.


The one eye reopened.
“Right now?”


“No, silly.” She grinned,
giving him another playful nudge. “On the next caravan. I think one’s leaving
day after tomorrow.”


Slowly, her husband rose
up on one elbow and propped his head in his head. “Why this sudden decision? I
thought you were happy here.”


“I am, but we need to move
out of this lodge and let Yulen and Atty have it back. They need their
privacy.”


“Have either of them said
something to you?”


“No.” She shook her head.
Her long, dark brown tresses flowed over her arms. “But it won’t be long before
Atty’s body will begin responding to him again. And when she does, they’re
going to want to be alone.”


She gathered her hair in
her hands and pulled it to one side before lying back down. Fortune scooted
closer and drew an arm around her waist. “Homesick?” he whispered.


“Kind of. I miss my
friends, but I’ve made friends here, too. I know you miss the caste.”


“Actually, I don’t. I
mean, there’s Bertrand and Zephyr. And Immons. But ever since Dayman passed
away, I really haven’t had a close, close friend. There are a couple of the
soldiers here I’ve gone out on hunt with, and we had a great time. We have
great rapport. I don’t know, Tor. I’m hung both ways.”


Nodding, Tory concurred.
“Memnor seems to be doing well. At least, there’s been nothing in his letters
that makes me think otherwise.” A small smile came over her. “He’s smitten with
Corianne Deanders.”


“Corianne is a handful.
He’ll be a busy boy.” Fortune chuckled. He suddenly lifted his face toward the
ceiling.


“What? Hear something?”
Tory asked.


“A little squeak. Coming
from the nursery.” He pointed above them. “I think Atty’s up.”


“The baby needed feeding.”
A yawn caught her unaware. “So, I guess I’ll break the news to them tomorrow
about us going back to Wallis.”


“You sure you want to do
this, honey?”


“Why? What do you have in
mind?”


“Like, maybe moving to
Alta Novis?”


Tory blinked at him,
totally speechless for the moment. “Fortune.”


“It’s just something to
think about,” he said, giving her a quick kiss and rolling back over onto his
other side. “G’night, honey.”


The Mutah woman watched
her husband slowly sink back into sleep. Placing her hand on his strong back,
she let herself drift away as well.


Tomorrow would be a busy day.








Chapter Two


Kiss


 


 


Yulen stopped at the
threshold of his lodge and glanced over the interior of the compound. Hooded
blue-gray eyes scanned the sea of faces coming and going before him as he
searched for the flash of dark blue that would let him know where Atty was.


Initially, he had thought
she would still be in bed. The baby had been cranky most of the night, giving
them little rest as they took turns rocking the infant when Atty wasn’t feeding
him. This morning when he had climbed out of bed, she had been sound asleep,
unaware of his rising.


Now she was gone from the
lodge. Mattox as well. Even Tory and Fortune were not there, which could mean
anything. Atty could be on a hunt, leaving their son with Tory. Or his wife
could have Mattox, and the Mutah couple from Wallis could be out and about on
their own.


Sighing loudly, Yulen
wondered where to begin. His best bet would probably be the main lodge. Atty’s
appetite knew no limits. And now that she was breast-feeding, she was a
frequent visitor to the kitchen for in-between-meals snacks. If she’d gotten up
too late for breakfast, that would be the first place she’d go.


He stepped away from the
lodge and began heading for the large building in the center of the compound.
He was barely a dozen yards away from the side door when Berta came around the
corner with her small entourage of people to do their daily cleaning of the
Battle Lord’s home. Seeing him coming her way, she stopped and flashed a smile.


“Is Atty in the kitchen?”
he asked curtly, not caring to mask the slightly irritated expression on his
face.


“No, Sir. She was earlier,
but she’s already gone.” The woman cocked her head. “Can’t find her, Sir?”


He shook his head. Sudden
inspiration made him ask, “Did she have her longbow with her?”


Berta nodded. “Yes, Sir.
And the little one in his carrier.”


She’s at the archery
field.


Yulen thanked the woman
and turned on his heel to head for the practice fields at the rear of the
compound. Within ten minutes he’d spotted her. She was sitting under a tree
some distance away from where his soldiers were taking in their own practice.
She seemed to be bent over something as she lifted an object to her mouth every
few seconds. Beside her, Mattox lay asleep on his back on a small, folded
blanket, one corner draped over him for protection.


The Battle Lord paused,
watching her and taking advantage of the rare opportunity he had to study his
wife unobserved. Atty was such an ephemeral creature. She was like the air,
never staying too long in one place. She was a wood sprite, melting into the
forest and becoming one with all around her when she hunted. She was fire,
quick tempered when angry, but also like fire, burning with unquenchable
passion when aroused. Just the sight of her was enough to get the blood rushing
to his head. Yulen gripped the pommel of his sword. God, he loved the woman
with every fiber of his being.


As he drew closer, he
finally was able to notice she was reading a book, and the realization
surprised him. Atty reading a book? With her head down, she had no sense of him
approaching until she turned a page and caught his approach from the corner of
her eye. The smile she gave him was warmer than the spring sun. “Good morning!”
she chirped as she watched her husband lower himself down to the grass to sit
in front of her. She moved aside a small napkin containing a nearly empty stem
of grapes.


“Morning. What is this
you’re reading?” Curious, he lifted the book slightly as she still grasped it
in her hands. On the cover was the title The Battle Lord and Lady of Alta
Novis. Yulen raised astonished eyebrows at her. “Is this what I think it
is?”


Atty snickered. “It’s a
book about us. Or, about some of the stuff we’ve done. It’s quite interesting,
but kind of spooky, reading what other people say about you.”


“Where’d you get this?”


“It came yesterday.
Corianne sent it to me. It’s going around the Mutah compounds.”


“Who wrote it?”


She gave him a slight
shrug as he popped a grape into his mouth. “Somebody I’ve never heard of, but
my guess he’s Mutah.” She held it out to him. “Most of it is pretty much
correct. There’s even some stuff in here I didn’t know about.”


“Like what?” Curious,
Yulen took the book from her and ruffled through a few pages. His eye caught
the words “bull ferret” a couple of times.


“Like the fact that
Madigan came from another compound. That her family isn’t originally from here.
Is that true?”


“Yep. They aren’t. I
wonder how they found that out?”


A butterfly landed on
Mattox’s tummy and gently flapped its yellow and black wings. Yulen backhanded
it away with the book.


“The story ends with me
coming back to Alta Novis and killing Karv,” she told him.


“I knew it.”


“Knew what?”


“Knew you were the type to
read the last chapter before you’d gone through the entire book,” he teased,
glancing up at her. 


Atty stuck her tongue out
at him. “Anyway, what I was going to tell you was that rumor says there’s going
to be a second book coming out, telling about the Massacre at Bearinger.” Her
expression became sober, and she dropped her gaze.


They had only been back
less than a month, yet memories of that experience evoked a pain still too
fresh to recall. Both of them had suffered physically, mentally, and
emotionally. It would take many more months before they could think back on
what they had been forced to endure without remnants of the fear and terror
washing over them.


Yulen leaned over so that
he was closer to her, and whispered, “Hey. Forget the book. That’s not why I
came looking for you.”


She looked up at him with
a small smile. “Okay. I’ll bite. What did you need me for?” She reared back a
bit. “I thought you told me last night you were going to spend the morning
inspecting the new wall.”


“I did,” he nodded. “Work
is going better than I’d anticipated. No need hanging around there if it’s up
to my specs. So I thought about wandering over to the practice field and
getting in a few jousts before tackling the paperwork.” He sighed loudly and
reached behind his head to knead the back of his neck.


Atty watched him for a few
seconds. “You keep putting that paperwork off. Yulen, you really need to hire
someone to do it. This place is getting bigger. It’s not the little compound it
used to be when your great-great-grandfather built it.”


“I need someone I can
trust, Atty. And we both know there’s not that many people with good, solid
mathematical skills. Yes, our little school is adequate to teach the
fundamentals and all, but with the acquisition of West Crestin, besides having
Wallis now, plus my plans to rebuild Bearinger...” He left the sentence
hanging. It was all beginning to be too much to handle, much less think about.
“Forget about it. I need some time on the field to get my muscles limber
again.”


“Are you sure, my love?”
she asked worriedly. It would take a few more weeks, perhaps months, before all
the wounds he’d suffered under the Blood Leader’s hands were sufficiently
healed.


He flashed her a
reassuring smile. “I’m sure. Want to come and watch?”


“Okay. But first you owe
me.”


“Owe you? Now what?”


“You snuck out this
morning without giving me my good morning kiss.”


“No, I didn’t forget.” He
smiled. “I gave you one on your forehead.”


“Doesn’t count if I’m not
awake to enjoy it.” Atty pouted prettily. “Double doesn’t count if it’s not on
the lips.”


Chuckling, Yulen closed
the short distance between them and gently pressed his lips to hers. It was a
chaste kiss, and the only kind they had been able to share these past four
months.


The Massacre at Bearinger
had been devastating to everyone living within a week’s journey from the
compound. A small garrison of soldiers, most of them from Alta Novis, and led
by Yulen, had tried to defend the compound from an ever-enlarging army of
Bloods. Eventually the mutant army, numbering well over a thousand, had
eventually overrun the fortress, overwhelming soldiers and citizens by sheer
numbers and viciousness.


The resulting wholesale
slaughter was beyond description.


Somehow, Atty had known
when the Bloods had taken the compound. The mind-numbing horror she’d felt was
still there, buried under layers of relative calm. Once in a while, her screams
would find their way to the surface, and she’d awaken trembling and crying,
until she was able to find surcease in her husband’s arms.


Yulen had fared worse. One
of the less than a hundred survivors, he and the others had been dragged back
into the woods by the Bloods, who used them as a food source for the winter.
Knowing Yulen was the Battle Lord and the man responsible for all their
troubles, the creatures had taken special delight in torturing him every night
after they’d made camp. They had intended on breaking the man and utterly
destroying his mind, body, spirit, and soul.


Problem was, the Bloods
had never counted on Atty.


Through some miraculous
connection with her husband, she had managed to lead a rescue force to where
the unsuspecting creatures were camped for the night. The battle to retrieve
the survivors had been fierce, but the outcome was not unexpected. In the end,
every Blood who had participated in the massacre at Bearinger was dead, but not
before Atty had enacted her own method of revenge on the creature who had
tortured Yulen. She had killed the Blood Leader with three calmly-placed arrows
that took out half his brain, and made sure the creature writhed in agony until
he’d bled out every drop of blood. But the agony was not over.


It was winter, and the
weather was fast becoming another enemy to the struggling, suffering remnants
of the battalion. Yulen was dying. Atty had no choice but to take him to a
Mutah compound and pray they could save him.


They had, but Yulen
remained comatose for another two months. Eventually he regained consciousness
and his strength, while Atty’s condition worsened as her pregnancy advanced.
Six weeks shy of her due date, she went into premature labor and ruptured a
blood vessel before delivery. It was a miracle she survived, as well as the
tiny but healthy little boy she gave birth to. Afterwards, it was only a matter
of waiting for them both to gain enough strength so they could return to Alta
Novis, which had taken another month.


All in all, five months
had passed since they had been man and wife in the physical sense. Yulen had
been aware of Atty’s new body and her new voluptuousness long before they had
left West Crestin. But her attention was focused on caring for their new son.
Nature had taken over, and Atrilan, the nurturing mother, had emerged.


In addition, she needed
additional time to heal from the emergency surgery Liam had been forced to
perform on her, taking the child by force in order to staunch the flow of blood
coming out of her from the ruptured artery inside her womb.


Yulen leaned forward to
kiss his wife the same way he had kissed her these past few months. It was
meant to be just a gentle pressure on the lips. Simple. Sweet. Brief.


Except...


Atty kissed him back,
reluctant to part when he began to move away from her. She followed him
unconsciously, keeping their mouths barely touching as she breathed between his
lips. When she finally opened her eyes, she saw him gazing curiously at her.
“What?”


“Why did you do that?” he
asked her. His soft voice sounded like velvet gravel.


“Do what?” She blinked,
trying to comprehend what he was talking about. A smile came over her when she
saw him lean toward her to kiss her again. She closed her eyes to accept it.


It was a deeper kiss, but
not by much. He teased her mouth, brushing her lips with his as if he was
tasting her. His mouth was warm. Soft. Men should not have such soft lips,
she thought to herself, and she shivered at their touch.


She felt him pull back a
second time. This time when she opened her eyes, there was a glittering in the
depths of his blue-gray stare. It took her a long moment before she recognized
it for what it was.


Raw passion. Barely held
in check, but quickly growing and becoming hotter.


“Atrilan?” he murmured.


Her eyes widened a
split-second before he claimed her mouth a third time. He leaned over her as he
forcefully took total possession of her lips, bending her backwards and taking
her down in one swift move until she was lying on her back on the green grass.


There was no mercy in his
assault. Atty was caught up in the thunderstorm of feelings raining over them
both. His mouth was starved for her response, thirsty for her answering desire.
He was needing her after days and weeks and months of denial, and he passed
that hunger to her.


There was a terrible void
in their lives now, one that was far worse than the one they had made
themselves suffer. An unnecessary celibacy they had obeyed during those few
days when they had denied themselves any lovemaking on their trip to Wallis.
When she had kept him at bay while she searched for a contraceptive. This was
an emptiness made deeper and more vast because of necessity.


A necessity that was no
longer an obstacle.


Atty whimpered as his
tongue parted her lips, her teeth, and found her own. He dove into her,
pressing hard as his mouth slanted over hers. He took her tongue and began to
suckle it, and the bolt of pure heat that exploded within her had her grasping
the front of his tunic with trembling hands. Involuntarily her body arched
beneath his, and the contact between them was a hundred molten points of fire
igniting them, searing them. Atty moaned as her hips lifted to rub along the
huge ridge bulging at his groin.


Yulen jerked his head up.
He was breathing heavily as he stared down at her, his hands clutching her
arms. Atty stared back up at him. Her fingertips touched her bruised lips.


“What did you feel,
Atrilan?” he growled throatily, softly. “Did you feel anything?”


Her breath hitched in her
throat as she nodded. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything
except reach for him and anchor her fingers in his red-gold hair. Her body
frightened her, with its river of ice making her belly clench while her skin
tingled with heat. She wanted more. She wanted him to kiss her again. Harder.
And deeper.


She wanted him.


 


* * *


 


He bowed his head as he
fought for control. He could feel his erection thickened to the point of
bursting. Staring between their bodies he could see her wondrously full breasts
pressing against her tunic. The nipples, blushed from nursing their son,
pointed through the fabric. Further down, her fuller hips were raised, her
long, extraordinary legs parted in invitation, the five small buttons fastening
her pants...


Yulen shivered. His own
pants were excruciatingly tight. “Atrilan, when do you go see Liam again?”


Her lower lip quivered as
she tried to control her breathing. The air between fairly crackled with their
restraint. Their bodies were like opposite poles on a magnet, pulsing with fire
as they tried to connect. “N-next week. The eighth.”


“Damn!”


He pushed himself away
from her and sat up. A quick glance over at their son assured him the baby was
still asleep. Several deep breaths did little to cool his blood. Looking back
at his wife, he watched as she sat up. Her face was pale, and she crossed her
arms over her chest.


“I’m sorry, my love,” he
apologized gently.


“Sorry for what?”


He chuckled, but without
humor. “I should have waited until Liam released you before doing something
like that.”


“Like what? Like kissing
me? You haven’t kissed me like that in ages, Yul.”


“It’s not that I haven’t
wanted to,” he confessed with a wry grin.


She shivered. “What are we
going to do?” It was taking everything in her not to jump him and wrestle him
to the soft grass.


Yulen groaned softly.
“There’s not much we can do, my only love, except wait for Liam’s
blessings.”


“A whole week?”


“I...we can’t take the
risk. If we make love before Liam believes it’s safe, we may do more harm to
you. And then we’d be right back where we were, having to wait an ungodly long
time again.”


They sat in silence, not
touching as they waited for their bodies to calm enough to where they could
find some sort of normalcy once more. Finally, it was Atty who asked, “You
still want to go over to the practice field and get some sword play in?” She
saw her husband nod. “Can I still come with you?”


This time he turned to
give her one of those boyish grins that always managed to melt her heart.
“Please.”


Getting to their feet, he
carefully picked up their son and cradled him against his broad shoulder as
Atty stuffed the book into her quiver, and grabbed her bow and the carrier.
Together they descended the small hill in silence to where the soldiers were
engaged in mock battle.


 








Chapter Three


Waiting


 


 


The arrival of the Battle
Lord and Lady caused a slight stir. Spectators and participants paused to watch
and wait. Yulen ignored their stares as he approached the soldier overseeing
the sessions.


“Avery, right?” he
addressed the man preparing to call out the names of the next two combatants.
At the soldier’s nod, he said, “It’s time I got back into shape. Who’s next on
the list?”


“Walters, Sir.”


“I would like to take that
challenge,” a rough voice called out, overriding the growing noise from the
crowd.


Atty turned to see Renken
standing on the other side of the risers. She gave the man a small smile. He
bowed his head slightly.


“Very well, Renken.” Yulen
smiled. “I figured sooner or later you would try my mettle. Let’s see what
you’ve got.” He handed Mattox to Atty, who moved off to one side to watch.


He owed the ex-mercenary
more than he could ever begin to repay. When Garet Renken had first rode into
Alta Novis to offer his arm and his sword to the Battle Lord, Yulen had
accepted the offer but with a goodly amount of care. He needed men like Renken.
What he didn’t want was someone who would switch his allegiance to whoever had
the biggest purse to offer for his skills.


However, in the months
that had followed, Yulen had come to see a lot more in the man than what was
visible on the outside. It also didn’t surprise him to find out how quickly
Atty had accepted Renken into her circle of trust. Yulen valued his wife’s
instincts above his own. When the Bloods had captured him during the massacre
at Bearinger and Atty had gathered over a hundred volunteers and militia to
rescue him and the other survivors, Renken had been among the first to join up.


The man was fast becoming
indispensable. More so, if circumstances had been different and Renken had
joined his army of highly trained warriors, Yulen would have had no problem
with advancing the man up in the ranks until he was one of the Battle Lord’s
Seconds.


Striding into the circle,
the ex-mercenary doffed his shirt. “I won’t be easy on you, D’Jacques,” he
warned.


“You better not be,” the
Battle Lord replied, dropping his weapons belt and pulling off his tunic as
well.


A collective gasp went up
from the crowd watching as they saw for the first time the evidence left behind
of the Bloods’ torture. Long, ropey scars crisscrossed the man’s chest and
stomach, but the worst were the ones around his abdomen. Some of the redder
marks still looked too fresh. Although Atty was accustomed to seeing them after
all those months of nursing him back to health, he still saw a shudder run
through her at the memory of the pain they had caused him.


He also caught Renken's
hesitation upon seeing them. Renken knew how gravely he'd been wounded, but
until now the man had no idea how badly. When Yulen turned around, they
received a second shock. Large swatches of skin down both sides of his spine
were glistening in the morning sun, pinkish-white against the darker skin of
his back. Mute testimony of when the Blood leader had literally skinned him
alive.


Accepting the wooden
practice sword, the Battle Lord advanced into the circle to face his opponent.
Renken did likewise.


“You’ve been looking
forward to this for some time, haven’t you?” Yulen murmured to the man so only
he could hear.


Renken glanced over at
Atty. “You damn right, I have.”


“Eyes on me, Renken.”


“Don’t worry about me,
D’Jacques. Just worry about my sword drawing first blood.”


“Sir?”


Yulen glanced over at Avery.
“Want me to time this, Sir?” the soldier asked.


“Let’s time it. I’m
curious to see what kind of stamina I have,” Yulen replied.


Avery nodded. “All right,
gentlemen. You know the rules. Symbolic first blood drawn declares the winner.
As this is a timed trial, you will be given a three-minute rest between each
bout. Any questions? Very well. En guarde!”


Both men began to circle
each other, sizing each other up. Both wore identical small smiles that were
not meant to show any humor. Renken attacked first, slashing at Yulen’s legs.
Yulen nimbly jumped back and pivoted, slashing backhanded. In the nick of time,
Renken blocked the sword, rolling away from the awkward hit. He immediately set
the man up for a fake lunge. Yulen started to dart in the opposite direction,
when he spotted the subterfuge and brought his weapon downward, barely missing
the ex-mercenary’s right arm.


“You’re good,” Renken
reluctantly admitted.


“I’m out of shape,” Yulen
replied, panting slightly. He took the offense, hacking in a flurry of quick,
determined strokes. Renken did his best to intercept them all as he backed away
a few steps. Falling to his side, he rolled unexpectedly to one side and got up
on his knees to attack from the rear...only to find his opponent not where he
was supposed to be. A movement from the corner of his eye warned him barely in
time to block the downstroke. The flat sounds of their imitation weapons
clashing together echoed dully in the morning air. For a long moment, their
blades locked at the guards until Yulen voluntarily backed off.


“Don’t do me any favors,”
Renken told him. Yulen figured it stung the man's pride that he hadn’t been
given the chance to shove the Battle Lord away. He had been looking for a
chance, any chance, to show the blue-haired woman standing nearby how expert he
was with a weapon. Atty had taken him into battle but she had been too busy
fighting the Blood Leader to notice his skill.


“Didn’t plan to.” Yulen
smiled. He lunged at the man, then suddenly dropped and pivoted in an attempt
to cut him off at the knees. Renken barely had time leap out of the way, but as
he landed, he thought he saw his chance, and his arm came down in a flat-sided
hit. An instant away from his shoulder, Yulen slipped his weapon under the ex-mercenary's,
and it was Yulen’s sword that smacked against pale skin.


“Hold!”


Both men stepped away from
each other, retiring to opposite sides of the circle to catch their breaths and
grab a drink of water from the skins hanging from one of the thin posts ringing
the field. By now, quite a large crowd had gathered to watch the confrontation.




* * *


 


Atty listened quietly to
those around her, hearing their comments and their exclamations upon seeing the
Battle Lord’s scars. Sometimes evidence spoke more loudly than words ever
could. Yulen had risked his life to protect them. It was only right they saw
the results of his sacrifice.


“Isn’t it turning out to
be a beautiful day?” a voice brightly asked behind her.


Atty turned around to see
Tory with a cheerful expression on her face. “Good morning, Tory. Sleep well
last night?”


The Mutah woman gave her a
motherly look. “You mean, other than when poor little Mattox was having a bad
time of it, didn’t you little man?” She took the baby from Atty’s arms and
cuddled the sleeping infant.


“He didn’t keep you up,
did he?”


“No, no,” Tory answered,
patting the tiny bottom. “It wasn’t anything serious, was it? I only heard him
once or twice, but it wasn’t enough to keep Fortune and me up.”


Sighing, Atty shrugged her
shoulders. “I don’t know. He wouldn’t stop crying, no matter what we did.” She
hoped the woman wouldn't notice the darkening under her eyes, which mutely told
of other nights when the baby had given her no rest. “He’s not coming down
sick, is he?”


“Nah. Babies get cranky.
You have to remember, Atty, there was no night and day when he was inside you.
He’s going to have to learn to sleep at night and be awake during the day.
Right now his cycles are all screwed up. Plus he doesn’t have your warmth
around him any longer. He doesn’t hear your heart beating beside him. It’s a
scary place he lives in now, all noisy and colder.” She placed a tender kiss on
the tiny head as she continued to hold the infant against her. “How about you,
Atty? You look like you’re a bit worn out from all this. Are you doing okay?”


“Yeah.” Atty gave her a
weak smile. “I’m fine.”


She should have accepted
the fact that Tory’s sharp eyes missed nothing. Plus the fact that the woman's
female intuition was in full force. Tory reached out to snag the young woman’s
sleeve, and tugged on it. “Come here a minute.” She pulled Atty farther away
from the combatant circle, over to where their conversation couldn’t be
overheard. Once she was certain they were out of eavesdrop distance, Tory gave
Atty a hard stare. “Fortune and I need to speak to you and Yulen as soon as you
have a spare moment.”


Atty’s eyes cut to where
her husband was once again in the circle with Renken. Tory continued to look
into her face, looking for telltale signs of the truth. She wondered if the
older woman would also spot the emptiness there. And longing. Definitely a
longing, almost painful in its wistfulness, to the point where she sometimes
wanted to huddle into a ball.


“Atty?”


She turned to look at her
friend.


“What’s wrong?”


Atty bit her lower lip,
wondering how to answer. Without realizing it, she turned back to the sight of
the two men. Tory followed her gaze. It was good to see Yulen almost back at
his peak. It had been a hard road they’d traveled these past few months.


“Atty, you know you can
talk to me about anything,” she whispered in a low voice.


A silent tear appeared at
the tip of her lower lashes. “I...I don’t go see Liam for another week,” she
began, pausing. Reaching up, she trailed gentle fingertips down her son’s back.
“It’s going...it’s going to be h-hard to wait that long...or longer,” she
finally admitted with a soft hiccup. Another tear appeared, and both crystal
droplets fell onto her cheek.


“What happened, Atty? Are
you starting to get those feelings again?” Tory tilted her head to whisper,
“Are you wanting to make love to your husband again?” At Atty’s silent nod, she
grimaced. “Why not go see the doctor now? Why wait?”


“Be-because it may be too
soon. We’re afraid.”


“But if your bodies are
calling to each other, doesn’t that tell you something? Go to the man and have
him check you out, Atty. You have nothing to lose. The worst he can say is
you’ll have to wait a little while longer.” She flashed her another bright
smile. “Look, when did you last feed Mattox?”


“About half an hour ago.
Why?”


“I think I’d like to take
him for a little stroll around the compound. Let him get a good look at all
he’s going to inherit. Then maybe by that time Fortune will be finished with
whatever nonsense he’s involved in over at the soldiers’ barracks, and we can
take in lunch.” Her eyes twinkled. “Go to Dr. MaGrath and find out, Atty. If
the news is good, don’t forget to lock the front door.”


Atty’s answering stare was
priceless. “Are you sure?”


Giggling, Tory gave her a
quick peck on the cheek and left her to fend for herself. Atty watched her
friend walk away, then turned to see her husband still in mock battle. Without
waiting for him to finish, she took off for the clinic at her top speed.


 


* * *


 


For the third time,
Yulen’s blade barely passed over Renken’s arm. The near miss earned a chuckle
from the ex-mercenary, and shouts and cheers from the crowd.


“You’re tiring,
D’Jacques,” he panted. “Your arm doesn’t appear to be solid.”


“I’m just getting my
second wind,” Yulen assured him. He would never admit that his muscles were
aching from the workout. He would pay for his overexertion tonight when his
body refused to let him get any rest.


Avery called another time
out, and Yulen went to get a drink from the waterskin. Some distance away he
saw Tory talking to Atty as she took Mattox from his wife and put him across
her shoulder. He smiled. The woman had been a godsend for them, and especially
for his wife. She was the mother to replace the one Atty had lost, plus a very
good friend.


Wiping the sweat from his
face with his tunic, Yulen continued to watch them until time was called.
Picking up his wooden sword, he turned to face Renken for the next round. By
this time, he had the man’s moves down pat. Renken had a habit of dragging for
a split-second whenever he started to lunge. The next time he tried that stunt
again, Yulen would have him.


They sparred, watching for
the next opening, when Renken’s eyes suddenly focused over Yulen’s shoulder.
Their movement alerted him, and Yulen pivoted under the man’s swing to glance
behind him. Atty was running at full tilt away from the practice field, heading
for the interior of the compound.


A sword flashed past his
nose. “Eyes on me, D’Jacques.”


“Hold,” Yulen called.


“You can’t call a hold,”
Renken snapped back.


“Damn it, I said hold!”
Yulen froze, showing his irritation at the man.


Too late to check his
swing, Renken’s blade struck the Battle Lord on the upper arm, smacking the
biceps with a flat sound.


“First blood, Renken,”
Avery announced.


As shouts and applause
erupted from the crowd, Yulen tossed his sword to the ground and went to gather
up his weapons belt. Renken strode over to where the Battle Lord hurried to
redress. “What’s wrong? Why did you call a hold?” he asked angrily.


“I saw Atty running for
the compound.” Another image came to him, and Yulen turned to stare into the
distance. Tory had Mattox.


“Will you be needing any
help?” the man automatically offered.


Yulen shook his head. “No.
But I need to go find her and see what’s up.” He started to leave when Renken
grabbed his arm. He saw the man’s eyes widen as he stared first at the Battle
Lord’s weapons belt, then up at his face.


“Wait a minute! You belt
your sword on your right side? Damn! Why hadn’t I noticed it before now?"


“Your point, Renken?”


“You’re left-handed! Yet
you fought me with your right!” The man clenched his teeth. “That’s why you
made all those awkward moves. I demand a rematch, D’Jacques. A fair one, with
equal standing.”


Yulen grinned. “You’ll get
it, Renken. Just not today. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


He left Renken staring
after him as he jogged toward the compound wall. After a moment, the man
realized he still gripped his own wooden sword and angrily threw it on the
ground before going back to the circle to retrieve his shirt and weapons belt.


Yulen had almost reached
the compound wall when he caught sight of Mastin and Paxton running to
intercept him. He stopped to catch his breath and waited for the men to catch
up.


“Stand down, you two.
There’s no emergency,” he tried to assure them, seeing the worried looks on
their faces.


“I saw Atty running for
the compound,” Paxton said.


“Yes, but this is a
personal matter,” Yulen told them. Without waiting for their reply, he turned
and hurried through the sentry door.


 


* * *


 


Atty raced straight for
the clinic. By the time she got to the back side of the main lodge, she was
surprised to find herself out of breath. That meant she was also out of shape.
She stopped to gasp for air, angry at her weakness. If having a baby was going
to take this much out of her, she needed to get her strength back as quickly as
possible. It wouldn’t do for a hunter of her caliber to be seen this weak. Atty
frowned. She hadn’t been out on a hunt since they’d returned from West Crestin.
It would seem she was long overdue.


She hurried into the
clinic, ignoring the inquisitive looks from the two people waiting in the outer
room and entered the back examination area. “Liam?”


“Atty?” The physician came
out from one of the back rooms. His expert eyes immediately scanned her for
some sign of injury. “Atty, what’s wrong?”


“I want you to check me
out,” she blurted.


“What?”


“Check me out. Now,” she
insisted.


Liam chewed over her
request, then pointed toward an empty room. Atty hurried inside. By the time he
closed the door, she was already seated on the examination table and had
started unlacing her boots to remove them.


“Whoa, bluebell, hold on.
Now, tell me what’s going on. Did you hurt yourself?”


To his astonishment, she
raised a tear-stained face. “Can you check me out now? Instead of next week?
Please?”


“Check you out?” Liam
repeated again, when the look on his face revealed it suddenly all becoming
very clear to him. “How do you feel?”


“Damn it, why is everyone
asking me how I feel? I feel fine! I feel good! I feel just peachy!” She
raised a shaky hand to her face and wiped away the tears. Suddenly her
shoulders slumped as she shook her head. “No. That’s not true. I feel miserable,
all right?” Taking a deep breath, she tried to calm herself, blowing at a stray
lock of hair that had flipped into her eyes. The look she gave him bespoke her
misery.


“Miserable physically? Or
emotionally?” A warm hand reached out and brushed the dark blue lock out of her
face. He tried to hide the smile that threatened to break out over his face.


She gave a halfhearted
shrug. “Both.”


“What happened, Atty?”


Blue-gray eyes swung up to
meet his. “Yulen kissed me good morning. And...and it was like this giant
forest fire was burning me alive inside. We...he and I...” She bit her
trembling lower lip. “Is it too soon, Liam? I need to know.”


“Have you had your flow
yet?”


“Yeah.”


“When?”


“Last week.”


Liam nodded. “Well, then,
it sounds to me like your body is back on track.”


Atty stared at him.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”


Unable to hide his
happiness any longer, he chuckled. “I don’t need to check you out, Atty. Thanks
to your Mutah metabolism, the stitches in your abdomen have long healed. Just
take it easy at first, and don’t—”


 


* * *


 


He started to say more,
but she was off the examination table and out the door before he could finish.
A broad grin creased his face as he left the room and headed for his own
apartments at the back of the office. The patients up front could wait a little
while longer. He needed to let Madigan know that Yulen and Atty were about to
conquer their last obstacle.


Life had finally come full circle.
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