
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


 


The Journey’s End

Kelly Lucille


 


 


 


 


Published by Kelly Lucille

Smashwords edition

Copyright 2013 Kelly Lucille

All Rights Reserved


Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16


Chapter 1




It wasn’t a bad planet compared to some
they’d hit on ‘Lara’s quest for adventure.’ It could be worse, Nori
assured herself. It was broad daylight. Agricultural, so at least
it was green and abundant. Good weather on this side of the divide.
So far everyone had been, if not friendly exactly, at least not
openly hostile. The people she passed seemed more curious about her
bicycle than anything else. Since it was the only form of
transportation welcome on every world, high tech or low, it
shouldn’t be that strange a sight.

They were helpful enough when pointing the
way her friend had gone. Everyone, it seems, noticed the beautiful
dark haired off-lander on the fancy two-wheeler.

Lara had less sense than a bag of sand,
leaving the tech side without her. Gallivanting out past the border
guards, as if entering the dark ages, was a walk in the park.
Though having seen much of the people the last few miles, she had
to believe that the technologically advanced people on the Wosite
side were full of it. This place was low on technological wonders,
but they all seemed clean, happy and well fed. Whereas, the Wosite,
were all a bunch of over-teched snobs as far as she was concerned.
On the other hand, maybe the Nobles were the problem here and she
just hadn’t met any.

So far, it was nowhere near the backwards
hell described to visitors, probably as a way of keeping them out
of this Province. So maybe Lara would be fine and she was chasing
after her over rutted dirt roads for nothing.

Just as she was ready to breathe easy and
keep a more open mind about the place, she left behind the open
fields and lush farmlands to begin an upward trek onto a heavily
forested winding lane. There were no signs posted to warn away the
unwary. No obvious fencing or trap wire if they even had that here.
Despite the lack of obvious danger, Nori felt very much the
trespasser.

Where the hell is Lara?

It had not been her wish to travel to
unenlightened worlds. Though, most worlds could trace their
original settlers to a common ancestor planet, few of the worlds
developed along the same civilized lines. With so much diversity of
resources and climate, and so many hundreds, if not thousands, of
years to develop separately, it was a wonder they had held on to a
common language, let alone anything else familiar. Nevertheless,
Lara was determined to hit every backward province and uncharted
world in the universe. She had no conception of the danger she
invited.

Nori tried hard to forget what she came from,
but at times, especially in situations of danger, she could feel
that old cold wind brush her neck. Fear, more than anger or any
other emotion, brought about a transformation she was not proud of,
and could only blame on her legacy.

Lara was a Hetian. She thought the whole
universe was like Heti, and was completely unaware that nightmares
could come true and monsters were real. Nori had assimilated that
truth from the cradle and only had to look in the mirror to be
reminded, lest she forget.

Lara was not around the next bend, but there
was a stream peaking out of the dense trees beside the road and a
well-trod rest area. A group of women stood beyond a line of horses
at the water’s edge. They were beautiful horses, long limbed and
spirited. A step up from the farming breed she had seen so far.

The women too were of a different class.
Dressed in leather and silk with sword belts and ornate handles
showing, their hair was long and in elaborate braids, ranging from
lighter shades of blond to coal black. They were an odd combination
when compared to the rest of Kenosha, mostly simple farmers in
homespun britches and tunics. This was more in the line of warrior
meets princess, and from the tension she could read from where she
had stopped on the road, all kinds of bad news.

There were five leather and silk clad women
forming a ring around two in the middle, one dressed as simply as
any she had seen today. That one dropped before the others and
prostrate herself in the dirt.

"Please, my lady. I issue no challenge. I am
not noble."

"You think I cannot see your class stamped
across your forehead?" The 'lady' spoke above the woman, her face
scrunched in distaste as if she smelled something rank. "But you
will fight me or you and your family will pay the price."

She was beautiful, Nori had to admit that.
Blond hair closer to true gold than seemed possible, cold blue
eyes, long and slim, she was easily six feet tall and wore it well.
The flowing silk of her blouse showed off perfect cleavage over a
leather bustier, leather pants, and steel tipped boots rounded out
the look. The only thing she lacked was any kind of human
warmth.

Nori had seen her kind before. The spoiled
rich, selfish and disdainful, of that which is less by birth and
distinction. Clever in a mean backstabbing way, on Nori’s home
world, she would have been the ruling class.

Though, here it seemed her kind at least did
their own dirty work. On some of the planets they’d visited, the
Nobles were beings of sloth that directed the lives of others like
moving game pieces on a board. In those places, the lady would have
been getting a massage, and eating sweets while the innocent died
at her order. At least on this world, you got to look your killer
in the eye. There was also another difference; the tall regal lady
moved with a fluid grace that bespoke training. Not what you
usually saw in the idle rich. Here the landed could fight.

Nori could tell after about thirty seconds
that this was not some noble’s idea of a play date. Whatever these
women hoped to accomplish, they were in deadly earnest, and Nori
didn’t want to draw their attention. By some miracle, Lara wasn’t
involved in this trouble. The prudent thing to do was move on.

She did her best to move the ridiculous
little bike quietly into position, but it caught on a branch and
the crack was loud enough to wake the dead, or at least draw the
eyes of six women. The farmer was too busy with her face buried in
her skirt to hear anything.

"You there!" The blond Viking yelled,
"Halt!"

Not bloody likely, Nori thought, still
attempting to get the bike untangled. Somehow, with incredibly bad
luck she wanted to shake her fist at, she managed to get the tire
caught up in the branches on the side of the road. By the time she
cleared them, there was a circle of leather clad warrior women
surrounding her. The farmer, forgotten for the moment, took the
chance to flee into the woods. Smart Farmer.

The blond looked her up and down, taking in
her obviously foreign bodysuit. Plain brown with no adornments,
along with knee boots, though of high quality, well worn and
scuffed. Her hair was long and dark brown, nearly black, and
braided as simply as most of the women she had seen today, straight
down her back. She was slight of build and had a delicate face,
dominated by slightly slanted grass green eyes. It was a face and
build that everybody underestimated. Always a mistake.

When Nori had taken off after Lara, it was
with the knowledge that she might need to fight her way out of any
predicament. So while it looked like she was unprepared to fend off
an angry mob of mean girls, in actuality, not really a problem.

The fabric of her custom body suit was
synthetic body armor. The only thing better was nanite armor, but
she didn’t wear it on low-tech worlds because it tended to move at
the wrong time and draw attention. Strong enough to take a knife
cut or blast without tearing, it allowed her a freedom of movement
that natural tanned leathers could never match, no matter how many
servants this backward world had gumming them down to make them
supple.

The women seeing only a poorly dressed 5'3"
female, unarmed, and unescorted, thought mistakenly that she was
easy pickings.

"I accept your challenge." The blond smirked,
her nasally voice grating. "You will be my third and final
battle."

"No thanks," Nori said, leaning her bike
against her thigh so she could hold up her gloved hands in the
universal sign of surrender. "I'm just passing through."

The blond pulled her gloves out of her sword
belt and pulled them on, delicately pushing one finger down at a
time.

"You will fight me or I will pass you
through," she said in what she clearly thought was a clever play on
words. Her friends giggled, the woman actually looked smug.

Nori was tempted to kick her ass on
principle, but she, more than anyone, knew fighting was the very
last resort. Already she could feel a building pressure behind her
eyes at the challenge. She choked it back, spreading her hands
wide.

"I am not armed, and believe me when I say,
you do not want to fight me." The first part was a lie but the last
was true enough.

"In that, you are correct," she grouched,
flinging away her sword and belt and presenting her knife to the
sun, watching the diamonds in the elaborate handle sparkle as she
turned it this way and that. "But the law says I have one more
battle to win and you are going to fight me, so that I can end this
farce and return to the palace." She smiled coldly, "I'm getting
married tomorrow."

"Best wishes. I'm not going to fight you."
Nori said it even as she dropped the bike and stepped away, placing
her feet on more even footing.

The Ice Lady shrugged. "Then you die and I
win anyway." By the time she was finished speaking, she was already
in motion, the knife coming down with a powerful thrust that would
have caused damage if Nori was still standing where it landed.
Which, she was not. Instead, the knife moved through empty air and
with the ark and power behind it, managed to skim a bloody line
down the ladies own thigh. She screeched in pain, looking at her
leg as if she couldn't believe she could bleed.

Nori felt a shove from behind that sent her
back towards the lady, who by now was screaming mad, and coming at
her again. The shove would have been bad, had Nori not used the
momentum to somersault her way over the swing of the flashing
knife. She rolled into the legs of yet another gasping debutant and
knocked one into the other so that they were sprawled together in
the dirt, shrieking.

Nori jackknifed to a fighting position before
the next wave came. The smell of blood was high and her adrenalin
was kicking in such a way that she feared the beast just below her
surface calm. No more play. She needed to finish this fight right
now. If she didn't, there would be hell to pay.

When the lady came at her this time, she
didn't move out of the way, but caught the knife on its decent and
turned into it, striking the lady in her perfect nose with an
elbow. The shattering of bone was satisfying in its way, almost as
satisfying as sweeping her feet out from under her. Nori road her
falling body down and buried the knife in the meat of her right
shoulder, pinning her to the ground.

The woman went down screaming and stayed
down. Nori was not even breathing hard. She looked at the remainder
of the women, all of which had gone completely silent at the
viciousness of her attack. "Anyone else want to take on the new
girl?"

No one did. She dusted off her pants, patted
her hair into place and pulled up the little red bike. She got on
and headed down the road, wondering if Lara was having as much fun
with the weird customs. Seems a silly thing to have to fight
strangers before getting married.

It was a relatively short time later that she
made a turn into the next village and ran into a warrior patrol on
horseback. Big, fit men in leather and black on battle steeds was
not a sight to forget any time soon. She biked around them, aware
of the many male eyes taking in her slight form. She pulled her
bike over to what looked like a common pub. She could smell the
bodies inside, along with the yeasty smell of alcohol and food.

While outsiders were not usual for this side
of the planet, there were generally enough every year around market
time for one to be not a completely foreign sight; but all eyes
turned to her when she walked into the room, and every sound
stopped. Why was it, she wondered, she had that affect on people?
Lara walked in a room and within five minutes had twenty friends.
Nori walked in and right away people were checking their purses and
shifting away from eye contact.

"Hello. What have we here?" a hard masculine
voice said from her right. Of course, there were exceptions.

She ignored the voice and headed for the
sweaty man behind the bar. "Hello," she said, smiling her best
smile, which admittedly was not all that friendly. "I'm looking for
another woman who might have come through here on a bicycle. She’s
tall, beautiful and really friendly with black hair?"

The man looked from her, to a soldier across
the room, then back to her. He shook his head and backed up,
cleaning the bar with a dirty towel farther down. Not a
promising sign.

"I can help you find what you’re looking for
pretty," the obnoxious voice said. He was a farmer by apparel and
not the threat that the silent guards at the back of the room were.
She looked back, counting them as they held up the wall. Three in
black and one in shiny burgundy and gold livery standing with his
back to a second door that probably led up to a second floor.

What is going on?

She ignored the smelly, obviously
drunk man sliding up beside her. He didn’t take the hint. He placed
a sweaty hand on her arm and she shifted in a move too fast to see
and slammed his wrist on the bar. He screamed, falling down and
holding his broken wrist to his chest as he blubbered.

She didn’t take her eyes off the guards.
Studying them, it was obvious the ones in black were the truly
dangerous ones. Expressionless and hardened, they reeked danger;
the other man just reeked, his cologne almost as bright as his gold
ornamentations. The scent was strong enough that Nori could smell
it from the bar. He was looking her over like a piece of meat he
was thinking to buy, and wasn’t quite sure it was up to his
standards. Wonderful. This day continues to bear gifts.

None of them made any move towards her, the
ones in black just stood there expressionless, not meeting her eyes
as they waited, but for what she didn't know. A disturbance outside
had her looking towards the door. She was almost positive she heard
a heli-shuttle, but that would be ridiculous. These people lived in
stone huts and used swords for goodness sakes.

She cleared her throat to ask again about her
friend again when the door to the stairs bust open and Lara herself
bolted out.

Crying, her dress ripped at the neckline, her
big brown doe eyes were panicked. The man following her, nursing a
bloody cut on his head, had to be the reason. She ran into the
guard in burgundy, choking back a sob and wrenching out of his
arms. She turned, looking wildly around, while the bleeder cursed
and bellowed for his soldier to hold her.

"Lara, here!" Nori shouted, springing up to
stand on the bar so she could maneuver and be seen.

"Nori!" There was relief and tears in the
word.

The soldier got a hold of Lara while she was
distracted, but a small silver throwing dagger hit him in the
shoulder and he let go with a roar. He was lucky she hadn’t gone
for the killing blow her blood was screaming for.

She felt her nails prickling in preparation
to extend and knew her eyes would no longer be green, but an
inhuman iridescent lavender. She steadied her breathing, searching
for her calm center, even as she palmed another throwing dart and
waited. When Lara hit the bar with a thunk, Nori reached down and
pulled her up one handed as if she weighed nothing and made sure
she was protected at her back.

"Are you alright, Lara?" she asked in a
growl, her eyes never leaving the bleeding warrior, who was
shouting at everyone to “get the wenches”.

"He tried to…he wanted…" She tried to make a
sentence, but it seemed beyond her.

"He tried, but did he?"

"No. I did what you taught me. I…I found a
weapon."

"Good girl." She put her hand back to inch
Lara farther down the bar. "Now I want you to do something else."
Her voice was confident and carried no farther than the two of
them. Meanwhile, the bar was emptying of its patrons in record
time. "When I distract them, I want you to head for the horses out
front. You set all but two loose, you understand?"

"But you…"

"Lara, say you understand. We both know I can
take care of myself, but I need you to do this for me."

"Alright."

"Good girl. If anyone besides me comes out, I
want you to head for the dividing bridge. Do you remember where it
is?"

"Yes, but this is all my fault. I should have
listened to you."

Nori’s voice was ironic. "In that we will
agree, so listen to me now and do exactly as I say, okay?"

"Yes."

"Good. Remember, wait until I have them all
distracted."

"I will."

Confident that she would actually do what she
was told for once, Nori turned her attention to the men. The one
with the head wound was in charge, dressed in the same burgundy and
gold livery as the matching soldier, he had the added ornamentation
that usually denoted someone important. And this one had a great
deal of frou-frou on his sleeves and chest. That many medals were
probably all for show. Either he was coming from some kind of
official ceremony or he was just really vain. She doubted he could
fight in all that weight.

He was older than the others, barrel chested
with muscle turning slowly to fat. With a sprinkle of grey at his
temple, he might have once been a handsome man, but for the malice
and ennui stamped across his face. She had seen that look before,
on men used to getting everything they wanted and never being
satisfied with anything they got.

The younger soldier pulled the throwing
dagger from his shoulder and dropped it with a snarl at his
feet.

“Not a problem. I have plenty,” Nori said,
unfazed by the glittering hate in the eyes he tracked her with.

“You’ll pay for that, bitch,” he spat
back.

“More likely you’ll eat the next one.” Nora’s
smile was cold, her voice going gruff and her eyesight sharpening
with the change. “But come dance anyway, we’ll see who pays
what.”

Though the men in black watched, they made no
move to interfere.

"You there," the old one with the head wound
shouted to the warrior in black. "I demand you take these women
into custody. That one," he said, pointing to Lara, "struck me and
the other attacked my nephew."

Before the warrior could answer, another man
in black came through the double doors, this one tall with
authority. He had a scar along one side of his face and a neat
goatee along his hard jaw.

He took in the sight of the two striking
women at the bar, one crying and bruised, but still beautiful
despite that. The other, small boned and deceptively fragile,
braced for battle. He raised a brow at the women and was tempted to
laugh when the shorter one shrugged as if saying ‘what’s a girl to
do.’

"General Renik, those women," he said,
pointing again at Nori and Lara, who was looking about as dangerous
as a watering pot, "attacked me and my nephew. I demand you arrest
them and remand them to my custody." Lara snuffled harder and
placed her hand on Nori’s shoulder, hiding her face against her
back.

"Lieutenant Stark?" The voice boomed out, and
the men came to even stiffer attention. "Is this the lady you sent
word about?"

"Yes sir, General. His Lordships did not want
to hear me when I recited the law in regards to women, sir. With
the rank that he holds, I thought it best to call you."

"Thank you Lieutenant. You are to be
commended for your good thinking."

The noble man blustered, searching for the
words to show his outrage, but the General ignored him, moving
instead to the bar and presenting a hand and a kind look to Lara.
Lara looked at him, then at the nobleman turning three shades of
red. Nori patted the hand still clutching her shoulder.

"It's all right," she said. Looking down into
the General’s eyes. "He won't harm you. You go on, and if you can,
do what I told you." His brow went up again. He helped Lara down
and passed her into the custody of the young Lieutenant, who draped
his cape about her shoulders to hide her torn dress and pulled her
out of the pub.

Lara was looking back over her shoulder at
Nori, so she smiled and nodded, all the while aware that he had not
presented a hand to help her down. Lara was safe, she was not so
sure about herself.

The General left her a moment, motioning with
his hand the removal of the farmer on the floor. Two of the guards
carried him out and then he turned back to her, watching the noble
man and his nephew, his eyes cold as stone and his hands on the
hilt of his sword. The room was cleared except for the soldiers,
the noble bastard and Nori on the bar.


Chapter 2


What are we waiting for? Nori
wondered, just as the door opened again.

Another man in black entered the room, his
stride angry and purposeful. He was the tallest among them. His
black cape and tunic lined with a gold griffin the only difference;
that and the authority he wore around himself like a shroud. He
towered over the hardened soldiers. It seemed impossible looking at
him that he was hewn from the same muscle and bone as the rest. The
only thing that looked soft on him was his mink brown hair.

His eyes went to the noblemen who had become
noticeably quiet, then without further warning, his head turned and
his eyes slammed into hers making her take an audible breath.

He had grey eyes, like a velvet fog. Power
surged and jumped, barely suppressed, in the hidden depths.

Lightening in a bottle, she thought.
Just his eyes were enough to bring her beast blood surging through
her veins. Whether it was some form of psychic ability or just
immense will, he exuded menace. Nori had a hard time taking a
breath as his eyes moved down her body.

He unnerved her, jingled her nerves and
caused the hairs on the back of her neck to stand on end. His eyes
moved back to hers and she saw a strange satisfaction,
and...desire. All of which had her hackles rising and her beast
struggling to come out. Her eyes flashed lavender once again as she
gritted her teeth and fought to calm instincts bred to fight.

"King Menelaus, your men are without
discipline," the man blustered, but it was clear to Nori that he
was doing his best to bluff himself out of the situation he was in.
"As your future father-in-law, I demand respect from your
warriors."

When the king turned his eyes reluctantly
from her and focused completely on his Lordship, all the color
drained from his pasty face and his mouth shut with an audible
snap.

"Lord Kirny, your daughter is awaiting your
attention." The voice was smooth and mellow, a deep baritone that
reeked of scorn and heat. It made Nori want to bite him. No man
should have a voice like that.

"It seems," his highness continued, “that she
lost her last challenge, along with a few in her party." The king
looked at Nori again, his eyes holding a secret mirth. And Nori
remembered the blond on the road.

Well, damn it. Could she not catch a
break? This was really not good, and from the look on the king’s
face, he knew she was the one responsible.

"But highness, surely that doesn't mean that
you're going to stop the wedding? The law states you must have a
bride."

His highness did not seem to like the
reminder. His eyes flashed to the noble man, his voice a deadly
whisper that seemed to reach across the room and take Lord Kirny by
the throat.

"Do not presume to tell me the laws of my own
Provence." He looked back over to Nori, who was still standing on
the bar, waiting for the attack she was sure was coming. "And no, I
am not stopping the wedding."

He walked closer to her, offering his black
gloved hand to help her down. She eyed him warily, instinct warning
her to stay out of his reach, but prudence dictated the fastest way
out of the bar was to go with him out the front door. He didn't
seem upset that she had knocked his future queen flat. On the
contrary, he seemed pleased, but she did not want to touch him.
From the smug look on his face, he knew she was afraid of him on
some level, so she raised her chin, placing her hand in his warm
leather covered one. His hand closed, enveloping hers. She felt
claimed, which was ridiculous under the circumstance; all he had
done was take her hand.

She stepped down from the bar with a quick,
graceful jump, trying to disengage herself as soon as she hit
floor. But he held on. Taking her hand, he placed it on his arm as
if he were escorting a lady about town, his hand over hers to keep
her in place. She felt very small and feminine next to him. She
took a breath and regretted it as soon as his scent reached her, he
smelled wild and dangerous and her animal clamored inside her, as
if scenting a
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