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Chapter One


How far would she get if she jumped out
of the carriage and ran?


Lady Ysabelle Benzel pulled back the gauzy curtain to peer
into the depths of the forest through which they traveled. Moss hung like
sashes from the limbs of trees that towered into the gray sky. Shadows rippled
among the brush, as if they had a life of their own. Something cried out, and
the sound echoed against the rock outcroppings. She shivered.


As a daughter of a ruling house, though unlikely ever to sit
on the throne, she had spent only a little time in the mysterious wildwood, and
she had been with someone who knew it well. She did not like her chances of
attempting it alone.


She didn’t like her chances of having a happy life at the
end of this journey either.


“How fortunate you are,” Lady Adra said, continuing the
theme of her comments since the moment she had met Ysa at the white stone
bridge over the River Amadryl the previous morning. 


Of course Ysa’s stepfather had ensured everything was done
properly. Couldn’t have the court gossiping that Lord Jarrus Benzel was less
than kind to the stepdaughter he had never wanted. He’d even sent a chaperone
and court costumes with his men to fetch her. She didn’t know how he’d gone
about finding her after she’d fled Arboran. Perhaps stories were circulating in
her home monarchy of Benzelan that the Monarch of Arboran was gathering an army
to protect his people from those who would subdue them. Her stepfather could
have rightly reasoned that where the monarch and his daughter were, there he
would find Ysa as the princess’s lady-in-waiting.


Ysa hadn’t been sure what to expect from her stepfather’s
terse note, delivered by courier, summoning her home. But she’d been standing
at the appointed place, the wide river rolling before her, the black and red
stone of the Dome of Fire looming behind. Let them think the might of the
Khorrum, the warriors of the wildwood, was behind her as well. She wouldn’t
admit that most of the friends she’d made among them were readying themselves
to defend Arboran or retreating to safety.


“Yes, I am truly fortunate,” she told her older chaperone
now. “Plucked from friends and hope to be plunged back into chaos.”


Lady Adra clucked like a speckled hen. “Chaos? Nothing of
the sort! Benzelan has never been more at peace.”


Because Benzelan had never been captured by the enemy
before, an enemy that destroyed any who stood in its way.


“You will pardon me for doubting,” Ysa said. “There have
been rumors.”


Lady Adra waved a plump hand. She was the most complacent
person Ysa had ever met. From her gray eyes and gray hair to her gray skirts
with no embellishment whatsoever, she seemed utterly content to be mediocre.
Ysa had occasionally felt less than who she wanted to be, but she had never
been content with it.


“Lies,” the lady assured her. “Fictions from those who envy
us. All is well. Now, smile! You’re going to your wedding.”


Ysa gritted her teeth a moment before managing a smile in
return. “Yes, every lady’s dream, an arranged marriage to a stranger.”


Lady Adra completely missed her sarcasm. Was Ysa’s touch
slipping along with her freedom? She used to be so good at needling other
people’s pretensions. She’d honed the skill to a sharp point during her time
living with her stepfather after her mother had gone to the Halls of Fate.
True, Ysa had held back while she’d served as lady-in-waiting, but surely she
could still draw blood if needed.


“Marrying a handsome fellow of such prowess, such
popularity,” Lady Adra warbled, pressing her hands to her round cheeks. “He’s a
few cycles younger than you are, but that’s to the good. He won’t leave you a
widow too soon. And he’s a member of the Vanguard.”


Ysa choked, and the woman patted her back, face puckering in
concern. “There, there, dear. Is the carriage ride troubling you?”


“Vanguard?” Ysa managed, voice coming out in a squeak. “He’s
a member of the Vanguard?”


Her chaperone blinked her gray eyes. “Well, certainly, dear.
I’m sure I mentioned that before. And your father must have told you in his
letter.”


“Stepfather,” Ysa corrected, mind whirling. If Lady Adra had
mentioned the matter, Ysa hadn’t heard her. Lord Jarrus had certainly not
mentioned it in his missive demanding that she return immediately to Benzelan
to be married to a man he had chosen. If he had told her that man was a member
of the Vanguard, she would have refused to so much as step into the carriage.


How could Lord Jarrus be so vile? Had he no shred of honor
or decency? Alyna had been at peace for hundreds of cycles, certainly since the
moment Ysa’s forebears, the Blessed, had left persecution in their former home
and sailed across the seas to land on these shores. Oh, there had been
skirmishes with the Khorrum, but that people mostly remained deep in the
wildwood or camped at the Dome of Fire in the center of Alyna. The Blessed had
lived in their walled cities and farmsteads, secure and prosperous.


Until the Vanguard ships had appeared on the horizon of the
Western Sea.


The seer had warned everyone in Alyna to beware of these
powerful newcomers, foretelling enslavement, starvation, and war for any who
allied themselves with the Vanguard. She had also foretold that Ysa would meet
her true love if she answered her stepfather’s summons.


But surely Ysa wasn’t destined to love a member of the
Vanguard! They had already overthrown her uncle, Monarch of Benzelan, and
seized control of that monarchy. The High Priest, the most respected gentleman
in all of Alyna, had been forced to flee in fear of his life. They had brought
horrible weapons to bear on the Khorrum and threatened to use the same on the
Blessed. The Vanguard were villains, monsters.


She’d die before submitting to one of them.


She fumbled with the carriage door. “Out. I must get out.”


Lady Adra grabbed her hand and pulled it firmly back to
Ysa’s lap. Her grip was surprisingly strong, though her pleasant smile never
faltered.


“Don’t be silly, dear. The carriage is moving. You’d do
yourself harm.”


No more harm than what would befall her if she agreed to
this mad plan.


She stared out the window, praying to see something or
someone who might help her. Those gray rock outcroppings pushed closer now, as
if determined to reclaim the road that had been built through the forest. Any
creature must have hidden or run at the rattle of the carriage and the tramp of
the four footguards who went before it. 


And the road was rising with the terrain. Even now the
carriage slowed as the horses must have strained.


Then she spotted him. A Khorrum warrior stood on the edge of
a cliff overlooking the road. She could not see his features, but the pale
afternoon light outlined powerful shoulders and long legs. One foot forward,
the other back—her friend Narani had taught her that that was the warrior’s
stance. He held a bow, arrow nocked and at the ready. Ysa shoved the curtain
out of the way and waved frantically.


“Oh, have we reached a city?” Lady Adra asked. She must have
looked out the window on the other side of the carriage, for the opposite
curtain rustled.


Ysa was too busy trying to get the warrior’s attention to
look at her companion. Were they still in the territory belonging to the Hidden
Crests? That tribe had born the brunt of the Vanguard’s brutality. Those Khorrum
who had survived the attack on their camp were far behind her now, but surely
this man would have heard of the massacre. Surely he would come to her aid.


“Help me!” she shouted through the glass in his language.
“I’m a prisoner!”


The guards must have seen him as well, for one shouted.


“By the order of Lord Jarrus Benzel, Potentate of the
Mariners Guild for Benzelan, you will allow us to pass.”


The warrior kept his arrow trained on the carriage as it
rumbled closer. As it came abreast, Ysa recoiled. 


Dark hair streamed down on either side of a face
half-covered by a blue leather mask. Why would any Khorrum wear a mask? Who was
he?


Did it matter? No one else would listen to her appeal.


“Help!” she tried once more. “Please!”


Though his dark eyes met hers, he held himself still.


“Are you quite sure you’re well?” Lady Adra asked, hand once
more on hers. “You’re talking gibberish, dear.”


Ysa collapsed against the cushions and lapsed into Bardii,
the language of the Blessed. “It seems to be a trait we hold in common.”


Lady Adra frowned as if she did not take Ysa’s meaning.


The carriage must have crested the rise, for Ysa felt the
downward dip. Something thunked against the coach’s side. Lady Adra stared at
the tip of an arrow protruding through the paneling.


The carriage shuddered to a stop, rattling them both in
their seats, and more shouts sounded. Lady Adra clutched at her, but Ysa yanked
herself away and grabbed the door handle.


“You are surrounded,” a hard voice called in Bardii. “Give
us the lady, and no harm will come to you.”


Ysa blew out a breath. He had seen her. She had an
ally. Hope leaped up.


Lady Adra’s hands hit surprisingly hard. Before Ysa could
understand what was happening, she found herself on the floor tangled in her
satin skirts. 


“What are you doing?” she cried, struggling to right
herself.


In answer, her chaperone opened the door and clambered out.


“I am the one you want,” Lady Adra declared to someone Ysa
could not see. “Take me.”


“You,” said the voice, “are not the daughter of Jarrus who
calls himself Benzel.”


Ysa sat up, then hesitated. One of the guards had spoken her
stepfather’s name, but this man sounded as if he truly knew Lord Jarrus. Who
but those closest to the monarch remembered that her stepfather had been born
Jarrus Tremelyn but had taken her mother’s name when they’d wed? 


Was this man a friend of her stepfather’s? His enemy? Either
way, would going with him do her any good?


Better than staying.


She gathered her skirts and descended from the coach. Lady
Adra put an arm about her shoulders as if to protect her, but Ysa shook her
off.


“I am the stepdaughter of Lord Jarrus,” she said.


Now that she was out of the carriage, she could see that the
way forward, behind, on this side, and likely on the other was blocked by a
Khorrum warrior, their weapons pointed at the guards and the coachman. The one
nearest the front was her masked warrior.


“Then come with us,” he said.


“No!” Lady Adra wailed, throwing herself in front of Ysa.
“She’s little more than a girl.”


“Please,” Ysa said, pushing past her. “I haven’t been a girl
in nearly a decade.” She started toward the warrior.


His smile turned up, as if she were the most beautiful
woman, the most perfect person he’d ever seen. How many times since her mother
had died had she dreamed of someone truly wanting her, instead of using her for
their own purposes?


He lowered his bow and took her hand, and she felt a moment
of peace and safety.


Then he turned his gaze to the guards.


“Tell her father he owes me a debt,” he ordered them. “I
will keep her as a bondservant until he comes to redeem her himself.”


Cold doused her. Bondservant! 


Perhaps she should have taken her chances with the wildwood
after all.
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Kullan Asanji pulled the daughter of his sworn enemy closer.
For a moment, when her hand had touched his, he’d felt something warm and good.
Odd. He was the Body-Kin, the one trained to cure sicknesses and heal injuries.
He was used to feeling darkness, wrongness. Why did this feel so right?


Now her face was settling into harder lines, as if she
realized the power he held over her. She was pretty in the way of the
Strangers, hair braided like chains of gold, eyes the clear blue of skystone.
She yanked back her hand even as the ija who had been traveling with her darted
forward.


“Please!” the elder pleaded, hands wringing. “Take me
instead.”


Taking her would not bring Lord Jarrus closer. The
spike-tailed snake had proven he could be slippery. Kullan was just hoping the
man cared enough for his own honor that he would come to bargain for the life
of his daughter. And then Kullan would have him.


“Go!” he ordered the guards of the Strangers. Shouldering
the bow, he seized his captive by the hand again and drew her a little way into
the safety of the trees. Her people feared the wildwood. It would take much to
convince them to follow.


Apparently concerns for her safety were not enough to
motivate them, for one of the guards helped the now-sobbing ija into the
carriage, and they drove on.


Kullan’s band pulled back. Den Durak reached him first.
Kullan relinquished his hold. The lady scrambled forward, but the burly warrior
caught her and tugged her deeper into the shadows, as if taking no chances that
the guards might circle back.


“That went easier than I expected,” Gan said, joining them
and rubbing at his hip with one hand. “They don’t care much about her, do
they?”


“They do not have to care,” Kullan said, twisting to put his
hand on the older man’s hip. “All I need is her father.” 


He had healed so many times he did not need to concentrate.
The power flowed from his fingers into the warrior’s bones. Gan closed his eyes
and drew in a blissful breath as the pain eased.


“Ow! Little vixen!”


Kullan turned to find the daughter dashing into the trees,
and Den shaking out his hand.


“She bit me!” he complained.


“She’s the daughter of a catamount,” Kullan told him,
striding after her. “You should have expected her to bite.”


She was determined. He’d give her that. Though she had no
hope of escape, she dodged around trees and clambered over bushes. But she
could not know the wildwood, and her satin skirts gilded with lace were
designed to hamper her. He could have followed her by the movement of color
even if she hadn’t been thrashing like a fish in a net. As it was, he was
behind her within moments. He caught her around the middle and held her close.


“Let me go!” she cried in perfect Khazum. “You son of an
azkaza!”


He was so surprised, he dropped his hold. 


She whirled, aligning herself and raising her fists. He
couldn’t be sure in the long skirts, but he would have sworn she’d just moved
into the warrior’s stance. Had he been taken in? Was the old one the daughter
after all?


“I can protect myself,” she told him. “I know how to survive
in the wildwood. I’ve done it before. Leave me, and we can forget this ever
happened.”


The others had caught up with him now and ranged around her.
Den leaned against a tree, grinning as if amused. Gan frowned, clearly as
confused as Kullan, and scratched at his gray-streaked beard. Sturdy Banna,
warrior that she was, drew her bow and aimed an arrow at the lady, eyes
narrowed under the bandage that encircled her brow.


Kullan shook his head at her before holding up his hands to
their captive, who glared at all of them as if daring them to come closer.


“You are stronger than you look,” Kullan allowed. “You might
be able to fend us off. But you cannot fight the catamount with only satin and
lace as your weapons.”


Den chuckled at that.


Her fists dropped just the slightest. “There are catamounts
in the Shadow Hills?”


“Catamounts, wolves, bears,” he confirmed, taking a step
closer. “And the venomous azkaza that apparently bore me.”


Banna lowered her bow, biting back a laugh.


The lady bit her lip instead. She had pretty lips, pink and
full. Ripe for a kiss.


He snapped his gaze back to hers. Her courage had slipped
into something softer, more vulnerable. His heart whispered of kindness.


He held out his hand once more. “You will be safe with me.”


“You said I’d be your bondservant,” she reminded him, taking
a step away from his hand. Her skirts tangled in a bu-bu bush, trapping her. 


“Do I not deserve compensation for my trouble?” he asked.


“Trouble?” In vain, she yanked at her skirts. The tuzzies
living under the roots of the plant tumbled out and chittered at her. She
cringed.


Kullan moved to seize her skirts. “I did just kidnap you,”
he said, deftly removing the grip of the thorns on the material. “I’ll have the
cost to feed and house you while we wait for your father to respond.”


“Stepfather,” she snapped, but she kept still until he had
freed her. Then she blew out a breath. “Very well. I’m not afraid to work. But
I want a promise from you.”


She was entirely beholden to him, and she wanted
concessions? He could only admire one so bold.


“I fear you are in no position to ask for a promise,” he
told her. He nodded to Den, who strode forward.


She held up a hand as if that would stop the warrior. “A
bargain then. I won’t try to escape again. I’ll work hard. In exchange, you
will protect me from my stepfather. You won’t turn me over to him, no matter
what he offers you.”


His warriors exchanged glances. They knew why Kullan had
asked them here today, though all were still recuperating from wounds they’d
earned when the Vanguard had destroyed their camp. His band understood what
drove him—a need for retribution, a desire to see justice done.


Yet Lady Ysabelle was so fervent. Hope blazed from her face
and trembled in her fingers. She wanted no part of her stepfather. She was
willing to take the position of a servant if it meant escaping him. How could Kullan
refuse her?


How could he accept? Sometimes he thought the only thing
left to him besides his gift was his honor.


“Find something else worth working for, Lady,” Kullan said,
turning for the caves. “You are my prisoner, and you will remain such until
your stepfather comes for you himself. Then I will honor my word and turn you
over to him. I’m sorry.”


 










Chapter Two


So much for rescue. Ysa huffed to herself
as she trudged through the wildwood, following her captors in single file past
bush and tree and uphill and down. The lady archer walked in front of her, head
swiveling as she scanned the forest. Roughly woven braids hung down below a
bandage, black hair sticking out here and there. She was more solid than curvy
in her green puff ball tunic and trousers, and Ysa had no doubt the lady
warrior could fit an arrow to that bow and hit whatever pleased her, including
Ysa.


The wiry older warrior was behind her. Both dark beard and
wild ruff of hair were streaked with gray, and his tan tunic was speckled with
rust and green she could hope were the remnants of his breakfast and not what
he’d last killed. His wheezing breath said he had not traveled this far in a
long time. 


The large, muscular fellow came last. He had a scruff of a
beard, as if shaving was difficult here, and his broad shoulders strained his
brown wool tunic. If she set a foot out of line, he would likely be on her in
an instant. Perhaps she should have thought twice before biting him.


At the head of the column stalked their leader. His stride
wasn’t the least hesitant. He moved through the wildwood as proudly as a
monarch strolled to his throne, lord of all he surveyed. And he thought to make
her his bondservant! What, was she an Unbound now?


No, it would not come to that. Unlike those who resorted to
scavenging and begging because they had no guild or family to claim them, she
had friends who would come to her aid—the king and queen-consort of Arboran,
the Khan of the Falling Waters tribe, and the seer herself. 


Of course, first they had to learn of her capture. They
thought she was headed, well-guarded, to Benzelan. Her stepfather would never
appeal to them for aid. It might be moons before they even realized she was
missing.


Which meant it behooved her to behave herself with her new
companions.


“I’m sorry if I hurt you, mighty warrior,” she called back.
“I’m not used to being seized like a sack of grain.”


“I felt no pain,” the older warrior said with a chuckle. “In
fact, you can seize me any time you like.”


Ysa shuddered.


“She meant me,” the burly warrior scolded him. “And I took
no offense, Lady. It’s nothing he cannot deal with.”


Ysa frowned. Why had he said he instead of I?
Before she could think of an appropriate reply, their leader stopped and lifted
one hand.


They drew up short, and Ysa stared into the wildwood,
muscles tightening. Tall trunks with rough bark surrounded them on all sides.
Their branches obscured much of the light, allowing only moss and ferns to grow
at their bases. She didn’t hear anything moving among them or see anything
swaying as if by an unfelt breeze. Still, gooseflesh rose on her arms.


“Cover her eyes,” their leader ordered in a quiet voice. “We
do not want her to be able to report our location.”


“That really isn’t necessary,” Ysa protested as the lady
archer turned with a pleased smile, digging a piece of fabric from her tunic.
“I couldn’t begin to tell anyone where we are.”


Of course they didn’t listen. Like their leader, she was
suddenly masked, and she had no holes for her eyes. 


And somehow they expected her to keep walking! The second
time she bumped into something, someone grunted.


“I’m not at my most graceful when I can’t see a thing!” she
reminded them.


Strong arms grabbed her again, then lifted her up and
cradled her close.


“Go silently,” their leader said, voice sounding in her ear.


He was certainly strong. His breath did not catch to be
carrying her weight, and his steps did not slow. She caught the musky scent of
some exotic flower. Surely that wasn’t him. Around her, she heard only a rustle
that must be cloth. Even the forest seemed to have grown still. A million
questions demanded answers, but she feared to ask them. If these warriors of
the wildwood wanted silence, they must have a reason.


Suddenly the air turned cold and musty. They appeared to be
walking uphill again by the way her captor leaned into her. He turned right,
left, and right again, until she thought he must be walking in circles to
confuse her. 


Finally, he set her on her feet. Gentle hands removed the
cloth from her face. Ysa blinked.


She was in some sort of cave. The smoky gray rock was so
smooth it might have been sculpted. From the walls, pricks of light glowed
brighter than candlelight. She counted three openings in the rocks, leading off
into deeper darkness. Standing by one was a woman about her age, dark hair
braided back from a heart-shaped face.


“That’s her?” she asked, wrinkling her nose as if Ysa
smelled as sour as week-old goat milk.


“Lady Ysabelle Benzel,” their leader said, “allow me to
present Tolli of the Renzen Family. She will help you adjust to your new role.”
He turned to Tolli. “Find her something to do.”


He turned down the leftmost passage, and the darkness
swallowed him.


Ysa looked Tolli up and down. Compared to Narani Randene,
now Queen-Consort of Arboran, this member of the Khorrum was a bit
disappointing. Tolli Renzen was slender as a willow, with large dark eyes, and
she came only to Ysa’s shoulder in height. Like most Khorrum ladies, she
dressed in a long tunic over leggings. Both were dusty enough that Ysa could no
longer tell the color of the embroidery at the tunic’s hem.


“You’re not a very intimidating jailor,” Ysa told her.
“What’s to stop me from following him?”


“Nothing,” Tolli said with a shrug of her thin shoulders.
“But you won’t like what you find if you do.”


Ysa grimaced. “I don’t take well to threats. I’ve had
bigger, meaner people issue worse.” She started toward the passage, and Tolli
darted forward to block her way.


“Stop!”


Ysa raised a brow. “I see no weapon. Do you have some gift
to control me?”


Tolli’s dark eyes brightened. “Yes, yes, I do. If you take
another step, I’ll turn you into an azkaza!”


Ysa started laughing. “First, I know the gifts your people
possess. None involves the transmutation of people into animals. Second, if I
were an azkaza, I would merely poison you and run away on my spindly, hairy
legs.”


“But you wouldn’t be able to go home,” Tolli pointed out as
if determined to salvage her pride.


Ysa sighed. The little Khorrum lady was right. Even if Ysa
followed the man who had captured her, she would have no idea how to navigate
out of the wildwood to somewhere she could find help. Like it or not, she was
beholden to these people.


“Very well,” she allowed. “What do you want me to do?”


Tolli’s chest rose in a deep sigh, as if she’d run to the
top of a hill and could finally rest. “What can you do?” She held up
both hands. “I mean no disrespect. I just don’t know what a lady of the Blessed
does every day.”


Ysa drew herself up, calling on cycles of training in
deportment and experience managing two courts and the society of the Great
Khan. “I am Lady Ysabelle Benzel, named in the Book of the Blessed, Lady of the
Temple Courts, Patroness of the Artisans Guild, Master of the Voice, and tenth
in line for the throne of Benzelan. I can do anything.”


From the passageway came the sound of slow clapping. “A
worthy performance. A shame I cannot believe you.”


Ysa glared into the darkness. “Such a brave leader, hiding
out of sight to spy on his poor captive. You have made a grave error. Several,
actually. You are under the delusion that my stepfather will ransom me. He
cares nothing for me. He will give you nothing for me. Furthermore, you
have wronged an innocent, you have interfered in the plans of the Vanguard, and
you have stolen a friend of the Monarch of Arboran and his new queen-consort.
They will come for me.”


Tolli whirled to face the passage. “What have we done!”


“If the House of Arbora cares so much,” he drawled, “the
monarch and his bride can see that my claim is honored.” He stepped into the
light, which brightened as if even it was impressed with him. Despite herself,
Ysa recoiled.
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Just his luck. She was spoiled, willful, and boastful, just
like her stepfather. Good thing he was masked. She would quail if she saw the
burns that marked his cheek and forehead. Besides, such beauty should not be
subjected to such ugliness. 


He leaned against the rock wall and crossed his arms over
his chest. “So, what do you suggest we do, Tolli?”


Tolli’s gaze veered between him and their guest. Perhaps he
should have given the task of overseeing Lady Ysabelle to someone else. Their
khan had always said his granddaughter Tolli spent too much time daydreaming.
But she was the most hale of those Kullan protected besides Den, and Lady
Ysabelle had already proven she had no desire to obey the big warrior.


“She said she was a patron of the Artisans Guild,” Tolli
said, hint of desperation in her voice. “That must mean she knows how to sew.”
She glanced back at Lady Ysabelle with a hopeful smile.


Kullan could not be so hopeful. From what he understood of
the guilds around which her people organized their work, the Artisans painted
pretty murals on the walls of castles, sang in grand processions, and played
instruments at fancy balls. Those skilled with needle and thread were more
likely to be members of the Fabricators Guild.


“I know how to embroider,” Lady Ysabelle corrected Tolli.
“If you need a pillowcase decorated.”


Kullan started laughing. “You’ll find few pillowcases here,
Lady. Few pillows too. Try her on the mending, Tolli.”


Tolli bobbed her head. “It will be as the khan decrees.”


Lady Ysabelle sucked in a breath, eyes widening as if she
understood the meaning of that title. He must disabuse them all of the notion.


He set a hand on Tolli’s shoulder. “I’m not khan,” he said
softly. “No one has the wisdom and experience of your avva-avva. I will leave
it to the Great Khan to decide which of those remaining should serve as
leader.”


“You must be Hidden Crests,” Lady Ysabelle put in. “I am so
sorry for your loss, for all your losses. I was on the hill that day, with Lady
Narani and Xan Alakar, when the Vanguard rained down death on your tribe. I’ve
met the remnant that made it to Ulyn Bashir to report to the Great Khan. They
all spoke of a mighty healer who would become khan.”


“You see?” Tolli protested as Kullan shook his head. “You will
be khan. Why do you think otherwise?”


“Because I’m not worthy,” Kullan snapped, dropping his hold.
“And I wasn’t born among the Hidden Crests, as you know. Someone whose family
carries the history of the tribe should lead us.”


He pushed past them for the opening and stalked away before
either of them could argue further.


His fist smacked against the rock wall as he passed, and he
allowed the pain a moment to steady him. So, Lady Ysabelle had seen the
devastation of the tribe he had adopted as his own, had she? Well, he had lived
it. So had the others who had stayed behind. And many were still healing.


He spared a tiny portion of his gift to ease the ache in his
hand before stepping into the largest room of the cave system. The Palace,
someone in a raiding band had named the interconnected caves long before he had
joined the Hidden Crests. The ceiling of this Great Hall rose with the hill,
the embedded crystals shining like stars along the rugged curve of the dome.
More crystals sparkled on the walls between the pink and white seashells
generations of Stone-Kin had pressed into the rock. 


Others skilled at woodcraft had built the log-framed
bedsteads that served as both couch and sleeping pallet. This cycle’s raiding
band had filled the linen sacks on top with moss. Rugs pilfered from beating
racks softened the floor. 


In the cavern they called the Market, their youth had stored
blankets, boots, gloves, tunics, leggings, towels, and arrows, as well as a fancy
robe trimmed with fur and gold braid they must have stolen from Lady Ysabelle’s
people. When Kullan and the others had retreated here, they’d found supplies of
endene cakes, honey in clay jars, jelly made from bu-bu or sun berries, and
even a crock of sea pickles. The other members of the Hidden Crests had taken
some of it with them for the journey to Gathering, when all the tribes met around
the Dome of Fire.


“We will all see each other again, when the rivers run high
and these Vanguard have been driven from our shores,” their last elder had told
Kullan as they’d parted. He’d thought she would be named khanna. Was Lady
Ysabelle right that the elder had advocated for him instead? 


He looked around the Great Hall now. Banna would be on
sentry duty, and Tolli was with their unwilling guest. The two women Kullan was
tending were reposing on couches along the walls. Gan was helping Saranel of
the Togen Family sit up and drink a little water out of one of the gourds.
Thank the Creator, clear water streamed down the hill near the cave’s southern
entrance, because the creek they had used still ran black with ash from the Day
of Death. 


Saranel brushed a shaky hand along her black tresses, which hung
loose about her shoulders, then dropped her hand to her belly. The look that
crossed her broad face told Kullan when she remembered she no longer sheltered
a child there. Her hand fell listlessly to her side.


Gan nudged her with his shoulder. “If I took you outside, a
great horned warbler would make a nest in that hair.”


She swatted him with her hand, but his snipe had done the
job. Her green-tinged skin had a healthier color to it as she smiled at him.
“Tease! If I took you outside, the catamount would flee in fear.”


Gan puffed out his narrow chest. “Because I am a great
warrior.”


“Because you stink!” She pinched her nose with her fingers
as if to prove as much. “Go visit the Bath.”


Near her, a chuckle rumbled out of the older Enki of the
Balat Family, though the heavy-set woman remained curled up on one side. Kullan had
been able to remove the burns that had scarred her face and arms, but her inner
wounds would take time to heal.


Den rose from where he had been sharpening his knife on a
stone to meet Kullan near the cave’s mouth. “Well? Can Tolli work with her?”


“They’re still discussing the matter,” Kullan allowed,
taking inventory of the amount of wood stacked out of the weather. The one
drawback of the cave system was that it had no outlet for smoke from a fire.
They cooked in the pit to one side of the entrance, but that was only good when
the rain wasn’t pouring or the wind wasn’t gusting.


Den’s feet settled into the warrior’s stance as if he
intended to fight Lady Ysabelle right then. Kullan reached out and touched his
hand.


Den shook his head. “You didn’t need to expend energy on me.
Her teeth aren’t as sharp as her words.”


Kullan’s lips turned up. Lady Ysabelle could certainly form
a cutting phrase when she wished. He was no Mind-Kin, but his abilities as a
Body-Kin showed him her elevated heart rate, the swift yet shallow passage of
her breath, and the amount of moisture trickling down her back. She was afraid.
Her words were the only weapons she had, and she used them
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