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  Chapter 1


THEY WERE ALL STARVING.  Worse, Alaysha knew her thirst would kill them before starvation had a chance.
She wouldn't mind dying so much. She didn't even mind the hunger pains that had taken residence in her belly. She deserved all of it, truth be told. The lives she'd taken over the years as her father's personal weapon of war laid heavily on her conscience. The sister who'd died because of her at the fiery hands of a witch who could control her element so perfectly that she could send flame leaping from person to person, that sister deserved her vengeance.
The memory alone of her homeland's collective screams of agony, of her sister's eyes as she met Alaysha's, the knowledge that Saxa, her only friend, was still left in Sarum at the mercy of Aislin's temper: all those things made Alaysha welcome the ache of hunger and thirst. 
She didn't even want to think about Yenic.
She deserved to die, yes; so too, did Edulph, who trudged along in front of the queue; his hands bound together. But these companions who'd opted to follow her: Aedus, Gael, Theron…They did not.
She stole a glance at the shuffling feet of those companions now as they dragged across the cracked earth of the burnt lands. She'd marched behind them saying it was because, as a warrior, she could protect their rear, when in truth, she couldn't stop thinking that their expressions when they looked at her, were filled with blame; their eyes begged for her to bring the rain and quench their thirst.
She looked past them to the vast, dry desert they'd been walking through for the last seven days. She looked sideways. Behind. The cracked earth extended past all horizons, and it had been five days since they'd found anything edible. The stores they'd rammed into sacks upon their escape from Sarum had long since gone. The last of the water skins had been on ration since early yesterday and had been guzzled by their thirsty tissues so quickly that no one needed to relieve their bladders.
Barruch could barely lift his hooves over the earth enough to move forward. It was with a sad sting of pain that she knew he'd seen his last sunset. Alaysha kept her palm on his neck and shuffled along with him, afraid to leave his side.
"Stop," she said, coming to a halt herself on the cracked earth.
They paused and turned dumbly toward her, expressions a dead wash of nothingness. They hadn't the energy to even look curious.
 Alaysha licked her lips and felt her tongue stick to the corner. It took three dry swallows before she was able to gather enough suppleness in her throat to try again.
"I can't go any further." She let the muscles of her legs falter and felt her backside strike clay earth. A shadow passed in front of her vision. She didn't need to hear him speak to know it was Gael.
She peered up at him, taking in the massively broad shoulders and by now ragged and filthy hair two shades darker than his sister, Saxa's, and she found enough strength to shrug. How could she find the words to tell him she couldn't force her beloved mount to take one more step? It was cruel to make him march one more yard to his death. Let him rest. He'd earned it.
"He has been brave, this one," Gael said, and patted Barruch's neck before he crouched next to Alaysha.
She could only nod and grief the fact that she had no tears to shed for him.
"We'll rest," he said, and signalled to the others. Aedus, Theron, and Edulph fell to the ground as though their legs had been cut from beneath them.
"This is ridiculous, Gael. We should never have come this way." She wrapped her arms around Barruch's leg.
Gael's silver gaze ran over her face, landing like a moth on her lips. Self-conscious, she tried to lick them. They felt split and puffy. She gave up when she tasted blood.
His palm found the hollow beneath her ear and his fingers kneaded her neck. "Theron says it's passable."
"If it was passable, Aislin's men would have followed us." 
She eased her eyes closed, thinking how good it felt to let them rest, then forced them open, afraid she'd fall asleep right there. She was exhausted; the few hours' rest she'd managed at the height of the sun had long been used up.
"If he says it's passable, we must believe him. He's been through this before."
She squeezed Barruch's leg and felt it tremble. Her eyes stung but no tears came to relieve the burning. She felt Gael's palm move to her back and reach beneath her arm. "Come. You're stronger than this."
She panicked at his touch, afraid he would lift and carry her, all because he wouldn't leave her to die with her mount. She couldn't let him do that. She couldn't let him waste his energy. She managed to pull away from him. 
"I'm not going any further," she said. "Save your strength."
"For what? A few more hours of walking only to die without you? So you can die alone here?"
She'd been right; he had planned to carry her. Well, not now, he wouldn't.
"I won't be alone."
Barruch nuzzled her hair. His hot breath cascaded over her, making her wish she had enough energy to stand and hug his neck. It was smothering hot but no perspiration eked through her skin. She knew her body was breaking down. 
It was just a matter of time before self-preservation kicked in and the power took over. She'd drink them all dry just for the small chance she'd siphon enough fluid to see her to the end of the burnt lands.
"You'll have to kill me soon."
He leaned closer and held her gaze with his own. She saw resolve in the green of his eyes. Yes. She'd forgotten how his eyes shifted colour like that from steely silver to mossy green.
"It won't come to that," he said. "We still have some water. You can have mine."
She shook her head; what they had left of water wasn't near enough to keep dehydration at bay for very long, and even if it did, her power wouldn't care. It would thirst what it could.
"When Barruch goes, you'll likely take what meat from him that you can manage; I'll help with that. After that..." She didn't want to say it couldn't possibly buy them much time. That they'd likely vomit up the muscle anyway and then expire from exhaustion and further dehydration. But if any of them lived while she still did, they'd be gone long before they had even that chance. She'd simply, without wanting to, drain them of whatever fluid still flushed their tissues.
"If I mean anything to you, Gael, you'll kill me." 
It was a terrible thing to do, manipulate him, but it was her only hope. Neither of them had spoken of the night in the tunnels when he'd consoled her over her sister's death and Yenic's capture and seemingly ultimate demise, the night she'd repaid him with her body. It was a sweet memory but one best left to die its own death.
"You said you'd do anything for me." She gripped his arm fiercely.
He pressed his lips together and the top one cracked and bled when they met. His tongue dipped into the fissure greedily.
"Gael," she pressed.
He shook his head. "I'll give you my own moisture before I let you die." 
He stood and looked down at her. She could tell he was working hard not to sway off his feet.
"Please, Gael. This place has no water. Not for leaguas, maybe hundreds of leaguas. I'd know it; I'd smell it if it were here."
It was true. Almost. She'd sent her thirst out once, trying to scent fluid as their skins began to dry up, and she'd smelled fluid, wanted, needed, desirable fluid so sweet she felt the power begin to uncoil within her. It wanted to gather water, not find it. Not search when there was a quick and ready source right within speedy reach: the last of the skins, the water in the soft tissues of Aedus' body, in the beating heart of Theron. In their blood. She'd take it all if she let the power so much as sniff it.
A fortnight ago, she'd have revelled in the ability to discern the nuances of power, relished with giddiness the ability to pull it back. Now she was just terrified to let it peek out at all.
She could feel the weak pulse of Barruch's heart in his leg. She wished she could weep. The tears hoarded themselves, and rage came at the futility of it all, her inability to grieve for a beast that had been more family to her than any blood had ever been.
Her mind was invaded by visions of her past. Her nohma's smile, her tender touch, the feel of her heartbeat, the soft shushing sounds she made as she pressed a cloth sopping with goat's milk into a hungry mouth. 
Every tissue in Alaysha's body cried out with the memory, so real she could smell the honey in the milk, feel the wetness of tears against her cheeks at the relief of finally eating. The feel of her belly gurgling as the first drops of milk dropped in. The satiation. The drowsy sleepiness that took her limbs at being full for the first time. Such deliriously divine sleepiness.
"Alaysha."
She worked to open her eyes and was surprised to see Gael's face so close to hers that her cheek could touch his with a mere movement.
"I'm fine," she told him.
"You're not fine," he said. "You just passed out."
His breath was hot on her skin, too hot.
"Neither are you," she said. In response, he twisted away so she couldn't see his eyes. She started to speak again, to implore him to kill her before he lost his strength, but a blue-veined foot stole her attention.
"Theron," she murmured and looked up to see a peaked face drawn with fatigue and hunger. "We won't make it," she told the shaman.
He pursed his lips.
"Look around," she said. "We're dying. There's not a drop of water."
His mouth worked even as his glance darted to Barruch who snuffed haughtily under his study. Leave it to that arrogant horse to show disdain at such a time. She was so distracted that she didn't realize the shaman had spoken until he looked at her expectantly. 
"What did you say?" she asked him.
He had the grace to look ashamed. "We said not every drop is dried up; no, not at all." He put a tender hand on Barruch's neck.
"No," she said, realizing with shock what he meant.
"The beast is dying too, young temptress."
Strange, that she could entertain thoughts of Barruch dying, but not of taking his life. Somehow that was too barbaric. "He's family. My family. And I won't take him that way."
"He's a beast who can give us fluid."
The insult of it lent her the strength to stand and face the shaman. 
"No."
She felt Gael's hand on her shoulder. "Tell him, Gael," she pleaded. "Tell him I won't bleed this beast so he can, we can, drink the blood." She thought her voice rose; she'd meant to let it shout at the indignity and couldn't understand why it came out so low, so gravelly.
Theron's voice swept over her so softly she had to work to hear it. 
"Not us, young temptress, oh deities no, no, no. Blood is food more than it is fluid to such a lowly men as us. We'd gain nothing from it." He gave the beast a pat. "It is for you."
She took an involuntary step away from him, and he took one toward her.
"It's the only way," he said. "This witch must pull from it as much fluid as she can and then release it."
She felt her head shaking in refusal but couldn't for the life of her find the words to accompany it. Fortunately, Gael spoke for her.
"She doesn't have that kind of power."
"Power," she heard herself saying at the ridiculousness of his statement. "Power? It has nothing to do with my power."
"I didn't mean--" Gael began.
"I know what you meant, Gael," she said, looking at Theron. "I can't do that to him." Her voice was nothing but a dusty groan, and when the shaman placed his palm on her heart, she thought she'd find the liquid for tears after all. "No," she said again, and put all she had into the word.
The shaman's narrowed gaze indicated he knew what she'd been thinking of doing and wasn't pleased at the notion. He confirmed it when he spoke.
"Yet the witch would sacrifice herself? To what end? So we can carry on another handful of steps?"
Alaysha couldn't help glaring at him. "If you hadn't made us come this way we'd not have to make decisions like these. Who lives. Who dies. I could kill you all, don't you know that?"
Gael touched her lightly on the shoulder. "If we hadn't come this way, Aislin's men would have us and you'd be dead at her hands, like your sister." 
It was cruel to bring up her sister. Too cruel. She slapped his hand away.
"The truth is always painful," he said. "But they won't follow us; they'd be fools to do so." Gael shuffled his feet. "As we are, I suppose," he mumbled.
Theron turned to face him. He looked small and frail against the massive height of the warrior. "Does the warrior think Bodicca a fool?"
"If Bodicca brought Yenic through these burnt lands, then yes, she is a fool. I expect we can tell her carcass so very soon."
Theron shook his head stubbornly. "The large woman would have made it. She knows the secrets of traveling the burnt lands."
"How, Theron?" Alaysha asked. It didn't matter the secrets that existed if the woman didn't have water enough to make it across. And no amount of water was enough. Their own situation proved it.
"Bodicca's homeland lies on the other end," the shaman said. "I've been this way before." He paused as he met and held her gaze with his own. "Twice."
"You've seen the other side?" She could barely believe her ears. This frail man travelled the burnt lands. And lived.
"Yes." He took a deep breath. "We know it's possible to cross. We need the horse's blood to do so."
All she had was the best argument. "I don't have the power to make it rain."
He held her eye stubbornly. "Leech the water from the blood. Let it go. We'll collect it."
"I can't. Even if I could, I'll drain you all if I let the power go."
Edulph shout from ahead of them and interrupted the discussion. Edulph. Impatient still, even in his weakened state. He was an unwanted added burden, had been all along ever since they'd found him in the pit inside the mountains of Sarum, burned and afraid, tortured by Aislin in an attempt to wrest him of any information he had about the wind witch. 
They should have left him there. 
All along they'd thought Edulph had abducted Gael's nephew and all along Yenic knew he hadn't, that it was his own mother who had been the culprit. Thoughts of Edulph now brought tortured thoughts of Yenic and his betrayal. And the anger burned all the brighter at the bastard for making her think of Yenic's betrayal.
How she had crossed into territory where enemies could be trusted and loved ones feared she'd never fully fathom.
She ignored Edulph even as Aedus wrung her hands over him, but dared not get too close. Alaysha knew the girl still felt the missing finger her brother had severed. She caught the girl staring at the empty space with a curious look, as though she couldn't quite understand why it wasn't still part of her hand. Though Aedus had adapted, it was a constant reminder of her brother's treachery. 
Such a loyal girl, that one. If no one else proved trustworthy, that ragged, ferret-faced urchin would. Alaysha would do nothing to endanger her, certainly not on an uncertain try to siphon the living fluid from her horse, when she didn't know if the power would overtake control and drain them all instead.
"No," she said with finality to the shaman. "I can't risk it."
Strangely, Theron shrugged. "If the witch doesn't try, we'll be dead anyway. A shaman even as wise as us is still merely an old man in the end. I have no use. Edulph is nothing but a waste of good fleshing."
Gael stepped toward her, the intent to offer himself written as plainly on his face as if he'd spoke. She held her hand up to stop him from speaking. It didn't matter if Theron was ancient or Edulph was a despicable human being or Gael volunteered to die to save them all.
"I won't risk her," she said. "Not Aedus."
The shrug again this time from Gael. "She's already at risk." He waited a moment, giving her a knowing glance. "We all are, anyway, aren't we?"
So he did know how bad it was, that she was on the sharp verge of thirsting them all dry. She wanted to curl up on the ground and stay there. Instead she sighed. Swallowed, even though there was no liquid to move down her throat.
"There has to be another way," she said, thinking suddenly of Theron's witch, who had made fissures in the earth when Alaysha's power had brought too much rain. Yenic had been so connected to his mother through their bond that he was able to channel some of the woman's fiery power. Surely, Theron could do the same.
"Theron, can't you break the earth, seek water below?" 
He grinned, with an ironic twist to his mouth. "Not without blood," he said. "There is always a sacrifice for such power."
Not without blood. Blood she would have to shed or psych of its water if they were to survive. Just the thought made her chest burn. She had to inhale and exhale repeatedly just to keep from panicking at the futility of it.
She felt her legs tremble, heard Gael's voice as a whisper, coaxing her, telling her it was okay.
"I've killed before," she said, searching his face. "You know I have. But this is different." 
She hated to hear the pleading in her voice, like a toddler begging her father not to spank her. Father, she thought morosely. It was all her father's fault she was in this spot in the first place, her father's fault she was a killer.
Gael's arms went round her, and she stepped into his embrace, flattening herself against his chest. She could smell the dust on his skin, feel his heart thrumming beneath her cheek.
"You don't have to kill the beast," he said into her hair. "You only have to thirst his blood once it flows. I'll do the hard part."
Her fists coiled up behind his back at the words. "You'd kill him?" she said. "You'd take his life though he's been a loyal warrior all these years for me?" She choked on the last words and Gaels hands found hers behind his back. He held them tightly against his sides. He pulled her even closer, a silent command with the gentle intimacy to be still. "I would kill anyone--any beast, any witch, any woman--to save you."
She peered up at him. He'd not mentioned their night together, as he'd promised, not once since she'd lost Yenic and her sister and her father, Yuri, all in one day and needed the comfort he'd offered. He'd not once told her again that he loved her. That he would say anything now was proof of how bad off they were, how close to dying--and that he knew how close she was to unintentionally psyching them dry.
"Just do it," she croaked and pulled away from his embrace. She staggered away from them all, especially Barruch. If it must be done, then on with it, but she couldn't look into those lovingly haughty eyes and watch the life drain from them, see his realization of her betrayal.
She stared back over the dried earth they'd traveled and forced herself to think back on the days that had set them on the path in the first place, fleeing her homeland with an old man, a young girl, a criminal, and a warrior, and leaving behind the only true friend she'd made.
The thought of Saxa and her willowy frame, the soft voice and silver light hair brought her to thoughts of Yenic, and thoughts of him brought her to her twin sister.
Then the meandering thoughts stopped. They had to.
Her sister, newly discovered, was no more. Aislin, the witch of flame, had killed her trying to goad Yuri into relinquishing Yenic.
It was all a tangled, nightmarish mess; all set in motion by Yuri's greed for power, his megalomaniac desire to control each of four witches that a season ago Alaysha hadn't known existed.
She squeezed her eyes shut, expecting to hear the familiar whinny as Gael's blade moved across the broad neck. Each limb felt taut with anxiety. She scraped a bare foot across the earth, remembering how it felt on Barruch's back, how he'd struggled to reach her when she'd caused the flood at the mud village. She hadn't thought he'd live through that. 
She smiled nostalgically. She remembered seeing him at the edge of the river when he'd brought Gael out from the city during Aislin's rampage.
She recalled how handsome that horseflesh looked to her each time, how it made her stomach flop over itself in relief.
Her friend. Her family. Her one connection to the humanity she thought she'd given up each time she had to kill for her father.
Dear deities, how could she let this happen? She couldn't, that's what. She wouldn't.
She spun around, intending to shout for Gael to wait, hoping it wasn't already too late, but Aedus caught her attention and the shout that erupted from the girl drowned out anything else.
She girl had gotten to her feet and stood pointing to the horizon. She leaped in the air once, then hopscotched from one foot to the other. Even Theron looked surprised enough to get to his feet. Alaysha shielded her eyes with her hand so she could squint against the brazen sun, hoping to make out what had their attention so rapt. 
A hulking shape approached, a strange beast with the shape of a horse but nothing like it. 
"Gael?" she croaked. "What sort of beast is that?"
Gael shrugged, but it was Theron who spoke, his voice such a strange tone Alaysha didn't realize at first that it was dread until she unravelled his words and what they might mean.
"That would be an Enyalian. And an Enyalian means this shaman and these good people with him are as good as dead."






  
  CHAPTER 2


Alaysha watched as the strange hulking beast on the horizon grew bigger as it drew closer. With relief she saw that what Theron called an Enyalian was alone. Still the dread that weighed down his shoulders made her wonder what sort of harm could come from a lone rider. 
"Should we fear one Enyalian, Theron?" she asked him, and didn't feel so reassured when she saw his furtive scanning of the area, no doubt seeking in vain for something to hide behind.
"She'll have seen us," he said, casting panicked looks around him. Alaysha noticed he took to stepping side to side anxiously, his filthy cassock swaying over his blue-veined feet.
"She?" Alaysha asked and glanced at Gael for confirmation. "Did he say she?"
Gael nodded and Theron edged closer, staring thoughtfully at the warrior from the safety of Gael's side.
"All Enyalia are shes," he said and seemed to be taking the measure of Gael, and then, apparently coming to a decision of importance, began trying to push Gael to sit on the ground. 
At first, Gael resisted, but when Theron grew persistent, the warrior settled on his buttocks next to Barruch with a shrug. Despite his seemingly relaxed posture, Alaysha noted his fingers clenched the handle of his blade beneath his arm.
"What's going on Theron?" she asked as the shaman did the same to Edulph who had a harder time finding a dignified sitting position with his hands bound in front of him.
The shaman took Aedus's hand and led her closer to Alaysha.
"Any number of Enyalia is dangerous--life threatening even, yes, yes, yes--especially for a man." He moved them to stand in front of Barruch. "Let her see this witch first," he told Alaysha then looked back at Gael. "Leap to your feet when she's noticed you, but only if she notices you. Otherwise, look weakened or dead or near dead." He paused when he'd checked Edulph, seeming to decide the madman's fate. "If the foolish madman wants to live, he'll pretend he's dead."
"And then what?" Aedus piped up. "If she wants to kill us, she needn't waste her energy, Theron. She just needs to pass us by and let this cursed land do it for her."
Alaysha wished she didn't have to hear the note of sourness in the girl's tone. To have lived and thrived on your own as this girl had done, only to be put in harm's way because of Alaysha and all the messiness her life had become, must be an insult to the girl's tenacity.
Theron glared at the girl. "The Enyalian won't take the chance, oh, no." he said, looking past Alaysha at the approaching beast. Alaysha followed his gaze. Indeed, it was a beast--unlike any horse she'd ever seen, but the figure atop didn't ride so much as slump over it.
"We can protect ourselves," she said aloud. "If we stick together."
Theron shook his head. "Maybe if we weren't so weak. Maybe if we had more men..."
"She is one woman and you have a witch," she said indignantly, even though she knew if she used her power, she'd kill them all.
He grinned. "A witch without the control to be discreet in how her power works. Better the warrior out there than the witch right here, we say. Yes. Oh, yes."
Aedus threw her hands up. "Then what's the point, you fool?"
Theron looked at her. "Better than this small child has called us a fool. Indeed, a fierce Enyalian herself did so, didn't she? Yes. So long ago."
Alaysha could swear he looked nostalgic. "How do you know these warriors? Who are they?"
He chewed his cheek, sent a furtive glance forward. The figure had come so close, Alaysha nearly staggered in surprise at the queerness of the beast. She could make out a long neck, and what had looked like two figures atop the one back she could now see was one woman slumped forward across a large hump. The legs of the beast, long as they were, seemed supple and strong despite the heat. The woman's legs hung down well past the belly of the beast but looked red and raw. Not bleeding--just raw.
That was the moment she realized it.
"We're not in danger," she said aloud. "She's hurt."
Theron squinted, shading his vision from the sun with his palm. "It's worse than that," he murmured. "Worse even than our deaths. Oh, no, no, no, no."
Alaysha saw it the same moment he did it seemed. Both of them stumbled forward to help the woman from her mount.
"Oh, dear deities," Alaysha heard herself say, through the heavy breath of her exertion. She heard Gael's voice behind her as he spoke.
"Bodicca," he blurted even as Alaysha's hand reached the woman's leg. It was indeed raw, covered in boils in a long strip of flesh that appeared to be from a trail of something wet and greasy.
"Sweet Liliah," she heard Theron say. "Melted down. Poured on her, poor thing."
Alaysha swept a look over his face. He looked stricken and it wasn't just from the wounds; it was as though he felt connected to the woman's pain.
"So brave," he murmured. "Poor brave thing." He tutted and did more to ease her down than either Alaysha or Gael did. They were awkward trying to wrest her from the beast without causing her further pain. Theron was adept, gentle. He stripped away his cassock and laid it on the bare earth. He stood in his flaxen shift, with his scrawny arms hanging at his sides. Strangely enough, scrawny as they were, they looked to have some semblance of old sinew and muscle. The tattoo on his ribs stretched and sagged with his skin.
"Check the other side," he commanded. "She'll have water skins. Yes, oh, yes, she will. Plenty."
Aedus made for the other flank and whooped in victory. Then Alaysha lost sound of her as the girl presumably guzzled from the skin.
"Careful," she shouted at the girl. "Not too much. Lots of little, Aedus, so you don't bring it back up." She turned to Gael, who was already striding round the beast.
"I'll see to it and get you some," he said, his expression shifting to barely hidden revulsion as he spied Bodicca's back.
"It's a mess, Theron," Alaysha said. "Thank the deities she's passed out."
He said nothing to that, merely started to dig through the pack he'd been carrying since they'd fled the city and refused to relinquish to anyone even though it was no doubt a heavy parcel for him to manage. She doubted he'd have any medicines or herbs to heal the mass of bubbled flesh that trailed in splotches and streaks down the warrior's body.
"What caused this," she mused aloud. "Boiling water?" 
"Boar fat, we should imagine," Theron said. "Melted down, yes, oh, yes, but oh so hot," he mumbled, then choked and gagged loudly as he inspected the warrior's back. He kept up the murmuring to himself or the woman, Alaysha couldn't tell, but it was filled with words that sounded more like cursing than anything else.
Melted down boar fat. Who would do such a thing to a woman? It couldn't have been Aislin, since Bodicca had taken Yenic away long before the attack on Sarum by the fire witch. She wanted to ask, but knew he was too busy right then. Plenty of time for questions later. Right now, the warrior needed him and Alaysha had to leave him to it. 
She was useless at doing more than killing anyway, and Theron had more than enough skill to do what he needed without her interference. 
But the others, those who were able, she wanted to make sure they'd drank their fill while they could and rest enough to continue on. She wasn't sure how much further they had to go to reach the ends of the burnt lands, but if Bodicca had made it this far, it couldn't be more than a day's journey. 
When she turned away, grateful to lose the sight of that horrid mess on Boddica's back, Gael was holding a water skin toward her.
"It's hot," he said with a flash of uncharacteristic grin. "But it's very sweet." He jerked in chin sideways to indicate the place where Edulph sae. "Aedus is giving him some."
She followed the path of his gaze to find Aedus dripping water into her brother's open mouth and smiled. He'd get his water, alright, but Aedus would exact her revenge first.
"And Barruch?" she said.
"See for yourself." He nudged the water skin into her hand, and she took it, tracking her gaze to where Barruch was greedily drinking from a cut open skin that lay on the ground and gaped open. Some of the water lapped over the edges and soaked into the earth, but he seemed to be getting the most of the fluid. She felt her shoulders sag in relief.
Only then, did she upend her own water skin and gulp just as greedily as the horse, and with an equal amount of dignity. The fluid was indeed hot, as Gael had said, but it was refreshing after so long. She had to force herself to go slowly and stop after only a few swallows.
She watched as Aedus finally let more than a dribble run into her brother's mouth and noted that while she was pouring it more freely, she aimed it well so that none was wasted from spilling over onto his chin and chest.
She eyed Gael as she lowered the water skin. "Is this it?"
"There are two more. Looks like Bodicca hasn't been able to drink much."
"I imagine not," Alaysha said, her gaze flicking back to where the shaman was now running his hands over the air just above the wounds. To even think of what the woman must have suffered and who might have done it to her was too troubling to consider for the moment. For now, she would feel the relief of salvation.  Let the others enjoy the respite. They were safe. They were alive. That was what mattered right then.
She took another, tentative swallow, making sure her stomach wouldn't rebel before passing the water skin back to Gael. The shaman had taken to singing and Bodicca groaned loud enough that Alaysha wasn't sure if it was from pain, relief, or annoyance.
"If she's here, where do you think Yenic is?" she said to Gael.
Bodicca had taken him when the struggle between Aislin and Yuri had looked to go bad. Gael had told her back then that where Bodicca had taken Yenic meant that he was undoubtedly dead. If she was here, alive but sorely injured, it must be true. She tried to force her lungs to expand.
Gael sighed and nodded at Theron. "He'll do his best to find out for you."
She met Gael's eye and saw something shift within the depths. Hurt, maybe. But he was too stoic to react more than that and so if he felt rejected or betrayed, he'd never say so. Maybe she shouldn't have asked, but she needed to know. They all did. 
"Not just for me, Gael," she said. "For Saxon, too. If Yenic is still alive we may yet get Aislin to release your nephew."
He nodded mutely, but Alaysha could see he still felt miserable. She wanted to soothe his pain but she knew that short of confessing she felt the same, she couldn't do anything to help. It was his struggle to bear and she was still confused and aching over Yenic. She had her own turmoil and she'd rather not face any of it, not when there were more pressing matters than a bit of love-sickness. Better to focus on something she could fix, something tangible. 
She caught sight of Theron pushing back onto his heels and studying Boddica's back quietly. She made her way to the shaman and stood over him so she could offer him her hand.
He shook off the offer and moaned his way to his feet. 
"She lives, "Theron said. "Too stubborn to die." 
She inhaled her relief. "That's good, right?"
"Perhaps," he shrugged.
"Perhaps?" she said. "What does that mean?"
He might have answered given enough time, but Gael had made his way over and edged in close, so tight to Alaysha's side that she had the feeling he was trying to block the sight from Aedus. He was the one to answer and not the shaman.
"The Enyalia," he said. "Her people. They are a caste of fierce warrior women."
He said the words very deliberately, as though she didn't know already that Bodicca was a warrior or came from a culture of hardened fighters. She looked at Boddica's back and winced as a bit of raw skin seeped fluid that ran down her ribcage. "You're not telling me anything especially surprising," she said. "Am I to be shocked at the name of her tribe?"
"Did you miss the term 'women'?"
"Is that supposed to mean something special?" Alaysha herself was warrior-trained, as Gael well knew. She couldn't fathom what his point was.
"The Enyalia allow no man to enter their lands. I should have known by her height, her demeanour toward men that Bodicca was one of them, but it was so strange to see one in your father's city."
"So why would they do this to her?" she asked. "What does it mean?"
Theron scuffled his feet and made a furtive movement toward Bodicca, almost a feigned need to inspect her back again, and it made Alaysha even more suspicious. She hooked him by the elbow to keep him from moving a single inch. "Gael? Theron? Explain."
Gael reached for her hand and held it next to his heart where she could feel the thudding within. "Alaysha," he murmured. "I think she's been punished for bringing a man into their lands." 
Alaysha noted that at Gael's explanation, the shaman rolled his eyes. 
"You don't agree," she said to him.
Theron's gaze slid to Gael's. "You put honey on the truth, warrior," he said to Gael who held his gaze without flinching even though there was enough fear in the depths to make Alaysha's heart start to hammer. 
"It's a balm to say the Enyalia allow no men in their lands, oh yes," he said. "Far far more troublesome to admit that if Bodicca is here, then Yenic is dead."






  
  CHAPTER 3


Alaysha was pretty certain her hunger and thirst had made her delirious because Theron had not just said that Yenic was dead. She wouldn't believe it. Seven days across the burnt lands with barely any water--rationing what they did have, baking in the unyielding sun, worrying about accidentally killing those of her companions whom she loved. All of those things had sent her over the edge into full blown sun sickness. 
It had to be so. The strange beast Bodicca had rode in on couldn't possibly exist, and it might have been just the fact that it stood there despite the heat and lack of water, looking as fresh as a horse after a nice rubdown and bucket of oats while Barruch was ready to keel over that confirmed the delirium. But for  Bodicca, who was too fierce to be lying at her feet, was covered in raw wounds from some horrible burning she had let someone give her. That clinched it. Because that warrior would not be there without the man she herself had taken captive. 
So, it was the sun and the thirst that were to blame. It had to be. She stared mutely at Gael for a moment, wondering if he was sharing the delirium when Bodicca groaned quietly and Theron began babbling again in his nonsensical way as he crouched over her. Alaysha didn't understand half of what he said, but then, she rarely did.
"This can't be happening." She toed the woman's leg, just to test. "She wouldn't have left Yenic there."
Theron pushed her foot away. "This warrior would have had no choice. No. Not this one." He looked at Alaysha, glaring with unexpected vehemence. "She earned this pain long ago. They are patient, the Enyalia. They remember her sins." 
He ran his hands over the length of her back, never touching the skin, only sweeping the sheerest bit of air currents toward her feet. "You finally paid your price, did you not, warrior?"
Before she could ask what he meant, Aedus crept up next to her and pressed the water skin into her hand. Alaysha glanced down at the dear ferret-like face with its tiny black eyes, and hair in ratty strings of caked and dried mud. She couldn't help a smile.
"You drink, little one," she told her.
"You need it more," she said and Gael shuffled closer. "The girl is right," he said. "You need to drink your fill."
Alaysha's mouth twisted in self-loathing. "Why, because I'm more important?" She thought of the shaman's confession before they'd started this cursed journey that she must be the goddess Liliah.
"No," he said with all soberness. "Because I'd rather not end up as a pair of rolling eyeballs on this cracked earth when your power decides it's waited long enough."
As jokes went, it was about as good as Gael would ever make. He was too serious. But she was grateful. She upended the skin and gulped greedily, forcing herself to pause every now and then so she didn't get sick and waste the fluid. "Barruch," she gasped at last, holding the skin out.
Aedus took the skin from her. "Barruch is already doing better."
Alaysha nodded. "Good." She sighed, loving the feeling of sloshing that took over her belly. She glanced again to the horizon. "We've passed the zenith," she said, noting that the sun had dipped lower.
Gael nodded in agreement. "It will get easier for a while." He turned his attention to where Edulph was still sitting, his hands bound in his lap. "Did you water him, Aedus?"
She toed the dirt. "Not enough."
"Come, then," Gael said, reaching for the girl's arm. "I'll protect you while that particular beast drinks his fill."
Alaysha watched them go then reached to feel Barruch's neck beneath her palm "Well, old man," she said. "Perhaps we live another day."
He snorted at her and shoved his nose beneath her chin. His breath felt hot, but no longer dry and smothering. She gave his nose a pat on the white patch. "I wouldn't have let them do it, you know."
He brought his nose hard against her cheek, bumping it in a scolding touch.
"Maybe if you were more of a gentle mount I wouldn't have even considered it."
He gave her a baleful stare that made her sigh. He was in a temper. And rightfully so.
"Nothing a few peaches won't cure, old man," she whispered before kissing his white spot, then she turned to the sight she least wanted to face.
"How is she, Theron?"
Without stopping his strange ministrations, he made veiled comments as usual.
"She thought she'd escape it then, but they don't forget. Oh, no."
Alaysha edged close enough to smell the stink of the fat that had melted Bodicca's skin. She still felt light-headed, but the heat didn't feel so brutal anymore, but she dropped to a squat beside the old man, thinking she might offer some help now that she was less parched. She watched him as he swept his palm over the warrior's back without being close enough to disturb even a hair. 
"They will remember us if they remember her, surely." He trailed off mumbling about herbs and broths and twins. None of it made sense to Alaysha, but she did catch one word that made sense: Youngblood.
"Youngblood, Theron? Do you mean Yenic?" She caught a few words that sounded like battles and fire. Very close to what Aislin had done to Sarum. 
"Do you think she left Yenic to those warriors? Those…Enyalia?" She tried the name on her tongue and decided it sounded terrible. She thought of a caste of women who would do this to another of their own and resolved not to put them all at risk of meeting them if they didn't have to.
"We have time," he said without looking at her.
"We?" she asked. "Do you mean we or you?" Damn the man and his muddled speech.
He glared up at her, pausing in his peculiar movements that seemed to only brush air away from Bodicca's body and no more.
"The moon gives us all time," he said. "But when it meets itself on the other side, he will die."
Her throat went tight and she shook her head, deciding he knew nothing. 
"No," she said, steadfast in her belief that this was something else entirely. Wherever Bodicca had brought Yenic, she'd thought he'd be safe. Whatever had happened to her couldn't be the result of that journey, rather something else had befallen her afterwards. 
She looked down at the ravaged warrior, so haughty before, when Alaysha knew her as Yuri's most dedicated warrior, so helpless now as she moaned in a fever Alaysha could feel radiating from her skin.
She looked over her shoulder at the three others. They sat stretched out on the ground. Bodicca's strange beast rested on its knees beside them. She stole a glance at Barruch, whose belly was twitching in an effort to acclimate the heat. Bodicca was of no use, no. And Theron, deities help him, was needed by the warrior more than with the band.
But the beast. If it had brought Bodicca this far, could it make it back? Would it know the way?
She reached for Theron's hand. "Can you magic a cool place in the earth for her with your witch's power?" They'd been interrupted in the possibility before, but it seemed prudent to ask it
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