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Chapter 1


The
traveler followed the road alone. His clothes, though plain, were of
fine cut and elegant by material. Dark brazen hair flexed the ray of
the sun to streamlines of gold spun threads. His eyes were a peculiar
amber pair watching the road. The features of his face were
weathered, not quite gaunt, and there was a simple glow in his not
too pleasant face. No horse, no sword, no emblem, just his sack of
food, some silver sewn to his cloak, and hidden knives for any
unexpected danger accompanied him.


The
sun had fallen down on the golden path of dry-stomped dirt. To either
side, thrived hedges and wild grass dull green as murky autumn. Lily
trails crawled weedy alongside. All the while, only the sound of a
pair of boots echoed on the solitary field. He crunched gravel each
time he stepped. His attention adverted to a slight movement in one
of the bushes. He continued with caution, hand coordinated over the
left flap of his cloak. Each pace became calculated, prepared to
spring as he neared the so innocent bush. Something or someone was
there; he could feel its presence somewhere in the peripheral edge of
his mind. Now, he was only three paces away from the target. He stood
and waited. Eternity. But patience was imbued in his veins long
enough to contain him.


Out
of the myrtle branches, the attacker shot forth. Years of training
served the traveler well as he pivoted on one heel avoiding the full
force of the offending plunge. It was human, not some odd creature of
the wild, although the behavior proved otherwise. He swung his leg,
but missed as the body ducked the wind of his kick. A fist smarted
him on the side. Amazing, it inflicted pain on his tight muscles. He
writhed around sweeping his foot across the ground aiming to trip his
adversary. Again, his tact was countered, whoever it was jumping over
the arc of his leg. The dark figure was visible by now being directly
across from him. The limbs were especially swift thrusting forward
with flashing steel. He met the ear-killing keel of the blade with
his own in the nick of time. Naked steel countered steel for a while
as the two fought on. A sharp pain pierced his arm. He kicked
ruthlessly into the gut of his opponent, then mounted on his knee.
Without a thought, he lunged forward grabbing that body and managed
to pin his opponent to the ground, knife edge near the throat. Black
hood fell back. Blue-silver eyes stared back at him, fully shocked.
The hair was snowy and swept cleanly against the sides, contrasting
the smooth tawny skin. The features were raw and severe, but there
was a distinctive feminine touch to the face. She heaved in his
moment of pause.


"Don't
you dare move," he hissed. White lightning streaks flashed in
her eyes as the jaw lines tightened against thinned flesh for cheeks.
"I know how to use this petty steel,"he warned when she was
about to start again. "Now," he began when she was still,"
to be honest, I'm no murderer, but I might as well be one if you
insist." Pause. "Compromise, shall we? You stay clear and
I'll be on my way."


She
nodded slowly, though suspiciously. He stood, knife still steadied on
her throat, releasing his hold over her. When he was about two paces
from his captive, only then did he lower the blade. His arm still
hurt, but it was minimal pain compared to the present danger if his
mind strayed.


She
rose, regarding him carefully. A starved warrior, lean muscled limbs,
leathery palms, tight knotted hair in the back, strong broad bones,
but all these qualities were hindered by the underlining of
emaciation. She was a wild animal long without food for possibly
days. He could feel his heartbeat skip at the sight of her, but he
dared not admit fear, not at the moment. His heels stepped backward.
He scanned around for his sack. There it was, thrown near the bush.
Some dust clung to the fabric on the outside. The knife was placed
between his teeth as he untied the sack. He took a dry loaf of bread
out and offered it to her with an extended arm.


"I'm
sure you want it," he said. Her eyes told him everything. They
desperately wanted it, but were cynical of the offer. "It's not
poisoned."


She
came near slowly, studiously, making sure he wasn't up to some
tricks. A very distrustful mind, he noted wryly, impatient that she
took so long to even think for her stomach. Times had been hard in
the recent years. The roads were no longer safe and mundane. Her long
fingers curled around the bread and lifted it from his hand. She
watched him as she bit a small piece first. He simply held his
stance. She began to eat, but still carefully. He shrugged and
gathered his things putting away the knife. His arm was insisting by
now. He pulled out a piece of cloth, slipped it over the wound, and
tied it with teeth and one hand. When he looked up, she had finished,
expression hoping for more.


"It's
all I had," he said voluntarily.


Her
face crimsoned disappointment. He produced from the sack a wineskin
and took a brief swig. He offered to share. She shook her head,
refusing wine. He stoppered the skin and put it away. Standing up, he
straightened, but his head was a bit uncooperative. He shook the
feeling off.


"A-are
you all right?” she asked.


Her
voice surprised him. "Yeah, I-I think so."


The
snow drifts on her forehead furrowed in annoyance when he looked at
her too long. "Uh-pardon me, I didn't think you would-talk to
me," he apologized hastily, wanting to kick himself for the
catch in the sentence. "The name's Dregin."


"White
Mane," she introduced herself. "Sorry about the arm."


Dregin
lifted his shoulder. She took a step, almost meaning to reach an arm
to help. "Mortal combat." She withdrew her hand. "I
could do with a companion on the road if you're heading my
direction."


She
stared at him, his arm, then his face again. "Destination."


"My
next stop would be," he paused to remember, "Gambit's
Range, I think."


White
Mane took a while before speaking. "One condition. You don't try
to cut me back."


"Sure."
He had a wolfish smile, weak, but sly nonetheless. Perhaps more so,
because she turned sour in expression.


"What
are you looking at?"


The
answer was the shortness of a skirt shredded so much her bare thighs
were showing. No man could really resist looking. Her breasts, a pair
of good sized peaches under the crude white blouse where two ties
were loose, attracted even the most saint-hearted man. A leather vest
strapped so tight, it caused them to bulge beyond boundaries. The
mouth pouting, a rosebud of a scowl----He cleared his throat hastily.


"Um,
nothing." He said under his breath, noting the flat of her
belly. She wasn't convince, of course, by her unwilling look to
relax. In fact, her disgust heightened the outer angle of the slants
over her eyes. "I take it, no wise mother could sew a better
shir---blouse for you."


"No,
I hadn't a copper."


"You
stol---borrowed some then?"


That
question caused the girly face complementing the white hair to
wrinkle a side of the fine wine color lips in stretching the upper
lip a pinch for a snarl. "I don't pilfer, you knife-bearing
knave. I earn what I need."


"Oh,
I apologize. You're not from these parts, are you?"


"Is
that too obvious or am I looking for foolhardy trouble?"


"I'm
just asking. Your hair---" he stopped short, seeing the
expression on her face charged. Women didn't like being alluded to
old age, even if they were prettier when ripened by the years, for
some. "Are there more like you?"


"I
don't know. I never look. Why would you want to know?'


"Just
asking."


"Ask
too much, you will learn curiosity doesn't only kill the cat."


He
shrugged. Whatever she had used as a weapon, it was more than steel.
He felt the insistence of the pain gnawing in his flesh as acid would
anything. The ground spun under him. Not now, not when he had to
watch out for his gut. "Ah, " he managed to utter as he
tipped, "I need help."


"Oh,
please, who do you take me for?" She shifted her weight on one
leg, knuckling a fist on a hip.


"You
don't understand. I...bleed more than...normal people." He lost
control wheezing over.


She
took a half step forward, not realizing she had done this, and her
arm stuck out in reaction. The man slumped onto her into her catch.
His head fell neatly against her shoulder, nose---a really sharp
one---sticking at her jaw a nail's length above her neck. She could
have released her hold. And let him fall. But she found herself
slipping the other arm under his and hoisting him up against her. A
leather scroll poked out from his vest. She pulled it out for a look
after a moment of debate. A map, unfinished in the sketching, but one
that held key cities and written with words she could not read. So, a
wanderer with talent, she thought with a crawling smile. The city he
mentioned was a day's journey by foot. She could manage that so long
as it was north.


Gambit's
Range was a city of inns and thousands of lights glowing from every
window. The stars lost this night, for the town out-shone the sky,
with exception of the half-crescent moon. A hooded figure and a
brazen haired man arrived at the entrance. His arm seemed to be
maimed. He was pale and weak leaning on the other person. They passed
the posts, down the streets, turned corners, and a couple of alleys
before entering an inn.


The
keeper didn't bother to glance at them curiously. His holding had
long sheltered stranger people than the couple. He showed them to
their room on the upper floor after accepting pay. The room was dark,
save the illumination of the freshly brought candle. He gestured
politely, and they entered. He nodded good night, closing the door,
but left the light on the shelf.


The
hood fell back revealing a coiled knot of braided white hair. She
helped him to the bed. He lay down tiredly, breathing heavily. She
pulled off his boots before covering him with the wool blanket. His
eyes closed as exhaustion drained him of his consciousness. She left
him to sleep and opened the door. Her room was adjacent to his.
Tomorrow, she would find him the medicine woman to cure his wound.
But the effort was so out of reach at the moment. She slept soundly
the moment her head hit the pillows.


By
morning, the sun rose gloriously, spilling its light into the room.
Dregin awoke from a clattering sound. He blinked his eyes open to
find a woman with tight-knotted white hair setting a platter on the
table. At first, he wasn't sure, but he soon remembered the name
White Mane. Dregin watched her movements. His cloak hung on her
shoulders curiously, dangling the flaps over her bare calves. She
wore sandals that had wounding leather straps cling closely to the
shins. He couldn't see her face. From the peak of her head to the
heels, her height was equal to a man. She turned. If he had time, he
would have closed his eyes.


"You're
up," she said. "It's about time."


"It's
only morning," he defended.


"Of
the second day," she remarked. "You had fever on the road.
Are you better now?"


"Yeah,
" he elbowed himself up on the pillow.


"How
would I know if that's true?" She set the platter on his lap.
"Breakfast."


"Are
you sure?" he said, eying the bowl of soup, bread, and cheese.
No wine. His eyes did not follow up to her face, instead, they traced
from her throat down past the chords of the cloak to the rest of her
body. The breast piece was tight against her front. And the simple
skirt was short, hung mid-thigh. She stood away pulling the flaps
over everything, her under garments. He didn't need to see her face,
which was probably flaring crimson. Dregin ate quietly.


When
he finished, she took the platter away. She came back and dressed his
wound. The cut had healed well. His eyes wandered again. This time,
they focused on her face hidden by the hood, but the light told on
her. The cheeks were fuller now almost without the gauntness of
hunger traveling on the road. Snowy brows drifted in precision over a
smooth hard-planed nose. Mauve lips pressed concentration. The
bandage knot was tied neatly. He forced his gaze away before she
looked up. She was at the door.


"White
Mane?" he called. She faced him. "Use the coins."


She
stared for a moment. A small smile began at the corners of her mouth.
She nodded, then left.


He
got up, feeling weak as a newly-born spawn, but content with a thin
smile. His feet had clean socks. He didn't have to dress. His clothes
were still intact. Dregin slipped on his boots, happy for some
reason. He went to the window and hugged the sunlight. Today, he
would find the best card tavern and go in to win. Something White
Mane ought to know about him.


The
room was dead silence. Two faced each other at the gambling table.
Dregin stared coldly at the hard pressed man across from him, whose
face was clean shaven and wicked with his grin. The cards were there,
four opened except for one on each side of the table. So far, all of
Dregin's stakes were in the pile. He was short by ten silvers. The
crowds around them stood still, watching each player's move.


"Well,
my friend, " the wicked grin broadened, "I'm afraid all my
stakes outweigh yours. But if you fold now, it would be humiliation."


"I
wouldn't do that," Dregin replied, his lips curled a wry
chagrin. "After all, I didn't win all my money for the sake of
wealth. Your face is a strangeness, I must say."


"That's
how I earn fortune." By now, the grin had turned cheeky. "Let's
make a deal. If I accept your present stakes, you will have to
include the pet on the side," he said, eying the hooded woman
standing next to Dregin.


She
raised her knee between the opened flaps of her robe, ready to pull
out a knife. Dregin's arm caught her. She receded accordingly,
ordered by a glance from his fire-lit eyes. He resumed his
confrontation.


"Not
by a long shot, Demun," his tone was acid. "She's more than
plain gold."


"I
see." Demun leaned back in his chair. "Then what do you
propose to solve this unbalance?" He smirked.


"With
this." A diamond sphere the size of a thumb rolled onto the
table. " I believe it suffices."


"Good!
Very good. Open cards." Demun flipped over his covered card and
matched the flush.


Dregin
had the king of spades to go with the queen, the jack, the ace, and
the ten, all in the same suit. "Sorry, Demun, the lady of
fortune is quite loyal to me."


"Indeed,
" Demun's tone was hollow. He looked at the couple with menacing
eyes.


They
left the Joker's Fool rich and heavy with one-tenth silver and the
rest of the money exchanged in gold plates. Neither smiled or looked
excited as they strode evenly down the square, turned three alleys,
before returning to their inn. To a mortal's eyes, they appeared to
be a shabby pair going into the next to cheapest lodge in town. A
careful thief might know better, but none operated in the realm near
Joker's Fool. "Lord" Demun of the underworld laid that law.


The
couple ate a hearty meal with a frugal taste for extravagance. She
chomped down on the turkey swimming in cran sauce. The bread was gone
by ten counts. He ate with an equally healthy appetite helping
himself to generous portions of poultry and gravy. She drained her
mug of ale. She felt sleepy after the feast. He sat there, patting
his good rump, feeling very grandiose. A yawn cracked her jaw as she
covered her mouth. Those blue-silver eyes flickered pretty white long
lashes. She stood, excusing herself and went upstairs.


Dregin
didn't knock when he entered. She stood in the middle of the room,
eyes dangerous. He ignored her hostile glaze, coming closer. His arms
wrapped around her shoulders.


"I
think we're better off in the same room," he whispered into her
ear, feeling her knuckles freeze right on his ribs.


"How
do you know?" she asked in a hushed tone.


"I
just do," rubbing his face to her hair. "Trust me."


She
pushed him away, her face a perfect hate. "What do you think I
am?" There was a flaw in her eyes; she blinked.


"I
thought you might need company," he chided.


"Scoundrel."
She gave him a smack that didn't sting.


"Oh."
He touched his supposedly sore cheek. "Well, I'm not leaving
until you," he chuckled. "You'll see."


"Never,
impossible freak."


His
answer was a shrug. He saddled onto the chair near the door. She
ground her teeth. He smirked, winked and crossed his arms, legs
sprawled on the floor. She went to bed fully dressed, even with the
boots still on. Turning on the side, she lay with her eyes opened
wide.


Midnight,
the door creaked silently inward. Two pairs of padded boots patted on
the floor. Short blades curved in the dead dark air. One came over to
the bedside, the other followed. Without warning, the blanket tossed
over their heads. A knife point pierced the blanket, drawing blood
from one gut. The one behind suffered a blow on the head. More men
came in. Dregin sided to his right and pushed the door, hoping to
block off the incoming back-up. The force on the outside was too
great. White Mane fought with unusual skill, the kind that was
perfect to stalk victims in the night. Amid the confusions, Dregin
saw her white hair appear and disappear in the darkness out of the
corner of his eyes. He borrowed a dead man's sword and countered the
slashes of the killers with his best, swiveling aside when possible.
They were separated by the increased numbers. White Mane was doing
fine with her secret blade, long crescent halves united at the handle
to what appeared to be a dragonfly's curved wings, which killed as
swiftly as gentle glass. Her eyes saw danger only two strides away.
No time left, she acted on impulse. Knee gutting the man in front of
her, she fought for freedom and reached Dregin. Before he could stop
her, she had reached out, catching the downward arc of his attacker's
blade with her weaponless hand and speared the man with her own
knife. Dregin kicked forward, slamming the door close. He pushed the
chair to the latch. Turning round, he caught sight of her knifing
another down. The window was conveniently opened and it faced a
hillside. He urged her out the square hole. By the time the door was
forced in, they had long gone into the forest.


---------


He
ripped a piece from his undertunic and wrapped it around the wound
with the ointment..


"Woman,
what were you thinking?!" he reproached, tying the knot.


"Trying
to save your hide," she answered evenly.


"You
could have lost your fingers and possibly half a palm!" his
voice rose as he began to pace.


"A
hand for your life is a small price," her voice was tensed.
"Consider it a returned favor for that loaf I owed you."


"Not
with your hand, fool!" he snarled.


"Well,
stop yelling," she snapped.


He
turned, ready to argue, but lost his words to her response. Denying
his obvious bellow would be stupid. Fixing her with glaring eyes, he
crouched on one knee. "Damn you, " he cursed.


"And
shame on you," she retorted.


His
face hardened, but he said nothing and walked off with angry strides.
Branches poked in his way. He snagged them from the trees.


When
he returned, sunset was quieting the lively birds of the day. She
still sat by the tree trunk fully awake. No word came from her, she
simply watched him approach. He kindled a fire, not meeting her gaze.
His mind was preoccupied until moonrise. Then, he gathered fresh
courage to come near. She looked down.


"I'm
sorry for my...behavior," he humbled. "I should have known
better than to reproach you for risking a limb on my account or even
a hand for that matter."


Blue-silver
eyes raised to his amber. To his surprise, they were filmy, glinting
in them the flames of the nearby fire. He muffled her cry on his
heart, one arm around her shoulders, the other hand cradled her nape.
They huddled in the strangest bond against themselves there by the
tree under the stars of the night. Little did they notice the eyes
lurking in the forest behind leaves and disguised darkness preying on
them, watching.


Some
time before dawn, Dregin awoke with his eyes opened. White Mane was
still asleep, the tuft of white hair settled on his chest. He took in
a deep sigh and exhaled. The weight shook and lifted as she sat up.


"Did
I wake you?" he said.


"I'm
not sleepy." She stretched, arms reaching for the sky. "What
are you thinking?"


Dregin
did not smile. "I was thinking," pause against twitching
lips, " about---your hand."


"Don't
start, " she growled, writhing around with bold glaring eyes.


"You
never told me that you were such a good fighter. What was that thing
you were using?"


"I'd
like to be modest, if you don't mind, it's rather personal," she
said.


"It's
not stolen, is it?"


She
glared at him pale-faced. "Of course, not!"


"Show
it to me," his bland tone ignored her anger. He expected her to
abide by his words, eyes staring her down. Something about her made
him feel able to do it. "You know me."


She
took the blade out from between her thighs; her boots held short
knives. It was a slight sickle-like knife, single edged, long as the
length of a forearm. Her fingers manipulated the handle. The curve
split apart, rotating the new half downward, propelling the blades,
two silvery moon crests. He stared at it, expressionless.


"Put
it away, White Mane." He stood and walked a distance from her.


She
replaced the blade with quizzical brows, but no question was asked.
He turned.


"I
should've known the first time I laid eyes on you." Her reaction
was wide innocent eyes, mouth began to open. "Never mind, "
he mumbled.


"What
are you talking about?"


"Nothing,"
he muttered, moving away. "Nothing important."


"Did
I miss something?"


"Never
mind about it. Let's start moving before they search the place."
He reached for her hand and pulled her to her feet. "Next stop,
Dragonfly's Wing. You will see my home."


"Who
says I'm coming?"


"I'll
see to you being trained, wilder."


"For
what?" Her voice was flat in challenge to the insinuation, but
part of her expression told otherwise.


"I'd
like to have you broken in for riding."


"I
hurl in fits of laughter just to see you try."


"I
intend to. And with my brother, I think we'll manage."


Her
wicked glare amused him. "How dare you!"


"Truce!"
he yelped. "I was joking." He was laughing as he grasped
her wrist to counter her flying fist. "I was joking."


"You
consider yourself the most humorous of all the scoundrels."
There was hint of interrogative. Her free arm started to shift.


"No,"
he answered, his free hand shot up meeting the second fist and with a
twist of his own, he groped for this other wrist and held it as well.
"I just like you." He heaved, locking her arms on her back.


She
writhed free. Her face atoned seriously. "This is an unfamiliar
game. I forfeit."


"But
you have to come." His eyes regarded her with wildfire. "You
won't throw your chance to see the land I come from. There's a trade
city with all kinds of riches. It's the famous Heron's Nest. Besides,
how safe are you alone? You guard my back, I guard yours. It is
better----"


Her
hand gave a move near her waist. She was looking at the ground or the
long robe that ended at her feet. No longer toes bared, but leather
points of boots. The gesture more than likely trying to discourage
his words than hinting anything. She sighed very softly, a foot
digging at the dirt.


"I
come, but it is by choice," she said. "Mountains are rare,
are they not?" 






Chapter 2


He
reached emptiness instead of another rock. Stuck again. Looking down,
he smiled weakly to the person below. She beaded her eyes, impatient
by tediousness of the climb, but moved back to the way they came. The
trail backtracking was a nervous move. They started up again with a
different path. He froze hearing loose rocks falling beneath. For a
moment, he glanced down checking to make sure she was safe. She, too,
was hugging the wall. When he was sure his footing was secured, he
resumed the journey. Up, over, reach, step, the process of climbing
was tedious work. On this side of the mountain, it was shadowed from
the sun. Cool winds whistled into the dipping of the valley,
collected, then rushed upward sweeping the pair of cloaks high above
the heads. They stopped again. Dregin pulled the cloak together and
held it hanging in front of him to maneuver better.


By
the time sun was high noon, they found a cave drilled by years of
erosion in the mountain. It was fiercely cold and sultry in the dark
hole. He climbed in first, stood on solid ground, and poked out half
his body to recheck. It was unnecessary. She was already at the mouth
trying to come in . He took the wrist and pulled her in. They entered
the cave slowly. The floor descended into a dried basin. The sunlight
from the cave's opening fainted down the path. The bottom was smooth,
except for the rough bumps of the rock cairn. He felt her fingers
fasten round the wrist of the hand that held hers. It was a feeling
of shared confidence. He led her down the path carefully, attentive
of her presence. Finally, they found grounds flat enough to rest.
There were no dry twigs to kindle a fire. Dark coldness hung round
them.


Then,
a small light appeared. He felt her flinch. The diamond sphere
provided the illumination from his hand. Her fingers loosened tugging
away. He held her fast. His smile only made her pale. She was afraid.
He ignored what he saw and surveyed the surroundings. As he had
guessed, it was a basin of some drought-infested internal waterfall's
scar, possibly a very old river. He brought her along as if she had
agreed.


"Never
fear," he said.


She
didn't respond, but followed reluctantly. He could feel her sulking
frown forming. She would never admit fear. That, he had learned to
know. There was a comfortable enough spot at the end of the stream
bed's vein. He climbed on top of the ledge with convenient long legs,
never letting go of her or the sphere. He felt her resentment rise to
a steamy breath, that she was handled in this manner. Maybe so, but
she would never amount to stallion in his presence. He made her sit
before returning her freedom. She hooded her eyes, lips bunched in
the middle. He squatted next to her.


"I
think we should stay here for the night," he said, searching
around idly. "Stop it." No word, but she shifted
uncomfortably turning her face away. He dropped the sphere near his
feet, then reached over and held her shoulders. "Why are you so
damned afraid of me?" he demanded her face.


"Why
are you so paranoid?" she spoke with an equal tone.


"You
started it," he retorted. "Stop looking at me as if I was a
monster."


"I
don't."


"Stop
it!" He began shaking her. "I mean it, just stop it."


"Leave
me alone!"


"Leave
you!" he said incredibly. "You're the one who wouldn't
leave me."


"I...."
her voice trailed. The blue-silver eyes cast downward.


"What
is it?" He lifted her chin. No, she wasn't going to cry. She did
it once, but never again. No word was bothered to be brought in the
open for a time. "If you choose it to be so, what do I have to
offer but a life of wandering?"


"I
won't begrudge you, but I see a different woman in your eyes."


He
freed her and toyed with the moss near the glowing moon-sphere. "It
was a past."


"But
one you can't forget." Her voice was soft, unsympathetic, but
sad of hidden self-pity.


"I
never thought you could be poetic." He smiled, fingers playing
with velvet moss. "When will I see the whole real you, White
Mane?"


"I
wouldn't know myself."


"My
past will stay that way. It is you who haunts me." He had grown
serious. "You never answered my question."


"It's,"
she hesitated. "It's the strange things around you. The events,
I mean. Joker's Fool, the inns, and other things, like that glow."


He
picked up the bright light. "This was my mother's gift before
she died. It shines in the dark when I rub it. Do you know what it's
called? Tourmaline, the stone of hope." His voice had a sober
effect. "A little light in darkness. Quite true, don't you
think?" he tried to sound pleasant, but evident bitterness
etched his voice. "Well, it was given to my mother as an honored
friendship from a woman of magic a long time ago. I wouldn't know. I
wasn't born then. And this is it's magic." He faced her. "Feel
better?" It took her a brief moment to nod her answer. "Then,
you won't be afraid to use my cloak."


They
passed the mountain and entered a grove. She had been a bit more
cheerful since that night of conversation, if that was possible for a
woman who seldom smiled or laughed. Acceptance of his argument that
he was a lucky man on a streak had assured her that he was no
warlock. He had lied, but it was necessary. She was devastatingly
cynical of out of the ordinary things, though she was a perfect
example herself. Then again, the warrior kind never seemed to agree
with non-conventional means or rare phenomenal methods of doing
things. She was turning her head. He snatched his eyes away. A fruit
was offered in his face. He glimpsed at her before taking it with a
smile. Here, the forest was nothing but endless fruit trees of
various vegetation. They were now sitting under one that provided a
good spanse of shadow from the scorching sun. Biting into the
sweet-sour, juicy pomegranate, he was thinking again. Actually, he
hadn't really lied to her. He certainly was no warlock, but he was
mage-gifted, and that could be just as grave. He winked to her stare
with a grin, quite conscientious of her chronic watching. She
flushed, turning away. He couldn't resist the temptation. His eyes
ran from her breasts down to her knees hidden beneath the plain robe.
She crimsoned furiously, eating unnaturally. The snowy tufts over her
eyes slanted down to her nose in annoyance. He was glad for the
distraction. Thinking about his past was not a pleasant habit. White
Mane stood finally, but he caught her wrist.


"Oh,
don't leave," he teased.


"Let
go," she sulked, tugging away. "I've been humiliated
enough."


He
jerked her forward, foot tripping her ankle at the same time. Dregin
wrapped his arms around her fast. "The things I could do to
you," he was laughing now.


"Let
go of me, damn it!"


"Hush,"
he blew in her ear. She began to squirm. "Why are you so shy? We
are both grown-ups."


"Unhand
me, creep!" she snapped.


"I
will, " he said with no such intention. His fingers caressed her
side, traveled along her arm to the shoulder, and pushed her back. He
leaned his weight over half her body. "I've never met the likes
of you. Tell me about yourself."


"If
you don't get off me, I'll hit you," she threatened.


"Let's,"
he pinned her wrists to the ground, "just see you try." She
struggled under his weight. "White Mane, the more you try, the
more I'll enjoy you," he said, smiling all the while.


"Damn
you, get off....Bastard!"


"You
really are a virgin, aren't you? And some of this bad manner----"


She
had rocked from right to left and shoved. No gentle lady, a definite
fighter, this woman. A foot jabbed into his stomach, followed by a
knee uppercutting his chin. Hard knuckles smarted his chest and
abdomen as wind expelled from his lungs. There came a time when a man
could only take so much from a woman's abuse. And his limits were at
end. Without really thinking, he rolled to the side and swung his leg
in an arc. He heard the slump of a body and moved in quick. Grappling
her wrist, he pressed his thumb on a vital artery and twisted her arm
back. Sitting his weight on her dorsal, he held her at bay. He could
see a scowl had fouled her pretty face as she jerked in between his
knees.


"I
hate hitting a woman more than anything," he said, "but you
are an exception."


"Don't,"
she gritted between her speech, "try to teach me a lesson. You
were the one who started---it, ugh!...I'll get you, yet, you
womanizing scoundrel. You can't always win," she spat.


"Oh?
And how do you intend to do that? Not in your present condition, I
hope. I prefer the other side...."


A
heel thumping into his spine cut him off. She was free again. Her
eyes were cold blue regarding him carefully now. They circled twice,
bodies hunching in position to wrestle.


"So
I'm a womanizing scoundrel," he said with a chagrin. "Do
you consider yourself woman or warrior?"


"You
would have to lose sometimes," she countered. "I doubt
every woman you meet bows to you as a god."


"If,"
he shrugged, "I make you less wild, maybe you will."


That
statement triggered her rage. She dove for his leg, but he countered
the tact, spinning on his other heel. In full circle, he elbowed her
nape with not quite the strength he intended. She grunted and fell
flat on her face. Dregin realized his mistake when she lay still. He
rolled her over and checked her pulse. She moaned in pain, hand
reaching for her neck.


"I'm
sorry, White Mane. I won't ever do it again. I'm...." he
stopped, upon seeing her smile.


"What
have I won, Dreg?"


He
seemed to see her for the first time, then his eyes became mirth. A
demure grin curled his lips. It was the first time she used his name,
though only by half. "Me."








They
were captured in the middle of the night. The ambushers wore white
scarves veiling their heads and were equipped with swords and quivers
with long bows. Their clothing were deerskin tunics, belted at the
waist by leather. They wore moccasins high up to the knees. Dregin
was separated from White Mane by three of the guards. The other
twelve trooped before and after them. They appeared without warning.
Each of the two prisoners was tightly bound, hands behind their
backs, and blindfolded. They managed to walk, but every so often
tripped over snags of twigs. More than twice, Dregin suffered jabbing
tips of bows. He ground his teeth, clenching against the pain from
his backside. These people were rough. If they were people at all.
Along the way, he could sense White Mane's presence. She was much
better at the walking part than him, not tripping on the trail. Then,
a blow blasted her spine. A grunt escaped her throat. She held up
with ground teeth and walked over the grass, if not staggeringly. For
a while, nothing. Her leg swung back and kicked a shin. A howl was
heard. A mental cheer noted in his mind. He could feel her duck the
wind of a blade's hilt. His ears weren't so keen, but he sensed. Some
orders deflected the fight. They were wanted alive and well, though
steel cut the skin of their necks. A long time passed with no
commotion. At last, they walked on soiled ground. No more grass or
weeds to slap at his knees. He smelled smoke. Torch light? They
stopped. Rough hands handled him, the back of his knees kicked, and
he was stayed to crouching. The blindfold was removed. The first
thing he did was search for White Mane. She was wrestling with her
two guards. A sliver of blood spilled on the side of her chin. They
managed to remove her fold, after unlimited blows and jabbing on her
spine. Her eyes flashed icy lightning, but she didn't quiet, because
of their beating. He faced the woman throned on a coach before him.


She
was leader by posture and respected by the others of her race. Owl
eyes hawked down at him. Dark brown hair hung in two tight braids
along her shoulders down over her breasts. She wore a leopard skin,
single strapped on her left shoulder. The spots on the skin matched
her eyes, though there was no trace of kindness on that implacable
hard face. She had gold armlets on either arms. A scepter stood on
her knee balanced by the clasp of her hand. The other rested on the
arm of the wide-seated chair. The Chief Warrior of the tribal Asm
towered in her seat over them, being set on a platform itself.


One
quick glance surveying the surroundings, Dregin found they were in a
tent. The ceiling was as high as a full grown fig tree. Layers of fur
and canvas overlapping each other formed the walls, covering the top
in symmetrical order. A heel contacted his ribs roughly. He fell
forward, hearing a muffled gasp from White Mane.


"Good
dog, you should respect the grounds of Chief Warrior Ajarh," a
voice snarled next to him.


He
said nothing, throwing his head back to face the Chief Warrior. A
foot stomped his shoulder.


"It's
obvious that this creature is mute." Ajarh spoke up with a
quieting, yet, compelling voice. She thinned a smile meeting his
glare, then cast a glance over to the other captive. "Well, are
you going to reveal your names or do my scouts have to wring them out
with force?" Her smile became a line of mild humor. "Men
are stubborn. And what about you, fledgling of gray? I have no
intentions of malice toward you."


"A
name only remembered in snow and forgotten on Zand." The
white-haired woman brought flint to her voice. She had pure pride.


Ajarh
considered, a finger tapping the corner of her mouth. "'Remembered
in snow'," she recited. "Ah," sigh of comprehension,
"White, of course! As for 'forgotten on Zand,' hmm." She
pondered again, seeming pleased with the riddle. "Well, the only
amnesiac term for Zand would be the long gone desert storms."
She regarded the woman half-named White with great interest now.
"What an extraordinary name, White Mane!" The Chief Warrior
refocused her attention to the man. "And you might as well be a
Southern Stir."


He
squared his shoulders. "Not quite, chieftain," he mocked.
She didn't react to his demeaning of her title. "Solve this, if
you will, by curiosity you should never have raised. Midnight-born
beneath eyes of Tourmaline, raised aground, but lived a-sky, and only
spawned heir of betrothed bat to lizard." His eyes were fierce
orange flames. He meant those words to be an omen.


Ajarh's
face darkened as she failed to bring forth a guess, but soon the
expression became deceptively pleasant; she would never let anyone
have the satisfaction of mocking her. White Mane thought she had a
glimpse of fear sneaking up on the surface where a twitch moved one
of the dark brows. "You shall be nameless, but for the label of
what you are, man. A very sly wolf foolish enough to walk into a
spider's trap will be stung most painfully, and might end up a
nuptial meal."


"Is
that a threat?" he sneered.


"No,
it's a fact."


"But
a wind can break the web," White Mane put in with a neutral
voice.


"You,
who lost to him on purpose?" Ajarh wore the thin smile again. "I
appreciate the challenge, but I'm afraid he is at trial." A
flick of her eyes sent three scouts over to White Mane. Two grasped
her arms, removing her to a place beside the throne. The third tilted
a blade to the neck paralleled to the sliver of blood. He was still
held by strong arms. "I warn you to be patient, " Ajarh
spoke mildly, "if you wish to have her returned."


"What
do you want?" he controlled his voice.


"I
notice she is precious to you. Let's just say my interest lies in
seeing your endurance." She traced her eyes all over him.
"However, prior to the test, I would like to offer you a chance
at freedom."


"Forget
it, pike-nose," he said gruffly. "Mountain lilies don't
entice me in the least."


Her
reaction was stung by surprise, then shadowed full glaring anger.
"Very well," she said, quite calmly. "She is the
prize. If you win the match, you may have her. If not, then, I will
have you."


"And
this so call match is but only one?"


"Correct.
Do you accept?"


"I
will gamble for," he said slowly, pausing to gaze at White Mane,
"her."


"No,
you mustn't---" White Mane was interrupted by a slight cut from
the blade on her neck. The guards held her back.


"Don't
be foolish," the knife handler hissed.


He
didn't even flinch, steeling himself from panic and worry. "So
you like to play Goddess," he spoke with a chilled dead voice,
squaring Ajarh coldly. "Let me tell you that I will win."


The
Chief Warrior laughed. "'A man who makes his own destiny,'"
she quoted. "It shall be much pleasure to have you." She
gestured.


The
guard at the exit left and returned with a tray. She set it on a
brought-in low table placed before him. Three goblets, filled
halfway, stood proudly apart on narrow stems. He looked up.


"Of
the three wine-filled goblets, only one is unpoisoned. If you can
choose that one and live, then you will be free with your prize."
Her eyes glittered anticipation.


He
showed no emotion flipping a glimpse at White Mane. Lines of quiet
fury stretched her frown. He studied the wines. How could he guess?


"I
wish to be untied."


The
Chief Warrior nodded. His guard ripped the cords with a swift slash.
He took all three drinks, sweeping them by the stems from the tray.
They were put on the floor. Ajarh was alarmed for a moment that he
might spill the bargain. The guard took away the tray. The remaining
objects were rotated in a scramble in the rhythm of a braid. Left to
middle, right to middle, left, right. Then, one last look at three
quivering rims, and he chose the center one. He guzzled it down to
the last drop in one long draw. The Chief Warrior waited and watched.
He stood up, expression unchanged, though a bit intense. No color
rushed up his face. A while passed. She sighed disappointment,
falling back into her seat.


"You
may leave."


White
Mane was freed. He waited for her to come by his side. In a single
moment, he dared his eyes to meet the Asmi Chief Warrior for the last
time. A non-glory smile fanned his lips. "Good-bye." He led
White Mane by the hand out of the tent beneath a raised flap.


Outside
was earl-dawn when stars had lost hope of showing off themselves. The
moon was full shining down over them. They walked casually toward the
trees reaching ten paces when Dregin grasped her arm.


"Whatever
happens, don't look back," he whispered. "Keep walking
straight ahead."


"What's
wrong?"


"Don't...don't
ask," his urgent voice spoke hoarsely. They managed a few more
steps. "M-maybe my luck has ran out. No," refusing her
support," not until we reach...the trees."


All
around was murky darkness save the after fire glow of torches.
Thickets of mosenberry bushes shrouded their path. The scent becoming
dense as well as the flowers sensed daylight coming. They moved
slowly and evenly, aware of the spectators behind their backs. His
nose bled, a thick trickle of red flowed from each nostril. He swiped
off the blood, sniffling. She reached for him.


"Keep
moving," he admonished weakly.


Once
they were twenty paces from the mouth of the forest they left behind,
when they were well out of sight of the torches shadow, his knees
gave way. White Mane hooked an arm round him, catching his fall. He
was pale and losing breath fast. She heaved him over a shoulder.
Without a sense for direction, her gangly legs darted and sprinted
over roots, stumps, thistle, thorn vines, and countless jagged
stones. Her cloak tattered and tore as branches snagged in her way.
No time for tears, no time for panic, no time for anything, but she
will make time to save him. How could he? Why should he? She still
couldn't believe what he had done. He didn't have to----Damn it.
Why?! He shouldn't have. He mustn't. The grounds were nothing
underneath her heels. He can't. Not with her still full of strength.
He won't leave her. She won't let him.


Exhaustion
sank her knees on gravel. His body was laid down carefully. She
touched his chest for a heartbeat. Just then, he began to convulse
and writhe jerkily. He rioted screaming pain. Only nerves of steel
could bear the madness. The sides of his face puffed up. He vomited
puddles of blood, black as dark soil. She forced herself to hold him,
but the contractions of his muscles overpowered her drained limbs. He
kneed her chin, nicking her teeth and sending her flying back. She
swiped the blood from her mouth with her forearm, coming to him
again. With the thin light from the cavern entrance, it was hard to
see. His voice agonized her. She fought her way to him. Her arm
countered his kicking shin. A leap brought his breathing mouth to her
face. She rolled over him, pinning his shoulders down. A spectrum
blinded her for a second. Holding him, pushing an arm at his throat,
she searched for the object. It was the Tourmaline sphere, now a
perfect iridescent moon-light ball glowing. He calmed to its
presence. Things became hazy and grayish, fainting her eyes. Her body
weakened. And all she could remember was falling over.








....Dead
silence reacted to the last words of a sentence. Her jaws were tight,
lips quivering as if controlled by an outside force. He, somewhere in
the back, scanned the panel and found one of the judges beside the
High Judge had eyes watching her. The crowd began to rustle aside as
the outlaw was brought down. Dregin cursed mentally to be ushered out
of range. He forced his way for the lines again. Before it's too
late. Out of the corners of his eyes, he caught sight of her head
floating pass the other heads, appearing and disappearing. Only some
strides away, he calculated. Struggling, he hurried through to the
front, his mind focused on the target. She's coming.


Out
of the lines, he bolted forth. He was a surprise and the guards
didn't expect it. She was taken in his arms as he pressed his lips to
her mouth. Three pairs of strong arms removed him from his
attachment. The pair of amber flames in his eyes burned fire and
possessive obsession. You're mine. A mysterious smile scrawled onto
her features. No one watched her go with the guards. Dregin was
retained in place. No Goddess can have you. You're mine....


....When
they reached the plank, the guards speared her forward. They wouldn't
stand close to her, much less touch her. She whipped a full glance
around, eyes glaring to make the impact of hate. Though, they were
three strides away they flinched, which satisfied her. She knew they
were in fear. The spear poked at her. One of the guards made a face
of disgust and shot his pole ruthlessly. She moved before the iron
tip touched. At the edge, she stood on toes, pausing to stretch the
anticipation. Shot into the air, her body curled to a ball dropping
so fast it seemed infinity. Splash! She was gone, leaving behind a
swirl of foaming suds on the surface of the water.


With
iron cuffs and chains, she sank easily to the bottom. While secured
in place, her head craned to see if she could dare the thin light of
the sun drifting through the water. No one stood at the edge. It was
safe. A pick slipped out from between her lips. The cuffs were raised
to her face. They were meshed together, so it caused inconvenience
that she had to use her mouth....


Moments
passed after the last bubbles popped from the lake, still no sign of
her. The people dissolved slowly, no longer eager for death or
interest. Dregin searched attentively all over the silver pool from
every breaking of light to every glinting shadow. The guards still
held him, barring him from nearing the edge. Just then, a sudden
raising pelted out of the water throwing a mass of hair behind the
arched spine. The white strands were dry as a swan's feathers, but
thrashed water nonetheless. By now, every other face, except
Dregin's, gaped at the scene as though she was a prophet made real.
Reborn when tied to a winged Lizard, legends had foretold. No one
could speak, life extracted from them to attempt the slightest
movement. She whirled gracefully about and swam straightway in the
direction where Dregin was. He bolted from his imprisonment at the
chance. They met midway after she climbed on bank....








He
shook from side to side, unsettled by the dream. Or delusion. Every
muscle hardened and flexed forcing sweat on his forehead. Body jerky,
limbs rigid, effort fought for wakefulness, a real sense, the
reality. The eyes opened. Everything seemed frozen, including
himself. After what felt a while, he dared to look around him. A
woman lay nearby in deep sleep. All but her white hair were young
features. A cloak covered over her stiff shoulders. There was a
cutting bruise on her lips. He searched the rest of the surroundings.
High stone ceiling marked sloping jagged gray teeth of condensed
mineral. Pebbles scattered all over the place. He sat up, realizing
the familiarity of the place, but not quite that familiar. Another
cave. How did they get here? What happened? They were in a grove,
weren't they? He must be hallucinating. Or wasn't he? What was real
and not? How could he tell? He was so confused. Too muddled to think
clearly.


Crawling
around, he felt something knocked his knee a bit painfully. The
illumination that enabled him to see came from the object, a perfect
sphere of glowing light. So pure and opal, like the moon itself.
Moon. Eyes traveled back to the smooth-check face. Yes, she should
be. But what might she say? He picked up the Tourmaline and staggered
toward her on elbows and knees. So serene and deep in sleep.
Discipline ordered his face to be straight. Yes, everything was back
now. The Asmi and then blackness, and the rest was dream. Maybe.


"Wake
up," he shook her shoulder. "Are you awake, dear?"


Snowy
lashes flickered, disturbed from sleep. The eyes were blurry, then
focused. "Oh, Dreg," she groaned. Her eyes still fuzzy,
trying to pry open all the way as she stirred, squinting pain.


"What
happened?" He reached an arm beneath her head. "You're
hurt."


"I...I'm
all right," she said weakly. "The poison made you
delirious. I had," she smiled weakly, "to fight you down."


"Where
are you hurt?" he sounded upset, more than he realized.


"Couple
of bruises. I'm fine really."


"Why
didn't you---" he was cut off.


"Dreg,
help me up. Will you just do it!" Her tone was so sharp, she was
a fire. "How long you woke?" she asked, when leveled.


"Just
now," he answered, feeling the scab on her neck.


"Hm,
I guess the mushrooms did work after all." Her fingers probed
his face. He sat purposely still, not interrupting her. Such cool
precision hands. She checked the white of his eyes, the sides of his
face, his forehead, his mouth, and finally his pulse on the side of
his neck. "You should be fine now, I think. How do you---"


"Stop,
that's ticklish!" he chortled, face drawing in his shoulder. She
withdrew her hands quick as a snake would, face ruby crimson.


"I
guess you're fine, then," she muttered.


"Where
are your wounds? Well, it's not like you should suffer. Tell me where
they are. I can cure." He made his face as innocent as a fresh
born babe, hoping his tone was indifferent enough.


She
had a distrustful question dangling across her face. She suspected,
but he was only trying to help, to return the favor. An honorable
deed. "Here," she indicated her lip, testing him. No sly
smile. He was studious, even. She relaxed, letting down her guard.
"And here...."


He
laid her flat on the ground after memorizing the different areas of
her wounds. He also knew she had omitted some of them. The cloak was
swept aside. He produced from his belt a tiny vile. The dried
mushrooms were almost gone. What luck! "You had to, didn't you?
Well, no matter. I still have the mint paste." He lifted the
flap of her robe. Her eyes, if any wider, would have been saucers.
She tensed, lips opening nervously. "Will you hold still? It's
not like the first I've seen you naked. Oh, come on. If the paste
isn't applied, you won't move for days." A scoopful was applied
to his hand. "There, I got you." He rubbed the ointment on
bare skin, pressing at the plum colored surface on her chest above
forbidden territory. His touch didn't end there as he worked on the
area on the side under the linen that covered her belly. Any lower,
he knew, would mean the end of the session, so he stopped.


"When
did you see me naked?"


"Sit
up so I can examine your back." He pulled her up without waiting
for her own effort. The robe's next stage was to be peeled back,
baring her shoulders. He unlaced the ties of her under garment,
loosening the breast piece. Her head pivoted, but she didn't say
anything, turning away slightly, her body trembling. "Goddess!"
She jumped, almost. "You're black and blue and-and...right on
the spine. Why didn't you say or do something?!"


"Shut
up."


"Does
it hurt?" he asked, feeling the soft flesh. She straightened,
but didn't cry out pain. "You should have killed me."


"I
don't...." she caught herself.


He
said nothing. Closing his eyes, he began circling her spine with his
palm. Warm energy swelled from his hand embalming the bruise that
eventually receded. Not only that one bruise, but all the others on
the rest of her body. After the application of ointment on the other
scattered parts, a very fortunate excuse, he dressed her all the way
to the last stitch.


"That
medicine really works," she said.


"It
came from the best physician, might as well be." He began
gathering the cloak and the light, hiding his face. Not that he
didn't enjoy the opportunity to see her in the flesh, but the worry
of revealing what he had done must not be known, lest he frightened
her off.


"You
never answered my question." The tone of the statement was so
flat, she sounded as if she actually believed to expect an answer.


Clearing
his throat, he purposely ignored it. "What day do you think it
is?"


"It's
probably a full moon in late summer. I think I have sufficient reason
to kill you now if you don't answer me."


Tilting
his chin, he faced her with a wicked grin. Her brows shot up at steep
angles. She was very curious. Now, her eyes had narrowed. "In
the tub room." Her mouth opened. "You have all the right
parts, even better in some places, I think."


"How
dare you!" she fumed.


"I
was guarding over you. There were lower scums you didn't notice that
I had to chase away. I only had a glance, White Mane. Honest! It was
an accident."


"Accident,
my grandmother!"


"Now,
now, you don't want to faint," he said reasonably, backing away,
palms in the air for truce. "You know I could have lied to you,
but I didn't. Don't you think I deserve a small credit?" The
angry frown on her face was no longer a scowl, but a tight-lipped
line. "Would it make you feel better if I kiss you?"


"I'll
kill you," she threatened, ready to do it.


"Will
you be my Chosen at the Harvest Fair?"


That
baffled her. "What?" her voice was still tight.


"By
next moon, I think we should be announced. You don't mind being
betrothed to be a former gambler, would you?" he asked, daring
to near her. "All of Falshire will know it. That's a worthy
ceremony."


"Are
you really proposing to me?" She still needed to absorb.


"Yes,
you silly. I promise to settle in one place." He managed closer.


"You
really mean it? No more wandering?" He nodded. "Wonderful!
To the Harvest Fair of Falshire. Not---" she said sharply,
pushing his face away, "until I'm your wife."


"But...."
He snorted. "Virgin," he muttered.


"What
did you say?"


"To
the Harvest Fair, " he spoke hastily. "It would be east of
here, wouldn't it?" 






Chapter 3


Every
autumn end, the continent of Olstare held a Harvest Fair in Falshire,
the only realm rich enough to provide such a fancy celebration. Tents
of different colors were set up for market and bargaining. Trade was
the central craft. People and merchants from all over came to settle
deficits and surpluses, nations alike that dealt in the same trade.
Falshire lay right in the heart of Olstare as the headquarter of all
trades and crafts on this side of the continent.


The
people were as culturally diverse as a sack of sand, every grain
different from the other, but still held a basic resemblance as
Olstarens should. Crowded streets merrie chatter and music and bard
songs. Laughter roared from every corner. Occasional arguments and
brawls interrupted some parts, but usually the King's Men came in and
all was settled. Women bartered with merchants. Children skittered
between skirts, tagging at each other and squealing fun. Spanking
sent them to temporary quiet, but not for long.


The
couple were above the bustle standing on a hill terrace watching
down. Brother and sister held far resemblances of each other. He was
too tall and dark, tawny skin with horseblack hair braided behind his
neck. Some strands were let loose riding the winds. A navy blue silk
shirt tucked in at the waist of his black baggy breeches was
fluttering along with them. Men seldom wore ornaments, but he had the
right to have a diamond studded pendant on a silver chain around his
neck. She was tanned and quite petite when compared to him. Her
dark-brown silk hair, a tint lighter than his was let loose under a
purple headpiece diamond-shaped hugging her scalp. Her dress hid so
many tresses, the purple outer layer could have bursted like a ready
ripe flower. Wind boomed into her tint cloak. However, the tilted
thick-lashed eyes were too similar to distinguish them as strangers.
If a person didn't know better, a tongue could be severed for judging
them otherwise. So went the custom of Vinne, though such would not
have applied here. These Vinneans came to find an old friend who
promised this meeting a long time ago. So far he hadn't appeared at
any of the gates. She sighed.


"He'll
show, sis."


"I
know," she almost grumbled. "He promised. I'm just worried
he found her."


"How
would you know? He's never had interest in one yet."


She
looked at him with a sad smile. "But something you don't know,
Trahu. He told me when the moon is blue, he's found her. There was a
blue moon last season."


"Does
it matter? It's probably superstition or coincidence, Isinn. And even
if he were to have found a Chosen, what would you do? Try to seduce
him?"


"We'll
see."


The
sun was high noon and flaring hot, but no one seemed to mind, being
too busy. Trahu regarded his sister with the natural protectiveness
of a guardian sibling. If that man she gave her heart to found
someone, he wouldn't care less. Why did she have to hurt herself like
that? It was a hopeless effort to cage a man not in love. He couldn't
imagine himself in such a predicament. Then again, he had never
fallen in love to know. He did, however, wished he could convince her
to choose a better man, someone with an earthly heart. The one she
had in mind was too high-blooded, and rich. Trouble always seemed to
brew around those. She was not the type strong enough to swallow that
kind of a meal, even if it were the best hog roasted on a fiery spit.
It would be nice if he could choose for her, but she was stubborn to
have her own way. Sometimes, he believe his guardianship and fondness
spoiled her. Still, no sign of their appointee, he had searched the
gates again. The sun was damning hot. They'd better get into shade
soon before they fried like bacon. He tapped her shoulder and
gestured. She lingered her gaze for a moment, then, went down the
slope reluctantly.


-------


Two
more nights, Dregin and White Mane traveled on the road. By
nightfall, he arranged a place behind a bush or tumble of grass on
the side of the main route. She still refused to sleep next to him.
He had to be content to keep his cloak, and all his money sewn to the
lining. The robe she wore was quite tacky, but he could still
identify some familiar parts, enhanced by memory. Sleep softened the
features of her face. He stirred the meager fire lessen by the ashes.
Cool breezes whisked by as she began to huddle her arms
subconsciously. No need to close his eyes as when a leaning disciple,
he merely willed it. A warmth wrapped her to sleep more comfortably.
That made him feel better.


The
stars were faint tonight. Only the iridescent mother pearl noticed
his feelings. It beamed down for his happiness. A vow was sworn he
would keep as long he lived. Looking at her again, he found he would
do anything for that face, though he denied openly if challenged.
So...serene, his lingering eyes concluded. Soon, he too fell asleep,
chasing after flirtatious dreams.


Dawn
touched the eves of dew and parted by light. The morning chill awoken
her. A yawn cracked her jaws as she stretched her arms straightening
spine. Wiping the water from her eyes, she blinked sleep out them.
She bit a smile at the sight across from her. For some insane reason,
the thought tickled her. He looked so adorable. She crawled over and
tapped his shoulder. Arms flew out encircling her as she turned her
head avoiding lips implanted right on her jaw. He knew exactly how to
get even, running his mouth down her neck, tasting her flesh.
Goddess, no! She pushed him roughly.


He
came up to the tree with an unbelieving smile, shaking his head.
Folding his arms, he exercised massive restraint from uproaring
laughters. Looking up, he found a faint light spot hidden in the
shadow of the branches that could possibly be her head.








"Oh
come on, shyee, " he chirped. "I won't do it again, I
promise."


"No,"
came a wrenching protest.


"But
really, I mean it."


"You're
a-a scoundrel."


"Shyee,
shyee, so afraid of me, " he chanted. "The Goddess created
us for a reason." He waited.


"Bedding
is a woman's right."


"Are
you truly a believer in the laws? Don't answer that. Will you come
down, please?" No answer. "White Mane? I want to soothe
your anger, dear. There's no shame in what just happened. We didn't.
I'm coming up if you aren't coming down. Talk to me, at least, if you
really are angry....White Mane?"


"Who
gave you permission to call me that?" she spat at the words.


"What?"
he asked blandly. "Shyee?"


"The
other one."


"Which?"


"Dear,"
she said disgustedly.


"Oh!"
he spoke as if comprehending for the first time. "Well-um-no
one, actually. It was perfect for you. I won't use it, if you don't
like it. Fair enough?"


She
climbed higher, leaves rustling to her movements. No more words came
from her. Really angry this time. Then, a flight of seeds arrowed at
him. He took cover from the shots beneath his cloak, but the hard
shells still hurt. His yelps of pain was the only sound in the
deserted place. The raiding ceased, replaced by hilarious laughters.
The voice was resounding. He had never heard such music before in his
life.


"What's
so funny?" he demanded. She laughed even harder. "Come down
here if you enjoy it so much. I'll teach you, " fist shaking and
mouth smiling. She laughed so hard she fell from the branch. He felt
the fall instantly and acting on impulse, moved at light speed. The
shocked expression on her face was not comparable to the satisfaction
of catching her in his arms. "Well, what goodness has the tree
dropped? Why, I believe it's---"


"Put
me down!"


"Oh,
shyee, you'll be hurt if I do that."


"Put-me-down-now!"


He
sat crossing his legs. "You were saying? Don't---" catching
her wrist "---even try it. I'm serious....Oh, White Mane!"
his tone was fascination.


She
turned crimson from the trance. "Dreg, please don't, " she
whispered a near sob.


"I
was only teasing. You're my betrothed."


"It's
not my type of humor," she said looking him in the eye.


He
held the gaze longingly and sighed. " I can't wait for Chosen
Night. That's the best I can do."


Removing
his grasp, she veered away. "Thank you."


"No!"
Then, catching himself, his voice softened. "I mean stay a while
longer, please? Promise I won't. I just like to see you close.
Please?"


She
considered, then nodded consent. Anticipated muscles of his face
relaxed as he enveloped her in his arms. Question about his rescue
was never brought up. So long as she didn't know, it wouldn't hurt.
Ten more days. Ten Goddess long days.


The
sun rose in the east, bright yellow like a special dandelion. Ribbons
of blues and hues of lavender skirted the majestic golden ball in the
horizon smiling to the couple. White Mane slid an arm around him,
resting her head on his shoulder. He stole a glance at her,
surprised. Ten Goddess damned long days. A dreamy sigh was drawn out
of his lungs. A happy discontented heart hung in his chest ticking
the moment away. He discovered his finger was playing with her hair.


"Shall
we go?"


"No,"
she answered.


"No?"


"Till
mid-morning, at least." She closed her eyes to nap.


He
smiled. Covering his cloak over her, he sat and watched how day fared
night well. Beautiful, tranquil, romantic. He had admitted, though
she never inquired the heart matters of a man. Goddess blessing,
could he stop thinking about it? If only he told her what he was,
maybe things wouldn't be so agitated. In time, she would find out.


-------


The
old revered man sat on his throne in the Great Hall at Falshire. Gray
black beard hung down his chin long and wise. The aged King still
bloomed with health, owning to the endless hours of sword play in his
youth. The muscles showed in the frame of his shoulders, arms, and
the now runny waist. Lines creased his face, but the fiery young eyes
retained from agelessness gleamed over his smile. The servants and
his underlings were surprised to see this change of expression.
Something strange was happening surely. They didn't ask nor commented
as their heads lowered in his presence and scattered away quietly,
careful not to disturb him.


Soon,
the Great Hall would be furnished with velvet-cushioned furniture. A
grand carpet embroidered-image of a phoenix catching the morning was
a chosen decoration by his order. Today, his sons will return after
their taste of the world. A time to celebrate indeed. The castle had
been lonely long enough. He laughed uproariously, not caring what
that could mean to the others or that he was a lunatic senile in
appearance. Every escaped person ran as if fleeing from the lion in
his mightiest moment.


"Servants!"
he roared. "Preparations ready for your lords! They return!"


Heads
appeared like mice crawling out of holes from the archways and
entrances. Meek faces stared up to the old King, shocked. They walked
slowly, whispering among themselves. Smiles began on their shabby
features. While they rushed for work, he laughed, sated to have his
orders still effective. They returned, his pride and joy. A slight
needling pain caught his heart. He froze until it subsided, took a
deep breath, and sat up straight. Soon, they must be soon. Looking
up, he saw the arrowslit windows were magnificent rectangles of
light. Golden rays pierced the air lapping on the floor. Merciful
Goddess, glory has come today, he praised, spirit high.


The
guards at the door barred the entranced, refusing the demanding
uproar of a single voice outside. Shuffles of servants ran over
curiously. The King sat easily in his seat, hands joined together at
the fingertips. By the time the man broke through the barrier, he had
replaced his smile with dull lips, expression tainted indignant.


"Father!"
the man charged. "What is the meaning of this? People not
recognizing the Sun Prince!"


"Calm,
my son," he replied, eyes fighting mirth. "You have gone a
long time, they can't remember your face."


"Ridiculous,
you're mocking me!" the Sun Prince rebuked, hands on his hips.
He was plainly clad in shirt, trousers, and a cloak. Apparently, he
hadn't much thought to be dressed for occasion, not even for the
honor of the King.


"Have
I, my son?" This was obviously a show for the people.


"I
have returned, Fatherly King." The Sun Prince bowed, hand
clasping a fist forward on one knee.


That
please the father very much. He smiled indulgently to the revering
man. "You may rise."


"Millions
of tribute," rising to his feet.


The
King gestured the servants to leave. Father and son hugged warmly in
the privacy, excluding the serfs' eyes.


"You
have returned, son," he said, looking at how well his first-born
was.


"I
brought a pleasant surprise, father."


"Oh?
When may I see it?"


"This
moon."


"Chosen
Night, eh?" He barked a laugh. "Wonderful!"


"And
what about my younger brothers?"


"Guneth...."
The old face gnarled grief for a moment. "Last I heard, he was
killed or disappeared. As for your special third brother, I have no
idea. Not even when he left." He sighed sadly pacing the carpet
to one of the low windows. His son trailed behind. Resting an old
hand on the sill, he shook his head. "Sometimes, I think the
Goddess is punishing me for the lives I've taken. Evil will be
returned evil....The first of our kind, Sundan!"


"I
know, father," Sundan said understandingly. "He simply
needs time to accept it."


"I
doubt he ever would....Might as well, never forgive me."


"He
will return, father. Soon."


"Meaning?"
The King faced him.


"I'm
sure of it. For some reason, I feel he is returning."


The
King smiled. "Maybe you are a halfling of some sort, eh?


"Could
be, but I wonder what mother would think if you suggest it."


"Oh,
but I wouldn't. She simply---pun intended---can't understand. Are you
sure?"


"Yes,
he's near. Home...."


"That's
good to know," he turned again to the window. "It has been
a long time since his mother died. She was a good woman, but
unfortunate. Sundan, I regret it."


"I
don't hold grudges, neither does he. We are brothers more than
twins."


The
old man grunted a laugh. "Well, I live through him to remember
her. You must understand that. Do you?"


"Father,
I love him more than my right hand."


"That's
good to hear." Facing his son again with a fair smile, but sad
eyes gave away the pretense. "Asking you to forgive would be a
crime."


"There
is nothing to forgive. Father," Sundan took a step forward, "I
speak for all of us, we love you. There should be no doubt."


Patting
the younger man's shoulder, the King nodded. "I know you will be
kind to the people when the throne is descended. Changing the
subject, how about you and I take on some jugs like old times?"


"I
learned to be a man from you, paternal one."


Laughters
exchanged between them. They went to the royal private quarters,
already seemed drunk.


-------


Black
cloak, dark trousers, tunic tacky, and fine worn boots, the familiar
stranger entered the gates of home unnoticed and almost alienated. No
one really saw the shabby man walking by quietly, not drawing
attention. Gleaming eyes darted in all directions at the crowd and
bustling gripes between merchants. A frosty smile barely touched the
cruel contours of his mouth, stiff lips they were.


"Pigs
and asses, " he noted mentally. "Stoke the wagon for all I
care," he thought silently. His eyes veered ahead to the Great
Tower. Already, tapestries racketed the windows. Celebration was to
be taken place. He permitted a trickle of a real smile to touch his
mouth. A grand celebration, he promised, one that many will remember
as black. Now, the smile widened.


Behind
him, a tumult of clarions blared a sudden glory. Turning heads
wondered over the commotion. At the main gate, entered a line of
three couches ladened with fine silk curtains and a heavy tempting
scent. Cedar wood perfumed the closed atmosphere of the visitors.
Everyone guessed it must be a high-born Lord or Lady invited to the
King's feast. The flap of the first coach opened aside, revealing the
identity of the patron. He had no reason to be afraid, nor was he
afraid, but he had turned and ran through the crowd in the opposite
direction. Against the wave, between bodies, under blinders of
material, he fled until a detour cut his path. Eyes watched his back.
Bodily numbed frozen, coldness was supposedly seeping through his
flesh, but every nerve strained fear. A ridiculous laugh escaped his
throat. He roared throwing his head toward the sky, burning in a
consuming fire and disappeared in its sudden extinguish.











Chapter 4


Tempest
days dulled in autumn, and everywhere rust and brown invaded the
greens from plants, except the year-round grass. The road now
appeared tan, dampen by the acrid air. The sun was weakening its high
zest in summer, but still heating. Two travelers, now more than
companions close to lovers, walked quietly. One was shy, the other
bold for love. Dregin still eyed his betrothed hungrily from time to
time. She smiled weakly, then avoided him when he came close. They
were fed down the road by a farm, which the family recognized neither
one of them. He was grateful for that, even paid them a solid silver.


Looking
at her again, in the plane robe, hair, a forced knot against tangles,
and soiled sleeves and boots, he felt guilty. Poor woman. When they
reach their destruction, he will get her something more
accommodating. He made a mental note of the resolution. The shabby
figure walked with such awkward strides his heart ached from pity.
She edged away again, which made him feel disappointed and surprised
that he had tried to near her once more. He promised. He knew he did,
but she manipulated him into doing it. Goddess, was he obsessed? Of
course, he was. Walking farther to the side, he waited for her to
pace back on the road. Damn it, he couldn't control his impulse
anymore. Image of grabbing her around the waist, he muffled her cry
with his mouth. He wouldn't mind her smacking him or stabbing him.
Just a damn kiss. Shame stopped him. It was the only sane part of him
left. He let her go. Blue-silver eyes shocked stared at him, then
angry, then uncertainty.


The
thought was thrusted aside. It would be foolish. Now, she smiled
politely catching his stare. He was caught in the act, but held his
ground, winking to her. She blushed turning away. They were not the
only people on the road. Others and some with wagons trafficked the
path back and forth, but mainly in their direction. A merchant walked
past carrying two buckets, tops stacked with bowls. A woman,
obviously the wife, wiped the sweat off his forehead. Twice, she
offered to take on part of the burden, but he refused with a flash of
a grim reaching for her wrist drying his wet face with her towel. She
smile. Dregin himself longed for such domesticity. He wondered how
she felt about the scene, or if she saw it at all, her attention so
strict on the road. She had to be herself, of course. Those beads of
sweat on her forehead didn't bother her at all. And he was feeling
thirsty himself. He ordered the cane-juice for both of them. Not
minding her leer, he handed her a bowl and drank his. The merchant
couple looked at each other, but said nothing at first. Their eyes
became curious of the white-haired young woman. Dregin paid them with
polite thanks, then led the quiet creature away. If it was a she and
human, they considered her wild in the way her blue-silver eyes
pierced everything she saw. Then again, Falshire had many strange
people from different regions. Falshirens understood things better
than Vinneans---like the cane juice sellers, who happened to see
little of the world in their home.


They
continued heading for Falshire, the grand city where the King lived.
He wouldn't free her hand, even though she crushed his fingers. His
sated smile seemed to enjoy it as if he imagined that's how she'd be
like in bed, very close to him. That look in his eyes, she wrinkled
her nose at the implication and squirmed. Still, his grasp was iron.
Then, his expression changed. Up ahead, a monolithic gate stood,
miles of wall extended from each door. She froze in place at the
sight of the monument. Yes, a while back, it was seen, but she hadn't
noticed how the shape was or how huge it stood compared to the
ant-like people swarming at the entrance. A pair of lips touched her
cheek, and she snapped out of the trance. Dreg smiled with his
infamous wink. She felt as foolish a girl caught day-dreaming.


"Come
on, shyee." His arm slipped tactfully over her shoulders.
"You'll like a tour before we settle in."


"We're
going to live here?"


Pause.
"Whynot? You don't object, I hope."


For
some rare odd reason, she felt embarrassingly shy. "No."
Her voice was as soft as cotton. She wished she hadn't spoken at all.


His
hand palmed the sweaty beads on her face and pushed the wispy strands
behind her ears. Not married yet, already he behaved like they were
in a private room. Damn his affections. She was burning at the neck
up her scalp with millions of pricks needling the roots of every
hair. Feeling very stupid, she allowed him to do the petty things
anyway. When he was done, the glowing expression on his face was
amazing. So handsome. She blinked, not meeting his gaze. He knew she
was insane for him. Oh damn, she felt really stupid. No tease came
from him, which was a relief, as he led her on with the support of
his arm. The passerbys didn't seem to notice them, except for an
occasional knowing glance and snicker. It was humiliatingly sweet to
be there, red as can be, but loved in the warmth of him. He knew the
feeling, hugging her closer.


They
entered through the Major Gate, only to be received in festivities
and uproars of joyful tumult, though no one recognized them. She had
never met such noises in her life. Some voice blew into her ear that
it was a celebration only. Nothing worth jumping over. She discovered
she had clung to Dreg very protectively. He sighed to her release,
evidently wishing she'd touch him that way forever.


They
pressed between waves of people, moving to the side when the crowds
were too tight to pass. He bought a length of blue silk from a
convenient shop. Leading her to a more remote spot, he wrapped it
around her head hiding her trade-mark hair. She took it that he only
wanted her to blend in with the native women who wore turbans, too.
Or he could be trying not to be recognized and noticed by thieves and
servants of the outlawed lords.


There
were thousands of tent-shops in the capital of the continent
Olstaree. Jewelery, silver and gold smiths, fabrics and exquisite
silks, animals and birds in cages, gambling tables, wine experts,
tailors, and even entertainers gathered here. From the under servants
to the wealthiest high-borns, everyone and everything was
spectacular. Nowhere was calm and peace, just about everywhere they
went cheers and pandemonium surprised her ears. Dreg seemed
unperturbed. He probably had been here before to be so used to the
confusion. But of course, he had said Falshire was his home. He
didn't drag her through the crowd like most people would. When the
crowd squeezed in he was right next to her, pulling her body free.
The deeper they entered the capital, the lesser people there were,
but being Harvest Fair, crowds were all over.


In
front of an inn, he left her and disappeared for a while. She idled
on the porch, touching a granite beam. The sun in her eyes, long
robed, and a turban wounded on her head, she stood like a holy
priest. The men who passed looked up as if they had never seen woman
in their lives. She wrinkled her nose in disgust and turned away.
There was soon a gathering of young men fighting for a glimpse of
her; she was the only one there. What humiliation! She suffered the
pain hiding behind her back.


Dregin
appeared at the threshold, expression curious. A brazen brow arched
meeting the commotion. He groped her elbows. The fear in her eyes
wrenched him. She was weak, almost. Anger flared lightning in those
eyes. He gave a good hug, then confronted the crowd.


"What
are you farm idiots looking at?" he stormed. "You've never
seen a woman before? Go find your own Chosens, ass-born."


"Jealous
fool," someone muttered.


The
gathering dispatched with some slurred remarks and laughing snorts.
He turned and touched her gently.


"I'm
sorry, Dreg," she whimpered softly.


"Don't
be. It wasn't your fault...nor mine to have a beautiful wife."
He made himself smile to the stricken face. She relaxed a fraction.
"Come, dear shyee. We should resort in our tent. It's only some
shops from here."


They
went down the street dignified, as if the scene never happened.
People wondered, but none approached them. He walked apart from her,
knowing she was too uncomfortable. More than once, he glimpsed her
hand hanging to the front of her thigh. The Crescent Blades, handled
in her hands, would mean certain death. If she felt the need for
that, maybe....


Voluntarily,
he took her wrist and pulled her to the flap of a tent. The outer
setting was so plain, the interior astonished her. He waited for her
to absorb the extravagance he had arranged for them both. The
furniture, the beds, the carpet, the tapestries of herds, everything
was expensive, but there was a flavor simplicity in the overall aura.
Details told the rest. A tub already filled was behind a blinder. She
looked at him with a demure smile. His throat cleared and he pulled
out a modest blinder across the room. He could hear the rustles and
padding steps, a gentle wading into the water as she took her bath.


Wash...wash,
oh the sound drove his insides dreamy and...desiring. He could feel
his imagination broaden, hosting the idea. If he remained, he would
become crazy.


"Shyee,
I will be back." He hoped his voice was steady.


"Where
are you going?"


"There
are some clothes on the rack. Wear those. I have some business to
attend to. An old friend of mine needs visiting." He hesitated
at the exit. "Don't answer anyone, but my voice." A moment
of concentration, his foot drew a line at the ground, then he left,
closing the flap carefully.


White
Mane soaked, scrubbed, and rinsed layers of dirt and sweat off her
skin. So healing it was to be clean. Refreshing. Another dunk,
countless downpours, and cooling runs of water over her flesh. She
splashed a couple of times before stepping out and drying herself
with a towel. She squeezed her hair dry. The clothes Dreg mentioned
happened to be an elegant dress and over jacket. The satiny pants
were too soft and delicate for what she was used to. Silky socks? Too
much. Embroidered velvet slippers! That's it, she will speak to him
about this.


The
mirror was framed in cedar. The wooden combs were convenient. She ran
one through her hair slowly, removing tangles where necessary. The
mane of snowy strands hung down her spine. Somehow, she didn't feel
much like a fighter having her hair tumbled free and sitting in the
comfort of a triple layered silk dress, not to mention velvet
slippers. Feeling richer than a crystaller's wife, she began to braid
her hair in two coils above either ears, the remains rejoined at the
nape. Ribbons and pins secured the hair in place. No one taught her,
but she learned how to make herslf in the image of her mother.
Leaning forward, she applied a faint smear of lip color from the red
oiled lacqer of a small box on the desk. She had just finished
painting her eyes when she heard voices.


"Shyee,
" Dreg's voice called, "I have returned." The tent
opened, twilight pouring in after his shadows. "We have
visitors."


She
stood quick, replacing the other blinder to its corner. A leap on her
ankles, she collected cool posture in time for Dreg and the visitors
to enter and be received by a polite host. The guests were a man and
woman. White Mane smiled complacently. Silence hung in the air, a
hollow infinite whistle rang long in her ears. She will not embarrass
him.


"Welcome
to this temporary humble setting," White Mane spoke up, sweeping
a grand gesture. The ceremony at home was the only knowledge fetched
at hand. "Your presence is but surprise, please pardon my clumsy
unpreparedness to accommodate."


"We
thank your offer, my Lady." They bowed.


White
Mane blinked to the title. "I'm afraid the insignia has not been
given, but do enter and accept our home."


The
woman guest looked to Dreg a brief moment. White Mane disciplined the
muscles of her face. His past. That, she understood in the obvious,
but why was he so aloof and silent. She certainly kindled something.
Perhaps. The guests bowed accordingly and seated themselves nicely in
the chairs to their left. A snowy brow jerked critically at Dreg when
they came up after the guests. All were seated finally. Dregin
cleared his throat through a fist.


"This
is my Chosen, White Mane. Shyee dear, my childhood and best friends,
Isinn, and her brother, Trahu. Or commoners would address them Lady
and Lord of Vinne's Poplari." He faced the guests pleasantly.


"Charming!
May I arrange some refreshments?" she was ready to stand.


"Uh-no,
thank you," Trahu spoke up.


"We
are but a moment," Isinn seconded. "It had been a long time
since you left, Dregin. We thought you'd never return."


"But
I have," he shrugged," with a betrothed bride." More
like himself now that White Mane didn't act otherwise.


"Indeed."
Isinn seemed to swallow her pride, but her perceptively pleasant
smile was composure enough at the moment. Her dark features wickedly
mocked the effort as she eyed her rival. "You are lovely, White
Mane."


"Thank
you, and you are the same."


"Isinn,
we have disturbed our friends enough," Trahu suggested. "I'm
sure we are all tired of the day. Sleep in precious."


"Yes,
I believe so." Isinn lingered. "Well, it has been a
pleasure, Dregin.... White Mane. Good night."


The
guests stood. Dregin offered to escort them, but they allowed him
only to get to the exit. For a while, he stood leaning slightly on
the doorway. She stepped up behind him. He hunched slowly.


"Forgive
me, shyee," he said quietly. "I didn't plan it."


"I
believe you," she replied.


"Do
you really?"


"Would
I say so if I didn't?" A pause of uncertainty. Then, she added,
"Beloved."


He
pivoted. She stood regal before his eyes, one hand covered the other
on her lap. "You surprise me so many times," fascination
overrode his voice.


"What
surprise?" she asked innocently.


"She
was right, you are lovely." He drew her close, feeling her
breasts on his chest. "May I?"


"You
ask it of me?"


"I
have."


"You
may---"


She
was cut off. He had fastened her mouth with his passionate lips. She
found herself reaching over his neck, cupping his jaws toward her
with a hand. Smooth skinned jaw, lean muscles, suave movements. The
mood droned her back. He didn't stop, even when they broke contact on
the lips. The basin of her neck tasted wonderful. Her coat was
unbuttoned. She realized she was lying down on bed-cot with Dreg
trapping her hips between his thighs.


"Dreg...."
she stressed the whisper. "Not so far, you promised."


Cold
water slapped reality onto him. He frowned open disappointment, but
didn't make a move to leave. She sat up buttoning her front. His face
was so discontent, almost unhappily angry. He sat knee bent.


"You
don't hate me, do you?"


He
hissed a breath covering his mouth, then ran his fingers through his
brazen flexed hair. "No," he said laughingly, " of
course not!" She said nothing. So serene. "Um-shyee? I know
I'm anticipating, but please permit me to sleep here. It's...well,
I'll be honest. It's preferred over an inn. And I like being close to
you."


"You
promised."


He
chagrinned demurely. "I know my duty, dear. If you must...."


She
hushed his mouth with her fingers. "I'm really exhausted. You
are, too. We rest."


"Of
course, dear shyee."


He
pulled the coverlet over her. She slept as soon as her eyes closed.
His usual watch served adequate enjoyment as always.


"Sweet
dreams, dear shyee." A moment of thought. "You're not so
afraid of me." He fell back and slept. 






Chapter 5


Dregin
awoke to find the space next to him empty. He opened his eyes wide,
but his panic subsided instantly. She was sitting there at the desk
combing her white mane of hair. An evident name. And very, very
beautiful. The longing in his palms craved to touch that majestic
nape and down the spine. The hair had been swept aside, whipped into
a knot, and secured on the scalp. The blue turban wrapped around her
head neatly. For a finishing touch, the snowy brows were painted
lightly with browns. Good disguise, but however, she changed her
outlooks he would always find her and know....She caught him.


"You're
awake," she announced. He nodded smiling tiredly. "No....Wash
your mouth." She began fixing her clothes. "It smelled
awful."


"Not
that awful," he protested.


She
snorted. "Bad enough to wake me."


"You're
not angry---" he began, but was cut off.


"Oh
Dreg, stop being so paranoid. I don't like this wardrobe. It's so
tight on me." She had come up to him. "I'm very annoyed
wearing this thing."


He
smiled curiously. "Are you joking? It's perfect."


Balled
knuckles on hips, she narrowed her eyes. " So you can see
thighs, buttocks, and everything else!"


"What
do you want?"


""A
bit of your account and a day of freedom from your presence. I'm not
an ass to be steered around."


"What
about crowds?"


"I
doubt they would go to the places I'm going. Dreg, I can take care of
myself."


"This
moon would be soon."


"Can't
I have a last adventure?"


He
dangled the thought. "Enjoy yourself any days you wish. But
please, don't be a shyee." He turned in bed. Right on schedule,
she sat on the side of the bed, a hand touching his shoulder. "I
feel lonely even to be a moment without you," he said, caressing
her hand.


"You
say that to many of your lovers. And I am not one of those," she
said.


"No,
you're not," he said conclusively.


"Dreg."
No answer. "Beloved, I stay as you wish."


He
writhed around in bed level-eyed. The hand that bled for his life was
brought up between them. He kissed her wrist once. "You're not
my wife yet. Go as you please." She reacted. " Your last
adventures will end this moon, Chosen Night. I know."


"I
won't embarrass you," she whispered.


An
amused curl invaded his lips. "You are relieved."


"Since
when did I swear you duty?"


"Acceptance,
my dear. Unless you have forgotten."


"I
can't win, can I?" She caught on to the humor, smiling herself.


Dreg
reached up, curving his palm on the side of her face near the neck. A
longing sigh exhaled as he regarded every detailed feature. She
blushed. "You're so...." he shook his head slowly,"
just a goddess."


"I
adore you...." White Mane was surprised she had spoken.


A
soft laugh came smoothly from his throat. "Better still. Go,
before I lose myself to your tease." He released her burning
face. She stood and headed for the exit. "And take what you like
from the desk."


White
Mane started. Then, "Oh, right."


He
watched wonderingly as she picked out a single gold plate. High
taste, he noted. Every curve on her body was revealed in her stoop.
She walked with decisive steps out of the tent. The flap fell over
and she was gone.


The
light made her blink. It was mid-morning and close to noon. People
had filled the streets on every corner. Shops opened. The women wore
about the same silk dresses and over jacket clinging snugly to their
bodies. For the sake of blending in, she will bear with the
ridiculous clothing for now. It wasn't standard fashion, and she
spotted some lovelier styles that were more in range with of her
taste. When was it? This moon, he'd said, which meant...tomorrow
night\1 White Mane shrugged a sigh. Perhaps, one day at the Fair was
good enough, besides she was the richest woman here, though no one
knew it.


Today
was different. She had disguised herself well. People hardly paid
attention to her, except some men seeking brides did interest an
occasional glance, but she veered away. Every shop down the street
sold many sundry items, none of which caught her eye. Left and right,
she explored he market. A smithy smelted silver in his shop. She
watched him work for a while. Into the furnace a rock went, after
funneling more heat, the dipper pulled out liquid silver. The
substance was poured carefully into a mode. Special tools were used
to shape the cooling silver into various jeweleries. A few coins were
fashioned in the process, but a bit conspicuosly. She could work in
this place. After all, her skill in horse-shoeing wasn't so
different. The smith came up to the counter. He wore a toothy grin.


"What'll
it be, my Lady?" he asked. "I have rings, pendants,
necklaces, and all the jeweleries you desire...."


"I
would like those," she pointed at a pair of silver combs
embedded with sapphires.


He
brought them over. "What exquisite taste! You'd love these."


She
examined them. "Not bad, but the side is dented unevenly,"
she commented blandly. The merchant reacted. "Let me see that
ring over there." He took a moment before bringing the ring
forth. It had one emerald and tiny amber stones enmeshed into the
silver band. When looked closely, they were really gold beads. "How
much?"


Thinking
she was a Lord's wife, he humbled his profit. "To be honest, my
Lady, I could only charge you exactly for what it's worth. But do
please understand, I have a family to feed...."


"How
much?" she controlled her voice, one hand on the table, the
other fist was on her pelvis.


"Ten
sticks," he said quietly and shortly.


"How
about eleven? A bit more fair with yourself, merchant." She
squared his eyes.


"Thank
you, my Lady," he said with relief. "You are kind! Surely,
your blessing is worth gold." He laced a flowery knot, then
handed the items to her in exchange for the silver money she produced
from her pocket. "Thousand tributes, my Lady."


"I
have a question," she interrupted. "What is the highest
table to bid here?"


He
touched his chin as if thinking. "It would be the Golden Inn,
which is the center of the market."


She
left without thanking the man. Little along the way, she met a tailor
shop. Just for a while, White Mane indulged her curiosity over the
different materials. The merchant introduced her to everything the
shop could offer. From the thinnest fibre-woven cloths to the
thickest silks. She knew exactly what she wanted. The merchant sulked
when she left with no deposit. White Mane had to leave a token to
insure her confidence. The shop lady had to be content.


By
the time she reached the doors of Golden Inn, twilight was reaching
for dusk. The bodyguards at the entrance eyed her oddly. Four more
appeared in her path. Posture perceptively at ease, she rocked on one
heel, one arm folded supporting the elbow of the other. Her chin
perked a challenge. The men agitated the silence.


"No
woman is allowed," one spoke up.


"What
makes you think I'm a woman?" White Mane said smoothly, her head
tilted.


"You
wear a dress!" he said matter-of-factly.


She
thinned a smile. "Oh? If I were old, I'd give you a lecture on
etiquette." Her skirt swept above her knees. Three spins and
techniques, she passed her obstacles easily, leaving behind wheezing
bodies waddling on the floor. The commotion stirred the rest of the
inn to come investigate.


Between
the huddle of people, a man appeared. Middle-aged and sly looking,
the face was cool regarding the elegantly dressed woman whose eyes
were two fickle strikes of lightning glaring blue and silver.
Certainly, this was no ordinary customer. He allowed a faint polite
smile.


"Your
noble name, Lady," he said formally.


"No
noble name," she replied perceptively pleasant. "But my
patron had the joker fooled."


He
responded astonishment. "Indeed, a worthy identity. And what
might be you interest?" he stabbed. Joker's Fool was famous. He
knew.


She
smiled. "I've come to play," she said simply.


"Then,
come this way, fair Lady." He gestured a path between the crowd.


They
took seats at a table exclusive in location. The game? Naturally,
cards. Each opponent held cool faces that dared without word, but she
seemed to hold high confidence. The ribbon that hung the boundary
around them separated watchers from players. This game forbade
noises, shielding the players in a ring coded for silence. The
murmurs and rustles of the crowd quieted by the rules, so the players
could concentrate.


"How
would you like it?" he asked casually.


Her
smile was a pretty smirk and mischief glowed in her eyes. "One
match," she straightened index finger, " and full stakes."
He relaxed deceptively, but she added,"And a separate dealer, my
choice. Agreed?" Her forehead dropped slightly daring him to
object.


Pause.
Then: "All right, But your choice must be approved by me."


"And
you will be fair," she emphasized the last word.


"Of
course, Lady," he replied almost offensively.


The
arrangement was set. She chose an amateur from the line of his
underlings. The deck was dealt evenly. He met her icy stare with his
cold eyes. There was immense silence, enhanced by the stillness of
the crowd.


"Lady
calls for her royal deck," the dealer announced.


"Full
stakes," she threw a gold plate on the table.


"A
compulsive gambler," the man across from her said, grinning
admirably.


"Not
quite, my friend," she countered, resting an arm on the rim of
the table, smiling slyly. "More like a sure winner. And if you
don't mind, I'd like to reap the prize so I can afford a wedding
gift."


He
glanced at her cards. Pairs of kings, and sevens were open. She
couldn't possibly be that confident. One match to win? But the
gambler was a man at Gambit's Range, the news was heard.


"Are
you folding?" she said.


He
looked at his cards. All of the same suit. "I take your
challenge." He threw his stakes.


She
flipped a king. And his hidden card was different. "I'm afraid
my patron wishes his gift," she said mildly. "But I must
thank your help, grand sir." She backed the chair and stood.


Every
witness in the inn will remember this living legend that had visited
the Golden Inn. The autumn breeze blew at her willowing figure as she
stepped into the street with the load of riches. Her patron, indeed,
the loser thought amazingly, eyes like the others fared after her.


On
her way back, White Mane saw the merchant lady packing things up
closing the shop. She came up short with a genuine smile. The lady
scowled sadly nodding recognition.


"May
I have my token?" White Mane asked. The reaction was indignant,
but controlled. The package was handed over after a bit of rummaging.
White Mane checked they were her things before looking up. "Will
you please have it delivered by noon tomorrow complete? Here's
payment, full and extra for the effort." She placed the handsize
sack into the hand of the speechless merchant.


Down
the dark streets, under starlight and a gentle illumination, she
ruled the ground with ghostly steps. A mystery. Night will never hold
her.








At
her return, she slowed and hid behind a tent. Strides away under
torch light, the silhouetted outline of Dregin stood close to a
woman. She threw her arms around his neck, pulling his face down to
kiss her. It was only a brief while, when he finally removed her
wrists and whispered apology. Isinn denied that response. He stepped
back shaking his head. He could not.


White
Mane walked slowly out of her hiding place. She appeared from
darkness into the circle of light cast by the torch. Her face,
expressionless, eyed from one to the other. No word came, because she
didn't trust herself. Saving dignity for all three, she pretended she
saw nothing, nodded evening, and went past them into the tent. She's
not worth it. She's not worth it....White Mane's eyes stung, but a
powerful breath buried the flood of emotion. She sat into the stool
and forced herself to think of her hair, careful to put the package
into a drawer as she still remembered that tiny sentiment.


She
heard thumping of steps, then the rustle of the flap and his familiar
steps. Silence hung infinitely in the limited atmosphere. She removed
the braids of her hair, never looking into the mirror for his image.
A hand touched her shoulder gently. Every muscle in her body stopped.
Her hands lowered to the table surface. She still didn't trust
herself, but she had no part in the affair. None. Her eyes dropped.
He stood closer.


"White
Mane," his voice almost hoarsed, " I would understand if
you hate me now and never forgive, but believe me, I...."


Her
hand had covered his. "I've accepted your proposal." She
turned her head up to him. The pain on his face hurt her more than
anger. "I wouldn't break my word over a loser. You're mine, and
if she comes within five paces near you again, she'll regret it,"
her voice gruffed. She went to bed next.


He
didn't expect that coming from her. The lamp dampened near the bed.
For a long while, he stood dumb. Then, he began to smile slowly, a
childish grin. 






Chapter 6


Breakfast
was quaint between them. His gaze never left her face. She bent over
her plate, stopped, looked up to him like a curious bird, and lost
her reproach. He dropped over his plate abruptly, drank the milk, and
cleared his throat. She resumed her meal quietly. A hint of a smile
tugged at the corners of her lips. The cup was brought to her mouth,
disguising the stray grin. When she finished, her face was
disciplined again. Mutton watered in spice was stuffed in her mouth.
She chewed and swallowed. He stuck forward.


"I
have a surprise for you," Dregin almost blurted.


Her
eyes flickered uncertainty. "Oh! What is it?"


"You
will know by tonight."


"I
want it now."


"Oh,
but you can't," he jeered.


"It's
not a surprise anymore, now that I'm expecting it."


He
shrugged. "I thought I might tease you a bit."


"Oh
really," she tossed her chin, cheeks rosy.


"Yes."


She
snorted. "It better be worth it." Mirth invaded her face.


"Aren't
I worth it?" he asked innocently.


Her
face was ruby. "You fortunate dog," she growled pleasantly.
"I will blister you ears after tonight."


"I
guarantee you wouldn't do that after tonight," he replied
handsomely.


The
real trap. She hooded her eyes with a mysterious smile that received
fiercely spiced mutton. For the first time, she saw him blush.








Chosen
Night was peaceful and feverish. For one thing, the couples already
Chosen anticipated the ceremony, impatient to walk down the aisle and
be seated at either long tables. Torches lit the sacred square that
revered the throne where the King sat with the Sun Prince. The
announcer smiled a secret no one knew. It was a true harvest feast
with every best and favorite dish of the continent on the table.
Lords and Ladies attended the occasion. Colors splashed everywhere
from the clothing of different nations, but all wore a dash of gold
in respect for their ruler. People waited and the announcer spoke the
marriage blessing for all the participants of this special occasion.
Names of couples resounded all over, and they appeared beneath the
vine-arch walking down the aisle. The happiness on their faces
touched White Mane's sentimentality. Dregin slid an arm around her
waist, recovering from his initial shock, she knew. A blue-tainted
satin dress that hid her muscles, but not the essential curves, made
an impression he would never forget. A fine cut that followed the
silhouette of her body for a smooth unornamented dress. Plain, but
elegant. The silver combs were perfect. The winged lizards perched on
each mound of snow hair on her head like they were ready to strike.
She had expensive taste. Wonder....


"Next,
Third Prince Dregin of Falshire!" the voice of the announcer
roared. "And his wife, Princess White Mane of Tarenne!"


She
felt numb, every vein of blood froze to those words. The world had
turned up-side-down. Her legs felt light, and were urged forward. She
saw nothing. Almost. Before the revered throne, the act of bowing was
awkward and strange. They went to the side and sat at the front near
his grace. The reason was obvious. The rest was a dream as the list
droned for infinity.


Clarions
woke her from trance. The cheers were equally loud. She sat and
smiled prettily. It was funny. People turned heads to her ringing
laugh, but it was so wonderful they joined her. Dregin's touch was
there now. He gazed at her as if he saw the goddess. She did
something. And he was in love with her for it. A gold-studded emerald
ring glinted on his third finger. He looked up to the throne. The two
important men in his life were expectant. They will talk. He grinned.


-------


Dregin
wondered how long she would stay mute. He explored her silence,
catching everything she did from the movement of her eyes to the
coordination of her limbs. She walked, eyes directed to the stoneware
cobbled into the street. Why had she changed completely different
from the festivities a while back? She was angry. That concentrated
face was like the unperturbed mask of last night after Isinn. He
faced his bride, afraid for dear life. She stood, her face
unemotional, not even curious for his sudden halt. Disbelieve it, he
ordered himself, but doubt destroyed that thought.


"Give
me all your knives," he demanded with an open palm.


A
snowy brow jerked sharply. "You wouldn't think---"


"I
forbid it! No knives in our room," he cut in.


"I
wouldn't---"


"Just
give them to me!" he blurted.


She
opened, then shut her mouth. The other folks were all eyes on them.
Not here. A bit of authority had to be established and the damned man
he was wanted it. The knives were handed over one by one, produced
from her sleeves and ankles. The Crescent Blades were spared. He
wanted those, too.


"Unless
you wish me a bridge to other men," she muttered threateningly.


He
turned reluctantly and opened the door. The peasants resumed their
business scattering from clusters. Behind the door, his amber eyes
were fiery under the torch fires. She lifted her dress. The last
weapon she had was handed over. So insecure, she noted mentally. They
didn't go directly to the bedroom. He opened a secret door into a
chamber of some sort, a storage place. The knives and Blades were put
in a careful trunk fit for any sword. The wall closed in again when
he stepped out. She remembered the third stone next to the torch.


Up
a landing, two rights, a long passage, and left, then right again,
they stopped at a door. He pushed it open and faced her. The look she
gave him discouraged his attempt to carry her. She was angry. He
ignored it, gesturing for her to enter. She went in and seated
herself conveniently in a chair. He closed the door and latched the
lock. Waited. And waited. And waited.....


"Care
to discuss---" Dregin broke silence.


"If
you want, " she said in neutral tone.


"Undress,"
he said.


"Don't
change the subject!" she jacked with low intensity.


"What's
the problem!" he wanted to know. "Tell me what I've done!"


"Any
more secrets you can share here and now before I find myself married
to a compulsive liar?" she posed the question blandly, crossing
her legs.


"I
swear to you," he came close," I have been honest to you
all this time."


"When
you proposed, I had no prior knowledge of your royal line," she
folded her arms. "Explain."


"My
head would be an easy prize," he pointed .


"Yet
you gambled you life like water," she argued. "How could I
be so stupid! I should've known." She turned to stand.


"Don't,"
he caught her arms, stopping her from heading for the door. "I
do have one last thing I've kept from you, but I can't reveal it."


"Why
not?"


"In
time you will know."


"No,"
she stiffened. "I never told you I was Tarennei. Explain that."


"It's
quite obvious. Who else, besides the Ruler, could touch the Crescent
Blades?"


She
avoided his mouth, whirling out of his arms. "You will have to
fight for me."


"That's
ridiculous!"


"I
can't submit to you for the liar you are."


"You're
my wife!"


"Abide
my rules." She had the table between them. "Or nothing."


"How
dare you speak condition! I'll tame your wild fire just yet!"


Those
in the courtyard were amazed by the yelling of their youngest Prince.
He was full of fire. The window to his and her chamber blacked out,
followed by a yelp of pain.


"There's
plenty more of that where it came from," she sneered so loud,
they heard her, too.


"I'll
make you pay for this!" he yelled back.


Every
other window nearby lit up as the sleepers awoke to hear the fight.
Sounds of upturned tables and chairs, crashes, and broken things
shambled over words. Shredding.


"My
dress!" she howled. "You ripped my wedding dress, you
jughead! You're going to pay for this."


"I
don't care! Right now, I want stripped naked!" His words were
followed by tearing of fabric.


"Damn
you! By the Goddess, I swear I'll get you for this---Let go of me!"


"What
kind of a wife are you afraid to bed your husband?"


"If
I were---I wouldn't be here. Let-me-go!"


"I
won your heart, I 'll win my way."


"Not
when I'm not in bed."


"You're
mine!"


"Never---"
A pause. "I can't believe this!"


"Shut
up and make love," he ordered.


Finally,
everyone could go back to sleep as the couple quieted or subsided
their yelling. Surely tomorrow morning, they would be the gossip of
the whole castle among the servants and maids. The lights went out
one by one of each window. Then, all was night. And the moon shone
brightly for lovers to enjoy each other.








Half
past night, they were still awake. He stared at the ceiling for a
time. His hand, whose arm was a pillow for her head, twirled a clump
of her hair. She accompanied his quietness. He turned on the side and
smelled her cheek, then backed away. A sigh exhaled sadly.


"As
Third Prince, I wouldn't have much to offer except my title,"said
Dregin.


"But
you do," she argued.


"What?"


"I
want your hands."


"I
don't think I follow that statement."


"Promise
you will never gamble again."


"But
I only do it for entertainment."


"Dreg,
that's what I want." She sat up in bed.


He
looked at her face, half lighted by the moonbeam. Thoughts passed.
Then, "These hands are yours to chop off if you wish it."
He raised both arms.


She
took them, one in each . "This pair of hands is mine. I promise
to honor, protect, and cherish for as long as I live."


After
she kissed each palm, he opportuned himself to draw her to the
pillows. "I can't think of a better gift, but I promise our
children will be wonderful." His mouth fastened her lips. "And
special." He eased over her body and enticed her inner soul to
break free. After foreplay, passion came naturally. She was very
natural in bed. He enjoyed every moment as she found what she wanted
in him. The world was a sweet reverie....


-------


After
Chosen Night, a banquet was taken place privately among the royal and
highborn. In the Great Hall, the twelve high-backed, velvet cushioned
chairs lined either side of the long table. The King's throne was set
at one end. Three bouquets of fresh trimmed chrysanthemums decorated
the table evenly. Dark blood carpets streamed almost every square of
marbled floor. Jade rods poised like giant statues took up space to
reduce the airy vastness. Bold, but not gaudy, festive but also
simple. The outer edges of the carpet were woven with black wool that
veined the red continent like tributaries of rivers. Four mirrors
lined the sills at acute angles facing the window's sun to pare the
reflected light toward the ceiling. In turn, the basilisk dome
illumined the hall below brightly.


The
thirteen places were set with exact plates, utensils, and gold-hilted
goblets. Vases of wine were placed at convenience. Everything sat and
stood on a table cover that matched the surroundings, black scrawls
on red, edged by pale green marble embroidery. The guests entered
through the Great Doors. Carved dragonflies on cedar of each side
marveled every pair of eyes as each person paused to look before
being seated. Bards and musicians entertained with jolly pieces. A
flute fiddled, strings vibrated, voices trilled. The clear notes of
the airy reed filled every ear. The player had a woman's fingers, but
the man costume was green woodland, too plain to be noticed. The only
people missing were the King, the Sun Prince, and Third Prince. By
now, all other Lords and Ladies closely tied to the royal family had
arrived, waiting impatiently for the procedure of meals.


How
coincidental that all three men arrived at punctual timing
synchronized, the younger ones were accompanied with wives. Not quite
old as deterioration, the King of Falshire walked like an aged
general leading his firstborn and third son to the reserved seats.
Sun Prince's wife held a bundle of a child. Whereas, the newly wedded
one of Third Prince came in regal posture, though rare as the Snow
Flower with her mane of white hair streaming down her back. They all
held mirth on their faces. All seated gracefully. Silence.


"Friends,"
the King spoke with a carrying voice, "this is a truly
celebrated day. My flesh and blood have reunited with me and brought
new joys. Today, I have two daughters and I am grandfather. Wonderful
blessings from the Goddess. May my late wife feel the same down on
earth."


"Long
live the Golden Sword!" Every other goblets raised in chorus.
"The Goddess vow!"


Now
everyone was settled in. Conversations buzzed in streams of insect
communication. Blessings and pleasant words granted the royal
brothers. Jokes about sundry things exchanged and laughters filled
the place. Someone told a good tall tale and pandemonium rallied the
table. The newborn kicked twice to the occasion. The Sun Princess
apologized for his behavior with laughs. Sundan eyed his wife
appreciatively. They shared a moment of intimacy. Lovely time to be
intensely in love, someone said far away. He glared around the table
with a give-away grin. Everybody seemed innocent, even his father who
was probably the guilty culprit. His eyes caught Dregin setting down
his goblet.


"Brother,
that was a shocking entrance you've made!" he complimented.


Dregin's
lips curled modestly. "Surprise."


"Better.
You've always known how to impress, though."


"Unfortunately,
I can't do the same for my wife," he noted wryly, eyeing White
Mane.


"I
thought you a man," she said defensively. "And I was
mule-calf last night when your...name came up."


"But
you adored it," he grinned. She pinked, smiling slowly. "Shall
we discuss it again tonight?"


White
Mane threw a glance to Sun Prince's amused face. His wife was paying
attention, too. No help from either one.


"I
underestimated you," she growled lovingly, and resumed eating.


"Oh,
but you haven't discovered the treasures in him yet," Jenna
said.


"Actually,
I intend to find out," White Mane replied. "I would hope
you'll help, Sister."


"I'll
be wise in this matter and not wet my hands in the business, but I
grant you'll be impressed, if not mildly surprised." The older
woman winked.


"It
runs in the family, doesn't it?" White Mane addressed Dreg. He
curled his lips and winked.


"May
I ask where you got those clothings?" Jenna put in.


White
Mane's face reddened, a jumpy smile on her lips. "Um-ah, well,
I-uh...."


"She
likes wearing men's clothes," Dreg explained for her. Not that
he was really helping.


"Pardon
me," Sundan said. "Call a me a mule-calf, but they look
familiar somehow. Why, I do believe those belong to you, brother!"
Sundan said too innocently.


White
Mane shot Dregin a helpless look, accusively. He raised his brows
nonchalantly.


"Ah,
I see," Jenna understood. Sundan elbowed her arm. She chuckled
humbly and speared meat into her mouth.


To
apologize for the embarrassment, Dregin surreptitiously folded his
hand over his wife's fingers. She looked up, mildly astonished, then
smiled prettily with a nod. He kissed her long fingers. Eyes flipped
over to the scene of great gentleness between them. Only last night
were they in frantic fury. So who owned who? That was the question.


"Compliments,
my Lady!" An old man raised a goblet. "You are the most
beautiful woman I've seen on earth."


"Thank
you, " White Mane replied mutually. "My Lord sometimes
shares the same opinion."


"I
wouldn't blame him. Where were you when I was thirty?"


"I
wasn't even born," she matched his humor.


"Stop
flirting with my wife!" Dregin snapped with mirth-filled eyes.


"Ay,
my boy, I was your favorite Uncle Galic," the man of seventy
winters defended. "You're not breaking respect over a pretty
face now, would you?"


"She's
mine!" Dregin's arm tucked her close to him. She, ruby crimson,
pushed away.


"Seems
to me, she's shy of you."


"How
would you know?" That sentence made her squirm in humiliation.
"She's as warm as gentle fire---" he coughed from an elbow
jabbed into his side.


"You
don't say!"


Pandemonium.


So
everyone had been paying attention to the conversations, though they
carried their own, even falsely. The King laughed, too. Isinn was
grinning jealously down the other end, but White Mane was too
preoccupied to see it. Out of nowhere, three arrows drilled the air.
On impulse, White Mane plunged forward, arms extend to what she saw.
Her hands were swift and accurate, catching them, but she neglected
the last one. Through one side, exploded out the other, the third
arrow staked her arm to the table. Pain forced her to drop
everything. In the next few moments, too many things happened at
once. She grabbed a standing goblet, launched it disk-fashion into
the air sending it to hit the assassin's perch on a high crevice.
Just when the tip of the arrow broke, insect sounds skittered the
air, as the body of a man fell from the wall down eight strides
distance from where he was. White Mane pulled the arrow out, sprang
on the table, bounding over to investigate the scene of the crime.
The Lord of Vinne, whose seat was at the end, was only a step ahead
of her, already examining the corpse. The guests were abhorred and
ready at their feet, except the King and Sun Princess who held forced
patience and dignity to sit complacently in their seats. Sundan
guarded his wife and son. No one saw else.


"Dead,"
the Vinnean Lord said.


White
Mane picked up the goblet nearby. "No, he was murdered,"
her tone was stone. She tossed it over the chest of the dead.


Mutterings
buzzed among the others, or they were bursting outrage far away. She
couldn't really hear them. She was nothing but rage.


"Be
careful of the poison pincers," she warned in a neutral voice.
"Evil filth," she cursed with venom in low intensity,
managed by control.


A
slight sharp pain pinched her arm. She turned to find a pair of hands
bandaging her wound, healing under way. They were Dregin's. Relief
washed over her briefly to see him uninjured. She patted his hand,
then froze. In the peripheral of her vision, she found something
missing. The musicians and bards were shocked servants, all dressed
in colorful costumes, every shade of blues, purples, reds, and
yellows etched in gold. The harps neglected in soft hands.


"Send
the guards for the flute player!" she yelled. "He's gone!"


There
was no need for explanation, only to catch the killer as soon as
possible. He couldn't possibly have went far. Trahu summoned the
guards and they were on the way. The King had to forbid Sundan from
following after them. Jenna and his son were more important. The rest
of the others were confused and shocked to have witnessed an
attempted assassination of the royal males in the secured hall of
their well-guarded palace. They stood dumb-founded, waiting for the
dispatcher's return.


"Shyee!"


White
Mane felt strong arms catching her sagging body. She held on fast,
though her grip was slipping. The dizziness subsided and her vision
recovered its focus to see Dregin's pale face. She shook the feeling
off.


"I'm
all right," she assured him weakly.


"No,
you're not!" He slipped an arm behind her knees, sweeping her
feet off the floor. "Don't even argue," he said hotly to
her ready-to-protest-opened mouth. After a few steps, he set her
slowly onto a chair. "Be careful with yourself. Look at your
arm. My good shirt. Why do you have to be so reckless?!"


"I
was trying to save your precious life, man of pride," she
growled quietly. "Unless, you preferred me a stupid wife sitting
there watching you and your family die. Your damn shirt pays for my
dress---"


"Not
here." He realized people were wide-eyed over the scene he just
caused. She did, too. Her stiff shoulders and silent anger made him
guilty. She didn't even reproach him with narrow eyes, but stared at
the floor humbly.


"A
thousand pardons, my Lord. I was upset," she said hurtfully.


That
was the worst. He wrapped his arms around her comfortingly. To his
surprise, she trembled slightly, arms reaching over his hips. He
touched her hair, not noticing anything around him anymore.


"I
was, too, " he said softly.


Jenna
found herself touched by her husband on the shoulders. She looked up
to his unreadable face staring at his brother. Her hand reached up,
covering his hand. He seemed to wake from trance, and looking over
her, his expression was worry. He looked at his son, then back at her
again. They were important. Many things ran through his head. How
hollow it felt to be unsafe! He was incompetent just now, but he
swore he won't make the mistake twice. A woman had risked and bled
for their lives. But he only managed to calm his wife with a guarding
arm.


The
dispatchers returned solemn and empty. Each scowled his failure. Lord
Trahu had harsh eyes burning for blood, but there were none he could
impale his sword through.


"Double
and triple security," the King ordered. "I apologize for
the what has happened here today. There will be a search conducted
for the killer of my assassin. Please return to the safety of your
chambers."


The
guests left by way of the Great Doors, pausing to avoid the corpse
being carried away by guards. What was a banquet was now an abandoned
feast. The King's glowing eyes were flames surveying everything
around him. The seams on his leathery face were in pain. His sons and
daughters-by-marriage were silent. Finally, he sat up straight,
sucking in a great breath.


"My
second son has died today," he said tiredly.


-------


She
walked with light steps for an old woman, out of the sun into the
dark alley. So close in the palace Hall. Only a while back, she was
nearly caught by the guards. It was a good thing she had worn a man's
disguise at the scene of the crime, then removed the props
transforming into a woman. They couldn't recognize her as a woman
peasant with a dirty shawl. She smiled at the stupidity of the
Vinnean lordling. What puzzled her was how they thought of chasing
after the flute-bearer so soon. Must be that white-headed bitch. If
not for her, the plan was fool-proof. Who would've thought Second
Prince Guneth of Falshire had dared such a stunt? They were supposed
to be shock, but things didn't go according to plan. Mistress would
be outraged, if not vehemently sore by this failure.


Leaning
against the cold wall, she folded her arms, a heel standing. Mistress
wouldn't like this at all. How was she going to report it? She was
afraid. Mistress would be so displeased. So what should be done? She
couldn't think anymore as the Road to Summon appeared. She eased from
her posture and went over to the vibrating arrow that had the sigma
of a command. The gray wood was smooth and spiraled to churl the air
when fledged. She pulled it off the wall. The navy ribbon fluttered
solemnly from the wall. She read the message carefully. Anyone who
didn't know better would believe the plain words in their literal
meaning, but hadn't the knowledge to decode them for the actual
meaning. Location: Strata's Yard. She undid the ribbon and stuffed it
into the sash of her belt. As for the arrow, she bundled it in her
shawl.


No
one the wiser noticed the old woman hobbling down the street. She was
gray, hunched, bent over each waddling yet quick step. It was a
common sight. Many worried grandmothers rant almost every time the
Fair finished with business. Her granddaughter must be with an
unwanted suitor or some other person unapproved. However, a careful
observer would notice her keen young eyes guiding clear steps. She
only needed to ask and the guards permitted her to leave, passing the
gates.





Chapter 7


Mid-autumn
noon sun rayed into their room branding rectangles on a Pruzian
designed carpet. The patterns were layers of color threads woven
intricately together so a person, depending at which angle he or she
stood, caught sight of different shades. Dregin, at the moment, met
pretty hues of blue and shines. He turned to find his wife sitting
quietly with her eyes mindless as space. What was she thinking about
this time? They always seemed to focus on him, as if trying to read
him. Beautiful blue-silver eyes. He had never met a match to her.
Casually, he went to the table, filled a silver stemmed Jolanni glass
with a cool brew of cinnamon blossom, and brought it to her. She was
looking at him. But the face had omenous lines. Something was
kindling in her head.


"Drink
this," he said, handing it over. She took a moment before
accepting it and drank evenly. "Is there something you wish to
say?"


White
Mane had an expressionless look. She turned away thinking, so it
appeared. "You were the real target," she said quietly.


"What
are you talking about? My father and brother were in danger, too!"


Her
head snapped back so fast, he almost flinched. "Perhaps,"
her tone was moderate, "but the third arrow was sure for your
throat."


"White
Mane, how did you know?"


"It
was a simple keenness to the ear. I heard the strain of a quivering
bow and nocked arrows. Any Tarennei hunter learned that since
twelve."


He
accepted the answer. There was no doubt in it. She set the glass on
the floor, stood, and studied the floor. The silence was chilling. He
didn't understand. Reaching forward, his hand touched her arm. That
made her turn. She wrapped both arms around him closely.


"I'm
afraid for you," she whispered. "I doubt you are wanted by
those you gambled your wins. Dreg, please tell me why some evil want
you...." she forced her tight voice to hold back the word. "It's
so unnatural. I don't understand."


"Understand
you heart. I wouldn't lie to you," he comforted, fingering
tentatively at her nape beneath her hair, then massaging her spine.
"You are more than my life could ever bargain for."


She
moved back to see his face. "I didn't marry you for words
alone." A pretty smile broke across her face to his surprised
expression. "I guess you didn't know your own strength of
beauty."


It
was a compliment, the first that came from her mouth. "You think
I am handsome?" Pause. "Oh, you are a vixen! How many have
you played fools?"


"Are
you angry or jealous?"


"Neither,
but you are a damning woman," he said, smiling wryly. "But
tell me something." Her brows quirked for his question. "Why
in the Goddess's name do you blush to my advances?"


"Oh,
Dreg, do I have to spell it out for you?"


He
grinned widely. "I see, " he concluded. "You surprise
me each day...from the first I met you."


"I
never lost a match once before you. Tell me your secret."


"You
mustn't be too curious, dear," he said mildly.


She
didn't speak, but the sparks of her eyes wondered many unspoken
questions. "As you wish, my Lord."


Hugging
her closely, he pressed his face to her hair. "I'm only a man, "
he said. "Don't do this to me."


"I...know
you are. What else could you be?"


"Please,
" he said achingly. "Love me as a man, not by blind faith."


Feeling
his nape beneath the knot of his hair, she leaned on him slightly.
"Damn idiot, " she growled affectionately. "If you
hadn't beat me, I wouldn't be here. I swear it. You are never my
Lord. I don't know why I even put up with you, arrogant swine."


"So
I'm nothing, but...." he paused to concentrate on her touch
"....a pleasing pet?" His voice drew. "You learn
fast."


"I
told you," she gruffed. "You're mine. Nothing can have
you."


"With
your temper...." he was caught up in her kisses. "I doubt
anyone dares touch me."


Muffled
laughters hummed in her throat. "I don't care who or what is out
there trying to get you. By the Goddess, I will do everything in my
power to keep you."


"Didn't
realized what I've bargained into." He stared into her lusty
eyes. "You're insinuative, and I love it."


She
laughed softly. "I thought I was shyee in your eyes."


"Sometimes,"
he said absently, eyes studying her face now.


"Dreg,
what are you thinking?"


"Nothing,"
he answered.


Usually,
she'd yawn when sleep called, but her mind was slipping at the
moment. The lids of her blue-silver eyes drooped heavily. Her brows
worked up to pull them open. Thoughts were slowing now.


"You
put something in my drink...?" she said dreamily.


"Forgive
me," he said.


She
willed to awake, but it was futile. "Why...?" Everything
became far away. She could feel things, but nothing was solid. Her
eyes closed and she fell into gray darkness.


He
swept her knees up in his readied arm off the floor. What he carried
now was a young white-haired woman. There were plenty of times the
word shyee could be applied to the naive look on that face. "Forgive
me, dear," he apologized. He walked evenly toward the bed, lay
her in it, and pulled the covers over her. Let her believe the drink.
It'd spare her the unthinkable truth about him. What he was. She
wouldn't dare near him if she knew. So afraid of the Elements and the
hidden secrets. He parted the fringes on her face. She was
vulnerable. No matter how she proved herself, she was still a woman.
He kissed her soft lips briefly. "In time, you will know."
With that, he gave her a last look before leaving the chamber.


-------


The
King of Fashire felt age had finally caught up with him. There was no
use in fighting the obvious. How long ago since last he held a sword
wielding his strength at able-bodied men? And his wives? One still
lived, though she was asleep at the moment, weak in health as the
days came by. The younger one died after the miscarage of their
second child. Dregin was only seven then. Pale, golden-flexed hair,
and fiery when induced to the occasion. When did he realize he was
mage-born on purpose? Birds and stones, the Goddess never forgave
him. Dregin, my boy, you'll have to learn to face life at times you
hate it most.


Guneth,
I'm sorry, son. I never thought I paid more attention to your brother
than I do you. But I love you all equally, all three
flesh-and-bloods. My bones within each. And your mothers' gift of
flesh wrapped around mine to bring you life and spirit. You do
understand? I miss you, son. Very much. Return to me.


No
answer.


I
love you. You were second-born. Mirth, pride, and wonder. Your mother
the Queen knew. She loved you best. Even Sundan couldn't outshine
you. What parent in the world wouldn't love their offsprings?


No
answer.


My
good dear son. Your mother is sick in bed. Do you hate me? Do you? I
was a Goddess-damned blind man. But I meant well. Believe me, I
tried. Why did you have to do it? It's not your fault, I don't think.
Someone forced you. Must be. It's tragic you can't tell me.


No
comment.


Long
silence and deaf air. He stood from his angular chair and paced the
Cascan carpet. His spirit heavy, he depressed each moment he walked
and thought. How dare the world robbed him! Took his son away for no
reason! He would have revenge for this. He swore it.


Caressing
her accompanying old face, he stopped his anger momentarily. Once as
smooth as sanded ivory, he had felt the face with his cheek when she
slept, and he awake in the night. She was the only woman in the world
then. She still was. Never questioned, never angry, almost never
reproached, she loved him with blind faith. His betroth arranged
since two winters old. Was she ever jealous? A little if she didn't
reveal that part of her. Sweet Maislan, so kind and gentle. Even
after he went ahead and Chose a second wife. Most women wouldn't pass
that up. She was kind to Vayla and accepted her as a sister would. So
loving and caring. Yet, here was her fate, dying slowly in bed. He
had neglected her too long. Everything will be made up, he promised.
To the High Heavens, things were compensated.


Then,
there was lovely Vayla. She was not so high-born, unnoticed, and
forgotten, but mage-blood ran in her lines. That was the real reason
he Chose her. She agreed with his opinions. Their children would be
powerful over all other prestigious figures on the continent. Nights,
they spoke of the dream they'd built. Sometimes, she knew Maislan
passed their door. Mornings, the two women would talk and Vayla would
ask him to leave her room in the night. Funny women. Maislan and
Vayla. Two distinctly different people, yet compromisable. The gentle
dark haired Maislan had doe eyes and an oval face. She had the
world's special hands. Whereas, Vayla was stern and blond, though
beautiful in her way. She had sapphire eyes that were as clear as
water when she looked to the sky. Unfortunately, none of their dreams
came as soon as they wished. For one thing, Vayla died. And Dregin
ran away at eighteen. Eleven winters had passed. He never thought the
same.


A
knock came on the door. He was too tired to answer. It opened
permitting clopping heels, two pairs of boots. The room was deaf,
save the stir of breezes through the windows. The candlewicks jumped
and swayed, weaving dull light across the room. Finally, he turned to
face them.


"We
speak," he said with a formal tone.


They
understood his mood and each took a seat. Half-brothers, the very
image of each other reflected from his blood. Sundan was dark-blond,
whereas Dregin was golden haired. Intelligent faces and strong wills,
but the true ruler could've been the younger.


"I
return with my wife and a son," Sundan said. "Is that a
pleasant surprise?"


"I
sort of expected it, but it was wonderful to see my grandson."
He smiled freely. "Perfect image of the bearers." Sundan
nodded with a mutual grin. "And you have been well?"


"Twenty
years, I lived beside myself as the other half of me," Dregin
began. "Many things gave me experiences. I have returned with a
wife who loves me more than pride lacking knowledge of who I am.
Father, I beseech pardons for abandoning home."


"You
are most formal. There is nothing to forgive, my son. It is good you
have returned, and even better that you brought a joy."


"What
is the real reason we are here, father?" Sundan said.


The
King of Falshire took a moment to gather himself. After glancing at
his wife, he faced them again. "My time will come soon. My last
words should be heard now before I go." Dregin shifted in his
seat as if impatient for the door. Sundan dropped his head sadly.
Neither wished to hear this news. "The funeral arrangements have
been made. Those are not important." He looked from one to the
other. "I am glad you two love each other as blood to blood, but
time had dulled that brotherhood. As by law, Sundan will continue my
legacy when I die. To you, Dregin, I leave you Falcon's Spire."


"I
don't want anything from you," Dregin's tone was hollow stiff.


"Dregin,"
Sundan leaned forward. "Please be kind."


The
amber eyes of the younger brother almost glared at them both. "I'm
unworthy of anything belonging to this place. I returned to bring
happiness, not to receive sad news. My wife and I should be on the
road again."


"Dregin,"
the King's voice was calm. "Forgive me. Your mother and I had
wished to give you more than life.'"


The
ambers lit up. "She was a witch."


Now,
the truth was brought into the open. The issue had been shoved
ruthlessly at all three. Perhaps they were like him, feeling naked at
the moment to have heard that statement.


"You
are being unfair to yourself," Sundan levelled his voice to
complete neutral, but his dark eyes were beads black as a raven.


The
father sat on a chair placed near the bed. "Sons, I have
survived this long, because I wished to live long enough for these
words. You will be spared of my deathbed....Yes, your mother was
mage-gifted."


"You
married her to have me as a weapon," Dregin responded evenly.


"Dregin,
we love you as you are," Sundan counseled.


"Do
you?" he mocked. "A warlock in the living flesh. I have to
hide this from White Mane. She's afraid to the bone of the subject.
More than twice, she suspected. And that's my wife! How are other
people going to think if they knew?"


"It's
not a shame to be gifted. She loves you, she will understand that,"
Sundan snapped.


"How
would you know? You're not her." Dregin's picked at the arm of
the chair.


"Time
and again, you will face who you are, " his father said wisely.
"Against your wish, I hope you accept my choice of arrangement.
Whether you despise me now or forever, it doesn't matter, because I
will leave soon."


Dregin
didn't respond to that. His temper was so like himself, though now
matured. He escaped the seat and strode swiftly to the door. Sundan
almost leaped forward to intervene him, but the younger man stood
still. Dregin twisted halfway around.


"As
you will, father. But I will not rest easily until Guneth is
avenged." The door opened and closed after him.


The
remaining two stared at each other, both thinking the same thing. He
didn't know the truth of it. Neither spoke a word, because they
shared common knowledge. For his good, his mother's sake.


"An
old promise," King Ligon said quietly, after a while.


-------


He
entered and shut the door quietly behind him. Pitch dark in the room
made him slow, but he felt her presence clearly. Not sleeping, and
highly alert. Instantly, a force lunged at him from behind pulping a
grunt out of him. How did she...? Never mind that. Rolling on his
track, he struggled with unseen arms and body. The position was nice.
Between her thighs, anything could happen, but he didn't appreciate
the knuckled fists and hard elbows. Teeth dug into his wrist. He
freed one grasp, which earned him a smart blow on the side. A hoot of
pain fluffed out of his throat. Another jab pumped his waist. A
really rough one smugged his left cheek. That sent his eyes spinning
like marbles. When he came to his senses, she was still sitting on
him waiting. He pushed himself up on his elbows.


"Any
more you'd like to give?" he asked breathlessly. He heard her
seethed anger through clenched teeth. Dregin reached blindly in the
darkness and touched her burning wet cheek. She was sweating. "Did
you have a good rest?"


"Where
did you go?" she jacked, smacking off his arm .


"Nowhere
endangering myself."


"Stop
talking in riddles! I'm sick of it," she snapped.


"I
went to see my father."


"You
could have told me. What's with the drink to dose me?"


"I
know you, White Mane," he said mischieviously.


"Oh."


"Besides,
it's better off you don't eavesdrop about my life. You might go mad."


"I
hardly know you," she defended.


He
chuckled. "And do you think I know much about you? Discoveries
are yet to be found, dear. This is only a beginning." His mouth
touched her chin.


"Stop
it." She stood, knees releasing his hips.


He
pulled her back. "Hey!" he chided. "Don't spoil the
mood. I nearly decided to take a trip without telling you."


"I
knew it!" She held his head. "So what made you change your
mind?"


"Not
getting this," he took her mouth, "when I came back."
Enveloping her in his arms, he kissed passionately.


For
a while, she let him, but soon ceased, drawing away to whisper
forgiveness. She felt him smile to the words uttered from her lips.
Not again. White Mane criticized her mule-calfness. She had given in
to his ways.


"Stop
changing the subject," she broke off. "Tell me about the
trip, wanderer."


"Let's
get in bed first."


"No,
I want to know it now," she held ground. "You're too
unpredictable."


He
sighed. "Falcon's Spire," he said blandly.


"There's
more, " she was studying him. "There's always more than you
say."


"What
else would you want to hear? All right, my father will pass away soon
to be with....my sick stepmother. Her illness is beyond repair, so
I've heard."


"How
sad...." Her breathing neared his face. "If I know you, I
think you're using Falcon's Spire as an excuse," she whispered.
"Not a prince returning home, but a hired---"


"Really,
White Mane, you have the strangest things in your head," he
laughed. He felt the warm smile on her face.


"I
hardly know much about you," she remarked.


"In
time you will." He began to play with her hair, twirling a stray
clump of silky strands. The choice was hers as she had said bedding
was woman's right. Besides, having her come on her own terms was much
more pleasant than provoking. But did the wait have to take forever?


"You
fortunate hound," she sneered ruefully. "Are we going to
sit here all night or---?


Dregin
didn't even wait for the rest. "Of course," he answered,
unlacing her gown and fumbling with the rest, pushing her onto the
floor. Patience ran out. He scooped her up in his arms and lay her in
bed. Did it matter how he saw in the dark?


"It's
never enough with you, is it?" She didn't seem to notice his
landmarking ability.


"With
you, of course. Wish the candles were lit."


"Why?"
It was an odd request.


"So
I could see you," he explained, crawling into bed after kicking
off his trousers and boots. "But you, my goddess, I might as
well go blind to love so closely."


"Don't
say that!" she almost shrieked. "I want you whole, Dregin
of Falshire. Never even think of losing any part of you."


"But
you will forgive me."


"Yes,
I seem to always do."


"You
think too much, dear." He felt around her waist to her spine.


"Do
I? Well, beloved, you dosed me once. I'm not letting you go that
easily." Her hand touched his hairless chest tracing up his neck
to his chin. "You won't do it again."


"I
won't," he promised.


"Good.
And I won't bother about your secrets." She felt his jaws with
the temples of her lips. "Why do you put up with my rough ways?"


"I
enjoy your touch." His nose dug at her throat. "But you're
not that aggressive really."


"You're
just saying that." She tickled behind his ear.


"If
you were, I could've been dead."


Pause.
"I'll think about that." After a while, she came to the
conclusion. "Actually, you'd live anyway."


"Are
you sure?" he said dryly.


"My
pride stands below you," she answered.


The
same word he had used when he described her love for him. More than
pride itself, she had chosen to give herself to him. "You're
wonderful, White Mane."


-------


Not
many leagues away was a cabin coach with two women. One was highborn,
the other servant. The wool curtains smelled of livestock in the
stuffy box, but it kept the autumn chill out. The masked woman
sitting on a high chair listened through the full report. The
kneeling servant spoke in details of all she saw. When she finished,
the masked being sat for a time pondering and plotting. The servant
was relieved from duty momentarily. So it seemed. The ringed hand
waved in a curved motion. She nodded confirmation of the command.
Quarter Moon will be the next move. Her chin dipped close to her
throat again before she stood and went out of the coach.


"Bring
the harp, Trink," her mistress said casually.


"Yes,
Mistress," she answered in the way a maid does, closing the
curtains carefully.


The
harp. She wished to hear it at the union. It will be arranged. Trink
went around to a separate tacky coach. Twice, a look around before
she disappeared behind the wooden door fit for a single person to go
through. Inside, it was very small. Enough room to move and change.
She opened the only trunk in the coach and purposely selected the
green costume with mini-bells sewn to the embroidery trailed across
the torso, collar, and on the web of the back. Within moments, she
wore trousers tucked in the weave of fancy boots, silk shirt with
loose sleeves and lacey flares, and a dark green tunic that flowered
above the knees. Her black hair was combed neatly into twin coils
above her ears, secured by matching ribbons and jade pins. The bangs
curled over her thin brows. She checked the face in the mirror. It
was good enough to play for Lords and Ladies. The last detail to be
added was the silver edged wrist cuffs. A flick of a glance, she
counted the lined needles pinned within the cuffs. Everything was in
place and ready to carry out. After going over the corners and every
nook in the coach, she made sure no trace that could give clue
remained.


Outside
was night, a full net of stars in the sky. Cool winds blew at her
face and teased the strings of the harp held delicately in her hands
before her. Evening. Her face softened to a fascinated pleasantness.
Quarter Moon. She went to the saddled horse, the bells of her costume
clinking to the walk. That was how her Mistress knew where she would
be when they traveled. Her horse was a black stud with a star on the
forehead, a patch of white hair with severe angles. The black mane
was combed to perfect threads. No gloves, not for now. She took the
reins and road near the curtained coach. Mistress had rested. She
will have to keep watch through the night.





Chapter 8


Winter
frost began on the landscape, layering first snow over frozen ground
and dried branches. Leafless fruit trees with cracked barks stood
lonesome like skeletal hands of the earth reaching for the sky,
begging the nebulous sun hidden behind clouds. The fields were fallow
and hibernating until spring as most hunting games had done. A time
for rest.


The
whole realm of Falshire was somber gray in ceremony of two deaths.
This one day, no work took place in respectful mourn for the King's
and Queen's departure. They were buried together in the basement of
the High Temple. Their tomb was encased beneath raised walls and
covered over by a slab of expensive stone. Carvings of their
interests in life were on the surrounding barriers that protected the
tomb. Laws, legacies, luxury, family creation, and dedication were
shown in the form of story-telling pictures sculpted on rock slates.
Masons guaranteed millennia may pass, but every detail will stand
precise and accurate, none will wear from time, because they had used
good solid stone. The work took over two decades to finish, but the
masonry was not to rest for additions over the old were considered to
preserve a whole royal blood line. This was all devised by the late
King Ligon of Falshire, who claimed the Goddess suggested the idea to
him through her voice on the winds. But many believed it was the
Queen Maislan, however. She always had thoughtful extravagant tastes
about royalty. Falshire, though managed in her husband's name, was
really undermined by a woman's attention. Silks and herds traded
commonly. Water irrigation architected very efficient sewerage
beneath and above the cobbed streets in canals and drainages. Queen
Maislan's domesticity showed in the daily lives of the realm. King
Ligon deserved credit, too. For many years, peace reigned the land
and prosperity had flourished. This day was a most sad one. To every
Falshiren who understood and knew them, grief over the losses came in
tears to only have the royal couple living in memory now and forever.


There
was no need to announce it, Sundan was acknowledged as the new King
of Falshire. His son Poltha was Sun Prince by birth and order.
Standing here in the tower of his room, arms folded over his chest,
Sundan still couldn't believe his father had died beside his mother
in the same caption of time. He wondered how his half-brother took
this tragedy. Birds and stones, life was short. In a matter of time
his funeral will come, too.


A
gentle hand rested on his arm. He tilted over looking at his wife in
the face. She was a good woman and pretty, even when she frowned. His
arm swept around her shoulders as she wrapped herself in him. Through
the window, outside in the courtyard below, they saw a couple
strolling in the garden area. Their sister-by-marriage resided by her
husband, accompanying his silence.


Dregin
stopped abruptly without a word. He hadn't spoken since last night
after his last visit to his parent's deathbed. He was a statue during
the funeral session. She stood behind the isolated man whose mind
seemed thousand leagues away. Chilled winds whisked past the stray
strands on his side, no matter how neat his hair was braided with
soft leather. His maroon cloak hung on her arm in even folds. She
could see his pink ear bit by the cold, but he didn't seem to notice.
Stepping forward, she placed the undone cloak over his shoulders. He
almost flinched at the touch, but realized her existence instantly
and patted her hand to stay on his arm. She stood closer
understandingly with mutual silence. Better that than to not have
him, if he had chosen to hide somewhere. Cold, warmth. It didn't
matter as long as she was there.


Back
in the high tower, the older couple were amused and satisfied with
the sight. At least, they weren't alone. Not many believed in love
and everlasting honor when promised. Sundan's chin contacted her
temple. She was glad she married a Falshiren husband. Only men from
Falshire were almost always hairless on the chest and gentle-chinned.
Their lives would be more complicated now that he was King of
Falshire. She knew she would be Queen, but not this soon. Only three
winters ago, she was mature maiden at market bargaining prices with
merchants and watching musical performances. So young and free on her
own. Then, blond-dark and handsome with fair skin met her inspecting
a horse in the best stall. He didn't court her until couple days
after, her background memorized thoroughly in his head. He introduced
himself when he found her sitting at a lone table in a moderate inn.
Those earthly eyes were so friendly and attentive she couldn't stop
herself from staring at them. The dark lashes seemed to re-emphasize
them each time he blinked, then laughed at something she said a
little too smartly. She found she liked the man, and it was fortunate
that their age were closely ranged, only two winters apart. Both were
past the brink of childish tease. She narrowed her eyes indignantly
to his invitation to his tent and gave him a full lesson about
manners. The whole lobby was shocked silent. It was strange. Then,
the tension disappeared as he laughed uproariously. A burly man in
soldier's uniform came up to the table and asked his prince, if he
was truly all right. She swallowed then, ashamed and afraid. His
laughter subsided and he dismissed the guard. He stood and walked
over, by now towering before her eyes, and bowed politely. Taking her
hand, he kissed her bare fingers with a compliment of her good looks
and proposed, knowing she couldn't refuse under the circumstances. It
was one of the most amazing things that had ever happened to a
merchant's daughter.


Looking
up at him, she still felt that way, fascinated and enchanted by his
gallantry. Those boyish brown eyes were forever young, not that he
was old yet. The thick lashes flicked as the irises averted to her
attention handsomely. They could stare forever into the depth of her
mind if he wished it.


"I
never noticed you had green eyes," he said lightly.


"I
do---I mean I don't," she stammered.


"Jenna!"
he criticized gently, ready to laugh. "They are green at the
moment."


"The
curtains made the blue in my eyes change. I need to stare at
something else."


"I
hope you're not that fickle with me."


"It's
not my fault," she defended.


"I
know it's not," he said, tracing a path along her cheek.
"Perhaps, that old saying is true."


"What
is?" Jenna asked.


"Grief
brings people closer together."


A
wry smile formed on her lips. "I think you need a good rest, my
Lord."


"On
condition that the bed is warm."


She
eyed him ruefully, tilting her chin to the side. "Is that an
invitation or request?"


"Both,"
he whispered, hugging her close. "Father and Mother wouldn't
mind."


"It's
very unbecoming to abuse power," she noted dryly.


"Just
my way of spoiling you."


"I
don't like it when you do it too much."


"Only
when necessary, Jenna. Only when necessary."


-------


"What
is it?" Dregin asked her hesitating face.


"Sometimes,
you seem to be not here. Were you thinking of...."


"I'm
here and real before you. What do you mean?"


She
shook her head slowly. "It's a sad day, my Lord," White
Mane said softly. "You ought to sleep."


He
sighed drawing her close. "I'm not tired. Let me grieve their
rest, hm?"


"All
right, but don't freeze yourself in this cold. Come inside by the
fire."


After
a moment, he nodded agreement. They went back to their chamber. The
moment he stepped into the room, every exposed part of his body stung
to the change in temperature, face and hands warming even before he
felt the heat of the fireplace. The heavy cloak on his shoulders was
removed by her hands. He was ushered into a cushioned chair near the
hearth. Every movement, from her sure padded steps to the rustles of
her clothes was captured in his ears. He should pay attention,
otherwise, she will catch him again. That was very careless of him.
Imagine if she found him calling a tumble of snow and ice splinters
onto himself. No, he couldn't even think of it. She suspected
something. He knew she did, but with not the vaguest idea what....


He
discovered White Mane was kneeling by the arm of his chair. His
fingers had picked the cover. She picked up his hand and put the palm
to her face near the neck. A weak smile moved her mouth, softening
her features. She was worried.


"I'm
fine," he reassured her.


"I
know you are, beloved." Her eyes betrayed her words. "Wish
your mind doesn't wander so much," she said after a pause.


He
smiled, and she didn't suspect the relief in the act. "Just
thinking and reminiscing, dear."


"Don't
wander too far. You might lose yourself."


"A
wise advice...."


A
knocking was heard, and an errand boy entered. He was about eleven,
bowing a little too formally in the occasion. It was obvious his
embarassment showed uncomfortably for interrupting his Lord and Lady
in an intimate moment, but there was urgency on his face.


"His
grace!" he blurted in a cracked voice.


They
stood immediately. "What has happened?" Dregin questioned.


"The
T-Tower, my Lord," the boy coughed. "The Sun Prince---"


Dregin
didn't hear the rest as he fled out the door. White Mane grasped the
boy's shoulders looking him in the eyes.


"What
happened?"


"A
spy killed the child Prince!" As if remembering his manners, he
tacked on a belated, "My lady."


"How
long ago?"


"Just
shortly. His grace tried to chase after him, but he disappeared."
He swallowed a breath. "S-so now, his grace sum-mons my Lord and
Lady's presence in the Tower."


Half
her face hardened, but she released the boy. That murderous
expression of darkened face and flaring eyes froze him in place. He
had never seen a ghost, but not knowing was better than coming close
to one. For some moments, she glared at the door with a foul-twisted
frown.


"Sound
an alarm, secure all gates, and summon guards. Anyone questions, show
this." She placed an object in his hand. "Now, run, boy!"
she bellowed, pushing him out the door. "There is a hunt."


No
time to change. White Mane spiraled leather over her loose sleeves,
stripped a layer of skirts, slipped on her husband's boots, and threw
on a traveling cloak. There was no need to open the secret passage;
she'd retrieved her Crescent Blades after the attempted assassination
a season ago. Past the courtyard, round a bend, through the square,
she was a phantom of flapping linen and dark cloak flying over the
ground in the direction for the stables.


-------


The
door was left open to the chamber his brother and sister-by-Choice
lived with their newborn. Deafness rang in his ears like they were
shielded in the Bell of Silence. Jenna clutched the child
optimistically begging him to respond. Blood had been drained from
her face. Sundan was nowhere in the room. Dregin stepped into the
room.


"Where
is he?"


"Dregin,
help my son," Jenna pleaded. "Something happened to him."


He
took the child in his arms. Then, everything caught him in shock
terror. He posed her a look, as if reality took him of guard.


"Sundan
and I share things," she explained. "Please, brother, save
my son."


His
eyes closed in deep concentration as his fingers traced the little
head. Power was summoned to his will, channeling waves through his
mind. The patient was slipping, weakened by a dark presence. He
traveled deeper into the little body to catch the vague thing. The
veins slowed blood streams and the heart was dying to each wispy
breath after the alien darkness. The child was fighting it futilely.
His nephew had spirit, despite the evident losing battle. Dregin
reached and caught it full-blown in his net. Poison. He expanded his
net of energy to invade beyond, searching for the source. Down the
arms, he extinguished the death-inducing darkness as he went beyond
to the lungs that breathed a little freer. He forced through the
thickening fog. There, it was in the adomen. A sharp needle point
punched into the flesh entirely. He spread his energy all over every
nail-length in the body, moving in on the poison's source....


He
opened his eyes to see a waiting Jenna wondering. Her hopeful
expression for her son was put on a tight leash. He returned the
child in her arms with a reassuring nod. She sighed a relieved smile,
hugging her waking son.


"Thank
you!" she exclaimed gratitude.


"You're
welcome, sister," he replied. "And congratulations."


She
looked up. "For what?"


"Didn't
you know your son is mage-born?"


"That's
very good, but will you tell me what talent your wife has?"
Sundan was in the doorway.


Dregin
jumped at the sudden voice. "What are you talking about?"


"That
stallion-sired White Mane is your wife, isn't she? What in the name
of the Goddess does she think she is, placing orders for me? I hope
you put her to the chase with thorough thoughts---"


"Where
is she?"


"You
mean you didn't tell her to....?"


"What
?!" The lack of knowledge was frustrating to Dregin.


"An
organized chase---"


"Goddess,
no!" Dregin flew out the door without explanation. "Damned
independant woman...! Not when I am alive!..."


-------


In
front of ready-to-open gates, a troop of twenty on horseback waited
for processsion of the hunt. There was no time for metal armor as
every man was dressed in tough leather to ward off the frosty
weather. Bows and quivers were slung on their backs. Swords were
copped on the sides or at saddle. The horses stomped impatience for
free gallop. The white-haired leader glanced a last check and nodded
to the keepers. The huge gates, wide enough for fifteen men walking a
breast, opened slowly and heavily.








Dregin's
speed came in time for him to shout a stall The group halted at
recognizing Third Prince's presence. Confusion skitted across their
faces. Their leader hardly paid attention to the royal presence, but
the tension was obvious. The air became extra icy in the halo of the
main yard. Calm posture, Third Prince walked confidently toward her,
feeling the being and smelling her scent. They were bonded. Nothing
could impair that familiarity, but she didn't know that. Everyone
present waited and anticipated as he strode up to the snow-haired
figure on horseback. When he was a pace away, she nudged the horse
forward a step.


"Dismissed!"
he bellowed carryingly, but the place was pure silence. The troop
began to move dispatching from duty.


"No!"
stormed White Mane. "Open gates, the killer is not far."


"How
do you know?" He folded his arms, challenging her.


She
glared at him briefly, but held a proud attitude as she put on a
perceptively cool face. Swinging back toward the exit, she gestured
an order for the barrier to open. The keepers weren't sure what to do
as they froze in place. In establishing authority, she nudged the
steed forward. The keepers rolled the chains accordingly. Dregin
sprang forward, missing the reins, but caught the pommel of the
saddle. She purposely dug heels into the flanks for a full gallop.
With one swift move, Dregin swung onto the saddle behind her. It was
good she was sleek and slender, otherwise he might had have to sit on
the horse instead.


The
run made only a trot's distance. They returned with the reins tightly
gripped in his hand. His other arm tied her arms from mobility. Steam
puffed from her mouth and nostrils, but she was conscious of where
they were. Loosening her muscles, she straightened her spine sitting
still. He left his guard briefly. Her elbow immediately jabbed into
his rib cage, but he did not fall without taking her along. She
balanced on the ground the way a cat's paws found the flatness of any
surface. He spun her around, gripping her arms tight. His glittering
gold eyes were hard at her, defying his pleasant smile.


"Are
you hurt?" he asked very nicely.


Her
jaws clenched abruptly as her chin perked slightly to the side, but
she disciplined her features well. "My Lord," she said in a
poisonously sweet tone, "I can hunt down the killer of my
nephew. With the group I'm taking, there is no danger, except for the
treacherous runaway."


Dregin's
smile widened a fraction. "I see your logic, my Lady," he
replied, stretching the last word. "But, please consider this
bit of news before you go for a blank cause. Our nephew is alive and
well. I have just seen him. This alarm is truly unnecessary. Besides,
I believe it is too late."


"Oh
but, it is never too late to try, my Lord," she reasoned.


"I'm
afraid it is not as simple as it seems, my Lady. Come, we shall
discuss this matter fully in private chambers before taking further
actions." They didn't make a move for the castle. He forced
patience into his blood, standing there in the freeze. Both were
quite conscious of the eyes on them, some were wide with dropped
jaws. At last, she gentled her shoulders and nodded once in
agreement. He faced the audience waving his arm. "Dismissed!"
They dropped their faces and turned away to hide their expressions.
Dregin slipped an arm around her waist. She stiffened. When all backs
were at a safe distance, White Mane stood away from him.


"Don't
even think of sleeping in the same room with me tonight," she
said intensely, poking his chest. With that, she spun and trotted
back to the castle.


He
watched her long-legged figure dash across the yard in his boots. A
mild chuckle rumbled in his throat as he folded an arm and touched
his chin with the hand of the other. Then, he raked his fingers
through his hair from ears to the temporal of his scalp, bending back
to look up the sky. "Thank you," he whispered, and went
after his wife.


-------


"Damn
it, will you just tell me!"


"What
the hell do you want to hear?" Dregin snapped.


"Why!
That's what I want to know. Why are you letting things happen and not
doing anything about it? Why? Goddess damn you, you're a coward."
She swung away, folding her arms angrily and looking out the window.


There
was a pause before Dregin spoke up. "So I'm a coward," he
said slowly. "Just what has gotten into you? You don't usually
act like this."


A
breath was sucked into her lungs to suppress her emotions, perking
her chin briefly. He dared closer and reached his arms around the
stiff shoulders. Her hand crawled onto his forearm as the tension in
her muscles relaxed. She sighed.


"Don't
try to spare me, Dreg. I can feel danger coming. The.... It's
frustrating."


"I
have not many things kept from you. Why do you keep mistrusting me?
I'm your husband."


"Are
we going to do something about these murderers who walk so freely in
and out our walls?" she asked blandly, but the rigidness had
returned. "Something evil is trying to destroy us. By the
Goddess, I can't let it happen...Not to you. You can't spare me any
pain. It's already with me." Writhing around, she searched into
his eyes. "So many hidden things I can't ever...." she
sighed the rest, eyes blinking tightly once. Now, she was his wife
again, gentle and loving. "I'm sorry, Dreg." Her nose
buried into his neck.


He
stroked her spine. "Actually, there have been some
arrangements," he said quietly.


"What?"
she said, looking up.


"Remember
Falcon's Spire?"


"We're
leaving this place? What about your brother and---?"


"They're
coming along, too," he answered. "It's not safe here."


"You
know who is doing all this?"


"No,
but we can't stay to find out," he said gravely. "The
holding is too unstable to keep things in order. Once we're somewhere
safe, then will there be an investigation." He hesitated, but
decided to say it anyway. "Your life is very valuable to me. The
mother of my child deserves better, but I promise to compensate
everything."


"You...knew?"
Blue-silver eyes were a pair of moons. "I was going---"


"---to
tell me," he finished. "Did you really think I wouldn't
notice?" She shied at the question. "So, is that adequate
action for you?"


Mauve
lips bunched against a twitching smile. "You sly hound,"
she growled.


He
grinned sheepishly. "Maybe I deserve that," he said. "I
take it that I am forgiven?"


"You
always are," she said, expression distant. "How much do we
know each other?"


He
almost winced at the sudden question. Freeing her from his arms,
Dregin began to comb his fingers slowly through his hair, one hand
balled and shoved into his pocket. Dropping his head slightly as he
walked, the paces were studious in the way he avoided her.


"Dreg?"
she demanded threateningly.


He
pivoted on his heel and addressed her with a close to straight face.
"Dregin of Falshire, third son of late King Ligon and his second
wife, Vayla of the Fifth House. I am a good man clean of disease,
madly in love with you, worrying about your health, and ...lucky to
have a white-haired goddess in bed every night. Pleased to meet you,
dear." He extended an arm for a handshake. She shook his hand,
shocked by this... introduction. "Anything else you want to know
about me?"


The
hanging jaw closed consciously. "You scared the daylight out of
me," she defended. Straightening herself, she swallowed
invisible food. "I am White Mane, daughter of tribal Ruler Wind
Ear of Tarenne and Stone Arrow, his Guardian. To you, Sworn One, my
soul and devotion through everything and all eternity," kneeling
on one knee. Cradling his hand in the cup of her palms, she pressed
her forehead to his knuckles. She raised her eyes and met a
speechless Dregin who came upon his knees carefully. "My sword
is at your will. I am your Guardian."


-------


Stuffing
the saddle bags with extra pressed bread, Sundan cramped all the
essentials of travel to fit in. He wouldn't want Jenna to starve, and
Poltha needed her milk. Stopping to think for a moment, he tapped
subconsciously at his chin. Falcon's Spire was a long way from here.
Wonder if she was able to endure it. Shaking his head, he resumed to
what he was doing, tying the leather thongs double.


"Thinking
about me, were you?" Jenna's sudden voice echoed in the silence
of the kitchen.


He
spun to find her in the doorway, smiling shrewdly. Poltha was bundled
warmly in her arms. Sundan picked up the luggages and came to her.
Looking down at his son, he caressed the cheek gently. The child
squeaked excitedly at the ticklish touch.


"How
did you ever guess?" Sundan replied mutually.


"Maybe,
I'm like you."


Stiffened
spine, he shot up wide-eyed. "What do you mean?" he asked.


"Oh
Sundan, you should know better than that. I meant we share
understandings of each other. You two are so alike sometimes, I doubt
anyone would never take you for brothers." She tipped on her
toes and kissed him briefly. "You are so silly."


He
relaxed. "Thank you ever so much, dear," he said, wry humor
written all over his expression. "Well, let's not delay, shall
we?"


"Agreed."


They
left through the back door of the kitchen into the serf garden where
all the spices grew in the warmer seasons. Snow covered over the
fallow square, coming blue where shadows lay. Dusk twilighted the
roof's shingles like pretty pebbles under a river bed. Their boots
crunched the ground as they walked across the square in the direction
of the stables. No one was paying attention to the place. To a normal
eye, excuses would be called to mind to explain that oddity. And the
snow fell after them.


-------


A
golden dusk haunted the Jaggs Spine in the far end of Tarenne's
border. To his ever-young blue eyes, they became flint sparking for
danger. Ripping his eyes away, he regretted instantly. The price fo
sixty winters was quite a painful experience for his bones verses the
still high spirit residue from his youth. Like Fire and Water, youth
and years contradicted. He waited for the pain in his spine to
subside, sucked in a refreshing breath, and finally dared to move his
arm, reaching a hand to his back. He staggered slightly forward to
the windowsill, but managed to stand, tottering in the process.


Arms
caught his body warmly. Actually, it felt more like seduction, he
amended, than anything else. They were familiar arms, strong and
loving in the way they held him.


"My
pet, you are getting old and forgetting me." She helped him into
the padded chair nearby. Smoothing his tunic, she caught his stare.
"Well now, I didn't expect that spark of yours," she said
ruefully.


"Enough
to make you blood run, eh?" He smiled mischieviously.


"I
can't imagine why they call you ageless," she remarked dryly,
folding her arms.


"Oh,
don't tease me, woman. I have no one else to turn to for comfort.
Either help me up or leave."


"You
can't possibly be pushing me out of your life, my pet?" she
said, bending over him, mirth glowing in her eyes. Though wrinkles
were catching up with her, she managed to sparkle. "You're
hopeless, old boy," she sighed. "Nine winters my senior and
still have the charm of a man your daughter's age."


His
arms curled around her nape, reeling her in for home. She pulled his
body up, standing him close. For that moment, he was the charmer she
mentioned.


"You
make me feel young," he said after the kiss.


"I
take that as a compliment. So what signs have you seen today?"


"Look
out the window and see for yourself."


He
guided her over to the view. They were quiet for a moment. She drew
him closer than every now. The desert land was orange and bright gold
rayed by the setting sun. The mountain tops were spiked shadows
pointing at the rough blue sky. Dust rustled past the cheeks of the
dunes in front of the Jaggs.


"And
what have you heard today?" she asked carefully. "What do
the winds bring?" She turned her head.


Meeting
those grey eyes, he couldn't hide anything. "Stormy whispers and
cloudy rains here in Tarenne. If I didn't know any better, I'd say
this is the waste of the continent," he said slowly, peering at
the sunset again. "There's going to be a Red Dawn."


"Red...
Dawn." Stone Arrow's voice was omenous. "She was right all
the time...."





Chapter 9


The
four riders rode as far as a third of a league and stopped to have a
farewell look at Falshire. The sky was midnight blue under a
quick-silver Moon. Snow fell layering the land whiter than the
initial frost. The path of Southdom Road hid between evergreens and
conifer groves. Winds whisked through the branches, sighing coldly
around them. They continued determinedly, riding at a confident pace.


Despite
the use of soft leather gloves, White Mane's hands were icy. At
least, she could feel the ting of cold wrapping over them and the
reins. Sundan and Jenna hardly paid attention to anything, except
Poltha's safety and comfort. Seeing them at it, she ran a hand over
her adomen and thought of her own. Must be a son, she could almost
feel it. The freeze became insistent, rushing her fur-trimmed cloak
open and spread like wings. She pulled the frontal pleats together,
shivering and chattering her teeth. A sudden warmth seized her as
Dregin reined in close on the side. Why did she always blush when he
was near? Lines of worry clouded his expression. She assured him with
a nod. The tension on his face relaxed a bit, but he rode closer.


The
weather condensed, ladling heavier flakes. The horses pressed on
easily despite the setbacks as if unaffected. White Mane didn't seem
to notice, but her mind was pre-occupied somehow. He hoped they reach
the cottage soon. She looked so pale, ivory cheeks contrasted
severely with the brown turban on her crown. What was going on in her
damn head? He should like to know. Trying so hard to hide everything.
What he would give to have her in his arms and spill everything.


When
thinking about it, she was only a woman. She gave much for a woman.
Damn. Why? Why did she throw her life away so readily? He wondered if
he could ever break her by the time he turned old. Or was she forever
untouchable in that fortress? He discovered he had reached her.


"Are-are
you sure you're all right?" he asked. She nodded with a weak
smile. Something was wrong. There was... a dark thought in the back
of his mind, but he couldn't quite grasp it. She patted his hand
comfortingly and rode on. Goddess, she was dying and not realizing
it. The fortress was higher than ever now. Damn her. She had no
right. No right to sacrifice for his sake. Don't spare her pain, she
said. It was already with her. What was he to her? Why was she...?


He
swallowed his pride. Goddess, she knew nothing about him. Not what he
was. And she believed she was doing everything to protect his human
soul. An ordinary man. He had asked her to love him as a man, yet
that blind faith was there. She tried so hard, giving everything she
had to offer. But why? He ought to know. He clenched a fist to hold
all his anger. Keeping an eye on her, he rode intently. Until they
reached their destination for a rest, he would put this on a leash.


Glancing
behind him, he was satisfied the tracks were covered. The snow will
keep falling well till they were safely out Falshire's boundary.








Blooded
Zand. Death plagued the land leaving bodies unburied under the sun.
Red marooned the grains of sand, burned to stinking piles. She
stepped out from behind shadows into the light. Her silk slippers
stained the moment she entered the tainted world. Tears streamed
slowly down the curve of her cheeks against her will. No. It cannot
be. No. No, no, no, no, please, no.


But
everything was real before her mortal eyes. Bloodshed murdered her
people, raped her home, and destroyed her life. Sorrow catastrophed
the Zand. Sinking to her knees, she begged that her eyes saw only a
dream. Please, no, no, no, no! Beneath the merciless eye of the sky,
pain contracted every nerve in her body. She hit the burning sand
with her fists curling her body like a shrimp hiding in fear.


Spasms
knifed between her legs, leaking wetness that traveled down her
thigh, soaking her pants. No, please, no. Not this. Not here. Oh,
please, I beg...I give.... Please. No answer to her pleas.


No
one was here, but she alone, she realized. On her hands and knees,
she forced her numb muscles to crawl on the waste. Sweat beaded on
her forhead, condescended and spilled down to her chin, dripping off
heavily. Again, the sharp wound electrified her body, but she pushed
on to reach the blackness, where nothing was ugly. She could hear her
breathing, gasping air haltingly. Must not be here. Spare her son.
Please spare him. Groping for more grounds, she trembled in the
effort to reach the haven, the place that mocked reality in false
shadows.


Gruesome.
Rotting corpses stared empty-eyed at her living moves. Burned flesh,
cracked and split, had worms crawling in and out the nostrils. She
gasped, but moved on toward the grey threshold that lined between
land and empty space. Only a hand away, she felt the erupture forcing
through between her thighs. He was coming. No, son! Don't! Don't!
Don't! She tried to thrash around, closing her legs. Not yet. Give me
some time. Please, allow me some time. Clawing the sand, she dug
painfully toward the grey boundary. Son, not yet, not here, not with
them. He was at the edge near her womanhood, fighting to be free of
the womb. Only a nail's width away. She reached enduringly. Some
time. Almost...so close...there. She touched the grey matter just as
he escaped her protection. The blood gushed out of her, she felt the
flood of his death. NO!....


Shyee,
wake up.


No!...I
didn't mean to fail. Swear I didn't!


Shyee.


I
didn't! Please, not so. It's not so!


Shyee,
wake up. It's dream. Dream.


No!....I'd
give anything, but this.....








Someone
was shaking her into the darkness. The feeling was solid and faint at
the same time. Her eyelids were so locked, she couldn't fight the
changing blackness. Then, she felt a jerk and opened her eyes. Dregin
was stricken by concern.


"Shyee,"
he called hoarsely. "Are you awake?"


"Yes,
" she mumbled.


"Are
you truly awake?"


"Mm-hm,"
she answered tiredly.


"Did
you have a bad dream?"


"Mm-hm,"
she nodded, and shuddered. "It was hideous!"


"Only
harmless dreams, shyee." He cradled her in his arms. "I'm
here to chase them away. Don't worry a thing."


"Dreg,
I can't ask you to forgive me," she began to sob. "I failed
you. I failed you."


"Hush,
don't say such things." He rocked back and forth, soothing White
Mane like a child. "You never failed to love me. Never. Believe
in that---"


"Our
son---I lost him---couldn't save him in time---I failed. I know I
did," she choked.


"It
was only a dream, shyee," he coaxed. Lifting her head up to him,
he reassured her with a confident face. "Dreams can be either
bad or good, but they're just dreams. Harmless delusions, nothing
else."


"But
this one," she fretted. "It was so real. Terrifying, Dreg.
You must believe me." Her fingers clawed at his shirt. "You
must."


"I
believe you," he comforted, his heart aching to see her afraid.
"I also believe you'll never fail me. You've done so much,
loving me and honoring me more than any worthy being. You won't fail
me now, nor ever will. Our son has not been born yet, but he will
thrive on your love and mine. Oh, shyee," he hugged her, "
you offer so much. Sometimes, too much. You need limitations."


"Why?
You are my limitations. I don't care about anything else." She
sniffled, embracing him in return.


"You
love me more than pride, I know." He sighed contently. "I
appreciate your caring gift, but I value your life even more. So
please, don't drain yourself for my sake. I really don't want you
hurt. Nor for me. Not ever for me, " he ended tristfully. Dregin
couldn't bear the way she lay quiet in his arms. He kissed her
forehead. "Go back to sleep, shyee."


"Beloved,"
she murmured.


-------


They
had not meant to overhear, but the walls were wood and thatched
straw. The words carried right through into their barracks. Jenna
wondered how Sundan took the awkward situation. The room was so dim,
owing to the miniscule glow of a lamp perched on a shelf. Turning
back on her side, she found him staring at her. She grabbed for him
and cried mutely, eyes flooded her emotions. Beneath the fur
blankets, his arm reached over her side and massaged her spine. He
kissed each of her wet cheeks, then dried them with his face. A shake
of his head refused words. His lips caressed each of her lids. She
cuddled in the comfort and accepted slumber with a dreamy smile. He
drew the blankets warmly around them. Soon, he too was fast asleep.


-------


She
was up before dawn, moving carefully in the dark so as to not disturb
him. How thoughtful, he noted sitting up in bed. Dregin watched her
toeing one side of the room to the other, so gently and swiftly it
was dangerous. She was born a warrior and sure to act like one. So
preoccupied, she didn't hear him either. Wish she wasn't so damn
worried about everything. He struck flint, lighting up the lamp on
the desk nearby. She froze, then turned around. Instead of lashing
anger, he opened his arms offeringly. She blinked, but soon managed
to pull herself together and came over into the enfoldment of his
care.


"Why
do you not sleep? Is it, because you don't feel safe near me?"
he asked. She was with child; he must be gentle and patient.


"No,
of course not." She sat on the bed. "Why would you say such
a thing?"


"I
don't know," he said, shrugging his shoulders. He sighed
extensively. "Then tell me why you've been so much on the edge."


"I'm
not," she defended.


"Darling
shyee," he said a little flatly, "you won't spare me much
burden by hiding things in your head. Please, tell me."


"It's
..." she hesitated. "Oh, I don't know." She began to
move away, but he grasped her arms.


"I'm
your husband," he said.


"This
could be superstition." She waited, but his expression was
intent changing to belief, encouraging her to go on. "It's in
the winds....Danger, that's what I hear. You might as well call it
nothing. I just feel uneasy about things, that's all. There's nothing
to worry about really." She began to avoid him again.


"How
do you mean hearing the winds?" he asked, detaining her.


"I
learned it as a child. My father taught me to recognize things from
the Messenger Air. I'm not particularly good at it."


"What
kind of danger do you hear?"


"You...believe
me?" She was surprised he didn't get angry. Then, her face paled
as she swallowed. Her lips quivered nervously. "Are you really,"
chattering teeth, "n-not a wa-warlock?"


"White
Mane!" his voice was sharp. "I've told you this before. I'm
not. If I were, do you think we can have children? Look at me,"
he trapped her face in in his hands. "Do I look like a warlock
to you? Answer me. Do I?"


Her
eyes darted, but became calm after a while. "No," she
whispered.


"Goddess
be kind," he exasperated, putting her head to his chest. "I
love you, woman. Don't you understand? I worship you, Tourmaline of
my life. Do you hear me?"


"I
hear your heartbeat," she said quietly.


"Well,
it's beating for you," he sighed.


"I'm
sorry I have caused you pain." She sat away far enough to see
him. "You don't find me strange."


"You
forget I was a traveler before I met you. I've seen stranger things
than your ability to read signs in the Air with your keen ears. I
heard it can be learned," he said.


"You
know much, my Lord," she said, smiling now.


"Stop,"
he grinned wryly, "don't pamper me."


"Will
our neghbors please shut up? We need some sleep over here."
Sundan's voice startled them both.


They
looked at each other for an instant, then smiled, realizing their
intimate conversations were just as loud. Dregin spread his arms
again. White Mane was moving toward him, but ceased abruptly. Her
eyes were wide, ears twitching to catch unheard sounds, head tilting
slowy side to side. She blinked, flinching at something. All of a
sudden, she seized his wrists. He almost jumped and lashed out on
impulse, but he managed to hold steady his nerves.


"We
must leave, Dreg."





Chapter 10


Dawn
approached Jaggs Spine in a humble, eery taint of orange gold,
condescending red near the sun. Light fanned across the horizons,
following hundreds of mercenaries. They appeared as if from thin air,
trailing dust at their heels. From the top of high dunes, they
invaded the Zand threatening Tarenne. The ten infantry flanks stopped
on the outskirts of Dunn's Foot like rows of organized ants waiting
for a call, every shield shining even in so early a morning.


From
the high perch of his tower, the Ruler of Tarenne saw the sudden
guests that brought dangerous gifts. He could hear the sounding horns
that warned arising war. There were shouts and orders, alarming and
recruiting every abled person to arm. He knew this was coming, but
hadn't expected it to be so soon. At least, the people could react. A
fierce wash of shame flooded inside him. He was helpless in the shell
of an aged coward, and he knew it. Why couldn't he follow the example
of those around him? Because the years of luxury taught him well of
peace, an inner voice sneered. He had grown soft and fat into the
coward that he was. But Goddess, he didn't want to see his people
die. They had long been without war. And this was a sure losing
battle for them.


His
ears twitched for the fainted sound of faraway winds, drowning out
everything at the present. Hoof-beats? What could that possibly mean?
He strained for loudness, but the four sets of shods clomped farther
and farther away. Four riders...traveling in snow at hard
pace...fear...child---Collapsed to his knees, he was surprised how it
happened. The floor had given way beneath him, pitting a hole that
trapped his shins. No pain was felt. He was numb, shocked even, at
the open wounds where blood soaked his clothes. It stunned him to
realize he did not scream as the violent stinging pierced his flesh.
Instead, he was wondering why in the Goddess's name was he crouching
there in a hole. It was strange. Then he remembered the hoofbeats and
began to listen again. Nothing, but the sound of silence. Not even a
stir of drafts. How odd? This was very curious, indeed. He returned
to the present reality, going over his thoughts collectively.


What
he heard were four travelers galloping against time with great
fear...


A
shriek screeched behind his ears, followed by strong arms hauling him
out of the hole. He ground his teeth at feeling the shear pain in his
knees that pulled at his muscles. His ears bursted at the strain. The
stones that kept his feet gave way, crumbled by sudden force. For a
while, he saw and heard nothing. He vaguely felt cold droplets
dotting his face, and fainted.


When
he came to, opening his eyes slowly and painfully, his nose felt
acrid in the effort. Stone Arrow's anguished expression battled
tears, but concern won overall. Did she realize she was crying? He
wanted to talk, but his voice croaked, frothing something from his
throat. The spasm tightened his lungs, releasing him after
immobilizing him for a long instant. He discovered he was on the
floor, still unbandaged where blood ran fresh. Wind Ear judged he
hadn't been long in unconsciousness. That was good. No time was
really lost. He pushed against his skin, fighting to sit up. Looking
at her, he begged with his eyes, hoping she would understand. She
pillowed his head on one arm, raising him upright. He nodded weakly,
leaning toward her softness. It was comforting and very sating. He
smiled at the feel of her. To be with his woman before he died was
all he ever wanted. She gave him strength and courage. That reminded
him. Please, dear Goddess, he prayed internally, bring light to her
mind so she understands. His finger reached for the puddle of blood.
He traced the floor stagnantly for each stroke, his hand trembling in
the attempt. Not with the last breath in him will he permit disaster
on his land. His decision was vital. Pray Goddess, put light upon her
soul. Let her know the meaning. Let her know....


His
body slacked; the spirit simply left him limp in her arms. Stone
Arrow was dumb and blanked expression for a while. It was impossible,
preposterous even. She enveloped him in both arms and began to cry as
painfully as her heart was broken.


-------








The
diplomats were surprised to meet the defensive ranks. There were
women in armor as well as men, re-emphasized by a feminine leader.
One of the diplomats actually admired her beauty beneath that
muscular structure. He met her glowering grey eyes with a modest
smile, almost in appreciation even. Half her frown lifted to form a
smirking scowl. She was disgusted of the idea. He nudged his horse
forward a pace, bowed formally with an arm across his chest. It was
obvious that she was the leader.


"Formal
introduction," he said carrying a tone. "I am Tyran,
representing the First Flank of High Lord of Gorra. My brothers,
Padrad," the man to his right, " and Reiyane," his
left. Tyran leaned on the pommel of his saddle complacently, waiting
for a reply. A brief while passed.


"Then,
I shall return your respects as well," she said in the sudden
silence. "I am known as Stone Bird, Lady of the Keep and
Commander of Senior Rank, representing the Ruler's Name of Honor."
An impressive introduction, but she wasn't conceited about any of it.
"State your purpose," she said tersely.


Tyran
recovered from his staring, clearing his throat. "I've come to
settle High Lord of Gorra's claim, one that was made nineteen winters
ago and left here. It shall be retrieved today or...." he let
the rest trail, mocking his threat uneffectively.


"Tarenne
has never agreed on terms with any outlander," Stone Bird
stated. "You are mistaken if you think other wise. Go back to
your High Lord with this message, if you will: Leave now and hold
peace. We have no interest in your visit." Not even a flicker of
an eye, she sat in saddle with an authoritatative expression. She
took his challenge.


No
woman had ever dared speak up to him, not to mention taking on
decisions not given. He straightened in his saddle, putting on a
smile that never reached his eyes. "Lady Stone Bird," he
said, astonished himself at the words, but didn't show it. Her
eyelids glanced a bit. This woman was used to being addressed this
way, he concluded. "Perhaps, I have been a bit unclear. High
Lord has given me formal wordings to retrieve his claim. It would be
best that I may speak to your superiors who would remember a
forgotten oath. The matter is of grave importance."


Brows
furrowed as her chin tilted on an axis. Her hand reached up the side
of her neck to her nape, coming back with the tail of her bronze
braid between her fingers. She studied him, weighing his words,
counting each twist as her fingers ran along the braid. Lady Stone
Bird was elegant in her intellectual moment. Without changing her
expression she spoke again. "There has been no record of oaths
for generations. What is this claim you speak so accusively of
Tarenne?"


"It
does not concern the court at present," he said dryly. "And
I have not accused at all." He was losing patience with this
delay. Realizing how tensed he had become, he put on a pleasant face.
That surprised his adversarial beauty. A small pleasure was felt on
his lips to see her off balance for once. "We have ten flanks to
your five---"


"A
threat, I see," she said with a dull smile. She had been waiting
for the perfect excuse.


He
realized his mistake, but there was no turning back now. "Ten
flanks to your five can do many things, Lady. I wouldn't need to
threaten, but simply telling you what is obvious, if you know what I
mean."


"You
bring an unnecessary amount of escorts," she controlled her
voice to neutral. "You have no reason for that presence. Do not
under estimate Tarenne. We can handle such a number even without the
Goddess's blessing. I advise you, it would be a very," she said
suavely, "wise decision to return to where you came from,
Tyran."


That
was the last straw. He jerked his reins aside, then back. A wolfish
grin flashed his pearl teeth. "You tease rough, Stone Bird."
She threw her braid back, eyes burning fury. "All right, we will
entertain then. Come out and play. Don't be shy with the game."
He rode a few strides back. "For an initial bout, may I have the
first match with you?"


The
line of her mouth was tight. "Gladly obliged," she
answered. "The battle ground is ready." She dug heels into
the flanks of her black to the far end.


He
was indignant to have to follow, but he will get even once he
unhorsed the proud desert-bred. He will teach her. She stopped
abruptly, twisting her body halfway. Tyran ducked in time to avoid an
arrow aimed for his eye. That was unexpected. She was a dangerous
woman. He did under-estimate her and nearly paid a heavy price for
it. His sword was ready in his hand. Glaring at her with full hatred,
he channeled all his strength to kill. Naturally, the thought of
letting her die slowly was in mind.








They
charged, meeting in a crash of tearing steel. He was taken aback that
she fought so well. The contact of his sword with her blade stung his
arm, ringing a clang through his bones. Over and over again, he dealt
with the heavy blows defensively. If Tarennei women were built like
this, he couldn't imagine how the men would be in combat. His chest
felt a slash, but he was untouched, protected in armor. The shoulder
strap was unfortunate. He felt it loosen and lost his sword. They
broke away just as a white tether fletched between them. He kicked
up, catching the hilt on his foot. The sword flew up and he took it,
swinging in the reflexive curve. He could feel the tip touch
something as his horse backed away.


Stone
Arrow reined in short. "That's enough," she ordered in
regal tone. "There shall be no more blood to be shed. That,"
her voice was sharp when Stone Bird reproached, " is Ruler Wind
Ear's decision. Peace, Stone Bird. He wishes harmony to our people,
not an unreasonable war."


Stone
Bird faced the ground. "Pardon my spirit, your grace," she
amended her attitude.


"Acknowledged,"
the older woman said.


Tyran
watched in amazement at the Commander wheeling her sword into place.
She didn't even notice the bloody wound on her thigh. He wasn't any
better off himself, feeling a cut on his arm right on the tendon. He
swallowed. Stone Bird rode unperturbed to the background. Stone Arrow
rode up to him, eyeing his slashed armor and the streaming blood. She
reached into her pouch and produced a vile. It was offered to him
from the end of a strong old arm. He stared, taking the vile slowly.


"It
will soothe the wound agreeably," the Ruler's Guardian said.


"I...thank
you, um," he fumbled for an appropriation, tacking on a belated,
"your grace."


"Heal
first," she advised. "Then we will speak the matter of your
presence." She had a young smile on a close to wrinkled face.


Tyran,
in all his thirty-eight summers, had never met such a high presence
as a woman. She was beautiful and matured by age. A face smooth,
except for occasional wrinkles near the eyes. The hair neatly
arranged in coiled braids on either sides of her head. Realizing he
stared too long, he averted to attending the pain on his shouler. He
dressed his wound accordingly as she was expecting him to. Padrad and
Reiyane came up behind him. He shrugged off their help. After
applying the powder from the vile, he pulled out a sash from under
his vest, glad that it was white from his wife, and bandaged his arm,
clamping his jaws from excruciating pain. Her grace nodded once, as
if approving his actions.


"Your
name, young man," she said.


"If
I may, your grace," he bowed, glancing over to Stone Bird once.
"I am Tyran, brother-by-marriage to High Lord Priz of Gorra. You
may not know him personally, but his...wife visited Tarenne nineteen
years ago. Perhaps you'd know of her? Phosa...Phosa Maydes was the
name."


"Yes,
Phoe," Stone Arrow smiled sadly. "She was with child then,
and you've come to fetch him back. I understand he is your nephew
then, if by ceremony."


"Him,
your grace?"


"Phoe
died. She left a son in my care. A god-child, Lord Tyran." The
man nodded comprehension. Stone Arrow raised an arm. "Request
Lord Legran's presence," she called.


"I
am here, Mother!" A youth appeared from between the lines of
infantry. He blended in with the soldiers in uniform. Dark featured
like the Gorrans, he appeared mischievous in his springy walk, one
hand copped over the hilt of his curved blade. The dark brown brows
were slanted wickedness of the three men, mirrors of himself.


"Legran,
you were given orders---"


"Mother,
my duty is to my people, not my cowardly quarters. Now, I have a
score to settle, so you don't have to ask me to use my sword."


"You
will not murder your uncle, Legran. They have come to escort you home
in Gorra."


"I
will not," he said stiffly.


"Legran,
it is an order with the emphasis of a gold seal." Stone Arrow's
eyes were cold. "Do not grace or mother me on this. It is not my
decision, but your blood mother's. Respect her ashes and hold your
pride, fire-born."


He
scowled, a good replica of Stone Bird. Tyran couldn't understand it.
If he didn't know any better, he almost took them for relatives.
Owing to his arm a bit, he unsaddled and bent graciously to the
youth.


"My
Prince, we have come to escort you home."


"Home?"
Legran sneered. "I have lived here all my life, good sir. I
wouldn't call it anything else. I am no Prince of yours."


Tyran
glanced over to Stone Arrow. "Does he not know his identity?"


"He
denies it often, Lord Tyran. However, this is not his matter of
choice. You have my support to tie his wrists and ankles topped over
a saddle, if need be." Though her face was straight, humor was
written across her eyes. "We have no intentions of retaining a
foreign prince. And it would be such an uncomfortable title to be
labeled a kidnapper of a jewel prize heir, Lord Tyran. Legran, my
child, please behave."


"I
am coming of age. I have a right to my own decisions," Legran
argued.


"Go
home," she snapped. "Or do I have to bid you like a
stallion?"


He
reddened, but didn't make a move to leave. The diplomats gestured him
onto the alien horse. Stone Arrow, his god-mother, held a cold face
for him to comply. He paced extensively before climbing onto the
saddle. Legran knew she was hurt within, but that barrier of ice
always managed to control him effectively. He wouldn't let either
Stone Arrow or Stone Bird out of his sight as the horse was led away.
When his neck ached and they were too far away, did he stoop his
spine.


Stone
Arrow let out a sigh. She shook her head, stroking her stud's mane.
Her sister came near. She froze at the contact of a hand clasping her
elbow.


"What
happened?" Stone Bird's voice was pleading. "Why isn't
brother-by-law here?"


Stone
Arrows's cloudy eyes filmed and sparkled. "He...left," she
choked, turning away closing her eyes. The tears fell onto horse
hair, two bubbles of diamond rolling off. She pushed her sister's
arms away.


"Don't,"
Stone Arrow growled. "I need no one," she said through her
teeth. She killed her stud that day, speeding past the castle walls.


Stone
Bird's scowl was as brutal as ever that anyone could remember. She
gathered the infantry flanks back within the castle. Her black was
equally fierce in spirit, hooves almost catching sparkles when it
rushed past the gates.


The
enemy mercenaries did not recede from the premises. They remained for
quite a while, never intending to leave at all. Barracks were set up
for camp. Time had not come yet. They had just recovered a prince
long forgotten in years of malice. Time will bring on that malice
into Tarenne. The Grace Lord only needed a strategy for satisfaction.
Time will come.





Chapter 11


Tyran
squared the throned Guardian with a conviction no one understood.
Tyran took note of how elegant royalty dressed. Guardian Stone Arrow
wore thin black velvet over dark blue silk robes belted by a buckled
suede strap. She had two braided coils of bronze gray hair on either
sides of her head. Years had not middle-aged her at all. The grey
eyes clouded a hidden storm, daring him to defy. The prolonged
silence tested his patience. The effect was obvious in its purpose.
He was beneath her and would not speak first. She shifted into a
deceptively relaxed posture, resting her chin on folded fingers.


"You
may speak," she said simply. "And do get to the point. I'm
quite old and tired."


He
clenched his jaws, thinking he despised this woman more than the
contempt he held for the other woman who stood next to her. But his
anger would only ruin everything if he was too naive to control it.
He straightened. "Your grace," he began with a nodded a
bow, "please forgive me for bringing ill news of Prince Legran."
That caught her attenion. "He ...is dying and we don't know what
disease has taken him."


The
bronze brows jammed the lines of her forehead for a brief while.
"That would be odd. He is desert-bred. Not likely to take ill
easily. Report his conditions," she said.


Tyran's
features had hardened resentment. Patience, he disciplined himself to
relax again. "Pale and very sickly. He is weak as a ...foal
newly born. That is all I know, your grace."


"Mystery."
She cornered her eyes, staring into open space as if analyzing the
information. "Stone Bird, you will go and help Legran in the
best of your ability." The Guardian was so brief in her speech,
she was made of stone.


"I
serve as your will, your grace." Stone Bird bowed, an arm across
her chest. She descended the platform without limping as she should
be from the wound in her thigh seven days ago.


Tyran
must have stared at her leg, because she glared most hatefully when
he met her grey eyes. He forced his arm to stay on the side, not
wanting to touch his shoulder. She turned to face the throne and
bowed as before, but upon seeing it up close, he thought her action
was most graciously. He was thrown off guard to realize she was a
physician, too. Why else would she be sent for the task. A woman with
skills of a man. Was that possible? Perhaps in this land opposite to
his own, that was how they were. Where was the Ruler anyway? He
hadn't seen him since forever---Tyran pushed all his thoughts aside,
concentrating on the present. He followed her example of paying
respects to the Guardian.


Later,
Stone Bird and one bowman joined the Gorrans of six on horseback,
Tyran included. She was a statue riding ahead of the party beside
him, eyes intended on the desert toward the mercenary camp. She
hardly paid attention to him. He nudged his horse closer. Still no
reaction. Not even her people, he concluded. He reached out his arm
aiming to remove the scarf that hid her face, but the eyes---and
nearly lost his hand. In a flash of lightning from her blade that
blinded his eyes, she thumped his arm with the hilt.


"Do
it again and you won't be lucky," she growled menacingly.


He
heard a snicker from the bowman. Out of the corner of his eyes, he
glimpsed the man crossing his arms over the pommel of his saddle.
Tyran's own men were stiff in their seats, almost ready to draw
swords.


"A
thousand pardons," Tyran swallowed. "I meant to ask your
health."


She
twirled her dagger, "I'm quite fine, thank you," into its
rightful place on the side. She resumed the journey, iron-faced as
before.


His
wary dark eyes watched her carefully now. For a while, they rode
mutely. then all of a sudden, she twisted half-way around, facing him
with kind eyes. At least, they were kinder than the usal disgusted
slants. Her head tilted to the side as if expressing puzzlement. He
donned on a polite smile. She looked away, chin lifted above the
usual level that made a perpendicular angle with her throat. The next
thirty paces were complete boredom, challenging his patience. He sat
in his stiff saddle uncomfortably, shifting at every ten paces. He
cleared his irritated throat, which interrupted her stone posture.
She swept her masked face around.


"I
was thinking you should be named Storm than anything," he said
pleasantly.


The
grey eyes fluttered like a butterfly's wings at uncertainty. "No,
her grace would fit that name more adequately," she replied.
"And you, you don't act like a leader of nations. Why are you
named Tyran?"


"Well,"
he smiled modestly, "my parents, the givers of my name, thought
I had a righteous forehead when I was born. And you, my Lady."


"Me?"
She faced the desert, snorting a laugh. "My lashes were long
like wings when I blinked, but I wasn't delicate. I didn't cry for
the first few days of arrival into the world."


"Such
paradoxical qualities," he commented. "You know Gorran
customs?"


"A
bit of the language." She looked with sudden attention. "The
plain ahead is flat enough for a hard gallop. Which direction is
Legran?"


"Forty
trots north-west...." he never finished telling exactly which
camp Legran was in. The woman in leather garb rode ahead, turning
dust at her heels.








He
reined in short at camp directly outside the barrack where Legran had
imprisoned himself. Tyran jumped off saddle, sprang forward, bolted
for the spot in front of of the entrance, and caught Stone Bird's
arm. Her short sword was already paralleled to her forearm. As blades
caught at the opening of the barrack's threshold, she sparred steel
for steel, but ceased when he signaled ease of posture to the guards.
After they retrieved alarm, he resumed attention with the woman,
pulling her roughly aside.


"Who
are you to the boy to act so impulsively?" he demanded.


Her
eyes narrowed after a blank moment. The bronze brows slanted inward
diving for her nose. "None of your business!" She ripped
her arm away, heading for the barracks. "Death lingers in the
Air," she muttered coldly under her breath, entering the flaps.
Tyran pursued hearing her mumble something, "Not if I can help
it."


He
watched her go straight toward the patient lying on a cot. The air
was stagnant, congesting his breathing as he stood there trying to
catch his breath after a hard gallop. It was hard not to inhale that
dense smell of disease. His vision adjusted to the dimness, focusing
on the kneeling figure whose head was prettily decorated with two
pieces of some sort of white wood smooth as ivory. The scarf was
removed, neatly thrown on the floor beside her knee. The bronze braid
reached her belt on the waist. He studied the head more closely and
saw slender hair-lock that stuck between the twisted hair into the
fitting curve of the ornaments. Strangely, he noticed a faint scent
crawling into the dense air that craved sickness. He had never
smelled sandalwood before, but knew it msut be such a perfume that
lured his nostrils so sweetly. The place was no longer stagnant as in
the beginning when he first came in. Then he realized where the
perfumery came from. She was the scent-bearer, wearing an ivory-cased
ornament stick in her hair. He now discovered it was indeed pieces of
sandalwood put together in the holes of the ivory stoke that secured
her hair.


Coming
close, he saw her examine the dying youth expertly. Checking the
pupils of the eyes, feeling his pulse, looking into his mouth, and
hearing his heartbeat, she knew the ways of a physician. Tyran
wondered if she was the only physician of Tarenne. She frowned most
critically each time her face expressed founding of a clue. The boy
was as sickly looking as a corpse clinging onto the last thread of
life. She threw Tyran a look, sweeping her face up to him. He
straightened, understanding the message for privacy.


Upon
walking out of the tent, he wondered what she might be trying to do
to the boy. The flap dropped behind him as sunlight received his face
on the outside. He took in a breath of the clearing air feeling
regret for not smelling that sweet scent. Wonder where or how they
obtained such riches. He met the Tarennei bowman waiting by her horse
and the red one the bowman used. The men squared each other with
chivalrous hatred. The bowman smiled faintly and looked away. Tyran
didn't understand that reaction, but he hardly had time to care. She
appeared next to him with her too familiar scowl. Stone Bird passed
him, striding toward her horse. He followed, ready to interrogate
information before she could leave.


Instead
of saddling, she stopped short where the bowman stood. "Fledge,"
she said commandingly, "bring this message to her grace that I
need some days to cure her damned god-son. His sickness is prowess
and I intend to knock some senses into his head."


"Yes,
my Lady," Fledge answered. His smile never failed his amused
face. He pounced onto the red steed and galloped back in the
direction of Tarenne.


"What
is the meaning of this?" Tyran demanded. "What is his
grace's sickness? And what do you mean prowess as illness? Is he
really dying?"


She
spun, taking in a short breath and sighed impatiently. "He
starved himself, that's what. No, he is not dying, but he isn't
living very well either. Haven't you been giving him food?"


"We
have." He stood, dumbfounded by her speech after answering her
question. She grimaced, passing him for the tent. He recovered
himself, catching up with her again. "I swear it. We've been
bringing in food. Always the trays came out empty until three days
ago that he stopped eat...." It dawned on him all of a sudden
that her words made sense.


"That
damned idiot---" she cursed tersely, calming her ephemeral anger
with gritted teeth. "Sounds like him to hide until it's too late
to do anything anymore," she said coldly. She stood, reaching
for her braid and thinking for a moment. "Shouldn't have...."
She shook her head, seeming not to notice his presence. "Your
Prince," turning her face to him, "is a wild stallion,
stubborn with his ways. I suggest your High Lord train him thoroughly
to Gorran customs before clothing him in handsome titles." A
corner of her mouth lifted with a snort. She resumed peering.


His
expression puzzled annoyingly, but he smiled after a moment.
"You're...interesting, Lady Stone Bird."


"A
strange person, perhaps," she replied. "As for curing your
Prince Legran, will you be gracious as to bring in some fruits and
water? I will feed him," she answered before he even spoke the
question, "whether he likes it or not." She disappeared
into the tent.


She
was definitely interesting, intriguing even. He found he appreciated
her sense of humor, though it was misunderstood the first time they
met that resulted in combat. He touched his smarting shoulder and
froze. She was also a dangerous woman. Stone Bird was an apt name for
her.








"I
can't live here. The Goddess forbids my staying," Legran said
huskily, after recovering some of his strength through a painful
experience of battling wills with his teacher.


"Fool,
you are so weak your senses are muddled. Goddess has nothing to do
with this. You've done it to yourself," she charged.


"Birdie,
I swear I'll die if you force me to stay." Legran stared at her
straight-faced, exactly how she had taught him when daring an
opponent.


She
grimaced, locking icy eyes with him. "I've taught you too much,"
she said regretfully.


"No,
just too well," he replied, smiling.


"Therefore,
your threat is invalid," she smirked, brows jumping as she
spoke.


"Invalid!"
He tried to sit upright, but a fit of coughs settled him flat on his
back.


She
leaned over in her seat, hand reaching out to soothe him. "Yes,
invalid," she said, "because you're not old enough to trap
me, the wise one your superior." He stopped coughing, gazing at
her wonderingly now. "What?" she said flatly.


"You
don't look that old, Birdie."


"Feeling
better, I see." She stood, turning out for a pitcher. She filled
a wooden cup with water. Coming back to the same spot, she descended,
raised his upper body, and helped him drink the water to the last
drop. After that, Stone Bird set him back gently like a child.


"Thanks,
Birdie. I sure appreciate it," he said quietly as she placed the
cup on the floor.


"Well,
that's a change of tone all of a sudden," she said smiling
dully.


Just
then, the tent flap swept aside. Tyran entered, features pleasant. He
bowed deeply, arms crossed over his chest.


"My
Lord Prince, I hope you are well, " he greeted.


"Well
enough to return to Tarenne," Legran replied.


"Ah!"
Tyran said enthusiastically. "You have recovered speech."
He eyed Stone Bird carefully. It was obvious he was uncomfortable in
confronting his spoiled Prince. He donned on a smile. "You were
right, my Lady. Our good Prince is a stubborn one."


"Now
you know." She shrugged, halfway twisted around.


"Yes,"
he said reflexively, adding, "Birdie." She furrowed her
brows to that nickname coming from his mouth. "Now I do know."


"I
would prefer Lady, if you please."


He
mocked a nod. "Oh," he said as if surprised, though very
unconvincingly. "Of course," he amended. "My Lady, I
apologize for overhearing a few words not intended for my ear."
He extended an inviting arm.


"Small
matter," she replied. "Consider it forgotten."


"You
are most generous, Lady." He bowed, moving his extended arm over
his chest the way of Tarennei ceremony.


"Is
there something I need to know?"


"Yes.
Her grace, Guardian of Tarenne, has sent a message." He produced
from the fold of his vest a sealed letter. Tyran presented it to her
with the same arm. "Specifically for you."


She
took it and stood, striding to the lamp. With a convenient knife, she
cut the seal open. Under the lamplight she read for a while, a hand
calculating her braid. Her features became solemn as her brows
slanted into a sulky mood. After reading it, she burned the letter.


"Birdie,
what is it?" Legran asked hoarsely.


"Nothing,"
she retorted. Upon hearing her voice, she lapped on a complacent
attitude. "Nothing too important. You must eat," she
squared him hard in the eye. "It is an order. Recover and
walk...Legran."


The
heat of the flaming paper caught her finger. She flinched, then
stuffed the remaining portion catching fire into the cup. When the
letter was ashes, she filled the cup with water.


"Rest,
now, I will return in the morning," she said, giving him a last
look before exiting.


The
stars were pretty, mocking her unhappy self. She challenged them with
her face, but to no avail, she couldn't outshine them. She wasn't a
star. Standing here, tethering her black, she wondered about the
urgency of that letter. Could she be returning? Had the Prophet
really been her? All these years.... Stone Bird sighed at the idea.
She knew she was a unique girl with pretty ears. Thinking about the
white-haired, cloudy-faced, and stunning girl, she sympathized the
jeopardy of departure at an age forbidden to any child. Quiet Storm
was her name. Since the day she heard Winds, she told ugly
predictions of death, especially a day of hell on earth.


Switching
channels, her mind analyzed the purpose of the Gorrans. Had they
really came to recover Legran? Why had Phoe brought him to Tarenne?
They brought a threatening number of soldiers. If they didn't come to
conquer, then what were they there for? What could they possibly be
after by invading the Zand? All these questions had no answer.


Quiet
Storm. That name pulled and pushed at her skull. A storm was brewing
disaster, all right. Stone Bird could sense it. The Air was dank and
unnaturally cool, too thick for her trained ears to hear clearly.
Something somewhere faraway was grumbling, gathering to inflict fear
on the Continent. Time for change, it ached in an inaudible voice.
Change from years of peace. Surges hounded, overwhelming the insides
of her earlobes. She clenched her fists, whitening her knuckles. Pain
pierced her eardrums, knifing down her neck slowly and breaking the
side of her skull. She panicked. This wasn't supposed to happen.


Thousands
of colors blackened her mind, paralyzing her from reality. Each was a
taint of darkness meeting the other at distinct lines, like a
rainbow, only it was black. A black rainbow bended over her, blinding
her. She couln't scream, cry, croak or make any voice. Then, sound
came. Faintly at first and louder as she stilled, feeling her lids
closing. The black rainbow was still there, burned to her eyes never
to forget even if she closed them. Where were the stars? Where was
the moon? Louder. Louder. And loud enough to be heard was the sound
of hoofbeats....


Whirlwinds
tabbed a road. Trees were uprooted in the pulling wind. Snow coming
west. Blizzard? Barren land was left behind.


Still,
the hooves pressed on....


Stone
Bird concentrated, pulling back. She felt a chill crawling up her
spine. Death lingers in the Air---NO! She saved him from the moment
of doom. It can't be him! It wasn't him, though, she realized. If it
wasn't him....Her? How? Why? The knife strained down the bone of her
skull where the ears were. Mortal pain attacked her brain in the
center of her conscience. Sinking to her knees, she felt a whispering
scream escaped her lips. The hooves faded....


She
rocked back and forth, still kneeling, arms hugging herself. The
world around her stopped rocking. She realized she had been sitting
on her ankles all this time, never moving. She didn't rock. Her mind
had rebuilt the reality of seasickness around her. The Zand appeared
gradually depicting bluish black dunes and shadowed craters. Dead
silence. No stars. Pitch sky. No!








Stone
Bird opened her eyes and winced puzzlement. A pair of warm arms were
round her beneath a wool blanket. She searched ahead, finding endless
stretches of sand beneath an iridescent pearl. Her face pained to
meet the ruthless moon. Goddess, why? Why do you mock me? I swore a
vow to my people....Her head spun, shaking her brain in a pool of
rough water in her skull. She caught her ears, clenching her jaws,
screeching denial internally. Crouching, she heaved to stand managing
on one knee supported by an arm. The burden on her shoulder staggered
her back. She pushed whatever it was aside. Beads of sweat pored her
flesh. Concentrate. Back and heal, she commanded. Back and heal.


The
pain receded. Her pupils stopped dilating. Her breathing returned in
gruff gasps. She winced at the heaviness of her eyes. Someone was by
her side. She could feel his presence, but refused to acknowledge him
just yet. She needed time to fully recover.


"Birdie!"
his voice begged. "Talk to me, please," he croaked.
"Birdie.... Birdie?... Birdie---"


"I'm
fine," she snapped, whipping her head around. "Be a man and
stay out of my business." She shot up on her heels.


Legran
plunged forward, grabbing her body, and threw himself over her. She
must have really been winded by the use of her ears to be so
vulnerable. "I can't stay out of your business.," he said
to her face. Their lips were so close, they were only apart by a
finger's length. "Birdie, you're my chance to get back to life,
to home. If you leave, I'll die and rot here. Take me back with you."


"Will
you get off of me first?" She gave him a stern look.


"You
mean you'll take me?" A crossed expression came as an answer,
but she didn't object either. He smiled excitedly, releasing her.
"You are so wonderful---"


"Don't
even try it. I'm in exhausting pain right now." She pushed him
away from being hugged.....








Sudden
consciousness awoke her. Staring at sand beneath her knees, Stone
Bird found herself a stranded soul amid the fickled and wasteful
Zand. For the first time in her life, she met fear, raw and naked in
the flesh. She crouched for a long time. No thought or decision came.
So this was fear. She snorted and chuckled nervously. Only fear when
she did nothing. She crossed her arms, smiling smugly at nothing. A
warm blanket covered her as bony hands rested on her shoulders. She
was about to shove them away, but changed her mind when she felt his
cold fingers tightened slightly. Her hanging hand in mid-air reached
over and drew in a flap pretending to keep warm.


"Birdie?"
his voice was barely a whisper behind her ear.


"I'm
fine," she said. "Go back to the tent and sleep." She
refused to look at him.


"You've
been here a long while. Nights are cold here. You---"


"I
know that," she retorted. "I said I'm fine---" she
caught herself. Stone Bird clenched her jaws, sucked in a breath and
sighed. "What do you want?"


He
was quiet briefly, taken aback by her gruffness. "Nothing,"
he said.


She
chortled. "Nothing," she repeated. "A good answer to
my call."


Legran
knelt beside her. He didn't dare ask the Commander's meaning.
Voluntarily, he examined her bloody hand. Untying the scarf round his
neck, he used it to bandage her wound. When he made a knot, she
reacted as if realizing his existence for the first time. She glanced
briefly at her hand, then at him resentfully, and back into space
again. So distant. Untouchable. But he felt obliged to stay. Legran
prayed on his knees.


Dawn
arrived slowly in the horizon. Ribbons of light layered the sky vast
blue, thin lavender, sadistic pink, orange, then a trickle of gold.
Surreptitiously, he watched her face, how each feature reacted to the
ascending sun, a golden ball of light rising above the horizons. This
was a strange morning. He saw specks of clouds in the sky. Enraptured
by the unusual colors of the first light of day, he stared
fascinated. Light began at his knees, coming up all the way to his
face. He saw her darken at the scenery. Experience held his tongue
from questioning that sullen face.


Stone
Bird bolted to her feet without warning. She inhaled and exhaled a
morning breath. Her finger traced a circle on her forehead. The black
stallion raised its head, ears keen and straight. A satisfied nod was
given. The stallion came over snorting uncontentment. She patted its
long-maned neck, scratching behind the ears. Gratitude returned the
favor in a soft neigh. A tiny smile formed, softening the hardness of
her scowl. She hitched onto the saddle abruptly, making out to ride.
Upon gripping the reins, she noticed the banded hand. The white cloth
soaked a red spot in the palm. Stone Bird looked over to Legran's
earnest face, askance, but mute. She sighed.


"Come
on, you need to get back into shape," she said.


"I
don't have a horse."


"Borrow
one," she suggested.


"Birdie...."
he hesitated. She tilted her head waiting for him to continue. "I
want to return to Tarenne. I hate it here. Take me back. Convince
Mother that I need to live where I can adore," he paused to find
the rightful words, "a home, where I'm familiar and happy. It's
too strange here. I'm foreign to these Gorrans." His features
soured misierably. "Please?"


Stone
Bird licked upper lip, biting the bottom lip in between her teeth. He
had always been stubborn, but he was desperate at the moment to use
the word. No. The moon couldn't mock her. She will make her own fate.
The letter gave specific instructions that only she was to return to
Tarenne. Sympathy will gain her nothing. She shook her head slowly,
throwing back her braid.


"I
can't," she said apologetically, fingers parting the fringes of
dark hair off his eyes. "Make full use of all I've taught you."


Looking
ahead, she became the Commander of Senior Rank, unconcerned as stone.
The eyes hooded determination. She nudged her steed to go. Never
looking back, the rider gave the flanks of the animal a jab with her
ankles. She had severed all ties between them in the sudden message
of her departure. Legran gazed after his chance at fortune, but as
she disappeared in the far clouds of dust he knew something was
brewing.


-------


The
near six-decade-old Guardian, short of nine summers, rocked in the
chair her lover used to sit favoritely. Her silver-struck bronze hair
had been undone, wild and loose over her body. For the longest time,
age failed to catch her until now. Puffy bags had developed beneath
the tear-drained grey eyes. She was truly tired, though her numb feet
managed to push her rocking. The day's sun was on her since morning
through noon. Despite that, she was cold, her skin flayed with
chill-freeze. Her jaws set. Years of peace, she sneered mentally. Her
crossed arms tensed to the tightness within her. The grief wrenched a
sigh out of her stricken face. She stopped rocking, settling herself
calmly to the back of the chair.


Stone
Arrow couldn't cry anymore. She was angry for a while, but had lost
strength to vent on the innocent. But being both Guardian and Ruler
required more than strength and all wisdom. She wished those years by
her husband's side, there were things she could've learned, but no,
she stupidly lived in denial. The small number of her people trained
for skills, but few achieved warrior honor. Most had trusted peace.
Even if they were all warriors, their number was nothing compared to
the enemy that lay siege outside her castle walls. And she couldn't
share any of her knowledge with anyone, lest they panicked in
hysteria. All would be forgotten of her race, when they engaged war
without confidence.


She
stood, long silk sleeveless robe fluttering, to escape the chair. It
haunted with scent of Wind Ear. These issues sprang up in her head,
because of it, too. He ordered and wished with the last breath in him
before he died. He died, she emphasized the significance. Didn't
matter how or what caused it, she had to accept the fact and start to
rule without him. She walked into the shadow. In a way, in spite of
the colorful splotches in her eyes, she came to term with reality as
she approached the grim setting in the room. She had never realized
how hot and cold this room---their room---was. Her arms were colder
now. The sun abandoned her. Total dim enraptured her. The dresser
beside the bed caught her eye, more so, was the item on it.


The
jewel-decked sheath that gloved the knife was beckoning her with its
glints. She held the hilt and removed it whole. The steel was finely
flat, stainless, fresh from fire. She extended her empty arm,
gripping a tight fist. Absolute calmness, almost serene in the act.


Knock-knock.


She
didn't care for the sounds behind her. The door hinges squealed
quietly. The knife was raised in a sweeping arc of her arm. The smell
of steel whizzed past her nose. A gasp echoed behind her ears. She
moved her arm. Hands groped her wrist. She jerked forward, but one
arm could not compete with a whole body. Who would dare intervene?
Stone Arrow had idea who, but was too angry to think. As she turned
in the struggle, the intruder's face confirmed her guess. Only this
woman who dressed in same-ranking blue silk dared disturb her. No
other would have such defiance. Her image youthed by twenty winters
fought her for the prized blade. She struck the woman. Her punches
were cruel, striking at ribs and stomach, but those hands refused to
let go. She kicked the leg, remembered that it was wounded only too
late as her opponent fell to her knees. She stopped.


"Go
ahead, beat me to death!" Stone Bird almost whimpered, from pain
really than in emotion.


"Let
go," Stone Arrow said slowly.


"No!
It's rough enough that I'm Lady of the Keep. I won't be
Guardian-Regent as well."


"I
said, let go." Stone Arrow's voice raised a degree.


"Please,
don't do this, sister." Tears leaked out of the eyes of the face
looking up to her. "I've lost Wind Ear. I won't lose you, too."


Abashed
Stone Arrow swallowed, then surrendered, dropping the knife. It fell
with a clang. She hated this weak child-woman that begged. And the
nerve of her loyalty to relieve at her failure. She meant no harm,
but she was too high-strung to restrain her foot from setting on the
woman's shoulder and shoved it. Her half-sister fell back, and
crawled back up to her knees again.


"Damn
you," she muttered. "Damn you for your blind----"


"I'll
suffer you, Guardian-Ruler. You have to lead our army. I can't keep
our people quiet. They speak of war."


The
elder woman scowled against hard wet eyes. She snorted. "Is that
so? What am I supposed to do? Lead the people into their death? I
can't do that with good conscience, Stone Bird."


"We
can put up a good fight."


"Fight?!"
Stone Arrow laughed. "How well do you think you can do that? We
haven't the proper strength to fight. Oh," She stomped around,
exasperated hands holding her head, "the damned lie!" She
threw her arms down. "This is so stupid. Wind Ear, you promised,
damn you!" She pounded the dresser. "I can't do it. I just
can't."


"But
your word----"


"My
word doesn't matter, Stone Bird!" She spun around. "I serve
the Ruler's death wish!"


"You're
Guardian before you're Ruler."


"It
doesn't matter! Haven't you heard?"


"I
heard."


Stone
Arrow looked at the younger woman whose face was dead-pan. Aside from
the tears, it held an implacable mask. Much practice achieved that.
She walked over to her. There was no fear. In fact, the underling
dared to sit in place. She glared with all emotion, but she couldn't
bring herself to kick the body away again.


"Go,"
she ordered tightly. Defiance tried to arise. She spoke again
quickly. "I want to be alone. Just get away from me. I'll summon
you when needed. But you will not walk so freely to my chamber again.
I condemn you to this limited exile."


"You
can't abandon me. I won't let you."


"You
can't stop me."


"For
our people, " Stone Bird rose half-way. "You have liege and
honor, you can't leave us. You can't die!"


Stone
Arrow leaned forward in her crouch. Their faces were at two handspans
distance. She smiled poisonously.


"So
I won't," she said softly, nowhere near acquiescent. "But
you still can't stop me. I had nearly forgotten you." Stone Bird
flinched at the sudden notice. She snickered seeing the half-sister's
reaction meld back to the mask as before. "You're pure enough as
befit royalty. Tell me, are you willing to sacrifice your life for
the sake of ...say, honor?"


"For
the life and love of my people, yes." The answer was stiff.


"You're
angry."


"Yes,
I am. I'm angry, because you refuse to do anything. I'm angry that
you cower in grief. I'm angry, because you don't care, that you sit
here and rave to chase your own shadow. You're a fool. A
Goddess-forgiven fool!"


Stone
Arrow's mouth fouled into a frown. She blinked near insanity again.
"You don't know what it's like to lose the one you love and
treasure most in the world."


"If
I lose you, I will have to forbear this pain you carry. Will you be
so selfish?"


Stone
Arrow reached out and touched the face that very well was her own
twenty winters before. "Just go, Stone Bird. I'm done angry for
one day." She stood and turned away. "Go, Stone Bird. I
will summon you."


"What
should I say to the people? They want answers."


"Tell
them nothing," she snapped whipping around, eyes hard. "In
due time, they will know. You will know."


"In
the mean time, should I rally the army to arm?"


She
thought about that a moment. "Do what you like, but what's a
handful of warriors to several armies of mercenaries? Not only they
outnumber us, they have my god-son hostage as well...so soon after
our Ruler's death." She was drifting again; effort brought her
back to reality. "How is he?"


"Nursed
to health."


"Good.
Now, go and do what I condemn you to."


"Yes,
Guardian-Ruler." Stone Bird bowed customarily, one arm over her
chest. "You promise to lead us with honor."


"Don't
worry, I have matters to attend to." Not a trace betrayed the
cold smile on her face. "There is...destiny. I guess I can't
outrun the truth. I'll have to fulfill the last of the Prophet's
words." She looked at Stone Bird again. "I'll summon you."


The
younger woman bowed as earlier, then staggered to her feet and left.


"Then,
I'll be free...Prophet," Stone Arrow smiled genuinely.





Chapter 12


Stone
Bird sat quietly on the stool like a statue of the Goddess managerie
on the mantel. At the moment, she forgot the fire in the hearth
staring at her reflection in the mirror on her dresser. The
diamond-and-turquoise-studded headpiece decked her face with peacock
feathers that curved toward her cheeks. Grey eyes graced by shadowed
lids pondered a blank cause. Despite the blush applied, she was still
pale grim, favored by a bland frown painted rosy. Her
rainbow-embroidered gown of red silk draped her shoulders elegantly
where strings of pearls rivered down her arms. The bodice was cut to
shape close to her body, riding over wide sequined skirts. The loose
cuffs of sleeves were embroideries of bluish birds winging over
winds. She had rested them over her lap, sitting straight-spined for
quite a long time now.


Memory
spun the images over and over the incident of that sunny day. She
returned to Dunn's Foot only to be asked to rest and wait. Nothing
was needed of her. Then, they came, Tyran and Legran accompanied by a
fleet of mercenaries. Ironically, war didn't break out. Tyran
explained the Gorrans were staying in Tarenne to settle. He hoped the
expedition was allowed by the local government. Stone Arrow not only
gave permission, but also opportuned a marriage token to honor the
peace between the two races. She had promised her old friend Phoe the
arrangements for Stone Bird and Legran as long as he adored Tarenne,
keeping loyalty. That was his reward.


"What?!"
Stone Bird exclaimed upon hearing the news.


"It
is done," Stone Arrow smiled handsomely. "We have agreed on
those terms."


"I
can't... marry a boy! What were you two thinking?" she began
objecting. "Ten winters after me. Were you out of your minds
tying me to him?---"


Legran
straightened in his seat. His pale face broke a controlled grin, eyes
dancing to receive such a surprise. He completely neglected to notice
how cruel Stone Bird's scowl had distorted her face. Folding his
arms, he tried to contain himself. Tyran was amused the whole time,
sitting in the high-backed chair and swirling wine in a goblet. He
drained it. The smile never washed off.


Stone
Bird glared at Stone Arrow furiously. "How come I wasn't allowed
opinion in this? I didn't agree on those terms---"


"Too
bad," Tyran said under his breath.


She
threw him a hateful glance. "No, I refuse this tie. I will not
be married off. My duty and honor is to Tarenne. You can't force me."


"Not
even prayers from Quiet Storm?" Stone Arrow asked.


Stone
Bird shut up, staring wide-eyed for a brief while. She dropped her
head defeatedly. "The Prophet had spoken true," she
murmured.....


Nothing
was as painful as that moment of admitting futile resistance. The
moon had mocked her. She was a self-believer once, but now fate had
done her in. So many years of service earned her this: to be another
ordinary woman.


"It's
the real reason you were put charge over him all these years. One,
for you to teach him Tarennei ways. Two, to establish a lasting bond
as you understand each other. And thirdly, Quiet Storm predicted it,"
Stone Arrow had given the explanation when she demanded it with
vehement whys'.


Looking
at the sour face in the mirror, she discovered how hateful she had
become. Such a disagreeable face, chiseled with malice, was supposed
to have veered off suitors. Bronze brows became irritated, then
relaxed smoothing her face to plain stone. Anger was too comforting
for her at the moment. She sat straighter than before, owl grey eyes
meeting a mutual gaze. It felt strange not to feel her braid wiggling
on her spine. The summer bronze hair was pleated in smaller braids
wounded in bows on her head, a marriage symbol.


The
door creaked open. His foot steps were soft, unechoed in the sounded
room. He came up behind her, a hand reaching for her shoulder.


"Don't
touch me," she said, shying away.


"Why
not? We've always been friendly to each other," Legran said. No
reply. "We've shared bed together more than twice."


She
whipped her head around glowering at him. "You were five. I was
fifteen," she snarled. "There were trust and innocence---"


"I
wasn't that innocent, Birdie." He reached out, but she flinched.
"Your headpiece," he explained.


"What
is wrong with you? Don't you think I'm too old for you?"


"Birdie---"


"Don't
call me that!"


"---I
want to...." He swallowed, jawlines hardened a moment. "I
want this night to be the happiest of your life, Birdie," he
emphasized the last word.


She
turned away, shutting him out of her world, staring beyond the walls.
A stone figure immune from life sat unperturbed of the argument. The
groom regretted being sober for this. None of it was included in his
expectations. He resigned his scowl to a frown.


"Why,"
he began, "are you so against me?" The statue didn't make
the slightest move. He stepped forward aiming to pull her around, but
she pivoted in her seat. The eyes of hatred were deep, contempt
blazing at the corners where firelight caught. He saw and understood
the truth. "So, we understand each other," he said slowly,
meeting his enemy with equal hard eyes. He backed away.


-------


Stone
Arrow joined graves with Wind Ear the night after the wedding. Her
work was done. The Ruler would be proud to receive her. She died a
contented death after willing her heartbeat still as stone; the last
breath left the body painless. The pyres burned a single torch in the
mounded Zand, paying tribute to the black sky. No stars appeared,
out-shone by the moon. The Gorrans were there, too. Tyran stood
aside, arms crossed leaning on a wall watching the flames crackle and
snap. The couple standing closest to them were shadows that seemed to
burn themselves. They were equally tall and built in size, but he
could tell the one on the right was Commander of Senior Rank simply,
because the one on the left reached for her elbow. She fell to one
knee avoiding him. The day-old groom followed nosing his face, a good
profile, to her ear. He whispered something to the aloof figure who
didn't respond. As if he managed to convince her to some agreement,
she declined her head slightly. He wrapped arms around her,
comforting a steel-hearted wife who didn't cry her sister's death, at
least, not in public.


Tyran
pivoted and strode away, shoving hands in his pockets. The Gorran
Lord went past his guards, turning left and walking a while until he
came up to the wagon. The horses acknowledged him with wary eyes a
moment, then resumed indifference. He knocked on the wood three times
consecutively. A whistle came from the inside. He waited, stepping
away into the shadows, only there wasn't much shadow, because
moonlight illumined his face and firelight glared behind him. This
was a vulnerable spot for any face hiding.


At
last, the cabin door opened. The woman stuck out a delicately booted
foot.


The
other boot joined the first, drawing the hem of a maroon skirt. She
came out abruptly, moving awkwardly as if unused to the idea of
traveling in wagons. Her black hair was woven in twisted braids held
in place by ribbons that matched her dress. He regarded her with
folded arms, wondering to himself why she had so many bells on her
vest. The white sleeves were loose, but wrist cuffs held the ends
neat where creme embroidery flowered. There were holes in the center
of the starry petals.


"Greetings,
Lord Tyran," she said, gesturing her arm in a flourish fashion
bending over.


"Good
evening," he said in a neutral voice. This wasn't the person he
was supposed to meet. He kept his expression unreadable. The moment
stretched, trying his patience. He narrowed his eyes when she didn't
give explanation of the situation. "Why are you here?" he
spoke finally.


She
glowered criticism, then darted her eyes around. No one was nearby,
of course, but she gestured him to follow. They walked for a while
apart. She shortened her strides for him to catch up. When he was
beside her, she slipped an arm around his elbow as sounds were heard.
The head huddled to his chest weepingly. To the passerbys, they
appeared to be a couple with her acting as a vulnerable woman hugging
him for support. How tactful, he noted, petting her head
conscientiously. The people sympathized, accepting her as someone
intimate to him. They smiled sadly as they passed. The looks on their
faces told a different story. Amusement was in their eyes, seeing him
uncomfortable with her in their presence.


He
stepped away when the coast was clear. She tugged him back to
continue walking to a more remote place away from the walls of Dunn's
Foot and his guards. The Tarennei were gathering at the Basilisk in
kneeling prayers, except for occasional servants running around with
jugs of holy water to spread around the castle, a customary
cleansing, he was told. The woman led him toward the desert beyond,
changing direction again to the far side of the walls. They came to
an area where shadows covered them. He realized she had landmarked
the realm. She faced him ready to speak, but instead, she threw
herself to him. He was stunned by her advance for a moment, but
nothing happened. Voices were heard, coming near. Tyran caught on to
what she was doing. Well, just to complete the scene, he opened his
mouth, drawing her too close for comfort. She didn't expect that to
happen. Muscles tensed, and flesh sensitive to his touch, she nearly
fought him. The voices were louder now. She played along, arms around
his nape, but her mouth was disagreeable. He smiled to her
cooperation. The conversation of the gossiping maid-servants
mentioned signs of the Prophet and surging storms. They hushed in the
middle of their arguments. Evidently, they saw the shadowed couple in
each other's arms doing the obvious thing. The accidental spectators
left quietly. Even when they were far gone, he didn't stop. His hand
pressed her head forward. He found delight in seeing her wild eyes.
She pushed at his iron chest like prey against predator. The dark
eyes rounded. She bit him, his tongue actually. He released her
immediately. A smug smile formed on her lips as she perched her chin
on an invisible level above her throat. He raised a hand and froze at
the contact of her hand.


"Beware
a woman's touch, Lord," she said silkily, stinging his flesh
with the point of a pincer, "Tyran. If she appears a damsel to
your eyes, best take great caution." His throat trapped, not
daring to swallow to avoid being pierced. "You are quite an
obedient learner," she continued praising, mocking him. Her
smile became sweet, eyes bantering flirtatiously. "Here's the
message," reaching a free hand to his face, "after your
arm, please." He lowered his arm. "Thank you. Snow stirs in
Falshire, delayed journey, and the token has not been broken."
She stood on toes, leveling chin with him. "I'm Trink, your
reminder and counsel to military plans. I see we will work together
nicely. You like me, don't you?" His eyes narrowed impotence.
She grinned. "I will enjoy my stay." After planting a kiss
on his chin, she disappeared into the night, bells tinkling ghostly.





Chapter 13


She
felt dizziness overtake her will; her strength dissolved into the
air. Slipping off the saddle, White Mane was weak from the sudden
spasm that seized her nape. A faraway holler was heard. Strong arms
caught her fall. She hardly felt anything around, only hearing the
sound of hoofbeats drumming away. Gradually, the gray matter that
fogged her vision cleared, focusing the familiar face of her husband.
She shook her head protesting his moving mouth.


"---Shyee,
sleep," he was saying. "Rest for Goddess-sake...."


"Can't,"
she struggled. "Second sign... has passed.
Massive...death....No!" She heard mourning prayers, saw the full
Basilisk and ring of wet sand, and smelled burned flesh mixed in
scent-oil, charring sandalwood. Sandalwood. A surge of emotion
electrified her numb face painfully. Eyes squeezing against tears,
she crossed fisted arms over her chest, bodily rigid. The tension
passed. She stared for a moment. "Mother," she whispered
blankly, lips quivering her frown, tears brimming her eyes. This
time, she made no effort of denial, not caring how they trailed down
her cheeks.


"Shyee,
come back to me," a man's voice begged in anguished pain.
"Please, come back..."


The
pupils of her eyes adjusted before she blinked, attention averting
back to the immediate reality. "I'm sorry, Dreg," she
murmured contritely.


Those
words stabbed at him, evident in the way his face cringed. He opened
his mouth to protest, but she had reached up a hand to his
gaunt-becoming face. Unintentionally, a tear managed to escape his
amber eyes as he regarded her ashen features. He couldn't do it. Not
again. The foolish woman strained a smile as the back of one of her
long slender fingers traced the path of his tear. It was icy, but he
didn't flinch. Dregin grasped the hand close to his mouth, and blew
warmth into its palm.


"You
must rest," he said. "Please."


She
stared for a moment, dropping her eyes afterward thinking, but when
she looked up she wasn't ready to argue. "You ask it of me,"
she said. And her eyes closed. Not long after, tears came. With those
words, she had complied to his wish, though not happily.


Sundan
and Jenna came near, bringing their horses along behind. The reins
were taken in Sundan's sure hands. Jenna was in charge of Poltha.
Seeing her brother-by-marriage in such deep sorrow, sympathy drew her
hand forward. She felt White Mane's forehead, trying to ease the
lines of the forehead. A moment, White Mane seemed unconscious, then
her eyes shot open, blazing shocking fire. She sat up, mouth fouled a
twist.


"I'm
not dead yet," she swore.


"Shyee,
" Dregin almost pleaded.


She
looked to his face not recognizing him. After a pause, she shrank in
shame. "My Lord," she said with remorse, "my duty to
you, bonded as Guardian. Pardon---"


"You
rest first before you kill yourself with the dame word 'duty',"
he snarled. "You heal too fast from grief. It's unnatural. I
hate to break that damn fortress of yours, but if you're not---"


"Shut
up! I'll cry when I have time. You didn't have me hounding at you
when your father---"


"Stop
it," Jenna yelled. Poltha began to wail. "Stop it, you two.
My son hasn't been safe and peaceful."


They
shut their mouths instantly. Dregin, without warning, and scooped his
wife off the ground. Without the level soil, she lost sense of
balance, dizzy enough to vomit. Against her will, her arms clung to
him for security. Poltha's wailing was insisting by now, annoying
Dregin's senses. He only flicked a glance and the child was cut
short. The next moment, the nephew fell in deep slumber. As for White
Mane, she was too unbalanced to notice anything other than her
wheezing.


"What
are...you," she wilted the question between vomiting air,
"do-doing...to me?"


"You're
riding with me," he said walking to his gray-ash stallion.
"Don't argue. If you fall off the saddle again, I won't forgive
myself for letting a pregnant wife sicken herself on a horse."


"B...."
She closed her eyes tight, fighting the urge to puke. After a while,
feeling suspended in mid-air by strong arms and her own clinging to
iron shoulder blades, White Mane became uneasy to be away from
ground. "But....I'm fine," she muttered, cursing the night
she let him touch her.


Dregin
thought he heard she added, "Until you got me pregnant. Why me?
Damn lummox." He hitched onto the saddle with the help of
invisible steps and a boost. Sundan and Jenna were watching, but he
couldn't afford to apologize for what he did to Poltha at the moment.
Then again, it was unfair. He adjusted in his saddle to make room for
White Mane. She sat a little indignantly at first. One arm held her
waist, the other took the reins. He hugged the perfect spine and warm
body in front of him close. That gentled her soon enough.


"To
Falcon's Spire, not too hard a pace." Dregin said, resting his
chin on her shoulder.


White
Mane's frown softened, eyes closing. She let herself relax, lying
back against his muscled chest hidden beneath woolen clothes. Sundan
smiled, giving Jenna a smart look. She giggled, exchanging the look
silently. Those two probably could never stay away from each other
for long. The older couple didn't mind Poltha being put to sleep. The
infant hadn't been agreeable these past weeks. And this journey was
supposed to be as quiet as a secret, though no one had pursued them.
Yet.


On
either side of the trail, out of snow country now, day forestland.
Trees balding of leave echoed the whisking sounds of frost winds. The
small company went at an easy trot. The ground was packed hard
without snow. No sleet had touched the place, but it was dreary
enough to give the impression of winter. In this time of year, the
animals had gone to hibernate. The sky clouded gray, making the sun a
nebulous mellow disk. It seemed to move, following them like an eye
spying on a scout ominously.


The
mundane atmosphere sang to the subtlety of White Mane's mind,
drilling a rhythm into it. Absently, her hands clasped the flaps of
Dregin's cloak around her. She was exhausted, but spirit unsettled.
Each time her eyes rested, a jolt of fear woke her. Dregin felt her
patterns of insomnia. How it hollowed his guts to worry her health.
He drew her tight, afraid she would leave him behind. Even though the
body was in his grasp, he didn't trust the soul that seemed to leave
more than twice for a world he could never reach. Then, the tips of
her cold, yet warming, fingers traced the back of his hand on the
side of her waist. Slowly, the tension in his muscles relaxed. Her
fingers combed between his and enclosed his hand in her palm. The
side of her head rested on on his neck as a sigh was exhaled,
resigning her shoulders. She needed sleep more than anything, but it
never came.


Quite
unlike himself, he began to hum, voice vibrant and clear barotone in
his throat, though muffled in its confinement. Sundan joined in a
soothing whistle. That brought a smile to Dregin's face. As he looked
over to White Mane, he made his eyes shine to her raised brows. The
tune was inspired in his mind.


"I
have a song for you," he said. Her cheeks blushed. He looked to
his half-brother, reining near. "You don't mind maintaining it,
would you?"


"It's
a shame I don't have a flute." Sundan shrugged smiling and
resumed whistling.


Dregin
chagrined boyishly. Again, he hummed to test his scale and warm up.
Jenna rode beside Sundan with a beaming expression. Not often did she
get to enjoy the royal brothers' entertainment, not to mention live
performance. Thinking herself very lucky, she smiled the youngest
smile Sundan ever saw. When Dregin was ready, he cleared his throat
and began to sing.








"Shyee,
Shyee,


How
I love thee


To
the end of time


And
men of glee.








Shyee,
Shyee


Never
fear me


Beyond
bound'ries


And
past the lee."








The
tune was sweet and whimsical, teasing the lovely wife who tucked
herself snugly into the offered warmth of her husband. Dregin hummed,
looking at her beaming eyes that found solace at last. The lids
drooped over sleepily. She opened them to stay awake. He nodded on
the side, brushing off the apologetic expression. She blinked
uncertainty. He smiled, closing his eyes once and shaking his head.








"Shyee,
Shyee...." he sang gentler and slower now, the notes stretching
for the effect.


"For
all eternity,


Bonded
true and wise


'Long
as I have thee.








Shyee,
Shyee,


Comparing
thee


To
a star or moon


Neither
is as pretty...."








The
tune faded slowly, but Dregin hummed until his memory held it. He
tilted his head to see the quiet face. For days, she hadn't slept a
wink. Now, she was at peace. He risked a kiss on her nose, the only
feature nearest his mouth. He thanked the Goddess that it didn't wake
her.


Not
that he didn't know of the dangers ahead of him. He felt the signs,
too. The problem was he didn't know exactly what were laid for him,
only glimpses of fear and destruction caught in the far net of his
mind. Curse her ability to hear the Air. It wasn't fair that she had
taken on his burden, ready to throw her life away for his cause. Why
did he choose such an independent, strong willed woman? Actually, he
amended, she wasn't so terrible. No, she was the opposite, and he
couldn't live a day without her. Was this what love was like? His
guts boiling, stomach hollow, and nerves cold each time he saw her
pale from grief, then numbed dead when she begged pardon for
unintended neglect, which she had never done. He felt the hardening
flesh that swelled her abdomen absently. The child to carry the same
burden was suffering, too. He cursed the day he kissed his wife. That
wasn't fair. These trying times struck unexpectedly. None of it was
anybody's fault.


Out
of the corner of his eyes, he glimpsed the others huddling heads
briefly with secret smiles. Instead of shaking his head, he grinned
so as to not disturb the sleeping beauty leaning on him. She was a
child, except for the white hair hidden beneath the plain turban. He
wondered what age she was. A searing wind blew, catching him off
guard, almost waking her with its cold. She cringed toward him away
from the sudden chill. Ah, shyee, he sighed internally. Energy
exerted beyond him, air warming around them as his thoughts freed the
locked denseness near him. She slept soundly again. Better.


He
had always thought things would be this way between them. Much pride
was held for her, the most beautiful woman on the continent, his wife
and bearer of his child. But why would such a prize-winning woman
settle so willingly? Surely, she knew her worth. She never gave the
exact number, but he could guess suitors limitless. Tossed aside,
preferring him over them. When they met, he was wanderer, not Third
Prince. Yet she said she wouldn't begrudge him. Was it love? He saw
something more in her eyes that night when he had nothing to offer.
Strange for the notion, but a sense of knowledge and searching
captured him in the snare of the blue-silver irises. He spoke the
truth. He did have nothing to offer the goddessly being. But she
accepted...something. Though he had thought it was him, he kept
doubting. There was more, must be.


He
discovered twilight overcasting the landscape of rock country.
Traveling absorbed in his thoughts, he forgot to pay attention how
far they had reached. The forest was long behind them, now, a
half-league away, he judged. A hand tapped his sleeve. Sundan had a
matter-of-fact expression, regarding him.


"She
sleeps contently in your arms." Sundan gave the sleeper a
brotherly glance. "Goddess knows she has been exhausted. And so
are you. We'll camp as soon as there is suitable grounds for a tent."


"No,"
he said. Dropping the reins, his hand touched the Air, feeling
dampness. Water had joined the other element. "No tent,
Sundan....Something is astirring. We better not take chances."


"You
know best." The older man rode away resignantly.


"Sundan,"
Dregin called quietly. The other man looked up. "I will always
be Dregin." The sentence sounded like a pleading question on the
last word.


"My
favorite brother, if not the most." The answer was emphasized
with a smile and a pat on the shoulder. "Never doubt Falshiren
blood. It runs deeper than Threadgold in Ore Mount." The
brazen-haired man was still uncertain. "Father loved us all,
Dregin. Mother, too. She'd rise from her grave if I hadn't learn that
from them."


"I
know." Dregin lowered his head. "She practically raised me
as her own. I loved her very much."


"That's
good to hear."


Dregin
raised his head, smiling naturally now. "You sound just like
Father," he said.


An
embarrassed chuckle brushed off the remark. "If I were, if I
were." Sundan nudged his steed ahead, posture erect worthy of a
King, despite his denials.


Dregin
looked to the slanting landscape steeping toward the sky. A raven
circled thrice before diving for a spotted carrion somewhere on one
of the terraces too far for his vision. He didn't really care and
resumed the trail. 






Chapter 14


Exactly,
full moon. A shadow in the night skittered along the walls of the
Basilisk. Suspended in mid-air, she winged her cloak around, riding
the wind. Her padded boots pawed the granite surface as she landed
light as an insect. A clump of clay was produced from her pouch, a
papery roll added to it, and planted to the wall. She knotted thick
thread and applied more clay over the lump of strings. The spool was
thrown accurately overhead to the basket hanging on the peak of the
dome. The last of it. Sometimes, the hardest task was done by a
woman. She smiled at the thought hitching toward the basket, careful
not to step on any thread spidering the surface. When she was on top,
the rope was coiled and put to the side. As for the spools, she
gathered the lines, snipped the ends closest to the sources, and tied
them into a knot. The basket cover shut over neatly. From her other
pouch, she produced flint and rock. After some strikes, the spark
caught the knot burning at a fast rate. She snatched the basket,
readied her heels, and jumped.


She
twisted her body like a cat thrown in the air, except her arms
crossed her chest securing the basket. And as nimbly, she landed on
her feet crouching in perfect silent balance. She barely touched
stone in her dash. A stifled laugh tickled her throat. No one had
pulled such a stunt in history ever. And she did it. Turning at a
bend, she rushed into an alley, right into a chest. The dark-featured
man scowled familiarly. She backstepped calmly, the initial smile
wiped from her face. Here arms folded authority as she challenged
him, tilting her head on the side.


"Well?"


"What?"
he snapped.


"Ask
me if I've done my work."


"Knowing
you, you probably failed," he sneered.


She
snorted and walked past him. He came around, matching her stride for
stride. They reached the end. She turned with a painted smile.


"Want
to know a hobby of mine?"


"No,"
he said shortly, reaching for a door.


She
groped his arm in the darkness. "I'll tell you anyway,"
making him face her. "Castration."


His
arm snatched away. "Don't dirty me with your hands!" His
voice was a gruff growl.


"I've
never failed to get a man with temper. Wonder---"


An
explosion interrupted her speech. Instead of jumping out her skin,
she grinned high-spiritedly. Another boom exploded like thunder, and
flashes of orange lightning lit the alley. Then, a rock shower
clattered the roof. With the speed of a shadow, she lunged forward,
ripping him from the ground in time to avoid rubble crashing in his
place. He gulped and looked at her profile. She had that mysterious
smile that could chill the grave. Facing him again, her dark eyes
caught light, glowing wickedly a controlled excitement. The
heart-curve of her vile, dark blood lips parted.


"It's
time," Trink said.


-------


Tarenne
was under siege all this time, and yet no one knew better. Add on the
recent graves of the Rulers, guard had been drained from attention
for the sudden thousand invaders plunging attack advance in waves.
Night was the only calm place spared from the destruction beneath the
sky. Women screamed of terror, children slain in cold blood, fire
burned buildings, soldiers hacked at running civilians, and
everywhere people died spilling more blood. Only none of this was war
but pure oppression in systematic procedure.


The
offensive flanks breached the outer walls with boards set on the edge
like a see-saw. Ten mercenaries ran up from the side on the ground at
sychronize speed, evening the level, then upraised the butt-end and
coming down inside the city as the tip of the board crashed cobble
stone. The simple device was raised again for a fresh batch of
soldiers. Defensive soldiers, unarmored and not organized for battle,
fought fiercely with the weapons at hand. They were pushed back
toward the town square reluctantly. The offensive drowned them like
storm waves crashing a port to splinters.


Amid
the turmoil, Stone Bird was somewhere on some street using all the
skills she'd ever learned warding off the numbers coming at her.
Tigress whips the tail. Crane lands the ground. Snake spits venom.
Monkey takes the fruit. She fought with the grace of a true warrior,
wheeling a pair of long swords like a dance. Still, they came by the
numbers to receive death as easily as water. On occasions, heads were
severed from bodies when she moved too quick. Drunken ghost spills
wine. Horse kicks anger. Cold steel hissed past her ears. She scowled
and fought without the need to look. With her back a few steps from a
wall, she was sure of safety from being stabbed in the back. Anger
flared from her spine up her nape, causing her to be even more
ruthless than before. She was no longer a dancer but a weapon....


The
battle carried well into dawn, fading by noon. What remained of
Tarenne held enough grief and tragedy for generations to come to
mourn. No building stood; all were destroyed by fire and torn down,
not even the palace was kept to stand. Total annihilation had taken
life away from everything that made up or suggested Tarenne. Inane
survivors were only three-hundred from what was eight-thousand people
of a nation, no longer a nation. Those three-hundred dignified
Tarennei were bound prisoners of war, now, lined out single file
facing the western horizon, except for one. Singled out from her
people, Stone Bird was put in front of the line, bound arms and feet
like the others, putting her in a kneeling stance, otherwise, she
would have stood or kicked the approaching man. The rope gagged her
throat, crossed at her nape, spiraled down her arms, joined the
wrists with two knots, and coiled around the ankles together. An
uncomfortable kneel even for a beggar, but the Tarennei
Guardian-Regent didn't reveal the slightest sign of need for air. The
man went past her to the end of the line with the Blade cradled in
his arms. He ignored her glare, but evident fear trickled down his
spine in sweat.


Tyran
on horseback rode up as a disgustingly proud figure. He received an
adequate spit that wet the ground. The point was clear. He was
unworthy to spit upon. Stone Bird perked her chin snobbishly even in
her defeated stage. He completely did not acknowledge her existence,
much less the insult. A youth bound, but allowed to walk, trailed
behind him. Upon coming closer, his identity was revealed. Legran was
not really that far off from the others. A bruise colored the side of
his mouth, black and blue. He favored a limp on the left leg where a
gash was still open streaming blood, soaking his pants at the knees.
None of the to-be-guillotined reproached this Ruler-Regent who was
not of their blood. They had known him all their lives and would
never doubt his loyalty. And if he did choose to side with the
present enemy, then they were too wrong to judge. He was, however,
Gorran by ethnicity. The young man looked to each of the
light-featured people, none possessed the likeness of him. His heart
extended for them, though he recognized only a few. And there, a
dispassionate stone figure knelt in the sand. Hateful gray eyes gazed
at nothing. The hair disarrayed, cheeks pale and dirty, lips chapped
crusty blood, and a rip on the sleeve were all captured in his eyes.
His wife. So the law said. He had thought time would dissolve the
contempt she carried, but no chance in that now. Maybe, never. His
dark eyes swept past the Tarennei to the rubble behind them.


A
wave of emotion pounded from inside his chest. His jaws clenched
against pain and the will of tears. Dunn's Foot lay in cinders, smoke
billowing from still-burning fires. It was the city that ruled all of
the vast Zand, the steppes near Jagg's Spine, and the Iris River that
spilled life into the desert. How could they have lost? Surprise? Ill
fate? Had they offended the Goddess? Incompetence? All that was left
of the impregnable fortress no longer were worthless rocks, blood,
corpses, forever broken spirit, and resentment. Resistance was
futile. He looked to the kneeling line again. Each person stared
ahead, head proud and brave to the last breath. Wonder how Father
felt if he were here. Probably the same as he felt, empty and hollow.
Peace was such a serene and ambiguous word. It was the only reason
the late Wind Ear lived for all these years, keeping harmony. Stone
Arrow taught otherwise, and secured the realm's....peace. They built
this world that lasted as long as their life span. How unfair. Too
unfair.


He
turned to find the man he will have to call Uncle waiting for him, or
rather questioning his decision. Choose. Resistance was futile. To
the last breath. Guillotine. No Tarennei blood left. No choices. Damn
it, there were just no choices. How could he ask such a proud people
to bend over...? Not as their Ruler. Never. But resistance was
futile. Three hundred against what was probably over three thousand
was absurd. He shoved part of the voices aside. Wind Ear, his father,
taught him many things of value. Sometimes, one must open palm to a
sword's edge. A rat bites its tail sitting still. The, images
appeared transparently in his eyes. He remembered cooling warm
afternoons sitting across from Mother for endless games of charbon.
She was so beautiful and gallant in her seat, one balled hand on hip,
the other fingered her chin. A small smile curved her lips matching
gentle grey eyes. A bronze brow arched, urging him to move his
charbon-piece. He frowned sourly, feeling trapped. All the red pieces
outnumbered his white by twicefold. Another while passed, and he sat
helpless. Mother shifted, resting forearm on the table.


"Choices,
son," Stone Arrow said. "Leave choices in the open."


"But
I don't have any." His words came as a sulk.


She
chuckled. "There's always a choice, a way, but you will have to
give in order to take." The hint was too obscured. His forehead
wrinkled for the meaning. "Surrender a step to advance three."


"I
can sacrifice my charbon-pieces. If I were to lead an army one day, I
don't think I can do the same. Lives are important."


"Are
you trying to avoid this game?"


"I've
already lost." He shrugged. "What's the use, Mother? You
might as well demolish the board with the sweep of your hand."


She
shook her head. "To the last soldier, there is spirit. Your
father, compared to me, is soft and generous. You think I have a
heart of flint, shooting a straight arrow each time I deal with
matters. Ah, my son, it is balance. We, your father and I, understand
each other very much. And you are neither of us." Her god-son
listened intently. "I hate giving lectures. Your move."


"Mother,
I'm glad Birdie is Lady of the Keep." His cheeks crimsoned under
her curious eyes. He lowered his twelve-winter-old head to the
charbon game. Quietly, he forwarded a pawn from a corner.


"Well!"
Her light tone made his ears burn. "I didn't expect that
maneuver. Are you really playing?" She hit the pawn.


"Not
so fast," he caught her wrist. "You've violated the rules,
Mother."


She
smiled abruptly, flicking off his grasp. Her fingers moved her red
into the square. "I have not." Her brow rose and fell.
"State the violation."


The
boy looked up slowly without moving his face. "You don't pity,
but that doesn't mean a rat wouldn't bite." A white infiltrated
the opened reds where none could attack. The game disallowed
horizontal moves.


"True."
She glanced at the board. "What else would she be other than
Lady of the Keep?" she said, moving a red to make room for other
pieces. He didn't answer, invading whites into the red body. "My,
my, my."


"'Surrender
once to advance three,'" he quoted. "I have bitten my tail
sitting still for a while." His voice was moody.


She
sat quiet for a while. "You will be Ruler one day." The
boy's head shot up, dark eyes wide, then narrowed pulling in
black-brown brows severe slants for his nose. "Birdie taught you
to study faces," crossing another red's path, "but mine is
not that simple. It should have lines and receives none."


"And
that's not good?" moving his whites.


"You
haven't paid much attention. I meant the character of a person---You
have revenge, rat, my son."


Her
finger skirted away from the last red piece to avoid his tactical
line. There, the board lay the imaginary battle of the Zand. A red
body divided into chunks where white lines river borders. He had her
surrounded on all sides. Three portions making up the whole set were
pushed to the side from the center outward. His humble head looked up
half afraid. She smiled congratulation.


"You've
incorporated my words to good usage."


"Mother,
I don't want to be Ruler."








Legran
squared Tyran in the eye, now, when the memory faded aside.
Resistance was not futile. He had found a way. The two men stared for
a good while at each other. A wind stirred dust, flancing at the sand
lightly. They were equals, no matter how wide the gap of age. Tyran
shifted from leaning on the pommel of his saddle.


"It
would be cruel if I do not offer a final chance for survival,"
Tyran said. "But I speak first the ...warning." He smiled
pleasantly. "Should you resist, I'm afraid the procedures must
carry out as ordered. I suggest you surrender."


"I
will not agree if the terms are not specific," the young man
spoke agedly. "My people have loyalty and pride. We don't die
with blank curses."


"Curses
are but words."


"Words
that bring ill-fortune to the cursed." Legran stepped forward,
swinging a bit. "Enough with small talk. Shall we lay down a
treaty?"


"A
treaty?" Tyran said, brows raising and lips mocking a smile. He
laughed. "You're in no position to term with my, boy."


"The
grandness of your words wounds my pride." The tone was silk
riding steel. "How come by you the High Lord of Gorra?"
Legran smiled at the surprised expression on the man's face. "May
I take a guess? Phosa Maydes, the late High Lord Priz's lover, was my
blood-mother. I have extreme deductions on that." Striding
intellectually, he appeared to convict the horsebacked man at trial.
"Actually, she was merely his wife's maid with a pretty face. By
Gorran custom, a man with highborn position could fancy as many
concubines as he wished. And if the sky is the limit, I dare say she
was your sister, kinned by your mother only. You had separate
fathers. You see, I do know a bit of family history, Uncle." The
last word had a bitter twist to it. "So it was he who took your
sister as wife and not you to his sister as you have claimed. The
funny thing is, Phoe Illicita, the name she used when she came here,
carried disgrace," pause, "in a shrewd fashion."


"Get
to the point," Tyran snapped.


"I'm
merely saying I have grounds to reason a bargain, if not a
compromise," adding a hasty, " Pun intended." Tyran
was puzzled by his riddle. "Phoe chose her name for a point. I
am your debtor." Phoe Illicita meant "bearer of base-born."


"Of
what do I owe you?" Tyran ignored the connotation.


"I
do not want to paint the whole picture of our family, but if you
insist," Legran shrugged extensively. "Ruben died quite
untimely. Was he guillotined or poi....It doesn't matter, does it?"
No answer from a stunned Tyran at hearing the name. "I could
list certain things you left untended," the youth continued,
"but I wouldn't. Because I am your nephew by kin and blood. Priz
and Ruben never met me, but at least, Phoe was Ruben's first, when
she conceived me. That's all you'll ever owe me." Turning away,
Legran blinked painfully once.


"You
were raised well by the desert-bred, but none of their ways could
erase your roots. How did you know all this?"


"A
constant reminder," turning back with hard eyes, Legran almost
glared at the man, "kept the history alive....Uncle."


Sitting
straight, Tyran considered, crossing his arms. "I suppose I owe
your parents that much. What do you propose for a trade?"


Legran
ran a look over the line of prisoners before answering. "We wish
to live," he said simply, though sadness was intoned. No matter
what his roots, he was still desert-bred, Tarennei loyalty deeply
imbedded in him.


New
respect came onto Tyran's face. Again, he was unbalanced by the way
these people acted. His nephew was no exception and he could not put
down his guard when dealing with this adament proud race. "And
what do you give to have that choice?" The youth's face startled
slightly. "You said a bargain, if not a compromise, " Tyran
explained his question. "Though we are kin and blood, our ideals
are too different for light trust." The nephew seemed to
consider a moment before speaking.


Choice.
The same word he was taught to use always. What was left to do? Only
one answer to that question, one Wind Ear would nod his head slowly
if by open approval. The man was studying him again. "All that
we could offer is peace, as we have in the beginning."


"Can
you, " Tyran eyed him quizzically," guarantee such a
promise?"


"As
Ruler of Tarenne, I can speak for my people. They respect
my...choice." Even the tone was a perfect impression of Stone
Arrow no longer living, crisp, but not enough to insult, which
weighed more than a spit. "If I may say so, it is my duty to
them. Otherwise, I am the first to be beheaded."


Tyran
chuckled. "Ruler, indeed. Granted," he stated as if giving
permission to a boy who had just begged him. "However, there is
condition. And that is all of Tarenne is under Gorra."


Legran
stared at him, expressionless. Gradually, a tiny smile mocked his
glimmering eyes as he turned a longing look to the bronze-haired
woman apologetically, but his eyes weren't for her. He fared well to
the cinders of Dunn's Foot blown away by a gust of wind.


"A
rat bites his tail sitting still," he said to no one in
particular. "I open palms to receive steel and kneel knees on
glass."


"Do
not forget I have a hundred and thirty-nine flanks ready," Tyran
murmured, reassuring himself more than at posing a threat.





Chapter 15


Like
ravens hidden in the trees no more, the assassins jumped out into the
pass, black-clad and masked as night. Dusk was no help in
illuminating them. One moment, she was there next to him, the next he
felt air. When he searched, his own sword ready, Dregin saw flashes
of moon crests disappear as arms flew, followed by screams of pain.
He ducked in time to avoid hissing steel overhead. His sword slashed
the man's mid-section. No time to think, but he was angry anyway.
Three months pregnant and no less brave than the first day they met.
Damn woman. He guided his horse into the crowd and fought his way
through. Her gray robe and white trousers gave her away, but neither
mattered. She was a deadly ghost moving too fast for the night to
catch.


Somewhere
far away, an infant cried disturbance. Instinct guided Dregin to move
to the side as he cornered the one closest to him, leaving an opening
on his right. Somehow, she understood somersaulting into appearance
beside him.


"Jenna,"
he called. There was no need to explain. It was a responsibility
transferred over to her care. She nodded and flew like a bird in her
bound. He wielded his sword, gashing another who tried to fly a blade
at her. His mind unlocked....


Sundan
fended off scores of blades with his long sword, but they returned
heedlessly. Anger and fear smelted in him. Goddess, he was no fool.
Jenna couldn't help herself; she had never used a sword in her life.
And just as bad, she couldn't stay in the background somewhere,
because her head could fly as quick as in a sheep slaughter. Then,
the number lessened as a dash of lightning cut in drawing a handful's
attention away. Steel fought so hard, sparks came from the blows, but
he didn't care. The "lightning" flew past his side and he
heard a grunt as someone died. Jerking the reins back, he whirled
around to find Jenna herded away on her horse by a score of shadows.
Only a white figure was fighting them off with invisible blades that
caught light where it was least expected.


A
slash in his arm insisted attention. He fought more easily, now,
knowing Jenna was in good hands. Damn them all, he'll kill them to
the last. His son's cries were ear-wrenching, driving anger to a high
degree. The sky changed abruptly. Real lightning struck one down
screaming, lighting the rest before his eyes. A twinned zigzag of
white fire seared three more down. Thunder clubbed his ears, but it
was comforting to know the Goddess punished them....He discovered
this was no ordinary storm. For one thing, the lightnings didn't
flicker when descending the earth. They were direct and ....Dregin..
He grinned as his sword tore flesh and the man fell. White fire lit
the landscape revealing scores of new black-clad beings coming from
either side of the pass, and four more electrified to death. Burned
flesh stenched the air blending in sweat and blood.


White
Mane's flexibility made her predator of the night as she killed more
shadows. That's what they were all to her, anything too dark in the
night. They fell like flies to any flesh touching it. Robes and
dresses weren't made for combat, but she'll put them to good use.
Catching the hem as she kicked it up, glad for the trousers, she
fanned a blinding curtain, confusing an opponent. Flap, flap, flap,
flap and slash, kick, and jabbed. Three fell instead. She was about
to charge when a jolt of internal pain stabbed in her abdomen.
Grinding her teeth, she staggered back only to see a shadow turning
in a spring toward Jenna. She didn't have to think as the dagger flew
from her hand. It staked the man's throat. She produced more knives
and flew them. If Jenna wasn't watching, she might've used needles.
The pain pulled at her again.


"White
Mane," came Jenna's voice amid an infant's cries and thunder and
clashing steel.


"I'm
all right," she answered.


Urgency
commanded action as she stood again, flying knives and wielding the
Crescent Blades. The fight was becoming harder now. The adrenaline
was strained by the effort to suppress pain. She pressed forward,
trying to lead route to escape. Steel slid into her flesh, but she
poked an eye and the shadow staggered back with a howl. Her shoulder
wound slowed her. She fought with fading strength, clumsy strides,
and stagnant moves. Out of the corner of her eye, a shadow lunged for
Jenna. Oh no!


She
acted on impulse, forcing her limbs to bounce. In the air, she
tackled the man instead and missed her stab. Surprised by his change
of course, she took a moment to swing the blade around. A foot
connected with her wrist, kicking her arm off. She twisted her body,
bringing her legs around and matching the adversarial footing in her
spin. Ankle crossed ankle in a circle. Halfway whipping round, a
contraction seized her from making the full turn. A hard-knuckled
fist jammed her jaw, forcing a painful grunt out of her. She was
thrown back by the force.


She
hit the ground hard, but her spirit wasn't beaten yet. Supporting
herself by one end of her blade and a knee, she staggered forth. Four
needles shot from her cuff. Steel flashed in her eyes. Her blade came
up automatically. She sparred strength in her crouch, but weakly.
Bending back, she let the assailant dive over and brought her leg up,
kicking into a mid-section. Another came in place of the other. She
engaged dodgingly. They surrounded her now, but she kept a battle.
Pain seared her thigh and she fell. In her fall, the hilt of a knife
clubbed the end of her cranium, pain splitting her skull before
faintness overtook her. Hands subdued her limbs as she dropped the
Crescent Blades. A tiny scream moused behind her ears, but she could
not help anymore.


Kicked
from her saddle, Jenna was at the mercy of the killer's blade. She
writhed away, but a boot drove her back, smacking her face hard.
Lightning only terrified her horror, revealing black-blue figures
with knives. The blade shot down for her and darkness hid it
instantly. She felt the impact, but not the pain of steel poisoning
flesh. A sudden blare sounded. The earth rumbled with the drill of
boots galloping away. Lightning and thunder came again. She saw White
Mane's body carried away by figures as small as ravens at the bend of
the forest. Hooves passed her in chase.


"Shyee!"
Dregin cried out.


A
flight of arrows sent him flailing off his saddle. He rolled to the
right, shielding behind his fallen horse. It was too late, when he
looked up. They were too far away on horses. A white scarf caught his
attention. He ripped it from the arrow and read the message written
in Niele style.


An
arm slipped beneath him. He looked to find Sundan trying to help him
up. Shaking off the offered aid, he staggered to his feet. They
limped back to where Jenna was. She stared beyond them, eyes fixed on
the forest-bend and one arm extended reaching for something lost. The
bundle she held was bloody, but it wasn't her blood spilled on it.
Sundan dropped his sword, rushing over in his limp. He touched the
child's head. It was dead. Jenna's eyes begged fearfully shaking her
head slowly and denyingly.


"Oh,
Jenna," Sundan said kindly, cradling her in his arms. She began
to sob.


"I
failed," she choked. "She tried. Believe me, she tried. It
was my fault."


Dregin
dropped to his knees, picking up the Crescent Blades. His head bent
over as he gave in to exhaustion. Midnight clear hailed a full moon
above.


-------


Pacing
the carpet jerkily, favoring a healing limp, Dregin wore a grim face.
They were so close to haven. So close. How could any of it be
happening? It can't possibly be real. She was a warrior. But she was
also a woman bearing child, a voice spoke coldly in the back of his
mind. He had taken precaution, but apparently not well enough.
Switching direction, he walked the other way, a white scarf tailing
behind in his hand on his spine. Only through the pass, fifty paces
away. They could have made it to the perimeter. His guards from the
Tower might've spotted them and saved a whole lot. Damn. And his
wounds. If he didn't have so many holes in him and that giant cut,
losing too much blood, he would have used Healing. If he had summoned
full storm, the world will no longer be natural sanctuary. If he had
summoned just Fire and Air, he would have saved her. If, if, if,
everything if could have and would have only. But he didn't do any of
the if's and now she was captured by Niele. Black hands.


He
should have known. Cursing his stupidity, his good leg stomped the
floor, causing pain on the other. A chain-reaction resulted the link
to his other wounds. He staggered for the sill and clenched every
muscle in his body. The wounds felt raw and stingingly bruising. The
throe faded after the initial excruciating moments. An emerald eye
caught his clearing vision. It glinted sparkling light and stone
green, half hidden by a fold of the scarf. He lifted his hand to
examine the ring, fisting the scarf as he had a closer look. Her gift
on Chosen Night. Bitter anger struck him in the heart. An ordinary
ring, but it held the blessing of success. He softened. She was
always considerate, even from the first. His attention averted to the
white silk, hardening his expression as he glared at nothing again.


The
door closed with a sound. He didn't turn around, still absorbed in
anger. Sundan came close. A sigh was exhaled.


"You
shouldn't be up," he said, crossing his arms.


"Speak
for yourself," the other replied, his back facing him.


"Dregin,
it wouldn't do having you cripple yourself. Your body needs to rest.
Even if you could fly, nothing can be changed at the moment."


"It's
not your wife being taken," Dregin spun snarling. "You
don't know what worry feels like." Amber eyes glazed fire.


"I
lost a son," Sundan said, expressionless. "Which hurts
more? You don't see me flamboyant about it. At least, your problem,"
his voice became cold as ice, "has a good chance at life. Mine
is gone. Don't think I ignore concern, Dregin, but you are muddled.
Start thinking clearly and plan to recover."


Dregin
recoiled from his vehemence. He opened his fist, releasing the piece
of silk. Instead of sliding off, it floated a finger-span above his
palm and swirled. He jerked his gaze. The scarf shot up into the air,
spread out to full length and flat as a slate of marble. Each
character was embroidered perfectly to exact thinness and wideness of
strokes.








Dragon-spawn
bonds to bridal Zand,


Red
strings of marriage


Will
not withstand


Niele's
patronage.








Resistance
is futile.


All
belongs to Niele.








Come
by the dawn of blue


To
retrieve what is dear,


But
know this for true:


Only
one may enter


Lest
to Falshire comes taboo.








A
wicker inflamed a corner, grew, and consumed the message in an
ephemeral wave of fire. It did not sate the amber torches in the eyes
of the brazen-haired man. Jawlines stretched his flesh, enhancing
handsome hatred to his features. Without blinking, he spoke again.


"I
already have."


"You're
not going alone," Sundan said, hand reaching for him, but
stopped abruptly. "Dregin, it's too risky."


"She's
my wife. I'm not going to stand here doing nothing while she
suffers." He limped for the door.


"I
know that!" Sundan grabbed his elbow. "But you can't put
your life in jeopardy to save her. For Goddess' sake, be sensible,
will you?"


"I
am!" ripping his arm away. "They want me in exchange for
her. It's a price, Sundan. Do you understand?"


"Needlemen
aren't straight with bargains. Yes, I understand damn well, but I
should ask you that question instead. A price? For everything, there
is always a price, but is this a fair one? Have you considered your
chances at getting White Mane back alive with you? Did you ever think
why they took her? How are you going to fight in a snake pit full of
ready vipers? Any of these thoughts run in your damn muddy head?"


Dregin
glared at him. "I don't care! All I know is she's three months
with child and in no condition to bear torture. Goddess knows what
they're doing to her at this moment."


"You're
in no condition to go anywhere yourself," Sundan put in. "Even
if you think your mage-gift can defend you. Look at you. None of your
wounds healed yet. All I ask is to wait two more days before doing
anything stupid." Dregin was about to protest, but he continued.
"They planned this for you from the beginning. Don't tell me
it's not. I know how valuable you are. Notice I'm not even part of
the picture. Do you remember how you...brought down lightning and
thunder? Dozens sprang out to get you, but couldn't. Then, they
doubled the number behind, not for me, but her. They knew. How?
Unless spies have eyes in the sky, they knew where to strike to hurt
you the most beforehand than to strike at you blindly. Don't hide
things from me, Dregin. Who have you offended during your youthful
travels? I hope it's not a very bitter---"


Dregin
turned away, walking to his desk. He sat in the chair behind it, eyes
closed. "Leave me alone," he said monotonously.


"Promise
me you'll take my advice," Sundan said. No answer. The man had
shut himself from this world, living in his own chaotic microcosm.
His high cheekbones showed much now that he had grown gaunt from
fatigue and lack of food. And still, he fought the obstacles of his
goal, wasting himself away. Sundan felt guilty about his words. How
they must have hurt. "The only blue dawns on this part of the
continent is when before it rains on a sunny day." With that, he
limped out of the room and slammed the door.


Dregin
opened his eyes, raising his ringed hand so he could gaze at the
emerald. He produced from his pocket a clear sphere, the Tourmaline,
with the other hand. Tossing it in comparison with the ringed hand,
he found he was favoring complete attention to the emerald. He folded
that hand, bringing it to his lips; the other cradled Tourmaline
absently. "Goddess, damn me. You made women, but I've chosen
mine."


The
words sounded hollow in the quiet room. His eyes neglected the
furniture, tapestries, and everything that were of luxury. A bitter
smile strained his lips. How could any of them call it a gift? He was
cursed the day he was born. Sighing, he suppressed the hint of
emotion aside.


Before
his eyes, the image was conjured standing on the desk an arm's length
in height. She stood regal and feminine as she had the first time he
saw her in Falshiren clothes, but here, her hair was let down. His
finger went through the snowy strands feeling air. A pang emptied his
guts to realize it was only an image. He fell back in his seat into
the same position as before, elbows resting on armchair. The image
didn't fade. A smile touched her lips as the head nodded once,
ruffles of snowy hair shaking in the movement. A gentle smile curled
his lips.


"White
Mane," he said above his fist.








Sleep
refused to come, though he had long already settled in bed. He tossed
and turned all night, yet couldn't find a comfortable position. Not
once since marriage had he slept a bed without her next to him.
Finally, he forced himself to stay in one place, lying on his side
and staring out the window on the opposite wall. The moon's fullness
had ebbed fractionally, making a round pearl of no perfect circle.
Its beams gleamed on the polish of a chair and shone on the carpet
floor. Everything outside the square of light were pitch darkness.
His knee bent up as he caressed the next pillow. How was he to
resolve this whole thing? He had never dreaded anything so much in
his life, but he had no choice, except to face his problem head on in
eight day's time. Fingering the silk material, he wondered how she
felt about feather-stuffed pillows. A silly thought in the middle of
his grim pondering, but it brought a softness to his face. A genuine
frown melted all malice from his expression. He hugged the blanket as
if she was in his arm. She would want him to heal. His health had
always been her first priority. So considerate. As the pleasant
thoughts drifted through his mind, sleep gradually took him in its
dreamy caress.


Muscles
turned, bodily rigid, and jerking arms did not wake him. Jaws
clenched, baring his teeth to a snaring growl. His skin felt tight
for his flesh as the nightmarish dark depressed him. Head shook
slowly in denial, but the fear grew at a burning rate, consuming him
like lava. One sudden move made him fall off the bed.


Dregin
awoke in warm sweat soaked through the sheets. Heartbeat pounding
like thunder and breathing shallow, he croaked a scream. Covering his
mouth, he suppressed a hissing sigh. He discovered he was sitting in
bed, getting colder by the moments. A shiver ran through him like
tingling icicles needling his flesh. The feeling subsided
momentarily. He looked to the window. Dawn was a lavender sky
approaching day. Faint and golden light glanced on a vertical sill.
His breathing had not slowed a beat as he gasped for air. Beads of
sweat condensed into droplets rolling down the side of his face and
neck. His teeth chattered, but he threw back the blanket and ran to
the window. The boundary between night and day was vivid, coal black
on the left while orange pink on the right raying a golden ball of
fire. He stopped breathing.


"Seven
days," he said determinedly. "Live, shyee. I'll be there."





Chapter 16


By
breakfast time of the third day, all of Falcon's Spire froze to the
bellow of King Sundan. The servants stood, uncomprehending the sudden
alarm. They resumed to their work when after a long silence and he
didn't storm out further instructions. Then, a horn blasted the sky's
serenity to chaos, deafening every pair of ears within one-hundred
paces from the highest tower legend told to have falcons nested there
once. Heads raised to its call and every able-bodied man flooded the
weaponry. Armageddon was at hand. The women ran into the fields to
gather crops before hauling bales of weed from the dried-up moat. The
horn clarioned another long draw. Errand boys and maids were ordered
to set bows to prepare soldiers ready to fight. Old people went into
cellars to gather medicinal supplies. Everybody was running all over
the place, rushing to put things in order.


Sundan
was out of breath by the third try, but he was too angry to shout
orders straighter than draining his lungs into the Kaw. The damn
fool. He had to go, didn't he? Sundan's mental conviction never
traveled to his mouth. Idiot. Damn him to put everybody in jeopardy.
Pray, the Goddess keep him from harm.


Jenna
met him at the foot of the tower, winded and sweaty from running in
her heavy dress made for the wintry weather. She gulped air before
speaking, but he intervened.


"After
all I've told him, the blind fool still plunges into death." His
voice was smelting iron.


Fright
washed over her face. "Oh my Goddess!"


"He's
not dead yet." He picked up her elbows, but she didn't sink to
her knees. She made effort to steady herself. "I'm sorry,"
he said. "I didn't mean to alarm you like that, but my idiot of
a brother somehow left us two nights ago without my knowledge. I just
hope he hadn't gone too far."


"In
his conditions...." Tears brimmed her blue green eyes. "Goddess,
if I had done something brave, none of this could have happened."
She bit her lip, wincing to keep back the tears.


He
looked at her a moment. Raising her chin, he gave her a warm kiss. "I
love you," he said afterward. "Keep my house safe for me to
get back. Guard it well, mind you or I'll make you bear more sons
than you ever wished." Leaving behind that duty, he left her
standing speechless as on the day he proposed.


There
were no snow or frosty winds on this part of the continent, where it
was known as Tundra next to the desert Zand nine valleys to its west.
Sundan threw his cloak back, striding erect for the courtyard. The
woolen clothes beneath kept him warm against the chilly winds.
Tundra, thirty leagues from perfect forestland in the south and east,
four levels from snowy peaks to the north, and rock climbing on the
west, was not exactly extravagant Falshire, but at least it didn't
snow here. Hardly ever rained, either.


The
people bowed to him as he passed. He had no time to speak to them.
The Kaw was enough responsibility and duty for them to understand.
The army stood ready in silent waiting. He climbed onto his horse
expertly, feeling eyes on his back. Reining around, he raised his arm
in three strokes toward the sky, dividing the infantry into three
groups. They will travel different routes due northwest for Niele. He
watched them move into place, men with morning drowsiness, though all
were giddy by this sudden recruitment. When they were settled in, he
began to speak, voice carrying far.


"Today,
we arm against Niele, not because of tradition, not because we are
old enemies, not because of what both our ancestors did five hundred
years ago, and most certainly not because they drove me from
Falshire, but because we have to. My brother Dregin's wife was
captured in risking her life to save my wife." He purposely
omitted the fact of his son's death, but they felt for him. He saw
some darkened faces with warring eyes. "For days, I have tried
to seek other ways of recovering her. My brother loves her dearly,
and has failed patience for a peaceful solution. So, he has gone to
fight on his own." Murmurs skittered among the people. "I
have no choice but to turn to you for aid."


"I
am but a newly made King, which means inexperience cripples an aspect
of this....rescue mission. I cannot guarantee glory. If there is a
need, I will depart my head to the enemy as long as you give word to
bring them back safe or alive. Therefore, I take this opportunity to
leave the choice to you. You may stay if your family calls the need
of you or whatever the reason that outweighs the risk of your life.
Or if fate allows, join me in the fight to save the lives of two
people I can't afford to lose, because I owe them mine. Choose."


Silence.
Not once in history, had a Falshiren King required them choice. And
here was a man they had already accepted as liege sitting there
waiting for an answer. He had asked, not ordered their lives to join
him as he would risk his for a cause he believed in. Sundan stared at
the whole crowd. He seemed to have all the time in the world for
their word.


Out
of the line of serfs, a youth appeared. Breeches and a dirt stained
shirt marked him a stable boy. He came up in front of the line, knelt
on one knee, and bowed deeply with one arm on the knee. Sundan didn't
react to this little surprise.


"Your
grace, I beg permission to use a sword to defend my Lord and Lady,"
the youth's voice wavered as he spoke.


Sundan's
shoulders lowered slightly. "And do you know how old you are?"


"I
am old enough to know and understand what is needed of me, your
grace. If I may, your grace." He hesitated when Sundan took a
moment to nod approval. "I, too, owe Prince Dregin my life. Had
it not been for him, I would have died years ago in a foreign land."


"So
you have reason to help, but what do your parents say of this?"


"I
....don't have any, your grace."


"Then,
I'm afraid I have to ask you not to risk your life."


"Your
grace---"


"You
are young. There is no need to throw life away." Sundan hoped
his eyes were stern.


The
youth swallowed, studied the space in front of him, then straightened
his spine. "Your grace, please do not go back on your word."


Sundan
blinked, shifting in his saddle. "My word."


"Yes,
your grace," the youth answered the statement. "You gave
choice. I happen to take the one worthy of my principles, your
grace."


A
smile teased Sundan's lips in hearing this coming from a stable boy.
A startled expression took over the young face unsure of what would
be said next.


"Granted,"
Sundan said. "Your noble name?"


The
youth was ambivalent before answering haltingly. "Th-thank you,
your grace. I have-uh-no noble name, but-um-I am called Windsor, your
grace."


"Very
well, then, Windsor, you may use a sword." He pulled out one of
his pair and threw it to the youth who caught it with great caution.
Sundan only smiled and rode his steed gallantly out the front gates,
ignoring the gaping faces.


And
you said no guarantee of glory, Sundan convicted himself. Now what'll
they think of that?





Chapter 17


The
cell was dark, a cage within a windowless room. White Mane didn't
care for light in this morbid place that hinted death and brutal
violence. She had not been afraid during the time she was here. Dreg
must be safe in Falcon's Spire or else they would have spoken about
him. Nothing was mentioned about Sundan or Jenna either, so she
inducted they were all safe and that she was the only prisoner. There
was no sense of time here, without light or any sand pebbles to
measure with. The stone beneath her was always cold, but what was
colder came from her. There were times when she felt the slate
beneath warm, though not much, but nonetheless, warmer than her
fingers. During some of those experiences, she had been incredulous
to be alive. Was it fortune or fate that brought her here to live in
this hole? She assumed it was a hole, because often prisoners were
shoved into dungeons. And Niele were famous for that, building
hundreds of dungeons in their cave dwellings. Niele in the Tarennei
tongue was "steel eyes" for their ability to perceive
mining such minerals and the way they saw the world, no humanity or
mercy. So was it fortune or fate? Neither mattered. She was still
here, waiting for death to justify her patience. What took them so
long to torture her to death? Didn't they always do that to
prisoners? The first step on pavement was pain, she heard. Meaning,
ankles were slit, so whoever it was kneels and breaks the knees on
sharp stone. Then again, she wasn't that lucky to be blessed without
the first rule of their etiquette. She was unconscious when they
brought her in and left her here sprawled as limp as a corpse, only
she awoke and realized she was yet living.


Well,
it wasn't terrible, really. Other than nicks, bruises, cuts, and
constant pain, she was fine, bodily whole and breathing. They didn't
feed her often, only when they thought she was really starved. The
first couple of times, they weren't sure, but soon realized what she
was doing and began shoving things down her throat even when she
appeared conscious and sturdy-looking. Why were they keeping her
alive? Immediately, Dregin's name came to mind. But he was safe from
here. Don't be so sure, a voice spoke in the back of her mind. She
suppressed it ruthlessly. They were all safe and smart enough not to
make the mistake. They will know---did know---she was a pawn---bait
and ...he will not come, must not.


A
fit of vomits shook her guts under her stomach. She covered her
mouth, wheezing over, but nothing came out. Dizziness spun her body,
even though she was quite secured to the floor. Blood overflooded her
brain popping her nerves inside her flesh. She inhaled a big breath,
exhaled, inhaled again, exhaled, inhaled, and exhaled. Putting a fist
to her mouth, she coughed once to clear her throat. Absently
massaging her abdomen, she smiled sardonically. The only times she
was freed from puking her lungs to her throat was when she was too
exhausted to be awake. In her faints, there were oblivions and no
physical sensation. Sympathy softened her sarcasm. Poor boy, you
won't live to be born, but I'll love you the same. Will you....No,
she couldn't ask. She couldn't.


It
was a wonder she hadn't thought of Dreg the whole time she was here.
Now, his image appeared vividly, enhanced by the darkness, before her
eyes. At the same, she saw through him like the transparency of
dragonfly wings. He was handsome everywhere, but the only quality
that always caught her attention was his amber eyes. Warm and tender
when he was gentle, then fierce and fiery when he battled wills with
her. However they were, she was fascinated by them. Once, she caught
him staring during a kiss and discovered he had his eyes open. All
she did was opened her own wanting to see his face. He froze, caught
in the act of spying. Then, his passionate lips smiled. The eyes were
embers kindling steady as he arched her back, back down the
mattress....So much for good morning.


She
could almost feel his touch right now, warm and approaching wherever
his hands traveled. His eyes did fairly the same job. She looked down
the darkness to the hardness under her stomach. It was there even
though she couldn't see. So this was what blindness feels like. She
had wished to be blind many times over, but the Goddess never
answered her prayers. All those times.....If she was blinded just on
one of those occasions.... Why did it have to be her? Her boy, her
boy not yet to be born. How could she? How could she let everything
happen? Not yet born and already paying a price.


It's
not fair. Not fair at all. Ah, but, the Goddess was blind. She could
laugh, but didn't. He had called her goddess a couple of times. And
here she was, blind as a bat waiting for death. Blind of what? She
shook her head ironically. The answer was already known and she had
asked that question dozens over. Blind from the world, that's what.
And everything else.


She
was glad, though. To die with a piece of him was a fortunate thing.
Stunned for a moment, she truly wanted to die alone. How dare she? To
think of her son as a souvenir....How could she? Dreg would never
forgive her. Never.


They
were cruel and exceptionally shrewd. She had underestimated them and
overestimated their methods. Borrow the Winds to break ice. Strong in
her days of glory, no steel, no assassin, no obstacle, nor anything
opposing her will could stop her from getting her way. But they were
breaking her. Putting her in this hell-hole was the worst punishment
and torment on earth. They cut her from life without an effort to
strike, hit, or torture. No. All they did was shove her into a world
that was no world at all. A nightmare with no time to limit its
infinity. Darkness stretched forever, never changing nor leaving,
always there, asleep or awake. How long was she imprisoned here?
Days? Weeks? Months? Never months and rarely weeks, but she was an
exception for them. Maybe, they kept her for a long time to destroy
her. Shaking off the notion, she ceased abruptly, eyes rolling like
marbles afterward.


You're
not thinking straight, she sterned herself. How could anyone be
blinder than blind? That would be either stupidity or dumbness.
There, right down there was time. She had been stupid before, but
that was when naiveté shielded her from things. Her hand
stopped rubbing her rump. Only round as the curve of a base-basket,
it hadn't swelled or grown much, which settled her question about
time. She hadn't been here that long, but, of course, nightmares
always seemed lengthy and unfathomable. Anyway, now she knew her
residential status. Weeks was at most, but she had stayed here for
days. That was for sure.


It
wasn't much to look forward to. The child can be born here. Not in
this horde of hell. That was if they kept her that long, which she
doubted. Unless, Dreg didn't come. Then, the joke was on them. She
clapped mentally, amused laughters ringing behind her ears. Did the
Niele think he was too stupid to really come? No, he mustn't. She
prayed with the sacrifice of her soul that he wouldn't. Not for the
grave of their son.


No
one could be sane in this environment. Alone. For the first time in
her life, she felt alone and incompetent. Torture her any other way,
but not this. She couldn't deal with this. Trapped in her head to
face her feelings and fears and guilts and failures, she would sooner
die than to live like a cripple and coward. Each time she reached out
to feel the dark, there was nothing as if she dreamed awake without
realizing. The floor was there, but her numb fingers hardly sensed
what the surface was like. A cell within a black room smelling of
cold death cramped her body without having the cell bars close to
suggest the cagey feeling. Inclined to comfort her, the beginning of
her child squirmed for attention.


I'm
here Mother, it seemed to say. You're not alone. I'm here.


She
felt the swelling surface under her belt, not answering.


Forget
them. Ignore the dark. You have me. We have each other. No, Mother...


She
suppressed the voice, but her will broke as a spasm attacked her
spine. The voice came back as a sob. White Mane clenched until her
bones seemed to pop out of the skin. The pain subsided.


My
life for Sun Prince is a small price. I go willingly, it choked. I
....


Don't,
she snapped. Don't forgive me.


Mother,
forgive me. I was never meant to be and yet I placed false hope in
you. Please, forgive me, Mother, I'm sorry.


I
love you.


Thank
you....


Her
shoulders shook as salty hot tears rivered her cheeks. They succeeded
in breaking her. She covered her mouth with a hand to prevent the
whimpering sob. Her eyes strained her forehead sending waves of pain
through her skull. It hurt. It hurt so much. Clutching her head and
falling over slightly, she bit between her teeth gasping. She was no
longer the wild, free spirit that fought everything with strength.
She had lost the battle. They had broken her. Giving in to whelming
tears, she began to sob silently. Even in defeat, they may not have
the satisfaction of hearing it. Dreg must not come. He must not.


Through
frustration, she hit the floor. A piercing pain cramped her arm like
a bolt of lightning. The flood of emotions continued to torture. She
sobbed freely now, calling for Wind Ear and Stone Arrow. Take me in
your arms. No reply, but pitch dark. Please. Silence was the answer.
Goddess? How about you? Will...?


She
began to weep in her hands brokenly. Boiling tears ran through her
fingers and dropped on her shins soakingly. She let it all out, not
fighting anymore.


I
love you, Mother, the voice trailed.


Iron
doors clang open as a lantern spilled soft light on the top of the
stairs. The robed figure descended, walking evenly to the cell. White
Mane flinched at the sudden brightness, forearm shielding her eyes.
She winced to make out the face of the person. But, like the guards,
this one was masked also. There was something different. It was a
woman with a silver cloth, instead of black and plain, covering her
face leaving out the eyes hidden under the hood. Guards came from
behind her and unlocked the cell. White Mane's wrenching shoulders
were handled, but she stood before they could steer her. She must
have looked surprised for her captor's eyes sneered with a silent
knowledge. 






Chapter 18


So
this was it: the Chamber of Morbid Pleasure. It didn't look pleasant
or soft at all. They urged her forward. She made a step, but didn't
touch the floor as they threw her ruthlessly to a wall. The surface
was hard when she reached it with a slam. Her cheek bone cracked pain
stinging her nose. Roughed around, stunned from being smashed to a
wall, she didn't make effort to fight back as her arms and legs were
spread apart, followed by snapping of iron. A coil went over her
scalp down to her neck and shortened more snugly than was
comfortable. It tightened as the end jerked behind her nape. Her
vision cleared to find herself martyred across from the entrance. She
turned her head as far as the rope allowed.


To
her left were chairs and a table lined to the wall set for overseers.
In the center of the chamber was a long table a man's height with
built-in iron cuffs. On the wall to her right hung racks of various
metal instruments from hooks to a board of pincers. Knives and
scissors gleamed under torch light that danced to initiation of a
satanical ceremony. The guards stood posts under the shadows by the
entrance, blended in with their black clothes, but the torches sought
them from the wall. This was strange. What were they waiting for? Go
ahead, kill her. They didn't move, hiding in the dark like starved
predators not ready to stalk a victim.


The
door opened, and she entered, Niele Mistress of all the Black
Warriors. With a gesture, she ordered the guard's departure. They
bowed deeply as she passed them. Then, they left. Dark wine robe this
time lavished the sinew of her body in place of the usual black with
shiny sequins. The silver scarf still covered her face. Obsidian
stone eyes locked with White Mane's face as she strode to a halt.


"Someone's
here to see you," she said sweeping a hand to the door.


Robbed
of his cloak, sword, and knives, he was still no vulnerable man,
entering bounded arms behind him and guarded by three masked
assassins. Sadness touched White Mane, but she couldn't speak. Dregin
glanced once at her, then looked to the other woman with agitated
questions. She merely brushed off the glare stepping back to face him
equally. Her scarf was removed as she shook loose a tumble of raven
black hair. The mocking smile teased Dregin, but he only tightened
his jaws.


"Long
time no see, Dregin," she said.


"Let
her go. I'm here tied up, aren't I?"


She
moved away. "I taught you a lot of things, but I don't remember
stealing was one of them." The scarf was neatly folded and
placed on the table.


Dregin
turned his attention from the floor to White Mane. Effort showed in
the way he disciplined his features from anger and pain. She shook
her head.


"Why
did you come?" she said hoarsely.


He
jerked his eyes away. "Sidora, please let her go."


The
woman spun with hard eyes. Her arm came up and threw at the air. He
reacted, and a shower of needles rapped wood on the back of a chair.
She snorted, nodding sardonically.


"So,
you've been praticing, I see."


"I'll
give it back. This is between you and me. She's innocent."


"Yes,"
folding her arms, "'between you and me.'" She went toward
White Mane. Her guards restrained the struggling Dregin from jumping
forward.


"Don't
hurt her!"


"Hurt
her?" Sidora wore a mocking face. "Why, my dear, she's
quite indestructible." Her finger traced White Mane's cheek. She
waved, and the tightly wound brown turban fell, releasing white hair
like a cascade of snow onto the shoulders over the breasts. "A
fine wife you've married, Dregin. Strong, skillful, beautiful without
knowing." She drew the hair away.


"You're
disgusting," White Mane snarled.


Sidora
was baffled for a moment. She donned on a smile. "I was wrong
about you. Seven days in the dark room haven't weathered you one bit.
Not many survived it without going mad. And you have the appetite of
a statue." She stepped away, looking at Dregin. "Like I
said, a fine wife you've married. I could recover what was mine, but
I've changed my mind." She eyed White Mane amusingly. "You
may keep the thing, since you've used it so well to find her."


"Sidora,
I didn't---"


"That
is between you and me," she interrupted softly. "But I have
a score to settle with her. Don't even try to put your nose in it."
She averted attention to White Mane again. "Where did you learn
the Niele's Spit-Trick? Answer me."


"I
taught her," Dregin provided hastily.


She
chuckled. "Oh, really," she said. "Don't lie to me on
this one, Dregin. She killed four of my best with one flight. That
is, after she ran out of knives for throats. You haven't mastered to
that point." Abruptly, she backhanded White Mane's face.


The
coil stung White Mane's neck. She bit between her teeth wincing in
excruciating pain, barely hearing a vehement no from Dregin.


"Who
taught you?" Sidora's voice blew at her face.


"Your
mother," came an unsteady snarl.


The
hand raised to strike again. Dregin winced thinking fast. Sidora
staggered back, but she managed not to fall flat on the floor
pivoting her feet around. She whirled into a steadfast stance.
Expression unreadable, she challenged him with slight narrowing of
her eyes.


"Sidora,
please. Don't hurt her. I'll....do anything you ask." He dropped
his head, unable to face the indignant protest from White Mane.


"Anything?"
Sidora said, expression altered to curiosity. She came near him. "How
can you say that to me?"


"Her
punishment is mine," he said, looking up.


"No,
it's not," White Mane murmured, eyes burning. "Goddess,
it's not," shaking her head weakly.


Sidora
broke her eyes away to glance on the side, thinking. "You are
not the issue here," she said. "She killed thirty of my
men. Who is going to account for that?"


"I
am," he said. "You mustn't hurt her. Her punishment is
mine."


"So
it is." Obsidian eyes gazed at his amber pair. Cold and
passionate black stones shone where firelight caught. A faint smile
touched her bitter lips as she fingered his collar. "Why are you
so concern about her being? Even as your wife, you wouldn't...."
She rolled a fist around a portion of his shirt. "Dregin of
Falshire," she grated, "you will taste a woman's
scorn---damn you!"


White
Mane glared curiously at them. Dregin glimpsed at her facial
expression and looked away, guilt hanging heavy under his lungs.
Sidora saw the uneasiness on his face, following his eyes dart away
and back. She nodded slowly, smiling again.


"She
doesn't know, does she? Of what you are." She turned and faced
the other woman.


A
million things bursted in White Mane's brain, but she couldn't grasp
any of the thoughts. She felt a wave crashing against every pore on
her body. A shocked expression must have been on her face for the
dark-featured woman smiled smugly.


"Sometimes,"
Sidora said, "in order to break a stubborn horse, wounded pride
is the best method."


"Sidora,
she's not part of it," Dregin said. "You can have anything.
I only want her safe and alive."


"She'll
be alive." She chuckled. "I wouldn't dirty my hands on a
heathen Tarennei."


"You
witch," White Mane sneered. "When I'm free again, better
watch it. I'll make you pay tenfold of the insult."


"Witch?"
Sidora quirked her brows. "She called me a witch, Dregin."
She touched his buttons with the back of her hand. "Do you think
the same of me? Or yourself?" She chuckled again. "You can
promise me the moon, but...." She pushed him back.


With
the guards and the insistence of a knife's edge, he resigned
reluctantly. "Sidora, if you still care, please respect our
friendship this once," he said.


"I
can't let go of the past, Dregin. Does it hurt you to see tears on
her face? Then, how would it feel to be your own tears instead? I had
those for quite a while." She gestured for the servant to come
in with a tray. The filled cup swirled dark wine. She picked it up,
rested a free arm on Dregins shoulder, and smiled graciously. "You
should know what it's like to cry. Drink," holding the wine
close to his lips.


He
looked into the liquid, then at her and back to it again. "What
is it?"


"A
luxury, Dregin. It is her punishment now yours. Come now," she
coaxed. "Be good and take it." She pressed the rim to his
mouth. "Bottoms up to old times," as she tipped the cup
overboard. "You won't die, Dregin," she said when he
finished. "I'm too fond of you to let you go. Feeling the
effect, I see."


He
was weak as a drunkard after two kegs of aged wine. Heat rushed his
head, running his ears red and burning his cheeks. They untied him
and put him on the long table. His wrists and ankles were subdued in
iron cuffs. The poison inside him worked its chemicals, aching acid
wherever it burned. He tried to move, but his head fell back heavier
than a boulder. The door closed loudly, gonging his skull. And he
writhed in avoiding the splitting headache. Judgement left him. He no
longer could tell if the world was spinning around him or he turning
on an axis.


As
he huffed on his back, Sidora watched with a devious smile. She
snided White Mane out of the corner of her eyes. The young woman
glared eccentrically, sniping her every move. She had ordered all the
guards away so this private moment would be excruciating pleasure.
She leaned over his face. He darkened, turning his head away. She
merely snorted, reaching out her arms.


First,
the belt. He sucked in a powerful breath, denying his feelings. Next,
the buttons of his shirt. He closed his eyes muttering no, no, no.
She felt the hairless chest, arousing the muscular ripples of his
flesh and taut waist. He tried to roll away, but he was trapped. Her
lips caressed his skin on the part closest to his belly button. He
moaned refusal, calling onto the Goddess to save him. She stood up,
interrupted by a shrieking no. A mere flick of her eyes muted the
annoying cry. She resumed her enjoyment.


White
Mane's voice was stolen. The howl of her fury was cut short at the
witch's command. Every muscle in her body responded the need to kill,
but iron and rope restrained her . She thrashed visciously, not
feeling the ripping of flesh and acidic wounds. Blood smudged the
iron cuffs. Her throat gagged. She believed she could break free.
Darkness invaded her vision. Denial rang loud and clear as she fell
from the grasp of reality. 






Chapter 19


Dregin
pawed in the dim for his clothes, every effort forced to move his
limbs. His hand touched fabric, and rumpled material. He crawled
closer to the pile. After a moment, he dressed himself mechanically
not feeling anything as materials covered his skin. He buttoned his
shirt all the way to the top of his collar. The trousers were hiked
up and corded tightly. He felt around for his tunic, found it, and
slipped it on. The belt was buckled securely. He straightened and
stood, sighing.


His
hand slapped over his mouth as he sniffled unintendedly. He stepped
back, moving away from the bars until his spine hit a wall. Knees
giving way sank him to the cold floor. He shook his head, shutting
his eyes so tight they hurt in the strain. Flashes of memory flicked
in his mind, but he forced darkness to smother them. Both his hands
raked fingers through his damp hair, running over his scalp slowly.
He lifted his head, then let it fall back to hit the wall. The pain
was a welcome. It preoccupied him from thinking anything else. He
concentrated on it, relieved of the images, but he knew they were
there. The memory was still fresh and strong in his mind. He could
never erase it, he knew.


He
reached for the dark with his thoughts and cloaked himself in it.
Gathering up his knees, he forced the whelming emotions out of him.
The scorching pain tore up his lungs, his heart strained to each beat
as the soreness bit away his internal flesh. Fists clenching, he held
on until it subsided, being absorbed into the condensing air around
him. No breathing for a while.


He
was promised that they would go free after she was sure.... Nauseated
at the idea, he shunned the hint instantly. But she hadn't let White
Mane go yet. Poor woman. She'll be hurt badly by this. He would
understand if she'll never forgive him. Hell, she was already
injured, and the damage done. How dared he even suggest pardons? As
if he expected her to forgive him. That was selfish and unfair. A
wave of self-hatred slammed his gut up his throat. She sacrificed so
much for him. Too much. And this was what he had repaid her. Pain and
sorrow and grief, but nothing of happiness, true happiness. Not even
in love. He was a fool, a bastardized one to be exact.


Shame
was an ugly thing. And he was full of the hideous taint. His knees
were drawn closer to him, mangling the part of him from protrusion.
He had never faced such a grotesque encounter. Just imagine if it
happened to White Mane with eager men. He hardened his spine,
crushing his fingers. Better him than her, maybe. The stinging was
beginning at the corners of his eyes.


He
pushed all thoughts from his mind and sat very still, chest empty and
heavy. He breathed sadly, melancholic with the dimness around him.
Nothing. He grunted a bitter laugh, combing fingers of a hand through
his hair. It didn't matter. Nothing mattered.


He
was unaccustomed to losing. Dregin, the lucky gambler, the husband,
and the lover, was nothing now. Those were his successful qualities,
but all were destroyed to this. He was only flesh and bones, and none
of his former self. Pressing his head to palm, fingers hoisting hair,
he squeezed his eyes against the moistness in them. Goddess, he
tried, didn't he?


Sundan
was right. He was a fool. In endangering his life, he gambled a
futile chance at glory. Only an idiot would fight a losing battle.
And he was that idiot in coming here this very day. His eyes were
moist with a cold film of dew on his lashes. Men don't hurt easily,
people said. He ground his teeth. They lied. He was a man and hurt
from the first blow. And White Mane, his wife, suffered blow after
blow of defeat. Yet, she could muster scorn in iron cuffs and a rope
choking her neck. Wheras, he sat here complaining how helpless and
deprived he was. Life was a cruel gift from the Goddess. Did she
actually exist, or was she a myth? If she existed, then why had she
permitted this to happen, bringing on pain and sorrow? To teach him a
lesson? For wishing to love a wife more than religion? What sin had
he committed to be punished this way? If only the Goddess would just
tell him, he would mend his way. There was no need for this harsh
lesson.


The
words came to him in sudden enlightenment. He stared at the space in
front of him, not caring how cold or uncold the cell bars appeared to
him. Strange, to find inspiration in a place like this. He
straightened his spine, taking a breath, and sighed. He spoke to the
air.








"No
sun, no moon, and no sky.


Forgive
a boy who doesn't cry,


Goddess,
be kind.


Lend
a heart to me.








Clear
the clouds, the dark, and the grey.


Bring
out the goodness of day,


By
blood and vow,


I
swear vengeance now..."








As
he finished his words, the outer iron door opened. He watched them
carry a limp figure from the stairs. Dragging was more like it. One
held a torch to light the way. The light also revealed a head a of
white hair hanging from a waning neck. He froze, abhorred at
realizing what he saw. The cell door opened, lock echoing loud and
hollow to his ears. They threw the slackened body in as if it was a
heap of garbage. No hint of remorse in the way they left, locking the
door behind them.


Couldn't
be her. Mustn't be her. She was indestructible, stallion-sired, most
iron-willed, and unmatched by spirit. He made no move to verify the
identity. Lying faced down, the figure was motionless. Dead?
Impossible. She was a goddess. Immortal. She couldn't be dead.... 






Chapter 20


The
Iron Fortress waited for the Falshirens with opened doors. Sundan
drew reins ten strides from the entrance, and the army behind him
stopped accordingly. There were no guards by the parapets. He looked
for flags, but found none. How odd. A cloak with a dragonfly
embroidered on the center back flapped in the wind hanging by a rock
tooth of a gargoyle guarding the iron gates. The beast was carved
stone staring with two holes for eyes at the guests. It seemed to
sneer at them almost chewing the cloak. Sundan had expected the
Nieleans armed and ready for a fight. He considered, surveying the
surroundings. But it appeared they had deserted the place. Why? What
happened? Wonder what they did to Dregin....He looked up to the mouth
of the gargoyle a full man's height above him. As he made a move
forward, Windsor intervened his steed's path. The youth bowed
permission before moving cautiously into Niele territory. Sundan
gestured toward the cloak when he looked back. He nodded and strode
carefully to the stone statue.


After
a climb, Windsor seized the cloak and made his way down safely
returning to the King. The man on horseback received the cloak
expectantly. He resided by the horse's flank, waiting for further
orders.


Sundan
spread the cloak to examine the flourescent wings and gold body sewn
in tenuous details over black felt. It was Dregin's. Sundan rolled it
up and packed the item beside his saddlebags. He nudged his steed
forward, waving Windsor's concern off as he entered the abandoned
Iron Fortress of the Niele.


Inside,
the city gleamed under the sun. Shining pillars glared where rays of
light touched, blinding those who stood directly in their paths. No
flight of arrows attacked. He checked to both sides. No helmeted
heads raised with swords to charge. The Falshiren visitors entered
further into the outer circle of the city. The cobbled streets
contrasted with the grey buildings. That was what was left of the
place. Other than empty high houses, the city was stripped bare. Not
even a cart or anything domestic was in sight. A ghost town had
hosted the Falshirens openly. Sundan felt a chill dancing across his
skin. He steeled himself from the sudden fear crawling on him. No
time to waste sight-seeing. He waved and gestured orders to search
the place. Three groups divided again, two for each level of the Main
Square. The others headed for the houses and remaining corners.


Dregin
was still here. The feeling was strong, tugging at his chest. If only
he could pinpoint exactly where, but he couldn't. All he knew was
Dregin was here at the present. They didn't take him along. But why?
Did they take White Mane instead? She was pregnant with a sure
mage-born. Could they possibly want that? Or were the two left for
dead? Dead with bodies left behind with no purpose, only to rot away
on steel floors....


No.
That was a horrifying thought. He rode past the inner gates,
concentrating on the winding street. Shingled roofs baked under the
sun, sundry houses under the shades quiet to the environment. Lonely.
The feeling oppressed him as he went further and further into the
heart of cold steel. No life in the empty world of high beamed
buildings. He almost wanted to cry riding past the low houses of
carved grey stone, not from the eeriness, but the mere hollowness
suggested much sorrow and death. Iron boards for doors opened halfway
invitingly, begging for the presence of visitors as if no one had
come for a long time. A wind whistled a mourning cry, causing his
heart to catch. His chest pained faintly in response to the lost
feeling.


Knees
pounded on cobble stone, but he hardly noticed pain, enraptured by
deep sorrow. Rolled fists pressing the pavement, he fought grief and
flood of endearing sadness. He had no time to cry. This was unreal.
No reason to be pitiful. He was Sundan, Sundan looking for
half-brother Dregin who was still alive and well. Must be alive and
well. Raising his head, he met the steps of the Chambers. Heaviest
emotions downpoured over his shoulders. No!...


He
willed the darkness out of him. Dregin was all right, still existing.
Must be. Empty and vast, lonely sorrow called his blood to slow in
his veins. Clenching his teeth, he battled against the depressing
fear. A hand touched his shoulder, and he nearly killed the person on
reflex.


Breathless
Windsor stared up to the face of death, petrified and pale on his
back. A knife was poised on the center of his throat, almost drawing
blood. Sundan withdrew after a moment of sane recognition. He stood,
sheathing the knife.


"Why
didn't you say something?"


"I
did, my Lord," Windsor said shakily. "But you did n-not
hear, I-I suppose.... my Lord." He crawled to his feet. "Your
knees!" He sprang onto his knees, reaching out.


"Never
mind that," Sundan snapped. "Has anyone found anything?"


"No....My
Lord, why are you...?"


Sundan
looked at the youth's afraid and blank expression staring at his
face. He realized a cold droplet was rolling down his cheek. Wiping
it off with his fingers, he did not change expression. He glanced at
the salty diamond glistening on his fingertip. His brown eyes were
gentle compared to his emotionless face.


"This
one's for Dregin's lost," he said.


Pivoting
on his heels, he danced over the stone stairs running through the
arched entrance. Windsor gave a cry alarming the others before
chasing after his King.


Sundan
halted, throwing back the length of his robe, sticking it under his
belt behind him. Men scattered out past him to search the place. He
determined his way, sword ready. Torches were lit illumining the
interior. Darkness receded as the Falshirens infiltrated the
premises. His eyes took in the carpeting, furniture arranged in a
circle, displays of swords on walls, high ceiling from the
unfathomable beams, and many more arched entrances. The evil fled
from the intensity of light. He sheathed his sword, expression
critical.


"Scour
this place from every corner to the smallest mouse hole," he
ordered. "Anything out of the ordinary, kill." Instantly,
he realized how malicious his tone was, but the words didn't matter.
The place was deserted, except for his men.


He
waited, not really wanting to use his sword. For some reason, he was
afraid to use it. Fear was not the factor that caused hesitation, but
the sudden urge to kill was festering in him. Patience. He prayed.
Patience drowned out the taint of hate and frustation. Something was
brewing inside him, trying to over-boil his senses, but he held it
back on a tight leash. All around him they moved busily and sought
for things, even tearing down tapestries and displays. The noises
kept the haunting out of range with the stir of life. He waited.


Time
will come when need pressed. Being hasted was bad character. He had
the patience of a rock, and must rely on it now. The carpets were
turned. No trapdoors on the floor. No secret passages in the walls.
No assassin charging out of nowhere to get them. How strange. Why?
Again, the question was brought up with no answer supplied. Why had
they leave? What was their purpose in capturing White Mane and
Dregin? He must find them for answers. They were too important. They
mustn't die. Too many things had happened within a season. And nonr
were pleasant events since last moon full.


If
he didn't know better, he'd say the world was at hell's mercy. Death
and disaster struck everywhere.


Talane,
Captain of Third, approached him by one knee and bowed to hand to
knee. He was anxious, fidgeting his shoulders uneasily.


"My
Lord, your grace," he said nervously, "you must come. We
found a locked dungeon. It's ... hard to--to explain...."


Sundan
held his elbow, permitting him to rise. "Show the way."








Dregin
stayed in the dark background even as the outer door opened
violently. Boots clattered the stairs like hard rain, torches were
brought in, murmurs were heard, and a calling came. He made no move
to reach out.


Sundan
hammered at the lock with two swift strokes and kicked the cell open.
He snatched a torch from someone. As he entered, the first he saw was
a body, unidentifiable except for the trademark white hair. To his
right, huddled against the wall was a frightened boy with a man's
face. Anger was suppressed by concern. He crouched on a knee to help
the injured first, turning her on her back. There was a slowing
pulse, and she breathed as good as still water.


"Goddess,
Dregin, help her!" his voice grated. "You're the only one
here who can!" No response, just blank eyes fixed on the dying
woman. "Dregin, this is no time to back off---Dregin!"
Sundan was losing patience. "Dregin, you come over here, now! Or
do I have to haul you? Pull yourself together before it's too
late...."


Face
unchanged, he crawled hesitantly toward them. Each timid pace avoided
the floor once before covering half the distance. He slouched failure
when he reached the body.


"She's...."
Sundan waved for the guard's departure. Once they left, he spoke
again. "She's alive, Dregin. Help her." He hoped his face
was stern and expectant.


Turning
away from him, Dregin faced the unconscious White Mane. Hand
suspended over her forehead, his head fell over slightly as he closed
his eyes. A lavender glow formed softly in the space between hand and
head. It swirled evenly, whiteness ringing around it like billows of
clouds. Abruptly, Dregin fell back and light bursted from break of
contact. Sweat watered his face as he stared at nothing. Sundan
checked White Mane's pulse. It was beating at a more normal rate,
breathing also recovering.


"Goddess,
be kind," Dregin breathed.





Chapter 21


Sitting
by the window, one foot on bench, knee bent supporting elbow, a fist
pressed to mouth, and the other hand holding a copper goblet of wine,
Dregin sought peace in the air. Hardly noticing the sunny weather or
cheerful sounds of peasants outside, he listened to a different song
of life. Each beat was catching up with the other like water leaking
from cave walls. Respiration was interrupted by occasional soft
coughs. He turned his head from the window to look at the patient
becoming the color of her hair. The copper cup was brought to his
mouth and he swallowed the spiteful liquid, head tipping backward.


Five
empty jugs lay scattered on the carpet floor. He had drunken
non-stop, and still felt as sober as never touching a drop, except
for a slight dizziness. It wasn't his fault, Sundan had said. Dregin
snickered wryly. And the man hadn't known half of it. He stood and
went toward the bed. Setting his goblet down, he decided his limit
was five more jugs. He turned to the side, avoiding the look of her
up close. A tiny moan drew him around. Lines formed on her forehead
as she winced consciousness, eyes still closed. His hand reached out,
stopped, folded, and withdrew to his chest. He pivoted roughly,
walking angrily away.


Resting
a forearm on the wall, he stood for a moment, hurting like a lost
child. Gradually, he sagged to his knees, hands dragging on the wall.
He leaned his side on concrete, body curbing into a ball as he sank.


The
door opened, but he didn't hear. Shortly, a pair of boots appeared at
the floor before his eyes. He didn't look, already knowing who the
visitor was. The person crouched on a knee, leveling with him. A hand
rested on his shoulder. He didn't respond to the touch.


"You've
been drinking," Sundan said.


He
looked up, eyes blood-shot and weary. The face was gaunt and drawn in
the cheeks, lips frowning pale. He slapped his palm on his forehead
as he fought emotional pain in a grimace. His hand covered his face.
He huddled against the wall, other hand feeling the surface before
coming to his arm.


"Dregin,
I know how you're feeling." Sudan hesitated a moment. "But
you shouldn't drink so much. It doesn't do you good. Are you
listening?...You didn't fail anything or anyone." The hand
lowered over his mouth, but his eyes were closed. Sundan was sure he
was listening, now. "Dregin, she needs you. Help her h---"


"I
have," Dregin said, hand receded to the side, combing fingers
through his hair. "She has to heal herself. I can't do anything
else."


"Have
you tried talking to her?"


There
was silence. Then, "I don't know what to say."


"Well,
you could start from the heart...." Sundan's voice trailed as
Dregin winced toward the wall. "You know, tears only mean you're
human."


"But
I'm not, " Dregin said harshly. Sundan squeezed his shoulder
gently; Dregin moved away. "I'm fine. Just leave me for a
while," he said.


"Dregin---"


"Please."


Sundan
tried again, but gave up on the idea at the tone of request. He
sighed and left, closing the door quietly behind him.


After
the sun long descended and twilight spilled onto the floor a pace
from Dregin's crouch, he stood slowly. Every muscle in him ached from
not moving for so long. He leaned against the wall for support.
Staggering to the bench one step at a time, he felt as weak as a
foal. He slumped onto the wooden bench, twisting halfway around to
face the sky outside the window. Light diminished gradually, and
stars winked out. He brought up one of his knees and hugged it.


I'm
not weak, he argued mentally. Goddess, I'm not. And you can't barry
me with your foot.


No
reply came. A bitter smirk raised a corner of his mouth. Just what
he'd thought. The Goddess was sick in bed. And she was very much
human. He had accused the wrong person. A stab of self-hatred
interrupted. He realized he was seeking excuses to cover up
his....misfortune. Not so misfortunate as degradation or humiliation.


He
writhed around, refusing to think about the incident further. His
eyes caught White Mane's semi-conscious face. She was beautiful when
she slept, but at the moment, he felt grief gnawing at him to see her
half-dead. He had no reason to cry. She was the one hurt, suffering
mortal pain. A warm tear overflowed the rim of his eye, tracing his
cool cheek. He couldn't live with this. It was ugly, brutal, and
shameful.


-------


One
mid-summer morning, Sundan came into the room with the usual
medicine. After setting the tray down on the desk, he gave White Mane
a piteous look and sighed. Her conditions hadn't changed much. He
poured the medicinal brown liquid into a cup. Raising her head, he
tipped the brim to her lips. Without warning, her hand snaked from
the blanket and grasped his wrist, causing him to drop the cup. He
looked. She still had her eyes closed, but features stressful. He
jerked back his arm. She held on fast and brought his hand to the
side of her face, palming it with her other hand.


"Forgive...me,"
she choked. "I lost our son," sniffling. "Dreg?"
He tugged. "Don't leave me," she almost whispered.
"Promise." She continued after a pause. "I didn't mean
to. Honest, I didn't."


He
couldn't take anymore. "Of couse not." He added a belated
"Shyee." She drew onto his arm. "Rest and heal."


She
began to cry. Just then, the door opened and Jenna entered. She
stood, eyes taking in the whole picture. Sundan pulled at his arm,
but she gestured no, stopping him. Looking to White Mane once, she
faced him again.


"No,"
she said. "She needs to heal. You should lend a helping hand."


"Jenna,
I---"


"Sundan,
don't be silly," she said with a smile. "I know how you
feel about her."


"I
hope you also know it's pure awkwardness," he replied.


White
Mane pressed her face to his palm. Tears leaked from the corners of
her eyes and fell into her hair. He looked to Jenna in distress. She
frowned at White Mane.


"Dreg?"
White Mane curled up, handling his arm delicately. "Please don't
leave," choking.


A
sigh caused Sundan's shoulders to slouch. "Forgive me," he
said to Jenna. She nodded. He leaned closer to White Mane. "I
wouldn't leave, White---shyee. I will be here...always. So, don't cry
anymore. Go back to sleep."


The
words sated her spirit, and she settled down, drifting willingly.
When he was sure she was no longer half awake, he removed his hand
carefully. Jenna joined him in putting the coverlet over White Mane's
shoulders. He watched her concern expression. She felt the younger
woman's forehead. Jenna was a soft-hearted Queen, he thought. She
looked up with sad eyes. Dropping them, she stepped away. He went
around the bed to her. His mere touch on her elbow brought her
spinning around and throwing herself in his arms.


"Jenna."


"I
don't deserve this. She suffers more than me. And now...your
brother..."


"I
know," he said. "But he needs to heal himself. The best we
can do is help...the immediate."


"We've
lost children and so much." Her voice broke. "The Niele had
no reason. They had no right."


"I
know. And they won't smile for long."


She
looked up, tearful lashes blinking. He nodded seriously. A worriness
touched her forehead, lines wrinkling the skin. Craning slightly, he
kissed beneath the hairline of her head.


"Come
on, Queen, we must plot." His eyes danced to the words.














After
taking bitter medicine, she searched the room. He avoided her eyes,
setting the cup on the table. Jenna fluffed a good pillow for her.
She clutched the brown-haired woman's wrist, her features mangling in
confusion.


"Where
is he?"


Jenna
stroke her hair back, half-smiling a nod. "Rest for a while---he
will return shortly with heat roots. You've been cold, but feverish
in the mind."


"Please
don't lie to me, " White Mane said. "Where had he gone? I
don't feel him near...." She released Jenna's wrist and covered
her own face in her hands, then folded her arms loosely. "When
did he go? I know he left for a long while. And he better leave
reason."


After
glancing to uncertain Jenna, Sundan produced from his belt the
Tourmaline sphere, halfed now by a cut as smooth as buffed marble.
From the drawer in the desk beside her bed, he pulled out a
wax-sealed letter, and handed both items to her. She received them
calmly, sat a moment in silence staring at the objects, then hugged
them turning on her side in bed. No tear came, but she was obviously
unhappy with the news.


Jenna
gave Sundan a surreptitious signal. He understood the message. They
left her alone in response to her need. The door closed softly. White
Mane closed her eyes. The tears rolled out of the corners and fell
onto the pillows.


She
couldn't believe he lied. Shaking her head slowly and stiffly, she
groped the pillow, folding her fingers into a tight fist. Rigid
spine, oppressed chest, and quivering muscles, she lay there fighting
against tears. Then, she grimmaced and smothered her face into the
pillow, allowing a whimper of a sob to escape her throat.


When
her eyes were dried wells, she gathered her spirit sitting erect in
bed. The letter, sealed in red wax, appeared plain otherwise. She
traced the impression of a dragonfly that had a broken wing where the
stamp did not press fully. Putting down the semi-sphere, she crossed
her legs. She bent the letter to break the seal before opening it.
The words were handsomely written:








Love
one,


I
cannot stay, because of reason you already know. Perhaps I'm a coward
or simply a fool, but I can never face you again. If you are done
with anger, please find somewhere in your heart to forgive me.


Dreg








Two
cold tears broke off from her chin and landed on the parchment that
soaked them up immediately. Reason she already knew? Cannot stay?
Why!? Her fists crumpled parchment as they came together in a praying
clasp. Shutting her eyes, she sagged forward slowly.


"No,"
she whispered, voice broken in grief. "No," she repeated in
a moaning sob. No longer in control, her emotions flooded her face,
stinging her nose and filling her eyes. She wept then and there, not
for her lost mate nor tragedy nor death, but for the world.


From
the window, sunlight rayed into the room as bright as spring, though
the season was early winter. A stir of air whisked by ever so gently
after a shadow of giant wings. She did not notice, being warped in
her tears.














She
sat in the chair, the half-sphere in one hand, an armchair under the
other, staring at the glowing tent flap where sunlight touched. Her
eyes found interest in studying the stitches that moved as breezes
brushed the cloth. A fraction of a smile or rather a frown changed
the shape of her mouth. The present season was full spring. Three or
perhaps four seasons ago, she had her husband to discuss the weather
with or simply be comforted in his arms, despite the evil chasing
after them. Then, tragedies happened and.... She couldn't bring
herself to remember the details. Wounded and maimed for months that
required time to heal, she had finally recovered enough to walk, but
with the strength and clumsiness of a child. No, more like a hag.
White Mane had grown to match her hair, she smiled wryly, a slight
degree of an angle added to the original line of her mouth. Almost
twenty-four, and already feeling as old as a grandmother, she
thought.


Beloved,
she heard the word in her head, why couldn't you stay? I never got
the opportunity to say grow old with me. But he left without really
saying good-bye. The act of crying had long been over-dued. She felt
only blows of depression nowadays when thinking of him, which was
often. The urge to get drunk occurred to her many times, but she
couldn't bring herself to try it. Mother used to say, "Men say
wine numbs sorrow in drunkeness, but it's actually more bitter wine,
more sorrow." White Mane had seen how pathetic drunkards were.
She wasn't ready for that, maybe when there was nothing left to do or
some day----


An
extensive sigh was exhaled as she shoved the thought aside. It would
be a form of suicide. She shook her head slowly. Death could knock
all night, but she won't open the door. Being sober was difficult to
achieve. How easy it was to will escape from reality by merely
swallowing poison, cutting potential veins, falling off high places,
or starving to death. She knew all the means of taking her life, but
so far had done nothing. But that was only, because she couldn't do
any of those things. Now, she was contradicting herself.


She
raised her arm to look at the object in her hand. The Tourmaline
stone was half a sphere, one side flat and the remaining a dome. Her
reflection appeared in the slate surface.


The
tent flap raised, and her in-laws entered. They were a beautiful
couple. Both had brown hair, but Jenna's eyes were fickle blue and
green, where as Sundan's were brown. He was a full head taller than
her, but authority seemed to be shared equally. Jenna preferred
following the leader, though. White Mane detested that notion---the
way the woman gazed after her husband. Complete admiration. She
jerked her eyes away when Jenna was changing direction of attention.
Jenna walked up to White Mane with a basket of flowers hanging from
her arm. She wore a pleasant grin. White Mane tried to smile back,
but somehow she knew it must looked unconvincing.


"For
you," Jenna said, handing over a bundle of morning-stars.


"They're
beautiful." White Mane sniffed the star-shaped white petals.
"Thank you. If I weren't so weak, I'd pick some, too."


"And
stray off the premises?" Sundan said with genuine innocence.
"That won't do, White Mane," shaking his head. He smiled.
"Falcon's Spire is aptly named, but I sometimes resent the
inventor for leaving out the plural of the title."


"The
garden is nice, I'm sure. Is it true falcons used to nest here?"


"Well,"
he rubbed his chin, "I don't know for a fact. Jenna, do you
think they existed?"


"Of
course," she said. "We have hawks, which are cousins to
them. If they exist, then the falcons have to."


"But
have you seen one?" he asked.


"Not
a live one. But I have historical books with illustrations."


"One
of your collections?"


"Family
legacy," she corrected proudly.


"I
want to see them," White Mane said, then slumped to the back of
her chair at the sound of her childish plea. "I mean, I would
like to borrow a book."


"Sure,"
Jenna smiled. "And don't hold back when you need anything."


"How
about a saddled horse and food so I can leave?"


They
were silent for a while. Each of the couple froze in place.


"White
Mane, we love you as we do Dregin," Sundan said.


"I
know." She dropped her eyes to her lap, fingering the
Tourmaline. "You both have done so much for me. I appreciate
your help. The thought just occurred to me, that's all. I...want him
back."


"A
man traveling like a wave in a vast sea, how are you going to find
him?"


She
looked up with filmy eyes. "I don't care. I need him. Jenna, you
understand. Tell him."


"It
wouldn't do you good if you go now in your condition," Jenna
reasoned. "He will return one day---"


"I
need him now!..." White Mane stopped abruptly and covered her
face in the free hand. She inhaled and exhaled a sobbing breath. "I'm
sorry," she said, still hiding her face.


"It's
all right." Jenna put an arm around her shoulders.


"I'm
becoming insane without him." White Mane let Jenna comfort her.
"I have nightmares of losing him for.... Goddess, help me!"
She began to cry. "He deserves better, the best."


"We
know, White Mane." Jenna stroke her shoulder blade and scalp.
"Sometimes, people need to heal by themselves. And he needs time
to overcome his fear of hurting you."


"H-hurting
me?" She backed away to see Jenna. "Dregin would never hurt
me. What are you talking about?"


Awkward
silence hung in the tent. White Mane looked from Jenna to Sundan,
then back again. They knew something she didn't.


"Are
you sure you don't know?"


"Don't,
Jenna," Sundan snapped. "Leave it be. White Mane, Dregin
has reasons. If you can spare yourself the effort, you would
understand for his sake."


"I...do,"
she murmured brokenly. "But I want him here. I," shaking
her head, "won't force him. I won't." Vacant eyes stared at
Sundan. "I love him, you know."


"I
understand."


"Jenna,
please." White Mane looked at Jenna desperately. "Tell me
where he is. I will go to him. Please?"


"I
wish I do know. Sundan, any ideas?"


He
shrugged, shaking his head. "We really hope he returns when we
need him most," he said.


"They're
brothers, aren't they?" White Mane was in good spirit for the
first time.


"You
tell me," Jenna said.


Sundan
reached his arm. "Come, ladies, I shall escort you back to
civilization within the Hall of Spires. It's quite a lovely place."


"You
two love birds go ahead," White Mane said. "I want to study
this." She indicated the Tourmaline.


"Are
you sure you will be all right?" Jenna said.


"Yes."


Once
they left, her mood became somber again. They tried. She permitted
the tears to roll down her cheeks. So much kindness, she shook her
head at the thought, wiping her face. She needed understanding, not
pity.


Taking
in a breath, she straightened. Out of the corners of her eyes, she
caught something amazing. She turned and saw the image in the
crystalline object in her hand. Brazen hair loosened and blown in the
wind maned his head like fire, matching his amber eyes that looked
back at her passionately. She dared not cry. A faint smile touched
his lips, and the image faded.


She
dashed out of the tent on wobbly legs, fell twice before stealing a
horse in the stable. How convenient it was to be so close to her
vacactioning spot. She rode out at a hard gallop straight west.


The
valley was too green, so she spurred southward, hoping to find the
trail up the hills. A tiny voice called in the back of her mind to go
back, that she was in no condition to ride. She paid no heed, too
intent on pursuit. Gravel and loose rocks fell away under pounding
hooves. The Tourmaline cut her palm, but she hardly noticed. The
world was a blur on either side of her vision....


White
Mane fell on hard ground. The impact winded her. She shook the
dizziness off, crawling to her feet. Her vision re-focused. She felt
the rock as she made her way to the cliff's edge. The horse neighed
and snorted nearby. Appalled by the sight, she leaned on the rock,
eyes mesmerized by sunset-tinted landscapes. She looked at the place
where she stood, then at the ridge of mountains winding like a
snake's spine beneath her. Everywhere was orange-red. She backed a
few steps undecisively, turning her back to the edge. A moment's
thought. She spun around and stared at the winding range.


"Dregin!"
she screamed, running in the direction of the cliff's edge. 






Chapter 22


By
the time he found his way through the door of his quarter, Legran was
exhausted and out of sweat to mark his tireness. He closed the door
slowly, and latched it, a prudent habit adopted lately. After
throwing off his shirts, he stood a moment to gaze at the figure
standing by the window. Her silhouette blacked in the moonlight
beaming into the room. She had thinned these past months, but strong
bones held her as stiff as a statue. Solitude made her beautiful, and
he fell in love more than ever before. His love was of self-pity to
have chosen an impossible mate, not the usual expected returned joy
as other couples would have.


He
came up behind her. She didn't seem to hear him, standing still with
arms crossed and opposite hands on either side of her waists. He
could see this much, being up close. She wore her hair in the braided
bow of wifery, and dressed under men clothes made loose, hiding her
feminine parts. No doubt, she was thinking of the people by the
direction she stared. He reached out a hand and touched her arm. She
moved away. Refusing to let go of his chance, he came in front of
her. She turned avoiding him. He side-stepped her path, grasping her
arm and pulling her around. They faced each other. He was calm,
whereas she breathed heavily from anger, challenging him. His arms
threw around her shoulders gently. She began to struggle and push at
him.


"Please
don't hit me, Birdie," he said. "Not tonight. I was a dog
today." For a moment, she was a statue. Then, a breath was
exhaled through her nose as she bent her head, chin resting on his
shoulder. Her hands scrolled from his sides around to his spine. "I
don't know how much longer I could last in this place," he
choked. She caressed the plane of his back, not speaking. "My
task today was crawling under horses to wash their...legs."
Tears rolled out of his eyes.


She
felt wetness soak into her shirt on her shoulder. Her face pressed to
the side of his head. They began to rock a while in each other's
arms, cradling themselves. He sniffled and sobbed, hugging her
tightly with his rigid muscles. She felt his back caringly, a hand
reaching up to his nape and fingers raking through his hair to his
scalp. He relaxed, bending his head back with a soft sigh. The touch
was more than a healing comfort. She arched him back down, down to
the bed. He drew her to follow----


Stone
Bird plucked his arms from her shoulders. She tucked him in under the
wool blanket, not meeting his eyes. He caught her wrist abruptly. She
froze.


"Please
say you don't hate me," he said. "I know you're a loving
woman, Birdie."


She
grasped his hand, removed it from her wrist, and placed it over his
chest. With her other hand, she wiped his teary face and swept his
long bangs aside.


"Well,
you're no dog of mine," she said.


Their
eyes locked. Momentarily, she broke away, eyelids flickering before
she turned and went out the door in hurrying strides. Legran's lips
curled a small smile. He fingered the back of his hand where her
touch was, still feeling strong and real. Out of so many nights, this
was the first pleasant one to give him peaceful sleep.














Stone
Bird looked to the sky for answers, but all she saw were white stars
and an unblinking moon. Strangely, a sudden shyness swept over her,
burning her cheeks, neck, and chest, a nervousness inflaming inside.
She began her nightly walk, digging foot into sand per stride. Her
eyes ran over the city of Dunn's Foot no longer, not really seeing
the newly shingled roof-tops and tall spires. Memory of the old
overlapped the present image. The ashes and rubbles came bitterly.
Crossing her arms, she stood studying her being. No, she didn't hate
him. Sighing, she wondered why she couldn't accept him yet. Perhaps a
year now, they had been together by right sharing the same quarters,
but she could not bear the idea of lying next to him at night. A
woman of thirty, and as afraid as a virgin girl, she criticized
herself. At least, she knew she was afraid. If he but knew.... She
writhed around and strode angrily away.


She
vowed never....The thought was cut off as she found herself fiddling
with guilt. Goddess, shelter me, she almost prayed aloud. Night
breezes brushed past her face, cooling her spirit. The colder, the
better, she thought. How could he! How could he love such an
ice-hearted creature such as herself? she demanded. Youth made the
best romantics, perhaps the most foolish lot of all people. Dropping
her arms, she crouched on one knee, resting dip of her chin on the
other. She hugged her shin. Her mind tried to wander, but she thought
too clearly of him, his pleading words, and inquisitive-toned
sentences. Why? His eyes asked each time he praised her. Why would
she refuse him?


"We
all have broken dreams," she spoke to the night. Her fingers
felt the sand, a mass of tiny cool beads shying away at her touch.
Quite unexpectedly, she found herself tracing his name with a finger.
She stared at the word that meant "forgiveness" in the
Gorran tongue. Momentarily, she smudged its existence, and
frustrated, she threw a handful of sand. She hugged her bent leg
again.


"Interesting
comment," Tyran's voice interrupted the silence.


She
stood around, expression unreadable, but wary. He had a flagon of
wine hanging from beneath an elbow of his folded arms. Abruptly, he
wore a half-smile, mocking her. They were at least five strides
apart, but she felt naked under his dark searching eyes. Both squared
each other, standing on lone sand under moonlit stars, but one
understood the meaning of the Zand, while the other believed in
drunkenness and the passion to follow. She could out-wait a stone,
glowering at the man. He broke away, glancing at their surroundings.


"I
don't understand how you can take nightly strolls in this place. It's
rather cold," he said. "Is it the sun has veined heat into
your blood?" He waited for an answer. "Guardian of Tarenne,
indeed."


"Is
it a crime to walk on the grounds of my Goddess?" she said,
tilting her head and holding her elbows.


"Such
pride." His smile was whole and wry. "Perhaps a bit kitrus
to dull----"


She
interrupted his wine offer with a raise hand. "No...thank you."


His
brows arched abruptly, but the smile was still there. "Your
Goddess is phenomenal. She intrigues me, but I don't see her."
He unstoppered the flagon and drank a long draw. "Are you sure
you wouldn't want any of this?"


"Kitrus
is too bland for my taste," she said.


"Compared
to what?"


"To
what we call, 'the Bitter Ginger,'" she replied.


"Strange
taste," he noted dryly. "Explain your Goddess to
me...Birdie."


"Mock
your Sun," she countered his insult.


"Ah,
she is merely religion." He paced toward her. "You walk
away, and you're a coward."


"Not
to a loser like you," she said warily, backing away.


"I
should guess you're a virgin."


"You
mustn't judge me on the grounds of refusal."


He
stopped. She stood with a scowling smirk. He dropped the flagon.
Studying her eyes, he rubbed his chin, arm resting elbow in a palm.


"I
was mistaken," he said. "You are a woman." She turned
her head, snorting. He smiled wickedly. Without warning, he lashed
out his whip. The end curled around her waist, and he reeled her in.
He held back from tasting her flesh. Damn the boy, he cursed
mentally. Even when absent, he spoiled everything. Tyran threw her
gruffly on the ground. She rolled to her feet. "You stink of
horses," he snarled. "I'm surprised he still had the
strength after such a long day."


"What
I do with my husband is none of your business," she said in a
low growl. "Touch me again, and you will regret it."


"Oh,
really," he sneered....








She
closed the door and leaned her cheek to it gratefully. The darkness
comforted her to muster courage to string on the stone over the
latch. A breath was heard behind her, and a soft glow lit up the
surface of the wall beside her. She stood still, afraid of hearing
things on the other side of the door.


"Birdie?"
a young voice called.


She
looked over slowly. Legran was sitting in bed, an arm supporting him
up. The blanket had fell to hips, revealing his upper naked body of
rippled muscles and taut waist. His dark, long-lashed eyes held
questions, but his concerned face muted them. She turned for the
chair by the window.


Legran
gave one look at the stone locking their door, and pieced together
the puzzles of her behavior to a half comprehension of what might had
happened. He threw back the blanket, glad for once his pants were
intact, jumping out of bed.


"What's
the matter, Birdie?"


"Your
uncle, that's what."


For
a moment, he only needed to glance over her figure to understand what
she meant. "He didn't...did he?" His hand touched her arm
where the sleeve was ripped. She grasped his wrist, ready to remove
it, but he gripped tightly at her touch. "Birdie, I need to
know. Did he?"


She
looked up, surprised by his raw intensity. "No!" she said,
annoyed to be alluded to failure. "I didn't give in. A couple of
bruises maybe, but he couldn't do anything to me."


Legran
sank to a knee. "Birdie, if he did, I swear, I'll have his balls
chopped up as feed for the asses. It's not your fault."


"I'm
fine." She plucked his hand from her arm. Facing the window away
from him, she folded her arms, brooding.


He
watched her in silence. She never lied, but her remoteness always had
strange twists to the whole story of truth. He couldn't trust the
literal meaning of the limited clues she gave. Only recently, had she
been willing to speak to him, but too often conversation ended with
perfect silence.


"Birdie,
I forgive you." No answer. "Sleep with me, tonight,
please?"


She
faced him with sour features. "What?"


"I
have your attention, now," he said. "What happened?"


"Nothing!
I beat him and ran, that's all." She changed attitude abruptly.
"He'll be cruel to us now," she said quietly.


He
reached up to her tangle-messed hair. She cringed, moving away with
uneasy shoulders. He stood and began combing her hair with his
fingers. "We're both married to the people," pulling apart
some strands," but I hold you above them. It doesn't matter how
he mistreats us---Let me do it, Birdie," he snapped. "It's
the only way," he groped her hand, "I can touch you without
really scaring you half to death."


"I
don't know what you're talking about." She ripped her hand away.


He
bent, so their faces levelled. "Like I said on our wedding
night: so we understand each other. I'm still attracted to you,
Birdie, even though I know our lips would never touch as long as your
spirit lives in...." He didn't need to finish. A small smile
curved his lips. He resumed combing her hair. "Anyway, that
bastardized Tyran will pay double when I know for sure my plan is
fool-proof. At the moment, I do feel like slitting his throat, but it
would be suicidal if I do that. Trink thinks he's precious. That
bitch."


"Stop
trying to be so old," Stone Bird said.


"I'm
not."


"Yes,
you are. You keep trying to keep up with me."


"Not
ever for you, wife. War made me age too soon. It's never your fault
that I'm old." Pause. "Well, maybe, I'm still naive in
certain matters." She fidgeted in her seat. He restrained from
laughing.


"I
don't see how you can have a sense of humor with these things
happening to us."


"Because,
you've come to say things such as 'us'. For all the tragedies on the
continent, it's worth hearing you think that way. We are a team."


She
stretched and yawned. He wasn't convinced by the act. "I'm
tired," she said.


"Yes,
a little sleep before work." He decided to risk the chance.
"I'll keep your bed warm."


"No
need. The swelling of my bruises are good enough." She stood and
walked away.


"I
love you," Legran mouthed the words after her as he let fall her
hair from his fingers.


Stone
Bird ceased and turned to face the lonely man. She looked at the
floor, avoiding his gaze. "I," she began to say, but her
voice trailed. She bit between her teeth before speaking again.
"I...don't hate you." With that she turned for her cot in
the corner.








She
awoke to find broad daylight spilling rays into the room through the
small window. Sitting up painfully, she groaned feeling her bruises
on the side and below the ribs. Her hand brushed over crackling
parchment. She turned her head to her pillow. A letter was folded
neatly and placed beneath the corners of the pillow. She picked it
up. The handwriting was tidy and careful, each word was precise.








Birdie,


You
were peaceful in sleep. I didn't want to disturb your heavenly
dreams. Don't worry about the well; I've arranged someone to cover
for you. Please stay in for the day. There is salve under the pillow.
Take care.


Legran








She
wished he was less considerate. He was so thoughtful, he sickened
her. When he said he loved her last night, she heard the words hardly
whispered between his lips. He was afraid of her, she knew. Already,
her open refusal to bed had rejected him. Still, he was her husband
unless either of them was rejected by the other in open court, would
they be separated.


But
did she love him? She wondered about that for quite a long time now.
Seasons changed, but she hadn't come to a conclusion yet. Reaching
under the pillow, she found the pouch that contained salve. She
applied the medicinal ointment under her shirt absently, her mind
still pondering. Her feelings were ambivalent and obscured. She
didn't understand herself at all.


A
longing sang inside her all of a sudden, and she mourned with an
internal voice joining herself to the call. She became her voice as
her body disobeyed itself. High and low, she followed the melody that
rose and fell in blending rhythm. Freedom unchained her being,
letting her fly with the heavens she had neglected for a time older
than childhood, more ancient than the beginning of her race. Her
blood froze, her breathing thinned, and her nose bled. Higher,
higher, and even higher she flew for the untangible truth. The faster
she pursued, the farther away it went, eluding her. Unreachable,
forever.


She
fell, diving backward toward the earth. Everything fought her fall,
but she was out of control clawing at the blistering wind burning
her. The world embraced her in layers of senses.


The
Goddess did not appear. No answer was heard, but the longing lingered
in her heart. Stone Bird felt something hanging inside, strong and
faint.


She
looked up toward the square of light where the window was. She had
never expected such beauty to be appreciated by a rough-edged fighter
such as herself. Perhaps age did wisen one's perspective. And there
she sat, admiring day. Peaceful, serene.








Legran
made his way around street corners and alleys, conscious for the
slightest move in the background if any happened. None. He was quite
alone. Turning on an avenue, he walked lightly now, feeling close to
home. A small smile touched his usual bland frown.


The
moment he opened the door, panick shocked him. He rushed in to search
for her, but when he found her fear seized him tenfold his initial
shock. She hardly noticed him. He went on his knees and took her in
his arms. She was still breathing, but her body was cold.


"Birdie,
don't, please don't," he pleaded tightly. "You're not
leaving me!..." After a moment, a hand touched his arm.


"I'm
not," she murmured.


His
eyes went wide. He released her far enough to see her face. She
avoided him, dropping her chin and swiping blood off under her nose
as she moved away from him. Abruptly, he clasped her against him. She
gazed at his quiet features. Slowly, his hand reached up, fingertips
tracing her cheek and raking into her hair. Her hearbeats drummed,
ramifying beyond her ribs into his chest. He did nothing else, but
spoke.


"I'm
glad," he said. "I need you."


Silence.
"Do you?" she said finally.


"Very
much, Guardian of mine."


A
faint smile altered the line of her lips. "A weighted answer."


"Anything
to win you," he replied.


"Why...why
are you so optimistic?"


"Because....Well,
I believe in the Goddess. And she has promised you to me."


She
sniffed, holding back a hiccup. "Will you let go of me now?"


"Must
I?"


"Yes."


He
thumbed her face near the corner of her lips. Smiling sadly, he
nodded once.


"Only
if you promise to use the bed the while you are sick," he said.
Her expression reacted a protest. "I'll take the cot," he
said, putting in before she spoke. She was stumped for a moment. He
smiled widely.


"Agreed."
She narrowed her eyes slightly. "At times, I think you're a
fool."


"And
you're merely thirty."


"What's
that suppose to mean?"


"Most
people don't have your priorities," he answered.


"It's
amazing how you understand me so well."


"That
is why we have such normal conversations. Are you well enough to
stand?" She made a move. He helped her to her feet and to the
bed. "I don't think you're well enough to work for a couple of
days. Have you eaten? You're so pale---"


"Legran,
I wish you would stop being helpful for once."


"I'm
just being a concerned husband," drawing the blanket over her.
"Is it wrong to...live that way with you."


Stone
Bird looked to her feet, feeling hot shame burning her face. She
couldn't answer him, though he was waiting for it. An eternity
passed, and she was silent. He kneeled on the side of the bed.
Without complaint or reproach, he held her hands in his and kissed
the fingers.


"You're
still my wife, even if you don't answer. I understand." He
tilted his head. "At times, fate's unexpected turns throw one
off course, shattering long-planned dreams. Destiny stands a thousand
places, each different by different paths. And one wonders what
might've happened if a choice was made at those turns." With the
end of those words, he left.


For
a while, she stared at the window beyond her feet. With full desire
to cry, she failed to fall to tears, because she was empty
inside-out. Sadness touched her, but did not fully hold the solemn
heart that beat steadily away in her chest. After sighing, she
frowned her melancholy mood. "You're wise beyond your winters."














Nightfall.
By the time Legran returned, it was exactly the moment twilight had
faded from the window pane. He threw off his clothes, except for his
pants. Stone Bird sat up slowly in bed to the noise of a pile
slumping the floor. Sweat stenched the limited space, but she was
used to this daily routine. He sniffed the air, then looked over to
the silhouette of her figure.


"Sorry,
I smell so bad. Did I wake you?" he said all in one breath.


"I
was up anyway."


"Were
you?" he said lightly, walking toward her. He ran his fingers
through her hair. "How are you?"


"I'm
getting better. My hair is dirty, don't touch it."


He
sighed and withdrew his arm. Stepping to the side, he struck flint
once and lit up the candle. His features were controlled, and he had
a grim smile.


"What
is it?" she asked. "Did something happen?"


"We
are to move tomorrow," he said with cold anger, not facing her.


Her
brows furrowed annoyingly. "Move? Where?"


"Would
you believe," he faced her, "the Spring Room?"


She
lowered her head. "Spring Room," she repeated.


"Tyran
has a change of heart, I suppose." Legran watched her eyes
narrowed and brows jerked in astonishment. "He has assigned me
as an overseer, fully ranked."


"He
never took me---I swear it!"


"Shh-shh,"
he grasped her arms, pushing her back slowly. "I know. The black
eye and busted lip prove your innocence. You should have seen his
face, very festive. I just don't understand why he's doing this. He
seems to want an early funeral."


"Apparently,
he's more jealous of you than I thought."


His
lips pouted slightly, cheeks dipping as he held back from smiling.
Blinking, he cleared his throat curiously. "What...did he say to
you?" he asked. "Before you mutilated him, I mean."


"Enough
to boil me up." She dropped her eyes, then looked up briefly
before avoiding him again.


"I
see. A crafty answer." He chuckled. "He should know better
than to tempt fire from you." He shook his head, laughing . "You
taught him a lesson, eh?"


"I
did," she replied, tilting her head. "Now unhand me. You're
making me uncomfortable."


"Right."
He stood away. Facing the window, he began to pace, his hand holding
his chin. "He said some things to me." No comment. "Do
you want to hear it?"


"Speak
as you wish."


He
shot her a look. "Birdie, don't." She stared through him.
Patience left him momentarily as he pushed her against the pillow.
"You try me too far sometimes. I !..." His voice trailed.
In that sudden moment, shame over-rode anger. "You're married to
the people, but you can't love me. I wouldn't blame you." He
backed off, releasing her. "After all," turning away,
shoulders hunched, "I'm base-born and not Tarennei."


"I
don't think that way," she said, sitting up.


"Denial
is a lovely thing." He went to the window and leaned on the
pane. "Pride, on the other hand, seems the best weapon in any
battle." Pause. "And then, like a sword, breaks when a
stronger force hammers it in two. Yes, I love you, Birdie, as you
know already. Don't doubt it." Slowly, his head bent over onto
his arms on the sill. "I'm tired," he mumbled.


Stone
Bird stared stupidly at him. She knew nothing to say, to do, or
anything. None of this was ever in her training as Commander of Six
Flanks. She watched him move his arms to cradle the cranium of his
head.


He
straightened shortly, sighing. Upon turning, he grabbed the nearest
loose shirt from the pile with his hard-knuckled hand. Legran gave
her a brief look and went out the door. His angry strides echoed on
cobble-paved street outstide that door.


She
had taught him too much. Gathering up her knees, she rested her chin
on them. And still, the tears did not come. She felt very empty. 






Chapter 23


High
noon boasted down on tan dunes and shadowed sand pits. A trail,
winding as a snake, milled from the Stix River to the main well of
the city. Gorran soldiers on horseback guarded the line of slaves
with careful eyes. Too careful. A race of proud people no longer, the
Tarennei labored under harsh conditions providing vein of life to
renewed Dunne's Foot: water.


Rare
winds touched this waste of the Continent, except rarer still, the
sand blizzards. By occasion, the desert storm Mane, like the neck of
a horse torn in storm, swept the landscape plain into thick dunes.
Water seldom came to this heat-absorbing place. Fire burned well by
day and died easily at night. The sun hung white as a lantern of
fireflies inflamed to kill in a gray-blue sky.


Each
slave, yoked across the shoulders with water buckets, had streams of
sweat from scalp to arms. Even the overseers fared no better. Beads
of perspiration glistened over their brows condensing into running
trails beneath their helmets. The sun shifted position. Heat
evaporated humidity to dust.


A
shell horn was placed to a pair lips that blew lastingly. Work
delayed for afternoon rest. The sounder released the horn and
replaced it to his side on the saddle. He scanned the crowd with
desperate eyes. They set the buckets on the sand slowly, exhausted
from travel. She appeared carrying a skin from guard to guard. His
whole being lifted in his seat. After many mouths, the water trickled
to him last, but he minded none at all. The skin hung from the hand
of an exteded arm up to him. He reached out and caressed her hand
only to lose it in an instant. Staring back up to him was a face pale
as morning sand. The only thing to do to save the mistake was ignore
it. He reached out for the water again, his head tilted admonition
that others were present.


Reluctantly,
a groveling Stone Bird handed over the waterskin. He nodded once and
behaved respectively in receipt. After a short draw emptying it, he
leaned over as he returned it to her. She began to avoid him, but his
hand had her shoulder in a steadfast grip.


"For
the sake of the people," he said loud enough for her to hear,
but not the other guards, "try to be Guardian, Birdie."


Momentarily,
her hard-chipped features dissolved to apathy. A swallow downed her
throat. For a moment, he was afraid she was too angry to do the right
thing. Her grey eyes blinked softening her expression. She touched
his wrist and stood.


"I
suppose so," she said, "but I have no post among a colony
of slaves."


"Are
you hinting I'm a traitor?"


"Your
words, not mine."


After
a hard moment, he sighed tersely. "I won't bother you anymore if
it pleases you." He straightened releasing his hold on her.
Grounding his jaws, he regarded the smooth face a while before
turning to the crowd.


"Dreamt
of drowning last night," Stone Bird muttered under her breath.
Looking out of the corners of her eyes, she saw no reaction from him
If he heard anything, he seemed to hide notice well.


"See
to the water supply," he said with a clear voice.


She
bent her head at a slight angle and went away for a tour of the
slaves. "For show," she mumbled tightly. "Wish the
whole continent drowned."


After
she left his side, Legran wondered why life was so unfair to him.
Many times, darkness invaded his mind, persuasively attractive, but
he pushed the feeling aside. A stubborn will ironed in his blood had
made him too optimistic to give up a dream. Goddess, she was so
thin....His mind blanked all of a sudden. He discovered he cried no
more. The voice sounded far away in the back of his mind. Sadness
engulfed him deeper in its wound broke open years ago. Quite familiar
with self-pity, he filled his lungs with the sultry air. A sigh
resulted.


The
china sea beyond the party of people worshipped the sun. Thousand
grains of sand burning, and the fire was white cold. Beads of sweat
condensed trailing down the side of his face. He felt tight within a
body incapable of searching answers. His horse, affected by his mood,
straightened under his saddle. She was heartless, warm enough to stir
his thirst, and dry enough to kill him. If he was her lover, she
would leave him outside her door. He wondered what he had done to
displease her. Or was she simply a bitter woman? She hated
everything, him especially for no reason. Wait. Maybe she did have
reason, only he knew not what. If only....


His
thoughts were interrupted by what he saw on the perimeter of his
eyes. The Grace Lord had decided to visit the slaves today. Every
muscle in Legran's body cramped taut. His least favorite enemy and
mishapen relative had been absent so long, he almost forgot his
existence. The impulse to hide Stone Bird bursted in his gut. He
thrusted the feeling aside, sitting straight in saddle.


The
man appeared on a high-bred horse. Onyx for eyes jeweled over the
pillars of his high check bones. His raven hair was notched into a
single braid from the top of his head. The Grace Lord was in good
spirit today. His wide-sleeved robe draped limply without the aid of
wind. He reined up short at Legran's front. Three paces separated the
two arched enemies, one master, the other servant. A leathery smile
stretched Grace Lord's mouth. Beneath the visor of a helmet, a pair
of ruthless eyes responded. The boy was exceptionally cross with him
today, he noted silently. He could've ignored the little being had
not its prize possession stood by its side.


"Well,
you're not alone, I see."


Legran
glanced to his right. He tried not to react that Birdie was there.
"We're never alone in a place full of eyes," he said.


"And
how many pairs are there?" came the challenge.


"Only
one pays attention, the other watches all."


"Two,"
shifting smoothly in saddle, "too many." Tyran smiled
gregariously. "You are still such a boy. Marriage has not made a
man out of you."


"Only
because you're too old," Legran replied casually, "would
you feel so."


Tyran
stretched his smile, revealing canine curved teeth. "Compared to
you," he paused for effect before throwing a wolfish glance at
Stone Bird, "I agree." His eyes returned to the targeted
visor.


"A
matter of time." Legran leaned on the pommel of his saddle. "A
matter of outlasting the obvious, that is."


"Perhaps,
but there are things one can never catch up with."


"Whether
in experience or knowledge, the true philosophy is to learn as one
lives, which encourages pursuit of a quest."


"A
quote. You surprise me, youngling."


"Not
even close. It is my standing."


"You
have a way with words."


"My
talent to impress a lovely lady."


"And
quite an experienced"---slight emphasis---"woman she is. My
compliments."


Legran's
spine shot straight. His fists, if held any tighter, could split the
reins. A thin smile crawled onto his face. His eyes were cold, darker
than his hair. "Thank you," he managed evenly. "I
believe I'm the luckiest man ever lived." He wished mentally
that the Grace Lord died of thirst in a silver canyon.


A
hand touched his arm, anchoring his self control. Massive restraint
was exercised to keep him from turning over for a look at her. An
even harder task, relaxing his body was amazingly done, though he
doubted that possibility.


The
one moment stretched in years, but soon shattered like bursted glass
by a flood of events within the next time frame.


A
bucket spilled after a flash of steel. Tyran ducked in time to avoid
the point, but not the blade that ate his flesh like acid. For once,
he realized the meaning of the riddle "the tongue can eat meat,
but not drink wine." The puns of these people were all traps and
treasons. And the enlightened Grace Lord was angry with every
bronze-haired gray-eyed person.


When
he sat well up again, the slave whose knife had his nape bleeding was
roped to the beams of the upraised guillotine. However, beheading was
not within the Grace Lord's mood. He suavely removed his glazed eyes
from the female dangling handspans from the ground toward Legran. He
waited.


Of
course, his patience outran impatience as he ripped out his whip. The
slave had extraordinary discipline. No scream or moan with the fifth
lash of a wire-twisted vine, though the body jerked evidently. He was
satisfied his body's potency to inflict suffering on the little
being. There was a passion in the way he cracked his weapon,
extensive to a point that it cut open blood each time contact was
made. Enjoyment crept onto his bone-crested face.


"Stop!"


He
retracted his whip in a practiced wrist motion that coiled it
instantly. That voice killed his anger like a smothered torch. Its
icy tone pierced the while as if an iceberg had spiked toward the sky
from sudden arrogance. The face matched perfectly, though he had
never thought stone would apply. He met the challenge.


Tyran
eased his face. How he wished she was under his bidding, but of
course, such fantasies were never meant to be.


"I
hold responsibility for the child."


"Birdie...."
Legran breathed. No one heard him.


"Well,
" Tyran sneered, "it would be an example to all Tarrenei.
All of you," he addressed the crowd of slaves, "take heed
and caution your very lives. Your guardian is punished for all your
sins."


Whack!
He gave no warning and lashed Stone Bird an axled line. She took the
blow that threw her a full stride back as she fell on her face. More
lightninged down her back. Someone called no, but she was immersed in
pain.


Legran
saw the act of disgrace with impotence. Damn, why did choices had to
be made---had to be taken? What did he want? What valued most---He
threw his helmet off and unsaddled. Forget everything. Everything.


The
lashing ceased; a warm chest replaced it. Stone Bird
saw---smelled---felt Legran on her. He had eyes of murder, but a face
of fear. Was this the look of death? Had she stepped too far? Far
enough?---


Denial
hit home. The morality was nothing compared to reality. She found
nothing in herself. Nothing to offer. And he wanted that for all its
worth. She fought. She had to.


"No,
Legran!" He held on like anchored iron. "Let go---"
she writhed "---no!" Whack---whack---whack---


"You're
worth it! You're worth it!...." Whack---whack---


"No!"
she choked. "Don't do---this---"


"You're
worth it!" he cut her off. "I don't care! You're worth it!"


The
shame, the humiliation, all of it burdened his back. He was her
shield of honor. She couldn't unlock his hold on her. How could he be
so strong? Dozens more lashes passed. His arms began to weaken,
giving way to her struggles. There was no time. She snaked out and
snatched the end of the whip.


The
enemy had eyes of coal, deepened as wells. Stone Bird locked her very
own on one pair that hated with an artistic zest. They were envious
eyes cradled between savage rims. The whip tensed as the dual of
strength challenged either's guts. Blood fused from her fist between
white-knuckled fingers dripping on the opal sand. 






Chapter 24


He
crouched long enough to age, but time was never the reason he lost
his youth. Staring at the wall in the unlit room helped none at all.
The darkness vivified the images recalled by memory. What he saw
twisted his insides as tight as a burn. That one battle she fought
out-tested his belief in courage. To the death was her code of honor,
but she surrendered when they knifed the little girl. He was the next
hostage.


One
pays attention; the other watches.... An ugly thought. They knew her
stubborness and its limitation. They knew his worthless soul for a
mask hiding shame. They knew almost everything. The supposedly numb
skin on his face jerked, sending pain needled at the pores. Was hope
such a small possibility?


The
answer was a loud echoing yes in his head. Almost everything. He was
not and will not be the spit beneath soiled heels. And she will be
the target---the drive---the motive of his revenge. Never. He
couldn't give up, not when he had come so far and so near in touching
the dream. Forgive him. Forgive him for the fool he was in choosing
the upriver path. Goddess, let her live...long to prosper.


A
sweeping of the dust beneath the door startled his prayer, but he
stayed in his corner. Slow steps echoed louder as they approached his
cubicle. Persuasively stumbling steps, they were, but he felt obliged
to distrust the figure descending to his side. A warm hand ran from
his shoulder down his dorsal, tracing the sinew of his tender wounds.
Jaws clenched, he ignored pain with steeled discipline. He had
endured far worse than this, and hope was not to be given in by such
a strong soul. Writhing round, he looked at her with hard eyes. Her
face fell as if of guilt, being struck by his virulence. When she
looked up, tears were near to brimming her eyes.


"Why
did you do it, Legran?"


His
blood flooded, drowning his calmness. "Don't mock me," he
snarled, getting on his feet and walking away.


"You
shouldn't have done it," she pursued, reaching for him again. He
refused to speak. The silent treatment drove her to leave him alone
as she resorted to sit on the end of the bed. After a moment, she
began to speak again. "I know I have been wrong."


He
straightened abruptly at hearing her words. She had never spoken them
before, ever. Not in this tone either. Could she have changed her
mind? Turning round, he faced a stone figure crumbling from years of
war. That sunken head dealt his gut inside out. He could never bear
the sight of her unhappiness. Abashed by shame, he bent his neck as
he approached her. She tipped her head to see him.


"Don't
you desire me?"


"I...do,"
he whispered.


"That's
good," she said, dropping her eyes. "Don't ever doubt me,
Legran."


"I
have faith."


Surprised
at hearing the word, she looked up with wide eyes. "Am I truly
that worthy?" His answer was a slow nod. "Then," her
lips curled at small angles, "why do you hesitate?"


"You
mean....."


Her
arms opened to embrace him as he came forward. Some odd feeling
dissuaded him from further action. He found no battle ground in her
gaze, no experience in the crenallation of her eyes. There was
wreckless, hungry fire lit amid the irises. This must be illusion; he
could grasp none of its reality, yet he hoped and prayed to believe.
The touch was real. Such mystery was in the hands mapping over his
naked skin. He felt burned. Sensations so tingling, so indulgent were
his to take. Too tempting for him. He never knew she was this
capable....


Her
shirt peeled open, revealing what he had thought was forbidden
beauty. Doubt lurked its way up his esophagus stronger than before,
restraining him from seizing what he wanted most in the world.
Somehow he knew the flaw and saw through deception.


Without
warning, he threw his fist into the face. Before she could react, he
had her bundled in the sheets. Sitting over the body with one bent
leg pinning her to the bed, he trapped her throat with the point of a
silvery hair pin. Obviously, the woman didn't see this coming. Though
her face was perfection in the image of Stone Bird, the soul
mismatched the mask.


"Disbelieve
this is poisoned, and you can die with no burial ground. My wife is
legendary. You might---" he lay the pin on her neck to stop her
struggle "---I wouldn't if I were you. I don't do rape. My
wife----" His eyes became agate and his mouth flinty in its
expressionless line. "Where is she?" his voice paralleled
his face as he knuckled in her throat. "Where is she?" Her
breathing was gasps now; she choked to answer. He released the
pressure enough for her to breath.


"Tyran
h-has her."


"Where?"


"C-c-coach
heading west for the mythed Sea." Her respiration was shallow.


"Very
good," he said nicely, smiling for effect. "But I'm a small
man. Here," he pushed a tablet into her mouth. "Swallow."
She did at his command. "My wife can be creative with medicine.
If you lie half of what you say, I can forget about the antidote. You
don't want me to have bad memory. So add anything you need now."


"That's
all...I know. He could be...donning up for sacrifice."


Cold
fire bit him like an icicle had bursted up through his gut. Massive
will power was exercised to restrain him from insane violence. Ever
so gradual, did he smile with a strange, quiet finesse. When he
looked at the woman, her face had melted in fear. He left, flying
like the rustle of sandy winds.





Chapter 25


She
refused him even in chains and defeat. He could not understand how
she had resisted the effects of the doses. But she won't last for
long. Blood had drained from her face. Such perfect features and so
white was the flesh. She had eyes that killed, a startling passion
hidden behind the irises. They were wide awake locked on him. His
heart began to skim from looking at her too long. A thrilling
sensation he had never discover or thought was possible happened
inside him, growing and eating like acid.


Stepping
forward, he reached for the coverlet. She withdrew with witless
speed, clumsy from being drugged. She was afraid. He smiled to know
this. A woman had to fear a man sometime no matter how brave she was
forged. He could laugh, hard and hearty even to have this moment of
exploitation forever impressed in memory. What pleasure could this
woman give that was so difficult to achieve?


His
smile had stretched from thinking it. In this humble space that baked
heat worse than the sun, there was the ultimate thrill of being
powerful. He backhanded her face.


The
slap stung as it burned where it touched. Stone Bird barely heard her
jaws crack. A red sliver slid down her chin from the corner of her
mouth. She had no words, but her soul screamed no to treachery---to
this nightmare.


Bang!
The door exploded inward. In rushed a man to cease the act. Stone
Bird recollected no one with this face. Or did she? She was lost,
forgotten of her past. This one moment of eternity had murdered her
will of existence. Her mouth felt the recession jerked, snapping off
the feel of wet flesh.


Legran
disbelieved his eyes, but he saw. Goddess, he was too late! She
didn't even see him as she coughed up the contents as if were
drowning. Tyran shuffled to cover himself. He glimpsed at the
spluttering woman, then faced the bewildered young man. So smug was
his expression of how he had finished his business.


A
single stride brought Legran into the cube of the coach. The rims of
his eyes were blood-shot and trembly. The battleground had two
armies, they were two kinships destroyed by soiled honor. Blood for
blood, an exceptional rule in this game of death. Who was pawn and
who was king?


Who
moved first mattered nothing. The fight was vile cause for survival.
Though Legran was youner, stronger, more fiery, he was also weak from
fatigue and hunger. For Tyran, this fact held great advantage.
Kneeing in the mere boy's chest, he slammed his elbow on the dorsal.
Like a corpse stripped of life, Legran fell to the floorboard, barely
breathing through the vomit of blood. Tyran was breathing heavily
himself, booting into the rib cage of the thin body. It responded
with a low grunt. He pushed back the shoulder with the heel of his
boot.


The
sight nearly made him queasy, but he head seen---or done ---worse.
What a mess. Shaking his head, he mocked sympathy on the mishapened
nephew. A smile lifted a corner of his mouth. He had to credit the
youth's attempt, though futile it was. Looking over at the
marble-eyed Stone Bird, he wondered if she was all this boy had. The
answer, so evident, needed no answering. They had murdered his roots
and replaced them with Tarrenei ideals. Foolish values for false
wisdom. What---


His
thought was cut off by forced-bent knees as he toppled backward. Pain
seared and tore his pride, but he felt nothing. Not at first---not
until he realized injury was inflicted upon him. He barely heard
sounds far away. They echoed running footsteps, jingling chains,
clawing on wood, and a creaking on the floorboard vibrating through
him. Clutching his face, he writhed from the immersing stinging throb
and screamed for death.


Legran
held his prize as he hopped off. Nothing else mattered. She was the
only one who could save a dire loss. Must be kept alive, the command
rang behind his ears.


His
knees burned kneeling on the crystalline sand. The pain of fever on
his flesh bothered him little. All attention had been focused on
getting to safety. A spared moment was for looking at her. She had
wide, dull-spirited eyes staring back at him. Flushed cheeks were
hollow and fevered with sweat. So lucid in her stare, wide-open,
vulnerable to anything. But he chose honor over desire. He would
rather be a man one moment than a million years scoundrel. Even if
she didn't know it, he had dignity and belief in himself.


Not
too far away, a stir of billionth particles dusted the dune-tops. He
looked up upon hearing a mild rumble, humming louder as the moments
passed. As of right then, he had no choice but to run. The horse by
the coach had no saddle, but who could think at a time like this. He
broke the restraining strap. With a bit of inconvenience, he had
Stone Bird on the animal's back. He pulled himself on after her.
There, they were together. His heels dug into the flanks and off they
galloped toward the angling sun, trailing upturned sand.


When
he checked behind him, the pursuers had gained the gap of one hundred
paces. Legran was brought up to know pride and courage. But this
glimpse of fear could last him an ordeal. The hoofbeats thundered
closer by the moments as his horse staggered between strides. An
arrow had penetrated its left hindquarter. He kept it running,
because he had no where to hide in this desert. Never had this
untouched waste been against him before. The desert-bred had long
learned to live with it, find life where there wasn't.


He
believed many things, but the values had faded away. Hollering
commands hounded behind his ears. Legran looked straight ahead; he
had no time to be frightened. A rush upturned from below his lungs
and out of his mouth spewed redness over her shoulder. Pain had
stabbed his lungs sending a tearing spasm through his muscles.


Earth
crumbled beneath, swallowing them in a sudden opening to darkness.
Shrieking neighs bellowed before sand smothered overhead. Legran felt
the world slipping away before his eyes behind his grasp. It was such
a dream, the kind that dulled his senses from perceiving any reality.
So beautiful and suspenseful was that moment before darkness consumed
him. 






Chapter 26


In
dimness, Legran barely felt himself crawling awake only in the next
moment to find pain verses joy. Glad to be alive, but suffering as if
incapacitated after a long-warred journey. A heavy weight on his
lower half stopped him in his track, but he could guess full well
why, though vaguely remembered how he had ended here. Groggy in the
head, he began pushing himself to sit up. A violent fit of coughing
out sand resulted. Then, the familiar stabbing upchucked his
esophagus as he vomit over the side.








His
hand caught hair and a head in his turn. He smelled blood, so raw and
strong it stung his nose. Teary-eyed, he winced, pressing his head
with a fist trying to ward off skull-bashing pain. Thunder pierced
his brain, and he absorbed it. And like a storm, the pain retreated,
leaving behind reminders of tings and stings in his skull and spine.
Gradually, the tensed muscles in his clenched jaws relaxed. Opening
his eyes, he was greeted with light, unnatural light, but still
light. But none of it shocked him.


The
weight that trapped his legs was a limp Stone Bird. Finding his hand
on her head was a strangeness, especially when her face was on his
thigh. He drowned the thought. Goddess, he was stupid. A tightness
held him worse than pain. He shook his head and stopped sharply. Eyes
spinning like marbles rolled to a stop after a while. A sigh released
through his mouth.


He
swiped wetness off his chin. Though he hadn't meant to be rough, he
found himself handling Stone Bird in a light manner. She was still
unconscious. Her eyes were ebony slits on pale skin. Head bent so far
back on the ring of his arm, her neck strained nakedness down to the
third loosened button. His other arm slid beneath her elbow. Slowly,
he drew her against him.


An
appreciative moan hummed studiously in his throat. Sitting there in
the dim, Legran was a contented soul. He pressed his face to her ear,
closing his eyes....


Sighing
music whistled in the darkness behind his ears. Desert wind traveling
through flutes, the melody almost resembled low-pitched singing.
Never had he experienced an outer body sensation, but here he was,
feeling his strength tiding into another body. So natural how he did
this without really thinking. He could feel a pulse not his own
beating slowly to life. Blood ran in the canals of veins flowingly.


If
loving was possible, then he would live forever like this, frozen in
time this one moment of bliss. Unfortunately, that sweet dream
shattered instantly as pain threw him at bay from sudden sever of
tie. A strange pain. He had never felt such pain, so indescribable,
yet real and unforgivable like a snake skinned of pride.


Opening
his eyes, he saw a blur escape his grasp. The shadows devoured the
pale figure running from him. Blinking slowly, he picked himself up
to find her. He was tired of the chase, too weary to strive for
anything. Everything had long gone from reach. On the third step, he
tripped, almost fainted against a hard surface. Light glowed with low
intensity bringing him back to reality. He pushed himself up again,
his hand patting on the slate surface. Long echoes luted through the
eight snow-green pillars now unveiled of darkness.


He
had never seen such a structure. Pristine and monumental, the eight
pinnacles of joy lulled his wounded heart to heal. Standing there
alone, he envisioned everlasting youthhood forgotten in a quiet past
the present denied. An itch leaked from the corner of his left eye.
He wiped off the tear absently. And just as stolidly, he had
forgotten his emotions in the pacific sea of calmness he learned too
well.


Legran
staggered on. A watery sound rushed behind his ears, but he ignored
it. He was thirsty and hungry. He was weakening to every move he made
to reach that single pillar. He could die. Fainting slowly, he began
to sink with the next two steps. This time, shaking his head didn't
ward off the wear of exhaustion.


"No,"
he moaned, fighting the inevitable. Heroes could never die this
easily. Jaws clenched so tightly, his teeth almost broke, but he
managed to stand again. "I'm not weak," he said without a
voice.


Only
a few strides away, but seeing that distance made his burden
lengthen. Legran walked slowly to the third giant beam of jade. And
in turning to the side behind it, he found a terrified soul staring
straight at him. He reached out. She flinched.


"I...."
He lost the words to the rest of the sentence. Her eyes were so wild
in how they fixed on him. His eyes stung a bit as he fought memory.
"Birdie," he uttered coming on his knees careful to be
gentle. "It's only me. I won't hurt you. Please," he said,
aiming his eyes for her hand to reach him. "Please, let me help
you." She hesitated. "It's all right. I won't hurt you. I
promise." His words meant nothing. She huddled herself to the
corner again.


Running
water was heard nearby. His head pivoted as his eyes rolled toward
that direction. Crystalline porcelain blossomed amid darkness. As if
a knife had driven upward to pierce against a claustrophobic sky, the
foundation glimmered under the single light from unknown source.


Quiet
and burning, save the water's rush.


He
dragged himself toward the fountain. Upon touching the rim's surface,
he met cold for the first time. Death. Soothing, chilling sensations
shivered his bones at the fingertips. His eyelids drooped over as he
burned in the hellish freeze. Fading....Fading....


His
face hit hard chipped gravel, but the flesh did not respond to any
pain. He was a corpse lying there huddled over on the left. Tears had
spilled across the bridge of his nose, but he managed no more than
sub-consciousness.


Only
a while later did Legran awake to find once again resonant darkness
cradling him in misery. He wished for light. A dry incandescence
cascaded in unison with the familiar cadence he felt from before. A
whispery breeze brushed past his face. He dragged himself to a
sitting position. The effort winded him slightly, but he hadn't
passed out yet. His back leaned on cold stone, but that was not the
reason his attention was focused.


She
was brown, the best he could describe her at the moment. A once blue
shirt was soiled in cakes of dirt and smudges of blood. Legs, bent
together like a pair of tails, supported her squat. Arms crossed over
her body as if to cover herself from shame. She was not facing him.
The wide vacant eyes were directed in the direction of the right
where empty darkness entered between the corridors of the jade bodies
of stone.


Silence
was always the welcome greeting between them. He was sure she was
awared of his stirs and activities. She had always been indifferent
about him. He recollected. Not always. Never always to describe her
life. She cared.... A few times. She had a heart she didn't carry
well with the way she lived.


He
gave himself a mental kick in the backside. He couldn't protect her,
couldn't shelter her, couldn't save her. How could he expect her to
pretend nothing happened, that they could go on with their lives as
before?


Lines
grimaced his supposedly youthful face as depression seemed to have
destroyed his life. He wanted to face reality, but had turned from
it, huddling against his wall of cold comfort. His ear touched the
burn-freezing surface of the fountain. It stung and blistered. A
broken cry whispered between his lips before a droplet of sweat fell
over them. He bent his knees and hugged them under his elbows, rested
his forehead on the cross of his forearms. If there were stars here
under that black ceiling, only they would understand how his heart
dangled on a thin thread of gold as sleep took over his body.


Rest
was evanescent. Dreams disturbed his mind from comforting slumber. He
saw things only his imagination could frighten him so deeply they
left scars behind inside of him. Jerking awake, he nicked his nape,
sharpening pain intensely and immobilizing himself briefly before he
dared to undo the sprang bones. Finding a steady block of support, he
pulled himself up leaning on that stronghold of imagined will. The
feeling was slightly exciting, somewhat sad, and yet grateful to have
achieved a small success. He was a survivor; he believed in this
concept of victory, stale as it may be.


Stone
Bird was the same as he had seen her before he slept. She hadn't
budge from her posture of searching stone. Such a hopeless-ridden
soul warped in pessimism, not ever letting go. He decided to leave
her be, effort unworthy to try to call her out of the grave she chose
to live in so well and comfortably. He wanted to mourn for her
suffering under levels of oppression, but he decided joining her
would only hurt, not heal his need to live to aim for the joy of
tomorrow's beginning. Only time could heal her wounds, however slow
it would be. He loved her with pride, and that pride also need
rebuilding. Legran would wait.


He
trod widely to her whose face stared the other way as if she meant to
acknowledge nothing but the air and timeless darkness before her yes.
His boots crunched gravel with every landing step. When he was close,
a full stride from her, she posed as if ready to jump out of her
skin. He looked at her, no words uttered this time, and he gave her
curiosity turning to his left.


His
heart chose its path, but his will taught him the other way. How
could he compete with fate? He realized this obvious truth, how half
his life ago his soul was promised to fate. Fate, because he was a
child and she was destined Guardian-Regent. He accepted this and all
else that followed. To be Ruler-Regent, there was primal need for
Guardian-Regent. It was the law since all ancient times.


He
went to the fountain again. Thirst came to him at the sight of the
water bubbling at the center sending ramifications to end at the rim.
Hunger reminded his stomach with a gurgling growl. His hands reached
into the water. Wouldn't it be nice if fish swam in there, he
wondered as he began scrubbing dirt off his hands. He shouldn't be
doing this, but he did. His thirst had to wait.


The
water's center rose a finger's length, then dropped, but shot up
again straight into the air the height taller than his head.
Awestruck, he stepped back almost cut off from respiration. He had
never seen such a thing. Water with a life of its own. Soon enough,
however, his fear was put aside as he reached forth into the path of
the water and cupped it in his hands. Withdrawing his arms, he peered
at the liquid. Plain cold water. Nothing else. He drank it. Icy
tingles flowed past his dry throat and through his lungs. He gathered
the water again and again until he was full.


Satisfaction
exulted from his wet mouth. Never had he felt so full of life just
for drinking water. He was alive. How could he have ever considered
ending his life? There were so much worth living. Just then, a sense
of oppression overcasted his high mood, suppressing it with a deep
malice as if he had lost control of his senses. He tilted over on the
side. Blood and water spilled from his mouth heedlessly. He had tried
to be strong and held back, but everything fought him and won.


"I'm
so unhappy." He heard his voice in the quietness. "So
unhappy," he was saying with a blank mind. His eyelids dropped
as he felt himself eyeing his groin and buckling knees. Amused
laughter tugged at his lips. It was not funny. The argument made his
mouth widen into an opened grin. Toppling over, encouraged by his
shaken body, he chuckled. He finally acknowledged he was a mere boy.
To be a man was beyond his reach. Even as Ruler of a kingdom or an
empire ever, he would still be a boy. Weakling in soul and coward in
courage, he was child forever in her eyes.


In
place of the laughter came his chagrin. His flamboyant moment
fizzled. Pleasure was evanescent. He hauled himself over to lean on
the fountain's base. Sitting there, one knee bent under his right
elbow, he just decided to sit and muse for a while, following the
distorted vision of his eyes tolerating cross-over images. Slants of
time snuck into his blank thoughts a few times, but he let his eyes
guide him into nothingness again. He had no idea what he was going
through. Then, his eyes looked widely as if they were done wandering
or he had realized to wake himself from thought. He blinked, dropping
his head and putting a hand to his face. Deep breaths were taken. The
hand began to travel upward to comb through his hair flattening it as
the fingers passed. His eyes squinted before he searched the
environment in front of him.


Darkness
faraway and dimness ahead, while jade-glowing pillars welcomed him
some ten strides away. The picture was lonely. How could a man hurt
so much? The thought came into his head. He had always heard a voice
inside of him, but never with such a mature tone. He didn't trust the
question to be his.


"Because
a man is worth what he desires," he answered out loud, tacking
on ," most, " as he looked over at Stone Bird abruptly and
turned away.


A
cough cleared an itch in his throat. His eyes stung from dryness
broken for tears. He had been exhausted. Fingers swiping tears,
forehead wrinkled, he tried to unsh out this tiredness. Drowsiness
refused to leave, though sleep didn't come.


He
had learned physiology, studied the concept of human reactions to
trauma. Shock was the first stage, and he should have recognized it
the moment they fell, but he couldn't pull himself together. What was
a physician-to-be if he couldn't snap himself out of his own trauma?
There was no one else to blame, so he had to do it to himself. Of
course! No wonder she was frightened, still trapped in the state of
shock. As if he awoke for the first time in his life, he saw
everything too clearly, really understanding the events in his life
and those that had disastrously taken place.


Legran
could not be weak, not ever. He must live as strength to endure her
life, to preserve her soul. They had to be together, promised to each
other for the sake of Tarenne. Why didn't he see all this before? It
was the sole reason he was given as mate to Stone Bird. For once, he
had made a constructive decision. He felt obligated to explore this
foreign place. They will not survive just sitting here dwelling in
self pity.


He
walked over to Stone Bird and waited. She turned her head nervously,
eyes regarding him. Legran had never seen a more beautiful face,
except maybe on the night she was in her wedding dress. He extended
an arm.


"I
want you to...." Her eyes closed as she breathed. "I'm not
your enemy ever. I will take care of you always. Do you think you
have a choice?"


Her
eyes shot wide open. She looked at him again, then his hand, and
stared a while longer. He crouched casually, one knee lower than the
other. Their eyes met. He nodded. Her expression wavered, so he made
the decision for her reaching over and grasped her hand. The arm
jerked, but he held tight.


"It
doesn't matter to me," he said bitingly. "I want you. I
don't care for anything else." His other arm snaked across her
nape and encircled her toward him. Resistance stopped him; her
forearm barred his chest.


"I
wouldn't consider it," he said.


The
slap was unexpected. It felt as if a bee had stung him. He lost his
hold of her. The body massively slid out of the realm of his arm,
followed by rustles of air and crunching gravel as running steps
scampered in decrescendos.


She
kept her distance since then. Even when hunger growled obviously in
her stomach, she stayed where she could head for a dead run if he
made a move toward her, and he was on the far side of the fire. Those
cloudy greys imprisoned smelted diamonds, but those stones never
liquified as they avoided his stares and long drafted sighs. Caked
dirt-knotted hair-and all she still glowed in that paleness of all
skins. How he wished he could break that skin open and hold the soul
within.


He
had wondered often lately whether or not there was a heart somewhere
in that stone-charactered body. But how could such a body feel so
warm when held close? She was a paradox, so stiffly stubborn, she was
a weakling crippled by the very thing that made her strong.


"Damn
it!" he muttered. That made her jump. "I wish I can walk
away and leave you. I really do. But damn it, I can't do that,
because you can't take care of yourself."


She
threw her head the other way, huddling as if she was cold. The fire
was dwindling to black ash again. No argument came. He bit between
his teeth, then tossed a clump of dry moss over the last flame. Grey
smoke rose between the fibres. Eventually, a tiny yellow gold-orange
glow crawled out from the center of the dry faded moss. Fire burned
again eating up half the clump. He threw more moss into the fire.
Warm air floated around the small area as if a cake's aroma was
filling a kitchen. He watched the fire and looked through it to the
tired creature hiding behind a back that hunched as if endowed by
shame. Button by button, his shirt opened as his fingers loosened the
beads from their nooses. The shirt landed at her foot. Her head
shifted.


"Put
it on. You won't be so cold," he said. She sat still, never
intending to move at all. "Birdie, please." His voice was
softer this time.


The
bruised nail-broken hand fingered the shirt, slowly enclosing the
collar in its grasp. She pulled it over her shoulder, but that face
was fixed to look the other way.


Black
brows pushed together over his squinting eyes. "You can look at
me, you know. I wish you would just look at me." No gesture. No
answer. He sighed, swinging his head to the side once, but found
himself looking at her again and exhaling a breath he didn't know was
in his lungs. "Why wouldn't you talk to me?" Remote
silence. "You have to go on with life one way or another, you
know. If you think I have less respect for you now, you are wrong. I
admit I'm an angry man lately, but I'm not allowed to take it out on
you." His jaws tightened. He hoisted himself to his feet. "I
don't know why I'm feeling this way toward you. And you don't even
give a damn about it. I'm not you. I have to talk....I'll talk for
the both of us. I can't help it, Birdie." He was pacing now. "I
don't want you to run from me. But hiding in that hole of yours will
run you short. You are my wife. I hope you consider that."
Silence. "It's just a suggestion." He resigned from the
effort to discuss further as he began to walk away.


After
some distance, Legran had wandered into another chamber. Actually,
this place looked more like a courtyard in a cave. He discovered that
this underground city had fountains everywhere. But this courtyard
appeared to be central in the community. The far side had a bathing
basin where water cascaded from rocks overhead a gargoyle's mouth. To
his right was a statue of a woman carved taller than two men's
height. She held a funneled basket containing various vegetables and
flowers. The expression of the long face neither smiled or frowned,
but it was serene. He touched one of the folds of her skirt.
Remittably, he came upon his knee.


A
scrape interrupted his meditation. As he looked up, Stone Bird was
falling against the slated surface of the doorway. The shirt hung
from the horizontal of her forearm. His eyes glanced from the shirt
to her face. Pause. Then, he gestured his head to the basin.


A
sardonic raised brow pulled at her features as her eyes took in the
scene of his apparent worshipping to this foreign goddess. She
blinked slowly, face losing color and darkening. A downpour of
coldness burned her scalp, bursting the capillaries under her skin.
Pressure pressed into her flesh as her arms were pushed upward. She
saw his face amid the blackness as she lurched over onto him. A
whisper burped into her throat. Unyielding arms enveloped her body to
heaven. So comfortable, but she denied this as she tried to stand on
her weak knees. Immediately, sense of balance left her to topple. The
arms caught her fast.


"You
have to trust me," his voice coaxed. "Be Stone Bird all you
want, but trust me."


She
breathed, eyes closing to join her faint. Why had she journeyed this
far? She didn't want to be comforted this way. Not by him. Not this
strangely familiar man who would have been someone else's. But she
fell in his arms. Warm lips pressed on her forehead over her eye.


"I'm
never giving you up," he said to her ear.


Strength
veined her muscles to life again. She opened her eyes. His face had
enclosed eyes deep in concentration. A coolness ran over her fevered
scalp down past her spine. The gashes on her back itched and sore.
Her teeth strained in their bite as cutting pain scored over the
scabs of her wounds. Piercing coldness cracked the rims of her eyes.
She chose to watch, though somewhere within her gut argued to
throttle his throat until the adam's apple popped.


Sweat
beaded on his face, rivering down his jaws. He paled heavily as each
droplet fell. The skin darkened slightly as if bruising countered the
blood-drawn in the worst way. The severe ebony slits for his eyes
tightened, then slackened. All the while, his lungs trapped his
fighting heart deep away from oxygen. Without respiration, he won't
last long. He was dying, while she gained strength and energy. As he
fell flat on his back and passed out, she felt a strange jolt as if a
needle had poked into her heart. She couldn't catch him, the cardiac
contraction immobilizing her from shifting further.


With
that quiet face and smooth skin, no one would have suspected he was
two decades in mid-winter. Those severely contrasting features
chilled the flint of hearts, and wooed the very same to surrender.
She shook her head slowly to avoid the cramp worsening in the
ventricle of her organ. Could have done it, but she chose not to. He
was a mere boy. An innocent without that crave for power, not even
strong enough to chase a dream. Just a boy. And she almost murdered
him.


Heat
washed into the chamber. In all her life, she had never felt so hot.
Her skin shrank, ready to crust up while smothering the pores from
sweating. She felt stuffy, dirty under the flesh. As her legs dragged
her toward the basin, emptiness excited her stomach. She let fall the
ragged shirt to the floor. The pants dropped to her ankles. She
walked out of them and stepped into the pool. It shimmered over a
blue glow she didn't notice before. Water chasing away and running
back again weaving around her knees as if receiving her in its welkin
of purity. Stings shattered her skin, but she couldn't stop. The
cascade ran smooth, a shielding over the hole under the sheet of
liquified ice. She broke a triangle interrupting its down flow path.
So cool---shocking freeze---compelling sudden sheer pain, but she
could only cup her face in her hands catching more of the coldness to
drown her nose. Her palm scrolled from head to shoulder. The under
breast piece and girdle took in water reluctantly. There were dry
spots letting wetness run pass, but slowly the tight fabric soaked.
The string tugged, untying the knot on her nape under her braids. The
gird loosened, too. The water pushed these last garments down and
away. She stood naked now.


They
were alone. Who else would dare stand behind her watching? She was
afraid to look. And before the touch, she stood foreward reaching for
the rock. Almost....Almost felt the warmth of pliable fingers. She
knew his every action, from the moment he hesitated to his complete
withdrawal. Water splashed into the basin, spat and spritzed behind
her knees and thighs. Jaw slack and hanging, she commanded courage to
breath to ease her frozen body into coming back out, but her
shoulders shivered. Peeling herself off that rock proved to be as
difficult as...something. She knew it, this something, to be a task
she had to do a long time ago, but just couldn't remember. Sinking
into the little pool, knees fighting to hold steady---giving in to
her fall---bodily disoriented, Stone Bird thought of only one thing:
she needed to be clean.


She
bathed, undoing her frizzy braids and rubbing at her dirt-caked skin.
Dried sweat lumped off in chunks. The ripping pain felt good as if
she could shed the dirtiness. Taking in a breath, she waddled to the
upchurned water where the pour met the pool and immersed under. In
this darkness, total oblivion encompassed her in its sweetest
lullaby: the pure silence.


Empathy
died. She didn't care anymore. Nothing meant to her. Living was just
meaningless for her now. How ironic that life became this way in its
later end. The cadence joined her with every inflection the murmuring
song of the water provided her weaning ears from existence. Occluding
the world above---the surface where land dwell the cruelty of
mankind.


The
blue light encased in a fist sized bubble floated to her. Or rather
she had swum toward it, lured to its glow amid the darkness. The
water surrounding her was so clear withdrawing in her path. Her palms
came together as this indigo glow landed neatly. She drew it close to
her chest. Solidity left the light. Darkness met her with
disappointment as appropriate.


The
gem did not fit. Another's soul claimed it, but had not returned to
receive. She was incompatible with its channel. That was dear fate.
What belonged, belonged. What did not, belonged to another. This was
only fair. In time, she shall find her own. Things were just in
pattern. She was knitted into the web for a reason. In due time,
everything would be clear.


Tingles
washed over her scalp and shoulder. Emerging from the calm pool, she
stared at the memory in her eyes remembering of power. Virtual beauty
in the varying shades of blue fluttering about inside a glassy shell
emanating lightning's fire. Her clothes lay on the end of the pool.
They were drying near a small fire. She saw them, of course. The
evaporation of her skin iced. The water was warm in contrast. She
might never leave the pool. Even as she thought so, water swashed and
swooshed between her knees as she walked over to gather the clothes.


Never
endanger oneself in vulnerability. That was a mandate from her
learning. He did not see anything, hunching toward his fire place
with his back to the pool. While putting on everything, the object
left her grasp and set to a roll. It stopped at a touch on the side
of his hand. He looked, then picked up the pearl.


"Birdie,
don't leave me."


Those
black wells were too serious. She didn't trust them. Her legs were
built for speed; she never intended to stop racing. Arms fighting
currents, breath halting against exalting energy, muscles weakening
with stings, joints cracking, she fled. Fright took her sanity.
Should have recognized her plight from the beginning, but why was she
so stupid to even think it was all right? Everywhere, dark tunnels
readied to receive her. A couple of times, she tripped and staggered
back to pace again. Sides aching, cutting pain worn in her waist for
attention. She tried to hold it numb, but it kept coming back. Why
should things happen? How could all this taint have happened? Why did
any of it have to happen to her?


"Birdie!..."


Grinding
her teeth, she increased speed. The voice was distant, but if she
could hear it, that meant he was not far away. Her race became
flight. About four scores of strides later, strength began to
dissolve again. No, I must not. Swallowing coarsely, she forced
herself forward. Her pelvic muscles numbed in paralysis as her thighs
lost the will to carry her body. Exhaustion conquered her. Lacerating
fingers groped her arms, jerking her backwards. She was thrown
against a bony chest. The passion of the moment intensified as their
eyes met, his breath huffing warmly on her sweating skin.


He
wasn't a man. But she was afraid to move---afraid if she did, he
would do something worse to her. He was strong. Every racing
heartbeat thumped loudly inside her ribs. Those eyes glared at her
sullenly. He was angry. That was bad. She had been disobedient. Now,
the punishment was set to a higher level. Her lips quivered, her eyes
pleaded mercy, head shaking nervously in small angles.


His
expression became neutral. He released her momentarily. She stood
shuddering and staring at him. This was unlike her, acting as if
awaiting a command or relief of service. Something must have happened
more than what he had seen. He reached up, ready to run the back of
his fingers on her cheek. Her face shied from his touch, but because
she was steadfasted to the ground, it did not escape. He felt her
hair, then dropped his arm.


"I
never meant to hurt you," he said. "I'm not him. I know
only of Tarenne.... Please," he entreated. "Don't run from
me. I'm not a monster."


She
turned from him. Her hands flattened on the stone to pillow her face.
No tears, not even a whisper as if all life deadened inside her. Her
eyes were shut. She was one with the wall. Nothing could rekindle her
lost spirit. He didn't understand. He didn't know. He didn't.


His
sigh was drafty. He lingered still, waiting for her to submit into
his arms in tears. But she was not that weak. She had held out the
battle for decades. She would not lose it now.


"I
was wrong." He clenched his fist. "Your paths are written.
You choose your own. Goddess," he sighed, "why did you give
me a heart when I'm not allowed to follow?" He squinted, shaking
his head in pity, hands reaching out, but fell to his sides before
coming in contact with her. He had mistreated her. Inflicted more
fear would accomplish nothing.


As
he searched for peace in the lonely dimness surrounding them, a white
hole caught his eye. He looked toward it. Perhaps, he had too much of
the wild mushrooms in his stomach. Freedom was difficult to perceive
in a place so desolate and pessimistic. He must be hallucinating, but
it was there! An outlet, surely. He took a few steps toward its
direction.


"Birdie!"
Excitement was in his voice. "Look, light at the end of the
tunnel." He faced her. That head of bronze hair turned slowly.
"Over there." He pointed straight ahead. "How far do
you think it is?"


She
pivoted on one ankle until her back hit the wall. Her complexion was
sallow under beads of sweat. He did not want to see her this way,
sagging weakly against the wall. She'd rather die than to let him
help. He knew that.


Whatever
the impulse, however came the courage, didn't seem important. He took
hold of her wrist, swung her arm over his shoulder, and hauled her to
her feet. Those greys were regarding him amid the intoxication of
malice and ambivalent fear. Undaunted, he donned a small smile,
quirking his brows.


"Come
on."


There
was a flicker in her eyes. Perhaps resistance. Or even mere
reluctance. But she started to lift a dragging foot as he tugged her
along.


He
didn't dare stop with that first step to fascinate over or praise
her. It was no victory. Nothing of an effort to sing for. He had many
steps yet to go, more strides to distance than to mull over one
pinching step.


The
hope so small, and shadows so overbearingly tall falling around them.
They paced themselves, or rather he had kept count of this steps.
After a long time at counting, he lost count in the process and had
forgotten the struggle himself. He even neglected the darkness, too.


Then,
light glared at the cave mouth. Sunbright in full noon shored the
threshold, but freedom was yet to be reached. The couple staggered,
literally fought every forwarding step. Exhaustion finally won,
draining their strength from mastering effort further. Legran looked
at his wife whose chest rose and fell though not a hint of voice
expressed. After some time, what felt long enough, he directed his
eyes to the hole of light. It was nearer now. Fifty strides maybe, he
estimated.


Lying
back on the jagged wall, he sighed softly, his thumb absently
stroking her wrist and palm. His eyes balled when he squinted too
hard. Her arm began to withdraw from him again. He stood, pulling her
along the way. This time, he decided to keep moving until they
reached light.


"I
know you hate me with all your heart," he said, not looking at
her, knowing how she regarded him with animosity written all over her
face. "But I'm not letting you go. Not now, not ever." He
almost thought he heard her teeth ground. "When we get out of
this place, you can do whatever you want. I'll leave you be once a
home is found for you. I..." his head drooped slightly, but
raised immediately, "promise. If you ever have a change of
heart, I'll be there for you."


They
staggered and struggled, every now and then, a knee bumped into the
other. Thighs brushed. It felt almost like a three-legged race. The
white hole changed gradually from circle to oblong and the edges no
longer smooth.


Darkness
still surrounded them, but was receding as they advanced each
striding distance. They were going to make it. No stops this time.
The walls changed, too. What used to be smooth slates and slats of
stone were now natural rock. The surfaces were jagged, unruly, uncut.
A strange sheen glazed over them, but Legran had no time to study
them. He thought he saw gold.


A
watery murmur called. Behind his ears, wetness barely touched as if
whispering in invisible waves that he would return. He ignored the
thought. Water lived for so long, awaiting the Master of Tides to
bring glory once again. The sound rushed loudly, oppressing his
hearing, but he had no time for any of this. He was quite conscious
of his stiff muscles, but this sudden possessiveness kept him.


Fire
drove the feeling away. The sound flittered like a yelping dog
running. Legran opened his eyes with the sun on his face. He wanted
to kiss her so badly, he hurt. She wouldn't let him. He just knew it.
If he was some terrible man, he might have done it, but he loved her.
Enough that he couldn't. 






Chapter 27


He
stepped back, letting go of her body. She backed away, too, eyes
bewildered. Embarassment shamed him. He neither prided nor valued
this acursed natural instrument. He had never realized how large he
was as a man. And now it being prurient.... He could never earn her
trust ever again. Turning to the side, hand holding his crotch, he
headed for a nearby bush.


She
saw him go, and soon forced herself to look the other way. He didn't
do anything beyond holding her. They were not in Tarenne anymore.
Their laws applied to neither. She had her freedom as he'd promised.
She could simply walk off at this very moment.


Some
time did pass, and how quickly time went. She was still standing
there staring at the tree, not seeing it actually. Green leaves
crowned on blackwood stem. White petals dotted that mound of greens
as if the tree was shrubbery at a larger scale. She had never seen
such a plant. Her eyes focused on the area beyond the tree. A teal
blue colored the sky. Soft billowy sugar white clouds streaked that
body in untimely layers. Golden light caged within a fiery ball
drifted sinking on the left side of the picturesque.


Folding
her arms under her breasts, she let out a sigh. Sadden by distraught,
a soul weathered through tragedy was a life made to end. Her hand
slipped from the lock of her elbow to her face. Her eyes closed as
the fingers rode over them. Bronze hair straight as rhythm of a
stream draped her shoulders and back. Parts of it fell forward
following her feeble droop. Hard ground greeted her, and she found
comfort in hearing her joints crack. The crunch of muscles between
her ribs gave minimal pain. Grey mute eyes stared, cheek scraped open
blood, herself desiring desperately to be one with the earth. Her
papery fingers touched the soft crushed rocks. Darkness came, but
lingered only shortly.


Voices,
coupled in soft murmurs plaintive as giggles, pilfered into her ears.
Exhaustion kept her stationary; she could not wake up. She dreaded
the watery sound of speech, reluctantly listened in on the
conversation. One thought he was good enough. The other admitted his
physique to be extraordinary. But his face was the best
quality---Silence---Look at that---Is it alive? Scrap, scrap, boots
crunching gravel sound became louder each time. One hand cupped her
scalp, the other rested on her arm and pulled her back. Well, she
still breathed. A finger to her lips.


"Do
you think she's from somewhere?" The Jolanni dialect came from
the woman voice.


"Probably.
Judging her looks and clothing, she may be desert-bred. Zlanir, get
me the water."


"Well,
what do you think made her run away?"


"Why
do you think that?" Water spilled into Stone Bird's mouth,
tilting her head forward. "Hm, she's not taking it." An arm
slid across her back.


"If
the desert people are leaving the sand, as this one, that would mean
something has turned wrong. Wouldn't it?"


"You
have a point there." The woman pulled the body into a sitting
position. The head rested on her shoulder. "But why?"


"Guess
we have to wait for her to wake up and tell us, won't we?"


"I
don't know. Our clan can't take in another mouth to feed."


"But
we can't just leave her here and let her die."


"I
know that."


"Well?"
the voice was impetuous after a brief silence.


"Zlanir,
I can't take the responsibility."


"Can't
we do something?"


A
finger lifted Stone Bird's chin. "Let's just see how Hu'Lani
decides." A bit of shifting, but the body could not be budged.
"Help me, will you? She's awfully heavy."


"For
a woman, " Zlanir giggled as she came over to the other side to
lift the arm. "I've never seen desert people before. Are they
always like her?"


"Sure
doesn't look heavy, does she? My, she's almost the size of a man."


"Maybe
she is." Chuckles exchanged between the two.








Irrespressible
light pressed, though it generated from the glow of two fat candles
and a fire crackling in a hearth. Plum lips on moon pale skin smiled
nervously. Eyes as harsh as the violets of May were lucid in their
glimmering stare. A shadow hovered overhead. The grip snaked out from
under the blankets crushing the foreign wrist. Those purple eyes
bloomed with shock. The one lying down scanned the hand with the
towel to the face. Momentarily, the grip released and threw its
captive gently.


The
woman bending over the bed wore a low-cut buttonless shirt tucked in
the waist. Red-dyed wool skirted downward touching the floor at the
hems. Two ribbon-twisted black loops, born behind her ears, hung over
her full breasts. She stepped away slowly and, after a safe distance,
began to rub the beginning bruised finger marks on her wrist.


The
door had two soft raps before opening inward. A younger version of
the other walked in, bringing a wash tub that had steam rising at the
rim. Expression inquisitive, the face looked at the other woman.


"Theyra?"


"She's
awake just now," the one named Theyra answered, still rubbing
her wrist. "A strong hand," she muttered. "Just put it
on the table, Zlanir."


The
girl set the tub quietly on the oval slab of wood at the foot of the
bed. Blue cotton shirt hidden under the bodice of a tight brown vest,
soft leather laces knotted a bow at the end. Her tan dark skirt also
touched the floor even as she stood. Her hair was made differently
that the woman, her two long twists hanging straight down her back.
Perhaps some occasion had come. Silver carved bumble flies ornamented
her crown.


"Does
she speak?" Zlanir walked to the woman's side.


"No."
Theyra put the towel on the rail between the bedposts. "She's
rather jumpy," she whispered.


Zlanir
stepped forward to the patient's bedside. "We can help. I'm
Zlanir, and this is Theyra." The sallow face squared her
expressionlessly with the wolven gray eyes. "Where do you come
from?...Do you have a name? Do you understand any word I'm saying?"
She stepped back, head tilting confidentiality with Theyra. "I
think she's dumb mute." Her words were soft, but not in meaning.


"We're
going to change that, aren't we?" Theyra pulled the fresh soaked
towel out of the tub and wrung it damp. She approached the bedside
again. Zlanir went behind her, watching. "I'm only trying to
clean the scrape on your face. Or if you'd rather do it yourself...."
The question was left to trail. She assumed the nonreply as
permission to proceed. The face winced as soon as the warm towel
touched it, turning away. Theyra coaxed her as if she was an injured
child. "Things will be all right, " she was saying. "Don't
be alarmed." The towel wiped gently on the sore skin. "It
is fine. I'll be done in just a bit." She was aware of the
tensed hand resting on the coverlet covering the breathing chest.
That hand could break her neck if she became careless. "Zlanir,
bring me the soothe oil." She stood and donned on what she hoped
to be a friendly face with her smile. "Soothe oil is something
to make the pain go away. You can be assured it is good cure."


"Here,"
Zlanir's voice behind her.


Theyra
reached to the side and took hold of the earthen glazed jar. As the
lid was pulled off, a stinging scent engrossed the air. Her
short-fingered-near-calloused hand turned open its palm. Zlanir
voluntarily took the lid. A few drops dripped into Theyra's palm. She
handed the jar to Zlanir along with the towel. Rubbing the oil evenly
in her palm with the left third finger, she mumbled softly to herself
for a few moments. She applied the oil to the wound next. The patient
felt no pain, but the scent caused a wrinkled nose. She stood and
sighed softly.


"Well,
that wasn't so bad, now was it?" After the silence, her brow
bones fell below wrinkling skin. She turned for the bed's foot and
began gathering the towel and wash tub. "Zlanir, come on. She
needs to rest."


The
door closed. Their words scratched through, bristling whispers echoed
back into the room. A strange case, quite an odd one. Must had been a
terrible tragedy. So distrustful. A mute....The voices faded. Stone
Bird disliked this place already, being here barely a small glass of
time. Had she the strength to vent her disgust, she would have
slugged those two against the wall. But she was too civilized to act
that way. They were innocent people. Unlike her, they were women.
Discovering her grip on the pillow, she pulled her hand away, placing
it under the blanket. How long had she been away from reality? Not
very long, judging from the fact that she still had on the same
clothes. The scrape on her face was turning cold. She closed her
reddening eyes. Why hadn't she died? Time had no intentions to let
her by, but she did. She slept soundly. 






Chapter 28


The
season was late autumn approaching winter. Sky tundra blue, sun
burning weak, graying clouds skittered across the bluish void. A
morning chill breezed frostily through yellow, gold, orange, and red
leaves of black-stemmed trees. Most had fallen rotten into brown on
sludge in the grounds. Rains had indulged often. Still the leaves
fell. She watched them fall, each diamond-shaped wonder drifting and
gliding to the soft earth. Behind her, voices murmured amid the thud
of stokes, crackles of fired wood, clapping feet, and the grinding
sound of a spit's axle. They had put her to work churning butter.
Their ways were different, but she complied to everything they taught
her, except speaking. She wore their clothes, ate their food sitting
at the same table, tended and gathered their crops alongside with
them, and even looked after their children. Standing here outside the
door arms absently pumping away the elongated trapezoid barrel with
her stick, she felt relieved to have been given the job. Awoken
before dawn, churning until the morning brightened under a cold sun.
No one disturbed her.


The
wool short coat over the plant silk woven blouse let the cold
penetrate through her skin. Her layered skirt was plain brown almost
matching the ground she stood on. Hair braided into a side tail with
lavender and light blue ribbons correlated around it hung to her
hips. Pink feathers were pinned over her crown near the ear on the
tail-less side. All of the women wore their hair down, but they chose
the ornaments for her. Theyra and Hu'Lani. She adapted well with
their customs, being mute and obliged to their requests. A hemmed
cough interrupted. She turned, seeing a young woman posing a folded
hand to her mouth. Black-haired and obsidian-eyed, she was just
another face of the people. But recognition was acknowledgeable. Her
name was Aria. She had feathers in her hair, too. They were purple.


"Uh,
are you done? We need the butter," she uttered, gesturing at the
churn.


The
woman churning the butter ceased and stepped away as if surrendering
the equipment to the questioner. Aria came forward. She lifted the
spin axle inspecting the texture of yellow curd on it. She eyed the
grey-eyed woman, but snatched her eyes away when caught in the act of
staring. It was only out of curiosity that she had looked. After a
moment's thought, however, she cleared her throat.


"Um,
I'm sorry," she said keeping her eyes on the stick. "I-um-didn't
mean to look at you like that. It is good that you helped, Zante."
She dared to look at the woman who gazed at the ground. "I know.
You don't talk. And you don't smile either." Still, the other
made no attempt to reply. Aria gave up. She dragged the churn into
the house.


The
remaining soul stood for a moment. She sighed, then walked to the
well a few strides from the side of the house. Her hand rested on the
coiled rope on the bar that stood on two poles planted through the
stone-built rim. Head drooping slightly, she stood a while longer
before relenting to sit on the rim.


"They
call you Zante for a reason, you know." Hu'Lani's voice made her
shoulders jerk. The bronze-haired head fell, tilted on the side as if
toward the voice, but could not face the speaker and turned forward
again. "It means 'silience' in our ancient tongue.... All right,
have it your way. We are a tolerant people, Zante. You have life, we
have time." Hu'Lani had come close and she walked around to be
in front of the woman. "I don't know what it is you are holding
onto. A memory? A mourning? Whatever it is, regardless." She
shook her head as she spoke. "If you hang yourself with it too
long, you'll sooner exhale before you breath. Do you hear what I
mean?....I know you understood every word." Deep black eyes met
grey ones. They were sincere, perhaps a bit too honest with those
words. She reached forward to touch the hand on the pole.
Immediately, it withdrew to the owner's chest.


Zante
had darkened. All shadow had taken her. Though she had been leaning
on the opposite pole, now her total body fell toward it, her hand
lost its grip. Her arms came together crossing over her body. The
face had looked to the side. Breezes blew pass them as if they
segregate like a river to two worlds.


"Hu'Lani!"
Theyra's voice interrupted the restrained silence. The disappointment
on the face of the one summoned was evident.


"I
will cure you. That is a promise," Hu'Lani confided softly.
"Yes?" She called back, leaning on the side, perking her
head to see the caller behind Zante.


"News!
Good news!" Theyra was bouncing as if she was a winning girl.


"I'll
be with you shortly," Hu'Lani called back. She redirected her
attention to Zante again. "Another day. But today, will you help
me with the bucket?"


Zante
straightened, eyes hooded still as if ready to sleep always. Hu'Lani
grabbed hold of the handle, turning it to draw up the water bucket.
She was strong with wrinkly bony hands. Her face had age lines, but
her spirit outshone her years. Zante reached over and grasped the
rope. She pulled with one arm and groped at its end with the other. A
couple more of the same motion, she got hold of the bucket. She
placed it on the rim of the well. After a glance at Hu'Lani, she
reverted her attention to the bucket undoing the knot on the handle.
She hauled it off the well's rim. Picking up a section of her skirt,
she headed for the house with the broad-handled bucket swinging on
the side. Hu'Lani tailed behind.


The
moment Zante set foot on the threshold, as if a dark visitor was
unwelcome in their house, the dwellers stopped their work to stare at
her. With Hu'Lani's face looking over her shoulder, confidence snuck
its way into the environment. Zante could see the tension shift as
they began to stir in effort to resume whatever they were doing. She
stepped in and went to the adjacent wall on her right where two fat
jugs the size of three-quarters a man waited. The mutters and
whispers tickled her ears, but she chose to hear silence. The
comments were dismissed so quickly that she couldn't remember them
once uttered, even if she tried. Life had little meaning, less when
words were disqualifying it. She picked up the wooden halved gourd
from the jug and began scooping water out of the bucket into the jug.
The stirs of words quieted. Undoubtedly, each person received a stern
eye from Hu'Lani.


Patience
wasted, she decided to end the task. Dead silence came. She didn't
care as her hand grabbed the bucket's handle while the other boosted
the bottom---her arms seemed to have a mind of their own---tilting
the water out into the jug until it was full. She filled the second
jug two-thirds in. The ceiling was lowering as if trying to threaten
her by falling. The air in the room was tight, almost solidifying.
She couldn't breath all of a sudden. As she turned, she glimpsed some
pairs of wide eyes and frozen stares, but she had to be out of there.


They
called her, Zante, so she accepted. Anything than to be known the
Guardian-Regent Stone Bird mated not too soon to be stripped of
dignity and value. An invalid taken of decency, even. She could
never.... The chilled breezes cut her warm cheeks. The memories were
beaten and shoved into a corner, then swallowed by a black hole in
her mind. The bits and moments of forced drinks taunted to fight her
effort, but she shut an iron door over them. Flashes of the two
decade old husband begging---no, white-washed lid fell over as black
iron chains slid across the box....


They
told her to walk the lines of seeded soil, she followed tilling earth
over the way they showed her to do with the spaded staffs. They gave
her the water pots with long noses that had many nostrils to sprinkle
promised life to the crop....


The
desert's sandy smell. The faces of hatred, grey eyes disgusted,
mouths fouled in their twists, the taunting, sneering faces laughing
at her, the moans---a black tapestry smothered them....


She
stepped past the doorway, eyes blinking for reasons none other knew.
How eery, bird songs unheard in this autumn season, while white cold
sunlight branded her forehead. This day, Stone Bird stopped thinking.














Firelight
crossed paths with white sheets covering long tables. Bowls of sundry
apricots, square cups of mulled wine, dishes of fried clay of black
streaked with gray smoke shapes, sinewy long stem wine bottles
glassy, racks of roasted meat decked them. Benches lengthened
matching the tables, connected them on either side. The sleeping
agate white trees rustled as winds whisked through the funnel leaves.
A centerfold pit fire was cooking up more meat. The square of tables
and benches occupied men and women both, children occasional in
between. Laughters and merriment rejoiced this year's fortunate
gaming. The men hunters had brought home enough prize for the whole
of next year. Music accompanied the celebration. Flutes, stringed
harps, and songs crowded the crescendo of humanly bustles. Everyone
dressed in various colorful Vinnean garb, except the only style for
men were those they wore to hunt. The women in blouses under vests
and layered skirts had hair twisted to hang on a single side for the
elder ones---the young wore theirs on both sides. Ribbons corded the
ends. Fur clasped their necks, especially ermine for the lucky ones
collected from a lover perhaps. Leather jerkins or sometimes without,
shirts of silkweed, and trousers, everywhere in between came quivers
of arrows, a dagger or two, now without the bow and burden of land
scant scarves, the men so clad as befit their customs.


The
wine, spiced and soured to sweet, tended this small banquet for
generations so old they could be traced back to before ancient. How
these people understood the making of wine. They prided over how
their fine drink traveled over the borders, because none other could
match it. And how they loved it. More still, were the alpaca
livestock and quail avaria they raised for trade with silk, salt,
sugar, and medicine. They needed no silver or gold, only enough to
get by. No gem or stone gilded jewelries used to decorate their
beautiful women. Only the riches given to them from the Goddess would
befit the modesty of such fine breed. A man suffered a goodheartedly
slap for that comment. Breed. What a word to describe civilized
folks, his wife criticized. And he laughed, surely ignorant from his
drunken stupor.


A
clan of farmers and hunters, a single people beneath the ruling of a
lord within the borders of Vinne. Some heard he was friend to a
prince of the east. Or was it the lady his sister who could've
betrothed the prince? Ah, someone clacked, surely another hunter who
traveled enough to say, it was unrequitted for the heart than hope.
He tipped his cup as he tilted backwards and fell. Those who saw
laughed at the comedy. They pitied a woman who couldn't satisfy
herself for someone within borders, but understood their Lady Isinn's
dilemna. And these commoners had no love for nobles. Those higher
born always had notions to be made grander than they already were,
betrothed to either a lordling or another and a prince here and there
for land, for wealth and power. But this unique clan, they were
dignified, grateful with all they had. Lords and ladies, mad with
their ideas and trade schemes, all the less the better.


Hu'Lani
smiled in thought, sipping her cup of wine, eye favoring the quiet
Zante who drank equally to stuffing lean hog and buttered bread into
a thin lipped mouth. One thing for sure, this lost child---yes,
child---had good appetite, with it manners too many than was
comfortable for clanfolk. A stiff tongue among a group of clackers
though she was an enigma. And always a solemn face, oval amid a mass
of yellowish brown hair smoother than liquid metal. Comparing that to
herself, saggy skin hidden beneath face powder and lip paints, black
hair thick tamed by wooden pegs and ribbons, she by far a ruffian
endowed with wisdom. Some years before, almost decades ago, Hu'Lani
had been to noble courts. She had seen the behaviours of how they
functioned in appearance, if not able to study their internal
customs. The courtesy, etiquette, sulking, the flourish bows and
curtsies, the proud angles of the head when regarding each
other---these things, she remembered, and none of it could really
apply to Zante. Etiquette, maybe, as food was wolfed down by this
thin figure. Thirds were landing on that plate only two tables away.
Another strange thing. Always a corner seat at mealtime, one that was
conspicuous and near the racks of roasted goods. The wine, also. She
ate like a wilder loose from a hounding pack. Hu'Lani, shaking her
head, was amazed.


A
warm hand caressed her waist from behind. She hadn't paid attention
to the banquet to see that the young had started dancing. Her nephew
had Zlanir's hands, swinging her round and round. Theyra took liberty
with a clan name in pose of clapping hands. Looking at the familiar
earthly face smiling at her from a distance of a lover, she
recognized the man immediately. Clan named, Dequaine, an old hunter
of the ritual with wisps of gray in his hair to prove it. Her smile
parted her lips.


"Now,
that's the Lani I knew," he said quite laughingly. "Do you
miss me, old girl?"


"Old,
but still girl," she said wryly. Her black lashes batted
ruefully. "I don't remember you anymore than you do me."


"Then,
I should deserve a kiss, old girl," he was cracking as he set a
foot under the table to sit beside her, excusing himself with the
person behind him. "A man with dignity ask only for a fair
love."


"Must
he also be one of insolence?" Her voice had a whipping effect,
but it was due in good humor. "So haughty an advance, and yet to
flirt with an old girl."


"Don't
tell me you have no gray. Women with so much beauty dyes, it's a
wonder we men can see through your deceptions."


"Ah,
you amuse me, Dequaine, " she said, wanting to giggle then and
there. "You, sweet tongue that runs smoother than honey and just
as wonderful when taken to bed with." Her arm reached over to
rest on his. "Father of lies, you are, all but a fool for love."


"Yes,"
he said, a wry brow lifted.


"I
didn't mean any of that." She had lost the light moment. But he
wasn't resentful as proven in the chaste kiss on her cheek he gave
her.


"Old,"
he still had the taunting tone to the word, "girl, I thought you
may be used to tongue lashing habit by now." His smile was young
yet, baring white teeth. "I didn't know women would care so much
over the pride of men."


Hu'Lani
sighed, her hand fiddling with one of his braids. "All good it
could do, but fail to affect one stolid girl."


"You
mean, that stranger over there, the clan's mute?"


"Mm-hm,"
she nodded. "I wish she would at least let me know where she's
from."


He
nodded. "I see your point. Outsiders never come to us. We have
to travel for trade and games, but even if she is Zandrian by
appearance, there's still no political bearing to our clan. Those
matters summon in the east. Western land has no wash in it."


"But
the desert-bred, like us, never leaves their grounds. All westerners
are that. People travel for the sake of barter, but they wouldn't
come in the way she was found. Ragged, wounded, and whole wits lacked
in fear. Have you ever heard such a thing? The Goddess leaving a
helpless mute somewhere on foreign land or some other border not her
own."


"What
do you think?"


"I
haven't a clue. That's why its' unsettling."


"Well,
" he said, shrugging broad shoulders, "our Goddess does
what she wills. such matters can't be helped." His knee came
between them to slip under the table as he sat side to side with her.
"I should think perhaps they were driven out, if the story of
her was true."


"Do
you think?"


"That
makes sense," Zlanir's voice interrupted.


"I
thought you were dancing," Hu'Lani remarked dryly.


Zlanir,
prime short of a couple of winters, was nonchalant. Clan Mother had
always disproved interjection, but that rule never stopped the girl's
opinionated mouth before. She sat across from them. Her dance partner
found Aria's hands more favorable in the dance of flutes. Her arms
crossed on the table.


"Maybe,
but Durbin likes Aria's bosoms over mine." She didn't pay much
attention to jealousy, only to have said that out of truth. "I'd
rather run alpacas to wool off their obstinate---As I was saying,"
Zlanir averted her attention to the wisdom and clan-named Hunter,
"our Zante might be a forsaken of some sort. Maybe all of them
are by punishment of the Goddess for the terrible slaughters they've
done that the Zand be lifeless."


"That's
so preposterous," Dequaine noted. "Child, have you not wits
to see what's common sense?"


"No,
she doesn't usually," Hu'Lani answered.


"They
do," the girl insisted.


"Stories
you've heard, I'm sure," Hu'Lani said.


"They
don't slaughter, child," Dequaine began to explain, which was
very needed for ignorant children to be educated. "They never
had, and they never will. Their land, though can be defined off
Vinne's borders as easily as night and day by a line, is actually far
from fertile as ours. They can't have livestock eating no grass for
dead soil."


Hu'Lani's
hand covered his forearm. He held his enthusiasm at bay. She smiled,
amused demurely. Zlanir was gawking to hear this sudden lecture on a
foreign people.


"Dequaine,
she is but a child still."


"I
would like to be Hunter and travel well," Zlanir said, rather
seriously. "I didn't know that was allowed."


"You
are not born Hunter. Only boys of our clan be that."


"What
good am I, then, born to nothing, " Zlanir's voice soured. "Only
another bearer of child." She snorted. After a pause, she
reached over to spear a piece of roast already cut.


"It
is the clan way."


"So
it is." Zlanir placed the roast onto a clean plate and put it
before her. Her pick stabbed at the meat, dragging it around, but she
hadn't attempted to eat. "But damned the boys are privileged."


"I
wouldn't call it that, " Dequaine remarked, tone a bit charred.
"Women seem to have it best around home. Sit all day and eat all
day. You'd probably sing all day out of sheer boredom."


"Is
that so?" Zlanir's narrowed eyes matched her voice. "How
ignorant an old fool you are to say such a thing?!"


"Zlanir,"
Hu'Lani put in, but it was useless.


"Well,
clan name Hunter or not, you don't wish a warm home to return to?
You, so great that you have no need for a clean bed made? You need no
thatched roof? You say you men built our houses, but we women have to
always mend the poor job you've done with the roofs. And who prays
for your fortune at game? Who waits for you proud Hunters? Who
gathers wood for fire so all four seasons everyone has warmth? Answer
me that."


"Granted
those things are done by women," Dequaine's voice treading
delicate around the last word.


"None
of them count as work," the child sneered.


"Oh,
it is work," Dequaine answered. "Work merely, nothing of
importance. None a heroic deed to praise in songs and word of honor."


"Then,
I will change that. You will live for the rest of your old pathetic
life as Hunter only and no woman to serve your home." Hu'Lani's
face was dark in regard and as matching in degree were her words.
"Men can have pride. But I won't have one so unmannered sitting
by me to tease a child as devaluing me. You will sire no child of
your own if not for a mate. Remember that."


Zlanir
swallowed, eyes wide as her plate. She could only stare. The elders
were looking at each other in a way she had never seen before, full
blown anger bound to a calm on Hu'Lani's face while Dequaine cowered
in confusion. The noises and music were drowning, but no clearer than
this.


"I,"
Hu'Lani began, " more winters than those autumns you've hunted.
Yes, by far I am wise, but I have hoped you can be better than what
you've shown me. A boy still. Goddess forbid, a nurtured hatred for
those without balls." She took a brief sigh. "We women may
not pride nor can we sire, but our galls can outlast yours."


"I
believe that, Hu'Lani," he said sincerely.


"You
are pardoned, but unforgiven."


"Which
means?"


"This
whole winter, your sentence bears itself. After, you are free."


A
full smile danced across Dequaine's face. "Then, you shall
suffer by my decree as well," he said.


Hu'Lani
stalked her head on a tilt, expression of mild bewilderment hearing
out his challenge. Obvious, her slight glowering eyes accused him of
being insolent to the end. "Have you the strength?" she
said.


"Only
to be fair, Clan Mother, " he said. She made her brows go up. He
continued. "Since, I have such an enlightening punishment,
disallowing me from contact with a woman's task. You should have a
reversed rule to yourself."


She
smirked. "Agreed. I will have no meat, no man to chase termites
and such nuiances, no share of a bed, and the winter only." He
nodded. "This wager, Dequaine," she said shifting to elbow
herself on the table. "What would I gain, besides proving you
wrong?"


"I
thatch your roof three seasons and tend your fire as often as I
wish."


"No,"
she said and waited. He was about to speak when she continued. "I
never get enough from your small, small tithe. Thatch my roof and
send me your sons instead."


His
eyes were twin moons. Was it really outrageous written across his
face? He had never been in his fifty winters given a lesson such as
this. Then, he bursted out a laugh. When his haunches were steadying,
did he begin to speak.


"Ah,
Clan Mother, my sweet, " he was saying fighting humor, "I
have been long without spirit. All right, I'll send my sons. Now,
young woman," he addressed Zlanir, "is this adequate
teaching to an old miser such as me?"


"Perhaps
so. I don't know." She was quiet. Her eyes were bleary. Almost.


"You
see, child," Hu'Lani said. "There is never one side to a
story."


Dequaine
raised a cup before Hu'Lani. "All in good spirits," he
said.


"All
in good spirits," she replied, raising her cup as well. And
within that instant, she froze.


The
bellow of the flute so high, so life seizing, struck them all in awe.
Never so clear a note held so long was made descant to a fluttering
waver that followed, then, swelled again to a drawing flitter.
Hu'Lani disected her eyes to the magic clothed in her clan's garb of
light blue, now standing out like the shine of the moon. The slender
figure swayed and bobbled, arms cast on the right cradling the long
instrument between fingers of a bard. Those sleepy eyes were drunk,
but not the mouth that had sure wind flowing evenly through the reed,
long stemmed a difficult instrument to play, but there it was,
mastered to love or even woo the night. All other sounds died in its
treble. Dancers and singers stood watch. No one dared utter a word.


A
foot raised, bending the knee, then stepped toe first receiving
weight of the body that whirled. The other leg fanned out. When both
feet planted the ground, her body swayed to the tide of the winds.
The Zante-mute never stopped fluting as her moves---her
dances----were part of the music. The sound now, pitched that the
audience shuffled, waggled into a softer wail, then sang---really
sang this twice---a story of despair. Anger bursted, then, a brief
grief wailing mild, but the fire was never cast aside. A lonely
longing extended as the wind had sighed, supposedly lulling death to
sleep, as if comforting those that were dead. A medium low octane
swooned next, building that fire again, but with such a touch of
sadness that it never developed fully.








She
stopped, resting her lips. And as her slow eyes caught sight of the
centerfold fire, her body was possessed to move. The Crane Unfolding
Wings. The Tigress of Night. She had a soul so free it cared nothing,
but to challenge a bout with the air. A Water Snake's Walk. She
bounded to the fire, standing before it. Her grey eyes became one
with the yellow, orange, and red ember light flames lashing out. The
flute was put to her lips. She played the same tune over and over, as
if she was trying to forget it by tiring out her lips, but a story so
close to home, so perfect in the image of the heart could not let
undone.


The
last note lingered in decrescendos, then stopped before it faded to
silence. Left hand let go of the flute, right hand curling an absent
hold brought it down to her side. She stared at the fire still,
expressionless, waiting. Silence of music and murmurs left sounds of
wind and whips of fire hanging, still playing, in the air. But the
memory, embedded so deep now made tangible was bleeding as fresh as
when initiated. Perhaps, even more painful, too. She threw the wooden
reed into the open flames, watched it cook and smoke to a char of
ember like the rest of the wood in the pile. And then, as if spirit
truly broken, she sank to the ground squatting on her hip. Her face
stricken, but no tears came. A fist threw at the pile. Sparks
sputtered throwing orange glows. Her sleeve furled away, but didn't
fail to catch the few embers landing on her arm. She threw herself
back, lying flat to the ground. And her eyes died to be sealed with
fate after one last trance facing the starless sky.








The
door opened inward pushed aside against the wall with a thud. The
company of three staggered entrance. Lamplight spit into the darkness
of the room catching copper glints on Zlanir's hair and gold on
bronze haired head lolling against her. Theyra helped push the body
from behind. They let her fall onto the bed face down.


Her
moccassins came off first. Next, were the smirched jerkin and skirt.
She always wore an under tunic beneath the blouse and the most
indestructible pair of pants. They couldn't bother with those under
garments. For one thing, she was too heavy for them to cope with ,
especially from such an exhausting night of banquet; they hadn't the
strength. After some heaves and shoves, they managed to set her in
bed. Theyra stood erect panting. Zlanir leaned her weight on a post,
likewise in breathing.


"Sure
was something," Theyra muttered.


"I
should say," Zlanir agreed.


After
a while's pause, Theyra spoke again. "I'll go to bed now.
Tomorrow's a different morning."


"I
wish she could talk."


"Seems
to me," Theyra shifted, "she won't."


"How's
that?"


"Isn't
it obvious?" Theyra kept her eyes on the intoxicated sleeper.
"She's afraid. Can't trust anyone with what's on her tongue. And
that heart wrenching music....It breaks the spirit just to hear it
out."


"Yes,"
Zlanir said slowly, "it does."


Theyra
glanced at her with cornered eyes. The younger face was intent,
flushed even on the cheeks. But the elder knew better. That awkward
pause of realization embarassed her even to think of it in the first
place. How ludicrous for such an appalling allusion. She made no
remark. Perhaps to shake herself from insanity or simply grip tighter
up reality, she made herself yawn patting her mouth with a light
hand.


"Let's
just leave her now. She'll be fine with sleep." She headed for
the door.


"I'll
be later, " Zlanir said, still watching the enigma lying there
sweet as a deathtrap.


"She's
drunk, Zlanir."


"I
know," the other answered casually, nodding slightly. "I
stay up to keep watch."


"I
won't have you for this." Theyra must had glared when the young
woman turned to her vehement response as astonishment took on the
face.


"Whatever
are you saying? I'm not going---"


"Then,
leave her be."


"Whoever
said I'm to swear clan-sister with you? No. I'm going to follow her.
She's better than you'll ever be."


Theyra
snorted, folding her arms. "Oh?" she questioned sullenly.


"She's
Hunter as well as woman and poet. I will learn better from her."


"She's
not a poet. She has no words. Poets do, with many more instilled in
ballads and stories."


"Then,
what do you call the performance she's done tonight?"


"A
bard's skill, maybe. Perhaps, the Lord's talent."


They
silenced. A mere tripping tongue, but out of speculation at the
truth. And if it was truth, how their clan must suffer in
responsibility the care over a property of the Lord of this realm.
That could not be. It was against the law. Zlanir took a step
forward. Her elbow was immediately seized, holding her back. She gave
Theyra a sour look.


"No,
don't ever touch her again." The elder woman was steadfast.


"But
she'll catch cold."


"We
carried her from the cave mouth to our clan, we nursed her, we even
helped her walk, but she had never been comfortable with touch. She's
not one of us, Zlanir. Leave her be. She is pure beyond even our most
virgin hands. You can't do it. You can't."


"I
don't care." She forced forward.


Theyra
had to use both arms this time to push her back. "Zlanir,
Zlanir, don't be a fool. Lord Trahu may own no desert-bred talent,
but she's not common. She won't take you."


Logic
took a some time to seep through into the woman-child's head. She,
being so infatuated with heroism and legends, had little sense in
anything she did, much less when things came to precaution and
before-thoughts of results. She dropped her eyes slowly seeing her
hands knot and twisting a portion of her skirt. Her lips were bit
between her teeth, after that, became a horizontal smile.


"All
right," she said softly. "So she won't."


Her
captor relaxed, more so the expression relieved as if she had decided
on the right thing. But that didn't mean she'd be apprenticed no
more, and no less in attempting. She knew her face was calm, and
enforced submission to maintain it. No promise was made. To credit
believability, she turned a step heading for the door. Amazed further
that she actually walked out of there. Her friend trailed behind,
closing the door quietly. 






Chapter 29


Baking
hotness woke her. Feint eyes pried open and squeezed shut
immediately, a hand reached over to cover her face. She turned in bed
wrinkling the blanket and disarrayed the sheets. In the cold of the
shadows, her grey eyes more perceived as silver. She barely sat up in
bed, a hand pressed to her brow bone. Blinking, she looked to the
window. Judging the weak sun, bleak as it was, but white as a star,
she knew it to be earl-bending noon. Shaking her head as she turned
away, she couldn't clear the murky fog clouding her mind. A burp
escaped, she covered her mouth. Her eyes opened again.


They
took her coat and skirt. After the stunned moment, she sat relaxed.
Nothing happened. Her undergarments were still intact. That meant
something. She inhaled deeply and sighed, voiceless. She stank of
wine. They were women. Again, she sighed, head swanking slightly,
lamenting. Sitting erect, she stiffed her arms vertical to the bed,
on either side of her pelvis were aching hands, but not so weak that
they wouldn't dare wield a sword. Thinking of objects, vague memory
of last evening flicked couple images and sounds of quiet grief. She
shook her head, veering to the side. The table was empty of tub and
towel.


Something....
She stood, a tall figure for a woman in these parts of the southeast.
Herself, a freak in nature, but soul of a warrior and love only for
the Goddess had no life. For all she had done, for all the pious
passion, for all her sacrifice, for everything, she received nothing.
But the heart of self-chosen paladin was broader than that. It had to
be. But was such blind faith enough? Was it worth it?


Her
arms were moving, though her mind battled philosophy and belief. The
closet door opened, revealing hung blouses and folded skirts. Not
many, no more than two fibre silken shirts and a pile of skirts. Her
sweat-soiled blouse fell away leaving her skin mint with the cold.
She put on the clean slip-over shirt with linen ties below the neck.
The remaining skirt wrapped around her waist in two circles. She
knotted a strong cord, this time, no bow in it. What she did next was
not done in a very long time. Her teeth ground, jutting her jaw
bones. She closed the closet with an unintended degree of a slam.
Again, that palpable moment at memory and total blankness had her
immobile.


None
of it deserved remembrance, she heard herself snap. The voice was
purely her own. Stone Bird faced the sisterly reflection of
strong-willed Guardian Stone Arrow in the head-size polished mirror.
A yellowy surface of a foreign substance. Did she ever walk up to a
desk just to look into a mirror? She picked up the oval cut object
gilded in carved whitewood with a backing stand. Impeccable. Was that
integrity or intellect speaking? That scowling smirk scratched its
way onto her mouth. She sighed, sitting down onto bed as she did.
Zante to the end. Her empty hand came up, set a light finger to the
surface tracing the outline of her face, supposedly. Smooth. Her face
stoned, awashed of emotion as easily as a moment's desire. Stone
Arrow-wiser wasn't here. And she was no Stone Arrow to begin with,
who needed no one. Pointing finger ran in ovals weaving around the
outline of the face with a will of its own. She, birthed to a world
of sweetness casked in silver, raised to fear none, but had lived in
fear, had only the choice of fate. She, forbidden from Goddess vows,
kept from love, robbed of freedom, mated by ritual and an unvalidated
treaty, believed in pathways to destiny and received none. Oh,
Goddess, damn this heart.


As
if her indignant prayer was answered, fire bursted on the reflection.
Before she could react, the flames spat at her. She dropped the
mirror. Had it only fallen plane-wise damage would be undone, but the
edge came sidelong upon the floor that impact caused the sun-catcher
to shatter. Five primal pieces came apart with hundredths shards
scattered like stars on the wooden surface near her feet. Bending
over, reaching out to touch those glass shards when she stopped and
drew back, thoughts running around in her chasing mind. She threw her
head away and found her moccassins resting neatly at the end of the
bedpost. It was no delusion, but she was crazy. Who wouldn't be? She
slid across the bed toward the end for those low-cut soft leather
boots, careful not to drag her bare feet over the broken glass. After
she slipped them on, she finally mustered enough courage to walk.
Glaring slightly---out of curiosity---at the shiny particles for the
last time, she decided to go about her tasks today than to dwell
further in understanding what she saw and could not feel. Her eyes
lingered even as she closed the door.


Parchment
crackled against her head. Then, did she realized her hair was a
tangly mess. As she undid the ribbons and began reweaving her hair,
combing it smooth with her fingers, she read the message. Hu'Lani
wished to see her. She had never learned the language, but the sinewy
strokes, almost in Lunexi styled runes were clear with meaning. A
reception at the town hall, the main building in the village with
clan woman. Simple and understood. Her fingers plied the strands to
the end. She decided to quadruple the ribbon and tied a knot to
secure the braid, leaving the single tail on the side. It had been a
long time since she had it done this way. An old feeling.


She
sighed. As she walked down the hall, catching smell of dank air, she
truly felt alone. Perhaps almost a season...without him. She drew a
breath quickly, an unintended sniffle accompanied it. Another sigh,
tight in restrospect. She was no pensive soul. No. No more thought.
She shook herself mentally, forcing focus on the hall. Floorboards
old and peeling from over-treading, a stair rail half-walled her
right, emanating from below was light. Smells of steam and fire
traveled to her nose. She walked past the stairs. The third door
ahead was a morning room, where she could rinse her mouth and wash
her face. Though this was routine, she required much effort in
carrying it through.


The
door opened, and it was dark. She winced as she entered. Not fear!
The sacrificial ritual....Gorran customs....Could she ever
forget?....Her eyes, brimful of anguish and brine, hardened. No! She
heard her own knuckles crack from a tight fist. Turning, she realized
it was memory. All of it. How she wished death a thousandfold upon
that contemptuous bastard. Sober with rage, distraught by
incompetence, she could only wish. Damn--by Goddess vow, how dared
she to have vengeance denied! She was not crazy. Justice undone, she
snorted mentally. Lines of hatred fouled her mouth. No coward ever,
she.


Letting
out a breath, she respired. Not here, she almost said, lips pressed
against her fist until her teeth met knuckles. Deeply enraged still,
she could not vent, not in this house so small in existence, too
humble with life. Innocent strangers knew nothing but to call "Zante"
when addressing her. She reached over and grasped for a towel.
Memory. Things needed to be buried into the past. She stepped
forward, finding the jug and tub. Pouring water into the tub from the
earthen jar, she felt the storm subsiding, barely, but in subsequent
progress. Her face was heated initially, now burn-freezing its way
out of white rage. Every fibre of her being seemed shaken by the
unbound emotion, the primal definition of her existence. The towel
dropped into the modest pool soaked immediately. She depressed the
last of it, shoved a couple of times, lifted it water falling away,
and wrung it before wiping her face. The clove of mint leaves on the
table waited to be swallowed. One leaf was enough, but she didn't
care if more was harmful placing the whole thing into her mouth. She
bit. The taste stung like ice. She chewed and chewed and chewed,
braving the searing pain in her throat that traveled to her eyes.
Sucking in raw air, she closed her eyes for a moment, mouth stopped
in every motion. Soon, head surrendered life against a deciding
spirit, she turned to face the world, defiant of even her will.


She
walked out of there, alive and well in being, deceptive it was, but a
coward had to live. As she came down the stairs, the impetuous
speaker nodded acknowledgment in greeting. She swallowed, blinking
unnaturally unused to being smiled at. Zlanir wouldn't lose sight of
her even as she headed straight for the door without breakfast or
lunch for it was well noon. She stepped to the side, ridiculous in
trying, avoiding the stare on her back. As she stood, gathering her
wits together, despite herself overheard chattering whispers in
there. Words were unclear, but being they were foreign to her, she
realized the language barrier for the first time since the while she
spent her life here. She didn't choose anything. There was no choice.
Walking down the street divided by houses and marked paths, she was
watched from childish curious eyes to those peeking from curtains in
the windows. They found the braid to be peculiar. She ignored those
eyes and the stirring whispers, feet shuffling slightly in speed. She
made a turn at the fifth house. The town square still tabled from
last night's banquet ---whatever the occasion was ---lay obsticle
between her and the main building. She kept walking.


The
door opened to Hu'Lani's face just as she came up. A gradual smile
took over the brief shock on the face that nodded entrance. She was
gestured to take a seat in a chair by a table. There were items
waiting on it. Expression, perhaps critical read on her face, the old
woman tilted her head in understanding as she closed the door, a hand
held up obvious meaning for secrecy. Another person was present. A
man with gray hair threading his crown and garbed for archery riding
stood brooding on a pole beam. The old woman cleared her raspy
throat. He stood erect paying attention this time.


"Zante,"
Hu"Lani began, but her next words were spoken in with
unpracticed difficulty, "we need help."


The
child's eyes lit up. The language was different, but recognizable.
But that didn't encourage the mute to be free with her own tongue.


"So,
she does understand!" Dequaine said.


"If
you can't speak court speech, don't speak at all." Hu'lani threw
him a look. He shrugged. "Zante, " she redirected her
attention, "we need help. You know how I speak?" A half
swallow came as response. "Good. We," she gestured herself
and Dequaine, "are no danger." She came closer to the child
in the chair. "Much little time. We need you to take message to
Lord Trahu." She paused to think as if to remember. "Important,"
she found the word, then tacked on belatedly, "message. Must
take to Lord Trahu. Know what I say?" Zante threw her eyes to
the floor. "Yes or no, simple. Hm?" The non-responsive
reaction was adamant. Hu'Lani sighed as she stepped away. "She
won't talk," she murmured in her native tongue walking away.


"Well,
she doesn't, but that shouldn't mean she's unwilling." He
thought he could try. "Desert-born---" No need to say
further. Fear-struck ferocious eyes almost murdered.


Hu'Lani
turned, taken off guard a bit, but glad for the change. "You
are, correct?" Slanted gold-brown brows wished denial, but
obvious truth forbearing. "Can you speak?" The head went
slowly side to side at small angles. "Can you answer yes or no?"
Zante made to stand. But the elder couldn't let go of the opportunity
at communication. "Help. You must!" She pulled at Zante's
shoulders causing the mute to slump back into the chair. "Listen.
Help, you must." Her hands were pushed away.


"Lani,
let me." Dequaine came forward. "I know a few sentences."
She acquiesced, warning him with her eyes not to stand too close. "We
are seeking messenger strong to dare the hills and cold. Desert know
such deeds. You help you have honor."


"She
doesn't understand," Hu'Lani sounded agitated. "Goddess
forbids, she is dumb. She won't....Wait, I know." She posed
before Zante again. "Please." There was reaction this time,
genuine and honest. The unwilling speaker dropped her head as if
hiding emotion---a heard custom of the desert-cousins. She finally
established communication.


Dequaine
opened the elongated box, revealing a pure white flute made of
neither wood or ivory. The texture was smooth as skimmed cream. The
box sanded the table as it was pushed forward. Zante looked, then to
Hu'Lani who nodded, reaching over to give it. She fingered the box
and pondered. A map drawn on leather was placed rolled up beside the
box.


"Things
most needed on journey," Hu'Lani's court words were too choppy
in sentence, the syllables stretched with a southern lisp, and
grammar was completely off. "You answered yes, correct?"
Zante's glare answered that, but she stood biting her teeth. Nothing
changed, except the understanding. "We need you to deliver to
Lord Trahu of Poplari. On map, Poplari is octaven petals symbol."
Hu'Lani looked up to her hip. She freed a bow knot to release the
palm-sized amulet ringed at bottom with a green tassle. A rose was
melded in the center. "When questioned, show this for passage.
You can use no words by choice, but show this." The hands that
received the object were caloused rough, however delicate the fingers
were. "Be safe. Zante. Goddess bless your journey."


"You
leave soon, tonight or tomorrow first light," Dequaine said.


The
man's hard face reminded her of brother-by-law who no longer dwelled
in this world. He was an old archer. Bony hands wrapping a huge
kerchief around the things. He made a hunter's knot looping the ends
thrice and a tug to tighten it.


She
stood, placed the amulet to the bundle, and made a silent sigh, her
shoulders resigned. Her hands dropped and found the plain of her
skirt, clothes unfit for travel, she rejected. But they identified
her a new person----different from a dejected past. She accepted.
Another resignation. She turned for the door. Hu'Lani swept the
bundle and token off the table, handing them to her, re-mindful for
the last time. They knew she would leave in the immediate. This was
not the moment to cry. Departure was honor, never sorrow, not when
the parting marked a rite into journeyment. Her sad eyes were dry,
but the underlining tenderness could not hide. She walked to the door
and pulled it open. After one last look at a woman whose kindness
disheartened her cold bearing, she left.


Stone
Bird was accustom to distrusting anyone, but for a moment there, she
almost broke the rule. Pacing at steadily increasing speed, she went
back to the house she was staying in for things she needed. As soon
as she stepped over the threshold, an invisible dark knife gutted her
insides. The feeling was so strong she almost fell back in seizure.
Death lingered in the Air. No, this could not be! If she moved fast
enough, maybe she would avoid knowing. She ran up the flight of
stairs. On the next floor, fate mocked her desperate attempt at
deterring its intentions. Who, of all people, stood there waiting but
the fool child, Zlanir. A girl barely fifteen winters. Ignoring those
violet eyes, she brushed past, rushing for the things she planned to
travel with. Doors were naked of locks by customs here, so she closed
behind the panel to her room. She rummaged through the wicker hamper
and closet for her original clothes. Mixed sorts of fabric and
materials seemed to fight her for finding them. A voice interrupted
her. She respired before turning around.


Zlanir
presented with both arms a bundle of folded shirt and thin leather
breeches. Stone Bird snatched those exact items without comment and
threw them on the bed. She turned to the wicker hamper again where
she had hidden the bundle Hu'Lani decreed her to journey. Out of the
corner of her eyes, she spied the shadow of Zlanir walk back toward
the closet pulling up a chair and sat. A coy smile, violet eyes, and
a tumble of black hair over milk white skin looked back at her. Stone
Bird felt her own eyes narrow, but her glare curbed none to that
face. Seriously, slowly, and purposely, she shifted her head side to
side. Her arms came up to cross themselves. But the girl didn't make
to leave, though disappointment frustrated her face as she sucked in
a bottom lip and bit it. Finally, disapproval came through.


Stone
Bird sighed, turning the other way and started packing things into
the hamper. There wasn't much for packing: her clothes and the items.
But the darkness was overwhelming. She felt it burdened her head. Her
fingers felt the cotton sheets, soft and fibre-strong. Should she?
Hand gripping it now, she realized her choice in the split moment.
Without warning, there was the flutter of wind beating fabric as the
massive whiteness tossed in the air. Zlanir gave out to cry, but her
voice muffled. Stone Bird flashed in and out of sight. Tearing was
heard and the girl's wrists were fastened to the arms of the chair.
The hum of fabric wounding layers over each other correlated with the
tightening bind. The ankles were bound just as snugly.


Stone
Bird stood before her when the securing was done. If only she could
say something. Zlanir's eyes were as wide as saucers, skin white as
the sheets. The stranger knew this was not the way at communication,
nor understanding was established, but what needed to be done must.
After a soundless sigh, shoulders hunching, Stone Bird went to the
hamper. She tied the leather thongs of the cover. A strip of cloth
was looped through the weaves on one corner, again on the opposite
side. She made a knot. Then, she hung the thing over her, the strap
crossed her body from one shoulder to the other waist. She hoped what
she did was good enough to save a life. The door closed behind. She
felt hollow inside, daring to die, but defying death, because she had
always dealt with pain than to lose. And the promises. Why did old
promises matter so much?


She
went downstairs straight to the door, peering out of the threshold.
This was the hour to be in the fields. Almost everyone had to lend
hand working the crops. Leaning on the beam of the doorway, a hand
wandering on the wall inside, she felt strangely lonely for the first
time. The feeling almost ignited as if she realized her life up to
this point was merely a dream, that she was simply a dormant soul
existing in the shell of a body. She resigned to a very gentle sigh,
barely a whisper. Her fingers settled on leather. She looked at the
braided strips of unyielding brown, the ends left free to tassel. The
whole thing equaled the length of a long sword. She was no herder,
but no one would mind one souvenir missing. Uplifting the quirt from
its loop on the wall, she went out the door.


As
she set out with thrill of freedom, she did not look back. Life was
unfair, it relentless as time, but subdued to conscience was fated a
paradox of emotional honor. Her legs raced northward bound where the
forest beckoned.


Giant
ferns feathered huge red leaves over lush green moss. Thickets as
dense as nests surrounded her. She pushed the branches aside with the
quirt. Her path was steady. The sun's heat had seeped through the
shelter of these trees, making the air humid condensing on her skin
after what was sandglasses worth of time. Hunger caused her stomach
to growl. She knew she should have thought of food before taking off
like that, but dread of staying apprehended her. Trampling on, she
forced herself to blank her mind. Thinking hurt. She was still
unclear in the head from last night's heavy drinking. A snapping
sound caused her to stand in her tracks. Aside from the caws and coos
of nature, birds cheeping, there was no other sound. She had been on
edge. Against her will, maybe, but nothing mattered anymore.
Dismissing her hearing to be faulty, she continued her path.


Droplets
of rain tickled her skin. She looked up. Her face whitened to the
color of grey seen between the trees. Ridiculous. There was no
reason. But she ran. Couldn't help, but flee. Her bones hollowed as
her muscles shook in her flight. Sludge slowed her mud collecting
moccassined feet. The hem of her skirt was getting wet and heavy
dragging onto her. Some tens of strides in watery soot, she fought
for footage. Instinct pressed for speed. Not too soon, haste brought
her knee into the earth. Pain shocked through her. She looked
straight and found shelter. It was a fern with layering leaves piling
over each other in a cone shape like a small hut. If there was enough
room for a person inside.


She
parted the leaves, at least six or seven heavy flaps, and entered.
Surprisingly, the interior provided warmth contrasting the cold
outside. The bed of fern strips was soft to sit on. It was dry in
here, even room to stretch her legs, though she had to huddle to
sleep. The rained of ice drummed on her "roof", clattering
in thuds when wind slapped at the wall of thatched ferns.


A
cool hand touched her arm. She didn't realize she was asleep until
she woke in that instant. The shadow of a small head hovered over her
like a ghost. A finger touched her lips. She froze. The person sat
back, turned to the side, reaching for something before casting a dry
sheet over her. The smell was familiar. She knew who this woman was
that crawled under to sleep beside her. But she was too exhausted to
run anymore. The incident must be a dream. Darkness seduced her to
sleep deeper again. 






Chapter 30


As
soon as she woke, she fled, ran as fast and far as she could. Stone
Bird had no care wherever she ended, so long as she escaped that
child's death. Brambles, thistles abundant on earth that was becoming
rock. This was strange country she wandered in, but not that it would
matter. She was very far ways from fate. Who knew her terrible
thudding heart screaming as she ran hitching her skirt to above her
knees? Not the old ways. Never again. She couldn't vouch that with a
hearty vow, but just so, she kept with the thought for comfort. The
weather had tamed its tropic storm, restraining from rain. It was as
much her luck as her curse.


When
she dared to look back, she discovered her tracks in the earth. If
the girl followed, she will look to those prints. Stone Bird didn't
want that. She was paranoid. She was also shuddering. The dark tingly
feeling engulfed her body, blinding her mind's eyes. It made her
angry feeding on the violence of her rage. She had will. She
remembered that. The strange-familiar discipline she knew she had,
because she needed it. Stone Arrow was never there. She couldn't. The
walls were strong, wrought from smelted iron, gilded with pride.
Stone Arrow never was never cared never lived. She wanted to fight
this treason. So high. She couldn't understand why old wounds never
died. They thrived in absence; they grew as she had learned to be
cold over the years. Stone Arrow and Stone Bird, two of the same womb
but thoughtless in years apart. So was the span of age, the distance
was in bond. But she loved the elder of kin. Blood for blood, every
drop to the very end for her soul, but betrayal never considered this
silent expected honor. A voice reproached for the train of thoughts,
but she couldn't help raging with fury, fight the mate-enemy. Stone
Arrow left her. The better of her blood traded her off as a bride to
a foreign dynasty.


Stone
Bird wanted...to die. But she couldn't shut it away. Perhaps fear
held her back? Fear of death? No, not really that. Fear of unknown
fame, no glory? Fear of dishonor that held all losses of worthy
praise for a warrior? No, not exactly true. Any level of fear did
just well. She admitted only that. So small a degree of hate, yet so
greatly harbored contempt for all else; she, consumed by this madness
to live so long.


She
was wasting time, an inner voice scolded. That she need to press
onward, which she well did scrambling toward a clearing. Sounds of
water thundered ahead. It was a warning of a powerful river. Her ears
were too keen. She didn't like how they heard at their own accord.
Two days without food struck a deep hunger in her stomach. It growled
too loudly. She promised it wild rabbit, maybe roast lizard if this
part of the world provided. She just wanted something salt-spiced and
leathery to chew on.


A
rumbling growl menaced threateningly, but it was not the churn of
stomach. She looked up the clouding sky. The storm was brewing again.
Winds gathered and herded grey matters to run ahead. Black, purple
clouds thickened over lighter ones. Her self-being welcomed the
danger; perhaps the magnitude of attracting lightning done to
herself. She cared very little these days. So trivial to think, but
too much to bear when angry. There was no time, as fortune forlorn,
death had no patience to hurry or wait, but all the same coming.
Relentless as fate. A sigh expelled from her slacken nature. She
continued her journey, slowed now by the roughening landscape. Less
and less soil, thinning out the sparse forest as trees and shrubbery
receded to her advancement revealing more rock jag beneath her
moccassined feet, cramping them for lack of familiarity and
callousness. Who would believe her warrior's feet had never walked
without soles that would cramp with pain now from light traveling?
Who would, indeed.


She
felt a smile despite her sarcasm. Her hair had knotted into tangles
while sweaty oils leaked from scalp to nape. Ironic, though, was how
she hardly breathed, even if she ought to gasp and gruff for air by
now near with exhaustion. She craved spitted bat, especially for the
bony wings: nice and spicy lengthy chewable shredded meat. While
hunger woke on the constant, she couldn't really think to breath.
These treefolks had none of those desert delicacies, day in ---day
out, feeding her soft meat and crude ale. Only at arriving this
thought, she realized she missed the past, a trifle part, but it was
the past nonetheless.


Her
lungs finally inhaled a considerably huge breath. She sighed. Things
of the old. Shaking her head as if bemused merely by the hint of fond
memories, she settled a hand a against a rock surface. A frown cast
gloom to her sudden brooding mood. Truth to the matter, she hadn't
ever remembered to smile, let alone laughter. She should reel in
sheer madness of humor at the moment, uproarious with cackles. It
would certainly ease her tired lungs, but she'd rather prefer silent
lamentation, however, her ailing un-exercise lungs seemed to
suffocate. The chilled air seized her arms. She huddled, teeth
chattering and shoulders shivering. No more, never the past. She
looked ahead, eyes finding a canyon that cut land where she stood to
the forest across her view, while a live river surged passionately
several miles below. Waves over reef and jagged under rocks, water
flooding reckless. She watched and became afraid, a slight jolt of
nervousness teased her body. Despite herself, she shivered again. As
her eyes scanned, she discovered how close she was from the cliff. If
careless, she would fall. There was no other path, and the trail was
too narrow for comfort. She must follow it in order to reach the
bridge laid some counts of leagues ahead as by memory committed of
the map. Aquaphobia was a silly thought she tucked neatly in the back
of her head. Water was water was potable sustenance. That assurance
comforted her halfway.


Against
phobia and all, she set foot forward a step while her hands patted
the wall of rock for guide. The steadfastness steadied her nerves. So
long as that wall stayed solid, she knew she won't be shaken. She had
known dangers far worse than treading on a path carved to the side of
a rock that was a foot of a mountain. Such a small matter to a savvy
eradicated scholar as herself, she assured mentally. This inner voice
was becoming quite annoying in lecturing her how to feel at certain
times and certain inconvenience. It was ruthlessly patronizing. She
didn't very much appreciate that, nor the hint of reason and sanity
with it. Winds were building stronger lapses whipping against her
from all directions. They came from above dipping into the canyon,
crashed to the side of cave-in angles, swelled back up, swirled
behind her climb, then away. Her shivers were more than lack of
warmth. One faulty step, she could be drowned within moments in the
rushed waters below, excluding the sheer instant of falling down
there. Curses, the inner voice exclaimed. The desert never gave her
this much anxiety. She could turn up sand when riding, didn't ever
mind daring the blizzards in winter, but this....This was unfamiliar
territory. Thick trees, presently sparse where grounds permitted
earth's bones to jut brokenly, grown wild inland. A body of angry
water ranting below to swallow up souls unfortunate enough to dive in
accidentally. The tension was uncontrollable again. Her body
contracted, every muscle and limb tensed into one withdrawn position.


Sounds
of pebbles crumble and fall tittered her wind-whelmed ears. She
looked, slowly scanning to her left behind her, careful with the
luggage on her back. Horrified and dismayed, the melded feeling
opened worries beyond measure in her. Not far away was her follower,
a small woman-child fighting the thunderous currents while arms
flattened to the wall reaching for rock holds. Zlanir. The name
appeared without much else. Stone Bird watched further as the little
escapist worked her way against the adversarial rough winds. She
wanted to call out warning to tell the girl to go back---to stop. But
could she? Her mouth was not her property nor was it part of her
body. She couldn't talk! She couldn't talk!


Oh,
the irony---the damnedest of irony! That patronizing voice was loud
and solid intoned by rage. Here they were, thousands of words for
that one voice inside her head and not one phrase to be uttered in
exchange for a life. But it wasn't here. That child wanted to risk
self and limb for a dangerous hike, so be it.


Stone
Bird knew this was a lie. Argument was not in her muteness or whose
life under whose responsibility. She was given kindness. Now, it must
be repaid. As a woman, the basic conscious being, awoke and aware of
what she saw, she must take action. Only, she was unsure whether the
reason validated her madness and need to be big. Her mind seemed to
cloud often lately, confused with emotional strain. She couldn't
shake the trauma of enslavement, even as she knew she had long been
free well nigh beyond two seasons. But they were two seasons too
long, more like two millenia in endurance.


Another
thunder session called her attention. She literally saw things coming
to their course against her will. The lapping winds tidaled
forcefully against the wall of the canyon. She felt the current's
strength; it had lifted her very mildly. Her weight held her to
ground. But the girl had no strong feet planted to the slippery rock
trail. They were goodly apart, however few distance of five strides
lay between them. Stone Bird could not budge, not one of her limbs
dared against the storm to gesture the desperate warning that hounded
inside her head. She could feel the base of her neck pivoting in
denial in the same sense, too. But what could she do? Aside from
freezing up, she had no will to do anything. Time pressed. She really
had no choice, but to act within a moment's instinct. Regardless, how
her perceptions distorted reality, seeming amazed at how the moment
itself was sectioned from syncopation to stretch forever.


She
saw the small awkward body hug the wall, its slippered foot walked
out of the hem. The toe touched the stone. Gravel gave way beneath.
Awe was more of what she felt, though remained her dead tongue within
a closed throat. The surprise on the fool's face truly woke her to
the meaning of fear. The mouth and violet eyes opened, vulnerable and
naked. No scream, not yet. Then, the whole body toppled on an axle
and slid. The sound surreal sirens of gods, wailing indefinite from a
human's vocal cords. She hardly knew she could swing, let alone dare
ride the winds of chasm. And to top that off, she had no idea what
she was doing.


One
hand grasped a wild grown sapling that stuck out of the steep
landscape, her free arm extended within the notch of time to catch
the fallen body. Had she jumped that far? Their bodies touched. She
despised that. Out of her hatred, when she woke, realization was a
cold lump in her chest. She knew she had failed the rescue mission,
right as the child's face brushed past. There was pause, quicker that
a blink of an eye, when their eyes met. All seemed so quiet, even
their heartbeats muted. A whisper of denial escaped Stone Bird's
windpipe as the body slipped away. She watched it fight with futile
flailing limbs. The soul-bound hatred ignited impotent rage. No more
than a count, the falling body struck its head on a sharp jutting
rock piercing noticeably out of the torrents. Blood spilled
tributaries over the ridges and grooves on that surface of doom.
Water washed the body off it as if soap suds had to be rinsed off a
board.


Stone
Bird wanted desperately to go and join the toiling madness below
where death still hung ravenously. It would swallow her before
realizing an extra soul had volunteered. Her hands held pain with the
grip on an uprooting plant that barked thorns. She would have
absorbed that pain, but a body could only endure to a certain extent.
Despite her will , she fell. A gust rushed at her, sundering what she
held and that of her. Mildly landed on a surface, amazed of the catch
while she rolled on rock and pebbles jumping out, then her plight
ended on a ledge where waters rushed in against and out to the
currents again. She was thrown up the wall a few steps higher from
another sudden surge, but left behind as the waters receded.


There
was no Goddess. So cruel, that she lived despite death's reach. But
thwarted that, she couldn't dare the jump to purposely finish what
didn't happen. Instead, rather, she huddled forward to sit and gather
her knees in her arms. Then, she watched the storm thrash and
passionate the river while she was anchored to the ledge several
levels above the reef. The currents bombarded the gorge, rummaged
past her, then disappeared. Waves pushed up, failed, and rose again,
swelling some then trailed downriver. Seeing that, how nature
repeated over and over, not intending to be done, she winced but
once. Her face followed to fall on her knees.


The
storm raged until truly tired, it began to exhaust to gradual quiet.
Time marked deep midnight to a full Moon's shine. But Stone Bird went
nowhere, though she ought to move. The waters lay still, asleep now.
Peaceful, so calm and gentle. She raised her head to see as if to
affirm what her ears told her. The scenery was true, though meant
little to her. She believed she hadn't heart, because the void and
its emptiness held her body. Her soul must had left her. What she had
been today was not herself. She was a coward. But a coward that
lived.


Leaning
back, straddling her arms beside her hips, she breathed. Despair. She
welcomed self-pity, though a degree of hatred tainted that apparatus
to help a distraught soul. Much was in grieving, barely some in
living---accomplishment set aside, besides. She was insane. All calm
outside, but only, because she was empty inside. The tears were kept;
she couldn't cry. She didn't want to try. She needed a shoulder---and
it had to be another's than her own. Hopeless that now, because she
had pushed everyone out of her life. Except Stone Arrow. She sighed
to remember. There were desert memories, and she was by water.


The
beginning of dawn crept out, un-turning the landscape as light
prevailed. Stone Bird watched, continuous in her seat. A light grey
began in the sky, ribbon by ribbon coming forward from her side of
the gorge. It beat away the navy and blue into hiding behind the
forest. Stone Bird blinked, began to move ---almost wanted to look at
the reef, but found herself rising. More than standing tall on her
feet, she headed for the chasm's wall and started crawling onto the
levels, upward the wild and rocky stairway. 






Chapter 31


Soaking
wet, skin loose and slippery, he knew the sensation of his own sweat.
Felt his head come out of water, but not quite real. He crawled out
of the warmth in receipt of freeze-drying air. This wasn't right. For
some reason, memory of a cozy bed and cotton-stuffed blankets hovered
in the back of his mind. As he scanned the darkness around him, other
than the body of water behind, he saw nothing. But his eyes keened,
adjusted to feel the hard surface for him to hover over. He looked at
himself, head snatching sidewise. The ordinary reaction should be
shock, but he always knew this to be true. A long, sinewy body lying
on its equally lengthy belly kicked its tail in and out of water. His
tongue tasted familiarity, then rolled----actually, sucked back into
his mouth causing an alarming hiss. Quite ungraceful, he noted
mentally.


He
slithered, rounding his body in the pattern of a flat spiral and
pushing on his spine to ride forward on the floor. Why was he doing
this? He should be lying on his back, staring at a ceiling until he
fell asleep. He heard himself begin to hum nonchalantly as his head
wove the pattern of the trail swinging side to side dipping
occasionally. The darkness, now dim, hardly bothered him. He traveled
millenia. This trivial skirmish was nothing to many of the
inconvenient things he had experienced. After all, the journey was
ending. The search was no longer a scouring chase. All he had to do
was travel a few more steps to come to heaven. He could smile if he
had lips.


There
was the light. He moved ahead toward it, anxious with emotion. That
one and only heavenly light was life source to all and to him
personally, pure delight. Closer and closer, he slithered toward that
growing speck of white light. Then, its source revealed itself. He
saw wings of feathery golden gliders attached to a plump proud
orange-yellow body. Faster now, he forced forward. There was a head
with silver peacock crests. A sharp smooth ivory beak was attached to
it. Eyes of fire trapped crane-like with the dragon claws standing on
grid of iron, jumped to perch on the parallel beams, then pounced
again onto a perched, another to an opposite side, the rapturous toes
climbed to the dome by way of the beams. A black metal cage had
imprisoned the sun creature, he realized.


This
was to his advantage, but unfairly done. He hadn't planned on this.
All was done in good favor. Again the smile without lips. His body
slid forward, an excitement grew in his belly. The bird met his
stare. Was it terror or surprise that struck its face, head cocking
in sorts of angles? He approached to directly beneath the cage
suspended a man's height above the floor. And he did dare look up the
tail, the generously peacock-painted and ostrich-fluffed long tail.
Phoenix jumped onto a cage wall, beak pecking furiously in rebuke. He
gathered himself into a coil and sank in waiting, letting the time
pass.


When
the prisoner's guard slackened, he sprang at the chance, shooting
through the holes of the cage. Quicker than his name, his thin sinewy
body spiraled one soft thigh, up the warm rump, around the spiny back
beneath wide spread wings, and coiled again around the neck. Head to
head, but bodily locked, the bird cried out a magnificent roar
fighting this restraint. His tongue lashed and touched the
honey-colored beak. The scent was correct. This was the one. She
shook violently loosening his grip, but he adapted. Stubs formed on
his side. His scaly skin changed colors from dark green and
underwater blue to that of multi-rainbows. Her breath entered his
nose, giving him life energy to undergo the metamorphosis. His head
grew two white crests that bantered over his liquid black eyes welled
in milky ringlets of irises. His face transformed, crafted his
cranium to span slightly in growth, crenallating large dips for his
ears. The stubs stretched fingers and claws that enveloped the body
closer to his chest. He realized he had limbs extending those hands
and toes.


Chameleon!


He
heard the name loud and clear in his head. And through all that
happened, his tongue remained, slipping out of his bony mouth. This
time, he was privileged to touch the dry tongue within the beak. An
aching began below his lowest limbs. It was scalded and breaking, but
he couldn't do anything about it. The fire was not in there. It was
in his heart, kept impotent inside his chest. An age-old token left
there betrothed to his fate.


Chameleon!
I know you!


This
was right. This was time and the bond meant to be. He couldn't speak,
not without vocal chords. A creature of water never needed those
instruments of voice, when love gave it strength to collect the debt
that almost broke. Years were moments of agony, centuries periods of
pain, milleniums taunted his foolish hope. But now, he had found and
caught his dream. Empires to gain. Battles to conquer. And he
remembered he was immortal, how he used to give word to this fleeing
mate.


You
promised me a son. His voice was watery as of ocean's deep, almost
whole-like in reproach. His mind emanated it. A jolt stiffened
brusquely in the body he held dearly. It breathed nervously, but
freely when lungs expanded. The electric shock burned him, though he
was immune to her blinding light. He couldn't blame her. She knew it
was true, and tried to break the contract.


You
promised me a son, he repeated. You promised! You promised! You
promised me a son! Repetition kept the words alive. Tears rolled out
of the ruby eyes and soaked down the round sweet face into the fur of
yellow and cream feathers. Their heartbeats intensified and took
flight together. Iron bars burned red hot, so hellish a degree they
melted in explosion. The cage disappeared; they were free....


Legran
awoke from pain scalding inside his chest. Sweat dribbled down his
face. The sheets were damp. His mouth hung open to breath. He held
his chest helplessly, enduring the pain thoroughly. It passed after
ripping and biting him well until exhaustion told it to stop. He
threw back his head, so he could breath. How could he hide the truth?
He was hurting inside-out. Wished the bleeding stopped. Wished it all
went away, but he couldn't deny its existence brought there by
himself. A man was supposed to be detached from emotion, but he was a
boy in soul and mind as tears flooded out of him. The tears went
freely, leaving behind solace. He missed the harsh sandy air, the
salt rock, the desert's soul. Homesickness wrenched in him, jaded his
angry grief to sympathy.


He
remembered, if she had forgotten that year when he was five going on
to six. Mother told him his coming of age was old enough to be
schooled. But he didn't want to leave the nursery where he could keep
eyes on her and Father. The real reason, however, was he would lose
contact with his nanny Birdie. Was it really so simple? Then, it was
, but things changed as rightly so he had to grow, transferred out of
childishness to learn education of a prince. He didn't care. He told
Mother that amid his wailing refusal. She knew him though. In private
at that very moment, she bribed him. She bargained, told him really,
with a stipulation of Birdie's attendance if he chose school. If he
still would rather be a baby all his life, then so be it. But she
also reminded him the Lady of Keep would marry some day and leave him
anyway. He quickly snatched at the decision for school. Lady Stone
Bird of Keep was his best and only friend; he had to keep an eye out
for her.


The
following week, arrangements were prepared for him. His baby things
were put away. He was given new clothes, page uniforms almost in the
style of squire costume Stone Bird wore. For as long as his
five-winter-old brain could remember, she had always worn pants and
shirts beneath gold-bordered red livery. Sometimes, she completed
herself with the stiff silk hat that matched it, too. He idolized
this bigger and older sibling everyone acknowledged as his young
foster aunt.


She
accompanied him to his new quarters. It was exciting, scary even. But
with her holding his hand, his uniform folded neatly in her other
palm, he felt as if he really was a royal initiation. He was proud
and deeply honored, however foolish his childish pride understood the
transition. They came to a door. She let go of his hand to reach for
the handles and opened the door into the room. He followed her. The
room wasn't dark. It was bright from sunlight. She placed his clothes
on a huge bed. For him maybe, because he was so young.


He
was instructed to learn to dress himself, to conform to routine
schedules, attend a mess-hall, familiarize the palace halls for
running messages and errands, and still more to do in school as
lesson-plan was included. All this, he listened with blank eyes
staring into space. She ran a hand over his face. After a moment, he
blinked to perceive her wave. By all heavens, she smiled, a sweet
delicate grin baring her teeth.


"Get
used to it," she said, a teenager's face laughing at him, or
almost with him.


"Am
I going to be here all alone?" he said squeakily.


"Yes.
Isn't that wonderful? You're not a baby anymore."


"But
it's scary here." He reached out, nearly ready to throw himself
at her, when she took him in her arms and held him. "You have to
help me. Mother doesn't want me anymore. So I have to be here."


"Oh,"
she chided, "Legran. You know that's not true. We all have to
grow up sooner or later."


Their
faces were so close, he could feel the wind of her breath as she
spoke. His little head wanted to rest on that pleasant cheek. "I
don't want to be by myself, Birdie. I'm scared."


She
walked over and sat on the bed. "Hmm," she sighed, her
smile was smaller now. She was nice, but something was holding her
back from generosity. "I'll move into a room to closer quarters.
So you can get me any time. How's that?"


His
eyes beamed immediately. "Really?"


She
nodded. "To help you with your studies. I remember how hard it
was for me. No one to be friends with."


"Oh,
Birdie!" He clutched her body, heedless of the round flesh
beneath her clothes. He then stepped on her lap, settling his hands
on her shoulders as if trying to be tall or rather adult-like
serious. "I'll marry you when I grow up. Will you promise me
that?"


She
smiled, mocked an abashed expression before answering. The reply was
done to amuse his five-winter-old infatuation. She really counted on
his fading silly crush. "Oh, Legran," she giggled, "are
you sure you want such an old bride? Wouldn't you want your
foster-sister, instead? She's more your age." And he didn't know
what exactly he was asking.


"No."
He shook his head, quite made up his mind. "She's a stow-away.
You're nicest I know. Please. With maple honey and white cakes. Say
yes, Birdie! Say yes! Say yes! Say yes, Birdie!" He began
bouncing.


"All---all
right!" She held him sternly beneath his arms to stop his shoed
feet from smashing her lap. "I give my word. But I'm allowed to
change your mind."


"No.
You promise. You promise, Birdie. We'll be together forever and
ever."


"Who
gives you these ideas anyway?"


"No
one. I just know."


"Well,
you're really smart, then. That's potential."


He
sank to sit across her lap. His little arms reached around to hug
her. At then, it was an innocent gesture. "I wish we are friends
forever, " he said.


"We
are." She stroked his little head. "Little one, don't be
afraid. Warriors are brave. We are bred to be. Our words are our
honor, oaths made to bond. We can never break what we say."


"Is
that what you and I are going to be?"


"Well,
I choose to. You don't have to be if you'd rather not."


I
want to be with you, he thought, afraid to say it out loud. Even as
young as he was, he hardly knew the reason or the motive. But , as
the only stripling with tea-color skin and black hair, he was still a
foreigner among Tarennei. Naturally, he clung to those who lived
closest to him. Besides his foster parents and Birdie, every other
face was hostile in regard. And especially Birdie, who cared so much,
who must had liked him enough to care, he'd rather wished to keep her
forever and ever. That's what he tried to do on this particular
occasion which led to several during this period of his life.


He
closed his eyes while his face rested on her soft amiable chest. She
was a big warm cat with a ticker that sang minutely. The hand that
covered much of his scalp went down past his shoulder to grasp his
arm. A bony arm wrapped his legs trying to pry him loose. He shifted
uncooperatively, and hugged her closer.


"Mmm,
" she voiced. "Legran, you have to let go." He
maintained his pretend sleep. "Legran?...Are you asleep?"
she whispered. "Legran?" Again, she tried to remove him,
but he wouldn't budge. "W...." She sighed. He wouldn't give
her leave apparently.


She
started sliding her bottom across the bed toward the head-end. He
stole a smile as she lay against the pillows, then pulled the blanket
to cover their bodies, but not her feet. She was too tall to fit. Her
shins were showing, too.


There
was no shame. She was his fosterling guardian. He was a child, but
not quite as innocent as he seemed to be. Simply selfish and starved
for affections, his crush developed from fear. Sitting here,
remembering this incident so keenly, he couldn't help covering his
smile, gathering a section of the sheets in a fist to his chest. The
smile faded soon enough, but never left.


Fond
memories were hard to ignore. He couldn't understand why his mind
wandered so adamantly and procured the details too vivid to deny. At
the same time, he knew the precedented reality of her loss. He never
meant to leave her, but setting her free he must. She fled him. He,
reminder of the humiliation, caused her further in shame. His eyes
closed, burnt rims breaking tears. In the deepest of his heart, he
believed she was still out there, lurking about on foreign land. But
so much more, he hoped she deterred from thoughts of death. Perhaps,
in some past life, he lived as a woman that he would fuss so much
like a hen-maid. That triggered the runs behind his eyelids, sorting
out darkness and rearranged the colors. As much as he tried, memory
came stronger than before.


The
years ran quickly to her turn at twenty. She had to move away. He was
still nine until that solstice passed. Her training as squire was
ending. It was time for her to further her skills with experience by
promotion into membership in the Sword-Maiden order, officially
knighted in ceremony.


That
sun-broad day, no one noticed when he snuck away from studies and hid
in the eastern-most tower overlooking the garden-court below. He
watched the ceremony. Ruler and Guardian dressed in formal garb,
endowed in glittery gold and white. Father looked wonderful in the
multi-layers of silk weighed down by the vine-embroidered golden
robe. Mother had on a gown equally enchanting with chifon tresses
spread out. Strings of gold beads clasped about her shoulders and
waist like that worthy of a fish-fairy . Two symmetrical lines walled
the path of the throne to face the practiced crowd of new warriors
gathering in patterns of centipedes to form various runs as blessings
to the royal couple. Person after person approached the foot of the
throne, each proceeded on one knee, hands clasped the hilts of their
given sword staked to the ground, head slightly bent over. He watched
them receive their ribbons of honor, red and yellow, for the Guardian
who tied them loosely around the necks. The Ruler spoke the words of
the ritual and granted a kiss on the left brow. These were the less
accomplished squires. As for the advanced ones, those came in formal
chainmail helmeted under chainveil. They had long swords cropped to
the side, dragging tip on the ground as they walked. When meeting the
royal leaders, these warriors had to remove the helmet to reveal
themselves---symbolic pledge of loyalty and honest service to their
kingdom and tribe. The first few dozens received and were blessed for
the ranks.


There
was one, he noticed, but couldn't quite make out the identity. He
might had guessed, and doubt shunned it. This armored warrior walked
proudly to the end of the path, pulled out sword, hilt-ended and
impaled the tip to the ground. Slowly, the chainveil uplifted to
reveal Lady Stone Bird of Keep, forced formality not for
Sword-Maiden, but Senior Rank. She requested in announcement loud
enough for nine valleys to echo. She was breathtaking, so courageous
in command. They couldn't stop her. So, the Guardian took the red and
green ribbons, added a pearl bead and held them. Stone Bird knelt
formally. The ribbons bound her forehead with the ends trailing down
her nape. She looked up. The Ruler spoke the words of ceremony. He
then planted a kiss on her left brow. A pang of jealousy stabbed at
Legran's vitals. He stood, throwing his back to the wall beside the
window. Some moments passed, he peered out again, but she was gone,
nowhere to be seen. He couldn't her from the crowd.


He
remembered that night, too. The last he would ever see her at
convenience. He went down the hall to the fifth door from his. It was
beyond evening and his irrational actions were forbidden. That was
only if he was caught. The hall lamps were running out of mid-night
oil. He pushed the handled downward in its turn and opened the door.
The interior was pitch dark. The crude light behind spilled into it,
revealing the foot of the bed and perhaps a quarter up it. He closed
the door behind him with his heel. The sleeper heard nothing. Closer
and closer, he walked up to the edge of the mattress.


"Birdie?"
he called quietly, barely louder than a whisper. "Can I sleep in
your bed?" There was never an answer. He just assumed it. "I'll
be good and quiet."


Good,
not quite, but quiet, yes. He could feel his present smile, but he
didn't smile then. With stealth, he climbed onto the platform beneath
the sheets settling in the warmth. Some time passed, things were
fine. He was...happy, as it were. Dreams began to mumble out of the
person beside him. She giggled, too. Then, quietness found darkness
again. But no sooner, a hand lay on his face. It stayed there for
several counts, then pressed his cheek and began patting his small
upper body. A brusque gasp. She was awake now, he moaned internally
as she shuffled beside him.


"Legran!"


"Birdie?"


"What
are you doing here?" she demanded, a tone never used before.


"Th-there's
a monster in my room," he blurted to the darkness.


"You're
nine. That's outgrown you."


Pause.
"Did I do something wrong?"


"Well...you're
not supposed to sneak into a woman's bed without asking her
permission."


"But
I did."


"When?"


"You
were asleep."


"M-hm."
Her hands felt him, then one slide around his shoulder nudging him to
get off the bed. "Come on, I'll escort you back to your room.
There are no monsters."


He
complied. They went to the door. As soon as the light splashed in ,
he saw and kept staring. She had never worn this thing or apparel. A
ruffled night cap crowned her head. Unbraided hair hung all over her
strapped under-gown, a nice peach shade over her milk-dust skin. She
was pretty, very pretty to look at. The silhouette within the silk
was flesh. He saw to its truth while she reached for the lamp on the
wall. She held out her hand for his. Was it really innocent curiosity
or fascination? She took him back to his room as promised. After a
glance or two, she crouched to humble with his height. A small smile
dashed across her face.


"Legran,
you trust me, don't you?" He nodded. "Well then, you'll
have to hold onto faith for my sake." He swallowed, unsure of
what she was saying. "I know as nurse, I've been spoiling you,
but you're not a child anymore." He blinked as she mused
briefly. "I have to attend my adulthood, too."


"But
you'll leave me!" Tears were breaking at this point.


"Is
that what's been bothering you? Sweetie," she was extra gentle,
"I have to look after my life, you know, but we wouldn't be
apart. I'll visit."


"But
you promised. Is what you say to a child not worthy of warrior
honor?"


"A
warrior's word is our bond," she nodded. "But what are you
talking about?" She really had forgotten.


He
scowled then, angry at her, a new development. "Never mind,"
he growled, crossing his arms and turning his back to her.


"W---"
baffled snicker resulted. "Legran, what is this?"


"Never
mind, just leave me alone." He was embarrassed enough. His anger
must really amused her, too.


There
was a while of silence, but she allowed him his wish. However, she
also gave him a pat on the shoulder, bid him sleep well, before
leaving, taking the lamp with her.


That
night's final darkness joined his mind's darkness. He opened his
eyes. Midnight lanterns yielded dim light to this humble room. A
dresser opposite him waited or rather stood ready as oak. The
adjacent wall was occupied by a man-height blackwood closet, also
beckoning. With the door standing beside it, the temptation was
obvious, but he had to decline. Maybe, out of laziness. Or his reason
could be his tiredness. He'd rather stay. 






Chapter 32


Stone
Bird found a mud-sodden road and followed it. This wandering trip was
peaceful. Apparently, the storms only dominated the other side. She
knew better, of course. The aftermath of a destruction usually came
as a specific end. About every devout student of geography knew that,
but what she learned were stories until experience disproved her
doubt. Her survival skills helped her travel, but being on foreign
land, very much of them were useless. She withstood the cold weather
well enough. The heat inside her burned fiercely against her tight
skin. It was the poison. She knew no cure for it. There wasn't any
medicine on her to soothe the aches and pain. She relied on the
weather to cool her down. Sometimes, the searing sore progressed to
break the bone beneath her ear. The pain thirsted her. She, finally
unbearable, scooped a few palm-ful of water from the puddles on the
side of the road and drank. Anything, she would do it just to rid the
pain. The collected dews under leaves were hardly enough, but she
risked her death to trade with the effects of the poison.


The
forest sparse, then crowded with thickets. Walking alone, though
ragged with a herder's basket on her back, she was vulnerable. Too
often, she jumped at her own shadow or froze when a darkness moved in
the trees. Even if it was only a small creature running into a hole,
a glimpse of a furry-rolled tail being sucked into it. This was no
home. There were no potable plants with sap for nourishment, no marsh
roots, no snakes or lizards, nothing edible to sustain her. She was
so miserable, she was beginning to enjoy it. In reality, plethora of
nature awaited, but excuses of worthlessness and weakness held her at
bay from trying anymore. Greens as fresh as spring with dotty flowers
in multi-shades of amethyst and yellow lived around her, but all she
saw were mud-dark road and dirty water holes dug up beside rocks. She
would rather everything died and became a desert.


Huddling
her bandaged hand closer to her chest, because it hurt, she tried to
walk the next few steps, hopeful to cover a bit more distance. In the
end, she had to sit on a rock-stool to recheck the wound. Her left
hand, removed of bandage, looked grossly in resemblance to a mitten.
The scabs never healed the red sores bloating in size. Blood kept
oozing out of them. She bandaged it again, applying the cleaner
section over the wounds and the dirty part to furthest outer layer.


Getting
to her feet, jaws crunching at the piercing pain in her arm, she
staggered to walk. She looked ahead, attention keened. There were a
few trails of smoke rising from the mound of trees. Blinking
itch-tired eyes, the thought was brewed, senses elated inside her.
Where there were smokes rising like that, grey evening swirls
thinning to white, there should be houses. A spur of the moment
philosophy or forest survival rule. She found hope for the cure. This
was good news, too good to remain bottom-low.


Weak-limbed,
but she could make the effort to enter the village. There will be
people to help, most importantly, medicine to ease off the poison.
She tried to quicken her feet; they merely dragged her slowly
walking. The mud in the road hindered that even further. The sun was
into noon now, breaking her scalp for the skull to burst out of her
head. Moist sail-fresh air humidified her breathing. She coughed from
a drying tickle in her throat. Her feet ached from too many bending
of her toes as she pulled her steps out of the road.


She
traveled at this steady pace and met the crossing when yellow
afternoon waved to her from the left side. The road-tree had only two
signs. The one pointing left was Vinne's Border; the right indicated
Asmalan. She knew western was her destination and began in the
direction. Better luck still, there was a village ahead. She smelled
good wood-burning fire, which meant it wasn't very far away. Long
sand-glasses of time seemed to pass, but by nightfall she could see
one house with light in the window. Only then, she collapsed---giving
in to exhaustion and had to crawl to rest against a tree off the
road.


By
dawn, she awoke with aching disorientating sores throughout her
marrows. The crisp cold of night-before-morning numbed her skin.
Hunger and thirst tore at her vitals. She gathered herself up,
staggering and falling against the tree as she finally managed to be
on her feet. Her good hand pushed at the thick splintering trunk to
keep her balance. She tried to breath, voice gasping as air entered
her trachea. Painfully needed breaths. Her entired being began
shaking. She waited the shivers out, clasping herself, and leaned on
the tree. A neatly tucked tongue was good to have when teeth
chattered violently. She swallowed her dry throat. With effort, she
pushed forward and began heading for the village again.


When
the sun had well burned her scalp, she reached the outskirts of
civilization. Cottages, actual country folks, and farms scattered the
clearings. Trees and thickets were still around. People inhabited
single-story houses with soot smoke coming out of chimney tops.
Several houses stood wide affront cultivated gardens of bubbly leafy
ground plants, delicious looking fresh greens. Fruit trees skipped a
few houses. Apples of several shades beckoned to be picked off the
branches. Wagons, very few in numbers, traveled back and forth on the
main street. The people themselves were rare to be seen. They were
nothing like the tribe she met earlier. Dozens of cynical faces
watched her, pantomiming their work as they sniped glances.


A
dry chappy throat tickled her swallow. She gladly suffered the
thirst. These strangers had piercing eyes and cornsilk hair. They
dressed in murky browns or greens. Yellowy sour faces from too much
sun had soil blown onto rounded cheeks. They were not friendly with
smiles. The dank air of hatred fogged heavily around them. She kept
walking. Fear gave her strength. The cold smell dampened lightly. It
became filthy in her nostrils, making her choke or want to vomit. She
winced the stinging dryness out of her eyes as she entered further
into this foreign civilization.


The
grounds became hardened and flattened, traces left behind from
frequent traffic. The sludge had turned into packed earth. The sun
reached a third into morning, breaking those hostile faces. They
stared at her back. The stab of their eyes penetrated her shield.
Protect their houses. Secure their properties. A vagrant had wandered
into their land to steal decent crops. Just kill them, every each
that sprout up. Her eyes darted side to side. More buildings
clustered, some stood directions far away expanding into city. These
foreign voices were all in her head. The translations roughly
compromised what she actually thought.


A
coach with two sets of hooves ran nearby then past her, chains
jangling from the reins. She didn't bother to look up and took a side
step to her right to avoid it. A man with amber eyes took a long
glance at her downcast head from up high on his horse. He resumed his
ride trailing alongside the coach, disregarding what he thought he
saw. When the wheels were far away, emptiness filled the deserted
street again. Only, the oppressive feeling Stone Bird had earlier
returned with a worse degree. Contempt mixed with madness broke her
skin. She could feel the lesions in her hand tearing open, but at the
same time it was not throbbing as it should from pain. A gathering
crowd began to crawl out of their houses. Women faces lost in
jealousy. Old ones began to spit curses. Younger ones reserved
tantrum aches in their breaking bodies. They followed her. She had to
fight her fright, the disorientation of paranoia seeing these people
desire to attack her. A stone smacked her rib from behind. She gasped
soundlessly, spinning in every direction. A few more flew at her. She
tried to run, felt as if she walked fast steps merely. The harassing
band chased after her. She dodged from one porch to the other, and
met equally hostile eyes. Screams were the greetings. She was unsure
whether they were of horror or disgust.


Up
the street was an unmanned wagon of hay. No one watched it parked
beside the wall of the Caymount Tavern. It was also an escape route
for Stone Bird. She summoned her speed in its direction. As soon as
she approached a stride away, she leapt for the edge of the wheel,
pounced onto the long board's tip and boosted for the roof's rail.
Cries below announced demon. She hitched a foot onto the shingle and
climbed. A quick glimpse would cost her. She didn't risk that and
began tipping over the spine of the next scores of houses. At the
break at an alley she dropped out of sight.


Her
cold feet shattered with pain when hitting the ground. She bit,
falling against the wall. Huddling from chills and sores, she held
the pain until the sun long gone, when the dump filled with left-over
scraps. Mixed smells of food and rot stank the alley. The workers
from the Inn hardly cared there was a ragged beggar sitting
half-asleep at the far-end no further than a stride from their
garbage. That was day. Now, it was night. Half a moon cast two
sandglasses of time onto the street adjacent her. Hunger struck,
growling in plea for food. She looked at the barrels of scraps piled
so much they resembled vomit. Would she even consider it? A lady of a
proud kingdom once, highly arrogant in the courts, rarely ate---even
the fine cuisines suffered no exception, to stoop so low. She
snatched her face away angry to have thought it. As her eyes saw the
mouth of the alley, a shadow stood waiting. A crown of dark golden
hair limed under the moon beam, but all else silhouette.


Her
lungs froze. It was a man staring at her, she realized. But he turned
left and walked away. She leaned back against the wall, breathing
relief. Imagination, a very vivid one caught her off guard. She
staggered to her feet, senses strung taut. A desperate desire to
depart this area in the immediate summoned inside. Sudden screams
bellowed inside her. They were muffled soon enough. She had to leave
this place.


Tottering
strides fought her mind's command pressed for time. Resting all day
gave her ice-showered muscles, sensations pierced through and
through. Aches weakened the newer straining beneath the muscular
tissues. She lifted a step, leg quivered tentatively in the space a
bare finger's length above the ground. Her foot touched the surface
lightly, hamstring contracting ticklishly as she forced the heel
down. Nothing broke her fall, arms spanned and hands groped at air.
Bone friction screamed breakage. Teeth-clenched, she swallowed the
grunt in her throat. An old fracture residue from her young riding
days. Her bare hand balled and slammed into the earth. Elbows jutting
at the after-sludge, she tried to move. Sensitive joints forced her
at bay. She took in a full breath, then tightened every muscle she
could. The tear intensified; she relaxed. That numbed the pain a bit.
Breath flowed evenly out of her. She writhed carefully, minutely, to
her side angling for the easy position. Next, she reached down,
curving her body, beneath her thigh and pulled up the right knee,
slowly so the pain would ease. The joints held, no cracking sound,
minimal pain. That meant....It's not broken.


She
pushed herself up into a sitting position leaning against a wall for
support. A cry of pain nearly croaked out in her throat. She grit her
teeth, ground loudly as the scream of the cramp in her hip raised its
toll, then ended to a faint grovel. Her legs were still paralyzed,
ached the threat of tearing ligaments and joints, especially the
right side of her pelvis.


Sounds,
pebbling dancing skitters, rolled behind her left ear from the mouth
of the alley. Panick struck when murmurs confirmed night visitors
entering the dark dead-end alley. She turned to see. Shadows only,
night crawlers! Human silhouettes cloaked in stink of sweat walked
over....They hovered over her, two maddening black blanks. Four fists
pounded her fending arms. Shoes knuckled her chest and stomach, but
even if she could cry for help, they smacked her mouth. Dirt invaded
her tongue. Her head caught a sole on her ear. Faintness took over
and she lay still.


The
two attackers ceased with the beating. Chuckles resembled voices of
male chatter ridiculed the unconscious woman. One whispered into the
other's ear, who in turn nodded agreement. Each took hold of her
wrists, and they began to haul her body away.








When
she could feel sharp stone scraping beneath her, half-awake to know
where, barely feeling the rubbing strain of her skin being stretched
by the double pair of hands on her wrists, the houses were distances
crawling away. A few orange lights radiating from some night houses.
Then, grass was beneath her. The haulers halted shortly. She looked
up searching around. Darkness everywhere, grass blades sprang up as
tall to a man's waist. The two human shadows emanated a sweaty-stink
that choked her nose. One of them began scouting the area, parting
the grass and breaking them to the ground. Her heart skipped, loudly
beating inside her chest.


A
flash glinted from the shadow's limb or was that round shape a fist
around an object? The terror returned with its sublimed reality. The
knife, cold clean steel in moonbeam, was swallowed by the dark. It
was a man. He whispered a call to the other who stopped stomping down
the weeds. Steel limed in light in a swift arc, then descended
straight at her. She rolled to her side, cut short of the circle as
the load on her back was struck. Her legs kicked wildly backward and
sidewise. A rough hand pushed at her ribs, in a matter of moments,
started pounding her.


The
attacker cursed incoherently, while his partner bounced to his aid,
trying to subdue her flailing arms, but failed to catch the wrists.
One or the other, didn't matter, had his knee on her shin, pinning it
to the sodden earth, breaking pain into the marrow. She howled to the
injury. This time, both assailants cursed their panic. She was no
easy prey. The partner tried to slap her mouth shut, but only struck
past her ear. The attacker managed to pull the knife loose from the
wicker. He plunged it at blind aim and stabbed for her body, but the
blade found flesh and stopped at forearm bone. Her cry of pain
blasted both their ears. The knife withdrew, sliced air in the
consecutive stabs to silence her. She had contingencies, and attacked
before the attack, legs shot forward grappling his neck . Her grip
threw him to the side, lending her to roll to her feet. He had
dropped the weapon when trying to free the leg-grab.


Now,
the trio stood in the man-made clearing of the country weed thicket.
She slipped out of the diagonal strap, anticipating their forwarding
moves. As on cue, they tried, but she fought throwing her luggage at
them. If she had been well, this would be game for her. Only, she was
weak, even with the adrenaline whelming her body. Hunger and fatigue
aided her enemies. She whirled and darted in evasive manuvers,
loosening cries in the night to draw strength.


Someone
heard the fight. A third man entered the battleground. Stone Bird
snarled sarcasm, mentally cursing she would take them all on. Hot
liquid wet her elbow; its source was cold bathed in sweat. She backed
a few steps, holding the wound in her forearm. The attacker chased
into a leap at her with success. He grappled her wounded arm and
slammed it into the earth. She grunted to each thump. Drawing up her
knee, she took a last breath and exerted all her strength. Amazed she
had done it, but she was sitting on his waist. Her teeth grated and
she couldn't stop pounding his surprised face.


He
threw her weight off easily. When he was on his feet, his arm locked
her body in a tight hug and squeezed. She craned and bit his arm. He
threw her flat to the ground, then stomped down her chest.


Meanwhile,
the third man had evened the odds, rendering the partner useless.
More than that, he justified the imbalance of power to the victim's
gain. He loomed behind the stomper, arms snatched the unnoticing
head, and twisted it. As the body fell, he slapped his hands in
friction as if done a task. He jumped back a step to Stone Bird's
assailing stance. She wobbled, unsteady on her feet, head shaking at
dizziness, then staggered side way. He caught her bony, not quite
frail body, and followed her fall, setting her down gently.


In
moonlight, her sallow complexion amplified the dark of her features.
He recognized the amulet on her chest necklaced close to her throat.
The rose symbol was an extension of Vinne. But this woman was
Zandrian, in forest attire? He picked up her wrist to check for the
pulse. A slowing rhythm beat faintly at his fingertip. His eyes
cornered to look at her, then scanned the area and found the
rectangular wicker. Something in it must had value to attract robbery
and intended savage murder. Again, he stared at her face, after a
while, realized why he did. He blew a short sigh, tapped emotionally
against his will.


He
looked up in the direction of her luggage, and reached out his arm.
The wicker basket flew toward him, and he caught it in his hand. As
for her, he lifted the bony being, surprised of her light weight in
his arms. He hefted the gangly body against him to compensate its
length for a better hold. 






Chapter 33


The
wooden ladle scooped boiling water from the caldron in the fireplace
and poured into the wide oval tub. White roots were dropped into it
from the plying fingers of a worn hand. The ladle added continuously
scalding steam-bursting water into the tub again. Immediately, the
roots began to dissolve dispersing into a milky substance in blend
with the water. Halfway full in the tub, a jug of silver wine emptied
into the bath, producing intoxin acidic to the lungs, but pleasant
for the trachea. The final ingredient was buckets of cold water to
cool the scald.


Stone
Bird's linens were removed. She was nudged forward to step into the
tub and sit. The room was dark, except for the fire. All windows had
been shuttered. No air, only the fumes of the bath that burned her
skin to a redness of sore and pain, though sensations had long died
leaving behind her numb body. The healer, a woman herbalist, treated
her wounds: the swollen palm, the stabbed arms, the poison residual
on the cut surfaces, the bruises. They healed quickly or rather she
lost track of time seeing events in dream state, believing in the
existence of a sublimed reality so real in sense, but not quite real
enough to feel physically. She couldn't grasp the concept that she
was alive and becoming well.


The
heat, its humidity suffocated her, and blowing open the sinus canals
in the same instant. She breathed much like a fish out of water,
mouth opened to swallow gulps of air, but for her, the steam
condensed in her palate and intoxicated warmth down her throat. The
taste soon extracted to the cool drying wind of evaporation as she
inhaled quickly. Every now and then, she had to blow her nose to
clear the mucous clotting her nostrils. The kerchief and towels were
always clean to wipe her nose and face. Her skin sweated constantly,
sometimes seemed to burst from the heat.


The
milky water receded to a level that touched two-thirds of the tub.
Ladles of boiled water entered the bath until the level reached near
the rim. Her fever aggravated to an unbearable degree flaying at her
skin as if sandstones were applied to its tender layer scraping it to
bleed. The pain, her endurance, the will went to the limit. She could
hear herself gasp, but to feel her body cooked alive, her mind lost
to the depravity of life.


She
came back to this incarceration, the nightmare of torture and hinted
cannibalism. Darkness was no darkness, only the dementia of
unconscious wakefulness and the ethereal sense of sleep. The wise
woman, herbalist, scrubbed her skin again, peeling off yellow layers
of dead cells. Those old gnarled, vein-boning hands moved with
experience practicing the loofah on her arms and back. The bath
splashed at Stone Bird's front when those hands hit the surface. She
didn't bother to cover herself in modesty. After all, this was a
dream. No sense in fighting something invented by imagination. Its
mere existence was that of demented reality.


Yes,
it was all a dream. Her whole life was dream, its foundation a lie
that defined honor and royal obligation. She had never lived until
the day she died. And that...was a very ling time ago. Blinking, her
eyes began to surge to the salt of brine. Tears so real, too real in
this dream, heated rivers down her cheeks. She sighed mutely, leaning
back against the rim of the tub. The escape, finally, the human self
over-powered the dam built from years of discipline. She let it
crumble to free the emotions. After all , this was a dream. Only it
would allow such weakness to prevail. Fantasy to live out its desires
and longings. Wishes made possible to delude oneself. And tragedies
perverted into twisted nightmares and fears.


In
a way, the tears were welcomed, coming sweetly, wetting her face.
When they subsided from overflow, she swept a cheek with the back of
one hand. No sooner, fresh tears streamed that cheek or her eyes
unswallowed again. She looked at her hand. It was moistened over the
skeleton that spined for the index finger. Brine, because her eyes
saw wet and salting cold to the skin that felt it. So real. And so
unreal, sublimed to her intelligence. She knew the substance, but she
believed the situation to be a hoax. This was a trick her mind was
playing on her. She could smile, but didn't. Her eyes wrenched more
tears. It was cruel, this trick. It triggered a salty humor
confounded with the delirium of bitterness. No ironies, just iron in
agony. She closed her eyes and sagged into the tub, arms outspread on
the rim. Her head tilted back as if to force the tears back into the
eyes. But her mind did more than that, it slipped into the cradle of
sleep.


Shortly
there after, she returned to the musky blackness with the fire in one
corner. That dream place seemed to be the foundation of all this. Was
the one in the cave with the fountain and basin an extension of this?
What about the one in the dusty cabin? That was a nightmare. Not
counted for a dream. But this one was an actual nostalgia as befitted
her beliefs and religion. There's a moon in it. A quarter full
shifting from the center of the window to its side. Some stars
plotted in the night blue sky, a couple winked down at her.


She
was still in the tub, though. What could that possibly mean? Whoever
dreamed of bathing so exhausting? Her skin felt so convincingly loose
like the wrinkle of a prune. She examined herself, lifting the
skeletal arms to see under the silver rays. Very thin, skin and
bones, but strong. This had to be a dream. She told herself the fact
too often on the constant. Her fingers wiggled, testing the muscles
and feeling the soft currents of air. They became cold and she
huddled against herself shivering. She wished or rather idled for
warmth.


And
the dream answered her, sending a being into this tiny environment. A
shadow entered, walking past her to the window. She smelled its scent
of clean wool and oiled leather. Wooden shutters creaked and cracked,
then came inward to open way for chilled breezes and squares of white
light. The shadow turned to walk toward her. It silhouetted in the
bright whiteness which caused her to squeezed her eyes shut from pain
as she rasped. The back of some fingers touched her arm. Her eyes
ajar hesitantly, adjusting quick with the light of day.


The
man hinted familiarity in her memory, but identified as an
unacquainted stranger. His hand moved to trace the side of her
jugular. She angled her chin to avoid him. His yellow eyes appalled
her. The gold hair neatly combed into a tail suggested an
impossibility at humanity. But the face held all features of a man.
This was dream. She seemed to tell herself that, but it's losing
persuasion. His attire, small ruffled neck shirt, vested in velvet
teal under an unfamiliar dark colored coat hiding brown loose jerkin,
summed his existence. He lowered to lean on the rim of the tub. His
lips had a pleasant curl, supposing a well-intended smile.


This
being in the guise of a man was a figment of her imagination, a
talent noted with sobriety. It was a creature that emanated warmth,
pliable touch. The hands were manly, worked and useful, fingernails
cut blunt. They held her arms, pulling her up to stand. She shook her
head in disbelief. The liquid that pooled around her body began to
cascade off with blasts and splashes. He stepped back, releasing her.
On the left was a racked towel, which he took spread in full and
presented to her.


She
looked at the coming thing backed by the long arms, lengthened by the
distortion of her hindsight. Heartbeats thudding exceptionally fast
in her chest , she opened her mouth to scream. But the stab of pain
mauled in terror, voice maudering forced gurgles, kept her choking a
few moments. Faint took over as she drowned in the little pool.


The
fourth memorable dream came out as a dim and airy room. She lay in a
bed covered to her neck in covers of quilted cotton. The windows, two
unshuttered white squares of sun, lit up her bed. She watched the
light change on the sills opposite her. Then wandering again, she
envisioned the content of this room, a stranger's place. A table with
matching chairs on her left that confronted the door. The fireplace
in the adjacent wall, which backed the head of her bed. Spanning back
to the opposite wall, windowed and shelved with earthenware, she
imagined wooden furniture, a long benchlike seat high-backed for
leaning. To the right were blinders and her clothes racked behind,
tell-tale to them a corner from the angle she looked into. A movement
caught her vision. She searched to the left and froze.


The
gold haired creature had invaded her peaceful setting. It crossed its
arms and legs man-fashion as if contemplating a dilemma. She could
run, but starvation had rendered her weak. Would she dare fight? This
was a dream. Why did she keep forgetting that fact? The creature
chuckled slapping an ankle and elbowing a knee of the bent leg. The
dream kept her calm this time, subliming the obvious danger. The
monster leaned forward, head regarding her stare. This was unreal. A
figment of her imagination, remember? Despite herself, her hands had
balled into fists beside her hips. Dread encompassed her body,
freezing her blood.


The
monster stood silhouetted in light. It was free of coat and vest,
clothed in the shirt and unbelted pants. Its limbs bent to remove
boots and socks. The shirt's front parted the laces pulled apart by
the fingers. A portion of skin-tight chest peeked out between the
triangular opening. It approached the bed, settling weight on the
mattress. Considerable weight, it had, levying dips where the hands
and knees pinned the mattress. It crawled toward her, paralleled its
height with her body.








Nightmare
was forming. She despised the apathetic craft of observation. It
endured the surrealism of her worst fear. Horror sullying her piety.
Her shoulders cringed to her jaws. The monster's hot breath harbored
at her lips. Its solidity lowered, locking her in the realm of its
long limbs. She trembled, every muscle tensed and strung out in
paralysis. Only the covers and sheets barricaded the probing body
from her. She screamed in horror at realization. Nakedness under the
barrier. She was taken already. The tub, remember?


Tears
leaked out of her shaking eyes as she cried her pleas. This terror of
all terrors, shame-bound, haunted her in daylight and stole her soul
in the night. The bathing washed....nothing. It was real, she
discovered.


Human
arms enclosed her. They should release, but instead lingered. A face
pressed to her earlobe. The feel of skin over warmth was tangible.
She couldn't fight, no strength left, too weak. But for virtue....a
single value remained. That of faithful truth. She had an excuse.
Perhaps she could still convince this creation to deter, command her
mind to curdle the dream and put it into a reality of honor. After
all, a dream was merely a figment of imagination. And this one was
hers.


"I'm
married!" she called, voice mellow from lack of practice. She
watched the wide yellow eyes on the surprised face. He had stopped
holding her. "I'm married, " she repeated. "I'll die
first, monster.....Just watch." Her tongue pushed between her
grinders---


A
stinging slap interrupted, but rescued her in knocking out
consciousness. She slipped into the unknowing void again. 






Chapter 34


Daylight,
midwinter. Dregin arrived in the city of Poplari. A woodland woman
trailed beside him. She was no woodlander by trait, bronze hair and
grey eyes told. On a street corner avenue toward the gates to the
Inner Beltron, he halted to face the follower. She stood with blank
expression, while his hands held her head. After some moments, she
awoke from hypnosis, but was not quite sentient. In departure, he
looked at her once more, eyes testing her face. She was unconditioned
as evident in her straight stare. He released her momentarily. One
last thing to account for before sending her off. He adjusted the
amulet to bare in plain sight on her chest close to the throat. His
hand wandered to brush the wisps of her hair that strayed to her
face. He withdrew soon enough and released a sigh.


She
turned and started to walk heading for the Inner Beltron. Odd luck
held no credit that she attracted little attention, even minute in
notice. She approached the liveried guards in purple and green. Their
spears crossed, barring entrance. A smile stole onto her face.
Perking her chin, she strolled past them passing up that route.
Rather, she left them with security to put their alertness at rest.
As well they should, because as soon as she was out of their
immediate sight she leaped for the man-height wall. This took place
at a proximity angled behind those guards' vision. She climbed over
the singular-shingled roof and entered. Perhaps uninvited,
considerably.


Inside,
the frontal courtyard farmed berry bushes, barren in this season, and
flower trees still in green. Pavement ingrained pebbles and
yellowstone into paths and areas. She carried herself with no dued
fear or defense. No one seemed to be around. The House of Vinne was
exaggerated in modesty. Nowhere was it in sight, except the high
structure of three sets of doors. Shingled scones adopted the sides,
in lined to the back too far for mortal eyes to see obstructed by the
sun and periphery. At least, fifty strides distanced the low steps
from the visitor. She didn't mind a walk, hands reaching beneath the
load on her back, even skipping a bit as she headed straight for the
real entrance.


As
she strolled a distance of dozens paces, cobbles clashed with boots
pattered behind her hearing. She continued casually. Four guards
outsped her running ahead to confront her path. She challenged them,
squaring the tallest eye for an eye, and more hostile at then. He
tossed his head, seething, but froze. His eyes couldn't ignore the
ornament worn in plain sight. However, duty trained law and order.


"Halt,"
he called, hand gesturing traffic. "You have trespassed."
She brushed off his authority and began to walk again. He pursued the
criminal. "State your purpose." She wrinkled her nose,
annoyed to be bothered by the pest. But she adamantly tried to enter
again. "I said, state your," he arrested her shoulder,
"pur---"


It
was a mistake, but law and order abide all who entered this court.
The stranger, however, cared none. She stepped back, slapping his
hand away. The second and third men perambulated offensive maneuvers.
She whirled, quirt in hand slicing air. Braided leather lashed
angular on the side of a neck. The third man jolted in strapping
pain. Her left fist smacked the second man's incoming face right in
the nose. She swung herself circular out of the space of fight.


In
that very instant, high up on the eastern wing's parapet, Legran was
escorting a narrow-stemmed blue vase of wine. He sighed at the color
of it. The scent awaited drinking. Green chilli accompanied it on the
small dish sitting on the tray. He set them down on the leveled
hand-thick rail. Attired in Vinnean form, small collared white shirt
tucked in the waist of brown breeches, he had grown stubble of a
beard beginning the lower half of his face. Shoving back the felt
cloak for dry air to clear the damp warmth inside, he leaned a hand
on the beam-post. If he could forget, he wished to see her once more.
His head hung from thinking and daydreaming. A woman's clearing
throat intruded when he reminisced his home. He straightened to
attend the company, dressed all in plum, headpiece excluded.


"Lady
Isinn."


"Such
a modest address," she said, barely grinning with her polite
smile, her voice accented with woody lisp.


"You
are royal. I'd rather not impose." His speech mannered, though
the accent carried a choppy lilt as imbued to the tongue of a
desert-bred.


"Perhaps
for humor, you might." She tossed her unveiled hair.


He
was abashed. "Beauty binds trouble, they always say."


"Who
are they?"


"The
elders of my clan, Lady." His grin came, though etched with a
sadness. It was in his eyes held dull, no mirth to the black jewels
of his irises.


"You
are well in politeness." She nodded, intrigued with curiosity.
"If only all men are like you."


"Then,
it is a most boring world you speak. No woman can endure my seemingly
ascetic nature."


"Seemingly,
prince?" He nodded, grin shrunken to a small smile. "Or
rather, she suffers a devoted heart?"


"I
prefer it."


She
hemmed a giggle. "If my...mine were so included." She
picked up a chilli and placed it in her mouth. The spice gave color
to her winter-chilled face. She leaned against the rail with her
seat. "Not a reply from Falshire to your news."


"How
long now?"


"Over
a season. My brother did believe you, though he admonishes distrust."


"I
understand."


She
glanced up to him. "All the more to your refrain." Her
voice posed an inviting question.


He
snatched his attention to somewhere else. "I wouldn't touch the
subject. Women have a fear. I know too well of its danger."


"Have
you a heart ever?"


He
peered at her pensively a few moments, then away beyond the view of
rooftops. Stepping toward the rail set distance between them.
Separated by the beam-post, he settled a palm on the horizontal
structure. The other rested on his chest. He exhaled, breathing over
it outcast by the act.


"I
did. Once."


"What...became
of it?"


His
eyes moved, contemplating, then hardened. "Desecration."
The bitterness alarmed his curious companion to a degree, but he
ignored her abhorred silence. A tapping touched the tray. He breathed
to free his oppressed lungs. "The wine is for me," he said,
reverted to the initial calm.


"Then,
take it."


"It
serves ill company. I'd rather drink in private."


"May
I ask another question?"


"I
will answer it."


"How
old are you?"


He
chagrinned, eyes squinting with humor. A chewing in his lips before
he covered his mouth. His hand replaced over his chest again. "I'm
young. But I try, Lady. For the sake of it, I serve."


"Sanctify
priesthood," awe occupied her voice.


"As
you say." His lips tightened, stifling the smile.


"But...."
she reserved from evocation. "Encumbersome."


His
face turned toward her. A sardonic brow arched, despite the smile.
"Responsibility of a dying breed. How would you serve?"


"I'd---"


A
chain of hollers intervened her answer. To the right end of the view,
a figure seeming in lavender skipped atop the roof of the main
entryway. The doors opened inward as a score of guards scattered
through in chase. The escapist harried taunts, kicking shingles at
them. She nimbly bound acrobatics to the next level for more antics.
The guards cried and ordered helplessly below raising spears in
threat, but none affected her.


Legran
leaned forward, joining the commotion over a possible spy. There was
no recognition of the being so tiny in the distance. It was an
obvious woman setting trained men on a rampage. He could lend aid.
With little thought, he stepped onto the rail, neglecting the alarmed
cry beside him. Landing on the balcony below was easy. From there, he
perfomed his jump to reach the arch abridged to the entrance wall. He
tight-walked on the narrow runway to cross midway, only his plan to
cut off the spy's path was dismissed, because she imitated his act
tiptoeing on an arch eight or nine beams west from him. A brave one,
unafraid of the heights as she balanced across toward the lowest
balcony. He retraced his steps back to his end. Sprinting fast much
like a raver on the rail, his temper arose to the chase as he rushed
forward.


The
guards had gathered uniformly this time. Now, distance-weapons were
ready at hand. Arrows, stone ropes, and javelins. They had not
launched offense, because the acrobatic spy was wanted alive. If she
should fall, tragedy justified nothing nor the means. They began to
set ladders to climb up after her, a time consuming tact. Legran
undid his cloak spotting a convenient hanging ledge on his left. He
launched himself, feet bounced on it, body rolled somersaulting three
rounds, and landed on the next balcony. Almost into his primal
health, in the past season, he had grown dramatically, grateful for
the use of long limbering legs that ran swiftly. The target ahead,
still on the arch nearing the rail, did not see him, too busy sniping
down the crowd and fully aware of the ladder-climbers' gaining
pursuit. An advantage Legran very much appreciated, but soon lost its
value as a net stretched out below. He cursed explicitly that the
guards had no wit. Arrows whizzed either side of the arch-walker. She
dodged them the best she could, back-stepping from the rail a few
strides away.


Legran
could see her struggling. She surprised him, however, performing
handsprings on the narrow runway. Three, four, even five at great
ease, except at the end, her shoulders were rising and falling as she
caught her breath. Body sidewise, she avoided the next set of arrows
aimed purposely straight upward. Not chancing the wait of their drop,
she sprinted quickly toward the balcony again. By now, he had reached
the perpendicularity, a couple of strides in distance, but he was
fast enough. A glance at the cloak in his arm, a mild dismay twinged
in him, he spread it in mid-step as he pushed forward catching the
spy offguard just as her foot made ready to step down.


He
overdid his tackle, lost surefooting, bodily bound to his captive,
and both plunged into the fall off the rail. The net only unshocked
the impact, but she undid the pain of the fall, smashing the basket
that cushioned beneath her. He rolled away quickly, afraid his weight
on her would break her ribs. The guards surrounding them set spear
points ready. On the rise, the covered being fought to unblind
herself, a whip lashing about wildly. Legran hunched alertly, waited
for opportunity, saw it, and pounced onto her, but missed. His arms
caught the body midway in the same instant, the cloak's hem fell to
reveal bronze hair and dark creme skin.


Hostile
grey eyes cornered in regard, no recognition familiarized the
meeting. As he released his hold, backing away wide-eyed, slack jawed
and senseless, she elbowed his face. The guards shoved spear points
threateningly. Left arm rotated, rending the cloak into whirling
shield, right arm slacking with leather in hand, she taunted attacks.
Her voice snapped and snarled. In the mean while, Legran sprang to
his feet, helped by a couple of arms behind him. He shrugged them
off. Eyes snatched at the ground, reactive to contingent capture of
the wilder.


"The
net, " he cried. "Raise the net!"


The
woman heard, too, as she somersaulted for a path to escape, whip
thrashing sidewise. She landed on a guard's shoulders, cardwheeled
hand-tucked style leftward out of the ring of crowd, and started to
break into run. As if formation back-fired her advantage, the guards
retreated a few steps, the ones on Legran's side groped the net-ends
and threw upward, coming down looping the other side's spears that
dropped flat to the floor. Dozens feet stomped them to place. The
captive, still spirited, struggled between the weaves of rope. The
guards gathered and dragged the burden across the yard. Staffs
smacked down at the struggling target, beating the arms and legs.
Yelps of pain cried out.


"No,
stop!" Legran bellowed.


They
didn't heed his command. He chased after the whole crowd, fisted a
couple of bodies to cut through, and threw himself forward to shield
the blows. The attackers receded their launch. Silence overruled the
court, save the gasping victim beneath the uncloaked prince. They
backed minimally, watching in awe and suspicion, still alert in case
the spy would start tricks. Legran probed the holes in the net,
peering in for the face. He found it half-hidden in hair, a wide eye
staring back. Without breath, not a trace of sympathy, he stood
releasing her.


"Get
up," he said, plain and short to the point.


The
pile stirred, rolled stagnantly, but rose to her feet. After some
tugging and kicking, the net fell to her freedom. Her straight-laced
eyes held him, confronted challenge. No combat, though. The silence
developed truce, somehow. She was still rasping for breath, shoulders
rose and fell, while hands kneading the pain on her arms.


"Are
you going to run?" It was not a question, more like a challenge.
But his tone affected her none. She was a stranger, dressed
different, attitude and personage of another. Her eyes leered across,
wary of the troops around them. She was smart, credible intelligence
that she restrained from the attempt to attack him. He mocked a tired
sigh, gesturing a hand forward. "Escort her to trial." He
locked a stern gaze at her, warning that methods would perform if she
didn't cooperate.


Two
spearmen groped her arms. She immediately writhed out of their hands.
They attempted again, and she resisted in the same fashion, after
which they stood awaiting a higher decision. Legran breathed under
exhale as he stepped forward. She didn't run. Instead, remaining in
place, challenged him with an indignant stare. His grip above her
elbow resulted a response. He wasn't quite sure what type it was.
Non-sexual, but a definite jolt tingling in his arm. One thing was
for sure: she was not Stone Bird, not in soul at all that he knew.


"Move."
His voice treated her admirably. Quiet. Stern.


She
stiffened, then reluctantly complied to his guide. Under his custody,
she was taken directly through an extensive dimly-lit hall, down
several flights of stairs into a cell. He was polite enough to
gesture for her entrance. Whether he realized or not, his eyes never
left her, held steady upon her with intensity, while his hands wound
chains between the cell-bars and locked them. It was essentially a
non-modest stare. She hardly cared. 






Chapter 35


Hours
passed. Legran sat in a chair straight across from the cell. Elbows
on knees and hands laced together, he was hunching in his seat gazing
at the prisoner seemingly like his strange dream, but by all physical
appearance of a distinguished familiar past. This woman walked around
in the limited square as if it was a hall or new place to explore.
Checking on the wood here, picking at a splint there, kicking the dry
weeds to corner, sometimes, toeing to see what soil lay underneath,
and glanced at the chains a few times. She might or would pick the
lock if she had the chance. Constantly moving out of nervousness. So
desperately different from the other image, calm and broodful,
calculating, immobile. And ironically alike, the quiet mute.


He
would much prefer to get up and leave, but not a part of him was
willing to do it. Her unperturbed nature attracted him, even if she
barely showed him the light of day. His lips warred to be tugged
apart. Another glance, this time her eyes darted and chin perky. How
spiteful, he noted wryly. One other thing that struck him was the
lack of cedar. Its scent. Could his loneliness be contributing this
astranged sense of hope that she was more than what she appeared? She
started to stroke the tail of her braid. The bronze lashed lids
raised and lowered in daydream.


This
was madness, Legran heard himself in his head. Not long a while back,
he beat a woman prospected in her image. One that tried to seduce
him---for whatever reason he didn't know. How about this one? Would
he fall trap to this one? But she could fight. Her method was
different, though. Dressed different. Acted different. Carried
herself semi-different. And this one didn't seduce him. Back to
square one.


What
happened?!!


Answerless.
None, not a reply came. A fear ran over him, almost exciting in its
raid of his heart. It, breaking and throwing, taunted him with a
dare. Courage of a boy all over again milling inside him cursed his
thoughts, convicted his mind. He ground his teeth. This madness had
to stop. For five long, lonely seasons, he had done what was
impossible. He had purged his feelings for her. Some occasions that
lasted weeks, he even forgot about her. Always on the constant, the
curse called love drew him back. Without her, the effort eased with
the help of time. And now, all that work, its foundated system,
shattered.


He
bit again, quietly. This was unfair, Goddess. Why couldn't his life
be left alone? He's done his part, kept his side of the agreement,
made his bargain. Why! Forbearance left him behind to face reality.
He rose to his feet and began to walk over to the cell.


At
his approach, she averted attention quickly. Her partially curious,
wary stare mocked him. She assumed no plea nor a slight recognition
of his identity. Those hooded cold stones for eyes regarded him,
while the hands continued stroking her tail. She shifted to sniff off
his quietness. The lids lowered over the lenses and raised again. The
chin perched on an angle. Pink, unpainted, lips curled serpentine as
she chewed at something inside. The stony stare had turned to full
curiosity like that of an inquiry.


What
should he say? Before the questions, would he dare ask? Would he dare
speak to her from the voice of a grave? Stone Bird. Did she even hear
him? How his heart skipped in beat to the name. Even the thought of
it blasted him with fear. Oh, Stone Bird, Guardian-Regent of Tarenne.
A title revered and cherished, but useless in a fallen kingdom robbed
of honor. What was life without honor had it not been held back by
the bitter of revenge? Vengeance was justice in waiting. His hands
settled on the chains that bound the cell. He watched her eyes
flicker, anticipating freedom. But the initial moment for that hope
faded as he remained still. His intent was to ask a question, not to
set her free.


He
raised his posture, ready to utter the beginning of the sentence when
footsteps echoed from down the hall. Torchlight increased, emitting
light over shadows. Entered a dozen liveried guards. Legran heard
clinks in their movements. He stepped back, hands spanned to his
side. They took precaution to muffle chainmail beneath the liveries.
A pointless prejudice, he thought. She was harmless, he was thinking
while they freed the lock and chains. She came calmly, respected. Two
guards took lead to guide the way; the rest accompanied from behind.


"Lord
Trahu summoned trial, Prince Legran," said one of the two
guiders. "Shall you accompany witness?"


"I
will come," he answered.


The
party set out, marching through the halls and stairs. The trip hardly
carved memorable to Legran's mind as they trooped across a bridged
pathway to the main hall, where eight high backed chairs lined either
side of a gold-bordered red carpet. At the end of the carpet were
three steps to a platform where a throne, small in structure, was
seated by a man attired in fineries blended of black and deep-stone
blue. Gold decked the clasps of his cloak. His boots had blunt soles
laced with leather dyed black to match the suede. He threw his
mantle's frontal flap over his knees out of modesty when they
approached the out edge of the carpet.


Legran
took the first seat on the right, the one where he was most visible
to Trahu. The captive was guided to a halt. Then, the guards left in
uniform of two parallels. This was a private session, unopened to the
public. As for threats, well, Legran was equipped to put the captive
at bay. The message of the incident---capture---had traveled to
Trahu's ears. He arranged this meeting. He cleared his throat.


"Who
are you to have trespassed my house?"


The
woman gripped her braid. She had downcast eyes that wandered to the
empty side of this chamber, but no answer uttered. Tension evidenced
the darkened expression that overtook her pale face. Again, Lord
Trahu demanded his question.


"Who
are you?...State your name, " he commanded, catching out of the
corner of his eyes Legran jumping in his seat. Trahu suspected the
connection between the two.


"Who
are you?" He repeated for the final time, losing his patience.


"I
don't know," came a reply from a voice too sweet for a face so
stiff.


He
relaxed, nodding slightly in the fact that she could speak. Plain
speech, for that matter. Sitting a bit straighter in his seat, he
began again. "Then, where do you come from?"


"I
don't know."


"How
have you come here?"


"I
don't know."


"Why?!"


"I
don't know. I don't know." She had grown crossed, tugging
ferociously at her braid.


Legran
restrained himself from escaping his seat. His hands gripped the arm
and his knee. He watched for this scene to play itself further.


The
stranger fell to her knees. She reached over her back and pulled the
burden toward her, ducking under the bind to release herself. As soon
as the wicker was placed on the floor, she opened one end and
produced a bundle. Unknotted the fabric, she presented a rectangular
box and a map. Within the box, she picked up the white log instrument
known to be a flute with its six chiseled holes. She held it with
both hands praised in mid-air.


Trahu
could not hide his astonishment. He stepped off the platform and
walked forward. One touch of the smooth carven rod, his thumb barely
brushed her skin, he had to investigate the meaning of this mystery.
The woman stared at him, wide-eyed, unafraid, reserved with a slight
hint of curiosity. He reached down to hold her elbow, then lifted it,
guiding her to rise. She stood, eyes still affixed.


"I
can give you a name," he said, "if you would allow me."
A mild curious glare replied. He smiled mentally.


"I
can find one myself," she said.


"Very
well. In the meantime, you are a servant here as given from Hu'Lani.
Do you understand?"


"No!"
She backed away. "I'm no servant!" She swung off his hold.
"I'm no servant. I'm not a mute. I'm no servant...." Her
voice pitched into screams. A paleness had washed her face. In her
backward stumble, she fell. Legran ran to her side. "I don't
know! I don't know anything. I don't...." She clutched her head
in pain, a palm dipping her eye.


He
reached around her body and held her as faint conquered. She fell
toward him. He relented to admitting his care as he started to finger
her cheek. Her voice was too much the resemblance of the one he knew.


"She
fainted, " he said quietly, eyes never left her. 






Chapter 36


Legran
paced forward in the hall, changed his mind, turned and walked a few
steps, then turned to the original direction. His mind was as
indecisive as the waves of an ocean, directionless and calm. A
forward stride. Should he enter? Knock first? Another step. Should he
ask? Or shouldn't he try at all? A third step. Perhaps he would come
later? This was not the time to intrude. He pivoted
one-hundred-eighty degrees and started to walk away. Only at
precisely the fifth pace, he had turned around again, curiosity
outweighed his argument at reason. He needed to know. He didn't just
want to know the woman thin and ragged from exhaustion, the one
plagued of fear, the one living behind that door only a corridor
away. She was important. She held the key to all answers that were
locked away.


But
the nagging voice tried to reason his decline at visitation. She's
not Stone Bird. A very strong argument, he admitted. She didn't know
him. Remember the encounter in the courtyard? Not a trace of
recognition. She didn't even know her name. He started to walk away.
These facts were discouraging. He hated this doubtfulness. It made
him a hen-maid, which amounted a flattering critique to his manhood.
When he was younger, only a couple years ago, he thought he knew what
he wanted. He had his goals, but everything shattered. Broken pieces
needed mending. Emotion started crawling to his eyes.


He
stopped at an air vent, a square block removed from the wall to let
breeze from the outside in. Resting his arms on the sill, he leaned
forward and breathed cool, refreshing air, filling his aching chest.
Thinking had always hurt this way, but not this much. All those
years....he sighed. He repressed his feelings in childhood. His
attempt was admirable, he noted wryly. Any more of that, he could die
before his time. The daydreams saved him. He was glad for them. He
used to daydream many things. A smile began his lips. Most of them
included Stone Bird. They could be painted onto tapestries and told
as stories. A fine collection of adventures, glorious light
victorious over enemies, and even romance. But they were all fantasy,
a childish craze...that later turned obsession. He grew somber again
and headed for a walk down the hall.


He
found himself wandering on the parapet across from her balcony . The
curtains were racked, providing a straight view into her bed. He saw
a couple of heads bobbing behind the miniature wall. Color crimsoned
his face as he averted attention somewhere else, pretending a
quick-paced walk. The silhouette of her getting into a width of
material burned in his mind. He'd ruined it all. The morning after,
and he had to be impatient enough to come so early in the morning.
But he didn't knock and intrude in the middle of her clothing
session. A small credit, he accepted reluctantly.


"---Legran,
I say, hello--o, Prince Legran," a woman's voice wooed his ears.


He
searched, finding the source down below. Lady Isinn lowered her hands
from trumpeting around her mouth, smiling her plum-red painted lips
and batting her violet shadowed eyes. She was dressed in a full
purple dress with cut-laced white and purple sleeves. The collar was
straight, left plain to carry an opal strung on gold. Out of
politeness, he waved awkwardly. Then, he was stuck. He couldn't
decide to leave or stay on the spot. But he chose hastily for the
first option.


"What
are you doing up there?"


Oh,
no, he groaned internally. He faced her and replied: "I was
walking."


"I'm
sorry, I couldn't, " raising a hand to her ear, "hear you,
" she called back.


She
did too hear him. "I said," he hollered a tone louder than
before, "I was walking?"


"Well,
then, come down here and walk with me in the garden."


"I'm
tired of walking. Another day, perhaps!"


"Uh-hu-hm,
" she nodded, smiling smugly with that wicked grin of knowledge.


A
couple people chased the peripheral of his eye. He looked and was
embarrassed beyond the price of death. The maid and the woman
stranger were both watching him from the edge of their balcony. Any
number of crowd could do the same thing without shaking his
confidence, but only one woman would intimidate him. He crimsoned
hotly and strode swiftly away. Laughs echoed behind his ears.


He
went into the arch of the next building. After the initial moments of
adjusting his eyes, he thought of breakfast and made out for the
scullery. A man came toward him from the opposite direction. His luck
had run in with the worst today. Surprise guarded Trahu's face for an
instant, then his expression became pleasant. He nodded their
meeting. Legran smiled, running a scant look at his attire, dressed
for a good outing, and the sublimed intention of an occasion. Small
ruffled-collared shirt, a clean-stitched wool jacket over riding
suede pants. The sleeves of the shirt had flat pearl buttons. And the
boots were brand new. How convenient that the stables were on this
side of the extension building, Legran thought dryly. His right brow
arched and dropped.


The
man cleared his throat through his fist. "You don't look half
bad yourself," he said. Another hem in his throat.


He
merely stated the reality. Legran adjusted his stance, folding his
arms. He had hidden himself in cotton, leather, and a lengthy maroon
cloak,which needed to be thrown over his shoulders to reveal the
white sleeves and ruffled cuffs. "Well, um, how about
breakfast?" He didn't have a scratchy throat and had no need to
clear it.


"Yes."


"Good."


They
both nodded. The coincidence hardly triggered a war, nor had it
stalemated a truce. The two competitors walked stiffly side by side
down the narrow stairs. In the silence of words and the plotting of
footsteps, Trahu broke conversation simply out of curiosity.


"My
sister takes notice----"


"Lady
Isinn is too kind, " Legran interrupted.


"She
cares," Trahu said.


Legran
thought momentarily, and nodded once. "I suppose apparently she
does." Pause. "Are you so determined to deter me from
competing?"


Trahu
smiled thinly. "I have more to offer her."


"Such
as?" Legran cocked his head to face the staring man. "If
I'm to retreat, I should know how well you'll treat her. Is it your
heart? Or is it possession out of desire?"


"She
would have this castle to live in and all that comes with it."


Legran
was nodding minutely acknowledging the empty answer. He distrusted
this man. "But this is neither yours or mine to choose. She will
choose one of us."


"I
intend to have that in my favor."


"As
you like, but I'm not letting her go either."


"You
seem to know things about her."


"No..."
shaking his head, calculating. "She's not someone I met all my
life."


"What
happened to this...someone?"


Legran's
eyes raised. "She died." He blinked once, exhaling a slow
breath. "I suppose."


Trahu's
brows furrowed curiously. They had stopped at the foot of the stairs.
"What is the connection?"


"She
looks exactly alike the other."


This
time, the turn was for Trahu to sigh tersely. "You can't base
judgment of the present on the past. They're two different people."


"They're
two alike."


"You're
looking for something that isn't there."


"And
what are you looking for in all of this?"


The
older man set his jaws before answering. "I will have her. You
are in my path."


"If
you even dare the slightest thought of dishonoring her, I will stop
you. More than that, I'll take your head."


"Oh,
would you? A small man with big threats."


Legran
smiled, eyes dancing wickedly. "I'm a very small man. Would you
wager your life so carelessly? I, on the other hand, have nothing to
lose."


A
snort from the other, seeming to brush off those words, a hand
resting on the bust of the rail. "And how would you have her?
What if she chooses none."


"I
wait."


"Love
at a distance? That's so ...boring."


"It
is my heart that's given freely. I'd rather see her happy and well
than confining her to misery."


"You
really do love her," awe and admiration intoned.


The
smile shrank as Legran breathed averting his eyes to around him. He
started to brood, but stopped his breath, a hand on his chest. "It
seems," inhaling a small breath, "I only know one thing.
For its price, I'd sacrifice everything."


"I
see...." Trahu straightened. "I will court her, you know
that." The young man merely stared. "But I won't shorten
your chances with her. It is up to her to choose."


With
that, Trahu left him at the stairs. The lord's walk was full of stiff
strides. Legran hardly cared for the man's feelings. He was lost in
his misery to do anything else other than brooding in self-pity. 






Chapter 37


"Why
am I called lady?" The stranger was absolutely innocent and
ravishing in her silk embroidered gowns. The plum fabric really
brought out the contrast of her pale skin to his hair. Rhinestones
ornamented her crown and earlobes. Armlets of gold ringed her
forearms to keep the sleeves in place. The shoes were thin suede
stitched finely to the soles.


"Because
you are of royalty. You must be, my Lady, for my Lord to order full
service in attendance, " the girl replied.


"I
need a name." She faced the mirror, resting her chin on an
upraised arm


The
servant was quiet and slightly wide in the eyes. "My Lord
offered to give one."


"No,
no, " shaking her head, jiggling the lobe chains, "I don't
want to have his name." She turned from the mirror. "You
can't suggest any."


"Well....my
Lady. I'm merely servant. I can't do such a thing. I...."


"You
are not a servant to me." A genuine smile with her light eyes
tried to ease the girl's tension. "But you probably report
everything to your Lord Trahu. Or gossip about me to your other
friends."


Anymore
gaping, the servant's jaw could've fallen off. "I have not,"
she was gasping in denial. "I'd never do such a-a....thing."


The
lady was smiling obviously the opposite fact. "If you say so. I
know you have, " a wink. "I don't mind." She resumed
with the mirror, and began taking off the ornaments. "People
need to talk, or they lose the words. Even a witless piece of no-name
knows that."


"I
never said those exact words, my Lady."


"So
you do admit to gossiping about me."


"But
you just said...my Lady, I---"


"Oh,
relax---x." She resumed pulling at the pins in her bronze hair.
"I hate these heavy things. How can anyone stand them?"


"But
it's finery."


"How
quaint," her voice became saucy. "I don't see why feathers
wouldn't do. Ouch! There goes my hair."


"May
I help?"


"Yes,
please."


"You're
a kind woman."


"Why
wouldn't I be?"


The
girl giggled, while her small hands removed the tangle deftly. "Lady
Isinn usually picks at perfections."


"I
don't like fancy things for myself."


"Perhaps,
your preference for plain humbles my service."


"You're
not my servant," she wrinkled in thought, "What was your
name?"


"Vespa,
my Lady."


"Right,
Vespa." She nodded in memorizing it. A sigh of boredom as she
adjusted in her seat. "I wish I had a friend who knows me."


"I
will serve you well, my Lady."


"No,
I offer friendship, not work."


"You
might have one already." Vespa was smiling widely, dark eyes
secretive in their gleam.


"Oh?"


"I'm
not the friend. But you must know Lord Trahu's intentions."


"Oh....Does
he treat his servants well?"


"Yes.
Why?"


"He
said I am a servant."


"My
Lady!"


A
frown sagged the woman's painted lips. "I don't know what I am,
but I'm not that for sure. Vespa, I'm not devaluing you. I don't want
to be told or taken in any way."


"I
understand, my Lady."


"Is
there anything to eat?" she arose from the middle of the hands'
work. "No, leave them the way they are. I don't care."


"But
you're half-dressed if I don't put things in place."


"Really?"


"It
is considered as that here."


"What
if I take all of them off?"


"Then,
it would be untidy."


"And
if I braid my hair?"


"Now,
that's acceptable... to a certain extent."


A
shaking of the head and a sigh. "You people need more
tolerance." She started plucking off the stones. "I really
need something to eat. And I mean, I can devour a horse."


"I
will bring up a platter."


"I'm
not to leave this room?"


"It
would be soon. I attend personally." Vespa was nervous in the
eyes. She stood still waiting for permission to leave.


"Go.
And find some fried poultry. I have a distinct craving for spice."


The
door closed with a sound. She counted the steps, and began again to
thirty. Putting her ear to the wall, she listened to reassure that
the servant was gone far from the hall. The door opened slowly.
Carefully, she craned her head through the crack. The left side of
the hall was empty. The right corridor was desolate, absolutely
hollow and safe for her opportunity to sneak out. She picked up her
dress and stepped out, closing the door quietly behind.


Her
heart was skipping in the thrill of mischief, not that she was up to
any. Tiptoeing down the corridor, she found her better chances at
scouting. There were huge tapestries hanging on the walls. A few had
interesting designs, squares and lines trailing in borders. She
didn't look at them long enough, trying to find the way out of the
place as soon as possible. A stair's rail flagged ahead. She moved
quickly toward it. At the head of the staircase, she probed left and
right before descending.


The
steps were steep. Her dress was long. She had to gather up the length
several times to walk without tripping on the hem. The flight after
was short to the lower floor. She needed to get to the foyer in order
to go anywhere. This was a short-cut to the main stairs, she
discovered as she reached the end. She looked down the hundred steps.
A long enduring path she didn't want to waste energy on. Looking
around her to be sure she was alone, eyes rolling sidewise, she
leaned her hip above the askew polished rail and sat her weight on
it. Wind blew at her face, whirring past her ears as speed took her
in. Her glee whistled in the empty lobby. The best part was, no one
was there to care. Off she landed on her feet. She even turned around
to pat the rail's curl-end.


One
other great thing was convenience to her luck. A man-height window
beckoned for her with its sunlight. She went toward its brilliance
and looked out into a beautiful day. There was a a clearing outside
behind the planted trees. The scent of eucalyptus spiced her nose.
She breathed greatly. Right foot lifted settling on the sill, hauling
her weight upward. She stood to the side, glancing behind her once
and began climbing down, reaching her footing on the crevices of the
wall beneath the dry old creepers. The stems had thickened tough over
the years. She tugged at them to test the grain, if it was strong
enough to carry her weight. It held. So far, so good. She latched
herself onto the ledge. Only one story down, she told herself to be
easy and calm. Lowering one step, hands groping at leathery ropes, a
foot toeing for the next crevice, she held a breath, biting in the
tenacity of the search. She just hoped the roses caught her if
anything should happen. A few steps down without problems. And how
did she decided on this route? Better than running into Vespa in the
hall somewhere, she supposed. After all, she was sneaking out. A
snort appreciated that point. She groped for a low snag, bending her
leg.


"Goddess,
what are you doing?"!" a voice shouted from below. She
froze. "You can't put nutmeg in carrot stew," the husked
woman voice cried. She sounded fat and grouchy. "The Lord has
specific instructions to prepare feast. And you put nutmeg in---"


"It's
not nutmeg!" came a shrill reply. "I'm telling you, stew
should have chilli."


"What!
Chilli!" abhorred. "I'm the cook, Daxim. You're the
apprentice."


"But
Nane---"


"No,
no, no. Absolutely not."


"Only
a touch of flavor would bring out the taste---"


"I
said, no. Get away, you silly girl." A towel snapped. "Get,
get, get, go or I'll beat some senses into you."


"Nane!"
Daxim's plea was pure annoyance. Her cries were put to rest as Nane
chased her off. The voices died after a door's shutting.


Not
a moment too soon when the vine detached. That was not as bad as the
breaking. The climber cried in her fall, cut short at the instant her
bottom landed on a bushel of thorns. She shot upright, slapping the
picks off her dress. And the damage? She shook her sheepish head, and
rushed out of there swifter than a rabbit.


Could
she really be this lucky? No one was after her yet. She latched
herself to a tree, peeking back at the castle. She was out. She was
really out! The sweet air was so good. The escape so brilliant, she
rejoiced beyond happiness. She laughed, galloping wildly. And fell on
her knees. But she was too elated to have a fall spoil her mood.
Picking herself up, she set out for the clearing.


Past
the trees and over lengths of grass, she sped, not caring how her
dress snagged and ragged. The sun was glorious at noon heat. Winds
broke around every turn. She huffed to compensate her tired lungs.
Then, she had to spin with upraised arms to present her appreciation
for the wildness. A pair of clapping hands interrupted her joy. Her
arms fell slowly as she watched the approaching man. He knew her, but
she had blanked in thought to realize who he was. Smiling, eyes
attentive, the golden-crowned visitor strode nearer. The applause
ceased when he stood a mere step away.


"Hello,"
he said to the living statue breathing in gasps. He held an elbow
fingering his chin as he surveyed her attire. "Impressive,"
he remarked, circling her. When complete, he met her face to face.
"Does it hurt anymore?" lifting her hand, trailing his own
over the arm.


"No,
" she answered.


Yellow
eyes regarded solemnly. "Don't lie to me." She was empty of
thoughts and conscience, transient to his words. "You know I can
hear inside you."


"Yes,"
she amended her answer.


"How
did you come out here?"


"I
snuck out against Lord's orders."


"Oh,"
he mused. "I didn't think you were that attractive, but even I
fell for you." He chuckled, stopping from the interruption of
shods drumming the earth. "Looks like they found you out."


Trahu
reined in abruptly a few strides distance from them. A few guards
unhorsed in attendance, but they were careful not to unwisely attack
the visitor and the woman. Dregin dropped her hand quickly. Lord
Trahu nudged his steed forward toward them. He saw the evident
affair, but there was no need to mention it. A quaint grin broke his
face.


"Third
Prince, I did not anticipate your visit. When have you came?"


"Only
yesterday, Lord Trahu."


"Then,
you have heard my news."


"I
might have, " Dregin replied slowly.


"Shall
we discuss the details?" Trahu suspected the hesitation, but
this was not the time for the grave matter. "I see you've met my
Lady."


"She
seems to be a visitor."


"Yes.
My Lady, a banquet awaits. Did Vespa neglect your meal?"


"No,
" she said politely, even smiled. "I...had to..take a walk.
I didn't think she would miss me at my liberty."


"I
see." Trahu extended his arm. "Come, I will escort you."


She
chuckled nervously, unsure of how to decline his offer. "Perhaps,
I ...uh."


"Perhaps
you'd rather walk to exercise your health, " Dregin hinted.


"Yes!"
She smiled widely. "Yes, I would. Thank you, Dregin."


"May
I join you?" He bowed graciously.


"I
appreciate your offer, but you've traveled recently. Surely,
tiredness is in your agenda."


He
chagrinned slyly. "I meant the banquet."


"It
is not mine. Would you," turning toward Trahu, "be inviting
another guest, Lord Trahu?"


"Yes,
do attend, Dregin," Trahu said. "You are welcomed."
There was profound hostility, obvious where Trahu's loyalty lay.
"Isinn would be glad to see you again."


Third
Prince nodded; his smile had shrank modestly. Lord Trahu gestured
supply of a horse for him. He hitched onto the saddle of the palomino
gelding. With ease, the animal followed his rein command edging
toward the woman. She backed a couple of steps, nervous of both man
and beast. Dregin leaned forward to speak in confidence for her ears
only.


"You've
had enough exercise for one day. Go get a horse."


"I
can walk," she said. "A few feet from the animals would be
nice."


"You're
not telling me you're afraid of something as tame as a horse...are
you?"


She
smiled, grunted sourly. "Really, I can walk."


He
nodded understanding and let fall the subject, guiding the gelding
away to join path with Trahu. The two men lacked friendship, though
familiarity had roots from years back. The Vinnean guards trailed
last directly behind the woman, whose disappointed expression set her
head to hang. She began fidgeting with some of her hair in the long
journey back. When she came out, it definitely felt more
pleasant...and short. The boredom also contributed to its length. She
thought she'd rather fall into a bottomless pit than to go such a
long way. Dregin turned a quick look at her. She curtsied with a
smile, wrinkling her nose. No, she didn't really mean it that way.


Probably
not, his thought processed in her skull. She giggled despite herself.
The guards were watching, came the warning. She straightened and
walked stiffly. A sensuality invaded her body. She almost floated in
embarrassment. That was what she got for not wearing a cloak and
walking so seductively in front of two awfully attention-starved men.
She swallowed, reddening.


This
was madness. She glanced behind her to confirm. The two foremost
guards had a knocking gaze, clever eyes gleeful. She turned quickly,
wary of all around. They were just looking. No harm done. She started
to fidget tenaciously with her hair, her strides quickening.


Now,
they think you're a happy friend...if they're lucky.


I
don't think so.


Walk
calmly. Ignore them.


Why
are they thinking that way? Don't they have women around here? Or do
they butcher their daughters?


Dregin's
laughters rang inside her ears with echoes. I think they don't
consider you royal. You didn't tell them.


That
I'm married? Well, I sort of forgot.


A
mild humor flashed through her mind. Any chance we can be happy
friends?


She
grinned widely. If I find my husband and he's ugly, gladly.


That
greatly amused him. He shifted in his saddle and coughed. Well, you
are pleasant to look at. He turned to act on that comment shortly,
then resumed his ride. Trahu turned curiously, but said nothing,
although he cleared his throat a few times. He seems to want you as a
wife.


Him?
Oh no, I'd rather not. I'd really, really rather not.


Maybe
his rival?


Who's
that?


I
don't know, you tell me. I'm sensing I'm a second inconvenience to
his intentions for you.


Well,
I don't see anybody else. Maybe, he's chasing his own shadow.


In
any case, don't bed anyone unless you know for sure.


Know
for sure what?


A
grid locked her out of his mind. He hid himself for some moments, but
opened the channel again, not as wide as before. The reservation was
so strong, its shield guarded prominently. I meant you share yourself
to the one you can trust your soul to.








Oh,
I know that.


No,
you and I and one other that I know of cannot live promiscuous lives.


But
that time you----


I
was teasing. I wouldn't have put that scene in your head if I knew
you could do this. His net bent enclosing himself into a sphere,
letting her wave of fiery shield around him. The gold and orange
glowing wall heated his mind, encompassing closer. Stop. Stop. You're
scorching me. I'm not right for you. His net unfurled again, a
translucent shield of silver and specks of blue-purple. You need
someone who can handle a burn or two.


And
your invitations?


Live
with me long enough, you'll know I appreciate you for a reason.


Do
I really remind you----Oh, no, you don't! Her wall twisted into ropes
of fire lassoing the essence of his mind. He slipped out of the
noose, but it transformed into a hand and closed in on the sphere.


I
wasn't doing anything.


Ah
huh, and you can be so innocent. Give it back.


Give
what back?


Whatever
it was you stole from me just now.


I
can't do it with you holding me. She took a moment before releasing
him. A crucial mistake. He laughed to his freedom and created a damp
field.


You---


He
shrugged behind the condescending blocks, a young robust image
smirking at her. I'm not giving it back. He stepped back to her
advancing fire.


I
want it back.


You
don't need it.


It's
not fair!


No.
He was adamant about keeping the item.


It's
from my head.


I
put it there, I can take it back.


Give
it back.


No,
came a stern tone.


You
gave it to me.


And
I took it back. Please don't hit. You don't want them to be
suspicious, do you?


Why
should I care?


Because,
your other suitor is watching us from the castle.


She
tipped on her toes to squint ahead of the two riders. A gathering was
waiting. The man had shaved, but his tawny complexion and unbraided
hair could not escape her recognition of the captor. His transfixed
eyes sent her stomach a queasy feeling. Everyone else was dismissed.
He's young.


Dregin's
lips curled into a saucy grin. He straightened in saddle. Maybe he's
your type. He ducked mentally to avoid the fire whirring past.
Laughing, he folded his guard. No further hints were given.


Do
you know something about him?


What
are you saying? She sent him an emotion. Oh, no, I only do women. I
can't probe a man.


But
I don't know how to do it. You can frisk him quickly and tell me
about it.


My
wife will put a poor judgment on me. Absolutely not a chance. Why
don't you ask him in person? A quiet low-degree anger refused to
answer. Do you always sneak around things? I don't see fit why I
should do all that work for you.


I
don't even know his name. How am I supposed to talk to him?


A
bad start?


How
did you guess?


I
met my wife the same way. If he's shy, you might want to smile
encouragement.


But
he might take it the wrong way.


I
don't think so. He seems surprised whenever you do. I think he likes
you in the correct sentiments.


Why
him?


I'm
only opening up your options.


She
stretched her lips apart and waved to the man in the crowd. He
unloosed his folded arms, searching beside him surreptitiously.


You're
scaring him. Dregin waved his arm to rescue the situation. The crowd
started to stir.


She
went ahead of the riders for prominence. The party halted at the
entrance. Her captor retreated to hide in the crowd, but not well
enough.


"You
needn't worry, prince." Trahu grinned proudly. "I met her
wandering in the field."


"I
trusted so," the youth replied pleasantly. "She belongs to
the open sky."


"Rather
baiting with words," Dregin muttered under his breath.


Trahu
glanced at the rider beside him. He extended an arm for the
introduction. "And this is Third Prince of Falshire, Dregin."
The named nodded in greeting.


Legran
bowed deeply, one hand over his heart, the other across his back. "A
pleasure, " he said, "Legran of Tarenne will honor
appropriately." His pleasant smile chilled the greeted.


"My
respects as well." Dregin unhorsed himself for modesty. He
unlaced his cloak and placed it onto the woman's shoulders. She
accepted casually, knotting the laces into a bow. When done, she
faced a waiting arm. Surprise diminished momentarily as Dregin's grin
invited the formality. She smiled graciously, placing her palm on his
forearm.


"I
have chosen a name," she said. He blinked, mocking astonishment.
"I would appreciate being addressed, Lady."


"It
suits you."


"Yes,
it does, " Trahu added. After a thought, he unhorsed, too.


Dregin
looked at him abruptly. He purposely gazed at Lady. "And I would
always prefer Dregin in all occasions."


"I
will remember that....Dregin." She batted her eyes, shifting to
face Trahu. "I did say I would find a name."


"My
court's talent," he nodded, humoring her words, "as you
would." His expression became mirth. "My Lady of the
Court." She smiled widely, showing off her teeth. "Come,
the feast is ready. We welcome our guest."


She
bowed and was guided by Lord Trahu and Third Prince Dregin's
companionship. They walked past the crowd. Legran fitted himself
behind them, trailing in front of the guards. He said nothing, and he
wore the expression of nothing, his eyes transfixed on the scandalous
pair. Of course, he had no complaint to charge, though he could have
had a business to speak. Maybe after the banquet. He narrowed his
stare as Dregin placed a hand over Lady's. 






Chapter 38


Dregin
raised his slender-stemmed blue shaded glass to her. Lady returned
the gesture with her own and lowering her chin. Her flushed
complexion, catalyst of the wine, gave her a sweet face. She ate as
much as a horse, but drank in celebacy. A wink sparked one of her
grey eyes.


"You're
not trying to get me drunk, are you?"


"Me?"
he said with disbelief. "I wouldn't think of it!"


"Lady
Isinn, " she began to whisper, leaning over, "might enjoy
the favor."


"Trahu
might talk to you more if I'm gone," he muttered in reply. She
cleared her throat, settling back in her seat. He chuckled, sipping
his wine. "Just where is that love-sick one anyway?"


"Who?"


"The
young prince."


"Oh,"
she sighed critically. "You keep coming back to him."


"You
keep forgetting them both."


"That's,
because you're here...and more interesting."


He
swallowed his wine, thinking to break a frown, but failed. "Well,
when I pass out, don't take advantage of me."


"I
wouldn't dare."


"I
might."


"I'm
sure he would." Trahu leaned an arm on the table between the
two. Alchohol's toxin cologned the area as he exhaled each breath.
"He's known his wife in more ways than a man could."


Lady
fanned the air in front of her. "Maybe, you should sit down."


"Yeah,
maybe I should." His body sagged toward her.


She
cried to his fall. Dregin caught him quickly, pulling him back. The
man sat on him, laughing at her sulking face. She shook her head in
sympathy. Her friend merely watched. He shrugged, not really knowing
how to resolve the situation.


"I
know," she said tersely, then sternly squared Trahu
straight-laced. "You're drunk, Lord Trahu."


"None
at all. Maybe you're blind."


"Of
what? Dregin's my friend."


He
stared widely at her, levering himself to stoop closer. He turned to
look at Dregin, huffing his astonishment, then resumed to face her.
She had no remorse to what she stated. Factual, uncompromised. His
mind had clouded. He hardly cared other people were present. Music
and dancers were bustling about them.


"But
you're Lady of Court, a talent."


"I
don't want to stay. You can't stop me from leaving."


"I'll
announce you outlaw and have you chained."


"Not
while I run."


"He's
got a wife! He'll never leave her for you."


She
slapped him. It was a fast one. He snatched the offensive wrist,
ready to throw his other fist, but another's hand restrained its
wrist. His jaws set, then released. She held his glare with her calm
big eyes. He grunted, frustrated, ripped his arm out of Dregin's
grip, throwing her hand at her. He couldn't win, he realized, so he
walked away.


"I
see why he's a poor choice." Dregin coughed to clear his throat.
He looked over at Lady in brooding. Trying to reassure her, he
squeezed her shoulder gently shaking it a bit with a smile. "Don't
worry about it. Your friend will keep an open eye."


The
quirk to her mouth soured. She reached over and drained her glass.
"Yeah, whatever."


"I
tease. I don't seduce."


"You
flirt." She snickered humorlessly. Still shaken from what just
happened. "Maybe it's a little too much."


He
sighed, releasing her. After filling his glass and drinking from it,
he pondered, then took a drumstick off the pile on the plate in front
of him. "I think, you should be a happy woman. You deserve good
things in life."


"Is
it wrong to have a man for a good friend?"


"Well,
so long as lovers don't stand in the way. Even if it's one you don't
care for." He took a bite.


"You
have it easy."


"Oh,
no." He shook his head chewing on the meat. "You don't know
what I've been through."


"The
reason you avoid home?"


He
stopped chewing to look at her seriously. "Stay out of my head.
The day I teach you anything is the day you have everything. So,
don't even think of running before you can crawl."


"You
did kind of fall for me."


"Maybe
I should stop dreaming of those kisses."


"Maybe."
Right shoulder lifted and dropped. She sighed, resting chin on her
palm upraised on her elbow.


"You
have a strange way with invitations."


"Some
day, Dregin. But not today, and not tonight."


"I
know. Your husband is still at large."


"Quarreling
with you, " she snickered. "You might be him for all I
know."


"You
would wish to be that lucky."


"I
might. Or I'll just live among spinsters through my old age."


He
really did want to kiss her, but he knew he couldn't. "Uh-huh,"
he uttered in hollow agreement.


"So,
" she changed the subject, "what's this news I've been
hearing about, but no details are discussed over."


He
chewed the last morsel and swallowed . Not meeting her gaze, he took
another swig of wine. "I didn't hear any. I got here out of
convenience."


"You
don't lie very well."


"All
I know are the main parts," he continued, ignoring the
accusation. "The Grace House of Gorra revolted and has taken
over the armery. They've started to expand toward east. You might
want to ask the one who witnessed the skirmish."


"Don't
tell me, Prince Legran."


"You
guessed it."


"What
else?"


"We
have to prepare for battle, " getting another drum.


"Armegedon."


"Trahu
needs Falshire's support. Our men are sent on their way here."


"Men?"


"At
least, a few thousand men," he highlighted. "It's not much,
but they can fight and hopefully stable the holding long enough for
the rest to come in time."


"There
are more?"


"Yes,
" he answered to her face. "Do you know anything about war?
I'm telling you, because you asked."


"But...."


"What?"


"But
what about weapons? This place has no security at all. I think I
snuck in here easier than a game of seek-the-doe."


"And
you were caught." A sardonic brow raised to his smirk. "Twice,
as I recall it."


"You
arranged the first one. The second, they were all alert."


"Yeah,
well, you're not a spy for the enemy, are you?"


"I
don't think so."


"And
neither is Legran."


"There
you go again."


"What?"
he rasped, turning away to study the drumstick.


"Why
do you keep trying to convince me about him?"


"I'm
not. He's Gorran, you know. By blood and trait." Dregin shifted,
taking more wine. "Worse, his mother was a daughter from the
Grace House."


She
groped his arm. "How do you know all these things?" her
voice was unnerved.


"I
know." He removed her hand, grinding it to settle on her side of
the table. "That was quite a grip."


"You
didn't, " she glared at him. "You went into his head. How
could you!" her voice pitched in low tone. "And you
said---"


He
waved for her to calm. "I couldn't even as I tried. He's nowhere
to be seen. Trahu knows as much."


She
calmed, but her curious glare remained suspicious.


"You
don't suppose he would really want to talk to me, did you?" He
covered her hand. "I thought I told you he considers me a rival.
He thinks I'm winning."


"You're
not ahead of anything."


"Good.
I don't want you at all, frankly speaking."


"But
for some reason, you have to string me along."


"I
can't help the fact that you look like my wife."


"And
I'm conveniently amnesiac and homeless." He stared. "Dregin,
I...."


His
hand had enclosed hers. After an instant, he resumed his meal, quiet
and unsociable. She ate slowly. The drinks outweighed food in this
round. 






Chapter 39


Dregin
strained in his lunge, heaving the weight beside him across the
garden's path. In the dim, half drunk himself, he managed to drag a
stride forward. He couldn't be less sober even if he tried, born with
the curse of thin blood. Groaning, he pressed his face to the head on
his collar bone. She was slipping in his aching arms. Maybe, he would
drop her behind a bush and sleep the rest of the night.


"Come
on," he murmured, shaking her gently. She moaned softly in deep
sleep. "Damn, she's really out." He gathered the body up
against him. The feel of it made him nervous.


The
moon had descended to the other side of the centerfold building. Its
height hid the illumination, but could not hinder his night vision.
He could see as well as the afternoon. Regrets reminded him of his
dilemma. He had to come, he was thinking. For all appearance, they
seemed to know each other. In truth, he hardly knew her at all. A
sneeze itched his nose. He wrinkled his face, a futile effort to ward
off the spiteful scents in the garden. If he hadn't done what he did,
she might had been sober enough to walk by herself. But no, he
couldn't risk her asking questions, sarcasm rang in his mind. At
least, he didn't lose strength to put a heavy spell on her. He pulled
her upright again. Only over a month, and she had grown so weighty.
After checking, he was relieved that change was only good and regular
meals.


He
looked up at the starry sky. The winks seemed to laugh at his affair.
Lowering his head, he stifled a chuckle. Hilarious, really. Here he
was, noble as a moon-calf, and not understanding why he wasn't bitter
about women. Moon-calf, shyee used to curse when she admitted her
naivite. But this woman was no ordinary woman. If only he could
harness her power. It was wild beyond control, late-bloomed and
broken open as irreparable as a growing wound. A sigh escaped his
sympathy.


Two
years had passed. How fast time flew. Another sigh, and a grunt as he
hefted the body up again. Seven and a half seasons in counting, he
had been wandering on western land. But the freedom gave him no joy.
Coincidence brought him to Lady. A slyness touched the curls of his
lips. Sundan would never let him hear the end of it. Shyee had lived
day and night prying his brother for news. The terrible secrets, he
chagrinned. He did announce his departure this time around. Damn
Sundan for his prudence. Seemed to know everything about him, even
better than himself. But he was granted his leave in the end.


Maybe
a while back, anger might had encouraged him to commit unspeakable
acts....He was looking for his enemies. But none could be found as if
a whole race of people had really disappeared from the face of the
earth. After several occasions of frustration, he had calmed. Sundan
predicted his anger a bit too accurately. A snarl commended to that.


The
sound alarmed a moving shadow ahead. He looked walking faster with
hope. It was searching with its ear, unsure. The shape of a man fully
cloaked revealed itself when Dregin approached within speaking
distance. The identity answered his luck. He strode closer. The man
scowled without realizing, arms still folded, but other than that he
held no other tell-tale emotion. His mind was iron, locked and
heavily guarded, just like White Mane's own. Dregin heaved the body,
then surprised him with the load. He undid the laces on the woman's
throat and freed his cloak off her. The man stared at him wide-eyed,
a hand traveling to the face on his chest. A moment's look was
spared. Dregin grinned when the eyes resumed on him.


"I've
had enough headaches for one meal," he said, racking the cloak
over his good arm. "For a court's talent, she's full of
headaches for a man."


"But..."


He
waved, turning away. "You're a prince. I trust you'll do the
right thing. Put her in bed."


"Third
Prince, you...."


Dregin
ignored him, holding a hand over his head as if he was really in
pain. At the porch, he disappeared behind a door, leaving behind a
huge responsibility.


Legran
shook his head, sighing. She was heavier than he had thought. As
should be, he amended. The food here was fattening. Her suite was on
the other side of the castle. Taking her there was the wise choice,
but it was so much work. He shifted and slipped his hands on her
waist. Spiced wine fumed her breath. She couldn't stand at all,
falling over. He held her quickly. The trip would take him all night
to put her in her own bed. How innocent was he? Dregin must be
testing him. He scowled in his grin.


"Here's
to the test." He carried her body and headed for the stairs
behind him, glad for the flight was short. His door was the second
down the hall. He pushed it open with his shoulder.


Gently,
he settled her onto the mattress. Her slippers were removed before
the sheets and quilt covered her. He placed a palm over her forehead.
No court's talent, if it was up to him. He stood, smoothing his vest,
huffing briefly. He turned for the closet and produced a cloak from
it. A glance at her, then he made up his mind for sure. So, he went
to the window, climbed up onto the sill, reached an arm on the
rainpipe, and boosted lithely onto the rooftop. Under the stars, he
spread the extra cloak and lay on it. The other he was wearing served
as a blanket. His left forearm reached behind his head. Looking at
the sky, he smiled and slept until dawn.


He
climbed back into the room and stared. Wonders never ceased. The
sight of her on the floor offset his expectation. She wasn't larger
than the bed. Maybe, it was too soft, she fell off. He undid his
cloak, doubled it with the second and covered them over her. Next, he
went out the door, made a straight trip to the kitchen, gathered a
quick meal onto a platter, and slipped out of there before Nane and
the rest of her crew came in. He could stir the fire in his room to
life and warm the tea and bread himself. Arousing suspicion this
early in the morning easily tainted rumors among the maids.


When
he re-entered his room, she was still asleep. The hang-over of over
drinking extended into near morning. He ate his meal, half of which
he set aside beneath a cover to keep warm. Most likely, though, it
wuold be cold when she woke. Just for bringing a flute, she was made
a performer for all to see. He pitied that. And the wines? He
despised that. The sight of those two brutes in finery sickened him.
He couldn't bear the disgust and had left the feast early. Who knew a
walk in the garden had turned into this result? A thought occurred to
him. He finished his meal. Being well-mannered, he cleaned after
himself.


Before
leaving, he stoked the log into a better position for the fire to
burn easily. At the door, he stopped and considered a moment. Any one
of those servants might walk in here to straighten the bed. And if
Lady didn't wake up in time to leave before then....He pulled the
latch over the catch. In case he might not see her again during the
day, he went for a good look, adjusted the cloaks to her chin, then
was well on his way out the window.


He
climbed onto the roof and walked to the other side. The morning's
frosty winds blew at him. He let free his arms balancing on the beam.
The slant was steep as he sped toward the edge. Hands set on the
ramp, he let fall his body over and leapt onto the parapet below. He
frictioned his hands to slap off the dust. While he tried to smooth
the wrinkles out of his clothes, a single applause interrupted. He
stood around, looking at the source. Third Prince stopped clapping,
smiling at him smugly.


"You
have a thing for sneaking around places, " the man said, intoned
a shade darkly.


"I
suppose you have an agenda to spy," Legran folded his arms in
reply. A pleasant smile donned his face in return.


"You're
mistaken. I merely observe."


"Oh,
" Legran's light tone mocked; his face amused, "you must
really think you see all and everything."


"Perhaps."
Dregin shrugged and held his elbows. His humor faded, sobering him as
he came closer to lean on the rail's beam. "I thought you liked
her."


A
moment of recollecting himself, Legran calmed his initial sudden
anger. "It's none of your business," he retorted,
controlled.


"Oh,
but it is. She's attached to me, you must know."


"Your
point being."


"Would
you have a problem if I bed her?"


The
casualness of the question pricked him. Fury amounted a level, but it
was knotted into a ball in his stomach. He should hate the man.
"Why?" came a snarl.


A
corner of Dregin's lips lifted as his eyes danced. "I think the
reason is obvious." He was evidently laughing. "Don't tell
me you didn't try her."


Legran
exasperated indignantly. He tightened the fold of his arms. This man,
this insolent savage, deserved to be hung. "I thought," he
said slowly, "I told you it's none of your business. If you so
much as lay a hand on her ---"


"Then,
you'll what?" Dregin stood. "She's nothing but a
high-priced whore."


"Isn't
that the truth?" the youth's sarcasm stretched the words. "A
court's talent, humph. My mother would have richer choices. You
eastern louts wouldn't know the proper way to treat a woman even if
prowess was depended on it."


The
smile returned slowly to Dregin's lips. "So, you do like her!
Tell me, why the hesitance?" The youth whirled to stalk off.
"Oh, no, Legran. You're not abandoning a heart...are you?"


He
stopped, not facing the other man still, lowered his head, and
pondered a moment. "Stay away. I'll stay away. But I don't
abandon."


"She's
too beautiful for her own good. A dream would best describe her. A
soul so, so warm."


"Shut
up."


"I
try to bring her out of misery, you know. Very lovely in autumn
shades. Copper tainted satin shines on her---"


"Just
shut your Goddess-damned mouth!"


"I
can't. Didn't you feel the same way?"


Legran
turned, clouded by anger, he swung a fist. The man caught his wrist.
He hadn't meant to hurt him at all, only aimed for distraction. "She
looks better in deep blue."


That
surprised the yellow-haired man, who blinked. Slowly, he released the
fist. "I've misjudged your strength."


"I
would enjoy you as a punching bag, but it proves nothing. I gain none
from it. One thing I want to know." Dregin prepared himself to
answer. "Why the hell do you care how I feel about her?"


"Frankly
speaking, a matter of insurance," lounging against the beam
again.


"Insurance,
" Legran repeated. He stifled a snicker. "Secure my
loyalty, you mean."


"You
could say that. But she's worth it, isn't she?"


"She
sleeps on floorboards, not beds."


"Did
she now? Oh, well, then, I didn't know that. You could have helped
her learn the comfort of a bed, won't you?"


"I
thought you wanted her."


"Correction.
I asked if you had a problem if I bed her. I didn't say I wanted her
body enough to really do it. There's a great difference."


"Seems
I do," he said wryly, inquisitive.


"That's
fine. But why won't you declare yourself and would rather stand in
the background? We eastern louts are soiling her reputation right
before your very eyes."


"I
...I'm not hiding.. .anything. There are issues you don't know
about."


"I
know a coward when I see one. Your excuses tire me."


"What
am I supposed to do? I can't just come up to her
and---and---and....and just say it!"


"Yes,
you can."


"No."
Legran shook his head, backing away. "No, I can't. She won't
accept me. She's not Stone Bird. She can't have my betrayal."


"Stone
Bird. Is that who she reminds you of?" Dregin remarked
wonderingly. "Stone Bird's a pretty name."


"Don't
you dare mention that name to her!"


"Why?"


"I'll
give you my life. You have it at your disposal, but don't tell her
what I lost in a slip of the tongue."


Dregin
breathed, holding his elbows. "I'll take your life. But tell me
why."


Legran
winced in annoyance. "You should be laughing." But the man
wasn't. He gulped, turning and pacing, optionless and lost. He
cornered his eyes to see the man expecting an answer. "You have
my life. That's all you need and everything you know. Fear."


The
man's lips shifted fighting a smile and a sly frown. "Fine, I'll
keep your life." He waved a hand upright to the jumpy bargainer.
"I won't mention the name. But, I will put you to good use.
Where I go, you serve to my command. Will you agree? Or break your
word now."


"I
hold honor to my word. You best keep your end of the barter."


"That's
fine."


Legran's
forehead wrinkled. He had lost somewhere in advantage, but had no
idea how or what. He stiffened, ready to walk off. His newly-made
keeper hemmed a scratchy throat, reminding him.


"Aren't
you forgetting your end of the barter?"


Legran
narrowed his eyes into a glare. A sour frown emphasized his
reluctance. His arms gathered. "No, but I was hoping you would."


Third
Prince smiled, almost too indulgently. "No, I don't think so. I
own your life, now. So, you go where I go and do as I bid. And,"
Dregin tilted arrogantly, "I won't mistreat you. I'm notorious
for my generosity."


"Yes,
master, " sarcasm stretched the last word. "But do I have
to share every increment of time with you? May I put nature's relief
at rest? Or do I have show you?"


"Not
to me." Dregin's grin was wicked. "But go." His squire
in mind turned to leave. "And," he called after him, "come
to tonight's supper. I expect you to sit in the fifth seat,
promptly."





Chapter 40


Twilight
sweeping in, afternoon faded the weak sunlight. Candles were lit one
by one from the hands of young women, the servants bought to decorate
the hall. They dressed in carmine close-fitted dresses, small white
pettycoats neatly tucked at their ankles. All had coiled braids
around their scalps. Faces were painted with rouge, lips the color of
scarlet. Curtains of dyed red wool bunched on the walls, racked high
to the ceiling. A private party to a reserved supper. The lighters
marched in single-file out through the stairs.


The
table for nine and plenty left space for main courses for each of
whom dominated the chamber. A dining hall had never been so hollow.
Legran hardly touched his plate. The foods were endless around him.
Dressed for no occasion, only laced neck shirt and jerkin over cotton
pants, he attracted more attention than the finery around him. His
keeper, a man of high status wore a hemlock green shirt, a silver
dragonfly chained thinly to his neck, and black pants. A gold and red
embroidered pair of dragonflies on ebony velvet jacket accompanied
his elegance. Third Prince ran a look over the frontal flap, smiled,
drank from his wine, and redirected his eyes to the upcoming event.


In
deep blue silk, long tresses fluttering to her legs' movements,
constantly in motion, Lady spread her arms and united her hands above
her head. Her body bent, swinging hipwise. She barely smiled to her
work. Released her right arm down to cross her chest, she fanned
fingers in circular motion. She spun on her toes, swinging herself
again in place. A wink was given to her patron, who chuckled and
tugged at his velvet jacket, thumbing the embroidery.


Isinn
looked at her brother in ivory shirt held neat beneath a plum red
gold-buttoned vest to the Third Prince. Two distinguished men. She
herself had chosen colors outside of her home. After all, her title
was none to proclaim nor to represent a nation for that matter. Her
violet gown, honeysuckle-scented and stitched silver on the square
border of the neck line, cut low to above her bust barely stood out
in the small crowd. She removed the coat of her wide sleeves,
revealing her arms most of which were bare below the short sleeves
sewn tightly to her dress. She looked at Legran whose eyes were on
his plate as he poked at the chicken bread in a pool of gravy. She
sipped her wine slowly to savor the cranberry in it. She would rather
something else than to sit so empty at a table full of mockery. She
didn't like looking at the dancer either. Her hand covered her mouth
as a burp bursted in her throat. Dregin averted attention to her. She
smiled nervously for the impolite sound. He expressed pleasantly,
then resumed watching the entertainment.


She
redirected attention to the young prince again. He had mushed chicken
bread now, the gravy soaked through the chunks. Apparently, he hadn't
tasted a bite. And that misierable look on his face was an accustomed
portrait. He lifted a napkin, then decided to leave it beside the
plate as a seeming sigh smoothed his shoulders. Instead, he drained
his glass, filling it immediately after. When he set the bottle down,
he caught her eyes. A small embarassment made him escape the mutual
stare. She laughed mentally, modestly. The humor was at herself and
the pity for him as he started eating his spoils.


The
lamb cubes were good. She decided to scoop a helping for her hollow
stomach, supposedly hungry, but uninterested with food. She spooned
spice over the meat. The burst of cinnamon and salted vinegar watered
her mouth. She chewed fast and swallowed. But it was good, juicy and
tender just the way she liked. The wine stung her tongue with its
tart clashing the burn of her tastebuds. She ate into three-quarters
of the plate when Lady descended into a whirled bow as a finale.


Dregin
and Trahu applauded their appreciation. Isinn left her fork to join
their chorus, keeping a longing eye on the reluctant Legran who
finally abandoned his wine. Perhaps, she could do something. For the
sake of cheering up the life of the empty table, she reasoned to
herself. Somehow, doubt flagged a red tag, but she ignored it. She
was so sure. She did have everything to lose, but he would have
nothing to gain. Maybe, the wine had affected her judgment, but she
could still see already what was needed.


"Come,
sit by me, Lady of Court," she invited loudly with a
specifically light tone.


The
two astounded men turned to her with wide eyes. The young prince
blinked several times, but he leaned forward in his seat. The dancer
was as astonished as the other two when she recovered from her stare
and nodded modestly in a half bow. The beautiful tall figure
fluttered toward the official Lady who gestured for her to sit
directly across from Legran. His eyes regarded the guest with his
round eyes briefly, then dropped to his plate. Dregin's face titlted,
lowering his chin while he cornered his eyes at the young prince.
From the look of things, Isinn judged, the kind invitation had
backfired. Lady sat delicately, if not royally with her dull-tainted
smile, though it reeked of mystery. Her grey wolverine eyes locked on
the reddening boy.


He
tried to drink his half glass of wine, but choked, coughing a bit as
he set it down. Isinn couldn't stop her lips. They grinned, and she
had to cover them with the flat of her fingers. Dregin snickered
quietly, but tried to save his slip with a cough. Her brother was as
always humorless, and rather solemn at the moment. She hemmed her
scratchy throat.


"So,
Lady, "she smiled sweetly, "how do you feel?"


"I'm
fine, Lady Isinn. And to what honor do I owe this invitation?"


"Oh,
" she shrugged, "I just thought being the only woman at a
table full of men, another would serve better company."


"Or
rather, someone who is good company. My, my, a bunch of stiff-necks."


"I
wouldn't admit to that even if I'm nailed to a board," Dregin
said, drinking from his glass slowly. He almost seemed to duck when
the women threw him a unified glance.


"Join
us, Dregin, " Lady said. "We welcome a mouth whenever we
can."


"Speaking
for all of your gender or just you both?"


Her
brows jumped, delighted with the challenge. "Do you realy tread
so lightly to debate at meal always?"


"Yes."


She
gasped preposterously, eying Isinn for support. Promptly given, of
course. Isinn sat straightly.


"I
thought you'd never talk to me."


"Not
at all, Isinn. It's just that common subjects never came up."


She
nodded. "I notice." She turned to Lady, leaning forward
with her confidence. "We were awfully good friends until he
married."


"Is
she that strict? He seems loose as a goose."


The
women giggled.


"Well,"
Dregin sucked in his mouth, chewing at nothing, "it's always
amazing how women joke at my expense."


"You're
good material," remarked Legran monotonously. That brought a a
mild chuckle from Trahu. The youth ignored his mocked victim's
mirthful glare while stuffing his mouth and facing the other way.


"You
should laugh more, brother, " Isinn said genuinely.


"It
is heard and said laughter is the best medicine," Dregin said
wisely.


"For
what?" Lady asked quickly.


"Why,
for anything!"


"I
don't suppose it can give me youth?" Trahu bridged his hands,
elbows set on the table. "I'll take health any day."


"If
it was the allowance of immortality," Lady mused, "perhaps,
" she shrugged. "But one's life is worth beyond gold."


"In
death, we all walk on a path paved of gold," Dregin said.


"But
we all dread the years to come."


"Not
if life is lived with its joy and values."


Lady
smiled minutely. "Philosophy."


"Religion."


"Humanity,"
Isinn intervened.


The
old friendship rekindled. He looked at her with his demure smile, and
spoke no further. Reservation was imminent.


"I
laugh for my health," Trahu said. "We live fairly short
lives. So, why not put joy to use?"


"And
value it more with sorrows, " Legran muttered.


Lady's
semi-glare was dark, but she had no further to comment on the
pessimistic purveyor. She poured herself some wine.


"Lives
are short when we wish for length," Isinn said. "But what
is one ordinary life compared to immortal fame?"


"Yes,
I see your arguement," Dregin said, putting a chunk of chicken
in his mouth.


"No
comparison, except if one accepts and puts value to it," Trahu
replied to the question.


"Like
this war, " Dregin said, chewing, "coming to us."


"If
there really is a war."


Dregin
faced him, cocking his head on a slight tilt. "We might profit
from it if we win."


"And
who are we when the sharing is divided?"


"We
are easterners and any who participate to our cause."


"That's
rather considerate of you, " Trahu said, eyeing the quiet one
sitting next to the man. "I suppose you've done some planning.
Perhaps a contract in the making?"


Dregin
smiled, forked another piece of poultry and ate it. After swallowing,
he answered, "A plan, Trahu, one that includes Vinne's extention
of stock and land."


Isinn
ate her meal nervously. She was shivering from clammy skin, but that
was not all the reason. Lady saw and poured in her glass some
cinnamon brewed wine. She smiled with a nod when Isinn checked her
face.


"If
you're chilled, it should help," said Lady.


"I
think...I think I'll put on my coat."


"Stock
and land?" Trahu continued. "How promising , if not a bit
tempting."


Isinn
covered herself. She sipped the spiced liquor. It burned her mouth.
She drank small gulps one at a time. Color splashed her face
afterward. A satisfied sigh appreciated the good wine, which gave her
another idea.


"Why
not invest in Jolan?" she said, completely coherent, but she had
no idea what she suggested.


A
brow raised curiously above Dregin's left eye. "Jolan?"


"Yes,
they're south of us and in need of growth." Isinn was actually
drunk, or trying to be outrageous. She smothered the critiques.
"Lunexia separates the desert from our borders. They share a
part of Lunexia as well."


"Any
relations between them?"


"Well,
" she hardly cared how her brother's eyes squared darkly in
warning, "Lunexia is dry, kind of like Legran and----" she
noted Dregin's acknowledged smile "---Jolan is
fruitful---soil-wise, I mean."


"Anything
---hint---hint---like me?" Lady giggled smugly.


"Perhaps
so, you did come from there."


"Ah,
but I thought I was different. I didn't understand three-quarters of
their language, half of which I spent days writing rustic runes to
the be understood. But they're a kind people with the comfort of
peace. I don't think they can fend for themselves."


"Oh,
but that's where you're wrong. They have the best archers on the
continent."


"Really,
now, " Dregin pondered.


"Mm-hm,
something to look into." Isinn winked, drinking from her glass.


"They're
game-hunters, not battle weapons," Lady said a bit strongly.
"Well....well," she started from Dregin's to Trahu's
stares, "they're people. You can't just decide the fate of their
lives without asking."


"I
might do just that."


"Are
your sure?" Trahu asked him. "I think I might be better a
candidate. I have a friend there."


"Would
you?"


"I
might....consider it."


"Does
this mean you believe...they are coming?"


Trahu
nodded, watching Legran eat tastelessly from a barely empty plate.
"But I might attend to a ceremony first."


"Oh,
I see."


"I
can do both."


"That
is if things can be helped and done." Isinn drank, eyes closing
to the effect of swallowing intoxication.


"Lady
Isinn," Lady began, "you really need meat-bread with that."


"I
do this all the time, dear. I'll be fine after a good night's sleep."


"As
you say." Lady nodded. She turned to eat the mashed potato in a
pool of gravy in her plate.


"Is
that any good?" Dregin tried to break the spell of silence.


"It's
very good, you should try it."


"A
southern delicacy?"


"A
girl from the clan always prepared it for me. I think her name
was...Theyra. Yes, Theyra."


"Maybe,
you should rest, " Trahu said to his sister, leaning toward the
table in his seat.


"Nonsense."
She clicked her tongue in annoyance. "I know my limit. I'll go
when I need to."


"This
clan you were living with," Dregin began saying, "were you
adopted into it?"


"No,
I was not," Lady replied. "I was ....hm, I don't remember
how I ...was there. All I know is I lived there. How odd!" She
forked mashed potato to her mouth. Absently, she reached for her
glass and drained it.


Dregin
filled it immediately near to the brim. "Odd, indeed, but
nothing to the extraordinary."


She
smiled, picking up the glass again. "In any case, Hu'Lani sent
me here. She said, with my skills I fare better finding work than to
be a dying dreamer in poor land." She gulped her wine. "She's
quite a Clan-Mother." Another long draw, she emptied the glass
again.


"Yes."
Dregin aimed to fill it again, but Legran grasped his wrist at the
first angle.


"I
think she has enough to drink, but not enough to eat."


Lady
narrowed and batted her eyes. "I can handle it." He
released Dregin, but the wine was held back from offer, too. "I
didn't think you would talk."


He
looked at her briefly, then began to eat ignoring the incident and
all else. Dregin cleared his throat through a fist. He sipped his
wine. But Lady had a temper she didn't realize was there.


"Jolanni
wine is good," Trahu tried to change the subject. "So good,
Isinn here is spinning."


"Well?"
Lady demanded the seat across from her.


He
looked up without a trace of emotion. Silence broke eventually. "I
have nothing to say to you."


Her
mouth parted out of surprise, almost indignant even. "But...!"


Trahu
alerted, watching this scene, trying to understand, while the scene
played itself out. Whatever was going on was revealing itself
entirely. Dregin and Isinn were staring intently on those two. Lady
dropped her fork in her plate. She half-stood in her crouch, nosing
forward in her seat. The chair scraped the floor.


"You
would have nothing to say after stealing?"


"Don't
accuse," he said blandly, folding his arms. "I haven't done
anything criminal."


"Hah!
And I'm to take that as your word."


"I
have a right to defend my honor...Lady." It had a ring of title
coming from his mouth.


"Well,
then, give back the item you stole."


"I
don't know what you're talking about."


"Damn
it, "she slapped the table with the flat of her hand. "You
have it."


His
eyes cornered at the audience, then back to her. "I really, "
shaking his head, "don't have anything. You were....blank all
night. I slept on the roof."


"Oh,
you're such a man! Deny everything for innocence. You have it, so
give it back."


"But
I don't know what it is you're saying."


"Why
should I believe anything you say?"


"Lady,
I don't steal and I don't ....sleep promiscuously without permission.
It's against my nature. My wife taught me thoroughly for that. But if
you insist, I'll have to defend myself against any champion you
choose to put me at trial."


"Maybe,
he didn't do it," Isinn said casually. "I believe him."


"You'd
vouch for him?"


"I've
known him longer."


Lady
sank to her seat, snorting defiantly. She never left her glare. "So,
where is this wife you suddenly conjured up? I don't see her with
you."


"That's,
because she died in a...."


"How
convenient, " she was stretching the situation. "And she
died in a what?"


"A
garden," he smiled lifelessly, "where I left her."


"What
are you saying?"


"I
think it's obvious." He resumed eating.


"Nice
words, " Isinn said, covering a napkin over her plate. Sighing
her yawns, she got up, pushing back the chair. "Oh, " she
staggered, "dinner's over for me. Somebody escorting me?"
She quirked her brows at Lady, pleasantly.


The
court's talent grimaced, still reluctant to let go. "But you
only had four drinks."


"Four
awfully heavy drinks and two...plates of spiced lamb....You'll sleep
better and make up nicely in the morning, " she added hastily,"
For your trip." The final words convinced the woman's temper to
cool.


"You
mean...."


Isinn
nodded. "My brother sets you free. But," she touched the
woman's wrist, "you remember him, won't you?"


"I
..." Color turned Lady's face to scarlet. "I will reserve
the sentiment for a private place."


"Then,
we would talk later."


"Yes,
Lady Isinn, we will." The answer impressed a smile.


The
women left the table without curtsies to excuse themselves. There was
no need to as this was no formal dinner. Left behind were three men
to converse. Dregin drained his fifth glass. He scooped a ladle of
the mashed potato onto his plate. Trying out the mix of gravy as
suggested by Lady, he tasted a small portion. The flavor of cream and
meat circulated his mouth. He smiled his compliments. It was good.
Legran was poking at the chicken in his cold plate. He reached for
his wine. Dregin stopped him, covering the brim of the glass with a
palm and took it away out of his hand.


"You
were brave."


"She
almost called me a coward."


"I
don't think so."


"I
agree," Trahu seconded Dregin's opinion. "I saw it coming,"
he said defensively to their stare. "I only made the decision
just now."


"Glad
that Isinn declared it for you?" Trahu's small smile answered.
"She's wise."


"Most
women are when it comes to such ." He shrugged, forking the
potato-gravy from Dregin's plate into his mouth. "You know what,
I think she's too original to be cooped up."


"A
castle suits her."


"A
castle of her own." Another forkful off Dregin's plate.


"Hey,
get your own. " Dregin was grinning.


"Old
friends, Dregin. You used to eat all of my meals when growing up as a
strappling."


"But
I never shared a woman with you."


"It's
just potato and gravy."


"But
I got the recipe from Lady."


"And
she's very delicious." The outrageous comment made the both of
them laugh.


"So,"
Dregin slapped a hand on Legran's shoulder, who was groaning in
boredom, "what do you think?"


The
young man's dark brows slanted. "About what?"


"About
your chances with Lady. Don't you see your option? We secede from
pursuit."


"I
said I'd stay away from her, and I'll stick to my words." He
looked at his plate.


"You
two are so alike."


"They
deserve each other," Trahu muttered under his breath.


"That's
not true." Legran tensed. "We are nothing alike." He
shoved his plate forward. "What's the purpose of you bringing me
here?...That was some joke. I've never been that big a fool in my
life."


"It
was an accident. I didn't think she'd be so outspoken."


Legran
angled his head to face him. "What did you do?"


The
man smiled. "Nothing....criminal really, " he released the
shoulder. Mischief stretched his lips. "I thought it would
insure your fates passing."


"Oh,
no, don't....Dregin, " Trahu dreaded the knowledge unfolding,
"don't tell me you---you---"


"I
have her garter," he said confidentially.


"You
what?!" Legran blurted, standing upright.


"Here,
I'll prove it." He fumbled around to his pocket. A water-color
satin scrounged belt with ribbon ties came out presented in his palm.
The man behind him cleared his throat loudly.


"You!
It was you!" His finger accused Dregin shakily. "She's a
woman!"


"And
she's yours."


"No,
she's not!"


The
smile on Dregin disappeared. "I'm confused."


"So
am I, " Trahu provided voluntarily. "I thought you liked
her."


"Not
like this!"


"Word
of honor, I never violated her privacy." Dregin supported his
statement with an upraised palm. "This," he indicated the
garter, "fell off when she was walking down the stairs."


"When?"
Legran folded his arms stiffly.


"The
other night."


"Drunk?"


Pause.
"What do you think?" The youth bit unanswering the reverse
question. "Well, are you going to take it and give it back to
her or keep it? Or do neither and let me---" Legran snatched the
item out of his palm. He chuckled. "I guess you chose wisely."


Legran
studied the satin, threw Dregin a glance, then enclosed his hand and
left the laughing hyenas to themselves. His strides were angular and
loud on the heels.


"So
did you do it?" Trahu's voice.


"No."
They chuckled.


"Did
it really fall of or you're just making that up?"


"It
really did. She's skinny, you know. Big bones and tall, but ....ah,
mainly skin and underfed...."


He
drowned their voices and concentrated on something else as he rushed
down the corridor, heading out of the right wing into the centerfold.
The night was waiting. He couldn't stand the chill in the air, but
was impatient for his bed. A need to think broke him. He ran.


But
even when he was lying in his bed, he was wide awake, mind wandering
while the scent of the gift from Dregin traveled to his nose. This
was madness. Why in the world did he take it? He shouldn't had. But
he did, fingertip touching the thing lying on his chest. He sat up
leaning against the pillows. It fell on the space next to him. He
picked it up and smelled again. Talcum, not cedar, and so similar he
almost thought otherwise and mistaken the two as same. Would he have
the gall to give it to her? He'll decide in the morning, putting the
thing in his pants pocket. He lay back and closed his eyes. 






Chapter 41


No
sooner had he slept, a hand shook him awake. As he stirred out of the
shut of his eyes, a considerable weight landed on him. He opened his
eyes. Dregin, fully dressed, stood waiting. He blinked, knuckling his
right eye, then looked again.


"Yes,
you are awake. Now, come on, we best get going. I don't want to be
late."


"Where
are we going?"


"No,
questions. Where I go," a thumb pointing at himself, "you,"
index finger at Legran, "go. Understood?" Legran soured.
"Good. Now, get dressed and start moving. It's daybreak
already." Dregin went to the closet.


"But
I hardly slept."


"It's
not my problem." Dregin threw a jacket over him. "Put that
on. You're half dressed anyway."


"What's
with this saddle?"


"For
your horse, of course."


"Isn't
it lousy enough that I had to eat next to you? And now I have to ride
with you?" But Legran did get up. He strapped on the belt to his
pants. His cotton shirt had plenty of wrinkles rippling all around.
He buttoned on the jacket. "I need to wash my mouth."


"Here."
Dregin gave him a pitcher. "It's fresh."


Legran
swooshed the minted water in his mouth thoroughly before spitting it
into the tub basin. Also, provided by the keeper of his life. "You
shouldn't attend to me."


"Shut
up and finish it."


The
boy washed his mouth. He really did control his saucy smirk to a
small line, handing over the pitcher. Dregin set it and the tub on
the table. Next, the man shoved the saddle at him.


"Let's
go."


They
went to the stables. Legran was given a redwood stallion with black
hooves and mane newly groomed. He held the reins handed to him.
Dregin led the way into the courtyard outside where a pair of horses
were already saddled in waiting. Someone was attending to a grey-ash.
She turned, initially surprised, but soon darkened with hostility.


"Is
he coming, too?" Lady asked sardonically.


"I
hope you don't mind," said Dregin.


"You
didn't tell me."


"I'll
stay out of sight," Legran said, strapping the saddle to his
horse. He checked the reins and the buckles.


She
snorted and climbed onto her ride. In riding gear, leather jacket
over a divided dress, she was astounding and natural on the seat.
Dregin had also dressed down, plain stone-color shirt under brown
vest, and a short cloak with a wide rimmed hood. The wool was tightly
woven to ward off rain. They would had matched if he got rid of the
covering. However, he couldn't afford Legran's jealousy. The grey
clouds were calling rains. He patted the blanket roll behind him,
then was ready.


"Shall
we?" Lady bowed slightly.


"Let's."


Legran
guided his animal to trail behind. He said nothing, quiet as a clam.
What they were about to do was facing their good friends good-bye.
Lord Trahu and Lady Isinn were at the gates's exit. Words were
exchanged, but Legran was immersed in the sounds of far away. A
familiar storm was brewing. The hairlines in his neck pricked.
Humidity dampened his body. His underarms stung. He straightened,
head pivoting to the tension burdening his spine. A woman's hand
covered his on the pommel. Soft, cold--- no, icy, pressing against
his skin. He was intent in the void, trying to break it.


"Something
wrong...Legran?"


He
stared through the woman, not recognizing who or what was before his
eyes. Alienated. The void receded after a few moments, but the
distortion of waves residued in the out perimeter of his vision. He
looked at the bare hand on his own. The woman was entirely covered in
the confines of maroon, loose velvet dragging on her, but for the
hand. The aura around her bright face was blooded, the life force
smothered in dark red. He could not tell her. She wouldn't understand
or believe him. But she was so young, younger than Stone Bird.


"Lady
Isinn, I ...no, nothing is wrong. I say to you, my blessing and to
your good fortune."


"Aren't
you happy to leave?"


"I
can't say." He smiled politely. "You must live life to its
length...without me."


She
bowed, squeezing him gently. "I understand. I'm still waiting
for fate. My brother has had two wives. A long way for me."


"You
have been kind. I thank you with honor."


She
smiled. "Then, love someone for my sake. I would like to see a
young man so polite happy."


"If
I find the right heart, Lady---"


"Just
Isinn, Legran. I'd be very happy."


"Yes,
La-dy," he stammered as she eyed him critically still smiling
"---Isinn." He cleared his throat. "Isinn, it is,
then."


"Thank
you. And will I be in your memory?"


"Your
friendship is always welcomed. And I will carve it to my heart."


She
released him, tears beginning in her eyes. She stepped away, lips as
blushed as the first-turning rose quivered in her smile. He rode
passed, looking ahead. Maybe he had a poor choice with words. His
intention was not to make her cry. He didn't want to see that.


"Now,
I've hurt her feelings," he mumbled to himself.


The
two riders in front of him exited the gates. He followed. They rode
well a brief distance, then turned around to wave a final good-bye.
Dregin and Lady did, anyway. But Legran simply hung his head
unwilling to look over to the closing doors that creaked with echoes
clanging in his ears. When he mustered the courage to do it, only a
glimpse of Isinn was captured, and all was locked behind iron grid on
wood. He winced to the terrible joy. Dregin rode near him.


"What
just happened?"


"Nothing,
" replied Legran.


"Are
you sure?"


"Yes."


"Why
do you lie?"


"If
I were, what would I be lying about? I only said my fares and
blessings."


"Fine."
Dreing guided his horse around. "Let's ride east."


Something
did happen, but how could Legran explain when he couldn't understand
it himself. His thoughts reunited and cloaked his mind. One by one,
the train passed the stops of his checks. Isinn gladly accepted his
departure. Trahu stood beside her proudly. Lady was not Stone Bird.
He was still in love with the lost Guardian-Regent of Tarenne. As
much as he dreaded the fact, he refused to delude himself otherwise.


A
chill sewed through his clothes, biting his flesh. He shivered, teeth
chattering despite the effort of huddling. The winds swept past. He
calmed and breathed his relief. The thoughts returned again. As for
the garter, he should and will return it to the rightful
owner....when he had the chance. As soon as he had private moment.
Some distance had separated him from the other riders. They trotted
ahead over one-hundred paces. One realized he had lagged behind.
Dregin turned around and signaled emphatically for him to speed up.
But the incoherency to his lacking mind refused to follow through.
The man neared eventually, a stern frown disproving the insolence of
refusal.


"Legran!"


He
stared at him.


"Didn't
you hear a single word I said?"


"No,
I did not."


"We
are pressed for time. Ride in a gallop."


"Why?
Where are we going?"


"Stop
arguing and do it." Dregin groped for the reins out of his
hands. "Now, come on."


"You
are letting them die!" Legran blurted. "I have to go back."
He tried to regain control of his guide.


"We
don't have time."


"Let
go, I have to help them."


"No,
you can't, " Dregin hollered back.


"But
Isinn---I've seen it before. I can't let it happen to her. Damn you!
Let go!"


"The
army will be here."


"But
it'll be too late!" They were galloping at great speed now,
traveling farther away. "Stop him!" Legran bellowed to the
other deaf rider. "Lady, stop him!" She kept watching,
heedless. His anger fanned. He jumped off the saddle rolling on the
grounds. Hooves circled him, a hind foot kicked him on the side.
Wheezing in pain, he looked at the man who pillowed his body on an
arm. "You ...would sacrifice them...to your cause."


"Legran,
it can't be helped. War is war."


"Then,
why aren't I included?"


"Shh,
shh, rest. You are injured."


Legran
blacked out as the hand touched his forehead. Dregin quickly tied him
to the saddle, bodywise. The wrists and ankles were bound, too. He
climbed onto his horse, leading the reins of the other one to follow.
Lady looked at him curiously, but made no questions. She sat back in
her saddle when he approached. Her mind had closed from contact like
a shut up darkness he couldn't penetrate. He rode onward, and she
followed.


After
the pastures, they entered a grove. Most of the day was dying. And
night was yet some time to come. He probed around him. The quiet
disturbed him. He could hear his own heartbeat thudding in the
deserted forest. His companion kept her eyes on the trail, every now
and then, turning to a breeze or two that whistled between the trees.
Lush ferns outgrew at trunks brushed passed them. He checked the
unconscious captive who was still sleeping. The spell should be
wearing off tomorrow morning.


"Say
something," he said out of boredom.


"What
should I say?"


"Anything.
" He shrugged. "Start with the questions."


"Anything?"


"Yes,
anything."


"I
want to know about the war."


"What
have you heard?"


"People
say the Gorrans had besieged Lunexia. They're not real noble
conquerors."


"How
so?"


"They
raid civilians and rape women."


"That's
only one group."


"There's
another?"


He
nodded. "A group of mercenaries trained as assassins. They kill
any who refuse to surrender."


"And
are they Gorran?"


"No.
They're older....A private race born with roots as old as thirty
generations ago. Usually, they stay to their pond and not bother with
our lake, but betrayal has taken place."


"Who
are they?"


"Niele."


"Why
do you think they invade us?"


"I
don't really know. Maybe they tire of their limited border and have
become greedy."


"I
guess that's what happened." She touched the horse's neck.


"Tell
me the truth. What do you think of him?" he had to distract the
subject.


"Oh,
he's nice. I think," she said slowly. "How did you convince
Trahu to let me go?"


"I
didn't, he did." He tilted his head to Legran.


"Why?
I don't even know him." One look at Dregin's smile, she narrowed
her eyes. "Oh, no, don't you dare say it!"


"He
is your type."


"You
said it! Damn you---"


His
finger between his lips warned for silence. "Not so loud."


"I
thought you put a spell on him."


"You'll,"
shrugging a shoulder, "never know."


Brows
bunching inward, she glared curiously at him. "But....I don't
get it."


"He's
one like us, but not at all like us."


"You
mean he's ...he can?" he nodded. "But how can you tell?"


"The
same way you understood me."


Her
features flushed pleasantly. "That's not all I want understood."


"Don't
start." From the smile on his face, he was fickle with denial.


"Fine,"
tossing her head. "Now, let's get back to this war. There's
another place, the first target neutralized. It was
called....Tarenne."


"What
of it?" he said casually, disguising his knowledge, ignoring the
waking moans behind them.


"Don't
you see significance? It was the first target. A very southwestern
area."


"Yeah?"


"It
also serves as a stepping stone to invade Lunexia, Vinne, and
straight into Falshire. Do you see a pattern?"


He
breathed inward, then leaned on the pommel to that question.


"The
landscape is flat for travel. A convenient short-cut."


"It
seems that way," he said.


"It's
logical. Why do you think Gorra would send a whole sentry fleet so
far south? They're way, way up north for Goddess sake. No, "
shaking her head, "there's a whole plan mapped for this."


"I
think we should camp for the night," he said.


She
looked at him brusquely, but followed his lead away from the trail.
He halted at a spot thick of tall grass. After tying the reins to a
branch, he went to unstrap Legran. The boy moaned subconsciously
being wrestled around. He lay him down on the blanket she had spread
on the grass. While he covered the boy with his cloak, she was
throwing another spread on the grass a clear distance away.


He
went to his horse to get his blanket roll, but it was missing.
Turning around, he found it tucked under her arm while adjusting the
corners of the spread. Quite calmly, he strode over there, arms
folded. She was humming softly when he came near enough to hear it.
He cleared his throat loudly for attention. She kept on smoothing the
spread. He had no time for this, practically ripping the roll out
from under her arm.


"Don't
be greedy," he said to her annoyance.


"Well,
it's cold out. I need that," pointing at the spread, "and I
need this," hands on the roll he was holding. She took it
quickly while he was still off guard.


He
groped for it back, but she stuck to it like glue refusing to let him
have it. That wicked gleam in her eyes laughed in delight to a game
of tug-of-war. He grinned, heaving, and was immediately pulled
forward again. After of which, he decided to compromise, tugging one
final time and taking a step forward.


"I
don't want to share it," he said quietly to her face.


"I
don't care."


"You
could have my cloak and I'll----"


"Uh-uh,"
she covered his mouth, shaking her head. "You want me. We both
know it. So, stop giving me shadows to chase after."


"I
can't. Not with him around."


"Who
cares about him? He's just a boy."


"Twenty-one
soltices passing."


"Really,
" she remarked wryly. "He doesn't look it."


"That's,
because you don't try to see it."


"Why
should I?" An adamant face came out in reply. She placed a hand
on his shoulder. "I thought so." The other removed the roll
that barricaded them.


"You
know I have a wife."


"Don't
you Falshirens take second and third wives... customarily?"


"Not
this Falshiren." But he didn't disappoint her either, warming
her with a kiss, an intended chaste one near her lips. It turned into
something deeper. "I shouldn't," he denied, moving away.


"I
won't tell."


"I
can't." He stepped back.


She
sighed disappointment. "Then, talk to me all night until I
sleep."


"Let
me think about it." 






Chapter 42


She
shook him roughly. He stirred awake, slowly opening his sleepy eyes.
They adjusted in the weak daylight. A true sight for sore eyes:
braided bronze hair and unpainted cold face greeted him early in the
morning. He sat straight up, grasping her arms, expression of glad
written all over his face. He called her name as if he was still
dreaming. Her eyes slanted darkly, but she was curious.


"Who's
Birdie?"


He
widened, released her arms, holding up his hands and backing away as
if a force had struck him. Memory calibrated in his mind of the
present reality. Lady, not Stone Bird. If only it was Lady Stone Bird
altogether, he sighed in melancholy. He mumbled something to himself,
holding his knees. The ache in him was turning into bleeding again.
He wished he had died or was never born with this kind of misery.


"Nobody,
huh?" the woman next to him said. "Come on, we don't have
all day. Breakfast is ready."


He
studied her face. It was sincere and waiting. She picked him up by
the arm. He could resist if he wanted to. It wasn't a restraining
grip, but instead, he let her take him to the fire Dregin was
stirring. The smell of toast and dried meat was sniffed into his
nostrils. She released him to walk over and sit by the fire. The man
stopped poking the fire to give her a look.


"I
got him up, didn't I?" she retorted.


"Yeah,
but do you have to be so rude?"


"Sorry,
" she shrugged, "I wasn't brought up civilized."


Dregin
gave her a disapproving look. She ignored it, biting into her toast.
The man turned to look at him.


"I'm
sorry about yesterday. You're not badly shaped, are you?"


"I
feel fine." He checked himself. Sure enough, no pain, no injury.
Something was very wrong about that. But he was too hungry to think
at the moment. He stepped forward and settled near the fire's heat.
Dregin handed him a plate. Bread, cheese, and meat dominated half the
plate. He began to eat the coarse meal quietly.


"So,"
Dregin said. He looked up. "How did you arrive in Vinne's
Poplari?"


He
shrugged. "Didn't the Lord and Lady tell you?"


"I
want to hear it from you...to pass the time."


"There's
not much," swallowing, "to tell." He set the plate on
his lap. "I was lost on the hunting grounds somewhere between
Jolan and Vinne. It was gaming season. Lord Trahu had a whole tribe
scouting the forest. I was found wounded by his royal
arrow---mistaken for a stag, you know. He took me in. And there you
have it."


"Well,
that sums it up. A story too short for a lengthy trip."


"You
don't think that's what happened?"


"Oh,
I think it happened. Just that you don't include the part before it."


"I
answered your question."


"Maybe
you should ask him another," Lady suggested.


Dregin
chagrinned.


"May
I eat in peace?" Legran said stiffly. "Yesterday, you were
pressed for time, and today you have all the time in the world for
stories." He ripped a chunk of meat and chewed it.


"Aren't
you Gorran by blood?" Dregin asked.


He
nodded.


"Then,
why are you betraying your blood?"


"I'm
not." The audience waited for the explanation as he chewed until
he swallowed it. "I was raised in Tarenne as an infant. Born
there as a matter of fact. I even married the Lady of Keep." He
restrained from looking at the woman on the other side of the fire.
"I'm not considered Gorran by the Gorrans, and I'm not
considered Tarennei by Tarenne. What do you think I am?"


"A
homeless man," Dregin replied jokingly.


He
failed to appreciate the humor, though. Reverted back to breakfast,
he ate the bread this time. His mind was kept a blank, not wanting to
evaluate the situation.


"What
about...your late wife, the Lady of Keep?"


He
dreaded the subject. His mouth continued to chew until the food was
small enough to swallow. "What of it?"


"You
told Trahu she loo---"


"She
was beautiful." His infernal glare hardly dented the man who
smiled complacently.


"Was
she? Could she be any comparison to Lady?"


"None,
" he added hastily afterward, "I can speak of." He
really kicked himself mentally for stammering.


"Really,
" Dregin said, purposely with the tone of disbelief. After a
glance at Lady, he smiled wickedly, knocking his head in her
direction.


Legran
practically panicked, but abstained from revealing himself. He
managed an indignant snort, and tried to finish the bread.


"Does
that mean she was more beautiful or less?"


"I'm
not answering that. You may own my life, but you don't have my soul."


"Fair
enough."


"You
own his life?" Lady interrupted.


"He
gave it to me."


"Give
it back."


"I
don't need your pity," Legran snapped, getting up. "Stay
out of it."


She
looked up at him. Big, pretty eyes unlacquerred with the border of
bronze lashes genuinely gazed at him. He backed a step and turned
striding fast to the horse. The plate was a silly sight in his hand.
Placing it on the flat of the saddle, he leaned forward slightly and
sighed. He had lost his appetite. The meat and partial bread were
absolutely unappealing, though hunger wrenched his stomach. Nowhere
to hide. Would there be a chance to run? A hand settled on his
shoulder. He shrugged it off gruffly. It returned on his arm,
squeezing him, and hauled him to face the stranger. She was calm, too
cool with her stern stare. He tore his arm away immediately,
retreating slowly.


"He
gives you freedom. You have your life back."


"I
don't want it."


"You
should thank me."


"I
owe you nothing."


She
winced annoyingly, startled by this opposite reaction. "Like it
or not, I got back what is yours."


He
pursed his mouth for a moment. "At what price?" he decided
to say.


Grey
eyes narrowed to his quesition. His frank approach had turned the
table. She snorted finally, forearms bridging together beneath her
breasts. "Accept it," she said, a tone low and intense in
its grumble. And in lieu of further discussion while he stared, she
turned and walked to where Dregin was crouching and smothering the
fire.


Legran
hated this woman. Despise was a category he reserved for enemies, but
the strongest emotion he had for this woman was only that. All else
were swept aside. As for the reason, he ground his grinders to
consider the noble deed she had done for the day. One, he would have
to remember for the rest of his life. He sighed tersely, tossing the
left-overs. The wasting of food served small victory to his anger.
But he had to be broader than that, rethinking and then putting the
plate away in the saddle bags. Stepping into the stirrups, he climbed
onto the back of the animal and rode over to the two.


Looking
at them, their synchronized heads turning to his approach, he had to
abstain, despite the boil burning inside him Never had he betrayed
appearance to jealousy, and he wouldn't start that now. He felt as if
the three of them facing each other under a grey sky with tropics
surrounding them could be figurines standing forever. Life was short
compared to that. A dream was hard to chase. He lost it.


"I'm
going back."


"You
were unconscious for three nights." Dregin said. "I think
it's a little too late."


"What
do you mean three nights?"


The
man shrugged. "That's what I said."


"Yesterday,
it was yesterday that I fell off the saddle and....was
kicked...and...." his voice trailed. Something was definitely
wrong. "What happened to me?"


"You
were injured, Legran."


"I
know that." He breathed. "Damn it, I don't have time for
this. I'm going back."


"Do
you know where we are?"


"A
day or two north of Poplari.."


"No."
Dregin shook his head. "We are beyond the borders. This is
Falshire territory. You see? We are very, very far from them. You
can't make it back in time."


"So
you're going to sacrifice them just like that?" He forced
himself to relax in his stiff saddle. "Why? Why them so readily?
I should be there along with them."


"I
owned you. I couldn't afford to put you in danger."


"Is
she also in your debt?" he sneered.


Dregin
glanced over to Lady, then resumed squaring him in the eye.
Straightening, he held his elbows, a posture almost strutting. "As
a matter of fact, yes. But that's beside the point."


Legran
narrowed his eyes, darkening with seething anger. He had to release
the reins that resisted his powerful grip. His mind had gone blank,
comprehension deprived. Breathing to relax the stiff in him, he said,
"What is the point? Why am I your prisoner?"


The
captor's brows quirked, amber eyes dancing over a small smile. "I
had hoped you'd feel differently. But it seems even she can't
convince you to accept your reality."


"I'm
no churl for you to twist around for a fool."


"I
never said you were. Even so...if you go, you should undo the
dishonor and right the deed."


"What
are you talking about?"


"Her,"
Dregin snapped. "I'm talking about what you took from her."


She
looked at Legran, owl-eyed in astonishment. He leaned back. If he was
on his feet, he would retreat to avoid the sudden issue thrust in the
open. Lady took a step, reaching out as if to catch an explanation.
Dregin ignored her.


"But
I thought...." she started to say, but couldn't finish.
"Dregin." Her face paled.


"Search
his right pocket. He has it. Even bragged about it to me."


"You...."
Legran went rigid, outraged by the lie. "You were the one---"


"Are
you cowering?" Dregin taunted. "Afraid the evidence can be
found?"


"I
never....!"


Lady
rushed over toward the rider. She was fast with her hand reaching in
the pocket and pulled out the intimate material. The round of her
eyes fixed on scarlet-faced Legran who cringed.


"You!"
She shook in accusation with her pointing finger. Worse, she grabbed
him by the belt and unhorsed him. "I knew it!" she grated,
hoisting him up by the front of his shirt, while Dregin resided as an
outsider watching and amused a smile. "Don't you dare deny it!"


"I
never laid a hand on you," Legran defended.


"Am
I suppose to believe you after the lies?"


His
hands enfolded her fists. Calmly and forcefully, he pried them loose.
"I never touched you. How can I when I'm..."


"I
won't believe any of your lies."


"I've
never been with anyone," he said, biting his grinders.


"Hm-mm,
" she was snickering humorlessly, "not even your wife?
Don't tell me."


His
mouth tightened, but he told her. "She's still virgin....if she
were alive, " he added, reddening another degree. "But
never, not even you."


She
pushed him, backing away and ripping her hands out of his grip.
Expressing a terse breath, she searched for her braid on the side,
the other hand held her elbow. Scandal, she walked to his left
semi-circling him as if surveying a subject, sizing him up....Almost.
She resumed her original spot. He blinked, turning his face to the
ground.


"I
don't believe you," she said.


"What
would convince you the innocence between us? I know I didn't do it.
Goddess would vouch for me----"


"Only
you and Goddess?" Dregin sneered. "And we should all
disregard the evidence found on you."


"Then,
what am I to do?"


Dregin
smiled. "We'll settle this in a court, judged and witnessed by a
jury. What's the matter?" he asked the nervous Legran, "Can't
prove yourself? Admit it, you idiot."


"Hells!"
Legran blurted. "I'll take your court's judgment. I've got
nothing to hide, because I haven't done anything. You stole it from
her and you gave it to me. I was going to return it, but now you've
accused me of a crime I never committed. But if I have to prove my
innocence, by Goddess mercy, I'll show its truth."


"Then,
it's settled. You'll have to come with me to the nearest court,
which, " he paused, " is in Falshire's Heron's Nest."
His brows jumped several times, checking his royal friend. He put in
again before Legran could speak. "In the meantime, you better
not run or hide from this trip. Keep your distance. She will keep to
herself, naturally. I will mediate the situation the best I can."
A sardonic brow raised for effect. "This is what you get for
being too stubborn with your pride."


The
only description that applied to Legran's solemn face would be
sulking. He strode around the woman the long way to avoid her. She
cornered him with hateful eyes, grasping the satin lace intensely.


Each
of the three got onto the saddle. The party moved with little else
rebellion. Lady kept her attention on the horse's mane, combing the
strands smooth with her fingers. Dregin practically floated. If his
head tossed any further, it would have fallen backward, Legran
thought. He stepped on the stirrups to shift for a better seat. On
this particular day, the saddle was uncomfortable even for him who
stiffed his bottom on one since the age of six. His jacket's top
buttons had come loose letting free his shirt's collar. He pulled
things into place. A chill drafted past him, causing his teeth to
chatter. He bit his teeth, forebearing the cold.


Endless
trees, shrubberies of green, everywhere he saw was one with branches
snagging out at him. Hazel spiced or honeysuckle and tangy to his
nose itching painfully the insides of his nostrils. He sniffed in
futile attempt to relieve the discomfort. Chattering and shivering,
he rubbed his hands and blew warmth into the cupped palms. Dregin saw
his need and handed him a wineskin. He accepted, took a couple of
swigs, and returned it. Cinnamon twigs heated his insides quickly,
turning into a wash of fire. At least, he had stopped shivering. His
chest ached from thin breathing, because his body went rigid from the
frigid air.


Drifting....


His
mind wandered forgetfully into the past. Sensitive subjects arose
from the ambivalences. Choices of following the currents and fighting
them confused his dilemma. He missed the feel of silk. Its cool on
hot, dry days. Its soft dreamy touch. Its revealing skin over a body
in sleep. He missed it all. How he used to daydream nights of joy,
but what he had were embittering memories. He threw a glance at the
woman one rider away.


Beautiful.
Cold. Preserved.


Drifting
further....


Would
he dare? But how could he betray himself? He lowered his chin to his
chest, not really staring at the pommel of the saddle, though his
eyes were set. The answer was evident, of course. A dulling pain
began in the back of his head. He ignored it. Gradually, it began to
damage his eyes with an ache. He enforced negligence to that as well.
A slow, grieving gasp entered him, making him breath sorrow.
Regretful, because he didn't choose desire. Regretted that he didn't
choose dishonor. Remorseful that she was a pawn for all to will as
they desired fit to their whims. He was a yet-to-be-manned man
competing with well-made men. His loss of her was in nature his
fault. If only he was Tarennei by heritage and blood. Then, perhaps,
things would be different. A definite difference. He sniffed the
spice-tangy air, eucalyptus scent biting his nose.


Drifting
still.


Chest
aching from the crush of his huddle and thoughts, he tried to breath
out the hurt. The effort increased the pain. He reached for the void
to blot out the depression, but so vain in trying, images intensified
his emotions. Never forgot, and never will. His mind traveled into
the distant desert where dust stirred as common as life itself. When
he used to tag along behind the Commander of Senior Rank, his memory
jogged. A day of freedom, duty left behind, she permitted him to
expedite a field trip of endless walking over sand dunes. In truth,
it was a training session. She watched the sunrise, then started
track-trail for edible roots. All day, sliding down sand slopes into
shadowy valleys, digging into loose earth, and climbing back up
again. Her endurance impressed him. The patience for hunger astounded
him. But he learned the desert way. He understood the meaning of
survival. They watched the sunset together. As the landscape
darkened, it became cold as well. Being a child, he leaned toward her
for warmth, which she had beneath layers of silk. She covered him in
her cloak, leaning back against the valley's wall, sitting
cross-legged all night.


Drifting
very far away.


Those
moments of privacy. How he missed them. His eyes ached in their burn.
They began to sting, giving way to a sudden pounding behind his head.
He lost them all to one moment in time. One single moment that was a
critical point. Had he been earlier just those few before it
happened. She was destined to be his! No other could have her. How
dare the ravisher stole her from him! He shook from anger slipping
from the present reality. This violent emotion unsuited him. He could
feel physical pain, the impact of stop.


Dregin's
face hovered over him, yellow eyes searching him head to toe. Genuine
concern bonded that face. He wanted to punch into it, but couldn't.
His body was uncooperative, foreign to his mind's wishes. He tried to
breath, but the man kept pushing his chest down with locked palms.
After a few rough pushes, a breath entered his trachea and his lungs
expanded, but he could stop shaking. Stone Bird appeared from behind
Dregin. He wasn't angry at her. She seemed afraid, approaching
cautiously then stooped. In her hand was a short stoppered waterskin.
Resting a hand on Dregin, she looked briefly at the man with a
question. He took the skin and unstoppered it to have Legran drink
the potable substance.


"What---how
is he?" she said, voice etched with nervousness.


"He's
in shock," Dregin muttered.


She
got to her knees, undoing her jacket. Dregin scanned her briefly,
then stood to stride quickly to the saddle bags. She edged closer to
the lying person staring at her with wild eyes. Her jacket spread
over him. Its warmth seeped through his clothes. He didn't realize he
was dressed so thinly. Dregin returned with a blanket roll.


"Is
he going to be all right?" she asked.


Dregin
handed her the blanket. She took it, and looked at him. He swallowed
with an unreadable expression, but answered finally. "Yeah,"
he said slowly.


"What's
wrong with him?"


"He
fell and must had hit his head hard. Put that over him." She was
adamant ready to speak. "He's going to catch cold. I want him to
heal, Lady, to put on trial." Pause. "Are you dropping the
charge of his character?"


"Why
should I be nice to him?"


"Fine."
He cut off the tension, grabbing the blanket from her. "I'm
taking him along, but I'm not healing him. He lives, he lives. But if
he can't make it, he dies."


"You're
so ruthless," she remarked solemnly.


"All
the easier I can sleep with you without obligations."


"No,
you won't."


He
looked at her. A faint eventual smile surfaced his face. "Would
you count on that?"


"Yes,"
she replied, eyes narrowing.


He
snorted, turning his attention to the person lying down. As he spread
the blanket, tucking its half beneath the body, he noticed color had
been drained from the patient. Quickly, he checked for the pulse on
his neck. It was fading in beat.


"Oh,
no, this is not good," he mumbled.


"What--what's
wrong?" She was nervous, face scattered to all directions. "Is
he dying?"


"He
will be if you don't help!" Dregin groped her hands and placed
them on the chest of the dying body. "Give him your Fire."
He practically ordered.


"How?"


"Follow
my guide." 






Chapter 43


Legran
awoke to the sound of laughters belonging to a voice he loved. Some
mutterings interrupted, and then that voice returned with hilarious
uproars. He saw the ceiling of a cottage. Wooden beams crossed
lateral over one vertical. The corners were elaborate carvings of
tidal-shaped leaves. The curtains of the canopy were undrawn, hooked
in place to the posts. He was naked in a bed of linens, covered over
by the sheets. He tried to get up, but his muscles strained and hurt
so much he fell back. Coughing in breath, his dry throat itched
worsening his efforts.


The
laughs muted. A creak squealed in the hinges of a door. A couple came
into the area. The first one of them was a fairy in clarion-blue
velvet. Close-trimmed to her body, curves and all, a heart-shaped
neckline ending near her cleavage, the dress was well appreciated in
his stare. Someone had braided her hair in semi-pleats from crown to
nape, letting loose two twisted bands roping over her front.


"He's
awake," she said to Dregin.


"Duly
noted." He stepped forward, smiling cheekier than ever. "We
almost lost you there, Legran."


"Go
away, " Legran hoarsed, coughing.


Lady
poured water into a cup from a teapot. She was ready to give it to
him to drink, when he waved refusal.


"No,
" his voice was weak. "I...don't-want-your-" coughs
"-pity." He coughed, body contracting in follow-up.


"Don't
you want to know what happened?" Dregin said.


"No
....don't care."


Lady
wanted to splash water in the insolent face, but Dregin held her
back. "But he---"


"Lady,"
Dregin soothed. "He's still angry. Leave him."


"But
he's so selfish. We saved his life and this is what he repays us."


"Let
me talk to him." He took the cup from her grip.


"No."


"Lady."
Dregin tried patience once again. "I can talk to him."


He
watched her hemmed indignantly and stamped out of the room. Dregin
placed the cup on the table. He gathered his arms next, holding the
elbows. Looking at the patient, he calculated the moments and the
words of his speech. Some time passed. he brushed invisible dust off
the sleeve of his shirt white as camel-hair. Legran turned his head
to face the other way.


"In
two days," said Dregin, " we will arrive in the Heron's
Nest. Do you have plans?"


Legran's
chest rose and fell. He whispered for death.


"The
trial can wait if you would admit it."


"Hells...I
will....Go away."


"You
would confess to Trahu. Why can't you admit it to me?"


Legran's
eyes filmed, and as he closed them they leaked. Again, he asked for
death, but it didn't appear.


"You
know, " Dregin sat on the bed and reached for the cup, "this
tantrum of yours is getting to be very tiresome." He put a firm
hand on Legran's shoulder. "Here, take this." He had to
force the man to face him. The sight surprised him. "I...didn't
realize," he started to say slowly, "it was that deep."


"Let
me die."


"I
can't do that. Legran, you---"


"It's
my life, damn you!" the coughing patient snapped. He rolled over
in bed unfacing the so-called mentor.


"You
two are so alike, " said Dregin. "Stubborn to the core.
Have you forgotten you've given me your life?' He replaced the cup.


"You
accused me wrong," replied the hoarse rasping voice.


Dregin
smiled to this. "Well, only to speed up things between you
couple. You do realize you are a couple." Some muttering curses
occurred, but incoherent to his hearing. "If you would let down
your guard, you can really talk to her. She thinks you're stiff."
Now, that had his attention, Dregin remarked mentally. Legran was
quiet, listening. "Maybe it's not so bad...conversation. I
think, " he crossed one foot over a knee-cap, a hand resting on
the ankle while the other on his knee, "she likes you."


Legran
faced him, expression set unemotional. Briefly, he relaxed, then
said, "No dice." Spiteful and full of bitter in those two
calm simple words .


"And
you say you don't steal."


"Leave."


"I'm
not leaving until we settle this once and for all. Do you love her?"


The
sour face sulked and turned the other way. A pillow was pulled over
the cover his head or smother it. He didn't want to talk anymore.
Every atom in him was breaking. His burned with salt.


"Come
on, Legran." Dregin took the pillow away. He made the silly
child face him again. "Answer me. Tell me what you told Trahu."


"Why?"
Legran said finally.


"Because
I plan on bedding. But if you have your heart set on her, then I'll
leave her alone."


Legran
pushed Dregin's hands off his arms. He crawled on his elbows backward
to sidt up against the pillows. A fist was raised to knuckle out his
right eye. He coughed muffling, though finally accepted the cup of
water Degin gave him. After drinking, he settled the cup slowly on
the mattress, not yet releasing it, apparently thinking. Then,
looking up with those innocent black-rimmed eyes, he regarded Dregin
with a reserved suspicion.


"What's
with this...this," damned his shyness to the word, "Why do
you want me to take her?"


Dregin
couldn't stop the curls on his lips. He stood, a folded hand on his
spine, and began to pace, bringing his other hand behind him.
"Sometimes, Legran, comedy is the folley of love. I'm not using
the making of it to benefit your loyalty to me, if that's what you're
thinking. She's a woman. Goddess mercy. Maybe for some men, her body
serves. Just a conduit for passion." He shrugged. "But,"
he turned squaring Legran in the eye, "you and I know she's
better. Much...much better, isn't she? Because there's love."


"Hmph,"
Legran mocked sardonically, narrowing his eyes, "that simple?"


"Of
course, not," Dregin replied, brows trying to bridge over his
humored forehead. "She carries secrets and you are the key."
Color splashed over the youth's face after a moment of realization.
Dregin chuckled, despite himself. "Well, I didn't mean the
metaphor literally, but I gather you do know a thing or two when it
comes to that. So, why is she important to you?"


Legran
placed the cup onto the table beside his bed. He took a moment,
before answering. "No. Keep it simple. She just is."


"Then,
love?" A brow rose slanting a steep angle. But the answer was a
nod, lowering eyes in compliance. Dregin smiled proudly. He patted
himself mentally for a job well-done. "In the meantime---"


"In
the meantime, I keep my distance. I don't trust her when you are
involved."


"She's
dropping the charge. I mean it. She believes what you said, untouched
boy."


After
some time, Legran spoke in reply. "I will go to trial."


Dregin's
humor disappeared. "Are you crazy?"


This
time, a slight smile touched Legran's face. He crossed his arms.
"Innocence is understood, but honor must be proven."


"You're
that confident you can win," Dregin said curiously.


"No
choice."


"And
if she refuses to accuse?"


"I
will go alone."


"Oh,
no, Legran," Dregin shook his head. "No," he
reaffirmed. "That's not going to happen. You are coming with us.
And I, for one, am not letting you set foot before a court and deface
yourself."


"Maybe,
maybe not."


"I'm
sure you won't."


Legran
shrugged, not speaking.


"Yeah,
plan your escape all you want, but in the end, everything comes back
to you. And you will have to accept whether you want to or not."


Two
knocks interrupted the tension between them. The door opened as a
young woman entered bringing in a tray of bread, roast in a pool of
gravy, and a teapot. She was mature, older than a child. Dressed in
serf clothes, she wore a shawl over her wide-necked blouse and fibre
stitched skirt. Mainly, the colors were brown and tan, but her
wooded-blood hair stood out too much to complete the tacky image.


"My
Lord," she curtsied in greeting Dregin.


He
nodded acknowledgment and approval. She walked to the bedside,
searching around for a table to set the tray on, but couldn't find
one. Legran glanced over at Dregin once, then with much willfulness,
he cleared his throat and reached out. The servant responded turning
around.


"I'll
take that," he said, and as she forwarded with the tray, his
hands enclosed hers, holding them still as the meal settled on his
lap.


Dregin
had a definite reaction, but indescribable. The servant reddened
profusely. She looked to Dregin , begging to be rescued from the
embarrassment, which came promptly.


"Let
go of the girl," Dregin said. "She's dying of humiliation,
can't you see?"


"I
thought you might like a little tease, " he said confidentially
to the servant, ignoring the warning.


Apparently,
she did, lips chasing a smile. "M-my Lord, I'm only servant,
unworthy to your ---uh-h-hmm---pleasure."


"I'm
not picky."


"That's
enough!" Dregin pulled the servant out of the way. Legran smiled
smugly at his intense intervention. He waved for her to leave.
Judging from the look on her face, she enjoyed her time, brief as it
was. As soon as the door closed, Dregin sighed. "You behave or
I'll set you straight. That's not going to be pretty." The saucy
smirk continued, hardly changed. "You follow me, you won't be
neglected. I'll find you a woman that's proper. You..." He
realized that face was more than rebellious humor after looking at it
longer. It was a face full of bitter, so much it bore tart and spice
beneath the smile, the eyes screaming blind. Dregin had to leave the
premises. He did not want to see that face.


Legran
didn't bother to watch him leave. Within the confines, enslaved by
his existence and the present reality, he had not the will to care.
He leaned back, head resting on the bed's wall and closing his eyes.
If he was any other person, tears would have leaked out of them, but
he was dry as a bone. The line of his mouth slackened freeing the
lifeless frown that had often plagued his brooding moments....


Had
he been sleeping, he couldn't remember. At the moment, eyes wide
awake staring back at a cool face of ivory embodied in twists of
braids, he judged his dream weighing it with truth. She moved, blue
velvet fluttering----no---tumbled to the floor like water cascading
her figure. Walking over only to the bedpost, she stopped, then
leaned on it enfolding her arms. Not a smile, not a frown either, she
watched him. Her eyes had circles beneath them, bruised where bags
deepened. Skin, undusted, was as pale as pebbles on the beach. Lips
pink-dry were kept closed, but a corner shifted seeming to lift.


He
sighed, turning, but not convened by the tray, he halted. With
strain, he tried to lift it to set aside on the table. She came
closer and did just that for him. He winced annoyingly. She seemed to
wait on him.


"Go
away," he snarled.


"Dregin
said you might need company."


"I
need my sleep. Leave me."


"Then,
eat. You've been out for several days." She continued after his
silence. "What would be good for your taste?"


"Water."


She
did the pouring and handing the cup to him. He drank for the sake of
his thirst. "Only water, and nothing else?" she inquired.


"I
don't want pity."


"What
do you want?"


He
grunted, wry with humor. "You would ask?" he said, folding
his arms.


She
set the cup on the table. "I ought to know if your intentions
are frankly made."


"Judge
for yourself. Do you trust me after believing me?"


"I'm
not so sure, " she said, expressing facial uncertainty, sitting
on the edge of the bed.


"Don't
do that," he said shortly.


"Do
what?"


"Get
up--Get off! Go away!"


"Why?


"Damn
you---just get off my bed!"


"Well,"
she breathed, throwing her head indignantly, "I know when I'm
not welcomed." She stood.


"No!"
He cried confusedly, catching her wrist. "I---I didn't mean it.
I wasn't trying to be rude."


"Does
this mean you want me to stay?" She was insinuating his grasp.


He
removed it quickly. "I'm apologizing."


She
nodded. "So, what do you want from me?"


"Knowledge."


She
laughed loudly. "That, I can't promise. Perhaps, an old
mid-wife." Laughters.


"I
know how it's done, " he sulked. "What I want is your
past."


That
cut her short. She looked at him slowly. "My past?...I don't
have one."


"Childhood?"
She shook her head. "Heritage, family, friends." Again, her
shaking head answered. "How can you not know?"


She
shrugged. "I guess I don't remember."


"Why
are you here?" he asked straight out of the blues, catching her
off guard.


She
balanced momentarily. "I'm curious."


"Impressed
by Dregin to spy on me?"


"To
test you."


"Good
luck. I'm only scum."


"I
believe that."


Her
reply brought a demure smile out of him. "You should. Or stay
away from me. I hate you, too."


"As
you would deny food?"


"Do
I need to live?"


"Do
you believe you need to?"


"I
really hate you," he emphasized with narrow eyes.


She
straightened. "I never pitied you and I never will," she
said stiffly, walking over to take the tray away.


"Thank
you," he said.


Dropping
her head, she stood for a moment. "Dregin had told me...you are
the key. Should I know more than what I see? Answer when you're
ready." 






Chapter 44


The
next morning, when the sun was up. Legran had dressed himself. Still
weak from fatigue and emaciation, he strained to get up, pulling on
the bedpost for support and to steadfast himself. If he was fast
enough, maybe he could escape without notice. His hoped died as the
door opened. Ironically, Lady entered. He ignored her; tried to
disregard his surprise, convincing himself she was the servant girl
from yesterday---that he was seeing illusions. A firm grip on his
arm, a strong arm across his back, both of strength lifted him. He
staggered away, failed despite his will and effort, and fell against
her body. Was it a mistake to look at her? He was standing. She let
him lean on her. His fingers combed into her hair. He wanted to tell
his wife he missed her, to confess his long term dreams, to cast
aside all else at her single request. So much to say, and no time to
spare. Her touch was warm, pliable where her palm felt the skin of
his wrist. Stone Bird never responded this way. He stopped in his
tracks, held back from the distant kiss.


"I'm--I'm
sorry," he mumbled.


She
looked at him mutely. Somewhere, ambivalence and curiosity connected
her expression. He tottered out of there with all the final strength
he had in him.


Outside,
the weather was juxtaposition. Air crisp and chilled, though the sun
had come out as full day. Cold breezes froze his slim-attired body,
cutting worse where he sweated. Dregin was attending to a horse,
strapping saddle on it. Legran ran toward him. Anger kept him from
chattering his teeth. There were only two horses in sight, the one he
rode and a new darkwood stud.


Dregin
hardly noticed he was standing there, head searching with
frustration. Dressed in layers of cotton and a woolen felt over-coat,
even his pants had lining---Legran could see from the creases---he
seemed undaunted by the chill. He turned, saw the outpatient, smiled
, reached an extended arm, and gestured for him to ride. Legran
glared tightly, toppling backward. Someone caught him from behind.


"Damn
you, you need to eat," Dregin was scolding in his face.


"He..."
Lady said no further, being stared down by Dregin.


"Goddess
mercy, you wouldn't live this long if fate had no intentions to keep
you. We can't heal you all the time."


"Where
are the horses?" Legran said. "Why did you get rid of
them?"


"I
bargained a better buy. It's good investment."


"In
what? We're one ride short."


"I
see you haven't lost your wits completely."


"If
you put me in a nice grave, maybe I don't have to be."


"The
hell I will. And let you get away with ease."


"Gentlemen,"
Lady interjected, "have you forgotten my existence?"


"No,
of course, not," said Dregin. "You ride on the dark. He
rides the other. I will walk. And when he is well, we take shifts."


"Is
that wise?"


"Obviously
not, " Legran muttered.


"Or
two can ride on the dark, and the other carries one rider,"
Dregin supplied the alternative.


Legran
ground his teeth. Blood had flooded his brain, plummeting out his
vision. He swallowed, blinked several times, to put out the
faintness. But it was a futile attempt at resistance. Dregin caught
him quickly, cursing under his breath the incovenience of a stubborn
fool.


"Haven't
you been feeding him?" he demanded.


"He
wouldn't eat. Not from that---that girl and not from me. I don't
understand him."


"He's
trying to die---damn him." He hoisted the body to a standing
position. "Help me, " he stressed, and she nodded. "You
have the lighter weight. Ride with him on the dark. Don't let him
fall. We have to get into the city by sun-fall."


"Me?
Ride with---with....with him?"


"You
lead the reins." He completely disregarded her wide-eyed
expression, hauling the body away.


"Dregin!"
She pursued. "You planned this, didn't you?"


"What
are you talking about?"


"Oh---hh-hoho,"
she chuckled sarcastically, "you are trying to encourage us.
It's not going to work," she stated, a tone too vehement. "He
h---"


"It's
only sensible," he intervened, lifted Legran and put him
mid-body over the saddle. "Could you get to the other side and
grab hold of his leg?"


She
refused initially, but complied, because she understood his point.
Stamping, she strode stiffly to where he asked. Her quietness hardly
amused him. Rather, it alarmed him.


"I
need him to win the war. You know that."


"I
know," she said. "But what am I good for in all of this? A
woman with no name and no past." She looked over the high of the
horse. "I don't make sense. Where's me to be added?"


He
had no answer, shoving a left leg over the saddle, which she hauled
with one hand, the other upheld the body's waist. "I don't
know," he replied finally, setting Legran in place. He reached
out to her.


Sighing,
she set left foot in the stirrups, grasping his hand and pulled to
climb onto the seat, sitting snugly behind Legran. Dregin handed her
the reins next. Right hand taking the leather thongs, left arm held
Legran. Her facial expression became solemn.


"He's
cold," she remarked.


"Give
him your Fire."


She
batted her narrow eyes at Dregin. "Wipe that look off your
face," she snapped, smiling herself. Almost.


"Sorry."
He lowered his face and cleared his throat through a fist.


She
hemmed her throat for his attention. "Just one thing." He
looked up. A sweet man with a boy's curiosity satisfied her gaze.
"Why can't we just get a wagon and everybody can ride?"


"Too
slow." He turned and went for the other horse. After climbing
on, "Now we ride until sun-fall, if we can. I don't like the
woods so much in day or night."


So,
they set out north, heading straight for Heron's Nest. Dregin threw
her his cloak. She understood the purpose, spreading it in a circular
throw to cover Legran. Herself, she would keep open the option of
withstanding the cold. Unacceptable to her patron, who nudged his
horse toward them and pulled the flaps closed. The cloak was wide
enough to completely seal up two. She eyed him ruefully. Only
circumstantial, but apparently, they looked to be a pair, she and
Legran.


But
she put up with Dregin, because he had made clear their relationship
had no beginning or ending. The day enlivened with sun and cotton
white clouds under clear blue skies. Peaceful, unsettling though, for
a journey so pressed for time. They set the horses to a gentle pace,
trotting along until almost mid-day. They rested. Dregin fed the
animals coarse grains and water, keeping a close watch for Lady's
attendance to Legran. They were a pair, despite the antagonism and
discrepancy in age. She spooned food into the mouth. It didn't move.
He was really unconscious this time. Her hand groped his jaw and
lowered it, prying open his pale lips. She poured water in between
them slowly. The first swallow succeeded after her rubbing his chest
downward. But even this outdid her patience. She landed a fist onto
his breastbone. Dregin reacted meaning to stop her, but a cough
started from the patient, followed by several others.


He
lived. She fed him bread, soft chunks broken into bites, and warmed
water. The slits of his eyes responded life, but very weakly. Dregin
backed away, not wanting any part of the picture. He had seen enough
with hope and pride for work well done. 






Chapter 45


Drifting,
damp, and warm, the scent of clean sweat hazing back and forth his
nostrils. Body in motion, bumping against someone behind him. Where
was he? Opening his eyes, blinking in the glare of twilight, he
learned his surroundings. A road, an animal's black maned head,
sounds of raspy breath and hoof shod, Dregin riding to the right some
paces away alongside. He looked down at himself, finding only oiled
wool dripping of rain. Sensation returned to him. Someone's arm
locked across his body. He could feel the basin of thighs beside him.
His eyes became saucers. The hold on him tightened worse. Grunting
and breathing hard, he writhed to be free.


"Dregin!"
shrieked the voice behind him amid his struggles. "Damn you,
stay still," she commanded gruffly. The horse began to buck in
panicked screams. She hollered in alarm moments before the fall. A
grunt huffed out of her in the landing. She moaned, removing her arm
out from beneath his body. "Oh, no, you don't," she
snapped, catching him quickly by the arm.


A
man's hands joined her, holding him by the shoulders. "Legran!"
Dregin's voice grated in his face. "Stop it." Those strong
hands shook him roughly. "Damn you, ungrateful boy."


"No,"
he mumbled. "No..."


"We
won't let you die. Do you hear me?" Dregin was yelling against
reason. "We won't abandon you!"


Legran
couldn't run. He couldn't hide. He was cold, hot , and numb
altogether. But he surrendered, head dropped over.


Lady
staggered to her feet. Dregin's hard eyes softened a degree at her
approach. She cleared a scratch in her throat. He released Legran
into her arms. "I don't understand," she said. "I
don't understand him at all."


"Damn,
" Dregin muttered. He turned from them both, walking stiffly
away.


"Dreg---"
She caught the slackened body. "Listen, you little spoiled
brat," she hissed vehemently at the face beside her. "I'm
only nice to you for his sake," she said through her teeth.
"Keep this up and I'll break every bone in your body. Do you get
it?" Her nose stuck out so much, it touched his at the tip. He
swallowed. "Good," she said in pleasant sarcasm. "Now,
can you stand or do I have to carry you?" He tried to stand, but
weak knees refused cooperation. "Well," she held him up,
"you're riding with me until you can do it yourself."


He
was about to speak, but his throat clotted. She hauled him to where
the horse had found a spot to calm down. No more resistance from here
on. He climbed onto the saddle, aches and all, moving his weak
muscles. She had no problem planting herself against his back. He had
to lean forward to part space in between their bodies. The cloak was
wrapped around him once again. She hooked an arm across him and
locked him in place as before.


The
rest of the trip traveled with quiet and peace, interrupted by the
increased wet of shower from the drizzle. Lady spread the wide hood
overhead. She craned forward to cover Legran as well. Dregin, on the
other hand, hardly minded being soaked through. Night was falling. A
thunder brewed the beginning of storm.


Legran
had never been more alert, despite the spells spinning in his head.
Her breath brushed his ear. Their damp bodies shifted together at
every third step. The scent of human intoxicating his nostrils, he
smelled surprisingly with enjoyment. This was all wrong, he told
himself over and over. But how could he escape now with her as guard.
If Dregin had been the one to chain him, he might had become
desperate enough to murder. He could kill her. He ...He didn't know
what he had for her, but the resemblance was so strong. He looked,
and turned his face straight for the road again. Grey eyes impressed
in his mind. The arm that locked him release a few degrees setting
him loose in the seat. His heart had panicked. He didn't know when
his fear began, only that he couldn't be still in a situation this
confining.


The
inside of the cloak was getting hot. He started to fidget in the
heat. She blew at his neck warningly. He swallowed. His effort for
control rendered him further into shaking. This feverish body of his
turned on him, breaking his pores open in sweat. Now both her arms
held him. He pushed at them to be free, but they felt tighter than
before as she forced him stationary. This was a dream within a dream,
he was telling himself, defying the facts.


Dregin
looked up ahead as if he met destination at last. He turned to inform
them. The slight smile disappeared from his face as if cleaned from a
slate. Amber eyes regarded one from the other, then at the contours
of the cloak. Without comment, he resumed riding, keeping a face too
straight to convince them his lack of judgment in the case.
Obviously, he thought otherwise.


They
rode a short distance and entered a town. Some well-lit taverns
seemed to beckon welcome, but Dregin wouldn't stop at any of them.
After a few avenues, he finally stopped in front of an inn. The sign
on the outside had a falcon in flight painted on it . He unhorsed and
strung the reins to the porch-rail. Lady waited for his offered hand,
which came promptly, and she got off the saddle to drop into his
catch. He held her waist, lifting her easily and putting her down
gently on her feet. Next, he went for Legran, who refused to be
attended. The cloak was thrown in his face. When he had pulled it out
of the way, he was seeing Legran leaning against the horse, hands
hanging onto the pommel to hold himself up. Dregin stood, unsure of
how he would resolve this sudden----well, not so sudden , really
---rebel. The rain became heavy, pouring on all.


Lady
took the initiative, stepping forward, taking the cloak, and throwing
it over Legran to shade him from the rain. He wouldn't fight her,
because of the obvious reason. She jerked her head toward the inn's
entrance signaling for Dregin to enter. He went ahead climbing the
couple of steps onto the porch. They followed behind.


Roast
and bakery drifted across the main room. Only five tables with
accompany wooden chairs decorated the floor. Several were occupied by
drinkers and a couple of barmaids. The innkeeper was a stout tubby
man. He had hammer-built arms, muscular enough to break anvils bared
where his leather vest ended. A sodden stained apron revealed the
fact that he had been busy in a poor setting. The inn was not
high-classed. Dregin asked for three rooms, shelter for the horses,
and whispered a few words. The innkeeper looked at the doorway,
eyeing the others carefully, but he gave them a good price.


She
was about to speak when Dregin walked toward them. He gestured a wave
and reached out to help Legran. They went up the stairs quietly. The
bustles below had loud crude remarks about women. She turned back,
ready to release her opinion. Dregin caught her wrist. He shook his
head that is wasn't worth it. She grimaced, but followed his lead to
the upper deck. They turned right, toward the long hall. Dregin
pushed in one door and gestured with a sweep of his hand.


"Yours,"
he said.


She
looked into it and nodded. "What about you?"


"We're
directly across," he stuck out his chin at the twin doors to her
right. "Knock whenever you need anything." She smiled,
continuing to move Legran. "Ah, Lady? I need to speak to him
alone."


"Should
I bring you a meal?"


"I
forgot. Yes. Here," he hand her a couple of silvers. "But
give me some time."


She
nodded and disappeared down the stairs. 






Chapter 46


Dregin
put him down on the bed, taking the cloak away. He pulled out a chair
from beside the doorway and placed the soggy wool on it. At a glance,
he went to the fireplace, kicked a log into it, and searched around
for lamplight. He had to get one from the hall, dumping the contents
into the hearth. Fire came ablaze abruptly. He took a wide step back,
avoiding the initial roar. Crouching, he angled toward it again,
getting a stoker to redistribute the flames. Studious, mysterious in
his quiet, he wasn't questioned by the other man who watched.


"Don't
you want to know what's going on?" Dregin broke silence. "I
can't stand your presence."


"Then,
why the hell do you care I live?"


"Because,
you are a Tarennei."


"A
what?"


"You
heard." Dregin stood and leaned against the pane of the mantel.
Putting down the stoker, he crossed his arms. "Gorran by blood,
but lived a Tarennei heritage. But that's not why I wanted you to
talk to you. Tell me about the Prophet of Zandria."








"Why
should I tell you anything?"


"This
war's victory to our gain is dependent on it. Would you rather the
enemy win?"


Legran
considered a moment. He looked up again, taking in a breath before
speaking. "The Prophet is reborn. She lives among us. Power in
sets of four will arise to put order to mankind. We live to the caste
of the Elements."


"Where
did you learn to speak in riddles like that?"


Legran
sat further into his bed. "You're mocking me."


"Are
you the Prophet?"


"No,
" came a flat reply.


Dregin
smiled minutely. "All right, I won't joke." He set his face
seriously. "But I do have questions." The youth's dark eyes
seemed large, looking up at him. "Is it that you love her that
you fear her? Or do you have an old grudge for strong women?"


"You
really want to know what I had to say to Trahu?"


"That's
better. Formalities set aside." Dregin shifted to lean better on
the wall. "Yes, I'm very curious as to how much you revere her
grace, Guardian of Tarenne."


"You
know of ...." Legran's voice trailed realizing his mistake of
revealing too much. "She ...resembles very much the woman I
knew."


"Was
she your wife or your lover?"


"Both."


"Oh,"
Dregin uttered wonderingly. "That would explain your deepness in
the matter. Such a dilemma." He began to pace across the room.
"But if she were, how would you---"


"She's
not, so, don't bother."


"Tell
me about Tarennei women."


"Generally
speaking, they run leadership of our tribe."


"Why
am I not surprised," Dregin muttered under his breath.


"---We
are symbols, merely. Why the hell do you want to know these things?"


"I
," Dregin turned to face him, "want to know how Tarenne was
invaded. Did politics play a role?"


Legran's
features became cold. "Politics had no role." He spread his
arms behind him to lean back. It was an act at relaxation. "They
came as mercenaries. And with no declaration of war, they climbed our
walls in the middle of the night, set fires on our city, and
slaughtered my people like sheep. There were children taken out to be
butchered for sacrifice. Our virgins were next in line. I bargained a
worthless treaty." He tensed, fighting the old emotion. "I
bargained away the lives of my people. I made us slaves. The
responsibility of the last few hundred lives in my hands. We were
less than the animals, but our people would be wiped out if I didn't
promise servitude. Even, then, they wanted more." He pounded the
mattress. "Is that what you wanted to know of the invasion?
Murderers and pagan ritualists."


"I'm
sorry."


"I
don't need your pity!" Legran snarled through gritted teeth.


"It's
not sympathy, Legran. My regrets."


Silence
entered their conversation. Dregin faced the window beside the bed.
Moonlight shone silver on his crown of light hair. A soft sigh
expressed out of trying to fill the void. He shoved his loose fists
into his pockets.


"Maybe,
I shouldn't have asked at all," said Dregin.


"No,
you need to know who you're up against. And they're not humans."


"Did
they use something to control you?"


Pause.
"I'm addicted to blackthorn."


Awestruck,
Dregin took a moment to close his mouth. He suspected, but hearing it
spoken openly was quite an astonishment. "How---how long?"


"Over
two years, now. All of us are. Except Stone Bird. I...I tasted her
food and water. She was spared. The rest suffered half as much from
half the dosage I received."


"One-time
effective use---"


"No,
" shaking his head, "you don't understand. Blackthorn is
gradual. They put it in our food and water. We received small dosages
at first. Then, the withdrawals came into effect after nearly a year.
That was when we were in trouble. We were slaves for keeps. They put
us to hard labor or no drug. Stone Bird was kept from the rations. I
had our people I trusted smuggle in real food. "


"Guardian
of Tarenne."


"Guardian-Regent
of Tarenne, " Legran corrected. "The real heir is still at
large. But the Regent must be kept safe and alive."


Two
knocks interrupted them.


"Come
in, " said Dregin.


The
door opened, and Lady entered holding a huge tray with both hands.
She curtsied out of tease, then set it on the table. Dregin came over
and grabbed hold of one side of the table. She held the other side,
catching the meaning of his attention. They moved the table toward
Legran.


"Well,
enjoy your meals. I'm heading for a good night's sleep."


"You
smell like roses," remarked Dregin, smiling.


"Bath
oil. I didn't think such a shabby establishment would have
miscellaneous luxuries."


Looking
closer, Legran saw that her hair was still wet in her braid. The
sheen of bronze seemed copper in firelight. He just gazed, even as
she turned modestly to leave.


"-Uh-hm-Legran,"
Dregin coughed. "Say something nice."


Legran
searched around swallowing. "Good night," he managed to say
without stammering.


The
woman snickered dry-humoredly and closed the door behind her. Dregin
threw a mock fist into the sitting man's arm.


"She
wore an attractive night gown and shared a bath comment. And all you
had to say was 'good night'?"


"I
was polite."


"You're
an idiot."


"She's
not my wife," defended Legran. "I'd say such and others to
Stone Bird. No one else."


"Well,
with all due respect, your wife's dead."


"You
don't know that."


Dregin
crossed his arms, expression became serious. "Then, are you
saying...?"


"No,
" Legran shook his head. "No, I'm not saying anything."


"Why
are you so afraid?"


"Afraid?"
Legran looked up, chuckling shortly, dry in humor. "I'm
terrified. It's the price I have to pay for my blood relative's
crimes."


"You're
only one man. You would give yourself up for wrongs you didn't
commit? That's plain stupid." The sharpness in Dregin's voice
made the man turn his face to the side and hung. "Again, why?"


"Because...."
Legran sighed. "Because I ..." He drew a slow deep breath.
"Ah, Goddess have mercy on us all," he whispered in prayer.
"I'm a loser. I'm a coward. I can't win."


"You're
not making sense."


"I
don't have to."


"A
painful part of you ...?"


Nodded
Legran.


Dregin
pulled up another chair near the side of the fireplace and sat in it.
He poured wine into the cups on the tray. One was put within Legran's
reach, the second was for himself. He raised his cup to Legran.


"Drink
with me, friend," he said with much cheer. "Drink tonight
for all the sorrows of men."


A
smile scrawled across his friend's face, who lifted the cup on the
other end. "I drink to what sorrows the hearts of men. None has
praised our courtships proper."


They
drank in an extensive draw of one swallow. Dregin filled the two cups
again. Good spiced ale was fine enough in place of wine.


"I
can do this all night."


"I'm
not quite your type," remarked Legran.


"Never
said you were."


"Then,
drink until we're barrels' worth."


"That
we will." He emptied his cup. "We should celebrate while we
can. Time is short."


"No."
The smile on Legran's face twitched. "Time is most fair. It
judges none and it goes at its unchanging constant rate." He
drank as recklessly as the other man.


"So
true," filling the cups, " and I had forgotten the
philosophy. This cup, " raising it, "is for my wife, the
beautiful warrior I knew, and the woman I love."


"And
this one," Legran seconded his cup, "is for the idol of my
life. Woman, Commander of Senior Rank, Lady of Keep, and...lover I
never knew." He drank. Afterward, bitterness darkened his
scowling face. "I'll drink to her life only."


"Here,
here." Dregin ignored the negativity arising, automatically
filling the cups. "We drink to the women we love."


"And
to the ones we can't, we hate." Legran drank with one rough
draw, tilting back his head.....








Dregin
pushed opened the door to his rented room. He was nothing, but the
odor of ale and nowhere drunk. Somone moved under the sheets. He
initially believed he had the wrong room. Then, he remembered Legran
was asleep drunk next door. Breathing a sigh, he threw off his
attire, except the pants. This openness did not chase the someone
away, who should had been alarmed.


"How
long have you been in there?" he said.


"For
a while."


"I
won't ask you to leave." His words only made her shrug. The thin
straps fell from her shoulders. He went and closed the door. The
burning in him had been within for a long time. "My body aches
of sin!" he rasped. "I don't want to betray my wife. Why do
you keep aftering me?"


"Do
you teach or corrupt?"


He
did more than either in the year of his marriage, but he gave no
answer or comment. In the present, his mouth mocked a smile. "Which
do you prefer?" The spite in him twisted in ecstasy.


She
giggled. "Whichever comes easy."


"Nothing
comes easy, passion." He turned, hands behind his back. "I
can be rough, and I don't take no when I'm in the middle of a
session."


"This
is not like you."


"There's
much you don't know about me.....Passion." He looked straight
into her.


"Uh...,"
she uttered slowly, "should I ....maybe I should leave."
She got off the bed, drawing back the sheets.


He
strode to her side of the bed and grasped her arms. "Too late.
We're in the middle."


"Talk
is easy."


He
chuckled. "Nervous? Should've left when the door was opened."
It had been a long time. "Are you going to resist me?"


"I...
I don't think I can."


He
smiled, leaned forward and kissed her cheek. "I'm tame tonight,
don't worry." He sank into the bed, drawing her toward him. His
arm slid around her nape. "Passion, passion, passion...."
Their lips met, and the touch became deep. He drifted after a while.


She
lifted his arm and removed it slowly, placing it on the pillow. The
sheets and coverlet were drawn over his shoulders. No one would
believe the truth. Smiling, she snuck out of the room. She laughed
whisperingly. 






Chapter 47


They
ate at a table in the corner quietly. The trio appeared out of place
as eyes darted in their direction every now and then. The purpose was
as simple as the meal. Turkey meat slices in a pool of cranberry
sauce, bread and cheese, accompany tea, and hazel-spiced cider
equaled three hearty stomachs. Dregin ate as comfortably as ever, but
his pale sick friend hardly touched beyond half the portions in his
plate. As for the woman, who admired him openly, she enjoyed the food
at a pace.


The
rest of the inn had occupied tables. The day was a busy one with good
business. People talked, nervous stories traveling through chatter.
Politics barely discussed, mainly concerns of what would become of
their own lives if arising Gorra succeeded in conquering all of
eastern land. Ale and the sour of cider gave odors that seemed to
match their sentiments. There wasn't much cheer in the place. More
like a gathering funeral, but life went on as they talked. The next
table had two men discussing in stressed whispers. Despite their
efforts, their words traveled within hearing to the attentive Dregin.


"...coming
with ten large fleets," said one with a cowardly strained voice.


"I
heard more," said the other. "They killed men and boys,
raided villages, and ... raped the child-bearing-aged girls. Better
put your daughter in the celler. They have no mercy."


"But
why would they attack us? We've never done anything to them."


"Conquests.
Power. Greed. Any of those things. The Gorrans rebel order, because
years have passed with less and less prospects. Falshire has Vinne to
fall back on. But they're somewhere far west or northern. Nothing,
but desert. Trade, none."


"North
and west?" The first voice uttered wryly. "Who would cross
Niele to trade that far?"


"Exactly.
A strange thing."


"What
is?"


"The
mercenaries, a huge fleet. I've heard they've subdued the entire
west. It's not long now and we're invaded---"


The
first man hushed him. "People carry ears. Better to watch your
tongue."


The
second man agreed, shuffling to get up. They went to the collector's
box and paid for their meal. Nervousness plagued the environment,
even as they left.


Dregin
chewed on the turkey slowly. His stomach had turned hollow. The knot
of his gut refused passing of food. He swallowed the tough morsel. A
meal never tasted so bland and hard for his digestive tract. He was
too tired to eat.


"They
seem afraid of shadows," Lady remarked quietly, stuffing a bite
of bread and gravy.


"Yes.
War always does that to people, " said Dregin.


"How
long do you think things will change?"


"No
one knows of that, now, do we?" He leaned on the table. "You
believe them?"


"Rumors
have a few truths," she said slowly, "in them."


"But
which is which?"


"Isn't
that for us to find out?" Legran said.


The
smile was full of mischief on the other man. He nodded. "Face it
head-on."


"You
mean, we're, " Lady lowered her voice leaning forward,
"investigating?"


"Guess
that's a way to put it," said Legran.


"Does
this mean you're willing to join me?" Dregin said.


"Well...yes,
why not. Nothing beats the risk of wasting my life away."


"It's
not suppose to happen that way."


"You
have a plan?"


"I
might."


"And
I'm included, " Legran was wry in comment.


"You
lead part of my brother's army."


Pause.
"You're beans, Dregin, do you know that?" Legran pushed his
plate away. "I won't do it," getting up, throwing his
napkin on the table. "I won't take armies to die in battle."


"Legran,
" the woman took hold of his arm, tugging him to sit. "Take
your seat."


He
ripped his arm from her grasp. "But if you insist," he
growled, "I'll be rid of your despicable face while I serve."
He turned, chair scraping the floor, "Both of you, " and
headed for the stairs.


He
was on the top of the flight when Dregin hemmed his throat. She faced
him. He was mopping his mouth with a napkin.


"Jealousy?"
She quirked her brows smiling. "It's not every day I see members
of your race behave so diplomatic."


Shaking
his head, hand denying the comment. "About...last night---"


"You
were more than I," leaning forward, touching his hand on the
table, "expected and everything I believed is true."


"Is
that good or bad?"


"What
do you want it to be?"


"That
it wasn't me."


Her
hand squeezed gently. "I've been thinking." He looked at
her, waiting. "I keep asking myself to love. And I don't know
why it's important."


"You
have a lot to say."


"Shouldn't
I?"


He
raised her hand, tapping it lightly with his right palm. "I know
exactly what happened," smiling, "last night. My pants...."


"Well...."
She shrugged, sighing.


"But
I sympathize. You need company." He placed her hand on the table
gently. "I have things to do in the next few days. I won't have
time."


"Then,
what am I supposed to do in the meantime?"


"Take
care of Legran for me. He's ill." Dregin wouldn't explain
further as he stood and strode to the exit.


She
was left behind. Alone. Staring at the door, she froze. The light of
the rectangle reminded her of something familiar. Sunlight shining
dust distracted her eyes. She raised her cup of cider. The scent of
fruit mellowed her tastebuds. Without much thought, she spilled the
content to the side. A waiter, the only one afforded by the inn, came
to investigate.


"Food
not to your liking, madam?" he said.


She
flicked a glance, then sighed tiredly. "Get me a cask of wine."


"I'm
sorry, madam, we don't sell at such a large quantity."


"Perhaps
a vase?" Her voice was tart. At his hesitation, she banged the
table. "Just give some of your fine wine!" she snapped.


"Right
away," jumping back a step, the waiter nodded, "madam. I
wll get it immediately."


The
quart-size jug was brought to her table with its accompanying cup.
She poured herself some if the wine. Resuming her view at the
doorway, she drank all morning through the afternoon. The scoring
taste embittered her mouth, but she was drinking this sacred
substance for a different reason. The men all around her whispered
and muttered among themselves, looking at her with conviction or
unimpressionable judgment. It was a rare sight to see a woman
drinking so compulsively. None of them pitied her. None of them
understood her present mood, how unfathomable it felt, this sense of
abandonment derived from a loneliness she didn't even understand
herself. Me, she scowled bitterly, what do they know? She drank the
whole of the cup with one swallow.


Afternoon
sun was turning over for sunset yellow and orange. Dregin hadn't
returned. She should stop, a voice inside her was telling her. But
what was making her continue? She was down to the seventh jug. It was
empty as well. She winked one eye, looking up into the mouth of the
upside-down glazed earthenware, shaking the final drops into her cup.
No more, it was empty. She snapped her fingers for the waiter. A jug
was put on the table. For this one, she didn't bother with the cup,
she drank straight from the source. A spray of mist was spit out of
her mouth. She grabbed the waiter by the collar.


"Who
told you to mix water in my wine?" she snarled viciously.


"Madam,
it's unhealthy the way you drink. I thought---I was just trying to
help."


"I
asked for wine! Not watered down cheap slop. I've got money. I'll
pay. Stick your nose somewhere else." She threw him back,
dusting his shirt with the back of her hand to straighten the
wrinkles. "Now, go get the real thing over here." He
scratched his neck unsure, remaining. She pounded the table. "Get
me the wine, idiot!"


The
waiter looked at the man on her side nodding support of her decision
before proceeding. Dregin sat in the seat across from her. He looked
at the entire table. She closed her eyes for a while seeming to blink
out her problems, then opened them in search of wine. The waiter
finally brought what she asked. She drank until she choked and had to
stop, setting the jug down loudly.


"I
leave for half a day, " said Dregin, " and this is the mess
you turn into." He rearranged the jugs to stand upright. "You're
a grown woman, for the love of Goddess, can't you handle even a small
thing?"


She
snickered, smiling her wine's taste, and drank. He watched her down
another level of intoxication. "Where's Legran?" She
shrugged. He stood abruptly, cursing mentally. "No." He
removed the jug from her grasp. "No more." Taking hold of
her arm, he lifted her to stand. She groaned, hiccuping once. "You've
had enough, Lady."


"I'm
not done," she whined.


"Come
on." He hoisted her sagging body upright.


She
stood, squaring him in the eye. "The wine is drunk, but I'm not
drunk. Love is deep, sad wine's deeper. For a heart so fine as wine
brewed from sorrow, what good is it to love at love's resign?"
She smiled, dreamy filmed eyes blurring as her head knocked back and
forth.


The
waiter directed his eyes to the table when Dregin looked. He
collected the empty jugs, stacking them in piles of three. Dregin set
her straight, turning around and helped her walk to the stairs.





Chapter 48


Trahu's
face was set.


"Isinn,
you know what to do."


She
nodded, blinking to hold back the tears. He patted her arms, puffing
up the sleeves. Her layered velvet dress in purple with squared
embroidered trims had a significance. She was impressive. And the
funnel cap laced in sheer chiffon cascading down her shoulders served
attention from miles away. He nodded assurance. And with a sigh, he
left.


She
watched him go, knowing it was the last time she saw him. The small
thin, streamlined dagger in her hand was clipped back under her wide
sleeve. War cries blared like the roars of thunder outside. She ran
to the window in the low tower in all visibility. Archers streamed
into position on the parapets. The barricades had not been torn down
yet.


Sqinting
in her forward lean, she made out the few enemy troops harassing the
guards with crude remarks. An arrow or two shot at their feet as
warning. The skirmish retreated to the encampments. Three weeks and
over, those ingrates had been trying to lure the drawn doors to open
for battle. But the borders of this stronghold gave them no such
satisfaction. Castle Poplari had an agenda long ago to keep safe all
that lived inside. Preserved supplies were stored for up to three
years' use. And the gardens were plenty of good soil inside the
walls. Ration crops could be planted.


She
went back to the long chair. Shaking her dizzying head, she told
herself to stop worrying. This war was going to be a clean one. And
that everything would come to an end quick and soon. Her heart
sounded awfully loud, sending her body rocking back and forth. She
breathed to calm herself.


Isinn
had to think. None could think for her now. Where her safety was
concerned, they would only manage out of convenience. Their attention
was on the battlefield. If there was a battlefield. At the rate
things were going, in a year's time, the enemy would crawl into the
place and butcher anyone that was left. She had been told their
ruthlessness. Killing women and children. Even if she had a true
title, who was she but a merchant's daughter, made by the court to be
a high servant. Her family ranked above ordinary, but had no real
power.


Would
she consort to the enemy? A snickering voice snuck in. The question
posed a threat she felt, but couldn't understand. It held every
malevolence stringing on a long line. She sat farther in the chair to
make room for her fat as she drew up her knees. She was trying hard
not to breath profusely.


The
serfs, servants! She should have thought about them. But what if some
of them...escaped? She shuddered again. No, no, everyone was here.
They would not dare risk danger to even set foot outside the
perimeter. They were disadvantaged at every angle: no weapon, no
military training, farmers, yeomen, shepherds, family people. They
were civilians, they wouldn't leave. They wouldn't, she assured
herself.


Panick
was not supposed to come in. She had been told the possibilities. She
knew what to do. They would either win or lose. Winning would solve
everything. But it they lost to the enemy...Pray, may that Goddess be
on their side and have mercy on them all. She considered the
possibility again, a bit more brave with Goddess faith on her side.
If they might lose, havoc raved their home, hell had turned loose.
She wouldn't survive.


The
first thing she would do with the dagger was to stab any one of the
enemy in her path and then kill herself. And the unfortunate life to
meet her had better be one of the leaders. Otherwise, the passing
would count invalid.


What
was she thinking! Goddess, she was insane. Here she was, a woman well
beyond her prim age, thinking she was about to commit murder when she
had never held a sword in her entire life. This war was putting
everyone on edge, herself excluded. She was a madhouse waiting to
happen. If her brother might die, she will have to lead the army one
way or another. This wasn't fair: locking her up in a tower. Of
course, she understood the logic behind it. After all, she was a
lady.


She
was frightened at the thought. What if death came knocking on that
door? Would she have taken the chance at first glance? Or....Shaking
her head, she cleared herself with a deep breath. This was forest
country. She had been daughter to peace and sister to independence.
Their land was mid-continent. It had no qualm, allied and foe to
none. The war will not affect them. Vinne had no part in it.


And
the siege? The wicked voice reminded her. The two thousand
mercenaries out there all around the perimeter weren't there to
protect Vinne. They were waiting for action, bloodshed more likely.
She got up. Her heart was beating convulsively, and she need air. She
ran to the window.


"Goddess---"
flashes struck the sky amid the ashen clouds and sooty horizon
"...have mercy, " she whispered slowly. Moments later, the
heavens answered with windy rumbles in the distance.


It
was not war, outright invasion. Hell turned loose for creatures of
the night calling----howling as hellions should to the world's
breaking. Isinn's bones jittered inside despite the layers of velvet,
convoy of flesh and veins, blood fused no calcium. This was it. This
was real, total actuality that battle broke.


She
may had never been taught the politics and wars, but a war-cry was
customary from savages. And those out there were too many to count. A
quick dash to her bedside, she reached under it to pull open a
floorboard. The coffer opened easily as she pried the lid with the
small knife. The map on leather filled labyrinths and complex
designed canals, traced and retraced encrypted for secured eyes. She
stood long enough to burn it whole staked on the tip of her knife.
The secrets died with her to the grave.


When
done, she rushed out the door and halted. At the sight of hundred
steps, curving right to the spiral of the structured wall, vertigo
seized her to a dizzy spell. Irony, that a daughter to the House of
Heights would develop such a phobia when all her life was spent here.
She began slowly, hand rented the stones on the wall for solidity. A
quarter of the way down, Vespa appeared from behind the corridor,
facedown as if counting the steps while she picked up her skirt. The
woman was a fool. Isinn told her that.


She
answered with a slight smile with those doe eyes. Her hands reached
the sash at the knotted bow. "My Lady, we can change here. No
one is coming."


"Then,
why did you get here so soon?"


"My
Lady," Vespa said patiently as if her few years were seniority,
"you were not thinking to outrun me, did you?" She slipped
out of the top dress, sectioned with dividers. "Please."


"You're
never going to prove it," Isinn gave a thin-lipped retort just
to avoid expectation. Goddess, if only she could convince this fool
woman the risk involved. "You own a stray tongue. You'll slip."


"I
know the ...chances." Vespa bowed a slow nod enabling grave
sense. "And I well take them." She reached up to get the
cap.


Isinn
groped at a wrist, about to slap the maid's face, and stopped at
seeing the knife's sheen. She retreated sighing, and relinquished her
costume in acquiescence, not without telling the woman was a fool and
stupid. She handed over the robes hesitantly, reluctant as if
unwilling to accept the life to be put in them. Vespa took them
readily and dressed in haste, almost mechanical as she moved her
limbs through the sleeves to fit. Her Lady watched quietly, remote in
the stark small clothes. Vespa fitted the cap onto place, tossing the
lace spread round her shoulder. She turned around to present herself.
"Well?" Vespa asked, atoned with cheer.


"You're
not me." The flat reply blunted her face not so much in
disappointment than as a nervous fear. "Vespa."


"It
doesn't matter so long as I look like you. I'll do my part. You will
be free."


Isinn
sighed picking up the peasant dress and donned it. Even the sash had
to be helped onto her by the familiar maid's hands. Sure as hell, she
was free. She couldn't even dress herself plainly. But as she looked
at the woman who served more and more as a friend than companion over
those years, she embraced a sister in tears.


"Vespa,
I don't want to go," she whimpered. "This is my home."


"My
Lady, " the sister sighed with wisdom. "Be safe, please, be
safe. Goddess bless us all." She sighed again, this time brief
and blustery. "Now, you must go." She released Isinn who
gulped.


"You
look too much like me. How safe are you?"


"Safe."
The doe eyes held still, affirming that fact.


Isinn
nodded and turned to leave.


"And
that, my Lady?"


Vespa's
palm was open with all the lines cut short in the center---lines of
fortune. She had a strong, keen mind. How could she possibly entangle
danger? She was thoughtful enough to remember the knife. Isinn had to
give that up, too.


"This
is my choice. I won't haunt you." Vespa smiled, always plumed of
humor. "But for your journey, get a good one from the kitchen.
It cuts, but out of prudence, my Lady, a fine blade tattles."


Isinn
took Vespa's advice, or thought she did, convincing herself with the
practicality of sense. Her mind was in the clouds, unable to really
think on her intent much less reasoning out what she was doing. The
guide, a bare temper of feeling, caused her to stride past the string
of servants, maids, refugees from the trade ring---merchant families
fled the borders for safety in here---stray children, good folks, and
clusters of guards---not soldiers---patrolling the halls and
corridors of her House. Not a holding. Not even close to a dent in
the palace. Was she grimacing? She hardly cared so long as no one
prevented her way.


The
time was not to her sulking, nor was she some would-be heroine, as if
there was such a word. Brothers and fathers, men were made heroes, if
not born to become something more. That was, perhaps, when power was
given as rank and status. She almost clutched to that power if Dregin
Third Son of Falshire had given her the honor. Power---no, status in
rank was what she craved. And maybe some of it out of love. Only
little of it, since childhood kept the fondness. Her disdain at the
strange white woman he married shaded the fondness, jaded it to only
hunger the other ever more. He had Chosen a wilder over a real woman.


And
this war. She pursed her lips scornfully. All the two moons gone, and
only a handful of Falshire troops sent as aid. Well, a considerable
near one thousand five hundred, a third of which mounted on
horsebacks, marching across the plains with that banner waving in the
wind the dragonfly shining gold on red. As if Vinne was
under---subservient to Falshire. The sight of them shocked the
people. Secrets were kept well in the House. She was uncertain that
practice was much inline with honor, but Vinne's Poplari was a clan
after all, if not rich with trade, even richer than nations combined,
and House to every account on confidentiality and well-kept secrecy.


What
a fool she was to be prideful at a time like this! Still, the feeling
was good to indulge in her heritage, family tree stretched back to a
shepherd. And none so simple a sheepherd as all thought to believe;
he was the founding grandfather of this House that encouraged those
all around to band and stay as reapers of fortune, they prospered.
Richest soil, all seasoned weathers, games plenty, and ....metals
mixed well hidden in the earth. So much, plethora forever years to
come. They must keep this place. Without it, she was nobody. Maybe
subsequent to even a serf.


A
cold shiver rankled down her body. She did not like that stray
thinking, not at all, brought to understand contempt for common and
praised among higher born. Even if she did soil her hands and feet on
the fields, stripping weeds and sowing seed to seed the wheats or
barley. Those were days of youth, mostly punishment to keep her
flapping mouth shut for harsh arrogance. She had humbled so much in
comparison now to then. Everyone saw that, though they had said
otherwise to earn a couple of strappings. Indecent and very much
undeserved, she noted thin-lipped.


In
the kitchen, an entire wall of two huge hearths where cauldrons sat
atop iron rings over wood burning fire to one side, pottery lined the
adjacent to the backdoor that led into the garden, a stone black in
the center was covered with assortments of bread, cheese, spitted
roast done, and vegetables. The final side had two ovens fashioned
inside the stone structure above a spit-fire. This was home. She
would never go hungry here. All the more important that her brother
win.


Never
would she part the luxury willingly. Or could she? This was her
House, Vinne's Poplari, where her ancestors came to live, and died
and buried in the robust soil, a hoped blessing for the line to
branch far and wide. Warm droplets salted her fair-skinned cheek. She
realized she was wincing in tears. Sniffling, she wiped them away.
The time to be brave to do what she was told----


She
squeezed her eyes shut. She was a woman, she scolded herself. A
woman, not some---sick-leaned girl! Time to be brave, to do what's
right---things discussed to be right to do. She should know herself.
Not a silly fool time to confuse herself.


A
sense of chill struck her, despite the glowing warmth radiating from
the fires. Someone entered the door, not from the flight of stairs
behind her. The man eyed her widely, as if he too was surprised of
her unexpected presence. Why? Servants were always down here. But at
the moment, time was a concept much left to
strangers---strangeness?---perhaps. She was being foolish again. A
man with the features barely resembled the faraway Prince Legran of
the borderlands standing there, and she choked up like a girl who's
never met the like.


The
wideness narrowed the well-deep obsidian eyes as he recollected
composure. Worse, he was bold, entering the place freely. Attired in
every combination dark, shirt tucked in breeches, shin-tight laced
soft boots, long straight coat swaying loose tails to his strides. As
if he was a darkness himself, walking at normal speed. He reached a
cursive hand.


She
had no idea when she backed away, now trapped to a wall at his mercy.
Desperately praying for divine intervention. Upclose, his face was
every bit terrifying as one of the empty heads of the enemy. Her end,
she was screaming inside her head as his fingers brushed her cheek.
The battle only started, and the enemy had set foot inside her House.
She froze at what he did next. His nose dove forward at her chest,
then up to the side of her neck clearly sniffing---smelling. Oh, the
horror of the thought. The savagery! He was going to eat her alive!


A
grunted snicker sounded. Her breath thinned to a halt. She hoped that
all would be quick and over with, spare her violence and pain. The
wish went unfulfilled. A hush of breeze stirred. She opened her eyes,
and he was gone.


Weak-kneed,
she sagged to her bottom. Terror was not a pleasant emotion to
accompany shock. She sounded smart just for thinking that. Legran had
told a few things, but being in discussion differed greatly from
encountering one. They were animals as he had said. She couldn't
believe him, what with his manners and shyness. How could he describe
his blood relatives so? He was such a nice...prince. The crashing of
steel clattered outside. Isinn was too busy to mind at the moment. He
had that look when he left. What did it mean? Death? It was a brush
with death.


The
sounds seemed to die down, she started thinking to move. Hiding down
here was no safer than the gallows, the inner voice was scaring her
again. She swallowed and skipped upstairs. Midway up the flight, she
stopped and thought of the cellar. Maybe, no one would think of the
underground storage. She ran back down again, sneaking her way to the
door. After a look on both left and right, she recoiled. The wooden
panel on the adjacent wall required strain, but she managed to open a
crack wide enough to slide through, pulling it close after.


Darkness
encased her there. After the adjustments, her eyes compensated to see
thin lines of light from the top and feet of the door and along the
ceiling's angle from outside. She huddled to a corner behind one of
the barrels. They were casks of age-old wine, of course. Very old and
expensive, rarely taken for the last few decades. She coughed up
dust. A bit musty and pincing, she noted as her eyes itched. She
covered her face with a part of the linen dress. That helped. She
exhaled, dampening the fabric which soon refused to provide free
breathing. Not in the least bit tired, but she began to doze after a
while. The battle cries or bellows of pain, the clash between steel
and steel, whisk-whisk of shooting arrows , the roaring falls of
bodies and horses, all accounted for and heard in here. She listened
and listened to unend. Terrible shrieking sounds, men voices crying
out in pain---not her brother's . Unpleasant, she muttered to
herself. She had planned to escape, but the planning wasn't right.
When she had wanted that in the beginning, honor bound her to stay.
But she knew nothing of fighting, she was told to go. Too late, at
the arrival of the enemy troops. Actually....Something was wrong. She
couldn't pick at it quite right. If she had gone with Legran---if
they had gone to Falshire. Isinn was stupid at times.


If
they had all gone, then who would be left to hold the place. But she
couldn't go. Why didn't she? Because she was greedy. She couldn't
abandon her wealth well alone. If she were to die, she would die in
fortune. A plaintive in her own accusations, evidently fitting this
wine cellar. What good was greed when her life was threatened out
there?


Just
as suddenly, terror struck her alert again. She shivered, gathering
her knees tighter. People were dying outside. Her people. Servants
and friends. Those who grew up with her. Their children would be
fatherless like her. Guilt was a heavy thing, but fear outweighed it.
She didn't like to think about death. Sleep, she needed sleep.
Crouching to the rim of the cask beside her, she lifted the wooden
lid, questioning the missing seal, but scooped the ladle in anyway.
Three was her limit. Might as well with the ladle so huge the size of
half-mugs. Soon, the cracks of light faded and she blended with
holocaustic night. 






Chapter 49


The
floorboards squealed loudly, reverberating on the floor. Light
splashed into view, accompanied by the bustling clamor. A person in a
dress, a narrow shapeless dress, sexless, because of the loose folds
and straight hangs, entered the darkness dropping down the three
steps. The multi-braids ran down the bodice, front and back like a
shroud. Clinking shilled to the swift halts. The person, silhouetted
, had small frame and was notably a woman.


Isinn
shouldn't have moved in her sleep. They had overheard. Even as the
captor strode behind the second cask lined up to the wall, ignoring
the rest of the several sundry dried goods piled on paned thick
shelves, she was barely looking, eyes three-quarters closed and
leaden. Clammy bony fingers tweaked her ear. She gasped at the pain,
wincing tight, but arose to follow the lift. Should had not removed
the earring. The loop in her ear hurt terribly. In her groping
struggle to stand, she found the ladle and thrashed with it. The hand
released her ear. She attacked wildly. The thing---that creature got
out of her way hiding in shadow.


Two
consecutive knuckled punches in her middle sent her wheezing for air.
A sweep behind her ankle sent her toppling backward hard. Her head
bumped on the convex of the barrel's side. A stomp squashed her rib.
She couldn't fight anymore. Beaten by a....woman. She saw the victor
smirking in the limelight, a fist on the side. The straight arm
reached down and took hold of her left lobe, yanking her upright,
while she went sibilant clutching at pain.


"Well,
well, what have we here?" Perfect court speech, not even a harsh
accent from the borderlands. It should influx the coarse roll from
the mountains, but...." A thief in the pantry, " the woman
sneered. "And a very greedy one to wear this," she tugged
the ear with the ornament jiggling. "Well, aren't you going to
be brave?"


Isinn
kept silent with tears leaking out of her eyes from the pain mostly
than the humiliation. She tried not to look up, avoiding the face
that smiled cruel and smug as character. And frightened at the sight
of the fist that unfolded was resting near the long belt knife. A
strapped quiver empty of arrows hung below that. She did not like
death. And she was not ready to die at this point.


"Come
along, thief." The woman dragged her out of there by the ear.
"No resistance, you hear."


The
kitchen was being ransacked. Isinn held back her whimper which choked
with emotions. Those thieves were robbing her House empty! The tears
leaked into her eyes, and she tried to unsh them out of existence.
Her captor, the evil man-thing wench sneered with a grin wide enough
to display ghastly fangs. Another tweak on the earlobe gave her
immense pain. She dared not fight, because her head was still
throbbing from skull-tearing pain. Breathing was allowed so far. She
best make the situation for survival to extend longer or as soon as
escape was perceivable. The pinching ceased only to receive the grasp
of her hair, a whole lock right where the bump was bruising.


"Now,
move it, thief!"


She
was pushed out of there to the back door. And because, she
cooperated, was also marched along the walk toward the main way. The
air was not better out here. Charred stenches, foreign odors plagued
the invisible source for her lungs' sustenance. She breathed, anyhow.
Survival. The word kept ringing in her ears. Some time later, maybe,
she would remember the voice to sound like Legran. Smoke billowing
from obscured fires left and right, hiding behind the walls that
stopped the court several tens of ways. She felt a leftward jerk, and
moved accordingly.


Bodies
littered the walkway winding toward the south end where the
mid-courtyard decorated her home. A garden designed for show with a
fountain in the center, constructed in simple form: just a disc bowl
with a bent-rimmed cylinder nucleus that spouted water through the
eight reeds. Blood had soiled the earth, the white stone runways too
sodden of soot and dark red, and surprisingly empty of bodies. The
rain never came. The storm still groveling in the distance with
lightnings flashing near the mountain-hills. She wished desperately
for those flashed to lash out at these enemy beings scurrying around
with the corpses. Dead bodies mutilated or wounded were dragged away
as if garbage cluttered the place. So methodical, these mercenaries
hauling the dead to disappear behind the outer hall. Isinn knew where
those bodies went. They went up in smoke. She could smell the
grotesqueness of human flesh roasting to the combined ashes.


Not
even the honor to a decent burial in the blessed soil. Her people
would never return home. How could they without ever being put in the
earth from where they came. Goddess would never be able to find them,
souls destroyed in violent fire burnt to cinders scattered to dust.
She wanted to cry, but was afraid to, if it might annoy the
ear-wrencher, now hair-twister. Her soul must reach burial. She
didn't want to die like the others, lost and forgotten.


Past
the mid-court, she was ushered, scrupulously with additional
unnecessary yanks, into the wide band, swinging on a bend to reach
this other courtyard she didn't recognize. That was, because the
front gates, the pavement , walking stones in the ground were all
gone. Not as gone as they were broken shambles, rubble piling here
and there. A pole was planted on the eastern end where the front wall
remained had a standing structure left. Her brother's head was strung
from an obtuse, waving in the wind like a banner of fear. Tyranny in
reign. She shook, a single rigidness ran through her, but she
remembered his words to hide. Her own protection was to hide, and be
kept hidden forever. She swallowed her grief. How could she have the
heart to? She couldn't! She couldn't!


Tears
were filling her eyes while she stared at death, the head of her only
family dangling up in the matte-blue sky colored by the thin of smoke
drifting around. After-dawn morning was never more peaceful. Then
again, it was never this senseless to begin the day. Lost. She wanted
to sink to her knees in the tirade of emotions, but she daren't move
against her captor's will. Her head was directed straight right. She
kept walking for what felt to be the longest walkway built for the
court garden, though she lived here all her life, and it had never
given her such tire work. Somehow, she managed to move as if her will
depended on it.


At
the way to the inner court, they halted in front of the doors to the
Main Hall. The garden and lawns were destroyed. Flowerbeds trampled,
rosebushes uprooted or hacked unseemly, not even the white lilies
were spared from the fire. The whole area stunk and rankled with dead
flowers fumes. Intoxicating. But Isinn had stopped breathing several
moments already. In the far end, stood a table, clothed and dressed
with candle stands, wicker wax lit like beacons to her eyes, and a
small thin puncture knife decked in rubies and amber at the handle.
The man beside it, threw his coat tail and turned. Seeing them, he
grinned exactly as devious as when in the kitchen. He glanced at
Isinn, full attention was drawn back to the woman next to her. Full
attention was confusing, since he eyed the woman from neck down and
stayed at the middle. Isinn could hear a slight breath, indignant
perhaps. She was given a pushy release of her hair. She didn't dare
run, just stood stupidly, and so grateful, stared at the ground.


"Hello,
Trink," the man greeted snaky-like.


"What's
going on?"


"Don't
you know?" he asked as if she did.


"What
do you think you're doing?" she snapped. Indeed, she did know.


He
clapped his hands. Two guards appeared, dragging a woman in purple
into the scene. They roughened her to kneel before the man, who
laughed. The guards went to stand astride the table, which by now was
understood to be an alter. Two more came in, each carrying something
red and shiny. A catch of gold threaded on the fold. The man took
one, throwing it out to full length. A robe of exquisite embroidery
he wore with haste. The other match took some work to be put onto the
woman over her purple gown. Her cap was knocked off. A fist in the
eye convinced her cease of nuisance. Resistance was a nuisance. These
guards also went in line with the others.


"I
expect your congratulations later," he said to Trink. "Today,
I'm marrying Isinn of this House."


He
laughed at the glowering bride. Taking the knife from the table, he
bent and undid the rope. Apparently, it had an edge. He replaced it
to the original position.


Trink
saw the woman fidgeting, but didn't interfere. The bride produced a
knife from her sleeves, held it straight out plunging at the groom.
He saw, of course, probably knew ahead of time, deflecting the wrists
with a kick. As knife flew out of grasp, the woman fell on her
bottom. She struggled to her feet toward the knife. Useless, and
utterly tactless. He got hold of her wrist, hoisted her round to
kneel facing the alter. He was mad, laughing hysterically. Trink was
thinking he was mad for taking such a bride, enemy for wife.


"The
words! The words!" He was still laughing, handling the woman by
the neck with one hand, locking her arm with the other. He crouched
beside her.


The
guards spoke in unison:


"By
Sun, in union of sacred vows, you pledge to serve our Lord in soul
and heart by the sacred custom bind of three bows.


"Once
to the Sun for sacrilege---"


They
bowed, rather he did, forcing the other head to go with him.


"Twice
to the Moon for a fertile womb---"


The
woman whimpered, wiggling to be free, but was cruelly treated as the
twist at her joint forced her to submit to the second forward drop of
her head.


"And
thirdly, for yourself, the Virgin dies."


The
final bow touched the ground.


Isinn's
mouth gaped a small gap. Her eyes rolled in horror to have witnessed
what had been her fate. This animal---he--he---Goddess help her! She
screamed inside where not another soul heard, only heart and
conscience bore with her.


The
savage laughed, neatly peeling the robe off the bride in one sweep.
This ceremony was a joke so humorous, he had to laugh. The laughters
never ceased, even as the bride rushed to the knife on the alter. He
forwarded to get her. She backed away, slitting her left wrist.
Another step, she slashed the other a long gash angling from the end
of the thumb to near mid-forearm. He stood. The knife fell. His
laughters were gone. Chewing in consternation, he simply stood,
watching the creature fainting as blood dribbled out of her wrists.
He lowered, gripping the front of her gown into a tight knot and rent
it upward so their faces met intimately. At that, when he had her
above the ground, he chuckled again in sudden strides toward Trink.


"Watch
how we take brides in Gorran customs," he announced. "Game
at Court," he laughed.


Without
breaking stride, he passed them. A weight, the corpse, lunged at
Trink. The robe covered Isinn, and kidnapped her screaming and
fighting, while being carried crosswise on his side into the
building. The doors were kicked close.


Everyone
was immune to the screams and cries of terror, somewhat muffled in
the beginning. Trink kept her face at the alter, holding the weight
of the corpse standing. Her ears were not immune to the sounds. The
guards were frozen in their place. Armored still in battle gear,
helmets removed in the respect of the makeshift kin-take ceremony,
they were soldiers nonetheless. Commands were there. But a more
accurate guess would point out this was normal. By all means, they
were born the same conceptional way. Their sisters, they had to kill
young even if the little life caught them tender. A child was still a
child, Trink thought. She was growing soft. That was the fault of the
victim in there. The cries drummed at her ear. She sighed minutely,
careful not to show her emotions in front of the guards. They were
there for a reason. No interruption on her part. She glanced at the
dying one leaning against her shoulder. The eyes were wet with the
final tears, but fainting.


"Noooo!
Goddess mercy---" a shrilling shriek to be dragged back to the
maniacal laugh. "Vespa! Oh, Vespa, help me!" crying became
wailing in horror. "You're out there, help me!....Goddess mercy,
some-body help meeee!"


On
and on, the screaming ran like a dam broke to a river's fall. The sun
was beginning daylight, barely to the tip. Trink clenched her teeth
to turn herself for a blind ear. Standing out here in the chill was
more than enough to bear. She let it happen, because her place was
not to interfere. The blood soaking up her dress was losing warmth.
She was inhuman. She had to be, or they would view her weak and
infantile. As for fear, she could snort at that. She would sooner
slice their throats than they lay a hand on her. They knew about her
choice at picking, on top of that.


But
the screams were annoying her ears. How much longer---As if she near
commanded, they stopped. But the doors did not open, which meant the
session was yet to be finished. The wait lasted till full morning.
Patiently, she endured the lengthy time, preening the warm corpse in
her arm. The act made the guards uncomfortable. Was that disgust on
their faces? They seemed to shift their features as the curtain of
silence enveiled the morning sun. She wondered if this quietness
could deaden through noon and after. She liked fear put on others. It
kept them respectful and at distance.


When,
finally, she couldn't wait anymore, because tolerance was frayed to a
point, since noon was approaching, she turned to walk to those doors,
ready to knock. The blind structured hinged wooden panels entered
partingly. The proud man, still looking back in admiration at the
background....He pushed one of the doors wider, revealing the
tattered creature quite human with tears and sweat, hair a tousled
mess, and bare shoulders and arms, most of the body covered in the
mishap red robe. Her right thigh bent, she crouching in pain, and
because it was beyond shame, the leg stayed stark in plain view.


Trink
was aware she was stroking the corpse again. She couldn't take her
eyes off that woman sobbing as a last resort. There was nothing she
could do. An animal would have looked back at her with disbelief, a
branding stare rebuking betrayal. But no, this woman simply caught at
breaths between hurting tears. Trink could understand partly. She
practically soothed the body, much as if it was alive asking for
comfort. The blood on her was icy now with the wind swirling in the
dip. She could never understand fully, though.


"You
had your fun," she said in voice unsympathetic, but intone light
disapproval, perhaps reprimanding. Throwing the body to reveal the
face, she looked at him. "What am I supposed to do with this?"
He stared. "You gave it to me for a reason," she said.
Obviously, he was dumbfounded by her lack of either interest or
disturbance. "Well?" she snapped.


His
mouth began a snarled grin. "A gift," he said.


She
gave him a saucy, yet questioning look expecting explanation. "A
gift?" She smiled, what seemed to be genuine. "In part from
what?"


"The
name's Reiyane, use it. I'm a man now."


"The
seventh time, I know." She ignored the first sentence
intentionally, which irritated him.


"A
gift," he repeated. "Accept it."


Her
smile folded. "Very well." She took out her belt knife. "I
have a gift for the groom and bride as well." She pierced the
body from throat---the eyes deafening ghastly at her---down the front
to the stomach. The cutting steel tore below the left breast. She
poked in circular motion between the ribs, sludging in the layers of
flesh and internals. The sounds slopped up more blood. Finally, after
clearing away the clutter, she plunged the blade in and retrieved a
beating bloody gore. The sight of the still living lump satisfied
her. She made those dead eyes watch it before dropping the corpse, a
real dead one now.


Reiyane
cowered a back step at her approach. She snickered as meanly as he
had tried to demean her earlier. They thought she was soft. She had
to prove them wrong.


"Tonight,
we feast, " she said, unaware her voice had hissed inhumanly at
the end. "A healthy heart," waving the thing in his face,
"for a healthy birth." The beating faded, skipping weakly,
then died completely. "Wouldn't you say?"


"You're
crazy," he muttered, glaring impotently.


"I'll
prepare this dish myself," she said, quite cheerfully as if he
never spoke. She bent slightly, showing her find at the bride's nose,
who huddled at the door. "You'll like it."


"Stop
it," Reiyane snapped.


She
studied the woman, resuming her height, finger tapping the side of
her chin while the knife handle was tucked beneath the elbow. The
gory lump jutted out behind her. The man stared at her clean face and
the unsoiled hand next to it. She knew he was amazed she could keep
certain parts of her clean despite the gallons of human red soaking
up the rest of her.


"Your
wife is young. She's so pale. Lack of nourishment. This will do."
She tapped her blade, thumping the lump in her palm. "I will
prepare it with my own hands." He whitened. "Reiyane,"
she added slowly.


She
turned and headed back the hall where she came. Away from those eyes,
she bit her lip, convincing herself of the joke. A stifle laugh
escaped. She cleared her throat and walked with a straighter spine.


In
the kitchen, she chased away the men, yelling short orders. Servant
girls were summoned. The cook was dead. The hearths and spits were
stoked to fire again. She snapped and snarled, glared, smacked a
couple of heads, stomping around with the clean fist on her hip, the
heart staked on the knife waved precariously. She finally calmed as
things filed in order. The stew was brewing. Vegetables were being
chopped by a pair of hands. Each servant stationed at her post
concentrating hard at her task. She liked that. The fear in their
work. Goblets were washed through and through, shined thoroughly dry.
Actually, really busy fastidious hands. She nearly smiled with
approval.


When
the lamb was roasting nicely, almost done, she sighed resignantly to
give in to work. They all jumped, not looking, of course. Such
obedience. Too bad it didn't come with loyalty. She placed the blade
with the fist size blue gore on the table beside the cutting board.
The animal entrails were in the larger pot above the square. The set
of cooking knives were standing there, beckoning use. She sighed,
again.


"I
guess lamb heart will do," she said to no one in particular. The
girls darted glances among themselves without a word. She folded up
her sleeves. "A clean bucket." A girl brought water to
cleanse her bloody arms. "Apron, Tampen." The bronze hair
cut to shoulder length juggled a bit as the grey eyes fell to the
floor in the quick nod. She liked naming slaves, too. Awful names in
her private language. Tampen meant "soul-less". The girl
returned with a white ruffled half dress, helping her in it and tied
a gentle lace knot on the side. "Take care of my bath with
Sanpa." The little mute nodded deeply to equal a bow.


Looking
at her work, she reserved from laughters, but chuckled despite
herself. She stuck her hand into the pot, swishing around searching a
bit. The first find was a kidney, which she placed on the side,
because it wasn't what she wanted. Several more fishing, she put
aside the liver, a lung, and something huge which turned out to be
partial stomach. Finally, she got what she wanted. The turnip shaped
chunk of not really flesh, but by right a muscle, comparatively
larger than her sample on the knife, but it would do.


She
must had said the thought out loud, because they stirred nervously
again. Chuckling, she pulled out a knife, which cried as the casing
clawed at the steel. She began cutting. 






Chapter 50


The
evening was by far beginning, afternoon sun reddened the Main Hall.
Three single tables to the left, and three more to the right, total
six facing each other by pairs in line to the higher one at the end
where two high chairs waited. The officers were sitting on low stools
as the lower audience. Trink was advisor, Grace Captain, taking
position closest to the light table on its left where she could see
the bride. Rose scents residual from her painstakingly prolonged bath
clouded her nose, lightly though. The others were all men, dressed
down to plain garb, battle gears put away. No doubt small knives
lived in their boots. Short notice credited them stolen linen shirts
and fine wool breeches, but the oilskins were their own. Black-haired
and bearded, all of them, cropped close to above the ears, except
Padrad sitting across from her. He, a habitual facial shaver, simply
combed his crown back letting the ends tease the lobes.


No
one looked in her direction, at least, none was inclined to face her.
She smiled at the situation. Their behavior was in range, hardly
favoring to the celebration. Chatter skitttered falsely among them,
each man fearful under the scrutiny of her eye. She picked up the
reed necklaced to her navel and whistled. Food was brought in on
trays by dozens of her slaves she acquired from the raid in the
desert. This trip was a step in her chase to hunt a couple of
fugitives. The other reasons were bound by duty and instructions to
increase the offensive force. The fruits: huge near hand-size
cherries, bunches of grapes, plums, and apples huddled to a quarter.
Cut and toasted bread in small plates, saucers of cranberry, sliced
lamb, and a cup of soup served as meal. The second batch of slaves
were bringing in vases of wine.


She
checked Reiyane's table up there. He seemed pleased with the
arrangements, although held some degree of reserve. An oddity, she
thought he would be the last one to be...upset by what was promised
earlier. Perhaps, he thought she was not serious after all. She
trusted none of the slaves could tell him the joke. Their tongues
were cut, some of them anyway. One of the free mouths would not
encourage such a punishment on herself. No, she concluded he didn't
know how far she was in carrying out her word. He was waiting,
dreading really. He still refused to look at her. She should say he
dared not risk the act.


Clapping
her hands,she made ready to announce. He looked up ahead, eyes wide
in reception. Very hopeless. The exact expression she wanted to see.
The servants moved quickly to escape the inevitable event. They filed
out of there in good haste.


"Enjoy!"


The
men tried to make merry of the gloom. A wedding, some wedding to be
harnessed under uptight reins. Someone mumbled an obscurity that the
banquet was oppressed as if heads held under swords dangling to fall
overhead. But the civility withstood, emitting channels of soft
polite laughters, grumbling with conversation. Congratulations were
in order. They held up their glasses to Reiyane cheering him on. He
nodded, chuckling a bit. The bride, however, sat immobile with a
blank dead stare.


"A
happy day, indeed," Trink said loudly. The sounds of joyous
masquerade died. They were all eyes on her now. She smiled nicely.
The gesture only encouraged their fear further. They were shifting
nervously in their seats, clearly uncomfortable. "Lord Reiyane,"
she addressed him directly, catching a couple of the audience jump
from the corner of her eye, "I have a special delicacy prepared
beforehand. You must leave some room to try it." His deaden
stare could equal worse than an open glare. He had always detested
her suave countenance. She enjoyed this facial battle. "Or
perhaps, taste it now and you can really eat well first." She
blew her reed again.


Two
servants, each holding a tray with a bowl, entered, gliding over the
carpet in practiced grace so as to appear as if they had no feet
under the long lacy dresses. The sleeves were slashed baring the
enamel slender arms. Obviously, seductive. But these were her
favorite slaves. None of the Gorrans wanted to disrupt them. Better
to steal from the flock of sheep in the back stalls. The trays rested
on the high tables. The servants bowed, and retreated backtracking
their way out. They had been taught well manners, backing out of
sight.


"Well,
Lord Reiyane, do you see interest in the slaves?"


He
threw her a look. "Should I better than this?" He clearly
stated the retard sitting next to him.


"Brother-Lord,"
Padrad spoke for the first time, requesting permission to further
speech.


"It
has not a name," Trink answered. She stood to walk up to the
couple. The audience had grown silent. She smiled at the woman
staring through her. "Eat it," she said kindly. No
movement. Her face gnarled, wrinkles formed on the ridge of her nose.
Her features took on a demonic shape. The high-necked, squared
collars long mantle of maroon velvet with the matching falling cape
she wore with purpose. Always with full length sleeves, her arms
moved to define her shape. But this time, they folded on the table.
She pushed the bowl forward for Reiyane to see into directly. He
wouldn't make a move. She voiced contempt and placed intention on the
second, lifting the porcelain spoon scooping broth and a chunk of cut
meat. "Eat it or I'll have still-born goats bore from your belly
yet!" she hissed. "Have you seen still-born animals dead
from inside the wombs?" Jamming the spoon forward. "Have
you? Now, eat it---" The bride's rouge lips quivered slowly
apart. Smirking, Trink planted the item in there neatly. The lips
enclosed into a disgusted frown. "Chew....And swallow,"
Trink could hear the sneer in her voice. By all means, this joke was
intended to be mean. "Good, isn't." She buoyed her head
indicating expectation of reply. "Tell me, " she snarled.
"How does it taste?"


"D-delicious,
" the bride bleated like a sheep, jumping in the seat, trapped
to the back of the chair, " madam." The voice was meek.


Trink
nodded. "How about another?"


"Damn
it, th-that's enough!" Reiyane put it. "You carry it too
far."


She
eyed him mocking bashfulness, smiling sheepishly, because she
couldn't help not laughing. Turning away back to her seat, she sat
without another word...for a while. Her silence and meal eased the
party a bit. They tried to stir life into it, bustling murmurs and
mumbles. She enjoyed the food, drained the wine, and cleaned up her
hands. When she stood, the sounds died again.


"I
think I'll take a look over the sheep," she said. "I have a
song for them to hear." Cleared her throat. "Harp! Where's
my small harp?" She strode to the door, where a girl engaged her
with the instrument . "Isinn the Betrayer," she plucked a
few notes, keys reverberated. Chuckling, she turned to view the high
table. "Enjoy your meal, there will be no more like it."
She faced the outside where servants stood in line. "Take the
Lord's leftovers and and feed the sheep. And give me that." A
girl walked forward, jug in hands. The headsize clay jug was lopped
off in a snatch and Trink trod the other way alone.


The
"sheep" were penned up in the dungeons below the holding.
Because walls were blasted or torn down, barbed logs were set in
place on the outer rim with posting guards standing in the night
watch. They were fed water only, alternating occasionally with
leftovers. Shame had no place here. Only hunger decided the fates.
Food mattered a great deal. And blackthorn was life, even outranked
sustenance.


Under
the purity of moonlight, a whitish veil silver-lined the faces, they
huddled to each other for warmth. The first half-year, incidents
occurred weekly. Trink didn't want to be reminded. She tried to be
humane, but suicides climbed in numbers. A mistake Mistress greatly
disapproved and was very disappointed. But it wasn't her fault. That
argument couldn't defend her. Mistress was not interested in excuses.
She was supposed to be in control. Angrily, she cursed the mountain
race. They brought the degrading practice over here. However, there
was mis-step on her part. She didn't realize the Zandrians had such a
strict code. How was she to know chastity was something they prized?
Perhaps the warrior and scholar orders did so well, they fought so
fiercely. Blackthorn solved that. Constant pain, ulcers without
proper dosages for days. Some died. They stopped misbehaving, then.


She
sighed, strumming the keys as she walked on the porch on this side of
the bars. Though, the iron was meant to be less threatening, the
captives cowered to among themselves anyway. Sheep fleeing from a
she-wolf.


"Sheep,"
she muttered contemptuously.


Incoherent
voices were buzzing among them as they gathered into a flock, all
without the guards' help. They never saw what happened to the few she
picked from the lot. The desert-bred slaves. Always, she sent
servants of a different race to bring the water. They would not meet,
not yet, too soon to test their will.


Her
voice echoed like clarion. The melody had rhythm and worked well with
the strings. She had no idea what she was singing. Gibberish flowed
from her mouth. She heard vague descriptions of a bird, beautiful as
the sea and wedded to a foreign rank---Quickly, she conjured a few
lines:








"Isinn,
the Betrayer ate lamb


A
gift presented from hands


of
a harp-sung maid...."








Most
of night went by as a blur. Trink's work faded from her like the dust
in a bottle falling away. She left the "sheep" in the
quiet, now apparently remote, pen. The moon had drifted somewhere.
Darkness invaded the place. If not for torchlight, she couldn't see
her way out. She snuck back to the kitchen, specifically to the wine
pantry.


After
seizing the sealed jug, she slipped out of there quickly. The harp,
she placed on a chair. Maybe she would come back for it later. She
changed her mind and hugged it close, heading out the door. Her head
was ringing ready to burst with pain. She needed time alone, not
rest. Insomnia wouldn't permit shut-eyes anyhow. Wandering, she
mapped her way to a small patsy on the westernmost wing. Never much
for plants to suit her; she appreciated stone and mortar or anything
human-made construction. She sat on a barricade, and began to drink.


The
thoughts wouldn't leave. She was not allowed to show herself, despite
the battle of her tears. All those years, the past dug up welling
everything, including the new. Things just found their way to dredge
her into unaccountable mire. She wouldn't last. Not another day, not
another night of work. Her conscience was barried deep, but its scars
made her miserable. A quarter of the jug made her full in the stomach
and cold with sweat, because the chilled breezes stirred around the
little dip of the construction. Lousy holding. She burped and a
second, lengthier belch was heard.


The
ringing was still present, though faded in decrescendo dramatically.
She blinked deeply, slowly savoring the ease of pain. The wine
helped. It numbed her senses. She opened her eyes, breathing. It
numbed her judgment, too. Resting an upright elbow on her knee, she
held her head, exhausted. This was really strong wine. How long had
it been in storage?


Out
of the corner of her eyes, she spied the shadow behind her left. Not
really a shadow, the silhouette walking up, and stopped under
torchlight. She threw a knife over its head. The fire died. Acid and
wind ate the top of the torch. Her aim was lousy. Maybe, she was
drunk, but she wouldn't admit. The visitor remained, unperturbed,
imposing only from that small distance laying two strides between
them. She drank some more, hoping it would go away so she could
dismiss its existence as her imagination. She couldn't sleep, damn
it.


"Oh,
sit down," she relinquished, head dawdling in the wine,
muttering, "might as well."


The
shadow sustained and materialized in taking its seat next to her. It
brought gifts: a large open urn and cinder blocks. She shook her
head. Her mind was playing tricks on her. When she cleared, the items
turned out to be a pile of twigs. She kicked them to a few feet away.
The shadow sighed, standing up and alined them together. Sparks
spluttered and fire took shape. He took shape and dimension. She
grunted in greeting the dead.


"Might
as well, old friend," she muttered, seeing the face of someone
dead, though doubting the identity. She refused to address the name,
not even the title.


"Trink,
I know---"


"Why
won't you leave me alone?" she demanded, screaming inside. "Damn
you, damn it---" She drowned herself in wine to suffuse her
rage.


"May
we...." He sighed. He never sighed when he was alive. This was
someone else. He leaned forward on his knees, staring at the fire.


The
non-exchange for words lasted shortly. She drank but once and placed
the jug on her lap. The profile was a joy to look at. She liked the
hard planes, deep set eyes, long wild hair on the crown, even the
shoulders were nice under the velvet. A pity he was not dead. Then,
she noticed the fire crackling crisp and clean. A scent trickled
through the thick of liquor. Shamrock. She recognized it. And
significance took its right in the fire. The wonderful pyre burning
as a beacon in the night, respecting memories in honor of the truly
dead.


"Padrad?"
she whispered, wondering hopefully, accepting reality at the same
time.


He
turned slightly to look, then resumed to the pyre.


"What
are you doing here?" She reproached painfully.


"I
thought it was obvious, Madam Trink."


She
laughed softly. "Perhaps. Seriously, what are you trying to get,
hm?"


"Keep
you company."


"Ah,
" she nodded , drinking again.


"You
should stop," he said, after staring at her recklessness.


"None
of your right! " She swiped her lips. "I've been fine until
you showed up."


"You
don't have to put up an act with me."


"Act?"
She laughed incredulously, eyes wide in some effect. "What act?
With you! Ha-ha, you've got it all wrong."


He
chewed his jaws, then resumed his position.


"That's
quite an effort. Restraint was never a Gorran virtue."


"Neither
is patience," he answered.


"Bur
your brother proved me wrong. He excelled in both."


His
surprise made her smile. She didn't care debauch had divulged too
much. Honesty and openness were too sweet a luxury at the moment. She
shifted, putting her legs on the barricade and leaning her back to
the wall. He lost himself, eyes wandering from the hill of her knees
down to her ankles. There was nothing to see, covered beneath maroon,
but he seemed interested in her feet. She cradled the jug on her
stomach, which turned out not to be a good idea. When she moved to
put it on the floor, he recovered from staring shuffling to redirect
his eyes somewhere else. She watched him, a folded arm on her knees
and holding her head up.


"You
speak so openly," he said finally.


"Maybe
I'm drunk. But I can be lying."


"My
brother....told me to keep an eye on you." He glanced for a
reaction. "I know about you and brother."


"What
good is that?" She grunted. And without realizing, she became
jaded again. "He's dead."


He
shifted, then on his knees crawled closer. "Then grieve his
death." She snorted as if it was a joke. He continued. "You
can't go on like this. I know it's tearing you apart."


She
kicked him, really kicked him. His hands were pressing on her feet.
She should had kicked him until he hung upside down sick. "I
don't want to," she said calmly. "I'm not his widow."


His
touch became a grip. And the nerve of her permitted him to. He
retreated. "I'm glad," he said.


"All
right," she acquiesced to his presence. "You want me to
deal with this, I'll do it. But we only talk. I'm not up to look
stupid."


He
smiled at her flowery speech. "You really had feelings for him."


"That
all you want to know?"


"I
know a lot of things."


Pause.
"Go on."


"Certain
things ....are best unsaid."


They
laughed at their trade. She was playing along with this imaginary
friendly nicely. He eyed her with a glowering scowl at hearing the
comment.


She
stood, black-aware again. The pyre was dwindling. The night could be
gone. She wanted a colder setting to ease her mind. And fully aware
of the sitting being beside her.


"If
you're coming, come."


He
followed beside her like a hound. This time, she made sure the
thought was commented in silence.


After
some time, walking outside the boundaries of buildings and walkways,
he crunching pebbles under boots, she barefoot as if nothing bothered
her, they stopped near a stream. They stood facing the east, where
the sky lightened barely a tainting shade of sky. The water bubbled
gurgling in its run. She stood freezing herself as the moments
passed. He couldn't stop his arm.


A
push----She splashed in the water, thrashing in panic, hollering
curses at him. he grinned, watching a while longer. Her struggles
slowed, then she straightened slowly. He frowned at what he saw. She
squatted in the water, arms below the surface. Gradually, she clasped
a thick water-reed and was still. The cold or the water or both
sobered her. It was not a funny scene nor was it pretty. Her eyes
fell and tears rolled out of them. He dropped to his knees, but dared
not come closer.


She
didn't shiver, just pressed her face to the wild reed and cried.
Sometimes, she didn't close her eyes at all; the tears came freely.
She scowled eventually.


"Ingrate!"
she snarled, snapping the reed in a sudden tight grasp. "Fool!
Fool! Fool! Fool! Damn you! Of all I've done---all I did---everything
I told you---you stupid fool wanting a cheap thrill---screwing a
sheep---sheep! Not something worthwhile----sheep---sheep---sheep----"
She beat at the water while she cursed out her rage. Tears flooded
her face as she did, but eventually she tired relenting to the
stream's passiveness. "But let the nine gates of Hell burn me, I
love you. I ....love you." She winced in grief. "Oh, damn
you," she scolded at nothing. Her eyes opened. She fixed them on
the crouching man at the bank. Shaking her head slowly. "It
won't stop hurting," she was pleading. "It won't." She
waded toward shore with wet drenching cold receding to her hip. "Not
vengeance, not death of a hundred Tarennei, not riches, not slaves
screaming for mercy at the pain of blackthorn, not the corpses
crawling around me in my sleep, not the bloody murders around me in
my sleep, nothing, not anything could stop the the hurt. I can't go
on anymore. I can't justify your death." She fingered his wrists
delicately, afraid of intimidating him, of scaring him away. "I'm
not a monster. I have feelings---" she choked. He didn't move.
"You won't shut me away. If it pleases you to banish me, I'll
go. But don't shut me away. Don't," shaking her head in plea,
"snuff me out." His face softened and he sighed, shoulders
sinking a level. "Oh, Tyran," she murmured, crawling out to
embrace him. "Tyran, Tyran, Tyran...." The name danced on
her tongue as he pulled her out of the water with her arms around his
neck.


She
cried, standing against the bulky frame. She sobbed, weeping
senselessly against his body. He held for the long, very long, while
it endured. Her grief seemed never to end. Then, silence like fire
out-burnt itself.


She
was awake. He could see, bending his head and looking at the face on
his chest. She blinked. The frown of her lips were desirable. He knew
he was not supposed to think so at the moment. She closed her eyes,
exhaling slowly a sigh he could feel.


"You
don't have to carry the guilt," he said.


"But
I need to," she replied, a touch snappy, like a growl. "I
miss him."


"If
you want relief---" She flicked up her eyes. "That ---is
if-f you ever thought---"


A
grunt, contemptuous and vain, cut him short.


"What
makes you think I would sink so low?" she interrogated, and
continued, "for your damned convenient body?" The question
slammed in his face.


"I'm
sorry. A free meal's free in my culture. We plot a bit. Scandal is
in---" brushing his lips past hers as he lifted his chin to back
his head away, "our blood."


"How
often do you practice?" She was scowling. Serious.


"Should
I offend you this time?"


Her
eyes beaded, glaring curiously. "You want me," she
realized. And the truth made him burn, his face flushed the color of
cherries. She released him, hands behind her back. As if she was
contemplating, but decided otherwise, she turned.


Her
back revealed a knife tip folded in the cuddle of her hands. She
rested her empty hand on the tree standing in view of morning. A cut
broke in her palm, no doubt it was numbed, bleeding real red
trickling down her pinky, steel pressed so deeply by her thumb.


"Just
you try offend me, and I'll kill you," she said monotonously.


He
stepped in front of her to look. Not challenge, he told himself. She
was an assassin, the closest equal to a man in a woman. The
heinousness of her crimes compared nothing to disrespect, but
triggered the opposite. He would admire her face even if it killed
him. She laughed, gently at first, then gradually built into
hysteria.


"Not
even Tyran could play with me. You!" she shot. "You
think---" she laughed, pushing him to the ground. Tripped him,
actually, with a sly foot. And she sat on his middle, cackling
tossing her head to the sky. A knife impaled the ground below his
ear. She hunched forward to see his fear, but her pleasant mask
trivialized it as she held up another knife produced from her sleeve.


A
whir sliced the air. He immediately jolted as a lump smacked her
forehead. She fell to the side, unconscious. He darted his eyes in
all direction. Where did it come from? Only, he was trapped in the
bandit's ring of pointed spears. All women in skins stalking
dangerously in number of over a dozen around them. 






Chapter 51


Groggily,
Trink massaged her aching head, lifting it groaning over the
hang-over. A warm dry hand held her forearm She crawled out of the
soft cushions to sit on her hams. Firelight stung her eyes. She
stared at the face: a mugshot of shadowed eyes, a pinched nose,
pointed lips and cheeks. The hair was not bad, too, tucked neat to
the side. A scarf halt it there. She swung and missed, of course,
because it was a moving target. Her elbow arced back. Her left fist
marked its territory on the target's right cheek. She grasped the
throat, sitting her weight on the fleshy chest. It clawed at her
struggling for life. The hell with nightmares, this was real and
satisfying.


She
stopped. Her head was pounding like a hammer on anvil. Nostrils
sultry, mouth dry, she clenched her jaw. Relentless, but somehow
sanity tugged her away from the waters, imaginary waters. From here
on, that was what she would refer to as the void, in place of it .
Her hands slackened. She could feel the light of her slip on her. The
outer garments were neatly folded, resting a hand-span from the
victim's head. She risked a quick glimpse. After a breath, she
decided to ask.


"What's
going on?"


The
woman groped the wrists, removing them from her throat. Trink lifted
her limbs, seating herself on the side. She waited as the woman wiped
the cut on the side of her mouth. The bruise would change soon, but
for now it warmed.


"You
trespassed," the voice was soft and ungrateful enough to reveal
spine.


"Have
I?" Trink glittered, purposely staring at the revealing navel.
"And what..." tapping her cheek with the bent arm on her
knee, "territory is that?" She ran eyes on the hair
intentionally, too.


"A
sect of Asmi, Grimrook forestland." The woman, just barely her
own age, touched the cheek's pain again. "For all I know, you're
looking at me to butcher like game. A rough hand, don't you think?"


Trink
swallowed her hostility. She liked this woman on first instance. "A
sister of the trade, " she smiled minutely. "I greet all of
them this way."


"Uh-huh,"
the woman snorted. "And I suppose you want me out of
convenience."


"The
hell----" Trink caught herself. "Ah--sim--mi," she had
trouble repeating the foreign name. "I know what they are. So,
who are you?"


"You're
losing touch."


"I've
got a lousy pain in the head, so stop playing games."


"I
know." The woman nudged closer. "I heard," she
whispered. "You do remember yesterday, don't you?"


"Was
I out that long?"


The
woman nodded. "Addy." It was her name.


"Pretty,
" Trink replied cat-like. "So what now?"


"We
want your man?"


Trink
balked. "What? You're kidding." She chuckled, and regretted
instantly, clutching her head. "Take him. Take him. There are
plenty more."


"More?"
Addy was very interested. "Tell me---"


"Trink!"
Padrad called wildly outside beyond the tent flap.


She
stood. At the exit, two guards crossed the spears barring her way. A
pitiful attempt at being brave from the look on him. He seemed to
sulk as they righted him in the small chair. Ropes looped his neck
and trailed twins down his side, his arms behind his back.


"They
won't let me kneel," he scoffed.


She
rested her elbows on the inside angle of the spears, nodding
permission. The two beside him kicked back the chair. He fell to his
knees. She steeled herself to the effect of his wandering eyes on her
face and to the rest of her body beneath the skimp cover. His gaze
dropped sullenly. The women behind him were wary of her still.
Curiosity lingered in their faces, but they stood, waiting.


"I
...suppose...." The swollen lump on her temple was insisting its
smartness. She couldn't think straight, but she would damned try. "I
understand we're prisoners?"


Those
two smiled quite shrewdly. So did the two next to her with a quick
look at each other. Padrad remained in his modest solemnity. If only
he hadn't come along. This mess would be so much easier to solve. She
backtracked into the shadows, a few steps which drained her strength.
The pain outweighed her effort to maintain composure. She staggered
losing balance. Arms caught her backside.


There
was warmth that became burn. She welcomed the sear of heat
brandishing the breaking pain on her temple. Could she scream, she
would, but death plagued her mind. Cold lacerating her flesh, biting
her bones, the skeleton's core screamed as if retreating from the
shell. Her bones, her marrows fought the chill of her muscles. She
tried to cry, but her throat clotted. Froth drooled from her mouth,
or so she thought.


Adversely,
a steamy towel iced her skull. She desperately needed death. The wine
was poisoned. The wound was poison. Tyran's ghost was poison as well
claiming her in his claws, denying her peace. She had dirty before
she met such a desirable man. Why did she choose him? He, an
appalling sight, a brainless fool, a backwards goat, greedy
impalpable creature hungered power, but ....but a damned man. Tears
flowed like acid out of her eyes. The pain stabbing inside her skull,
tearing to be free, she trapped in the clutches of nightmares. Twice,
she saw shadows of him kneeling beside her in the hut. Lamplight lit
his face, but he was imprisoned in the sinews of ropes.


Then,
darkness. She willed herself into the emptiness, because it was the
only outlet of peace. Let death take her.


Just
as quickly, she awoke. His hand caressed her cheek, fondling with
care. He stopped to dab a warm towel to her face. The beauty of quiet
swept her away even as he breathed down her shoulder. He turned and
returned with a dry towel wiping at her sweat. This was Addy's work.
She held back the question, because his nursing was too comforting.
His jaw was clenching and unclenching as he labored to cleanse her
arms.


For
once, she actually observed the man, though she took for granted that
all Gorrans looked alike. But he was different, uniquely singled out
as she entitled him his individuality. The face she saw clearly now.
High ridged brows thick with hair, baleful dark eyes softened by
curved lashes ----defined, too, because of the coarseness, a straight
nose with wide nostrils, and lips semi-thin----another oddity that
strayed from his heritage. The over-all oblong of his face pushed a
high temple shaded by strands fallen over, cheeks strong and thin,
with the cleft chin fine but squared.


"You're
a dog," she said menacingly. He glanced, but quietly continued
to cure her wet neck. "Your life is nothing," she growled.
"You exist as an underling!"


Not
a spark of anger, or was there? Surely, fury incurred behind his
immaculate face. He had stopped dressing her wounded skin, which was
burning sweat again. "They gave me a choice," he said, calm
and crisp in one. "Either I serve your every needs or help them
produce daughters. For some reason, they think I am the specific
...genetic to give forth only that." At seeing her quiet, he
continued, "This may surprise you, but I am a man of peace
despite the zest of my bloodlines."


"More
of lust, I should say."


His
expression took on skeptical. "Yes, the exploits of conquests.
We have egos, do we not? You, you have an agenda all your own."
The last was putting the meaning lightly. She redirected her eyes to
the space in front of her . No matter how she denied, she was in
mourning. The hurt turned into vapor in her eyes; she kept the tears
inside though. He waited, obedient at her side. The act mocked her,
so she spoke again.


"Charmed,"
she noted, shrugging. "A scholar. You've strayed from your flock
and it looks to be a far way off."


"You've
lost your charm in this anger," he remarked dryly.


"Pray
hard that I don't get well," she said, growling, "because
once I'm up I'll kill you."


His
lips snapped apart and he sighed softly. He removed his hand with the
towel from her shoulder, but she grasped his wrist tightly. Leaning
forward, nose touching her face below the eye, he pressed his lips to
her cheek.


"I'll
be brave about it and won't blink. Stab me deep and twist the blade,
for only then would you understand physical pain is mere obstruction,
but a heart endures more."


"You
don't believe I'm capable, do you?"


He
smiled where she could see and whispered again. "You, yes, you
can with anything. A demon behind skirts, you kill with a twinkle in
your eye. Drinker of blood, you walk on the dead, torture the living.
You enjoy savagery. My brother liked that about you. Cruelty in the
flesh, a fine maker of nations. You've led invasion and conquests.
You've put innocents to their doom! All that, but this, you trial in
the name of justice. You set judgment in his name to punish all and
vanquish those who stand in your way."


"But
you're not afraid of me," she said, releasing him.


"Fear?
Should it extend to me?" She snorted softly, resting her eyes.
"As a matter of fact, I'm horrified by you."


"You're
a poor talk. Tell me the exact reason they put you in here with me."


He
sat back, elbowing the frame of her suspended cot. Mashing the towel
in his hands, he stifled a chuckle. "You know, I could do things
to you right now if not for my backwards to custom. I respect you."
He looked at her face, whose eyes gazed back expressionless. "Maybe,
because I admire the merit of your talents." She smiled to the
compliment. The eyes batted, too. "Very pretty," he added,
liking what he saw.


"Why
did they put you in here with me?"


The
pleasantry was gone with the cold question. He dropped his head a bit
and lifted again to speak. "You were in a fever. Add that with
Pruzian black wine and a fierce dip in the stream at morning
temperature, what do you get? A real pain." This brought up a
corner of her mouth. "They couldn't cure you. New illness, I
guess." He shrugged. "So finally, they cut my ropes and let
me in. You wrestled in delirium for four days straight, then broke
the fever, but you slept the next two. Are you hungry?" he
asked, out of the blues.


It
shook her, but she nodded. "But," she blinked slowly,
fighting the queasiness, "before you give me anything, better
get a keg of sour-brew."


"No,
" he answered firmly. "You're getting bread and tea."


"Pray
hard, Padrad, " she admonished. "Not even your Sun can
shield you."


"I
know." He left. And he did pick up his pace.


He
returned entering from the flaps, twin spears swallowed out of view
behind him. On his knees, he traveled the rest of the way to her
lying in the cot covered by only her slip and rug. Her time alone had
provided opportunity to study her dim surroundings. Interior of a
small hut lit by a silvery lamp near her head. The cot turned out to
be jumbles of cushions piled on a stationary stretcher of two poles
rested on four arm-high perpendiculars. So in a sense, she was in a
low bed. Furs and skins slung on the wall, mostly for decor. The deer
brown with snow spots pleased her eyes most.


The
tray of two plates, one of white round rolls steaming scent of flour,
the other was obviously a saucer under a warm
white---porcelain?---cup of tea. The accompany pot was next to that .
He set the tray down on the floor. In his shuffles, he managed to
cross over without kicking it. Annoyed at the sight of him or
probably irritated to be attended so thoroughly---she was not a
child!---she forced herself up. He held her arm. She shook him away,
bringing her legs over the rail, secretly amazed that she had the
strength. If what he told her was true, she should be fed and
pampered infantile-fashion. Not likely, she groaned internally.
Although, his hands had their allure, rubbing up her side as he
helped her sit straight.


He
finally sat back on his heels, putting the tray on her lap. From the
fold of his coat, he produced a sibling of the lamp, two as a matter
of fact, the second beneath the other fold with the beeswax candle
still intact. She pondered his future usage value if he actually
stole those things, but scratched the possibility, because she lacked
trust. The rolls were hot, biting back at her fingers. She realized
how cold she had been instantly. At second attempt, cautiously, she
tried to pick one up again. Too hot, no doubt fresh from the cookery,
whatever they used here to make such a strange bread. He voluntarily
picked it up for her, breaking open the center that steamed tastily
up her nostrils.


"Steam-baked,"
he said. "I got them just only now."


She
leered at him taking the halves in her own hands and proceeded
hunger's practice. Under the scrutiny of his fixed eyes, she took
large bites, not because she was hungry, but having a presence view
her eating was most uncomfortable. She tried to dissuade him from
watching further, her efforts wasted to no avail. He poured her tea
once the cup was empty.


After
a drawing sip, she cleared her throat. "So...what now?" She
was losing her touch, though her blandness was iron. Her silly
drinking had rendered her this clueless.


"We're
in Grimrook territory," he provided as if to save her the
embarrassment. But would it kill her to look at him just once? "I
guess you have to be well first---"


Her
snort, followed-up by a chuckle, interrupted. He was quiet again.
"Padrad is annoying." She picked up a roll. "Learn the
ways, dog. Say it!" she scorned as she faced him, steeling her
running heart at his astonishment.


Lips
sealed and shifted indignantly, he studied his options, though her
dark sneering eyes waited. Exhaling, he bowed, stealing a look at her
feet. "I'm annoying," he resigned.


"Close
enough, but not to be rewarded." She ate the roll in two bites.
Pouring herself a fourth cup of tea, she got out of "bed."
Turning for a look, she sighed in satisfaction. His eyes were on his
knees now. "You're still here."


"I'm
not to leave without permission, and only to relieve or any duties
required outside. All else, I live here or anywhere you choose to be.
As for sleep, I kneel with shut eyes."


Her
brows furrowed to the coming of each word. She handed him the cup.
Even she had limitations, precautions. This form of servitude was not
any of her style. He drank half of the cup and cradled it in his
palms. Was that a smile scribbling on his lips? She sat closer, and
he bowed deeper.


"I
take it you're bored with honeyed tea?" he said. "I'd
gladly get you something else," he seemed to offer the task.


"You
can't wait to get out of here." She eyed him slyly. He shifted,
sheepish. "In that case, I'll keep you here." His ears
twitched to the clench of his jaws. She could see from the
illumination of the lamps. "Relax, I mistreat slaves, not
unwilling captives." Her words invoked a sudden nervousness,
rather than comfort. "So, tell me this new custom you adopted."


"They
," he bit himself, snorting softly as if he was too loud. "We're
prisoners. I'm prisoner. You , they reserve quite a degree of
reverence. As soon as they established I'm of no relation to you,
whatsoever, I was made to serve or threatened to be on a spit. The
fires are all over the place. Apparently, everything's backward
here."


"Backward?"
Her inquiry made him shrink. She understood what he meant, but it
only applied to Gorran ways, the patriarch society. And if his
comment was true, then the tables had turned. She grinned. What
prospects? She lifted the cup to his lips, pinky under his chin,
uplifting his face as well. He drank from her slow tipping pour. When
done, he dropped his eyes again with a lingering glance at her grin.
"Who was your mother?" she was curious, merely.


He
glanced up, smiling fondly. "A slave. The Grace House has been
allowed such customs."


"Tell
me more."


"She
was acquired from North Falshire during one of his rare trips. Barely
primed to spring, but she managed to carry me. Soon after some years,
she was lucky, she kept ten years by my side. Then and after, I
rarely saw her again."


"I
didn't know slave markets were in Falshire. Thought it was my
original..."


His
eyes were large in themselves. He was not amused. "I never said
she was bought."


She
leaned back against the bed, fully understood. "What happened to
her?"


He
shrugged. "If I say she disappeared, I'm lying. But that was how
it happened. She was lost somewhere in one of his transactions."
This "his" was taking new meaning, evidently referring to
his father.


"Transactions?"
She glared curiously.


He
sighed, shifting in his seat for a comfortable position. "Yes.
Daughters and wives are traded among the Houses for political
reasons---most of the times. But at others, they are significant as
gold is on this eastern front."


"Why?"


A
tightness washed over his face. Clearly, he detested explanation of
the subject. "Because better than male slaves, they constitute
forced pleasure, but precious yet is their fertility. Gorran blood
is...dirty, maybe I should use a better term," he cleared his
throat, "too pure. It is weak with variety. It needs outsiders
to, if you will, stable births."


"Don't
you people ever ask?"


"Who
would willingly take tokens with savages of the mountains?" he
pointed. Shaking his head, "We're too ugly. You haven't seen the
purebred." He looked up. "Why the sudden interest in all
this?"


"I
gather your manners are acquired from that other half."


"Yes.
She left me a book and a journal....Taught me little trade speech in
the time she could."


"You
miss her?"


"She's
dead for a while now."


"I
see."


He
shook his head. "I couldn't bear the sight of her last time. I
killed her," he said bitterly.


"She
begged you, didn't she?"


"Yes,"
he replied softly, "she did."


"Explain."


He
glared at her remoteness, the insensitivity was appalling. "If
you want to know how her master didn't avenge his loss, it's, because
she's my mother. I claimed the right."


"I
thought Gorrans would sooner murder than part with their prized
possessions."


"We
have customs in relay to that. Mothers and sons have certain
priviledges. I destroy her, I disdain the heritage along with it,
therefore setting myself to proclaim pure Gorran blood."


"That's
very blind." She genuinely sympathized the ignorant view. "But
you're a poor talk. She's alive somewhere in the country and living
under your expense." His face held its calm, retaining traces of
hostility. Giggling, she continued, "I'm the champion of
stories, " shaking her head. "I also checked."


"You
could've saved me the time," he said sourly.


"Can't
sleep," she defended. Her eyes drooped a bit. "Needed a
bore to stem the tide. But," yawning, "I think I want to
now."


From
the look on his face, he was hardly convinced that she was ready for
bed. She climbed into the cushions again, sighing tiredly, and
pulling the cover over. He took hold of her foot. Oh, his hands were
magical. There was no audible objection, so he kept at his work on
the sore sole.


"That's
the last I'll ever walk without shoes," she murmured. Then, a
thought occurred to her. "You...have a knack for----" He
squeezed a squawk out of her. "Stop!" kicking at him, but
he held both her feet now.


"Don't
you dare breath a word of this to anyone!" His voice whispered,
growling.


Hemming
her throat, she shimmy into a comfortable angle on her side. "Keep
at it," she quirked her brows, saying, propped on her elbow.


He
worked with one foot, trying very hard at concentration. Her other
foot dug and kicked over a cushion to fall on his knees. The surprise
on his face earned an extra. Shrugging, she kept the smile.


"Squat
on that," she ordered flatly. "I don't let Tyran's
relatives suffer if I can help."


A
tight-lipped smile formed his mouth, but he crawled closer, setting
his knees on the soft plush. An advantage apparently as he got bold
moving up her knee, though no further. She closed her eyes, totally
relaxed and defenseless. If only time would never move, or always
held days like this. The thoughts milled about in her head for some
time, and she forgot when or how she drifted into sleep, despite the
faint throb on her head. Padrad was too good.





Chapter 52


The
woodland was shielded from the sun by massive, tall trees aged as
evident in the thick of the bark and size of the trunks. Sunlight
pierced the bushes overhead, the canopy of the forest. Grimrook
turned out to be a thicket huge in area, suitable habitat for the
brigands of women. Pitched tents scattered the small village all
within proximity where the pillar trees hemmed perimeter. Greenery
high above, cut by the gold of sunlight, dry hemlock ferns on the
ground, bushes surrounding everything else. Ivies crept on the barks
like curtains.


Trink
noted the arrow points between the leaves as she leaned on her
escort. He swallowed audibly, stiffing his arm to support her sudden
weight. Obviously, he believed she feigned weak limbs, since she had
an excess vacation on his expense. With intended ignorance, she
admired Grimrook's beauty further. This group could be useful, her
mind already plotting some scheme. A report must be arranged to
Mistress for examination, a secret no one had the privilege to share
at the moment. The other one who worked with her was dead now. The
other one who worked with her was dead now. She cleared her throat
softly to drown out the thought. Anger never worked well with duty.
There were boundaries.


They
were ushered forward, beckoned to follow really, by the two natives.
Both women dressed in skins, single piece strapped dresses cut high
above the knees. moccasin boots laced shin-high, very close to below
the knees. Twin quivers slung to their hips. A spear occupied one
hand, a long bow made light in the other. She liked the measure of
security they took in welcoming her. Such organization, she praised,
but primitive. Their hair were of a strange tint, red and black or
mahogany, whatever the color, was immensely left wild, although, she
noticed as she passed, some braided the hair high up. Scraps for
scarves wounded tight at the temples to uplift the bangs. Jewelry was
infinitesimal as they all modestly braceletted their wrists heavy
with crude ivory.


They
stopped short at the train of red carpet vast in its spread. Beyond
was a platform made from the flat of a huge stump, a tree chopped
long ago. White sheets stretched taut on stands barricaded behind the
platform. A chiefta, obvious in her fur-trimmed attire for what
qualified a close-fitted dress, sat languidly in her seat of
oversized cushion. Trink kicked herself mentally, tripping in
appearance, for balking. Grandeur always amazed her. The tawny
skinned crony was least to her notice. Her attention was on the
instruments to either side of the chiefta. The frame was lacquered
happy red, gilded with gold on the corners. The beams descended
inward, in decreasing order were the cylinders strung evenly by their
size and rank, keynotes filing from the largest ring---as large as
half a person to the smallest that could fit an arm through. She
pretended to be unperturbed, impressed still by the magnificence, the
copper-gold resonators, capriciously jealous that the chiefta held
the drummers dangling those pong-sticks from her wrists whereas her
hands rested on the arms of her high sedan chair.


Warriors
thronged uniformly around the edge of the carpet, all similar to the
guards though variations differentiated individuality. The ivory
bracelets clashed deliriously as the arms performed salutation,
waving in single sweep of a circle. The spears butted the ground.
Longbows slung to behind them, quivers buckling arrows into station.
Faces fierce and piercing, seemingly undaunted by anything masked
rock spirits. These women were apart from the others, their skins
were dyed green and black to blend with shadows of Grimrook. Trink
watched them settle into place as remote as stone.


The
chiefta, stirred, lounging in her spacey seat, concealed limbs
beneath her train on the end. There were her savvy eyes, egotistical,
weighing down the strangers in her gaze. The dark allure of her eyes
folded a degree sharpening her nose as a thin smile formed in
greeting, though very unwelcoming in everything else. Her raven-blue
hair coiled in folds, two of which rivered down her right breast
where fur trailed to disappear behind her waist. She held one of the
drummers.


"Well,
obviously I'm first to speak," the chieftain said, a warm
velvety voice fluent with words they understood. "Who are you
and why have you entered my grove?"


"I'm
with her," Padrad muttered.


Trink
threw him a look. He abated. She pushed off his arm to stand by
herself. "Trink, by trade," she introduced herself,
gesturing a flowery hand, and swung it behind her back. "A
higher source patrons me."


"Oh,"
the chieftain voiced musically, waving the drummer like a wand, "
how amusing." There was laughter, but none of it intended mirth.
"Then, Trink, tell me a better answer."


"Pardon,
but how shall I address an un-named an answer?" Trink was very
polite.


The
chieftain flicked her a cold eye. "I warn you not to cross me.
As you know, there is point in summoning your presence at this time,
" she finished with meticulous eyes on Trink's concussion, a
visible bruise on the forehead. "Speak."


Shaking
her head, the standing woman replied, "I've been servant to but
one. None other intimidates me----"


Just
as she concluded, a couple of mild gongs emanated from the cylinders
closest to the chieftain, the smaller ones overhead. Trink might as
well heard waterfall. She relaxed the muscles of her face into a
gradual smirk.


"Speak,
trespasser," the chieftain said, a trifled triumphant.


"Grimrook
under your foot, I had wandered here beyond the stream bed east at a
short walk."


"Stop
the riddles."


"Riddles?
I have given what you wish to hear," Trink really pushed her
luck, but she had always loved debate. "Shall I reword this to
suit your language? I am capable of multi-talents---"


Gong---gong!---Gong!


Strain
crawled out of her face as if her bones were exonerated. She
unclenched her jaws to continue. "---But I don't apply
membership to a clan, unless there is worth. Stop it!" she
snapped. The gonging kept ringing. The woman in the chair enjoyed
banging on the medium bells. "Stop it! It's so annoying! If you
can't make speech, why don't you try something with taste than this
stupid raucous!"


The
chieftain sat upright, both arms raised and she crashed both of the
largest ones at once, hitting the smaller bells to trickle the high
notes. She played for pain. The loudness was on every bell, lower key
in the large, higher tone in the small, shrilling and ringing in
confused resonance.


Trink
balled like a cat, shoulders hunched up to a strenuous effort in
rebuke. Eyes raged blackly while the irises peeled against the sweat
forming above the brows. She dropped to one knee, willful yet of
herself. Knuckled fists planted on the ground. The sound, a
thundering boom jumbled with cymbal notes clawed into her brain.
Flushed with blood, she abstained still from clutching her ears,
unlike the weak-minded Padrad coddling to a tree on her left. Her
nose bursted painfully inside. She reached up and had to verify the
blood trickling from her nostrils. Infuriated, she bolted forward.


Arrows
shot at her. She spun on her heels; a court entertainer danced on the
red carpet. Skills she was trained early in her youth. Rolling half
herself in circles, springing this way and that side. Arrow tips
couldn't touch, but the edges tore her clothes to shred. She soon
discovered the metal was not responsible, but the acid on the arrows'
wood that melted her fine spun clothes. A spear shot past her waist,
pulling along a section of her robe and staked it to the ground. She
ripped herself free, ducking one that aimed at her throat. Pulling
those free, she fended the coming targets. Left and right spearheads
poked at her. She whirled and swung a horizontal blow. That cleared a
way.


She
was under attack by half a dozen of the martial-trained, but her real
target was the one in the distance, watching and waiting. A hand
grabbed her dress and a foot aided the yanking to tear her free. One
slip, and she discovered the price. Stripped to a half-intact shift,
she had to fight her way free or die in humiliation. Swinging in full
circle, waving the twin spears, she cleared an area then whacked a
face with the sharp head. Better they hurt, than she die. An
ear-wrenching gong stole her concentration. The assaulting throng
enclosed her. She poked at a target.


To
her fortune, she impaled the shoulder, cutting it enough to earn her
freedom. The body staggered back yelling at guttural pain. She threw
a fist into the face, swinging knuckles into one on her left.
Quickly, she somersaulted out of the crowd. The gongs were breaking
her skull; she had to stop them. With full strength, she threw the
spear javalin-style. The straight shot cut one set, all crashed to a
stop. The chieftain was astonished that that happened, jumping
swiftly to protect the remainder bells. Trink wheezed forward,
kicking up her legs froggedly into chins. They were smart, retrieving
their weapons, but they underestimated her. She could steal.


The
next attack came straight for her picking, no spear, round bow
hacking at her. She dropped out of the over flip that tried to loop
her inside the string for a choking. Damning how they hid the spears
and weapons shrinking the lengths away out of her reach. She pursued,
groping at one arm---The gongs interrupted, depleting her strength.
She rolled around on the ground, writhing in pain, but she kicked her
way around onto her feet again. The ivory---damn it---the ivory would
do. Elbowing a collar, she pounded an arm, hands laced on a bracelet
and she spun it, thrusting a foot into the waist of the owner. The
ivory wrung free. She pushed at a body forcibly, and jumped sidewise.


In
her flying spin, she broke the bracelet for the edge. Whirling faster
for speed, she let free the splinter. It flew faster than lightning,
so fast that it cut the strings of the bells, despite the worsted
fibers, no matter how thick. Now, she would have fun.


She
revisited her steps, touching a friend here, borrowing a piece of
green dye. Elbow and fist over there, she stepped on several ankles,
butting someone to strip the arm bare. She kneed another, hand-sprang
to double-foot a body lunging at her. She was more than fully rested
in those weeks. The workout was building up her adrenaline. And when
she was pushing the last opponent to the pile, she panted graciously,
standing pompously, throwing her hair back, and smoothing the long
vest that served as her dress, with a finality of planting a spear to
the ground. The ivories on her forearms clacked loudly to her moves.


The
chieftain was not amused, though she could tell was thoroughly
impressed. Trink donned a saucy smirk, resting palm on her hip for
effect. So, they were having a moment, which was good, because her
feet were killing her, unused to this re-occurring introduction to
nakedness on open ground even if carpeted.


A
fine morning clarioned with the cries of a thousand birds above. The
bells had summoned their music. At least, the pitched shrieks and
shrills were far up. Trink didn't very much appreciate their song at
the moment, not with the lousy pain in her head. She watched the
chieftain move, who seemed undaunted at all by the failure of her
bells and minions. The remainder warriors began gathering near her,
rapping short spears---Trink noticed only the spear-hand wore
ivory-lets---onto the bucklers to create a uniform rhythm. They
chanted incoherent words, imitating the bird songs. For a while, she
believed the effort, almost hypnotized by it.


The
chieftain threw down the drummers. Her dress gave form, a valid
femininity, revealing curves and definite sinews. She settled into
her chair, waiting out the song. Then, she called a halt. They all
stopped dead.


"So,
you're not prone to rage," she said.


"Hmph,
I pick my own fights. You want me a member? I," shaking her
head, "don't think so."


"Yet,
you have come."


Trink's
smile was wiped clean. "What are you talking about?"


"There
is a tree," the chieftain deliberately ignored her question,
"three hundred horse-paces north of here. On the third branch
pointed out northeast is a bundle. Get it."


"Riddles,
" Trink snorted. "Well, how about a pair of boots? Or
should I get them off your feet?"


"All
is needed only in the tree," the chieftain replied.


That
sounded more of a quote than an answer. Trink was very puzzled. The
situation was highly irregular. However, a little adventure wouldn't
hurt. "Certainly, no harm," she murmured, smiling shrewdly.


The
ringing started in her head, but she could hear other things if
sounded loud enough to overtop it. A man's groan called her to turn
around. Padrad was on his knees clutching his brain, palms mashed to
his ears. She made a step, and was discouraged to aid as two women in
plain skins came to his side. One had a familiar face. A moment's
recollection, and she knew who it was.


"Addy!"


The
woman looked up answering the call. "Go and find what's in
waiting. We will attend to him."


The
other woman took from a pouch a tear-shaped glass vile. The liquid
blue content was poured into his mouth. Trink strode closer. Addy
spoke again in explanation.


"It
will numb his ears---for the pain."


Trink
had met the possessiveness before. Eyes of women stubborn and adamant
to things. She could see the same in men, when need conquered will or
reason. Bitingly, she took another forward stride thumping the long
spear to the ground, grunting a disapproving breath.


"No!"
She was out of her mind! Her stiff protest rebuked a couple of
confident faces.


"He
will be fine," Addy said kindly, smiling warmly as well. But the
pretense hardly detered the foreign woman.


"He
came with me. He will come with me," Trink babbled.


Shaking
her head, Addy drooped her head in disappointment, rather critical of
Trink than ever. The chieftain intervened.


"On
my honor, Redjay in Grimrook," the voice announced from her
right, "you have till a quarter sundown, he is free."


"Trust?"
Trink sneered. "I can't trust a bunch of frapping vipers!"


"Go,
now, Trink, Niele-Daughter," Redjay said in a very convincing
gentle tone.


Trink
turned, a bit thrown by the added knowledge. "How---"


"The
tree. It has waited five seasons, and now you have have come."


Trink
didn't care how she sulked. "A poor lie," she shook her
head, "You can't expect me to go after some stupid bundle on
some hell-taken empty trip." She laughed shortly. "You must
think I'm real stupid."


"Your
destiny, a summoning." Redjay was a vipress again, shrugging her
shoulder, though those eyes transfixed on Trink. "We know only
your visit from one who had passed here very long ago. I would count
a good forty seasons."


"Am
I suppose to accept only that? Hells take me, I'm to believe some
crazy wise woman." She blew a breath. "But looks like I
have no choice here, do I?" Straightening, she spoke again.
"First, who came for me?"


"All
answers lie in the tree, " Redjay replied lounging in her chair
again, picking up her feet to settle on the end. "Go or we kill
him and you will go anyway." Trink reacted as much stomping.
"Men lives are rare here, but we gladly sacrifice him to bid you
a simple but grave task."


"You
would," Trink growled, glaring hatefully. "All right. I'll
humor this lousy game of yours. But mark my words, I'm coming back
for him. Keep him safe and alive."


Redjay
looked at her sidelong-wise. "He will."


Trink
turned to see Padrad before she went. Addy was covering a smile as
they dragged him away. He was really numbed and out, though groaning
as if still in pain or maybe he was nauseated. Trink would rather
believe the sun was silver than what Redjay promised.


In
the skimpy tight-veil leather, a spear in hand, barefoot, and the
ivory bracelets, Trink set out on her journey. The peace of no
intruder was welcomed. A boring time for someone else, but she rarely
got such a chance to walk free of complex thoughts toiling something
significant, worrying about summons, staying up at lateness, and
organizing ledgers and transactions. Those overwhelming days had been
corked up somewhere outside this country. For the time being anyway.
She longed for this peace, tired of all those years of duty.


But
the trip was hardly an escape from duty. In itself, the trip was
duty. Trink only enjoyed the first short distance. The more she
thought, the more her head ached. Living for Mistress was stressful.
Perhaps a master would be kinder, being a he would be less
complicated if he had no brain. But she knew the small wish was
fantasy. Men craved power as greedily as another. She had met plenty
to substantiate the statement. She just wondered about Padrad though.
Oh, the private issues sprang sweetly to her head. She could kick him
around. He was so stupid, unlike his brother. But his servile
attention was growing on her. Tyran would soon drown himself gagging
is his own laughters if he knew what she had been indulged with. His
own brother slaving over her as if she was a sick kitten. Too soon.
Closing her eyes, she blotted out the tears, but she had to sit down.


She
would be punished heavily if Mistress ever found out about this. An
assassin's first code was loveless and lust-less. She was a killing
machine. But being a spy, she bent a few rules, nearly breaking a
couple of strict ones. But what she had done in securing Zandria, and
now conquered Vinne was not enough. Tyran would want more. She knew
him from hair to toes, his greed, his passions, his lack of morals.
Oh, but his legacy attracted her most of all. He intended Grace to be
the highest ruling House over all others---across the continent!


The
forest was safe, unlike the imprisoning masonry where everyone was
her enemy. Courts of the civilized were a level up from savagery.
Murders in place of open killings. Poison in place of knives.
Marriages in place of---of.....She couldn't bear the thought.


She
calmed herself from the sad drunkenness and began to walk again,
picking up pace for lost time. The tree stood out from the others. It
was the largest. Had she travelled that far? Apparently, she did from
how the sun had shifted, the forest becoming less liven in a shadowy
dimness. The feeling was more of downcast. She searched up the tree.
Like Redjay had said, the third branch up behind the thick sky-high
bush, one of the lowest stems, was the bundle red as bright plum.


The
distance was of thirty men standing on each other straight up. She
couldn't possibly climb so high, and also, because she hated climbing
trees. Without her gear, she could hardly do anything. She remembered
her spear.


"Damn,
one," she muttered. "One chance." She threw it.


A
miss, the point penetrated the branch a finger's length from the thin
string holding the bundle. She could do better than that. Groaning,
she lunged her arms. The ivory bracelets reminded her. She took the
six thumbsize thick rings off her arm. Shooting them like ringers
from a juggler's hands, she tried several times. The ninth throw was
high enough, but hardly moved the bundle. Unsuccessful.


Tired,
she sat brooding over the situation. A soft breeze made her cool. She
looked at the tree, saw the other trees, and looked at it again.
Smiling, she got up. She went for the ivies on the neighboring trees,
hoisting the vines from their roots and twisted a rope threefold
longer than herself. She looped the bracelets into a tri-ring. Now,
she launched it to a tall branch of the tree closest to the bundle,
swung up. Her lash was yanked free. She swung for another perch and
laced the bundle and pulled. The red package fell as the string
broke. She jumped off landing on fours, feet first, of course.


A
white horse with a horn sticking out of its forehead was embroidered
on the wool. Silk threads very fine and acute in the stitching. She
turned it for the knot. The wool was a square arm-spanned long evenly
on all four sides, doubled by a skyblue lining. The items inside
prepared her a pair of black leather suede boots, a wardrobe neatly
folded, small knives sheathed to leather sewn to shape a vest, and a
scroll tied to a cinder box. She examined the scroll first, amazed
the paper was fresh and soft. The message was written by a scribe's
hand, nice and flowery with curly stigmas. The language was pure
poetry in it simplicity. The signature was a seal of the same
creature embroidered on the wool. She opened the cinder box baring a
hollow from it. Inside was the second message instructional, this
time.


This
was a very private matter. Would she dare betray Mistress? Just to
earn freedom? A terrific dilemma, she continued. She gladly wore the
boots. Then, she hesitated, but found herself removing them to dress
herself in the new white-pink slip, layering over that with sheer
velvet. The panty was refreshing to the dirty pair she was wearing.
The new master thought of everything. A wooden comb fell out of the
gold-edged sash. She combed her hair quickly. Pleating required time
so she left it free. The knives, she removed from the leather hiding
them in her sleeves, under her sash, and tucked in line with boots.
The violet blue suited her. She felt very alive to wear such a decent
dress. Even the scented silk blouse with its ruffled neck greeted her
in welcome.


She
tied up the rest, but decided not to take her chances. So, she took
the wool, folded small to hide under the fold of her lapel. The rest,
she set on fire, watched them burn to ashen. After burying the ash in
soil and pebbles, she clapped her hands clean, wiping it on the
vines. She retrieved the ivory.


The
sun was red overhead. She hadn't realized time would run so fast, but
she ran faster now with boots on her aching barely calloused feet.





Chapter 53


The
Grimrookans lay campfires for coming supper. The trees around took on
new definitions with the reddish shadows visible now between the
opens of bushes wrought by the sun setting most of the way. Trink
entered the carpet area, finding it empty. She searched the other
tents. By logic, Redjay should be in one of those if she was a
leader. The cooks and low-ranked skin wearers hardly looked at her
twice, expecting her return as evident, though no one ran to praise
her.


As
if, there was such a thing. She was servant all her life, a hound to
a complicated master. She should be used to this treatment by now. A
nagging feeling tugged at her mind. Those quick dropped faces
revealed nervousness. She was beginning to hate this place. The
distrust hung densely in the air she breathed. She paced a bit
further and stuck her head in under the tent flap. Empty, though a
stone fire was burning warmly inside. If one unguarded tent was
empty, then the rest would be, too.


She
heard voice, laughters---cackles really. Those cooks practically
jumped out of their skin. They met her puzzled eyes and scampered
away. Something was definitely foul. The voices were muffled, not
clear in the open, so she knew they weren't from them. She was back
in time. Would they dare break their words? She followed the sounds
to a huge tent. It was well-lit. She could see the glow through the
material where it was thin and no shadows hung. Shapes moved, over a
dozen voluptuous bodies, side-shows of breasts and legs flaunting
themselves. Bands were picked up to cover up those outlines. The flap
opened. The first to file out was Redjay, touching her hair prettily.
Addy was behind her, along with the rest of the train. They stood
when they saw her staring at them. Redjay, grinning yet, walked a few
scandalous paces. Her dress was held close by the lock of her hands.


"He
is safe and alive," she said as if he had a wonderful time.


Trink
leered at her out of the corner of her eyes to walk past,
deliberately ignoring the connotation. She clenched her teeth to
their laughs to reach the tent, ready to spew jealousy, but she went
pale grim at the sight within.


He
was sitting in the moat of furs and cushions. A sheet covered his
lower half. Elbows on knees, he huddled them closely, eyes wide in
empty expression. His clothes were thrown all over the place. She
couldn't bear that face. Calmly, she tried to convince herself it was
not the same. But the truth, its reality, forced bluntly arguing that
it was. The lighting from above was not helping, clinking where the
lamps touched each other. She rushed back out there to catch up with
the fiends.


She
righted Redjay around. They were all around her, but she was armed.
And they knew. Somehow, they sensed her confidence. However, they had
underestimated her civility. Pointing straight at Redjay, she
gestured the others away.


"No
interference," she cracked iron with the sudden voice. "Your
word to keep him safe and alive. I guess I should thank you. But this
was not what I had in mind before I left."


"The
tent is yours, " Redjay was pining.


"A
blood oath," Trink continued coldly. "Are you honor
enough?"


Redjay
glared red glazed. "For what?"


Trink
pulled out a knife, enfolded the blade between her thumb and palm,
letting her left hand fall to her chest. "I dare you," she
challenged darkly.


The
woman stepped forward, clasping her right hand to encompass the blade
as their thumbs locked. Trink freed her chest and reached for the
hilt. So, did Redjay.


"On
your honor, sealed in blood, you and all your clan from infant, to
maiden, to spears, to slings and arrows, your blood and all that
follows, exiled from Padrad of Grace in Gorra, his home, his being,
and any distance within five paces of him."


"Why?
You didn't even like him."


"He's
mine," Trink snapped.


"But
he's ...old now."


"I
don't care!"


A
glimmer struck in Redjay's eyes. She understood territory and
possession. Exhaling a soft breath, she nodded agreement. "I
accept on----" adding hastily, " one condition,"
retreating her hand, extending her index finger upward, "You
give us more of his kind."


Trink
quirked her brows. "You don't know what you're asking."


"We
don't care for shy or bold, but only to increase...." she let
the rest trail.


"Oh,
yeah. You 'll have plenty to choose from." Her sparkling humor
caused uncertainty on the other woman's face. "Ten. I can give
you ten and you choose wisely, but after, you serve me on the
battlements of Vinne."


Redjay
smiled. "We fight?"


"Not
each other. But the spoils are plenty in war. My enemy is your enemy
should you accept. And the captives are to your liking whims and/or
bidding. For now, the ten will do."


"How
many later?"


"As
many as you take." Trink smiled coldly.


"I
accept." Redjay clasped the hilt again.


They
drew it out, and their hands parted. Blood exuded from the slitted
gash. The bargain was made. Trink cleaned the knife under the sole of
her boot. The gathering went away, a couple of hands attended to
Redjay's wound. Herself, she went the other way alone back to the
tent.


He
was still aloft on that pile of comfort, but as remote as stone. The
empty face was unbearable. She wanted to see him angry and
incompetent, surprised and warm at realization of her presence, sly
or humorous, but shock was a thing she detested. Preferably,
solutions to all things human. She would rather have him ranting
madly at the moment, but he would not move.


She
found some linen, the lace of a hanging skin, and took it to wrap her
hand. Walking to the wicker stand behind him, she uprighted a cup to
pour into it a drink from the near-empty pot of tea for her dry
throat. She sipped, cornering her eyes to look. He blinked. Setting
the cup down noisily, she watched fully a while longer leaning on the
stand. He was damnably quiet. And naked.


Snorting,
she undid her sash, letting fall her dress and the knives. She poured
herself another cup, cursing her nervous hands. Not facing him made
the awkwardness worse. Not a stir. She sipped the sweet bitter brew.


"They
won't bother you anymore," she said, shocked herself with the
calm tone. The moment dragged. He wouldn't talk, a tell-tale bad
sign. She knew the limits of humanity. Suicides were so common in her
days. Setting her folded hand on her hip, she counted the time. "Come
on, come on, talk to me," she muttered. She waited.


Turning
round, she couldn't muster the fury to charge at him. He didn't enjoy
himself. That was the difficult part. She wondered if he was faking.
This was a poor joke on her expense. Even if to get back at her for
treating him servant all this time. But in order to diagnose his
intentions, she needed a word out of him. And quite disdainfully, she
couldn't picture herself wrenching the life out of him for it. She
walked up to his side. He didn't move, didn't cringe, didn't run,
nothing. Was he so sincere?


"Padrad,
this is Trink, I'm talking to you. Show me some courtesy, will you?"


His
head lifted a degree as he blinked. A sigh breathed out of him. A
while yet, but he spoke, "I think I know how Reiyane's new wife
feels," bland and stating a point.


"You're
not her. They won't bother you anymore. I've taken care of that."


"She's
....What do you call it?"


Obliged
to answer, she sighed exhaustedly. "Abuse," one word summed
it up. He hardly reacted, just nodded agreement, and was quiet again.
"But you can forget it ever happened," she said. "I
won't ever bring up the subject angry, drunk, or sober....Our secret,
Padrad. Do you understand?" The last was a risk, but he was
nowhere near joking. The seriousness was uncanny, even to herself
trying very hard to absorb reality.


He
closed his eyes in deep thought. The quietness, his unwilling to
speak drew her impatience. She thought she ground her teeth and had
to relax herself consciously. A long-drawn sigh exuberating from her
voice. She was tired, but she would wait, because she cared for his
sanity. She wanted him back to the way he was. He shifted halfway,
hands on the floor like paws near the toes of her boots. The way he
studied them was curiously animal, something furry came to mind, as
his head angled closer. His fingers cupped her boot, feeling for the
toes beneath. The pressure was gone instantly, but his hand was still
there.


"Would
you...?" his voice trailed the rest of the request.


She
smiled, footing behind that heel to slip her left foot out. The back
of his warm fingers traced down her shin to the back of her ankle. It
felt good. She was breaking the rules, but it felt good. Then, he
withdrew, sighing as his eyes stared at her bare knees. Not even the
fall of her blouse distracted him. The slip was high enough to bare
above her knees. He ventured no further. So, she removed the other
boot, crouching.


The
blinks were genuinely demure. He turned the other way, moving over to
vacate the small space for her. There was a boundary, though. He
cringed to his side so as not to cross over her side of the di-cot.
The sheet, he left where it was, because he didn't need it. Or he was
too numb to feel its loss tearing away. She leaned forward, crawling
into the space. Showing herself was a mere gesture of openness. She
was comfortable with him. He lay on his side, then flattened on his
back, collapsed of his defenses for her attack or appetite. Whatever
he was bracing himself for, he was not ready for what she did next.


Her
arms reached out. He winced stiffening, but she only held his head
drawing it closer, herself coming forward, and embraced his cheek to
her bosom. She guided his arm around her waist. Her toes brought up
the sheet.


"It's
all right," she whispered. "I've got you. This is forgotten
once we go back." She soothed, hugging him gently. "Sleep
now, Padrad. For me."


With
sudden strength, he crushed her single-armed-and single-leggedly. His
whimpers muffled into her body. She covered him, his nakedness, where
the hem stopped, her hand continued pressing him closer. Her voice
hummed whisperingly, the kindness seduced every drop of tear he had.
Finally, some time near the middle of night, he calmed drifting into
sleep. She slept, too, undisturbed, what went well with the blood
oath.


She
awoke to a mildly itchy tickle on her cheek. Blinking into
wakefulness, she met a man's face staring back at her, into the deep
of her eyes. The intimacy of his body was separtated from her only by
her slip and shorts. Abruptly, his hand retreated from her touch, and
he turned his back to her gathering the sheet around him. The lamps
had died overnight, only the morning sun lightened the place. A cubby
in the corner permitted the golden rays in overhead. Uttering her
morning voice, she shifted to signal her wake, and remembering to
hide her right hand pillowing it underneath her head.


"About---"
he hesitated. "I wasn't in my right mind."


"No
deal," she replied steadfast. "You owe me big. And I intend
to collect."


He
faced her, eyes bewildered. Then, clutching the sheet as if it were a
shift being taken away, he dragged himself slowly around again.


"We're
even," he snarled defensively. "That time you were
drunk---"


"It
never happened," she interrupted steadily, even flirtatiously.
"I don't recall being a careless lout."


"But....but..."


"Padrad,
the youngest son in his House," she interrupted as before,
tittering her tongue in sympathetic mockery. "Never been
recognized, because unnoticed when everyone looks at the older two.
Always quiet, hiding, out of reach, because he wants shadows."
She was teasing. "You know, now, you have an excuse."


His
face darkened gazing at her too long. "You have to do better
than that."


Smiling
like a vixen, she parted her pouting lips. Initiating the situation
to give him encouragement, her knee raised to bare her thigh. His
eyes never left her face, but his hand strayed to her leg. She
pressed it to really feel her, guiding him up and upper. He wanted to
be closer, lying beside her on his hip. Then, when his fingers were
near her hip, he stiffed, but was ushered further. He chose to drift
up her waistline. His lips trembled indecisively. She sighed, leering
at him sweetly.


"What
if I don't want to?" he said quietly.


"Acknowledge
your debt," she answered. "I do want my loan, but just not
precisely at this time." She released him to remove himself.
"Go, get dressed."


"I
would rather rot than take you," he said, crawling to his feet.


She
chuckled, bringing up the other knee beneath the first. The chuckle
became laughters while she dangled her foot flipping it back and
forth. He ignored her picking up his clothes and putting them on.
Fully aware of her eyes, he tucked in his shirt. When he looked back,
the question in mind escaped his lips, though he couldn't help seeing
her legs. She had ceased laughing.


"Why...why
this sudden change of heart?"


She
maneuvered strategically, lying on her side, then sat up, left hand
fingering the loose hair behind her ear. Her right elbow nested on
the knee with the hand remaining behind her head. Coordinated,
voluptuous, and dangerously manipulative, though she was pretty
posing herself like that.


"I
always get what I like," she said giggling. "And I like
what I see." Her eyes seconded the last.


He
grunted indignantly, heaving into his coat. "The debt is mine.
I'll pay when and anyway I see fit," he muttered, smoothing the
trefoil of his coat's collar.


"Oh,
well, " she sighed with obvious disappointment, "my
invitation is open. Just come, when you're ready."


He
paused a moment before snatching for his boots. Putting them on was a
tediously arduous effort today, but they fitted eventually. He was on
his way out, when she spoke.


"One
more thing. When I ask for repayment, you do it upfront." He
took another step. "Enjoy the time while it lasts. I won't be so
kind when we get back to civilization. You might as well forget were
ever ....friendly." 






Chapter 54


He
huffed at her words in sullen rebuke. Not a wonder his brother never
returned her favors. Although, her work was meritable. She had a body
he saw enough to lay judgment that it was admittingly beautiful, but
was made to spring like a trap with claws. No thing of pleasure was
she. He shook his head. Her flattery was poison, doubled with
daggers. He told himself his refusal was not regrettable.


The
trees collaged over blue skies. Red-pink light cast over the leaves,
darkening their green. The natives were missing, as if an afternoon
affected them overnight. She had said they wouldn't bother him
anymore. Something dawned on him. He'd never guess, should had
detected. So, he conjectured, she was partial to him. Patience seemed
to reap its rewards. She was easy, too easy.


His
methods were harmless, just useful. He'd like to think that way
playing at power. But any power-plot was dangerous, more often lethal
with the higher hands involved. He was the last-born son in his
family. His background was so obscured, he was so insignificant, he
moved more freely than those in public eyes. He stopped at a
campfire, the flames dwindling in need of more wood. Not another soul
within sight. They were hiding in those huts or behind the trees. He
could smell their cook-fires. Seeing smoke billowing scatteredly
proved his point. Kicking the dry logs into the pit, he squatted on
his ankles, and began stoking the fire. His mind continued his
thoughts.


The
game among the Houses was taught bitterly in his childhood. He
learned it well, especially how to be safe if he kept well within the
shadows, the boundaries of a non-heir. Direct physical killing
disgusted him, though he was partisan favorably to the necessity of
murder from a third hand. The fire caught onto the fresh log, giving
off adequate heat. The pot hanging over it from the tripod was
bubbling last night's meal, some sort of thick stew smelling gravely
of ginger. Rabbit drifted faintly to his nose. He scanned the
surrounding as the savage women, the plain ones, stirred the village
to life with their chores. Some were cleaning, sweeping the dry ferns
away from the hut entrances and the paths. Others dragged pots to
somewhere out of his sight.


He
was glad about Trink's suggestion for amnesia, impossible it would
seem, but so far, no one breathed about it. And they were avoiding
him. The stew was burning beneath. How was he going to live this down
after what had happened? Drifting, he let fall the stoking branch.
The fire ravaged with a life of its own, growling and hissing at him
in mockery. The sight of it was enchanting. Something in the black
ash, a flavor in the burnt food after evaporation failed, the smell
of clean and dirty smoke caught him. He was attracted to its
destruction, how it consumed the wood abating pain in crackles. The
logs should be screaming or writhing helplessly. They lay in the
hearth, accepting fate, letting blackness seep into the grains layer
by layer. Abruptly, he shoved the tripod forcefully, satisfied
temporarily of the spill. His neighbors were giving him eccentric
looks, whispering in clusters of two or three. With his hands spading
earth and stones, he started smothering the fire.


Then,
he had to stop, because a stranger appeared only some strides away.
He heard the hoofbeats, but was too immersed in his problems to look
up. The rider was clearly a woman, though turbaned in cascaded lace
and veiled under a lavender sheer that hardly hid the face. Her
entire garb was beige. A liveried tunic, gold-trimmed at the edges
and hems, loose sleeves cuffed with silver wristlets and armlets. The
skirt was divided for riding hemming the gold-brown suede boots with
wooden soles, feet in plain stirrups. A long sword accompanied
alongside the white mare's flank. The gloves were sewn gauntlet-style
as the hands fiddled the reins resting on the animal's nape.


The
stranger nudged the ride forward. He stood slowly, still entranced by
the magnificence. This person was absolutely out of place
comparatively to the crowd gathering around them. Redjay, among them,
was attending at her side almost acting maiden to catch the train of
her dress if she had worn an elaborate wardrobe. A good thing he
came, otherwise, he would never have known such existence, that
beside his people, aside from his arrogant gender, there was an
entire order of the opposite powerful in its own right. He ought to
thank Trink for such an enlightening experience. Although, he did
learn much in the recent years from the Tarennei conquest. Life took
new meanings---His mental philosophical moment ended as he realized
he was staring stupidly for quite some time. And his freeze mattered
insignificantly.


"I
have come for her," the rider said in a voice of lilts, almost
identical to Trink's. "Call her to me."


He
did not like the tone, ungratified to be ordered by a complete
stranger. The authoritative whip was every bit in it. Naturally, he
reacted with reticence as defiance, just to goad the woman. Her face
changed, though the queer eyes were kept stony, the lips curved
slightly as obvious in the lift of her cheeks.


"Why
should I?" he questioned. "Who are you?"


She
glared happily down at him. "Women's business. You are a man in
the wrong place. You should be dead if not because you serve lackey
to a voucher who happens to be a woman."


"I....!"
He frowned tightly. "Sunfire!" he cursed, "you are a
visitor as well as I. Have some respect for hell's sake."


"You
speak in the tongue of a primitive race," the rider countered,
"one that cares less of that for our kind. And the nerve of you
bringing up respect?" She smoothed herself from rising emotion.
"I am not here to meet a pompous Gorran. I come for the sister
of the trade if she so chooses. Now," she unsheathed the silvery
sword too quickly and champing the end on his neck, "call her,"
she growled menacingly. The weapon worked easily in her hand. She
gave him a nick on the skin. Her warning redoubled with a cold,
devious smile, eyes glittering sweetness.


The
swallow in his throat had to wait. She needn't charm him. He was in
love with her already. He was smitten by all of them here. But he
would be damned to be killed over a trivial cause, especially a debt
was attached to his lifeline.


"Trink!"
He hollered at the top of his lungs once.


The
sword removed, retrieved in a flourish thrust into its scabbard. The
rider's dark brows quirked smugly. She waited smiling impeccably on
her perch.


Instantaneously,
a completely violet-blue dressed and groomed Trink appeared at his
side, rather had walked up behind him. She met the visitor coolly as
their eyes battled. At the moment, Padrad truly agreed with the
rider's comment about him being in the wrong place. What about the
wrong time? He wasn't worried, but the situation called for intrigue.
Backing a step, he got a wider view. Trink had her hands on her hips.
The right was bandaged from an injury he didn't know.


"What's
happening?" Trink spoke for variety.


"My
name is Storma," the rider began. "I come to receive your
answer and relay the message to a friend." The eyes surveyed
Trink. "I take it you choose to accept."


"Who
is your friend?"


"Ah-ah,"
Storma waved her hand, "The code of trade prevents identity.
Secret is my holding."


"What
do you trade?"


"I
specialize in knowledge."


Trink
stirred pacing a few steps to her right. She had met this woman
before, but where? Those eyes were suspiciously familiar. "Have
we met before?"


"I
think not." Momentarily, Storma spoke again, disliking the
scrutiny. "Why do you look at me like that?"


"Your
eyes, " Trink stated. "They're blue and grey."


"Oh?
I hadn't noticed." Storma blinked, shifting in her saddle.


Trink
began her survey again, forced to the small area from circling the
messenger. Apparently, her notice was not comforting Storma whose
eyes averted twenty-some degrees away not meeting her own.


"Who
are your parents?"


"They
were Cascan merchants. Why?"


Trink
eyed her skeptically. Casca was a melting pot. Showed to tell, the
woman was not so simple as she appeared, even if she donned mystery
well. Shrugging, she straightened for business.


"Would
you trade with me?"


Storma
half-smiled. "No, " she replied complacently. "You
have your reserves. I wouldn't intrude if you don't." The rider
reached behind her, "But I do, " pulling out an ivory
arrow, "want to know about this. Do you recognize it?"
Trink stared silently. "I specialize, " Storma grinned
darkly. "If you trade, the price is high."


"It
better be," Trink muttered. "The Road to Summon.
Starcourt."


"Ah,"
Storma uttered as the answer sufficed. "Then, would you know one
named Sidora?"


"No,
I don't recognize it," Trink replied unbreaking gazing back at
the woman. "Now, my turn. Why are you covered?"


A
laughing sigh as the head lowered. "Forgive me. I travel with
customs of trade." She reached under the lace and unveiled.
Egg-brown skin revealed. The plum-painted lips were rosy with the
smile.


Padrad
breathed loudly. Storma's eyes started, but deepened her smile,
vexing the standing woman to glower at him tersely. His innocent eyes
were scanning her in return. She ignored him facing Storma again,
most hatefully though.


"Tell
your patron," said Trink, "I accept the gifts. And may
whomever have my life."


And
not have your loyalty, Storma thought darkly. Maybe it had to be
earned. Nudging the steed forward, she addressed the man directly.
"Your presence had created inconvenience, as I ," rounding
a look at the crowd, "have been informed, but seemingly for the
better." He was young and flattering. She craned her head to the
other side to see Trink. "I'm to escort you out of Grimrook
after making treatise."


"You
knew," a sardonic brow raised sarcastically, "I was
coming."


"Matters
of the tree. It is wise to say, I knew you wouldn't pass up the
opportunity to recruit these fine fighters. Therefore, your coming
was more than coincidence, arranged in some fashion. But we had to
wait over a year. The wisdom is in the tree. We do not choose
randomly."


"So?"
Trink fingered the bruise on her head. "What is the trade-off
that I wear with this wardrobe?"


"A
gift. They will follow," Storma gestured summing up the crowd,
"your lead. But you have sprung my anticipation. So, now, I see
to your carrying out your acceptance up to a point. My journey does
not end." She nodded at her shoulder. "Hence, the
messages." She studied the arrow a moment, then put it away.
When she righted in her saddle again. Trink was still staring at her,
circling like a wolf on prey. The bruise was large. "Come."
She beckoned, but the woman startled. "I'm a healer." Trink
hesitated, but came near. Removing her right glove, Storma reached
out for the forehead. "May I?" she asked before preceding.
At Trink's nodded approval, her fingers touched the skin. Others
witnessed their stillness as normal eyes should see. But her patient
felt the cool tings soothing away the pain, diminishing it to
nothing. She released her hold, a mere touch really.


Trink
seemed newly awaken, eyes fresh and aware. She breathed fully as if
robust for once in her life. Something else was with her health.
Unbanding the hand, she examined the healed skin. So, was the left
palm where she had accidentally pierced herself. Gazing back at
Storma with controlled rolling eyes, she seemed ready to jump
forward. The healer regloved her hand and sat a moment to collect
herself.


"Come,
ride with me," she said, waving for the second animal ushered
forward from the crowd.


A
dapple-gray small in size gelding trod into view. Saddled and packed,
it required a rider for an immediate trip. Trink received the reins
from Addy's hands. She watched the woman retreat back into the crowd
that was more than before. They were all geared and armed for battle.


"I'm
not attacking my holding," Trink said.


"That
is not why they follow you," Storma replied critically. "They
are a temporary aid."


Trink
climbed onto the saddle. "I'll humor this for as long as it
takes." She nudged the dapple-gray closer, surprised at how tame
and obedient it was to her command. "Your friend troubles
greatly for my service," she whispered. "I think I know
why."


"Do
you?" Storma grinned smugly with a silent mask.


Trink
refrained from affirming. She snatched for the turban. Storma
could've easily ducked or countered with a deflective arm, but
instead, sat unperturbed, letting fall her black hair, reddish in the
glint of the sun. Suavely in composure, a batted lash accompanying
the smile, she leaned on her elbow slightly.


"I
didn't think you were so attracted to me," she said. "The
removal of headpieces usually means such from where I come from. It
has to be a man, of course," she explained, winking at a very
awestruck Trink.


"I
truly believed we have me before," Trink said defensively.


The
woman stilled, her facade maintained its placid humor, though not
speaking as if the act replaced further explanation for the quandary.
Trink had to make the next move, because Storma was too stony,
overconfident. And reluctantly, she admitted her equal was a tough
nut to crack. She threw back the item which was caught
uninterestedly.


"Perhaps,"
she said, "I have mistaken."


The
scarlet-dark brows rose and fell. That was all the indication of
sardonic indifference coming out of the enigma. "I find that
hard to believe if you bothered to knock off my head to say so."
The sense of humor was plaguing. Storma pumped the bundle from a
dangling wrist. Her stare was becoming uncanny.


"Tell
me," Trink nudged her horse closer, the animal heads were
meeting, "the real reason, " she lowered her voice, "you
come with me."


"Humor
me," Storma said. "You," glancing back, "struck a
bargain that forbids safety."


After
a quick scan, Trink swallowed squarely. Padrad followed her eyes,
turning around and nearly jumped himself at the sight of trees and
deserted pitched tents. Not another soul within sight, only the
riders on horsebacks and himself. There was a glimpse of a moving
shadow in the crevice of the tall shrubberies, but if he hadn't known
better he would have dismissed the quick of his eyes.


"Humor
is not my best quality," Trink said gravely.


"You
could have fooled me," Storma said, crunching her smile looking
ahead. "But you don't have to worry. They are skilled to stalk
shadows---scout your way. It is in their nature. Really, you need not
fret over it."


"Who
said anything about fret?" Trink snapped controllably to a hiss.
"It seems I have no choice. They will follow even if I refuse."
The tawny woman nodded on the tilt of her neck, looking at her again.
She sighed briefly. "I suppose your accompaniment secures a
limited trust."


"You
are accepting me."


"For
the time being. Now, we leave."


A
compliant nod from the other as they proceeded at slow pace. "I
assume the holding is near."


"Across
the stream and some walking distance. I thought you know all this."


"Oh,
not everything, only the necessities, " Storma replied, after
which she glanced behind them. "How does he...?" The
question stopped in mid-sentence, because there was no appropriate
way to ask.


"Him?"
Trink's character shrank within herself. "He's a hound. He can
follow just fine." She schooled her face forward ignoring the
look she was given.


"Forbearing
very well, " commented Storma. "But, " she added
loudly, "I prefer open opinions over silence."


A
crispy jeer came from her counterpart. "Nice try," bending
a leg to sit better on the side. The long dress was hardly suitable
for riding condition.


"Men
are not so docile. What did you do to him?"


Chortling,
her fair face champed a mixture of charlatanism and blasphemy,
ridiculous at the hint. "I train him, of course."


"With
what?"


A
glance over the shoulder, laughter deaden, she snorted grumbling. "My
methods are ....clean. Speak to him if you like, but his words are
insignificant."


Storma
slowed, meaning to do so, but the man trod to the far end readily
avoiding her and using the dapple as a barrier. She faced a smug
Trink, smiling matter-of-factly.


"I
don't think he is timid," Storma said, resuming the pace again.
"A good act, but I bet two golds he would kiss you if he had the
choice."


Trink
grumbled under her breath, thinking the other couldn't hear. "You
like him?" she asked testily.


"No,
" grinning widely and shaking her mass of red-dark hair. "I'd
been happy."


Surprised,
the other blinked hard. "Is that....." She straightened,
clearing herself. "Does he know?"


"No.
The code prevents it." This made the fair woman nod agreeably.
"So goes the way for a sister of trade."


"Then,
how do you roam free?"


"I
said I had been happy."


"Ah,
I'm sorry."


"I'm
beginning to appreciate this. A long time has passed since I speak of
the mundane."


"As
do I." Her smile hardly convinced her sincerity, but humor she
must in order to obtain more.


Smiling
wincingly, Storma continued. "Settled life was alluringly
content. The wilderness, full of charms, but perhaps I'm at fault to
be tiring. Freedom has its price, don't you think?" The tawny
face gave no clue of double meaning. The expression of morose was
absolutely genuine.


"If
you say so," Trink replied slowly. "Do you always
opinionate so fluidly? I find myself difficult at grasping the idea
of your trade."


"You
have much to learn."


"I'm
not a friend. Mock at your peril."


"Gladly
see what you have to offer."


Their
chatter had suddenly turned dangerous. Padrad could feel the tension
between them, despite their calm exterior with all the wry exchange
of words. And he liked the conflict. Trink was in a position he had
never thought was possible. Ironic, that her match happened to be a
woman, young as well.


"I
will try," she said, amusely.


"Oh,
I think we'll be the best of playmates." Storma chagrinned.


And
just like that , both women began to laugh.... 






Chapter 55


"This
is where we part," said Trink.


Padrad
continued to stroll ahead. The stream bubbled to her side. Morning
chill was long gone, but noon was not much warmer. Her brief
companion seemed silent, watching her out of grace or perhaps waiting
for something more. She felt stark in the clearing where the trees
were sparse. Under the scrutiny of those acutely peculiar eyes, she
was a mouse being stilled. Eventually, Storma acquiesced , turning
her mare east, following the stream beginning northward.


"Would
you be passing through?" she called to the back of the departed.


"I
might, " a loud enough reply.


"Then,
I need a favor."


"It
has been done. Ride the dapple into the city." Storma turned
almost looking back, but spoke no more. She rode forward at medium
pace.


Trink
would have to piece together the words alone. The mystery was
unnervingly complex, accentuated especially with the missing clues. A
week, plenty of time if she acted fast. Short notice. A week was all
the time she had to do the things she needed to do. Problem was, she
didn't know what they were. Well, one thing was for sure. She needed
to hide her ride. Or, at least, try to return entrance into the
holding discreetly.


She
tapped the animal with her foot. It moved at ease to the command. A
well-trained breed. Catching sight of her hands, she turned up the
palms. Quickly looking upstream after too late, regret greeted her
disappointment. Storma was gone. Another look at her never been
injured hands. She never got to ask about healing. Afraid of this new
wave of emotion taking over her, she smacked the animal behind the
saddle for a gallop, which was short as Poplari came into view sooner
than expected.


The
guards recognized her anywhere even a quarter league away. Today was
an exception. She was riding, and on a uniquely color-coordinated
horse. As for dresses, she was rarely a catch for eyes. Her
reputation famed robbing speakers of their tongue. She reined in to a
trot. The sentries stirred at their posts. They scurried a bit. She
sat straighter than before. Now, they saw her, knew her face,
although they did seem to hesitate. She rode through the line
trenches nearly being buckled off balance as the horse made a
stretching step. The inner guards sentinel at the threshold where the
gates used to be lowered their eyes, the dozens parting the way
admitting her entry.


A
sudden holler distracted her enough to turn around. Redjay and a few
dozen scores Grimrookans stood in attack formation just beyond the
trench. Each with either a spinning sling ready or a raised longbow
waited a moment's time. Trink cursed, but she had impulse to regain
her sanity calling out a halt. She rode quickly to greet the tribe.


"I
didn't think you had the guts to show your face," Trink growled
unlike herself.


"A
mutual greeting," Redjay sneered back. "I want the bargain
now."


"Impatience,"
Trink breathed indignantly. Momentarily, she recollected herself. "I
don't have time for this. Roam where you like and take your pick. If
you want the interior, come with me." There were a few brief
nods, and as she turned, they followed. "But I warn you, there
is no tolerance for murder," she hissed. "Anything done in
foul game, I'm not responsible. Keep it clean."


"We
understand," Redjay said softly.


"Good,
" muttering for the last word. She always had the last word, a
matter of principal.


Once
inside, she hardly felt at home. She was back among the blood-thirsty
beasts. From the look of the cold setting, they hadn't improved
either. That head was still gallowed like a banner. She heard
inaudible murmurs, and ignored them. Savagery was a common practice
here. They were no different, so why were they complaining? A courier
had informed of her presence. Her slaves were filing---running---out
to receive her. Tampen and Asena brought a small tub and towels. She
had never thought they were eager to attendance, but anxious faces
hid in their bow. She got off the saddle. Salbene presented her palms
to receive the reins. She let the leather thongs drop. The tub came
nearer for her wash, the towels to dry. She blotted her face and gave
the towel back.


"Put
him in a clean stable, Salbene," she said. The girl nodded
graciously, and led the horse away. "Asena, run my bath and
light my study. Tampen, find suitable quarters for the visitors. That
is all."


"Obey
as understood," they whispered in unison.


She
watched them go while grabbing a bite from the fourth slave, skinny
little thing fighting to hold up the tray of fruits and cake. The
girl followed to her side in case she finished chewing. She gestured
enough, and the girl bowed to leave. The bruise on the girl's neck
caught her eye. Stepping forward and grasping the skinny arm with its
fleshiness, she noticed the servant dress was less than cloth, and
was linen thin. Terror-filled eyes glimpsed blinking faster than
fire-flowers. She released the slave who seemed to hobble away after
a deep bow and curtsie. Jalena was spooked. She was about to pursue
her routine.


"Oh,
make yourselves at home if you can," she announced to those
behind her. "Anyone has a problem with that, mention the name
Trink." They stared. "You are my guests," she said
stretchingly.


They
followed her, which was shocking as suspicion augmented the
possibility of sudden death. Woe to her, but she had handled them
before. Maybe, she considered, they had let her live that time.
Breaking their sacred bells----She felt very cold in the stomach, a
toughening knot refusing to digest her snack. What was wrong with her
lately? Couldn't seem to concentrate very well. Everything had
impressed a strangeness, changed. She felt so detached.


On
the second level after a flight of stairs, she caught sight of Padrad
down the corridor. He was watching, and when he saw her looking back,
made a quick turn to leave. She wondered if he did that much spying,
even if in this isolated incident, was supposedly coming in her
direction for his chamber. Seeing her mini-army, he dashed to be
safe. She promised him, made blood-oath----she was out of her mind
then---and she was aiming for a mystery. Why did she serve a
perplexing owner? Gathering mercenaries was a fine job, but
Grimrookans? They were a queer breed. Nothing was known of them,
except old wives tales telling that they were pumas of the forest. Up
to last night, they were understood to be as beasty as Gorrans. A
good mix there, she noted wryly, already calculating a message for
Mistress.


Salbene
came out of the basin room, smoothing the mat on her knees. When she
she heard footsteps, rose quickly, folding her hands on her lap, head
fallen and eyes on the floorboard. She was barefooted, standing
beside the mat. Trink was not exactly tired, but speech was seldom
fitting when before a bath. She walked through the open doorway. Warm
steam invited her. The flower fumes were nice, too. She tapped
Salbene on the elbow to close the door. Bravely, the slave did so
after stepping in. Trink saw the peripheral presence, and turned. Her
bathing had always been private.


Salbene,
a short Tarennei, nervously combing fingers into her twisted braids,
stood rubbing her toes together. This odd behavior, along with a
hundred other unnatural things the moment Trink came into the
holding, was revealing. She glared at the girl, who cringed against
the wall.


"Speak,"
She said tersely.


The
slave fell to her knees, hand flat on the floor near her boots, but
not touching them. Shaking head, sighing, she was tired of seeing
fear, Trink reached down to the shoulders and tried to bring her up.
The slave refused, suffusing a shiver slipping away. Trink crouched,
enfolding the bony frame determinedly to lift the poor creature. The
head slowly raised, wet eyes pining fear of punishment.


"Tell
me," Trink said gently.


"Where
have you gone?" the whisper was accusing. Shaking hands clasped
as if too cold to hold each other. "No more absence," she
begged, "please."


"What
happened?"


"No!"
Salbene cried hoarsely. "Punishment to speak."


"All
right," Trink said reassuringly. "You don't have to. I'll
ask and you nod or shake."


Swallowing,
Salbene bobbed her chin nervously.


"The
lord?"


Nodding
frantically. Tears rolled out of the blinking eyes.


"What
did he---" she caught herself abating to rephrase the question.
"Did he hurt you?"


Shaking
head, then nodded slowly from afterthought.


Sighing
briefly at the complication, she worked her brain for a more
organized question. "Indirectly?" Enthusiastic nods. "He
ordered his thugs to manhandle you without my presence." Nods.
"Why?" Glassy-eyed stare. "Only you? What about the
others?" Emphatic nods acknowledged both. "Why didn't you
---all of you---anyone tell me?" She sighed rasply. "Your
shoes. Did they rob you, too?" The poor thing began to weep,
muffled her mouth tight in her hands. "Nine gates of Hell,"
Trink grumbled to see this. "I saw, damn it, I saw as soon as I
came in." She stood, cursing in black mutters. Salbene grasped
the hem of her dress as if pleading against abandonment. "There's
more." The slave nodded. "Oh, hellfires!" she rasped,
hands clenching fists. "I'll kill him. What---out with it!"


"Discretion!"
Salbene seethed frightfully.


She
crouched on one knee, trying very hard to contain her rage. "I've
heard enough."


"No!"
the creature whispered. "The younger----"


"Padrad?"
The slave nodded. "What about him?"


"Dead,
no?"


"Dead?
He's as alive as the Sun. What are you talking about?"


Shaking
as if Trink had misinterpreted, the slave crawled closer. Trink stuck
out her head sidewise to lean out her ear.


"Your
dishonor for the death of Padrad. All property seized out of your
name." The owner's eyes widened to every word. "His decree,
if you didn't return within the month."


"He
what!" She pondered, then looked at the fearful face. "It
hasn't happen yet." The slave nodded. "But he ran out of
patience and did it anyway....discreetly." She clenched her
fists again. "To secure himself....Lousy bastard. Hellfire if it
will happen!" She stood, reposed a moment to calm herself. "Stay
here." The slave retreated to the wall behind the door.


Trink
opened the door for a peek, then peered out to both directions of the
hall. The Grimrookans posed quite a threat standing there in the
hall. All two dozens of them, four in the long end, six to the left,
six to the right, the rest scattered on the roofs, a couple of which
visible to her on the opposite rooftop scouting the spine. The ones
nearby turned their heads at her. They each placed two fore fingers
over their chest, saluting in a manner of speaking. The act reminded
her of the blood oath. It bound them. What did the blood oath mean to
these people? They were not there to kill. They were there to protect
her. Storma was becoming more of a mystery than ever.


She
shut the door. Protection or loose imprisonment? Whichever, she
needed the bath to clear her mind. Just this once, she would try to
trust an overseer. Taking an awful chance at loyalty, wasn't she? The
slave was squatting on her folded legs farther from the door. There
was pallid complexion to the glassy-eyed face. When did she learn to
put her hands on her knees? Trink wondered about other things, her
mind a jumbled mess, while she removed her attire, surreptitiously
putting a couple pair of knives on the far end of the tub.


The
warm, slightly hot water made her body run like jelly. She went all
the way in, closed her eyes to a soaking session, reaching for the
rim and took the knives under. Sure enough, the slave scratchily
crawled near. She could hear the moves, though done loudly as if on
purpose to warn her. Opening her eyes, looking over at Salbene
offering loofah, she made her arm relax and reached for it.
Consecutively, the creature picked up a glass jug containing her
favorite oil and, at her approving nod, poured the clear thick liquid
onto the loofah. Trink smiled embarrassedly at the excess. The jug
stopped and was lowered on the lap of the one kneeling.


"You
can't hide in here forever," she said to the air. After silence,
she sighed. "This is private. I would like you to talk."
She glanced, seeing a deep bow. "Don't I mistreat you?"
Letting the loofah sud in the water as it floated across the surface,
another sigh exhaled. "Go on, answer."


"Yes."


"Then,
why risk telling me about my endangerment?"


"Personal
choice." The owner turned to fully face her leaning folded arms
on the rim waiting for an explanation. "Escape impossible.
Perhaps subordinate is better than valued as sub-human."


Trink
sighed tristfully. "I seem to do that a lot lately. Oh, burn me
in the nine gates of Hell." She toed for the loofah and began
washing herself. "Don't look at me, please."


Salbene
gasped, planting her face to the floor, truly embarrassed. The bather
wanted to laugh, but couldn't. This was the first time anyone
participated in her cleansing ritual. She lavished in the luxury of
her only privacy. Not even her slaves were disallowed the same
indulgence. They were all organized in shifts to provide personal
time.


"Towel."
She got up while a huge terry spread for her body. "Damn it, I
have work to do." Salbene rushed to present her robe. "I
can dress myself," she snapped, shoving her arms through the
sleeves with the towel clinging to her body yet. The floorboards
vibrated to the sound of soled boots. She snatched at the dirty
laundry, barely smirched really. Her eyes landed on Salbene who
shivered fretfully confused. Tossing her head toward the basin, "Get
in," but the slave was slow, she had to push the girl into the
sudsy pool.


The
door received several knocks. She fumbled for the knives, dropping
the dress straight. The lining had been dampened, clinging to the
outer layer, saturated to the seams. She looked more closely. The
seams were river borders of land.


"I'm
busy," she yelled out.


The
knocking insisted. She folded the dress single-handedly on its
length. Just as the door opened, she managed to hide her knife-filled
hand under. One of the Grimrookans entered, character solemn.


"A
Reiyane wishes to see you."


Obviously,
evident from the way he looked over the guards' shoulders in at her
half-dressed body. She was disgusted when he stood affixed in
demeaning trance, pursing his lips under a newly grown mustache. He
was hastily dressed himself from how the shirt lace was tied without
care, his robe he wore open.


"Well,"
she said smoothly, "can't you tell I'm in privacy?"


"He
said there is---" stammering "--a common---"


"Shut
up!" Trink snapped. "Shows what you know. Can't you control
him? Or you only subdue the like in your territory?"


"I
have the rights above you," Reiyane interrupted, smiling his
overconfidence. "I will be respected."


"Over
my dead body," Trink sneered hotly. "I answer to Mistress,
and no other." Gripping the Grimrookan on the arm, ushering her
out the door. "You are but an ant under my strings. So go to the
Main Hall and wait." She slammed the door.


In
the nick of time, too, because Salbene rose out of the water gasping
for air near choking. After slapping on the outer layer, an actual
dress, over the other, buckling a short sash into a knot, she herself
made a neat bundle of the shrinking gown hiding the oversize scarf in
the middle. To her right was a racket of towels. She groped for one
cloth and threw it at the dripping girl who caught it in the face.
She stood closely as to speak in a lowered voice.


"Warn
him." Needless to name who. "Use the kitchen, and be
creative about it. Two words: beware death." The servant had
froze. "Be discreet. Be careful," Trink whispered,
distinctly aware of the beating heart inside her. She left afraid the
thuds were becoming too loud. 






Chapter 56


A
scratch on the door brought Padrad out of his chair to open it.
Surprised that dinner was presented by a stranger, one of her
attendants, he stood. The near-diamond bright eyes flitted anxiously
in both directions in her kneel. She pushed the platter forward as
her head lowered stealthily snatching glimpses around her. Her right
hand plucked a grape from its vine, rolling it to the opposite end.
There was meaning in that. He took caution to wait. The hand withdrew
sweeping the floor in the same direction. He edged the entire meal to
inside the wall. The servant rose quickly and disappeared behind the
corridor. He closed the door.


Not
so simple a meal if it had come from her. The bowl of broth was clear
with chicken sunken to the bottom. The fruits, grapes and apricots,
when uplifted, revealed a prostrate pastry dish. He removed it to
examine the peculiarity. The words were frosted on: beware death. A
vital warning. The woman was quite extraordinary. He barely regretted
the vacation. Knowing for a fact, the meal was clean, despite
suspicion, he scratched out the message with an apricot and took a
bite.


A
hollow knock interrupted him when he had finished the broth. He
stood, attending the door, because he wanted to hide the special
supper. A courier, this time, from Reiyane. A curt bow with the arm
crossed the chest, strafing to the side.


"My
Lord Grace wishes your presence," the little man said, polite
and to the point.


"When
has he ever failed to summon me?" Padrad said sullenly.


The
courier seemed to smile, shining his mischievous eyes up at him. No
doubt one of Reiyane's more trustworthy to brave such display of
pompous snobbery. Padrad moved his hand to the side. Abruptly, the
courier bowed, retreating his steps in hasty departure


-------


Meanwhile,
out in suburbia and country, Storma crossed the border into Falshire.
her mare was pushed at hard gallop another day to reach a third into
the kingdom where towns were more common. No one knew her identity,
hardly a commoner noticed except for the gold and the bright of her
garb humbled by a billowy brown-gray cloak. She slowed to a mild trot
into a town, and searched for an inn, specifically the Silver Falcon.
At sundown, she saw the sign creaking on the wind like chimes. Sure
enough, a hook-faced bird was in flight, more so as the board
dangled.


The
innkeeper recognized his patron at first glance. His muscles, usually
bared prowess, were now modest in the loose sleeves of his shirt. A
cumber rounded his belly over baggy breeches. He took her papers,
sweeping his quick eyes over the receipts for show, nodded and began
the tour of his inn himself gesturing flourishly. She followed him up
the stairs and through a few corridors. She was classed with special
quarters, one room was antechamber to the bed chamber, a bathing room
beyond the latter for her convenience. He refused her extras,
insisting tipping would only cheapen his nobility that she had
enriched him already. After a gracious bow, he closed the door.


She
ran straight for the bath chamber. Pulling the red cord for hot water
pumping out of a brass pipe over the tub, she added cold water from a
pottery set on the shelve. The water was lukewarm, and she plunged
her head in, fingers attacking hair as if to scratch out an
infectious itch. The water blackened with dye. She reached for a
towel, finding cloth, covering her head in its entirety, tousling the
follicles dry. When she was done standing upright letting the damp
fabric drape over her shoulders, a snowy mass scattered over them as
well. Her skin was still tawny, credits to good sun and a wildberry
paint she discovered. That would require a few more weeks to fade, in
which time she might not need it anymore. She went back into the
bedchamber to rummage over the saddlebags. The map was pulled out of
the silver cylinder and flattened on the bed. She began to think
tracing northward.


-------


"How's
your wife?" Padrad asked mirthlessly.


The
Grace Lord threw him a cold look in reply sitting in the oversized
chair behind the heavy oak table. His annoyance was given away in the
crunch of his hand over a corner of parchment, but smoothed it to
recover his mistake. Brows went up nonchalantly, he nodded as if
chatter was worth his time.


"She's
fine and breeding barefoot."


"That's
good." Padrad made himself pleasant, because he knew the other
man couldn't stand the sight. "Your heir is coming yet." He
hit home on that one, knowing the man's history of wives either
provided daughters or had committed suicides.


"Even
if I lose another, you can never set foot above your grounds,"
Reiyane said coldly, all out meanness. "I will outlive you."


"I
can guess," Padrad retorted calmly.


A
snort to brush off his words. "What do you make of this?"
The parchment was flicked forward.


Padrad
read the charges and a very long statement exacting the sentence.
"This is treason," he mumbled. "I haven't done any of
these things." He glowered at the man. "Did you hurt your
head plotting out such a weak attempt to get me?"


"Like
you said, you haven't done any yet." Reiyane smiled triumph.


Padrad
crumpled the parchment and threw the ball at him. "You deserve
sons without marbles," he gritted insolently.


But
the man, his enemy, chuckled. "Take after your mother." He
brushed the balled paper off his desk like dust. "I had to teach
her right, though. Unfortunate." Shook his head pitably. "Most
unfortunate you interfered. Else, she would've learned."


"Don't
bother using her to threaten me," Padrad said proudly, and
enjoyed standing for once. "She got more brains than you learn
to try at civility."


"I
have more," pointing to the floor to distract his defeated
argument, "of that. And I can prove them, too."


Padrad
fingered his stubbly chin, slipping a hand under. "You want
something, say it. Why beat behind the shrub?"


"I
want to know where your loyalty stand."


Brows
lifted amusedly, then fell. "That's easy. Shouldn't you know?"


"You
are Gorran. And you are of the Grace House as they say here. You
serve me by right and honor. Or else I replace you."


Like
his new virtuous wife during kin-take. "On what grounds do you
hold up your threat?" Padrad snapped.


"You
collaborated with the enemy to oust me from my throne!"


"Damn
you, I never thought of it."


"But
you dreamed of this throne as an infant! I remember. Son of a bitch
and the bitch plotted for the High Seat." Reiyane became louder
to each accusation. "But you failed. So, now, you settle for
Grace!" Snickering scornfully, "You naive fool! As long as
I live, I'm watching you. And come hell or tide, I'll destroy you
before you even know how!"


Padrad
glowered tight-mouthed and heard every word. Momentarily collecting
his wits, he tamed his fury over the accusatory remarks. He had been
warned. His meal settled in his stomach as a reminder. A grin broke
his hard face, accompanied by a chuckle, deaden in the sound.


"You've
been creative these few weeks. It must be a burden on your little
head to delude in such ludicrousy." He laughed mockingly. "But
threats don't scare me."


"And
do you think Tyran's slut would protect you? She serves Sidoran. Do
you know what that is? Mistress of Niele, the Black Veil." He
sat back satisfied his knowledge stung. "So, you see, Grace is
only to profit. There is no other option."


Padrad
unclenched his grinding teeth. "Don't push me."


"Your
blood is Grace blood."


"If
you want her, say so. Stop putting up so many excuses to deter me."


Reiyane
darkened, almost glaringly. He reached below the table scraping open
a drawer and took out a long dagger sheathed in leather. He closed
the drawer again. Quite seriously, he tossed the item to the
subservient underlord, who took it with compressed surprisal.


"I
want you to kill her." 






Chapter 57


Four
days straight, Trink was trapped in her chamber. She had avoided the
world outside. Her slaves reported to her between meals in the first
two, but after, under her instructions, they went about work as
normally as before. Self-efficient, she had moved furniture,
rearranging the chairs in a stack away from the window. She lit
dozens of fat candles on the tall credenza paralleled to a sloppy
bed. A carafe brewed cran-tea from the heat of a retainer's candle
flame beneath the pot. She was occupied herself with quill and
parchments. Without looking, she found the handle of the glass pot
and moved it to the clay mug, feelingly tapped the base to the rim
and poured the warm liquid in. She replaced the pot on the wood.
Dipping her quill into the ink, other hand reached for the mug and
brought it to her lips, she scribbled the next few lines, sipping the
sweet-bitter tang. She awoke to glance at the strong blend, turning
wry in her face, but she needed it. Pressed for time, she had to jot
down the notes while they were still fresh in memory.


The
dress was hung dry on a tee-racket to her left. The lining was blank
now. She had studied it for hours earlier today. Her discovery was
alarmingly profound. The very map of Poplari. There were other things
among the river borders. She couldn't decipher the legend and had to
settle for the maze. The latter proved very useful and most
rewarding. This holding, though more than likely a castle, shaped to
normal eyes an octaven as symbolized in the rose representing it. But
what others didn't know, except the host family who lived in it, was
the underground water ducts' significance. She hated sewers, so she
had called the tunnels water ducts. The labyrinthine could confuse a
compass without the map of the maze. Sipping some more stopped her
stomach from growling, she paused itching the tip of the feather to
her cheek. She slashed out arrows and scribbled her own encriptures.
Memorizing was difficult enough, but in case memory failed, she would
have a back up.


The
door crept inward. He stepped in, surprised that he was admitted,
though presently understanding why he was the chosen candidate.
Thinking she had avoided him four days, excluding the day of return,
he waited to admire her for the last time. In his mantles and cape
and pant-tucked boots, black as midnight, he could do this cleanly.
She didn't seem to hear him come in, scribbling away in her study. He
called her name.


"Trink."


"I'm
finishing, honey-sweet," she said, preoccupied, hardly saw how
her words threw him.


He
pulled himself together, and cleared his throat louder for attention.
Strangely enough, he needed her fear in order to do it.


"Just
one moment," she mumbled, tearing her eyes away. "What---"
she glanced back at her work, sketching vigorously "--what's the
matter?" She hesitated, turning "Why are you ---" back
to her hand "--- standing there like that?" A few final
strokes and a loud dot, she rested the quill flat in its linen bed.
She, now, had full attention on him.


He
unsheathed the knife, the steel sparkled with candlelight reflecting
from it. "By Reiyane's order, I'm here to kill you."


She
began to smile, stepping up close. "Well," she said sweetly
plucking the knife from his clutch, "isn't it nice that I gave
you a loan?" She placed the blade on the credenza pushing it out
reach.


"No."
He shook his face.


"Oh,
yes, I want it now." She began to undo the laces of her gown
revealing a low shift beneath and skirts' strings.


"Reiyane
will have my head."


"You
have no idea," she said ruefully for the effect of her bare
shoulders. "He intends your death by my hand to steal my rights.
But, of course, he's ignorant and a fool." She unbuckled his
belt, slapping away his hands. "No, no, don't." The belt
was discarded. She ripped open his mantle, literally broke the thin
strings that held it together from the side.


"I--I..."


"Precious,"
pulling him down and laying him flat on the floor, she laughed with
delight sitting on him.


"He
will come to assure your death----to see your---"


"He
most certainly will not!" she said sternly and choked him with a
vile kiss.


In
between, she managed to bare his upper half. His resistance wasn't so
eminent now that she convinced him with the vacuum of her mouth. Her
body was happy, though his pants were still intact. He grasped her
hips drawing them in tight. After a moment, he tore his mouth away
painfully.


"Trink,"
he hoarsed against passion, "he's coming."


She
recaptured his lips heatedly, uncaring. He moaned in desire lifting
his head to follow the entice of her mouth for the tangy sweet flavor
inside. They were breathless for some scores of good moments, when a
loud voice crackled outside in the hall. He wanted to void away
again, but she was on him, arms resting on his chest like paws and
her weight was obstructive. The fervor deepened as she seemed to suck
the life out of him.


"If
he went in, so can I!" Reiyane's sandpaper tone razzled on the
other side, only to be answered with clapping laughters.


The
door was forced in so hard by the uninvited guest's entrance, it
rolled back on the hinges to close two-thirds of the way. The
Grimrookans were facing the other way. Reiyane stood in mid-stride,
shocked in the eyes just as the woman sitting on his brother whipped
around, her face glaring fiercely, enraged by the interruption. He
left his jaw hanging. She fared better donning placidity and flipped
her robe's lapels to cover her shoulders. Padrad leaned on a
supporting elbow to sit up, not meeting his eyes, swerving from the
floor to her.


"So,"
she began saying, jeering, "thought you could send him to murder
me." She chuckled as if he was a fool, tossing her head.
Abruptly, she was ruthlessly humorous again, wicked as always.


"You---you....you..."
he stuttered pointing his nervous finger at betrayal or treason.


"I---"
Padrad tried to speak, but was shoved onto his back. He silenced to
her sweet face as she fingered his lips.


She
faced the other man. "You don't own him, now," she stated
smugly. "I do. Heart and soul." She laughed righteously,
then. "So get out of my sight. Don't disturb my happy time."


He
made no move. In fact, he straightened haughtily. She ran her hand to
her upswept hair and threw a removed ornament. The flick hyper-sped
past his face into the wood of the door. He winced reacting to the
needling touch on his skin. Blood began from the broken skin. His
fingers felt the sore. He looked behind him at the small knife.


"That
...was a warning. The second is not so sparing."


He
stomped kicking at the hem of his royal robe, starting to walk out
the door.


Laughters
echoed shortly. "And oh, if this gets out," she said, and
he stood, "it better be a tight-mouthed rumor, but it stays open
in the family. I want credit in your House." He shut the door
behind him. "Now," she faced her lover, "where were
we?"








The
darling champ was gawking back at her. She smiled, removing her
garments one by one to tease. He squeezed her breast gently, sensual
shivers ran throughout her body, breaking her intentions at slipping
off her shift. The shivers subsided, and she guided his hand below
her skirt. The madness, its calm amplified it beyond the grasp of
perception. She cared not for his reserve, voluntarily taking off his
pants. Sunfire, she held him!....


He
panting, after some numbers of scores, losing count after the second
climax, heaved removing himself to lie back. They were both sweating
insanely, but she in exhaustion grinned wholeheartedly to his
performance. She rolled to the side, watching him, literally and
thorough with her self-served touring eyes. He let her trace over his
abdomen, rubbing below his naval. The small kisses on his chest were
catching. The plum of her lips found his nibbles. He gently pushed
her back, not meaning to offend her, but he was really tired. She lay
back, emanating disappointment, and ironically respected his wish.


Shortly,
he rubbed himself, watching her pick at the rumpled carpet. He was
singing again. She was mooring around idly waiting for his return,
then caught sight of his fountain. Quickly, she sailed over and
sheathed him. He was in bliss, but that didn't mean his brain was
fried. Rocking her, while wordless, he was using the time to puzzle
out her mind. The session built a longer lapse. He heightened,
enveloping her waist with an arm. The angle made pressure, turning
his senses acute.


"Lie
down," he said.


She
opened her eyes. He, without breaking rhythm, managed to roll with
her for the missionary position. Hips heaved forward to need,
roughing her a bit as her body slid upward dragging the carpet along.
He stared into her eyes as they stilled in pure ecstasy. Relaxation
settled in gradually.


"You
really want a child from me---why didn't you say so?"


"Timing,"
she answered. "Maybe, it's a good time, now." Her voice was
so tame, lost of its bile in public.


He
accepted her answer with a look of wanting as if to say This is how I
prefer to kiss you. He lowered his parted lips onto her mouth. The
passion was deeply gentle, wading in pleasure. His body began to move
again when her arms encircled his nape, pressing his skilled mouth to
linger forever. Eventually, he felt suffocated and had to tear his
face off chokingly. He grinned sinfully sweet and locked her in
place.


"Seventh's
a charm," he purred, as he had been counting.


He
scored a record and fell onto her rasping in total exhaustion. Her
legs grappled him, her way at cuddling. He loved this body beneath
him. What a waste that he didn't notice her before. A chuckle escaped
him. He wanted to hold her forever.


"I
suppose my brother will try to destroy us," he said.


"Sh-shhh...."
She hushed, massaging his back.


He
was silent for a brief while. "Come with me," he uttered.
"We can elope and live our days and years out in peace. We can
have as many children as you want." He raised himself on his
arms to read her face with a full direct view. "Commoners. We'll
pose as commoners away from this place. And we can have peace."


"He's
always going to try to destroy us, no matter what. It won't end with
us being humble. You know that, Padrad. I don't believe we'll have
peace so long as he's alive."


"What
are you saying?"


"I'm
saying," she sighed, moving away lifting his thigh, "I have
things to do." Her wrist was grasped tightly. She gave him pity,
brows furrowing a situation lacked of choice on her part. "Please
let go. You know I don't hurt you."


He
did. He had to. She began to dress, covering her beauty in rumpled
silk. He made another attempt. "Trink."


"Hm,"
she responded, pulling yet another piece of garment on.


"Technically,
we are mated short of the ceremony."


"How
so?"


"It
would be different in Gorra, but we're not. By the customs in this
country, we are Chosen of each other."


She
smiled at him prettily. "A scholar of the laws. I never thought
I could aim so high."


"Well,
there you have it. Or here."


The
smile saddened momentarily. "Do you know who I am?"


"Trink,"
he said, "but I'm giving you new names. Please hear them out. My
tough, joyful, independent half. I will never be complete without
you."


Not
looking in his direction, the face began to lose its cheer, the smile
dwindled into a pensive frown. "I was orphaned as a child.
Barely older than an infant, when Mistress fostered me into
servitude. I was taught many things and at mastery labeled them
trade. The arts were among them, but the training was just another
trade. I am a huntress retrieving errands for Mistress. My life is
duty and sanctions. I have only Mistress, that is all I know. My
deity. My purpose to function." Tears were rolling down her
face. "I had never known joy for itself or why hearts would
bleed without flesh wounds." She wiped her face with her hands.
"And today," she eyed him, "I'm crying for no reason."


He
had no words, staring at the floor. She crawled around gathering up
things, then wobbled on her knees near him. His clothes were handed
to him in a pile. He had to see her face which began to lift the
corners of her mouth.


"Thank
you," she almost whispered, "for the gift." She bowed
deeply to the floor.


He
touched her hair, knowing she was hiding her tears. He traced his way
to her nape, strokingly, hoping it would soothe her. "I really
want you," he said honestly. "What do you want me to do?"


She
raised her head to look up at him. His guess was right regarding her
wet eyes. "Stay here tonight," she said.


"Is
that all?"


She
nodded assent. And with the encouragement of his smile, she reached
out and embraced him. His debt was paid with rewards he never
expected. But now that it was done after discrediting his loyalty to
family, disqualifying his heritage, and declaring his love to an
enemy who was in truth a pawn like himself. He, holding a quivering
body with its fragile soul, found the debt priceless. He could never
pay in full. Unregrettably, this was a debt he knew he couldn't
fulfill, because he welcomed it. 






Chapter 58


She
had told him to wait. So, being her Padrad, here he was in the
Sitters Hall standing affront his table, beating his brains out
trying to understand her at all. The blind trust, he gave solemnly,
but he disbelieved it had anything to do with last evening.
Misconceptions and superstitions, with those, she broke the rules.
All the more reason he revealed to himself that she captivated him
and reigned his devotion. He told her so, too. She smiled, a reward
wrought of soft kisses, learning that he enjoyed them more than her
rougher ways.


He
turned, chain-mail coin pieces clinking, as he checked the
water-dropper, a device to tell time. The cylindrical barrels, all
nine of them, stacked like a steeping harp. The second barrel was
filling fast. Soon, the water would reach the level painted white on
the glass and overflow through the slot in the side, leaking into the
third pipe until that filled, and the whole process started all over
again. Alone, he had time to think. He should rephrase the thought
replacing "time" with "liberty." What in the Sun
was her next move? This game was becoming more interesting by the
moment. Not that he didn't profit in knowledge, but the complexity of
it all was elusive with understanding. Sunfire! He exposed himself to
a servant of the Mistress. At the time, she was everything in a woman
he darkly fantasized, but he couldn't stop being "sweet" to
her.


If
he had choice to start all over, he would do it again. As sure an
answer as the trust and trusting the risk he was taking. He was ready
for death. If she so chose to treat him. But he knew in the brief
intimate acquainting that she wouldn't harm him, except ignorantly in
her roughening pleasure. He chagrinned over the fact he used to think
men did the arts in such fashion. Now, he knew better. The night had
passed away in his sleep, vaguely impressioning him a couple of
waking spells to the empty bedside. He awoke secured with the
assurance of her beside him, though he was doubtful even as he spied
the serenity slumber gifted her face. He went back to sleep until she
shook him at sun-up.


Sunshines,
she was exquisite in that dark dress, coveted up to the neck, the
slender sway of her figure appreciated at the seams. He was dreaming
some other things about her, when footsteps interrupted. The captains
were filing in before his brother, all chain-mailed as he had.
Reiyane was exceptional with a gold-trimmed deep green cloak trailing
over his shoulders. The tables and chairs of the captains were pushed
to one side away from formation of the circle. They took their seats.
Reiyane, in the center, took longer to lower. They all stared at him,
somewhat with expectation in it, but his near-brotherly lout
practically glared behind those narrowed eyes. By this time, twelve
Grimrookans marched in formation behind him, performing the spears in
uniformed routine clapping the quivers as they slapped weaponry into
place on the floor. A thunder's echo hollowed after. The ceremonial
act---he concluded it for what was by his interpretation---seemed to
unnerve the men, captains and Lord alike.


There
was more. Trink garbed in her morning clothes as he last saw her
entered. In her outforked arms was battle gear, her chain-mail,
neatly folded. Atop the pile was a rolled up parchment tied by a red
ribbon. Redjay marched behind her. No doubt to watch her back, as he
could see she approached him.


"What
the hell is going on?" Reiyane blurted.


Trink
had stopped a stride from his left, so they stood in full view of the
Gorran audience's eyes. He was confused himself, absolutely in the
dark. But she was beautiful to look at. Maybe, a replacement in
transition, but Rejay would never compare to her.


"I
don't know," he replied calmly. "You tell me."


A
wry sinew invaded her lips, though her eyes chased wickedly. She
turned her head to the men.


"You
each hold a copy of an original scripted by my hand in gold. Take
them out now and prepare to read."


They
produced papers from under the livery of their mails. Their eyes
flittered across the pages, rounding in astonishment as they read.
She resumed with Padrad, stepping forward, propped the items at him.
He accepted.


"Aloud,"
she commanded.


They
cleared their throats and braced. Then, at once:


"Sojourns
my legacy, I, Trinkera, Grace Captain to the House of Grace in Gorra,
relinquish all my rights and property to Padrad, who now and ever
will be Grace Captain and Grace Blood, to accept and withhold in
honor and nobility. So, be his, Sun-blessed, this deed upholds his
right."


They
finished with abhorred awes. Reiyane smote his table most
indignantly. He was the single that didn't participate in the
oratory. The two, whose names in the legality, ignored him. As if the
world was theirs alone, they stared at other, without a care how the
entire Hall resounded from the result. She broke a smile for
conversation.


"You
said you wanted a ceremony. How's this for one?" She almost
giggled in sudden burst at his being tongue-tied. "But I'm a
breaker for tradition, so you have it." With an uplift of
spirit, she went about face to address Redjay. "So now, I go as
summoned. But," she turned out her palms, "you see I lack
the seal of our bargain."


"I
see it," Redjay affirmed.


"Therefore,
I would only ask a favor for some good sets of hands."


Redjay's
eyes elated. "Ah, Breaker of Keys, you need only ask the Four
spears, and you shall have."


"You
do mean the bells." The woman bowed unmasking a welcoming smile.
"I wouldn't have. Believe me, I respect the sacred."


"The
Four Spears walk by words of the Prophet of Zandria. So true the
words claim. We must give way to Fate."


"Then,
would Fate include an individual," Trink lamented.


"Wait!"
Padrad stepped in. "If I may, accompany your journey---just a
short while?"


Her
hesitation took a moment, but she nodded slowly. "Up to my
departure at the gates." Her words strickened him.


"And
what about us?!" Reiyane shouted.


Trink
chagrinned in disgust, leering at him vilely. "Redjay," she
said without looking.


"Yes,
Breaker of Keys," the other answered stepping close.


"You
come, too. The departing, I mean."


Redjay
bowed.


"Answer
me!" Reiyane roared. His captains arose.


The
dozens on this side sprang forward as well, weapons ready, and those
were not just the spears. The adversarial party smothered a bit. But
neither were any nearer to letting down guard. The tension was yet
fresh, and egotistic as to not lose face value, as if pride was
embedded dependently on it.


"Enough!"
Trink blurted, writhing around. "You, Lord, raid your way south
if you can. But mark my word, lay a hand on the Grace Captain, and I
will take you down as easily as I have brought you up. From now on,
he will advise you military command in my place."


"Hell-fire!"
His outburst equaled ludicrousy. "By order, it should be mine.
Why give it to him?---Why?" vehemently.


"Because---"
she nearly stated he got brains, and you don't, fool of an ass "--a
Grace Blood with independent views best candidates the position. Do
you not see the security."


His
white-raged stare faded into a malicious smile devouring Padrad as
his eyes fished him. Somehow, the beads of comprehension connected
with the sweat glands on his forehead. He inhaled the air as if
enlightened for doing so, taking in what was exuded by her
intelligence. The lips beneath the close-trimmed mustache squared
into a grin.


"'Sojourns
the legacy'," he seemed to chuckle. "Security? Hmph, as
good as ever," he sneered. "What you have is a shell. You
are fooled," narrowing his eyes sinister like. He would never
admit her into the House, not openly.


She
raised her proud chin. "All the better to check you," she
replied thoroughly wry, snickering behind a saucy chagrin. "And
why not? How power-hungry is the Lord in his own House named Grace,"
she spoke in rhetoric. "He so diseased with greed, sent his
elder brother away on a trip to the Zandrian shore. Without smite or
sword, kinslayer, eliminated a Blood as enemy." She laughed
then, cold and mirthless, because she needed the release.


"You
have no proof," he muttered, trapped in fear or rage.


"That
is all I need," she replied, enough to hint at his guilt. "I
came to serve Grace, to set it on glory's path, but what I found to
see is yet to learn in the ways heading into that. Now, resigned, I
may express words of my religion. The Moon does shine, and the stars
many bright, children they are reverent to her. I must return to my
Moon."


"And
the Moon watches over our sleep," Redjay added.


Trink
tried to ignore the voice. "I depart as an outsider and
untitled." She almost rocked, inventing the words. "Captains,
" she bowed minutely, "Lord," another, "heed a
warning. Faction amongst yourselves would only end in destruction. It
is easy for others to reap in your woes if you will shall see it."


Finished,
she headed out one of the six doorways surrounding the place. The
large half of the those present marched behind her, Padrad and the
maiden warriors. Two of the Captains, trailed after and parted ways
once they reached outside. Trink would not look back. She had to keep
moving, remain intact with determination, stick to the lines of
discipline, and follow through.








Departure
took place appropriately in the afternoon from the gates,
particularly the ones facing north. Sun red in a yellow sky, the
summer clouds refracting the smoky gold horizon beyond the moors.
Padrad on a dunlap rode beside a silent woman on her alacrity of a
mount in a dapper brushed coat. The third presence hindered his
desire to speak. The air was cooling the warmth of the day, humidity
dropping as well. The turtle speed was killing him, but at the same
time, he hoped to ride a longer distance to send her to journey. Past
the gates, dread filled him as if the exit collected death. He dared
not reach out to her. She didn't want him to hold her again.


She
gestured courteously for Redjay to go ahead. The Grimrookan Chieftain
strode forward leading her by the reigns a short distance, then to a
halt. Next, a cufflet of silver was removed from her wrist and given
to Trink. There was a moment of bond as the women smiled at each
other. Padrad watched with a jolt of jealousy, because he was denied
the privilege.


"Now,
ask," Redjay said.


Trink
straightened , enlarged her lungs with inhale for a call. "I ask
for the Four Spears! Come to my aid in honor!"


The
Four Spears revealed themselves as forty Maiden Spears on horses.
Long spears locked with glass lanterns near the heads propped to the
third stirrups. They dressed in full garb, leather breeches and long
blouses tressled over the thighs. Fur-trimmed coats all in the same
brown-dark armored them. Every scrap of her hair had been braided
into coils or left as long tails on the side. Four formidable ones,
each, had a silver cuff like the the one Trink was given, came
forward revealing left palms in greeting. Solemn faces approaching,
they halted three strides away. Trink raised her right hand in the
same fashion.


"Wren,"
the one on the left-most spoke loudly. "North Pole."


"Robin,
East Pole," the second next to her.


"Lark,
South Pole," third.


"Heron,
West Pole," lastly.


Trink
nodded. "Trink to her Moon," she said, closig a fist.


They
smiled, looking to each other to have heard the introduction. The
formalities melted away as they cleared themselves with breaths.


"Well,
that 's some name," the one named Lark said. "Quite a way
to introduction."


Trink's
left side of her mouth curled. "Shall we be friends?"


"Most
definitely," Robin put in. "Indigenously, we have trained
ourselves for this day."


"I
appreciate the confidence." They bowed. "Allow me a delay."
She faced Padrad, who seemed to sulk in his hunch. When he saw her,
he straightened at her approaching.


"Must
you?" he asked quietly. Because she didn't answer, just dropped
her eyes sadly, he went on. "How many days and nights have you
gone without sleep? Is it worth it to devote your service to a black
veil? Reduced to service and nothing in between. I have seen into
you. Why can't I address you as wife? How dare you deny me the
desire?" He was not loud, but the tone cut abrasively.


She
stared through him for a full two moments, then began to chew, lips
quivering. "Padrad," she said.


He
threw his head vexedly, hating himself for being mad. The dunlap
mount backed tritely, echoing his mood.


She
nudged her steed closer, enclosing the space to whisper to him. Their
hands found each other away from the reins. He drew her toward him
bringing her hand to his face indulging in the touch. It made her
want to cry, so he released her. They were apart again.


"Honey-sweet,
do take care."


"I
speak the same," he said, a touch hoarsed in formality. "Come
home soon."


She
reached under her sash to pull out a folded letter. It bulged of
something inside. He held out his palm to receive the items. "If
you refuse others, look in it when you think of me. Don't be lonely."
He saw the lock braid that was her hair, locked in thin ribbons on
both ends. She was quiet at the sight of him. "I may not be the
settled woman, but ...you have a fiefdom to run."


He
brought her gift to his lips and pressed it. She had to shear
herself, forced herself, the other way, trotting some distance.
Though not obligated to look, she did turn around seeing him tuck the
items into his shirt collar. He looked up meeting her eyes again. His
right hand pressed his heart, the other crossed it, and both fanned
out to her. Too much. The symbolism outright declared his love. She
faced ahead of her and kicked to ride faster. The legion Four Spears
thundered with her into the night hill out of sight opposite the
setting sun.


The
fiefdom had to wait. He pulled out the letter to read it right then
and there. The lock of hair was enfolded in one hand. He had fallen,
and he knew it. The words were few, but such things needed only the
few to last:








"Padrad,
take care, because my heart holds you sacred and dear in the thoughts
of days to come. If I may live in your heart as well, for that is
where home will be for me. Trust my rights, know the fiefdom. But at
best, beware the subjects; they spring danger. If need be, dissection
must be an option. All else, just remember with what you hold from my
vanity.


Virtuous
and romantically yours,


Trink"








He
quickly, with care, folded the letter with the braid in it and tucked
it away into his shirt under the chain-mail. The fiefdom will be
lorddom if he could help, but already, he was distrusting the will to
start. Redjay and the dozen Grimrookans attended his lead littering
their extent of protection. 






Chapter 59


"Her
rights are mine," said Padrad.


Reiyane
in his gold-embroidered velvet green robe lounged in his high chair.
His expression, however, was haggard and hateful. He shrugged lazily.
"So what?"


"I'm
going north."


The
sitter's face burrowed in on itself, curiosity accosted his
indifference. "What?" he snapped.


"I’m
going home, Grace Lord," Padrad repeated straightening his
spine. His patience itched under his linens. The weather was becoming
too warm for velvet. He didn't much appreciate blue and black, the
colors of Grace Captain uniform. "If you would rather raid any
other direction, I would brief you the vantages now. But after all
that, I have to resign for home."


The
Grace Lord sat up in his chair. He took a moment before speaking
spitefully. "Was she that good?"


Padrad
smiled smokily. "Yes," he bowed, "she was."


"So,
she didn't put a knife to you?"


Padrad
held his tongue, retaining his dignity. He let a chortle escape in
reply. The act was enough to goad the man, who turned out to be quite
curious as to what he did that night privileged so private a session
with her.


"Get
out of my place," Reiyane retorted finally.


"My
gratitude, Grace Lord." Padrad bowed formally, sweeping his
right arm to his left.


When
he straightened, his brother in name only glared at his
contemptuously. He backed a few steps, then went out the doors of the
Main Hall. Sun splashed onto him, He felt particularly warm at the
moment, surprised he had been calm in there. Now, he must do his task
at organization, heading off to the slave quarters.


He
had scheduled this part of the day to check his newly obtained
prospects. As he approached the entire sector reserved for the
slaves, her personal stock, he began to understand the work of her
mind. There were rooms, all eight in line toward the kitchen on
ground level. There was reason for her to choose this particular
setting. Slaves were her rights, but could he trust them? They were
Tarennei.


He
opened the first door into the largest of all the other chambers. At
this time of the day between breakfast and lunch, the dozens fairer
race, a small clan, were in leisure. He practically froze at the
sight. He owned them, these beautiful women living in servitude and
made a profit of trade. Their former owner had left them in his care
in good faith. They did not make ready to stand in his presence. He
aspirated after entering. The entire lot crawled together kneeling
and bowed over. Somehow, they had been instructed of the transition.
Of course, he noted wryly, she was thorough. But she was also
encryptive. He understood that part of her nature.


"The
first five," he said.


They
stood on the instant. He checked for their faces, tilting his head on
an angle to look as he walked past the row. Shaking his head, he
gestured for them to resume their position.


"Next."


He
searched in this group, and tapped one on the shoulder. On and on, he
did his choosing until he collected over a dozen. They showed no
emotion, not even fear, except all that of strict obedience. He
sighed when done.


"Those
I tapped, my chamber."


He
went out of the room and walked in the other direction to the study,
her study. Sunfire, he missed her presence already. And how
convenient, the study took only a flight of stairs. It was directly
above the kitchen. He entered the small library. The interior had
always been kempt. The lamps lit up the room from every angle, and
with daylight from the row of small windows below the ceilings,
everything was bright for the visible eye could see. The shelves of
books he skimmed titles labeled on the spines of leather-bound books
neatly stacked together by alphabetical order column after column.
Not a single one helped him. Frankly, he was searching for misery.
What he aimed to look for was a wandering into her territory,
anything that had personal touch. He found some loose gaps in the
third panel, where some books might had been taken out from.


Some
light seemed to shed clues to his rising heart. Perhaps, he could
track the trail after all if she left the details out in hasted. Most
unlikely, of course, but even he had to try at hopeless until the
attempt was proven useless. The sense for closure was too strong for
him to contain. He had to know. Turning, he scanned around, seeing a
chair, a desk littered neatly with ink pot and quill-pens, carpet,
hung tapestries on silver rods, drawers, constellation globes, and
some books put to a pile. He was drawn to teh model of the stars
first, pushing the white moon which sent the rest of the others
swinging as the strung rods shook their balance. The five-fingered
stars in between clashed into each other and clinked pleasantly to he
ears. He had seen this display before. She mus had brought it from
Tarenne. She like this contraption, a silly fond side of her he had
doubted before, but now he knew to be true. As he closed his eyes to
dream, he almost felt her warmth, so much more in the feeling was the
sacred items near his heart. He was tapping his chest, softening into
an aspirated sigh. But he couldn't forget his duty or his place.
Looking over to his right where the books were beside or blown lamp,
a thought occurred to him. She might had sat there. He proceeded to
sink on his bottom folding his legs at exploration. Even her slaves
were bereaved of touching her habit. The lamp still had oil with the
thin rag half burned in. He found the long match-sticks in a cylinder
beside the wall. Taking one, he lit it from the burning flame on the
wall ---convenience, really, in those many lamps. The lamp on the
floor accepted his light quickly. It made the corner brighter than
ever. He blew out the match. This was definitely her spot.


The
small area had scent oil, incensed quill-pens, several ink pots, some
colored ones, and as for the books, they were volumes of southern
politics and borderland boundaries. He examined the lobe ornament,
seeing the cuff small and feeling it heavy. He deducted that she must
had removed it during her reading. The three tiny bells must had
interrupted her too often. He pocketed it without further thought.
Picking up the top book, he settled into a comfortable position,
elbowing his knee to rest his head on the fist, and began to read. He
skimmed the introduction, passing the pages noisily. His mind began
to crunch in on itself. The fastidiousness of her nature had kept it
in mint condition, although he was sure she had read the book
thoroughly. It felt as if she had never touched it. This was where
the trail went cold; she had closed herself to anyone in pursuit. His
stomach ignited to failure. He flipped the pages of the entire book,
bending the thick combine of papers and letting them fly from his
thumb. Nothing. He did it again several times. There, something out
of the ordinary, a page with its corner folded. He fanned the pages
quickly.


The
chapter was titled "Aqueducts and Irrigations" in large
bold print. What would be significant in this subject to have caught
her attention? He read sternly for a while. As the architecture
revealed its formation, unfolding the maze passages, excitement
stirred and built inside him. He admired the woman even more now that
he understood the possible capacity of her mind. She was remarkable.
His compliments were made in vain. He steered himself back from the
tangent his mind had strayed.


When
he closed the book, the sun was still bright with the beams radiant
in those squares. He placed the book on the floor. The second book
was a collection of stories regarding the history of Vinne, how it
began, this diminutive nation foundated from roots traced back to
Gorra. He was immediately intrigued. There was a folded leaflet
between the cover and the outer sheet. It unfolded into a heritage
map. He was surprised the names included one from the High throne,
several from Jolan, and subsidiary others in relation to Falshire.
What could this all mean? He would enjoy finding out the whole of
this book later when he had time to concentrate.


The
third and fourth volumes were consecutive first and second editions
of geography. Outdated, no doubt. The borders and boundaries had been
changed. He smiled wryly to the profits of Grace. Not much from it
was for him to indulge. He wouldn't want any part of it anyway. After
skimming these and putting them to rest on his pile, he yawned
angling his neck to work off a crick. A deep drawing breath, then
exhaled, he cleared his lethargic head. The lamp began to dim burning
out the last of the rag. The visit had been very fruitful. He sat a
while to dream about her again. She was worthy of it all. He probably
would love her until the day he died, and never put memory of her to
rest.


Time
to get on with things now. He heaved to his feet and stood. The tings
made him jerk a bit, but after a few exercising kicks loosening the
muscles, his limbs were fine. He bent over collecting all of the
books, including the last few he hadn't read. They were heavy piled
in the twi-dom of his arms. He looked to the window and sighed. Time
had flown. The day was beginning supper. Had he really been that
long? He made for the door, reaching awkwardly for the false handle
to pull it in, and careful not to damage the books.


A
dozen Grimrookans waited for him out there in the hall of the
precipice. They had different eyes now regarding him. A week ago, he
might had been terrified of them, but this was changed. They were
there to watch at a distance he was least comfortable with, but they
never intruded closer than the precise five-strides space. Somehow, a
ring had been made for his protection against them. He ignored them
and began for the stairs down the corridor.


Another
thing to be noted as he reached the third level, his eyes seeing the
empty of Gorran soldiers. They simply disappeared within the last two
days on this side of the holding. The building was not yet large
enough to be a castle, and too grand in design for a mansion.
However, it was called House by the immediate former owner. Others
simply addressed it as Poplari, whatever it meant in their native
language. The cat creatures followed him all the way to his chamber.
He could tell, though he knew if he had turned around, those women
would not be there again. They were probably on the roofs, scouting
around for territory. He kneed open the door into his sleeping
quarter.


The
fifteen maidens were standing in line side by side, head bent. He
walked past them to unload the books on the table the end of the
room. They posted like statues, awaiting his next moves. Now, that
his mind was sharper and educated, he noticed what they really were,
no longer mechanical beings. They were still slaves, but he sensed
the nervousness beneath the reputed repose. His dinner was adjacent
to the desk near his bed, done and cold. He was not particularly
hungry, nor was he up to activities. The bed with the folded
comforters at the foot and the fluffed pillows was absolutely
inviting. He began to stroll down the aisle of human statues. They
were suffocating themselves bracing ill-fate. What if they all
attacked him out of enraged fear? They were slaves, particularly
kempt and clean being her personal stock. But he saw beyond the
devaluation of their existence. He understood.


"As
you know," he said loudly, "I am your owner now. All of
your rights belong to me. Any mistreatment, you come to me. I want
daily reports, good and bad. She has trained you well, but I run a
tighter house of rules. Your training will go further. Always refer
to me as 'Master' and announce your presence when I am to lend ear
for a hearing. Those are the ground rules." He went about face
and strolled past them again, slowly and deliberately. "I have
chosen you as above the others. Your daily routine includes meals,
chores, overseeing the others, being eyes and ears, horticulture, and
provide entertainment. The last you may subject to creativity."
He paused for breath. "I don't believe in abuse, but I punish
heavily for disobedience and lack of enthusiasm. Lift your faces."
The heads all fanned upward. "My servants are preferably
audible. If you're born with a voice, speak. I don't care how she
spread the rumor of why you turned mute, because your tongue was cut.
Do you understand?"


"Yes...Master."
The answer was not in unison, but the general idea was in place.


"Good.
Progress already." He made another round,this time, looking with
long pauses at each face. Some were flat as stone, a few blinked
nervously, and others were quivering to his peculiar treatment. He
stopped. "The rest of you may leave." Fourteen scuttled out
the door. They were alone within moments, he and this one slave who
stood frightened out of her wits. He was in the least bit attracted
to her, though his hands laid on her shoulders. "What did she
call you?"


The
lips hesitated, but managed shakily, "Salbene...Master."


"Not
anymore. Passivah is your name now."


Her
eyes fell. She trembled beneath his hands. Small courage anchored her
to the floor as if rooted to stay. "Yes, Master," she
squeaked meekly.


He
took hold of her right hand, then pushed back the sleeve. Unsheathing
the knife on his belt, he deftly made a swift slash over the forearm
scaring a strained gasp from her. The slit was enough to bleed and
scar, but no harm was done. He replaced the knife in its scabbard.
With basic skills, he bandaged the wound with a clean kerchief
produced from under robe's vest. Tears were coming out of her eyes as
he did it. "Are you accurate?" he asked in a low voice,
confusing the girl. She sniffled, sobbing. "Your cycles,"
he explained his question more specifically, "are you prompt?"
Her lucid wide-eyed stare refused to answer him. He gripped the arm
under the wound and raised it near her chin, eyes flinty and fixed on
her face. "You've been marked. Don't cur with me. You have one
of two answers. Lie, and I will choose my time with you. Be truthful,
and you might have choice in the matter."


She
frowned vexedly, her face shadowed wincing into itself. But she
nodded, finally, grudgingly. Red was bleeding into the bandage. He
released her in satisfactory and to pull a length of scarlet ribbon
from his right vest-pocket. As he reached to her arm, which she
raised automatically to avoid his touch to her body, he decided to
test his ability at patience while tying the knot into a bow.


"Come
back to me a few days before your next cycle," he said, and
turned for the books, cuing her dismissal.


"Yes,
Master," she mumbled, scurrying out the door.


Several
months later, he was busy with ledgers and prospects, arranging dates
and schedules at the same above-knee-high table. Parchments littered
the top along with opened books and several quill-pens lying in
scattered formation. He was writing in a blank book, fastidious in
perfection of print and organization and design and completely
engulfed with his work, because he was empathic with what he did. He
heard the knocks on the door, and didn't bother to answer. By
instinct, he knew it was dinner trying to interrupt him. He retrieved
from under the many parchments for "Bloodlines and Friends of
Vinne," rereading the recorded heritage yet again out of
profound interest. He couldn't get enough of the knowledge.


"Dinner
is served, Master," the melodic voice announced.


"Just
put it on the table, Passi," he said, pulling out a few blank
pages at the same time. Clearing some of the other junks, he
flattened them, then took hold of quill and dipped for ink curdling
the tip on the rim to rid the excess. He wrote quietly,thought the
rough point scratched.


The
servant stretched the line of her mouth in uncertainty, then bowed
acquiescence to the man's ignorance. She placed the platter on the
diner's table with care. Some brief timed passed, and he was still
busy.


"Are
you not hungry, Master?"


"Yes,
yes, I will eat. Later, all right?" he said in annoyance.


She
frowned, looking to the floor, fingers knotting up the embroidery of
her dress, a red livery made high to her knees. White silk for
sleeves and the skirt beneath, she was given shorts to modest her
legs as well. Staring at the back of the man sitting on the middel of
the long cushioned couch made the wait more awful and awkward. And in
that instant, as if awoken, he ceased from his task and began to
writh around. His eyes laid on her, went down to her rose-slippered
feet and up to her face. He got up , a tall figure in his bed attire,
loose untucked shirt and corded pants. The dark eyes answered her
question, but the appetite was not for food. He circled her, setting
in scrutiny.


His
left hand wandered to the button below her mid-drift. A timid cough
escaped her throat. He loosed all the buttons from there down. She
stiffened to the feel of his fingers. He loosened red ribbon on her
neck. It was not where he left it. Her robe opened to reveal the
modesty beneath, unlike what he could appreciate from another. He
touched, fingertips to her skin where her neck was bare. She
glimpsed, and shrank from him. A moment longer gazing, he smiled
softly.


"What
made you change your mind?" he asked. As expected, she couldn't
reply. "I won't love you," he said, serious again. "I
want you to bear my children. I can't do it alone."


"My
...former...owner," she trailed, and he listened. "She said
you might choose me, M-Master."


"Are
you sure about this? I'm only doing this out of love for her."
His mind began to work as she blinked her way up into his equal
stare. "You knew about it." She cleared her throat softly.
He lowered and kissed her gently drawing the face toward him. Her
eyes fluttered as he went further than the lips, but she let him.
When he decided she was fully endowed, he released her again. She
swallowed, clearing herself. "Have you done this before?"
Her answer was in several shakes and a mumble. A genuine smile
straddled his mouth. His hands encircled her to untie the bow of her
sash on her back. "I will be gentle." 






Chapter 60


News
traveled fast in the main room of the inn of The Flying Falcon. Some
dismissed the stories as rumors, but many others spread words with
hyped fear. Vinne was no longer itself; the Poplari had fallen into
enemy hands. A reliable source, someone escaped from the ruins, a
commoner who witnessed it all---how within one week's siege, the Lord
merchant was captured and decapitated. Gory details intensified the
tall tales, but they had to believe. Asmi tribal warfare had spread
into Falshiren territory. Stories or actual events, whichever they
were, none and neither sounded good to business. Like fanfire, they
swept across the nation within days' time.


Men,
newly grown into age, left home to enlist in the infantry of the
King's Own. And because, the decree extended to the other gender as
well, young women who could outrun a scolding whip escaped home for
the freedom and adventure joining the men to bear arms. The year had
no label, but already scribes were crowding into historian groups,
recording the young's attitude to fight. Falshire was no sheep. If
the enemy came to slaughter, there will be a hell of a good fight.
For home, for safety, for peace, for protection, for patriotism, they
would fight. Generational pride sympathized the construction of this
land, the fabric of the continent. No bunch of savages could come and
take it away from them. Hot blood boasted vehemently to the
sentiment.


Times
had changed, the old folks lamented. Their children strayed from the
apron strings, naive with the world and lured by excitement. What did
the foolish know? What did they know? The generation gap countered.
So they sighed to a foreseeing apocalypse. However, stupid the
stubborn young could be. If all of the stories were true, then the
year was a drinker of blood. Disaster to the victims. What sorrows to
those who suffered and died! They were decrepit with sword arms. They
were old and weak. But they too would aid in the fight to protect
their children. They would tend the wounds and cook and provide
wisdom and anything whenever they can to help. Goddess mercy on them
all, their children were going into war!


She
left The Flying Falcon's porch and hopped onto her ivory mare bereft
of sundries, except necessities. The ride was short trip to where she
was going. The people talked, and she heard with a secret
satisfaction. Master Lupan did well, leaking the stories without a
trace to the originator. No one willingly believed, unless the truths
came as rumors, just good enough to stir up fears. The paint of
berries had faded, but the tan was still on her skin. She hid her
hair in a blue turban, matching it with Falshiren silks. Her dress,
elegant in the seams, was divided for riding. The tri-cape worn in
swung-wound across her shoulders kept her warm. Its length hid her
sword. She rode among her people.


Thinking
further on the subject, she acknowledged them as her people, because
they were of the same heritage as her husband. She married him; she
married all that came with him: his family, his title, his people.
Even as he denied her the obligation running away the way he did, she
felt otherwise to right the wrongs. Falshire was not the only race at
stake, the other nations, the many people, the continent---the entire
world was on the table. She could not gamble people's lives. This was
no game. In the past couple years, wandering her way through Asm and
into the outskirts of Zandrian land, she had lived too many live,
most of the time bluffing words of the Prophet. She set out on a
mission black as poison. Death was her goal, her journey a path of
will. Her search was fruitful. Spirituality opened to her in ways she
never knew. It gave her power.


All
the sapphires in the world would maker her rich, richer than any
ordinary woman ever dreamed of. She wanted to laugh, but couldn't.
The blue gems, clear as diamond in daylight and pure marine under the
moon, provided her travels' funding. She wore them as silver-laid
pendants pinned to her clothes and under her cape. Too many. Such
gift from him, how could she refused even if she tried? How
considerate, she noted mentally in a dry sense. After what he put her
through, she expected a better explanation than a vague letter. But
the cave of sapphire mine was a temporary apology. A prince after
all, and lord of his very own holding. Both of these he was by right
and character, yet he was a coward when put to emotions with her.
Fine, she won't hate him. But she would destroy whatever haunted him.
She would steal him back.


A
flash of excitement ran throughout her veins. Goddess, not now. She
rasped for respiration. The mare began to jitter from her sudden
mixed-signal body language. With effort, she forced herself to relax,
though every muscle vibrated taut as a strung bow. Breathing hugely,
she managed to calm, blocking out the images in her mind. She tapped
for a quick trot toward the Falshire gates, familiar with the moments
now. The people heard the stampede and moved out of her way. Once
inside, she galloped for the palace. She threw off the turban for the
guards to see. They already recognized her moving open the iron gates
to the stables. Somehow, she was their favorite sight. Understanding
male fondness benefitting much, Jenna once told her. She had learned
to appreciate it, but never would she step into infidelity, even if
Dregin were lost in the bottom of the sea.


Her
foot tripped from removal of the stirrup and she fell into the stack
of hay. The reality in the dim barn blurred out of existence. The
imagery invaded her mind. Blood spilled from the center of the map
into north and south like two rivers running opposite of each other.
Men and women fought shadows above. A firebird led the army south.
Its flamboyant feathers cosumed a scarlet rose winging itself past
and flew over mountains to nest in the dry valley below. Water
surrounded it for a ship to come in and receive it on the golden tree
on deck. A four legged serpent sat on a low branch in waiting.


Squeezing
her eyes shut blotted them out initially in pain. She scuffled
blindly out the door to stare into the sun. Light blighted her to
run. She had to run, but her legs gave way as she fell on her knees
panting. Deaths by the thousands, soul-less white faces gazing back
at her, lack of mercy, demanding for return of their lives. She
justified them for her grief with her pain. They knew nothing. Burn
them. Hells and earth, burn them all. She was in so much pain. What
were they, but soul-less! They died sooner or later, so why not serve
to her cause? She went bitter with ice. The ground blackened beneath
her. She scrambled from her kneel and ran aimlessly without care of
those she pushed out of her path or how bruised she was tripping up
the climb of stony winding stairs.


Corpses
fouled the walls. Wounded supporting wounded walking away
spirit-broken. How much blood must spill? How many lives equaled
justice of cause? How heavy the price to accumulate assurance of
peace? No more victims. No more lechers. No more chaos. Order. She
would set things right. Laws to appropriate punishment of the crimes.
She promised, seeing the hundreds of unwanted births. Orphans put to
rest before their time, before ever stepping into childhood. Goddess,
why must she see?


Her
death was included, too. The sword, black and red woven on the hilt,
the butt-end of unpolished gold made a thrust straight at her. She
whirled in time to avoid the hot steel slicing across her chainmail.
It rotated one-hundred-eighty in angle and thrust again. She diverted
the blade with a long sword. But the unexpected happened. The object
doubled; the hilt unsheathed from the blade itself, revealing a
thinner, smaller and finer, one and succeeded impalement into her
chest between the breasts. She could feel the cold steel, its venom
eating her flesh like acid.


That....That
killed her. She leaned against the pane of the threshold to a door.
Despair. So much int it was sorrow. She was destined without joy.
Goddess, why? She inhaled oxygen into her difficult lungs. They ached
to breath, but she forced her health. Ailments were only willful
things to her now. What irony that she could heal others and not
herself!....She sighed and pushed the wooden door out.


The
tower's roof, a balustrade above the kingdom, was overseeing all
below. The thin air up here was crisp and fresh. She loved the
height, ever since she met the mountains, just as she fell in love.
She knew it of course. Tranquility slowly healed her, ridding the
sadness of mood. But her solitude was not at peace and private for
long. Again, instinct put her to unease. Her hands rested on the
stone of the balustrade. The nails had been trimmed to fit usage of a
sword. They were large hands on a woman, comparatively to the
housewives she met, Jenna among them. She was nobler than they were.
Her character flawed in the lack of wifery. She couldn't cook,
couldn't stitch a sewing needle, couldn't chore without a half-baked
job even as she tried, couldn't play children's games with the
children, and lacked patience for these things. Why had he Chosen
her, if not for love alone? This was where the tears were bereft of
her. She used to cry standing alone, but now was apathetic from
chronic self-abuse. They were useless, a waste on pity....


He
was aiming for a stroll to clear his head, when he felt the tugging
inside him, nagging his attention. Sundan had lied to him. She was
not supposed to be here. He wanted to run back into the meeting
antechamber and work some more on the maps. What he really wanted was
the drink, his only outlet. Somehow, wine was always present for his
convenience. He found himself turning on a corridor heading into a
hall. Damn his body, he missed her. Nights and days with her pleasure
were never enough. He was addicted to her as if mad. Some day, a god
would rise up and hopefully change that: make hearts of men like him
bleed less. He sprinted up the stairs in twos and threes. The
pathetic part was he might not really welcome the change. He wanted
this. It was the only positive thing in his life. Goddess created
love. He couldn't live without it as the same went wtih the blood in
his veins or the air he breathed or the wine to ether his senses. The
door invited him with its rectangle of light.


He
stepped past the threshold. Everything melted away. She was there.
Her thin tall figure facing out to the land stood as beauty in a
lonely tower. He'd never seen her this way. But two years without
each other, years of abandonment, of neglect, of lost paradise
reasonably made them strangers. Seldom ornamental, she wore no
ear-rings and nothing in her hair, and at the moment, letting the
thick wild mane fly free. He watched her reach up the scarf of her
cape pulling it down and threw back the whole thing altogether.
Sapphires shattered at her disposal. She sighed longingly. He strode
further onto the scaffold.


The
winds stilled to his willing presence. He made them stop. She turned
her head around and saw him, a man in prince garb and cloaked
hoodlessly. A cool face of tawny skin disrupting the silver-blue eyes
met him. Sapphires were nothing to her. She was a woman who demanded
and expected more at soul value. Then, as the moments sunk, so did
his presence into her belief, she displayed ambivalent bliss and
tristfulness, running to him. They embraced once again, complete in
the bond. He pressed his face to her hair, smelling the scent-oil of
his wife. Goddess, his wife! How could he'd been so cruel as to leave
her? She never wronged him. It was a price-paying mistake. He could
never do it again. She was tall enough to rest her head on his
shoulder. He tolerated her wanton body a while longer, but when
beyond was imminent, he lagged a step back. She felt it, too, and
pursued no further, though they were still in each other's arms.


"You're
not the man I knew," she said.


His
eyes jumped widely as he tilted his head, but couldn't see her face.
She wouldn't let him go. He tried to hold her closer, but she didn't
budge either. How careful must he be to convince her? The began to
dance to a private rhythm in the small steps within a limited circle.
She refused to look at him, though he felt her curling against him.


"You've
changed. You're not the man I had before."


"I'm
every bit the man you knew."


"And
more."


"...Yes,"
he said finally.


She
fell back to face him now. The gradual smile sympathized him as color
warmed his face. She knew her worth, even as she forwarded for a
kiss, and surprised him by planting a chaste one on his cheek. Her
arms winged over his shoulders for a warm hug. They danced again
without physical music, just the tune hummed by her vocals. The was
his. She remembered each note created from his heart. As if his time
away gave her opportunity to educate herself, she was showing off
what she learned. He never dreamed of the tables turning his end a
lesser hand. She was chasing him. He could enjoy this, he told
himself. Perhaps she had forgotten. His hope rotted to the lie.
Realizing he had arched her back, and because the mood called for it,
he dug into her neck, tickling her with his face. Naturally, she
squiggled in his arms.


Someone
interrupted them, coming out of the door. He stopped playing with his
mate, and they both looked at the intruder. The woman stare as they
unlocked themselves abruptly and stood apart. As a man, he did not
have to explain himself. His wife gave him a pinch. He jolted, but
was quite mute yet, directing his face elsewhere. Puckering his
mouth, cheeks drawn in, he looked back at her teasing eyes and the
daunted smirk. He wiped his lips, chuckling nervously.


The
two women reintroduced themselves as their near-kindred eyes met. The
desert-bred's face took on a curious glare as if trying her mind for
something. She took a side stride, her long flowing white-lavender
dress permitted it with the wide hem. There was no jealousy here.
What she aimed for was answers.


"Storma?"
she asked uncertainly.


White
Mane became morose, lowering her eyes as she sighed. "Aunt Stone
Bird," she replied in mutual greeting.


"H-have
we me? I....I know you." The desert-bred came closer reaching
out her hands.


The
niece withdrew from touching her. "It has been a long time,"
she said.


"Yes,
it has," the aunt agreed, eyes fixated on her, reproaching.


Dregin
stared at the two from one to the other, clearly lost of his wits. He
regretted being there, but keeping quiet was his best defense.


White
Mane reached out, taking one of the woman's arms. "Come, we will
talk, " she said throwing a full viewing glance at him. "Away
from my husband's ears," she added graciously. They left him;
she hid a mysterious smile as they began to descend the stairs. 






Chapter 61


The
four days of Spring Fest held in earl-summer. They were all present
in the Common Court at earl supper to celebrate the first day of the
late spring holidays. King, Queen, Prince, and Princess, Generals and
Sergeants, and friends of the royal family occupied the many long
tables forming the square perimeter of a huge spitfire roasting a
deer. The soldiers and commoners were celebrating in similar
reception in different areas throughout the back quarters of the
palace. Music echoed everywhere, resonant of joy. There was simply no
room for sorrow or worry. Laughters were all over. Overlords and
Ladies were free to speak play at Tempest Games, some dared a few
words, some asked for dance, others encouraged by a loose tongue from
debauched mugs to extend quiet invitations. Falshirens were quite
open and a happy bunch.


Somewhere
along the fifth mug of white Pruzian brew, Sundan began to kiss Jenna
on the lips, and there were several occasions, not to mention the
trivial hints before those which she received modestly elsewhere. The
Princess smiled behind her mug, sneaking glances at them. If they
kept that up, everyone else might want to do the same or act out
right then and there. Such promiscuity. She, on the other hand, was
faring with less luck, flirting vivaciously with the man beside her.
He in chintz costume, deprived of cloak, and hair combed to sleek was
absolutely handsome and gawdy. Should fortune permit, she would
literally save him from those pretty rectangles of colors hiding him
beneath. What was she thinking? She was feeling necessity again, and
he being so near and convenient. A cough choked her in the middle of
her swill. Wonders never ceased. She was lucky tonight. He touched
her knee. Grinning, she made eye contact and slight bow. Practically
always sober, he smiled and removed himself. Damn, she lost him
again. But she had to be patient. These things took time. He would be
ready some day. For now, she already settled for the same bed, though
an invisible line divided them. So, the initiative became her part.
She made a pretty smile, reaching below the table and squeezed gently
on his thigh. Oh, not so close, lest she scared him away, but an
obtrusive spot to make him burn...a bit. He turned iron to be
touched, and made no move to respond. At least, he didn't run either.
She swept him with her third finger and put her hand back on the
table, getting back to her wine. There was no need to look, not even
a snatch to see his face. He was staring at her with pained eyes, she
knew. Spring was everywhere, but in his heart of hearts. Only she
understood, letting it tear her apart inside belying the smiling
pretty mask. He turned away to pour himself a full mug. That was his
seventh mug. She knew he could drink though. An empty stomach made no
difference.


She
eyed over the food, mainly meat and biscuits, and across the table at
another couple if such was considered a pair. One sat to a remote
section of the table, recluse from others in both direction, and
staring at the other dancing in the circle from across the chamber.
The second jug of Cascan Red Perid was pouring into the mug. The
content had been half empty. Her aunt was a fine drinker, too. But
other than that, did she know what she was doing? They had a
long...talk. Things were never better. She received the reported news
with as much expectation. Stone Arrow and Wind Ear passed away in her
visions. Tarenne taken and enslaved. She knew that as well and
vividly. She had known all that happened, a cruel gift from the
Goddess. Setting the mug down slowly, she exhaled a soft drawn sigh.
Wine was always a lousy companion, never a friend. She forked the
vegetable squares and ate. Potatoes sweetened in flavored oil.
Delicious. Her mouth chewed with blank enthusiasm.


Solving
problems hardly qualified her specialty. She had problems of her own
to deal with. This was where she abandoned her hasty promise in the
recent visions. Try she would, but she could not amount to what she
declared to do. Laws to punish? Shaking her head, she acknowledge the
dilemma was a difficult drama. Herself, she had only started to come
to terms with it in the last two or less years. Running away solved
nothing, but Goddess help her, it resolved a few issues. Marrying a
glutton fool was one of them. Being poor for a time taught her things
a pent-up castle couldn't. And what about love? Destined and
star-crossed, he made her happy once. Hells could fall, she would
make him that way again. Stuffing a piece of meat into her mouth, she
toasted to the last thought and bit enjoyably. She would hound the
earth until she hunted down the vile race and wiped the lot off from
the surface. Cold rage was a dangerous thing to carry, but she
contained it. What she wanted was retaliation or really death. And
she was calm in knowing this. Not a trace in austerity. She ate and
drank, smiling every now and then, tempting the man beside her when
she thought he was looking.


At
the moment, he was not. She stared at her empty plate, and went for
the bowl of thick soup. Food toughened her; she exercised every
morning to tone the muscles, and needed nutrition to balance the
strength. Poverty imbedded her blood for a wiry frame. She would
never fatten, just slim and well-proportioned if she really tried.
Chances were, she kept the current shape for a long time already. By
no means, she intended to part with it with the leisure life she led
as a Princess. And she didn't mean the one born into skirts and
slippers either.


She
stole another glance at him, this time, missed in speed to snatch
away. He caught her eyes. Blushing, she managed to dip into the soup
as if she was very innocent. She cornered for a follow-up view in
case she could still admire his features, there lay the artistry. His
foot toed behind her heel and curled beside the inside of her foot.
She twined her toes behind his ankle, and they were set. These square
stools were wonderful. The convenience was a luxury, a true
Goddess-send. To persuade genuinely, she set down the spoon,
attention drawn to concentrate. He edged closer, leaning over to her
shoulder..


"We
need to talk," he murmured.


"Love
to," she replied, chipper in tone.


He
chuckled mildly. "Not that kind of talk. Later."


"Tonight,"
she said.


He
planted one on her cheek. "You're drunk."


"So
are you, deary." She heard the sauciness in her tone, but he was
unaffected by it.


"Mm-hm."
Another one on her ear.


"Sure,
talk." She timed his next one, and turned on cue catching his
warm lips. A peck. "I'll try to be sober."


He
released her altogether. No foot-lock, no close seating as he sat
further away, no more kisses, but a nod. His distance was killing
her. Did he know that? She kept the rebuke silent. The...feelings
were trying to come out, storming uncontrollably inside. Head aching
to forced will, she spooned soup into her mouth and swallowed. When
was this war going to be done adn over with? She wanted only the man
was all. And juggling with his fickle moods was enough to fancy her
time. She shouldn't be angry. It would make a bad impression for
their meeting later. A bright side to everything, no matter how
minute.


She
ate quietly in a self-sufficient disappointment and managed into over
half of the bowl when a silhouette appeared. One hand held a mug, the
other pounded the table with a bony fist. Looking up, vision adjusted
to the limelight, she sketched out the bitter, glum face with a its
tight-lipped scowl. The glare was full, its entire attention straight
on her. She batted her eyes, sitting back in questionable calm
greeting the drunk.


"Dance
with me," the woman ordered in outburst.


"I'm
eating, aunt," she rejected politely.


"Dance,
damn it!" The mug was smacked onto the table.


White
Mane donned a short smile. Even though the woman was not acting her
age and secondly drunk to wit's end, she was still the elder kin.
Manners taught her please their humor. She shoved aside her soup.
"Fine," she said curtly, standing onto her stool. The woman
stepped to the side for her space to somersault over the table and
land within the spot. At her raised hand, music began to cease.
"Musicians, a concert," she announced as the crowds lowered
their volume. "You know the Zandrian beat?" Some nodded on
the stage; the rest stared. "Good, do it. Everyone," she
rounded to the surrounding audience, "this is an occasion you
rarely see. A little number we do in the western border."
Everyone clapped their hands at entertainment. Turning to her aunt,
"I assume this is a challenge?" She quirked her brows in
several lifts.


As
the strings strummed and pongo drums beated, the obvious Tarennei
snorted. "Damn straight," she muttered.


White
Mane, one spread arm, the second across her chest, bowed honorably.
She rose and began to dance. Arms spanned like wings rippled to the
appearance of surface water jumping. Folding the right arm and
sweeping it back and forth, she feigned the crane bathing very well.
She did the same with the other wing. Then, lifting a knee in her
yellow dress, she twinkled on one foot rotating a full circle. Maybe
it was the wine, maybe it was the music, maybe it was the
celebration---whatever it was endorsing her to make a fool of herself
in front of all these people, she was having fun. She finished her
dance, clapping her hands once and spread them to challenge the other
woman.


She
did handsprings standing in place. The beginning sent awes all
around. But acrobat was not the limit as to what she did next.
Retaining casualness, White Mane made herself watch her aunt with a
poker face. She did the snake dance very well, shocking the women in
the audience. Too, well, as a matter of fact. The men were leaning
forward with interest. She finished whirling into a coil, one arm
clasped her waist, the other rested on her nape in the same motion of
her turn. A perked chin signaled a counter challenge.


Gladly
received, the younger woman shook loose her gently woven white hair.
Arms raised, one hand on each adverse arm, she moved her shoulders
spiraling her head up and down as she did. Eventually, she loosed the
veil laces securing her sleeve, one after the other. Taking
hip-swinging voluptuous steps toward the man with the big round eyes,
big, because she could see the white in them pooling the yellow gems,
she smiled temptress-like. At his table, her palms extended and she
blew the laces into his face. Then, in another instant, she swooped
away, earning pandemonium as applause.


Legran
had seated himself in the beginning of the "Fire Dance."
From what he saw, he couldn't believe he was watching desert-bred
tradition prancing before his eyes. Pity was not to him, but the
physical-featured Tarennei. She tried so hard. His sweat had cooled
after a long rest. He was tired, and didn't want to join them.
Besides, there was a hidden tension between the two, he wouldn't dare
meddle to find out. But he was enjoying himself. He picked up his
stool and walked through the gap of the tables, creating the best
seat within the interior. Even better, he could eat and wine with the
table beside him. He hardly noticed the darting looks from those
others around him. His third mug was making him semi-queasy without
meat to saturate the alcohol. The feeling in his stomach, however,
was of many nails razoring the lining. He began to consume roast and
biscuit, washing down the hard-to-swallow bites in between. The way
he ate was unhealthy, but he had no taste either.


They
were doing the hypnotic "Whirl Winds" by now, and he did
not want to watch, unless to dizzy his already spinning head. Food
was helping him recover. He ate until full. He couldn't abandon wine
totally. As a result, the fifth mug became sixth, sending him into
swigging ecstasy as he chugged non-stop. He should be debauched to an
unconscious state two mugs back. Someone had watered down the wine on
his table. And he was not afraid. What was the purpose of his doing
this again? The dancing, the laughing, eating, drinking, being here
at all when he could be alone in his quarters campaigning the fourth
item just fine. He was not discriminated against, but prejudice among
people was a nasty old habit, instinctive almost by nature. Oh,
Goddess, he was miserable to the core. The worst part was he knew it.
Men don't cry, especially not young, brave little boys who lived
inside soldiers of fortune like himself. Seventh and eighth mugs
poured down his throat bereft of spilling a single drop. He swiped
his lips. His throat was breaking, letting free a low belch with pain
in his larynx. The ninth went forcibly as he choked on the bubbly,
exploding red liquid flowing in. Even the drink was turning against
him Everything hurt. Why should this mattered? He was thinking in the
worst way. Destruction. He wanted a woman. And he didn't care who,
cornering his eyes on the dancers. The white-headed one was too old.
He forgot he was still holding the mug in mid-air, but finishing up
the final wine. Without right or courtesy, morality championed his
unreasonable head, the desire would be a fatalistic result. The whole
world expected him to be noble, when all he felt was a man sufficed.
Why subject himself to lack? What was he? Impotent? No, incompetent,
as in failure. He grunted acidly, putting the mug studiously on the
table.


Standing
at the sudden decision for departure, he faced himself. He couldn't
handle it before, so how could he force himself on someone tonight?
Might as well slept alone. A gentleman's nod to that, and he turned.
A body crashed into him from behind. He moved, responding rapidly to
catch the reeling bulk, pillowing the head only to come between it
and the table's edge. That should hurt. It did in a hard to notice
kind of pain. He helped her stand, but evidently she had been
spinning too many circles tipping and squeezing the one eye shut,
restraining a stupor and burp. Everyone was watching, laughing and
expecting joke on his expense. He wanted to drop her, but more than
half of him liked holding the convenient fleshly being. Goddess could
make hell freeze. He won't slip and fall. Sensitive to every moral
fibre of his being, and insensitive to the reality, he pushed her to
her feet, but she wouldn't stand. She couldn't. The victor was
approaching, smiling triumphantly as true champion with how she had
folded her hands on her hips. The ageless face defied her trade-mark
snowy hair, complexion of one who was desert-bred. The features told
the same, too.


"I
win, " she announced clearly. Her definite silver eyes ran over
the couple. "And I think she's had enough."


He
winced curiously, and checked on the woman with him. She fell back on
him as he tried to straighten her, holding her elbow, not yet
releasing her waist with his other arm. No, she was not his
responsibility. Not tonight. Of all other nights, maybe. But this
one, he didn't trust himself. Apparently, he didn't state himself or
shake his head.


"Looks
like she's turning green," the sober woman said. "I think
you better get her to a basin, little brother."


He
shot her a glowering look. She was not smiling, though. Ironies of
irony, she was serious, towering power like his mother. He had seen
her face before, somewhere far away in distant memory. With
unintended gruff, he dragged the stumbler out of the arena of
spectacles, away from it all.


"For
her sake, be complete and walk her to her room and close her in,"
the woman called after them as they approached the archway.


He
ignored, but eventually, he looked back. She was sincere, dead-pan
serious in expectation. She didn't know. Stranger to the night. How
much of a jerk he really was this very night thinking horrible ways
to kill a woman. But he carried out his will and integrity well as
they left the pandemonium behind.


Once
the hallway, alone to themselves, he rid himself of the lazy body,
shoving it off and throwing her to corner on the floor. He couldn't
stop wanting to slap her, and detested himself for feeling that way.
Even as she clawed tugging at the loose of his pants, he walked away.
There was an airy window in the hall. Torchlight revealed the passage
all-around them. He needed to see the night with its stars shining as
tiny silver plates on a blue-black tapestry. They were pretty without
the overbearing moon. Gentille. His fists pawed on their palms slowly
onto the sill as he resigned an exhaustion-drawn exhaling sigh. He
would give one night of pleasure to any woman if she knew what they
meant to him. Ignoring her gasping sobs, he lowered his head,
sighting the fountain and garden below. The walks prim and paned
around the shrubberies of flowerbeds seemed inviting. Thoughts snuck
into him again regarding philosophy. Children were meant to be
cherished and loved. They needed a father and a mother. Not orphaned
under foster care. Not sacrilege on the alter of peace only to turn
from heritage and hate his people to the point of war. Goddess, what
had they done? What had they done to him? Why had they made him? How
could he secure nations when he merely a boy who'd rather live his
days out in solitude or died surviving sanity on all odds set against
him? He hadn't the courage to jump. Not that he was really afraid,
but...she was there. He was wrong to have looked at her at all.


She
had crawled on all fours, but presently stopped. Every aspect of the
scene made her to be begging him. With her flowering face upturned
toward him, she stared unblinking. Then, the things came out of her
mouth. She couldn't take the wine, all three jugs of it heavy with
vomit at the moment. He made himself watch her filth up the carpet
until she made a puddle in it. A reminder from memory tempered him to
sympathy. When done, she swiped the wet under her nose with the back
of her hand, dragging her palm over the mouth, and wiping the entire
area with her sleeve several times. She rolled back on her bottom,
knees drawn, holding her head with the same limb on the palm near the
wrist. A moan uttered as she closed her eyes in sorrow or good
humored misery. Whichever the reason, she earned the right.


He
liked her in dresses. The one she wore was ocean-grey, trefoiling at
the hems, slimming at the waist and sleeves, and neck-high. Her hair
swept back in multiple weaves into a ribboned knot. He shifted
looking at her for a while, admiring the lady in distress. Surely,
there was no harm in staring, and it was done in best intention. He
came over and bent himself reaching down, grasping her arms below the
shoulders. Hoisting her up to stand, he listened to her groan at the
elevation. She lost balance, leaning against him. He froze to her
arms groping around him, while burying her face to between his
shoulder and neck. The hackles seemed to rise on his nape, but he
made stern himself lifting her apart. She clung to his neck
immediately. Shaking a pitying head, he left her arm to its choice,
slipping his own around her waist. He got her walking with him down
the hall to the stairs. Together, they climbed the steps hobbling
along. The exercise was good for them both, drunk as they were. He,
pompous on pride for being responsible, found encouragement to grip
the rails pulling weight forward. If not for a full belly, he
could've limbered at better speed.


The
corridor on the top led into a narrow passage as the chambers up here
were privileged private quarters. He should remember which room
belonged to her as he turned right. The sixth door he counted,
checking the blue-bells garland as confirmation indicating recent
guest occupation. Damn Dregin for telling him. He levered the handle
and pushed in the door. Darkness and cool, the interior was no haven
welcoming them. He brought her to bed. She lay back mumbling in
semi-sleep, soft moans murmured in between rejecting the cottons in
the mattress. No one would take care of her. He unbuckled his belt
and placed it on the desk adjacent to her. In the same motion, he
picked up the pitcher of water by the neck and poured a tall glass.
She refused it on instant, but he insisted lifting her head at a
potable angle. Though she acquiesced receipt, she held the water
pouting, wincing a while and heaved. He snatched the pitcher quickly
to the rescue for her to spit out. She lay back on the pillows again.
Using a corner of the sheets, he put kerchief to her lips and
cleaned. No doubt, a terrific hang-over.


He
got up and strolled into the next room to take a leak in the piss
fountain. It flushed when he yanked the plumbing cord. A flood of
water rushed down from the irrigated pipe built internally above the
porcelain's slide. The wash-basin to the far left was larger and
indulged with a better designed pump. He elbowed the lever. Water
splashed out of the spout. Indulgence. Hands cleaned, he watched the
lever circle back to its original position, wiping himself on the
towel nearby.


When
he came back into the other room again, nothing had changed. He went
to the fireplace and stoked the hearth to life with cinderbox
matches. The fire provided light, revealing a small kettle hanging on
the iron rack. He uncovered it, tasting fresh water with a dip of his
finger. A tea set in tray was at his feet. The potpouri pot was full
of blossom dried tea leaves. He brewed himself a pot of tea easily
once the water boiled, casting the ladle in and then poured it into
the clay pot with the leaves in already. Letting the tea simmer, he
got up to see the sickened kitten. The room was warm now. So, he
undid the laces on her throat and below to just above the cleavage.
This didn't work. He went to the wash room for a towel and personal
tub filled a third with water. The rest in the kettle was discarded
into the tub to warm. He wrung the towel and dabbed her sweat from
face to neck. She respired in long gasps. Sighing, he proceeded
towel-clean her hands next, which reminded him of the slippers. He
removed those, placing them neatly on the floor. After rinsing the
towel, he wrung it tight and placed it on her forehead.


Finally,
he was ready for the tea. The bitter pasted brew sobered him, not to
mention the scalding heat. He drank only the one cup, and thought of
her again. Actually, he had no personal qualm with this woman,
whoever she may be. Listening to her writhing moans, he steeled
himself praying for grace, burning his tongue trapping into the tea.
The second cup sitting on the tray was for her. He timed for its
cool, but her howl brought him to his feet. She won't like it.
Watching her hurt him. Somehow, he managed to make her drink.


She
opened her eyes and gulped, swilling the rest with her own two hands.
He retrieved the cup and placed it on the desk. The towel had fallen.
She stared at him fixated for the longest time while washed the
cooling towel and wringing it over and over again. A touch, it was
her hand on his hip. He stilled. She fell back again releasing him
free to rack the towel on the rim. The curiosity was too great for
him, and he rotated for a look.


The
face was emotions all the way, simplicity and human. Were those tears
or firelight playing tricks on him? Integrity guided him to pull the
woolen covers over her. She pushed them away, kicked to the end, as a
matter of fact, and rolled on her stomach. Her arm extended over the
bed. For some time, she was quiet, then gazed at him again, pondering
her wrinkled forehead.


"Lord
Trahu." Shaking her head as she caressed the name in her state
of stupor. "No. Not you." She began to smile baring her
teeth. "I, but a heart taken." Tears were brimming her
dreamy eyes. "It cannot be given. Not to you. Not ever. It
wedded when I was virgin. And am still. Thus I vow to it...for the
Goddess bidding. And with gossamer's wings, in death do I fly free of
will and despair. My husband not knowing." She chuckled
bitterly. "He unknowing, my poor young fool love." She
rolled to her side, contemplated the arm lying across the empty side
of the bed feeling the sheets. "Legran, love," she choked,
"you fool. How could you render a wanton soul to mine? I, years,
beyond your reach, and futile to burn." She addressed him again,
but as a stranger. "More wine, please? More wine. I need it so,
so much. And...." gasping a swallow, "don't tell him. He
must never know I love him." Tears came.


He
had done enough tonight. Groping for his belt, he rushed out of there
hearing the echoes of her cries. Words of a drunk---from a stupid
drunk! He couldn't trust them. And he didn't. Why did they hurt so
much? Goddess help him! He was bleeding like hell. Unfair, life was
so damned unfair! Staggering, he fell down a few steps bruising his
knees, but he scrambled to the second level blind as a bat. A man
shouldn't hurt like this. Oh, but, damned, it ached worse than a
thousand deaths by knife wounds with only a single thorn in his
heart, puppeting him. He should had taken those words of advice. A
thought occurred to him. Tomorrow. He would deal with it tomorrow.


By
the time he came down the stairs, he searched around dazed from his
heavy head. The servants were late tonight, shuffling in the halls
and corridors. Past midnight already,. and they're still at chores
dusting, cleaning, serving food and wine, and some were celebrating
the Spring Fest themselves singing as they worked. Wandering another
long corridor in skin-picking sweat, Legran found a sudden interest
for water. Lots and lots of water. He would drown, he told himself.
The nearest facility was a public bath chamber for the servants. A
maid was carrying a nice steaming bucket walking down the hall. He
followed her to the destination. She tour-guided him to a hall and
pointed at the second door. He must had thanked her for she bowed and
curtsied into departure.


He
pushed in the opened door on its crack. Barely surprised that he was
not alone or wouldn't be the only one needing a bath, he saw a
servant girl bending over the abundant tub pouring in a bucket of
water. The room was warm from steaming contrasting the precipitated
air outside. Rose-scent perfumed his nose stingingly. Women indulged
in such detail of comfort. Real women kept themselves ample
cleanliness. And the kind he knew were clean in soul. Head began to
levy again.


"Excuse
me," he said, "I would like to use this place,"
finishing as he stepped in holding the door.


The
twenty-some-old woman turned, already setting down the empty bucket.
A fair creature with golden locks bouncing in her move. Temperament
melted her critical fear and seh began to sulk putting a hand to her
hip. She had stripped down to her white linens. Eyeing him in a
discerning fashion, she took a few bold steps.


"But
I've just drawn the water. I could share if you insist," she
said, a triteful smugly.


He
gave her the cold grin, which often worked like a charm. But she was
unimpressed by it, cocking her head in defiance. What was she
thinking? Taking advantage of him? He was drunk, but not that drunk.


"I'm
sorry, " he said. "I'm only a shy boy. You really should
leave before I dismember you in drunken rage. Humility,perhaps?"
His sentence hit home. She darkened a moment in hesitation, then
strode for the doorway. He gripped her elbow, and she jumped. "Thank
you," he said, and released her.


She
practically sprinted out of the room. He closed the door with a sigh.
Grateful, perhaps. Approaching the twice man-size tub, he unfastened
his lungs and threw himself in , clothes and all, including his
boots. He went under for a long time, sinking, hoping to sink until
the air ran out of him. He even accepted sleep, but he began to
float. Morning was far from sight, earl-dawn breaking the cold fever
of night. He began stripping the wet layers to better bathe. 






Chapter 62


Late
morning the next day, White Mane stuck to her chamber championing
over the aftermath of wine. Her husband was the better drinker. She
really shouldn't make a case out of it. The man was liquor himself,
and she suspected he had always been that way. Although his mind was
keen, which puzzled her. She had ordered private meals. The food was
leftovers. She like recooked meat and reheated soups. Dregin watched
her eat sloppily not knowing the drips congealing on her chin. He
ate, too, but her second bowl made him sit back wondering. The lack
of colloquy unnerved him. He was in the least bit uncomfortable with
her ravenous appetite. She may know it, but he noticed a pattern.
Wine always made her hungry.


They
slept last night without a word exchanged, too intoxicated and
exhausted to even try. That would make---how many?---the tenth night
in a roll. Not all of them were wine. There were a couple of sober
evenings, and he chose to be away walking in the gardens until he
tired and came back for the pillows. She was lying in bed with her
eyes closed. He knew she faked her sleep, and she kept to her side of
the bed. Sometimes, he doubted her and made initiatives to convince
himself. He missed her. Much needed to be said, but he found
difficulty to open his mouth. Leaning forward made her look up
questioningly. He reached over with a napkin in hand wiped her chin.
She smiled bashfully, touching his hand. How she aged when un-shed
tears invited themselves at his withdrawal.


"We...can
talk," she said softly.


"I
don't want to."


"Oh."
She dropped her eyes and ate her soup quietly, tastelessly.


"I
didn't mean it that way, shyee."


Her
smile was a better frown. Shoulders lifting to her sigh slumped to
her next scoop. She rolled the soup in her mouth, then swallowed.
"What did you mean, Dreg?" she said, her eyes kept on the
bowl.


"I
don't want to dig up the past---"


"It
didn't happen," she snapped, eyes sparking. "I don't want
your past. You're mine, damn it. And Goddess could rot in hell, I'll
keep you until the day I die." She smote the table, and it
quaked. Realizing, she stole her hand to her lap. "I'll humble,
my Lord," she said in a gentler tone. "You are my husband."


What
she really meant was I'm your wife. He knew about the fist pressing
her knee. To the surface, she tried to lift her spoon without success
letting it fall tapping the handle on the bowl. The pursed lips
pouted, character flaw to the white on her, hair and bed-gown. He
reached out his arm and held her hand. She stared at her bowl
miserably.


"White
Mane," he purred the name. She went mute. "All right, could
we talk about something else?"


"It's
fine," drawing her hand away,"You don't want to." She
hand both fists under the table.


It
was not fine after her such a speech. To know her temper was a
blessing, better than her clamming up. "What if I want to be
free?" he asked out of spite.


"Then,
I'll set you free," she answered with no trace of spittle.


"Why?"


"Because
it's your choice. I don't tolerate another stealing you, but I
wouldn't keep you against your will either."


"What
was the real reason you accepted me?"


Her
smile went raw while the eyes glittered. "Don't tell me you
don't know." To his blank stare, she seemed to giggle. "I
was afraid until you showed me joy. Oh, I read the books. I heard the
stories. I knew how it was done." She enjoyed his leaning
interest. "But you made me sing the night swoon. Now, do you
understand?"


His
brow arched to her colorless face. "Is that---that how you
define...love?" She nodded, eyes fixed on him. "Too many
words, " he remarked. "I have another question." She
set aside her meal, straightening for it. "What do you think of
the Elements?" He heard the swift under her breath.


"You
mean Wind, Earth, Fire and Water?" She batted her eyes
impatiently and quirked her brows.


He
bolted upright in his seat. "What do you know about them?"


"More
than you think."


"How...?"


"I
have a past, too. Or do you want to dig it up?" She was very
aloof giving him that stony face.


"No,
" he uttered, shaking his head.


"We
will be bedmates for a long time. Can you hold out that long?"


"Should
I ask?"


Her
eyes blinked once, dispassionately. "Your choice."


"What
is ...the Prophet of Zandria?"


She
frightened him with the tight line to her lips. A smoke sigh lowered
her shoulders. "A relic, perhaps a belief. The Unicorn."


"A
creature of legend," he added. She bowed confirming. She had
knowledge.


"Why
....How come you never told me?"


He
understood her stare now. All this time wasted, when he could've been
honest and frank. "Did you know about me being...different?"


"Yes."


"And?"


"And
what? I fell for you. Does it matter? You're still a man. I can enjoy
immortality if I can touch it."


"You
were afraid."


"Yes,"
nodding, "I was. I probably still am."


"Do
you have anything to ask me?"


She
thought a moment. "Do you resent me?"


"Shyee!
Goddess, no, of course not!" He shuffled in his seat.


"Then,
why the distance?"


"I'm
not ready. Not now."


"When
would be the time?"


"I...."
He trailed recoiling in his seat giving her silence.


"I
cheapen beside you," she continued. "What more could you
want from me?"


He
looked up and connected the stare. "You know I'd never
disrespect you."


That
snuffed her as she resigned drooping her head. "Fine, I'll keep
distance until you ask."


"I'll
remember to."


"I'd
drink to that if I had the strength," she said between a sweet
smile.


"You
hate the drink." She nodded in reply. "I'll stop taking the
wine trips."


"You
don't have to."


"I'm
humoring you."


"Beats
everything else."


He
laughed full-heartedly. She giggled, looking at him again or rather
his bare chest showing in his unbuttoned shirt. He noticed. And he
would pay more attention from now on.


"Um,"
clearing his throat, "White Mane, were you ever really shy?"


She
hooded her eyes. "Several occasions, you knew that," she
said sullenly.


"I
wasn't sure," he defended, chuckling.


"Why
do you doubt?" She was insulted.


"It
is always a sensitive subject with you, isn't it?"


She
snorted, tossing her face the other way.


"Shyee....Don't
be cross with me."


"I'm
not. I'm playing the game with you."


"I
don't appreciate it."


"If
you want me to look at you," she said clearly, "promise me
and keep to your word you will never ever run off and leave me alone
ever again."


"I
promise with soul, heart, and....well, the body will come later."


She
faced him. "Good enough." She smiled widely.


"And
my fair Lady, I have a request as well." She nodded for him to
go on. "May I have your leave to----"


"You
may not," she cut in adamantly. "I'm going with you."


"But
---"


"I
know what you were going to say. I'm not a girl with apron strings. I
will go into battle with you whether you like it or not. Legions are
at my loyalty. I---"


"Legions!"
he said incredibly.


"Yes.
You shouldn't," shaking her head," have spoiled me with the
mine. I'm supporting our front with it."


"You
know, I think I like you better before we were Chosen. You're
becoming a pain."


"Why,
beloved," she feigned astonishment, "I'm insulted."


He
seethed a breath, fighting the tickle in his funny bone. "And
you're flirting better than me, too."


She
juggled her face smugly. "It's called spice, dear. Jenna's a
fine example. You wouldn't believe the stories she tells to make your
ears burn." His jaw dropped, and she laughed. "You're so
cute." The laughter became hysterical. Wiping a tear out of her
eyes with a finger, she sighed in finale. "Oh, all right. Take
your leave. You're no prisoner of mine, except in soul and heart. I
pray that you'll think of me in my absence."


"I'm
so cute?" he growled, chagrinning. "Thought it was
adorable."


She
smirked saucily, lips quivering humor. What an ingenious face. It was
better than saying anything at all.


"I
change my mind. I like better now, persona of generosity."


"Ooh,"
she purred, "thank you." Her face was attracting.


He
coughed and hemmed his throat. "On a more serious note," he
began to change the subject, "I forbid you to participate in
danger."


"I
won't be in any d----"


"I
forbid you ," he interrupted her building storm. His
steadfastness meant he had put his foot down. She clamped her lips
together. "I don't suppose I can make you guarantee my wish?"


She
stood, clumping the chair loudly into place. "No," she
retorted conclusively. "I'm helping the wounded and sending
provisions of arms. If need be, I'll fight alongside a dozen
generals. I apologize, " leaning on the high back of the
furniture, "for damaging your pride, but that is my stand. And I
won't step down from it."


"Something
tells me you've been planning these three years."


"If
you had been here, you would've known all these things. Go talk to
Sundan. He'll explain better than I would. I'm still angry with you
for---damn. I shouldn't have." She whirled around, picking at
her hair. "About that last thing----the secret,." she said
facing him.


"I'm
mage, not alchemist."


"What
does it mean?"


"The
power is in my blood. I summon Wind."


"Did
you ever use it on me?"


He
shifted uncomfortably not meeting her gaze. When he peeked, she was
waiting expectantly. "Damn you," he muttered.


"And
how many others?"


"Plenty,
all right? How do you know all this?"


She
smiled kindly. "Some day, when you're emperor, you'll know."


"What's
that supposed to mean?"


"You'll
just going to have to find out when you're ready." She became
warm leaning her arms on the high-backed chair. "And what was
the reason you Chose me?"


"I
needed a true princess as mate. Legend told your land beyond the
mountains. My stone guided me wayward, but I never expected you would
be across the border yourself. And we met. I...too felt the joy."
He smiled handsomely, tender and true.


"Oh,"
she sighed, "I miss you terribly."


"And
I, you, sweetest...shyee."


"This
is good," she said bobbing her head. "Talk. We should do it
more often."


"A
shame we don't have the time."


"We
will, after this war."


"How
can you be sure?"


"I'm
backing it up. And I always win. Victory is on our side."


"They've
lied to me. You haven't turned into a grouch."


"Eh,"
she shrugged, "what's a woman to do without----never mind,"
she caught herself in time. "I don't work very well with the
public, Dreg. Impression is so important."


"Get
used to it, Princess. I lived with it until my mother died, then, did
I get to be free." Her dimming eyes were detecting a double
meaning in his advice. "Don't get jealous. Being Prince
was....was presentable. But ask Sundan. Sun Prince made royal all the
way when it comes to popularity.


"Mm-hm,"
she noted dryly. "You got away with everything, didn't you? The
better of the handsome two."


"Three,"
he corrected.


"Oh,"
she gasped incredulously, "admitting it, are you?"


"And
how about you?" He stood and began to duel with her as he strode
dangerously to her side grinning wickedly. "Stirring up crowds
and hungry stares everywhere. Is it your hair?"


"I
was an only child," she said perkily. "There was no
competition. They all came to me. Obviously, you did."


He
clobbered her with his hands, delighted to hear her shrieking laughs.
There could be rare moments like these in the days to come. So, he
might as well cherished while he still can. 






Chapter 63


The
meeting of organized officers consisted of only men, perhaps better
noted a private gender at intellectual debate. The women were busy
elsewhere, wives among the royal and ranking class. Chairs scattered
in every direction or corner, but there only a few leaders, all ten
of them. They were the actual commanders of nations to be when this
war became victory in their hands. Maps were strewn all over several
desks, along with parchments and stationary scribblers. Three
recorders were needed to catch details or scribe provisions of such
and such, or when the next meeting would be. Schemes crisscrossed
conversations, interruptions here---loads of quivers and
arrows---arms and weaponry---dry foods---medicine and numb
wine---over there comments cut in: women should be allowed to
accompany the camps----they could help nursing---no, they're the
weaker sex---but, without the extra hands, the responsibility would
be too much---men could do battle with more confidence. Arguments
erupted over the issues. The King let them fight, hoping they hoarsed
and settled down, but a new man would back up the other and picked up
where he left off. The Prince preoccupied himself drawing up the
strategy and battlegrounds on a stretched skin strung to a loomed
frame. He hardly noticed his blacked fingers from working with an ill
quill-tip, drawing the locations, the significant geography, and key
territory.


The
chandelier lamps were refilled with oils and burner strips. Legran
stared at the one convenient on the torch rod nearest him. It had
five discs meshed onto the rings branched from the rod like an actual
bare tree. The red pottery glowed to the flames. Some of the others
had six discs. The inventions, or rather the technology of Falshire
was incredible. Everything seemed made with artistic improvements to
every day life. He was fascinated by the conventional science and
architectural equipments. The waterclock was one, although he met a
few smiths who preferred his sand-glass tower he described to them.
The weavers had looms; those wonderful machines could spin the finest
silks. The plumbing was an unequivocal concept. Practically, every
antechamber had a pump or two, sometimes three for private basins.
Most likely, guests lived here often. He liked the gardens most of
all. Almost every herb and spice domesticated in the fertile grounds.
There were flowers, too, for the pleasure of the eyes as one went for
peaceful strolls. Speaking of which reminded him, he would visit the
terraces later when done here.


Galic,
the old uncle to the royal family was napping in the chair beside
him. The man was spying on him, of course. He was hardly convincing,
head bent back on the chair's spine. Gray hair cropped neatly to the
crown, the wrinkles showed decrepit lines, but not the completion of
senility. His clothes were starched and elegant, a long coat coveted
the ruffled shirt and most of the belt, though it opened below un-shy
of the legging pants tucked in the shiny boots. Whoever slept and
snored so politely, quieting between intervals of heated words?
Legran got up and pulled the chair closer, because he was bored with
the deaden duel. He sat, elbows on knees and clasped his hands
together between the fingers, giving off a resignated sigh. Clothes
didn't make a man. He was proof of that., dressed in similar fashion,
and had removed his cape at the door.


"Old
man, what good are you here?" he said, but the man was too deep
in slumber to hear him. "You can try all you want. I know
better, though." The snores became loud and rude. He choked a
laugh. "What's life like being a bachelor?"


"Widower,
boy." The man had awoken and sitting up, yawning the aftermath
of sleep. "I was married once."


"You?"
Legran smiled skeptically. "Well, then, what was it like?"


"Happy.
We were happy."


He
nodded acceptance of the old man's words. "If you wanted to know
my opinions, I really prefer a direct approach, though I reserve the
right to choose my answers."


"Smart
boy."


"My
father would've been your age," Legran said to the open air in
front of him. "Taught me everything I know to be a man. Why
should a man deprive feelings? A woman does it better."


"I
take it you haven't grieved."


"His
wife didn't," he replied blankly. "My mother....She
too....Her sister didn't. How could I?"


"But
you could've, for your own sake."


Shaking
his head, "No, no, I tried." He sighed extensively. "I'm
taking south. It's the only way."


The
old man's hand squeezed his shoulder with its bones and warmth. "It
doesn't have to be," he said.


"Goddess,"
Legran dropped his face to his hands, whispering his plea.


"Oh,
hey, you're human," Galic sympathized. "You should act like
one."


"I'm
sorry," Legran said lifting his head. "I shouldn't burden a
stranger."


"I
understand." Galic nodded, withdrawing his comfort touch.


Legran's
head rolled until his face paralleled its latitude to the floor. He
drew a frown as of pang controlling it. Everyone else around the room
were buzzing or debating repetitively. The noises curdled possibly to
his ears, but he was here as needed. Those sessions of interrogation
were long done. He answered all the questions he could with regards
to detail. Dregin's extended nobility immune him of innuendos and
sarcasm. Nonetheless, doubts were conspicuous. The man reputed
marriage to the sole-heir of Tarenne. Only recently did he discover
this significant fact. She had called her "little brother,"
which accounted a lot to him personally.


"What
about the Asmi tribes?" Someone posed the question loudly. It
was Baldin, the Ruby General. "They're women, " he said
defensively to the accusive debaters.


"So?"
Coltec shrugged, resting his hands' fingers inward on his knees and
hunching.


Legran
remembered his rank as the Sapphire General. Even officials had
exquisite titles here. He had to admire the culture. The two seemed
natural antagonists of each other, at the moment, trying to out-glare
themselves.


"They're
playing warfare even as we speak," Baldin said as if championing
for the gender.


"That's
a lie," Col accused. "Whoever heard of women fighting?"


"You'll
be surprised," Legran remarked dryly. He didn't realize he was
loud to get their attention. They did hear and both turned their
faces from across the room. Not much distance separated them from
him.


"Apologies,"
Baldin said with a quick bow, "Princess White Mane in absence,"
he added as if to explain themselves.


"I
don't know about Asmi, but Tarennei women held outstanding ranks
equal to yours."


"Is
that so?" Col refused to believe.


"Yes,
so," Baldin concurred. "Have you seen the Princess
practice?"


"That's
the Princess. Tarenne fell, remember?"


"Col,
you're too arrogant."


"And
you...." The man caught himself from uncalled wordings. "You
know where your loyalty lies," he finished.


"Excuse
me," the Prince put in clearing his throat, "did I just
hear you discussing my wife?"


"We
mean no contempt, my Lord." Baldin was apologetic. "She has
changed a few gender-bending rules."


"Col,"
the Prince began, ignoring the Ruby, "I met the Asmi personally.
Believe me for what I say is true. They are exactly like you, but in
attitude toward men. Maybe worse, I nearly died if my Lady wasn't
there to rescue me."


"I
don't doubt your words, my Lord." Col was suddenly humble. "If
I may ask, what was the experience like? The meeting part, I mean?"


"Violent,
cruel, ruthless, and devalued men, although they tend to be lenient
with their own gender. To a certain extent. You might try them and
know a thing or two."


"Humility
is one," Legran muttered. This time, no one heard.


"If
they are any like the Princess in temper, I don't think so.
Respectfully spoken, my Lord."


"Did
she put you in your place?" The Prince smiled openly.


"On
several debated occasions," the King supplied. "The poor
boy learned his lessons."


"And
we all remember them," the Emerald General added, grinning.
"She's quite a teacher."


"Our
Queen is a soft hand compared to her," said Baldin, smug that
Col went crimson in the head. "As I recall, he got fresh with
deciding provisions. And my Lady, her highness, put him to the saddle
by he feet and dragged him a few laps around the tracks."


"Fields,
Baldin," the Emerald corrected. "She said to make him
experience the sweat of the commoner's reap of a season's work."


"He
didn't much like that," Sundan said. "None at all."


"Ah,
I see," said Dregin, inconspicuous with a chuckle under a cough
or two.


"My
Lord," Col seemed to beg pardon, "I was not ignorant."


"Prince,"
the Emerald interrupted, "if I may, he was not the only one."


"I'm
sure, Duncane." The Prince chagrinned.


"Mind
if I interrupt?" Old Galic joined in and went ahead to speak
without the other's consent. "I've been hearing rumors about the
Asmi warring into eastern borders. By now, they probably have. It's
not a problem, but a menace. How are we going to absolve them?"


"Good
point," said Dregin, fingering his chin, smudging it. None of
the others let on notice. "Assume them as true." He began
to pace, hands behind his back. "Write this down, Duncane. Train
and recruit an entire fleet of women for adequate skills at arms,
preferably shooters, but they have to use a sword."


The
Emerald General scribbled swiftly behind him on a neat desk. Galic
lounged in his chair, ready to nap again leaving the work to the rest
of them. Legran on the other hand, couldn't help watching men of
nations at plan. They were organized in a sense with the circle they
drew together. The Amethyst General stoking the hearth and brewing
tea on his far left. He noticed the gold-gilded gems as badges on
each of the Generals' shoulders, no mistaking their rank, though they
equaled in authority. Those were the only four. Emerald next, Ruby
facing Sapphire, the King arbitrated between them, then the two
strict scribes: Marchmand and Ker. The Generals wore black liveries
over the chainmail to mute the metal. They were allowed to carry long
knives sheathed to their belts, but no swords as this was a meeting
in the presence of royalty. The King chose casual attire, his gold
shirt and brown loose pants stated that. The appearance was almost
gawdy, but Falshire was notorious for color. The Prince was probably
better in elegance, deep blue shirt embroidered with silver on the
collar tucked in black belt and ebony pants. his boots were simple,
although although laced on the calves. As for the scribes, they came
as themselves, common in cotton shirts and breeches. Paper and quill
were part of them. They rarely spoke, busy with the fingers all the
time. With sun , they could pass for Tarennei bleaching the red of
their brown hair. The rest were too fair in features yellow in the
fibers of their crowns.


"What
do you think, Legran?"


"Huh?"
He searched for the voice.


"Legran,"
Dregin repeated. "Baldin and Fary Long lead the two groups to
the south. You know the area as well as me. Can you show them the
way?"


"Yes,
Third Prince,I will," he mumbled.


The
golden eyes kept on him critically. "I trust that you are fit to
battle."


"Ready
than I'll ever be," Legran replied. "Or die trying. Either
you get results or they bring my head back to you."


"Extreme,"
Sundan commented.


"Tarennei
honor," said Legran.


"No,"
snapped Dregin. "Don't you dare subject that seal to your duty."


"It's
my right," Legran grumbled between his lips.


"Then,
you're not going!"


"Damn
it to hell, I'm free," Legran blurted, hopping off his seat.


"Oh,
yeah? Well, I'll just have to jail you, then," Dregin was
equally fervent.


"Try
and stop me," he dared the man.


"Test
me, Ruler," Dregin growled menacingly. Everyone was staring in
shock. "You're just a boy. I've got armies, and you don't. I'll
chain you and have her feed you every day and stuff wine down your
throat until you listen."


"Oh,
damn you! Curse you for wedded a Tarennei." Legran went blind
with rage. "It's none of you Goddess-damned business! Hell of
hells, I won't yield! I won't!" he swore.


"Are
you done?"


"I'll
never be done with you," Legran snarled with bile, "Third
Prince." He ran of words, standing there like a fool heaving his
breath.


"Let
him go, Dregin," the only other man who had the right spoke up.


In
that instant, the air around him relaxed. The tension of heated
argument was fresh yet, but he could move his muscles. His flesh felt
it giving way as he shifted, not understanding what was happening. He
stomped out of there angrier than ever slamming the door most
violently behind him.


He
climbed the runways and the hundred-step stairs to walk through a
door-less hollow and onto earthly grounds. Advice was not the goal of
his search, but in the darkest time of his life, he need answers. Or
did he? He was in the worst of moods avoiding outside contact since
that night he fled for death and failed for living. She had to be up
here. This woman, the enigma of his parents pride and lost joy. He
saw her immediately sitting on a stool to a table or low shelf
attending to several potted plants. Beautiful, young to her sober
eyes, and convenient. He wanted to touch her. Goddess, what was he
thinking? What was he feeling? She was Dregin's wife. For that, he
would never forgive her. He hated her to the core.


She
didn't bother to look at his approach. He became angrier than ever,
but he was afraid more,. so, he despised, even as his eyes took in
the picture of her in offwhite over-dress slitted below for striding
purposes cascaded over matching pants beneath. Today, she wore soled
slippers. Those embroidered shoes hid her feet without lace or tie.
She dug into a bucket and spaded soil into an empty pot. While she
planted a rooted newborn bush, he made himself stand across from her.
She looked up, the eyes, they could seduce him for days and he would
look and never speak. His fist knuckled the table.


"Prophet,"
he spat in speech to the title. "I seek."


"I'm
wrong for you," she said in neutral tone. She hated him already.


"How
dare you ran away from home?


"You
didn't come up here to begrudge my childhood."


"No,
I came to humiliate you."


"Too
late. I've been there." She shoveled some more soil into the
pot, careful not to spill any on the leaves. "Dregin knows, too.
So, don't threaten me."


"You
see everything, don't you, Storm?" His voice went sarcastic.


Adjusting
the plant, "What do you want to know?" She patted the soil
with her matted fingers.


"I
want to be rid of pain." He watched her blink several times. "It
hurts, Storm," he whispered. "Why can't it go away?"


"What's
wrong?" She looked at him, sincere as kin.


"I
don't know. It just hurts."


A
studious moment, she eyed him distrustingly. Then, she extended her
hand. "I can heal the damage and purge the poison, but you'll
have to deal with everything else."


He
clutched her palm. His senses went awry to the foreign sensations as
of glass unshattering itself to whole again. The flesh, veins,
organs, skin shook peeling away the layers of anguish and despair.
Agony writhed to stay, but the force was too strong extracting it
from his palm. She released him ripping from existence. He breathed
with health, absolute robust health and watched her hold the pot in
detached concentration. The plant bloomed its buds into black petals.
Thorns spiked out of the tendrils and stems. Her eyes closed and
lifted tiredly as if exhausted from expulsion. She spaded the soil to
loose again.


"You
can go now, Legran," she said, while busying with her work.


"Storm,"
he called.


"It's
White Mane, now. Wife of Dregin to Falshire."


"Princess,"
he said nastily, "I'm not done." He continued as she
ignored him unspeaking. "I want to know my path."


"The
war is victory with her at your side. She will come to you."


"I'm
too young for her," he argued. "She's lost!:"


Her
spade staked the table in sudden anger. "She's yours. Deal with
it," she snarled, eyes hard. "You can't have me. I'm taken.
Tough."


He
rent himself from a childish level of emotions, holding back his
limbs from attack. At least, she was better than her husband who
forced without reason or cause. She knew what was fated for him. Her
words were true. Tough. Life. In essence, that was what it was. He
went for the exit.


She
removed the spade with force. "You're...." her voice
trailed, but she had to say it. He was waiting at the door. "A
word of advice, keep your distance for now, but not too far as to
lose sight. A child will be born within the year." The
expression on his face doubted her as he breathed and left. 






Chapter 64


Her
words were preposterous to him, but he heard them all right. She gave
him mercy. The touch was gone now, but he felt at peace for once
wandering down the hall and back to the meeting. He knocked twice and
went in. They were still there. Heads went up regarding him this
time. The Prince turned from the map in sketching. Their eyes met.
Legran closed the door, a habit at security.


"I
came to say I'm going. And I expect a reward when I get you the land
in conquests. I want it gift-wrapped on a long listed treaty."


"You
talk just like my wife," said Dregin.


"I
pity you, Prince. You haven't a clue what she's capable of."


"Keep
it simple, Ruler. Your blood is not far from mortal."


A
dark smile snaked across his lips. "Oh,I will. Time is short.
The southern front takes off a month from now. Soldiers will just
have to train on the road. Rations, weaponry of both swords and
arrows, and I will serve ambassador to get enemies of the enemy on
our side. I know I won't die. So, take my honor, and have ready what
I want."


"I
know what you want. It's waiting."


"I'll
take it when I deliver."


"Done."
Dregin returned a fair chagrin.


Legran
bowed respectively in the Tarennei fashion and went out the door,
closing it quietly.


"Why
do you keep calling him that?" Sundan asked.


"He's
the rightful liege of Tarenne."


"How
in the world did he manage that?"


"Lucky,
I guess," Col said.


"No,
he earned it." Dregin drew a breath. "With blood and honor
and everything else. He paid heavily for the name. I wouldn't if I
were him." The Prince sighed and resumed sketching. "He's
husband to my wife's aunt."


The
others' eyes bulged, except Sundan who simply widened and blinked.
The sentence explained a lot under-rated by the simplicity of
statement. They stirred from shock and disbelief to seat themselves
comfortably, but the entirety of meeting had broken its purpose.


"Well,
he sure has the temper," said Sundan.


"I
know," Dregin agreed, removing himself from sketching a moment
to smile at his brother. "Where do I find these people? I wind
up with them from the road is innocent enough, but they have to
cancel me, too."


"You
tell me. I've just found out how ambitious our family tree has
gotten."


"So,
that ....woman is...?" Galic trailed for the title.


"Guardian
of Tarenne. Although," Dregin cupped his chin, "Regent is
the appropriate term. Not that it matters. Right, Sundan?"


"No,
" replied the King. "I have no interest in it."


"Thank
you, gracious liege." Dregin bowed. "Too small to notice,"
he said resuming his work.


"I'm
going to have to bring in some women officers to these meetings, "
said Sundan. "We're cooped up too long and are turning
wretched."


"Some
of us, my Lord King," Duncane said. "Needless to say who,
of course."


"His
wife gives him a cold shoulder, and he stiffs us," Col muttered
folding his arms tighter. "I'm staying bachelor."


Chuckles
ran around the room.


"But
it's such a good excuse," Marchmand put it, and had stopped
writing. "She's quite worth the insults."


"I
respect them, personally," said Col. "No, really, I do.
They're just people of temper, the desert-bred."


"Now,
there's a term I rarely hear." The scribe began to scribble from
inspiration. "Gentlemen, these are exciting times. Our children
and their children will speak of them for many generations to come,"
he said with fervor.


"Until
we are as old as legends," Galic said, mirth-filled.


Ker
looked up. "Oh, yes. I know it."


"Then,
write, boys. Put in the glory for hope."


"Things
are not going to be pretty," Dregin said sighing. "Teach
them the truths, as well." He made thick retraces of he
boundaries even as he spoke.


"How
are the reserves coming along?" Sundan posed the question to
deter from the pessimistic Prince.


"The
seasons have been kind. We can support rations for all of our men for
five years," Baldin listed his speech. "And with the
improvement two years back, we have more than plenty dry foods. The
folks are still gathering. Trade has helped,. too."


"And
the armors?"


"I'll
fill that one," Col offered. "We've hired all the smiths
there are and they're producing swords as well as armors by the
dozens each every day. The average is increasing as teams work in
efficient groups."


"We
need a round-about strategy."


"I'm
working on that, my King," Dregin supplied absently. "Give
me some time. As soon as I finish this."


The
door bursted in for an anxious woman in her plainest attire to rush
into view. Her brown bunned up hair wisped at the bangs. Earrings of
strung spheres jiggled while she stood to search the room with her
blue-green eyes.


"My
Lord!" she called. "Word from Windsor." She fluttered
to Sundan within moments. "I haven't opened it." The Queen
handed him the miniature rod. "Go ahead, read it, read it!"


He
took his time opening the top and pulled out a tiny piece of scroll.
"The rose has fallen."


"Goddess,
no!" she gasped.


"It's..."
Dregin hesitated, "part of the strategy."


She
glared at him. "Since when? How could you?"


"Jenna,"
Sundan took her hand to calm her. "He told me. Strategy. There
was no other way."


"But...they're
our friends!"


"I
know." He shook his head, looking to the floor. "I know.
There are more at stake. We do what we can."


"You're
killing," she accused Dregin in her soft voice. "He can't
take it. Stop soiling his name."


"Jenna,
please. I'm tired."


"Goddess
mercy, my Lord. I've done what you ask, but I won't stand his
foolishness anymore." She tugged at his arm. "Come. You are
to rest."


Even
as she tried, he wouldn't budge stuck to his weight. His eyes crawled
to her insisting figure and he snatched her wrists. "Jenna,"
his wonder calmed her. "Are you....?


"Yes,
my Lord," she answered brightly.


"Oh,"
he cried chorusing joy, "When? How many---?


"Three
and counting," she said with pride.


He
jumped to his feet and held her as tightly as a lover. She laughed
capriciously with happiness.


"Congratulations!"
Duncane cheered. "Your Highness, Grace."


The
others expressed the same sentiments. Sundan swung her in
semi-circle, too happy to hear them.


"Will
we celebrate?" Dregin asked boyishly. "I'm going to be
Uncle," he added hastily.


"You
just love the attention," Sundan said with a devious grin.
"Everyone, the banquet's on me!"


"My
Lord!" Jenna shrilled. "So soon? Wouldn't you rather wait
till birth?"


"No,
we love, we joy. It brings luck before we war." He clasped her
clinging body closer. "Shall we go?"


All
the men dropped their working cheering in jubilation, sauntering out
of the chamber. Dregin stayed behind to put away the papers. Galic
was walking faster than his age, shaking Sundan's hand vigorously.
They surrounded the King and Queen whooping with comradery, electing
the child-to-be as fortune's coming. Indeed, victory was theirs.


-------


Meanwhile,
only ten corridors away where the huge main stairs labyrinthine
twin-sided the flight in descent, Legran was wandering glumly
exploring. He, after all, had finished the meeting early for himself
and with nothing to do was discovering the architectural aspect of
the palace. Carpet covered the hundreds of steps, if stretched it
could measure in leagues. At a landing, he met his black star sitting
on the floor drunk as ever with several vases lying empty around her,
and the one she held to her side. He stepped down to the platform and
watched her. Her misery brought pity to his judgment.


She
sat for some time , then stood leaning on the rail, peering down the
vertigo flights. Her foot shoved one of the vases between the bars. A
crash of broken pottery echoed after some counting moments. The long
dress made her thinner than she really was. The hair was woven into a
shawl-looking tail down her spine decorated with pearls and
star-petals. Another vase was shoved through the same opening. She
did that until all were gone down there. The rail was only as tall as
her waist, but being long-legged, she set a foot to the top on a
slanted limb, struggling to clamber over.


"Nooooo!"
He bolted forward in the three strides distance. She slipped one leg
over, riding the rail in her trip. He swung on an arm around her body
and groped her arm with the other pulling her back.


"I
can fly!" she hollered, struggling. "Let me go! Let me go!"
she bellowed, swinging the tall slim vase wildly. In his arms, she
was peeled away, her ankle craning desperately on the polished rail.
The vase end bumped smashing on solid brass as she writhed forward.
"Let me go!" she cried as she was bereaved of the height.
Then, her winced eyes cornered on the culprit who turned monster and
she bewildered in fright. Instinct went in. The neck of the vase was
undamaged beheld yet in her hand. The shard below was clean with a
dull point.


The
first stab, he took with pride. The rest that came after was
beginning to mash up his flesh. He had to do something. She was
drunk. She didn't know better. He would forgive her if he could. So
he fought the maniacal arm, finally caught her wrist in a grip. She
was strong unyielding to discard the thing even as he pressed her
pulse. He grasped her other arm, risking his other one to battle the
attack on its own.


"Stop
it! Stop it, Stone Bird," he blurted vehemently shaking her. She
didn't stop. He had to try reasoning with her. "It's me! Look at
me! I'm not him! It's me you're hurting. He's dead! Remember?!"


She
froze, wild-eyed, and then let go of the blooded blue glass. The
blood. The damage done by her own hands, fist and weapon. It was too
much for her to bear. Her murdering instruments white in their flesh
and adamantine in skeleton came to her face covering her mouth. The
screaming cry became wails of panic over her mistake.


He
was either gasping or panting, but he was tired, too fatigued to
react as his eyes looked over his chest wounds. Bleeding. He could
feel the stinging score of wine as he began to sink to his knees. The
world was dim. She was crying over his pain, but there was no pain.
Even as he groaned, he felt joy, though he knew the prize of death
didn't come so easily.


"Get...."
he rasped in his final moments, arms barred over abdomen "....White
....Mane...." He keeled over to the side to sleep.


The
jocose party of smiles entered the scene from the flight above. When
they were halfway down, the woman's screams halted their raucous joy.
Jenna was the first to the body rolling it on its dorsal to identify.
The men scrambled down there, confused and lost, darting their eyes
from the screamer to the blood to the body and to the murder weapon.
Dregin was making the steps to the end and saw.


"For
Goddess sake, fetch White Mane!" Jenna bellowed.


Baldin
and Ker moved back and forth. "Wh-where?" Baldin managed to
ask from sense.


"The
terrace----she's on the terrace! Hurry! And tell her about the
wounds!"


"I
killed him!" Stone Bird stammered in fright, crawling on the
floor. "Goddess, what had I done? I killed him!" She groped
at Dregin crying desperately for help. "I didn't mean to. I
swear. He-he...." she gave in to cries. "He looked like
him," she sobbed into Dregin's chest. "He did, but he's
not. I'm so sorry. Goddess, I'm so sorry. Take me, not him. He's
innocent. I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry...."


"Oh,
Stone Bird," Dregin held her, rocking like a cradle. "Shyee
always said the drink was cruel."


She
wept, repeating her last words. His sympathy was generous and he
didn't leave her while Jenna took the shirts and under tunics from
the men to clot the blood. A brief while, but Legran bled faster than
a fountain soaking up the layers of crude bandages, White Mane
arrived running like a fresh track colt. She threw open a wooden box
that contained fist-sized jugs. The men behind her carried towers of
terry cloth and linen. She removed the bloody fabric and even ripped
open the victims clothes. The yellow jug she unstoppered and upended
the entire powdery contents to the slashes. Three more had to back up
the first in order to saturate the entire chest. Within moments, the
powder congealed the blood damming up the profusion. She reached and
Baldin dropped a towel for her convenience. It was large enough to
cover the body. Ker knelt beside her, and she took the banding
linens. Jenna was too weak to move the body. Duncane swooped over to
aid lifting the body for White Mane to wound the linens in five
rounds and made a tight knotted bow.


"That'll
do for now," she said panting gently, finally allowed to breath.
Her eyes wandered to the second victim. She said nothing looking back
at the wounded. "Now, gentlemen, get two poles and a couple of
blankets. Or have you forgotten the drill already?"


"Oh,
yes, Princess, right away," Col was skipping a couple of paces
in his run. Ker chased after him.


"May
I borrow your cloaks if you can depart with them?"


The
Generals handed her their liveries and capes after removing their
badges. She folded a bundle to pillow the head. The rest she spread
them to cover the body. Now, she checked the pulse to estimate his
condition. A satisfied sigh as she released a small smile.


"He'll
live."


The
stretcher came sooner than expected with a proud Coltec setting it
down beside the victim by himself. He got hold of the feet, Duncane
to the middle, and Ker at the head and shoulders. At the count of
three, they lifted and placed him on the temporary secondary carpet.
The poles made easy for two men's strength to carry. They knew his
chamber was below so they descended the stairs horizontally. The
precipice was a death-trap if they slipped. As with great care, they
worked together at synchronized steps. The level was still water as
the party bobbled their way to his room. The servants huddled to the
walls at the sigh of the high rank's attendance to a mysterious body.
They found the door to his room.


Putting
him in bed took less effort than getting him on the stretcher. They
simply slid the poles out of the blanket's long hems. The Generals
left. Family or kin remained, White Mane most of all, because she
carried healing supplies. Sundan and Jenna excused themselves, seeing
they couldn't help or would only intrude. Dregin was still holding
the huddling Stone Bird. His wife drew the blanket and comforter over
her foster brother. She sank into the chair nearby, setting down the
herbal box by the strap.


"I'm
not going to nurse him," she said tiredly. "Aunt Stone
Bird, as Princess of this land, I sentence you guilty of attempted
manslaughter. Your punishment is to serve, care, and nurse him to
health. Do," her voice turned harshly crisp all of a sudden, "I
make myself clear?"


"White
Mane," Dregin pleaded. "She's still drunk."


"No,"
Stone Bird fingered his lips. "I accept the crime," she
said in a broken voice, standing away. "I accept the
punishment." She staggered and dropped to her knees. "I
deserve this." She buried her face into the bed.


"Dreg,"
White Mane put her cold eyes on him, "give her back."


"Look
at her," he snapped. "Do you think she can handle it?"


She
grunted. "You will later anyway."


"I
don't regret what I do."


"Fine,"
she muttered after chewing her lips. A terse sigh, and she stood. "Do
your thing and help them. I won't stick around to watch."


She
left with full strides. With the tears he didn't see, she held onto
her secrets in wounded pride. He may or may never know. 






Chapter 65


Three
weeks passed away faster than time itself. Legran lay in bed
traumatized into comatose. Every physical trace of cut flesh had been
mended without scar, the specks of glass removed as well. Only time
could tell or a miracle would prevail lifting him from the subjection
of vegetable state. And true to her word, Stone Bird visited each day
as his personal maid. She was bound to him by guilt alone. Because of
her, the plans had been offsetted, not that the others held grudge
against as responsible to the cause. There was pity and pardon,
though they understood little. She changed the schedule of her habit.
Sober all day, but at supper she drank as much as she could drown in
until she passed out.


She
dressed in her best this morning in lavender silk and ruffled laces.
The sun beamed over his face, the mask of sleep when it was really
near death. She placed the tray on the table. Breakfast was thick
starched stew without the vegetables and the meat. The pot of cold
tea stood beside it accompanied by cups. Bitingly, she touched his
shoulder's flesh. It was cold from the night. Her fingers traveled to
his pulse which beat in slow rhythm. For the rest of her life, she
would pay the damage she caused. She crippled him. He was fine until
she tried to kill him in a senseless random act. It was her fault.
All her fault. She slumped on the bed. Her strength had faded.
Lifting him required so much effort. She just couldn't do it today.


Every
day was the same, no progress to his condition. If only she knew all
there was to know about him or herself, but with the holes in her
head, she didn't know what to do. All she had was her name, her
crime, her only kin the Princess, and vagueness of home. He was her
responsibility. She lifted the cover and saw his hand. Her own
covered it.


"I
don't know what's wrong with me," she said in grief. "Please
don't die."


He
didn't hear. And he didn't care. He was a living corpse bereaved of
both either life or death. How could he be anything else? The awful
feeling twisted her insides turning them further into the pit. She
forced herself to draw him up and began spooning soup between his
lips. After the futile dozenth time, she collapsed altogether and
gave up, putting him back to the plush. A man, mortal and noble,
sleeping undisturbed as ever. She drew the covers over his shoulders.
Stepping back, she looked at him one last time before leaving.


She
pulled shut the door behind her, hearing the nick as the edges fitted
the pane. The halls were abandoned, left to hallows of quietness.
This part of the palace was foreign to her the month before she
discovered the remote area created by the inhabitant. None of the
servants would tamper its tranquility by setting foot here. Dust had
collected from lack of touch. Even arachnids avoided the place too
dry for existence. Walking past a window, she halted and retraced her
step. The sill was too high to sit on, but the view was nice. A
sun-less cloudy day burning heat warm to her face. The breezes cooled
a degree. Her fingers touched stone, the contrast in temperature. The
outside below was scenery. A courtyard of surrounded shrubberies or
flowerbeds. There was a rose tree, singular by a rounded
human-crafted pond. They called it spring-fountain here, any of those
structures cratered in the gardens, manicured marble fashioned for
the admiring eye. The tree or the fountain was lonely. So serene, the
pair. The tree shading the water, the fountain's standing statue---a
cliff-hanger spout poured forth water into the lower basin. She
removed herself and went further down the hall, finding the winding
staircase.


Descending
the countless steps was effortless. It took forever to end,
apparently, with no indication of floors or levels. Vents were put in
to dense the air, but no windows to see how levered she had
accomplished. Twin-lamps lit the way from sparsely positioned angles,
where one illumination ended, another began. The chill was welcomed.
The long dress covered her enough for discomfort. She wore it to
humor the natives. Some time back at home, she wore something
similar, but in single layer over underwear, of course. She
remembered bits and pieces, and never whole recollections.
Frustrating really, the concept of amnesia. Yet, she knew her way
here, walking down to the far from sigh end of the tunnel.


The
stone used to wall up the labyrinth was black and old as the stench
of mold. She sneezed a few times from allergy. At least, the width
was wide enough to masquerade the winding turns. If the passage was
narrow, the corridors would steepen and send her dizzying just for
watching her step. She halted leaning on the wall to catch her
breath. Sorrows and remorse mingled within the dark. She could not
tell if the dark itself was in her mind or the passage. She felt her
face. There were not tears. But she felt them facially none the same.
The walls ached, hurting with age. She heaved and sank to her bottom.
The flames on the lamps across from her became balsom eyes, seducing
her. They reddened until the heat peaked into blue wincing yellow.
She watched with pure malice. The twins towered straight up sweating
heat out of her being. Somehow, she guessed this was not the first
time she flirted with fire. Temperature rose. Her aching bones told
otherwise. The ones in her hand rattled from a foreign frost-bite.
She distracted to look. Instantly, the ordeal was over. The flames
dimmed and eventually snuffed.


She
dragged herself up and started inclining the steps again. The way was
dark, all the lamps had died. Feeling the walls, she clambered
blindly for a long while. Merciful light received her below cast by
the open arched walk-hall. She breathed the fresher air and moved
faster, picking up her pace and skirt. The garden was serenity in
invitation, beckoning visit. The cobbled pavement was meant for
people. Flowerbeds of star-scents covered the foundation of all the
buildings around it. At closer view, she understood the spring. It
was very tall, the spout as high as the height of two men standing on
each other. The pool was sized to shorten it in hind-sight at a
distance. She toured the rows of flowers , morning-stars was the name
for these white-scythed petals with the long green stems of slender
leaves. The gardeners must had left their tools out as she stumbled
across an elongated chest full of trimming shears. The shiny teeth
smiled to her temptingly, provoking intrigue. She bent, choosing a
clipper, the handsize curved steel on a point with a wire-spiraled
hilt. She would like a rose if she saw one in convenience. As for the
moment, she needed a rest for her worked legs. The rim of the pool
was cold, but there was a stray limb of the tree extended over the
spot. She leaned on it with her back.


Her
mind began to decipher itself, a dangerous tragedy in waiting. And
now one knew, not even herself. Morning passed over into noon. The
still pond's mirror of clouds above reflected gray matter, no room
for color but the drab and drear. No one came. She was alone. The
world around her was dilapidated, lost. This outside, the shell of
existence was empty. No one cared. She almost killed a man without
purpose. They didn't bother to understand. Only punishment. She was
willing to pay up for what she did, but what good was it when he
seemed halfway there already? It was useless to go on and keep trying
only to fail. The edge was tearing open her skin. She didn't care how
numbed senses permitted the violation of life. There was no one to
stop her. Looking down at the stained shine, she lowered her arm
clutching the clipper still resting it to the side. No one cared.
None of them knew what she was going through. Her wet wrist lay on
her lap as she arched back to the tree to expire a spawning breath. A
life for life. That was fair. Death to death. It didn't matter the
motive or lack of it. Who cared? No one. She did. Her insides were
dark, tainted. Her world was dimming in spiritual exigency. She
closed her eyes.


Time
slipped away, taking her with it. She slept and forgot as any fallen
warbird would, giving away the body setting itself free from mortal
ash. The hand fell swinging back and over the pond. Red of the
slitted wrist trickled down the rounded palm straight to the finger's
tip. A drop escaped into the water, breaking the calm surface,
ramifying from the coming rain of blood....








Legran's
eyes woke. He flew out of bed and stood in his skin. Starkness threw
sense into him to rush at the drawer snatching out pants and shirt.
Out the door went sleeved arms and hands cording his waist. He
stumbled and staggered in his weak limbs falling at the head of the
stairs, then rolled a few rounds of the winding steps. The panic
whelmed his emotions. He scrambled with bruised body making to the
walk-hall. Goddess, not again! Terror was there with horror as he
dashed and fell and climbed to his feet again until he was at her
side. The dress was soaked and dyed red completely on the lower half.
She was a pallid face, the pallor becoming the color of the clouds.
He threw away the wretched knife, reaching over for the unwishing
wound. The best he could do was hold the wrist in a tight grip,
pulling her toward him. She was cold as ice.


He
was Lord of ocean and sea. She could not die. She would not die. He
gave her his warmth to no avail. Her body was flowing from his grasp.
That was when he opened himself to the world summoning the one other
woman he knew. Every inlet or outlet of water was at his command. He
searched her out.....








White
Mane held a bundle of long-stemmed yellow crests walking to her
chamber. She went to the stand by the window where the porcelain
stood empty of decorations. The flowers went in brightening the room
with their brilliance. She smiled rearranging them to shape. Turning
for the desk beside the bed, she stepped widely and grabbed the
pitcher, pouring the water in with care. A few splashes landed wet on
her hands.


Immediately,
she felt the distress ripping her senses raw. Urgency. White Mane,
help! She dropped the pitcher , ignoring the loud shattering crash,
and fled from her room......








In
the same instant, Dregin was discussing issues at a meeting. The
skittering feeling, a sudden scream echoed in his mind. He set down
his cup, unspeaking and hurried out the door, forgetting the
immediate reality. He had to get to the garden. Something had
happened.


White
Mane beat him to it. She arrive first and fell to her knees meeting
the couple, a vulnerable brother concerned to his wit's end and a
corporeal being. She warned him. She warned them. But no one
listened. Removing his bloody hand, gently prying it loose, she
inclined her head assuring him with her calm and experience.


"Please
save her!" he begged, agonized. "White Mane, save her!"


She
coveted the wound with her hands. A flash of gold thundered igniting
silver several moments. Then, it was over. The wrist was healed, no
scar, just skin over the blue veins beneath. She fell back panting in
sudden sweat. Her face was pouring with it, complexion darkened from
fatigued effort.


"She
lost....a lot of blood," she said between breaths. "It'll
be a while."


"Is
she going to be all right?" Legran vexed, expression complete
stricken.


"Yes,"
she answered and heard footsteps.


They
belonged to Dregin. Her gut went up her stomach and she stopped
panting just looking at him. She stood, awared of her toughened eyes.


"Stone
Bird, Stone Bird," Legran was saying behind her. "Please
don't leave me again." He began to sob chokingly. "Don't.
Oh, Goddess, don't take her away from me! Stone Bird, oh, Birdie, my
life. Stone Bird....."


Dregin
could not escape her glowering scowling stare. She had a hand on hip,
the other hanging empty of sword. He kept silent keeping himself in
neutral. The battle was cold, ruthless between the two, because
deeper feelings canalled stronger hate than if they were strangers.
The grounds seemed to heave.


"Give
back her memories," she spat the words.


"I
was only trying to help," he said taut under a leash. "She
was in pain."


"Give
them back! She was doing fine until you came along. She wouldn't have
died!" White Mane couldn't stop yelling and he let her. "Don't
you dare talk to me about pain! How dare you even say it! Give her
mercy," she snarled sarcastically, "take her memories away,
you steal half her soul. I told you. I warned you. But you're such a
man!" she scorned the term. "You men don't listen. You
hear, but you don't listen. Pain? What of it? Your pain? At least,
you had pleasure wine. What does it compare to me when a woman's
hands rob me of my child from my womb? And I have to be the one
comforting you, while you prance around begrudged of failed wife."
She panted glaring bleary-eyed.


He
took out the half-sphere Tourmaline from his belt, gazing back. "I
need the other half," he said quietly.


She
pulled the pouch from under her collar. A chain had twined it, so she
broke the strap yanking the tiny purse forward. She loosed the noose
and produced the other half handing it to him. He noticed the
meniscus Sapphire stone trapped in spun silver hung on the pendant
ring to her heavy chain of gold. She took a step forward. Putting his
one over the other, he covered her palm a moment. When he let go to
pick up, the sphere was whole, glimmering like the moon's reflection
in a lake. She walked the other way for him to do his work.


He
crouched beside Stone Bird and after peering at Legran, he held the
stone before her face. It spun, floating until suspended a thumb's
length above the palm. The center glowed, pulsating to the equal
rhythm of a heart. Halos misted over the patient's head, billowy
colors of the rainbow only as pastel and blended without the exact
boldness. Life seeped back into the face, giving it truer definitions
of the features. She seemed younger, too. Dregin snatched the stone
away, turning off the ringing. He was restored in the features as
well, but haggard from exertion, sweating no different from how White
Mane was. He breathed powerfully and coughed for doing it too fast.


"She
will remember everything as before and up to just now," he said,
a bit hoarsed, "when she got here," he added.


Legran
nodded, clutching her closer. Then, Dregin stood to amend his wife
who was leaning on the wall with the support of one arm, a hand
wiping her tears. Sooner or later, the anger would come out. He knew
that about her. If she didn't, she couldn't forgive, and she could
die. Reaching, he offered his warmth. She recoiled from contact,
freeing from his fingers. The tears streaked across her eyes, glaring
still from hurt and bitter.


"Don't
touch me!" she growled. "Dare even ask, and I won't
forgive. If you ask, I'll kill you! I swear it," she finished
flintily.


He
was hurt , too. But he understood, and reclined to let her free of
her ways. She was strong. She survived; she would live. He inclined
to wait, when he would be ready as well. Her eyes shifted to beside
him. He turned seeing Legran carrying Stone Bird above the ground.
The brother-uncle-by marriage was gazing through him. The man's face
was dry and defeated. He blinked as if agonized to do just that.


"White
Mane, I need a favor," he said. "I can't be with her now. I
have to rest." He walked up to her as he spoke further. "Please
take care of her. I trust you." He lowered the body feet first.


White
Mane sighed, and complied receiving the body. "All right, "
she grumbled. "Heed my words, little brother. Go too far, you'll
lose all."


He
nodded, and tottered his way back into the building. Dregin followed
him, afraid of the goddess fury glaring at his back. 






Chapter 66


Stone
Bird was in bed, done with supper personally attended by the
Princess. The chandelier-lamps were pretty to look at set on the
walled panels. The utensils clinked with the empty plates as the
humbled nurse put them on the tray, taking departure. She grasped
that hand in mid-aim to second-hold the tray. It was not mutual with
touch, tugging away, but she refused to budge, tightening when tug
became force.


"Quiet
Storm," she sighed the name, and the yanking ceased, "give
me thunder, give me rain." She didn't shift her gaze, needless
to look, afraid to look. "Anything, not the first half of your
name."


The
tray scrubbed the table as her niece acquiesced, coming close, and
bent over to peck at her forehead. "Storma was a child. She's
White Mane now," the younger woman said.


"Then,
be my friend and stay tonight. Make the dark pleasant."


"You
need not fear," the niece assured her. "All is well in good
faith." She sat on the side of the bed.


Stone
Bird bit her lips, then braved to meet those eyes. She released the
hand, and was rewarded the arm around her. "How is he?"


"You
should see for yourself."


"No,
" she blanched, voice quivering, shaking her head nervously. "I
can't. After what I've done...." She blinked the sting out of
her eyes. "Why did you save me?"


Her
niece sighed softly, then, embraced her. "Aunt Stone Bird, is
there ever a woman more afraid of fate?" The hug was gentle and
it left as White Mane sat back with those words. 



"How
can I be sure? I don't even trust. I," she croaked ,"almost---I
did mistaken him."


"That's
not what he thinks or feels from what I hear."


"It's
not possible."


"Forgiveness
is, " White Mane spoke sternly. "Tolerance can help."


"Since
when did you get so wise?"


White
Mane smiled matter-of-factly. "I'm here, aren't I?"


"I've
forgotten."


"You
remember," the other said, rising, the folds of her gown brushed
past.


"Am
I a burden to you?"


"No."
White Mane smoothed the navy bodice that had bunched up. Silence
passed. She looked at the woman, who stared at mercy. "And I
mean that. Don't worry over me."


"I...I'm
scared, White Mane. I--I don't want to be alone."


"My
feet are cold."


"No,
they're not." She reached the elbow. "Please?"


A
sigh and a moment's though before compliance. "Move over."
She unlaced the top and began to remove the outer layers. "You
could try this with him sometimes." She stripped down to the
undergarments, a full ruffled linen gown. Her attire was thrown to
the foot of the bed.


"But...
I...." Stone Bird stammered, shuffling to the far side.


"No,
no, forget it." She crawled under the warm covers. Sitting, she
fluffed the pillow. "I can sleep here every night if you want,"
she said with a kind smile. Her aunt inclined as answer. "Simple
enough." She shimmied on her back until her head was on the
pillow, pulling up the covers over her shoulders.


"Good
night, niece," bid the elder.


"Good
night, Aunt Stone Bird." She smiled with peace, closing her
eyes. "Just don't drink tonight."


"Do
I look I have the strength?"


"Good
night," White Mane rolled the words as if she knew better.


"You
didn't blow out the lamps."


"Let
them burn."


Stone
Bird lowered and tried to close her eyes for sleep. Briefly, she
opened them again tossing to the side. The cover was lukewarm,
perfect for comfort. She sat up insomniac despite that. The niece was
content as a child already napping.


"Are
you asleep?" No change in expression, unanswering. "I can't
sleep," she said finally, unused to complaint.


White
Mane opened her eyes, pursing her lips in annoyance. She grabbed the
other's pillow to heighten her lounge. "What seems to be the
problem?"


"I
don't know."


"Do
you want to talk about it?"


"I
don't know where to begin."


"Pick
one." White Mane seemed bored. "You think you hate him,"
she chose a subject for the hesitant woman. "When you feel the
life in you," her eyes dropped to the bodice behind the cover's
edge, "you will know. It comes naturally."


"How---how
do I recognize it?"


"Aunt
Stone Bird!" the niece almost shrieked. "I can't tell that
to you."


"That's
not what I meant," the woman said dryly. "I studied
science, both religious and secular, remember? I want to know the
other thing. This....out of the ordinary." She furrowed in
thought, drawing a section of hair counting the length between her
fingers. "Tell me...the belief in astrology."


"What's
there to tell?" Shrugging as she rummaged into a comfortable
seat. "Stars. The stars and moon rule over the four houses. As
the houses move, paths and lives change, shifting the stars as a
result. Or rather the stars choose to shift first rotating the web of
fate. The tapestry is fickle in design, but it is constant with
matter and purpose building itself always. Some prefer to think of it
as a wheel of time, spinning out the ages in eons." Her legs
crossed as she straightened. "The world is young. It needs
change and order. The stars will grow, some of them already have. We
are living history."


"History,"
Stone Bird repeated questioningly.


"Yes,"
the white head inclined. "Legends are good enough for the
common, but truths are rarely whole in the stories. I've found some
scholars aspiring willing inspiration to keep record of this epic.
Hence, history." Her fingers fanned, then the hand covered her
cheek, palm to chin and elbow to the hill of her knee. "We are
destined to break this world and fashion it anew."


"And
who are we?"


"You,
Legran, Dregin, and me."


"The
four?"


White
Mane bowed inclination. "The Elements are Wind, Earth, Fire and
Water. I understand the second; the first belongs to Dregin. The
other two, I'm trying to figure out which is to whom. But I have a
fair guess Legran is the last and you, therefore the third."


"And
what do they mean? What are we to do?"


"Immense
power. You control all and any within the vicinity of your Element.
For say example, myself, I heal the plants. I am the soil. The Earth
belongs to me."


"Prophet,
what else?"


"There
are channelers, the True Gems: Tourmaline, Sapphire, Ruby, and
Garnet. Three are found."


"Mine
is missing. I don't have it."


"That
is where knowledge is lacking." Her aunt was confused here.
"When you find it, you will know what I mean. Even if I am to
explain to you now, you wouldn't understand. The concept
is...immortal. And don't call me that," she added pettishly.


"But
you are," Stone Bird reasoned. Her niece scowled gravely. "Oh,
all right, I'll try," she said reclining. "You mentioned
legends. I'd like to hear some of them." Her elbows squared on
the bed as she lay on the side.


"Who's
the caretaker here?" White Mane asked wryly.


"You
are." She patted her yawn. "Your mother rarely gave me
moments of kin ever since Gods' Blue died. I tried to care for you in
compensate, but you ran away. I suffered for that as well." Her
niece returned her pillow. She lay on it cheek-wise, the left hand
gripped the corner, though her voice was calm as she continued. "With
Legran, I raised and taught, but I never knew he'd really hold onto
the childish infatuation. I determined for devoid of feelings,
vanquished the ways of tradition for the sword. But you saw, and you
told I couldn't run even if I tried. Woe to my surprise, when the
Guardian made me a gift of treaty to those," her lips wrenched,
"bloody bastardized Gorrans." They curled bitterly. "How's
that for a history?"


"It
won't be written."


"Weave
a legend around it. Some of the people already have stories about
me."


"I'll
investigate into the matter."


A
snort in place of laughter. "A woman of stone, heart of ice, yet
rumored to have wedded the enemy in secret. How else her ruthless
hauteur? They singled in nature. Both hated women. She was as man as
he."


"Why
didn't you ever say anything?"


"How
could I, dear?" her voice was both tender and wry. "They
don't know me. They lack the truth of Tarenne, ignorant in their
ways. Who am I to judge? They fear me." She stared into the bed
subjugating the plush angle in a rent grip. "I haven't done
anything. Damn. Now, can I hear those legends?"


"Aunt
Stone Bird," the storyteller murmured, pulling the coverlet of
the shoulder. "I will tell you a story about the Phoenix. The
bird of Fire, the bird of virtue, the bird of hope. A natural she,
whose wings inflamed like the sun, reigned civilized mountains of
fire." Her aunt began to close her eyes, the body giving way to
relaxation at the sound of her voice. "She as immortal, eternal
in birth, rising from ashes that made her nest. Her feathers were
gold, her eyes bejeweled, the legs natural slender stilts scaled of
malachite, the nails of claws razed diamonds....." Checking the
sleeping aunt at intermission. "Her beauty was in her noble
spirit beyond the external riches. She made people cry in her glory,
loyalty as strong as love itself ultimated their hearts to their
cheer." She lowered her voice, checking the sleeper in her
stoop, condescending to the pillow herself. "The Goddess made
her with great intentions. She was special. And now," she
whispered over the cheek, "all she needs is a name....Stone Bird
sounds nice. A joy will echo true with namesake of the bird."
She kissed her aunt good night and carefully shifted onto her back to
sleep as well. 






Chapter 67


At
the invitation of the King and Queen, the royal kins attended
luncheon, except the Princess whot was running late to the table.
Sundan and Jenna were normally a quiet couple, but the habit was put
at unease today. This very chamber not so long ago harbored murder
and treason to the death of the Second Prince. They improved security
ever since. No outside, not even servant was allowed to be in here
unless for clearing the cobwebs and dust away. Summer was approaching
sunning the mirrors to flashing-blind. Tapestries shielded the
windows to protect the eyes. The glaring rays bounced back into the
room and lit every corner brighter than ever. The deficit tension of
the meal was absolutely forbearance to all who were present.


The
Queen eyed the munching Guardian-Regent digging into the small bowl
of cereal between long pauses. There was no need to chew, though
those lips played with the food in her mouth. She didn't finish,
pushing it aside and went for a goblet, pouring Pruzian's Cati it it
from a dreg. A sip, the clouded eyes stared at nothing, became a
drawing swig till the end to the last drop. She didn't even bat a
lash setting the copper thing down. When she cornered her eyes to
steal a glance, Jenna tried to look down at her own plate, but was
too slow since the other woman caught her staring already. Stone Bird
bit her lips, wetting them from the inside. She took hold of a
chicken leg and rent it free of the body dumping it to a plate. It
was dragged loudly on the table toward her. After wiping the fat from
her fingers with a napkin, she balanced knife and fork with each
hand. She could eat, her point to show the Queen, as she sliced at
the poultry. The second bite reverted her to the wine again, pouring
herself the second drink full to near the rim. With her memories
back, she matched Dregin in this toxic habit, maybe even
out-contested him. Perhaps the ability was in-born to the
desert-bred. She seemed to have an extraordinary tolerant stomach to
anything spicy and alcoholic.


Not
once did the Prince and the kinswoman-by-marriage made eye contact
during the entire meal.. As if by an event overnight, they became
strangers, uncommunicative, a total cut-off of colloquialism.
Friendliness, a lost thing in the past, friendship shattered. If not
for the Queen to have mentioned the heat, no one spoke. She elbowed
her husband and he agreed between swallowing a bite of rump roast.
Stone Bird emptied the dreg before making a further dent on the
chicken. She stood and reached for another. No one stopped her,
because she walking fine. Since the dreg was closer to him, Dregin
shoved it forward to lessen her distance from it. She hemmed tersely
her gratitude. After two consecutive goblets, she sated in
exhaustion.


"The
summer is pleasant," she said for the first time, in follow-up
to Jenna's comment. By right, her title equaled to the Queen. There
was no lack of reverence.


Lunch
resumed. She began cutting up her food again to attempt eating,
giving the meal another chance. They ate quietly and kept the peace.
The heat was compensated by the breeze blowing away humidity. The
dryness kept her calm, although the other three found the temperature
unbearable. A while passed, and she was comfortable enough to bone
the chicken into pieces for her fork. She sipped the wine every now
and then to please her palate.


The
great doors opened presenting an indignant White Mane carrying a tray
with pot and cup on it. She strode to the table respectively, evident
with troubled passion rasping though her nostril. The tray landed
abruptly on the table. The Falshirens were all looking at her, braced
for impact. Only the Zandrian gave her a glance and forked poultry
into her mouth chewing calmly, undaunted. She locked eyes in on that
target.


"Ask
me how he's doing," she grated. The woman picked up the drink,
sipping modestly, and replaced it to the table. She waited and
out-waited the stone, who finally looked at her from the corner of
the eyes.


"All
right, how is he?"


"You
want to know how he's doing?" White Mane exhaled a vapor hugely,
smiting the table with both palms. The woman resumed eating,
unaffected. Some victim of her wrath. "I'll tell you how he is.
A fool! Stubborn as a gluttonous pompous super arrogant royal pain in
the end! For crying out loud, I've sewn him back together and
this---this," her fist pounded beside the tray "is what he
repays me. He refuses to eat. He refuses healing. At least, take
medicine for health, oh, Goddess sake. But no," she stretched
her tone. "He'd rather drink water! I don't care what he is,
he's still a patient. I tell him that, and what does he reply? I'm
not his mother. Bully him all I want, but I'm not as good as Father
to haggle him. Damn it!" The fist pounded again. "He's
guide to the southern front. Before, he was more than willing to run
like a spring chicken. Who knew!" Her arms threw in the air. She
leaned on the table again settling the hands to the surface. "Who
knew he'd turn stupid boy!" she spurted. "I swear,"
her eyes narrowed, "if he keeps this up another day, one more
lousy day, I'll kick his head until it knocks sense into him."


Stone
Bird had stopped eating, the plate shoved a distance from her. She
sipped the wine, shrugging a bit as if shedding the ill-ease rained
on her from the fiery speech. Dregin had cringed to the side of his
seat. His brother and the Chosen-sister were blank and wide-eyed
shocked.


"He
hardly listens," White Mane continued, grumbling though. "How
in hell did he learn to be so unreasonable? He won't listen to me."
She kept her eyes on the woman and waited.


The
others turned their heads to the Guardian-Regent then. She finished
her wine, sighing. But the silence was deafening, insistent and
expectantly provoking. Her eyes raised to the trio and rounded to the
fourth at the end of the table.


"What?"
She darted her eyes with the hollow question. "Why are all of
you looking at me like that?"


Dregin
inclined, lowering his chin and folding his arms, but his eyes fixed
on her insinuating she knew the answer. The couple adjacent to her
left leaned forward tilted with regal force. The rims of the grey
eyes gorged as she realized she was trapped.


"O-oh,
no," she uttered, backing away shaking her head. "I'm not
going in there," she stated stubbornly.


"Why
not?" Dregin pressed darkly.


"Well,
I---I..." she sulked throwing the napkin. "I'm not, all
right?"


"She's
scared," he concluded, slapping the air back-handedly, and sat
deeper in his chair.


"Would
it help if I decree this single isolated visit?" The King was
more than kind in his offer. His lips were breaking for uplift.


"You're
the only one who's effective with him," White Mane put in. "He
would care lest if we were sewer rats."


"Now,
I object to being alluded as such," Dregin said.


She
threw him a look. "That was his exact sentiment." He
shifted. "Didn't he throw you out, too?"


"I
chose to abandon a futile attempt," he said indignantly,
unmeeting her gaze. "But maybe we can work up a plan," he
suggested. "You kick him unconscious. I go in and put him to a
long session of spinning. Then, you drown him with those awful brews
of yours."


"That
sounds good."


"Maybe,
triple doses," he continued. "And he'll wake up like the
spring chicken you talked about."


No
one laughed or smiled. They were too dignified to let up the tease.
Humor crept into the setting as they controlled their masks at
deception. Sundan cleared his throat through a fist.


"Seems
like too much work to me," he said, hiding the smile. "Just
to get him to take his medicine. It really is for his own good."


"I'll
do it," Stone Bird announced. 






Chapter 68


Proud
of the fact that he stood his ground, Legran lay in bed staring at
the mantel, arms clutched together over the blankets' rim. She may
had been Prophet and Guardian, but he was no child for her to push
around. All he wanted was sleep. He ate at her request , though he
did hide most of the dry foods out the window. She must had guessed
it, and in came those grotesque beastly pots of herbal beverages. He
fared better with knife injuries than taking them down his throat,
still sordid from the few initial drinks. Oh, he didn't deny the fast
recovery from the doses, but the taste was too much to bear. Pasty,
bitter, eye-spinning, and tongue-lashing. He queased just thinking
about it. And now, he couldn't sleep.


He
decided to think of something pleasant, such as Dregin's failure to
get to him. The man stole memories. What chances would he try to
touch him? Legran laughed feistily. Fat chance was no chance. He was
on guard, and he could shield himself now. A skill he recently
learned from the will of the mind, creating barrier of ice condensed
from the water molecules in the air. But Dregin's forceful winds were
strong , almost broke through it if he had stuck to effort a while
longer. He bluffed the Prince with a confident smile. When the man
left, his wall dissolved into sweat. He slept a whole afternoon from
the exertion. The Garnet, a slightly fickle pearl between his
fingers, was dancing gold-brown glinting red around the edges. It was
at home with his touch. With it, a benefactor, came those terrible,
terrible , but sometimes wonderful nightmares. He didn't see the
future, just the obvious. She was right. Everything she told him came
true, confirmed here in this gem given to him by his mate. His
promised , foresworn mate, he corrected. And he didn't mean in this
lifetime either.


Inhaling
an emotionally aching sigh, he breathed the summer dampen air. The
desert was preferred over this. He was used to the sultry atmosphere
there than the humidity here. The weather was consistent in heat, but
he had undone his shirt and worn shorts for comfort. The sheets were
light coverlets. He unfolded his arms to reveal himself the
evaporation over his skin, cooling it. Glad for the Garnet's
blessing, the beard was gone, no longer allowed to grow again. His
hair, however, had grown lengthy, the ends spread over his shoulders.
Falshiren pillows fluffed bulgingly. They were so huge under his
spine and airy, too, ventilating beneath him. He tossed the hair back
behind his ear with the flick of his hand, an ancient habit to touch
his head.


Today
of all days, he felt her presence approaching. He felt a provoking
elation. How he thirsted! His trachea went papery dry, itching his
voice. He toyed with the Gem, eyes checking the door, then tucked it
beneath his thigh out of sight. The panel entered, letting in breezes
that flew across the room adn out the window. The home-coming tray
edged in, the potted brew returned showing itself. He didn't care for
the wielding hands holding up the gift of healing. The heat was
unacceptable, yet she wore such a wardrobe. He scanned the many
buttons trailing closely like beads in a straight line from neck to
hem of the peach top. The skirts below were secured with lace ends
bow-knotted to the side of the waist. Lavender beneath the peach, the
flap brushed a bit to her walk. The door was pushed close with the
back of her heel. She set the tray to the desk beside him, ignoring
his purposeful eyes. Her hair was braided to a snail's coil over her
scalp. Flowers decorated the rope. She poured a full cup, then set
the pot down. As she turned holding the cup with one hand, she picked
up her skirt to walk better. She extended her arm, the cup to his
face.


"Take
this," she said in that tone he knew too well.


Jaw-clenching,
he celebrated a moment and shifted into a sitting position. Her
adamant confidence galled him. He refused simply to even the score,
spiteful and daring. She spoke no further, standing there constructed
of marble. This silly game was getting too old. She made initiative,
taking a swallow as if to convince him it wasn't poison, and
presented the cup forward again. White Mane was not this savvy. She
was more direct and crude. The real woman before him knew him as an
infant. A great world of difference here.


"Take
it," she repeated.


He
barred his fore arms together, glaring sullenly. An exhaled breath as
he lifted his chin, challenging her as an equal. He was mate, not
disciple. She no longer could threaten him.


"I'm
fine," he replied. "I don't need it."


"Then,
why are you lying in bed?"


He
lock-jawed and couldn't find the argument. Throwing his face
defensively the other way, he aspirated ignorance. She sat on the bed
limiting the distance and had the cup in his face yet again. The
narrow sleeve skinned her arm, a slender structure to the warrior's
hand made delicate fingering the cup. He returned a peek at her face,
the aloof mask, and peered into the dark-brown brew. A moment longer,
then he took the cup. She rotated it, so their fingers didn't touch.
He drank tastelessly keeping his eyes on her cornering them when he
tipped for the last drop. She turned away, lowering her head to stare
at the floor. He was no lecher. He may dressed as one at the moment,
gladly for her as he was monogamous and quite fidel. A very soft burp
sounded his throat as he sat holding the empty cup. She faced him,
unnoticing his free arms. The cup was waiting to be taken. He rolled
it, testing her. She stood , reaching for it to place on the desk.
The trap was sprung.


He
tossed it to the side, snatching her coming wrist and writhing
forward on his knees he hooked the other arm around her waist. Sudden
power enabled him to reel her into bed. He threw his weight over her,
straddling across her torso. Their faces were so close, lips
separated by a breath, he could smell spiced wine. He could shiver
seeing the stoned face, expression apathetic as torpor. Yet, life was
in this statue, the warm flesh and moist respiration breathing up his
face. She moved. He tightened his hold, enforcing their bodies
together.


"I
will make love to you as soon as I am well," he said to her
lips. "Count on it," he vowed.


"Let---"
her warm-cooling breath aspired "---me go."


In
reply, he lowered his face, fastening her lips with his own. She
didn't fight, nor resisted, nor responded either letting him have his
way as his hand left her side to fiddle with buttons. He still
gripped the other wrist. His mouth traveled below to her throat and
even lower. The grip became an expanded hand flattening out her palm
and entwined the fingers. She lay still, passive to submission as his
body violated her with its heat. He met her cheek. She had no tears
staring back. Abruptly, sense and reason came to mind. He removed
himself, recoiling to sit back on the pillows, folding his arms.


Her
saucer eyes shamed him. He had debased himself, behaving as thus when
he knew her sensitive past. She looked to her undone top. The veil
beneath loosed of the tied laces, and quickly her fingers tried to
re-button them. He threw his face the other way lowering it
disfigurely.


"Go,"
he snapped the tone of deaden anger. Her whimpered voice lowered his
head another degree.


She
held the flaps together, prying herself from the bed and ran. The
door shut from her stray swinging arm. He would remember this for the
rest of his life. She couldn't put them back into the eyes. She had
to hide the modesty under her protective hands, the ones guilt-laden
in relation to his injury. He had lost it all to one moment of
stupidity, of want. Little good forewarning did to help. 






Chapter 69


Within
the next few days, he was well again or rather showed the world he
was willing to function and interact with society. He avoided the
high places, eating in the mess halls, meeting the Generals and the
soldiers. They joked, they ate, they drank ale. He practiced in the
yards with them, exchanging martial skills and tactics. None of them
brought up his life story in his presence. Rumors hid from his ears,
but he snatched a story here and there, often ending in mid-sentence
when someone sniped his coming presence or realized he was standing
behind them in plain sight. Oh, he was famous, all right. His wife
tried to murder him for his lecherous ways. He chased the maids away
for a reason, and it backfired with notorious tales of passionate
games. What games? He was as innocent as any unmanned boy. But these
common folks liked the stories. Royalty had to come with intrigue and
freedom of honor, even if reputations were soiled.


At
least, he didn't have to take medicine anymore, though instructed to
stay away from ale and wine beverages. He could drink tea, which was
welcomed wholeheartedly. Frankly, he had a hard time being sober.
Being drunk was worse. The hangovers were particularly unbearable. A
hand patted his shoulder and squeezed it. He looked up and ignored
the man taking seat beside him on the bench. Others sat at the table,
the group suddenly interested in the empty spaces around him. They
brought two pots of tea, several various jugs of ale putting them on
the table top. The Generals and some unfamiliar faces of soldiers.
They were friends with those smiles and grins, all of which were
drunk out of their wits, except the one beside him filling a mug.


"Someone
leaked you're a spring chicken," said Dregin. "We would
like to know how far it will go?"


"Spring
chicken? What's that supposed to mean?" he countered ignorantly
enough eying the man who had dressed down to shirt and breeches like
the others.


"You
married a woman for two years," said Col, "and not once did
you lay hand on her. I find that hard to believe."


He
darkened to the haughty man shaking his yellow curls. "What
makes you think----? How would you know?”


“Ah---ah---hah!
There you have it."


The
rest were laughing. They were stupid. Oh, so lost in their senses
with the ale. he glowered at them, truly disgusted with such vulgar
speech and so often the very same subject. Whatever happened to
virtue?


"That's
not where I have it," he snapped.


"Well,
then, where?" Dregin asked drinking while staring in the air.


They
roared in pandemonium. It was quite a spectacle, the argument of wild
men, the two whose marriages earned them legendary status. Obviously,
no one was willing to leave even if the Prince ordered it, which he
didn't. They settled down. Fary Long, the Amethyst filled his mug
with the pot. He tasted jasmine tea, and loved the cool blend.'


“Well,
tell us, Lord," Duncane said beside Col.


Legran
was not up to this gathering's humor. He made to stand. Dregin
stopped him gripping his shoulder and shoved him back into place. The
Prince drank a defying swill. He looked around the drunks realizing
the purpose of their presence. They were very lost. Only the Prince
was actually there. So, he faced the two Generals and prepared his
lungs for speech.


"You
marry a woman by Choice, because you respect her first. But if you
can't Choose, then you would hope to gain her by virtue and honor in
arrangement. In the long run, things work out for the best."


"Tarennei,"
Dregin commented. "Such a round about way of talk. Why the
riddles? Can't you talk straight?"


"Hah!"
Legran sneered. "It's civility. We are not boorish like you."


The
Prince chuckled. "What if things don't work out for the best?"


"I
love her. I don't care."


"Ah,
finally, the very words."


"And
how silly is you love?" said Duncane. "What's the point if
you abstain to procreate?"


"She
can choose with me. I have no mind so long as I spend my lifetime
with her."


"The
flowery speech!" Col praised. "It's what's got him the
skirts."


"You
stupid drunk!" Legran tossed his tea into that insolent face.
"How dare you!"


"Sit
down, Legran," said Dregin, tugging his arm.


Col
was really out of it. He wiped the wetness and tasted it. The Ruler
of Tarenne sat down, calming himself for dignity. None of the others
reacted to his sudden burst. They drank from their mugs in grandeur.


"You've
been avoiding her," Dregin said, setting down his mug, eyes is
space.


"Tell
me the real reason you're asking."


"She's
been crying, Legran. Not the way a Falshiren woman does to her eyes.
Don't you love her?"


"I
just said I do. She's not a Falshiren to flood her eyes out. Soft and
in waiting for rescue. She takes as conquerors do, but only when she
knows what she wants. You don't know that about her. I do. And even
if she never acts on it, you can't have her. I can't have yours. So
there. Trade is closed."


"Indeed."
Dregin inclined. "The irony is we're the same age."


"Tough."


The
Prince chuckled. "You talked to White Mane."


"Yeah,
I did."


"So,
why have you been avoiding her?"


"I
got fresh with her, all right? A mistake."


"Some
fine spring chicken you're going to make."


"And
the lecher you are, White Mane trusts is no wonder."


"Oh,
thanks."


"Now,
get rid of them," Legran said crudely.


Dregin
faced him, alive and fully conscious. The others began to excuse
themselves as they stood leaving behind the jugs and pots. They were
still drunk, but they knew better than to intrude witnessing the duel
of wills of the two. None mentioned recollection of the conversation
as they huddled in groups of twos and threes hobbling away singing or
roaring or laughing. They were gone withing moments. Dregin poured
his mug to the rim spilling ale as he picked it up. He sipped, then
changed his course, putting it down. He was feeling remorse. The
entire hall was empty of people. Silence sobered him.


"She's
drinking worst than ever," he said sincere with the red in his
eyes. "It's not my jurisdiction, " he continued almost
sobbing. "But I lived her life, Legran. Damn it, you heard it
all." He threw the mug across the table. It arced farther and
collided into the wall breaking to pieces.


Legran
was calm, too calm to his liking. Tarennei manners. Lips moved. "Are
you stealing my memories now?" the kin-by-marriage asked
finally.


"No."
Dregin shook his head. "I'm apologizing."


"Consider....it
forgotten. I don't judge you, Dregin. I care for her too deeply to
mind." Legran dropped his eyes and he sighed. "I killed the
man who stole her honor. I saw it with my very own eyes. Do you,"
he looked up, "know what that's like? The woman you love drugged
and chained and....." He winced his eyes, palms pushed into the
sockets as he held his head. Briefly, he sniffled. "He was my
uncle, " he grated. The Ruler of Tarenne straightened with
complacent posture. "If only I can drink and forget. If I have
her talent to swill into a sea of oblivion to when I pass out. But I
am betrayor of blood and heritage. I murdered a man over a woman,
because of honor. Oh, drink to my virtue and mock it." He
sighed. "Please don't tell me your story."


"It's
only fair," Dregin reasoned and continued. "I have to go
tomorrow and face this enemy."


"Ah,"
Legran inclined understanding," I see. Then, proceed."


"At
least, she had you to save her. The mercy. But I ....I don't know how
I will fight the one who....who...."


"No
more, Dregin. I know now. Perhaps, White Mane can help."


"Her
power is great. She will destroy us. I have a daughter, Legran. Not
by White Mane." Dregin covered his mouth. "Oh, Goddess, she
wanted only that, a child of my blood. I lost a son, but I gained an
enemy daughter. What does that make me? A monster?"


"Dregin,
you're drunk."


"Like
hell, I am. Don't you think I know that?'


Fortunately,
the mess hall was long gone empty when the others left. Servants had
fled out, too. Legran released his senses, feeling the density of the
air. He felt thickness surrounding the area, an impenetrable shield.
Some buckets were nearby, he dipped his mind into them funneling out
the water and blew up a bog invisible to the eyes, but a powerful
shield doubling the other so as to deter eavesdropper. And indeed,
there was none.


"She
sent me a letter a year ago, mocking me with colorful words. A
daughter, gifted with my power. She would raise and hone the child to
full potential. My daughter, a weapon, enslaved to her bidding,"
Dregin toiled, brittle in tone. "My daughter. My child."


"Dregin,
does....White Mane know?"


The
man squared him in the eye. "What do you think? Of course,not. I
couldn't tell her. And now, it's even worse, because in a way, she's
held hostage. I intend to rescue her. I'll beg on my knees for White
Mane to spare her."


"Goddess
mercy," Legran sighed. "I support you. I will pray she has
a big enough heart."


Dregin
smiled gratuitously. "Thank you. But I have a favor to ask."


"I'm
sober, my lips are sealed."


The
Prince nodded locking arms with the Ruler forearm to forearm as they
shook honor on the promise. "It's late. I better sleep. The
journey is long ahead." He swiped his cheek with the back of his
fist, blinking his tired eyes. The shields dissolved. "Come in
the morning."


Legran
stood as well to escort him back to the Princedom Wing where his
quarter was. He bid the man a good night's sleep and assured
attendance of the farewell ceremony in the morning. The man in stupor
waved, teetering up the steps and finally turned in pushing the door
atop the stoop. The door closed and all was quiet.


Himself
and the stars under a full moon, he barred his forearms together
feeling the catch of sleep netting his mind. He spun on his heels and
began strolling across the narrow bridge back to the wayward stairs.
Recounting the corridors, a straight hall, up a landing, he was tired
really just for reaching his own chamber. What loneliness, he pitied
himself. Dregin's dilemma plagued his mind. He was after all a man
attached to a title, which ranked above the ordinary. A common man
would've lived cleaned of conscience. Perhaps.


He
pushed in his door and elbowed it closed to a nick. His spine met the
wall beside the panel's pane. The room was dimly lit from the radiant
silver beam through the windows. He produced from his pocket the Gem
. It glowed, pulsating slowly changing colors from yellow to brown,
red to green, and black to white fickle in all juggling around inside
the sphere. From his other pocket, he found a chain of gold links
burdened by a casing pendant. White Mane must had slipped it in there
a while back. He encased the Garnet and looped his neck the ring and
fastened the deadlock clasp. It felt good being worn , the jewel hung
to his below his throat. He walked toward the bed and began stripping
for bed. Off his long coat, the close-fitted livery, the cotton
shirt, his boots and socks, he sat on the mattress to pull out the
final two items. Hell, he was more tired now than when he drank. The
rims of his eyes were aching. The cord of his pants was loosened a
bit so as to not bruise his waist. He lay back throwing the sheets
over his limbs. A whispering yawn through his fist, he punched the
pillow with his skull and folded his arms. He closed his eyes. Peace.
Dreamy darkness enveloped him. His mind settled, consciousness
falling hesitantly a few times, then sleep finally came and took
over. The Garnet flared scarlet to his unknowing.


His
nap was soon broken. The creep of the doorjamb hummed entrance of an
intruder. The hems of a robe brushed the floor hiding the feet
beneath. A slipper strayed on the edge of the carpet. The dress
backed a stride, closing the door soundlessly. It forwarded again
pausing and lost the second slipper. Then, the intruder stood as
gulps noised in the night.


He
opened his eyes, catching the midnight visitor in the middle of
drinking. She froze a moment. A booming crash destroyed his
surrealist senses as he jolted fully awake. What could this thief
want at such a late time in the evening? She entered the proximity
and stood dorsal to the edge. The robe was laced at the cleavage and
corded at the waist with a double woven tassel. He could see the bow
of her hip as she sat, a considerable weight pressing the mattress
beside his ankles. Sitting was not satisfying; she slithered further
in to gather her legs on the plush sheets. For some time, she sat
staring at the wall holding her legs from beneath the knees as if the
robe was not tight enough already. The nightgown was sleeveless,
strapped thinly on the shoulders. She looked cold.


"Lady,"
he began to speak.


She
turned her head at a speed not quite that of swiftness, but just the
same as sudden. Her coiled hair fell in twisted braids down her
shoulders long over her body and back. She was young. Very young. The
scent-petals dropped like blossoms of a tree on his bed. Half her
face in shadow, the left cheek visible under moon ray, that side
revealed the lifted corner of a smile. The grey eye was cold and
recklessly passionate.


"Was
it so between us?" she asked in a new voice.


He
had never met this woman, yet he knew exactly who she was from past
to present. The wine was a critical clue. "Perhaps, you should
leave," he said.


She
shifted on her pelvis, a hand on the sheet, and found his foot, which
made her surprise. The cover was lifted for a look. He moved his limb
to the other ankle away from her view. That didn't discourage her at
all as she surveyed the rest of the way up to his face. She covered
him with the corner of the sheet and sat back on her hip supported on
the arm. He steeled himself from temptation. She was provoking, and
she knew it, but she was also intoxicated. So much thanks to Dregin,
he had to think over the situation. The night was tempest. It was a
hot nigh in bloomed summer. Could blame the weather?


He
crawled into a sitting position arms folded yet. His terse sigh blew.
He made a face, hoping to detour her pleasuring stare elsewhere. She
waved an arc with her hand. The lamps in the room lit up revealing
her entire glowing smile plaqued to the rest of her stony features.
He forgot to breath. His eyes couldn't depart from the face pale in
complexion, but flushed from wine rosy in the cheeks. The light,
evident firelights had brightened the room.


She
pulled away the covering sheet. He immediately chilled deprived of
that third skin. The barrier of ice heightened as she gathered her
knee. She rolled onto both, kneeling, crouching forward in her crawl,
stalking him. Those eyes smouldered as she advanced in on him. His
arms unlocked themselves. She hovered over him on all fours. He
grappled her arms preventing her from coming closer. Fingering the
string on her front, she undid the bow drawing the end away.


"I've
been wanting to teach you this last and final lesson since before
taking the sword," she said, voice of liquid fire. "Don't
you want to learn?"


"Why
now?" he whispered, reproaching.


"It
was wrong then," she said, pawing under his arm. The cord was
loosened. Her robe opened. She smiled preening to his wandering stare
into her everything. "But now, it's different. You're ready. I
will teach you." She removed his hand and placed it on her
spine. Her body elapsed him and burned his career.


And
that was the end of his virtue. 






Chapter 70


By
earl-dawn when the sky beginning purple, after the elations, and the
lamps long out-burnt themselves, Stone Bird awoke with her eyes open.
Electrified, she discovered the aftermath of sweet Cascan rose wine.
She was naked as a babe lying over an equally stark body, their
cheeks still together, not to mention the....Goddess, he was in her
womanhood---the part of him remained imbedded . She didn't want to
wake him, the sleeping man. White Mane and Jenna had mentioned the
name of the liquor, roughly translated ---what was it? The "Lover's
Brew." Oh, why did she had to have a trippy tongue to appreciate
wine! Those two were going to get what's coming once she got out of
this mess. She hadn't moved rediscovering herself, how she was
holding him, the arm around his nape, the other wing-folded his
shoulder. Where were his hand? Respectively and strategically, one on
her hip, the second on her thigh. Perhaps not so respective as there.
This was his room, so undeniably she had initiated it, but not in her
right state of mind. And if she had done that, shouldn't her feelings
be obvious.


Seeing
the face, smooth , bony, and very andrew in deep-set slumber, she
wavered. She must had exhausted him. With hope, she might still have
the chance to leave before he discovered she was gone. Carefully, her
fist unfolded sliding ever so slowly from beneath his head. Both her
paws flattened the mattress beside either of his shoulders. He seemed
quite unconscious, undetecting in the senses. A minute credit to
fortune for her straddled limbs on his sides. She moved stealthily
squaring the knees for the excruciating lift. The sluggish effort for
the sake of preserving his sleep was making things difficult. Must he
be built so arduously? Goddess, even when soft and yielding! The
sopping wetness----they did it last night! Finally, she was free. Her
eyes had wandered on their own peering below how he lowered in that
as well, a humbled decline. She sniped to his face for clues. The
stone was swirling red and green, reminding her of the bruise on her
own chest. He didn't stir or change in expression, heartbeat even and
slow, breathing the same soft unaffected rhythm. Undisturbed, he
hadn't waken. She climbed out of bed surreptitiously without a sound.


Snatching
on the robe from the floor, she jammed the flaps one over the other
to her body, searching quick for the tassel. It was at the foot of
the bed. She corded it quickly and picked up the slippers avoiding
the broken shards. The door closed gently. She was gone....


Later,
he awoke in astonishment. Was it a dream? His sheets were not on him.
The stains soiled the white of the mattress and him, too. It was
real. So, where the hell was she? He searched the room. The shards
scattered a dangerous mass on the spot where she stood. He was alone.
Couldn't she at least leave a note? He wiped the wetness cold on his
skin and got out of bed feeling a dab jezebel-jilted. A brief scan at
the windows, billowing gray invasion into the blue and navy canals of
dawn. He reached to his desk drawer for a spare set of drawals.


This
was the first time he ever dressed himself so speedily. He was alive!
The lesson was reverently, vowed devotedly to be treasured. He went
to the next room for his cleansing routine. She had come to him. And
she was gone afterward. He needed an explanation, not to be left
behind like this. Nobody drunk could act or talk that way. She must
had known, somehow. She was absolutely sincere.


The
halls were empty effacating of a morning's chill. He was too early
for the servants. If he guessed right, he might find her before the
departing reception. The palace was not a good start, huge and
multiple with the floors and rooms. She would not be in her room if
she meant to avoid him. He knew only one place she would habit a
morning view, much as she loved the sun ascending. Every time a major
event took place, she looked to day for comfort or thoughts or
whatever it was that restored her effigy, willing herself to ruthless
desert heart. Well, not this time. For once, he would change her or
attempt to pry her from that way of life. He would hear her thoughts
and opinionate a mutual path. After such a night, hope brandished
him. He felt the Gem in its cage scorch him beneath his shirt. The
chain's frost ignited his skin. The excitement stirred favorable
expectations.


He
found her on the balustrade standing between the blockheads, an
extended arm with it hand on the stone. Cloaked in black, hair a
jumble bunch on her crown, she stood faced out to the eastern sky
where horizon began. The winds lapped at her flurrying the cloak in
waves revealing a dark-hemlock green dress silhouetted her figure. He
stepped past the doorway, mustering courage for a moment leading into
a while, and saw the first of sunrise in brilliance. Before he went
blind, he sterned himself as he came up behind her. A peek sent him
to worry. They were on the top tower, the highest precipice from all
the rest. The city below was tiny of houses and taverns, a miniature
map dimensional in three. What if she jumped? He couldn't accept the
possibility that she might had regretted such a wonderful night.
Cautions. One mistake and he would truly lose her. He reached laying
a hold over her forearm in a protective claw. She responded quite
calmly taking in the situation, descending her head to the side
peering at his hand and resumed to stare at the sun again. The
muteness condescended time. She was one with the structure, unmoving
and apathetically sterile.


"If
you fall, " he said apprised of his calm, "I will dive
after you."


She
appraised silence and kept it, willful of ignoring him. He existed.
His presence solid as the concerned hand on her, and yet she refused
to acknowledge depriving him the worthiness of an answer. He would
accept anything. A scream, a speech, a word, a sigh, a tear, any
emotion at all just to hear her voice expressing. But the persona of
hopelessness mocked him yet behind the cloak, beneath the full-length
dress, within that shell of a body. It depraved him to speak once
more.


"About
last night---" He meant to finish with no regrets, but she
interrupted his pause.


"Everything
was a lie," she said, intone silent steel. "Whatever I did,
I did, because I was drunk." She seemed to accuse of him
irresponsibility----that he took advantage of her. "It was
nothing. Empty and meaningless." Then, she spoke no more.


How
could she? He was no boy to weep in a corner with such impact of
destroyed expectation. In the sudden heat of his passion, he rent her
limb from its place and whirled her whipping around toward him. He
enveloped the body arching her back down, down sinking to the
parapet. "Well, it wasn't to me!" he gritted through his
teeth. He kissed her exactly in the way she taught him, only he was
gruff with it. When he released her, both their mouths were bruised.
And he won't be the only casualty of this scarring war. He ascended
to his full height, knuckling white both fists copped to his side, he
hardened his eyes grinding his jaws. "Good bye," he snarled
in finale.


She
lifted herself to sit, her body sinuous with her knees bent. On the
cane of an arm, she pushed forward swiping her wet mouth on the back
of the other hand, and got up. Her diamond-shielded eyes gazed back.
Fearless. The penetrating hate swung herself the other way, shadowed
effigy stomping in departure.


He
would loathe her, loathe and love her until the day he died. Facing
the sun, he strolled to the blockade , resting his knuckles on the
biting chilled surface. "I set you free once. Will I ever rid of
you again?" he muttered. "Curse you , Stone Bird,
Guardian-Regent, my life, my heart. Mate, curse you."














Sundan
was looking over several sheets of parchments, all maps, copies made
from Dregin's personal hand. A long rod under his arm, he took yet
another scroll from it and unrolled to mat with the others. A good
thing, a maid saw the man going this way. She informed him the "Snake
King" was in a hurry heading for the topmost tower. Well,
Falshiren women were often expressive, but if not for obvious reason,
they wouldn't label a man so indignantly. He shook his head after her
back, laughing it off.


A
turn for the isolated staircase, he was getting to the dozens of
steps climbing some already when a shoulder and elbow crashed at his
parchments. He was pushed out of the way, catching a glimpse of the
offender. The swift shadow was merely head and cloak flapping away
down the stairs. He recognized the Guardian-Regent anywhere. And she
was forever-upset for a woman. But this time was the first he
encountered actual tears streaking her face despite her constant
wiping. Now, what could've happened up there? He climbed the rest of
the way wondering and to investigate.


Setting
foot onto the parapet, he went forward to see a man sitting on a
haven of stone. Forearms on the bent knees, eyes closed on a head
straight with spine to the wall of the blockade. His scant cotton
shirt and breeches couldn't possibly withstand the chill-whipping
winds. The parchments crackled, giving away Sundan's presence.


"What
are those?" Legran said unopening his eyes still.


"The
plans and strategy," Sundan answered coming forward. "By
the way, I just saw the Guardian-Regent running when I was coming up
here."


Legran
awoken taking the maps and looked over them for a long while,
studious and intent in concentration. The King put the one and one
together, puzzling a skirmish between the two. The obstinacy reminded
him so much of his own brother.


"What
are you going to do?" Sundan asked tactfully.


The
man looked up, raising his eyelids only, his chin yet on its angle at
reading. He snorted, and began rolling up the parchments. "I'm
leaving her," he announced acidly. "I can't take it
anymore." He stood, feet planted on the parapet. "She's a
coward. She hasn't the guts to take me in bed fruitfully. I can't
stand for the rest of my life for her to have wine in order to take
me in bed." He snatched at the cylinder from Sundan's hand. "Why
should I always have to be the one to tolerate her uncompromising
behavior?" He hacked, slipping the scrolls into the cylinder.
The other man heard him out without interrupting. He stopped at the
threshold and staked a horizontal arm to the frame. After a thought,
he turned his head chinning near the shoulder. "I can't
guarantee victory, King," he said peace-allured. "There's a
saying to the Tarennei: 'War is the sword, forge it, not stain it.'
The equivalent to that in meaning to Falshiren, you would say,
'Before going into battle, don't think of women.' And if both are
true, I'm goner. I may not return."


"Come
back, Ruler," the King replied. "Dregin expects you to sign
the treaty. For the sake of Tarenne, you must come back."


The
winds blew at him, the black hair to his back. The onyx orbs humored.
There was a degree of a smile to the thin lips. "Do me a favor,
" the foreign king said. "Lock up your wife if you ever
consider to battle. She looks plump enough to tie your neck with
puppet strings."


"I
am but a small chapter, Ruler. I wouldn't risk it unless I have to."


The
man turned in entering the threshold. After the figure was gone from
sight and even a while longer, Sundan spoke his opinion. "Serpent.
A Serpent King. He's too big fit into a snakeskin."


-------


Tear-blinded
Stone Bird ran from teh halls rounding the corners and stumbling the
stairs. Mixed emotions captivated her in torments of unresolved
memories and a haunting past. Everything rained down on her; she was
exhausted. She couldn't carry on anymore, not her brave little soul
to forge the iron-gate seal. It was breaking, ripped open---torn from
the dormant being fresh and raw with the roots intact pouring out the
clinging dews falling behind. She kept nectar within for a dry cactus
skin without, but she in one stupid thoughtless night shared it. She
gave it away to a boy. A damned cocky arrogant superficial boy! And
the worst part was she raised him from birth to infant to adulthood
and only until last night, true manhood. The hell with destiny! Hells
to Goddess! She had never done anything to anyone. Why put her to so
much pain? All her piety, the devotion she pledged for nothing. One
day soon, she would burn the breweries, damnation to the drink---that
accursed drink!


She
couldn't find the Queen, so she settled for a very naive Princess who
was busy at chores folding first-aid terry and linens. Her fist
thudded the already opened door inward as she strode straight to the
unsuspecting victim turning around. The fist fanned, and she smacked
the face clean across. The sting in her fingertips informed her
overuse of force. She glared, sulking with wrath. This woman, white
hair tamed at the crown with the remaining hair left to cascade down
her back, bore no shock, no stock of pride, heralded not a hint of
resentment, but reacted a scar-palmed hand brought to the
rose-spotted cheek showing a wounded empathy. And then, this woman
came forward and reached out to the exerting Stone Bird. They were
equal in height. The embrace felt as if she was being held by
reflection or a twin. Never in her life she knew the warmth of a
human touch, especially that of a kin who showed her kindness in
place of mercy. Her face buried into the hair scented of herbs and
potpouri, leaking her eyes as she clutched the body, a thing of
beauty sleek and slender like herself. She could no longer hold back.
Everything conquered the dam gushing like a wave of storm.


"I
hated your mother for the longest time," she panted. "But I
loved her!---I loved her virtue----I loved out of honor. I didn't
kill my father for her love. It was an accident, but she never
forgave me. She went dry with tolerance for a dishonorable
subject-kin.... I served the best I could, but I was nothing.
Nothing!" She clawed, enraged with emotion. "Exiled. You
....You left me. You denied my good intentions. I'd never hurt you,
child." She shook in speech. "But you had to force me to my
need alone---to care for your foster brother. Don't you see? It's
wrong! It's wrong! I'm an aunt. I can't love him beyond that. I just
can't!" Her sobs became labored gasps. "Goddess, I'm only a
woman. Why does everyone expect me to be more than I can give?"
She cried as a child. "I---I'm soiled. I don't deserve him!"
She muffled her whimpers.


The
woman exulted a complacent sigh. "I'm sorry ," she murmured
to her ear, "Aunt Stone Bird. I won't be here long. You're going
to have to sort these things out for yourself."


"No,"
she begged, shifting denial, "please. I need you."


"You
need him more."


Pause.
Motionless. "I," Stone Bird whispered in a weak changeling
voice. She gulped. "I slept with him," she said slowly.
There was no reply to mock her confession. "And I don't remember
a thing." She released the niece, staring sulkingly. "All
thanks to that drink you suggested."


"I
didn't, Aunt. Jenna's idea." White Mane was lying straight to
her face, hiding in the outline of shadow with the windows behind
her. "You go kill her." The niece walked away and began
arranging jugs into strapped boxes.


"How
could you?" the aunt snapped indignantly. "How dare you
sell me out like that?" She had never seen a more sheepish face.


The
eyes of her parents, the blue fickle grey irises peered back at the
glare. "I'm only speeding up the obvious. You'll take his
innocence sooner or later, why not get it over with? Besides, your
tease was pushing him to a point of self-destruction."


"Dregin
was not a choice."


"See?
You knew you were setting him up for jealousy."


Stone
Bird snapped her hanging jaw shut. "I never!..." she
yelped, covering her mouth. Her niece was smiling with mysterious
knowledge. "If I didn't wind up with Dr-Dregin, none of this
would've happened."


"Perhaps."
A shrug from a single shoulder. White Mane stood facing her. "Or
perhaps not." That shadowy figure. Its peace.


"W-was
that you....the time in the fern....with me?"


"Yes,
it was me," she inclined, lowering her chin.


"Then,
why did you leave me?"


"You
ran away the next morning. I could heal your physical body, but I
couldn't help your mind." She shrugged. "It was not by
chance Dregin found you. I...arranged that." Her lips pursed,
contemplating. "I needed his talent with dementia. It was the
only way to preserve your sanity. And he still thinks I don't know
anything."


"One
day, he'll find out."


"Let
him find out. I'm tired of secrets anyway. Being Prophet is such a
burden." Her head declined as she began to dig her toe into the
carpet. The hands were moving behind, still clutching the towels.
"Don't I know it? This burdensome mortal's body. Outside of
existence, what do I care if it gets injured in a million places? I
see what I see. And I fight, I hinder, but the attempts fail to fit
an unwanted piece of the puzzle in the end." She sighed
extensively.


"May
I carry some of it for you?" Stone Bird offered. "I'm one
of the Elements, and I deserve as much the right."


"I
don't know." She looked up with a calm face. "Can I trust
you?"


"I'm
your aunt."


"And
what does that mean?"


"A
woman and your kin."


She
handed Stone Bird the towel for the tears. "Take a seat."
As the dark-haired woman went for a chair, she closed the door,
footing the several potteries of ivy to it. "I can only give you
your part in the pattern, and you must swear secrecy in the strictest
sense, even to yourself." The seated nodded gravely. "No
more drinking beyond your limits. I mean it. You lack judgment
there." Stone Bird scowled to be lectured, and yet bowed. She
heaved and expended the long breath. "I ran from home when I was
eight, because it was time to choose. Two suitors were in my path. I
chose the older man. Don't glare at me like that. Hear me out. Had I
waited twice more decades, he would've proposed your hand and still
come to me. What then? A family feud tainted by an outsider? Remember
the Elements. The pairs must balance." Agreement here. "It
is time you face yours. He is made for you. But you've chased him
away. The force gets offset."


"Does
it affect this war?"


"It
is the very essence of this war. You see? People are no longer as
they were. Change is everywhere. Traditions broken for new ones.
Customs used to keep order, but now there is chaos. We have to
vanquish the enemy and right things with laws and order."


"So,
my part is...?"


"Woo
Legran and keep him. The rest will come as responsibility. You still
don't understand." She shook her head pityingly.


"I'm
trying to comprehend the concept," the other defended dryly.


"All
right, all right." She patted the air palms up. "Listen now
and sort them later. First thing, that. Next....." 






Chapter 71


The
Prince and his Generals in armored chainmail shining in late morning
sun were readied outside the northern walls of Falshire's realm.
Unhorsed yet, the unready brazen-haired man searched stealthily among
the small party with his yellow beacon stare. Perhaps his stubborn
woman of a wife changed her mind and was not coming. Or rather the
quarrel was too great, they drifted in separate ways. He grasped the
forearm with the Gorran who did the same with his. Neither of their
wives, the Tarennei women were present. They settled to each other's
comradery for comfort. His helmet, the same yellowish metal as his
armor was held under the other arm to the side. The cotton beneath
the suede protected his skin from the chafing of razor sharpness. The
light black-dyed cloak with a huge dragonfly embroidered in silver
over it was purely decoration, a banner for his people. The winds
made the insect seem to be in middle of flight fluttering as the
cloak whipped. He released the Ruler, a kin-by-law as the Tarennei
tongue would say.


"We
depart," he said. "And we shall meet again."


"I
share the same," Legran replied, bowing. "The south is
mine. I shall conquer it. A year if easy. Two or three if Goddess is
blind to my prayer."


"I'm
sure she isn't." He took a moment to look at the Ruler holding
the cylinder. "Why aren't you dressed? Am I not worthy of formal
departure?"


Legran
gawked a moment and checked himself, the shirt untucked over his
pants. The top buttons were undone. And he didn't even wear a belt.
He abashed. "I've come in haste, pardons, it was a very late
night," he said all in one sentence.


The
experienced man eyed hiim shrewdly, the ambers in his eyes glowed
delightedly, while the lips started for a teeth-filled smile. He
leaned forward to whisper. "You got lucky, didn't you?" The
Ruler crimsoned, adamant a moment. He arched his brazen brows for
explanation or excuse.


"A
night visitor, Prince," the man replied, smiling tight-lipped,
glaring back good-naturedly. "One that owns the right. I had no
choice." He shrugged. From the look on his face, he very much
enjoyed the lack of the decision. Needless to say who she was.


"And
has turned shy," Dregin remarked. "A pity and quite a
burden on you." The smile was gone.


"Things
must be as they are," he said. bowing twice.


"Pray
hard, Legran. Pray for it to change. I don't want to bear the brunt
of it."


Legran
pondered, cornering the eyes a moment. "If it were, comfort her.
I'd rather see joy than to put captive a free-flown bird."


"You're
a fool."


"That,
I am," Legran resigned.


Realization
dawned on the sophisticated man. He unclenched his jaws. "A
groveling pair. Tarennei honor strips you of all else. What does
matter? Your virtues've been broken."


"We
don't treat it as tokens, Dregin---"


"Then,
what do you call it?" the persuader growled in a whisper.


"We
share it, or we set the other free."


The
Prince inclined his head. "I see I have much to learn. Much,of
your customs."


The
Ruler grunted in advantage smiling haughtier than ever. "Well,
now, on with it. I send," he said loudly , "you on your
journey. May victory be yours. Bring us glory!" He bowed in the
way of his people, Tarennei.


"And
I ," he saluted a fist to his forehead, "thank you,"
he expressed for others to hear as well. "I shall champion and
return with honor. May you do the same to the southern front."


Legran
grinned. "I'm the guide, of course, I will."


"Now,
that," Dregin exclaimed his index finger, "is the Tarennei
spirit I know."


"Tarenne.
Falshire. We will win."


The
Prince bowed slightly and put on the helmet. It crested on the
cranium with bright red plumes bristling tight in the weave. The
veiling mail around it covered over to protect his neck. He went to
his also chain-mail adorned stallion, a tall black thundering beast
that tamed to his touch, but pranced with feisty spirit once the
owner seated. He had to jerk the reins a few times to calm the animal
from its excitement. A motionless wave to the Ruler and the absences
of the rest who mattered to him, he bid farewell as he prepared the
journey. His army of men infantry on foot, Generals on horsebacks
were waiting for his lead. The day looked promising. Legran
straightened his forearm unfolded fist to flatten into a line
fingertips stretched out across his chest. He bent over and rose. The
farewell of a brother.


Dregin
reined around and rode away leading the way for the two thousand
troops divided into three groups. Eight hundred men followed him. The
other two fleets of six hundred each were under the Sapphire and
Emerald Generals. Their white sheeted chain-mail scaled over the
bodies as liveries, individually breached over the leggings. Riding
cloaks were deep sanguine with a pendant, the stone of their ranks on
the shoulders. Their helmet were fashioned the same as the Prince.
The army had those sheeted mail as well, but made thin for
lightweight as befit for man power traveling on foot. The smiths and
forges were paid well to manufacture the clever design. Those armors
if or when need be, could be stripped from the buckled catches made
surreptitiously beneath the seams. The secret straps were under the
liveries of metal, so as to prevent accidents in battle should an
enemy try to debrief fighters into vulnerability. Internal sentiments
were prayed to the Princess. She couldn't sew a girl's stitch, but
armors she was good at. Dregin knew this , of course. And he was
hardly jealous at all.


Each
of the groups had three dozens men put to responsibility at
distributing rations and supplies. Every man held a sword, vowed to
it as duty never to leave their side. Another part of the teaching
from the Warrior Princess. At least a hundred men in each group of
the mercenaries anywhere were drilled to first-aid expertise, aside
from training in combat. These were the very final reserves,
prevented from the battlements unless truly necessary, when all else
failed, which was unlikely, though. Archers were the first reserve,
intermittent with the soldiers, short swords were secondary weapons
to them, but the long bows were their sole purpose. Secondary to
them, the sergeants assigned oversee groups of twenty in case
shorthanded leadership left room for mischief and problems needed to
be put in line. Another level of weaponry was the shields. They took
shifts to redistribute the huge man-size shields among the army. Good
training to build their muscles. Not a single soldier didn't learn
the basic arm-to-arm martial arts. They carried belt knives in twos
and threes, some visibly to the side, others had them sheathed to the
combat boots that had scabbards sewn on the exterior.


The
Queen declared their loyalty in initiation when they succeeded in the
skills and were accepted to serve. Their wages were averaged above a
commoner's pay, who wouldn't join? And to see her in person, quite a
sight for any man whose life was being a serf or humbled in the
fields. Being in the army benefit education, all expense-paid
travels, a handsomely steady income guaranteed, and freedom away from
home. They were given the chance to see the world. With the stories
of having to vanquish an enemy to celebrate the spirit of war and
righteousness, honor bound them. Young faces barely outgrown their
youth-hood and going on to primehood. Only these were fit for soldier
work. They were fresh with restless blood, eager to please. "Spring
chicken" as one anonymous had called them. Not even the man-hunt
infantry of the King was this organized or huge. This woman was quite
one for detail. He had certainly married the right match. Give her
riches and fineries, and she would cast them all aside running his
house with her sharp meticulous brain. She took his gifts and made
them reversed rewards of grandeur.


The
humble quality shame him. The guilt. He was determined to face it,
putting it off not longer. If she refused, then she would lose him, a
price he knew she couldn't afford. She loved him, she said. And he
was counting on just that to secure himself. The battle ahead were
more the preferred over the one he was going to duel with her. On
hindsight, he reminisced how naive he was. He started out looking for
love. Little did he know, he'd marry a woman of legend. He missed her
intelligence, underestimated her talents and was only struck with
pure passion by her beauty. There was no secret among the men with
regards to their love for her aside from admiration. From all this,
he knew better, of course. Never again, would he underrate her
sophistication. She was broad and thorough, qualities rare to a
woman. Every other he met high enough by birth or learned enough to
qualify was either shallow or greedy. She was different. Politics was
her rhetoric. He had a feeling nations were at her command had she
chose to rule. The entire continent as a matter of fact, fine
stitchwork there. She brewed medicine, something new and unexpected,
better than the palace cook made stew. He had seen her work.
Influenza used to be cured with soups. Take two doses from her blend
of herbs and one had to work extra shifts on the field within a day
and a half. Her hot-headed impatience moderated pompous men and
impertinent boys to modesty, keeping them in line. Think about her?
Not a day went by that he didn't. She owned him lock, stock, and
barrel.


He
blew a terse breath. Shyee: bedmate. White Mane: lover and heart's
content. Those were the names he was given to know. Her birth-given
name was something else. Tarennei custom was so direct. Quiet Storm
hinted an ominous warning. How similar the character to the name, she
was aptly titled. Her temper was exactly that. The storm was always
there, only it was toned to deceive the antagonist until everything
lashed out annihilation. A close one, the aunt. But unresolved. As of
yet, she hadn't spoken to him, except in the presence of others.
Deception was her, too. He truly wondered how much a fool she played
him. Sleeping in different quarters abated the tension. But in
appearance to everyone else, they were still Dregin and White Mane,
Prince and Princess.


He
paused from the stress to survey the landscape, familiar territory.
Not so long ago in a dead winter, he had traveled here stark with his
family and risked at great loss. Two deaths in that year. Sun
Prince---newborn and his own---birth-denied. Not even stillborn. Her
grief was his. But what of the pain? She told him his son was in her,
growing and living. He had a name for the child. Faithen, a true
namesake to their joy. Lost. That was worse than death itself. He
didn't know. Only in heat of the recent argument that she'd revealed
how it was. Sober. Awake and conscious to witness the depravity and
murder. He knew from the letter about the death. But the details, no.
He had thought she was given ethereal, but how wrong could he be to
even hope so. He desperately wanted to hold her. Oh, the sorrow. His
hand covered his mouth. His son. A father to a son rankled shame. But
a son to the father, his pride had much to grieve. The others were
watching. He pulled the hand away.


He
had bluffed about no regrets, when in total actuality, he rotted in
failure. The trees were pining to his senses. A bumble buzzed at his
ears. Damn, this helmet. The chainmail was coveting the winds
rattling in themselves. The trees thick and shadowing pines or
conifers imposed the road. He thought he had some woodsmen clear them
already for a Main road connecting the two castles. Perhaps his eyes
were playing tricks on him. The crowd of men shrank the area and had
advanced the appearance of the trees narrowing the travelers path.
The murmurs around him were catching his attention. They were not
chatter anymore. The journey was boring, of course talk was allowed,
but discipline kept them to whispers. A sweep of awed sighs
channelled among the infantry. He reined short to investigate. The
stallions hoof shod ended. A new set of hoofbeats continued. He
barely turned his head when the silvered rider on a beige racer sped
past him. He tapped his horse in pursuit. An excess effort, since the
sudden intruder rounded to slow trot meeting him. He halted and
stared.


Silver
ringlets looped into a draping veil from shoulders over the upper
arms. A second set liveried the body. The third layer were truck
pieces over the thighs scabbard on leather jerkins. Rows of knives
sheathed in the slanted straps worn from a shoulder to the opposite
waist. The rest lined the legs from thighs down to the boots. The
helmet, a cranial sphere with a cap to keep out the sun, had the
ringlets drape from it like fish scales. One thing was out of place,
the cotton scarf veiling the face to the eyes from within the
headgear. She pulled it down with a twinkling smile batting her eyes.
Her sleeves were white matching the cloak which she fluttered back
with a throw of her arm.


"My
Lord," she greeted bowing.


"I'm
not impressed," he snapped. "You said you weren't going
into battle."


"Did
I say that?" she asked innocently leaning forward an elbow on
the pommel tapping a hilt. Eyes looked further and saw the long
sword. "I have as much sight and power to be here as you."


"The
army is mine. You can't lead them. What are you to do?" he
retorted as if the advantage was his. "Ride around looking good?
We're men at arms. Woman, you can't fight alone."


She
quirked her white brows mocking a nod, appalled by his arrogance.
"Who said I was going to lead this army into battle?" She
grunted, snickering. Sitting up in saddle, she funnelled her hands to
her lips tilting face to her right. A shrilled yodel rang out to the
forest.


They
appeared, all women in battlegear: tigresses, ocelots, and cougars.
Dressed in fur and leather, decorated with fat quivers, short bows
slung to their shoulders, spears in each hand, shorter ones copped to
the belt straps. The thigh-high boots were hidden under the tunic
hems curtained over the knees. They were all covered, heads with
veiled turbans. A dozen few of the hundreds opened their faces. Tawny
complexion with pinched noses and the green eyes featured the
trade-mark Pumas of the Asmi Heartrock. White Mane nodded approval of
his knowledge as he uttered the race identification. He straightened,


"Is
this joke?" he snapped. "Don't me tell these are the
generals you talked about."


"The
very ones," she confirmed, near to purring, brows lifted and
fell.


By
now, his "army" had become infatuated with the addition.
Coltec was coughing for nothing on his horse, but he looked. His face
was turning purple under the shadow of his helmet, but he couldn't
take his eyes off the mountain irises. Duncane was more lenient,
though he shifted as much rocked by the situation. Mutters of awe
skittled throughout the foot soldiers.


"My
Lady," he said smoothly. "They don't even have armors."


"We're
not soft, deary," she countered, sarcasm in the sweet of her
voice. "You men lay siege, put up an offensive, or attack
straight off, whatever it is you think best. Now, I am leading my
mercenaries to set up an eastern front and raid the enemy from
behind. Does that sound sensible to you?"


Oh,
he groaned internally, she was poison like steel softened in
forge-fire. "Sounds like a plan full of holes in it," he
sneered. "Reckless, unorganized, and dangerously exposed."


"Well,
that's too bad you disagree. We have no pledge of loyalty to you."


"Guardian,"
he ordered, " your sword is at my will."


"Ah,"
she perked. "My dear, I'm Princess, now, or have you forgotten?"
He balked at reply. "More so, I'm the Prophet of Zandria. Their
will is at my command." She undid her cloak and threw it to the
forest. It was caught and put up banner to a pole within moments.
"See?" She gestured.


The
horse with a horn staked to the forehead between the eyes was blown
into sight on the wind. The white of the cloak had turned red in the
sun while the creature was translucent in the light. The Unicorn.


"You
lied to me," he said.


"You
didn't say who when you asked," she reminded him. "Ask the
right questions next time," her voice peppered.


He
folded his arms and breathed loudly. "Damn you," he cursed.
She straightened in her saddle hands to her hips linking her arms and
arched a sardonic brow in defiance. "I'm keeping an eye on you."


"Oh,
no, you won't!" she blurted. Her mare was directed the other
way. "Catch me if you can," she hollered back. "But
you'll lose time! Best come by the Fall Moon. I'll wait for you if
I'm faster."


The
Pumas were sprinting long-legged strides stampeding after her dust.
The banner flared the legions breaking north. He had no choice but to
follow in a gallop.


"Where
are you heading?" he yelled.


"Starcourt!"
came the reply from the billow of dusts.


He
choked on the particles coughing and lost her. The Pumas thundered
their way past him as he clung to the reins of his panicking animal.
His army caught up to him running the limited distance. The Pumas
were turning dust after her behind him. His mind was racing fast to
her final word. Vengeance came to mind. They were all staring at him,
brown-eyed, blue-eyed, some green-eyed as well in the realms of
helmets. The Generals were silent seemingly either mortified or
mystified. He had been upstaged. His stomach turned into a cold lump.
Things had been worse than he had feared. She check-mated him.
Unless, his next move was fast enough. He went fouled in the face for
quite some time rethinking grinding his teeth as he did.


"I've
Chosen a nightmare for a wife," he snarled. Not a soul breathed
or stirred, lest daring to disturb his mood. He raised an arm.
"Scatter formation!" he bellowed. "I want everyone at
the north point by the first of the Autumn Moon. Time is short.
Hustle!"


"A-And
what are you going to do, my L-Lord?" Duncane asked shrinking a
bit while his steed reared a step.


"I'm
taking a short-cut."


"My
Lord, d-do you think that's wise?" Coltec offered opinion.


"Oh,
I know it's reckless, Col. She's too damn stubborn for me to stop
her. The least I can do is keep her safe."


While
they spoke, the army had divided itself into four sets of three
hundred and two others of four hundred. They were animated puzzle
pieces of infantry little men arranging formation drilled into them
to a pattern. She made them, stitched them to the fine embroidery of
Cascan fabric, multi-dimensional and precisely geometric. Each group
was individualized with the levels of command form sergeants to the
final reserves, so as each was an army in itself. They were ready at
his command, waiting, anxious, eager.


"The
first fleet come with me," he called. "The rest of you find
your way. The plan has changed. I want surprise and ambush to the
enemy. Leave no trace of your tracks. I know what she rallied you for
and trained you well. Do it!"


The
mercenaries merged with the forests out of sight like brigands in
familiar territory. He should had seen it coming. Two years, and she
made a nation out of his land. Sundan and Jenna didn't seem to
object, so why was he complaining? A woman of power. How deceptive
when he found the ragged eccentric girl in the middle of a roadside,
thinking only of bodily attraction and nothing else. He was a fool.
She played him. She did it as a virgin, and she's doing it as
mistress of a holding now. Hoisting his reins, himself alone with the
four hundred lives behind him, he rode forward at a trot, starting
rhythm for the march.


"I'll
hunt you down, White Mane. I swear it." 






Chapter 72


Back
in the palace, Stone Bird was heavy in thought strolling in the
courtyard of terraces to set herself at peace with what knowledge she
had been told. The world was no longer their world, but what they'd
make of it. They were instruments of the Goddess, yet they were
supernatural beings themselves. What they decided, the world shall
benefit or suffer in consequential to their acts. Such
responsibility, she breath consciously. Strange to know their
betrothed destinies were to men outside of their race. The details
were immense, but the concept of them all was overwhelming. The words
of White Mane were as obscured as mysteries. Expect the unexpected
from her, not coincidence. The stars beheld their saga. Fate was
simply fulfilling itself. Done with this war, they were to do more,
unfinished with responsibility.


She
took a seat on a bench-row built to the long table-shelf that
displayed pots of soil. Some saplings were sprouting in the centers.
Setting an elbow on it, she rested the side of her head to the folded
hand and closed her eyes, because her mind was getting tired. She
drifted in the darkness feeling her free hand holding up the cap of
her crossed knees. Wearing dresses was comfortable. Just Falshiren
dress, though they revealed much in elegance. She heaved a sigh and
combed fingers into her hair shifting her head and resting it tilted
on the palm. Some days, she felt pretty. Other days from a distant
while back, she was horrid. But thorough thinking had always been
there, the anchored companion. She opened her eyes. No wonder
solitude, the loneliness. Re-collectively, she chose it over the
boy-girl intimate affair. Corrected, boy-older-girl affair that was
full of sour and spice like grief wine. The more she drank, the
greater in remorse until beyond limit---ample with despair turned
oblivious to the abyss from too much pain. This was terrible
thinking. She was not like this before. She had duty for excuse,
sparing her the emotion---


Her
body vibrated, the nervous twinge below her stomach careened a
desirous shock. She looked down as her hand lay over her belly. What
was happening to her? Her ears pricked as so long ago when the
ability to catch wind-phrase gave her a sixth sense, though she was
not adept in skill. Three summers now, since the last she used her
ears in this manner. A voice, gurgling of giggles squealing into her
tinium. Sweet, docile, and spirited. Life was wiggling in there, the
essence of a begun soul, but the shape had not yet formed itself. How
many times did he...? She went traumatic in the eyes. This was what
White Mane had been telling her about. A woman's instinct, a wife's
concern to a husband, the bond, their joy. Procreation. She wanted to
cry and laugh at the same time. One night, and it must had really
been one of pleasure to have made this possibility.


She
stood, went about face and strode quickly, taking careful steps to
prevent stumbles. Summer heat, Falshire's earthly nest, this palace
had done her in. He had sired. She was mated by his seed. Oh,
Goddess, she was going to be a mother. How in the world she managed
to conclude the fact so readily was beyond her. A world of difference
to her cistern eyes, apparently, the day was one for her weeping. She
soaked her sleeves across her face. The servants saw her, and she
didn't care. Tradition for royal reservation or dignity was a thing
of the past. They lugged strapped chests by the dozens quickly out of
her ways to pass. Too soon. So soon, already. This morning and now
afternoon craving supper to soothe away the pack of emotions. She
found his room, and it was empty. Chasing the lift stairs, she
meandered her way to her room and fell her weight to the frame. No
one waited for her there. Why would she think he would visit the room
when she came to him as a hussy? She didn't owe him anything! Her
eyes cut off the leaking shortly. They froze as she stood remembering
herself. As a matter of fact, he owed her everything: his childhood,
revenge, his title, her Keep, her sister and brother-by-law, and all
else she couldn't name. How dare he strut himself so? How dare he,
indeed. She was Guardian-Regent again, Stone Bird still, and the real
Lady of Keep who commanded the sword.


Composure
was grand and it washed her with gold-meshed fire. She straightened
and began walking down the hall to the traffic stairs up a landing.
The servants were particularly diligent with menial tasks today,
running about lugging trunks and boxes, clattering buckets
everywhere, all were scampering about busy as a swarm of ants filing
up and down the stairs. She hardly really noticed, too preoccupied
with her internal voice cursing him. Woo him? Why should she? If it
was meant to be, then he should be doing it to her. She took a left
turn for the mirrored hall. Supper with the King and Queen might put
he mind off for a while. It was trying to bash itself sick at the
moment. And she didn't like that. She was good at not thinking.


For
the sake of promise, she would not drink during this meal, nor for
the rest of nine moons to come. Hunger scratched the lining of her
stomach. She pushed in the great door. Now, why was she not
surprised? Absences struck successions this very day. She entered and
took her seat at the table. Empty. The growl inside her reproached
disappointment. Patience. Tolerance. She could handle this. If no one
was having dinner, then she'd have to get it herself. Where would the
scullery be in a place so huge and full of over four hundred
servants? Ah, one was strolling out there in the hall right now.


"Hey,
you!" she called out standing up. The girl stopped to look in.


"I'm
hungry---" she started to say the question, but was interjected.


"Right
away, my Lady," the girl bowed curtsying knees bent. "I
shall fetch a feast shortly." She stepped in the doorway and
turned to yank a tasseled cord. "Right away," she reassured
one last time and left.


A
brief while later, the same girl and two other boys returned carrying
huge platters with domed covers. They scuttled to the table,
uncovering all three. Two had bread, cheese, and boned poultry with a
pot of tea and matching cup. One presented a green-china-glazed
tureen. The girl unfolded a wide napkin scrupulously and splayed it
over the space on the table for her. Plate and utensils were bussed
into place. The boys posed themselves arms behind their backs,
waiting for the end of the girl's service. She even put out the
kerchief to her convenience. When all was done, they bowed in unison,
the girl added a curtsy and they left closing the door to her
privacy.


She
began to heap her plate into a pile of sliced bread and squared
marinaded chicken. Delicious. Contentment in the peace, quiet with
the meal, she ate cheerfully. The tapestries had been drawn aside.
She could see through the opposite windows of a cirrus in the sky. A
cirocumulus accumulated in the firmament of those to her left. Serene
scenery in the lavender tainted space as day succumbed to sleep, but
was clinging to twilight, adverse to departure. She chortled
brusquely, finishing the final slice of bread. Uncovering the tureen,
borscht was served hot, steamy and thick. As she dug a spoon into it,
she poured a tea cup with the other hand. She was enjoying herself
when the King came in absently, occupied. Parchments were crenallated
between his fingers. A stylus scabbarded in his right palm while
thumb and fingers rapture an ink bottle.


"Oh!"
he exclaimed. "You're here."


"Evening,"
she greeted nodding fleetingly. His stay was congenial and
diplomatic. "I didn't know you were coming and hadn't ordered,"
she explained apologetically.


"No,
I don't mind." He shook his head crackling the papers. "I
ate."


She
narrowed an eye curiously. "Looking for me? Is there a reason?"
she asked him, holding her spoon in the air.


"Uh,
yes!" he replied momentarily recovering his stature. "About
these," he began, strolling toward her. "Perhaps you will
sign them."


The
spoon was flossed between her lips. She swallowed. "What are
they?" She lolled her tongue tasting the remnant of flavor, the
sweet cream.


"It
would mean the same, wouldn't it? Between you and the Ruler," he
continued listless of her question. The written outlines and
paragraphs were printed on consecutive pages. He placed stylus and
ink on the table top. "The treaties, uh, um... ah..."


"Stone
Bird," she supplied putting down the spoon.


"Oh,
uh, yes, Stone ....Bird. The land adn rights are all here. We've put
in trade routes, too. And ---"


She
snatched up the pages. "What? Why didn't anyone consult me?"


"Well,
uh, you were busy."


Her
eyes cornered on him. "Busy," she repeated mockingly and
chuckled. "No, I should say. May I?" He nodded pardon for
her to read. Skimming several paragraphs , she irked shivering her
head and pushed aside the tureen to make room for the drafts. With
the stylus, she penned in proofreading. "No. This clause is
incomplete." Puntuation marks circled a word here and a phrase
there. "Please," she looked up, "King, must you humble
me by standing?" He chuckled and took the seat beside her.
"Here," she indicated, "what does this mean?"


He
examined. "Ah, that. It is to prevent lack of allegiance."


She
eyed him skeptically. "I beg to differ." She crossed the
entire line out. "Tarenne is separate. We are not to be
subsequent to another nation."


"Then,
perhaps loyalty?"


She
snickered curtly, and resumed her proofreading non-stop through the
end. "There," she tossed them on the table. "Fix it."


He
looked at the pages. Then entire document shredded to a salvaged few
paragraphs. She sure had done her work. He looked up finding the
gazing face. "Sundan," he said. "King is too strong."


She
lowered her chin. "We haven't done anything yet. Don't you think
this is haste?"


He
consterned. "My Lady, I-I thought you knew. Hasn't the Ruler
discuss----"


"Discuss
what?" She stilled. "Where is Legran?"


"You
mean, you don't know?...He's gone."


"Gone
where? What are you talking about?"


"Dregin,
White Mane, the Generals. They've gone into battle."


She
disheveled astonishment, the heart of her lips rounded open. "No!
No one told me. T---today? Goddess, too soon!" She stood. "When
did they leave? I have to talk---"


He
had grasped her arm calming her to sit again. "You'll have to
wait. Dregin and White went north this morning. And by noon Legran
had gone south. It's too late. You'll have to stay here until they
come back."


"You
don't understand," she protested.


"I
understand you're not prepared, " he sterned. "Don't go
after them. They have to focus their attention."


"But---"


"No,"
he interjected shaking his head sharply. "As a friend, it's for
your own good."


She
winced, struck dumb by his concern and obstinacy. He released his
shackling clutch. "Where's Jenna?" she asked out of the
blues, noticing the abnormal absence of his aid.


"Resting,"
he replied, smiling with a prideful face. "For a while longer
anyway. I'm twice with joy, now."


Her
brows lifted. "You mean...." she trailed blinking.


"A
birth, Stone Bird. Why else would I stay behind?"


"Oh!..And
h-how long?"


"By
Autumn, somewhere in between."


She
smiled for his grin. "Goddess blessing," she murmured,
looking ahead as she turned in her seat to the view.


The
sky was violet, blackening blue. Some stars were winking into
constellations. She took back everything she ever said or did to hurt
feelings. The parchments crackled and she looked. Treaties could be
worked out later. She blinked several times catching Sundan's reading
stare. Caution. Must not let on her intentions.


"Perhaps,
you would draw one up better than this," he said. "It'll
put your mind off of things."


"All
right, Sundan," she said nicely, and caused his face to
distrust. "I have to prepare things for him, don't I?" her
tone wry. "A wife has to be good for something."


"Knowing
White Mane, I'd fairly guess you'll assault him first before mending
his pride."


She
nodded. "For not telling me."


"But
on the tower...."


Her
eyes blanked as he trailed. "Goddess," the irises brimmed,
"he said good-bye. I...I should've known!" she whispered.
"E-Excuse me," she covered herself with the napkin.


"It's
not your fault." He patted her shoulder. "I'm sorry. I
shouldn't---"


"Sundan,
please, I-I need some time alone." She folded her arms on the
table and buried her sobs to them. His sigh was heard, then the chair
clattered as he stood and left.


-------


She
found the sheet metal armors in the forge room in the dark. They had
retired a couple sandglasses ago, the smiths and steel-artisans. With
her single lamp, she meandered about for the products. She set down
the light to a table. Within moments, in haste, she put on the tunic
chain-mail and shift-trunks over her immediate attire. She collected
the knives sheathing them into the cincture and strapped on herself
the leather afterward. She searched around the barrels of weaponry.
None was to her liking. Then, a catchy glint made her look over to
the anvil. A fresh blade lay over it to cool. She tested it to her
grip and immediately made kin with the light weight. As for the
scabbard, there was none. A make-shifted one was made from a strip
leather to cover below the hilt and with a buckle remainder to cinch
to the saddle. The rest of steel was left to bare. She gathered the
ration-supplied saddle bags and a blanket roll, blew out the lamp,
and closed the door until the latch nicked.


Throwing
on the cloak to hide everything, she checked both directions to be
sure the passage was truly empty of servants. No one, absolutely none
was to know she was here. Speedily, she stole her way to the few
corridors through the sculleries and preserves cellars, finding the
back door. The courtyard was too risky. Anyone could see her from the
windows if a star-gazer happened to stand there looking down. She
edged her way on the walls in shadow and found the stables. The
horses brayed nervously from her sudden presence. She calmed her
blood and concentrated fingering a circlet on her forehead. Slowly,
she approached the nearest animal. The act was to show her
friendship, but the apple bribed acceptance. She laid a saddle over
the animal's dorsal and gartered the buckle under the belly. The
bridle took some effort, but another apple helped guide the
muzzle-bit into the mouth and the reins were on. Her travel goods
were cinched to the seat's rear, strapped tightly into place. The
sword, she held with one hand as she climbed the saddle. She patted
the sheen of the neck, and nudged the friend to step out of the
stall. At ease, and perhaps excited, the palomino mare pranced out of
the stable for a night stroll. She seemed to know freedom, the
freshly primed colt. Her rider leaned forward and another sweet
reward was given to her chompers. She moved farther to chase the
hand. The reins jerked, leashing her at bay. Not yet. Patience. She
was guided to walk on soil trampling the flowerbeds with sheer
delight.


Stone
Bird sniped the parapets and balustrades. The guards were facing
outward keeping post of the realm's perimeter, actually sold safety
for the palace. She exited the low gate which muffled the jamb with
oil. It creaked quietly, too soft for the others to hear. So, the
pair, human and horse, crept thei way stealthily out alongside the
wall. They had yet to travel a further distance into the long shadow
that made into an avenue to an inn. Once in the city, she could
travel however they wish. She worked the anxious beast at very slow
pace keeping to shadows, granted by moonlight to see the way. There
was a short-cut to get to the Main South Road, by way of the
irrigation-ducts. She followed the sewerage pavement. The way was
long, tedious to her effort. But if she had held out the weeks to
assure Sundan her stay, then her patience should apply to this as
well. She had stolen his remaining maps and left an apologetic note
explaining with the excuse of Tarennei honor. For her own good? There
was too much at stake. For the good of the Continent maybe a phrase,
but it implied everything of importance. He didn't know that.


Things
were running fast. She hadn't noticed she had traveled so far
already, seeing the copse of trees ahead. Thirty-some strides away.
Not yet, steady. Steadily at the current speed, the hooves were
gentle. No one awoken yet. There. Uncobbled street, ground soil,
further yet. Ten strides out of the beginning of the faded boundary
of civilization. And she spurred her ankles tickling the warm flanks
for a gallop.....





Chapter 73


Legran
in battlegear and cloaked with the symbol of a wing-spread fiery
orange bird embroidered hugely on his back waited on horseback
alongside with his army. The holding stood approximately one hundred
paces away. The enemy may had his face, but his allies knew him now
and wouldn't mistaken his identity. He had an allied army. Three
thousand men at arms spread in the shape of an arc lay siege on the
make-shift garrison of a once beautiful home, grand enough to be an
extension of the palace. The sentries had crowded a human fortress
affront the blown outer gate. The ones on the walls were on guard as
well. He caught glimpses of the fur-clad women equipped with savage
weaponry surveying between the ranks. Those must be the Asmi tribe.
Since when did Gorrans allow women such a degree of respect?


Fary
Long leaned over to him. "Commander, Ruler, shall we offend or
wait?"


"I'm
eager for bloodshed. But I'm open to your opinions."


"They
can drag us to our final rations and still eat till they fatten at
year's end."


"Yes,"
Baldin agreed. "Poplari is but freshly taken. No doubt they have
limitless supplies. I say we fight."


"Fight."
Legran shifted in his saddle. A long while away from a stiff seat
needed breaking into again, especially after those twenty-some months
of softening on beds. If not for White Mane, he'd forgotten muscular
practice, too. "But we need a plan. I want to draw them out."


"Seems
to me, they don't want to," noted Fary Long, the Amethyst.


"I
can see they're nervous," added Baldin, the Ruby.


"Then,
we'll have to flush them out," said Legran. "And I know
just the bait." He forwarded.


"My
Lord, how do you mean?" They lagged behind as the Ruby asked.


"The
water, Ruby," he said cheerfully. "They have an obsession
for it. Cut that off, thirst them dry, and they'll get desperate."
He smiled snakily. "Did anyone study the waterways here?"


"Oh,
grace, uh, Ruler," Baldin was stammering.


"I
did," the Commander replied. He chortled. "There's a river
south-westernly from here at about, oh, over a hundred strides away.
It lies just behind the Poplari and is the absolute main source of
supply. Let's say we make a good deed today and beaver it up."


"But
don't they have wells?" the Amethyst implied.


"Little
good they are if we put a dam too north up. No river bed, wells don't
dig deep," he shrugged, "dry, dry, dry like the desert,
men," shaking his head pityingly, "comes sweet, sweet
death. They don't like that."


The
Generals were ready to burst. They were older, but they had no idea
geography played such a role in the game. They halted at his ease to
watch the enemy.


"So,
we flush them out by thirsting them," said the one to his left.
"Quite a pun."


"Yes,
Ruby. Because we are going to taunt them with our wine skins."


"Permission
to speak freely."


"Always,
my friend."


"You're
beginning to scare me, my Lord."


He
faced the Ruby. "I have a grudge against them," he said
meticulously. "Gorran." He thinned a smile. "I may
look like them, but I don't care for them. And the two races can't
get along. I mix, because I'm Legran, not High Lord's heir, the only
living High Prince of the fiefdom. I much prefer Ruler of Tarenne.
For you see, they would've loved to murder me at birth if not for the
desert-bred to have fostered me. So you know where my loyalty lies."
He eyed the man with his mild humor.


"Ah,
humble me, my Lord." The General bowed to have been revealed to
such personal information.


He
chuckled at the modesty. "And the irony is, the title is a lie.
My blood is of the Grace House, the very same opponent we are facing
or trying to destroy." He raised his palm. "Hear me out.
It's no secret now. My mother was mated first to Ruben entitling him
her House name Grace and conceived me. Priz, the High Lord, fancied a
trade, and so, took her while I was yet, oh, somewhat less than a
month within the womb. He paid quite a price for the woman, ten vats
of fresh water. And there I was, a destined born heir to the High
Seat. Tragically, there are the rest of the males in Grace, my
three---pardon, two, now, uncles of mine. They could not accept Ruben
the Grace Blood puppeteering the High Seat, hence, his assassination
by poison. So, my mother perceiving danger, fled, carrying me still
at the time, into Zandria to preserve my life. I was birthed in
Tarenne. The custom laws accepted any birth within borders as their
own stock, though I was the first outsider to have done so.
And....Well, you know the rest." He grinned at the stunned men
and rode away.


"Grudge,"
Fary Long said after the Commander had gone out of hearing.


"That's
a way of putting it."


"And
he's taking it too well, I might add."


Legran
didn't mind their discussion about him. He told them to put them at
ease and to clear off his chest something he rarely had the chance to
voice about. Hopefully, command and rank had not been defaced in the
process. He also wanted to prepare them with a glimpse of the enemy.
Otherwise, the contamination idea wouldn't be agreed upon. They
thought the dam was mean, then the second part was sure for cruelty.
Credited, they didn't experience what he had suffered. Living in the
fineries of Falshire, the soft lot, they hadn't known enslavement or
what was a family feud among nobles. And most certainly, not "Game
at House," the unwritten philosophical political mandate of the
fiefdom. There was to be absolutely no leniency for the Gorrans.


He
chose a dozen strappling lads----men, he kept forgetting them as
that. And who was also a boy not so long ago? He went bitter in
reply, but shielded himself so as to hide from the others his true
feelings. For the entire next three weeks, they were woodsmen at work
hacking away trees with secondary battle axes and gathering clayed
cement and rocks. The river was barely greater than a gargantuan
stream, waist-deep to the human beavers wading in it. The cistern was
collecting fast, overflowing pond rising on the rapid of being stored
up. Eventually, the wall was built high enough that stopped the brook
altogether. He conferred to them to wait and then the back-up plan he
had in mind. Within days, he was informed of enemy responses. The
river was dammed up well. Too good. They were beginning to panic. He
detected his scheme was turning into a practical joke among his men.
They were repeating his words about sweet deaths in the desert.
Skirmishes occurred when the enemy sent scouting parties out
maraudering the area finding the dam and, naturally, tried to undo
the wall. But he had archers posted as sentinels over the treasured
threat fletching warning arrows at viewing distance. He definitely
wanted them to see it, see it and panic. His single tact, just the
first, had earned him a good degree of respect. He was no churl or
boy.


Patience
was worth all this: to see his enemy squirm. A year of captivity and
the other spent as a beggar practically in every way for one who held
a title, his retaliatory feelings were very deep and bitter, because
of the roots of his blood. He would disintegrate the enemy. What he
suffered, he gladly trialed to gain her trust. Beginning with that,
he hoped for more. His scowling smile blanded again. Stop thinking
about her, he ordered himself. But obviously everything he brooked
through earned him nothing and dismerit his well intentions. There he
was at it again. What did it take to jilt the unrelenting woman? He
sighed, and the man beside him jolted, snatching up a gaze.


"Come
on," he muttered to himself. "Come on, stupid. Stop
reacting and respond, damn it."


"Uh,
my Lord?"


"Nothing,"
he replied, clearing himself. "I was just thinking aloud."


"Oh,
um." Ruby hemmed softly.


"You
know what? I can't stand it. Get that plant out here."


"My
Lord, what do you intend to do?"


He
looked at Ruby straight in the eye. "Don't worry, I'm not mad. I
just want to threaten them." He smiled for the humor, but it
scared the General, who complied nervously. A soldier brought the
chest. He opened it and took out the potted black flower bush, the
one White Mane created after curing him. The poison was purged from
his body, but transferred into this and survived. He had asked her
specifically what she did and made her explain how to care for it.
Never touch the plant directly, but hold the pot. Snip a head and it
would dissolve like acid. A useful tool, especially to wipe out an
entire town just for putting one into a well or...bedstream. He
sighed satedly, admiring the dark beauty as he rode forward to the
garrison close enough for yelling distance to be heard. "Tell
the House of Grace," his voice was baratone, "Come out and
play or drink euthanasia!" He lifted the plant. "I'll dump
this in the stoned river by nightfall! You'll taste it in your wells!
I guarantee you'll hate it!" He reared his steed to a safe
distance with his archers beside him, then turned around getting back
to the barracks.


Ruby
was staring at him. And as he aimed to replace the plant, the General
voluntarily brought the opened chest to his convenience. He dropped
the pot in and withdrew quickly spanning his arms missed near the
furry pricks of the leaves. The slightest brush would kill him,
gradually within weeks, though, unlike the immediate from a full dose
effect. The lid fell over quickly.


"Must
it be necessary, my Lord?"


"Yes,
it is," he snapped. "Flush them out now or fatten them this
year, and the next, and the next, and drag on for a decade. Look at
the men, we can't age like that." He ceased and tried to calm
himself. "I want to go home, Ruby. You don't know what it's
like. To have it taken and destroyed, and your friends and families
put to humility. You haven't seen the flight of war. I've been
through it all, firmaments and hell." He was a man this year,
and there was no room for tears. Pure rage and vengeance. Only those,
and nothing more. He grunted and rode to his barracked tent. 






Chapter 74


He
got what he asked for two days later after carrying out his threat to
reality. The fool Gorrans actually tried to call his bluff. Fancy
that, he scowled ridiculously. Had they no idea who he was? They
probably knew him, but as the boy of the Zand, the one defeated, his
nation under his day-old reign taken in one night's battle. Well,
he's back, and he brought a real army with him. A whole fleet of
mercenaries thoroughly drilled by White Mane, the sibyl of legend and
myth. She hated the label Prophet of Zandria, but plotting and civil
skills were her specialty. She crafted this force, appointed the
symbolic Generals, and personally trained those eager young bloods to
develop a passion to fight. No more invasions. End desecration of
women virtues. Protect their own before it's too late. He loved her,
too. Who wouldn't? Beauty, brains, brawn, and pride. And she talked.
Of course, only up to passion, which was reserved for the other,
still. He would never cross that line, now that he knew how it's
done.


The
defensive fronts were outside the garrison, Gorran soldiers in
leather and armor plated battlegear. The addition of Asmi posed a
threat. He recognized skill when he saw it. Fur-clad stalkers, the
spear-runners marched in groups of tens and twenties. They were
women, but he wouldn't underestimate them. He would capture one of
them, however. Let's see, he folded his arms scanning. That one in
red. She must be the leader, being the only one wearing that color.
The dark pair of eyes met his own of onyx too far in distance to
distinguish physiognomy, but challenge and notice were evident. Her
lips split into a grin as she held the stare too long. He allowed
himself to smile back. Things would be interesting if negotiations
were involved. He held up his fist, knuckled the opposite brow and
arched it over his head down to his jaw. If she understood, she would
come, captured, of course.


For
now, he drew his sword in the air. The enemy flanks moved as one
rippling preparation. Today, he was merely teasing the opponents. The
archers were relieved from duty. Ruby and Amethyst led the Falshiren
fleets singled now, but will divide later once the trap sprang. The
armies collided once battle-cry clangored the tensed delay of
silence. He watched from his perch on the tree limb above his
tethered mount. Steel clashed in scattered percussion. Bodies moved
in the locked formation unyielding the raging front. The Asmi were
retreating from the heat, but he guessed they had other plans. They
regrouped around that Red and were fighting skillfully. A few of his
obstinate men fell from the stabs of spears, but the women were
unscathed. He chuckled, almost wanting to warn them the
double-sworders on this side were catching up with them from the
left. There, the Swallows Team made first contact. Spears to one
sword, the second blade slashed open areas. They had to double the
pointed cudgels to compensate. Twin-spears to twin-swords. The women
became a merged group drawn away from the main grounds. The men were
still fighting crashingly. The enemy kept their strength adamant a
while longer. His army, the silvers, heaved forwardly one last time
to go for a taunting kill.


They
backed momentarily, certainly several dozens of paces in distance.
The enemy recovered confidence pushing forward driving them back.
Then, the silvers like moving charbon pieces relined themselves
concaving the bulk. The trap had sprung! No arrows. Not today. The
stream of fools flooded from the broken dam. They were slashed at on
either side of the parallel barriers comprised of human and sword and
shield. As for those who thought they could outrun the slashers
toward him from the opening were in for a surprise. If they'd dug
trenches, they found real dug graves now as the first group didn't
see the men-deep holes, shocked and dead before changing expression.
Whittled spears were down there. He smiled minutely standing yet,
humbling satisfaction as silvers slashed off gopher heads coming out
of the trenches.


The
defensive was draining them. They retreated scampering and lagging
their wounded dogs behind to help themselves. The woman fleet was
doing well putting up ardent battle. The silvers extended back-up and
the Asmi were suppressed, too, though most escaped. And he snared his
favorite, the Red.


Nodding
approval of progress, he dropped onto his saddle, loosening the
reins. The captives, most were women, were escorted at sword-point by
a few dozens. He knew better. They wanted to be captured. At close
range, he saw their built, tall as the men and muscular to bulk in
equal size with male gymnasts. They were the type of warriors to
spring, stalk, run and hunt their prey to exhaustion. The spears
collected by his allies were instruments meant to launch or make
holes in bodies in close combat. They had small knives, too. He
halted his mount and pointed at Red.


"Tie
her up and put her in my tent," he commanded. "The rest,
shackle them and sentinel at great caution. Swallows, check them
thoroughly. I won't take chances with even the slightest piece of
metal on them."


They
understood shoving the deer-clad Asmi away. The Gorrans were ushered
separately by men. As for Red, she was bound hands and feet, put to
the saddle for a short ride. He rode out to the entrenched grave full
of deaths. Always, men were at his side in a semi-circle of
protection. He waited for the lamp oils to pour in from the huge jug.
One was enough as the pile was small. He extended his arm. Someone
handed him a torch, and he lit a sudden row of fire sitting in
silence a moment before dumping the wood in as well. And he turned
from the screaming wall of clawing flames. That was his message to
the enemy; the beacon signaled the love he had for them. His
gratitude. They made him what he was.


He
despised himself for the victory. The first battle was his. But how
about the war? It was only starting at where it left off. Reining
round he made for his tent, his companions filed singularly away
since he had a handful sentry at the entrance. He dismounted giving
the reins to a guard and entered the make-shift hut. Ruby and
Amethyst were there on their stools facing Red . She lay
three-quarters' way on the carpet by the lining of the wall. The
Generals stood to his encroach with bows. He did the same for the
custom, looking at the stone-hearth in the center. A kettle was hung
over it brewing Pruzian Lanfern, the wine for men. Without a word he
picked up one of the mugs and putting it to the spout, he tipped the
kettle to pour. The beverage was beginning a few degrees above
lukewarm. He sipped, loosening his cloak's laces and holding it up to
hang. The wine was good, steadying his nerves. Another glance, and he
walked to the other end dropping his cloak. He gestured for the
Generals to resume their seats. They seemed to fear him or revered
him, whichever of the two was fine so long as they kept their mouths
shut during this session.


He
paced, enjoying his drink a while longer. She was observing him from
crown to heel, glued to his every move with her eyes, shifting her
face when he went too far out of range. Finally, he halted hefting
the mug's bottom on his palm. She was unsmiling, soulful, fearless
eyes surveying his being. He intersected the angle's secant that
stayed at his middle. Not even Stone Bird looked at him that way. He
strutted toward her, looking down at her with a folded hand on his
side. She didn't veer away.


"Something
interests you?" his voice unreadable, etched with the flattery
of interrogation. He held his mug to his mid-drift.


She
grunted, uttering sibilant. "You invited me here."


"Oh,
did I?" He turned his chin on an axle, chagrinning. "Red,
you have mistaken."


She
glared curiously. "Who are you? Why did you call me that?"


"The
first is trivial. As for the second question, I guessed the color of
your dress."


She
winced, looking at herself. A smile brightened in realization.
"Perhaps I interest you?" She pouted her lips and blew.


Neither
Ruby or Amethyst made a sound, shifting in their seats. He drank a
slow sip to hide his trembling lips. She kept her gaze to the initial
spot. It was getting gross. He turned to refill the near-full mug.
She knew, of course, that it was an act. He was demure. Well, to
prove her wrong, he crouched to level their heads.


"Not
in the least, Red. I want information."


Her
brows lifted, but she didn't wipe clean the taunting lips. "I
know nothing of your custom. How about letting me go?"


"Fat
chance!" He splashed her face with the content of his mug. She
closed her mouth from the gasp and licked the wet on her lips. "I
can be nice," he continued preaching. "And I can be mean."


She
swallowed the flavor, savoring it to look him the eye. Her eyelids
closed from the sting, but she fluttered as if water was thrown at
her. Leaning forward a bit as she sat up, she cleared her throat.
"There's one other like you. Sweet and dry." A hypnotic
effect of her eyes as she wobbled forward. "A shame I can't be
near him from oath."


"I
see you like my type." He put down his mug.


"You
will touch me. Eventually."


He
thinned a smile, nodding. She was amused for some moments. He
backhanded her across the face sending her rolling the other way.


"My
Lord!" Baldin exclaimed, standing up synchronized with Fary
Long.


He
whipped around. "Stay out of it. I treat all cocky women this
way." Still crouching, he turned ignoring the gulping two. She
rolled on her haunches facing him again undaunted by the color of her
smarting cheek. "Have you no pride?" he snapped. "I'm
taken." His eyes cornered, but head without turning. "Get
out if you can't bear witness." They sank to the stools loudly.
He looked at her again. "Tell me the ranks first."


"Why
should I?" she retorted sullenly.


"Because
you won't be spared by them when you go back, not after I'm done with
you. Join me, and you will live."


"I've
been offered spoils of war. It will be plenty. It already is."


He
shook his head slowly, chagrinning. "What of war and glory? You
do not know." Shaking again. "You can be bought. Have you
thought you can be sold? Tell me, do they keep a group of captives?
The fair race with sandalwood hair and the grey eyes? Yes, " he
nodded. "I know of them servile in there. But Asmi. How long,
Red? How long until your race suffers the same?"


"I
was given promise," she said crisply.


He
chuckled, standing, folding his arms, rarely put his hands behind him
to prevent memory of captivity. "Red, you are a bright, greedy
one," he said to the space before him. "Red, Red, why Red
for a name?"


"It's
Redjay," she announced. "And I want yours as well."


"Legran,
" he said simply. He swiveled his face to her again. "I was
once given promise by them. As a matter of fact, it was an honorable
token. That race, the captives, had a warrior princess like you. The
Lady of Keep. I married her for a peace treaty. But look what the
ones with my face have done to them."


"Then,
why are you fighting your clan? Aren't they winning? Spoils of war.
Losers must serve their conquerors."


"Oh."
He breathed. "I pity you. If it were, I wouldn't embitter so.
But my people should not suffer....I have come to rescue them. And in
order to do that, I need information. Give it, and I will set you
free. Join me, and I will aid. And when all is done, treaties are in
order."


She
exhaled. "You are not Gorran," she said as if the thought
dawned on her.


"What
am I, do you think?"


"Soft.
You're too gentle, but ruthless the same. What of your people?"


"Zandrian.
You should visit it and know the desert-bred way. We cherish peace,
but we survive a wretched land."


"Ta-ren-nei,"
she fumbled with the name. "The captives. They? How can they be
when you owe your mask to their enemy?"


"That's
a long story," he said pacing in delayed strides. "Nonetheless,
they should not suffer severe servitude. It is a matter of morale and
conscience."


"The
Lady....Is she a wonder?"


He
chagrinned vilely. "Information," he said, steering back to
the subject. "Or go back at your peril."


"I
have no fear of death."


"I
know. The Gorrans will take care of you. Not even the promises matter
now. Believe me, I have warned you."


She
thought for a while. "What of the treaties?" she asked.


"Trade."


"How
much trade?"


"What
do you trade?"


"Men."


He
stared a frozen moment. "Only men?"


"We
need them. And water rights. Simple," she lowered her chin. "Can
you deliver?"


"I
think so. But what about your promise from them?"


"I
swore it with blood oath for a woman's own. She treasured her pet. I
won't break it, for the men I keep."


He
smiled, a degree rueful in the eye. "What if I can give you more
than what she offers? Territorial rights and the skills to own a
man's heart."


Her
jaw dropped. "Are there such things?" she half-exclaimed.


"Yes,"
he nodded on the axis, "I'm living proof."


She
wobbled forward. "Tell me the skills."


Chuckling,
he came to her, brushing her smarted cheek with the back of his
finger. She nudged toward it readily. "There is a secret to it.
I will tell if you will trade," he said, stringing her along
with the touch.


She
hesitated, then kissed him, pressing her lips to his hand, which he
withdrew brusquely. "Ask," she said, staring hungrily. "Ask
me, Legran."


"The
ranks, " he sat, crossing his legs. "Are they in there?"


"One,
unlike you, Reiyane sits stupid. The other," she abashed a curl
to her lips. "Padrad owns recent rights."


"From
whom?"


"Trinkera,
the Grace Captain."


"And
what happened to her?"


"Gone.
I don't know further. She relinquished." The woman winced
quizzically. "She owns him. I want that secret, " she added
strongly.


"You
will, you will," he assured her patiently. "I will brief
you in entirety later. Now, the captives. How are they?"


"Some
penned in the southern half. Others....all women servitude under
Padrad, his rights. As Grace Captain, he lords over them."


"And
their health?"


She
shrugged. "Blackthorn in the pen. The women are clean." She
straightened seriously. "They trade the exact opposite."


"I
know. So, you do know my words were true."


"But
I have hope for those like you. Padrad is one. He confessed to her as
a man of peace."


Narrowing
his eyes, Legran suppressed his laugh. "No doubt overheard."
She lowered her face, reddening. "I thought so." He sighed.
"Put aside the fear, Red. I like you strong and...independent.
Only fools prefer docile and mute. Shallow," he shook his head.
She gazed intently at the lecturer. "Generals," he waved,
"I've done enough. May I teach a private lesson?"


"Uh,"
Baldin coughed. "Yes, my Lord, " he whispered scratchily.


"My
Lord," Fary Long firmed his voice.


They
left abruptly. Legran stood and brought over the stools. She didn't
mind his help to put her on one. Once comfortably seated, his elbows
on his knees and fingers intertwined, he began to tell her the
secret. The disciple hung to every word as if his voice brought the
sacred treasure. She was worthy of sympathy, a savage in need of
solid sage philosophy. 






Chapter 75


The
Grimrookans were never part of the enemy anyway. They became neutral
allies to both parties. Legran solved their trade requisites after
that awfully long talk with Redjay who was eager to absorb stories
and politics. The territorial rights meant freedom to travel wherever
they pleased. No more rejection of her race. She was educated to
understand etiquette and courtship. Every story with a couple in it
was scrupulously asked until she knew them from beginning to end or
meaning over double-meaning. So now, not even prejudice would hold
back her wish for men so long as they were convinced and joined
willingly. His blood relatives usually owned several concubines.
These would really make a society of indigenous interest. All the
while, she did not suspect what he did for her and her tribe. They
were spared from involvement.


The
Falshirens were frightened of him now. He hadn't made himself a
monster, did he? All he did was talk. Ruby and Amethyst had clammed
up in the last few days. He purposely left them to eavesdrop the
entire session, though he had announced it a privy lesson. He slept
most of the day after that night. Meetings were never that long. It
was a night of consolidated century-old wisdom being jet-streamed
into an empty drought gorge. The more he spoke, she asked twice over
the questions, and he had to explain in further detail. He wondered
if Stone Bird ever felt overwhelmed and managed the patience he
always saw to be a testing flaw. Sometimes, he asked out of sheer
delight, but she treated it good-humoredly with a half-smile and went
saucy in reply.


A
week now, he veered his thoughts. We're they alive or simply cowardly
hiding behind those walls? He sent a dozen scouts to spy on them. The
sentries were still alert. But they refused to come out. He flushed
them out that time, and his offensive was too strong for them. They
hadn't seen anything yet. He shook his face absently. Cowards. They
weren't this cautious back in Tarenne beating on the passive. Now
that there was an army equal to their size, they couldn't bully even
if they tried. The Pumas of Asmi were filing out of the garrison as
was arranged accordingly. They were awashed of the business and would
no longer interfere and only until war was over would they come again
to claim the trade-off of treaties. Women shouldn't participate in
the affairs of violence. He shared the sentiment of the Falshiren
with regards to protect the gender. After all, they were the finer
species. Stone Bird proved him wrong. She was sylph and sword,
teacher and Guardian-Regent, and ....temptress, the kind that made a
man fall in love with heartfully. And yet the loathing was equal with
the sting. How she turned stone from such an unforgettable night, he
lamented. As if she had never cared for him at all.


The
next battle was for him. He would take part in it. No one could say
otherwise. As guide and Commander, his decision was steadfast as
stone. He would take down the enemy with his own sword and laugh in
the face of death. Patters sounded behind him. He would kill. He
would plunge his sword into the remaining blood-carriers of Grace
even if they begged for mercy. They would pay. By the Goddess, he
swore to it. They would be expended. He would make them pay for
everything they did , for all the damages they caused, for all those
scars they made crippling his people. Haunting his mate. He demanded
revenge. And they would present it to his satisfaction. The rage was
breaking his heart, and he ignored the ache. Goddess, his mate
hurting and bleeding as she had ever been. He would obliterate every
last Gorran until she was the Birdie he knew.


"My
Lord!" Baldin called, and he jumped.


"What?"
he snapped, turning around. "Can't you see I'm thinking?"
He jerked the reins to calm the horse.


"My
Lord," Baldin humbled. "I spoke twice, but you didn't
respond."


He
sighed relenting to the acidic pain in his lungs. "I'm sorry,"
he said. "I lost my temper." He caught sight of the visitor
whose dumbfoundedness shamed him. A forced smile gentled him.
"Farewell, is it?"


"No,"
she said. "We will stay ...to watch."


"Hm."
He turned his mount around with the empty aspiration. "Red, it
is not wise."


"I've
counseled with my tribe. Those of us remain, because we want to
learn. Others have gone home. We shall follow and be civilized."


"That
comes later," he said. Her fluttery eyelids stopped to give him
the third degree. "You have questions."


She
demure to chagrin. "You know them all, my... Lord." Her
eyes steadied despite the vagueness. "Was that all you wanted to
know? Only the two and the people and the fact that they are there."


"Yes,
" he finalized.


She
nodded. "Then, I've confirmed once again. I don't understand how
you can be kind to me."


His
smile was bland. "Women are not used," he said turning
away, nudging his horse to a gradual walk. "They are
appreciated." He didn't stop, heading straight ahead.


"Why
does he act so?" she asked. "What did he mean?"


"He
has a wife," Baldin said as if it explained everything.


She
snuck a glance at the man. His eyes were intent on the Commander.
There was worship and admiration in his gaze. Envious of his
understanding and personal knowledge, she looked straight.


"I
should like to meet her." 






Chapter 76


The
season was turning drear, weather conforming to the haze and thick of
clouds. Even the night sky was robbed of stars and only patches of
black were visible. How much longer? Legran demanded. He was losing
patience, itching for a fight. The enemy denied him the battle he was
hoping and wishing for with each passing day of non-movement. The
cowardly lot was strict to within the stronghold. He recognized it as
that, because he couldn't penetrate it as of yet. His army could
launch an attack, but he considered the option too risky and
wasteful. The numbers needed to be kept, not thrown away. They were
lives. His decision affected them or destroyed them. He was
responsible.


The
sounds of hurrah and cheer echoed behind him around a bonfire. He
shook his head, almost laughing out loud. At a time like this, even
smack in the middle of war, people found way to their own joy. He was
amazed with himself, dismayed with what a few soothing lectures could
do. Rhetoric was the voice of politics to nations. The Falshirens had
fallen already rightfully fit to the season they put holiday this one
night of the year for grand celebration. Chosen Night. He understood
what it was. A tradition at betrothal. They had asked his permission.
He granted them, but warned to keep the occasion token and be on
guard. Dragonflies as the men danced with the chasing Swallows. How
ironic that they usually told men wooed and women ran. He chuckled
internally. The world was not seen at surface value. Searched deeper
and one found not much difference between souls.


He
couldn't see far into the stronghold. But there was a change. They'd
dimmed their torch light. The wall-top had become one with the night.
The weather was getting colder and moist in Autumn. Soon, the rains
would come. He almost felt the drops of wetness in his veins heavying
in the clouds trying to wrench free. Without light, the stronghold
appeared singular, abandoned and mysterious. He was there last winter
and the two seasons before that. It had never seem this...taken and
lost of spirit. His people were in there. Poplaria were in there.
Gorrans were in there. The latter conquered the former two. From what
he heard, his people were treated as livestock, specifically labeled
"sheep." He'll show them sheep, what this stray from the
flock could do. He really would.


Thinking
further. A slim chance of them coming out on their own, after the
first offensive. It must had scared them plenty with organization.
The damn cowards. His taunts had been mocked with no response. They
refused to come out. Since when did they get so smart? Trink was
gone. Tyran long dead. He contemplated further. But Padrad, they
still had sensible, newly Grace Captain Padrad serving the greedy
brainless Reiyane who sat pompously on the Grace Seat. Why didn't he
think of this before? Red had mentioned a....an extra connection
between the two, Trink and Padrad. Who would've thought? First Tyran,
now Padrad. But before the latter was himself, no flattery there. She
had the craft of guise, but she didn't deceive well to pass a
redeemable Stone Bird. He lied about the tablet and poison, but the
physical injuries were real. He was on the brink of at her mercy
threatening to kill her in the bed when she refused to reveal the
danger to Stone Bird. Somehow, his bluff pulled through. She seemed
to have a fetish for men of tolerance, especially the type that knew
what they wanted and settled on a loyal heart. Tyran really wanted
Stone Bird in the worst way. He near-imagined it, his uncle and the
foster-aunt. No, he shook, she would be subordinate after the
subduction. He had to kill the man for robbery. She was his.


A
lamented sigh. If he survived this war, and if they met again, he
would attempt to persuade her yet again. He might even dare to steal
another night with her. Why coy about it? They were mated once. His
body began to sing. Ah, Goddess. Must a man passion thus during a
war? He would sooner meet a knife through his guts.


"My
Lord?" Red's voice interrupted.


His
head pivoted around, seeing she was not alone holding Baldin's hand.
They were cheerful to their very essence. Wonders never ceased. The
Pumas of Grimrook had fallen, too. The Autumn was contagious.


"I
have civilized," she announced.


"And
I am happy," echoed Baldin.


"You
have my permission," he said with his hollow smile. "Spears
and sword," bobbling his head, "quite a match. Go enjoy
yourselves. Just keep your clothes handy." They crimsoned
despite maturity, though they were hardly much older than he. He
chuckled, gazing at them to tease.


"We
heed warnings, my Lord," she said, dropping her face toward the
other. Her eyes tossed a bit.


"This
year's Chosen Night is but token," said Baldin. "We've
agreed to safeguard virtues to celebrate after the victory when it is
most," he brought up her hand to his chest, "sweet...."
eye contact, "success."


They
bade him good evening with bows and went back to the bonfire among
the others. He responded with the complacent nod. Resuming his
brooding, he enforced his mind away from where he left off. Unlocking
his senses helped with the distraction. The stronghold was dark for
quite some time, much to his dislike. He must investigate. The rains
were coming. Black clouds at armageddon boned the calm of thunder.
His bog traveled with the winds over the walls. He felt his way
around, his vision was blind, but he could taste them. Thin, the
lines of human post were near empty. Surely, they weren't stupid as
to drink further from the wells and killed themselves. They were too
greedy for such a generous point of view. He trickled down the
barricade and slammed onto a bulkhead. The abundant musty taste of
dirty men fouled his tongue. They hadn't bathe for weeks sleeted with
mellow sweat. There was one, a man whose scent was apart from the
others, waving his hands. Laden in lilac to disguise his true odors,
he identified as the rich Grace Seat. His lips whispered stealth and
scatter and regroup at the camp. The stench dissipated as the men
skittered away heavy with steel and stink. The lilac removed
something and bantered the air in the next segment of time, then a
horse was infesting the spot. Legran went stoned with the lump in his
stomach as he recognized the scent of pheromone on the something.
That was not all. Residual perfume gangrened mixing with the
appalling male scent. Perfume of Vinne, honeysuckle, withered and
ashen with hope. He had no idea. Sudden memory came to mind about the
departing journey, of why in the middle he had to go back, but was
disallowed to. It seeped further beyond the thick halo sheeting his
mind. The realization of what he knew when he bid farewell and saw
the woman for the last time. The aura sanguinary with ill-fate.
Dregin's apology. Goddess! He abhorred in knowledge's return. Poor
Isinn, soiled....


They
were coming his way, the stench strong enough to chutney his larynx.
The dark hid them. They were stalking in crouches behind the canopy
of shrubberies invisible to the eye. He had to squint to see catching
a movement somewhat less than a hundred paces away. Danger. The enemy
was in the dark. He was in the light. Those night stalkers were using
a very old trick. He didn't think they would sink so low, but he was
prepared. The hell with joy. Swinging his mount around, he drew his
sword galloping to the banquet. The Chosens rocked into defensive
crouches, each reaching to sword or spear in receipt of thunder
hooves.


"Attack!
Falshire under attack!" He was bellowing and he raced for the
bonfire. The steel could handle a nick or two chopping up the
firewood burning. His mount began to kick at the inflamed pile
spreading them like lightning.


The
others ran to defense positions winged out, pairs of armed combatant
alongside archers. Fire-dying twigs were in the open, but they, the
allied troops were in hiding as well behind rocks, bush tree. And
they waited. Moments were eons. He tasted the scents of the enemy
moving in fast, because cover was blown. Then, twenty paces away,
they appeared roaring battle cries the same as ever. He remembered
the war, all of it. Stalk the unsuspecting, and intimidate the open
prey. War cry, he grunted in disgust. Savagery had no place here. Not
tonight, not ever while he lived when he still had the last breath in
him. Arrows fletched targeting with accuracy but couldn't penetrate
the armor. The ones that impaled the eyes or anywhere on the head and
open limbs were more effective. The enemy had redoubled in size
neglecting those who fell for the ones after to continue the race.
Too many. They were enclosing the allied copse.


Falshirens
chose this exact moment to jump out of the trees encompassing the
huge enemy. Amethyst had strategically posted them to compensate
time, but he was nowhere to be seen. Legran looked ahead and saw the
reason why. Fighting was on all fronts. What was in the immediate was
merely a microcosmic replica of the rest. He could hear the clashing
and clangor of steel. Cries of pain. Deafening. Everything was
deafening to his senses. He recollected and locked himself, whole
again as a mortal. Sword in hand, mount ready, he forwarded entering
the battle....








Stone
Bird was riding at hard pace for over two weeks. She rested in the
afternoon memorizing her exercises than to practice them. Meditation
was the only way to prepare her. Her nap recuperated her dusty
orientation. She had been away too long. According to the map she was
near the allied camp, very close. And nervously, too close for
comfort, because she was uncertain how he would react or what she
should say or how and when to tell him.


She
mounted again for a stroll. He was a tough one, as good as she was.
She had always put him to his place before with age as dominance, but
boy, was she wrong. She forged him into that hot-headed, stubborn,
willful, treacherous, dreamer---hoping some day he would find one his
age and make a nation and apprentice peace to her people. How the
tables turned when he stuck to his choice on her. Ten years older,
tomboy, honor depleted, and merciless with pathology. And he still
wanted her. Until the farewell....He was asking for death, release,
in this war.


The
sounds of fighting came into her ears. She listened further. Again,
she spurred for gallop in the direction ahead sword hilt in hand....








In
the same instant on the battlement, Legran wielded his sword wildly.
His stallion reared a few times stomping down bodies when it landed
on fours. Chompers bit off cheeks. Beware the hind legs. A shod
clacked into the chest of armor denting it, and also threw back the
survivor. He forced his way to the enemy rider, the one lilac and
foul. Men were in his way. He kicked them, writhing in his seat to
avoid thrusts, ducking parries when his limbs were too tired to spar
with strength. Spear-runners were at his aid. Shielders caught up to
barricade the offensive forcing through the path. Swords were all
over while they fought in the dim owing to the few embers lying
around. He was panting with sweat dribbling all over his body.


Worse.
The sky flashed, emitting lightning for them to see the bastards
whose live faces appalled him. He slashed a throat before darkness
engulfed the enemy again. Thunder roared overhead. His army fought an
ignorant hell's omen or calling. The rain started as showers and soon
poured. Goddess was giving them mercy. The sleet made fighting
difficult deteriorating focus. He had to retreat. Amethyst rode to
his side. Retreat. But this was his battle. It may not be the first,
but it was the only one he ever had so proudly. He stuck to it as
prized possession meandering his way with his slippery sword. The
stupid hounds were unwilling to yield to his rage and animosity. They
kept throwing themselves at him offending his territory. He was no
churl or child to be harried off. Not anymore and never again. He
couldn't afford to lose, while everything was at stake in this, this
once chance to retaliate his enemy. This foul fiendish foe that
robbed his land, destroyed his home, murdered his friends, mugged his
mate, and enslaved his people. They killed Tarennei spirit. They
stole Tarennei virtue for their own pleasure. Well, tough was here
for justice. Tough came for their demise.


He
loathed the behavior, detesting himself to have sunken to their
level, but that savagery was all they ever knew or understood. And it
was the only way to deal with them. They had pain. They bled from
flesh wounds, wild-eyed in shock. Fear captivated their eyes. They
met death for the first time. He chortled bitterly to their
redemption. To know it now, then why started it then. Stupid shallow
thinkers if they had brains at all. Who told them not to look far
enough or see broad enough? Who told them to discard human lives as
worthless game? Who told them to dare desecrate his stock and pride?
He was killing them, murdering them, cutting them, slashing them,
thrusting them-----countless of what he did, but he did his fair
share of destruction. The macrocosm lay obstacle against him He was
one man in his small circle. How was he going to win? How? Damn them
for existing. Hell-spawn, they tainted the human race. They irritated
him with their ardent efforts. He won't let them live. He won't .....














The
approaching single third party arrived at the edge of the
battlefield. She could see clearly the skirmish and the rings of dead
spotting all over under lightninged sky. Why in the world were they
fighting in the dark for when they could make fires? White Mane told
her about True Gems, but she had instinct for all else. Those jugs of
fuel oil were not being put to potential. The rains could spread the
arsenic liquid even faster. The supplies were poorly manned, everyone
was eager to fight. No one bothered to think. She galloped toward the
area and slowed at the pile of jugs. Now, how was she going to get
this to work? She picked up two placing them on her lap. Cinderbox
was not in sight. Cutting her cloak with her sword, she stuffed the
rags under the lids and wound a couple of loops to secure. She
tensed, concentrating. On the next come of lightning she could
collect and borrow fire. Counting, momentum, she rode to the enemy's
side following the edge of battlement.


That
was the last beat of thunder. Darkness, sky groaning. She threw off
her cloak. Her visibility played an important factor lest she got
herself killed from both sides. There. Light. She snatched and
ensnared heat. Her hand held a ball the size of a fist. No time to
think. She touched the rags. Within moments, the first jug burned.
She hurled with all her strength in one arm. The second had to wait
as she spurred for full gallop. Her fire-ball launched in the skyling
and shattered on the helm of an enemy soldier. He flared immediately
shedding light for the allies to see his companions. They were
attacked immediately by the flock of Falshirens like wolves, but the
pyro-corpse they left to be as a Goddess-send torch. She burned the
second in the same fashion and discharged it with both arms. It blew
three men up into flames. She took hold of her sword and it lit up
her way. Men cowered at her approach. Her laughters cackled as she
slew heads. She was ready to play. They shrank from her, because of
the light and stayed out of her way. The allies saw her chain-mail
silver under the brightness. They came to her aid.


"Come
on," she taunted vehemently at the dark-featured monsters. Old
hatred stirred inside her. They didn't come to her. She dimmed the
fire, smoldering it. "Come, dance. Didn't you dance with me
once?" She attacked fiercely and destroyed their screams.


Men
in the same armor she wore thronged to her lead, shearing a path
diagonal into the bulk and zigzagged back on the left. She was cruel,
heartless, vile, and fresh with strength. Droplets stopped cooling
her, and left her to rant in slaying tantrum. For the people, she
hacked. For the continent, she thrusted into a throat, pushing the
corpse back with her foot to unsheath. For the world, a head flew
dissected from spinal vertebrate. For her child's peace. She severed
two heads as gifts to that thought. They deprived her spirit once as
they depraved others as well. Let her put an end to their reign. Let
her take back the life of duty. Let her be Guardian over the Ruler of
Tarenne. Let her future be one of peace and joy. It was payback time.


By
now the pyro-corpses had spread their igniting disease in all sorts
of directions. She didn't care. All she had was the will. A Gorran
face bearded was enough for her to decipher. Wherever one came into
view, she slayed without conscience. Her sword knew nothing of life
or preservation. It was an instrument of will. Her smirk of a scowl
mocked them. Who knew a woman could survive it all? Who knew she was
this strong? Who knew she could change and care for a stray of this
vile baneful race? Who, indeed, when no one cared. She grunted in
disgruntled fashion. Obliteration became oblivion.


The
stormed passed away, meanwhile the fires spread. They could see.
Goddess, they could see! The Swallows, Dragonflies, and Pumas
hurrahed to hope and fought vigorously. Their dead forged vengeance.
Their wounded crawled back to camp with comraded aid. More vengeance.
Protecting their territory. This spot, this minute piece of land
where they stood was theirs. The enemy can't have it. Not over their
dead bodies, most certainly, for they refused to die. Legran was
yelling "Tough, tough, tough!" And they were just that,
toughening with praise and pride. They paced their strength forward,
driving back the offensive front. They were winning. Luck was on
their side. Goddess sent a woman leader to their rescue. The sky was
breaking light, dawn under way.


The
hounds retreated and enraged Legran with their cowardice. He chased
after them, Dragonflies winging to his lead. So far he had been
unscathed. He summoned sudden strength to drown out the nagging
fatigue. Oh, no, not this time. He dug his heels into his mount to
gallop forward as he chased Lilac-Stink. His blade slashed at the
arm. The injury rallied a sudden offensive force as a dozen crowded
between him and his target. The lecherous monster was getting away.
He had to do something fast. He raised his sword from the hilt-end
into the horizontal javelin position and launched it. The steel shaft
impaled the body in the rib and Lilac-Stink slumped without a scream
of pain. That was too easy. Mercy death. Someone jammed a hilt to his
hand. He was sure it was Amethyst. The man never left his side since
the beginning of this battle.


True
gray-blue dawn enlightened their vision. The enemy troops were few in
numbers. He saw the scatter of torches and halted. His army went the
rest of the way in pursuit. They could handle it now on their own.
The adversary vanquished. Taking the stronghold was a matter of
follow-up, but not yet. The walls were delicate. Poplari was a rose
still. They encased the entrance with a boulder and locked themselves
in once more. The second battle. They won. But unfinished. He saw the
enigma, a woman, neither Swallow or Puma, running after the remaining
two Gorrans. She was stained of blood from mail livery hem down, the
red long drained away from the sleeted metal. Her sword hacked one in
the spine. The second was too far. She threw a knife dead-eye on his
spinal chord. They had all lain down to mercy. She was not contented
with that hunting down the wounded to impale the final thrusts.


He
rode forward in the dead-littered ground, a pain tearing his side
where his chain-mail had come loose. The real pain was to see her on
the moor of battle, nomadic and lost. Perhaps, to see her at all.
This was his fight, not hers. His two feet dragged themselves toward
her. No one interrupted him, not even a dozen guards at his side.
There was no danger. She milled forward, stabbing with angry
whimpers. His sword could try to parry.


"Stone
Bird!"


She
writhed around, sword ready and thrusted. He didn't have time to
react. The tip penned his armor between the chest and mid-section,
but went no further. The white-fire steel was drenched of life's
liquid, red dripping away. He touched the blade between two fingers
and guided them to lower, never leaving his eyes away from her. She
lowered the sword and it fell heavily plunging the ground with a thud
on its tip.


"Go
home," he said.


She
was someone distant, but she approached him, eying him all over, and
began to match his flinted stare. Her claws reached beneath his mail
and yanked the strap. He winced at the cutting spasm's effect. She
was stripping him of his armor in front of everyone. Her face was
that of a skull, death-bearing and righteous. After the armor, the
claws fingered his tunic's collar and rent it in a hoisting twist
forward so their faces met.


"Tell
me one good reason," she defied him.


"Forget
me," he whispered, hoarsed. "I won't come back." His
world was darkening. He could hardly stand. "I," he expired
saying, "set...you...free."


She
caught him quickly, sword arm swung around his back. "No!"
she screamed, heaving him forward in her arms. "Don't you dare,
Legran," she rebuked venomously to his drifting face. "Don't
you die on me!" She heightened her head to the staring mute
crowd. "Someone , help me!" she hollered. They came to her
aid. A couple were sensible enough to bring the stretcher. Her eyes
bleared. Even as they put him on blanket, she kept her hold on his
hand, walking alongside with the litter that was carried by two men.
The crowd followed, spanning out of the way at their arrival. The
pulse was beginning to slow. Now, or never. She had to tell him. Her
voice smelted. "Legran," she said grippingly, "listen
to me. Don't you dare die on me, because...because you're a father."







Chapter 77


He
awoke lying naked under a blanket on the roll of a raised stretcher.
Blinking, he adjusted vision to the glow of a tent fire far on his
right. The was his tent. Then, he noticed the immediate, especially
the sleeper sitting there left arm over bent knee whose ankle
connected with the other limb bent and flat on the floor. The right
hand had entwined his right's own and put to her cheek while she
leaned the elbow on the horizontal pole. The slightest move disturbed
her. She opened the gentle greys and saw him. He withdrew his hand
depriving her the excuse of complaining his promiscuity. Hobbling
forward, straining her dress tight around the waist as the hem was
stepped over, her arm rested beside his face. He avoided her touch,
but he couldn't run. The palm was cool to his burning face.


"Oh,
hey, how are you?" she seemed to coax him.


"Can't
move," he said through his teeth.


She
smiled kindly. "You lost a lot of blood. Here," she reached
over holding up a pot.


He
widened from pot to her. "No, " he said stubbornly. "I
won't take it."


A
corner of her lips twitched. "It's sweetened," she said
with that terrible tiny grin. "You'll heal faster."


"Get
out," he spewed. "I don't need you."


The
pot was put to a perch on her knee. Her expression changed,
transformed to the Zandrian attitude he knew and loved. "Oh,
really," she said saucily narrowing her eyes. "Didn't you
want me?" Her hand strayed away.


"No,
never," he lied stiffly. "You did it. I let you---"
His body went taut, hackles prickling his nape as he gasped to the
pain and stimulating spasm. "S-stop it!" he rasped.


"I
know what makes you tick," she said confidently. "So
don't...cross with me." Her fingers and thumb released his
nipple. He panted glaring at her. She smiled fully running her eyes
the other end just to prove her point. "Now, are you----"
She didn't bother with the rest clenching his jaw open with her hand.
Down came the flood from the spout of the pot. He gagged, hands
clasping her wrist. She released him momentarily for him to choke
down the awful brew, sweetened but bitter still. "That's wasn't
so bad," setting down the pot, "was it?"


"Damn
you!" he ejected between coughs.


"Your
language was never this colorful, Legran," she said warningly.


"I
don't care." He irked to the sensation of medicine down his
throat. "You could've left me to die." Coughs and panting.
"I hate you."


The
word might had hurt her feelings, but she was made of stone. Her lips
came together as if she was tasting a flavor, eyes put to the floor a
while. The eyelids raised so she could look at him. She shifted so
her body hovered over him. The arms straddled gripping the rails.


"You
won't die, Legran," she said to his face. As his eyes drooped a
bit, she grinned sighingly. "Sleep for now, lover boy.....I want
you well." Her weight slithered away, teasing him in the act.
She drew the blanket over him and stood. The dress was very loose on
her, he noticed as she put on the cloak. "Generals, " she
called exiting. I'm taking Command from here..."


He
drifted into sleep remembering the one special word and clung to it
for peace. Lover.


-------


"Undo
the dam," Stone Bird said. "I know. I know what he
thought," she shook waving her traffic palm. "You told me.
Flush them out. But this isn't the desert." The Generals and
those dozens of sergeants were enjoying discussion. They were
miniatures of the popular Third Prince of Falshire. She had learned
to understand female appreciation from these people----men. They
smiled too much, none to her liking, but they didn't impose either.
"The idea would be great if this was Zand or when in the
beginning of summer. Rainfall is mercy. They've shut themselves in
again. Besides, what about the innocents? You're harming them, too.
So undo the dam."


They
paused. Then Baldin spoke up bowing. "Yes, my Lady. I guess
you're right."


"But
we were doing so well," Fary said. "Now, we have to wait."


"And
can't we?" she asked as rhetoric. "I don't care what he
thought he knew he was doing. I'm Commander now. He's a sick boy in
bed. He can't lead you on a stretcher. Not to mention, he can't
handle a sweetened brew." Her voice crackled and they abated
temporarily. She noticed the ruby woman clinging to Baldin's arm in
total shock. That was a Puma? So easily scared. Clearing her throat,
she sipped her watered down tea. "Now, get some men, a few
archers to accompany them to the beavered river and undo the crude
reservoir or do I have to do it myself?"


"Oh,
no, no, no! No, my Lady," they echoed each other. "We'll---we
will do it. We do it now." A couple of the sergeants stood to
carry out her order. Child-bearing had its advantages. They kept
glimpsing for the evidence spotting her body.


"Go!"
she snapped. "What are you looking at me for?"


They
jumped and hustled. She shook her head. The bulge was not very
obvious under the loose-leafy tresses she wore with the flaps of the
cloak wide open. Baldin and Fary and three Swallows and the sit-in
Pumas were viewing her from a secant. She ignored the frozen people
and drank from her tea-mug. They watched her eat bread and sweet
cheese. She washed down what she chewed.


"Is
there something wrong?" she snapped. "Haven't you seen
someone eat before?"


"My
Lady!" Fary exhaled. "But you--you are with child."


"And
what of it?" she demanded. "The King voiced for my own good
to stay in the palace to rot while you people send yourselves into a
foolish end." She stood overbearing him with one fist on hip and
accusing him with the index finger of the other limb. "You've
forgotten I saved the lot of you. If it wasn't for me, you'll still
be fighting till kingdom come. The Commander hasn't my experience. I
raised him since infant, and I trained him to manhood, including
this," she tapped her belly on the side and dropped the limb to
hang. "So, don't tell me what's good for me when I know it well
beyond you."


The
poor man paled, gulping. The Swallows straggled away gagging. The
Pumas crawled to their chorus. The rest of the sergeants said
nothing. They sort of edged into a nudging bond. She snorted and took
her seat on the stool. There was extended silence. She had to speak
again.


"Oh,
hell, you're wondering how far along I am," she muttered giving
up the mug. "Since the day of departure, all right? Assume I
conceived the night before."


"He
sure has the strength," someone mumbled.


"A
spring chicken always does," she said dryly to the comment duly
noted. The man reddened. "Don't you think, Birek?" He
shrank. "You made an issue. Answer me."


"I-I...
I didn't, my Lady. The Commander didn't sleep for days on the road. I
thought---I thought....thought....." He trailed to her
implacable stare. His face shuffled within itself as he clammed up.


"And
I'm weak?" She sighed. "You people." She shook her
head and stood. "I prove you wrong, and you try to turn it and
prove me wrong. I'm not Queen Jenna. There is a world of difference.
I don't tolerate a lord over me. And not any man can outrank me. I'll
put you to your place until you learn this other woman every boy
dreams about." She turned drawing her cloak and went for a
stroll.


They
followed her. The Swallows and Pumas lay siege a protective ring
around her. The cloak with the fiery bird fluttering wings spanned
was most appropriate to her. Aside from the symbolism of her name,
her character matched it. She was Fire, warm and true. The bronze
hair was pleated into a single braid trailing down her spine dividing
the embroidered bird like the cord of a curtain. Her hand reached the
nape and flipped the brown-gold haired rope forward, checking the
worsted points in silence. The Generals were allowed to walk
alongside her. Fary had his good arm bandaged to a sling tied around
his neck. Simple tasks could be carried out with his unpracticed left
arm, such as holding the mug of Lanfern. Baldin favored a
fast-healing gash to his left calf and shoulder wound. His cloak made
modesty covering him and the bandages while his shirt was freed for
the naked eye could see. His Chosen, the Red Puma, was supporting him
holding up his arm proactively. He began to turn sanguine in the
face, though no one paid attention. The Swallows were Falshiren women
of newly forged pride, proud with the twin swords they chose to
identify themselves with. It had become a trade-mark. The few
injuries on their tream earned them merit of profound skills. The
Pumas, tan fur-clad human cats were already known for their trades.
They were there each to spy on a possible Choice, eyeing the
sargeants quite closely. The Falshiren Dragonflies were flattered and
infatuatedly mute. A rare few dared to pinch the rear cheeks of the
flatterers, when the stares were many and mutual.


She
stroked her braid, thinking, sometimes distracted by the giggles and
snickers, and allowed the behavior, because she was free to enjoy
hearing them being so happy. They were children yet, young and
serenading. The rare moment of full sun was greatly appreciated. Late
Autumn's temp gave more days of cloud and showers than peaceful dry
clear blue skies with the gold-fire globe. She halted a the pile of
yellow jugs. The fuel amounted a threatening supply, but unmanned
with guard. No one seemed aware of their significance. Curious, there
was so much, the dangerous substance could burn over three palaces
put together. She surveyed the stacking construction . Then, she
looked up inquisitively.


"Whose
idea was it to bring these? And so huge a supply?"


Fary
cleared his throat through fist. "Your husband requested them,
my Lady," he said carefully.


"Whatever
for? You don't need that many lamps. Fire wood works just fine."


He
nodded, eyes straight at her. The woman's hand traveling the braiding
and stroking the beaded folds was getting to be hypnotic. When it
stopped and enfolded the rope in a fist, well.....Needless to say how
provoking the artistry was to a sensitive keened eye. He met her
stony face when his gaze raised the secant a level. His throat
parched. He cleared the itch uncomfortably.


"He
meant condolence to the dead with ash and ...I suppose he wanted
appropriate grief," he said cleanly enough. "Mourn the
enemy by custom." He shrugged.


Her
face pivoted side to side. "What loyalty he proves to me. I
appreciate the sentiment. All the more to keep him away from battle.
How his heart must tear him apart worse than stone breaking itself,"
she finished with a sigh.


"My
Lady?" Baldin uttered quizzically, facial puzzled and askance of
explanation.


The
heart of her lips pursed slightly. She darkened the smile. "I
have forgotten you are Falshiren, " she said, a trifle trist.
Her left hand planted on her hip, while the right resumed stroking
the braid. "Gorrans worship the sea, though they live on the
mountains. Their dead are always journeyed by kin to the nearest
western shore. The bodies are put to a raft and sent out on the
waters to float into the setting sun. Sojourns their life, but the
spirit is free to travel far." The explanation accumulated
value, most definitely profound knowledge. "Zandrian tradition
differs. We perfume our departed with funeral oil and set them to
pyre. With the ash, we spread it to the winds. They travel far and
near. The Zand is more than home. Our kin lives with us in spirit and
guides us." She shrugged. "You bury your dead for similar
reasons." They simply stared from the sage words. Her index
finger curled over, braid between it and the rest in her palm, as she
drew on it slowly. A trifle sigh and she continued. "My husband,
apparently," a dainty smile, "puts my honor at stake. He
slays his blood heritage and gives them this. Don't you see? He
denies them their proper burial. But freeing them in this fashion,
his people are redeemed as mine forever."


There
was a respectful silence. Stone Bird realized she had caused it.
Perhaps her words were harsh, too stark and blunt. Her cheer died on
her face. She did not mean to celebrate so openly the deaths of
hundreds. They didn't know half the reason she sated in seeing the
wretched race vanquished. Every last one of them participated the
break of treaty's peace. Every filthy beechnut-complexioned,
black-bearded, disrespectful, bloody, hell-spawn rapist----each and
every one of them. Her grip was yanking her tail taut, causing the
strenuous ache in her cricky neck. They were waiting for command. Or
they were frightened and could only stare at a monster, because they
didn't know what else to do. She paced several steps to consider
options, devising a plan. Briefly, she brightened.


"People,"
she announced , facing them again, "war is not hopeless."


"We
want to get into the stronghold, but they won't eject," said
Baldin.


She
threw back her braid. Her smile was contagious, but they were curious
with the hope she had to offer. "Legran has done progress, but
he's been lenient." Her expression turned serious. "When he
walks again, let him lead as before. Make no point of
my...rambunctious behavior." She sterned at Fary and Birek. They
nodded. She resumed pleasantness. "He has patience with these
primitive fools, but I don't. His idea is too good to pass up."
A grin made pretty her triangular lips.


"What
do you mean, my Lady?" Fary asked intently. "We've been
fighting well-nigh two seasons, and they won't budge despite the two
major defeats. They seem to hide behind those walls enjoyably. Even
when the river is beavered. I don't know what it takes to prove their
futility at resistance." He blackened. "My Lord was right
about one thing. Death is vile. We've lost so many of our fighters
already, because they drag and tease our cause at righteousness and
justice. Our soldiers, barely primed beyond youth, age before our
eyes is despair. Two seasons. And you call it progress?" As he
spoke he watched the face stoned while she drew her braid again. The
silence dragged the demand's tenuous challenge.


"Is
that all that happened?" she began. "You are talking about
glory, aren't you? Let me guess your age. Twenty-six summers,
perhaps, under that General design and the shell of a man. There is
no clean glory to war, but glory it is and exists. And it isn't for
everyone, except to those who are spared from the battlefields and
sing the ballads and sonnets while we, the actual un-sung heroes shed
our blood and sweat for a cause. May it be justice. May it be
prevention, protect our own before harm comes to them. Whatever the
purpose suits you is reason enough to fight amounts value, Fary. In
its small way, but it matters to you.. Not someone else's judgment.
That's the focus you're suppose to hold onto. But we pay heavily,
don't we? For belief, we lose our friends to the enemy raids."
She nodded. "Yes, I know. Friends, lovers, families, siblings:
they have died in this war. But who started it in the first place?"
Her voice harshed. "Do you think I brought them here?" The
braid shook to her yanks. "Tarenne was passive. And look what
happened? I admit I've come for vengeance, but it is not at your
expense. There is no choice. You have to fight. Fight or you'll die
the same. Or wish you die a thousand times over if you let them
conquer your home and invade your land as looters. They rob your
girls of virtues and kill them, too. They slaughter your men. They
genocide the old. It's all true. I bore witness to it all. So what
difference does it make two seasons of progress? Of hope building
itself? Good is earned. Evil destroys in haste, but it never
succeeds. Our Goddess is mercy. She is not blind to our cause."
She stepped forward. "I am proof. I survived. And I intend to
help you." He was adamant, irreversible with his stare. The
others were gathering behind him. She saw only a Swallow who braved
to stand beside him. Stepping yet again forward, she upraised her
arms throwing back the flaps of her cloak and planted hands on her
hips. "Resist me, " she challenged. "Do it, then go
home as a coward. But you'll remorse. You'll live out your days in
remorse of how you broke the spirit of an army and invited the enemy
through your door. So, what'll it be? Choose."


His
eyes, the stare, leaked into a hemo-glaze. The face went defeated
distorting in strained lines as his hand covered it. "I found
her body by the river, " he rasped. The hand fisted as he
straightened the arm scowling hatefully. "Barely sixteen. She
didn't have to die. Her garments were thrown open. She resisted. They
cut her up." He gasped into a snarl. "They touched her
corpse and then mutilated it. They cut her till entrails....She was
my sister! If she hadn't come, she wouldn't have died," he
wrenched the final word. He was a man. Tears at bay. He clung to
dignity just as she once knew how to do so well.


She
heaved gently her lungs. Old memories. Hauntings. She was used to
them by now. "Two weeks," she said. "I sentence you to
two weeks confined in your tent to heal that arm. And in these two
weeks, you are to eat, sleep, and cry on," she pointed to the
woman beside him, "her shoulders. Grieve her death, and make it
thorough. If I hear a report that you don't do any of the three, I'll
strap you to a horse and send you home. Now, go. The rest of us have
work to do."


The
couple began to move, he slackened onto the Swallow's frame, gasping
in his chokes. No one judged his weakness. He was a man. It was his
right. His time away. The General had a heart, as any human should.


"People,"
she resumed with those at present. "We are going to win this
war. I'm going to you that flush-out-the-enemy you wanted. And with
that we are going to need fire power....First, I want supplies. Rags,
and plenty of them. Skins, lots and lots of them. How many arrows do
we have left?"


"Plenty,"
Baldin said.


"Plenty
is not enough. Slingshots," she eyed the Red Puma. "How
much weight can your slings take?"


"A
rock this," Red Puma extended her hands the size of half her
stomach, "big. The distance is twenty paces at hurling speed."


"Stretch
it." Her tone made Red Puma offensive. "Improve the slings.
Make bigger ones. I need throws that fly thirty paces at least.
Well?"


"I'll
invent something....my Lady."


"You
met my husband." The shock confirmed it. She smiled wolfishly.
"Nothing gets past me, Red Puma. Redjay does not suit you."


Red
smiled. "I like it. I think I'll keep it," she said eyeing
Baldin who coughed into his fist. "What next, my Lady?"


"Jugs.
No, wait....I want the kind that looks like vases. The ones with a
long-stemmed neck. Speaking of which, don't we have cinderboxes?...."





Chapter 78


Awoken
for quite some time, he lay on the comfort of the stretcher. The gash
on his side was freshly dressed, cicatrix toughening into tolerant
itches. His skin felt bathed and cleansed minty in evaporation. Not a
trace of stink or cling of sweat on him, he smelled only the potpouri
of herbs. Pivoting, he watched the woman on the stool near the fire.
Who else but this familiar would be privileged to nurse him? And she
was meticulously thorough, he knew feeling his entire body toured and
scrubbed with a towel from during his sleep. She stoked the twigs in
the cistern of piled rocks, stopping to knuckle her side. A breathy
moan as she tapped the back of her fist on the spine behind the
abdomen. The dress was loose, a singular piece over some layers with
the skirt podium over the angle of her bent leg. She reclined putting
down the stoker. Her battle braid fell in curtain to her motion.


He
sat up, and it was no great surprise. She looked at him out of the
corner of her eyes. Then, she uncovered the lid of the kettle cooking
over the fire putting in the ladle from an iron rack. From behind the
wall of her skirt, she found a flat bowl furnished with spoon and
scooped the stew into it. She replaced the ladle in the kettle,
making ready to face him. He was stark through and through, clothed
only in the middle with bandages and covered under the blanket. She
must had understood his thoughts for she imposed no further sitting
yet on the stool.


"You're
awake," she spoke first, a familiar tone. Crisp and kindred.
"Shall I bring it to you?"


"No,
" he answered, edging his legs over the rail. She respected his
modesty, facing the fire, holding up the bowl with the wrist resting
on her knee. "I deserve to earn a meal from you," he said.
She made no comment rolling her joint to better hold the bowl. He
grunted softly and stood coiling the blank around his body as if it
was bath terry. After putting a stool into place, he took his seat
extending his arm in full stretching length taking the bowl from her.
"Thank you," he remarked, remembering his manners. The
Garnet on its chain reflected a shade of brown.


There
was peace while he slurped or ate quietly without comment. She
cornered her eyes, pretending to pick the fire again. His face was
drooping over the bowl held close to the hungry lips, unsuspecting.
She shifted edging toward him. The arc of his body was slim and
inviting. The pick was laid on the floor. He ate, eyes lowered still,
undetecting. The gap enclosed proximity of a pace. She maneuvered. He
spooned vegetables into his mouth, allowing her to lounge her weight
over his lap. Her arm lay across his thighs, its forearm raised to
hold her head. He continued to mill over the stew, but slowly being
distracted. For a while, she was content and he was comfortable
again. She reached near his ankle, hand coming up to peel open the
hem revealing his leg. His knees froze to the hand on his inner
thigh. He couldn't finish the stew, most of it eaten though. Moments
passed, she made no move.


"Stone
Bird....take your hand off."


The
hand released him to cap this naked knee. She moaned a sigh resting
her face to the angle of her arm on his thighs. "Why won't you
touch me? Is it, because I'm worthless?"


"Priceless,"
he replied in correction. "And no." He abandoned the spoon
to rest the palm on her shoulder.


She
inhaled in response, closing her eyes concentrating. "Lower,"
she ordered. He hovered to reach, while setting down the bowl on the
floor. "Lower, more," she said again. He was close enough
with his face to her ear and the arm slid around her side. His hand
found her hardened belly, the bulge indicative. "I...am willing
to talk," she said.


"Is...is..."
he whispered. "....really...?"


"Our
child is in there," she answered him.


"Does
it hurt," he asked, feeling delicately.


"No,"
she replied nonchalantly, napping awake. "Just heavy."


He
realized why she felt her spine earlier. The extra weight must had
strained her usually trim figure and she had to carry it anyway. His
hand withdrew to run up and down her vertebrate. Her body preened to
his pliable touch silently. It returned to her belly and stayed a
while.


"I
can hear him," he said wanting to laugh. "His heartbeat."


She
smiled, angelic in sleep. "He's happy to meet you."


"I
should've guessed a son would convince you to me, but I couldn't lose
my respect to not wait."


"As
should be," she said, sobering. Pause. "I'm sorry."


"Stone
Bird," he uttered lovingly. Another brief silence. The long
overdue lovers seemed lack of words.


She
exhaled. "What a name? It's cold to you."


"What
kind of a fool do you think I am?" he asked wryly, grinning.
"Stone for the precious, that of passion and honesty like Ruby.
They call it the heartstone here. And Bird for the spirit is free.
It's beautiful. My noble Stone Bird."


"I'm
aptly named, aren't I?"


"Tarennei
custom is the best for namesake. Mother taught me the readings of
fortune." He hesitated. "Stone Bird? Do....Do you have any
regrets?"


"A
few." She nodded slightly. Then, she opened her eyes. "But
I'd do it all the same again."


He
sat erect, breathing. "I miss the way we were before the
sword-oath."


"What's
wrong with now?"


"You're
angry all the time. I hate to see you hurt."


She
chewed within her lips. "Did you...ever really cry?" she
asked. "I reduced a man to tears the other day. Maybe....Maybe
it was my fault. Me and my big mouth. And those men clothes I wore. I
provoked him."


"Stone
Bird."


"I
did. He liked that," she said wickedly, glaring maliciously. Her
body went rigid to the discussion. "You denied me his death.
Don't you ever try to hinder my vengeance again. I was infuriated
with you for it. But I went too far, didn't I? I thought I'd punish
you. And it turned around and hurt me....Woe to me," she
finished sardonically.


He
took a moment before speaking. "I cried when I lost you the
first time." Watching her collapse the defenses was
satisfactory. She shifted on her hip to lean more weight on him.
After enfolding the realm of her arms, she rested her cheek to the
rim as a pillow. Her braid had fallen toward his side. He picked up
the tail "And I did it again that other time you were in
Falshire."


"You're
too good to me," she said, chin lowered bashfully.


"You're
worthy." He coiled the braid at the base of her skull. She
closed her eyes to the comfortable do, not minding at all. He tucked
the end into the inner loop, securing it. "Stone Bird." She
heard, but did not speak, brows lifted. "I don't want you to go
into battle until----"


"I'm
not listening," she replied adamantly, eyes closed still.


"But....All
right, have it your way."


"Touch
me again," she said after a while.


He
gave her the back rub, which made her dorsal arch a bit to the hand.
"It's unhealthy to sit and sleep," he said after a while.
"There's the ...stretcher."


The
peaceful face exhaled contently. "I haven't slept well for two
days. The floor's rocky. The stretcher's too deep. This is better,
the most comforting I ever felt."


His
hand rested on her shoulder. "I'll stay up and watch over you.
Sleep," he said finally.


"You've
become a man. I don't miss the boy I knew, but I'll take you."


Grinning,
he held back the laugh. "You want me to talk, don't you?"


"If
you think," she replied.


"Not
tonight. The last words are mine," he said possessively.
Silence.


She
spoke yet again. "You told me to go home. Where is home,
Legran?"


"I
meant for you to go back to the palace. I... didn't want you to see
me." He shamed drooping. "You won't like what I've done,
what I've been on the battlements. I've sunken to their level. I
really don't want you to see my savagery. I'm civilized around you.
It matters what opinions you hold for me." He was young and too
honest.


"This
war ...." she inhaled and sighed. "Legran, I know your
loyalty. And I accept your love. But let me deal with them. You've
done enough already."


"Stone
Bird, I....Goddess, why must you hurt so much! It's just not fair."
He winced.


She
felt the droplet on the skin of her scalp. Reaching up, she enclosed
his hand on her shoulder. A gentle smile encouraged her lips as she
rendered his palm to her cheek. "My brave lover boy," she
murmured, "you're a soldier of the heart. You bleed more than me
when injured with my pain. I know," she acknowledged. "I
appreciate you. I wish for your company. I swoon at your side. Can
you tell me the same?"


"Let
me hold you, and I will." She chortled lifting herself so he
could pull the stool away from under him. He sat on the carpet,
unmindful of the rough ground beneath and enveloped her positioning
the head to his chest, while she rested folded hands to her own
sitting between his legs lying against him in length. "I have
always known my heart is yours, even with the world against me. I've
endured them all, those that opposed me or tried to deny my will. But
I knew I am yours, and I can be true. Love is nothing, if love does
not endure...." She had fallen asleep, he noticed. He forgot
everything else looking at her serene face. Fingering her right
cheek, "Home is where the heart is, Stone Bird. Doesn't matter
where to live." The fingers strayed forward gently into the hair
so as to not disturb her. "Doesn't matter where we are. It's
what we make of it for our son."


The
Garnet on his chest went fiery red above her forehead. The prisoner's
cell could not contain its fierceness as red-gold rays escaped.





Chapter 79


On
the northern front of the Continent, skirmish and battle were due and
long in waiting. The full of Moon had shifted. The two leaders, man
and woman, on horsebacks side to side waited atop the rise looking
down the bowl of the valley. He caught up with her, but the chase was
nowhere over. While this war raised issues, resolve was shoved aside
at her refusal to accept her problems. They had not spoken for the
entire segment of the year, wills and wits drained into the situation
that prolonged into the present. The army was down there turning up
stone in effort to search out the rest of the enemy. Five days
straight, they were still trying to capture prisoners. Her Puma
lackeys remained up here at her side, non-participant as if the work
below would waste their effort.


Col
and Duncane returned, riding their mounts at trotting speed up the
hill. The look on their faces reported disappointment. Dregin
straightened in his saddle. His helmet was put on the pommel so his
head could air out the sweat. The season was definite autumn, but the
climate competed with tundra. Nights were cool, but the days spewed
heat. The sun was killing him, though the shade of the blinded tent
eased much. he stole a glance at White Mane who was sweating like a
salamander in a pond, but she didn't let on her mind, frozen in place
on her saddle. She never looked at him since the break of party. The
shell was a fortress he knew too well, familiar as from the
beginning. Every time he thought he could speak, the tension was
there to prevent him. He looked at the landscape. Unbelievable
habitat was possible here, a place of shales and rock, not even a
bush----a real lively one within sight. The little soldiers were
crawling about the gargoyle-infested castle like termites, only they
couldn't eat the structure down or do any masonry at breaking the
walls.


The
Sapphire and Emerald Generals reined in short, dismounted to enter
the barracked civilized proximity. Bowing, they strode further in
reaching for the dregs of water pouring a short burst of shower over
themselves. Their skin was sun-burned and flushed despite the helmets
of their battle-attire. Col mopped his face with the light towel
wetting it soakingly and placed it over his head. Duncane was choking
in the drowning of the remainder of his dreg. The heat was
unbearable, made worse, because they wore armor and needed the
cottons beneath to protect their flesh from scrape burns. Dregin
really sympathized them, but he couldn't afford for them to conduct
the search at night. The nocturnal enemy was strongest in the
lateness. The two undid the heavy armors loosening the cottons and
took their seats on the benches panting to slow labored breathing.


"My
Prince, we've searched all over. The place is empty," said
Duncane. "It's as if not a soul's been there for years."


"That's
it?" Col retorted. "A few dozens Niele and we're done? I
think there's something wrong with the place. Can't put a finger on
it, but I know they're up to something."


White
Mane nudged her mare forward to see for herself. They didn't know
what was down there. Dregin didn't tell them. Understandingly, they
were ill-prepared with only conventional skills. She spoke without
looking back.


"Generals,
rest easy."


They
looked in her direction startled of their own wits to the adamantine
voice. Grumbly, they encompassed themselves to nap, sitting
cross-legged in meditation. Dregin stared at the Pincess of Tarenne,
not the Princess-by-rite of Falshire's loved symbol. Cold. Distant.
Untouchable. She was all three under the chain armor that made her
quintessential and sensuous to his eyes. He was demented. He wanted a
tough-skinned beast. If he attacked her, she would writhe wildly in
his arms and bite back. And he would enjoy it, too. The prickly
sensation between his legs was telling him so. He was jealous. She
spoke to them, but not a word to him. He snatched a glimpse of the
men stealing cornered eyes at him. They were aware of the quarrel. He
disgruntled resuming his fantasizing eyes on the inhuman creature
that made him thump in his saddle. The guilt reserved its rise. His
intelligence suppressed primal instinct. He remembered the promise to
ask, but he would fail his mission now. The heat was not helping,
either. About never disrepecting her-----how about debauching his way
with the body and incinerate it for water-clocks of time until she
surrendered to his deeply needed relief, which he was doing right at
the moment with his mind. Her Chosen night was not half bad, he
sneered mentally just to be mean. Heinousness was always in his
blood. She knew his type and she accepted him. But she held the
strings, entangling him in civility and human misery. She tugged and
he howled with shame for ever thought of hurting her. He was spicy,
but he couldn't take her, not while his mission was at stake. She
held his spicier half, all right. He wouldn't blow his chances for a
stupid difficult-to-resist act.


The
veils of her turban fanned slightly from a weak breeze. He couldn't
help himself. The coarse white hair was looped several times into a
tight bun under the material. Careful, careful, not to give away the
falsehood of nature. He condescended the warm metal, meddling his way
to the fresh-salting wet skin, the glowing flesh congealing her
facial skull, the breathy moist of her lips. He should stop. He
concreted the soft concurring valve, condensing his invisibility to
her respiratory. Too far. Her frame twinged, and she twitched him an
annoying glare before guiding her mount forward rocking her structure
occupying the saddle temptingly. Damn her attraction. His thorax
ravaged internally from anguish, a self-inflicted damage. He couldn't
touch her, so he did that. Foolish. So, what was he doing nudging his
mount to follow? He answered, because she waved for the Pumas to
remain in their place while she went for a walk. She did that often.
The growing solitary sessions unnerved him. She withstood the heat.
Unsurprising, if one stopped to remember her heritage. Desert-bred
was no stranger to stone-heated country. The shods of his horse
hobbled loud echoes. She must had heard and chose to ignore him,


They
rode for a long while. He kept the distance when they were within
camp territory. Irrationality made him rash as he sped up conjoining
the distance between them, hating to have to follow her this far. She
wandered to the other side of the terrace and halted as if she
realized something. Turning round fast, she went startled to his
coming encroachment. He usurped the opportunity grabbing her
squeezing with his massive arms. They fell from their separate
perches in coalesced struggles, rolling about on the blistering rock
surface. She was not the girl he knew, flirting strength and agility
with his arms. Her knee gutted him and she heaved her sole against
his chest. He broke away from the force. Ignore him? Ask? He wasn't
asking. He was taking. He forwarded plunging in a tackling dive. The
bouldering swift slap smarted his face, its skeletal hand broke the
capillaries of his skin and cracked his jaw. He stood struck
dumbfounded. She exasperated, wiping the saliva and red on her lips
with the same hand sporadically as if the splits on them stung. Her
palms smeared and she licked the cuts clean. The glaze of her
diamond-sapphire eyes tried to murder him. She took a forward pace,
squaring him in the eye. A moment passed, and she began to smut the
quiver toweling out the ruddy stain from her palm.


"You
beast," she spurned. "I won't let you treat me that way."


"You
lied to me!" he accused, strung taut in his senses distrusting
himself. "Which one are you? Princess, Prophet, or woman. Real
woman, please." He was scornful with every word. "How dare
you deceived me?! I throw myself open, my heart at your mercy, and
what do you do? You show me ill-some gratitude." His eyes
ignited. She was so cool to his anger. He grappled her again, and
they scuttled without interference. Slamming her to the wall was
nothing. He slammed into her next preventing those fast legs. She
grunted against his force, arms wrestling with strain, while her
claws rent the sleeves beneath his armor. He couldn't stop himself
from feasting. The repression unleashed the unconsecrated fire
within. "Give," he muttered to her shuttered lips. "Give,
damn you!" She angled away from his teeth.


"No!"
she shrieked and pushed with the help of a hind kick to the wall. His
unbalance regained her advantage. She kicked twice consecutively at
his stomach, swung in full whirl and cracked her heel into his rib.
Bruise did not touch him, but the impact threw his weight. She was
powerful with muscular skills. His armor had absorbed the blow, but
strength penetrated the barrier. Standing before him, fists on hips
as if she dominated him, she exasperated contempt. "I'll teach
you a lesson, Dregin. Don't tempt me," she said with a tone of
rock in the warning. He dusted himself and stood indignantly, defiant
of defeat. "We can talk," she said on guard to his moves.
"But first, you'll have to listen."


"More
of your lies?" he snarled most vilely, seething in rage.


"I
didn't ...lie to you," she retorted icily. Her lips were drying
fast from the weather and bled in the cracks. She swiped the wet with
her fingers, glancing briefly at the red. Straightening, she forced
him into combat again. "Are you listening or do I leave while
you're still unscathed?"


He
ground his teeth. "I'll listen," he gritted. "All this
time," he exulted blackly. "All the while, you were better
than me and you let me win. Damn you!"


She
didn't speak, taking his impotent moment to touch fingertips to her
damaged lips. When she removed her hand, the mouth was cleanly healed
as if nothing ever injured them. He stared, shocked and startled. She
tossed her face blowing a terse breath.


"I'm
the Prophet, because I can see the physical future to a certain
extent. I chose you, Dregin of Falshire, because I saw you first,
long before you knew me from the stories I crafted. A girl of eight
ran away from home hoping the suitor would salvage her from fate. He
had power. He would shelter her from the darkness, but she couldn't
count on him alone. She was frightened of power, but she would learn
conventional skills to protect herself as a precaution. Power,
Dregin. I recoiled from it. It runs in your veins. You tainted me
with it all those nights when we met in person. Lie? You kept it from
me. Were you honest then? How many times did you touch me in sleep?
Oh, countless," she growled bitterly. "But I let you. I
agreed to your Choice, because I knew you .... already...." Her
fist and jaws flinted. "I didn't think you would come that far.
There was no proof, because it's all Wind that cloaked me to satisfy
you. Just like what you did just now. And the nerve of you to pretend
physical tease!" She stamped. "I adore you, damn it! I felt
the pull then, strong enough to come to you, but you hurt me. You
hurt me with your inconsiderate selfish need to sire." He stared
mutely, very stupidly. "And your past," she began anew. "I
had hoped and prayed it was something trivial, an affair, a mortal
woman I could fight and take you back as rightfully mine. But no, she
is the very Black Veil, the High Mistress of Niele herself. Ambitious
and sage with mysticism. What was I supposed to do? She overpowered
me! Alchemist and evil in one. But you met her, Dregin. You made her
promises, didn't you? And you not only broke them, you used them to
steal Tourmaline. Haste!" she rasped. "You were so eager
for power. What haste! I could've helped you get it and no harm was
done. But no, you had to be greedy. You thought she cared, but all
she wanted was to rule the Continent. My family, my people, the
entire of Tarenne suffered for you. And now, you would treat me so
degradingly? How could you? Where have I erred in devotion to you?...
She encouraged Gorra's Grace House to invade my peaceful, harmless
kingdom to scorn me for breeding your first child," she
continued. "Break my pride. Deprive our son's life," she
almost whimpered, tears brimming up. Her fist razed across the eyes.
"Oh, damn you, damnation! I'm only a woman with extra senses.
Don't you think I suffer enough?" She threw her arms in the air.
"How strong am I, Goddess? How much do you think I can take?"
She demanded the sky. "Why make me, Goddess? Why? When you don't
intend me happiness! What did I ever do but to have been born?"
She stamped with dissatisfaction, rendering to throw her fists
palm-wise to the rock, and whimpered her pitched sobs that became
honest heedless cries.


The
shame, his remorse was powerful. He had hurt his wife. He didn't
think, had no idea she was doing all she could to protect him. She
preserved his pride. His mistake. The many mistakes he lost count to.
Prophet, sybil's magic. Goddess, he hadn't a clue. He didn't pay
attention to her. He wasn't frank in the beginning. Seduced by evil's
temptress, he neglected the good and decent wife. All of it, his
fault. Could he mend her torn soul now? She had said she fell for
him. And it was true. The fall was before they even met. He
understood. He realized Ajarh's words reprimanding her for letting
him win in martial duel. She was trained by Asmi. The rags, her
peddler's appearance, the beginning. Everything made sense. Goddess,
he was a fool. This was too much for him to grasp. No wonder the
shyness. It was a tool to hide from him, because honesty, the whole
truth shattered their lives in a thousand places. And when that
happened, so was the hope for joy. There was never trust to begin
with. It had to be earned, not redeemed. He had done nothing of the
sort to truly love her.


"Oh,
Goddess," he moaned, sinking to his knees, "what had I
done?" He raged. A whirl wind blew past him. He couldn't do it.
She was sobbing softly by now calming the storm of emotions. He
deserved it. Crouching on fours and sitting on his ankles while hands
flattened to the ground, he acquiesced to self-conviction. "Kill
me, " he said. "Kill me, White Mane. I don't deserve you.
Mercy me, please."


She
sniffled wiping her face with the veil of her turban and turned to
look at him. He meant every word. Handsome. Male. Redemption. Matured
and sincere, he had outgrown his cocky boyhood at last. He was
begging to be free, but she wouldn't let him. She was not done with
the other woman, with her son's death, with the fallen grave of her
beloved kingdom, or her scarred aunt and foster-brother, or this
man's denial to her access. She could never give him joy again, but
she desired him. She needed his companionship for her life was
destined to be short. The last vision was final, her death eminent.
She was emancipated from task, a sybil no longer, no more. She loved
him deeply. Her care was from the true nature of her heart.
Tenderness, its paradise once again while she still lived. She missed
his caresses, and despised the moment for disallowing them. Whatever
the secret he still held, she would find it for herself. He, after
all she said, was protecting it even now. She would dig it up and
take it from him.


He
closed his eyes to her coming strides. She stood a moment. He was a
fool, trusting her wrath. "You underestimate me," she said
calmly and walked away.


Her
mare waited on her as loyalty always did. She was kindred to the
animal, her friend and ride from sword-oath till now. They were an
old pair, battled and worn as relics from the past. She mounted the
sturdy steed. The old girl was strengthened by age, though it
hindered her speed. So was White Mane. She was tired from constant
devastation. However, she would end a huge section of the loom from
spinning its darkness. The tapestry was for her to decide, not
Sidora. She rode up to the kneeling man. He didn't meet her gaze
staring at nothing.


"Beloved,"
she said, and it startled him. "I won't die in battle. Vengeance
is my guide. I would hope your pardon, my Lord. My...words...were
inappropriate. My duty is betrothed, nonetheless. But I have an enemy
to destroy. You shall aid me or our kingdom will suffer." He
made no move, looking at her long sword scabbarded still. She sighed.
"Get up," she ordered. "Get on the horse and ride at
my side, husband. Hear me and heed." Her sternness woke him and
he stirred. "I humble, so you must understand for now. I am
Earth, your counterpart, but I won't cancel you. Awaken, please.
Dreg...." Her words went in one ear and out the other, but he
climbed the stirrups to his saddle.


She
led the way and rode back to camp. Whoever said honesty was the best
policy should rot in hell. 






Chapter 80


The
Falshirens and Pumas of Heartrock surrounded the stone castle
seemingly empty and guarded by statuesque of demon-carved creatures,
the gargoyles that slept in stone. Every sill, each ledge, a crevice
had one. The viscous primates with wolverine snouts and jagged teeth
snarling from faces near human. Batted wings encloaked them or
spanned in stretch. They were not yet due to undone sleep. Lizard
tails enfolded their clawed feet. Always their arms folded. That was
the way they slept. Dregin identified himself as one of these, she
remembered. Oh, wicked, she groaned internally. He was poisoned to
think that way. A man still, she had seen his civility, the manners
of a Prince of Falshire. At the moment, he focused on the enemy and
was waiting. She nudged her steed forward, looking up at the red to
magenta pink sky while the golden orange fireball descended the shale
mountainous to her left. It was time.


She
hopped off her saddle sword ready in hand. Only when she almost
jumped that ledge three years ago, did she rediscover what she was.
The Element of Earth was her power. When Sundan and Jenna brought
news of Dregin in the form of the gift, innocently enough, the
Sapphire cave, she found source of her strength. He had written his
regrets to be away, but pleaded forgiveness the same. The ledge was
her flesh. It called her to stay, not to hurt with her fall. Earth,
alive, powerful, and sentimental. She was the Element itself, but the
physical land promised her strength. It promised she would meet
destiny, the True Gem's calling. She was sought and found. So,
Sapphire came in coincidence within days later.


She
chained it to her body on the necklace, the meniscus blue diamond
liquified when examined by the eyes' admiration. The sun's rays
reflected silver-gold on her sword upraised straight toward the sky.
She was warrior before mage. The metal came from Earth and had always
served her well. How ironic she made choice loyalty to it when she
was what created it in the first place. She flipped the blade and
impaled it into the ground. The inhabitants transcended energy away
from it. She felt the vibrations from the hilt that interrupted the
ring of energy. A shield to ward away seekers. She guessed right.
They were here, every deviant and assassin alike hiding down there or
rather in there, the castle's foundation.


"Dregin,"
she called and he came to her side on foot. "I need your Wind.
Can you take the walls?"


"No,"
he replied gently, and abashed when she looked. "I've tried. I'm
not strong enough. Storms couldn't break the structure. They built it
against Wind keeping the towers close together."


"Then,
tell me their weakness."


"They
suspend a section between the basement and the...surface. The
dwelling is in the center. I can't penetrate through the
double-backed masonry. It is sealed and warded."


"Do
they know of the Elements?"


"Yes...But
they are familiar with my strength. As for the others, they
generalize guesses. Even I don't hold profound knowledge."


"Then,
how do you get in?"


"An
ordinary person enters the gate and they would reveal themselves if
they so choose. But for me, I was...I entered by dream. Dementia was
a skill," he reminded her.


"So
that time I saw you....No wonder you seemed different. I thought,"
her lips pursed as she looked at the hilt. "It was real, and I
felt no pain witnessing it all, but numbed in the body." She
looked up. "They are cruel. Clever, but indecently inhuman."
His hand lifted, but withdrew before imposing her. "Dreg, answer
me. I want truth and honesty. Do you believe they are all-powerful?"


Pause,
then a reluctantly hoarse "yes" came from him.


"Then,
do you doubt me?"


"I
don't know. I'm afraid to contemplate." He folded his arms.


She
sighed, declining her face before turning a sidelong glance at him.
"Do you fear strength?"


"I
welcome it."


"And
if you lose it...temporarily?" She watched for his reaction. He
responded, removing his arm from the crossed hold over his chest and
extended it to her. She enclosed his warm hand. "You will trust
me," she said certainly. "Whatever dangers ahead, I will
conquer a path for you. Victory is with me. I only hope that you
remember to ask. I'm not sure I will come to you anymore. Duty bounds
me, but....sometimes the soul wavers."


"I
promise." He was the Dregin she knew again.


She
smiled and kissed his palm in length down to its wrist. He jolted to
the touch, too intimate and promiscuous for others' eyes. But that
was not the actual intention as she side-stepped her way toward him.
The kiss he longed for came indifferently. She held him in her arms
tightly. His eyes drooped to anesthesia, falling into sleep. He faded
and melted against her dispassionate body. She arched him back, the
hand massaging his scalp pushing his face toward her wet absorbing
mouth. He lay on the ground weakened from drained energy. She
crouched on a knee beside him, smiling warmly seductive and arrogant
that he belonged... to her. The hand touched him lingeringly on the
face.


"I
only borrowed half. Within a moon's tide, you will recover." She
squeezed his hand. "Of course, you can come. I wouldn't stop
you. But for now," she saddened. "I have to do what I came
to do. You will not be haunted by her again. I vowed it once, and
that, I promise." She stood, searching around. "Heartrock,"
she called, "safeguard my mate until he walks. Generals, men! Be
ready! The enemy will resist, but your swords and shields can harm
them. Prepare your minds. Trust your instinct. Ready!" she
clarioned. They were in position. "Now," she muttered, "and
never again."


She
stood affront the sword facing the gates barred from entrance. Her
fists came together at the bases of the inner wrists as if held
prisoner by an invisible rope. Raising them straight out across
aiming target at the gate, she closed her eyes to concentration. The
weaving of skeined beams, those from the sun, the others from the
rising moon, meshed into a solid energy. His half of Wind to her part
of Earth crystallized a net over the walls, exploring the masonry
from wall to corner to roof to floor. She found her way in saturating
the stonework with liquified energy, vapor into the pores, leaking
into the shale structure tapping the echoey weak spots. Power was
strong, human-made black magic resisted her singular true source. But
combined with his essence, she was an entity too foreign for the
precise nature of alchemy to forestall, confused by the strange power
of mixed pure mage-craft. She completed the castle and knew its
physical inside-out. The walls, furniture, floors, beams, roofs,
foundation----all were hers. Where apathy dwell, she was. Where
darkness hovered, she was. Where poison bloomed, she was. She was the
castle, its foundation, and its abandoned life, pulsating as one to
it now. The fiber of her being veined it. She opened her eyes and
roared a shrilled cry breaking her arms apart.


The
entire architect collapsed, dust-ridden, the grains separated or torn
by sheer will. The soldiers were awed, gawking at magic in first-hand
experience and the never revealed before phenomenon. A discovery to
them that the Princess was beyond human, they were shocked to
disbelief. She had injured the Prince in some way. A creature of
destruction stood before their eyes, but they had to follow her lead.
They were hunting demons, the Niele, the Black Veil's breed. They
were forewarned, trained to fight an enemy. They were preventing
invasion from entering their own land. But this, the destruction by
the flick of her hands had changed the meaning of their cause. They
were no longer fighters. They were armaments in a holy war. For
hundreds of years to come, what happened and what they did will
become legends and old wives tales. History already labeled it the
War of the Continent, the year many died in glory, the year many
sacrificed for righteousness and justice, the year the new age began.
Magic was introduced.


She
jerked her sword from its place and flew onto the mount. Upraised,
she whirled the weapon entering the rubble clearing a path as shale
turned to dust at her sword's touch.


"Warriors!
Come to my aid and vanquish the enemy! No more invasion! Victory!
Victory!...." She went into the Niele's lair braver than any man
hollering her echoes into decrescendo.


Dregin
witnessed her entrance to battle. He was trapped, hindered and held
behind by this mortal body. Lost of strength, he couldn't summon
Wind. She said half, but he felt as if she took more. He was
dishonest. Why didn't he have the courage to confess?


"White...Mane..."
he breathed straining the cry that came out as a whisper. "S-S-Spare
my ....daughter..." Too late. She didn't hear him, gone from
sight with the thousands army train running after her lead. No one
heard him. Shadows of Pumas appeared surrounding him and sheltering
him in a circle from view. 






Chapter 81


Mid-winter.
Padrad was pacing on the landing balcony, glancing at the wounded
Reiyane put to litter. He had ordered them to get the wagon of hay,
which was entering the courtyard below. The body was put into the
straw mass. They may hate each other, but he was one without greed.
Fatherhood changed him. Humanity made him a different man seeing
things through new eyes. Barbarian was no way of life for his future.
For his children and Passi, he corrected. The first child was yet
unborn, but he intended more. She was...a pleasure he discovered. The
problem was, they were losing this war. He couldn't afford to be
captured by enemy hands. So, escape beforehand was the only solution.
Dissection must be an option. How wise her words were. Trink, his
unresolved passion, gone. If not for Passi, he might had abandoned
everything in hopeless pursuit of the Black Veil's personal own.
Trink was Sidoran's one and only favorite servant fostered by her own
hands.


He
went down the stairs, nerves unsteady from horrible thoughts of what
if he did fall into the enemy hands. They would torture him first
before letting him die. Already, he had seen the fires set to Gorran
corpses. The sentiment was clear. He would not die honorably, robbed
of death itself. Not the burial of raft to sea and be free, but
soul-lost to wander the Zand forever. Whatever the Tarennei thought
of death, their philosophy was absolutely backward and illogical. He
watched the loyal dozen strap the horses' yoke and reins into place.
These very true hands of Grace were good to him and his House. They
pledged their death for his life or any other related to him. They
agreed to greed and conquests for glory and riches boundless. Fortune
simply blackened this year. Perhaps another time, even if a decade
away, they would come to his request. He was good. Tyran was good.
Grace was honorable. They were too kind.


He
had studied the enemy's small but effective weapons and collected the
bows and arrows on the fields. They tried to retrieve most of them,
but his scouts got there first. The late Guardian of Tarenne was
named after these things, and now he understood how significant the
namesake was. The arrow points pierced a loop in the armor or shot a
dead-eye target in the face could render any strong man to
uselessness or death. The enemy couldn't do one thing though. They
couldn't get past that heavy gate. Much comfort was in its assurance.


The
sun was bright and clean today. Perhaps fortune may look upon him in
mercy. he was not ready to die. He nodded to the men who hailed him
strafing hands to each arm before leaving to prepare other plans. Out
of the corner of his eyes, she appeared holding a tray and entered
the courtyard toward him. She kept herself plain in tan cotton worn
loose for the comfort which compensated her figure of the becoming
basket size belly. His lunch was bread and cheese with grapes and a
mug of herbal beverage. He was not particularly hungry , but she was
prompt and routine.


"Master,"
she said presenting him his meal, eyes perceived , unafraid to look
at him. "You must eat."


He
humored her by stuffing two grapes in his mouth. "Passi, I have
to tell you something." She listened, but nudged the tray
closer. He drank from the mug. "There's little time." He
held her wrist. "I'm not particularly cruel to you , aren't I?"
She shook innocently in reply. "And...I am good." She
nodded. "No, I meant good." She reddened and nodded shying
a smile. "Will you like children?" She stared, but nodded
eventually. "By me?" he asked with hope strung on a thread.
She gasped flashing a grin. "I take that as yes. I want you to
come with me south. Only you. I...like you."


"Master,"
she said modestly, lowering her face. "I like you , too."


He
smiled, releasing her. "Then, it's settled. You don't mind me
being....Gorran?"


She
opened her mouth. A fire ball flew past his side and hit her
shoulder. The tray clattered. Earthenware shattered to an outbreak of
fire. Her blouse was inflamed. She couldn't even scream. He plunged
forward smothering it with his cape, then sheltered her with his
frame walking to safety under the parapet of the building. Her saucer
eyes stared at the fire raining sky. The crashes were immense as if
the sun simply decided to sweat off debris into the area. He shook
her awake.


"Passi!
Passi! We leave, now!" he hollered into her face. She understood
and nodded. "Stay here, unless the roof collapses."


He
left her to save his brother, climbing the wagon seat and reined the
horses around whipping them to move. He drove to the place he left
her, extending his hand as the horses were jerked to a short halt.
She grabbed hold and he reeled her in. Danger. He knew it was coming,
but not so soon. First water, now fire. A bad year. Black fortune.
But he had not time to toil in pity.


"Master!"
Passi cried to his ear. "Over there!" She pointed to the
right which was the alley of the court far from the wayward exit. The
other pregnant woman was leaning against the wall staring at a
miracle with no joy. He cursed, but complied to Passi's vague
request, guiding the team in that direction. "Master, we will
help?"


He
nodded. Fire balls were flying in all directions. His soldiers were
responding to the situation. Those loyal subjects were doing their
part to secure the holding as best they could, because he had bribed
them well. Whatever was there in the aftermath of war, they could
keep and divide among themselves. He had long pilfered enough to
serve his lifetime, but he didn't reveal that to them, of course.
They might had guessed, but their share was too much to bother
questioning him.


Reining
in short, he looked down at the woman who was due with labor. She
seemed lost. Except at the sight of Reiyane, which made her jump in
fear, she showed no other emotion. He directed Passi to climb over
the plank to sit in the hay. She did so obediently, looking over the
side hopefully at the other woman. He invited with a congenial hand.
She stared straight through him.


"Come
on, " he called. "You'll be safe with us." He threw
his head at Passi as a point. She was unwilling . "He won't hurt
you anymore. I promise." No response, not even reaction. Time
was running out. He glanced at the sky and had to tear away from
sheer blindness. The enemy was too powerful. "Passi," he
called for help. She leaned over the board of the wagon reaching out
her arms bared by the lift of sleeves caught on the splinters.


"Mistress
Grace, come, please!"


The
girl's voice was water or honey and it was enough to convince her. So
both arms raised, a hand to each of them, but Passi had to grasp with
her own two on her one to pull her up. She climbed onto the seat and
over it to sit in the soft hay. Once they were comfortable, he
whipped his team to run to the back way where a troop was waiting for
him. They were prepared since two days ago.


The
gate opened safely enough as his troops scouted out. The enemy did
not know of this secret exit hidden by a forest of bush on the wall.
He was handed a sword, but he knew he had no use for it today and
placed it on the seat. They escaped the fire showers and had
momentary peace on the field.


Opposition
soon enough from an out-pour of the armored fair race chasing after
them. His troops rushed to counteract the offensive. He struck the
animals to gallop the other way where there was an opening. He threw
a look back at the passengers. The two women huddled against the
board, gripping the wood to secure themselves from the throwing bumps
of the ride. Their bodies couldn't take the impact anymore than they
could catch their breaths. This was bad. He needed to do something.
Reiyane, on the other hand, was sleeping like a baby, ungratuitous
merit to his injuries that spared him responsibility or the ordeal.


He
drove a farther distance and made a sudden left turn. He slowed to a
judgmentally remote thicket. The fighting was far from sight. He
hopped off to find an area of safety.


"Padrad!"
Passi screamed.


He
understood distress and ducked into a crouch just as a blade swung
overhead. A Grace Blood, he was trained arm-to-arm combat since an
infant. Protection was a skill. He rocked on the roll of his left
heel and brought up his leg. The foot smacked the assailant's jaw.
With speed, he tackled forward grappling the sword arm while elbowing
the face several times. He robbed the scout of his weapon and nearly
swung the knife blade down the valley of the neck, but Passi was
watching. He had to impress her and spare the idiot with the rough
end of the hilt slamming into the skull instead. The body fell
unconscious. He threw the blade to a far side.


Onto
the wagon, he drove to a further distance that really was unoccupied.
This time, he was fortunate and got off the seat with a quick glance
of no enemy hiding in the bushes. He walked over the hay grasping
Passi's hand to lead her to the end of the wagon. After hopping off,
he turned and reached out. She came directly and he deterred her to a
sidewise position, paralleled arms to her figure's horizontal and
scooped her up. Very pregnant, but her weight was handled well as he
carried her to a berry shrub setting her down gently.


"Stay
here. I will come back for you. Don't wander, understand?"


She
nodded, her hands were still on his shoulders. He removed them, in
case she was in shock and didn't realize it. Back to the wagon, he
checked the others. With Isinn, he simply held her fingers guiding
her steps. No special treatment for her. Once she had feet planted on
the ground, he pointed to the shrub where Passi was.


"Go
hide behind there," he ordered.


She
went without complaint, which was startlingly good enough. He
couldn't pity her bulky strides. As for Reiyane....He groaned to have
to carry the lousy ingrate's weight. No, he wouldn't. An idea came to
him. He took the seat and leather straps again driving in the soil
path on purpose to impress the tracks....








Stone
Bird and her team were the operators of such a powerful attack. The
holding was on fire like a blazing glory short of the sun. In her
armor, she was fearless as to send her arrows from the fifty pace
distance, perched on a tree. The torch was on a stem at her
convenience while she chose a feathered shaft, stabbed the tip into a
ragged vase, and brought it over to light and was nocked on her bow.
Loose! The "bird-burners" as they called it shot across the
air over the walls. Her grin was incriminating. She was enjoying war.
It had turned into a game. How many "bird-burners" to
convince the inhabitants to come out or else roast themselves in
their so fine a fortress that had turned into a prison? Ironies, the
Goddess-forsaken bunch of fools couldn't possibly understand.


She
had discussed the strategy with Legran who jumped to agreement at
first chance. Anything than to have her risk arm-and-direct combat.
This plan was ingenious. Very effective as a matter of fact. They
couldn't waste time putting out fires and fought at the same time.
And water couldn't put out the flames anyway. Funeral oil spread. She
knew the blueprint of the stronghold by heart. After all she was
there. Now, if the slaves were in the south end, then the
"bird-burners" were kept to target the northern section and
spread eventually to the southern hemisphere. Preoccupied here, those
savages would combine strong forces to counter the assault. Meanwhile
the allied army doubled in the south to penetrate and rescue the
slaves. A simple enough idea.


Soon
enough, they lowered the gate and were gushing out like wild boars
angry from stings. The first wave was expected. They clashed with the
Dragonflies fiercely roaring their battle cried indignation. She
glared smugly. Tough chance. After a moment of watching, she was
satisfied with Legran's sure strength on the field. His moves, such
adroit skills, the making of a man out of the boy she raised. He made
her proud to be his mate. Goddess, his dreams and philosophies were
infecting her. She was supposed to be older and guiding him, but much
could be learned from the young. Although there were certain
unexplored territories they hadn't discussed yet. She smiled. His
love knew no bounds. He---


The
sudden group that filed out of the gates surprised her. Wonders never
ceased. They learned the craft. Archery? Gorrans? That didn't make
sense. They were crude with the blades. Since when did they invited
the concept of such delicate weapons? The rows were organized, a
group standing behind the front that knelt. Oh, no, they were aiming
this way! Hopefully the trees would shelter the allies from those
arrows. At least they weren't deadly like the "bird-burners."
Did they really know how to use those thing? They proved themselves
launching the first flight. She had to act fast nocking one and aimed
it straight at them. Loose! They scattered to the fiery explosive,
but those that had arrows ready shot back aimlessly. She signaled
with her sword's shine for the opposite forest to release the skins
into flight. The enemy was taken by sudden death as the mass of
fighters that warred so well on the front began to detect its tail
end being ignited. Those bags of lining were filled tight with
funeral oil and shards. They lit from the strips on the outside, but
once the flames burned through or the bag burst fire simply spread
where spills were. Just they try and top that. Her ammunition were
directed to assault now. She ran out of arrows within moments. As she
leaned a bit to reach for the remaining quiver of arrows, she didn't
realize someone saw her from between the lines. The leather had
fallen somehow during her mission. Damn the fleece under her armor.
It kept her warm, but it was also tightening her in the sleeves
hindering her from limber. Steady, she stretched. The leaves were not
low enough to hide her. He stilled, positioned the arrow locking
vision to his target. The woman in the next tree beside her saw him
and made haste for her own shooter.


"Stone----"
Red screamed, but it was too late.


The
arrow penetrated the armor with its thick metal point right below the
collar bone. She grunted and lost her balance from weak limbs
forgotten how to grip. The pain was minimal to the impact of the
fall. She was glad she landed on her back.


"---Bird!"
Red released the strained bow letting fly the fletch. It darted its
target in the throat. She hopped from her perch to the woman's aid.
"Stone Bird!" she called running over. "She's fallen!
Stone Bird!"


Dragonflies
heard and a self-chosen few came to aid, shifting from battlement as
others compensated. The Swallows were not allowed to leave their
posts. Strict orders bound their duty to keep shooting out the enemy
until they ran out of ammunition. Then, they were to join the fight
with their trade-mark skill of the twin swords. Red was rolling her
up.


"I'm
... I'm" she winced, "all right. Uh, damn." She held
the shaft. It wasn't deep. "Get it out," she gritted. The
man wasn't so sure. He didn't want to open her armor. "I
said-get-it-out!"


He
looked to Red unsure of the order. She reached over under the metal
shift from the sleeve hole and unstrung the seam. The arrow revealed
its damage in the chest partially trapped in the mail. Recognition
confirmed it was one of their own. The enemy had used it against
them. He glanced at the battlefield still plagued with enemy. Red
parried in time with the arch of her bow and combat the sudden trio
of assailants. She didn't even know his name as he maneuvered.
"Pardon, my Lady," he apologized, reaching out his arms.
The other man did the same from the left side. "Truly pardon,"
he stammered, locking arms beneath her knees and across her back.
They carried her out of there all the way up to the barracks. "We'll
get it out, I promise. My Lady....We promise."


She
was coughing from the arrow's insistence. "I'm not a girl. Let
me go!" her orders were rebuke. "I can walk, damn it!"


They
wouldn't heed, but they finally put her down in a stretcher.


"So
sorry, my Lady." His hand flattened to the clavicle and he
yanked the shaft swiftly, while she gritted to sudden pain.


Blood
covered the point. The rest trickled from her. She reached under the
mail and undid the rest of it to fall away. Her braced grunt was
obvious with pain. Something else happened. She was getting wet
below. He shrank from seeing her facial expression looking up,
stricken of the situation. So was his partner. They were no mid-wife,
but they knew what was happening.


"Uh,"
she mumbled. "I need some towels and a warm tub," she
managed the rest quite awkwardly.


"My
Lady...d-do you need a woman's he-help?"


She
looked at him skeptically. "That would be nice," she said.
He agitated. "I fell and he's a little earl----" She hissed
to the contraction. "Oh, damn it. Go get those---ah---things."


They
hustled out of there as if they faced kingdom come. Her yelping cries
turned even the steadiest of nerves to curdle. But they were loyal,
duty kept sense in them to find help faster than ever....








The
battle ended by afternoon. The enemy surrendered dropping weapons
like flies. The fires were still burning. Cheers for the allies. The
holding was captured after a long siege. The slaves were freed. They
met the astranged Ruler of Tarenne for the first time. The former
slaves cried at his feet as if he was their father, though he was one
of the saviors to come to their rescue. He was only twenty-two. They
asked for the Guardian. Was she with him? He answered confirmation
and searched only to find her absence. The freedom. How sweet and
precious the world seemed when there was that and no confinement! He
told them he found cure for blackthorn, but they must wait for
Princess White Mane. He expressed his lament of the past year. His
debt to their understanding, that he tried to find help. Didn't he
oath the promise to set them free? His people, Goddess, his people.
Such cheer! Its rejoice! A reunion, at last, from such terrible
years. He missed them. His hugs were plenty, everyone of them grasped
his limbs. Goddess had mercy and saved the few in numbers, only a
bare hundred, but they survived. And they would multiply and rebuild
and prepare so that even if one day an enemy dared rise up, they
would no longer be passive again. He agreed. He believed everything
they said.


Someone
seized him to the side and mentioned a few words to his ear. His eyes
bulged and he ran madly to the encampment screaming his wife's name.
He ranted from tent to tent, but couldn't find her. The people
stiffened to his ...indignant behavior. That was not the way a leader
should act. He didn't care in his panic. She fell from a tree. Damn
it! Why did it happened? The Falshirens and Asmi were silent as they
went about cleaning up after the war. The Tarennei were ushered to be
at the encampment in case the Ruler had things to say once he
recovered from his boyish insanity. They were given rations to fill
their hunger. For once in a long time, they had watered wine.


"In...here!"
Stone Bird struggled her call. "Legran!"


He
went to the tent at the end and was lifting the flap when a Swallow
came out on guard pushing him back. How dare she! He was the Ruler of
Tarenne. Stone Bird was screaming in pain. Hearing it made his
hackles rise. He hissed and shoved the woman out of the way. The hell
with tradition. This was his wife, and she had just fallen from a
tree. She was lying on the stretcher with a blanket to modest her
lower half. There were bandages to the right shoulder wound. Her
shift covered her bulging breasts. The sweat practically poured from
her face. Shock in her eyes, she glanced at him. He came to her side
ready with sympathy when her claws snatched his collar. She breathed
into his face rasping of heat.


"You!"
she seethed. "You put me through this!"


Undaunted,
very calmly, he took the abuse with kind humor. "I'm sorry I
made you plump."


She
gasped in bursts. The nurse was changing the tub and wiping her under
the blanket.


"Listen
to me," she said darkly, panting.
"I-don't-ever-want-another-child! Do you hear me?" He
nodded, but it wasn't good enough. "You are a damnably
cocky...." her language went creatively colorful from there on.
"Let me count your faults. Naive, stubborn,
ill-mannered.....Sickly....Selfish...Too handsome for your own
good....Foolish for...falling for an old maid.....Fool! Fool!
Ahhhhh!"


The
travail was over. They had a little boy infant crying very healthily
though was ahead of schedule by a week. The nurse wrapped him in
terry and linen presenting the little bunting to the mother who was
exhausted from her temper. She held the child for a peek at his
beauty which resembled the father in the eyes and soft spoken mouth
once he stopped crying. She smiled, tears of joy leaked from her eyes
as she looked to the man who made this possible. The father was very
handsome hugging him gently once and bounced him ticklishly. He
squealed into giggles making baby sounds. He was a vibrant one.


"Stone
Bird," Legran praised. "Good girl, you've done it!---Ow!"
he howled to the pinch under his side. When did she take off his
armor? He grinned glaringly back at her. "In front of our son?"
he rebuked. "Our only son? Don't be a bad mother." She
moved, biting her lower lip smiling, but he shifted, too.


Seeing
him out of reach, she fell back and sighed. He returned to her side
again, holding their quiet son. "I think he's in love with you
already," he said looking at his pride and joy. "And he's
barely a few moment's old."


"I
attract all the spring chicken."


"I'm
not jealous," he said chin siding one end to the other. "Oh,
he's a fiery one." He chuckled.


"He's
attracted to you, too." She sighed. "Well.... Since he's a
boy and custom has it that a father names his son." She was
speaking of Tarennei traditions. "Go ahead."


"You
think of me as your own, even though I...."


"I
always did, lover. So, how much time to give him a name?"


He
stared at his wife a while longer. His eyes wandered to the fallen
cloak that was stripped from him. What better way to honor such a
beautiful woman. "Stone Bird, you led us to victory. And our son
is victory. You are a symbol. Our son shall be Little Phoenix."





Chapter 82


White
Mane went mad. She was insane. She didn't care how many bodies fell
from her attacking sword and the knives she ran out of. The pincers
were gone, too. There was no justice. There was no righteousness. Her
nobility was depleted. Death screamed in every direction. She was
immune to it all. Nothing mattered. Only the reckless rage long in
debt of ventilation. She was sprinting on solid rock. The passages
were all torched. No wonder Sundan couldn't find the stone-dwellers.
This underground palace was six feet deep below and apparently had no
entrance or exit. She had demolished the castle. Absolutely no way of
knowing if any ever existed with the destruction already done. But
this was real. She was not stuck in some dream world that she
couldn't control or was cut off from the source of Earth. She was
here before, trapped in dementia or surrealism of the things that
happened to her.


Clever,
the Niele's witchcraft was merely colonization with help of
hallucination in the name of alchemy. She was drugged to believe
their lies. Or were they lies and truths of the lies? Her son was
taken from her after the numbing drink they forced down her throat.
She remembered it all----


Her
sword clubbed a shoulder and the body fell. It didn't have a chance
against her to begin with, a moving weaponless figure running toward
her. A witch----


Within
moments , they dragged her body to the table. Sidora propped up her
legs. With a knife ready, she tore away the girdle under her upturned
dress. The knife was put beside her hip on the table. Those hands
violated privacy----


She
ducked and swung elbow into the combatant's mid-section. When
standing on her height, she slashed at the fallen who parried her
blade. Sparring wasted time. She slid side-wise scoring the steel and
brought up her knee into the body before squaring the leg and shoved
with it. The sword swung like the will of lightning from top arcing
down. Parries. She did the same motion again, this time butting the
enemy's wrist with her elbow, throwing her weight forward. The sword
came back in suicide, but her adverse friend prevented her stroke as
the steel cut at the neck of the person. The assassin fell----


The
child was developing, not yet fully formed. The bulk of flesh was
pulsing in suffocating gasps and visible heartbeats. Sidora took the
knife and laughed as she plunged steel into the near-mute creature
who tried to groan in pain. She didn't feel the pain, only the hands
that touched her and remained in sensation. But the empathy for the
child was more than enough. It suffered. She suffered. That was all
the evil woman needed. No countless men to have their way with her.
No target practice with her ethereal body. No blackthorn to poison
her into addiction or put her to live in constant physical pain.
None, whatsoever, after the desecration, the infant murder. And the
laughs. She loathed that brutal , heinous, maniacal voice.----


She
roared in anguish and demilitarized the dozen mass before her path.
They fell as if blossoms in winter were ready to die falling out of
the trees. Where was she? Where was the Black Veil coward? White Mane
was hunting the hunter who knew all the games of stalk and prey. How
dare the evil hid from her? She was not abandoning what she came to
do. Hide, but can't run forever. She came to avenge her son's death
and take him home. Mother had come to take him home.


The
emotion was raw and tender inside the flint-forged exterior. Her only
child murdered before her very eyes. She cried those years back, so
much her heart broke and bled to fill oceans. Alone, abandoned by the
man she pledged to, and lost, because she was bereft of his full
love, she almost threw her life away. But she was too broad, too
affectionate, too wise to give up. The Goddess made her for a reason
even as she suffered so much. She forbore her fate. On her knees, she
surrendered to it and took the acceptance she feared most in all her
life. She resigned her stubborn humanly instinctive resistance.
Power. Condemned to retrieve it, consecrated redemption transferred
Earth into her being. The mage-blood united the shell with power
joyously. She healed herself to health.


Miraculously,
she found silence. They had all fallen in her path. She heard sounds
of steel crashing and battlements from other parts of the area hidden
behind the bends of corridors . She was alert yet, searching around
in the deserted hall. She had broken the seal and ward, penetrated
the shielding ring. There was no need for bodily guards here with
only the stark protection of black magic. She smirked with smug
darkness. Magic? Contingency of superstition and ignorant fears.
There was a door at the end. The dwelling, its heart was in there
behind the plain-to-the-eye harmless wooden panel. She marched toward
it with fresh anger. A tuft of wind drafted the passage. It didn't
cool her temper the slightest bit.


It
had no handle. Even if it it did, she wouldn't use it. Her
stallion-reared kick struck the panel into a crashing inward swing.
Her arch enemy and revenge were in there, waiting. She stepped past
the threshold onto marble pavement. A wealthy room decorated with
massive tapestries of stars. The ceiling was a dome painted blue and
dotted with white constellations, clouds airbrushed to the corners
within the gold-gilded supporting beams. She was amazed there were
windows, huge rectangles incised out of the rock wall and opened to
the view of the color-turning sky. There was a woman kneeling beside
the bench under the first window. She had her hands spread holding
dish-containers with burning candles in them. Her attire was hemlock
green velvet with bells and trinkets sewn to diagonals on her bodily
vest. The loose pantaloons trestled into the spread of a skirt. The
wide cotton sleeves quivered despite her concentration deep-set with
closed eyes. The multi-twists of her black hair curtained like rivers
down her frontal. This was not her enemy, only a worthy of her
compassion servant to misfortune.


She
faced directly across from her at the Black Veil sitting on the
red-cushioned couch. The iron-scathed head had black beaky eyes in
greeting her. She entered, intent and inclement with her will for
death. The woman was unafraid, placid in the black-copper robe with
red tassles webbed around the slender body. They were not equals.
Champion ill-doer met challenger who approached with mutual hatred,
but the former veiled her emotion inciting the latter to tense behind
a taut scowl. White Mane knew the enemy's apprehension. She could
feel it. This woman was hiding something.


"I've
come for justice, " she growled. "Are you afraid?"


The
woman snickered hollowly. "I'm not afraid of you," she
replied coldly. "Your power, perhaps."


"In
that case, I will fight you on fair grounds. No magic." White
Mane folded an arm behind her. "Don't you have the skills?"


Trink
had opened her eyes watching and hearing the two. She couldn't abate
from aid. Penance made her speak to redeem her wrongs in trade of
punishment. "Mistress," she called, nearly invoking the
spill of candle wax. The stranger faced her, turban shorn and white
hair loosed in wild strays. She gasped. "Storma? You?" She
trembled in disbelief. "The Moon is lost! You, the Prophet----I
didn't know. Princess White Mane." She tore her eyes to Sidora.
"Mistress, I didn't know," she begged. "If I did, I
would've destroyed her."


Mistress
snorted contemptuously to have lent her ear. "Suffer, Trink. You
broke the rules."


"Please,
Mistress," she begged arduously. "Release me. I will fight
to prove myself."


"Speak
again, and I will soak you in blackthorn." The warning humbled
the servant's will. Sidora let a trickle of smug smile onto her mask.
"I punish her. And yet, she expresses loyalty. Something you
don't have." The eyes mirthed deviously. "Not even Dregin.
He enjoyed me more."


White
Mane froze intensely. She was not to be incited. A corner curled her
lips, curving away from the scowl. "You're wrong," she said
with a nasty tone of laughter. "He loves me. I own him. You
don't. I'm going to kill you and he won't interfere. Enjoyed? How
cheap?" she sneered poisonously.


Sidora
hissed and grazed her sleeves to hurl forward. Splints pierced the
air sibilantly. White Mane responded with the hand behind her back
coming forward. Moon-Crescent Blades spun in her hand like a
wind-mill at lightning speed catching the pincers so fast at such
steep angles, sparks clanged from the encountering metals. The
twirling ended revealing the hand on the center hilt of the twin
blades. She
snorted, intoning the other woman's incompetence.


"Get
up," she snarled coldly. "Stand and fight me, you coward."
She threw at Sidora her long sword which was caught deftly by the
hilt.


"Looks
like I don't have a choice," Sidora replied getting up to her
feet and walked forward.


They
were at duel distance. Sidora rolled onto the balls of her feet, a
woman of the trade as well. She knew how to use the sword. White Mane
relaxed on a heel, a deceptive stance, defensive for opponent's
attack. She countered the forward parry and whirled to elbow the
body, but connected a leg at backward kick. Ducking, she threw her
own leg arcing the floor to trip the ankle. Sidora somersaulted and
made victorious a foot smacking across her face. She was experienced
in the dance. Her hand razed at the web.


White
Mane saw the danger and reached at her armor as well. Her ringlets
circulated into a long rope and counteracted the pincers. She was not
stupid. That trick never worked twice. And she wasn't a cheat. The
bout was short-ended as she lashed the woman on the head while the
sword staked through a ring. She whirled and entrapped her prey
within moments into the winding net. This was no magic, just skill.
Her retaliation did not end there. She slitted the elbows with stabs
and arched swiftly scoring behind the knees with her blades. Sidora
slumped on her knees rasping in pain. This was not the death she
expected. She did not want to bleed to death, too slow and painful.


"Now,"
White Mane said in smelted steel for a voice," where's my son?"


The
question gave the Black Veil a final pleasure. Perhaps it was worthy,
this congenial vile death. She lifted her eyelids to gall the
Princess with her smearing smile. "Your son?" she asked
innocently. The door was left open and someone entered quietly. She
didn't remove her eyes from her murderer. "What about him?"


"I'll
make you suffer, Sidora. It's not worth your time. I want his corpse.
What did you do to it?"


"Oh,"
she uttered prettily. Her smile was most self-satisfactory as she
began to loll her tongue champing her lips, lisping them deliciously.
"He was tasty." The white brows dove into a twisted
venomous face, almost wrinkly enough to replicate a gargoyle. The
soled boot studded her face and she fell to the side. With strain,
she got up again. Trink had dropped the candles of piety. "Stay
back, Trink!" she rattled.


"But
Mistress!" The servant crawled forward on slept-ridden limbs
from days and nights of kneeling.


"Shut-up!"
she shouted. The white woman was not to know the situation. Her order
woke a cry from beneath her couch. She stilled, hoping to mask
deafness.


White
Mane straightened, wary and focused on the source of that sound. She
couldn't read her captive. But she had keen ears. A stride toward the
source made the Black Veil nervous. She rushed over and turned the
couch. The creature of her demise stared back at her in wicked
innocence. She aspired. This could not be! Her demise, the ill-fate
imbedded in this child. If for pity, she would die. If for life, she
was a monster. Choose. Goddess, choose. Her blades extended as she
lowered. A mercy, contrite. But its mother was a cannibal and had
eaten her son. She believed it, doubting the lie. Niele's Black Veil.
What satanical act would she not do? A finger's length away, child
from blades. A wind threw her back on the side.


"Daughter,
come to me!" Dregin's voice crackled. The girl floated in the
air and flew into his ready arms.


Betrayal,
at last. She was calm as she got up and walked to behind Sidora.
Their eyes met, emotionless between husband and wife, for a long
eternal brief while. He came to his knees holding the toddler barely
three. The face of the man she knew and the heart of the lover who
withdrew. Sidora simply wobbled inches away from her. The Black Veil
was a coward.


"White
Mane," he said in earnest, eyes hurting as the amber pair
flickered liquified fire, "wife, " his voice croaked in
hopelessness, "I'm asking."


She
stiffened. "I don't think so," she replied, dehumanized.


"Please...."
he breathed. "Spare my daughter. Please."


"How
dare you!" she growled with narrowed eyes. "How dare you,
Dregin of Falshire! Don't you make me the evil one."


He
glanced to the child that clung to him from fear of the white mage.
The father encompassed her face to his chest and he looked up. "I'm
yours. I won't stray, but please spare her. She's innocent. I'm her
father, White Mane. She needs a mother, too, but that can't be
helped. Please." Tears from the cistern of his eyes came. He was
a man lost of pride and stripped of dignity.


"Damn,
" she seethed in muttering, "you. I won't accept her. She
will have my care, but I won't be more than that. Now, go!" He
didn't move. "Leave or witness death of your mistress. I'll do
it, Dregin. Will you scar your daughter for life?"


A
moment's hesitation, but he scrambled out of there with his quiet,
obedient child. White Mane unleashed her wrath approaching the
chained woman. There was only fear and acknowledged deaden fate. Her
blades combined into one. The neck had bone, but they gave way to the
shearing circular stab. When completed, the head fell away, blood
flooded her hands. She was a monster.


The
first sunlight from the windows intensified the red liquid on her
hands. She shoved the body away, herself falling onto her bottom.
Complacently, she crossed her legs setting down the blade on the
floor affront her limbs. A tired tristful sigh exhaled as she placed
her wrists over the knees. For a time, things were quiet. Trink's
muffles of bells interrupted her peace clambering with metal on
marble. The bloody crescent at her chin waited on the arm of the
mortal. She retrieved her weapon by the hilt and replaced it.


"There
is to be no more killing today," she said calmly.


The
mortal collapsed on knees, buried a face to her lap, and began to
cry.
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