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A BRIEF WORD ABOUT WIZARDS… 



Wizards are monsters. 

This is not to say that they are evil, for there are many things in and out of human understanding that are monstrous but still noble of heart.  A monster is merely a thing which stands outside the ordered laws of nature. 

There is a sense of righteousness about those who study nature, because the world in its natural state is, if not perfect, at least precise.  It obeys rules.  It follows directions.  It is a science of principles and laws that everyone can recognize and everyone understand.  Magic is an offense to those principles and therefore wizards are monsters. 

There are no worlds in all the vastness of the universe in which there is no science and so there are no worlds in which wizards are not monstrous.  But there are many worlds, like Avalon, wherein wizards have conquered and consumed all other races so that the word ‘monster’ 

is never said aloud.  There are many worlds, like Earth, wherein wizards have become the gentle stuff of let’s-believe.  And there are worlds, like Arcadia, wherein those who use magic are largely benign beings who follow as close a natural flow as their monstrous powers allow.  Yet even in that world, there were at times some who truly owned the name of wizard, who demanded it, and who were neither natural nor benign. 

Our story concerns one such wizard, the son of Mab, born on Avalon, where even at a ridiculously young age and by a ridiculously monstrous society, he was seen as unnatural.  He traveled, as soon as he learned the way of it, and passed through many worlds, Earth among them, in which he left his burning mark, before he came at last to Arcadia.  There he dug himself in and where his eye fell in desire, nothing escaped him. 

And now there was indeed a creature that he desired, a magical beast with an equally desirable guardian who, by Fate, had settled herself and her ward just beyond the borders of the wizard’s reaching shadow. 

Worse yet, although she lived in Earth-born ignorance of what a wizard’s power could be, she was not without protection.  There was another, a mystic of Arcadia, who shielded her from the wizard’s clutching hand. 

The son of Mab could have easily blasted this lesser wizard to ash, for his power was unequaled in this world, but that would mean leaving the safety of his lairing place.  He could have waited—the other was old and at peace with his mortality—but he lacked the quality of 

 

patience.  And now, at the blackened hearth of his den, the wizard turned his powers back to nature and employed those simple sciences, those righteous laws to which his very existence stood in offense. 

He made a poison.  It took no magic, but would prove just as deadly as any sorcery that came of his mother’s blood.  He summoned his cat, gloved her hand, and filled her bestial mind with the inescapable thunder of his own.  When he was certain that she would know no thought but his command, he sent her from him to find and kill the one thing that stood between him and the prize he coveted.  Once he had that prize, he would have no use for the cat any longer, and as he watched her go, he wondered if it were worth the effort to harvest skin or blood from the perfect body that he had shaped for his own pleasure, or whether he’d simply crush out its life and let it rot where it lay. 

Which only went to demonstrate further that all wizards are monsters, but some are more monstrous than others. 

 































1.  Morathi Crosses  



It was another postcard-beautiful autumn day in Arcadia, or maybe it was winter now, it was getting hard to tell.  The leaves had turned, died, and fallen away, making the largely alien trees even harder to recognize.  The tall grass that had given her so much life-sustaining, if tasteless, grain now lay in rounded heaps all around her, soggy and brown.  There were no more wild grapes to be found in the copses that dotted the plains, no more bushy-tailed hoppers with finger-sized trunks bouncing around, no more fish swimming in and out of her basket-traps in the river.  Life did not surround her the way it had when Taryn MacTavish had first come to this world with her new-hatched griffin, but it was still here to be seen if one knew where to look.  Its spirit was always with her. 

Its spirit.  She had to laugh at herself, going all new-age hippie the way she so often did these days.  Morathi, the shaman elder of the nearby clan of horsemen, had been coming out to see his “two-legged daughter” every day for weeks now.  It was inevitable that his otherworldly way of putting things should rub off on her a little. 

Taryn glanced skyward, guessing at the time by the sun’s place behind the clouds.  Nearly noon.  Morathi should be here any second now.  She was glad, grateful as always for whatever company she had.  If 1 

 

there was one thing she missed about Earth, one thing she now knew she’d taken for granted, it was all the people.  Not just family or friends, but neighbors, passers-by, waitresses and store clerks, people driving cars and riding bikes and strolling on the sidewalk, giggling teens and screaming kids and old men who wore their pants too high, and pretty much everyone.  Everyone. 

Taryn was alone so often. 

Right on cue, Romany’s song came like a second dawn, pale and blushing at first, but swiftly and easily strengthening into melodies (impossibly many melodies) of golden sound.  Taryn, doing her best to whittle out a pole from a long branch, immediately stopped what she was doing and turned around, grinning from ear to ear.  Aisling, napping in a cold patch of autumn sun nearby, uncurled and uttered an angry squawk at the interruption, then a delighted chirp as recognition took hold of him. 

Before Taryn had even managed to put aside her would-be pole and her precious steel axe, the baby griffin was bounding away and into the tall grass that surrounded her camp.  Taryn rose to follow with considerably less urgency.  The gypsy’s song was still well off; although Romany could step out practically in Taryn’s lap if she wanted to, she had taken to ending her Road some distance away, so that she could walk a while in the Valley to which she had finally been given some welcome. 

Taryn didn’t know what terrible thing had happened to put this rift between Romany’s people and the lords of the Valley of Hoof and Horn.  She’d asked Tonka, who, as chieftain of the Farasai, was responsible for keeping his people’s histories, but Tonka had only changed the subject.  She’d then asked Antilles, the current lord of the Valley, and he had muttered something mean-sounding in another language and then gruffly reminded her that ‘your damned Romany’ was welcome before stomping off.  She’d finally asked Morathi, who, as his tribe’s storyteller, probably stood the best chance of knowing the reason, and as the eldest and most respected Farasai, also was likeliest to ignore the disapproval of others and actually tell her what it was.  But Morathi had merely shrugged his thin shoulders.  “War happened,” he’d said. 

“And wars build towers a thousand times more enduring than their foundations.”  Perhaps someday she’d get up the nerve to ask Romany herself, but until then, Morathi’s answer was certainly good enough. 

And it would be a long time before Taryn would dare to attempt anything that might damage her relationship with Romany.  It had such a tenebrous feel these days.  Oh, Romany didn’t avoid Taryn’s eyes and 2 

 

there was nothing in her attitude to suggest that she even remembered that day when she had tried…well, what she’d tried, but her sly smile had a sorrowful twist to it that was difficult to ignore.  It hurt to feel that distance between them. 

Not that they’d ever had a sister’s close relationship, but Romany had been the one to bring Taryn here to Arcadia, the one who had secured this lifeline of communication between her and her family back on Earth, and that gave the gypsy a special place among all the others whom Taryn considered her friends.  She wanted to have a closeness, especially a human and feminine closeness (she was intensely aware that, however Romany may look, she could not truly be human, but the appearance was there, and what the eyes saw, the heart craved), someone to sit and giggle with and maybe even talk about boys, like she’d done with her little sister, Rhiannon.  There was nothing about Romany that had ever indicated an urge to giggle and boy-talk, but still, there was only one other human face that Taryn had ever seen in Arcadia, and it belonged to the magus. 

As always, the faintest thought of him took an immediate and wistful root in Taryn’s mind.  She stared away into the west, although the woods in which the magus lived in his cozy cabin with his evil cat was well out of eyesight.  She didn’t even look around to watch Romany enter her rough little camp, or to see all the little dragons spinning and singing and diving around the gypsy’s hair.  Things had a way of becoming so much less important when the magus was on her mind. 

“Hail, thee.” 

The sound of Romany’s voice broke the dreamy hold the western woods had on her, and Taryn turned around at last to greet her friend. 

Romany’s colorful clothes were soaked with rain, although the skies were clear (the Arcadian skies, anyway), but she seemed neither to notice nor care.  She went directly to Taryn’s firepit and bent to inspect the contents of the cauldron (plain hot water, boiled earlier for Taryn’s morning tea), then rose to smile her sly and sad smile at Taryn. 

“Will you stay?” Taryn asked, as she always asked. 

“Nay,” she was answered, as she was always answered.  Romany reached into her sleeve and produced the mail she’d carried all the way from Earth.  Now Taryn was supposed to take it, and then Romany would turn around and walk away in a glittering cloud of dragons while Aisling leapt and too-ra-looed her goodbye. 

3 

 

Taryn said, “Please.”  She said it softly, in the tone one might use to coax a deer to eat from her hand. 

Romany’s smile faded.  Her outstretched hand seemed to tremble once.  And her eyes, as black as the bottom of the sea, turned briefly to pools of flame.  “Nay,” she said again, and she said it softly too. 

“I’ve missed you,” Taryn told her. 

Romany bent and placed the letters on the ground.  She turned around, took one step, and stopped.  Her head bent.  The little dragons that were her constant companions began to settle, and then all at once burst away, funneling out in a multi-colored ribbon and vanishing into the nearby copse of trees. 

Steam was rising from the gypsy’s wet clothes. 

“Please stay,” Taryn said.  “Just for a little while.” 

“Ah, my fool.”  The tone was a fond one; the voice, inhuman. 

“Just sit with me,” Taryn said.  “We’ll have tea.” 

Romany lowered herself again and took up the letters.  She turned back to Taryn, and her face was the same fox-sly and smiling face that she had always worn.  She moved close, took Taryn’s arm, and placed the letters into her hand.  “I will not stay,” she said, “until I can look on thee and see no gold.” 

Taryn drew back in bewilderment, one hand rising to touch hesitantly at her flame-red hair.  Romany laughed at her, then turned around and began to walk away, her voice rising in its own impossible harmonies.  The dragons came swarming back, and Romany raised one hand without looking behind her. 

Taryn watched as the gypsy sang her way out into the plains to vanish.  Someday, things would have to be right between them again, but Taryn wasn’t sure just how to go about it.  Time, she guessed.  Time was always a good place to start. 

The first letter she opened was from Granna Birgit and it was still on hospital stationary.  All temporary, she was assured.  Every day for a week, the nurses had promised her that ‘maybe tomorrow’ would be the discharge-day.  She wasn’t too unhappy about it, really.  The food wasn’t bad, despite what people said.  If only the good folks there weren’t so keen on sticking things into her every ten minutes, she’d be right at home.  She asked after Aisling and then after Taryn’s “young chappie” (which gave Taryn something of a puzzled turn until she realized with a blush that Granna meant Antilles), acknowledged the latest batch of carefully-cropped photographs and then coyly remarked 4 

 

(and not for the first time) that Morathi was a right handsome old dote and she wouldn’t mind taking a wander out Africa-way if it meant catching the eye of a gentleman like him, “especially those as wears no britches!” 

Taryn was still blushing at the thought of her grandmother making Irish eyes at Morathi (and Morathi winking right along back at her) when she opened her second letter, but her residual smile died away as she read,  The doctors think it best if your grandmother was moved to a more intensive-care facility instead of going back to Shadow Lane. 

 She’s being stubborn about it, but unfortunately, I think the doctors are probably right.  It’s going to take her a while to recover, and in the meantime, she just needs more looking after.  It might help if you were to casually mention in your next letter about the importance of laying aside one’s pride and letting someone else take care of you once in a while.  If you can do it (sorry, sweetie, but it’s true), then anyone should be able to.  Love you much and will write more when I’m back at home.  Mom After that, any attempt to concentrate on work was a bust, and when one was swinging an axe, especially one as sharp as Tilly’s hatchet, that was simply not the time to go wool-gathering.  Taryn knew that worrying about her grandmother was just about the least-constructive thing a person could possibly do, even if she was right there next to the worryee.  Here in Arcadia, it was even more pointless. 

Still…she had to do something. 

But shelling a tent wasn’t it, clearly.  Taryn left her day’s efforts in the pile of futility she had formed, and started locking down her camp. 

Morathi apparently wasn’t coming today, so she’d go see the magus. 

He’d been here for fifty years, he had to know a little something about how it felt to be far away from the ones you loved.  She could always count on him to be sympathetic.  And come to think of it, it had been a long time since she’d last seen him.  She was spending too much time with her other friends.  Poor, lonely magus in the woods. 

She set out with Aisling at her heels and her slingshot in her hands. 

It was a nice day.  True, Taryn’s standards for ‘nice’ had started dropping since the weather had gotten serious about turning, but today was a truly nice one.  Clear skies, even a little warmish, and although the ground was a little damp, most of the grass was dry enough that it was just her shoes and the hem of her jeans that got soaked, not the whole of her legs.  Long walks in wet denim were not a fun thing. 
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But winter was getting closer and the grass was dying.  If it hadn’t been, Taryn might have walked right by him without noticing. 

But with the tall stems half-bent or entirely fallen, it was impossible to miss the pool of grey lying in all this dead brown.  She hesitated before investigating, unsure what she was looking at or if it was a good thing to startle it, but curiosity got the better of her.  She took only four steps, however, before she realized with an ugly start that she was looking at a fallen horseman. 

She ran forward, an involuntary cry escaping her lips, and the horseman on the ground groaned and raised his head a few inches.  He saw her.  He smiled. 

It was Morathi. 

She couldn’t move right away.  For a moment, and really, it was the strangest and most sickening feeling, the urge came on her to keep walking.  Like maybe she hadn’t seen him at all.  That if she just went on ahead like everything was normal, why, then everything would  be normal and Morathi would be fine.  The magus would open his door and bring her in and there would be hot tea and happy conversation and everything would be just fine. 

Then the world came crashing down into awful clarity and Taryn dropped to her knees, grabbing at Morathi’s arm.  “Oh no!” she heard herself say.  She sounded mildly dismayed, as though a light rain had opened up on her picnic.  “Oh no, what happened?” 

“Tis a fine day,” Morathi told her.  “I came to have some chat with thee, my daughter.  There was…a pain in me…and then a numbness.” 

“Please, God, no!”  Taryn patted at his heaving sides, able to think only that she had to call 911.  Her helplessness was a murdering stain over all her heart. 

“Aye, god,” Morathi said, softly but amiably.  “Anu, the Riverman.  He is calling me, Taryn, aye.  And ‘tis time.” 

“No, no.”  Her vision blurred out.  It wasn’t until she blinked them clear and felt the burn of tears that she knew she was crying.  “Oh no, you can get up.  Come on.  I’ll help.” 

“Help!” Aisling urged, crouching off to one side, where he watched with enormous eyes. 

Morathi chuckled, leaning back into the grass.  “Ease thee, daughter.  The pain is a small thing and soon will pass.  Anu is here with me.  His is a kind face.  The River…is not wide.” 
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His words had a way of swooping around her without making an impact.  She could hear them, she could even recognize their meaning, but she couldn’t take them in.  She wanted to believe he was delirious, that his talk of rivers and kindly, invisible companions was a thing born of confusion and pain, but there was nothing confused in his steady gaze. 

He was hurt, and she could see that clearly enough, but he wasn’t bothered by it.  He was relaxed in the extremity of whatever had felled him. 

He was dying. 

Morathi couldn’t die.  Not here.  Not right in front of her.  He couldn’t just lie down and die like a…like a lamed horse! 

“Please get up,” Taryn whispered. 

Morathi smiled at her.  He tried, bracing one hand on the ground and gripping her arm, but his pull was feeble and his weight too much. 

He fell again and lay gathering his breath, his eyes shut.  “Do not…grieve for me.  Ah, do not.  This…is a fine day.” 

“I’ll go get help!”  Taryn sprang up and then stood quivering, looking out over the plains.  Fellcats could be anywhere.  Even the grass ponies might come at Morathi if they sensed he was vulnerable to them. 

The kraal was so far away. 

“Sit with me,” Morathi whispered.  His eyes were still shut.  “It shall not…be long.”  His wrinkled hand groped in the air and Taryn sank down in a swell of tears to take it in both of hers.  “I…am glad…I lived to meet…you.  Tis always…difficult…to be the first, but…”  He lay panting for several minutes as Taryn curled around his hand and rocked. 

One of his hooves dug at the ground and he drew in breath to say, “…but others will follow.  And they may…know welcome.  That is…a good…thing.” 

Taryn sobbed.  He fumbled blindly to pat her cheek. 

“Ease…thee.  I am not…ending.  Nothing…ends.  Taryn.”  He opened his eyes, hunting for her in an unfocused way, then gripped her hand lightly.  “My name…Eliudhah.” 

“Eliudhah,” she said, and he smiled for her.  On impulse, she blurted, “My grandmother says you’re a handsome old man and she’d like to get to know you better.” 

“Oh aye?”  He rallied himself one last time, real light and pleasure coming into his fading eyes.  He winked one of them and fell back, gasping, or maybe only laughing, it was hard to tell.  “I…should like that.  Tell her…when she comes…I…” 
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His ears rotated away from her, like his gaze that abruptly drifted to a point beyond her shoulder.  His smile broadened.  “Aye, old friend. 

I see thee.  I…see…”  The smile slipped and suddenly there was a weight to the slack hand in her grip.  His eyes were still open, but the soul that had looked out from them was gone.  He was still. 

Taryn reached with trembling fingers to close the staring eyes and then she sank back in a  storm of grief.  She lowered herself atop the warm, soft side of him, breathing in horse-smell to let out as tears. 

Aisling crept against her thigh after a while, and she scooped him up in one arm, holding him too tight perhaps, but unable to have him close enough.  Morathi was dead.  She’d never again see his smile or his wickedly lecherous wink.  She’d never hear the dry creaking voice tell her stories or meet those clear, piercing eyes.  He was gone. 

Taryn rested with him long after her tears dried.  The body began to cool.  The sun went behind the clouds as it moved overhead.  Shivers passed through her, the only markers of time’s passage.  Aisling was chirring at her, preening the neck of her sweater as he tried to soothe her. 

He was shivering too, and that, at last, was what stirred her. 

Taryn rose.  Her fingers stroked down the soft, pale coat of her friend once more and then she straightened up and started walking. 

The sun came and went, but the warmth was gone.  Aisling was there in her arms, but she couldn’t seem to feel him.  There was nothing for her to feel except loss. 

She was crying again when she came to the kraal.  She didn’t know the horseman who reached her first, couldn’t bring herself to even look around and find someone she did know.  She said, “Morathi is dead,” and then just stood there and cried some more. 

Eventually, Tonka came to her and led her away to his lodge. 

“What happened?” he asked. 

“I don’t know.  He was on the ground when I found him.  He said he went numb and…and he died.” 

“You were there?” 

Taryn nodded, hugging Tonka and crying into his chest. 

“Good.”  Tonka’s hand rubbed down her back.  “Was there aught else he said?” 

Taryn nodded again.  “He told me his name and he…he said it was a fine day.” 

Tonka laughed, a small and weary sound. 
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“Are we…are we going to go get him?” Taryn asked.  She didn’t look up to see his reaction.  She knew that if the Farasai buried their dead, they’d have gone out to get Morathi already, but she couldn’t be okay with that.  Her voice cracked as she tried to explain.  “He shouldn’t…he shouldn’t just  lie there.” 

Tonka held her a little longer, silent, then sighed.  “Aye, Taryn,” 

he said.  “We’ll have a cart drawn.  Take us to him.” 

Words were said in Far-speak when Tonka ordered the cart, but not many, and no one showed disapproval openly.  Taryn left Aisling with Shard and went with Tonka and the black-coated stallion who pulled the cart back across the plains.  She found the place where Morathi had fallen, but there was nothing in the trampled place except a bloody patch of grass.  She didn’t search for him.  She didn’t want to find anything else.  Tonka stepped away into the dying grass and came back several minutes later with Morathi’s saddle bags.  No one spoke on the walk back to the kraal. 

It was getting dark when they arrived.  The empty cart was unhooked without comment. 

Tonka’s hand fell on Taryn’s shoulder and she walked numbly beside him for a while before she realized they were heading for the Jiko lodge. 

She stopped.  “I can’t eat,” she said bleakly. 

“Taryn, we are mourning,” Tonka told her.  He rubbed her back, drawing her close against his side as fresh tears came.  “Come and share his day’s last labors with us.” 

So she went, but her stomach was a stone inside her. 

The mood in the lodge was a somber one.  At the high table, Shard stood in Morathi’s place.  The red bar that had been painted across her eyes had been replaced by a black one. 

The trenchers were passed and halved for all to share, but no one touched theirs.  All were silent. 

At length, Tonka said, “There is no absolute in life except death. 

Some may think that this makes the condition of death the strongest that the natural world may offer.  It does not.  For no matter how permanent death may seem to the living, it cannot separate those who have crossed the River from those who wait on the shore.  Love is not an absolute in life, but ‘tis stronger yet than death.” 

He lowered his hands and the Farasai all broke off bread and ate. 

Taryn took a bite; the bread was ashes in her mouth. 
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“The name of Morathi passes, as his wisdoms do,” Tonka said, and looked at Shard.  “Morathi, will you speak?” 

“Aye,” said Shard.  She looked out over the lodge, her gaze grieving but strong.  In her piping, child’s voice, she said, “Those who live deeply have no cause to fear the Riverman.  Morathi-that-was understood that very well.  He lived as deeply as many never do. 

Therefore, grieve for ourselves if you must, but do not grieve for him. 

His is a life worth rejoicing as much as remembering.” 

They ate again.  It was easier the second time.  The ritual of bread grounded her, a physical sign of taking the words in, accepting them. 

“He gave his name before he crossed the River.  He gave it to Taryn.”  Tonka laid his hand on Taryn’s shoulder.  “Will you speak?” 

She didn’t want to, but every eye was on her and bright with pain.  “I don’t know what to tell you about his death,” she said haltingly. 

“And I don’t think…that that’s what I want to remember anyway.”  She couldn’t look at them anymore.  She stared down at the table instead, tracing the grain of the worn wooden table and thinking of his smile, his old-man’s wink.  “Someone on my world once said that as a well-spent day brings happy sleep, so a well-spent life brings a happy death.  His had to have been a well-spent life.  He spent his last moments trying to comfort me.” 

There was some quiet laughter.  Taryn was silent for a bit, toying with her bread, but not lifting it to eat.  She said, “The last thing he said to me was that nothing ends.  I guess that’s not surprising, because a soul like that has to go somewhere.  And the last thing he said in this life, he said to someone else, someone he called friend.  And that’s what I’m going to remember.  That we all go on, and we go in the company of a friend.” 

Now she ate, and so did they.  Tonka patted her shoulder again before taking up his bread.  “We lament a loss today,” he said.  “Never a life.  Who will speak to lessen this grief?” 

A horseman far down the left row of tables raised his voice, sharing his memory of Morathi bringing the clan ‘with patience and wisdom through the year of no foaling’.  Then there was an older stallion who spoke of being foals together, of Morathi as a yearling who kept him entertained with stories day after day as he recovered from a broken leg. 

Hearing that, Taryn could only remember lying with her fever in Ven’s lodge, hearing Morathi’s mellow voice recounting the myths of Arcadia 10 

 

for her while she drifted in and out of sleep.  After him, a horsewoman spoke fondly and without shame of Morathi guiding her through her first pleasures, ‘his gentle hand and knowing ways as equal to flesh as to spirit’, and Taryn had to smile again.  He really did have an evil wink. 

There were others, too many to count, but all of them left the air a little lighter than when they had first spoken, and when their bread was nearly gone, Tonka raised his hands again. 

“For each of us, the supreme triumph lies not in living longest, but in living well,” he said.  “Let kraal-Rucombe grieve its fallen, but know, my kinsmen, the River is not wide and its crossing is always peaceful once the weight of this world is set aside.  With the guardian of that crossing, I share the labors of my body.  With Anu, I share my bread.”  He turned away from the table and tossed the last bite of his trencher into the cookfire. 

Several horsemen followed his example, some murmuring last words before letting the coals take their bread.  Taryn copied them.  She didn’t share their faith, but the spirit that moved it struck a resonance in her that was impossible to ignore. 

“Sleep with me tonight,” Tonka said quietly, and she nodded and followed him to his lodge. 

“I liked him a lot,” she said, once the door was closed.  “I didn’t know him well, but I liked him.” 

“Come here, Taryn.” 

She went, folding into his embrace easily and letting the tears come.  “I’m sorry!” she sobbed.  “I know I’m not Farasai and I only had a few days with him and I shouldn’t feel like this—” 

“Ah Taryn,” he sighed. 

“I just left him there!  I couldn’t do anything for him!” 

“Taryn.”  Tonka caught her chin and forced her eyes up to meet his.  “You were there to hold his hand, to hear his name, and to give him into the Riverman’s keeping with kindness.  He who was Morathi had great affection for you, Taryn, and great respect.  If it lay within his power to choose the friend to see him to his crossing, I have no doubt he would have chosen you.  The gods delivered you to him.”  His voice roughened, though his gaze never faltered.  “And I will thank them for it with smoke and prayers, for I have been fifteen years a chieftain and have seen many hardships, but never a blessing so obvious as this, that you were there to be with him in his leaving.” 
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There were still tears falling from her eyes, but she was scarcely aware of them.  She tried to sum up the awfulness of having to leave that kind old man’s body behind to be taken by animals like it was only meat, and could say just, “I couldn’t help him,” in a tiny voice she couldn’t even recognize as her own. 

“Because you could not make him live?”  Tonka smiled; it had a crippled shape to it, but there was still genuine humor in the expression. 

“Ah Taryn, there are more kinds of help than that.” 

She ducked her head and hid against his chest once more.  “I’m so confused.” 

“Is thee truly?” 

Taryn thought about it.  “No,” she admitted.  “But I’m sad.  Do you know what I keep thinking?” 

“Tell me.” 

“That he said it was a fine day.  He said it twice.  And it must be, because I don’t think he’d ever lie.” 

“Nay, never would he.” 

“But he was alive and then he was gone.  And we didn’t have enough time.” 

“Aye.”  Tonka’s hand stroked down her hair and patted once. 

“So it often seems.” 

Taryn was quiet.  Tears traced soundlessly down her cheeks to drip from her chin.  She said, “Will you hold me tonight?” 

“Aye.” 

He lowered himself to his oddly-shaped bed and drew her down with him.  It was an awkward fit for her, there against the padded support, and it had to be even less comfortable for him, but she didn’t care.  His arms were strong and solid as they closed around her and that was good enough. 
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2.  The Riverman 



She had come to dread sleeping.  Even though she seldom remembered her dreams, she knew that they were horrible.  But tonight, when she opened her eyes on dreamspace, it was peaceful.  Tonight she only dreamed of what she was this instant doing, sitting curled in Tonka’s arms. 

But it was time to go. 

Taryn stood up, moving right through Tonka’s encircling grip to do so.  This didn’t seem strange, for some reason.  Dreams could be like that.  She started walking, through the wall and out into the commons, then away through the kraal and over the plains.  The ground seemed to move very fast under her feet, and soon she was standing on the bank of the river. 

And this was a very odd dream, because although the land behind her was the Valley, and every stalk of grain and standing tree exactly where it stood in real life, the river was different.  Just how it was different, she couldn’t tell, but it was.  And although it was a clear evening, indefinably lit with the glowing coals of sunset, the far bank was hidden in a thick fog.  She could hear voices on the other side—

laughter, music and singing, joyful cries—and she could hear them very clearly.  The River wasn’t wide. 
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The sound of lapping water turned her attention around.  There was a raft coming downriver toward her.  It was a pale raft (not white or grey or yellow, but just…pale) and she couldn’t make out just what it was made of.  But then, the raft itself wasn’t the focus of her stare.  Her eyes were fixed on the man who ferried it. 

His was a shape that, like a minotaur or centaur, she recognized from the legends of her world, and she knew him at once, if by another name. 

He stood tall, perhaps as much as twelve feet, although the nearer he came, the smaller he seemed to become and in the way of dreams, she understood that he was always meant to tower over her, but he was also meant to be approached.  His body was that of a perfectly-formed man, clad only in a simply-wrapped white skirt, very stark against his jet black skin.  But where there should be a handsome face to stare down at her, there was instead the long neck and thin head of a canine.  It didn’t really look much like a jackal’s.  That was probably just as close as the Egyptians could come to naming it. 

His eyes were glowing crescents, pale like his raft, and Morathi was right, his was a kind face for all its strangeness.  She couldn’t be scared of him, not even when he calmly poled his craft close to the bank and stopped before her. 

“I know you,” Taryn heard herself say. 

His expression didn’t change and he said nothing, but she sensed an answer anyway, like a memory of words he’d already spoken.  In that way, he told her that he was known by all. 

“Why…”  Taryn stood up and backed away from the water’s edge, out of his reach.  He watched her go, unmoving.  She stood in the grass, shivering, afraid to know the answer to the question she just had to ask.  “Why are you here?” 

He was here because she’d called to him. 

“I never did,” she argued, stepping even further away.  “Why would I want to see you?”  Grief welled in her and she added, “You took him away before I even had the chance to know him!” 

He didn’t take anyone.  He was only the Riverman. 

“Don’t give me that!  You let him die!”  Taryn came back a step. 

The raft was very close to the shore.  A single step into the water would bring her close enough to touch him, but she couldn’t seem to take that step.  She stood at the very edge instead and shouted, “You let him be dragged off and eaten!  Like he was meat!  Like he never mattered!” 
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The Riverman set down his pole and stepped into the shallow water.  He made no splash, did not seem to disturb so much as a ripple as he came to stand before her.  He wondered, would not such a one as the Morathi wish to feed others? 

Taryn recoiled, then slapped him.  The sound was muted, dull and shameful.  She slapped again, and again, then balled her fists and attacked him. 

The Riverman did nothing to defend himself.  He watched her as she railed against him.  His hands remained at his sides.  His gaze stayed steady and tinged with sadness. 

“How could you?”  Taryn’s voice swept up into a scream and then broke.  She stumbled back, sobbing into her hands.  “He was a good man.  How could you let him die like that?” 

His arms enfolded her.  She slapped at him again, but he pulled her into his embrace and, trapped there against his broad chest, she broke.  Her hands remained braced defiantly against his chest, but she no longer struggled.  She wept. 

Taryn thought again of the feel of Morathi’s soft, wrinkled hand in hers, of how it had felt when it took on the weight of death.  He had been trying to squeeze, there at the end, trying to comfort her.  He’d known where he was going and he knew he was going in the company of a friend.  She’d said as much herself at the mourning meal.  And here she stood with that same friend, and she was attacking him. 

Attacking death.  What a pointless thing to do.  She knew beyond any shadow of a doubt that if Morathi could have seen her slapping at the Riverman’s face, he would be sorely ashamed of her. 

Morathi.  Her heart ached, but it was not the same raw and bleeding hurt.  Morathi was dead and she grieved all the harder because she knew she was accepting it. 

“I liked him,” she sobbed.  “He felt like family to me.  When he died…I realized that I can lose anyone.  I can lose anyone and I’m a whole world away.  What if…what if someone dies…and I can’t even be there?” 

The Riverman did not answer except to run his hand down the fall of her hair.  He held her and that felt good, to be held by someone who cared so much.  She closed her eyes, her flushed cheek pressed to his chest, and wished he would hold her tighter.  She was still arranged as though trying to push away from him, but she didn’t want to.  If she could step into the water to come even closer to him, she would. 
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His arms shifted.  One hand rose to cup her head, keeping her close to his heart.  The arm that wrapped her did indeed tighten slightly. 

If he could step onto the shore to bring her nearer, he would. 

“My Granna Birgit had a heart attack,” Taryn said brokenly. 

“And I can’t go home to see her.  She could die while I’m here.  I can’t…I can’t let that be the last time I ever saw her.”  She raised her eyes to him, her fingers digging at his dark flesh.  “Promise me you won’t do that, okay?  Promise you’ll wait until I get home!” 

He made no promises. 

Taryn’s eyes welled with fresh tears, but only one fell.  “She’s going to die while I’m over here, isn’t she?” she whispered. 

It was not for him to know the hour.  He was only the Riverman. 

“How can you make me choose between Aisling and my Granna?  How can you do that and pretend to be my friend?” 

He made no pretenses.  The Riverman raised his hand to catch Taryn’s tear and rub its moisture back into her cheek.  He brushed her hair back from her brow.  They were perfectly smooth fingers; his palm was unlined. 

“Is he happy at least?” Taryn asked suddenly.  “Is Morathi…Eliudhah…Is he all right?” 

He had seemed so as he stepped onto the far shores.  Beyond that, the Riverman could not say.  Those that crossed seldom returned to share their experiences. 

“Do we all go to the same place?  Will I…Will I see him again?” 

The River flowed through all worlds, but all worlds are not one. 

“You don’t know, do you?” 

He did not. 

“Shouldn’t you?  Aren’t you a god?” 

Perhaps, by Man’s reasoning, but then, it was Man who defined his power in the first age, and Man who took it away.  Humankind, in human despair, searched for gods in every corner of creation, and so named many of the travelers to find their worlds.  Names had always had power.  Had they become gods by the faith of Man?  Or had they always been gods until they were made mortal once Man’s faith failed?  His was not to answer such questions.  He was only the Riverman. 

She could feel herself frowning and she glanced upwards, looking at the jackal’s head as he stared over her and away into the Valley.  “You weren’t always,” she ventured. 
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Something about his canine mouth took on the aspect of a smile. 

It wasn’t large and it didn’t last very long, but it was there.  He admitted that he hadn’t been, no.  But then, she had not always been a guardian of griffins.  Things changed, for Men and gods both. 

“There were more of you once.” 

His family, yes. 

“What happened to them?” Taryn asked. 

She felt him sigh.  Until that point, he had not drawn a single breath.  His flesh was warm under hers, but she realized only then that she could not feel his heart beating, even though her ear lay pressed to the chest that housed it. 

Did she really wish to know the fate of those that her kind had once called gods?  It was within his power to say, but it was painful. 

“Then I guess I already know what happened,” Taryn said. 

They stood together by the River.  She watched the fog roll and cover the far bank.  He looked out over the plains. 

They were not gods, he told her.  They were only beings different from Man.  They had found Earth through the same Gates that the conquerors came through, and there they had carved out some small sense of purpose, some small measure of peace.  But it had changed. 

The conquerors returned.  Earth became a killing ground in the war that followed.  And the war was lost.  Names had power on every world, and it was Man who named the gods. 

“Did the other gods come here?” 

Some.  Doing what they knew to do, for the most part.  And of course, they none of them used their true names anymore.  The worlds had become dangerous.  The Great God Pan was dead. 

“And your family?” Taryn asked.  “Ra and Isis…Did they come here?” 

No, not here.  Most had perished.  Some went mad.  All were scattered.  He had come through to Arcadia before the gate was sundered, helpless thereafter to aid his family.  He believed he was last of that pantheon. 

Taryn stared at the River.  “Did you feel them die?” she asked. 

“Did you feel them even from here?” 

He had, yes. 

“Will I?”  Her fingers curled over the dark plane of his chest. 

“Will I feel it when…she dies?” 

He didn’t know. 
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She searched the ripples on the water and felt him watching her as she stood in his arms.  “I’m sorry,” she said finally.  “I’m sorry I hit you.” 

He leaned his canine chin on the crown of her head briefly, forgiving easily and utterly. 

The River flowed, timeless.  The pale raft floated motionless on the dark water.  The fog held the far bank and the wind blew gentle on the plains.  Taryn stood on land, the Riverman in the water, and they held each other. 

“Are you happy here?” Taryn whispered.  “Can you be happy here?  After you gave everything up?  After you knew you could never go back?  Can anyone really be happy after that?” 

Happiness was an emotion inhibited by immortality.  He had too much understanding, too many memories to ever know true contentment. 

“Then you don’t feel anything?” 

He felt, but they were inflictions of self, not expressions.  Joy there was for such as him, but not happiness.  Pain, not sorrow. 

“What do you feel the most?” 

He did not answer right away.  Without breath, without a heart to beat, the stillness had no time.  At length, and with a new hesitance, he told her. 

Loneliness. 

“But…all the people that die…” 

Cross.  Their hearts and thoughts were for those ahead of them, and for those they left behind.  He was only the Riverman.  Seldom did they even speak to him. 

“There are other gods here, you said so.  You could talk to them.” 

He could not.  He could not leave the River That Flows Between, and no other god would ever come so near to the death it represented. 

Once, in the new age after his coming to this world, he had known the displaced goddess from whom the River flowed and shared with her such joinings as gods could share, but she had succumbed to grief and lost all manifestation apart from the River itself.  He had known no other companionship, no other touch. 

Taryn closed her mind as if to better sort out the memory/thoughts he left in her by blinding herself to all other input.  His meaning had been very clear, even if the exact words he had used were vague (some, mere impressions of haunting, second-hand emotion), but 18 

 

she didn’t know how she was supposed to react.  She supposed she should step back and end the embrace if she didn’t want to send mixed messages of her own, but…a sympathetic hug seemed exactly the right response.  And she had asked, after all.  Should she be surprised that he’d answered with untempered honesty? 

The Riverman stirred slightly, a subtle movement of one arm, the slightest shifting of his weight.  He observed, hesitantly for him, that she had not drawn away from him. 

“Should I?” she asked. 

If she wished to, of course she should. 

She didn’t move.  After a long span of this motionless repose, his hand slipped up and into her hair.  His fingertips were light and gentle, rippling over her skin, no more substantial than the breeze that stirred the plains.  He stopped when he touched the nape of her neck and was still again.  He asked her for nothing and he took nothing more. 

The night did not move.  The River flowed, but movement in this place didn’t mean time passed.  This River was eternity and Anu stood in the River.  His was a kind face and he had no expectations. 

Taryn closed her eyes.  She moved her own hands slowly from their resting places on his chest and around to his back, so that she embraced him.  It was an invitation.  She didn’t say anything, but the mood between them changed at once, like the thought/memories of the Riverman, because her meaning was at once understood. 

They were not gods, the Riverman told her.  And they were not eternal.  But nor were they human, and it had been many millennia since last he’d held a mortal, and those, priestesses trained in the ways of his kind. 

But Taryn noted he was not releasing her, and she could feel a subtle tremor in his hands as he passed them down her back to rest on her hips. 

“It’s all right,” she said.  She placed her hand over one of his, looking up into the pale moons of his eyes.  She offered him a smile with tears still drying on her face. 

Did she know what she was offering? 

“Yes.” 

And she gave willingly? 

“I do.” 

He lifted her into his arms, bringing his muzzle against her neck for that first kiss from his strange mouth.  His hand was strong at her 19 

 

thigh, supporting her.  The other traveled up the curve of her spine to press between her shoulder blades, holding her firmly in place for his exploration.  She felt the shivery touch of his tongue, but there was no accompanying puff of breath.  She let her hands rest lightly on his head as he nuzzled her.  He had no fur, for all his canine appearance.  His skin was smooth and perfectly hairless, warm and fluid, as though sculpted of living onyx. 

Hesitantly, Taryn let go, trusting him to hold her, which he easily did.  She pulled her shirt away and let it fall behind her on the shore.  He sighed softly and brushed his fingers over her breast, then bent and licked, light and slow, all around the firm curve of her, circling steadily inward until he came to the pink nub at its very center. 

The paps of Isis flowed with sweet milk.  Taryn was quite sure the thought did not originate with her, but it kept returning and with greater intensity as the Riverman suckled her.  It was not a mournful thought, not even a little wistful; it was only a memory, one she understood he only recapture through her, and although it was not exactly possible for him to feel love in a way that she could understand, what he could feel of that mortal emotion was there in him, and he expressed it as tenderly as he knew how.  He was savoring, worshipping, as solemn in his task as a priest at prayers.  The touch of his mouth seemed to linger on her skin, outlined in her senses as with fire and leaving a heat that gradually sank and settled deep inside her.  He neglected nothing, pausing often in his venerations to tease his tongue around her full breast or carefully graze his sharp teeth across her nipple before closing fully to suck again. 

He made no sound at all. 

Taryn’s breath was a roar in her own ears, underscored by whimpering gasps as she gave in little by little to the fullness of sensation.  Her blood was pounding through her, a hammer in her mind, a bellows to the flame building in her womb.  She could hear even the rasp of her skin on his as she caressed his jackal’s head, pulling him possessively closer to the breast he so tenderly possessed. 

There was nothing in Taryn’s experience to compare with what was happening to her body.  There was nothing natural in what he gave to her, nothing natural in how she received it.  She’d been kissed before, touched, caressed, but this was so much deeper.  This was visceral, elemental.  Where the Riverman touched her, his heat lingered.  Where heat lingered, there was open flame.  Her body burned, but couldn’t be 20 

 

consumed.  Theirs was the combustion of god and Man, the binding place of immortal purpose and mortal soul. 

It wasn’t pleasure that he gave her, exactly, but pleasure was the only way in which her mind could comprehend it, so that was what she felt, and in crushing waves that never quite receded before the next rolled in.  Just when she had reached the threshold of endurance, the razor’s edge between ecstasy and agony, he moved his devotions to her other breast and began again, resetting the volume of her rapture back to breathy pants.  Again, he licked his way methodically inward, luxuriating in every inch of her flesh until he came to suckle and when his strange lips closed on her, Taryn shut her eyes and felt the blast of hot wind upon her face, heard the chanting of ancient tongues.  Heat sparked deep in her core, spiraled up through her body and tore from her in a sharp, undulating cry. 

The Riverman’s grip tightened at once.  He lifted her higher, pressing his mouth to her sex and sucking through the denim of her jeans as he felt out the fastenings that kept them on.  By the time he had the zipper opened, she was grinding powerlessly against his mouth, almost crying from horribly-confused passion and need.  He drew back just long enough to pull her jeans away, undressing her in the same swooping motion of a child stripping a doll, but careful with her, always gentle. 

Then she was bared and he was back, thrusting his long tongue urgently inside her to drink the oils of her pleasure. 

Taryn came again in agony, her mind suffused with senses she could not quite share and could not stop feeling.  Her hips writhed of their own volition, trying to escape him as much as to take more.  His tongue pushed so deep, and his smooth hands roved continuously over her, but always returned to grip her hips and pull her even tighter to him. 

Gravity spun.  Taryn was falling through space, supported in his strong arms until her back settled on the shore.  He moved slowly, deliberately, holding her legs up to wrap his waist as he knelt so as to keep his feet in the water, to keep hers in the air.  She reached out, pulling at the skirt that wrapped his hips and he stilled to watch her hands bare him. 

There was a moment of curious blurring as she pulled the skirt away and then she saw the fullness of him.  His phallus was long and slender, a dark stylus, perfectly formed.  She touched him, caressing him with her fingertips only, mesmerized by the sight of her pale hand 21 

 

against the shadows of his flesh.  She made a careful fist around his base and stroked slowly up, then down again.  He was so smooth.  So smooth. 

“Is this really you?” she asked.  Her eyes still tracked the passing of her hand. 

He told her no, that like the jackal’s form he had partially assumed, it was an approximation only, his parameters determined by her. 

“My desire?” 

Her expectation. 

He pressed lightly at her thigh, silently warning her to keep it locked around him, and then moved one hand to lay over hers, sharing her caresses of him. 

It was not going to be sex in the way that she knew it. 

She laughed.  “I wouldn’t know.  I’ve never had sex before.” 

He laughed silently, without movement or breath.  Then no other sex that follows will be like this, he told her.  He lowered himself atop her. 

Taryn watched the eclipsing of her white body by his black one. 

She felt only a faint heat, a ghost of substance, and knew that he had entered.  She rested her hand on his back as he began to move, watching the gentle roll of his body and listening to the lapping of the River at the bank.  His eyes were distant slivers of light that gazed well beyond this reality.  He seemed so much at peace. 

“What do you feel?” Taryn asked. 

Mortality. 

He drew another breath, his third, to release as a blissful sigh, then gazed down at her, wondering what she felt. 

“Not much,” she confessed, and because that sounded rude, arched her head up to kiss his chest. 

He was not offended.  She couldn’t feel because her flesh was virgin.  Her mind had no means of translation.  In a way, she was fortunate.  This possession could be painful. 

“But I could feel your mouth.”  She felt herself blushing. 

“Vividly.” 

It was complicated.  His body was a manifestation of predetermined form.  His mouth was the portal of his true essence, the place of Speaking, the Fount of What Endures.  When he drank from her, his will and perception dominated, because he was what he was, and she was less than that.  But when he coupled with her, her sensations reigned, 22 

 

because her flesh was true and his, illusion.  In this union, they were at their most enjoined, their most divided. 

But she wanted to feel him.  Taryn adjusted her thighs around his waist to feel him penetrating deeper.  She shivered pleasantly, then reached between them to stroke at the place she was most sensitive.  The delicate sensation that had been feathering at her became flame at once. 

She felt the vibration of a hum or perhaps a jackal’s growl, but the vibration only.  He still made no sound and he used no breath.  He turned his head into the curve of her neck, adjusting the pace of his movements to match the slow circling rubs of her hand.  She could sense his dreaming, otherworldly thoughts tasting at the spaces in her mind that humanity hadn’t yet figured out how to access.  He was drowsing in her, the act a thousand times more intimate than this dance of flesh.  She could feel a new radiance of unknown color and sound every time he sipped from her mind and memories, and like the heat of his touches, the radiance remained to become the foundation for the next flare.  Soon, she felt herself start the upwards rush of climax, and she reached to touch his cheek.  “I’m cumming,” she whispered. 

He stirred, then reared back and withdrew from her.  He found her legs and held them for her, again pressing between her thighs to drink just as she came.  She kept her hand at her clit, prolonging it as long as she could, and the touch of his tongue lapping up inside her brought her to another and then a third, although like the receding waves of the tide, they each crested a little less high and rolled out again a little sooner than the one before.  At last, the Riverman raised his head, licking at his shiny jaws, to thank her. 

“You’re welcome.”  Taryn watched as he leaned back on his knees, his hand at his erection and his eyes sliding nearly shut.  He stroked himself in silence, his face upturned to the sky, at peace.  He gave no sign at all of rejoining her.  “Would you…would you like to cum in me?” 

He paused.  His eyes opened, regarding her uncertainly.  He squeezed at his shaft as though testing its stability.  He wasn’t sure what that would do to her, back in the waking world. 

“You said you’d done this before.” 

He had, but sometimes there were consequences. 

“Like what?” Taryn asked. 

In her mind, unknowable impressions of cosmic scale unwound in limitless layers.  Memories, not her own, showed her brown-skinned 23 

 

women she knew as priestesses, their eyes vacant, blinded by understanding, the awful apperception of all things. 

Taryn sat up and scooted toward him.  The edge of the River flowed between them.  Their knees almost touched.  She touched his member and he let go his hands to watch her move on him.  “Do you want to cum?” 

He did. 

“Do you want to cum in me?” 

He did, but that desire did not retract the risk.  What she defined as orgasm was a far greater release for his kind.  A certain amount of control was given, a greater portion lost.  She was no priestess.  She’d had no training at all, not even of the earthly act. 

“Does it show?” she asked, teasing. 

His pale eyes flicked to her, sharing her humor.  Then he asked, hesitantly, if she wanted him to cum in her (the term was approximate; the thought/memory he used, far more complicated: to hold the amaranthine seed of his flying soul in the ephemeral heart of hers). 

The question was conservatively formed, his emotion withheld, but Taryn could sense his need, much as he tried to mask it.  She nodded, smiling to encourage him. 

He would try to be careful. 

“I know you will.” 

Again, he came to her, this time arranging her legs so that her ankles were braced on his broad shoulders, well away from the water. 

He entered her with fluid ease, all his indefinable weight balanced atop her.  He wanted to know if this hurt. 

“No.”  Every thrust of his hips sent deep echoes through the whole of her body and she could feel the full length of him in exquisite detail even if there was no true sensation.  Although she was in no danger of making this her new favorite position to say, fall asleep or compose poetry in, nothing hurt.  She reached up to brush her fingers along the strange contours of his face and he leaned into her hand. 

He was close. 

She knew it.  There was a heaviness to the air, an oppression, like a storm gathering to form a funnel.  She had been sure enough at the start, but sensing that explosive pressure building, she began to be nervous.  She touched his chest, trying to steady herself.  “Breathe for me,” she said.  “Please?” 
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He apologized, began to breathe in slow, steady pulls to match the rhythm of his deep thrusts.  The heat of his air against her shoulder was comforting.  Taryn hugged him a little closer, letting her eyes slide shut, trying to protect herself against the drift of his alien thought.  She felt it start.  A terrible coiling that drew in all the swirling storm-gathers around them—drew it in from miles away, it seemed—into a tight point inside him.  Tighter and tighter, until she could physically feel its constrained energy pulsing in him. 

Perfect silence for just one second.  Even she screamed without sound. 

Then light, blasting out from him in rings as full and fierce as the creation of a star. 

Eruption.  It cut into her, battering her until she could feel her soul slapped out from her body through the pure, otherworldly force of it. 

She looked down and saw them, not joined in sexual union, but only kneeling together, arms entwined, staring into one another’s eyes.  Then he came, not with the manifestation of his predetermined body, but truly came.  The amaranthine seed of his soul in flight was sown into the ephemeral heart of her spirit, and she was blown back and away by the shockwave of their shared climax.  She came, not through pleasure, but simply because she was swept callously into the flow of his passion and hurtled out to the far-flung reaches of his inner space.  She felt herself shatter in halves, then fourths, and again, again, dividing out at boiling speed into an embryonic place of preexistence where she tottered, caught at the cusp of some terrible rebirth.  And then she snapped back, tumbling through the orgasmic drifts of his awareness to crash into her body once more. 

He lay atop her, warm and smooth and softly breathing against her neck.  He must have felt her return.  He asked if she were hurt. 

“I’m…not sure.” 

He raised himself, laid his hand over her heart and then gave her a reassuring nod before gaining his feet.  He helped her to stand, then embraced her again, his feet in the River and hers on the shore.  He thanked her once more, his sincerity adding warmth to his solemn gratitude. 

“You’re welcome,” Taryn said.  She wasn’t sure that was the right response, but he seemed to be waiting for something. 

He waited a while longer, and then dropped his arms to his sides and regarded her closely. 
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“What?” she asked. 

She hadn’t asked him for anything in return. 

Taryn blinked at him.  “Do…Do you know what they call a girl who has sex in exchange for favors?” she asked hesitantly. 

She sensed his humor.  In his days on Earth, they had called such girls priestesses. 

“Well, now they’re called prostitutes.  And I’m neither one.” 

Taryn touched his arm, his chest, and finally his cheek.  “I don’t trade myself.” 

His expression did not change but he frowned anyway.  She had both his seed and his name.  Did she understand what that gave her? 

“A friend,” she said.  “When I come to cross the River.” 

He laid his hand over hers, brought it to his mouth, and breathed gently into her palm.  Then he released her and turned, moving back through the water.  He stepped up onto his pale raft, his skin dry, and took up his pole.  He pushed away from the shore without a backwards glance and vanished into the enveloping fog.  He was soon lost to sight, but the touch of his mind endured a little longer before it, too, passed from her.  The distant murmur of unseen souls faded to silence. 

The Riverman was gone. 

Taryn turned around and found her clothing discarded on the bank.  She dressed and started walking.  Again, the plains seemed to pass beneath her at unnatural speed, although there was no sense of rushing movement.  Soon, she was walking across the commons of the kraal, back to the Beti Kale and through its walls.  She could see Tonka sleeping, outlined in red by the coals of his hearth-fire.  She lay down before him, passing easily through his curled arms, and then turned into the warmth of his chest.  She closed her eyes. 
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3.  Awake 



Taryn came awake all at once, arching out of Tonka’s arms and pulling in the deepest breath since, perhaps, the first moment of her birth. 

She let it out and sagged forward, bracing her hands against the dirt floor as her hair fell over her shoulders.  For a while, that was all she did.  The simple act of breathing was fascinating to her, inexpressibly exotic and wondrous to share.  She was aware of Tonka’s hands on her shoulders, aware that he might even be trying to talk to her, but she couldn’t seem to focus.  Her eyes were closed.  She could see stars. 

At last, the great scope of the universe began to pale and she was able to drag her eyes open and bring the real world back into focus.  She looked at her hands, splayed open against the ground with her hair as a dark curtain surrounding them, and her hands were fascinating. 

“Taryn!” 

She was being shaken, so she raised herself up a little and looked around.  Tonka’s face seemed miraculous in form and meaning.  She smiled at him. 

He looked uncertain.  “Are you awake?” he asked. 

“I am Awake,” she replied. 

He let go of her and stood up, stumbling over his berth in his hurry to get away.  For several minutes, he simply stood there and stared 27 

 

at her.  She sat on the floor and smiled at him.  Finally, warily, he said, 

“Did you see him?  He that was Morathi?” 

“No,” she said. 

Tonka’s sides heaved with obvious relief. 

She said, “I saw Anu.” 

His mouth opened.  He closed it.  His hind legs buckled, and he slowly sank down, pulling at the wall with one hand to guide his collapse.  He stared at her. 

“I knew him,” she said.  “I knew him from Earth.  He had another name there.” 

Tonka shivered.  “Keep it,” he said urgently.  “Tell no one, not even me.”  He hesitated, frowning, and then said, “Did he speak to you?” 

“Not exactly.” 

He relaxed a little, but only a little.  “Did he touch you?” 

She was starting to feel a little more normal, enough to know that the whole truth might be a very bad way to go considering Tonka’s reactions so far.  Then again, he’d probably know a lie if she told one. 

She avoided the question instead, climbing to her feet and saying, “He let me get mad and hit him.  Then I apologized and he forgave me.  Now we’re friends.”  She glanced around; Tonka was staring again.  “Let’s go have breakfast,” she suggested. 

For a long time, Tonka did not respond.  It would have been safe to say that he did not move, except that his flanks kept shuddering.  But then, in a very low voice, he said, “Taryn, were you dreaming, do you think?” 

Some things went well beyond wondering about, but Tonka looked deeply unsettled and Taryn took pity on him. 

“I’m sure I was,” she said, smiling through the lie.  “But it was a good dream, Tonka.  I feel better.  That’s what counts.” 

She could see that he did not quite believe her.  And she could see the exact moment that he chose to let it go anyway.  He got to his feet, and if he had to stamp a few times before he could quite get control of that shuddering flank, well, no big deal.  He held out his hand to her like everything was normal and that was the important thing. 

“I worry about thee,” Tonka said, holding her hand in his as he searched her eyes.  “For I think that I believe thee would in truth strike at a god.  Thee is my very good friend, Taryn.  I would have thee safer than that.” 
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“You’re my good friend, too,” she said, and was compelled to hug him hugely.  She felt his arms come slowly around to her back, holding her against his chest, but he still felt tense to her.  She closed her eyes and listened to the last echoes of creation’s song still haunting the dark in-betweens of space.  “My very good friend.” 

“Stay, Taryn.”  His grip tightened as she tried to draw back and look at him.  She could only raise her eyes to his face, and he wasn’t looking at her.  He stared straight ahead, his eyes bright and troubled. 

“Winter with us, from this day.” 

She tried to laugh.  The attempt fell flat.  “What brought this on?” 

He did not answer. 

“I can’t do that, Tonka, all my stuff is—” 

“I shall have it brought.” 

“Man, I just barely planted my potatoes!” 

Now he looked at her, tossing his mane curtly before saying, 

“Lady, I will give thee any field of thy choosing if I have only thy promise to stay.” 

“Tonka, I can’t.”  She pulled gently against his restraining hands until he was obliged to release or bruise her.  “I told you before, it’s not fair to just let someone else take care of me.” 

“Lady—”  He laughed, a shaky sound.  “This is not the hour to measure me against fairness.” 

“Tonka, this is important to me.” 

“I care not!”  He stamped a fore-hoof and slapped a hand to his eyes.  It took him several breaths to draw calm back into his body.  He looked at her.  “Stay, Taryn.” 

“No, Tonka.” 

“Please.”  He dropped his eyes, shook his head, and met her eyes again.  “Please.” 

She could only look at him. 

He sighed and bent his head.  His hands closed into fists at his side, trembling white, and then slowly relaxed.  He lifted his eyes and they were calm and only faintly pained.  “Let us go and break our fast,” 

he said, without a trace of emotion.  “I will have an escort summoned to see you home.” 

She wanted to tell him not to bother, but one look at his tight face and she held her tongue.  He was at the very edge.  She needed not to push him over it. 
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Not unless she wanted to stay in Rucombe all winter long. 

Which was not, on the surface of it, such a daunting prospect, except that it was an admittance of total failure on the matter of griffin-raising.  And besides, if she actually came here to live, she’d probably never get the chance to go visit the magus again.  In some respects, that thought filled her with strangely-exaggerated distress. 

In others, even odder, relief. 
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4.  Uncontested   



“I hate him.  I’m hungry.  I want out.” 

The wizard’s jaw tightened, but that was all.  His eyes remained shut, his lips continued moving in soundless recitation of the summoning chant, and his hands rested lightly on his thighs in the same posture of meditation.  He should have had the foresight to throw his damned cat outside before he began, but since he had not, he refused to compound his error by allowing himself to become distracted now.  His thoughts were arrows, a straight storm of undeviating arrows, striking again and again and again at a now-defenseless target.  **Taryn, come.  Come to me.  Taryn, come.** 

A delicate hand prodded at his side.  “Will he feed me now?  I’m hungry.” 

**Taryn, come.  Come to me.** 

“I want out.  I hate it here.  Will he let me out?” 

**To me, Taryn.  Come.  Taryn, come to me.**  He could imagine her will as the walls of a dam.  He could feel every impact of his commands, could all but see the chips he left in the stone and mortar of her resistance.  Soon, she would break.  Soon, she would come. 

“I hate him.  I’m hungry.  He will never let me out.” 

**Taryn, come.  To me, Taryn.  Taryn—** 
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Four sharp claws suddenly raked down the wizard’s cheek, shattering his focus.  Through the black storm of rage that followed this loss of connection, as he struggled to hold his sanity and not blast the room around him with mindless fits of magic, he saw his cat towering over him and heard her sweet voice say, “I will kill him now.  I will have his hot blood.” 

He did not lose his control, although he did lose, however briefly, all ties to his temper.  He struck her, his fist balled and coated with blue flame.  Magic burst over her; she flew back to crash high into the wall, her skin singed black from neck to waist on her right side. 

“Hurts me!” she screamed, as the wizard began to rise.  She thrashed mindlessly on the floor, slapping and clawing at herself in agony.  “Hurts me hurts me hurts meeeeee!” 

“Oh shut up!” the wizard snapped.  He threw more magic at her, paralyzing her writhing form and robbing her of her piercing screams, but that was the last attention he spared her for the moment.  His own flesh was a more immediate concern and mending it was a draining ordeal after this fruitless night of summoning.  That damned cat. 

And that damned human.  He may as well abandon the effort to draw her to him for now.  She wasn’t coming.  Which was just as well, really, because he was so frustrated with her at the moment that if she did turn up, he’d probably send her blackened and blistering to the floor right beside his cat. 

How dare she resist him!  Where did she find the strength, much less the damned audacity?  Being Earth-born might account for some of his trouble, and the distance between them yet more, but not so much as this!  He, the son of Mab, unable to draw forth one innocent, unsuspecting, undefended woman! 

He knew the horseman’s witch was dead.  His cat had returned the previous afternoon, still gloved and slack-faced, and by reading her memories, he had been able to watch as she stalked the old beast from the tall grass.  The witch had never seen his death coming.  Even after the poison-soaked spinenut struck him, the witch hadn’t seemed to realize he’d been attacked.  He had merely staggered, then collapsed, and then, with a golden burst of delight, the wizard had watched through his cat’s eyes as Taryn unexpectedly stumbled on the scene.  Her grief as she watched the old witch die had been exhilarating, almost as fine to witness as the pleasures of her mouth could be.  Then she had gone away 32 

 

in the direction of the horseman’s village, and the cat had come home to share the bounty of her memories. 

He’d known she would be deep in mourning, alone and vulnerable and easily breached.  And so the wizard had given himself the luxury of a meal and a short sleep, waking at sundown to begin his summoning while she was dreaming and open to him. 

But she had not come.  More astounding yet, he had not even been able to sense her.  After some hours of stabbing blindly into the darkness, the wizard had even untethered of his physical self and gone seeking for her, only to find that she was not at her camp, not among the horsemen, not even with the minotaur (or as close as he could come to the minotaur’s well-warded cavern).  She was gone, as wholly as if she’d followed the old witch into death. 

All night long, he’d hunted her, growing more and more frustrated until finally, just as dawn broke, there she was, all at once. 

The light of her soul erupted back into being, no longer the pale flicker of Earth-born awareness, but an incandescent spike that seemed to cut through the whole of the world.  But it was her, it could only be Taryn, and the shocking brilliance of it only served to make that identification more absolute.  As the day wound on, the light had faded until it became more natural-seeming, if never so dim as it had been, and it had traveled as she had taken herself back to her camp. 

He had no idea where she could have been or what she could possibly have done to evoke such a startling change.  Perhaps she had gone back to the Standing Stones; the water above his hearth remained clear, assuring him of her continued virginity, but there were other ways, he supposed, to cheat the Nameless out of power.  Perhaps she had gone back to Earth, or to Avalon, or to any number of other Realms, remembered or otherwise, and the aura of unnatural light that had armored her on her return was merely the aftereffect of whatever method she used to travel.  In the end, it didn’t matter.  It mattered only that she had returned and now she was undefended against him. 

But he had been sending for her all day, and she still hadn’t come. 

The wizard finished mending his face.  He rubbed at the blood-wetted contours of his cheek, wishing that he could see himself and so be certain that there was no discoloration to betray a scar.  He’d had a mirror, once.  He’d had six, in fact, and every one of them had been 33 

 

broken by his damned cat when some foul mood or another had seized hold of her. 

Surly little beast.  He turned his attention to her now, irritably dragging her away from the wall so that he could kneel and repair her damaged flesh.  He could see the pupils of her eyes contracting and took a grim satisfaction from knowing that, however paralyzed and mute she might be, she still felt the pain of it. 

Once she was whole, the wizard restored her voice and movements.  She put both to immediate use, springing away and screaming her hatred of him, but the wizard let her go with nothing more than a cuff to the head.  His eyes were resting on the intricate lines of his casting circle, and his thoughts were back and heavy on the subject of Taryn. 

It was pointless to pursue her now.  He may as well see to some of his own needs, for the sun was well and truly risen and she was not coming.  He would try again when darkness fell, spend another night eroding at her will while she dreamed, and on her next waking, she would be that much further worn, that much more vulnerable, that much more his. 

He could afford the respite now, after all.  While there were still magi among the horsemen, none of them were coming out day by day to cleanse Taryn of his will.  He was uncontested and he was always calling.  When she surrendered, as ultimately she must do, and came to his door at last, he meant to keep her.  She was exhausted and the Augment was well-rooted.  She could not possibly resist one more direct assault of his mind on hers when she stood within his walls.  She would tell him her name and he would break her with it.  And if she didn’t come…well, perhaps it was time to step up to stronger spellcraft.  He would have to see.  In the meantime, he would tell himself that this interval of waiting was a spice he would enjoy once the meal was at last before him. 

The wizard felt some spark of his good mood returning, bringing with it some appetite.  He put out his candles and went to open the door for his hissing, furious cat.  He would send her out to hunt, and while she was gone, brew up a little tea for himself.  Tazu tea.  Taryn’s favorite. 
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5.  My Only Sunshine 



The Cerosan believed that the highest quality of lordly character lay in perception.  A good lord reacted to the evils around him, but a great lord watched, waited, planned.  Antilles knew there could be many explanations for the stillness that had fallen over the human’s camp, but after many hours of watching, he concluded he was no great lord and went down for a closer look. 

Her tent was empty.  Her coals were cold.  Her cauldron held only a finger’s depth of rain. 

Antilles set out to search for her.  He did not aim himself at the borenut tree or the hanging branch that she had fastened to it to mark the way to kraal-Rucombe.  Neither did he move at a lord’s stately walk. 

But before he had reached the bridge, he saw her, and the cold weight that had settled inside him lightened, for although she was well to the west where the wizard laired, she was still moving that way and not returning with her visit already made.  The griffin in her arms stuck out its spindly neck to watch him draw near, but the human’s head never even raised.  The rolling thunder of his approach should not have escaped any living thing’s notice, but she did not seem to hear.  He ran faster. 

The griffin began to call to him excitedly, struggling to climb the mountain of the human’s shoulder.  She resettled him with distracted 35 

 

sounds of comfort, and still did not look around, not even when a Cerosan’s shadow fell over her.  Antilles forced himself to match the meandering pace she set, and then to calm his breathing before finally touching his hand to her arm. 

She roused at last, blinking around at him with the bewildered fog of a sleeper pulled from wine’s dreams.  “Tilly,” she said at last. 

The relief he felt at hearing that name irritated him more than the name itself ever had.  “Where bound, human?” he asked gruffly. 

“Home,” she said, and bent her head again.  “And please don’t take this too hard, but I think I’d like to be alone.” 

He grunted, remaining fixedly at her side, close enough that the griffin was able to preen at his fur.  “Home.  Indeed.  And were you aware that you were aimed in the wrong direction?” he asked. 

Now she stopped, her head coming up fast.  She looked around, her expression of confusion quickly supplanted by chagrin.  “Oh, for God’s sake!” she sighed, and turned herself back to the east.  The one glance she sent his way was rich with self-aimed misery and embarrassment.  “Go on.  Laugh it up.”  She trudged away, shoulders drooping and eyes downcast. 

Antilles stayed where he was for a moment, his fingers playing on the haft of his axe as he glared west.  The human’s feet had worn a path here, in the soft soil of the riverbank.  He could see the wizard’s wood rising dark and still on the horizon, and he imagined he could feel the wizard’s fury in the icy wind that gusted over the plains.  He met it with a grunt of satisfaction.  “I am not laughing,” he said, and turned to follow Taryn home. 

They walked without speaking for some time.  It was not an entirely comfortable silence.  Antilles’s thoughts yet lingered on the wizard, and Taryn had once more drifted into her own mind, seeming almost to forget he was there. 

At length, Antilles steeled himself to touch her arm again.  Her hair falling over her shoulder tickled against his hand and he pulled it back again before she had finished raising her eyes to look at him. 

“What troubles you?” 

“Why?” she asked, and then a ghost of a smile touched her lips. 

“Oh yeah, I forgot.  You’re the lord of this valley and I’m—” 

“You are grieving,” he said, darkly startled as this realization struck home.  He stopped walking and so did she.  “What has happened? 

Who has crossed?” 
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Taryn gazed down at her fingers in her griffin’s fur.  “Morathi,” 

she said softly.  And walked to the water’s edge while Antilles was still grappling with the many-layered meanings of this unpleasant truth. 

“How?” he asked. 

“He was coming to see me.”  In her arms, the griffin was struggling enough that she finally felt compelled to put him down.  She didn’t rise again, but instead knelt, staring deep into her reflection in the water.  “He said it was time, but I don’t know.  It was a long way to walk and he’d been coming every day.  If he’d stayed home, maybe…” 

“Nay, say it not.”  He went to kneel beside her, obliged to push a chirping Aisling aside, and then found that placed him close enough that touching her was unavoidable.  He feared to move away for that it would draw attention and perhaps offend, but her touch was oddly abrasive to his ability to concentrate on the conversation. 

Taryn did not have the same difficulty, it would seem.  Indeed, she seemed scarcely to notice he was there at all.  “I was there,” she said softly.  “I saw him go.  I’ve never seen anyone die before.  It felt…like it was my fault.” 

“Ah, Taryn.”  His hand found hers before he could think better of the gesture, and hers closed around his fingers at once, thus preventing his retreat.  He was intensely aware of its weight, its coldness slowly warming in his grip, and that awareness filled him with conflicted emotion, not the least of which was shame that he was aware of it at all. 

She was grieving.  He should offer sympathies and escape as swiftly as he was able.  “He that was Morathi was very old,” he said. 

“I know.  But losing him…it’s made me realize that anything could happen out here.  I could lose anyone.  For any reason.  This place is beautiful…”  Here, she raised her eyes to look with haunting sentiment at his valley.  “…but it’s wild.  There’s fellcats and fire and lightning and cold and disease and dumb luck and it’s everywhere, all the time. 

Nothing I do matters.  I could lose Tonka.  I could lose Aisling.  I could lose—”  She looked at him sharply, her lips pressing tightly together, and then away again.  She pulled her hand from his.  “I could lose anyone,” 

she whispered. 

Perverse as it was in the face of her grief, Antilles could suddenly think only of that night when he had brought her once more into his home (all of my protected may expect to see it once, he had told her, and that was true enough, but none of those had ever shared his bed and well he knew it).  Their stories were done, the fire had burned low 37 

 

and dim, and now her hand was upon him, tracing a path of fire down his body.  He had bid her stop.  And had he not— 

Antilles stood up and backed away from the human below him. 

She rose as well, more slowly, keeping her eyes averted. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, and started walking, without even looking to see where her griffin was at.  West. 

Antilles plucked at her sleeve.  She turned without seeming to be aware of it until she was again oriented toward her own camp.  “You have nothing to apologize for,” he told her, keeping pace at her side. 

“This sorrow is natural, but let it not bridle you too long.  He that was Morathi has passed from any pain.  The Riverman is no enemy to us.” 

“Yeah.”  Taryn bent despondently to retrieve her griffin, but Aisling escaped her and bounded further ahead of them.  “He seemed like a nice guy…but I’m still going to miss Morathi.” 

Antilles eyed her closely as he thought through those very odd words.  “Aye,” he said at last.  “He shall be mourned by many.  And ‘tis right that you grieve with them, for he loved you as a daughter.” 

“I couldn’t help him.”  Her step slowed.  “We have doctors on my world.  We have medicines and equipment that could have started up his heart again.  We could have even given him a new one.  On my world, his life would have been a phone call away.  I was competent back there.  I knew about 911 and CPR and I lived my life knowing that if there were ever an emergency, I could handle it.  But Morathi died in front of me.  And I couldn’t do a thing.” 

“Aye.”  He started to reach again for her hand before catching himself and forcing his arm back to his side.  “I know well your feelings.” 

“No, you don’t.” 

“Think you that only your world has surgeons?” he asked gently. 

“The city of Dis knew a boundless wealth of healing arts, and if we had no magic to make new hearts for those we loved, yet still there were ways of prolonging life.  But that age for me is ended, as yours is, and even if it were not, he that was Morathi would still have crossed the River.  He was wise in worldly magic, Taryn, do you think he knew no ways to steal back some youth?” 

Her brows knit.  She hugged her Aisling and said nothing. 

“The lives of Farasai are short.  He that was Morathi saw better than fifty snows in his time.  I can recall some rumor of one or another horseman who saw fifty-five, but none in all my memory who ever saw 38 

 

sixty.  T’was time.  And if he had stayed in Rucombe, I think the hour would not be changed.  Indeed, if he were in the Royal Surgery of Dis with healers all around him, even if he were in your world and all its powers open to him, I think still he would have chosen to cross the River, for we might prolong his life, Taryn, but we are not preventing death and he that was Morathi knew well the difference.  Do you?” 

“Yes.” 

The single word shook; a sidelong glance showed him she was crying.  He forgot his determination to hold a distance and took her hand again. 

“I’ll be all right,” she wept.  “I just need to come to terms with it and get over myself a little.”  But she did not pull away from him.  If anything, her grip on him tightened. 

The bridge was in sight, and no sooner had he touched eyes to it than the memory of her and him together at his hearth returned.  And there was nothing untoward about it, he told himself crossly.  She was sorrowing and she had no clan or kin to keep her in her bereavement.  It was a lord’s duty to look after one at such times. 

Aye.  Just so. 

“You will stay with me tonight,” he declared once they’d reached the bridge. 

She laughed, a desolate sound, and let go his hand.  “I’ll be fine,” she said again.  She kept walking. 

Antilles stood on the bridge, arms heavily folded, watching her go and trying not to glare on the chance that she might look back.  She did not.  He thought hard, scraping at the stone with one hoof, for some means of convincing her.  “Please,” he said blackly. 

She stopped.  She turned around and Antilles uncrossed his arms, feeling surprised and somewhat pleased at this unexpected show of obedience.  But when Taryn came to him, she only reached up and patted his cheek. 

“You’re so cute when you think you can boss me around,” she said. 

Gritting his teeth, he said, “I am thy lord!  Your lord,” he amended, instantly flustered. 

“And you are the sunshine of my life,” she replied.  “But I’ll be fine.  Come on, Aisling.” 

“Ouch!” the griffin cried joyfully, leaping in her footsteps as she once more moved away. 
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The urge to follow after, to stay with her in that woebegone encampment so utterly unsuited to hold a Cerosan since she would not stay with him, rose up and briefly overwhelmed all other thought.  He told himself it was his duty as lord to stand as her guardian, but his heart hated the lie even more on the second hearing.  It was not comfort he saw himself giving as he imagined them together at that crude hearth.  It was not protections of iron against the workings of the wizard that occupied his thoughts when he lay alone in his bed these past few nights. 

She had lain her hand upon him in the gentle hours of the night. 

She had been smiling as she watched her fingers sink down into the shadows of his fur.  Her face in the firelight had seemed a thing of unbearable beauty—dangerous in its desirability, maddening to behold. 

She had asked if he wanted her to stop.  Had she not, but merely traveled her touches on and found him in his readiness, he could have reacted in kind, by taking her in his hands and claiming her with his body. 

But she had asked, thus enabling reason to rise above the urgings of his flesh.  She had asked, he had refused, and that was all there was. 

His need to be with her now was an affront to what should be nothing but a lord’s concern for one of his defenseless own. 

“Taryn!” he called, scraping at the bridge again.  His hands were empty fists. 

Her voice was all that came back to him, and it came singing:  

“You are my sunshine, my only sunshine…” 

Reluctantly, Antilles turned.  He knew he could march after her, pull her protesting all the way to his cavern.  And if it truly were a lord’s concern that fired him, he would do it and to the pits with her objections. 

Instead, he was going home alone. 

Aye.  Alone.  But he doubted greatly that he would sleep. 
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6.  Too Much To Write 



 Dear Mom and Dad and Rhiannon 

  

Taryn sat and stared at those words until she could see their ghosts floating behind her eyelids.  She had no idea how to follow them. 

Every way that she could think to begin sounded too morbid, too callous, or simply inappropriate to what she felt, but she had to tell them. 

Morathi may have been just another name on the letters she sent home, but he had been a large part of Taryn’s new world and his passing deserved to be marked.  His name had gone to Shard, and his few personal possessions distributed among his offspring (as his ‘daughter’, Taryn had been given a clay candle-holder, and she wrote by its light now), and after the eulogy-feast of the previous night, none of the Farasai even mentioned him.  Taryn couldn’t let it end like that, like he were someone so easily forgotten. 

She supposed she couldn’t blame the Farasai for the attitude they had adopted.  Life in Arcadia was uncertain at the best of times, its dangers often mortal ones, and the horsemen were not long-lived. 

Morathi himself had said it was time, and he had not been afraid to go away in the company of the Riverman. 

Taryn focused in on the paper and found that she was idly sketching a jackal-headed man in the margin of her newborn letter.  It 41 

 

gave her an excuse to crumple it up and toss it aside for Aisling to pounce upon.  She wasn’t going to send home any mementos of her night’s liaison with the Riverman, not even something as obscure as a doodle. 

The desire to share that experience was overwhelming, but the pragmatic in her refused to try.  What could she say, really?  ‘Dear Mom and Dad and Rhiannon, I finally found religion.’  And the more seriously she tried to explain, the crazier she’d only sound.  No, there were times when silence really was golden.  And Anu… 

She could still feel the glow of his communion burning in her womb.  The colors of the world around her still seemed so much sharper, so luminous and unique to themselves.  Throughout her college years (and indeed, all the way back to junior high), she’d heard of the clarifying powers of LSD, its potential to open and expand the human mind.  Now she was certain that this was it, this was what they had all been endeavoring to reach, and it was beautiful.  It made everything around her beautiful. 

Taryn sighed, tapping the end of her pen dissolutely against her blank page.  No, she would never actually say such a thing.  Even to think it trivialized the experience, the exquisite tenderness and loneliness of the being who now called himself Anu. 

She raised her hand without conscious thought and breathed into her palm, re-enacting his goodbye to her.  It made her smile, but it also brought tears smarting to her eyes.  He’d come so far just to see her, to comfort her, to be her friend as much as Morathi’s.  And he would have been contented just to give her that comfort and return to his raft, having done nothing more than embrace her once in simple friendship.  Gods had no expectations.  She could regret only one thing and that was that she’d hit him first. 

The paper under her pen was still blank.  Taryn steeled herself and wrote her greeting again.  Staring at the words made her feel hollow. 

How much could she tell them without having to explain more?  It seemed that everything she told them these days was a lie.  Even the truth. 

She could tell them that Morathi was dead, but never who and what he really was or why his simple kindness and affection had meant so much in this land without humans.  She could tell them she knew he was in a better place, but not that she had seen that place with her own eyes on the other side of the River before taking the god Anubis into her 42 

 

arms.  She could tell them how Antilles had tried to take her home with him again, and that she’d gone back to her tent with Aisling instead, but not that Antilles was a minotaur or Aisling a griffin.  She could tell them that she was fine where she was, but not that where she was wasn’t on Earth.  She couldn’t tell them anything; she lied in every breath. 

She looked at her letter, with its single line soundlessly greeting her distant family, and finally put her pen down.  This letter wasn’t going to happen.  Another day, when the pain wasn’t so fresh or so horribly intermingled with half-remembered pleasures, she’d try again. 



Tomorrow was another day after all, and she wasn’t going anywhere. 
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7.  The Wizard’s Final Offer 



Taryn was right in the middle of an extremely nice dream in which she and Rhiannon were throwing horseshoes with Tonka on some beach when everything went black.  It was not a scary thing.  Dreams did things like that at times.  She merely turned around, horseshoe still in hand, and watched as the magus appeared out of nowhere. 

“Hi,” she said, tossing her horseshoe away.  It made no sound. 

Either it fell eternally out in the void of dreamspace or it disappeared before it hit whatever passed for ground in here. 

“I think that I’ve been very patient,” the magus said politely. 

“The gods know, I could have been a great deal less pleasant.  Now I’m going to ask you one last time.” 

“Why do you want to know my name so badly?” she asked, interrupting him.  “Is it just to get me to sleep with you?  Haven’t you ever thought of just flirting me up a little?” 

He cocked his head to consider her.  For the first time, he looked unsure of himself. 

“You know, I really might have fallen for you in the beginning,” 

she continued.  “Tonka and his crew had only just laid off me and Tilly was still being a cast-iron jerk when I met you.  You had the advantage of rescuing me from a vicious animal and you were the only human I’d 44 

 

met in weeks.  You were quite literally the only man in the whole world and I was lonely as hell.  You could have had me in the sack just by snapping your fingers and smiling.  Instead, you doped me up with magical roofies and started astrally raping me on a nightly basis.  And you wonder why I don’t want to tell you secrets.” 

He flushed, his jaw ticcing angrily. 

“I know there’s a lot of things you can do to me in person,” she continued.  “Even when I can’t remember that, I know it.  And I don’t know when or how, but sooner or later, I will be able to get a hint out to Tilly.  And when I do, he is going to mess you up, buddy.” 

The magus snorted.  “If that were ever within his power—” 

“Don’t flatter yourself,” she said.  “You may be the all-powerful sorcerer, but he’s not the one too scared to leave his house.  If you give him a reason to come after you, he’ll do it.”  She studied him in his ugly resentment.  “And you know it, don’t you?” she said.  “Which is why you haven’t kidnapped me already.” 

He laughed at her.  “Kidnap you,” he repeated, scorn dripping from the words.  “Now see who is flattering whom.  You’ll come to me, Taryn.  And you’ll kneel for me as I fuck your gleeful face, just as you always do.” 

She tested the tone of his voice and the look in his eye for lies and found only a disturbing surety.  She shook her head.  “You unremitting bastard,” she said, almost without emotion. 

His lip curled in something caught midway between a smile and a sneer.  “Oh, you have a winning mouth,” he said.  “So ripe and warm. 

And such enthusiasm.  I don’t even have to command you anymore. 

You latch on like a hungry kitten.  You could suckle me for hours.” 

“You are so pathetic.  I can’t even hate you for this.  You’re a worm.” 

“No, it will be years before I tire of your tricky little tongue, but a man deserves a change now and then.  I’ve been harvesting your virgin treasures enough to satisfy my spellcraft for a far span of years and now I’m keen to lance that sweet slit and wear the juices you’ve bottled for me so readily.” 

“Keep talking.  Watch me not care.” 

“Oh, but you will care, my precious little pet.  I have something for you.  Something…”  He laughed, his expression turning a little sour. 

“…that even I hate to use.  It will make you just as willing and lascivious 45 

 

a slut as I know you secretly long to be, and while I suppose you could find it in yourself to resist its powers, doing so will kill you.” 

The magus smiled broadly as she stepped away from him.  “Yes, I mean it,” he said.  “No, I don’t mean that I’ll wring that slender neck myself.  Magic is about exchange, if you’ll recall, and the oldest magic has the strictest rules.  This one is stricter than most, that’s all.” 

He moved forward, gripping her wrist and placing his hot palm under her shirt, pressing hard on her belly as he stared into her eyes. 

“I’m going to mark you, my virgin whore.  I’m going to mark us both.” 

He pulled a face at that.  “And believe me when I say I don’t want to, but it’s a difficult spell to enforce.  By the time I have the strength to make my own steel, so to speak, you’ll be dead already.  So I’ll suffer right along with you, and I warn you, it’s about the worst and most painful way to lose your virginity that you could possible imagine, so spare yourself the indignity and horror of it and just tell me your name.” 

“Why should I?  Why don’t you just rape me like the colossal pervert that you are?  Clearly, your morals aren’t stopping you.” 

“Is that an invitation?”  The magus squeezed at her breast and she slapped his hand away.  “Rape is pointless,” he said, laughing at her. 

“Brute sex, nothing more.  But if you have me willingly, I could use that energy and intimacy to work an even greater will.  I don’t want you for a tumble, Taryn.  I want you for all time.  Tell me your name.  I can make you willing enough with that, and who knows?  You might even enjoy yourself.” 

“Go to hell.” 

He shrugged.  “The sowing mark hurts, Taryn.  You’ll feel like you’re being fucked with fire, but you’ll want it all the same.  And you’ll keep on wanting it until your womb takes seed.  Once that’s happened, your mind will open fully to the next command it hears.  And I’ll use that command to get your name anyway, so tell me now.” 

“You’re a tumor!” she spat.  “You’re a filthy, disgusting troll!” 

“I can be,” the magus said, and his form blew outward into a hulking, moss-colored creature.  It lifted one tree-stump leg and stepped earth-shakingly toward her, reaching down its three-fingered hand to grip the knobbed and grotesque thing it carried between its bulging thighs. 

“If that’s what you desire,” the thing growled, and laughed, blowing rancid breath out in a choking cloud. 

“Party tricks!”  Taryn forced herself to move a step closer, glaring into the rheumy eyes without flinching.  “You’re a charlatan!” 
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The leering smile faded, and the troll suddenly collapsed in on itself to become the magus again.  “I’m not, though,” he said quietly. 

“Not at all.  And if you remember nothing else, little virgin-whore of mine, you’d do well to remember that.” 

“You don’t scare me!” 

“I should.” 

The magus circled around her again, a little of his former good humor curving at his lips, although none of it had returned to his eyes. 

“Would you like to know the best part?” he asked.  “The sowing mark will make you fertile.  That was its only purpose, the method by which so many of the magical fauna of the Three Realms were created in my ancestor’s day.  The mark on me will make me fertile as well, for all that I’m only half-man and born mule.  So you’re going to be a mommy, Taryn.  I haven’t decided yet what to do with it.  A newborn’s first breath is so valuable and ah, the blood!  But I’m sentimental.  I might let you keep it for a year or two, if you behave yourself.”  He circled her, smiling.  “Or you can tell me your name now.  I don’t really want the sowing mark on my body to ruin my enjoyment when I tear that maidenhead of yours.  Tell me your name and I’ll even promise not to hurt you when I open you.” 

“You’ll never touch me again.” 

“I will.”  He laughed indulgently at her defiance.  “Of course I will.  But it’s up to you just how and when.  Make it easy on yourself.  I don’t have to be an unremitting bastard all the time.  Life could be pleasant.  Give yourself to me and I’ll give you the world.” 

She slapped at him and he caught her wrist.  His grip burned like acid; she screamed and fell to her knees, pulling wildly at her trapped arm. 

“Refuse me,” the magus said, glaring down at her through her grey haze of pain, “and die.” 

“You…!  Monster…!” 

“Ah well.  I can honestly say I tried.  But we’ll have it your way, Taryn.  I warn you, I’m going to make up for the hell you’re about to put me through for years to come.  I’ll make it your hand that cuts the throat of your precious griffin.  I’ll make it your mouth that catches your own brat’s blood.”  His other hand came through space to press against her forehead.  “Forget,” he said. 

Taryn shuddered, her thoughts flayed away all in an instant. 
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“The wizard’s house is high,” he said.  The words drilled into her, echoing and re-speaking themselves in mutters.  “The wizard can keep me safe.  The wizard will help me rebuild.” 

Taryn groped through miles of black air, her mouth open and closing on silent screams. 

The magus paused and then added, “The wizard is handsome.  I miss him.  I want him.” 

She felt the sickening thoughts root and germinate. 

He released her and she fell back, dropped through the floor and fell endlessly. 

“But I did warn you, Taryn,” he called as his pale face receded far above her.  “And you’re going to wish you’d listened.” 

Taryn struck the chill surface of a black lake and sank into cold. 

She opened her mouth for one last scream and filled her lungs with death. 
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8.  The Flood 



The nightmare receded, forgotten even before it could be fully grasped, and she woke up soaked.  At first, she thought she was covered in sweat, the consequence of her horrible and unknown dreams, but sweat should be warm.  Then sound penetrated; it was raining and hard. 

Taryn was annoyed.  The tent was supposed to be waterproof. 

She sat up with a scowl, throwing back her sleeping bag and pulling Aisling onto her shoulder.  She swung one foot out and off the thick bedroll and right into three inches of icy water. 

The shock of it momentarily blanked out every other sense. 

When that moment passed, she had her flashlight in her hand and was shaking it madly for light.  What she saw when she flicked on the switch chilled her even more than the water enveloping her foot.  The tent was waterproof after all.  The water came in through the zippers on the flap. 

No, it wasn’t ‘coming’ in at all.  It was pouring in.  The sides of the tent bulged in at her.  The floor was bubbling up. 

Taryn was on her feet in an instant.  The nylon under her feet tried to float her.  She could feel the tent pegs straining at the corners. 

Water surrounded her, trapping her in an increasingly smaller prison. 

Ridiculously, all she could think was how impossible this was. 

She was two hundred paces away from the high water mark of the river. 
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This couldn’t really be happening.  She’d been so careful.  She’d thought this through. 

Stunned to the point of unnatural calm, Taryn determined that she had to get to the high ground.  The magus and his cabin sprang immediately to mind.  So decided, she waded through the shallows that her tent had become and unzipped the flaps. 

A battering wall of water immediately knocked her on her butt. 

Cold surged up her chest, almost toppling her completely before swirling around and evening out.  She fought her way up, sputtering and mindlessly screaming as she fought to hold on to her suddenly-struggling griffin.  The water drove at her; she couldn’t stand up again, but she managed to get to her knees and so crawl against the eddying current toward the open flaps.  She’d just reached them when the tent collapsed, clammy nylon and heavy branches falling over her like wing-wrapped bones.  She was shoved underwater by the weight and floundered there, hearing the splashes as her hands and feet thrashed, but unable to get up. 

This was just not happening!  She couldn’t drown in a tent, dammit, there had to be a law! 

Another surge of water shifted the branches of her fallen snow-shelf (yet another good idea that had bitten her on the ass, like pulling grass in her garden by hand) and she came up gasping and slapping at the water for Aisling.  She found him clinging to her backpack, his beak opening and closing but emitting only a weak burble.  He had no grip when she picked him up.  His little legs hung, limp and dripping. 

Panicked, Taryn clawed her way out of the ruins of her tent and stood herself up in sheets of rain.  There, up to her thighs in frigid river, she closed her mouth around Aisling’s beak and blew.  Infant CPR, she told herself.  Just a puff, just like you were saying the word ‘pop’. 

Aisling came to immediate, slashing life.  He gouged at her with all four legs as he contorted himself in her grip and then vomited out a huge glut of clear water.  His next breath was a screech of terror. 

His panic only fed hers.  The water was rising.  She could actually feel it crawling up her thighs.  She had to get out of her while she still could, and she had to get to the magus.  His cottage was on higher ground.  He’d take her in and keep her safe until the floodwaters receded and then he’d help her rebuild.  Almost sobbing with relief, Taryn staggered in a circle, trying to orient herself in the darkness and without the landmark of her tent.  She had to get to the magus. 
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Taryn picked a direction she thought was west and started forward.  She’d slogged perhaps three steps against the relentless push of the current and then the ground disappeared and she fell into a hole up to her breasts.  Her firepit, she realized, holding Aisling above her head as water slapped at her face.  Her nice, well-placed and expertly-crafted firepit.  The stones loosened under her feet, tumbling as she tried to climb out.  She banged her knee on her spit, overbalanced, and was battered down by a white-capped swell. 

Taryn fell back, water closing over her and shoving her along the plains in a tidal push.  She tried to keep Aisling above water, but the current was spinning her.  She could hear him alternately screeching and sputtering as she was dragged along.  Her head whacked into one of her urns and she sucked in an instinctive breath, filling her throat with river. 

She wasn’t sure what drowning was supposed to feel like.  She’d always heard it was a peaceful way to go, or maybe she was just thinking of hypothermia in frozen water, but this hurt!  Her lungs were a giant bruise inside her; her ribs ached; water scoured her gulping throat as she sucked it down.  She thrashed up into open air, but couldn’t seem to cough and went down again before she found her feet.  The cold was needle-bright, perversely warming as it stung at her.  Aisling in her hands was the one point of clarity in all this chaos; she could feel him struggling, could hear him screaming through the distortion of her waterlogged ears, but even he was starting to lose his significance.  She tried again to get her legs under her and managed to roll into a half-kneeling position for an instant before the flood spun her down and onto her face. 

Aisling splashed in with her.  She rolled onto her back underwater and pushed him out again, dragging one foot through the grass-cum-seaweed for an anchor.  He was still screaming.  Good.  She could hear something else too.  Something huge splashing toward her.  A tree, maybe. 

And suddenly Aisling was gone, just gone, knocked out of her grasping hands by some errant and unseen branch.  Taryn groped for him as spots began to explode behind her eyes and then she was falling upwards into the air. 

Out of the empty night, some unseen hammer slammed down on her back.  Taryn unleashed a jet of river water, sucked in a scalding gulp of air, and then retched out a second, foamier spray.  She collapsed into a fit of coughing, still upside down and hanging. 
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Aisling.  She had to find Aisling.  Taryn kicked and her foot splashed lightly at the top of the water, but she couldn’t reach it.  In the next instant, she was lifted even higher, thrown like a sack of soggy rice over a broad shoulder.  She smelled wet dog under her clutching fingers as she tried to fight her way down into the river.  It wasn’t until she registered Aisling’s frantic, “Tilly!  Tilly!” from the next shoulder over that she began to understand what was happening. 

Antilles had her.  Taryn got two handfuls of wet fur and used them to lever herself partway off his back so she could watch the water bash up around his knees as he shoved his way through it.  She had no idea how he knew which way to run.  The only landmark she could make out in the darkness was the river and it was everywhere around them. 

But Antilles was moving faster now, splashing more as the water receded, so he had to know better than she just where he was going.  She hadn’t realized there was a slope here.  He seemed to be just following the river to the bridge, and the rest of the plains weren’t flooded at all. 

Wet, sure, it was still raining, but not flooded.  In fact, the river sort of looked like it was smaller than it should be.  It was almost like nothing had flooded except her camp. 

Her camp… 

Her camp was gone.  Completely gone.  It had been swallowed whole by the black mouth of the river.  She could see nothing in the place where it had once stood except swirls of white foam churning as the water digested what it had eaten. 

Taryn felt rubber slowly take away her bones and glass slip underneath her eyelids.  She wavered, fighting for her grip in Antilles’s fur, and then gave up and let the faint happen.  The last thing she felt was rain in her eyes as they closed. 
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9.  Loss and Gain 



She must have been out for a while.  She’d read somewhere that fear-faints typically didn’t last long, but when she came around, they were passing the overlook just outside of the cavern that Antilles lived in.  He’d left the door open.  In those first fuzzy seconds, Taryn could actually hear her mother asking if his goal was to heat the whole Valley. 

She dropped her head back onto his shoulder and hung sickly until the rain quit falling on her.  Stone ground on stone as he shut them in, and warmth folded around her almost at once.  Then, a dizzying swoop as Antilles set Aisling on the floor and straightened up again.  He pulled her down from his shoulder with a touching show of caution and set her on her feet when he saw that her eyes were open.  He kept his hand on her arm, steadying her as she swayed. 

They stared at each other. 

“You look terrible,” she croaked.  Her lungs hurt, and she spent the next several minutes coughing them dry while leaning heavily on Antilles for support.  Her vision tried to grey again.  This time, she kept her head.  “No, I mean it,” she said, as soon as she could breathe again. 

“Your fur is going everywhere at once.” 

He just kept staring at her.  His chest was heaving hard, but she couldn’t hear him breathing.  Maybe she had water in her ears.  She had water everywhere else. 
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Taryn looked down at herself, lifted the front of her sweater and wrung it out.  Water puddled around her feet. 

“But see, this is why you’re my sunshine,” she said.  “You make all the rain go away.” 

At her feet, Aisling suddenly shook himself off with a rattle and a wheeze, and then sat on her foot and peeped.  It was his first peep in a long time and it had a manufactured feel to it.  She bent down to pet him and he crawled up into her arms and pressed his head into her breast.  He shivered and peeped again, new-hatched and helpless once more. 

“Oh baby,” she said, stroking the damp feathers, the spiky fur. 

“My brave little guy.  It’s all over.  We’re safe.” 

Aisling heaved a sigh and crawled away, his tail leaving a wet stripe as it dragged on the rock behind him.  He collapsed under the chair near the hearth and lay splayed, asleep almost immediately. 

Taryn watched him with dull envy.  It must be nice to know that someone was looking after you, always ready to save you and comfort you and give you a safe place to sleep when all the big scary stuff was done.  When she turned around, Antilles was still staring at her.  He looked tense.  In fact, he looked furious, but not with her, for all that his eyes never left her face.  For her, he had only a wild species of concern. 

“I’m fine,” she said comfortingly. 

He nodded, jerkily at first, and then with growing certainty.  He moved past her to the hearth, picked up his water pot and put it over the fire.  He was making her tea.  How thoughtful. 

“Thanks so much for coming along like you did,” she told him. 

“I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t.” 

He tensed again, his horns ducking as he stared at his pot of water.  “I will not think of that,” he said distantly. “Not this night.” 

“I’m getting water all over your floor.” 

He uttered a single, tight laugh.  “Lady, I care not.  Drip thee a second river, only stand there and live to do it.” 

Taryn looked down, watching trickles of water thread out from her sweater, over her jeans, off of her feet.  She plucked at the hem of her sweater, trying to work up the energy to try and wring herself out some more.  These were the only clothes she owned now.  She had no other clothes.  Just these. 

“I thought I was far enough back,” she said.  “Does the river flood like that every year?” 

“Nay, Taryn.  Never.” 
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“Never say never, Tilly.”  She stepped out of the puddle forming at her feet and immediately began to generate a new one.  “Just my luck I was here for the first time.  Good thing I got my potatoes planted, huh?” 

He looked at her. 

“Do you think we could stay here just for tonight?  I’ll be out of your hair in the morning, I swear,” Taryn assured him, and then burst into unexpected tears.  She covered her face in her hands, hiding from him in horror, helpless against the storm of weeping that shook through her.  “It’s all gone!” she moaned.  “I lost everything!  I lost my letters!  I lost my photos!  I lost it all!  My whole family!” 

“Nay, Taryn, nay.”  Antilles nudged her arm and put a hot cup into her hands.  The scent of tea enveloped her.  “Not everything.  Thee did not lose Aisling.  And he did not lose thee.  Remember that.” 

Taryn struggled to compose herself, clutching the cup for heat and shivering from the damp that dug into her bones.  She tried to take a drink, choked on it, and wiped at her eyes.  “I’m sorry,” she sobbed. 

“Never be, lady.  Grieve.  But know that you yet live and the world is a richer place.”  Antilles circled her once, uncharacteristically at odds, and then came back to coax her to her feet. 

She let him take her cup away and then she let him take her sweater and pull it off.  It felt like he’d taken a thousand pounds off her shoulders, but the cold burned all the deeper into her.  She shuffled toward the hearth, rubbing her arms to warm herself.  She couldn’t really be self-conscious; he’d been naked as long as she’d known him. 

Antilles went to the wooden chest and opened it, returning in short time with a homespun wrap.  He tugged at her jeans, and she obliged him by unzipping and peeling them off.  He supported her until she stepped free, stripped away her clinging panties himself, and then folded her in the coarse fabric and rubbed briskly. 

It helped.  Taryn closed her eyes, her hands resting on his strong arms, letting him take the flood away.  “I’m sorry,” she said again. 

“Nay.” 

“I’m being so much trouble.”  Fresh tears burned and she let them come, her voice breaking open.  “I came here to try and do a good thing and all I’ve done is make life harder for everyone else.” 

“T’was not you made the rain,” he said, and said it so bitterly that Taryn stepped away from him, out from the warmth of the wrap and back into the punishing cold. 
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“No, but I made you come out in it,” she said, miserable.  She picked up her soaked clothes and hung them by the hearth mechanically. 

She watched water trickle off them in streams, forming pools and then a lake on his floor.  She couldn’t look at him. 

He didn’t answer at first, but he did pursue her, driving her ahead of him closer to the fire.  He stopped her on the hearth and turned her to face him, using his rough towel to wipe water from her hair, her shoulders, her face.  She endured it in unhappy silence, staring fixedly at his stomach as tears continued to slip one by one from her eyes.  His hands slowed, seemed to hesitate, and then a coarse fold of homespun cupped her chin and brought her head up.  Firelight turned his steel eyes to snapping gold as he searched her face.  “I thought that I had lost thee,” 

he said.  He seemed about to say more, but let it go and simply stood, gazing down at her. 

She looked away, cold and wet and homeless, and wiped again at her eyes. 

Antilles moved behind her.  He rubbed once, very lightly, at her shoulders with his drying cloth and then just let it rest under his hands. 

For a long time, he did nothing at all.  Then he bent, combing her hair aside, and touched his muzzle to the nape of her neck.  His breath was warm on her bare skin, warmer even than the fire before her. 

His hands drifted down; the feel of the homespun suddenly unbearably coarse as it traveled from shoulders to waist.  There, he let it drop and his hands came to rest on her bare skin.  Breath came from him in a silent, shuddering rush, and his arms twined around her in a slow embrace, pulling her fiercely close to him.  “Would thee have me stop?” 

he whispered, a fire against the curve of her throat. 

“No.”  She lifted her hands and let them find his where they rested on her.  Hers were shaking.  His were firm.  “No, please don’t stop.  Only…only…” 

“I will be careful,” he murmured.  His strong hands caressed and warmed her, sliding down between her thighs and pulling her gently back against the heat and growing hardness of him.  “Let me lie with thee.” 

“Yes!” Taryn gasped, and arched against him as his fingers parted her, stroking tiny shivers of pleasure through her in waves before he finally quested gingerly upwards. 

He tensed at once, his muscles rippling in strain beneath his thick fur. 
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“Maiden,” he breathed, and withdrew to caress her again.  “Ah, my maiden.” 

“I waited for you,” she heard herself say, foolish words, but true ones. 

He lifted her effortlessly into his arms and took her to his bed, kneeling with her pressed against him.  It felt wonderful to be carried by him, wonderful to have his breath in her hair and his heartbeat resounding through her body.  He placed her before him as he moved his hand to her sex again.  His thumb found her in a way at once shocking and sweetly familiar, and she clutched his wrist as he moved against her, almost crying from the pleasure he gave her so easily. 

Her hips were rolling of their own will, wanting him, wanting all of him, but he restrained her, continuing to ply her with his tender touch. 

She whimpered, trying once to take him in her hands in return, but he caught her arm before she touched him. 

“I need no priming,” he said, tossing his horns in that way he had since Cerosan couldn’t smile.  “Tis you who must be readied.”  His fingers teased her, drawing oils from her, a perfume to fill the cavern. 

“And are you ready, my maiden?” 

“Oh yes!” 

Antilles caught her waist and lifted her.  Taryn, in a near-frenzy of desire, opened to him without thought, letting her thighs fit around his hips.  She felt the hardness of his swollen shaft press against her with electric effect and moaned impatiently when he stopped to nuzzle at her again.  “There will be some pain,” he murmured. 

“I’m ready!  I’m so ready!  Please!” 

He brought her down, opening her slowly and with love, and Taryn felt her first true orgasm shake her in its teeth, crying out aloud as she welcomed him to her body.  There  was pain, but beyond that first splintering rush, there was pleasure, and it only grew brighter as he began carefully to move her.  He slid her gently up and down his rigid shaft, bringing her closer and closer to him, until she was snug against his hips. 

She kissed his chest, the hollow of his throat, anything she could reach.  Her fingers scrambled over his body for some way to give him back even a part of what she was feeling.  She could hear herself laughing and sobbing and moaning all at once, unable to reconcile herself to this new world of sensation. 
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Antilles cupped her hips in his hands and began to thrust, moving her with him in ancient rhythm.  Taryn came again, shuddering violently, and wrapped her legs tight around his waist, sealing them together.  She was helpless in this storm, as she had been in the flood, but once again he was there to guide her.  He showed no strain.  The pace he set was careful and strong, driving her through every barrier she thought her body could have to contain this consuming pleasure.  She could only hold him, her hands groping and clutching until she found his horns.  She hung there, her entire body moving with his in an unschooled attempt to match him.  She felt his strange mouth nuzzle at her breasts and she arched into his touch, suffused with pleasure and greedy for more. 

It was timeless, tender, perfect love.  He brought her with exquisite care to climax after soaring climax, until her breath seemed to fall away and she could do nothing but sigh as he moved golden inside her.  At long last, his breath became ragged, his movements took on a hint of urgency.  She surged against him, begging him to come with her, to be where she was, and he obeyed.  He rose up with a thunderous groan, thrusting her up and out into space, but holding her tightly against him.  She felt his release shudder from his body to hers and she accepted it with joy. 

Gently, he bent to lay her down, drawing her from him to lie separate and lost.  He lay beside her, enfolding her in his arms, and brought her close. 

Taryn began to cry, stammering apologies through her tears, trying to tell him she was happy, she was just so happy. 

“I have never known it could be so,” Antilles said quietly.  His arms tightened on her and he pulled her fast against his chest.  “I had wished to choose a better time.  I had wished to woo thee.  I meant this night but to protect…to comfort thee.” 

“It was the very best kind of comfort,” she told him, smiling through her tears. 

“Ah.”  He nuzzled at the nape of her neck.  “To think that I was determined to hate thee at first sight,” he said.  “But I could not know thee and not respect thee, not admire thee.  I resisted as much as I was able, but in the end, I knew I loved, and I despaired.” 

That wasn’t very romantic.  Taryn listened to the beating of his heart and waited for his words to come. 
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it mattered not.  I tried to deny my desires.  I tried to deny my heart.  But when the rain came and I knew its meaning, my heart betrayed me.  I ran to you, lady.  And once I had you in my arms, I knew that never could I let you go.  For good or ill, I knew that I did love you.” 

“For good,” she said.  “Never ill.”  Her hand stroked down through his fur, memorizing the hard lines of his body.  She found the male heart of him and felt him stiffening in her hand, setting her blood to burn with a strange, triumphant pride. 

“Ah, my maiden.”  He rose above her, his hand flowing over her in rapture, and again he found his careful way inside her.  “My maiden, my beloved.  Give me the spoils of thy sweet cries.  Let me drink the wine of my name on thy lips.” 

“Antilles!” she shouted, her mind washed white with joy.  The fullness of him was transcendent torture.  He was joined to her, pushing deeper and deeper inside of her until she thought he would disappear and burn in her forever, and still it was not enough.  “Oh, I love you!  I love you!  My great warrior!  My Antilles!” 

He lowed, that bone-humming inhuman sound, and began to move harder, rearing over her like a wave at sea.  He knew her always. 

He gave and gave, driving her before him in the storm of his passion. 

She rocked with him, her hands digging for life in his fur, and screamed his name in brilliance as he took her to the heights of all creation again and again. 

He roared, tossing his horns so that the air howled, and she felt again the woman’s delight of claiming his seed.  She hugged him to her possessively as he shuddered in the grip of his passion and when he fell beside her, she threw out her arms and unleashed a scream of victory. 

His laughter was weary but delighted.  His arms enfolded her. 

“Sleep, Taryn,” he told her.  “Sleep.  For I do love thee and will love thee all the more come the dawn.  Sleep, maiden, and let me be guard over thee.” 

“I don’t need a guardian,” she said, cupping his face between her hands.  “I only need my lover.” 

He was very still for a moment, his eyes hidden and his body like rock beside hers, and then he bent and nuzzled at her.  “Then let me be both,” he said, and even in the slow fires of her elation, she could hear a grimness in his voice that struck at her.  But then all was tenderness again as he said, “Sleep, my maiden.” 
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Taryn’s heart was burning, but she shut her eyes, and there in the fortress of his arms, she did finally sleep. 
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10.  The Morning After 



It was not a Cerosan’s powerful hands on her naked body that woke Taryn from her dreamless sleep the next day.  That would have been nice.  Much nicer than Aisling’s claws as he stalked and tried very hard to slay the wild boobie. 

Taryn came up with a shriek and the young griffin scrambled off in a wake of frightened squawks.  Massaging her injured naughty-bit, Taryn gained her feet and looked around. The kettle was on, filling the cavern with the smell of sweet herbs, and on the table was a platter of crumbly bread, still warm and nicely buttered.  It tasted divine, a little like cornbread and a lot like nuts and honey.  It was a hard thing to share it out with Aisling. 

The door opened and the sound of hooves on stone came up behind her.  Taryn leaned back, fully expecting and unerringly finding Antilles and his immediate embrace. 

“Well?” she said teasingly.  “It’s morning.  Do you love me even more?” 

His muzzle bumped against her shoulder.  “Aye, lady.  And more.  And more.”  He squeezed her lightly and then stepped away. 

“Eat, my maiden.  There are miles ahead of us this day.” 
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Taryn passed off the last bite of bread with real reluctance and swallowed the rest of her tea.  “Where are we going?” she asked, clapping crumbs from her hands. 

His silence unsettled her more the longer it went on.  Taryn turned around and found him gazing back at her with stony disquiet. 

“You must trust me,” he said. 

“I do.”  Bewildered and beginning to be alarmed, Taryn took a halting step toward him.  “I trust you, Antilles.  But where—” 

“Trust,” he said quietly. 

She made herself stifle the question, but it was a hard fight.  Her good mood utterly gone and her breakfast a cold lump low inside her, she moved to take her clothes from the hearth where they had dried. 

“No.”  Antilles raised a hand to stop her, and then went to his chest and drew out another wrap, tightly woven and brilliantly dyed.  He held it out to her, his gaze uncompromising. 

Taryn looked at her clothes, at the wrap, and then at him.  She reached hesitantly for her panties, and Antilles stunned her by planting a hoof over them. 

“Trust,” he said, one final time. 

Frowning, Taryn took the wrap and tried to contain herself in it. 

It was tight and loose at the same time, like wearing a particularly rough and itchy towel.  And it was cold.  She supposed it was beautiful, the designs woven into it intricate and abstractly detailed, but she could barely make herself see it.  All her thoughts were coiled together into a single question mark, and Antilles was not answering. 

He lifted Aisling and set him in Taryn’s arms, holding her eyes with that steely gaze that was so full of unspoken things.  “I do love thee, maiden,” he said, his voice low and strained.  Then he turned and led her from the cave.  He took his axe from the wall as he passed it, one of the really big ones.  He didn’t look around to see if she was coming. 

Taryn followed, Aisling heavy in her arms. 



62 

 

































11.  Trust 



Over the mountain, away from even the roughest trail, Antilles led her north.  They climbed until the rain stopped and the snow started. 

They climbed out past spindly pines and into sparse brushes of grass or knobby thrusts of dead, woody shrubs.  It was not long at all before Taryn was gasping for breath.  Her chest hurt.  Her legs, still sore from the previous day, were on fire.  Her breath was rattling in the back of her throat like a dried pea.  Her feet…after the first ten minutes or so on the winter-cold rock, she couldn’t even feel her feet. 

Antilles was all around her.  He would stride ahead to a certain point, wait until she aimed herself at him, and then come down and go back along her trail.  His axe was a grim gleam in his hands.  He did not speak, seldom even looked at her. 

The sun had still been tinged with the pink of dawn when they had set out.  Now it was high overhead, poised to fall before them and away to the west. 

Taryn stumbled over a boulder, panting and dizzied, and stared stupidly at a path that had materialized beneath her purpled feet.  She heaved herself up, her eyes locked on the ground, and fell onto her knees. 

She couldn’t move.  If God himself set a fellcat in front of her and covered her with barbeque sauce, she still wouldn’t be able to move. 

Aisling was an anchor in her arms and Taryn was ready to sink. 
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“Be easy, lady.”  Antilles’s hand fell on her shoulder, a weight nearly enough to topple her on her face in the snow.  “Easy.  We are come.” 

Taryn opened her aching arms and let Aisling bound free.  He took only two delighted leaps in this new powdery stuff before suddenly screeching out his attack cry and then scrambling back to her. 

She could move after all.  The sound of her griffin in danger sent Taryn to her feet in a burst of agony, her fists futilely bared.  She was too tired to see straight, but she meant by God to fight. 

There was a man on the path ahead of her.  Not quite a man. 

From the hips down, he was…well, he was a sheep.  White wool, cloven hooves—a sheep. 

His face was broad and vaguely Asian-looking, his eyes were black crescents in his pale face.  His nose was strongly down-turned, the tip of it aligning over the split in his upper lip.  His hair was a close cap of white curls which grew into thick chops along his wide cheekbones. 

He had horns, ram’s horns, broad and curved and thickly serrated. 

Around his neck, he wore a leather thong and wooden beads.  On his right wrist, a stiff leather band was a sheath to a metal blade no longer than one of Taryn’s fingers.  His loins were hidden behind a homespun cloth of the same material as the wrap she wore now.  His chest was bare but for a few old, raised scars. 

“Reed,” Antilles said, and extended his hand.  “I greet you, chieftain.” 

The sheep-man stepped forward, his hooves sinking down through the thin coating of snow to tap at rock.  He grasped the offered wrist, but his slanted eyes never left Taryn.  “I greet you, lord’s son.” 

His voice was like his face—unlined and broad, strangely suited to him. 

It was the first time Taryn had ever heard anyone address Antilles so formally without calling him lord.  With that uneasy surprise came the realization that they weren’t in the Valley anymore.  She wondered all over again just what they were doing here.  This time, it wasn’t for the view. 

“Why have you come?” the sheep-man asked, at exactly the same time. 

Antilles set the head of his axe on the ground and then let it drop. 

Before Taryn’s astonished eyes, the lord of the Valley of Hoof and Horn went to one knee and bowed his great head.  “To ask a boon,” he said 64 

 

quietly.  “Chieftain, I beg thee for protections.  This is my greatest treasure.” 

Reed the sheep-man stood motionless.  He never even glanced Antilles’s way.  His eyes continued to bore into hers.  He had no expression beyond that of grave consideration and the silence was stretching out thinner and thinner. 

“My name is Taryn,” she said. 

The sheep-man drew back, his long ears twitching up in his only show of surprise.  He flicked his gaze to Antilles and then back to her. 

“Taryn,” he said carefully.  He looked down at Aisling and one ear twitched. 

Taryn waited, one hand rubbing nervously at her stomach, where the mother of all butterflies was gnawing her open.  Antilles never moved.  He remained bent, his eyes fixed on the ground between Reed’s hooves. 

At last, the sheep-man raised his head from his inspection of the griffin.  “It could be done,” he said.  “What do you offer?” 

Taryn hadn’t realized just how tense Antilles had become until she saw his broad shoulders relax.  He lifted his head but did not stand, and he still did not look at her. “No price is great enough,” he said. 

“Ask.  I will pay.” 

Reed lifted one hoof and pecked it thoughtfully at the ground. 

His eyes slid back to Taryn, considering her through an uncomfortable silence.  “If no price is great enough, then I will ask no price,” he said finally.  “Go, my friend.  I will have the keeping of your treasure.” 

Keeping?  Taryn sought Antilles’s eyes as he slowly stood, her own beginning to tear up.  “What’s going on?” she asked unsteadily. 

“What keeping?  I’m coming back with you, right?” 

He shook his head, his eyes locked with hers.  “I will return for you when it is safe.” 

“What do you mean, safe?  I’m safe!  The rains are over!” 

Antilles touched her cheek and then pulled her to him in a fierce embrace. 

“I trust you,” she said into his chest, but her voice cracked on the words.  “But I don’t understand any of this!” 

“I will return for you, my maiden.”  Antilles released her.  He picked up his axe and turned away.  He started walking and he did not look back. 
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Taryn watched, blinking tears, until she could no longer hear his hooves on the mountain.  He’d left her.  He’d really left her.  She looked helplessly around at the sheep-man. 

“Follow,” he said merely, and walked away. 
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12.  The Seeking  



Travel was swifter without his Taryn stumbling behind him, but without her, the little time it took to descend the Arkes mountains became a prison.  It caught his heart like amber and hardened, holding him in empty suspension.  He grieved as for one dead. 

Tonka waited on the overlook, within sight of the stone doors where Antilles lived in exile.  Beside the great chieftain stood one of his fillies, not old enough even to carry a runka.  Her face and flat breasts were marked with ochre and ash and her eyes were wise and calm. 

“I thank you for this,” Antilles said, offering his wrist to his friend. 

“I love her also,” Tonka replied, and his grip was strong.  “Shard is our wisest mystic and has become Morathi.  She has agreed to Seek for us.” 

“I greet you, Morathi.”  Antilles bent his knee to the filly, bowing nearly to the ground to put his head below hers.  “What price do you ask?” 

“Ritual blades,” she replied.  “Your finest.  A set in iron, a set in silver, a set in gold.” 

It was a light price for a Seeking, and Antilles raised his eyes to hers. 
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“I would ask for none if I only could,” she told him, her face as stoic as youth and waxing indignation could allow.  “The human is my friend.”  She glanced up at her father and stamped her hind hoof.  “The first sigil is within your walls, as surely you knew.” 

“I did.” 

“Bring it to me, and an axe of iron.” 



Antilles rose and pushed open his doors.  He walked to his hearth and fetched the clothing drying there.  Clothing he could not help but touch and remember with what tenderness he had embraced the body it sheltered.  His Taryn, his maiden.  She did not know what terrible danger she was in. 

He brought the human garments and the axe—a single blade with a flat striking haft—back to the horsemen and laid them on the ground. 

Morathi went to her foreknees and let her hand hover over the little pile of clothing.  She reached for the breeches at once, lifting them by their belt loops.  Her small fingers prodded at the rear pocket and came out with a flattened stone no larger than a fingernail, marked on both sides with etching and paint.  She held it pinched between her forefinger and thumb as though it were a squirming beetle, her ancient eyes Seeking deep within. 

“To hold her,” she said at last.  “But it has never touched her flesh and so his will has never found its mark.” 

She laid it on the ground and took up the axe.  Her small arms trembled with strain, but no one moved to help her.  It took magic to break magic. 

The flat block of the axe smashed the stone to dust and Morathi raised her head and cocked it, listening to some distant cry beyond his ken.  She nodded once, and held the axe out for Antilles to take. 

“He knows now,” she said, and turned around. 

Antilles followed her, the axe in hand.  He let the wind clear the wizard’s stone and scatter it where it could do no further harm.  The three of them went together down through the foothills, over the bridge, and into the plains. 

The river had receded.  It was easy enough to find the trampled patch of ground that had been Taryn’s struggling campsite, but little of hers remained.  Her tent had washed away, but the firewood that had stood against the eastern side was still partially stacked.  The Farasai urns she had been given for her winter stores lay on their sides, washed 68 

 

empty and then partially-filled again with mud.  The stones of her admirable cookfire had been knocked askew, the pit itself made into a swamp of black ooze. 

Morathi went to her foreknees again, letting her hand hover over each loose stone in turn.  At last, she took one and turned it to reveal the markings painted onto its underside.  “This brought the wizard’s storm,” 

she said.  “Powerless now.  The waters it summoned also served to wash its runes.  He was impatient.  Had he carved it instead…” 

She let the rest remain unsaid, but held out her hand for the heavy axe again.  She spat upon the painted stone three times and then set it on the ground and made herself ready to strike again.  It took many blows, but eventually, not even a trace of paint remained on the broken lump that had been the wizard’s stone. 

Morathi moved on.  They followed. 

Many leagues along the riverbank, they walked in silence.  Signs of the flood showed themselves here and there—a clot of deadwood, the muddy high-water smear stretching over the plains—and dotting the banks like flowers in a meadow were signs of Taryn’s life. 

“Touch nothing,” Morathi said, when Antilles bent to take a photograph from the net of debris that had caught it.  “His hungry will stains every piece.  It must all be destroyed.  But first, the anchoring sigil must be found.” 

Taryn’s face smiled up at him from under a film of river water, her arm around the sister of whom she had so often spoken.  Her parents stood behind her.  Antilles looked down on them, this family he had never seen, and grieved. 

Morathi did not wait for him and nor did her father.  Antilles stepped around the photograph and moved on. 

They found her tent, crumpled like a dead bird, along the curve of the riverbank.  Morathi raised her hand to halt them and went in alone. 

Her hooves trampled the wet material and the things it still sheltered indiscriminately.  Antilles could hear something snap and break.  One of her baskets, perhaps.  She had been so proud of them. 

Morathi picked through the flap of the tent and brought out Taryn’s pack, holding it with two fingers by the strap.  She pulled it with some effort out onto the grass and there knelt to Seek out a clay tablet, the length of a human’s finger, hidden deep in one of the many pockets. 

Again, Morathi took the axe in her young arms and crushed the wizard’s work to dust. 
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“Now you may gather her things in safety,” she said.  “But they must all be burnt.  The ashes must go into the falls.  What cannot be burnt must know the fire for a night and a day and then be buried in salt, in a cask of iron.  I will Seek out all her lost possessions, but there is one sigil more that must be answered.” 

They followed her, leaving Taryn’s waterlogged tent and open pack behind them. 

Morathi led them another league downriver and then out into the plains.  They were in sight of the wizard’s wood, at the place, no doubt, where Taryn had been set upon by the fellcat that had herded her to him. 

A creature of the wizard’s making, perhaps no more than sound and shadows, or perhaps a thing of flesh, trapped to the wizard’s will.  It made no difference in the end.  All was known now. 

Morathi circled in the tall grass and finally stood back.  “Burn it,” she said.  “Burn all of it that will burn.” 

Tonka produced flint and steel and knelt.  The sparks he struck caught, surprising in itself after the night’s hard rain, and flames soon blew out in a red cloak over the grass. 

But not all of it.  As the three watched, it was easy to see the plains that had accepted the rain, and the plains that, by the wizard’s work, had not.  A circle grew, colored in as by some unseen child’s hand, a circle of flame and ash easily two hundred paces across. 

“It has known the wizard’s unclean will too long and will never burn clean.  Salt it,” Morathi commanded.  “And you.”  She turned to Antilles as her father walked into the blackened field.  “You must make an iron stake to plant at its center.  I will show you the marks to make, but your hand must forge it in flames fed by her virgin’s blood.  Tis the only power strong enough.  The wizard has her name.” 

Antilles nodded once.  He did not ask how the young filly had known that he’d taken Taryn’s virginity, anymore than how she’d known of Taryn’s virginity.  She was Morathi.  Her eyes saw all things. 

“He does not have it all,” Morathi continued.  “And for that, be grateful.  His magic is stronger than my own.  No one could combat him if he knew the whole of her name.” 

“Know you what he wants of her?” 

“You have taken that which he coveted,” Morathi said mildly. 

“But that he lusts for most is not she but the life she safeguards.  More even than the human, the wizard desires the griffin.  Feathers for storms. 
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he may pretend to be.  Even his unnatural life must be sustained, and the griffin’s blood could add to him many long spans of time.” 

“She will never give him up.” 

“Nay.  Not even when he used that stolen piece of her name to bid her.  He has been calling her, calling with all his great power, and she would not give him up.  Her world has not raised her to recognize sorcery used against her, or to fear it.  It has been a shield of sorts until now, but no longer.”  She cast her eyes around the burnt plains.  “These are his casting-grounds, long-used, a defilement of many practiced years. 

But all other works we have found were surely placed by his creature’s hand.  We must be vigilant.  He will want a vengeance, and when he learns that she has lain with another, he will want most to see her spoiled.” 

Antilles scraped a hoof across the burnt ground before he could stop himself. 

Morathi met his gaze with that eerie knowing, and her lips were grimly pressed.  “Such as he can never truly understand love.  His lust for her is a poisonous thing.  He can imagine only ways of punishing her for making him desire her.  He will break her if he is able.  Can you protect her?” 

“I cannot keep her indefinitely within my walls or without my Valley and I fear to tell her why I must.  She will see it as a loss of freedom and a threat to her Aisling.  She would rather fight him.”  He drew a heavy breath and shook his head.  “Her world has not prepared her to understand the dangers.  She will disobey even my orders.” 

“Agreed.”  Morathi looked away.  “But she must be protected. 

He has lost his patience for subtlety.” 

Tonka returned from the smoking field, slapping grains of salt from his hands.  “We will make her safe,” he said forcefully.  “Even now, my clan gathers stone and mortar, and there will be a fortress for her such as this land has never seen.” 

Antilles inclined his head, but said nothing.  Stone walls and mortar had not been enough to protect his own people from the wizard’s power.  His blood ran cold. 

“I will ward the door and windows.  I will ward the foundation and the roof, the smokeholes and the hearth.”  Morathi stamped both her forehooves, her eyes flashing with the outrage of a friend and not the fire of a mystic.  “His sigils will never pass into her walls!” 
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“But his creature yet may.”  Antilles hefted his iron axe and met Tonka’s gaze grimly. 

The chieftain’s hand fell on his daughter’s shoulder.  “Remain,” 

he said.  “The wizard feels you.  By my will, he shall not see you.” 

Morathi nodded, her thin shoulders squared. 

Tonka pulled his runka from his back-sheath and began to stride into the woods.  Antilles walked beside him, axe in hand.  They knew the way through the wizard’s wood, although they had not entered for many years.  Not a thing had changed.  The trees had not grown.  Leaves did not fall here.  As dead as Dis in its own way, the forest echoed with their passage, but they were not turned. 

The wizard’s house was shut against them when they reached it, and there was no sound.  The dealings of the past warned them not to invade, but Antilles had come armed for battle and he meant to be heard. 

He went forward, taking the small iron axe from his shoulder and brought it down with a scream of split air.  It smashed down through the thick wooden door and into the threshold stone, buried nearly to the haft. 

“I give you good day,” Antilles called, his heart burning inside him, the hammer and forge of his fury.  “Today and every day, until you starve inside your lair. You may be only half a man, but the half you are must eat.” 

“And this is your hello to me,” the wizard answered, his voice muffled but clearly unsteady.  “After so many years of bitter peace?” 

“Peace?”  Antilles threw his horns, enraged, and bellowed, 

“Peace?!  Never that, wizard!  But if it was ever truce, then truly it is broken!” 

“By what offense?” 

“Do not bait me, half-man!  You would not be cowering within if you had not known of the sigils we found.  Found, aye, and destroyed!” 

“Cowering?  Hardly.  Come in.  I crave the company.” 

“Good.”  Tonka came up beside Antilles and thumped the butt of his heavy spear into the ground.  “Company you shall have, this day and every day onward.  My hunters now hold the lands without these woods, and if ever we should see your creature slipping from them, know well that we shall have us some pointed conversation.” 

Silence. 

“You mean to murder me,” the voice came at last.  It was not a question.  Nor was the statement made with any great depth of feeling. 
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“Your forms are more honest than you can know.  You are no more than animals, fit only for the bridle and the smokehouse.” 

“Murder?  Nay.  You are free in these woods.  Free to feast on the lifeless heart you have made of them.  Free to wander where you will. 

But you are not free to leave them.”  Tonka reared up, towering nearly to the roof of the wizard’s home before slamming his hooves into the hard earth.  “Mark me, half-man!  Mark Tonka of Rucombe!  The human is under my protection.  Pursue her at the forfeit of your life!” 

There was no answer from the wizard, but the dulcet tones of his creature came dimly:  “Why is he angry?  Does he hate me?” 

“We have turned a closed eye to you in recent years,” Tonka said.  “Those days are done.  Keep you well away from the Valley of Hoof and Horn.  Your death awaits you there.” 

“I hear you, beast,” the wizard said, and his anger was very evident.  “Take the iron from my door and leave me.” 

“Take it yourself.”  Antilles tore at the ground beneath him with one razor-capped hoof.  “Use your mortal hands and move it.  Come out and see the face of him who guards her.  See it very well.” 

“I see enough from here.  Let her have you.  I want no woman, least of all one who ruts with animals.” 

His creature chose that moment to say, “I don’t want him to be angry.  Does he want hot blood?  Does he want to give sex to me?” 

“Get away,” the wizard called furiously, and it was unclear whether the target of his shout lay without his walls or within until he added, “I’m not coming out while you stand around waiting to butcher me.  I’ve done nothing to you or your whore.” 

Tonka’s hand restrained him, but needlessly.  Antilles swallowed his anger and held himself in place.  He would not invade.  His hand would never touch the wizard’s door.  He could do Taryn no good by dying for her this day. 

“Have your leisure with her,” the wizard continued.  “She knows her way well enough around a man’s bed.  I only hope she sold herself for the price she deserved.  If her virgin cunt was half as skilled as her well-used mouth, you owe her a shower of gold, Cerosan.” 

Tonka’s glance had a weight Antilles could feel, but these words had no power over him.  He let them blow by like the bitter wind they were, undisturbed. 
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“She drank my seed until I screamed, so go on,” the wizard shouted.  “Take every hole of her.  I’m not a jealous man.  I wish you every pleasure.  I’d never touch her after she’s had you, anyway.” 

Antilles answered with silence, and it grew uglier the longer it lay between them.  The cat said something too muffled to make out, then screeched with pain and retreated loudly to a distant corner of the cabin. 

“She was  mine!” the wizard roared, fury and wayward sorcery amplifying his voice to a chorus of thunders.  “She was for  me!  You ruined her!  Damn you, beast, I would have won her!” 

“Then win her,” Antilles said curtly.  “But win her without magic.” 

Tonka snorted.  “And win her without leaving these woods, for the day you do, be assured my hunters will find you.” 

“I’ll have your pelt for a carpet,” the wizard raged.  “I’ll take her screaming every night on your back!” 

“Come and claim it, half-man.”  Antilles stepped back from the door, his arms open and his hooves digging grooves into the soured earth.  “The blood of my father has not forgotten you.  All my heart burns to see you split by my hand.  Come out and give me your measure.” 

Tonka touched his arm and turned away.  Antilles continued to stand, glaring at the wooden face of the wizard’s door as the sound of the horseman’s hooves receded.  His anger was not satisfied and never would be by less than blood, but he was done here and he knew it.  The wizard was warned and had chosen to abide by the warning.  There would be no killing here today. 

He could return to his maiden unbloodied.  For that alone, he could bear to walk away. 

It was gathering onto dusk when he emerged from the woods to the place Tonka and his Morathi awaited him.  He was weary through to the bones of him and he had still to return to his cave and there sleep alone, knowing Taryn would not understand why he had sent her from him. 

And gods willing, she would never understand. 
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13.  The Arkes 



By her best guess, lacking a wristwatch, it had taken six hours to climb from Antilles’s cavern to the meeting place where he’d passed her off to the sheep-man called Reed.  The sun had been directly overhead, at least, and it had been nearly the crack of dawn when they’d set out, so it couldn’t have been much less then six hours. 

But it was at least as long a trip from that point on, and Taryn was already rubbery with exhaustion.  It meant the taking of many long rests during the hike, which had only made the trip even longer, and knowing that made it impossible for Taryn to really rest easy during the breaks.  After hours of this stop-and-go traveling, Reed had drawn a soft sling from his belt and brought down four rock-hoppers in quick time. 

He lit a fire for her from a handful of dry mountain grass and sticks and watched in silence while she cleaned and cooked them.  She fed two of them to Aisling, and Reed refused the one she offered him, so she ate the rest.  It was meager meat, but she could actually feel it strengthening her body.  He passed her a leather skin and she drank gratefully, expecting water and receiving wine.  It was bitter, but like the rock-hoppers, invigorating.  She rose from this last repast ready for the rest of the hike. 

She had no breath for conversation and Reed offered her none anyway.  His eyes were always on her, though.  Not with suspicion.  Not 75 

 

even with curiosity.  His was a cold and clinical assessment, watchful but not wary. 

“Have you ever met a human before?” she asked finally, gasping by the third word. 

“Yes.  One other.” 

The magus, no doubt.  And once again, Taryn found herself wondering what the man had done to earn so much enmity.  He seemed like such a nice guy.  Just thinking about him made her tremendously sorry that she was here, without even a way to let him know where she was. 

The remainder of the journey passed in silence, broken only by Taryn’s heavy breathing and Aisling’s increasingly irritable complaints. 

But finally the ground flattened out and the sound of many rattling hooves came to her, echoing across the stone.  Taryn looked back the way she’d come and saw the Valley like a quilt below them, scarcely discernable as twilight covered everything with shadow.  In the morning, perhaps she would be able to make out the river or even the path that led to Antilles’s door, but for now, it was a vast oblivion, as alien to her as the face of Mars. 

Horrible emotion crashed down on her all at once.  She had no home and Antilles had sent her away.  It was worse than merely being abandoned or lost.  She felt orphaned. 

She tried to hug Aisling, but he was having none of it.  His patience for cuddling had been utterly depleted during the twelve-hour hike.  He bit her on the arm and even though it wasn’t hard enough even to bruise, tears still sprang to her eyes as she put him down. 

“Will he hunt?” Reed asked as Aisling stalked stiff-legged up the path. 

“Anything is possible, I guess,” she answered, wiping discretely at her eyes.  “But he’s never done it before.  Except in play.  I think a real animal would still scare him off.” 

Before she could ask what animals he kept, another sheep-person came trip-trapping lightly over the nearest ridge.  This one was a female, and she was driving a half-dozen woolly sheep before her with a narrow crook.  The sheep-girl saw her and her broad, cheerful face immediately went wide with shock. 

“Thistle,” Reed said calmly.  “Come here.” 

The sheep-girl, clutching her crook before her like a crucifix in a bad vampire movie, eased down the curving path one tentative step at a 76 

 

time. She ran the last few to huddle behind Reed, peeking out at Taryn from behind his shoulder. 

Next to each other like this, the similarities were staggering. 

They had the same wide-boned features, the same slanted eyes and unlined skin.  The same cloud of white hair capped her in exactly the same style, minus the half-beard and horns, of course.  She wore a vest of hollow reeds tied tightly together over her small breasts and her loin cloth was as intricate and colorful as Taryn’s wrap.  She wore no weapons and no ornaments. 

“Don’t be afraid,” Reed told her.  “She is called Taryn.  She and the griffin are staying with us for a time.  Will you be her sister?” 

Thistle shook her head, a finger going to her mouth as though she wanted very much to suck it.  Her eyes were still huge and terrified. 

Taryn smiled at her, wishing she had her pack so she could offer the sheep-girl a candy.  In lieu of a bribe, she said, “My favorite color is blue.  What’s yours?” 

“Green,” Thistle answered around her finger.  “Like grass.  And lizards.  Like some lizards.”  She peeked at Reed, who nodded once, and then she eased out from around the protection of his body and offered her hands to Taryn. 

Taryn took them by the wrist, as seemed to be the done thing here in Arcadia, and received, to her surprise, a lick on the cheek.  The sheep-girl’s tongue was very long and oddly-pointed—a grazer’s tongue. 

Uneasily, Taryn leaned forward and licked her back.  She tasted…sheepish. 

Thistle giggled, clearly soothed by the greeting, and then scampered back, still holding one of Taryn’s hands.  “Sisters, sisters, come and see!” 

With Aisling running behind her, Taryn was towed the final few sloping feet into up the ridge and into the village. 

There were a handful of hide-wrapped domes in a loose half-circle on the plateau, and in between them, many staging areas—a kiln, a firepit, a tanning shed, several looms—where sheep-people worked. 

Taryn couldn’t get a very good count; there were a lot of them and all were skittish and unbelievably nimble as they leaped over the rock on their tiny hooves.  But there were several dozen at least, and all were female, apart from Reed. 
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“Hi.”  Taryn waved, and the sheep-people scattered wide and then came creeping back.  She put her hands behind her back and smiled instead.  “I’m Taryn.” 

“Her favorite color is blue,” Thistle added proudly. 

“Mine’s blue, too,” someone said. 

All of them came a little closer.  None of them introduced themselves.  She supposed that was just as well, because apart from their clothes, there was absolutely no way to tell them apart. 

“This is Aisling.”  Taryn pointed, since Aisling was still clearly pricklish on the subject of being held.  “He’s a griffin.  He lives with me.” 

“I live with sheep,” said a sheep-girl. 

“So do I.” 

“Me, too.” 

There was another clacking shuffle of closing-in, and then Reed came up beside Taryn.  He rested his hand on her shoulder.  His palm was broad and smooth and dry.  The touch was so impersonal as to be almost clinical. 

“Taryn is your sister now,” he said firmly.  “Show her the village.” 

A smattering of “Yes, Reed”s met this command, and then they all came forward as one unit, plucking and pulling at her. 

“What is this?” someone asked, tugging at her wrap.  “Where did you get it?” 

“A friend gave it to me,” Taryn replied, trying very hard to keep it on her body. 

“I know, I know!  It was Antilles!”  The sheep-girl who said this grinned hugely and clapped her hands.  “I gave it to him.  I made it myself!” 

“It’s very nice,” Taryn said.  Itchy and cold, but nice. 

The sheep-girls brought her under a hide flap and into one of the huts.  The floor was carpeted wall to wall with overlapping fleeces, and she stumbled as she sank into the unexpected softness.  A dozen hands were there at once, snatching at her arms and sides and hips and hair to keep her from falling.  Although she managed to keep from slapping at them, the desire not to be grabbed at briefly overwhelmed her and she dove deliberately to the floor and lay there for a few seconds, trying very hard to project an air of dignity while sprawled under a herd of upright sheep. 
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“She’s sleepy,” someone whispered. 

“Me, too.”  A sheep-girl dropped beside her. 

“She needs a bath,” another one announced, and in the next instant, Taryn’s wrap was whisked away in a single tug.  “She’s all sweaty.” 

“And stinky.” 

“So am I.” 

“Me, too!” 

“Let’s all have baths!” 

“Yay!” 

Loincloths, vests and halters went flying, and Taryn was pulled up and propelled by a river of naked bodies across the hut and out the other side.  There were rock pools here, fed by trickles coming from the mountainside itself, crisp and clear and very cold-looking.  The sheep-people hopped right in and started splashing.  The first drop of water that touched her was as good as an icicle stabbed in her side, not merely cold but positively glacial.  Aisling, attracted by the commotion, got close enough to catch a few splashes and raced squawking back to the hut. 

The sheep-girls seemed not to mind a bit.  They giggled and scrubbed and batted water at each other, completely oblivious to the reddening of their skin or the stiffening of their nipples.  When a few of them noticed Taryn cringing off to one side, they scrambled out and pulled her bodily into the pool with them.  She screamed as she went in, and all of them screamed merrily with her. 

It was the quickest bath she’d ever taken and she was blue and chattering when she leapt out again.  The only parts of her that she could feel were the parts stinging her like icy hornets.  She hopped madly in place, rubbing at her arms in a helpless attempt to warm up, and accomplished nothing except attracting the collective attention of the sheep-girls to her feet.  They whispered, they pointed, and eventually, they started to come out of the pools to peer at her toes.  Fortunately, once enough of them were out, they also started noticing they were cold. 

Back they went into the hut, all in a crowd with Taryn at its center.  The sheep-girls tumbled into a heap, pulling her with them, rubbing her and themselves dry on the woolly drifts that softened the floor. 

The clothes they had discarded were gathered up and removed. 

New garments were brought out.  Everyone wanted a turn at dressing her.  A bitter fight was on the verge of breaking out when someone 79 

 

remembered her favorite color and produced a loincloth and a woven halter in many, many shades of blue.  She was freezing, but she didn’t argue.  She was sure they’d be only too happy to put together a longer skirt or something tomorrow, but right now, all she wanted was sleep. 

Taryn had only to yawn once before all the sheep-girls were enthusiastically exhausted as well.  She was dragged across the village commons to a second hut very much like the first.  It was also padded with fleeces, but it had fur blankets and soft pillows as well, all of them strewn together into a single bed that covered the entire floor.  The sheep-girls simply dropped where they wanted to and went to sleep. 

Some snuggled up in heaps and most of them tried to get at least a hand or a hoof in close enough to touch Taryn, but soon all were thankfully still and quiet, and it was only after they were that Aisling crept in under the hide flap.  He stared around, his beak opening and closing with his goggle-eyed amazement, and emitted several soft peeps and finally a breathy, “Ouch!” 

Taryn whispered his name and waved at him, but although his feathers came forward, he wouldn’t approach her.  He skulked cautiously around the edge of the sheep-pile and found a fleece to crawl under instead.  His head poked out several times, anxiously seeking her, but eventually he was also soundly sleeping. 

Taryn lay in a tangle of arms and legs, listening to dainty snores and sighs from all around her.  The whole place smelled like wet wool. 

The hide flap over the hut’s opening parted to admit Reed.  He picked his way through the females and hunkered down before Taryn. 

He watched her stare up at the ceiling for a while, and then reached out and touched his fingertip to her cheek, drawing away a drop of moisture. 

He studied it in silence. 

“I don’t know what I’m doing here,” she whispered. 

Reed licked the tear from his fingertip and clasped his hands again.  His face showed no sympathy, no expression of any kind.  “You must trust him who brought you here,” he said. 

“I do.” 

“So you say with your mouth, but your eyes say differently.  You would not weep if your heart were easy.”  His calm, unblinking gaze suddenly cut to one side and he said, “Ring, Teasel, go to sleep.” 

“I’m thirsty,” a sheep-girl whispered. 
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“Sleep,” Reed said sternly, and there were no further interruptions.  After a moment, his eyes returned to Taryn.  He said nothing. 

She looked away unhappily.  “No, my heart isn’t easy,” she admitted.  “I don’t know where I am.  I’ve just been delivered, like a fruitcake no one wants to eat, to a whole bunch of total strangers.  How can my heart possibly be easy?” 

“He would not have brought you to me if he did not trust me. 

And so you must trust him.  He did not give you lightly.” 

“No.  I know he didn’t.”  Taryn wiped at her eyes and stared around at the sea of sleeping sheep-girls.  “I just wish I knew why.” 

“Because he believed he knew best.  This, too, you must trust.” 

Reed stood and ran his eyes over his females.  “We are Arkes, if that does settle your mind.” 

It did.  Some. 

“Sleep,” he told her.  “I see that you shall be sore tomorrow, but there is work for you to do and so the days shall pass until you are collected.  Trust him who brought you to me.  I do, and that alone is why you are here.” 

Reed moved away and found a place among the sheep-girls to lie down, leaving Taryn to lie awake, considering his words until sleep rose up and took her. 
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14.  Reed 



Tomorrow began at dawn. 

The sheep-girls pulled her from a dream of home and had her on her feet before her eyes were fully focused.  She was dragged bodily out into the incredibly brisk mountain air, which was as good as an ice-water shower at knocking the cobwebs from her weary mind.  Taryn was given a crook and had to stumble along behind Thistle and a few others, driving sheep in small groups back and forth to grazing spots hidden in the high mountains.  The paths they took were clear of snow, but still rough and very cold.  Taryn’s bare feet were badly bruised by noon, and a subject of much consternation among the Arkes.  She had to endure a lot of cheek-licking as they came to fret over them, but it was Reed who brought her leather strips and Reed who wrapped her feet. 

The noonday meal was boiled grain, burnt mutton, and much tea. 

It took a long time to share it all out, time the Arkes spent laughing and talking animatedly among themselves.  Reed sat beside Taryn, watching over his females with a brooding eye.  Occasionally, his ear twitched. 

He did not speak. 

Gradually, the meal melted into chores.  This time, Taryn stayed at the village, trying her hand at grass-weaving and failing spectacularly. 

Her teacher, a flighty little thing who, after Taryn asked and she’d had a moment to think, gave her name as Willow, was able to rework the 82 

 

miserable mat she made into a water-tight basket in mere minutes.  If brains were pennies, Willow probably couldn’t buy bubblegum, but she was hell and away better at basket-weaving than Taryn.  The thought was profoundly depressing. 

The evening meal was even less formal than noonday had been. 

The Arkes came back to the village at their own speed and tended to stay in the same small groups in which they had spent the day.  Herders sat together and discussed sheep.  Weavers sat together and discussed looms. 

The exception to this rule was Willow, who wandered away from Taryn to sit with someone else.  She wasn’t new anymore and so she was ignored. 

Taryn shared her cold mutton with Aisling, watching everyone else laugh and chat each other up.  She was dimly aware of Reed coming to sit beside her, but she didn’t try to engage him in conversation and he didn’t offer any to her. 

As before, the meal just sort of broke up, but most of the work was done.  Someone lit fires in the beaten braziers arranged around the commons even though the sun hadn’t touched a toe to the horizon.  A few Arkes sat down to continue plucking idly at looms or hides.  Thistle and the other herders tripped off to collect the sheep.  Others wandered off to bathe.  Soon, the village held only a half-dozen females, Reed, and Taryn herself. 

Two of the sheep-girls were cleaning up the dishes and banking the cookfire, but gradually, talking came to be more important than working.  Soon, they were holding hands and giggling as they stood together.  Taryn watched, petting Aisling and feeling sorry for herself and lonely, until one of them leaned over suddenly and licked the other’s cheek.  The lickee responded promptly by putting her hands up the licker’s halter.  Their little lamb’s tails rose and began to wag frantically. 

Taryn’s brows went up and she looked sharply away, blushing. 

Beside her, his hands loosely clasped and no expression on his face, Reed watched as the licking continued and the petting grew heavier.  At last, he rose and calmly walked over to them. 

Taryn had been around Farasai.  She wasn’t entirely shocked when Reed’s response on reaching his playful females was not to separate them, but merely to unbind his loincloth.  She stared fixedly at her feet as giggles became eager gasps, rising swiftly to a joyful cry from one while the other begged tearfully for her turn. 
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Reed’s voice came quietly back to her, unhurried, unmoved. 

“Go, Moon.  Go now.  Here, Ashes.” 

“Yay!” 

Taryn got up and went quickly down the first path she saw, not quite fast enough to outrun the sounds of coupling.  She made it as far as the ridge at the edge of the village and there sat on a jut of rock, her face in her hands.  It was too dark to find her way down the steep slope and she had nowhere to go anyway. 

Aisling came galloping up behind her and skidded to a stop, somewhat nonplussed to see that they were not leaving after all.  He stalked a pebble for a few seconds, waiting for her to do something, and then came and sat on her foot.  “Ouch?” he wondered. 

“No,” she said, her voice muffled by her hands.  “I’m fine.” 

Aisling preened at a wing for far longer than his four whole pinfeathers required.  “Home?” he asked finally. 

“No.  For the moment, we are home.”  Taryn took her hands away from her face and gazed bleakly around her.  “God, what a depressing thought.” 

“Is it?” 

She stiffened at the sound of Reed’s voice, but did not turn. 

He came up beside her, looking down at the valley, a rippling sea of green and gold beautifully blended in the sunset.  He said nothing. 

“Why are you so different from the others?” Taryn asked. 

“I am male and we are Arkes.” 

That didn’t sound like any kind of answer to her, but he clearly thought that was all that needed to be said.  “How do you possibly relate to them?” she demanded. 

“I don’t.”  For the first time, a smile touched his lips.  It did not linger.  He glanced at her and shrugged.  “They are female, that’s all. 

They require looking after.  They always will.” 

“What do you get out of it?” she asked, and immediately, her cheeks flamed.  “I mean, besides, um…” 

“The propagation of my kind?” he finished mildly.  “My needs are met.  My recreations are also met.  What else is there?” 

“I don’t know, maybe a conversation?” 

“Yes,” Reed mused.  “Those are pleasant.  Antilles travels here at times to trade wine for mead and such.  At times, young males pass by and there is some chat between us as our females re-ally themselves to 84 

 

one or the other of us.  But no, I do not much converse with my flock. 

They have nothing, really, to say.”  He glanced at her.  “Are you cold?” 

“Yes, I’m freezing.” 

“Come with me.” 

He clacked away up to the village and Taryn followed, her head down and heart heavy at the prospect of having to be taken care of like one of his flock.  Aisling came halfway with her and then veered off to investigate the novelty of two sheep-girls dancing to drums.  Reed did not spare them even a glance. 

He took her into one of the smaller huts, a kind of storage shed by all appearances, and brought out a number of soft hides and a short knife.  He knelt before her, holding the leathers to her body and giving them a measuring eye. 

“Why did you come to Arcadia?” he asked suddenly. 

She was tired of this question and answered it as bluntly as possible.  “Fifteen years ago, I found a griffin’s egg.  One day, it hatched.  I had to come somewhere.” 

“You came here…for a griffin?”  Reed started to cut his leathers, his eyes fully on his work.  “Did you have family?” 

“Yes.  My parents.  My sister.” 

“Do they know where you are?” 

“No.” 

“You do not trust them?” 

“It’s not about just them.  There’s a lot of people in the world and a lot of ways for things to just creep out.  I love my family.  I trust them completely.  But I can’t risk Aisling.” 

“Your concept of trust has so many provisos,” he remarked. 

“I guess it does.” 

Reed punched holes in the long sides of the leather panels he cut and began to thread them with thong.  “Uncover, please.” 

Taryn untied her loincloth and pulled it off, trying to stare straight ahead and not at him, reminding herself that nearly everyone in this world went naked. 

The waist went on and was cinched snug, leather hanging from her in broad strips.  Reed began to bring them together, his fingers working as nimbly as Willow with a basket. 

“I think that I admire you,” he said after a moment.  “It would be very difficult for me to keep such a secret.  I don’t think I could leave the 85 

 

mountains of my home, even if I had a place to go.  You are as remarkable as Antilles believes you to be.” 

“I’m not, though.  I’m just trying to do something the best way I know how.  And I’m doing it all wrong.”  The night of the flood and its consequences returned and landed on her with all the suddenness and weight of a solid slab of granite.  She blinked desperately at tears, but they fell anyway.  “And now I don’t know what I’m going to do.  I don’t have anything left.” 

“You have many friends.”  Reed had stitched up one entire leg and now gently turned her to begin work on the other.  “An asset not to be underestimated.” 

“I know I should feel that way, but I don’t.  I feel like I’ve done something stupid and reckless and then made everyone else responsible for cleaning up the colossal mess I’ve made of everything.”  She swiped at her eyes, stubbornly insisting she was not crying right up until the first sob shook out of her.  “And I want to go home,” she wept.  “How remarkable is that?  I’ve done everything wrong and I’ve got nothing left and I want to go home!” 

Reed never even glanced up.  “Do so,” he said, utterly without sympathy. 

“No.”  She took a number of steadying breaths and knuckled her eyes.  “Aisling needs me.” 

“You’ll come to resent him for it.” 

“Never.  He’s the best thing that ever happened to me.” 

Thoughts of Antilles sprang to mind and she dissolved to tears again. 

“One of two best things,” Reed said quietly. 

“And where is he now?” Taryn cried.  “Why did he send me away?  He said he loved me and he sent me away!”  She clapped her hands to her face and sobbed. 

Reed let her, utterly unmoved by her tears.  When he finished lacing up her breeches, he went back to the stacks of hides and wool and fingered them until he found a fleece.  He began to shape it into a vest, letting her drain herself of misery without interruption. 

“Thank you,” she sniffed as he helped her to shrug into it. 

“Put the loincloth back on.  It will make them happy to see you wear it.”  Reed stepped away and folded his arms, watching as she fit the thing on over her new breeches.  He didn’t offer to show her how to knot it around the ring, but let her work it out for herself, clumsy and slow.  “I envy him,” he said, as she finally got herself arranged.  He glanced at the 86 

 

hide flap that was the hut’s door as giggles erupted outside.  “I have never been loved and never will.  I am Arkes.” 

Taryn dragged her arm across her face. 

“You have said that you trust Antilles,” Reed continued.  “But do you believe that he loves you?” 

“Yes,” she whispered. 

“Would he that loved you know how you must feel to be placed into stranger’s keeping without explanation?” 

She remembered Antilles holding her fiercely tight and then leaving her and not looking back.  “Yes,” she said.  “He knew.” 

“Would he that loved you place you into such difficulties at a whim?” 

“No.”  She brought her eyes up to meet his with effort.  “Do you know why he brought me here?” 

“No,” he said evenly.  “Nor did I know that you were coming. 

But I trust his need was dire.  I believe that better the longer I am with you.  Arcadia is a dangerous place for anyone, but for you most of all, because you are not a part of it.  It makes you vulnerable…and very attractive to those who seek easy prey.” 

She frowned at him.  “You say that like you’ve got someone in mind.” 

Reed made no reply but moved toward the hide flap and the open air beyond.  Taryn followed him and walked behind him as he patrolled through the village, his eyes moving over the flock of his females. 

“I know only who I distrust,” he said at last.  “It is not proof. 

And it would not be fairness to put my suspicions in your mind.” 

He stopped at a bluff overlooking a grazing spot and stared down grimly at the sheep and their shepardesses who were gathered there. 

“Trust in him who brought you to me,” he said.  “I have had a lifetime of looking after those who do not know danger.  I recognize it when I see it in others.” 

“What is that supposed to mean?” 

Two of the sheep-girls had began to argue over something, greatly distressing the other females with them.  Reed heaved a sigh and headed down to mediate, his hooves moving surely over the uneven rock. 

“Trust in him who loves you,” he said as he went.  “It is too rare a gift in this world.  For all of us who will never know it, honor it now with trust.” 
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15.  Village Life  



Days passed, kept from torture solely because there was no time to sit around moping.  She got no better at basket-weaving, and her attempts to work the loom ended just as disastrously, although it did bring her into contact with a length of rough yarn, which she tied around her waist, meaning to turn it into a calendar by marking days with knots. 

She wasn’t sure whether that had been a good idea or not.  There were too many days when keeping her calendar was the only thing she did right.  The mountain streams and pools didn’t provide enough sediments for two clay-workers, so Taryn didn’t even try her hand at pottery. 

Without her slingshot, she couldn’t hunt.  Without her Boy Scout striker, she couldn’t make fires.  Without hooves, herding sheep over the icy mountainside was life-threatening.  She was useless, and she felt it pressing on her more with each new day’s spectacular failure to fit in. 

Plus, it was cold.  If there was one thing that could be blamed for blurring all the days together, it would be the cold.  Up here in the mountains, there wasn’t even a pretense of autumn left.  It snowed for at least part of every day, and ice formed thicker and thicker crusts every night.  Reed kept the village itself more or less clear of it, but Taryn had a feeling this was for her sake more than anything else.  The Arkes had 88 

 

no trouble at all hopping over icy rock and neither did the sheep they herded. 

So every day Taryn woke up to cold and every day she fell asleep to the same.  It was difficult to remember just when she’d tried weaving or when yarn-spinning, since every day began and ended the same way.  So she quit trying.  She drifted along from job to job, failing miserably at each, and trying desperately to find a way to fit in a little better. 

The sheep-girls weren’t mean (Taryn didn’t think they could be mean, since meanness required a level of deliberate planning that the sheep-girls fell far short of) but their way of dealing with unpleasantness was just to ignore it.  Taryn, who couldn’t keep up with the grazing sheep, couldn’t use a drop spindle, couldn’t make a basket, and couldn’t stop trying, was a constant source of unpleasantness.  After the claustrophobic fussing of that first day, the suddenness and thoroughness with which she was ignored came as a brutal blow. 

Aisling was still popular, however.  The girls never got tired of having him around.  So exuberant were they in showing their amazement and affection that Aisling took to hiding in the pottery kiln when it wasn’t in use, only bolting out to shadow Taryn if Smooth brought Ember or Ashes over to light it.  Poor Aisling.  He looked almost as miserable as Taryn felt these days.  His little head always seemed to be drooping; his little tail always dragged in the snow.  Taryn took him out on walks on those days when he was forced to suffer too much celebrity, and these were the only times he seemed to perk up.  Him and her, and that was all he needed.  She wished it was as easy for her to let go and just live in the moment, but she was cold, she was abandoned.  She was alone. 

Eventually, she came down to the last job available to her, that of village cook.  Feather and Ashes, the sheep-girls who had the task already, didn’t take it very seriously.  Reed would bring them ingredients and they’d throw it in a pot or on a spit and then sit and chat until it started burning.  Oh, they were fantastic at preparing foods—husking grains, stripping tubers, shelling nuts, skinning game, plucking feathers—but the cooking itself was perfunctory and the results pretty tasteless. 

And so one day, purely out of boredom, Taryn got up when she saw Reed come into the village with a brace of rock hoppers.  He 89 

 

stopped when he saw her coming, but did not protest when she took the game out of his hands. 

Neither did Feather or Ashes, who simply scooted back to give her room at the cookfire before continuing their gossiping conversation. 

Taryn cleaned the game, adjusted the coals, and started supper roasting. 

She then gathered up the brick-hard buttercakes that had been leftover the past days and smashed them up in a bowl.  That drew the sheep-girls’ 

eyes, but only for a little while.  They did complain weakly when Taryn took away the little cups of nuts and raisons that they’d been snacking on, but not much beyond twin “Ohh!”s and pouty looks. 

Taryn ignored them, doing her best to make a stuffing.  She ignored Reed too, when he came to hunker down beside her.  He didn’t say anything.  He merely watched as she unspitted the half-cooked hoppers, stuffed, bound, and then re-spitted them.  “Do you have any tubers?” she asked. 

Reed rose silently and walked away.  He came back with a basket filled with the ugliest roots Taryn had ever seen.  Each one was hand-sized and roughly hand-shaped, with curling nubs jutting off in a row of four or five on one side.  He handed it down to her, saying, 

“Ashes, Feather, go help Teasel.” 

“Awww!” the two girls chorused, crestfallen. 

“Go now,” Reed said, unmoved, and they got up and went.  Reed set the basket down by Taryn and said, “Use what you will.  We have many.” 

Taryn scraped out a bowl in the coals, layered in the hand-potatoes with some snow for moisture, and covered them up with hot ashes to bake.  “Maybe you’d better show me your stores,” she said. 

He thought about it, nodded, and beckoned her to follow as he turned away. 

Compared to Tonka’s winter stores, the hut Reed brought her to was a bleak affair.  The walls were lined with bins and a few tall urns, making the hut seem crowded enough at a glance, but it really wasn’t that large to begin with.  Reed started her at the corner nearest the hide-flap door, where there were two hip-height bins, each half the length of the wall they rested against.  One of these held the hand-potatoes and the other, some oniony-looking bulbs. 

“Gorupaw,” Reed said, nodding to the bin of tuber-hands.  “And sweet dash.  Here, some flour.”  Four very familiar Farasai urns stood under Reed’s indicating wave.  “And here, corn meal.”  Eight urns of 90 

 

this.  “Also yeast and leaven.  Fruits,” said Reed, stepping to the other wall and the eight bins that shared it.  “Grape, tawny, bitterby, dayberry, apple, sicklesweet, gedan, and shai.  All dried.  Here, dried mushrooms and rockcap.  Also borenuts, skynuts, and nimmonuts.  Bitter wine here, and sweet wine here, and honey there in those jars.” 

Taryn had made her way through each, tasting the unfamiliar fruits and nuts, sniffing at the ‘bitter’ wine to make sure that, yes, it was vinegar.  Finished, she nodded. 

“Tell me if there shall be a butchery required,” Reed said. 

“There is little enough to hunt at this time of year, and I cannot devote as much time to it as I would like.” 

“Okay.” 

Reed nodded once more and left her.  Taryn, feeling better than she had in days, went out to check on dinner. 

So celebrity came to Taryn for the second time as that meal was shared out.  Suddenly, everyone wanted to be her friend again, to watch her make meals and to help, if she’d let them. 

Letting them proved time-consuming and stressful.  She couldn’t trust them with knives or with open flames.  Eventually, she found herself sending them out to fetch water, “from the far pond”, so that they’d get distracted in the process and forget they were helping.  She was pretty sure Reed noticed her ditching tactics, but he didn’t say anything.  Maybe he understood.  After all, now that she was doing the cooking, he didn’t have to keep on eye on the food preparations or spend his valuable time gathering ingredients. 

But it was more than just better food or a return of friendliness from the sheep-girls.  Taryn felt useful again and that really made all the difference.  She rebuilt the simple trench the Arkes were cooking on into a decent keyhole pit and had Smooth make her an oven out of a basic kiln design (her alterations to which upset poor Smooth badly, although Taryn was able to distract her with a taste of honey eventually) and so the days took on a slightly new spin.  She was still cold, she was still abandoned, but she was paying her way and that was a start. 

Aisling was not as concerned as Taryn with making use of his time.  He spent his snowy days lairing in his kiln or wandering with Taryn on her morning walks.  His pouncing improved, however.  He caught his first rock-hopper on the thirtieth day of their stay, purely by accident.  Astonished to find a live, struggling animal at the end of his pounce, he seemed only able to sit there and yell, “Help!  Help!” until 91 

 

Taryn took pity on him.  “Eat it or let it go,” she told him.  He let it go…and then spent the rest of the day tirelessly trying to catch another one. 

Every morning at dawn and every evening at dusk, Taryn found her way to the head of the path that descended the mountain where she sat and watched for Antilles to return.  Each new day that began without him was grey.  Each new night took her to empty dreams of him.  She filled up her calendar-cord with knots and did not begin another. 

Life with the Arkes went on and all she could do was wait. 
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16.  Taryn the Ghost 



Taryn felt a hand on her shoulder, not shaking, but only resting there.  It wasn’t a very effective wake-up, but the gripper was quite patient as she dragged herself out of sleep and so even before she got her eyes open, she knew it must be Reed. 

And it was, hunkered beside her and looking unusually grim in the pale grey light that slipped in under the hide flap.  The flapping hide flap, Taryn saw, as well as the flapping roof and the flapping walls. 

There was one hell of a windstorm going on. 

Reed said, “I must go to weather down the sheep.  Will you watch over my flock?” 

“Sure.”  She struggled into a sitting position, her eyes darting over the heap of sleeping Arkes.  She saw Aisling’s tail protruding from under a fleece.  He must have come in from his kiln when the storm first set in.  “How long is this likely to last?” 

Reed tipped his head back as though he could study weather patterns in the roof of the hut.  “I think today and tomorrow only.  But the snow will fall until the snow is content.”  He looked back at her, shrugging one shoulder.  “We will lose some sheep, I am certain.  Plan for a feast of mutton when this is done.” 

He rose and went out, admitting a blast of icy wind on leaving that woke most of the sheep-girls.  They mumbled to each other about 93 

 

“Storm” and “Reed’s not here”, then settled down, petting one another for comfort. 

Taryn got up.  Watch over the flock was a fairly open-ended order.  The responsibility of it prodded at her, hunting for a gripping-place.  What should she be doing? 

Well, breakfast was always a good plan.  There were very few circumstances that could not be at least a little improved by food. 

But when Taryn risked a peek out the hide flap, she saw a world of swirling white and nothing more.  She backed up and thought, remembering in eerie detail a story Granna Birgit had told her about her own father.  How he’d come west and settled in a homesteader’s cabin somewhere in California, and how one night, he’d gone out to the woodpile, maybe ten paces from the front porch.  He’d gotten lost in the snow and froze to death, leaving great-grandma Aileen a widow at twenty-three, and her with three little babies to raise in the killing months of winter. 

The Arkes’ food hut was more than ten paces away.  Not much more, but the important thing was, it was far enough that Taryn could easily imagine getting lost. 

Taryn looked around.  The sleep hut was pretty much just that—

for sleeping—but there were a few supplies in here, and one of them was a good-sized coil of thin rope.  She fetched it down from its hook on the wall, tied one end to her waist, and the other to an open brace by the door. 

“What are you doing?” one of the sheep-girls asked.  She sounded alarmed. 

“I’m just going out to get us something to eat,” Taryn explained. 

“You can’t!” 

“Don’t go, Taryn!” 

“You can’t leave,” one of them, maybe Thistle, it was always so hard to tell, came leaping over to clutch at Taryn’s arm.  “You must never leave unless Reed is here and says, ‘Get up now, it’s time to work’!” 

“Reed’s not here,” several Arkes chimed in together, a solemn Greek chorus to this scene. 

“So you have to wait until he comes back,” the maybe-Thistle sheep-girl said.  “It’s not safe.” 

“It’s not safe,” agreed the chorus.  There were more of them now. 
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“I won’t get lost,” Taryn assured them.  “And I won’t be gone long.” 

“Don’t go!” 

“Don’t go,” said the chorus.  “It’s not safe.” 

“Calm down.  Reed wants you all to stay here.  I won’t be gone long.  See?  I’m tied in so I can find my way back.”  She showed them all the cord she was tied to, and they stared at it and her without comprehension.  “Now calm down.  I’ll be right back with food for us.” 

Thistle burst into tears.  “It’s not safe!” she wailed.  “You’ll die!” 

More Arkes started sobbing, some without actual tears, until the entire lot of them was in full wail.  Aisling stuck his head out of his woolly den to gape at them and then shot Taryn an irritated glare.  ‘Nice going,’ was written all over his little avian features.  He ducked back under, yanked in his tail, and squawked sourly. 

“I’ll be right back,” Taryn promised, and slipped out the flap. 

The roar of the storm immediately engulfed her and she staggered several steps to the right, propelled by the battering wind, before she could find her feet.  It felt like she’d been dropped in icewater. 

Snow pelted her, caked her in seconds.  She couldn’t see a damn thing. 

But the sleep lodge was right behind her and that meant that the storehouse was right over there…somewhere.  Taryn got an extra grip on her guide rope and started threading herself out, hunched against the worst of the wind, her eyes shut to protect them against the stinging snow. 

Her groping hand touched hide soon enough.  She fumbled her way to the flap door and unbound it just enough to get inside. 

Having the wind off her was like dropping sixty pounds at once. 

Taryn stumbled in the sudden freedom, almost falling to her knees before she found her balance again.  Snow fell off her in thick piles and as if they were all that had been insulating her against the cold, Taryn started shivering.  Her bare arms were bright pink, stinging like sunburn.  She rubbed at them, but not for long.  The girls were worried enough as it was; she had to be quick.  She found a burden basket and started loading it with layers of fruit, nuts, and leftover bread she’d been staling up for soup bowls.  She hoped it was enough for the whole day.  She really didn’t want to make this trip twice. 

Back into the storm she went, pulling herself along on her tether. 

The burden basket strapped to her back acted like a full rack of sails in 95 

 

the heavy wind, blowing her behind the sleep lodge without her noticing. 

It was only after she starting winding her rope up in her hand to take the slack out that she was able to realize just how far off-track she’d wandered, bringing back thoughts of great-grandpa Robert that chilled her even worse than the wind.  She crept along the hide-covered walls, dragging herself by her tether, and finally managed to loosen the flap over the door with her frozen fingers. 

The sniffles of the distraught flock exploded into screams as Taryn came tumbling in, once more coated in snow.  “A ghost!” one of them shouted and then they were all shouting it. 

“It’s just me!”  Taryn unslung the food and slapped snow away to show her hair.  “See, all safe!” 

“It’s Taryn’s ghost!” 

Shrieks. 

Taryn took a step forward, and the flock scattered back in a screaming mass to huddle at the far side of the hut.  Several of them began to cry.  “She’s dead!” one of them moaned, and then they were all crying. 

Nonplussed, Taryn shook more snow off and stood there, shivering and wet.  “I’m fine,” she ventured. 

They all screamed. 

Taryn looked toward Aisling, who had emerged again to stare. 

He took a step in her direction, and a sheep-girl swooped out to grab him up.  “Don’t go!” this brave Arkes cried.  “It’s a ghost!” 

“Ghost?” Aisling echoed, imitating the girl’s reedy voice. 

“I am not!” 

Shrieks, followed by renewed moans of, “Taryn’s dead!” 

“Taryn’s dead!”  Aisling looked shocked.  “Ouch!  Help, help!” 

Taryn was beginning to lose her sense of humor.  “I’m not dead, damn it!” she snapped. 

More screaming.  This time, Aisling joined them.  He had their high, girly voices down pat. 

Taryn moved out of the doorway to the opposite wall of the lamenting flock and sat down, fighting the urge to walk over and knock a few woolly heads together.  It seemed an eternity before Reed returned, and when he finally did— 

“Taryn’s dead,” thirty sheep-girls cried out at once. 
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Reed paused in the act of knocking snow from his shoulders, his body tensing, and Taryn reached out and tapped his leg.  He looked at her.  He frowned. 

“I’m not dead,” she said. 

The sheep-girls screamed.  Reed looked at them.  His hand was still hovering over his snow-covered shoulder. 

“Ghost,” Aisling explained, using his new Arkes-voice. 

The look on Reed’s face as he stared at his flock underwent many gratifying shades of irritation before blending back into the placid patience so customary to him.  He finished clearing himself of winter’s kiss and then reached behind him and took Taryn’s hand.  He pulled her to her feet and set her firmly before him.  “This is not a ghost,” he said. 

“Come and greet your sister.  Come now.  Teasel, Star, come.” 

They came, creeping away from the others with tears shining on their faces, to stand before him.  After a long silence, one of the two reached out a finger and poked Taryn in the stomach.  “I think she’s real,” this intrepid Arkes said. 

“Of course I’m real,” Taryn said crossly. 

“You shouldn’t leave,” the sheep-girl said, new tears sparking in her eyes.  “It’s not safe.” 

Reed sighed.  “It is not safe,” he agreed.  “Now come and eat. 

Taryn has brought you food.  I apologize for this,” he finished in a lower tone. 

“Is that what you teach them to think?” Taryn demanded.  “That if they disobey you, they die?  Just like that?” 

Reed turned all the way around to stare at her.  “If they disobey me,” he said quietly, “they will die.  Just like that.” 

Taryn dropped her eyes and found her gaze aimed at the sheep-girls, now in a close knot around the food.  One was hungry, so they were all hungry.  And if one went outside in this storm… 

She felt herself nod.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “Of course, you’re right.  I’ve just been sitting here while they tell me how dead I am—” 

Reed nodded, patting her shoulder as he moved past her.  His eyes were already on his flock, his thoughts moving on ahead as he parted them to let the girls in back get a loaf of bread or a handful of apple slices.  But as Taryn turned away, he said, “They have been told the storms of winter are killing ones.  It is best they believe it of all of them than to doubt the threat of one like this.” 
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“It’s not safe,” one of the girls said, and Reed patted her head absent-mindedly. 

“I didn’t hear them calling you a ghost when you came back,” 

Taryn countered. 

“I am male.” 

Taryn could feel her outraged feminist sensibilities rising up in her like lava.  “Meaning what?” she demanded.  “That no woman anywhere is capable of looking after herself?” 

He glanced at her, at his flock, and then faced her fully.  He said nothing.  She supposed he really didn’t have to. 

“Well, just as long as you know that I’m not Arkes,” she said.  “I can save myself.” 

Reed’s head cocked slightly.  “Then why are you here?” he asked. 

That lava got a little closer to the mouth of her internal volcano. 

“Well, I’m not stupid enough to huff out of here at the moment,” she said tightly.  “But I think I’ve about had it.  When I see the sun again, my ass is gone.” 

There was nowhere to march off to on that witty last word, but she could at least turn her back on him and she did. 

“You had sense enough for this.”  A gentle tug at the cord around her waist reminded her to start untying it.  “So I think you will have sense enough not to attempt a descent in winter’s mountain.” 

Damn him and his infernal logic.  Taryn stayed glaring at the wall, fuming, furious with him and with Antilles for leaving her with him. 

Reed’s dry hand fell on her shoulder, gripping firmly when she tried to shrug it off.  “I am glad that you are here,” he said in his cool, somewhat distracted way. 

Taryn slid an eye back at him. 

“You are the one female in my keeping that I do not have to mind,” he said.  “You think of things like this.”  He tugged at her cord again.  “And of that.”  He glanced back at the food, invisible behind a barrier of sheep-girls.  “I do not have to worry about you.” 

Lava cooled.  Taryn rolled herself around to meet him, allowing herself to be mollified. 

Reed gauged her mood, found it temperate, and took his hand from her.  “I ask only that you do not make me worry about you,” he said, and turned away. 
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“You can’t make a person worry about anyone else,” Taryn countered loftily.  “Worry is a self-inflicted disease, entirely within the sick person’s power to cure.” 

Reed stopped.  He turned around, vague interest shining in his eyes.  “One has the obligation to look out for one’s people, would you not agree?” 

“I would, but that obligation shouldn’t be construed as an open invitation to worry.” 

Reed came back.  One corner of his mouth had lifted.  “Define worry,” he said.  “For the purposes of this discussion.” 

“A state of watchful anxiety.” 

“Ah.  Such implies inaction.  Our purposes are at cross, for my worry is proactive.” 

“How do you figure?” she asked coolly.  “You may be moved to act after you come over all worried, but worry is not an activity in and of itself.” 

“The issue as I understand it—”  Reed hunkered down comfortably and gestured for her to sit with him.  “—is worry as disease, contracted at will, cured by cessation, agreed?” 

“Agreed.” 

“If I am motivated by that worry to act, and if my actions alleviate the source of concern, thereby ending my anxiety, am I not cured?” 

“Not even in remission,” Taryn said.  “Because you never stop worrying, Reed.  You are what’s known as a terminal case.” 

“Let us debate that,” Reed said, and smiled. 
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17.  It Needed To Be Done 



The storm passed, if not entirely comfortably (thirty-six Arkes, one human, one griffin, no bathroom) at least it passed without incident. 

And there was food, which Reed several times remarked made the storm easier to bear.  Taryn’s reply that hunger amplified any emotional response turned into another debate, which ended in Reed’s favor when he observed that pleasant circumstances were never improved by an empty stomach. 

When the snow stopped and Reed declared it safe to emerge, there was plenty to do.  The hip-deep drifts of snow were cleared away with hand-shovels made from some moose-like horn, and then the ground had to be gritted.  Finally, the fires were re-kindled, and Reed took some of his flock away to check on the sheep.  He returned with four of them, and several girls came to help with the skinning and butchery.  His attention was occupied while the sheep-girls used their knives, but once they’d scampered off with the fleeces, he came to crouch at Taryn’s hip, watching her roast cuts of frozen mutton and discussing the need of all sentient beings to have a concept of an afterlife. 

Aisling, freed at last from the enthusiasm of the sheep-girls, retired to his kiln, spent several minutes kicking snow out of it, and then climbed inside.  He lay there, sphinx like, his talons curled over the outer 100 

 

rim of the open door, glaring at the snow and muttering griffin-threats under his voice.  Periodically, he would raise his head for a loud squawk, hissing and shaking his wings at the echoes the mountain threw back at him. 

Losing his sense of humor, poor little guy.  Taryn found her attention slipping from Reed’s arguments, and her eyes wandering out to the path that led down the mountain.  She hadn’t expected Antilles to come for her while the storm was passing through, and he probably wouldn’t come even now.  Not until at least some of this snow melted. 

And that would be days.  Weeks, even. 

Months. 

Taryn suddenly became aware that Reed had stopped talking. 

She glanced up and found him staring thoughtfully away toward the path as well. 

“He has not forgotten you,” Reed said.  One of his ears twitched and he turned his mild, knowing gaze back on her. 

Taryn returned her concentration to the matter of cooking.  “I know.” 

“He will come when it is safe for you to return.” 

“I know that too.”  There was never any point in telling Reed that she’d been perfectly safe in the Valley. 

“What you say and what you accept are seldom allied.” 

She bit off the exasperated sigh that tried to come huffing through her lips and smiled at him instead, extra sweetly.  “Well, at least I’m not arguing.” 

He gazed back at her without expression.  “I do not mind an honest argument,” he said.  “I dislike being paid hollow assurances.” 

“You know, you say that, but whenever I try to make my honest arguments, you just tell me I’m wrong and walk away.” 

His ears rotated slowly forwards in the same speed that his frown grew.  “I think,” he said, very quietly, “that I do not.” 

“Example,” Taryn said, poking at the cooking coals.  “I was perfectly safe in the Valley.” 

“You were not.”  It was not an argument, only a statement of fact, and flatly-rendered at that. 

“I didn’t need to come here.” 

“You did.” 

“And I don’t need you to watch over me.” 

“You do.” 
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She spread her arms in open display of her point. 

Reed looked thoughtfully into her eyes, then at the ground beneath his hooves, and finally offered her a faint smile.  “I have not walked away.” 

“Wait for it,” she said dryly. 

And right on cue, one of the sheep-girls across the village burst into noisy tears. 

Reed was two steps away before even he seemed aware of it. 

Then he looked down at the feet that had betrayed him.  He kept his back to her and his head bent for a long time, motionless.  “Hunh,” he said finally.  And then he finished walking away. 

The sheep-girl’s tears soon abated, but Reed did not return.  Off about his business, she supposed, making his endless patrol for dangers and provisions and hopefully, thinking just a little about what she’d said. 

She wouldn’t hold her breath waiting for agreement, but a little recognition might be nice. 

There was a measure of serenity to be found in work, especially in the post-storm ravages of the village.  Taryn divided her attention between overseeing the cooking and keeping the rest of the sheep-girls more or less in line (more less than more, in truth; the girls weren’t accustomed to taking orders from anyone who wasn’t Reed, and they tended to respond to direct commands by averting their eyes uncomfortably and trying to inch away).  This required a certain amount of multi-tasking, but after a while, Taryn settled into a comfortable groove of check the roasts, check the snow-shovelers, check the laundry-girls, check the leather-workers, check the roasts.  It was monotonous work, but it had a certain zen that Taryn found soothing after the cramped and boring togetherness of the storm.  Sure, it was baby-sitting, but it was peaceful. 

The scream shattered all that. 

Taryn was on her feet in an instant, but the effect on the sheep-girls was even more dynamic.  All around her, Arkes sprang up from their work, screaming with apparent terror, even though no cause had presented itself.  They ran, leaving baskets and blankets and hides, forming a great herd of moving bodies that passed out of the village and up the eastern slope without any hesitation at all. 

She stared after them, more than a little appalled by the speed and completeness of their retreat.  No one had stopped to get her.  No one stopped to get anyone, for that matter.  Taryn had the overwhelming 102 

 

impression that if there had been baby Arkes hanging in cradles, they’d have been left behind by their fleeing mothers. 

And now there were more screams building.  Not from the ones who had left, but from the ones who were coming down from the north ridge.  The herders and their sheep came running in from the grazing places, stampeding through the village in a rattling, white flood, and out again, still without stopping to grab hold of Taryn or see if anyone needed help.  One of the sheep-girls went down on a patch of ice and the others simply leapt over her, all screams and wide eyes.  Taryn moved to help, but the fallen sheep-girl sprang up in the next instant and resumed her run, the last of the Arkes to bound away and up the eastern slopes. 

Reed was nowhere in sight, and while Taryn supposed that anything could have started this stampede—a spider, a rockslide, the unexpected sight of a dead sheep—there was an equally good chance that the danger could be real.  And if it was real, it could be coming after them.  The sheep-girls weren’t armed.  (Neither was Taryn, but that hadn’t occurred to her yet.)  Without thinking, Taryn aimed herself in the direction that the screams seemed to have originated and started running. 

Aisling screeched his attack cry and Taryn dug in her heels and swung around.  “No!” she shouted. 

The griffin skidded to a stop, his feathers puffing forward. 

“You stay here,” she ordered.  “Get down, Aisling!” 

Aisling looked at the ground between his front feet and then at her again.  He eased his bottom down until he was sitting. 

“Now stay!”  She backed up, making sure he did not follow, and once he’d lowered his beak to rest on his talons, she turned and lit into a run again. 

The Arkes were good and gone up the eastern ridge by now, but she could still hear cries.  One cry, rather, coming from a single terrified screamer, and it didn’t appear to be coming any closer to her.  One of the girls was still out there and she wasn’t running.  Oh, this really was bad. 

She ran faster. 

Looking back, Taryn would never understand how she managed to race across the steep crags and chasms without breaking her fool legs. 

Though her feet were wrapped in leather strips and she was unfamiliar with the paths, she nevertheless navigated the icy rocks as fleetly as any Arkes, leaping from snow-covered stone to stone without calculation or pause.  She would be amazed by this feat later, but at the moment, the 103 

 

only thought in her mind was to get to the source of the screams before they stopped. 

And then she saw them. 

Taryn had never seen fellcats in the mountains before, not even down in Antilles’s neck of the neighborhood.  Sure, there were signs now and then to indicate that they crossed the river once in a while, at least as far as the woods on the other side, but she never would have thought they’d take to the mountains.  Leaving aside the difficulty of the terrain itself, there wasn’t much game to be had and the rocks were the wrong kind of camouflage.  Just how or why these two had blundered so far up into the mountains would always be a mystery, but here they were—a mated pair, grown fat and comfortable between the easy accessibility of roaming sheep and the total lack of competitive predators.  The storm must have pushed them into their own den for the two days that it raged, and now they were here, drawn by the sound of sheep and sheep-girls, and they meant to gorge. 

Several dead sheep lay torn around the grazing place at Taryn’s feet.  The male was feeding, hunkered low and loudly purring as he thrust his entire head into the opened belly of a sheep.  The female could have her pick of the other carcasses, but these were fellcats and there was a living target still here. 

The sheep-girl was still screaming, although her voice had turned to dust.  The female fellcat had trapped her between two boulders, in a space easily large enough for the fellcat to pursue her, but tall enough to prevent even the leaping egress of an Arkes.  So the sheep-girl huddled as far back as she could push, her arms tightly wrapped around a sheep, and the fellcat crouched before her in an attitude of lazy play, awaiting the opportunity to pounce. 

Taryn saw all this in a single instant, but of course, she didn’t really absorb it.  For now, the only elements that penetrated her adrenaline-thick senses were the two fellcats and the trapped Arkes.  She never hesitated.  Her run took her swiftly forward and down the slope with her legs before her to control her icy slide.  Her hand, flung out behind her for a rudder, seized up a rock the size of a baseball the second her feet struck the level ground.  Then she leaped. 

The female fellcat had seen her and abandoned its helpless victim for the moment.  Taryn was running right at it, a thing it had never before experienced save by a rival fellcat, and it reacted instinctively just as it might do with such a rival.  It crouched, displayed its lethal jaws at 104 

 

their fullest, and roared.  Taryn didn’t let it rethink its options.  She rushed right at the beast, letting hot strings of rancid-smelling saliva spray her in the face, and swung. 

Her rock smashed into the fellcat’s open maw, shattering teeth and ripping the thin lips before bashing out the other side of the cat’s mouth.  Blood and bony splinters of fang flew in a wide arc as the female fellcat shrieked.  It leapt back, shaking its huge head and clawing viciously at the pain that had invaded it, tearing its own flesh in a frenzy. 

The male fellcat wrenched itself back and out of its carcass, already roaring its own attack.  Like the female, nothing in its genetic makeup could allow it to perceive Taryn as an enemy, even as it saw and smelled its mate’s blood on Taryn’s body.  It lunged out of the grazing patch, seeking a rival that was not there, and then turned around, chuffing challenge.  Its mate shrieked again, splashing Taryn with more of its blood as it struggled to clear its mouth, and this time, the scent slipped into the male’s radar.  He locked on her, roared, and sprang. 

A white blur passed directly overhead.  Reed landed on the male fellcat’s shoulders, a gleam of steel in one raised hand:  His little knife, the same one he’d used to cut her breeches.  The blade was scarcely three inches long, but it was enough to sever the fellcat’s spine in the hands of an Arkes who knew where to put it. 

The male crashed to the ground, back legs crumpled, forelegs slashing at the ground, and Reed’s knife went into its neck.  The male’s roars ended in bubbling death, and the female staggered toward it, squealing in one breath and roaring the next, unable to grasp what was happening.  It crouched for a leap and Taryn dove at it, smashing at the bloody mess of the beast’s mouth again and this time visibly shattering the lower jawbone. 

The fellcat fell back, its mouth a nightmarish pulp of bone and blood that hung by flaps of tattered flesh.  It spat out a strangled scream, slashed blindly at Taryn, and then fled, leaving behind it a trail of teeth and fear-piss. 

Taryn turned around to check on the sheep-girl, took a step, and fell on her face.  Stupidly, she rolled over to look down at herself and saw an inexplicable stream of blood pouring out of her leg.  “Oh drat,” 

she said. 

Reed was on her in the next instant, his hands closing over the gashes that had opened on her thigh.  He seized a handful of snow, 105 

 

slapped it down (that felt nice, actually.  It had just been beginning to burn) and then ripped off his loincloth and tied it over her thigh. 

Behind her, the sheep-girl finally got herself together and squeezed out from between the boulders.  She let go of her sheep (it sagged to the ground, dead already, its neck broken by one slap from a fellcat’s paw) and scrambled over to clutch at Reed’s arm. 

He pushed her away hard, and made another knot in the bandage on Taryn’s leg.  The sheep-girl gaped a moment, then burst into tears and ran away. 

Taryn made a sound of unhappy sympathy, starting to reach as though to call the sheep-girl back, but the motion was aborted when Reed pulled her up and over his shoulder.  He ran with her, not speaking, his hooves sure on the icy rock. 

Back in the village, the sheep-girls were beginning to return. 

The sobbing near-casualty, now being comforted by several other girls, tried again to approach Reed, and again, he pushed her back.  “Not  now, Cedar!” he said, sounding more harsh than Taryn had ever heard.  Poor Cedar burst into tears again, dropping onto her fanny and bawling like a toddler. 

Taryn leaned out and patted Cedar’s woolly leg, trying to comfort.  Aisling came creeping up on her right, whispering, “Ouch, ouch!” with all his feathers on end.  Taryn immediately turned her attention on him, but he skirted back from her hand to huddle at Reed’s hip.  He stared at Taryn’s bloodied thigh with his huge gold eyes, shivering. 

“Thread, fetch bandages,” Reed said.  His hand pressed firmly over the now-throbbing wound and his mouth was grimly set, but his voice was soothing and serene as ever.  “Ring, make tea.  Use the leaves from the yellow jar.  Go on now.” 

Two of the sheep-girls separated from the flock.  A few more followed after.  Cedar remained, sobbing disconsolately into her fists. 

The rest of them huddled together, all staring eyes and solemn faces. 

Taryn studied Reed’s expression as he pressed his weight down on her wounded leg.  The gravity she saw there disturbed her.  “It could have been worse,” she ventured. 

“Mm.”  Reed raised his eyes for the first time to look Taryn in the face.  “Antilles,” he said mildly, “is going to be furious with me.” 

“We don’t have to tell him, do we?” 
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Reed cocked his head, one ear twitching.  “I have never lied to him,” he said, his tone one of quiet disapproval. 

“I’m  not  suggesting  we  lie.    By  all  means,  if  he  asks  if  I  was attacked by a fellcat, say yes.  I’m just saying, do we need to volunteer information if he doesn’t ask?” 

Reed stared at her for a long time.  He smiled, very slightly, but that smile vanished quickly when he looked down at her leg.  Her blood had soaked up through her breeches.  It squished in thick wells between his fingers. 

“How bad is this?” Taryn asked suddenly. 

His nostrils flared as he considered his answer. 

She opened her mouth to ask if she was going to lose her leg and then closed it again.  That was a stupid question.  Here in Arcadia, there was no such bird as lose-a-leg.  Either she’d live, or she’d die. 

The sheep-girls were coming back.  One of them, presumably Ring, came close with a pot of tea steaming in her hands.  She stared at Taryn fearfully, passed the tea to Reed and then retreated to the huddle for a hug.  Another sheep-girl presented him with clean cloths and a basin of water.  Yet another, in a gesture that touched Taryn on some strange level, brought Reed a new loincloth. 

He accepted this last with a quiet word of thanks and set it to one side, his attention soundly fixed on the task at hand.  He lifted the makeshift bandage of his old loincloth and peeled back her leathers. 

Sheep-girls scattered back, some of them crying out as if Taryn’s blood were some new kind of enemy. 

She pushed herself up to get a look at the injuries herself and saw only four nearly parallel lines carved into her leg, the worst of them perhaps six inches long, the shortest merely a dash, and none of them terribly deep.  Reed let her have her glance, but then put his hand on her chest without looking up and pushed her firmly back down.  She laced her hands over her stomach and tried to lie quiet as he dipped a clean bandage into the tea and swabbed at her thigh.  It stung, but only a little. 

“It is not so serious as I feared,” Reed said, lightly dabbing.  “It will require stitching—Tumble, needle and sinew.  Go now—and then a poultice to prevent souring, but I think you will fully heal.”  He made a few more cleaning passes at her leg and then said, “Which permits me to ask my next question with clear heart.  What, by the love of the Great God Pan, was going through your fool head?” 
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That stung worse than the tea, especially as it was delivered in such a remote tone of voice.  “The thought that maybe you wouldn’t want Cedar to die.” 

“I want none of my flock to die,” he said curtly.  “Which is why they know to run from danger.” 

There was a strong emphasis on the ‘they’ in that remark that Taryn rather resented.  “Is that what I was supposed to do when I heard them screaming?” she demanded.  “Just run away?” 

“Yes.”  He stared her down for a moment and then washed more tea over her.  Tumble returned with the sewing supplies, and he set about threading a bone needle easily the length of Taryn’s finger.  “You are here to be in my protection.  I would ask that in the future, you have some appreciation for that.”  He glanced at Taryn with a frown.  “Do you require something to bite?  This is apt to hurt a great deal.” 

“Ouch!” Aisling agreed anxiously. 

“I’d better not bite anything,” Taryn declared.  “I think I need to lie here and tell myself that pain is the just reward for any fool-headed female who takes it into her brain to try to save a life.”  She laced her hands behind her head and glared at the sky. 

It seemed to her that Reed hesitated, but he didn’t reply.  He merely bent and started stitching. 

It didn’t hurt too badly.  Or maybe it was just that the wound already hurt so much that a little jab with a sharp bone couldn’t make it any worse.  The most distracting thing about it was the tugging sensation as the sinew was drawn through her skin; Taryn had to bite her lip in the effort to keep from scratching at the annoyance. 

But someone sure thought she ought to be in horrible pain. 

Aisling crawled over to her side midway through the process and laid his head consolingly atop her breast.  His little eyes were squeezed shut.  He shivered ceaselessly, hissing “Ouch, ouch!” with every breath and kneading at her ribs with his talons. 

“Done,” Reed said at last.  “And well-borne.  Tumble, return these.  Taryn, lie still.” 

Just for that, she was of half a mind to get up and frolic around. 

Reed rose, stretched, and started tying on his new loincloth.  He looked tired.  There was a pinched, pale look to him that made her feel very small about some of the things she’d been thinking. 

“I’ll be all right,” she mumbled, averting her eyes. 
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“Mm.”  He paused to lay his hand on Cedar’s head, stroking the cap of white curls until her sobbing finally ran its course.  He sent her to the rest of the flock with a gentle nudge and then turned back to Taryn, staring down at her with a grim intensity.  “Why?” he asked finally. 

“Why did you do it?” 

She rolled one shoulder, all her attention on the serious business of soothing Aisling.  “It needed to be done.  And you’re right, I didn’t think.  They screamed.  I went.  She was in trouble.  I just did it.  If you want me to say I’m sorry, I’ll say it, but I’m not, you know.” 

“No.  I see that you are not.”  He spoke with his characteristic detachment and there was no rebuke in his tone, but his gaze was troubled. 

“I’d think that you would understand that the best,” Taryn said. 

She flexed her leg in an effort to find some position that wouldn’t hurt as much, and then dug her hands in on Aisling’s fur to keep from reaching down and rubbing at her new stitches.  “You jumped right in there too, you know.” 

“This is my flock.  They are mine to protect.” 

She frowned up at him, her hands still moving in soothing circles on Aisling’s neck.  “What exactly are you saying to me, Reed?” she asked.  “That if…if I’m not going to get anything out of it, I shouldn’t care if someone else dies?” 

He opened his mouth, closed it again without speaking, and then slowly hunkered down beside her again.  “This is not your world,” he said.  His voice was very quiet, very even, very cold.  “You act as though all of us have the right to life, the right to expect comfort and compassion.  And if that is truly what you believe, than you are a fool. 

And this is Arcadia, Taryn.  Fools die here.” 

Every word, delivered in Reed’s dispassionate and indisputable tone, pierced her heart and twisted cruelly.  It was Romany all over again, except that this time, he wasn’t smiling.  In his gaze was not the light of warmth and fondness, but the flat shine of faint disdain.  He wasn’t just calling her a fool, he really thought she was one. 

Taryn stared up at him, blinking rapidly, and then pushed herself up to put her eyes on a level with his.  “You can call me whatever you want,” she said, and then had to grit her teeth to keep her voice from shaking.  “But on my world, life is precious.  On my world, families look out for each other even when it’s not their job or even in their own self-interest.  And if you really think that worry makes you noble, but having 109 

 

compassion makes me a fool, than I’m sorry for you, Reed.  And I’m still not sorry I did it.” 

He continued to stare her down until the strength went out of her bracing arm and she had to lie back again.  Then he stood up, towering over her as she tried to move her injured leg into a less-achy position. 

She could feel his eyes boring down on her still, but she refused to meet them.  When he finally walked away, she didn’t watch him go. 
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18.  Feast of the Arkes 



For as long as there was blood on her, the sheep-girls ignored Taryn.  No, worse than that.  They ran from her.  They wouldn’t bathe with her or sleep with her, and they wouldn’t eat her food.  There had been no make-up between her and Reed, no apology from either one of them, but without him, she had no one at all, so when he came to talk to her, she received him as though nothing had ever happened.  Their conversations over the mid-day and evening meals were the only contact she had with any of the Arkes. 

She tried not to feel too bereft about any of it, tried to focus on the fun of the debates and not the long spans of silence that preceded and invariably followed them.  And they were good debates, after all.  His interest in philosophy had become only more evident, and since neither of them were schooled in the great thinkers, they passed many afternoons rediscovering definitions of truth, time, and Reed’s personal favorite, trust.  But those were just the afternoons.  Every other hour was empty. 

At night, when she was huddled alone in the furthest corner of the sleeping hut, it was harder to think patient thoughts and be resigned. 

At night, she was cold.  At night, she had to listen to the bedding-down noises of dozens of other people and know she wasn’t welcome.  She frequently fell asleep from the strain of trying not to cry, or at least of 111 

 

crying silently, and even if the mountain air seemed to be good for keeping the bad dreams away, she still woke up hollow and alone. 

But at last, the stitches came out and the scabs healed over. 

Reed made a point of showing his flock Taryn’s leg, and once everyone had the opportunity to come and touch the scars that marked her thigh, things went back to normal.  She could cook.  She could join them in the warmer center of the sleeping hut.  She was one of the flock again. 

And still Antilles did not come for her. 

It was as she was just turning away from her morning’s vigil one day that Reed approached her.  She stopped and waited for him, curious. 

In the past weeks, they had not spoken save at meal times, but his silence wasn’t a punishment.  If anything, it was a reflection of his trust, his way of letting her know that he didn’t think she needed watching over.  She appreciated that on some level, especially during those early days after the fellcat incident, when every step she took woke up a new rainbow of hurt, but most of her other levels were lonely.  But he was coming to her now, and when he saw that he had her attention, he stopped and said, 

“There will be a celebration tonight.” 

His calm expression and watchful eyes gave her absolutely no clue as to how he expected her to respond to that. 

“Sounds fun,” she ventured.  “How can I help?” 

“I had hoped you would prepare the feast.  I have spices.”  He glanced over his shoulder at the sounds of laughter and cheering.  “They would want them every day if I did not lock them up.” 

“I’d be honored.  I’ll try to make something special.  Is there a particular occasion?” 

He looked at her, and one ear twitched.  He took a single step forward and said, “Yes.”  He glanced back at his flock again, then came another step closer, his expression one of mild surprise and pleasure.  “It marks the day, many lifetimes past, when the Refugees’ War was fought and won, and these mountains became the home of the Arkes.  It is not the exact anniversary, but it is near enough.”  He hesitated, studying her closely as though measuring her interest, and then said, “They need such diversions at this time of year, and so I find excuses.  I suppose I don’t need valid ones, but it gives me something to think about while they play.” 

He said it matter-of-factly enough, but there was something truly pitiable in the truth of it that made Taryn search for something to say. 

She settled on, “Why do they need diversions?” 
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“Winter is ending.  Lambing is coming.”  He shrugged. 

Ah.  She’d known that, of course.  The females of his flock had been becoming considerably more frolicsome day by day.  Several fascinating discussions on the meaning of life had been interrupted by Reed’s rising to separate two or more necking sheep-girls, and then boldly tending to them himself.  Many nights, Taryn lay awake and red-faced, listening to sounds of urgent coupling punctuated by Reed’s quiet admonitions for this or that one to go to sleep now, go to sleep. 

“Is there, um—”  She cleared her throat uncomfortably.  “—apt to be a lot of…recreation going on at this feast?” 

Reed smiled that faint, wry smile of his.  “Some, doubtless.  It is a celebration and they have little imagination.”  He regarded her, his eyes unblinking.  “Does it offend you to witness our matings?” 

“No, not offend.  It’s just…awkward.” 

He nodded, looking thoughtful in a disturbingly intense way. 

“Were the Arkes the refugees?” Taryn asked, changing the subject. 

“Yes.”  Reed smiled a little.  “We had lived in the mountains since time began, but had been driven from them into the Valley by invaders.  It was hundreds of years before the decision was made to reclaim our ancestral home.  A great chieftain, Yarrow, taught the rams to be generals and the ewes to be warriors.” 

Reed paused there, half-turning to look back toward his village. 

“I cannot imagine sending females to fight,” he said.  In the distance, sheep-girls giggled and went about their day’s duties in happy groups. 

“It seems a cruelty to me.  Not because I think they would be ill-suited, but because I know that they would not be.  Once they learn a thing, they are of singular mind and skill.  But they wouldn’t understand.  They would be killing solely to please their ram.  And they would be dying, though they would never understand why.  I think that is very wrong.  I think that is obscene.” 

He said this with the same detachment with which he said virtually everything, but when he had finished, he turned back to Taryn and then came over and sat down beside her.  “I know, however, that if it had not been done, we Arkes would still be in the Valley, living by the grace and good humor of the Cerosan lords.  I can imagine that no better than I can imagine my flock in battle.” 
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Taryn tipped her head back to watch the low clouds roll by. 

“Yeah,” she said evenly.  “It’s a hard thing to have to depend on the grace and good humor of other people.” 

She sensed a brief tension in Reed, as though his entire body had ticced hard just below the surface.  He looked at her for the first time with a truly naked emotion and it was dismay. 

“I did not mean that as a remark on your stay in my village,” he said. 

“Did you mean it as a remark on my stay in the Valley?” she asked coolly, and saw his eyes flash wide as he flinched back.  It was too much mortification to fit a little case of hoof-in-mouth.  She reached out a forgiving hand. 

He jumped back from it like she was handing him a snake. 

“No!” he said.  “That was not what I meant either!  You are not a burden!” 

Her hand dropped and the heart went out of her.  “Yes, I am,” 

she said softly.  “Of course I am.  Don’t you think I realize that?” 

He stared at her, stricken. 

“I was a nuisance even before the flood,” she continued, turning away to look back down at the valley.  The river, a ribbon of shimmering diamonds in the early morning light, was her only useful landmark.  She imagined she knew by it where her little camp had been.  There was no sign of it now.  “The worst of it is, I still remember what it felt like to be completely self-sufficient, back before I came to Arcadia.  And even after I did come here, I could at least tell myself that I wasn’t doing too badly.  I had some tools, I had a plan, I was at least learning.  Now it’s like God’s slapped me in the face so hard, I flew back in time and landed at the beginning again, only without any of my stuff.” 

“Taryn, don’t!” he said sharply. 

She ignored him.  “Before they found out I could boil water, your flock felt sorry for me.”  She stood up, pointing up the path to the village as though putting each empty-headed female Arkes on display for him.  “Your  flock,” she repeated, driving home all the hurt and embarrassment of the admission, “felt sorry for me because  I was so helpless!” 

He didn’t drop his eyes, and he didn’t hide the pain in them.  She couldn’t look at that.  She turned her back on him and stared down the mountainside.  So strange, to look down past all this snow and see grass, 114 

 

happily blowing in the sunlight.  And there was still no Cerosan hiking up to fetch her. 

“Taryn,” Reed said, and when she didn’t look at him, he reached out and brushed at her shoulder with the knuckles of his loosely-curled hand.  “Taryn, I cannot use a loom.” 

She did turn around then, and he lifted both his open palms and showed them to the sky. 

“I cannot make a basket,” he said, as if the notion itself were patently ludicrous.  “Do you think that Thread or Indigo can prepare a fleece?  Or that Holly or Sedge could light a fire?  We all do only what we must do in order to live in comfort.  We are all pieces of the whole, Taryn.  No one expects more from you.” 

“More?” she echoed.  “I’d be happy if I could just do the same! 

And don’t talk to me about pieces of the whole!  I’m not part of your village!  I’m not part of the Valley!  The whole that I’m a part of is a whole world away and I’m no one’s piece at all!” 

“You cannot believe that,” he said, staring at her. 

“Don’t tell me what I believe,” she said crossly and dropped her eyes.  “Unlike the rest of the girls in your keeping, I can think for myself.” 

“I know.”  He came toward her hesitantly and when she didn’t explode on him, he again took his seat beside her.  Close beside her.  His woolly thigh pressed on hers; his folded arm brushed at hers whenever he drew a breath.  He didn’t look at her, but she could feel his concern coming off him like heat.  “And perhaps I do not know well enough how to respond to that.  But never think I do not see it.” 

She hmphed and turned her face so that she couldn’t see even the edges of him.  The Valley burned below her, golden fields in the sunlight, while she shivered in the snow. 

Reed didn’t say anything for a long time.  Finally, hesitantly, 

“Your cooking has been very welcome.” 

She snorted. 

“None of my flock can cook,” he went on remotely.  “None ever will.  It requires too much imagination and judgment.” 

She drew her knees up and put her arms on them, then her chin on her arms.  She said nothing. 

“Willow and Spiral make four kinds of baskets,” Reed remarked. 

“One to carry across the back, one to carry water, one round and deep to store things, one shallow and wide to display things.  They are all 115 

 

identical to each other within their type.  If you set them both to make one, there would not be so much as a knot’s difference between the two that came of it.  Willow learned to make baskets from Ivy, who learned from Green, who learned from Willow-that-was.  Long ago, it was a male like me who taught one of his flock to make them.  Until then, I suppose baskets were very poor.” 

Taryn glanced at him, but he was looking right at her, so she turned back to the Valley. 

“Look here,” he said, and when she didn’t move, he said it again, sternly.  “Taryn, look.” 

She looked.  He took a hold of the front length of her loincloth and held it up next to his.  The geometric patterns that frolicked along the edges were the same.  His was red and gold and green and hers were all in blues, but it was the same for all of that. 

“You will find them alike to the last thread,” he said, and dropped them.  “And you will not find a different pattern anywhere in this village.  They are incapable of devising one.  It was a male who showed them how, long and long ago.  They teach each other now.  The pattern will never change.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” she asked.  “It doesn’t matter if they all make the same basket, at least  they can make a good one.” 

He frowned at her.  “You did not make a bad basket,” he told her.  “You made a different one.” 

She rolled her eyes, trying to laugh.  “I made a bad basket,” she corrected sourly. 

He expelled breath in a hard rush and stared at her without speaking for a long time.  “Will you cook for us tonight?” he asked finally. 

She let it go.  She didn’t want to argue any more than he did, anyway.  “I’d be honored to share your celebration,” she said. 

She followed Reed to the storeroom, giving Aisling a morose pat on the beak as she passed the kiln.  He squawked at her and then tucked himself all the way inside, out of sight of any nearby sheep-girls.  Poor Aisling.  At least no one expected him to be useful. 

In Reed’s locked chest of spices, she found dozens of small jars and boxes, none of them labeled.  By studying and sniffing each one, she tenuously identified peppercorns, sage, cinnamon, molasses, salt, sugar, whole nutmegs, rosemary and parsley, along with several other jars of 116 

 

fragrant sweets and savories she couldn’t even begin to name, although they were certainly tempting to work with. 

Reed put the key into her hand once she’d had her look.  “Make free with what you will,” he said.  “But lock the chest when you are not beside it and return the key when the feast is done.”  Then he left, his attention already wandering outside where two females had begun to lick and pet each other. 

Taryn spent an hour tracking down the ingredients she’d need to approximate some good old-fashioned Irish recipes for stuffed roast, collops, and a spicy molasses cake.  That settled, she got to work on the noonday meal, keeping it light in anticipation of the feast to come that evening. 

More anticipation was something the Arkes didn’t need.  The air was already charged with an excitement that translated so often into physicality that Reed didn’t even try to sit with her during the meal. 

Afterwards, Taryn began the real preparations, aware of the curiosity of the lingering sheep-girls and of Reed passing among them, sternly ordering each back to work until she was left alone again. 

The recipes were neither complicated nor many-layered, but there was considerable adjustment involved in making do with the limited ingredients.  She stuffed mutton with a spicy faux-sausage made from ground rock-hopper, used whiteroot tubers instead of potatoes, and borenut-milk and mutton-cheese instead of the usual dairy products.  She was nervous about the level of her success as the smells of cookery began to waft out to envelope the village, and she couldn’t seem to stop tasting and tinkering. 

The results weren’t even close to the Irish home-cooking of her grandmother’s or even her mother’s kitchen, but they were familiar enough to bring on a real pride and pleasure.  For the first time since the flood, the sense of loss and homelessness left her entirely and she lost herself in the discovery of the new and the nostalgia of the old. 

Evening came on.  The braziers were lit.  Food was laid out and every bite of Taryn’s contribution was taken.  A fight even broke out over the last piece of cake, which Taryn tried (unsuccessfully) not to feel too proud about.  Wine was produced, and in the spirit of the holidays, Taryn had some.  And some more.  What the hey, it was a party. 

The moon rose fat and bright in a cloudless sky, and the Arkes brought out pipes and drums.  The music they made was lilting and wild all at once, and the sheep-girls danced, leaping and wheeling and 117 

 

laughing together.  Aisling emerged, coaxed out by the sounds of merriment, to run wide circles around the dancers, imitating the trill of pipes and the clacking of hooves on stone until he wore himself out and returned to his kiln to sleep.  He did something new this time, though, climbing the kiln as high as he could and screeching at the sky as if in warning; the sound added a rawness to the music that sent the females into a frenzy of manic dancing. 

“He is young to be denning.” 

Taryn turned as Reed lowered himself into his relaxed crouch at her side.  His gaze remained on Aisling until the griffin had settled himself in a sphinx-like pose of alertness atop his kiln, then flicked to meet hers, and then he was looking away at his flock in his customary restless/relaxed posture of watchfulness.  “He’s young to be doing lots of things,” she said.  “I’m not a very good griffin-mom.” 

“There is a nesting place not far from here that gryphon and griffawn use now and then.  I have seen many young.”  Reed contemplated the kiln and its fierce protector for a short time before becoming once more distracted by the dancers.  “I think I would know if your Aisling were ill-kept.” 

“I guess you would.  You do a lot of keeping yourself.”  The instant the words were out, Taryn wondered why she’d said it.  She caught a wineskin as it went by in a sheep-girl’s hand and had herself a drink to disguise her embarrassment. 

“Mm.”  Reed took the wine from her, sipped, and passed it on to another, all without so much as glancing her way.  “Male Arkes live a long time,” he said.  “This is my second flock, and I have kept it, I think, some fifty years and more.  Yes.  I would know.” 

“What happened to your first flock?” 

“I left them.”  He let the simple statement lie for a while, then shifted, glanced her way, and said, “In the care of another ram.”  He indicated direction with a jut of his chin, then shrugged one shoulder and had another sparing sip of wine. 

She wanted to ask why, but the music made it hard to focus on the necessary tact such a question required.  Her attention kept drifting to the circle, watching the dancers leap and spin.  Her thoughts were fracturing.  She saw the Arkes, but she kept thinking of Antilles and his story of Zeuxippe, the human princess who had seduced those brave Cerosan brothers with her beguiling dance.  Soon, she was swaying slightly in time to the pipes, hearing Antilles’s voice in her head telling 118 

 

her it was like air and song and water, like the very act of love.  When one of the sheep-girls swung by and seized her hand, Taryn allowed herself to be pulled into the circle. 

Reed did not join them.  Taryn caught glimpses of him in the firelight as she wheeled and twined with the others, but he never seemed to move, unless it was to have another careful swallow of wine.  It was difficult to think about him anyway, when there were all these girls vying for her attention, all these girls wanting to lay their arms along hers and lead her through the complicated steps of the dance.  Taryn was passed from partner to partner until she dizzied.  She danced, but even three years of belly-dancing classes couldn’t help her keep up with the wild rhythms of the Arkes musicians.  Soon she was falling out of the circle and back on her butt by the sidelines again, gasping for breath through her giggles. 

A wineskin taped her arm and Taryn took it.  She drank deeply, parched by her attempts to keep up with the dancers, and then passed it back to Reed.  He held it loosely in his hands, scanning the leaping, laughing bodies of his flock without expression. 

“This is great,” Taryn said, leaning back on her hands. 

Reed sniffed the wine and glanced at her. 

“The feast, I mean, but the wine’s good.  I’m just not a big drinker.” 

“I had noticed.”  His gaze had gone to two females, now energetically licking each other’s faces.  His nostrils flared, watching them.  “I am pleased to see you smile, however it is managed.  Perhaps this is not so terrible a place after all.” 

“Perhaps,” she said. 

He smiled faintly, handing back the wineskin, and then moved away to meet with the now openly-embracing Arkes. 

Maybe it was the wine.  Maybe she’d just been in Arcadia so long that she’d become inured to such things.  She was quite sure she’d never been voyeuristic before, but for whatever reason, Taryn found herself watching this time as Reed came to his girls. 

She watched, not with any lascivious panting but only a faint interest, as his hands lit, one on each set of shoulders, so that he could step between them.  The girls parted reluctantly, craning to see around Reed as they got in a few final caresses, but then they did focus on him, and their little tails rose and wagged exuberantly.  The three of them exchanged licks, Reed moving one to the other several times, pausing in 119 

 

between, as though to savor and sample before making his decision.  He put one of the girls firmly at arm’s reach, all his attention fixed on the other, and undid the knot of his loincloth. 

Taryn did look away then, and seeing the wineskin still in her hands, occupied herself with drinking.  Not a smart thing to do, she supposed.  She was already feeling pretty mellow, but then, she’d had a good dinner and it was just wine.  She could drink a little more. 

An eager gasp of pleasure broke her concentration.  She looked before she remembered quite why she shouldn’t be looking, and she kept right on looking even after she did. 

There was no caressing, no foreplay of any kind.  The sheep-girl was bent, her little hands clenching and grasping at the open air as she made her happy cries, her tail raised stiff against Reed’s stomach.  Her petting partner of a moment before was also bent, her bottom rubbing impatiently against Reed’s thigh as she tried to capture his attention. 

Reed was not distracted. 

Reed wasn’t much of anything.  His hands rested lightly on the hips of his partner, moving her impersonally to match the steady pace he set.  His muscles clenched and coiled with mechanical precision, neither fast nor slow.  He did not look up.  He did not speak.  He seemed utterly immune to the wildly-ecstatic moans and breathy screams of his partner. 

There was no indication that he even remotely enjoyed what he was doing.  Even at the very end, his only sign of climax was the proof of his softening member as he withdrew and his only words were, “There, Fern. 

Come now, Feather.” 

It was sex, she supposed.  Academically, at least.  But it was a sad thing to see, so devoid of intimacy, devoid of emotion.  The girls at least felt pleasure, but Reed showed all the enthusiasm of a man chopping wood or painting a fence.  It was just another chore. 

No, it wasn’t sex at all, she realized.  It was animal husbandry, pure and simple. 

Reed gave Fern a pat to send her on her way back to the dancers. 

He took Feather’s hands and led them to his groin and stood patiently by while she took hold of him.  Feather did not caress as much as play, her tail wagging and one little hoof stamping eagerly as her rough efforts were rewarded with stiffening.  Reed’s expression was closed, but serene.  What did he think about, Taryn wondered, on nights like this? 

Nothing to do but stud himself out to a half-dozen or more giggling girls. 

Nothing to look at but the backs of their identical heads or the same stars 120 

 

spinning in the same circles up above.  Nothing to say to them, and no one who’d listen if he did. 

He was ready.  Wordlessly, he took Feather’s hands from his shaft and she immediately turned and bent, squealing with delight.  Reed cupped her hips and entered her.  He began to thrust, gazing thoughtfully up at the night sky.  Thinking of the Refugees’ War, perhaps, and the chieftain who had once made Arkes into warriors. 

Taryn felt a tug on her sleeve and looked up into the broadly-beaming face of a sheep-girl.  The drums were pulsing, the pipes playing, and her wineskin was empty.  She stood up and gave the dance another go, leaving Reed to his lonely work. 

She was swung from arms to arms, dizzied and laughing like the rest of them, and suddenly she tumbled to the ground, watching the stars spin wildly around the full moon.  One of the sheep-girls, she had no idea who, pulled at her arm in a particularly unhelpful way of getting her off the ground. 

“Sister,” Taryn said, and there was a chorus of giggles.  More sheep-girls poked their heads into view, more hands got hold of her clothes and soon she was swaying upward through the air and back on her feet. 

As she straightened up, the sheep-girl tugging at her arm pulled her into a wholly unexpected embrace.  A long, rumiant’s tongue slicked up the side of her cheek and while she was still trying to decide whether to lick back to be polite or what, the sheep-girl’s hands slipped easily beneath Taryn’s top to cup her breasts. 

“Oh, whoa, no!”  Taryn staggered back, laughing and shaking her head.  “Sorry, sister.  Not me.” 

The sheep-girl looked puzzled, but not hurt, and only for a few seconds.  Then she turned away and chose another sheep-girl, one who responded with enthusiasm to her petting.  Taryn could hear them giggling and gasping as she made her way to the sleeping hut and collapsed inside. 

The room had nearly stopped spinning with the hide flap at the door rustled.  She raised her head and there was Reed, his head cocked, frowning at her. 

“Are you ill?” he asked. 

“Nope.  Just danced out and slightly drunk.  I’ll live.”  She dropped back into the bedding, thinking that would be an end to it. 
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Reed came towards her and hunkered down at her side.  After a moment, he reached out and nudged at her arm with the backs of his knuckles.  “I see tears wanting to come out,” he said. 

She smiled at him, holding those tears back by the last shred of her self-control.  “I miss him, that’s all.  It’s hard to see everybody out there having a good time and cuddling up with everyone else.”  She lifted a hand, waved it limply and dropped it again, sadly.  “I miss him and I’m a little drunk, so I’m not dealing with it very well.  But I’m okay, Reed. 

Go out and have your party.” 

He nodded, considering her with his uniquely-Reedish concern, and then moved onto his knees and made a strange beckoning sort of gesture. 

She frowned at his hand.  “Sorry, didn’t quite catch that one.” 

He did it again, more slowly, and at the same time patiently said, 

“Rise up, Taryn.  I will mate with you.” 

She’d boosted herself onto her elbows in an initial attempt to be obedient, but she stopped there and gaped at him, unable to believe she’d heard that quite right.  “What?  You’ll what?” 

“I will mate with you,” he said again.  “You shall be as one of mine.  Come.”  He gestured to her clothing expectantly. 

Even more than the shock of hearing the offer itself, the bleakness at the thought of being treated as one of his flock overwhelmed her, and she said, “Good God,  no!” before she could stop herself. 

Immediately, she sought to soften her refusal.  “No, Reed, that’s…that’s not how it works.” 

His hand fell slowly to his side.  His face showed first surprise and then a deep concern.  “I see your pain,” he told her, frowning.  “I wish to comfort you.” 

“That’s terrific.”  She gave his knee a tentative pat.  “You’re a tremendous comfort.” 

He nodded once and reached for her, retreating in confusion when she scooted violently back from him. 

“See, humans feel a strong need to be faithful when they love someone,” she said, feeling ridiculous. 

“Faithful,” he echoed, and shook his head hard.  “Your faith in him who you love has not flagged.  Why will you not mate with me for comfort’s sake?  You have despaired since you arrived in my care,” he added.  “Your female heart is seeking for male reassurances.  Let me give it.” 
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“Look, you can’t just announce something like that and expect me to throw myself at you.” 

He looked surprised. 

“I love Antilles,” Taryn said firmly.  “I’m for him alone.” 

“Alone.”  Reed sat back and stared at her, blinking in confusion. 

“Why?  How does it change what lies between you and Antilles to find a night’s solace with me?  Am I not also your friend?” 

“Yes, but…”  She was too tipsy to be having this conversation. 

“It’s not the same.” 

“You’re lonely.  You sorrow.  You wait and you suffer.  I know Antilles.  He would not want this for you.  Mate with me and sleep.  I will give you ease.” 

“It’s not supposed to be easy,” she argued. 

“I don’t understand you,” he said, as patiently as if he were speaking to one of his flock.  “You desire to mate, I desire to comfort you.  Why is this wrong?” 

“Because,” she said desperately.  “Because you shouldn’t love one person and have sex with someone else.  That’s just not right.” 

That seemed at last to get through to him.  He looked down into empty space, brooding on her reply while the dancers outside grew more and more wild.  By the sound of it, many were making out.  It wasn’t as though he were in here because he had no one else to be with. 

“I accept this,” Reed said eventually, and sighed.  “But I find that I regret it also.  I would very much like to share your body.  I am fond of you.” 

“That isn’t enough,” she said.  She hesitated and then pushed herself into a straighter sitting position.  “It’s really not the same.  There should be emotion, Reed.  I do like you, but…there’s supposed to be love.” 

“And where am I to find that here?”  He looked up wearily and met her gaze with a wistful intensity.  “Just once, I should like to make love,” he said.  “Just once.” 

A tremulous, lustful cry undulated through the air.  The music had stopped.  The sound of dancing was done and the real celebrations were underway, but he never even glanced at the doorway. 

“I think that you would know no other way,” he continued.  He looked down at his hands, then reached hesitantly and touched her, first with the backs of his knuckles and then, very slowly, turning to lay his open hand atop her thigh, unerringly finding the place where the fellcat 123 

 

had tagged her.  His expression strained to remain closed, but glimmers of uncertainty marred his efforts.  His gaze remained fixed on his hand as though he could see through her breeches to the healing scars beneath. 

“Would it make a difference if I said that I desired you?” 

“No.  I like you, Reed,” she told him.  “But I love Antilles.” 

He stared at his hand.  The heat of his touch was beginning to warm through the leather to her flesh.  He said, “And if I said that I loved you?” 

“Do you?” she asked. 

He did not move for a long time and when he finally did, it was to take his hand away.  His head bent.  His breathing was steady and slow, but there was a terrible tension in his body that she had never seen in him before.  When at last he raised his eyes to meet hers, they were calm.  “You are for him alone.” 

“Yes.” 

He nodded, sighed, and then rose.  “Rest easy,” he said as he turned away.  “I shall not ask again.  You may come to me if you will.” 

The hide flap rustled as he left and soon the sounds of his attentions among the females came to her—reluctant moans as partners were separated and then quick, high, jubilant cries as they saw who had done it, and of course, his calm commands:  “There now, Teasel, go on. 

Come, Star.  No, Petal, not you, not yet.  Be patient.  Star, to me.” 

It was a long time before she could sleep. 
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19.  A Quiet Reunion 



Antilles was not surprised to see Reed on the path ahead of him as he climbed.  The night was clear and Arkes eyes were sharp ones.  He raised a hand but did not slow his step to make a formal greeting.  The night was nearly done and he wanted to be the face that Taryn woke to when dawn came. 

“Is she well?” he asked, when he drew near enough for speech. 

“Yes.  We feasted this night and she sampled, I think, a little too much wine, but she is well.  She has missed you.” 

“And I her.”  The time between them had been a thousand times worse than mere distance.  Every day had been a new dagger, and the necessity of it had only honed its edge.  He remembered little of this night’s climb; every step he took that brought him to her drew those daggers out.  Miss.  Such a little word to encompass such great depths of pain. 

Reed fell into step beside him, looking straight ahead as he walked.  He was silent for a long time, long enough for the sky to begin its pale awakening, long enough for the first winter birds to strike out their morning songs.  At last, he spoke.  “She was injured in my keeping. 

I offer you no excuse.” 

The mountains were treacherous; he had not expected miracles. 
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been an easy thing to manage.  Still, idle curiosity compelled him to ask. 

“What happened?” 

Another long silence answered that, and then a sigh.  “My friend, I do not know how to say this with any skill.” 

Antilles looked at him sharply. 

“She attacked a mated pair of fellcats with a rock.” 

Antilles stopped walking.  “She what?” 

Reed also halted, but did not face him.  His head shook slowly back and forth, his gaze aimed at the snowy path beneath his hooves. 

“She attacked—” 

“With a rock?” 

“Yes.” 

“She…threw the rock, of course,” Antilles said cautiously. 

Reed sighed again.  “She did not.  She swung it in her hand as a cudgel.”  He raised his head but still did not turn.  “And she killed it, I am certain.  She aimed for the beast’s teeth and shattered, I should think, nearly all of them as well as the jaws that held them.  It will not take long for the beast to starve, so injured.” 

That was no comfort at all.  “Where were you when this attack was managed?” he asked.  He didn’t mean it as an accusation, but he saw as soon as the words were out that the Arkes chieftain had received it as such. 

“Elsewhere.  I offer no excuse.  I came at speed, struck at the second fellcat…”  Reed trailed off, sighed a third time, and said, 

“Whereupon the injured beast moved to attack me and Taryn struck it again.” 

“With her rock.” 

“Yes.” 

Antilles tipped back his head and stared into the lightening sky for a long time.  At last, with a heavy breath of his own, he began to walk again.  “The horsemen wonder that I do not simply tell her of the wizard’s threat,” he muttered.  “‘What would she do?’ they ask me. 

‘Surely she would have wisdom enough to avoid him,’ they say.  Gods and grief.  A rock.” 

They climbed the path together.  The silence that moved between them was not an altogether comfortable one and Antilles did not know why.  He waited, certain that eventually, the Arkes would speak. 

And finally: “She would not mate with me.” 
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Antilles did not know which emotion had the better of him—

gladness or surprise.  “Tonight, you mean, or—?” 

“Not in all this time.  Not in all her loneliness.  She said she was for him who she loved, him alone.” 

Antilles lowered his horns, his hands clenching on air as he fought to master the unreasonable pleasure those words gave him. 

“I will grieve when she is gone from me,” Reed said mildly. 

“She has a ready mind.”  He went ahead up the rock and onto the plateau where the village stood, and soon his voice drifted back, along with the fuzzy inquiries of other Arkes. 

The feast had gone long, Antilles saw when he reached the plateau.  The females of Reed’s flock lay in tangled heaps, some pillowed on their own discarded clothing, some still sleepily stroking at one another from their dreaming place.  They were already rousing, the dawn bringing them out of night’s grip in spite of the little rest they’d had, but not with their usual enthusiasm.  Wineskins lay strewn over the ground like strange, misshapen fruit. 

Reed picked his way through a sea of splayed limbs, clearing a path for Antilles to follow, and gently pulling away from reaching hands and plaintive invitations.  When he reached the sleeper’s hut, the Arkes chieftain paused, his hand on the hide flap that closed the doorway and his head bent.  He released it without opening it, turned away without looking in.  “I will grieve,” he said again, and passed Antilles by to set about managing his stirring flock. 

Antilles slipped beneath the hide and waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness.  He meant to be still, to let his Taryn finish her dreams and then wake to him in that peace.  But when he saw his maiden alone on a field of white wool, his intentions abandoned him.  He was at her side in a moment, on his knees and gathering her into his embrace, filling his lungs with the scent of her. 

She stirred and spoke his name, dreaming, then woke with a start and cried it out with joy.  Her arms came around his neck and her lips pressed to the hollow of his throat.  “It’s you!  It’s really you!  Oh, you came for me!” 

Antilles drew her to him, faintly aware of Reed’s voice outside, herding his flock away from them.  He had not meant to linger here, but Reed’s silent consent and Taryn’s nearness overwhelmed him.  He brought her up into his arms, peeling away the thin layers of clothing that kept them apart, needing nothing but to love her. 
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“Ah, my maiden,” he breathed.  “I have missed you more than I could have imagined.  Forgive me my absence.” 

“I’ll think about it,” she sniffed, burying her face in his chest. 

He groaned and nuzzled at her neck.  “You wound me, maiden. 

Am I not the sunshine of thy life any longer?” 

She turned further into his body, but giggled.  The sound sent him to soaring heights.  He drew her more completely into his arms, nuzzling tenderly at her neck and shoulders, breathing in her scent—

colored now by Arkes-living, but still her own—and savoring the sound of her laughter. 

“Thee is my sunshine,” he murmured.  “Thee is the rosy light of my dawn.  Thee is my warmth and illumination.  Thee sets my world to grow and green.  And all my heart is dark when thee is gone from me.” 

“And thee is my Tilly,” she said gravely, and arched up to nibble delightfully at the sensitive undercurve of his jaw. 

“Would thee not rather away with me?” he asked, closing his eyes to feel her better. 

“Honestly, there’s nothing I’d rather do than this.”  Her hand drifted down through his fur to envelop his member.  “Except maybe this.  Mm, you  have missed me.” 

He leaned back slowly, giving her lead over his body.  It was a command she readily took to.  Her fingers were light as falling snow until he stiffened, then warm and firm as she stroked him. 

“Ah, maiden,” he sighed.  “I would have rather welcomed thee at my own leisure, in comforts better made for thee and me.” 

“Yeah, you really fought me off,” she said wryly. 

“Tis my concern for thy discretion that compels me, maiden.  I have missed thee more than allows a modest pretense.” 

“Well, that’s too bad.  You’re just going to have to be quiet anyway, aren’t you?  Because you’re clearly in no condition to leave anymore and we wouldn’t want to attract a crowd.” 

She was teasing him.  He opened his eyes to send her back some banter in the form of a horn toss.  “Would we not?” he asked, with devilish meaning.  “There are some little more than thirty.  I could manage half, if thee could.” 

“Ha,” she said, tickling at his shaft until he groaned.  “I’m already more than you can manage.” 

“Lady, truly you are over-arrogant.” 

“I told you it turned you on.” 
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Antilles lay back, watching with lazy delight as Taryn stood to uncover.  She made it a gift, swaying back and forth to unheard music as she peeled her clothing away from her beautiful body.  She danced for him, his Zeuxippe, twirling around him until he could almost hear the song that moved her, and when the last slip of fabric left her, she came down to him, her hair unbound.  She straddled him, her hands braced on his chest and her face glowing with pleasure as she took him in. 

Antilles let his left hand rest on her hip, not guiding, merely sharing the gentle movements of her joining.  With his right, he freely traveled the delightful countries of her body.  She caught at his wrist, her eyes shut tight, and sucked a finger into her mouth.  The feel of her tongue made him groan and she let out a throaty laugh and nipped at the digit she suckled. 

“What part of ‘quiet’ did you not understand?” she asked, and licked his palm.  Her hips traced circles in the air, gripping and teasing him in unimaginable ways as she glided back and forth.  “See?” she gasped, color rising high in her cheeks.  “I’m being quiet.  I’m being so quiet…even though you…you make me…” 

“Aye?”   He cupped her hips, helping to re-establish a rhythm, since hers had gone somewhat staggered.  He could not take his eyes from her rapturous face.  “Aye, tell me all, maiden.  I make thee…?” 

“I can feel you all through me.  Oh!  I thought I could never forget how it felt when you made love to me, but this is so…so much more!  Oh, I’m…!  I’m…!” 

Her hand rose and curled slow on the empty air.  Antilles watched her, fascinated by the play of passion that washed through her. 

He wanted to draw it out forever and he must have had some success, for she gripped at her hair, crying out to the ceiling. 

“What part of ‘quiet’,” he began, amused, but lost the rest as Taryn’s lush body seized wildly on him.  He fought for mastery, moving her in slow, hard pulls that squeezed down the entire length of him as she convulsed.  But he was quiet.  He knew he made no sound because he had no breath to give voice.  She said his name.  She shouted it, writhing and clawing at his chest, and Antilles had never heard a sweeter sound. 

Yes, names had power, even these names, and the beauty of this moment magnified that power into a thing truly Divine.  He wanted to tell her his true name, now, as she came again and again to her pleasure.  He wanted to hear her cry that secret self into his waiting ears and know that he belonged to her as honestly as she to him. 
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But no.  No. 

Antilles let go to his own climax, but he said no name.  He pulled his maiden down to lie trembling upon his chest.  Her weight was very pleasant, as was the feel of her hair, the scent of her quickened perfume, the touch of her fingers in his fur, and every other thing about her.  This was the moment he wanted to live in for all eternity.  This golden, glorious silent moment. 

It was not until the hard light of full day slipped underneath the hide-door that Antilles reluctantly released her.  “Time there will be enough for us when we are back in my Valley,” he murmured when she crawled into his arms again.  “And the sooner we are on our way, the sooner we shall be about it.” 

“Then let’s go,” she said.  “Right now.” 

But she didn’t move out of the cradle of his arms and there was a tension in her as she raised her head to meet his eyes.  “I missed you so much and nothing is ever going to change how I feel,” she said, so seriously.  “But are you ever going to tell me why you brought me here?” 

He brushed her rebellious hair away from her brow and then cupped her cheek.  “Nay, maiden.” 

She looked at him, her thoughts dark and sorrowing in her eyes, and his heart ached.  But then she kissed him and managed a smile. 

“Okay,” she said.  “I trust you.  I won’t ask again.  Let’s go.” 

The flock were about their business, still stuporous with the effects of the night before, but those that had remained in the village still leapt up to greet him.  Antilles took a moment with each of them, enduring petting hands and happy cries and pouting demands to know if he had missed this one or that one more.  It was some time before he could convince them to return to their work and when that was finally done, there was Reed. 

The Arkes chieftain sat on an outcropping of stone, his hands loosely clasped before him and his eyes skyward.  “I bid you both farewell,” he said distractedly, watching birds circle and dive in the distance.  “Visit if you wish, lady.  You are always welcome.” 

Taryn collected Aisling from his lairing place in the Arkes’ kiln and then had to pass him to Antilles when it became apparent that the young griffin would explode unless she did.  “I will,” she said.  “When things quiet down.” 

Reed nodded, now looking away down the mountain’s slope to the Valley.  He did not reply and did not watch them go. 
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20.  The Stone House 



The descent was slow by necessity—snow lay thick on the pass and ice had given it all a razor’s crust—but in her company, time had no sting.  He could see a joy on her face as well, one that rekindled to its full illumination whenever she looked at him, and it was every bit as strengthening as any healer’s tea.  Even Aisling showed him only delight as he clutched at Antilles’s shoulder, preening the Cerosan’s fur over and over and whispering, “Tilly!  Too-ra loo!  Home, Tilly!” in many happy voices. 

“I trust you were not made too miserable,” Antilles said, once they were well away.  “The mountains of the Arkes are, I imagine, not where you would have chosen to spend your first winter.” 

“It wasn’t so bad, apart from the bone-numbing cold,” she said cheerfully. 

He had to laugh. 

“It really wasn’t so bad,” she said, more seriously.  “I was lonely.  God, you wouldn’t believe how lonely a person can get with all those girls around, but…”  She shrugged, blushing suddenly. 

“But they are Arkes,” he finished for her.  “I know.” 

“Some parts were kind of fun.  We had a party last night.”  She hesitated, shooting swift glances at him from the corner of her eye that he pretended not to see.  She was considering whether or not to tell him 132 

 

about Reed, he knew, and he saw the precise moment she decided not to do so.  “Those girls can get a little wild,” she said instead. 

“Aye,” he said comfortably.  “Reed told me that you retired early.” 

“I had a little too much wine.” 

“He told me more than that.” 

“He did?”  She stared at him, blushing again. 

“And should the situation arise in the future,” Antilles said, taking Taryn’s hand in his, “and making no aspersions to yourself, my maiden, know that I would not be angered if you found pleasure in his touch.” 

She stopped in her tracks in the snow and gave him a thunderstruck look. 

“I was deeply, and unreasonably, pleased that you did not,” he continued.  “But I thought that you should know.  I love you.  And he has been a friend of many long years.  There can be no evil in any comfort you find together.” 

She was still staring at him.  Every so often, she’d draw an extra breath, but she couldn’t seem to find words. 

Antilles hesitated and then gently said, “When first I was alone in the Valley, there were many times that I went to him, to seek comfort among his flock.  Do you despise me for it?” 

“Of course not,” she said, sounding puzzled.  “I probably wasn’t even born yet.” 

“What I mean to say is that I understand well the effects of isolation upon the heart and spirit.  There is no shame in seeking relief from it in a friend’s arms.” 

“But I knew you were coming back for me eventually.  You just don’t—”  She stopped and rubbed at her temples, muttering, “I can’t believe I have to explain this to you too.” 

Meaning she had already explained it once to Reed.  That must have taken some time.  Antilles bent and nuzzled her fondly, and in his arms, Aisling attempted to do the same.  It brought a smile back to her lips, and a look of rueful pleasure. 

“Forgive me, maiden,” he said, setting off again.  “I mean only to say that you do not belong to me.  Share with whom you will.  I know you do not do so lightly.  That is the way of trust and love in Arcadia.” 
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“Well, okay,” she said, neither looking nor sounding convinced. 

But she rallied bravely.  “You can share yourself with anyone you choose, too.” 

“Never,” he said, tossing his horns mischievously.  “I am for thee alone.  Now and for all time.” 

The temptation to stop at his cavern and there wait out the rest of the day and all the coming night was strong, but Antilles pushed on.  It was scarcely noon by the sun, and Taryn seemed little fatigued by the descent. 

She hesitated, though, looking back at his stone doors with longing.  “Did you find my tent?” she asked.  “Or anything else?” 

“All was lost, lady.”  It had taken three days of tireless Seeking, but eventually, yes, all was lost. 

Her silence was weighted with grief.  Her step slowed and her hand slipped into his.  “I had hoped,” she said softly.  “You know, that something…anything…” 

They came down to the overlook and around to the path that led to the forest.  Taryn walked behind him, her head turned to the river, searching the bank in vain for signs he knew she would never find. 

“Are you sending me to live with Tonka?” she asked finally, heavily. 

“Nay.  Look there, maiden.  We are nearly come.  Look.  An eyrie fit for any griffin.” 

She raised her eyes and sighted along his pointing finger, her mouth opening in soundless shock as the home they had made for her was revealed. 

It was a fortress, as Tonka had promised, a fortress that could only come from the design of Cerosan and Farasai.  It stood on a stony outcropping at the foot of his own mountain, a swift and easy walk from his own cavern, and indeed, it was within immediate sight at the overlook.  The walls were two feet thick of mortared stone, banded within and without with iron.  There were windows, narrow and able to be shuttered fast.  The door was stone, and the iron that protected it had been fashioned into a beautiful lacing of knots and whorls that perfectly hid the Morathi’s potent wards.  The roof, shingles of slate over thick thatch. 

There was nothing that could be burnt.  Nothing that could be broken under mortal hands.  Iron there was at every corner, hinging and banding the shutters, and sunk under the threshold.  Salt ringed the 134 

 

foundation fully ten feet around the fortress.  A monument of security, it would stand a thousand years under even the wizard’s worst assault. 

At second glance, it was a sculpture, a gift Antilles had labored to make as fine as his hands could craft.  All his heart went into the forging of it, all his passion into its hew and quarry.  There was not so much as a hinge pin that was not etched and ornamented.  It was a box made to hold his greatest treasure; he made it as beautiful a prison as he could make. 

“How…How could you do this?”  Taryn stepped forward, one hand reaching, and then stopped and wheeled about to stare at him. 

“You had no time!” 

“There is no end to what a Cerosan can accomplish if he puts his heart to it,” he replied.  “His heart…and fifty or eighty horsemen.” 

“How can I thank you?”  She still sounded stunned, breathless. 

“I can never, never thank you!” 

“Go inside, my maiden.”  He set the young griffin on the ground to explore this new place, keeping his tone even and deliberately light. 

“See what we have made for you.” 

He watched as she ran ahead, Aisling galloping at her heels, and his heart eased a little.  She had not remarked on the aggressively-sturdy look of the place.  Perhaps she had not noticed.  Perhaps she would never draw the line between her stay with the Arkes and the stone fortress to which he had returned her. 

He received her distant cry of amazement and delight, basking in it like sunshine, and then went up to share her pleasure.  He knew already what she would be delighting in, and he found her there, kneeling at the little shelves he had made, her hands flying over the spines of— 

“My books!  These are my books!  How did you—?” 

“I sent word to your family of your loss.  These arrived in reply. 

Not all of them, they said.  Such would take another whole house.” 

“Probably.  Oh, Mark Twain, Dorothy Sayers, Shakespeare, Doyle!  My Louvre exhibits!  My M*A*S*H episode guide!  God, my set of Encyclopedia Britannica!  How—Who carried them all?” 

“Romany, lady.  Without complaint,” he said, and gently added, 

“Did you think no one knew of your misfortune?  Or that none would be moved to answer it?” 

“Oh thank you, Antilles!”  She threw herself at him, an agreeable attack, and choked her next words against his chest.  “Thank you so much!” 
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“You stop your explorations too soon, my maiden.  There is much to see yet.” 

“And where should I start?” she asked, raising her face to his. 

There was a teasing, jubilant gleam in her eyes.  He could see his own face mirrored there in twin pools of perfect happiness.  “The hearth?  The kitchen?” 

“You may,” he answered gravely.  “I forged for you pipes to bring water into these walls.  The horsemen had never seen the like.” 

“Oh, well by all means, let’s invite a few over so we can demonstrate the plumbing.” 

“I should rather not, if it’s all the same to you.  I should prefer to finish your first explorations in privacy.” 

“Privacy, huh?  Well, I see a very nice desk.  I see a den for Aisling, that was a nice touch.  I see a new camera and a brand-new slingshot that looks a lot like you made it—” 

“And I see a bed.” 

She smiled, her eyes sparkling.  “You know, I don’t think I’m very sleepy.” 

“Maiden,” he said, taking her into his arms.  “Neither am I.” 
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21.  Ruined 



She opened her eyes on torn curtains and a cracked marble ceiling, the carved arches now a mockery of heavenly ascent.  She turned her head and saw she lay on filthy pillows, the silk of their covers now browned and torn.  She knew where she was.  The tower bedroom.  But it was ruined. 

Taryn rose from the bed, running her hands down the low-cut bodice and feeling jewels in a pebbly crust beneath her fingers.  The gown was white this time, brilliantly so.  A wedding gown.  But there were stains here and there, ugly patches that appeared and disappeared in visible testament to the true dreamer’s projected revulsion.  She understood at once that the dress wasn’t pure because neither was she. 

No sooner had that revelation become clear to her than her name was shouted out from the marble walls themselves, so loud that the single word had become unrecognizable, a weapon of sound that twisted through her in a dozen different places.  She collapsed in screams, her hands slapping futilely over her ears even though she knew she couldn’t block her name that way.  Through tears of pain, she watched the wizard rip his way into the tower bedroom.  Without pause, he came for her, seized her by her hair, and yanked her to her feet. 

“Whore!” he shouted, and slapped her. 
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She fell again, and this time he let her alone to lie stunned and writhing as the echoes of her name continued to claw through her.  He stood over her, pacing back and forth like a caged animal, with derision and desire showing at equal strength on his face as he raged.  “Did you think you could hide forever?  Did you think I would never know?  Did you think—”  He wrenched her up by her hair only to throw her back onto the marble floor. “—I would  forgive?” 

Taryn managed a scream, clutching at his boot and trying desperately to kick free of his grip. 

“Go on then,” he spat.  He let go her hair and stomped his foot down on her back, pressing her flat on the floor as she struggled.  “Crawl on your belly, worm.  Go.”  He gave her a shove along the smooth tiles and then stood back, watching as she scrambled to her knees and then to her feet. 

There were no doors, only the little window and it showed her nothing but a red sky filled with storms.  She swung around, her hands rising into defensive fists, and the wizard was not there.  Taryn backed up until her back pressed against a wall, trying to peer through the torn wisps of curtain at the shadowed room. 

“It’s my own fault,” the wizard’s voice said, bodiless.  The words echoed in every rounded corner.  “I should have kept you when I first had you trapped half-willing in my house.  Instead I chose to be cautious, and that’s always been my bane.  I knew you were ripe.  I can’t be surprised.  Still.” 

His hands closed on her from behind and he shoved her forward as he stepped out of the wall, kicking her when she fell to her knees and then again as she lay curled on the floor.  “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t…disappointed,” he finished. 

Taryn rolled painfully onto her back, both hands pressed to her side and the awful hurt that throbbed there.  She saw no pity in the eyes that stared down on her, no emotion of any kind apart from a ravenous resentment.  He was an overgrown and petulant boy who had just stumbled on his first rejection and he knew no other way to respond but with fury.  She panted in a few tender breaths, then grit her teeth and whispered, “Too…bad.” 

He puffed out a little air in an unsmiling and unamused laugh. 

“Yes, it is too bad.  You’re going to find that out, Taryn, and you’re probably going to wish that one of us had never been born.”  He looked up, sweeping his gaze derisively across the cracked walls and ceiling. 
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“Did she really think she could keep me out?  Fool.  Why should I need to pass through your walls when I am already in you?” 

“Never again.” 

“You mistake my meaning.”  He reached down and took her arm, then pulled her roughly to her feet and immediately stepped away from her.  He wiped the hand he’d used to steady her on his robe, as though he’d sullied it by touching her.  His lip curled, but then he licked it, and his eyes dropped hungrily to crawl along the curves of her body. 

The gown yellowed where his gaze lingered.  “But you’re wrong in any case.  Your sleeping mind is an open book to me, Taryn, and I can tear any page that I please.  Your new home may be warded against me, but you won’t stay there, will you?  No.  I’ll have you back.  I’ll have you whenever I will it.” 

She backed away, shaking her head defiantly.  “Never again!” 

“Silence, Taryn,” he said, and her voice was instantly gone. 

“And be still.” 

He gazed at her without moving from where he stood.  His expression had calmed somewhat, but outside the little window, the red storm raged on. 

“What upsets me the most,” he said at last, and came toward her, 

“is that I actually thought you were better than that, Taryn.” 

She seethed at him in silence. 

The magus plucked at her gown, arranging the folds of her soured skirts better to his liking.  “I never imagined you would disgrace yourself with an animal like him.  Can you at least tell me he raped you? 

Took his lordly privilege as you screamed and wept beneath him?  No? 

No, I suppose not.  I’m sure he had but to ask and you spread those sweet legs wide as walls and had that bull’s rod pounding at your womb in mere moments.  You disgust me.” 

He crossed his arms, studying her with a faintly rueful expression.  “And yet, I find I still want you.  The gods alone know why. 

Undress yourself, Taryn.” 

Her hands moved to obey, even as her thoughts screamed and thrashed in furious rebellion.  She slipped the sleeves, unhooked the stiff stomacher, and let the gown fall in tarnished drifts around her feet.  She even took her slippers off. 

“I wish I knew what it was about you that draws me,” the magus said, a touch wistfully.  “You’re hardly the first human I’ve encountered 139 

 

here in the Valley, and none of them have ever had this effect.  Maybe it’s just this.” 

He waved his hand and Taryn was suddenly free.  She struck out with a scream and was pinned again, her fist raised, her mouth frozen open.  “It must be this,” the magus mused.  “Every other woman who has fallen into my power has been only too ready to give herself to me if only I would let her live.  But you…you probably don’t care if I kill you, do you, Taryn?” 

“I’m not afraid of you!” she snarled and her voice seized up again. 

“And I think that must excite me,” the magus concluded.  “What a pity I lack whatever quality it is that excites you.  Fur, perhaps. 

Hooves.  Taryn, touch yourself.  Show me how much you crave that animal’s heat inside you.  Touch yourself, Taryn, and when you do, you’ll think of your bull-man and you’ll enjoy yourself as you would for him.” 

Rage battered at her locked lips, but her hands moved anyway. 

She glared unblinking into his face and felt her fingers stroke through her folds.  Instant heat suffused her, an unwelcome echo of the desire Antilles could inspire in her. 

“Gods, you’re wet already.”  The magus clenched his jaw and his eyes hardened to chips of flint.  “Look at that, you beast-slut.” 

She held her hand up obediently and saw the shine of her juices. 

“No, keep touching.  Why not?  Fuck yourself and think of him. 

I want to see what a bull’s whore feels like when she’s mounted.” 

Her fingers plunged into her passage, thrusting in memory of loving that the magus now profaned.  She could feel her hips pumping, but couldn’t control them any more than her hand.  She came under the burning gaze of the magus, hating him, bathed in sickening heat.  And again.  Again. 

A short laugh ripped from the magus’s unsmiling mouth. 

“That’s either a testament to his skill or your severe licentiousness.  All right, Taryn.” 

And suddenly, his form blurred up and outward, filling in the air around him until it was Antilles who stood before her.  It was disgust in Antilles’s grey eyes, contempt in Antilles’s voice as he said, “If this is what you want, it’s what you’ll have.” 
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No wizard’s spell could stop the scream that tore from her at this travesty, but she only had so much strength to spend.  Her body knew only Antilles as the magus reached for her, spinning her roughly around. 

“You’ll be my beast,” Antilles spat, and shoved her to her knees before kicking her forward onto her hands.  “You’ll be my cow!” 

Her legs were knocked apart and her hips seized in hands that had only ever touched her bare flesh with kindness.  The head of his sweetly-familiar shaft pressed against her from behind.  She screamed again, but her body’s traitorous pleasure stained the sound as he pierced her.  His hot breath scoured at her back as he sank himself deeply inside her, and then he began to thrust violently, his hips slapping tautly at her buttocks as he rode.  “Is it enough?” Antilles grunted.  “Is it enough to slake your animal cravings?  Or do I merely whet them?  I am your lord, Taryn, feel for me!” 

Taryn felt herself clench on him in searing climax, moving with him now in abandon.  She knew it wasn’t really him, she knew, but she came for her Antilles anyway. 

“Ah, you harlot!” he thundered.  He yanked her up and shoved her against the wall, still fucking at her in a fury.  The stone beneath her hands melted, bubbling under her like wet clay as it reshaped her position.  She was pulled down, forced to bend at the waist, her hands sunk and immovable in stone.  “Why settle for even the proxy of a man?” Antilles continued.  “If it’s a beast you want—” 

His voice was breaking into something harsher, something guttural and grotesque.  His shadow on the melted wall was changing. 

The heat and hardness driving into her was growing, splitting her with renewed agonies.  Antilles’s hand left her hip and slammed down on the malformed stone beside her as a hoof. 

**It’s a beast you’ll have!** his thoughts finished, and a bull bellowed above her.  Ropes of hot drool splattered on her neck.  **Let you feel all of me now, Taryn!  How does it feel to be Pasiphae?** 

Crushed against rock by the weight of the thing raping her, Taryn could not even scream.  She couldn’t feel anything but pain, and it was everywhere.  Her bones were snapping, her lungs burning, and still the bull bred her. 

**I would have loved you!** the magus howled, searing mind and body at once.  **At least, I would have pretended!  But this is what you wanted, you whore!  This is what opened your virgin thighs and made that slut-box wet!  And this is what I’ll give you!  Every!  Night!**  
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The bull’s heat erupted through her, bursting her.  It roared above her, its breath a torrid vapor to clog her throat. 

Then he was gone and she was face-down on the stone floor. 

She curled in a blaze of pain, weakly weeping as her body tried to convince her that she was still broken under the weight of the bull. 

“Every night,” the magus said again.  He pushed a foot under her and flipped her onto her back.  He was sweating, sneering, but his face was still strained and flushed with furious lust.  “You could have been my consort.  Now you’ll be my creature.  I’ll only need you willing once. 

After that, I really don’t care, but I think I’ll want to hear you scream for a while, Taryn.  Oh yes.  I’m sure I’ll want to hear you scream.” 

He shifted again, became his cruel mockery of Antilles as he glared down at her.  “But I’ll let you see him as I punish you,” he promised.  “I’ll let you feel him rape every hole of you and then cut new ones for this cock to fuck until you forget how it ever felt to be  loved!” 

He spat the word and then roared down at her, “I’ll hurt you until you curse his name for ever touching you!  You’ll scream every time you  see this face!”  He raised one huge hoof and brought it down to black out all she saw or ever would see again. 
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22.  Lover’s Rest 



Taryn arched up shrieking, trying to thrash her way clear of the clammy coverings that bound her to the bed.  Antilles loomed over her in a sudden shadow and panic took her.  She screamed again, slapping at him, bawling mindless horror and pleas as he caught her wrists in his hands. 

“Taryn!”  He pulled her against his chest, surrounding her in his arms.  He let her kick and claw at him without defense until finally, she knew him again.  “Taryn, my maiden, be still.  Peace, lady, peace.” 

One ragged breath at a time, she came back to herself.  Slowly, the hands that pushed at him reached around to rest on him.  Her fingers sank into soft fur.  “You’d never hurt me,” she whispered. 

“Never.” 

“I had a b-bad d-dream.”  She began to cry, hiding her face against his chest.  She couldn’t remember exactly what had formed the nightmare, but that last image—the sight of Antilles’s hoof crashing down on her—would not leave her mind. 

Antilles hummed, a low and resonant rumble to pass from his chest to hers.  He rocked her like a child and she wanted to be rocked. 

She wanted to be held and safe in his arms.  She never wanted to be anywhere else again. 

143 

 

“Ouch?”  Aisling clawed his way onto the bed and clutched at her bent knee.  All his fur was on end and all his feathers slicked flat.  He was shivering.  “Ouch?”‘ 

Sobbing, Taryn held out a hand to him and the griffin came clumsily over the furs to press his head under her palm, sobbing back at her at first, but soon soothing her with whispers of “Too, toora loo,” as he kneaded her arm. 

“I’m sorry.”  Taryn drew back, knuckling over and over at her leaking eyes.  “I’m acting like an idiot.  I’m okay.” 

Antilles let her pull away, but kept his hand on her arm.  His eyes in the dark room shone with concern.  She couldn’t face him. 

Taryn lay back down and so did Antilles, pulling her close against him as Aisling burrowed in between them.  That was a good feeling.  Taryn turned onto her side, stroking the fur between her griffin’s wings and letting the weight of Antilles’s arm on her hip sink in to soothe her soul.  He was still watching her, still frowning. 

She stretched out a hand and played with a tuft of his shoulder-pelt.  “You’re all poofy,” she told him, and felt the muscle beneath her fingers ease slightly. 

“And thee, winsomely disheveled.”  He rubbed briefly at Aisling’s rump and then returned his hand to her waist.  “Will thee tell me of thy dream, lady?” 

“I would if I could remember it.”  She shrugged to disguise a residual shudder.  “I only know that you were there…and it was awful. 

And I really don’t want to talk about it.”  She drew her knees up into a loose curl, looking at him, unwilling to try for sleep again so soon.  “Tell me a story.” 

He raised up a fist to cushion his head, gazing at her.  “What would thee hear?” 

“I don’t care, as long as it has a happy ending for a change.” 

“Such do not last the test of time.” 

“Then make one up for me.” 

He snorted, then caressed her hip with the same slow movements he’d used to pet Aisling.  His eyes were dimmed and thoughtful.  “I am no talesmith, lady, but there is one that my father’s father told me that may please you some.  He told me that all things that ever were had a will and soul of its own.  Every beast.  Every tree.  Every cloud that ever blew across the sky of every world.  Some lives are short, like those of the drops of rain that fall, they kindle once in brilliance before 144 

 

extinguishing forever.  Some go on forever, like those of the stars that burn unending in the night.  But all see us.  All know the touch that falls on them.  All have hearts and all can lose them to another.” 

Already his voice was settling into the rise and fall of storytelling, and Taryn found herself relaxing. 

“He told me,” Antilles continued, “that when our clan first came to this valley, led by the great chief Cebrionus, the mountain that even now sleeps beneath us beheld him and was smitten.  She gave her bones freely to the building of the city of Dis so that she could soonest embrace him whom she loved.” 

“Him and a few hundred others,” Taryn said, snuggling into the bedding a little more. 

“Aye, well, love may overlook many such petty details in the pursuit of the greater goal.  But Cebrionus was the male that she longed for, though he did not know it.” 

“No one ever suspects the mountain,” she said sleepily. 

“True enough.  And as the years passed and life grew easier, eventually came a day that Cebrionus felt secure enough in his new holdings to cast about for a mate.  He had many to choose among, for he was chief and a striking form, and he selected of them Persea, who was among the greatest of his warriors.  In their quiet moments together, the watching mountain oversaw their matings.” 

“Uh oh.  Did she get jealous?” 

“You shall not often see such a thing in Arcadian tales,” Antilles remarked.  “Nay, the mountain saw only the manner in which Cebrionus loved, and with this knowledge, took a form to empower her to approach him.  Now of the new day, through the new-set gates of Dis came this female, more pleasing to the eye than any Cerosan before her or since, and all the clan gathered in amazement, for none of them knew of whence she came.  And Cebrionus came also, and aye, found her winning indeed.” 

“Naturally, since she was made for him.” 

“Still, it must have proved gratifying to know her efforts had been so successful.”  Antilles shifted Aisling so that he could draw Taryn closer before continuing.  “She did not speak, for words are of another nature that mountains can never know—” 

“Not like walking or falling in love.” 

He chuckled and tossed his horns.  “I tell the tale only as I have been told.” 
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“Yes, I know.  Sorry.  Go ahead.” 

“But even her quiet way seemed greatly alluring to Cebrionus, and he put Persea aside that night and brought the stranger to his bed.” 

“I’ll bet the earth moved, too.” 

“Aye, and that sporting well, for Cebrionus lost many days and nights to the pleasures of the coupling couch.  He called her Isaure, for she was as the gentle breeze that softly goes, and together they explored the many rooms in the temple that is love.  But the mountain could not inhabit her Cerosan form and hold her will over the mountain that was her truth.  Her soul that had lived since the world was spun began to die, and with it, the stone itself.  Though she loved him, she knew she must return to the mountain.” 

“This is starting to not sound like such a happy story.” 

“I suppose it depends on one’s perspective, lady.  One day, Cebrionus awoke to find his entrancing mute gone from his bed, and though he searched all the Valley, he could not find her.  But he could feel her, aye, and never more strongly than when he was alone upon the mountainside.  As the years passed and his Isaure did not return, Cebrionus took back his duties as chief and ultimately, as the first lord of Hoof and Horn.  He sired many young of many mates, Persea first among them, of whom my line is descended, but always he found a little time to sit alone upon the bare rock and remember his beautiful and silent Isaure.  And in his dreams, when he slept upon the open stone, he knew her again and held her in his arms. 

“Mountains have long souls,” Antilles continued.  “Their memories reach easily through millennia of time.  But Cerosan do not live forever.  Eventually, there came a day that Cebrionus walked out alone to the mountainside and did not return.  A search was made.” 

Antilles raised himself up and pulled the shutters above the wide bed open.  He beckoned, and Taryn got to her knees and leaned out the narrow opening, looking up the snowy mountainside and seeing it aglow with moonlight. 

“And that is what they found,” Antilles said.  His arm enfolded Taryn’s shoulders, warm against the winter’s bite.  “No track nor trace of their aged lord, but only this peak, grown as by magic over the swell of mountain stone.  For if everything that ever was has a soul and a heart that yearns, then surely blessings can come even to a mountain and him who loved her, and they have been together ever since, joined eternally.” 
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Taryn smiled, leaning into his side.  He nuzzled at her neck, then drew her back down to the bed, but left the window open.  He pulled a fur over her shoulders, gathering her close onto his chest, and stroked her hair.  He said, “And that is the tale my father’s father told me, about the mountain we call Isauren and the peak called Lover’s Rest.” 

“A very happy story,” Taryn said.  “And I have a feeling it’s going to last the test of time after all, because I’m going to make you tell it to me every night.” 

“Aye, maiden.  As you will it.” 

She closed her eyes against the sight of Lover’s Rest and, with his heart slow and even beneath her and Aisling snoring lightly at her hip, she surrendered herself to dreamless sleep. 
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23.  Back in the Valley  



Antilles stayed with her three days, and they were three good days.  Taryn spent her mornings walking with him in the woods that grew between the mountains and the river, prioritizing a new list of hunting and foraging possibilities.  Hoppers rarely crossed the bridge, so there weren’t many here in the forest.  Replacing them at the bottom rung of the food ladder were arboreal critters that looked a lot like long-haired lemurs and moved like flying squirrels.  Antilles called them tumbili, so Taryn naturally re-christened them tumblers.  Preying on them and the few birds still wintering in the Valley’s forests were the long-bodied and sinister weasels that Antilles called fletcher minks, so named, Antilles informed her, for their habit of threading feathers through the hanging baskets they wove for dens, but their greatest talent lay in mimicry. 

They hunted by hiding and luring their chosen prey close to them with imitated mating calls.  They were rather tasty themselves, or so Antilles claimed, although difficult to catch, and he said that their unique ability to mimic speech made them popular pets, once upon a time. 

“I don’t think I could eat anything that can talk, even a little,” 

Taryn said.  “And the bridge is only, what?  A quick hour’s walk from my new front door?  It’s not like I’ll never have hopper again.” 
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Antilles rolled one shoulder.  “The choice is yours, lady, but I would venture to suggest that the forest has more to offer than game alone.  Come the summer, there will be bitterby and shai fruits, as well as tearberries and ferntips and countless other foods for the taking.  The plains offer only that poor grain and some little flesh, but the foothills here are a bounty of blessings.  You need never leave them.” 

Taryn made a noncommittal (and very horseman-like) sound of acknowledgement, looking wistfully through the trees to what she could see of the plains.  Aisling certainly loved the wooded and rocky surroundings.  So many shadowy places to pounce in and out of!  So many small hollows to squeeze into and explore!  So many strange creatures that needed to be screeched into submission!  But Taryn found herself missing the openness of the plains.  The woods were nice.  She’d always liked the woods.  But they felt slightly claustrophobic to her after so much time out in the open grass. 

Still, it wasn’t hard to be cheerful as Antilles introduced Taryn to the slightly different world of the foothills.  She’d get used to them soon enough, and it helped that Aisling was so excited. 

Excited was such a small word.  While Taryn and Antilles strolled, the young griffin leapt ahead of them, veering off the twisting paths to explore every root and bush.  He was doing his best to catch one of the fletcher minks, all of whom spiraled easily up the trees just out of his reach and then clung there, peering down at him and echoing back his angry squawks in coolly inquiring tones.  She let him have his fun.  As long as she could hear him, she didn’t worry quite so much about seeing him.  After all, he was getting older now.  He had to be at least four months old, and according to Bancha’s book, it was time for him to start coming out of the den and seeing more of the world. 

Bancha’s book.  Gone in the flood, along with everything else she owned, and while she was sad about all of it, the loss of  Care and Feeding of Young Griffins was a devastating one.  It was, after all, a library book. 

“What is it?”  Antilles found her hand and squeezed it, bringing her back to the here and now.  “What sorrow, lady?” 

She started to shake her head, then changed her mind and told him.  She thought he’d…well, if not openly laugh, at least give her that extremely polite and utterly uncomprehending stare of his.  To her surprise, he did neither. 
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“Aye, t’was an oath you swore to safeguard a property, but Taryn, you could not control the waters, and had you lingered to locate the book…” 

He didn’t finish and neither did she.  That night had a way of creeping into her thoughts when her mind wasn’t, as they said here, easy. 

The speed of the flood was the worst thing; the monstrous, devouring will of it as it pushed in to take her.  The little act of finding Bancha’s book may just have meant the difference between life and death that night and neither of them needed to say it. 

“Thee could offer a replacement,” Antilles suggested suddenly. 

“For certain, there is no other in all this Valley, perhaps in all Arcadia or any of the Remembered Realms, that knows better of griffin-rearing than thee.  I could manage thee more paper for the authoring of it.” 

“I’ve never tried to write anything like that before.”  But the thought was a compelling one.  “I wonder if the library would go for that,” she mused. 

“If naught else, it would give thee some measure of way to pass the time.”  Antilles drew a breath and shook his horns, then threw her an unhappy glance.  “I must away.” 

“I figured.” 

He seemed to tense.  “Did thee?  And how so?” 

“Well, you are the lord of the Valley, after all.  You must have something else to do with your time.  And as nice as it’s been to be back in your arms again—” 

One of those arms slipped around her shoulders. 

“—I know I’m not your only concern right now.”  Taryn showed her apprehension at the thought of monopolizing his attention by slinging her own arm around his waist.  “So where are you going?” 

“I noted at the retrieving of thee that the Arkes’ looms stand empty.  Though Reed asked no price at thy keeping, still I will bring him new edges for the old tools that he has.” 

“Sharpen up their cooking knives, while you’re at it,” she remarked.  “The ones they have are dull as spoons.” 

“Aye, and I would gently remind thee that I present the blades pre-dulled in consideration of them who will be holding them.” 

Taryn thought of the sheep-girls with a set of Ginsu knives.  She winced.  “I see your point.” 

“Thus I will have one night more with thee and be away at the coming of day.  You will write your book and I shall then return and find 150 

 

thee diligently bent at letters.”  He nuzzled at her neck, provoking giggles.  “And therefore reward thee for thy work with many more days and nights of my most excellent company.” 

“Oh, how did I get to be so lucky?”  She twined her arms around his neck and snuggled up close, smiling up into those teasing, steel-colored eyes that sat in such a grim face.  “But I think if you’re going to be motivating me with promises like that, you should really give me a little something to inspire me.” 

“Oh aye?”  He clasped his hands behind her back comfortably. 

“I should think thy integrity proved enough that thy promise should be sufficient to inspire thee.” 

“I don’t believe I’ve made any promises yet.” 

“Mm.  Well, then perhaps I shall exact one.” 

“If you think you can.” 

“Lady, is that a challenge?”  He laughed his uniquely smile-less laugh.  “We take such things in grave earnest here in Arcadia.” 

“Prove it.” 

His hands unlocked and slipped down to cup her buttocks, bringing her against him and then lifting her so that they fit together just right.  His strange mouth was at her neck, his warm fur rubbing with agreeable effect at her chest, and Taryn wrapped her legs around his waist and rolled her hips in a lazy circle.  She could feel him hardening, and she closed her eyes and sighed in a blend of pleasure and triumph as that heat rose to press perfectly at her sex.  He shivered at the sound, holding her even tighter to him, and gave the waist of her Arkes-made breeches an annoyed pluck. 

“Would that thee were not so enamored of coverings,” he grumbled. 

“I guess you haven’t noticed yet that I don’t have any fur.” 

He feigned surprise.  “Does thee not?  Hm, ‘tis truth.  Perhaps my attention was elsewhere.”  His gaze drifted back behind them and down the trail.  “Where is thy charge?” 

“Afraid of shocking him?” 

“Lady, I have been bitten before and his beak is grown, aye, and sharper.”  His ears pricked, although Taryn heard nothing, and he hummed in a satisfied way.  “Ah, there.  Still at hunt for fletcher minks, poor lad.”  His attention returned in its entirety to her and he gave her breeches another light tug.  “Now if there were but a means of dissolving these…” 
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“Here, let me help you.”  Taryn unlocked her ankles from behind him and brought them down, pinning his swollen shaft between her thighs and squeezing.  He hissed in a quick breath and she undulated lightly, holding her weight on his shoulders and grinning at his strained and smoldering expression.  “See how helpful I can be?” 

“Oh aye,” he said hoarsely.  He shifted the grip he had on her so that he could pull the ties at her hip open at first one side, and then the other.  She felt his powerful body flex as he lifted her (and she kept her legs together, letting his shaft slide between her thighs all the while she was raised) and he shivered again, his breath coarse in his chest.  He stripped her breeches away with one swooping motion, flinging them behind him without so much as a backwards glance to see where they landed, and then swiftly brought her back to him. 

“Impatient—”  She had to pause for a fur-muffled cry as he entered her, and then finished with a gasp, “—aren’t you?” 

“Lady, ‘twas you who set this game in play.”  He tossed his horns with a ragged groan, moving her in rapid pulls that she decorated with swirling movements of her hips.  “And I would play at any hour. 

Ah, my maiden!  My fierce and fearless Taryn!” 

His amazement, his passion, and the very fullness of him moving so fast and firm inside her brought her quickly to the edge and over.  She screamed into his chest, riding out a storm of searing ecstasy that ended nearly where it had begun.  She writhed greedily in place, seeking entry back to that high place of pleasure, and Antilles bumped his head gently to hers, tipping her out into space where he held her.  Suddenly, she could feel him in ways she could not fathom, could never have anticipated.  She could feel him with her whole body, could feel him even outside of her skin, in the air she breathed and in the shade that dappled them.  She spread her arms, abandoning herself to flight, and came as stars must—in explosive light, in the vacuum of all other sensation, in the perfect brilliance that endures for all the uncountable ages that follow. 

Distantly, she heard his lowing roar.  She could not hear her own cries.  Perhaps she made none.  It must be true what they said; out here in space, no one could hear you scream. 

At last, and without hurry, he drew her back to him from that place of consummate joy.  He was warmth and reality against her chest. 

His breath was on her shoulder, his fur soft against her.  His hands on her 152 

 

back and bottom were tethers to this world’s truth, a beacon for the firmament of her flesh to follow. 

“How well I love thee,” he murmured. 

“My thoughts exactly.” 

He chuckled.  “Permit me to rephrase.  How much I do love thee.” 

“Oh good, but I think you should let me catch my breath a little first, because I am liable to pass out if you love me much more so soon.” 

He threw back his head to laugh that time, producing a remarkable tickle in the parts of her that could receive the reverberations of this mirth.  She sighed happily, squirming a little to capture as much of that as she could, and his laughter ended in a tight growl. 

“My maiden, I fear I must take thee swift to bed now.” 

“Gosh, how unfortunate for you.” 

“Indeed,” he said gravely.  “Tis not at all a lordly pursuit.” 

“I guess that would depend on who you asked, but you’ll get no complaints from me.” 

“Nay, no complaint, but neither have I got thy promise to endure my absence in concentrated authoring.” 

“So you haven’t,” said Taryn.  “Well, it would seem you have a challenge ahead of you.  You’d better take me to bed, Tilly.” 

“Aye, lady, as you will it, and there let thee see how ardently we Arcadians meet a challenge.” 
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24.  Writer’s Block 



He woke her for his leaving.  One last nuzzle, one last touch, and then he was rubbing Aisling’s beak, picking up his great axe and heading out the door.  The luxury of having the bed all to herself wore pale in a surprisingly short span of time, and since Aisling was awake anyway, she supposed she’d ought to get up. 

A stroll down to the river was a pleasant wake-up for her foggy mind.  There was ice around the edges of the bank and no more fish to be had.  All dead now, she supposed.  Spawned and gone.  No need to weave new baskets until spring at least, and so much for her easy meal-ticket.  If she had her Wilderness Survival book, she could maybe figure out some traps to catch tumblers, but she had a feeling all she’d be doing would be feeding the fletcher minks, anyway. 

Oh, her new house was nicely-stocked with urns of grain—

whole and ground to flour, plus corn meal—as well as mixed nuts, dried fruits, more jerky, borenuts for boiling into milk, wheels of cheese in the rind, button-blocks of yeast, cured nyati, and just about anything a girl could want for her and her griffin, but Taryn missed the opportunity to provide for herself.  And now that she had a slingshot again, she was ready to hunt, eager, even. 
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But she didn’t need to, and she knew that at this point, hunting would be little more than an excuse not to start writing, and on her list of priorities, replacing Bancha’s book was right up near the top. 

So she called Aisling in from his fruitless fletcher mink quest and trailed back through the woods to the mountain and on up her newly-hewn path to the threshold of her house.  She let herself be amazed all over again at the artistry of the place and the speed with which it had been crafted, but reminded herself sternly that she was here to write. 

Once inside, however, she decided food and tea should really come first, to lubricate the creative process, so to speak.  And after that, she had to shake out the bedding (and do a little reparative sponging, for that matter; it had been a nice homecoming), and then scrub up the three dishes she’d used during breakfast.  But that was really all the chores that existed, and so she forced herself to sit at her table, uncap her ink, and pick up her quill. 

Unfortunately, no amount of staring at the paper could make words come to her.  At least, not the right words. 



 Dear Mom and Dad and Rhiannon, 

 Thanks for the books!  Thanks for all the other stuff you sent, but thanks for the books most of all.  I apologize for the long silence.  I’m sure Tilly told you that I was incognito all this while.  He sent me up those great mountains you can see in the background of most of my photos while the river flooded.  I had to go live with a little tribe called the Arkes until the river shrank back down.  Specifically, I had to go live with a shepherd called Reed. 



And what to say about Reed, really?  Taryn tickled thoughtfully at her chin with the feathered quill, thinking about Reed and his flock, and how it had been up there.  She had seemed so much further away, almost in another world.  And yet, she was fairly sure that Reed’s village was maybe only twenty miles from Antilles’s door as the crow flew, and perhaps only forty miles overland.  All those winding little trails and rocky climbs… 

But it was funny, wasn’t it?  What was forty miles back home except a trip to the movie theater?  Here, it was practically a trip to the moon.  The hike to Tonka’s kraal was a three-hour event, and those were some nimble heels.  Still, the urge to get up this instant and trot off to see him was a powerful one.  Back home, she might spend three hours 155 

 

walking if she were camping and hiking, or if it were Christmas and she was at the mall, but she would never, ever have considered walking all the way to Walmart in Sugartree.  Einstein was right.  Everything was relative. 

Taryn looked down at her page, re-reading her words and wondering distantly how many of these habits she’d keep if she ever went back home.  If she’d actually try that walk to Walmart just out of habit or— 

Hang on.  If she ever went back home? 

Taryn frowned and shut that line of thought firmly away.  She couldn’t even imagine a future in which there was no Aisling, no Antilles.  Equally impossible was the idea that she had seen her family for the last time, eaten her last pizza, seen her last summer blockbuster. 

The truth had to be something else, something infinitely shaded in grays. 

But it wasn’t anything to dwell on now. 

Taryn picked up her quill again, dipped the nib, and wrote: Staying with Reed was a very strange experience.  I had just about gotten comfortable with my Valley lifestyle and knew plenty about what I was doing, so I felt useful and confident.  But after the flood, suddenly there I was, away from everybody and starting all over without knowing anything. 

 Reed was very patient with me while I was depressed.  You have to be patient with sheep, I guess.  And he was definitely what Granna calls a ‘deep-headed man’.  It was nice to spend so much time just picking apart the meaning of life.  Tilly and Tonka are a lot of things, but they’re not talkers. 



Mention of Tilly brought a guilty flare to her heart.  Taryn rubbed at her eyes, glanced longingly at her bookshelf where Bancha Sorefoot’s book would look so nice, and then sighed. 



 Well, much as I’d love to write more, I have some procrastinating to overcome.  I love you all.   T. 



Taryn set the paper aside to dry so the ink couldn’t smear, and then brought out another sheet.  She dipped her quill, wrote  Care and Feeding of Young Griffins by Taryn MacTavish (with apologies to 156 

 

 Bancha Sorefoot) in large, determined letters and then leaned back in her chair and resigned herself to staring. 
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25.  Making Love 



Hours later, long after the morning and even the afternoon had passed into the west, Taryn still sat at her table, staring down at a blank page.  Funny, she would have been willing to swear in court that she knew   Care and Feeding backwards, forwards, and sideways, but every attempt so far to recall its information had been like pulling teeth.  She’d managed four pages, but she knew they weren’t very good, and she couldn’t even begin to capture Bancha Sorefoot’s world-wise humor. 

Most of what she’d written was just reminiscing about Aisling’s early days—how long before his eyes had opened, his early diet, his first word—and reliving those milestones only made Taryn’s writing hand heavy with nostalgia. 

When the tapping sounded at her door, it was a relief.  Taryn got up, gave Aisling under the table a pat, and went to greet her guest. 

She knew it wouldn’t be Antilles so soon.  Anyway, when he knocked, it was with the blunt cap of an axe far higher on the door.  And Tonka tended not to knock at all, but just to call from down the path. 

Still, she was surprised when she opened up and saw Reed standing on her threshold. 

The Arkes chieftain was alone.  A woven shawl wrapped his torso and covered his head, dusted with snow, although the night was clear here in the Valley.  In his hands, he held a wooden box, elaborately 158 

 

carved, about the same size as a shoebox.  He gave her his faint smile, and it was so strange to see that aimed at her and not distractedly thrown off as he scanned his surroundings for his flock that she laughed a little. 

“Well met, Reed,” she said, and held the door open for him. 

“Please come in.  Tilly’s with your girls?” 

He had taken only a single step and there he stopped and stared at her.  “Tilly,” he said.  He frowned, but there was no censure in the expression, only a faint and distracted sort of envy.  At length, he gave his head a gentle shake and moved forward again.  “Yes.  Antilles.  He has set himself to sharpen the blades for our looms and told me some of recent events.” 

“Such as?” 

“Such as those he would tell you,” Reed answered evenly, “if he wished you to know of them.  But he told me also of your home.  I brought a gift to speed your settlement.”  Reed set his chest down on her table, his eyes moving absently over her four sad pages. 

Taryn, still with the lop-sided smile that had found its grudging way onto her face at Reed’s very mild admonition, said, “That’s very generous of you.  Can I offer you a drink or something to eat?” 

“If it pleases you.”  Reed removed his shawl and hung it before her hearth to dry.  His gaze was never still; it moved over the interior of her home with interest and approval, but he made no comments, not even on the indoor pump. 

Taryn found a cup and filled it with mead, remembering how wistfully Reed had spoken of Antilles’s habit of trading the honey-drink for his wine.  When she brought it to the table, Reed was hunkered beneath it, petting Aisling. 

“My flock have missed this one,” he remarked.  “They cry day and night.” 

“They’ll get over it.” 

“Yes.”  Reed sighed and emerged to straighten up.  “Speedily. 

They have already forgotten you.  At least, they have forgotten you were human.  That someone came to stay with us, they still remember.  For now.”  He accepted his cup of mead and smiled into its contents.  “I do thank you,” he said, and drank. 

Taryn opened the wooden chest he’d brought her.  Within, nestled in a padding of dried grass, were perhaps a dozen small glass jars.  Peppercorns, in both the red and white varieties.  Cinnamon.  Sage. 

And all the rest, even those she hadn’t been able to name.  A king’s share 159 

 

of his precious spices, each in identical glass jars that surely were as prized as the contents. 

“Thank you,” she said, deeply touched.  On impulse, she leaned forward and licked his cheek, Arkes-style. 

His nostrils flared.  He looked at her over the rim of his cup, unsmiling, uncertain. 

“Didn’t I do it right?” she asked, laughing. 

“You did.”  He looked at his mead, raised it to drink, and then changed his mind and set the cup on the table.  “Will you walk with me, Taryn?  Just a little ways.” 

“Of course.”  Taryn put her spices on her one and only kitchen shelf and then picked up her wrap.  This was a signal to Aisling for outside; the griffin pounced out from beneath the table and ran to the door, tail lashing and small wings extending.  As soon as she had it open, he was out and away, screeching and snapping at the rising moon as he hunted shadows. 

Taryn put herself on the path and followed it down through the forest to the river, Reed walking close beside her.  The moon was waxing, but far from full.  Still, the night was clear and the light it cast on the water almost seemed a second star, illuminating the snow-covered Valley with silver. 

“It’s so beautiful here,” Taryn said suddenly.  She sensed Reed’s eye on her and waved down at the rippling mirror below them.  “I feel like I could look forever and never see it all.  It’s just so beautiful, so wild and pure.” 

Reed grunted.  He looked where she looked, but she could not read his thoughts on his broad face. 

“What do you see?” she asked. 

“I see winter on the ground and spring rising beneath it.”  Reed clasped his hands comfortably behind his back.  “I see rain over the Wyvern’s Wood.  I see new grass growing in the Valley.  I see a thousand new beginnings and a thousand, thousand dangers.” 

“Spoken like a true leader.” 

He acknowledged this with a single nod and then added, “And I see a griffin, one that should have died a world away and yet draws breath before me now.  And that is beautiful.”  He looked at her then, his face solemn and eyes intent.  “Beautiful, wild and pure.” 
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“He is magnificent, isn’t he?”  Taryn smiled down at Aisling, her fierce prince, as he stalked the fish that no longer existed from the icy bank. 

“Yes.”  Reed’s eyes never left her face. 

“There are no griffins in my world anymore,” she said.  “Ven would say the gods put him in my path.” 

“Perhaps.” 

“He must be destined for great things.” 

“Have you never thought perhaps it is you who are in the sight of gods?” Reed asked seriously.  “You whom the gods meant to come to Arcadia?” 

Taryn blinked several times.  “No,” she said.  “Why would there be any dewy destiny about me?  I’m nothing special.” 

Reed continued to gaze at her with that faintly incredulous, frowning expression and it got harder to meet the longer it went on. 

Taryn turned away and started back up the path towards her house. 

“You know,” she said, a little too lightly, “for the longest time, I was completely convinced that there was some other human doing great things in the Valley and everyone was just confusing us.  I really haven’t done anything so impressive that I deserve the kind of admiration people keep throwing at me.  Just not being evil isn’t the same thing as being good.” 

Reed followed her, and in his silence, she could hear him considering her words.  “I think,” he said at last, “that it takes a greater goodness to bring an evil race into a benevolent light than merely to be of exceptional character in surroundings that accommodate such things.” 

“I suppose the argument could be made,” she allowed, falling comfortably into their old roles of philosophical debate.  “But I have to object to the idea of humans as a fundamentally evil race.  I understand that a lot of humans have come here with bad intentions and they’ve done terrible things…but I have to believe they’re the exception, not the rule.” 

“Do you truly think so?” 

“Well…Look, conquerors tend to be the ones who travel, Reed. 

Farmers stay home, you know?” 

“I know.”  He smiled faintly.  “And I take your meaning.  But I have been to your world, Taryn.”  He met her startled glance without discernable emotion.  “And I believe I know the ways of your kind.” 
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“You’ve been…?  But you said you’d only met one other human.” 

“Yes.  But seen many.”  He looked away, his face becoming dark.  “Seen much.” 

She stopped walking and so did he, but he didn’t add to his ominous words.  He looked back away down the hillside, through the sparse trees to the riverbank where Aisling played.  His pale body seemed almost to glow in the moonlight.  If he wanted to tell her, he’d just tell her.  She knew that, but— 

“What did you see in my world?” she asked. 

“War.  I think.”  He drew in a slow breath, all his attention seemingly on Aisling as the griffin slapped at non-existent fish.  “There was a sound like close thunder, a sound like the gods themselves hammering at the Earth.  It never left entirely.  There was fire, day and night, and smoke.  There was a stink in the air, in the earth and the rain. 

I saw weapons I could never dream of, weapons that hurt the mind just to imagine.  I saw those weapons in the hands of children.  Children.” 

Taryn said nothing.  She watched her griffin bat at the water. 

“I was in your world for one full turn of your moon,” Reed said after a moment.  “I saw more death in that time than in all the rest of my life.  Can you tell me, Taryn, what war it was I saw?” 

“No,” she said softly.  “Even if you told me how many years ago it was that you went.  It could be one of several.” 

“Yes.” 

Silence between them.  Aisling gave up on the river and came leaping back up the hillside, veering sharply off at one point to pounce in some ferns.  There was an explosion of winter groundhens in their stuttering flight and Aisling tumbled out again, squawking and flapping, but he had a bird under his talons.  He screeched triumph and sat down to eat it. 

“I still believe that people are basically good,” Taryn said. 

Reed smiled.  “I know you do.  What is more, I am coming to believe it as well.  At least, I acknowledge the possibility that there can be many humans of great worth.  But you are the only one I am apt to meet.  As you say, only conquerors come to Arcadia.” 

“But that isn’t very fair,” Taryn said half-heartedly.  “I could tell you stories about people like Ghandi and Mother Theresa and…heck, my parents and my grandparents.  You’d know then that I wasn’t—” 
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He stepped to her, slipping a hand lightly around her arm, and licked her cheek.  She stammered to a stop and he remained where he was, his breath on her jaw and the heat of him radiating on her face. 

Slowly, he touched his lips to her cheek.  It was not a kiss, precisely.  His mouth was slightly parted, his lips just brushing her skin. 

He didn’t move.  She didn’t speak. 

His tongue darted out to lick again.  He nuzzled toward her ear, tickling the loose hair that escaped her braid.  He licked, and his fingers traced lightly up the slope of her neck to cup her head.  His hand was soft and scarred.  He didn’t work with them except to fight off predators. 

Taryn’s thoughts went to Antilles, but not the way she supposed they should be.  She wasn’t mortified by what Reed was doing.  She wasn’t overwhelmed with forbidden passion either, she was just…feeling him.  Feeling him and hearing Antilles telling her that he’d once found solace among Reed’s flock, when he’d been alone for the first time.  And Reed was alone, poor guy.  All alone surrounded by the girls of his kind, an unpaid babysitter for all time. 

No, she didn’t feel passion, but she did feel pity.  He was her friend, and he was lonely.  He’d left his flock, probably for the first time ever, to come and see her, and she knew that if she continued to stand here and do nothing, eventually he would turn around and go home. 

Taryn turned into him, letting her lips trace a path across his smooth face until they found his.  He drew a startled breath, then carefully pressed into her lips, opening to her kiss.  It was his first, clearly, and it was like all first kisses, clumsy and heartfelt.  She let him explore her—there was nothing quite so discouraging to a virgin kisser as someone saying, ‘Here, let me show you how that’s supposed to be done’—and slowly, easily, she began to nip at his lips in return, teasing them open to admit the tip of her tongue.  He shivered, shifted awkwardly in place, and then pressed his mouth more fully into hers. 

His fingers brushed along her cheek, slipped into her hair, and then withdrew to cup her shoulder. 

Below them, Aisling screeched and leapt from fernbreak to fernbreak. 

Taryn found Reed’s hand and stepped back, smiling.  She turned and led him up the path to the house.  He said nothing, not even as she brought him through the open door and over to the bed.  When she turned to face him, his expression in the dimly-lit room was solemn, but for once, it was not in the least distracted. 
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“Would you like to undress me?” she asked. 

“Yes,” he said huskily, but he did not move. 

She took his hands and placed them on the fastens of her halter. 

His eyes searched hers intently and when she smiled, he bent and unbound the first lacing.  His fingers were nimble and sure; he slipped the halter from her body and folded it, letting his eyes move over her with that essentially-Reed faint frown.  Then he knelt, almost reverently, to undo her bootstrap.  It was an awkward position for him, but he betrayed no discomfort at all.  He cupped her calf, gently baring her foot, and then held her heel in his palm.  His thumb ran over her toes, back and forth, caressing them with a look of awe, and Taryn couldn’t help laughing. 

He looked up at her, hesitant and torn. 

“It’s all right,” she said.  “Keep going.” 

He released her and his hands moved to his knees, sinking into the thick wool that covered his legs.  “You are for him,” he said.  “You are for him alone.” 

She held out her hand and he met it with his, then pulled away and clutched at his own knee again.  She touched his cheek instead and he leaned into her palm with his eyes shut tight.  “He knows why you’re here, doesn’t he?” she asked at last. 

Reed nodded without opening his eyes.  “I…asked him.” 

“What did he say?” 

“That you may share with whom you will.”  He looked at her again.  “But you have said you are for him.  I would not change that.” 

“You won’t,” she said, and smiled.  “You can’t.  I understand that better now.  My heart is for Antilles, but I can be with you tonight. 

Let me be with you, Reed.” 

He shivered, staring fixedly at her breeches bindings with that pained and hungry stare. 

She thought about it, stroking his hair, the base of his horns. 

“Make love to me,” she said. 

His hands rose, trembling just a little, and he continued to undress her.  Her second boot came off; his fingers brushed over her toes as it was set aside.  She could feel the minute tugging as he worked at her lacings and then the supple leather of her breeches was falling away as he bared her.  She stepped free and his hands moved back up, caressing her naked skin from ankles to hips. 
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He sat back at the end, hands on knees, and stared straight ahead. 

“I don’t know what to do,” he said quietly. 

“That’s all right.”  She drew him up and against her.  His bare chest pressed fully against hers, the feel of flesh on naked flesh magical and strange after so many nights with Antilles.  “Touch me,” she said. 

“There’s no wrong way.  Touch me where you want to touch me.” 

He surprised her.  His hands went hesitantly to her hair.  He gave her a last uncertain look and, encouraged by her smile, began to undo her braid.  When it was loose and free down her back, he brought a thick lock forward to drape between her breasts.  He studied the effect seriously, and then bent and kissed her shoulder with a tenderness that no amount of experience could sweeten. 

He breathed her name and his soft hands slipped down her arms, onto her back, down to cup her buttocks.  His thumb passed over the place where her tail would be if she were Arkes and he shivered again. 

She nudged at him with her nose until he tipped his chin back, then kissed his mouth.  He kissed her back, tentatively at first, mimicking her when she sucked and nibbled at his lips, but was quick to meet her tongue when she opened to him.  He was obviously very aware of the differences between their mouths; he let her do the invading, choosing instead to flick lightly at her mouth with his long, grazer’s tongue.  He was going to be a considerate lover, she thought, and smiled.  Her fingertips stroked a lazy path down his bare back and felt smooth skin turn to thick wool.  She pressed even closer, until she could feel him pressing hard against her thigh.  When she moved her hand to cup him, he groaned into her mouth. 

“Shall I undress you?” she whispered, lightly tracing circles over the swelling at his loins. 

He tried to speak, made only a tight grunting sound, and nodded instead.  When she knelt before him, his hands followed to rest on her head.  They were trembling. 

She never was any good with loincloths.  Figuring out how to undo the simple knot and ring arrangement without pulling on anything vital took a long time, time Reed passed lightly toying with strands of her hair.  When she finally had the damn thing off him, she raised herself up on her knees to kiss his taut stomach, letting her hands caress and close on his shaft. 
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He tensed at once, the body beneath her lips going as hard as rock.  “That,” he said, very distantly, almost disinterestedly, 

“feels…good.” 

Taryn kissed him again, a little lower this time.  Her fingers played along the sensitive underside of his shaft, sweeping down to cup and lightly squeeze before closing on him in a fist and stroking slowly up again. 

“Is,” Reed began, but never finished.  He stared into the fire, breathing shallowly, the muscles of his lower abdomen jumping as Taryn made a leisurely circuit downward.  His hands in her hair had stilled. 

She could feel his fingertips just lightly resting along her scalp. 

She opened her mouth and breathed on him.  He shuddered, half-raised one hand and then replaced it again.  He was still.  Taryn brushed her lips across the thin skin at the head of him, lightly licked, then pressed a firm kiss there, and finally began to sweep her tongue in long loops around and over him. 

“Oh,” said Reed.  That was all, and it seemed to take a lot of effort on his part.  He shifted again, standing his legs wider apart.  His left hoof pawed twice, tightly, at the stone floor.  His hands on her head took on a little more weight, and she let that guide her forward, taking him into her mouth and playfully sucking.  His next sound was a strangled thing; his hands flew from her and he pulled back fast, but she caught his hips and held him as she slowly claimed him. 

Up and down, careful, sure.  She wasn’t creative, she didn’t tease.  He was at his very limits with only this.  She listened to his ragged breaths, short and hard and struggling for steadiness above her, and let her tongue play over him.  She pulled delicately at his hips and he finally began to move with her, groaning just a little with each small thrust.  She felt him start to cum and she drew back to take it. 

It splashed over her tongue in a mild-tasting stream, and she swallowed readily, sucking and licking thoroughly to clean him.  She could feel the tension bleeding out of him, his entire body relaxing along with his shaft, and finally, he seemed to be able to breathe easy.  She looked up, caressing tenderly at his softened member, but his head was turned away from her, his face in shadows.  She wasn’t sure if she should be alarmed by that or not.  “Reed?” 

He stirred and finally looked down at her.  His eyes were hooded, vaguely pained.  “I want…something.”  He glanced at the bed and frowned. 
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“Okay.”  She stood up, started to move toward it, and he caught her wrist and pulled her to him, kissing her without experience but with an intensity that had a skill all its own.  She walked backwards and he moved with her, his lips never still, his hands never empty.  When her knees struck the sides of the bed, she sat. 

He backed away and paced a half-circle around the bed, his eyes locked on her, hot and unblinking.  When he came forward, he was fast, a swoop of white-colored momentum that carried him to her.  His mouth was on hers, then at her throat, licking and lightly sucking.  He moved down, drew back to study her breasts with a serious expression, and then he gingerly touched one.  His eyes flicked to hers.  His hand closed, cupping now.  His thumb brushed across her nipple and he looked at it, seeing it stiffen beneath his touch.  His nostrils flared.  He bent, paused, then bent further and touched the very tip of his tongue to her other nipple. 

It was a light touch, like a feather, exquisite in its delicacy. 

Taryn’s breath escaped her in a happy hum and he licked again, swirling his tongue around her nipple.  A grazer’s tongue, she was reminded again, feeling its strength and flexibility.  Oh wow. 

His lips closed on her breast, suckling at her in short spans only to draw back and lathe at her with that remarkable tongue.  His hand at her other breast caressed and kneaded in turns.  She began to feel that dizziness of rising passion, was finding it harder to sit up like this, was feeling the gravity of the bed pulling her down.  Reed’s free hand found her shoulder, gripped it, held her in place so that he could keep her.  She could see his tail rising every now and then to wag, movements that were probably beyond his control.  What she could see of his face was set with a concentration that was startlingly grim. 

He drew back suddenly, frowning, studying her, and then moved to lick at her shoulder.  One ear flicked.  He raked his gaze across her again, paused to suck hungrily at her breast, and then bent to lick a rib. 

He glanced up at her and must have seen something encouraging in her flushed face because he flashed her one of his faint smiles before returning to his examination.  His hooves clacked as he inched a little away from the bed and hunkered down.  He licked at her thigh and suddenly both ears came sharply forward and he stared at her sex.  His nostrils flared.  He looked at her, then at the gentle mound between her thighs.  He gingerly parted them, easing between them so furtively that Taryn had to bite her cheeks hard to refrain from mood-killing laughter. 
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Reed bent and touched his tongue carefully to her sex, just below her pubic hair.  His hand rose, groped through the air until it found her chest, then splayed and firmly pushed her down.  Taryn bit harder, one hand now pressed to her mouth to smother any escaping whimpers, and lay back. 

The fluttering contacts of his tongue continued their meticulous investigation of her.  He licked at her inner thighs, the low slope of her mound, the outer folds of her labia, and all with the same dusting fastidiousness, each touch of his tongue lasting no longer than an eyeblink.  Then, a pause.  She could feel the fingers of one hand lightly stroking through her pubic hair—the only wool he was going to find on her naked body—and she could feel his breath puffing against her ticklish belly, but that was all for a long time. 

She was about to try and sit up, guide his attention elsewhere, when his mouth pressed firmly to her sex.  It was a kiss, and like all the kissing he knew to do, he did it with little nibbles and careful sucking, the unexpectedness of which sent her arching off the bed and against him with a wild cry.  He caught her hips and held her there, nuzzling her thighs wider apart, and his powerful tongue slicked out and through her folds, twisting and tasting in a way he didn’t do when exploring her mouth.  Taryn cried out again, her fingers digging at his hair and feet kicking spastically out into the air. 

He uttered a thoughtful hum (the sound of it vibrating delightfully against the most sensitive parts of her) and then explored further, finding her damp opening and entering, first with those little ticklish licks, and then as deeply as he could go.  And that was deep indeed.  A grazer’s tongue, thought Taryn, staring dazedly at the ceiling as she writhed on her bed. 

He took his time.  This was new and he was nothing if not studious.  He found ways to make her moan and ways to make her scream.  He discovered the tender bud of her clit and spent a lot of time there, teasing at it with his unique sort of diligence until, gasping and laughing all at once, she came to climax.  He drew back, nostrils flaring, then bent in to sip at this new flood of juices, and finally raised his head to seek her eyes again. 

The hesitation was back, but she knew what he wanted.  Taryn reached out her hand and beckoned. 

He stood, showing her the proof of his desire, and put his hands on her hips, trying to turn her.  To roll her over, she realized.  She closed 168 

 

her fingers around his wrist to stop him and he released her, uncertain again.  His eyes dipped down to her open thighs.  She watched him puzzle it out. 

He looked up again, frowning and newly tense.  “I won’t please you,” he said.  “I don’t know how.” 

“You have pleased me,” she told him, matching his serious tone. 

And then smiled.  “I don’t think you can help it, Reed.  Some people just have a natural talent.” 

He answered her smile but the worry never left his eyes.  He put one knee on the edge of the bed and then stepped back again. 

“What…How am I to…?” 

She crawled back, making room for him.  “We’ll work it out.  It doesn’t matter, really.  Just come down to me.” 

He did, moving clumsily on the thickly-padded bed until he was stretched out prone beside her.  He let his weight sink into the drifts of fur and gradually the tension eased out of him.  His erection was a brand between them; she stroked him gently, but didn’t instruct.  She watched him think, watched him plan. 

At last, cautiously, he raised his leg and moved it between hers. 

He glanced at her for reassurance, then awkwardly braced himself on his arms and slid his other leg into place.  He held that position for some time, balanced above her, staring down, not touching her at all.  He was shaking, and it had nothing to do with physical strain. 

Taryn reached up and brushed her fingertips down his cheek.  He turned his face into her touch, his eyes shutting tight.  He said nothing. 

She reached between them and took him in her hand, gently guiding him to her as he lowered himself. 

He made a sound, soft and strained, as he entered her, but that was all.  His eyes were still clenched shut; his breath, uneven.  He let her take all his weight, lying fully atop her so his hands were free to caress her face and stroke her hair, but that was all right.  He wasn’t heavy. 

He was perfectly still for a long time as Taryn stroked his back and shoulders.  Then he began to move, slowly, deliberately, pausing often just to shiver and collect himself for the next careful thrust.  She whispered encouragement, caressing him, moving her hips in small circles and gently squeezing when he continued his movements. 

“Make love to me, Reed,” she said.  “Oh yes.  Love me.” 

He began to cry soundlessly and pressed his face to the crook of her neck.  His arms enfolded her, his hands closed tight on her shoulders. 
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She could feel the pounding of his heart, the pull of each unsteady breath.  His actions took on a rhythm at last, asymmetrical and unsteady, but there.  She could feel pleasure coming, easy as a summer breeze, and she opened herself to all there was as she embraced her lover and called his name. 

He answered with a low groan, his body tensing suddenly, and then it was done.  Reed rolled away, one arm covering his face, and wept. 

Taryn curled against his side, resting her hand over his heart, and waited.  “Are you all right?” she asked finally. 

He did not answer except to nod.  He took several steadying breaths and brushed his eyes dry.  “It would be greater if we felt love as you feel for Antilles, wouldn’t it?” he said shakily. 

Poor guy.  She couldn’t begin to guess how difficult this was for him, but a friendly lie wouldn’t make it any easier.  “Far greater.” 

He drew a breath, one that seemed to hurt him.  “Then I am glad, I think, that I will never know it.  What I feel as I make love with you is enough to make my heart bleed.  I could bear nothing more.” 

His voice was as remote as it ever was, but that couldn’t disguise the naked pain in his words.  If anything, it clarified it.  Taryn couldn’t look at him.  She looked at her hand instead, splayed wide against the smooth field of his chest.  His skin was pale, like hers.  ‘Finally,’ she heard herself think.  ‘Someone who likes my color.’ 

“I called you a fool,” Reed said.  And it was all he said for a very long time.  Then he lifted his hand and laid it over hers, still staring stone-faced up at the roof of her house.  “Your heart…is so strong.  It is more than merely courage.  It is more than the fire of your soul.  I wish…I wish that I had such a heart.  I wish…” 

He looked at her, his eyes still bright and hurt, then rolled against her and enfolded her in his strong arms.  He kissed her with a heart-breaking desperation and she tasted salt on his cheeks.  “Why do I wish that you loved me?” he asked, strained.  “I know I could not bear it. 

Why do I wish you loved me?” 

She held him. 

“I will go back to my flock.”  Reed released her and rose from the bed, his shoulders bowed.  “I have learned to be content with their care.  But it will not be the same, will it?” 

“Nothing’s ever really the same after you make love the first time,” Taryn said. 
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“We could debate that.”  He glanced at her, smiling a thin, pained smile.  “I miss our talks.” 

“You could come to see me,” she said.  “Antilles would—” 

He looked away.  “I think that I will not,” he said quietly.  “My heart is mortal.  When you kill it, it will be gone from me forever…and I must be content with what I have.” 

He rose from the bed and dressed in silence.  Aisling finally wandered back inside, his little sides heaving and his beak opening and closing in soundless, ecstatic pants.  He pounced at Reed, who bent to pet him, and then scrambled onto the bed to butt his head against Taryn’s bosom.  She rubbed his feathers and he rolled onto his back, clutching and nipping at her hand.  Happy times. 

“Be well, Taryn,” Reed said, wrapping himself for travel in his shawl.  “With all my mortal heart, I wish you and Antilles well.” 

“Be happy, Reed,” she said. 

He laughed, just once, a dry sound.  “Yes,” he said simply.  And then he left. 
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26.  Alone  



Waking up alone was a strange feeling.  Antilles had built the bed to hold the both of them, and when he wasn’t sharing it with her, after so much time spent huddled among Arkes or curled shivering in a sleeping bag, it felt extravagant to the edge of ecstasy to have so much room to stretch out.  At the same time, it seemed unbearably empty.  She found herself sleepily wishing Reed had stayed, as impossible as that was.  Not to mention unfair.  Reed didn’t cuddle.  He would no doubt have tried for Taryn’s sake, but he wouldn’t have slept, and then he would have had to hike home exhausted and oversee his flock all this day in the same state. 

But she really wished she had someone here with her now.  It had been a restless night, perforated by lapses into dreams she could never quite remember, but which seemed filled with angry, overwhelming emotion.  She felt more tired now, after all this sleep, than she had on going to bed.  It left her feeling drained and indistinctly frightened. 

Haunted.  That was the word, and just why it should feel that way was a bewildering thing in the daylight, but there it was, undeniable. 

And ghosts were always at their worst when the heroine was alone with her baby, weren’t they? 
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Antilles wasn’t back yet, which surely meant he’d stayed the night and would spend today puttering around the village, doing whatever he could to pay Reed back for taking care of her.  And for Taryn, that meant a lot of empty hours staring her in the face. 

She knew what she should be doing with them, of course.  But simply picking up her four puny pages of griffin notes brought her no inspiration and thinking of Antilles and his promised reward if he came home to her ‘at letters’ only made her lonelier. 

She couldn’t stand it any more.  And suddenly, she wanted more than anything to hike out and see the magus.  She’d been gone for so long and without a word of goodbye.  He had to wondering where she was, if something horrible had happened to her or what.  He wanted to see her.  And she needed to see him. 

But just as swiftly, the compulsion (and it was a compulsion, as strong and as unthinking as that one that drives alcoholics to stop at the liquor store on their way back from the Meeting) faded.  That wasn’t the right word, though, and today was all about the right word, wasn’t it? 

Haunted, compulsion, and now this one:  Slipped.  The feeling slipped. 

Like a sweaty hand on a tight rope, it slipped, and Taryn was left empty. 

She looked around at her tidy little stone house, rubbing at her temples and wishing she had a headache or something that could be massaged away.  It came to her all over again what an amazing thing this house was, how difficult it must have been to build, especially in the dead of winter. 

No, she wouldn’t go and see the magus (poor, lonely magus in the woods).  She would trot out and see Tonka instead, to thank him and her adopted kinsmen for the wonderful work they’d done on her home. 

Maybe she’d even get in a mid-day meal before she had to run out on them again.  She’d be back here and bent over her papers by nightfall. 

Hopefully, Antilles wouldn’t show up until after dark.  It was, after all, a six-hour hike at the very least down the mountain, and he probably wouldn’t leave the Arkes until noon at the earliest. 

Taryn knew this plan of hers was roughly on a par with cutting class, but although she’d avoided that temptation all through her school years (if one didn’t count faking a fever to stay home in the first place; one had to actually go to school and then ditch in order to be ‘cutting’ 

class), it was beyond her abilities to stay here and write a book in this haunted house. 
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“Aisling!”  Taryn stood up, capping her ink bottle.  “Come on, little prince, shake a feather.” 

The griffin’s head pushed sleepily out of the stone den the horsemen had so thoughtfully built into the wall for him.  He rrawked inquiringly. 

“Want to go see Tonka?” 

Aisling’s feathers puffed forward at once.  “Aye!” he cried, and bounded out of bed. 

Aye.  In Tilly’s rumbling voice, no less.  No, he might not be talking as nitpickers may define the word, but his vocabulary was sure growing by the day, and it was clear to see that Taryn wasn’t the only one influencing it anymore. 

Okay, off to see the Farasai.  What to pack…?  A present would sure be nice, but she didn’t have anything at the moment.  No, wait. 

Taryn took the wooden chest Reed had brought her and selected one of the bottles from the treasure nestled within.  Heck, she didn’t need red   and white peppercorns.  She beamed at it, feeling inordinately pleased with herself, and tucked the small jar away in the top of her boot. 

Thus packed, she whistled to her griffin and went out on a walk. 

It was a beautiful day.  The woods were fresh and filled with the jumble of winter birds and the fletcher minks that imitated them.  Taryn walked slow, listening to the “kickaway, kickaway” and “Mine!  Mine!” 

punctuated by occasional birdie death-knells, and letting Aisling pounce at enough bushes to tucker himself out.  By the time they reached the bridge, she was able to scoop him up and pick up the pace a little. 

Crossing over from the foothills to the plains was a journey in itself.  The babble of the river muffled the sounds of life in the forest, and as it faded, silence rose up to replace it.  The snow was melting here and there, showing new green grass in miniature oceans all across its vast whiteness.  She could see the tracks of hoppers and grass ponies, as well as Farasai hooves, like ink spots on paper.  And there was something else.  Little bare feet, smaller than her own.  The wizard’s cat?  All they way out here?  Surely not.  Romany, maybe.  Taryn had never seen the gypsy’s feet, so maybe she didn’t wear shoes.  Or maybe there were other kinds of people out here, people Taryn still hadn’t met, now safe to venture down to the river since the big, scary human was no longer camping there. 

It didn’t matter, anyway.  It was far too nice a day to worry about tracks in the snow, provided they weren’t fellcat tracks, and so far, they 174 

 

weren’t.  The miles flew by easily.  It seemed no time at all before the dark bumps of the kraal’s lodges were visible on the horizon, and then the moving dots of horsemen.  Taryn’s feet picked up; she hummed happily to herself as she went along, eager to see all her friends again. 

She didn’t recognize the horsemen gathered at the kraal’s borders, but that was no surprise.  There were a couple hundred Farasai in Tonka’s clan, and she only knew a few dozen by name.  It did surprise her a little when they followed her, and surprise began the slow melt to alarm when their hands found runkas.  She finally spied a filly she thought was Shard—Morathi now, it was so hard to remember that—but when she raised her hand in greeting, the filly took off at a run. 

She was toying with the idea of casually turning around and leaving when she saw a group of horsemen galloping toward her, Tonka in the lead. 

“Taryn!” he bellowed.  “Kinswoman!  Very well-met!” which was startlingly exuberant for him.  As was the way he cantered up to her and pulled her bodily off the ground into his embrace, crushing Aisling between them. 

“Are you drunk?” she whispered, clutching at his forearms. 

“Nay, lady,” he murmured, still grinning broadly in shocking counterpoint to the gravity in his voice.  “I am saving your life.” 

And before she could even begin to formulate a reply to that, he set her on her feet and loudly said, “How it pleases me that you have met my invitation thus!  I welcome you to my Gathering!” 

Taryn blinked rapidly, hugging Aisling tight as comprehension set in.  “Oops,” she said numbly. 

Tonka’s smile shook as genuine humor tried to surface through his demonstrative welcome.  He extended his hand to her again, waving her aside of him as he began to walk back toward the kraal.  More and more horsemen had arrived to form loose ranks alongside the road and many of them were being very obvious about greeting her while the others fondled spears and stared at her. 

“I didn’t know,” Taryn began, struggling to hold onto Aisling, who was extremely adamant about pouncing off to meet all these new people.  “I thought you said the Gathering happened on Long-Night.  I thought for sure that had to have passed while I was gone.” 

“The Gathering begins with the Feast of Long-Night, lady.  It ends at the first full moon following.” 

“Oh.”  Taryn winced.  “I’m so sorry.” 
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“Do not apologize,” he told her with a stern frown.  “You are always welcome in my kraal.  Please, release him.  He will be quite safe.” 

Taryn bent reluctantly and let Aisling find his legs.  It was a hard fight to look nonchalant as her griffin bounded away toward all those spears, but if there was one thing she’d picked up in dealing with Farasai, it was how to appear stoic.  Nevertheless, her poker face was badly shaken when she looked up and saw the biggest horseman she had ever seen clopping toward her. 

Tonka was a kingly specimen himself, but this stranger was a tank.  He stood a full head taller than Tonka, his human-half bulged with muscles, and his equine body rippled with same as he stalked to her.  His fur was honey-gold, his hair and tail white and fine as cornsilk, colors that appeared stark against his dark human skin.  And as if he were not already intimidating enough, his expression as he stared Taryn down was openly murderous. 

“Tonka,” said Tonka.  His hand dropped to cover Taryn’s shoulder, halting her.  He continued on the necessary few steps to intercept the other.  “Come and meet my kinswoman.” 

The big gold stopped and stamped a rear hoof.  “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded.  “What insult do you throw down to call that filth so in the presence of your true kin?” 

Tonka was very still, outwardly composed, and Taryn knew that if she could see his face, it would be serene.  All the same, there was a definite sense of danger hidden in his neutral tone as he said, “May I not ask whom I will to my own Gathering?  Behold my kinswoman, who is very welcome here.” 

“Aye, very welcome!”  And this was Ven, striding stiff-legged and plainly furious towards them with the young Morathi at her side. 

“And I will tell you only once to watch your words when you address her, for she is highly favored here!” 

A short chorus of “Aye!” came grimly all around them.  Taryn shifted uncomfortably in place, looking at Ven so she wouldn’t have to meet this other horseman’s eyes and see the suspicion in them. 

“I brought you a present,” she said lamely, and bent to pull the bottle from her boot.  She held it out to Ven, her cheeks burning under the weight of so many mistrustful stares. 
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The fire went out of Ven’s eyes as soon as they dropped to see the gift.  Awe replaced anger; she held out her hands and took the small bottle as though it were a pile of pearls. 

“There stands a lordly gift,” Tonka breathed, and louder, for the benefit of those watching, “White pepperseed from the Arkes.” 

Surprise rippled through the faces of the Farasai, more potently expressed on those most unfamiliar.  Which was not to say that all of them were impressed.  The big gold merely set his square jaw and folded his arms, glowering his misgivings down at her.  It seemed a long time before he finally moved aside to clear their path.  He said nothing, but Taryn could feel the burning weight of his stare long after she’d passed him. 

“Who was that?” she whispered, once the security of the Beti Kale was in sight. 

“He is called Tonka,” said Tonka, and followed this pronouncement with a dry laugh.  “You are permitted some confusion. 

We Farasai keep our secret names well-guarded and are known solely by those names we are assigned.  There are five chieftains attending here. 

All are Tonka.  His kraal being called Tiyu, you may call him Tonka-Tiyu without offense, although I would advise you strongly to avoid him entire.” 

“Good advice.  I’m thinking of slipping out by the back road right now.” 

“Nay, Taryn!”  Tonka gave her a sharp look, ears forward.  “You must do nothing that would show fear of him.  Here, you can be protected.  Flee and be assured, he will hunt you.” 

Taryn swallowed hard.  Until that moment, she hadn’t realized that people really did that when they were scared. 

“Nay, lady, if you will permit me advise you further,” Tonka continued, pushing open the door of his lodge.  “You must be very visible during your stay.  You will eat at my hand, sleep beside my bed, work under my eye, and in every way be shown as kin.  My people mistrust yours—” 

“With reason,” Taryn said, her eye going to the hide curtains that divided his lodge. 

He acknowledged this with a brusque nod as he shut the door behind him and then went on, “But we are not a hateful people.  They will see that you are kin and soon there will be no danger to you.” 

“But in the meantime…” 
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“You are not to leave my sight save in the keeping of those I assign to you,” Tonka finished.  He glanced at her as he lit lamps, his eyes narrowing.  “Does our lord know where you are?” 

“He’s not here and I’d kind of planned to be home again before he knew I was gone,” she said. 

“Is this the manner by which you say ‘nay’?” Tonka demanded. 

“Sort of.” 

Now he stamped both hooves, giving her a look of purest irritation.  “Sort of,” he echoed, shaping each word with the contempt it deserved.  “Taryn, you must learn more respect for his rule.  You dwell in his Valley and you owe him a tribute of honest obedience.” 

She was taken about by this rebuke and it was a while before she could reply.  “Do you tell him every time you take a walk?” she argued. 

“How is that disrespecting his rule?” 

“It is an entirely different matter.”  His hoof stamped again, but his face was perfectly blank.  “You are in a far more precarious position than I.” 

“Why?  Because you’re a big, strong horseman and I’m a pathetic little human?” 

“Aye, in part.”  He didn’t even hesitate.  “And because you are yet a stranger to our world and vulnerable to its dangers.  You are, in fact, wholly ignorant of many, and deliberately blind to others.  You habitually go unarmed and—”  He scowled suddenly, his ears laying flat. 

“You aren’t armed even now, are you?” 

“I am too!”  She pulled her new slingshot from her boot and showed him a palmful of stones drawn from the pouch at her belt. 

His expression after he lifted his eyes from her weaponry was enough to bring color to her cheeks all on its own. 

“Yeah, well, watch me thwap you between the eyes and then you can tell me how vulnerable I am,” she said crossly, pocketing her stones again. 

He started to say something and then sighed and offered her a crooked smile instead.  “Peace, Taryn,” he said.  “Please.  I speak only from concern for you.” 

She blushed even hotter.  “I know,” she said.  “I’m sorry.  I’m just not used to being treated like a child all the time.” 

He didn’t reply at first.  His gaze went through the wall, unerringly aimed over the plains to the forest and the lake beyond.  His jaw clenched.  “There are reasons,” he said quietly. 
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“Such as?” 

He glanced at her and, despite the differences in their appearances, in that moment, he might have passed for Reed’s twin.  He said, “This is a celebration, lady.  Shall we speak of other things?” 

She was tempted to pursue it, but she could see that it would be a futile hunt.  Tonka’s face was closed.  She wouldn’t get anything out of him but an argument. 

“Okay,” she said, and rolled her eyes.  “Let’s party.  Woo-hoo.” 

He smiled faintly and then leaned down and kissed her.  It was impossible to stay angry with anyone who kissed that well, and Taryn relaxed into a laugh, which in turn admitted Tonka’s incredibly expert tongue.  He flicked playfully at hers, then drew back to gently butt at her brow.  “You are my very good friend,” he told her.  “And well I love thee.  Peace, Taryn?” 

“Peace, Tonka,” she said, grinning. 

“Then let us join the Gathering and let you be seen among us.” 

He straightened up and sighed, his shoulders squaring as for battle.  “And remember that whatever else you may encounter for the next small while, you have many friends here.” 

“I know I do.” 

“Aye.  So.”  He began to move toward the door, taking on his faceless look of chieftain-ship.  “Let you now go forth and win more.” 
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27.  The Gathering 



There began the most uncomfortable party that Taryn had been a part of since her Junior Prom, which Taryn had kicked off first by being stood up, then by having to attend with her little sister, thirdly by punching out her supposed-to-be date when he’d shown up on the arm of a cheerleader, and finally by getting thrown into a bowl of onion dip by the entire cheerleading squad.  Tonka’s Gathering was marginally worse, actually, because she couldn’t just go home, and she didn’t have a sister to sit in sympathetically vengeful silence beside her, and this Prom apparently lasted for several days. 

Taryn wandered around the kraal, doing her best to be inconspicuous, an effort that was sorely dampened by Tonka’s determination that she be visible.  And like the cheerleaders of that fateful Prom past, he didn’t work alone.  Members of his clan were constantly coming up to her with Gathering gifts—tiny cakes, bags of mixed seeds and petals, clay tokens that no doubt held some greater Farasai significance, but mostly, sips of wine drawn from open barrels all over the kraal.  Such was Tonka’s resolve and her apparent popularity, that Taryn was more than halfway to being blitzed within an exceptionally short span of time. 

And since she had arrived in such prickly circumstances and then gotten tipsy so quickly, it took quite some little time before Taryn 180 

 

realized that in addition to all the visitors, there were also a number of little strangers.  In point of fact, there were new foals everywhere she looked, spindly-legged little kickers with the human halves of chubby four-year olds, all of them keeping close to mothers that Taryn hadn’t even realized were expecting the last time she’d been to the kraal.  She’d seen all those flat human stomachs and never even noticed whether or not the horse’s sides had been swelled. 

The most shocking of all these surprises came when Taryn recognized Ahm striding proudly towards her with one of these babies clutching on to her tail.  Taryn went to meet her, leaving Tonka to watch after her with his hawkish intensity from the commons road. 

“Taryn, my friend,” said Ahm, and moved aside to nudge her gawky, chestnut foal forward.  “Behold my son.” 

“What a handsome young stallion,” Taryn said, and Ahm beamed.  “Aisling, come and see!” 

Aisling came on the run, all his feathers forward, but skidded to a stop as he saw the little stranger hiding in Ahm’s shadow.  He looked at Taryn, crouched down and peered around Ahm’s leg, then scuttled back fast and bumped into Taryn’s foot. 

“It’s a baby,” Taryn said, kneeling down to pet him.  “Remember when you were a baby?” 

Aisling inched forward again, his head tipping back as he stared dubiously up at the baby in question. 

Taryn straightened.  “Tonka actually sent you to stand guard over a dangerous human’s camp when you were pregnant?” she asked. 

“I am highest among our chieftain’s hunters,” Ahm said, tossing her head proudly.  “Why should my hunters obey my commands if I do not take the same risks that I assign them?” 

“If I’d been evil—” Taryn began, her eyes going back to the colt, who was bending to grab Aisling’s beak in both his chubby hands. 

“I would have slain you,” Ahm finished, crossing her arms over her impressive chest with a fond smile.  “And that right easily.” 

Which was probably very true.  Taryn watched the foal shake Aisling’s head back and forth, shrieking with laughter at this great game. 

Aisling rolled an eye back at Taryn, his talons gripping at the ground and his tail curled between his legs.  “Help,” he whispered. 

Taryn snapped her fingers, which caught the foal’s immediate and astonished attention.  “Come here, baby,” she said. 
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The foal released Aisling, who backed off fast, scratching at his beak.  He sent his mother a quizzical look and then clopped forward a few steps.  “Ga-boo!” he said, and squealed, kicking his hind hooves wildly before running back behind his mother again. 

Taryn’s mind tried to boggle.  She could see by looking at the horse half that he was only a week or two old, but seeing that pre-schooler’s body on top made his babytalk into something bizarre. 

“What’s his name?” Taryn asked without thinking.  And then, with a head-slap for her own forgetfulness, amended, “What can I call him, I mean?” 

“He will not have a clan name given until ‘tis known how he will serve our kraal,” Ahm replied.  The horsewoman paused, then bent, her hair falling in a curtain around them both.  “His name is Mikalino,” she said. 

“You—” Taryn stammered, stunned. 

“Trust you,” Ahm said evenly.  She pressed her lips to Taryn’s in an oddly sisterly kiss and then straightened and walked away.  Her son held tight to her tail, snapping his fist open and shut in a baby-wave that Taryn returned. 

The evening meal was being called.  Tonka waited for Taryn to rejoin him on the commons road, looking tensely past her to what were surely visiting horsemen coming in from the plains.  His hand was on her back as soon as she came within his reach, propelling her toward the Jiko lodge. 

It was nice to come home to that great structure, the hub of Tonka’s kraal, although it would have been a lot nicer if there hadn’t been quite so many hostile horsemen in it.  Still, the smells of rich spices and roasting meat swallowed her, and the sounds of hoofs on packed earth filled her with a welcoming glow.  She moved away from Tonka’s hand, following the crisp sounds of Ven’s voice in the crowded lodge. 

There was a new foal lying on the floor next to the corner that was Ven’s command center at the cookfires, playing with a rattle made from a y-shaped branch strung with nutshells.  His hind legs were marked with white stockings, but otherwise he had Ven’s glossy black coat.  His puff of baby hair was also black, except for a shock of white over his left eye.  He looked up as Taryn neared and let out a baby-yawp. 

Ven turned sharply, her hand (and the spitting fork it held) rising, but when she saw Taryn, a flood of delight entered her regal face. 
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outstretched.  Taryn allowed herself to be embraced, trying to ignore the press of naked breasts on her head as she patted Ven’s arms and back. 

“Kinswoman, very well met!”  Ven backed up, beaming. 

“Behold, my son!” 

“He’s beautiful,” Taryn said.  “I’m so happy for you!”  She knelt and tapped at the rattle’s head to make the shells clack.  “Hi there, baby.” 

Aisling stuck his head between Taryn’s arm and body, and the sight of the griffin caught the foal’s attention in a way the toy hadn’t done.  The foal giggled, eyes huge, and then shouted, “Ba!” 

Aisling looked up at Taryn.  “It’s a baby,” he said. 

It was his first full sentence (if it counted as his, since he was just playing back her own words of a moment ago), and it was a hoot to see him say it without moving his beak in-between words.  “Yes, he is. 

You be careful.” 

“You be careful,” Aisling assured her and crept over her thigh to curl up between the foal’s forelegs for grabby pats. 

Ven watched with maternal approval as her newborn son stuck the tip of Aisling’s tail in his mouth and bit down.  “You have been much in my thoughts this past while,” she said.  “And I see that I was correct to know so much concern.  I mislike your color, Taryn.” 

Taryn smiled helplessly.  “By God, I’ve missed you, Ven,” she said. 

Ven’s eyes went to her, her startled expression melting into misty-eyed fondness almost at once.  “Has thee?” she asked tremulously, and swiped at her eyes, adding with vehemence, “Ah, mind me not!  My foaling has my heart bridled and whipped!  Go, Taryn, our chieftain is wanting you!” 

Tonka very firmly pulled her to his place at the table, a thing to which Taryn had already resigned herself, but she was not expecting the horseman she knew only by his secret name, H’wathu, to stride toward her and grimly call, “Sleep with me tonight, kinswoman.  I have missed you.” 

And gosh, that sounded even more suggestive with the word kinswoman thrown in. 

“Thank you,” Taryn began tactfully.  “I really hadn’t planned on staying overnight—” 

Tonka’s hoof covered her foot and very gently pressed down. 

His expression as she accepted a toasted trencher never changed. 
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“—but I do surely welcome your offer,” Taryn finished with a sigh.  “I’ve missed you, too.” 

Tonka took his hoof off her and handed her half of his bread. 

The evening meal was not very different from the standard, although it was evident from the flavors that had soaked into the bread that the mid-day meal had been a spectacular feast.  Taryn didn’t have to feign an appetite and, even better, she didn’t have to worry about saving bits out to feed to Aisling; Ven had lowered herself to lie beside her foal to suckle, glowing with pride and firelight, to share out her own trencher with the griffin who had borne the foal’s painful affections so well. 

Taryn ate with enthusiasm, wishing there weren’t quite so many hostile eyes staring back at her so she could enjoy her dinner. 

So many hostile eyes…and not enough talking going on in here by half.  Very few of Tonka’s clan were eating in the lodge tonight and the ones that were were mostly staring at the visitors who were staring up at her.  Damn it, all she’d wanted to do was say thank you for the lovely home and then leave. 

“Lots of new little faces,” she remarked. 

Tonka broke the ferociously nonchalant stare he’d been inflicting on the lower tables and let a smile of pure satisfaction claim his face. 

“Aye.” 

“How many for you this season?” 

He snapped his tail.  “Nineteen.  Seven sons, twelve daughters.” 

“Congratulations, chieftain.”  Taryn sent a smile past him to the place where one of those sons dozed at Ven’s breast.  “But you know, I always thought foals came in the spring.” 

“On your world, perhaps they do.”  He shrugged and handed her his cup of wine, holding it until she gave in and added to her impending drunk-on.  “But we in Arcadia have long found it best to foal in winter, when there is more ease to care for them.  Come spring and sowing, they shall be aged enough to learn the ways of working.  And last season’s foals ready to take their true place in the clan,” he added, with a father’s smile for Morathi. 

“I have a riddle,” Morathi announced.  She tossed her hair boldly and fixed Taryn with a steely eye.  Most of the time, the young filly was the image of her mother (more now than ever.  In the few months since the last time Taryn had seen her, the filly seemed to have aged phenomenally.  The new responsibilities of being the kraal’s Morathi may account for some of it, but the fact remained, Taryn had left a filly 184 

 

that seemed to be a nine-year old girl and had come back to one that looked to be twelve), but with that angrily determined look stamped across her girlish features, she was every inch Tonka’s daughter. 

“Fire away,” said Taryn gravely. 

“To keep me, you must give me.”  Morathi’s tail flicked and she struck an immensely pleased pose. 

Taryn thought about it as finished off her toasted trencher, aware of the stares resting on her.  The answer came in a burst of illumination. 

“A promise,” she said, and Morathi’s face fell.  “That was pretty good, though.  Ready for one of mine?” 

“Fire to me,” the filly commanded. 

“I have forests, yet no trees.  Towns, yet no homes.  Rivers, yet no water.  Mountains, yet no stones.” 

In the lengthy pause that followed, Taryn heard the riddle passed down the row of tables.  She worried a little at the open frowns and confusion she saw; she didn’t think it was that tough a riddle, and it struck her that the horsemen might not know the answer because they didn’t have any in their society.  But then— 

“A map!” 

It was the big gold who called out, and it was clear by his expression that he viewed his answer as some sort of counterattack. 

Taryn managed a smile for him anyway. 

“Just so,” she said.  “Got one for me, big guy?” 

All the horsemen sharing the gold’s table instantly gave up even the pretense of eating and turned their eyes on him.  His clan, Taryn guessed.  She’d gone and put him on the spot.  Oops. 

The gold’s ears went flat, then came sharply forward.  His eyes narrow, he said, “Dark are my thoughts and my body is pale.  I have no mouth, yet tell many tales.” 

She only needed the second half of that one.  “A book,” she said, with no hesitation, and the gold’s flank shuddered—his only sign of irritation.  Taryn said, “You’ve heard me before, yet hear me again.  Let me die until you call me again.” 

Swivel went a dozen horsemen’s heads.  The gold was already thinly smiling.  “An echo,” he said, and all his clan grunted at the same time.  The gold glanced around, looking vaguely annoyed by this show of relief.  When he met Taryn’s eyes again, he said, “I have a thousand legs, but cannot stand.  I have a stiff spine, but no head.  I have no hands, yet neaten all I touch.” 
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She was stumped for a while on that one, and oddly fixated on spiders.  But after turning the riddle over in her mind for several seconds, unsuccessfully trying to force the answer to be spider-related, her eye skipped to Ven’s corner again and the answer was literally staring her in the face.  “Oh, it’s a broom,” she said. 

The gold glared at her, his ears slowly flattening.  He was taking this way too seriously. 

“We could do this all night,” Taryn remarked.  “How ‘bout a tough one?” 

“Fire,” he said curtly. 

Taryn put her hands flat on the table and leaned over it, her eyes for him alone.  The lodge was utterly silent.  Even the coals made no sound.  She said, “A horse is tied to a rope measuring ten paces.  There is a bale of hay twenty paces away.  Yet in a short time, the horse is eating the hay and the rope is still sound.  How?” 

Nothing. 

Taryn waited, sipping at Tonka’s wine and helping herself to grapes and small bites of cheese from the bowls in the center of the high table.  The gold stared back at her, his frown slowly fading as he thought. 

Whispers began, passing the riddle along the lodge’s tables.  One by one, the gold’s clansmen broke off watching him to seek one another’s eyes.  There were some shrugs.  Tails began to snap and hooves to peck.  Taryn could hear Ven start to laugh, very low and rich with pleasure. 

The gold’s broad chest was still, but his horse’s sides heaved twice and then he quietly said, “I do not know.” 

Taryn raised her eyes to include the whole room.  “Anyone?” she called. 

Silence. 

She returned her gaze to the gold.  “The rope tied to the horse,” 

she said evenly, “was not tethered to anything.  The horse could walk around freely.” 

His head drew slowly back, his eyes widening. 

“And that,” said Taryn, stepping away from the table to go fetch Aisling, “is what happens when you make judgments without all the information.  It was a marvelous meal, Ven, thank you.” 

She walked down the long lodge, pretending immunity to the stares of the visiting horsemen, although she could feel them stinging at her.  Her leaving seemed to signal the end of the meal; a number of 186 

 

horsemen left the tables.  She tried not to feel like she was being followed. 

Once outside, she set Aisling down and he galloped off to locate all the new foals in the great crowd of Farasai eating in the commons. 

She’d taken only two steps after him when a hand dropped heavily over her shoulder. 

It was a gesture of familiarity.  She expected to see Tonka when she turned.  And she did, but not the right Tonka. 

The big gold gazed down at her, his expression of dark distaste sliced by ribbons of that eerie, almost-white hair.  “That was a good riddle,” he said.  His hand on her shoulder tightened.  “And one worth your remembering.  None of us are tethered here.” 

He drew his runka from his back-sheath, released her, and walked away, wiping the hand that had touched her on the shoulder of his foreleg as he went. 
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28.  H’wathu 



Evening brought with it much drinking, much late feasting, and much story-telling by the tall fires set to burn around the kraal.  There was music played on pipes, not much like the wild tunes played by the Arkes, but melodies slow and lingering in the air.  The horsemen sang, the lyrics in that language Taryn thought was Swahili but which the horsemen simply called Far, but there was no dancing. 

Which was not to say that there was nothing loud going on in Gathering.  Any time you combined open barrels of wine with a bunch of strangers, things were bound to get loud.  Among the Farasai, that meant races, runka-throwing, and other impromptu contests, punctuated by roars of laughter and shoulder-slapping.  And where every point of celebration lingered, eventually there was sex.  As Tonka had promised, the Gathering had brought a feast of mares, and with new stallions to compete for them, couplings quickly became the first prize of choice among gamers. 

Taryn stayed close to H’wathu and kept Aisling close to her.  As the night wore on and the volume was slowly dialed up around the kraal, she gave in to her discomfort and asked him to take her to bed. 

His was one of the farmer’s lodges, and his padded berth stood well down the row.  Aisling, not content to share this Farasai-bed, found a blanket-laden table to dive under, screeching out his warning to all 188 

 

nearby griffins that this was  his den for the night, dammit, before collapsing in a baby-mangled heap. 

“He was sleeping beside you when last we met,” H’wathu remarked, gazing at the shadowed place from which Aisling’s tail protruded. 

“He’s growing up fast,” she agreed.  “Maybe too fast.  Bancha’s book said that griffins like him didn’t even start chewing on the mangled critters their parents brought back until they were half a year old, and Aisling’s actually gone and caught himself a rock-hopper already.  I think I’m rushing him and I don’t think it’s healthy.” 

“Worry is the privilege of all parents,” H’wathu said.  “But mind you, rock-hoppers are not the testing measure of a hunter’s skills.  Rather than worry over the things that Aisling does too early, you should reserve your energies to worry for those things he develops late.”  He glanced her way.  “Know you of any?” 

“Not off the top of my head, but then, I’ve lost my book.” 

“Then here is a fresh thought—”  H’wathu came toward her with a small smile.  “Assume that you do everything well and Aisling flourishes for it.”  He spread his hands to display the notion and then glanced toward the row of sleeping spaces.  His tail flicked.  His eyes came back to her without his smile.  “Shall we to bed, lady?” 

H’wathu showed no awkwardness as he arranged himself in his bed and although his flanks jumped slightly when she first settled down with her blanket, he allowed her to curl against his side without comment. 

The silence in the otherwise empty lodge was not an easy one. 

When she couldn’t stand it anymore, Taryn shifted and said, “I’m sorry I took you away from the party.  I know it’s early.” 

“Tis late enough,” H’wathu grunted.  “I have no heart for these Gatherings any longer.”   It was a reminder of his mate and foals, slain by humans, and it fell like lead over her as she lay beside him.  Perhaps he sensed it.  He said, “I am glad to see you.  It has been too long.” 

“I’d have been back sooner, but I’ve been held prisoner by the Arkes since the river flooded.” 

“So I have heard.” 

She wriggled around until she could see up into his face.  “And would you happen to have heard why?” 

One ear flicked.  He did not reply and he continued to stare straight ahead at the wall. 
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Taryn settled back down (uttering a Farasai-style grunt without realizing it) and crossed her arms with a scowl.  “If you people had half the respect for me that you claim to have, you’d trust me with the truth,” 

she said. 

Now he looked at her, so dismayed that she was instantly sorry she’d said anything.  “Taryn,” he said.  “Please do not ask me to choose between my friendship to you and the obedience I owe to the lord of the Valley.” 

She sighed and rubbed at her temples.  “I might have known Tilly was behind this.  No, H’wathu, I won’t ask you to choose.  I just wish—” 

She made herself stop there, but the following silence was awkward.  Outside, the sounds of the Gathering went on—laughter, talking, pipes and song—everybody happy except them.  Just when she was beginning to think it couldn’t get any worse, hoofbeats came running up, clear as could be outside the scout’s lodge and someone slapped the wall just over H’wathu’s bed. 

“Ha!” a horsewoman cried.  “I win, thee gimped and feebled ass!” 

“Ah, I gave thee lead,” a horseman replied, good-naturedly enough.  “What prize, Swik?” 

“Thee, Puka!”  Laughter, followed by the mouthy hums and soft moans of some serious making out. 

Taryn sighed and covered her eyes.  H’wathu answered her with a commiserating “Hm.” 

Outside, a shuffle of hooves terminated the moaning and replaced it in short order with rhythmic grunts.  It was impossible to ignore, especially since the couple were making no effort to be quiet, but Taryn was unprepared for the feelings that surged through her as she listened.  She tugged the blanket tighter around her shoulders, trying to shut them out with the same act as shutting her eyes. 

“You’re missing him,” H’wathu murmured. 

She looked up, trying not to gape.  “I’m not going to play dumb,” she said eventually, “but I am going to ask how you knew.” 

He shook his head and then cupped his chin on his fist, giving up even the pretense of sleep.  “Shall I embarrass you and say that we all had seen it coming?  Let the romantics of the world say what they will of opposing attraction and star-crossed loves, but the truth of all things is that like calls to like.” 
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“And Tilly and I are alike how?” 

“In every way that matters.”  H’wathu glanced at the wall, beyond which, the mating session was still in full voice.  “Our lord is just and honorable and oversees his Valley with a protector’s eye, not a conqueror’s.  I could wish him no greater happiness than you.  Of course, he is the only lord I have known, but I believe he is a good one.  And I believe that you are good for him.” 

The sounds of passion grew louder, wilder.  H’wathu shuddered and dropped his head back onto his folded arms. 

“Are you okay?” Taryn asked. 

“Oh, aye.”  And, archly, “It will not be much longer.” 

Right on cue, a manly cry tore the air and then there was quiet again.  After a moment, hooves clapped, marking disengagement, and then the two moved off, speaking in low, friendly voices. 

“We Farasai are built for stamina of repetition,” H’wathu continued.  “Not duration.” 

She managed half a laugh. 

“But they will surely have another race before the night wears on too thin.  Foaling has passed and new life is knowing its welcome all through the kraal.  Young mares look to mothers, and mothers to their mates.  Tis a time for rising blood and racing hearts.  Tis a very good time.” 

Silence. 

“My Areduanna,” he said haltingly, “was the fleetest of any Farasai.  She was born with a blaze,” he added, as if that explained something to her.  He bent his head and rubbed at his eyes with the heel of his hand.  Taryn could feel the muscles of his sides twitching hard, though he clearly fought to contain them.  It was as though this act of speech were physically exhausting to him, and yet he drove himself to continue.  “And winning, aye, as a summer’s day.  At Gatherings, every stallion challenged her to race for the prize of her fine body, but she could not be caught.  I…” 

His hand stayed at his eyes.  He did not move. 

Taryn hesitantly touched his back, rubbing her hand lightly over his coat right where the coarse fur met his smooth skin. 

He looked at her and slowly his hand lowered.  “I found courage in a cup,” he said, and offered a thin, pained smile.  “And I challenged her to run.  I am not a racer and never have been.  She asked if I were certain.  I told her I had a secret means of winning.”  He smiled again.  It 191 

 

was a more honest look.  “The race was called and she was away at once, so easily.  But she saw me running and she dropped back to keep my pace, to tease me.  She said, ‘What is your winning weapon?’  And I told her I would show her at the finish.  So I ran and she ran with me, until the edge of the field was nigh.  She asked me how I meant to get ahead of her.  And I…I asked her to stop running.” 

Taryn laughed.  “Did she?” 

“Aye.”  His own smile was fading.  “We had a foal between us at the following Gathering, and at the Gathering next, we stood together at a bower.  It has always been…such a good time.” 

Taryn said nothing.  She could hear music playing outside, slow and sorrowful pipes that lingered in the ear.  H’wathu was staring at the wall, his face drawn and pale in the darkness. 

“I miss her,” he said suddenly.  “Ah gods, I miss her.”  He heaved himself unexpectedly upright, forcing Taryn to lunge away as his hooves struck at the ground.  He was gone before she’d managed to gain her feet and by the time she reached the door, he was nowhere to be seen. 

She knew she should go back inside and wait for his return, but Aisling had other ideas.  As soon as he saw her up and the door open, he took this as permission to rejoin the party and went bounding past her and down into the commons.  She quickly lost track of him in the dark, although that didn’t much worry her.  She knew his night-vision was excellent and he wasn’t likely to lose sight of her.  Nevertheless, she couldn’t exactly shut the door on him and go back to bed. 

With a due sense of dread, she started moving toward the commons, hoping to find a familiar face.  The party was in full swing, the music getting louder to accompany singing that was more and more inspired by wine.  There were birds on skewers over many of the fires for late-night snackers, and open barrels of assorted spirits for those wishing to refill their cups.  Everywhere was the undulating rumble of conversation, in English and in Far, and even in a bizarre pidgin-mix of the two.  And of course, there was plenty of celebratory sex, performed all around her with Farasai boldness. 

Taryn stayed in the shadows, letting Aisling run broad loops back to her and away again.  She made her way unhurriedly toward the Jiko lodge, knowing that a full belly would quickly convince her fierce prince how sleepy he really was and that the time spent feeding him would give H’wathu a chance to come home. 
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The lodge wasn’t empty.  As ever, Ven manned the fires, preparing pots for the next day’s breakfast, and there were perhaps a dozen others helping her.  Ven’s colt was slumped against the wall under a blanket, sucking his thumb in his sleep.  Watching him, seeing how comfortable he seemed to be, Taryn had to wonder if he’d even been out of the Jiko lodge yet.  She knew the Vyengo Mochozi was considered Ven’s personal lodge as well as the house of healing, but apart from those days when Taryn had occupied it, she’d never seen Ven go there. 

As Taryn made her way up the double rows of empty tables, she was passed by a young mare, her shoulders hunched in an exaggeration of stealth.  The mare trotted as quietly as possible across the lodge to the carving counters, sending swift glances to Ven’s turned back all the while, and reached out to snatch at a bowl of leftover trenchers. 

Quick as a cobra, Ven reared and struck, the dipper in her hand rapping smartly on the mare’s knuckles.  She held that pose, forelegs kicking at the open air and arm outstretched, staring at Taryn in surprise, and then came down in a whump, beckoning with her empty hand while using her dipper to plate a trencher with meat and sauce. 

“Taryn, kinswoman, come!  How good it is to—Get you hence, grubbing villain!  I shall have the whips at you, Niv!—to see your appetite return!  Come and feast, my friend!” 

“I just wanted a little bite for Aisling,” she protested. 

“Eat,” Ven said sternly, sending a slap onto the mare’s departing rump to speed her on her way out the door.  “I mislike your color.” 

“Oh, for crying…I keep telling you, I’m Irish!” 

“As I tell thee, I am Ven!”  The horsewoman stamped both forehooves at once, and Taryn took the trencher that was thrust at her. 

She found herself an unoccupied corner and sat, picking at her unwanted feast with a scowl.  “Where’s Tonka?” she asked. 

“Breeding,” was Ven’s proud reply. 

Taryn felt herself blushing, suddenly far more aware of the enthusiastic mating happening in the commons just outside the open door.  “Where’s Morathi?” she ventured. 

“With the Morathis of our distant kin, sharing visions and wisdoms.” 

“So all the Tonkas come to the Gathering, and all the Morathis. 

Do the Vens come?” 

“No Ven would ever leave her kraal,” Ven said, flicking her tail. 

She stirred at the contents of a pot, tasted another, returned to brush at 193 

 

the hair of her colt, and then started stacking trenchers in a basket.  “But hunters come also, kinswoman.  As do scouts and farmers.  In full, each kraal sends twenty of their own, and every effort is made that every Farasai should attend at least one.” 

“Except the Vens.” 

“I was not always Ven,” she reminded her.  And then frowned. 

“Eat, Taryn!  I will not have you take ill in my keeping.” 

“Ease thee,” Taryn muttered, pushing meat around on its bread platter. 

Ven’s ears laid back flat.  “Do not you ‘thee’ me, human!  I care not how old you are, you’re young enough yet to have my broom on your backside!” 

Taryn ate, sneaking bites to Aisling as often as she dared under Ven’s narrowing eyes.  “How long do they last?” she asked, hoping to distract her.  “The Gatherings, I mean.” 

“Until the fullest of the moon.”  Ven glanced around and stamped a hoof.  “Taryn, I warn thee, if I must cross this room to feed thee—” 

Taryn ate faster. 

“Of course, some Gatherings last longer spans and some much shorter.”  Ven’s attention wandered to the pots; she moved away, speaking over her shoulder as she lifted lids and stirred at contents. 

“Thus, ‘tis planned as to which kraal should have the hosting of the more wearing Gatherings.  This kraal is strongest of all, and to us falls these lengthy feasts.”  She beamed.  “We have been some twenty days gathered now and still the moon is not full.” 

“Yeah, sorry about that.  I would never have come if I’d known.” 

“I would rather have thee here than many of those gathered without,” Ven replied, and several of her helpers laughed.  “Taryn—” 

“I’m eating!” 

More laughter.  The colt in the corner woke, sniffling and ready to cry, and Ven went to him and lowered herself to nurse.  “I would have said only that you are always welcome here, but since you draw my eye, I note that you have fed every bite of fowl to your griffin and half your bread besides.” 

Taryn forced herself to take a large bite of the sauce-soggy trencher.  Aisling opened his beak half-heartedly, but dropped his head onto his talons before Taryn could pinch off a piece for him.  “Come on, be a sport,” she muttered, jostling him.  His claws flexed on her thigh, 194 

 

but he didn’t move.  Great.  Practically the whole trencher left.  “I think I’ll take a walk,” she announced casually.  Maybe the pheasants were hungry. 

“Shappa, go with her,” Ven ordered, her arms around her colt. 

Taryn glanced at the horseman who immediately stepped up, and pulled a face.  “I don’t need a guard,” she protested.  “You act like you think I’m going to run away.” 

Ven cast her an arch look. 

“I’m not!”  She took advantage of a good seethe by tossing down her trencher and bounding to her feet.  “Although I really should.  I have things to do, you know!” 

“Mm.”  Ven separated babe from breast with a flick of her finger and got slowly and deliberately to her feet.  She advanced on Taryn, head down and fists clenched, a tight smile stretching her lips.  “Truly, I mislike your color.  I think perhaps you require bed rest.” 

“Oh come on!” 

“Bed rest and broth.” 

“I’m not—” 

“And tonics.” 

“What are tonics?” she asked warily. 

“Nasty, is what they are,” one of her assistants remarked. 

“I can sweeten them with honey,” Ven added.  “But in your condition, I shouldn’t like to risk it.” 

Taryn eyed her from a safe distance.  “You wouldn’t dare,” she said finally. 

Ven tossed her stiff mane and laughed.  “Would I not?” 

“Antilles would come for me.” 

“And you think he would risk your health if I called it to question?”  Ven snorted and folded her arms with a smirk.  “He would fashion thee restraints to hold thee to my table if I put the right whisper in his ear!” 

Taryn slumped, defeated.  “Fine, you win.” 

“Always.”  Ven pointed firmly at the discarded trencher and Taryn retrieved it, grumbling.  “Be thee here for morning meal, I warn thee,” were her parting words as Taryn and Shappa left the lodge. 

“Gosh, she’s brutal,” Taryn muttered once they were out in the open air.  She headed for the pheasant pens, walking slow so that Aisling could keep up without having to wake up all the way.  “I thought new moms were supposed to be happy.” 
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“This is Ven’s happy,” Shappa remarked.  “A kraal filled with kin to marvel at her cookery, a healthy foal underhoof, and you at last where she can see you.  She’s happy as a bird in flight.”  His eyes scanned the skies as though for rain, devoid of any expression apart from a mild curiosity.  “You mean to discard your bread, don’t you?” 

“It’s been on the floor,” Taryn stated loftily.  “If my health is so precarious that I can’t be trusted with sweet tonics, I’d better not risk it eating germy floor-bread.” 

“She will question me, as you must know.” 

“I’m not asking you to lie.  Tell her straight up, I accidentally tripped and it fell on a pheasant.”  Taryn stumbled elaborately and threw her trencher into the pens.  A few of the pheasants unroosted themselves and wandered over to investigate, causing Aisling to perk up enough to approach the fences. 

Shappa chuckled, clapping her shoulder briefly.  “Aye.  Pity, that, but at least you were not injured.  Shall I take you to bed?” 

“I guess.”  She threw him a hopeful glance.  “You know I sleep best in my own bed.” 

“Ha,” he said.  “Ven would half-slay me and my chief finish the task.”  He paused, his dry smile fading.  “Why do you wish to leave us so soon?” 

“Because I’m making what should be a happy celebration into something horribly uncomfortable and I hate that.  If I were gone, maybe you all would enjoy yourselves again.” 

“But for your will, you do wish to stay?” he pressed. 

“Well, sure, but…”  She shrugged.  “But I hadn’t really planned to stay here for days and days on end, you understand.  I was actually, um…Antilles and I, uh…”  She looked at him again, saw only puzzlement, and sighed.  “Look, can I be honest with you?” 

“Of course.” 

She considered her words, decided Farasai-style bluntness was best, and said, “I was kind of hoping to have some sex tonight.” 

“Ah.”  Shappa showed his appreciation with half a smile and a wise nod.  “That I do understand.” 

“Good.” 

“The constraint of our forms being as they are, you will have to show me how to pleasure you,” Shappa continued.  “But I assure you, I school rapidly and well.” 

“You— What?!” 
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He tipped his ears forward, again bewildered.  “You would prefer another stallion?” he asked, and comprehension smoothed out his features.  “Our chieftain, perhaps.  I shall tell him.” 

“No, please, that’s not—” 

“Taryn!”  It was H’wathu, galloping towards her with panic and relief stamped fully across his face.  “Ah, thank the gods!”  He seized her, pulling her off the ground for a hard hug before thumping her back on her feet and shaking her.  “You should not have left the lodge!” 

Taryn started to stammer out an apology, but H’wathu sighed and raised a hand to stop her. 

“And neither should I,” he said, and then seemed to see Shappa for the first time.  H’wathu’s face darkened in the moonlight and he ducked his eyes with stone-faced embarrassment.  “I thank you for the keeping of her.  Taryn, come back to bed.” 

“Okay.”  Taryn found Aisling drowsing by the pheasant pens and went to gather him up.  When she turned around, Shappa was standing very close to the other horseman, speaking in a low, serious voice.  Taryn waited until Shappa had moved on before cautiously approaching.  “What was he telling you?” she asked, steeling herself. 

“That I should not have left you,” H’wathu replied, shaking his head.  “And it will not be the last time I hear it, I am certain.” 

They walked together back to the farmer’s lodge in silence. 

Taryn wished she could say something to comfort him, but what was there to say?  She laid her hand on his back instead.  The muscles of his foreleg jumped (and his arm twitched in eerie partnership) but he reached down to rest his own hand on her shoulder. 

The lodge was still empty and the uninsulated walls still admitted the boisterous and often amorous sounds of the festivities outside, but they both did a good job of pretending not to notice them. 

Taryn put Aisling down under the blanket table and since there weren’t all that many blankets sitting out for the sleepers to use, she stripped off her shirt and dropped it over him.  He instantly settled and started chirring.  She watched for a while, remembering fondly those early days when he’d slept in a blanket against her side. 

‘Yeah, and peed on you every single night, so don’t get carried away,’ she reminded herself, and turned around. 

H’wathu had arranged himself in his bed and was watching her with an odd expression that made her suddenly conscious of the fact that she had no shirt on.  True, being Farasai, he’d seen plenty of naked 197 

 

breasts and hers were certainly nothing to get excited about, but it was a struggle not to raise her arms and cover herself and a victory when she finally did put the urge down all the way.  He wasn’t staring at her chest, after all, and she wouldn’t do anything but confuse him by covering up. 

His eyes never left her as she came to join him, but he looked away at last when she leaned into him for warmth.  She endured his tension and his silence for as long as she could and then said, “I make you nervous, don’t I?” 

“Nay,” he said. 

She pushed herself away and swiveled around to look at him. 

He avoided her stare at first but eventually sighed and met her gaze. 

“You think ‘tis because you are human,” he said.  “Nay.  Perhaps it would have been, a very little time ago, but no.”  He half-raised his hand, then returned it to his pillowing strut without touching her.  “In truth, you are the first female to sleep beside me in many years.” 

“I’m sorry,” she said. 

He looked at her quizzically. 

“You’re not ready for this and it’s not fair for me to force you.  I can sleep somewhere else.” 

He caught her wrist as she made to rise and pulled her gently back down.  “I’m ready,” he said with a faint smile.  “As for fairness, that is an ideal for other worlds.  But your concern is an easy thing to hear.”  He hesitated, his hand still closed on her wrist.  His thumb moved in a single, slow circle and he watched its movements intently before raising his eyes to hers.  “And I am ready,” he said. 

“Shappa said something to you, didn’t he?”  Of all the ways in which she could have replied, she supposed that was the least tactful, but it was all she could think of. 

And H’wathu didn’t deny it.  In fact, his small smile widened slightly.  “I am…grateful,” he said.  “For I think well of you.  I know you will be kind.  You will be…caring.” 

Taryn could feel her lips ticcing.  He was making it awfully hard to think of a way to slither out of this. 

“I…have longed for some companionship,” he was saying. 

Hoo-boy. 

Her continued silence seemed to shake his tenuous confidence. 

His smile faltered and he released her.  “You would prefer another stallion?” he asked, the same words that Shappa had used, but inexpressibly more distraught. 
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Taryn could feel herself weakening.  “No,” she said, and that was honest enough. 

His ears came forward, minutely encouraged.  His fingertips brushed at her arm and then gingerly closed around her wrist again. 

“I’m just…”  She watched his thumb trace circles on her inner arm.  “…trying to figure out how this will work.  There are considerations, after all.” 

“Aye,” he breathed, and bent to press his lips to hers. 

She was eerily reminded of her first kiss.  Danny Gannon at the bus stop in the rain.  They were both twelve.  Dare-Me Danny, suddenly shy, not trying to outperform anyone for maybe the first time in his life, but just kissing her, tasting her. 

H’wathu was the same.  He did not hurry; he explored and savored all, and it gave him that first-kiss innocence with every sweetly-passing second.  He wasn’t Tonka—Tonka was in a class all his own—

but he wasn’t trying to be.  And when she began to respond, he gave her lead, and learned from the ways in which she moved just how to renew his kisses. 

At last, he broke away, but touched his brow to hers in continued contact.  His hands slipped up her arms to cup her shoulders, but that was all for a while.  His breath came slow and even.  His eyes were closed, his expression at peace. 

“Are you all right?” Taryn asked. 

“Aye.”  He tipped his head and kissed her again as though to prove it.  He didn’t hurry this time either, and the longer it lasted, the deeper the kiss became.  But this one stopped as well, and in much the same way.  He rested his head against hers, still sharing her breath, and did not speak. 

“You’re not ready,” she guessed, touching the hands that cupped her shoulders so warmly. 

He sighed.  “I am,” he said.  He drew back to look her in the eye. 

“You are not.” 

She wanted to protest, but protests wouldn’t come.  She could feel her cheeks burning and she tried to look away, but he caught her chin and held her facing him.  In his eyes, she saw whole oceans of sorrow, of long-aged pain and genuine longing, and it filled her with a hurt that burned like coals. 

H’wathu smiled faintly, brushing his fingertips across her cheek as though to smooth her troubled frown away.  “I think that you would 199 

 

lie with me for friendship’s sake if only I would ask,” he said.  “But that is not how I would have you.  Not while you are thinking of another. 

Not if you will regret your time with me.” 

She couldn’t argue with that, so she said nothing. 

H’wathu touched her hair and finally released her and folded his arms atop the pillowed support of his bed.  He leaned his chin on them, staring at the wall.  “Please, lie down,” he said quietly.  “Sleep.  Let me be that much a friend to you.” 

“H’wathu,” she began. 

The effect on him was brutal, as if she’d stabbed him instead of saying his name. 

His secret name, she remembered, and bit at her lip in an agony of guilt. 

It was a long time before he moved, and even then, it was only his lips as he whispered, “Please.” 

Taryn lay down beside his bed, her back pressed against his side. 

She hugged herself, not entirely for warmth, and shut her eyes.  It would be days before the moon was full and the Gathering ended. 

She wished she hadn’t come. 
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29.  Sorrowing Tired  



It was a night of restless tossing and frequent interruptions as the farmers came staggering in to bed.  What little sleep Taryn caught was filled with nightmarish snatches of dream in which she heard her name called again and again.  Several times, she was wakened by H’wathu’s hand catching at her arm as she rose to answer, still sleeping even as she tried to stand.  When dawn finally called the farmers out to their fields, she felt like she hadn’t closed her eyes all night. 

H’wathu stayed with her as she tried to rest in the now-quiet lodge, even after she mumbled at him to go on about his normal routine. 

He ignored the request and she was too tired to repeat it, although she felt a stone of guilt knowing that she was keeping him from work.  Not that he had a clock to punch or anything, but to the Farasai, idleness was among the greatest sins, because it wasted a precious day and did nothing to support the clan that supported you.  But there was no rebuke in H’wathu’s hand as it rested on her shoulder, and no tension in the body that kept her warm and pillowed.  She dozed fitfully beneath his blanket, pitifully grateful for his presence, even as she blamed herself for holding him with her. 

She had no conscious thoughts, no sleep and therefore no dreams, but no rest either.  Her mind was a fractured place that could not 201 

 

lie easy.  She had impressions only of being in the wrong place, with the wrong people.  The barn-smells of soft hay and horses were soothing ones on the surface, but alien enough to be abrasive underneath.  She wanted to leave, but couldn’t seem to find peace in her thoughts of her new home.  She was still feeling displaced, she decided.  Still feeling the aftershocks of losing her little tent, being cast off on the Arkes, then brought home to a house that, however well-built it was, had nothing of her own personality in it. 

“Taryn.” 

She rolled over and looked up inquiringly, but H’wathu’s eyes were closed and his chin rested comfortably on his forearm.  And had it been his voice she heard?  Or thought she’d heard, rather.  Confusion so acute as to render her physically dizzied suddenly assailed her.  “Say something,” she said. 

H’wathu stirred, rubbing at his face before blinking at her in sleepy surprise.  “Aye?  What?” 

Not his voice, then.  His voice was still sleep-rough and uneven. 

She shook her head and settled herself back down.  “Nothing.  Never mind, I’m just…” 

She didn’t know how to end that, and then she didn’t know how she’d started it.  She frowned up at H’wathu, watching concern gather in his features, and finally shut her eyes and rolled over, away from him. 

The next moment of real clarity took the form of a yearling colt shaking her awake and saying, “Mother says if you aren’t eating by the time she counts one hundred, she’s going to bridle you and make you take tonics. 

You’d better run,” he added solemnly.  “Tonics taste terrible when she wants them to.” 

Aisling was already awake and entertaining himself by chewing on her halter.  When she tried to take it from him, he threw himself immediately into a game of tug, which ended suddenly and badly for both her and the halter when it ripped down the middle. 

“Ouch!” cried Aisling, looking comically surprised, and then he scrambled away with his tail between his legs to hide behind a rising H’wathu. 

Taryn glared after him, shrugging into the sleeves.  She tied the hanging flaps of what had formerly been a very serviceable top and trudged out into the kraal with her bedmate silent at her side.  Although she had no appetite, she headed for the Jiko, anyway.  It wouldn’t do to worry Ven any more than she already had, but still, even less than she 202 

 

wanted to eat, Taryn hated having to parade herself in front of all these suspicious visitors.  She could actually feel her skin crawling with the weight of all those covert stares. 

“Steady.”  H’wathu’s hand clutched hard at her shoulder, and Taryn stopped for a few seconds to catch her bearings.  Where had she been going again?  Oh, yes.  The Jiko. 

She couldn’t say she was the last to arrive, at least.  The lodge only fit so many, so most of the Farasai were taking their meals outside, a place where table manners were allowed to take a definite dive.  Many of them were wandering around, exchanging greetings and doing their own thing instead of preparing for the solemn occasion of a meal.  Many more were still out in the plains, including a fairly large group that was galloping off together toward the lake. 

Where the magus lived, Taryn thought, and suddenly wanted very much to be there instead of here.  Have some tea, sit and talk with someone who had toes…just visit.  She hadn’t been by to see him in a long time.  What must he think of her?  She should just slip away right now, sneak on down there and say hi. 

But just then, Ven’s voice came to her, loudly counting up from eighty-two, and the idea of creeping away popped like a gum bubble. 

She’d never make it all the way down to the lake woods without someone noticing she was gone, and Tonka’s scouts could probably track an owl at night.  Poor magus, sitting down there in his lonely little house with nothing but his evil cat to keep him company, probably wondering what he’d said or done to drive her off like this.  The need to see him, to get down on her knees and apologize, swelled in her until it physically cramped, but she couldn’t leave.  She had to eat first. 

So she went inside, suffered several greetings and received numerous gather-gifts with a smile she didn’t feel, and ended up at Tonka’s side.  Breakfast was an arrangement of puffy dough folded over a mountain of fruits and nuts and then baked into a pie-like pastry.  It was good, but Taryn had no appetite.  She nibbled when Ven was watching and fed larger sections to Aisling whenever she could.  Her thoughts kept circling the magus, poor magus, lonely magus in the woods.  She had the strong (if utterly illogical) idea that he was wanting her to come and see him right this second, that he was calling her just outside of hearing. 

“Aye, then,” Tonka said suddenly.  “Now you’ve managed to concern even me.  Eat something, Taryn.” 
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She glanced at him and fed Aisling.  “So help me, Tonka, if you tell me you don’t like my color—” 

“I don’t.”  He met her glare with a coolly raised brow, inviting her to finish her threat.  “I like even less that have been staring at your food without moving, nay, not even to blink your eyes, for as long as it has taken Rinthu to tell that tiring story which no one believes about the largest kingswimmer ever nearly caught.” 

“It is a wholly true story,” an elderly bay declared, and Taryn managed a wan smile in that direction. 

“Now eat something,” Tonka told her.  “You are thin enough that I can count the bites you’ve had from late-meal last night.” 

“Oh, you can not.  And stop picking at me, Tonka.  You’re not the boss of me.” 

He expelled a sharp breath that was neither a laugh nor a sigh, but somewhere in between.  “Must I command you, kinswoman?” 

She gave Aisling another bite of pie defiantly. 

Ven set another whole one before her. 

“Taryn.” 

“What?” she said crossly, turning toward the sound of her name. 

No one was behind her. 

She looked around the lodge, bewildered.  Every Morathi at every table was staring fixedly to the west.  The one that had once been Shard moved a little closer to Taryn and put her small hand on Taryn’s shoulder. 

Instantly, she felt even more exhausted.  Tension she hadn’t known she’d been carrying dropped out of her and was replaced with cotton.  She looked down numbly at her pie-and-a-half and felt like crying.  Everyone at the high table was looking at her. 

“I’m going home today,” she announced.  “It’s been fun.  I hate to leave.  But I have to go.” 

Wordlessly, Tonka took a folded sheet of paper from his side pack and set it on the table.  Her name was printed on its face in the ridiculously-elaborate writing that could only belong to Antilles.  She glared at it for a while before opening it, knowing that if it said, ‘Come home now’, Tonka wouldn’t be staring her down like this.  And sure enough: 



 My Maiden, 
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 Great was my relief when word came to me of your whereabouts, especially as matters must take me across the Valley for some short time. 

 I have arranged with Tonka that you should be schooled during your stay at his kraal in spear-hunts and hiding. 

 Ah, my maiden.  I can see your rebellious little scowl! 

  

Taryn’s hand flew to cover her frowning mouth. 



 But this is my will (she read)  and ‘ere  I was ever the lover of thy body, I was the lord of this Valley. 



Damn it. 



 I do love thee, and will come to claim thee when my work is done.  Until then, I command you to remain at kraal-Rucombe in the care of its chieftain, and I trust to your obedience and patience. 



It was signed with a stylized A. 

Taryn read it again, trying to be angry and managing only a weary resignation (although her eye had a way of going back to that word ‘command’).  When at last she glanced at Tonka, he had that aggravating chief-knows-best thing going on.  Her fingers folded the note independently and tucked it away beneath her belt, trying for nonchalance. 

“Well,” she said.  “Good news.” 

“Indeed?” 

She picked her pie smaller without actually managing to get any in her mouth.  That took a certain amount of skill, but then, she’d grown up working very hard at not eating broccoli.  “I wonder what he would have done with me if I hadn’t come here already,” she said morosely. 

“I imagine he would have taken you to the Arkes again,” Tonka replied, without sympathy.  “Although seeing how poorly the stay seems to have agreed with you, I would now attempt to dissuade him.” 

“I’ll have you know that I was perfectly fine up in the mountains.  It was only after I got back—”  And that sounded horribly ungrateful, considering that she’d come back to the beautiful house that he had surely helped to build her.  Taryn stared at her pie some more. 

“I’m not sleeping very well,” she finished finally.  “I’ll get over it.” 
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She could feel Tonka’s eyes drilling holes in her, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of more arguments.  It was only half a victory; when he spoke again, it was to call Ven’s name. 

The horsewoman turned at once away from her hearth, and Taryn shook her head hard.  “I don’t need Ven.  There’s nothing wrong with me.” 

Tonka very uncharacteristically reached down to cup her cheek in full view of a hundred other horsemen.  He bent while she was still stunned silent by this public gesture and put his mouth against her ear to murmur, “I can count your ribs, lady.  You sleep too thinly and too long. 

Your mind wanders.  You are not well.” 

The wisest thing to do at this point would be just to give in, eat until Ven was satisfied, and then find a corner somewhere to look rested in until everyone left her alone.  Less wise but equally sensible would be to try to explain about what a few bad night’s sleep could do to a human and simply assure him that she’d look better once she was back in her own bed and settled in.  Taryn did neither of these things.  She stepped back as Tonka straightened up and instead said, “I’m cold and I’m wet and I’m tired of camping, so no, I probably don’t look my best, but I’d know if I were sick.” 

Tonka gave her hands a meaningful glance.  “You have claimed once before to know your own health best.” 

She didn’t have a witty reply for that one, so she hid the scars in her fists and said, “I don’t feel a real strong need to explain myself to you.”  Here, Tonka’s ears came sharply forward and his Farasai stare became somewhat exasperated.  Taryn pretended not to notice, boldly continuing, “I’m not sick and I’m not hungry.  If you’re not going to let me go home, at least let me stand here without pestering me about how pale I am.” 

One of the visiting Tonkas, an elder whose dark brown coat was beginning to dull and score with white, gave up the appearance of not listening and slammed his cup down on the table.  “Has it not even occurred to you,” he said, facing the far wall rather than the high table, but speaking with enough contempt to let everyone know just who he addressed, “that she may be feigning weakness so that she might work her evil elsewhere?  Have you learned nothing from the histories you are meant to safeguard?  Humans are devious!” 

Taryn’s temper took a dive.  “Yeah, well, or maybe I was poisoned!” she snapped. 
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Her accuser’s head whipped around, his face visibly blanching. 

In the next instant, she realized just why that hadn’t been a smart thing to say as a veritable sea of runkas were drawn on Tonka’s side of the room, right here in the Jiko.  “I wasn’t poisoned!” she said hurriedly, but Ven was already on top of her, pulling her away from the table and examining her mouth, eyes, and fingers. 

Considering that she’d brought this on herself, Taryn knew she’d really ought to just stand there and take it on the chin, but this manhandling was too much.  She yanked herself away, sharply enough that she nearly lost her balance and fell over.  “Would you leave me alone already?” she said crossly.  “I said there’s nothing wrong with me! 

You—” 

Heat bloomed unexpectedly in her chest and Taryn bent double, clutching mindlessly at the burning stone that seemed to be lodged in her heart.  She sucked in a breath, sent it out as a rack of dry, fruitless coughs, and then she  did fall over, right on her face at Tonka’s feet. 

Funny, she couldn’t move at all.  Not so much as a pinkie-twitch or an eyeblink.  The sound of Tonka’s voice was a muffled buzz somewhere in the back of her head.  There was nothing else, but she heard something anyway.  Something like a drumbeat in her bones, vibrations without sound that somehow managed to carry the syllables of her name. 

Poor, lonely magus in the woods. 

Taryn’s eyes blinked shut and open again.  She moved one hand, braced it against the ground, and slowly got to her knees.  “I’m okay,” 

she said sluggishy, and then gave herself a hard shake and yanked her arm out of Tonka’s grip.  “I’m fine, really.  I just…need to lie down.” 

“Ouch?”  Aisling had left his colt and was staring at her with a disconcerting level of alarm.  Taryn tried to smile at him as she pulled herself to her feet and the effort exhausted her.  It must not have looked very reassuring either, because Aisling’s eyes only widened. 

“Taryn.” 

Again she turned, groping for something reassuring to say, and again there was no one behind her. 

“Great gods, what  is this?”  One of the visiting Farasai, a Morathi, was staring at Taryn in open horror.  His chieftain, clearly still recovering from the use of the word ‘poison’, spoke a few bitter-sounding words in Far, but the Morathi cut him off with a sweep of his hand, seeking Tonka’s eyes.  “Nay, ‘tis fouler by far than that.  What is happening here?” 
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“Let her go,” another Morathi, this one an elder female, added. 

Her voice, like her black-masked stare, was grim.  “You’ll bring him down on all of us.” 

There was a lot of Far-speaking after that, most of it delivered in shouts.  Beside her, Tonka reared and boomed out something that shut them all up, but the real noise was still going on.  Somewhere. 

Shard’s hand closed on Taryn’s shoulder again, but this time, the touch drove a sudden spike of pain through Taryn’s chest.  She wrenched away, hacking on air and grabbing the table to keep her feet, but it was a long time before the pain subsided.  “I need to go lie down,” she said again, but it wasn’t her bed she was thinking of.  It was the woods.  The magus’s cabin in the woods.  A cup of the magus’s sweet tea.  It was so dark and warm in his cottage. 

Taryn sensed Tonka’s hand coming at her, but she batted it away and headed for the door.  She didn’t stop for Aisling or even glance his way.  The note from Antilles was utterly forgotten.  She had to go lie down.  The cabin in the woods was dark and still and restful.  She knew he would let her in.  He would let her sleep.  Just knowing that she was heading that way made her ache a little less. 

Taryn staggered down the length of the Jiko, one hand braced on the lodge wall, focusing all her energy on just this act of walking.  She was aware, if only vaguely, of some sort of commotion going on around her, but she couldn’t bring herself to care enough to even look around. 

Now that she was moving in that direction, all her thoughts were on the magus.  She did not hear the arguments for or against her, did not see the flash of steel as runkas were drawn, did not feel the slightest interest in any of it.  She knew only that she was going to him and he would finally let her sleep. 

Then there were hands on her that she couldn’t shrug off or slap away, no matter how hard she tried, and a great wrenching pain in her chest, as though her heart itself were pulling her.  Tonka was commanding someone to hold her, someone else was telling him to let her go, Aisling was calling his urgent “Ouch!”, and all of it was an infuriating drone that had no significance and no meaning.  She began to fight, really fight, against the Farasai who held her (and though she did not know it, she was shouting all the while, giving awful voice to the things which she heard and did not hear: “Taryn, come!  Come to me! 

Come now!”) nearly falling out into the commons when he suddenly released her. 
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There was a horsewoman waiting for her in the commons, another Morathi if the spirals painting her breast and the black bar across her eyes was any indication, and the sight of her dashed a little of the single-minded fog from Taryn’s mind.  She staggered once, then stood and stared. 

She had heard, in the flotsam and jetsam of trivia that her former life absorbed, that there was no such thing as a white horse.  What the layperson perceived as white horses were actually ‘grays’, horses with black skin and a pale coat that dappled over time, or they were the color derogatorily classed as ‘flea-bittens’, horses whose light fur was speckled with black hairs.  Whiteness was a façade employed through the use of bleaches, dyes, or good old-fashioned flour.  There was no such beast as a white horse. 

And there seemed to be no such thing as a white horseman either.  In all of Tonka’s kraal and among all of his many visiting kin, Taryn had seen nothing to indicate otherwise.  There were, to quote that lullaby of old, blacks and bays, dapples and grays, but no whites among the pretty little horses. 

Well, this Morathi was white, and in more than just her milky coat.  Her hair, fine and long as it flowed into her mane, had the luster of pearls, as did her full tail.  Her hooves were alabaster, dusted with fetlocks as fine as cobwebs.  Her human flesh was flawless linen, a perfect empty page to invite the writings of her Farasai markings.  Her eyes were her only color and they were palest pink, startling within their bar of painted black.  She needed only a silver narwhal’s tooth sprouting from her brow to make her a thing of living dreams. 

Just where this Morathi had been until now, Taryn did not know, but she was quite sure she’d never seen her before.  An albino horsewoman was something Taryn would not forget, but although she was aware that she should be feeling awed, for some reason, the very sight of her instead filled Taryn with a vague dread. 

The Morathi raised a hand and Taryn flinched back without understanding why.  She knew a moment of perfect, crystallized fear—

and beneath it, intrinsically more terrifying, a rabid and wretched fury—

and then the Morathi’s fingers brushed over Taryn’s brow. 

Silence. 
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Taryn a greater silence.  She couldn’t understand the feeling.  It was comparable in some way to sitting in one’s living room and having the power suddenly go out, having all those little background noises—the hum of the refrigerator, the whisper of the A/C, the dull grind of her computer’s hard drive—quiet all at once.  Noises she heard and did not hear, now silent, truly silent. 

Her knees buckled.  She staggered into the Morathi’s body and clung blindly to the milk-white waist, feeling cold and half-drowned with weariness.  Taryn burst into baffled tears and this Morathi wiped at them with a distracted expression.  “Something’s wrong with me,” she heard herself say, the words mystifying to her ears but not her heart. 

“Aye, I hear you,” said the Morathi, but Taryn knew instinctively that the mystic was not addressing her.  “And nay, you will not have her.” 

Taryn pressed her face against the star-smooth flesh and waited. 

She didn’t know for what, but with the Morathi’s hands stroking down her hair, she didn’t care.  She was tired.  She was so tired. 

“You brought here a thing,” the Morathi said in her absent-minded fashion.  “A pretty thing, aye.” 

“A teaser,” mumbled Taryn. 

“You carried it above your heart.  A gift from your father’s hand.” 

“I traded it,” said Taryn.  Her St. Christopher’s medallion, she meant.  It was gone now, along with her grandmother’s wedding ring, her drop heart locket, her puka shell necklace, and her wristwatch.  Gone and damned well spent, to pay for Tonka’s tent-warming presents.  And they were good trades.  Not equal by any means to the gifts she’d received, but they were all Taryn had to give and so she’d given them. 

“You must have it back.” 

“No backsies,” Taryn said.  “Not cool.” 

Distantly, she heard hooves move away behind her.  She didn’t have the energy even to look and see who it was, but she knew what the hooves would bring back when they came, and she started crying again, sick with shame.  “Don’t get it for me,” she begged.  “I’m so tired of having to borrow everything!” 

“Aye, you are tired.  You are sorrowing tired.” 

She was.  Taryn felt the strength going out of her body, just dropping right down through her and out through the soles of her feet. 
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“Sorrowing tired,” the Morathi said again.  “And it is time for you to sleep.” 

The Morathi touched the center finger of her slender hand to Taryn’s brow and spoke a single word, one that Taryn heard with the primeval bone and blood of her but could not translate to sound.  It warped in her mind, twisted and seized on her.  Her eyes rolled back, still wet with tears, and she slid onto the ground in a boneless heap, asleep at once and dreamless. 
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30.  The House of Tears 



Taryn woke in a dimly-lit lodge to the weight and kiss of metal on her breast.  It burned.  She brushed at the discomfort, but it would not be dislodged.  She fought her eyes open to look and saw St. Christopher over her heart.  Her father’s medallion was no longer dangling from its silver chain, but was fixed into a hard leather harness that crisscrossed her chest.  She could feel the buckles low at her back, pressing on her spine. 

Not since  ‘An Introduction to Trigonometry’ in the ninth grade had Taryn ever been so confused. 

She sat up and reached around behind her.  Her fingertips could brush at the buckles, but only just.  The straps were stiff.  She couldn’t prod them loose and she couldn’t shrug out of the harness without unfastening them.  The weight of the silver medallion burned in her like a stake.  She worked her fingers under the leather setting and tugged, trying at least to bring it off her skin, and couldn’t manage even that much.  What in hell?! 

There was movement behind her, the shifting of a hoofed leg. 

Taryn twisted around and saw Ven watching from the shadows.  That made this the Vyengo Machozi.  She should have recognized the table she was lying on sooner. 
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“I could use a little help,” Taryn said, and Ven came at once.  “I can’t breathe in this thing.  Help me take it off.” 

Ven stopped and lowered her hands again.  “Nay, Taryn.” 

“Come on, I’m serious.  It’s too tight.” 

Ven didn’t move. 

Taryn cursed and attacked the harness again, fighting so hard to reach the buckles that she felt something give way in her shoulder, something that felt like a hot rubber band snapping.  She cried out sharply, hugging at this new pain, still gruesomely conscious of the lump burning on her chest. 

Now Ven was there, her hands seeking hurt, and Taryn, hardly aware of what she was doing, shoved at her. 

“Get this off of me!” she shouted, and bent double, gripping at the harness with both hands and pulling with all her strength.  She set up a dull ache in her hurt shoulder, but the medallion stayed and would not be moved from her flesh.  The harder she pulled, the more she became aware of a pulsing headache, a pain that seemed to be dialing up in her like the volume knob on a set of speakers.  She imagined she could hear her name somewhere in the throbbing of it, a furious command to remove this thing that had been fastened to her.  And she was trying, she was trying, but— 

“Aye, a little closer,” a woman’s voice said, quite calmly.  The albino Morathi came to stand beside Ven, her gaze level and serene. 

“Come and know me, half-mortal.  Come and see the hand that will slap you free of this innocent you ride.” 

Taryn’s head snapped around and she spat out a stream of profanities she was quite sure had never made the trip through her mouth before.  “Gluehide witch!” she screamed at its end.  “Fen-sucked feast of worms!  Execrable sower of donkey’s seed!” 

The white horsewoman smiled.  It was an expression of profound satisfaction.  “Gall her,” she said. 

Hands closed over Taryn’s shoulders and she was pulled flat against the table once more, kicking and bucking like a madwoman.  She saw Ven’s face, solemn and pale, as her mouth was forced open for a leather funnel.  Something bitter and thick as tar flowed into her throat. 

She swallowed convulsively and then immediately retched. 

“You sought his sigils well, Morathi-Rucombe,” the albino remarked as Taryn emptied her body of what felt like gallons of sickly 213 

 

bile.  “But you forgot one hiding place.  You forgot the wizard had fed her.” 

“Aye, and is that not warning enough?”  Another Morathi, the old female, had entered the lodge and stood watching Taryn thrash and endlessly heave.  “Tis as good as a brand upon her and you would have us cross him?  I say again, let her go.” 

“It shames me to share your name.”  Yet another Morathi moved forward to help hold the funnel as Taryn was galled again.  “I will not be partner to the sacrifice of an innocent and I will not pay a tribute of any flesh to that monster.” 

“This is dangerous.  Do you think he will simply let us be when he knows that we have done this?” 

“Nay, he will not,” the white Morathi replied evenly.  “But I will not be the one that gives her.  I will not service that murderer with fresh prey.  Shame to thee that thee would suggest it.  Again, mother.  Tis nearly done.” 

Foulness poured thickly into her screaming mouth.  She convulsed, clutching blindly at the many hands that supported her, and vomited again, a choking spray of thin froth that rasped, rattled, and ultimately disgorged a stone the size of her thumb and the color of week-old sin.  It struck the table between her legs with a sound as if it were made of lead and lay there, pulsing like a beating heart. 

The albino Morathi did not touch it, but when her hand drifted over the evil thing, it first broke and then burned, bubbling into nothing more than smoke and a brackish stain in the space of only a few seconds. 

Taryn slumped back, gasping for breath that seemed to tear at her, and felt hands lower her gently to the table once more.  She saw Ven dab at her with a cool cloth, and then it covered her eyes and she knew nothing more. 
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31.  Recovered 



Taryn had shifted around several times to escape the root that was pressing on her back before she woke up enough to realize she was wearing it and it wasn’t a root.  She sat up, blinking in bewilderment at the St. Christopher’s medallion anchored in its X-shaped harness on her bare chest.  She couldn’t reach the buckles or budge the stiff straps.  She had no memory of acquiring it. 

For that matter…where the hell was she? 

Ven’s lodge, she realized, and there was Ven.  The healer stood before her cupboard of herbs with her hands slightly spread, her palms upturned, and her head bent.  She did not move. 

Taryn rubbed at her head, wondering what she was doing here and if it was really as late as it felt.  She thought she might have a hangover.  She had something sick and achey anyway.  “Have I been drinking?” she asked. 

Ven gasped and turned.  There were tears on her face.  Alarmed, Taryn immediately checked her hands for ruptures.  She was seized in the next instant and pulled into a bare-breasted hug that a woman less confident of her sexuality might feel threatened by. 

“What’s wrong?” Taryn managed.  “Good grief, woman, what did I do?” 
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“Mind me not,” Ven said, swiping at her eyes.  “Tis my foaling makes me fuss so.  Thee had a moment’s weakness, that is all.  Too little rest, too little food, and too much of travel conspired in thee to make an evil.  Thee is shut of it now.” 

“Why did Tash give this back to me?” Taryn asked, touching the St. Christopher’s medallion.  “And why’d she give it back like this?” 

“Does it please thee?” 

“Well…of course, I’m touched, but she shouldn’t have done it.  I gave it to her.” 

“Will thee not accept it?”  Ven’s voice quavered, as with fear. 

“I think I have to accept it,” Taryn answered with a touch of nervous laughter.  “I can’t get the thing off by myself.  But, um, not to offend Tash if she wants to see me wearing this nifty strap-thingie, but I’m not comfortable walking around with no shirt on even when there isn’t snow all over the ground.  Do you think she’ll get her feelings hurt if I put my top back on?” 

“Nay,” Ven said huskily.  “Only wear the gift close to your heart always and know it comes from all of us as much as from your own family.” 

The distress in the horsewoman’s voice gave Taryn pause as she arranged her Arkes halter over the stiff harness.  The emotion she saw there looked (and admittedly, Taryn was in no position to know for sure) like a lot more than post-partum wackiness.  She saw real fear in those eyes. 

“Ven?” she said uncertainly. 

The horsewoman’s sides shivered.  She brushed at her cheeks in a business-like fashion and went to open the Machozi lodge door.  It was dark outside, and somewhere pipes were playing.  “Your danger is past,” 

Ven said, a game effort at her usual crisp tone.  “I have work yet to do this night and a foal who will be wanting suckle.  To whatever bed you will, Taryn, and rest there.” 

Taryn slid down from the table, reeling a little at the dismissal. 

“Well, I…I guess it’ll be the hunter’s lodge,” she stammered.  “To say a thanks to Tash.  Ven, I…I don’t remember anything since breakfast.  I didn’t say or do anything to…to embarrass myself, did I?” 

Ven’s face underwent a slight crumpling effect before shoring itself admirably.  “Nay, Taryn,” she said.  “Thee was ill.  Only that, and easily seen by all.” 
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Great, she’d probably puked on someone’s hoof and then passed out. 

Taryn said a listless goodnight and made her way out into the commons.  Her new harness was rigid as armor, but she guessed it wasn’t horribly uncomfortable.  She just kind of wished she could reach the buckles herself.  She had a feeling it was going to chafe something fierce. 

No one seemed to be staring at her too closely as she crossed the kraal, but that didn’t mean much.  Farasai could write a dozen books on how not to look like you were looking at someone.  In fact, the thoroughness with which the surrounding horsemen were  not paying attention to her was a sure sign that they had noticed her and were being aggressively polite about not calling attention to her. 

Her stomach was in knots by the time she pushed the hunter’s lodge door open and peered inside.  Heads raised and voices hushed all down the row of beds. 

“Taryn?”  Ahm rose from the leader’s place at the hearthside, although she did not step away from her sleeping foal or the mate that shared her wide berth.  “Taryn, is it thee?” 

What a ridiculous question. 

“Do you know anyone else this short?” 

Ahm’s tension did not ease.  “Has Ven released thee?” 

“No, I dug my way under the wall with a spoon and escaped.  Of course, she released me.”  Taryn studied Ahm’s nervous smile for a few seconds.  “Okay, be straight with me,” she said.  “What did I do?  And did I do it in front of everyone and embarrass the whole clan, or did I have the decency to do it in private and just embarrass me?” 

The horsemen of the hunter’s lodge exchanged many meaningful glances.  At last, Ahm pecked a hoof and said, “You collapsed at the morning meal and were delirious some time in Ven’s care.” 

“Delirious?” Taryn echoed, shocked.  “Why?” 

And color her paranoid, but the way in which the horsemen did not exchange glances at that question struck Taryn as suspicious.  Ahm’s stallion, Tanu, broke the ice with laughter.  “Thee knows Ven.  She thinks it due to thee being underfed.” 

Grunts of hearty agreement ran the room.  Too hearty. 

Taryn could feel her eyes narrowing.  “But I’m fine now?” 

“Aye.  Full recovered and at thy speed.” 
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“Because there’s an awful lot of thee and thy-ing going on in here for nobody being concerned.” 

Silence. 

Taryn turned away from Ahm, abandoning the matter for now to address another one.  “Tash, are you in here?” 

A roan rose to her feet mid-way down the beds.  “Aye, Taryn?” 

“Why did you give back the necklace I gave to you?” 

The horsewoman hesitated, her tail flicking.  “Thee was ill.  I thought it might comfort thee.  Does thee…Do you not like it?” 

“Of course I like it,” Taryn said, walking down the row to meet the horsewoman’s gaze square on.  “But…Those gifts you helped to bring me, those were the only things in all the time I’ve been here that I paid for.  Everything else, everything from food to clothes to goodwill and graces, I’ve been given out of pity, but I  paid for that bedroll, Tash…and you just gave me my money back.  I need to know why.” 

Tash opened her mouth and then closed it again.  She stared down between her forehooves for a long time, unspeaking.  At last, and without looking up, she said, “You paid me, aye.  But I did not bring you bedding.  My chief bade me carry and so I carried.  And you paid me with all the coin you had.  Then I learned it was your father’s gift to you, a sacred protection he meant you to hold, and you paid it to me for my obedience to my chief.  It has been a heavy burden for me to carry. 

Now, aye, I give it back.  Because you have lost all your other reminders of home.  Because it is Gathering and I would give you such a gift. 

Because you were ill and I thought that it may comfort you.  And because it has always been too great a price for an old bedroll.” 

The roan raised her head and hesitantly sought Taryn’s eyes.  “I know you would never ask for it to be returned, but will you not keep it? 

For your father’s sake, if not for mine.” 

Taryn sighed, reaching to rub at the medallion through her halter. 

She nodded. 

“And we shall be friends?” Tash pressed, shyly offering her hand. 

“Of course,” she said, clasping the horsewoman’s wrist.  “You could have made it a little less secure, though.” 

“I would that you not lose it,” Tash said.  “Had it never left your heart, perhaps the flood would not have come to you.” 

A number of horsemen started violently at this statement, and Taryn laughed. 
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“Well, you want to watch out.  The way it’s rigged up now, it may never rain again.” 

“Promise you will never have it off.” 

The vehemence of this swift entreaty surprised her.  Taryn frowned. 

“Promise!” Tash insisted.  “Thee would never break such an oath!” 

Oh yeah.  Taryn of the Turtles.  “I promise,” she said, and stared in shock around the lodge at the rush of relieved sighs that gusted through it.  “People, I don’t know what you think this medallion does, but—” 

“Sleep with me,” Ahm’s stallion called.  “All will be well in the morning.” 

Several reassuring ‘Aye’s emphasized this declaration, and although a kernel of doubt remained, Taryn allowed herself to be persuaded.  She curled up under the blanket with Tanu and got cozy as Ahm resettled herself and her foal.  All four of them pressed snugly together like this, she could only feel warm and safe, but the silence of the lodge was oppressive.  Taryn lay awake and wondering for a long time. 
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32.  Tonka-Tiyu 



It had to be pretty late when Taryn woke up.  The lodge was filled with sleepers, but she could see light through the windows, so she knew someone was awake outside.  She lay next to Ahm’s stallion, staring at the wall and trying to determine what had wakened her.  She decided she was thirsty.  In fact (and this would please Ven hugely), she thought she might be hungry. 

She eased herself away from Tanu’s side and onto her feet.  Ahm mumbled, her tail flicking at the place where Taryn had recently lain, but her eyes never opened and Tanu didn’t stir at all.  Aisling raised his head as Taryn passed the table where he laired, and didn’t get up to follow her. 

By the time she reached the door, he’d curled his talons around his beak and gone back to sleep. 

Once outside, the cool night air killed her lingering doze.  It was snowing again, little flakes that didn’t stick, but there was a wind that chilled her even deeper.  She looked across the village at Jiko lodge, glanced at a nearby group of horsemen and their miniature feast, and turned to join them. 

She only closed half the short distance between her and them when she realized the big gold Tonka was with them, which meant the others were probably his clan.  She side-stepped at once behind a farming cart loaded with empty barrels and then wondered why she’d 220 

 

done that.  If they spotted her now, they’d think she was hiding from them.  She  was hiding, but that was beside the point, and the point was, she hadn’t been doing anything sneaky.  Of course,  now she was going to have to do some sneaking to get away from them without being seen. 

Damn it, all she’d wanted was a glass of water and a sandwich.  Why did all these hostile horsemen have to make her life so complicated? 

She was close enough to hear them talking, but she couldn’t understand what they were saying.  They were speaking Far, but she was convinced she kept hearing her name. 

Taryn edged along the farming cart, loathe to stay, but held by the same perverse curiosity all eavesdroppers feel when they hear themselves mentioned.  The gold Tonka of kraal-Tiyu raised an arm in welcome and Taryn heard an answer off to one side as another horseman came to the fire.  Taryn crouched down behind the cart’s wheel as he went by and stayed there, positioned so that she could look as well as listen. 

“I don’t know, but there must be something,” this new horseman, a young bay, said in reply to a Far-spoken query.  “There are thirty of them gone at any given time.  None of them will admit to their purpose, but all are well-armed for warcraft.” 

Another bay, an older and grimmer copy of the first, said something. 

“He will not say,” the young bay replied.  “None of the Morathis will say and I fear to ask much more, to say truth.  Tis wizard’s business, I think, and the less I know of it, the better I’ll sleep.” 

The gold Tonka asked a question in Far. 

The young bay groaned good-naturedly and filled his cup from the nearest open barrel.  It looked like a deep reach.  “Stand off about it,” 

he said, laughing.  “They all speak it here now because their pet human is here and I cannot step back and forth in tongue and thought as easily as some.” 

The only female among them said something that sounded annoyed. 

The gold grunted agreement, but said, “Nevertheless, I would not disrespect our kin.” 

“Pity they do not have the same concern,” the female said.  “That I must eat at the same table as a human, speak her words, and give her greetings when my hooves ache to strike!” 
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“Ah, she seems harmless enough,” an older dappled fellow grumbled.  “Pulled thin, if you ask me, but at least she’s trying to stay back and be polite.” 

The gold said nothing.  His tail swished back and forth as he stared into his cup. 

“Aye,” the young bay agreed.  He considered the falling snow over the fields very closely as he said, “I think her quite a friendly little thing.” 

The female snorted. 

“Clever, gods, I’ll give her that,” the dapple remarked, and glanced at his chief.  “A master of riddles.” 

“Aye,” said the gold mildly. 


“So?”  The female stamped a rear hoof.  “You can teach a fletcher mink to talk.” 

“But not to think,” the gold replied.  “This one can think.” 

“Whoever said humans couldn’t?” the elder bay demanded. 

“They have always had cleverness for them.  And are wise in every lie.” 

The gold bent to rub at a foreknee.  “I know this kraal well,” he said.  “Her chieftain is not easily deceived.  And there is something about this human…”  He straightened, shaking his head.  “Something difficult to define.” 

“The very nature of treachery,” the old bay countered. 

“Perhaps.”  The gold raised one hand, palm up, an invitation to the gods to supply his empty hand with answers.  When none came, he dropped it again, and said, “But if nothing else, she has made me think, and what I find myself thinking most is that there are too many of our kin here that trust her for there to be no cause.” 

“Gods!”   The female cut at the earth with a forehoof and backed away from the group of them.  “You’ll be saddling her next!” she spat. 

“As half the males of this clan seem so willing to do.  But I will find me a stallion tonight, one who prefers a mare to the clever mouth of a human!” 

The horsemen didn’t watch her angry retreat, but concerned themselves with the serious business of drinking and fire-gazing.  Oddly, the first sound Taryn heard after the horsewoman was good and gone was laughter. 

It was the elder bay and he covered his face and just laughed for several minutes while the others patiently ignored him. 
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“Is there a joke?” the gold asked finally.  “Or is this mirth merely at Tal’s expense?” 

“The Ven of this kraal has given her chieftain to stud for the human before,” the bay explained.  “There are those here who believe they did truly mate.” 

Taryn blushed, unable to help remembering Tonka’s strong hands lifting her to the table, kissing her, caressing her with that sureness and skill that so often defined him.  And that thought led right around to H’wathu and his tender explorations of the night before.  And gosh, even Shappa had been willing to try.  Really, what was it with the horsemen in this kraal? 

“That…”  The young bay laughed and snapped his tail, but the forward pricking of his ears betrayed his keen interest.  “That is difficult to imagine.” 

“Ha.  No more difficult than to imagine two humans.”  The elder bay drank, eyed his cup, and filled it again.  “You know, seeing that human of theirs so constantly underfoot has really made me wonder how by the gods’ design they mate at all.” 

“They must manage,” the gold said dryly.  “There are enough of them.” 

“I am serious.  You’ve seen her.”  The elder bay looked around at them, his brows drawing down.  “She’s hardly made for it.” 

“Well, if we’re all being stallions in an honest frame of mind,” 

the young bay inserted.  “I find her making fair pleasing to the eye. 

From the hips up, at least.” 

Grunts and tail swishes.  No protests. 

“What I mean,” the elder bay continued, “is that she’s not built for mating.  How does she balance?  Her hands couldn’t brace the ground unless she were at hunkers.  Were she not braced, she’d topple right over at a sound push.” 

“That isn’t how they mate,” the dapple said, and seeing that he’d gotten all their attention, added, “Aye, I’ve seen them.  There was a small encampment in my youth that I had been sent to scout.  I witnessed many matings.” 

The others waited, but the old dapple merely drank his wine and stood contentedly brushing at snowflakes with his tail. 

“And?” the elder bay pressed finally. 

“Hm.”  The dapple glanced at his audience with a hint of disapproval, but said, “The males do not mount, but mate face on.” 
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Silence. 

“How again?” the old bay asked, confounded. 

“What, standing?” the young bay added, head cocked. 

“No, no.  Well, aye, I suppose it could be, but no.  The female lies upon her back and opens wide her legs for the male to lie between, joined thus.” 

A longer silence. 

“Why?” the elder bay asked. 

“I could not begin to fathom.  Mayhap they like to look at each other.”  The dapple started to drink, then laughed and lowered his cup. 

“The male was formed so—” he said, holding his hands a respectable eight inches apart.  “And, ‘Ai, so big!’ cried she.” 

All the horsemen burst out laughing.  When their collective hilarity died out, the young bay glanced around, measuring the moods of his companions, and then said, “They say here that she is yearning for a mate.” 

“Go to, Sikka,” the elder bay said dryly, and there was more laughter. 

Taryn felt herself blushing furiously in the shadows. 

“They say that is why she wants to leave the Gathering,” the young bay went on.  He was blushing also.  “She is new-come to mating and her blood is high.  The lord is traveling and—” 

“She lies with our lord?” the gold Tonka interrupted. 

“Aye, they say she is beloved of him.” 

All were quiet.  The gold looked particularly thoughtful. 

“And that she’s pining for him,” the young bay finished finally. 

“Aye, well.”  The elder bay stretched—arms first, then forelegs, and finally hind legs, ending with a whippy snap of his tail—and backed away from the fire.  “If she’s pining herself sick over that, that just proves that new lovers are rock-heads no matter what their race.  Gods, I recall when you discovered the mare’s delights,” he added, glancing with fondness at his young copy.  “You damn near sprained something.” 

“I did not!” 

“I didn’t mean something of yours.  Poor Vand.”  The old bay moved off, chuckling and yawning. 

“He exaggerates,” Sikka said, scowling. 

“Not much.”  The dapple laughed loudly at Sikka’s fierce glare and started to head for a sleeping lodge himself.  He gave the young bay 224 

 

a slap to the rump in passing.  “Nothing to be ashamed of, Sikka.  The gods know, Vand can take a rough ride!” 

“He only said that to sting me,” Sikka declared to his dwindling companions. 

“Of course he did,” the big gold replied, patting him.  “We all know Vand takes a gentle hand, don’t we?” 

“Aye.” 

“Oh, aye.” 

“Ah, it’s a mood with her.  It can go either way.” 

The group broke up, each taking the time to stop by Sikka for some comforting words, until the young bay was cursing and kicking at them.  Taryn took advantage of the chaos to slip away to the Jiko lodge. 

It was empty, which proved that if the hour got late enough, eventually Ven did leave.  The coals were cold and the only light came in through the open door behind her.  Taryn found a cup and filled it with water still warm from its purifying boil.  She made her way to the carving tables, where bowls of twisted sweetbread and leftover trenchers were waiting.  Feeling around the table, she also found a dish of grapes—probably the last there were that hadn’t been dried to raisons—

as well as plates of cheese, some shelled nuts, and, behind a basket of baked tubers, a handful of Hershey bars. 

Nostalgia swept through her and out again like a cold wind.  She picked one up and sniffed it, savoring the smells of foil and chocolate, remembering with what anxiety she’d packed them to bring here. 

Remembering the old Morathi drinking his in milk after inviting her to sleep with him.  And of course, remembering that whole business with her hands and the fever and Tilly coming to write her letters as she called him her sunshine. 

She put the chocolate down again and picked up a trencher.  She was breaking it in half when the sound of hooves entering the lodge alerted her that she was no longer alone.  Whoever it was came about halfway down the lodge before suddenly stopping.  She’d been made. 

“Don’t mind me,” she said, turning around.  In the dark, she could only make out the shape of a horseman.  “Just a little snack.” 

“Have you been here long?” 

The voice she recognized at once, and found herself alone with the gold Tonka of kraal-Tiyu. 

“No,” she said.  “I was sleeping a little while ago.  Why?” 
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He didn’t answer, but he did come a little closer.  “I’m not accustomed to seeing you without your guards,” he said.  “Perhaps I should forgo my meal and leave before I am discovered and presumed a poisoner.” 

“Yeah, that was a stupid thing for me to say,” she remarked, and offered him the other half of her trencher.  He gazed at her in the dark for a while, but did come the final few steps to take it.  He even had a bite, which was diplomatic of him. 

“What woke you?” gold-Tonka asked.  His tone was casual, his body very still. 

An evil little imp took command of Taryn’s mouth.  She said, shrugging, “I couldn’t sleep.  I was just so restless.  Sometimes it feels…”  She tossed out a laugh.  “…like my blood’s on fire.  You ever get that feeling?” 

He gave her a long, assessing look that was perfectly faceless with the only light behind him.  His tail swished. 

“What?” Taryn asked, making her eyes innocent-wide.  “What did I say?” 

He shook his head and had another bite of bread.  His eyes on her were speculative.  After a moment, he asked, “What ailed you this morning?” 

Taryn’s smile faded.  She looked at her bread, her appetite gone, and set it aside.  “I don’t know.  And to tell you the truth, I really don’t like not knowing.”  She looked back at him, trying to see more of his face in the darkness.  “Do…Do you know what was wrong with me?” 

His head moved back and his ears forward.  She saw him roll his bread thoughtfully between his fingers before he, too, set it on the table. 

“I do not,” he said.  “And like you, I find that fact greatly disquieting. 

Were you under drink?” 

“I don’t think so.  I sure don’t remember drinking.  Did you see me drinking?” 

“Nay.  What do you last remember eating?” 

“A little pie at breakfast.  The last thing I had before that was bread here in the lodge, trading riddles with you.  I wasn’t picking strange mushrooms, if that’s what you’re getting at.” 

“Hm.”  He pecked a forehoof and came a little closer.  In a low, ominous voice, he said, “Tell me honestly, human.  What dealings have you with the wizard?” 
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“The wizard?” she echoed, utterly thrown.  “That guy down by the lake?” 

“Aye, he.  What dealings?”  The gold reached up to grip his runka, though he did not draw it. 

“Define ‘dealings’, sport,” she replied, confounded.  “I’ve seen him, but that’s it.” 

“Does he instruct you in his arts?” 

“What, are you kidding?  No!” 

“You are not birthed of his realm?” 

“Not unless he’s from Earth.  I guess he could be, but—” 

“Have you taken gifts from him?” 

“No.”  Antilles had broken her smoke-oil before she could use it and afternoon tea probably didn’t count as gifts. 

The gold’s fingers drummed on the haft of his runka.  “Has he bred you?” he asked bluntly. 

Taryn gasped.  “Good God, no!” 

Her obvious abhorrence seemed to ease some (but not all) of the tension from him.  He let go his spear and lowered his hand to his side again, regarding her with a cocked head. 

“Aye, well then I cannot think what laid you low,” he said at last, 

“unless it be some trivial weakness of human’s blood.  For all Quiabe’s aid, travelers are yet prone to illness in foreign lands and you do not look strong.” 

Taryn felt her mouth twist and she rolled her eyes.  “Yeah, so I keep hearing.  Well, I hope you’re right, to tell you the truth.  Because the only thing I could think of was morning sickness.” 

He continued to stand silent for a beat or two.  “And that is what?” he asked finally. 

She shrugged, picking up her bread again.  “Something we humans get during the first part of pregnancy.” 

The gold reared his head back a second time.  “What man has been breeding of you this deep in the Valley?” he asked sharply.  “You say ‘tis not the wizard.” 

“On the off chance that it might actually be in your interest to know,” she said, tight-jawed, “Antilles.” 

“Ah.”  He snorted, his tail flicking.  “You cannot breed by him, nor by any Cerosan.  Indeed, I think there is not a male of any kind that now resides in the Valley that could sire by you apart from humans and satyrs.  As you are here and whole, I deem it has not been satyrs.” 
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“Good to know,” she mumbled, and nibbled tastelessly at her bread. 

“Indeed.  There are far too many of human getting already in this world.”  He stamped a rear hoof before contemptuously adding, “Not that your kind hasn’t made a valiant effort through the ages, but if your intention was to steal away to your world with the first of a new race of slave, you are defeated.” 

She stared at him for a second, then shook her head with an angry laugh.  “For a second there,” she said, tossing the remains of her bread into the coals, “I almost liked you.  Goodnight, Tonka.” 

She walked past him and out of the lodge, feeling his stare itching at her back the whole way. 
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33.  Morning  



The day began too early for Taryn’s taste.  Oh, it was good a night’s sleep, probably the best she’d had since the Arkes…no, it was too cold up there.  Since that first night with Antilles…no, that was the same night as the flood, which unfortunately could remove even a night of his spectacular love-making from any ‘best’ list.  Since she’d left Earth, then.  Or, no, she’d actually been something of an insomniac even then, which was, come to think of it, how she’d happened to be awake on the Instant Messenger with John when her griffin egg had hatched. 

Didn’t matter, the point was, it was a fine night of good sleep, filled with happy dreams and the smell of hay and horses.  Tanu, against whose side she’d been nestled for most of the night, assured her that her day need not begin until she was ready for it, but she felt lazy watching everyone else get up and brush themselves briskly presentable.  So she staggered to her feet and followed the hunters out into the commons. 

She’d never actually been up this early at the kraal before. 

Come to think of it, she didn’t think she’d ever been up this early anywhere before.  Not on purpose, anyway.  She couldn’t understand how all the Farasai could be frisking around (come on, who could really enjoy sex at six in the morning?  Even  larks waited for a few hours!) just like they were excited about the day.  Aisling responded in kind, racing 229 

 

ahead of her as she yawned her way across the kraal, but unless her breakfast came with a side of rock cocaine, Taryn couldn’t imagine how she was going to muster up any enthusiasm for partying until noon at the very least. 

“Kinswoman!” 

Ven’s voice rang out the instant Taryn stepped into the Jiko. 

Rucombe’s mother came galloping across the lodge, her arms outstretched. 

Aisling answered her with a trilling cry of unadulterated joy and bounded toward her.  The healer came to a stiff-legged and surprised halt, only to watch as the young griffin ran between her legs and on past, leaping into the spindle-legged lap of Ven’s colt, who was nestled in the corner.  “Baby!” Aisling said happily, preening at the colt’s shock of white hair.  The colt giggled, picked up Aisling’s right hind leg, and began to chew on it. 

Ven and Taryn watched this for a moment and then looked at one another.  Taryn was the first to offer a lopsided smile.  “Nice to see them getting along,” she said. 

“Aye, as kinsmen should,” Ven added with a decisive nod.  And focusing once more on Taryn, said, “And at last, thee rises for morning meal!  Thee must be feeling mended.” 

“Um, yes.”  And she’d certainly picked a day for it, she thought, running her eyes over the long rows of tables, every one of which stood empty except for a small bowl of plain-looking biscuits.  On the hearth and over-spilling Ven’s cooking counters, foods of every description were being prepared—pheasants were being plucked, sauces simmered, dough was rising, and wine mulled over the lowest coals.  All ten of Ven’s assistants, as well as a number of yearling foals, were already glowing with a fine coat of sweat from the heat of the coals and the intensity of their labors, but none of it was for breakfast, clearly. 

“I spared thee out some sounder fare,” Ven said, catching at Taryn’s wrist.  She preceded to tow her at a good clip up the lodge to her command center.  “Shappa!  Come and feed your kinswoman!” 

“I don’t need any special treatment,” Taryn protested, watching with horror as Shappa produced a towering platter of sausage and cakes seemingly from the thin air.  “No, come on, please!” 

“Be thee not a fool.  Thee is fresh-risen from my House and thy body needs repair.  Aside from which, these sparse tables are but the 230 

 

whetstones for those gathered here to set their stomachs against. 

Quiabe’s feast comes tonight.” 

“Who?” 

The simple question provoked a spat of stamping, half-rears, tail-snaps and one disgusted, “Savage,” from somewhere behind her.  Taryn endured it all as she picked out the largest sausage on her platter to feed to Aisling.  When everything quieted, she said it again.  “Who?” 

“Quiabe.”  The filly Morathi came up beside her, showing a cool disdain to some of her fellows by pointedly ignoring them.  “He is the god of this season, the potent and the risen god, and this night shall be sacred to him.” 

Potent and risen god.  Hmm. 

“Not a god of whiskey and yeast, I’m assuming.” 

“A god of pleasures,” Morathi said, “and a god of pain.  Tonight, he comes to visit both.” 

“How do you know which one he has in mind?” Taryn asked, not without some sense of apprehension.  Her experience with Anu the Riverman had proven that the gods of Arcadia tended to have a far more vested interest in their mortal worshippers than she was used to. 

“That depends upon his whim and the merits of those who seek to give him honor,” Morathi replied.  “But surely you have naught to fear.” 

Taryn gave Aisling another sausage, this time obliged to pass a tiny bite of cake to the colt as well, since he had his mouth open so nicely and Ven had nodded to her.  She tried to keep her expression as inscrutable as possible, but the Farasai had an unsurpassable skill at deciphering neutral expressions. 

One of the other Morathis, a chestnut with a badly-scarred face, tossed a crooked smile in her direction.  “You don’t appear much comforted,” he observed. 

Taryn bit at her lower lip, then went ahead and said it.  “I’m the first to admit that I don’t know much about your theology here, but I’m thinking there’s a lot of wiggle room between mortal merits and a god’s whim.” 

The Morathi’s chieftain slammed down his cup with a sputter, but the scarred chestnut only laughed again.  “Ease thee, Tonka,” he murmured.  And to Taryn, “Aye, much.  But I shall tell you the difference between gods and mortals, if you would hear it.” 

“Tell me.” 
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The Morathi’s face grew solemn.  “With gods, there is always equal trade.  Always.  Even with those gods we perceive and name as evil, there must be equal trade.  Mortals may recant, may lie, may even kill to prevent an accounting, but gods are bound and their honor may never be broken.  So the whim of Quiabe can never rain too heavily upon we who serve him, for if we have met him fairly, he cannot dissemble.” 

He leaned over his table, putting his eyes closer to a level with Taryn’s, to add, “But you do not serve him, human, and whether that renders you armored to his whim or bared to it, I cannot say.  And ‘tis not for me to ease your mind in any matter, but I will put to you this question:  If Quiabe were to meet with you this night, to stand before you in the flesh of the immortals, how would you answer his expectations?” 

“Gods don’t have expectations,” Taryn said. 

There were two responses to her answer, the first in the form of loud stamping and vehement exclamations, most of them in Far.  The second, just as immediate, came as a profound silence and watchful stillness.  The Morathis, every one of them, fell into this latter group. 

The scarred chestnut cocked his head slowly on one side.  His ears were rotating constantly, as though he were still listening to all the things she left unsaid.  At last, he spoke, just one word.  “Who?” 

She didn’t want to answer, not here in front of everyone, but his stare was insistent.  She rolled one shoulder in a shrug and looked away, afraid that if she continued to keep his gaze, he might see the jackal-headed Riverman in her unguarded eyes. 

The Morathi grunted thoughtfully, just as though she answered him after all, but he didn’t press her further.   He turned instead to exchange a few words with a Morathi at another table, effectively dismissing her.  She could hear her name in the low speech that followed, but all the rest of it was in Far. 

Taryn ducked her head to avoid the eyes that burned on her and took her platter to her place at the high table.  Tonka was waiting for her. 

His eyes as they looked her over were distant and troubled. 

“Are you okay?” she asked as the seconds under that heavy stare stretched out. 

Surprise overtook Tonka’s forbidding features.  “Am I…?”  He gave his head a hard shake, managing a little dry laughter.  “Aye, Taryn, I am well.  And thee?  Recovered?” 

“That’s what Ven says.  And I feel fine.”  She toyed self-consciously with her lavish breakfast as the Farasai continued to 232 

 

assemble at the lower tables.  Too many of them were still looking at her. 

She tried on a laugh for size.  It felt too small.  “Seems like every time I come here, I have some health-related crisis.  If I were you, I’d never invite me back.” 

“Never say it so,” Tonka said sharply.  When she gave him a startled look, he made a visible effort to soften his look and tone.  “A chieftain’s duty lies with his kin,” he said.  “Shall I show you less concern then any other?  And you, who dwell so far out of my keeping?” 

“Sorry,” she said humbly.  “I’m still getting used to this whole 

‘keeping’ thing.  I didn’t mean to insult you.” 

Ven touched Tonka’s arm wordlessly.  He cut his eyes at her and sighed, his shoulders relaxing.  When he looked back at Taryn, it was with a faint smile.  “Nay, Taryn, mind me not.  My nights here have been long and my sleep thin.”  He hesitated, his brow knitting, and added, 

“And thee worries me.” 

“Ven says I’m fine now.” 

“Aye.”  He shared a second look with the healer.  “Let us hope we have seen the end of your ailing.” 

By now, all the Farasai were gathered and silently waiting the word to begin the morning meal.  Tonka, his mind clearly elsewhere, gave a perfunctory invitation to be strengthened for the labors of the day, and then stood brooding, his gaze like lead on the back of Taryn’s head. 

For her part, Taryn made a polite show of eating everything Ven had given her, although the combination of Tonka’s mood, the occasional stares from the Morathis of the gathered clans, and the disparity between her breakfast and the plain biscuits in every other hand had long since killed her appetite.  No one else seemed to mind the modest rations, however.  In fact, there was a great deal of animated talk at the lower tables, centering on preparations for the evening’s events. 

The high field was mentioned more than once and the little Taryn could overhear from her place at Tonka’s side served to gradually pique her interest. 

At last, she turned to the filly Morathi and said, “Am I hearing this right?  You’re going to plow that field?” 

Morathi nodded. 

“It’s not a…a metaphor, or…?” 

“Metaphor?” Morathi echoed, perplexed. 

“Nay, Taryn,” Ahm said, smiling.  “We shall do our breeding after.  We truly mean to put the high field to plow.” 
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“Isn’t it frozen over?” 

“One would assume as much, since all the rest of the Valley is so.” 

Morathi shot Ahm the kind of condescending look that all teenaged girls develop along with breasts.  “Tis a tribute of earthly labor,” she explained to Taryn.  “We make the field ready for spring, to show Pacha Ven we honor her and await her fertile warmth.  To Quiabe, the ready fields show welcome as well, which is why we shall labor today.” 

“Ordinarily, you’d do it when?” 

Blank looks from most of the horsemen.  Morathi smiled.  It was the same smile she’d just given Ahm.  She said, “There is a calendar in Arcadia, Taryn, but we are not slaves to it.  Any day twixt Long-Night and the Flowering Moon may be given to Pacha Ven, but tonight is sacred to Quiabe and ‘tis a rare pleasure to be able to offer welcome to both at once.” 

“Well…can I help?” 

The horsemen sharing her table looked surprised by the offer. 

Ven frowned.  “Tis difficult work,” the healer said.  Beside her, Tonka crossed his arms and pecked a forehoof. 

“I’m sure I can find something that isn’t too tough,” Taryn said. 

“Carry water, or something.” 

“Aye, but you needn’t bother.”  It was the gold Tonka who said this, and though his mouth shaped a smile of sorts, there was only black suspicion in his gaze.  “You have won Rucombe already and I, for one, shall not be moved by this token showing of effort.” 

The wisest course would be to ignore him.  But the quality for which the Irish were known the world over wasn’t wisdom.  Taryn leaned over the table, catching and holding his eye, and quietly said, 

“This may come a shock to you, buster—” 

“Taryn,” Tonka said warningly. 

“—but the sun does not rise and set over your head,” she finished, and silently congratulated herself for keeping it at a PG rating. 

“Now I don’t care what you do with your day, but I’m going to at least try to do something productive with mine.” 

The gold held her stare for a few seconds more before thinly smiling.  “Aye, human.  How right you are to remind me of my obligations to the chieftain who houses us.”  He looked at the Farasai who shared his table.  “Today, we plow,” he told them. 
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There were no protests. 

Gold-Tonka gave Taryn a nod and finished his biscuit.  “But we will not drink the water,” he added, and headed for the door. 

Taryn’s heart burned, but she didn’t need Tonka’s hand on her shoulder to keep her from going after him.  She turned her attention to her breakfast as the rest of kraal-Tiyu walked out.  The last of her appetite was good and gone, and her mood had been distinctly soured. 

She didn’t dare say a word, not even one.  All the Irish outrage in her was already there and knocking at the backs of her teeth, and there were just too many hostile eyes in here as it was.  She’d be good.  She’d be quiet. 

“Jerk!” Aisling called in tinny imitation of Taryn’s own voice. 

The gold stopped and threw a puzzled glance over his shoulder at the griffin, then a dark one at Taryn before finishing his stalk outside. 

“Better?” Tonka murmured under his breath.  He was smiling. 

“A little.”  So was she. 
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34.  Racing the Gold 



Plowing the field was hard work, even if it was closer to the end of winter and she was just the water-girl.  Only a few of the horsemen actually plowed, but there was plenty for the others to do.  The snow that lay over the fields had to be shoveled out before the frozen earth could be turned, and then came the unenviable task of rock-picking. 

The Farasai made a contest out of it, predictably enough, one in which the farmers had a rare chance to excel.  But the high field was a big one, easily the size of a football field, and even after the Farasai had their fun and passed out prizes, less than half the field had been plowed. 

As the morning crawled on, more horsemen showed up, but it was still a rough stretch of time, especially since the ice under her feet was nowhere near as cold as the ice in some of the horsemen’s eyes. 

Still, there were enough friendly faces around her to help her keep her sense of humor, and as she had more opportunities to share riddles and stories, or join clumsily in with the farming chants, she thought she was making a little progress even with Tiyu’s group. 

Eventually, there came a point that she saw the young bay, Sikka, raise his hand as she walked by. 

She answered him with a wave and a smile, changing course at once.  “Hey, handsome,” she said cheerfully, flipping up the cover on her bucket.  “Have a drink?” 
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“Aye, I thank you.”  Sikka reached for the offered dipper, but it was taken from Taryn’s hand. 

She turned around in time to see the big gold pouring the water out onto the ground. 

A deep quiet dropped over the high field.  The horsemen continued to work, for the most part, but none of them were speaking. 

“I don’t believe we water until after the planting,” Taryn said after a moment of pacifist reflection.  “Although I admire your initiative.” 

“No water,” the gold said.  He shouldered his basket of rocks and walked away.  “Not from this one.  Find you a safer hand to drink from, Sikka.” 

“All right, that’s it,” Taryn said. 

The gold stopped and turned around. 

“I’ve been nice about it long enough, but I’ve had it with you.” 

Taryn pulled the yoke off and put the water buckets on the ground.  She advanced on the gold.  He flexed his powerful body and watched her come.  “I challenge you,” she said, poking him in the stomach, “to a foot race.” 

He tried, but he couldn’t completely smother the shock that peaked his eyebrows and twitched through his ears.  “How again?” he said, his eyes narrowing. 

“You heard me, buster,” she said.  “You and me.  Right now. 

First one to run a round in this field and make it back here is the winner. 

And,” she went on boldly, “the winner gets to kick the loser.” 

One of kraal-Rucombe’s horsemen dropped his basket and ran for the lodges. 

“Taryn, no!” another gasped, and closed a hand on her, trying to pull her away. 

She ducked away from the restraining hand, her eyes riveted to the gold’s.  “Step back, friend, I know what I’m doing.  What do you say, chief?  Once in a round and back here.  Loser takes a kickin’.  Yes or no?” 

The big gold stared down at her.  One ear rotated side to front over and over as he considered.  His tail flicked at snowflakes.  “I accept your challenge and your terms,” he said finally, and tossed his basket aside as easily as if it had been filled with feathers and not with stones. 

237 

 

A thunder of hooves rolled up behind them and came to a shuddering stop.  “Enough of this, chieftain!” Tonka shouted angrily. 

“Stand down!” 

The gold glanced his way and then shaped a hard smile for Taryn.  “I am witnessed,” he called loudly.  “And I have the right to answer your kinswoman’s challenge.” 

Taryn could hear Tonka’s sharp intake of breath.  A stunned silence, and then a low, “Oh, Taryn.  What have you done?” 

The gold regarded her with that faintly contemptuous smile. 

“We Farasai take such things as challenge very seriously.  Or did you expect your ‘clan’ to prevent this race?” 

“Boy, they’d better not,” she said.  “I’m going to kick the living crap out of you.” 

He snorted, but there was a look in his eyes as he turned around, something that might have been either uncertainty or a reluctant admiration.  “Give cry, then,” he said, tail swishing. 

Taryn stepped up beside him.  “On three.  One.  Two.  Three!” 

The gold exploded away from her, spraying Taryn with clods of earth.  Taryn paused to spit them out and brush them off, oblivious to the dismayed shouts of the surrounding horsemen of Tonka’s clan (oblivious, too, to the cheers from kraal-Tiyu), before heading after him. 

She could see pure horror in the faces of the farmers ahead of her, but that didn’t matter.  The big gold was a dot in the far distance; already he had reached the edge of the field and begun his turn, but that didn’t matter either.  She trotted out maybe fifty paces and began her circle. 

Horsemen backed away from her as she jogged around, and gosh, was it gratifying to see that much emotion on so many faces.  True, it was aghast, baffled emotion, but it was sure there.  She smiled comfortingly at them as she ran, making a real effort to form as full and perfect a circle as possible in the soft, fresh-tilled earth. 

The big gold saw her as she was perhaps three-quarters done. 

He dug in, rearing impressively as he stopped, and then came straight back, but he didn’t have a prayer.  She finished her circle and jogged back to her starting point, clapping her hands briskly as with a job well done.  When she reached the place where she’d left her water yoke, she dropped to one knee and started drawing. 

“Run, Taryn,” Tonka said grimly, drawing his runka.  “Skal, Suvta, keep apace of her and—” 
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“I’m not doing anything of the kind,” Taryn remarked, not even looking up.  “Put that thing away, Tonka, and back off.” 

“What is the meaning of this?” the gold bellowed, pounding up to her.  He reared again, hooves swinging dangerously close to her head before crashing back into the ground.  “It was your own challenge!” 

“Yeah, and I hope you’re ready for a kickin’,” she told him, and motioned down at the earth.  She had sketched out a wide rectangle, illustrating the field for him. 

The gold’s whole body jerked.  “What?!” he exploded.  “You did not even reach the far side of—” 

“I didn’t have to.  My challenge, and I believe I am witnessed, was to run a round in this field and meet back here.  I said it twice, in fact.  You chose one round—”  She added an oval shape along the inner borders of the rectangle.  “—and I chose another.”  She put a small circle at its center and then stood up and looked him in the eye. 

He stared at her, his sides and chest heaving, not quite in sync. 

Around them, a few horsemen—some his own and some of Rucombe’s—inched forward to peer at the diagrams in the dirt.  No one else moved and no one spoke at all. 

Taryn thought about it, then leaned out and tapped her foot against his foreleg. 

The gold jerked again, staring at her foot and then at her again with the whites showing all around his eyes. 

“You detestable cheat!” one of his horsewomen shouted.  She snatched for her runka— 

—and the gold swung his arm and caught her.  Without taking his eyes off Taryn, he said, “Do not you dare to draw, Tal.  T’was an honest race, honestly won.”  He backed up, stared at the drawing, backed up some more, and gave Taryn one last hard look before turning around. 

He didn’t look angry.  That was a relief.  Not happy by any stretch of the imagination, but not outraged.  Just confused and slightly irritated, a ‘how the hell did that happen?’ sort of look.  She’d been a little concerned that he wouldn’t get it, and that would have gone extremely badly for her.  He just walked away and his little group went with them, some, like Tal, plainly fuming, while others, like the dappled elder, glanced back at her with a thoughtful eye. 

“Taryn.”  Tonka came up beside her, his gaze dipping to the comparisons of rounds drawn in the dirt at her feet and coming up hard. 

“Come away.” 
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“Why?  He’s gone, isn’t he?  Show’s over.  Back to work.”  She picked up her water yoke and shouldered it complacently. 

Tonka took it from her and held it out without even looking to see who took it.  “Come away,” he said again, very quietly. 

She went. 

He didn’t say a word until he had her back in his lodge with the door shut.  There, leaning both hands against the wood, his head bent and his eyes shut, Tonka said, “That was either greatly clever or greatly, greatly foolish.  For the sake of my soul, I cannot decide.” 

“It was clever,” she said. 

He shot her a black glance and she shut up.  Tonka pushed off the door and came toward her with hands clenched and tail snapping. 

“Whatever happened to your oath to be discreet?” 

“Whatever happened to your order to be visible?” she argued. 

His frown grew on him like storm clouds, darkening gradually and completely.  “I know that I have been many things to you,” he said. 

“But now I will be your father.” 

She stepped back as apprehension settled in.  “Does that mean you’re going to spank me?” 

“I don’t know that word.” 

“Well, I’m sure as hell not going to explain it!” 

That won her a faint smile.  The set of Tonka’s shoulders relaxed some and he sighed.  “Taryn, my friend, you must be careful.  These are my kin and they are not evil, but they have had a terrible history with humankind.  Tonka of Tiyu is a powerful chieftain and you would do well to remember the legions of hunters at his command.” 

“Yes, father,” she said, lowering her eyes demurely.  It was a lot like being chewed out at home, really.  Her own dad got quiet like this on the rare occasions when he’d sat her down for a scold. 

“What you have just done…by mid-day, all the gathered kraal will have heard of your race.  There are many who will think it an insult.” 

Taryn scuffed at the dirt floor with the toe of her boot.  “I didn’t mean it as one.” 

“I know.  But, by the gods, you must show Tiyu better respect, Taryn.  You are in a delicate position here and either you must stay under my immediate eye, or you must be more careful.” 

“I’ll be careful.” 
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He was silent.  When she risked an upwards glance, she saw a disturbing lack of faith in his eye.  But at last, he relented and laid his hand upon her shoulder, a forgiving gesture he compounded by drawing her to him for a quick embrace.  “You are aging me, Taryn,” he muttered, stroking his hand down her hair.  “Would that you were better tempered and less quick of thought.” 

“You want me to be an Arkes?” 

He uttered a short, sharp laugh.  “Nay.  But if you love me, lady, make my guarding of thee a little easier and be thee better behaved.” 

“Oh Tonka,” Taryn said with mock mourning.  “I keep trying to tell you people, I’m Irish.  We don’t do behaved.” 

He laughed with her.  Poor guy.  He probably thought it was a joke. 

“Go on, then,” he said, waving her toward the door as he reached for the flagon of wine he kept on his table.  “Take you back to the Gathering and mark you what words we’ve had.  A little more caution, lady.” 

“Yes, chieftain.” 
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35.  The Passing Moon 



The day rolled on.  The Gathering continued.  Taryn behaved herself, occupying herself in the Jiko and helping Ven at the hearth so she’d be out of the way, but still useful in some fashion.  Restlessness took a creeping hold on her after a few hours of stirring sauce and she eventually bowed out, accepting the rind of cheese Ven pressed on her with good humor and leaving Aisling where he was, singing the same snatch of Irish lullaby over and over to Ven’s sleeping foal. 

The sun was getting low and most of the Farasai were heading to the high field to watch the evening come on, so Taryn went with them. 

The Morathis of every clan were gathered in the newly-plowed field, each of them holding a bowl in their hands.  In fact, the more she looked, the more she realized there were some definite layers forming in the crowd.  Closest to the field, their eyes shining with excitement and fixed on the Morathis, were the young mares.  Behind them were dozens upon dozens of stallions holding bowls.  And behind those, a loose collection of more relaxed on-lookers, elders, mostly, or some mares with newborn foals.  The air was charged with expectation. 

She recognized Ven’s helper, Shappa, standing with the other stallions who had bowls, and eased over to him.  At nearly her first step, his eyes were on her and his ears forward.  “What are we doing exactly?” 
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she asked as soon as she was close enough.  “I know it’s for honoring Quiabe and Pacha Ven, but—” 

“Tis the Passing Moon.  Look there, Taryn.”  His hands were full of bowl, but he thrust his chin out over the field in the direction of the sun.  There was a moon in the sky already, that pale daylight orb her father called a ‘walking moon,’ and it hung low and close to the path of the setting sun. 

Taryn watched the two celestial bodies inch toward one another, breaking her gaze often to study the Farasai in their watchful postures of anticipation.  There was very little talk and all of it in whispers, but quite a lot of anxious stamping. 

“So…what does this mean, exactly?” she asked finally. 

“Tis the meeting of male and female forces, the touching of Quiabe to our Great Mother.  Tis always a blessing to behold, but doubly so for that it happens at the turning of new spring, and doubly anew for it comes while we are gathered.”  He looked at her, his tail swishing.  “Will you not go and take your place with the others?  You labored as much as any other in the field this day.” 

Taryn glanced back at the waiting mares, and then beyond them, seeing an awful lot of unfamiliar horsemen.  Some of them were looking at her.  She shifted her feet, uncertain.  “I’m not sure that’s such a wise idea.  I promised Tonka I’d be discreet.” 

“You have shown enough deference to our gathered kin,” 

Shappa said firmly.  “Tis time they showed some to you.  Go, kinswoman.  Receive your rightful blessing.” 

“Well…okay.  Couldn’t hurt, I guess.” 

“Blessings never hurt.”  Shappa smiled to send her on her way and Taryn went warily out to take her place among Rucombe’s mares. 

One of them gripped her shoulder for welcome, nervously giggling.  No one gave her any dirty looks, at least not to her face.  She felt a little better after that. 

The sun hit the passing point in the sky, drawing alongside the swelling moon.  The sky dimmed briefly as the edge of the moon took out a small bite of the sun, and that was the signal for the mares to start moving, one at a time, out into the field. 

The waiting Morathis dipped their fingers into their bowls and came out with fingers stained a deep blue.  They began to paint the faces of the mares, two long crescents, one over each eye, that bowed inward to touch over the bridge of the mare’s nose.  As they left, each trying to 243 

 

wear an expression of solemn importance despite her obvious excitement, they would move out to take a place before one of the bowl-carrying stallions.  The stallion would bow, and then both would walk together further out in the field, gradually forming a wide ring of paired Farasai with stallions on the inside and mares on the outside, facing one another with the bowl held between them. 

Taryn probably would have hung back until she was the last to go and then chickened out entirely and slipped back into the surrounding crowd, but the choice wasn’t left up to her.  The happy little mare who was hanging on to her shoulder abruptly pushed Taryn out into the field ahead of her.  She was sort of obliged to keep going after that, keeping her eyes fixed on Morathi so she wouldn’t have to see how many horsemen she’d just pissed off. 

The filly that used to be Shard smiled at her.  “I hoped you’d come,” she said, dipping her fingers into the dark paint. 

“I’m not sure I should be here.”  Taryn gave in to a sidelong glance, but since she had to keep her head still for Morathi to paint, she only got a look at the mare and Morathi to one side of her, and neither of them were paying the slightest bit of attention to her.  “I think some people might be a little offended that I’m doing this.” 

“Aye,” Morathi said, unconcerned.  “But more are made fiercely pleased and that is what you should remember.”  She finished dabbing at Taryn’s cheek, and nodded.  “Now find you a stallion to give you the first sip of bloodberry juice.” 

“Any stallion?” 

“Any that pleases you.” 

Taryn hesitated.  “This stallion that I pick…does that mean there’s going to be any, um…gosh, how do I put this?” 

“Nay, Taryn.”  Morathi’s lips were quivering with the effort not to giggle.  “After, if you wish.  For now, this is but a show of respect!” 

“Well, okay then.”  Taryn turned around, feeling as nervous as she’d been before the tenth grade Sadie Hawkins dance.  She’d had to ask six different boys to that one before she found one who grudgingly said yes, and even then, he’d ditched her halfway through.  Oh, she knew she could probably count on Tonka, and he was right there, bowl in hand, but she didn’t want to monopolize him.  This was his feast of mares, after all, and she was pretty sure that having a human hanging on his hooves was cramping his style.  On the other hand, the thought of selecting a horseman who would reject her made her want to shrivel up and die. 
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At Taryn’s first hesitant step off the field, she saw a dozen different stallions prick their ears forward.  Not all of them were even from kraal-Rucombe.  She could feel a knot in her heart untying itself a little as she headed toward them. 

She went to Shappa, since he was the only one she could see whose name she knew, and after she’d come maybe three steps with her eyes locked on him, he realized it.  The look of good-natured calm that was his normal expression was slapped from his broad face in one bold stroke; he stared at her, his eyes wide, ears forward, and mouth agape. 

He looked sharply behind him, then gauged the line of her approach with a narrow eye, and finally inched a few steps to one side.  When she changed course to meet him, his gape became a stunned smile.  He waited for her with open disbelief, pecking a forehoof and snapping his tail.  “You honor me, lady,” he said, once she’d finally joined him. 

“Clearly,” she said, grinning back at him. 

He ducked his head, blushing and avoiding the sidelong glances of the stallions nearest him.  Some of them looked just as astonished as he did, and they weren’t bothering to hide it.  Faced with their undisguised incredulity, his excitement dimmed.  “I am not a warrior,” 

he said, staring down at his hooves.  “I am not a chief.” 

“Yeah, and I’m not the Queen of Sheba,” she said, taken aback. 

“Why shouldn’t I want you?” 

He still didn’t look at her, but his eyes searched the ground wildly for a few seconds, as though trying to read an answer in the icy soil.  “I…I’m not…If you drink from my hand, what can you expect to take away?”  Slowly, his head came up, his tail drooping at exactly the same speed.  “I am of the Jiko.  I can offer you nothing.” 

Taryn felt her own mouth dropping open.  “What, are you kidding?!” she managed.  “You are of the  Jiko!  You feed  everyone! 

What do you mean, what can I expect to take away?!  Besides the goodness of your heart, or the generosity and selflessness of your service, you mean?  My God, I should be so lucky as to take away one drop of—oh, I’m terribly sorry,” she finished in a startled tone, suddenly noticing the many, many pairs of eyes now brazenly resting on them. 

“Carry on, folks.  I’ll be quiet.” 

“You would choose me.”  It was not a question, but a astonished statement.  Shappa looked down into his bowl and then up at her.  “Of all these others, you would choose me.” 

“Well, of course I would.” 
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This time, when he smiled, it was with his whole body.  “Then stand with me, lady,” he said, and marched proudly out across the field. 

They waited with all the other couples as the mares finished taking their paint.  When all of them were gathered and the sun finished passing the moon, the Morathis suddenly shouted out in one voice, chanting in Far-speak.  The selected stallions raised their cups and drank. 

More chanting followed, and then the juice was offered to the mares. 

“Do not take the cup,” Shappa murmured, so she just leaned forward and awkwardly drank. 

The juice was like nothing she’d ever tasted.  The flavor was sweet and just slightly tart, the texture almost creamy.  It was thick and somewhat warm (or perhaps it just seemed so in the cool evening air) and was such a deep, glossy crimson that it was no wonder where it got the name bloodberry from.  The juice was so strange and delicious that Taryn kept drinking for as long as Shappa held the bowl for her, and since he held it for as long as she drank, soon she’d polished it off and was licking her lips. 

“Now what?” she asked. 

“Now the night is for feasting and song.”  Shappa gave her the empty bowl.  “You will find wine in the barrels, should you desire it, and bloodberry juice in the flagons.” 

Taryn immediately looked around for a flagon (memories of the Arkes’ feast were still pretty fresh; one major drunk-on a week was enough for her) and went to fill her bowl.  She let Shappa walk her back to the commons (not unmindful of his high, cantering step or his broad, proud smile), where Ven had laid out table after table of sumptuous foods, and a party of epic proportions was already in full swing. 

“Déjà vu,” she murmured. 

“How again?” 

She shrugged for Shappa, taking her new bowl of bloodberry juice from him, now that it was apparently okay for her to touch it.  “It means, a feeling like you’ve done something before.  For example, this party, which I have just done, only with Arkes instead of Farasai.” 

“Oh, aye?”  Shappa searched the night sky and then the snow-covered plains with a thoughtful expression.  “Aye, I suppose lambing is coming.  I have never seen one of their kind,” he added, “but I have heard much.  I don’t imagine it was easy for you to remain in their care.” 

“As easy as I guess it would be to remain in anybody’s care.” 

She drank a little more to keep from having to clarify that answer. 
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Keeping her tone neutral and pretending an interest in the craftsmanship of the bowl, she went on, “You wouldn’t happen to know why Antilles took me there instead of here, do you?” 

“Aye.”  Shappa topped off her bowl.  His ears were twitching, betraying no small amount of inner conflict as he considered his next words.  “To answer another way, do you trust our lord to safeguard the interests of his protected?” 

Taryn sighed.  “Yes.” 

“And when you took him as friend to your body, did you trust him with all your heart and fragile flesh?” 

She blinked, then slowly frowned.  “Yes,” she said. 

He held her gaze with quiet intensity.  “When he took you as friend to his body, did he trust you with his?” 

She wanted to drop her eyes and couldn’t.  She nodded once. 

Now Shappa looked away, looked out at the gathering of clans and all the Farasai there in their many stages of merry courtship.  “We have lost, I think, much of the intimacy that is forged in that act of sharing,” he remarked.  “As we have lost much of what trust truly means, choosing instead bonds of unswerving loyalty to chieftain and clan. 

I…have chosen to obey my chieftain and my lord in their commands.  It is not for me to question, and so I do not.”  His eye came back to her, unnaturally bright in the firelight.  “But you question.  And you do not betray your trust to do so.  Such is the quality of your character.  Your integrity.” 

He placed the bowl of bloodberry juice back into her hands, but kept his own around hers, physically amplifying his hold on her as he searched her eyes.  “So I will trust to that integrity,” he said softly.  “Ask me, Taryn.  Ask, and I will answer.  This is no trick, no test of your measure.  If you believe that you must know, then I trust to that and I will tell you.” 

Around them, the gathering roared on.  Feasting and song and laughter and riddles, and none of it on the same world that touched the two of them. 

Taryn shook her head, stiltedly at first, then with slump-shouldered surrender.  “My own curiosity aside, I have to believe Antilles knows what he’s doing.  I don’t like it—” 

“Nay,” Shappa said, not without sympathy.  He took his hands from hers. 
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“—but I guess I can live with it,” Taryn said grudgingly.  She sighed, and then lifted her bowl and drank some of it off, drowning her sorrows in juice.  It helped that it was really good juice. 

“Aye, then.  Let go your doubts and come join the gathering.” 

Shappa gave her a clap to the shoulder, his smile once more assuming control of his features.  “Let you be seen by all our kin and find some pleasure in their company, for surely we must be at least a match to any feasting of the Arkes!” 

“Oh, surely,” she agreed, and slung an arm around his waist. 

This was supposed to be a party, after all.  She didn’t want to walk off with the door-prize for Official Buzz-Kill. 

Taryn drank her juice, wandering with Shappa over to listen to a small group of Farasai musicians.  She hadn’t realized there could be so many different kinds of flute.  The sound of them all together was overwhelming to her senses.  It was not the wild, dancer’s music that the Arkes played, but an orchestration of harmonized sound, more impressive for that she was quite sure it was all improvised. 

Taryn found an empty barrel to sit on so that she could listen, letting time slip away from her.  All over the kraal, she could hear similar strains of sound as other musicians gathered, but this one was playing just for her.  She was not completely oblivious to the many Farasai openly mating nearby, but it didn’t really seem to matter as much as the music.  Every so often, she’d hold out her empty bowl and Shappa would be right there to fill it, but other than that, Taryn was perfectly still, letting herself by agreeably mesmerized by song. 

A touch to her arm brought her out of her pleasant fugue.  A painted mare, flushed and somewhat glazed of eye, dipped her head in greeting.  She was not painted for the Passing Moon, and so was recognizable as another of Ven’s helpers in the Jiko, although her name escaped Taryn for the moment.   Whoever she was, she snapped her tail and said, “May I have your stallion to mate, kinswoman?” 

“Sure.”  Taryn waved her half-empty bowl of juice magnanimously, then abruptly stopped, and turned to give him a worried look.  “If you’re interested, of course.  I suppose I should have asked before I just threw you out there to stud.” 

A smile twitched over his lips. 

“Not that you couldn’t get mares on your own,” Taryn continued earnestly.  “Big, strong stud like you probably has to beat them off with a runka every night just to get some sleep.  You’re a good-looking guy, 248 

 

I’ve always thought so.”  She was distracted by the contents of her bowl and drank.  “He schools readily,” she informed the waiting mare with a sweep of her arm.  “And well.” 

Shappa chuckled and patted her shoulder.  He was blushing again, if only a little.  “Ease thee here a while,” he said.  “And I shall presently return.  Come, Gen, let us find an open place.” 

Taryn waved them goodbye and hopped down from the barrel to top off her half-finished bowl, whereupon she realized for the first time that bloodberry juice was intoxicating.  Here she thought she was just cheering herself up, but no.  She was completely snookered. 

She hung on to the barrel for balance, still sipping at the dregs of her juice—what the hell, she might as well polish it off—and stared up at the starry Arcadian skies.  The music had turned sweet and slow; it made her introspective.  It was such a nice night.  Clear.  Dry.  Cold enough to keep her head fairly free of fog.  Not so cold that she felt like her fingers were going to fall off.  Just a nice night. 

Her gaze drifted down from the alluring night sky to light on the equally-alluring furry sides of a horseman.  She could see quite well in the collective glow of all these torches and braziers and even if everything had a slightly orange gleam, it was easy to see that this particular Farasai’s coat was unique—kind of a creamy coffee color with a light grey dust over it.  She’d never seen any fur that color before.  Not on a horse or a donkey or a cow or anything at all.  It was fascinating to her. 

Her stare must have had some weight.  She became distantly aware that the horseman under her inspection was watching her from the corner of his eye.  She didn’t mind.  They were all being friendly here. 

She sipped at her bloodberry juice and then put her bowl down on the empty barrel that had been her chair so that she could reach out and touch his amazing fur.  He let her.  He didn’t even flinch, but he did turn his head to face her boldly. 

“You’re beautiful,” she said, in an effort to express her sincere appreciation of his coloring. 

His tail flicked.  It was a jet-black tail, which made his frosty-latte fur that much more fascinating to her. 

“I’ve never seen a coat like this on a horse…man.”  She stroked her hand down his side a few times. 

“Tis a common enough color at kraal-Masala.”  He continued to stand for her petting, sipping at his own cup of wine as he watched her. 
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At length, he reached down and took a lock of her hair between his fingers.  “I have never seen such color on a human.” 

“It’s common enough in Ireland,” she said, smiling. 

“Is that from whence you hail?” 

“Nope.  What…What is it you do, fella?”  She leaned out to look at his chest and arms, identifying the markings of a farmer with a little effort.  “Wow,” she said, openly admiring. 

He raised his brows.  “The… plow impresses you?” 

“I tried my hand at farming,” she told him.  “It almost killed me. 

Here’s to you.”  She raised her bowl for salute and drank. 

His brows stayed up for a few seconds more and then he took a much closer look at her.  “Are there many humans of your sort on your world?” he asked. 

“Irish?  Sure.  A whole big country fullavem.” 

“Nay, I mean to say, humans of your temperament.  Tamed.” 

“Tamed?”  She supposed she should be insulted.  She burst out laughing instead.  “Buddy, I’ll have you know, we Irish are considered the hotheads of the whole damn planet.  Last thing in the world I am is tamed.  Slapped me a minotaur once.” 

“Gentled, then.” 

“Not even.  I’m a hurricane, baby.  Here’s to me.”  She toasted herself and her foul temper and finished off her juice.  “I’m Taryn, by the way.  What a pleasure it is to meet me.” 

“Shona,” he said, extending his hand.  “You may call me Shona.” 

“Nollaig shona duit!” she cried.  “Merry Christmas!  And you may call me Taryn,” she added generously.  “Shona, I would like another drink.” 

She turned around and the kraal spun.  Taryn took a step and toppled into the hind end of her horseman, got a double-handful of tail to keep her upright, and slid onto her knees. 

“Whoops,” she said, aware that even at parties like this, grabbing someone’s ass was still a major faux pas.  “Please excuse me, I didn’t know the spike was punched.  The punch,” she amended solemnly, “was spiked.” 

Hands set her on her feet.  “I had begun to wonder,” Shona said. 

“Are you well enough to find your way?” 
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“Don’t even worry about it.  I feel pretty good for being as drunk as I am,” Taryn assured him.  “But I do think I’d better call it a night and find someone with whom to shack up.  How ‘bout you, stud?” 

Shona gave her a long, considering stare.  One of his ears twitched every two seconds, steady as a metronome.  It was hypnotic. 

“Aye,” he said at last.  He sounded very thoughtful.  One might say intrigued.  “Aye, all right.  Lean on me, Taryn, until we find us a way out of this crowd.” 

“Ah, kinswoman!”  That voice was Ven’s, although Taryn had a little trouble finding the healer’s face.  “Where go you so early?” 

“To bed.”  Taryn groped her way off Shona’s rump and onto the black backside of Ven. 

“So soon?  Tis a show of weakness,” Ven said teasingly. 

“Who said I was going alone?” Taryn teased back.  “I’ve got my pick of stallions here!”  She waved one arm expansively to include every horseman in sight, not so drunk that she didn’t notice the way so many of them immediately pricked up their ears.  Shona also seemed to notice. 

His ears went briefly flat as he looked around; he stamped a fore-hoof and held out his arm to Taryn. 

“Ah, but you must have mine,” Ven told her, smoothly pulling Taryn to the other side of her and propelling her on ahead.  “None other shall do you enough honor.  Chieftain, come!” 

“Have you noticed the way your wife is constantly throwing us together?” Taryn asked as Tonka took her arm.  “I do believe she’s trying to say something, but I’m not sure what.” 

The thump and roar of the party muffled behind the door, and quiet proved enough of a balm to clear her head just a little.  Taryn let go of Tonka and made her way to the table.  She climbed up and sat, her legs kicking out into space while she caught her breath. 

“I feel great,” she said. 

“I have not been entirely pleased about recent events,” Tonka remarked, moving to the fire.  “But here at the day’s close, I see them with new eyes, and I am greatly pleased.  My distant kin have found you very well.”  He returned to her and put a cup in her hand, closing her fingers around it as though she needed his help.  “Very well.” 

She started to drink mechanically, then laughed and tried to give the cup back.  “I’ve had waaaay too much of this!” 

“Drink, Taryn.  It will clear your head.” 
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“Really?”  She drank.  It wasn’t juice at all, but tea, and bitter tea at that. 

“Somewhat. Expect no miracles.” Tonka smiled. “You drank enough bloodberry for two stallions.  There were some who marveled at you.” 

“Damn straight.” 

“Traditionally, one’s capacity for bloodberry is a mirror to one’s…stamina.” 

“Also damn straight,” Taryn declared.  “‘Cuz it would take two stallions to outdo me in lots of things.” 

“Indeed?” 

“Indeed.”  Taryn slung her arm around his neck and pulled him down to kiss her.  She knew he wouldn’t resist, but she wasn’t expecting the speed and strength of his immediate embrace.  His powerful arms enfolded her, his hands warm and soft as suede as he caressed her back, pulling her insistently closer. 

His kiss was hungry at first, then fluttery and sweet, and then deep and demanding again.  The enthusiasm with which she met his embrace was answered with an increase in passion that he let her feel as his hands claimed more of her.  She threw her head back and he moved his mouth down her throat to the swell of her breast.  She could feel his lips and tongue through her halter, sending shivers like little bolts of lightning down her spine to explode in her core. 

Thought of Antilles did not intrude.  Antilles never really left her mind, but it didn’t seem to matter.  There was nothing furtive in what she was doing.  She would have been as happy in Tonka’s arms even if Antilles were to walk into the lodge and find them.  Tonka was her friend and his touch was welcome.  There was nothing of betrayal in his embrace or in her acceptance of it. 

“Taryn,” he breathed.  His hands freed her of her halter and then pulled her fast to him again.  His bare flesh seared her own.  Even the air was abrasive where he could not touch her.  “Taryn, I am Kalikito.  Take my name, Taryn.  Take it and be friend of my body.” 

“Kalikito,” she said, and he shuddered and pressed his mouth to the valley between her breasts, kissing the very heart of her.  His hands freely caressed her and his lips followed his hands, and everywhere they met, there was fire.  “Kalikito, be friend of my body.” 

He lifted her and set her on her feet on the table.  His mouth never left her skin.  He traced kisses over her breasts, her sides, the cup 252 

 

of her navel, and all the while his hands were untying and peeling her breeches away.  His fingers explored every new inch of her that he exposed, and Taryn could not feel enough of him. 

As soon as she could shake free of the last shred of her clothing, she fell on him.  Her kisses were an attack.  Her lips sucked at his, biting them, pulling them between her teeth and running her tongue over the firm swell of them.  She could still taste the juice he’d been drinking, and she stole sips from him until he groaned.  His mouth was a new world ripe for exploration, but when that world was mapped, there was the rest of him.  His strong neck, his powerful shoulders, his bare chest, his taut stomach—all the way down and all the way back, and when she found his mouth again, he captured her with a fiery kiss. 

His hot hands burned down to cup her bottom and Taryn arched, her hips bucking forward against the denuded junction of his forelegs. 

She moaned, stamping her foot on the table, and Tonka shuddered and stamped a rear hoof in eerie echo. 

“I need you,” she said, writhing against him in frustration.  “I need you, Kalikito.” 

“Aye, my mare,” he whispered, and his hand slipped between them to cup her intimately.  “Then have me.” 

Taryn cried out wildly, clutching at his shoulders as he opened her to his touch.  She savored each slow stroke, holding him but not guiding, not demanding.  He wasn’t schooled in the way of this part of her body, but they had all the time in the world to teach and learn.  When he parted her at last, she melted against him, blindly seeking and finding his kiss.  He explored her with care and she moved against his gentle touch with growing urgency.  He caught her quickening breath in his mouth, moaning low in return when her first cries slipped her.  By instinct or lucky chance, his fingers took on a thrusting rhythm, and she pushed back to meet him, each second bringing her closer to that burst of illuminant joy he sought for her. 

It came in brilliance, and Taryn screamed with the rush of it, grinding down at his hand in a greedy effort to take more of him.  Tonka reared, bringing her up with him so that all her weight was, for one endlessly golden moment, suspended on his moving hand, and then he crashed back to earth, knocking climax into her with dazzling speed.  He continued to ply her, faster now, but his free hand caught her chin and made her see him.  His eyes were wide, glazedly staring and bright with desire. 
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“Taryn,” he said raggedly.  He bent to kiss her, but the movement was shaky, strained, and he drew back after his lips had only just brushed hers.  “Taryn, I need—” 

She said his name, his secret name, and he threw back his head and let out a rusty cry.  He reared again, kicking hard at the air, and this time, Taryn realized the meaning of it.  She pulled away from him into the excruciating emptiness of air and got down from the table.  He backed up, hooves pawing at the ground, his sides and chest heaving in tandem.  When she turned and bent over the tabletop, she heard a groan tear from him. 

“You’ll never hurt me,” she said.  “Have me, my stallion.” 

He reared and his forehooves came down on either side of her. 

The sound alone was echoing, exhilarating.  Her fingers clenched on the wooden slab of the tabletop eagerly and her legs opened wide and ready. 

His belly brushed across her back and she reached up to clutch at his sides.  She felt him move gingerly forward, his hardness seeking and ultimately finding her.  He shouted her name and was inside her. 

“Oh yes!”  It was her voice, but she couldn’t feel herself saying it.  All her capacity to feel was burning in her womb; all her concentration was used to keep from moving back to take even more of him.  She didn’t dare to move at all.  She could only lie beneath him in a constant, eruptive storm and scream her joy.  She was his mare, and he, her stallion.  It was the only thing she knew. 

He moved cautiously at first, each slow thrust bringing her to another exhaustive orgasm, but as he found the limits of her body and accustomed himself to them, he was able to let go some of his restraint. 

Soon she was rocking with the power of his thrusts, riding the table with the same vigor as he rode her.  The smooth wood rubbed deliciously at her as he moved behind, and soon there was no ‘building’ to pleasure, no beginning and no end to orgasm.  She came and came and never stopped. 

Tonka surged once, filling her to her very limits, and she felt the flood of him pour out into her womb.  He cried out coarsely, his entire body shaking all around her, and thrust twice more before his end.  He stepped back, and she moaned luxuriantly just to feel him slide free of her.  He hand brushed down her back as he clattered down from the table and she arched up into his touch, then rolled over, stretching extravagantly. 
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“You cannot know how much I have wanted you,” Tonka said. 

His fingertips slipped down from the hollow of her throat to rest his hand on her stomach.  “I love you, Taryn, friend of my body.” 

She took his hand and kissed it.  “I love you, too.  I am for Antilles—” 

“Aye,” he said, smiling warmly. 

“—but I will never regret this night.” 

“Nor I.”  He bent and kissed her deeply, gathering her into his arms as though she were priceless porcelain.  He carried her to his bed and lay down with her against him.  “I shall relive this night a thousand times.  Ah, my beautiful mare.” 

“My stallion.”  She stroked her hand along his sheath, snuggled drowsily into his side, and felt his hand caress her thigh.  Her eyes slipped shut and did not open again.  “My friend.” 

She slept. 
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36.  Passing Day Dawns  



She felt daylight.  She’d never known that sunlight had weight before.  It didn’t hurt exactly, but boy, was it heavy. 

Taryn got an eye open, already wincing in anticipation of the hangover she knew she had, but nothing hurt.  Her head felt full of cotton and all her limbs felt dipped in lead, but that was it. 

Where was she, anyway?  She arched her neck to see who she was sleeping with and saw Tonka, his face buried in the crook of one arm and his other thrown over his head, as though he were trying to hold it on straight.  What she could see of his face was smooth with easy sleep.  She started to curl up against his side again and then, all at once, she remembered. 

She sat up fast, not alarmed as much as merely stunned, and then noticed she was wearing her breeches and her boots still.  Not her halter—she had no idea where her halter was—but everything else was firmly in place. 

She felt Tonka stirring and looked back at him in time to see his eyes flutter open.  He rubbed his face, scratched a flicking ear, and glanced at her.  His wakening smile suddenly froze up a bit.  His gaze tracked down to her breeches, and it was his turn to look nonplussed. 
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Taryn got up and walked around, easing stiffness from her legs as she hunted for her top.  She couldn’t find it.  It wasn’t by the table where Tonka had taken it off.  She turned around and saw Tonka sniff his hand, his expression folding into even more puzzlement. 

He realized she was looking at him and faced her, his hand slowly curling.  “I dreamed,” he said, uncertainty staining his words. 

“Intensely.” 

“So did I.” 

Tonka frowned, his eyes skipping back and forth as he searched her face, as though trying to read what lay below that admission.  Then he heaved himself up, stretched all four of his legs and both arms and looked at her again. 

It occurred to her that if she said one word—Kalikito—she might just put an end to the confusion.  She even opened her mouth, but closed it again with his secret name unspoken.  As illogical as it was, she only had to look at him to know that he was Kalikito, which meant that it had really happened.  And she only had to look down and see her breeches and boots happily enwrapping her lower half to know that it hadn’t.  But then, if it hadn’t been a dream and it hadn’t been real, just what the heck had happened?  In the end, she said nothing but, “Do you have any idea what I did with my shirt?” 

Tonka’s eyes went directly to the floor around the table.  He frowned, finding it empty, and turned in a full circle, scanning the floor. 

“Here,” he said, pointing to his bed. 

He’d been sleeping on it, apparently.  She put it on, tying the torn ends together over the stiff harness she was still getting used to.  It smelled of horse, and for a moment, the dream pressed on her fiercely enough to blot out the real world.  She could feel his hands on her body, his mouth easing hers open for his possession.  She could feel his hooves pounding down on the table to either side of her, feel his fur brushing low on her back. 

Taryn shook her head, rubbing at her temples, and when she looked up again, Tonka was running his hands over the edge of the tabletop and staring thoughtfully into space. 

“Tonka,” she began awkwardly. 

“Aye, Taryn.” 

It was not a question, not a ‘Yes, what is it?’ sort of aye.  It was an answer, a ‘Yes, we did’, aye instead. 

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Taryn protested. 
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“Perhaps not, but I will accept it regardless.”  Now he looked at her, his face serene and his body relaxed.  “I have had a gift this night from Quiabe himself and I mean to cherish it.  This night, you were mine.”  He smiled faintly and glanced aside, then shook his head and met her with his chieftain’s face on.  “Come, Taryn.  The Gathering is waiting.” 

She went to him, ignoring the hand he outstretched, and put her arms around him.  She leaned her cheek against his stomach, and slowly his hands came down to rest on her back.  It was a harmless touch, but it removed all doubt from her mind.  She knew those hands.  She knew this body.  She let everything else fall away, unimportant. 

Not everything had to make sense. 

At last, Tonka sighed and drew back, brushing fondly at her brow.  “Our night is spent, lady.  We have a day to be about.” 

Stepping out of the lodge and into the commons brought a thin blade of hangover in under her eyes, and she had to stop and rub them happy again.  When she looked up, a horseman was coming toward her, one eerily familiar to her.  He had the most remarkable coloring… 

“Shona,” she said. 

“Taryn.”  The visiting horseman glanced at Tonka, made a brief nod, and then looked at her again.  “In the day that follows the Passing Moon, ‘tis customary to have a kiss as goodwill and wishes from those mares who honored Quiabe.” 

Taryn glanced at Tonka, who rolled one shoulder and nodded. 

She offered Shona a crooked smile.  “Okay then.” 

His hands closed on her waist as she hesitantly reached up and he lifted her easily to meet his mouth.  It was no quick peck either, but a thorough kiss, accessorized by one freely roving hand.  When he set her on the ground again, Tonka had gone on ahead, moving toward the Jiko lodge, and just when she could have really used someone to stagger against. 

“I am no chieftain,” Shona said, tail flicking.  “But I am no foal. 

Shall we mate?” 

He asked like he were inviting her out for tennis or tea. 

“I am hung over out to here,” Taryn said, holding her hand above her head by eight inches. 

He cracked a smile.  “Aye, that does not surprise me.  Very well. 

But do seek me out when you are improved.  I am eager for the having of you.”  He gave her a polite nod and moved away. 
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Taryn couldn’t help but stare after him for a second or two of dumbfounded stillness, but then she ran to catch up with Tonka.  He glanced at her sidelong, a faint smile playing about his lips. 

“Were you offered?” he asked finally. 

“Yeah, I believe that’s what they call it.” 

“Ha.”  His smile broadened and his chest swelled in what looked an awful lot like self-satisfaction.  “And he, of Masala.  Strike that a point in thy favor.  Will you mate with him?” 

There was more than idle curiosity in the question.  Taryn felt herself frowning.  “Are you asking me to?” 

“I do not command your body, Taryn.”  He looked a little surprised by the suggestion, but then shrugged.  “Though I do not deny that it would be a telling thing for those gathered here to witness.” 

“Well, I hate to say it, but I’m not doing any mating out where people can witness it.” 

“Ah, Taryn.  Thee and thy modesty.”  He shook his head, chuckling.  “I know not where thee comes by it.  Humans are near as brazen in their couplings as we Farasai.” 

“Not where I’m from.” 

They had reached the Jiko, but Taryn was stopped just outside the door by Shappa, who came to claim his Passing Day kiss while Tonka went on ahead.  This began a movement of sorts that took quite a little while to work her way through, and by the time she finally made her way to the high table for breakfast, her lips felt a little bruised. 

A sweet bun and a bowl of dried fruit was set before her, and Taryn picked at them.  “Wow,” she remarked. 

“Aye?” 

“It’s going to be an interesting day.” 

Tonka’s teasing smile faded.  His gaze swept over the gathered Farasai, lingering here and there with pointed concern.  “Let us hope not, lady.” 
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37.  The Test of Strength 



And it wasn’t, for the most part. 

Taryn wasn’t the only one feeling the rub of the vine on the day following the Passing Moon, so chores were lax and the morning workers kept quiet.  There were also plenty of pots of that bitter tea brewing, and Tonka was right, it did help.  As the day lengthened, more and more Farasai renewed their celebratory spirits, although they took themselves away from the lodges where their beleaguered kin might still be resting, and out to the field for games.  After several hours of alternately sipping at bitter tea in the dark and trying to find some work to occupy her hands, Taryn’s curiosity got the better of her, and she hiked on up to see what was going on. 

Well out in the fresh-turned field, some bundles of dried grass stalks had been stacked and marked with painted circles of varying sizes and colors.  Small groups of horsemen were clustered on the outskirts of the field, playing at a little target-shooting with their heavy runkas.  The winner of each round was given a beaded token to wear in his or her hair, and by the looks of it, quite a number of rounds had already played out. 

As the trial went on, Taryn realized that the competitors weren’t simply stepping out of the crowd, nor were they chosen at random.  What she had first seen as merely a ‘small group’ was in fact a delegation of six, one from each of the kraals.  Moreover, when Ahm came forward 260 

 

with five others to compete, Taryn noted that the other five were all marked with black bars over their eyes and hunters’ paint, meaning that they were all Ahm, or Ahmka, if they happened to be male.  It was not a contest of horseman vs. horseman so much as kraal vs. kraal. 

Immediately upon coming to this realization, Taryn was consumed by a fierce loyalty to Rucombe, and she found herself a spot near the front of the crowd to cheer for her kinswoman.  There were eight bundles of grass in the field, each at different distances and each with eight targets painted on their face, each target a separate color and size.  The score, clearly, differed depending on which bundle and what circle was targeted, but of course, missing entirely was a fat zero.  One was therefore strongly encouraged not to aim further than one’s abilities allowed. 

Ahm proved a handy shot, easily making the furthest bundle, but electing for a more modest target than the smallest.  Taryn wasn’t sure what the score for kraal-Rucombe was at this point, but it was clear that Ahm had improved it considerably, so she added her shoulder slaps and congratulations to the others from her kraal.  Ahm showed a little surprise to see her, an expression swiftly changed to delight.  “How good it is to see you walking,” she said. 

To say that Taryn was taken aback by this greeting was a vast understatement.  Blushing, she shot Tonka a dirty look. 

Ahm followed her gaze, looked briefly nonplussed, then stunned, and finally burst out laughing.  “Did thee truly?” she cried.  “Ai, my sister!” 

“Well, what were you trying to say?” Taryn demanded, rubbing her cheeks in a vain effort to massage her scathing flush away. 

“That you had tipped too many bowls of bloodberry, lady, only that!  Thee had my chieftain in stud?” 

Hundreds of eyes swiveled around and focused in on them. 

“Would you keep your voice down?” Taryn hissed. 

“Why?” 

One of the stallions in the crowd eased sideways up to Tonka and said something in Far.  Tonka examined the head of his spear and made some casual reply.  All the stallions surrounding him turned at once to give Taryn the same long, considering stare. 

She was now in very real danger of bursting into flame from the face on down.  “Who’s next?” she asked. 
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Several stallions pricked up their ears.  One of them stepped towards her. 

“In the match!” she shouted. 

A roar of male laughter brought her glaring ferociously around to see the dappled elder of kraal-Tiyu leaning against the nearest fence, simply howling.  Taryn covered her face with one hand and squeezed her eyes shut, counting slowly and silently to one hundred.  By the time she’d hit twenty, the competition started up again.  The dapple didn’t shut up until eighty-eight. 

At one hundred, Taryn opened her eyes again and was relieved to see she was no longer the center of attention.  It was still some time before she could bring herself to join the others in rooting for Rucombe. 

Last of all, came the chieftains.  Tonka, irritatingly, raised his spear to her in salute as he took his place fifth in line.  “Will you have me if I place?” he called, his eyes shining with a teasing light. 

“Are you quite sure you’ve recovered?” she replied dryly.  “I was worried about you when you fainted like that.” 

There.  See how he felt about having all those stares on him. 

Tonka snorted and pawed at the ground with a forehoof.  “Aye, lady,” he drawled.  “Quite recovered.  Though if it ease you, I shall find a stallion to second me that my strength is not so taxed.” 

Eyes back on Taryn.  It was like being the ball in a tennis match. 

“Sorry, Tonka.  I couldn’t bear the responsibility of crippling a kinsman in the prime of his life.  I’d never forgive myself.” 

“Ah well.  Then I thank thee for thy consideration of my kraal’s stallions and give thee respectful pass.” 

And that, mercifully, was the end of that. 

Taryn watched the chieftains compete, cheering for her Tonka loudly when his turn came to throw.  The runka fell, flashing once in a spear of sunlight, and then it pierced the furthest, smallest target, dead center and deeply buried.  His clan applauded him with wild cries and much stamping, and Taryn added her voice to the rest, pumping one arm for victory. 

The big gold, striding up to take his turn, looked back at her and flicked his tail.  He started to aim his runka, then changed his mind and turned all the way around, facing her fully. 

Taryn tolerated the stare for a few seconds, aware of her Tonka just behind the gold, and of the awful tension now thickening the air. 

“Um, and good luck to you too, of course,” she said finally. 
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“Not every kraal is so gifted as to have a tamed human,” said the gold.  He stamped a forehoof and smiled.  There was not much humor in it.  “So there is no one to match with you.  But will you try your hand?” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“I insist.”  He held out his runka. 

She didn’t take it.  “Can you insist?” she asked, tipping her head to one side curiously. 

His look of surety slipped.  One ear flicked. 

“Look, it really doesn’t matter,” she told him.  “Because there’s no way I could beat you.  I’m sure it takes years to learn how to throw that thing properly.  You win, big guy.  I can’t do it.” 

He didn’t back away, although he did move the runka to rest on his broad shoulder.  “I should have liked to see you attempt it,” he said. 

“After the riddle of your race, I think I have earned the opportunity to see you drop a spear.” 

It was a deliberate barb, but it was a good one.  “I wouldn’t drop it,” Taryn said, annoyed.  “I just wouldn’t hit the target.” 

“Ha.”  The gold offered her the runka again.  “I doubt you can so much as lift it, human.  Prove me wrong.” 

“Oh, I see,” Taryn murmured, avoiding her Tonka’s suddenly-alert gaze.  “Well, if it’s just a test of strength you want, I’m certainly up for that, but I was of the impression that the runka is a weapon of honor. 

I’m not going to fling it into the field just to show you up.  Still, I’m sure a reasonable substitution can be arranged.” 

The gold’s ears came forward again.  He swung his runka up and sheathed it, eyeing her with equal parts interest and suspicion.  “What did you have in mind?” 

Taryn turned to the crowd and beckoned a colt forward.  “Senka, sweetie, could you run and fetch us a couple of rocks from the stone-midden, please?”  She held out her hands as though holding a basketball. 

“About so big would be perfect.” 

The colt backed up, throwing anxious looks in Tonka’s direction, and then went at a gallop. 

“Okay now.”  Taryn clapped her hands.  “Simple challenge, right?”  She walked back to the edge of the field and turned around again, her toes just touching the rich earth.  She waited, hands loosely clasped behind her back until the gold joined her there.  “What I propose, as soon as Senka gets back with our rocks, is very simple.  Whoever places their rock further out into the field wins.” 
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“And the loser must accept a kick from the winner,” the gold finished firmly.  One rear hoof rose and slammed down. 

“Taryn,” Tonka interrupted. 

“Agreed.”  Taryn extended her arm. 

The gold’s hand closed on her wrist like iron.  He smiled grimly. 

“So agreed.” 

Senka came back with another colt, each of them carrying a large rock in their spindly arms.  They stared at Taryn with wide eyes, but not fearful ones, as she and the gold accepted them.  There was no doubt in Senka’s face that he expected to see a spectacular trick and that Taryn would emerge the victor.  She wished she shared his confidence.  The odds of gold-Tonka falling for her word-riddles twice were slim. 

“Right,” she said, hugging her heavy stone.  “Once more, just so we’re clear.  Whoever gets their rock further out wins.” 

“Aye, aye,” he said impatiently, tail now lashing. 

“And just to show you what a good sport I am, I’ll even let you go first.”  Taryn nodded at the field and stepped back so that the gold could move up. 

He moved down past the area of targets for an unobstructed span of field and there carefully placed his hooves at the edge of the plowed earth.  Grinning broadly, he lifted the rock up to shoulder height and sighted.  His form was flawless.  From the hips up, he could have been a Greek god.  He held his position for several seconds as the silence built, and then heaved, his muscles rippling impressively. 

It was a damned good throw.  The rock was a heavy beast, dragging at Taryn’s arms like lead, but the gold launched his at least fifty feet.  It landed with a thud in a crater of its own making, and kraal-Tiyu’s clan burst into cheers.  Several of them came to slap at his shoulders and flanks, congratulating his apparent win.  The gold accepted his rightful praise, smiling back at Taryn and flicking his tail smugly. 

She smiled back at him as she strolled forward.  “Wow,” she said.  “What can I say?  Nice throw, chief.” 

And then she walked out into the field, carrying her rock in her arms. 

There was a moment’s stillness, and then the gold’s angry shout. 

“What is the meaning of this?” 

“I never said you had to throw the rock,” she called back to him. 

Another silence, this one longer.  “Great gods,” a horsewoman whispered.  “She didn’t.” 
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A rumble of mutters and shocked exclamations rolled out as horsemen picked back over the exact wording of the challenge, terminated by the slap of a hand against a forehead, and the sound of the gold’s own dappled elder groaning, “Pan’s pipes, she’s going to do it again!” 

Taryn’s arms were bitterly complaining by the time she reached the gold’s rock.  She managed another two steps and then set hers down with a sigh of relief.  “Gosh, that thing is heavy,” she called cheerfully, rubbing at her shoulders.  “I don’t know how you threw yours.” 

She turned around and the cheers rolled out.  Not all of those who applauded her were from this kraal, she saw.  At the fore of them, the gold’s own dappled elder was clapping his hands slowly and shaking his grey head.  The gold watched her come back to him.  His arms were folded.  One corner of his mouth was lifted in a grudging smile.  Her own Tonka was just beyond him, his head in his hands. 

“You ready for this?” Taryn asked, joining the gold at the edge of the field. 

“Aye, I am resigned.” 

She lifted her foot and tapped it against his other leg.  “I wouldn’t want you to bruise up too badly,” she explained. 

“Your consideration is a moving testament to all your kind.”  He shook his head, drew his runka (a number of horsemen went immediately watchful and still) and headed back toward the targets. 

Taryn stood at Tonka’s side, waiting as the crowd moved off to watch the real games continue.  At last, he raised his head and looked at her. 

“Tell me of this word ‘spank’,” he said. 

“That’s when you give me candy and toys,” she replied guardedly. 

“As punishment?” 

“I don’t like sweets.  It’s hell for me.” 

His ears lay back.  “Aye, well, in my kraal, little foals who tell lies are soundly whipped for it,” he said sternly.  “Go to my lodge and stay there.” 

“Yes, father.” 
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38.  Kick 



A colt named Matta came for her eventually, and none too soon. 

Taryn felt like she’d been there for hours and it was a solid punishment, sitting there on Tonka’s bed with nothing to do but listen to all the fun going on outside.  But finally, sweet release! 

“Father says you can come out if you promise to be good,” Matta announced primly. 

“Ah, I’m not promising anything,” Taryn said, hopping to her feet. 

Matta giggled, stomping his hooves so rapidly he seemed to be trying to canter in place.  “I’m telling, I’m telling!” he crowed, and galloped off. 

Eesh.  Better get out fast before Tonka sent her to his room again. 

Taryn escaped from the lodge and let Aisling go.  He scampered off and Taryn followed the sound of his squawks through the kraal. 

There was some sort of commotion going on down by the low field—a wide crowd gathered around a single horseman.  As Taryn neared, she saw a yearling colt in the field beyond them, and as she watched, the colt flung out three leather disks.  The horseman sent out three short spears in rapid succession, piercing two of the disks, and the crowd cheered.  After a short while, the colt threw out four disks, and the horseman countered 266 

 

with four spears, again piercing two.  A collective groan went up from the crowd, and the horseman gave himself a cheerful slap to the head before moving off.  Another stepped smartly up to take his place. 

Fun.  Another contest.  Taryn eased on into the crowd, working her way through the close bodies so that she had a front-row view of the sport. 

A yearling filly was counting out ten short spears for the competing horseman to use, and he planted each one point down within easy reach.  When he was ready, he waved to the colt in the field and a single disk went sailing up. 

The kraals were no longer in direct competition, although members from all six were present.  A number of those waiting to take their turn were marked as hunters or scouts, but a few were only farmers or village hands.  Likewise, every age was eligible.  There was even one or two ambitious little yearlings standing in the ranks, heavily flushed with excitement.  The rules were easy enough to determine by watching. 

Ten disks and ten spears.  A score of eight targets was needed to move on, presumably to another elimination round.  The prize was another of those beaded mane-settings, this one made of gold; it hung on a crossbeam nearby, glittering in the late afternoon sun to entice the on-lookers. 

Her Tonka had already taken his turn, by appearances.  He waited at one side of the playing field with a small, proud group of others, leaning on a tall spear and chatting with his fellow chieftains. 

The tokens of the wins he’d taken in other contests shone in his black hair, an impressive tally, especially compared with the others he was with.  Once he’d spied her among the crowd, he gave her a stern frown and a wave that clearly said ‘behave yourself’, but let her alone. 

The latest contestant failed out at only five targets hit and moved off to a wine barrel for a cup of consolation.  Ahm took his place, her tail snapping excitedly and her color high. 

Not for nothing was Ahm the leader of Rucombe’s hunters.  She struck each of the first three waves of disks flawlessly, but just as the colt in the field readied the last batch of four, Ahm’s new foal, who had been drowsing in his father’s shadow, suddenly woke crying.  Ahm’s concentration visibly shattered.  She still made the effort, but missed all four disks and ended at a score of only six. 

Ahm accepted her disqualification in fair humor, scuffing at the ground with her hooves and shaking her head as she returned to her foal. 
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She caught sight of Taryn in the crowd and immediately flushed. 

“Understand that I took the prize for this meet last season,” she called. 

“I’ve no doubt,” Taryn told her. 

The next contestant was a male bay, but he was shouldered aside by a familiar, if unlooked-for, face.  The horsewoman from Tiyu, Tal, stalked toward her with a glare and Taryn braced herself for unpleasantness. 

“This is a meet for target-shooters,” Tal said loudly.  “And as I doubt even you could cheat a spear through a target, I think you have no business here.” 

She could have made the argument that she was just watching, as were at least a hundred on-lookers, but it wasn’t worth the stress.  Taryn held up her empty hands and backed up, ready to turn around and leave. 

“Tal.”  The gold Tonka pushed his way out of the crowd of spectators, his expression thunderous.  “You shame me, kinswoman. 

Remove yourself.” 

Tal stiffened, her face turning to stone, but she turned around and left without another word, her head high and her hands made into fists at her side. 

The big gold didn’t watch her go.  He half-turned to offer a gesture of apology to Tonka, but his gaze drifted to Taryn in the crowd. 

“It occurs that we never did have our target test,” he remarked, motioning to the spear-filly.  “Step to, human.” 

The filly came with her basket of spears and stood before Taryn, holding one out and looking expectant. 

Taryn didn’t move.  “I told you already, I can’t throw one of those things.” 

“I see.”  The gold folded his arms and fixed her with a knowing eye.  “You choose only to play the games whose rules you set yourself. 

How convenient for you.” 

“Where are you coming from, friend?” Taryn asked in a faintly marveling tone.  “This is, to quote your kinswoman, a meet for target-shooters.  I’ve never held a spear in my life.  What do you expect me to do?” 

“I am told that you throw rocks rather well.” 

Taryn found the patronizing solicitude of this statement to be particularly rankling.  She pulled her slingshot from her boot and tugged her rock pouch open to show him her ammunition.  “I don’t throw 268 

 

anything,” she said.  “But I can knock you with one of these from a hundred paces, and I’m not bragging.” 

“Aye?”  The gold shrugged.  “It takes no talent to say a thing.” 

She was being baited, but knowing it didn’t take the sting out. 

“Get ready for a kickin’,” she warned him, counting out ten stones and pouring the rest out onto the ground. 

“Taryn, for the love of the gods!” Tonka shouted. 

“He started it!” 

The gold insinuated himself between Tonka and Taryn, looking smug.  “Of course, you cannot hope to penetrate the targets, but I shall be content if you should only hit them.” 

If. 

“That’s pretty tough talk for someone who already lost,” she shot back. 

His head cocked.  “Lost my…?” 

“You weren’t waiting in line and you sure weren’t over with the winners.” 

He continued to stare her down for a second or two.  Then he smiled, very thinly. 

From the sidelines, Ahm cleared her throat.  “Taryn, Tonka-Tiyu does not stand this meet for fairness to the rest of us.  He has taken the prize ten years in succession.” 

Taryn blinked at him.  “Oh.” 

“Every year, in fact,” he said, “that ever I engaged, beginning when I stood but one year old.” 

God, her and her big mouth. 

“Well then,” she replied coolly, “you’re about due for a take-down, aren’t you?” 

“Taryn!” Tonka groaned. 

“Aye,” the gold said, still smiling.  He waved the spear-filly back over and started setting up his ten.  “Long due.” 

“Fire away,” she called, and the colt in the field threw out the first disk. 

It was just like hunting pheasants, actually.  A clear shot, a good-sized target, a straight flight path…no sweat.  Taryn tracked the disk up and let fly.  The leather round whapped off-kilter as it was struck and went whistling toward the earth. 

Before it hit, the gold’s spear whipped through it. 

“Nice shot,” she remarked. 
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“And you.”  He nodded to the colt in the field, taking up his second spear in anticipation. 

Two disks sailed up.  Taryn palmed two stones and sent them off, catching one disk at its apex and the second halfway through its fall. 

As she hit her second target, he was piercing the first.  He followed through with his second shot easily and sent her a sidelong smile as the horsemen cheered for them. 

“You really are quite good with rocks,” he said. 

She laughed as she dug out three more.  “Not as good as some.  I still can’t believe how far you threw that one.” 

His ears tipped forward slightly.  “Impressed you, did I?” 

“Impressed, nothing.  You amazed me.  I almost couldn’t carry mine that far.” 

His tail flicked. 

The colt flung up his targets—one, two, three.  Taryn popped one on the rise, one at the height, and one falling.  It wasn’t easy.  The fact that the gold punched through each almost immediately after with no apparent effort at all was an irritation she didn’t need. 

“This is easy for you, isn’t it?” she asked. 

He stamped a rear hoof and said serenely, “Oh, aye.  Easy as breathing.” 

“What happens if we tie?” 

“Tie what?” 

“If we score the same, I mean.” 

He shrugged.  “I shall think of something.”  He motioned to the colt to continue. 

Pop-pop, went the first two easily enough, but as she fit the third stone to the pouch of her slingshot, the fourth slipped from her hand. 

“Crud!” she hissed, firing.  Without checking to see if she hit—the cheers from the crowd told her that much—she dropped and frantically fished for it in the muddy snow.  She snatched it up and shot, aiming almost straight ahead, the disk had fallen so near to earth.  The gold’s spear shot through mere inches before the target hit the ground, and it hung crookedly on the shaft, the lower hoop of it resting in the mud. 

“Sorry about that,” Taryn said. 

“Hm.”  He was looking at the punctured disk and the spear shaft still poking through it. 

“Well, now what?” 
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He gave her a long speculative stare.  “How feel you about a true challenge?” 

“Such as?” 

“What we call a toss-storm.  Many targets, thrown singularly and at random.  Hardly a match for your skill, I should think, but give me leave to distract you…and you I, of course.” 

He had something in mind, she could see it in his eyes.  “Sounds fair.” 

The gold’s lips curved.  He walked calmly out into the field and stopped halfway between her and the colt.  He turned to face her, still with that look of purpose about him.  What was he planning?  True, his stare was disconcerting, but not very distracting.  And why did he want the distance between them?  Was he planning to charge?  Taryn retrieved her pile of stones and found a few extra besides, set one preemptively in the pocket of her slingshot.  “Whenever you’re ready,” she called. 

The colt picked up a target disk and the gold casually reached back and drew his runka.  No target spear this, but the real McCoy, eight feet tip to toe, hooked and pitted with age, with long braids of proven kills trailing from its gleaming head. 

Okay, now that was distracting, but come on.  She knew he wouldn’t really kill her right here in front of everyone.  She focused on the disks instead and hit the first of the targets as it was thrown. 

“Chieftain, you go too far!”  Tonka took a step out into the field, his own runka drawn. 

“Tonka,” Taryn said, just as firmly.  “Get back.  Go on, friend,” 

she added, more gently.  “This doesn’t concern you.” 

Targets flew and it was a storm of sorts, beginning as most storms do, with a light fall.  Taryn struck them down easily enough, but she was aware of how many disks the foal had remaining, and that runka was still gleaming in the cold winter sunlight. 

“I was three years old when humans killed my mother,” the gold remarked. 

Taryn kept firing.  The sound of rocks on taut leather took on a kind of melody as the targets came closer together.  “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said, and meant it. 

“I saw her avenged.  I have killed, to my estimate, nearly one hundred of your savage kind.” 

“I’m sorry about that, too.”  Targets flew.  She shot them down. 
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“How generous you are with your sympathy.  I begin to question your sincerity.”  The gold rolled the haft of his spear between his fingers, sending out dazzles of light along the runka’s edge.  “You betray where your loyalties truly lie.  Why else would you grieve for those murderers fallen at my hands?” 

“Because it changes you,” she said. 

“Aye.  It makes me safer.  Every death, a little safer.” 

“And a little harder,” she said.  “A little colder.  That’s why I’m sorry.  No one should have to live with so much hate that they ever want to kill a stranger on sight.” 

“Let me ask you, human.”  The gold shouldered his runka, his low voice carrying easily in the still air.  There were hundreds of horsemen gathered behind her, but there was no sound apart from stones on targets.  “If you saw a fellcat right this instant, what would you?” 

Taryn’s hand twitched, but she kept her aim.  How many targets did she have left, anyway?  “I’d probably try to kill it.” 

“Aye, you would.  Because they are dangerous.  They do not reason.  They do not stop killing simply because their bellies are full and their young are fed.  They kill because they delight in slaughter and they know no mercy.  And so you would kill it, because you would know that if it had the chance, it would kill you.  You, your griffin, aye, any living thing it saw.  You would not have to hate it.  You would understand that some beasts must be destroyed on sight.  Every.  Last.  One.” 

The colt threw out a target. 

The gold threw his runka. 

Taryn saw it coming at her, heard it split the air with its metallic howl, sensed the surge of horsemen behind her as some scattered back and others—surely Tonka among them—ran futilely to intercept.  She saw it.  And she fired. 

Her rock shot out exactly as aimed.  It thupped into the target just as the gold’s runka roared past her.  Her hair fluttered in the wind of its wake.  She heard it crack into the wall of the tack shed behind her. 

The gold lowered his arm, frowning. 

Taryn lowered hers. 

“Beni mshusho!” Tonka bellowed.  “How dare you!  In my kraal! 

To my kinswoman!” 

Taryn raised her hand and Tonka’s rage cut off into a seething silence.  Then she held that hand out, beckoning to the gold with a small smile. 
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The gold didn’t move. 

“Come on over here,” she said.  “It was a good distraction.  Just not distracting enough.” 

“Nay?”  He came one step.  Only one. 

“I knew you’d never deliberately hit me.” 

He frowned.  “Why not?” 

She shrugged.  “You wouldn’t dishonor Tonka like that and you wouldn’t dishonor your own clan, and most importantly, I don’t think you’d kill me for no reason.” 

He started forward haltingly. 

She grinned at him.  “You’d have felt like a real donkey if I’d jumped back and you’d hit me after all, huh?” 

Breath came from him in a soundless laugh and his step steadied. 

“The thought occurred.  I did aim quite wide.” 

“I noticed that.  Come on, chief, right over here.  Get ready to do some shooting.” 

Horsemen were muttering, a dark cloud gathering itself for a real storm, but Taryn deliberately kept her back turned, her stance relaxed. 

She pretended to be utterly absorbed in watching the colt gather fallen targets for reuse, pretended not to see Tonka pawing furiously at the ground.  If she had to, she’d remind him the big gold wasn’t the first Farasai to take a shot at her with a runka, but she didn’t really think she’d have to.  Tonka was no fool.  He’d see her side of it, and eventually, he’d see the gold’s as well. 

“You’ll retaliate, of course,” the gold said, setting up a bank of target spears. 

“Of course.  Them’s the rules of the game.” 

The gold looked at her sidelong and then turned to face her fully. 

“I apologize if I frightened you.” 

She smiled broadly.  “You didn’t, but I’ll accept your apology anyway.  Now get ready for a kickin’.” 

He stared at her, smiled very faintly, and then flicked his tail and uttered an impressive snort.  “If we tie to again, we shall have to kick each other,” he declared. 

“Agreed, but it’s not going to happen.  I’ve got your number, chief.” 

The colt began to throw.  The gold followed suit, his eyes skipping from disk to disk, his arm working with mechanical precision. 

Taryn watched, her hands loosely clasped behind her back. 
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“Will you not distract me?” the gold asked. 

“I should think Tonka’s doing that well enough without my help,” Taryn replied and the gold’s gaze cut aside.  He recovered in time to catch his next targets, but it was clear that Tonka’s glare had some effect on him. 

“I need no stay for pity’s sake,” he said, however.  “Do your worst, human.” 

“I am,” she said.  “I’m forgiving you.” 

His spear went off, tapping just the edge of the disk.  It didn’t pierce, but it was still a hit.  The gold stamped, his flanks shuddering and his jaw setting.  Taryn let him throw for several targets, gauging by them how he began to collect his self-control.  When his spears were striking dead center again, she played her trump card. 

She put her hand on his back. 

The gold jerked hard, half-rearing.  His spear went wide, landing with a clumsy thud somewhere in the field.  He reached for another, cantering sideways out of her reach, but he’d lost a target and he knew it. 

He stood staring, his sides heaving, and let the final three disks sail up and fall again without even trying for them. 

There were no cheers at Taryn’s win. 

She reached out again and laid her hand upon the gold’s back again.  This time, he looked down at her. 

“Kick,” she said softly. 

The flesh beneath her palm jumped.  Otherwise, he was motionless. 

Taryn smiled slightly, gave him a pat, and walked away. 
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39.  The Hunt  



“Taryn, rise.” 

“Muzzah,” Taryn said intelligently.  She raised her head from the side of Ahm’s stallion, against whose warm body she’d spent the night (when she wasn’t playing with their new foal while Ahm and said stallion loudly tried to make a new one). 

Tonka stood over her, a hunter’s spear in one hand and a smaller one, one of the target-spears, in his other.  “The herds are moving,” he said.  “It is time for your hunt.” 

“What, now?”  Taryn struggled up to seize his wrist and peer at what was formerly her watch.  “It’s five in the morning.” 

“Our lord wished you to know spear-hunting and hiding,” Tonka reminded her. 

“Great.”  Taryn pulled the blanket over her head.  “I’ll hide here. 

You go spear-hunt.” 

Tanu, his breaths still sleep-thick and even, reached around to nudge her.  In the next bed, her arms wrapped around her foal, Ahm chuckled. 

“Oh fine, fine.”  Taryn got up, scowling.  “Five in the freaking morning, stupid cows.  Aisling, come on.” 

275 

 

The griffin gave her a dumbfounded look and then curled up a little tighter, covering his eyes with his talons. 

Little traitor.  Taryn walked out of the hunter’s lodge ahead of Tonka, her new spear heavy in her hands.  Short enough for a horseman, but easily as long as she stood tall, it dragged in the dirt behind her as she trudged along. 

Some thirty horsemen waited for them just outside the kraal. 

The gold Tonka stood them, as did the dappled elder who knew so much about human mating practices.  Others were unfamiliar, but most were Tonka’s clan and they greeted her warmly. 

“Now I know your feelings on riding,” Tonka began, and the visitors among them pricked up their ears. 

“I’m not riding you, Tonka,” Taryn said, rubbing sleep from her eyes. 

“But we have a long way to go—” 

“I’m not riding.” 

“—and limited time.  This once, you will bend your principles—

” 

“The hell I will.” 

Tonka sighed.  “Taryn, the herd is leagues away.” 

“Well, then I’m not going, because I won’t ride you.”  She stuck her spear in the ground, turned around, and there was the albino Morathi. 

“Go,” the Morathi said distractedly.  Her pink eyes examined the lightening skies as though reading her words in the low-lying clouds. 

“You will be needed.” 

“But—” 

The albino turned around, tail swishing, and walked back into the mist.  Her voice drifted back after her body had disappeared, seeming to come from all directions.  “Ride.  If the Great Dragon will consent to carry you, let no one here think ill of it.” 

Silence.  Not a flick of tail nor stamp of hoof. 

Taryn turned around, frowning.  “What dragon?” 

Tonka, apparently with some effort, pulled his eyes away from the albino’s departure and met Taryn’s.  He stared at her for what seemed an unnecessarily long time before shaking out of it.  “There are no dragons in the Valley,” he said, which was not exactly an answer to her question, but he didn’t give her the chance to ask another.  He took her spear out of the ground and handed it to her.  “Let me carry, lady,” he 276 

 

said, and held up both hands to forestall her protests.  “You shall walk the way home when the hunt is done, if it please you.” 

“Oh, all right,” she said, her shoulders slumping.  She went to his side, head down and gut tight.  “I hate this,” she told him seriously. 

“I know,” he replied. 

Hands circled her waist.  She was lifted up to work her clumsy way into a riding position, hugging her spear under one arm so she could get a grip on him.  She turned to thank her helper and it was one of the visitors, a chestnut female with a scarred face. 

The horsewoman cocked her head, ears twitching this way and that as she studied Taryn’s face.  “I truly believe this bothers you,” she said eventually.  And held out her hand.  “I am called Krin.” 

They clasped wrists. 

“Hi, Krin.  My name is Taryn.” 

She was getting used to the surprise this introduction garnered in Arcadia and she wasn’t disappointed now.  The visiting horsemen stamped, one of them even reared, and Krin’s grip on her wrist tightened. 

“You would tell me this?” Krin asked. 

“Why not?” 

“Names have power here.  I could hurt you if I wished to.” 

Taryn shrugged.  “So hurt me.  God knows, you could kick me into next year if you wanted to.  I guess the only question is, do you want to?” 

Krin released her and withdrew her hand slowly.  “Nay,” she said, her voice distant and her eyes intent.  “I rather think that I do not.” 

She turned away, drawing her own spear.  “Chieftain, lead us to hunt.” 

It was not Tonka but some other stallion who answered, but the instant he set off, they all struck out after him. Taryn lurched against Tonka’s back, struggling to hold on to him and her spear throughout the jarring ride.  Ultimately, she jammed her target-spear into his back-sheath next to his runka and grabbed onto him with both hands.  He gave one of her arms a pat and she pressed her face into his mane and concentrated on just not falling off. 

Finally, thank God, he slowed and then stopped.  Taryn lost no time in swinging her leg over, sliding to the ground, and, not satisfied with that, straight onto her butt.  She dropped fully onto her back, breathing hard.  Who would have thought she could get so winded just by riding?  It took muscles she didn’t even know she had, and all of them were going to be sore as hell tomorrow. 
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“Are you all right?” one of the hunters asked. 

“Yeah, just give me a second.  Damn, Tonka, you are a rough ride.” 

Tonka’s lips twitched.  One of the horsewomen glanced at him, amused, and another said, “Thee is, old friend.  Truly, thee is.” 

“Aye, enough of that.”  Tonka dropped to his foreknees to take Taryn’s hands and then rose, pulling her to her feet.  He gave her back her spear and pointed out into the plains.  “See there, the herds.” 

“I see them.”  It was hard to miss five or seven thousand shaggy cows, even in this mist.  Taryn stuck her spear in the ground and quickly braided her hair.  She grabbed up her weapon again, trying to project an aura of readiness she didn’t even remotely feel.  “So, um, what’s our goal here?” 

“Ideally, we should each have a kill of our own and so need no other hunt for the remainder of the winter.”  Tonka shrugged to show the likelihood of this.  “I shall be happy with half that number and grudgingly content should we fell only ten.  But that is not your concern. 

What is important for you to remember in this, your first spear hunt, is that you will have the one strike and only the one.”  He thought about it, tail snapping, and added, “Also important to remember is that you are very small and fragile.” 

“Believe me, that’s never very far from my mind when I look at those things.” 

Tonka clapped her shoulder and turned away.  “Drovers?” he asked crisply. 

Several horsemen stepped up and, after receiving his nod, galloped away, making a wide circle around the herd. 

“The idea being,” Tonka began. 

“Not to suddenly be facing down all five thousand angry cows,” 

Taryn concluded.  “Got it.” 

Tonka nodded.  “Of course, nyati being what they are, those our drovers gather are apt to turn aside before they reach us.  Thus enters the art of hunting—knowing when to wait and when to charge.  And before I leave the matter of charging,” he said, and fixed her with a stern eye.  “If you are charged, Taryn, what will you?” 

“Stab him!” she guessed.  She set the butt of her spear to the ground and dropped to a crouch, letting the spear fall braced at an angle while she was ready to spring aside.  “Like this!” 

The hunters exchanged glances. 
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“Nay,” Tonka said darkly. 

“T’would work, though,” a hunter remarked. 

“Nay,” Tonka said, louder this time.  “If you are charged, Taryn, give cry and fall back.” 

She blinked, slowly righting herself.  “Won’t that get me trampled to death?” 

“Nay, for I shall be there.” 

“Um…’kay.” 

“Restrain thy enthusiasm,” Tonka said, his eyes narrowing.  “It embarrasses me.” 

Taryn interested herself with the point of her spear. 

“Aye, then.  Eyes up.”  Tonka nudged her shoulder and raised his own spear.  “It has begun.” 

The horsemen were separating into groups of only two or three, fanning out along the plains and readying their weapons.  The big gold, the only one of them who stood alone, glanced back at her once.  She waved at him.  He snapped his tail and turned away.  She focused on the herds beyond him. 

The herd was a shadow over the plains, raised and textured by their sheer numbers until they seemed to be foothills over the snow. 

Now those hills became a river.  The current began in the middle, a ripple of movement that arrowed away and steadily drew in more and more flow from the sides.  It was a fascinating thing to watch, so much so that Taryn did not immediately process the sound that accompanied the movement.  It took some little time for her to grasp that the thunder she was hearing, the rumble beneath her boots, was connected to the flood of running beasts she saw before her. 

She knew how big the herd was, but the academic fact of this knowledge did not prepare her for the understanding of its size.  All at once, she realized what five thousand yaks weighing in at a metric ton apiece looked, felt, sounded, and smelled like.  And she was standing there holding a spear. 

The herd began to splinter.  Taryn saw the drovers at last, forming the wedge that cut the herd.  One of the cows dropped in a spray of snow and earth, but whoever had thrown the spear that killed it kept running with the other drovers, aiming the animals at the ridge where the hunters waited. 

“Steady on,” Tonka murmured.  His hand rested on her shoulder, a strengthening grip.  “Do not even try for a strike to the heart, for their 279 

 

hides are thick and their bones are strong.  A slice at the neck is best, if it can be managed, but do not you attempt it this time, Taryn.  For you, aim to the belly of the beast or to lame a leg.  You are here to witness and to learn.  The hunt is for hunters.” 

“Oh God,” Taryn whispered. 

Tonka took this for a sincere prayer, showing his approval with a well-placed pat.  “Guide our hands this day, great gods, that our kills fall well and their lives sustain us.” 

She could feel the pounding of hooves shaking in her knees now. 

Some of the hunters had surged forward, creating a slow curve in the way the herd was running.  The drovers fractured.  Spears were thrown. 

Cattle scattered and bawling pandemonium broke out. 

Go-time. 

Taryn, her eyes locked on a crazed-eye cow, got a solid grip on her weapon and charged.  She had absolutely zero expectation that she would actually hit anything, but she’d be damned if she was going to stand there like an idiot and not even try.  Besides, Tonka was right there, running at her side like a giant, spear-wielding shadow.  What could possibly— 

No, she absolutely would not finish that thought. 

The cow turned hard just ahead of her, digging up great rips of snow and frozen earth, and Taryn leapt ahead and swung her spear like a baseball bat.  The steel head swiped in so clean an arc, she thought she’d missed entirely.  It wasn’t until the blood poured out in silken sheets from the cow’s side, haunch, and flank that she realized she’d cut it after all.  And it wasn’t until the cow toppled over that she realized how deeply. 

Taryn stood over it, her spear dangling stupidly point-down in the snow, gaping at the massive animal that thrashed and bellowed before her.  Its blood melted the snow.  Its hooves churned the ground into scarlet mud.  It couldn’t get up.  She’d done this to it. 

Tonka moved at last, shaking her from her trance, and she grabbed at him before he could more than raise his spear. 

“I started this,” she said sickly.  “I’ll finish it.” 

“Aye, Taryn,” he said. 

She circled around the beast, keeping well out of reach of the flailing hooves.  When she stood behind the tossing head, she raised her spear and plunged it down, severing the meaty tissues of its thick neck. 
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could smell the blood that poured.  This wasn’t like hunting pheasants or hoppers.  This wasn’t shooting stones at a distance for a nice, limp little dinner.  This was brutality.  This was killing. 

No.  This was food.  This was a good hide and this was a pot of glue, sinews for sewing, bones and horn for tools.  This was hunting and she’d done her part for the kraal, for her kinsmen.  That was what she had to remember. 

Taryn pulled her spear free of the carcass and turned around, ready for a strong grip on her shoulder and words of comfort, and instead, unleashed a scream. 

Tonka jumped at once, twisting to try and see what came at him. 

By fortune, he jumped in the right direction to avoid the charging bull’s goring sweep, but he wasn’t quite fast enough to avoid the beast altogether.  The bull’s shoulder slammed into Tonka’s side and he went down.  All the way down. 

Tonka hit the ground, four legs kicking and one arm slapping at the snow, making Taryn think dazedly of the struggling cow now lying dead behind her.  He didn’t get up.  She wondered with a nasty shock if he even could get up by himself. 

The bull had thundered past, carried by his own momentum, but he was turning now.  A spear hung from its side, dragging on the ground like an anchor, and the bull paused to gore at this protruding shaft, its horns smacking dully against the wood.  Then it swung again, gouging at the ground.  Its eyes met Taryn’s briefly, red-rhuemed and mindless, but she couldn’t move.  She didn’t even think she was breathing.  The bull stood, sides heaving and foam dripping from its steaming muzzle, and finally, its gaze wandered from her. 

Wandered over to Tonka, still struggling on the ground.  The bull turned, stomping and pawing, to lunge again at the fallen horseman. 

Instantly, Taryn’s paralysis broke.  She sprang, not stabbing, but actually shoving her spear as deep into the monster’s belly as it would go.  She met no resistance, slammed up hard against the beast’s side with less than twelve inches of haft left in her hand, and grabbed unthinkingly at the beast’s shaggy hide to stay there as it ran.  Tonka was on the ground and the damn bull wasn’t stopping.  Her spear’s shaft jutted from one side, the head from another, and it wasn’t stopping. 

Taryn threw herself off the beast’s side and grabbed for a horn, letting all her weight come down on it.  Her feet struck the ground and she shoved her legs out straight, screaming and pulling for all she was 281 

 

worth.  There was no stopping it, no slowing it, but the huge head wrenched around and the body followed.  The bull buckled and it half-dropped (she heard and felt the brittle snapping of its bones) and then it roared and threw her. 

Taryn hit the only damn rock in the whole damn plains.  That was the all she could think of as she lay stunned in the snow with the rock—padded by dense winter grass and snow, but still a damn rock—

under her head.  That and the fact that she seemed to have dropped her spear somewhere.  She was cold.  There was snow in her boot.  She couldn’t hear the bull coming for her.  She thought that was a good thing right up until she realized that distant humming was the bull, she just couldn’t hear anything else. 

Taryn rolled over and hooves went by like a big, black Amtrak. 

She scarcely noticed them.  Where the hell was her spear? 

The snow was hard.  The crust cut her arms when she pushed herself to her knees and then staggered to her feet.  She hadn’t dropped her spear after all.  She remembered now.  It was in the bull.  Probably why he was in such a bad mood at the moment.  Moo-ood.  Heh-heh. 

‘Cuz it was a cow. 

Tonka. 

Taryn turned around, seeking him dazedly, not unaware of the bull turning to come at her, but unable to care very much for some reason.  Tonka was still on his side, trying hard to roll over and up.  The snow had turned to slush under him.  Taryn headed for him.  She knew she couldn’t possibly help him stand, but hey, he still had his spear. 

Tonka was shouting at her.  She could see his mouth moving, and his voice came later, like an echo from the next mountain over.  His arm waved.  Run, Taryn, he was saying.  How very like him. 

There was thunder in the soles of her feet.  Taryn bent, heaved his heavy spear up into her hands and braced the butt against the ground. 

She dropped around it, pinning it in place with the weight of her body, and watched the bull come. 

Spears came from nowhere, most sailing past, but two striking home, piercing the flank and the side.  The bull never slowed.  Its eyes were glazed.  It was already dead but rage kept it animated and bellowing, rage and the desire to have flesh and bone under its hooves just once before its soul slipped.  Apparently, the gods hadn’t gotten back to him yet on the life-sustaining plan.  Taryn could understand that.  She might feel the same way in his place.  The circle of life was really only 282 

 

an endless round of mystical justice if you were a lion.  When you were the antelope, it sucked. 

Taryn canted the spear to one side in the instant before the bull struck.  Her instincts were sound.  His weight slammed home, burying fully four feet of spear in its body before the haft bubbled out and snapped (throwing Taryn into the air for the second time in as many minutes.  She hoped she was getting flyer miles for this), but the angled spear had sent it off to one side so it couldn’t fall down and crush Tonka. 

One had to focus on the things that mattered. 

She landed on another rock.  Figured. 
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40.  But He Has Books 



“The Morathi of Kimyamkela knew that you would be needed,” 

H’wathu said, tying a newly-fleshed hide to a frame for scraping. 

“Oh come on.  That’s what’s known as a self-fulfilling prophecy.”  Taryn, on the other side of the hide, attempted to pull it taut and tie her end.  The hide had been washed and dried and now it was stiff as bark.  She could see the wrinkles in it, but couldn’t pull them out no matter how hard she tried.  This conversation wasn’t exactly easing her frustration.  “If I hadn’t gone, then Tonka wouldn’t have been standing around to get gored to death in the first place.” 

“Nay, the beast would have sought him out.”  H’wathu spoke with the absolute faith and utter illogic that any Irish girl with Catholic relatives could recognize.  He came around to help her, stretching the hide smooth with just a few easy yanks.  “Thus, you were sent to guard him.  The gods gave you the power to battle it.” 

“It didn’t happen like that.”  Taryn let him do the rest of the tying up.  She went to the tool shelf for some scrapers.  “I know what they’re saying, but I never jumped on the bull’s back, I just kind of clung to his side for a second there.  And I only grabbed its horn, I never wrestled it to the ground.” 

“But you did grab its horn?”  H’wathu turned all the way around to look at her.  “You actually grabbed its horn?” 
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“Little bit,” she admitted. 

He shook his head, still staring at her. 

Taryn shrugged hard, trying to shove the weight of that look off her.  “Oh come on!  What would you have done?” 

“I?  I would not have been there.  I farm, Taryn.”  He took a scraper from her and showed her how to hold it.  “The thinner the hide, the more supple the result, but mind you do not scrape too thin.  Best you focus on cleaning,” he added, “until you have a feel for it.  I like to begin high, thus.” 

Easy for him to say.  She enviously watched as he scraped away at the topmost corner, something she could reach only with a stepladder. 

Grumbling, she found a spot on her side mid-way up and started scraping.  “How do we get in around all these little holes?” she asked, indicating those punched in to admit the frame lacings. 

“The outer edges will be cut away,” H’wathu told her.  “So mind them not.  Taryn, you don’t truly believe the gods had no hand in this day’s events, do you?” 

“Well…I guess they must have.  I’m here, aren’t I?  I just don’t think I was destined to go so I’d be there to save Tonka.” 

“But the Morathi of Kimyamkela—” 

“Please, H’wathu.  She’s an albino.  What the hell else was she going to be when she grew up?” 

He threw her a startled look.  “Surely you do not suggest—” 

“Well, no.”  There really was something about that Morathi that went deeper than just creepy looks.  “But I don’t want to talk about the mystical implications of me getting thrown around by a bull anymore. 

Besides, I don’t see Tonka parading around the kraal telling people I saved his life, and he’d know better than anyone.” 

H’wathu snorted.  “I think he is hoping the matter will be forgotten before our lord returns for you.” 

Taryn winced.  Antilles.  He probably wouldn’t want to hear about how it had been his idea for her to go hunting and how she’d wanted to stay in bed, and how confused it had all gotten, what with the bull coming and Tonka lying there.  He’d listen to everyone chatter on about how she’d jumped on the thing’s back, and then he’d look at her. 

With that look of his. 

“What no one understands,” she said crossly, “is that when these things happen, no one is popping up with a minute to spare and a menu full of choices.” 
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“Aye.” 

They scraped away in companionable silence for a while. 

H’wathu moved at easily three times her speed and the places he finished looked a lot better than hers, but she stubbornly continued on.  She was supposed to be learning, after all.  She’d wasted a lot of hopper hides because she’d thought tanning too complicated, but so far, this was all do-able.  It was just a matter of practice. 

“And your ears?” H’wathu asked suddenly.  “How fare you there, kinswoman?” 

“Oh, a little dim, but I can hear you just fine.  I’m sure I’ll be back to normal tomorrow.” 

“What does Ven think?” 

“That I need to be tied to a tree,” Taryn replied serenely, and H’wathu laughed.  “Gosh, she was mad.  I’ve never seen anyone so mad. 

I thought she was going to come at Tonka with her carving fork, like it was  his fault.” 

“Aye.  You did not see her this morning when she learned that he had taken you over her objections.  She was a storm in fury, Taryn.” 

“Antilles practically ordered Tonka to take me along.” 

“Aye.  No doubt, she’ll have words for him as well.”  H’wathu laughed, lowering himself to his foreknees to scrape at the lowest parts of the hide.  Taryn was still working away at the middle.  “All morning long, she has stalked her hearth, muttering, ‘Naught will come of it.  I am being foolish.  Tis my foaling, that is all.’  And then you are carried in to her—” 

“I told them I could walk!” 

“—and the word that first she heard was that you had leapt on a charging nyati bull.” 

“I never did that!  Exactly.” 

“Aye, she’s found herself a fine mood and she’ll stay there for several days, I think.  You may expect to receive tonics.” 

“Yuck,” Taryn said, and sighed. 

More silence.  Taryn scraped away at her little patch of hide, trying to make her piece look a little more like H’wathu’s.  She didn’t really expect any serious trouble from Ven, but the healer sure wasn’t apt to let Taryn out of the kraal for a while.  So much for her hope of wheedling her way into an early trip home. 

“Okay,” she said, giving the hide a few last scrapes.  “How’s that?” 
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“Well done,” he answered.  He didn’t even go over anything himself.  He let her take the tools back to the shelves while he went outside, returning shortly with a large bowl of truly repellent goop. 

“Oh God, what is that?” Taryn asked, grabbing protectively at her nose. 

“Brains, mostly,” H’wathu replied.  “Liver.  A little marrow. 

And water, of course.”  And then he plopped his hand right inside and started smearing it on the hide.  “Get a good cover,” he said.  “Not so much on your hand that it drips.  Just nicely so.” 

The concept of having one’s appendages ‘nicely’ coated in brains turning through her mind, Taryn eased her hand into the hot sludge.  She came out with a palmful and painted it into her section of the hide, her face twisted. 

“Rub well,” H’wathu continued.  “It must soak for some time. 

Cover all and make it as even a cover as you are able.” 

Right.  Wouldn’t do to skimp on the brain soup. 

“So,” she began.  “And I recognize this is a silly question since I was there, but did you happen to hear how many we got?” 

“Twenty-two,” H’wathu said, and pecked a hoof to show his pleasure.  “Including the two that you felled yourself.” 

“I had plenty of help with that bull.” 

“A goodly sum.  Three will be butchered to feast us through the night.  The rest, preserved.”  He smiled at her, a smile that was completely removed from the matter coating his hand.  “There will be some celebration tonight—greatly harrowed by Ven’s foul mood—and much talk deep into the withers of the night as our distant kin try to convince one another that, aye, you did take a bull by the horn.” 

Taryn winced, but managed a laugh.  She stepped back from the well-smeared hide, holding out her hand so that it couldn’t contaminate her clothes.  She wouldn’t normally be so finicky, but these were, after all, the only clothes of any kind in the whole kraal.  “Are we done?” 

“Nearly so.”  H’wathu began to unlace the hide from the frame, holding up the freed edge to keep it off the floor.  With her help, he folded the hide in half, pressing brain-slick skin to brain-slick skin, and then swiftly rolled it into a tight bundle.  “So!” he said, setting the roll in one corner of the tanning lodge. 

“One down, twenty-one to go?” Taryn asked. 

“Nay, we are done for the time being.  You are not the only one who needs to learn the ways of hiding.”  H’wathu braced his hands on 287 

 

his back and stretched, wincing.  “Ah, we are not made for this work,” he groaned. 

“No one is made for this work.” 

He sent her a sidelong smile, taking in the way she stood with her brain-gummed hand awkwardly out from her body, and then said, “I could be much improved with a bath.  Will you come with me?” 

Ugh.  An hour-long hike to the river and back.  In the snow. 

“Some other time,” she said.  “When it’s not freezing, and I haven’t been thrown around by a bull.” 

“I would not take you to the river,” he said, amused.  “Our bathhouse supplies heated water.” 

“You have a bathhouse?” she gasped.  “Why doesn’t anybody tell me these things?  Heck, yeah, I would love a bath!” 

She followed him across the kraal to one of the smallish outbuildings that circled the commons.  There were no baths inside, not that she really expected any, but there was a sauna and it had been recently used.  Although empty now, it was still filled with steam and the rocks piled in the center of the room were still hot.  There were high tables at every wall with bowls of water, brushes, bags of pulped and sweetened soaproot, and little trays with hooked knives for hoof-paring. 

Taryn made for the soap and water while H’wathu unstrapped his runka and pulled his side-packs off.  He traded rocks from the sweat-bins to the coals and vice-versa, added a little more steam to the room and then joined her at the basins, sending her several puzzled glances. 

“Do you mean to bathe so attired?” he asked finally. 

“I’m a little worried about losing my clothes,” she confessed. 

“It’s not like I can just borrow more.” 

“Something could be made for you, I am sure.” 

Oh, what the hell.  He was probably right, and between Aisling yesterday and the bull this morning, she’d more than half-lost her halter already.  Taryn stripped to the skin and carried the bundle of clothing outside the lodge to the soaking vat where Farasai dropped off their soiled blankets.  H’wathu was already soaping down his human parts when she returned. 

“Will you help me?” he asked, passing her a cloth and a brush. 

He gestured at his horse-half and continued scrubbing his chest. 

The steam sheened his fur and made wiping at him easier.  She worked her way front to back and down his legs, lathering with the brush, cleaning in long sweeps with the cloth, and rinsing with handfuls 288 

 

of water.  He had a jar of thick, white goo for his tail.  It didn’t suds up, but it rinsed very clean and made combing a breeze.  When she stepped back, beaming at the completion of her task, he came forward with a washing cloth in his hands. 

“I can pretty much reach everything myself,” she said. 

He shook his head, smiling at her fondly.  “You are so difficult,” 

he said.  “Why do you treat every offer of assistance as though it were an attack?  Turn around, Taryn.” 

Chastised, she turned and stood humbly by as he scrubbed her back, careful to clean beneath her tight harness, and pretending not to hear her when she asked him to take it off.  Touchy subject, that.  She fingered St. Christopher’s silver and indulged in a few thoughts on the superstitions of her Arcadian kinsmen while H’wathu washed and combed her hair. 

“There,” he murmured.  “Painlessly done.  Will you recover from the shame of it?” 

“Watch it, friend, or I’ll ask you to wash my feet.” 

He didn’t reply, but the next thing she felt was his hand on her ankle.  She turned fast, and yes, he’d lowered himself to the ground and had bent to wash her feet. 

“It was a joke!” she cried, horrified. 

“I know.  Ease thee.”  He cupped her heel gently, guiding her hand to his shoulder for support, and then began to wash. 

“This isn’t a good feeling,” she said.  “Please, get up.” 

“Ah, but this is fascinating.  I have never seen toes.”  He touched each one in turn, not quite tickling, and then rubbed at them lightly with his cloth.  “Will you not relax?  I know t’was no command, but I am pleased to do it.  You give me too little to do.” 

“You’re not here to do things for me,” she said uncomfortably. 

“Oh, Taryn.”  He put her foot down and looked up at her with an open exasperation.  “What makes you so stone-headedly stubborn?” 

Her lips twitched upward.  “I’m Irish,” she said.  “That also makes me pale, a red-head, and a quick drunk.” 

He laughed a little and shook his head, but did not regain his feet.  His hand found hers; he held it loosely, comfortably.  “Well, I am Farasai.  That makes me, I think, just as stubborn, and stronger besides.” 

“Taller, too.” 

His smile faded slightly.  He gave her a single gentle pull and she stepped forward against his chest and let him find her mouth.  He 289 

 

sighed; his hands slipped easily over her damp skin, never still.  He touched her back, her hips, her buttocks, her shoulders and thighs.  She could feel the strength in his hands, the power, and yet he was gentle as he smoothed over her curves, memorizing her as though he intended later to sculpt her out of clay.  She touched him in return, her fingers first finding his shoulders, and when his kiss intensified, she moved to massage his back, his sides, down as far as the furred borders of his equine half, and back again to embrace him. 

He said her name, making it part of his kiss.  His head arched back and she pressed her lips to the hollow of his throat, her fingertips brushing at his chest.  His nipples were hard under her hand.  She bent to lick at one, to lightly bite, and his hand tightened around her waist.  “It has been so long,” he groaned. 

“H’wathu,” she said, and he shuddered hard.  “Be friend of my body.” 

His eyes opened, burning but unsure.  “You are certain?” he whispered. 

It was a good point.  This was no dream—or whatever that night with Tonka had been—but after she’d had time to stop and search her inner self, the one thing that remained was her surety. 

She smiled lopsidedly.  “We’re going to have to be creative,” she warned him. 

He uttered a shaky laugh and then pulled her fiercely to his kiss again.  His mouth sought hers, hungry and hesitant at once, and she matched each tentative flick of his tongue in an easy give and take.  He pulled her closer, until her bare flesh burned against his, steam and sweat lubricating the slide of their bodies.  His hands traveled over her, down her back to her waist, and slowly over her buttocks, her unfamiliar territories. 

She lifted her chin, inviting him to a greater investigation, and he took it at once, his kisses teasing a line down her neck to the valley between her breasts.  His fingertips brushed at her nipple and then he cupped her breast fully, caressing her with true skill.  She twined her hands through his damp hair and led him to her other breast.  He needed no other instructions.  His mouth was welcome fire; lips and tongue and teeth braised at her, while his hands kneaded and caressed.  Her hips rolled thoughtlessly in the grip of the pleasure he gave her, and he drew back to watch the movement, his ears flicking. 
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Tentatively, he placed a hand between her thighs.  She bent over his shoulder, shuddering as his fingers brushed over her mons and then carefully parted her.  His free arm cupped her in half an embrace, holding her against him while he tested her dimensions.  She moved with his hand, letting gasps and cries come freely as he found confidence in his movements.  He mimed a thrusting and she bucked hard, gasping his name as climax robbed her briefly of restraint. 

He shook with her, his breath coarsening and his arm tightening around her, and sought her lips for a kiss.  His hand continued its steady thrusts as his tongue mated with hers and she could not get close enough. 

Her hands scratched at his neck, caught in his hair, trying to pull him deeper, to claim even more.  She came again, crying into his mouth, and he groaned an answer as he rubbed her body’s oils over his hand. 

“Taryn, I’m trying,” he gasped, leaning his brow to hers.  “But I have to…Gods!  I’m trying, but I must—”  He broke off, panting, and his legs unfolded.  He began raggedly to rise, bringing her with him off the ground.  Her legs dangled.  She writhed in space, came explosively, and snatched at his shoulders in a storm of dizzied sensation.  His mouth closed over hers, pulling in a breath as she screamed, drinking in her violent orgasm and then breaking away to expel a hoarse shout at the ceiling. 

“Let me down,” she gasped, still moving helplessly at his hand. 

“Let me down, please, I need to help you.” 

He hunted out her eyes in a daze.  “There is nothing you can do,” 

he said, but ended on a hopeful uplift of tone, almost a question. 

“Trust me,” she panted.  “I’m nothing if not resourceful.  Let me down.” 

He did and watched with wild eyes as she circled behind him. 

He was hugely erect, pearls of pre-cum glistening on the head of his swollen phallus, and his hips bucked forward twice in curt succession at the barest brush of her fingers on his flank.  When she reached beneath to stroke along his thick shaft, he let out a half-sobbing breath and gripped the wall. 

She said his name and pressed close to his side, taking him in both hands and gently squeezing.  It was all the encouragement he needed.  He thrust into her grip, gasping hard with each choppy motion and clawing at the steam-slick wall.  “My stallion,” she whispered, again and again.  “H’wathu, how magnificently you love me.  My fine friend. 

My great stallion.” 
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His seed sprayed forth in a powerful stream, filling the steam-thick room with his heady musk.  He uttered a raspy shout and shook hard as a second, lesser jet burst from him, and then he staggered back, seized her, and lifted her to his ardent kiss once more.  The dampness on his face tasted of salt. 

At last, he set her down, looking long into her eyes and sadly smiling.  “I knew,” he said.  “I knew you would be kind.  Ah, Taryn. 

Thank you.” 

She laughed a little.  “Thank me?  I should be thanking you!” 

Now he laughed, his tail swishing gracefully.  “Enough of that, lady.  I know I am unschooled.” 

“Yeah?  Well then you have phenomenal instincts.  Come here.” 

He bent obediently to take her kiss, his arms sliding around her waist, hers around his neck.  It was a slow kiss but virtually a chaste one, all their passion now formed into friendship once more. 

“I would have you for my own if you were Farasai,” he murmured. 

“Antilles might object.” 

“So he would.”  H’wathu released her with a sigh.  “But I do envy him.  And he confounds me.  How can he bear to be parted from you?” 

“He has obligations,” Taryn said sourly and rolled her eyes. 

“Which is what I get for falling in love with a politician.” 

He didn’t know the word and showed it with a polite silence. 

She draped his arm around his equine back and shrugged.  “It doesn’t matter.  Let me just find something to wrap around me—” 

“Pity.” 

“—and you can take me to dinner.  I’m just about hungry enough to eat a h—er, whole bunch of food.” 

“Aye?  That should please our mother.” 

Taryn found a blanket small enough to use for a wrap and thin enough to actually stay in place when she tied it on.  They stepped out together into the smoke-rich air, passing another matched set of foal and older horseman with their own newly-fleshed hide, and began to cross the commons.  The butchery of the nyati was in full swing, and everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves as they worked.  Not a few heads turned as Taryn walked by and she saw a number of questions muttered and answered by an equal number of affirming nods.  Eesh. 
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“I want to sneak in and out, if I can,” she told H’wathu.  “I absolutely do not want to have to stand around for the whole big meal. 

No big fuss, just a bite to eat and then I want to slip off to bed somewhere because, no offense, but I’ve been up since dawn and I’ve had a whole lot of suck packed into an incredibly short span of uh oh.” 

She’d only managed two steps inside the Jiko and Ven was already stalking toward her with her ears flat and her hands clenched. 

Taryn thought fast. 

“Hi, Ven,” she said.  “I was just coming to see you.”  She thrust her arms out to show the little scrapes she’d received on the hard crust of snow and tried to look humbly concerned.  “Can you spare a moment to look at me?” 

“Aye, very clever,” murmured H’wathu, and moved away. 

Ven’s ears came only slightly forward.  “Ha,” she sniffed.  “You think you can placate me with this show of submission?” 

“Boy, I was sure hoping.” 

Several nearby horsewomen smothered laughter, earning a scathing glare from Ven.  But when the healer turned back to Taryn, she was smiling. “Aye, then, let me see it.  Ah, ‘tis not so bad,” she said, examining the abrasions with a close eye.  “See me when the mid-day meal is done and I shall have it bound.  Thee did intend to eat?” she added, cocking a brow at Taryn. 

Beyond Ven’s shoulder, H’wathu was smirking at her. 

Taryn’s mind raced.  She let her face fall.  “I wanted to,” she said.  “I’m pretty hungry…but I’m just so tired.” 

Ven caught Taryn’s head and peered into her eyes.  “Does your head pain you?” she asked crisply. 

“No.” 

“Did you at any time lose consciousness after you fell?” 

“Not that I’m aware of.” 

“And you feel not tight or unsteady in your belly?” 

“No.” 

Ven released her and considered, pecking a hoof.  “Aye,” she said at last.  “Likely there will be some commotion and you would be better for avoiding it.  Shappa!  Take bread and tea and settle your kinswoman to rest!” 

H’wathu raised his hands to applaud, causing Ven to startle and rear around.  She swatted at him, looking annoyed, and he galloped out of the lodge, laughing. 
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Ven looked after him, her irritation fading as swiftly as it had sparked.  “How good it is to see him merry,” she murmured, misty-eyed once more.  Then she stirred, glanced back at Taryn, and her jaw set again.  She called brusquely for Shappa once more, then turned back to the fires and the business of preparing her feast. 

Once again, the bay joined her for a walk across the commons, this time heading for the lodge that all of Ven’s village hands shared.  He carried a kettle, cup, and a shallow basket of breads, and his mouth was set in a thin, knowing smile.  “I wonder if you expect to be able to play our lord as expertly as you have just played our mother,” he remarked. 

“I have a certain advantage there,” she replied.  “If I get in too much trouble, I can just have sex with him.” 

Shappa laughed, snapped his tail.  “It will take a considerable talent to distract him from this tale of bull-wrestling.” 

“I didn’t actually do that.  All I did was grab a horn.  You people exaggerate something shameful.” 

Shappa stopped to stare at her.  “You mean to say that you  did seize hold the horn?  Truly?” 

“Besides,” Taryn said loudly, still marching onward.  “I happen to have that considerable talent, so you people can do your worst.  I’m safe enough from the wrath of Tilly.” 

“Lady, you intrigue me.” 

“Lady, a word?” 

Taryn and Shappa halted.  Both turned.  The big gold Tonka was striding up behind them, looking grim. 

Shappa stepped smoothly in front of Taryn, managing to look fierce despite the handicap of an armload of edibles.  “The lady is for bed,” he said firmly. 

“I shall not keep her long.” 

“You shall not keep her at all.” 

“Shappa, it’s all right.”  Taryn gave the muscular shoulder a pat and took her tea and bread from him, her eyes lingering on the gold.  “A minute or two won’t kill me.  Go on.  See if you can scare up Aisling for me.  He was playing with Ven’s foal a minute ago.” 

“Aye.”  Glaring daggers, Shappa moved on by, giving the gold a hard nudge as he passed. 

Taryn bit her lip to keep from smiling too obviously, but it was clear from the gold’s long-suffering expression that he’d resigned 294 

 

himself to this greeting.  Once Shappa had passed out of earshot, she said, “What’s on your mind, chief?” 

He raised a hand toward the door of the lodge and she went before him, not entirely unaware that she was taking him away from witnesses, but there were no strong threat vibrations emanating from him.  For a change. 

She went to the hearth, still glowing with last night’s coals, and added a little fuel before setting the kettle up to boil.  “Okay,  now what’s on your mind?” she asked. 

He hesitated, showing uncertainty in the lie of his ears, and then turned around and closed the door. 

Still no threat-vibrations, but her radar was for sure on and blipping away.  She watched him come towards her, disguising her apprehension with the practicalities of lighting lamps.  When he reached her, she took a loaf of bread from her basket and offered him half.  As before, he accepted it.  This time, however, he didn’t take a bite.  He held it in his hands and just looked at her. 

Taryn moved away from the hearth to a handy table and boosted herself up to sit.  She tossed her half a loaf back and forth between her hands, watching the big gold watch her.  “Are you mad at me?” she asked finally. 

“Should I be?” 

“There are a lot of your people out there who think I’ve been trying to make a fool out of you.” 

“But I am not among them.”  The gold came toward her, tail swishing and ears in constant motion.  “I see clearly enough the how and, aye, the why of what you did.  Nor am I entirely blind to the fact that it was never you that brought those contests to head.  Aye, there are those among my kin that think me sore used, but not all of them.” 

“That’s sporting of you.”  She chewed on her trencher. 

The gold grunted and looked down at his bread.  He turned it over in his hands and then set it suddenly aside to say, “Will you come back with me to my kraal?” 

The question caught her mid-swallow and she lost several minutes to coughing.  He fetched her a cup of water and held it out to her attentively, waiting.  When she looked up at him, eyes swimming, he still looked serious. 

“I’m sorry,” she gasped.  “That caught me by surprise.  I thought you hated me.” 
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“I tried.”  He took her cup back and set it on the table beside his bread.  “But ‘tis difficult to hate against so much admiration.  I must trust my kin.  And…I must trust myself.  You have met me in the strangest combats, but there can be no arguing that you have surely won them.” 

“Plus, I got to kick you.” 

He didn’t smile.  “Tis well,” he said simply.  “I take a rough ride.”  And he peered at her. 

“Huh?” she said, eyes innocent. 

His lips pursed slightly.  He stepped back and said, “My clan has lost its Ven.  I meant this Gathering to bring back a new one.  I would have it be you.” 

“Why?  I mean, honestly, I can’t think of anyone less qualified.” 

His head cocked. 

“I can’t heal.  I’m not a mother.  I don’t even know a tenth of the foods I’ve been eating.  And do you honestly expect your kraal to throw open their arms and accept a human Ven just because you say so?” 

“Aye,” he said.  “But it would not be my word alone, Taryn.”  It was the first time he’d ever used her name, the first time he’d even indicated he knew it.  “My Morathi does swear that you stand honest. 

After the hunt, there can be no doubt that you possess a courage equal to your riddling mind.  Most of my kin who have met you find you well-deserve the esteem that you have been given here.  Galla and Tiro have given their approval that I pursue you.” 

“Yeah, and I’m sure Tal was turning cartwheels!” 

The gold’s ears flicked.  “Tal is kin and will obey,” he said simply. 

“But I can’t—I mean, isn’t the Ven the one who makes a stallion a chief?” 

“Aye.” 

“Well, wouldn’t that be awkward?” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“You  don’t?!” 

“My kraal lies in the forests to the far west of the Valley,” he went on.  “Hunting is good and the dangers are few.  My fields are rich with crop.  I could provide well for you.  We make our own steel, which gives my hunters superior knowledge of its uses.  I could protect you.” 

“I don’t doubt that, but those aren’t the only—” 
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strengthen us.  More than healing and mothering, a Ven must be wise.  A Ven must hold counsel and command respect.  A Ven’s strength is in her heart and her will.  In all of this Gathering, I have seen no greater prospect than you, Taryn.  Come with me and be Ven.  Mate with me. 

We will be the strongest clan of all Farasai.” 

“I—No.  No offense to you or your amazing offer, but I really don’t want to move again.” 

His hands flexed and his head cocked again.  He eyed her as though hunting a new target for his spear.  At last, he said, “Your griffin would be welcomed among us.” 

“He’s welcomed here.” 

“There is great wealth my clan has gathered.” 

She laughed.  “What would I do with wealth?” 

“I have books.” 

Whoa.  He’d been talking to someone, all right. 

“I have many books,” he continued and came a step toward her. 

“They stand in shelves as tall as I, in rows four deep, in a lodge…”  He glanced around.  “Perhaps twice this size.” 

Taryn’s eyes wavered, taking in the size of the sleeping lodge, a lodge that could bed down thirty horsemen easily and that was just the length of one wall.  When she turned back, the gold was right in front of her. 

“There are histories of all our worlds,” he said.  “There are books for every subject.  Would you be a healer?  You have but to read of our herbs and remedies.  Would you be a mother?  You could know how to mother any of the races of the Remembered Realms with the books that I hold.  Come and be Ven, Taryn.  I will give them all to you.” 

“This is flattering,” she said.  “And a little scary, but my answer is still no.  I don’t know you.  I’m not going off into strange lands with someone I don’t know.” 

“Then know me,” he said, and reached for her. 

Taryn ducked and jumped down from the table, and to her complete astonishment, the big gold twisted to pursue and caught her anyway.  She looked at her arm in his grip and then glared at him.  “Let go,” she said firmly. 

He seemed to think about it, ignoring her efforts to pull free of him, but in the end, he said, “I mean to win you, Taryn.  Will you come with me to my kraal?” 

“No!” 
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“Because you do not yet know me?” 

The ‘yet’ unnerved her.  “And now I don’t even like you!” she countered.  “Let go of me.” 

He thought about it some more.  His answer was to pull her up and kiss her.  Her shout was smothered by his mouth; when she twisted away from his lips, he simply moved on to kiss elsewhere, tracing his way down her throat toward her bosom.  Taryn tried first to go limp and fall out of his arms, but he held her easily.  Then she tried to shove away from him, and when that failed, she slapped him as hard as she could.  It made a satisfyingly loud sound, but he wasn’t fazed.  He drew back and politely asked, “Is this human wooing?” 

The thought of taking a slap from his huge hand (and the image of her head flying clear off her shoulders) sobered her alarmingly. 

“Look,” she said.  “I’m telling you just once more to let go of me and then I’m going to scream.” 

“Why?”  He seemed genuinely puzzled. 

She decided to try a different tactic.  “If I were Farasai and you were having this much trouble ‘wooing’ me, what would you think?” 

“I don’t know,” he replied.  “I’ve never  had this much trouble. 

I…Oh.” 

He set her down and backed away with a faintly-frustrated frown.  “How did the Tonka of this kraal win you?” he asked. 

She didn’t even try to argue with him.  “Slowly.” 

He pecked at the ground with a forehoof, considering that.  “I don’t have the luxury of time,” he said at last.  “The Gathering will end in mere days and I can hardly leave my clan on frequent visits to woo you.  My kraal needs a Ven.” 

“Which is how the gods say it isn’t going to happen,” she pointed out. 

He grunted and then sighed.  “No doubt you are correct.  This is why I would have you.  My skills lie in strength of arms.  I require wisdoms and yours are best.  Will you not reconsider?  I am untried in the ways of human mating, but I school quickly.” 

“This isn’t about mating,” she argued. 

“Ah, but if that were so, you would allow me,” he countered. 

“So it must be about mating and you will not permit me to prove myself.” 

She sighed.  “Life isn’t fair, is it?” 
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“Nay.”  Now he sighed.  “Nay, it is not.”  He picked up his bread and turned around, leaving her in the lodge.  “But I am not Tonka by accident,” he called behind him.  “I have won a thousand mares to me.  I will persist.” 

“You do that.” 

He paused at the door, ears forward.  “Ha,” he said complacently.  “You encourage me already.  I’ll have you yet, Ven.” 

He was gone before she could correct him. 
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41.  The Test of Tea 



The gold Tonka seemed to be determined to prove his case by good old-fashioned filibuster.  From the moment Taryn emerged from her sleeping lodge, he was waiting to woo her.  And he’d didn’t believe in starting out slow.  He began with, “I greet you, kinswoman.  Will you be Ven?” 

“Can I have breakfast before we do this?” she asked sleepily. 

“The forests of my kraal are rich in foods Rucombe cannot provide.  My fields are vast and fertile.  The game is plentiful, my hunters, skilled.  Tiyu has never known hunger.” 

“I know hunger.  Can we at least continue this inside?” 

The gold blew out a short breath and flicked his tail, visibly angling for another approach.  “Our Jiko is not so grand as this one.  I will have one built to echo—nay, to surpass its scale.  And you shall have a full twenty to stand under you in its operation.” 

“Splendid,” Taryn said, and stepped around him. 

All through the morning meal, as other horsemen looked on with amusement (and some with less-tickled emotions they hid to varying degrees of success), he kept it up.  “Visit with me in Tiyu, lady, and therein know me better.” 

“Maybe someday.” 

“At Gather’s End.  I will even let thee ride.” 
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Taryn didn’t miss the sudden sharp hiss of breath from his companion, Tal, but her answer was already, “No.  I don’t ride people, and in any case, I’m staying here.  Things to do and all.” 

“A short stay,” the gold said doggedly.  “One turn of the moon only.” 

“Sorry.” 

“I shall bear you back if I cannot convince you in that time.” 

“Can’t be done, fella.” 

The big gold glared at the table, tapping the heel of his cup against the wood as he thought.  “There are griffins with holdings near to my kraal,” he said.  “Their monarch and I have had some arrangements in the past.  If you will agree to come, just to stay one moon’s dance, I will have her down to meet with you and your Aisling.” 

Ooo, that was a good one.  Taryn studied her suitor as she nibbled at her breakfast, aware of the many stares resting on her.  “I’d like that, I won’t lie to you,” she said finally.  “And when Aisling is a little bigger and I feel better about that kind of travel, than I will gratefully take you up on your offer, but not right now.  I’ve had to force too much moving around on him already.” 

“If you were my Ven, it would be your last journey.” 

“But I’m not your Ven, so he’s already had his last journey.” 

She ate a bit of pie.  “And speaking for myself, I am completely ready to be a homebody for a while.” 

“Would it not put your mind at ease to have him seen by one of his own kind?” 

“It would,” she said honestly.  “But I don’t think I’ve done anything so dire that I need to travel clear across the Valley.  Do you?” 

The gold glanced at Aisling, who was at that moment upside-down in the colt’s arms, having his tail used as a particularly ineffective rattle.  “Nay,” he admitted, and scowled. 

Point to Taryn.  She had another bite of pie to celebrate. 

It was a short-lived victory.  After breakfast, the gold eased up to her as she helped Ven clear the tables and said, “They tell me you have been sore injured laboring in your own field.”  He took her hand, turned it, and touched the white line of her scar.  He searched her eyes with what he no doubt considered a smoldering gaze.  “Do you never think of a life without labors?” 
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Taryn burst out laughing.  She couldn’t help it.  “I don’t believe you just said that,” she said.  “In fact, I defy you to say it again.  Go on, right here in front of her, tell me that Ven doesn’t work.” 

Standing at the hearth, her arms folded and her eyes blazing, Ven snorted. 

Taryn pulled her hand from the gold’s grip and left him to stammer out apologies.  She gave Aisling a rub on the tummy and his colt a pat on the head, and then went out into the commons to look for some way to spend her day.  There was a fairly large group that looked like it was heading out for a hunt.  Although she knew the odds of being allowed to tag along were slim, considering the whole grabbed-his-horn thing, Taryn started optimistically for them. 

And was stopped after only three steps by a hand on her shoulder.  Tonka-Tiyu was beginning to show the effects of constant discouragement.  His voice was still cajoling and gentle, but his eyes had a certain frustrated fire. 

“Let us mate,” he said firmly. 

Succinctly, if unexpectedly, put. 

“No, thank you,” she said. 

“Aye, just the once.  If I do not please you, I will have that be the final word.  And if I do bring you to rapture, you must agree to one moon’s turn at Tiyu.” 

“Sorry, no.” 

His mouth tightened.  “Once again, I see you take only those challenges whose rules you control.” 

She gave him a good-natured tsk.  “You caught me on that hook once, friend, don’t push your luck.” 

His ears came forward.  “Friend,” he echoed, and instantly assumed a more encouraged attitude.  “Just the once,” he said persuasively, bending dangerously close.  “Let me only be proven and you shall call me your stallion, I swear it.” 

“No.”  Taryn pulled gently out of his grip before he could take his kiss and turned around.  The hunters were gone.  She started for the low field just off the commons instead, where a number of Farasai were gathered and cheering. 

The gold followed.  “Shall I produce a mare to swear for me?” 

he asked. 

“Not necessary,” she said distractedly. 
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The contest in question was one that Taryn had no hope of entering—a combination race and target-throw that involved six horsemen, the full circumference of the field, and a set of eight hoops set along the way of varying sizes and at varying distances from the track. 

Taryn found a good place to watch, but had only just spotted Rucombe’s runner among those stepping up to the line when the big gold joined her and said, “Should I win this race—” 

“You’ll get a very pretty medal to wear in your hair.” 

He sighed and cut her a sharp glance.  “Should I win this race, may it be my hand that feeds you at mid-meal?” 

Taryn frowned, watching the runners get ready.  She couldn’t think of a good reason why not.  “I…I guess so.” 

“Ha!”  The gold galloped up to the starting line, had a few words with Tiyu’s representative there, and took his quiver of target spears and his place as a racer.  He then sent Taryn a fierce smile, snapping his tail boldly, and was off in a honey-colored blur as soon as the cry was given. 

“Tell me truth.” 

Taryn turned around.  The old dapple from Tiyu was standing beside her, watching the race.  He said, “Are you testing him to judge his strength or just to pry him from your shadow?” 

“I don’t have any intention of being his Ven, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

“Hm.”  He didn’t look at her.  He appeared wholly absorbed in the race and his tone was only mildly interested.  “May I ask why not?” 

“Two reasons, and for the life of me, I really don’t know which one is more important, but here they are.  First—”  She held up one hand, palm to the sky, horseman-fashion.  “I’m in love with Antilles.  I don’t want to trek clear across the valley to be with someone else when I already have a house practically in arm’s reach of the one I love.” 

The dapple grunted and flicked his tail.  “And second?” 

“Second,” Taryn said, turning her second palm upwards.  “I can’t do the job!  I’m thrilled your chief has such faith in me, but I just can’t do it!  Tiyu needs a Ven that knows her stuff from the first day, not someone who has to study everything out of books.” 

“A telling consideration,” the dapple murmured. 

“And I  don’t want to move and I  don’t want to move Aisling and I don’t want to have the stress of having to win over  another two hundred hostile people all at once and I could go on, but really, the 303 

 

answer is no, I’ve  told him the answer is no, and I just don’t know what else I can say.” 

The dapple nodded, watching the race.  Gold-Tonka was well in the lead and had made every target so far.  “I will speak to him,” the dapple said finally. 

“Do you think he’ll listen to you?” 

“Aye, eventually.”  He glanced at her.  “He is a wiser chieftain that he gives himself recognition.  He will see the sense of your reasons and he will respect them.” 

Taryn nodded, and then immediately frowned.  “I don’t want to embarrass him or hurt his feelings.” 

“Nay.  I’ll see it done in privacy.”  He regarded her again, this time with a somewhat disappointed look to his eye.  “But truth, human, someday you must come to Tiyu, if not as Ven, then as traveler and kin. 

There is something in you that must be seen and touched to be fully believed.” 

“When Aisling’s older, I will, I promise.” 

“Aye.  And there he stands,” the dapple remarked.  The big gold had just won the race.  The dapple shook his head.  “He is a good chieftain,” he said.  “Better than I was in my day, and I encouraged him to pursue you.  I believed then that he would win you and I believed that you would make a fine Ven for us.  Now I see plainly that you will not be won, but I find that I regret it some, for all that I see your reasons are sound ones.”  He touched her shoulder briefly and moved away just as Tonka-Tiyu came galloping up, his beaded token shining in his white mane as brilliantly as the victory shining in his eyes. 

“Ha,” he said again, righteously proud.  He wasn’t even short of breath. 

“I knew you were going to win,” she told him.  “But I’m still not going to be your Ven.” 

“Aye, you will,” he vowed, broadly smiling.  “This is but my first flourish.  Now you eat from my hand.  At my next challenge, I will win you for last-meal.  At the challenge following, I take you to my berth to sleep aside of me.” 

“But I still won’t be Ven.” 

“And we shall be mated,” he continued in a smug, smoldering voice.  “I shall woo you as you lie beside me and come the dawn—”  He folded his arms and beamed.  “—you  shall be Ven!” 

“Friend,” she said gently.  “It simply will not happen.” 
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“Aye, it shall.  Come, Taryn, there will a test of skill in sunrise field shortly.  I mean to take its prize, aye, and its medal.” 

“Tonka,” she sighed. 

“Hail, human.” 

The horsewoman Tal was striding towards them.  She was smiling, but it wasn’t a very pleasant expression.  In each hand, she held a cup.  Both issued ribbons of steam in the cool morning air. 

Taryn’s step slowed.  She glanced up at the gold, but his brow was furrowed.  Clearly, this wasn’t any part of his plan. 

“Tal,” he said as they all came together.  His tail flicked. 

The horsewoman never took her eyes from Taryn.  “I have heard so much of the human’s celebrated wisdom that I have also devised a riddle,” she said.  “Will you meet it…kinswoman?” 

The word was an open sneer.  Taryn felt the big gold tense and she gave his shoulder a distracted pat.  Tal’s eyes narrowed at the gesture, although her smile stayed fixed in place. 

“I’m always up for a riddle,” Taryn said cautiously. 

“Good.”  Tal chinned toward a work table and led them there, making certain that they were seen.  A crowd began to gather, and Tal raised her voice to include them as she said, “I have two cups, as you can plainly see.  Harvest tea, alike as any you have taken in your stay. 

Sweetened to your taste even, one of them with honey.” 

“I appreciate that,” Taryn said, wondering where this was going. 

“The other cup is also sweetened for you…with powdered rivercross root.” 

Shocked exclamations erupted all around them.  Taryn folded her arms across her chest and waited.  Knowing as she did that crossing the River was the Arcadian way of saying death, she could guess what rivercross root did. 

“Deception’s the trait of your kind,” Tal said, this time with open contempt.  “It takes cleverness of a low sort to twist words and so ridicule a great chief who meets you honestly—” 

“Enough, Tal!”  Gold-Tonka’s voice was quiet, but vibrant with anger. 

“—but if you had wisdom, human, if you had  true wisdom, you could easily determine of these!”  She slammed the cups down upon the table.  “And drink!” 

Without hesitation, not even a heartbeat’s worth, Taryn picked up the nearest cup and drank.  The gold clutched at her wrist; she shook 305 

 

him off.  She was not immune to the gasps and cries around her, not unaware of many voices suddenly bellowing for Tonka and Ven, but she kept her eyes locked with Tal. 

Tal’s smile turned crooked, but no less cruel.  She watched with smirking disdain as Taryn turned her empty cup over and banged it down.  But her smile was wiped completely clean when Taryn picked up the second cup. 

“Gods, no!” shouted the gold, and this time, she was forced to shove away from him to keep drinking.  He turned on Tal, yanking his runka from his sheath and rearing.  “I’ll have you for this day’s work!” 

he roared.  “You traitorous, murderous  beast!” 

That seemed to shock the horsewoman.  She tore her eyes from Taryn and stared at her chief with open dismay. 

Taryn turned her empty cup over beside the first and said, 

“Relax, she didn’t kill anyone.” 

All around her was chaos.  Horsemen who had seen the contest begin were scattering back, shouting across the kraal for help.  Foals were screaming.  Aisling was leaping in circles, hissing ferociously and in rising panic; he didn’t know where the enemy was, but he was by God going to do some damage when he figured it out.  And in the midst of all this, the three of them—Taryn, Tal, and Tonka-Tiyu—may as well have been the only three in all the world. 

“Taryn?”  The gold extended a hand, his expression smoothing into confusion as she continued to not drop dead in front of him.  She didn’t even look at him.  She was all for Tal in this moment. 

“Ven,” said Taryn, speaking slowly and with furious clarity, 

“would never leave something like powdered rivercross root out where just anyone could get at it.  This little test of hers was nothing but an attempt to see me squirm.  It wasn’t a riddle.  It was just mean.” 

She turned around and stalked away, simmering with anger and bloated with tea.  She could hear the gold lighting in to Tal with restrained fury.  Worse than that, she could see Tonka standing shocked behind her with Ven pale-faced at his side. 

Taryn went to them, stood between them, thought a moment, and then looked up at Ven and said, “You don’t though, do you?” 

All of Ven’s breath came out of her in a gut-stabbed rush. 

“Nay!” she whispered.  “Never, never would I, but great gods, Taryn, how could you?” 

306 

 

“Felt like the thing to do,” Taryn said, suddenly tired of it all. 

“Send me to my room, Tonka.  I want to be alone.” 
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42.  The Lord Attends  



It had been a short span of long days with too much walking to fill his time, and it did his heart good to see smoke rising in orderly columns from the kraal and to hear the sounds of celebration.  In his time as lord, Antilles had managed an appearance at all but three Gatherings, and this one meant more than most, as Taryn was in attendance.  An historic first for horsemen and humans, and he was grateful.  When Taryn had slipped away unnoticed, he had been halfway to the wizard’s wood with an iron axe in each hand before one of Tonka’s scouts had caught up to him.  He had overreacted, perhaps, mostly because he had known this journey had to be taken and he hadn’t known what to do with Taryn while he was gone.  It would not have been his choice to send her to the Gathering, but he was glad it had gone so well.  The alternative would have been to take her with him, and he wasn’t at all sure she would have agreed to go. 

Better for him that she had not, really.  He had covered more ground with greater speed, and his travels had proved productive.  He had brought steel blades to the meeting place of the sileni, and taken away honey and sugarsap to trade to the satyrs in exchange for khoi, boneset and sangry bark to replenish Ven’s healing medicines, and all in the space of just a few days.  So the dance of diplomats went on, but now 308 

 

it was done for the winter and the Gathering awaited, a chance to rest his weary bones, partake of Ven’s excellent cookery, and see how his Taryn had been received by the distant clans of Farasai. 

He had been spotted.  Horsemen wandering the fringes of the kraal’s borders raised their hands to him before galloping away to herald his arrival.  Antilles felt his step lighten, as tired as he was.  He shifted the pack strap biting at his shoulder, eager now to be among friends and once more in his maiden’s company. 

A yearling colt came running his way, flushed with excitement and wearing his first paints, now marking him for life as a hunter of kraal-Rucombe.   “My lord, my lord!” he panted, cantering in a wide half-ring around Antilles.  “I greet you!” 

“Aye, and you,” Antilles said, amused. 

The formalities dealt with, the colt clapped his hands and blurted, “Taryn wrestled a nyati!” 

Antilles sighed and his weight crashed down into his bones once more.  “Aye,” he said, continuing his trudge toward the kraal.  He shook his head, rubbing at his eyes.  “Of course she did.” 

The colt fell into a dignified march aside of him, taking on the role of shield man as he drew his untried runka, but he was no longer the only Farasai on the road.  Tonka was coming toward them, showing a broad smile of greeting and offering—gods bless and keep him—a leather skin stained round the neck with wine. 

Antilles took it with a clap to the chieftain’s shoulder and drank the dust of travels away.  When he lowered the empty skin and had wiped a hand across his muzzle, he said, “Many thanks, my friend.  Mine has been a hard road and I am glad to see its end.” 

“Thee is always welcome, lord.”  Tonka fell into step beside the young colt (not without a father’s fond glance at the proudly-borne runka gripped in the small hands).  “Welcome thee to my Gathering.” 

“What news of thy most unexpected guest?” he asked, handing back the skin and his pack of medicines. 

“Some little of import, but none that needs telling here.” 

“Oh aye?”  Antilles ran his gaze with feigned interest over the snowy fields.  “I should think nyati-wrestling worth at least an idle mention.” 

Tonka stopped and sent both a fierce stare and the flat of his hand against the colt’s flanks.  The yearling yelped and raced away, and Tonka stamped a forehoof and glared after him. 
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“Easy, my friend,” Antilles said, chuckling.  “My hopes were not high.  Well I know her before whom nyati tremble and fellcats fall.” 

“Fellcats?” Tonka echoed, looking alarmed. 

“Aye, and not a tale for dry-telling.”  He gave his head a hard shake.  “But beyond my fearless maiden’s monumental lapses of judgment, what news?” 

Tonka lowered his voice some, though the only other horsemen about were well out of earshot already.  “The wizard had a sigil in her, lord.  It has been drawn and broken.” 

The cold hand of dread brushed against Antilles’s heart, but did not clench.  At least, not yet.  “How fares she?” 

“She sleeps more soundly now.”  Tonka raised and dropped his shoulder, looking troubled.  “And seems much improved.  But the thing was rooted in her for a long tie of days, lord.  It cannot be promised that all its effects are vanished.” 

“Aye.”  Antilles heaved a breath and nodded, forcing trepidation down from any place where it could be seen by his maiden’s eye.  “That 

‘tis cut from her now is comfort enough.  What news more?” 

“Truly, none.  I had anticipated greater difficulties when first she wandered into my kraal, but she has proved over all.  There are some who keep their distance still, but all the chieftains gathered here have come to show her welcome.  Aye, and more than welcome,” he added with a dry smile.  “Thee has a rival in Tiyu, old friend.  He has been pressing a suit to win her for his Ven.” 

Antilles burst out laughing even as his chest swelled with pride. 

“How ambitious!” he said as soon as he was able.  “And how received?” 

“With no small show of astonishment,” Tonka replied.  “Beyond which, she has very politely and very consistently refused.  Thee is safely held in her highest regard.” 

“Grand.” 

“Tilly!”  Aisling came bounding across the commons, spindly wings flapping and all his feathers forward.  “Tilly!  Tilly!” 

Antilles dropped to one knee and opened his arms, accepting the slam of griffin to his chest and the exuberant preening that followed.  He had missed this.  How strange, that just a few days could seem so long and empty, after so many years alone had passed without his noticing. 

He stood up with Aisling chewing happily up and down his neck, and searched the crowd of gathered Farasai for Taryn. 
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She came with the Tonka of kraal-Tiyu close at her side.  She seemed to be in the midst of some exasperated argument, but when she saw Antilles, she broke into both a grin and a run. 

Antilles raised Aisling above his head in one hand and received with joy the second assault to his person—that of his maiden leaping full-bodied onto him, all her limbs enwrapping him. 

“You came for me!” she shouted, just as though she’d thought he never would.  “It’s been ages!” 

“Aye.”  Antilles found a grip on her delightfully limber frame and pulled her up for a quick nuzzle before setting her on the ground.  He wanted her away for the moment.  The Farasai may be brazen in their matings, but Cerosan believed some things best preserved for privacy. 

“And if you will it, we shall this moment away, though I could be greatly improved by food and drink.” 

“And rest,” she said, with a playful smile.  “You’ll need it.” 

Antilles closed his mind to the images that tried to conjure themselves at that suggestion.  He set Aisling into her hands and sternly said, “We shall see who flags, my maiden.  Recall if you will who has had more schooling.” 

“And who has more talent,” she sniffed. 

“Ah, thee is over-arrogant,” he said, and ducked to nuzzle at her again.  “How I do desire thee for it.” 

“My Antilles,” she sighed, slipping one arm around his neck to hold him pressed against her.  Her eyes were closed, her expression exultant. 

He raised his head to send an amused glance in the direction of Tiyu’s chieftain and was met with a rueful shrug as the Tonka turned around.  Antilles basked in the retreat and in the silent envy of several of the surrounding stallions as he held his very desirable maiden close to his heart.  Then, with a nudge, he moved them both on ahead to find a place to rest and a meal to sustain his strength. 

The rigors of leadership were never so sweetly borne as at that Gathering.  A hide was brought to soften the stretch of ground he claimed for his chair, and with a cup of wine in hand, a trencher of spiced mutton on his knee, a young griffin at his hip, and his maiden curled with her head on his shoulder, Antilles could have held court all night.  The Farasai were content enough to move their celebrations to surround his place of audience, enlivening the affairs of stewardship which had exhausted him so in the past days.  There were riddles, many 311 

 

of which Taryn handily won, to his delight.  And there was music played. 

Taryn’s hand threaded through his as pipes filled the air with the haunting laments of the Farasai, and he knew that in her mind, she was dancing. 

Antilles continued to hear the chieftains, and even managed to mediate the concerns of their kraals, but his thoughts were sorely-fractured.  Aye, kraal-Masala desired some thirty steel heads for new runkas and some two hundred steel tips for arrows and could offer six sacks of vorefruit seed as partial trade.  Aye, kraal-Woyamna desired a thresher before the next harvest and could offer a full barrel of sitangwa extract if he could also provide a tin of firespice from the Arkes.  Kraal-Kimyamkela had seen a surge of fellcats this past season and needed new livestock to replace their losses.  Kraal-Myangtigo had two fields flooded during the autumn rains and needed both additional livestock to see them through the winter and hands to help them re-structure their irrigation works against future flooding.  And kraal-Tiyu, of course, required a Ven. 

“Yeah, good luck with that,” Taryn said on hearing this. 

Tonka-Tiyu glanced her way and his eye lingered.  The blonde tail swished. 

“I grieve for your loss,” Antilles said evenly.  “And wish you speed and success in your search.  But mine is not the power to make such appointments.” 

“But you would give me leave to pursue whom I would?” Tonka pressed.  His gaze was still heavy on Taryn. 

“Aye.  And my blessing, if that is what you would desire to have.”  He was briefly distracted by Taryn’s hand stroking along the base of his horns, and then he placed a hand on her thigh and drummed his fingers.  He thought he may as well give the chieftain the opening he sought.  He asked, “Did you have a mate in mind?” 

The horseman folded his arms across his broad chest, lifting his chin and meeting Antilles in an unwavering stare.  “Aye, lord.  I had thine in mind.” 

Antilles felt Taryn’s breathy laughter against his shoulder and heard her following mutter, “Boy, you want to talk over-arrogant.” 

“And yet somehow I find it less winsome than on thee.”  Antilles drummed his fingers on her thigh again.  “Chieftain,” he said gravely. 

“My good friend, thee is welcome to pursue her.  And if thee can win her honestly, I shall build the bower for thy binding and forge the blades for 312 

 

her oath-taking.  My lady Taryn is free to love whom she will.  But for now—”  Antilles rose and offered back his hand, though his gaze remained with serenity on Tonka-Tiyu.  “—if she wills it, let it be me.” 

Taryn’s fingers slipped into his palm.  “I thought you’d never ask.” 

“My lodge is yours, lord,” Tonka called as he filled his cup. 

“And I thank you for it.”  Antilles lowered his voice to murmur, 

“Although be thee assured we shall see little sleep therein.” 

He led her laughing across the kraal, receiving several friendly claps to his shoulder (and Taryn, several suggestive invitations) as he went.  At the door to the chieftain’s lodge, Taryn gave Aisling a few final pats and sent him off to den.  The griffin went, but not before giving Antilles’s left hoof a good pouncing, and then they were alone and closed in for the night. 

Antilles went to stir up light in the hearth and when he turned around, Taryn stood naked before him.  Her only adornment was a metal ornament set in a cross-halter that perfectly separated and emphasized her breasts.  The medallion flashed golden in the firelight, but could not dazzle half so well as her shining eyes.  There was music coming in through the walls as the Gathering went on, and before Antilles could speak or move, his Zeuxippe began to dance. 

As she had done in the Arkes village, she danced for him alone, but now the song was real, twining around her movements like invisible serpents, and Antilles stood as one in chains.  She flowed like water.  She flew like wind.  He had never been so much aware of her body, not even when he’d lain with her beneath him.  Her hips, her thighs, her slender waist, aye, but her arms, her shoulders, even her toes—there was no part of her that could not be graceful, no piece that could not beautify the whole.  She was sylph, unicorn, naga, muse.  She was Changeling of every seelie and angelic kind.  She was Arcadia itself.  She was Taryn and she was his. 

He did not move to interrupt her, no, not even though his blood burned and his loins ached.  She moved for him in sacred ways it seemed no eyes but his had or could ever see, and to stop her, even with his embrace, was surely profane to the gods that had made her.  So he watched, letting his eyes caress the poetry of her body, a touch so intimate only the firelight and shadows could share it. 

“Be still for me,” she whispered, dancing closer.  She twirled around him, letting her hip brush at his as she slipped past.  And he was 313 

 

still, though he could not be relaxed.  He was still as she swayed behind him, letting him feel but not see as she pressed herself soundly to him and slithered to the floor in slow undulations.  He was still as she twined around his legs and then crawled up his body.  He was still as she lingered to rub her soft cheek longingly against his swollen shaft, still as she turned her back to him and danced in place to the rhythm of the Gathering pipes.  He was still even as he erupted into the perfumed night, a stream she caught delightedly in her hand, gazing on it as if it were pearls he’d offered her. 

“I love you,” she said, still smiling her triumph at the prize he’d given her for her dance.  “I love to watch you cum for me.  All for me, my fearsome Cerosan warrior.  My Antilles.  I love that I can excite you so splendidly and so completely.  I love to see your beautiful cock get hard for me.  Is that an ugly word?” she asked seriously, looking up at him.  “It doesn’t seem ugly right now.” 

“Nay,” he whispered. 

“You have a beautiful cock,” she said again, and closed her hand around it, caressing not to arouse him but just to admire.  “I love your hands and your horns and your eyes and your back and your shoulders and your beautiful, beautiful cock.” 

He groaned her name, and after she’d lowered herself to her knees to worship, he shouted it as well and he did not care who heard him.  He hoarded every lambent sensation, taking all that she would give, and she seemed to gain a strength and passion solely from his pleasure. 

She embraced him without restraint, using every part of her to caress him—the hands that stroked and gently clawed over his thighs and buttock, the lips and tongue that played with such unimaginable skill, the breasts that rubbed alongside his aching shaft as she rose to kiss his stomach—her imagination and sensual daring were limitless in reward. 

He was weak with desire, trembling with need when she finally gazed up at him and said, “Tell me, Antilles.  I want to be perfect for you.  Tell me how.” 

But he was far beyond speech, and he wanted nothing more than to look on her, to see her shining face at the height of her release.  He lifted her and brought her swiftly to the table, clearing it with a swing of his arm.  Taryn laughed, a sound that swept into a breathy cry as he cupped her hips and brought himself home to the heaven of her tight core.  He moved in her, steady and sure, withdrawing not quite 314 

 

completely before each new thrust sheathed him, letting her feel all of him again and again. 

“Oh!  No!  Please, let me!  I want to be for you!”  She shook her hair wildly and he felt her grip even harder on him in spasms as she quickly came.  Her hand flew out to seize a horn and she hung half-suspended and rocking with him, uttering small screams at nearly every movement.  “Can’t!  Stop!  Feeling!  You!” she groaned, tossing her head and clawing at him.  Another series of shocks overcame her.  He could feel his control slipping. 

Antilles sank into her to the limits of her body and rocked in rapid upward thrusts, striking hot and fierce at her most sensitive self, and Taryn arched like a drawn bow out into space.  She sang out a clear, high note of absolute ecstasy, her body snapping around his like a banner in a strong wind.  It was too much, and he joined her at its peak, adding his voice to hers in resonant harmony. 

Her hand slipped from his horn, but he caught her up and lowered her gently to lie supine upon the table, bathed in the finest sort of sweat.  He bent to lick lightly at the salty pool in which her medallion now lay, and then lowered himself still more to lie across her, just to feel her heart and his as they lay together.  He said no words; this moment needed none. 

Outside there was silence and then distant and rather marveling laughter, and finally the music began to play again. 

Taryn’s hips traced lazy circles in time to the pipes.  Antilles turned his head to nuzzle at the hollow of her throat.  All the long, sweet night stretched out before him.  He lost himself to song. 
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43.  Gather’s End 



Come the dawn, the Gathering began to break, and Antilles rose early to see the visiting clans at their farewell meal.  Though he made that Taryn should feel welcome to continue her sleep, she insisted on dressing and stumbling out beside him to the formal fast-breaking of the last Gathering day.  There were not a few Farasai who stopped them on their way to the Jiko to wish them “majana” as they clapped his shoulder and laughed. 

“What is that they keep saying?” Taryn whispered. 

“‘Healthy foals’,” he replied, amused. 

“Oh,” she said, and giggled as her cheeks pinked. 

They were settled at the high table and served spiced cakes and mutton pies, a feast to start a long journey on.  Antilles surrendered himself to an oath of tribute from the chieftains, loudly echoed by all the Gathered clans, and then the meal began. 

Tonka set a goblet of dark wine before him with a grave expression. 

“And this?” Antilles inquired, lifting it to test its bitter aroma. 

“Tonics,” Ven said archly.  “Thy strength must be greatly taxed.” 

Antilles tossed his horns and handed the cup to Taryn without drinking. 
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“Oh right!” she said with a sharp laugh.  “Who fell asleep first, ya dosser?” 

“I traveled twenty leagues before meeting with you, I was well-entitled.” 

“Twenty leagues and then to mate so,” Tonka murmured.  He shook his head.  “My lord, you are an inspiration.” 

“As usual,” Ven remarked.  “Credit the stallion when ‘tis the mare who carries the ride.” 

“And I had plenty of ride left in me,” Taryn said with a fetching toss of her hair.  “Mister ‘I had to walk all day’ had better find another excuse when we get home tonight.  I always do my best work on my own turf.  Oh, that reminds me.” 

His maiden set her cake down and adopted a delightfully earnest expression as she touched Tonka’s arm.  “Thank you for the lovely home, which is all I really came here to say in the first place.”  Her gaze moved to include the entire lodge, which was already hushed so that its occupants could better overhear the high table’s conversation for future retelling.  “I can’t think of anything I’ve done to deserve such an astounding act of friendship.  I’m indebted to all of you and for the first time in my life, that feels like a good feeling.  I came here in a tent.  You made me a home.”  She lifted one hand to lightly touch over her heart. 

“Kinsmen,” she said, “Thank you.” 

Antilles watched the ripples of tail-flicks and lifted chins move down the rows of tables.  He felt a great glow of pride in her.  He knew her words would be shared until every hand that had labored on her behalf had heard them and knew that they were not empty praise or token thanks.  Her humility and sincerity could be felt and weighed by the visiting clans as easily as those of this kraal, and in their eyes, Antilles saw no mistrust.  Certainly, not all who Gathered here had welcomed her, but no one doubted her either, and he knew that if the situation were dire, every clan could be counted on to shelter and protect her.  That was a great burden lifted from his heart. 

“It pleases me that it pleased you, lady,” Tonka said now.  “May you know nothing but peace within its walls.” 

The meal was done.  The clans began to collect in bands for their homecoming, each in slightly different groupings than when they had arrived.  All spared a moment to farewell him, and Antilles stood for this and for their many small gifts, passing them to Taryn upon receipt, to be packed for carriage in a borrowed rucksack.  Last to make his goodbye 317 

 

was Tonka-Tiyu, who bent his head to Antilles, but bent his knees to Taryn. 

“Behold my Ven,” he said, indicating the proud mare at his side who stood with a new bay-colored foal at her heels.  “My wise and winning Ven.” 

“Congratulations to both of you,” Taryn said, offering her wrist for them to clasp. 

“Aye.  She will bring my kraal great strength.”  His tail flicked as he straightened.  “But my lord holds all this wide Valley for his kraal…and thee for his Ven…and that is best.”  He heaved a short sigh and nodded.  “And that is best,” he said again, “though I should have made you a happy Ven.” 

“I’m sure you’d make anyone a happy Ven,” Taryn said diplomatically. 

The Tonka smiled faintly.  “See how you encourage me now,” 

he said, and turned to lead his clan home. 

Now it was just the denizens of this kraal to see them off, and there were many.  Among them, a stallion Antilles knew as Wikla, who lifted Taryn into a long and especially tender embrace that ended with an equally gentle kiss from her to him. 

“I shall send thee thy finished hide,” Wikla murmured, setting her back on her feet. 

“Be happy,” she told him. 

“Aye, lady.  I think I shall.” 

And Ven, who gave Taryn a wrapped strand of spicing bundles to speed her new settlement, and then retired to her cookfires, weeping and loudly cursing herself for it. 

Tonka, who gave Antilles a skin of wine for the journey home, and another slow kiss for Taryn, which was just as warmly received. 

And finally came the young Morathi, who marched boldly through the crowd with her own Gathering gift in both hands. 

Taryn’s eyes flew wide and her hands clapped to cover the scream that escaped her startled mouth.  Then tears, unchecked and elated.  And finally:  “Cliodhna!” she said, running forward.  “My grandmother’s cauldron!” 

“I saved it,” Morathi said, with a smile of fierce and wearied pride.  “T’was all that could be saved.” 

And only for that it was iron-forged, but there were none here who would say so.  Taryn threw her arms around the Morathi’s waist and 318 

 

sobbed her gratitude and joy.  When she drew away, Taryn said, “I don’t know how to thank you.” 

“Drink from it each day,” Morathi replied, her own smile fading slightly. 

Antilles reached to lay his hand on Taryn’s shoulder, drawing her into his shadow and taking the heavy cauldron for him to carry. 

“Shall we away, maiden?” he asked, shouldering his rucksack of presents. 

“Lead on, Tilly,” Taryn said, wiping at her tear-stained cheeks. 

She called to Aisling, and the three of them set out for home. 
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44.  People of the Valley 



“Where were you?” Taryn asked as they walked.  “Your letter said ‘matters’ had to take you across the Valley.  It wasn’t an insurance sales convention.  What matters?” 

“Twice each year, I go to meet with the many peoples of my lands,” he replied.  “My winter’s travel this year has been greatly postponed.  I could not in conscience neglect it longer.” 

“Oh.”  She sent him several swift glances, chewing at her lip with uncertainty, and he pretended to be absorbed in the sights straight ahead so that he could enjoy that teasing sight.  “Are there many different kinds of people who live in the Valley?” 

“Oh aye.  Many.” 

“I’ve met the Farasai and the Arkes.  Who else?” 

“The Arkes do not dwell in the Valley,” he reminded her.  “But in the fringe-lands between my holdings and that of the Wasted Steppes that lie beyond the mountains.  As to what kith call my holdings home, there are the six clans of horsemen, a great wood to the distant south that foster fauns and satyrs—” 

“What’s the difference?” 

“Twixt…?” 

“Fauns and satyrs.  Aren’t they both, um, goat-people?” 
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“Aye, but there are differences.  I could show thee easier than I could tell, if I dared to bring thee near them.  But you can know them well enough for that satyrs are larger, their horns curling, and their bodies more powerfully built.  Fauns, to compare, seem more youthful and slight, and their horns mere points protruding of their brows.” 

He hoped that would satisfy her, but he knew that it would not and did not even try to pick up the threads of the first conversation.  He walked, waiting, and soon enough: 

“This may be a stupid question because the answer seems so obvious,” Taryn began, “but why wouldn’t you dare to introduce me to them?” 

“Tis for exactly the reason that you suspect,” Antilles replied evenly.  “I do not know what your stories of them tell you, but satyrs are dangerous to all women and to humans more than most.  They are vigilant rulers of their own wood and protective of their kin, but they are seldom kind and often cruel.”  He slowed his step, debating silently how much to tell her, and finally said, “For many thousands of years, humans have taken satyrs and fauns for their own purposes.  Brutal…deviant purposes.  Fauns forget such things.  Satyrs do not.” 

And there were humans near Pan’s Wood now, and not all of them in the crude warrior’s outpost that stood despite every effort to uproot them.  Some were kept in kennels at the heart of the forest, where they were nightly used by their captors.  It was within their rights to ask a debt of blood, of course, but it was a sour thing to witness.  Thoughts of Taryn high in his mind, Antilles had voiced his disapproval this past journey, and the satyr’s Speaker who had met with him bleated laughter and informed him that with each capture, word was always sent to the human settlement to negotiate for the woman’s release.  Thus far, the answer had always been the same:  Kill her.  “And we are not killers,” 

the satyr had said, as behind him, a human was dragged shrieking from her kennel with three satyrs jostling to be the first to take her.  “We have compassion.  We feed them.  Shelter them.  Heal their sick.  They live for years.” 

“You don’t think,” Taryn began hesitantly, “that if they just met me, they might—” 

“I should not risk it,” he said now, closing the memory of screams from his mind. 

They walked a little longer in silence. 

“Well, what other people are there?” she asked. 
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The tightness in his chest unknotted slightly.  “There are sileni in the eastern plains.  A nomadic people, they have no central village and are seldom seen unless they wish it, but I have no doubt they know of you,” Antilles said, giving her a nod.  “They are powerful Seers.” 

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of sileni.” 

“You would know one at sighting, I should think, even if you had never heard one described.  They have a way about them.”  He gave his muzzle a thoughtful rub, thinking of the sileni.  He had not met with them on this Journey, although he had gone to the meeting place and loitered there half a day.  In the end, he had made his trades in their absence.  So it had always been with their kind.  They wandered freely and in secret across the whole of the Valley, yet if they wished an audience, one of their number would have met him.  His maiden was still pursuing him with questioning glances, and so he roused himself to say, 

“Among humans, they have a reputation for lechery and drunkenness.  I cannot imagine why.  They are a mysterious people, every one a great mystic, and I have never seen one drink anything but water.  Aye, and there are unicorns among them.  I am not certain they qualify to you as 

‘people’, but ‘tis a fool who does not show them respect.” 

“Unicorns,” Taryn said in a wondering way, looking around as if she expected a flood of them to appear.  “Are there griffons?” 

“Nay, lady, although you may see them pass overhead from time to time.  They dwell in the Aerie Domain.”  He waved vaguely westward, realized he was lowering his horns, and brought them up again with some effort.  “Let me think on it…Aye, there are Rusakin as well, though I should greatly doubt that you have heard of them, for they are private folk.  Think of them as kin to Farasai, save that their lower bodies are that of deer, and their human shapes very slender.  Harts bear antlers. 

Hinds do not.” 

“Wow.”  Taryn searched out the empty plains with a wistful expression.  “And you get to meet all of them.  I wish I could.” 

“Perhaps one day.”  He hesitated, and then said, “And there are humans here and there, some well-settled.  Others come fresh nearly every year.  You will almost certainly encounter one or more if you spend very much time here, but as sorely tempted as you may be to go and greet them, I would urge you to avoid them.  You are female, alone, and very young and pretty.  Also, you have Aisling, and that you do not hold him merely for your prize marks you.” 
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Taryn nodded without protest, though her gaze had turned downcast. 

“In my father’s day, there were still karkadan in the plains,” 

Antilles said.  “Gone now.  His father knew Ushkya in the lake-wood and the Woden in the hills.  But the old Roads are destroyed now.  We may never be able to break the flow of humanity into this world, but the wars at least are ended.  The only race that I have lost has been my own…and someday, perhaps, they will return.”  He glanced at her, saw only a heartsick sorrow, and put his arm around her shoulders.  “I have come to think it a good thing that humankind still comes to Arcadia. 

Thee has come.  And with thee has come a truth that humans can be good, that they wish to be, strive to be.  I believe now that you are not unique.  More, others have come to believe it as well.  There will always be evil, as there is evil in any race, but ‘tis not inevitable.  Anything can happen.  Everyone can change.” 

Her hand slipped around his waist in a sidelong embrace, and he knew that she had heard him. 

They walked in silence after that, or near silence, rather, broken now and then by screeches from an intrepid hopper-hunter (usually followed by his merry “Ouch-fuck!” as the hopper bounded easily away). 

The plains passed underfoot.  Before long, or so it seemed, the sounds of the river rose into the air and then the bridge was in sight. 

“Are you going to stay with me tonight?” Taryn asked.  There was a touching shyness in her voice. 

“Aye,” he said without hesitation.  His gaze drifted downriver, through the wizard’s wood could not be seen from this place.  His arm on Taryn brought her in a little closer.  “Tonight and every night.” 

There was a grimness in his voice and Taryn heard it.  She ducked under his arm and pulled free, frowning at him and standing still. 

“That’s nice, but it isn’t necessary,” she said.  “I’m perfectly capable of checking under my own bed for bogies.” 

“There are no bogies in the Valley,” he replied, and kept walking in the hopes that she would follow. 

She did, but not right away, and she didn’t run to catch up. 

Antilles was forced to slow his step until she came beside him again. 

“I know you have other things that need your attention,” she said.  “You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to.” 
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That stopped him, and he stared around at her in a burst of genuine surprise.  “Not want to?” he echoed.  “Lady, what is there in this great, wide world else to want?” 

Her lips twitched and color blossomed in her cheeks.  “I could leap at a cheeseburger, to tell you the truth.”  She reached up to pat his cheek.  “But you’re sweet.  My only point is that you have other duties and a very nice home of your own that you’d probably like to see once in a while.” 

Her words struck on him like a hammer.  There was too much truth in them for comfort’s sake.  His eye went downriver again.  “Aye,” 

he said at last.  “But let it not be yet, my maiden.”  His hands slipped down her hair and drew her in against him, shielded from all the world. 

“Thee has so much to do, I know.  And I must leave thee so often.  And I am sore afraid for thee.” 

“You don’t have to be,” she said, twining her arms around his neck. 

His jaw clenched and it was a fight not to look away a third time. 

“Would that I believed that so readily,” he said.  He shook himself and stood her back so that he could continue walking. 
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45.  The Wizard  



There were five days and nights between the severing of his Augment and the fullest of the moon.  The wizard let each one pass without reprisal.  Oh yes, he knew her, the White One of Kimyamkela. 

He knew the hateful touch of her mind, the cold flames of her defiance. 

And if it was her that unhooked his Taryn from the nestled seed of his control, than it must mean the horsemen were having their yearly moot. 

He let it pass, telling himself it was of little importance.  The White One was surely the greatest of her animal kind, but even she was of no threat to the wizard’s power.  Had he so willed it, he could have come through Taryn as the gall was forced into her belly and blasted every nag in the room into a smoldering husk, but no.  No, why waste his magicks in such demonstrations and why risk the body of his prize, who had not been designed to wield them?  Once the moon was full, the horsemen would part of their accord and Taryn would return to her home, cleansed of his marks, perhaps, but not of the scars he had left upon her soul.  No, he was not hiding.  He was waiting, that was all. 

Five days and nights.  The full moon came and went, and the wizard reached out his long hand to pull his Taryn to him. 

And could not find her. 
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Oh, he could sense her well enough.  He could all but see her, golden and phantasmal in his mind’s eye, but he could not approach her through the warded walls of her new home.  They’d put something on her, on her or in her, and no matter how close she seemed as she scampered about in her blissful ignorance, she remained beyond his reaching hand. 

He was loathe to force the matter.  He knew that he could (in his casting room, securely bottled, were extracts of Naga marrow, Watcher’s eyes dried and ground to powder, faery’s tears, and now, Taryn’s own blood.  Aye, he could wrench her soul through those horse-born wardings.  He could find her even were she to flee to Earth), but the effort would be a costly one, and his strength was not limitless.  When he had the human in his possession, he would still have to break her, and he would have to battle those who would surely try to save her.  He knew there would be a high cost for this sweet flesh, but he was determined to pay it out regardless.  And when it was done, every soul that drew breath on Arcadia would see that no one ever escaped the wizard when his mark was on them, and no one who ever aided such a one escaped his reckoning. 

So there he stood at the hearth of his cabin, staring into the glass that betrayed his Taryn’s fall from purity, knowing that she tripped carelessly through the world and unable to prey upon her.  Once more, he was here and she was there and he could not make her come to him without her name.  He could not get her name without her willing body. 

He could not have her willing body without her Hell-damned  name! 

Wrath swelled in him and vomited out in plasmatic bolts of blue fire.  He threw them at the satyr-skin chair and the thing blew apart and charred to vapor before its pieces could strike the floor.  The sight of it, and the loss of it, added fuel to his fury.  He threw another at the hearth where he had mixed his sorcerer’s clay and opened a crater through the heat-stones and into the packed soil beneath.  Again and again, the wizard attacked, shattering the clay bowl that served as his kitchen sink, blasting his table to shards and cinders, and opening gaping scars in the logs of his cabin walls.  He was not wholly mindless in his furor; he left the glass to display Taryn’s sin and he did not strike even near to the new door that stood in his kitchen, for the wards he had set in its surface would turn his magic back on him with killing force, but these were his only restraints.  He unleashed his frustrations on his few possessions and all the while, he screamed his rage. 
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Daylight, bleeding through the smoke from the holes he’d opened in his own walls, at last served to jar him from the hysterical stupor of violence.  Daylight meant vulnerability and that simply would not do. 

The wizard forced…well, not calm, but at least a stillness into his mind.  He glanced at the threads of destructive force still dripping from his clenched fists and dispersed them.  Now was not the time.  But when the time came, oh, he would enjoy every last second of her screams. 

But for now, stillness.  Planning.  Caution. 

The wizard laid his hands upon the sundered logs and made them malleable with a few minutes of meditation and a single Word of Power. 

This was magic, he reminded himself, and he exalted in it, in the ease of his control over this dead element.  He smoothed the broken logs whole again, shaping wood like clay, and then stood back to inspect his work. 

It looked sound enough.  The wall would be thinner there until he chose to strengthen it with new timber, for he could not make matter where there was none, but at least it was intact.  Flesh could be shaped as easily, he knew, having had now three cats to be his creatures.  If only the mind could— 

He let the thought fall away.  If only this, if only that.  Futility. 

His cat, now.  His creature.  She had proved to be a great weapon in the past.  There had to be a way to use her now. 

The wizard glanced around, already knowing that his little fit would have sent his cat streaking back to the shadowed corner of his casting room.  He summoned her with a thought, and she came, cringing at every step but powerless to defy him.  Would Taryn ever crawl before him thus?  Would her face ever contort with this animal terror as she witnessed his rages?  Would her feet bring her smoothly forward as her body twisted back in fear?  One could only hope. 

He looked at his cat, thought of Taryn, and wondered how best to act. 

The horsemen had his woods under their watch, and there was no small threat in that, but the watches of the horsemen were not inescapable.  The wizard was a son of Mab.  He knew the ways of dimming sight.  He had sent his cat out many times (not without cost, no, and his strength was mortal) to hunt for him and to be his eyes when he looked at the new home the beast-men had built.  He had done all this, but he was disinclined to send her again unless the promise of reward 327 

 

were high.  Her step was light, but not invisible.  She was quick, but could not outrun a spear.  Most significant of all, she had no mind, only the blood-bright cunning of her animal kind.  Could he risk her life in sending her to fetch Taryn to him? 

He doubted it.  Although outwardly a simple command, there were far too many subliminal directives that would need to be outlined and obeyed—do not kill Taryn, do not make Taryn bleed, do not kill the griffin, do not make the griffin bleed, do not let horsemen see you, do not let Cerosan see you, do not stop to hunt, do not stop to make things bleed—and even if he could anticipate and give every order, he still could not teach her to open Taryn’s door.  But there had to be something, some use to which he could put her… 

And all at once, he had it. 

The wizard surprised himself by laughing.  How long had it been since he had known of Taryn in Arcadia?  How many months?  Gods, he’d heard of being made blind by lust, but  deaf?! 

Sitting here in his kitchen, in the chair that was now ashes, she had spent much of those early visits chatting (before the Augment sigil in her made conversation unnecessary).  And what had she to speak of? 

Why, of her settlement and her beast-friends and her damned griffin and word, aye, of  word from her family! 

She had never told him just how she had come to Arcadia.  No, that was a secret she had kept as closely as her name, but she had let slip of news from Earth, and there was only one means by which the wizard could imagine such news coming to her. 

It must be carried, of course. 

The wizard fixed his eye upon his creature and blasted her beast’s mind clean to accept his command.  He filled her with the thought of hunting.  He filled her with the sound of singing, the strange heat and hum of Road-making.  And he filled her with the image of letters. 

Because Taryn came from Earth, after all.  And on Earth, letters were sent in envelopes. 

Envelopes that were marked with names. 
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46.  Little Things 



They are the smallest things that attract our eye, like the fall of pebbles that herald a rockslide, or the little flurry of fleeing birds that blow before a hunting skydrake.  We are small creatures in a large world. 

As mice that so bravely go beneath the paws of fellcats, we move without realizing that there are dangers too great to see.  It takes a small thing to raise up our eyes and bring such things into focus. 

Such were the thoughts of the chief of the horsemen as he ran. 

Sweat foamed across his sides, flew in streams from his naked flesh.  His lungs burned and his knees ached.  He felt none of this, although some part of him marked these discomforts as signs of aging to brood over at a later date.  His heart was a stone inside him, but his thoughts were calm. 

He thought of small things. 

Taryn had once told him it had been wet leaves on dry mountain soil that had led her to the griffin’s egg.  A small thing.  The day that the wizard had laid waste to the city of Dis, Antilles claimed that the first clue of coming doom had been that the birds did not sing that morning. 

A small thing.  And today, it had been a fluttering slip of paper free in a land where paper was so precious that drew his eye.  Surely the smallest thing of all. 

He had reached the bridge, but knew he would not be in time. 

The air had gathered, taken on a closeness, and there was singing on the 329 

 

winter wind.  Many voices.  Many.  So they were coming already, and worse, they knew where to come. 

The chief of the horsemen pulled his sounding horn from his side pack, sucked air into his screaming body, and let cry.  If it revealed him, he did not care.  The lord of the Valley must be warned.  If he was with Taryn already, at least there was a chance for her. 

Through the silent forest to the mountain path, Tonka ran.  It had never been so long a trek before.  He blew his warning again and again, until his head dizzied and the horn slipped from his sweating hand.  He did not stop to retrieve it.  He was slowing already, stumbling, but he ran on, his breath like a spear in his side. 

The sight that greeted him when he lunged out onto the mountain path made the pains of his body pale beside the bright knife of panic. 

They had come.  They were gathered outside of Taryn’s stone house in numbers even Tonka did not anticipate.  They had brought blades of silver and chains of iron. 

Antilles, great lord of the Valley of Hoof and Horn, stood before her door with a war axe raised and horns lowered.  His body had taken on a fiery glow in the light of all their eyes, equal to standing in the path of the setting sun.  As he breathed, shadows rolled, starkly defining each powerful muscle.  The steam of his breath hung like smoke in the air. 

The only sounds came from within the house, and they were griffin-cries, outraged and protective.  Surely Taryn was within as well, and no doubt she was curled around her foundling’s small body, perhaps with her slingshot in her hand.  Tonka’s heart bled a little at the thought as he raked his eyes across the gathered Pathfinders.  His fearless kinswoman would not hesitate, he knew, not even if she knew what these foes were capable of.  She would stand against them and fire her stones. 

How could he do less? 

Tonka drew his killing spear from his back strap and, without a word or glance among them, the Pathfinders turned their burning eyes on him.  He reared, kicking boldly at the air as he showed them the razor’s edge of his runka, but he knew already the futility of the act.  His thoughts went ahead of him, a chief’s thoughts, drawing past this day and his own death to the war that would follow.  It was a war that had been fought before, aye, fought and won, but there had been Cerosan in the Valley then, and though Antilles was a mighty warrior in his own right, he was but one.  The enemy were dozens, and once blood was spilt, 330 

 

legions more would come.  This was not a fight that could be won anymore. 

Tonka meant to fight it anyway.  Even if there had been nothing more between them, he had sworn her to his clan as kin and he was her chieftain.  Aye, he would fight, but he had to at least try the road of reason. 

“I know what brought you, Pathfinders!”  Tonka’s shout, broken into patches by his still-short breath (getting old, by the gods, where had his years gone?), brought back his name in Taryn’s voice from within the house.  He reared again to keep their eyes on him and felt his hind legs shake with strain.  “But this is not who you seek!  She is innocent of this crime!” 

They turned from him, one by one. 

“What crime?” Antilles asked.  His voice was low and even, measured to carry to Tonka’s ears but not to drift through the stone to Taryn.  His eyes never left those of the enemy’s leader.  His axe never trembled.  “What was done?  They will not answer to me.” 

The window aside of the door unshuttered itself perhaps a finger’s breadth.  Tonka had a glimpse of pale flesh, the gleam of Pathfinder eyelight on that shocking red hair, and then it fastened tight again.  But she was there, she was listening.  Tonka gave his lord an anguished look and held silent. 

It was the gravest answer he could have given.  He could see the precise moment when Antilles realized what must have happened.  And in the stillness following that moment, the leader of this band stepped forward and lit his hands with flame. 

Antilles stared the Pathfinder down without flinching.  “You’ll not have her,” he said quietly.  “I know the vengeance you would seek, and you would be within your rights to seek it, but this human has done nothing.  I will give you my oath she has not, for she has not been without my sight these three days past.” 

The Pathfinder’s leader showed the tip of one growing fang. 

Black scales folded over his flesh and flame followed.  Behind him, in silence, others of his kind followed his example.  The scent of sulpherous burning stung at Tonka’s mouth, nose, and eyes. 

Antilles shook his head slowly.  “Leave my Valley,” he said. 

“Let not one death lead to many.  She whom you would avenge…she and I once spoke of peace.  Do not kill it before its hatching with this offense.” 
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The door opened. 

As one, Tonka and Antilles shouted for Taryn to shut it again, and as one, fire sparked out to cloak the bodies of every Pathfinder, but they might as well have done nothing for all that Taryn took notice.  She emerged into the light of their sorcery, slipping through a door held so narrow, Tonka knew that she was keeping the griffin restrained within. 

Antilles tried just once to push her back behind the flimsy safety of her fortress, but she had only to lay her hand on his arm, and he released her. 

She looked at them, at all of them.  She read the hate in their faces.  She read the fires of their hands, the silver of their swords.  She read the chains. 

She looked at Antilles. 

“Nay, do not,” he rasped. 

“It’ll be okay,” she told him.  Tears welled and spilled down her solemn face.  She tried to smile.  “Take care of Aisling until…until I get back.”  She looked at Tonka then, her eyes piercing him to the very soul with the terrible knowledge in them.  “Put that away, buddy.  I mean it.” 

Tonka looked away at the runka he carried, watching it lower as though it were another hand that held it.  He could say nothing.  His breath was frozen and his heart hollow-burned. 

His lord stared at him with fear-maddened eyes that Tonka could not meet.  “Nay!” he shouted.  “I will  not let this be done!” 

“Yes, you will,” Taryn said.  She raised a hand that shook and closed it over the haft of his axe, stepping between its edge and its enemies.  She backed up a step and the Pathfinders bearing chains came forward. 

“Get back inside!” the lord commanded, his voice striking off the mountain, off the sky itself.  “Can you not see they’ve come to  kill you?” 

Taryn’s shoulders fell slightly and her frightened face smoothed out with an awful knowing pity.  “No,” she said softly.  “They’ve come to kill you.” 

Antilles shook, one hoof scraping on stone as he tried to draw back.  He looked at Tonka, then around at the silent Pathfinders.  The last Cerosan stood pinned in eyelight.  The last lord of the Valley, with one human between him and open war. 

He tore his eyes from her and locked them again with the Pathfinder’s leader, bellowing, “I will have you all for this day’s work!  I 332 

 

will not rest until I have seen the last drop of your blood burning on my axe!” 

“Tilly, no.”  Taryn’s face was torment.  “Promise me, no matter what happens, that it ends here.  Promise me!” she said again, fiercely. 

“Or so help me, I’m finding a new sunshine!” 

Antilles stared at her, an agony of fear and love in his eyes, too painful for Tonka to watch.  He looked away and watched Pathfinders take Taryn’s arms, pulling them brusquely back to lock the irons on her wrists. 

“You promise me!” she whispered, all her gaze on Antilles as she was shackled. 

“Aye,” he said hoarsely.  “I promise.” 

“Take care of Aisling,” she said, as the collar was fit to her throat. 

“Aye.” 

They were her last words; an iron bridle with a deep jagged bit was fit into her mouth and cinched tight around her head.  A hood was brought to blind her, shutting away the sight of her tears. 

“I love thee, maiden,” Antilles said.  His hands on the haft of his axe were shaking. 

They took her away, dragging her behind them on the Road they opened.  Then they were gone, leaving only the dwindling echoes of their song in the air, and two drops of her blood on the ground where it had fallen from her torn mouth. 

Gone. 

The lord of the Valley lowered his axe and then let it drop.  He took a step from the door behind which the young griffin scratched and shrieked to be let out.  There he dropped to his knees on the stone path, staring into the empty air that had swallowed the Pathfinders from sight. 

Around them, life began to return to the forest.  Twigs cracked as small things stirred from the safety of their dens.  The sound of the river rushing came back to his senses.  A kickaway called its name into the golden day. 

Antilles stirred at last and raised his hollow eyes to Tonka. 

“How did you know?” 

Tonka reached into his side pack and drew out that small thing—

that fluttering paper the winter wind had brought to his eye—and held it out.  His lord took it, tracing the tips of his fingers along the neat line of writing on the outer face of the envelope.  There were many words and 333 

 

numbers written, human fussing for a human missive, but only two words of interest. 

Taryn MacTavish. 

“Where…”  The great voice was a broken thing.  The hands that held the letter shook as Antilles raised his head to lock crazed eyes with Tonka.  “Where found you this?” 

He would have given a year of his life not to have to answer, not to see fear take mastery in his lord and know that if he had only had more hunters at work, if only he had been more vigilant… 

“Where?” Antilles shouted, seizing at Tonka’s foreleg in a bruising grip. 

“In the wake of the wizard’s creature,” he said.  “Returning to her wood.” 
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47.  The Dragon’s Own 



The sound of singing had a terrible resonance when there were so many of them.  Taryn’s head twisted of its own will, trying to escape the awful echoes they awakened in her head. 

She couldn’t have walked.  The weight of the chains was not insurmountable perhaps, but her captors never gave her the chance to try. 

She was dragged, like a doll in the hands of a weary child, by her legs. 

Her back throbbed and ached as roots, rocks, and God knew what unrolled endlessly beneath her.  The terrain was changing with their song—now snow and stone, now hot sand, now forest and rain—but what she felt was not half as terrible as what ached in her heart. 

The ground turned to ice and stone again and stayed that way. 

The singing stopped but the sound of boots went on and on.  There were whispers now, angry mutters.  Someone threw a rock at her, knocking stars into her eyes behind her hood, and that was how Taryn knew they had arrived.  She had no way of knowing how many surrounded her, but she was dragged right up through the thick of them, and every one of them had the opportunity to spit and kick as she passed.  Her muffled cries only raised contemptuous clouds of laughter and brought new blows. 

Her legs were suddenly released, smacking into the ground with the ring of iron.  Her hair was seized and she was pulled up and then 335 

 

thrown to her face on the stone.  Someone pulled her hood away, along with several strands of hair. 

The sudden light was as blinding as the dark had been. Taryn tucked her head protectively against the swing of boots as she struggled to acclimate her eyes.  Someone kicked the bridle clamped around her mouth and the razor sunk inside her tore itself a new gash in her tongue. 

She spat blood as best as she was able and heard cheers. 

A man, the one who had faced off against Antilles, suddenly turned on the crowd with angry shouts and they drew back, muttering. 

Taryn raised her head and had a glimpse of his swarthy face, his long black hair and drooping mustache, before his slap sent her back to the ground with her mouth full of copper. 

“Keep thy wizard’s eyes down,” the man said curtly.  “Else I burn them out.” 

He caught hold of her hair again and pulled her along the stone. 

She tumbled behind him, trying to kick and crawl her weight to alleviate the awful ripping in her scalp, and her efforts brought new cheers to the watching crowd, new laughter.  When she was released, she fell forward again and lay panting, feeling the trickle of blood as it ran down her head.  Her captor walked behind her, took her under the shoulders, and then threw her forward and into a tall bed of logs. 

She grabbed at them to keep from falling, but clung to them in horror as she saw what lay atop them.  All this time, she’d known it had to be this, from the moment she’d first heard their song and seen them coalesce out of thin air in all their gypsy colors.  She’d known the instant Antilles had grabbed her and thrown her into her house, pulling his axe from his back.  She’d known as she huddled against her door, listening to Tonka speak of crimes and Antilles speak of vengeance.  She’d known it would be this, but the truth was still a thousand times more terrible than blind knowledge could ever be. 

Romany lay on her funeral bed wrapped in white.  Her hands were bared, folded atop her belly.  Her feet were bared, washed pale but stained with travels.  And her face was bared.  The eye that remained was shut, the sly light that had glittered in them now gone forever, like the teasing smile that was gone from her tattered lips. 

Taryn’s tears blurred away the contortions of Romany’s ruined face.  She crawled along the unlit pyre where Romany lay so that she could touch the torn cheeks, the blood-matted fall of midnight hair.  Her fingers brushed a tiny body and she brought it out into the light. 
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It was only half a body, sapphire blue. 

 Do they bite? 

 Nay, but they taste, aye, that much they do. 

Taryn’s sobs cut her mouth, but she couldn’t stop them.  She fumbled through Romany’s hair and found dragons, all the little dragons. 

Crushed, torn, bitten, stomped—destroyed with all the evil glee of a rotten child pulling wings off flies.  They had tickled when they’d licked her fingers.  They had sounded like crickets when singing for sleep. 

They had looked like jewels in flight as they danced around Romany’s head in that effortless ballet of air. 

Pain laid itself in a stripe down her back before she even heard the crack of the whip that hit her.  Taryn fell into the pyre again, curling around the limp bodies of little dragons to keep them from spilling to the ground.  But the pain was stabilized her, bringing her back to this place, to the laughter and the crowd.  She couldn’t do anything for the little dragons, so she returned them to the nest of Romany’s hair. 

“What, tears?”  Her head was wrenched by her hair so that fingers could paint down her damp cheeks.  “Feel thee no satisfaction in thy accomplishments?”  His face twisted and he slapped her, knocking her into the pyre.  Logs scraped her face, caught on her bridle, which savaged her mouth.  “Own to it, witch!” he spat.  “Own to it with pride, for none of us are swayed by thy game of grief!” 

She supposed she should be doing something to save her life, but she couldn’t even look at the man who shouted at her.  Romany lay there, tortured and killed.  Romany, whose only crime had been carrying letters for Taryn, so that she wouldn’t be so lonely in Arcadia. 

The man beside her hunkered down, his mouth very close to her ear.  He said, “Look there, wizard.  Behold thee thy last sunset.” 

Romany. 

His hand closed on her chin, wrenching her eyes away from the body to the bloody light of day’s end.  “When last its rays fall, so we light our sister’s road ‘cross the River.  And thee is to go with her, aye, in chains.  Let her first welcome in the following land be the avenging she owes on thee.  Thee is to burn, wizard.  Slow and screaming and clapped full ‘round with iron.” 

Staring into the sunset, Taryn saw death coming.  She saw, as clear as if they had stepped through a magic door to stand before her, her parents and her sister.  Not just their faces, a static reflection, but all of them, alive and breathing.  They were never going to know.  And 337 

 

Aisling.  But Antilles would take care of Aisling.  He was just a baby still.  He’d forget eventually.  And he’d be fine. 

Antilles… 

The man stood, caught a hold on her hair, and dragged her back to the foot of the pyre.  He and two others began lashing her chains to eyebolts sunk in the stone.  Black stone.  Burnt stone. 

Taryn, still sobbing, tried to scream.  She didn’t know why.  No one here was going to help her.  And she’d known it was going to come to this.  She’d left her home knowing this was waiting.  She just hadn’t known how bad it was going to be.  So she screamed, as pointless as that was, and they answered her with jeers, curses, and thrown stones.  They didn’t aim for her head, didn’t want to ruin their fun with an early unconsciouness.  But the blows knocked her breath in two; she sucked in more and choked on blood. 

“Let the spirits of our fathers receive thee, wizard.  Let these last moments follow thee for eternity.  May thee grow deaf on the sounds of thy flesh splitting and thy fat crackling.  Let thee burn forever.” 

Taryn closed her eyes away from the sight of his hatred.  She smelled smoke and made herself think instead of Romany.  The brank that tore her mouth made last words impossible, but in case Romany’s soul was close, Taryn thought as hard as she could, ‘Thank you for everything you did for me.  I’m so sorry.’  She thought of concrete stairs and colored squares of paper, her first library card when she was six years old, and the air, so full of dragons. 

She heard something, something she thought at first was the pyre lit and roaring up around her, deafening yet indistinct.  Taryn screamed, so certain of fire that she could feel it searing at her flesh, but soon realized that she felt no heat, and moreover, heard no sound apart from that wall of white noise that rolled through her and away.  Even the ugly cheers and catcalls of Romany’s people had stopped. 

That sound again, electric and unknowable.  Taryn worked her eyes open and saw the crowd dispersing, every head bent.  The man who held the torch for Romany’s pyre now knelt on the stone beside her, his hands on his thighs and his eyes downcast.  The torch guttered nearby, ignored. 

Beyond him, the side of the mountain began to melt, a fissure opening as easily and silently as a well-oiled door.  Taryn felt the pyre beneath her tremble once, then again, harder.  She didn’t know that they were footsteps until the head came through the rock.  Black scales 338 

 

covered him with gleaming shadow from which no color escaped but the whiteness of his fangs, the fire of his eyes.  Heat shimmered in the air over every part of him; steam rose in tendrils all along the serpentine neck and in rivers from the crocodile’s jaws.  He raised his head and the crown of his horns cut through the rock above him as though it were no more than clay.  His eyes, saucers of living flame, dilated from red to gold as he looked on her. 

He looked like every dragon she had ever seen in illustrations and cartoons.  He looked like none of them.  He was recognizable at once.  He was alien to every sense.  He was the Great Dragon, the lord of this land, the god of his people, and he had come for her. 

His mind touched hers—ancient, molten, terrifying—bringing with it flash-point impressions of time and pain, of worlds uncountable as grains of sand on a beach, of wars fought when her own Earth had still known the rule of reptiles, but mostly of him, of the overwhelming essence of this ancient creature, of his grief and rage, his devastating maleness, and that he saw her.  She saw herself in his eyes, this blink of insignificance, incandescent with terror and mortality. 

His thoughts licked along hers, pulling memory of Romany from her as easily as if he were taking pennies from her open hand.  She saw them all again, felt him tasting them, tasting her.  She saw herself showing Aisling to Romany on the steps of the Redmond library, and that was the image that the Great Dragon seized on, expanded.  She screamed, her mind swollen and rapturous with thought, but it played out regardless of her. 

She heard Romany’s voice again, now blasting through her senses with all the fury of a hurricane:  Where found thee this unfledged pearl? 

And her own reply, still stuttered as it had been by lack of breath, but deafening:  In the woods.  In a caved-in den.  In the rain. 

 Fifteen years ago.  An egg. 

The Dragon’s mind consumed hers in a storm of fire, and when it faded, she could hear Romany again. 

 If thee had thy will of it, what would thee do? 

And her answer:   I need to help him. 

The Dragon’s thoughts were in her mind, inescapable.  She opened her eyes, fleeing out of memory and into reality, and he stood before her, a field of burning black. The head drove forward and Taryn shrieked away, kicking into the pyre in helpless terror. Sulphurous breath 339 

 

washed over her.  The jaws parted slightly, emitting a rumble Taryn felt in her bones but could not hear.  Teeth longer than her hand gleamed in the caverns of his mouth. 

The eyes again, considering her at an angle.  She had no reflection in them, any more than she would have in the sheet of churning lava they resembled.  The jaws opened again; a split and snakelike length of tongue rolled out, flicking at the air.  Taryn cringed back and it drove forward.  It slicked once over her with all the heat and agony of the whip, leaving in its wake an awful connection that was, however briefly, a thousand times more intimate than the touch of his mind alone.  She could not grasp what she saw or felt, but she took it in, drank it in, like water on the desert ground.  The secret name of the Dragon unfolded eternally in her mind, unpronounceable by human tongue but undeniable.  It stripped her, flayed her, wrenched her soul out for him to sample and sent her screaming out into darkness in the grip of ruthless, cosmic climax. 
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48.  The Last Rookery  



Her eyes were open for a long time before she realized she was awake.  She’d been moved.  She was no longer on the mountain, but somewhere inside it, lying on an altar at the head of a cavern.  Braziers burned at points around the chamber.  There was a tunnel leading out to open air somewhere; it brought in the smell of smoke.  All of this she noticed, but none of it seemed to matter.  She lay and watched the Dragon watch her, feeling nothing, feeling charred. 

He didn’t look like a dragon right now, although having touched his mind so deeply, it was impossible that she not be able to recognize him.  Neither was he making an effort to appear especially human, although that was certainly the base of every form he shifted through. 

And he was always shifting, not as though he couldn’t decide which form to take, but as though he simply didn’t care or couldn’t be bothered to notice the things his flesh did.  There was the same gypsy-like look stamped through all the features he tried on and discarded; the length and style may change, but his hair was always that same black.  His body was always young and strong, his features always hard-edged and handsome, although muscles rippled and bones merged beneath his skin.  At times, there were horns curling out through his ever-changing hair.  At times, patches of black scales rose and drifted like oil slicks across his 341 

 

malleable flesh.  Only his eyes remained the same and they burned on her without blinking. 

“Why?” she whispered, meaning why look like that, why change yourself for me? 

The Dragon did not speak, but his form blurred to behemoth truth, teeth and talons and horns, scales and wings and spire-crusted tail, all shimmering beneath his aura of heat, all radiating that age and alien thought.  Taryn screamed and kicked back, but he was a man again already, his position exactly as it had been before, his many faces showing her his unchanging expression. 

“What…”  Taryn gripped the sides of the altar and clawed herself upright.  Her chains were gone, but her body was heavy and even the act of sitting exhausted her.  She reached a hand to her lips as though to test her bleeding mouth’s readiness for speech.  “What do you want with me?” 

The Dragon rose.  He seemed at first glance to be naked, but as he moved out of the shadows, she saw he was cloaked in a robe of unreflective black.  The cut of it bared his chest down to the angular plane of his lower abdomen, but hid the rest of him in voluminous folds. 

He reached the altar where she huddled and stopped.  She could feel the heat of his body like a furnace. 

“My daughter is dead.” 

It was not speech, but neither was it the touch of his mind.  His lips never moved and she heard the words from every side and in many voices, but she did hear them.  The echoes of his words floating over the rock were real enough as well. 

“My daughter is dead and her I loved best of all.” 

There was no discernable grief in his voice.  At the same time, there was a great storm of alien emotion sunk into the heart of the mountain itself.  Like his use of the word ‘daughter’, which evoked a tangled and many-layered family line that traveled dozens if not hundreds of generations, all he said was said with many tones. 

“I’m sorry,” Taryn said.  Her voice was dull, a pebble among the diamonds of his speech.  Her heart quailed, but there was more she had to say.  She dropped her gaze to stare at her own mortal hands and whispered, “It’s my fault.” 

Silence.  The Dragon listened but did not speak. 

“I asked for her help,” Taryn went on, knowing that he had seen her memories, that he knew all this already.  “Everything she did, she did 342 

 

for me.  She should have never been in the Valley, but…but I wanted to send letters home.  I wanted to hear from my family.  It is my fault, but I never meant it to happen.  I only wanted…I am so sorry.” 

“You sought her out.”  It was no accusation, but there was judgment in it regardless. 

“Yes.” 

“You bound her to your will.” 

“I asked her for help.” 

His hand closed on her chin, forcing her eyes up to meet his.  His touch was a brand, his gaze a prison.  He stared for a long time and then released her.  “You are no wizard.” 

“No, I’m not.” 

“Who are you?” 

He must know already.  This was a test, but at least, it was an answer she knew.  She gave it all to him. 

“I’m Taryn Aine MacTavish.” 

The Dragon showed no surprise, but she saw, just for an instant, wings unfurling in the spaces behind him.  “Taryn Aine MacTavish,” he echoed, and she felt a spear of fire and ice stab through her.  “You accept the burden of my daughter’s death?” 

Something inside her crumpled to ash, but she said, “I do.  She was here because of me.  She died because I—”  Tears broke her voice. 

She let them fall.  “I can only tell you that with all my heart, I’m sorry.” 

The Dragon stared, impassive, unmoved.  He raised a hand to beckon and then turned and walked deeper into the cavern. 

Taryn slipped from the altar and followed, shaking on her feet. 

Braziers set along the tunnels lit as they neared, illuminating fathomless chambers filled with riches.  There were mountains of gold, melted to a single lump by dragon fire from which gems sparked and burned like colored stars in an amber sky.  Rivers of silver poured through middens made from statues and idols, swords and chariots, pillars and chest.  She could not have imagined so much wealth in all the world, but every new cavern showed her more of it.  A chamber just for diamonds, poured out in an intricate starburst to better display the varying colors and qualities. 

A chamber just for pearls, in a cavern that held an entire ship at its center, tall-masted and sails unfurled, with the bones of one of its crew still tangled in the rigging.  A chamber filled with carvings made from a stone she did not recognize, black but clear, with veins of gold bleeding 343 

 

through its translucent skin.  And a chamber just for ivory, which the Dragon entered. 

“Behold,” the Dragon said disinterestedly, while the mountain ached and groaned with grief.  “There.” 

Taryn moved among the treasures, past a forest of ivory-handled swords and barrows made from ivory idols, to a sub-chamber lit with crystals.  They gave off a mild, blue light, a peaceful aura to shine over the chamber’s artifacts, each of which rested in its own cushioned place of honor.  Bowls and cups, mostly.  Round and fine, expertly carved and set in stems of gold or silver, some crusted with diamonds or other jewels.  There were so many of them. 

Taryn walked down the rows of chests, her fingers brushing along the rims of goblets and basins, her heart sinking.  She came to an object, clearly made from the same material as the dishes, and lifted it carefully from its cushion to examine it.  It was spheroid, hollow, tapered at one end, with a hole cut in the bottom for the lamp it was meant to cover.  It had been so intricately carved that it might have been made of lace.  Ribbons of ivory looped and danced across its surface, interspersed with images of ivory dragons leaping, ivory dragons flying, ivory dragons blowing ivory flames. 

Only it wasn’t ivory. 

“Such is the fate of my kind when our eggs fall into human lands.”  The Dragon took the lamp-cover from her hands and returned it to its lonely cradle.  His hand rested there but his eyes moved on, drifting down the long wall of the chamber, past all the bowls and cups and discs and tiles.  Scales came and went across his expressionless face.  “Now there are no eggs.  There may be no more.  This is become my last rookery.” 

Taryn covered her face, a sob tearing free of her. 

“Fifteen years you did tell her that you held watch over your unhatched griffin.  And you brought him forth.”  The Dragon’s hands, human-like, sometimes taloned, brushed across his treasure of ancient eggshells.  “And sought my daughter to aid you.  You made her your champion.” 

“She was my friend!” Taryn wailed.  “She came here for me!” 

The Dragon was silent for a long time.  “Had she brought you here into my keeping, I would have allowed it,” he said at last.  “She was the child that I loved best.  I could deny her nothing.” 

Taryn wept harder, her legs giving way beneath her. 
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The Dragon caught and closed on her bare arms.  His touch burned.  He pulled her to her feet again and forced her hands to her sides. 

He  stared  at  her,  into  her very  heart.   “But she  was Romany,”  he  said, and his lips did move this time; he spoke with a single voice.  “And she went where she willed.  There were dangers.  She accepted them, as you did.  It was her right and her will.”  He looked away, dim-eyed with grief.  “Even I must abide.” 

“I’m so sorry!” 

The Dragon enfolded her into his arms, pressing her to flesh almost too hot to touch.  The contact brought with it a wave of memory that was not hers, felt out in ways that harrowed her mortal heart. 

She was him again, sharing memories of emergence from a different mountain, a different world.  She saw the hooded priests through his eyes, saw the sacrifice they’d brought to content him away from their cattle.  He could taste her fear, hear the fluttering beat of her heart, and all of this he had done before, but then, and for no apparent cause, he could smell the fact of her feminine nature. 

Taryn remembered with him how it had been to consider that struggling, screaming captive for the first time as something that was not food.  She remembered, as he did, the many ages that stretched before, mateless, his kind scattered and thinned by death.  And here was this female, this virgin they had brought him, and all at once he knew a different hunger. 

She’d fainted when he moved to break her chains, and did not awaken until he’d lain her on his bed of gold.  She’d looked at him, her mortal eyes mirroring his reflection as he assembled himself for the first time in human guise, but she’d closed them again as he lowered himself beside her. 

Taryn moaned now, every nerve firing sharp as she remembered how it had been to feel that chill mortal flesh part and admit him.  To feel the subtle tearing of her virgin’s veil and hear her sharp cry.  To feel her quicken with reluctant pleasure.  To feel those human hands scratch in passion at his back.  To feel the impossibly rapid beating of her human heart pressed to his.  Even now, she could feel the sensual heat spreading through her womb in eerie sympathy with the throbbing of his hardened shaft.  She shared his climax, that eruptive and masculine force, and came with him in helpless unity. 
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welcomed.  She came to him for many, her cool hands touching his scales until he shifted and allowed her cool lips to share his breath.  She would straddle him, crying sometimes as she followed her dancing movements through to pleasure, and he was content to lie beneath and gaze on her, seeking nothing but the comforts of her living touch. 

She’d kindled, as some trace ancestral memory had surely known she would, giving him the first young he had begotten in millennia.  Half-mortal get of his loneliness and desperation, sharing his blood and the mark of his human form, sharing his heat and his memories.  His progeny. 

There had been other mates, many hundreds, and many young that followed.  Most remained with him, serving him, taking their own mortal mates and getting offspring to carry his blood into a new generation.  Some wandered, their hearts growing dimmer until even he lost the touch of them.  But there would come at times a spark of light in that far darkness, and he would know that new life had come to one of them, somewhere.  At such times, he would think that perhaps his were not the only mortals dragon-born that wandered through the worlds, and perhaps someday like would call to like, and there would be a mating to produce either a child wholly human or, at long last, one wholly dragon. 

The Dragon released Taryn and she stumbled back, her hand between her thighs, her eyes glazed with heat and borrowed memory. 

She could feel the wetness of her blistering lust even through her leathers.  He had not intended this, although he could not have prevented it.  His heart was fire, and hers, human, yearned to burn.  Knowing that did not take away the surging demands of her body, but it did make them easier to bear as she pressed her thighs together and writhed in the grip of his unblinking gaze. 

Eventually, it faded.  Taryn gripped the wall, breathing deep and slow, and finally raised her head to look at him.  He shifted between shadows and light, his features melting and reforming in effortless flux. 

Only his eyes were always the same, twin points of flame in the unlined mask of his many faces, and they betrayed none of his thoughts. 

At last, he closed them. 

“I relieve you,” he said, “of the burden of my daughter’s death. 

Return to your valley and raise your fierce prince.  No blood of mine shall do you harm for all the days of your life.” 

She nodded, still struggling to think past the fractures of memory his touch had rooted in her. 
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“I have shared my heart with no human until now.  Not even those with whom I have shared my body.”  The Dragon looked away, toward the eggshell treasures in their nesting boxes.  His silent rookery. 

“I gave you the light of my heart.  Perhaps…should you ever return to your world, you shall feel its pull guide you and…and you shall find one of mine to hatch.  Perhaps.” 

His eyes lingered on the eggshells, impassive, but moisture welled and spilled.  His tears turned to steam before they could drip from his jaw.  His expression never changed. 

Taryn reached tentatively to touch his shoulder, steeling herself against the surge of passion she knew her touch would bring.  Scales rose beneath her fingertips, intensifying rather than dulling his unnatural heat. 

She felt laughter like dry leaves blowing through her.  “You have shared with me, human,” the Dragon said.  “You know well enough how I seek solace.  Would you take back the get of my loins for the lord of your valley to see?” 

But it was impossible to take her hand away, to leave him untouched in his black despondency.  With every ounce of strength that she possessed, Taryn pushed past her own body’s frenzied cries and opened her heart.  Her sympathy fumbled towards him, a crippled and colorless thing when compared to his magnificence, but it did find him and its touch was honest. 

He laughed again, a sorrowing sound, and in her mind, she felt him return to her memories of Romany, the only thoughts of hers that were his to take.  She felt him open that page of time and hold it to light, and felt the phantom brush of Romany’s fingers on her face, heard her wistful voice say,  Shall thee not be my pretty thing, my own fool, my glimmer and cly? 

Taryn shut her eyes against the grief, his and hers, shared in a piercing column of bone-deep pain, but Romany’s words sweetly pursued.  Shall I not have the sole right to carry thy father’s word and favor in mine own right hand and feel the greening of his love for thee in all my heart?  

The mountain roared in anguish and the Dragon fell on her, swift and furious as the hurricane, to take her into his arms and crush her against him.  Taryn screamed, helplessly locked in climax brought by the unnatural intimacy of his touch, but it was not with passion that he held her.  He might have.  Indeed, she felt the despair and longing of him, his desire to hide from grief in her flesh, her mortality, but she also knew 347 

 

that he would not.  It was not her refusal that stayed him—she did not have enough refusal in her to fight this storm of urgent need—but Romany again. 

 Even I must learn…some doors must be respected. 

No, he did not have every thought for his own, but her love for Antilles was a flame that glowed in all her soul.  He shared it with her, bathing in its light and warmth, and then he let her go. 

Taryn staggered away from him, falling to her knees on the stone as she fought to overcome the fevers of his mind’s touch.  She was crying, and honestly, she didn’t know whether the tears came from relief that he had not taken her as she clung to him in the throes of her indefensible lust, or dejection for that same reason. 

The Dragon watched her with his burning eyes.  As her sobs waned, he said, “My daughter is gone and there shall never be another, but there shall always be a Romany for you.  Return to your valley and the lord who holds it.  There shall be letters.” 

“No,” Taryn gasped.  She still pressed her hands in obsessive futility to the crux of her thighs, but though her voice was hoarse, it did not waver.  “I won’t accept that.  I won’t let there be another life in danger just so I have mail.  I won’t.” 

“There will always be dangers,” the Dragon said.  “But my children are Romany.  They go where they will.  I love them all, but she was the one that I loved best, and I allowed my voice to fall from her for the sake of my pride.” 

The Dragon turned around, his hands rising to rest on the delicate curve of an eggshell.  He said, “Taryn Aine MacTavish, your father calls to you from the world that gave you life.  Let me give to you his voice.  And if you would thank me…forgive him all the injustices a sire may inflict upon his young.  We let no daughter wander but those that we love best.” 
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49.  It Is Time 



The Dragon took her home.  He didn’t need to tell her how long it had been since he’d had the skies beneath him; his great wings cracked as he first unfurled them, but the skies took him readily.  He leapt out into the dawn, uncoiling black as a second night, and circled wide over his aerie as his people gathered to watch. 

When he returned to land, the hurricane of his wings knocked Taryn flat.  He extended his head to lie beside her, his long neck stretched gracefully along the rock.  “Ride,” the Dragon said, a single word that burned bone-deep. 

Taryn hesitated, aware of the watchful eyes of the Pathfinders, but knowing also that there was no way down from the aerie without wings or a Road. 

“Ride,” the Dragon said again.  His claws flexed, digging trenches in the stone.  “Let me bear you home.” 

Hesitantly, she swung a leg up behind his head to straddle the powerful neck.  The knots of his spine nudged at her in a delicate place and she squirmed as she settled, trying to fight the rush of memory his contact swelled in her.  Her thighs gripped him tightly; she bent to lock her arms likewise, unable to feel anything but his embrace. 

The dizzying rush of that first leap was lost in the sensual storm that assailed her, but then the power of flight was able to overwhelm 349 

 

even his impressions.  Taryn craned her neck to see as much as she could beyond the living shadow that she rode. 

The mountain dropped away.  The Pathfinders, mere dots that swiftly vanished altogether from sight.  Clouds and snow blurred together over stone.  He rose higher, letting white envelop all there was, and then let memory come to her of a time when he had known dragons. 

He sailed upwards over the clouds, letting her remember the mating rituals of his kind, the aerial maneuvers of flight and fire that wooed many a reluctant female to accept his courting, and then taking them with him to greater and greater heights.  There, with the air at killing thinness, they would lock together and fold their wings tight, plummeting to earth in a howling wake with tails entwined, mating in a frenzy too furious to even feel, and breaking apart at the last instant, sometimes close enough to feel one’s claws skim over the ground (knowing always that there were those who had broken on the ground and there ended their burning lives for all time). 

Taryn hugged him close, her hips grinding at him in the throes of his remembering, even after the images themselves began to fade.  She looked down and saw the lake, no longer stretching out forever, but just an oddly-shaped swimming pool in a big backyard.  She saw dark patches of forest reaching through the plains.  There were so many trees from up here, and so close together.  And there, in its own little pocket of plains, was the wizard’s wood and at its center, the dark dot of his cottage. 

Seeing something recognizable in all this diminutive majesty brought a nauseating vertigo up through all her senses at once.  Her hands numbed, her eyes closed.  Taryn slumped sickly to one side, feeling as from a great distance the Dragon’s spike of alarm just before she slid away into empty air. 

Nothing all around her then but the wind.  It pushed at her, roaring, and she had a moment outside of time, unsure of who or what she was.  She was a dragon, falling to earth, and she had no mate to share her final flight.  She tried to open her wings, realized she had none, realized secondly that the forest below was opening up into an ocean of spears, every one of which was aimed at her.  She could feel no fear. 

She felt curiously good in fact, as though she were coming home after a long day. 
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A dark cloud spread out below her.  The Dragon’s shadow, pouring itself out hugely over the wizard’s wood.  The howl of wind died to silence in the heartbeat before jaws closed on her. 

She fell into a moist blanket of tongue and then the head raised—the Dragon pulling out of his dive—so that she rocked back in the grip of gravity again.  She smacked up against the interlocking prison of his teeth, realizing all at once that she was inside a dragon’s mouth. 

Absurdly, her first thought was to wonder how she tasted. 

‘As old leathers taste,’ came the answer, riding a wave of his relief and concern. 

She gripped his teeth, pressing her face to the spaces between his slightly-opened jaws for fresher air, and watched the mountains circle back in from the north and grow larger.  She saw the overlook at the foot of the path that led to Antilles’s cavern and watched it spin around as the Dragon circled in to land.  Taryn shifted onto her knees excitedly as she saw Antilles burst through his doors, an axe in each hand and Aisling screeching bravely at his heels. 

She felt the shudder of the Dragon’s weight as he settled high on the jagged mountainside, well out of swinging range.  The Dragon turned laboriously, keeping his head (and Taryn) level as Antilles charged off the path to meet him. 

“Do not tempt me, wretch!” Antilles roared.  “I swore to seek no vengeance, but I will tolerate no boast of the murder you have done!  If you have come to show me bones, I’ll have your own for answer!  Get hence, contemptible snake!  Lord of  murderers!” 

All of that ended in sharp silence as the Dragon’s mouth opened and Taryn sprang out.  Every nerve tingling from the Dragon’s unshielded touch, she threw herself at her minotaur, wrapping her arms around his neck and her legs around his hips.  It wasn’t the place maybe, but she didn’t care.  She seized his head and kissed his bizarre bull’s mouth with radiant passion. 

His axes clanged deafeningly as they dropped.  His hands pulled her away so that he could stare, and then brought her back with equal violence to be pleasantly crushed against him.  Aisling leapt, twisting in mid-air to try and catch at her boots.  The sound of her young griffin crying “Home!  Home!” was nearly lost under Antilles’s hoarse sobs. 

The Dragon watched them, unblinking, unspeaking.  She could feel his wistful longing like phantom touches on her heart, but like the memory of his secret name, it could not completely translate itself to her. 
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She stretched out her own mind clumsily, inviting him to share her senses and felt him venture gratefully into those tender spaces to taste her love and joy. 

At last, Antilles raised his head.  He set Taryn on the ground and stepped before her, his horns low and every muscle locked and rigid with fury.  “I will not forget her safe return,” he said stiffly.  “No more than ever I forgive the theft of her by your shard-borne and villainous spawn!” 

“But I do,” Taryn said. 

Antilles swung on her, but it was the Dragon whose eyes Taryn met. 

“If it hadn’t been for Romany’s help, Aisling would have died. 

If it hadn’t been for her help, I never could have come here.  I considered her a friend and she died trying to do good for me.  I’m sorry for that, sorrier than I can ever say.  But she died here, she died on the path to my door…and I’m human.”  Taryn sighed, suddenly hugely depressed.  “I understand why they came for me.  I understand their grief and rage.  I understand they needed to see someone suffer, after all the ages and all the misery and all the deaths…they needed to see justice done.” 

Antilles drew a breath to speak, and Taryn turned around and quietly said, “They needed to see someone be sorry enough to cut off a thumb for them.” 

He flinched.  His words died unspoken.  He dropped his eyes. 

Taryn moved past him to hold her hand out to the Dragon.  “If you need forgiving, then I forgive you.  Please forgive me.” 

The Dragon’s tongue slipped out to touch her palm.  She felt him in her heart, sorrowing, yearning.  Then he raised his head and opened his wings, his mighty body swelling into the skies.  The wake of his wings flattened Taryn, knocked Aisling fifteen feet down the path, and sent a ripple through Antilles’s fur as he glared upward.  The Dragon circled, blackening the sky, and his voice filled their minds with the magnitude of his will and thought. 

**Forgiven.  All forgiven.  It is time, lord of the Valley.  I am old, I am grieving…and it is time.**   

He swept away in a roar of wind, cracking branches to drag in his trail as he flew over the plains. 

Aisling came staggering back before the Dragon had left the skies to hiss threateningly at the departing shadow.  Honor satisfied, he pounced happily at Taryn’s leg, and she bent to lift him into her arms. 

She cradled her griffin, but her eyes were on Antilles.  He had his back to 352 

 

her still, his face turned to follow the vanished dragon.  It bothered her that he was choosing not to look at her. 

“I would have fought them,” he said at last. 

‘And they would have killed you,’ she thought, but said instead, 

“I know.” 

“And died,” he continued, proving that however she may try to spare his ego, Antilles could only be honest.  “Such is my strength.  But you…you went to them.” 

She could think of nothing to say. 

Now he turned, fixing her with eyes bright and wounded.  “You let them set chains on you,” he said, his voice harsh.  “You them bear you out to die when you knew you had done nothing!” 

“If they’d come for you, wouldn’t you have gone if it meant preventing a war?” 

“They  should have come for me!” he shouted.  “I am lord!  The burden was mine and you—”  His voice broke.  He bent his head, chest heaving, and said noting more for a long time.  When he spoke again, it was with calm.  “You have suffered enough.” 

Silence.  Taryn watched him stand unmoving before her, tense with anger and lingering fear. 

“Gosh,” she said mildly.  “Wouldn’t that be nice?” 

He looked at her sharply, and she gave him an ironic smile. 

“If suffering were nothing more than a quota every person had to fill,” she explained.  “Then, when you’d done your share and something bad happened, you could just show your card.” 

He frowned. 

“Potato famine?  Nope, sorry,  I’ve suffered enough.  And presto!  Potatoes!” 

“Potatoes!” cried Aisling. 

Taryn shook her head, still smiling.  Her hands busied themselves with the short feathers surrounding Aisling’s beak.  “It doesn’t work that way, Tilly.” 

“Nay.”  He took a step toward her and stopped again.  “Nay, it does not.” 

“Romany died,” Taryn said.  Her stomach clenched and she looked away, her eyes burning.  “She didn’t just die, she was killed.  I can’t even imagine how horrible it was.  It must have been a fellcat. 

Nothing else could have…torn…” 
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Antilles reached her, pulled her to him and held her tight.  Taryn turned her face into the comfort of his chest, seeking the sound of his heart. 

“And they thought I’d done it,” she finished.  “Because she’d kept me such a secret.  They followed her Road to me.  They thought I’d done…that…to her.  And they thought you were going to let me get away with it.  And haven’t  they suffered enough?” 

His hands stroked down her hair, and she returned the gesture in her own way, smoothing down the feathers on Aisling’s head. 

“I’m so sorry I scared you,” she said.  “If it helps, I was scared, too.  But I can’t be sorry for what I did.  It—” 

“Seemed the right thing to do,” he finished for her.  His sigh moved her whole body and blew hot down her neck.  “Aye, I know.” 

“Are you mad at me?” 

“Never, lady.”  His arms tightened.  “Never.” 

“Will you forgive them?” 

Silence.  His hand drifted up her back to touch the place her halter split, to touch the ragged gash left in her by the whip.  He would find bruises later, she knew, where their rocks and their boots had found her.  His breathing steadied, but coarsened.  He caressed her future scars and considered his answer. 

“Aye,” he said, and despite the bitterness in his voice, her heart soared.  “I will say it so, at any hand, until I come to believe it.” 

“My brave warrior.” 

“Call me thy lord,” he told her. 

“Wouldn’t that mean I’d have to obey you all the time?” 

“Aye.” 

“My brave warrior.” 

Antilles laughed once, then took Aisling from her arms and set him on the ground.  “Hunt thee a fletcher mink,” he commanded, and the griffin ran off.  Antilles lifted Taryn into his arms and nuzzled at her neck.  “That should grant us time enough.” 

“I guess that would depend on what you had in mind.”  She tipped her head to nibble at his throat and then laughed as he kicked open his doors. 

“I have it in mind,” he said, bringing her to his bed, “to hear thee call me lord, if only once in thy entire life.  Ah,” he murmured, as his hand slipped beneath her breeches to caress her.  “Thee has missed me.” 
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The moisture he found was the Dragon’s influence, not that Antilles needed to know that.  And as Antilles divested her of her clothing, the Dragon was as far from her mind as the average annual rainfall of the Amazon Basin.  The Dragon may have awakened her body, but her heart was always for Antilles.  She lay back for him, opened to his expert touches, and gave in to the giddy rush of pleasure, making no effort to do anything apart from just  feeling!  Every sense was amplified, every nerve humming a hair’s breadth from pain, and she came almost at once, greedily impaling herself on his questing finger. 

She seized his wrist and held him in place, single-mindedly seeking more, and when she was satisfied that his attentions would continue, she reached for him. 

He tried to block her with the reminder, “I need no priming,” but she pushed past his gentle resistance and cupped him between her hands, feeling with fresh wonder the shape of his desire for her.  He was beautiful, brazenly rampant, and with each pass of her hand, he only grew harder.  She shifted around to better hold him, rocking back against his welcome invasion until she found a place where they could both be accommodated.  There, she stroked him in lazy bliss, memorizing him, loving the shape and the feel and the heat of every radiant inch of him until she felt like crying.  Overcome, she bent, and heard his harsh gasp as she took him into her mouth. 

“Nay, Taryn!” he groaned, but his hands told a different tale. 

His fingers thrust hard into her tight passage.  The other came to her head, holding her against him. 

“Hush, thee,” she whispered, and lathed her tongue in swirls from his base all the way to his swollen glans, lubricating the milking actions of her fist.  There was something in her that knew how to move, how to tease and torture, and she let it have full rein in her, wanting only the greatest pleasures for him.  “Let me serve my lord.” 

“Ah,” he panted, his hips thrusting toward her as she swallowed him.  “At last I am thy lord.  But will thee obey?” 

“That depends—”  She paused to suck lightly at the underside of his shaft.  “—on what your commands are.  And if you can think of any at all—”  She swept her hair across him and then took him fully into her throat for two slow passes of her lips before finishing, “—then I’m not doing this right.” 
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sporadic and distracting.  She crawled away from him to resettle herself and he immediately lay back and pulled her onto his chest, her legs on either side of his head. 

Oh, those grazers. 

Taryn closed her eyes in dreamy delight as Antilles pressed his muzzle to her hot core and thrust his tongue deep inside her.  He was surprisingly agile with it and she was beyond the need for skill.  Every minute flex of the powerful muscle brought a new crash of pleasure home to her.  She writhed against him, lost in syrup-thick desire, savoring the feel of him filling her mouth with heat.  She wanted to taste him when he came, but he had other ideas. 

With a groan, he pulled her from him and set her before him as he rocked onto his knees, entering her in one easy thrust.  His arms enfolded her; he pulled her back to envelop her fully and bent over her, his belly hard against her back.  She rocked with him in gleeful harmony, taking as he gave.  He said her name with every breath, in tones of mounting passion and urgency.  In his voice, she heard his fear that he had lost her and she gave herself to this, his reclaiming. 

His hands gripped at her, almost painfully so, as he shuddered his cumming, but he did not release her.  His arms tightened on her waist and shoulders as he knelt back, keeping her astride his lap.  He rocked, stroking her hair, now silent.  She rested her hands atop his muscular forearms, snuggled back against his chest, and let him hold her small and safe in his arms. 

“Was it necessary,” he said at last, “that he carry you in his mouth?” 

“Sort of,” she answered sleepily.  “He let me ride at first, but I fell off.  Oh shit, I shouldn’t have said that.” 

He let out an exasperated bellow and threw her suddenly on her back in the bedding.  He fell on her, straddling her and pinning her hands above her head, leaning down to fill her eyes with his face.  He eyed her in this posture of restraint and grunted his approval.  “Here, I like thee best,” he said solemnly.  “Just so.  I shall fasten thee bindings to keep thee and never more shall thee ride dragons or leap bulls or have at fellcats with stones—” 

“You knew about that?” 

“—but just to keep thee here, my lady, where all thy most vigorous pursuits concern only me.” 
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She sighed, a wistful smile taking hold of her from the heart on out.  “Oh gosh, wouldn’t that be nice?” 

Outside, an angry squawk and hissy, “Fuck!” announced the continued triumph of fletcher-minks over Aisling’s hunting prowess, and Taryn sighed again, this time with regret.  She arched up to press her lips to the side of his face and he leaned into the touch with his eyes shut, but then withdrew to let her rise.  His hand continued to rest on her arm as she reached for her clothing, holding onto her as long as he could, but he had to let her pull away at last to dress.  Then he lay back in the space she had just vacated, watching her step into her breeches, his expression dark and difficult to read. 

Aisling came to the cavern door soon afterwards, looking frustrated in the way only an animal with feathers to ruffle can look. 

“Ouch,” he said crossly. 

“Okay, baby, I’m coming.”  Taryn counted the stones in her ammunition pouch and pulled her slingshot from her boot.  She glanced back at the bed where Antilles still lay giving her his brooding eye.  “Are you going to join us for this exercise in futility?” 

“I love thee,” he said.  “Thee knows this.” 

The slingshot lowered, suddenly heavy in her hand.  “I know.” 

“And thee trusts me?” 

She nodded, her throat tight. 

“Potatoes!” Aisling stage-whispered. 

“You go on ahead,” she told him.  Her voice was light, her lips numb.  When the griffin had scampered off, and before Antilles could speak, she said, “Are you sending me away again?” 

“If…I did,” he began, and rose to approach her, his head tipped. 

“Would you go?” 

She knew she probably would, that was the hell of it.  She gave her head a hard shake, not in answer, but in pure frustration.  “I want to have a home, Antilles!” she said.  “I would go anywhere as long as I knew I could go home when it was done.  But there doesn’t seem to be a 

‘done’ to this!  What’s going on?” 

“And if I sent thee home?” he asked quietly. 

“What’s ‘home’?” she demanded, spreading her arms.  “I haven’t had more than two days to myself since the flood, and not even that, because you’re always—” 

He did not react to her sudden silence.  His stare stayed with her, burning on her heart. 
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She had to start several times before she could say it.  “You mean ‘home,’ don’t you?  You mean Earth.” 

He dropped his eyes. 

“No,” she said.  Her chest was burning, her hands shaking, all her glowing pleasure transformed to simmering rage as if by a wave of a wizard’s magic wand.  “Oh no you don’t!  I’ll go live with Arkes.  I’ll go live with horsemen.  I’ll go live with satyrs and fauns, and I’ll go live with the damn Dragon if I have to, but I will  not go home!”  She was shouting at him now, and she was powerless to stop.  “I won’t leave Aisling and you have no right to even ask me!” 

He did not raise his voice, but it was tight.  Every word came from him as though snapped free on small wires.  “You are in danger.” 

“What danger?” she shouted.  “Tell me, just  tell me, and we’ll go meet it head on!  I’m not afraid of danger, dammit, I’m afraid of…of the dark!  This big, black  dark you’ve left me in!  I know you want me to be helpless, but I’m not.  If there’s danger, just tell what it is and let me fight!” 

He said nothing. 

She stared at him, fighting her Irish.  “Fine,” she said.  She even managed to sound calm.  “It must not be that dangerous then.” 

His eyes shut. 

Aisling appeared at the door again, renewing his request with growing irritation.  This time, Taryn followed him. 
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50.  Dreamspace  



She was back in the mouth of her tent, hunched over a flat stone to keep the rain off as she chipped it, but she didn’t know it was a dream until all that faded.  In the next instant, she was surrounded by marble halls and gleaming crystal chandeliers.  The air lost its smoke and gained perfumes.  Her tattered, rain-damp jeans dripped on the intricately-woven carpet, and when she stepped forward, her sneakers left muddy smears. 

Back in the tower.  The bed that was its only furnishing lay broken in the middle of the floor. 

“Taryn MacTavish.” 

She turned around.  The magus came through the wall, dragging part of it out with him in ribbons that snapped, one at a time, back into marble.  His gaze was dark with anger, bright and burning with desire. 

Taryn went to meet him.  At her first forward step, he stopped. 

His brows first rose with surprise and then drew minutely together as he showed his triumph.  He opened his arms, regarding her with a skewed and sneering smile. 

Taryn came to a halt just before him, close enough to feel his breath on her face.  She searched his eyes for the soul she knew they’d 359 

 

show, and she searched herself for the sound of truth in whispers.  She saw.  She heard. 

Her fist slammed home into the center of those smirking lips with a satisfying crunch of bone.  He staggered back, his shout spraying blood over her wet clothes, and she advanced on him, shaking out her aching hand before balling it for another strike.  She aimed for his eye this time, but he flinched and she caught him on the cheek instead.  He still bellowed, but it wasn’t as gratifying for her.  She swung a third time. 

Her fist stopped, caught in the air as in a vise.  She watched the magus slowly straighten out of his protective crouch, glaring at her as he swiped blood from his mouth.  She couldn’t blink her eyes.  She couldn’t breathe.  It was a dream; she didn’t need to breathe and she could stand forever with her lungs aching and her eyes drying in the air and never die from the suffering of it. 

The magus licked his lips and pulled her t-shirt out of her jeans to wipe his hands.  “To what do I owe the pleasure of this display of passion?” he asked.  His solicitude was mockery.  She knew he knew. 

But he unfroze her mouth to answer, so she spat, “You killed Romany.  You did it!” 

“I?  No, not I.”  He leaned in close, tightly smiling.  “I sent my cat.” 

She wanted to scream at him, but he had her silent once more, still poised to strike and his evil face was just before her. 

“If it soothes your grief any, I don’t think she suffered very long. 

In my cat’s mind, I saw she blinded the Pathfinder first, then opened her throat.  She died in seconds, Taryn, mere seconds.  Which is not to say that it was a painless death, but at least it was quick.”  He circled around behind her and pressed his lips against her ear to murmur, “It was the draconids she really took her time with, Taryn.  All those sparkly little fliers.  You should have seen her at play.  So kittenish, so gleeful.  She still has one, in fact.  She carried it in clenched in her fist, just flapping the one wing it had left and she played with it for hours before it finally died.  She’s toying with it now, in fact.  Would you like to see?  No?  Ah well, I told you cats were horrible.” 

He came around to face her again, reaching to touch her frozen fist and move it to her side.  “But she got the job done, as you say on Earth.  She brought me your letters, Taryn.  She brought me your name. 

And now I have you.”  His smile faded.  “Even if I am just a little too late.” 
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He took hold of her t-shirt at the neck and ripped it open, running his eyes with near-clinical detachment over her bared breasts.  “I had great plans for the first plundering of this ripe body,” he remarked.  His gaze came to rest on the St. Christopher’s medallion set in her leather harness.  He raised a finger to tap at it derisively, then drew it back with a hiss and frowned at the blackened mark it had left on him.  “That scabious nag,” he said, and shook his head.  “Did she really think this could stop me?” 

It was a question, so she could answer, and she spat, “It did stop you, you parasite!” 

He silenced her with a wave.  “Don’t be naïve.  I let you go.  I pick my battles, Taryn MacTavish, which is what separates men from beasts.” 

She could not reply, could only stand rigid and silently seething. 

He circled her again, frowning.  “Men and beasts,” he murmured.  “A subject on which you could hold some considerable lecture, hm?  And what beast would you say is finest?” 

He invited her to speak, but she remained tight-lipped and glaring. 

“Nothing to say?”  He locked down her voice once more, but dug his elbow at her rib in an oily invitation to gossip.  “Would that be because you haven’t been tallying a score?  Or merely because you wish to wait until you’ve sampled them all?” 

Once more, he strolled around her, this time trailing his fingertips along her body, savoring her like the lines of some priceless vase.  Down her arm, around her ribs, over her shoulder, down her back. 

“If you had only come to me,” he said, “I wouldn’t have needed to draw your name another way.  The blood of the dragon’s bastard is on your hands more than mine.”  He finished low at her stomach, then reached down to squeeze contemptuously between her thighs.  “Because you would not have me.  A bull you would have.  A ram.  A stallion.”  His lips pulled back from his teeth; he rubbed at her crudely, his breath shortening.  “If I had come to you as a giant rat, I’ve no doubt you’d lain for me, but a  man you would not have.” 

She couldn’t move.  She had to stand and feel his fingers sliding over her leathers, feeling out every part of her as his eyes gleamed with disgust.  He stepped back, flushed and scowling, then came in fast, attacking the ties of her breeches until he’d torn them loose.  He shoved them down, then pushed between her thighs again, this time stabbing up 361 

 

between her folds.  She was forced to accept this obscene invasion in silence, showing him a face of perfect serenity while her soul raged. 

“No.  You have nothing for me,” he said.  He shot her a look of fury and she tried to shut her eyes, tried to block out the sight of what was coming.  But she couldn’t.  She had to watch as the wizard changed, and then it was Antilles glaring down at her in open hate, Antilles whose hand moved so cruelly inside her.  “But you will feel for this body, won’t you?” he spat.  “I command you, Taryn MacTavish, to receive your bull’s touch.  Oh yes.  That was all it took.  You whore.  You disgusting, lowbred little whore.” 

He caught her jaw in a painful grip, then brought his hand up and pushed two fingers slick with her own oils deep into her mouth.  He withdrew them slightly, shoved again, holding her cheeks so that her lips pursed around his thrusting fingers.  She couldn’t even gag.  “Yes, you are eager for me, aren’t you?  Aye, I should say.  Aye, my Taryn!  Aye, my maiden whore!”  He pulled his hand from her mouth and slapped her. 

She fell, the spell that paralyzed her broken by his blow, and she seized this moment of respite to scream, “Bastard!”  She clutched at the stone floor, glaring down at it so she wouldn’t have to see him.  “Gutless, sniveling bastard!  Show me your real face, you coward!” 

“This is my real face,” Antilles’s voice sneered.  “This is my real hoof.”  It drove out, connecting with sick agony in her side.  “This is my real hand.”  He dragged her by her hair to her knees and then tossed her forward onto her hands, where she instantly froze.  “This is the beast you wanted so desperately to fuck.”  He kicked her legs as far apart as her breeches, still pooled around her knees, could stretch.  “Now see that hungry dew,” he said, stabbing one finger deep inside her and pumping hard.  “Cum for your beast, Taryn.” 

She did, locked in silent hate. 

“Your over-used hole disgusts me, whore.  After all this time, I will have something that is still virgin.” 

She didn’t know what that meant until he pulled his finger from her and wiped it between her nether cheeks.  Even then, she couldn’t scream.  Not when his finger oiled her, and not when the head of him was fit and shoved with rupturing force into her ass.  Force, yes, but only that.  There was no pain, only the idea of pain, but the fact of the invasion was torture enough for her. 

Not for him.  “You can’t feel this, can you?  Well, my whore, that will change!  After I’ve sown this ripe cunt of yours, I’ll have this 362 

 

ass, and then so will he, your  beast, your  bull!”  He reached around to sink Antilles’s fingers into her sex, grunting in time with the pounding of his hips.  He made certain that there was a bull’s timbre to the sounds he made.  He let her feel the splash of drool on her back.  “Still wet!  And getting wetter!  You’d beg me for more if I gave you a voice.  But you won’t need to beg, Taryn MacTavish, you’ll have your Antilles!  Every night!  Every hour!  He’ll rip your guts open and you’ll still  cum!”  The last word became a roar as he burst, flooding her bowels, and then he threw her down and leaned over her, panting. 

It was Antilles staring down at her.  Antilles. 

“I’m ready for you now,” he said.  “So if you’re going to beg, let it be now.  Beg me.  Come to me of your own will.  Submit to me, and I will show you some mercy.  Do not and I will have the mark on you,  my maiden.” 

He freed her to answer and she reared up and spat in his face. 

His stolen face. 

She expected a blow, but what he did instead was worse.  He smiled, a smile that the true Antilles could not make.  His teeth were jagged shards of steel. 

“Have it your way, Taryn MacTavish.”  He said the words with silky indifference, but he shot them through with spears and glass to make her scream.  “But I am going to have you.  Oh aye.  There are still some things I can affect without my sigils.  You, sadly, are not one of them at the moment…but that moment is shrinking.” 

He uttered an ugly laugh, his mouth splitting still further in that unnatural, hideous grin, and placed his hand over her chest.  He was careful not to touch the medallion between her breasts, but rested a finger on each of the straps that splayed out from its setting.  “Shrinking,” he said again.  The sound coiled in the air like a serpent, and Antilles’s eyes glittered down at her with cold disdain.  “You’ll find I can still enspell the inanimate easily enough,  my maiden.” 

She felt it first as a tickle—the subtle drawing sensation of the leather straps moving lightly across her skin—but that tickle turned soon enough to pressure.  There wasn’t that much slack in the harness to begin with.  She stared up at him, true horror hidden beneath her frozen mask of tranquility, and he laughed as though he could see it. 

“Your nag only tied that pretty bauble to you,” Antilles told her as he faded into darkness.  “Not its setting.  Animals will overlook such things.  I do not.  Wake up, Taryn.” 
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51.  Taryn, Taken 



Her eyes flashed open.  There was a fist on her, clenching tighter with every passing instant.  The pain struck her shoulders first, where the straps bit over her collarbones, and then spread to all her ribs at once.  There was a knot on her sternum, a great, squeezing lump.  She could feel her ribs straining to crack, not just one or two of them, but all her ribs at once, every last one of them.  She thrashed in the bed, unable to sit up, to bend her constricted body.  She let out breath in a gaspy scream and couldn’t take another.  Her ribs were bending, warping— 

Taryn’s hand slapped out, striking first the wall, then the floor, and then a head.  Aisling squawked, the sound still holding some of the sleepy curiosity that had surely compelled him to wander over and see why she was so restless. 

Her mouth opened and closed in a frantic bid to swallow air. 

She couldn’t get up. 

“Ouch!” Aisling cried.  Because he was hurt or because she was, she couldn’t tell.  He clawed his way onto the bed, gaped at her, and then bounded down and away.  “Tilly!  Tilly!”  She could hear him scratching madly at the door, his voice degenerating rapidly into threat-screeches. 

Taryn shaped his name, letting the tightening harness push away a little more of her precious breath, and produced a thin snake of sound. 

“…sing.” 
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The sounds of panicked scrabbling on stone stopped immediately and he came running back to her bedside.  She groped in space for him, landed on a spiky bush of fear-raised fur, and tried to point at her little kitchen corner.  “…knife…” 

He was away like an arrow, straight to her cookery wall, where he leapt in madly slashing bursts at least a dozen times before his beak finally closed on the hilt of her butcher knife.  He clawed at the wall hysterically, his head jerking back and forth, and either the little hook came free of the mortar or the gut thong loop at the end of the knife snapped.  Aisling plopped on his back on the floor, righted himself with a wrench, and came clumsily back to her, the steel blade scraping on the stone. 

She caught the hilt as the first stars began to explode behind her eyes.  There was no room to slide the blade under the strap.  She sawed at it from above, knowing she had to be slicing herself in the process, but unable to feel it.  Or care, for that matter.  It was cut or be crushed. 

Her right shoulder strap popped when it was only half-cut.  She sucked in a little breath and attacked the other.  Then a rib strap, and then she was out. 

Taryn filled her lungs, whooshed air out, filled them again, and then dropped the knife with a clatter.  There was an awful tarantula crawling on her breast and under her back as the harness, freed of any further restraint, continued to shrink.  It was a horrible sensation, and without thinking, she seized the St. Christopher’s medallion (the straps attached to it wriggled between her fingers like snakeskins somehow brought obscenely to life) and threw it away from her. 

“Good boy, Ai—”  A consciousness not her own punched into her then, raping its way into her mind to grapple hers into submission. 

Taryn thrashed once, smacking spastically into the stone wall, and then lay motionless as this entity. This obscenity, consumed her.  She tried to scream, but nothing came from her but a rusty groan. 

“Ouch?” Aisling asked.  He sounded miles away. 

Taryn tried to answer, but there was only the struggle of will and she had nothing left to give her terrified little griffin.  Her vision swam, clouding in on every side until it turned to black, and then the booming echoes of her name slashed across her mind. 

The sound/silence of it slapped defeat instantly into every fiber of her flesh.  She sank back into the bedding, calm gradually overtaking 366 

 

her as the wizard’s will shrugged in fits and jerks to fill her body.  He sat her up. 

“Ouch?”  Aisling’s voice was a shaky whisper.  He had backed away from the bed and into his den, showing nothing now but the points of two eyes shining from the shadows. 

The wizard made her look in that direction and he held the stare for a long time.  She could feel him thinking, his thoughts crawling in her like worms, but she couldn’t share them, no more (she somehow knew) than he could share hers.  His control was not complete, but the imperfection was of no help to her.  She could struggle, but they were the struggles of a moth trapped in an upended paper cup—it may not be as strong as a cage of solid steel or even glass, but it was more than ample restraint regardless. 

Her attempts to wrest free of his power were endured, and when she had spent herself, he attacked.  He dug at her mind as with claws, scouring her with unimaginable agonies, but he took nothing away from her except the satisfaction of hurting her.  He did not retreat when it was done, but there was a subtle sagging to his will that followed this act of savagery, and Taryn could feel his frustration throbbing in her, his emotions waxing and waning like psychic panting. 

He moved her eyes to the walls.  She understood in some osmotic fashion that there was something in them, something all through the stones, that weakened him.  He couldn’t stay here much longer. 

And he didn’t have to.  He spoke her name, bludgeoning her with it until his hold on her actually wavered from the sheer brutality of his concentration.  He sagged again, panting in that odd, mentally-flexing way, as she hung suspended inside herself, and then came back to whisper,  Serve me, Taryn MacTavish. 

There was no resistance in her, not even a moment’s hesitation. 

“Command me.” 

“Ouch?”  Aisling stuck his head out of his den.  He was shivering, his feathers so flat that she could see pale threads of raised veins running beneath them. 

The wizard made her look at him.  She could sense his hunger, even as his grip continued to weaken.  Come to me, he told her.  He slipped on the last word, then surged back to reclaim his hold, but only for a moment.  His consciousness was fracturing.  He let go before he could be shaken free, but her name came back to her in his voice, binding her in place.  Come, Taryn MacTavish.  Bring me the griffin. 
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Then he was gone, but not entirely.  Taryn’s mind was a still pool; the wizard’s will, a film of oil that coated every thought dipping in or out.  He had told her to serve him and she had to obey.  He had told her to come to him and she had to go.  He had told her to bring Aisling— 

No! 

Taryn felt pain blossom in her heart and bleed out to fill her whole body.  She sank to her knees, unable to make a sound or raise a hand, but there was a fight here nonetheless, and it would be a savage thing if only it could be seen.  In her mind, where every thought was stained, she battled to form the wizard’s command into letters that could be seen and read.  He had not told her to bring Aisling.  He had told her to bring the griffin.  The  griffin. 

And there was no such thing as a griffin. 

Griffin was, to quote the inestimable Bancha Sorefoot, a term invented by scholars to refer collectively to four separate and individual species.  Aisling was not a griffin.  He was a gryphen.  If she happened to bump into a mythical griffin, of course, she’d have to bring it along with her, but not Aisling.  Aisling was a gryphen.  The wizard had not asked for a gryphen. 

She could feel the splintering of will inside her as she drove this point forward again and again, and finally, although she knew the essential sophistry of the argument, it gave way.  There was no victory in the moment, no magical swelling of resistance and strength to free her. 

There was no convenient leniency in the command for her to come to him. 

Taryn rose and walked toward the door.  She could hear Aisling calling after her, but she couldn’t do anything about that.  She couldn’t even tell him goodbye.  The last shred of self-control she possessed went toward closing her door behind her. 

She walked out into the forest, feeling the sting of cold under her bare feet, feeling every discomfort of the chill night, but powerless even to shiver.  She could hope, very detachedly, to meet someone—Tonka, Antilles, anyone—but the only living thing she passed was the wizard’s cat, and she had the same blissful vacancy painted over her porcelain features as Taryn must wear herself.  And after that, there was nothing, not even a sense of time.  All was peace, caught and carried in the stuporous oblivion of the wizard’s will.  She passed forest and river and plains and wood again.  She saw none of it.  She walked. 
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52.  The Wizard’s Victory 



There was an axe buried in the door of the wizard’s cabin, buried nearly to the haft and effectively sealing the door to the jamb. 

The blade was made of iron.  It had been allowed to stand until it rusted. 

Passing it brought enough of a slip to the hold on her mind to allow her to think just once of Antilles, on whose wall this same axe had once hung, but that was all.  She was not allowed to move close enough to the iron to free herself from the control of the magus, merely close enough to know that she would be freed, if only she could. 

Beside this ominous memorial of conflict, at a distance of perhaps ten feet, was a second door.  Taryn opened it and came into the kitchen without really seeing her surroundings.  That low voice, which had strengthened all the way across the plains, was now a terrible roar that filled all her mind.  It spoke to her now.  She obeyed, shutting the door and barring it.  There were marks all along the bar, marks that swam before her eyes and made her hands itch where she touched them. With the door closed, the only light came from the back, and when the voice ordered her to come, she went. 

There candles everywhere, arranged at points all along a great fractal formed from rings and stars and spirals and other shapes that had no equivalent in Taryn’s experience.  Together, the markings ate up all but the corner of the room where the magus’s straw bed sat and the little 369 

 

piece of ground at the doorway where Taryn stood.  The magus himself knelt in the center of his sigil, his body a portrait of strain and agony.  He did not look up, did not beckon, but the low voice spoke in Taryn’s mind and told her how to come to him. 

She walked, stepping through and over and around, circling him with infinite patience until she came at last to stand before him. 

Now he looked up, his body shaking.  His robe was stuck to him, soaked with sweat.  His eyes were burning, sunken, the pupils dilated so that not even a ring of blue could be seen.  “Down,” he rasped.  “Taryn MacTavish, lie down.”  The last word broke in his mouth and in curled in on himself, convulsing wildly. 

Taryn lay down, unconcerned by his seizures.  She waited, gazing serenely at the thatched ceiling, her hands relaxed at her sides. 

“Where…”  The wizard’s hand groped for her, clutching at her thigh.  He braced his weight and looked around, shaking hard.  “Where’s the griffin?” 

“There’s no such thing as a griffin,” she said simply. 

“What?”  He actually drooped a little, as though his shock had a weight too great to carry.  “What did you say?” 

“There’s no such thing as a griffin.” 

“You…Oh for hell’s sake!” he exploded.  His face glowed above her, bloodless with strain.  “You knew what I meant, you whore!  Now where is he?  Where is the gri…the gryphen?” 

She could feel the chains of his will tightening on her, but much of the potency was gone.  She grappled with it and at last, answered. 

“You can’t have him,” she said.  “I’ll never give him to you.” 

His hand clenched bruisingly on her thigh, his face contorting first with shock and then with fury.  “I command you to bring him to me!” 

“No.” 

He stared at her. 

“You beast-rutting bitch!” he screamed suddenly, spit flying from his lips.  “Have you got  another cursed name?!” 

“Aye, laddie,” she said, all her Irish pouring out of her in her grandmother’s fiercely triumphant voice.  She burst out laughing, a high and happy sound.  “  Nollaig shona duit!  And a happy fucking new year!” 

The wizard leapt to his feet, hauled back his hand and slapped her so hard her head had hit the tiles before she was fully aware of his 370 

 

palm on her face.  He collapsed on top of her in convulsions, and she lay laughing through her split lips, powerless to fight him, but happy for all of that.  He could have her, but never Aisling.  Never Aisling. 

The wizard’s hand closed on her breast and clenched tight, solely with the intent to pull himself over onto his knees.  He panted above her, and a sicker-looking man she had never seen. 

“Taryn MacTavish,” he said, and she felt his mind slashing at her, prying at her, burrowing and burning.  “Tell me your whole name.” 

“No.” 

“You think I can’t force you?” he demanded.  He seized a double handful of her halter and ripped it open in a spray of lacings and shell-catches.  “I won’t need your name once I’ve had your willing body!  I—” 

He sagged forward, gasping for breath. 

Taryn waited, still smiling. 

The wizard raised his head slowly, dragging in breath after shuddering breath.  He pressed his palm—hot and slick with sweat—to her forehead and spoke a Word through gritted teeth.  The Word, like the marks on his door, twisted and writhed in her mind, trapping thought and will alike and pulling her down into blackness. 

Taryn’s eyes rolled back and closed. 
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53.  Antilles 



He was on the bridge when he heard running hooves behind him and even then, he didn’t stop.  He had been away five long days, four interminable nights, and every hour had been consumed with thoughts of Taryn.  He had to tell her.  He had to take that risk that she would hear truth and then accept his will.  He had to, because he could not bear another day of this emptiness and dread. 

‘I’m afraid of the dark!  This big, black dark you’ve left me in!’   

Aye, well.  There were worse things than the dark alone.  There were the things that lived there, the things that hunted there.  And she wanted to fight. 

And perhaps they should fight.  That was the hell of it.  For hundreds of years, the wizard had preyed upon the Valley.  In all that time, despite every effort made to wrench him free of the skin of the world, he had stayed fastened and sunken in blood.  But these efforts had been made by Cerosan, by Farasai, by the doomed Woodwise, each in their turn…but never by all at once.  And Antilles thought—nay, he knew—that if he rallied, all the Farasai would come for war.  If he rallied, by the gods, Antilles believed the Great Dragon might just send his children to battle under Taryn’s banner. 
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But would it be enough?  And would his maiden allow a war to be fought in her defense?  He had his doubts, but one thing was clear.  It was time for a reckoning. 

And so Antilles had gone out into his Valley again, not for trade and audience this time, but to take the measure of his many peoples, to move the lesser of them out of the wizard’s range and call his warriors to him.  He found a surprising readiness among them, especially among the satyrs, but the sileni, who he had desired most to rally, sent only a single envoy to meet him. 

He had asked if the sileni would fight for their lord.  ‘We would,’ came the quiet answer, ‘but we will not.  It will be over before it begins.  But when it begins again, great lord, know that we are with her.’ 

And with that baffling answer, Antilles had to be content.  Now his black work was done, his Valley seen and silently rallying.  Now Taryn and home were only a short walk away, and there would be truth between them in all its fullness, and perhaps she would understand and be gentled, and perhaps she would not and would fight, but by one road or the other, the wizard’s death lay at the end of it all.  So he heard the hooves running up behind him, but did not turn.  For Antilles, there was no news in all Arcadia that could stay him now. 

No news, that is, until Tonka’s shout turned him, and turned him fast with axe drawn, even though the distance was such that he could not make out any words.  The horseman’s tone alone sent fear like magefire sparking all through his body and mind, and the sight of him was even more chilling.  Tonka’s runka was in hand, his eyes wild even from here. 

The chieftain of the horsemen was pointing back along the river, pointing and shouting.  Antilles took a step to meet him and immediately, Tonka waved him away.  ‘Taryn’.  That was the only word clear to Antilles’s ears.  Something about Taryn.  Something to propel a Farasai to panic. 

Antilles swung around and made for Taryn’s house at a run, his axe still in hand.  He would terrify her this way, he knew it.  And he would welcome her shriek and the spat of temper that would surely follow.  Aye, welcome it on his knees, for there was not enough of him—not enough by half—that truly believed he would find her. 

Tonka’s thunder was rolling up behind him.  “The wizard’s creature left the wood!” he called. 

“When?” 
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“In the night before dawn.  Twin tracks, out, then in.”  Tonka galloped past and on ahead, now yelling back to him.  “Heavier on return!” 

Cold gripped Antilles, breath and bone.  Though the act of shouting now seemed to drain the strength from his run, he could not stop himself from asking, “How much so?” 

“Not enough to carry her, but enough perhaps to account a griffin’s weight.”  Tonka drew up fast just as he broke out of the forest and Antilles knew why as soon as he reached the same spot.  He could hear Aisling even here, at the base of the mountain trail, but the sound brought no comfort.  Aisling was screeching.  Again.  Again.  And Taryn was not hushing him. 

Tonka surged on ahead up the trail, with Antilles just behind him.  The door was not barred.  Tonka threw the door open and Aisling came streaking out between the horseman’s legs. 

“Help!  Help!”  The griffin clutched at Tonka’s leg, then saw Antilles and came at a clumsy run.  “Tilly, ouch!” 

He dropped to one knee, catching the griffin and firmly holding him.  “What happened?” he demanded, and instantly felt foolish.  Giving in to panic would not help Taryn now. 

Aisling’s beak worked in frantic silence.  He screeched frustration and fear and bit Antilles on the hand.  Antilles released him and the young griffin scrambled back into the house.  Tonka had already gone in.  Now the horseman came out and at first glance, he seemed to hold a handful of worms.  Then Antilles saw the glint of silver in the horseman’s palm and realized he was looking at the harness Taryn had been wearing.  What he had taken for worms were the straps that had once fit over her, now sized too small for even a hopper to wear. 

“Ouch!”  Aisling appeared backwards, dragging a butchery blade in his beak.  He let it drop on the threshold.  There was blood on the steel.  “Knife!” Aisling said, speaking the word in a raspy imitation of Taryn’s own voice.  His beak worked again and he shook all over before screaming, “Help!” 

Antilles seized the young griffin up and thrust him into Tonka’s hands.  “Protect him!” 

“Aye.”  Horseman and griffin said it together. 

Antilles wasted not one second more.  He ran further up the path, up to his own cavern, throwing his great axe to one side of the trail as he ran.  He would not need it for this day’s work.  He took one of iron from 374 

 

his wall to replace it.  A mage-slayer, the mate of the one he’d left buried in the wizard’s door, the one he should have left buried in the wizard’s skull. 

Twin sets of tracks, Tonka had said.  The one that entered heavier than the other by a griffin’s weight.  Aye, the wizard’s creature had surely left the wood in the dark before dawn. 

But it was Taryn who had gone back inside it. 
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54.  Protect Him 



Tonka paced back and forth in Taryn’s stone house.  His mind raced on as his body gained back its strength after the hard run here. 

They should have burned the wizard out when the chance first came to them.  Aye, and years before that, as well, for how many generations of Farasai had known the killing hand of him who dwelled in his dead wood?  How many chieftains had lived as Tonka lived now, with hunters to make a show of fierce patrol while the wizard freely preyed on whom he would?  Now it was Taryn under the wizard’s hand. 

And when Antilles reached her…would there be anything left of that fierce human heart that still knew innocence? 

He could not stay here.  He could not simply hide here in the shadow of the mountain and wait for word to come back to him.  No, not here, not where ghosts of Taryn lingered in every place his eyes rested. 

She was his kinswoman, and he, her chieftain.  He had as much right to follow his lord in challenge against the wizard, and he had a duty besides. 

“Aisling,” he said crisply, and the griffin came to him, walking stiffly and with that same fear-crazed ring of white around his golden eyes.  Tonka bent, beckoning, and Aisling leapt up, digging bloody furrows into Tonka’s forearms as he scrabbled for purchase.  The griffin looked at these wounds as he was raised against Tonka’s chest, and then 376 

 

burst into a series of raucous half-shrieks that were too much like sobs for Tonka’s comfort.  He ran his hand through Aisling’s feathers, humming low in his throat to try and calm the beast, but Aisling was beyond calming. 

As well he might be.  If the griffin understood at all that Taryn was taken, perhaps he understood also that his own death knell had sung, for if Taryn was not there to raise him— 

He would not think such things.  And he would  not stand here thinking them while the battle for Taryn raged elsewhere in the Valley! 

He would do as his lord commanded.  He would protect Aisling, aye, by taking him to the safety of his kraal.  There, he would gather also a force of hunters and ride against the wizard’s wood.  And this time, it would burn.  Every twig and tree, every stalk and stump of it. 

With Aisling tight in the crook of his arm and his runka tight in the fist of his other, Tonka moved to the heavy door.  He put his ear to the cold stone, but heard nothing beyond the whirlwind of his racing blood.  Tonka set his hoof close to the door for a stop and used the haft of his runka to lever the bar aside.  He listened again, then cracked it open, sniffing at the chill breeze he admitted.  He could smell spring green beneath the winter air, new sap in the forest, new warmth in the soil, but nothing more.  Of course, what would there be that he could scent?  His nerves were making a foal of him.  He pulled the door wider open, searching the trees and listening as hard as he was able to the sounds of wind moving branches.  Nothing more. 

“Let’s go hunting,” Aisling said, speaking in Taryn’s carefree way, but in a hoarse whisper.  His little body was trembling with tension. 

“Hush,” Tonka whispered back, all his attention fixed on the forest.  “I will run to join our lord’s hunt when you are safe in Rucombe.”  Running again, the full distance back to the kraal.  His knees still ached from the run here.  Gods, how did he get so old so blasted fast? 

“Let’s go hunting!” Aisling said again, more urgently. 

Tonka patted the griffin’s head as he eased out onto the threshold.  Aye, the griffin spoke, but like a fletcher mink, the words were only echoes of speech he could not yet understand.  Only Taryn believed that her Aisling truly knew whereof he spoke.  Tonka, who had known many griffins, knew well that speech was not a natural process of their kind.  It took years for them to make the leap from mimicry to a full 377 

 

comprehension of language.  Once they did, or course, they were apt to learn as many as they could, but first there must be time. 

Aisling began to struggle in his arms, and Tonka stopped where he was, trying to better his grip on the animal without letting go his runka.  At last, frustrated to severity, he snapped, “Be still, curse you, now is not the time for this!” 

“Let’s go hunting!” Aisling screamed at him. 

It was the sort of scream that carried, the sort that would warn any beast in the wizard’s service of exactly where they were, and if Tonka had not been holding his runka so tightly, he would have sent a swift slap to the top of the griffin’s beak. 

Except— 

Except the sound of that scream had not provoked flights of kickaways or sudden silences as tumbili leapt for their denning holes, because there were no birds and no beasts about.  The forest was still. 

The wind moved the branches above them, but there was no birdcall, no fletcher minks to call back.  Everything was hushed. 

There was a hunter here. 

Too late, Tonka tried to back up through the door and bar it, but at the first hint of his movement, there was a blur above him.  The wizard’s creature leapt down from the roof of Taryn’s house, twisting in the air to land on her feet.  Her arm swung as Tonka’s raised.  He felt something strike and sting even as Tonka let fly his runka.  The wizard’s creature sprang away, lithe and light as a breeze, easily avoiding his spear. 

Burning.  He was burning. 

Looking down, Tonka saw a spinenut stuck to his breast, its needles black with soaked-in poison.  He pulled it, pricking his fingers, and threw it away as his vision began to blur.  What was it?  Rivercross? 

Nightweed?  Gods, it worked fast, whatever it was. 

His hind legs buckled as Tonka tried again to back through Taryn’s open door and he fell against the jamb.  Aisling slipped from his grip, tried to slash his way back into Tonka’s arm, and then jumped free as Tonka staggered and slammed into the other side of the doorway.  The griffin looked from him to the blackened spinenut, shivering.  Tonka tried to call him, made only a low grunt.  He beckoned, overbalanced, reared to correct, and crashed mightily to the floor, knocking Taryn’s table onto its side. 
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“Ouch?”  Aisling’s voice seemed to be coming from across the room and every direction.  Tonka tried to find and pet him, but his arm groped emptily through space.  There was a clopping noise somewhere behind him.  He thought his hoof might be kicking repeatedly into the wall.  Gods, this was not good at all. 

Warmth at the palm of his hand.  Aisling, trying to be petted. 

Tonka raised his shaking hand, forced a moment’s clarity, and slapped himself as hard as he could.  Grey mist dashed away from his eyes.  He found Aisling, pulled him close, then found the open door. 

The wizard’s creature was creeping toward the threshold, her eyes unblinking and nostrils flaring.  A gentle push could have the door shut on her and there she would be.  The wizard had power enough to compel his creature to obey some commands, but not even he could teach her to open doors.  Tonka swatted weakly outward.  His fingertips brushed stone and the door drifted minutely forward without a sound, the hinges new-oiled and easily moved.  Everything made perfect for Taryn’s homecoming.  In desperation, Tonka rolled his eyes at the griffin.  “Door!” he gasped.  “Close…door!” 

“Door!” Aisling repeated, copying Tonka’s thready voice as his claws flexed anxiously.  “Ouch door!” 

Damn it.  Tonka swung his arm again, arching his back for the spare inch it may give him.  This time, his knuckles cracked into stone, sending it slowly swinging shut. 

The wizard’s creature extended one slender arm and stopped the closing arc of the door.  She shifted on her haunches from her crouching place on the threshold, staring at him.  Her tail lashed. 

Tonka felt a bump on his side.  Aisling had backed into him. 

The griffin was trembling hard.  Tonka couldn’t find the strength to touch him. 

The wizard’s creature rose, stepped over the threshold into Taryn’s house, and lowered herself sinuously into a crouch once more. 

Her fingers kneaded at the stone.  One of her hands was thickly gloved. 

The one she’d carried her poison spinenut in, no doubt.  She seemed only now to notice the covering and she paused to remove it, biting at the fingers of the glove to draw it off. 

Tonka gathered up what remained of his ebbing strength and struck.  The wizard’s creature leaned back with a giggle, batting at his hand as it passed harmlessly before her. 
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She looked at him again, broadly smiling.  “That one is not the griffin,” she said.  “That one I can kill.  Hot blood for me.” 

Tonka watched her coil for attack.  It would not be swift. 

“Protect him,” said Aisling, Antilles’s thunderous command rendered in a whisper.  He shivered.  “Protect him.” 

‘Forgive me,’ Tonka thought in answer.  ‘I tried.’ 

“Prrro…tect…”  Aisling’s voice shook and broke.  When it spoke again, it was not the rough-edged mimicry that had been Aisling’s all this time, but something new.  Something hoarse and panic-high. 

“Him.  Protect!  Him!” 

Tonka tried to find him, but his eyes would no longer obey his mind’s command.  He stared into the open door, into the face of the thing that had killed him, and his world began to darken. 

“Protect him!”  A golden blur shot across his fading vision.  He heard the wizard’s creature scream piercingly.  Droplets of heat splashed lightly over Tonka’s numb arm. 

More screams, but they were receding, going out from him and taking sight with it.  Tonka lay panting in the dark.  He was aware, very dimly, of Aisling tucking himself close against Tonka’s shoulder, of the slight tugging that meant his hair was being preened. 

“Eee…see,” the griffin said from far away. 



“Aye…sing…protect him.” 

Oddly, there was comfort in that.  The griffin began to sing to him, his song of too-ra loo, a foal’s soothing-song from Taryn’s Earth. 

Tonka let go his consciousness with a weary sigh, trusting to her fierce prince to hold watch over him.  He was in a land of endless night. 

“Hush ‘ow, ont yoo cry…” 

And he was not alone here. 

“Too-ra loo-ra loo-ra…” 

Eyes as pale as moons opened in the shadow that had swallowed him.  Tonka looked, and saw the water flowing before him.  He saw the raft and the Riverman who poled it.  Distant yet, but drawing nearer. 

Tonka forced his eyes to open, wrenching himself away from that peaceful River to this world of heat and pain.  He fought for breath and it escaped him as a broken scream. 

“At’s Iiii-rish ‘ulll…a’by…” 

He was dying. 
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55.  The Sowing Mark  



She woke without the oily residue of invading thoughts in her mind, proving at least that he was gone from it.  But then, why should he bother with controlling her mind when she was already helpless?  Her hands were bound together above her head, secured to an eyebolt that had been screwed into the packed earth of his floor.  She twisted at her wrists weakly, but the leather strap was as good as handcuffs. 

When she exhausted herself, she raised her head and tried to see past the burning candles to the rest of the room.  She saw the bed in the corner first—it was the only furnishing that didn’t appear to be related to the sigil on the floor.  The wizard’s arm overhung the side, limp and white as a corpse’s.  She couldn’t hear his breath past her own.  She briefly entertained the idea that he really was dead. 

“Help!” she shouted. 

The arm twitched. 

“Help!”  She screamed it this time, yanking desperately at her restraints. 

“I slept.”  The wizard sat up, rubbing at a face so twisted by pain that he was nearly unrecognizable.  He looked around, tension bleeding into his thin frame.  “How long?” 

“Help!” 
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“Silence, Taryn MacTavish.” 

Her voice cut off mid-scream.  Taryn’s mouth opened and shut several times before she realized she was barred from sound. 

The wizard winced and rubbed his eyes again.  “I gave you every opportunity,” he said.  “I told you what would happen.  This is the way you wanted it.  Remember that.” 

Taryn heaved against her restraints, her heels drumming uselessly for leverage on the floor. 

“Struggle.”  The wizard rose, smiling thinly and without humor. 

“Go on.  Enjoy your last moments of freedom however you will.  But I will have you.”  His eyes traced a greasy line down her body, growing haunted and filled with hate.  “In every possible way.” 

“Taryn!” 

It was Antilles, his voice distant but nearing, bellowing and resonant with rage.  The effect on the wizard was galvanizing.  He started forward, then turned to Taryn, his eyes wide and furious.  A look of cunning came into them all at once, and he uttered a ragged laugh. 

“His name,” he said.  “Taryn MacTavish, tell me the minotaur’s name.” 

“There are no minotaurs,” Taryn said. 

The wizard’s brows drew darkly together.  “The Cerosan, then. 

Taryn MacTavish, tell me to whom the voice without belongs.” 

She wanted to lock her jaws against him, but the answer came serenely out of her without any pause at all.  “Antilles.” 

As if he heard, Antilles roared again, much nearer now. 

The wizard scowled.  “Give me his true name, Taryn MacTavish.” 

“Antilles,” she said again. 

“His   true name, Taryn MacTavish!” the wizard shouted, every word a hammer.  “Don’t play puppet with me, you little bitch, I know you’ve fucked the beast!”  He stalked away and was back in moments, with the most surreal object shaking in his fist—Taryn’s glass of water from so long ago, only now dyed an ugly, bloody red.  “He’s  had that virgin cunt, so he told you his mother-damned  name!” 

“No,” Taryn said, smiling.  “He didn’t.” 

The wizard threw the glass aside to shatter.  He paced around her like a fellcat, head down and eyes unblinking.  “He can’t save you!” he spat.  He bent suddenly and pulled his robe over his head, standing naked and shiny with sweat.  “You will be mine!  You will!” 
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Antilles bellowed again, wordlessly this time, and Taryn tried to answer, but no sound came from her throat.  She opened her mouth and exhaled in near silence, bucking and kicking on the floor. 

The wizard dropped to his knees beside her.  He dipped his fingers into a bowl of red paint and drew on his lower stomach—a swift loop and whorl design that began just above his groin and terminated at his navel—speaking at the very end, a single awful Word.  His next sound was a scream as all his muscles locked up tight.  He was erect at once, grotesquely so, visibly throbbing.  He grabbed at the air with his stained hand, shrieking agony at the ceiling. 

Taryn kicked at him and the wizard swung and slapped her hard. 

He stayed bent over her, his arms braced on either side of her head, panting. 

“Taryn!”  The entire house seemed to shudder with the blow of Antilles’s axe.  He wasn’t at the door this time, either door.  He was coming right through the wall. 

“You can’t save her!” the wizard shouted.  “She’s mine!”  He glared down into her face.  “Mine.” 

She spit at him. 

His fingers flashed out, catching her saliva.  He looked at it gleaming on his fingertips, a smile of exhausted delight spreading across his face.  His laughter, however ragged, was unmistakably triumphant. 

“Flee, wizard!” Antilles roared.  His axe slammed thunderously into the wall, causing the entire house to shake.  “Your days are done!  If you have harmed her, I’ll have you in halves!” 

The wizard glanced at the wall, his lips thinning, and then looked back at Taryn.  He straddled her, his weight pinning her hips to the ground and his thighs holding hers in place.  His erection pressed at her belly as he gathered up his bowl of paint and dipped his spit-coated fingers into it, muttering.  The images he painted over her were a mirror to his own and the instant they were completed, she felt a pain like she had never known sear all the way in to her womb, erupting there in a sickening mockery of lust. 

She stared up at him in horror and he showed her his teeth in a humorless grin. 

“Now you may scream, Taryn MacTavish,” he told her, unlocking that vise on her throat.  “Scream all you please.  But I will have you willing, and when you take my seed, I will have your mind and 383 

 

then you will tell me the secret name you’ve kept from me.  You’ll tell me, and then you will be all my creature.” 

She reared up as much as she could and bit him on the chest. 

He shouted and fell back off her, spasming wildly for several seconds.  Then he clawed his way onto his side and then his knees, rising over her in a dark fury to slap her again.  Her head cracked back into the hard floor and her vision grayed.  Before she had recovered from it, she could feel him attacking her, wedging his hands between her thighs and heaving at her as he shook. 

Taryn shrieked as she felt his knee push down between hers. 

Then his other knee and then he was prying her open.  She screamed again, so piercingly that she tasted blood, but it wasn’t a rape and there was no part of her that didn’t know it.  The mark was on her, in her, and she was willing. 

There was a huge, splintering crash and then Antilles’s bellow was here, filling the room as sunlight shattered the candlelit darkness. 

The wizard froze, hunched and poised to penetrate, his whole body shaking with the force of his breathing.  He screamed, a shrill and undulating cry of pure rage.  And then he was gone. 

His shape held for a moment, but all in black, as though he had suddenly composed himself into his own living shadow.  Then it broke apart, spilling over her in a shower of black beetles.  They swarmed over her and away as she kicked and writhed.  She could feel all the millions of their legs like needles pricking at her naked skin.  The sound of their clicking was eclipsed by the thunder of hooves stomping and crunching shells, but even that didn’t last forever. 

“Taryn.”  Antilles was nothing but a dark blur of little consequence at the very edge of her perception.  His great hands grasped her shoulders, but she scarcely felt them.  “Hold still.  Do not move.” 

She tried, biting her lips until they bled to keep from squirming. 

The heat in her loins grew and blistered, grew again.  She pressed her thighs together, rubbing slow in a futile effort to satisfy herself.  She was only very vaguely aware of his axe swinging, splitting the chain that held her pinned, but as soon as her hands sensed freedom, they were grinding between her thighs. 

“You must remove her.”  It was another voice she knew, the filly Morathi. 
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“He has done something to her!” Antilles cried.  His voice was like the tide, consuming and crashing and breaking at its crest.  “There is a mark upon her!” 

“Touch it not!” Morathi commanded.  “Bring her into daylight, lord.” 

Taryn felt herself lifted.  She turned into his body, whimpering and grinding her hips at him.  She began to cry helplessly, humiliated and sizzling with need. 

“Lay her down.  Hold her.” 

One of Antilles’s hands imprisoned both her wrists.  The other held her thigh.  She kicked her freed leg, thrusting out at empty air and wailing. 

A small hand touched her belly and coolness spread out from that touch in ripples.  Taryn sagged back, gasping, tears still spilling from her shut eyes. 

“Tis a killing curse of some kind,” Morathi said grimly.  “To enthrall her and have her readily sown.  And it cost him much to make. 

Magic is not meant to be used on mortal will.  This one came at great cost.” 

“Not so great,” Antilles growled.  “He was capable of transformation and escape.” 

“Neither without pain.  You killed many of his soul’s hosts.” 

“And many escaped.” 

“You must hunt for him, my lord.  He is too weak to run far.  If you will overtake him at all, it must be now.” 

“Taryn…” 

“She will be safe in our care until your return.  But you must set her spirit at ease before we can heal her body.  Mine is not the power to undo the wizard’s magic.  If the mark is broken, she will die.  If she takes no seed, she will die.  She must be freed, but you must be careful.” 

“Ah, my maiden.”  Grief painted every word. 

“I shall run for a cart, and kin to set this evil place to burn.  You must see to her, but be warned, lord, you can break the killing curse, but not the spell that lies beneath it.  Her mind will be open to you when the end comes.  Take care what you say, for it will follow her unto the end of her days.” 

Shard withdrew from her and lust dug in with disemboweling force.  Taryn curled up, screaming, fighting against Antilles’s restraining hands for some way to find release. 
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“My maiden.”  His muzzle nudged at her neck and she turned into him, weeping.  “I would never have thee but with love.  I would give a thousand years of my life to unmake this mark on you.” 

He released his hold on her and she surged up at him frantically, her nails catching in his short fur as she fought to bring him back.  The pain was now a living thing, eating at her with teeth she could physically feel, and her voice had broken.  She could emit only rasps of air, a spurious end for the screams that battled out of her.  She curled around herself, weeping and working in futility at her blackly-throbbing sex. 

“Nay, lie back.”  His strong hands were at her shoulders, gently directing her out of her tormented constriction.  She seized one of them and pulled it between her thighs with frenzied lack of thought and he let her, but even his touch was hell.  “Lie back, lady, I am with you.” 

His shadow rose over her, too much to focus on through her pain.  She groped through space to find him and he allowed her to pull him roughly down.  Was she hurting him?  She didn’t know.  She could feel tiny flames of hurt, indistinct and of no consequence, through the greater torture that savaged her body, and knew she was tearing her fingernails in his fur.  Was she scratching him?  She broke into miserable sobs, turning her face from him even as she kicked her legs out around his hips.  She would almost rather this be the wizard’s rape than this, this awful travesty with him whom she truly loved. 

He entered her and Taryn arched hard beneath him, her back leaving the ground completely, as she screamed her whispery scream into his chest.  Now he was there, now he filled her, and she could feel him moving inside her with acuity that bordered on madness, but it wasn’t enough.  It had been hell not to have him, but hell kept coming, kept building. 

“Easy, my maiden.  Ah, be easy.  I love thee, Taryn, with all my heart and soul.” 

She wanted to tell him she knew, that she forgave him, that she loved him, but she was capable only of hissy wails and animal grunts of naked need.  Shame consumed her, filling the spaces left charred and hollow by the wizard’s unrelenting storm of lust.  She couldn’t control herself, not her mouth, not her hands, not anything. 

“Here, my heart,” he gasped.  “Here.” 

Taryn felt the hot rush of his seed filling her and with it came a colossal explosion, a hideous mockery of orgasm.  It washed out through her entire body, burning and then freezing, and finally shattering the 386 

 

greedy will that had held her since the wizard put his mark on her.  Her mind fell out from the reaches where it had tried to escape pain, fell back into her reality and her true self, fell through it and down into netherspace.  She twitched, a foot, a hand—aftershocks following an epic quake—and lay slack and staring. 

Taryn lay still, listening, naked in a way that merely being unclothed could not hope to duplicate.  Helpless, she waited. 

“Maiden, you must hear me now.”  Antilles gathered her up, rocking the limp doll of her in his powerful arms.  She hardly felt him, but she heard him, in ways and in resonances that her own mind could not even fathom.  “Hear me if you trust me.” 

Words drifted up through her, slow as bubbles through tar, to be spoken in her broken voice.  “I trust you.” 

“Tell me your name, my beloved one.  Tell me all your name and fear not.” 

“Taryn Aine MacTavish,” she said.  There was no resistance, no hesitation, no feeling. 

He repeated her, and she felt a shiver claw out of her for no reason at all.  “Now hear me, Taryn Aine MacTavish, and hear me very well.  There has been a voice calling to you from the darkness, a voice that brought you to this place.  It has commanded you, consumed you, but no more.  No more.  My name is Aeson and you are Taryn Aine MacTavish.  We are one, now and forever, and should ever you hear another voice call to you, you will hear me speak your name, and you will not hear any other.” 

“I will not hear him,” she said, and it was as though a great weight fell away from her.  She stirred, one hand rising heavy through the gravity of this curse to find his face.  She could feel the wizard’s magic splintering away in layers, not just what had brought her today, but old magicks,  months of magicks.  She looked up into Antilles’s anguished eyes and burst into tears. 

“I am sorry,” he said, his hand stroking through her hair.  “Lady, I am so sorry.” 

“You tried to protect me,” she said, the words muffled against his chest. 

“If I had told you all, perhaps—” 

She laid her hand aside his muzzle to stop his grieving words. 

His breath was hot against her palm.  “Please, don’t,” she said.  “Don’t 387 

 

blame yourself.  Please.  I can live through anything, but not if it changes you.” 

“I will find him,” he said hoarsely.  “I will end his evil. And until I have him before me, there will be no peace in the Valley.  Until that is done, my only god is vengeance.” 

“Then I’m sorry,” she said, and dropped her hand.  She looked up into his steely eyes and saw nothing in them but hatred and hurt.  “It’s already changed you.” 

He rose and shouldered his axe.  He did not speak again, but set out in the same direction as the swarm of beetles had gone. 

Taryn huddled on the forest floor, waiting for the horsemen to come.  She wished for the first time that she’d never found the egg, never met Antilles or Tonka, never come to Arcadia and ruined it. 
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56.  The House of Tears 



Once again, she was in Ven’s lodge, and she was not alone. 

Tonka rested in a horseman’s bed across from her, his body shined with sweat.  He looked up as she was brought in and smiled wearily. 

“Are you well?” he asked. 

“Are you?” 

“Aye.  Aisling saved me.”  Tonka laughed, his horse’s sides shivering with pain.  “But how could he not?  See who has raised him.” 

He dropped his head back onto his arms and passed instantly into a fitful sleep. 

Taryn caught Ven’s hand as the horsewoman came near.  “Is he okay?  What happened?” 

“The wizard’s creature poisoned him,” Ven said softly.  “Time alone will prove whether it shall pass or call him ‘cross the River.” 

Grief broke in her like glass.  She uttered a cry, high and despairing, and covered her face.  “This is all my fault!  I wish I’d never come here!” 

“Never think it so!”  Ven seized her arms and forced them down, leaning in close and with fury.  “If my chieftain dies tonight, it will be because he thought you worth dying for!  And you are!  If only as proof that goodness and courage can come to humankind and that peace may follow!” 
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“Peace?”  Horrified laughter burst from her.  “You call this peace?” 

“I call this a trap of the wizard’s setting.  Do not claim it for your own.  You are well, Taryn, and if we have done nothing else, the saving of you has been worth even the heaviest price.” 

Taryn collapsed into tears, shaking her head hard as though trying to physically throw off the taint of her unmasked memory, of all the wizard’s plans laid bare and all the stupid ways she’d made his work so easy.  He had held her in his grip from the first.  He had twisted her into his plaything and she…she’d felt sorry for him.  She should never have needed saving in the first place.  She should have known. 

“You will heal,” Ven was saying.  “I will not tell thee he has not scarred thee, but thee can leave it in the past to die, if thee would so choose.  For thee is whole, and the wizard is fled.” 

“But he’ll come back,” Taryn said, fighting with her tears.  “This isn’t over.” 

“It is for thee,” said Ven quietly, firmly.  “Let our lord pursue. 

Let our hunters follow.  But let thee lie still.” 

Taryn started to curl up again, but then came bolting forward, all the blood in her body turning at once to ice as one memory separated itself from all the others.  One dream, one poisonous conversation, forgotten until now, came screaming right to the heart of her.  She snatched at Ven, who had half-reared at the suddenness of Taryn’s lunge, but could not find a voice.  She could only clutch the healer’s arm, her mouth working in silence as horror hammered in her breast. 

“What pain?” Ven demanded, her eyes wild.  “What evil is this? 

Morathi!  I must have Morathi!  Taryn, draw breath and speak if you are able!” 

“M-mark,” Taryn managed, her voice no more than a scratch of dry sound.  “H-he put the m-mark on me.” 

“Tis gone, Taryn,” Ven assured her.  “Tis now gone, thee is free of all its curse.” 

“N-not all,” Taryn said.  Her teeth were chattering.  She couldn’t seem to blink, couldn’t focus on either Ven or Morathi running up beside her.  She stared at the far wall, but didn’t see that either.  She could only see the wizard, hear his hateful voice warning her that she should spare herself the humiliation and the pain.  The sowing mark was a killing curse, he said, but the best part…the best part… 
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It was the way by which so many of the magical beast-people that inhabited Arcadia had been made.  It could even make a mule like him fertile.  And he’d put it on her. 

“I’m pregnant.”  Taryn’s words pushed themselves through numb lips, as dry as sand.  “I’m pregnant.” 

Her eyes rolled back.  She fainted. 
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57.  Son of Mab 



The wizard hid in a crack in the mountain, a hiding place he had cultivated but believed he would never need to use.  He reassembled himself and took on form, and was instantly doubled over, biting at his hand until he felt bones crack and tasted blood. 

His shaft protruded, swollen and hard as the rock around him. 

His scrotum felt tight, ready to split.  He did not trust himself to touch, afraid that his control would snap and he would erase the sigil that marked him in the violent frenzy to follow.  He was weak already—

weaker than he had been even on the day of his birth—and such a thing might easily kill even him. 

With effort, he honed his mind to a dagger and stabbed out into the darkness.  **Taryn MacTavish!  Taryn, come!  Come to me!** 

Silence.  He felt nothing, not even a quiver of her suffering.  The minotaur had, perhaps, prolonged his hunt to rut with her, but even so, her mind should lie open and ready to receive him. 

**Taryn MacTavish, to me!  To me!** 

He knew she was there.  He knew she lived.  But she did not answer and she was not coming to him. 

“Taryn!”  He both *called* and screamed it, flecks of frothy blood flying from his torn lips.  He collapsed around his throbbing 392 

 

erection, his hands fisted at his sides and all his body rigid and aching. 

“You filthy bitch, you come to me right now!” 

“It hurts!” 

The cat scrambled through the stone opening, unnaturally clumsy, and the wizard leapt at her.  He threw her to the ground, punched her when she tried to stand, and then yanked her tail up and plunged himself inside her.  She yowled, and it was not her mating cry at all but a shriek of pain.  He didn’t care.  He thrust frantically at her, ignoring her wild efforts to escape him, until his seed came and took the killing curse with it. 

The wizard shoved his cat away from him, wiping paint from his belly and picturing in vivid detail how it would be to choke the life from the minotaur’s whore with his bare hands.  He would take her first.  He would put the sowing mark on her to humiliate her with need and then he would have her, but he would deny her his seed so that she suffered.  He would stand over her while she screamed for him and he would laugh. 

No, on deeper thought, he wouldn’t.  He’d have her bound at points instead, the sowing mark carved into her flesh so that it never washed free.  He’d have every part of her, at every hour.  He would grow hard against those perfect breasts, puncture that virgin ass.  He would fuck her open mouth, send his seed against her upturned face.  He would paint her pleading eyes. 

Her eyes… 

His cat had no eyes. 

The wizard caught his creature’s hair and held her thrashing head still so that he could see through the blood that masked her.  There was nothing left for him to heal.  The eyes were wholly gone and the marks of claws had marred the porcelain beauty of her face. 

“It hurts!” she wailed, clutching at him.  “It hurts, it hurts me!” 

The wizard spoke a Word and her screeching voice broke mid-word, punctuated by the meaty thump of her body falling to the rock.  He left her where she lay, her limbs akimbo and his seed wetting her thighs. 

He sat down beside the dead cat and covered his face, trying to think.  He could smell smoke even here.  They were burning his home, his wood.  And the minotaur would be looking for him.  With an iron axe, no doubt.  It would take him some time to track along the river to the bridge and back, but the wizard had no illusions.  The minotaur would come to the mountains.  The minotaur would find him.  Where could he go? 
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Not west.  The Aerie Domain was firmly in the whore’s camp. 

The Great Dragon itself had sworn his children to her service.  The minotaur may even be able to prevail upon them to hunt the wizard down.  And not east.  The Watchers’ eyes saw all things and their strange minds were immune to his magic.  They would kill him as easily as iron, and they may, if the mood were on them, take a few decades to do it. 

South then, to the Wyvern’s Wood and into the Land of Tooth and Claw? 

If he could slip past the lord of that feral place, he could go under the ground and be safe.  The naga were no match for him and the sluagh even less so. 

But he could never hope to avoid the lycan lord of the Wood, and he knew it.  Not now, not weak as he was.  The lord of the Land of Tooth and Claw might not be able to kill him even now, but there were things worse than death, and to be emptied of blood and scattered, every piece of him alive and screaming, across the whole of the lycan’s land, was a very real possibility.  Where, then?  Where else  was there? 

He refused to leave Arcadia, to give up the great pools of magic at his command for the mere trickle that was his on Earth.  What could he be there?  A cheap magician.  A hypnotist.  An illusionist.  At best, he could hope to raise an army of mortal fools, perhaps to rule a country in time, but to what purpose?  Such rule lacked meaning when one’s citizens were blind, deaf, and dumb.  He refused likewise to return to the world that had borne him, to compete with the many sorcerers that peopled Avalon for its dwindling power.  Other magi might be so content, but he was the son of Mab.  He would rule  this land, and he would rule it with the human whore in chains under his foot for daring to defy him. 

Where was she? 

The wizard drew on every shred of his power and concentration and sent her name out with all his might.  He felt it strike, felt it sink into her living mind…but she did not answer and she was not coming. 

But someone was.  The minotaur was coming and he brought iron with him. 

His mood crashed down into fury once more.  He’d had her, damn it all.  He’d had her bound and naked, he had her with the sowing mark over her womb to make her willing and the killing curse woven in to open her mind after.  Another minute more and he would have had her entire. 
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The minotaur had come through his wall.  The walls of his new home would be warded.  No, they would be stone.  He had come right through the  wall! 

And now he was coming here.  What to do?  If he had his feynox skin, he could become invisible and slip away.  If he had his wyvern’s blood, he could cast out a poison fog to kill the minotaur, and every other living thing from here to the river.  If he had his simurgh bone powder— 

He had nothing.  All was burnt.  And the minotaur was still coming with iron to bury in the wizard’s heart. 

The wizard leaned back into the wall of his hiding place, digging his fingers into his hair and biting back a scream of rage by the slimmest shred of self-control remaining to him.  When the storm of his fury passed and he opened his eyes, there was his cat, eyeless, at his feet. 

How had this happened? 

One last time, the wizard prepared his thoughts to drive out, but at the last second, he changed his course.  Taryn MacTavish would not hear him.  He didn’t know how she was eluding him, but could not deny that she was.  But with all the command of his mind that he could scrape together, he sent into the greater void of all-space, crying out, as all surely must do at dark times, for his mother. 

He heard no answer, but he felt true enough the eyes of the Great Deceiver open and see him. 

**I am pursued!** he called to her.  **Mother, I will be killed!** 

The mind-storm of Mab brushed him in the blackness, studying his memory and self with only the mildest tint of curiosity.  He could feel her licking at his frailty, tasting his fear, and then turning her burning eyes out into Arcadia to watch the bringer of his death run toward him. 

** IRON** 

The thoughts of Mab were crazed and bright, ripping him apart as they battered into his perceptions, but they held little interest and no concern.  The wizard screamed, falling and thrashing on the stone beside his dead cat, until the heat of it finally twisted free of him. 

**You must save me!** he begged. 

** WHY** 

Again, he had no answer but agonies until she had receded from him, and now there was emotion in her touch as she watched him.  Now there was amusement. 

**I am your son!** he howled.  **Help me!** 
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She thought about it, and her thoughts were hurricanes. 

** NO** 

And he felt her smile as he shrieked his pain and protest on the floor of his cave.  She waited, savoring his convulsions, and when the last writhing tendril of her mind had gone, he was left gasping and trembling on the ground. 

She would not help him.  In honesty, he could not claim surprise. 

But in her refusal, he found a kind of strength, one born of anger and resentment, but shoring nonetheless. 

He found his feet and then he turned and had a good look at his hiding place.  He had never truly thought to use it, but he had stocked it once, anyway.  He found a robe, musty and unpleasant, but better than naught.  He put it on.  There was a wooden cup and a bottle of wine.  He ignored the cup, broke the seal on the bottle, drank, and felt better.  There was a bag of nimmonuts.  Rotten.  He let them be.  There was a small chest containing tearoot extract for potion base, and a little jar of powdered mageleaf, both useless to him on their own.  There were two vials of concentrated xylag juice and he drank one, grimacing at the bitter taste.  He felt the fire of it burn down to his belly and bloom out with its false promise of strength.  Like the mildewed robe, it was better than nothing at all.  At least, it would do until he had something more…and he could have something more very soon. 

The iron axe.  That was the problem.  The minotaur himself was no threat to him, only the iron he brought.  There had to be a way to disarm the beast before he was close enough to use that damned iron.  He had to remove the uncertainties of pursuit, bring his killer to a time and place that he could control. 

The wizard settled himself on the stone and closed his eyes.  He drew a breath, drew another, and ejected himself painlessly from his flesh.  He moved through the rock and out into the air.  Here, he could see the smoke as well as smell it.  It was not just his cottage, he saw. 

The beasts were burning all his woods.  The flames were faint red curls in the black cloud that covered his home. 

The wizard could not afford the luxury of anger, not in this form. 

He turned away from the sight of the fire—his home of more than fifty years, burning—and drifted down the mountainside to seek the minotaur. 

He saw rage before he saw the movement of the running beast—

rage as a thick, black fog, from which the iron in a killing hand glowed like a star.  It came fast over the plains, not along the line the wizard’s 396 

 

soul-scarabs had taken, but making for the river, knowing he would be on the other side.  Perhaps even knowing he would be in the mountains. 

It was not out of the realm of the possible that the minotaur already knew about the wizard’s hiding place, that he had perhaps found it long ago and had only been waiting for it to be put to use.  And perhaps— 

The wizard felt something like madness swell up in his heart and mind, something black and cloying and manic as the mother’s blood that raced through his mortal veins.  He twisted back into the covering forest to think; he didn’t need to hide from the Cerosan’s dim eyes, but the shadows were soothing to his frenzied thoughts.  It did not matter, after all, how the Cerosan knew to look for him.  What mattered was turning him before he could find the wizard’s flesh and sunder it with iron. 

The wizard darted away to the bridge himself, assembling his spirit at the midpoint just as the minotaur reached the far side, and there flexed his failing powers to manifest some sight of him.  The minotaur’s hooves slid off of mud and grass onto stone cobbles, sending out a rippling shower of grit as the great mass of him came to a sudden halt. 

The iron axe was raised in a flash, but never flew.  It lowered instead, and the wizard knew that the minotaur had seen through his ghostly form. 

“Do you fear to meet me in the flesh, half-man?” came the challenge.  The minotaur advanced, swinging the axe from one hand to the other.  The shape of his bull’s form could be hazily seen through the blackness that cloaked him.  The great horns were lowered, aimed at the wizard’s intangible heart.  “Aye, you should fear.  Your days are ended!” 

“Fear you?” the wizard replied, with as much disinterest as he could fabricate.  He did not look at the axe that swung before him.  A pass of that iron through this form might not kill him, but it would cripple and strand his spirit, and that would spell as sure an end as any once the minotaur then found his body.  “Hardly.  I mean to have my whore back in hand before tomorrow’s sun rises.  You can afford to make free with your time, animal.  Mine is precious.  I can hardly wait while you to blunder about in hunting me.  I propose therefore to meet you in a place you cannot help but find.  At the gates of your city.” 

The bull-man snorted and stopped before the wizard was forced to retreat before the iron in his hand.  The wizard could see the gleam of his eyes as they narrowed.  “You give your life so easily?”‘ 

The wizard laughed.  “I wish only to make my victory there complete.  What better monument could Dis ever hope to have than the 397 

 

smoking bones of its last lord?  Perhaps I will make my new home from its ruins.  A palace, fit to house the soon-to-be King of this land.  I could preserve your remains for use as my throne…or my bed.  Hm.  The agonies of decision.” 

“They are not the only agonies you will feel this day.”  Sparks flew as the minotaur scraped one razor-capped hoof over the stones of the bridge.  “But I shall end that conflict for you, half-man.  And I shall meet you at the gates of Dis.  Let the spirits of my murdered kind witness your death, and know, wizard, that your bones shall be ground to dust, salted, and scattered to the winds!” 

The wizard’s strength was fading.  He gave no other answer but more disdainful laughter and slipped from sight.  He didn’t linger to watch the minotaur renew his run, but flew at speed back through the wood to the mountain cave where he hid.  The wizard knew he would reach Dis before the bull-man, no matter the weakness of his body, but he had no time to waste. 

He settled back into his flesh, opened his eyes, and stood up. 

Back he went to his pitiful collection of supplies, to take what there was that could be of use to him:  The last vial of xylag juice, though he did not drink it yet.  Also the tearoot and mageleaf, and the cup to mix them in, once he had his last component.  The wine he abandoned, though not without regret.  He could not abide the extra weight of carrying it, and he could not risk addling his thoughts by pouring more of it on his empty stomach.  His meager preparations completed, the wizard stepped over the body of his dead cat and left his cave. 

Over the jagged slopes to Dis, the wizard ran.  His naked feet tore on the sharp stones that littered the forest paths and this was blood he could ill afford to lose, but there was no point in stopping at every step to mend his flesh, even if he had the strength.  He could shape himself sandals from the Cerosan’s hide when his work was done, but for now, he must suffer the indignity of mortal aches. 

The forest ended.  Dis opened before him, in all its spoiled glory. 

The wizard slowed, his breath burning in his lungs, and stepped out onto the overgrown forum that had been the welcoming arena to the Cerosan’s great city.  Here and there, foreign plants grew lush and wild where once there had been cultured gardens.  There, the broad mound of thorns hid the remains of the Dancing Fountain, wonder of the realm.  There, trees grew in parasitical braids out from the bases of shattered pillars and the 398 

 

crumbled walls of the outer garrison.  Fifty years.  No, past sixty now. 

How swiftly time devoured the fallen. 

The wizard climbed the Silver Stair, hidden now by decades of growth, smiling to see the empty stone, still clean of time’s decay, just inside the gate.  He could feel the old pools of long-soured sorcery close in on him as soon as he passed through the opened archway.  It was a fine feeling, a reminder of his power, his continuance.  Then, he had slain hundreds as they ran, extinguishing their lives and ripping their souls from them in shreds as they scattered, screaming, before him.  This time, there was only one.  Even in his weakened condition, he could handle a single Cerosan, surely. 

The wizard set his materials safely aside, all but the vial of xylag juice, which he opened and kept in hand.  He would need every precious second of power it bestowed.  He stood on the clean cobbles of the main road, the feel of old death and lingering torment a welcome balm around him, and watched for his quarry, his would-be killer.  He would have but once to act, and he had no doubt that the instant after the minotaur clapped eyes to him, that iron axe would be in the air and hurtling for heart’s blood.  He must not allow that chance. 

Once more, he pushed free of his physical self, leaving his body vulnerable and precariously balanced, to fly out and watch the paths ahead.  When he saw the dark shape moving and heard the careless crash of the beast’s running stride, the wizard let himself be drawn back by the tether of his nearby body.  He fell violently into substance, but gave himself no time to recover from the pull of weight and matter.  He drank his xylag, fought and won over nausea, and then forced magic out in blue lines to cover his hands. 

Victory lay under his feet, old and curdled, but still proved.  He had triumphed over thousands then.  He would triumph over one now. 

The minotaur burst from the trees.  The wizard flung out his fire—a pulse first, and then a full jet.  The minotaur swung, as the wizard had known he would, and the axe cut crosswise through the first assault, dissipating it and leaving the broad field of his chest open to the wizard’s second, true attack. 

The wizard got to see the bull’s eyes flash wide in the instant before he was struck.  He got to hear the sky-shaking bellow as sorcery fired through his brain and bone.  He got to watch the axe fall aside and the huge body crumple and crash to the overgrown courtyard, whose cobbles, perhaps, the Cerosan had once walked in those peaceful days 399 

 

before the wizard’s arrival.  One steel-capped horn shattered when the bull’s head struck those cobbles now, and then all was still. 

The wizard stepped out of the city’s sweet deadland and leaned against the charred pillar that had once supported its gate.  He looked down the Silver Stair to the prone body of the last lord of the Valley of Hoof and Horn. 

Victory. 

The relief he felt unnerved him, transformed to the better bile of resentment and he flung out a thought to his world’s-distant dam.  **I won without you.** 

Her answer came immediately, thinly amused.  ** YOU HAVE 

 NOT YET WON** 

It sent him tumbling in screams down the stair to lie bruised beside his unconscious quarry.  He gasped in breath, his hands digging at the long fur of the bull-man’s fetlocks.  “I will have soon enough, bitch,” 

he rasped, staring up at the slate-grey clouds as early drops of rain began to pepper his upturned face.  “And when I’ve won this day and this world, I’ll see you repaid for your motherly affections.” 

In the distant thunder of the darkening sky, he heard the clapping hands of laughing, insane Mab. 
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58.  Wizard’s Prisoner  



The first thing Antilles felt on waking was the rain.  The second was pain.  Consummate, placeless, shattering pain.  There was no part of him, inside or out, that did not ache.  There was pressure at his wrists and ankles.  Stone restraints held him splayed on the wet ground. 

He opened his eyes and they were wet at once.  He was still lying outside, but not quite where he had fallen.  The wizard had tried to move him, seemingly tried to drag him toward the stair, as if to take him up into the city of Dis, but had managed only a short slide over the overgrown courtyard.  Caught though he was, Antilles found this proof of weakness encouraging.  Perhaps it was a weakness that carried to other arenas. 

Antilles eyed the stone band encircling his left wrist.  It looked thick enough.  He pulled anyway, but it was no use.  He was held immobile, pinned open on the ground and utterly vulnerable to the wizard’s will. 

“Awake at last.” 

The wizard’s voice was as feeble as the drag lines in the mossy growth would indicate.  Antilles craned his neck as much as he was able and could just make out the corner of the wizard’s rough garment behind him. 
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“Show yourself to me, coward,” Antilles rasped.  “How can you still fear me when I am so entirely caught?” 

“I don’t fear you, beast,” the wizard replied, moving around into full view.  “I am merely doing my best to stay out of the weather.  You and your whore both have such a tiring…”  He faltered, one hand rising to ghost across his eyes.  “Such a tiring obsession with the character of my courage,” he finished, somewhat more shakily than his boast had begun. 

He was hurt.  There was a comforting fire for the hearth of Antilles’s hate.  The wizard was waxen pale and as gaunt beneath his robe as if he had fasted an entire turn of the moon.  His eyes were sunken, bloodshot and bruised-looking, but they still stared down at Antilles with real fire.  To see those eyes, and the clarity that burned in them, was a chill reminder that the wizard’s real strength was not rooted in his body. 

“You cannot know how glad I am to see your eyes open,” the wizard remarked, moving his hand through the air in a series of arcane movements.  “I tried to do this while you lay unconsciousness, but I suppose some things require cognizance.” 

The ground between his open legs ripped open and spat out a worm-like root of stone, similar to those wrapping his wrists and ankles, but animate.  Purposefully, it bulged and slithered its way up Antilles’s thigh.  He could not kick, but disgust unmanned him enough that he tried, forgetting even the wizard’s presence as this unnatural and eyeless thing traveled him.  The blunt head of it bumped against his member, and then it rolled out of sight between legs Antilles could not close. 

“As temporary solutions go, there is nothing more vitalizing than Cerosan’s seed,” the wizard continued, his calm voice penetrating even the roar of rage and pain as Antilles felt himself violated.  “Not even your heart’s blood can give me as much.  Otherwise, please believe me, I would have cut you open long before now.  Oh, calm yourself, my ‘lord’. 

Just relax and let it happen.  It’ll be over quicker that way.  Gods, look at that beast rise.  Ah well.  The one thing you bull-men were ever good for was fucking.  I’ve heard your charming creation myths, but the truth is that the first-born of all your kind was designed by sorcery on the command of the third Emperor of Kor, bred by a common bull off the least of his daughters.  Oh yes.  Made to slake his bloodlust in the arena, and then to meet his more deviant lusts when the battling day was done. 
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ancient pervert of a far-flung world.  The mind staggers.  Ah, it would seem you are ready.” 

Through the haze of hell that fired through his body, Antilles felt the wizard’s hand close on him.  It was all he could stand to feel. 

“There,” the wizard said with a curt laugh, aiming the jet of Antilles’s seed into a shallow cup.  “Tell the truth now.  You enjoyed that.” 

“Dung-born beast!” Antilles spat. 

“Ah, that’s all right.  We’ll keep it our secret for now.  Taryn always wept when I fucked her pretty mouth, but I note she was quick enough to school.  The tongue lies, bull-man, but the body never does.” 

The wizard waved his hand almost as an afterthought, and the stone root sunk inside Antilles withdrew and rejoined the ground.  The wizard didn’t bother to gloat, but poured the contents of a small vial into the cup and muttered words in wizarding tongue.  He winced as magic boiled the contents together, and then sagged down to sit on the stony ground.  He held the cup in both shaking hands and drank. 

The change was immediate and devastating to witness.  The wizard rose, actually seeming to physically expand as health rolled into him.  His eyes flashed and then glowed out like twin suns.  Blue fire dripped upward from his fingertips to spit and tie around his arms.  He glanced at Antilles, throwing the yellowed light of his eyes all around him, and smiled. 

“It won’t last,” he said.  “But as long as I have you, I think I should make the best use of you while my mageleaf holds out.  I’ll want to be well-shored before I have my words with your horsemen helpers.” 

“Aye, go!” Antilles said, pulling mightily and in vain at the roots that kept him bound.  “Farasai do their speaking with the points of their spears!” 

“As if I would,” the wizard said dryly.  “As has been noted by a certain slut as well as the bull that seeds her, I am a confirmed coward.  I will have my words from here, and I’ll vow they shall be well-heeded once my full argument is made.  Who, after all, do you think your subjects would rather lose, bull-man?  Their whore and her pet, or their lord?” 

“They’ll come for you, half-man!  They’ll run you down like the rabid animal you are!” 

“You’re partly right, bull-man.  They’ll come for me.  And they’ll bring Taryn with them.  They’ll deliver her to have you back, 403 

 

never doubt it.”  The wizard’s eyes burned with hateful satisfaction. 

“And when I’ve killed her escorts and have her on the ground beside you, I’ll take turns letting you watch while I fuck her and letting her watch while my magic fucks you.  The only thing I haven’t decided is whether to kill you at the end of it, which I would dearly love to do, or let you live with your tendermost memories of this day to haunt you. 

Perhaps I may return to this Valley at some future point, once Taryn has become my creature and all her mind lies broken.  I’ll want you to see her then, bull-man.  And now—” 

The roots that held him abruptly released, but Antilles didn’t even have a moment to think of attack before he was enveloped in green fire.  He was yanked upward, twisting and screaming as agonies unlike any he had ever known battered his body.  Dimly, he could hear the wizard speaking, but even if he were being told how to overthrow his foul sorcery and escape, he could not have pulled the sound into focus. 

A thousand knives were in him, all of them a’twist and white with fire. 

Then the wizard’s voice swelled and Antilles was torn open by magic and thrown into black. 
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59.  Mab 



Darkness.  Only darkness.  And no one was in it but her. 

Taryn floated on an empty sea, breathing and drowning at once, paralyzed and struggling, sleeping and aware.  The thought came to her, whispered in a thousand voices that she could not quite hear, that she should open her eyes.  Her eyes were already open, but she opened them again.  She still couldn’t see, but now there was so much more that could not be made out in the black.  Now she was not alone. 

“Who are you?” she asked. 

Names came to her—Astaroth, Eris, Lachrimae, Dies Irae, Loviator, Erkaskil, Kali—a thousand names, ten thousand, in every voice and volume,  but in the silence that followed the stream of jumbled sound, a single word was not spoken and that word was Mab. 

“Why?”  Taryn opened her eyes a third time and could see her, the Great Deceiver, hanging like smoke and shattered glass in the air around her.  “Why are you here?” 

Mab smiled, her lips splitting to show another mouth filled with blood and fangs which opened to show lips again, gently curved and sweet as roses. 

Taryn tried again.  “What do you want with me?” 

Mab’s eyes were every color.  They melted together, sprouted teeth, turned blind, grew again from her divided flesh. 
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“What do you want to tell me?” 

“Tyzander.”  The word issued from three mouths at once; all closed and vanished into flesh.  Mab gazed at her, smiling, weeping, screaming, silent. 

“What does that mean?” 

Mab’s hair swirled out into storms, slicked down into skin, grew out of ether and latched like lampreys to her head. 

“Who—”  Taryn opened her eyes a fourth time and saw the true form and face of Mab surrounding her, the storms of Chaos spinning out through the conquered worlds of Man, the open maw, the bleeding eye, the fang-lined sex and poisonous womb, the honeyed milk that flowed from the ten thousand breasts, the open and bloodied hands.  Taryn stared into the heart of Delusion and did not flinch.  “Who am I supposed to tell?” she asked. 

The voices of Mab allied themselves for one deafening whisper:  

“The Nameless.” 

“Who are they?” 

Mab raged serenely and said nothing. 

“Where do I go?” 

“Where you have been.” 

Taryn opened her eyes.  There was a woman standing to her waist in the ether/water in which Taryn floated.  The woman was beautiful, grey-haired, smooth-skinned.  Smiling.  Her hands were under Taryn’s body, light at her back and her knees, supporting her as she lay suspended and adrift. 

“Tell me something,” Taryn said. 

“Tell me something,” the woman replied. 

“My father took me swimming in the sea,” Taryn said.  It was her first memory, somehow the most important in this moment.  She looked up into Mab’s listening face and said, “The water was cold. 

There were anemones and starfish and crabs.  I touched them all.  I saw a whale.  My father held me in the water.  The water was a mirror with the sun shining on it.  I saw myself in my father’s hands.” 

The other woman nodded, looking thoughtful.  She said, “There are older things in Arcadia then time can measure.  There is more than iron that kills a mage.  And there is nothing more binding than the gift given freely.  Go to them.  Tell them.  Tyzander.” 

Mab let go her hands.  Taryn sank, staring up through water at the rippling beauty of the Deceiver’s last face.  The thought came to her 406 

 

once more that she should open her eyes.  Her eyes were open.  She opened them again. 
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60.  Kraal-Rucombe 



Taryn came around to voices speaking Far, and still in whispers, as though the speakers feared she would make the leap of language through sheer force of will.  She rolled onto her side on the miserably-familiar bedroll in Ven’s lodge and opened her eyes.  Ven and Morathi, locked in conference, and half a dozen other horseman clustered nearby. 

She had never seen Ven look so frightened.  Her new foal lay sleeping in Ven’s berth in the corner, a blanket thrown around his thin shoulders and Aisling cradled in his arms.  Aisling was staring at her anxiously, his feathers puffing forward and back in a panting rhythm, wanting her to see him, not wanting to disturb his colt. 

Taryn raised a hand to him and then tried to sit up.  Her head swam, but once she’d managed to get her head up and her legs swung out over the edge of the table, the nausea ebbed and let her be aware instead of the splitting ache settled in every bone of her. 

“Taryn, rest!” 

That was Ven, and it was probably Ven’s hand that caught at her arm, but Taryn shrugged it off and slid down onto her feet.  She staggered forward, all her sight on Tonka.  One of his arms hung limp, his knuckles grazing the floor.  When she laid her hand on his side, she could feel the slow rise and fall of his shallow breath, but she couldn’t see it.  He looked like he was dead already. 
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“Please, lady, thee must rest.”  Ven’s hands pulled at Taryn’s shoulders. 

She didn’t move.  “Why?” she asked dully.  “What difference does it make if I’m standing up or lying down?  God, I’ve been so stupid. 

Now he has me.  He’ll never let me go.”  Taryn looked down, watching her fingertips brush at her flat stomach.  Somewhere inside her, right this second, the fireworks of conception were going off.  And she had let this happen. 

“Taryn…”  Ven turned her firmly around, forcing her to look up in to the healer’s troubled face.  Ven drew a breath, looking aside at her shelves of herbs and medicines, and then stared bleakly down at her again.  “It needn’t be,” she said.  “I can unhook the life of thee, now, before it is rooted.” 

Taryn was shaking her head even before she was aware of it.  “I can’t do that,” she said.  “I won’t.  It’s his…and mine.  And maybe it was magic that made it happen, but it could be a miracle, too.  It could be.” 

“Aye.”  Ven drew her in and held her, her hand stroking slow down Taryn’s hair.  “Aye, it could be.” 

And she was crying again after that, clutching at Ven so tightly, she knew she had to be hurting her, but unable to let go any more than she could stop the sobs that tore out of her.  “How could I let this happen?” she wailed.  “How could I invite him in like this?” 

“Nay, Taryn, never think it.  It was not thee who brought the wizard to this place, not thee who gave him power.  Oh, Taryn, humans have always come to the Valley.  They have always killed, always stalked and enspelled and slain those they found here.  This one is only the latest of them, and thee his most recent victim.” 

“I gave him my name!  I gave it to him!  Now look at this mess!” 

She drew back to stare at Tonka, and Ven caught her chin and forced her back into the fix of those tormented eyes.  “Look what I’ve done to you,” 

she whispered. 

“Taryn.”  Tears welled in Ven’s eyes, tracing damp lines down her impassive face.  “Please do not, I beg thee.  Tonka.”  The healer’s voice broke.  Her head bent.  “My chieftain, come and take your kinswoman.” 

Taryn looked back toward the sickbed where Tonka lay motionless, but it was another stallion who stepped out from the huddle of Farasai at the wall.  One she knew, even.  Ahm’s mate, and with a new black bar painted over his eyes.  Looking into that face broke something 409 

 

deep inside her.  Taryn felt her legs buckle; she would have fallen if Tanu—she could not call him Tonka, could not even think it—had not caught her.  Taryn pushed against his gentle grip, shaking her head until her hair whipped at her face. 

“I pray as you do,” Tanu said, his eyes piercing her with grief. 

“I do, Taryn.  But this is not the time for our kraal to be without a chief, nay, not even one day.  And though we are united in the hope that Tonka-that-was will live…Taryn, we must be ready to receive the will of the Riverman.” 

“No!”  Taryn wrenched away, and spun around, screaming at the empty air surrounding Tonka.  “Don’t you do it!  If it ever meant anything to you, don’t you take him!  Please!  I’ll trade now!  I’ll trade!” 

Hands clamped hard over Taryn’s mouth.  “Nay, you will not,” 

Tanu said grimly.  He ignored the scratching and biting Taryn sent against him and held her silent until she sagged with sobs.  “We receive the will of the Riverman, my kinswoman.  He is the friend that carries us to our last destination.  You will not give him challenge.” 

Taryn turned pleading eyes on Ven, pulling futilely at the hand that muted her. 

Ven said nothing at first, only searched her face with sorrow, and when at last, she opened her mouth to speak, she was interrupted by a roll of thunder close enough to shake the walls. 

Ven reared.  The foal awoke with a wail.  Aisling bristled and lunged out, screeching threat to the empty air.  Even Tonka weakly stirred in his place of dying, but Taryn merely looked toward the door. 

There was nothing natural in that thunder.  She knew what was making this storm. 

And so did Ven.  “Stay!” the horsewoman cried, sprinting toward the door. 

“He’s come for me,” Taryn said. 

“All the better reason he should not find you,” Tanu said, setting her firmly against the wall before he, too, galloped away, drawing his runka as he ran. 

Ven and her new chieftain raced into the commons, both shouting commands in Far.  Even at full volume, they could scarcely be heard above the thunder, but the gestures they were making made their orders easily discerned regardless.  Taryn stepped out into the middle of the lodge so that she could see through the open door to the darkening sky, where ribbons of cloud as black and swollen as eels were coiling 410 

 

above the kraal.  Horsemen were bolting for the cover of their lodges, turning the commons into a mass of chaotic movement over which the storm presided. 

From the center of the storm, a shape grew—a man’s shape, black as night, with eyes of blazing hell.  It towered to god-like heights over the kraal, its gaze sweeping left and right as it watched Farasai scramble.  The titan’s lips parted; it spoke in a voice that shook dust from the rafters and rattled tins on Ven’s shelves.  “Did you think that I could be killed so easily?” it boomed.  “My life is not for the likes of your beast-lord to take.  Behold him and behold your own fate!” 

Antilles, or a shadow of him, appeared in the air at the storm-shadow’s feet, ringed with green fire, screaming. 

“Did you dare to think you held me imprisoned in those woods? 

Fools!  I am eternal!  I gave you truce for mercy’s sake all these years, but in your chieftain’s own words, that truce is surely over.  Now I will have a vengeance for this insult and I will have it in blood!” 

Antilles arched, clawing at his own body as green flame ate into his flesh.  Then the image vanished, leaving only the wizard, a hundred feet tall, searing the kraal with the unnatural light of his eyes. 

“Now there will be a price for the return of peace!” he roared.  “I will have what I want and you will bring it to me.  You will take her bound to the ashes of my home, her and her animal!  Send her out to me and I’ll give you back your lord!  Refuse me and die!” 

“Get hence!”  Morathi stepped out into the commons, striding straight before the fury of the sorcerous storm.  “Disperse, shadow!  You have no power here!” 

“No power?”  The wizard’s eyes flashed.  Forks of fire blasted down, shattering the roof of the Jiko lodge into ash in two gaping holes. 

“Do not tempt me, gluehide!  My mercy extends as far as a warning and no further.” 

Morathi raised her arms in a warding gesture.  The monstrosity in the air flickered, then blazed out more fiercely than ever. 

“Would you pit your will against mine, swayback?” it thundered. 

There was a flash and Morathi reared screaming and crashed to the ground.  “I have not shown you yet the limits of my power!  I will prove myself with the charring of every newborn foal if you anger me again!” 

Taryn ran into the commons, throwing her arms around the fallen Morathi.  The filly gripped at her, kicking weakly, and then began to rise.  “Come and get me, you coward!” Taryn shouted, glaring into the 411 

 

towering funnel in man’s shape.  “Just come and get me!  I’ll  go with you if you just show the guts and come and get me yourself!” 

Horsemen shouted at her, but their voices were blotted out by the laughter of the apparition. 

“I knew that I would find you here,” the wizard rumbled.  “Have you traded your bull for studding already?  How fickle you are,  Taryn MacTavish!” 

Pain lanced through her, indefensible.  She crashed to the ground, writhing and screaming in its grip. 

“Choose, nags.  Your offspring for this whore and her griffin. 

You have until dawn.  If you give her to me, you will have your lives and your lord returned to you, somewhat less than whole.  If you do not, I will rain death down on you until every last one of your bleating young lies smoking on the ground!  And I will do it every year until the last of your flea-ridden kind passes from this world!” 

The image swelled out to encompass the full breadth of the sky and then was gone.  But the storm continued.  Lightning burst and thunder rumbled.  Arcadia itself was raging. 

Taryn lay gasping on her side as the pains made their shivering way out of her body.  She felt hands on her, and she let them pull her to her feet.  “Help,” she managed, and stumbled against a horsewoman’s chest. 

It was Ahm, and her voice was grim as he said, “Aye, Taryn. 

Hunters, sally!  My runka will drink wizard’s blood before I give to him my kinswoman!” 

Roars of agreement, shattered by thunder. 

“No!  I need help!  I need—”  Taryn pushed away from Ahm and groped through them, seeking one face in particular among the crowd. 

“H’wathu,” she said, seizing at his hand.  “You told me once you’d carry me.” 

“Aye,” he said, showing no hesitation as he stepped forward to present his back. 

“Nay, Taryn!” Ahm cried.  “Nay, you will not go to him!” 

“Not unless I have to,” Taryn said.  “I promise.” 

“You cannot save us like this.”  Ahm’s voice cracked and she looked once, piercingly, at her lodge where her foal stood with hunter’s hands restraining him.  “He will attack no matter what the dawn brings! 

You cannot  give him his victory!” 
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“Take care of Aisling until I get back.”  She gripped at H’wathu’s side and hung there, strengthless, until someone came to lift her onto his back.  “And if…if something bad happens, just tell him…that I was never sorry.  We all make our own endings after all, and mine was happy.  Tell him that.” 

She gripped at H’wathu’s waist, turning deliberately away from all their faces, all that anguish, heartache, and terror.  She said, “Run. 

South.  As fast as you can.” 

“Aye, Taryn,” he said, and ran. 
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61.  The Eidolon Nameless  



She didn’t tell him where they were going until they were more than halfway there.  He tried to talk her out of it, but he didn’t stop running even then.  She had to love him a little for that. 

It was getting dark when they arrived.  The stones stood just as she remembered, stark and cold and faintly glittering in the waning light. 

H’wathu stopped well back from them, panting, and would not go closer. 

He didn’t move even when she slid from his back and fell to one knee in the wet grass.  His eyes were wide as he stared past her to the place where the stones formed their circle.  His sweat-foamed sides shivered. 

“Do not do this, I beg you,” he whispered. 

“It’ll be all right.” 

“Nay!  Nothing lies right within those stones!  That is the den of vagary!  The lairing place of the eidolon Nameless!”  He clutched at her hand, still unable to tear his gaze from the stones despite his desperate entreaty.  “Please, Taryn!  Whatever you think to barter of them, I pray you hold!  Even if you purchase the power, you could not have the knowledge to combat the wizard!” 

She brought his hand up and kissed it, bringing his wild eyes at last down to her.  “Please wait for me,” she said.  “If I’m not out by 414 

 

dawn, I…I probably won’t be coming out.  But wait for me a little while.” 

He backed up, his face a study in anguish, but then reared and galloped away.  He stopped, kicking, after only a minute’s hard run, and began to pace.  She could see his hands pulling at his hair in that helpless self-destruction that comes only from the greatest terror, or the greatest grief. 

Taryn went on up the slope to the Standing Stones.  She squeezed between two dolheims and into the place that had sheltered her that first night. 

Silence.  Stillness. 

Taryn walked to the center point beneath the capstone.  She turned in a circle, searching the empty air, feeling at it.  There was nothing.  She said, “Do you remember me?” 

At once, they were there. 

“Yes.” 

“Yes.  We always—” 

“Always.” 

“Remember.” 

Cold air drifted over her shoulder, stirring her hair.  Another breeze blew swiftly between her legs, curling upward to circle her thigh before blowing away. 

“I need your help,” Taryn said.  “Please.  I was told…I think I was told…that I had to come here.  That I could tell you something and you’d help me.  Please, if you can help me, I’ll pay any price.” 

Icy lips suddenly pressed on hers, bending her backwards until her hair brushed the ground.  Breath was in her, freezing down her throat to the pit of her stomach.  Then it withdrew.  She fell, knocking the air from her in a hard gust and leaving her to stare limply at the capstone, her teeth chattering. 

“Supplicant.”  The phantoms said it together, then broke and swirled around her again, circling her completely even though her back was pressed to the ground.  “Speak your will.” 

“The magus…the wizard in the woods by the lake—” 

“Son of Mab,” the male whispered as the female moaned, 

“Supplicant!  I remember!” 

“I have to stop him!” Taryn reached into the freezing air, shivering, entreating emptiness.  “Please help me stop him!  Please, I’ll pay whatever you ask!” 
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“You gifted once.”  That frozen touch slipped from one ear to another before whispering again.  “I would gift now.  But we—” 

“We cannot leave.” 

“—of our will alone.”  Frozen fingers brushed along Taryn’s cheek, over her lips, down her throat.  “But we have been Arcadia in its infancy,” the dry whisper went on, “and however long it has been—” 

“So long!” the other wailed. 

“—there is no piece that we cannot touch, if we are strengthened.”  The cold of his hands slipped down her skin, ignoring her clothing to drift longingly over her flesh.  “I would gift, but that is not within my power.” 

The glacial touch of the other moved between Taryn’s thighs, blooming up inside her with feathery, hungry kisses. 

“Lie with me,” the first breathed.  Light like a mist was forming on the carvings of the capstone, casting Taryn in shades of silver and blue.  “There is ritual I may follow if you will pay.  Give me breath and body.” 

Taryn fumbled at the lacings of her halter and finally opened it. 

She reached out, cupped her hand around a puff of wintry air and gently led the invisible substance that formed there to her breast.  She heard a sigh waft through her mind as a mouth found and closed around her nipple.  She looked down, heart pounding.  She could see her breast dimpling under the pressure of that mouth, could watch the nipple stiffen and bob with the movements of the unseen tongue. 

She closed her eyes. 

The thought that Antilles was being tortured somewhere, that the wizard was only waiting until dawn so that he could rain death down on the foals of Tonka’s kraal, and that Tonka himself was perhaps this moment dying, tried to crash down on her.  She stifled a sob, and the mouth at her breast retreated. 

“You must love,” he whispered anxiously.  “It is not enough to lie open.  I must have breath.  I must have body.  You must give passion and take true pleasure!” 

She nodded, her eyes still squeezed shut.  In darkness, she forced a kind of calm to settle on her, and she undressed for him.  Naked, she reached out, groping through the air until she found the chill of his insubstantial presence.  He drifted aside to coalesce under her palm; she swept her fingertips up his sinewy chest and around to his back.  There were short, gnarled spikes protruding from each bump of his spine.  She 416 

 

shivered and moved her hand away, finding his wrist and leading him to her sex. 

His lips brushed at hers lightly, almost shyly, as he stroked her pubis.  One long finger parted her as his tongue slipped between her lips. 

She wrapped her arms around his neck, opening to him in every way and trying through the shocking cold to feel some kind of pleasure. 

There was a surge of incoherent sound in the air around them, a sorrowing, pleading sob.  The female, shut out again.  Taryn felt the male lift his mouth from hers and heard the intangible sigh of their speech. 

The female retreated, crying piteously, and the male moved around behind Taryn, his lips darting down to taste at her neck, her shoulders, her back. 

He did not touch her exactly—all of him that could be felt were in his kisses—but she felt the cold of him wrapping her wrists and followed the icy pull forward until her palms were braced on the nearest dolheim.  She understood at once what he wanted, and bent slightly, thrusting her hips out for him, standing her legs well apart.  To love him, she reminded herself.  Not just to be compliant, but to be passionate.  She said, “Please touch me.” 

He did, a pinpoint of bitter cold sinking into her spine as he gently laid his hand over her back.  It was a tender touch, and if it were Antilles behind her, there would be an eager heat blooming through her even now, but it wasn’t.  Panic tried to rise again, and Taryn shook it away, then sagged against the dolheim and fought back a sob. 

She could sense the conflict of the phantom lairing here.  In another moment, he might retreat altogether.  Taryn dragged her hand across her eyes and said, “Please.  Stay with me.” 

Hesitation.  He touched her again, ice prickling at her arms as he tried to caress.  Then, with a decisiveness that bordered on despair, he firmly gripped her hips and suddenly was deep inside her. 

Taryn arched back with a shriek as she was penetrated by this unexpected bolt of frost and fire.  There was no blessed numbness to follow.  She felt every thrust, every pebbled ridge of his gnarled member, every excruciating inch that plunged in and out.  But she didn’t struggle. 

It would have been easy enough to leap forward, slip between the stones and run for H’wathu, but she stayed, scratching helplessly at the dolheim but striving with all she had to take some pleasure in the freezing assault. 
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“Be still,” he whispered, his voice broken by urgency.  “Be still and let me love you.  Receive, ah!  Receive me and there will be pleasure in the coupling that follows.  Only be still, be willing.” 

“I’m willing!” Taryn cried, tears of pain and effort escaping her as she fought to master her body.  “I…I lie with you freely!  P-please! 

H-help m-me!” 

He exhaled a hushing breath, a soothing sound without words, utterly at odds with the near-brutal way he took her.  His hands stroked her shoulders, then slipped around to cup her breasts.  The cold brought her nipples out in peaks; he plied them gently, withdrawing swiftly when she ground out a moan, but coming back to cup again as if he couldn’t help himself.  And she tried to welcome him, laying her hand over his (and going right through to her own naked flesh) as a means of telling him it was all right, even though her throat ached to unleash screams. 

Too cold! 

Then, explosion, piercing her with a thousand shards of ice, all of which melted almost instantly, leaving only the ache of their frosty touch deep inside her where they couldn’t be rubbed away.  Taryn’s head lolled.  Panting, she opened her eyes and saw, just for an instant, his hand still on her breast.  An awful hand, long and knobbed and weirdly thin, like wet tissue paper draped over mutant bones. 

She must have made a sound.  He recoiled, pulling free of her breast and her body.  She started to turn and heard his hoarse voice rasp, 

“No!  Do not see me!” 

She thought about it, staring at the carved face of the dolheim that supported her.  Before her eyes, figures of a man and woman coupled with abandon—the woman bent, the man behind her; how did she keep blindly selecting the stone portraying the exact act she ended up performing?—and it gave her something to look at, but her thoughts were never distracted.  Slowly, she lowered her hands from the standing stone and turned around. 

He hissed sharply and raised one hand to try and cover his face, then gave her a desolate stare between his splayed fingers.  He was taller than her, whippet-thin, sinewy, and only half-sketched in clouds of transparent white.  His arms dangled nearly to his knees, even with the long fingers curled, and there was a split in them running nearly the full length of his forearm that made him skeletal despite the ropes of muscle that wrapped his bones.  She could see a pulsing in his chest where a heart should beat.  She could see veins along the thin neck keeping time. 
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His face was a smooth, upwards sweep, from his pointed chin to the stiff protrusions that reached out from the top of his head like branches from a dead tree, and it wasn’t such a bad face, really.  His eyes, both pairs, gazed down at her with shame through the bony veil of his fingers.  He stayed there, cringing ashamedly, expecting screams. 

Taryn lifted her hand and touched the smooth, chill brow.  Her fingers traced down his thin cheek, crossed over the noseless bump in the center of his face, then dropped to touch his lips. 

He let out a shaky, soundless breath and lowered his shielding hand to cover hers.  She let him share the pass of her fingers as she explored the alien lines of his features and he turned his face into her touch, his lower eyes sliding shut as the upper ones still gazed at her. 

Taryn twined her fingers through his and brought his hand to her face. 

He touched, caressed, and then hesitantly brushed her lip.  She parted, licking at the tip of his finger, and he bent, cupping her cheeks to kiss her. 

Taryn could hear the sobbing of the other, the female, rising up again from the shadows.  She pulled gently from him, holding his hand to keep him with her, and said, “You can come out, if you want.  You can both stay.” 

“You cannot give her breath,” the male said sadly.  “You cannot empower her to leave this place.  She is a vessel, as you are.” 

The female’s moans intensified. 

“But she can help.”  Taryn shivered as hands brushed tentatively at her hip, and said, “I can’t…You want me to love you.  I can’t just listen to her suffer and love anyone.” 

He tipped his head slightly, his gaze growing even more piercing and poignant.  “You would…gift,” he said. 

“I…”  She didn’t know what she was trying to do, actually, and she was suddenly too tired to argue.  She only wanted to do what she had to do here, and she knew she couldn’t do it with any kind of passion if she had to listen to the female’s lonely weeping.  “If it will make her happy, then I want her to stay.  Please.” 

The male stood back, turning his head to watch the invisible actions of his companion as she took his place before Taryn.  Taryn raised one hand and felt the soft/firm swell of a small breast fill her palm. 

She opened her mouth to the chill and eager kiss that assailed her, feeling herself frozen by the greedy touches of the phantom. 
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“Oh, so long!  So warm!”  The female drifted invisibly down, leaving a trail of gooseflesh over Taryn’s body where her kisses lingered. 

Her fingers dug at Taryn’s hips and the frozen mouth pressed suddenly, painfully, against Taryn’s sex.  “Warm!” the female moaned, her voice separate from the frenzied lapping of her tongue. 

The male reached out to brush at Taryn’s cheek and he moved behind her and pulled her back against his chest.  His hands slipped around to cup her breasts, caress the curve of her ribs as they smoothed down to her waist, and lower, helping to open her thighs wider to the female’s attack.  He embraced her then, and she felt a faint puff of breath on her shoulder before he drew back, keeping her firmly in hand, and guided her gently down to the ground.  The female stayed with her the whole time, the frozen nub of her tongue thrusting frantically as she alternately sobbed and sighed, and it was a battle for Taryn not to cry out or kick.  She clutched at the male’s arms instead, and he brushed her hands tenderly before pulling back from her. 

“I would gift,” the male whispered, as he moved to settle his faint weight astride of her shoulders.  “If I only could.”  Tears leaked from his eyes; he closed them with a groan as she took his pale shaft into her mouth.  The cobwebby outline of his body brightened. 

Taryn reached through him to touch herself, trying to will heat and passion into her body in spite of the blistering cold of the female’s anxious assault.  She stroked alongside the lapping tongue, then slipped up to tease at her crowning bud. 

“Oh yes!” the female sobbed.  “Oh, remember!  Love yourself and let me remember!” 

The male’s shaft was an icicle in her throat, sliding back and forth over her tongue as she sucked and swallowed.  She had one hand free and she used it to caress the base of his member, to cup and caress the tight sac that swung beneath.  He groaned again, hunched over her, his hips thrusting harder.  She rubbed herself at the same speed, arching into the female’s ghostly mouth as she mimed a mating.  Her mind was clear of any thought but this, clear even of Antilles and the wizard who held him.  She opened herself to sensation and sharing.  She accepted them and tried to love. 

Cold exploded across her tongue, dissolving even as she swallowed, and the male withdrew.  He had weight now; she felt it leave her as he rose.  He knelt beside her and her hand found him again.  She 420 

 

stroked him as she stroked herself, her movements taking on new life as passion finally began to kindle. 

“At last!”  The female drove at her, actually seeming to push her head up into Taryn’s hips as she drank.  “So warm!” 

The male’s eyes, all of them, were aimed at the place where the unseen female worked.  At length, he reached out and lightly pushed, moving the wailing phantom from her.  He bent to take her place, but Taryn stopped him with a hand on his chest.  She could feel the pulsing of his heart now. 

“Lie down for me,” she told him over the moans and sobs of the female. 

He obeyed without a word, and Taryn felt the phantom of the female swirling around them like frozen smoke as she straddled him. 

Again, she felt the faintly dizzying rush as she was penetrated, but it seemed to her that he was only cool now, not the boreal ice that he had been before.  She began to move, trying to ride out the vertigo of having him inside her, and when she was quite sure she wouldn’t either faint or fall over, she raised a trembling hand to beckon. 

She could feel the female circling, and she could see the male watching her from below.  Then finally, she was there.  The push of frozen air on Taryn’s face was numbing.  She reached up carefully and touched the gaunt curve of narrow hips.  She drew them close, her eyes sliding shut, and kissed the chill mound of the phantom’s sex. 

There was no taste.  It was like licking ice, and like ice, the longer she licked, the more defined the shape beneath her tongue became.  The female cried the entire time.  Taryn could feel the phantom’s hands gripping at her head, kneading at her like a cat Taryn tried to please.  She tried to give in the ways that she liked to receive, sucking and flicking at the phantom’s clitoris as she stroked the smooth outer folds of her labia, penetrating slowly and with just one finger only after the cries above her took on a frantic pitch.  She found wetness, arctic dew. 

“Yes!”  Bony fingers scraped along Taryn’s back as the female clutched at her.  “Yes!  Please!  I remember!” 

Taryn drew back as much as she could, shaking her hand to try and bring life back into the cold-blue joints of her fingers, then she pulled the female closer and sent her tongue into the frozen fields of the phantom’s core.  The cold surrounded her—the awful, numbing cold—
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veins and the thoughts in her brain.  But she kept trying, concentrating as much as she could on the male she rode, matching his steady, rocking pace with long, slow strokes of her tongue.  She felt the phantom’s hips buck, heard a keening cry of release in echoes all around her, and then icewater flooded into her mouth.  She swallowed by instinct, and felt the burst of the male’s seed deep in her own womb, unexpectedly warm. 

The sensation swam in her, bringing her to a slight peak of pleasure, a shiver to pass from him, through her, and into the other. 

The male melted down into the ground beneath her and reappeared from one of the dolheims, now white and glowing as a star. 

She couldn’t see through him any more.  He was ready. 

“No!”  The female, still intangible and unseen, clutched at Taryn’s shoulders.  Scratches painted themselves on her in lines of stinging cold.  “No, I must have more!” 

“It will not help you,” the male told her.  His voice had become as solid as his form, no longer a whisper but still as dry as dead leaves. 

“She cannot give you breath and body.” 

“Can you?”  Taryn fought to put her thoughts in line as the female continued to push herself on and into her, penetrating hips, belly, breast, and throat with grasping hands and too-eager kisses.  The male looked down at her, a frown growing on his strange face.  “Can you make her whole now that you’re…real?  If I…”  Her voice was cut by searing cold as the female squeezed her breasts and pushed on through to her lungs.  She coughed, pulling weakly away, and then sought the male’s eyes again and said, “Can she be in me when I’m with you?” 

The female halted all movement and then cried out joyfully. 

There was a surge of cold air against Taryn’s body, strong enough to throw her back against a dolheim and stretch her skin tight. 

The male reached out his long arm, made a hooking motion with his skeletal hand, and drew the battering cold away.  His eyes on her were black and bright as pools of ink.  “It was done once,” he said.  “I remember.  Long and long ago.  But it can harm.  It can kill.” 

Taryn shook her head.  “He has Antilles!” she said urgently. 

“Can you fight him alone?” 

The male glanced out through the stones to the plains beyond. 

He was very still. 

“Let her be me,” Taryn pleaded.  “I’ll take any risk!  Just promise me that if…if something happens, you’ll still try to help Antilles!” 
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He turned his eyes on her again and blinked both pairs, not quite in sync.  He raised one hand before her face, then slowly curled his fingers and lowered them.  He spoke, not in English, or in any language that had discernable words, but in a stream of whispering sound like wind through leaves or water over rock.  “Enter,” he said at the end of it. 

He closed his eyes as with surrender or grief.  “Let it be done.” 

With a keening scream, the wind rushed forward and suddenly Taryn was flattened against the dolheim, her teeth wrenched apart to admit something huge, something horrible.  She gasped reflexively and brought it all into her as deep as it could go.  She could feel everything that was Taryn pushed back into a tight, painful corner.  Everything she saw washed out briefly to a storm of white and then her eyes were closed, and when they opened again, it was not her will that commanded. 

She saw her hands rise up before her eyes and heard herself laugh, a child’s cry of delight.  She touched her naked body with a man’s greed, cupping her breasts and plucking at her nipples, moaning and shivering as her hands traveled the hills and valleys of her flesh.  She ended half-bent, both hands petting rapidly between her thighs. 

“Be gentle,” the male warned.  “Have care with her.” 

“I am warm,” Taryn heard herself say.  It was her voice, but not the way in which she spoke.  There was a lilt to her words that was utterly foreign, an accent that wormed its way through her speech in parasitical undulations.  She looked up at the male, and reached out to touch her trembling fingertips to him.  She felt his dry, alien skin and to her it was suddenly familiar.  “You are warm!  You are real!  Oh!” 

The male’s hands rose to hold hers to his skin, directly over the gluey throb of his heart.  His eyes closed, his head tipped back.  He drew one shuddering breath and held it.  “I feel you,” he whispered.  “I feel you again.” 

“And I feel…”  Taryn’s body stumbled back, her hands fluttering to her belly.  “Life!” she gasped, and laughed.  “Oh,  life in me!” 

“No.  Not in you.”  The male touched her shoulder, both sets of his eyes narrowed with an expression she somehow knew was alarm. 

“Not in you.  Have care.” 

“Love me.”  Taryn pressed herself against his body, pulling at his shoulders to seek his lips.  “Love me while we are both warm!  Give me something new to remember!” 
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It seemed to Taryn that he resisted, but if so, it was not for long. 

He bent swiftly to take her mouth, and it was not the same kisses he had given to her, but one he meant for the phantom that rode her.  Some thin tendril, pointed and pronged, slipped from his mouth to hers and Taryn felt it slipping down her throat, coiling and twisting in gyrations that were oddly tender.  She felt her own tongue darting into his mouth, trying to return this touch.  Her hands were pressing at his shoulders, and his were on her back, her hips.  She could feel his fingertips piercing her, flexing as they tried to join with her flesh, and drawing blood instead. 

Taryn felt the pain of this, but the female inside her moaned with passion and pulled the male down to the ground.  She wrapped her legs around his gaunt hips, pushing her hand between them to rub frantically at her throbbing sex and then grinding up at him with breathy wails of wordless need. 

There was no smaller space for Taryn to hide in, but she tried to close her mind away, to give them privacy as they came together.  She could not help but feel the cast-off echoes of desire, any more than she could stop feeling his body atop her and then inside her.  She couldn’t stop hearing the passion in her own voice as she hugged his malformed body closer and sobbed with pleasure.  “Grow in me!” she pleaded, clutching his hand to her breast.  “Share with me!  It has been too long!  I hunger for the touch of your heart!” 

“No,” he groaned, balling the long fingers into a fist even as the tips tried to sprout points.  “No, it hurts her.” 

“I care not!”  Taryn clutched at his hand, licking and nipping as she fought to coax it open, to mingle his flesh with hers.  “What matters a little hurt?  I will endure it gladly to have your heart again with me!” 

“Be gentle.”  He sank his fingers into the soft grass behind her instead, arching up to thrust deeper, his features contorted as with pain. 

“She is kind.  She is giving you this gift.  Oh, be gentle with this body.” 

“My body!” the phantom hissed through Taryn’s lips.  “This is no gift!  She comes asking, as all of them ask!  Why should I not keep what I am offered?” 

Fear swelled up in Taryn and she felt it batted easily aside. 

“I could keep this body,” she heard herself say.  She pulled his hand from the ground and placed it over her breast, and his mouth followed, though he groaned as he suckled.  “You desire her.  I taste it in your touch.  Help me to keep her.  I could keep you warm, keep you real. 

And you, me.” 
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He tried to twist away, but she rolled with him so that now she sat him.  Her hips ground down in ancient rhythms and his hands came trembling to caress her as she rose over him.  She braced her hands on his sunken ribs and surrounded him with her hair, smiling down into his alien face.  “A child is coming,” she told him.  “I could make it male.  It could be yours to possess.” 

“No.” 

“We could leave this place.” 

“No!” 

“We could have our eternity with breath and blood!” 

His hands encircled her waist and lifted her off him, tumbling her away into the grass.  He sat up, his member jutting wet and urgent at the capstone that contained them, and his breath came raggedly for several seconds, but then he shook his head.  “No,” he said quietly, and turned away. 

Taryn heard herself scream, trying desperately to reach for him, but his arms were much longer.  He held her easily at bay. 

“There was a price asked and we swore to pay it,” he said, looking up at the capstone.  “And this one…she is kind.  She gifts.” 

“She asks!” Taryn wailed.  “She came to us for power, she uses us, demands of us!” 

“To save a life.  Another life.  Of him she loves.  Of him who loves her.”  Now he looked at her.  He still kept her rigidly away from him, but with his free hand, he soothed her frantic struggles by caressing her cheek.  “Would you see her so repaid?  When she asked you to stay, to share with her?  When she gave herself to you so freely?  I loved you once.  And you loved me.  How can you offer now such betrayal?” 

Taryn’s head bent.  She clutched the hand that pinned her back and turned her face into the one that gently brushed at her.  “It has been so long, and they have all forgotten us.” 

“We agreed to this price.” 

“I did not know then what eternity truly meant.” 

“Release her.” 

He dropped his arms from her, but she did not lunge for him again.  She knelt in the grass, her hands limp in her lap, and wept.  Taryn felt the hold on her slip, felt sorrow like a glove on every side of her. 

The female was drawing back, preparing to slip away.  She thought, 

‘You have a little time.’ 
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She heard herself laugh, a haunted and somewhat bitter sound. 

“She bids me linger.  She would let me lie with you.  For pity.” 

The male looked into her eyes, seeking Taryn in them.  “For kindness,” he corrected, and drew her to him again. 

Taryn turned away inside herself, shutting off as much as she could of their love-making, but she still felt the rush of her body’s responses as she took him inside her.  She could feel the quakes of her body’s climax, building toward a brilliance her humanity could not entirely share.  It burst through her, a glow like sunset fire, and she felt the heat of his seed follow after.  She rose over him, sighing as tears coursed down her face, and her hands slipped from the warmth and wonder of his solid flesh up to cradle her still-flat belly. 

“I will remember this,” she whispered. 

“Yes.”  The male reached up to brush the backs of his long hand over her cheek.  “We always remember.  Release her.” 

She did, pouring out of Taryn’s mouth in a white stream to materialize beside them, her hands still pressed to her cadaverous stomach and tears shining in each of her four eyes. 

Taryn fell down gasping atop the male.  His arms enfolded her, holding her close as she held him inside her.  “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled, all her nerves numbed and strengthless.  “I didn’t want to ask you, but I had to come.  No one else can help me and she told me to tell you.” 

“Tell us,” the female said mournfully. 

“Yes.”  The male’s long hands cupped Taryn’s face, bringing her up to meet his gaze.  His eyes on her were deep as dreams.  They showed her no reflection.  “Fulfill this favor’s rite.  Tell us.” 

“Tyzander.” 

The word came out of her haltingly, as incomprehensible now as it had been in her dream, but he merely nodded. 

“Now sleep,” he said.  He set her gently on the grass and rose. 

“You have given.  Now we obey.” 
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62.  Tyzander 



The storm was worsening. 

The wizard could only stand under the overhanging branches of the thin trees here at the courtyard of Dis, and wait for it to pass.  It was not much cover.  His hair was plastered unpleasantly to his skull.  His robe weighted heavy and clammy, the rotten stench of its storing-place overpowering his senses.  He leaned against the rough support of a tree’s trunk, sourly enduring the fat drops of rain that made it through the winter branches, and let the hours until dawn creep past. 

The last lord of the Valley of Hoof and Horn lay before him, still pinioned to the ground with stone roots.  The bull’s eyes were closed and he made no sound, but the wizard didn’t think he was sleeping, just keeping the rain out of his eyes.  Well.  As long as he was quiet. 

The wizard had run out of mageleaf and tearoot after only three more studdings of the Cerosan, but he continued to set the roots against his captive every so often anyway.  One had to have some entertainments to pass the time, and the bull-man’s roars as the rapes were exacted were fiercely pleasing to the wizard’s ears.  But for now, he was content to let his prisoner lie.  He did not have so much power regained that he could afford to spend it continuously.  He needed some in reserve for when the horsemen came at dawn.  Undoubtedly, some would want to fight. 
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A flash of sky.  Thunder broke soon after, so loud the wizard fancied he could feel it.  The wizard retreated to another tree, one a little deeper in, though still in easy sight of his captive.  The storm had made him indefinably uneasy since its onset, but he was beginning to wonder if it were truly gathering directly overhead, the way it seemed to be.  He searched the clouds when they were lit and imagined he could see faces contorted by screams of laughter, but then, one might see many things in storm clouds. 

His imagination, surely.  But he was apprehensive about sending out to his mother, afraid that she might answer.  Deceiver she might be, but she worked her delusions with dreams.  She, like every other true immortal, did not and could not lie.  If he asked her if she were the storm come to witness him, she would tell him, and there was a truth the wizard did not wish to hear. 

The wind threw stinging needles of rain under the branches to strike his face.  The wizard bent his head, grimacing against discomfort. 

The trees were creaking, low and monotonous, tossed by wind, and the sound brought on memory, one confusing in its pointless clarity—

summer, him just a boy, the smell of coffee in the evening, the sound of crickets, so much like this storm-strung creaking. 

The wizard shook it off with a curse.  Irritated, on edge for reasons he could not understand, the wizard gave his prisoner a brooding glance.  The Cerosan lay silent, too much at peace in his confinement. 

The wizard raised his hand and green flames burst through the soaked fur to enwrap a body suddenly thrashing.  The wizard listened to the soothing sound of screams as he studied the sway of branches overhead. 

When the minotaur broke from consciousness, the wizard dropped his spell. 

The sound of creaking wood continued, but there was a new strangeness to it.  A harmony, far back and moving nearer.  Long, slow creaks, then a pause, then again.  Purposeful. 

The wizard turned around.  It was too dark, but in the infrequent illuminations wrought by the storm, he could see great movement deep in the forest.  Not the swaying of wind-thrown branches, but whole trees. 

Not all of them.  Never more than two at a time, in fact. 

And never the same two. 

All of a sudden, the sting of rain did not seem so annoying after all.  The wizard began to back out into the courtyard of Dis.  Blue light splashed out from his hands, but he had no target.  Only the storm and 428 

 

the trees it batted at, a child’s boogey-phantom.  He felt foolish, but even so, he didn’t feel safe. 

The tree he had been leaned against just a moment ago suddenly came to unnatural life, shattering the flow of his disquieted thoughts. 

Pale eyes opened in the rough bark of its trunk, cold and distant as moons, two at first and then four.  They saw him, focused on him as the wizard stood gaping, and a face began to swell outward.  Bark stretched and bulged, fluid as thin Earth-plastic.  The features clarified, but even so, they were mere indications.  It was not until the root-like knots that crowned its head pulled free that the wizard realized fully what faced him. 

“No,” he said, surreally calm.  “You can’t be here.  You’re bound.” 

The Nameless dragged one foot from the substance of the tree and moved it out to grip the ground.  The twisted gnarls of its half-formed toes took on the look of stone as they sank down to join the earth. 

The wizard turned and ran. 

He heard the hollow crack as the Nameless abandoned his tree-flesh, saw the ghost-like vapor of its true form swiftly pass and bury. 

Then a hand, long-fingered and skeletal, reached from the ground, tearing through wet grass to close on his robe.  The rotten fabric ripped in the grip of shaped stone, but did not pull entirely away.  The wizard fell with jarring force, knocking himself breathless as he struck the overgrown cobbles of the courtyard.  He braced his hands on the ground and felt it bloat beneath him.  The face formed as stone pushed up through moss and grass.  The pale eyes opened, pitiless. 

That claustrophobic madness beset him once again, blanking out all other sight and sense, and this time, the wizard knew it for what it was.  Fear.  Never in all his life had he felt fear.  Dread, yes, and often loss, coupled by resentment or frustration and always rage, but not this…this mindless, chaotic assault.  He pulled at his robe, screaming and kicking until he tore it open and could escape. 

The Nameless let him go.  It turned the emerging head, the gaunt and sunken chest ripping outward as it sat up.  It looked at the Cerosan lying unconscious beside him.  It reached and plucked the stone roots binding the minotaur’s limbs, plucked them easily as if they were dried blades of grass. 

The wizard gained his feet and ran naked up the Silver Stair. 
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dazedly, and again there came that nonsensical flash of mind-lightning, piercing his panic with memory.  He remembered going to the Standing Stones and taking her, demanding Words of Power and commanding her compliance with his mule’s seed.  Now she grasped for him, her stone fingers howling through the air, wet grass hanging from her like sinews on a corpse.  The wizard darted aside into Dis, into the dead place he had made of the magic she had given him. 

There, safe and shrilly laughing, he spun around to face them and saw the stone form of the male melt away.  The female drew one leg out of the stairs and then the other.  She started for the gate, her stride unhurried, and the wizard heard the shuddering groan of rock against rock behind him.  He swung around and watched with horror as the male Nameless made himself anew from the street of the dead city. 

“You…You can’t  be here!” he shouted, backing away. 

“There is no place—” the female rasped.  Her long hands gripped and joined with the pillars that supported the gateway.  She stepped through, the color of her leg blending from weathered grey to dead-Dis gold once she touched the cobbles, and the male finished her words: “—that we cannot reach.”  Grit fell from the corners of his stone mouth as it moved.  “We are Arcadia,” they said. 

The wizard wrapped himself in an aura of light.  “You cannot harm me!”  Desperation made his challenge discordant.  “I am Mab’s son!  I am immortal!” 

“You are Tyzander.” 

He had never heard the word, but recognition deeper than bone struck and exploded through him, shattering the sorcerous armor he had summoned, shattering every thought and memory.  The wizard stumbled backward, hands thrown out in vain for protection against the horror of his name. 

The female’s hands closed on him.  He was lifted, thrown.  He struck the buried Silver Stair and tumbled to the bottom, lying crumpled and gasping in the courtyard as the rain poured down.  He rolled painfully onto his back in time to see the Nameless abandon the city. 

Twin wisps of ether streaked down on either side of him and buried.  He kicked away frantically as the ground formed mounds and their hands punched free of stone once more. 

**Mother!** he shrieked. 

** SON** she replied, acknowledging, mocking, madly laughing. 
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The wizard was seized and thrown again.  His back smashed into the trunk of a tree and he fell into the undergrowth.  Stone melted. 

Branches creaked.  The Nameless reformed. 

“It is not only iron that makes mortals of magi,” the female whispered.  Wooden fingers closed on Tyzander’s body, plucking him from the ground and hurling him deeper into the forest. 

He struck another tree.  This one, inhabited by the male, held him.  Pale eyes gazed into his without emotion or mercy.  “It is also oak,” the Nameless said.  And the ribs of its bark-crusted chest split and opened. 

Tyzander screamed as he was pulled naked into the black womb of the living tree.  He screamed as it sealed around him and then there was no more air.  Veins of oak fiber invaded him, rooted in him, grew. 

Sap filled his mouth.  **Mother,** he sent, the last tenuous thought that he would ever form.  **Save me!** 

And the last answer he would ever hear came gently to his mind’s ear.  ** SON** she whispered fondly.  ** DIE** 
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63.  The Standing Stones 



Taryn waited in the center of the ring, drawn up in as small a shape as she could manage.  Her arms were bound around her knees, her head tucked, even her toes curled.  It had been hours, days, maybe only minutes.  She had dressed when the ebbing of adrenaline brought her new awareness of the cold, but had not moved much after that.  Every so often, she would open her eyes to stare through the Standing Stones to the plains, and wait for lightning to show her H’wathu pacing in the distance.  He was drenched, poor guy, polished to a high shine by the rain, and she could see the marks of panic on him from here, but he had not left her.  In fact, it seemed to Taryn that every new flash showed him moved a little closer to the stones he feared so much.  Long before dawn came, he would probably be in here to get her. 

The storm began to slacken with a suddenness and completeness that made it seem as though a switch somewhere had been thrown.  The pounding of the rain outside turned to a light drizzle in the space of only a few seconds, replacing the continuous roar of the weather into a whisper.  Taryn raised her head, then crawled onto her hands and knees to look outside.  There was moonlight in smears behind the clouds, letting her see the crawling way in which they dispersed. 

She stood up stiffly, managing a shaking step forward, but only that.  The sigh and sudden chill of the ring’s inhabitants returning 432 

 

stopped her.  She spun around, her eyes stabbing at the darkness.  She saw nothing, but felt lips brush at hers, and with a sob of relief, threw out her arms and embraced the burning cold. 

“Him whom you love—” 

“Who loves you.” 

“—lives.” 

“Oh thank you!”  Taryn turned her face away from the one she held to hunt for the other, and received a kiss more hungry than tender. 

She knew it for the female; the one she held, the male. 

“The son of Mab is dead,” the male whispered.  “All his sorcery now unmade.  Go to the ruins of Dis.  There find him whom you love.” 

“I’ll come back,” Taryn said.  “I promise I’ll come back and I’ll let you share me.” 

The mouth seeking hers so greedily invaded with renewed intensity, but the male softly said, “No.” 

A wail swept through the stones.  The male’s voice, dry as dust, came through it with tired emotion.  “I will not accept this gift.  No,” he said, his voice fading as it directed away.  “You will not accept.”  To Taryn, he continued, “We can be only what we are and what we are is dangerous.  You cannot come within these stones save as a supplicant to our powers.  Twice, you have shared your fragile flesh and twice, you have left us unscarred.  I can make no promise for the future, no promise but that you will  always be in deathly peril when you lie with us.  Such is the nature of our binding.” 

“I…I’m sorry.  I only wanted—” 

“To be kind,” he said as the female sobbed and swirled around them both.  He sounded tired, but only a little sad.  “Yes.  You are kind. 

We are not.  Return to him who loves you, to him you love.  If you will thank, if you will gift, then remember us.” 

The female was weeping all around them, the wind of her frantic, despairing circling drawing Taryn’s hair up into a funnel.  The male smoothed it down again with a pass of his gentle hand and kissed her, soft as snow on her upturned face. 

“Remember us,” he whispered, releasing her.  “And never return.” 
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64.  After the Storm 



Antilles opened his eyes on the clear, unwavering stare of the moon.  The night was clear.  He lay in a pool of rainwater, sponged by grass.  Without thinking, he moved to wipe his face, but it was not until his hand had finished its drying rub that he realized he was no longer bound.  Immediately, he tried to sit up, but the pains that had been lying quiet flared out through every part of him and pressed him flat to the wet ground once more. 

It was a long time before he could bring himself to try again, and no sooner had he managed the climb to his feet than a shape burst out of the forest.  He staggered around, groping stupidly through the air for the axe he had earlier dropped, and saw the impossible form of his Taryn rushing toward him, her feet sliding on the storm-soaked grass.  She threw her arms around his chest, so real.  He collapsed like wet paper, but he was embracing her even as he fell. 

“What trick is this?” he groaned.  “Do I dream or have I crossed the River?” 

“Aeson!” she sobbed.  She raised her hand to the crown of his head, bringing a crippling bolt of agony at her slight touch.  “My poor Menelajis.” 
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A sound ripped out of him, relief in its purest and most primal form, and he allowed her weight to crush him wonderfully against the ground.  “Taryn!  Oh, my maiden, it is thee!” 

“Are you all right?”  She drew back, clutching at his arm with a worried expression.  “Can you stand?” 

Antilles sat up with arthritic care, still holding her against him. 

He swept his eyes around the clearing.  “What has happened here?” he asked.  Memories were slow to return, and there were unpleasant gaps throughout, but at last awareness, the wizard had been there and bright with power.  Now there was no sign of him, no sign of anything apart from a few ruptured patches of ground over the smooth, clean surface of courtyard stone.  He sought Taryn’s face again, though the effort cost him; his mind was even more leaden than his body.  “Where is the wizard?” 

“He’s dead,” she said, and dropped her eyes.  “I don’t want to talk about it.  Please, let’s just go.”  She clutched at him again, her face contorting with anxiety.  “Tonka’s hurt, and…and please, I have to get you out of here!” 

“What?”  Antilles released her, groped again for his axe, and rolled onto one knee.  “What happened?” he asked as Taryn came in under his arm. 

“I don’t really know.  Ven said he was poisoned.  He talked a little.  He said something about Aisling, but…but he wasn’t moving when I left and Ven named another Tonka already and I saw you in the wizard’s storm and I’m…I’m…”  Tears slipped from her unhappy eyes as her mouth silently struggled to form words. 

“Tis over now and done.  Whatever scars this night must leave—

”  His eye fell to the broken tip of horn on the ground.  Menelajis she had called him.  He raised a hand distractedly to feel at the throbbing pulse of pain sprouting from his head.  He frowned.  “—are yet to be determined,” he finished slowly.  “But the wounding is done.”  He looked at her, the luxury of weariness coming to rest in him as a final proof of his words.  “Let me lean on thee a while, lady.” 

“As long as you need,” she told him, and bravely bore up under his arm.  All hip-height of her, as Tonka had once said, and yet it was strength enough and was that not his maiden to the very core?  “You’re doing fine,” she was telling him, coaxing him as if these were the first steps in all his life.  “And it isn’t far, I promise.  They have a cart waiting for us at the bridge.” 
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Antilles had to move at a creeping pace, all his aching body still burning with wizard’s fire and other abuses, and the pains were infinitely heightened by the slow press of time.  That he had to use his maiden for crutch at all dismayed him, but even she was not always able to help him keep his tenuous balance.  He expended what little reserves he had in reaching the forest trail and thereafter was forced to rest every few steps, leaning against the trunks of trees so as to spare Taryn the burden of him. 

He came to one of these just where the forest truly began to thicken, an acorntree, grotesquely swelled and somehow repellent, for all that its new leaves were budding as healthy as any other in the wood. 

When his hand touched the bulging flesh of its trunk, he was oddly compelled to turn to Taryn and say, “T’was thee who saved me, I know, but how was it managed?” 

“I had help.” 

But she would not say who, nor meet his eyes.  Antilles knew his Valley very well.  He did not ask again. 

The trek through the forest was a torture on him, but by the time they reached the bridge, he had begun to get a master’s grip on his physical complaints.  He limped across, still supported by Taryn’s narrow frame, but without needing to pause and gather breath.  On the other side of the river, two horsemen waited.  One, warrior-chief Ahm, came to take his weight from his small maiden’s shoulder.  The other, a farmer by his markings, was harnessed to a cart, but he seemed to forget that as he galloped forward to embrace Taryn.  She embraced him in return, breathing the same words of thanks over and over. 

Antilles allowed himself to be loaded like the sack of grain for which the cart had been built to carry.  He stretched out with a groan as Taryn climbed up beside him, both her hands tightly wrapping one of his, and made her lap a pleasant pillow for his aching head.  The horn would need shaving, he thought, and then a permanent cap, and he would have to do it all himself.  With mirrors, he supposed.  Gods and grief. 

There was a lurch as the horseman broke into a gallop, but the jostle and bump of the plains could not dislodge the comfort of this reunion and the peace that came from knowing the threat of the wizard was at long last truly gone. 

He looked up into his maiden’s eyes and saw troubles there staring damply back at him, intermingled with a helpless kind of love. 

There was a secret shining there that he knew she longed to tell, and would, when she deemed the time right.  He was content for now to let 436 

 

her keep it.  He who had given her so many times a command of blind trust could well afford to show her the same obedience. 

“Tell me a story,” he said, squeezing lightly at her hand. 

She could only stare at him, confounded. 

“Tis thy lord’s command,” he told her.  “For if ever there was an hour to hear a happy ending, it is now.” 

Her lips trembled and she looked away over the plains, but just when he thought to release her from the request, she said, “Aonghus Mac Og, born of a god, held court in the Brugh na Boinne.” 

A very good beginning.  Antilles settled as comfortably as his injuries allowed and let his eyes slide shut. 

“One night as he dreamed, a radiant maiden came to him in a vision, playing a golden harp and singing to him in a voice too beautiful to bear.  Though there was a look of love in her eyes, she vanished when he tried to embrace her.” 

“This being the nature of dreams.” 

“And of sorcery—”  Taryn’s voice cracked a little.  “—of which there are plenty of examples in Irish folk tales, so get used to it. 

Although his subjects tried to convince Aonghus to get over himself and get back to the business of ruling, he just couldn’t forget the beautiful lady.  Mostly because he didn’t have the opportunity, as she continued to come back every night when he slept to sing to him.” 

“And dance,” Antilles murmured.  He raised one hand, groping in the air, until Taryn took and held it. 

“Things went on like this for a year as Aonghus slowly pined away, and pretty soon, he wasn’t just mooning around sighing all the time, he was proclaiming to everyone who’d listen that he was dying from unrequited love and they were going to have to find themselves a new lord of Brugh na Boinne.  Finally, his mother got fed up with his foolishness and got a number of the gods to search the world looking for this mysterious dream-woman.” 

“What powers had this mother to convince the gods themselves to take up such a mission?” 

“Well, I understand she was something of a looker.” 

“I see.  Continue, pray.” 

“The dream girl’s name, as it turns out, was Caer.  Aonghus was brought to the shores of the lake where she lived, only to find her and a hundred and fifty other maidens all linked together by a silver chain.  As if this wasn’t enough of a discouragement—” 
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“Silver breaks easily enough,” Antilles commented.  “I should not be discouraged.” 

“You are a big, strong Cerosan,” she reminded him.  “Aonghus was Irish.  We’re all sickly.  Ask anyone.” 

He managed to laugh a little, bracing one hand against his aching side. 

She was quiet for a long time, and when she spoke again, her voice was at first unsteady.  “Aonghus asked Caer’s father for her hand in marriage, and learned that although Dad was willing enough to walk her down the aisle, it wasn’t up to him.  Caer was one of the swan-maidens, which meant that every year at summer’s end, she and her sisters all fly to a magical lake to become swans.  Anyone else might have given up at that point—” 

“Ha.  Love knows neither defeat nor common sense.” 

Now she laughed, and it sounded every bit as much a hurtful thing as his had been.  “Neither do the Irish,” she said.  “Which makes us twice as dangerous when we’re in love.” 

He squeezed her hand without opening his eyes. 

“So Aonghus went to this magical lake and waited patiently until the day of magical change, when he called to her.  Caer showed up, all right, with all hundred and fifty of her siblings still chained to her, and all of them looking like identical swans.  Undaunted, Aonghus marched right up to the real Caer—” 

“Who he recognized by the heat of her burning love for him, no doubt.” 

Taryn was quiet for a moment, and then he heard her laugh. 

“When Granna told me this story for the first time—I was six, I think—I just sort of assumed that the two of them had worked out some sort of secret handshake or maybe got her to fake a sneeze or something.  Then, when I was a little older, maybe all of ten years old, I decided that he just guessed and got lucky.  When I was fourteen and entered my cynical, know-it-all phase, I decided that he’d actually picked the wrong swan-girl and she just said she was Caer so she could get out of the swan-girl biz.” 

“And now?”  He forced his eyes open, curiously seeking her face, but she was looking away.  There was a faint crease between her brows as she searched the horizon for clues to her tale’s ending. 
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call it the heat of her burning love when they hadn’t really spent all that much time together…but sometimes, it just doesn’t take that much time. 

Sometimes, you just look at someone…”  She shifted then, turning that solemn, searching frown down on him.  “And you just know.” 

“Aye.”  His eyes slid shut again.  He held her hand as the cart bounced and thumped its way over the plains, feeling the heaviness of her gaze on him, and then added, “Pity t’was not so with us.” 

She laughed.  It was a startled sound, but at least it was a true one.  “Hey, I would have been perfectly willing to fall in love with you at first sight!  You were the one dragging your heels…er, hooves.” 

“The sun rises in its own time,” he said gravely.  “Continue your tale.” 

“Aonghus picked Caer out from the waterfowl lineup and asked her to marry him.” 

Marry.  There was a fine word. 

“And she agreed, but only if he would give up his immortal life and his court at the Brugh and become a swan with her.  Which he did, and I invite you to think back to your little observation on love and common sense.  Together—” 

“How was the transformation managed?” Antilles asked. 

“You know, they just kind of gloss over that part in the story, which is also what they do about this supposedly unbreakable silver chain that suddenly doesn’t matter anymore.” 

“Ah.  Convenient.” 

“Isn’t it?”  Another shaky attempt at laughter.  “Together, they flew around the lake three times and then took off for one last visit to Brugh na Boinne, where the enchanting melodies of their singing kept the place rocking for three days and nights.” 

“We have swans in Arcadia,” Antilles said.  “They do not sing. 

Well.” 

“These are magic swans.  And it must have been some impressively magical singing, because at the end of the third night, the enchantment that held Caer prisoner abruptly vanished and they both got to be human again forever.  They lived together at the Brugh and loved each other for the rest of time.” 

“A very good story,” Antilles said, opening his eyes at last.  Her face above him was strained and streaked with tears; she was not looking at him, but away over the plains.  He gave her hand a squeeze to gain her eyes.  “Some tales end well, my maiden.  Remember that.” 

439 

 

“Rest easy, my lord!” Ahm called.  “Rucombe lies just ahead!” 

And off she ran to give news of their safe return. 

Antilles could smell smoke and hear the hoofbeats of many horsemen coming to meet them, but the cart did not stop until it came to the door of the House of Tears, where Ven herself was waiting to take him. 

Taryn, lending her little hands to the act of raising Antilles, was suddenly seized and pulled from the cart into a horsewoman’s embrace. 

It was Ahm, Antilles saw, the leader of the kraal hunters, and she was weeping in a storm too wild to allow for speech. 

Antilles saw the color—what little there ever was—drain from his maiden’s face.  She pushed out of Ahm’s arms and raced into the healer’s lodge on legs that seemed dangerously unstable. 

Antilles looked up into Ven’s eyes as the healer bent over him. 

He saw a shock so deep it had rendered itself into calm.  “Thy mate,” he said urgently.  “What news?” 

She looked at him with far-staring sight.  “My mate,” she echoed in a dreaming voice.  “My chieftain.”  She drew a shaking breath, raising her palms to hold moonlight.  “Lives.” 

From within the House of Tears came the sound of Taryn’s weeping the low, exhausted tears of relief.  Antilles pushed himself up, eased away Ven’s hands, and limped in to see with his own eyes. 

His old friend still lay in a sick-berth and how strange it was to see him unpainted.  His body shone with sweat, but his eyes, though sorely wearied, were clear.  He held Taryn against his chest, running one hand down her tousled hair over and over, and murmured to her in his soothe-foal father’s voice.  “My hooves were on the ferry,” he was saying, “but he bid me not to board.  I looked into the Riverman’s eyes. 

I heard his voice.  He spoke of you.” 

“Thank you,” she was sobbing, and Antilles didn’t think it was the horseman that she spoke to.  “I know I said I didn’t trade and I’m sorry, but damn it, I’ve hit my quota.  My card is filled.  I have suffered enough.” 

“Aye, lady.  He said as much.  And he would be a friend to you, and so gave me to know it is no trade, but a gift he gives to one who once did him a kindness.”  Tonka—nay, he would not be Tonka now, and it remained to be seen if he would ever be so named again—raised his eyes to take in Antilles.  There followed a lengthy pause.  “My lord,” he said 440 

 

finally, still rubbing gently at Taryn’s back.  “How good it is to see thee well.” 

Antilles could not help a thin spark of humor at this display of typical Farasai understatement.  “And thee,” he said gravely. 

“Tilly?” croaked a new voice, one that was almost familiar.  And then:  “Tilly!”  A blanket seemingly abandoned at the hearth-side began to quake and shudder as the griffin sleeping beneath it now struggled to be freed.  Aisling tumbled out, his gold eyes going wild about the room to take in all of them.  His beak clicked as he worked it in silence.  Then, as the breaking of ice may bring a cascade of water from winter’s falls, the griffin’s voice—no longer that small shrill copy of Taryn’s, but his own true voice—poured plaintively from him.  “Mom!” 

Taryn jerked around, her mouth dropping open. 

Aisling bounded toward her and she swept him up into a tight embrace.  He clutched at her shoulders with his talons, burying his head under her chin, and cried, “Mom!  Yoo…rrrrr…oh… kay!” 

“Great gods,” Antilles heard himself say and he shot Tonka a startled glance.  “He cannot be  speaking?!” 

The horseman merely smiled.  “And why not?” he murmured, resettling himself on his padded bolster.  “For has he not been a miracle from the very first?” 

“You’re talking,” Taryn cried, true delight painting itself over the grief that had seemed to mask her since the dawning of this terrible day.  She was radiant once more, burning with a joy and a healing light all its own as she hugged her griffin close.  “Oh, my fierce prince!  My big boy!” 

“Yoo…rrrr…Ai-sing,” whispered the griffin.  His raptor’s eyes flicked to Antilles and his naked wings fluttered.  “Tilly. 



Yoo…rrrr…sun-shy?” 

Taryn giggled, her face pressed to fur. 

“Aye, lad,” Antilles said, tossing his broken horn.  “My sun and my moon and all my starry skies.” 

He slipped an arm around his maiden’s shoulders, pulling her to him with Aisling between them.  He closed his eyes, feeling all their heartbeats together.  The pain of his body melted away.  Tomorrow, there would be pain as all the hurts of his body took an account of themselves.  Tomorrow, there must be labors as kraal-Rucombe acknowledged the damage done to it and sought once more to rebuild. 
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with word of the wizard’s death and the changes this must mean.  But that was for tomorrow. 

This was not the hour of his happy ending, but the wizard was gone from his holdings and his maiden was warm against his heart. 

Tomorrow, the storms might return.  Today, he knew only peace. 
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